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From Starrider15 and a list that's not
Imaginings: 


BtVS/TS/CSI or NCIS 

Horatio/Xander or Gibbs/Xander 


In a world where Guides a rare and
highly prized Gibbs or Horatio are Sentinels without a guide and are being
aided with their senses by Jim and Blair.  Xander has left Sunnydale and
hiding from his abusive friends when he is kidnapped and buried alive during
his rescue it's discovered he is a Guide.  While recovering and learning
to trust his new Sentinel his ex-friends show up and get thrashed by the
Team.  Bonus if Buffy and Willow get spanked. 

  


Well, I'll take part of it.... 


 



Blair
came running to the hospital at Jim's page.  "What's wrong?" he
asked when he finally found him. 


"That
parking garage collapse.  We just pulled another one out."  He
glanced around before looking at him again.  "His voice drew me over
the screaming of the kids," he said quietly. "That's who I've been
hearing babbling for the last day." 


"Really?"



"Really." 
He gave him a look.  "I think we need to talk to him." 


"I
can do that."  He smiled at the nurse he knew.  "Which
room?" 


"Depends,
which kid?" she countered. 


"The
one I've been hovering over," Jim admitted, heading that way.  He
knocked before leaning in.  "Up for visitors?" 


"Time
for my statement?" 


"No,
we know what caused the garage to collapse," Jim offered as he walked
in.  "I'm Detective Ellison, this is Professor Sandburg." 
The kid on the bed waved, looking very confused.  "We're here about a
different matter." 


"Okay,"
he said slowly.  "I'm on my second road trip, guys.  What's
wrong?  Did I break a law by pausing so I could have some fast food
goodness at the mall while using a cleanish bathroom to clean up?" 


"No,"
Jim said, coming closer. 


"Let
me," Blair said, coming over to sit on the foot of his bed. 
"Jim thinks that you might be up my alley of study.   See, I'm
an Anthropologist and I study Sentinels, protectors of tribes." 


Xander
nodded slowly.  "I worked in Sunnydale." 


Blair
frowned.  "You're kidding." 


"Nope. 
Worked with the Watcher's Council dude there too and his girl, even,"
Xander said dryly.  He stared him down.  "Sentinels?" 


"Enhanced
senses, normal humans, protect the tribe," Blair told him. 


"So
like protectey vamps but human?" 


"Basically,"
Blair agreed, nodding.  "Jim, he's from somewhere that strange things
happen." 


"So
sentinels are a minor thing?"  Xander moved his gown's arm to show
his.  "Is that a bite mark?"  He looked at it. 
"It's only canines." 


"No,
it was fangs," Xander told him.  "Cranky female
vamp."  He looked at Blair again.  "How can I help
you?  Did you need a research buddy?  Because I've been doing that
for years." 


"No,
Jim thinks you've got Guide material." 


Xander
giggled.  "I'm lucky if I've got living material." 


"You've
survived and hunted for how long?" Blair shot back.  Xander
shrugged.  "Can we at least test it?" 


"As
long as you get me out of this hellhole hospital.  I can't stand these
places." 


"We
can arrange that," Blair agreed.  "Do you know where you're
staying yet?" 


"Shelter."



"I've
got a couch as long as you don't make a big mess," Jim said grudgingly. 


Xander
looked at him.  "How much of my stuff were you able to pull out of my
car?" he asked. 


"Point. 
We got your car out." 


"Good. 
Watch out for the trunk." 


"I
already told them that when I smelled the gunpowder," Jim admitted. 
"Let me get the nurse."  He went to find her, finding her with
forms.  "You knew?" 


"After
ten years working on this ward you know the ones who don't want to be here,
Detective Ellison.  You can also tell him that the Red Cross wanted to
make sure he had everything he needed." 


"I'll
get him with Millie later."  He walked the forms in, letting Blair
help the kid change since his wrist was casted and his head was still throbbing
probably.  Jim walked the forms back out and took the wheelchair, moving
the kid out of the noisy, cramped hospital to the quietness of the parking
lot.  "The Red Cross wanted you to check in about your losses,
kid.  They can help you get your insurance people and all that." 


"I'm
hoping my insurance guy hasn't been eaten yet," Xander told him. 
"All that stuff was in the glove box." 


"Which
is still intact," Blair assured him.  "I saw the wreckage
earlier."  He patted him on the back, going to get his car. 
"You can ride with me so we can talk about Guide stuff and the
tests." 


"Sure,"
he agreed, shrugging some.  He looked at Jim.  "Can they call
the people I know at home so they can laugh at her instead?" 


"Yeah
they're good at that and Millie's excellent at making them sorry for it,"
Jim admitted.  "That bad?" 


"Kinda
yeah."  Blair drove back and Xander got into the car.  "See
you in a few, Detective." 


"Sure,
kid."  He watched them drive off, heading for his own truck.  He
needed to check in at the office and to call his contact at the Red Cross so
they could come to the kid instead of making him go down there.  Plus his
boss would need to know that Blair had found another Guide.  They had been
working on and off with two other sentinels that Blair had found in law
enforcement over the years.  Maybe the kid would go well with one of
them.  Hopefully.  He hated sharing his guide. 


***



Xander
looked at the two guys Blair had called after he had gotten done with his
testing and it had come up with the bunny plus sign, as he put it, much to
Blair's amusement.  They were both older.  They both looked
uncomfortable.  They both looked a bit growly and mean.  He looked at
Jim, who shrugged.  "Are they normally that quiet?  I like
noise." 


"I
think they're studying you," Jim told him. 


"Oh. 
Okay."  He shrugged, then winced, rubbing his shoulder. 
"Word of advice.  Try not to have a parking garage fall on your car
and smoosh your roof down into you."  They both nodded at that. 
"Okay, guys, loosen up.  I'm not that special.  Really. 
Even if Blair did say that guides were more rare than vampires' steak dinners
I'm not that special."  One cracked a smile at that. 
"Before you ask, yes I am from somewhere there are real vampires. 
Yes, I have staked a few.  I'm from Sunnydale.  It was me or them and
I don't like being nibbled on that way."  That got a smirk from the
other.  "Sorry, laying it on the line."  He stood up. 
"I'll let you guys study me from afar so you can pump Jim for
information."  He went out onto Jim's balcony with Blair, looking at
him.  "They're kinda uptight." 


"It's
the job, Xander."  He patted him on the back.  "I heard
from Millie." 


"How
long did they laugh for?" 


"About
ten minutes but she made them very uncomfortable for it.  She also found
out your insurance agent had been eaten but someone else took his place. 
They're processing your claim now from the office up here.  She also gave
me the number of the guy suing the construction company that broke the parking
garage while trying to fix the building next to it. She said most of the others
were going to sue."  Xander nodded, taking that to put into his
pocket. "Also, she said that you have a sister?" 


"I
do?" 


"She
said you do." 


"Buffy
has a sister." 


"Maybe
that's who she was talking about.  Dawn?" 


"Buffy's
sister.  They just lost their mother."  He leaned on the porch
railing.  "I have no idea why that got brought up." 


"She's
apparently tried to follow you." 


"So
she ran away?" 


"Yup."



"Great." 
He took a deep breath.  "I suppose I can find a decent job wherever
and support her.  I'll be out of my cast soon and I do have construction
experience."  Blair smiled at him.  "I do."  He
shrugged.  "She can come stay with me as long as Buffy doesn't throw
a hissy.  She likes me more than either of them do this week anyway."



"Millie
found her in town.  She'll bring her over later." 


"Then
I'll definitely need a motel room," Xander agreed.  "Was my cash
found?" 


"Yup. 
Jim's got all your stuff waiting on you.  He even had help covering up the
fact that you had weapons in the car." 


"Sorry
but kinda my life.  Ya know?" 


"We
told the guy who covered it up that.  He looked up your town and said it
was probably better that he not know."  He patted him again. 
"We should go back inside.  Jim's giving us odd looks." 


"Jim
gives me a lot of odd looks." 


"I'm
the only guide he's ever known." 


Xander
looked at him.  "I like you and all but I can't be you." 


"I
don't expect you to be me, Xander.  I expect you to be you and to help one
of those two if you can." 


"Do
they live close by?" 


"Nope. 
One's in DC, the other's in Miami." 


"Miami
has a lot of construction jobs," he said thoughtfully. 


"Yes
they do," Blair agreed.  "Plus a very high cost of living but we
can worry about that later."  He walked him back inside. 
"I told him about his stuff, Jim." 


"It's
in the truck, kid.  We had to do a lot of hiding with your weapons." 


"Not
like it was nuclear or anything." 


"You
still had a bar of semtex, timers, det cord, and six handguns, plus a crossbow,
bullets, and arrows for the crossbow." 


"And
a vampire in a pear tree.  I wasn't going to leave them at home for the
selfish wenches to play with.  They might hurt themselves. They're having
a shallow week again." 


"It
happens now and then," the older of the two sentinels offered. 
"Where are you from?" 


"Sunnydale."



The
younger, redheaded one moaned.  "I've heard of your town, Mr.
Harris." 


Xander
grinned.  "Figured out who I was from that?" 


"He
said your name was Xander.  That's the only one I've ever heard of from
out there." 


"I'm
the only Alexander in town too," he quipped, grinning at him. 
"I'm on a road trip.  Oh, you should know apparently I've inherited
Buffy's little sister Dawn.  She'll be around later and I'll find a motel,
Jim.  She's deep in grief because she just lost her mom."  Jim
nodded at that.  "So, what do you two do?  I'm guessing some
sort of law enforcement with the way you both stiffened at the mention of
explosives." 


"I
work at NCIS," the older one said.  "I'm a team leader." 


Xander
frowned.  "Is that like CID?" 


"For
the Navy and Marines," he agreed.  "You know the Army Criminal
Investigative Service?" 


"They've
kinda been all over our town recently thanks to a freak project they came out
to do on our resident shadow population.  We were not fond of them so we
kinda drove them off."  They both looked stunned and Jim
snickered.  "We did," he said, pouting at him.  "I
helped." 


"I
know you did.  I got a report on that when I asked my intelligence buddies
to do a background check on you, Xander."   He grinned at Blair,
who was snickering.  "Buffy's sister?" 


"Dawn,
yeah.  They're having a shallow week." 


"That's
fine.  Is she here?" 


"Millie
said she'd drive her over after dinner."  He looked at his other
students.  "Relax, guys.  Xander has fought to save the world a
number of times." 


"Is
he going military?" the older guy asked. 


"I
don't think they'd accept me. I have some funny ideas about how to protect
others," Xander said quietly. 


"Then
getting him near me could be a problem," Gibbs admitted. 
"Unless he's got other skills?" 


"He
could work at your coffee shop, Jethro," the other one teased. 


"You'll
have the same problems, Horatio." 


"Actually,
I was working construction, guys.  That covers up a whole lot of knowledge
that I have." 


They
both nodded at that. 


"Neither
of you need someone on a daily basis," Blair pointed out.  "Just
for hard cases.  You could probably even train Xander in how to deal with
what you guys do on a daily basis if you had to." 


"That
would take a degree," Horatio reminded him.  Xander shuddered. 
"Don't like school?" 


"Not
my bestest buddy, no.  Could have something to do with going to high
school over a portal to hell, but mostly it just sucked."  He looked
at Blair.  "What about a private bodyguard thing?" 


"They're
both in law enforcement.  They'd expect to use someone else for that if
they needed it," Jim pointed out from his seat. 


Xander
shrugged. "I tried.  It made sense to me." 


"Who
do you work with now?" Jethro asked. 


"Buffy. 
Willow.  Giles.  Tara." 


"Three
girls and...." 


"A
British Librarian," Xander supplied.  "Selfish girls who decided
to be more special than everyone else again this month. Tara's nice but
Willow's warping her.  Willow and I have been friends since the first day
of school.  Buffy came to town in my tenth grade year and I've been
fighting with her since about the day she started school."  They both
frowned at that.  "Sorry, that's my background.  That and a lot
of crappy fast food jobs." 


"A
librarian?" 


"Watcher,"
Blair told him.  "Librarian was his cover.  He was there to
train Buffy.  I've got a book around here somewhere." 


"No
thanks.  I'll take the short version," Jethro said, making Xander
snicker.  "I don't like long briefings.  I'm an action oriented
person." 


"Now
and then that's the best, but sometimes watching is a lot of fun." 


"It
can be," Horatio agreed.  "No girlfriend?"  Xander
shuddered.  "I'll take that as a no." 


"I
was dating a yong woman named Anyanka.  She was a vengeance demon over
women scorned.  She got to torture a lot of unfaithful guys." 
They both shuddered at that and so did Blair.  Xander looked at him. 
"Ran into her?" 


"No. 
Not personally.  Stories of her." 


"I
heard plenty of those."  Xander looked at the guys again. 
"I'm leaving this up to you guys.  Not like I've got tons to deal
with at home right now, except for Dawn, and she'll move too."  He
looked at Blair.  "I would've thought that the law of reality
would've drawn guides to them." 


"In
some ways it does but not always the guide you need.  Jethro works with
someone who'd make a fantastic guide, but not for him." 


"I
have to trust him in other ways, I can't do that and do the job and be his
boss," Jethro reminded him. 


"I
have a few who might turn out if properly coached," Horatio admitted. 


"Can
you two switch?" 


"No,"
they said together. 


"We
need our people where they are.  We count on them being there,"
Horatio expanded at Xander's frown.  "The same as we can't really be
seen to be *guided* around since we both run our teams.  Especially not by
our junior officers." 


"So
you can't be seen to be touchy feely like Blair and Jim are and they can't seem
to be doing more than offering suggestions?"  Horatio nodded and
Jethro grunted.  "Okay.  That blows my ideas." 


Blair
patted him on the head.  "I had that same one, Xander.  It's a
natural first thought." 


"It's
also tactically sound on their end," he admitted.  "Especially
in positions of power."  He frowned, looking at them. 
"Like I said, I'm not adverse to moving.  I don't mind being a
Guide.  Blair gave me the full lecture, even if he did repeat some of it
after a short nap I had to take." 


"You
had a parking garage fall on you.  Of course you needed a nap," Jim
offered, grinning at him.  He did the same thing when Blair lectured him
now and then.  That particular lecture was a dry and more boring one. 


"For
now, let's deal with the practical things.  You've got to see if you can
stand me," Xander pointed out.  "Then we'll work on cover
stories and all that later."  They both nodded, letting Blair into
the kitchen.  "Can I help, Blair?  I've done a lot of fast food
cooking." 


"No,
I'm good.   This is one of my sacred spots.  Sit and talk to
Horatio and Jethro, Xander.  Let them get to know the real you." 


Xander
gave him a look.  "As close as anyone ever does," he agreed
finally, looking at them.  "Sorry, grew up around selfish
people." 


"We
all have defense mechanisms," Horatio agreed, sitting down across from
him.  "What else do you do?" 


"Work,
slay, former girlfriend, repeat.  That's about all I have time for
anymore.  Even on my days off it's not a day off, it's fixing Buffy's
weapons and things."  They both nodded, Jethro sitting down.  He
looked at him.  Then at Horatio.  "So, you guys are like the
shows on the discovery channel Willow likes to make us all watch?" 
They both nodded.  "Okay.  So I'm guessing you're both detail
oriented people." 


"I'm
very much one to speak for the victims," Horatio offered. 


"Good,
someone should if guys like me don't get there first and someone ends up being
one," Xander agreed.  Jethro gave him another stare.  "I've
been stared at by little kids when I did a six-week stint at a daycare, Jethro. 
You can't be worse than the little one who wanted my twinkies." 


Horatio
burst out laughing.  "There's agents all over DC who're scared of
him." 


"They're
secretaries, right?  Not the real agents?" 


"No,
they're mostly the FBI," Jethro admitted. 


"Which
is why I get idiots sent down to me when they come," Horatio said, looking
at him. "Can't you warn them off me too?  I had the biggest idiot the
other day.  He tried to tell me I couldn't get a fingerprint off a gun
grip, a smooth gun grip." 


"Scowl
and shoot back facts, that's how I do it," Jethro offered. 


"I
laugh and then walk away," Xander told them.  "Sometimes run
away and a few times even hid, but mostly walk away anymore.  I've been
figuring out I'm about out of fears at the moment.  I need new ones."



"Go
bungi jumping," Jethro told him. 


"Did
that accidentally on purpose.  The former ho drug me with her." 
He grimaced.  "Was not that impressed."  He heard footsteps
and glared at the door.  "Jim, do you have noisy neighbors?" 


"No,
that's someone wearing something fruity and Millie."  He got up to
answer the door, looking at the girl.  "Hi." 


"Xander?" 
He waved a hand, letting her run over to hug him.  "I missed
you.  Take me?" 


"Will
Buffy complain?" 


"She
told me I'm not human." 


"Then
we'll do what we can.  I'm sure someone can get custody switched over so I
don't have a police problem."  He settled her in next to his good
side.  "Dawn, these are Horatio and Jethro.  I'm going to be
moving near one of them to help them with stuff." 


"Hi." 
She waved weakly.  "What do you two do that you need a Xander? 
Evil women?"  Xander gave her a look. "I'm not the one who took
up with Anya." 


"It
was easy sex.  Get over it."  He rolled his eyes. 
"They're both in the forensic stuff that Willow makes us all watch." 


"Wow. 
Then you're uber-smart.  Why do you need a Xander?" 


"He's
got some special skills," Horatio told her. 


"I
know that, dude.  I've seen him use them all over Sunnydale." 
She shrugged.  "Other than that?" 


"That's
not a divulgeable secret, Dawnie," Xander told him.  She sighed and
smacked him on the arm.  "Hey!  I had a parking garage try to
smash me in my car, be more gentle or I'm making you move in with Angel." 


"She'd
love that," she said bitterly.  She snuggled in again.  "So,
you guys live where?" 


"I
live in DC," Jethro said, shaking himself clear.  "Horatio lives
in Miami." 


"Lots
and lots of construction guy stuff down there," she said, looking at
Xander.  Who nodded.  "What about DC?" 


"There's
almost always construction stuff, Dawn.  It's one of those needed
skills.  Or I could do something else." 


"I
guess."  She looked at Jethro again.  "You stare a
lot.  Am I that fascinating?"  She didn't get an answer. 
"Um, is he a scary stalker sort?" she asked Horatio, who shook his
head. 


"Jethro,"
Blair called. 


Dawn
looked at him then reached over and tweaked his nose.  "I'm too young
for you," she said when he blinked at her.  "No more staring at
my abs of doom."  She leaned back again. 


Blair
looked at Jethro, who gave him a hopeless look.  "Dawn, come in the
kitchen for a minute please?"  She sighed but got up and walked in
there. 


"Mr.
Harris?" Millie asked.  "Can I get you to sign some stuff? 
Please?" 


"Sure,
I can do that.  We'll use the balcony?"  She nodded, letting him
lead her out there.  "What's up?" 


"Who
are they?" 


"A
police officer and a fed.  Friends of Blair." 


"That
explains the strange reaction then.  He was probably trying to see her
aura or something.  I have a faxed release of custody from her sister to
you."  She handed it over.  "I asked if she would agree
when we told her we had found her sister.  She denied having
one."  Xander grimaced.  "What is wrong with that
family?  Is Dawn a behavior case?" 


"No,
their parent just died and Buffy's claiming that Dawn isn't really her
sister.  That she was implanted into the family by someone to rip them
apart since they got a divorce shortly after she was born."  He
signed the form after reading it.  "Anything else?" 


"A
few things."  She handed over some other forms.  "The
construction company would like to settle this quickly.  Half of them have
taken this offer.  If we can get the majority they'll use this one." 


Xander
looked at it then at her.  "No way in hell.  My car is worth
more than that.  Tell them I'm the original vindictive person over
destroying what's mine and I worked construction.  Fat chance." 
She smiled and tore that one up.   "I think you got another one
too."  He looked at that one, nodding and signing once he had both
halves.  "I will eliminate the mall since it wasn't their problem
originally.  Was it a wrecking ball?"  She nodded. 
"Damn.  Heavy hand on it." 


"Very." 
She took that one back.  "I can tape it together."  She
glanced inside then at him.  "Are you sure you can handle her?" 


"She's
a good girl.  Very much her mother's daughter.  It's just that Buffy
and our other best friend have special girl issues." 


"Ah. 
So Buffy's the behavior case." 


"Yeah,
big time."  He looked at the last form, frowning at it. 
"We are eligible for a motel?" 


"You
are since you were traveling.  The Red Cross can put you up there for the
next week." 


"That
should be plenty of time.  Tell them thank you." 


"I
can do that and have you checked in.  A double room?" 


"Please. 
What did she manage to sneak out?" 


"About
three bags of stuff.  Her sister said you were more than welcome to come
get the rest for her." 


"We
can do that on our way to Miami," he agreed, smiling at her.  He had
seen Dawn and Jethro staring off, Dawn tapping a foot.  "That is so
her mother's mannerism," he said quietly, making her laugh. 
"Thank you." 


"You're
welcome.  Have Blair call me if you need more help." 


"I
can do that and thank the people at the Red Cross for me too."  She
nodded, leaving with the paperwork.  He walked in, looking at Blair once
she was gone.  "So, she's a guide too?" 


Horatio
snickered, nodding.  "Very."  He got up to help Millie
carry in the bags.  "Is this all she had?" 


"Buffy
said we could go steal the rest as long as she didn't have to see me ever
again," Dawn told him, shrugging a bit.  "I'm all for beating
the snot out of my big sister and then taking all the clothes she stole from me
trying to be my size again." 


Xander
held up a hand, shaking his head.  "Not an issue."  He
called down to Sunnydale using his phone card.  "Tara, baby, it's
Xander."  He smiled.  "Dawn is here.  Buffy's decided
she's not related so we need the rest of Dawn's stuff packed for her. 
Please.  I'll give you an address in a few weeks to send it to? 
Thanks, Tara.  I don't care if you do it that way or not.  Or even if
Willow helps or distracts.  Oh, she said Buffy stole some of her clothes
again trying to recapture her own teenage years."  He looked at
Blair.  "No, I got a summons from a higher power, Tara.  I'm
needed on the east coast.  No, not like Angel, not quite anyway. 
Sure.  You are more than welcome to move with us, dear.  You know
that.  Sure, I'll write you a long email as long as you don't share
it.  Because I don't want to hear the laughter or the rants.  Tara,
they laughed when a parking garage trapped me in my car for over a day. 
I'm not feeling that charitable toward either of them and if I came back they'd
have issues with me.  Please?"  He smiled.  "Sure, the
rest of my stuff too if you can keep Anya out of it.  Thanks.  Love
you and I'll miss you so you'd better come visit.  Sure, soon." 
He hung up.  "She'll pack both of our stuff and put into
storage.  Then she'll have it sent." 


"That'll
work," Dawn agreed.  She looked at Jethro again.  "If it
makes it easier you can say I'm your guardee and you got me from my mom's
will," she offered.  "That would let me be there when you needed
me and all that stuff." 


"It
would," he agreed.  "It might even explain why I call you while
I'm on scenes." 


"True
it could," Horatio agreed, smiling at Xander.  "So you're coming
to Miami?" 


"More
work down there," he agreed happily.  "Once I get my cast
off."  He looked at the two senior people.  "We good with
that plan?" 


"It
works for me," Blair agreed. "Will her sister mind?" 


"She
can live with Jethro until I get settled is a good story." 


"That'll
work too," Jethro agreed.  Dawn shrugged.  "What about
school?" 


"Somewhere
not too hideous, preppy, and where I can be fashionable and cute?" Dawn
offered. 


"We'll
figure that out too," Jethro said dryly.  "I am an agent and a
former Marine." 


"Yay
you, my sister's a slayer and we had our own special sort of boot camp in
Sunnydale.  Xander taught me self-defense against boys." 


"And
vampires," Xander agreed. 


"And
vampires," Dawn agreed.  "Plus Spike." 


"He
is technically still a vampire, even if he can't nibble," Xander said
patiently. 


"Point. 
What about Giles?" she asked him. 


He
shrugged.  "What about him?  Not like he's paying attention to
either of us." 


"Good
point."  She nodded. "Maybe I can get a going away fund from
him." 


"Could
try.  I know I could use one," Xander admitted.  Willow
appeared, dropping a few boxes she had been floating.  "I said Tara
could store them until we moved," he complained. 


"Buffy's
ready to torch stuff.  Dawnie, we packed you all your stuff from your
room, but the furniture stuff, and a few good pictures of your mom, plus all
the DVD collection and all the games to make her miserable." 


"Okay. 
That'll work.  Until Xander gets settled I'm staying with Jethro
here," she said, nodding at him.  "He's a Marine and a
Fed." 


"Like
Initiative?" 


"Like
CID only for the Navy and Marines, Willow," Xander offered. 


"Oh,
then that's fine then.  We won't mind.  We like them."  She
smiled at her.  "There's two more boxes." 


"We
can store them under the stairs for right now," Jim offered.  Willow
beamed and floated them that way, then got the other two, putting them there
too.  "Thank you, miss." 


"I'm
not like that, I'm Willow."  She shook his hand.  "How did
you meet Xander?" 


"We
helped when he got called to a different service." 


"That's
cool."  She smiled at Blair.  "Hi." 


"Hi. 
Want dinner?" 


"No,
I should get back to my Tara snuggly."  She hugged them both, then
smacked Xander on the arm.  "Anya said to give you that." 


"I've
already got a broken wrist and we're broken up.  She can find someone else
to suck dry.  What about my stuff?" 


"We've
got it in storage and she doesn't know where.  Though your savings account
is gone." 


"I
know," he said dryly.  "Any other good news?" 


"She
didn't sell anything this time."  She shrugged.  "When you
get settled, let us know."  She waved and disappeared again. 


Xander
rubbed the sore spot.  "Hey, Blair, can I borrow some more of that
liniment?" 


"Bathroom,
Xander."  He nodded his thanks, going that way to put some on the new
sore spot. 


Dawn
looked at Horatio.  "She used to be his best friend." 
Horatio nodded, going to see if he could help Xander.  She looked at
Jethro.  "So, anything I should be aware of?" 


"I
drink a lot of coffee for a good reason.  People are scared if I don't
have coffee in my hand." 


"Okay. 
I can learn how to make coffee.  Xander probably makes some decent stuff
after all the fast food he worked.  Anything else?" 


"I
work as part of a team.  You'll get to meet them when we get back to
DC." 


"Sure. 
That's cool.  How anal are you going to be about dating?"  He
gave her an odd look.  "Some year I might want to date, Jethro. 
As pointed out, I doubt we'd be a cool couple.  I'm hip and you
growl."  He smiled and nodded at that.  "So?" 


"I'll
meet them all, threaten them, and then bury them if they try anything I don't
like.  I have a yard as well as some woods for their mangled
remains." 


"Okay. 
That'll work too.  Better than Buffy's strict regulation on the fact that
I can't have sex until I'm well past Anya's real age of eleven-hundred and
some." 


Horatio
walked Xander back out.  "She bruised him." 


"She
does that," Dawn told him.  "You had better protect the
Xander.  I am the mean one of that whole group and I learned from all the
other scary women in Sunnydale." 


"When
did you meet Dru?" Xander asked. 


"Heard
a lot about her," Dawn assured him.  "Remember, Spike was my
sitter now and then." 


"Not
my idea," he told her.  "Really." 


"I
know but it's fun.  He lets me do neat stuff." 


"He's
trying to get you in trouble," he countered.  "He let you
shoplift.  He taught you how." 


"Point. 
I was trying to get attention." 


"And
if you ever do it again I'm going to kick your ass.  Clear?" 


"Clear,"
she agreed.  She walked over to give him a hug.  "I'm sorry
Willow was such a booger head to you.  Again."  She grinned.
"I'll be very good in DC with Jethro." 


"Good. 
That's what I want to hear because he will tell me and I will spank,"
Xander reminded her.  "You will grow up in a manner that makes your
mother proud wherever she is.  Because if you turn into Buffy or Anya,
I'll tan your ass into a new personality." 


"Yes,
Xander.  I'll be a good Dawnie."   He smiled and gave her
another hug.  "Okay."  She broke free.  "You're
wrinkling me."  She walked over to grab Jethro.  "Don't
worry, I was seeking attention from the uber-ho sister.  It's not who I
usually am." 


"Good. 
Because he'll get you after I do, Dawn."  He stared her down. 


She
pinched him on the cheek with a smile.  "Aren't you cute when you
scowl?"  She walked into the kitchen.  "Can I help,
Blair?  After all, I am learning how to cook, or I was from Mom." 


He
gave her a hug.  "It'll get a bit easier, Dawn."  She
nodded, sniffling against his shoulder.  "I promise, it'll get
easier." 


"I've
lost lots of others," she said, looking at him.  "It was a
bigger blow to lose Mom." 


"We're
like a family here.  You and Xander are both part of us now." 


"Does
that mean I should call you Stepmom?" 


Jim
burst out laughing, walking out onto the balcony with Horatio right behind him
so they could laugh in private. 


"Auntie?"
Dawn suggested, cracking a smile. 


"Blair. 
Blair is good.  I'm too hairy and too secure in my gender identity to be
an Auntie."  He gave her another squeeze.  "Get the plates
out of the cabinet behind me and set the table with plates, glasses, and
forks.  No need for other stuff."  She nodded, moving to find
things and do that.  "Go get the two chuckling ones and make them
clean up."  Xander went to do that.  He smiled at Jethro. 
"Well, you're used to Tony." 


"I
am," he agreed. "I'm used to Abby too and she's like a cross between
them."  He patted Dawn on the back, moving to help her set the
table.  "I've got to email them tonight." 


"Millie
found us a motel room for the week," Xander told him.  "A double
of course."  Dawn nodded that she was fine with that. 
"Just don't take all night in the bathroom, okay?" 


"I
won't."  She gave him a kiss on the cheek.  "You're going
to be good in Miami?" 


"I'm
going to be very good in Miami.  I might even find a nice girl to
date." 


She
gave him an odd look.  "Uh-huh.  And there's going to be another
apocalypse when?"  She went to fuss some things back into place that
Jethro had moved, giving him a hip nudge out of her way.  "No one
needs placemats that straight, Jethro.  If you need a ruler you need
therapy.  That's why it's called casual dining." 


Blair
laughed, nodding.  "She's right.  This is not a formal meal by
any standard." 


"Feel
lucky.  The last formal meal we had was at some embassy event he got
invited to.  It had fried grub worms in honey," Jim complained. 


"I've
had that dish," Jethro admitted.  "Needed cayenne." 


"Eww,"
Dawn told him.  "Really eww.  I eat normal human, teenage girl
food." 


"I
was on assignment, Dawn.  It was a delicacy." 


"It
can stay there too."  She went to help Blair bring food out. 
"Is that chicken or turkey?" 


"Chicken. 
Why?" 


"Wondering,
just in case."  She put things down and went to get the drinks. 
"Soda, milk, or water, guys?" 


"Milk's
soy," Jim warned. 


"Okay,
soda, water, or fake milk that makes some people I know itch?" 


"Water
please, Dawn," Horatio requested.  He sat next to Xander, who let
Dawn sit next to him, and Jethro across from her.  Jim and Blair got the
ends of the oval table.  "Jethro, want her over there?" 


"No,
it's better right now for her to get her Xander-time in."  He dished
up food and handed it over.  "So, Dawn, that floating thing?" 


"I
can but I don't do a lot of it and I'm still learning.  I will not follow
in the bad footsteps and do bad things with it." 


"Good,"
Xander agreed.  Jethro nodded, eating his first bite.  "She's
not going to use it all the time, Jethro.  She's not like that, like
Willow can be.  Willow changes her clothes with it." 


"I
want to see what I look like first," Dawn told him.  She looked at
the boxes.  "I hope they got my stuffed animals." 


"Four
boxes of stuff?" Xander said.  "Probably.  Unless she
brought the stuff you had outgrown." 


"Maybe. 
I really do have to call Giles to ask him if Mom left me anything
else."  Xander patted her on the back.  "So, you expected
Anya to clean you out?" 


"Yeah,
the last time she stomped off in a huff due to lack of oral sex she cleaned out
both accounts and my small CD retirement fund, plus sold some of the stuff
around the house.  I made her buy it all back with her own money.  I
pointed out how very unfun jail was going to be and how she didn't like women
that way so therefore she was going to give it all back or else she was going
to spend a very long time there, no matter how short her skirt was." 
Dawn snickered at that.  "She thinks she can get out of theft charges
with a short skirt?  Nope."  He ate a bite, nodding. "This
is good, Blair." 


"Thanks,
Xander.  How bad was Anya?" 


"All
she ever talked about was the money and the orgasms, and that's what she called
it," Dawn said when Jim choked.  "Night and day, no matter who
was around.  I don't know any woman who wouldn't be thrilled with the
slave she made Xander become but she wasn't."  She shrugged, eating
another bite.  "Yes, I am blunt as only teenagers can be." 
She looked at Jethro.  "I'll try not to embarrass you." 


"Depends
on who you say it to.  You can be blunt with some and not with
others.  Eat, you're too thin."  She nodded, digging in
again.  Xander nudged her, giving her a look, getting a small smile. 
"So, if it's not too nosy, what happened to your mother?" 


"Brain
tumor," she sighed, putting down her fork to take a drink. 
"Which suddenly appeared one day out of nowhere, no prior signs, not even
a headache until the day she passed out."  Jethro looked at her. 


"This
was at the end of the Initiative crap," Xander agreed at Jethro's
look.  "I wasn't too sure of that myself.  It didn't seem right
that she had a brain tumor the size of a walnut and didn't even have a
headache.  Especially where hers was.  The CID guy said he couldn't
find a record of it done officially.  So if it was, it was a personal
thing." 


"Riley's
back in town," Dawn told him. 


"Yay. 
Buffy can have her torturing commando and we'll have something better and
nicer," Xander told her simply, shrugging a bit.  He winced and
rubbed the spot Willow had hit.  "You don't need a thug who gets off
tasering victims." 


"No,
I don't.  I have better taste," she agreed.  "My closest to
thug would be Spike, who had a poetic bent now and then." 


"He
used to be one, just an awful one," Xander told her.  "Kept
trying to rhyme orange with door hinge." 


"Well,
depending on the accent," she offered.  Blair shook his head quickly,
getting up to get some more water.  "Sorry." 


"It's
all right.  Maybe Jethro will meet Spike some day." 


Xander
looked at him.  "If you do, make sure the chip still works. 
Otherwise he'll eat you." 


"I'll
remember that.  Thanks, kid."  He ate another bite, waving his
fork at Dawn, who dug in again. 


Jim
looked at Xander.  "You date worse than Blair, don't you?" 


Xander
shrugged.  "I don't know.  Blair, did you date a former Inca
Mummy girl who needed to suck souls to live?" 


"No,"
he said slowly and carefully. 


"Xander
did, he even made her leave my sister alone," Dawn said with a smirk for
her friend. 


"Hey,
I brought Buffy back to life too," Xander said dryly.  "And gee,
I slept with Faith too." 


Dawn
looked at him.  "I'm sorry.  Is that why you went out with
Anya?  To try to make sure not all women were like Faith?" 


"Maybe,"
he admitted.  "I think that was more her decision than mine. 
She decided I was taking her to the prom and then it went from there.  She
showed up one day, stripped naked, and climbed in, then never really
left."  He ate another bite.  "It's like feeding a stray
cat." 


"Who
then ate you out of house and home," Dawn reminded him. 


"Yeah,
she did.  Many times.  And expected constant petting."  He
ate another bite then shrugged while he chewed.  "It
happens."  He looked at Horatio.  "Any horror stories about
you I should know?" 


"He
walks into dangerous situations without a vest and knows he's going to come out
the other side," Jethro told him.  "Bombs too." 


"Bombs
can be nice," Xander admitted, "but that's probably not a healthy
thing." 


Horatio
looked at him.  "Sometimes the situation calls for it." 


"Ah,
you've been single for a while," Dawn said.  Everyone stared at
her.  "Only single guys do stupid stuff that can get them
killed.  Married guys and taken guys are thinking about what their girls
or guys will think if they get their stupid asses blown up."  She
looked at Horatio.  "What'll happen if you die and leave
Xander?" 


"No
one's sure," Jim admitted.  "I know if a guide dies then the
sentinel usually goes insane and dies shortly afterward.  Blair?" 


"Guides
might be able to withstand a sentinel's death.  There's more of you than
us it seems."  Jim nodded.  "We might get very, very hurt
and probably go insane for a while but a new one would end up bringing us out
if what I've read it right." 


"Okay,
so no one gets dead or I'm having them turned, that works for me," Dawn
said.  Jethro gave her an odd look.  "Hey, I know some vamps who
would.  I can ask Angel to come turn you when you're in a
coma."  She stared him down.  "Deal?"  She smiled
sweetly. 


"I
don't do things like that.  I have the normal risks for death on the
job.  Which I'm not giving up." 


"Not
asking you to.  I'm asking you not to do stupid shit that'll get you
dead.  Big difference.  It's like Xander standing against one vampire
or Xander baiting ten vampires so Buffy can stake the vampires." 


"It
worked," Xander admitted.  "Though I felt really cheap since she
dressed me up like a male whore."  He looked at Horatio. 
"I'm sure you'll be as careful as you can so you don't die.  After
all, who'll speak for the victims if you do die?" 


"I
try to keep that in mind," he agreed. 


"Good.  
Oh, crap.  All the weapons are in storage, Dawn."  He resisted
the urge to slap himself in the head multiple times for not thinking about that
earlier.  Pissed girls plus weapons equaled Very Bad Things for the
world.  Ones that he might have to stop.  Plus, Buffy would be having
PMS in another week; it was going to end the world this time if he didn't
rescue his babies. 


"And? 
Not like Giles cares and my sister could use a good foot up the ass. 
They'll do wonderfully in Miami."  Horatio looked around Xander so he
could give her the funny look.  "He's our weapons guy." 
She smiled sweetly.  "He's very good at it." 


Horatio
looked at Xander.  "We'll pick up your things on the way to
Miami.  We'll fly out of LAX if you want." 


"We
can fly from here to the next town over, pick up crap, repack it if necessary,
then leave from there to hit LAX or even McCairn in Vegas.  We have direct
flights." 


Horatio
nodded. "We'll see if we can do that."  Xander gave him a
shoulder nudge, earning a curious look.  "What?" 


"Relax. 
I dated demanding women.  I'm not like that myself.  They tried to
make me their trained monkey slut boy.  I'm sure you're smarter than
that." 


"I
am.  I learned to appreciate those around me." 


"That
would be nice," Xander admitted, smiling at him.  "We'll figure
it out."  Horatio nodded, handing him the rolls.  "Thank
you, kind sir."  He took one and dug in again, using the roll to sop
up the stir fry's broth. 


"Dawn?"
Horatio offered. 


"No
thanks, I watch my carb intake since I'm not as hyper as I used to be. 
I'll never get the hot boys to date me if I get fat." 


"Maybe
Tony can help her find a nice guy," Jim offered. 


Jethro
gave him an odd look. "Only if he weeds out all the guys like him." 


"That's
one way of finding the nice guys among the bastards," Xander told him. 


"Tony's
a playboy," Horatio told him. 


"Does
he run around in jammies too?" Dawn asked. 


"Not
at work," Jethro told her.  "Mostly smart suits." 


"I
guess that's okay.  I'm not much one for preppy boys."  She dug
in again.  "You cook very well, Blair.  Can I get a recipe book
before we go?" 


"Sure,
Dawn.  I've got one already bound.  I have to trade with my mother
now and then."  Jim and Jethro both shuddered.  "You've met
my mother, Jethro?" 


"She
was in DC last month, Sandburg.  I hate your mother.  Tony laughed at
your mother.  Told her the priorities she was heaving around were out of
whack with reality, that if she wanted to protest, go protest at some wife
beater or child abuser's house instead.  It'd do more good than picketing
congress by herself."  Jim whimpered.  "She huffed off to
get a soy latte then found more people to protest with her." 


Dawn
shook her head.  "My momma raised me to be a sensible, caring girl,
but to kick ass if necessary.  I will go protest outside some nasty guy's
house to keep him from hurting his wife or kids, or boyfriend and kids. 
Hell, I'll create a glowing sign above his head so *everyone* knows.  Did
it to Anya once the time I found her cheating on Xander." 


"Which
allowed me to dump her and her not getting her powers back," Xander agreed
proudly.  "Thank you." 


"Welcome. 
Maybe she went to find Dru and her slime demon honey for some." 


"Could. 
Brazil is full of pretty people.  She'd fit in."  He looked at Horatio. 
"If I come running and hiding to get away from a girl, just hide me
somewhere until she's gone, okay?" 


"I
can do that," Horatio agreed, smiling at him.  "Eat,
Xander.  You're too skinny too." 


Xander
nodded.  "Anya threw out my candy stash before she left.  She
was trying to make me eat tofu.  I went on a hunger strike at
home."  He dug in, getting seconds, passing them to Jim when he
grunted. 


"At
least no one's going to have a boring life anymore," Blair said with a
happy grin. 


"Knock
my guide out for me please," Jim asked Horatio since he was closest. 
"If I do it I'll get a headache.  If you do it, I'll get to sleep
tonight." 


Horatio
looked at Blair.  "He said you scare him." 


"I
can always call my mom to come for a visit." 


"I
will run and hide," Jim assured him.  "Simon said I can camp at
his house." 


"Go
ahead, remember she likes Simon.  A lot."  Jim moaned, holding
his head. 


Xander
patted himself down then got up and got something from his bag, using it to
knock Blair out. "Lasts twenty minutes and it'll make him forget the bad
thoughts.  I used it on Buffy and Anya." 


Jim
took it from him. "Thanks, I'll keep this for the next time he doesn't
wait in the truck." 


Horatio
looked at Xander.  "We'll talk about the weapons things later, Xander."



"Okay." 
He smiled.  "Do you like bombs?" 


"I
used to be on the bomb squad." 


"Cooollll,"
Xander breathed.  "We had to make the high school explode to keep the
demon from ending the world." 


"Jim,
can I borrow that?" Jethro asked, taking the small ball to knock Xander
out.  "There."  He handed it back.  He looked at Dawn.
"Are you having bad thoughts too?" 


"I
don't like weapons.  I'm not a pacifist but I'm not a weapons girl by any
means.  I'm a fashionable, smart girl.  Big difference." 


"Good
to know," Jethro said happily.  He smirked at Horatio. 
"Have fun not being bored." 


"Thank
you," Horatio said, shifting Xander so he could rest more comfortably
against his arm.  "Dawn, eat more before the slimy guys hit on
you." 


She
took half of Xander's plate.  "He's used to it.  All us ladies
do it to him now and then.  It's how he doesn't get fat from all the
ho-hos and the twinkies."   She dug in again. 


"Remember,
you guys can call and talk to us whenever you need to," Jim said. 


"Thanks,"
Jethro told him. 


"I've
got you on speed dial already," Horatio agreed.   Blair woke up
so Horatio got him some more water.  "Here, you took a nap." 


"Thanks,
man.  I don't know why I'm so tired tonight."  He sipped his
water, looking at Xander.  "I guess I'm not the only one." 


"No,
he conked out too," Jim said, hiding the device in his pocket. 


***



Jethro
walked Dawn into his unit the next Monday, letting her see where he
worked.  "This is my row.  That is McGee playing a video game he's
not supposed to have.  Ziva is the lady behind you trying not to size you
up to kill you.  Where is DiNozzo?" 


"With
Abby in the lab, boss," McGee said, smiling and waving at Dawn. 
"Hi.  On some sort of student assignment?" 


"Her
mother gave her to a friend of ours.  He's getting settled so she's
staying with me." 


Dawn
felt someone come up behind her and turned to look at the guy standing
there.  "Hi.  I'm Dawn." 


"Tony
DiNozzo."  He shook her hand, staring her down.  Then he
sniffed.  "How was Blair's cooking?" 


"Really
good.  Fortunately he shared recipes."  She grinned at
him.  "Where are you from?" 


"Long
Island.  You?" 


"Sunnydale." 
He noticed Ziva went pale so she looked at her too.  "I'm Dawn
Isabelle Summers," she said, shaking her hand.  "Pleasure to
meet you, Ziva." 


"Summers?"



"We're
all formidable women but my sister's a bitch who said I'm not related." 


Ziva
nodded.  "Welcome to DC." 


"Thank
you."  She smiled at Tony again.  "Since I'm staying with
Jethro, does he let you guys come out to eat so I can test recipes on
you?  You look like you eat, unlike Jethro who apparently only drinks
coffee and eats once a day." 


"Now
and then," he agreed.  He smiled at his boss.  "Whenever
you agree of course, boss.  Should I take her down to meet Abby?" 


"We
can do that next, I came to get something off my desk and show her
around.  Then I'll be back after lunch."  Tony nodded at that,
walking off with them.  Once they were in the elevator he looked at
her.  "McGee and Tony both know." 


"Blair
said Tony was a guide too," she agreed quietly. 


"There's
no cameras in here," Tony told her.  "We ripped them out long
ago.  This is the boss's conference room."  He patted her on the
shoulder.  "You'll do fine, Dawn, and I can work backup at scenes and
things.  We'll get together to work with him."  She smiled and
nodded.  "Good.  Now, Abby is a nice woman, no matter what you
think." 


"Please! 
I'm used to vampires and things.  Xander, my buddy, was dating a former
vengeance demon named Anyanka.  You can't get much more strange than the
eleven- hundred-year-old former demon who was a nympho money grubbing ho."



Tony
blinked.  "You're very blunt.  We'll enjoy the hell out of
having you here."  Gibbs smacked him.  He looked at him. 
"I will.  It'll give me someone to watch movies with." 


"What
did you think of _House of a Thousand Corpses_?" she asked. 


"Gory
but odd.  You?" 


"Odd. 
We giggled."  She grinned at Jethro.  "Relax.  I won't
get into a kitty fight with him.  Really." 


"I
was hoping not but with the way DiNozzo hits sometimes you never
know."  He turned back on the elevator, taking them to the lab. 
He walked in and found the director in there.  "Director, this is
Dawn Summers, she's staying with me while her other guardian gets settled. 
Her mother left her to us." 


"I'm
not a couch," Dawn said, smacking him on the arm.  "She didn't
leave me to you, she entrusted you with my gentle upbringing."  She
looked at the director and smiled. "Hi.  How are you today,
ma'am?"  She walked off giggling.  Dawn looked at her
back.  "I'll deal with the bitchy cunt later," she decided,
looking at the other woman.  "Hi." 


"Hi,"
she said, staring at her.  "You're very...odd." 


"I'm
from Sunnydale.  We're like that out there near LA." 


Abby
gaped.  "You know vampires," she said in awe. 


"My
sister's killed a number of them and one babysat me."  Abby squealed
and hugged her.  "Ooh, you hug nice."  She gave her a
squeeze back.  "You'll be a good female role model, right?" 


"Of
course!  Now why are you really here?  You smell like incense. 
Did Blair send you?" 


"He
put me on the plane with him after a few days training," Dawn agreed
happily.  "With some recipes." 


"That's
so cool!" Abby said, hugging Gibbs.  "I'm so happy for
you!  Even if she will drive you nuts!"  Dawn cackled, shaking
her head.  "We'll see," Abby agreed.  "So, do you like
forensics?" 


"I
don't know anything more than the show that Willow made us watch." 


"Wow. 
We can teach you a lot."  She drug her over to the computer. 
"Can you hack?" 


"That
was another Willow activity, along with making magical boo-boos." 


"Then
we'll have a lot to teach you." 


"I
want her to be normal acting, Abby," Gibbs ordered. 


"Of
course."  She shrugged, then waved him off.  "Go away, go
work, let us girls talk." 


Tony
came over to help.  "Let's listen to what McGee is explaining to
Ziva."  He tapped into the video camera up there, listening to him
explain that Dawn was not homicidal.  He looked at her.  "You're
not, right?" 


"No,
that was my sister.  She's a slayer." 


"Good." 
He typed that in to McGee.  She took the keyboard to make notes for
him.  He sent back a smiley face and went over them with her.  She
smiled at Abby.  "Okay, that should be enough.  Now what?" 


"Like
guns?" 


"That's
Xander.  He's with Horatio." 


"Oooh,
two found at the same time?" Abby asked. 


"Yes,
Xander asked Horatio if he liked bombs," Jethro said dryly. 
"Come on, Dawn.  They can come over tonight to bother you and mooch
food.  I've got to go grocery shopping.  All I have is bourbon and a
boat right now." 


"A
boat?  We're building a boat?  Can we go for a sail?  I've never
been on a boat." 


"When
I get it done," he agreed, walking her off.  "After work,
guys."  He walked her off.  Once they were in the elevator he
looked at her.  "Don't threaten the director." 


"She
gave me the Anya vibe." 


"We
used to have a thing.  It was over long ago." 


"Maybe
not for her.  She still wants in the starched stuff, Jethro.  But I
can keep it at kitty hissing for now.  Unless she gets you hurt." 


"Thank
you."  He led her back to the car, taking her back to his house,
smiling when she went 'whee' as they pulled out of the parking garage. 
She was definitely different.  He'd give it a month to see how much she
grated on his nerves.  Then he and Horatio could complain and share stories
of their guides driving them nuts before they complained to Blair.  Or
Jim, he'd understand having an insane guide who did strange things. 
Hopefully. 


***



Horatio
walked Xander into the lab, letting him look around.  "This is where
I work." 


"It's
very much higher tech than I'm used to.  Lots and lots of whirry
machines."  Horatio smiled at that.  "They are.  Ooh,
guns, I know guns." 


"That's
ballistics, Xander."  He took him up to his office.  "This
is my office." 


"This
is nice and airy.  Someone thought you needed sun." 


"The
sun is everywhere down here," he said gently.  He waved at the person
leaning in.  "Eric, this is Xander.  Blair introduced us." 


"Hey,
finally," he said, smiling and shaking his hand. 


"All
it took was a parking garage falling on me."  Eric gave him a
horrified look.  "I was in my car debating with myself about lunch
when the garage got hit and fell on my car." 


"Ow. 
You okay?"  Xander held up his casted wrist.  "Could've
been much worse." 


"True. 
Much, much worse."  He saw a blonde woman looking in.  "I'm
not biting today, you can come in too.  Though if you're a bad girl please
don't offer to date me.  I've had enough of those." 


"No,
I'm not," she said, looking confused. "New tech?" 


"No,
I'm a Xander."   He shook her hand with a smile. 
"Horatio talked me into moving down here with him.  He said there's
lots of work stuff." 


"It
depends on your field," she agreed, smiling at him.  "It's good
that he found nice folk in Washington State."  She looked at him. 


"Blair
found him," he admitted.  She squealed and hugged him, making him
flinch.  "Xander, she's not like your old friends," he said
gently.  "She won't hurt you or I can spank her." 


"Okay." 
He gave her a hug.  "There, much better."  She smiled at
him, patting him on the cheek until he let go.  He beamed.  "I'm
getting better." 


"Good. 
Now, tell us about you?" 


"I'm
from Sunnydale.  By LA," he said when they both looked
clueless.  That was a nice change.  "I've been working construction.  
I have this very bad habit of dating evil wenches who want to kill me or suck
me dry."  He shrugged.  "I haven't had much time for
anything else recently." 


"Earthquake?"
Eric asked. 


"No,
I was on the town's protection patrol." 


"Why?"
she asked, starting to look confused.  He looked around then moved his
shirt, making her stare at the scars.  "I guess it was necessary
then."  He nodded, moving his shirt back into place. 
"Well, you're in Miami now and we're not like that down here.  You're
more likely to find shallow girls than bad ones.  I'll see if any of my
girlfriends are single for you."  He shrugged but nodded. 
"Good."  She smiled.  "Horatio, Speed's been trying to
sneak back." 


"I'll
talk with him tonight, Calleigh.  Thank you." 


"Welcome. 
The new boy's been *okay* all week." 


"Even
better."  He smiled at them.  "I'm showing him around
today." 


"Okay." 
They left, going back to work.  Eric looked at his buddy. 
"That's an odd choice for his guide," he said quietly. 


"Very
but he seems nice." 


"Maybe. 
Something's still off." 


"We're
CSI, Eric, we can do a background check." 


"Good. 
You want or me?" 


"I'm
clear, I'll do one," she said, going to her lab to do that. 


Horatio
smiled at Xander.  "They're fine with you.  Going to tell Speed
to expect us." 


"Who's
he?" 


"Another
coworker. He's been temping in as my guide while he's been out with a gunshot
wound." 


"Oh. 
Okay."  He grinned.  "Should we go there before he
worries?" 


"We
can do that."  He got up, taking him out, nodding at the receptionist. 
"I'll be back in a few hours, let me get him settled."  She
nodded, handing over a new message.  "Thank you."  He
glanced at it on the way out.  "Let's make a detour."  He
pushed a button on the elevator, letting them off on another floor. 
"This is homicide and the detectives we work with most often." 
He walked him off to one end of the room.  "Frank, Yelina,
John?"  They all stared at him, John standing up.  "This is
Xander."  Xander waved.  "He's just moving here from near
LA, he was on a trip in Washington State when a parking garage fell on
him."  Xander held up his cast.  Horatio looked at him. 
"Don't pretend for them." 


"Horatio
won't let me have my semtex anymore," he complained.  The lone female
giggled.  He looked at her.  "Are you evil too?"  She
shook her head, giving him a kiss on the cheek.  "Thanks.  Maybe
you can help the pretty blonde one find me unevil women since the last one I
dated used to be in vengeance for women scorned."  John Hagen choked. 
"So you know Anyanka?" he asked pleasantly.  "She's single
again if you wanted.  Watch out for her energizer bunny nature." 


"You're
from where?" John asked finally. 


"Sunnydale."



John
nodded, then looked at Horatio.  "You two are so suited," he
mouthed.  He sat down again.  "Welcome to Miami, Xander. 
Come to us if you need help." 


"Sure,
I can do that."  He grinned at the other guy.  "I don't
mean to scare people.  Some people can't deal with a happy me
though." 


Frank
looked at him then at Horatio.  "Blair?" 


"Blair,"
he agreed. 


"Welcome
to Miami, kid.  We're here if you need help." 


"Good
to know."  He grinned at him.  "My little sister went to
DC.  She's fifteen." 


"Poor
Jethro," Frank said, shaking his head.  "Anything we should
watch out for?"  Xander pulled out a few pictures and handed them
over.  "They're all girls." 


"They're
all former friends or exes.  I will run."  He nodded to show how
serious he was. 


"I
can watch out for them," Frank agreed.  "Have fun settling
in.  What're you going to be doing?" 


"Construction."



Frank
grimaced.  "How will that work?" 


"Not
a clue yet, Frank," Horatio admitted. 


"Maybe
you can have a secretary finally," John offered with a grin. 


"I
make coffee that made Jethro happy," Xander told him.  "I had to
teach Dawn." 


"That's
a talent," John said, smirking at him.  "It'll work out,
kid.  Go be happy in the sunshine with Horatio for the rest of
today.  Nothing much happened while he was gone."  Horatio
nodded, walking Xander off.  He looked at Frank.  "Which one do
you think is doing the background check?" 


"Calleigh,"
he said.  "She's clear.  Eric's got a rape/homicide at the
moment." 


"I'll
call."  He called over there, talking quietly with her.  He even
gave her a place to look.  Her burst of crying made him nod. 
"Yeah, she's learning a lot about Xander."  He hung up, getting
back to work. 


***



Horatio
knocked on a very plain door, nodding at the scruffy man on the other side with
the sling on one arm.  "Speed, this is ....  Xander?" he
called.  He came over with the cat he had pulled out from under the
hummer.  "Thank you." 


"She's
the neighbor's beast," Speed said, looking at him.  "Go ahead
and put her down.  There's no telling how many fleas she has this
time."  Xander put her down on top of a manicured bush, following
Horatio inside.  "So you're his guide?"  Xander
nodded.  "Do you speak?" he asked as he closed the door. 


"Yeah
but he said you were grumpy most of the time so I'm trying hard not to have
Willow flashbacks." 


Speed
blinked at that then at Horatio.  "Huh?" 


"His
friend, Speed.  She's apparently a bit grumpy with him recently." 


"Because
I'm not Special Girl like she and Buffy are," Xander agreed.  He
smiled at him.  "Since I'm also good at reading body language, let me
reassure you.  I'm not here to take your spot with him.  I date evil
and psychotic women.  They think I'm better than sliced cheese. 
Also, I can't share work with him.  I'm not that smart.  I can do
other stuff, I was on the Sunnydale protection patrol.  I've hunted a lot
of things over the last few years.  I don't want to break you two up or
get between whatever you two have.  Okay?" 


"Good,"
he agreed.  "But we're just friends, kid." 


Xander
cackled.  "Sure, and I'm the tooth fairy.  Don't you see the
pretty tutu?" 


Speed
stared at him for a minute then at Horatio.  "Jethro said he was like
a child between DiNozzo and Abby.  They both are but Dawn's more like Abby
and he's more like DiNozzo." 


"That's
a bad thought," he decided.  He looked at Xander again. 
"What else can you do?" 


"Construction.
A  lot of fast food stuff.  I can stake a vampire, behead most
demons, date former demons who turn into nympho sluts with money-grubbing
tendencies. I can repair battle axes, swords, crossbows, most guns, make bombs,
make bullets, bolts, and stakes.  Um, I can swim kinda.  I was on the
swim team to find out why they were turning into fish monsters," he
offered, trying for an upbeat ending.  "Does he take your plastic explosives
away from you too?" 


"I
don't like explosives but he probably would if I did," Speed admitted,
looking very confused.  "You're not normal, are you?" 


"No. 
But only one other person today realized where I'm from." 


"Who?"



"John
Hagen," Horatio told him.  "He's been fighting to protect others
out there for years, Speed.  For right now, we need to figure out how to
work this while I'm on scenes and he's working construction." 


"I'll
have a few weeks off until my wrist heals," Xander reminded him. 
"That means I've got to find a cheap apartment and get the rest of my
stuff shipped." 


"You
can have my guest room." 


"That
would cramp your dating style, Horatio, and I'm not here to bust into your
thing with Speed." 


"We're
still not dating," Speed told him.  Xander gave him another
look.  "Really, I date women, H dates women.  Eric dates
women.  Calleigh dates Hagen, but that's her thing."  He looked
at his boss again. "Have you introduced him to Alexx?" 


"Not
yet," he admitted. "I figured the others would warn her first and
then bring her over.  Xander, for right now, I want you in my spare room
so we can continue working on my skills.  All right?" 


"Okay. 
I can do that.  It'll mean saving more money for the later
apartment." 


"Good. 
Let's get you settled in there.  Call the others for dinner, Speed?" 


"I
can do that, H.  Sure.  Nice to meet you, Xander.  I'll see you
later after I take a nap."  He pointed at his shoulder in
explanation, a flimsy one. 


"Okay,
that's fine."  He grinned.  "I can even kinda
cook."  Speed smiled at that, nodding a bit.  "See you
later."  He walked out, letting Horatio calm him down. 


"He'll
be fine once he settles down," Horatio said gently. 


Speed
looked at him.  "You hope." 


"I
know." 


"No,
you hope, H.  You hope a lot." 


"Jethro
got his semi-sister.  She's fifteen." 


"I'll
send him a sympathy card for having an even bouncier guide.  You might
wanna go stop him before he changes the radio station or something." 
Horatio smiled, letting himself out.  Speed took a painkiller and laid
down on the couch.  The others would warn Alexx.  They were like
that.  He could nap off the exertion.  Because Xander seemed to suck
energy from him by the yard. 


***



Dawn
came down from putting her stuff up in her room, looking around the rustic
house.  She looked at him.  "Permission to do a bit of
redecorating?  Like curtains?" she asked at the head shake. 
"That way you have some and some pervy little brat doesn't peek in to see
me in my jammies?" she offered. 


"There's
blinds." 


She
walked over to look at them, then looked outside.  "Who's your
stalker?" 


Gibbs
looked then at her.  "An FBI agent who annoys us now and
then."  He walked over to the front door, opening it. 
"What?" he called.  "Another death threat?" 


"We
got told you were bringing an underaged woman home?" 


Dawn
came out onto the porch.  "Come here, little boy."  He
smirked and walked up there until she grabbed his  ear and used it to slam
his head into the porch.  "My mother recently died and Jethro is
taking care of me while my guardian settles in.  So shut the fuck up
before I ruin your little pretty boy face.  Am.  I. 
Clear?" she snarled.  He nodded quickly, backing away holding his
nose.  "Does anyone actually believe he'd go for an underage
girl?"  He shook his head quickly, backing up further. 
"Then you can tell them what I said, can't you?"  He nodded,
turning and running off.  She smiled at Jethro.  "I feel better
now." 


"Need
the midol?" 


She
checked the date on his watch.  "Not for another week and a half but
thanks for asking."  She patted him on the arm.  "Want
sandwiches for lunch or should I try to make something better?" 


"Sandwiches
are fine, Dawn.  Thanks."  He watched the agent sit in his car,
shaking his head while he pulled out his phone.  "Fornell, you
sent  a wimp out to pick on me about getting a guardian?"  He
listened.  "No, she slammed his head into a post on the porch. 
Bloodied his nose.  Twisted his ear.  She's making sandwiches. 
Yes, exactly like some of my ex-wives.  Sure, we're here."  He
hung up, walking inside.  "Make a third one for Fornell." 


"Who's
Fornell?" 


"That
one's boss.  No more threatening today, Dawn. It's not necessary.  I
scare them plenty." 


"Okay. 
If you're sure."  She handed over the sandwich and pointed at the
coffee maker. "I started you some.  Should I change?" 


He
looked at her skirt and shirt.  "I ... if you're not
comfortable."  She gave him a look, tapping a foot.  "Into
something more comfortable?" 


"Okay." 
She went to do that, unpacking her things quickly and efficiently.  Willow
was a bit anal about how she packed things so it was easy enough.  She
came down in sweats, her hair tied back in a ponytail, but the same t-shirt on,
only now she had on socks and was carrying her sneakers.  "Better?"



"Much. 
Now you look like a teenager." 


"I
try now and then," she quipped.  She sat down with her own
sandwich.  "That does bring up a point." 


"You
can have an allowance." 


"Sure. 
That'll be handy.  School stuff?" 


"We'll
look online tonight if DiNozzo doesn't bring over suggestions with
Abby."  He ate a bite, looking over when someone walked up to the
door, waving him inside. 


"We
don't lock the door?" 


"Everyone
knows I'd shoot them." 


"Good
to know."  She smiled at the guy coming in.  "Is the
babyman yours?" 


He
paused then smirked and nodded.  "He is, Miss Summers." 


"Cool. 
Who did the background on my sister, the twat?" 


"Dawn,"
Jethro warned. 


"Even
you called her that, only in politer terms.  I'm not going to be polite
about her stunt this time.  I'm sorry, I'm just as human as she
is."  She looked at Fornell.  "Well?" 


"We've
talked to CID." 


"I
liked the guy they sent.  He took hints when we gave them.  He didn't
get eaten.  He was a decent guy when Mom died." 


"I'm
sorry for your loss," he said, sitting down.  She got up to get him
the other sandwich and some coffee.  "Thank you."  He
looked at Jethro.  "She's very energetic." 


"I'm
also not two.  Don't talk about me like I'm not in the room or I'll smack
you around too," Dawn said dryly, staring at him.  Fornell burst out
laughing, nodding.  "Thanks for your cooperation." 


"I
like you, you've got spunk.  Like Kate did." 


Gibbs
nodded.  "She would have appreciated you a lot," he agreed. 


"Did
she retire?" 


"Shot
by an assassin," Gibbs admitted, looking at her. 


"And
yet we don't lock the door?" she asked. 


Gibbs
shrugged.  "We'll work that out." 


"Okay
but I reserve the right to go Sunnydale on someone if they come in here." 


"Good,
you should," Gibbs agreed.  She smiled at that. 
"Eat.  Don't make me nag.  That's DiNozzo's job.  That and
budget meetings." 


Dawn
snickered, digging in again.  "If you say so.  So was that a
smart suit or not?" 


"He
was trying to look smart, and I meant smart as in good looking.  That
usage." 


She
looked at him.  "If you say so.  He could've used some tailoring
to bring out the best qualities and it didn't go with his eyes.  Just my
opinion and I am a teenager."  She finished her sandwich and got up
to get some water.  She tasted it and grimaced.  "Can we get a
filter pitcher?" 


"Sure,"
Gibbs agreed.  "It needs a new filter." 


"Even
cheaper," she agreed happily.  "Unless you wanted to put one on
the faucet itself?  We had one of those." 


"You
can?"  She nodded.  "We'll look at that later." 


"Okay." 
She sat down after getting some ice, staring at Fornell like he was staring at
her.  "I promise I won't grow a huge, nasty zit if you don't stare at
my nose."  He smiled and nodded, going back to his eating.  She
looked at Gibbs.  "So what else can I do around here besides
cook?" 


"He
works funny hours," Fornell warned. "Sometimes overnights." 


"I'll
expect to be warned if he's going to be later than seven?" she suggested. 


"That'll
work," he agreed.  "More than enough time to call if I need
to."  She nodded.  "And you'll call if you've got a date or
something, right?" 


"Yuppers,
I can do that." 


"Good. 
No sex in the house, no boys in the house until I've met and threatened
them.  No touching the boat without permission.  No drinking, no
drugs, no going naked around the house." 


"I
can abide by those, but showers necessitate being naked unless you're a Mormon
and have one of their modesty underoutfits that they take off part of to wash
and then the rest to wash." 


"You
can wear a robe or a towel between the two at the least," he
ordered.  She nodded that was acceptable.  "Anything you
want?" 


"Cable?"



"The
only tv's in the basement." 


"I
can beg Giles, Gibbs.  I need cable.  I am a teenager.  Plus,
hey, educational stuff and the food network." 


He
stared at her.  "We'll see about getting basic cable." 


"Thank
you.  Until then do you think Tony would mind me borrowing movies?" 


"The
only tv is in the basement with the boat and there's no VCR." 


"My
laptop has a DVD player built in," she told him.  Fornell
laughed.  "Mom made sure.  That way I could watch stuff she said
was stupid.  As long as it wasn't porn." 


"I'd
appreciate that too." 


"And
I'll gladly leave any of yours I find lying around alone," she agreed. 


"I
don't use that stuff, Dawn," he said patiently. 


"I'm
sorry.  Was it an injury or just a little blue pill thing?" 


"Three
ex-wives," Fornell told her.  "Enough to wreck any man's
libido." 


She
looked at him.  "Then why does Xander still have function when he
dated Anya?" 


"I'm
not sure how any man would be alive after dating her," Gibbs
admitted.  He looked at Fornell.  "The other guide found. 
He's in Miami.  His ex called to tell him to come home." 


"I
thought he should've let Horatio have the phone but it was kinda funny that
Blair told her how much fabulous fun they were having together." 


Fornell
shook his head slowly.  "I'll have to go to Miami the next case down
there." 


"Xander
can kick butt better than I can," Dawn said proudly.  "He was
teaching me." 


"Good,
you need it," Fornell assured her.  "We'll let Officer David
keep instructing you." 


"She
was the one who was muttering prayers in Hebrew as I walked past her desk,
right?"  Jethro nodded.  "Huh.  Doesn't seem too nice
to me.  What about that McGee guy?" 


"Cyber
geek," Fornell told her. 


"That's
kinda cool.  So he's like an un-witchly lovin' Willow?  I could stand
that." 


"As
far as I know he doesn't practice any form of magic or alternative belief,
except for a role playing game where he plays an elf lord," Gibbs told
her. 


"Even
better.  No witchly mistakes.  That'll be nice for a change. 
Last time I ended up without any memories for a few days." 


"Why?"
Fornell asked. 


"Willow,"
Gibbs told him.  "She brought her stuff up too, floating it all the
way." 


"I
hate them.  You can never put them in reports and when your boss catches
you at it he doesn't believe you until you call them in.  Then he tells
you to go away and blocks you from advancing." 


"I
don't make mistakes like that and you can ignore me all you want if I have to
do that stuff," Dawn offered. 


"I
will.  Thank you."  She grinned.  "See, I'm not the
meanest one, but I would appreciate you apologizing to my agent." 


"Nope. 
He thought Gibbs and I were having the sex and getting down and funky like weasels."



Gibbs
put his head down, shaking it.  "Speak English, Dawn. 
Please," he begged. 


"I
am!"   She stroked through his hair.  "It'll be
okay.  You'll get used to me." 


He
looked at her.  "I'm not sure if that's a bad thing or
not."  She popped him like he had popped DiNozzo on the head. 


"You're
a fast learner," Fornell teased. 


"Of
course I am."  She smiled at him.  "Would you rather have
Xander?" 


"No,
that's all right.  He might stake Ziva and then we'd be in trouble since
she's a liaison officer from Israel." 


Dawn
shrugged.  "I kinda read Hebrew and Latin.  Giles was teaching
me so I could help with research duties." 


"I'll
keep that in mind."  He looked at Fornell.  "Which school
is closest?" 


"There's
a few decent ones.  One public, one Catholic, one private." 


"Cheap,"
Dawn told him. 


"Public
is free, not too many violence complaints," he offered.  "You
can look them up online later." 


"Okay." 
She looked at Jethro, who nodded.  "Not Catholic, okay?" 


"Definitely
not an issue.  I'm not.  DiNozzo might be.  Not sure." 


"I'm
a whatever floats your boat as long as you don't force it on me girl,
Gibbs." 


"That's
fine.  Keep any Wiccan stuff up in your room." 


"I
can do that on the windowsill.  I'm not really practicing anyway." 


"Good. 
I like that even better.  What else did we have to do today?" 


"Make
sure you've got everything you need for the rest of the week.  Laundry and
that stuff?" she suggested.  He pointed at the closet behind
him.  "Good to know.   We got groceries.  You have
stuff to cook in, right?"  He nodded.  "Even better. 
We have all my stuff here thanks to Willow.  I need to call Giles and you
need to call the cable company."  Fornell snickered again. 
"I am a teenager.  I'll go insane without cable." 


"I
said we'll see."  She pouted at him.  "That doesn't work on
me.  The Marines taught me I didn't have to respond to that look or
torture." 


"Then
I'll have to ask Giles."  She smiled.  "Oh, cellphone for
me?" 


"I'll
get you one through ours.  What about your one from LA?"  She
went to find it, bringing it back down.  "That's new." 


"Xander
got it for me so he could find me if I got into trouble." 


"Is
he the only one who paid attention to you?" 


"Tara
did too." 


"No
wonder you shoplifted for a bit."  Dawn nodded.  Fornell
gaped.  "It was for the attention." 


"Buffy
decided I'm a thing." 


"I'm
sorry.  Can we have her arrested?" 


"Well,
she did work with the Initiative," she offered.  Gibbs spluttered his
coffee.  "She was dating Riley when they found out about each other. 
She let them train her to see what she could do.  Until they took Oz, and
then they created this ADAM creature that was going to end the world." 


"Interesting,"
Fornell said.  She smirked meanly at him.  "Can I tell CID
that?" 


"Like
I care, Fornell.  I'm not two.  I know who I was saying stuff in
front of." 


"Good
point.  I'll let that bit be known, Dawn.  Thank you." 


"Welcome. 
I still have to call Giles."  She took her phone back and dialed,
putting it against her ear.  "Hi, Giles, it's me.  I'm settled
in DC at Jethro's.  Yeah, until Xander can set somewhere up for me. 
Well, there's no cable.  He lives in the middle of nowhere.  I might
have to start chopping wood for entertainment." 


"Try
the oak if you do," Gibbs told her. 


"Or
summoning demons." 


"Only
if you sleep outside," he said, taking another sip of coffee. 


"But
he's going to let me date and all that neat stuff."  She heard the
splutter.  "No, Xander's in Miami finding a place to live and all
that stuff.  He's a Marine, Giles, and he does what Phelps does only for
them and the Navy.  Yeah, that guy.  No, no cable.  No
internet.  Local public school I can enroll in.  Oh, I think I saw
Ethan earlier.  Dark hair, British like you, only thinner and that stuff?" 
She listened to the description.  "Yeah, him.  No, he gave me a
very long look and then an evil smirk so I flipped him off in the
airport.  I don't know if he was coming or going, Giles.  You can ask
him if you still talk to him.  No, I've got my laptop but nothing else to
do.  I know there's always homework but not that much.  Well, if
Phelps is there ask him about Jethro Gibbs.  They probably know about him
over there since he does the same job."  Giles did that and Phelps
started to rant and swear about him being an uptight ass.  "Gibbs,
Phelps said that you're an uptight asshole who sends Tony to bother others for
shits and giggles." 


"Only
now and then," he admitted.  "It's fun watching DiNozzo charm
and then irritate half of the female agents in DC." 


Dawn
snickered, repeating that.  She snickered more when Giles handed over the
phone. "He said you're right, Phelps.  No, I'm sitting here with him
and Fornell after making lunch.  Sandwiches.  No, he doesn't eat FBI
agents for lunch.  Maybe for dinner but I'd have to abstain.  They say
if you eat people you can't go back to normal meat.  Being a cannibal
sounds gross anyway.  We can't taste that good.  Except maybe Xander
since he seems to live on twinkies and other sugary goodness.  Calling to
tell Giles where I am and that I'm safe, that I think I ran into Ethan or one
of his clones.  That I heard Riley Finn was back in town.  To nag and
see if he could slip me one of the spare tv's lying around the group's stuff so
Jethro will spring for cable.  Little stuff.  Xander probably had to
leave his when he went to Miami with another friend.  No, his name's
Horatio.  Why?"  She grinned. 


"Jethro
said he was a nicer, more civilized and polite version of himself
sometimes.  But he and Xander seemed to get along okay.  No, he was
visiting the people Jethro was when they decided to help Xander after the
parking garage fell on him.  Also, ask Giles if Mommy left me anything
else please?  Because all of Mom's jewelry went to Buffy?  The house
went to Buffy?  Please!  Mom knew very well she'd never keep it
up.  Buffy can't even keep up her grades, much less a house." 
She listened to him ask and Giles take the phone back, telling her what she had
been left.  "All I got was the stuff from my room, Giles.  Yeah
I am going to be vindictive.  Buffy's a twat who helped the
Initiative.  She laughed when she found out Xander had been hit with the
parking garage and got trapped.  She doesn't deserve either of us or you
or Tara.  She and Willow can have each other," she said at his protesting
noise. 


"Yes,
I'm serious!  You know what, they made me of her, so yeah, she's still my
mom too.  That's her faulty wiring problem.  Maybe the next boyfriend
will knock her around so she gets sense.  Not that I'm for girlfriend
abuse or anything but she does it to her boyfriends.  Yeah, she did, and
she did it to Spike too, Giles.  Yes, she was screwing him in Mom's bed,
damn it.  I caught her.  You want to know how I know she's bad? 
She called Xander's name, Giles.  That means she's a heathen wench or a
bad girl in the making who'll destroy the world.  If I can get Xander to
agree can I have his tv so Jethro can get cable?  Please?  Because
he's a Fed and a busy Fed at that, Giles.  I'm going to be here after
school and I need noise.  Thank you!"  She rolled her
eyes.  "No, I'm staying here until Xander gets things settled in
Miami.  Of course I'll write once I get internet access, Giles.  No,
I'm not writing to anyone but you and Tara.  She can leap.  She
didn't want me, she lost the best things in her life that week.  It's her
own stupidity and arrogance.  She and Willow deserve each other." 


He
said something and she twirled some of her hair around her finger. 
"Yay.  Very yay, Giles.  I'll make sure my future kids aren't
like her.  Definitely.  Now, can I have his tv and the other stuff
Mommy left me before slutty vampire ho there sells it?"  She nodded.
"That's fine, Tara has my address.  I sent it to her before we flew
back last night.  Thank you, Giles.  No, I'm here.  He'll give me
a small allowance so I can afford the necessary things.  Giles, tampons,
those things?  You know, girl stuff?"  She rolled his
eyes.  "I know you've seen tampons laying around.  You're
surrounded by young women."  She blew out a breath.  "Thanks. 
I'll be here for at least a few months.  Because he's got to afford a
place, Giles.  You know, first, last, deposit, utility deposits, all that
stuff.  Anya did the stealing thing again so he's broke, even though he
had enough savings before to afford it - at least until she saw something she
wanted.  Sure, I'll be here.  I'm sure Phelps can give you Jethro's
email address as well.  Thanks, man.  Laters."  She hung up
then shut off her phone, looking at him.  "I'm getting Xander's tv,
the rest of the stuff Mom left me if Buffy hasn't sold it on me, and he's going
to go slap the bitch for me.  It's a good day's work." 


"Quit
swearing," Gibbs ordered.  "Anything else you have to do?" 


"Can
I tell you about Willow's hacking?" she asked with a sweet smile. 


"You
can tell McGee later tonight and he'll see if she's an annoyance or
anything," he offered.  "He handles that for me, him or
Abby." 


"Great. 
What should I make for dinner tonight?" 


"We
bought a chicken, make that," he ordered.  She smiled and got up to
find it in the fridge, looking it over for feathers and things. 
"It'll be six or seven, Dawn." 


"It
can marinate.  Blair said so.  So did Mommy."  She found
what she needed then ran upstairs to get Blair's cookbook, bringing it back
down to mix up the marinade while she rinsed out the inner cavity. 
"So that's why Mom's tasted like garlic.  Do you want me to try
stuffing too, Jethro?" 


"There's
a box of it in the cupboard," he offered.  She nodded, checking it
over.  She showed him the expiration date from last year.  "Then
make rice."  She nodded, finding that and pulling that down to make
sure they had everything.  She looked at him then made out a list with a
grin, handing it over. "Fine, I'll finish the shopping.  Should I get
you midol?" 


"No,
I don't usually need it.  I'll be satisfied this time with being a
vindictive girl.  It goes well with the grief."  She smiled at
Fornell.  "Are you staying for dinner too?" 


"No,
I've got a daughter to go home to."  She cooed.  "If Jethro
lets you and you behave I'll think about letting you babysit now and
then." 


"Okay." 
She grinned and got back to work.  "No one at the office has any
allergies, right, Jethro?" 


"How
should I know?" 


She
sighed and patted him down, finding his cellphone.  She called the number
for DiNozzo.  "Tony, it's Dawn.  I'm starting stuff for
dinner.  There's no food allergies, right?"  She nodded. 
"Okay, that's all I needed.  Grocery shopping in a few minutes and
Fornell's going to baby the stupid babyman agent who came to taunt Jethro about
me being my age.  Oh, tell McGee Jethro told me I was to tell him about
how Willow was a hacker because I'm in a vindictive mood thanks to my
sister.  Thanks."  She hung up and handed it back with a
smile.  "Abby won't eat guts." 


"Okay,"
he said, nodding at that.  "Don't make the parts inside the paper
bag." 


"I
know.  Shoo.  Let me cook."  He headed off, taking Fornell
with him. 


"You've
got one hell of a girl there, Jethro. You sure you can handle her?" 


"She's
fifteen, she'll calm down," he said.  Fornell walked off
laughing.  "She will."  He got into his car, heading for
the grocery store again.  The list wasn't that extensive but a few things
he'd have to hunt for.  What was candied ginger and what did it have to do
with chicken and rice? 


***



Xander
looked around the modest house, smiling at Horatio.  "You didn't
decorate, huh?" 


"I
never seem to be here," he admitted. 


"Sometimes
doing the good things means that you don't get sleep," Xander said,
patting him on the arm.  "It'll work itself out, Horatio.  Don't
push it or you'll end up rejecting me and need Dawn instead."  He
shook his head quickly.  "Good, then let's work on dinner since
everyone's coming over?" 


"I
can do that.  Did you get Blair's cookbook too?" 


"No,
I like normal food.  Normal food is good."  Horatio smiled at
that.  "Blair was going to make us eat humus, which is this strange
bean stuff that's really gross and nasty looking.  Looks like someone
puked up peanut butter."  Horatio smiled at that, walking him into
the kitchen.  "Okay, let's see what you have so we can see what we
should cook."  He looked in the fridge, finding eggs that were
starting to smell and some very chunky milk.  He looked at his sentinel,
giving him an odd look.  "When was the last time you ate something
that was cooked in here?" 


"It's
been a few weeks," he admitted. 


"Uh-huh." 
He tugged on his arm, dragging him back out to the hummer. "You have room
for groceries in this thing.  We can get groceries so I can cook for
dinner."  He got in, letting Horatio get in the driver's side. 
"What meat bearing beast did you want tonight?" 


"I
don't think it'll matter.  Alexx usually cooks." 


Xander
looked at him.  "Why make her cook after a long day at work? 
That's mean." 


"Thousands
of people do it every night, Xander." 


"It's
still mean to make her make an impromptu get-together meal for at least six
people.  I can cook and you can call her to tell her not to cook so
much."  He stared him down.  "Can I drive?" 


"No. 
This is an official vehicle and only we can drive them."  He started
the engine, taking Xander to his favorite market.  Once the boy was
inside, he called Alexx.  "We're having dinner tonight.  I need
to tell Xander how many he's cooking for.  Because he said it's mean to
make you do so after work, Alexx.   I figured you had heard by
now."  He nodded.  "Xander, nine," he said, walking up
behind him.  "Any particular meat you wanted?"  He pointed
at some beef.  "That's fine, Alexx.  We'll see you then. 
No, he gave my refrigerator a horrified look."  He smiled. 
"That'll work.  Tell Speed too." 


"Tell
Speed if he wants to cook make side dishes," Xander told him. 


"Did
you hear that?  Of course you can bring a dessert.  That'll
work.  Thank you."  He hung up.  "Beef.  She
suggested a roast." 


"The
only way I know how to cook roast is in a crockpot.  How about this?"
he suggested, finding something and holding it up, getting a confused
look.  "You smoosh it out, you put stuffing in it, you roll it up,
then you bake it for about an hour." 


"If
that's what you want to make, Xander.  Make enough for at least nine
people." 


"I
can do that."  He put that one back, getting a larger piece. 
"That'll feed more so maybe you'll have lunch tomorrow.  Do you want
regular stuffing, oyster stuffing, or something else in the center?" 
He looked over at the silence, smiling.  "All that used to be on
during the day was cooking shows or animal planet.  I can only stand so
much animals giving birth or the animal version of CPS."  Horatio
cracked a smile at that.  "Want bread stuffing, oyster stuffing, or
veggies?  I can do any of them just as easily." 


"Go
ahead and do regular stuffing."  Xander nodded, getting the
ingredients for that.  He also got some asparagus.  "What are we
doing with that?" 


"We
are making a casserole."  He grabbed the salsa con queso in a jar and
some bacon bits, then an onion and moved on.  A few more pieces of
vegetables for a veggie tray and a pre-canned ranch dip along with some
crackers.  "Okay, that's for tonight.  Do we need soda or water
or anything?" 


"If
you want soda you'll need some."  Xander nodded, going to get that
and some milk.  "Are we done?" 


Xander
looked at him.  "That depends, what am I making you for lunch? 
Sandwiches or not?" 


"You're
making me lunch?" 


"You're
going to eat even if I do have to turn into Dawn's mother.  You can't skip
meals.  You'll pass out or something else will happen.  Blair said
so." 


"Fine. 
Sandwiches are good.  Ham?" 


"Up
to you, they're your lunch."  He walked off, going to find what he
needed for those.  "Any type of cheese you like?" 


"Whatever's
fine.  Xander gave him another look.  "Really.  Usually I
eat out of the machines." 


Xander
sighed, shaking his head.  He got what he wanted, dragging him on another
circuit of the grocery store.  He made it back to the checkout, he was
even nice enough to pay for things.  Then he made Horatio load it into the
hummer, letting him drive him back home.  A glass of soda and then Xander
got to work cleaning the stove that had seen happier times.  It took three
scrubbing pads but it was finally clean and ready to be used.  Then he got
to work on the pans.  They were all clean too.  The counters were
clean.  He laid out the plastic wrap for the meat, putting it on top, then
covering it.  No mallet meant he used a can.  It was
therapeutic.  Horatio leaned in at the banging.  "It's good for
your arms."  He went back to it, making it as thin as he could. 
He let it rest while he got to work on the stuffing, spreading it evenly. 
He carefully rolled it up, placing it into the clean pan. The oven got turned
on and he went to wash his hands while it warmed up. 


He
finished his glass of soda, got some more, and put the meat into the
oven.  The onion and a frying pan came out, that way he could turn them
into caramelized masses of sweetness.  While that worked he trimmed and
cleaned the asparagus.  He looked at it, then frowned. "I should
probably blanche you."  He ran some water, doing that quickly. 
It was enough.  They were put into a glass dish, the onion being poured in
there with them.  The salsa con queso was poured on top with the bacon
bits being spread around on top in an artistic manner.  He'd put that in
the oven in a little while so it went into the fridge for now since he heard a
fly.  He put out a small bit of the cheese sauce, watching as the fly
landed, then he smacked it with his hand.  The mess and his hand got
cleaned up.  He looked around, then went to look at the view. 
"This is beautiful.  I can see how it soothes you," he said,
walking out to join Horatio on the back porch.  "We have enough
plates and stuff, right?" 


"We
do," he agreed.  He smiled at him.  "More pounding?" 


"A
fly.  I smacked it, it's dead."  He sat down with his soda,
putting his feet up.  "You do realize I'm a fussing sort?" 


"I
did when you filled my house with more food than it's had for the last
year," he admitted, looking at him.  Xander just grinned back. 
"Do you like to cook?" 


"I
enjoy it as a hobby.  I couldn't take the pressure of doing it
professionally.  Doing it in a hibachi place was bad enough.  Waiting
tables at the country club wasn't much better.  Fast food was
worse."  He heard a knock, getting up to answer the door. 
"He's on the back porch, Frank," he said, going to check on the
meat.  They probably needed to discuss a case. 


Frank
came into the kitchen.  "It's clean.  He hasn't had the time or
the energy to do that in months." 


Xander
grinned.  "I'm full of energy.  No one's got any food allergies,
right?  I forgot to ask." 


"No,
not that I know of."  Xander nodded.  "They should be here
in about a half hour or so." 


"That's
fine."  Xander took out the casserole to warm up to room temperature,
then slid it into the oven once the meat came out.  He checked the
temperature in a few places, nodding that it was good.  Then he grinned at
Frank.  "I know, I'm odd.  I used to have to watch the food
network.  It was that, talk shows, or Animal Planet." 


Frank
grinned.  "It's good to like to cook.  Where's the boss?" 


"Back
porch." 


"I'll
go nag him." 


"I've
done some of that today," he admitted.  Frank walked off
laughing.  He smiled, getting back to his fixing.  Speed came over
next with a few warm trays of stuff.  "Ah, food.  Need the
oven?  I've got a casserole in there." 


"No,
it'll be fine to be served."  He checked the kitchen, then him. 
"Been hard at work?" 


"If
he doesn't eat, he'll pass out and Blair thinks that's why he's been getting so
many spikes.  It's increasing the stress on his body.  He said the
first thing I had to do was to make Horatio eat, so I am."  He
finished with a smile.  "What'd you bring?" 


"Some
light nibbling stuff.  What are you making?"  Xander
pointed.  "That's a roullade." 


"I
know.  I didn't have anything beyond food network when I was working
nights."  Speed smiled.  "Plus, Anya couldn't cook worth a
damn.  She tried to poison me twice."  He helped him unpack the
food, looking under the foil.  "Those'll go great.  I stuffed
the meat with plain stuffing."  He checked the other casserole,
taking it out since it was starting to brown.  "Will Alexx need the
oven?" 


"No,
probably not."  Xander turned it off, letting the casserole rest for
now, tenting some tin foil over it in case they got more flies. 
"Alexx is doing a quick pie.  Canned fruit and a ready-made
crust." 


"Tell
her she can bake it here if she wants," he ordered.  He walked off
doing that while Xander checked the plates.  A few were dusty so he pulled
down the stack to clean, dropping a bit of water on some of the tinfoil at one point. 
"Oops."  He carefully wiped it off.  Speed peeked in. 
"Got some water on it when I moved to clean the counter again.  I
wiped it off." 


"I
know you're not trying to sabotage things," he said. 
"Relax." 


"I
am."  He looked at him.  "Why wouldn't I be? Not like you
guys are an invasion or vampires or something." 


"Good
point."  He went back out to the porch.  Alexx came in, heading
for the oven.  "He just turned it off, Alexx." 


"That's
good.  It'll cook quick enough."  He grinned, opening the door for
her.  "Thank you, sugar."  She turned on the oven, then
pinched him on the cheek.  "Wow, Speed made real food." 


"No,
he made real food, I made the nibbling stuff," Speed called. 
"We're on the porch." 


"Coming." 
She drug Xander out.  "Let the plates dry, Xander." 


"There's
a few more pieces of silverware."  She nodded, letting him get back
to it.  Then he followed her out with a new glass of soda, getting a look
from Horatio.  "I'm used to living on caffeine." 


"No
wonder you made coffee Jethro liked," Frank teased. 


"No,
that was construction worker coffee."  That got some laughs. 
"We're ready to eat when everyone else gets here." 


"They'll
all like and accept you, Xander.  You can relax," Speed told him. 


He
frowned. "I am relaxed.  I'm hyper by nature."  He grinned
at him.  "Really.  I gave up wondering if people liked me years
ago.  Horatio can even tell you why since he met the reasons." 


"I
did.  Thank you for telling your ex-girlfriend you were moving to
Baltimore and then New York if you couldn't find work there," Horatio
said.  He finished his water.  "Someone call the others. 
It smells good." 


"I'll
serve, the others can get their own when they get here," Speed said, going
to dish up the food.  Xander's meat dish was still tender and cut very easily. 
The casserole got an odd look.  "Xander, how do you dish this
up?" 


"Cut
with the spoon.  The asparagus is in chunks," he called. 


"Okay." 
He did that, adding what he knew the others liked to their plates.  He
brought out Frank and Alexx's, then Xander and Horatio's, then his, sitting
down to eat.  "I refoiled everything.  Alexx, your pie is nearly
done."  She nodded, going to check on it.  She also let in the
others, helping them fill their own plates.  Speed ate a piece of the meat
dish and moaned.  "Oh, that's good.  What sort of
stuffing?" 


"Regular. 
He said he didn't want me to use the oyster stuffing or plain veggies." 


Speed
grinned.  "You do this nearly as well as I do."  He ate
another bite, then tried the casserole Xander had made.  It was a bit odd
but it went together.  "Salsa con queso?"  Xander beamed
and nodded.  "College student cooking." 


"With
caramelized onions and bacon bits on top." 


"It
is very good," Horatio agreed, finishing up his.  He went to get
seconds, finding Eric looking at the casserole.  "It's asparagus,
cheese sauce, and onions, Eric." 


"I
know what that sauce is.  Momma said it was sacrilege." 


"No,
that's using Sarah Lee cakes to line the cake pan for a new cake," Xander
told him.  "I told a chef where I worked that and he laughed and said
it made it pretty."  He dished him up some, giving him a little
nudge. "Go eat.  Speed can steal it from you if you don't like
it."  He nodded going to do that.  He got some more himself and
some more of Speed's nibbling stuff, liking the bacony fried tomatoes.  He
walked back out there, sitting down against the railing since Calleigh had his
seat.  "Are we missing someone?" 


"Ryan's
on his way out.  Yelina isn't coming tonight and John's got the late
shift," Frank said between bites.  "I still think those tomatoes
need a good cheese," he told Speed, who shrugged. 


"I
think he should bigger chunks of bacon," Xander told him.  "Or
maybe crush it down into a dressing." 


"I've
done that in the past but it takes more work than my shoulder could stand
today," Speed told him. 


"Are
you okay?" 


"I'm
fine.  I'm alive."  Xander looked at him then nodded. 
"Been there?"  Xander took off his shirt, letting him see. 
"Damn." 


"I
fought since tenth grade, Speed.  There's been plenty that have been that
close."  He put back on his shirt since Horatio was coming
back.  "Did we leave enough for the other person coming?" 


"We
did," Horatio agreed.  "You did an excellent job and on the
kitchen.  Thank you for that." 


"You're
welcome.  I know you work a very demanding job, Horatio.  Especially
with it being so emotionally draining now and then.  It's not a problem
for me to cook."  He dug in again. "Though I do want this tomato
recipe, Speed." 


"Sure,
I'll write it down when I get home," he agreed, smiling at Horatio. 
Xander got up when someone knocked, letting the new kid in.  "Ah, my
surrogate."  The guy brought his plate out.  "Hey." 


"Speed. 
How's your arm?" 


"Doing
okay.  Is Eric still being an asshole?" 


"Now
and then but I know I'm not you so I can accept he's grumpy."  Xander
slid past him, sitting down again.  "This looks really great,
guys." 


"Xander
did the meat and asparagus," Eric told him.  "I've never had
that." 


"Came
out of a college cookbook," Xander said with a grin.  "Meant to
be fixed in a toaster oven."  He grinned at that.  "Ooh, I
got stuff for veggie snacks." 


"We'll
be here most of the night, we can have it later," Alexx promised. 
Xander smiled and finished his dinner.  "Horatio, why don't you get
some more?" 


"I'm
letting it settle to see if I have more room," he said, smiling at
Xander.  "Plus room for pie." 


"I
didn't stop to get any ice cream," she admitted. 


"He
bought ice cream sandwiches.  We can improvise," Horatio told
her.  "He drug me around the grocery store twice, Alexx." 


"Good! 
You needed the food!"  She patted him on the cheek. "Give me a
minute and I'll go cut the pie up."  She finished her plate, letting
the others who were done follow her.  Ryan came last because he scarfed things
down but he had been late so it was understandable.  They went back to the
porch, sitting around getting to know Xander and talking about ways to help
Horatio when necessary.  It was an excellent night. 


***



Dawn
finished stripping the chicken of meat, smiling when Ducky came in.  "Hi. 
Which one are you?" 


"I
was out when you came in earlier.  I'm Ducky." 


"I'm
Dawn."  She shook his hand.  "Go clean up.  All I have
to do is mix the chicken into the rice."  He nodded, walking off with
a smile.  "Are we eating in here?  If so, someone needs to set
the table for me," she called.  Tony came in to do that. 
"Hi." 


"Hi." 
He grinned, looking over her shoulder.  "Mixing it into the
rice?" 


"Yeah,
that way it's all in there.  Plus I did a few side dishes."  He
nodded, putting down what they'd need.  "Is that enough?" 


"Me,
you, Gibbs, Abby, Ducky, McGee," he agreed, counting.  She smiled at
him.  "If someone else shows up, he's got two plates
left."  He grinned, helping her get drinks.  "FOOD!"
he called.  The others washed their hands and came in.  Jethro helped
Dawn into her chair next to Tony, who grinned at her.  McGee came in late
but he cleaned up and came right to the table.  "Why were you
late?" Tony asked. 


"The
director wanted to know what was going on.  I told her a welcoming dinner
for Dawn."  He looked at Gibbs.  "Ziva's pouting,
boss." 


"Turnabout
and all that," Tony told him simply. 


"Besides,
she's scared of me," Dawn told him, shrugging a bit.  "I don't
know why.  I'm perfectly nice until you threaten me."  Abby
giggled at that.  "I am.  Xander taught me well."  She
said her own grace then dug in.  "Eat, people.  I like to
cook."  They dug in after saying their own grace, those who
did.  Halfway through dinner someone knocked.  "Jethro, it looks
like the cranky one," she said quietly. 


"I'll
get it," he agreed, going to let the director in.  "Jen." 


"A
team dinner?" she asked.   He nodded.  "No Ziva?"



"She
and Ziva haven't gotten along yet.  I didn't want to force either one into
hissing." 


"I'm
sure Miss Summers is more couth than that." 


Dawn
leaned so she could look down the hallway.  "Until I'm threatened and
then I turn into the biggest bitch on the block," she agreed.  She
sat up again, going back to eating.  She grinned at Tony.  "So,
he said your suit was supposed to be smart today.  How many IQ points does
it add and does it come with a video game too?" 


Tony
choked but McGee howled in laughter, leaning on Abby.  "I meant to
look hot," Tony told her once he could breathe again. 


"Needed
tailoring to take best advantage of your assets and a little bit darker to
bring your eyes out."  Tony gave her a look.  "I'm a
teenage girl, Tony, of course I know fashion." 


He
smiled at that.  "Of course you do.  Next time I have to shop
I'll bring you and Abby." 


"Okay. 
Hey, Jethro, Willow accidentally packed Buffy's leather pants." 


"Not
unless you're right with me and I'm armed," he called back. 
"Not on dates, not around the house, Dawn." 


"Okay,
that's what I planned anyway."  She shrugged, nudging Tony and
handing him something.  "Apples." 


"Thank
you."  He dished up some, tasting it with a moan.  "Oh,
that's a Blair recipe."  She smiled and nodded. "That's
good." 


"Thank
you.  Xander used to work fast food and at a country club as a waiter,
plus a hibachi place so he understood Food Network when he watched it. 
I'm just starting to learn how to cook." 


"You
did an excellent job," McGee told her.  Abby nodded since her mouth
was full.   "Are you making him lunch too?  That way we can
distract him and snatch parts?" 


"Fat
chance, McGee," Jethro said as he came back in with the director behind
him.  "Do we have a spare plate?" 


"Yeah,
in the usual cupboard.  I didn't move anything," she agreed,
smiling.  "I hope you don't have any food allergies,
director?"  She shook her head, pulling over a chair to sit on
Jethro's free side.  "Good.  Here, have some apples." 


"They
are *so* good," Tony agreed.  "Them and the chicken and rice are
both great." 


"This
is too fancy for me usually," Jethro admitted. 


Dawn
pinched him.  "It's a special occasion, Jethro.  Usually I'll
make things like hamburger helper."  He smiled and nodded. 
"Good.  Now, McGee mentioned lunches.  Do I have to make you
lunch since you'll be heading to work and I won't be heading to school for at
least a few days?" 


"No,
I'm good with that.  Half the time I'm not in the office."  He
ate a bite of the rice.  This was good.  He hoped there were
leftovers. 


"Okay,
then I'll plan on a good dinner.  I can't do breakfast.  I'm a zombie
in the mornings." 


"Do
we have to take a potion to cure that?" Abby teased. 


"Not
yet but Mom used to joke that she was going to find one."  Tony gave
her a light nudge, getting a sad smile.  "I've lost before, Tony,
hers was just sudden."  She dug in again, looking at Jethro. 
"Any word from Miami?" 


"Not
yet but I'm assuming they're doing the same thing."  She nodded 
"Are you unpacked?" 


"Fully. 
Willow's a bit anal about how she packs so it's all undone."  He
nodded at that.  "I promise I will keep all clothing messes to my own
room."  He nodded, making her smile.  "Tony said I could
help him shop next time." 


"If
he wants you to, I won't mind," he agreed. 


"Ooh,
me too," Abby agreed.  "She can help me.  I need a new
dress for the Solstice Ball this year." 


Dawn
looked at her  "Is that like an adult version of the prom?" 


"For
goths," McGee said.  "She's to go looking like a vampire." 


"The
ones I know wear leather." 


"Not
quite that far," Tony told her.  "Velvet, that stuff." 


"Oh,
Dru clothes.  I can do that."  She smiled.  "I'll look
online to see where we can go and what's available."  Abby smiled and
nodded. "And maybe write Spike to see what he thinks is appropriate. 
He's kinda like that." 


"Is
he a goth too?" the director asked. 


"Yeah,
a friend, sort of, of my sister.  He watched me a few times while we
complained I didn't need a babysitter.  He's from London." 


"Interesting." 
She ate another delicate bite.  "This is good, Dawn." 


"Thank
you." 


"Saffron
in the rice?" 


"Candied
ginger and orange zest." 


"Interesting."



"I
got the recipe off Blair, a friend who was helping Xander after a parking
garage fell on him."  She looked confused. 


"Xander
is her other guardian," Tony told her.  "He was in Cascade in
the parking garage at that mall when it got knocked down.  That's how
Xander met Blair, so Dawn met Blair, who created the recipes for everything
we're eating tonight." 


"Interesting
how those things work out now and then."  She ate another bite. 
Dawn's phone chirped.  Dawn looked at it and sent back another message,
then put it up after turning it off.  "Sister?" 


"No,
not hardly," she said dryly.  "She's decided I'm not
human."  Tony frowned at that.  "Long story.  Really,
really long story.  That was Xander checking on me." 


"How
is he?" Abby asked. 


"Okay,
they're doing the same thing.  He made some meat roll up dish that he
likes to make because it lets him pound out the frustration while he makes the
meat flimsy." 


Jethro
mouthed that, then shook his head.  "Definitely too fancy for
anything but holidays." 


"I
know, I'm more a hamburger helper sort at the moment.  Remember, I'm still
learning how to cook." 


"You
did a great job tonight," he assured her.  She beamed at that. 
"Why did you change back?" 


"Hello,
company," she said, waving a hand around.   "Sweats are
good for around the house and working out but not with company."  He
shrugged and dug in again.  She smiled at Abby.  "What color do
you want to wear to the ball?" 


"I'm
not a color sort.  I let the dress pick me by being so stunning others
glare at me for causing suntans." 


She
beamed.  "Good way to put it.  I can look."  She
nodded, digging in again.  "Anyone want seconds on the apple
dish?  There's some on the stove."  Tony got up to get it,
making her smile.  "Mom and I made that.  It's from Grandma's
recipes.  Blair's adds more honey to his and some more cinnamon but I'm
not sure which way I like it better yet."  Jethro gave her a
pat.  "I'll be okay.  Mommy raised strong women, even if my
sister is using hers to date a thug bastard who likes to taser helpless beings
to get off."  She stuffed her mouth again.  "Mommy raised
me better than that." 


"She
did," Jethro agreed.  "Didn't need to hear that though." 


Tony
looked over at Dawn.  "Does the CID guy in your town know that?"




"Yeah,
Phelps is pretty cool," Dawn said, grinning at him.  "He
*listened*.  It's a miracle.  He even put up with Willow babble for
over an hour.  That's more than Xander can take without a nap." 


"He
did that to Blair too," Jethro reminded her. 


"Well,
yeah, he did kinda babble a bit like Willow without the bruising him stuff, but
that's okay because Xander had a parking garage fall on him in like some
demented Wizard of Oz moment.  Though that analogy doesn't really work
since he's not the bad witch, that's Willow."  She frowned. 
"I'll have to work on that one and tell him."  Something thumped
in the living room and she got up to look, finding the tv and another two
boxes.  "Whoo- hoo!  The tv's here!" 


Tony
came out to look.  "That's a nice one." 


"Xander's." 
She grinned.  "Giles let me snatch it for a while so I could talk
Jethro into cable."  She gave him a hug.  "It'll be
okay.  I'll be fine."  She leaned closer.  "Does she
usually stare at girls my age or is it any girls?" 


Tony
coughed, shaking his head.  "Neither that I'm aware of.  Calm
down."  He walked her back in there.  "The rest of her
stuff, Gibbs." 


"I
heard the happy noises," he agreed.  "They'll be here in two
days, Dawn."  She hugged him around the throat.  "Sit and
finish eating. You're still too thin and only slimy men will want you." 


She
sat down again.  "If you say so.  I know I can't get fat." 


"You
can take up jogging with me." 


"That'll
do major things for my calves," she admitted.  "I'll
try."  He smiled at that.  "How many yards do you do?"



"Ten
miles." 


"Okay,
I'm not starting there, right?" she asked.  He shook his head. 
"Good."  She dug in again, eating daintily.  Willow walked
out of the living room.  "Hi." 


"Hi. 
What are you doing here?" 


"Remember,
Xander told you I was staying with Jethro, him, until he got settled?" she
prompted. 


"Oh. 
Okay."  She looked at the table, grimacing.  "Take
out?" 


"I
cooked, thank you," Dawn said more firmly.  Willow snorted. 
"Did you take your evil pills again?  Because you know, happy
moments.  This is Jethro's team and his boss." 


She
looked at Jethro.  "You're not going to hit on the Dawnie,
right?" 


"I
don't like them that young and I only like redheads," he said
grimly.  "As my three ex- wives point to." 


"Oh." 
She grimaced.  "Whatever." 


"Willow,
shoo," Dawn said.  "You're interrupting dinner and not for happy
reasons.  If I needed more glaring I'd let his buddy Fornell stare any
future zits off again."  Willow snorted again, crossing her arms over
her chest.  "'Scuse me.  Have to talk to her in
private."  She got up, walking her back to the living room. 
"Your damage this time is what?" 


"Buffy
said you took stuff." 


"Mom
left it to me.  Since she knew allll about me and all that stuff, and she
still did it, Buffy can climb out of Riley's ass since he probably made Mom
sick.  They gave me to Mom, Willow.  Bite me.  If Buffy doesn't
like it, she can have Giles interpret the will.  I know he knows how to
read." 


"You
know very well...." 


"I
also know what they said and they said I was her sister.  Made of
her," she hissed.  "Now, get over it."  Willow stepped
back.  "I will not have your crap poisoning Jethro against Xander and
I.  I will not let you hurt him.  If you try I will forget my promise
to my mother not to use the skills I hold," she finished in a
whisper.  "Am.  I.  Clear?"  Willow
sneered.  "Good.  Then go home.  This is the wrong coast
for you.  Xander was called to a different service." 


"Where
is he?" 


"He
just checked in.  He said he's having dinner too.  When the garage
hit him and nearly killed him he found a friend who works in a better
construction area.  He's looking down there for when he gets his cast
off.  Now, anything else?"  Willow shook her head, holding up a
hand to show the bracelet in it.  "That's not Buffy's.  That's
mine.  Dad bought that for me."  She snatched it. 
"She can crawl back up Riley's ass.  I'm sure he'd like it.  Or
maybe he'll do it to her, she could use laid."  Willow
disappeared.  Dawn stomped into the kitchen, grabbing some stuff, then
heading upstairs.  "I'm stopping the Willow issue, stay in
there."  She started in the front room, gradually working her way
around the room until it would keep Willow out.  Then she did her room and
then the hallway.  She came back, putting the bowl she had been mixing in
on the counter.  "Sorry about her.  She's stupid, shallow, and
thinks she knows everything.  She and my sister are twats together, it's
like a private sorority in their dorm room."  She sat down again,
taking a deep breath.  "I'm very sorry you had to witness her
shit.  Please don't let it ruin dinner."  Jethro tapped her on
the cheek. "I won't swear as much in the future." 


"Not
the issue.  You okay?" 


"Hell
no," she said, looking at him.  "I'm pissed.  I'm so pissed
that I'm about to do something stupid that my mother would scream at me
for.  Unfortunately it might hit Willow's girlfriend, who I love like a
sister, and not hit my actual sister.  So therefore I'm going to calm
myself down and plan my vengeance more precisely."  He patted her on
the hand.  Abby got up to give her a hug.  "Thank you,
Abby," she said quietly, clinging to her.  "Mommy would not
approve if I stomped on her like a bug." 


"Come
on, we'll talk upstairs.  It'll help."  She walked her up there,
taking her to her room with the new stuff.  All but the tv.  It
needed to be in the living room.  Dawn sank into her arms again, letting
it go for now.  "Shh, we've got you.  They can't hurt
you."  Dawn nodded, handing over the bracelet.  "Your mother's?



"Dad
gave it to me." 


"Oh. 
Where is he?"  She shrugged.  "That happens
sometimes.  We'll handle it if he does show up."  She went back
to comforting her.  Dawn told her everything, making her hiss in a few
places, but nod in others.  "Does he know?"  She
nodded.  "Good girl."  She wiped her cheeks off. 
"It'll be okay.  I promise it will be.  Now, let's go have
dessert, okay?  It always makes me feel better." 


"I
didn't make dessert.  But we got ice cream." 


"Even
better."  She smiled at her.  "It's not your fault and your
sister is being a big meany.  She should be swatted, but not by you."



"Can
I tell Xander?" 


"That's
even more bad, Dawnie." 


She
shrugged.  "I know.  I don't care but I know."  Abby
gave her a look.  "I know.  I'll let Jethro help me plan my
revenge."  She smiled and nodded, leading her back downstairs. 
"Sorry. Had to tell her why Willow was such a pain in the butt.  Is
everyone ready for ice cream?" 


"Let
me, Dawn," Tony offered. 


She
swatted at him.  "Sit and shut up, Tony.  Tonight was my turn to
cook.  You can make bowls of ice cream when it's yours."  He
grinned at that, sitting down again.  She got out bowls, spoons, and the
ice cream, not finding a scooper.  "Jethro, no ice cream scoop?"



"Use
the big, thick spoon," he said, leaning back to get it out for her. 
"This."  He saw the bracelet Abby had put on her. 
"Your Mom's?" he asked quietly. 


"Dad
gave it to me." 


He
gave her another pat.  "We'll handle it."  She nodded, dishing
up the ice cream.  It was hard work too.  The ice cream was very
solid.  Tony got up to help her, making her sit down.  "Thanks,
DiNozzo." 


"You
make a very good ice cream saving knight," Dawn teased.  He grinned,
handing her the first bowl with a wink.  The others got theirs and he sat
down too.  "Anything leftover he gets for lunch tomorrow.  If he
won't be in the office I'll expect them to be eaten when you get back." 


Jethro
snickered. "It'll probably be a midnight snack, Dawn." 


"I
thought that's what triscuits were for." 


"For
some.  I'll make sure they're cleaned up.  You eat your ice
cream.  You're still too skinny." 


"If
I get too fat I'll never fit into my clothes.  Then I'll have to go naked
to school.  They probably won't like that, though some boys might." 


"At
your age, all boys would, even the gay ones," Tony told her.  She
giggled and pinched him.  "Really.  At that age, guys aren't
that particular.  They'll get particular in a few years." 


"She's
fifteen, DiNozzo, even if she does look younger," Jethro told him, eating
another bite of ice cream.  He got up to put the carton back, sitting down
again. "That way we don't have the ice crystals in it."  Dawn
smiled at him.  "It'll be fine." 


"If
you don't mind me asking, Dawn, what did your mother die of?" Ducky asked.



"A
suddenly appearing brain tumor.  No warning, no headaches, nothing except
one day she passed out and they found a walnut sized tumor."  She ate
a bite while he frowned.  "Since there was a torturing sicko project
out there we thought they might've gotten her, but the CID guy out there
stopping them and going through their records said there's no formal mention of
them doing it.  She died about a week after surgery."  She ate
another bite. 


Tony
looked at her.  "I called the agent out there today, Dawn.  Just
to update him.  He said thank you for the new information you provided and
he was going to be most happy to look into that topic?" 


"Buffy's
dating one of their team leaders." 


"Oooh,"
Abby said, shuddering. 


"That's
okay, Willow hacked them many times to see what they were doing.  They had
to go in to get a friend.  Then they had to run them out of town a few
weeks after that.  Did not make for happy Xanders.  At all. 
Xander wanted to blow the base up but Giles wouldn't let him and Buffy said it
wasn't right.  So instead on the way out he released most everything they
had in pens.  He said it was grody but satisfying." 


"It
can be," Jethro admitted.  "DiNozzo, I need briefed on that in
case they come for her here."  Tony pulled a DVD out of his jacket
pocket and tossed it over.  "All of it?" 


"Yeah,
all the information he's collected, boss.  He was not a happy camper by
any means but he said you'd protect her.  That she's very special and
should be protected.  He's hoping to find the major links back into the
Pentagon." 


"NSA,"
Dawn told him.  "The original person was Doctor Walsh." 
She looked at him.  "I had to do a lot of eavesdropping to find out
anything that was going on." 


Tony
laughed but McGee nodded.  "My sister did too."  He looked
around.  "Want help cleaning up and doing dishes, Dawn?" 


"If
you want.  I'm always happy to let someone else get pruny
hands."  He smiled and nodded, starting to clear the table.  The
others finished up and helped too, all but the Director, who left at the first
sign of work.  Dawn looked at her sentinel.  "Can't I smack
her?" 


"Not
yet." 


"When?"



"When
it gets unbearable." 


"So,
later tonight?" 


He
looked at her.  "Give it a few weeks, you'll hate her more,"
Abby offered with a sweet smile.  "I am going to smack her at her
next declaration, Gibbs.  I don't care." 


"I
know.  She's working those things out." 


"If
she'd leave things that're working alone she wouldn't have these
problems," Ducky pointed out.  "The problem is that she won't."



"She's
pushing her power to make sure everyone knows she has it," Tony
agreed.  "It's her way of controlling things and being seen as being
able to play in the leagues with the bigger dogs." 


Dawn
looked at him.  "Can I call Angel and have him eat her?  Or
Spike?" 


"No,"
Jethro told her.  He shook his head.  "Sorry, Dawn, can't allow
that." 


"Yeah,
they might give it to the bossman," Abby agreed.  Jethro
shuddered.  "If they did, Tony would have to do a lot of paperwork,
so would McGee." 


"Probably
true," Jethro agreed.  "You good?" 


"I'm
good but I told her," she whispered.  He nodded at that. 
"I'll be okay.  I really will.  Even if she does go trolling for
my father.  Not that he'll listen to her.  He didn't listen to the
lawyer or anything.  Or Giles, or anyone Giles sent after him." 
Tony ruffled her hair.  "HEY!  Don't undo the do!" 
She straightened it out again, shaking her head.  "No respect for the
sacred things, Tony." 


"Hairdos
are sacred?" McGee asked. 


"I'm
fifteen, of course they are," she told him. 


Abby
nodded. "That'd be like messing up my pigtails."  Both guys
shuddered.  "It's a girl thing, you guys wouldn't understand." 


"That's
right, there's very few times a woman's hair should be mussed.  Since I'm
not having sex, not in a hurricane, and not trying for messy post-sex bedhair
to be seductive, it needs to stay straight," Dawn agreed.  Jethro
looked at her.  "When else is it supposed to be messed up?" she
asked when he shook his head. 


"Those
aren't thoughts I want to have, Dawn." 


"Sorry. 
It's the age I am.  I've got to start thinking about dating and
stuff." 


"You
have time," Tony told her firmly.  "Let yourself settle in
first." 


Ducky
coughed and nodded.  "I loathe to interrupt the biological imperative
that's hardwired into each of us to propagate the species further but Anthony
is correct.  Now is not the time for that yet, young lady.  We
wouldn't want to make Jethro deal with a young suitor doing foolish things to
get your attention." 


"I
thought I was supposed to get their attention."  She looked at Abby,
looking confused. "I'm not allowed to lure?" 


"You
are allowed to lure, Ducky's old fashioned.  These days, boys are too
stupid to realize they've got a chance without some significant signs." 


Jethro
held up a hand.  "No more.  Save this talk for girl time,
Abs.  Please." 


"Okay,
Gibbs."  She gave them both a hug.  "I should get back to
my coffin."  She winked at Dawn.  "Maybe we can set each
other up?" 


"If
I can find Spike and bring him here I'll see if he'll go out with you. 
That way you can say you dated a real vampire stud." 


"That
would be cool.  And hey, older than me, right?" 


"About
a hundred and twenty." 


"Then
way older than me and I like older guys."  She kissed her on the
cheek.  "You have a better night."  She bounced off, taking
McGee with her, who waved and smiled. 


"They
are so cute," Dawn sighed. 


"They
were when they were dating too," Tony admitted, handing her the dish
towel. "Your turn, you dry."  She nodded, taking his place to
put things up.  Jethro had to switch around the glasses but she now knew
what order they went in.  Ducky made his excuses a few minutes later,
leaving them alone.  "So what big secret is this one?" 


Dawn
looked at Jethro, who looked at him.  "Sweep for bugs,
DiNozzo."  He nodded, going to do that.  Dawn got the book Tara
had stolen from Giles for her, handing it to him when he was done.  Tony
frowned. "Read." 


Tony
sat at the table to read it, frowning at it.  He looked at Dawn, who
pointed at herself.  "You?" 


"Me. 
They made me of Buffy to protect me.  So she is my sister and I'm still
human and she's still a cunt." 


"Language,"
Tony said.  "Good boys do not date girls who swear."  She
nodded, going back to her tasks.  He went back to reading, leaning the
book on the table while he did it.  "Wow." 


"Very
wow, and Willow nearly made me let all that loose on her earlier." 


"Not
in the house," Gibbs ordered.  "Finish making it so she can't
get in here." 


"Yes,
Jethro."  She took her bowl to do that. 


He
looked at Tony.  "She's a normal girl now." 


"Of
course she is.  One with more sense than the little creatures I see at the
mall all the time."  He went back to his reading.  "This is
really interesting." 


"Not
really," Dawn admitted.  "It's a boring book.  I keep
falling asleep when I read it." 


"Maybe
you shouldn't know part of it." 


"No,
Giles explains stuff from it when I ask but he tries not to be that dry and
boring.  That one was written by monks.  No social life to keep their
flames of fun alive in their souls."  She got back to work. 


"Why
were you transferred?" Tony asked. 


"Go
about five pages over to the pink ribbon.  Xander found another way to
block her so I'm safe.  Thankfully."  Tony did that, letting her
go work on the upstairs hallway.  Then the downstairs.  She was not
leaving a crack of this house non-Willow-proof. 


Tony
read then looked at his boss.  "She can't come back, right?" 


"Harris
said no and I asked that Giles guy when I met him.  Willow sent him to
Cascade for a few minutes to talk to Dawn about something.  He said
no." 


"Good. 
That'd be one messy fight.  Not like we have the Ghostbusters here to work
it either."  He closed the book, giving Dawn a hug when she walked
past him.  "You're still a girl to me." 


She
grinned. "Of course I am.  A nice, normal teenager."  He
nodded.  "Because I can't use it most of the time without being
hellishly pissed at Willow." 


"Good." 
He stood up, kissing her on the forehead.  "Welcome to DC. 
We'll work on Jethro's stuff this weekend." 


"Okay." 
She beamed.  "You have a good night." 


"I
will.  Boss, run that DVD soon.  I'm sure she can explain it to
you."  He walked off much happier.  Dawn was the most special
person on the face of the earth. 


Jethro
looked at her.  "Can I borrow your laptop?" 


"Only
if you don't break it.  McGee warned me about you and technology,
especially PDA's." 


"I
won't."  She nodded, going to get it for him, then she went to do the
attic.  He shook his head, sitting at the table to read over the
information.  There was a lot there and the information they had showed a
program he would've wanted stopped too.  Very, very sickening. 
Xander's grody was about right. 


***



A
few weeks later Xander walked into Horatio's work with a takeout bag. 
"Hi, Horatio asked that I bring him food."  The receptionist
paged him, making him give a sheepish grin.  "So, how has work been
recently around here?" 


"Pretty
standard.  A few dead bodies, some robberies, someone who tried to shoot
at Lieutenant Caine for fun.  The usual."   Horatio came
out.  "Your lunch order, sir." 


"Thank
you.  Xander, come on."  He took the visitor's pass, letting him
sign in.  Then he took him up to his office.  "No one's shot at
me for weeks." 


"I'd
believe that but I do the laundry," Xander said dryly, giving him a
look.  He got a small smile back.  "At least it wasn't your
skin, just your jacket that got hit.  The hole was easily mended by the
cleaners."  He closed the door and came over, walking behind
him.  "Sit.  You look stressed."  Horatio nodded,
sitting down and eating his lunch.  He was getting used to eating a lot
again.  He'd even put up with the weight gain for a while.  The
shoulder rub he got was a bonus and it made his senses quit jumping
around.  "Which one?" 


"Sight
and hearing again," he admitted quietly.  "How was the
construction site?" 


"Crappy
and the boss doesn't like to pay people correctly so I quit.  I can get a
better job."  He got back to work on his shoulders.  Horatio
suddenly moaned and gagged so Xander pressed on a spot on his neck, making his
taste back down.  "Sorry." 


"Not
your fault.  Mustard." 


"I
told them to hold it.  I'll yell." 


"I
can do that."  He patted the hand on his shoulder.  "It'll
be fine.  I can scrape it off."  He did that and then went back
to eating.  Xander's shoulder rub was making everything reset and calm
down, even his headache.  The magical fingers moved up to do the back of
his neck.  "That's nice." 


"Anytime. 
All you have to do is ask."  He ruffled his hair, walking over to sit
in his chair with a grin.  "Now, how are we going to work on this
thing while you're at work?  We've proven that you do have problems while
I'm not there and Eric and the others aren't as effective as they used to be
since I'm here." 


"I
don't know."  He called Eric, bringing him up.  "We need
suggestions." 


"Short
of calling him while you're working?" 


"That
is an option," Horatio admitted. 


"You
should have called earlier," Xander pointed out. 


"You
were working." 


"Now
I'm not." 


"Point." 
He handed Eric a file.  "Typos." 


"Crap."



"Sorry."



"They
happen, H."  He looked at it, seeing the pen marks.  "Yeah,
I did mistype."  He put it under his arm.  "Calling or
having him there, H.  We've got to figure out how to do that." 


"Calling
seems to work for most things," Xander admitted.  "Since we
can't find a reason for me to be at the scenes it may be the only
way.   Unless it's another high stress kidnaping or something like
that.  That'll probably require me to be there somehow." 


"We'll
work on it.  Maybe a wireless headset or like the Feds use?" 


"An
earwhig?" Xander asked, frowning.  "We'd have to be on a pretty
select frequency and he'd have to be able to hide it.  If anyone asks he'd
have to say it was for some sort of experimental technology or something. 
With all the brain power among you guys we'll figure something out." 
He went back to his shoulder rub, weathering the look from the man who stormed
in.  "Do you mind, he's got a migraine." 


"Who
are you?" he sneered. 


"His
roomie at the moment.  I brought him something to calm his stomach down
thanks to his migraine."  He let Horatio's shoulders go. 
"Since I'm free this afternoon, what should I cook for dinner?" 


"Are
you together?" he sneered. 


Xander
turned around, grabbing him and slamming him against the glass wall, making him
very scared when he got into his face.  "Horatio is *very* nice to
let me camp on his couch while I'm looking for my own place.  He's also
helping since I got given a friend's sister when her mother died because her
sister went insane.  He is *helping* me and you are *irritating* me. 
Considering I am a combat veteran and I have killed things that are bigger,
badder, meaner, and more intelligent than you, I'd leave off now," he
finished in a growl.  "Am I clear?"  The guy nodded. 


"Xander,"
Eric warned, giving Horatio a look. 


"Let
him go, Xander," Horatio agreed.  He let him go slowly, still glaring
at him. "Xander is my assistant, Rick.  He's helping me around the
house since I'm never home.  He's doing some minor home improvement work
there for me as well.  Since a parking garage recently fell on him I'm
helping him get back on his feet in a new city."  He finished his
lunch.  "Do we like this spot?" 


"I
do.  It's an ethnic deli.  It's a good, cheapish place.  It was
near the site."  He looked at him.  "Did you want to fuss
because he has an assistant?  After all, not like he doesn't need a
bodyguard with boys like you who fire at him."  He sniffed. 
"By the way, why do you smell like TNT?"  He backed out, heading
off at a run.  "Have a nice day," he called happily, waving
even.  Calleigh gave him a horrified look so he grinned sweetly at
her.  "What?"  He looked at Horatio. 
"Dinner?" 


"Whatever
you feel like cooking." 


"Cooking
is therapeutic for me, Horatio.  Not like it matters what I cook.  Name
something." 


"Baked
chicken and rice?" 


"Okay. 
Plain rice or fancy rice?"  Eric grinned.  "What!  I
like to cook at home.  I couldn't do it for real, it's too much stress,
but I can do it at home.  Fancy rice, scented or flavored rice? 
Cinnamon, garlic, orange rice?" 


"Orange
rice would be nice.  I liked that," Horatio said gently.  Xander
beamed and nodded, heading out.  He looked at Eric.  "He's
sorry." 


"No
he wasn't.  Neither are you, H."  He grinned more
brightly.  "Anyway, that's probably the best cover yet for your
bodyguard.  You could use one."  He walked out smiling. 
"He slammed Stetler against a window," he said in Calleigh's ear
before walking around her.  "Threatened him too." 


"Oooh,
that poor boy's going to be hell in lockup." 


"Nope,"
Eric said, smirking at her.  "Hey, Wolfe?"  He came out of
his lab.  "Did you get anything from the sand?" 


"A
headache from the small grain size and a few beaches to check." 


"That's
a help," he decided, following him in there. 


Calleigh
walked up to the office.  "Where did he get you lunch
from?"  He held up the bag.  "I like that place. 
They're good."  She smiled at him.  "He did what?" 


"Rick
asked him if we were together.  Xander slammed him against the window and
got into his face about being my assistant."  He gave her a look. 


She
walked in and closed the door.  "Horatio, the boy wasn't insulted by
the question, just that it was asked about you.  Remember, he's here to
protect you too," she said gently.  He frowned.  "Ah, you
didn't read the background check."  She went to get it, bringing it
back.  She found Stetler back in there.  "Hi."  She
handed it over.  "The history you wanted done."  She winked
and walked out, closing the door behind her but lurking conveniently close by. 


Horatio
leaned back, reading it.  "You did upset him horribly, Rick. 
I'll go home to some sugary confection for dessert.  Before you ask, he
was upset that you were threatening me.  Xander is one of the most
protective people in the world.  He has been for years now."  He
glanced at him.  "Anything else?"  This background was
actually very enlightening and somewhat horrifying, plus a bit fascinating in
areas.  They were a lot more alike than it appeared on the surface. 


"Who
is he?" 


"He's
been doing things around the house.  The porch had a loose railing,
there's been a small leak on the roof, plus he's cleaned, done the laundry,
cooked most every single meal for me.  He's been making sure I'm
safe." 


"He's
dangerous." 


"Not
to me.  Only to those who would hurt others."  He gave him a
pointed look.  "Apparently he thought you were threatening
me."  Their boss came in and he stood up.  "Sir." 


"Horatio. 
What happened?" 


"The
young man was insulted on my behalf when Rick asked my helper if we were together. 
So he decided to tell him exactly what was going on." 


"With
him pressed against one of your windows?" 


"Xander
is a recent combat veteran and one of the most protective people in the
world.  I'm helping him get back on his feet down here.  He's recently
left his hometown when a friend died and he inherited her daughter.  She's
in DC with a mutual friend since he's on my couch." 


"I
see.  Your assistant?" 


"He
does cook, clean, fix things around the house.  Brings me lunch, he helped
me proofread a paper I was thinking of submitting the other day," he
admitted. 


"What
branch did he serve in?" Rick sneered. 


Horatio
looked at him then at his boss.  He handed over the background to his
boss.  "Calleigh ran it for me."  He sat down to read it
then looked at him.  Horatio stared back.  "He also realized
that I got shot the other day by the new hole in one of my jackets.  He's
in hyper-protective mode.  Rick's question about whether we were together
or not upset him on *my* behalf because he knows how institutional bias can be,
sir." 


"Interesting. 
Rick, you're to leave the young man alone.  We've known for years Horatio
needed a bodyguard.  Otherwise he gets in the way of snipers and bombers
and those sort."  Rick stomped off.  He handed it back. 
"Well."  Horatio smiled.  "I've noticed some things
and I'm more than smart enough to look up where you go on those weekends you
request off, and where you went that week, Horatio," he said
quietly.  Horatio tipped his head in acknowledgment.  "I'm
figuring he has something to do with that.  I'm also figuring he's the
reason you suddenly look healthy again." 


"He
is focused on making me eat, sir." 


"Horatio."



Horatio
sat down, looking at him.  "What did you want me to say?" he
asked quietly. 


"I
read some things by Doctor Sandburg."  Horatio swallowed. 
"I've also seen you work, way back in Bomb Squad, Horatio.  I know
very well what you were and why.  I'm not sure when they started since it
mentioned deprivation and those things." 


"I've
always had them.  Ray used to help me with them," he admitted
quietly.  "They've never turned off."  His boss
nodded.  "You would be right that Xander is the present cure to that
problem." 


"Good. 
You could use one.  Like I said, much healthier."  He looked him
over.  "Did he freak out?" 


"With
his background?  He asked if it was a bullet or something else," he
admitted with a small smirk.  "He is very protective of me." 


"Someone
needs to be."  He stared at him for a minute.  "I was
serious earlier.  You do need an assistant.  Your paperwork is never
done on time.  Your budget figures weren't on the proper forms.  And
frankly, Horatio, you're the slow cog here.  If I give you an assistant
for real, would it help?" 


"It
could very well, sir." 


"Good. 
Then I'll figure out where to put him." 


"I've
got a small accessory desk I can put in a corner in here." 


"Or
in a closet, somewhere.  Figure it out and tell me."  He stood
up.  "Good luck with that.  Rick said he was rabid and
snarling." 


"Nearly. 
He's getting over some personal traumas.  His friends are people I would
not save." 


"That's
saying something," he agreed.  "His child?" 


"Dawn? 
She's in DC with a friend at NCIS." 


"Poor
Jethro."  He walked off shaking his head.  He loved leaving
Horatio with that confused look he was giving him.  He went to talk to the
young man himself, finding him shirtless in the kitchen.  "Mr.
Harris?"  He 'eeped' and put on a shirt.  "It's a crime not
to enjoy the sunlight down here, son.  If Horatio doesn't mind I
don't."  Xander gave him a look.  "I'm Chief
Johnson."  Xander nodded politely.  "Mute?" 


"No,
sir, waiting on you to chew me a new one for getting in what's-his-name's face
for insulting Horatio," he admitted quietly.  "Come into the
kitchen?"  He nodded, following him.  "Thank you. 
Cooking is my stress relief." 


"I
noticed Horatio had finally put on weight, son."  He watched him for
a few minutes.  "How much do you know about the trouble Horatio gets
into, Mr. Harris?"  Xander let out a bitter sounding snort. 
"So you've heard?" 


"From
others."  He looked at him.  "The whole team agreed he
needed a bodyguard sometimes, or someone to follow him stupidly in to do the
heroic stuff.  Because stupid and heroic are sometimes synonyms." 


"Very
true," he agreed.  He watched him cook.  "What caused that
scar on your shoulder?" 


"Which
one?" 


"The
long, jagged one?" 


"Um..." 
He looked then in the shiny front of the fridge.  "The one on the
left?  A big claw.  Hurt like hell too."  He shrugged and
got back to mincing stuff to put in with the rice in the cooker.  He
finally got that done and pulled out the chicken, letting it sit under the
running water for a minute.  "You know," he said bluntly. 


"I'm
smart enough to do some research a few years back and notice some things. 
He's not the only one we have.  The other is in SWAT.  That's why we
moved Horatio to the Bomb Squad."  Xander sat down, nodding
slightly.  "You do know he pays for the water?" 


"Actually,
I'm paying this month's because I took a four hour bath when I got down
here.  He's got the *best* tub." 


The
Chief smiled at that.  "Even men should have their pleasures,"
he agreed.  "He does need an assistant.  He's never getting
paperwork in on time." 


"I've
played secretary before but I'll need a dictionary for some of the words they
use in the lab." 


"I'm
sure he has one somewhere or Speedle can make you one," he agreed. 
Xander smiled at that.  "That would suit you?" 


"I
quit a job today because the old boss decided to somehow deduct an extra fifty
bucks from my pay for so-called site expenses." 


"Then
you can start soon?" 


"As
soon as he wants me to and as long as he's agreed." 


"Good." 
He stood up.  "I've left it to him to arrange.  You'll want to
wear a shirt in the office.  Otherwise Doctor Woods will fuss over those
scars, son." 


"That's
why I hid them the night we had the team dinner, sir."  He smiled at
that.  "Also, the other guy has a guide, right?"  He
nodded. "Good.  Where's yours?"  He looked stunned. 
"According to the guy who trained me one calls to another, sir." 


"Good
point, son.  Very good point.  Just leave Stetler alone." 


"I
had to wash my hands for quite a while, sir.  He smelled like TNT." 


"You'll
get on very well with Horatio I'm sure."  He walked out, letting the
boy get the door behind him.  It was a good thing and hopefully it would
mean improved efficiency in the lab.  Horatio really did muck up the
paperwork sometimes.  It might even cut down on some of his personal
overtime since he wouldn't have to redo the forms he sent in wrong. 


Xander
got up and washed his hands again, getting back to working on the
chicken.  When he was done he seasoned it and put it into the roasting
pan, sticking it into the oven.  Then he went to see if he could download
a forensics dictionary.  He'd really need it. 


***



Xander
looked at his guide/guardian while she walked him through all the Human
Resources paperwork.  "Are you the one who'll tell me which papers
get filled out which way?" 


"We
have a set of manuals for those, Xander," she said with perky
efficiency.  He nodded, getting back to work.  He handed over the
last one.  "You don't want to sign up for the 401k?" 


"Not
at this time.  Let me wait a year."  She nodded. 
"Right now I've got to work on getting a new place and all those good,
expensive young guy things."  She giggled and walked out to file
them.  She brought back one, making him refill it out. 
"Sorry." 


"It's
all right but we can't have any crossing out."  He handed it over
when he was done.  "Thank you."  She handed that off then
brought in the manuals.  "Now, you'll be doing what job?" 


"Assistant
to Horatio Caine at the lab.  I was specifically asked to do a lot of the
paperwork." 


"Good! 
As a lab head he's got some specific paperwork to do but these are the
instruction manuals for most of them."  She put down four very thick
binders.  "Also there's a dress code manual."  She put down
a thin booklet.  "And a fairly comprehensive phone book." 
She put that down too.  "Now, is there anything else?" 


He
looked at her.  "As part of my job I was told I could carry a gun
since people like to shoot at my boss.  Where do I go to file and transfer
my permit from California?"  She blinked at him.  "Also, do
you have the packets on the health insurance information so I can look it over
and talk to the doctors I'm thinking about so I can make an informed choice
before it's time?"  She nodded at that one, getting the
pamphlets.  "Thank you.  The first?" 


"Um,
firearms license?  I don't know.  Let me check."   She
went to check with her boss, coming back with an address.  "The HR
head wasn't sure it was going to be necessary but you'd have to go
here."  She put it down in front of him, getting a smile. 
"Now, anything else?" 


"Two
things.  Do we know where my office is yet?"  She shook her
head.  "Okay.  Do I talk to you guys or Horatio about the crappy
coffee I'm supposed to be making?" 


"Him. 
That's part of a section head's decisions." 


"Fair
enough.  Thank you."  He gathered them up, putting them under
one arm, shaking her hand.  "Thank you for walking me through
that.  I'll call if I have any questions with the various
forms."  She smiled at that.  "Walk me out?" 


"After
you get your ID badge.  Must happen." 


He
nodded, following her out, the address in his front pocket.  He paused to
get his picture taken, then took his still-warm ID badge off.  The other
office was up the hall so he stopped there first, putting down the
manuals.  The girls in there gave him a set of grins.  "I'm
Horatio Caine's new assistant Xander.  I was told to come here to get my
firearm license switched?"  They nodded, taking his old one to start
the paperwork.  "Is there a preferred method of keeping one in the
office?  Drawer, holster under the drawer, on me?" 


"I
would hide it," one suggested.  "I'm not sure you'd be
allowed." 


"People
shoot at my boss.  We had a lab assault last month according to him. 
He said I could."  They nodded, handing over the forms.  He
filled those out, handing over the list from his wallet.  "Those are
mine at home."  She smiled, taking those to put into the
system.  He got an odd glance at one.  "I know.  It was me
or them and I choose me that night.  I was lauded by the PD out there." 
That got a nod and they made a note of it in the system.  He took his new
temporary card and walked out with it and the manuals, heading to the
lab.  He walked in with a smile for the usual receptionist. 
"I'm not even delivering yet."  She laughed.  "Where
did Horatio stick his lowly assistant?" 


"Um,
I think in 12b," she admitted.  "He's out on a call." 
She checked the sheet then called someone.  "Officer Wolfe,
Lieutenant Caine's assistant is here to drop off some of the paperwork
manuals."  She smiled and hung up.  "He'll be right out,
Xander.  I need you to sign in each and every time you come back." 


"Even
if I'm only off dropping off?"  She nodded. "I can do
that."  He signed in, smiling when Ryan came out to meet him.
"Hey.  I know I've got a corner somewhere." 


"Closet,"
he admitted. "By ballistics even.  Near the firing pen." 


"Not
an issue.  I like weapons."  He walked after him, waving a
bit.  He had to come back for the health insurance pamphlet but that was
fine.  He found his desk was in a deep closet, which made him smirk. 
He shrugged and settled things in there.  "Phone?" 


"Coming
today," Ryan admitted. "Maintenance had to install a
jack."  He looked at the folders.  "There's more than
that." 


"This
is the proper secretary-filled out stuff.  The other stuff I'll get off
Horatio."  He put things down, including his gun that he had been
hiding.  He slammed that drawer and locked it. 
"There."  Ryan gave him an odd look.  "What?" 


"Are
you allowed to do that?" 


"Horatio
said I could stick one in the desk."  Someone walked in with a toolbelt
on.  "Hey.  Is there a way we can remove half the
shelves?"  The guy nodded?  "I can put them up if you want
me to.  I've been doing construction recently." 


"I
can.  Want me to remove two, put them on the other side, then switch you
around?"  Xander nodded.  "I can do that too.  I'm
surprised you didn't get the spare office." 


Ryan
gave him a look.  "I thought that was the other supervisor's
office." 


"He
left." 


"They'll
name another one," Xander said prosaically.  That got a laugh and
they got out of his way.  "Thank you." 


"Welcome. 
Do you make decent coffee?" 


"I
make construction site coffee," he admitted.  The guy
whimpered.  "Sorry." 


"That's
okay.  That can be good coffee.  I'll have to try yours." 


"Go
for it.  If they don't mind I'm in a spoiling mood most of the
time."  The guy laughed at that, letting them go.  Xander made
sure he had the health insurance pamphlets and his wallet and keys.  They
walked back out together, running into Horatio coming in.  "Whenever
you've got the time to let me pull those other paperwork manuals let me know,
Horatio.  I'll drag them down so you don't have to deal with them." 


"They're
mostly online, Xander." 


"And? 
There's probably a manual somewhere, boss."  Horatio smiled at
that.  "Chief Johnson said you were always behind and I was to fix
that."  He gave him a pat on the arm.  "We'll figure that
out.  Roast for dinner."  He walked off, heading out.  He
signed out and headed home with a quick stop for more soda. 


"You're
letting him have a gun in his desk?" Ryan asked quietly. 


Horatio
looked at him for a moment.  "Let is a bit strong.  He thinks
it's necessary.  He's proven he knows what to do with one.  It's that
or a crossbow."  He walked up to his office, going to gather those
manuals for him.  If Xander could do most of the paperwork, he'd kiss the
boy and let him make another three-layer chocolate cake.  He'd even let
him have some of it. 


***



Xander
came in the next day in really decent jeans and a better than average shirt,
letting Horatio see and nod his approval.  "Sorry, not really any
dress pants, boss." 


"That's
fine, Xander.  We can work on that as your paychecks come in." 
Xander grinned and headed to his office, letting him see what had been
done.  Xander smiled and settled in behind his desk with a soda next to
the printer.  The first thing he did was pull out the practical examples
of what each form should look like and put them in a binder of their own. 
Then he logged into the system and got to work seeing what needed to be
done.  Horatio brought down his backlogged paperwork.  "Can you
fill those out?  I've made notes on the margins for the budget
one."  Xander nodded, taking it to fill out.  "Let me see
them when you're done.  Don't spill the soda or we'll never hear the end
of it, and don't touch Eric's coffee-pot or he'll growl." 


Xander
grinned.  "I can make decent coffee." 


"He
says that's his job."  He walked off smiling.  Xander would come
to him when he got stuck.  Three hours later Xander brought in a pile of
completed forms for his approval.  He looked at them, only separating out
two.  "This one I'm not sure is done right." 


"That's
what the manual said and I checked with Gretchen, who is my HR guardian. 
She said so.  She said you've been filling it out like it was the old form
for the past two years."  He shuddered.  "The other is the
budget form?" 


"Those
are in thousands, Xander." 


"Okay. 
I can amend that."  He took it to work on again, bringing it back
up.  "Like that?"  Horatio nodded, looking it over. 
"You didn't leave any leeway for overtime?" 


"The
budget is that tight," he admitted.  He pointed at one number so
Xander gave him the original.  He shook his head, whiting it out and
fixing it upward, then the total.  Xander took it back to fix, adding an
extra thousand for him.  That earned a smile.  "Thank
you."  He signed off on things.  "Okay, most of those go to
the Chief's secretary." 


"I
have a list of where they go in my special binder.  Do you prefer
inter-office mail or personal delivery?" 


"Inter-office
mail is fine.  He's expecting those to get done a bit late." 
Xander handed over a candy bar.  "I'm going to get fat." 


"You
eat it or I will." 


Horatio
considered what he knew about a happy, bouncy Xander on chocolate and gave him
half.  "Is that closet working out for you?" 


"It's
a bit tight but as long as the door's open I'm good.  Anything else you
want me to do today, boss?" 


"Not
yet."  Xander smiled, handing over a paper bag. 
"Lunch?" 


"You
forgot it."  He walked out, going to mail those forms from the
reception desk.  He heard the shocked gasp and looked over his
shoulder.  "I told you I was his assistant."  He looked at
one form, holding it up.  "Chief, HR, or purchasing?" 


She
looked.  "I'd say the Chief, just in case.  His secretary can
reroute it, it's in the same building and she's probably used to
it."  He nodded, stuffing that in there.  "You did keep
copies?" 


"I
paused to make copies," he admitted with a grin.  "Not that I
have a filing cabinet yet.  Or is that what the ones in Horatio's office
are for?"  She nodded.  "Okay."  He filled out
the 'where' portion and handed them over.  "Thank you, Gloria." 


"You're
welcome, Xander.  Do you make good coffee?" 


"I
was warned to leave Eric's coffeepot alone."  She laughed, shaking
her head.  "Is he here?"  She shook her head again,
smirking.  "Then I can make a pot."  He went to do that,
then went back to his office to figure out what else he was supposed to
do.  The filled out forms went into a manila folder that he marked with
'done' and the day's date, then he put it in his empty drawer.  He looked
up when someone knocked.  "Enter, I am all-seeing and can help
you." 


Calleigh
smiled at him.  "Can you help me proof a report, Xander?" 


"If
you find or give me a dictionary for all the mean and nasty forensic
terms.  I couldn't find one online." 


She
beamed and went to get one for him, bringing it back.  "Thank
you.  I don't know why but I sound like I'm writing a children's story in
it."  She handed them both over.  "I'm in ballistics, which
is right behind you." 


He
looked at her.  "Did you figure out why that rifle was muffled?"



"Yeah,
someone tried to retread the barrel.  You know guns?"  He
nodded, getting to work on her report.  "Huh.  What else do you
know?"  He grinned and went on with his reading.  He pointed at
something.  "No, that's spelled right."  He made a note on
the notebook beside him.  "I don't know why." 


"Many
short sentences?  It does kinda read like _Dick and Jane_."  She
nodded at that.  "Do you have to use such small, uncomplex
statements?" 


"I
don't have to."  She took it back to look over.  "That may
be it.  Ooh, and a typo.  Thank you."  She went to work on
it again, letting him look through the forensic dictionary.  She came back
and he gave it a quick proofread, circling two things with a pencil.  She
sighed and looked.  "I thought that was correct." 


"I
was told it was correct if it sounded right in your head most of the
time." 


"Welll..... 
I'll ask Horatio about that one."  He nodded, handing it back. 
"What's the other one?" 


"You
spelled the name differently in that one." 


"Ooh!" 
She hit herself on the forehead, taking his whiteout to correct it, then she
walked it up to Horatio, who had a clear desk.  He was even smiling at
Stetler.  "Is that grammatically correct?  I thought it was and
Xander didn't." 


He
looked.  "I think you're right but it sounds funny." 


"So
we're both right."  She took his whiteout, choosing another word that
went better there.  "There you go.  I did get him the forensic
dictionary."  She beamed.  "Now, what's next on his list of
amazing feats?" 


"I'm
going to work in the lab and let whoever tell him if he did the forms right for
me," he said smugly.  "Thank you, Calleigh." 


"You're
welcome."  She went back to ballistics, giving Xander a smile. 
"I was right but he agreed with you so I changed the word."  He
nodded, making a note of that.  "Stetler's around." 


"I
can slam him into a wall if he pisses me off again," he said sweetly,
grinning at her.  She walked off laughing and he got back to his online
form reading.  Gloria brought him the inter-office mail, letting him have
the forms Horatio had done last time.  "Thanks." 


"Welcome,
Xander."  She smiled, going to hand off the other stuff. 


Xander
looked at the two envelopes, pulling out the first form.  He snickered at
the mean comment on the front, pulling up a new copy and the manual's page to
fill it out correctly.  Then the other one he walked up there. 
"I do not know how to fill out supervisory oversight forms yet.  I
can't find the manual online."  He handed over the other one and the
one with the comment.  "Is that correct?" 


Horatio
looked then nodded with a small sigh.  "Thank you, Xander." 


"Welcome,
Horatio."  He let Horatio sign it then he sent it back in the same
envelope to the last person who sent it.  He went back to his
studying.  He was going to earn this paycheck, not just be here to support
Horatio.  He wasn't a freeloader like that.  He was not Buffy. 


Horatio
looked over that form, calling the office that had sent it back. 
"It's Horatio.  What was wrong with this form?"  He nodded,
putting it onto another folder.  "That's fine.  I do have an
assistant, his name is Xander.  He's in 12b and Gloria knows where he
is.  Yes you can.  He's already cleared up my backlog and there's a
lot of forms that went into inter- office mail today.  Gloria said if he
wasn't sure he sent it to the Chief's secretary. That would be
reasonable.  Thank you."  He hung up, smiling at Rick
again.  "I much happier today.  Anything else?" 


"Who
approved of your new assistant?" 


"Chief
Johnson did after our talk yesterday.  He interviewed Xander
himself." 


"I
see.  Is he in the budget?" 


"I'm
sure I'll get an amendment done rather quickly. I did put him in next
month's."  Rick stomped off.  "Have a better day," he
called, mimicking Xander.  "Now I know why Speed is sarcastic, it
does feel good," he muttered as he got up to file that form.  The
others Xander could be shown where to file.  He called down there. 
"Did you remember to make yourself a lunch too?"  He smiled and
hung up, getting into his lunch.  Xander brought up that folder. 
"For the record, how many went to the Chief's secretary?" 


"About
half.  Some went to HR, a few went to other offices. I did photocopy
everything and if you can show me where to file I can do that while you're on a
scene, so I'm in here if you need to call." 


"Thank
you, Xander.  You've already proven your worth."  Xander gave
him a brilliant smile for that.  "Have you called Speed?" 


"Not
today.  Why?" 


"No
one's seen him in a few days." 


"Maybe
he's actually using his vacation time," he offered.  He got a nod
from his boss because that made sense.  "I made semi-decent
coffee.  Eric's gone and the pot was dry and on." 


"He
won't mind as long as he can make the pots when he's here."  He
called Speed, smiling at the grumpy answer, putting him on the speaker. 
Xander got up to close the door.  "How are you feeling?" 


"I'm
bored, H, how do you think I'm feeling." 


"You
could be his assistant too," Xander offered. "You could share my
closet and everything." 


"You're
an assistant?" Speed asked flatly. 


"He's
doing the paperwork so I don't have to," Horatio agreed. 


"Does
he look cute in a skirt?" Speed asked. 


"Uh-huh,
not that you're ever going to see that picture," Xander said happily,
eating a bite of his lunch.  "Want to come out for dinner
tonight?  No one's seen you for days.  We're worried the boredom has
driven you to underwater basket weaving or something." 


"It's
driven me to soap operas," he admitted.  "There really is
nothing else on tv during the day." 


"That's
why I started watching cooking shows," Xander agreed.  "Or
animal planet." 


"It's
so cute it's gag worthy," Speed reminded him.  "Comedy Central
is okay now and then.  Too much Mad TV right now." 


"There's
always cartoons," Xander said dryly, making Horatio choke. 
"Don't make me do CPR, that one guy'll pounce and beg for film." 


Speed
choked.  "Oh, god, that's a bad mental image," he moaned.  Horatio
nodded.  "Is he still alive, Xander?" 


"His
mouth is full.  He's nodding."  Ryan tapped and walked in. 
"Got more paperwork for me?" 


"Nope,
casefile for the boss," he said happily.  He noticed the phone. 
"Speedle?" 


"Yeah,
it's me, Wolfe.  How are things going?" 


"Okay,
I guess.  Eric's an asshole.  Still." 


"He's
jealous because he wants OCD," Xander told him. 


Ryan
gave him a look.  "I wouldn't wish it on anyone, Xander." 


"It
does give you incredible focus," Xander pointed out. 


"It
does, but it annoys others and you can't get a date." 


"Which
Eric might want deep down in his heart.  After all, even playboys get
tired of the dating scene now and then."  Speed choked again. 
"Don't make me rush over to do CPR on you either.  That one guy'll
really want film then.  Or he'll ask if we're together or a trio." 


Ryan
patted Xander on the shoulder.  "You're a bit warped." 


"Yeah,
and?"  He shrugged.  "You should meet the ones who warped
me." 


"No
thanks, really," he said, fleeing before Xander warped him. 


Xander
grinned at Horatio.  "I checked my email and Anya wants to come
down." 


"Only
if I can throw her in the ocean," Horatio offered. 


"She'd
ask if there were mermen. I know she would." 


Speed
moaned.  "She can't be that bad, kiddo." 


"Ever
hear of a problem named Anyanka who came when scorned women cried?" 


Horatio
shuddered.  "Yes." 


"That's
Anya."  He stared at Horatio for a second.  "My little
former demon nympho bunny, who is bunny-phobic." 


"Maybe
we can set her up with Eric," Speed suggested, making Horatio moan. 
"It might help." 


"She's
probably already met him, Speed.  Coming over for dinner tonight?" 


"I'll
even cook," he promised. 


"Kitchen's
clean and there's food in the fridge," Xander offered.  Speed
chuckled. "There is.  I have chicken defrosting in the fridge, legs
if I remember right." 


"I
can do something with that," he agreed.  "Later,
boys."  He hung up and they could hear him laughing right before the
click. 


Horatio
hung up on their end.  "I'm not sure that was a good
laugh."  He finished his lunch. 


"Didn't
sound anything like Buffy, Willow, Cordelia, or Anya's laughs so it can't be
*that* bad."  He smiled and finished his own lunch.  "Okay,
so when the forms come back with approved on it I staple them
together?"  Horatio nodded.  "And they go in which
cabinet?"  He pointed.  "Okay.  I'm assuming that
everything's marked?"  Horatio nodded again.  "Then go play
in the lab, Horatio.  I can file and answer your phone." 


"Let
it go to voicemail."  Xander nodded so he cleaned up his mess and
left to check on the lab. 


Xander
finished his and got up to file things, then brushed the crumbs off the
desk.  Someone coughed from the doorway and he smiled.  "Yelina,
right?"  She smiled and nodded.  "Horatio is playing in the
lab somewhere." 


"Why
are you cleaning his desk?" 


"I'm
his assistant." 


She
blinked.  "You're his secretary?  I heard he got one." 


Xander
snickered.  "Yes, and I do look fabulous in a skirt," he
quipped.  She blushed, walking off shaking her head.  "I made
coffee if Eric hasn't drank it all." 


"Thank
you, Xander."  She went to check, finding Horatio in there getting
some more water.  "You got a male assistant?" 


"Slash
bodyguard," he agreed, smiling at her.  "You noticed that I had
no paperwork backlog?" 


"I
noticed he was cleaning your desk for you." 


"He
already did," he agreed happily. Xander came jogging down the
stairs.  "No running in the lab unless it's an emergency," he
chastised. 


"Just
on the stairs," he offered, handing over a note.  "Sorry, bad
habit to grab the ringing phone.  The Chief said you've got a budget
meeting in two hours and don't you dare duck out to a crime scene.  You
did that for the last two months.  Next time I'll let it go to voicemail
but he did want me to handle your scheduling book too, boss, so where is
it?" 


"I
don't keep one, Xander." 


"Okay,
I can handle that."  He smiled. "Maybe he'll give you a
raise." 


"Not
with how backed up he usually is," Yelina teased. 


Xander
pinched her on the arm. "He has better things to do than paperwork. 
I'm pretty sure you all do."  She nodded at that. 
"Besides, some bosses do things without needing paperwork.  It's the
system that needs the paperwork."  He walked off.  "He said
purchasing orders were due in tomorrow so I need a list.  I have an older
example." 


"I
can do that as well," Horatio agreed.  He went to gather the list,
handing it over before heading to the reception desk.  "Has the mail
gone?" 


"It
went just before lunch, Lieutenant.  Was there something you were looking
for?" 


"The
budget." 


"It
went to the Chief's office in that file." 


"I'm
headed there anyway," he said, giving her a smile.  "Help Xander
while I'm gone please?"  She nodded, beaming at him. 
"Thank you."  He signed out, heading off to the dreaded
meeting.  The Chief had his forms for him.  "Xander got those
done this morning." 


"Good! 
It's about time, it was due last week!"  Horatio had the grace to
look sheepish.  "How far down your backlog is he?" 


"Done."



"Even
better!  Well worth paying that boy.  Though my secretary does not
like being used as a mail forwarding center so she sent him a list of where the
forms had to go and who to send them to by name."  That got a
smile.  "I see you went up this month beyond him?" 


"He
adjusted one up by a thousand dollars. Overtime." 


"As
overflow expenses go, it's not a bad hike so we'll see.  I know you're
mostly using Speedle's salary for that right now."  Horatio
nodded.  "How is he?" 


"Bored. 
He's so bored he's watching soap operas."  That got a laugh. 
"We'll work it out.  I'm having him over for dinner tonight." 


"Good. 
How are things working out beyond that?  I heard he's carrying a
gun?" 


"He
has one in his desk but he's only allowed to use it if we're invaded.  He
did prove to me that he knows what to do with one." 


"Good. 
You could use the protection."  The others came in for the budget
meeting. "Look, we even managed to find Horatio this month," he
joked. 


"Long
time no see, Caine," one agreed.  "I thought you retired." 


"No,
I was out on scenes.  Miami never closes and neither do we." 
That got a knowing smirk.  They had all ducked out of these meetings in
the past. 


"From
now on we'll keep seeing Horatio unless it's a bad event," the Chief
announced. "He has an assistant named Xander....." 


"You
gave him a male secretary?" one of the females said.  "That's
liberal of you, boss." 


"Xander's
been assisting him at home.  He's recently moved down here from
California?" Horatio nodded.  "So anything you need from Horatio
in a paperwork way send it to Xander.  He's already cleared most of this
month's backlog.  Speaking of, Stephen, you have an envelope on the
desk.  Those things he wasn't sure of came here." 


"Already
got it, Chief.  Now, what's up?  Going up or down?" 


"Trying
to keep it down," he reminded them, getting down to the meeting. 


***



Xander
got home first and sniffed, moaning.  "Oh, that smells
good."  Speed came out of the kitchen.  "He had one more
meeting and then he'll be home." 


"I
never expect him before seven anyway," he offered, going back into the
kitchen.  "Go change, Xander."  Xander shrugged. 
"You're comfortable?" 


"Yeah,
perfectly fine."  He grinned at him.  "I'm like
that."  He gave him a hug.  "How are you feeling?" 


"Better. 
Not as bored.  Get off."  Xander got off him. 
"Thanks."  He looked over as Horatio walked in.  "He
said there was another meeting." 


"There
was but the person in it managed to get grazed at a bank robbery earlier so
it's postponed."   He sniffed.  "Chicken?" 
Speed nodded.  "Thank you."  He smiled at Xander. 
"He cleared my backlog, fixed the budget sheet, filed, proofed a report
for Calleigh, and then one for Ryan." 


"Way
to go, Xander.  Keeping him paperwork free means a lot around the
lab."  Xander grinned, leaving them alone so he could go to the
bathroom.  He looked at him.  "How did it work on a scene?"



"I
didn't have one today."  That got a nod.  "It mostly went
fine.  The Chief teased me and got the other heads to do the
same."  Speed shrugged.  "He told them to send things
directly to Xander from now on." 


"Might
keep you freer to do the things you need and want to," Speed reminded him.



"True,
especially if I can get hold of my senses on scenes." 


"We
can run tests," Xander said when he came back without his shoes on. 
"Blair sent me an email earlier about testing methods.  Nothing that
would bust you if someone was spying on me checking my email at the end of
lunch but things to use to make sure the control was there.  Things like
herb tests." 


"Spotting,
sniffing, or finding?" Speed asked. 


"All
three.  He also suggested a 'throw the ball into the ocean and see how far
he can track it' exercise and the same thing across a field.  How far away
can you hear me and stay in control." 


"Sometime
soon," Horatio told him. 


"Okay. 
Do you want me to start forwarding your office phone to my line?  That way
you don't have to deal with it?"  Speed smiled.  "That way
I can intercept the bad calls, like Stetler, who threatened to expose me for
some reason."  He shrugged.  "I don't know why he's going
to strip me naked but if he wanted all he had to do was ask.  I stripped
to get my car fixed.  I'm not ashamed of my body anymore." 
Speed handed him a soda.  "Thank you."  He sipped it. 
"They were out in the machines.  Ryan went on a caffeine binge and I
can't stand coffee."  He walked off.  "Need my help to set
the table or anything?" 


"We
can eat on the porch," Horatio told him.  "Go relax,
Xander.  Those papers always vex me." 


Xander
gave him a look.  "I've seen worse.  You should try filling out
ER paperwork cold for your friend's mother because she's too scattered to do
it."  He went to watch tv, putting on his headphone system so he
wouldn't bother them while he giggled at his anime. 


"He
always uses headphones," Horatio told him. 


"He
doesn't want to annoy you, H.  It's a good, thoughtful thing." 
He gave him a squeeze to the arm.  "How did he do really?" 


"A
bit bouncy.  Others know he has a gun in his desk in case we're assaulted
again.  He and Mr. Wolfe got into a talk on Douglas Addams versus Piers
Anthony after lunch that made Eric look very confused until Ryan told him they
were humorous fiction authors.  Then he walked off shaking his head
muttering about geeks and not even as strange as you are."  Speed
smirked  at that.  "Apparently his ex wanted to come down and I
promised to toss her in the ocean." 


"Are
you two....?" 


Horatio
shrugged.  "I don't know.  He doesn't let me get that deep with
him yet, Speed.  Not that I need that sort of connection but he's only
letting us see the outer shells." 


"What
did the background check say?" 


"That
we had a similar background but he started to hunt with Buffy in tenth
grade."  Speed shuddered.  "Until the parking garage fell
on him.  He told Rick he was a combat veteran.  I let the Chief see
Calleigh's background check when Rick pushed it."  That got a
nod.  "He had a very bad feeling earlier that made him check my mail,
finding a letter bomb." 


"Which
is what you need.  You told me Jim went into Blessed Protector mode, but
you don't or aren't yet.  Maybe you're going to switch that role with
Xander.  He seems like the sort to *need* someone to protect." 


"Then
why is he planning on moving out?" 


"Because
he doesn't want to be an inconvenience to you, Horatio.  He's being
thoughtful and he doesn't think it'll go there either."  Horatio
nodded at that, checking on Xander.  He was on the food channel
again.  "What's he watching?" 


"A
show on stir frying I think."  Speed smiled, checking the chicken and
stuffing dish, pulling it out.  "Is it done?" 


"It
has to rest for a few," he ordered.  "Open a can of veggies for
me."  Horatio nodded, doing that.  "Is there anything he
won't eat?" 


"Lettuce." 
Speed snickered.  "If he doesn't want to eat vegetables that's his
thing.  More for us."  Xander padded in to get more soda, giving
him a look over the arm.  "Corn?" 


"Corn's
nice," he agreed, going back to the tv.  He came back to look in a
cabinet, frowning then went back to watching the tv.  Horatio followed
him.  "What are we missing?" 


"I
was going to try that one but we're out of ginger," he admitted, turning
off his headset system and turning up the volume so he could hear it too. 
"It sounds good." 


Horatio
listened then nodded.  "Maybe some weekend soon.  We can
download the recipe tonight." 


"I
can do it at work." 


"That
can get you in trouble. They check those things." 


"Not
like it's porn." 


He
smiled. "It's any personal use.  I don't mind checking your email
during lunch but they can bust you for that too." 


"I'll
keep it down." 


"Thank
you."  He ruffled his hair.  "It's nearly time." 


"Okay. 
The ginger and orange brulee didn't sound right anyway."   He
turned off the tv, heading in to grab plates and then glasses for the other
two.  Speed dished things up.  Xander rewashed his hands in the sink
then handed Horatio a plate.  He shooed Speed out, covering things with a
large cheesecloth he had folded up for that purpose, handing him his plate
too.  He followed them outside, settling in to listen to the ocean. 
Speed looked at him.  "I like the sound but the sight isn't as great
to me.  Not until sunset." 


"Oh." 
He nodded.  "That kinda makes sense.  Any other good emails come
today?" 


"Anya
sent one threatening me if I didn't come back to her.  Very graphic so I
wrote back and told her that we had broken up because she stole from me, I
wasn't coming back, and I was in Baltimore."  Horatio
snickered.  "Then I reported her to her ISP for sending porn and
threats through them."  Speed snickered.  "Willow sent one
asking about Dawn.  I told her she was fine with Jethro, I had checked on
her nightly.  Her first day of school went fine.  She had a few
tentative friends already.  That Jethro was making her take up jogging
with him.  That she was allowed to gopher around his office in the
afternoons if she wanted to, but he wasn't going to make her, and that she
already found someone to have a crush on.   So she's probably not
happy but oh well."  He ate another bite.  "I got one from
Giles that Tara typed in for him.  He said he's very sorry they ran me off." 
He gave them a look at Horatio's growl.  "He ignored it but they did
it intentionally.  Chill.  I wrote Tara back too, told her how happy
I am and all that.  How good Dawn's doing in DC with Jethro.  To tell
Giles that I forgive him for ignoring me; after all I'm not Buffy.  I'm
not his duty.  I also told her to tell him that with a slayer like her I'd
have handcuffed her to my side to keep her out of trouble so of course he
ignored everyone else in favor of her.  Though I did suggest he start
watching Willow's magic use since she's using so much.  By the way, I'm
going to ward the house against her.  Just because I can feel her doing
stupid shit," he called, looking up.  She appeared next to him. 
"Morning." 


"This
is Baltimore?" 


"No,
this is Miami but I don't want Anya anywhere near me." 


"Oh." 
She flopped down next to him.  "So you're living here?"  He
pointed at Horatio.  "I didn't see you, hi.  I'm Willow." 


"I
remember," Horatio told her.  "I came with Xander to help him
pick up a few things." 


"Oh,
yeah.  Sorry, I wasn't paying attention then." 


"Hmm,"
he said, stuffing his mouth before he said anything else.  "You two
can go inside if you're going to fight." 


"Why
would I fight with her?" Xander asked, looking at him again.  Then at
Willow.  "What?" 


"I'm
not going bad with the magic stuff." 


"Memory. 
Charm."  Her face fell and she pouted at him, looking down at her
lap.  "You need help, Willow.  You're turning sides and I'd hate
to have to stop you some year.  Because we all know Buffy won't be able
to."  She nodded, still looking down.  He tipped her face back
up before taking a bite, staring at her.  "Go home. 
Think.  Fix it." 


"Dawn...."



"Buffy's
a bitch.  Her mom left her that stuff.  Buffy only wanted it to prove
she was the special one yet again.  So get over it.  I even let Dawn
have my tv since Horatio has one.  Leave Dawn alone.  You didn't care
before.  You don't care now.  She's a pawn and she'll beat your ass
if you try.  Because if you make *her* slip, we're all
screwed."  She nodded, swallowing.  "I know she told you
the same thing.  You owe her an apology, you owe Tara an apology. 
You owe me a real one.  Until you're better, I'm not going to let Dawn
accept it." 


"He
could be hurting her." 


"Jethro? 
Hell no, Willow."  He grimaced, shaking his head.  "Jethro
likes smart redheads around his own age.  He's been married three
times.  He's a career Marine." 


"He's
often hunted down the people who like girls Dawn's age," Horatio
offered.  "He goes the hardest on those who hurt children.  I
trust Jethro with my life, Willow." 


"But...."



Xander
popped her on the head.  "I learned that from Jethro."  She
glared at him.  "Leave Dawn alone.  You don't care.  It was
pretty obvious you never cared.  Or else you would have been looking for a
way to keep her safe.  Instead of me doing all the research and then
fixing the problem so Glory couldn't come out again.  You were off playing
with dark magic.  They made Dawn of Buffy, they made her Buffy's sister on
purpose.  Joyce knew that when she updated her will two months before she
collapsed."  Willow glared harder. "She did.  I was one of
the people who was a witness for her.  She knew, she had known for a few
days.  It apparently didn't make a bit of difference to her.  If you
don't believe me, see if you can do a seance without hurting her.  If not,
then drop it.  You don't have to care anymore.  I'll do that for you,
just like always.  Now, anything else?" 


"Your
parents are missing." 


"Cool,
I can throw a party," he said dryly, shrugging again. 
"And?"  She huffed and disappeared.  "I can get Dawn
to tell me how to block that," he offered, stuffing his mouth again. 


"What
sort of party did you want to throw?" Speed asked. 


Xander
looked at him.  "A 'whoo-hoo, they're gone' party.  Means I
don't have to deal with their crap anymore."  That got a smile from
Horatio.  "I don't.  They don't have a will, they publically
disowned me a few times in the grocery store.  I can claim that they did
it for real with the witnesses I can pull and the tape I have somewhere. 
That means I'm not responsible for their debts either.  Go me, I'm
free."   He ate some corn.  "But I will fix the Willow
issue by this weekend, Horatio." 


"That's
fine.  Will it be intrusive?" 


"Dawn's
able to do it with a bowl of stuff and a finger.  It'll be a bit herby for
a few minutes."  He got up to find his cellphone, walking out taking
notes.  "Okay, then I do what?"  He nodded, writing that
down.  "Thanks.  Laid it out for her.  Oh, Anya was told I
was in Baltimore.  If she comes here I'm sending her to DC.  Jethro's
better at putting down the deluded.  Thanks, Dawnie."  He hung
up, handing it over.  "She's making mac'n'cheese for dinner. 
That's what I need to do."  He sat down and got back to his dinner,
taking a sip of his soda. 


"That's
not too bad.  Can you do magic?" Horatio asked. 


"Enough
to set a book on fire by accident.  I can't use a lot and I'm not going to
even try.  As long as I can do a protection circle and I can summon the
remote when I'm lazy or in pain I'm good." 


Horatio
handed it back with a smile.  "Then I wouldn't mind.  I don't
want her able to do that in the middle of the night." 


"She'd
never sneak in on you.  She likes girls now."  He ate another
bite.  "Though, if I can talk Tara down here I will.  She needs
to get out of Sunnydale.  She's gentle and nice." 


"I
remember her," Horatio agreed.  "She was very nice." 
Xander smiled.  "You'd like her, Speed.  She's very shy, but
very delicate.  She's also the one who hit Anya when she started to
complain.  She stuttered when she yelled at her.  Very
motherly." 


"She's
the sort of woman I wished my mother was like," Xander told him. 
"She bakes excellent brownies.  I've got to get her
recipe."  He frowned for a second then went back to eating. 
"I'll get it from her this weekend."  He scraped his plate, then
drained his soda.  "You make good food, Speed."  He gave
him another hug then went inside.  "That way you guys can talk about
cases and stuff." 


Speed
looked at Horatio.  "Does he still think we're together?" 
Horatio nodded, eating another bite.  "Want more?" 


"No,
I'm good.  He made a very hearty sandwich for lunch.  I need to start
jogging again or none of my pants will fit."  Speed smiled at
that.  "I know, it's tough being spoiled."  He frowned,
licking his mouth.  "That's an odd flavor." 


"Flavor
or scent?" Speed asked.  "Xander!"  He came out with
his newest soda.  "He's hitting on something." 


Xander
came over, resting a hand on his shoulder.  "Close your eyes. 
What is it?" 


Horatio
closed his eyes, running his tongue over the roof of his mouth again. 
"Old Spice." 


"Can
you tell which direction?" 


"The
wind just shifted," Horatio said, putting down his plate to follow it,
Xander right behind him.  He found someone lurking in the bushes and
hauled him up to look at him. "You are?" 


"One
of the putzes who follows Stetler around," Speed said as he joined
them.  "I called dispatch to tell them you had a prowler.  They
can remove him."  A cruiser pulled up and an officer got out. 
"The one Horatio's holding.  He was in the bushes spying on
him." 


"I'm
an officer out of IAB." 


"Then
produce a warrant or you're being arrested," Xander told him. 
"You have no authority to do anything without a warrant and you know
it."  The man spluttered.  "Ah!" he warned. 
"Do not make me kick your ass.   I did it to your boss, I can do
it to you.  Now, warrant or not?"  He shook his head. 
"Horatio?" 


"He
is trespassing if he doesn't have one," he agreed, handing him over. 
"Leave it up to your supervisor if he's to be arrested or not." 
The officer nodded, dragging him off. "Thank you for coming so
quickly." 


"You
get into bad sorts of trouble, Lieutenant.  It could've been a bomber or
an assassin or anything like that with your rep."  He grinned before
he got into his car, taking the idiot away. 


Xander
looked at him.  "Assassins too?  I didn't get to hear that
story.  Is it better than some of my dating ones?" 


"Probably
not," Horatio admitted, following him back to the porch. 


"How
bad have you dated?" Speed asked. 


"Ever
hear of a problem called Anyanka?"  Speed shuddered.  "That
was Anya, the last girlfriend and the least deadly to me.  Before that was
Cordelia, who was a very mean, snarky, evil cheerleader.  She's working
with Angel at the moment.  Then there was Ampata, she was an Inca Mummy
who had been brought back to life.  She had to kill others to live. 
I really liked her too.  Even if she did want to suck Buffy dry.  I
had a crush on Buffy for a bit.  That got broken though.  Oooh, and
my first time nearly came from a changeling.  She was a six-foot praying
mantis."  He grinned.  "She wanted virgins to fertilize her
eggs." 


"You've
got Eric and me beat," Speed said, shaking his head. "Date H, it'll
be good for you both." 


Xander
frowned.  "I'm not stepping on toes, Speed." 


"We're
not...." 


"Then
you wouldn't be grabbing onto his arm," he said knowingly, giving him a
little grin before going inside. 


Speed
looked down then frowned at Horatio.  "Am I as touchy with you as
Blair is?"  He nodded, giving him a small smirk.  "No
wonder he thinks we're dating." 


"You
like girls." 


"Not
always." 


Horatio
smiled.  "We'll figure that out as well, Speed.  We have
time." 


"There's
never as much time as you think," Xander called.  "He's already
been shot once."  He put on his headphones and went back to his
comedy movie. 


"I
thought Blair was pushy," Speed said nervously. 


"We'll
figure it out, Speed.  We still have time," Horatio assured
him.  Speed relaxed and smiled, nodding a bit.  "Want
seconds?" 


"Please." 
He handed over his plate, watching as Horatio swatted Xander on the head before
going to get them more food. 


***



Dawn
hung up the phone, looking back at Tony when he came in.  "Xander got
a Willow visit too.  He needed to know how to de-Willow the house.  Is
the boss coming back late?" 


"No,
he'll be here soon."  He looked at her.  "It doesn't matter
to me, Dawn.  You were special even before I knew."  She smiled
at that, going back to her stirring.  "Mac 'n' cheese?" 
She nodded, holding up the hotdogs, making him smile.  "Putting them
inside?  If so I'd cook them first." 


"I
was going to boil them when he came in.  That way he had time to clean up
and change if he wanted to." 


"It's
been a crappy paperwork day," Tony admitted, coming closer. 
"How are you holding up?" 


"The
first day went okay.  I found a few girls who appreciated me.  
One boy openly stared at my ass but he was geeky and a dweeb with *hugely* bad
skin.  So a math tutor sort." 


"McGee,"
he agreed with a grin.  "I played ball." 


She
poked him on the arm.  "I can tell."  He grinned at
that.  "What else happened today?" 


"Nothing
much.  The director tried to ask him about Xander and he gave her a look
that sent her walking off in a huff."  Gibbs walked in. 
"She had a boy staring, boss." 


"Gee,
just nark, Tony," she complained.  "Nothing serious,
Jethro.  He simply stared in awe of my magnificence.  Do you like
your hotdogs boiled or microwaved?" 


"Boiled
is fine."  He came in to check on dinner, smiling.  "Plain,
usual food.  Thanks." 


"Welcome. 
I told you I'm a simple food sort.  I'm still learning.  Though I
think I need more milk in the pot," she admitted.  He handed it over,
letting her splash some more in.  Tony took over while she got the hotdogs
ready to be boiled.  "Are you staying, Tony?" 


"If
you want.  We can go over what you're studying?" 


"Crap,
crappier, physics for some unknown reason, PE, and Home Ec.  Ooh, and
English Lit."  She shook her head.  "I have no idea how I
got into physics." 


"Did
Willow maybe adjust your records?" Tony asked.  She stared at him
then moaned and stomped off.  "We can have McGee check tomorrow,
Dawn." 


"Thank
you.  If she did, I get to smack her around this time, right?" 


"Sure,"
Gibbs agreed.  "Works for me."  He nodded her closer,
looking at her. "Crap?" 


"Accounting
for math and ooh, typing." 


"At
least it's an easy grade," Tony told her.  She poked him again then
went to the bathroom.  "Do you mind, boss?" 


"Not
a bit, DiNozzo.  We're still working on stuff and you've been working with
me at the office," he said.  Tony nodded.  Gibbs motioned him
closer.  "Check my collar," he mouthed.  Tony nodded, doing
that for him, holding up the bug.  "I thought she did
that."  He threw it in the microwave and turned it on.  Three
seconds later it exploded.  Dawn came back in, giving it a look. 
"Bug." 


"Hmm. 
Won't work in the house. Part of what I did to keep Willow out.  If I did
it right the only frequencies that'll work are radio, tv, and
cellphone."  She grinned.  "Xander used to love spy
movies."  She checked the hotdogs.  "How do you know
they're done without breaking off a piece to see if they're warm?" 


Tony
smiled, handing her a fork.  "They'll feel done."  She
nodded, poking one.   She tried again a few minutes later. 
After the third time he took the fork, then turned off the burner. 
"That's done, Dawn." 


"Okay." 
She drained them, putting them, the buns, the ketchup and other fixings on the
table, letting him get the macaroni while Jethro got the plates and water.
"Jethro, the school said I cannot bus to your office.  Nor am I old
enough to be allowed to use the city busses.  I'm only old enough to come
home and they do suggest I have a guardian here.  I slipped up and said
I'd have an hour." 


"By
city standards you're old enough to stay at home for up to three hours by
yourself," Tony told her.  "They're alarmists who worry about
you going out of control and doing stupid stuff, like drugs." 


"Ooooh,
that was the other thing."  She got up to get a paper, bringing it
back. "Please excuse me from the 'scared away from sex' class?  I
don't think I need the BS approach to sex ed." 


He
looked it over then checked the box and signed it.  "Anything
else?" 


"Want
my schedule?" 


"I
need a copy," he agreed.  She handed that over too. 
"Thanks."  He put it on the fridge for tomorrow.  "You
sure you want out of that one?" 


"I
talked to the teacher.  She went on and on about how great and free all
the students were since they knew sex was evil and even thinking about it was
going to make them catch something.  I told her I knew how to masturbate,
it was enough until I was seventeen.  She choked and went purple then gave
me the form and said she didn't need the students to be taught
that."  Tony choked on his laughs.  "So yes, I don't want
to be scared away from sex or told BS lies about how I'll catch something from
smutty thoughts about the physics teacher.  Who is skinny, really geeky,
but kinda hot for some reason.  Maybe he's mixing his pheromones or
something."  She shrugged, grabbing food and fixing her hotdog. 
"Eat, people.  I slaved for all of ten minutes over that." 
Jethro smiled and dug in.  "I'll start getting off at the bus stop on
the corner and hike across the street to catch the city bus."  He nodded
at that.  "Bus pass?" 


"I'll
make sure you have one tomorrow," he promised.  She smiled at that.
"I've already told security and given them a picture of you.  If you
have any problems, have them call me or Abby if I'm not there."  She
nodded, eating another bite.  "Thanks for the real food." 


She
grinned.  "I told you I was going to make normal stuff.  
Ooh," she said, wiggling a little bit.  "Xander is now Horatio's
assistant.  Someone asked him if he looked good in a skirt." 
Tony snickered at that.  "He said yes but they'd never find
out.  I don't know when he found out but okay.  Anyway, he's got him
doing all his paperwork, cleared his desk today for him, and he's got a gun in
his desk in case something happens.  Horatio's starting to complain that
none of his clothes are going to fit soon.  Xander made him a triple meat
sandwich for lunch today.  Lean stuff so he wouldn't get fat in a bad way
but he's seriously into his spoiling of the Horatio." 


Jethro
smirked at that.  "Someone needs to.  The guy gives everything
he has and doesn't get anything back." 


"That's
what Xander said.  He said Horatio was so happy not to have any paperwork
he offered to let Xander bake another triple chocolate layer cake and even let
him have some since he gets so bouncy on chocolate."  That got a
laugh from both men.  "I do need that recipe from him.  It's
sinful.  It's three types of chocolate on a three layer cake.  Not
that I can be as artistic as Xan is but it's still sinful.  Definitely PMS
food but also for good occasions."  She stuffed her mouth
again.  "Abby said she wanted my apple recipe." 


"It
was good," Tony agreed.  "Calm down and eat."  She
went back to eating.  "Boss, after dinner should we go into the woods
and do some finding exercises?  I know you hate them but it could
help." 


"We
can do that.  You can be the target."  Tony nodded, getting
seconds since that meant he'd be running and hiding.  "Eat,
Dawn."  She got another hotdog to eat.  "Anything else I
should know?" 


"I
put lunch money onto my ID card today for the days I don't make a lunch. 
It's got twenty for those times.  The two girls who kinda like me are
seeing how cool I really am.  One's the daughter of someone who works in
Congress and the other's the daughter of the post guy around here.  She
told me how to change my address.  Oh, one last thing.  Xander
forwarded me an email.  Anya's pissed and looking for him.  He told
her he's in Baltimore.  Willow knows better though."  They both
nodded.  "So if the brunette shows up yelling loudly about orgasms
and her pookie not being around, it's Anya.  Tell her he's moved on and
let me know so I can come walk her off.  Or let her and the Director talk
about Xander."  She smiled sweetly.  "Anya's enough to stop
any and all problems or her coming after me."  She ate one last bite,
then put her dishes in the sink.  "Let me change."  She
went to do that. 


Jethro
looked at Tony.  "She's very active." 


"Is
Xander more hyper?" 


"Yes."



"Poor
Horatio."  Jethro smiled, finishing his dinner.  Tony cleaned up
the rest of the mac 'n' cheese for him then put things into the sink so they
could do them later.  Dawn came down in jeans and a t-shirt, plus
sneakers.  "You might want a jacket, it'll get a bit
cool."  She jogged back up the stairs, getting a zipping
hoodie.  "You know we have winter here, right?"  She slowly
shook her head.  "We'll have to fix that then." 


"I
said I'd go shopping with you next time so you don't buy a suit that clashes
with you."  She took Jethro's arm to walk him outside, looking at
Tony.  "You're it."  He smiled and jogged off, letting her
turn Jethro around to face the house. "Is that a bird in the attic? 
I heard something moving around last night." 


He
upped his hearing then nodded.  "It is.  I'll check on it
later.  It shouldn't hurt anything."  She smiled at him. 
"You ready?"  He heard a quiet 'ready, boss' and turned back
around.  "Scent, sound, or what?" 


"You're
the tracker, I'm here to make sure you don't zone.   Teach me what
you need me to do, Gibbs."  He smiled and nodded, closing his eyes to
listen.  "I'm here," she said quietly, resting a hand on his
shoulder.  He nodded, heading off in a direction.  She followed,
staying close but out of his way.  When they paused she went back to the
'helping' posture Blair had taught her.  They found Tony a few minutes
later and he took off again while they chatted about school and winter
stuff.  Then he heard Tony call out and they were off again.  This
time it was harder.  Tony had picked somewhere more complex
smelling.  He had to switch to hearing.  That was harder for
him.  The woods were loud when he turned up his hearing.  Dawn moved
closer.  "Filter things out that should be here," she
whispered.  "The birds, the leaves, all that stuff should be
here.  Find the spot of 'not right' and we'll find him."  He
jogged off, letting her catch up.  "I am going to have to take up
jogging, aren't I?"  Jethro smirked and nodded, finding a hole in the
ground.  "Huh.  Tony, are you in the hole?"  No
answer.  They looked.  No Tony but definitely a spot of
wrongness.  "Did someone blow it up?" 


Gibbs
squatted down, sniffing one of the leaves.  "Yeah,
dynamite."  He looked around then found Tony nearby.  He walked
off. "Wait here.  Yell if someone else comes."  She nodded,
sitting on a rock near the edge of the hole.  He found Tony, hauling him
out of the makeshift cave that had animals living in it.  "That was a
good spot.  We found a blasted hole." 


"Any
idea what?" 


"Dynamite." 
They walked back and found Dawn staring at some guy with a shotgun.  He
coughed.  "Federal agents.  Freeze."  The guy looked
at him.  Dawn hopped up and onto his back, scratching his face until he
dropped the shotgun.  "That'll work too."  She got off
before the guy fell in the hole.  Jethro helped her up.  "You okay?"



"I'm
fine.  He was asking why I was out here on his land.  I told him I
was walking out here with my guardian and you were close by."  She
sat down again, opening her phone.  "Hi, Ducky, it's Dawnie.  If
we're in Jethro's woods do we call county people for threatening me and
him?"  She smiled.  "He's checking on the blasted open
hole."  She gently nudged Jethro with her foot, giving him a
look.  "Thanks, Ducky.  Yeah, we're about a mile behind the
house.  Sure, track my GPS.  Thanks."  She hung up but left
her phone on.   "He'll send the county guys out."  She
looked in the hole.  "Is he dead?" 


"No,"
Tony said. 


"Good." 
She smiled at him.  "At least it's not a demon."  She
pointed.  "I'd scream but it'd freak and it's got scent packs like a
skunk when it freaks.  It's pretty harmless."  She waved. 
"I'm from Sunnydale.  I live with that one," she called,
pointing at Jethro.  "Please don't skunk us.  There's more
people coming too."  The demon gave her a pitiful look so she got up,
walking over there slowly.  "It's all right.  Did the big meany
in the hole disturb your hunting grounds?"  It whispered
something.  "Your den?  Was your family in there?"  It
shook its head.  "Then I'm sorry and he's going to pay.  I
already scratched him and knocked him into the hole.  I can make him more
miserable for trying to kill you.  After all, you're no more harmful than
any regular skunk."  That got a shy smile.  "You should
scamper off.  There's police coming."  It nodded, running off to
hide and watch.  Dawn walked back, floating the guy up to look at him,
letting him hover for a second.  "You tried to hurt a defenseless
creature by blowing up his home and family?  How pathetic are
you?"  She waved a hand and he fell again, screaming when he landed
this time.  "Good!  Next time don't go after the harmless
things!  Puss bag!"  She sat down again, crossing her legs,
smiling at the officer who was tromping their way.  "Over here,
dear.  He's in the hole.  He just shifted and screamed.  He's
the guy who blew the hole we think but he had a gun on me.  So I scratched
him when he turned around and knocked him in there." 


"That's
fine, ma'am, always better to be safe than have you injured too.  Special
Agent Gibbs." 


Jethro
nodded in greeting.  "Dawn's under my protection.  We were
walking off and I had to retrieve DiNozzo so she waited here.  He came up
on her while I was gone." 


"Then
he's a really pitiful guy who thought he was going to scare an innocent young
woman."  They hauled him out together, letting him look at him. 
"Those scratches'll scar.  Good job, Dawn." 


"Thank
you.  I had the good self defense lessons from my other
guardian."  She smiled sweetly and wiggled her fingers before going
back to picking the skin out from under her nails.  "Have fun with
him.  His shotguns's behind Tony, Officer."  He smiled at her,
grabbing it and walking the guy off.  "Have a better night,
Officer." 


"You
too, miss.  Gibbs, DiNozzo."  He nodded politely at them before
disappearing. 


"Cordy
taught me that move," she said proudly.  "Xander's ex, the queen
cranky one of Sunnydale's cheerleading squad." 


"The
move where you pretended to be helpless or the scratching part?" Jethro
asked, looking a little bit amused. 


"Both. 
That's how she rolled.  Do it yourself because *no* one was going to save
you and then let the officials handle it while you cleaned your
nails."  She stood up.  "Go run again, Tony."  He
smiled and took off, shaking his head.  She took Jethro's arm. 
"Cordy *always* gave as good as she got.  Plus more if she was upset
with you.  I learned a lot of girl things watching her."  She
smiled at him.  "Let's go find the Tony toy."  He laughed
as they walked off again, going to find Tony in the deepening dark.  Dawn
was one hell of a  young woman.  Someday she might even be scarier
than Ziva.  She was definitely not some helpless flower he'd have to watch
over and coddle, which was good because he didn't have the patience for
coddling.  "So, winter?  Is that like the snow that made Xander
invisible and brought bad nightmares in Sunnydale?" 


"Without
the magic crap," he agreed. 


"Good. 
I'd hate to be invisible."  She shrugged.  "Not that I
think I will be but if it went that way I might turn into my
sister."  He gave her a squeeze.  "Thanks,
Jethro."  She pointed.  "Isn't that his jacket?" 


"It
is."  They went to look.  Tony had planted that there then moved
on.  He scanned.  "Where?" he muttered. 


"How
many animals have human style heartbeats out here, Jethro?" she asked
gently.  He smirked at her and focused on that and breathing, finding
him.  They were even nice enough to bring his jacket to him since it was a
bit breezy.  The next time Tony ran for the house, even putting on coffee
for them so that when they found him there was some waiting on Gibbs. 


***



Xander
got the call from Horatio, sticking his headset on.  "I'm here. 
What's up, boss?"  He listened then nodded.  "Well, I can
tell you there's a message from the Chief.  He said I'm missing some
paperwork from HR but he doesn't know what and when I called they didn't know
what," he said, babbling so Horatio could use his others senses on the
scene.  That's what he wanted him to do.  "There was a call from
an ADA West, who snickered when I said I was your assistant.  The Miami
version of Buffy wanted a call back when you have a free moment about the
Jergins case.  Then switch off," he suggested.  "Try smell
instead of sight?"  He smirked at that groan.  "She called
back again when you didn't call within ten minutes.  I did tell her you
were on a scene and there were multiple bodies, it was going to be at least
lunch, if not after shift.  She threw a Buffy hissy. 


"No,
she's not smart enough to be a Cordelia clone that got sent back in time. 
Because there's no one exactly like her, so therefore they had to send any
other people trying to be her clones back if they're older than the
original.  Trust me, dated the woman, boss."  He snickered at
the assurance that West was just as bad.  "Also, Ryan was looking for
you looking very confused and a bit scary.  Is he on steroids or something? 
He had a mood swing and I don't think he's pregnant.  Though I did ask if
he was pregnant when he had the mood swing.  He gave me a horrified look
and stomped off.  No, he's better now.  He had some water, a tylenol,
and ten outside.  No more moodiness."  He laughed at Horatio's
assertion that Ryan's mood swings weren't steroid or pregnancy related.
"If you say so.  Anything else I can do for you?  Hold on,
there's the putz.  Yes, Stetler?" 


"Is
that your boss?" he demanded. 


"He's
checking for messages.  Can I give him one?" 


"I
need him back here now.  You lied on some forms." 


"So
that's where they went.  HR said some went missing.  No I
didn't." 


"You
didn't list any service." 


Xander
sighed, hanging up with Horatio so he could motion him inside.  He pulled
up something on the computer.  "Willow's been putting things online
for the others at the Watchers' Council who're too proud to ask Giles for
anything."  He turned the monitor around so he could see it. 
"That's raw film footage from my high school graduation.  One of the
parents taped it.  See if you can spot me."  The man watched it,
then gave him a horrified look.  "That's my combat experience. 
Three years in high school, then the last year and a half as well.  All I
ever got off from it was that misbegotten road trip when I ended up in
Oxnard.  Like I said, I've got *combat* experience.  I didn't say I
was a military veteran." 


Stetler
backed away from him.  "But...." 


"Yeah,
but.  You can finish watching it."  He unpaused it, letting him
see.  He pointed at the large demon that came into frame.  "That
was the mayor.  That was what he was doing.  Going to eat us all and
then take over the world."  The rest kept playing while the other man
stared in fascinated horror, pressed against the wall.  At least until the
school blew up.  "Those were my battle plans," he said
quietly.  "I'm damn proud we only lost twelve kids, all green, never
been in more than a fistfight, kids.  I led the defensive line.  I'm
like that," he said firmly, standing up.  "Now, did you have
more questions about my combat experience and would you *please* give my papers
back to HR before they make me fill them out again?" 


Stetler
swallowed.  "You, um... um, you claimed stripping?" 


"I
was broken down.  It paid to get the car fixed so I could go home. 
Don't know *why* I went home since the ladies didn't appreciate my being
there."  Stetler gave him an odd look.  "They had special
girl syndrome.  Still do.  They're getting over it sometime soon
since they're quickly losing their support network."  He tipped his
head a bit to the side.  "Anything else you wanted to know?  You
could *ask* me politely.  I'm agreeable to *polite* questions.  Not
ones where you send someone to snoop on Horatio's house, but *polite*
questions."  He stared him down.  "Anything
else?"  He shook his head, backing out of the room. 
"Good.  Then please give my paperwork back to HR?"  He
nodded and ran off.  Xander sat down and called Horatio back. 
"It's fine.  I showed him the footage someone took of
graduation.  Pale and a bit shaky," he said.  "He's also
the reason some of the forms disappeared from HR.  He nodded he'd give
them back so I didn't have to fill them back out.  How did it work?" 
He smiled.  "Good.  Well, I could do that.  Give you
something more tangible to carry maybe?  Talisman sort of thing? 
That could work," he agreed.  "I'll figure out what, you figure
out what senses you want it to evoke.  Welcome."  He hung up, turning
his monitor around so he could get back to work.  Ryan leaned around his
door.  "I'm fine." 


"What
did Stetler want this time?" 


"To
see where my combat experience came from." 


"Oh." 
He came in, closing the door mostly.  "I was wondering about
that."  Xander turned around the monitor, replaying the footage while
he worked on a physical form.  Ryan blinked then at him. 
"Movie?" he asked.  Xander looked up, grinning and shaking his
head.  "Damn.  I had hopes." 


"No,
sorry.  Three years in high school.  That was grad.  Then a year
and a half after that before I left on my second road trip.  At least on
that one I didn't end up stripping to fix my broken down POS." 


Ryan
blinked, then nodded, walking out to get some more tylenol and take another
break outside. 


Xander
turned his monitor back around, clearing the cache and browser history before
he closed it out and going back to work.  "And if Stetler writes me
up for improper use of the 'net, I'm going to have him eaten," he said
quietly, finishing that form and putting it into the folder for Horatio to
approve of. 


***



Horatio
found Rick in his office with an ice pack in his hand, head held firmly against
it.  "I find a long drive works better," he said from the
doorway. 


Stetler
looked up at him.  "Is he dangerous?" 


"Only
to those who attack whoever he's protecting."  He walked in further,
closing the door.  "He is a very protective person." 


"That
couldn't have been real." 


"From
what I understand it was." 


"They
went up in flames with squirt guns and turned into dust with the application of
stakes, Horatio.  It couldn't be real." 


"I
can call Xander to see if we have any of them around here so you can see in
person.  That way you have the evidence you need to accept it." 
Stetler shuddered, shaking his head quickly.  "If you're
sure."  He stared him down.  "Xander is down here to
restart his life, Rick.  He left that behind him when a friend's mother
died and he got tired of the combat," he said quietly.  "Then a
parking garage fell on him and he met a friend of mine, who introduced
us."   Stetler shuddered again.  "Xander is sorry for
threatening you." 


"No
he's not.  I'm a threat to you." 


"Not
at the moment."  He stared him down.  "Did you give back
his paperwork?"  He handed over the folder.  "Thank
you.  Anything else you need?" 


"Why
are you helping him?" 


"He's
starting over from a very bad situation.  Our friend Blair thought I might
have a better way of helping him.  That's also how he met Jethro.  He
was up to get some help of his own.  That's why his protectee lives with
him.  Miami has more construction jobs and that's what he had been
doing.  It was practical." 


"Whatever. 
I don't care.  He is not to attack another person, Horatio." 


"Unless
they attack him or me, I wouldn't expect him to, Rick.  Anything
else?" 


"No. 
I don't want to hear about him.  Keep him on a tighter leash and make him
quit checking his email during lunchtime.  Someone noted a pornographic
letter yesterday." 


"That
was his ex-girlfriend.  The one who recently stole from him and wants him
back.  He told her he's in Baltimore so she can't find him.  Believe
it or not, he's dated worse.  He's dated a few who would have probably
been considered serial killers if they hadn't been stopped."  There
was no good, normal explanation for Ampata or the praying mantis woman. 
"His one before her may come down now and then.  She's loud,
vindictive, and mean.  You two might hit it off."  He smirked at
the dirty look he got.  "You might."  He walked out, heading
to hand those forms back to HR.  "From Stetler.  He was checking
on my assistant." 


"Thank
you, Horatio," the head of HR said with a small smile.  "How is
he working out?" 


"Wonderfully. 
He's cleared my desk already."  She beamed at that.  "Even
if he does pick on Mr. Wolfe now and then it's going very well." 


"Picking
on one of your CSI?" 


"He
said he had a mood swing so he asked if he was pregnant."  She
giggled at that, swatting at him.  "If that's not all of them, ask
Stetler?"  She nodded, letting him go back to his office.  He
walked into Xander's office, looking at him.  "Someone did see the
letter from Anya." 


"I'm
sorry they got spammed that way," he said absently, holding up the
folder.  "I'll have one more if I can get the math to work
out."  Horatio took that one to look at.  "The figures don't
jive, Horatio." 


"They
never do," he sighed.  "Come on, we'll work on it somewhere
bigger than this closet, Xander."  He walked him up to his office,
finding Ryan giving them odd looks.  "Feeling better?" 


"Much,
thank you.  Did you see the graduation footage?"  Xander glared
at him.  "He should!" 


"I
don't like to let others see it, Ryan." 


"I
can see why."  He walked off shuddering in horror. 


"There
is footage?" Horatio asked. 


"Unfortunately
one of the parents took it.  Willow bought it off them and put it with
some other stuff she's storing online for the farther flung Watchers so they
don't have to ask Giles."  They walked into Horatio's office
together.  "Hey, Speed," he said when they found him napping in
Horatio's chair.  "Are you that bored?" 


"Yup. 
Came to see if I could help," he said, getting up so Horatio could have
his chair back.  "What did you say to Wolfe?  He gave me this
'please don't pick on me too' look." 


"He
was having mood swings so I asked if he was pregnant." 


Speed
blinked a few times then gave Xander a hug.  "Did they come
back?  Because if those girls came back again we'll kick their asses for
you, Xander.  If not, we'll figure out whatever they did and have someone
stop it." 


Xander
grinned.  "I'm just warped this way." 


"Then
we'll figure it out," he promised, giving him a pat on the cheek. 
"Before you warp H too." 


"No,
I let out a groan that made Eric give me a sympathetic look when I heard he
asked that," Horatio told him, looking at the form.  He found his
bottle of whiteout and fixed a few entries.  "Use actual, not
expected on this one, Xander." 


"The
manual said to use expected." 


"Yes
but the Chief hates it when I'm that expectant. I can spring extra overtime on
him but if he sees it on this form he complains."  He looked at the
entry under Xander's job title then at him.  "You only make that
much?" 


"I'm
a secretary.  That's what Gretchen told me I was making." 


"I'll
make sure of that with them," Horatio promised, getting back to work on
the form.  "All right."  He let him see it.  "It
still doesn't balance but it's closer."  Xander grinned at that,
signing where he needed to, letting Horatio have it back.  "I'll
check on that then forward it to Paula in the Chief's office." 


"The
letter she sent me said it went to Chrissy in the Budget office," Xander
said. 


"I've
got to go down for the meeting that got postponed so I'll hand it over,"
he promised, smiling at him.  Xander beamed back.  "Now, we were
talking something to help me when I couldn't call?" 


"Hmm,
talismans," Xander agreed.  "It can take whatever shape you want
it to.  From locks of hair on down.  Something you can hide, but hold
in your hand." 


"So
it'd be like a worry stone?" Speed suggested. 


Xander
nodded.  "Blair said they had to use one when Jim got called to help
an old friend in Arizona on an assignment.  What he did was scent a
cleaning cloth for Jim's sunglasses.  He links to him by scent and
heartbeat." 


"Something
he could carry around, something he could touch, evoked scent memory,"
Speed said, nodding slowly.  "That could help some.  How is
Jethro doing it?" 


"We're
not sure yet," Xander admitted.  "Right now they're getting him
used to working with her and helping Tony strengthen it at work.  If worst
comes to worst, she can always home school up there."  That got nods
from both older men.  "Anyway," he sighed. "We can figure
that out at home.  Someone's coming." 


"Are
you two switching places?" Speed asked. 


"I'm
paying more attention to the hallway," Xander told him.  "What's
up, Ryan?" 


"How
do you do that?" he asked as he walked in with a file.  Xander gave
him a look.  "Never mind, former instincts from that combat stuff I
guess.  Means no one will be sneaking up on you anytime soon." 


"Relax,
Ryan, I retired from that," Xander said gently. 


"Good! 
You probably needed to."  He handed Horatio the folder. 
"That's yours.  The printer's on the blink again.  If you need
me to I'll reprint that later." 


"You
probably should, it's very faint," Horatio agreed.  "Did it
help?" 


"Yes
and no.  It helped me find a suspect but they're not the ones who did it
and they know who did but won't tell us." 


"You
only protect very close friends and family that way usually," Xander said.



Ryan
nodded.  "Which is a pool of about thirty people.  He was there
but he clearly didn't do it.  The ADA won't go for charging him as an
accessory." 


"Which
means you don't have a hold over them," Speed finished.  Ryan
nodded.  "We've all had those, Wolfe.  We'll help you figure it
out.  For now, take an hour away from it then come back to it, see if you
get more ideas."  He nodded, walking off.  "I agree,
Xander.  It's better that you've retired." 


"That's
because you don't want Willow and Buffy to come down," he teased with a
small grin. 


"That
too," Speed agreed, patting him on the back.  That was the second
time he had noticed that diversion tactic.  He looked at Horatio. 
"Are we working out together tonight?" 


"We
are going to the gym together.  Xander, would you like to come with
us?" 


"No,
I'm good.  I did my usual PT this morning," he said, grinning at
him.  "I should go check the voicemail since I've got you forwarded
to my office.  Be right back."  He jogged off, going to do that
to give them time alone. 


"Can
I talk to these girls, see why they're that bad to him?" Speed asked
quietly. 


Horatio
shook his head.  "I tried when I figured it out.  They don't
seem to see him.  Buffy said he wasn't helpful or useful.  I have no
idea what her problem was.  I find Xander very useful and very
helpful.  Even when he's not fussing." 


"Some
women have no taste.  Thankfully she's not down here or they'd end up
dating Eric."  Horatio snickered, shaking his head.  "They
would."  He smiled at Xander when he came back in.  "For
the record, since we were talking about you behind your back, can I go
interrogate your friends?  See where the problem started?" 


"In
about tenth grade when Willow found magic and Buffy found out how special she
was because I brought her back to life," Xander said dryly. 


"But...."



Xander
shook his head.  "They have special girl syndrome.  I'm proof
that normal people can do the same thing.  It breaks their views off them
being gods." 


"Others
have probably jumped in too," Horatio pointed out. 


"Yes
but they view them as sidekicks and pets.  Helpers.  Like the butler
on Batman.  I was there doing the same thing, and often more, and that
doesn't sit well when you've got special girl syndrome.  I'm sure you've
seen it in some speciality cops and speciality doctors." 


"I
have seen it them," Speed admitted.  "The 'I trained to do this
specialty, a general doctor isn't as good as I am' attitude when you mention
what your other doctor told you."  Horatio nodded that he'd seen that
too.  "So they turned you into a helper?" 


"If
they could have they would've put me into a fluffy apron and had me be the
maid," Xander said dryly.  "Willow tried it once but I don't
compulse that easily and she got frustrated, so she had to give up before I
beat her." 


"Did
you want her to try that on you?" Horatio asked. 


"No
but that doesn't always matter to her.  By the way, being a dog is kinda
cool."  He handed over the stack of messages.  "Yours from
earlier.  The local Buffy called again to insult me while I was down
there.  I told her you were just now back and going over your
messages.  Your boss's call came before her and if she didn't back down
hers was going to get permanently lost, thereby making her drive her snotty
butt down here to talk to you in person.  She huffed and hung up when I
pointed out she wasn't that special and others came first.  Including the
fact that your boss is higher on that totem pole.  Does she really expect
you to drop everything to kiss her feet and attend to her whims?" 


"You'll
find a lot of the lawyers in the District Attorney's office feel that
way," Speed told him, grinning some.  "I usually snort, roll my
eyes, and walk away when they start on me.  Especially that one since
she's got it in for Horatio." 


"Huh. 
Then I should probably shred the one where she asked him out to dinner?"
Xander asked, finding that message to hand to Speed, who whimpered. 


"I'll
handle that one myself, Xander," he said, taking it back.  "Can
you go get me a cup of coffee?"  He nodded, going to do that.  "Give
me a minute, Speed."  Speed sat down.  "Speed." 


"Watching
the master at work, man."  He grinned, crossing his legs and getting
comfortable. 


Horatio
sighed but called.  "Miss West, my assistant said you called a number
of times.  Is there a problem on a case?"  He listened to her
complain.  "That is an assistant's job, Miss West.  No, I'm just
now back.  I do have that one but unfortunately I would have to
decline.  Why would you want me there?"  He listened to her
reasons.  "I think that would compromise the investigation into his
illicit activities so I'd have to decline.  Especially for that
reason."  Xander came back with his coffee, earning a smile and the
messages being sorted into a by person stack.  He took a sip.  "No,
that's not my job.  You could ask the detective on the case.  He
asked for me?  Why?"  He frowned, then shook his head. 
"I think that would prejudice our case so I'd have to turn him down. 
Tell him I can't.  Thank you.  Anything else?"  He hung up
after she slammed the phone down.  "Mister Pritchard wanted to have
dinner with myself and her to talk about his upcoming plea bargain's
details." 


"Sounds
like a trap," Speed said.  Horatio hummed and nodded, sipping more of
the coffee.  "Any other good messages?" 


"A
few nags by the Chief," he admitted, smiling at one.  Xander was
definitely going to get the guard-bear reputation some of the best assistants
in the PD had if he kept up this way.  Horatio made one more call then
followed Speed out.  They could use their lunch time to go to the gym,
even if Xander did hand him a meal-in-a-shake drink on his way past him. 
"You eat too," he ordered, popping it open. 


"I've
already had one of those today."  He went back to his office, going
to reforward the phones.  It was important that Horatio spent an equal
amount of time with his lover to Xander's mind. 


***



Dawn
finally made it through security and she was even escorted up to Gibbs'
floor.  "You weren't kidding, they're grabby and mean," she
complained, frowning at the guard. 


"She's
fine," Gibbs told him. 


"She's
mouthy.  Didn't let anyone pat her down when she beeped." 


Dawn
looked at him.  "I'm not letting *you* pat me down if I beep. 
Not into being groped by older men.  Eww.  Find a female and let her
do it next time.  Saves time and energy.  Or, hey, use a handwand
since it was a bra wire.  They are *really* common in this world,
dude."  He blushed and walked off.  She pointed at his
back.  "Had to call four different times, each time older and older
guys, until one finally got the bright idea when I said there was *no* way I
was being groped by the skanky old guy society.  I even asked for a
female," she said, holding up a hand when his mouth opened. 
"From now on apparently I've got to quit wearing bras when I come
in."  Tony moaned and McGee choked.  "Sorry, boys, but they
do insist."  She looked at Gibbs again.  "What'm I doing,
boss?" she asked with a bright smile. 


"Go
make coffee, calm down, don't be that loud again," hr ordered. 


"Okay,
but I am fifteen," she pointed out, heading in search of the break
room.  She found Ziva.  "Gibbs said to make him some
coffee.  Which way?"  She pointed.  "Thank you,"
she said happily.  "Do you get in trouble for your bra wires?" 


"I
have a pass that gets me through the screening." 


"I
guess that makes sense."  She found the break room, the coffee, all
she needed, and started a pot, getting an odd look when another agent came
in.  "Hi, I'm Dawn.  I'm staying with Jethro for a few
months." 


"We
heard he had adopted." 


She
smirked, shaking her head.  "Not quite.  He's watching out for
me while my guardian gets settled in Miami.  That way we have somewhere to
live beyond a friend's couch down there." 


"That
was nice of him, but Gibbs didn't strike me as that sort.  He's never
nice." 


Dawn
shrugged.  "Ask the man."  She finished the coffee making
and went to get his cup, bringing it back filled for him and the agent
following.  "Anyone else, I made it Xander strength." 


The
agent sneered at her.  "That's where I know you from.  You're
related to Buffy." 


Dawn
glared at him, hands on her hips.  "She's my older sister and after
our mother died she decided I wasn't human.  Anything else you wanna
know?  Because, yes, Xander is my guardian since Mommy died and I'm still
able to do things the Xander way."  He backed off.  "Good
idea!  Been talking to our nice CID guy?" 


"Um,
yeah, I liaisoned." 


"I'd
like that file," Gibbs said without looking up.  "Dawn, go proof
Ziva's report for her.  English is her third language." 


"Okay." 
She went to move Ziva, sitting down at her desk to do that.  "How
formal are you wanting it, Ziva?  Like English paper formal, science paper
formal, or regular speech informal?" 


She
looked at Gibbs.  "Um..." 


"English
paper," McGee called.  "Science papers you can't use pronouns and
we can in limited cases." 


"Okay,
stuffy, Gilesy English paper it is."  She looked at the agent. 
"I know I'm beautiful, you don't have to stand, stare, and gape in
awe."  He stomped off and she got back to work, making
corrections.  "I'm putting the corrections in parenthesis behind the
sentence, Ziva."  She nodded, letting her do that, sitting on the
edge of Tony's desk until he poked her to move.  She looked at
Gibbs.  "He made the connection when I mentioned Xander.  Must've
been one of those bad run-ins.  I know he had a few with those guys who
liked the Initiative's ideas but not their methods." 


"Possibly. 
Finish that and I'll go beat him in a minute.  After he calms down and
quits crying." 


Tony
looked at him then stood up, then sat down shaking his head. 
"Rolaids, boss."  He got back to work on his own report, smiling
and sending it over to him.  "There you go." 


Gibbs
looked at it then at Dawn.  "When you're done, proofread his
too.  He's back into chimp writing again." 


She
giggled.  "I've had a few of those.  They usually indicate lack
of sleep."  She got to the end a few minutes later, finishing
it.  Then she waved Ziva over.  "You're missing a conclusions
section even though it says you have one.  You rambled.  That's why I
did the overstrike.  A conclusion is supposed to be a short summary of the
report.  Plus a happy ending if there is one.  Like 'he's now in
jail' or 'he's awaiting trial at such-and-such a jail'."  She frowned
but nodded, getting into the report.  "Let me do Tony's and then I'll
help if you need more."  She went to move him but he got up for her,
letting her see it.  "Much more formal than I made hers." 
She got in there, simplifying it for him.  Then she smiled. 
"You write like Giles talks."  She got up, letting him have
it.  "Also, conclusion, way too long.  Yet again.  My
English teacher would snap and shoot you."  She gave him a pat, going
to get Gibbs more coffee since he had just drained his cup.  She found the
pot empty so she made another one.  If other people needed it, that was
fine.  She was being appreciated.  She came back, handing it to her
sentinel, then pulled a chair over since Ziva looked so lost.  "This
is mostly parts of speech.  You don't want to write down to someone my
age's level so you don't want to use slang.  You don't want to write to
someone on Giles' level so you don't want to sound academic.  You would to
give a factual account of what happened in plain, simple words that even a
juror will understand.  Because jurors are people who can't get an excuse
in many cases."  Ziva gave her an odd look.  "Ask
Tony." 


"In
many cases but some do actually want to partake of the system," Tony said
patiently. 


"Yes,
but they're in the minority." 


"True.
They are."  Ziva nodded at that, going back over her first paragraph
with Dawn's help.  It ended up being shorter, tighter, and made a lot more
sense when she read it over before sending it to Gibbs.  She smiled at
him, looking hopeful. 


"Much
better," he agreed.  "Still a bit informal but much better,
Ziva.  I'm not decoding anything.  Keep it like that."  She
nodded, getting onto an older one he had wanted a new copy of once it was
fixed.  Dawn stayed with her to help her go over her word choices. 
Her 'if it has more than six letters and isn't a technical term, find another
word' theory had a lot of merit. Though she did wonder who this Giles person
was when she mentioned him proofreading her papers to make her sound
smarter.  When Dawn left to do a longer errand for Gibbs she looked him up,
frowning.  "Why would a well-known museum person give up a
prestigious job and move to become a librarian at a small high school in
another country?  Especially a Pre-Greek Middle Eastern specialist moving
to *that* town."  She looked up and noticed Dawn was back and leaning
on her cubicle wall. 


"He's
a Watcher," she said quietly.  "That's his assignment. 
Pissed him off to no end for a bit from what he said.  He was more into
the research end.  And then he got given my sister.  Not what he
wanted from life usually.  But now he's more sanguine about it and all
that good stuff according to him.  Even though he did have a snap mid-life
crisis and lease a little red sports car for about three months after
graduation."  She shrugged. 


"Did
he at least get to teach his speciality to someone?" 


"Giles? 
He was really shocked the day a girl came in to find a book for a book
report.  One of there times in three years that anyone came into his
library.  One of them was my sister."  Ziva gaped. 
"Shallow town because of the problems.  Ignoring it took a lot of
strength.  Though the research parties did delve into his book collection
often so I'm guessing at least Willow knows some of the more obscure
languages.  I know Xander picked some Latin up at the very least.  He
swore at his wrist cast in it when it itched in Cascade."   Ziva
shuddered at that.  "Someone had to do the research.  Not like
my sister was going to.  She's one of the shallow, non-book people. 
She once did a book report on the movie version of the book and mostly wrote on
how hot the character was in the movie.  Which is why Xander wasn't the
only one with some poor grades.  Willow cheated on Buffy's behalf more
often." 


"You
know, if she's still doing that you could turn the dear woman in," Tony offered
with a small, evil smirk for his partner in evil thoughts.  "People
can get kicked out of college for cheating that way." 


Dawn
smirked back.  "Oooh, you think so?" 


"I
know so.  Find them online and send a message to the dean of the college
she's in." 


"Oooh,"
Dawn said, coming over to steal his keyboard, bending over to find it
online.  She found the college and the email address, typing in a very
long email about how her sister had never done any of her own homework due to
her nightlife schedule, and how she was always making her roommate help her by
having her do it for her.  Since her roommate was also writing papers for
her tutees, she should also be investigated.  But not her girlfriend
because Tara had nothing to do with that scandal.  She sent it after a
quick read over, then grinned at him.  "Thank you.  I like your
evil mind.  It goes well with my shoes."  She gave him a head
nudge and went back to helping Ziva with her reports. 


Tony
chuckled, closing that browser so he could get back to his own work. 


***



Horatio
came home that night and found Xander working out to a Tai Chi tape, smiling at
the graceful way he moved.  He suddenly realized he was there because he
stopped.  "You can keep going." 


"Dinner."



"Keep
going, Xander.  I can dish up my own food."  Xander gave him a
sheepish look.  "Or I can warm up something for both of us.  Go
back to your workout."  He went into the kitchen, finding Xander had
forgotten to cook since he had said it'd probably be a late night. He found
some of the many leftovers in the refrigerator, pulling them out to make plates
for them.  He brought one out to Xander, finding him cleaning up his
mess.  "Quit.  Now."  Xander gave him a confused
look.  "You're not the housekeeper, Xander.  You're my
guide." 


"But
disorder...." 


"Jim
talked to you," he said dryly.  "Do you remember what the house
looked like when you first got here?  How dusty it was?  How the only
thing that was organized was my closet and my desk?"  Xander nodded
slowly, still looking confused.  "I don't care if the magazines are
messed up, Xander.  You can do your workouts in here if you want. 
Just move the coffeetable back so I don't trip over it when you're done. 
You're not the housekeeper and you're not my mother.  Be yourself." 


"I
am." 


"Are
you usually a neat freak?"  Xander shook his head quickly. 
"Then you're trying too hard, Xander.  I already like you; you
leaving out a glass now and then won't make a difference.  The same as now
and then we can eat leftovers if you don't want to cook that night." 
He sat down in his chair, putting his feet up on the coffee table.  He did
move it closer then put his feet up again.  "That's the only reason
for it's position.  Eat."  Xander nodded, sitting down on the
couch so he could eat.  "This is how it should be,
Xander."  Xander nodded, ducking his head a bit.  "Don't be
embarrassed." 


"I'm
not used to being around people who have real jobs." 


"Construction
is a real job.  It's simply physical labor instead of mental labor. 
My job requires both."  He ate another bite.  He waved his fork
and Xander started to eat like normal.  "Thought you had lost your
touch?" he teased.  Xander shook his head.  "Good. 
Then remember you're not the maid.  If I needed my house that clean, I'd
ask Ryan for a recommendation."  Xander snickered, digging in
again.  He watched him slowly relax and get more comfortable.  It was
well past time to have had this talk.  Horatio looked at him for a
minute.  "You went to get my dry cleaning?" 


"They
called twice today to remind you.  They were worried when you
didn't." 


He
nodded, eating another bite.  "How much was it so I can pay you
back?"  Xander gave him that confused look again.  "I'm not
Anya, Xander.  I don't demand that you buy me things.  You've spent a
lot of money around the house since you got here.  Food, the water bill,
and my laundry being most of it because I know how much it usually runs me a
week."  Xander blushed.  "Therefore I want receipts so I
can pay you back.  We can split the costs of things like the groceries or
the water bill if it's outrageous that month." 


"I
took the long bath." 


"You
may have but you didn't have the water running constantly during it," he
pointed out.  "I've had whole nights in the tub when I was sore from
an injury.  We can split those bills since you make a lot less than I
do."  Xander nodded at that since his mouth was full. 
"Good.  I'm still surprised how little you'll be making." 


"It's
that important piece of paper pay raise, Horatio.  I suck at school and
you didn't." 


"It's
still low for an assistant.  Fortunately you'll get a performance based
pay raise every six months.  As long as you can find the paperwork for
that and give it to me," he admitted with a small smirk at Xander's
gape.  Xander nodded.  "Good." 


"How
much did you expect me to make?" 


"The
only ones I know were making about forty thousand a year." 


"No,
those are the assistants of CEO types," Xander said, shuddering.
"They've got to hide secrets and possibly bodies for that amount of
money." 


"Eric
would do that job better," he teased, making Xander laugh.  It was a
sound he liked.  "By the way, Ryan's foul mood came back.  Eric
bought a test and put it in front of him in the break room after you
left.  You started a bad trend for picking on Mr. Wolfe." 


"He's
the one with the mood swings." 


"He
is," he agreed.  "Calleigh giggled for over an hour about
that.  Ryan had to slink off and explain it to Frank since he had gotten
there in time to see Calleigh burst out laughing."  He ate another
bite, waving his fork.  Xander went back to eating, smiling a bit. 
"Alexx said if it came up positive she'd help him kill someone." 


"Willow,"
Xander said seriously, then finished his dinner.  "Want more?" 


"Please." 
He let Xander get it for him.  "She can do that?" 


"Probably. 
If she can close a hellmouth she can probably at least make it seem that
way." 


"If
she does, I'll let Alexx have her.  We'll sell tickets and
popcorn."  Xander cackled, bringing back food.  "It will be
a very fun match since Calleigh will be helping her." 


"I'll
be helping her so she doesn't try it on me." 


"Again?"
Horatio asked, giving him a look. 


"Not
yet." 


"She
did turn you into a dog?" 


"A
golden retriever for four days.  Giles yelled at her for attempting it
because I could've gotten stuck but not for doing it to me." 


"Have
you ever wanted to bomb your town?" 


"Yes
and then I realize that if I bought that much explosive someone would notice
and stop me.  Even knowing why."  He ate another bite. 
"How was the gym?" 


"Decent. 
I needed it.  I'm getting fat." 


"You
are not." 


"My
pants are getting tighter.  People are starting to stare at me for the
wrong reasons." 


Xander
looked at him.  "You haven't gained any weight, Horatio.  It's
all muscle."  He shook his head, finishing his seconds.  "I
need to take some of my first paycheck next week and go shopping." 


"Next
week?" 


"That's
what Gretchen said.  I called to make sure.  She has my time clock
entries in the system for that payday.  So I'll get a small
something." 


"Good." 
He smiled.  "We can do that.  That way you get closer to the
dress code without it being too dressy or too tight." 


"Please. 
I don't want to draw someone.  Oh, who is that sneering brat?  I
wanted to show her Buffy's picture and tell her she's weaker at it than Buffy
is." 


"Describe
her." 


"Not
as blonde as Calleigh.  Tit patrol." 


"I'll
talk with her.  She did say she caught you staring." 


"Hard
not to when her button supposedly popped that day.  Even Frank did." 


"That
is true, he did.  Calleigh tastefully handed her a safety pin." 
He finished up his seconds, putting the plate onto the coffeetable with a
groan, then sitting back up. "I'll talk with her, Xander.  Has she
said anything?" 


"No,
just sneered when she gave me a report for you earlier.  It was in the
paperwork file." 


"I
saw it."  He smiled.  "Try not to look, even if she does
pop another button conveniently in front of Eric." 


"I
didn't want to look then but it's hard not to since she's got a very bright
tanline in the lights in the lab." 


"I
noticed."  He got a smirk.  "It was hard not to," he
agreed.  "That sort of incident will not be happening again." 


"No,
today it was the high heels and the short skirt." 


"I
saw those as well.  I did have a talk with her about those." 
Xander grinned at that.  "Good.  Now, do you jog?" 


"Um,
yeah, two miles every morning. Why?" 


"When
are you getting up?" 


"Three."



"You're
not going to bed until midnight." 


"I'm
used to a lot less sleep thanks to patrolling and Anya."  He
shrugged.  "It's normal." 


"It's
probably not healthy." 


"I
do fine." 


"Nightmares?"



Xander
shrugged again, curling up a little bit.  "Now and then." 


"I
never hear you get up." 


"I
had to sneak out to jog on her.  She complained about her lack of beauty
sleep." 


"You
needed better women in your life," Horatio told him.  "Beyond
Dawn's mother." 


"Joyce
told me I needed to sleep more too.  I used to putter around her garden
and weed it back in high school when I couldn't sleep.  I pulled two of
her tulips the first year but she sat me down and showed me what they were so I
quit picking on them." 


"Are
you getting up and going jogging every morning?"  He nodded. 
"At three?" 


"No,
I do my other PT first.  My sit ups, push ups, and then I stretch before I
go.  I get out there at four and come home after a mile up and back."



Horatio
blinked.  "I've never heard you.  Usually it'd wake me up."



"Maybe
it's where I'm your guide." 


"Possibly. 
Or maybe it's because you're better at sneaking around than I thought." 
Xander grinned at that.  "You could wait and go with me," he
offered. 


"No
thanks.  Running is quiet mind time for me.  Me and my music." 


"You
do know that's dangerous?" 


"I
also know that not a whole lot is going to take me out, Horatio.  Even at
five in the morning." 


"What's
your time?" 


"I
think I'm doing a mile in twelve at the moment.  Not quite regulation time
but I go slower on purpose.  More resistance for me for some reason."



Horatio
nodded at that.  "If you'd wait until six, I'll drive you where I
go.  It's safer to jog there." 


"I
don't want...." 


"You're
not a bother, Xander.  Really.  It's safer.  You can even run in
the opposite direction so I don't intrude on your thinking time." 


"Okay,
I wouldn't mind that.   I can easily add more to my PT to make up for
it or take a quiet shower instead." 


"Sleep
longer, Xander." 


"I
can't usually do that." 


"Try?"



"I
have tried.  For many years."  Horatio stared at him. 
"I have." 


"I
see.  Do you want to talk about it?" 


"Nope."



"That's
fine then.  If you do, you can come to me." 


"It
doesn't help, Horatio.  I'd rather keep my personal demons to myself
before I scare someone."  He got up.  "Need more
water?" 


"Please." 
He let Xander get him more water, stopping him when he came back.  "I
wouldn't be scared, Xander," he said quietly.  "You can talk to
me." 


"Talking's
overrated.  I'm an action sort."  He grinned.  "Now,
I've got my evening run.  I'll be back in about an hour?" 


"You're
going twice a day?" 


"Yeah. 
They said I could use the gym so I've went down to the treadmills.  No one
else was down there.  The one officer asked but I told him I was your
assistant and he said that was fine.  Especially since I beat his mile
time."  He grinned.  "Didn't get to the treadmill
today."  He went to change clothes, coming out in a pair of shorts
and a t-shirt, plus his sneakers and an i-Pod.  Horatio came out of his
bedroom changed into sweats and sneakers.  "You don't have to." 


"My
pants don't fit, yes I do."  He drove him out the park he ran at,
pointing at the trail. "It circles the park.  It's three miles
long.  I do a complete circuit.  I'll meet you back here when I'm
done?"  Xander nodded, getting out and turning on his music, heading
off at a slow jog.  Horatio got out to start on his own path, using it as
a test to see how long he could keep track of Xander for.  He almost
panicked when he realized he was already out of range, but that was fine. 
He knew he had a finite limit.  They had to test that someday soon. 
He came back to find Xander using the hummer to do push ups on the side of it,
shaking his head.  "I'll never do that." 


"I
left you a water inside." 


"Thank
you.  Are you nearly done?" 


"Ten
more," he grunted, going back to them.  He stood up after the last
one, wiggling his arms.  "Sorry." 


"That's
fine.  How many did you do?" 


"Um,
about twenty minutes worth."  He looked back at the woman he had felt
staring.  "How many did I do?"  She blushed and walked
off.  "Thank you for keeping track of me for my boss."  He
got into the hummer, using his t-shirt to wipe off the sweat. 


Horatio
got in, opening his water to take a drink.  "She wasn't the only
appreciative one." 


"I
know.  I felt.  It's pitiful that with all the hotty women in Miami
they have to stare at my butt to get warm."  Horatio popped him on
the head.  "Hey, I'm not Dawn and you're not Jethro." 


"That
statement deserved  it.  You are young and attractive, Xander. 
Of course they stare.  Now, let's go have ice cream."  Xander
gave him an odd look.  "To replace a few of the calories we've
burned." 


"There's
sugar and fat free good stuff in the freezer at home.  Tara called it good
for you real ice cream." 


"That'll
do."  He headed home with him, going to make them both eat some ice
cream.  Xander's clothes were still loose, even now.  He needed to
fill them out a bit more.  Then maybe he'd find a nice person to date; one
who wouldn't put up with his low self esteem either.  Not that Horatio was
looking forward to sharing Xander with someone else.  That thought was
very telling and one he'd think about tomorrow on his morning jog he
decided.   He wasn't normally jealous, just possessive of his
lovers.  Xander was his guide, not his lover. 


"You're
thinking too hard," Xander interrupted.  "You missed our
street." 


Horatio
smiled at him.  "Payday's when?" 


"Next
week.  Same day as usual." 


"We
do need to get you some clothes that fit better.  Ryan said your shirt
today looked like it came from a very fat person." 


"I
like them a bit baggy." 


Horatio
looked at him, shaking his head.  "You don't need to hide it,
Xander." 


"If
I don't, I'll get another woman like Anya." 


"Then
we'll arrest her and get her the mental help she needs," Horatio said, turning
the hummer around so he could take him home.  He made them both eat ice
cream - it was good even if it was sugar and fat free - and then watched Xander
head in for a shower.  Even his boxers were too big.  "Hand me
down syndrome," he decided.  "Xander, we should take you
shopping tonight," he called. 


"I
can't do that until payday.  I haven't found a good thrift shop yet."



Horatio
came out after his shower, finding Xander back in his earlier jeans and
t-shirt.  "I do owe you some money, Xander."  Xander opened
his mouth.  "We settled that earlier," he said firmly. 
"Put on shoes."  Xander sighed, putting his glass of soda back
into the fridge and putting back on his sneakers.  "Good." 
He walked him out.  "You could use some better running shoes too."  
Xander gave him an odd look.  "They make sneakers that're padded
specially for running.  I like mine, they fit well and they cushion my
feet better." 


"I
use just any old sneakers." 



"That
can cause back and joint strain." 


"Oh. 
I didn't know that's why my knees hurt when I'm done." 


"Probably."



"Okay,
I'll let you show me." 


"You'll
let me get you a pair." 


"You
don't have to....." 


Horatio
popped him on the head.  "If you must, you can consider it me taking
care of you, but I want you to have them, Xander.  So shut up.  We're
going shopping." 


"Yes,
Horatio."  He slunk down some but let him drive them to the
mall.  Horatio walked him inside Footlocker, letting him look at all the
running shoes.  A referee-dressed saleswoman came over.  "He
said I need running shoes.  I usually use the sidewalk and I do about two
miles twice a day." 


"Okay. 
Any particular style?"  He shrugged, pointing at Horatio.  She
smiled at him. 


"I
like the Reboks," he said.  "What're the blue and white
ones?" 


"Those
are for people who run marathons, sir.  They've got the extra padding and
the shocks in the heels." 


"I'm
used to wearing these," Xander told her. 


She
looked then nodded, going to get the Reboks.  She sat him down once she
had them in his side, letting him walk around.  "You turn your feet
in a bit."  She sat him down and got a different style, fitting those
to him.  "Those'll help keep your feet flat on the ground instead of
letting them roll.  You might get a bit of pain the first few days,
depending on how long you've done that."  He walked around, looking a
bit unhappy.  "Let's try the others that'll cure that." 
She sat him down and tried the other pair.  "These are crosstrainers,
but they're still good for running.  Indoor or out."  She let
him walk, watching him smile.  She looked at Horatio, who nodded. 
"Should he wear them out so he can break them in?" 


"I'll
do my old ones tonight and break them in tomorrow," Xander promised,
smiling at her.  She smiled back, letting him box them up for her. 
Horatio paid while Xander put on his old sneakers. They weren't *that*
expensive.  More than his twenty-dollar Wal-Mart sneakers but they was
speciality shoes.  He took the bag, following Horatio out with a wave for
her. "Thank you."  Horatio led the way into a hipper store,
getting an odd look.  "You shop here?" 


"Eric
shops here, I thought you might like to look here." 


"Way
hipper than I am, Horatio." 


"Some
things are universal," he pointed out.  Xander shrugged but let him
find him a few pairs of pants that would fit with the dress code.  He even
tried them on for him, coming out grimacing.  "They're the right
size?" 


"They're
a bit tight in the waist." 


"For
sitting?" 


"No
than I'm used to." 


"That
means they fit, right?" he countered.  Xander gave him a look, hands
on his hips.  "You're starting to pick up my mannerisms." 
Xander huffed and went back into the changing room.  "If they fit
you're getting those.  They looked good on you." 


"They're
still tighter than I'm used to and this black pair are obscene." 


"They
are not."  Xander came out, making him blink.  "Okay, they
are," he agreed, finally seeing what the women did.  Xander slunk
back into the dressing room, coming out in his usual pants, handing over the
other things.  "You did look good in them.  Maybe for nights
out?" 


Xander
gave him another odd look.  "I don't dance that well.  I'm not a
club sort, Horatio." 


"If
you say so."  He walked him off after he had gotten those, including
the black pants, and took him to find a few good shirts.  Because his
weren't.  He even bought himself a few new shirts.  Xander gave his
silk shirts an odd look.  "I look good in them."  Xander
took one of them and handed him a different color, giving him a small grin
before going to look at his usual size.  "Those are larger than you
need.  They'll get in your way," he complained, coming over to get
him shirts in the correct size.  He saw Calleigh and waved her in. 
"He could use a female opinion." 


"I
was wondering if he had been sick recently," she admitted. 


"I
like my clothes a bit baggy, gives me room to move," Xander defended. 


She
patted him on the cheek with a smile.  "How do you expect to get a
good girl when you dress like a slob?"   He frowned.  So
she found a shirt and made him go try it on.  She looked at the shirts in
Horatio's hands, taking two of them and making him go try them on too. 
"You've gained muscle, Horatio."  He walked off shaking his
head.  She handed them to the hovering salesman.  "We decided
long ago to fix that problem if we ever got the chance.  Get him something
he'll look fantastic in.  Something that'll make the criminals stare
stupidly and blurt out confessions to his abs."  He nodded, going to
do that, getting Xander shirts with the same criteria.  He came out and
she smiled.  "That looks good on you.  A bit tight but nothing
like some of Ryan's." 


"I
look like I'm selling myself," he complained.  "Expensively but
still selling myself."  He looked at his chest.  He knew he had
some muscles but this shirt made them stick out.  "I look like a
freak." 


"You
look like a gym rat," she countered, spanking him.  He glared at
her.  She quirked an eyebrow up.  "Do not make me get Speed in
here." 


"He'll
think I look like a freak too," he shot back. 


She
sighed and looked around, then went out into the main mall, walking back with a
young woman in a business suit.  "Xander, this woman is an assistant,
just like you.  Go put on a real outfit, let her see if it's
reasonable."  He pouted but did that, coming out in one of the new
pairs of pants too.  She saw Horatio's look at him then looked at the
assistant.  "Now, can he wear that reasonably as an assistant?" 


"He
can.  As long as he's comfortable sitting, bending, squatting, and
fetching things in it," she agreed, staring at his body.  "The
pants are a bit looser than most men wear these days.  The shirt fits
right.  Can you type in them, dear?"  He nodded, pouting a bit. 


"He's
been wearing bulkier, loose clothes," Horatio told her. 
"Calleigh, I will have to complain about mine.  I'm not Eric." 


"Shut
up, Horatio.  They need to stare at you and blurt out things stupidly so
we can catch them.  Doesn't he look nice, Xander?"  Xander
looked then nodded.  "Now, why do you think you don't?" 


"I've
got man breasts," he complained.  "I look like a freak." 


"You
look like you spend about three hours a day in the gym," the other
assistant told him, giving him a very appreciative look.  "Remember,
Xander, Miami is all about the prettier things in life.  Would your boss
mind you wearing a shirt that showed off your dedication to your physical
needs?"  He pointed at Horatio.  "Well?" 


"I
wouldn't care," he said, smiling at Xander.  "I told you they
weren't too tight." 


Xander
sighed, going to try on the other clothes.  Someone had found him a blood
red shirt to go with the new black pants so he came out with them. 


The
assistant blinked.  "I'd suggest dress shoes instead of sneakers,
dear."  She scratched the side of her arm.  "I like that
outfit.  It shows that you're young, you're active, you're cute in it, that
you're generally a good boy."  She felt herself start to sweat. 
"Get more like that.  That looks good, just change out the
sneakers."  She smiled at Calleigh.  "I'm glad I could
help.  It's important to help the young craft their own corporate
image."  She smiled and walked out, memorizing the store for her
husband.  He could use some clothes that looked like those.  Though
he did need some time in the gym so they'd fit the same way. 


Horatio
smiled at Xander.  "See?  Change back so we can get those and
then we'll look at dress shoes and sunglasses.  That way you don't fall
down on the lab's image." 


Xander
gave him a look.  "I'm not that hip and cool." 


"No
one said you had to be, but your retinas will be fried if you don't have a good
pair of sunglasses," Calleigh told him.  He sighed but went to change
back, letting them all smile at his hiding clothes.  "I don't know
why you hide that fantastic body you clearly do a lot of work to keep, Xander,
but I want to kick the hind end of the reason.  Tell me which one it was
and I'll gladly hurt them for you."   He shook his head quickly,
nearly clinging to Horatio.  She smiled at Horatio.  "Do you
need more help?" 


"No,
I'm fine.  Thank you, Calleigh." 


"You're
welcome," she said happily.  "I've got to do girl
shopping." 


Xander
looked at her.  "I've spent a lot of time being drug around for that
purpose.  Please don't ask me if the bras make you look bigger?" he
begged. 


She
looked at him.  "I'm so going to smack around those former friends of
yours."  She walked off shaking her head.  How could girls take
a *boy* bra shopping?  It was a sacred female institution! 


Horatio
looked at him.  "I doubt she would.  Let's check
out."  Xander nodded, letting him gather the things from the dressing
room when he conveniently forgot some of them.  He checked them out,
letting Xander hold his own bag.  A quick stop for plain black dress shoes
and then the longer stop to find a decent pair of sunglasses.  Xander
liked minimal ones, but he knew how bad the sun could be.  He got him the
best pair for his face, then handed him the bottle of sunscreen with a pointed
look.  They checked out and headed for the house. 


***



Calleigh
stopped Maxine Valera from going inside, making her wait with her and
Frank.  "Horatio took Xander shopping." 


"Awwww. 
So he's going to actually wear clothes in the right size?" she asked. 


"He
thought he looked like a freak because he had good pecs," Calleigh told
him.  "Those girls need a good dose of Alexx."  Maxine
giggled. 


Frank
looked at the ladies.  "Why am I here?" 


"So
we don't swoon?" Valera teased. 


"If
you do, I'm letting him catch you."  They pulled up and Frank nudged
Calleigh.  "There you go."  They watched as Horatio got out
wearing a new shirt.  "I see someone got onto him about the wrong
shade of blue again." 


"Oh,
yes, I did," Calleigh agreed.  "I even stopped him from buying
something orange."  Xander slid out of the hummer and Valera blinked
then leaned against Calleigh's side.  "Good.  You look good like
that."  She smiled when the boys joined them.  She fussed with
Xander's collar. "Much better, Xander."  She patted him on the
cheek.  "How was your morning run?" 


"Horatio
made me wait for him," he admitted sheepishly.  "So it went
okay.  I pushed myself a little bit.  Did most of the three
miles." 


"This
was after an hour of other physical exercise," Horatio told them. 
"Ladies, is there no work?" 


"Making
sure Xander looked good," Calleigh said happily.  "Come on,
Xander.  I'll escort you so the tit patrol leaves you alone." 
He gave her a look.  "Really."  She took his arm to walk
him inside. 


Valera
turned to watch him go.  "Physical training is *very* good for that
boy.  I need him to help me work out."  Frank gave her a nudge
so she smiled.  "I do.  I don't have abs anywhere near
that."  She went inside to talk to him about helping her with her
weekly workouts. 


Frank
looked at Horatio.  "Calleigh wanted swooning protection." 


"She
brought in another secretary last night to tell him he looked good,"
Horatio said with a small smirk, heading inside to his office.  Half of
the stuff on his desk went down to Xander and then he settled in to do the
other things.  He did hear a comment from someone so he went to look down
on the lab and the closet Xander was stationed in.  He saw Maxine bragging
that Xander looked much better today and how Natalia shot back that someone
must've bought it for him.  He casually strolled down there, walking into
DNA.  Maxine gave him a small look.  "Anything for me, Miss
Valera?" 


"No,
Horatio.  Not yet.  Do I have something of yours?"  She
looked around, finding something with his name on it.  "Here it
is.  You've got about two in front of you," she admitted, giving him
a small 'sorry' smile.  "Probably by mid-afternoon?" 


"That's
fine, Maxine.  Page me if I'm not here."  He looked at
Natalia.  "Yes, I did make Xander go shopping.  After all, the
women in his former life bought him the other things to make sure that his exes
wouldn't come back."  He walked off again, going to look in on
Xander, getting the usual folder held up.  "Already?" 


"Most
of it's stuff to file."  He grinned at him.  "I don't care
what she says, Horatio.  Buffy was only a prototype and it's one that's
unfortunately spread." 


"True." 
He looked at the forms, frowning at one.  "I had to do that one
already?" 


"The
Chief sent it and said so.  He said to bring it down tonight." 


"I
can do that. Thank you.  Anything else I should know?" 


"Cost
of living paperwork is next month?" 


"I'll
start on that now so it's not late."  He went to find those forms,
pulling them offline and got to work filling them and the new one out.  He
heard a female squeal of outrage and got up to see what happened. 
"What happened?" he asked as he walked down there. 


Ryan
looked at him. "I was walking and ran into her, sorry, Horatio." 


"It's
an accident I'm sure," he said.  "Are you all right,
Natalia?" 


"Ice
water!" she complained, holding her shirt away from her chest. 


"Go
change."  She stomped off.  He looked at Ryan, who shrugged,
giving him a sheepish look.  "What did she do?" he asked
quietly, moving closer. 


"Asked
Xander how many men he had to sleep with to get that shirt.  His answer of
none, it was payback, made her sneer."  He walked off.  "I
am sorry I accidentally dumped ice water on her, H." 


"Try
not to do it again, Ryan.  Be more careful."  He went to check
on Xander, finding him typing.  "Are you all right?" 


"I'm
fine.  If I was a whore, she'd never be able to afford me."  He
looked up.  "Besides, I didn't ask her about the lingerie she was wearing
as clothes again.  If she's waiting for me to be impressed, I've seen
better tits on dead women."  He got back to his work.  "You
can quote me if you need to." 


"You
have?" he asked. 


Xander
looked at him, then nodded.  "Yeah.  There've been some very
stunning creatures."  He grinned. "Cordelia called my cell an
hour ago.  She wants to come down to make sure you're not abusing
me.  I told her if she did she's staying at a hotel and can't come to the
lab." 


"She
can take you to lunch," he promised, smiling at him. 
"Number?"  Xander handed over his cellphone.  "I'll
make sure she knows when you get lunch and if you need a day off you'll have
it."  He walked off to call her.  "Miss Chase please. 
Horatio Caine, Xander's boss."  He smiled at the shout that
earned.  "Miss Chase, Horatio Caine.  Yes, I am.  Actually,
he is on my couch at the moment or he might have room to put you up.  Of
course.  If you are going to come down you can definitely take him to
lunch and possibly take him out for a day.  Actually, I am the one he fed
that to.  It was a wonderful dinner.  Thank you for giving him that
recipe."  He smiled.  "Of course you can.  I look
forward to meeting more of his friends.  We'll see you then.  Have a
better day."  He hung up and walked the cellphone back to
Xander.  "She'll be down on the sixth."  He went back to
his office, noticing Natalia was ranting in DNA.  He took the quick route
to solve that.  He called Alexx. 


"It's
me.  Have you noticed that Miss Boa Vista has a problem with young Xander?" 
He smiled.  "I did make him buy new clothes, Alexx.  Calleigh
even helped when we ran into her at the mall.  Well, she did ask how many
clients he had taken to get it."  He listened to her choke. 
"No, for that remark Ryan accidentally ran into her," he admitted,
watching what was happening down there.  "If you wouldn't mind, I do
believe it could use some tact.  Also, one of his former girlfriends is
coming down soon.  Cordelia.  I'm sure we can all meet her. 
Thank you, Alexx.  I knew you'd have the perfect touch for that
problem."  He hung up and watched her come up to talk to the young
lady about her behavior.  It got another fit but Maxine was giving her odd
looks and blatantly walked out saying she didn't need to be involved in this
discussion.  Maxine smiled at him and he grinned back, tipping his head
slightly.  Alexx did have more tact than he did sometimes.  If it
wasn't the route necessary, she could also be blunter than he could. 


***



Speed
met the young lady at the airport, he had her paged so she wouldn't miss
him.  "Miss Chase?"  She gave him an odd look. 
"I'm Horatio's tech, Tim Speedle.  He asked me to pick you up. 
That way you don't get lost on the way to lunch today." 


"Okay. 
I need to drop things off at my motel." 


"That's
fine.  Is it on the way?"  She nodded.  "Good. 
Grab your bags, meet me out front.  I'll pull the car around." 
She nodded, going to do that.  He went to grab the company car.  He
had almost missed the behemoth hummers. She came out and he waved, getting an
amused look as she slid in.  "Company car.  It needed to be
driven.  Buckle up."  She did that and he took off, taking her
to the motel of her choice.  She had it printed out and he knew where it
was.  "It's a common spring break place," he told her. 


"I
hear that's fun but I'm not in college.  I'm trying to be an actress wile
working for Angel." 


"Xander
told us." 


"You
guys hang out?" 


"Horatio
and I are good friends.  Xander's staying on his couch so he's spoiling
Horatio by cooking most every night." 


"Wow. 
So you get to mooch food?" 


"Right
now we're having some odd contest to make the most creamy, fluffy dessert to
spoil Horatio with.  He's had a bad week."  He pulled into the
motel.  "I'll be here."  She nodded, going to drop things
off and freshen up quickly.  He smirked at her outfit of choice. 
Much more fashionable than what she had been wearing.  "Ready?" 


"Definitely. 
So, what happened?  Xander would normally try to get me to stay home and
his boss almost made it a command that I come down." 


"Some
women who're jealous of him.  Nothing too bad.  We thought you might
be able to cheer him up." 


"I
heard what Buffy and Willow did, Tim.  I also know where Dawn is since she
wrote me.  Why was I asked for?  I'm not quite in vengeance,
yet." 


He
smirked at her at a stoplight.  "There's one woman in the lab who
keeps trying to shoot Xander down for being young and cute, but not looking at
her." 


"Uh-huh. 
So uber-twat needs taken down a notch?"  He nodded.  "I can
do that.  How is Xander?  I ask as an ex." 


"He's
good.  He's settled in.  He's sparing H a lot of work.  He
fusses horribly over his diet.  He's always feeding H
something."  She snickered at that.  "He's a damn good cook
too."  He pulled into the crime lab's parking lot  a few minutes
later.  "C'mon."  He walked in, flashing his ID. 
"This is Miss Chase, Xander's ex-girlfriend from high school.  I'm
assuming he's hovering and trying to feed H something?" 


"He
brought in something like a sheppard's pie but it's made with steak and
biscuits instead of hamburger and potato topping."  She smiled at
Cordelia.  "Broke up after graduation?" 


"Before. 
I was stupid.  I let him get away," she said honestly.  Tim
handed her the visitor's pass so she followed him back to the break room area,
then up to the office when they only found a few people in there. 
"Just hold the spoon like you would a baby," she teased as she walked
in. 


Xander
smirked back.  "Unlike you, I don't have to spoonfeed him anything,
Cordelia.  He appreciates me in the kitchen."  He finished
dishing up the lunch, coming over to give her a hug.  "Speed, I made
enough for you two to have a quiet lunch together."  He walked her
off.  "So, how's Hell-A?" 


"Decent,
same as usual.  Angel was freaking out that I was coming to visit
you.  He thought your usual traumas would come eat me." 


"No,
I don't seem to have any psycho women down here," he admitted, grinning at
her.  He walked her into the break room.  "Guys, this is
Cordelia.  I used to date her.  Cordelia, this is Calleigh, she plays
with guns.  That's Eric and Ryan squabbling like lovers in the
corner.  They're also scene techs, like Calleigh is.  The other one
is Alexx Woods, she's our ME." 


"Charmed,"
she said, shaking hands.  She looked at Eric, then at Ryan, then shook her
head.  "You could do so much better," she told Ryan, walking
Xander off again.  She heard Alexx cackle and smiled at him. 
"So, anywhere good for lunch close-by?" 


"Horatio
gave me an extra hour for lunch.  That way you can go nap off lunch and
we'll meet for dinner?" 


"That'll
work."  She walked him out to his car, grimacing at it. 
"Get a real ride, Xander." 


"Excuse
me, but Daddy couldn't buy me a car," he said dryly, giving her a
look.  "Some of us earned our cars, princess.  Get in or starve." 
She smirked and got in, letting him drive them off.  "So, why is
Angel freaking?" 


"He
thinks Anya's going to come hit on him.  She latched on when Buffy came
down to complain about you." 


"Tell
her he's impotent and the little blue pill doesn't work on vampires because
there's no blood flow," he said dryly, pulling onto the main road. 
"Tell her it happened when he went to hell." 


"I
could do that.  She'd go ask Spike since he's back in Sunnydale." 


"I'm
sure if we clued him in he'd play along.  It'd torment Angel and he likes
to play with him.  Besides, last time I knew she was cheating on me with
him." 


"She
said she still is." 


"No,
we broke up.  She stole from me," he said dryly.  "I tried
before but she had Willow bind us together when I tried the last time." 


"Wow,
major suckage from the brats." 


"Yuppers. 
Want fish or cow?" 


"Cow. 
I'm in a decidedly mooing mood because I feel fat next to you, Xan." 


"I
still say it's too tight and I look like a freak." 


"Your
mom joined the Buffy patrol?" she asked. 


"Long,
long time ago." 


"Uh-huh. 
Your mom's a drunken bitch, Xander.  She's too drunk to realize what a
hottie looks like and mad at herself because they'd never hit on her even if
she could find one.  You've got bulkier arms than you used to but I'd
still rate you a seven.  Better than the three you were in high
school." 


"Why?"



"Your
hair sucks.  It needs fixed badly, dear."  She played with
it.  "Really.  You're letting down the lab's image." 


"Maybe
that's why Horatio paid me back buying groceries by buying me clothes," he
mused, pulling into a burger place.  "It's good here.  Ryan said
they've got a greatly clean kitchen and he's OCD." 


"That'll
work."  They got out and went to get something to eat, sitting
outside in the sun to eat and talk. She heard *exactly* why Xander had left
Sunnydale on that second roadtrip.  It only cemented her desire to get
back at those two.  No one but her got to abuse Xander!  She let him
drive her back to her motel before going back to work, smiling at his promise
to pick her up tonight. 


***



Xander
knocked on her door for a second time, giving his ex in the towel a long
look.  "Running a bit late are we?" 


"Just
about.  I woke up sweaty." 


"Hopefully
the neighbors got just as happy.  I'll wait in the car."  She
nodded, slamming the door.  He walked off shaking his head.  The
manager gave him an odd look. "My ex." 


"You
dumped that?" 


"Mutual
decision."  He got into the car, waiting on her with the radio on
quietly.  He heard the news report and groaned.  He called
Speed.  "Is he there?"  He nodded.  "Does he need
me?"  He listened, then nodded a second time.  "The blue
thingy is killed with stone.  To the throat, which is the red band under
it's mouth.  Has to puncture it and at least puncture the airway.  If
he can get it onto a statue with a sword or something it'll help as long as
it's stone."  He listened to him tell him that.  "We can do
that.  You've got to clear the media though.  Sure."  He
hung up and called the room. "It's me.  We've got a kraken's cousin
that came out of the ocean.  Dress reasonably or stay in the car,
dear."  He hung up, starting the engine.  She came down in
something fashionable and he gave her a look.  "Fine, you can stay in
the car." 


"I'll
go distract the others."  He nodded, backing out of his parking space
and heading out to save his sentinel.  She didn't know that about Horatio
but that was fine.  He parked at the police line, letting her take one
path while he took another.  He ran into Stetler.  She ran into
Calleigh.  "I'm here to distract," she told her, making her
jump.  She smiled.  "That is what we used to do."  She
looked then snorted.  "The one at graduation was so much bigger and
grosser smelling.  So maybe Xander won't have to change this time. 
C'mon, we've got to clear the area, it's a people eater." 


Calleigh
stared at her.  "Okay."  She called the patrol guys. 
"Back everyone up out of visual range.  We're going to have to kill
it and I don't want *anyone* to try to complain!"  They nodded, going
to do that. 


Xander
looked at the guy beside him, who hadn't noticed him yet.  Horatio wasn't
on this side of the park.  That left the annoying one in charge. 
"Is there a good way to sneak near the trees and I need something that's
made of stone and is sharp and pointy.  A statue is fine," he said
quietly.  Stetler gave him a horrified look. "It'll eat people. 
Your choice."  He heard Calleigh's orders go across.  "Wait
or sneak?" 


"Sneak
over.  There's a statue on the other side of the park.  I'll clear
it." 


"Thank
you."  He snuck that way, nodding at one of the officers trying to
stop him.  "I'm Horatio's assistant.  I know how to kill
it."  That got a horrified look.  "Just ignore
me."  He headed off at a faster than average jog into the
trees.  Then he did something stupid.  He knew any Hellmouth child's
blood would call out to any demon.  He was born over the stupid
thing.  His was very powerful and he was wanted by Hell for staking
vampires.  So he cut his arm.  The demon whipped its head around,
sniffing in his direction.  He laid some on the ground, making it hiss and
move closer to him.  "Come on, ugly."  He took off running,
letting the blood drip.  He saw Horatio.  "Back off!" he
ordered. "Now!  Hide before it thinks you're a damn
snack!"  He dodged around another officer.  "Get out of the
way!  Didn't you get the orders?"  The demon lunged so he ducked
and rolled out of the way, then got up and saw the statue.  Not exactly
*pointy* but it would do.  It'd have to do.  He ran toward it and the
demon lunged again, getting into the middle of the abstract art loop. 


Xander
panted, running toward it's side, making it bend back.  Xander pulled
something out of his pocket, something he always carried, and he placed it on
the statue, hitting it a second time on the next pass.  That stuck the
timer he had been setting while he distracted it.  The statue blew,
causing sharp fragments.  He picked up one, waving it on. 
"C'mere."  It lunged again with another hiss and one smaller one
went up its nose, making it scream and rear up.  He hopped up onto the
statue and stabbed it in the right spot, making it splutter and choke, then
die.  He managed to get out of the way, looking down at himself. 
"Cool, only sweaty.  She won't bitch and whine at me."  He
walked off, smiling at Eric when he ran into him.  "Where is
he?" 


"Shocked. 
What did you do!" 


"Killed
it.  What do you think I did?  It eats people."  He went to
find Horatio, batting him on the arm.  "You okay?" 


"You're
bleeding.  All I can smell is the blood." 


Xander
looked then licked it clean, showing him the cut.  "It'll be fine,
Horatio."  He walked off, grabbing the first aid kit out of the trunk
when he finally got there, letting Cordelia help him hold the bandage. 
"See, I didn't even get nasty." 


"Yeah
and you had that hotty with a sword vibe too," she said dryly. 
"You're still carrying around plastique?" 


He
nodded.  "Comes in handy.  So, I planned Thai for dinner?" 


"That
works. You're not nasty or too sweaty.  We'll keep the car windows down as
long as it doesn't mess up my hair."  She got into the car, slamming
the door. 


He
put the first aid kit back, nodding at Stetler.  "Thank you for your
help.  There's a mess but hydrochloric acid dissolves it and makes it go
gooey so it can be rinsed off.  Treat it like you would any other nasty
ectoplasm and biological substance.  It'll be fine and it's
dead."  He got into the car, starting the engine and backing out,
taking her to dinner.  "So, how's Wes working out?" 


"Much
better.  He's found that confidence he needed to stand up to Willow
before." 


"Good! 
He got a rough deal.  Having Faith be his girl was a sucky decision. 
He shouldn't have been in the field that young." 


"True,
but they were trying to prove he was worthless.  His daddy made him."



"His
and Giles' father sound like butt buddies." 


"Probably,"
she agreed.  She noticed he texted someone at a red light. 
"Checking in?" 


"Horatio
was there, I was making sure he knew I was taking you to dinner," he
covered, turning off his phone and going on.  "I said Thai,
right?"  She nodded.  "Want real Thai or American
Thai?" 


"Either's
fine but I'm not in the mood for super spicy." 


"American
Thai it is."  He turned a corner, making them go back the way they
came.  He finally pulled in and got out, walking her inside.  He
turned on his phone in his pocket, without her knowing, before they were
seated.   He didn't want to be out of touch if Horatio needed him. 


***



Horatio
continued to stare at the body until Stetler came over.  "Well, you
wanted proof," he said finally. 


"Your
assistant is insane.  I have plenty of proof of that." 


Horatio
looked at him. "Warped, please.  Doing this for nearly five years
warped him.  Not to mention the women in his life.  They even used to
make him go bra shopping with them." 


Stetler
looked at him.  "He needs help." 


"He's
retired, Rick." 


"He
still needs help." 


"I
can't get him to admit he's having nightmares," he said honestly. 
"He said he didn't want to scare anyone." 


"Too
late for that.  Where did he get the explosive?" 


"I
have the feeling he had it already," Ryan said as he joined them. 
"I noticed a small ball of it in his desk the other day when I was looking
for white out.  How do we move this mess without the press knowing?" 


"He
said HCL dissolves it," Stetler said grimly.  "Then we can treat
it like a biological spill." 


"We
have experience with that,"  Horatio agreed.  "Mr.
Wolfe?" 


"Speed's
back at the lab wondering what we need."  He walked off calling
him.  "It's Ryan.  We need HCL and then we'll have to clean up a
mess.  It dissolves."  He hung up, finding Eric staring at
it.  "Xander's fine." 


"He
blew up the statue," he said, sounding stunned.  "Xander's a
nice guy.  He blew up the statue and killed the giant worm thing." 


"It's
a demon and yes, he did," Ryan said.  Eric gave him a confused
look.  "He said it's a demon and it ate people." 


"Oh." 
He nodded.  "Yeah, it nibbled on an officer's arm.  Why did he
blow up the statue?" 


"Maybe
it had to be killed by stone." 


"I
thought it was always silver or something holy," he said, looking
confused. 


"Ask
him later.  He's out with his ex," Stetler said as he walked over
there.  "Start the containment, Delko." 


"Will
I need communion if I do?" 


"I
don't know!  Ask Harris!" 


Ryan
texted that to Xander, then shook his head.  "No, he said that's
something like that came up during graduation.  He said it was someone who
wanted more power so they've been doing rituals for decades.  We won't be
tainted by it." 


"Good,"
Eric said, going to help with the clean up portion.  He saw Speed come in
with the giant glass jug.  "Hydrochloric acid?" he said. 


"Xander
said it turns it into goo."  He opened up the jug once he had on
gloves, pouring it on the tail section.  It did indeed dissolve with a
hiss of bubbles.  "Okay, we're going to need more than this
jug."  He called back there.  "It's Speed.  We need
the drum of HCL, Maxine.  Yeah, there.  I know it's on the
news.  We can't shoot down the news copters.  Just bring
it."  He hung up, getting back to work on the tail.  He saw
something shift and went to work on the head instead.  He didn't want it
to be tortured or anything.  Kinder to kill it outright if Xander
hadn't.  The head finished dissolving and Eric grabbed a hazmat suit to
help with the biological vacuum device so it wouldn't soak into the
ground.  Horatio came over to help with that.  "Was it always
like this?" Speed asked them.  They both nodded. 
"Wonderful.  At least he can deal with it if we have to run into
it." 


"Hopefully,"
Stetler agreed, well out of range of anything nasty.  He saw two uniforms
carrying a drum over.  "Attach a spray nozzle.  It'll go
faster.  Then go help keep people away from here."  They nodded,
letting Horatio attach the nozzle for them.  After that it was like
watering a garden and then soaking up the extra puss it brought up. 


***



Horatio
was waiting when Xander got home that night.  "Good date?" 


"Decent
enough I guess.  She didn't snark on me all night for a change.  She did
break bad on my other ex."  He grinned.  "It go okay?"



"It's
cleaned up.  The statue can be put back together." 


"Stetler
said there was a stone statue that way." 


"There's
one further on that's got an actual point on it.  We'll show you
tomorrow."  Xander nodded.  "Is there anything that might
contaminate the ground?" 


"Not
if you got it all up.  If you didn't, get a priest."  That got a
nod and Horatio pulled him over to undo the bandage so he could look at the
cut.  "They're drawn to any of us from the hellmouth, Horatio,"
he said quietly.  "It was the fastest way to get it to follow me and
not eat others." 


"I
understand the thinking.  Why would it be drawn to you more than us?"



"Because
the hellmouth, any hellmouth, leaks magic," he said quietly, sitting down
next to him, letting him fuss over his arm.  "Think of it like
magical radiation.  Those of us from there get more the longer we've lived
there.  Willow's got a good deal of it, especially since she's had to
close it a few times.  I was born and bred there.  I was actually
born overtop of the stupid thing.  They tore down the old hospital and
built the school when I was five."  Horatio nodded once at that,
staring at him.  "So I've soaked up a lot of the magical radiation. 
It is mostly masked.  The others around me aren't in any more danger
because I'm here or anything." 


"That's
good to know." 


"I
sweat it out like you do x-rays.  Unless you're actively doing magic
around me...  That might be that one's problem." 


"I
can see."  He stroked over his cheek.  "You worried me sick
and then you acted like it was nothing." 


Xander
looked at him.  "The one at graduation was seventy feet long,"
he said grimly.  "The only choice we had was the school as a
guillotine.   This one was smaller, younger, and less powerful. 
We found out after graduation that stone was what killed those things. 
Giles and Willow did some tests on it with some other Watchers that
summer.  Did it eat anyone?" 


"It
bit a patrol officer's arm off." 


"I'm
sorry to hear that." 


"Will
it taint him?"  Xander shook his head.  "Are you
sure?" 


Xander
shifted, taking his arm back.  "To get to there, you have to do
*decades* of work, Horatio.  You have to be doing a lot of magic rituals,
beg a lot of demons, eat some spiders that make you immortal for a while before
you change.  It can't taint him and won't taint him.  If it makes him
feel better to run for religion then more power to his soul," he said
firmly, making him nod at that.  "I'm not against anyone finding
religion.  There's plenty of things it can help you with.  It's never
been my drug of choice however.  He'll be fine as long as he lives." 


Horatio
nodded at that.  "Thank you." 


"Not
an issue.  This is what I used to do.  Or be if you want to get
technical.  Buffy used me as the bait a lot."  Horatio growled
at that.  "It was necessary." 


"It
was expedient, Xander.  Not necessary.  You're not expendable." 


"To
them I was."  He stroked his cheek. "I'm fine.  The cut's barely
more than a scratch. My pocket knife was clean.  I keep it clean and very
sharp for these sort of situations. There's no faster way to draw vamps in a
cemetery either."  He heard the growl again and stroked his cheek
with a sad smile.  "Why do you think I retired?" he asked
gently.  Horatio pulled him closer, kissing him.  "I didn't
think we were going here." 


"Shut
up, Xander."  He kissed him again, then hauled him up and into his
room so he could check him over.  The cut got looked at again. It wasn't
that deep.  No stitches needed.  It was scabbed over.  He kissed
him again, getting him out of his clothes so he could look him over. 
"Mine?" he growled. 


"If
that's what you need," he agreed, letting Horatio look over him as he
turned around slowly.  "See, only one bruise, Horatio.  I banged
my knee when I rolled.  There was a smaller rock on the ground in the
way."  Horatio pulled him closer, touching, his hands barely skimming
over Xander's skin.  Xander shivered a bit, then sat down, letting him check
his legs.  The bruise got a light kiss.  "I'm fine. 
Really.   I didn't even get slimy." 


Horatio
looked at him.  "Shut up.  Do not put yourself down again,
Xander." 


"I
wasn't." 


"You
were making bad jokes to ease the tension." 


"I
was trying to calm you down."  He messed up his hair.  "If
this is what you want, make it because you *want* it, Horatio.  Not
because you need to claim me, not because you need to make sure I'm okay. 
I'll lay here all you want so you can check me over, sniff me, touch me.  But
if we're going farther than that, make it because you *want* it.  Not
about the sentinel/guide stuff," he finished quietly.  Horatio bowed
his head, nodding.  "Like I said, I'm not against it.  Hell,
I've got a hot boss."  Horatio smiled a bit at that. 
"You're just as guilty of putting yourself down as I am," he said
gently, playing with his hair.  "Even Cordy noticed it.  That
says something." 


"Eric
pouted all afternoon because she said Ryan could do better." 


He
grinned.  "She was sticking up for Ryan.  She does that now and
then."  He kissed him.  "If you need to check me over,
check me over.  If we're going farther, I want to be wooed." 


Horatio
smiled and nodded. "I understand." 


"Good. 
Now, what about Speed?" 


"I..." 
He coughed.  "We're still not...." 


"Why
not?  He wants you more than he does his job back." 


"We're
friends and that's more important," he said, staring at him. 


"I
nearly slept with Willow, did sleep with Cordelia in a few closets, and cheated
on her with Willow, and crushed on Buffy, Horatio.  They were all like
this before then.  I didn't have to turn them evil, they were already
there."  Horatio laughed, standing up to give him a hug. 
"Now, do you want to cuddle?  I love to cuddle and do all the
touching stuff.  Anya hated to cuddle." 


"I
wouldn't mind," he agreed, laying down next to him, stroking over his
arm.  "Any other injuries?" 


"Just
the one bruise on my knee.  The ball of plastique wasn't that
strong.  None of the rocks hit me.  The demon didn't come that
close.  I didn't even ruin the new clothes."  Horatio kissed
him.  "I didn't.  I'm proud of myself." 


"Shirts
can be replaced, you can't," he said quietly.  "Let her do it
next time." 


"She
could.  She has staked things in the past," he admitted.  He
shifted closer, taking another kiss.  "This won't get weird,
right?" 


"No,
I'm not like that, Xander.  Possessive but it won't get in the way of
anything else in our lives."  Xander grinned.  "I know, but
Speed's different." 


"Best
friends can be that way," he agreed, messing up his hair further.  He
got a small huff and Horatio smoothed it back out.  "I like it
messy.  Shows I was there.  You can be all cool and calm, but if your
hair's messy I know it was good."  He took another kiss, letting
Horatio take control after a few seconds.  He found himself on his back,
looking up at his sentinel, grinning at him.  "So, does this mean
you're a top?" 


"Mostly,"
he said quietly.  "Why?  Is that going to be a problem?" 


"Don't
know, never really tried it."  Horatio gave him an amused look. 
"Many thoughts but no actual experience except a quick groping job right
before graduation with Larry.  Stress relief before the battle sort of
thing." 


"I've
had a few of those after the fact, I'm usually not that wired before the
event.  Worried, not wired.  It makes me sharper." 


"I'm
usually too tense and I end up over-thinking things," Xander admitted,
stroking over Horatio's shoulder. "You are overdressed if you're going to
do more than cuddle tonight," he said gently. 


Horatio
stood up, stripping down, letting Xander see him as he did it.  He was a
bit embarrassed.  Xander was much tighter and had less scars than he
did.  He looked at him.  "You're hiding things." 


"I
am?" 


"There's
a blurry spot, Xander." 


"Are
you sure it's not your vision going?"   He propped himself up on
his elbows, looking down at his body.  "What's cloudy?" 
Horatio stroked over the spot.  He knew he could feel the scar so he
shrugged.  "It was a long time ago, Horatio." 


"Uncover
them, Xander.  All my scars are exposed too."  Xander looked at
him.  "They are."  Xander nodded and let the illusion
fall.  Horatio looked at the wide scar on his thigh.  Then into his
eyes.  "We both have scars, but we don't live for them." 


"Good." 
He pulled him down, kissing him again.  "Drinking?" 


"One
beer.  Nowhere near impaired." 


"Thank
you." 


"It's
something I can't stand either," he admitted, taking another kiss. Xander
went limp underneath him but someone pounded on the door, earning a real
growl.  "What!" he bellowed.  His phone rang and he
answered it with a similar growl.  He listened to Calleigh babble. 
"You can ask him tomorrow." 


Xander
laid a hand on his arm.  "Let them come in, Horatio.  We have
some time left," he said very quietly.  "If they're scared they
could get hurt."  Horatio looked at him.  "Let them come
ask their questions.  We still have later.  I can always hide
tomorrow." 


Horatio
nodded, listening to the other end.  "Porch," he said finally,
hanging up.  He gathered his clothes, then looked around for
Xander's.  He found them then looked at him, getting him a pair of his
sweat pants.  "Here, that way it looks like you calmed down and
relaxed."  Xander smiled and pulled them on, grabbing a t-shirt
too.  They walked out together, finding nearly everyone on the back
porch.  Even Natalia.  Xander went to make drinks, but Horatio drug
him out onto the porch so they could get rid of their friends faster. 


"How
bad is it?" Xander asked, sitting down in his usual spot. 


"You
know what that was," Natalia sneered. 


"Of
course I do.  One raised during my graduation, Natalia.  I helped
with the battle plans then.  That's how I knew what to do
tonight."  She sat back, glaring at him. "Get over it,
woman."  Calleigh grabbed his arm, hissing when she saw the
cut.  "It's fine, Calleigh.  It's why I keep a surgically sharp
and clean pocket knife."  He pulled back gently.  "What did
we need to know?" 


"What
happened?" Eric asked. 


"Decades
of rituals," Xander said honestly.  "That was the after picture
of an ascension.  The person it used to be prayed long and hard, made a
few demonic deals, and wanted a lot more power so they had to ascend. 
That's what they turn into.  By the size I'd say a female and I'd also say
she started fairly young.  The former mayor of Sunnydale was in his late
forties by looks but he was over a hundred years old.  He had been working
on his for nearly ninety of it.   He wanted a lot more power. 
I'd say this one didn't beg for as long or had a way to get her deals made
earlier or easier.  She could've even been a halfie and gotten to skip
some steps.  She definitely wasn't the same age or size as the mayor was
when he turned." 


"So
that's what the video was," Ryan said quietly.  Xander nodded. 
"Back then you had to blow up something to kill it." 


"Willow,
Giles, and the other Watchers experimented to see what would've been better
since we didn't know.  It was a lot easier than an impromptu battle plan
tonight.  By the way, which news channels caught me killing it so I can
avoid them permanently?" 


"There
was only one news copter at the end," Eric said, shaking his head. 
"Please stay away from the press."  He took his coffee cup when
Horatio came out with a tray of them.  "Thanks, H.  How's
Speed?" 


"Probably
getting drunk," Calleigh said, taking hers.  "Thank you,
Horatio.   Xander, do we have to worry about any...environmental
impact?" 


"Only
if you didn't get all the goo up."  He took his soda with a
grin.  "Thanks, Horatio." 


"Welcome,
Xander."  He sat down, looking over as Alexx walked around the
house.  "He's fine." 


"Why
wouldn't he be?  All I got was that Eric was panicking." 


"He
had to kill the big demon in the park," Ryan told her.  "He cut
himself to draw it off." 


"Now
I see why I was called." 


"It's
fairly shallow, already scabbed over, and I had it covered earlier,
Alexx," Xander promised, letting her see it.  "It's almost
nothing." 


"What
happens if we didn't get all the goo?" Eric asked. 


"Then
I'd probably dig it up and rebless it.  The statue can be hosed off. 
It was nonporous so it'll be fine."  Eric nodded at that. 
"Horatio said there was a stone pointy thing further on.  If I had
known that I would've used it." 


"That
one was ugly anyway," Ryan said.  "They picked ugly stone to use
then didn't polish it very well.  Plenty of residents hated that
statue."  Horatio nodded behind his coffee cup.  "What
about the officer who got bitten?" 


"It
can't transfer, Ryan.  He was a snack." 


"So
if he takes communion, nothing will happen?" Eric asked. 


"Other
than what usually does for him?  No.  Things like this can give some
people deeper faith.  Others get really pissed.  I've had to hide
from a few who got accidentally exposed.  For some reason they never go
after Buffy, even the women.  Maybe they try and she sics them on me, not
sure."  He took another drink of his soda.  "If you want to
suggest it, have them dig it up and plant a few trees.  The world could
use more trees.  Trees naturally filter goo out of the ground.  They
shouldn't die even if some was absorbed."  They all nodded at
that.  He took another drink when no one said anything.  "Guys,
I'm not an oracle.  I'm a foot soldier." 


"You
still took on a thirty-foot long worm with teeth," Eric said. 
"We're waiting to see what your next trick is," he finished with the
lame joke. 


"Surviving,
same as always," Xander said with a small shrug.  "It's become
one of those habits that I've gotten used to."  He put his cup aside,
looking at Alexx.  "I'll bandage it again later, Alexx.  Horatio
pulled the first one off to look at it." 


"That's
fine.  Clean it first," she ordered. He nodded.  "No
lasting effects?" 


"I'm
craving brownies but that's mostly because Cordy ate hers in front of me,"
he admitted sheepishly, grinning at her.  "It's a lot easier when you
don't have to replan a battle the night before it's supposed to happen. 
Giles' original plan didn't take into account the lack of fighters and the
spectators that wouldn't be running at the first strange thing.  I had to
get the others involved.  We planned the original one in about a week and
then I replanned it that night." 


"So
you blew up your high school?" Calleigh asked. 


"Had
to kill it somehow," Xander said dryly.  "Before it ate all of
us.  It probably had indigestion from the principal but if you're not
picky about what you eat..."  He picked up his glass to take another
drink.  "Only one person got bitten?"  Eric nodded. 
"When was the eclipse?" 


"Earlier
today," Ryan admitted.  "So we could be looking for more missing
persons?" 


"Possibly,"
Xander admitted.  "Or huge piles of former people.  We didn't
let ours last long enough to see how long the digestive cycle was." 
They all looked grossed out.  "Sorry!  Had to be
said."  They all shuddered.  He looked up at Alexx. 
"I'm sorry if you do have to handle one of those." 


"Me
too, sugar.  Where's Speedy?" 


"Home
getting drunk," Calleigh told her.  "He said he knew Xander
could handle it but he'll have nightmares about how he handled it." 


"So
will I," Alexx agreed.  She stroked through Xander's hair. 
"Any other injuries?" 


"I
got a boo-boo when I rolled and hit a rock with my knee if you wanted to kiss
it," he teased with a small grin.  She swatted him gently, shaking
her head.  "Then I'm fine, Alexx.  Thank you for asking. 
It's better than Willow when she used to play nurse from the textbooks when we
were younger." 


Dawn
appeared, looking confused.  "Did you have a redo of grad,
Xander?"  He nodded, finishing his soda.  "Need
support?" 


"No,
I killed it," he promised, giving her a grin.  "Hug?" 
She came over to hug him.  "Guys, this is Dawn." 


She
looked around and waved.  "Hi.  Jethro told me to check and make
sure you didn't need me." 


"Nope,
blew up a statue and used it," he admitted.  She beamed and patted
him on the head.  "How're things up there?" 


"Okay
I guess.  I got to help proofread reports.  Ziva's third language is
English."  He nodded at that.  "So I'm helping her with
that.  The director tried to call my father and he hung up on her. 
She told Jethro that just outside of my hearing but Tony told me she tried so I
wouldn't be worried.  She's settled down to glare at me for being around
him when she wants in his panties.  Oh, we have deer behind the
house.  He's helping me feed them so I can get closer." 


"I'd
wear less perfume if you're going to do that," Xander told her.  She
bopped him on the shoulder but nodded.  "Cordy's down.  Want to
see her?" 


"Eeeh,
no thanks.  I'll pop out to see her." 


"You
might not want to do that.  Anya thinks Angel's like a cream puff." 


"Eww. 
Vampires having sex with my sister was more than enough of a mental
image.  Your former nympho ho having the sex with the same vampires is
sickening.  I don't need to know if she compares or anything with my
sister." 


"I
told Cordy to tell her Angel was impotent and the little blue pill couldn't
work on vamps due to lack of blood circulating." 


She
gave him another hug.  "I love your bad mind.  Let me make up
the excuses, okay?  I'm much better at the mildly evil thoughts than you
are."  He kissed her on the temple.  "Fine, I'll pop around
on Cordy."  She smiled at Horatio.  "Has he been good
otherwise?" 


"He's
helped me a great deal around the office as my assistant and he's never stopped
spoiling me with dinner," he assured her gently.  She beamed and
disappeared again, going to find Cordelia.  He looked at Alexx. 
"That was his guardee." 


"The
one who's helping Jethro Gibbs like he's helping you?" she asked. 
Xander nodded.  "She's sweet, but a bit young." 


"She's
not going to be like that with him," Xander pointed out. "Right now
she's bouncing around and helping him.  This way he can have the
experience of having a daughter without the diapers." 


"That
could be nice," Eric agreed, thinking about it.  "I hate having
to change all the nieces and nephews."  Ryan pinched him. 
"What!  I do." 


"Not
the point," Ryan told him, looking at Alexx. 


"If
I could have, I would've done it without the diapers too," Alexx assured
him, letting Eric pinch him back.  "No wonder she thought you two
were together." 


"No,
that's how Xander introduced us," Ryan said, kicking at Xander's bare
foot.   "I didn't need picked on more." 


"At
least she said you could do better, Ryan.  She didn't try to set us up
either."  He barely heard Horatio's growl.  Speed wandered
around the house and he glared at him.  "You had better not have
driven while you were lit or I will tan  your ass.  Them and people
who hurt kids get both my feet up their ass." 


"It
was one beer, Xander.  Nearly an hour ago.  Chill."  He sat
down next to him.  "Which parent was it?" 


"Both
and an uncle," he said, staring at him.  "They never did stop
Rory from drunk driving." 


Speed
gave him a hug.  "I'd get my nuts busted if I even thought about
it."  He let him go and looked at his arm.  "That's going
to ache." 


Xander
looked at it then shrugged.  "Not really.  Kinda
itches."  He looked around. "I'm not that fascinating." 


Speed
snorted.  "Sure you're not."  He ruffled his hair, hearing
the growl this time.  "Horatio, calm down.  I know he was in
danger.  I'm not going to put him in more danger.  I'm not being a
trouble magnet this week." 


"I
only draw psycho women," Xander said. 


"No,
that's Eric's talent," Calleigh said dryly, finishing her coffee. 
"Are you hiding tomorrow?" 


"I
probably should.  Most people can convince themselves that it wasn't what
they thought within a day if they're not forced to accept what happened,"
Xander told them.  He looked at Horatio, who nodded. "You sure?"



"Go
spend it with Cordelia, Xander."  Xander shook his head. 
"Are you sure?" 


"She'll
be basking on the beach tomorrow.  She needs a good dose of
appreciation.  Working with Angel keeps messing up her manicures and
hair."  They all rolled their eyes.  "Ask her, that's what
she'll say," he defended.  "She is like that.  She used to
be head cheerleader.  She perfected the 'ooh I broke a nail' response
during a fight.  Of course she kicked butt when you messed up her nails
during a fight," he said, considering it.  "She really did mess
up the vamp that did that.  They kept away from her hair and nails after
that." 


Ryan
reached over to pat him on the head.  "We'll help you find someone
better and more normal to date," he promised.  He stood up. 
"I'm going to go have nightmares." 


"Take
Eric, help him with his," Xander quipped. 


Ryan
smirked at him.  "I have something softer in mind but thank
you."  He walked off smiling. 


Eric
nodded.  "Me too, Xander.  I like women." 


"A
lot," Natalia said. 


Horatio
looked at her.  "You have no idea."  Eric scowled at
him.  "Go home, people.  I'll be in tomorrow on
time."  They all fled, taking Alexx with them to fill her in. 
He stopped Natalia.  "Are you involved in any part of that
lifestyle?" he asked quietly.  "Someone thought they felt magic
moving around you."  She swallowed. 


"The
hospital I was born in was overtop of the Sunnydale hellmouth," Xander
told her simply.  He stood up and cleaned up the mess. 


"It's
not that.  We all know he's a little nothing in the fight." 


"Then
he couldn't have successfully defeated the creature earlier," he pointed
out, standing up as well.  "Leave him alone, Natalia." 


"It's
clear where your loyalties lay." 


Xander
walked out, sighing a bit.  "Natalia, don't make me call Dawn
back." 


"That
little girl?" she snorted. 


Dawn
appeared with Cordelia, then she shook her head and laid a hand on her head,
chanting something quietly.  She fled crying.  "There, now
she'll ignore you.  Saw you on the news, looked hot, Xander." 
She beamed and took Cordelia off with her.  She'd bring her back in the
morning but Jethro wanted to meet her.  That way he could understand the
other female influences in her life. 


Xander
looked at Horatio.  "Rain check?" 


"Cuddle?"



"I
could use a cuddle," he admitted.  "I'll even try not to kick you
when I get up."  He finished grabbing things, walking them back
inside, closing the door and locking it. When his usual nightmare woke him up
at three, Horatio was holding him too tightly to get free so he ended up
falling back asleep.  At least until the next one.  Then Horatio bit
him when he tried to move.  So he quit and snuggled in, deciding to lay
there and think instead of thinking while running. 


***



Dawn
came back from putting Cordelia back, smiling as she landed in the
basement.  "She wasn't as blunt as usual.  It was nice of her to
be on her best company manners." 


Jethro
gave her an odd look.  "That wasn't blunt?" 


"Miss
Snark 2000?  Nope."  She belched.  "'Scuse
me."  She sat down on the stairs. 


"No
wonder the kid had low self esteem." 


"No,
she was a minor irritant in that wound," she admitted.  "There
are worse ones."  He shook his head, getting back to sanding his
boat.  "Anyway, she and my sister used to trade cutting quips and
things but Cordy did fight with the group." 


"How
many people were in the group?" 


"Some
of those are in LA," she admitted.  "Angel moved there and she
moved there to try to become an actress.  Angel is her paying job." 


"Makes
sense.  Make a chart?" 


"Sure." 
She got some chalk and came over to draw on a bare wall.  "Okay,
you've got the two groups, Sunnydale and LA.  Originally, Sunnydale was
Buffy, Willow, Xander, Angel, Oz - Willow's boyfriend, and Cordelia - backup
for some really bad things and snark patrol who mugged Xander often for smoochies
in the closet then beat up his self-esteem afterwards.  She was mean
enough to break up with him on Valentines Day so he had someone curse her to
want him so he could dump her back.  Unfortunately the spell didn't get
through her snark; it got every other woman in Sunnydale *but* her. 
Xander ended up running and hiding from lots and lots women who said they'd
have him or no one would.  Then...  Let's see.  Angel moved to
LA after graduation to work there.  He couldn't stand to be around Buffy and
want her but not have her." 


"So
he grew up finally?" 


"Yeah,
only took two hundred years," she agreed dryly.  "After going
evil, going to hell, and all that good stuff."  She started on the
second group.  "Cordy moved to LA to be an actress.  Angel ended
up saving her and she became his assistant.  Angel also had Doyle, who was
his seer for the Powers That Be... Stupid.  But that's a personal
opinion.  Doyle gave up his life to save the team and half of LA from a
nuclear device.  Cordy got the visions, they ran into Wes, who was the
second Watcher assigned to Sunnydale.  Giles got fired for giving too much
of a damn."  She wrote his name and Wes's name under it, drawing an
arrow for Wes.  "He went rogue demon hunter Wes and started driving a
motorcycle and wearing leathers.  So Cordy's former crush on him came back
with the hotty geek leather.  Then they adopted Gunn, who worked with a
shelter and was doing the same thing on the streets before then.  Then
they saved Fred.  *The* most major science nerd ever but really
nice." 


"What's
his field?" 


"Physics. 
She had been taken hostage and used as a slave, though where she was they were
called cows."  Gibbs gave her a funny look.  "Her full
name's Winifred, Jethro." 


"Oh,
one of those names.  Anyone else?" 


"No,
that's the current LA team.  But now it's down to Buffy, Willow, Giles,
and if Riley's back probably him."  She wrote his name then scribbled
through it.  "Hate the guy.  Former Initiative group
commander.  Butt bastard.  But now they've also got Spike, who was
chipped by the Initiative and is their vampire ho now."  She wrote
his name. 


"What
happened to Oz?" 


"He
went wolfy and had a dominance fight with a female wolfy who tried to eat
Willow so he killed her.  He went to Tibet to find control.  Which
was when Willow switched to witchly lovin' and got a Tara, who I will die to
protect," she told him honestly, writing her name down.  "Oz was
majorly pissed when he showed back up.  She had promised to wait on him
and, wow, she didn't.  He lost control and got furry so that's how they
got Oz, and how the group went in to rescue Oz from the Initiative while they
were torturing him."  Tony came down the stairs,  "You
missed Cordy's visit." 


"Is
that a bad or a good thing?" 


"Depends
on your viewpoint," Gibbs told him.  "Anyone else now in
Sunnydale?" 


She
looked then shook her head.  "No.  Riley may or may not be
there.  Last I heard he was.  Spike's a free agent but tied to the
group since he was made so he can't hunt.  We've been feeding him blood
and things plus protecting him.  Even though my sister slept with him,
Anya slept with him.  Oh, there is that ho wannabe."  She wrote
her name.  "Xan's ex.  Former vengeance demon over women
scorned.  Major ho wannabe."  She scribbled through her
name.  "Having trouble with my anger issues over her at the
moment," she told them.  "She had Willow make Xander go back to
her magically after he dumped her the first time for cheating on him and
stealing from him.   She still thinks Xander's going to come back to
her.  With what I saw earlier, not a chance, Xander's getting smart and
changing to a stick driving man."  Tony coughed at that, shaking his
head.  "What?  He was."  She shrugged and looked at
the messy diagrams.  "Maybe I should teach." 


"You
babble too much," Gibbs told her.  She pouted.  "The kids
would never understand you." 


"Did
you?" 


"I'm
getting used to you." 


"So
would they."  She smiled then at Tony.  "What's up?" 


"I
came to make sure you're still here.  I saw the news on the attack in the
park in Miami.  Some rabid, wild animal?" 


"A
graduation redo," she told him, nodding a bit. "Xander handled
it.  Cordy helped by distracting others.  He didn't even get nasty
and slimy this time." 


"You
don't do things like that, right?" Tony asked. 


She
giggled and batted him on the arm.  "No!  Buffy never let me
hunt.  She taught me one night and then decided I'm weak and helpless
because I look better in her favorite skirt than she does."  She
beamed.  "You know, I still have her leather pants too." 


"No,"
Gibbs said. 


"Fine,
be that way, Jethro."  She beamed at Tony.  "He wanted a
chart of who was where." 


He
looked at the diagram, then nodded.  "Who's Fred?" 


"She's
a major brain.  Somehow she got taken from UCLA's physics department, or
one of the schools out there anyway, and got snatched to a realm where they
made her a slave and called her a cow.  All the humans were cows to
them.  She said it's a really sour place.  No music at all. 
Probably could've sent a rap group to take over the place." 


Gibbs
shook his head.  "At least they'd be easier to conquer," he
decided, getting back to his sanding.  "Why else are you here
tonight, DiNozzo." 


"Making
sure she's okay.  Making sure she ate today since I know she wasn't at
school." 


"I
was so at school.  Until he called and needed me.  Then I came home
with a migraine and let him be guided from a distance.  I can't talk on
the phone in class after all.  I did get asked if he was my
boyfriend." 


"No
thanks," Gibbs said, sounding a bit grim. 


She
patted him on the arm.  "It's okay, I'd never have you.  You do
things like jog before the sun comes up."  He snickered at
that.  "I need my beauty sleep or else I'll turn into Buffy." 


"Lack
of beauty sleep won't turn you ugly," Tony said, giving her a look. 
"That's an attitude problem, Dawnie."  She smiled at that,
patting him on the knee as she walked around him and sat beside him. 
"They did get a good few shots of Xander killing the animal but couldn't
get his face." 


"Good
job, Xander," she said happily.  "When I popped down to check on
him he was on a porch in sweats, clearly not his by the way they fit, and there
were a lot of people staring at him." 


"On
the beach?" Gibbs asked.  She nodded.  "Then it was
probably Horatio's porch," he decided.  "They probably came over
to get their own answers."  The house phone rang so she got up to get
it, letting out a shriek a few minutes later.  "Screaming at a
telemarketer?" 


"Giles
wanted me to yell at Xander for saving the people of Miami from being
eaten," she called back.  "I didn't get to scream at him so I
vented."  She came back down the stairs with a soda, but Tony stole
it.  "Hey!" 


"I
don't think you need more caffeine before bed," he said dryly, giving her
a look.  She punched him on the arm, making him wince. 
"Ow." 


"Whine,
babyman.  I'm not Xander.  I don't have an addiction to the sparkling
stuff."  She opened it and took a sip.  "He goes through a
two liter a day." 


"That's
got to drive Horatio nuts," Gibbs said. 


"You
drink more than that in coffee," Dawn pointed out.  "He does it
to calm down."  The phone rang again.  "What the
hell?"  She stomped up the stairs to get it.  "What?"
she demanded.  "I know I'm being rude, it's after polite calling
hours.  I get to say mean and nasty things to people who call so
late.  Sure, I can give him a message."  She listened then put
the phone against her chest.  "Jethro, your boss wanted to know if
you would go help her change lightbulbs in her closet because she's playing
weak and helpless again," she yelled.  "She's also apparently
not able to do it herself with the way she's panting.  Either that or
she's been running a marathon."  He came up the stairs and grabbed
the phone, smacking her on the head.  "She is!" 


"What,
Jen?"  He listened to her complain.  "Well, it is after
polite calling times," he admitted.  "I did tell her she could
be rude to anyone who called too late as long as it wasn't for a
scene."  He listened to more ranting.  "Why are you getting
involved in that?  That's not us."  He snorted. 
"That's fine, they can come talk to her tomorrow.  I can keep her
home from school."  He hung up, looking at her.  "She was
panting but that was very rude." 


She
gave a pointed look at the clock on the microwave.  "Why else would
she call at ten- thirty?  For a booty call, that was pretty pitiful. 
Which CID guy is coming?" 


"Phelps."



"Cool. 
I like him.  He's a nice guy."  She beamed.  "I'll let
you and Tony gab while I go chat with Tara online."  She bounced up
to her room, going to do that. 


Gibbs
walked down the stairs.  "She's online." 


"Did
the director need something important, boss?" 


"No. 
She wants to butt into the investigation in Sunnydale.  Claims there's
Marines." 


"I
thought it was wrapped up.  Phelps told me that when I asked him the other
day." 


"He's
coming in tomorrow to tell her to butt out in person.  She thinks he'll
want to talk to Dawn too." 


"That's
fine."  He leaned on his knees.  "That does bring up the
situation from earlier, boss.  You can't call her while she's in class
unless you home school her." 


"I'd
rather not.  It'd keep her away from normal teenage things."  He
thought for a minute.  "We'll talk with Horatio, see how he's doing
it." 


"Xander's
his assistant, boss.  He can call during the work day if he needs
him.  Dawn?"  She came bouncing back down the stairs. 
"Have they worked out any other means of helping Horatio in the
field?" 


"Xander's
last email mentioned a talisman.  That way he didn't have to call if he
didn't need to.  Something that smelled of Xander." 


"Like
a lock of hair?" Gibbs suggested.  She nodded.  "Huh. 
That's a quick fix for the smaller things." 


"Horatio
has the problem of doing too many things at once," she said, sitting down
beside Tony again.  "You have the problem of going too deeply into a
particular sense.  I can write Blair.  I was on with him when you
yelled." 


"Let's
see if he does have any ideas," Tony agreed.  "That way you
don't have to keep calling off school."  She nodded, bouncing back up
there to do that.  Then she came down with a sheet of paper a few minutes
later.  "He did?" 


"He
knew about the talisman idea.  Jim had to go out of town to help another
department and Blair couldn't go.  That's how they did that.  We can
try."  She handed it to Jethro. "Either that or I'm going to end
up home schooling." 


"That'll
keep you from doing normal teenager things," Gibbs reminded her. 


"Not
like I care if I try out for sports or cheerleading, Gibbs.  I'm not a
sporty sort.  I might miss the prom but I can find boys at the mall to go
out with." 


Tony
gave her a long look.  "There's more to enjoy while being a teenager
than that, Dawn.  There's parties, trips, band trips if you wanted to join
the band.  All sorts of stuff." 


"I'm
not that musical.  I love music but I suck at it.  Even the
recorder.  The band teacher banned me from coming back to try again after
the first class.  I'm still not that sporty.  Parties are nice but I
don't need to go get drunk and get laid that way.  I'm smarter than
that."  Tony grinned, giving her a squeeze.  "Really. 
I'll have friends.  I've made a few.  If we tell them something about
my migraines getting worse or something they'll be pity friends but it'll be
fine.  They'll only dump me as friends if I turn out to be some psycho who
can't handle school." 


"There's
a local teen center you can hang out at too," Gibbs pointed out. 
"I'll consider it, Dawn." 


"Okay." 
She bounced up, grinning at Tony.  "Should I make him bring you lunch
tomorrow too?" 


"We'll
probably have an office day so we'll be able to order," he said with a
grin.  She winked and strolled back to her chatting with Blair.  They
both had very picky sentinels and some things Jethro complained about confused
her. 


"I'm
going to be lucky if I'm not in the director's office most of the day,"
Gibbs complained. 


"Why
was she panting?" 


"She
was right, it was a booty call," Jethro agreed, getting back to
work.  "You going to help or stare, DiNozzo?" 


"Came
to see if you needed help finding her but since you don't, I'll to play." 


"Be
careful.  Be on time." 


"I
always am."  He got up, heading out to find someone to play with for
the night.   There were still a lot of things he was in heavy thought
about.  Including Dawn.  She wasn't the normal little girl.  Not
by any means.  Especially not since she could stare down Gibbs. 


***



Xander
looked up his first morning back when his paperwork was interrupted. 
"What's up, Stetler?" 


"The
mayor wants you," he said smugly. 


"Crap. 
Give me ten to let Horatio know and finish drying off my shirt."  He
called.  "Stetler said the mayor wants me.  No, I'm going to
duck anything more than a good job and weather any yelling," he admitted
blandly.  "I've got to change my shirt.  Maxine ran into me and
soaked me with her coffee.  Thanks."  He hung up and changed
shirts right there, making Stetler stare.  "What?  They're
scars, dude.  We all have them."  He put on the clean shirt from
his desk, following him out.  This one made him seem a bit younger since
it was a t-shirt.  Ryan gave him an odd look.  "Maxine
tripped." 


"I'm
sorry."  He shook his head.  "I'll get your shirt soaking
if you want." 


"Please." 
He followed him out to the official car, getting into the passenger's
side.  "When did he tell you to grab me?" 


"Yesterday
while you were wisely hiding." 


"Most
people can convince themselves it wasn't demonic within a day," he
said.  Eric gave him an odd look but he shook his head and waved, getting
a nod.  Stetler backed out and headed toward City Hall.  "Is he
a yeller?" 


"Now
and then.  He's also the only person who liked that statue." 


"It
was the only stone thing I saw." 


"Another
half mile and there was one with sharp edges." 


"Horatio
took me out to show me all the statues over the last few nights in case it came
in handy again."  That got a nod.  Stetler got them there a few
minutes later and Xander got out, heading after him.  He nodded at the
secretary, smiling a bit.  "Hi, I'm Xander, Horatio Caine's
assistant.  He wanted to bellow at me?" he asked sheepishly. 


She
smiled at him.  "It's good to put a face to the name, Xander.  I
got the memo today to send things to you."  She shook his hand. 
"He's in a huffing mood but let it ride out."  He nodded,
heading in there while Stetler waited.  "He made you fetch him?"



"Yup. 
He's also the one who solved the thing in the park." 


"Ah. 
No wonder the boss is huffing.  Even though it was an ugly stone they used
on that statue.  If you want some coffee, there's some in the break room,
Sergeant."  He nodded, going to get some. 


Xander
closed the door behind himself.   "You had me fetched,
sir?" 


"You
called off yesterday?" 


"That
way people could decide to forget what I did the night before.  That way
it wouldn't impact Horatio." 


"Horatio...." 
He stared at him.  "You're Caine's wonder assistant." 
Xander beamed and nodded.  "Does he know what you do in your spare
hours?" 


"He
knows what I *used* to do.  He's helping me stay retired."  He
came in further.  "I'm sorry about using that one.  The person
who told me said there was a stone statue that way.  He meant the one
further on but I'm kinda new to the city, only been here a month and a
half." 


"I
see."  He stared at him.  "I did like that statue." 


"I'll
help superglue it back together," he offered. 


The
Mayor gave him an odd look.  "I don't think that will work this time,
Xander."  He sat down.  "It can't come back, right?" 


"That
was the product of someone wanting power ascending after decades of work,
Sir.  She had to make decades of prayers and rituals to get there. 
It was all about getting more power.  I can't guarantee someone else won't
try it.  We had one at my high school graduation." 


"I
see."  He stared at him.  "Is the ground tainted?" 


"If
any of the goo soaked in it's nasty, but not unholy." 


"What
would you suggest I do?" 


"Personally? 
I'd take out the statue and plant trees.  The world could use more trees
and trees do naturally filter out biological contaminants.  Maybe some
nice birch trees?  They're pretty.  A small grouping together over
the spot?  Or recycle the statue into a different one?" 


"I
do like the trees.  We do need to move a few new ones as well." 
He took off his glasses to look at him.  "How often do you have to
hunt?" 


"Never
down here unless it attacks me or someone I know.  I'm retired, sir. 
It's one of the things Horatio is helping me with." 


He
nodded at that.  "Good.  How are you doing as his
assistant?" 


"Very
well.  He's ahead on some of his paperwork, his desk is clear, and the
only person I'm rude to is Stetler because he keeps staring at me and accusing
me of warping Horatio." 


That
got a smirk.  "I doubt that, son.  Dressed down for me?" 


"Miss
Valera tripped when her shoe broke and splashed her coffee on me." 


"Ow."



"Cold
coffee, sir, just messy."  He pointed at the spot on his pants. 
"That's what that is too but I didn't bring extra pants to work." 


"I
can see why, Xander.  Thank you for handling that." 


"Thank
you for not rewarding me or balling me out, sir." 


"Next
time I'll do one of those." 


"And
I'll run," he agreed with a small grin, getting a smirk back. 
"I'm like that.  Have a better day, sir." 


"You
as well.  Remind Horatio to do the cost of living paperwork please." 


"Your
assistant said she got it today." 


"Even
better.  Thank you."  He waved him out and Xander left, giving
Stetler a smile.  He buzzed her.  "Caine's got his COL paperwork
in already?" 


"Yes,
sir," she called back.  She brought it in to him. 
"Xander's very efficient.  He's already cleared all of Horatio's
backlog." 


"Good
for the boy.  Caine needs it and a bodyguard."  She gave him a
look.  "I know, he can probably do double duty.  He's a good
investment." 


"He
makes the same as any new secretary does, Chief.  Not that big of an
investment." 


"Horatio
can ask for the boy's raises for him," he said bluntly.  She walked
out giggling.  He looked over the paperwork.  "Done before it
was due, done correctly the first time, and even corrected in the one spot he
usually messes up," he said.  "If he keeps helping Caine that
way the boy'll get a good raise this time."  He put it aside with the
others that would be coming in soon.   IAB already had theirs in, but
they always had less to do so they got paperwork done early. 


***



Xander
looked at Horatio when he came in for lunch.  "Give me another ten
minutes to finish this one, Horatio." 


"I
was wondering why your shirt was drying in front of my window." 


"Maxine's
shoe broke.  She spilled her cold coffee on me.  Ryan promised he'd
rinse it out for me when Stetler got to escort me to talk to the Mayor." 


"I
remember you calling.  What happened?" 


Xander
grinned.  "Nothing.  He pressed gently.   I suggested
beech trees to go there instead."   Horatio smirked. 
"I told him I'd run next time." 


"Thank
you." 


"Your
COL paperwork already made it there.  His assistant said so." 


"Even
better.  Lunch?" 


"Let
me finish this one.  I left yours in your desk, boss." 


"Thank
you, Xander.  When you're done come up." He went back up there,
finding his lunch was in his desk.  It was a nice sandwich and a fruit
cup.  A small bag of chips he liked.  It fit with his 'I'm getting
fat' complaints so he sat down to nibble waiting on his assistant.  Xander
finally came up with the folder of stuff and his own lunch.  "He
wasn't too mean?" 


"I
offered to superglue it back together." 


Horatio
hummed, then nodded while he swallowed.  "That's fine. 
Eat."  Xander dug in, eating quickly.  "We'll go jogging
tonight, you don't have to go to the gym today." 


"I'm
helping Maxine."  He smiled and finished up, heading down
there.  "See you later when I come to file stuff." 


"That'll
be fine, Xander."  He shook his head, smiling as he got back to
lunch.  He watched as Maxine came back twenty minutes later
wobbling.  Xander bounced up the hallway all smiles and happiness, coming
up to file things.  "Is she able to work?" 


"Yup. 
I helped her use the arm machine and set the resistance for her, and then for
the leg presses.  Then I showed her the proper way to do pushups. 
She's doing fine.  If she keeps it up she'll be ripped in a few
months." 


"If
that's what she wants I hope she gets there."  He watched him file,
humming and bouncing to his own music.  He pulled Xander over, staring at
him.  "Too much chocolate?" he suggested. 


"A
happy day.  Buffy actually apologized in an email."  Horatio
smiled at that.  "She still doesn't appreciate me but she did
apologize for helping run me off." 


"It's
good." 


"Something
broke," he told him. 


"Xander."



"No,
she said something broke; she didn't realize everything I did around there. 
I told her she was forgiven but she still needed to apologize to Dawn before I
kicked her butt."  He shrugged and got back to his filing, looking
down at the hallway.  "Um, sour people are here, boss."  He
got up to look, going down there while Xander tidied up his small mess and got
back to filing. 


"Who're
you?" a woman asked as she came in. 


"I'm
Horatio's assistant, Xander.  I'm filing.  Who're you and if you
touch his desk I get to break your arm."  She sneered.  He
glared back.  "Don't make me slam you against the window
too."  Horatio walked in.  "Hey, boss, what did you need me
to do this afternoon?" 


"I
need you to proofread two grant applications," he said, finding the file
and handing it over. 


"Okay
but I know *nothing* about the proper format.  I can only make it so you
don't sound bad." 


"That'll
be fine, Xander."  He nodded, finishing his filing and leaving to do
that.  He looked at the agent.  "You're in my office for a good
reason?" he asked. 


"I
saw someone up here." 


"He's
my assistant.  He's allowed to file things for me."  He
pointed.  "Get out of my office.  Now."  She stomped
off.  He went to close the door on his way back out.  Calleigh was in
Xander's office.  "Problems?" 


"Wondering
if he'd look over my report again.  I'm backed up and I don't have time to
proofread it."  He held up a hand and she handed it over with a
smile.  "Thanks Xander."  She went back to work. 


Xander
looked over it, using a pencil to circle a few things and make notes in the
margins.  He did have to look up a few words in the forensics dictionary
but that was fine.  He even circled her last name since she had switched
letters.  He handed it to Horatio, who smiled and went to hand it back
while he got back to work on his assigned tasks. 


"You
proofread reports?" that same agent sneered. 


"If
someone needs me to.  Not like I'm going to do more than make sure you
don't do tense changes and that you spelled things right."  He turned
the page on the grant application, circling a word and putting a question mark
next to it.  It wasn't in the forensic dictionary, he knew that.  He
found it again and went online, typing it into a search engine.  The
machine came up and he checked it against the spelling, nodding when he got
it.  He saw the price and winced.  Then he noticed the difference on
the application.  He noted that on a sticky pad and erased his prior
marks.  He canceled the browser and found a few typos according to the
dictionary, circling them too, then he went onto the second one.  "Staring
at me must be fun since you enjoy it so much.  Do it some more, I might
bark." 


"You
should not be around evidence." 


He
looked up, looking very confused.  "When am I around evidence,
woman?  I'm in here or in Horatio's office all day.  Get a
life!"  The phone rang so he answered it.  "Xander
Harris."  He listened to Horatio tell him to play nice. 
"I'm trying.  Oh, I looked up the name to make sure it was correct
and saw the price.  Did you know there was a discrepancy between the
webpage and the application?  I noted it on a sticky pad.  Only a few
typos so far.  Circled in pencil, Horatio."  He hung up, getting
back to work.  "He said to send you to bother Alexx.  The guy
bothering her passed out." 


"I
think I'll watch what you're doing." 


"Then
you're going to be bored because this is what I do all day," he quipped,
waving his pencil hand.  The phone rang again.  "Xander
Harris."  He listened, making a note on the pad beside him. 
"It'll probably be a few Chief.  We've got Feds in the lab.  How
fast do I have to run?"  He smiled and noted that as well. 
"I can do that.  Thank you, Chief."  He hung up and called
Horatio back.  "The Chief said he needs to see you *right now* and
it's vitally important.  Like someone ripping their spleen out
important.  Yeah, he suggested I run to see you important.  So I'd at
least call.  Thanks, boss.  Oh, she's still here.  She said she
was going to watch me proofread because she thinks I get near
evidence."  He held out the phone.  "Here, talk to the man
yourself since your boss got handed Horatio's phone."  She snatched
it, listening then nodding and hanging up.  He smiled as she stomped
off.  "Have a better day, ma'am."  He got back to
work.  The phone rang again. 


"Xander
....  Hey, Frank.  No, he's with the Feds in the lab and the Chief's
just called him so he's on his cell somewhere.  Last I heard he told the
one who decided I'm fascinating to go to the morgue.  Thanks.  Give
it two more or...  There he goes, hold on.  Horatio, Frank needs you
too," he called quietly, getting a nod and a smile.  "Okay, I
yelled it at him.  He's in the elevator right now, Frank."  He
smiled.  "Welcome."  He hung up, letting him go catch
Horatio on his way out.  Xander turned on the online radio site he liked,
turning it down so only he could hear it, then got back to work.  It
wasn't hard work.  He'd never had a job so easy in his life really. 
He found another typo and checked online to make sure.  The dictionary
said it was an alternate spelling so he noted that in the margin as well. 
Then he closed his browser and went to drop it off in Horatio's inbox, heading
back down to his office.  He found another agent in there. 
"What are you doing?" 


"We've
had people tampering with evidence." 


"The
only time I touch evidence is if someone needs help carrying something
in.  Get out of my desk.  Now, before I beat your ass." 
The agent sneered so he hauled him out of his closet and gave him a
shove.  "Stay out of my shit."  He sat down, checking his
drawer.  "I do have a permit for that.  Do you need to see it?" 
Stetler came out of the elevator.  "He's not here right now,
Stetler," he called.  "The Chief and Frank both needed him but
can you please come here for a minute?"  Stetler glared but stomped
over.  "Sorry, the Chief said someone was going to rip out their
spleen.  Can you please tell this idiot boy that I don't touch
evidence?" 


Stetler
looked at him.  "The closest he comes is proofreading reports for
Duquesne and Wolfe when they're backed up.  Not that he understands it,
he's a construction worker." 


"And
the one time I carried in stuff because Eric had too much to carry in one
load." 


"And
that," Stetler agreed.  "He's Caine's secretary." 


"He's
got a gun." 


Xander
pulled out his permit and the gun.  "You can check it if you want,
dude.  Horatio knows I have it."  He stared him down. 
"I don't even use it on rude people."  He smiled sweetly. 


Stetler
looked at him.  "That's a good thing to know.  What did he
do?" 


"Going
through my desk." 


"Uh-huh." 
He looked at the agent.  "He's harmless."  He stomped
off.  "Put that back."  Xander put the gun and permit
back.  "The Chief and Tripp?" 


"Frank
about a suspect, the Chief needed him for a quick emergency meeting. 
Apparently Madeline in Vice nearly died earlier.  I think Eric had that
scene." 


"Thank
you.  Tell him I want to know what went on there as soon as he gets
back."  Xander wrote out the note and put it into the holder. 
"Thank you.  Don't insult them, they make things more difficult for
your boss." 


"Then
tell them not to go through my shit.  We do still have a fourth amendment,
no matter how much they tried to take it away from us." 


Stetler
walked off shaking his head.  He heard a yelp and spun around, looking
around.  Natalia came out of DNA holding her arm.  "What
happened?" 


"The
machine's top wasn't on far enough and an empty vial came out to bite me,"
she complained.  Xander came out with a first aid kit.  "Are you
qualified?" 


"To
put on bandaids?  Yes.  Unless you want to hike down to the morgue
for a tiny cut?"  He sprayed it with a spray antiseptic, then applied
some gauze and  tape to it.  "There you go.  You've got
some blood on your arm to clean up."  He closed the case once the
spray was back.  "If you finish the paperwork, hand it to me and I'll
put it into Horatio's inbox for you."  He went back into his closet,
getting back to work, noting it on his work log. 


Ryan
coughed, making Stetler turn around. "He makes pretty decent coffee
too.  Here about the Vice scene?  Eric said you'd be by and he left
it in the locker for you."  He nodded, letting Ryan get it for him,
including reports.  "Here you go, Stetler.  He got paged from a
scene to the emergency meeting to give an oral report.  He'll be back in
thirty he thinks."  He decided he could be nice to him today because
he was much less irritating than the Feds who were watching them. 


"Thank
you."  He read over the report, frowning.  "He needed
Harris to proofread it." 


"That's
his preliminary.  He'll proof it later I'm sure."  He left him
alone.  He was allowed when it was an interdepartmental case.  He
went to check on Natalia.  "Are you all right?" 


"Yeah,
I'm fine.  It just bit me."  Ryan smiled and went back to work. 


"See,
that's one good reason why you should appreciate Xander," Maxine said from
her stool. 


"Why
can't you stand?" 


"I
had Xander show me how I was supposed to be working out.  I'm
sore."  That got a snicker.  "I am!  It's a good sore
but I'm still sore."  She got to work on her present sample. 
"He does an hour of PT and then jogs every morning." 


"I
guess chasing giant worm things means you've got to." 


"Yeah,
he's in great shape." 


"You
still can't stand." 


"As
long as we don't have a fire drill, I'm fine," she assured her.  She
glared at Stetler when she saw the smirk.  "You call one today and
I'm so going to file a complaint," she hissed.  He just walked off
smirking after leaving her something.  "What do you want me to do
with this?" 


"Verify
it is the same suspect," he called as he walked off. 


"Yeah,
sometime next week," she called after him.  She got back to work,
shaking her head.  "Maybe the evil female vibe that Xander puts off
tainted him since he's so bitchy recently."  Natalia stared at her,
making squeaky noises.  "He is!" 


"I
can't believe you just said that!" 


Maxine
smiled.  "What?" she asked innocently. "It's the
truth."  She got back to work.  Calleigh leaned in. 
"Don't you think the evil female vibe Xander puts out to draw them to him
could be tainting Stetler since he's being so bitchy recently?" 


Calleigh
went red and walked off.  "I don't want to know how you got onto that
topic," she called.  "Let me know when you have something for
me." 


"Sure." 
She beamed at her labmate, getting back to work.  "We'll see what
Ryan thinks later." 


Up
the hall, Xander was giggling.  He had heard that. 


***



Horatio
walked in and found Calleigh waiting on him.  "Is there a
problem?" 


"Only
with Valera overdoing it in the gym rotting her mind."  He smiled at
that.  "She asked me if I thought the bad girl vibe Xander puts out
to draw them is tainting Stetler since he's been so cranky
recently."  He started to laugh.  "Then she asked Ryan if
he was going to be that evil to world to please let her know so they could keep
track of his evil empire building to draw Xander."  He laughed
louder.  "They're trying to come up with ways for him to draw Xander
to him." 


"I'm
sure it won't work." 


"Ryan
came up with the idea to have a bunch of patrol officers on the bad list do a
fantasy striptease for his pleasure.  Xander countered with the fact
someone built a robot Buffy and she could do one better.  Now they're
trying to figure out how to do that.  Valera still wants the strip line
but now she's convinced Stetler's going to blackmail one of us into making GHB
or something for him." 


"He'd
have to steal it out of evidence, Calleigh," he soothed. 


"They're
going wrong and it's Xander's abs' fault.  They stunned Maxine until her
brain went funny places." 


He
gave her a gentle hug. "It'll be fine.  I promise it will be.  They're
teasing Xander.  It's a good thing."  She shook her head. 
"No?  What did he say?" 


"He's
giggling like he's high.  Stetler threatened to drug test him when he saw
him." 


"I'll
deal with it."  She nodded, giving him a small smile. 
"Thank you for letting me know they both needed some time off." 


"You're
welcome."  She handed over reports.  "Yours.  I even
fixed where I spelled my name wrong." 


"Go
home tonight, Calleigh." 


"I
am.  The ice cream eating fairy and I need to commune according to Xander." 
She walked off, going to sign out for the day and head home. 


Horatio
went to gather other paperwork, finding Ryan and Valera snickering in DNA and
Natalia giving them uneasy looks.  "Ladies and Ryan." 


Ryan
grinned.  "Hi, H."  He handed over his folders. 
"I'm done for the day.  We're just joking." 


"I
heard.  You made Calleigh blush." 


"Xander
promised if he did get the strip line we could all watch," Maxine said
happily, handing over reports.  "Yours." 


"Thank
you, ma'am."  He shook his head.  "If you're done, go
home.  You clearly need a nap, Miss Valera.  You as well, Mr.
Wolfe." 


"Yes,
Horatio," they said together, bursting out laughing again. 


"If
they're like this again tomorrow I'm hiding," Natalia told him. 
"They're going odd in the head and it's got to be Xander's fault." 


Horatio
glared at her.  "They're having fun, Miss Boa Vista.  They're
young, they can do that."  He walked off with his reports, running
into Stetler.  "Did you get the evidence Eric left for you?" 


"I
did," he admitted grimly. "You two, here, now!" he
ordered.  "You're clearly high on something." 


"Just
life," Maxine said happily.  "Why?  Are you drug testing
us?"  He nodded, handing over cups.  She pinched him on the
cheek.  "Wanna watch me?" 


"There's
a female officer for that." 


"Sure. 
That'll be fine."  She strolled off to do that. 


Ryan
looked at him.  "You know, Natalia's been laughing with us all
day."  He went to fill his own cup, handing it over when he was
done.  "You have a good night playing with my urine specimen,"
he told the officer in there with him, washing his hands and heading out once
he was redressed.   He grinned at Horatio.  "I'm not
worried." 


"Neither
am I, Mr. Wolfe.  Where is my assistant?" 


"Gone
home about ten minutes before you got here," he said. 
"Something about dinner and needing to hit the grocery store.  He
left on time and you've got things in your inbox from him, plus messages."



"Thank
you."  He went to check his desk, finding three messages and a pile
of papers he only had to read over and sign.  Plus two he had to fill out.
Those were easy enough to do.  He left an hour later, heading home. 
He walked in to a fabulous smell and the smell of smoke.  "Did you
burn something?" 


"Yeah,
some of the breaded stuff didn't quite turn out right," he admitted. 
"I fed it to the neighborhood stray instead."  He smiled at him
and went back to cooking.  "Are the giggle twins still at it?" 


"Yes
they are, and they were also drug tested." 


"It
was Maxine's dirty thought first, Horatio.  She thought the vibe I put out
to draw bad girls was tainting Stetler because he was being bitchy." 
Horatio snickered at that.  "It went on from there and the Feds gave
her horrified looks.  Oh, they left early but you had a sealed envelope in
your top desk drawer.  I locked it in there personally.  They said to
call them by tomorrow morning." 


"That's
fine.  I saw that message and glanced at the envelope but I'll do that in
the morning." 


"That's
a bad way to ruin a good morning."  He snuck a kiss with a
smile.  "Breaded fish and fries?" 


"I
could like that."  He went to change, coming out to find Xander
serving.  "Baked?" 


"I
tried frying them and it burned.  Better the dogs than us."  He
settled in with his glass of soda.  "Can Maxine walk now?" 


"She
was walking better," he admitted.  "Did you remember to grab
your shirt?" 


"After
lunch when it was dry."  He ate a bite, smiling a this good
work.  "First try even." 


"It's
good, Xander.  Thank you."  He gave his hand a pat and they got
back to eating.  "What else came in today?" 


"Manpower
report for the upcoming week.  Two evaluation packets.  A letter from
Duke University to speak at one of their forensic classes.  I can draft a
letter tomorrow for whichever way you want to go.  Um..."  He
ate another bite while thinking.  "Two threats that I handed to
Calleigh and Ryan and one proposition to take me.  That one went to Ryan
and he went to find the other officer to chew him a new one.  That one may
have ended up with Stetler, I'm not sure." 


"Interesting. 
Why was he going to take you?" 


"To
quote, little gay boys don't belong in our department and only little gay boys
can be secretaries."  He ate another bite.  Horatio moaned,
shaking his head.  "Your two threats were in the interdepartmental
mail too.   One went to Calleigh, one went to Ryan.  They were
not amused." 


"I'm
not amused."  He finished up, going hunting for seconds.  He
came out to find Xander finishing up.  "I left you the other
piece." 


"I'm
fine.  You have it.  You've had a trying day.  I only ended up
being snotty to the Feds who came back and made Stetler go through my desk for
me.  I did offer him a few of my certs since he gave the gigantic bag I
have in there an odd look."  Horatio smiled at that, shaking his head,
going to get the last piece.  Then he came out to eat with him. 
"Are we going jogging again tonight?" 


"We
can if you want," he promised, smiling at him. "I wasn't sure you'd
want to after helping Maxine in the gym." 


"All
I did was spot." 


"Good." 
He dug in again, finishing up quickly.  "Go change." 
Xander smiled, going to do that while he did the same thing.  He came out
tying his new shoes.  "How are those working out for you?" 


"They're
okay.  My knees don't hurt as much.  Thank you."  He gave
him a hug and a grin.  "Want me to drive?" 


"Not
the hummer."  They walked out together, heading for the park they ran
in.  Xander took off in one direction, Horatio took off in the
other.  He tracked him for as long as he could.  He still lost him
halfway through.  That was fine though, it came back ten minutes later
when he was back in range.  It phased out again for a few minutes where
the path curved back, and by the time he got there, it was waiting on him.
"Cramps?" 


"Broke
the shoelace," Xander admitted, giving him a grin.  He finished
relacing it and stood up, looking around.  "So, what're we doing
later?"  Horatio smiled.  "Good."  He winked and
jogged off, letting Horatio stare at him before heading to finish his run. They
made it back to the hummer about the same time to find Eric leaning
there.  "What's wrong?" Xander asked. 


"I
got asked what your relationship was," he admitted quietly. 


"You
tell them I'm a mooch who's living on his couch?" Xander asked. 


"Yeah. 
Basically."  He looked at Horatio.  "It wasn't Stetler. 
It was one of the Feds." 


"I'm
starting to wonder if this ties back to the thing in Sunnydale," Xander
said grimly.  Eric nodded.  "You're sure?" 


"One
mentioned that your name was mentioned in an open investigation." 


"Could
be the parking garage." 


"No,
he mentioned a federal investigation." 


"Yippee. 
Not like I was going to not help."  He leaned against the hummer,
cooling down.  "We'll deal, Eric.  Thank you." 


"Welcome. 
Thought you two should know and I know you jog out here. Oh, Calleigh thinks they
bugged your house." 


"We'll
look when we get home," Horatio agreed.  "Thank you, Eric."



"Welcome,
H."  He walked off, going to do his own jogging. 


Xander
looked at Horatio.  "I so wanna call Phelps." 


"Phelps?"



"The
CID guy out in Sunnydale." 


"Perhaps
we'll have to.  Let's see what happens first."  He let Xander
into the hummer, getting in to drive them home.  He had known he spotted a
tail earlier.  Now he knew why. 


***



Dawn
smiled as she came off the elevator that morning, waving at Tony.  "I'm
back.  Ziva, do you need more help?  I'm on call until Phelps gets
here." 


"I
could," she admitted.  Dawn handed over her old english
textbook.  "What's this?" 


"Sixth
grade english.  I found it in my stuff.  It's full of parts of speech
exercises."  Ziva smiled, leaning back to go through it. 
"With the answers in the back.  I figured it'd be a reference when
you needed one." 


"Thank
you, Dawn.  This may help."  She got to work on the first
exercise, frowning at it.  "What's a megamart?" 


"Wal-Mart,"
Tony told her. 


"Oh,
one of those."  She nodded, getting back to work on the
exercise.  She smiled and checked her answers, only getting two
wrong.  She saw why and it was reasonable.  It was helpful.  She
smiled.  "I can definitely use this." 


"You're
welcome."  She beamed and pulled over her usual chair. 
"Let's go over the next report."  Ziva let her see it.  She
had corrected it already.  Dawn punched her on the arm with a beaming
smile.  "Good job!  Only two spots."  She found them
and highlighted them.  "Those two sentences make *no* sense." 


"I
couldn't figure out how to say it in English so I did in Hebrew and translated
it back." 


"No
wonder."  She got onto an online translator Willow liked for research
work.  "Type it in there."  She did that and it came out
better, making Ziva smile.  "Willow uses that one for research
purposes when she can't figure out a word. Is that closer?" 


"Much
closer."  She cut and pasted it into the report, then edited it to
sound better.  She did the other one and it came out a little bit less
good but that was fine.  She knew what she wanted to say now.  It got
fixed and Dawn gave it another reread, then nodded for her to print it. 
Ziva did that, handing it to Gibbs when he walked past with his newest cup of
coffee.  "She found me a better online translator and an old English
book." 


"Good." 
He read it over, nodding.  "Much better, Ziva."  He put it
into the 'going upstairs' stack.  "DiNozzo, how many are you behind
now?" 


"None,
boss.  I even had Dawn proof my last two."  He kicked back,
grinning at her.  "She's very good at helping.  Maybe Probie's
reports could use the help?" 


"No,
I dated an English major and I am a writer, Tony," McGee said, smirking at
him. 


"You
could still use some tightening," Gibbs told him.  "You've been
using girl words again, McGee." 


Dawn
reached over to bop him on the arm.  "Girl words are sometimes
necessary words, Gibbs."  She went to go over that one with him,
circling a few.  "Going metaphorically?"  He blushed and
got back to work on that and she found one thing.  "'Tis a typo,
Shakespeare."  She kissed him on the temple and went to check on the
coffee pot.  She made some since it was empty and there was an agent
staring at it in trepidation. "It's not that hard," she told him,
showing him how it was done.  Then she let it brew.  "Started a
new pot," she announced.  A few more agents went in to get new cups
of coffee.  She sat down with Ziva, going over the next one. 


Gibbs
answered his phone an hour later.  "Gibbs."  He
listened.  "That's fine.  I can even have her deliver
stuff."  He hung up, grabbing the stack of reports.  "Hand
those to the director on your way in, Dawn."  He gave her a look that
said he'd be listening for her to have troubles. 


"Sure,
I can do that."  She made sure she looked neat and presentable then
carried the stack up there, tapping before walking into the director's
office.  "I've been helping proofread reports." 


"Go
on in, Dawn."  The secretary smiled at her back.  She was so
nice! 


Dawn
knocked then walked in, putting down the stack.  "Amended and new
reports, Director.  I've been helping proofread and working on Ziva's
english skills."  She squealed and hugged Phelps.  "You
survived, I'm so proud!" 


He
smiled. "Thank you, Dawn.  How are you handling Gibbs?" 


"He's
great.  He lets me cook dinner all the time so I can fuss over
someone.  He lets me help with the boat.  He puts up with my tv
watching now and then."  That got a smile.  "Much better
than Buffy." 


"She
wanted me to tell you she was sorry." 


"Yes,
she certainly is," she agreed.  "Not going to cut it this time,
sorry."  She gave him another hug, sitting down with him. 
"So, what's the what this time?  New information?  New
questions?  Are they trying to come back again?" 


"Some
new information," he admitted, patting her on the knee.  "I
found what you were looking for."  She stiffened and nodded.  He
nodded back, giving her a sorry look.  "I wish we had been wrong,
Dawn, I really do," he said gently. 


She
sniffled then nodded.  "It's best I know so I can kick their
ass." 


"Xander
shot them on the way out the second time," he admitted gently. 


"Good! 
Are they dead or can I visit them?" 


"They're
in the hospital at Walter Reed."   She nodded at that. 
"You can't kill him." 


"I
won't but it doesn't mean I can't torment him."  She straightened up
again.  "What else came out?" 


"They
were going to assassinate the whole group but keep Buffy.  That's part of
the divide and conquer plan.  Starting with Giles and Xander.  I
smugly pointed out that it was Willow they had to really watch out for." 


"No,
Xander would've survived.  He's good at that." 


"I
saw what happened in Miami.  Is he okay?" 


"Yeah,
he's fine."  She beamed, giving him another hug.  "They
wouldn't have gotten Xander.  I'm very sure of it.  His parents
couldn't, they wouldn't have."  He nodded at that.  "What
else is going on?  How's Tara?" 


"Tara's
doing just great," he assured her, giving her a gentle smile. 
"The town's on a downward swing.  Your sister did apologize to
Xander." 


"Won't
cut it now," she assured him.  He nodded.  "Anything new
come out?" 


"Is
your friend Oz typical or atypical?" 


"Atypical. 
Something he found in Tibet." 


"I'll
have that entry corrected then.  It will be sealed.  Every last file,
every interview, all of it, will be sealed for at least eighty years. 
There's three people who have seen everything.  One is in the
Pentagon.  One is myself.  One is Fornell." 


"He's
a furry, it's not a problem as long as we can warn Xander if he goes to Miami."



"I'll
tell him to warn one of you guys so you can."  She nodded, giving him
a cuddle.  "It'll be fine, Dawn, I promise it will be."  He
patted her on the back.  "Now why aren't you in school?" 
She sat up and pointed at the director, getting a scowl.  "She had
you kept out today?" 


"I
thought you might need to talk to her," the director defended. 


"I
could've done that at Gibbs' house later, ma'am.  It's important that Dawn
get a great education."  He looked at her.  "I'm stationed
locally so you can come talk to me if you need to.  Got it, kiddo?" 


"I
do, Phelps.  Thank you." 


"Welcome. 
Now, let's go make sure Gibbs knows that his ass is dead if he treats you
wrong." 


"He's
been good to me.  He even let me threaten Willow when she showed up. 
Plus Fornell."  She stood up, taking his arm to walk him out. 
"Thank you, Director."  She walked him down there, smiling at
Ziva.  "Guys, this is Agent Phelps, CID."  Gibbs looked at
him.  "He wanted to make sure you're not being mean to me." 


"She's
noisy and bouncy but she makes good coffee," Gibbs said, earning another
swat.  He only gave her a mild glare, getting a smug look back. 
"You do make good coffee, go make some more?" 


"In
a few."  She smiled at Phelps.  "See?" 


"I
do."  He grinned at Gibbs.  "If you need help with her
stuff, let me know, Gibbs."  Dawn looked at him.  "I kept
that stuff out of it, Dawn."  She sighed in relief.  "Who
else knows?"  She pointed at Tony.  "That'll work too. 
He's always on Gibbs' six."  He looked at Gibbs again. 
"It'll be sealed.  It's me, Henderson in the Pentagon, and Fornell
that'll have access to it.  He's got to so some of the still-living ones
can be charged with treason.  There shouldn't be a need for her to
testify.  Henderson's handling the internal trials so he's seen every
file."  That got another nod.  "If you needed to we can get
you access or a copy." 


"I
wouldn't mind, just in case one of them comes after her." 


"The
only one that could would be the one in Walter Reed.  Harris shot him on
the way out the second time.  There was an indication that her mother's
brain tumor was caused by him but he's paralyzed so they're not charging him at
this time.  Later ones may be coming," he said, looking down at Dawn,
who nodded.  He looked at Gibbs again.  "I told her she could
torment him but not kill him." 


"That's
reasonable.  He deserves it.  I'm sure they'll be charging him?"



"It'll
cost us a hell of a lot to have a quadriplegic in prison so if he doesn't get
better, he's staying in a home under watch and basically lifetime house
arrest."  That got dual nods as well.  "I'll bring those
copies out to you tonight.  Do make her go to school, Gibbs.  She
needs to do great things for the world." 


"She
was thinking about home schooling instead." 


"I
heard she had a migraine yesterday.  I'll get the file about what happened
to her mom to Ducky.  That way it can be checked and watched out
for.  You might also tell Harris that they did try to poison him but
apparently it had no effect."  Gibbs stiffened at that. 
"That was the end plan for the divide and conquer strategy they had
going." 


"But
Xander's better than them," she said happily. 


"I'll
let him know.  Is he getting access?" 


"If
he wants it.  The same as you can let this one have it if she wants
it," he said, giving Dawn a squeeze.  "If you need me, call, and
I'll have that to you tonight."  He smiled at her.  "You
are going to do great things and your mother would be very proud," he said
quietly.  She sniffled and nodded. "I'll be watching to make sure for
her.  Got me here?"  She nodded, giving him a hug. 
"Good girl."  He gave her a pat and let her go.  "I'll
see you later tonight."  He saluted Gibbs and walked off. 


"'Scuse
me for a few," Dawn said, heading to the bathroom.  She got five minutes
before Tony came looking, giving her the cuddle she needed so she could cry on
him.  "Thank you," she said finally. 


"You
needed it, Dawn.  Crying's a natural part of healing."  He
smoothed down her hair.  "Better for the moment?"  She
nodded.  "Then get fabulous again.  The director wants into
those files." 


"He
didn't put in there why I'm so special." 


"I
heard.  It makes me happy.  She still doesn't need to know the
rest."  Another female agent came in.  "The final report on
her mother's death just came in," he explained.  "Ziva didn't
know why you shouldn't let a girl cry alone."  He tipped her chin
up.  "Clean up, come back.  We'll run interference for
you." 


"I'll
chew her a new one myself," she promised, bucking up again.  He
grinned and walked out, letting her clean up.  "Sorry." 


"No,
you obviously needed it.  What happened?" 


"A
top secret military project came to my former town and decided to torture
people.  They made my mom sick to get rid of our group."  She
splashed her face with water, drying it off.  "Not too
puffy."  She checked herself over, walking back out there. 
"Hey." 


"You
good?" Gibbs asked quietly.  She nodded.  "You sure?" 


"I'm
fine.  When I got asked, I told them it was a top secret military project
that came out to torture people.  They got Mom to destroy the group."



"Which
is about three-quarters of the truth," he agreed, smiling at her. 
"Help Ziva finish amending her old reports."  She nodded,
sitting down to do that.   "Ducky said if you wanted to know the
particulars he could research how it happened." 


"No,
I figure it was something they slipped to her, a shot or something." 
He nodded.  "They're evil bastards.  They need to be safely
contained away from people." 


"Are
we talking special cells with face masks and chained to an upright table?"
Tony teased. 


She
gave him a weak smile.  "I don't think the Hannibal torture would be
enough.  I'm thinking Ancient Roman Coliseum treatment. We could hold
parties like the old days, watch them be ripped apart by lions and things. 
Let elephants draw and quarter them.  That sort of thing." 


Ziva
gave her an odd look then dug out some chocolate, handing it over. 
"Here, it helps when I'm feeling homicidal." 


Dawn
smiled.  "Thanks, Ziva.  Chocolate does ease a lot of ills and
cures others completely."  She nibbled while they worked together.
She'd talk to Xander tonight.  "That one's plural," she told
her.  "It doesn't go with the 'he' pronoun."  She nodded,
fixing that. 


***



Xander
answered his cellphone about an hour after they had gotten back from their
run.  "Harris."  He listened.  "We're hunting
bugs right now, Dawn.  Not that sort.  Asshole Feds in the lab
sort.  Sure."  He hung up.  "Dawn wanted a  video
conference right now." 


"I
don't have that setup on my computer."  A bag fell lightly next to
his feet. 


"Thankfully
Dawn can borrow from Willow."  He plugged it into the phone line,
then into his cellphone, letting her come up a minute later.  "What's
wrong, glowy one?  Have you been crying?" 


"The
final reports are out from Phelps.  They're going to be sealed. 
Almost no one's going to have access but we'll have a copy and he said you
could too if you wanted to." 


He
considered it.  "I know what they did." 


"They
did dose Mommy," she said quietly.  "They tried to poison you too,
Xander." 


"At
least someone saw me as useful."  He leaned on his knees, looking at
her.  "Hey, Jethro.  Who'll have access?" 


"The
judge doing the hearings at the Pentagon, Fornell in the FBI because a few are
being charged with treason, and Phelps.  We'll have a copy, you can have
one." 


"It
would be appreciated," Horatio said, sitting next to Xander on the
couch.  "How bad did it turn out?" 


"Well,
Xander shot the guy who dosed Mommy on the way out the second time." 


"Good,
he alive?" Xander asked. 


"Paralyzed
from the lungs down," Dawn told him.  Xander smirked at that. 
"Can't move his arms either.  He's in treatment up here so I'll get
to torment him all I want.  As long as I don't hurt him further
physically."  Xander snickered, nodding.  "The divide and
conquering stuff was so they could kill you and Giles.  Apparently they
thought Willow was harmless." 


"Yeah,"
he snorted.  "Poison?" 


Gibbs
opened up the report, finding it.  "They tried to get you with a
biological neurotoxin.  They had no idea why it didn't work." 


"Probably
sweated it out too fast," Xander said thoughtfully.  "How was it
administered?" 


"They
put it in a dinner Anya bought for you."  He looked at him. 
"Shrimp." 


"Ah. 
I never ate it.  We went like rabid bunnies when she got home and it went
bad on the table waiting on us."  That got a smirk.  "Hey,
I found a use for too much sex," he said proudly. 


Horatio
patted him on the back.  "Anything else we should know before we get
the report?" Horatio asked. 


"The
rest could probably wait but we're not sure they're all captured.  They
had their personnel list but scientists were running it first. 
Scatterbrained ones at that." 


Xander
nodded.  "You had to meet Doctor Walsh to hate her properly. 
You okay, Dawnie?" 


"I'm
good," she said quietly, leaning on Jethro's arm. "I had a good cry
on Tony earlier.  Ziva fed me some chocolate while I was making torture
plans."  That got a pat from Jethro.  "We have the cutest
skunk demon family out behind the house." 


Xander
smiled.  "Better you than me.  They don't like me." 
She giggled.  "Go rest, baby girl.  You need the rest. 
Cuddle up with him if you have to.  He looks like he could use a couch
cuddle." 


"Sure. 
Thanks, Xander." 


"We'll
get you a copy sent down tonight," Gibbs told Horatio. 
"Fornell's on his way down." 


"Why?"
Horatio asked.  Gibbs pointed at Xander.  "The park?" 
That got a nod.  "We're not sure who she was." 


"Ryan
figured that out earlier," Xander said, looking at him.  Horatio gave
him a curious look.  "It was a reporter chick that knows the one who
bothers him." 


"We'll
look into that tomorrow.  Did he find her ritual spot?" 


"Yeah,
he thinks he did.  They also found the remains of a few other former
people.  Alexx was *not* amused." 


"Eeww,
yeah, not fun," Dawn agreed. "Poor woman.  How bad was it?"



"About
four feet long," Xander admitted.  "Alexx was *really* not
amused having to go through the after-digestion to get parts."  Gibbs
looked sickened.  "Sorry."  He looked at Dawn. 
"You sure? You can pop down for a cuddle if you need one." 


"No,
I'm good," she assured him, smiling a bit. "Besides, you look
comfy."  She wiggled her fingers and signed off. 


Horatio
looked at Xander.  "You do look comfortable." 


"We
still have to finish sweeping the house for bugs.  Otherwise I'll end up
moaning into one with nightmares.  Or something," he said with a
small grin.  Horatio nodded, helping him up so they could do that. 
He did disconnect the laptop and put it back into the box, letting Dawn have it
back.  By the time they got done all Xander wanted was a cuddle and
Horatio was more than happy to indulge him. 


***



Xander
looked up the next morning as his closet was invaded.  "Yes, Agent
Fornell?"  He took the folder he held out, flipping through it. 
"It's not as massive as I expected." 


"That's
not the video files, just the report, Mr. Harris."  Xander nodded,
sticking it into his backpack.  "You do know that they..." 


"Saw
my name in an open investigation and decided Horatio's harboring a fugitive or
something?  Yeah, I made the connection yesterday when someone mentioned
my name."   That got a nod.  "How is Dawn doing
really?" 


"She's
a strong young woman.  She'll be a credit to her mother's good
teachings."  Xander smiled at that.  "She can lean on his
team if she needs emotional support." 


"Good
to know.  I've only met Jethro out of his team." 


"They're
not too bad.  Gibbs runs a tight ship but his hacker's a bit on the light
and fluffy, almost emotional side.  Then there's DiNozzo.  He's dated
most of three cities' worth of women.  He should know how to hold one when
she needs to cry on someone.  His female member seems to be confused by
female emotions but Dawn's been helping her with her English recently." 


"Even
better.  Thank you." 


"Welcome. 
Now, would you like to explain to me what happened?" 


"Necessity."



"Not
the one here recently.  I got briefed on that by Dawn late last night when
I went to see if she knew what it had been." 


Xander
smiled.  "Ryan Wolfe has that case and he's nearly done with the
report.  He found her lair and all her prior victims." 


"Good
to know.  I'll get that from him.  How did you survive the
poisoning?" 


"My
ex Anya in a nympho.  Literally, textbook definition."  Fornell
gaped.  "It went bad on the table while she jumped me." 


"That's
good to know.   We're hoping we have all the scientists." 


"So
do I but I can protect myself," he said gently. 


"I
saw that."  Someone coughed behind him.  "You are?" 


"Eric
Delko.  Is there a problem?" 


"This
is Special Agent Fornell with the FBI, Eric.  He came down to bring me a
report." 


"On
the parking garage?" 


Fornell
looked at him.  "No, from his former hometown."  He looked
at Xander again.  "There will be sixteen charged with treason. 
The scientists and the two commanders.  The others are being charged in a
military tribunal.  Closed of course."  Xander nodded. 
"Then they'll be going away for a very long time." 


"Good. 
Thank you for giving that to me." 


"I
had to come down anyway.  Your boss is apparently tampering with evidence
and letting you do so." 


"Now
and then I proofread a report," Xander offered, grimacing.  "I
don't know where their fairytales come from but here, tell them I don't like it
when people listen to my nightmares."  He handed over the baggie of
bugs.  "Straight out of the freezer this morning." 


"Interesting." 
He looked at them.  "They are ours."  Xander nodded. 
"Seen a few?" 


"Yeah,
during the Initiative thing.  We found requisitions so we knew who had
sent them."  He leaned on his desk.  "Have them prove
it." 


"That's
why I'm here.  Do you get into Caine's office when he's not there?" 


"To
file, sort his mail, bring him lunch.  Otherwise I've got this luxurious
space here. Why would I need his windows?" 


"Good
joke, kid," he said dryly, walking off smirking.  "Tell him I'm
here." 


"He
already knows," Xander promised.  He smiled at Eric.  "It's
all right, really." 


"What
happened in your hometown?" 


"A
lot of very bad things but the files have been sealed.  He gave me my
copy."  Eric just nodded, walking off to tell Ryan that there was a
Fed looking for a copy of his newest report.  Xander turned and put the
small padlock on his backpack, then popped in a certs and got back to
work.  At least until his closet was yet again invaded.  He looked at
Stetler.  "No one's doing anything bad this week?" 


"There
was a different agent here?" 


"Special
Agent Fornell.  He brought me my copy of a report that was recently
sealed." 


"Why
did *you* need a copy?" 


"Because
he helped shut the torturing assholes down," Fornell said from behind
him.  He looked at him.  "We've got a list of things you've
apparently done?" 


"Me? 
Sure."  He got up, coming out and closing his closet door, locking it
even. "I've got the amended budget papers in there," he said at
Fornell's curious look.  "No one needs to know how much the others
make." 


"Fine. 
His office." 


"Going." 
He hiked that way. 


Fornell
looked at Stetler.  "That is need to know...." 


"Stetler,
IAB." 


"Is
the secretary under investigation?" 


"We
think it's *strange* that Horatio's taken him in and gave him a job as his
assistant." 


"Don't
be.  The kid's very protective." 


"So
I've noticed," he said dryly.  "I've also noticed that they're
incredibly closer than friends after only knowing each other a short
time." 


"There's
no rule against sleeping with a secretary, even yours," Fornell
said.  "As long as it's not a provision of his
employment."  He walked off, heading up to the office.  He
walked in and shut the door.  "He thinks you've got the mistress
job." 


"No,
then I'd have to wear the short skirts," Xander quipped from the couch,
getting a snicker from Fornell and Horatio moaning and shaking his head.
"I would."  He looked at Fornell.  "I supposedly did
what?" 


"Signed
an evidence log?" 


"I
did a double count."  He came over to find it, showing him. 
"See, I signed under the 'double count' notice.  They were counting
by hand because the counter quit working mid- count for some reason.  This
way they had a second validated opinion." 


"Good
to know."  He made notes.  "I also see that you've dipped
into departmental petty cash?" 


"For
lysol and a box of sanitary wipes," Xander agreed.  "One of the
night shift people has the flu and she likes to come rifle through my desk for
my bag of certs since she can't keep down food.  Horatio approved
that." 


He
made that note.  "I see that you've signed an evidence
envelope?"  Xander shook his head.  He showed him the picture of
it. 


"Um,
no, my middle initial is 'L'.  My full first name would be
Alexander.  No.  XH, isn't that the QD guy, Horatio?" 


"In
non-felony," he agreed quietly.  "May I?"  The report
was handed over.  He looked at it.  "Those are QD files,"
he agreed, handing them back.  "That would be his signature in the
picture.  We've had to do some quality control for their lab in the
past.  You can have our tech verify if you want." 


"I
can do that."  He went through the rest of it.  "Oh, here's
one.  You're sleeping with your assistant." 


"I've
been on his couch since I moved down here," Xander told him.  He
stared at him. 


Fornell
looked at him.  "I know about Gibbs, kid.  The same as I know
why Dawn's really living up with him."  Horatio quirked an eyebrow
up.  "He zoned during a case once.  DiNozzo had a hopping up and
down fit to get him out of it.  Nearly got himself shot."  He
went back to it.  "So I'm going to assume?" he said, looking at
Horatio again. "Since you both go to see Sandburg now and then?" 


Horatio
nodded quietly.  "I would like that to not get out." 


"Not
an issue with me.  I reserve the right to coopt you if I have to come down
here for a case that has forensics."  Horatio nodded that was
agreeable.  "How is he working out?" 


"Very
good.  Even if I have gained ten pounds."  Xander stuck his
tongue out.  "We're both going on a diet." 


"I'm
twenty pounds under target weight.  I'll quit making you
desserts."  He looked at the snickering agent next to him. 
"Anything else they're trying to blame on me, like global warming?" 


"Not
that yet."  He looked over the rest of the report.  "Here's
one. You have an unnatural attraction to weapons?" 


"I
was Buffy's gear guy," Xander said simply.  "I probably know
some classes of weapons as well as Calleigh does, Agent Fornell.  I had
to." 


"I
saw the mention of the stolen rocket launcher." 


"Was
kinda necessary," Xander admitted.  "They knew, they came and
asked.  They got the mall footage and decided it was necessary too. 
They told us to ask next time." 


Fornell
nodded, making a note about his prior bodyguarding experience including weapons
training.  "That should clear that up as long as I can have your
documents person verify it is the same signature as that other guy." 
Horatio paged him.  "What about the thing in the park?" 


"The
mayor called me down to talk about it too," Xander agreed.  "I
suggested he plant trees if he didn't want my help putting it back together
again.  I like beech trees, that park could use some lighter colors."



Fornell
looked at him. "The girls made you shop with them, didn't they?" 


"No,
I was the approval committee." 


Fornell
patted him on the shoulder.  "You'll get over it, Mr. Harris." 


"I
had to drag him," Horatio admitted dryly, smirking at Xander. 
"Go let him in."  Xander went to open the door and let Ryan and
the QD guy in.  "Yes, Mr. Wolfe?" 


"I
heard he wanted a copy of the report from the park?"  He handed a
copy to Horatio and one to Fornell.  "That is preliminary, only
grammar and spell checked.  I'll go back over it again tonight if you need
a better one."  He looked at Xander. "Lunch?" 


"Not
sure if I'll be here or not," Xander admitted.  "Maxine wanted
help in the gym again." 


"Last
time you gave her evil thoughts," Horatio pointed out.  "It can
wait until after work so she doesn't traumatize anyone else."  He
smiled. "Yes, you can have lunch with Mr. Wolfe.  I won't need you
and if Fornell does, he can take you again afterward." 


"Okay." 
He grinned at Ryan.  "Sure, but I'm getting out of the machine
today." 


"That's
fine.  I'll see you then."  He walked off, going to finish his
other paperwork since he didn't have an open case at the moment. 


Fornell
looked at the nervous tech.  "You're not in trouble.  There was
a question about who signed some evidence envelopes.  They think Mr.
Harris did it.  Your boss thinks one of your counterparts did." 
He gave him the list.  "Figure it out." 


"Yes,
sir."  He went to do that after a glance and a nod from Horatio. 


"You
know, them not knowing that Xander is a nickname shows that they didn't even
look me up in the DMV database.  It's in there if they had checked." 


Fornell
smirked at him.  "They're lazy and stupid.  That's why they got
moved to that department.  I kicked one of them out personally for those
sins."  He nodded. "Shoo."  Xander nodded, smiling at
Horatio, who nodded.  Fornell closed the door again. "He's really
working out?" 


"He's
doing fine.  How is Jethro doing?" 


"There's
been a bit of a fuss since he's had to call her from scenes while she's at
school.  She's thinking about home schooling.   Personally I
think DiNozzo is one too.  He's got hyper sensitive hearing at the
least." 


"Sometimes
guides can have one or two hyped," Horatio admitted.  "Blair
said so when we figured out Speed has an extraordinary sense of smell. 
Unfortunately neither of us could be led by the people we have around us."



"Which
is a pain," he agreed.  "Anyway, the girl's fine.  First
time I met her she smarted off after making one of my boys whimper and cry by
ramming his head into a porch support for suggesting she and Jethro were
together."  Horatio laughed, nodding.  "She's quite a woman
in the making.  Her only problem is the Director up there." 


"She
and Xander have talked about her a few times," he admitted quietly,
leaning back some.  "She said Jethro's boss decided to try to find
her father for her." 


"Yeah,
the guy laughed and hung up."  He sat down across from him. 
"Have you had to work with Miss Summers?" 


"No,
I've had to meet Miss Rosenburg." 


"Yeah,
she showed up once when they were having a team dinner.  Dawn chewed her
out." 


"As
did Xander, just quietly."  He nodded at the hall.  "That's
Calleigh.  It's open," he called.  She opened the door. 
"What's wrong?" 


"Xander
knows weapons?" 


"He
was her gear guy according to him," Fornell told her.  "He at
least knows how to use a rocket launcher." 


"Why?"



"Something
that had to be taken out in a mall." 


"Okay,"
she said, nodding.  "Should we see how well he knows?" she
asked.  Horatio shrugged.  "Do you want to know?" 


"If
he wants me to know he'll tell me.  Or he'll show me some day." 
She nodded at that, leaving them alone.  "I'm assuming you also
brought his copy of the report?" 


"I
did.  He locked it in his backpack." 


"Good. 
Anything else I should be aware of?" 


"They
probably won't ask him to testify.  Sixteen are going down for
treason.  The rest for various military crimes against humanity and
torture. They're all going to be sealed as well." 



"Good."



"Jethro's
director wants into the files however." 


"She
can't have him or Dawn." 


"She's
got a heated distaste of Dawn," he warned. 


"Jethro
is more than any threat's equal," he said happily, smirking a bit. 
"Dawn as well from what Xander said." 


"She's
still trying to out-snark the girl.  Dawn apparently learned that skill
very well." 


"I
met the reason.  Xander's ex Cordelia came down." 


"I
heard about that from Jethro.  He called her the meaner version of him in
a short skirt and fashionable shoes."  Horatio laughed, nodding that
he agreed.  "Good to know.  I'll remember that if I have to go
to LA anytime in the near future."  He heard the alarm start and got
up.  "Fire drill?" 


"Not
that I'm aware of.  Head down the stairs and follow the
others."  He nodded, going to do that while Horatio checked the labs
to make sure everyone was out.  He passed by Xander, who gave him a pat on
the arm, but was carrying the backpack.  "Put that in the hummer,
Xander." 


"It'll
keep until tonight," he promised, jogging outside.  He joined the
others on the grass, looking up at the building.  Someone gave a tug to
the backpack so he looked back at Maxine.  "I've got my copy of a
sealed report on me," he admitted.  "Agent Fornell brought it
for me." 


"What
did you do?" 


"There
were bad assholes who came to torture people in our town.  A few of us
didn't like that.  So we dealt with it," he said bluntly.  She
gaped.  He shrugged.  "It's a long story and the files have all
been sealed now.  I wasn't going to leave the report in there in case someone
snooped."  She nodded, giving him a hug around the shoulders.
"Horatio said we can't do the gym until after work." 


"That's
fine.  I can have lunch with you and Ryan," she agreed happily. 
"What did you bring today?" 


"Nothing. 
Horatio got the last of the leftovers."  She giggled.  "I
have no idea what I'm cooking tonight.  I'm not craving anything." 


"Then
order a pizza, Xander. You're a young guy, you can do that and he'd probably
appreciate it.  You make great but fussy food." 


"I
made fish and chips last night," he said, frowning at her. "You
didn't even have the roulade I made that first night." 


"What's
a roulade?" Natalia asked. 


"This
meat dish with stuffing in the center of the rolled meat," Eric said as he
joined them.  "It's like a jelly roll only made of meat and
stuffing." 


"Was
it good?" Valera asked. 


"Very,"
he agreed with a grin.  "It's no wonder H gained ten pounds in the
last few months." 


"He
has not!" 


"He
has," Valera said with a grin.  "His pants are tight again but
they look good on him."  She watched Horatio coming outside. 
"Oooh, the tight pants aren't happy either."  Xander smacked her
on the forehead.  "Hey!"  She swatted him.  He stared
at her until she blushed.  "Oh, really?" she teased, pulling him
closer to hug. 


"If
you keep doing that you're going to have to turn snarky, evil, or mean to
me," he complained a bit loudly.  She giggled and let him go. 
"Thank you."  He grabbed his backpack when it fell off, looking
at the lock.  Then at Ryan, who had the report.  "Cute. 
Give it back.  It's a sealed file." 


"I
can see why."  He handed it back.  Xander relocked it. 
"Just wondering.  What you told her sounded like a movie plot." 


"I
know I'm not an action star.  Xanders are good at action stuff but I never
get the hotty girls or get to play with the greatest weapons.  Sorry, it'd
be a poor man's action movie if it was."  Ryan giggled and Maxine
laughed, leaning on Eric's shoulder while he shook his head.  "It
would be." 


"I'm
sure it would be," he agreed, patting him on the shoulder. 
"It's all right.  We'll work on your sanity, your wardrobe, and
Valera's abs to help you."  Horatio made it over to them. 
"Not a drill?" 


"No
there was legitimate smoke," he admitted.  Xander gave him a
look.  "Gas canister by the air conditioning unit." 


"Uh-huh,"
Xander said, staring his sentinel down.  "Like SWAT issue or like
prank smoke bomb or like homemade smoke bomb?" 


"Let
us figure that out," Ryan ordered.  Xander looked at him. 
"That is our job."  He looked at Horatio.  "I've got
one of your threats from yesterday.  I did find fingerprints and I've been
trying to prove he was in the building, Horatio.  Cooper's going over AV
footage yesterday."  Horatio nodded.  "Calleigh had the
other one." 


"He
told me.  What about the one to him?" 


"That
one came from someone in homicide.  I gave it to Frank."  
Horatio smiled.  "He was dumb enough to use his personal
stationary.  Last I heard,  Yelina had a talk with him with
Hagen." 


Eric
shuddered.  "He'd let her hit him all she wanted," he
complained. 


"Calleigh
did train him well in how to let women go first," Ryan teased. 


"Very,"
Eric agreed.  He looked around.  "There's Hagen but I don't see
Frank or  Yelina, H." 


Horatio
strode over there, looking at John, who was smirking a bit evilly. 
"Who was it?"  John pointed at the very cowering man off to the
side.  "Yelina?" 


"Me,
Horatio.  She only yelled and screamed at him.  I had
fun."  He patted him on the arm.  "It's good to see you
happy again.  What's up with today?" 


"Gas
canister on the A/C unit." 


"Really?" 
He smiled.  "Need a detective to start the legwork?" 


Xander
looked at something then slammed into it with his backpack, making it
scream.  "Go away."  It scampered off, going back to its
master, the cowering detective.  He glared at Xander.  Xander turned
and glared back, making him back down and make his demon disappear. 
"You'd better."  He smiled at Maxine again.  "So
you're going to try my whole workout today, right?" 


"There's
no way I can do two hours of situps and pushups, Xander," she complained. 
"I'll let you help me with mine while you run on the treadmill.  You
can even change this time." 


He
gave her an odd look.  "I've got to be able to fight in what I'm
wearing, Maxine.  I only change when I'm going for a job.  Speaking
of, my new sneakers are at home." 


"Pity. 
Are you the sort to wear the short shorts?" she teased. 


"You'd
have to come running with me to see," he teased back with an evil
smirk.  "In the park and all that.  You can wear spandex and
I'll wear short shorts." 


She
blushed.  "I look lumpy in spandex." 


"After
a few weeks on my PT you won't," he assured her, giving her a
squeeze.  "Then you'll have abs of doom too, dear." 


She
looked at him.  "We'll see.  I'm not up to jogging
yet."  He nodded, letting her go.  "Can I see you in your
running clothes anyway?" 


"Only
if you go stalker," he taunted. 


"Stalker's
such a *negative* word," she complained.  "How about an
admirer?  Or a cheerleader?  I have a costume." 


"No
thanks.  I've had my quota of cheerleaders.  Cordy was enough for
me."  She pinched him.  "She was!  You guys saw her on
her best behavior.  That was company manners and she grew up a rich
girl." 


"Poo. 
You sure?" 


"I'm
sure.  One cheerleader was enough.  Really.  Otherwise I'll
start having flashbacks and expect them to kiss, snuggle, and grope with me and
then put me down afterward." 


"See,
that was the problem.  She should've kept you tied down," Eric
teased. 


"Don't
give Cordy ideas.  She'll do it as long as it won't mess up her nails or
hair.  Then I'd have to put up with Angel taunting me forever about how he
had to save me *this* time." 


"He
had to save you before?" Ryan asked. 


"Yeah,
Faith was....  Well, kinda complicated.  She went a bit bad. 
The group was treating her like shit for it.  I went to talk to her about
it, see if we could work something out, bring her back to the group after she
accidentally staked someone living.  She decided to reenact our first time
together, where she pounced and climbed on top, but this time she decided to
choke me while she was doing it. I blacked out and woke up to Angel.  I
thought it was a nightmare or I had went to Hell for what I was doing out
there.  Really creepy and someone kept my boxers." 


Eric
made squeaky noises.  "She tried to kill you?" 


"Well,
yeah.  She tried the first time by bracing on my upper chest so I couldn't
breathe, but she was done too fast.  Wasn't the least bit great like it
should've been."  He pulled out a picture.  "That was
Faith.  That's Buffy and Willow," he said, pointing at the picture
across from it.  "The older guy is Giles.  The older woman
is...was Joyce, Buffy and Dawn's mother.  She was a mother to the
group.  That's Tara," he said with a smile.  "She's
Willow's girlfriend.  She's got the definition of sweet and pure in her
soul."  He flipped a picture. "That's Oz.  He's cool if he
shows up but he never talks.  He's a thinker instead of a doer." 


"Why
do you keep their picture if they hurt you?" Maxine demanded. 


Xander
looked at her.  "They're family, Max.  What did you want me to
do?  I even have a picture of the dirtbags at home.  They're
family.  No matter how selfish or stupid." 


She
gave him a hug.  "I'm going to kill them all for you, that way they
can't hurt you again." 


Xander
looked at her.  "Are you turning into the next psycho girl I'll have
to date?  Horatio would fire me for tainting you that way." 


She
pinched him on the side.  "I am not but someone has to.  They
hurt you!"  She took his wallet, taking it to Alexx.  "Look
at this.  He keeps the pictures of his made family, even the one who tried
to kill him.  Twice!"  Alexx gave her an odd look. 
"The first time she was playing with breath play and climbed on top,
leaning on his chest so he couldn't breathe.  Thankfully she's an easy
lay.  The second time she flat out choked him and he had to be
saved.  Then either she or the guy who saved him kept his boxers,"
she complained.  She pointed at the other picture.  "That's
Buffy and Willow." 


"Hmm. 
Sometimes you need reminders of the bad things so you don't go there
again," she reminded her. 


"No,
he said they're family." 


"That
too."  Xander snatched his wallet back.  "If they come down
you will let us know?" 


"If
Faith's coming down I'm running and hiding." 


"Good." 
Alexx stroked his cheek.  "What did you bring for lunch, baby?" 


"Horatio
got the last of the leftovers.  I'll eat out of the machine." 


"Pick
something good for you.  That way you have the energy to run and hide long
enough for us to bust their hind ends for hurting you."  She smiled
as Horatio joined them.  "He told her about some of his former
friends." 


"I
heard.  Miss Valera was a bit loud."  She shrugged and snatched
the wallet but Xander took it back, swatting her.  "Xander." 


"Sorry,
Horatio.  I'll quit acting like I'm in kindergarten." 


"Thank
you.  Let's see if we can go back to work."  He went to check,
getting an all clear.  "Let's go back inside.  Check for
tampering and spoiled samples, people.  I need to know."  They
nodded, going inside.  He stopped Xander.  "Are you all
right?" 


"I'm
alive." 


"I
know that.  That wasn't the question." 


"I'm
fine.  If Faith comes down I'll hide.  You can keep Alexx from
killing her." 


"I'll
try," he agreed, giving him a smile.  "Put that in my office,
lock it in the filing cabinet, Xander."  He nodded, going to do
that.  He found Ryan watching him.  "You do not need to
know." 


"You're
right, I don't.  I shouldn't have looked.  I'll apologize." 


"Thank
you, Mr. Wolfe."  He watched him go inside, following him a minute
later.  Ryan was apologizing to Xander.  Maxine was looking up
flights to Sunnydale.  "She's in jail in LA," he said quietly,
making her jump. 


"Good! 
Saves me the trouble."  She canceled the flight search and got back
to work. "It was because of what she did to him?" 


"I
believe it was where she staked someone by accident," he admitted. 
She growled.  "He was not the only person she hurt, Miss
Valera." 


"If
you say so."  She went back to work.   "Let me know if
they need help keeping her there." 


"I
will."  He walked off smiling, even when he ran into Stetler. 
"Problems?" 


"Gas
canister?" 


"I
believe Calleigh has it in fingerprints." 


"Thank
you."  He went that way.  "Duquesne, canister?" 


"You
can wait," she assured him.  "I'm nearly done lifting prints to
run."  He scowled.  "Xander does that better when you take
away his soda."  She got back to work, finding a match in the
system.  She smiled and turned the monitor around.  "Him?" 


"Him,"
he said grimly.  "What is wrong with him?" 


"Well,
Ryan got given a threat to Horatio from him." 


"Interesting." 
He walked out after hitting the print button.  He ran into Wolfe, who held
up the folder.  "On the threat to the lab?" 


"Both
of them.  One of them I turned over to Detective Tripp since it was in his
unit.  I thought he should handle it as head detective there." 
He walked off.  "Calleigh had another one." 


"How
many did you get?" he demanded when he saw Horatio. 


"One
to Xander.  Two to the lab," he said, smirking some. 
"Ma'am."  Calleigh handed over her report.  "Ryan's
two?" 


"I...."



Horatio
took them from his hand.  "Interesting."  He walked off
reading them. 


"That
is my job." 


"You
can be there when I talk to them, Rick.  You know I'd never think about
questioning an officer without you lurking in the corner." 


Stetler
growled, stomping after him.  "Give me those!"  He snatched
them back. 


"Polite
manners do get you more cooperation than being surly," Frank chastised
from the corner.  "That one on mine?"  Horatio
nodded.  "What did he send at Harris?" 


"I
don't know.  You'd have to ask him."  Xander walked out and
handed over that report, going back to his closet.  "Ah." 
He read it then handed it to Frank.  "For you apparently." 


"Thanks. 
Really."  He headed for the elevator, getting the paper snatched. 
"I was handling that one without you." 


"If
Xander gets hurt all the secretaries in the department will go off on the
person who did it," he said grimly.  "They think it's very nice
that Horatio has an assistant who can do things finally."  He got
onto the elevator while reading, shaking his head at the stupidity of some
officers. 


Horatio
looked at Frank.  "After you, Francis." 


"Gee,
thanks, Horatio."  They got onto the next car, going to save the poor
stupid officers before they got eaten.  Because neither of them was sure
if Stetler was something Xander would've hunted back at home or not. 


***



Dawn
got off the elevator at NCIS five weeks later, coming over smiling and
happy.  "You guys don't look pleased to see my magical coffee making
hands.  Bad case?" 


"The
director has ordered us to go to an upcoming Hill event," Tony said. 
She looked clueless.  "That's black tie, making nice with the
Senators and those sort, and you have to go too." 


"Excuse
me?  Why do I have to go?" 


"Because
she said so or she's going to fire Gibbs," Tony said, grinning at
her.  "Do not freak out where she can see you, Dawn.  This is
her next power move," he said quietly. 


"She... 
How long do I have to shop?" she asked, keeping in the insult. 


"Three
weeks." 


"Girls
plan shopping for the prom for *months*!" she complained.  "I
can't do it in three weeks!  Not unless I borrow and I don't want to do
that." 


"We'll
help you shop," McGee promised.  "You can take Ziva." 


Ziva
looked at him.  "I need help shopping.  What does one wear if
they're not wearing a black tie?" 


"A
fancy dress," Tony told her.  "Think ballgown. 
Diamonds.  Those things." 


"Uh-huh,"
Dawn said, looking around for Gibbs.  She spotted him coming back from
Abby's lab with her.  "Abby, help!  I'm apparently having to go
too!" 


"I
know *nothing* about formal wear," she said, giving her a hug. 
"It's all right.  We can start looking online.  I've got to go
too.  We can help each other and Ziva so we don't embarrass NCIS. 
Even get Ducky to help if we can." 


Dawn
whimpered, looking at Jethro.  "What're you wearing so I don't
clash?  Because I'm thinking this is going to be worse than prom
shopping." 


"Probably. 
I have the option of my dress uniform or a tux, like the others." 


"Oh,
yay."  She sighed and sat down at the spare desk in their row,
pulling up a listing for prom dresses.  "How fancy am I going? 
Am I going subtle, fantasy, what?  I need an idea here, people." 


"Go
classic, go glam, and go subtle," Tony told her.  "No sequins if
you can help it.  Think movie star." 


Dawn
looked at him.  "Did you see some of the Oscar dresses last
year?" 


"Yes
and if you go in something that slutty we'll lock you in a closet so  you
don't get hit on by all the dirty old men," McGee told her. 


"Thank
you."  She went back to browsing.  "Any particular color
scheme?  Red, blue, black?" 


"Yes,"
Tony agreed.  "Simple and subtle and making you look gorgeous. 
If we have to, we'll work on the polite small talk stuff later."  She
beamed at him.  "Good girl.  Find pictures you like and let us
see so we can weed them down.  Then you can take them
shopping."  She nodded, going to do that. 


Abby
came over to look.  "Nothing's in black this year.  It's all
barbie princess colors and ruffles.  Though, that one blue/purple/gauzy
one is kinda pretty in a strange, barbie way." 


"It's
a Disney Princess look, get it right," Dawn said, grinning at her. 
Abby snickered, kissing her on the head.  "At least you've got it
easier." 


"Maybe. 
I take Ducky shopping.  He puts up with some of the stranger
things."  She walked off, going to do her own searching and to whine
to Ducky so he'd go with her again. 


***



Dawn
drug Ziva into the first of five dress shops she had found, ones that weren't
couture because her budget wasn't that good, giving the older lady in there a
helpless look.  "It's not the prom, I've got to go to a Capitol Hill
event with my guardian.  She's got to go too.  She's dangerous and
doesn't do pretty very often.  I'm fabulous but I'm more geared toward prom
than high society glam.  Help?  Please?" 


"Let's
see what we can do.  What's your budget?" 


"Under
two hundred?" Ziva said hopefully.  The clearance rack was pointed
at. 


"Some
girls spend *thousands* on their prom dresses," Dawn told her.  She
looked at her. "I've got three, maybe four if I can beg nicely." 


"That's
a bit more leeway."  She handed Ziva something from the rack. 
"Try that on, dear."  She led Dawn around, looking at her body
and skin, plus her coloring and how she wore her hair.  "Are you
planning up or down?" 


"The
dress will decide.  I need to look so fabulous the stupid woman who only
gave me three weeks warning chokes and dies." 


The
woman smiled.  "I hate catty females too."  She led her to
a rack she liked for younger ladies.  "It's a nighttime
event?"  She handed over the invitation.  "Hmm.  What
about this one?" she suggested, pulling something out. 


"I'm
not a big fan of the crinkled skirt look.  I was told something classical
and fabulous.  Little sequins if any.  I was also told to think movie
star but not the Oscars." 


"That's
reasonable for that sort of event."  She led her around to the other
racks.  "Well, I have one that might do."  She pulled out a
dark green dress, letting her see it.  It had a faux Egyptian decorated
scoop neckline connected to a halter looking top and then a straight
skirt.  "It's a bit older than you are.  This is an awkward age
for these sort of events.  Your body's changing." 


"I've
had PMS now for three years.  They aren't getting any bigger." 


"Good
to know."  She let her try on the halter dress, going back to helping
the older one.  She had a fantastic body and clearly worked at it. 
"What do you do, dear?" 


"I'm
a liaison officer with NCIS but I'm originally Mossad." 


"So
you're really deadly?" she quipped. 


"In
many styles and languages," she agreed. "We're still deciding if I
can go armed." 


"Only
a garter dagger," Dawn called.  "Jethro said so." 


"What
she said," she said, grimacing.  "Not that it'll be
enough." 


Dawn
came out in her dress, looking at herself.  "It makes me look
fat." 


"A
bit of tailoring can fix that," she pointed out.  "You've still
got a very thin figure instead of the classical hourglass." 


Dawn
looked at her backside, then shook her head.  "No, I can't
disappoint."  That got a nod so she changed back.  She came out
to look at Ziva's dress, shaking her head.  "You look pretty but
simpering girl pretty."  Ziva shuddered, going to change back into
her street clothes.  "Thank you for trying." 


"Anytime. 
Come back for your prom, dear." 


"Hopefully
that one'll be less stressful."  She walked Ziva out, taking her up
the street. 


***



Xander
answered his cellphone.  "Harris."  He listened to the
babbling.  "Calm down, Dawn."  He leaned forward, holding
his head.  "Let me talk to her."  He smiled when the
harried saleswoman came on.  "I know it's awkward but she's got an
older woman who's jealous that her guardian has her at the moment.  The
older woman wants her guardian in the worst way and is trying to make Dawn
miserable.  I know.  Anything that's going to make her look fantastic
and wanted?  I want her so hot she gets a stalker from Capitol
Hill."  He smiled.  "Tiger prints? With her coloring? 
Is that good for social events?  Especially a two piece formal
gown?"  He nodded.  "I tell you what.  She's got a
picture phone.  I've got a picture phone.  Have her take
pictures.  I don't know what Ziva looks like.  Have her take pictures
there too.  I'll be here, I can afford the overage charges. 


"Tell
her to do that even if she has to try on very single dress in the store and
don't worry about the price.  I can cover up to another five hundred if I
have to."  He smiled.  "Good.  Yeah, I'll text back
answers.  Have fun with it.  Calm her down again.  She's sounding
frantic and frantic fifteen-year-old girl means pimples."  He hung
up, waiting on the pictures while he went back to sipping his soda.  He
sent back a few 'no's before he had to go to capital 'no's.  Then she ran
out of dresses.  He sighed and typed in a longer one.  "Give
Ziva the pink dress.  It'll look good on her and people will underestimate
her."  He considered the other pictures, frowning.  "I'd
ask Calleigh but she's off today."  He got up, going to get Maxine's
help...and Alexx's since she was lurking.  "Dawn needs help picking a
dress." 


"It's
prom season already?" Maxine asked, looking confused. 


"No,
Gibbs' director decided to order his whole team to a gala Capitol Hill event,
including her, and gave them three whole weeks to shop."   Both
women whimpered. "We need her to look comfortable, poised, classic, and
hot.  Because I want that woman to choke and die on it for doing this to
Dawn.  Before I have to go make her choke and die for doing this to
Dawn."  He handed over the pictures.  "I told her to give
the brunette in the one picture the pink dress.  It'll make her look
delicate and they'll underestimate how deadly she can be.  She's
Mossad." 


Maxine
gave him an odd look.  "Why can't she take Dawn shopping?" 


"She
doesn't own a skirt.  She's pouting because she can only bring one garter
dagger." 


"Oh,
one of those women," Alexx said, taking the phone to look through the
pictures, including the ones now coming in.  "Well...." 
She flipped to one, showing it to Maxine, who looked hesitant.  Then
another one.  "Huh."  She handed it back.  "Tell
her the fairytale blue or the medium green looked the best on her." 


"What
about the jade?"  He flipped to that picture.  "I know
she's fifteen but she's as hot as she's getting." 


"She
doesn't really have the curves for that yet," Maxine admitted. 


"Her
sister's flat too." 


"Oh. 
So she's not ever going to get them."  She called her. 
"Dawn, take video of you walking around in the jade green, the medium
green, and the fairytale blue please?  His wardrobe approval
committee.  We'd offer Calleigh but she's off today.  Alexx and I
are.  Doctor Woods, yeah, her."  She smiled.  "Dawn
said hi and thank you, she's going nuts." 


"The
other she can use for something else, like her prom." 


"She's
being home schooled," Xander told them.  They both grimaced at
that.  "Not saying she can't go with someone else."  He
heard the giggling going on.  "Tell her to make Ziva get the pink
one." 


Maxine
listened.  "She did, but Ziva's still fussing and fretting." 


"Then
have her call Tony." 


"She
said it's a secret or else she'd have drug him along already.  She wants
to know if the green will go with the Marine dress uniform." 


"She'll
be surrounded by guys in black, she can put up with the blue and white uniform
too," Xander pointed out.  Maxine repeated that.  "Have her
take the video."  Horatio walked in looking confused. 
"Dawn.  Still trying to dress shop for the event that's
tomorrow." 


"Oooh,"
Alexx said, wincing.  "She couldn't find anything?" 


"It's
not prom season yet.  There's not a whole lot of selection that's not baby
colors and ruffled for weddings this summer," Xander said, looking a bit
grim.  The video came through and they stared at it.  "The blue
or the jade?" 


"The
jade's a bit big.  The medium green or the blue."  She let Alexx
have it to show Horatio. 


"I
like them both," he said.  "I'm not up to date on what girls
wear to formal events." 


"It's
a black tie thing," Xander told him.  "Capitol Hill and the
senators." 


"Either
should be fine.  The blue's a bit...frilly," Horatio pointed
out.  "Have her get both and let Jethro or Ducky decide." 


Xander
took the phone back to call her.  "Horatio said to get the medium
green and the blue and let Jethro or Ducky decide.  You can always wear
the other one later.  How much?"  He winced. "Your budget
was what?  Sure.  You have my debit card number, right?" 
He nodded and sighed.  "That'll be fine, Dawn.  Yeah, go ahead
and bankrupt me.  Just don't do it again for a year, okay?"  He
smiled.  "Yes, make her get the pink one. Put her on.  Ziva,
there's a very good reason for that.  The pink one will make you glow but
it will make you seem delicate and charming.  People will underestimate
how deadly you are, and that is a good thing if something happens. 
Remember, they'll take out the guys.  The women up there aren't harpies in
*that* area.  Social sniping, political mud- raking, all that stuff, but
not self-defense.  Having you be underestimated means that you can protect
them if something happens.  Okay?  Yes, I'm very sure.  Then get
the other one in that color.  Have Dawn send me a picture,
dear."  He hung up and waited, nodding.  Then he called
back.  "You're right, the second one does flatter your figure better
but try for a strapless one.  Just remember you have to shave." 
He hung up and shook his head.  "She's still freaking out. You could
hear her having a small breakdown in the background, going over what they still
had to do." 


"Facials,
manicures, pedicures, shopping if they don't have the shoes," Maxine
agreed. 


"No,
Dawn said she can match any shoes she needs.  She found a place for
shoes.  She can do their hair very well.  She can do their nails very
well.  She's going to go insane trying to be polite all night long to stupid
people who're going to sneer because she's fifteen and Jethro's taking care of
her." 


Horatio
gave him a gentle pat.  "It'll be fine, Xander.  Jethro will
growl at them for her if Tony doesn't.  Now, you have my long-awaited
journal?" 


"No,
I put it on your desk yesterday.  Under the lamp, Horatio." 
Horatio smiled and went to look.  "Thanks, Ladies."  He
went back to his closet, going back to work with a new soda.  He needed
the caffeine rush.  He didn't have anything left to do and he was
bored.  Bored enough for a nap.  But if he did that he'd dream about
the dresses attacking him.  It had happened before, he didn't want it to
happen again. 


***



Dawn
came down the stairs, making Tony gape.  "Wrong one?" she asked
hesitantly.  It was a satin and tulle ballgown in a light blue that had a
slight shimmer to it.  She looked like a fairytale princess.  Or
maybe the fairy from a fairytale.  The sleeves were small shoulder caps
and the neckline was modestly plunging to give her a good hint of cleavage. 


"Um,
well, a bit girlish," he admitted. 


"I
knew I picked the wrong one.  Give me ten to change."  She
walked back upstairs, coming down in the medium green dress.  This one was
sleeker, all silk, a medium green hue, but a matte finish.  It had a small
'mermaid' tail effect at the bottom and the strapless bodice was a bit more
daring.  "I'll clash with Jethro if he's wearing his uniform." 


"I'm
wearing a tux too," he called from his room.  "If I can ever get
the bowtie on." 


Dawn
went in there to help him.  "This or the blue?" 


He
looked at her. "That one looks more grown up," he admitted. 
"Wear the blue one to something younger and hipper."  He looked
at her makeup.  "Is it supposed to be smudged?" 


"Yes,
Jethro."  She finished smoothing out his tie.  "There you
go."  She walked out and found Tony staring at Ziva with his mouth
open.  "Xander suggested it.  That they'd underestimate
her." 


"I
certainly would," he agreed finally, smiling and nodding.  "All
but your hair." 


"Hey!"
Dawn complained.  "She liked the look." 


"Not
with that dress.  C'mere, Ziva.  Let me fix that."  Dawn
came over to help him put it in a bun, even lending him her bun cage and
stick.  "That'll help."  He put her hair up, using a few
brown bobbypins to finish setting the cage over the bun.  The stick had to
be reapplied by Dawn but that was fine.  "That looks more classical
and your makeup shows better," he decided.  He looked at Dawn. 
"A bit too adult for you.  Go wash."  She huffed but did
that.  "And pull your hair back in a french braid if you can. 
That way you won't play with it."  He looked at Jethro as he came
out, shrugging at him.  "Hair stuff.  Makeup in Dawn's
case."  She came down five minutes later with it reapplied and her
lipstick changed.  "Better."  She turned, letting him play
with her hair, handing over a small silver band.  "Slytherin
colors?" he teased. 


"It
goes with Mom's jade bracelet."  She held it up.  "And the
new faux jade earrings we found."  She checked her shoes, she had on
the right ones for this dress.  Tony finished her hair, making her
smile.  "We good?" 


"We're
fabulous."  He took her arm, letting Gibbs get Ziva. 
"There is that city-wide teen dance next month that's a formal," he
offered.  "You could wear the blue one there." 


"I
haven't heard about that." 


"We'll
have to look it up for you," he said, holding the limo's door open for
her.  "In you get, ladies."  They climbed in, Ziva a bit
awkwardly, but they managed it.  "Ziva, lift the skirt, step, bend,
straighten, don't drop the skirt before you take your other step out,"
Tony instructed, sitting across from her.  Gibbs got in. 
"Otherwise you look like you're getting out of a tank.  Like Gibbs
does."  He got smacked on the head.  "Thanks, boss." 


"Get
it out of your system now, DiNozzo." 


"We'll
be fine.  Dawn knows what polite conversation is.  She can politely
brush off the stupid people who want to touch her.  The director will be
choking and dying." 


"Which
is what Xander wanted," she agreed happily.  "Are we picking up
Ducky, McGee, and Abby?" 


"No,
they're coming together," Tony told her.  "Abby's wearing the
black velvet dress you found her." 


Gibbs
looked at Ziva.  "Are you armed?" 


"A
garter dagger."  She took it off to show him.  "I was told
I couldn't be that armed. There were agents there for that.  One of the
Secret Service agents made sure I knew that yesterday by coming up to me while
I was getting breakfast." 


He
handed it back, then dug something out of his pocket.  "A bodice gun,
just in case.  Only has two shots."  She smiled, checking it
over before tucking it down inside.  Dawn shifted to help her arrange
herself again but it was fine, the guys weren't looking.  Dawn put on a
bit of lotion, handing it to Ziva, then to Tony.  "Why are you doing
that?" 


"They'll
be insulted if we have rough hands while we shake," Tony told him, tossing
over the bottle.  "You could use some anyway, boss.  There's no
scent to it."  He grimaced but put some on.  They arrived and
got out, the men getting out to help the ladies.  "Watch your bodice
when you bend over," Tony said quietly in Dawn's ear. 


"I'm
not built like that," she said with a sweet smile for him.  They
walked up to the door, presenting their invitations.  They gave her an odd
look.  "The director said Jethro had to bring me since he's my
guardian." 


"I
guess that's fine. You'd qualify as a date," one agent said.  She
gave him a dirty look and he backed off.  "I've heard of you." 


"Really? 
Was that before or after I smacked around the last one who insinuated what you
just did?" 


"After,"
he said, opening the doors.  He told the herald who they were, watching
how she handled it.  The herald nodded at her, announcing her
separately.  She smiled at Jethro, walking down next to him on his
left.  Ziva was on his right, and Tony was between but behind her and
Jethro.  She ran into Abby, kissing her on the cheek.  "I knew
that was going to look great on you."  The black velvet dress had a
modest scooping neckline and an A-line skirt, but it had gold cording around
the bodice and waist to highlight and outline her figure. 


"Thank
you.  You look hot." 


Dawn
smiled. "Of course I do.  I'm a Summers, woman."  Abby
giggled, walking her off to introduce her to the interesting people she had
found.  Dawn nodded politely at McGee, kissing him on the cheek as they
walked past. 


McGee
had to do a double-take. "Dawn?"  She smiled and nodded, walking
off with Abby.  "Wow."  He shook his head, going back to
his conversation.  "Gibbs is her temporary guardian and the director
made him bring her so she could make good contacts."  That was the
polite version of 'the director was trying to destroy Dawn's self-esteem and
make her commit suicide so she could have Jethro all to herself' they had
decided to tell the others tonight. 


"It's
a tough age to be," his fellow hacker from the FBI admitted 
"She's adorable.  I'd date that." 


"She's
fifteen," McGee complained. 


"Well,
maybe I'll date that in a few years then.  Don't wanna end up on Pappa
Gibbs' bad side." 


McGee
patted him on the arm.  "It'll take more than a few years for that
one to ease off."  That got a laugh and they went to find others like
them, bored and smarter than half the room. 


Tony
drifted behind the ladies, nodding at the director when he ran into her. 
"Doesn't Dawn look magnificent?" he asked, smiling at her.  She
looked then did a double-take.  "She decided against the more girlish
one to fit in better."  He snagged a glass of champagne off a passing
tray, sipping it.  He grimaced, looking at the glass.  "They
went cheap again this time."  He walked off shaking his head, smiling
when he walked up to where Jethro was lurking.  "She's fine. 
You're being a very bad blessed protector," he said in his ear. 
"No one would dare try them.  Save Ziva instead.  I'm watching
out for those two, boss."  Jethro nodded, going to save Ziva from the
semi-drunk senators who were quizzing her on her knowledge of foreign
intelligence. 


Jethro
smiled at his agent.  "Ziva, somewhere in here is your
ambassador.  You should probably greet him as well.  May I have her,
Senators?" 


"We're
not done yet, Agent Gibbs." 


Jethro
gave him a dry look.  "Do remember that she is a highly trained agent
as well," he said smoothly.  "Plus snubbing her own ambassador
will only lead to trouble since she's here on a foreign relations
bid."  They grumbled but let him walk her off.  He smirked at
her.  "Welcome." 


"Thank
you.  Now I know why Xander had me get this one." 


"He
did?" 


"He
said they'd underestimate me." 


"They
certainly did.  They thought you were only eye candy. 
Director," he said when he walked past her.  He smiled and let her
go, pointing at her ambassador.  "There you go." 


"Thank
you."  She walked over there, trying to look casual instead of like
she was running for cover.  Her father's second, the Assistant Director of
the Mossad, smirked at her so she knew he had noticed it.  "I was
nearly attacked," she said quietly when she got there.  She smiled at
her ambassador, who was gaping at her.  "Do you like it?  Dawn
and her other guardian helped me pick it out." 


"I
do, Ziva.  You look...charming." 


"I
think that was his point.  To make me look less trained than I am
tonight." 


"It
can be a good ploy now and then," her father's assistant said. 
"You do look nice.  Very nicely done hair as well." 


"That
was Tony and Dawn."  She pointed.  "That is Dawn, Jethro
Gibbs is her temporary guardian while her real one settles in down in Miami and
finds somewhere for them to live." 


They
looked.  "She's adorable and poised," the ambassador said,
smiling at her.  "Is she a local?" 


"No,
she's from Sunnydale."  They both choked and she smiled. 
"That is Buffy's little sister." 


"I
see," the other Mossad agent said, gaping at her.  Dawn felt it and
turned to glare at him, then smirked and wiggled her fingers before going back
to her discussion partner's speech on why education was so underfunded. 
She said something and he gaped then burst out laughing, letting her pat him on
the arm and say something else before walking off, heading for the bar. 
"You might want to stop her." 


"They
agreed she could have one glass of champagne tonight," Ziva told him,
shrugging a bit.  "Must it be so cold in here?" she complained
in Hebrew. 


"They'll
close the doors and then it'll be stuffy," her ambassador said, saluting
her with his glass.  "How goes the assignment?" 


"It
goes very well.  Dawn has been working on my English skills and helping me
with my reports," she admitted.  "She's helped me a lot. 
Now I write almost like a native."  They smiled at that. 
"She gets to help around the office."  She felt a hand go around
her waist but smelled the familiar aftershave so she looked at Tony. 
"Bored already?" 


"Incredibly." 
He looked around.  "I lost Abby."  She looked then
pointed.  "Ah, there she is.  Hanging on Ducky.  Dawn's
looking bored stupid too."  He walked that way, going to save
her.  "Come along, madam." 


"Me,
kind sir?" she teased back.  She let him take her onto the dance
floor.  "Do I know how to do this?  This isn't getting down and
boogying music." 


"It's
fairly simple," he said firmly.  "Follow along, don't look at
your feet."  She nodded, letting him move her around some. 
"One on my arm, one on my hip," he said, smirking at her. 


"Don't
want to tempt myself to grope or anything," she quipped, doing it anyway
when he laughed.  They moved off a bit more smoothly now.  "Now
I know why women quip about Ginger Rogers." 


"She
did do everything Fred did backward and in heels," he agreed. 
"Any woman who can wear heels all day, especially if they're doing more
than sitting down in them, has my sympathy and support." 


"I've
only got on three inch ones, Tony.  Not like I'm wearing bimbo
shoes." 


He
laughed.  "True, you're not."  He dipped her, making her
giggle as she came back up, swatting him with the hand on his shoulder. 
"Good girl."  He stepped back when the music ended, bowing and
she curtseyed.  "Good job.  Now, go save Jethro.  We'll
save each other tonight." 


She
nodded, going to distract him from the Director's grasp.  "Jethro,
Tony said I should ask you to dance, that you know how to cut a rug and all
that."  He gave her an amused look.  "If not, I've got to
talk to the guy who tried to pinch my butt and I'll slug him the next
time.  That's not his property and I'm not taking his generous offer of ten
grand for the school of my choice to break me in." 


"Which
one?" the director asked.  Dawn casually looked around then pointed
discreetly.  "Oh, dear.  He's on appropriations." 


Dawn
leaned closer to her.  "I'm not a ho for the department.  If he
needs it to give us the budget we need, talk someone else into it.  My
virginity is a bit more precious than that."  She walked Jethro off,
smiling at him.  "Are you sure I can't do something mean and
evil?" 


"No,
Dawn." 


"Just
one little cantrip?" she begged. "Please?" 


"No,
Dawn.  She'll never forgive us if something happens.  Even if she
can't trace it back, she'll know and blame us anyway." 


"Then
she should *really* fix that fraying seam on her side."  She took his
hand, doing what Tony showed her to do. 


He
smiled and danced with her, making her smile.  "Thank you for saving
me." 


"Tony
said we could save each other.  Ziva ran for cover.  Ducky's saving
Abby.  McGee is off in geek talk land."  She shrugged casually
and nodded politely when they were almost bumped into.  Jethro got them
off the floor and back into one of the side nooks.  "We can escape
when?" 


"Probably
not for another two hours," he offered.  "Unless you faint or
something. If you do, save who you can."  She nodded, leading him
back into the majority of the morass.  They strolled around together, her
on his arm, until they ran into McGee's little clique against one wall. 
She walked over to whisper in his ear, getting a whimper.  Gibbs gave her
an odd look when she came back.  "What now?" 


"When
I borrowed Willow's laptop I saw some secret plans for something.  I told
him I saved it down for him." 


"Thanks. 
Military or otherwise?" 


"I'm
not really sure.  That's not my area of expertise," she reminded
him.  She smiled at the woman who came up to them.  "Good
evening." 


"Good
evening.  Special Agent Gibbs, I had no idea  you were dating." 


"I'm
not.  I'm her guardian and Director Sheppard suggested very strongly that
I bring Dawn with us tonight to show her around." 


"Oh,
that's charming."  She smiled at Dawn.  "And so grown up
too." 


"Being
three days from sixteen can be that way," she agreed, smiling back at the
shocked look.  "Why, do I look younger?  I'm told that'll help
when I'm ancient at thirty." 


The
older lady coughed.  "That is a perspective of the young." 


"True,
but I am young."  She held out a hand.  "Dawn
Summers.  I'm from near LA originally." 


"I
am Mrs. Manus, one of the Capitol Hill Wives, we have our own
association." 


"Of
course you do.  You've got to make your husbands see sense when they vote
for stupid things that'll upset everyone else in the country."  She
smiled at that so Dawn walked off with her.  "How does it really
work?  I mean I know the women hold about sixty percent of the *real*
power in DC.  All the wives and things.  My mother said that a good
wife knew how to arrange things for her husband and how to make him pay
attention when all he needed was a good swat." 


"Was
she a Marine?" 


"No,
my official guardian is about six years older than I am but he's in
Miami.  Since he just moved down there he's got to find a place to stay
and all that so Jethro agreed to play guardian for me until he
could."  That got a small pat.  "My mother died a few
months ago of a brain tumor," she said quietly. 


"I'm
sorry, Dawn." 


"So
am I," she agreed.  "The person who did it is suffering however
since it was induced."  The woman gave her a stunned look.  She
nodded.  "It's been well handled but Jethro gets paranoid about those
things now and then." 


"I
can see why."  She gave her a squeeze around the shoulders. 
"You come with me, dear.  I would've expected a more whimsical choice
from an unguided young lady of your age." 


"I
have a light blue one at home in case Jethro was going to wear his
uniform.  That way I wouldn't clash, but Agent DiNozzo thought this one
went better with tonight's event."  She let herself be led off,
smiling at the older women gathered around.  "Good evening." 


"This
is Dawn Summers.  Jethro Gibbs is her temporary guardian.  Director
Sheppard wanted her to make some good contacts locally while she was up
here."  They all smiled and welcomed her into the group, chatting
about whatever she asked about, including how they all ruled the world without
their husband's realizing it.  After all, a good wife could work her
husband around to her point of view fairly easily in most matters. 


Tony
gave it a half hour then walked over there.  "Ladies, may I have Dawn
back for another dance?  It'll keep me from being rude to someone who
asked me how much I charged my escort tonight." 


The
woman who had led Dawn smiled at him.  "She said you helped her
choose this dress tonight, Agent DiNozzo.  Very nice choice." 


"Thank
you, Mrs. Manus.  I thought she looked stunning in the other one but this
one suited the event better.  Can I steal her?"  They all
nodded, letting her be led off.  He smiled at her.  "You
okay?" 


"I'm
fine.  They were giving me tips on how to rule my future spouse." 


Tony
laughed, kissing her on the forehead.  "It'll be fine,
Dawn."  He let her pick the beat they started on and it was much
smoother this time.  She had the hang of it now.  That song finished
fairly quickly so they danced the other one then he brought her back. 
"Here you go, Mrs. Manus, one delightful dance partner back for more
tutoring in the finer points of life.  I'm going to save my coworker from
your husband if you'll excuse me?" 


She
looked then frowned. "She's with NCIS?" 


"Actually,
Ziva's a liaison officer from the Mossad," Dawn told her. "I've been
helping her with some finer points of English grammar for her
reports."  They all smiled about that, going off another tangent
while Tony went to rescue Ziva. 


"Officer
David," Tony said as he walked up to them.  "Dawn is presently
talking to his wife and wanted to know if you wanted introduced.  The
wives' club has done some extensive traveling over their years here in
DC." 


"I
wouldn't mind.  Excuse me please, Senator."  She walked off on
his arm. "Thank you." 


"I
saw you pat your hip looking for your gun," he said with a sweet
smile.  "I got asked how much I charged my date, don't feel
bad."  He walked her back to the circle.  "Ladies, this is
Officer Ziva David, Mossad.  My coworker, another being tormented by
Gibbs."  They tittered and accepted her into the circle while Tony
got led off by a gorgeous woman with her hand in his pocket. 


Dawn
huffed.  "That's so trite," she complained.  "Be
subtle if you're going to pick up someone."  They all looked at
her.  "Kinda obvious.  She had her hand in his pocket,
ladies.  That's not subtle.  Good girls go for hints, not
gropes." 


They
all nodded, liking her for that much alone.  Though they did agree quietly
to protect Ziva since she looked darling and would help keep some of the more
unsavory men away from them.  She could break their arm or something if
they tried to be mean. 


Tony
came back a few hours later, watching Dawn.  "Ladies, can I steal her
for the night?" he requested politely.  "Gibbs had her up early
doing PT with him."  They all nodded, letting him walk Dawn
off.  "Thank you for helping her." 


"She's
a charming young lady," one of the elderly women said.  "Reminds
me of me when I was younger.  A bit feisty but proper when
necessary."  Dawn smiled a shy, girlish smile at her and waved a
little wave before Tony walked her off.   They all gossiped.  It
was nice how Gibbs had assigned her a guard for the night to make sure she
didn't have any problems with some of the leches they had attending tonight. 


"Boss,
taking her home," he said quietly. 


Gibbs
checked his watch. "I've got another hour, DiNozzo.  At the
least." 


"She
can crash on my couch, boss.  Not an issue."  That got a
nod.  "Then I'm taking her home.  Ziva's with the ladies circle
protecting them.  She's already broken one wrist quietly when someone
tried to grope.  McGee is still with his geeks, Abby's about passed out on
Ducky's arm so you might want to send them home too."  He walked Dawn
off, going to hail a taxi.  There were some waiting so he took her back to
his place, letting her inside.  "Go wash off the makeup and take down
your hair," he ordered gently.  "You can borrow some sweats and
a t-shirt." 


She
smiled. "I'll leave it up for now.  That way I won't inhale it or
have to untangle it in the morning."  She kissed him on the
cheek.  "Thank you, Tony.  You were a charming and great escort
tonight.  Even if I didn't have to pay you."  He laughed, giving
her a nudge toward the bathroom while he went to find her something to wear
that night.  He blindly tossed it in with a hanger and went to change out
of his tux, coming out in a pair of his sweats and a t-shirt much like she was
wearing.  She looked a lot different without the makeup.  A bit
younger, but more worldly.  She snuggled in against his arm, pointing at a
movie.  "That one tonight or are you in the mood for a romantic
comedy?" 


He
smiled at her.  "I like that one.  It's one of my
favorites." 


"Mine's
the Yul Brynner version of _the King and I_.  The dresses and the
attitude.  The newer version didn't have the same attitude.  He knew
he should be king and the new guy was kinda  wishy-washy prince
sort."  He grinned at her.  "I know, not what you'd
expect.  I grew out of my Cinderella phase a long time ago.  Though I
did go as Tinkerbell for a few Halloweens running." 


He
gave her a squeeze around the shoulders.  "You're a very unique young
lady, Dawn.  How do you feel about film noire?" 


"Huh?"



"Ah,
something I can educate you in."  He got up, finding a movie to put
in, then came back, letting her curl up against his arm again. 
"Watch and learn, dear."  He turned it on, watching as she got
involved in the story, a small frown creasing her brow.  He smoothed a
finger over it.  "Wrinkle producer." 


"That
means I've had a life I lived instead of one I experienced.  The same as
gray hairs early are." 


He
smiled at her, letting her get back into the film, watching it with her. 
It was fun, she booed at the same places he did.  "I should dress you
in a copy of my suit sometime." 


"Does
that mean I can go as your faulty clone for Halloween this year?" 


He
snickered, giving her a hug.  "Sure you can if you want.  It'll
horrify everyone but Abby." 


"McGee
will have giggle fits." 


He
smirked an evil little smirk at her.  "Good.  He needs them now
and then.  Keeps him humble to shoot coffee out his nose." 


"Ow,
that had to hurt."  Tony nodded.  "Not the coffee thing, I
know that does.  The spike through the stomach thing.  No wonder
Spike used to torture people that way." 


He
gave her another squeeze.  "You're safe and protected now,
Dawn."  She smiled at him, getting back into the movie, eventually
falling asleep against his arm.  He finished the movie, letting the
credits play while he napped too. 


***



Gibbs
got tired of knocking and used the emergency key he had, walking into Tony's
apartment.  He saw a sight that made him frown, then think.  Dawn,
his guide, was nestled against DiNozzo's side, almost being held like a teddy
bear.  They were both asleep.  The tv was showing a blue screen,
meaning the DVD player was on but nothing was playing.  Dawn moaned,
shifting in her sleep, one foot stretching out and one arm reaching for
something but Tony grunted and gave her a squeeze.  Her frown disappeared
and she sighed in pleasure, leaving the nightmare alone for now.  He
coughed, waking Tony up enough to glare at him.  "Can I have her
back, DiNozzo, or are you needing the comfort?" 


Tony
looked down at the girl in his arms, then smiled at her.  Then at his
boss.  "She's great.  She likes the same movies I do. 
She's going to be my faulty clone for Halloween."  Gibbs cracked a
smile.  "But if you want to wake her up, you can.  Just have her
wash those.  Her dress is in my bathroom too."  He yawned,
poking Dawn until she grunted and glared.  He pointed.  "The
boss is here.  He said you can't be my teddybear anymore." 


"You're
mine, get it right, Tony."  She put her head back down. 
"You're interrupting my beauty sleep." 


"Not
like you need it anyway," Tony said gently, making her smile. 
"Go home.  Don't forget your dress."  She yawned, heading
to grab it and follow Gibbs out.  Tony yawned, pulling the blanket off the
back of the couch so he could curl up there and finish his sleep.  Though
he didn't quite get as much rest as he should.  He had nightmares without
her there.  He'd have to think about that when he could think rationally. 


***



Xander
woke up to pounding on the door, frowning at it.  Glaring really. 
Then he looked at his pillow, who was giving it a similar glare. 
"Speed?" 


"He'd
come in."  Horatio got up, going to answer the door. 
"What?" he demanded.  Stetler sneered at him.  "It's
four in the morning, someone had better be dead." 


"We
can't be sure, one of your techs is missing." 


"Who?"



"Speedle."



"Um,
didn't he take a road trip?" Xander asked from the couch, pulling a
blanket down to cover himself.  They had gotten to groping tonight. 
He wiggled is clothes back into place under the blanket but stayed there. 
It was comfortable.  He yawned, blinking hard. 


"Go
back to sleep, Xander.  I'll kill him myself," Horatio said gently,
tucking him in.  Then he grabbed things and headed out, dragging Stetler
with him.  "Come on." 


"Delko
couldn't get him and asked Dispatch if he had left any messages." 


Horatio
glared then shoved him toward his car.  "I know where he is. 
Come on."  That got a nod and Stetler wisely went with the plan
before he got killed.  Waking Caine was not a good idea it seemed. 
Four in the morning was a bad look for him.  His hair was messy.  His
clothes were rumpled.  Apparently the kid did sleep on the couch after
all, he wasn't sure why since there was a guest room.  He followed the
hummer to a spot just outside the city going south, finding a small condo out
there.  Horatio got out, going to knock until Speedle opened the
door.  "So you do live." 


"What
did you want?" he demanded. 


"Eric,"
Horatio said simply. 


"I'll
kill him myself, Horatio.  Get in here and finish your nap."  He
glared at Strtler.  "I am on leave so therefore I can take a vacation."



"You
didn't show up for court today.  You panicked Delko.  Dispatch was
going to file a missing persons report." 


"I'll
kill them later and I wasn't due in court.  Since no one called me I
guessed I was free.  You can tell them that.  Thank you for
wondering."  He slammed the door, going to find Horatio in the
kitchen.  "He woke you up?" 


"He
did."  He gave him a gentle smile.  "We needed to talk
anyway." 


"I
noticed the 'I got groped' messy hair, H.  Kinda obvious what the cause
was."  Horatio hummed, nodding, finishing the pot of coffee. 
Speed walked him out of the kitchen and onto the couch.  "Did you
need my blessing?" he asked. 


"We're
both still concerned, especially me, that Xander may have initially been
right."  He looked at him, seeing the shocked look.  "I'm
not sure what to do about that but I don't know, Speed." 


Speed
sat down next to him, smiling when he shifted to look at him.  "It's
always been closer than that with us, H." 


"I
know, which is why it worries me that I'm keeping us at the cuddling level
until I work this out."  Speed looked stunned.  "He agreed
with me earlier.  We need to figure out if there's something here before I
dive into something with him." 


"If
not, your senses could rebel and you'd end up rejecting Xander's help," he
finished quietly.  Horatio nodded.  "Okay,
well...huh."  He scrubbed his face with his hands.  "It's
four-thirty in the morning, Horatio.  We both need to sleep.  We can
talk about this at a decent hour over breakfast.  He's not in the hummer,
right?" 


"No,
he's at home on the couch." 


"Good. 
Then you do the same here and I'm going to not sleep in the bedroom while I
think." 


"You
need sleep too." 


"As
pointed out, I'm on vacation until my arm's finished healing and I'm done with
my physical therapy."  He gave him a wry grin.  "I needed
the vacation time anyway." 


"Point." 
He stroked through the messy hair.  "I'll see you at breakfast."



"Sure. 
Sleep.  Take off anything you feel necessary.  Not like I'll
mind."  He got up, heading back to his bedroom, going to lay there
and think.  Did he want Horatio?  Would he be jealous of whatever
Horatio and Xander had?  How far did they have to have for Horatio to be
in control of his senses?  Was it as hot of a bed as he imagined? 
Because Horatio going primal on Xander's body was a thought that had gotten him
happy earlier that night.  It was getting him happy now.  Which he
knew Horatio could smell but oh well.  He stroked his stomach, keeping it
there while he thought about it.  Being with Horatio would be a lot of
work.  He worked a lot of long hours.  They both worked a lot of long
hours.  He'd have to make sure Xander wasn't ignored by either of
them.  That he didn't feel like the maid.  Though, Xander in a maid's
costume made him decide he could grow a new kink suddenly.  He couldn't
see Horatio in it but he could definitely see Xander in one.  He shook his
head to clear it, hearing the laugh from the living room.  "Are you
seeing him in a maid's costume too?" 


"No. 
You." 


"I
doubt that." 


"So
would he."  Horatio came to the door.  "It's going to be a
lot of work, Speed." 


"Yeah. 
I can't figure out what to do with Xander.  Because I know you need him
and want him."  He blinked hard to clear his vision. 
"Didn't need that mental image." 


"Hmm,
which one?" 


"Xander
in straps on the bed."  He raised an arm and Horatio came in to lay
next to him.  "We'd end up ripping each other up." 


Horatio
gave him a gentle kiss.  "The one thing we used to have was a lot of
fun, Speed." 


"I
know.  Fun is good but I'm not getting between what you two have." 


"I'm
not a polygamist.  I can't have two households." 


"That's
an even worse thought," Speed agreed dryly.  "What would be
doing in a village setting?" 


"I'd
have a wife to have kids with and she'd take care of myself, while Xander would
have one to take care of him, and the rest would be considered bonding
rituals.  Blair said it'd be like a big family."  He looked at
him.  "He did say that sometimes we were bad enough to need another helper,
especially if the guide couldn't hunt with us." 


"Like
a disabled guide?"  Horatio nodded.  "But he's not." 


"No,
but he can't hunt with me." 


"So
I'd be the backup guide?" 


"That
could work. You did do the job for years." 


"True,
but that would mean I'd have a lot of authority over you." 


"I'm
finding that he's not so much leading me as showing me signposts and giving me
a nudge now and then.  He's very good at keeping us separate from the
other stuff.  He told me if we did go farther it would be about *us* and
not that stuff." 


"Which
is sensible and kinder if something doesn't work out," Speed agreed,
stroking through the messy red hair.  "Did he enjoy messing you
up?" 


"He
said I can be as calm and cool as I ever have been outwardly but if my hair's
messy he knows it was good and he was there."  Speed cackled, giving
him a kiss.  "I don't know what...." 


"Then
let Xander be the urban version of the wife, Horatio." 


"I
think that would be you, not him." 


"Okay. 
Then I'll be the wife but I refuse to wear heels." 


"I'd
never ask," Horatio said, giving him a smile as he curled up on his
shoulder.  He yawned.  "We'll talk in the morning then I'll go
beat Eric to death for having Stetler get me up at four in the morning to find
you." 


"I'll
help."  He stroked through his hair, putting it back to rights. 
Horatio hated to have his hair messed up normally.  In the middle of the
night was one thing.  Where others could see him was another.  He'd
have to talk to Blair tomorrow to make sure it wasn't going to upset the
delicate balance they already had with Horatio's senses. 


***



Dawn
walked into work the next afternoon, smiling at Gibbs.  "How did it
go?" 


"We
were much lauded by all the Senators and you were given many compliments,"
Gibbs told her.  "They all thought you were charming and well
mannered for your age, though a few thought you were twelve." 


"They're
just stupid," Tony told her. 


McGee
giggled.  "They pretty muchly are," he agreed.  "Abby
got many compliments among the crowd I was with as well." 


"Two
of the female senators thought it was cute that we kept saving each other from
the drunken leches," Tony told her, "and I did get warned not to even
be thinking about you at your age." 


Dawn
gave him a confused look.  "You like 'em young but not quite this
young." 


"I
know that, they know that, but they said we're adorable when we dance
together."  She beamed at that.  "You made the
paper."  He handed it over, watching her beam and squeal. 
"Also, we've gotten a call from a ranting Willow.  Your phone was off
in school."  He handed over that message as well. 


"I
got handed the phone when the angry babble started," McGee admitted. 
"I had to explain eight different times how the director made you go
too.  Apparently the online version of the paper has another picture of
you dancing with Tony and giggling at something he said.  That's what she
was really ranting about." 


"Ooh,
yay," she said dryly, looking at the message, then crumpling it up. 
"I'll deal with her next time."  She smiled at Gibbs then at
Tony.  "My copy?" 


"Your
copy and I did talk one of the newspaper staff into giving me the copies of
your pictures so you could put them in your scrapbook since this was your first
formal event."  She took the envelope and hugged him. 
"Good girl.  Can you go make some coffee?  Gibbs has been a
grouch all morning." 


"Sure." 
She carefully put them into her backpack then went to do that, smiling at
Ziva.  "See, I told you you'd look hot in that dress.  Xander is
usually right about those things because my sister made him shop with
her." 


"It
was odd being the center of that sort of attention," she admitted.
"I've never been the one to be petted." 


"Pawed?"
Dawn suggested. 


"Maybe. 
Though one did try to pet my hair like I was a cat."  She walked off
shaking her head.  She went back to her desk and found the director coming
down the stairs.  "Dawn's started some new coffee," she
called.  There was a rush toward the break room.  "I don't find
hers much different." 


"They're
too lazy to make their own," Gibbs told her, shaking his head
slightly.  Dawn came back with the first fruits of the pot for him,
earning a smile.  "Thanks.  Run the two manilla envelopes down
to Abby."  She nodded, taking her new soda with her to do that. 
He looked at the director.  "She was praised quite often last
night." 


"She
was.  I heard many good things about her," the director agreed. 
"Though the dress was a bit...adult." 


"She's
got her full adult height and body," Ziva told her.  "Besides,
she looked good in it and that was part of the criteria, to look good. 
The same as she helped me with mine." 


"You
did look adorable," the director said with a smile. 


"That's
why I got pawed."   Dawn came back.  "Did you send
Xander pictures of last night?" 


"I'll
mail him one of the new ones.  I was going to find it online and send it
to his email account."  She sat down at Jethro's side. 
"Now what, boss?" 


"Math
homework?" 


"Done." 
He gave her a look so she dug it out and handed it over with a sigh. 
"See, done." 


He
looked it over, then handed it back. "Have McGee check it for you.  I
hate trig." 


She
walked it over, letting him check and nod, but circle one.  "You
missed a negative."  She shrugged.  "But good job." 


"Thank
you.  I hate trig too."  She stuffed it into her backpack, then
pulled out her English workbook.  "Gee, yay, parts of grammar." 


"Work
ahead," Gibbs ordered. "It can only help."  She nodded,
grabbing a pencil to do what she had back in junior high.  His phone
rang.  "Gibbs."  He listened.  "No, I meant to
send you the panties and the other evidence.  What did I send?" 
He smirked.  "That's fine, Abby.  Yes, you can come change them
out or I'll spare Dawn some English homework."  He hung up, finding
the other envelope.  "Wrong one." 


"You
handed it over," she quipped.  "Be right back."  She
walked off reading her newest assignment, nearly bumping into someone. 
She glared at him.  "Rude much?  If someone's reading and
walking, you can go around them."  She walked around him, going back
to her trek to the lab. 


The
agent stomped over to glare at Gibbs.  "Why do you bring a child
here?" 


"She's
nearly sixteen," Tony told him. 


"Plus
she was right," McGee agreed.  "You walk around Abby when she's
reading and walking, you can give Dawn the same courtesy." 


"Abby's
strange." 


Ziva
looked at him.  "Dawn's about half as deadly as I am.  Plus she
spent half the night on Tony's couch after the event."  He shuddered
and walked off, making sure he gave Dawn *plenty* of room this time.  Ziva
smiled at her.  "I told him you were half as deadly as I am." 


Dawn
considered it.  "Only with a weapon.  I don't like to break a
nail unless I have to.  But yeah, give me a firing weapon or a baseball
bat?  I'm good for that."  McGee handed her a piece of
chocolate.  "Awww."  She kissed him on the forehead. 
"Thank you, McGee.  That was very nice of you."  She sat
down to nibble and write in her answers, handing Gibbs the original one. 


He
tossed it at the staring director.  "Manpower reports."  He
got back to work on his system.  "DiNozzo." 


"I'm
still trying to find the casefile, boss.  It appears the system ate it
already."  He looked at the director, then at McGee.  "Can
you get onto your buddies?" 


"I've
already called.  They said it was on a server that went down last year
that they weren't allowed to fix.  They thought they got all the
information off but they're still transferring it in since someone wanted them
to do an update at the same time.  They're searching the backups for us
and they'll email me when they find it."  That got a nod. 
"It'll probably be at least a day.  There's over six terrabytes of
information that got eaten when it went down." 


"Can't
you go geek squad it?" Dawn asked. 


Tony
smirked, shaking his head.  "The guys down there are the Geek Squad's
geek squad," he explained. 


"They
can do things I've never dreamed of," McGee agreed.  "But thank
you for thinking I'm that great." 


"Of
course you are.  The same as I know you can decode whatever Willow was
hacking this time."  She dug it out of her backpack and tossed it
over. "That's either my Nirvana copy that I wasn't allowed to make or her
thing." 


"You
copied it without your mother's permission?" 


"She
thought it'd make me depressed."  She grinned. "Now and then it
makes me feel better, Jethro."  She gave him a pat on the arm and got
back to work, turning the page to go on.  "If high school were this
easy Xander would've graduated near the top of his class." 


"Those
systems are built for under-achievers," Tony reminded her. 


"Good
point, and Xander was one."  She finished that page with a few words
and moved on.  "Essays, fun," she said blandly.  "So,
if I finish all this stuff this year, does that mean I've got to start college
next year?" she asked Gibbs, who shrugged.  "Okay.  Maybe
we can look?" 


"Maybe,"
he agreed.  Abby came back, handing over the new envelope he had sent,
patting down his desk to find the real one.  "Sorry." 


"Not
an issue.  No wonder you sealed that one with evidence tape,
Gibbs."  She patted Dawn on the head.  "I hated that class."



She
grinned. "It's all sixth grade grammar and reading comprehension." 


"Then
you'll be done by tonight," she agreed, heading off again, checking the
envelope by the time she got out of the row. 


Gibbs
looked then tossed that at the director.  "The other reports you
wanted."  He got back to work.  "Call and poke,
McGee." 


"Only
if you want them to never find it," he said bluntly.  "Because
they will lose it, boss.  They're having a bad week down there with the
upgrade.  Tony sent them lunch they're having such a bad week." 


"I
did?" Tony asked. 


"I
did in your name to show this team's appreciation for all they do." 


"Okay. 
Did you use my debit card too?" 


"No. 
Mine.  Six large pizzas wasn't that expensive with the deals going
on."  He got back to work. "Oh, Director, they said the tech
upgrade was going to be a bit later than you hoped for since the two systems
won't integrate.  The new one is Windows based and you know how Microsoft
hates anything that's not its own creation."  He got back to
work.  "Boss, did we close the Perelli case or not?" 


He
thought then shook his head.  "It's cold.  We know who, we can't
get him to confess." 


Dawn
looked at him.  "He wouldn't break?" 


"He
did break, he had a breakdown when faced with Gibbs and started to cry in
Klingon," Tony told her.  "He's still not making sense after two
weeks." 


McGee
smirked.  "I went to visit him and he's still babbling in
Klingon." 


"Pity
Xander's not here.  I think he speaks it.  Or Romulan, one of the
two."  She frowned for a minute.  "If not, Andrew
definitely did."  They all looked at her.  "Xander is a
geek.  Not a computer geek but a comic geek and a Star Trek geek." 


Gibbs
called down there.  "Xander, do you know Klingon?  I broke a suspect
and he's still babbling in it."  He listened then nodded. 
"I can do that.  Thank you."  He hung up. 
"There's a group locally we can have translate for us." 


McGee
frowned.  "One of the costume convention people, boss?" 


"He
said he'd email them."  His computer beeped and he smiled at the new
message with the header 'you needed Klingon support'.  "That's
fast."  He opened it and told him what was going on.  The guy
sent back that he could do that and they had found his file. 
"They're in Tech Support too." 


"I
didn't even think about him.  Tell Rodney I said hi," McGee said. 


Gibbs
looked at him but did type in that, a thank you, and to call him in two hours
so they could go interrogate the guy.  He got back an okay and a 'live
long and prosper'.  Dawn looked then giggled.  She made the sign at
McGee, who giggled and made it back. Then he got back to work since the file
had been sent to him.  He shook his head.  "I don't want to
know." 


"If
he had a breakdown, wouldn't he go back to his base native language?" Tony
asked.  Gibbs gave him an odd look. "Just saying, boss, Klingon's not
my first choice for a native language that you'd regress into." 


"You
lapsed into Italian your last two concussions," Gibbs reminded him. 


"Only
to swear at everyone around me," Tony shot back.  Dawn gave him a
look.  "Yes, my grandmother taught me." 


"Grandmas
are good at those sort of things."  She smiled and went back to work.



Ziva
watched the director quit lurking and stomp off then looked at her. 
"What is her problem this time?" 


"She's
not my age," Dawn said bluntly.  She looked at Tony.  "They
really thought you'd date someone my age?  How low do they think of
you?" 


"Apparently
very, though I have went out with a few girls in college." 


She
shrugged.  "I'm not there yet.  Was one of them the one we had
to point out I wasn't twelve to?" 


"Yup,"
he agreed. 


"Ah,
so alcohol does do bad things for the mind.  I thought Xander's parents
were good examples of why drinking is evil to the mind."  She shook
her head, getting back to her work.  "Don't worry, if the guys from
SVU show up I'll back you up." 


"Thanks,
Dawn.  Do you watch that show?" 


She
grinned.  "Every single time it comes on," Gibbs sighed. 
She swatted him with a scowl.  "You do." 


"It's
improving my mind to watch things with a good plotline."  She went
back to work.  "Plus, the actors are kinda hotties." 


"One's
my age." 


"He's
also a great comedian and that's the same reason I watch that medical show too,
Gibbs." 


He
shook his head.  "I'm about to move the tv to your room." 


She
looked at him.  "Then you'd never see me at night." 


"You
moan when you watch that one show." 


"Well,
yeah, and so did you."  He glared at her but she smiled
sweetly.  "I can so see you and Cuddy, Jethro."  She got
back to work, ducking the head smack.  "Don't mess up the hair."



Tony
looked at her, then shook his head quickly.  "Don't wish that mental
vision on us, Dawn!" he complained.  She smirked at him, stuck out
her tongue, then got up to make more coffee.  By now someone was staring
at the pot and pouting. 


"Which
one is Cuddy?" McGee asked. 


"The
administrator," Tony said. 


"Well,
she's pretty, smart, and a bit sarcastic."  He shook his head. 
"Can't see it." 


"I've
already had three of those," Gibbs reminded them.  "I don't need
another."  Dawn came back with a cup for Tony and McGee, getting
smiles.  "Homework." 


"I'm
already ahead."  She sat down to finish that workbook anyway, handing
it over to be graded.  He handed it back. "Fine, I'll mail it off
tonight."  He nodded, getting back to work.  She went to putter
around, filing the things that needed it, Gibbs taking a few files back from
her.  "Sorry." 


"Not
an issue.  Go get ice cream."  He handed over a five and she
grabbed her backpack, heading out to do that. 


"Boss,
you do know her sixteenth birthday is coming up in two days?" Tony asked. 


"I
didn't.  I thought that's what she told the senator to get him off her
back." 


"No. 
I checked this morning.  It's in two days." 


"Thanks
for the warning."  He went online, trying to figure out what you got
a girl like Dawn.  Besides a boyfriend he could stand. 


***



Xander
looked at his online account balance then sighed and bought what he wanted her
to have, having it shipped overnight to her.  Horatio gave him an odd look
at his sigh.  "Dawn's sixteenth is in two days and I nearly
forgot." 


"What
are you getting her?"  He came over to look at the charm bracelet,
smiling at it.  "She'll probably love it." 


"I
know she will.  It's just getting expensive." 


Horatio
stroked through his hair.  "You're not leaving here, Xander. 
Not for a very long time."  Xander looked at him. 
"Really.  You're not."  An eyebrow got quirked up. 
"I need you here." 


"You're
still working out the stuff with Speed," he reminded him gently. 
"You don't need me here, Horatio." 


"I
do.  As a matter of fact we're going to have that awkward talk tonight
with him." 


"What'm
I cooking?" he asked, trying to sound positive. 


"Nothing, 
you're going to write Dawn a very long email while I cook.  I can
cook," he said at the amused look.  "It's my turn." 
He went back to it.  It wasn't that great, nothing fancy like Xander or
Speed could do, but they loved him in spite of his cooking skills. 


Xander
came in ten minutes later, looking over his shoulder.  He got something
from a cabinet and handed it to him.  "Put that in the rice. 
Just a few pinches so it'll soak in."  Horatio gave him an odd
look.  "Really."  He did it for him, then put the small jar
back.  He stirred a few times then put the cover back on the rice cooker,
going to look at the beef he was doing.  "Roast.  Good
roast."  Horatio smiled.  "Good choice.  Plenty of
leftovers for lunches for you too."  He smiled.  "Other
veggies?" 


"Speed
said he wasn't that hungry." 


"Uh-huh. 
That's stress."  He found a can of new potatoes.  "Not as
great as the stuff that's fresh but it can be mashed.  That'll make it
lighter and fluffier.  All it'll need is reheated and mashed." 
Horatio smiled, taking it from him to do that.  It was pretty easy to
drain, heat and then mash them.  He added his own touches with some fat
free yogurt instead of milk and some of the sprinkle cheese.  Xander had
disappeared to answer the door.   He pulled out the roast, looking it
over.  Speed handed him the meat thermometer.  "Done?" 


"About
another seven minutes."  He put it back for him and closed the oven
door with his hip.  "I said I wasn't hungry." 


"Xander
said that was stress. He made me make the potatoes.   He also put
something into the rice." 


Speed
shook his head.  "You're so spoiled." 


"We,
Speed, we."  He looked at him, getting a grin back.  "How
was your ride?" 


"Good. 
I had a long think.  I'm not sure if I'm right though."  Xander
came up behind him, giving him a hug.  "Hi, Xander." 


"How
did you know it was me?" he teased. 


"You're
the only human octopus I know."  He grinned back at him. 
"We'll talk."  Xander opened his mouth and Speed shook his
head.  "After we eat.  Not before or we'll never
eat."  Xander nodded, heading back to his room.  He looked at
Horatio, nodding.  "You should drag him out.  His first instinct
is probably to pack." 


"Xander,
don't do anything." 


"I'm
finishing my email to Dawn." 


"Tell
her we wished her a happy birthday too." 


"Did
already." 


Horatio
smiled at Speed. "Her sixteenth is in a few days." 


"Well,
the party they made her go to was definitely a good one for a coming out,"
Speed offered, handing over the clipping he had found.  Horatio smiled at
the young girl dancing with Tony.  "She looked very grown up in
that." 


"She
did," he agreed, smiling and putting it on the fridge.  "She'll
send him down a real picture.  Someone probably bribed a
photographer."  Speed smirked at that.  "She went through
every dress shop in three counties.  They finally found a bridal outlet
and went there.  Alexx and Maxine helped her pick out two dresses.  I
guess she chose that one." 


Xander
came back in, looking and smiling at the picture.  "The other's in
her closet in case she gets to go to the prom with someone."  He took
out a can of soda, taking a sniff at the oven, then grabbed the thermometer to
check.  The roast got pulled out and put onto the stove.  "Give
it a few to rest before you cut it so it can soak up some of the juices
again."  He closed the oven and went to clean off the table. 
They didn't need to be outside for this one.  Speed gave him an odd
look.  "With people watching, I do not want to be listened to." 


"That's
reasonable but we can open the screen door."  He did that, bringing
in a good breeze.  "Huh, it's windy today." 


"Yeah,
there's some storm off the Bahamas coming this way. They joked about an early
hurricane," Xander agreed. 


Speed
pulled him closer, staring him down.  "I'm not going to interrupt
what you two have, Xander." 


"I
feel the same way," he admitted. 


"We
didn't have anything when you got here." 


"I
realize that now.  He's much more awkward with you." 


"That's
because he doesn't want to hurt us.  He's like that."  That got
a nod and a small sigh.  Speed gave him a tentative hug, getting one back. 
"You're definitely more huggable than he is." 


"He
said he likes to cuddle." 


"Really?" 
Xander grinned and nodded. "And you like to cuddle?"  Xander
beamed and nodded. "Then I can be an octopus's squeeze toy." 
Xander snorted, giving him a bop on his good shoulder.  "Easy! 
I rode all day." 


"That
part of you shouldn't be sore if you rode all day unless you crashed?" 


"No,
no crashing and the other part is used to all-day rides to think.  I've
done a few of them."  Horatio brought out dinner so they went to get
plates and set the table.  "We do work pretty well together. 
He's been talking to Blair." 


"I
know, he wrote me.  Told me to stay calm, think, don't panic or
anything." 


"Not
panicking is a good idea," Speed agreed, handing him the last of the glasses. 
He watched him go, smiling at his back.  At least they had someone else on
their side.  Horatio came back in, grabbing Xander a new soda and them
some milk.  He followed him out, taking the unused chair, getting
comfortable.  "So." 


Xander
took his plate and let Horatio dish it up, then let Horatio dish up food for
him too.  "You eat too." 


"I
am, Xander."  He dished it up, then leaned on the table. 
"We're all in an awkward spot." 


"A
bit," Speed said, taking a bite of the potatoes.  He looked at them
then at Horatio.  "Canned?"  He nodded.  "Not
bad."  He dug in to eat another bite.  "Needed a bit less
cheese but good."  He added some pepper, making the redhead
smile.  "We've got a few options, Horatio.  We're either sharing
you or you're sharing us." 


Xander
looked confused.  "Isn't that the same thing?" 


"No,
in one you'd be his guide, including any bonding things you guys had to do. I'd
get him at work.  I'd get him in bed for the other things.  But I
wouldn't get you.  The other is the cheesy porno threesome
thing."  Xander blushed.  "Anya?" 


"Tried
to get us there many times," he agreed.  He coughed and ate, digging
in.  "I.... I'm still kinda new to that stuff, Speed."  He
ate another bite.  "Plus, I don't want anything that goes on between
us to be about that stuff.  If Blair can keep from jumping Jim then I can
keep from jumping Horatio." 


"They're
not together?" Horatio asked.  Xander shook his head. 
"Jethro and I both assumed wrong.  They're always touching each
other." 


"That's
how Blair maintains contact to help him.  That and Jim focuses on his
heartbeat."  He ate another bite really fast. 


Speed
reached over to take his free hand.  "There's the other option,
Xander.  We'd both be his wives." 


Xander
coughed, shaking his head.  "I'm a needy and whiny lover according to
Anya, guys.   I asked Cordelia and she agreed with Anya's assessment
since she was there bothering Angel again." 


"I'm
not finding you needy," Horatio admitted. "I'm finding that you need
some attention paid to you.  Then again, positive attention is a bit new
to you and it's good for you.  It makes you more confident and keeps you
from slamming Stetler into a wall again." 


"I
haven't had a reason to until he woke me up at four this morning." 


"I'm
not seeing you as a needy one either, Xander," Speed said.  "I'm
finding you're more clingy.  That you like to spend every free moment that
you can with them.  Which is fine because most of the time we're too tired
to go do things anyway." 


"Life
is precious but short." 


"You
don't have the same risk of death down here," Speed said gently. 


"Then
you guys don't have car accidents and neither of you can get shot on the
job?  Or even walking into a minimart for a drink?" 


"That's
an unfortunate part of life," Horatio said. "Which is why you like to
hang around with me instead of someone your own age?" 


"Who
do I know down here?  Besides I don't make friends all that easily." 


"I'm
surprised Eric hasn't drug you to the club yet," Speed said with a small
grin, taking his hand back to eat. 


"He
tried but I'm no good in them.  I dance like a dork." 


"That
can be fixed," Speed said, grinning just a little smirk.  "I can
help you with that." 


"That's
never been on my list of Xander-capable activities." 


"All
you need is a decent teacher." 


"And
a sense of rhythm," Xander quipped back.  "According to Cordy it
went wherever my fashion sense went on vacation and got kidnaped too." 


"Cordelia
is not the best judge of those things," Horatio told him. 


"We're
still friends." 


"That
may be but she still put you down." 


Xander
looked at him.  "So?  So did everyone else, Horatio.  They
had a reason in most of the cases." 


Speed
leaned forward to swat him on the arm. "Stop it.  Even if you're
rhythmless it's not a problem.  Eric's tone deaf and he still tries to
sing.  It's about being out to enjoy yourself, not caring that you look
bad.  It's the pleasure from the movement not from being stared at and
admired.  That's going out to hook up.  A bit different." 
Xander shrugged, eating another bite.  "We're still off topic
here." 


"I
think we went off on a small side tangent that we'll have to come back to some
day soon," Horatio admitted.  He stroked Xander's shoulder, making
him look at him.  "The girls were wrong about nearly everything,
Xander.  You're not like they said.  They were trying to make
themselves feel more important than they are."  Xander
shrugged.  "We'll keep undoing their work for years.  The same
as I had to undo some of what was told to me."  Xander opened his
mouth.  "Speed made me face up to one thing that I carried around and
then showed me I was wrong." 


"Yeah,
well, some of it was right.  So let's drop it, okay?" 


"Fine,"
Speed agreed.  "We don't want to gang up on you, Xander."  He
shrugged.  "Now, how do you want to share Horatio as a toy?" 


"I
am not a toy, Speed," he said, giving him a look. 


"I
heard you were a good cuddle toy." 


Horatio
rolled his eyes.  "I like tactile contact." 


"He
gives good leg rubs too.  I cramped recently and he did very good working
it out for me." 


"Good
to know.  Are you doing the full three miles with him?"  Xander
nodded.  "Still going twice a day?"  He nodded. 
"Damn.  I can barely make it out to jog at all anymore." 


"There's
the gym at work." 


"I
don't usually take a lunch." 


"You
will if you're with us," Xander told him. 


Speed
smiled.  "Alexx keeps trying too." 


"She's
right.  You won't have the energy when you need it if you don't eat."



"I
know.  You do nag, huh?"  Xander gave him a look then
nodded.  "Fine, we can start taking lunches together in the office or
with the others when we have the time." 


Xander
shrugged.  "Not like I don't have the time.  So whenever is good
ya know?" 


"You
could take a standard lunch, Xander." 


"I
use it as a way to help you center and to figure out what I have to do that
afternoon. You don't give me that much work, Horatio." 


"Don't
say that, the Chief will add more paperwork," Speed complained. 


"There's
the upcoming inventory, Xander.  We've got to check off each machine, make
sure it works, and then count supplies," Horatio told him.  "You
can start on that with Mr. Wolfe next month.  That way he can turn on
everything and test it for you."  Xander nodded.  "That
took Calleigh about two weeks last year." 


"I
did an inventory for the supply ordering," Xander admitted. 
"That's on your desk." 


Speed
checked his watch.  "They're not due in until Wednesday.  It's
only Saturday." 


"Getting
it in early means that we won't run short of something.  Oh, I ordered an
extra case of swabs.  There was a leak in one so I asked Calleigh. 
She told me to order five boxes instead of four." 


"That's
fine, Xander.  What about testing bottles?" 


"I
uncovered an older box of them when I cleaned and rearranged the supply
closet.  I checked to make sure that they could still use them with Maxine
and Ryan.  They both said they were fine so I ordered one box on next
weeks' sheet.  That's started on my desk."  That got a
nod.  "Also, I got you some new pens since yours all walked
off." 


"Usually
we clean out Eric's case and find them all," Speed told him. "He's a
pen thief." 


"I
think this time Frank Tripp took most of them.  He's been doing the
patting himself/let me borrow your pen thing for the last few days.  I
used the one you hide as a style match." 


"That's
fine," he agreed.  "We're still off-topic." 


"I
thought people talked about this stuff at home too." 


"They
do, but not tonight," Speed told him, leaning over to give him a
kiss.  Xander looked stunned.  "We're talking about that stuff. 
You taste good." 


"All
the sugar I eat." 


"It
could be your nature," Speed offered. 


Xander
looked at him, licking his lips.  "I'm not sweet, Speed.  I
haven't been considered sweet since you could coo over me.  I think the
last time I was six.  Willow joked that's why I eat all that sugar, to get
it back." 


Horatio
stared at him for a minute.  "You've been very sweet to me,
Xander.  No one told you had to cook every night.  Or spoil me with
sweets.  Or even spoil my team with lunch now and then." 


"I
like to cook.  It's good stress relief."  He ate another
bite.  "Though you are right, I am gaining weight.  Just doing
my PT and jogging twice a day isn't making up for the calories I used to burn
doing construction and Anya." 


"That
could be muscle mass," Speed said. 


Xander
shook his head.  "Not on my waist.  My abs are more defined now,
not less." 


"Then
you're not getting fat, Xander.  Not if you're getting more defined."



"I
am, the pants you got me are getting tighter." 


"They
could be shrinking in the wash," Horatio pointed out.  "We'll
see after dinner."  Xander nodded, accepting that, eating another
bite.  He looked at Speed.  "You eat too.  You've lost
weight and Alexx is going to have kittens." 


Speed
dug in, eating faster.  "She'll swat me," he told Xander, who
grinned.  "So, how do you want to share our Horatio toy?" 


Xander
shrugged.  "I don't know.  I'm not sure I can share
someone." 


"You
can.  It'll give you two people to go clingy over," Speed pointed
out.  "You'd be able to fuss over both of us.  Alexx would quit
swatting me over not eating lunch."  Xander let out a gentle smile. 


"I'm
still not a toy," Horatio told him.  Nor was he sure about being in a
trio.  Dating one person was really hard for him.  With his hours and
the toll his work took on his soul there wasn't much left for a lover. 
Much less two.  Speed kissed him, making him blink. 
"What?" 


"Quit
thinking, Horatio.  We both know what being with you would be
like."  He looked at Xander. "In case you didn't realize it, he
worries sometimes." 


"I
give good neck rubs for those days," he admitted shyly. 


"Good! 
We could both use one now and then on the bad days.  See if you can loosen
Wolfe up too.  He's got the stick shoved up there the wrong way." 


"He's
worried and the stuff with Eric is eating him," Xander explained. 


"Eric
needs to be laid, then it'll be better." 


"He
has been," Xander told him.  "Repeatedly.  It hasn't helped
yet.  Maybe if Ryan does it, it'll help more."  Horatio
spluttered his milk.  "It would." 


"It
could," Speed agreed.  "Eric would never go for being topped
though.  Too much machismo." 


"As
Cordy said once, straps cure many manly mental issues." 


Both
older men choked, Horatio turning red while he coughed. 


***



Xander
woke up a few days later, looking at the ceiling above him.  "Wow,
what hit me this time?" he asked himself, trying to think back.  He
took stock of where the injuries were.  "Sedative nastiness
headache.  Sore stomach.  No other injuries.  Huh." 
He lifted his head when he realized he couldn't move his hands. 
"Yeah, that'll play," he said dryly.  "Get me the fuck out
of these restraints before I kill all of you!" he bellowed.  A nurse
came in, glaring at him.  "What did I do to be strapped down?" 


"You
had a tumor that's usually associated with not eating." 


"Gee,
that's funny, I drink a two liter of soda a day, eat four meals, and then do my
PT regimen.  I'm pretty sure I'm eating, lady.  Now, release the
straps before I have to do it myself." 


"The
doctor thought you might...."  She watched as one strap undid itself
and he got free, then undid the other one.  "Mr. Harris!" 


"Shut
up, get me my papers or I'm walking out without them, lady.  I don't
care!" he snarled.  She backed off, running out of his room.  A
doctor with a needle came in and he got up, slamming him against the
wall.  "Hate to point this out, but I do eat.  I eat four meals
a day.  If you had *asked* someone they would tell you this.  You
having me hitched down means I'm going to be pissed because now I get to
flashback to kidnaping issues.  I'm leaving," he said coldly. 
"You're not keeping me." 


"You're
just out of surgery.  You collapsed at work," he babbled. 
"Help!" 


Xander
tossed him out of the room, following him slowly, one hand on his stomach. 
"I've had worse and walked off.  I can do it tonight!"  He
saw Speed jogging up the hall.  "So help me Goddess get me out of
here before I kill." 


"Calm
down, Xander.  Let's get you onto the bed and we'll work this out." 


"They
had me strapped down!  Claimed I'm not eating!" 


"That's
funny, you polished off the rest of the triple chocolate cake last night,"
he said dryly, leading him back to the bed.  He stomped out there. 
"Why was he restrained?  You had better have a *damn* good
explanation and I want one now!" he shouted.  Horatio came off the
elevator.  "Xander wants to leave." 


"I'm
not surprised."  He came over to check on Xander.  "How are
you feeling?" 


"Sore. 
I want fucking answers." 


"Let
me talk to the doctor.  Then we'll see if we can remove you," he
promised gently, stroking over his hair.  "Curl up on your side,
it'll help."  Xander did that, letting him fuss over him.  The
doctor came back and Horatio held up a folder.  "Was his tumor like
this one?" 


The
doctor read it over then nodded.  "It was.  How did you
know?" 


"They
removed that from a woman he knew in his former hometown." 


"An
environmental cause?  These are almost always caused by not eating when
they're in the intestine, sir." 


"Lieutenant,"
Xander said coldly.  "And hers was in her brain, dipshit.  Read
better." 


"It
didn't have where, Xander."  Horatio looked at him again, seeing the
shock.  "Hers was induced.  There was a group of scientists who
wanted the group he belonged to out of the way so they could continue on their
torture plans.  Xander helped remove them from his town." 


"It's
been too long if they gave it to me back then, Horatio," Xander said
quietly, touching his arm.  "Calm down, I'm the hothead." 


"I
know."  He gave him a gentle smile. "That doesn't mean they
didn't get to you since then."  He looked at the doctor again. 
"Well?" 


"Are
you sure hers was induced?" 


"They
found it in the paperwork when the military had to shut down their unit." 


The
doctor moaned.  "Okay, if that's true then his could be by the same
cause.  He has been eating?" 


"He
drinks at least a two liter of soda a day plus eats at least three times. 
Even if he does jog a total of six miles and do two hours of PT." 


"Would
this explain why my pants have been tight?" Xander asked.  The doctor
nodded.  "Did we remove it?" 


"Most
of it.  We removed what had caused the bleeding.  The rest you'll
have to have removed later on.  It was in a different area, Mr.
Harris." 


"Charming. 
Can we do that while I'm still here?" 


"I'd
rather not." 


Xander
looked at Horatio then at him again.  "Then I'm going home.  If
you argue I'll slam you into the wall again." 


"I'm
sorry about that."  He handed back the folder.  "I would
like to know what the initial cause was." 


"So
would they.  All they know is that she was hit with a needle full of
something," Speed said as he came in with the paperwork.  "Are
you *sure*, Xander?  You're going to be sore and have to take care of
it." 


"I've
taken care of cuts, scrapes, and other things.  As long as I've got the
antibiotic I'll be fine and find a surgeon who won't strap me down for no
reason."  The doctor looked abashed but left them alone.  He
signed, then sat up again.  "Clothes?" 


"I've
got a bag in the hummer for you.  You collapsed at work," Horatio
said gently. 


"I'll
go get it," Speed agreed, going to hand over the papers and do that. 


"You
slammed him against a wall too?" Horatio asked. 


"He
had a needle," Xander said quietly.  "I kinda opened the
restraints myself." 


"I
figured you did," he said, giving him a gentle smile.  "You can
rest in the back of the hummer on the way home, Xander."  He nodded,
curling up again.  "You can still stay." 


"No
way in hell." 


"Okay." 
Speed came back with the bag, helping Xander into the soft pants with the tie
waistband, leaving them loose so they'd ride down around his hips and the big
t-shirt.  "Slippers?"  Speed put them on for him and then
helped Xander into the wheelchair the nurse brought in.  "His
personal effects?"  The nurse handed over that bag.  "Thank
you."  He pushed him out, letting her hover on the way down and give
Speed his antibiotic and records.  "You worried me sick," he
said when they were in the elevator.  Xander looked back at him. 
"You did.  You worried me sick.  I was on a scene out in the
Everglades when Calleigh called me.  Maxine found you collapsed on top of
your desk and you wouldn't wake up.  She called someone and then Alexx,
who had you rushed here.  She figured out you were bleeding
internally."  He nodded, patting his hand.  "You can rest
on the couch and we'll let the others know I'm taking a few days off to make
sure you're fine." 


"Horatio,
I'm still off, I can do it," Speed reminded him. 


Horatio
looked at him.  "I'd be there anyway." 


The
nurse coughed.  "Gentlemen, I hate to say it but I do have to remind
you he just had intestinal surgery.  He'll not be up to any shenanigans
for a while." 


"Hasn't
happened yet, why would it now?" Xander asked.  She blushed but
nodded.  He looked at Horatio.  "You can stay home one day then
fuss from the office.  Otherwise Ryan and Eric will end up eating each
other." 


"I'll
do what I can," he promised.  They came off the elevator and he let
Speed push the wheelchair while he went to get the hummer and bring it around. 
This was the fastest visit he'd ever had to the hospital.  Xander truly
hated them apparently.  Next time they'd have to be much more
prepared.  He parked and got out, helping Xander into the back seat so he
could curl up on his side again.  He got back in to drive, Speed got into
the passenger's seat, and they headed home.  Where Alexx and the others
were waiting with dinner and ready to fuss.  "He'll be fine but he'll
have to have another one," he told her quietly.  "I need a good
recommendation.  The doctor had him strapped down, thought he wasn't
eating." 


"I'll
get you one," she promised. Xander flopped down, letting Speed handle the
prescriptions for now.  "What was it?" 


"I'm
with symbiot," Xander said.  Ryan gave him an odd look. 
"What?" 


"Is
that like saying you're pregnant?" Maxine asked.  "Because if
you are, I'm going to freak out." 


"It
was an intestinal tumor," Horatio announced.  "There's another
one that'll have to be removed." 


"And
yay me, the people out in Sunnydale gave it to me it looks like," Xander
said.  "So I'm considering it a blood sucking symbiot.  I'll be
back at work soon to proofread more papers and do more of Horatio's paperwork
for him." 


Horatio
stroked over his hair.  "We like you for other reasons," he
reminded him.  Speed came back.  "That was fast." 


"I
do ride a racing bike and they know me at my pharmacy."  He handed
over the bag.  "Quit hovering, guys.  Fuss if you want but quit
staring." 


"He
said he was with symbiot," Ryan told him. 


"Well...." 
He shook his head quickly.  "We've got to figure out how they gave it
to him." 


"Call
Phelps," Xander said, yawning a bit.  Horatio handed him his pills,
letting him take them.  "Thank you.  I'll nap now." 
He snuggled in, letting Horatio cover him with the throw off the back of the
couch.  "Night, all.  Night, symbiot Bob." 


Alexx
glared at Speed.  "I want the full story, Timmy." 


"Dawn!"
Horatio called.  She appeared, then spotted Xander and let out a shriek of
outrage.  "He got given the same shot your mother did, his is in his
intestines.  We need to know what it was if possible and how it got to him
so late." 


"The
federal investigative team," Ryan said.  Horatio frowned at
him.  "They're the only ones who've been in the lab who shouldn't
be.  Unless you think Stetler or Fornell gave it to him?" 


Horatio
made her look at him.  "He's all right. They removed one when he
collapsed, they'll be removing the other one soon.  That's why I need to
know what it was."  She nodded, disappearing again.  He sighed
and called Jethro.  "I'm sorry she's mad, it's not our fault no
matter how much she's screaming and ranting."  He hung up, looking at
Xander, then at Alexx.  "When I know you will." 


"The
funny thing is, the doctor decided he hadn't been eating, that was the cause,
so he had Xander strapped down," Speed told them all.  "Hence
him being home tonight." 


"He
slammed the doctor against the wall too," Horatio agreed, getting a small
laugh from Ryan.  "Let's let him sleep, people."  They
headed outside to talk. 


***



Dawn
reappeared, fuming as she came off the elevator.  She grabbed Jethro's
phone, dialing a number she had found.  "Phelps, Dawnie
Summers.  Xander just popped a tumor in his intestines.  Yeah, he
thinks it's the same.  Please."  She hung up and glared at
Jethro, leaning down.  "They got Xander." 


"You're
being checked then," he said simply. 


"I'm
fine." 


"So
was he." 


"He's
been complaining he was getting fat.  I haven't." 


"You're
still getting a full physical from Ducky," he said firmly.  She stood
up, nodding at that.  "Calm down." 


"Hell
no.  One of their guys down there said there had been an investigative
team?" 


"A
lab investigative team," he said, thinking about it.  "I'll ask
Fornell." 


"Thank
you.  I'm going up to the roof to throw a screaming hissy." 


"Go
to the basement, that way you don't worry anyone," Tony said, giving her a
look.  "He'll be fine.  He survived a lot worse than this."



"He
had restraint marks on his wrists.  Someone's going to die," she told
him, stomping off again. 


Jethro
hit redial, listening to the tense voice.  "I need it as soon as
possible so I can get her checked as well, Phelps, plus she said there'd been
an investigative lab team down there recently.  Yeah, that's who I was
going to ask.  No, she's throwing a fit."  He smiled.
"Thanks."  He hung up.  "I'm going to calm Dawn down
before she explodes.  He'll call Fornell.  DiNozzo, tell
Ducky?"  He walked off, going to find his guide.  He found her
screaming and ranting, but crying in a corner.  He walked over and gave
her a hug.  "He'll live and it'll be fine."  She looked at
him. "It'll be fine.  I know it will be.  If it looks that bad
we'll make Blair do some herbal things." 


Dawn
wiped her face off.  "I called Willow.  Her answer was to
laugh." 


"I'll
gut her for you later."  She nodded, resting against his chest. 
He heard the elevator and looked over as Ducky came off with Abby. 
"She's calming down." 


"I've
got what you need in my office.  Agent Phelps asked me to look it over to
see if I could find a cause."  Dawn looked at her.  "We'll
need to do a few tests, Dawn, just in case." 


"Xander
too?" 


"I'll
tell Horatio myself," Jethro told her.  She nodded, walking off with
Ducky.  He looked at Abby. "I get a copy, Phelps gets a copy, Horatio
gets a copy.  No one else." 


"Agreed." 
She went to do that, encrypting it afterward.  Just in case they needed it
later. 


Jethro
hit the wall then followed to where they were looking Dawn over.  He saw
the director come in and shook his head.  "Out." 


"She's
not dead." 


"Yet,"
Ducky said.  "Everyone does die, Director.  In this case we're
making sure she won't be."  He looked at her.  "I've made
the other appointments for you."  She nodded. "Jethro will take
you over there and sit with you.  It'll be a long time but it'll be
helpful."  She nodded again.  "Then we'll get these people,
Dawn." 


"I
want a few stabs myself," she growled.  She glared at the
director.  "Do you fucking well mind, woman?  They gave one of
the others of the group the same sort of shot that killed my mother and he's
got a tumor now too."  She backed off looking pale.  She looked
at Ducky.  "When and where?" 


"In
about an hour at Bethesda.  Since you're Jethro's charge we can send you
there.  Do not worry.  You're not showing any signs," he said gently.



"If
I do I'm killing." 


"I
know, Dawn," Jethro soothed.  "Come on."  Ducky handed
him the appointment slip.  "Thanks, Duck."  He walked her
out, heading down to the garage.  He found a new cup of his coffee waiting
in the car on him and a soda for her.  "DiNozzo." 


"I'll
thank him later."  She curled up in her seat.  "He'll have
to have the other one removed according to Horatio." 


"It'll
be fine, Dawn.  You know Xander.  He'll survive it." 


"He's
home and had restraint marks." 


"That
means the doctor was stupid."  He started the engine and backed out,
heading off for the nearby hospital.  "It'll be fine."  He
gave her hand a squeeze.  "We'll let you beat the crap out of them if
you want."  She nodded, sniffling some.  "It'll be
fine." 


"It'll
be fine.  I'm just as strong as Xander is."  Her phone rang and
she looked at it.  "What, Buffy?"  She listened to
her.  "No, they gave Xander the same sort of shot that gave Mom the
tumor.  He has one in his stomach.  They apparently removed some and
have another one to go.  I don't know.  Horatio's taking care of him
right now.  No, right now I'm being taken to the hospital to be checked
over.  I'm on Jethro's insurance temporarily, Buffy.  It'll pay for
it and this is just in case.  We don't think anyone got to me. 
Because Jethro doesn't even let me go out to the mall without an escort,
Buffy.  Unless they got me at that event I'm probably fine.  Thank
you for giving a damn."  She hung up and turned off her phone,
sticking it in his shirt pocket.  "I'm tired of people." 


"At
least she was trying." 


"She
did, that was nice."  She took another drink of her soda. 
"I'm wondering if it's how it was administered."  He gave her a
glance before going back to his driving.  "Mom got it in her
brain.  Xander in his gut." 


"It
could be.  Ducky can tell us."  She nodded, resting against his
arm.  "I'll be there. You'll be fine." 


"Thank
you." 


"Welcome,
kiddo."  He pulled into the parking lot, getting out with his coffee,
letting her cling to his arm with her soda.  He walked her up to the
registration desk, handing over the slip.  "Doctor Mallard set it
up." 


She
looked then typed, then nodded. "We need to do the health questionnaire,
Agent Gibbs." 


"I'm
her temporary guardian." 


"That's
fine."  She pulled up the other screen, pointing at the chairs. 
"Okay, Miss Summers.  He gave us most of your personal
information.  You are sixteen?" 


"A
few days ago.  This is a hell of a present," she said bitterly. 


"I
can understand that.  Now, it says here you may have been exposed to a
biological substance?" 


"Someone
gave something to my mother that created a brain tumor.  My other guardian
just collapsed with a similar problem today.  They found at least one in
his intestine."  She nodded, making note of that.  "Ducky
has all that.  I mean Doctor Mallard." 


She
smiled.  "We know Ducky, Miss Summers.  Relax." 


"Kinda
hard to do." 


"I
know.  When was the last time you had intercourse?" 


"Never."



She
smiled, checking that box.  "Last period?" 


"Um,
um..."  She counted back.  "Due in about a week by the way
I feel but it's been about a month.  A little over a month.  Early
last month.  A week or so before that formal. When was that?" 


"The
sixteenth," Jethro supplied.  The nurse nodded, putting that
in.  "We're hoping this is precautionary." 


"It's
always better to be safe than sorry in any sort of biological
exposure."  She found a few questions he hadn't answered. 
"Any allergies?" 


"Penicillin. 
Though Ducky's green tea has been making me wanna hurl recently by smell
alone."  She noted that on a different section and came back. 
"You don't think it's there, right?" 


"We'll
be checking everywhere by the orders he gave us," she assured her. 
She gave her a gentle smile.  "Chicken pox?" 


"Ten. 
No measles, no mumps.  Broken ankle three years ago.  Contemplated
braces but I decided I'd rather have teeth with character." 


She
smiled and checked the proper boxes.  "All right."  She
printed off a bracelet and put it on her.  "Here you go.  You
have to keep that on.  I need you to go to radiology and they'll make you
change into the hospital gown up there.  You're probably going to be here
pretty late tonight so if your guardian has to call anyone he can do it from
the payphones up there.  All right?"  Dawn nodded, shaking her
hand and letting Jethro lead her off.  "Poor girl.  At her age
too," she sighed, shaking her head. 


***



Tony
leaned into Dawn's room.  "Going to growl at me too?"  She
had snapped at most of the nurses since they had found the uterine tumor three
nights before and had rushed her in to remove it. 


"I
feel like shit." 


"That
happens."  He came in, handing over a small bag.  "I'm
going to let you borrow my roadtrip buddy."  She smiled at him,
opening it then grinning at him.  "I also included a few of my
favorite movies so you can watch them.  The portable DVD player is a great
invention.  You even have headphones."  He kissed her on the top
of the head.  "We heard from Horatio.  Xander's other lump was
removed." 


"How?"



"Two
members of the investigative lab team were minor researchers for them. 
One of them dosed him.  She's already broken.  Jethro went to
help."  She gave him an evil smirk.  He pulled a chair over.
"He'd be here but he's being chained to a desk since he nearly killed one
of them." 


"Can
I hit them?" 


"If
we can work it out with Fornell."  He patted her on the hand. 
"They said the small lump they found was easily removed and it shouldn't
come back and it shouldn't leave scar tissue, Dawn." 


"They
also said they weren't sure I was fertile," she told him dryly. 
"Not that I'm going to miss having kids for a very long time." 


"There's
always adoption." 


"True."



"Or
IVF." 


"Also
true."  She looked at him.  "I got nagged to put on weight." 
He smiled.  "I'm not too skinny, right?" 


"Not
horribly so.  You could use a bit of padding for boys to grab onto." 


"Not
anytime soon, thank you."  He stroked over her hair, letting her lean
against his hand.  "Thank you, Tony." 


"It's
not a problem.  Probie bought it for me while I was in here for the
plague." 


"How?"



"Someone
sent it to the office." 


"Charming,
are they dead?" 


"Yeah,
she had cancer when she sent it."  He stroked over her hair
again.  "Willow showed up with flowers.  They're on Ziva's
desk.  She'll bring them later." 


"Why?"



"That's
cynical."  Dawn gave him a look.  "I know but she can
change her mind, the same as you can." 


"Uh-huh." 
She wiggled down, putting his hand back when he moved it.  "I liked
that, but my back's aching again." 


"Hospital
beds are not good for backs.  It's how they get repeat business." 


"In
your case we simply wait for you to get hit on the head again, Agent
DiNozzo," the nurse said as she came in.  "How are you feeling,
Miss Summers?" 


"Crappy,"
she complained, pouting some.  "Can I have pudding?" 


"You
can have some for supper."  She checked her over, then wrote on her
chart, leaving them alone. 


Tony
nodded at the bag, getting a small smile when she found the hershey's
kisses.  "They're small enough to hide from the nurses." 
He went back to petting her since she liked it.  "Even the director
has backed off for now." 


"Yippee. 
She wanting to comfort him?" 


"She
tried that last night," he admitted with an evil smirk. 
"Apparently Jethro tossed her out of the basement."  She gave a
soft smile and went back to nibbling on her first piece of chocolate. 
"Tell me what you think of the movies." 


"Think
I could use them as book reports?" 


He
chuckled and shook his head.  "Gibbs would never allow
it."  She nodded. "I even included your favorite."  He
kissed her on the head again then stood up.  "We have a kidnaping
we're working on." 


"Find
them for me and tell Fornell I want a few good stabs." 


"I
will.  Try to rest between movies."  She nodded, watching him
leave.  He ran into Gibbs downstairs.  "I leant her my DVD
player." 


"Thanks,
DiNozzo.  How is she?" 


"A
bit pouty, kinda sore.  I told her about Willow showing up with
flowers." 


"Thanks." 
He headed up to see his guide, finding her watching a movie and nibbling on a
piece of chocolate.  "He spoiled you?" 


"He
spoiled me rotten," she agreed with a small grin.  She scooted over,
then patted the bed beside her.  He gave her an odd look. "You are
doing daddy duty.  You can cuddle." 


"Fine. 
If I must."  He sat next to her, letting her rest against his
shoulder.  "How are you feeling?" 


"Pouty. 
I'm cramping and I ache." 


"You
get to go home in two days." 


"Good. 
What did Willow want?" 


"To
bring you flowers and apologize." 


"A
real one?"  He nodded.  "Good.  How's Xander?" 


"Horatio
said he came through fine and he's awake and complaining already.  He said
the new surgeon doesn't like him very much but removed it without pulling out
anything extra.  He's coming up for the hearing those two are
having.  They're going to try to plea down to a misdemeanor." 


"Fat
chance or I get to kill them when they get out." 


"We're
going to that one as well.  It's in three days.  You and Xander can
be sore and achy together."  She nodded, giving his arm a hug. 
"Feeling better?" 


"A
bit sleepy.  Are we sure this is the last of them?" 


"Phelps
went back to Willow to have her help him hack with McGee's help." 


"Now
she knows so she's sorry about it?" 


"Possibly." 
He gave her a kiss on the head.  "Get better faster." 


"Tony
said you had a kidnaping.  Use the bad guy to take the anger out on."



"I
have DiNozzo and a boxing ring for that," he said dryly, smirking at her. 


"Don't
dent the Tony.  Then he can't work." 


"He'll
still come in.  He's like that."  He gave her another
squeeze.  "Think you can handle another few hours?  Abby and
Ziva are coming tonight." 


"I
can do that as long as they bring me more chocolate?  Tony only brought
the small bag of hersheys kisses and it does help the cramps." 


"I'll
tell them you need some more chocolate.  Since they're girls I'm sure
they'll understand."  He smirked at her.  "Behave." 


"I'm
trying." 


"Good
girl."  He got up, heading back to his car.  He wouldn't even
wonder why she was watching Cinderella.  It was probably something Tony
was teasing her about to raise her spirits. 


***



Horatio
walked into Jethro's house, smiling at him.  "He managed to confuse
the prosecutor by talking about his symbiot." 


Jethro
shook his head.  "At least he accepted it.  Dawn's still call
hers a problem.  That's all she calls it." 


"That
is a delicate way of putting it." 


"The
girl nearly gutted a nurse who came in to change her IV one night when she
startled her awake." 


"Miss
Chase was much the same way.  Delicate and nice until she had to defend
herself." 


"She
said that's where she learned it.  Bourbon?" 


"Thank
you."  He took the small glass, taking a sip.  "The good
stuff even." 


"We
deserve it." 


"We
do."  He finished the glass and put it down.  "Tony's watching
over them.  He quipped that Xander was the construction worker version of
him." 


"It's
possible."  He shook his head.  "He spoiled her
rotten.  Let her use his portable DVD player, leant her movies, all
that." 


"It's
good your team loves her." 


"We
had to lie to Abby so she wouldn't come up there and help Dawn gut
them."  He finished his glass.  "Is it done?" 


"We
hope so.  The judge refused the plea agreement.  They worked out
another one for twenty years each charge, to run concurrently." 


"So
in twenty years they'll kill 'em," Gibbs said, nodding. 
"That'll work."  Horatio smiled and nodded.  "How's
your boy?" 


"He's
doing better.  He begged my boss for twenty minutes to let me come up with
him.  Claimed he couldn't do his post-surgical care by himself and that he
needed the protection.  That they needed the protection because I was the
only one who could handcuff him and he wouldn't get violent from it." 


Gibbs
snickered.  "Your boss know?" 


"He
figured it out on his own," he admitted.  "We have another one
in the city as well.  They're in SWAT together." 


"Good
to know."  He looked over as Tony walked both injured ones inside,
shaking his head.  "They wear you out?" 


"Made
me miss my girlfriend." 


"I
saw her while I was on my back," Dawn told him.  "She came to
visit and said nice things."  Tony grinned at that.  "Go,
have a date with the hotty chick."  He laughed, heading out to do
that.  "Your DVD player and movies are in the back seat, all but the
Peter Pan special edition," she called after him.  He grinned back at
her.  "Thank you!" 


"Welcome,
princess."  He got in, heading off to change and get ready for his
date.  When he got home he found she had given him a new movie to watch,
making him smile.  It'd go well later on. 


Xander
sat at the table.  "I'd offer to cook but my stomach aches." 


"I
can cook," Dawn said. 


"Dawn,
I'm getting fat from his cooking, I'll cook with Jethro," Horatio said,
putting her into a chair next to Xander.  "You two cannot
criticize." 


"We'll
go up to her room then," Xander said, getting up with a wince. 
Horatio found the pill bottle and handed it over.  "Thanks,
boss."  He dry swallowed one and tossed it back, walking her
upstairs. 


"They
told me to take tylenol," Dawn complained. 


He
grinned.  "They had to dig inside my guts for three hours.  I
growled better than you can." 


"She
scared one of the doctors," Gibbs said.  "I got asked if she
bites." 


"Yes,
I do," Dawn said with a sweet smile.  She walked Xander up to her
room to talk about the boyfriend stuff.  It was a common, not painful,
safe topic. 


Jethro
looked at Horatio.  "Pizza?" 


"Pizza's
good."  He pulled out a twenty for their half, letting Jethro get the
rest and order it.  "Mushrooms on the side.  Xander's funny
about fungus now and then."  Jethro added that and hung up. 
They sat down to talk about work things and how it was working out with their
guides.  It was fun, sometimes.  Others.....  Well, it was
Xander and Dawn's fault usually. 
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"Horatio,
I know your lab isn't handling this one, bomb squad is with night shift, but we
need you to look at this scene with your...special skills," the Chief
said, looking at his best CSI.  "It's the third one in two
weeks.  No one's found much of anything for evidence.  I don't want
this to continue."  He glanced around the mess in the walkway of one
of his city's most popular malls.  This was not good for Miami. 
"I've called your assistant from his closet office so you can do whatever
you need to do to find this person and stop them.  The night shift people
are officially handing it to you."  He left him there to do whatever
he did with his heightened senses and skills. 


Horatio
stared around until his assistant and guide Xander got there, watching him take
his first look around.  "Nice radius," Xander said. 
"A single one or multiple bombs?"  Horatio stared at him in
confusion.  Xander gave it back to him.  Horatio scowled. 
"The things you see in movies and on the internet these days," he quipped
dryly. 


"I'll
hear more on that subject later."  He looked over the area. 
"A single source.  The device was there," he said with a point
as he moved closer.  "Xander, do nothing unless I tell you to." 


"Yes,
boss."  He looked back at the officers guarding the scene then at his
sentinel.  "Start with the residue," he whispered, knowing he'd
hear him.  He could hear him across a crowded, honking, backed up
interstate when he whispered.  He could hear him in here.  Horatio
glanced back but found some to scoop up so he could sniff and look at it more
closely.  Xander shifted slightly closer.  "Why are all the
wires the same size?"  Horatio gave him another confused look so he
carefully walked over to where he had seen the wires.  "Coiled. 
This set is loosely double twisted, like a braid."  Horatio came over
to look at it more closely.  "Could he be stripping some other thing
to get these?" 


"It's
not uncommon.  I wouldn't know what thought without some sort of
identifying mark." 


"Jesse
used that sort for his model cars."  He pointed at an orange one that
was coiled a bit further away.  "Unless he has a thing for the number
of coils. 


"That's
not that common." 


"We
can ask a Radio Shack or a fix-it guy to see the common uses for that type of
wire."  He looked at Horatio.  "They'd know and they might
know who had been buying a lot of it if it's not being stripped out of
something else." 


"We
may have some of that on file but *that* has on reason to be here," he
said, picking up a piece to look at.  "A GPS chip.  So maybe a
phone detonator." 


"Or
a GPS watch, a handheld unit you use on the geo-scavenger hunts, or even a
dashboard system?" Xander suggested.  Horatio looked up at him. 
"They're all over.  Eric has a GPS function on his phone and his
watch for diving.: 


"Good
point."  He looked around.  Xander shifted to put a hand on his
arm and pointed.  "A plastic case."  He picked that up to
look at too. 


"That's
a hand-held GPS unit," Xander said quietly. 


"How
would you program one?" 


"Like
the blind people do when they have to get somewhere?  Hook it to the
beep?" 


"Beep?"



"One
model I saw chimed at the end with a 'you are at your destination'." 
He grinned.  "It had a vibrating alarm for those who were also
partially or fully deaf.  That one was bigger; it had a screen for touch
instructions." 


"Interesting. 
I haven't seen many of those."  He and Xander worked together to find
more things in the devastated area. 


Xander
looked around.  "How did it not hurt anyone?"  Even the
officers looked at him strangely for that question.  He walked over to the
detonation spot.  "If it's here and here is in the middle of a
walkway in this mall on a Saturday afternoon with *three* sales gong on in
popular stores, how did it not injure a single person beyond shrapnel?" 


"That
we know, sir.  A flash-bang and a four second delay," one of the
officers told him. 


"The
same as the other sites?" Horatio asked.  The officer nodded. 
"So they're making a statement instead of injuring people to prove their
point." 


"It's
a mall.  It's evil unless you're a teenage girl," Xander said. 
"What's his message?" 


"That
is what we need to find out," Horatio said. 


"Now
all you need is a 'Padawan' on the end, Xander quipped.   Horatio
groaned and shook his head. 


***



"I
think Xander's right, they're stripping wires," Eric said back in th
lab.  He had gotten all the evidence they brought back to look over. 
"The cutting marks are more worn than the solder or the grip marks. 
They're all different but the gripping pliers are the same."  Horatio
nodded.  "How does Xander know bombs?" 


"I
don't know, yet."  They shared a look.  Could they be premade
kits?" 


"Build-a-bomb
kits?" he snorted.  "I know you can find plans online but
kits?"  Horatio paged Xander, who stuck his head in a few minutes
later.  "How do you know bombs and are there build-a-bomb kits
somewhere?" 


"Don't
ask, don't tell, and I'll... go look."  He walked off again.  It
was easier to get online in his office.   He did save down and print
any schematics he ran into during his search.  It took him nearly an hour
but he finally hit the right site and printed it, writing the address on the
top.  He ordered one to go to his and Horatio's house.  Then he
logged off and brought everything back to Horatio and Eric.  "The kit
site.  All the other schematics I found.  UPS shipping code for the
one I ordered."  He walked off again because it was time to deal with
the mail.  Let them groan and go over sciency things.  He'd get to
play with the kit soon enough. 


"He
ordered one?" Eric asked. 


Horatio
nodded.  "He did.  It'll be at the house in two
days."  He looked at the others in the stack of papers his assistant
had laid out.  "I'll copy these for bomb squad."  He saw
Rick Stetler stomping his way and sighed.  "Yes, Rick, I had Xander
looking up bomb kits since this looks like one.  One will be at my house
in two days."  He held out the order confirmation without looking up.



"Why
is he looking up bombs?" 


"Because
we think our mad bomber is using a kit," Eric said.  Rick sneered at
him. "He did his usual thorough job by printing H some new schematics to
learn too." 


"He
did," Horatio agreed, shooting a small smile at Eric.  Stetler
baiting was one of his lab's favorite pasttimes when he showed up. 


"I
want to know how he knows about bombs.  He was on a scene earlier." 


"He
found the key parts," Horatio admitted, looking at him.  "I'm
training him for the next time we have to call everyone out, Rick." 


"He'll
never pass the exams." 


"Even
normal officers can learn to pick up things," Eric quipped. The Chief
walked up behind Stetler.  "We think they're using a kit system,
sir.  Xander found one for us online to compar against." 


"Computer
services said someone was looking that topic up."  Horatio handed
over the order confirmation sheet.  "That's good to know." 
He handed it back.  "How does he know bombs?" 


Ryan
walked past and handed him a note.  "From Xander, sir." 


He
looked at it.  It was a business card and the note said to ask him. 
He went to Horatio's office to call and ask.  That was one of those
subjects he wanted to be briefed on. 


Ryan
looked at Horatio.  "Something about classified files?" 


"That
agent," he said.  Ryan nodded.  "Thank you, Mr.
Wolfe."  Ryan walked off.  "I think I know."  The
Chief came back.  "Did bomb squad pick up anything else?" 


"Did
you?" he asked.  He moved Rick out of the lab and shut the door in
his face.  "Anything unusual?  Something that was too strong or
should have been there?" 


Horatio
sniffed something.  "No sweat.  No scent of fear," he said
quietly.  "Xander thought they may be making a statement." 


"The
used an audible GPS as the detonator," Eric said.  "They might
not have known it was a real bomb." 


"So
possibly a cult?" the Chief asked. 


"Possibly,"
Eric agreed.  "Or someone who wants us to think so." 
Horatio frowned at him.  "Xander's bad influence.  Maybe an
initiation?  Or did you see the movie _Heathers_?"  
Horatio smirked.  "Someone like that guy.  We need to find out
how many of the audible GPS units sold in town recently then take out the blind
customers." 


"I
know the person who runs the guide dog program socially.  Let me see if
she can help."  The Chief left. 


"I'll
look online," Eric said, moving to do that. 


Horatio
went to check on Xander, who was looking over the new gun catalogs. 
"We need a new one?" 


"Looking
at the updates," he said with a grin.  "Press play." 


"I
remembered about that file and your graduation's battle." 


"Giles
got me plans."  He shrugged.  "Mail's on your desk. 
Mostly stuff I'll file after lunch." 


"Xander,
do you have my catalog?" Calleigh called. 


"Of
course I do."  She leaned in so he handed them over with a
grin.  "I was keeping inept boy from using them as
_Playboys_."  She blushed.  He smirked.  "I didn't
want to hear him over lunch." 


"I'd
stop him if I was in there."  She went back to her lab to do the same
thing he had been.  It was nice the other gun nut in the department handed
them to her readily when she wanted some gun cooing time. 


"Don't
pick on her, Xander.  She could file a complaint." 


"If
she didn't want teased she'll tell me to stop.  What do you want for
dinner tonight?  Speed's back." 


"Whatever
he wants to fix."  He went to talk to Calleigh.  "He said
he'd stop if it bothered you." 


"I
may be a woman but I'm not that fragile, Horatio.  He's fine being
playful.  He needs to play more," she said, giving him a pointed
look. 


"It's
going to be a long few days with this bomber."  Something thumped
that way.  "I'm hoping that mouse is back."  He went to
checked.  "Speed give you a 'whatever' answer?" he joked. 


"Someone
tried to kidnap Dawn.  Tony just called to say they got her back." 


"Is
she all right?" 


"Their
director wouldn't let me talk to her." 


"I'm
sure Jethro is in Blessed Protector mode, Xander.  You know how bad that
can get." 


"She
sent Jethro out of town.  She was on Tony's couch."  Horatio
hissed.  "I know you need me right now but I'm going to find a
contact in town to get her protected and maybe they'll eat the Wicked Bitch of
DC too if I'm nice enough." 


"Do
not make an open threat or offer on her life," he said quietly. 
"She can try to have you arrested for that."  Xander
smirked.  "I'll call Jethro while you're gone.  Get me
lunch?" 


"Sure. 
Thanks, H."  He grabbed something and left. 


Horatio
called Jethro's cellphone.  "It's Horatio.  Are you aware Tony
had to take Dawn back from someone today? Or why your director would not let
her talk to Xander after Tony told him?"  He listened.  
"I'm sure Xander's going to get her some extra protection.  He's more
than mad enough to make sure they'd eat anyone that comes near her,
Jethro.  Nether of us are anywhere near the overprotective Blessed
Protector he is."  He smiled.  "He would fly up but we have
a multiple bombing case at the moment.  Kits we think.  He ordered
one so we could compare. I'll try to keep him reasonable but you might want to
warn Tony, Jethro.  Have a better day."  He hung up and finished
walking of.  He felt sorry for DC, but not even *he* could stop Xander. 


***



Ziva
looked over at where Dawn was sitting.  "Why are you still up
here?  Your guardian should have secured a house by now." 


"You
that anxious to proofread your own reports?" she asked dryly. 


"No,
it just seems odd." 


Dawn
looked at her.  "Did you consider that I asked to stay up
here?"  Ziva looked confused.  "I have a bed in Miami
whenever I want one but I've learned to like DC and Jethro's fussy rules. 
I doubt I can find girlfriends like Abby and Tony down there.  Besides,
Xander has a new boyfriend and I don't want to add pressure to it." 


"You
don't like him being with a man?" 


"No,
I adore his boyfriend.  They're good together.  He's the only reason
you haven't seen Xander up here to fuss.  Or to blow up ht director since
she wouldn't let me talk to him to tell him I'm fine." 


"Putting
it mildly," Tony said from his desk.  "He told Horatio, who told
Jethro, and then Horatio let him find you someone to help you protect
yourself." 


"I
don't need a bodyguard." 


Tony
stared her down.  "Do you really think that's going to matter to
either of them?" 


"No. 
If he was still free, Xander would kill him for taking me."  Tony
nodded, looking smug.  "She has our phones or I'd call him to calm
him down." 


"Ask
Abby?" he suggested.  She jogged that way.  He looked at Ziva.
"You can report that back if you want."  She went to do
that.  He prepared himself for the worst.  Xander wouldn't send a
human guard - he couldn't afford one.  So far they had kept Dawn's magic
from the director but he doubted that would work for much longer. 


***



Dawn
came back with a small...something following her a few hours later. 
"This is Gregori." 


"Who
owed that sort of debt?"  Or did your sister sic him on you?"
Tony asked. 


"I
owe the knight," the small demon complained.  "I thought he was
looking for anything on their bomber but *no*.  I'm guarding the mini
witch until her protector gets back." 


"As
long as she can do it subtly, she can do whatever she needs," Tony
ordered. 


"Oh,
I so am," she promised.  "Try to be a bit mor hidden,
Gregori.  The boss is the one who wouldn't let me talk to Xander." 


"He
said if she's a target oh well," the demon said.  He settled himself
next to her seat and waited.  He heard someone upstairs joking about 'what
could that boy do to her' and decided the knight was right to send him. 
He could have some real fun with this.  The fact they shrieked showed he
had sent an imp to scare them.  Pitiful try.  Never send an imp to do
a real demon's job. 


***



Jethro
got back the next morning, stopping to look at Dawn and Tony.  "Who
rearranged her house so half of it was nailed to the ceiling, held up the back
of her car when she was trying to get treatment for her food poisoning, gave
her the contact allergy, and spiked her pepto with liquor and mushrooms?"
he asked quietly.  They pointed at the demon.  "Who is he?"



"I
owed the knight a favor.  He made me watch her but gave me a great new
toy.  Even better than the sorority house I had been playing with. 
Are you back?" 


"Will
you leave her alone?" 


Gregori
snorted.  "She earned hers by giving the one who took her information
so you'd go after her target." 


Jethro
nodded.  "Thank you for letting me know.  I've got it." 


"Spike
made me promise to stay around as her demon god-parent/bodyguard until she's
married.  The knight tried to make it her first child's 30th day but Spike
thought I'd get in the way of it's conception." 


"Especially
since the serum the Initiative gave me created ovarian and uterine cysts. 
They don't think I can have one," Dawn said dryly.  Her
overprotective big brothers were so mean to poor Gregori. 


"He
wanted you protected because you're the only princess he swears loyalty
to."  She giggled.  "I can disappear if you don't need me
right now.  Have to set up a place and all that." 


"We'll
protect her,' Tony promised. "He took her from the teen center,
boss.  She's been on my couch." 


"Good. 
Let me talk to her."  He walked up to her office.  "Let me
guess.  You said 'what could he do to me'?"  He leaned down to
get into her face.  "Do *not* touch Dawn again, Director. 
Whatever he has planned has nothing on what I'll do to you if you touch that
child." 


"Why
is she still with you?" 


"She
decided she wanted to stay.  She thinks having an older parent figure is
better for her.  That and she wants Xander's new relationship to be solid
before she adds pressure for them to marry."  She looked
disgusted.   "I like Xander in his relationship.  It's good
for them.  Makes them happy."  He left her with her
misery.  The demon was gone.  "DiNozzo, did we have a
case?" 


"Solved. 
Reports are on your desk, boss.  With the one on the
kidnaping."  Jethro sat down to read them.  Then they could add
to the demon's misery quota later on as a team. 


***



Xander
brought in the bomb kit. "It's here," he called.  Eric came out
to get it from him.  Xander followed.  Eric tried to stop him. 
"I want to see."  That got a sigh but he let him.  Xander
put on gloves and a spare coat of Ryan's, waiting while Eric photographed and
opened the box.  Xander snatched the instructions first.  "You
need some technical knowledge but I got this much helping Jesse with his RC
cars."  He let them see it.  "Labeled diagram and how to
put it onto a watch, alarm clock, or a ..."  He turned it over. 
"Cellphone.  Nothing on a GPS unit." 


"So
whoever has to know about GPS units," Eric said.  He looked at a wire
to compare it.  "They match." 


Horatio
walked in.  "They match?" 


"They
do.  The instructions don't have GPS plans." 


"So,
someone who can follow technical details...." Horatio said, thinking out
loud. 


"At
the RC or AV club level," Xander told him.  "Can we get their
records?" 


"They
came from out-of-state.  We'd need the FBI to do that." 


Xander
pointed.  "The postmark is Boca." 


They
smirked.  "We can use that to get their records.  Good
thinking," Eric said. 


"With
the gaps, someone's ordering them singly," Horatio said.  "Get a
warrant, Eric.  Good job, Xander." 


"Which
means I get to bake a cake tonight."  He walked off, taking off the
coat and gloves. 


"I'm
going to have to work out more often," Horatio sighed. 


"Isn't
that Speed and Xander's job?" Eric teased with a mean grin.  He
gathered everything and headed for the courthouse. 


Horatio
scowled after him.  "Don't give them any ideas." 


***



Xander
came jogging into the lab.  "Online news is reporting two bombs in DC
in malls," he said. 


"Horatio
is on a scene.  Find it on tv," Ryan ordered.  Xander went to do
that while he called.  "Horatio, Xander said online news sources are
reporting 2 bombs in DC in malls.  He thinks it's related," he said
as he headed for the break room tv.   He stopped to watch. 
"So do the newscasters on scene there." 


"Tell
him to call Jethro.  I saw Ziva on a scene so he's there somewhere,"
Xander said. 


"Xander
said.... okay.  I'll monitor it, Horatio."  He hung up. 
"He will."  He watched.  "I'm sure Dawn's fine." 


"Probably
locked in a closet," Xander agreed.  "He's more overprotective
than I am." 


Ryan
watched.  "We're wrong.  Isn't that Dawn?" 


Xander
called Tony.  "Dawn's behind Ziva by about 30 feet.  Do you want
Ryan to start gathering what we have on the bombs down here?  He's in the
field, Ryan's here." 


Ryan
took the phone.  "This is Ryan Wolfe.  We found out our bombers
are ordering from a kit company and adding an audible GPS unit, like the blind
use, to give directions and detonation of the warning flash-bang then there's a
stopwatch for the main bomb.   We seized the local shipper's
records.  I'm assuming the FBI does know but we haven't had any that I've
seen.  I can email your lab that.  Horatio says your Abby is very
good.  Give me half an hour to see if our current one is different. 
No, it misfired.  That's where Horatio is.  Thanks,
DiNozzo."  He hung up and went to do that for them. 


Xander
called Dawn.  "You'd better have a good reason for being in a mall in
the afternoon.  Tell them that yet?"  He nodded.  "Dog
whistle.  Then mutter.  Good job, Dawnie."  He hung up to
watch it happen. 


Dawn
didn't have a dog whistle so she texted McGee's phone.  He came jogging
over with Ziva when she saw him running.  She led them to the guy she had
seen dropping the package.  Conveniently knocked out in the ladies
room.   McGee texted Tony, who came running. 


"Why
are you in the mall in the middle of the afternoon?" Tony asked. 


"The
demented bitch told security to not let me in." 


"That's
going to change," Tony assured her. 


Ziva
gave him a look.  "He won't wake up."  Dawn coughed
something and he gasped, looking around.  "What did you do?" 


"Ancient
Chinese secret," she and Tony said in unison.  Ziva groaned but
walked him out in cuffs. 


She
looked at Tony.  "I'll cook and bring in stuff?" 


"Fat
chance.  You're a witness."  He walked her out following Ziva. 


"Gibbs,
Dawn said she saw him drop the bomb." 


"No! 
I mean I didn't know it was a bomb.  One of the cool kids asked me to drop
it off for them.  It gave me the directions.  I *swear* I had no
idea," the kid said frantically.  "My mom's going to kill
me.  She said trying to be popular was going to ruin my life." 


"That's
the least of your worries.  This is considered a terrorist act, kid. 
She might have to make it to Gitmo to kill you," Tony said. 
"Boss, Ryan Wolfe is sending the info from Miami's recent ones to
Abby." 


"Good. 
Where's the FBI info?" 


"Ryan
said he hadn't seen any." 


"Xander
said they're scared of Horatio," Dawn muttered. 


Gibbs
looked at her.  "Why are you here?" 


"Because
I wasn't allowed in to gopher."  She smirked.  "I was going
sock shopping." 


"We'll
figure that out."  He looked around.  "Take the witness and
the idiot back to the office, DiNozzo.  The FBI can find him
there."  He nodded, walking them off with McGee's help.  Gibbs
spotted the agents running his way.  "Why did we hear from Miami
before you?" 


"They
said they had it, Special Agent Gibbs." 


"Uh-huh. 
My protectee saw who dropped it.  They're headed to the office with
him.  He claims he didn't know, a popular kid asked him to drop it." 


Ziva
hung up.  "Abby's got the info from Miami.  She said that sounds
like the same thing and we can compare their wires to ours." 


"Good. 
Get samples to her ASAP." 


"We
can...." the agent started.  Gibbs glared.  "Help
Abby.  She's a good forensic scientist.  Can we have the
subject?" 


"Come
to the office with the samples."  His phone beeped so he looked at
it.  "First, go remove the press."  He sent agents to do
that while they finished the initial picking up. 


***



"What
is she doing here?" the director demanded. 


"She
stopped the guy who dropped the bomb," Tony told her.  She huffed off
and started to yell at someone but suddenly got quiet.  He went to look,
finding her trying to talk.  "Dawn," he hissed when he walked
back to his desk. 


"I
have a headache and my sister's PMS.  Be thankful I don't have a stake
since she sucks so badly." 


"Undo
it." 


"Can't. 
Not my doing."  She pointed behind him.  "She did it."



Tony
looked.  "Undo it, Rosenburg." 


"Why?"



"She's
the director." 


"Pity
she sets such a bad example of women in command."  She changed her to
a yapping puppy.  "There, form and function match her
personality.  Why is Dawn still here?" 


"I
asked," Dawn said.   She changed her back, smiling
sweetly.  "I could let her be more mean and get you
adopted."  The director ran off.  Willow a memory charm. 
"Thank you.  Saves me from looking that one up."  She
looked her over.  "Why the interest?" 


"Buffy
wants you home." 


"No. 
She tossed me away.  Xander and Jethro agreed I'm doing good up here so I
could stay.  They both want me far away from the old life." 
Willow pointed at Gregori since he was sitting beside her.  Dawn pointed
upstairs.  "Xander asked him to protect me since she had me
kidnaped." 


"Did
Xander date her?" Willow asked, looking confused. 


"I
doubt Horatio or Speed would like that.  They're possessive." 
Willow blushed.  "Jethro is here.  Shoo."  Willow
left.  Dawn went back to her statement.  "Get the bad guy. 
I'm okay." 


"Okay." 
He went to meet them at the elevator.  "She and Willow dealt with the
director when se got huffy.  He's in interrogation 2, boss." 


"Good. 
Dawn?" 


"Doing
my statement.  Yell if you need teenager translation."  She
waved a hand and went back to typing. 


"Thank
you."  He walked that way, watching him pace and mutter about his
mother.  "His mother?" 


"Called. 
On her way down here with her belt," McGee told him. 


"Good." 
He walked in there.  "Sit."  The kid sat down, looking
around.  "Your mother's on her way." 


"Can
I be on the plane to the Caribbean?" 


"No."



"You
promised.  That way you can keep her from killing me." 


"I
can do that here.  I want to know everything about that package." 


"This
girl I *really* want to get close to introduced me to her friend, who is
another hot chick but they're so popular so she was telling me how doing this
would make me popular, one of their crowd. And I really wanted her, sir. 
I just wanted to fit in for once and get the pretty girl instead of the ones
with the zits and the horrible buck teeth.   She was nice about it
when she caught me staring and I guess she led me on a bit but she said if I
dropped it off she'd let me hang with them and maybe I could hit on one of the
pretty girls or the other kids would start to look up to me for being popular
and that stuff," he babbled.  "It's hard for a kid to get with a
nice, pretty girl, ya know?" 


"Wasn't
that a movie?" McGee asked Tony in the shielded observation room. 


"No,
the movie was a guy talking them into suicides or arranging their
suicides.  Such a knock off of _Heathers_." 


"What?"
Ziva asked. 


"Ask
Abby.  She's got a copy," McGee told her.  "Director?"
he asked more quietly. 


"Willow
was here."  McGee shuddered at that.  "Dawn undid
it."  He wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not yet. 


Abby
walked in, closing the door behind her.  "His mom is here. 
Security had to take stuff from her.  The wires match the pictures. 
I'm running residue right now." 


"A
popular girl asked him to drop it off.  H wants to be popular," McGee
told her. 


"Does
she have a red scrunchie?" Abby asked. 


"No
clue," Tony admitted.  "Can we find the address on those
kits?" 


"Yup. 
Did.  Ordered one for McGee's house.  Two days to ship.  They're
sending in the hard copies from their seizure overnight to us.  Aww, Gibbs
asked if she wore a red scrunchie too."  She left to check on her
tests.  The two agents were still locked in her office.  It was good
of them to stay out of her way. 


***



Xander
looked over from cooking when the door was knocked on.  "Speed must
be napping on his book again.  Hold on!"  He washed his hands and
went to answer it.  "Yes?" he asked the guy, glancing at the ID
that was held up.  "What did you need, Agent Emmes?" 


"Sir,
I'm here to arrest you." 


"For?"



"Frequenting
bomb sites and buying the type of bomb being used in the mall bombings." 


Xander
leaned his shoulder against the door and reached for his work ID slowly so he
wouldn't spook the poor idiot.  "I'm the crime lab's administrative
assistant.  I looked it up and ordered one for my boss."  The
agent went from pleased to confused.  "It was nice of them to send a
calm person so I didn't have to go into self-defense mode.  Thank
you." 


"You
live here on an assistant's salary?" 


"I
think you'll find this is Lieutenant Caine's house," Speed said as he came
out of the study.  He held up his ID.  "Xander is his
assistant.  He ordered the kit when our evidence suggested it was mass
produced." 


"But
it was sent here." 


"I
didn't think they'd be stupid enough to send it to the lab," Xander
said.  "Beyond that, I bought one and they've had like six or seven
placed around town."  The oven's timer went off.  "'Scuse
me, I'm cooking."  He went to handle that. 


"He
has a sealed file," Emmes said quietly. 


"His
whole town is a sealed file.  That one came when he and his friends did
the FBI's job for them." 


"He
talked to the witness in DC by phone right afterward." 


"He
and Jethro Gibbs share custody of Dawn.  She wanted to stay there so
Xander's letting her." 


"Gibbs
is gay?" 


"Her
mother died," Xander said impatiently.  "I took custody of her
from Dawn's sister but I had just moved down here.  Jethro took her in
while I got settled.  She decided to stay."  He handed Speed the
spoon he had brought with him.  "I think I burned it." 


Speed
nodded after his taste.  "Yup.  Was it already over stuff? 
If so, just add a strong cheese." 


"No,
not yet.  Ooh, the oven."  He went to turn it off then came
back.  "Okay, any other questions?" 


"Do
you know explosives, sir?" 


"A
bit.  I looked at the kit's directions.  If you can do a RC car, you
can do that one." 


"How
do you know explosives?" 


"That
is part of that sealed file." 


"I
can still bring you in for questioning, sir." 


"And
I can sue the hell out of the FBI.  Why aren't you looking for the people
who bought more than one kit?" 


"I'm
assigned to look for other threats." 


"He's
only a threat to the lab's waistlines," Speed said. 


"I'm
out of the protection business.  I don't have to do that stuff anymore
unless Cuba or Orlando invade, Agent Emmes."  The agent's confused
look was getting boring to look at.  "Look into that file, kid."



Speed
watched Xander walk off.  "You just doomed us to cookies and quiche
for breakfast. Thanks."  He shut the door and followed to calm Xander
down before he started to bake.  "He'll learn.  He's young and
stupid." 


"I'm
not like that."  He ate a bite of ice cream. 


"We
know that.  He decided you were easiest of the list and didn't do his
research."  He let Xander cuddle and have the ice cream.  It'd
keep them from destroying themselves with the ice cream cake of doom. 


***



Agent
Emmes and his boss went to Horatio's office an hour later.  "Caine,
you have a dangerous person in your employ," the boss said. 


"Did
Delko date the wrong woman, Wolfe clean something on you, or was he scared that
Calleigh is a ballistics tech like the last one?" he asked dryly.  He
really hated the local office.  They were smug, stupid, and liked to waste
his time. 


"We
talked to your assistant," Emmers said.  "He was not cooperative
and he had easy answers to everything that led back to a sealed file." 


Horatio
stared at him then at the head agent.  "Xander ordered the kit for us
so we could compare it to the bombs." 


"We
think he's a future danger.  None of us cold get into that file." 


"Deputy
Director Fornell out of DC sealed it.  I can tell you it was about him and
his friends taking out a military unit they found torturing the residents of
his former town.  Anything else, ask Fornell." 


"He
was associated with a weapons source in LA." 


"He
left that life, gentlemen.  I helped him clean out his old vault that the
group kept." 


"He
has a storage space in town," Emmes said. 


"With
the things form his former apartment.  It might have a sword or two. 
I can look if you'd like." 


"I'd
rather have this danger to Miami neutralized," the head agent said. 


Horatio
sighed and typed something into his computer, printing off a file. "The
group they took down in Sunnydale."  They laughed. 
"Exactly."  He called home.  "Xander, is there
anything in your storage area the FBI should be concerned about?" 


"Three
hand guns, a sword or two, my old crossbow."  On speaker he ate a
bite of something.  "You watched me leave all that behind in
Sunnydale." 


"I
did.  Nothing new?" 


"You
said if something like that was needed in Miami, you'd get it for me." 


"I
did." 


"You
don't have ill-feelings toward your government?" Emmes asked. 


"Oh,
it's you again.  I didn't from the last battle with the Initiative until
today," Xander said dryly.  "Thank you for changing my mind,
guys."  He hung up. 


Horatio
mentally groaned.  "I'd suggest an apology, gentlemen.  Xander
is very protective. He'd never attack without a reason.  You just upset
him and he's going to take weeks to calm down." 


"Then
maybe he should be under observation?" Emmes suggested.  "Have
you seen his record?" 


"I
have.  The LA office of the FBI said that was the former mayor. 
Xander and his friends ran a protection patrol and caught him doing some very
illegal things.  Hence him trying to shove off blame." 


"Is
he in jail?" 


"He
blew up their graduation when the thugs he hired to take them out
lost."  They both suddenly lost the color in their faces. 
"Xander and his friends were responsible for getting people out of harm's
way."  Horatio stood up and put on his jacket and sunglasses. 
"It says a lot that even now no agency, Federal or State, will handle
anything in Sunnydale.  You left it to three teenagers, a few friends, and
a librarian.  Now, if you'll excuse me, Xander is going to torture me with
dinner."  They huffed off.  He'd have to do something about
them.  Soon.  Before they upset Xander more and he started to make
pastries. 


***



Jethro
looked at Dawn later that night.  "Are they getting too
annoying?" 


"Not
yet.  Ziva bluntly asked me why I'm still here.  I told her I asked
to stay.  Am I in the way of their plans or something?" 


"Probably
or something."  He heard a car and looked out the window. 
"That's the director." 


"I
left you a plate of dinner but she can starve," Dawn said quietly, getting
comfortable with her history textbook. 


Jethro
answered the door.  "Is there a problem?" 


"Some
people wanted to talk to Dawn about the incident while she was doing her
statement." 


"Go
ask Rosenburg," Dawn called.  "I'm a minor."  She
turned the page, not looking up at the huffy woman. 


"They
think you did that." 


"It
was pretty clear she did undid what Rosenburg did," Jethro said. 
Though he would be tracking down these 'others' and dealing with them soon
apparently. 


"That
one is on a no-touch list.  This one isn't." 


Dawn
looked up.  "Yes I am.  After that Initiative mess, the agent in
charge put me on it.  And I'm still a minor." 


"Your
name is not on it." 


"If
so, they took all of us off it.  I'm still too young to work for the
government." 


"We
think you're dangerous.  Your guardian was looking up bombs." 


"For
the crime lab.  He's their administrative assistant." 


"He
also told them about ours so they could share information." 


"He's
known to deal weapons," the director pressed.  Even if Jethro
wouldn't let her in the door. 


"He
hoarded in case his old town needed them," Jethro corrected calmly. 
"Dawn was too young to be part of that group." 


"My
sister threw major fits," she agreed. 


"Your
sister is under watch." 


"Are
they alive?" she snorted.  She put down her book and curled up some.
"I should call and check on that.  It'll annoy her to no end." 


"The
agents in LA...." 


Dawn
held up a hand to interrupt.  "She's not in LA.  Sunnydale is
three hours outside of LA.  Only some of the groups ex's live in LA."



"They're
not allowed into the town so they've been watching from afar," she said
snidely. 


Dawn
looked at Jethro then up then decided to call.  "Did you know we're
all on a terrorist watch list, Buffy?  They're watching you from LA. 
Jethro's director is pressuring me to go live with Xander so she can make
Jethro do something totally stupid that'll ruin his career.  No, I decided
and asked, Buffy.  Exactly.  Doing good.  A few migraines so I'm
still home schooling.  Oh, let Willow know they think I'm responsible for
her little show.  That's why she's here threatening me.  I doubt
Xander's boyfriends would like that." 


"Figures
he's gay," the director snorted. 


"His
boyfriend is a cop," Jethro told her.  "Xander is tougher than I
am." 


"That
is *so* wrong, Anya.  Jethro, Anya thinks you should date Tony since
Xander likes his boy-lovin' so much." 


"I'm
paddling her the next time I see her for that thought," he shot back. 


"You
can call him tomorrow to see if it'll be fun, Anya.  Yes, that sort of
problem, Buffy.  Thank you."  She hung up. 


Willow
appeared.  "Women like you make me ashamed of sharing the same
biological functions."  She sighed.  "Buffy said I
shouldn't change you again...."  Jethro swatted her. 


"You're
setting a bad example for Dawn." 


"She
can't do it." 


Dawn
looked at Jethro for permission then changed her to a toad, then back to a
girl.  "Really?" she asked dryly.  "Unscrew what you
did before Ziva gets a pet kitty." 


"You..."
the director started. 


"Willow
froze her.  "Shut up."  She smiled her meanest, sweet
smile.  "We'll be back."  They disappeared. 


"I
think she'll like Sunnydale," Dawn said dryly. 


"As
long as they don't hurt her or let her be eaten.  Food in the
microwave?"  She nodded, going back to her history book.  He got
his dinner and sat down to relax before going to work on the boat.  He had
no authority over Willow Rosenburg and it might actually help some of their
problems if he let the mentally unstable young witch handle her. 


***



Tony
strolled in on the director's fit the next morning.  "They could've
had you eaten, Director.  Or you could be a cute little pet at the
moment.  Dawn isn't Willow.  None of us would let that happen. 
That's why Xander got her out of there.  If you'd leave her alone, she'd
never have to defend herself." 


"I
do not...." she started. 


"Formal. 
Event," he butted in dryly. 


Ziva
shuddered.  "I did not like that event." 


"She's
wrong," the director snarled. 


"Only
because you make her act," he shot back.  "Otherwise you'd never
have known about any of that.  Leave Dawn alone and you have no
problems." 


"She's
corrupting Jethro's team." 


"She
never did anything until you made her react," Ziva said.  "She
left because she wants to be more normal.  Or else she'd be in Miami. 
She's gets quite hiffy whenever she has to react." 


"Huffy,"
Tony corrected. 


"I
thought that was a type of bike." 


"That
too," Tony agreed.  He looked at the director.  "Leave her
alone and she'll do the same." 


She
walked off.  Ziva relaxed.  "We should be careful. 


"We
always are."  He sat down and logged in to star the work day. 
"Anything from Abby?" 


"Not
that she told me or the agents she has tied up." 


"Gibbs
will handle that."  He texted her, getting a list of names from their
records.  He sent half to Ziva.  "Search those."  They
got to work. 


***



Xander
looked at the newest pictures.  "Something's different." 
He put down the picture.  "It's not the same." 


"The
blast radius is a bit smaller," Eric agreed. 


"But
it's the same size box.  Was there a difference in the type of
explosive?" 


"We're
testing it," Eric said patiently.  "Why are you helping?" 


Xander
looked over at him.  "Because I know a bit about explosives.  I
can build that without the kit to make it go farther."  Eric
shuddered.  "You, Ryan, and Calleigh don't know that much about
it.  Horatio's being chewed on by the higher ups for not solving it
already.  It's me or bomb squad guys."  He tapped the picture. 
"This isn't the same bomb." 


Eric
paged Ryan, bringing him with the reports.  "Xander, the explosives
knowing one, said this one was different?" 


"Different
explosive.  This one's a construction grade plastique."  He
handed that over. 


Xander
looked.  "Couldn't have used much." 


"Small
chunk and we found evidence of plastic buffering it." 


"Bubble
wrap?" Xander suggested.  Both CSI gave him looks like he was
crazy.  "One of the plans I found online had it and a cellphone
trigger.  It's cheap and you can find it multiple places without getting
noticed for buying large quantities." 


"Get
us Horatio's copies you found?"  Xander went to get them. 
"I'm almost scared." 


"It's
his past life," Ryan reminded him. 


Xander
came back.  "Either of these?" 


Ryan
pointed.  "That one."  They looked it over.  It made
it easier to reconstruction.  Xander to do Xander things in the
office.  Eric called Horatio to let him know what they knew - including
that Xander was scary. 


***



Dawn
squealed suddenly.  "I found a blog with details about our
bombing."  Jethro came over to read over her shoulder. 
"Some commented but this one knows who the delivery boy was.  The
news has kept his name out of the press.  Plus he mentions the kit." 


Jethro
put it on the bigger screen to read it easier.  "Good work,
Dawn.  What happened to your English paper?" 


"It's
taking a nap until I don't want to quip something Buffy like about the
uncomfortable clothes since it's on how fashion responded to the shifts in
politics."  He gave her an odd look so she held up the sheet. 


"That's
dumb."  He handed it back.  "Can we track him, McGee?"



He
looked at the newest entries.  "He's uploading from a local
school." 


"The
same school as the kid?" Tony asked. 


"No. 
The idiot kid attends a private one about a mile away so maybe same common
hang-out spots to find that girl at?" 


"Prep
and public kids don't usually mix," Tony said.  "Probably a
mutual place, not a group."  He grabbed his stuff, the others grabbed
theirs.  "Dawn, do the phones?" 


"Of
course.  Smack someone around for me."  They left so she forwarded
the phones then got back to work hunting for more interesting clues to who was
behind this plan.  It had to relate to Miami's right?  She saw the
director watching her and grinned, waving a bit before going back to
work.  Some day soon she was going to slip.  Then Ziva could have a
pet hamster if the woman didn't leave her alone. 


***



Tony
found the right hang-out from the kids they had talked to in their delivery
boy's classes.  He walked in and flashed his badge plus the picture. 
"This kid did something incredibly stupid to please a pretty young girl
who hangs out with at least one other one.  Do you know which girl he's
been drooling on?" he asked.  The others came in. 


"There's
a few on Friday that he's seen talking to but I wouldn't call them
*pretty*." 


"He
said she was very pretty, popular, and said if he did the stupid thing he could
hang with them and hit on her," Tony said.  "I think at one
point he mentioned she had a blonde friend." 


"Oh,
them."  He grimaced.  "Spoiled upstart brats from the
Catholic school up the road.  The prep kids consider them cool enough to
hang with.  The other kids from the public one don't mind them since their
parents sent them to a religious school and most of the kids say they want to
switch because the teachers are mean."  He grimaced.  "They
usually hang out over in that area." 


"Do
you take film of the floor?" Tony asked. 


"Usually."



"Can
we get copies from the last few times he's been in?" 


"I
haven't seen him in days." 


"That's
because he's in custody," Jethro told him.  "He dropped the bomb
in the mall to impress the girl." 


The
drink master shuddered.  "Oh, damn.  Well, they say a pretty
girl will ruin a young guy faster than anything.  Let me see what I have
for tapes." 


"Just
give us copies of what you have," Tony offered with a grin. 
"We'll sort through it.  She's at the Catholic school?"  He
nodded.  "St. Eliana's?  St. Marys?   St. Peters is
probably too far away.  The one in the gothic school up the
hill?"  That got a nod.  "Any idea on her name?" 


"She's
a whore of a brat, but no.  If she's the one I'm thinking of, she and her
friend are both cheerleaders and she's a brunette.  The blonde is very
mean and evil looking.  The brunette appears sweet but it's the cloying
fake sweetness that you get from practice.  They're doing their best to
get into trouble before they run out of juvenile record time so it won't hurt
their hunt for a future husband." 


"Good
to know.  Thank you."  He wrote that down.  His phone
rang.  "DiNozzo."  He listened.  "Yes she is,
Marks.  I'm sure she is.  Boss, Marks with security.  The
director is nagging Dawn about home schooling." 


Jethro
took the phone to listen to him.  "I'll call her.  Thank you for
letting me know.  No, I want to know any time she tries to get near
Dawn.  She's been trying to hurt her."  He hung up and called
her.  "Calm down."  He smiled.  "That's good to
know.  Is she crying and able to be yelled at?"  He
smirked.  "Even better.  Thank you."  He hung
up.  "McGee, go back to the office and help Dawn."  He
hurried off to catch a cab since they only had the one sedan with them. 
"Dawn shot back that she had migraines and had to miss too much school
from them.  It was backed up in her medical records and from Ducky, who
Dawn called," he told Tony when he looked over.  "Ducky drove
her off." 


"Good." 
He looked at the drink master again, taking the pile of tapes. 
"Thank you.  We'll hand these back once we have copies made." 


"Sure
thing." 


"Do
they tip you better here than they do regular bartenders?" Tony asked. 


"Spoiled
kids?"  He snorted.  "Hell no.  Pouring expensive
mixed juice drinks pays more base wage but I get a lot less in tips.  The
only benefit is now I can throw out the drunks that annoy me."  That
got a smirk and a nod as they left.  Jethro left him a tip, getting a grin
back.  "Nice agents."  He pocketed the tip and got to work
for the opening later that night. 


***



Xander
looked around the newest bomb area.  "Why didn't she hear?" he
asked quietly. 


"She's
got a card saying she's deaf," Horatio said, looking at him. 


Xander
nodded.  "That's strike three in my book.  She probably saw
people reacting and got trampled or pushed aside."  He looked around
again then he pointed.  "Start there?"  Horatio looked then
slowly walked over there.  "Little to the right.  Right above
the shiny thing."  Horatio smirked as he squatted to look at
it.  "What is that?" 


"That
is very interesting.  Good catch, Xander."  He bagged it and
held it up.  Xander smirked too.  They had a serial number for the
GPS unit since it was mostly still whole.  "Get this back to Eric
immediately." 


"He
was just pulling in."  He took the bag and went to hand it to
him.  "From Horatio.  The presents he gives you," he
quipped.  He spotted Speed.  "Are you cleared?" 


"Nope,"
he said dryly.  "Need me anyway.  Which way?" 


"By
the food court.  Alexx, she's off to the left side of the
hall."  She nodded, going that way.  He headed back in with the
baskets for evidence that Eric was holding.  Eric went to find where the
unit had come from.  "He's got it, Horatio." 


"Thank
you, Xander."  He waved him closer, watching as he carefully walked
that way.  "What do you see?" 


Xander
looked.  "He tried to put the briefcase under the seat since it's
ripped off but went up to break the skylight."  He looked up then
around.  "I think most of this is glass damage."  He slowly
turned around, then closed his eyes.  He had been in this mall a few weeks
back.  Then he opened them, looking at him.  "They just put in
new cameras.  I was here buying new underwear a few weeks back and they
were putting them up then.  I had to detour around their little cherry
picker buckets." 


"Speed,
go get us those tapes," Horatio ordered.  He nodded, going to do
that.  "Anything else you remember?" 


"They
were putting up some sort of sliding door looking thing," he said with a
point. "There.  But it might've been for the weekend's expo
thingy.  I thought it looked like a blast door." 


Horatio
looked.  "That could be why there's a definitely line instead of it
being more scattered.  Just there?" 


"I
think they were going to put one up behind us.  They had an opening in the
wall."  He walked over to look, then pointed.  "Its in here
but not closed.  It's still got the latch on it." 


Horatio
came over to look at it. "They were probably waiting to clear
everyone," he decided, looking at the body.  "Alexx, she had a
card saying she was deaf." 


"I
figure she turned at the light and got trampled maybe or pushed down,"
Xander told her. 


She
nodded.  "She does have a few footprints on her.  Poor
woman.  Life was tough enough without this."  She covered her
and looked up.  "We should talk about how you know all this." 


"Sealed. 
File," he told her simply.  She shuddered.  He shrugged. 
"Horatio, I'm going to look in that window.  It's outside the blast
radius so I'm not sure why it broke."  Horatio nodded, letting him go
that way.  He peered inside then smirked.  "Someone dropped their
bowling ball present.  It sent it flying."  That got a nod and a
hum.  He looked.   "She must've been right on top of it or
it was in the bag with it.  That's a big distance for a bowling
ball." 


Horatio
looked then came over to look.  "That is a good distance." 
He frowned, gathering it to be looked over.  "Find evidence of the
bag." 


Xander
looked at him.  "Fabric, plastic, or metal?" he asked quietly. 


"I
can smell burning fabric."  Xander patted him on the arm, letting him
get control of his senses again.  "There," he said with a
point.  Speed was coming back with the tape so he stopped to look, picking
it up to hold it.  "Bag, Speed?" 


"Bowling
bag, H."  He held up the handles.  "Well crafted to
withstand hard use." 


"Something
we can trace?" Xander asked. 


"Probably
not."  He looked around, finding more of it.  The tape got put
into his case and they moved to find more things.  "Why a bowling
bag?"  Horatio let Xander lift the ball. 
"Interesting.  Where was that?"  Xander pointed at the
window.  "She dropped it inside the bag without looking?" 


"Or
didn't take the time to care," Xander offered.   "Maybe
it's meant as a specific in-joke this time?"  They looked at
him.  "In DC's they found chicken feathers in the bomb case." 


"Telling
us more about the people who made the bomb or the one who delivered it?"
Speed asked. 


"Dawn
said the delivery boy up there wanted to be popular so badly the girl talked
him into it with a promise of being allowed to hang with her and her pretty
friend, both of who he wanted to hit on." 


"Pretty
girls can cloud a guy's mind," Speed sighed, shaking his head. 
"Idiot." 


"Jethro
said the same thing."  He took the ball to the evidence box, putting
it carefully in there so it wouldn't damage anything else.  All the other
envelopes went after it.  He stood up and looked around, moving something
for Alexx and the body haulers.  He heard a whining noise and winced,
instinctively going for Speed.  Horatio was too.  They pounced him as
a second device went off.   Speed groaned and passed out from the
pain of them knocking him down but he was fine.  Horatio had a few
shrapnel cuts.  Xander had a few more since he had been farther away and
therefore on top. 


"Aw,
shit," he muttered.  "Alexx, Speed is knocked out.  Horatio
has a few cuts.  Can I get something to stop the bleeding?" he
called.  She came rushing back with her first aid kit.  They got off
Speed, letting her check him over while he got Horatio's injuries. 
Horatio was watching Speed.  "Hey, he's fine."  Horatio
looked at him.  "We knocked him out but he's fine.  We covered
him."  He plucked out a piece of something, putting it on the bag
Speed had out to pick something else up.  He dabbed at another bleeding
spot.  "Find it."  Horatio nodded, concentrating around
them until he found it.  He walked over to examine it then smirked at
him.  "Good?" 


"No,
not good.  But helpful."  He bagged up that device.  It
hadn't done much damage.  He looked around the new mess. 
"Alexx, go with him."  She nodded, going with Speed once the paramedics
got there.  "You too, Xander." 


"Shut
up, Horatio.  It's scratches, like yours are."  He came over to
look.  "I found that one online the other day.  It was... 
Hmm, that Russian site I think.  Fairly easy and you can get it all at
Radio Shack." 


"Good
to know."  He bagged up that mess and when Ryan and Eric came running
back he got them to do the rest.  By the time they got back to the office,
Speed was out of the hospital and complaining.  They walked into Speed
getting ready to throw a fit.  "Speed, are you all right?" 


"Are
you!" he demanded.  He glared at Xander.  "He should've
went." 


"Neither
of us went, Speed.  It was only small cuts from the debris.  If he
had went I would've went with him.  I did stop the bleeding while they
looked you over."  Speed slumped, shaking his head as he walked
off.  "Okay.  Now, we can clean these up, pick out any shrapnel,
and then I'll find those plans while you be brilliant." 


"I..."



"Will
be in the changing room by the time I get there with the lab's first aid
kit?  Yes you will.  They can start the tests running and we'll have
to wait for them to run anyway, Horatio.  If you hadn't turned down your
sense of touch, you'd be in pain right now," he said quietly at the dirty
look he got.  "March.  It's my job to take care of
you."  Horatio nodded, heading that way.  Xander got the kit
from Calleigh.  "I'm cleaning his little cuts and bruises in the
changing area."  She nodded at that, coming to gather any evidence
and take pictures for them.  "Speed's head?" he asked as they
walked. 


"Just
knocked out.  He woke up on the way there and fussed at everyone until
they decided he was fine and could go."  He nodded at that, holding
the door for her.  "Oh, no," she said, looking at Horatio's
shoulder.  "That's kinda deep, Horatio." 


Xander
looked.  "I can handle that."  She gave him a heated
look.  He stared back.  She huffed but took pictures of Horatio's
injuries while Xander stripped off his shirt and undershirt for her.  She
plucked some bits and pieces out of them then left him to do their
injuries.  "Hey," he said quietly.  "How far down is
it?" 


"Fairly
so.  Is it that bad?"  He looked and winced.  "That'll
sting later." 


Xander
smiled.  "Keep it down until after I clean it, boss."  He
got to work on that one first, doing a few underneath the skin stitches to keep
it closed.  Then he bandaged it and moved onto the ones on his face. 
"Small stings," he promised quietly.  Horatio nodded, taking
some of the alcohol gel and pads to do the ones on Xander's arms, face, and
shoulders.  Xander hissed at one.  "I need the 'touch down'
switch right about now," he joked weakly. 


"I
should've made you go with Speed." 


"There's
no way I'm going to leave you in a dangerous situation by yourself, Horatio. 
You know that."  That got a silent nod and another bandaid
applied.  "I heal the same as you do.  Even if I was really
injured, if one of us goes, the other might go insane."  He looked at
him.  "That's the way the bond works," he said quietly.  That
got another silent nod. "Consider me a shadow, Horatio.  Even if
we're both injured and both should've went.  I wasn't going to embarrass
you there by throwing a girlish hissy about you being injured." 


"Thank
you."  He finished up and moved to his face, finding one had broken
open.  "Hmm, bleeding again." 


"Turn
down the scent function too, big guy.  You'll snap if you smell it for too
long."  Horatio smiled, putting a bandaid over it.  "Thank
you."  He moved back.  "Let me see your back." 
Alexx stomped in.  "Nearly done, Alexx." 


"You
should've sent him," she told Horatio. 


Xander
looked at her.  "There's no way in hell I'm leaving him in a
dangerous situation, Alexx Woods.  Jump off it.  We both should've
went but the job demands sometimes.  The same as if I was injured while
hunting I had to finish it somehow."  She backed away, mouth open. 


Horatio
looked at him. "I'm supposed to go into Blessed Protector mode,
Xander.  Not you." 


"Yay." 
He grinned.  "We're not Jim and Blair, Horatio.  Things aren't
exactly as they are for them.  I can be just as overprotective of you as
Jim can of Blair and Jethro can growl over Tony and his team plus Dawn. 
The same as we can both overprotect Speed because apparently he needs it."



She
let out a small laugh.  "He does need it, yes."  She came
over to look.  "Who stitched this?" she said, looking at his
shoulder.  Xander wiggled his fingers as he cleaned up their mess. 
"Not bad."  She swatted him on the head.  "Not your
job." 


"Shut
up, Alexx.  I can do those.  Have in the past," he told
her.  He got up and looked around.  "Horatio, do I have an extra
shirt in your locker?" 


"I'm
not sure I have an extra shirt in my locker," he admitted.  He looked
but no, he didn't.  He sighed.  "Speed should have one." 


Alexx
paged him, making him come stomping that way.  He stopped to stare at
them.  "Do you have any extra t-shirts, Speedy?" 


"Um,
let me look.  Thanks, Alexx."  She left with a grin, locking the
door behind her.  He walked closer, looking them over.  "You
both should've went." 


"We've
decided we can be overprotective boobs over you since you got knocked
out," Xander quipped with a grin.  Speed kissed him to shut him up
then kissed Horatio, earning a hum.  Xander let hem have each other to
break the tension.  He put back on his undershirt and went back to his
office to write out the report someone would undoubtedly need soon. 


Speed
worked Horatio off quickly, making him go limp against the lockers.  He
looked around to pull Xander in to make sure he was all right.  "That
sneaky little shit left us, Horatio.  We should spank him for
that."  He got Horatio his sweats from his locker and helped him into
them, bagging the clothes for the dry cleaner.  He could check for
evidence later, before he dropped it off.  Horatio got put up in his
office for a bit since he was sleepy for some reason.  Then Speed went to
hunt his other lover down.  "Next time, watch and I'll get you
next," he said, closing the door.  He pulled Xander around to pin him
to the desk, checking him over.  "Why do you have more cuts?" 


"I
landed on top." 


"Thank
you."  He took a kiss and made Xander groan and relax.  "I
was going to get you next." 


"Horatio
needed it, Speed.  I've been battle tense for weeks in the past.  I
could pounce you later on tonight." 


"Not
happening.  You get pounced now so I can make sure you're all right,"
he promised, going to make sure their boy was really all right.  Xander
might protest and be slightly insecure that they wanted him for himself but he
was learning.  He let go and Speed got to grin at him.  He stood up
again, kissing him.  Xander moved to play with him.  "Not
necessary, Xander.  I'm good.  I'm making sure you're both
okay.  You can both pounce me tonight for dinner.  All
right?"  Xander grinned, taking a kiss.  He heard the door open
and looked back.  "Rick, do you mind?  I'm making sure he's all
right."  Rick blushed and closed the door, stomping off. 
"He must've thought you were beautiful.  He was staring again." 
He took another kiss.  "Let me see if I've got another shirt in my
locker since that's got blood on it." 


"It's
fine for now." 


"Shut
up, Xander."  He smirked.  "It's my job to take care of you
two the same way it's your job to take care of us two."  That got a
nod.  "Besides, H might freak with the blood scent."  He
went to look, having to bum from Ryan.  "Ryan, do you have an extra
t-shirt Xander can bum for now?  His has blood and cuts." 


Ryan
shuddered.  "I saw.  I think I do."  He went to get it
for him, handing it over.  "Is Horatio all right?" 


"I
made sure he'd sleep for a bit so he can come hover over our shoulders later
and would quit worrying."  He walked off smirking. 


"I'll
make sure they erased that tape," he muttered, going to AV to do
that.  "Erase the locker room tape, Cooper." 


"I
saw and erased.  It pinged about unusual activity, Wolfe."  He
looked over.  "Then I erased the one outside of Xander's office when
his door closed.  Making sure it didn't catch them when Stetler opened the
door."  Ryan grinned and headed off.  "Wonder if the bossman
knows," he muttered, turning back around to get back to work. 
"If so, that's probably hot."  He shook himself free of his
dirty thoughts so he could get back to evidence looking over.  They didn't
pay him to imagine Horatio and Xander covering Speed with some of the volcano
cake Xander had made last week so they could lick it off him.  With ice
cream of course. 


***



Dawn
hung up and stared at her cellphone then at Jethro.  "There was a
second device at the last one in Miami," she said quietly.  Jethro
stopped working to look at her.  "They're fine.  Cuts and
bruises.  They knocked Speed down and out because he was closer. 
That was Xander admitting he was fine and just had a few cuts and
bruises.  No idea why the second device or where it came from." 


"Same
MO?" 


"In
a mall.  You might check."  He nodded, typing out a message to
the lab down there. "I'm going to get chocolate." 


"How
many cuts?" he asked her, handing her a dollar. 


"Many. 
Some on Horatio too." 


"I'm
sure they took care of each other, Dawn." 


She
nodded.  "In the locker room.  Speed took the phone to assure me
he was fine while Xander put on a borrowed shirt from Ryan Wolfe." 
She took a calming breath and went to get a candy bar from the machine. 
She was going to kill someone if they had targeted Xander.  She came back
and found only Tony there.  "Emergency run on the potty?" she
joked weakly. 


"Director."



"You
can go." 


"No
I can't.  I wasn't called."  They shared a look and she sighed,
patting him and giving him a bite of her candy bar before going back to her
current book report. 


***



Jen
Sheppard looked at her alpha team.   "It has come to my
attention that something strange is going on within your team, Jethro." 


"Nothing
out of the ordinary is going on.  Or else I'd stop it." 


She
tossed down a folder.  "Someone gave that to me and suggested that a
member of your team has skills that could be useful in other areas." 


He
glanced at the research but he knew what it was already.  It was some of
Sandburg's early work.  "I was told that was a myth or only happened
in tribal cultures since people in modern cities don't have to hunt for their
food and survival the same way."  He sipped his cup of coffee. 
"Why would it matter?  Even if it were true it'd only make them a
better agent." 


"Because
they want to borrow the person who has it.  DiNozzo is going to be loaned
to them." 


"It's
not him," he said with an evil smirk.  She gasped, backing away,
looking at McGee. 


"No,
not me either, ma'am.  Sorry, barking up the wrong tree here." 
He looked at Gibbs. "Should I call Ducky now or wait until you've yelled
her to death, boss?" 


"Why
don't you two go back to work," he said calmly.  They fled. 
McGee knew that tone of voice and Ziva knew dangerous situations to flee
from.  He stared at her.  "No, it's not DiNozzo.  And even
if it were, he's not being leant like some book.  My team is my
team.  Quit interfering with it, Jen." 


"Abby,"
she started.  He shook his head.  "It has to be!" 


"No,
it's me, Jen.  And by the way, the new perfume with the pheromones? 
Stinks.  Badly."  She blushed, backing further away. 
"I will make this very clear.  I'm not going to be going to any
special ops project.  I do what I do very well, without any additional
skills most of the time.   Unless it helps me gather evidence. 
As for other matters, leave my guide alone," he snarled, making her
whimper.  "The more you test and push at her, the more it makes me
want to react.  You should look at his one on Blessed Protectors.  It
might give you why."  He stepped back.  "Now, is there
anything else, Director Sheppard?  If not, I have an open case." 


"Go,"
she said quietly, watching him stomp out.  She called the person who had
given it to her.  "You're wrong.  It's not DiNozzo.  It's
Gibbs and that brat is his guide," she hissed.  "He just
threatened me." 


Jethro
walked in and took the phone from her hand.  "Let me make myself very
clear.  I am an agent for NCIS.  Not any other agency.  Yes, I
could hear who you were from the hall.  I also know which agency you work
for and that you do not have a clearance high enough to have read his work
legitimately.  Do have fun when internal affairs comes for
you."  He hung up and stared her down.  "I wouldn't do it
again."  He walked off again, sipping his coffee. 


She
sat down, going limp in her chair.  She did look up that article he
suggested.  What she saw made her grimace but it was clear Jethro would
destroy her over that brat.  Even if he wasn't sleeping with her, it was
too late to save him.  DiNozzo might be savable.  They had to have
seen something in him to have spotted his gifts when Jethro didn't. 


***



Gibbs
walked back down to his desk, seeing the uneasy looks.  "After she's
screwed up so many things there's no way I'm letting her send DiNozzo to
another agency," he told them, making Tony sigh in relief.  "I
would be more cautious."  He grabbed his phone and went outside to
talk to someone before this news got out. 


Dawn
looked at him.  "Want the couch tonight?  I'm baking
chicken." 


"If
he doesn't mind," he agreed, smiling at her.  "Thanks,
Dawn." 


"Welcome." 
The director came out of her office and Dawn snarled, giving her the mustache
she kept shaving off.  The director felt and stared at her so she stared
back.  "Blessed protectorship goes both ways and I learned from the
best, Xander."  She fled to deal with her mustache before anyone
saw.  She smiled at the staring agents.  "Not my fault she
doesn't shave very well.  Huh?"  She got back to her book
report. 


"I
think you just won the scary girl of the year award," McGee said. 


"I'm
not Wednesday Addams.  She's always scarier, McGee."  She
grinned.  "But thank you.  Mommy said to make anyone who fucked
with me miserable so they begged to never do it again.  Of course she was
talking about trifling boyfriends but I think I can generalize in this
case."  Jethro came back.   "Jethro, McGee thinks I'm
as scary as Wednesday Addams, do you?  And can Tony have the couch
tonight?" 


"He
can and you are sometimes.  I saw you when you couldn't sleep the other
night and were wandering around in pajamas and one of my t-shirts." 
She grinned at that.  "Behave.  Self-defense only." 


"Blessed
protectorship goes both ways and I *did* learn from the master of
overprotecting Dawn, Xander."  He laughed, shaking his head. 
"Any word on that second bomb?" 


"Not
yet."  He looked at her.  "He's fine." 


"He's
stubborn," she corrected. 


"You
said Speed said he was fine." 


"True." 
She looked over at Tony, who shrugged.  "So, what do you want with
the baked chicken?  I was going to make mac'n cheese." 


"Whatever's
fine, Dawn."  He grinned.  "Thanks, boss." 


"It's
better if we're all overly cautious for a few more days."  They
nodded and got back to work.  He glanced at Dawn, shooting her a 'calm
down' look.  She just smirked back and rubbed her lip, making him burst
out laughing.  She went back to her book report and he went back to his
theft ring happier. 


***



Xander
watched Horatio reread the statement from the delivery guy in DC, then
frowned.  "Wasn't that a movie?" 


"Kind
of," Ryan agreed.  Horatio looked up.  "Teenager sort of
movie long ago, guys.  Had the one who shoplifted in it." That got a
nod.  "Do we have a popularity ring down here is the real
question." 


"Actually
it's not.  It's do we have two or one?" Xander told him. 
Horatio's head lifted and he looked at him.  "It could be a group
thing, so two people at the center acting out their fantasies, or it could be
one acting through higher level minions who get lower level minions to do their
thing for them." 


"It's
two planned for two," Eric said. 


"Not
really," Xander said.  "Who's behind the mail order
kits?"  They all stared.  "A bomb that size is scary, and a
bit effective, but won't do any *real* harm like a terrorist would want, would
it?  Beyond the fear?" 


Horatio
considered it.  "That is true.  Which might point to a more
cult-like structure.  Eric, do we have anything further on them?" 


"The
FBI isn't giving information." 


"From
Gibbs?" Ryan asked. 


"From
him we have more, but they aren't sharing with them either."  He
shoved over what they had gotten from DC.  "I'm almost surprised we
haven't seen a turf war with Homeland." 


Xander
shook his head.  "Homeland doesn't need to deal with this.  This
is home-grown so that's FBI.  Beyond that, they probably hate Horatio
too."  He leaned back on his stool to consider it.  He wouldn't
mention that a few of the people in Homeland he knew...  That might be an
idea.  He got up and walked out with his cellphone.  "Buffy,
Xander.  I need you to ask Riley if he can get my boss the files that the
FBI is hiding from us so we can finally stop this stupid bombing thing. 
No, they're acting like toddlers in a playpen with only one toy.  Well,
okay, Eric's nieces in a playpen with only one toy they want to play
with."  He smirked at her 'why ask him'. 


"Because
the only agency we haven't seen is Homeland.  And Riley can probably pull
rank.  We need the records on who's selling the bomb kits.  Who's
behind them.  Please?  As far as I know she's all right.  Yeah,
she said she wanted to.  Jethro's fussier rules were good for her and she
didn't want to make me and the new friend have extra stress."  He
shrugged.  "That's her decision and she's seventeen, Buffy.  If
that's what she wants, I trust Jethro.  He's an honorable guy and a former
Marine."  She shuddered at that.  "Good. 
Please?  Thanks, at work.  Need my email address?"  He
grinned.  "Thank him for me and if he hears anything about Dawn or
their director going after her again, let me know?  Killer, thanks,
Buff."  He hung up and walked back into the meeting, finding everyone
staring.  "Talking to the friend who has an ex in Homeland." 


"That's
nearly evil," Horatio praised.  Xander grinned wickedly at him. 
"Will they know?" 


"If
the FBI has it, he can get it."  He sat down again.  "Let's
just say Riley was there at the same time that file got sealed." 
Horatio stared at him.  He nodded.  "And he's in DC.  So I
said if he hears anything about the witch up there going after Dawnie again, to
please tell me as well."  He logged in to the computer in there,
checking his email.  "Hmm.  Spike wrote."  He looked
at that.  "Single idea source, his girls are planning it and doing it
for him.  He said one was giggling at Dawn and it annoyed him." 
He printed that one and handed it over.  A few minutes later his email
chimed and he leaned over to get into it, printing the attached files.  He
sent back a thank you and a short note that he was here but retired.  So
if he heard something about the lab or Miami or Dawn to please let him
know.  He got back a 'fine' and that ended it.  "Buffy's
ex."  He handed over the papers to Horatio.  "Will that
help any?" 


He
looked at it, nodding.  "Indeed it will."  He handed it to
Eric and Ryan, who Speed took it from.  Calleigh came in.  "We
just got some helpful information." 


"Good! 
It's about time.  Did the FBI finally come through?" 


"No,
I used the power of the ex network to ask Buffy to ask her ex in
Homeland," Xander said with a grin.  "He's in DC." 


"Wonderful." 
She came over to look.  "Didn't we question one of these?" 


"I
thought we had," Horatio agreed.  "If they know this, why aren't
they stopping them?" 


"They
want the nicely tied up tree," Speed told him.  "They don't have
the guy at the top and they want him, H."  That got a small
nod.  "They're probably doing surveillance work."  He
looked at the list on the kit makers.  "Here we go.  A third
name on it."  He pointed.  "Which is a male name and the
all the others have been females." 


"Here
or there?" Horatio asked. 


"There." 
He went to fax that to Jethro's office, making someone in DC happier. 
"Shall we?" 


"Get
SWAT to join us," Horatio ordered, heading out.  "Good work,
Xander.  Thank you." 


"Welcome,
boss."  He waved as they headed off to arrest someone.  "Be
safe."  Horatio smirked back at him.  Xander cleaned up the
meeting mess and called DC.  "Dawnster.  Look at your fax
machine."  He smiled.  "Good girl."  He hung up. 


***



Dawn
got up to get the fax, frowning at it.  "Oh, shit.  Jethro, they
found him and he's up here."  He jogged over to get the information
as it came out.  He walked off with an evil smirk of his own. 
"I wonder how he got the FBI files we couldn't."  She walked
back there. "Does Horatio have a hacker?" 


"The
last one has a note saying it came from a confidential source in Homeland
Security." 


"Riley,"
she said, nodding some.  "Buffy's ex."  Tony
shuddered.  "He was better once he quit torturing others and went to
become a demon hunting commando in South America for the UN.  And got
married."  She sat down to look at her sentinel.  "Okay,
boss.  How do you want to play that one so I can figure out how late
you're going to be tonight?" she asked when he looked at her. 
"I know.  Xander got away with staying beside Horatio when they
nearly got blown up because he's trained and I'm not but I still need to know
if things need to happen." 


"Not
as far as I know.  McGee, find him," he said, holding up a
sheet.  "DiNozzo, get the arrest warrant."  He handed over
the rest of the information.  Tony got to work on that. 


"Two
possible locations, boss.  Work or home?" McGee asked. 


"Home,"
Dawn said.  "It's nearly four.  Unless he works night
shift?" 


"He's
a pharmacy tech," McGee told her. 


"Never
mind.  Where?"  He showed her and she called the pharmacy. 
"Hi, is Douglas there please?  He explained the complications on my
new medicine so well and I forgot to ask a question."  She
nodded.  "That's fine, I can wait that long.  Thank you,
ma'am.  No, funky patch questions.  Thank you."  She hung
up.  "He's not working today.  He'll be in tomorrow at
two." 


Tony
smirked.  "Thanks, Evil Minion Dawn." 


"Welcome." 
She went back to her desk to sit down again and get to work making sure the whole
file was together for Jethro to approve of later on.  They left once they
had the warrant faxed over.  "Go get 'im, boss!" she called
after them.  She saw the director staring.  "They caught a good
lead."  She finished up the tidying process and proofread reports for
Ziva again.  She was better, but not excellent yet.  She printed them
for Jethro's signing pleasure.  Then the rest of the case file got printed
and put into the right folder in the center of his desk, just waiting on him. 
The director came down.  "A friend in Homeland got Xander the
information he needed on the bomber.  They went to get the guy behind it
while Miami is getting the girls planning for him."  She got back to
work. 


"What
are you doing?" 


"Proofreading
for Ziva.  She has some grammar issues."  She looked at
her.  "I'm sure you'll have reports on this one by tomorrow,
Director.  All it's waiting for are individual reports and then he can
pass it up." 


"Fine. 
Why are you still here?" 


"Because
he doesn't want me driving with migraines."  She stomped off. 
Dawn got back to work, shaking her head at the wording confusion.  Ziva
had put what she wanted it to mean in parenthesis for her this time.  She
corrected the word and highlighted it before going on.  That way she could
make sure it meant what she wanted it to.  Those went onto Ziva's desk for
her.  Jethro and the team came back two hours later with some guy sobbing
in his cuffs.  She got up to make coffee for them.  Jethro needed his
coffee so he wouldn't make the guy cry any harder.  She found Abby in
there and gave her a hug.  "The boss walked in someone crying in his
cuffs." 


"Again? 
Wow.  He's having a happy day."  She got her snack and watched
Dawn make coffee, smiling at the extra scoop.  "Anything else good
going on?" 


"It
was the bomber guy behind everything." 


"Aww,
so he'll have a good night sanding the boat."  She walked off to
watch, Dawn coming in later on with the coffee pot.  Abby grinned as she
refilled Tony's cup and left Jethro's in there for him.  Then she left
again.  "She's good." 


"She's
very good." 


"Ziva,
you have stuff on your desk when I walked past," Abby told her. 


"I
asked her to proofread a few more of my reports."  That got a
nod.  Abby was nibbling while the guy protested he wasn't the mastermind behind
the scheme.  Gibbs told him to tell him who was.  He named a
name.  "Who is Zordon?" 


"The
head guy over the Power Rangers," Abby said automatically, eating another
chip.  Tony texted that to Gibbs, earning a grin.  Gibbs looked then
said that.  The guy gave him a horrified look.  "And a quip
about the pink ranger.  How cute."  She bounced out to make sure
they had all the evidence solidly done. 


"Is
he going to get off on insanity?" Ziva asked him. 


"He's
trying awfully hard but no."  He walked in there with Jethro's coffee
for him.  "You know, I didn't know you were from California,
Douglas.  Since that's where Zordon lives.  How did you meet the big
head in the shiny column where space and time has him trapped?" 


"He's
a real guy!" he complained. 


"Uh-huh.
Next you're going to tell me the green ranger is evil?" 


"Well,
Tommy was for a bit, but no, he redeemed himself." 


Tony
leaned down.  "You'll never make that team.  Really.  So
why don't you spill.  Because all your little female minions?  They're
already in a room just like this one in Miami." 


"Who
told you!" 


"A
friend of their lab's administrative assistant," Gibbs said dryly. 
"Shiny column?" 


"I'll
get McGee to show you later, boss.  I'm sure he knows."  He
looked at him.  "So, do you know Xander?"  The guy choked
and spluttered.  "I'll take that as a yes.  You know, he works
with the Miami lab now." 


"NO! 
He can't!"  He stood up.  "He's not fit to do that! 
He walked away!" 


"He
got hurt on a road trip and got talked into doing something better." 
Gibbs stared at the kid.  "I've had dinner with him a few
times."  The boy groaned, holding his head.  "Now, why are
you doing this and are you in charge or is someone else?" 


"Xander
could be," he sneered.  "He knows bombs." 


"I
doubt it since he was finding the parts and helping the lab reconstruct
it," Tony told him.  "See, he likes to work with Horatio. 
Even the Feds like him down there because he does the lab's paperwork quickly
and before it's due.  So, no, we know it wasn't Xander." 


"He
ordered one!" 


"For
the lab to test against," Gibbs agreed.  "So did we for that
reason."  The boy went pale.  "So, who's behind this plan
to gain female followers?" 


He
stuttered.  "I...i...i...i..." 


"Hmm. 
Sounds like a starter problem, boss."  He clapped him hard on the
back.  "Spit it out." 


"Fine. 
I got the idea off someone else but I thought it'd make me more popular,"
he sneered.  "Happier now?" 


Tony
stared at him.  "Think he's lying, boss?" 


Gibbs
stared at him.  "Were they planning on doing this?" 


"No,
they had too much caffeine during a D&D game."  He pouted. 
"He's mean to me," he told Tony. 


"You
should try being on his team."  He sneered down at him.  "I
want a full confession." 


"I
don't have to." 


Dawn
leaned in.  "McGee said you needed help breaking him, Jethro?" 


"Dawn?"
he asked, looking awed. 


She
sneered at him.  "You pathetic little pissant.  You can't even
work up to the level of your cousin Andrew's geekiness.  You had to steal
their caffeine-induced plans for world domination and all the easy
women."  She walked in and looked down at him.  "Xander's
coming tonight."  He started to shake.  "Him and his axe
are coming tonight.  He's not happy since a secondary device in Miami gave
him a few new scars and his boyfriend too." 


"Ha! 
I knew he was gay!" 


"It's
a new thing.  He even make Xander quit playing with guns."  The
boy whimpered, looking confused.  "Now, do you want to tell Jethro
here?  Who can kick your ass easily.  Or Tony here who's nice enough
to tell the DA you cooperated but you'll be getting very few favors from him
otherwise.  Or would you rather tell Xander and his axe?" 


He
licked his lips.  "Can I tell them and hide from Xander?" 


"Prison's
a safe place to hide from him, yeah.  He can't bring his axe in
there."  He nodded quickly, looking at Tony.  She smiled at
Jethro.  "He was in my year.  Oh, and nice work with the fake ID
for work, Douggie.  I doubt Xander recognized his name.  Though he
used to be buddies with his cousin.  I should tell Andrew." 


"He'll
be so disappointed in me, Dawn.  I just wanted more women than he
gets.  He got so many after they nearly took over the world the last
time.  Please?" 


"Fine." 
She walked off shaking her head.  Instead she called Willow.  She
didn't have Andrew's number anyway.  "Hey, it's me.  Talked to
Andrew's cousin just now.  No, he's under arrest.  Ask them if their
plans are a bit loose-lipped please?  Because it was a D&D campaign
with caffeine plan, Willow.  Yes, one of those."  She hung up and
strolled off again.  McGee stopped her so she got him online to check out
their livejournal and stuff.  She pointed.  "His cousin is
Andrew." 


He
read and grimaced.  "Geeks," he muttered. 


"And
that's saying something coming from you," she teased. 


"Very."



"I
said I wouldn't tell his cousin Andrew but I did tell Willow so they could
increase security on their next plan to rule the world."  She sat
down and got back to work. 


"Axe?"
Jethro said as he joined them. 


"You
haven't seen Xander's pretty axe?"  She found a picture in her
wallet, letting him see.  He moaned at that.  "Everyone's seen
Xander with his axe, Jethro."  She put it back.  "I got him
onto Andrew, Warren, and what's-his-name's site.  Jonathan, that's
it.  Andrew's that guy's cousin." 


He
came over to look.  "They want to take over the world?" 


"They've
tried a few times but my sister keeps stopping them." 


Willow
appeared, staring at her.  "Huh?" 


"Bombing
thing?  Andrew's cousin Douggie.  Got the idea off the geek
trio." 


She
rolled her eyes.  "I'll tell them to use better security on their
stupid ideas." 


"I
told him I wouldn't tell Andrew since he'd be disappointed in his cousin."



"Uh-huh." 
She left, heading out to talk to them once she got back into Sunnydale. 
She found them at the pizza place and sat down, staring at Andrew. 
"You guys need better security on your evil plans." 


"Why?"
Warren demanded.  "And who're you to say that, Rosenburg?  Not
like you don't have your own." 


She
glared at him.  "Because agents just arrested Douggie for that
bombing thing in Miami and DC."  She stared at him. 
"Something about campaigns with too much caffeine?  Wanting all the
hot girls?" 


Andrew
whined.  "No!" 


"Dawn
said she wouldn't tell you herself.  She told me to tell yo to use better
security on your evil plans for your empire.  Especially since one laid a
secondary device that nearly got Xander."  She smirked. 
"Do you need to learn how to encrypt stuff?" 


"No,"
Jonathan sighed, shaking his head.  "Poor Douggie.  He'll never
get girls now.  All the prison guys will pick on him until he likes
it." 


"He's
being charged with treason and terrorist acts.  He's going to one of those
prison where you don't get to see people," she told him. 


"I'll
tell my mom," Andrew sighed, shaking his head.  "He had such
promise as our next generation." 


"Into
every evil family has to go a kid with warped ideas," Warren told him. 


"I
am not!" Andrew complained.  "That was my brother." 


"So
maybe he's a light version of him," Willow said, stealing one of his
fries.  "Dawn's in DC with Jethro Gibbs.  He's the agent who
just arrested him.  They're with NCIS." 


"Super
crap," Jonathan muttered.  "We'll figure it out.  Thanks
for the warning, Willow."  He grinned.  "How's Buffy?"



"Better
now that she's not being creeped out by the robot of her."  She got
up and walked out, giggling once they couldn't hear. 


"My
mom's going to kill him and his mother," Andrew said, finding his roll of
tums to take one.  "Anyone want to help me tell my mom?" 


"Nope,"
they said together. 


"Call
her here, that way she can't hit you too," Warren suggested. 


"That
might help."  He called home. "Mom, it's Andrew.  I just
got some news on Douggie.  I'm at the pizza place.  Because you'll
hit me if I tell you at home, Mom.  No, it's not good.  Like really,
really bad.  Yes, worse than that bad."  He hung up, putting his
head down.  His friends patted him until his mom showed up.  Then he
put his head up, facing his mother and aunt.  "We found out where
Douggie went when he ran away.  He was in DC."  His aunt
whimpered.  "He was just arrested by NCIS for being behind that
bombing stuff there and in Miami."  He ducked his mother's
swat.  "It wasn't my fault!" he complained.  "It's
just that there's no room to run at home so I had to avoid being beaten for him
being evil here." 


His
aunt took a deep breath.  "He's a minor." 


"If
he was living there, he had to have some sort of job to pay for his rent and
stuff," Warren pointed out. 


"He
did have a pretty decent fake ID already," Jonathan added.  "He
used it to get into the college bars." 


She
whimpered.  "My baby!" 


"Mom,
the one who arrested him is Jethro Gibbs at NCIS.  She can probably call
him to find out when his bail hearing is," Andrew offered quickly. 
"If they give it to him since he was leading girls to plant the bombs for
him."  They stomped out to find the number and call out there. 
"Thanks, guys.  Can I stay in someone's recliner for a few
days?"  They both nodded.  "At least until she calms
down."  He went back to nibbling.  He was a young male.  He
had to eat, it was imperative.  Even if his head and stomach now hurt. 


***



Ten
days later Xander got a sudden page, looking at his phone.  "I've got
to go early," Xander said, heading out once he had his keys. 
"Don't wait dinner."  He jogged down to his car and headed out
as quickly as was legally possible. 


Horatio
stared at his assistant and guide's back.  "That did not look
good," he muttered.  He warned Speed that something was going on and
they went home to wait once their shift was done.  If Xander was back, he
was baking and they'd need to stop him.  If not, they could wait and keep
him from the pastry flour.  They hoped.  When he came in, Horatio
sniffed him.  "Why do you smell like blood?" 


"Because
I was at the demon bar."  He stood in front of them.  "Dawn
and Tony got taken.  I just talked to Gregori, the demon I had guarding
her?  They cut Dawn and took her and Tony both.  He can't fully track
them." 


"What
can we do to help?" Horatio asked. 


"We've
got to get to Jethro.  He's going to zone soon or he's going to lose
it." 


"I'll
call."  He started by calling.  "Director Sheppard, I was
trying to reach Jethro to talk to him about a case matter.  Is he not in
tonight?"  He listened to her complaining he wasn't coming back, he
was in the hospital.  "I see.  Thank you."  He hung
up.  "He's in the hospital." 


"Sounds
like he zoned," Xander said, calling Blair.  "Head's up. 
Someone snatched Dawn and Tony.  Jethro's in the hospital."  He hung
up.  "How did she sound since Gregori tortured her for
information?" 


"He
did?" Speed asked. 


"Yeah,
he said he had fun too.  Speaking of torture, Spike's in town so he told
both of us.  You can probably smell the blood he spluttered when Gregori
told us she was bleeding when she was taken." 


"Can
we help find them?" Horatio asked. "I'm not sure if anyone can get
him out of a zone with her gone." 


"You
know, they're probably hoping to break their bond and have Tony bond to
her," Speed said.  "Dawn said she noticed he had some of the
same skills but they were lighter, like a latent gift." 


Xander
nodded.  "We talked about that.  She wasn't sure he wouldn't
have a break out sometime under the right conditions."  He sat
down.  "I don't know what to do other than to go up to see if I can
help him, guys.  This is Dawn we're talking about." 


Horatio
nodded.  "We can go.  That's not a problem."  He went
to answer the knock on the door.  That was suspicious timing. 
"Agent Emmes." 


"I'm
here for Harris.  Do not get in my way." 


Xander
looked at him.  "I've been in the lab until I got called away. 
What do you want?" 


"You
were torturing Director Sheppard for information." 


"How
would I have done that since there's a camera that looks directly into my
office?"  Emmes stopped to glare at him.  "Truth. 
There is.  And it takes what, two, three hours to fly from Miami to
DC?" 


"Probably
about three," Speed agreed.  "You've only been out of sight for
an hour and a half.  Therefore can't be him, Emmes." 


"It
has to be.  He's on the tape!" 


"I
want to see this tape," Horatio sneered.  "Immediately.  We
can escort you back to your office to make sure of it while I have our tape
pulled." 


"And
then tomorrow I'm going to DC to see why that stupid fucking woman you think I
tortured kidnaped my little sister and an agent."  Emmes stepped back
at that.  Xander stood up, pulling up every ounce of Sunnydale style
pissed he could.  "You see, Director Sheppard has been plaguing my
little sister, Dawn.  Earlier, when I wasn't at work for that hour and a
half, I talked with someone who saw them carrying her out of her house,
bleeding no less, and reported to me that they also stole one of her guardian's
team members, his senior agent."  Emmes licked his lips nervously. 
"If I had tortured her for information, you never would have seen a
tape.  Or a body.  There's plenty of ways to deal with one when you
have my contacts in the underground networks.  Now, let's go see your
little tape, darling, and then you're going to get us on an express flight up
to DC at your cost so I can help find my little sister and help that senior
agent who's presently in the hospital." 


"You
can't order me to do anything," he sneered. 


Xander
held up his phone.  "Unlike you, I can call and dial a phone at the same
time.  You can ask Miss Sykes which news crew she works for if you
want."  The agent backed away whimpering.  "By the way,
Dawn is seventeen.  That makes her a minor you and this supposed director
kidnaped."  He stared him down.  "Any other statements you
want to make, little princess?  Before I castrate your stupid ass?" 


"But... 
You're on the do-not-touch list!" he wailed, flinching. 


"So
she." 


"No,
they removed her!" 


"Thanks
to Sheppard, who is behind having her and an agent kidnaped.  Yeah, I
heard."  He smirked.  "I was going to let your internal
affairs department fix their own shit, but not any more." 


"Calm
down," Horatio warned. 


Xander
looked at him.  "I am calm, Horatio.  The same as I am before
any battle."  He looked at the toad again.  "You've got ten
seconds before we arrest you and throw you into the scuzziest, fullest cell we
can for touching a minor child that way." 


"They'll
bond and work for us." 


"Which
would add a charge of forcibly raping a minor, right, H?" Speed asked. 
Horatio nodded.  Xander took the shortest route, he hit him, making him
wail as he went down.  "Xander!" 


"Yay." 
He stared at him.  "If Dawn's injured, or Jethro's injured, or even
Tony's injured, you'll be seeing me again and whatever Gregori did to Sheppard? 
I can do worse.  I learned from better sources.  He's just a minor
torment."  He smirked evilly.  "Your choice."  He
got up and fled.  Xander grabbed two things.  "I'm heading to
DC." 


Horatio
stopped him.   "It might not work thanks to their bond," he
said quietly. 


"I
know that, but any port in a storm and I pretty well know why, Horatio. 
What happens when you smell my blood?"  He hung up and walked out,
pulling his coat around his shoulders.  He looked up then around with a
smirk.  "Graham Miller.  Come to pick me up with the
weenie?" 


"No,
we just arrested him." 


"I
need to find Dawn." 


"They're
dealing with it." 


"I
can do a locating charm." 


"There's
other witches in DC.  Since when do you do magic?" 


"You
learn things watching Willow.  A locating charm isn't hard.  And
there's things you don't know and understand going on here." 


"No,
I got briefed on why," he admitted. 


Xander
shrugged.  "I'm going with or without your help." 


"Fine. 
Do not pull your usual crap on them.  His team will eat you." 


"No,
his team would respect me.  After all, Dawn's just like me."  He
got into the car.  "Hi again," he told the agent with a
grin.  Horatio and Speed followed.  Graham got in to drive after a
short report.  They went to the airport.  "So, is there really a
tape?" 


"Yeah,
whatever thing that happened who looked like you made one for remembrance
sake." 


"Gregori. 
He's a torment.  I sicced him on Dawn when Sheppard tried her last
stunt." 


"Oooh."



"Yeah,
not happy making."  He grinned sweetly.  "Very not happy
making."  That got a shudder but a nod.  "Quick plane or
slow one?" 


"Private
jet so fairly fast, Harris.  Why are you in Miami?" 


"I
retired to be Horatio's wonder assistant." 


"Ooooh. 
We heard about you." 


"That's
cool.   I'm known for doing all his paperwork on time finally. 
And cooking for him."  He grinned.  "He's probably back
there hoping I don't find the candy making equipment when we get back." 


"I
hope so too.  Did you hear about that serum?" 


"They
had to take out some huge damn intestinal tumors, Graham.  They did get
all of them who did that to me and Dawn?  And hers might've rendered her
infertile so think hard." 


"Don't
piss me off." 


"Hey,
I can knock you out and drive us." 


Graham
looked over and realized he would be soon.  "As far as I know they
did." 


"Thank
you."  He looked back.  "Want to spill any
coconspirators?" 


"No!"
he said, starting to struggle. 


"I'm
a master of the Vulcan neck pinch.  Though I could use some practice."



"No
torture in my car," Graham said quickly. 


"Shoot,
take all my fun," Xander said, staring at the agent.  He shrank down
again. "You'll tell Horatio on the flight or you'll tell me and I'll be
holding you out the emergency exit." 


"I'll
tell the Lieutenant!" he shouted, wiggling to the other side of the car. 


"Sit
still.  Do not make Graham wreck."  The agent shrank back down
and quit moving.  Xander looked at him.  "Thanks for getting the
stuff for us through Riley, Graham.  Turns out it was one of the geek
trio's cousins." 


"Warren
and his team?" he asked, looking disgusted. 


"Yeah,
it was originally their idea after too much caffeine.  Douggie took it
from them when he ran away from home to make a name and a harem of his own to
show up his cousins so they'd let him be one of them.  Gibbs arrested him
and got to face down Andrew's mom and aunt.  One even tried to hit him so
she's in jail too.  Andrew sent him a thank you card."  Graham
grinned at that, shaking his head slightly.  "Yeah." 


"You
can't know anything about any of this," the agent in the back
sneered.  "We'll still get you and her." 


Xander
leaned back.  "Sun. Ny. Dale," he said slowly and clearly. 
The man shuddered, nearly pissing himself.  "I was Buffy's planning
help, little boy.  You come after mine and I'll call in favors and then
summon something that wants to date me to eat all of you." 


"There's
more than the one over Anyanka?" Graham asked dryly. 


"Yeah. 
Anya said I'm a regular pinup for the chaos demons."  He gave him an
insane grin.  "My boyfriends might mind though." 


"Thankfully." 
He looked up and said a silent 'thank you' for that.  Miami might not take
him dating. 


"Yuck
it up," he said dryly.  "Did you know this one tried to arrest
me for the bombs because I ordered one of the kits for the lab?  Him and
his boss went to Horatio to try to have me taken out because I was
dangerous." 


"You
are.  You managed to screw up Riley fairly easily." 


"I
think that was Buffy." 


"No,
he had headaches from you all the time, Harris."  He pulled into the
private airstrip, getting them out once he had parked.   Horatio came
up to get his prisoner once he had parked the hummer.  "He said he'd
tell you what was going on so Harris didn't have to toss him out of the plane
accidentally on purpose.  Can you maybe calm him down?" 


"You
guys touched Dawn.  Last time he nearly blew up the courtroom they were
holding the trial in when the judge thought hard about giving them bail,"
Speed said.  "We're going to be baked to death for
months."  He got onto the plane, looking at Xander.  "Calm
down and plan, don't act in the rage." 


"I'm
plenty calm," he said, looking up at him.  He glared at the agent,
making him try to hide behind Horatio.  "I'd start to spill as soon
as a tape recorder gets turned on, little boy.  Because the plane isn't
that big."  Graham found one for him and the door was shut by the
pilot.  They took off within minutes and were headed up to DC. 


***



Xander
walked into Jethro's room, shoving the director out.  "She's not to
come back. She's the one who had him knocked out and his protectee kidnaped,
plus his senior agent."  The guarding agent gave him a horrified
look.  "Not only was Dawn injured when she was carried out of Gibbs'
house, she put them in a situation where DiNozzo was too drugged up to know
anything about who was in there with him.  Dawn is seventeen.  If he
touches her, that makes her guilty of not only administering a drug that aided
in the rape of a minor, but also makes her a higher accessory, right?" 


"It
does." 


"She
doesn't come back until Gibbs is able to defend himself.  His team, Abby,
Ducky.  Not her." 


"Fine,
sir.  Who're you?" 


"Xander
Harris.  Dawn's other guardian."  He shuddered.  "Oh,
we're going to have a few fires.  She'll be on a pole in the middle of one. 
We have evidence.  Ask Agent Miller there."  He pointed at him
then walked in and shut the door, locking it.  He smiled at Horatio since
he had snuck past him.  "I promise, I'm not going to try to bond to
him, Horatio." 


"Burning
on the stake is not an applicable punishment for treason." 


Xander
snorted.  "Who said she'll make it if the courts don't work? 
There's whole bunches of demons who'd willingly do it for Buffy and
me."  He leaned down.  "Let's see.  It was probably
the blood scent that knocked him down, then he went searching and zoned on
that.  So let's try to stimulate another sense."  He ran a
finger over Jethro's wrist, watching it flinch.  "Kinda high, big
guy."  He unwrapped something and put it into his mouth, making
Jethro gag at the taste. 


"I
hate those things." 


"They
work."  Jethro started to come around so he sprayed some of Dawn's
perfume above him, letting him sniff that instead.  Jethro blinked up at
him.  "We almost have her," he said quietly.  Jethro
nodded.  "Reset your senses once you spit out the nasty
candy."  He took it from him and tossed it out.  "Dawn is
going to be fine.  She's with Tony, Jethro." 


Horatio
came over.  "We have enough evidence to link her to the
kidnaping," Horatio told him.  "Along with others.  Once
you're up, we'll meet with the rest of your team." 


Jethro
ran his tongue over his teeth a few times.  "Toothbrush?  That
is disgusting." 


"But
it worked," Xander offered with a grin.  That got a nod.  He got
him unhooked and to the bathroom, letting him do whatever he had to do. 
He heard the pained grunt. "Turn it down, Jethro.  You can do that
when you pull the catheter." 


Jethro
came out without it and feeling fresher.  "Not a bad idea.  I
need to do that next time, kid." 


"There
had better not be a next time.  I'm hoping this time's bonfires will stop
thoughts of a next time."  He walked out with him, letting Jethro
lead the way.  Horatio got the car with Speed driving.  "Let's
hit his office."  That got a nod and they headed that way. 
"It'll be all right, Jethro.  Horatio will tell you I nearly went
nuts when Gregori told me." 


"How
did he know?" 


"He
tortured her mildly to find her plans.  Looked just like me on the
tape," Xander said dryly, getting a grunt of displeasure.  "She
was walking around later so he wasn't too mean.  Thankfully I was at work
then."  He looked at Speed.  Then at Horatio, who nodded he'd
help.  They got admitted to the base when they saw Gibbs and his hospital
gown.  The doorway guards got out of the way when they saw him. 
"Looks like you've got a scary rep like me," Xander teased once they
were in the elevator. 


"Most
of the time."  They came out on the floor, looking around. 
"Do we have *anything*?" he demanded. 


"The
plans say they're in a dark spot to encourage DiNozzo's gifts to come out so
he'll bond to Dawn and become useable," McGee said quietly. 
"You must be Xander."  He held out a hand. 


Xander
shook it.  "This is Horatio and Speed.  Get me a map and a
shiny, focusy crystal like her pendant."  McGee got what he
needed.  Xander laid it out on a desk, doing the quiet chant.  The
crystal hit a spot and didn't move.  "She's somewhere there." 


Gibbs
looked.  "Warehouses." 


"Scent
dog?" Speed suggested.  Gibbs smirked at that.  "She would
stink and so would Tony." 


"True. 
McGee, arrange for one to meet us there."  He nodded, making that
call while Gibbs grabbed his sidearm and followed Xander and Horatio to the
elevator after a quick stop to put on real clothes.  "You're not
going in, Harris," he said quietly. 


"Unless
you need me to, I won't.  I know you're more trained.  But I do get
to fuss and cook."  He grinned.  "Good enough?" 


"Fine." 
Ziva met them at the car.  "Take a second one.  Meet us
there." 


"You're
in no shape to drive," she complained. 


"That's
why I am," Speed told her, making her spin around.  "Help or get
out of the way, David." 


"Who're
you?" she demanded. 


"Tim
Speedle and this is Lieutenant Caine, both from Miami-Dade PD.  Xander
works with us."  She saw Xander and backed off, looking scared. 


"If
you were part of this, I'd fucking well confess, Ziva," Xander told
her.  "If you're not, get another car and bring McGee." 
McGee came off the elevator.  "Meet you there."  They got
in again and headed off. 


"I
don't think she is," Gibbs said calmly. 


"Hopefully
not.  Dawn was starting to like her."  He looked around. 
"Nice city," he said with a yawn.  Speed quit letting the gas
out and both sentinels rolled down their windows. 


"Well
played," Gibbs told Speedle. 


"He's
as fierce as either of you in Blessed Protector mode and it might come down to
a territorial fight between you and DiNozzo.  He can guard her then."



"No
it won't.  I'm not bonded to Dawn that way.  If he is... we'll deal
with it then."  That got a nod.  "Do we know why I was in
the hospital?" 


"You
zoned," Horatio told him quietly, looking back at them.  "You
probably zoned on the blood scent and being unable to find her, Jethro. 
He did call in a fair warning to Blair and Jim after calling the local news
station so they could cover all the nice agents and your director being
arrested."  Jethro groaned.  "Without telling her
why." 


"They'll
think it's a delusion from a higher up," Speed pointed out. 
"All of Blair's old research is classified now." 


"Good
point.   So unless they knew of it and read it, we should be
fine," Horatio agreed. Xander mewled in his sleep so he reached back to
pet him.  "That's my good boy, Xander.  You relax.  You did
good and protected everyone again.  You helped a lot and now I'm going to
make people miserable for bringing you out of retirement to protect
us."  He leaned against his hand.  "Sleep, Xander. 
You deserve a nap."  Xander curled up against his door, making
snuffling noises.  Horatio smiled. 


"You're
a lucky man, Caine." 


"With
two of us he should be," Speed quipped.  "Did you call the
boss?" 


"I
forgot."  He called him.  "Sir, Horatio Caine and Tim
Speedle.  We're in DC rescuing the young woman and kidnaped agent with a
friend's team.  Because the kidnaped girl is Xander's little sister Dawn,
sir."  Xander moaned.  "It might take a few days but I
don't know yet.  I'll let you know as soon as I know
something."  He hung up and went back to soothing Xander back into a
comfortable sleep. 


***



Tony
looked at the injury on Dawn's side, then at her.  "How long will it
keep seeping?" 


"Probably
until the scab's fully set.  It just broke open when I shifted,
Tony.  Chill." 


"I
can't.  It's all I can smell, Dawn."  She gave him a hug. 
"Are you sure the little light isn't too much for you?" 


"Nope,
it's nearly nothing.  They were wrong, magic is in the blood but bleeding
doesn't make it weaker."  Tony nodded, relaxing at that. 
"They'll be here soon.  You know Jethro won't let us go for very
long." 


"He
could be zoned." 


"He
might be," she agreed.  "But you forget, I had Gregori following
me."  He grinned at that.  "Which means Xander's coming
too." 


"That's
going to get messy." 


"Xander
is where I learned how to be a vindictive bitch from."  Tony laughed,
nodding some.  "I'd be expecting bonfires if Xander's in
charge."  She heard a bang and Tony flinched, covering his
ears.  "Usually it takes longer to break out." 


"I
always spike when I'm kidnaped."  She moved closer, taking his hands
off his ears.  "I can't, Dawn." 


"You
can so.  It won't break my bond to Jethro.  All he'll do is
growl.  A lot.  Just like always," she finished with a
grin.  "Now, close those pretty green eyes and let's put in some
switches for you, Tony."  He closed his eyes, dropping into the
meditative state she'd demand he go into easily enough.  "Good
boy.  I want you to imagine all your senses are hooked up to wires. 
Like they're plugged in and then you're going to be plugging them into a mixing
board.  Got it?"  He nodded, concentrating on that image. 
"Now, plug each wire into each slot it should go in.  Don't mix them
up or you'll have funny things like tasting sounds."  He grinned
slightly then nodded he was done.  "Now, let's start with
hearing.  Where is it set?" 


"Midline. 
They all are." 


"No,
hit the reset button so they're at their actual levels.  Your sense of
touch is up because you're reacting to me being so close.  So's your
hearing and nose."  He nodded at that, fixing it with a grunt of
displeasure.  "Now, midline them all."  He did that. 
"How's that look and feel to you?" 


"Not
bad." 


"Now,"
she said, dropping into a whisper, "find the point where I sound
normal."  He did and nodded.  "Where are you?" 


"Three."



"Good
boy."  He grinned, opening his eyes to look at her.  "Now
raise them back up and let's see if we can rescue ourselves.  I'm tired of
being the bimbo damsel all the time." 


He
listened.  "There's people above us but I think we're
underground." 


She
sighed.  "Figures.  Well, if Xander's up he's done a locating
charm.  That'll get them in the right area.  Then Horatio or Jethro
or someone can do the bloodhound thing since I'm still bleeding." 
She looked at him. "Anyone near us?" 


"Above
us." 


"Good. 
Now, relax.  Go back to normal and check it every now and then.  Like
doing a perimeter search."  He nodded, relaxing again.  She
shifted and hissed.  "If and when I find the idiot that stabbed me, I
get to kill them, right?" 


"Yes
you do.  If you can't, Jethro and I will be." 


"Only
if they've knocked Xander out." 


"That's
possible.  He's not trained for assault maneuvers." 


"Good
point."  She settled against his side.  "When are we going
to have another movie night?" 


"We'll
be on R&R for a good bit.  We'll do it during that if Jethro doesn't
go all cave sentinel over you." 


"We're
not bound like that," she reminded him.  "The closest he lets me
get is backrubs when he's hurt himself." 


He
dropped an arm around her shoulders.  "We'll figure it out.  We
always do.  Gibbs will growl.  You'll bitch, I'll bitch.  He'll
growl more and decide he's a pack alpha."  She laughed at that,
nodding some.  "See, I told you I'm usually right." 


She
poked him on the side.  "Smartass." 


"You
should be used to that since you're like my evil minion trainee." 


"Oh,
*please*!  I'm so much more than an evil minion trainee.  If I wasn't
worried about bringing this building down on us, we'd be sitting in clear
air." 


He
hummed.  "That's not a bad thought but we'll keep it in
reserve."  The light wobbled.  "Pain?" 


"Wasn't
me."  The light went out and she sighed, lighting another one. 
"Is it me or are you sleepy?" she asked with a yawn. 


"No,
it's not you.  That's sleeping gas."  He got up to use his shirt
to plug the gap under the doorway.  Then he came back to sit down. 
"Breathe through your shirt, Dawn," he whispered.  She did that,
huffing some.  Someone tried to come in so he got up and prepared to knock
the crap out of them for this.  They tossed in something but he kicked it
back out and tried to follow.  They shut the door but he managed to push
it some so it couldn't lock.  "Dawn?" 


She
came over to help him block it, using his shirt.  She yelped as the door
caught her sore side but growled and pushed the door further out, making it
explode and the people go flying.  "I've had fucking enough," she
sneered as she walked over one's body.  "If you think you've seen
bitches, you should see me."  She led Tony off toward the light at
the end of the hallway. Another locked door.  Tony held up the keys he had
gotten off someone's belt.  The door led to an empty chamber so they
tested the others in the hallway.  They finally found one that led to
another hallway and went that way.  "I'm not liking this maze." 


Tony
paused them to listen then pointed.  "We need to go that way
eventually.  That's where the sad bastards who're watching us are." 


"Interesting." 
She looked at him.  "Are you going to yell?" 


"Only
if you pass out or we get buried." 


"Nah,
won't happen."  She raised her hands and felt something zap
her.  She laughed.  "Not going to work, people. 
Really.  That won't do anything but annoy me further!"  She let
loose with a blast of magic like she had found in one of Willow's
journals.  The walls of the maze melted.  They found the wall up to
the observation room and Tony let her look to find the doorway. 
"Huh.  "Little bit to the left."  He pointed at the
wall.  "Handholds.  Not my greatest skill." 


Tony
tried his phone since it had been on her.  "Huh, service." 
He called.  "We're underground.  Someone's watching us," he
said before they managed to jam it. 


She
looked at him.  He smirked back.  "Oh, yeah, let's be
evil.  Xander, I'm going to be a bad girl," she called. 
"Pity but don't spank me for it." 


***



Xander
snapped awake, looking around.  "I just heard Dawn.  She's
pissed beyond belief.  She just let loose with some magic to destroy the
maze they were in.  They're underground."  He rubbed his
eyes.  "She said Tony heard people working overtop of them." 


"That
narrows it down to two buildings of the four," Gibbs decided. 


Horatio
listened then pointed.  "That one.  They've got frequency
jammers and other issues that are blocking my senses.  Do we have
backup?" 


Gibbs
called Fornell but his cell was jammed.  "Damn it." 


Xander
calmly pulled out his and dialed the number from Gibbs' phone.  "It's
Harris, Gibbs, and Caine.  We've narrowed it down to within two buildings,
with a probable choice between them.  Dawn's still bleeding, Tony's
spiking, and they're underground.  When is our backup arriving?" he
asked calmly.  He smirked.  "Because otherwise I get to go
apocalypse battle on them, Fornell.  Pity I didn't bring my axe but I will
call the wrath of every demon in DC down to get Dawn and Tony back." 
He handed his phone over.  Horatio gave him a pointed look.  "Magic
cellphone tower signal drawing spell from Willow on my last birthday." 


Horatio
grimaced.  "I might see if she'll do the same thing to mine.  It
might come in handy now and then." 


"Get
it on Ryan's and Speed's.  They both draw trouble," he shot back with
a grin.  Horatio smirked back.  "Did you get me any toys?" 


"No,
Xander." 


"Oh,
come on.  They deserve toys." 


"No,
Xander," Horatio said more firmly. 


Speed
looked at him then at Xander.  "It might hit innocents.  We
don't know that the people working overtop of them know what's going on." 


"How
do you build an underground maze in DC and not get noticed?" 


"It
could be older." 


Xander
grimaced, getting out of the car.  He looked around.  "Hey,
Gregori?"  He appeared, looking confused.  "Which one and how
do I get down there?  And how many do I get to make scream in misery on
the way?" 


"Hmm. 
Getting down there is hard.  They have an access hatch."  He
pointed underneath the car.  "Go down that way, go to the right, then
up the stairs to the locked doorway was how I did it.  That'll lead you to
a narrow entry point that has their ID card swipe spot." 


"Can
humans fit through it?" 


"Possibly. 
You're still skinny." 


"How
do normal people get to the ID card spot?" 


"They
go through the doorway in that office there but it's got a primary ID card slot
too," he admitted with a point.  "Then downstairs to the other
doorway." 


Xander
looked back at Gibbs.  Who shrugged.  "How many and can you
swipe an ID card?" 


Gregori
grinned.   "Of course I can.  What's in it for me?" 


"I'll
let you pass on the job to one of your cousins?" 


"That's
a hard thing to sell." 


He
considered it.  "I'll let you go as long as no one else does
something like this within the next year?  If she's not kidnaped in the
next year, then you can go free?" 


Gregori
considered it.  "I can keep it from happening for that long since she
just came out with the outlandish story about people with special skills on the
news.  One of the MP's darted her to knock her out, said she had been
drugged."  Xander smirked evilly.  The tiny demon
shuddered.  "You're going to kill them all, aren't you?" 


He
leaned down.  "What happened the last time Dawnie got kidnaped?"



"Buffy?"
he asked hopefully.  Xander shook his head.  "Oh, dear." 


"I
didn't know you were a watcher," he said with that same evil
smirk.   "Can we have the ID card and any passcodes they
have?"  He nodded, getting one and handing it over.  He handed
it to Gibbs.  "Let me know if I need to go help be evil." 


"You
and Speedle guard the truck," Gibbs ordered, saying something to Fornell
before getting out. 


"You
know, Horatio could use a guide with him," he said casually. 


"Don't
make us gas you again," Gibbs ordered.  Xander pouted but sat on the
truck's seat until Fornell's team got there.  He held up the ID card and
passcode slip, getting an evil FBI smirk.  "He's going to stay up
here." 


"Unless
I get a good reason to go kick ass," Xander added.  They all groaned
and left.  Xander looked at Gregori.  "Any of the others around
here involved?" 


"Yeah,
there's some snipers and things in the supposed warehouse there," he said
with a point. "They don't like you for interfering." 


"Yay
them," Xander said dryly, looking at Speed.  "Stay in the truck,
dear."  He shut the door and looked around.  "Any hunter
clans nearby?" 


"Elizabeth
is somewhere close by.  Maryland I think."  Xander
grimaced.  "I can check." 


"Please
do."  He went to do that.  He came back with an attractive blue
skinned, knobby cheeked demon.  "Elizabeth." 


"Xander,"
she said, kissing him on the tip of his nose.  "What's going
on?  Gregori said Dawn was stolen?" 


"Kidnaped
by her protector's director actually.  She wanted her for the special
skills."  Someone took a shot at them.  "By any chance can
I bum something?" he asked with a grin since the bullet hadn't hit near
them. 


"It
depends, will I have to call something to eat their parts?" 


"I'll
leave them alive enough to confess.  Might be a few parts." 


"Fine." 
She handed over something.  Xander cooed.  "Specially modified
for our hunters so it won't run out of ammo.  Just like in the
movies." 


"Cool,"
he breathed.  He looked at them.  "We're here to rescue stolen
people, including one who is a minor child."  Another shot got closer
to them.  Xander shot back and jogged that way. "Elizabeth, please
guard my boyfriend!" he called as he jogged. 


"Oooh,
I pity them," she moaned, shaking her head. 


"But
it'll be fun to watch," Gregori offered. 


"Definitely." 
She moved to stop Speed from getting out.  "You're safer in there,
human.  Xander has been in battles before."  Gunfire erupted and
theirs answered back.  "Oops, pity they decided he was a
threat."  Two more SUV's showed up and jogged that way. 
"Finn, he's got one of mine," she called with a wave.  That got
a nod but a grimace from him.  They ran in after Xander to clean up his
mess.  And possibly to stop him but he might flashback and hit some of
them too for fun.  Many would like that and might even pay him a bounty
for it if they were seriously injured.  She winced at the explosion
underground happened.  "Ow, that's going to cause a mess." 


"Pity
they stole Summers," Gregori told her. 


"Why
are you watching her?" 


"I
owed Spike," he said dryly. 


"Oh. 
Yeah.  I owe him about fifty kittens too."  She sighed, shaking her
head.  "His boyfriend is not happy with him." 


"The
other's the one making the explosions go off."  The warehouse
collapsed but disintegrated while they watched. 
"Interesting."  Willow walked out dusting herself off. 
"Any parts so I can cancel a debt with some demon dogs, Rosenburg?" 


"Oh,
hey, Elizabeth," she said with a grin.  "Dawn?" 


"His
other boyfriend is going for her."  Another explosion went off. 
"We hear he has a temper." 


Willow
looked that way then nodded.  "Yeah, I think so."  She
looked at the Homeland/Initiative guys, smiling at them.  "Thank you
for backing him up when he lost his temper." 


"They
needed to be destroyed anyway.  They shot at his other boyfriend,"
Gregori said. 


"Two?"
she demanded of Xander. 


He
smirked.  "Yes.  Two.  Happy with my cooking
too."  She groaned.  "Thank you for the building clearing
spell.  Wanna go help Horatio?" 


She
looked again.  "They've got it." 


"Thank
you."  He blew a kiss.  "Guys, they were mean and shot at
my boyfriend."  He handed Elizabeth back the gun.  He kissed her
on the cheek.  "I'm still retired unless they force me to be
otherwise.  I'm in Miami though.  You can come tell Horatio about how
you used to crush on me." 


She
swatted him on the cheek.  "Silly human.  Anya said your tongue
would destroy me."  She noticed Speed's horrified look. 
"She said that's what destroyed her and gave her a conscience." 
She disappeared again. 


Xander
grinned at Riley.  "Didn't Buffy do that to you?" 


"Kinda." 
He walked off shaking his head.  "No more destruction in my city,
Harris.  Destroy Miami instead." 


"Horatio
said it doesn't need redecorated.  Your town has all the evil bastards
that keep coming for us and pulling me out of retirement."  He stared
him down.  "Otherwise I'm a simple administrative assistant who likes
to cook a lot for stress relief." 


He
grunted in displeasure.  "There's going to be a lot less of them
after today and I'll make sure yours and Dawn's federal files mention this
incident so they never come near you again." 


"Sheppard
took her off the 'do not touch' list." 


"That'll
change," he assured him.  "Can you go home now before we have
more freaky demon things happening in the nation's capitol?" 


"Once
we have Dawn and Tony.  Horatio's getting them." 


"They
just blew the door into the observation compartment," Willow said. 
"They're merrily arresting and Gibbs found out how to get near Dawnie and
that cute one Tony."  She grimaced.  "Dawn's got a
boo-boo." 


"I
can help," he reminded her.  "They did it to drive Jethro
insane." 


She
grimaced.  "Is this really a higher calling?" 


"I
help Horatio stop the bad shit that destroys lives," he said
bluntly.  "Every day." 


She
nodded.  "I guess it is.  We miss you." 


"Then
you should have treated us better." 


"I
know.  We're stupid heads.  Even Buffy agreed but she did say it was
nice that this kidnaping wasn't demon related." 


"Yeah,
it's a nice change," he agreed.  "Shoo before you get me in
trouble with my boyfriends."  They headed off to hide.  He
looked at Speed. 


Gregori
waved a hand.  "He's napping now.  He won't remember a
thing." 


"That's
mean and we got onto Willow for that." 


"Spike
told me to."  He smirked and disappeared. 


Horatio
came up with Dawn and Tony, letting him come over to fuss over them. 
"Are they dead?" he asked her. 


"Hopefully." 
She let him help her onto the back of the truck so he could look at her
side.  He got shoved aside by Jethro.  "He's good at bandaging
and stuff, Jethro.  He can even stitch." 


"Shut
up, Dawn." 


She
sighed, giving him a hug.  "I'm still your guide, Jethro." 


Horatio
looked around.  "Wasn't there a building there?" 


Jethro
looked then nodded.  "There was before we went in.  Kid?"
he asked Xander. 


"I've
been watching Speed nap the nap Gregori put him into," he said, backing up
with his hands held up. 


Horatio
moved closer to him.  "Why do you smell like gunpowder and someone
else's aftershave?" he asked calmly. 


"I
saw Riley Finn and a few of his guys briefly.  And Willow too.  Oh,
and Elizabeth.  She's the lead hunter for a clan of demons that hunts down
rogue and troublesome demons." 


"Why
do you smell like gunpowder?" he asked, moving closer to sniff him
again.  "Xander?" 


He
grinned.  "They took a shot at Speed so I fired back." 


"I
see."  He looked around then at him. "Should I be concerned
about reprisals?" 


"No.  
Riley said they're upping my 'do not touch' rating to a concrete bunker of
'leave him alone' and adding Dawn's the same way again since Sheppard took hers
out."  His phone beeped with a text of 'I'll tell him if you
don't'.  He erased it and grinned.  "Finn."  He gave
him a hug.  "Are you all right?  We heard the
explosions."  He checked him over.  "Only a few
bruises?" 


"I'm
fine.  Are you all right?" 


"I'm
wonderful.  She's back, she's going to be okay.  You didn't get
hurt.  Can we go start the bitchy human weenie roast and bonfire portion
of this visit?" 


"We
have a firing squad with her name on it," DiNozzo said tiredly. 


Dawn
pulled him over.  "Sit, stupid."  He sat with a sigh. 
She looked at Jethro when he growled, popping him on the head. 
"Behave."  He glared.  She glared back.  "Nothing
happened, Jethro.  He helped me stop the bleeding the first time.  I
worked on his senses so he could turn them down.  We got out
together.  Really, nothing happened.  Once we get home I'll take a
good shower to get any of his sweat off me so you can calm down
again."  Jethro nodded at that but he was still growling.  She
sighed but hugged him, making him push her off.  "Do not start. 
I need a hug." 


Xander
came over to give her a hug.  "Willow said Buffy thought it was cute
it wasn't demons this time." 


"Fuck
her," she muttered, making Jethro and Tony both glare. 
"Yay."  She cuddled him.  "Are you all right?" 


"I'm
fine.  I wasn't kidnaped.  I only had the one agent who wanted me to
beat him show up." 


"Cool." 
She grinned.  "Make dinner?" 


"Of
course I am.  Horatio, can we stay long enough for me to make them
dinner?" 


"I'm
sure we can, Xander."  He moved to check on Speed, finding him still
napping on the steering wheel.  "What knocked him out?" 


"Gregori. 
Dawn's guard."  He looked at her.  "I promised if it didn't
happen for a year he could go free." 


"It's
happened twice in a month," Tony said. 


"Must
be Tuesday," Dawn quipped. 


Xander
checked.  "No, it's still Saturday.  How long were you
gone?" 


She
bopped him on the forehead.  "Someone needs some sugar.  His is
low."  Xander grinned back, giving her a better cuddle. 
"Thank you, I needed that."  He gave her a squeeze and she moaned. 
"Ow."  He let her go, looking at the wound.  "It only
needs a bandage." 


"It's
been too long since it happened so I can't stitch it safely," he
agreed.  "Jethro, can you handle stab wounds?" 


"I
have in the past.  DiNozzo has too." 


"She's
your guide, Jethro.  Even if she does sub in for him when he has a sudden
flux."  Jethro relaxed at that.  "Maybe you three should
take some teacher time.  Now, let's get back to the house and clean up,
let me make dinner, and if other agents want to talk to us they can find us all
together and calmer."  He looked at Fornell.  "Will that
work for you?" 


"For
now.  What did you do to the idiot from Miami?" 


"Last
time I knew, Agent Graham Miller had him." 


"Good! 
I like that explanation."  He called that in to have him found for
debriefing on his way to the car.  The group all squeezed into the SUV,
Horatio moving Speed so he could drive, and they went back to Jethro's
house.  He bandaged her side.   They all got showers who needed
one.  Including Xander.  Then Xander went to cook dinner while
Horatio tried to figure out why there had been a missing building and his
boyfriend smelled like gunpowder.  Not that he was winning this time. 


***



Xander
walked into the lab three days later with a covered tray.  The receptionist
gave him a bored look.  "What?  They fired me for heading off to
handle my sister being kidnaped?" 


"No,
Harris.  The Chief wants you and Caine both as soon as you get in." 


"That's
fine.  Let me drop off the cookies first and we'll call from his office.
Want one?  I have butterscotch, raisin, and chocolate chip with
walnuts." 


She
hesitated then shook her head.  "You're bad to my uniform.  I've
got bulges." 


"Okay." 
He walked them into the break room and uncovered them once they were on the
table, making sure the little signs were up to show what they were.  
He followed Horatio up to his office once he had the mail so he could sort it
up there.  He called.  "Patricia, it's Xander Harris and Horatio
Caine.  Your boss wanted an immediate consult once we got
back?"  He smiled and put him on speaker.  "Sir, we're
here." 


"Is
she all right?" 


"A
pretty good stab wound that was too old to stitch," Xander said. 


"A
bit shaken up but mostly they're fine, sir.  Thank you for giving us that
emergency time off to help handle it." 


"That's
not the problem that I have this morning.  Harris, have you not heard of
subtlety?" 


"Nope. 
Not in anything but my delicate hand at spices and now some clothes I
own.  What got reported to you, sir?" 


"I
got a most interesting call from an Agent Finn." 


"My
friend's ex.  Dawn's sister's ex actually.  He helped us get that
information on the bomber." 


"He
seemed to be not too impressed that you helped that situation." 


"Riley
has never been impressed with me, sir.  Even when me and my friends ended
his unit."  He handed Horatio his mail.   He held one up,
getting a grimace of distaste.  Xander tossed it onto the couch. 
"They shot at us, sir.  Did you expect me not to react with the way I
go into Blessed Protector mode whenever someone tries to hurt what's
mine?" 


He
sighed.  "No.  But I do think it was a bit ...odd and dangerous
that you walked into that situation with only a gun." 


"Excuse
me?" Horatio demanded, glaring at Xander, hands drifting down to rest at
his hips.  "You did what?" 


"They
shot at Speed.  Elizabeth got me one that was charmed to not run out of
bullets.  I was doing okay when Riley and his guys got there.  By the
way, Willow destroyed the building." 


"Not
funny," he growled.  "Xander!" 


Xander
sighed, standing up to look at him.  "They shot at Speed and me,
Horatio.  Twice.  I showed a lot of restraint by not going in after
the first one." 


"You
do know what the concept of backup is," he pointed out.  "They
could have killed you." 


"They
couldn't kill me.  Only seven had firing weapons on them.  The rest
had to run to get theirs.  I would've been out and moved the car by
then.  Yes, it wasn't my brightest plan, but I didn't want you to come out
of saving Dawn and Tony to find us shot to death."  Horatio flinched
at that image.  "Sorry."  He sat down again. 
"Now that you've narked like Dawn, sir, did you hear that they upgraded my
'do not touch' rating again?" 


"Son,
I'd be more polite," he said firmly. 


"Sir,
did you think that maybe I didn't tell Horatio about that so he wouldn't
worry?  Because now he will.  A lot.  Which could affect his job
in the field."  The Chief groaned.  "I do have assault and
battle experience.  Really I do." 


"That's
not the point.  You decided to take it upon yourself...." 


"When
they shot at us," Xander said firmly.  "I didn't start that
one.  I ended it." 


"You
can be fired, young man." 


Xander
nodded at the phone.  "I can.  I can probably find another job
too.  Or hey, I can go to cooking school and do that for a while," he
said dryly.  The Chief groaned.  "The fact is that I did not
tell him that because it would've worried him worse that they were shooting at
Speed.  Not at me, at him.  For some reason none of their bullets got
anywhere near me.  They had a sniper who was making precise shots and not
one got near me.  Yes, I protected Detective Speedle by taking out an
enemy force that was aiding in the kidnaping of my sister and a federal agent
while they went to do the heroic thing and rescue them.  That is how I'm
trained to do, sir." 


"I
don't like this discussion," the Chief said. 


"Neither
do I.  So I'm going to go check the mail and things while you tell Horatio
other stuff."  He got up and walked out.  He saw Eric. 
"I made cookies.  Get them while I'm still here since the Chief
turned into a tattling teenage girl and I told him to butt out." 


"Why?"
Eric asked. 


"The
bad guys shot at Speed so I handled it.  Buffy's ex told him.  He
decided Horatio had to know and told us both."  He grinned sweetly. 
"I'm going to do a round-up of the mail.  If there's any left they're
in the break room."  He walked off to gather things to go out in the
mail, finding Horatio in his office.  "Was I fired?" 


"He
did suggest that perhaps you are a bit emotional at the moment." 


"Did
you tell him he sounded like every younger sibling in every book and movie ever
made?" 


"I
have tact, Xander." 


He
grinned.  "I never learned that skill.  So far you've done good
teaching me but I'll be damned, Horatio." 


"Why
didn't you tell me when I asked?" 


"Why
worry you more over a situation that was ended?  Do you tell me about past
cases that nearly ended your life?" 


"We
were right there and we could have gotten reinforcements from them." 


"Willow
finished them off, not me.  I may have went a bit Rambo...." 


"May
have?" he asked sarcastically, shutting the closet door to give them
privacy.  "There is no may have in that situation, Xander.  You
had a single gun." 


"That
was charmed unemptying." 


"All
right, that is a point in your favor." 


"There
were only fifteen.  Riley's boys showed up nearly immediately." 


"Did
you know that they were going to do that?" 


"No
but I knew I could handle it.  I have in the past."  He stood
up.  "It's not like retiring took all my memories.  The same as
you still have all yours from Bomb Squad." 


"I
understand that but the fact that you're pissed now means you know you did
something wrong." 


"No,
I'm pissed because he decided to butt into something that was solved when you
got back topside and is worrying you unnecessarily.  No one here needs
that sort of stress and I don't need them looking at me funny for having past
skills and memories.  The same as if we're invaded here in the lab, I'm
going to be there with you." 


Horatio
sighed, sitting on the edge of the desk.  "I understand that. 
You could have mentioned this when I asked." 


"It
was handled.  Why should I?" 


"Because
more could have shown up." 


"Then
I would have mentioned it.  'Oh, it's the guys from that warehouse Willow
knocked in' sort of noting." 


Horatio
nodded.  "Which is much too causal for most officers." 


"I'm
not an officer." 


"Yes,
but Jethro and I are." 


"I'm
sorry I didn't get the uptight training you two did!" he said hotly. 
"To what I know and was trained to do and how to handle things, it was
handled and not an issue so why make you worry?"  He shifted past him
and opened the door, stomping off.  He signed out and everything like a
good boy.  He made it outside before Speed found him.  "What?"



"Do
not snarl at me, Xander."  He stared him down.  "What
happened when I got knocked out?" 


"They
shot at you.  I handled it.  End of story.  Then today the Chief
narked so Horatio's worried and I'm getting pissed and I'm going to go for a
walk before I majorly tell someone off that'll get him in trouble." 
He walked around him, heading off into the grassy area beyond the station. 


Speed
watched him go, turning to find Horatio watching him.  "I want your
side." 


"I
was trying to reassure him while I reasoned with him." 


"He
was trained to react to situations using one or two people, not a strike team,
and not in an official manner, Horatio," Frank said as he joined
them.  "He was trained to handle it and move on because things
that're handled, like staked vampires, are not an issue."  Horatio
shuddered.  "Yes, I did a lot of checking into the boy's
background.  To him, this was like one that was dead and gone.  It'd
only worry you if you heard there were some issues.  Especially since his
girls thought he couldn't handle anything so he had to hide stuff from
them."  Horatio walked off to find him.  He looked at
Speed.  "Are you okay?" 


"I
didn't even know we were shot at." 


"You
were shot at," Frank corrected.  "If they had shot at the boy,
he would've handled it differently and protected you." 


"Somehow
in there I took a damn nap." 


"Yay
you.  Someone probably thought it'd be kinder." 


"He
can't do that sort of thing, Frank." 


"Who
said he asked," he said bluntly.  Speed moaned, shaking his
head.  "Rosenburg wrote me a nice email saying that Gregori, whoever
that was, knocked you out so you wouldn't know anything about being in danger
so you wouldn't have to worry."  He handed it over.  "Now,
go straighten out your boy before he leaves.  Because no one else will bake
us cookies."  He walked off again. 


Speed
sighed, reading it over on his way to find Horatio.  He found Horatio
staring at a spot on the grass, zoned.  "Hey," he said, giving
him a nudge.  He came out of it.  "You had a mini-zone
why?"  He handed over the email. 


Horatio
read it then handed it back crumpled up.  "He's upset." 


"Duh,
Horatio.  We both talked to him and he probably thinks we attacked
him.  This is probably giving him flashbacks to the times he got told he
was too normal to handle things.  Now, what caused the zone?" 


"I
caught his scent.  He's miserable," he said quietly. 


"I
think if he's that upset his first instinct is to leave, but he
can't."  He walked off to find him.  "Now that I've seen
Willow's side of the story, I want to know what happened from you.  Not
judging, just wanting facts.  That way I can make a decision about yelling
or not." 


"I
didn't ask him to knock you out.  Spike did somehow."  He didn't
look up from his ripping some blades of grass apart while he sheltered inside a
big bush.  "Let me think, Speed." 


"No
I want to hear your side of it, Xander.  That way I can decide if I want
to be pissed or not.  I can't do that until I have facts.  CSI are
like that," he reminded him at the snort he got.  "Want to come
out of hiding?" 


"Nope."



"Tough. 
Get out here." 


"I'm
not the dog and I'm not a little kid." 


"No
you're not but you supposedly have some sense, Xander.  We can't talk this
out so we're not all upset if you're hiding and sulking in a bush. 
Besides, you don't know what's in there.  It could be poison ivy or
anything." 


"I'm
not allergic to it." 


"I
am.  Get out of there." 


"Give
me time to think.  Please?" he demanded. 


"Nope. 
You think and you'll do something stupid, like try to leave.  Then what
would we do?" 


"That's
up to Horatio, isn't it?" he asked bitterly. 


"No,
I wasn't talking about that stuff, Xander.  I was talking about
*us*.  That threesome thing that keeps going on now and then." 
He gave up talking to the bush's branches and climbed in there with him. 
Xander tried to get up and move but he sat on him.  "There, now we
can talk and I don't feel like I'm talking to some puppet in a
play."  He stared at him.  "This is about *us*, not about
the funky sentinel and guide stuff, Xander.  I know you don't want to do
anything to piss Horatio off because of that.  I don't like to do it
because he scowls and then I feel bad." 


Xander
shrugged a bit.  "You two are good together.  He took me in
because of the guide stuff." 


"He
did not and you know that usually."  He made the boy look up at him
but he avoided his eyes.  "What happened in the office?" 


"The
Chief decided to nark like a sibling." 


"Ah." 
He shifted so he wasn't sitting on him, just in front of him.  "He
was probably worried that you'd go vigilante on Miami." 


"I
haven't yet!  He treated me like I'm deficient and when I protested to
defend myself he threatened my job.  Screw it, maybe I'll go to cooking
school instead." 


"We'd
like that but we'd get really fat eating all your homework on you." 
He let out a small smile then let it fade again.  "C'mon.  We
can talk to Horatio.  He's calmer." 


"He
thinks I'm stupid now thanks to him." 


"He
does not." 


"You
could ask me," Horatio pointed out. 


"You
can come in.  There's barely room to squeeze in," Speed
offered.  He looked at Xander, who was shrinking in on himself
again.  "Oh, no, not this again.  H, get in here and tell him
that us being together has nothing to do with your funky thing." 


Horatio
carefully climbed in and looked at his boys once he was sitting down. 
"It brought you to my attention, Xander, but it is not why I let you
burrow into my side at night."  Xander looked at him.  What he
saw did not please him.  "Would you have told me?" 


"Would
you?" he countered. 


"No,"
he admitted.  "It would worry you.  You'd find out because
someone would tell you." 


"Usually
I hear it from the gossips.  Your boss did his usual thing again," he
said in mimic. 


"Hmm. 
I know that one all too well," Speed said, shooting Horatio a glare,
getting a sheepish look back.  "I yell at him for those because they
not only make me worry but it's one more chance I had of losing
him."  He made Xander look at him.  "I feel the same way
about you, Xander.  It was stupid, yet heroic, and could've gotten you
killed.  If I had known then I would've yelled that night." 


"Just
don't," he sighed, trying to get up.  Horatio and Speed held him down
until he fell on top of Horatio.  "Let go please?" 


"No. 
I think we need to talk.  Though I do think there are more comfortable
places than this bush."  He looked at the youngest of his
lovers.  "It was stupid but necessary," he said calmly. 
"I get that.  I know you didn't want to worry me and I did snap at
him for snapping at you."  He stroked his cheek.  "I still
would have rather known so I could worry.  I don't mind a bit of worrying
in the heat of the assault, Xander.  It might've made things easier if you
had told us." 


"Not
like I could call." 


"Good
point.  Still, why did you trust them to back you up?" 


"I
didn't.  They rushed in and took over.  Then they brought down the
building and Willow made it go poof." 


"I
see."  He took the email to read over, letting him see it. 
"That's not what she said but I like your version better."  He
knew Xander wasn't lying to him.  He could tell without using his senses
on him.  It was in the eyes with Xander.  The same as it was with
Speed.  "Can we go up to my office and talk?  Suits are not
meant to sit in bushes." 


Xander
shrugged.  "I doubt I still have a job." 


"Shut
up, Xander.  I hire for my lab, not him."  He got up and got
them out of the bush, walking him back inside.  He saw Ryan's frantic
waving and pointing.  "Chief?" he mouthed, getting a nod. 
Horatio scowled.  "We'll talk to him together then."  He
walked up there, opening his office door to see him calling around.  He
stared at him.  "Eating one of Xander's cookies, Sir?" 


He
flinched, looking at him.  "You're messy." 


"You
drove my assistant to hike off before he told you off for being petty,"
Horatio said calmly.  "Get out of my chair." 


"This
is still my lab, Caine." 


Horatio
walked over.  "The last time I knew, there was still a federal
warrant with your name on it," he hissed.  The chief moved. 
"His cookies are good, aren't they, sir?" 


"They
are.  I can see why Speedle doesn't look starved any longer." 


Xander
stared at him.  "He hasn't put on any weight." 


"That
lack of tact..." 


"Is
how God created me," he said snidely, staring at him.  "You
helped them kidnap a minor child?" 


"No. 
I had nothing to do with that.  I did agree that some of those with
this...gift could be put to better use." 


"You
mean instead of catching the guys who're doing bad things?" Speed asked,
kicking the door shut. 


"It
didn't seem to help on the bombing case," he shot back. 


"We
caught all the people who they talked into dropping bombs within a three-day
span after they did so," Horatio reminded him calmly.  "It is
not my fault my senses didn't extend all the way to DC to get the geek that was
behind all this.  If we had gotten information sooner from the FBI, we
would have solved it weeks sooner, sir.  As is, we had to tweak a contact
of Xander's to get that information. And in return that agent paid him back by
narking to you like some toddler with a jealous snit."  He stared him
down.  The chief moved back. 


"Yes,
you are correct that Xander should have told me.  Even though in his
training, handled is handled and not an issue.   Then again, I don't
tell him when I have to handle issues that get me gossiped about for the same
reason he didn't tell me.  He didn't want me to worry."  He
stared at him.  "Xander is a credit to this lab and to my
skills.  I don't care who wants to coopt him.  From what I'm told
there is now a 'do not touch' rating that is high enough that no agent is ever
going to come near him again." 


Speed
called DC.  "Hey, Jethro, Speedle.  Can you check Xander's and
Dawn's do not touch ratings and give me a report?  That'd be good. 
No, we're having a slight argument.  Finn told our chief what happened to
that missing warehouse.  Rosenburg's version differed slightly. 
Sure, you do that and send it to us?  Thank you."   He hung
up.  "Dawn will look up what happened and tell us the official story
on what went on there."  Xander sat down, looking at them. 
"Dust off, Xander.  You've got dirt on you."  Xander did
that half-heartedly.  "He'll also have McGee print out and fax the do
not touch entries on them." 


"That
would be helpful," Horatio agreed.  "Since the head of the local
office thinks that Ryan's OCD makes him dangerous, that will give me a good
point to show him."  The fax machine went off, letting him grab the
sheets to look at.  "Hmm."  He let Xander see it, getting a
small grin for that entry.  "Is that all?"  He looked at
it.  "No, it's page one of three.  Speed, where's my extra
paper?"  Xander pointed.  "Thank you, Xander." 
He refilled and got the rest of the fax.  "Hmm, that's what I
expected to see."  He let Xander see it then the Chief, making him go
pale.  "I do believe that perhaps we should leave Xander and my's
working relationship alone, sir.  We seem to be much alike in the
field.  We each drive Speed nuts." 


"Yes
you do," Speed agreed taking the papers to look at.  He looked at
Xander.  "You know a lot more than you let on." 


"Here
and there, spotty knowledge not full out like Calleigh does.  I'm trying
to update myself." 


"You'll
never be a CSI," the Chief told him. 


Xander
shrugged.  "Why would I want to be?  It looks like it destroys
your soul more than staking people you grew up with, sir."  He
flinched at that.  Xander stood up, looking at him.  "Sir, I
don't care what you think.  If you move on Dawn, I'm going to have to
react.  She is like my little sister.  I do officially have custody
of her but she chose to stay with Jethro.  Now, there's a lot of people
finding pink slips on their desks up there thanks to the events from earlier
this week.  I don't care if you were one of them, blackmailed into it,
whatever.  Using their skills as a CSI is one of the best uses for it. 
Otherwise they find less evidence.  Since everyone we know who has these
skills are in law enforcement...."  He let it trail off. 
"I think that's a pretty damn good use of the skills.  If you don't,
I'm sorry.  We're protecting the general people, not the people in charge. 
They were meant to protect the whole village, not just the head
people."  He stepped closer.  "If you have something to say
to me, say it." 


"You're
ruining his reputation and his skill base.  He was doing better without
you." 


"I
wasn't actively working scenes before he came along," Horatio told
him.  "And he's increased the lab's reputation because things
actually get done on time.  Correctly the first time."  The
chief shuddered at that reminder.  "As for my reputation?  Half
the force thinks I'm sleeping with most of the lab, sir.  They're just
happy when I'm not in their face for screwing up a crime scene."  He
stepped closer, patting Xander's lower back.  "Xander is as much a
Blessed Protector as I am.  The scene with Rick threatening me proved that."



"You
used to like him working with us, sir.  What changed?" Speed
asked.  "It's not like he'll breed new babies." 


"There's
teams that could use him." 


Xander
shook his head.  "No because I'd shoot them all to put them out of
their misery for being conscripted.   It'd be my sacred duty to make
sure no one conscripted got to be abused and used that way."  
He smirked.  "Plus, if you break the bonds that exist, it drives them
both nuts.  I'd be humming and singing as I gutted them and played in them
probably."  The Chief shuddered, shrinking down away from him. 
"So, no.  Can't happen.  Sorry!"  He smirked. 
"Anything else?  Because if I still have a job, I have some filing to
do." 


"I'm
sure you do," he sneered. 


"Sir,
I don't file anything at home.  At the office I don't touch my lovers
sexually." 


"I
heard you did." 


"Speed
was making sure we were all right after that bomb went off near us.  He
only checked the injuries, sir.  The tape was cleared to make sure it
didn't get spread around."  The Chief stomped off.  He looked at
Horatio.  "Should I file or go home and file for unemployment?" 


"You're
not leaving this office, Xander." 


"Should
I expect to move to the guest room?" 


"I'd
be quite upset and have to nag," he said, staring him down.  "We
will finish this discussion at home but I am not mad."  Xander
slumped, sitting down again.  He shut the door.  "I'm not mad,
Xander.  I'm worried that doing those things hurts you and draws people
like Finn closer to taking you from me." 


"He'd
never try it, Horatio.  He hates me." 


"Obviously
with the way he tattled," Speed agreed.  "Jealous?" 


"He...he
and his goals screwed up a lot of stuff," he said, looking at him. 
"Some things never healed.  Some did.  He was on the team for a
bit then we found out he was being a feeder and cheating on Buffy so he left to
be a commando again.  Right now, we're at the tolerating each other on the
same planet level most of the time.  I have no idea why he showed up there
to back me up.  Or even if he was involved." 


"Fornell
checked into that," Horatio admitted.  "He thought that project
might have similar goals to his last one.  Which he helped bring
down." 


"After
we made him see what they were doing was wrong.  He still used their classifications
and their style of hunting.  He treated all demons like they were
hostiles, like they called them.  Hell, he never even apologized,
guys." 


"I
wouldn't want him on my team," Speed said. 


"He
was Buffy's boyfriend.  Her team, her rules," he said flatly. 


"Ah." 
Speed gave him a short hug, getting shrugged off.  "We'll work this
out later."  He grinned.  "While you teach me how to make
that strudel thing you did at Jethro's?" 


"I
can do that," he agreed.  "But do we have to talk?" 


"Yup,
we do.  Before you pout and stomp off or Horatio pouts and stomps
off.  Because then I get to spank and rant and turn into Alexx when she
goes off about bimbos in the media."  Xander groaned, covering his
face with his hands as he leaned forward.  "So we'll cook and talk
tonight."  He gave him a soft pat and a smile when the boy looked up
at him.  "Okay?"   Xander nodded.  "H?"



"If
I don't have a long night.  If I do, I'll talk to you while we make
breakfast or at bedtime," he promised, smiling at Xander.  "You
can tell me.  I'll try to tell you before they happen.  You try to do
the same?"  Xander nodded, staring up at him. 
"Good."  He smiled.  "That's what I wanted to
hear.  Now, filing?" 


"Yeah,
kinda.  Two envelopes of stuff to file it looked like." 


"Hmm. 
Please do that while we get a case update and Speed gets his next
one."  They left, leaving Xander to file for him.  He did it so
much better and he could find things when Xander filed. 


Ryan
snuck up while Xander was sorting out forms.  "Are you guys okay? 
Because I can totally ignore the fight earlier and the dirty looks Horatio's
getting from the officers right now for whatever happened if you guys are
okay." 


"They
say we're fine but we'll finish talking later," he said, looking over at
him with a weak grin.  "I went back into Sunnydale mode and handled
something when they threatened Speed." 


"Yeah,
I saw Eric do about the same thing the last time someone threatened Speed
around him too."  Horatio hummed behind him.  "You didn't
hear that from me, Horatio.  Please?" 


"I'll
ask them later."  He looked at Ryan.  "The officers got bad
information and are now worrying that they're going to be transferred. 
Don't worry Xander with the petty politics, Mr. Wolfe." 


"I
just came up to make sure you guys are okay and if I could help by letting
Xander talk to me." 


"That's
highly appreciated.  I know you two are friends."  He smiled at
him.  "Relax.  It's fine." 


"Are
they giving you evil looks like you're an evil gay boy and no one's going to
come when you call for help?" Xander asked quietly. 


"No. 
Miami does have a non-discrimination policy.  If something like that
should ever happen, the department would be sued once that person was out of
danger."  Xander stared at him.  "If it should ever happen
to me I know who will back me up without question, Xander.  And then we'll
sue."  Xander grinned a bit, nodding. "Are any of those vile
forms things that have to be done?" 


"Yes
but so far it's all stuff I have to do or redo.  Apparently I used last
year's data on the budget?"  He let him see. 


Horatio
snorted.  "Reprint it and send it back.  Those are this year's
figures."  He pointed at a line.  "That's this year into
next.  Add next year's to it."  Xander nodded, making that note
for himself.  The other forms got looked over.  "Haven't you
done this one many times?" 


"In
just that way." 


"Reprint
it and send it over," he repeated.  Xander nodded.  "If
they try it again I get to go to the department head's lunch
meeting.   Which might not be such a bad idea," he
decided.  Xander grinned and made shooing motions.  "Let me know
if we have any problems, especially with an officer or Rick," he said
quietly.  "One officer thought I kept you in bondage." 


"Only
when I'm angsting and you don't want me to bake." 


"True." 
He smiled and left, heading off to that monthly lunch meeting. 


Xander
finished his filing and headed down to his office with Ryan.  "I'm
okay, Ryan.  I just had to pull out the old skills and it kinda freaked
Horatio out.  Like when he did the sniper stuff." 


"Were
you wearing a suit?" he teased. 


"Nope." 
Eric stopped him to look him over.  "What?  I'm
dressed."  He checked then looked at him.  "What?" he
demanded. 


"Wondering
where the cape was hidden."  He stared him down. 
"Remember, you have to be around for H, Xander." 


"He
says I'm good even without that," he shot back with a look. 


Eric
smirked.  "I knew that.  Otherwise you wouldn't be ruining his
weight with cookies and pies."  Xander grinned at that. 
"Try for more subtle and safe?" 


"They
shot at Speed." 


Eric
wobbled but Ryan smirked.  "You went Cro-Magnan Man yourself the last
time he got threatened," Ryan reminded Eric. 


"Yeah,
I remember.  My head hurt for a good bit where Speed popped me on the
forehead with his hand."  He looked at Xander.  "Everyone
okay up there?" 


"Yeah
but they wouldn't hold any bonfires for us.  We wanted to see the witch
burn for trying Dawn and then having her kidnaped.  Twice." 


"Yeah,
I can see Horatio liking that idea too."  Xander smirked. 
"New stuff?" 


"Stuff
that someone said I didn't do right."  He heard the loud music come
on in ballistics and groaned, glancing in there.  He gave Eric a look,
making him look in there.  Eric snarled.  "I can call her to see
if I can borrow that gun catalog if you want, Eric." 


"Please
do."  Xander took his cellphone to call as they walked. 


"Calleigh,
Xander.  Where's the gun catalog so I can coo?  No, I can't ask him
over the loud music or his stacks of work that's sitting beside him while he's
having a playboy break."  He smiled.  "Monthly meeting of
department heads?"  He snickered.  "Thanks,
dear."  He hung up and tossed the phone back.  "She's up
the hall."  They waved at Calleigh.  She snuck up on her lab,
staring inside.  Then she walked in there and turned off the music before
shutting the door so she could scream.  "Not a happy person,"
Xander decided, cracking Ryan up.  "What rumors are going around
anyway?" 


"That
you guys went up to DC to save your little sister, who is dating a Fed." 


"She
might be now.  Not real sure."  They smirked at him.  He
shrugged.  "Tony hasn't calmed down his yet." 


"Ah,"
Eric said.  "So their evil little plan slightly worked?" 


"No,
she still calmed down the other.  They're going for teacher time." 


"Even
better.  There's the rampant rumor that Horatio is treating you badly
because you came in tired and the Chief was angry with him," Ryan
offered.  "That one's been going toward a bad S&M relationship
but I laughed at it when I heard it in the elevator.  They said he's
making your his kitchen slave while he has some of the rest of us for other
needs." 


"No,
they try to keep me out of the kitchen.  I bake when I angst.  Speed
complains I'm making him fat." 


"Speed
needs the extra weight anyway," Eric agreed, opening his office
door.  He saw the present inside.  "Wolfe?" 


"Got
it," he said, going to find his scene kit.  The tastless condoms and
things were bad enough but the gag underneath was really bad.  He texted
that to Horatio so he was warned but the rest they could dust for prints and
find out who had put it there.  "Tyler, please pull up the camera for
outside Xander's office?" he asked quietly into AV. 


"Can't,
broken."  He looked over.  "I got a wonderful shot of
someone breaking the lens.  Why?" 


"Tasteless
gifts in his office." 


"Are
they okay?  Because you know I don't care what Horatio and Xander do at
home and all that stuff." 


"It's
not like that.  The only chaining up he does is to keep Xander from baking
too much when he's thinking." 


"Oooh. 
He can make me cookies.  Today's were *really* good." 


Speed
walked up behind Ryan.  "He was worried over Dawn's injury so he made
strudel in DC.  The more ornate and fluffy, the more he's thinking. 
Which is why I've gained ten pounds since he started to work as Horatio's
assistant."  He looked at Ryan.  "Tacky gifts?" 


"I
thought you were out, sorry." 


"Not
a problem.  I was letting Alexx nag." 


"Condoms,
lube packets, gag." 


"Hell." 
He went to check on him, slowing down when he heard the yelling coming from
ballistics.   He opened the door.  "Calleigh, as lab
second, do I need to know anything?" 


"He'll
be transferring to another lab within the system." 


"Okay. 
I'll find that form for you."  He looked at him then at her. 
"Since he's in a baking mood, would you like us to spoil you with some of
it later?" 


She
smiled.  "That's sweet but if I ate all that stuff he bakes I'd be
bigger than that guy we had to all help Alexx lift." 


"Yeah,
that's why we share."  He grinned and walked off.  He went to
the front desk to get the forms.  "Transfer forms?"  She
handed one over.  "Thank you." 


"Are
you transferring Xander to another department, Speed?" 


"Why
would we?  He makes the lab's work get done."  She pouted. 
"Whatever you heard, you're listening to the wrong things, Madeline. 
He's a good boy.  We're not in a bondage fantasy relationship.  Yes,
he did something Horatio-like in DC to help when people shot at me while I was
sleeping."  She shuddered.  "Someone up there narked to the
Chief because he was a jealous, bitchy teenage girl wannabe who used to be a
commando.  The Chief was part of the problem they had recently as a silent
supporter.  That problem got the girl who's like his little sister, the
one he shares custody of, kidnaped twice and stabbed this time as well. 
Hell yes he went off like H does, but it was handled." 


"He
stomped out earlier," she reminded him. 


He
nodded.  "He was a bit upset that we were nagging.  It's cool
now."  She smiled.  "Any other funky rumors I should
hear?" 


"I've
only heard those two and that Stetler is going to have him forcefully
transferred since boyfriends can't be in the same unit." 


"Xander's
not a cop.  He's the secretary."  She blushed at that. 
"Beyond that, he can't do that.  The lab would grind to a halt. 
None of the paperwork would ever get done."  She smiled. 
"Counter it back if you can please.  Horatio will end up losing his
temper on some unsuspecting uniform if we don't."  He walked that
form into Xander.  "Please start that for Calleigh?" 


He
looked at something in his drawer, finding the personnel file
Horatio/Calleigh/he had requested and used it to fill in the information that
he could.  He handed it over with a smile.  "Take that to
her?" 


"Of
course.  Thanks, kiddo."  He winked.  "Raspberry strudel?"



"Ooooh,"
Eric moaned.  "Share?" 


"If
we make enough," Speed said smugly, heading to ballistics.  He walked
in the folder and transfer order.  She smirked at the folder. 
"It was easily found."  He looked at him.  "Sorry to
have you leave the lab."  He looked at her.  "H is at some
departmental head luncheon." 


"That's
fine.  By the time he gets back I'm sure we can handle this." 
Her former tech stomped off.  She sat down with a sigh to blow her bangs
out of her face.  "I need someone good." 


"Train
Xander as your tech," he teased. 


"Then
I'd never get to play with my guns," she taunted back with a smirk. 
"And you'd never get baked for."  He walked off smirking at
that.  She finished filling out the form, laughing when she saw the eyes
only personnel file he had pulled out somehow.  "That boy," she
sighed, putting it all on Horatio's desk after making a note in the HR system
about him.  Horatio could hand back the file. 


***



Horatio
walked into the meeting restaurant and back to the room, pulling out his
ID.  The guarding officer let him in.  He walked in and took off his
sunglasses as he sat down in an empty chair.  "Gentlemen and
ladies." 


"Caine,
we never see you at these," one woman said with a smile.  "Your
assistant not chaining you to his lunch today?" 


"He
didn't have time to make one today."  He smiled at her. 
"How is your department?" 


"Oh,
you know, the usual.  Fussy people you want to beat half the time and then
the rest you want to yell." 


"We
only have one tech like that at the moment."  Horatio got a text from
Ryan and texted back to Speed. 


"Problems?"



"Someone
left a prank gift on my assistant's desk."  He looked up, seeing the
looks.   "What's being said this time?" 


She
looked at him.  "Some of us have friends in DC, Horatio." 


"That
is why Xander has a sealed federal file." 


"Oh. 
I didn't know that."  He nodded.  "So he's done something
like that before?" 


"His
town was a bit dangerous and they had a protection patrol basically.  The
protection patrol caught some bad things going on, like their former mayor that
blew up their graduation.  A military unit that was using the town for
experimentation."  They all shuddered.  He hummed. 
"At that moment in DC, he reacted based on his old training.  Speed
was asleep, knocked out really.  Someone shot at Speed twice.  The
first he counted as a warning shot.  The second they got closer to
Speed.  Xander called an old friend."   They all nodded at
that.  "What else is being said?  Somehow I've heard a bondage
rumor about us because I'm getting all the baking he does while he
thinks." 


Another
one laughed.  "He bakes?" 


"Cooking
is Xander's stress relief.  I have dinner most every night, lunch most
every day, and yes, he does bake a lot when he's thinking.  This morning
we woke up to three dozen cookies because he couldn't sleep." 


"Still
in your guest room?" one asked.  Horatio nodded.  "He
spoiling Speedle too?" 


"Oh,
yes.  The whole lab got cookies today.  Three different
kinds."  They all smiled at that.  "He made strudel in DC
while he was fussing over the young lady he shares custody of.  She chose
to stay in DC with the agent she had been hiding with up there instead of
coming down to live with him when he started to get things in order." 


"I
heard something about Jethro Gibbs," the first woman said. 


"He's
protecting her for Xander.  She said he's hard about some rules but she
can put up with it.  He's having her home schooled due to migraines."



"What
was with their director?" another one coming in asked.  "It was
all over the news." 


"Xander
started that when they came for him.  Apparently the older woman was
jealous that Dawn was living with Jethro as his daughter but she herself could
not get over something that had happened on an assignment so long
ago."  They all grimaced.  "Including ordering them to a
formal Capitol Hill event with only three weeks to shop and Dawn hadn't even
done prom shopping at that point.  Xander sent a lot of texts back over
dress pictures while baking."  The new one coming in got a polite
nod.  "Gloria." 


"Horatio. 
Nice to see you.  The Chief isn't coming today?" 


"I
have no idea.  I know he came to get an update on what happened in DC from
us earlier.  He might have a headache at the moment." 


"That's
possible since I did when my brother-in-law told me.  He's FBI and got it
from up there.  Congrats on the new do-not-touch rating he
has."  She sat down. 


Horatio
smiled.  "He's incredibly proud of it since it reinforced the last
one much better."  That got an evil smirk.  "And because of
it, my lab got three dozen cookies today." 


"Ah. 
A person who has to do something while they think.  I clean the kids'
rooms while I think heavy thoughts." 


"The
fluffier it is, the more Xander's angsting to hear him explain it," Horatio
told her.  "In DC he made strudel."  She shuddered at
that.  "It was good.  Speed wants the recipe." 


"Wow.  
And you haven't gained any weight?" 


"We
share."  The others laughed.  "Alexx is nagging but Speed's
finally gained back the weight he lost recently."  That got a smirk
from a few.  "So, are we discussing anything in particular
today?" 


"No,
we mostly use these to complain about our people," one said from down the
table.  "You never join us to whine." 


Horatio
smiled.  "I only have one tech I'd have to whine about and I do
believe the boys caught him doing things earlier.  Calleigh will handle
her tech." 


"No
nagging about Delko's recent dates?" Gloria teased. 


"Well,
yes, but he needs a restraining order on the last one.  She's been unkind
enough to break some of the unit's car windows.  Though, if she touches
Speed's Ducatti, I'm not sure which one will end up winning that brawl." 


The
rest laughed.  They had all seen Speed on his bike and his record of
speeding tickets on it.  Yeah, that woman was going to be miserable for
*years* if she touched the bike.  The same as she will be if she touches
Horatio's hummer. 


***



Xander
looked up as the Chief and Stetler came his way, holding up forms.  "Those
three reprints you wanted, sir."  He looked around. 
"Horatio's got something coming soon but he's just now back so it might be
in tomorrow's mail."  He looked at Stetler. 
"Afternoon.  There's a few cookies left if you wanted some. 
Chocolate chip walnut cookies," he said at the confused look. 
"They ate the raisin and Alexx had most of the butterscotch ones." 


"No
thank you," he said firmly.  "Why are you still here?" 


"Horatio
said he's not moving my desk upstairs." 


Horatio
walked up behind them.  "Why wouldn't he be here, Rick?  That is
his job.  It's not like he was fired."  He stared at the Chief,
making him back off with a shudder.  "Thank you for not menacing my
assistant."  He handed Xander the forms, letting him look through
them, sort them out, and put most of them into the envelope he tried to hand
the Chief.  "Was there another problem or can I have you put a
statement in a tech's files, Rick?" 


"Which
one?" he demanded. 


"Calleigh's
ballistics tech's personnel file.  She caught him ignoring work to read a
playboy with the lab door open," Xander told him.  "We called so
she'd catch him this time.  And his really loud music that sucks." 


"He's
on the other side of their wall," Horatio said at the new confused look. 


"The
Chief said the budget phased him out." 


"I
can pay him myself I have to.  That way I don't have to mangle more
paperwork.  Even the Feds are appreciating him more now.  The review
board actually called to say they were coming in this time."  The
Chief of Detectives came off the elevator.  He was the second-in-command
in the PD.  "Sam," he said, shaking his hand. 


"Horatio. 
Good to have you back.  I heard a lot of good things about your help in
DC.  Xander." 


"Hi,
Chief Johnson.  Do I have...."  He found something and a lifesaver
roll, handing them over with a grin before sitting back down.  "I
think that's your office's.  I owe those to Marilyn.  I bummed a few
when I was feeling sick the other day." 


"I'll
give them to her."  He looked at their boss then at Horatio. 
"Have you heard some of the outlandish rumors going around?" 


"They
only handcuff me when they don't want me to bake while thinking," Xander
said dryly.  "Any other time I'd have to smack them around, Chief
Johnson."  Sam gaped then laughed a second later.  He grinned. 
"There might be a few cookies left.  Chocolate chip with
walnuts." 


"Marilyn
would nag me, Xander, but thank you for the offer."  He looked at
their boss.  "Let's talk about some of these rumors, boys.  I
don't like it and it could impact how the lab is backed up." 


"Then
I would have to get *most* upset," Horatio assured him calmly. 
"Again."  That got a shudder from all three.  They
remembered the last time. 


"Horatio,
Ryan said his didn't have one earlier," Xander said quietly. 
"He was talking to Speed, who went to throw a fit on someone." 


"I'll
find that out.  Thank you for hearing that, Xander.  Come along,
gentlemen.  Let Xander do three-quarters of my paperwork for me while we
talk in my office?"  They nodded, following him up.  "What
problems are there?" he asked, handing Rick Stetler the copy of the report
Calleigh had filed.  He read it and glared down at ballistics. 
"She did it properly and had him transferred." 


"I
can definitely note that."  He folded it so no one else would
see.  "Why do you have his personnel file?" 


"I'm
not sure."  He handed it over.  "It showed up a few weeks
back and no one knew who had requested it."  The form got put
inside.  He sat down.  "What can I clear up for you,
gentlemen?" 


"Rick,
shoo," Sam said.  He walked out, slamming the door behind
himself.  "Horatio, are you all right?  Do you feel comfortable
in the department?  A few people have made the connection to them wanting
people with special skills and you being so good." 


"I'm
fine.  We went up to help Jethro since Dawn is like Xander's little sister
and he has technical custody of her.  She chooses to live with Jethro
Gibbs.  As for that incident, that isn't why Sheppard was doing it,
sir.  She was jealous of Dawn long before that came to her attention." 
He found the picture he wanted behind him, holding it up for them.  It was
Dawn leaning on Tony's arm at a formal event.  "She announced that
team had to go to a Capitol Hill black tie event with three weeks to
shop."  Both men shuddered.  "Dawn had been barely planning
how to prom shop at that time."  He put the picture back and looked
at them.  "If anyone asks, I went up to support a friend in need and
Xander went because of Dawn." 


"I
can accept that.  Which one of you three has them?" Sam asked. 
Horatio coughed at that, staring at him.  "I only need to know for
future problems, Caine.  You?"  Horatio nodded. 
"Xander has some sort of helping function?  I got some older copies
of journals with Sandburg's work in it since someone made that connection too."



"He
does," he agreed quietly.  "Which is why our chief wanted him
there on the bomb scenes with me." 


"I
wondered why your secretary was on them.  Though, nice work with
that." 


"If
the FBI had shared sooner, we would have stopped it much sooner, sir." 


"I
know.  They've been yelled at for that, Horatio.  Relax." 
He sat down, looking at him.  "I've heard rumors you came in to an
ambush by him today?" 


"I
did.  He didn't like Xander protecting Speed while something had him
knocked out.  An agent who has a casual connection back to Xander narked
on what happened like a jealous sibling." 


"Figures."



"A
former commando as well, sir.  Now in Homeland." 


"Name?"



"Finn. 
There's also a Graham Miller in the FBI who was one of them.  They came
from that project in the sealed file he has.   Mr. Finn used to date
one of Xander's friends before he realized how wrong they were." 


"Very
interesting."  He considered him then nodded.  "You're good
with me, Horatio." 


"Frankly,
sir, you're not the one I'm worried about." 


He
smirked. "I would be since our Chief is retiring."  He stood
up.  "Anything else I should hear today?" 


"I
do try to hide it very well, sir." 


"I
figure this is a job where that particular condition or whatever is useful. 
Like Wolfe's OCD."  He smiled.  "Relax." 


"We
had a small fight earlier because Xander hadn't told us what happened." 


"Ah. 
Did you tell him what you did?" 


"No
and it came down to that, actually." 


"Good. 
I hope you two work it out." 


"We
will.  I'll just gain five pounds from the baking he'll do while he's
stressed out." 


"My
wife does that now and then.  She used to iron and mend clothes but she
liked too much starch."  Horatio grinned at that.  "This
isn't going to disrupt your lab?" 


"Once
those rumors die down and the tasteless prank gifts stop, no." 


"Prank
gifts?"  Horatio found the bag Speed had put them into, holding them
up.  "Yes, that is, but the gag looks like a real one."  He
smirked.  "Handle it and embarrass them back, Caine." 


"That
is the usual plan," he agreed.  That got a nod and they left. 
Horatio relaxed, calling down to Xander's office.  "Do I have
anything going on this afternoon?"  Xander quipped something and came
up a minute after he hung up.  "We are fine," he told him. 


"Good." 
He checked the door then took a kiss.  "One of the patrol guys wanted
to know which one of us brought you down off drama queen mode.  I told him
I baked for that.  He walked off muttering." 


Horatio
smiled, stroking over Xander's hair and cheek.  "You certainly
do.  Do I have anything to do?" 


"Embarrass
whoever left those.  Go grocery shopping with me?" 


"I
might do that," he agreed with a smile. 


"Since
you drove us in, I'll need the hummer's trunk." 


"Ah,
one of those."  He took another kiss and let Xander sit on the edge
of his desk.  "It'll be fine.  Give it a few days." 


"I
can do that."  Someone went running.  "That doesn't sound
good."  They went to check, finding Ryan had just pounced someone in
the halls who had a gun.  "Ryan, need help?" he called. 


"Could
use some holding down help."  Eric stepped in to help him. 


"What
did he do?" Horatio asked. 


"Came
up to me waving his gun and said I'd be the new bitch of the changing area,
then tried to grope me," Ryan growled, glaring at him.  "When I
told him I'd beat him and then turn him in for harassment, he tried to hit me
then run." 


"Pity,"
Xander agreed.  He looked at him.  "Aren't you dating that cute
therapist?" 


"I
am," he agreed with a grin.  "She's very nice.  Thank you
for remembering.  Can I bum some cookies for a present for her?" 


"If
there's any left." 


He
smirked and went to check then went to talk to the guy.  Stetler was
already in there scowling.  He wrote out a complaint and handed it
over.  "Then he tried to hit me and run through the lab." 


Rick
read it then sneered at him.  "He's not the gay one in the lab."



"Even
if I was, if he tried that I can sue the department," Ryan reminded him
with a grin.  "I could use a good retirement fund."  The
officer shuddered, slinking down. 


Stetler
smirked at him.  "Leave, Wolfe." 


"As
long as you get him back."  He walked off dusting himself off. 
"Thanks, Eric." 


"Not
a problem.  What happened earlier?" 


"I
would like to know that as well, Mr. Wolfe," Horatio said.  "A
rumor reached me about your earlier scene?" 


"I
told Speed, Horatio.  He went to talk to someone." 


"Not
loudly enough.  Come tell me as well please."  He looked at
Xander, who went to make more coffee.  He looked at Ryan.  "They
left or they simply weren't there?" 


"Weren't
there when I got there.  No one was but Alexx." 


"I'll
ask her what happened to them then."  He walked him into his office
to talk about this issue and where it had started this time.  These rumors
that he was sleeping with Eric, Ryan, Calleigh, and Frank to reward them for
loyalty and things was really getting on his nerves.  Maybe he should sic
Xander on them.   No, that would be mean and bad for Miami. 
Xander might want his old weapons collection back for that.  So he'd have
to be mean to them himself this time. 


The
End.
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