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The fires of Beijing danced in Drusilla’s eyes as she watched the city fade into the distance. Soon the raging rebellion was no more than an orange glow on the horizon, drifting gently into darkness, yet still she watched it. And Spike watched those eyes.

It wasn’t about the rebellion. Spike knew Drusilla well enough to know she would not miss those crowded streets or the splendid violence erupting across them. Pools of blood and broken glass were easy enough to come by, after all. Much as she had savored the scent of fear and the sweet sounds of screams on the breeze, her eyes would not be watching for the chaos or the carnage as it shrank away behind their carriage. They would be watching for him.

Angelus.

Angelus had come back to them. After two long years without a word, he had come back, and their broken bloodsucking family had been made whole. Darla had Angelus, Drusilla had Spike—they were the fanged four once more, and the wide world lay at their feet. But then, just as quickly as he had come, the bastard was gone again.

Darla was the most betrayed. She had scarcely spoken since he fled, except to inform them coldly of his treachery. Darla had sired Angelus, and for a century and a half, they had been each other’s most intimate allies. Even after he had sired Drusilla and Drusilla, in turn, had sired Spike—Angelus and Darla had still had something special. But then the fool had gotten himself saddled with a soul. He was a vampire with a conscience now, and so was lost to them, perhaps forever. Drusilla had taken the news in numb silence. It was the silence that rankled Spike most of all. But what was there to say?

If the rebellion had struck China like a righteous and harmonious fist, then Angelus had struck the family like a coward’s dagger—in and out in a flash, all the damage done before the pain had time to set in.

It was setting in now.

Spike leaned his chin on his hands and scowled as the carriage rocked. Twenty-four hours ago, he had been in the middle of the best night of his afterlife. He had sunk his fangs into a slayer’s throat. Drusilla had licked the girl’s blood from his fingertips and gasped in excitement at his touch. For one glorious night, Spike had been everything that she needed, and for a fleeting moment, all had been right with the wicked world. And then the moment was over.

Drusilla’s eyes remained glazed, locked on the dim horizon as the carriage bounced along, and Spike was left with a familiar ache. Even at his best, he would never be enough.

The feeling settled thickly inside him like the soggy half of a biscuit slumping into a cup of tea. It bobbed up and down in his chest, turning everything that had been so glorious before into miserable, sodden mush.

Spike took a deep breath. His undead lungs might not need the air, but he still needed the moment. No. He was more than enough.

His days of whimpering in back alleys were over. Spike might have left London as another common blood rat, but he was returning a verified villain, a slayer killer, a god among vampires. Trembling Watchers would whisper his name to slayers-in-training for generations to come—and Drusilla would be happy. Things were going to be better. Just wait.

London was ahead of them, and this time it was going to be glorious.
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ENGLAND. 1901.

London was underwhelming. At least, under London was underwhelming.

What the dusty basement lacked in amenities, it more than made up for in stench. The smell—like rotten ham with hints of cheap perfume—had been content to sulk in the back room for the first week or two, but lately it had begun to stretch its legs, loitering moodily in the parlor and even pushing its way into the bedrooms at the most inconvenient times. It was a dogged stench, a stench with dreams and ambitions.

Spike sighed.

There were no windows down here—not that any of the current residents would have been inclined to open them if there had been. Mismatched bricks along the outer walls belied places where openings used to be, now just memories written in the masonry. This whole floor had once looked out onto the bustling streets of London. It had known the touch of sunlight and the scent of fresh air. In those days, it had been carpeted with expensive rugs and furnished with finely upholstered settees and plum armchairs. The only furniture that now remained in the dimly lit chambers were the pieces too ragged and embarrassing for their former owners to allow them into the light where anyone might see them. They had been left behind to be bricked in, and then the streets had risen around them, and the world had forgotten the place even existed.

That was all ages ago, of course—well before the various lines of London’s underground railway had burrowed under the city. The basement’s previous tenants had been long dead by the time the railway’s work crews accidentally knocked a hole in the eastern wall. The new tenants—who had found their way in through that damaged wall—were technically long dead, too. But they were a much more active sort of dead.

They were not nearly active enough for Spike’s taste, though. He sighed again, only louder.

“What’s the matter?” asked Darla, not looking up from the pages of her book. She was lounging on a moth-eaten divan in the corner. “Is the poet warrior feeling uninspired?”

“I am feeling inspired,” Spike said, “to drive a stake through my sodding temple if I have to stay cooped up again all night. We’ve been back for weeks, and we’ve barely left the nest. Is it any wonder poor Dru is getting so antsy?” He slouched in his chair, drumming his fingers on the battered table. Drusilla sat across from him, shuffling a deck of cards and humming tunelessly to herself.

“Drusilla is fine.” Darla turned another page, slowly.

Spike noted the title, set in a gaudy red script on a yellow cover. He scoffed. “Bad enough you brought that rubbish into the house,” he whinged. “But do you have to actually read it?”

“It’s interesting,” said Darla. “This Stoker fellow got a lot of things right.”

“Hurrah,” Spike grunted without enthusiasm. “Trade secrets revealed.”

“Don’t be jealous. Not everyone can be Dracula.”

“Not everybody wants to be. I’m not jealous of that puffed-up plonker.” Spike gave a snort and slid his chair back with a squeak. “I’m going out.”

“Now?” said Darla, allowing her gaze to creep up over the top of the book. “What for? It’s only an hour to sunrise.”

Spike pushed his hair out of his face. “To get someone to eat.”

Darla scowled. “You still haven’t even finished that iceman you brought home last week.”

“The iceman’s gone off,” said Spike. “He’s all peaky. I’m gonna find a nice lamplighter or something. Might stop by the old Shady Shop on the way home. Don’t worry. I’ll be quick about it.”

“You haven’t got any money for the Shady Shop,” said Darla. “You spent the last of it getting Drusilla that overpriced dress.”

Spike sneered. He did remember the dress. He had forgotten about the money.

“I still don’t know why you didn’t just drain some strumpet behind the dance hall and take hers, like a normal vampire,” Darla muttered.

“Because Drusilla wanted that one,” said Spike. “And Drusilla deserves to get nice things from time to time that haven’t been worn by mutilated murder victims.”

Drusilla glanced up from her cards. “Aww. My Spike is always so sweet,” she said. Her eyes crinkled with a smile.

“Frankly, I think the mutilated murder victims are half the fun.” Darla shrugged. “They give an outfit a bit of history.”

“Ugh. I could do with a lot less history,” Spike said. “History packs too much baggage. More interested in the future. Our future.” His eyes flicked to Drusilla. For a moment, he seemed to forget what he was saying. His chest rose and fell as he watched her shuffle the battered cards—but then he shook himself back to the present. “And in my immediate future, I’m going out,” he declared, “before I start bashing my head into the wall just to feel something.”

Darla shook her head. “Fine. As long as you don’t forget that we have an appointment to see Lord Ruthven at the guild tomorrow.” She went back to her book.

“Wait, Spike.” Drusilla spread the deck out on the table in front of her. “I’m going to read your cards before you go. Angelus likes me to keep in practice.”

Spike’s mouth twitched, but he nodded and put on a smile. “All right, Dru. Just a quick one. Go ahead.”

“Your current condition is”—Drusilla laid a card on the table—“the four of cups.” On the card, a boy sat beneath a tree with a collection of goblets around him.

“Bollocks to the cups,” muttered Spike under his breath. “My current condition is stuck in a rotting basement.”

“Discontent, my sweet one. It means you’re unsatisfied.”

“The tarot picked up on that, huh?”

“Don’t be smart,” she chided. “Got to lean into it.”

“Lean into it?” Spike shrugged. “Wouldn’t mind leaning into four or five cups—maybe a whole bottle.”

“Your greatest obstacle is”—Drusilla ignored him and laid another card atop the first—“the knight of wands.”

Spike leaned over to peek at the card. “He looks like he’s on fire. Who’s that bloke supposed to be, then? Some sort of wizard? I could fight a wizard.”

“The knight of wands is hastiness. Frustration. Rash action.”

“Hmm.” Spike grimaced. “I could fight a wizard.”

“She’s right,” Darla called from the divan. “You don’t think. You never take a moment to plan things out, you simply rush in and sow chaos everywhere you go.”

“I do think,” answered Spike. “It’s just that I happen to do some of my best thinking in the middle of the chaos, thanks.”

“And then we’re stuck picking up the pieces for you,” Darla added. “It’s not cute, Spike. It’s selfish. And reckless.”

Behind them, Drusilla laid out another few cards and tutted softly to herself.

“When have you ever had to pick up my pieces?” Spike said, turning in his chair.

Darla crossed her arms. “Stockholm? Frankfurt?”

“Those don’t count.”

“Saint Petersburg?”

“Again with Saint sodding Petersburg! That was as much his fault as it was mine!”

“How about Wiltshire, then?” snapped Darla. “Last month?”

Spike hesitated. “What was wrong with Wiltshire?”

“You mean besides you making an unholy spectacle of yourself?”

“I was celebrating! It was a party.”

“You knocked a stone off Stonehenge.”

“It was a good party,” said Spike. “Come on. It was our homecoming! We were back from China—I had just slain a slayer! The humans can put their big stupid rock back on top of the other rocks. No harm done.”

“No harm? You broke the lintel and set a Squamus loose in the world.”

“Did I?” Spike frowned. “Wait. Was that before or after we ate those druids, because I was hallucinating pretty heavily for a bit there. Druids always have the best mushrooms. What’s a Squamus, anyway?”

“Pestilence demon? Several tusks? Covered in sticky scales?”

“Oh! That guy!” Spike brightened. “He was fun! Best New Year’s I’ve had in decades. Nineteen hundred and one, Darla—a whole new century. What’s the big deal? It’s not like the scaly bastard caused a scene or anything.”

Darla finally closed the book and set it on the table beside her. “He killed the queen of England. It made the front page of literally every paper across the country.”

“He gave her a nudge!” Spike countered. “Come on. Victoria was eighty-one. She was basically dead already, and it still took him three weeks to get the job done. Toothy scrub was good fun at charades, but not the most efficient monster in the mix, if we’re being honest.”

“Do you ever take anything seriously?”

“Life’s not about waiting for the carotid artery to stop hemorrhaging, Darla. It’s about learning to dance in the spray.”

“Ugh.” She rolled her eyes.

“What? Would you rather I was more like your precious Angelus?” Spike said.

“Don’t,” growled Darla.

“Seven of swords. . .” Drusilla murmured behind them.

“Your perfect Angel,” Spike continued. “Always seriously sadistic and sadistically serious. He never stopped to smell the corpses. Never threw a punch he didn’t know would land. Never made a single move he didn’t ponder for days first.”

“That’s enough,” Darla hissed.

“Really makes you wonder”—Spike cocked his head at her—“how long he was planning to abandon us before he finally up and did it. Twice.”

Darla was on her feet in an instant. She narrowed her eyes at Spike, fingers clenching and unclenching, before she spun around and stormed out of the room.

Spike ground his teeth.

“Fool,” said Drusilla, airily laying down another card.

“She started it.”

“The fool means new beginnings. Risks. Spontaneity.” The image on the tarot card showed an old-fashioned jester standing on a cliff overlooking the ocean.

“Right,” said Spike. “That’s me, then. Bloody fool.” He leaned his elbows on the table. “So, what’s our future hold, princess? And don’t say death. I always get death—a bit on the nose for a vampire.”

Drusilla dealt three more cards. “A partnership. Broken trust. Deception.”

“That’d be the past,” Spike grunted. “How’s it all work out in the end?”

Drusilla flipped the final card. It showed a tall brick tower in ruins, buffeted by a storm, fire dancing from the walls and smoke pouring from its windows as bodies plummeted toward the rocks below.

Spike eyed it. “That one looks cheery.”

“Destruction,” Drusilla said, scowling.

Spike pursed his lips but then put on a reassuring grin. “Everyone else’s, Dru. We’re not the tower—we’re the flames.”

Drusilla smiled. “That’s right, my sweet. The four of us against the world.”

Spike’s jaw set. “Three of us,” he corrected.

Drusilla made no indication that she had heard him as she swept the cards back into her deck, humming softly to herself again.

“Right. Well then. Back in a bit, love,” said Spike. He plucked his frock coat from the broken rack beside the crack in the wall. “I’ll see if I can’t pick you up something nice.”
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The streets of London glistened in the lamplight as Spike emerged aboveground. All around him, the air was thick with the familiar bouquet of coal fires and horse dung and gritty, rotten, raw humanity. He had missed London. China had been a lark, sure—they hadn’t even needed to hide the bodies with all the excitement of the Boxer Rebellion raging around them—but China had never felt like home. Neither had Russia or Germany or any of the other stops along their wicked world tour. Nowhere on earth was London but London.

Spike found his feet carrying him along the old, accustomed paths. Even the frosty breezes of this damp January night were like familiar voices, whispering through the narrow lanes, welcoming him back. He knew these towering buildings with their stately gables and soot-darkened brickwork; they had loomed over him his entire childhood, their wrought-iron spires stabbing the sky and their chimneys belching black smoke. There were streets like these all over London, whole neighborhoods bordered by brick giants who all but blocked out the sun even in the middle of the day, bathing their neighborhoods in blessed pools of darkness. Darker still were the myriad nooks and crannies that splintered off the main roads like spiderwebs. Those dim corners used to intimidate him when he had been timid William Pratt—but William Pratt was twenty years dead. For Spike, the darkness was an old friend. It was a friend that stank of spilled beer and might or might not attempt to mug him now and again—but a friend, nonetheless.

His hand slid absently into the pocket of his coat as he shuffled along the sidewalk, and after a few paces, he realized that his fingers had wrapped themselves around a stiff piece of folded paper. The ticket. He fought the urge to crumple the thing into a tight ball and toss it into a gutter. Being rid of it would not make it weigh any less heavily on his mind, but that didn’t stop the impulse. He released his grip and withdrew his hand, instead.

The clink of a bottle and a faint sniffling caught his ear, and Spike changed course to slide silently toward the sound. He crept down a nearby alleyway. If he strained his ears, he could make out a heartbeat thrumming invitingly just ahead. Excellent. A quick back-alley murder always helped him take his mind off his troubles. Spike took his time, savoring the stealthy prelude. The approach was almost better than the kill. It was like opening a present. What delectable surprise awaited at the other end of the cobblestones? Would it run? Scream? Put up a halfway-decent fight? He approached noiselessly, keeping to the shadows.

A single dirty gaslight illuminated the scene from above as he emerged through a crumbling brick archway. At the other end of the alley, a woman sat slumped against the wall behind a rubbish bin. A bottle—gin by the smell of it—rolled loosely in her grip. It plinked like a gentle chime against the cobblestones when she moved. She wore a plain dress with the sleeves pushed up to her elbows. Her arms were skinny, and her head hung low. She appeared to have a bright green pencil tucked behind one ear, but it might as easily have been a leaf.

She was a scrap of a thing, barely more than a snack, and she looked ready to topple over at any moment even without Spike’s help. He shrugged. He would have preferred some light sparring or a quick run to work up an appetite, but he wasn’t about to turn his nose up on a well-marinated meal. He stepped into the feeble light, and the woman lifted her chin.

Dark lines ran down her cheeks. She sniffed and wiped her eyes. She didn’t even look startled to see a strange man looming over her. Spike tried looming harder, but to no effect. The woman just looked. . .defeated.

Sodding hell. She was taking the fun right out of it.

“Hullo there,” Spike tried.

“I haven’t got any money,” she said, slurring her words only slightly. “Unless you’re here to murder me horribly. Are you here to murder me horribly? Like. . .erm. . .whossname? Jack the thingy?”

“Ripper?”

“Thass the one.”

“Amateur,” said Spike. “Sloppy. And shorter than you’d think.”

“Who’s short?” The woman swayed.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Spike. “You look like hell, do you know that? Plus damp. It’s really ruining the moment for me.”

The woman sniffed wetly and wiped her nose with the back of her hand—or she tried to, but she chose the hand that was holding the neck of the bottle and ended up pouring gin all over her dress instead. “Lord above,” she mumbled. “Sorry.” She let the bottle drop and tried to brush herself off, ineffectually. “Sorry. Sorry.”

Spike rolled his eyes. He should just do it now and put the wet mess out of her misery. He took half a step closer. The girl’s bottom lip was quivering.

“Hell,” he muttered. “Hold on. I think I’ve got a handkerchief somewhere. Here.” He passed her a wrinkled pocket square.

“Th-thank you,” she said meekly. She rocked slightly as she reached for it, and slumped back down hard once she had it.

“Oh,” she said, blinking at the cloth. “Is this. . .blood?”

“Mm? Oh. Yeah,” said Spike. “It’s not mine, if that helps. Came with the coat.”

“The kerchief did—or the blood?”

“Both.” He leaned against the bricks and eyed her, like a wolf watching a kitten, while the woman dabbed at her dress. He was going to finish the thing. He was. It was just that she had thrown off his rhythm, and now the timing felt all wrong. Besides, good presentation is half the meal, and this one was a sodden disaster. He would let her clean herself up a bit, first.

“Was it a bloke?” he said when the silence had begun to feel awkward.

The woman sniffed.

“It was, wasn’t it?” said Spike. “Men are pigs, right? Well. A bit like pigs. Not as chewy. More coppery. What were we saying?”

“It wasn’t a man,” she said.

“No?” Spike tilted his head. “A lady? Not judging.”

The woman looked as if she was trying very hard to contain her emotions for several seconds, and then a dam burst. “Mary Shelley was only nineteen when she wrote Frankenstein!” she blurted, and she was sobbing.

“Oh.” Spike blinked. “Oh? I think I might have lost the plot,” he said.

“Th-th-thass what th-they said, too!” she whimpered. She reached into the pocket of her dress and produced a damp, crumpled page.

Spike gingerly unfolded the soggy paper. He could only make out every other word. “Miss Eriksson,” he read. “That’s you, then? Per your recent. . .not interested. . .beneath the sensibilities of our. . .” He squinted at the page. “Is this a rejection letter?”

“I’m twenty-three, and I h-haven’t published anything. I’m a failure.”

Spike rolled his eyes, but he sat down on an old crate beside the pathetic woman. He let the letter dangle wetly from his thumb and forefinger as he picked up the bottle of gin. “Used to do a bit of writing myself.”

“Yeh?” The woman sniffled. “Were you any good?”

“Honestly?” He took a swig. “Bloody awful. Nobody liked it. Not even my own. . .” He hesitated and cleared his throat. “Nobody. I met the love of my life in an alley like this one, as it happens, blubbering about a rejection of my own. Been with her ever since.”

“Did you keep writing?”

Spike pushed himself off the wall and paced in front of her. “I took a. . .different path,” he said. “But if I hadn’t poured my heart and soul into it back then—if I hadn’t got that brutal rejection—I wouldn’t be the man I am today.”

Miss Eriksson did not look buoyed.

“Look, the point is, you can’t let a bunch of arrogant philistines tell you that you’re not good enough for them. What do they know? What does”—Spike squinted at the smeared ink—“J. P. Bockspurn know?”

Miss Eriksson’s lip quavered into a smile so weak it collapsed under its own weight almost as soon as it had formed. “What if it just wasn’t any good?”

“Maybe it wasn’t.” Spike shrugged. “Maybe it was rubbish! Still can’t let a bunch of stuffed shirts look down their noses at you. To hell with rejection, and to hell with the damned fool doing the rejecting. Leave him in the past. You don’t need him. He was only ever gonna hold you back anyway, the way he looked at you with such disdain, treated you like you were nothing. That smug look on his pretty-boy face.” Spike’s expression darkened.

“Erm. Are we still talking about Mr. Bockspurn?” asked Miss Eriksson.

Spike blinked down at her. “Focus on the future, that’s what I’m saying. Keep writing. When someone tries to get in your way, you kick them in the knackers and keep going to spite the bastards.”

Miss Eriksson giggled. “Thank you,” she said. “I am glad you didn’t murder me horribly.”

“Yeah.” Spike sighed. “About that. . .”
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Spike was disappointed with himself as he cut across Curtain Road. A couple of months ago, he had been dancing over the corpse of a ruddy slayer, and now he was sulking through Shoreditch like a gutter rat with a curfew. Miss Eriksson had not left enough gin in the bottle to soften the blow.

He could have killed her. He would have, if he had wanted to. This was not an Angelus situation. Spike had not lost his edge. He had not gone soft. He was still at the top of his game.

The flagstones along the sidewalk glittered with a light frost. Lights were flickering on in a few nearby windows as early risers began preparing for the day. Half an hour until sunrise, but Spike wasn’t worried. It was fine—the Shady Shop was only a few blocks away. He could still find something to make Drusilla smile and be back underground before the first sunbeams carved their way through the morning fog and melted away the ice.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Wesley!” Up ahead, a man in an expensive overcoat was yelling at a boy on the sidewalk. “I told you to have the horses sorted and ready! I am supposed to be in Wembley by eight in the morning, you useless whelp!”

“Sorry, Mr. Bockspurn!” young Wesley called, already halfway down the street toward the stable houses. “I’ll have the horses hitched and ready straightaway, sir!”

The man harrumphed and crossed his arms to wait.

Spike slowed his pace. “Did that kid just call you Bockspurn?” he said aloud.

“Mm?” the man grunted, sparing Spike an unimpressed glance. “What’s it to you?”

“You wouldn’t be J. P. Bockspurn, would you?” Spike asked.

“What do you want? I don’t give handouts, boy.”

“But you do publish books?”

The man looked Spike up and down. “Not interested.”

“That’s what you told Miss Eriksson, too. Along with a few other things. She showed me the note.”

“Lord above.” Mr. Bockspurn let out a long-suffering sigh. “This is why I never accept submissions from women. I’m not sorry, if that’s what you’re looking for. I meant every word of it! You can tell that insufferable saddle-goose that both she and the rest of the literary community would be better for it if she never put pen to paper again! The world does not need any more fantastical fluff or vulgar horror. I publish serious literature, sir.”

A vein on the man’s temple pulsed. Even through the bluster of the man’s voice, Spike could hear the steady thrum of a heartbeat.

“Have you read that manuscript of hers?” Mr. Bockspurn was still ranting. “Three-hundred-odd pages about some ridiculous monster? Nobody wants to read that!”

A smile was edging its way up Spike’s mouth like a blade sliding out of a sheath. “Who doesn’t like a good monster, Mr. Bockspurn?”

Mr. Bockspurn was craning his neck to watch for the return of his servant boy, but young Wesley was nowhere in sight. The street was empty, but for the two of them. “Hmph,” he grunted. “That sort of drivel might appease the ignorant masses, but mindless penny dreadfuls are, quite frankly, beneath me.”

If Mr. Bockspurn had been paying attention, he might have noticed Spike’s brow had grown heavier and his eyes had sunk into dark shadows. He might also have noticed a wicked set of fangs revealing themselves behind Spike’s parting lips. He might have read the writing on the wall.

Spike had not lost his edge.

When Wesley finally arrived with the carriage several minutes later, it was to find a curious stain on the sidewalk where his master had been. The horses stamped and chuffed impatiently. They never did make the trip to Wembley, after all.
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The clerk at the Shady Shop slid out from the back room, noticed the body slumped over Spike’s shoulder, and scowled. “No food or drink in here,” he said. “You’re dripping all over the—Whoa. Wait a minute. Spike? Is that you?”

“The one and only, Gus.” He shifted the weight of J. P. Bockspurn’s remains awkwardly on his back. He shouldn’t have done it—not in the middle of such a public thoroughfare so close to morning—and now he was stuck lugging his leftovers around. Maybe Darla wasn’t entirely off the mark about the merits of the whole think before you act concept.

“I heard you was back in town!” Gus leaned on the counter. “Is it true what they’re sayin’? About China?”

Spike raised an eyebrow. “Depends on what they’re saying.”

“That you took on a bona fide slayer in single combat.” Gus looked left and right, then leaned in closer to whisper conspiratorially, “And won.”

Spike’s lips turned up in a smirk. “Do I look like I lost?”

“Blimey. Everyone’s sayin’ you’re nigh unbeatable in a fight now. Top tier. I told ’em I knew you back when.”

Spike made a strained effort to look nonchalant in the face of the news. “Is that what they’re saying?” he replied. “Top tier? Fancy that.”

“Sure enough. I bet you could charge twice what you used to in the old sinister-services industry. Oh! Talking of which, Mad McElroy’s putting together a team to pull off a good old-fashioned slice and heist over in Sussex soon. Should be a proper bloodbath. Right up your alley. If you like, I could give you his address.”

“No.” Spike straightened. “You don’t go from taking down a slayer to taking orders from the likes of Mad McElroy. I’ve seen that guy eat an entire tin of beets in one sitting.”

“Well, he’s a bit odd, sure, but—”

“The entire tin, Gus. Tin and all. He didn’t open it. He just sort of tipped his head back like a seagull and made horrible gagging sounds until it went down.”

“Okay. Maybe not Mad McElroy. Harry Hammond? He’s a respectable old vampire. Pays a fair rate, too.”

“I’m nobody’s hired goon. Not anymore.”

Gus shrugged. “I suppose you are in a whole new league these days. There’s a few sayin’ you’d even give ol’ Dracula a run for his money now.”

“Ugh.” The smile dropped from Spike’s face. “I’d have to give that bastard a run for my money, first. Tosser owes me eleven pounds.”

“You know him?” said Gus. “Did you hear they wrote a book about him while you was gone? I think I’ve even got a copy or two in stock still.”

Spike’s mouth tightened. “I heard about the book.”

“Of course you did,” said Gus. “I suppose nearly everyone’s heard about it. Could hardly walk through Camden Town without seeing it in the shopwindows for a while there.”

Spike simmered.

“Made the count even more famous than Lord Ruthven,” Gus added. “Cor. Can you imagine? Think they’ll ever write a book about you?”

“Why are we talking about books?” Spike burst out, nearly dropping the body. “Nobody reads books!”

“All right. All right.” Gus relented. “Was there somethin’ in particular you were lookin’ for today? I’ve got a nice set of vintage plague masks, just came in last week. Authentic, too. Stink of death all over ’em. Robes to match, if you’re interested.”

“Nothing like that.” Spike shifted what was left of Mr. Bockspurn on his shoulder. “I’m looking for something nice for my girl, Gus. You still carry those fancy black parasols you used to have? The ones with a blade in the handle and lacy bits around the edge?”

“Oh, sure. Always popular, those.” Gus bustled over and fetched one from a bin at the end of the counter, then trundled back to set it in front of Spike. “Same blackout fabric as always, but the latest style has a hint o’ red in the lining, see? Real classy.”

Spike nodded. “Nice touch.”

“Anything else?”

Spike considered. “Don’t suppose you’ve got anything that can make someone get over the past and look forward?”

“I know a witch who could do you up a quick memory-purge spell. Only takes a pinch of Lethe’s Bramble, and I got plenty of that in stock. Perfect remedy for erasing a thing or two that you don’t want the missus to remember.” He winked.

“No good.” Spike sighed. “The part of her past she needs to move on from is bit more than a few squabbles or a naughty night out with the boys. It’s sort of—her entire afterlife.”

“Ah. You want something more like the Relic of Saint Agabus,” said Gus.

“Relic of who?”

“Agabus. He was this biblical fortune-teller. Kind of a big deal, I guess, because somebody went to the trouble of saving a piece of him. Just being near the thing is supposed to heighten your foresight, help you see what is and what could be. Plus, there’s stories about it giving a few people crystal-clear visions of the future.”

Spike looked impressed. “Dru likes prophecies and body parts. Don’t suppose you’ve got one of those tucked away in the back?”

Gus shook his head. “There’s only the one, far as I know. Finger, I think. Deathwok Clan got their hands on it for a while, but then there was a whole kerfuffle with some Blackhearth agents, and it wound up back with the church in the end.”

“Of course it did.” Spike grimaced. “Never mind—forget I asked. Just the parasol.”

“That’s three shillings.”

“Right,” Spike said. And then he remembered. “About that. Think you might let me have it on the house this time? You know. As a token of your admiration for a top-tier slayer killer?”

Gus drew a breath in through his teeth. “Spike, my friend,” he said. “You know you’re more’n welcome here. But I can’t go giving away the merchandise. Bad for business. Shady Shop’s barely staying open as it is, what with the latest protection fees to the demons and whatnot. Razor-thin margins.”

“Bad for business? Ugh. Fine. Here.” Spike shrugged the corpse off his shoulder. It hit the tile floor with a heavy slap. “How about you take whatever this tosser had in his pockets.”

“Spike.”

“What? He looks like a posh bloke. He’s good for it.” He gave Bockspurn a nudge with his foot. “Probably.”

Gus sighed and slid out from behind the counter to kneel beside the body. “You know this isn’t how it works. If I want to keep the lamps lit and the collection demons off my back, I need cash, not corpses. You can’t—Whoop. Hang on. Bloody hell. He’s got over a pound on him. Yeah, that’ll do. Be wanting some change, then? Or shall I consider it a credit for the next time you’re in the market for one of my nefarious little knickknacks?”

“Sure. Credit me.” Spike plucked the parasol off the counter and gave it a satisfied twirl. “You’ll take care of my leftovers, yeah?”

“Dispose of the body, you mean? What kind of an establishment do you think this is?” Gus shook his head and tutted. “Of course we’ll take care of the body. Got a bin in the basement. Bloke from the guild picks up the scraps every Thursday. I know a guy at a teaching hospital who pays decent money for organs and skulls and the like, too, if they’re not too ripe. They’re hard up for raw materials lately. Good old-fashioned back-alley murders are in a steep decline around here. Sad state of affairs.”

“Well then,” said Spike. “Happy to support the local economy. Looks like I’m good for business after all.”
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