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Ideas Behind the Stories


        The
idea(s):


 



                    From:"tigra1997"


                    Date:Wed, 13 Dec 2006 02:42:15 -0000


                    Subject:[imaginings] Re: Bunny epidemic..


 



                  I'll offer one up too.


 



        Why does it always have to be a baby
Xander?  Can you have a Willow oops
moment and have her deage someone else? 
Or have someone make a wish for Xander to have someone to love and to
love him and he gets a baby.  Maybe a
baby Speed or Eric or Danny or


        Greg? 
He can develop a relationship with someone after getting the baby.


 



        I
think Xander would be a great father.


        -Christina


         


         


 



        I think it should be Speed so he gets
another chance at life.


 



        zack


         


 



        Seconded. 
I think a baby Greg would be hilarious with Xander as the father.  ADHD father raising ADHD genius kid


 



        I'm also for Xander with baby Speed... but,
and this is a somewhat shudder worthy, what the hell am I on, type idea... I
keep getting the feeling this is one of those drunken wishes


        and seeing Andrew making it with him as
well... Xander ending up with Speed and Andrew getting baby Greg.  Of course, and while I'm not usually a
Xandrew person, I could see the pair of them hooking up over the course of
caring for the tots.


 



        Okay. 
Now I'm going to go and read some fanfic to drown out the image of
Andrew trying to raise a toddler. 
*twitch* Not that he couldn't... but. 
*twitch*


 



        ~~~~


        Sere


         


 



        From: Goblin


        Date: Wed, 13 Dec 2006 02:26:26 EST


        Subject:
Re: [imaginings] Re: Bunny epidemic..


         


 



        How about Xander raising a baby Aiden since
she was murdered by the suspect  she
almost compromised some evidence on.


         


         


 



                   
From: "Cath"


                    Date:Wed,
13 Dec 2006 08:11:28 -0000


                    Subject:[imaginings] Re: Bunny epidemic..


 



        Well, I guess I need to put in my big, bunny
bite as well.  It has been infecting my
mind for too long. What if(the magic fanfic words)not only Ray was killed by
Riaz but Yelina as well and now he is after Jr.?  What if the only way for Jr. to survive is
for Hallie to turn him into a baby and leave him for Xander to find. Xander is
now working in South America and finds the baby abandoned and immediately
recognizes him as 'pack' and as belonging to him and his 'mate'. Can we say
over protective to the max? He knows he must leave South America so he heads
for Florida. Oh, the lovely battles between Horatio and the maternal,
hyena-spirited Xan because the 'alpha male' would have to prove to Xan that he
can take care of them.  I can write Buffy
characters but I can't write CSI characters to save my life so please someone
adopt my little bunny.


        Cath


         


         


 



        Wish Granted, Ladies and Gentlemen...
Vo   (Because the muses need help!)



[bookmark: _Toc299895097]The
Story


 



        Xander looked
up, seriously drunk now.  It had been a
bad month.  His friends were brats - even
in his mind Willow had conditioned him not to call them the names they
deserved.  They were disrespecting
him.  He knew what they were doing.  They were trying to destroy him.  So now he was looking up at the pretty
twinkling stars.  He was on the hood of
his car, had been since he had parked outside the radius of Sunnydale's
badness.  He had also had a bottle of
Thunderbird since he had parked. 
Thankfully he was sure he was pretty safe here.  He blinked at the stars, finding a shooting
one just starting.  So he did the
traditional thing without thinking.  He
made a wish.


 



        "All I
wanted was someone to love me," he whispered.  "Please?"


 



        A twinkling
started next to him, making him blink at the woman standing there giving him a
sad look.  "How much do you want
it?"


 



        "Can I
leave and never let them near me again?" he asked her.  He knew who she was.  She had come to visit his present girlfriend,
the....  Again with the Willow
conditioning so he couldn't call her what she truly was.  Hallie giggled and nodded.  "You can't say something to her?"


 



        "Sweetie,
it'd only make it worse.  You'd die,
Xander."


 



        "Good
point."  He forced himself to sit
up, looking at her.  "How much do I
want what?"


 



        "Someone
to love you."  She moved closer,
stroking his cheek.  "Are you
willing to risk your life to get it, Xander?"  He stared at her then nodded slowly.  "Are you willing to give up a bit of
sanity?"


 



        "I have
some left?" he asked.


 



        "More
than you think, dear."  She gave him
a look.  "Seriously.  We have need of someone very special to do
something greatly important for us. 
They've got to be protective and possessive.  They've got to make them their cubs,"
she said gently.  "But they can't
happen here and they'll drive you insane. 
In doing so, you will find a mate worthy of you."


 



        He swallowed
and thought about it.  "My life's
already in danger.  I found Anya putting
funny stuff in my food."


 



        She
nodded.  "She did."


 



        "Was it
poison?"


 



        "Nothing you're not immune
to."  She stroked his cheek
again.  "Yes or no, Xander?"


 



        "Will
they *love* me?  Not Willow love or Anya
love, but really love *me*?"


 



        She stared at
him then she smiled.  "You'll drive
him nuts, Xander.  He'll respect you and
your temper.  He'll love you more than
anything and he'll keep trying to protect you, even if you do want to lock him
in the closet because he does stupid stuff now and then for work reasons and to
help others.  He'll love all of you once
he figures you out.  Before then...  He'll just be a bit frustrated by you."  She stared at him, listening to him
think.  "It has to be tonight,
Xander.  One of them has to be acted on
very quickly to save him."


 



        Xander looked
at her.  "My crap?"


 



        "I'll
forward it.  It comes with a stipend and
a benefit package," she said with a wink.


 



        "So did
Anya," he said dryly.


 



       
"Something better than that one, Xander.  Though you could still call her for sex if
you wanted.  This won't help her get her
powers back."  He grinned meanly at
that.  "Yes or no?"


 



       
"Yes."


 



        "Wish
granted, baby.  Thank you."  She kissed him and he blacked out.  She smiled and went to arrange everything.  By the time he woke up, he'd have a clue or
six.


 



        ***


 



        Xander woke up
with a thundering headache.  He groaned,
holding it as he stood up. That's when he realized someone was knocking.
"What?" he called.  Someone
said something in Portugese. 
"Espanol?" he called, going over to the door to open it.  He looked at the boy.  "Spanish?"  The boy repeated it in Spanish, getting a
nod. He took the envelope and handed him a few bucks American, watching him run
off.  He sat down to read the letter.  He smiled at the feminine handwriting.  "Okay, so I'm in Brazil," he said
dryly.  He kept going.  "I have three fated ... excuse
me?"  He looked up.  "I get to be a daddy too?" he asked
quietly.  "You do know that they'll
be the biggest geeks after Andrew and his evil trio?"  He went back to reading, smiling at what he
saw.  It described the boy he was going
to save.  "All right.  If this is what it takes.  As long as I don't have to deal with
Buffy."  He folded it up and put it
into his vest pocket.  He stripped off
and went to get a shower.  Then he came
out and found a backpack of clothes, documents, and money waiting on him.  "Hmm."  He put on the clean clothes, putting the
letter in the front pocket.  He noticed
the weapons in the bottom of the bag and decided to hide the gun on his back
waistband for now.  He might need
it.  Then he left his motel room, locking
it behind him.  He nodded at the
innkeeper. "I was told to go to the forest in the city?" he said in
Spanish.  "How do I get there?  I'm meeting a friend for a talk."


 



        "You take
the tram," he said, pointing at it. 
"They'll tell you which one."


 



        Xander nodded
and left, heading to the closest tram station. 
He glanced back at the hotel but it was gone.  "Huh."  He walked up to the woman behind the
window.  "I'm meeting a friend in
the forest in the city.  How do I get
there?" he asked in Spanish.  She looked
clueless.  He found a schedule when she
pointed at it after he tried English.  He
brought it back and pulled her pen over to draw a picture of a tree like a kid
would, then pointed at it.  Then at the
trams.  Then at the city.  "In the city?"


 



        She got an
understanding look and printed him a ticket, letting him pay for it.  She waved and took the schedule for the next
tourist who needed it.


 



        Xander got
onto the right tram and watched the city go underneath him.  Some of Rio was very pretty.  Some of it was very dirty.  Some of it was exciting and loud. Some of it
was very dangerous.  Some of it was all
four.  He found where he was going and
got off, hiking down a trail because it felt right to him.  He looked around at the beautiful life.  There were flowers here he had never seen or
thought could exist.  The trees were huge
and ancient.  If he could talk to trees,
he'd have spent a whole day talking to these because they must've seen
everything since people landed on this bit of the world.  Around lunchtime he found a small fountain
and paused to get a drink.  That's when
he heard the sound he hated.  Someone screaming
in pain.  He took off at a run, finding a
man and a woman being tortured. 
"Hey!" he shouted in English, pulling the gun.  The man turned to sneer at him.  "Fat chance, idiot.   Let them go."


 



        "Who are
you to interfere?" he sneered. 
"You're just a boy.  You
won't shoot me."


 



        "Bet
me."  He shot him in the leg,
watching him scream and fall over holding the bleeding spot.  "I've seen worse than you and fought
them too, buddy."  He walked in to
check the family.  Both parents were
gone.  There was a young teen crying in
his ropes. "Hey," he said gently, making the kid look at him.  "I'm here to help you, kid.  I'm not going to hurt you.  What's your name?"


 



       
"Huh?" he asked, staring at him.  "Why didn't you come sooner?  You're not my uncle," he said, starting
to cry.  "Uncle Horatio!"


 



       
"Shh," Xander soothed, getting him free so he could hold
him.  He listened, no one was coming to
answer the screams or the gunshot.  He
looked at the boy then up.  "Him,
Hallie?"  She appeared and
nodded.  "What do I need to
do?"


 



        "He's
your pack, Xander.  He needs to be your
pack."


 



        Xander looked
at the boy then at her.  "I need
permission to have him treated.  He'll
die.  I'm not that good, Hallie."


 



        "I know,
Xander.  We've
made...arrangements."  She made Ray
look at her.  "Son, wish it out
loud," she prompted.  "He can
help you.  He will protect you.  You'll never know about this."


 



        "I wish
... I wish it wasn't like this.  I want
to be a normal kid," he hiccuped.


 



        "Shh,
baby, wish granted," she soothed, nodding at Xander to hold onto him.  She made him glow and Xander was left with an
infant.  "There.  Now he'll never know, Xander.  He has one relative.  He gave you the clue you need.  You're going back to the same city. Repeat
after me...."


 



        "I make
up better stories than you do, Hallie." 
He stood up, shouldering his pack, putting the baby against his
chest.  "Let me handle that part."  She smiled and nodded.  He looked at the parents, then at her.  "What do I do?"


 



        "You
found them like this."


 



       
"Police?"


 



       
"Coming. 
Cautiously."  He nodded and
she disappeared.


 



        Xander looked
out the door. "HELP!"  Someone
in a uniform came running.  He pointed at
the man on the ground.   He was praying
to be saved from the demons.  "He
was torturing the family.  She gave me
her child before he killed her.  I came
looking for him.  I'm supposed to be
hiding him but she took him back for a visit."  The police officer looked at him.  "I'm American, I can barely handle
Spanish.  Please speak one of those
languages."


 



        The officer
made a call on his radio, bringing others. 
Xander was stared at by one and the officer said something.  He pointed at them and the new officers led
him off but didn't try to take the baby. 
He was led back to the fountain where he tasted the water before letting
the baby drink some from his hand.  The
baby cooed and he smiled at him. 
"Sir?" one asked in accented english.  "Can you tell me what happened?"


 



        "My name
is Alexander Lavelle Harris.  The woman
in there came to me for help.  She handed
me her son to protect him because she thought something bad was going to
happen."  He nodded at that.  "She picked him up for a visit and then
they both disappeared.  I was looking for
her.  I found that man on the floor
torturing them.  I heard her scream and
followed.  She was barely alive when I
stopped him by shooting him in the leg." 
He pulled his gun and put it beside him. 
The officer took it from him. 
"I'm not going to harm you. 
I'm going to protect this one." 
He gave the baby a squeeze. 
"The man on the floor was torturing them.  The baby was in there with them.  He heard it all," he said, sounding
miserable about it.  "I don't know
who she is."  A name appeared in his
mind.  "She said her name was Yelina
Salas from Miami but I don't know more than that about what was going on.  She said there was an evil man after her
family.  I think something about the
police or something."


 



        "All
right.  That's reasonable.  Did you try to help them?"


 



        "By the
time I shot the guy in the leg, she quit breathing and I went for the
child.  He could still be
helped."  He looked him over,
showing him the scratches on the baby's stomach and back.  The remains of the torture he had suffered;
she had healed them down to scratches and a few bruises.  The officer nodded, making note of it.  "I'm sorry I couldn't help his
parents.  Ray's a special little
guy."


 



        "That's
fine, sir.  Are you staying here in the
city?"


 



        "I
am.  For at least a few more days if he
need me to.  Then I'm heading to
Miami."


 



        "Does he have other
relatives?"


 



        "An uncle
I think.  I'm not real sure."  That got a nod and he made a note of
that.  "I know this puts you in a
bad position."


 



        "It's not
the first time, sir.  The man you shot in
the leg was a drug lord.  They either
owed him money...."  Xander shook
his head.  "No?"


 



        "No, not
Yelina.  She wasn't like that.  She moved like an officer," he said when
another fact entered his mind.  "I
think she was an officer herself."


 



        "I can
check on that," he promised, smiling at him.  "Are you a PI?"


 



        Xander looked
at him then pulled out his wallet, showing him the California ID.  The man went pale.  "I hunted there.  I'm a protector.  I protect others.  She knew me from that.  The child will be safe with me and I'll find
his relative if I can.  If not, I'll have
a son I'll love and cherish."  That
got a nod and the officer walked off to tell the others.  They agreed it was better to leave the child
with a known hunter.  That town was
mythical but Rio had their own spots like that. 
Xander smiled at the baby, getting a tired coo back.  "I know, Ray.  We'll work it out.  Even if I have not a clue what I'm going to
need for you.  We'll work it out and I'll
change diapers and feed you lots of nummies and all that stuff.  You rest, little guy. You had a bad
day."  He went back to stroking his
arm and hair, humming quietly to him.  The
baby yawned and fell asleep in his arms. 
"My pack," he whispered. 
"My cub."  He nuzzled
his hair then kissed him on top of it. 
"We'll make the best pack ever, Ray."  The officer came back and he looked at
him.  "Getting him to sleep,"
he said quietly.


 



        "That's
fine, sir.  Can we take you to your
hotel?"


 



        "I
checked out of my old one this morning because I wasn't sure how far upcountry
I was going to have to go.  If you can
recommend somewhere modestly priced I'd appreciate it."  He nodded, waving a hand so Xander carefully
walked off holding the baby. 
"Carseat?"


 



        "He'll be
fine on the ride over.  I'll be very
careful."


 



        "Thank
you.  I know you know Americans worry
about that stuff."  The officer
smiled and nodded.  "Do you have
children?"


 



        "My
sister and brother both do."


 



        "I've
only babysat him for a while," he sighed. 
"I didn't quite get into the routine yet.  I need to pick up diapers and stuff for
him."


 



        "I'm sure
the hotel can guide you where you'll need to go," he promised.  He took him to somewhere inexpensive but in a
decent part of town.  "I wouldn't
advise walking around after dark here in Rio. 
Our dangers are different."


 



        Xander looked
at him and nodded. "I don't think he'd let me.  I doubt he'd coo at me for dusting
vampires."  The officer smiled and
nodded.  "Thank you."  He shook his hand.  "I'll be here three days or do you need
me for longer?"


 



        "Three
should be fine," he promised. 
"We'll let you know." 
Xander nodded and took his pack inside with the baby.  He watched until the boy had checked in and
waved at him then he went back to report to his boss and search those
names.  He knew the name Yelina Salas
from somewhere.  What he found didn't
surprise him.  The boy had said she had
been an officer.  Apparently he was
right, she had been a detective.  He did
shoot an email off to her former department's union, that way they could find
her next of kin to tell them and someone could claim the body.  No one deserved to go unclaimed.


 



        ***


 



        Xander looked
down at Ray later that night.  He was
wide awake.  "You're a night baby
too?" he asked, leaning on the foot of the crib.  "Don't blame you.  The sun's really bright down here during the
daytime."  He stroked over his foot,
earning a small flinch. "Hey, it's still me, Ray."  He stroked over it again and the baby
yawned.  "Good boy," he said
soothingly.  He crooned until the baby
fell asleep then Xander fell down onto the bed again, letting himself drift
off.  He had new pack members.  He had spent the afternoon embedding his
smell and image into his mind so even the most feral parts of him recognized
the boy as his cub.  Even if his hyena
side came out again he'd be fine.  He
finally fell asleep, not realizing he got up during the night to sleep in front
of the crib.  At least until Ray woke him
up at five with a dirty diaper. 
"Geez, Ray.  Throw a
fit."  He got him changed and back
into the crib, letting him fall back asleep. 
"Good boy.  That's my good
cub."  He dropped back onto the
floor, entirely comfortable with it.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio Caine
heard the knock on his house's door, leaving his bed to go answer it.  He frowned at the man standing there.  "Stanley, what can I do for you?"
he asked, moving so he could step inside. 
"What's happened?  One of my
team?"


 



        "Yelina,
Horatio."  Horatio stiffened and
looked at him.  "She was in Rio with
her new husband?"


 



        He
coughed.  "Ray went undercover for
the Feds," he said quietly.  "I
had to evacuate them late last year. 
Why?"  He was gently sat down
and he knew then it was horrible news. 
"What happened?"


 



        "A man
named Riaz.  One you've been
hunting.  Did Yelina have another
son?"


 



        "Not that
I've been told.  Why?"


 



        "There
was an American there.  He said Yelina
gave him her son to protect because someone was after her.  He's the one who told them who she was."


 



       
"Pictures?" he asked, his heart dropping.  "Ray Junior?"


 



        "They
didn't say anything about Ray Junior," he admitted, handing over the
pictures he carried.  "I'm sorry,
Horatio."


 



        He looked at
them then at him.  He nodded.  "That's her and Ray."  He handed it back.  "I need to go claim them."


 



        "Of
course.  The young man has her younger
son.  He was noted as being an infant,
Horatio.  He claimed he didn't know why
she was ...hurt."


 



        "He
tortured her?"


 



        "The kid
shot Riaz in the leg to get him off her but she died before help got
there.  He went to help the baby.  They sent his ID to me as well so I could
check with you.  Do you know an Alexander
Harris out of Sunnydale, California?"


 



        Horatio
started to say no but something took over his mouth and he swallowed instead
and nodded.  "I'll see him when he
gets back.  I've got to handle my family,"
he said, taking control back from whatever again.  Stanley, his union rep, nodded and handed him
an information sheet.  "Thank
you."


 



        "I'm so
sorry, Horatio.  I really am."  He patted him on the shoulder.  "I've already called the chief, he's approved
you having three weeks leave for this. 
He said if you need more, call him."


 



        "I
will.  Thank you, Stanley."  He stood up and walked him out, locking the
door behind him.  He looked at the
information sheet then up.  "I know
you're here.  The same as I know you're
not holy."


 



        Hallie
appeared.  "Xander is one of my
protectors, Horatio Caine.  He is
protecting your nephew."


 



        "Ray's
not an infant."


 



        "Are you
sure?" she countered, staring him down. 
"He's safe, he's loved, and he'll never have the picture of his
mother being tortured in front of him because of his father," she said
quietly.  "Xander is my choice in
this matter."


 



        "I will
fight him."


 



        She smiled
sweetly.  "Of course you will.  You can help him as well.  That is a later decision.  For right now, you need to go to your
family."


 



        "He
is."


 



        "He's a
later issue, Horatio Caine.  Right now,
the dead need your help.  Riaz can get
out of this."  She disappeared.


 



        He let the
grief wash over him then he found his phone, calling someone.  "Calleigh, Horatio.  I've got to Rio.  Someone found Yelina," he said, his
voice cracking on the last syllable.  He
nodded. "I'll be safe.  I'll be back
in a few weeks.  Hold it together for me
please."  He hung up and went to
look up the number to the international airline he liked.  "I need to book a seat to Rio," he
said quietly.  "I'll be coming back
with two bodies in a few days. 
Please.  The day after tomorrow is
fine.  It'll give me time to set things
up."  He wrote down the
information.  Then he pulled his wallet
over and read off the number on his credit card.  He wrote down the confirmation number.  "Thank you.  That would be an acceptable return date as
far as I know.  If not, I'll try to give
a few days warning.  Thank you,
ma'am."  He hung up and went to pack
some clothes.


 



        Then he called
the funeral home they had buried Ray through the first time.  The one he had buried Speed through when he
had died.  "This is Horatio
Caine...  No, more family," he said
quietly, holding his head.  "Yelina
and Ray.  He was undercover, Father.  Please. 
Rio.  I'm heading down the day
after tomorrow.  I'm coming back with
them on the eighth.  Please.  That's fine. 
I'll be in tomorrow to make full arrangements, please pull something
tasteful for them both?  Closed casket
probably.  I'll let you know when I get
them."  He swallowed and forced
himself not to cry.  "We're not sure
yet, Father.  Thank you for the worry
about my nephew.  I will.  I'll see you tomorrow."  He hung up and went to watch the water from
his back porch.  That way the gentle rain
falling outside could mask the tears he was letting fall.


 



        His nephew
would only be raised by him.


 



        He was his family.


 



        Mr. Harris had
another thing coming when he found him.


 



        ***


 



        Xander stepped
off the plane in Miami, smiling at the Customs agent waiting on him.  "I was told paperwork was faxed
ahead?" he said quietly.  "The
child is in my custody after his mother died."  The agent nodded, leading him off to a small
room.  "My passport's in my
backpack."  He dug it out and let
him see it, then he put the sleeping Ray on the table in his carrier.  "This is Raymond."


 



        "Thank
you, Mr. Harris.  I know this is going to
be an awkward time.  How did you come to
be in possession of the baby?"


 



        "His
mother gave him to me.  She was being
hunted by someone.  She's a former
officer here in Miami."  The agent
nodded.  "Yelina Salas?"


 



        "I think I worked with her team
once," he admitted.  "I know
where she worked anyway.  She came to
you?"


 



        "She knew
she was being hunted.  I'm a
protector."  He shrugged.  "I have been for quite a while.  She heard of me through mutual contacts and
knew I could protect him.  She came to
pick him up for a visit and then apparently they got snatched.  I went to find them.  I found her nearly dead, the guy with her
fully dead, and the baby was blood spattered in a corner.  So I shot the guy torturing her in the leg
and took the baby.  The police agreed I
should have custody pending me finding any family.  She had left a letter at her house saying he
was in my custody if something happened to her."


 



        "That's
reasonable and that does match what they sent over to us."   He stamped his passport.  "How old is he?"


 



        Xander looked
at the baby then at him, shrugging a bit. 
"She never told me his birthday."  The agent snickered a bit.  "Sorry, my first cub."


 



       
"Cub?"


 



        "I'm a
pack person.  I'm the alpha bitch and
he's my cub."


 



        "Oh.  Okay." 
He nodded, understanding what he was saying but he was a bit odd in the
head. "You will be in for a fight with social services."


 



        "Not
really.  They're probably going to pretty
much like me.  I'm a nice guy.  I'm a steady guy.  I'm not even sure if she has family or if his
daddy did.  I know where I can go to talk
to someone about it," he offered. 
"Then we'd be working it out between us."  That got a smile and a nod.  "I know, I'm an odd foster parent.  It's not the usual thing."


 



        "It's
not, sir, but you do have the paperwork they faxed, including from their social
workers and the judge down there giving you custody."  He handed over copies but Xander waved them
off.  "You have one?"


 



        "Of
course.  I suspiciously horde every piece
of legal paper I've ever gotten."


 



        "That's
probably reasonable in this case.  Good
luck finding his family."


 



        "If not,
I've got a cub I'll love and adore like I gave birth to him myself," he
admitted with a gentle smile. 
"It'll be someone who loves me."  He picked Ray up carefully, taking his
stamped passport back.  "Thank
you."  He was shown out and Xander
went to grab his bag, heading for the non-secure areas of the airport.  He found a driver with a sign bearing his
name and walked up to him.  "For
me?"


 



        "Yes,
sir, rented for you, sir.  This
way."  He led him off, taking the
bags so he only had the baby. 
"What's his name?"


 



       
"Ray."


 



        "He seems like a good boy."


 



        Xander
grinned. "Most of the time but he hated the MTV station in Rio."  That got a smile and a nod.  He got them into the car, helping Xander lock
the carrier in as a carseat.  Then he
headed off.  "You know where I'm
going?"


 



        "Of
course, sir.  The secretary who called on
your behalf gave me the address."


 



        "Thank
you."  He looked at Ray.  "Going home, cub.  You'll like it there I'm sure."  He smoothed down some of the soft hair.
"Then we'll get dinner later on and figure out if you're sleeping in my
room tonight or your own."  The
driver pulled up in front of a small square building.  "Thank you."  He gave him a tip and got out with the baby,
letting him carry the bags up.  He felt
the keys land in his pocket and pulled them out to open the door.  He looked around the bottom floor,
wincing.  "Something needs more
work," he muttered.  He walked the
baby up the stairs, finding a living area. 
It was clean.  It had his ratty
old couch.  He put the baby carrier on
the floor and let it rock while he went to get the bags, smiling at the driver
as he drove off.  He went to drop them in
his room, looking around the rest of the building.


 



        "Thought
I'd get bored?" he called.  The baby
screamed so he went to check on him, finding a stray cat sniffing him.  "Hi, kitty."  He reached down but the cat scurried
off.  "Sure, you can hide."  He found an envelope taped to the fridge and
walked over to open it, finding bank account information, his address, Ray's new
birth certificate, and a few other things, including that yes, she thought he'd
be bored just doing baby care so he could fix up the building all he
wanted.  Plus the other two would be
twins coming in two weeks.  He looked up.
"Okay."  He looked in the fridge.  "Tacos, hey.   Cool. 
Thanks, Hallie.  Is the kitty ours
too?"  He went to nibble while Ray
went back to sleep.  There was some
lumber downstairs and he could definitely use the stress relief.


 



        Babies were a
lot of work!


 



        No wonder he
was an only child.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio got
off the plane back from Rio, finding a priest waiting on him once he cleared
Customs.  "Father."  He shook his hand.  "Here to help me claim the bodies?"


 



        "Yes,
Horatio.  I'm very sorry that you lost
them."  He walked him to where they
needed to go.  "He's claiming the
bodies.  They're going with me," he
told the woman behind the window, letting Horatio hand over his ticket stubs.


 



        "Please
sign these forms, sir."  She handed
them over.  "I'm sorry for your
loss, sir."


 



        "Thank
you."  He signed everything he
needed to, letting the priest sign for the funeral home.  Then they went to watch the bodies be
offloaded and taken to the waiting hearse. 
He looked at him.  "Am I
following?"


 



        "Come
tonight, Horatio.  Give them time to
acclimate to Miami.  Open or
closed?" he asked quietly.


 



        Horatio
swallowed the newest bout of crying. 
"Closed, Father."  He
nodded and patted him on the arm. 
"I'll be over once I've changed."


 



        "Whenever
you're ready.  We'll treat them like
family, Horatio."  He got into the
hearse and headed off with them while Horatio watched.


 



        Horatio walked
out of the airport, finding someone waiting against his hummer.  "Eric."


 



       
"H."  He gave him a
hug.  "Calleigh told us.  We're here if you need us to be."  Horatio nodded.  "I'm here to drive you home.  That way you have time to
decompress."  Horatio looked at
him.  "Calleigh ordered and she'll
beat me with my own gun."  Horatio
cracked a small smile.  "I had to
handcuff Wolfe in the closet so he couldn't come put his foot in his
mouth."  He opened the door, letting
Horatio get in with his bag.  He walked
around to drive.  "Any word on your
nephew?"


 



        "Only strange
things," he admitted quietly. 
"Yelina gave a young infant to a man I don't know but apparently
she did so he would protect him." 
Eric frowned at him.  "I'm
not sure yet.  I have the contact
information he left so I can talk to him after the funerals."


 



       
"Good.  If you need backup
let us know."


 



        Horatio
nodded.  "I will, Eric.  Thank you."  He relaxed, putting his head back while he
thought.  He wasn't sure where his nephew
had went or if he was the new infant.  He
looked at him.  "Your father knows
some of the darker areas of the city, yes?"


 



        "Yeah,
why?" he asked, turning off the interstate.


 



        "The
protector she chose was from Sunnydale. 
I know it's dark and it's dangerous there."


 



        Eric muttered
something in Spanish then pulled off the side of the road to look at him.
"You know that one neighborhood no patrol officer will ever drive
through?"  Horatio nodded slowly.  "Sunnydale is like that
neighborhood.  Every day, all the time,
more of them than humans."


 



       
"Oh."  He considered
it.  "Then how did Yelina know
him?"


 



        Eric
coughed.  "Horatio, is it maybe
relevant?"


 



        "I'd hope
not.  It was the Mala Noche, Eric."


 



        Eric just
nodded.  "Rio's got its own spot like
that.  A lot of it.  Did she run into him up here or down
there?  It's entirely possible he was
protecting things and people down there." 
Horatio frowned then it cleared up. 
"Want us to find him for you?"


 



        "For some
reason I think he'll be at the funeral," he said quietly.  "Thank you."


 



        "Welcome,
H."  He started them moving again,
heading to Horatio's house to drop him off. 
He kept the keys when Horatio held out a hand.  "No. 
We'll come back and drive you. 
You need to lean on us for a few days, H.  At least until the funeral."


 



        "I'm
fine, Eric."


 



        "You look
like shit, H.  You haven't slept, you
probably haven't eaten.  Alexx left you
food inside.  Get a shower, eat
something, then call and I'll come drive you to the funeral home."  Horatio groaned but went to do that.  That more than anything told him that Horatio
was tired and needed the rest.   They'd
all be there for him.  They all liked
Yelina.  He called Calleigh.  "He's back and I told him about Alexx's
food.  I'll be here."


 



        ***


 



        Horatio looked
around the wake's visitors.  He knew
everyone there but one young man in the back. 
He nodded at someone, accepting their condolences with a quiet 'thank
you' and a nod.  He sighed and looked at
the dual caskets.  One sealed so no one
could see the damage that had been done. 
One open since they were able to make Yelina presentable.  He watched as people went up to say their
goodbyes, staring at them.   Yelina's
mother had broken down earlier and had to be taken home by Ryan Wolfe.  Finally, everyone but him and the young man
cleared out.  He looked at him.   "I know who you are," he said
quietly.


 



        He walked up
and sat beside him, looking at him. 
"I'm sorry, Horatio."


 



        "You're
Xander."


 



        "I
am."  He looked at him.  "Heal and grieve, Horatio.  The cub's fine with me until you're
ready."


 



        "I want
to see him."  Xander handed over a
picture.  He looked at the baby that
looked just like his nephew. 
"How?"


 



        Xander patted
him on the hand.  "To protect
him.  To let him not have the memory of
what happened."  He handed him the
picture again.  "That's yours.  Our address is on the back.  The cub is happy and content, Horatio.  I'm working on the bottom floor because it
needs some work, but he's happy and content. 
When you're ready, you come see the cub."  He got up and went to say his send off
wishes.  He touched Yelina's
forehead.  "He's safe with me,
Yelina.  He's happy and content.  Hallie made sure he'd be okay," he whispered.  Then he left. 
He walked back to the house, listening to his new city around him.  He walked in and smiled at his work.  It looked a lot better now that he had been
working on it.  He walked upstairs,
paying the babysitter off so she could go. 
He smiled at the blonde lady. 
"Tell Horatio what you saw," he ordered when she walked
off.  He looked back at her.  "By the way, did you get into the vault
or not?"


 



        "I
couldn't figure out the combination." 
She looked at him.  "Who are
you?"


 



        "A protector.   You've been down to Regent?"  She shuddered and shook her head.  "I'm from somewhere like that.  I protect people.  She put him into my care because of
that.  By the way, I've been working on
the house, it'll be a few more weeks before I'm fully finished.  Ray likes to watch me hammer."  She just nodded and walked out.   He smiled at the sleeping cub.  "It's all right, cub.  We'll be fine and your uncle will come love
on you soon."  He adjusted the sheet
and went to do a bit more of the quiet work. 
He spun when he heard someone coming down the stairs, smiling at
Hallie.  "Did I screw up
something?"


 



        "No, you
did fine.  He's frustrated but right now
he almost knows you're right. That's why he sent his coworker."


 



        "I looked
up his people in the lab," he admitted, walking over to hug her.  "How's the gang?"


 



        "Just as
frustrated.  Buffy finally realized you
weren't there when she broke her crossbow again.  You didn't magically appear to fix it."


 



       
"Pity.  It took her three
weeks?"   Hallie nodded.  "Definitely a pity.  Do you like it?"


 



        "I
do," she said, kissing him on the cheek. 
"Are you ready for more?"


 



        "Sure,
why not."


 



        She laughed
and led him upstairs, watching as he caught sight of the twins laying on the
couch.  He cooed and walked over to kneel
in front of them.  "They're not
originally twins," she said quietly, coming over to sit next to him.  "This is Greg, who needed to heal from
people who didn't like him enough to trust him. 
He was a genius but they tossed him aside.  The other... 
He's special," she said with a smile, stroking his little chubby
leg.  "He's special to the area and
to the same people."  Xander looked
at her.  "Very special.  Like Jesse would be for you, Xander."  He smiled gently and nodded.  "This is his second chance.  They're smart in the same way."  She stroked his cheek.  "I know you'll do great and the nursery
will turn out great."  She faded
out.


 



        Xander looked
at the boys.  "Okay.  What's your name, sweetie?"  Two envelopes floated down.  He looked at the birth certificates.  "Greggy and Timmy.  So cute," he cooed, picking them up to
carry them into the nursery.  It was
plain, he hadn't even painted in there yet. 
He had made sure he had enough cribs for them.  Timmy started to fuss so he picked him back
up, sitting down in the rocking chair to hold him.  "Shh, Timmy."  The baby let out a loud wail.  He smiled. 
"It'll be okay, Tim.  I'm
Xander.  I'm the one who's going to
protect and help you make a great second-go-round."  He kissed him on the head and the baby
settled down.  He went back to humming to
him, looking up when he heard the footsteps. 
"Hello?" he called quietly. 
Horatio came in.  He nodded at
Ray.  "He's asleep."


 



        "Who are
they?"


 



        "Others
who needed a protector and a chance. 
Hallie?"  She
reappeared.  "Can I tell him?"


 



        "I will
in a few days.  He needs to handle some
things first."  She patted him on
the cheek.  "Jumping the gun,
Horatio."  He looked at her.  "You know me."


 



        "I
do.  You came when I needed you as a
teenager," he said quietly.  She
nodded.  "Why come for my
nephew?"


 



        "Because
he was there when they died," Xander said quietly.  "He was trying to protect them before
they got taken.  Your brother...."


 



        "I
heard."  He moved closer.  "Then who are these two?"


 



        "This is
Tim and that is Greg," Hallie told him. 
"They both needed a second chance to find someone who loves
them."  She stroked his back.  "Your nephew is safe and loved,
Horatio.  Right now, you need to
heal.  You need to take some time and
think, heal, and learn to love."


 



        "He's my
family," Horatio said calmly. 
"I should raise him."


 



        "Right
now, you're emotional and ready to snap," Xander told him.


 



        "How
would you know?" he asked sharply. 
Tim started to fuss and Xander looked down, and the baby quit.  "I'm sorry."


 



        Xander looked
at him.  "Look up my town,
Horatio.  Look up my graduation.   Look up the death statistics.  I've lost about twenty of the people I
started school with.  Some of them in a
battle I commanded."  Horatio went
pale at that.  "Some of them to the
monsters roaming around on our streets out there.  Some of them turned into the monsters that
used to roam the streets out there, until we had to do something about
them."   Horatio went even more
pale.  "I made the same wish they
did.  To have someone to love and care
for me, to help me heal.  I'm doing that
by helping them heal and giving them a second chance.  This is for all of us.  Even you and your nephew.  I'm not going to keep you from him.  You can change him all you want.  Like right now even."


 



        Horatio went
to look at Greg, then at his nephew. 
"Ray," he said quietly. 
Ray blinked up at him.  He smiled
and picked him up.  "Let's change
you, nephew."  He moved to the
changing table.  "You haven't
painted?"


 



        "I've
been working on fixing the entryway.  It
had stud walls when I got here.  I've
been doing a lot of fixing.  Ray likes to
watch me work."  He smiled down at
Tim, making him coo.  "You're a good
boy, Tim."  He kissed him on the
head.  "Ready to try the napping
thing again?"  The baby burbled so
he stood up slowly and carefully put him down, covering him up with a sheet.


 



        "He never
could sleep on his back," Hallie sighed. 
"But he'll soon learn to flip onto his side."  She smiled at the ease Horatio had with the
diapering.  "You'll do.  Just give it time, Horatio.  To them, they're Xander's pack.  They're his cubs now."  She patted him on the arm and
disappeared.  "By the way, I blanked
out the tape when I got here," she called.


 



        "Thank
you," Horatio offered quietly.  He
took the rocking chair and Xander left him to it while he went back to
work.  He smiled at his nephew, watching
him fall back asleep.  "I remember
when you were this age the first time. 
You never would sleep.  Your
mother kept fussing over you," he said quietly.  "It's too bad you won't remember her but
in some ways it's a good thing, Ray." 
He let the pain go slowly, letting the baby soothe his soul.  Xander came in and handed him a glass of
juice then silently left after a look at the babies.  He smiled and sipped it, watching the other
two babies nap.  For some reason they
felt familiar.  He saw the way one face
scrunched up in his sleep and he knew. 
He looked up.  "Thank you for
giving him a second chance," he said quietly.  He went back to rocking his nephew.  He could hug his former friend in a few
minutes when he woke up.  Speed never did
sleep very long, even as an adult.


 



        Xander came in
a few hours later, gently covering uncle and nephew with a blanket but leaving
them there while he went to watch them from the living room.  His pack was whole, if only Horatio knew it.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio came
over a week after the funeral, finally having gotten some real rest and now he
was more than ready to do battle for his nephew's custody.  He found Xander working on painting a wall
while the three kids watched, smiling at the looks on their faces.  Greg was staring in fascination.  Speed, well, he was scowling at the
color.  His nephew was watching the way
the boy's arm moved as he painted.  He
cleared his throat.


 



        "I heard
you come in," Xander noted.  He kept
painting.  "Tim hates the sound of
me hammering."


 



        "I could
babysit."


 



        Xander looked
at him.  "No you can't.  They're not going out of the house yet.  Miami is a dangerous city and there's way too
many who think your red hair is a target." 
Horatio looked stunned.  "The
same as Riaz's people are still in town. 
Or was I wrong when I shot one's tires out?"


 



        "That was
you?"


 



        "That was
me because they tried to come here.  Big,
huge mistake."  He went back to
painting, smiling at the boys. 
"Look who's here, guys.  It's
Horatio," he said brightly.   Tim
flinched.  "You, calm
down."  He picked him up to kiss him
on the nose.  "You're a good boy,
Tim.  I love you and it'll be just
fine.  I'll protect you and all that,
even from the big meany who wants to cuddle you if you decide you don't want
cuddles.  You're my cub.  I'm like that."  Speed grinned at him and farted.  "Sure, you can do that too.  Want him to change you or me?"  Speed cooed and reached for Horatio.  "Okay, you can change him," he said
handing him over.  He went back to
painting.  "I've got to run out to
get more wipes so don't use the rest of them please."


 



        Horatio stared
at him then at Speed.  "Fine, let's
change you, Speed."


 



       
"Tim.  He won't remember his
last life, Horatio."  He watched him
go then went back to painting.  Greg
cooed and he smiled at him.  "Do you
like the color I chose, Cub?  I do
too."  Ray burped. "I
know.  You want me to paint
faster."  He went back to it, making
both babies happy.  Horatio came back
with Tim under his arm, facing outward. 
"If you squeeze him like that he belches."


 



        "I
noticed.  What did he have for
breakfast?"


 



        "They're
all still in the bottle stage.  So they
all had some nummy formula."  Greg
fussed at that.  "Okay, or not so
nummy formula, but it's all your little tummies will digest, guys.  Pretty soon it'll be real food.  Give it a few months."  He grinned before brushing some sweat off his
cheek.  "Does it ever cool
down?  The desert gets colder at night at
least."


 



        "Not
often," he admitted, putting Tim back in his carrier.  He checked Ray but he was happy.  Greg was happy if laying a bit funny.  He straightened him out but he wiggled until
he was comfortable again.  He shook his
head and stood up.  "You could get
an air conditioner."


 



        "I
will.  I'm waiting to see how the
finances work out."  He finished
that wall and moved to the next one but Greg lost interest and started to
fuss.  "He's clearly bored.  Can you take the pack into the living
room?  They like to lay on the furry rug
and stare out the window."


 



        "If you
want.  You'll be explaining some things
later however."


 



       
"Sure."  He waved a hand
and went back to it, painting faster now that he didn't have to amuse three
infants. He got done and walked back there, getting them both bottles of
water.  "Sorry."  He flopped down, taking Ray to hold.  "Hi, cub."  Ray gooed at him and sucked on his
finger.  "Good boy!  Are you trying to flip over to pounce Timmy
again?" he asked, letting him have a sip of his water.  Ray cooed and wiggled until he put him down.
"There you go, you suck on Tim's finger for him, Ray."  Ray did that and they were both happy.  "Tim's a very tactile baby."


 



        "I can
see that."  He leaned against the
front of the couch. "Pack?" he asked finally.


 



       
"Pack," he agreed. "Pack structures make sense to
me."


 



        "Why not
parents?"


 



        Xander looked at him.  "I had bad statues to stare
at."  He pulled Greg over to check
his diaper, making him giggle. "I know, you don't care if you're wet, but
I do.  Remember that and let me know,
Greg."  He teased his belly before
getting up to get a diaper.  He came back
out with that and a washcloth.  "You
used the last five?"


 



        "There
were only two left."


 



        "I'll
take them out tonight to get some."


 



        "I can
watch them."


 



        Xander looked
at him.  "They're my pack, Horatio.  It's my job to protect them.  They're my cubs.  Besides, they could use some time in the
park.  I've even got a cute stroller for
them."  He changed Greg, then got up
to toss away the diaper, putting the washcloth in the washer.  "There, all better."


 



        "Some day I'll want to take care of
Ray myself," he said gently.


 



        Xander
snickered. "Sure, the day you quit the lab and quit pissing off the
criminals."  He stared him down,
seeing Horatio shudder.  "You work
how many hours a week?" he asked more gently.  "You have how many death threats a
year?  How many times do you get shot
at?"  Horatio opened his mouth.  "This is his second chance,
Horatio.  You can be here.  You can cuddle him, help me, do all that
stuff, but you're not taking him from me. 
You can be a second parent if you want, but you should probably fix that
little problem with the people who think you're a target first.  Before one of them gets him.  I know you don't want that again."


 



        "No, I
don't," he agreed.  "He is
still my family."


 



        "Yup, he
is.  Which is why you can come love on
him all you want.  All babies need
love.  Every last one of them.  Hallie warned me they'd drive me
nuts."  Horatio smirked at that and
nodded a bit.  "Can't be any worse
than Buffy did."


 



       
"Buffy?"


 



        "You
don't want to hear that discussion," he noted.  "Speaking of, because I am slightly
empathic, if you call her, you'll lose your nephew to the system.  I'm not sure you can prove genetic
relativity."  Horatio stared in
horror.  "I'm not sure how she did
it, Horatio.  You can try if you want, as
long as it doesn't hurt him." 
Horatio nodded at that, pulling out a swab from his inner jacket pocket.  "Ear or mouth?"


 



       
"Mouth."  Xander held
Ray while he took the swab.  He capped it
and put it back. "You're very certain your own past won't come in contact
with them?"


 



        "No one
here knows who I am, Horatio.  Your city
has its own protectors.  The only people
who could out me are you and my former friends. 
Which would put them all in jeopardy. 
I'm not letting the cubs be hurt."


 



        Horatio stared
at him.  "One of the strange things
you dealt with  took you over."


 



        "Back in
tenth grade," he agreed.  "A
hyena spirit.  It was kinda nice being
the pack leader."  He shrugged.
"They're still my cubs.  Hallie said
so.  I'll gladly let you help, let you
visit, let you move in if you want but you have to decorate your own room.  I'm not going to let the cubs be hurt by
anyone.  Not even us.  Not even your teammates.  By the way, she's a very good babysitter.  Ray cooed at the blonde lady we saw at the
store last night when I ran out for formula."


 



        Horatio
considered the young man in front of him. 
"I can agree to that, for now."


 



        "Thank
you."


 



        "But I'm
not sure you're stable enough to handle them, Xander."


 



        Xander
snickered.  "I'm a lot more stable
than most people think, Horatio.  Mostly
because they don't see *me*.  They see a
lot of not-me's. Some semi-me's.  Not a
whole lot of me in them though."  He
stared him down again, watching him shiver. 
"Remember, this is my second chance too, Horatio.  I'm not going to hurt them," he said
quietly.


 



        "I can understand that, but you're not
the average young father."


 



        "No,
you're right, I'm not.  I'm a combat
veteran.  I also don't drink, don't
smoke, don't do drugs, and I'm not violent unless someone's threatening what's
mine.  Especially my pack.  At which point in time I have enough
experience to back it up or protect them." 
That got a single nod.  "Like
I said, you're more than welcome to come help. 
You're more than welcome to bring your team over.  I looked them up online when I got back.  If you want to integrate them into this pack,
then that's your thing.  I'm not going to
do anything about it unless they try to harm the kids, they put them in danger,
or they're assholes.  Then I will spank
and throw them off the porch.  He's still
not going home with you because your life isn't at home.  It's at the office and it's in your hummer
and it's on a crime scene with people who want to keep you from finding out
what bad things they did."


 



        "What bad
things have you done?"


 



        "I protected
others, Horatio. You tell me how I did that job since I was sixteen."  Horatio shuddered more openly.  "With friends who don't appreciate me.  It took Buffy three weeks to figure out I was
gone.  Something broke."  Horatio let out a small moan.  "So, no. 
They're my pack.  I'm protecting
them.  They get hurt over my dead
body.  Am I clear?"


 



        "You
are."  He looked at him.  "I'm welcome?"


 



        "As long
as you don't bring danger to them."


 



        "Thank
you."


 



        "You're
welcome.  I know he's your nephew.  No sane judge would ever give him to you
unless you retired."


 



        "That is
a good point," he admitted quietly, considering his options.  "Where did Greg come from?"


 



        "His
friends were like my friends," he said quietly, teasing Tim's tummy to
make him giggle.  He looked so
serious.  "Play and laugh,
Timmy.  It's a good thing."  He looked at him again.  "All I know is that those two had
something in common and they're twins now. 
His friends underappreciated him to the point where it was starting to
eat his soul.  It was going to get him
dead some day soon."  He
shrugged.  "Like the other two, he
needed love.  Someone who saw him and
appreciated him and loved him for who he was and is."   He went back to teasing them.  "Want to go to the store with us?"


 



        "I
wouldn't mind," he said quietly, still staring at him.  He definitely had some thinking to do about
this young man.  He stood up and Xander
pointed at the stroller in the corner. 
"Do we need to hit a home improvement place for more paint?"


 



        "It's
keeping me from being bored," he said with a small grin. "I've gotten
a lot done."  He got the babies
ready to go out, letting him help put them in the stroller.  Then they carried it down the stairs and out
to Xander's car.  The three carseats were
lined up in the back.  "Greg goes in
the center.  Tim likes driver's side.  Ray doesn't care as long as he can see out a
window."


 



        Horatio
crawled in to get Greg in while Xander got Speed.  He got Ray in, smiling at the baby squeals of
delight.  "They do seem content and
happy."


 



        "I'd hope
so."  He got out and closed the
door, making sure Speed's hand wasn't anywhere near it.  "Want to drive?"


 



       
"Please."  He took the
keys and got in, letting Xander walk around the front.  He was very tempted to lock the doors so he
couldn't get in but it was a petty urge and he knew that.  The kid had been right, his life was no place
for a child.  Especially one that took so
much care.  "Bank first?"


 



        "Debit
card."  Horatio nodded, starting the
engine and driving off, checking the mirrors now and then when the kids got
quiet.  Xander looked back.  "Ah, the miracles of a car ride,"
he said fondly.  "I'll remember this
when they've got colic."


 



        Horatio
snorted.  "Ray had the worst case
when he was eight months old.  It took us
nearly three weeks to get him back into a sleeping pattern."  Xander moaned.  "Regretting?"


 



        "No,
realizing now why Hallie said I'd go nuts," he sighed.  "Oh well.  Can't have everything.  When they're older I'll have to start working
again too.  The money she gave us will
only last a few years," he said at the curious look.  "I'm being careful with it but babies
take a lot of work and a lot of stuff." 
Horatio nodded.  "So I'm
looking at what I can do.  Maybe I'll try
college by then," he decided.  
"I might miss the hell that was school."


 



        "What
were you doing before?"


 



       
"Construction."


 



        Horatio
smiled.  "It shows.  The entry looks very nice, Xander."


 



        "Thank
you.  I used the stuff she left down
there.  Fortunately the rest just needed
painted.  So I'll need to get some
stencils or something soon but it's not critical at this point."  Horatio nodded.  "No, that wasn't a hint."


 



        "I know
it wasn't.  You're very
independent."


 



        "Most of
the time the girls called me a bitch, even if it did fit them better.  Willow conditioned me not to call them that
though.  Or any other name that
fit."  Horatio looked at him at a
stoplight. "Green light." 
Horatio moved on.  "I'm not
going to project. I'm going to do everything opposite of what I'd normally see,
Horatio.  You can make sure of it."


 



        "I will
be."  He parked in the parking lot
of the nearest supermarket, going to get the babies out and into the
stroller.  He took it, Xander got the
cart, and they went to find baby diapers and wipes, plus adult food.  Even though he did wince at Xander's purely
microwaveable diet.  "Cooking
school?" he suggested.


 



        "I can
cook, I see no reason to cook until they're old enough to eat with me.  Eating and cooking for one is
sucky."  They ran into someone he
had seen on the webpage. "Your idea?" 
Horatio made an assenting noise. 
"That's cool.  Hi.  Xander Harris."


 



        "Frank
Tripp."  He shook his hand and
looked at the babies then at the boy. 
"Calleigh said there was only Ray."


 



        "The
other two were waiting on me to come back. 
That's Tim and Greg."  He
grinned and walked on. "Ah, sweet Goddess soda," he sighed, pulling
down a few twelve packs to put into the cart. 
Horatio gave him another odd look. "They get the milk, I get the
caffeine, and we've still got juice mix and water at home."  He moved on, putting in some pepperoni sticks
and some cheese as well. "There, I'm done."  He looked back at Frank.  "You can follow if you want.  I'm done painting for the day."


 



        "Sure,
kid."  He and Horatio shared another
look once the boy moved on.  "Is he
stable?" he hissed.  Horatio
nodded.  "You sure?"


 



        "I'm fun
loving, get it right," Xander called in a sing-song voice.  "I can make Barney look straight."


 



        Frank
shuddered at that thought.  "Those
poor kids."


 



        Horatio
smiled.  "He calls them his
cubs."  He pushed the stroller on,
letting Frank help with the baby seats while Xander put thing in the
trunk.  He looked at the diapers then at
him.  "Get enough?" he teased.


 



        "For a
week," he agreed.  "They go
through a *lot* of diapers with three butts."  He closed the trunk and walked around to
check, tightening one strap back down. 
"There, that way you can't wiggle out, Ray."  He grinned at Frank.  "We are going home, I'm sure you know
where that is."  He got in to drive,
taking the keys while Horatio got into the passenger's seat.  They pulled out and he drove them home.  "So," he said when they were
halfway there.  "Still
freaked?"


 



       
"Very."  He glanced
back, seeing all the babies watching him. 
Then he looked at the man sitting next to him.  "Are you sure you can handle them?  Ray wasn't a science genius but he was
bright.  Speed was very special and very
intelligent.  I'm sure Greg was if she
made them twins."


 



        "I can do
that," Xander assured him. "If I have to, we'll learn
together."  That got a nod.  "When they're older I'll put a play area
downstairs, that way they have room to roam and play and pounce each
other."


 



        "That
would be fun.  Daycare?"


 



        "If we
can afford it at that time," he agreed. 
"I know I hated Headstart but hopefully they'll like it more than I
did.  Even if I do have to do their
textbooks with them."  He
shrugged.  "It'll help I
guess."


 



        "You're
planning on home schooling them?"


 



        "Not
necessarily.  If it becomes important to
help them with a sucky school situation, yeah."  He glanced back in the mirror.  "Guys, no more staring through people
please."  He turned on the radio and
Greg squealed and bounced.  Tim let out a
quiet grumble but he settled in to listen. 
Ray fell asleep.  He smiled.  "They like music."


 



        "Music is
nice at that age," he agreed.  They
parked and he got out, taking the kids out one at a time and coming back for
the stroller while Xander got the groceries and diapers.  He settled in to play with them some more,
letting Ray nap on the couch for now.  He
did look very content and happy.  The
others were wiggling so he reached over and flipped on the stereo, turning it
down some.  Speed made another quiet
grumbling noise, making him smile and change the station.  Greg quit pouting too.  "They don't like Country music?"


 



       
"Nope."  He came out
once he was done, sitting down with a soda. 
He checked Ray over, then pulled the throw off the back of the
couch.  "His legs get
cold."   He sipped his soda,
watching his cubs play and relax for a while. 
Frank knocked and Horatio went to let him in, one hand on the gun he was
wearing.  He looked at the two on the
floor.  "It'll be okay.  It's just more people who want to cuddle
you."  Tim let out another grumbling
noise so he got up, going to get him a bottle. 
Greg moaned and reached, then started to cry so he got him one and got
one for Ray too because he was going to be waking up soon from the
fussing.  He handed Ray's to Horatio and
sat down to feed the twins.  "Hi,
guys.  Is it hungry time again?" he
asked dryly.


 



        "How do
you do it when they all want fed at the same time?"  Horatio asked.


 



        "I sit
them in their carriers, adjust the handles to prop the bottles and come back to
burp them a few times.  It's
good."  Horatio smiled at that.  "Usually they go one at a time.  Half the time I have to make Tim eat.  Greg loves to eat whenever he sees the
bottles.  Ray's happy to eat or not eat
as long as he's being held.  Tim hates
being held while he eats so I do his this way then I get Greg and Ray together
in my lap if they go off at the same time."


 



        Horatio
nodded.  "That sounds
reasonable."  He smiled at his
sleepy nephew.  "You rest,
Ray."  Frank looked over.  "Those are Tim and Greg."


 



        "Hi,
boys," he said, waving at them. 
Greg flailed an arm, making him laugh. 
"Aren't you brilliant?" he teased.  Greg burst out crying.


 



        "Hey,
that was a compliment," Xander complained, picking him up to hold
him.  "You can be brilliant and
we'll still love you, cub.  You know
that.  You can be as smart as you want
and I'm there for you."  Greg
settled down, watching him. 
"Really.  It was a nice
thing, like him saying you're pretty." 
He smoothed down the blond hair, smiling at him.  "Now, quit being mean to the nice man
who works with Ray's uncle.  Let him feed
you."  He handed him and the bottle
over, pulling Tim closer. "Did you scoot?" he teased, sticking the
bottle back in his mouth. "You need to eat."  He sucked on it, staring at him.  "I know, you don't like formula.  If I was nursing I'd do that for you instead,
Tim."  He pulled his shirt down and
put him into his lap.  Tim huffed and
spit out the bottle to fuss.  "Tough,
it's just you and me this time.  That
means you get to eat in the lap or be held."  He tried that and he wailed.  So he put him back onto the floor and handed
him the bottle again.  "Fussy,"
he teased.  Timmy just smirked and sucked
harder.


 



        "Apparently
he is fussy," Frank agreed, settling in to sit with Greg.  "Nice job with the entryway.  I looked at this place before and it was
bare."


 



        Xander gave
him a sheepish grin.  "Ray likes to
watch me hammer.  The others like to
watch me paint.  I want it all done
before they can crawl."  He saw a
shadow slinking around.  "That is a
stray who lived here.  Now and then
she'll come over to sniff one of the kids but she doesn't like people so she
usually won't when I'm here."


 



        "Maybe
you scare her," Horatio offered quietly, holding out a hand.  "Here, kitty."   The cat sniffed in his direction but stayed
in the shadows.  "Do we think she'll
be dangerous to the boys?"


 



        "No, I
think she'll be just fine," Xander assured him, smiling at the cat.  "I put down more food,
sweetie."  She slunk that way, going
to check the bowls.  "There's a
small open window in the attic that she comes and goes through."  The older men both nodded at that.  "She's always checking on them."


 



       
"Hopefully she'll treat them like she would her kittens,"
Frank said, looking down at Greg, who was nearly asleep.  "Where's the crib?"


 



        "Back
that way," Horatio said with a nod. 
"Don't forget to let him belch."


 



        "Sit him upright, he'll belch,"
Xander assured him.  Frank did that and
Greg did belch nicely for him. 
"Awww, someone sucked a lot of air this time.  His is the one with green flowers."  Frank nodded, carefully carrying him that
way.  He looked down at the one in front
of him.  "Want to lay out here or
bed?"  Tim flailed his arms.  "Was that a vote for bed?"  He flailed again.  "Okay, we can do that.  Finish up the baba."  Tim sucked harder and let himself drift off
too.  "Such a good boy, Timmy.  We'll paint some more later and then have
some nummies for dinner."  He picked
him up to burp him on the way to bed, waking him slightly but he was fully gone
again by the time he laid him down and covered him with his sheet.  "Thanks, Frank."  He walked out, going to look at Ray.  "That's another sleepy baby."


 



        "I'll
stay with him. You go paint," he offered. 
Xander nodded, going back to his home repair projects.  He looked down at his nephew.  He was so precious at this age.  Just adorable, even though he was laying a
messy diaper.  He sighed and got up to
find the new box of diapers and wipes. 
Using them both earned him a happy nephew and a smiling friend.  "I need to be able to prove I can handle
him."


 



        "I'm sure
you can until he starts to scream sometime," Frank said, patting him on
the back.  They went back to the living
room.  "Have you told Alexx
yet?"  Horatio shook his head.  "You should.  She'll help."


 



        Horatio
frowned at where he could barely see Xander working with a power sprayer.  "I think she'll nag and he'll tense up
about it," he admitted, looking at him. 
"I don't know why I think that but I do think that's what will
happen."


 



        "Then
have her not nag.  If you tell her
beforehand she won't, Horatio."


 



        "We'll
see, Frank.  I'm sure Calleigh's told her
something.  Eric as well."


 



        "Is Eric
the young hottie?" Xander called.


 



        Horatio
stomped down on the sudden feeling of jealousy he had.  "Yes, why?"


 



        "Calleigh
drug him over last night to see all three of them."  He made another pass with the sprayer.  "She was very good at cuddling but he
was excellent at diapering."


 



       
"Interesting.  Did he say
anything?" Frank asked.


 



        Xander turned
off the feed, looking out at him. 
"That his mother would squeal for days about a guy my age raising
triplet boys their age."  He went
back to his painting once they were laughing. 
"Horatio, did you find the cheese in the bag with the
diapers?"


 



        "I can go
look, Xander."  He went to do that,
finding it hidden in the bottom of a bag. 
He tossed it into the fridge for him then came back to sit in the
nursery and watch them sleep.  When he
was finally ready to head home, Xander had finished all the painting downstairs
and in the main living area.  They were
both ignoring the attic.  It could wait
until the boys were older.  He saw the
cat slink in and look around, staying still while she went to sniff the
cribs.  She hopped up to look at Greg,
staring down at him.  He shifted in his
sleep so she slunk down into the crib, sitting at his feet to sniff his
toes.  Said toes wiggled but she didn't
back down.  She did lick one.  Greg sighed and smiled in his sleep.  She settled down to nap right there.  Xander peeked in and Horatio motioned him to
stillness.  He snuck over, looking in the
crib.  "She does like them."


 



        "She
does," he agreed quietly.  He
reached in to pet her.  "I don't
mind if you snuggle up at their feet, just don't hurt the boys,
kitty."  He left, going out to the
kitchen.  "Detective, are you
staying for dinner? I can warm you up something."


 



        "No,
that's all right, I should get home to my wife," he admitted, smiling at
him.  "Thanks for letting me have
some playtime."


 



        "Not a
problem.  You guys all have to make sure
I'm a good and fit guardian for your friend's son."  He smiled. 
"I'm not a mean person unless you threaten the cubs."


 



        "Good ta
know."  He walked out, leaving them
alone.


 



        Horatio came
out a few hours later with the cat in his arms. 
"She tried to eat Greg's hair."


 



        "That's
scent marking him as hers," Xander said, looking at her.  "They can be your kittens and my cubs,
sweetie.  Want some tuna
tonight?"  She meowed so he put some
down for her.  "There you
go."  She settled in to eat for
him.  He smiled at Horatio.  "Thank you."


 



        "You're
welcome."  He watched him pull food
out of the microwave.  "I should
probably head home."


 



        "I didn't
presume to cook for you, Horatio.  I
don't know what you like to eat."


 



        He smiled and
nodded.  "Then I'll see you in a few
days.  I've got to start work on
Monday."


 



        "Be
safe.  We'll be here."  He nodded, leaving it there for now.  He needed to have a long think and become a
world's expert on hyena behavior before he came back.  It might come in handy with the signs Xander
was showing of that behavior and how he called them cubs.  He microwaved his own dinner and settled in
front of his computer to research him. 
Starting with a background check through the PD system.  He put down the DNA swabs he had taken of the
other two so they could be run Monday as well. 
He had to know some things before he reacted.


 



        ***


 



        Xander was
walked back to where Horatio was hovering in DNA, getting an odd look.  "Hallie's in for an hour, she told me to
come."   He smiled at the tech in the
lab.  "Hi, Xander Harris, guardian
to his nephew at the moment."  He
waved.  "I won't try to shake
hands."


 



        "That's
probably a good idea since I'm wearing gloves."  She frowned. "Horatio, this was just
odd."


 



        "I
know," he admitted, coming inside and pulling Xander with him but shutting
everyone else out.  "Is it Ray
Junior?"


 



        "Yeah, an
exact match to the anti-kidnaping kit's DNA sample.  The other two matched in the system.  Could they be clones?" she hissed
quietly.


 



        He
shrugged.  "I don't know myself or
pretend to understand, Maxine.  Who are
the other two?"


 



        "The one
you had marked 'Greg' was a Greg Sanders, out of Las Vegas.  He's their missing DNA tech and field
trainee."


 



        "How long
did it take them to report him missing?" Xander asked.  She looked startled.  "It's important."


 



        "Six days
from the suspected date of disappearance," she admitted.  She looked at Horatio again.  "I ran them all three times,
Horatio.  The other one came up Speed."  She let him see the screen.


 



        He
nodded.  "Erase those from the
system," he ordered quietly.


 



        "Even Mr.
Sanders' test?  It could help find who
took him."


 



        "I think
I know," he admitted.  "I have
friends out there.  I'll let them know
privately."  She nodded, erasing the
searches.  "Thank you."


 



       
"Welcome.   I hope you can
figure out what's going on," she offered. 
She smiled at Xander. 
"Unless you know?"


 



        "I think
I kinda do," he admitted.  "I
also think it'll be okay."  She
nodded, watching Horatio walk the strange young man off.  "Now we know who Greg was."  Horatio glared at him.  "Horatio, he won't remember," he
said quietly.  "None of them
will."


 



        Horatio took a
deep breath.  "I know that."


 



        "Good."  He patted him on the hand.  "It'll be all right.  They'll grow up without the problems they had
before and be happy and content young men."  He nodded once.  "He might even come back to here."


 



        "He
might," he agreed with a small sigh. 
He walked him outside, looking at him. 
"Why did Hallie said to come down here?"  He shrugged. "You take orders?"


 



        "From
her."  He gave him a small
grin.  "I trust her not to screw me
over since I'm working for her."


 



        "That's a
reasonable assumption."  He looked
at him.  "You do know that they're
looking for you?"


 



        "Yup and
I know very well Willow can track me her way and probably has at least once
since I had to remove a trace from Greg's body last night," he said
quietly. "Hallie and I are working on that today."  He nodded at that.  "If they come down, they're not getting
anywhere near the boys.  You don't have
to worry about that."


 



        "That's
not what I'm worried about, Xander." 
He tipped his head slightly to the side, studying him.  "I'm still not sure you're that healthy
to do this."


 



        "Have you
seen me do something wrong?"


 



        "What
happens when and if they get colic or won't sleep for hours? When you're
frustrated?"


 



        "That was
day two of having all three of them," he said dryly.  "I huffed and went to have some cocoa
while I calmed down.  I'm not going to be
like my parents, Horatio.   The only
thing from my old life that's touching those boys is Hallie and that stray
cat."  Horatio looked stunned.  "I'm pretty sure that's Tara taking her
over now and then and if she comes down in human form I'll let her see the
boys.  I adored Tara.  She's the only one out there I consider a
pack member.  The rest of them were
snobby bitches who decided I was worthless."  He shrugged. 
"Not an issue."


 



       
"Fine.  We'll talk
tonight."


 



       
"Sure."


 



        "I want
them to be seen by a doctor.  Ray has the
start of a cold."


 



        "I
haven't figured out who they're going to yet," he admitted.  "But I can agree to that. Babies need
shots and things."  That got a
nod.  "Any other demands?"


 



        "Not
yet."


 



        "You'll
find I'm reasonable to requests too," he offered, patting him on the arm
before he walked off.


 



        "I'll get
a good recommendation," Horatio called after him.  Xander waved a hand.  He growled but calmed himself down.  He knew the boy wasn't going to hurt the boys
but there was too much floating around him that could.  He went to talk to Alexx, finding her
cleaning after doing an autopsy. 
"Do you have a few minutes?"


 



        "Of
course!  Are you moving to take custody
of your nephew?"


 



        "Not at
the moment.  He has some valid
points.  Including that the Mala Noche
threat is still around."


 



        "The
longer you leave him there, the more your nephew will bond to him,
Horatio.  It'll be traumatic to break
them apart."


 



        He
grimaced.  "I think it's already too
late for that, Alexx, and I'm not sure breaking them apart is the right
thing.  The only thing I am sure of is
that the boy has some very bad influences in his former life and he left them
to go protect others."  She nodded
at that.  "I..."


 



        "You see
a lot of yourself in the boy?" she suggested, leading him into her
office.  "Tell me, sugar."


 



        He settled in
to tell her everything.  She looked
startled at some of it, but by the end she was 
nodding.  "I just don't know
what to do, Alexx.   Ray seems so *happy*
there.  He's content.  He hasn't been that happy since before Ray
Senior died," he said quietly. 
"Plus I'm worried about his former friends coming down."


 



        She reached
over to smooth down some of his hair. 
"Let him handle his friends unless he asks, Horatio.  As for the Vegas team, don't tell them a
thing.  They won't accept it and they'll
try to fight to get him back.  Or his
parents might."  He looked at
her.  "There's got to be a reason he
asked," she reminded him.  "I'm
glad Timmy's getting a second chance."


 



        He
smiled.  "He's so like Speed.  He grumbles at types of music.  He hates to cuddle.  He scrunches up his face that same way.  But he's not."


 



        "Then
think of him like he's Speed's son," she ordered gently.  "Because that's basically what he is,
Horatio.  He's the son of my poor boy
Speedy."  He nodded, accepting
that.  "He'll never be the same
Speed but he'll be a happier version of him. 
Some things won't be 
changing.  His mind, his instincts
probably won't.  I'm sure that boy will
teach him all he needs to know about protecting himself and hunting."


 



        "Plus
cleaning his gun," Calleigh said from the doorway.  "He filed for his licences.  They're in the system, Horatio."  She handed over that report.  "He's listing three shotguns, four
handguns, and a crossbow for hunting purposes."  She came in and sat down.  "How are the kids?"


 



        "They're
doing good.  I told him to take Ray to
someone since he's starting to sniffle."


 



        "I'm not
sure if they'll need their shots again or not," Alexx admitted.  "I'll have to look that up.  I'll be over to look at them tonight for
you."   He smiled and nodded.  "Anything else?"


 



        "They
like to watch him paint," he admitted with a small smile.  "Timmy kept scowling at the color
choices."  Both women smiled at
that.  He looked at her.  "You talked to Maxine?"


 



        "Yeah, of
course I did.  Eric and I both pounced
her with Frank."  She stroked his
arm. "What're you going to do, Horatio? 
Eric's claiming he's an uncle to Speed."


 



        "He won't
be Speed," he reminded her. 
"He won't remember anything that used to make him Speed."


 



        "So, like
Alexx said, we'll treat him like the son of Speed and tell him stories about
his daddy," Eric said from the doorway. "Sorry, lurking asshole got
to me.  Maxine finished erasing the
searches and all that stuff, including tossing the swabs after marking them useless."  Horatio smiled.  "Now what?"


 



        "Now, I
go meet my grandbabies," Alexx said firmly.  "All four of them.  Even if the boy doesn't like it."  She looked at Horatio.  "He's got to know other pack leaders
exist."


 



        "I talked
about you a few times," he admitted. 
She smiled at that.  "You can
go over tonight.  Right now he and Hallie
are doing something to further protect them from his friends."


 



        "Yeah,
his friends. There's a topic of discussion," Eric said grimly.  Calleigh looked at him.  "I have contacts down there through my
dad, who did some work with a company who does some work for them.  Asked about the boy."  He looked at Horatio.  "They all think he can't fight."


 



        Horatio
snorted.  "He also said that his
former friends disrespected and loathed him, Eric. That they didn't appreciate
what he could do.  I'm pretty sure the
boy can fight."


 



        "Yeah,
they said evidence showed that he could but his *known* skills that were put
around weren't that great.  Except for
the fact that he gets possessed and kidnaped now and then."


 



        "Not any
more, he gave it up," Horatio assured him. 
That got smiles all around. 
"Now, if they should come down Xander has promised to make sure
that his former friends don't come anywhere near the boys, except for
Tara."


 



        "She's
said to be sweet and nice, untouchably pure," Eric agreed.  "Very motherly as well.  One of them called her a pure reflection of
the Mother Goddess."


 



        Horatio
smiled.  "He said she's the only one
he considered a pack member out there." 
He stood up and looked out at the sound of a door opening.  "Rick, is there a problem?"


 



        "We're
having staff meetings down here now?" he demanded.  Horatio just stared at him.  "Yelina's boy, did you do a paternity
test?"


 



        "He's Ray
Junior's son," he said quietly. 
Rick Stetler looked stunned. 
"They're still looking for Ray. 
She named him Ray the third."


 



       
"Fine," he agreed. 
"Are you taking custody?"


 



        "He and I
have an agreement right now.  I'm working
insane hours.  There's still the Mala
Noche threat.  Right now we're both
content to leave him there until things even out in my life."  That got a single nod.  "I have seen him nearly every single day
since a week after the funeral.  Ray's
well taken care of, he's a happy and content baby with the twins Xander's
raising.  They're been watching him
paint."  Rick walked off shaking his
head.  He shrugged and sat down again,
smiling at her.  "Should I drive you
over?"


 



        "I'm sure
I can find the way."


 



        "Xander
admitted he looked us up on the website," Calleigh offered.  "I don't know if it was the official PD
one since I don't think there's any pictures of the lab on it."


 



        "Some
publicity ones where we had the open house after the update," Eric
reminded her.  "Speaking of,
Wolfe?"


 



        "I don't
know how he'd take it," he admitted. "I'll talk to him about it later
today."  They nodded and his two CSI
left.  He looked at Alexx.  "I know he's not hurting them."


 



        "No but
he's a first time parent and he can come to me for advice, Horatio.  Every parent needs some now and then."


 



        He nodded,
smiling at her.  He got up with a kiss to
her cheek and went to find his other tech. 
He found him in a lab scowling at something and nodded Eric to
leave.  "Mr. Wolfe."


 



        He looked
over.  "What?  Am I doing something wrong?"


 



        "No, I
wanted you to know something that's going on right now."


 



        "I heard
about your sister-in-law.  I'm sorry,
Horatio.  She was a great
detective."  He smiled at that.  "Did they find your nephew?"


 



        "No, and
they don't think they will," he sighed, closing the door.  "There is a small matter that has been
floating around however."


 



       
"What?"  He leaned on
the table.  "Something relating back
to the Mala Noche?"


 



        "More relating
back to my family.  Ray Junior left an
infant son."


 



        "I heard
something about that.  That was the dark
haired guy in today, right?" 
Horatio nodded.  "Are you
going to fight for custody?  Because I'll
definitely write you a letter and all that if you need me to."


 



        "Right
now we're working things out," he assured him.  "He pointed out that I do work a lot of
unpredictable hours.  That there is still
a threat."


 



        "Yeah,
but then again he shot at a gang member last night and lit him on fire,"
Ryan offered.  Horatio looked
stunned.  "One of the local biker
gangs has been trying his neighborhood on for size.  They decided to try him late last night.  He came to the door with a shotgun to stop
them.  Stomped on one guy's chest when he
tried to make it past him.  Another guy
came up with a gas canister to burn the house. 
He shot the gas canister and boom, barbequed thug.  My former partner was the guy who arrested
the thugs.  They decided what he did was
self-defense since they were clearly going to commit arson with the kids in the
house."


 



        Horatio
relaxed and nodded.  "Xander is very
protective."


 



        "Ya
think?" Ryan joked, giving him a look. 
"My partner did a search on his name.  Did you know about the sealed federal file?"


 



        "No.  Military service?"


 



        "No,
former special ops group that went out to his town to play around with mind
control.  He and his friends stopped
it."  He shrugged.  "His brother's in Army Intelligence and
he found that part."


 



        "I would
like to see that."


 



        "I told
him you would.  It's probably being
mailed to you.  Is he going to be okay
with the boys?"


 



        "He's
fine, Mr. Wolfe.  He's a great
father.  Very attentive and
protective."  He smiled.  "There is one other thing you should be
aware of.  One of the other ones he got
asked to hold is the son of the tech you replaced."


 



        "No
wonder Calleigh was crying in her lab earlier."  Horatio nodded, swallowing some.  "If you need me to help babysit or something,
I'm there.  I don't care who the kids
are, were, or will be."  Horatio
gave him a look and he grinned. 
"I'm a bit more connected to that. 
My uncle kinda dated a High Priestess on and off for about twenty years.
She initiated me and I'm still not claiming or using it.  I don't have the right sort of willpower
according to her."


 



        "Thank
you for telling me that."  He looked
at him.  "If you wanted to visit he
did say that he would allow all the team to come over."


 



        "If he
wants or needs me to, one of you will tell me."


 



        "Thank
you, Mr. Wolfe."


 



        "Welcome,
Horatio.  Can you tell what this
is?" he asked, sliding over a picture. 
"It's driving me nuts."


 



        "It looks
like it's a tire impression."


 



        "Yeah but
it was under the blood.  I only got that
because I scooped so much of the blood up and it's still not clear enough for
the computer to match."


 



        "See if
Tyler can remove the blood residue from the picture or enhance the
treads," he suggested.


 



        "Thanks,
boss."  He smiled and took it over
there.


 



        Horatio went
up to his office to check through the inter-office mail.   That boy's past was becoming more and more
interesting by the day.  He did call out
there.  "Thugs on fire?" he
asked in greeting.  Xander grunted
something then hung up.   He had heard a
baby fussing in the background so he guessed he was busy.


 



        ***


 



        Alexx looked
at the young man who answered the door. 
"Calleigh didn't say you were just a baby yourself!" she
complained, pushing her way inside.


 



        "And you
are?" he called after her, checking outside before closing the door.  He followed her up the stairs.  "And I repeat again before I have to
protect them from you.  You are?"


 



        "Alexx
Woods, Horatio's team's ME."  She
smiled at him.  "Adoptive Momma to
Timmy when he was a bigger boy."


 



        "Ah.  Hallie said you'd probably be dropping
by.  Do they need new booster
shots?"


 



        "It
probably wouldn't hurt," she admitted, sitting down to look them
over.  "This is Ray?"  He nodded. 
"He could probably use a decongestant.  That can be gotten at any good drug
store.  Ask the pharmacist."  He nodded at that, sitting across from
her.  "Who's the third one?"


 



       
"Greg."


 



        "Hi,
Greg."  He cooed from behind his
bottle.  She smiled. "You're
good."


 



        "I had to
learn.   It's not often they all three
want it together but now and then..." 
He smiled at her.  "Anything
else I should watch out for?"


 



        "No, so
far they look okay."  She looked at
him. "How are you doing school records?"


 



        "We
haven't talked about that yet.  His birth
certificate is in the kitchen. I haven't filed it," he admitted.  "Horatio and I are probably going to
have a fight about that.  I know I can't
file the same name he had in the system."


 



       
"True.  That leaves a 'third'
situation or a new last name."


 



        Xander nodded.
"I was thinking of making Caine his middle name. I know Horatio will hate
it but it could protect him more."


 



        "You're
right, he'll hate it.  Since you're
treating them like the sons of their former selves, a third would be
okay."


 



       
"Maybe.  We'll fight about
that the next time he's over."  She
smiled and nodded.  "Any other wise
advice?"


 



        "Got a
swing yet?"


 



        "Waiting
to be put together," he admitted dryly. 
"Plus some crawling baby play areas."


 



        "Good
idea, baby."  She stroked his
cheek.  "It'll be fine and I've got
two of my own. You can ask me questions when you get stuck."


 



        "Why
doesn't Tim like to eat now and then?"


 



        "He
*never* ate enough before.  He'd go all
day and forget to eat if he was doing something," she assured him dryly,
shaking her head.  "That's why I
adopted the boy."


 



        He
smiled.  "Anymore I make sure if
one's eating he's getting a bottle too." 
She smiled at that.  "He
grumbles at me."


 



        "He did
that to me a few times too," she promised. 
She smiled at Ray, who was snuggling in for a nap.  "Aww, aren't you sweet?"


 



       
"Today.  He peed on the cop
taking statements last night."


 



        "We
heard."  He groaned and put his face
in his hands, shaking his head. 
"You okay?"


 



        "I've
seen and done worse, Alexx."  He
looked at her.  "I'm used to
protecting others.  I thought he'd drop
the can.  Stupid me."


 



        "He
probably deserved it."


 



        "They
tried the old lady up the street and the plant nursery place up the block
too," he admitted. "I put tacks down to get them once and a chain got
them the second time.  I know they didn't
trace it back."


 



        "A single
father would be just as helpless to their way of thinking as a grandmother and
some plants, Xander.  You were next on
their list anyway."  He nodded at
that wisdom.  "Now, have you
eaten?"


 



        "Yeah, I
had a Lean Cuisine for lunch already," he said.  She gave him a look.  "I can cook but cooking for just me sucks.  I'll start cooking again when they start
being able to handle solid food."


 



        "They're
how close to six months?"


 



        "Greg and
Tim are both almost there.  Or just
over.  I'd have to do the math.  Ray's a month from it."  He got up to check.  "Tim and Greg are both six and a half
months.  Ray's four and
three-quarters."


 



        "At this
age a lot of parents go by weeks."


 



        "That
takes more math," he called, bringing out some water for her and some soda
for himself.  "Time for solid
food?"  She nodded.
"Cereal?"


 



        "Make it
very thin the first few times," she advised.  "Then you can get into baby food."


 



        He nodded.
"I can do that."  She smiled
and patted him on the cheek again. 
"I'm fine.  Really.  I'm a good daddy."


 



        "I can
tell you are."  She smiled at Ray,
handing him back, watching as he got up to put him into his crib.  "Nap time?"


 



        "Oh,
yeah. Then we'll watch some more painting this afternoon.  Though I nearly painted Greg yesterday when
he cried at the noise.  I forgot to let
the trigger go."  She giggled.  "After I'm done painting I'm sanding the
floors down and refinishing them. That way they can't be hurt."


 



        "I like
that idea," she assured him. 
"That way they can't crawl and help you too."  He nodded at that.  "The paint fumes don't bother
them?"


 



        "I'm
using low fume paint and have a fan pointed at the walls.  I used to work construction."


 



       
"Good!  What about the
stain?"


 



        "I'm
figuring on starting back in my bedroom and I'll sleep on the couch that night,
then slowly moving out.  The day I do the
living room they'll be in the kitchen." 
She nodded at that wisdom. 
"Then we'll go play in the park."  She smiled at that.  "It'll be good for them to get some
fresh air."  He looked around at the
beaten up flooring.  "It's old but
it's sturdy and has character."


 



        "It
does."   She helped him put the
other two down, burping Timmy for him. 
"There you go, sweetness." 
He made a grumbling noise, making both parents smile.  "Your daddy Speedy would've been so
proud of that noise," she teased, pulling down his shirt.  She led him back out after checking the supplies
in the nursery. "So far you're doing very good, Xander.  Had any problems with diapers?"


 



        "Greg had
the runs and he did not like me cleaning him as fully as he needed to.  He's uncut."


 



        She nodded at
that.  "Sometimes babies can be
fussy about that."  She sat down
next to him on the couch. "You need a new couch."


 



        "I know
but Hallie only gave me so much of a stipend and I'll need to make it last for
a few more years."  Hallie appeared,
giving him a 'dumbass' look. 
"What?" he defended. 
"I'll have to go back to work some day."


 



        "They are
your work, Xander.  Furnish and finish
the house.  That way if you have to pull
a sudden move to protect them it'll be easily sold for traveling
money."  He nodded, getting that.
"Thank you!  Are you going to keep
the floors?"


 



        "I like
the old wood.  It could use refinished
but I think it'll hold up to it well." 
She smiled and nodded.  "Then
I'm putting up a play area downstairs behind the stairway.  That way they can have a place to play when
we can't go out."


 



        "I like
that idea," she assured him, kissing him on the cheek.  "Even if something happens to me, it
should still continue until they're sixteen. 
Then it'll turn into a college fund."


 



        "I set
some aside for that already," he admitted. 
She sighed and nodded, disappearing again.  "I keep anticipating stuff and she gets
frustrated now and then," he told her.


 



        "You're
being a good daddy and that's all that should matter," she promised,
patting him on the hand.  "What are
you thinking about daycare?"


 



        "I don't
know.  I hated headstart.  If we an afford it and I can find a good one,
of course they can go."  She smiled
and nodded at that.  "If not, then we'll
be working on it at home.  Even if I do
have to learn math again right along with them."  She smiled at that.  "I'm not making plans that far in
advance yet.  I saw the movie with the ad
executive in New York that ended up making baby food.  I'm not going to one of those sort of baby
daycares where they're forced to learn Shakespear as a toddler."


 



        "Good
idea," she agreed.  "What about
languages?"


 



        "Miami's
pretty diverse. They'll pick it up." 
She smiled at that. "They might also learn Klingon from me because
I tend to swear in it."  She giggled
and gave him a hug.  "Thanks,
Alexx.  Did you want to play with them
some more?"


 



        "No, I
should get back to work.  Remember to get
the decongestant."


 



        "I
will."


 



        She kissed him
on the cheek and got up, going to report back to Horatio when she got called to
his current scene.  "That boy is a
sweetie, Horatio. A bit odd.  He said he
swears in Klingon so the boys'll pick it up off him too."  He smothered a smile at that.  "Also, have the talk about names.   He knows he's got to do a bit of
changing."


 



        "Ray's
staying a Caine," he said firmly.


 



        "He
wasn't sure if he shouldn't bury it as his middle name," she said gently.
"To protect him more."


 



        "I'm sure
it won't be necessary," he told her. 
He called Xander.  "Should I
pick up anything before we fight tonight?" 
He smiled.  "I can do
that.  Anything else?"  He made a mental list.  "Fine. 
He's staying a Caine, Xander." 
He listened to his reasons and sighed. 
"While that might be true, him being a third would do the same
thing," he said quietly.  "I would
prefer it, yes.  The same with Tim.  Actually, I can see his middle name being
something like that.  Thank you.  We'll talk tonight."  He hung up and got back to work.  "Thank you, Alexx."


 



        "Welcome,
sweetie."  She got to work.
"Well, what happened to you?" she complained.  She checked the bruises.  "Looks like someone took a bat to you,
sugar.  Were you a bad girl or were they
really mad?"


 



        "I'm
guessing mad," Calleigh offered, pointing at the evidence around them.
"They splintered the bat beating her."


 



        "That
does mean someone was *very* mad," she agreed.  "You poor thing."  She gathered her patient and they went off
together.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio
finally got the last of the information he needed on the young man, settling in
to read it.  They had decided Greg's name
was going to be Greg Olaf Harris.  Greg's
friends had all said that he talked about his Grandfather Olaf all the time.  It was a fitting tribute to his last
life.  Tim was now Timothy Harley
Harris.  They couldn't name him Speed and
it was close enough for Horatio's sense of humor.  Ray became Raymond James Caine the
Third.  A bit pretentious but it'd be
fine.  The completed background check was
very interesting.  It led him to want to
drink in a lot of places.  One of them
made him get up to get a drink.  Now he
knew what he had said about commanding a battle.  He sipped his beer while he read the
rest.  It only got worse from there.  The person doing the search had noted that
the girls were clearly ignoring him. 
They decided he must have done something to split the group but from
what clues Xander had given, it hadn't been his doing.  Or at least not entirely his doing.


 



        He stayed up
most of the night reading, thinking about the boy.  He was a strong boy.  He had survived situations that would've made
him piss himself.  He had known the love
of someone who had helped raise him when his parents had failed and then had it
stripped away later on.  The person who
had done his background check for the Initiative had seen it going to hell back
in high school.  He had no idea how the
boy had survived.  Or why he had went
back after he had left for a few months. 
Then again, he would have went back to his friends, even if they would
treat him bad.  There was always the hope
they would smarten up.  The information
on his friends was more promising.  They
were now starting to smarten up.  They
were seeing what they had lost at the very least.  He did like that one girl Tara.  Xander had spoken highly of her and so had
the person gathering the intelligence. 
He would like to meet her. 
Without the others but he would gladly meet with her.  She seemed...pure.  That was the feeling he got from what was
said.


 



        It was dawn
when he woke himself out of his thoughts. 
He called his boss.  "I need
to take some time to talk to the man raising my nephew," he said
quietly.  "No, nothing wrong.  He's done excellently, but he has made some
points about me taking control of him. 
Thank you, sir."  He hung up
and went to shower and change.  He came
out in a clean suit and ready for the day. 
He drove over and managed to get Xander up.  A very sleepy young man was wandering out of
his bedroom when he walked up the stairs. 
"It's just me, Xander.  Go
wake up."


 



        Xander looked
at him.  "You're too chipper to be a
pack member this morning.  Go sit
down."  He glared until Horatio
retreated to the living room.  He grunted
and went to check on the boys. 
"Boys, Horatio's here.  Wanna
see him?"  Timmy yawned and wiggled
so he got him out and went to hand him off. 
"The other two are still sleeping. 
Like you should be."  He
flopped down on the couch next to him, going back to sleep.  "Tired."


 



        "I'll
watch the boys for a few hours.  You can
trust me to guard your pack, Xander." 
Xander yawned and looked at him. 
"Even senior pack females have to trust the males to guard the pack
now and then," he said gently. 
"I'll watch him." 
Xander nodded, falling asleep right there.  He smiled at Tim.  "Good morning, cub."  Tim cooed at him and flailed an arm.  "I know, you're not a morning person but
that's okay.  We'll handle
that."  Greg squealed so he got up
to look at him, finding the stray cat in there licking his toes.  "He could've slept, kitty."  He petted her.   He plucked Greg up to carry him out
too.  "Come on, Greg."  He settled them both in his lap, ignoring the
looks Timmy gave him.  "Yes, you
have to cuddle.  It's good for
you."  He stroked their backs.  "Did you have good rest?" he
whispered.  Xander had shifted at the
sound of his voice.  The boy sniffed then
shifted again.  He reached over to stroke
his leg.  "It's me, Xander."  Xander sniffed him then shifted so his head
was on his hip.  "Relax and sleep,
Xander," he soothed, stroking over his hair.


 



        The boys
stared up at him.  "Yes, the other
daddy is resting."  He heard Ray
fuss so he let Xander hold the boys for a few minutes.  He went to get Ray and change him, bringing
him back out.  He shifted so he could
hold them all, letting Xander have his thigh to rest on.  He smiled at them, getting happy baby boys
looking back.  "Such good
boys," he soothed, stroking over their hairs.  "We're going to do okay and let Xander
sleep, boys.  We're going to
talk."  He smiled at them.  "I know this is all strange to you guys,
but I'm Horatio.  You've seen me a lot
and you're going to continue to see me, you especially, Ray."  Ray snuffled his chest like the pack daddy
did.  Horatio smiled, he knew exactly
where he had learned that move. 
"Did the daddy teach you that?" he asked.  Xander blinked up at him.  "We're talking.  Go back to sleep."


 



       
"Work?" he asked tiredly.


 



        "No,
you're not working."


 



        Xander blinked
at him.  "I meant yours."


 



        "I'm
taking today off to spend with the boys. 
You're tired."


 



        "That's
because it's barely dawn, Horatio.  We're
night people out in Sunnydale.  I only
got to bed at three."  He closed his
eyes again.  "You guys be good for
the pack beta.  He'll take good care of
you.  I would change Tim.  That stink is only going to get worse."  He took the other two while Horatio went to
change him then changed Greg since he hadn't yet.  Xander settled back next to his hip.  "Good job.  Alexx said we can start them on very thin
mush.  Cereal's in the cabinet.   Mix it like you would insta-spuds only
thinner."  He yawned again.  "Then watch out for flying food.  Greg hates it unless you put some of the
dried fruit flakes in it."


 



        "I'll do
that in a few minutes.  Do we have high
chairs?"  A hand pointed at the
carseats.  "We should get them high
chairs."


 



        "Go for
it," he agreed tiredly, drifting off again.   "Stroller's in closet," he sighed
before he started to snore quietly.


 



        Horatio smiled
at the boys.  "Let's do that then
we'll let daddy nap."  He got them
into their seats and into the kitchen with him. 
He found the cereal and the fruit flakes.  He read the directions and made enough for
one large bowl.  He put the fruit flakes
on half in case Tim turned out to be the fussy eater - and he wasn't, Ray
was.   Tim placidly ate for him.  Greg squealed and got demanding for the food.  Ray hated the fruit.   He ended up with two spoons going so he
could interchange, working out a rhythm so Greg quit being so loud.   Finally the bowl was clean, the babies
weren't clean, and definitely needed a washcloth at the very least, and a new
shirt in two cases.  "How about, how
about we clean you three up and go find high chairs?" he suggested
quietly.  Tim gave him a horrified
look.  "It'll be fine. You'll like
being in the hummer, Tim.  Your daddy
did.  He used to joke it was like riding
elephants."


 



        He tickled him
but got them all cleaned up.  He drug
them down to the car, then came back to get the stroller with the last
one.  Then he had to rest beside the
hummer for a minute.  That was hard
work!  No wonder Xander hardly ever went
out!  He got in to drive, checking
them.  All three were staring at
him.  "We're going shopping,
boys.  Do we need anything other than
high chairs?  Clothes, diapers,
anything?"  No one even cooed.  "Okay, it'll be at my discretion
then."  He started the engine and
Greg fussed until he put on music. 
"Better?"  He pulled
out, heading for one of those mega stores that liked to pollute the city.   It'd be cheaper and have more
selection.  He got all three of them into
the stroller when he got there, pushing them inside.  The greeter gave him a horrified look.  "I know."


 



        "We do
have carts that can hold all three of them plus stuff," she offered,
pointing at the train-looking cart. 
"That has seat belts even so they can't escape."


 



        "They're
not crawling yet."  She nodded and
helped get them into there, then the stroller went into the thin basket
underneath for strollers.  He felt so
very odd pushing that thing but it was fun listening to the boys squeal at all
the blonde women they met.  "I'll
see if Aunt Calleigh will come over tonight," he promised.  Greg made a lunge at a really hideous
shirt.  "No, Greg."  He put it back and looked down at him.  Greg fussed. 
"Quit please?  We'll get
daddy food as a present instead of a shirt."   He walked them on, taking them to the baby
section.  Speed pouted the entire
time.  He did find high chairs that were
reasonably priced so he got three.  The
nearby parents looked at him then in the stroller then back at him.  "One's my nephew, the others are twins.  I'm babysitting and running errands."


 



        "You're a
great uncle," one mother assured him. 
"I'm so sorry for their mother."


 



       
"Father."


 



        "Oh,
dear," she sighed, shuddering. 
"That poor boy.  Give him my
condolences?"


 



        "Of
course."  He smiled gently and moved
them on to look at clothes.  He saw Tim
still scowling.  "You will quit
giving everyone evil looks or I'm putting you in Pooh," he said
quietly.  Tim glared at him instead.  He held up a pink shirt and Tim fussed.  "Good boy.  That's better."  He picked out some cute outfits for the boys,
nothing with Pooh on it but Greg did get Tigger, and then he went to look at
the toys.  He knew what Xander had
stashed in his closet for when they were older. 
He found something new and put it into the cart too, then went to look
at baby food.  There had to be something
better than oatmeal.  He found one brand
that was rated by age, picking out three of each flavor, just in case they all
liked one.  He also picked up juice boxes
with actual juice instead of fruit drink.  
Then he called Alexx.  "Can
they have the big tootsie rolls at their ages?"  He smiled. "High chairs.  He's been using the carriers to feed
them.  We did that this morning.  Ray hated fruit flakes in his cereal.  Tim wouldn't eat any without it and neither
would Greg."  He smiled and picked
out what she suggested.  "Thank you,
Alexx.  I do remember cheerios everywhere
for a snack."  He put it into the
basket too and walked them on.  "No,
I'm taking today off.  The boys have been
cooing at every blonde woman they run into so would you ask Calleigh if she'd
like to come play with them tonight?  I
told them I'd ask."  He smiled.  "Thank you."  He hung up and went back to shopping for the
tiring trio.


 



        He had the
sudden bad thought: they'd be walking soon. 
Then they'd have to chase them.


 



        Oh, damn, it
*was* going to drive him and Xander insane.


 



        ***


 



        Xander woke up
to the smell of real food, blinking at Horatio. 
"You cooked?"


 



        "I
did.  I was hungry."  Xander came padding in, looking at the trio
in their high chairs.  He smiled.  "Cheerios make good baby snacks."


 



        "I can
see that."  He stole one from Greg's
tray, getting an angry squeal.  He got
him a few more from the box and earned a smug look.  "Eat more, show me how good you three
eat."  Even Tim stuffed his face
with the cheerios in his fist, earning a smile. 
"Good job!"  He took the
bottles of juice, looking at them then at Horatio.  "They can drink juice?"


 



        "They can
and often do."


 



       
"Wow."  He let them have
the bottles too.  Dry cheerios were a bit
like sawdust in your throat.  Horatio set
food in front of him and sat down across from him next to Tim.  His plate got put down too.  "Thank you for cooking."


 



        "It
wasn't a problem," he assured him. 
"They did have a lot of fun cooing at the blondes."


 



        "They
often do.  If she's coming over I should
clean.  Last time she caught me sorting
laundry and told me I had better clean better or she was turning me in to
CPS."  He ate a bite of his
breakfast.  "Hmmm, good cook.  Thank you," he mumbled between bites.


 



        "Slow
down and chew, Xander.  I have the whole
day off."   Someone knocked so he
went to get it.  "Yes, sir?" he
asked the electric company worker.


 



        "Sir, we
have a bill that needs to be paid," he said grimly.


 



        Xander came
jogging down the stairs with a check. 
"Sorry, man, I just got custody of my triplets, it skipped my mind
totally.  I'm arranging to have it auto
drafted."  That got a smile and the
man walked off.  "Sorry.  Forgot the water too.  He woke me up yesterday from my
nap."  He walked back up the
stairs.  "I am having it auto
drafted, I promise. The bank's set it up for next month."


 



        "That's
fine, Xander."  He closed the door
and followed him.  "You haven't been
here that long."


 



        "She was
apparently using this house before," he admitted.  He checked on the boys, all slurping or
nibbling happily, and sat down to eat his own food.  "Did you pick up more regular
cereal?"


 



        "I did
and they had these nice other sorts of food too."  Xander gave him an awed look.  "They said they're for babies their
age."  He showed him the full
cabinet.  "See?"


 



       
"Wow.  You hunt and gather very
well for the pack.  Give me the receipt
and I'll pay you back."


 



        "Don't
worry about it, Xander."  He patted
him on the head and sat down to eat. 
"Including some fruit packs so they can suck on those too."


 



        "Do you
think they're not getting enough vitamins and stuff?"


 



        "I don't
know," he admitted.  "I know
Ray used to suck down cheerios and applesauce all the time."  He shrugged. 
"If not, the others should like it or it won't hurt you."


 



        "Good
point."  He finished his dinner and
went to put his dish in the sink, then he got one of the pouches of applesauce,
coming over to feed the trio of terrors. 
"Here, nummies."  Ray ate
some and hummed, diving forward to get the spoon back.  Greg got impatient so he got his.  Then Tim took a careful bite, licking his
lips and scowling.  "Tough, try some
more."  He fed him another bite then
moved back down the line.  Back and forth
until it was done.  Tim was the one who
fussed for more.  Horatio got some more
and took the spoon to feed them this time. 
"How did you do it earlier?"


 



       
"Whichever had his mouth open."


 



        "I tried
that but Tim didn't eat as much.  I felt
he was being deprived."  He snuck a
french fry off Horatio's plate and nibbled on it, patting Greg on the head when
he begged for it. "You are not a puppy to beg for table scraps,
Greggy."  Greg pouted.
"Tough.  Eat the applesauce and your
cheerios."  He shoved in a few with
his applesauce, making Horatio smile. 
"They're good boys most of the time."


 



        "It seems
like they are," he agreed.  He
finished that bowl and Tim didn't complain this time.  Greg didn't complain either, but he did
accept his bottle back.  So did Ray.  Xander got them cleaned up and out onto the
furry rug for a nap while he went to clean his bedroom and start some
laundry.  Horatio put the dishes in the
dishwasher and went to watch the boys nap. 
They looked so sweet and innocent when they slept.  Too bad they weren't always like that.  He wouldn't tell Xander how Ray had tried to
take some woman's underwear with him by grabbing the part she had sticking out
of her pants.  Or how Tim reached over to
help.  Or even how Greg cackled when she
squealed and tried to get free.  He
really did need to pay more attention to them when he had them out.


 



        Calleigh came
over around dinner time.  "Easy
day," she assured him, looking around. 
"No laundry this time."


 



        "He said
he was sorting it the last time, Calleigh."


 



        "My
mother kept the place spotless," she assured him.


 



        "My
mother didn't," Xander said as he came out of the nursery, "and there
was only one of you."


 



        "Good
point," she sighed.  "Still,
try harder."


 



        "I was
sorting.  It had been two days since I
did any."


 



        "They go
through that many changes of clothes in a day?" she asked.


 



        Xander nodded.
"Usually right after meals."  
He looked at the sleeping tots, checking their foreheads.  "Not warm."


 



        "Let them
sleep.  Sleeping babies are a gift from
God," Horatio said quietly, looking up from his magazine.  Calleigh smiled and nodded.  "They flirted with every single blonde
woman they saw in the store."


 



       
"Awww."  She sat down to
look at them, straightening out Greg's shirt since it was bunched up.  He burped and she picked him up to clean his
mouth, getting a sleepy baby staring at her. 
"Did you want to see me, snookums?"  He smiled and patted her cheek, then snuggled
into her shoulder to complete his nap. 
"We must be hitting a growth spurt."


 



       
"Fortunately I got them some clothes that were bigger,"
Horatio admitted.


 



        Xander looked
at him.  "Half their stuff already
is bigger, Horatio.  I've got some stuff
stored up to the one year size.  Though,
if the Tigger shirt was your idea, it's not going on Tim.  He hates anything Pooh related."


 



        "I
thought it'd go well on Greg.  He's the
bouncy one," he offered with a smile. 
"Go fix dinner?"


 



       
"Sure."  Greg perked up
at that.  "Yes, I'll get her stuff
for you too, greedy."  He went to
turn food into a feast and got her some of the baby food and spoons for her
feeding pleasure.  Greg kept trying to
get the food with his fingers and ended up flinging it at her chest.  "Sorry," he called, safely out of
range.  Horatio got hit a few times with
some flung food but he was nice enough not to say anything.


 



        "I think
he wants to play," she complained.


 



        "He wants
to feed himself," Horatio corrected. 
"Suck it off your fingers, Greg."  He stuck the fingers in the boy's mouth,
watching as he tasted it and licked them. 
"See?"  He handed her a
paper towel.  "Here, I'm not even
going to try to help you clean that off."


 



        She looked
down at her chest then at the baby. 
"You have very good aim. 
Maybe you'll be a gun tech like me, sweetness."  Tim flipped over.  "Hey, you rolled," she said
happily.


 



        Xander came
out to look at where Tim was now using Ray as a pillow.  "Comfy, Timmy?"  Tim spit. 
"Good boy.  I'm proud you
rolled over."  He stroked over his
hair.   "Auntie has food if you're
hungry."  The boy gave her a look
and she held out the spoon, making Greg squeal and try to get it back.  "Greedy, share," Xander
ordered.  Greg saw a bit of food on her
neck and leaned down to suck it off for her, making her squeal and hand the
baby off suddenly.  Both guys
laughed.   "You have good taste,
Greg.  She's pretty and smart."  He took over feeding duties while she went to
clean up and borrow one of his t-shirts. 
Ray woke up and got some of the food too, but he just blinked and made a
face, spitting it back out.  It got fed
to Tim instead and he gobbled it, Ray spit and all.  "Okay, that works too.  Calleigh, can you come change Ray?"  She came out to grab the pillow baby, taking
him into the nursery to change.  He
handed Horatio the spoon and went to stir. 
Then he came back and took over feeding duties again.  Greg was full, he wanted the attention and
Horatio could do that very well.  She
came out and pulled the food off the stove, putting out plates.  The kids went into the high chairs, with some
more cheerios, and they sat down to eat. 
Even if Calleigh's soup did end up with some damp cheerios being thrown
at it by Tim.  "He's good," he
said happily.


 



        "Very," she agreed, eating it
anyway.  She smiled and the babies all
cooed at her.  "Who wants a bath
tonight?  I can help with that."


 



        "You and
I can do baths while Xander changes crib sheets," Horatio offered.


 



        By the end of
the night, Horatio had to borrow pants and a shirt and Calleigh needed another
shirt but she couldn't fit into anything but his running shorts.   Calleigh left when they were finally asleep
in their cribs, heading home.  Horatio
settled into the rocking chair to watch them sleep.  Xander covered him up again on his way to
bed.  It worked for them.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio walked
in the next morning, finding Eric pacing in front of his office.  "Is there a problem?"


 



        "My
mother wants to meet the trio."


 



        Horatio looked
at him.  "I don't have a problem
with it if Xander doesn't."


 



        "He
does."


 



       
"Why?"


 



        "I don't
know."  He frowned, following him
into the office.  "I have no idea
but he sniffed my shirt, said no, and walked away with Ray."  He grimaced. 
"I really don't understand the shirt sniffing."


 



        "He's
used to hunting things, Eric."


 



        "Point
but to sniff things?  Was he an
animal?"


 



        "He tends
to live on pack principles.  Let me talk
to him. I do like your mother." 
Eric slumped and nodded.  "He
didn't give any reason?"


 



        "No.  He lets Alexx visit."


 



        "Alexx
doesn't try to take over and your mother would," Ryan said from the
doorway.  "Your mother's another
adoptive pack alpha, Eric.  He's probably
worried she'll try to take the boys from him. 
Fair warning, Stetler is talking to a Fed down in reception.  I walked around to get away from him."  He walked off.


 



        "Another
charming day," Horatio noted dryly, making Eric smile.  "They're fine, Eric.  I'll talk to him.  Maybe she can come over to visit instead of
us going to her house."  Eric
nodded, letting it go at that so he could get back to work.  Horatio got caught up on what he missed
yesterday, signing the few reports.  Then
he went to check on the current cases. 
"Mr. Wolfe?"  Ryan
looked over.  "What are you working
on?"


 



        "Hit and
run, Horatio.  Got a fifteen-year-old
girl who is presently hospitalized with multiple broken bones.  I think it's a revenge thing.  She's not lucid enough to answer questions
but an eyewitness said it saw a school's parking sticker on the
window."  That got a nod.  "Plus I've got the McManus murder case
still on my desk waiting on a report from out of town."


 



        "That's
fine.  Keep me informed."  He got a nod so he went to ballistics.  "Calleigh?"


 



        She smiled.
"I've got Xander's spare clothes in the car.  All washed and dried," she promised,
smiling at him.  "It's amazing how
far Tim can splash you and make Greg cackle."



 



        "You
should've seen them when they spotted a pretty girl with her underwear hanging
out at the store," he moaned, shaking his head.  She giggled.  
"Ray saw it and made a grab, Tim helped, and Greg cackled.  He's apparently the inspiration of the trio."


 



        She
shivered.  "That's almost a bad
thought," she teased.  "It'll
be fine.  Just wait until they start
walking."  She smiled at Stetler
when he walked in, but not as warm or as friendly of a smile.  "Good morning, Sergeant.  What can I do for you?"


 



        "You've
taken up jogging?" he asked.


 



        "No, the
clothes in my car were borrowed when I was helping give a set of triplets a
bath last night and I got soaked."


 



        "What
triplets?"


 



        Horatio
coughed.  "My nephew and the twins
he lives with," he offered. "We both got soaked giving them a
bath.  They were in the mood to
play."  He looked at the agent
walking in.  "Can I help you with
something?"


 



        "You can
tell me where that bastard Harris is so I can drag him home to help the stupid
brats he left," the agent said bluntly.


 



        "He's got
a trio of infants he's raising and he said they can handle it on their
own," Horatio said quietly.  "I
can call and ask him if he knows who can step into his place."


 



        "Please
do," he said, glaring at him. 
"What triplets?  His former
girlfriend didn't say he had any children."


 



        "He was
gifted a set of twins for him to raise when their mother disappeared and my
nephew was given to him by his grandmother because she was being hunted.  I'm supposing that's how you tracked him to
Miami."  He called Xander.  "It's me.  There's apparently some sort of problem back
in Sunnydale."  He listened then
nodded once.  "Hold on."  He looked at him.  "He said to get the people at Angel
Investigations in LA to go help."


 



        "They're
the ones who filed the missing persons report on him."  He took the phone.  "Mr. Harris, Agent Dietrich.   Your ex, Miss Chase, was the one who filed
the missing person's report."  He
blinked at the honestly blunt speech on her. 
"I see.  No, they need you
for something.  No one said anything
about children."  He shuddered.  "Of course, sir.  I'll tell them that.  Thank you."  He hung up and handed the phone back.  "He's not happy."


 



        "I
wouldn't be either," Horatio assured him. 
"He's not going back.  He's
needed here."


 



        "Of
course he is.  One of the kids was crying
in the background.  Sounded pretty
mad."


 



        "Probably
needed changed again," Calleigh offered. 
"With three he spends a lot of time seeing naked butts."


 



        The agent
smirked at her.  "Did you
babysit?"


 



        "I went
to play with them last night.  They're
adorable little boys.  Hellions, but
adorably sweet little things." 
Stetler coughed to hide his laugh. 
"They are."


 



        "They
are," Horatio agreed.  "Ray and
Tim decided to grab some woman's underwear yesterday when I took them out to
find high chairs.  They tried to bring
her home."


 



        Stetler walked
out snickering.


 



        The agent
shook his head.  "I'll tell them
he's otherwise engaged."


 



        "Tell
Miss Chase if she doubts to talk to his last ex, Anya.  She knows. 
Also if you run into Tara give her my address here so *she* can write
him a letter.  Not the others."


 



        "Of
course. Thank you for your assistance, Lieutenant.  How did he get to Brazil?"  Horatio shrugged.  "Fine."  He walked out shaking his head.  He hated that his department handled these
issues.  He really wanted to transfer to
a normal department.  He would pass on
that message.  It'd make Chase scream and
rant.  She clearly needed to get it out
of her system.


 



        ***


 



        Xander woke up
a few days later to the sound of a 'thump' getting up quietly and sneaking
toward the nursery.  All three boys were
asleep.   He found his gun in the living
room and checked the rest of the house, going to the door to check
outside.  He opened it, pointing his gun
in the face of the man standing there. 
"You are?" he demanded.


 



        "I'm
Ryan, I work with Horatio," he said calmly, holding his hands up.  "He wanted me to come check on you
guys.  There was a shooting up the street
and the Mala Noches were thought to be involved."  Xander lowered the gun, letting him show him
his ID.  "I'm the one who came when
Tim Speedle got shot.  Eric said to tell
you that."  Xander let him inside.
"Thank you, Mr. Harris."


 



        "Xander.  The boys were asleep when I was up
there.  What was the thump?"


 



        "A
cruiser stopping someone by running into one of the cars doing the
drive-by."  He followed him up the
stairs, smiling at the trio of napping babies. 
"They're adorable."  He smiled
at him again.  "They're good?"


 



        "They
should be fine.  Should I leave the door
unlocked for Horatio or is he going to make it home tonight?"


 



        "I'll
tell him.  Does he have a key?"


 



        "Yeah but
I had the security system on."


 



        "Write
and seal the code for me.  I'll give it
to him."  Xander stared at him then
sniffed and nodded, going to do that.  He
put it into his pocket.  "Sorry to
have woken you, Mr. Harris."


 



        "It's all
right, Ryan.  You're pack."


 



        Ryan smiled
and bowed a bit.  "Thank
you."  He walked out, going back to
where Horatio was.  He handed him the
folded paper.  "The security
code," he said quietly.  "In
case you end up over there tonight. 
They're all napping.  The blond
one is snoring into his fist.  The crash
woke Xander."  Horatio nodded,
putting that into his pocket. 
"They're adorable."


 



        "They
are," he agreed.  "Process the
scene, Ryan."  He went to do that
while Horatio helped with the clean up efforts. 
He did not like this happening so close to the kids.  He walked up to one of them.  "Why this neighborhood?" he asked
the driver.


 



        "It's
quiet.  Quiet offends us.  It's also unclaimed," he said, spitting
at him.  "It's a stepping stone to a
higher and better place.  More worthy of
us."


 



        Horatio
nodded.  "Take him away, boys.  Make sure he realizes that coming here was a
big mistake."  They nodded, walking
him off.  One of the patrol officers
looked at him.  "My nephew lives
here," he said quietly.


 



        "We heard
about Detective Salas's grandson, sir. 
Where Wolfe was?"  Horatio
nodded. "We'll make sure he's on our patrol route, Lieutenant."  He went to tell the usual patrol officers
here.  That way they could make sure to
swing by this house often enough.  They nodded
and made notes in their log.  They knew
the whole lab was protecting Horatio Caine's great-nephew.  The entire lab was going to destroy anyone
who hurt them.  Or the twins he was being
raised with at the moment.  Alexx Woods
showed up to gather the bodies.  
"Ma'am," he said respectfully.


 



        "Good
morning, Officer.  It's a bit
early."


 



        "They
wanted to use this one as a stepping stone to some other claimed
territory."


 



        "That was
very stupid of them.  I'm surprised we
didn't see Mr. Harris out here with a tank gun or something."  Horatio heard and gave her an odd look.  "Think he wouldn't?"


 



        "No,
knowing Xander he might," he admitted. 
He sighed and walked off thinking about that.  Someday soon he was going to have to establish
who was the alpha in their small pack. 
He was still learning pack dynamics. 
He wasn't going to take orders but the only way around that was to mate
and marry the boy.  He ignored the way
his mind turned that thought into something warmth inducing.  It was not who he was.  He didn't normally like boys that way.  Though, perhaps he could move into the spot
without the sexual component.  That would
mean moving Xander and the boys into his house or him moving here.  He'd need to think about that.   He heard a door slam and watched as Xander
drug someone up the street, gun in one hand, a skinny man in the other.  Then Xander put him at Horatio's feet,
grunted, and walked off again, his gun still in his hand.  "What did he do, Xander?"


 



        "Trying
to get in off the back porch."  He
waved the non-gun hand.  "Don't wake
me up at seven this time please." 
He slammed the door on the way back inside and he winced when he heard
the crying start.  Then it stopped a
moment later so apparently it was all good.


 



        Eric nudged one of the open-mouthed,
staring officers.  "That's
Harris.  He's the guy raising Caine's
nephew," he said quietly.


 



       
"Damn," he said in awe.


 



        Horatio glared
at him.  "Did you need
something?"


 



        "No,
sir.  Breaking and entering?" he
suggested, coming over to cuff the guy and cart him off.  He was moaning so he was alive.  He was unconscious but he didn't want to know
why.


 



        Horatio glared
at his back then at Eric.  "That was
him being cranky."  Alexx snickered
and nodded at his delusion, he could tell from the look on her face.  He went up to the house to check on them,
using the code in his pocket on the security system.  He heard a quiet snuffling so he walked into
the nursery, finding Xander on the floor in front of the cribs and Greg rolled
to stare down at him.  He smiled at
him.  "Sleep, Greg," he said
quietly.  Xander sniffed at him then went
back to sleep.  He covered Greg back up,
gave him his pacifier, and watched as he fell back asleep.  Horatio checked the other two.  Tim was staring at the ceiling.  "You sleep as well, Tim."  He patted his stomach, getting a grunt of a
burp.  "Please?"  Speed flipped onto his side, staring at
Xander, thumb in his mouth to suck while he fell asleep.  He checked Ray.  His nephew could sleep through anything.  He had slept through the onset of a hurricane
once.   He checked the rest of the house,
including the weak spot in the attic. 
The cat was back and he paused to pet her.  Then he went back to the scene after the
house was resecured.  Ryan gave him an
odd look.  "I need to be here.  They're fine."


 



       
"Sure."  He handed over
the quart plastic zip bag of bullet envelopes. "From the nursery.  I've got another one going from the
cars.  I'm nearly done with that
one."  Horatio took it to log it
into evidence.  He was sure Ryan had
taken the appropriate pictures and done a sketch.  The rest of the evidence started to come back
while the sky lightened into a rose color. 
They had the car towed and were out of the neighborhood before most of
them left for work.  It was going to be a
long day in the lab.  Calleigh was not
happy when she came in to three hundred ballistics samples, guns and bullets,
but it was a day she knew was coming. 
Ryan smiled at her and handed over the last baggie of envelopes when he
came in.  "The car samples."


 



        "Gee,
thanks.  All tagged, pictured,
sketched?"  He nodded.  "Why put them in here?"


 



        "So I
could keep them separate.  It
helped."


 



        "That's
fine.  It's a good way to do it,"
she decided, getting to work.  "How
many guns?  I'm seeing two?"


 



        "There's
a third buried somewhere.  Eric has their
cars so he might still have it with him."


 



        "I'll
call.  What happened?"


 



        "They
decided to frighten the neighborhood where Mr. Harris lives."  She turned to stare at him, mouth slightly
open.  "We checked, they're all
fine.  He brought out someone who was
trying to break into their house off the back porch.  Drug him out and dropped him at Horatio's
feet.  The patrol guys decided they'd
swing by there more often."


 



       
"Good!  That's good."


 



        "Alexx
said she was surprised he didn't have an anti-tank gun out there to help."


 



        She
blinked.  "Thinking about it, so am
I," she decided, shaking her head and getting back to work.  "Thank you, Ryan.  If you get free later you can come help match
bullets."


 



       
"Sure."  He walked off,
going back to Trace to work.  Everyone
else had a lot of work to do too. 
Reception paged him so he had to go down there an hour later, smiling at
the man standing there.  "What can I
do for you, Detective?" he asked, spotting his badge.


 



        "Your
name was on a DNA test that was run recently," he said quietly, handing
over the entry into the system.  "It
was later erased.  It belonged to our
missing tech."


 



        He looked at
it then at him. "You need to talk to Horatio.  Let's see if I can help you find
him."  The receptionist signed him
in and Ryan led him back into the lab. 
"Do you work with the lab out there?"


 



        "I
do.  Very closely.  I used to run the lab out there.  This is a lot more techno-geek than
ours."


 



        "As long
as it all works it's a great help," Ryan assured him.  He spotted Horatio coming out of
fingerprints.  "H?"  He looked up so they walked over.  "This detective is from Las Vegas."  He handed over the entry sheet.  "He's here about his missing tech and
that test that was run."


 



        "I
see.  Let's go to my office, Detective...."


 



       
"Brass."


 



        "I've
worked with a few of the team out there on a cross-jurisdictional case.  They mentioned you.  Thank you, Mr. Wolfe."


 



        "Welcome,
Horatio."  He went back to work,
frowning and considering how bad this was going to be.


 



        Horatio closed
them in his office.  "It was a
paternity test," he said quietly, waving a hand at a seat.  "Sit please."  He sat behind his desk.  "A young man down here was given custody
of a set of a twin boys, about four months old at the time, when their mother
died.  He also gained custody of my
great-nephew when his grandmother was being hunted.  He managed to save him but not her when she
took him for a visit and got captured."


 



        "Your
great-nephew?"


 



        "My
brother was undercover with the Feds. 
They ended up having to hide for their safety."  That got a nod.  "She was also a detective here.  They may have worked with her, Yelina
Salas?"  He shrugged.  "Anyway, she hid my great-nephew, her
son's son, with Xander when she knew they were being hunted, but she wanted to
see him so she took him for a visit."


 



        "They
struck, they got captured, he had to move in to save the baby and couldn't get
her," Brass finished.  Horatio
nodded once.  "How did he get the
other two?"


 



        "A mother died and left him her
twin sons.  One's the son of a tech who
died down here, Tim Speedle."


 



        "I
remember them talking about him," he admitted.  "How did he die?"


 



        "Suspects
shot him during an interview about a kidnaping."


 



        "I'm
sorry."


 



        "We were
as well.  It turns out that one of the
twins was his son and one was your tech, Greg's, son.   She named them after their fathers.  Xander takes very good care of him but she
did say that keeping them from their fathers' lives would be for the
best."


 



        "Greg
never mentioned he had kids."


 



        "I don't
know exactly how they came to be.  She is
dead."


 



        "At least
you didn't make the Star Trek joke," he said dryly, looking at him.  "Sanders has living parents."


 



        "Would
Greg want them to raise his son?"


 



        "I don't
know," he admitted.  "They
should at least be told."


 



        "I'll
tell Xander that there are living parents."  Hallie appeared, shaking her head.  "Hallie."


 



       
"Nope.  Not a chance in
hell.  They're the ones who started
Greggy on that problem path."  Brass
stared at her.  "Hi,
Jimbo."  She grinned at him.


 



        "Why are
you involved?   You're over Lost
Childhoods."  It was bad when she
showed up on cases.  But now?


 



        "And Greg
had one.  His parents put him in cotton
wool and then put safety pads overtop."


 



        "Poor
kid.  And?"


 



        She kissed him
on the forehead.  "Greg made a wish
to be loved, to find someone who would love him unconditionally, Jim.  He's got that now."


 



        "His son...."  She nodded. 
"Oh, damn."


 



       
"Exactly.  By the way, his
parents?"  She shook her head.  "I like him where he is.  I can go tell Catherine if you want."


 



        "You
might want to.  The others are torn up
but she's still pressing like it's a crusade."


 



        "I'll do
that.  Then again she was about the last
straw.  She doesn't know that someone
else came later."  She stroked over
his hair.  "It'll be okay.  He's a lovely little boy.  He's so loved and protected.  He's also a greedy little food hog according
to Xander."  She let him see the
picture that had been on Horatio's desk. 
"See?  Isn't he
adorable?"


 



        "He
is," he agreed, smiling at her.  Then
at Horatio.   "Your nephew?"


 



        "Was
there when his parents were being tortured to death," he admitted.  Brass shuddered.  "Which is why Xander has him.  He's offered me a position within the family
if I want."  She beamed and nodded
at him.  "Really?"


 



        "You'd
suit him and he'd finally let someone protect him.  Plus you'd get someone who would go bitch on
you and protect you, Horatio.  Even if
you did end up in a closet now and then." 
She patted him on the head. 
"I'm having tea with Anya."


 



        "Did the
agent give her Xander's message?"


 



        "Oh, I
did, and Tara does have your address. 
She's on her way down this break." 
She winked and disappeared.


 



        "So, you
see," Horatio started.


 



        Brass handed
back the picture.  "I'll tell them
it was a paternity check.  How is he
really?"


 



       
"Happy.  Very content.  The triplets of terror are very loved.  They're all about seven months old
now."   That got a smile.  "Greg's just now trying to move
around.  Timmy flipped over later than
the rest but he's not inclined to movement at the moment.  Greg's trying to scoot.  Ray's still making begging noises whenever he
wants to move.  Xander spoils the boys
horribly."


 



       
"Good.  I like that.  She'll love that.  Will he remember?"  Horatio shook his head.  "Then he'll be the son of Greg.  A word of caution.  Greg had a very large coffee habit because it
helped control his ADHD.  He's one of the
fifty percent ritalin and other things worked on.  He was also a brilliant mind.  Turned toward fun now and then.  Used to play games in chem and DNA.  Things like 'what chemical am I' and other
games that drove Grissom insane.  He was
bouncy, hyper, and brilliant.  It's a
dangerous combination now and then.  He
also wasn't that happy in the field. 
Grissom made him remake himself." 
He stood up.  "Thank you,
Lieutenant."


 



        "It's the
least I could do, Detective.  If you want
more pictures write me here.  I'll copy
them and mail them up or email them to you, either way."


 



        "Thanks."  He smiled. 
"Some of them may want to come down and be honorary uncles at the
holidays."  He walked out smiling a
bit.  A baby Greg?  That was a cute picture.  He decided to get his medical records out of
the PD and send it to him, just in case. 
That way they'd know about any family illnesses.  Just in case it became pertinent.  When he got back there later that night he
found Catherine waiting on him. 
"False alarm, sort of."


 



        "How? It
was a perfect match, Jim!"


 



        "It was a
paternity test.  It was his son,
Catherine."  She stared at him,
mouth open. "He's seven months.  The
mother's dead and he's being guarded by a very fierce young man who loves him
more than anything.  He's also
adorable.   He's living with the
great-nephew of the Lieutenant over the crime lab down there."


 



       
"Caine's?"  He
nodded.  "Why?"


 



        "Did you
work with a Detective Salas?"


 



        "Not
really.  I heard about her."


 



       
"Apparently she was Caine's sister-in-law.  They had to leave the country for their own
safety and she set her grandson with the same guy when she was being
hunted.  He managed to save the boy when
she got captured during a visit." 
She sighed and nodded, looking down. 
"Horatio said he'd send all the pictures we wanted.  I warned him that someone might want to an
honorary uncle or aunt.  He did say the
mother's instructions said not to tell Greg's parents.  That she didn't like them at all."


 



        "Greg
never told us he was dating.  He would
have told the whole world if he was becoming a father."


 



        "Maybe he
was a surrogate," he said with a small shrug.  "I'm not sure on that part."  She sighed and nodded. "We do need to
get his medical records to send down there. 
Just in case there's any family history of stuff."


 



        "I can
have that sent," she decided. 
"Is he okay?"


 



        "Baby
Greg's fine.  She named him after his
daddy.  Apparently she had a set of
fraternal twins.   She had a thing for
CSI.  Baby Greg's twin is from a Tim Speedle
down there."


 



        "He
died."


 



        "Yup, so
I'm guessing IVF treatments and sperm donors," he admitted.  "He's very loved.  Caine's looking over the boy's shoulder since
he's got custody of his great-nephew at the moment.  Then again, they had a massive drive-by from
the Mala Noches last night."  She
shuddered.  "They've got a green
light on the lab."


 



        "No
wonder Horatio isn't raising his own nephew," she said.  She slumped some.  "So it was really a false alarm."  He nodded. 
"Do we know anything more?"


 



        "Caine
thought that maybe Greg had visited his son before she died.  Something Harris said."


 



       
"Harris?"


 



        "The guy
raising baby Greg is named Xander Harris. 
He's from out by LA originally. 
They said he's a really nice guy."


 



        She smiled and
took his arm.  "Thanks, Jim."


 



       
"Welcome."  He walked
her inside so they could tell the others. 
"It was a false alarm, people," he noted.  The guys looked upset.  Sarah looked despondent.  "It was a paternity test.   There's a baby Greg.  The mother used something like IVF and sperm
donors we think," he said at the opening mouths.  "She's dead and she left them with a
very nice young man."


 



       
"Them?" Nick Stokes asked. 
"Twins?"


 



        "One of
them is Greg's, and she named them after their fathers.  The other is from a CSI named Tim Speedle who
used to be down there.  Plus the same
guy's got Caine's nephew so they're all watching him at the lab."


 



       
"Why?" Sarah asked.


 



        "The Mala
Noche have green lighted that lab," Warrick said quietly.  "It's probably safer." Jim
nodded.  "Is he cute?"


 



        "I saw
the trio's picture.  They're being raised
as triplets.  They're all near the same
size and the baby Greg is blond and very cute. 
Horatio said he's a food hog." 
That got a smile.  "I did
warn him that Sanders had one of the better cases of bounciness never.  I also heard that the mother's will asked
that we not tell his parents.  That she
didn't want them anywhere near the baby because of the way they used to
overprotect Greg.  He promised to send me
all the pictures I wanted."  That
got a few smiles.  "Sorry,
guys."


 



        "It's not
your fault, Jim," Nick offered quietly. 
"A baby Greg.  He must've been
on a high greater than a caffeine high if he knew."


 



        "They
think he might've found out," Brass offered. "With the mother dead we
can't be sure.  I'm assured that the guy
rasing the three boys is a great guy.  
Caine didn't think it'd be a problem if you guys wanted to be uncles and
aunts."  Grissom swallowed and
nodded at that.  "So that's what it
was.  Anything else new?"  No one said anything.  He looked at Catherine.  "Can you send them his medical
records?"


 



       
"Why?" Warrick asked.


 



        "In case there's a history of disease
in the family," Nick reminded him. 
"Or in case Greg had some specific problems so they're warned and
can trace it back to which side it came from. 
I know Greg was a ritalin addict."


 



        "He had
ADHD, it was controlling it," Grissom corrected.  "The same as his coffee habit did.  Catherine, can you get those?"  She nodded, going to make the proper
calls.  "Thank you, Jim."


 



        "You're
welcome.  By the way, I saw
Hallie."  Nick and Grissom both
stared at him.  "Even she assured me
Xander's a great guy and baby Greg is right where she wants him to be.  He's from out near LA."


 



       
"Interesting.  Thank
you," he said with a smile.  He got
up.  "Let's get back to work,
people.  If we want to we can write letters
about what Greg was like when he was here."  They nodded, going back to their labs to do
that while they worked on cases.  He
looked at Brass.  "She
did?"  He nodded.  "Why?"  He saw the pointed look at Catherine then
back at himself.  "I see.   He wasn't happy?"


 



        "He
wanted to be loved and accepted who he was. 
Goofball and all.  He wanted
someone who understood him, loved him, and wanted him to be the guy he was, not
someone else," he said quietly. 
"I'm sorry, Gil.  Hallie
answered."


 



        He nodded.
"I understand.  Thank you, Jim.  How old?"


 



        "Seven
months.  I'll get copies of his birth
certificate if I can."  That got a
nod and he went back to his office to write a letter about their former
tech.  Brass went to his office, finding
a file with pictures attached.  He
printed them off, letting them be passed around by Nick when he came in.


 



        "He's
adorable.  He's got Greg's nose," he
said happily.


 



        "Harris
had his last name changed to protect him. 
He's now Greg Olaf Harris." 
That got a smile.  "What'cha
got for me?"


 



        "I've got
results on that breaking and entering that turned into a rape in the
Sands."  He handed it over.  "I think we've got a suspect."


 



       
"Good.  Excellent in
fact."


 



        ***


 



        Horatio smiled
when Xander looked out of the kitchen. 
"Dishes?"


 



       
"Yup.  Dishwasher's
broken.  We're working on it
now."  He went back to it.  "What's up?"


 



        "I came
to talk."


 



        "Okay,
can you put the boys onto the rug?"


 



        "I can do that as well."  He got them down onto the play rug, watching
as Greg tried to scoot some. 
"Behave, boys.  We'll be in
the kitchen if you need us."  He
made sure nothing was out where they could get it and headed back in
there.  He made Xander sit down by
putting him into the chair.  "I'm
ready for a more active role."


 



        Xander
nodded.  "Okay.   You know you can stay over whenever you
want.  I told you that already."


 



        "True,
you did."  He sat down next to
Xander, touching his hand.  "I've
been researching hyena packs." 
Xander grinned sheepishly at that. 
"I'm worried about the pack structure."


 



        "Well,
either you're my mate or you're my beta, Horatio."


 



        "I'm no
one's beta, Xander."


 



        "Then I
guess you're applying for mate status?" he suggested with a small smirk.


 



        "I'm
still straight.  That's the problem I'm
seeing."


 



        Xander kissed
him on the forehead.  "We'll
see."  He went back to his
dishes.  "Remember to leave some
clothes here for the nights you stay over."


 



        "I
will."  He stared at his back.  "Have you marked anyone else in the
lab?"


 



       
"Ryan."


 



       
"Why?"


 



        "Because
he's just as much of a beta member as I can find, Horatio.  He still needs guidance.   He needs a strong leader to smack him around
now and then but most of the time he needs someone who'll let him be and let
him hunt on his own so he can bring trophies back to the pack.  Now and then he needs the pack at his
back."


 



        "I hadn't thought about that.  What about Eric's mother?"


 



        Xander looked
back at him.  "There's no way I'm
letting another alpha like her get near the kids.  Especially not when Eric always smells like
he's been around someone ill.  Ill alphas
make rash decisions that can get their pack hurt."


 



        "It's not
his mother that's sick, Xander. It's his unmarried sister."  He got up and walked over to where he was
washing dishes, making him look at him. 
"Can he bring her here? 
She's a big part of his life and he likes to brag on the trio of holy
terrors we're raising."


 



        Xander smiled
and kissed him again. "Thank you." 
He looked out at the boys. 
"I do believe Speed has found a reason to crawl," he said
quietly, nodding.


 



        Horatio
looked, smiling at where Speed was now sitting on the bookcase's bottom shelf
with the books falling around him when he pulled them out.  "That is so like him."  He went to pick Tim up.  "Good job, Timmy," he said, kissing
him on the forehead.  "That's a very
good boy.  Would you like a
story?"  Tim beamed. "That's my
good boy."  He settled in to read to
him.  Then he realized why Xander had
kissed him.


 



        He had said
they were raising the trio.


 



        He had called
Tim his son.


 



        He was truly
settling himself into the pack.


 



        He smiled at
his son.  "We'll work out the pack
stuff without bothering you guys." 
He found a book and held it up. 
"Thomas?"   Tim squealed
so he opened it and started to read to him. 
Greg scooted closer, then caught sight of the cat, chasing after her,
making Xander cackle in the kitchen.  He
looked at Ray.  "You can crawl if
you want to."  His nephew scooted
over until is uncle could pick him up and read to him too.  Even if Timmy did kick him a few times for
being there.  "Be nice, Tim.  Share your stories.   Then you can teach him how to crawl."  He turned the page, going back to it while
Xander took pictures.  Greg finally got
bored and crawled over until he ran into the chair with his head, making them
all look down.  "Bored?"  Greg helped himself stand on the chair and
wobbled, then he fell down with a giggle. 
"Good boy.  Crawl to
daddy.  He's got juice."  Greg took off to the kitchen.  He knew what juice was.  Xander laughed and got him a bottle, letting
him sip it.  Horatio went back to his
reading, shaking his head.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio ran
into Eric the next morning.  "He's
agreed your mother can come over to visit this weekend.  By herself."  He moved closer.  "He did say he could tell someone around
you was sick, Eric.  He thought it might
be her."


 



        "I
understand, H.  When you live in a pack
mentality, sometimes things like that get in the way."  He grinned. 
"So, how are you enjoying your spot in the pack?"


 



        "So far it's all good.  They learned how to crawl last night.  Tim wanted to rip up some of the books
because they wouldn't read to him.  Greg
chased that cat that sneaks in now and then. 
Ray scooted but he came over to get read to."  Eric grinned. 
"We'll have to start pulling out the baby gates and toys."


 



        "I'm sure
Xander can install a permanent gate. 
Need help moving?"


 



        "I'm only
moving some clothes for right now, Eric." 
He clapped him on the back. 
"Calleigh."  She
smiled.  "The boys all figured out
how to crawl last night."  She
beamed and gave him a hug.  "There's
new pictures."


 



        "I'm sure
they're adorable."  She pinched him
on the cheek and walked off.  "I'm
done with the analysis of the drive-by."


 



        "Thank
you.  Do we have proof which one was the
shooter?"


 



       
"Yup.  Fingerprints put guns
on two different hands.  I've matched all
but one bullet and it was matched to an earlier shooting that same day.  Apparently the car was there."


 



        "Thank
you."  He saw Alexx and smiled.  "They're crawling."


 



        "I'm so
sorry.  Just wait until they run."


 



       
"Run?" he asked.


 



        "No baby
*walks*, sugar," she said dryly. 
"They all run.  They run tiny
little baby marathons each and every day. 
And you've got three doing that." 
She handed over a file. 
"From our unlucky one."


 



       
"Hmm.  Thank you."


 



       
"Welcome."  She walked
off humming.  It was a good day.  The three little terrors crawling was a good
thing.  It meant they were on
developmental target.  She'd have to pop
around to make sure Xander had baby gates and things up properly.


 



        ***


 



        Alexx walked
into the house when Xander yelled, seeing the one baby down by the door.  "What are you doing down here,
Gregory?"


 



        "He's
picking on Ray so he's in time out," he called.  "While I'm doing the gates."  He finished pounding in a nail.  "Okay, bring him back up.  I've got the hinge set."  She brought him back up.  "There wasn't anything for him to get
into down there and the bottom level is going to be their playroom
eventually," he offered, closing the built-in gate once she was up
there.  "Simple latch design,"
he said, showing her the top latch. 
"It's a hard push too." 
She tried it and nodded. 
"Good enough?"


 



       
"Much."  She patted him
on the head and went to check the rest of the house.  "Plug covers, Xander?"


 



        "We're
only not using three of them."  He
went to get the ones he had chosen. 
"This way we can use them." 
She smiled at the easy access faceplates he replaced the old ones
with.  "Good?"


 



       
"Very."  She went back
to snooping, moving the hair dryer off the sink.  "Don't leave things with cords or
strings hanging around.  The babies will
pull them on their heads."


 



        "Do I
look like the hair dryer sort, Alexx?" he asked dryly.


 



        "I'll
talk with Horatio then."  She went
to the kitchen, Greg looking like one determined baby as he followed her.  "Are you hungry?"


 



       
"Always," Eric said as he came up.  He looked at the gate and opened it, then
closed it behind him.  "Momma wanted
to know if Sunday afternoon was okay with you."


 



        "It's
fine with me.  I don't know if Horatio
does church or not but I'm leaning more toward pagan for the most part,
Eric."


 



        "Don't
tell Momma that.  She'll shriek," he
said, patting him on the arm.  "Hey,
Tim, I heard you're mobile," he called, looking around.  "Where did you go?"  Xander pointed at the couch.  He looked, the baby was trying to crawl
inside.  "How am I supposed to read
to you if you're in there?"   The
baby came out and grabbed his ankles, smiling at him.  "Let's find a book."


 



        "Pick
anything, he likes it as long as it's words. 
Just leave the poltergeist collection alone."  Eric nodded and picked a baby book, settling
in with him in his lap.  Ray looked
around and wailed.  "What?"
Xander complained, hands on hips. 
"Hungry, need changed, or are you feeling left out?"  The baby sniffled so he picked him up.  "That better?"  The baby smiled and snuggled in to be
held.  "I love you too, Ray
cub.  It'll be fine."  He patted his back, going to get him a bottle
too since Alexx was making some.  He
offered it to the small hand, getting it snatched and sucked on.  "Thought so.  Come on, Greg.  You can eat on the furry rug."  Greg crawled back out, following the food
Alexx was carrying.  She sat down and
Greg was in her lap before she could arrange her clothes so they didn't
pinch.  "Greedy," Xander
teased.  "What're you gonna do when
you attract bad girls?"


 



        "Give
them to Tim," Eric said with a grin. 
He went back to the story when Tim patted him on the cheek.


 



        Alexx shook
her head.  "You're going to be
insane soon, sugar.  Just call and ask,
we'll babysit now and then."


 



       
"Sure."  He sat down on
the floor with Ray but Ray crawled over to Alexx, sitting in front of her with
his mouth open, the bottle in his lap. 
She cooed and fed him.  Greg
smacked Ray.  She glared at Greg, who
sniffled pitifully.  "Greg,"
Xander warned.  Greg sniffled even more
pitifully, starting to cry.  "You
can share.  He needs to eat too.  Just like when Horatio feeds you
guys."  She fed him next then Ray a
bite.  Greg settled down at that.   "The boy ate the onions off my Big Mac
the other day, Alexx.  Tim gummed the burger
and Ray loved the bun with the sauces, but that one ate onions."


 



        She
nodded.  "Anything that can go into
his mouth is food."  She fed him
another bite, earning a smile.  She heard
someone else coming up.  "Home for
lunch, Horatio?"


 



        "I was
going to check on them.  How's the
babyproofing going, Xander?"


 



        "I'm
about halfway done with the faceplate switch. 
The gate's installed.  The latch
is on the top."  Horatio found it
and pulled it back so he could get inside. 
Ray stared.  "No, you can't
go down there without an adult."  He
patted him on the back.   "She said
you can't leave the hair dryer on the sink."


 



        "I'll
remember that from now on."  He
settled in to hold Ray, getting a scowl from Greg.  "You can sit in my lap as well.  You were busy."  Greg crawled in and settled in the
center.  "You're a good boy and
you're loved, Greg," he soothed, giving him a hug.  He took the food from Alexx, feeding both
boys.  Ray beamed and Greg switched to
Alexx's free lap to be fed from.  He
grinned at her for being his special seat and held her hands for her so she
couldn't tickle him.  Horatio fed him another
bite.  "Good boy, Greg.  Good boy, Ray."  He fed him another bite.   "There we go."  Greg opened his mouth as soon as he
swallowed.  "Yes, I know, you're a
bottomless pit.  We need to check you for
worms, Greg."


 



        "The cub
is fine," Xander said patiently. 
"We can feed him a lot and he'll wear it all off.  Remember, he's hyper.  He was crawling circles around the other boys
earlier then he took off after the cat when she came out of hiding
again."  Horatio smiled.  "He's working it off.  I used to be a bottomless pit too."  Horatio handed him a letter from his
pocket.  "Who's this from?"


 



       
"Tara."  He smiled at
him.  "I gave her my work
address.  None of the others but the way
you talked about her said she was nice."


 



        Xander smiled
and nodded.  "Thank you."  He settled in to look at the letter.  Tim looked over at him, bending backward over
Eric's arm.  "Let me read it
first.  I'll read it to you tonight.  You guys would love Auntie Tara."  He smiled at him.  Then he went back to his reading.  "Awww. 
I hope she can come down during the summer break."  He put it on the table and reached over to
tickle Tim, making him squeal in outrage. 
"Let Uncle Eric read to you." 
Eric grinned and cleared his throat. 
Tim paid more attention to him. 
Xander grinned at Horatio. 
"She's going to try to come down and she's told the others that I'm
fine and well, plus happy.  I simply
don't want to see them ever again because it'll screw up my mission.  Andrew took my spot on the team.  She told him what was going on because he's
geeky and never was against me personally, he wanted in Buffy's pants.  So we're okay there.  Even if Willow is still pouting and trying to
find us."  He shrugged and joined
the ones on the floor.  Tim got down and
came to sit in his lap.  "Aww, I
needed the baby cuddle," he agreed, giving him a squeeze.  "Such a good boy, Tim.  A very good boy.  We love the cub.  Yes we do."  Tim beamed at him and moved over to sit in
front of Greg and open his mouth for some too. 
He got Horatio more food and brought it back out.  "There, for the three hungry
cubs."  He sat down behind Tim, and
Horatio fed him a bite of applesauce too. 
He tasted it. "Not bad. 
Could be worse."  He kissed
Tim on the head.  "You're a good
boy, Tim."  He got a smile and
opened his mouth for more.


 



        "Go eat,
Xander.  We've got it," Alexx
promised.  He went to do that, hiding in
there so Greg wouldn't demand his food too. 
He even stopped the microwave before it beeped to alert the little
crawling stomach.  Someone else came
up.  "The latch is on the top,
Frank," she said, smiling. 
"What's up?"


 



        "Looking
for Horatio.  The Chief said there's a
budget meeting?"


 



       
"Really?  I wish he had told
me that."  He went back to feeding
them.  "When?"


 



        "About
twenty minutes ago."


 



        "Then I
can be another ten late."  He
scraped the last bit out and showed it to them. 
"All gone, guys."  Greg
pouted.  "There's more for a snack
later." Xander brought out the box of cereal, getting a laugh.  Alexx poured out a pile into the empty food
containers.  Greg settled in to stuff his
cheeks full, making her laugh and take a picture.  Tim stuffed a few into his mouth and gummed
them to death.  Ray was falling asleep in
his uncle's lap.  He let Eric take him
and got up, waving at Xander before he left.


 



        Xander
finished his lunch and came out to take Ray. 
"There, that way Uncle Eric can go back to work too."  Eric heaved himself up, patting all the boys
on the head before he left.  He grinned
at Frank.  "You can come feed them
cheerios."


 



        "Thanks
but they might get me messy.  Crooks
would never take me seriously if I had applesauce and cheerio crumbs all over
me."


 



        Alexx gave him
a look.  "They did Horatio when he
had plum sauce on his shirt that time." 
She took Ray and got up to put him down, letting the other two boys play
for now.   She came back and found Greg
on his back still eating his cheerios while Tim laid on his stomach and sucked
at the bottle on the floor. 
"Awww."  She took
another picture and smiled at Xander. 
"If you need help, you yell, sweetheart."


 



        "I
will.  I promise I'm not too manly to
yelp now and then."  They smiled and
left him alone.  He looked at the boys,
laying down next to them.  Tim patted him
but stayed where he was.  Greg was a just
right sized pillow for his head.  Xander
had to sweep Greg's mouth when he fell asleep mid-chew but Speed sucked it off
his fingers.  Apparently he didn't mind
baby spit.  Tim fell asleep on Greg's
stomach and Xander fell asleep with an arm over the both of them, in case they
moved.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio waited
while his boss finished up with the other people in the meeting.  "Sorry I was late.  I went to check on the babyproofing during
lunch," he said quietly.  "I
didn't remember we had a meeting."


 



        "That's
fine, Horatio.  Come back to the office
with me."  They walked back that
way, him closing the office door behind them. 
"It was noted to me that you've been spending an extreme amount of
time over there."


 



        "My
family's there."


 



        "I
see.  Are you in a relationship with your
nephew's guardian?"


 



        Horatio shook
his head.  "No, sir.  Mostly we've got an alliance.  He has said I can stay over any time I
desire.  I've fallen asleep many times in
the nursery rocking chair.  We're not in
a relationship."


 



        "That's
fine, Horatio.  I wasn't going to judge,
simply letting you know what's being said. 
If it were my only remaining family I'd be fighting him for
custody."


 



        "He had
some good points, sir.  I do work
horrendous hours.  I do a dangerous
job."


 



        "You do
stupid things that get you shot at like your hair is a target, Horatio.  Be honest," he said, staring him down.


 



        "I try
not to."


 



        "I
know.  Try harder.  So you are forming an alliance of sorts with
him but it's not sexual in nature?" 
Horatio nodded, looking at him. 
"You still have to amend your paperwork, Horatio.  Ray Senior is still listed on it," he
said gently.


 



        "I'll do that this afternoon, sir.  I don't want rumors to start."


 



        "Most of
the officers think that you're keeping him there due to the Mala Noche
threat."


 



        "That's
one reason," he agreed.


 



        "Which is
reasonable and it's also reasonable that you spend so much time over
there.  How is the building looking?  I heard he's renovating?"


 



        "There
were some bare stud walls when he moved in. 
He's fixed those, he's painted most of the building.  He's planning on finishing the floors sometime
soon if he can keep the babies out of the stain."  That got a smile.  "He had planned on doing it before they
could crawl but they learned that trick two days ago."


 



        "That's
about on target."  He grinned.  "How did they learn?"


 



        "Tim
wanted to be read to and the books weren't speaking on their own.  He went to pull them off the shelves to find
a talking book."  The Chief laughed
at that.  "Greg decided to chase the
cat around for a bit.  There's a stray
that sneaks in now and then.  Loves to
sleep in his crib.  Ray's not quite
crawling but he's scooting around."


 



       
"Good.  Do you want to change
your address?"


 



        "I'm not
giving up my house."


 



        "That's
fine, Horatio.  However you decide is
best for your family.  Now, I heard that
the boys love CSI Duquesne?"


 



        "They
love all blondes," he moaned.   He
sat down.  "I took them high chair
shopping."  That got a laugh.  "I felt so stupid pushing the train
cart, sir, but they cooed and tried to grab every single blonde woman in the
store.  She came over that night at my
request and the boys soaked us both during their bath.  We both had to borrow clothes.  Greg's hyperactivity is already showing and
he's forever eating because he wears himself out.  Tim loves most everyone as long as they'll
read to him.  Ray simply wants to be
cuddled.  It's a tight family.  Tim likes to use the other boys as pillows."  That got another chuckle.  "I'm not sure what's going to happen in
the future."


 



        "Whatever
makes you happy, Horatio.  They're your
family.  You can't ignore the twins in
favor of Ray if you're around them all."


 



        "I know,
sir.  I'm trying very hard to be equal to
all of them."  That got an
understanding look.  "They are
little terrors though."  He stood up
again. "I'll fix my paperwork today."


 



        "Thank
you, Horatio.  Do you need to start
arranging to have less hours?"


 



        "I'm
trying at the moment."


 



        "Tell me
if you need more help."


 



        "I will,
sir.  Thank you for your support during
all this."


 



        "It's a
family, Horatio.  We're here to protect
them, even our own."  He made shooing
motions.  "Go do that."  Horatio nodded, going to HR to get his forms
to update them.  He smiled at the thought
of the three boys running Horatio until his usually impeccable suits were
messed and wrinkled and his hair was out of place.  Every man deserved that sort of mess in his
life.  Having three tots terrorizing his
wardrobe would add to the fun for those watching.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio
finished dragging in some of his clothes, closing the gate behind himself
before Tim could get curious and head down the stairs.  "No," he warned.  Greg crawled off, following the cat
again.  Tim followed him to his room.  Ray was actually crawling tonight, but
slower.  He joined him in there a few
minutes later dragging a bottle by the nipple. 
"Thirsty?" he teased. 
He hung up the suits, letting Tim sit on the top of the dresser to help
him put away his socks and underwear.  He
put Ray on the bed, listening to him giggle as he bounced and rolled
around.  Tim petted his argyle socks with
a grin.  "I know, they're
soft."  He touched his cheek.  "You need a bath.  You are greasy."


 



        "That's
because he decided to do a face plant into my piece of pizza for lunch,"
Xander called from his room.  He came in
with a basket.  "Here, yours. That
bottle will leak."  He walked off
smiling.


 



        Horatio stuck
the bottle back into Ray's mouth, earning a happy baby.  "You drink that before it messes up the
bed more than you are."  He caught
Tim when he tried to get off by tipping himself over the side, putting him onto
the bed too.  He crawled up to Ray and
sat on him, taking the bottle to drink. 
Ray huffed and grabbed it back. 
Tim scowled and took it for himself again.  "Why don't we get you one of your own,
Tim?"  He picked up both boys, one
under each arm, and carried them out to the kitchen.  Xander handed over a spare bottle.  "There, yours."


 



        Tim stole
Ray's again and grinned, letting him have the new one. "Fine," Xander
agreed.   "You have this strange
thing about liking the other two's spit." 
He shrugged.  "Whatever.  Greg, want a bottle?"  He heard a laugh and looked around,
sighing.  "He's somewhere inside
something."


 



        "I'll
start in my room, you do yours, then we'll do the nursery and the living
room."  Horatio headed back to his
room.  Greg wasn't in his closet, under
the bed, or in the dresser.  He saw
Xander staring in his closet so he walked that way, finding him staring at
Greg, who was nestled among some of Xander's flannel shirts that were folded
and piled on the floor.  Or they had been
until the momma cat had pulled them down to form a nest to have kittens
on.  "Interesting."


 



        "Probably
a few days old," Xander said quietly. 
"Greg, you can't play with them until they can pounce you
back," he ordered. The momma cat hissed at him but he took Grg
anyway.  "Thanks.  We'll keep him out."  He closed the closet door most of the way,
walking the boys out.  "You're going
to be the best finder in your school, Greg. 
You'll find every lost thing and every bit of fun to be had."  He handed him the bottle and let Horatio have
the cat's dishes to put into his closet with them.  "We'll let the momma cat nap.  We'll check on her later, boys."  He went back to cooking dinner, including
theirs.  When he was done he put theirs
into the food processor, whirring it until it was liquid.   He poured it out and put his and Horatio's
onto plates, putting the boys in their high chairs until Horatio came out to
wash his hands.  "Are they
okay?"


 



        "They're
good.  There may be a dead one buried in
your shirts," he said quietly.


 



        "As long
as it doesn't try to possess me.  If you
see me cleaning my ears with my fingers and tongue, stop me."  He handed him the spoon and bowl. "Your
turn.  They're having the same thing only
processed."


 



        "I'm sure
they'll enjoy it."  He fed the boys
bites between his.  They weren't that
hungry tonight.  "How was their
appointment this afternoon?"


 



        "I don't
like the pediatrician Alexx recommended. 
He caught me calling them cubs and suggested that they should be at the
vet's.  I'm guessing he thought it was
funny.  He did decide that there was no
harm in revaccinating them if they did get the old ones.  So we got a few shots today."  Tim pouted at them.  "See? 
He said otherwise they're healthy but he did warn me that he'd be
watching me to make sure they weren't too much for me to handle, you know, if
they showed up with bruises and stuff." 
Horatio grimaced. "Thankfully one of his cohorts there in the same
practice is nicer.  The nurse suggested I
take the boys to her instead, said her own go to her.  Our next appointment was made with her
instead.  They go back in a month to get
the other shots they need."  Horatio
smiled at that, nodding a bit, feeding Tim a bite of dinner, but he was turning
his head away.


 



        "Why
aren't you hungry this time?  If you
don't eat, Horatio can't do baths and read you guys a bedtime story
tonight."  Tim perked up at
that.  Greg yawned.  "Yeah, you guys have to eat."  Ray chirped and got fed another bite, then
Greg opened his mouth.  He made a face
and spit it back out.  Horatio fed it to
him again.  He did it again.  "Feed it to Tim, he likes baby
spit."  He did that but he was
grimacing himself.  Tim ate it and opened
his mouth for a second bite.  He finished
his dinner and took over spoon duties for now. 
He got some of the fruit flakes and put a few on Greg's bite, making him
like it a lot more.  "Sure, you can
have beef stew with fruit."  He
tried it with Ray, the picky eater, and he liked it.  Tim liked it so he added it to the bowl and
they all ate it.  "Good boys!  Now, let Daddy Horatio finish eating then
it's bath time!"  That got a massive
giggle.  They liked bath time.


 



        "They're
definitely picking up your love of the water."


 



        "Most babies
like water.  It's where they came
from."  He smoothed down Ray's
hair.  "You need a trim.  Some woman in the park thought you were a
girl the other day until Greg pounced her for you."  Horatio snickered, nearly choking on his
current bite of food.  "She did and
Greg pounced her so she left him alone."  
Someone knocked, making him look at Horatio, who shrugged.  So he went to see who it was.  "What's up, Ryan?"


 



        "Bad
crap," he muttered. 
"Horatio?"  He let him
inside.  He jogged up the stair, coming
over to whisper in Horatio's ear. 
"What do you want me to do about it?"


 



        "I'll
handle it."  He nodded.  "When did this happen?"


 



        "Earlier
tonight."  He looked at Xander.  "Sorry."


 



        "Not your
fault, Ryan."  He looked at the
boys.  "Come on, I'll start bath
time."


 



        "No, I
can do baths."  He looked at
Ryan.  "First thing I need you to do
is call Eric.  Have him drive *her*
home."


 



        "I tried,
she wouldn't leave him."


 



        "She will
for him.  Send him home in a cab.  They're used to those problems."  Ryan nodded, walking off calling Eric.  "Calleigh's father grabbed the wheel
thinking they were going the wrong way home."


 



        "It
happens.   My uncle did it to me once or
twice too," he admitted.  "You
sure?"


 



        "She'll
either go home or come here."  He
nodded.  "So I can do baths
tonight.  It'll cheer me up."  He finished his dinner and grabbed the boys,
taking them into the bathroom to get them stripped down and into the
water.  Greg gave it then the toilet a
thoughtful look so he sat him on top of it, helping him use it.  "That's a good boy, Greg. That's a very
important big boy skill."  Greg
looked amazed, looking down in the water. 
"You do that in there, not in the tub, Greg."  He patted him on the head. He beamed and peed
some more.  "Good boy!"  Greg beamed at the others so Horatio sat him
in the tub to soak for a few minutes while he let Tim have the potty.  Tim scowled but considered it.  He leaked a bit then looked at Horatio.  "Excellent boy, Tim."  Tim beamed. 
He put him into the tub.  Ray got
sat up there and he farted.  "That's
the other thing you do in there," he agreed happily.  One less he had to change in a diaper.  He let him go in there, patting him on the
head.  "That's a good boy, Ray.  A very good boy."  Ray beamed and let him clean his butt with
the wet wipe Xander got him.  "Greg
was giving the tub looks like it was the toilet."  He put Ray in the water then flushed.  All the boys clapped at that.  "You'll get used to that over time and
eventually you'll use it too."  
Xander walked off smiling. 
Calleigh and Eric came over, her coming in to help with the bath.  "Are you all right?" he asked
quietly.


 



        "It's
only a bump.  It'll be a pretty bruise
tomorrow.  I'm fine."  He looked at her.  "I am."


 



        Xander walked
in and handed her a small bottle. 
"What I used to use on my uncle and parents when they got too drunk
and wanted to drive.  It'll knock them
out and it'll give them the world's worst hangover in the morning."  He walked off again.  "Greg, where were you stashing the
pumpkin colored stuff to get it on your sheet?" he called.  Greg giggled and splashed Ray, nearly
knocking him over but Calleigh caught him and got to work on his back.  The vial was in her pocket for later
consideration.  He came back ten minutes
later.  "Okay, Greg's bedding is in
the wash.  The last set of clean sheets
are on his bed so I'm doing laundry.  Be
careful if you recharge the hot water in the tub."  He walked off, letting Eric have some of the
leftovers.  Ryan came back so he fed him
too, earning a smile.  "Calleigh and
Horatio are doing baths."


 



        "Alexx
said we're having a family meeting because she wanted to know about the
holidays."


 



       
"Oooh," Xander said, frowning some.  "I haven't even gone there yet.  It's not Halloween."


 



        "Better
to plan now," Eric assured him. 
"Otherwise the grabbers in there will start to take tinsel and
things."


 



        "Ray's
the one who grabs shiny things.  Greg
likes blondes and Tim just likes the pretty ones."


 



        "Xander,
why is Greg calling for a bottle?" Horatio called.  "Or at least he's stuttering a constant
'b' sound."


 



        "It's
either a bottle or he's commenting on being blond like Calleigh is.  He likes blondes."  Alexx came up the stairs with Frank.  He waved. 
"Hi."


 



        "Where's
the trio of terror?" Frank asked.


 



        "Bath
time."


 



       
"Ah."  He went to look
in the bathroom.  "Hi,
boys."  They all beamed at him.  "Alexx said we're doing the pre-holiday
decisions tonight."


 



        "That's
fine," Horatio agreed. "I usually start shopping right after
Halloween so I miss the crowds."  He
handed Frank Tim, who was half asleep. 
He struggled. "Let him dress you. 
The other two are coming out and all your aunts and uncles are out
there.  We'll do a story in a
minute."  Tim let himself be carried
off with only a little fuss but Frank sat him in Ryan's lap since he had a
book.  It stopped that.  The other two were brought out and dressed,
then Horatio sat down to read once Ryan finished.  Tim gave him a sleepy smile.  "I know, you like being read to."


 



        "I'm
sensing that I'm buying them bookshelves for the holidays," Xander quipped.  Alexx nodded. 
"That's fine.  I can do that
or build them."  He got some paper
and pens, putting them out for others to make notes on.  Then he drug out the play areas they had
already.  Tim woke up enough to come
investigate one.  He showed him how things
happened.  One pulled down and made a
loud 'moo' sound, making him flinch.  He
switched the sounds to music, teaching him to do it again.  This time music came out and he beamed at
him.  "Better?"  He patted him on the head.  "We'll figure it out."  Frank had to help him get the other one
together but it was eventually done and Tim came over to look at that one
too.  It twirled and made grinding noises
and had a baby mirror.  He stared at
that.  He looked then at Tim.  "That's you but it's a very blurry
image.  They'd never give babies real
mirrors."  Tim frowned at him so he
picked him up and took him back into the bathroom, letting him look in the
mirror. "See, that's you, Tim." 
Tim leaned forward, patting the baby in the mirror, then he scowled at
Xander.  "Yes, that's you,
Tim."  Tim patted the baby again
then patted Xander's face.  "And me.  Yup. 
I'm in there too."  He kissed
him on the head and walked him back out. 
"Bad mirror on the toy." 
He put him back down, letting him check out the toys.  "Ryan, reach back and slam the
gate?"  He did that.  "Thanks. 
The momma cat can get over it if she's down there."


 



        "Momma
cat?" Frank asked.


 



        "Hmm,
five kittens in his closet," Horatio agreed.  "She's being fixed once they're weaned,
Xander.  Even if she does go away
again."


 



        "Of
course she is."  He looked at
Alexx.  "What about the
holidays?"


 



        "We've
got to decide who gets you four, or five, during the holidays, sugar.  Plus presents and teach you how to do a tree
the babies won't get into."


 



        Eric
snickered. "You can do that?   My
mother never learned that trick." 
Alexx looked at him.  "I ate
tinsel many years according to my sisters, who still tell anyone I bring home
about me crapping purple shiny stuff for weeks on end."


 



        Frank shook
his head.  "Your sisters are mean,
Delko."  He looked at Alexx.  "We'll be out of town for both with the
wife's mother."


 



        "I don't
expect them to clean up for Christmas," Xander told them all.  "A few books, maybe some shirts or
stuff."   Horatio smacked him on the
head.  "Ow!  What was that for?"


 



        "Shut up,
Xander."


 



       
"Fine," he sighed, leaning on his knees, watching Tim
play.  "I can probably cook one of
the two dinners."


 



        Alexx stared
at him.  "You can cook?"


 



        "I
learned from doing many fast food jobs, including cooking the snacks at a strip
club," he quipped.  Her mouth
opened.


 



        "We had a
very nice salsberry steak tonight," Horatio agreed.  She blinked. 
"He's a decent cook."


 



        "At least
the babies won't starve when they move to normal food," Ryan said.


 



        "They had
pureed dinner."  Xander looked at
her.  "I can take one."


 



        "All
right, you take Thanksgiving them." 
He nodded.  "We'll make it
pot luck so we can bring something if we're coming."


 



        "I try to
do the family thing," Calleigh offered. 
"It usually lasts a few hours."


 



        "I go
serve at a senior's center," Ryan admitted.  Eric looked at him.  "It cheers them up a bit.  A lot of them don't have family that
visit."


 



        "We have
a cookout," Eric admitted.


 



        "So I'll
make it dinner instead of lunch," Xander said, making a note.  "Turkey, cranberry stuff from a can, and
potatoes good?"  Everyone
nodded.  "Okay, I'll do that and two
pies.  You guys can bring the rest if
you're coming over."  They all
nodded, happier with that.  He looked at
Horatio.  "You're more than welcome
to watch my brilliance in action that day as well."


 



        "Ray is
my only family, Xander," he said gently.


 



        "Sorry, I
didn't know if you went to help somewhere or not."


 



        "No, I
used to go pick on Yelina while she was cooking," he said with a sad
smile.  Frank patted him on the
back.  "Thank you."


 



        "It's
always hardest the first holiday," Xander reminded him.  "We're still here though."  Horatio nodded, patting him on the head.  "Okay, anything *you* have to have for
Thanksgiving?"


 



        "Pumpkin
pie?"


 



        "I can do
that."  He put it on his list.  "Okay, Yule dinner?"  Everyone stared at him.  "Yes, I'm a Pagan.  I'll put it on Christmas but the boys and I
are doing Yule.  Which means I'm cleaning
that day then letting them help me with the symbolic fire, 'cause no fireplace,
and then a dinner that night.  Even if
I'm not sure I want the sun to come back as strong as it was this year."


 



        Frank looked
at him.  "Still feel up to cooking
on the twenty-fifth too?"


 



        "I don't
mind doing it."


 



        "I'll do
Christmas lunch," Alexx said firmly. 
"How big is your dinner?"


 



        "Probably
not *huge*.  They can't eat most stuff
still.  So it'll be us unless one of you
guys wants to come over."


 



        "My uncle used to date an HP," Ryan
said quietly.


 



        "I don't
practice but you're more than welcome to come revel with us, Ryan," Xander
assured him.  That got a smile.  "Can you bring fruit stuff?"


 



        "Sure, I
can do that."  He smiled.  "What can I get the boys?"


 



       
"Books."


 



        "Sure, I
can do that.  We'll compare titles so we
don't duplicate them."  Eric nodded
at that.  "What else do you get
toddlers?"


 



        "There's
all sorts of noisy toys," Eric assured him. "Momma's banned most of
them from the house."


 



        "I'm
getting Greg a bell necklace," Xander said, looking around.
"Greg?"  He pounced him from
behind.  "Hi, Greg.  Shouldn't you be asleep?"  He looked back as much as he could, getting
his ear sucked on.  "Need a
drink?"  Greg cooed.  Frank got up to get a bottle.   "Just one, they'll share."  Greg crawled after him to pounce his ankle
and giggle.  Frank smiled as he handed it
over.  Greg crawled off with the nipple
in his mouth.  He went to pounce the
other two, making Tim yawn and steal the bottle.  Greg huffed and took it back, settling in on
Ray's head.  Horatio moved him so Ray
wouldn't be crushed, but Ray fussed. 
Greg spit at him and snuggled in on Tim's head instead.  Tim stole the bottle when it bopped him in
the nose, but Greg took it back a few minutes later.  It bopped Tim on the nose again so he stole
it and cuddled it.  Greg fussed.  "Share," he ordered.  "Or get off Tim's head and sleep on his
tummy instead."  He shifted Greg and
he got the bottle while Tim was holding it. 
It was happier for both of them. 
Ray yawned and rolled to make Tim sleep on the floor instead, making him
laugh.  "I know, they abuse you
horribly as their pillow, Ray."  He
stroked over his head until he fell back asleep.  "Anymore I let them nap out here on the
furry rug.  They fuss if I try to
separate them."


 



        Alexx
smiled.  "My babies are going to
love watching them over the holidays."


 



        "How many
am I cooking Thanksgiving for?"


 



        "Just
me," Ryan told him.


 



       
"Hmm.  Probably just me
unless Momma hijacks me and makes me bring her too."


 



        "It'll
only be me, Xander," Calleigh assured him with a smile.  "Most of us are single."


 



        "I'll
still be upstate," Frank offered. "Probably driving back
belching.  For some reason she adds taco
seasoning to the turkey."


 



        Horatio shook
his head.  "It'll be us here.  Alexx, you, Peter, and the kids?"


 



        "That'd
be fine if he wouldn't mind." 
Xander shrugged, making a note of the count.  "They won't eat that much.  I usually do a huge spread for the
neighborhood.  We have a cooperative,
multi-family cookout that day."


 



        Xander
grinned. "That's fine."  He
looked at Frank.  "I'll save you
some leftovers.  It's a time honored
tradition, or so I'm told."


 



        "What was
your family one like?" Calleigh asked.


 



       
"Beer."  He looked at
her.  "It gave them a day off to
drink longer.  I think last year I had
spam for Thanksgiving."  She gave
him a hug.  "It's all right, I left
them to their miserable existences. 
After all, when I turned eighteen they lost their support checks, food
stamps, and health cards."  He
grinned.  "It's the best revenge I
could give them."  She patted him on
the cheek.  "Anything you *need* to
have?"


 



        "No, I'm
good with the usual.  Are you going to
bake or fry the turkey?"


 



        "I
haven't decided yet."  He
shrugged.  "I'll figure that out
next week when I find out which one is more work."


 



        Eric shook his
head.  "You're a braver man than I
am, Xander."  Xander smirked at
that.  "No comment."


 



       
"Fine.  I won't comment on
the woman I saw you with when I took the boys out to find more milk the other
night.  You did know she was a succubus,
right?"  He nodded.  "Okay, as long as you knew.  They're fun to play with."  He shrugged and looked at Alexx again.  "You cannot spoil the boys for the
holiday."


 



        "Shut up,
Xander," she said with a fond smile. 
"I can spoil mine and yours."


 



        He huffed but
Horatio patted him on the head. 
"These are the only children that the rest of the single people can
spoil, Xander.  Let them."


 



        "Fine. 
But nothing too outrageous." 
They all stared at him.  "We
went to the baby store the other day and saw platinum rattles and things.  Ray still has this thing for shiny
things.  He's very good at shoplifting
too."


 



        "What
were you doing there?" Ryan asked, looking confused.


 



        "Picture
clothes.  I figured everyone would want
new pictures."


 



        "Oh, good
point.  Are they cute?"


 



        "They are
and they'll be ready on the twelfth."


 



        "That'll
work," Horatio agreed.  "I do
have to warn you that we usually get one very bad case right before the
holidays."


 



        "It
happens, Horatio.  If only so some people
can get away from their families.  I'm
sure all that good cheer doesn't extend toward all men on earth."


 



        "No, not
usually," Frank admitted.  "We
get the one guy who comes in to kill while visiting his family for the past
four years.  We get a bunch of 'I killed
my family because they nagged me' cases."


 



        "Usually
at least two rapes from all the holiday parties," Ryan offered.  Calleigh nodded.  "Plus a lot of DUIs."


 



        "Plus the
normal gang violence," Calleigh offered.


 



        "By the
way, they're filling Yelina's spot, Horatio," Eric told him.  He looked at him.  "John Hagen's coming back."  He ignored Calleigh's blush.  "He was carting stuff over today.  He'll start tomorrow."


 



        "He's a
good detective," Horatio said quietly. 
Xander stroked his back, earning a smile. "He's an old
friend."


 



        "Yeah but
it still hurts."  He looked
around.  "Should I bring the boys in
for lunch sometime soon and scare the crap out of him with them?"


 



        Calleigh
giggled.  "He'd back away from them
very slowly but not reach for his gun."


 



        Horatio
nodded, smiling a bit.  "He
would.  We'll introduce him slowly to the
group."  He smiled at Xander.  "Should I invite him over for
Thanksgiving?"


 



        "If he's
a nice guy I don't care."


 



        "Thank
you."


 



       
"Welcome."  He looked
around.  "Should I plan on getting
toys for crawling or walking babies?"


 



        "Babies
don't walk, they run, baby," Alexx assured him.  "But get them for the running
ones."


 



        "So the
playset downstairs should go in soon. 
Gotcha."  Horatio smiled at
that.  "It'll have slides and
things.  Maybe even a ball pit for them
to play in.  It depends on what I can
find the plans for."  He made a note
of that on his list as well.  "They're
outgrowing their current clothes again," he announced.  "Anyone who wants to can buy them
clothes.  Do not buy Winnie the Pooh
stuff except Tigger for Greg.   Tim
screams if you try to put Tigger on him and any other Pooh character gets
another scream from them all.  Even if
you put them in a regular kangaroo shirt they scream.  Though, Tim does like his Smurf shirt quite a
lot.  He likes to scowl in it, but he
likes it a lot."


 



        "That
doesn't really surprise me.  He hated
Smurfs so it's probably a baby 'not' in his mind somewhere."


 



        "Well,
yeah, he is Grumpy Smurf," Xander agreed. 
"Probably growing into Brainy some year."


 



        "With you
luck one will end up being a great drag queen," Ryan teased.


 



       
"Greg," Xander and Eric said together.  Ryan snickered.  "Ray will help with the shiny
stuff."


 



        Horatio shook
his head.  "Let's not wish that on
the boys."  He looked around.  "Eric, what are you getting them?"


 



        "Clothes
and books."


 



        "I'm
going to try for some books and a few toys," Calleigh offered.


 



        "I'll go
for toys.  I can't pick out good kid's
books," Ryan told him.  "The
last one I picked out was about ancient myths and it had incest in the
story."  Xander grinned at that and
pointed behind him at the shelf. 
"Yeah, that series.  I got
him one of the Middle Eastern myths." 
He pulled down one he hadn't seen before, looking through it.  "Wow."


 



        "Very
wow.  They can have those when they're
older, but Greg does like to try to chew on them," Xander admitted.  Horatio shook his head again.  "They were kid-looking books.    They should know history stuff.  Mythology has good stories, even if I do have
to tame those down for them."


 



        "Let us
get them books," Eric offered with a grin. 
Frank nodded.  "You get them
their own bookcase that Tim can't crawl up."  He looked in his lap at the head butting into
his stomach.  "What?"  He picked him up to hold him.  "What's wrong, Tim?"  He smiled. 
"You want another story?" 
That got a coo so he took the book from Ryan to read it.  Even if he did tame it down a lot for the
boy.  It was a good story, even with the
homicide of his children in the center - quickly translated as grounding them
to their room, called Tartarus.


 



        Alexx looked
at Xander and Ryan.  "I'll tell you
where I go to get good used books too." 
She made a note of that on her list. 
"How do you feel about noisy toys?"  Xander shrugged.  "They'll be playing with them in the
middle of the night at least once."


 



        "All toys
go back into the toybox once they're walking," Horatio assured her.  "Also, Greg made the connection tonight
between the bathtub with water and the toilet with water.  So I let him use the toilet.  He was very good at it.  They all were."  That got smiles.  "Hopefully that means it'll be easy to potty
train."   Alexx shook her head.  "Shoot."


 



        "It'll be
fine.  They'll tell us when they're
ready," Xander promised. "They'll try to run around naked."  He looked at her.  "I don't mind noisy toys."


 



        "Yes you
will," Eric assured him.  "They're
like Christmas carols.  After the tenth
rendition you're tired of them."


 



        "They'd
better not irritate me that much," Horatio offered.  "So pick them with my ears in mind,
guys."  That got some nods and a few
smiles.  "Ray is my nephew and I'm
staying over more often to help with the trio."


 



        Xander
nodded.  "He's got his own room
too.  He needs more sheets."  Horatio gave him a look.  "There's only three set of adult sheets
in the house."


 



        "That's
fine.  I can bring over a few more
sets."  He looked around.  "How should we introduce them to
John?"


 



        "Invite
him over?" Frank suggested. 
"That way he sees Calleigh cuddling and sighs at them.  Then he'll underestimate the hell they cause
and be totally shocked when they grab blondes in the store."


 



        Xander looked
at him.  "That's why I get the carts
with the baby jail."  Frank looked
confused.  "You know the ones with
the deep basket in the back?"  He
nodded slowly.  "Put Greg and Tim in
there.  Let Ray have the normal seat to
guard things and hand him something shiny. 
The baby jail keeps Greg and Tim from grabbing most women and Ray's
satisfied as long as nothing too shiny attracts his attention.  It also keeps Tim from grabbing stuffed
animals and Greg from grabbing shirts for me."


 



        "He did
have a good time looking at some printed shirts," Horatio admitted,
ignoring what the boy was wearing.  He
had to before he went blind.


 



        Xander looked
at him.  "Remark on mine and I'll
remark on your fascination for the striped pattern."


 



        Horatio looked
at him.  "Striped pattern?"


 



        "How many
shirts do you own that aren't striped?"


 



       
"Point," he decided.


 



        "So you
two are doing a shirt exchange this year?" Calleigh teased.  Horatio nodded and Xander shrugged.  "Good. 
Anything else you need, Xander?"


 



        He looked at
her.  "Chocolate good."   Horatio shuddered and shook his head.  "I like chocolate."


 



        "Yes, but
you share with Greg and nothing stops you two running around squealing at each
other," he said gently.  "Even
handcuffs the last time, Xander."


 



        "We were
playing," he pouted.


 



        Calleigh shook
her head.  "We'll figure it out,
boys."   She noticed Alexx trying not
to laugh.  "Greg does like
candy."


 



       
"Uh-huh.  Horatio started
that off when he asked if the boys could have the big tootsie rolls."


 



        "Next
year I'll have to figure out how to hang stockings," Xander reminded
them.  They all nodded and the serious
planning started.  That way they wouldn't
overlap things. Alexx even gave them a weekend to shop so they could compare
presents with what was already bought, that way no one would buy two of
anything.


 



        ***


 



        Calleigh
smiled when John Hagen walked into her lab. 
"I heard you were back," she teased.


 



        "I
am.  Who're the kids on your desk?  I didn't think anyone around here
spawned."


 



        "Oh,
that's Tim, Greg, and Ray the third."


 



        "So,
Horatio's nephew, but who're the other two?"


 



        "The
twins he's being raised with.  Tim's
Speed's son.  Greg's the son of a tech
out of Las Vegas.  Their mother used IVF
or something and left them to Xander when she died."


 



       
"Oh."  He nodded.
"They're cute."


 



        "Until
you have to babysit," she said with a smile.  "By the way, you were invited for
Thanksgiving and Christmas if you wanted."


 



        "I'll
consider it."  He smiled at her.
"You look tired."


 



        "I ended
up crashing at Xander's last night.  We
were having a talk about what to get the kids for the holidays. I fell asleep
on the floor with the boys.  They all
ended up using me as a pillow."


 



        "I bet that was cute.  Any pictures?" he teased, moving closer.


 



        "Not if
they value their lives," she said sweetly.


 



        Eric leaned
in.  "Yes, Xander has one and he's
keeping it hidden.  Hi, John.  We are taking the boys to the park this
weekend, Calleigh."  She gave him a
horrified look.  "Xander needs to
look at play sets in use to gauge what he wants to build.  He asked for backup."


 



        "If I'm
not on," she said weakly.


 



        He
grinned.  "Momma's coming out that
day too.  Just Momma, not the whole
heathen pack of Delko babies."  He
grinned and walked off.


 



        "Oh,
my."  She shook her head.  "Bring cuffs," she told him.


 



        "I can do
that.  How scary are they?"


 



        "They're
eight months old, John.  They're very
scary.  They're crawling too."


 



       
"Ooooh.  I'll bring multiple
sets of cuffs."  He smiled.  "I'll see you in a while.  I'm first up for a case and I heard it'd be
yours."


 



       
"Probably.  Unless Ryan's
done then it'd be ours probably." 
He nodded and left her alone.  She
shuddered at the thought of Xander and John meeting.  Two very alpha dogs would end up
fighting.  Or something.


 



        ***


 



        To part 2:


        John Hagen
watched the new guy with the kids, frowning slightly.  Something about the way he was acting was
very familiar.  He saw Horatio come over
and one of the kids take off crawling for him squealing happily.  Even he had to smile when Caine grinned a
sappy, daddy grin and picked up one of the twins.  He moved closer, still watching them.


 



        Xander looked
back at him.  "Hi, John.  Welcome to our insanity."  He stopped one of the crawling ones by
picking him up by the back of his shirt, holding him off the ground.  He turned him around and put him back down,
letting him crawl at Eric, looking very determined. "Ask Uncle Eric if
he'll take you to swing, Tim."


 



        "Sure, I
can do that."  He picked Tim up,
carrying him over to the swings.  He only
swung gently but the baby loved it, beaming at everyone.  "We need to set up the baby swing at the
house."  He gave him a squeeze when
he wiggled.  "Don't, you'll
fall.  Then Daddy will fuss
horribly."   He kept going, smiling
when Ray made it over to him.  "Hi,
Ray."  Tim spit.  "Be nice."  Horatio came over to grab his nephew, sitting
down in the next swing. "He's got one in the closet."


 



        "We put
it together this morning," he admitted. 
"Tim did not want to vacate it."  Ray wiggled. 
"No, you can't crawl around without an adult, Ray.  I'd have to hurt someone if you got
hurt."  He saw Greg sneak past.  "I'm getting him a cat collar," he
sighed.  "Xander!"  Xander waved and followed Greg all the way to
the sandbox.  Greg sat down and beamed
proudly.  "You still shouldn't sneak
away, Greg."


 



        Eric laughed
and looked at Tim.  "He's
asleep."


 



        Horatio looked
then smiled. "Good."  He looked
at Ray.  "Is he?"  Eric checked then shook his head.  "Pity."  Ray wiggled so he took him over to play in
the sandbox too.  Ray immediately started
to dig down in and try to crawl into the hole.


 



        John came over
to help them.  "Who showed you my
picture?"


 



        "No
one.  Calleigh said you were coming
out.  I figured if I was wrong you'd say
something."  He looked at him.  "Besides, who else would be staring at
the kids with that sappy yet scared look?"


 



        "Good
point."  He patted Ray on the back,
getting a look.  "Hi, Ray.  My name's John, I knew your granddaddy and
grandmommy."  Ray spit at him.


 



        "Nephew," Horatio warned.


 



        Xander picked
Ray up.  "No spitting unless it's a
bad guy."  He handed Ray to him,
watching his terrified look as the toddler cuddled him.  "There, that's a good apology,
right?"


 



        "A very
good one," he agreed, letting Ray back down.  He caught Greg and put him back into the
sand.  "You are very sneaky."


 



        "He is,
that's why he's getting a kitty collar tonight," Xander agreed dryly.  "With GPS if I can find one."  Horatio smothered a laugh.  "He made it onto the porch this morning
while you were taking out the trash."


 



        "He
did?"


 



        "He
did.  Right past your feet.  Fortunately I had the gate up out there
too."  Horatio moaned.  "He's getting a kitty collar with a GPS
attachment."


 



        "We'll
see what we can find, Xander.  John, this
is Xander Harris.  Yelina gave him Ray to
guard over while she and Ray Senior were being hunted."


 



        "I'm
sorry as hell you lost them, Horatio," he said quietly.  Both boys stared at him.  "It's all right, boys.  I'm a nice guy, even if you do scare the crap
out of me."  Ray cackled and pounced
his arm.  "Thanks for the baby hug,
Ray."  He patted him on the back,
watching him go back to his digging. 
"How are you managing with three of them, kid?"


 



        Xander smirked.  "I've had them since Ray was four months
old, John.  They're being raised as
triplets.  They also like to watch me do
home improvements so they're going to love watching me put together their
playsets."


 



        "You
could buy them and simply put them together," Horatio offered.  Xander scowled at him.  "Never mind.  It is cheaper and it would give you more to
do."  He looked at John.  "Xander used to work construction.  He did a lot of work on the house."


 



       
"Congrats, kid."  He smiled
at the baby poking him on the arm. 
"Yes, little one?"


 



       
"Greg."


 



        "Greg
then.  What's wrong?"  Greg opened his mouth.  "No, I don't have food.  That's probably Uncle Eric."  Greg took off crawling toward him, only
stopping when he hit something that hurt his hand.  "Crap."  He and Horatio both went to see what was
wrong, Xander staying with Ray.  "He
lets you handle this stuff?"


 



        "Unless
he needs fussed over."  He picked
the splinter out and looked at him. 
"Next time ask and we'll carry you, Greg."  Eric chuckled.  "He's hungry."


 



        "He's
always hungry, H.  He's a crawling
stomach.  Fortunately there's cereal and
things in the diaper bag."  Horatio
went to get it and brought their stuff over that way since none of them were
with it.  Xander got the camera out to
take pictures of the play equipment.  A
passing cop gave him a funny look. 
"He's building his own set for the house," he called.  "The one in the sandbox with him is H's
nephew."  The officer nodded,
smiling at Horatio and John, then kept going. 
"Um, H, Greg," he called, pointing at the baby trying to
follow the horse the officer was riding.


 



        Horatio
moaned, jogging to catch him.  "You
can go for horse rides when you're older, Greg. 
I promise we can go on pony rides when you're older."  He walked him back to the sandbox shaking his
head.  "He's definitely quick,"
he told John.


 



        "I can
see that."  He patted Greg on the
head, getting a beaming grin.  "Are
you the one they said was a story hound?"


 



        "No,
that's Tim, Speed's son," Horatio said with a nod at Eric.  "He's blissed out on the swing so let
him nap.  Please.  He snuck into the bookcase last night and
nearly toppled it onto himself."


 



        "I'm
anchoring it to the wall tonight," Xander promised.  He opened a bottle of juice and put a nipple
over it.  "I love this new nipple
for commercial bottles."  He waved
it and Greg lunged, making John catch him. 
"Thanks."  Greg snatched
the bottle to suck on, grinning around the nipple.  "Yes, you're a good boy," he
promised.  Ray looked over from his
trying to tunnel under the sand.  "You
are too.  See if Greg will share
already."  Ray crawled over and sat
on Greg's ankles so he could snatch the bottle and drink, grinning at his
brother.  "Give him a baby thank
you, Ray."  Ray gave him a pat on
the head.  "Thank you."  Greg took it back.  "Nicely, Greg."  Greg went back to sucking his bottle.  They ended up snatching it from each other,
staring at each other while they drank.


 



        "Those
are some strange kids," John said finally.


 



        Xander beamed.
"I wouldn't expect anything else." 
Someone bounced over and he stiffened. "Heathen bitch," he
muttered.  "Yes, dear?"


 



        "What're
you doing, Xander?" she asked.


 



        He looked at
her.  "I'm doing what Hallie asked
me to do, Willow."  She pouted.  "Why?"


 



        "We need
you."


 



        "If you
had needed me you would have treated me better. 
Anything else?"  She looked
stunned.  "Then shoo, before you hurt
the kids."  She pouted again,
looking forlorn.  "Horatio?" he
said quietly.


 



        "Miss
Rosenburg, how did you get to Miami?"


 



        "I had an
oops."  She shrugged.  "They happen.  So I came to see Xander."


 



        "Xander
is very happy with the boys," John assured her, staring her down.  She wilted. 
"I promise you he's a great father. 
The whole crime lab watches over him since he's helping Horatio with his
nephew Ray.  The twins he's being raised
with are healthy and content.  You can't
ask for a better parent than that guy." 
She pouted.  "Now, what sort
of oops did you have?  Would that be like
sneaking into the baggage part of a plane or some other sort?"


 



       
"No," she said, still pouting.


 



        Hallie
appeared.  "Excuse us.  Xander, baby, Tara's coming down in a few
weeks with Andrew."  She grabbed
Willow and made her walk off. 
"Sorry, dear!"  She
waved a hand and took Willow with her back to Sunnydale, handing her to
Giles.  "She went to interfere in
the task I set for Xander.  Keep her
here.  No more teleporting."  She disappeared.


 



        John looked at
Horatio.  "Wasn't that the woman who
came to help that one kid who ended up killing his family for hurting
him?"  Horatio nodded.  "Ray?"


 



        "Was there when Yelina and Ray
Senior were being tortured," he said quietly.  "She steered Xander to him."


 



        "Thanks,
kid.  She'd appreciate that and so would
his daddy."  He punched Xander on
the arm, getting a small smile. 
"You're good."


 



        "Thank you."  The babies were staring at the empty
bottle.  "Do you two not want to
play?"  Greg got free and went to
dig into Ray's tunnels, Ray pouncing him with a squeal to help.  Eric brought Tim over.  "He done with his nap?"


 



        "Nope, still
going."  He cleared a small area in
the sand for him to nap in, laying him down and putting his t-shirt over
him.  "I've got to hit the
outhouse."  He walked off, leaving
them alone for now.


 



        John
looked.  "He does look a lot like
his daddy."  Horatio nodded, looking
at Tim.


 



        "Ray, let
Tim sleep," Xander ordered, turning him around. "Play with Greg while
Tim naps."  Ray pounced Greg again,
getting a baby grunt of displeasure but they dug the tunnel until they came to
the wood, then Greg pounded on it. 
"I know," he sighed, shaking his head.  "You need baby bongos."


 



        Horatio looked
at him.  "No they don't.  They have pots and pans."


 



       
"Fine," he muttered. 
John laughed.  "I only want
them to be happy."


 



        "I'm sure
they will be."  He looked at the
little body invading his lap.  "Hi,
Ray."  He got the biggest shiteating
grin from the baby.  "You need
changed, don't you?" he sighed. 
Horatio took him to do that by the bench, it had a trashcan next to
it.  "He changes diapers?"


 



        "They
love to have him help change diapers," Xander assured him, keeping Greg
from pouncing Tim.  "Let him nap,
Greg."  Greg pouted.  "Tough. 
Unless you want to nap with him?" 
Greg pouted.  "Then play."  Greg took off for the swings.  "Watch him," Xander ordered, going
to catch Greg and swing with him for a bit.


 



        "Sure, a
napping baby isn't that hard," he admitted, watching Tim nap.  He did look a lot like his Daddy Speed.  Horatio came back and Ray yawned, crawling
under the t-shirt to use Tim's stomach as a pillow.  "Aww."


 



        "Usually
the twins use Ray as a pillow," Horatio offered.  He smiled at Xander and Greg, both of whom
were squealing in delight as they swung. 
"Not too high."


 



        "I
know.  You fuss like Alexx,
Horatio."


 



        John
snickered. "You can."


 



        "It's got
a reason."   He looked at him.  "We're doing Thanksgiving as a dinner
this year.  Are you coming?"


 



        "I
wouldn't mind.  Any idea where Calleigh's
hiding?"


 



        "She had
to get her oil changed in her car. 
She'll be over once that's done." 
He smiled when he heard the yawn. 
"Good morning, Tim.  Did you
have a good nap?"  Tim yawned again
and flipped onto his side, snugging around Ray. 
"That's fine, you nap." 
Tim threw some sand at him. 
"Behave."  John laughed
and poked Tim on the side, getting a glare. 
"Behave," Horatio ordered. 
Tim scowled at him too, then huffed and hugged Ray tighter, going back
to his nap.  Eric came back.  "You all right?"


 



        "Called
Momma.  She's on her way over with
Alexx.  She stopped to pick her
up."  He smiled at the cute duo
under his shirt.  "They're adorable
when they're asleep."  He heard a
high pitched cackle and looked back at Greg. 
"Lower, Xander."


 



        "A breeze
caught us, Eric."  He stopped the
swing, letting Greg down.  "Go
pounce your uncles.  They'll play with
you since the other cubs are asleep." 
Greg got his determined face and crawled over to pounce Eric's ankle,
gnawing on it.  "I think that's a
'ha, got you', Eric."


 



        "It
probably is."  He picked him up,
going to let him try the slide while Xander swung on his own.  Greg squealed as he went down the small
slide, glaring at it when it dumped him into his uncle's hands again.  He tried to get back up it so Eric put him at
the top and had to rush to catch him. 
Horatio came over to catch and Eric let him slide back down.  Greg got tired of the slide after a few tries
and took off crawling to investigate the rest of the play set.  This one had a wood and rope bridge that made
Greg giggle as he crawled across the shaky thing.  On the other side was ropes and he couldn't
quite figure out how to get up it, but he liked the platform on the other
side.  There was a higher slide and he
got onto it, making Horatio catch him at the bottom, his squeal echoing.  Even Alexx was smiling when she joined them
with her two kids.  They came over to
help play.  "Greg's the only one
awake," he said, kissing his mother on the cheek.  "Momma, the ones you don't know are John
Hagen in the sandbox with the two napping ones and Xander's on the
swing."  She smiled and went to introduce
herself to Xander.  He took the pouting
Greg and put him back at the top of the slide, letting him wiggle until he
slipped onto his side and went down that way that time.  "I think it's time for safer
pursuits."


 



        Alexx's kids
ran to the sandbox.  Tim glared at them
for waking him up again but they cooed and patted him until he went back to
sleep.  Alexx looked at Greg, checking
the spot on his hand.  "Someone got
a splinter."  She kissed it and Greg
beamed, hugging her.  "Hello,
sugar.  Come on, let's go see Eric's
Mommy."  She walked him over,
letting her have Greg for a few minutes. 
She noticed the watchful look on Xander's face.  "Relax," she mouthed.  She smiled at the fussing Greg got.  "He's a good boy but he's very
fast."


 



        "He tried
to follow the mounted officer's horse," Horatio agreed.  He came to get Greg.  "Come on, let's check your
diaper."  Greg fussed.  "I'm not changing it unless you need
it."  He checked his diaper then let
him play in the sand.   He pounced
Alexx's daughter and started to shower her with sand, making her laugh and do
it back.  "Don't bury him," he
ordered.  He smiled at Eric's mother.  "Hi, Mrs. Delko."


 



       
"Horatio."  She kissed
him on the head.  "Where is your
nephew?"  He pointed at the lump of
infants under the t-shirt.  "They're
worn out already?"


 



        "They
tore up the living room before we came here," Xander offered, coming
over.  "Alexx, our cooler of stuff
got moved if you wanted to put your stuff with it.  Greg and Ray had a bottle of juice that they
shared.  Tim got worn out on the swing
with Eric.  He loved the wind up one at
the house.  Refused to let anyone else
have a turn. Greg made it onto the porch this morning too."  Horatio moaned at that.  "The rules of kitty collars on babies
are the same, right?  Two fingers'
space?"


 



        "Should
be.  Check the goth store, Xander.  They might have one specially for
babies."


 



       
"Okay.  Will it have
GPS?"


 



       
"Maybe," she admitted. 
"If not, there's always the spy shop."


 



        He nodded,
getting that.  Ray poked his head up but
Tim growled so he only waved and hid again, making the adults chuckle.  "He's a good napping buddy."


 



        "He
is," Alexx agreed.  "Tim, baby,
Uncle Eric's mommy is here," she said quietly.  "Wouldn't you like to get up and play
with her and my babies?"


 



        Tim uncovered
his head.  "Poo!"


 



       
"Poo?" she asked, looking at Xander.


 



        "I'm
almost thinking that's a no, but I'm not sure," Horatio admitted.


 



        Xander shook
his head.  "He's hungry."  He dug into the diaper bag, coming up with a
yogurt tube.  "Want it?  Gotta get up."  Tim let Ray go, watching as he crawled to
help torment the bigger kids, then he got his treat to suck on.  "Good boy!"  He smiled and patted him on the head.


 



        "Those
are so much more convenient than what we had when my babies were younger,"
Eric's mother sighed.


 



        Horatio
smiled.  "Xander didn't know about
them until Calleigh told him.  Tim seems
to like them."  He smoothed down
some fly-away hair.  "Someone got
the static problem this morning."


 



        "I ran
out of dryer sheets," Xander admitted. 
Tim finished sucking down his yogurt, handing the rest of the tube to
Greg when he came to snatch it and suck on it. 
"Share," he ordered firmly. 
Eric's mother looked at him. 
"Greg knows he's got to share with the others.  He's hyper so he's got more appetite.  He also knows he's not supposed to snatch
food."  Tim didn't seem to want it
back, he went to dig in the sand.  Greg
got to finish the yogurt and he took it to throw it out once he was done.  Then Greg pounced Horatio to cuddle.


 



        "Hi,
Greg."  He smiled at him. "Feel
better?"  He got a beam and Greg
crawled over to pounce John, settling into his lap with a small yawn.  "Sure, you be sleepy with Uncle
John."


 



        "I have
no idea what I'm doing," he said, looking a bit panicked.


 



        "Just be
a baby seatbelt," Xander told him. 
"Then you can put him into the sand when he starts to
snore."  John nodded, letting Greg
fall asleep on him.  When he was snoring
he put him under the t-shirt, letting him nap in the shade for now.  "See?"  He grinned. 
"They did brilliantly the other day," he bragged. "Greg
made the potty/bathtub connection and they all figured out how to use it when
Horatio sat them on it for a few minutes. 
They're going to be brilliant little ones some year soon."  Alexx patted him on the back.  "They will be."


 



        "I'm sure
they will," John agreed.  He smiled
at the two kids, pulling Ray out of the hole. 
"Let's not suffocate, little Ray."  He let him go, watching as he pounced Xander,
getting a cuddle, then he went back to playing with the sand.  He stole some from Tim's pile and got swatted
at, but he threw some back at him and went back to playing on his own.   The adults let Xander sketch some rough
outlines of play equipment for the kids, letting Alexx approve of things and
noting where babies their age couldn't play with those yet, but it was fine for
later on.


 



        Later on,
after lunch and when the babies were ready to go home to get out of the hotter
sunlight, Eric's mother pulled Horatio aside. 
"Why aren't you taking care of your nephew?"


 



        "Because
there's too many threats in my life," he admitted quietly.  "I do spend about half my free time at
Xander's with the boys.   He does know me
and we do get along well.  I get to
babysit all I want and spend all the time I want with Ray, Mrs. Delko.  Xander has never tried to keep us apart.  He's even given me my own room in their home
so I can go over all I want."


 



        "He is
your family."


 



        "He is
but it's safer for him if he's there.  I
do work a lot of long hours.  I also have
a lot of danger.  The Mala Noche threat
hasn't ended yet."  She
scowled.  "I see as much of him as I
reasonably can.  Even the nights I don't
spend over I still pop in for dinner at the very least.   Xander has always said if I get to the point
when my hours are reasonable and no longer stretching ten or twelve hours a
day, and when I'm not in danger, then he'll gladly let me have
Raymond."  She sighed, shaking her
head.  "That's what a good parent
does," he assured her.  "I have
all the contact with Ray I could want. 
He's bent over backward to help me with Ray.  He's given me time to grieve and time to get
to know my nephew like a parent would. 
Ray loves us both."


 



        "It's not
right for him to be raising your family."


 



        "The boys
are as much family as Ray and I are," he corrected.  "The same as Xander is to Ray and the
twins.  I consider them my
family."  She stared at him, her
eyes narrowed.  "Not like you're
thinking," he said dryly.  Now he
knew why Xander had been wary. 
"He's a very good father, Mrs. Delko.   He's done an excellent job with the
boys.  He handles them very well by
himself and with others there to fuss over them.  He's said all along my entire staff can come
over to help fuss over them if they want. 
Tim is Speed's son," he said quietly.  "Alexx and everyone come to fuss all the
time.  Even Calleigh and Eric."


 



       
"Fine.  It's still not right
for a boy his age to be raising children that aren't his own."


 



        "The
twins' mother gave them to him when she died," he said firmly.  "He's been a wonderful father.  I have no doubt he'll continue to be a
wonderful father.  Including to
Raymond.  The same as I'm slowly moving
into the family so I have all the time I need and want with the *three* of
them."  She gave him a horrified
look.  "I will not have you hurting
Xander.  The way things are suits us
all.  He's a wonderful father."


 



       
"Fine."  She walked
off.  Her son looked at her then at
Horatio.  She said something in Spanish
and he glared at her. "Eric."


 



        "Momma,
Xander's not like that!  He's a great
father.  Shit, Momma, I hope like hell
I'm a father like him someday." She gave him a stunned look.  "At least he'd never be disappointed in
their career paths," he hissed.  She
sighed and nodded.  "Now, lay off
them.  Xander's the best father I've ever
seen, including Poppi.  Even Alexx said
so."  He walked her to his car,
taking her home.  "I think you had
too much sun, Momma."


 



        Alexx looked
at Xander.  "It's not like
that.   She's a fussy mother of the old
school.  She thinks only mothers should
raise children."


 



        "So next
time I'll wear a skirt," he said dryly, giving her a look.  She nodded at that, taking her kids
home.  He looked at John.  "Sorry. 
That's why I was wary of them meeting Eric's mother.  The traditional thought that I've got a dick
so therefore can't be a good father annoys the shit outta me."


 



        John nodded.
"It would me too, kid."  He
smiled.  "Help you get the kids to
the car?"


 



       
"Please," he moaned, letting him take Greg since Greg was
still sucking up to him.  He got Tim,
Horatio got Ray, and they let John watch them while they got the diaper bag and
things.  "Want to come play some
more?"


 



        "No, I'm
about kidded out for the day," he admitted, smiling at them.  "I'm sorry Calleigh didn't show
up."


 



        "They'd
pounce her and would've buried her in the sand," Xander said with a
grin.  "They love their auntie.  Tim and Greg like to grab blonde women in the
store because they love her so much." 
John laughed.


 



        "He's not
joking," Horatio offered. 
"Even with one hand in Calleigh's hair Greg still grabbed other
blondes by the head.  Then he'd compare
their hair shades to his and hers." 
John walked off laughing, getting into his car to head off.  He looked at Xander.  "Keys?"


 



        "Can I
kick her ass if she tries something?" he asked.


 



        "Without
the physical violence component, yes." 
They were tossed over. 
"Thank you.  I'll keep her
from doing it, Xander.  So will
Alexx."


 



       
"Uh-huh."  He slid in,
checking the boys.  They were all looking
expectant.  "What?" he
complained.  Greg made a hand-waving
motion.  "Ah, music."  He turned it on once the engine was started,
buckling up at Horatio's amused look. 
"Maybe they'll really nap," he said quietly.


 



        "I can
only hope so.  It'll give us time to put
the living room back together again." 
He looked at him.  "You do
need a new couch, Xander."  Xander
sighed.  "We can afford it."


 



        "I don't
know that."


 



        "She told
you that."


 



        "I still
need to be cautious.  We don't know how
long the stipends will last."  He
suddenly yelped and put the fire on his butt out.  "Hey!" he complained.  His cellphone rang.  "Yes, Hallie, you torched my
butt?"  He listened and sighed.  "But...."  He groaned, holding his head.  "How much per year?  Yeah, we can live on that as long as I don't
have to pay house taxes and personal taxes. 
Because I had to live that problem before," he reminded her.  He groaned. 
"Here, talk to Hallie." 
Horatio pulled them over and took the phone.  "I'm a bad pack alpha."


 



        "You're
not.  You're simply worrying too
much," Horatio told him.  He
listened to what she said.  "That's
more than reasonable, Hallie, but what happens if you get promoted to a new job
or if something happens to you?"  He
smiled.  "That is one reason he's
worrying, yes.  That and he doesn't want
the boys to turn into Anya."  He
smirked at him when Xander growled. 
"It's was a clear sign to me, Xander."  He listened to her.  "Really?"  He blinked. 
"Hallie...."  He sighed
and nodded.  "If it does, it
does.  What happens if...."  He nodded. 
"That's more than reasonable. 
We will today.  Yes.  I think he still wants to build most of it
for them.  That's fine.  Thank you."  He hung up. 
"She set it up in a mundane trust for the boys.  The house's taxes have been paid for the next
twenty years, Xander.   Even if she does
die or get moved out of her job, we're secure. 
Now, we're going to get a new couch and maybe a few chairs.  Plus the parts of the playset you don't want
to build."  Xander looked at
him.  "A nice plastic slide?  A ball pit?"  Xander let out a small smile at that.  "Please?"  Xander sighed but nodded.  "Thank you.  Do we have the stroller?"  He pointed in the back.  "Good, then let's do that.  You get next year's stipend on the second of
the year."  He glanced at the boys
then at him.  "How much do we have
left?"


 



        "About
thirty thousand."


 



        "We're getting six a year to feed,
clothe, and amuse them.  It'll be
enough."  Xander nodded at that.  "Good."  He drove them on, taking them to the toystore
he had been looking at.  "They're
going to go insane," he sighed. 
Xander nodded.  "Oh,
well.  They can have a new stuffed animal
each if necessary."  He got them out
and got the boys into the stroller, nodding at the Chief when they ran into him
and the Mayor.  "Sirs."


 



       
"Horatio.  What are you doing
here?" the mayor asked.


 



        "This is
Xander, he's the one who has custody of Ray for right now.  We're buying play equipment for their
house."


 



       
"Ah."  He smiled at the
boys.  "You three are
adorable," the Chief cooed, chucking Ray under the chin.  "You look just like your big brother did
at your age."  Ray sucked on his
finger.  "Such a good boy,
Ray."


 



        "The
other two are Tim and Greg," Xander told him quietly.


 



        "Very
strong young men it looks like."  He
patted them both on the head, getting a scowl from Tim.  "You look familiar."


 



        "That's
because their mother took a sperm donation from Speedle to create Tim and one
from Las Vegas's lab to create Greg," Horatio told him with a small smile.


 



        "Ah!  Interesting. 
So they'll be brilliant young men."


 



        "Tim's
already a story hound," Xander assured him with a grin.  "I'll let you guys talk.  We're looking at an indoor play area for
them."  He walked inside.


 



        The mayor
looked at him.  "That arrangement
suits you, Caine?"


 



        "It
does.  There's still too much danger and
too many hours in my life for me to take care of my nephew full time.  He has graciously allowed me to spend any
amount of time I have free with the boys. 
Including giving me a room in his house, sir."


 



        "That's
good of him."  He smiled and clapped
him on the arm.  "They all looked
very strong and healthy, Lieutenant.  I
hope you can work things out so you get your nephew all to yourself."


 



        "Right
now, I like him with the twins," he said, smiling some. "It's good
for him.  He's very loved.  Xander treats him the same as he does the
twins.  He loves them all equally and
it's very good for them.  I couldn't do a
better job on my own."  That got a
smile and a nod.  "I am on the watch
for those who decided I'm moving in for *other* reasons."  No matter what Hallie had said just a few
minutes ago about how it would suit them both.


 



        "Most of
the department knows about your nephew, Horatio.  I wouldn't worry about that.  Have fun finding toys."


 



        "Thank you, sir.  Christmas is going to be insane with
them."  He walked inside, giving his
boss a small smile.


 




        "Mr.
Harris has also been instrumental in keeping a biker gang from his street, Mr.
Mayor.  He caught one breaking into his
house and presented him to Horatio.  He
helped defeat them twice when they went for other residents to cause
damage.  When they came for him he still
stood tall, though I heard he fired on a gas can one had because they were
going to burn the house with the boys and him in it."


 



        "I heard
about the barbequed thug," he admitted, walking him back to his limo.  "They looked happy together."


 



        "Horatio
does enjoy his time with the boys," he admitted. "I talked to him
last week about it, sir.  He's got a room
in their house and he spends most of his free time over there, plus Mr. Harris
has gladly accepted all the lab over to play with the boys and check on
them.  I hear ME Woods even fusses at him
when he spoils the boys with candy." 
That got a smile and they got into the back.  "He's been very happy to work with the
lab about when people want to come over. 
I heard Duquesne had to borrow clothes a few times after she helped give
the tykes a bath and they splashed her."


 



        "I heard
something about Horatio walking them around a store to buy high chairs and them
grabbing blondes."


 



        "They do
love her," the Chief assured. 
"She's probably their favorite aunt."


 



        "That's
good.  It's good for them to like his new
family."  He looked at his Chief of
Police.  "Do you think they'll get
together?"


 



        "I don't
predict the future, sir."


 



        "Good
point.  What about him and
Duquesne?"


 



        "Maybe,
but I don't think she's ready to be a mother yet."


 



        "That's
reasonable.  She's still
young."  He nodded and the driver
took them to their next stop.  He knew he
was conservative but it heartened him that she was still doing 'womanly' things
by his mind and his publically lauded crime lab wasn't being run by a gay
man.  The Chief wisely kept any opinions
to himself about his politics and leanings toward the traditional ways.  He liked that about the man.  He liked even more how Horatio had been
subtly redirecting the gossip about his living situation with the truth.


 



        ***


 



        Xander flopped
down on the new couch that night, eating his chinese food, which Horatio had
sprung for.  "Thank you for making
me do that."


 



        "You're
welcome.  It's very comfortable for
them."  He smiled at the three boys
piled together in a beanbag chair napping. 
"They've been tired recently."


 



        "Alexx
said that they do that right before a growth spurt."  He ate a bite of noodle.  "I'm still watching to make sure they're
not getting sick."  He ate another
bite and looked over as Greg sniffed then let out a wail.  "Coming, guys."  He put down the food and came over to see
what was wrong.  "Eww,
Greg."  He walked him into the
bathroom held at arm's length. 
"What did you sneak and eat, cub!"


 



        Horatio
smiled, going back to his dinner.  He did
move Xander's dinner away from Tim's little fingers.  "Come have some of mine, Tim.  Don't steal Daddy Xander's.  He needs food like Greg does."  He held out a bite of chicken after sucking
the sauce off it.  Tim took it to gum,
smiling at him.  "Good boy.  Ray?" 
Ray got away from Xander's food too. 
He heard the bathtub come on and put both their foods up so he could go
help.  "That bad?"  He looked and grimaced.  "Eww, son.  What did you eat?"


 



        "I don't
know but I suspect it was a bug," Xander admitted.  He let the running water clean the naked
butt, ignoring the giggling going on. 
"This is like velcro."


 



        "Let
me," Horatio offered, taking the baby to clean him.  He did it better. "Hold his chest for
me?"  Xander did that, straddling
the side of the tub.  He used the
washcloth.  Finally Greg's butt was
clean.  "There."  He put on cream then the new diaper, then his
pants, letting him go.  "I left our
food on the table."


 



        Xander
smiled.  "You didn't know Ray could
climb?"


 



       
"Crap."  He muttered,
going to find them. Tim was on the table, face down in his carton of food
licking it up like the cat would.  Ray
had Xander's noodles over his head and was plucking them off to eat them.  They watched as Greg got up there with them
and helped by plucking some noodles off Ray's head and nibbling on them.  "Camera?"  Xander found it and handed it over. He got
one of them without them knowing then they all looked over at the flash,
getting another one since Speed's face was covered in brown sauce.  "Boys," he sighed.


 



        "I'll
start the bath."


 



        "Thank
you."  He went to save his dinner
and put it in the fridge, giving Tim a piece of carrot to suck on while they
waited on the bubbles to happen.  He got
Ray's head cleaned off into the carton, ignoring Tim and Greg pulling some out
for themselves.  He carried the two
messiest ones in there, Tim following along. 
He loved his bath time.  He found
Xander running bubbles too.  "Think
it'll help?"


 



       
"Yup."  He got Greg
naked, noticing his butt was already leaking more nasty stuff.  He set him on the toilet, earning a baby
cheer.  "You go in there instead of
the diaper, Greg."  He bundled the
dirty one up and tossed it.  The other
boys went into the tub until Greg was done. 
"If you keep that up, we're going to see the doctor tomorrow."


 



        Horatio
nodded.  "I agree.  Or at least call Alexx."  He decided to go do that.  "Alexx, Horatio.  Greg's letting out things that look like
textured black tar.  Could be some
sand," he agreed.  "It's still
like dark brown or black tar with sand though. 
Exactly.  We're both
worried."  He nodded, making notes
on the grocery list on the fridge. 
"I can go find some tonight. 
Thank you.  No, we had to use
running water and a washcloth.  Not in
the least bit loose.  Sticky, very
sticky.  Thank you."  He hung up and called their usual
pharmacy.  "This is Horatio Caine
for Mr. Harris.  Yes, the father of the
triplets.  Pepto," he sighed.  "They ate something at the park earlier.  That and some anti-diarrheal medicine.  Can it be delivered?  Thank you. 
We've got them in a bath.  I'll be
here.  I'll have it ready, thank
you.  They'll deliver some,
Xander."  He started back that way
but someone knocked on the door.  He went
down to see who it was, finding a social worker they had worked with
before.  "Mrs. Delko?" he
guessed.


 



        "A parent
who saw the man living here taking pictures in the park."


 



        "He's
building a playset for the triplets." 
He let her inside.  "I'm
waiting on some medicine to be delivered."


 



        "That's
fine, Horatio.  Why would Eric Delko's
family call me?"


 



        "She's
against two guys raising triplets," Xander said from the top of the
stairs.  "Horatio?"


 



        "Go back
to the bath, Xander."  He nodded,
doing that.  "He was only a foot
outside and all three boys are still giggling."


 



        "I can
tell.  Medicine?"


 



        "They picked up something in the park
that made Greg, one of the twins, poop tar-like stuff."


 



        "Ah.  That happens I guess."  Someone tapped and he answered, paying the
delivery driver and giving him a tip, taking the bag.  She smiled and followed him upstairs.  "Where is he putting a play area?"


 



        "There's
a large room behind the stairs.  They're
going in there."


 



        "That's
good.  Good for days you can't take them
to the park."  She looked at the
gate, smiling at it. "Very effective and I'm sure they can't get over
it.  Is it triplets or twins?"


 



        "Twins
and my nephew," he admitted, letting her see the rest of the house.  "We had to buy some new furniture
today."


 



        "That's
fine, Horatio.  I'm not
worried."  A naked, damp body came
crawling out.  "I see someone
escaped."


 



        "He needs
medicine.  He let some into the
water," Xander called.


 



        "I can do
that," Horatio agreed.  "Catch
Greg for me please?"  He looked at
Alexx's instructions and measured out the correct amount of medicine, letting
Greg have it.  "There you go.  Go sit on the potty."  She let Greg go, watching as he crawled back
into the bathroom.  She checked, smiling
when she saw Xander had put him on the toilet. 
"It's very practical in this situation and they don't mind."


 



        "I don't
mind.  Are the other two under the
bubbles?"  Xander let her see the
two hiding behind him, making her smile. 
"Are you letting the water out?"


 



       
"Yup.  I don't think we need
that and bubbles."  He finished
draining the tub and rinsed it out, letting Tim back into the tub when he
started to pee.  Horatio got some paper
towels to clean up the mess.  Xander
hosed him off with the faucet then put him back down next to Ray, who smiled at
the pretty woman.  "So, who
called?"


 



        "You were
taking pictures in the park."


 



       
"Um-huh.  I'm building them
some play equipment.  I used to be in
construction before I inherited the twins and got given Horatio's nephew.  I did the work to fix up the downstairs while
the boys watched."


 



        "That's
interesting.  Did they help?"


 



        "No, they
sat in their carseats and cooed at my manliness," he said with a
grin.  "They loved it when I painted
with the low-fume paint."  She
smiled at that.  "I checked and they
stayed out harm's way."


 



       
"Good.  It sounds like you're
a very good father.  What did you have
planned for their play area?"


 



        "We got
them a ball pit, like you find at some fast food places?"  She nodded. 
"I'm making them a tower to go with the slide kit we bought earlier
today and I'm putting a giant mat at the bottom to catch them so they can't get
hurt.  It'll have a boat-style swing seat
for them to sit in.  We got that as
well.  The rest will be crawling
platforms, gentle inclines with non-slip surfaces, and a few areas to help them
figure new things out.  They learned how
to climb the other day.  They're taking a
bath now because Ray decided he wanted to eat my dinner from his hair."


 



        She
smiled.  "That can
happen."  She patted Greg on the
head.  "That's a very good boy to
let that out in there."  He beamed
at her and did it more for her pleasure so she'd smile some more.  She watched Xander rerun the tub of water.  "You've clearly got a good handle on
them."


 



        "I've had
them since Ray was four months old," he said quietly.  "They're just now getting to be ten
months in another few weeks and Ray'll be going into nine months a week
later."  She nodded.  "I'm sorry if I worried some
people."


 



        "That's
all right.  They noticed it was a male
heavy group with the boys today."


 



        "It was
us, Detective Hagen, ME Alexx Woods and her children, plus Eric Delko and his
mother," Horatio offered.  She
nodded, making note of that. 
"Eric's mother is a bit traditional.  Right now having Ray here is best for
him.  He's loved and Xander has  more free time to play with him than I do
unless I retire."


 



        "That's
perfectly reasonable, Horatio.  Are you
staying over?"


 



        "As often as he wants," Xander
agreed.  "His room is the next one
up."  She smiled and went to snoop.  He looked at Horatio.  "Taking pictures?" he mouthed
before turning to stop the water and put the boys back into it.  He looked at Greg.  "Are you still leaking?"  Greg let out a fart and he sighed.
"That's fine.  You can join the bath
when you're done."  Greg fussed and
held up his arms.  Horatio came in to
clean him up and put him into the water once she was gone.  "We good?"


 



        "She said
we were," he promised.  "Quit
worrying, Xander."


 



        "I'm
supposed to worry, they're my pack," Xander said quietly.


 



        Horatio looked
at him. "Our pack."


 



       
"Point.  Why don't you worry
then?"


 



        "Because
I don't need to, Xander.  They're fine
and healthy.  She saw that.  Greg's leaking problem will be solved.  Let me get a pull-up for him."  He went to get one meant for swimming,
putting it on the boy before he could let more into the water.  "There, that should help."  Xander smiled at him.  "It'll be fine, Xander."


 



        "If you
say so."


 



        "I
do.  Quit worrying.  Remember, Tara's coming soon."


 



        "I'd like
to have the playset done by then," he admitted.  Someone else knocked and he sighed, leaving
Horatio with the boys while he went to answer it.  "Hi, Calleigh.  What happened earlier?"


 



       
"Stuff."  She gave him a
hug.  "Did someone tell John that I
had baby envy?"


 



        "I think
someone joked that you didn't show up because you didn't want to seem too
maternal," he offered.  "Not
us."  He let her inside, checking
the street.  He frowned.  "Were you followed?"  She looked and shook her head.  "Crap. 
Tell me that's not someone watching the street," he said, nodding
at the suspicious car.


 



        "Let me
call it in, Xander."  She moved to
where she could get a better view of the car's license plate.  "Dispatch, this is CSI Duquesne.  I'm at Hillcrest Street by Palmer and there's
a suspicious car sitting with occupants. 
License plate...."  She was
interrupted by a gunshot.  She grabbed
her arm as she fell.


 



        Xander came
out, aiming at the car taking off.  He
blew a tire and the windshield.  The car
crashed into a building. 
"Horatio!"  He came
jogging out.  "Boys?"


 



        "I let
out the water.  Go back
inside."  He took Calleigh's
gun.  "Go now."  Xander headed inside, locking it up.  He got the boys into their nursery, in the
closet.   Then he came back out with a
gun, handing it to Horatio behind his back. 
"Thank you.  Them?"


 



       
"Closet," he said quietly.  
"Any others?"


 



        "Not
yet.  Help Calleigh while I see where our
backup is."   He took her cellphone
to do that.  "Dispatch, this is
Lieutenant Caine.  We have a CSI
down.  I repeat, officer down, non-fatal
injury to her shoulder.  Two suspects
trapped in vehicle.  Needing backup and
rescue."  He heard the ETA and
smiled. "Thank you."  He hung
up and went to check on them.  He saw
lights coming on and he waved at one neighbor. 
"We're handling it." 
She nodded, going back inside. 
John showed up first, Fire/Rescue right after him.  "The tires and front windshield were
blown, making them crash into the building. 
That was right after they shot CSI Duquesne."  John took off for her.  "They're moaning. I didn't check more
than that."


 



        "That's
fine, Lieutenant.  Do you know who they
are?"


 



        "All I
know is Xander spotted them, he told Calleigh because she had just come
over.  They shot at her."


 



       
"Gotcha.  Let us handle
it."  He nodded, backing off until
another senior officer got there.  One
winced at the sight of IAB striding over. 
They got the two suspects out, getting them into the ambulance after
Calleigh had been taken.   They were
going to different places.


 



        Horatio looked
at Rick Stetler.  "I don't
know.  I was inside with the boys."


 



        "Who has
them?"


 



        "They're
in a safe spot."  He looked around
then pointed inside.  "Wolfe, check
on the boys?"  He nodded, heading
inside.  "Nursery."   That got another nod.  He looked at him.  "Sorry, Xander saw them."


 



       
"Xander?"  He frowned.
"Harris, the guy who has custody of your nephew?"  He nodded. "Who blew the tires?  If Duquesne was down and you were inside...."


 



        "Xander
was out here," he admitted.  "I
have the gun he used."


 



        "He's
good?"  Horatio nodded. "He's
licensed?"  He nodded again.  Ryan Wolfe came back out.  "You left them alone?"


 



        "They're
asleep in the closet. There's nothing in there that could harm them and I
closed the gate, Horatio."  He
handed over the baby monitor's speaker. 
"Here.  I moved the
base."


 



        "Thank
you, Mr. Wolfe."  He put it in his
shirt pocket.  He pulled at the damp
material.  "I was helping with a
bath.  They managed to dump chinese food
over themselves."


 



        Rick rolled
his eyes.  "You're not half as
coherent as usual, Caine."


 



        "It
happens."  He heard a coo and
winced. "That's Greg."  He
heard a meow.  "That's fine.  The mother cat came in to check on
them."  He got an incredulous
look.  "She's recently had kittens
in Xander's closet.  She'd never hurt the
boys."  He looked around then at
him.  "I don't know what happened,
Rick, Xander was out here with her. 
You'd have to ask her or him."


 



       
"Fine.  Where is your
nephew's guardian?"  He looked
around.  "Mr. Harris?"  He came over from a neighbor's house.  "What are you doing?"


 



        "They
were watching her house."  He looked
at him.  "Yes, I blew the tires and
windshield after I saw them shoot her in the shoulder.  Here." 
He pointed at the injured area. 
"Horatio came out, I went to put the boys in the closet.  I came out to help her until paramedics got
here."


 



        "You seem
pretty calm."


 



        "I'm from
a town with a high death rate, Officer. 
I had to protect myself and others before.  It was unfortunate but I spotted them
watching 518.  They were in a dark car
without the engine running.  When I
pointed them out to Calleigh she moved outside to get a better view of the
license plate and car."


 



        "Okay,
why didn't she spot them?"


 



        "She had
just gotten here and she lives in the other direction," he said, nodding
behind them.  "She probably didn't
see them."   He nodded, making note
of that. "I pointed them out to her. 
She moved outside to get a better view. 
She was calling, I was in the doorway, when they shot her.  I came out and grabbed her gun and shot the
tires and then the windshield because they were trying to get away."  That got a stunned look.  He sighed and pulled out his license, handing
it over.  "Yes, I'm licensed.  I've had to become a very good shot.  My town had a thirty percent homicide
rate."  The license was noted then
handed back.  "Horatio came out when
he heard the crash or the gunshots.  He
sent me back inside to handle the babies. 
I put them in the closet, I brought him another gun because he didn't
have his on him."


 



        "How many
do you have?"


 



        "They're
on file, including pin impressions and serial numbers," he noted.  That got a heated look.  "I can't rattle it off from the top of
my head, man.  It's a crime scene!  Why are you bothering me?"  He walked back inside, going to put the boys
to bed once he had cleaned his hands.


 



        "Yelina
went to him because he's a known protector, Rick," Horatio said
quietly.  "He's from a small town
called Sunnydale, which is like Regent Street."  That got a shudder.   "It's not his first act of protection
and he did protect Calleigh when she was shot."


 



       
"Fine.  We'll talk more
later.  Who was first on the scene after
you?"


 



        "John
Hagen, he went with Calleigh since Fire/Rescue was getting the suspects out of
the car at that time."


 



        "I'll
check with him."  He stomped
off.  "Wolfe, I will know everything
you find as soon as you know," he ordered.


 



        "Once I
have all the reports I'll gladly carbon copy them to you," he agreed.  "Not before I've made a full conclusion
however."  He got another
glare.  "It would be irresponsible
of me to do so, Stetler.  When I know you
will."  That got a single nod and he
went back to storming off.  He looked at
Horatio.  "Xander is apparently a
very good shot, Horatio.  Both hits to
the tire were near the center.  The hit
to the window was center mass so it didn't hit anyone, just created a mess so
they couldn't see."


 



        Horatio
nodded.  "He's listed as a
marksman."  He looked around.  "I'm going back inside.  Give me a bag for her gun."  Ryan handed one over once he had it
opened.  He carefully put the gun inside
and sealed it, making the note on the front of who it belonged to.  "I'll be inside."  Ryan nodded, locking the gun into his
kit.  "Thank you.  Tell John to stop over when he gets
back."


 



       
"Sure.  You'll know before
Stetler will.  Which house were they
watching?"  Horatio pointed.  "I'll be here."  That got a nod and he went back inside,
slamming the door.  "Don't be pissed
at him," he muttered. "He was acting on instinct."


 



        Horatio came
up the stairs, finding Xander sitting staring down the stairwell.  "She'll be fine."


 



        "I want
to know who they were," he said quietly.


 



        Horatio took
the gun from his hand and walked it off with the one Xander had given him.  He found the safe open and carefully unloaded
both guns before putting them back.  Then
he did a check.  He had a few more than he
had registered.  He checked the drawers
too and sighed.  He couldn't fault him,
not with his past.  He closed the safe's
door and walked back to the living room, pulling Xander to his feet.  "You can never do that again.  The proper course of action is to call it in,
give them the information you have.  You
are not an officer, Xander."


 



        "It was
instinct," he said quietly, looking at him. "I had to protect
her."


 



        "You
did.  You did it very well, but next time
do not take an officer's gun to do that. 
Do not shoot at the suspects.  You
could have hit someone, Xander." 
Xander swallowed and nodded. 
"Do you need to be sick?" 
He shook his head. 
"Good.  Now, sit down.  We'll talk about this stuff.  You're going to be asked to give a statement
to at least Internal Affairs."


 



       
"Sure," he agreed, sitting down on the couch.  He looked at Horatio.  "I'm sorry, Horatio.  I did what I thought was necessary."


 



        "I know,
Xander.  That's why you're not in trouble
yet.  I doubt anyone would press charges
on you for protecting her."  He
patted him on the head.  "Need a
soda?"


 



        "No, I'm
good.  The boys are down.  Did you change the combination to the
safe?"


 



        "No.  I was tempted but I didn't."  He went to get himself some water while he
calmed himself down.  When he came back
out, he sat on the couch next to Xander. 
"You need to get over what happened in Sunnydale, Xander.  I know it's a big part of who you are, but
Miami's not like that.  You don't need
the same instincts."


 



        Xander
snorted, taking the water to sip before handing it back.  "I thought I had buried it,
Horatio.  I thought they were nicely
buried and not going to have to come back unless someone hurt the
kids."  He continued to stare and
think well past his bedtime, only coming out of them when someone pounded on
the door.  He checked the clock before he
walked down there.  "If you wake the
kids I'm going to kick your ass," he said quietly. "It's three in the
morning."


 



        "I'm Rick
Stetler with Internal Affairs, Mr. Harris. 
May I come in?"


 



        "Can't it
wait until a decent hour when you won't wake the kids?"


 



       
"No."


 



       
"Fine," Xander sighed, letting him inside.  "We can talk down here.  Horatio's up there asleep on the couch."


 



        "I thought he had his own room."


 



        "We were
talking."  He closed the door after
checking the street.  He walked him to
the room behind the staircase.  It was
just as big as the living room and kitchen upstairs.  "This is going to be the play area.  Excuse the boxes and wood, I'm building most
of it."  He sat down on top of some
of the wood.  "Make yourself
comfortable.  Did you need a
statement?"


 



        "Do you
have someone slated to take care of them if you end up in prison for taking an
officer's gun?"


 



        Xander gave
him a cold look.  "You'd rather I
had let them run her over and kill her? 
Or anyone else?"  He looked
stunned so Xander stood up.  "My
former town had a thirty percent homicide rate the year I graduated,
Officer.  I was on the semi-legal
protection squad to protect the other students. 
Yes, I reacted on instinct to protect your officer and my friend.  I'm sorry if I broke a shitload of laws.  I'm not sorry she's alive and if you charge
me with that I'll get the biggest bitch of an attorney in this city to get you
back," he said calmly.  "As for
my kids, no one's going to need to take care of them for me.  Yes, they have plenty of people I can
ask.  I won't have to.  I know that. 
What I did was right.  I protected
Calleigh from the assholes who were going to hurt her.  The car was heading right for her when I got
the tires and then the front window." 
That got a shiver.  "I'm
sorry as hell if I bother you being like this but welcome to my life,
Stetler.   Now, if you want a statement I
can be civil if you can.  If you can't,
then come back at a better hour when you won't wake my kids."


 



        "You
think you're so tough."


 



        "No, I
know I'm so tough.  That's why I have
Ray."  He glared at him.  "Not my fault.  I have Ray because I'm a damn good
protector.  She knew that."  She being Hallie but he didn't need to know
that.  "I've done it for a very long
time.  I thought I had buried those
instincts when I got the boys.  I knew I
wasn't going to need them in Miami and I hoped I wasn't going to have to
protect them.  This whole neighborhood is
on edge because of the biker gang a few months back."


 



        "One of
them was Mala Noche."


 



        "Does
Horatio know?" Xander countered.  He
shook his head.  "He needs to
know.  Was it about Ray and
Horatio?"  He shook his head.  "Then it's not critical.  Why were they in my neighborhood if it wasn't
him?"


 



        "One of
your neighbors is a procurer."


 



        "The guy
who runs the nursery?  He lives in
514.  I thought they were watching
518."


 



        "They
were.  They're an elderly couple they
thought they could take out to take over their house as a crash pad."


 



        Xander shook
his head. "Not hardly.  The neighbor
on my left is a neighborhood spy and has called on me in the past when I walked
outside without a shirt on."  That
got a grimace.  "She was probably
the second call tonight."


 



        "She was
the third.  Duquesne's, then Caine took
it over, then hers."  Xander nodded,
sitting down again.  "Have you
killed others?"


 



        "No, I've
never killed another living human being," he said blandly.  "I didn't have to."  That got an odd look.  "I didn't."


 



        "Caine said something about Regent
street."


 



        "My town
was full of things like that.  They liked
to snack on teenagers."  He
shrugged.  "No living human beings
among them."  That got a groan.  "I did what I had to so I and my friends
could survive, Officer."


 



        Horatio came
in.  "Calm down, Xander."


 



        "He
wanted to know."


 



        "He
doesn't need to know."


 



        "Then he
won't remember," he said practically. 
He shrugged a bit.  "That's
how it usually works."  He looked at
him again.  "No, I have never,
including tonight, killed a living being, Stetler.  I know very well neither of them died from
what I did to protect her."


 



        "One is
in critical condition."


 



        "Then he
should have been wearing his seat belt, he shouldn't have been firing on her,
or trying to run her over after he shot her, and he shouldn't have been in my
neighborhood.  Horatio's already
corrected me on what I should have done."


 



        "I want
the gun."


 



        "I gave
it to Horatio."


 



        "Ryan
Wolfe has it," Horatio assured him. 
He heard a wail and Xander moaned, getting up.  "I'll get Tim."


 



       
"Sure."  He sat down
again.  "I did ask politely for you
to not wake the kids.  They'll never go
back to sleep now."   He stared him
down.  "Did you want her dead?"


 



       
"No."


 



        "Then I'm
sorry as hell I used her gun to shoot their tires and the front window.  Next time I'll react differently."  He stood up again.  "Anything else?"


 



        "We're
not done."


 



        "It's three
in the morning.  You just woke up my
son.  We're done until a decent hour of
the morning.  I know it's your job to
make me fucking sorry for saving her but I'm not going to put up with
disrespect to my family.  You can come
back at a decent hour if you have more questions.  Or you can arrest me and I'll sue the
city.  Your choice."  Stetler backed off.  "Let me walk you to the door so I can
lock it after you, Officer."  He
nodded bruskly and let himself be led off. 
"I'll be up by ten and they'll be fed and playing by then.  Between then and three, they'll be in the
living room, then they go down for a nap until five.  After that they're up until eight, when they
have a bath and go to bed," he said quietly as he walked him out.  "Just come back anytime that's not a
naptime please.  I'll gladly cooperate
once it's a decent hour and you can grill and roast me all you want
then."  He let him out then closed
the door softly and locked it behind him, heading back upstairs. "I'm
sorry."


 



        "You
weren't disrespectful, Xander."   He
walked him into his room.  "He was
being disrespectful by coming here at three in the morning to try to throw you
off your game."  He got him down
onto the bed and tucked him in. 
"You sleep.  I'll be
here."


 



        "You have
to work."


 



        "I can do
that from home."


 



        "Um,
still no internet connection."


 



        "I can
fix that as well," he promised, patting him on the head.  "I'll be here tomorrow."  He walked off, going to his own room after
checking to make sure the boys were sleeping. 
He smiled when he heard Xander settle in for the night.  It was a good sign.  They'd get through this too.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio got
woken up first, his cellphone didn't wake the boys thankfully since it was near
dawn.  "What?" he
complained.  He sat up.  "I'm not sure yet, John.  How is she?"  He smiled. 
"That's fine.  No, I'm going
to be here.  Because Stetler showed up at
three this morning," he said, glancing at his alarm.  He reached over to turn it off.  "I was about to get up anyway.  We do have a few things left to set up and I
told him I'd be here.  Of course I
will.  Bring her over if she signs
herself out today."  He smiled.  "Of course we'll fuss over her.  She needs it."  He nodded. 
"I'll be here."  He hung
up and called his boss's voicemail. 
"Since Stetler came over at three this morning to get a statement
I'm working from Xander's today.  Mostly
to set it up so I can work here from the future when the boys get sick.  I'm on my cellphone if something
happens.  Calleigh's fine, John Hagen
called me.  She'll probably get out
today, it wasn't a serious injury and she's been closed up.  She'll be coming here for a few hours as well
if you need us."  He hung up and got
up, going to take a shower.  He walked
back into the nursery, sniffing. 
"Poor baby, Greg," he sighed, going to change his diaper.   This time it was Tim so he changed him and
gave him the medicine while he was still half-asleep.  Then he went to take his shower.  Once he got out he dried off and slid into
casual clothes, heading to call the cable company.  The boy would go insane without cable and it
was the cheapest and fastest way to get a high speed internet connection as far
as he knew.  Hallie appeared, taking the
phone and hanging up. "No?"


 



        "You already have it.  He never thought to ask and hook it up,
Horatio.  The boy doesn't have a
computer."


 



        "I have a
laptop I can bring home."  She
smiled at that.  "Where are the
connections?"  She pointed.  "Thank you.  Any other perks I should know about?"


 



        "Not
yet.  Need another one?"


 



        "His
car?"


 



       
"Runs," she admitted. 
"It'll be fine, Horatio.  His
car taxes are paid out of the trust before he gets paid to raise the boys.  It'll be just fine.  I know he's infected you with the worrying
but trust me.  Please?"


 



        "I
do.  If you think about it, he's doing a
pack alpha's job.  He's worried about the
well- being and survival of the pack."


 



        She pinched
him on the cheek.  "You are just
adorable!  Go get your laptop, I'll
stay.  By the way, Greg shared his
caterpillar snack."


 



        "That's gross."


 



        "They're
babies, they do that."  She
smiled.  "Shoo, go get the laptop,
I'll stay here."


 



        "Thank
you.  I'll make him get a tv later
too."  He headed down to the hummer,
going to the lab for a few minutes.  He
ran into his boss walking up the halls. 
"I left you a voicemail."


 



        "I got
it.  Are they okay?"


 



        "We
figured out what the boys ate that turned their diapers into tar.  Apparently they shared a few caterpillars
with some sand."  His boss made the
most disgusted face.  "That's why
they're crapping stuff that looks like sandy tar."


 



        "I like
Harris's idea of putting an indoor play area in.  How long before you're up and running?"


 



        "I'm
hoping I can get it to work today." 
He went into his office, grabbing his laptop and walking back out with
it under his arm.  "I left them all
sleeping."


 



        "When did
Stetler get there?"


 



        "I woke
up at 3:15 and he was there."


 



        "Oh.  How's Calleigh?"


 



        "John
said she's fine.  It was a
through-and-through.  They closed her
up.  He didn't think they were going to
keep her.  If they tried she was probably
going to sign herself out and go home. 
I've told him to bring her over so Xander can fuss over her.  It'll make him feel better."


 



        "That's
fine, Horatio.  You are leaving the
hummer?"  Horatio looked at
him.  "It is an *official*
vehicle," he noted dryly.


 



        "I always
bring it home, even on my days off."


 



        "We had
one of the ones on night-shift shot last night."


 



        "If my
team needs mine they'll call and then come get it."  He walked off.  "Thanks, boss."


 



       
"Welcome."  He shook his
head, going back to his office to make that note.  He did let that man get away with too much.


 



        Horatio came
back to the house and found Stetler knocking. 
"You couldn't wait until rush hour?" he taunted.  He let him inside.  "Xander's still asleep.  He didn't fall asleep until four thanks to
you."  He walked upstairs, finding a
large tv sitting there and a nice desk in the corner - facing the play area -
waiting for him.  "Thank you,"
he called quietly.  He put down the
laptop and logged in, plugging in all the proper cords.  It came up and he smiled.  "Even better."


 



        "This is
nice," he said.


 



        "Close
the gate."  The gate was
closed.  "Thank you.  The boys will be up soon.  They apparently ate a few caterpillars
yesterday while playing in the park."


 



        "I
wondered what stunk."


 



        "The last
round of diapers."  He went to check
on them, finding Greg awake.  "Good
morning, Greg."  He brought him over
to change him, finding him having a normal wet diaper.  "That's a good boy.  No more eating bugs, Greg."  He finished changing him and put him down
once he had him in something to play in. 
"Go play.  I'll feed you in a
few minutes.  Don't chew on the man out
there."  Greg crawled off, going to
crawl in with Daddy, making him smile. 
"Fine, do that if you want." 
Rick came to the door.  He
motioned him back.  "Xander?"
he called quietly.  "Incoming
Greg."  He heard Xander snuffle and
shift, then Greg cooed and they both heard the bed rustle again.  He checked Tim's new diaper.  It was still clean.  Ray's was fine.  He walked out, going to check on them.  Greg was snuggled into Xander's throat,
sucking his thumb.  He went back to the
living room.  "It's going to be
hours.  I'm not waking him for you."  He settled in to read his email, including
the note about official vehicles being meant to stay at the office.  He snorted at that one, deleting it.  "She's fine."


 



        "I
heard."  He stared at him for a few
minutes longer.  "He keeps guns in
the open?"


 



        "There's
a gun safe."  He looked up from his
reading.  "I'm sure you've pulled
his license by now to see what he has?" 
That got a nod.  "You also
probably did a background."


 



        "What I
could that wasn't blocked," he admitted. 
"The boy thinks he's Rambo?"


 



        "No.  Why would he?"


 



        "What he
said last night."  He walked
over.  "He said they had a
semi-legal defense team?"


 



        "They had
an unusually high death rate."  He
heard the quiet knock and went down to answer it.  "John, Calleigh.  Most of the boys are in bed.  Greg's up but he's with Xander."  John reached behind him to pick up the
baby.  He groaned. "I'm getting you
a bell collar myself, Greg."  He let
them inside.  "Stetler's upstairs,"
he told her quietly.


 



        "Might as
well get it over with," she complained. 
She walked up there, her arm in a sling. 
"Piss me off, they didn't give me enough pain killers." Greg
cooed and settled into her lap when she sat down. "Thank you, Greg.  You're very sweet.  Horatio, can I have some water?"


 



        "Of
course."  He went to get her a
bottle of it, getting John some as well. "Rick?"


 



        "No, I'm
fine."  He nodded at the gate so
John shut it.  "He'll scream if the
kid gets free again."


 



        "Greg
loves her," John said, smiling at Horatio then at Calleigh.  "You look good like that, Cal."


 



        "I can
beat you with one arm injured, John." 
Xander padded out to look at her, then went into the bathroom and came
out with three bottles, putting them in front of her.  He grunted and went back to bed.  She smiled. 
"See, that's what a good boyfriend does."


 



        "If I had
any at home they'd be yours," he assured her.  He smiled at the look on Horatio's face.  "I can see where the babies get the
fussy nature from."


 



       
"Indeed.  Need me to grab
Greg so you can take something?"


 



        "No, he's
trying to drink my water for me."


 



        "Bottles
are in the fridge, John," Horatio ordered. 
"Did you see them eating bugs yesterday?"


 



        "I think
Eric's mother caught Ray eating one, why?" she asked, taking one of the
pills.  She sighed in pleasure a few
minutes later.  "Those are
nice."  She laid down with Greg,
cuddling him.  "We'll nap.  Yes we will."  He squealed when she snored, playing with her
hair while he fell back asleep.


 



        Stetler shook
his head but John smiled, taking a picture. 
"That's so cute."


 



        "She
is," Horatio agreed.  "The boys
all love her. That's why they pounce every blonde in the stores.  Put it on the table.  Someone will be up soon."  He finished his email.  "Xander, are you up?" he
called.  He came back out, glaring at
him. "I know it's early.  Stetler's
here to take a statement."


 



        Xander blinked
at him. "I said a *decent* hour, asshole. 
This isn't."   He went back
to bed, slamming the door.


 



        John turned to
hide his laughs.  Horatio didn't.  "You knew he said after ten,
Rick."  He got up to answer the
screaming summons from the nursery. 
"Ray," he sighed. 
"There is no reason for that. 
Daddy's not mad at you."  He
changed him and let him go play. 
"Go pounce Uncle John." 
He found Tim staring at him. 
"Good morning, Tim.  Want
changed again?"  He checked his
diaper, then took him to change again. 
Once he was clean, diapered, and clothed he let him go free too.  "There, go pounce Uncle John too.  Let Auntie Calleigh sleep.  She needs a nap."  He crawled out, snatching the bottle off the
table to suck on, staring at Stetler. 
"Don't bother him."  He
went back to his desk.  "I'm working
from home today, John."


 



        "That's
fine, Horatio.  I'll come back at
lunch?"


 



        "If you
want.  We can always use the help.  It's like a chorus of baby birds most of the
time."  That got a smile and a nod,
John taking the camera with him.  "I
want the others," he called after him. 
"Catch Ray, Rick."  He
stopped the babies and closed the gate, doing a head count.  "Thank you.  They're very fast for being so
tiny."  He typed in an email to his
boss.  He got one back that bad diapers
weren't a good reason to be sick.  So he
called a delivery service and sent two of them to him.  By the time Xander got back up he had a
'never mind, that is a good reason, I've told Alexx to call you when she gets
in about those and let her have them.  I
hope they feel better, Horatio' waiting on him.


 



        Xander padded
back out, getting a soda to drink on his way to the shower.  "What?" he growled, staring at
Rick.  "Some of us are night
people."


 



        "I did
some research on your town, Mr. Harris."


 



        "I worked
with Buffy."  He paused, looking at
the tv, then at the desk. 
"Uh-huh."


 



        "It was
already on, you simply didn't realize it.  
Take a shower, I'm working from home today."


 



        "Any idea
what caused the tarry diapers?"


 



       
"Caterpillars."


 



       
"Eww."  He finished his
soda on the way to his shower, coming out of there only wearing a towel.  Tim followed him in to get dressed.  "Check on the kitty, Tim."   Tim peeked into closet then sniffled.  He looked. 
"Horatio.  We need a furry
burial.  Only one's alive."  He came in to look, finding all the dead
kittens to take outside to bury them. 
The living one was checked over but it was nearly gone too.  The mother was nowhere to be found.  He went to check the nursery closet.  Not in there either.  He sighed. 
"I have no idea, Tim.  We'll
figure it out and you can have the momma cat anyway."  He went to put on boxers, a t-shirt, and
sweats, plus socks.  "Okay, let's go
find nummies."  Tim led the way,
smiling and pouncing Ray when he found him. 
"Food," he called.  Greg
lifted his head.  "Gently,
cub."  He plucked him.  Calleigh made a grabbing motion.  "I've got him, Calleigh.  I'm getting him something to eat."  She grunted and shifted position.  "Go nap on my bed."  He handed Rick the baby and picked her up
with a small grunt, carrying her into the bedroom.  He tucked her in and went back to the
kitchen, taking the baby Stetler was staring at.  "What else did you want to know?"


 



        "They
said you didn't do that much."


 



        "Which is
why I'm in Miami.  They're bitches.  And?"


 



        "You
swear in front of them?"


 



        "They
can't speak yet.  I think it's safe for
another few weeks."  He gave him a
look.  "Swearing is saved for when I
hit my thumb or other bad things happen." 
That got a snort and Horatio came back. "Did you see the momma
cat?"


 



        "She's on
the roof sunning herself.  We'll figure
it out after we have her fixed, Xander." 
He took the food to feed the little stomachs.  "Go give a statement, Xander."


 



        Xander
grumbled but went that way, flopping down on the couch. "What else did my
former friends say?"


 



        "That
you're missing."


 



        "No, they
know I'm here."


 



        "That
you're not that important to the fight."


 



        "Sure,
because I didn't revive Buffy or anything," he said dryly. He shrugged.
"Their opinions no longer matter to me."


 



       
"Good.  Because I asked
another source."  He stared at
him.  "They said a few more
interesting things."  Xander
shrugged.  "They said that you've
had some violent moments in your life."


 



        "My
parents were alcoholics.  I'd say that's
a yes.  Fortunately I'm doing everything
opposite of what they would've done so I'm a *good* father."


 



        He nodded at
that.  "They said you helped blow up
the high school."


 



        Xander walked
over to Horatio's computer, opening a new browser window so he could find the
video he wanted.  He waved him over and
hit play, letting him see it.  The IAB
officer stared in horror, then at him. 
"Yeah, that was my graduation. 
I led the battle," he said dryly. 
"The explosives worked when swords didn't.  We knew they weren't going to, we were hoping
to distract people so families and innocents could get out of the
way."  He walked around him and got
into another file.  He typed in a
password, getting it denied.  He typed in
a second one and it opened, letting him see that file.  "That's what I did this spring.  Horatio, I just got into a classified
Pentagon file if they ask."  He watched
him watch it, then watched him go get sick. 
He closed the screen and walked back to the couch, sitting down
again.  When he came back he handed him
the rest of Calleigh's water. 
"That's my *former* life.  I
thought I had buried the instincts," he said quietly.  "Apparently not deep enough."


 



        He finished
the water.  "The pack thing?  You called one a cub," he said at the
confused look.


 



        "I've
been possessed by an animal spirit.  It
only makes me more protective of what's mine and my family."  He shrugged. 
"I got possessed by the spirit of a soldier too.  It helps. 
He liked guns."


 



       
"Fine."  He tossed out
the empty bottle.  "Can you not lay
low?"


 



        "I try
really hard.  They came here.  Not like I planned on barbequing that one guy
either.  He didn't drop the can when I
expected him to."


 



        Stetler shook
his head.  "I heard."  He looked at Horatio, who shrugged.


 



        "I wasn't
here that night.  They constituted a
danger to the boys."  Greg let out a
loud shriek.  "I'm working on it,
Greg."  He brought over the
scrambled eggs, letting each one have his own bowl.  Greg picked his up and put his face in
it.  "No, eat with your
fingers."  He took the bowl back and
put his hand in it then put the messy fingers in his mouth. "That way you
don't wear it."  Greg went with
that, doing it some more for his reward of a smile.  Tim was sniffing it.  "Eat, Tim."  Tim looked at him.  "Eat, Tim."  He fed him a bite.  "It's eggs.  You liked eggs yesterday, you still like eggs
today."  Ray pouted.  "You eat too, nephew."  Ray started to push the bowl off his tray but
Horatio caught it and sat down with a spoon, feeding him.  Then Tim creeled so he fed him from his
bowl.  Ray glared at Tim.  He fed him. 
Greg watched, following the spoon while he ate with his fingers.  "Glad you're amused, Greg."  Greg clapped. 
"Thank you.  Finish your eggs."  Speed patted the tray and when it didn't get
him more he flung it at Horatio.  He
glared at him.  "That was not
polite, Tim."  He got him some more
and fed it to him, making him a more happy baby.  "Xander?"


 



        He came in and
took over feeding duties, letting Greg down. 
"I mopped last night," he promised when Horatio started to say
something about their son, the hoover, sucking the eggs off the floor.  He put Tim down too. "Your mess, you
clean it up."  He moved to do that,
swatting Greg out of his way.  He grinned
at Ray. "You, eat more."  Ray
leaned forward to get the spoon back. 
"Good boys."  He walked
back out.  "Sorry. With three meals
can either be very amusing or very frustrating."  Tim followed him out, climbing into his lap,
staring at him.  "Get me a
book," he agreed.  Tim got down and
went to get a book, dragging it back in his teeth.  "You want a textbook?  Okay, that's a bit weird."  He put him into his lap and opened it
anyway.  "This is the story about
...Math," he said, smiling at him. "Which daddy is not very fluent
in, but we'll figure it out as we go along."


 



        Horatio came
out to take the book and Tim, walking him back in there to read to all three of
the kids from the kitchen.  "This is
the story about numbers and math," he said, letting Tim have right under
his chin so he could see the best.  He
went through each step of each problem on the page, making Greg and Tim both
grin at him but Ray looked very confused. 
"Don't worry, you'll understand this one more when you're older,
Ray."


 



        Stetler s hook
his head.  "You've driven him
insane, you know that, right?"


 



        Xander looked
at him.  "Technically you can't
drive a person to insanity.  You can only
show them the road signs and give them a nudge in the right
direction."  Stetler stomped
off.  "Have a good day,
Officer," he called, smiling and waving as he locked the gate again.  He went into the kitchen, making himself and
Horatio some food, and of course the babies would snatch bites when they
could.  "Are they liking the foreign
language of math?"


 



        "They
are.  Or at least Tim and Greg are.  Ray's very confused."


 



        Xander leaned
down to kiss him on the head.  "Me
too.  It's not a language I get
either."  He grinned.  "Such good boys."  He went back to his frying eggs, smiling when
Horatio closed the book.  Tim
pouted.  "More later.  Let us eat first.  Go play on the rug."  Horatio found the remote and turned the tv to
PBS, making all the boys go see what that thing was.  They had no idea.  Ray looked back at them.  "It's good for you.  Go ahead."  He crawled out and pounced Greg until he laid
down so he could sit on him.  He even
patted the tv.  Then he squealed when he
saw a train!  He knew that train!  That train was in books!  Tim cooed and reached out too.  Xander handed Horatio a plate with a
grin.  "Thank you for talking her
into cable."


 



       
"Welcome."  He sat down
to eat, looking at the floor.  It was
mostly clean. "I'll get that in a bit."  Xander handed over the hand-vac, getting a nod
since Horatio was stuffing his face.  At
least he was until one little hand came up and made a grab for his fork.  He looked down.  "Still hungry, Tim?"  He fed him a bite, getting a smile and Tim
went back to watching the book that moved. 
Someone with a nice voice was even reading to them.  "Books on tape?" he asked before
taking another bite.


 



        "We have
ten of them," Xander admitted, eating his own.  He looked out there, standing up.  "Ray's squishing Greg again."  He sat down, letting Horatio see and
laugh.  "Where's the camera?"


 



        "John
took it to get the pictures off it." 
He smiled.  "He got a good
one earlier of Calleigh cuddling Greg."


 



       
"Aww."   He finished his
breakfast and got down to clean the floor while Horatio finally fixed the dish
washer and ran it.


 



        ***


 



        John came over
for lunch, looking around. "She still out?" he asked.


 



        Xander nodded
at his bedroom.  "Camera?"  He held it up.  "You'll want it."


 



        John snuck
back that way, finding Horatio in the doorway. 
Horatio took the camera and snapped a few pictures then got out of his
way.  He looked, finding the boys all
cuddled up with their favorite auntie, Greg with one hand in her hair, all of
them sucking on parts of her to make her feel better.  They were all asleep, even her.  He smiled and coughed politely, waking her.
"Don't move.  The boys are with
you."  He took a picture of the look
on her face when she realized what they were doing, then one of Tim, who was
sucking on her chest.  Nowhere near her
breast, just on her upper chest.  He
grinned and showed it to her.  "They
decided you needed love."


 



        "I do
need love.  I'm not so sure about the
hickeys though.  Help me up?"  He nodded, putting the camera back into
Horatio's hands while he moved Tim then Ray very carefully.  Ray swatted at him but Tim bit, making him
yelp.  "Ow, you okay?" she
teased.  She got Greg undone from her
hair and let him help her stand. 
"Aww."  They all moved
together so Ray was a pillow again, letting the adults cover them up.  They got a picture of that and she went to
the bathroom, firmly shutting the door when she heard a shuffling noise.  She had learned that lesson when Greg had
tried to help her change her tampon one night.  
By the time she got out there, Tim was asleep in the beanbag chair and
the other two were begging like puppies in the kitchen at Xander's ankle.  "Need help?"


 



        Xander gave
her a hug.  "Sit down and behave,
woman.  You're here to get fussed over."


 



        "I'm
fine."


 



       
"Bullshit, getting shot hurts. 
Been there, done that; shut up and accept it or I'm making you babysit
all three with the sling on."  He
stared her down and she giggled but went to the couch.


 



        "Xander,
we do not want the boys to swear as well," Horatio said patiently.  "Stop doing that in front of them.  Children are like parrots."


 



       
"Sorry."  He finished
lunch, letting John put those two into high chairs and handing them their
plates of food.  He handed John a
spoon.  "It's good
practice."  He went to hand Horatio
his lunch, Calleigh hers, then nudged Tim until he woke up.  "Hungry?"  He smiled and held up his arms so he carried
him in there and put him in his high chair, taking over feeding duties.  "Thanks, John.  I left you a sandwich."


 



        "Thanks,
kid."  He went to get it, walking
back out to the living room.  "How
did they like the tv?"


 



        "I'm
guessing it was like story time for them," Horatio offered as he typed in
something. "Eric and Ryan are annoying each other greatly, Calleigh."


 



        "Can we
spank Ryan?"


 



        "It's
Eric's fault."


 



        "Can we
spank him anyway?"


 



        Horatio looked
at her.  "No.  He doesn't always show common sense but he's
a good tech."


 



       
"Fine."  She ate her
sandwich, smiling when a little hand came up to pluck at the bread. She looked
down.  "Hi, Ray. You
done?"  She handed him a piece of
the bread, getting a baby grin.


 



        Horatio held
down another piece and Ray came to bother him instead.  "Good boy.  Someone should probably change you."


 



        "I'm not
that comfortable with kids," John announced, finishing up and heading off
in a hurry.


 



        Calleigh
snickered.  "Good to
know."  She finished her own lunch
and got up but Xander swatted her on the head and took the plate, forcing her
back down onto the couch.  "I'm fine
to help."


 



        "Sit
down, woman."  He walked off, going
to put the other two boys down.  "Go
get Auntie to read to you.  She's got
books!"  Tim headed off faster than
Greg did, pouncing her to crawl up beside her. 
"There, that's how you can help."  Horatio smiled at her, then at Xander.  "You can help by doing a load of wash if
you wanted."


 



        "I can do
that in a few minutes, Xander.  Go take a
shower while we're both up."  He
nodded, going to do that, Ray following him. 
When Xander came out, Ray came crawling out with a towel thrown over his
naked body.  He was wearing it like a
cape.  Horatio picked him up and took him
to get diapered and dressed.  "Did
you make a mess?"


 



        "No, he
crawled in without warning," Xander said as he came out in clean sweats
and a t- shirt, plus socks. "I'm going to start work on the playset.  You guys be okay with the mighty
midgets?"


 



        "We'll be
fine, Xander," Calleigh assured him.  
He grinned and slipped down the stairs, latching the gate behind
him.  "Do you get fussed over
too?" she asked quietly.


 



        "I
haven't gotten hurt yet but I have been warned by someone that I may end up in
a closet."  He smiled at Ray when he
came over to help him.  "Want to
talk to Eric too?"  He pulled him
up, letting him pat a few keys.  Eric sent
back a 'hi, boys' message.  He smiled and
wrote that it was Ray taking an interest in his everyday routine and got back to
it with only an occasional helping finger from his nephew.  At least until he heard Xander yelp.  Then she got Ray and he headed down the
stairs, the gate closing behind him. "Xander?"


 



       
"Fine," he called. 
"Got bitten."


 



        "By
what?"  He came in and saw the
blood, moving closer.  "What bit
you?"


 



        "The hand
saw.  It only nibbled the side of my
finger."  He let him see.  "I need a sink down here."


 



        "Come
on."  He led him up to the bathroom,
letting him rinse it out.  "Why did
it bite you?"


 



        "The
blade wasn't tight enough and it snapped off. 
I'll fix it later."


 



        "It was
fully tight earlier," Horatio said, frowning at him.  "Did you change the blade?"  He shook his head.  "Then we'll have to see what
happened."  He found the first aid
kit with Tim's help.  He had apparently
had booboos, he held up his foot. 
Calleigh patted him and smiled, getting one back.  "Not yours this time, Tim.  Daddy Xander got hurt."  He went back to the bathroom, drying the
finger off.  "How deep is
that?"


 



        "Not
very."  He found a bandaid but
Horatio took it from him to open and place for him.  He looked at him.  "You do that very well."


 



        "No one
can bandage their own fingers precisely," he instructed.  He got him into the living room, counting
heads.  Greg was halfway under the couch
so it was fine.  "He's okay, guys,
but give him lovies like you are the auntie."  The two visible boys piled onto Xander to hug
him and kiss his booboos like he did theirs, getting smiles and pats and hugs
from Xander and Calleigh both. 
"Greg, get out from under the couch," Horatio ordered.  No answer. 
They sighed and got up, moving the boys out of the way so he could tip
the couch and get the errant baby out from under it.  "What is that, Greg?  Don't put the mouse in your mouth!"  He took the quivering mouse away from him,
going to toss it outside, up at the mother cat. "Here, kill
those!"  He caught the baby and
walked him back inside, going to swab his mouth with listerine while Calleigh
and Xander put the couch back into the proper spot and sat down.


 



        "Good
thing I didn't talk him into the sleeper sofa," Xander said dryly.  She nodded. 
They sat there and patted and cooed at the boys, letting themselves be
fussed over. They were already very good at it.


 



        Horatio came
back out with Greg.  "They learned
that fussing from you."  He stroked
Xander on the head, handing him Greg. 
"Let me call his doctor, make sure we don't have to do anything
other than that."  He shook his head
the whole way into the kitchen. 
"This is Lieutenant Horatio Caine, I'm...  Yes, about the triplets.  No, a quick question, I'm hoping it's not an
emergency.  I just caught Greg trying to
eat a live mouse.  So far, I've swabbed
his mouth with listerine after I threw the mouse out.  Off the back porch.  Still living then.  That's what I was thinking.  Yes, I'll hold."  He waited, knowing that the nurse was
giggling while she asked the senior nurse and the doctor.  She came back.  "No, we've already got that
problem.  He ate a few caterpillars at
the park yesterday apparently.  Tar,
looked like some sand.  I'm not sure,
there were twice as many adults as kids. 
I can do that.  Thank
you."  He hung up and went to get
the pepto.  "Just in case," he
said, feeding Greg a good dose of it. 
"If you eat bugs or furry things, you have to take the nasty
medicine, Greg.  Learn that quickly, all
right?"  He heard his computer beep
and went to answer Eric's question, sighing. 
He typed in what had happened, getting a blank response screen.
Apparently he was laughing too.


 



        "It's not
your fault," Xander promised. 
"He's a quick little one."


 



        "They
make traps," Calleigh reminded them.


 



        "Yes, but
we have a stray cat.  She can eat
them," Xander said with a grin for her.


 



        "She
caught that one and was chewing on him," Horatio agreed.  He watched Greg try to get the taste out of
his mouth. "I told you not to eat the bugs or the furry things, Greg.  That's what happens."  Greg pouted and cried but they couldn't make
the Pepto taste go away for him.


 



        Alexx came up
the stairs a few minutes later, taking Greg and the others to check over.  "Come on, boys, let's go talk about
eating things you shouldn't."


 



        "Xander
let them clean up the floor this morning," Horatio offered.


 



        "I had
mopped," Xander defended. 
"It's not like they wouldn't anyway!"


 



        "What
happened to your finger?"


 



        "Saw
blade came undone and bit me," he admitted.  "It's fine."


 



        "With
that much blood on the bandaid?" she countered.


 



        "I put it
on, Alexx."


 



       
"Uh-huh.  I'll look at it
next.  Calleigh, then I'm going to check
your shoulder."


 



        "Does
that mean you're going to do Horatio's prostate exam afterwards?" she
asked with a sweet smile. "Since you're doctoring the rest of us and he's
not hurt that's something he probably avoids."


 



        Alexx looked
at her.  "Only if someone pays me a
*whole* lot and tapes it."  She
walked the boys into the bedroom to look them over, ignoring Horatio's bright
red blush.


 



        "I had
one of those this year, thank you anyway," he mumbled.  "Take another pain pill, Calleigh.  Before you get warped into Xander."  She snickered and leaned on Xander's
shoulder, getting cuddled.  He smiled at
that, taking a picture and sending it to John, who sent back a growl.  That was one way to get Calleigh pampered and
spoiled at home.  Make her hovering
ex-boyfriend jealous.  John came in about
four and picked Calleigh up, carrying her down to the car, letting them get the
gate for him.  Though he did have to put
Tim back into the house and shut the door before he came home with them.  Then he took Calleigh back to her place,
spoiling her with take out, a neck massage, and then tucking her into bed and
reading to her for a bit when she asked. 
So he even got to sleep on top of the covers until she woke up to go to
the bathroom in the middle of the night. 
Then he got the couch but that was fine with him.  It meant he didn't sleep well so he could
make her breakfast too.


 



        ***


 



        Xander heard
what was going on a few days later, grimacing at the bad news.  He didn't want to think about the major bust
of the Mala Noches.  He really
didn't.  He did see Horatio on the news
and his hyena instincts started to scream that his mate was in danger.  He tried to reason with the little voice in
the back of his mind, even letting Tim help by cooing in his ear, but it wasn't
going to help.  When Horatio came home
later that night he pounced him to check him over.


 



        "I'm
fine, Xander.  I wasn't in any
danger," he assured him.  Xander
snorted and undid his shirt but he stopped his hands.  "No."  Xander looked at him and growled, moving
closer.  "I'm fine.  There's no injuries."  He kept staring back.  Xander sniffed him then growled a deeper
growl.  "I had to fire my gun, no
one shot at me.  They shot at John not
me."  Xander let it go, going back
to sniffing him.  "Thank you.  Good evening, boys."  They all smiled at him and crawled over to
get some attention.  "We should sit
down and read tonight.  Yes we
should."  He settled in with the
boys, letting them comfort him.  It had
been a bad bust.  Maybe he should've went
home tonight?  No, with the way Xander
was pacing he'd have to follow and then someone else would have to babysit the
kids.  "Calm down, Xander.  You're scaring the boys."


 



        Xander went
back to doing dinner, watching them. 
He'd let it go, for now.


 



        The next
morning Horatio woke up in a small space. 
He looked up.  They were his
clothes.  "Why am I in my
closet?"  He patted himself down,
finding his spare phone in there with him. 
He turned it on, thanking his common sense that made him keep it charged
and the corporate people who invented buy one get one free phone offers.  He called Frank.  "It's me," he said quietly.  "Locked in a closet.  Growled and sniffed all night," he
sighed.  "No, it would've been
easier if he had been possessed by a badger instead of a hyena," he
admitted quietly.  "I'm probably
going to be a bit late."  He tried
the door.  "Locked.  Thank you. 
Please."  He hung up,
standing up carefully so he could get dressed. 
At least he was still clothed. 
The light from his phone was barely enough to tell what he was putting
on.


 



        John Hagen
walked into the house after a quick knock using Calleigh's emergency key.  He came up the stairs, closed the gate, and
found Xander growling at him in the kitchen. 
"He's fine, Xander. Wasn't he fine last night?"  Xander's growl changed pitch.  He walked in there, smacking the kid on the
head.  "Quit!"  Xander gave him a sheepish look.  "Thank you!   He's fine. 
He wasn't in any more danger than usual. 
They were shooting at my big butt not Horatio's hair this time.  Now, we need him for more briefings, so can I
steal your beta?"


 



        Xander
nodded.  "Sorry," he mumbled.


 



        "Those
instincts of yours are good for a lot of things, but you've got to let Horatio
do his job, kid.  Sometimes he gets hurt,
then you fuss.  Okay?"  Xander nodded, going to let Horatio out.  "Thank you.  Horatio, you dressed?"


 



       
"Nearly," he said, walking out putting on his jacket.  He tipped Xander's face up.  "I understand why but you can't keep me
from going to work, Xander.  Others need
me to protect their packs and families too."   He got a silent nod and a pitiful look.  "Thank you.  We'll talk later tonight."  Xander sighed and went to make him lunch.
"I can buy lunch."  Xander growled
and glared.  "Fine, you can make me
lunch to make sure I'm all right.  I'll
probably be in the lab all day." 
Xander handed over the lunch and he got a gentle stroke to the
cheek.  "Thank you."  Xander nodded, letting them go.


 



        Outside in the
hummer, John looked at him.  "You
really okay?"


 



        "I didn't
even know he moved me until I woke up.  I
woke up clothed, that's nice."


 



        "So, are
you his *beta* or his *mate*, Horatio?" 
He waited while Horatio started the engine before getting a look.  "It'll matter about how you react to it
later tonight."


 



        "Mate
without the benefits," he admitted. 
"I knew I should've went home last night."


 



        "Then you
would've woken up in that closet or in your cuffs."


 



        "Don't
even think about that."  He backed
out of the driveway.  "Why did Frank
send you?"


 



        "He was
already in the meeting area with the boss and he knew I was having car trouble
so I sent the cab here.  Besides, he told
me I'm about as big of an alpha dog, just a different species."


 



        "I guess
that's reasonable."


 



        "You
guess?" he teased.  "I thought
it was always a certainty."


 



        "Even
with evidence sometimes we have to guess," he said dryly, driving them to
the lab once he could get onto the street and go forward.  "How late are we?"


 



        "About
five minutes.  Tell him the boys
unplugged your alarm."


 



        "They did
that yesterday but I made it on time."


 



        John
smiled.  "I guess last night you
needed the deeper nap."


 



        "Or he
gassed me."


 



        "Or he
gassed you," John admitted. 
"Think he has some?"


 



        "I know
he has some, John.  It's in the
safe."


 



        John
snickered.  "Maybe you should become
a mate with benefits?  It might calm that
down."


 



        "I doubt
it," he grumbled.  "It'd make
it worse."


 



        "Yeah but
you would have the authority to stop him from doing stupid stuff too."


 



        "He has recently?"


 



        "He took
chocolate from Calleigh's hand."


 



        "Good
point."  He considered it.  "I don't know yet."  They turned a corner.  "At the moment there's a chance I'm
going back to my place tonight."


 



        "The boys
will wail, Horatio.  You haven't been to
your own house in weeks."


 



        "I
have."


 



        "Not to
spend the night."


 



       
"True.  Maybe it's time I do
that."


 



        "He'll
know it was him."  Horatio gave him
a look.  "It'll make the boys
paranoid, all four of them, Horatio.  You
and I both realize that the boy has never had a *good* relationship."


 



        "We
talked about his last ex.  Formerly
demonic and a sex addict," he sighed. 
"With money issues."


 



        "She had
some?"


 



        "She
wanted all his and refused to spend hers." 
John nodded.  "The one before
that wasn't much better.   Hopefully I'll
have a calm day today."


 



        "With the
other bust?"


 



        "That
depends on me going in on it."


 



        "When
have you *ever* not went in, Horatio?"


 



        "Good
point."  He parked in his usual
spot, getting out with John.  They walked
inside, signing in and heading to the meeting area.  "Sorry."


 



        "Alarm
clock?" the Chief asked dryly.


 



        Horatio leaned down.  "Xander got overprotective and was
worried I'd be in danger and leave Ray without an uncle," he said
quietly.  "I woke up in a closet,
sir."  Then he took his seat.


 



        "That's a
reasonable worry a lot of spouses and friends have had to have," he
admitted.  "Are you all right?"


 



        "I'm
fine."


 



       
"Good.  Then let's go over
today's raid."  He let the head of
the Rapid Response unit have the floor to give out the area and plans for their
day.  At the end he kept Horatio
back.  "Did you deal with it?"


 



        "I lied
and told him I'd be in the lab today. 
It'll be fine."


 



        "As long
as you deal with it.  Those wounds
festering create a lot of stress and strain on any relationship, Horatio.  Even a platonic one like you have.  This is one of the reasons he didn't want to
give you Ray outright."


 



        "I know,
sir.  We'll finish working it out
tonight."  That got a nod and he
followed his boss out, slightly shaking his head.  He did avoid the press all day.  He did not want to make Xander worry
more.  Once the raid was done and he was
safely back in his office he considered his options.  Including taking the boys home with him
tonight.  He knew that Xander would stop
him.  He'd end up pounced or worse if he
tried that.  He decided he'd stop over
for dinner tonight then go check on his own house.  He hadn't been home to sleep in over a month.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio came
in a few days later looking very upset. 
He pulled John out of the way of traffic.  "He won't let me see Ray or the
others."


 



        "What did
you do?" he asked, looking at him.


 



        "I went
home that night after dinner."


 



        "So you
abandoned the pack?"


 



        Horatio moaned
and headed back out, going to talk to the boy. 
He was on-call, he could go join a scene in a few minutes.  He drove over to the house, finding the locks
had been changed.  He knocked and then
walked around to the back porch, knowing Xander hardly ever locked this
one.  He was right and he got in.  Xander glared at him.  "I didn't abandon you."  He closed the door, smiling at Tim.  "Hi, Tim."  He gave him a cuddle but Xander took him
back.  "I can hold my
son."  He took him back, staring
Xander down.  "They're mine too,
Xander."


 



        "You
left!"


 



        "I do
have a home of my own.  I decided I
should check on it."  Xander stomped
off, taking Tim with him.  He glared at
his back.  He was acting like a teenage
girl.  He walked after him, smiling at
the two sleeping babies.  He sat his boy
down, looking at him.  "Just because
I went home for a few nights doesn't mean I don't want to be here, Xander.  I needed some time off.  That's all."


 



        "You
don't get vacations from a family!"


 



        "True, usually those take
babysitters.  I think you could use a
night off as well."  Xander snorted
and checked on the kids then him. 
"Sometimes my job puts me in danger.  It doesn't mean I'm not trained to deal with
it.  I've been an officer for a very long
time, Xander."  Xander was still
glaring. "I'm better trained to go into dangerous situations than you
are.  Even if you don't want to
acknowledge that because it means I can be hurt, I am."  He made Xander look at him again.  "The same as Ryan, John, Eric, Calleigh,
and the rest of the officers you know are. 
This is our job."


 



        "You
didn't have to go on that."


 



        "I
did.  They threatened my people.  The lab is like my pack, Xander.  You know that."


 



        Xander
slumped, nodding.  "Whatever."


 



        "At least
I'm not on bomb squad anymore," he offered, sitting next to him.  Greg blinked at him.  "Good morning, Greg."  Greg smiled and laid back down.  "You can't keep us from the boys,
Xander.  At all.  It's not fair to them or us.  It's not our fault that the people who do bad
things like to use violence to accomplish them."  Xander looked at him.  "I'm fully trained.  I had on my vest."  Xander shook his head.  "Yes I did."


 



        "Not with
the shot I saw."


 



        "It was
under my shirt, Xander."  Xander
slumped again.  "I know now and then
I've got to do dangerous things but I can assure you I'm not going to leave you
four alone."


 



        Xander stood
up.  "They're your pack too,
Horatio.  You wanted a position of
authority in it."  He walked off,
going to take a shower.


 



        Horatio
sighed, looking at the boys.  He waited
until Xander came out and went to get dressed. 
"I still do, Xander.  Just
because I went home for a few nights doesn't mean that I don't."  He followed once he was sure he had on some
sort of clothes.  He leaned in his
doorway, watching him move around his room. 
"I'm sorry I didn't communicate that very well," he said
quietly.  "Even you need time off
now and then."  Xander looked at
him. "You do.  You could use some
right now as a matter of fact.  You knew
I had a dangerous job when we met.  You
told me that."  Xander nodded,
sitting down on his bed to put on some socks. 
"It's roasting in here, Xander. 
Why put on socks?"  He came
in to look at him.  He tested his
forehead.  "Are you sick?"  Xander ducked away from him.  "None of that."  He looked him over.  "When was the last time you ate?"


 



        "Last
night."


 



        "Did it
stay down?"


 



        "No.  Hasn't in a week."


 



        "Are you
pregnant?" he joked.


 



        "Don't
suggest that.  With my life it might be
possible," he said flatly.


 



        "Sorry, I
was trying to make you smile."  He
looked him over.  He found one very bad
scar on his foot.  "What
happened?"  Xander pulled his foot
away from his hand.  "Xander?"


 



       
"Nothing."


 



       
"Uh-huh."  He looked him
over.  "Let me get the
thermometer."  He went to grab it
from the bathroom, closing the door once he had shooed Greg out.  He tested his temperature, frowning at
it.  "How long have you had one of
those?"


 



       
"Week."


 



        Horatio sighed
and nodded.  "You need to see
someone."


 



        "I'm
fine."


 



        "Not if
it can be passed to the boys," he countered.


 



        "It won't
be."


 



        "How do
you know?  Is it from an
infection?"  Xander sighed but
nodded.  "Where?"  He rolled over, letting him see his back.  "What did you do?"  He looked at the deep cut, growling
some.  "Xander, did someone try to
kill you?"


 



        "I've
been accident prone recently," he complained.  "I slipped while I was putting together
the play set."


 



        Horatio
touched the injury. 
"Saw?"  Xander
nodded.  "Power saw?"  Xander nodded again.  "When?"


 



       
"Week," he said quietly.


 



        "Why
didn't you tell me!"


 



        "Why
would I!  We're not together!" he
said, glaring at him.  "Get
off!"


 



        "Fat
chance."  He pulled him up, handing
him his socks.  "How did you get the
scar on your foot?"


 



        "That was
years ago."


 



        "That
doesn't matter.  How?"  He mumbled something but Horatio was good at
decoding people who mumble.  He glared at
him. "Are they still alive?" 
Xander nodded.  "Are they coming
down here?"


 



        "That
would require them to save money and not drink it."


 



       
"Fine.  You're still seeing
someone.  You can see my doctor if you
want."  He walked him out, calling
Frank.  "Is he hovering near your
desk?  Yes, him.  Because I just found out Xander slipped and
hurt himself while building the play set, Frank.  He's got a good, infected gash on his
back.  He's running a temperature.  He's chilly in a very warm house.  Please." 
He waited while he transferred him to where his boss was hovering this
time.  "It's me.  Xander's managed to injure himself and not
take care of it.  I'm taking him to my
doctor.  His back.  Power saw. 
He said he tripped.  It's still on
his back, sir.  I'm very sure.  Thank you."  He hung up. 
"Put on a shirt." 
Xander sighed but did that, putting on shoes too.


 



        Greg saw the
shoes and squealed, crawling out to pounce the others.  "Yes, we're going out."  He got them into more appropriate clothes and
changed in one case, taking them down to the hummer to put them into the back.  Then he marched Xander down there, putting
him into the front.  He drove them to his
doctor's, not saying a word about how irresponsible it was for him to ignore
these sort of things.  He knew that.  He knew very well it could've led to him
dying and the boys being left alone in the house for however many hours it took
someone to check on him.  He ignored the
voice that said he hadn't been over in two days.  He didn't want to think about that or how he
hadn't noticed for the five other days he had apparently been sick.  He parked and got the boys into the stroller,
walking Xander inside.  He smiled at the
nurse.  "Hi, this is the guardian of
my nephew Ray.  His name's Xander
Harris.  He's got a small issue."  He made Xander turn around to show her the
injury.  She gasped.  "He's been ignoring it."


 



        "I'll
work you in, Horatio.  Go ahead and have
a seat.  They are adorable
boys."  She smiled and went to tell
the doctor, who nodded that he could work him in for that.  She came out to let them back into an exam
room, smiling at the cute set of boys. 
"Which one's which?"


 



        "Ray is
sitting with Tim," he said, pointing at them.  "Greg's the one trying to grab the books
for Tim."  She giggled and gave him
an older magazine, earning a bright, happy, beaming smile.  "Say thank you, Greg."


 



       
"Baba!" he said beaming at her.


 



        "Yes, she
is a blonde, Greg," Xander agreed happily. 
The nurse smiled but blushed a bit. 
"His favorite auntie is blonde; he likes to compare their hair
colors."


 



        "Ah.  You're a very smart little boy,
Greg."  She patted him on the hand
and Tim took her hand to chew on. 
"Hi, Tim.  I wasn't going to
ignore you."  She stroked over his
head, then over Ray's.  "Can you two
speak?"


 



        Tim growled
and took her hand back to gnaw on. 
Horatio sighed and found a treat in the diaper bag he had remembered to
grab, handing him one.  Tim beamed and
waved it then ate it with a smile.  Ray
tried to grab it and he glared at him. 
"No!"


 



        Ray pouted at
the pretty blonde woman. 
"Baba?"


 



        "Sure,
you can have a bottle," she promised. 
"Horatio, there's a fountain just outside," she reminded
him.  He found some diet crystal light
mix and a clean bottle, going to make it. "Now, how did you fall, Mr.
Harris?"


 



        "I
slipped while I was measuring.  I didn't
have the saw on but when I slipped I hit the blade with my back.  For some reason I've been really clumsy this
last week and a half.  I did this a week
ago.  I puked dinner the last few
days.  Horatio made a joke about me being
pregnant.  I hate doctors."


 



        "Many
people do but we are a necessary evil, Xander."  She helped him out of his shirt, looking it
over.  "Where else have you been
hurt?"


 



        "About a
week and a half ago I slipped going down the stairs and knocked myself cold for
about five minutes.  I only work on the
playset while they're down for a nap." 
She nodded, checking his head. 
"I had a small concussion but I managed it."


 



        "How many
have you had?"


 



        "Six,
seven, something like that."  He
shrugged and shifted.  "I'm sorry
I'm such a pain in the ass."


 



        "You're
not, sir.  Trust me you're
not."  Horatio came back and she
gave him a look so he took the boys into the hall for a minute.  "Could the concussion be why you've been
so accident prone?"  He
shrugged.  "Has it in the
past?"


 



        "Maybe.  I don't know. 
I've got one hell of a headache," he said, looking at her.  "Have since he started to yell at
me."


 



        "Are you
two together?"


 



       
"Cooperative parenting arrangement but he's been home the last few
nights."


 



        "Ah.  Maybe a babysitter tonight so you can
sleep?"


 



        "No, it's
not necessary."  He held his head
when someone knocked.  "Please don't
do that," he ordered calmly.


 



        "He
slipped and knocked himself cold a week and a half ago, Doctor.  Since then he's been a bit more accident
prone.  He said he had a slight
concussion."


 



       
"X-rays?"


 



        "Six or
seven in the past," Xander said, looking at him.  "I used to do a lot of protecting others
by stupidly jumping in.  My head and hard
objects have met many times."


 



        "I
see.  Can we get your medical records
from anywhere?"


 



       
"Sunnydale General has some. 
Not that many but some."  The
doctor looked at him so Xander sat up, showing him his scars.   "Not always a reasonable moment."


 



       
"Parents?"


 



       
"Some."


 



        "All
right, that explains a few things.  Are
you with Horatio?"


 



       
"Cooperative parenting arrangement. 
I have custody of his nephew."


 



        "I heard
about that."


 



        "Good,
make him get his eyes checked.  He kept
missing the nail the day he helped with the play set.  The saw wasn't running when I slipped.  Thankfully."  He nodded, coming over to check him
over.  "I've got another one on my
leg."  He moved his pantsleg out of
the way so he could see the smaller injury. 
"I ignored that one for hours until the dripping blood got
annoying.  I didn't even feel it happen
so I don't know how."


 



        "How many
years did you protect others?"


 



       
"Five."


 



        "All
right.  You're how old?"


 



       
"Twenty-two last week."


 



        "I
see."  He looked at him.  "I've seen the same in combat
veterans."


 



        "My town
has a very high death rate, higher than Miami's," he said quietly.
"Mine was just as necessary to protect others."  That got a nod.  "Before you ask, I'm usually very good
at doctoring myself.  I guess I didn't
clean the one on my back well enough.  I
know it broke open two days ago when I got it in the shower."  The doctor and nurse both sighed.  "I'm not used to having medical
treatment.  I've been a treat at home
sorta guy for a very long time.  The kids
have seen the doctor more than I have in my whole life."  That got a smile. "Mostly because Greg
likes to chew on things like bugs and mice. 
He found a live one and fussed for days that he couldn't have it back to
eat."


 



       
"Headache?" the doctor asked. 
Xander nodded.  "Throat
sore?"


 



        "No.  Tired. 
Just got up.  We were all napping
in the living room together."


 



        "All
right.  Let me look at these
closer."  He looked at both
injuries, pressing gently, seeing the one on his back puss up.  He grimaced and checked his eyes and ears,
staring into his eyes.  "You're
definitely coming off a concussion," he decided.  "Have you been waking yourself up every
few hours?"


 



        "Greg ate
a grasshopper that he managed to find. 
He's been doing it for me." 
That got a knowing smile. 
"I'm working on that problem with him.  He's incredibly curious."


 



        "I'm sure
he is."


 



        "Why
would caterpillars create tarry poop?"


 



        "I don't
know.  That's not my area."


 



        "Have to
ask the pediatrician the next time we see him."  He held his head.  "And there's the little guy with the hammer.  I hate him."


 



        "We can
give you something for that and for the infection, Xander."  He smiled and wrote out one.  "Are you allergic to anything?"


 



       
"Nope.  Just sunlight some
days.  It's very bright."


 



        "It
is."  He made notes in his new
chart.  "Have Horatio bring you back
in a week so we can check on you." 
Xander looked at him.  "Yes,
you have to.  The same as you have to
take care of yourself or else those boys are orphans."


 



        "I thought
I was doing okay."


 



        "You were
until the one on your back infected. 
Part of taking care of them is taking care of yourself.  You can't afford to be this sick,
Xander.  You should have went to the ER
with the concussion."  Xander moaned
but nodded, hanging his head. "Thank you. 
I'll give these to Horatio and some care instructions."


 



        "He's got
to work.  They're doing a bunch of
raids.  I can handle it."


 



        "Not with
three children you can't."


 



        Xander looked
at him.  "Single mothers all over
the world manage it, doc.  I'm as good as
any woman."  He took the
prescriptions.  "I'll come to the
follow up."  He put on his shirt
with a wince and a hiss.  "Thank
you."


 



       
"Welcome."  He watched
him walk out, motioning Horatio inside. 
"He believes he honestly can handle triplets with a concussion and
two infected cuts, Horatio."


 



        "I'll
arrange it so there's someone around. 
Does he have medicines?"


 



        "He has
them.  He fell a week and a half
ago?"


 



        "He
did?"


 



        "He
didn't mention it?"


 



        "He had a
headache about that long ago."  He
frowned at the doorway.  "I'm going
to spank him when we get home.  Thank
you, doctor."


 



       
"Welcome.  Also, he said you
need your eyes checked?"


 



        "I'll do that
this month."  He walked out, finding
Xander making a follow-up appointment. 
He put down his debit card for the fees and took the prescriptions.


 



        "I can do
that."


 



        "You
can't drive.  You can't see
straight.  Quit complaining,
Xander."


 



        "You have
to work and I can get it delivered."


 



        "Shut up,
Xander."


 



       
"No!"


 



        Horatio glared
at him.  "Yes, and do it
now."  He signed the slip for the
nurse, taking the follow-up appointment card. 
"Thank you.  He's a bit stubborn."


 



        "It could
be from the concussion."


 



        "No, he's
always like this."  He let Xander
have the stroller because he grabbed it first, but followed him out.  He came back to get a medical excuse for
himself then went back to helping put the kids into the carseat so they could
go to the pharmacy.


 



        ***


 



        Frank walked
into Horatio's office with Alexx right behind him.  "What did he do?"


 



        "Fell a
week and a half ago on the stairs.  Gave
himself a concussion.  He's since fallen
another two times onto the tools." 
Alexx moaned.  "Both cuts are
infected, he's got a pounding headache, but he's managed the boys."  He looked at them.  "Did you two get new keys?"


 



        "We made
them off Calleigh's new key," Alexx admitted.  "His note said to.  What did you do?"


 



        "He
decided to lock him in a closet so he couldn't go be in danger," Frank
told her.


 



        She
nodded.  "And?"


 



        "I went
home for a few nights."


 



       
"Horatio!"


 



        "I know,
but he was injured before then.  I didn't
even realize it."


 



        She stared at
him.  "Maybe you should nap with the
boy instead of in your own bed tonight."


 



        "I'm
taking the boys with me tonight back to my place so he can sleep."


 



        "He'll
hunt you down and gut you," Frank assured him.


 



        "We
already agreed he needed the night off so he could get some real rest.  They're setting up playpens at my house right
now."  He looked at him.  "Then Xander's going to go into the
guest room and lock the door while I take care of the boys.  That way he won't be back at the house
building things while he's dizzy and has a headache."  He gave them a look. "It'll be fine but
if someone wanted to babysit sometime soon he could definitely use it."


 



        Alexx nodded.
"I'll bring the boys to play with my two brats this weekend," she
promised, walking out shaking her head. 
Eric gave her a confused look. 
"Xander has a concussion."


 



        "Are the
boys okay?"


 



        "Horatio
couldn't tell the difference, Eric.  I
doubt this is his first."


 



        "Not from
a car accident?"  She shook her
head.  "Slipped on the stairs?"
he asked hopefully.


 



        "And then
the boy still went back to building the play set and got cut on the tools twice."


 



       
"Crap," he muttered. 
"I'll babysit."


 



        "Tell
Horatio that.  They're at his place
tonight, Eric."  He nodded, going to
do that.  She went back to her morgue,
going to rant at the bodies for a bit. 
Some men never knew how to take care of themselves.  That one needed more help than most in that
area apparently.


 



        Eric leaned
into Horatio's office.  "I can
babysit tomorrow night if you want."


 



       
"Please.  Thank you,
Eric."


 



        "Welcome,
H.  What happened?"


 



        "He's
stubborn and this isn't his first."


 



        "Are the
boys okay?"


 



        "They're
fine.  He's acting like nothing happened,
even though he's got infected spots and hasn't been keeping down food, plus
he's running a fever."  He gave him
a look.  "It's like watching
Calleigh when she's hurt."


 



        He
snorted.  "I remember the last
time."  He grinned.  "Tonight?"


 



        "Tonight
we're at my house, I'm locking Xander in the guest room and taking care of the
boys myself."  That got a smile.  "He's setting up playpens and I'm going
home on time tonight.  Right now I have
John Hagen over there helping him."


 



        "Good
job, Horatio.  He can out stubborn
Xander."  He grinned and went to
tell Calleigh and Ryan.  "Xander has
a concussion."


 



        "He was in a wreck?" Ryan
asked.


 



        "No,
Alexx told me he slipped on the stairs and knocked himself out.  Then he went back to building the play set so
he's fallen a few times onto the tools and has a small infection in a few
spots."  She moaned, holding her
head.  "They're at Horatio's right
now.  He's taking care of the boys
tonight while Xander has to rest."


 



        Ryan shook his
head, walking off.  "Hey, Horatio,
want me to watch the boys back at his place?" he suggested.  "That way you only have to worry about
Xander?"  He smiled at that offer
but shook his head.  "You sure?  I doubt squealing babies would help the headache."


 



        "The
concussion's nine days old, Ryan."


 



        "If it's
lasted this long it's not a minor thing. 
Baby him, I've got the boys."


 



        "Are you
sure?"  He nodded.  "Then we can do that.  They're at my house, come get them when you
get off shift."  Ryan nodded, going
to make that note for himself.  Horatio
got back to work.  His boss strolled in
an hour later so he held up the medical excuse. "They're at my
place."


 



        He looked it
over then at him.  "Fight?"


 



       
"Stairs.  Power tools."


 



        "Ow.  He okay?"


 



        Horatio looked
at him. "He's stubborn.  He didn't
tell me and I didn't realize he was hurt."


 



       
"Pity.  Baby your boy
tonight, Horatio.  Are you on
tomorrow?"  He shook his head. "Then
take very good care of him.  Who's
babysitting the boys?"


 



        "Ryan
Wolfe offered tonight and Alexx said she'd steal them this weekend for a few
hours."


 



        "Good of
your team."  He closed the
door.  "Have you two finally worked
out how to be together?"


 



        "No,
sir.  We're not that way."


 



        "You
should be, Caine."  Horatio looked
up at him.  "The only thing that'll
stop an attitude like that is having someone to show him what being fussed over
is like when they need it and don't admit it. 
My wife was the same damn way. 
All former slayers are." 
Horatio went a bit pale.  "I
mentioned him and she went very still and told me all I needed to know.  This isn't his first concussion?"  He shook his head, leaning back.  "Then baby him so he gets out of the old
mindset.  He needs to disengage from
it."


 



        "I
know.  I'm working on it."


 



        "You
can't do it while he's not yours, Caine. 
It doesn't work that well." 
He walked off, going back to his rounds of bothering people.  They had a very high profile case going and
he needed to be kept informed by the minute. 
Horatio's team liked to come to him with details after the fact.


 



        Horatio
considered it.   Maybe he should get
pushy with Xander tonight.  At least he
could hold him while he slept.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio walked
in his door with Ryan right behind him. "John?"  He smiled from the porch.  "The boys?"


 



        "Playing
on the beach.  Hey, Wolfe."


 



        "I'm here
to babysit tonight."  He walked out
and smiled.  "They're adorable even
if they do look like sand monsters." 
Xander shot a grin at him. 
"Put them into the water to hose them off so I can take them home
for the night, Xander."  Xander
frowned.  "I'm babysitting so you
get some real rest.  You need it to heal.  You're getting me out of a horrible
setup."  John snickered at
that.  "Delko set me up with one of
his exes."  He came down to help gather
and clean off the boys.  "I'll have
them at home.  They'll be just fine.  You can call and check all you want.  I'll feed them spaghetti and clean up the
mess.  I'll read to them.  We'll have bubbles tonight in their
bath."   He stared at Xander.  "It's my turn to watch them for a few
hours, Xander.  You need to rest to heal
or you'll never get better."  Xander
sighed but nodded.  "Good.  Now, let's get them cleaned off."  He carried Tim and Greg down to the water,
letting them get splashed until they were soaked but not sandy.  Ray followed and dove into the water,
spluttering.  "You can't swim yet,
Ray."  He let Tim go to catch him,
then grabbed Tim to carry all three back up there.  Horatio had towels waiting and took Greg to
dry off since he was so wiggly.  He got
the boys out to the carseats, Horatio having moved them to his car earlier, and
took them home.  Fortunately he had the
new keys.  He carried them upstairs,
changing their clothes and diapers, then settling in to play with them.  They wouldn't miss the daddies until bedtime.


 



        Horatio helped
Xander up onto the porch then inside, going to put him onto the couch once he
was clean of sand.  "You rest.  We'll have dinner soon.  Did you take your antibiotic?"  Xander yawned and nodded.  "Good boy.  You rest."  He gently stroked his hair, letting him fall
asleep there.  He smiled at John.  "Thanks."


 



       
"Welcome.  It's a fun way to
spend my afternoon off.  I only had to
stop him twice.  Once he wanted to run
and be chased.  The other he nearly fell
over. Watch your boy better, Horatio." 
He left them alone, closing the front door behind him.  He called Calleigh.  "Want dinner when you get off?"


 



        Horatio tucked
a throw around Xander and went to make a nice, subtle dinner.  Something that wouldn't irritate his stomach
or head.  He heard the snuffling start
and walked back out there, finding Xander curled in a ball.  He sat down, letting the boy rest on his
thigh for now, petting him gently. 
Dinner could wait.   Xander was
more important.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio woke
at the knock the next morning, untangling himself from the Xander octopus that
seemed to have grown during the night. 
He padded out to the door, opening to find Ryan there with the boys in
their stroller.  "Were they
good?"


 



        "They
were excellent good boys," he agreed happily.  "Went right down for me.  Ate and loved on me all night while we played
and read.  We had cocoa puffs for
breakfast."  Horatio gave him a
look.  "You're out of their regular
cereal and the cheerios; cocoa puffs had less sugar than the rest."  He pushed the stroller inside.  "They were darlings all night long for
me."


 



        "Thank
you, Ryan."


 



        "Welcome,
Horatio.  Have a good day off."  He smiled. 
"I put the carseats back into the back of the hummer but I didn't
hitch them down.  Greg was trying to get
out and explore."   He handed over
something.  "For Xander's birthday
last week."  He left, going to work.


 



        Horatio pushed
the stroller further inside and put the boys down, making sure everything was
safe for them.  He had to move one glass
statue but that was fine.  He opened the
present, finding a zipable net to go around the top of the stroller so the boys
couldn't get out and wouldn't get eaten by bugs.  "Thank you, Mr. Wolfe," he said
quietly, going back to bed.  The boys
followed, like usual, and he lifted them up so they could snuggle the daddy
too.  Xander felt one and curled around
Tim, cuddling him. The others arranged themselves against his back and settled
in to go back to sleep, letting Horatio cuddle them all.  "Good boys," he said quietly.  He smiled at the baby snores from Greg.  He settled in to hold them and think about a
few things.  They had missed Xander's
birthday?  How?


 



        ***


 



        Horatio
watched as the boys ate their scrambled eggs, looking at Xander.  "Ryan brought over a belated birthday
present," he said casually.


 



       
"Why?  I didn't need
anything."  Horatio handed it
over.  "That'll be very handy."  He grinned. 
"I'll write him a nice thank you note."


 



        "We could
have celebrated your birthday, Xander."


 



        He looked so
confused.  "Why?  It's not important."


 



        "Yes it
is."  He looked at him.  "Even though theirs are more important
it doesn't mean yours aren't.  As a
matter of fact, most of the time children like to help celebrate birthdays.  I used to spend a lot of time every year
making my mother a card."  Horatio
watched him look away and eat a bite of food. 
He reached over to touch his hand. 
"We're celebrating yours too, Xander.  The same as we celebrate mine."


 



        "I
haven't celebrated in years."  He
got his hand free.  "It's not a big
deal.  The twins' first is coming up in a
week.  Ray's is right after that, right
before Christmas.  Those are more
important."


 



       
"Everyone's birthday is important, even yours," Horatio
corrected.  "We'll be doing
something special for yours tonight." 
Xander gave him that same confused look. "I said so."


 



        "It's not
important."


 



        "Just
because you have them doesn't mean you have to ignore your own wants and needs,
Xander."


 



        "I
haven't celebrated it in years, Horatio. 
Why would I start now?"


 



        "Because
I think it's important to celebrate surviving another year."


 



        "I do
that on the anniversary of when I met Buffy."  He ate another bite and pushed Tim's  plate closer again.  "Finish up, Tim."  He ate another bite, getting a smile.  "Good boy.  You too, Greg.  Very good boy to clean your plate."  He got a bright grin.  "Ray?  
You should eat."  Ray stuffed
his mouth, then nodded off again.  He
smiled at him.  "Poor little sleepy
guy.  Are you running a
temperature?"  He checked his
forehead. "No, you're not sick." 
Horatio came over to check, then went to get the thermometer.  "Am I still warm?"


 



       
"Apparently.  It's not
high.  He's probably cutting another
tooth."  He checked his gums and
nodded.  "One of his back
ones."  Xander smiled at that.  He got the baby tylenol down and gave Ray a
dose, then looked at the begging Greg. 
"You're not sick.  It's
medicine."  He put it back and
handed him another bite of eggs off Ray's plate, making him happy again.  "Eat, you crawling stomach."


 



        "He's
normal for a hyper baby," Xander protested.


 



        "I was
teasing, Xander."  He looked at
him.  "We are going to start
celebrating your birthday, even if you don't like it.  The same as we celebrate mine and the
boys'.  Am I clear?"  Xander slumped but nodded.  "Thank you.  Now, what did you want for your
birthday?  I haven't even figured out
what I'm getting you for Christmas," he said at the opening mouth.  "Give me a hint please."


 



        "I don't
need anything."


 




        "It's not
about need, it's about want, Xander. 
What do you want?"


 



        Xander
shrugged.  "I'm fine on that
too."


 



        Horatio
groaned.  "You're not making this
very easy for me."  Xander gave him
a sad look.  "What's the last thing
you bought for yourself?"


 



        "Work
boots."  Horatio made 'go on'
motions.  "Replaced some clothes
that I ruined on patrol.  Um, blank tapes
so I could copy off someone's stuff."


 



       
"Music."  Xander
shrugged at that.  "What do you do
like to listen to, and do not say anything."


 



        "It
depends on my mood."  He saw the
frustration come back. 
"Sorry," he said, ducking his head and going back to
eating.  Tim reached over to swat
him.  "Hi, Tim.  What's wrong?"  He grinned at him.  "Get them extra presents instead, Horatio."


 



        "No, I've
gotten them plenty of things.  I'm
getting you something."  He stared
at him.  "If your friends had been
decent and normal what would you have asked them to get you?"


 



        "Maybe
some music or some new comedy albums." 
Horatio stared at him. 
"Teenagers don't have that much money and I've always been a music
sort.  Or comics when I was younger.  I guess, I guess I could use some new
t-shirts if you wanted.  Maybe a few new
pairs of socks?"


 



        "That
gives me some idea of where to start looking," he admitted.  He made Xander look at him.  "Remember, we are a pack, Xander.  That makes me family and a friend as
well.  I'm allowed to get you stuff for
the important things and birthdays are important.  The same as Christmas is."  Xander nodded, understanding that.  "Thank you."


 



       
"Welcome.  I already finished
yours."


 



       
"Good."  He smiled at
him.  "I'm sure the boys were big
helps."


 



        "No, I
did it while they were down for a nap. 
Sometimes they're not the right sort of helpful."  Horatio smiled at that.  "I think you'll like it.  Can you help me shop for Calleigh's?"


 



       
"Sure."  He patted him
on the cheek.  "Now, finish
eating.  No more letting Tim steal your
breakfast."  Xander snatched the
bite back out of Tim's fingers to eat himself, giving him a look.  Tim pouted. 
"His, Tim.  He needs to eat
too.  You still have some on your
plate."  Tim went back to eating his
own breakfast.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio came
in later that night, nearly flopping down in relief at being out of the
stores.  Xander had found what he wanted
for Calleigh.  That had been within an
hour.  Getting out of the stores had
taken another two.  Most of it hadn't
even been the boys' fault.  A few times
it had been overeager women who had stopped them to coo at the babies.  He watched Xander head for the kitchen and
instead pulled him down beside him. 
"We're having takeout tonight to celebrate your birthday."  Xander gave him a look.  "You shouldn't have to cook on your
birthday, Xander."  He patted him on
the back.  "Even a belated
birthday."  He heard someone
knock.  "What!" he yelled,
making Greg jump.  "Sorry,
Greg."  Frank came up the stairs,
giving him a look.  "There's
millions of women in Miami who wanted to get a cuddle from the boys but they
weren't blonde enough."


 



        Frank
snickered.   "I've seen it before at
the grocery store."  Xander
nodded.  "You okay?"


 



        "I'm
fine."  Horatio gave him a
look.  "I am."


 



        "You
still have to take the antibiotic and the medicine for your head,
Xander."  He looked at Frank
again.  "What happened today?"


 



        "Delko's
sister Marisol came to lunch today and tried to hit on John.   He was nice about it and Calleigh only gave
her tolerant looks.  One new case,
Wolfe's, and it's going to drive him insane."  Horatio nodded at that.  "The boy needs a leash and some puppy
training, Horatio.  Eric said he's coming
over to babysit tonight?"


 



        "He did
say he could."  He looked at Xander,
who looked confused.  "So you can
rest some more, Xander.  That way you
heal faster."


 



        "I'm
fine."


 



        "You're
not fine.  You've got the shakes.  Frank, can you get him a soda?"  He nodded, going to do that, bringing back a bottle
of juice for Greg too before he could start to chirp.  "Anything else go on today?"


 



        "The Las
Vegas team wants to come see Greg's son. 
Not all of 'em but a few of the techs and the detective."  Horatio shrugged.  "I'll tell them you said that and to
make some hotel reservations this week. 
Also I got a call today at the station for you, Xander.  Tara's coming down on the 18th."  Xander grinned at that.  "With Andrew and unless you want them to
use his evil genius powers here in town they'll need a spot to crash."


 



        "We've
got a good couch now," Xander said happily.  "Tara can have my bed if she wants and
Andrew can camp in the nursery if he wants."


 



        "Sure, we
can do that.  Alexx wanted to know if you
wanted to do the present exchange Christmas day or not."


 



        "It's
their first, we should."


 



        Frank nodded.
"That's what she figured but she wanted to check.  She'd have come but she said you won't let
her fuss over you."  Horatio and
Xander both shook their head.  "The boys
good?"  He looked down at them since
they stayed quiet.  "Being admired
hard work, boys?"


 



        "Ray's
cutting another tooth and Tim's worn out after trying to grab butts,"
Horatio said dryly.


 



        "He had
good taste."


 



        "He
did," Horatio agreed, looking at Xander. "Doesn't mean he needed to
check for underwear.  A lot of those
women nearly slapped us for it, Xander."


 



        "Not like
my hand's that small."


 



        Horatio rolled
his eyes and looked at Frank.  "Greg
couldn't find a single blonde today so he pouted the whole trip.  It's what made all those women coo over
them."


 



        Frank
snickered.  "The boys are good.  Some day they'll be little studs in the
making, guys.  Okay, anything you think I
forgot?"  Xander shook his
head.  "You sure?"  He nodded. 
"Good.  Then I'm gonna go
home and let the wife spoil me or babble at me, depending on her
mood."  He waved and slipped out the
gate, closing it behind him. He ran into Eric outside.  "They're just home from the store."


 



        "That's
fine.  H told me to pick up some take out
for them."  He held up the
bags.  "What else is going on?"


 



        "Not a
clue.  Why?"


 



        "He was
saying something about birthdays.  The
twins's is next week, right?"  Frank
nodded.  "Huh."  He headed inside, closing the door behind
him.  "It's me, guys."  He came up the stairs, putting down the bags
so he could open the gate.  Then he slid
inside and closed it again, taking the bags to the table in front of
Horatio.  Who looked at the total and
handed him money behind Xander's back. 
"What's going on?  Doing the
final planning on their birthday?"


 



        "No, I've
got that covered," Xander assured him happily. "I'm okay,
really."


 



        Eric
snorted.  "Yeah, sure you are.  Suck it up, Xander.  You're keeping me from a bad date
tonight."  He looked at the
boys.  "Tired from
shopping?"  Horatio groaned and
nodded.  "Anything I should
know?"


 



        "Ray's
cutting a molar."


 



        "We can
handle that too."  He walked into
the kitchen, looking in the cabinets. 
"You're nearly out of baby food, guys."  Xander moaned and whimpered.  "I can get them dinner
anyway."  He turned, looking down at
the hand patting his foot.  "Hi,
Ray.  Want some nummies?"  He grinned and pulled himself up to hug his
leg.  "Such a good boy.  Are you ready to walk?"  Ray held on, swaying slightly.  Eric picked him up to help him decide what he
was doing for dinner.  He glanced out at
Horatio and Xander.  "Your daddy
looks very comfy in Horatio's lap," he said quietly, getting a giggle from
the baby.  "So why the special
dinner tonight, H?"


 



        "We
missed Xander's birthday a week ago.  He
didn't feel like celebrating so he didn't tell us."


 



        "I've
felt miserable in the past but never that bad."  He came out to look down at him.  "Never mind, this goes back to those
heathen bitches you used to know, right?" 
Xander shrugged, plucking at the paper bag.  "Uh-huh. 
Want me to take the boys to my place so you can have some privacy?"


 



        "We're
fine, Eric.  He's still healing from his
concussion."  That got a nod and
Eric went back to the kitchen, followed by the other two as well.  He looked at Xander. "See, we all wanted
to help you celebrate it.  It's good to
celebrate the happy moments."


 



       
"Birthdays aren't usually happy."


 



        "That's
because you had selfish parents and bad friends," he said gently.  "Real friends would've taken you out to
celebrate last year and made sure you came home safe."  He stroked his cheek.  "Now, want dinner or presents
first?"  Xander gave him a shy
look.  "Presents it is."


 



        "Dinner's
still a bit iffy," he admitted.


 



        "You kept
down the other ones."


 



        "Dinner's
always worse."


 



        "We'll
see what we can do, Xander."  He
stroked his back and grabbed a bag. 
"I even had the nice ladies wrap it for you," he
admitted.  Xander looked at the two
presents and opened them, smiling at the picture keychain.  It had a picture of the boys in it already.  That got him hugged.  The other had a few CDs and he grinned at his
choices.  "I chose right?"


 



        "I love
their first album."


 



        "I
thought I had heard it around now and then."  He stroked his back. "Put one
on."  Xander slid onto his feet and
padded over to put on the new comedy album. 
The other one was carefully put on top of the stereo.  Horatio patted the couch and he came back,
sliding in next to him.  "Now, pick
which one you want for dinner." 
Xander looked at the food and picked his carton, handing Horatio the one
he usually had.  "You
sure?"  Xander nodded, getting up to
get forks and coming back with sodas for them. 
He settled in again, getting comfortable against Horatio's side.  He smiled and ate a bite.  "Happy belated birthday."  He smiled. 
"Now, about Christmas?"


 



        "I'm
good."


 



        Eric came out
and took Xander's food so he could look down at him and have his
attention.  "You complain, you get
spoiled.  If you don't quit I'll tell my
mother and she'll get the whole family, including my nieces and nephews, into
it."  He handed the food back and
went back to playing with the boys.


 



        Horatio looked
at him.  "Yes, he will.  I've seen them do it in the past."   He smiled and patted him on the head.  "So, some new shirts?"


 



        "I could
use a few new t-shirts," he admitted quietly, taking a bite.  "Nothing over ten dollars."


 



        Horatio patted
him on the back.  "Shut up,
Xander.  Quit complaining or I'm getting
you something outrageous," he ordered quietly.  Xander gaped at him.  "It's time you got over the low self
esteem.  You spent how much on the
boys?"


 



        "It's
their first one."


 



       
"True.  Speaking of,
tree?"


 



        "I
haven't found a good live tree lot."


 



        "We'll go
looking tonight."  He ate another
bite.  "Do we have everything to
decorate?"  Xander nodded
slowly.  "Lights, tinsel, baby
gate?"  That got another cautious
nod. "Good."   He ate a bigger
bite.  This wasn't a bad partnership,
even if the alpha was a worrywart.  Even
if he did want to cuddle the boy.  He was
still fighting with that urge though.  He
got done and Xander was smiling at the comedy CD, making him smile too.   "We're going Christmas tree
shopping," he called.


 



        "I'll be
here," Eric agreed.  "Try the
lot down on eighth, it was nice when I drove by the other day."


 



        "Sure,
thanks, Eric," Xander called, putting the rest of his in the fridge with
the rest of the bag.  Eric gave him a
look.  "I'm still fighting the
headache."


 



        "You sure
you wanna do this now?"


 



        "Have to
do it now.  You're here to watch the
little ones.  Otherwise they'll climb up
the trees and we'll end up home with nine or ten when they break
branches."  He went to put on shoes
while sitting on the stairs so the boys didn't see him getting ready to go
out.  Horatio smiled and headed down
after him, closing the gate. "They'd scream if they thought we were going
out without them."


 



        "Most
children do but they'll love being babysat."  He took the keys to Xander's car, he was not
going to scratch his hummer with a tree on top, and got in to drive, letting
Xander get the other side.  "Are we
looking for a particular style?"


 



        "Not a
Charlie Brown tree and alive."


 



        "Charlie
Brown?"


 



        "You
didn't see the Charlie Brown Christmas special?"


 



        "Not in a
few years."


 



        "We'll
watch it this year then."


 



       
"Okay."  He backed out
of the driveway, heading down to the lot Eric suggested.  It was nearly empty but there was one up the
street that looked better.  Xander got
out to look, sniffing one with a grimace. 
He sniffed.  "What?"


 



        "Vodka
trees."


 



       
"Hmm."  He got them back
into the car and went to find a better lot. 
He found one down near Little Havana, pulling into their parking area
and letting Xander get out before he turned off the engine.  He smiled at the boy as he headed for one
tree in particular.  "That's going
to be a bit tall once it's on the stand, Xander."


 



        "No it
won't.  It's going down in the
playroom."  He saw the sneer.  "Wipe it, dude.  We're not together.  I'm raising triplets and he's helping me set
up my tree since it's my first." 
The man backed off.  He muttered
something and the man blanched, letting Xander glare at him.  "Comprende?"


 



        "Clear,
sir.  What size were you looking
for?"


 



        Xander
pointed.  "I like this one.  Horatio?"


 



        He walked
around it, looking for bare spots. 
"It's got one flaw," he said, letting Xander see it.  He shrugged. 
"You sure?"


 



        "I can
put that against the play set if I can get it done this week."


 



       
"Okay.  We'll take this
one."  Xander paid for it and the
guy helped them get it onto the roof of the car.  "Thank you, sir."  He got into the driver's seat again, driving
them around.  "What did you
say?"


 



        "If he
didn't quit I'd have the demon who was hiding in the office go rabid and eat
him."


 



       
"Oh."  He nodded and
they went home.  They got the tree set
up, Xander letting Horatio get the trimming stuff from the other corner.  They got it set up in the corner and decorated,
talking casually while they did it.  Then
Horatio moved to help Xander put together what he had already built.  "I'm going to end up missing two
bolts," he complained near the end.


 



        "Would
Walmart have them?"  Xander
shrugged.  "Where did you get
them?"


 



        "The
hardware store up the street."


 



        "Then get
two more in the morning."


 



        "Or we
can improvise."


 



        "Not if
it won't be safe, Xander."  Xander
went to find something to work with, bringing it back.  "Rebar?"


 



        "It'll work."  He used the saw to slowly cut in down to
size.  Then he slid it into the necessary
spots.  He put spacers and bolts on the
other end, finding the welding torch canister to finish it off.   They got it fully done and Horatio leaned on
the various parts.  They found one more
spot where a bolt was needed and Xander used the last of the rebar to seal it
into place.  It was a bit short so some
cement caulk got added as well but that was fine.  It was stable and unshaky.  They had to shift it a few feet but otherwise
it was sturdy.  Horatio got the ball pit
together but the bottom section wouldn't blow up so he put it back into the box
so it could be returned.  Then Xander
opened the closet door down there, pulling out the wrapped cubes he had stored.  He put them around the free wall, waving a
hand at them. "Tada."


 



        "What're
those?"  He unwrapped one, smiling
at the storage/seating cubes with cushions for tops.  "I like those.  Those will be good toy boxes."  He gave him a hug and Xander beamed back,
bouncing some.  "Good job.  Should we get the mighty tots?"


 



        "Hey,
Eric, let's bring them down for a few minutes," he called.


 



       
"Fine."  He carried down
Greg and Tim, letting Horatio get Ray. 
He paused when he saw the playset.  "That looks nice."  He put the boys down, helping Xander drag out
the mats for safety and sat down on a cube, getting comfortable.  "I like this.  The tree looks great too."  Horatio and Xander both smiled.  "No, Greg."  Greg got taken away from the tree and put
onto the play area.  He crawled over to
the slide, he remembered those.  He slid
down with a giggle, landing with a thump. 
That got a bigger laugh and he headed for an inclined ramp to get back
up there.  "That's a great job,
Xander.  Will it hold up?"


 



        "It
should.  There's a few bolts that got
welded into place.  Horatio, can you
check that rope bridge part?"  He
went to check and moved the boys away, tightening that bolt.  When it was done he put Tim on it, watching
as he crawled across and beamed at him. 
"Good job, boys." 
Someone knocked. 
"What!" he called.  The
door opened and Calleigh came in, making Greg squeal and push Ray out of the
way to go down the slide so he could crawl out to get her.  "Come see.  I got it done."


 



        "I can
see that."  She picked Greg up,
carrying him back.  "And the tree
too.  It's beautiful, guys."  She put Greg back onto a ramp, watching him
roll down it with a giggle.  "He's a
happy baby."


 



        "He
definitely is but he'll get scratched that way," Horatio complained,
putting him onto the top of the slide. 
He went down and thumped, giggling madly.  "Good boy, Greg."  He smiled at John.  "What brings you two here?"


 



        "Checking
on Eric to make sure he was still sane," Calleigh said happily.  "Plus to bring the naughty ones'
birthday presents."  She put hers
next to Eric.  "What're we doing for
Ray on his?"


 



        "He'll
get one present during theirs this year," Xander told her.  "The twins will get one on his
too."  That got a smile from
John.  "The tree guy sneered at us
because he thought we were together."


 



        "Did you
lie?" he asked.


 



        Xander frowned
at him.  "Don't start that."


 



        "You're
the alpha of the pack, Xander," he said dryly.


 



        "Yeah, and if I used my pack alpha
privileges all the members of the pack would be bending over to take it.  Eric, does that sound like fun to you?"


 



        "You're
not my type, Xander," he quipped back. 
"But can you maybe get Wolfe? 
He's uptight."


 



        "The upcoming holidays have got to
be bad when you have OCD," Xander reminded him.


 



        "Good
point."  He watched the boys
play.  "Horatio, Ray."  Horatio caught Ray before he could fall over
and hit Tim.  "Nice catch."


 



        "Thank
you.  Maybe a net between these two
layers, Xander?"


 



        "I was
thinking about that but the books and Alexx said it was a risky thing that
could lead to broken bones."


 



       
"Hmm.  We'll figure it
out."  He put Ray down, watching as
he went to maul John's ankle.  Then Tim
was retrieved and Greg was gotten away from the tree again.  "All right, upstairs, kids."  He unplugged the tree and they headed
upstairs, the other adults taking the kids and him making sure everything was
turned off and locked behind them.  He
did not trust his boys to not sneak in there some day soon.  Or the cat.


 



        John looked at
Xander.  "You feeling better?  Horatio said you had a concussion."


 



        "I'm
fine.  Food's still a bit iffy now and
then but I'm okay."


 



        "How did
you get a concussion?" Calleigh asked.


 



        "I
slipped going down the stairs to work on the playset."


 



        "He never
said anything for nine days," Horatio admitted.  "Until I found out he had an infection
on his back."


 



        "I
tripped.  Be happy the saw wasn't
on."


 



        "I
am."  He moved his t-shirt to look
at it.  "I should probably clean
that with some alcohol.  Did you take
your antibiotic?"


 



        "I'm not
one of the kids."


 



        "So?  You fuss over others so we get to fuss over
you.  Now, did you take it or should I
call Alexx to lecture you?"


 



        "I took
it with lunch."  He saw the trio of
pointed looks at the clock from Calleigh, Eric, and Horatio.  "I'm not due for another hour."


 



        "As long
as you take it," John reminded him. 
"After all, if you're not okay the boys have to be farmed out to
others until you're better."  He
looked.  "That's not a horrible
injury."  Horatio moved some of the
bandage so he could see more of it. 
"Never mind.  That's
gross."  He helped him recover
it.  "Okay, well, our good cheer is
done, Eric's clearly still alive." 
Eric snorted but went back to reading to Tim.   "Need more of our brilliance
tonight?"


 



        "We're
good," Xander said with a smile. 
"Thanks, guys.  Are you
coming for dinner and cake?"


 



        "We sure
are," she agreed happily, giving him a hug.  "Feel better soon, Xander."  They escaped and headed back to his place to
talk and decorate his tree.  She had a
pre- decorated mini-tree at her place.


 



        Horatio smiled
at Eric, then looked at the clock. 
"It's about bath time," he said quietly.  Tim squealed and bounced.  "I think someone wants a bath."


 



        "I can do
that," he agreed, pointing. 
"Let's go take a bath, guys." 
They crawled that way and he had to carry Ray because he was tired.  "How do we usually do the diapers before
the bath?  They're trying to strip
off," Eric called.


 



        "We usually
let them sit on the toilet just in case," Xander offered.  "It gets them used to the idea."


 



       
"Sure."  He stripped Ray
off, letting him have it first.  Then he
put him into the water, letting Tim have it. 
Greg got it last and beamed at him because he went.  "Good boy!  You're going to be so easy to potty
train."  He stuck him into the
water, and the boys started to splash each other.  "Get clean first, guys.  Then we'll play."  He got down to help with that.  They were happy to help with the scrubbing.  Ray patted Tim's back while he was scrubbing
it.  Tim tried to drown Ray while he was
doing his hair by helping splash away the shampoo.  Greg got pounced by both of them and nearly
driven under the water to get clean. 
Fortunately he managed to save them and get them out right after Ray let
out some pee into the water.  They pouted
but let him get them into diapers and jammies, then into their cribs so he
could sit in the rocking chair and read to them quietly.  He heard more music come on and smiled.  "Your Daddy Horatio spoiled your Daddy
Xander," he teased Ray, who was closest. 
He got a giggle but the boy settled back in to nap.  "Night, guys."  He turned on the night light and left,
closing the door most of the way.  He
started to clean the kitchen but he found Xander doing it.  "You should be resting."


 



        "I'm
good.  Horatio's taking a
bath."  He grinned. "Thank you,
Eric."


 



        "Welcome,
Xander."  He grinned and headed for
home, going to tell his mother how sweet the little trio of terror had been for
him.  She'd see it as a good sign that
she was going to get more grandchildren someday soon.


 



        ***


 



        John walked
into Horatio's office the next day, closing the door.  "I don't want to pry."


 



        "I
know."  He put down his pen.  "What happened?"


 



       
"Something Xander said last night."  He stared at his friend.  "Horatio, you do know that most mated
creatures do more than cuddle on the couch?"  He nodded, looking calm and normal.  "Then what's wrong with you two?"


 



        "That's
never been my thing, John," he said quietly.  "I'm not sure how Xander feels about
it."


 



        "He was
comfy in your arms.  He liked the
cuddling.  Do you want to stay with him
or not?"


 



        Horatio
moaned, leaning back.  "I don't know
yet.  I want to be there with him, and
for the boys, and I'd probably be with him without the boys.  It's just that people are pushing."


 



        "Hey, not
trying to push, buddy."


 



        "I know,
not you."  That got a smile.  "I'm working it out in my head,
John.  I know how it should be.  I've done a lot of research."  That got a nod.  "How do you know?"


 



        "You
think he's the only one who's ever been possessed?" he said quietly,
giving him a look.  "Why do you
think I keep trying to out macho her?"


 



        "Good
point."  He smiled.  "She'll still win."


 



        "She
usually does," he sighed, nodding at that. 
"What about you two?"


 



        "I had to
talk him into telling me what he wanted for his birthday, John.  There's more issues there than us not being
very experienced in that area."


 



        "Well, if
you need help, ask us.  Frank and I agree
you two are cute together.  Especially
when you've got the boys out with you. 
You make one fussy father, Horatio Caine."


 



        He smiled.
"Thank you.  I'll consider that a
compliment."  He gave him a
look.  "Remember, it's supposed to
be an equal partnership."


 



        "I
know.  She's still trying to take
charge."


 



        "Then let
her."  John gave him a look.  "Have fun with that."


 



        "I'm
trying, man.  If you need me, I'm
here."  He left, going back to his
desk and thinking about how he could make Calleigh see that she was going to be
his sometime soon.


 



        Horatio went
back to figuring out what he was getting Xander for Christmas.  A few t- shirts was nice but not the greatest
present in the world.  He needed
something more.  Something that showed he
was with the pack and wanted to help protect and provide for the pack.  Or else he'd end up figuring out what to do
with a guy on his back some night soon. 
Which might not be so bad he decided when the thought sent a shiver up
his spine.  He got back to work, trying
to ignore those thoughts while he was doing his paperwork.  His boss didn't need to hear those
thoughts.  He really didn't.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio looked
around at the first birthday party, smiling at the three entranced boys.  They were staring at all the food on the
table, then at their father, who had a fork this time instead of a spoon.  "Poo?" Tim asked.


 



        "Yes,
you're going to get food, real food," Xander teased.  "It's your birthday.  You're a year old today, Tim.  You and Greggy both.  Then next month is Ray's birthday.  He'll be a year old too."  He patted him on the head and checked the
oven.  "FOOD!"  People came up from downstairs, where the
presents had been placed.  "When the
timer goes off, the cookies come out," he instructed to Calleigh since she
was closest.  "Even if they're not
done."  She nodded, sitting down to
get into her food.  He fed the boys,
getting some happy babies.  Even Ray was
happy because his other father was feeding him. 
"We remembered to separate out Ray's present, right?" he asked
quietly.


 



        "We did,
it's on the slide," Horatio assured him. 
He fed Ray another bite of potatoes. 
"Like that?"  He smiled
at the happy baby.  "Good
boy."  Alexx chuckled and took over
feeding duties, pulling Ray next to her so she could feed him.  "Fine, I'll eat.  Xander, you have to eat too."


 



        "I
am.  I'm sneaking bites."


 



        "How did
you do it when they were younger?" Ryan asked.


 



        "Carseats
have handles and handles can be used to prop bottles."  He gave him a look.  "Maybe some year you'll have triplets."


 



        "Don't
wish that on me.  One's plenty of
punishment for my OCD, thank you," he joked.


 



        "Babies
are like potato chips, you don't usually stop with one," Alexx warned.


 



        "All the
more reason for me to be single," he said firmly, smirking at her.  "Unless you want to scare off my next
girlfriend too?"


 



        "More
than happy to, baby.  She was a skanky
ho."  She smiled at Ray when he
cheeped, feeding him a bite of turkey. 
"There you go."  He
gummed it happily.  "Such a good
boy.  Those little teeth of yours are
going to work overtime today, sweetheart."


 



        Ryan ducked a
food missile.  "Hi, Tim.  Are you enjoying your birthday
dinner?"  Tim just smiled and threw
another carrot at him.  "I don't
think he likes those."


 



        "There's
a sauce on them that he hates.  He likes
carrots," Xander promised, licking one off and handing it over, stuffing it
into his mouth for him.  Tim chewed and
picked up the next one, licking it off and eating it.  "See?"


 



        "My mom
said I was a picky eater," John offered with a smile.  Frank nodded. 
"You talked to her too?"


 



        "No, I
was nodding that I was one too, John. 
Behave," Frank complained at the wicked smirk.


 



        "Since
the boys are too young I'm sure we could find someone to take their birthday
spankings for them," Xander offered with a grin for him.


 



        "I'd like
to see you try, kid," John smarted back.


 



        "After
dinner, before presents?" he offered with a bright grin.


 



       
"Boys," Horatio warned. 
"No roughhousing.  You two
would tear up the house worse than the toddlers do."


 



        "It's
scary, he even sounded like my dad," John taunted with a smirk for
him.  "You hear that when you were
little?"


 



        "Nah.
Only child.  Besides, not enough
slurring."  He fed Greg another bite
since his hands and mouth were empty. 
"I'm coming.  Hold
on."  He ate it and smiled while he
chewed.  "Close enough to mouth
closed at your age."  Calleigh
popped him on the shoulder. 
"Ow!  Be nicer to me!"
he complained.


 



        "I'm
plenty nice to you," she assured him. 
"Not like you're getting love or anything."


 



        "I
noticed the baby hickey," Ryan offered. 
"I know they still suck in their sleep."


 



        "Shut up,
Ryan," Calleigh ordered.


 



        He
blushed.  "Sorry, I know they still
suck and all that...."


 



       
"Ryan," Calleigh said more sternly.


 



        "Wolfe,
that's 'your foot in your mouth is soon going to be up your nose and out your
butt'," Eric warned.  "I'd stop
now."


 



        "Sorry,
I'm paid to be observant!  I thought it
was Greg again!"


 



        "Not in a
few weeks," she said, glaring at him. 
He shrunk down.  "Maybe we
should use you as the whipping boy instead."


 



        "I'll be
a good boy if Xander doesn't spank me."


 



        Xander grinned
at him.  "Only if you ask really
nicely."  He batted his big, brown
eyes at him, making the others laugh and Ryan blush.  He noticed Horatio's look at him.   "What? 
If he asks, I'll spank him," he defended.


 



        "Eat,
Xander.  You're going silly," Alexx
ordered.


 



        Hallie
appeared.  "I heard it's your
birthday," she said, hugging the twins, then Ray.  "Hi, snookums."  Ray beamed at her.  "I come bearing presents."


 



        "Normal
presents or super special presents?" Xander asked.


 



       
"Huh?"


 



        "Super
special presents were like the cable and internet connection.  Or are they normal baby presents?"


 



        "Well,
more a family present.  Buffy figured out
how to find you through the phone book."


 



        "I don't
want her here," he said firmly. 
"I don't need that sort of stress, especially not right before
their first christmas."


 



        "True,
and she doesn't want to visit, Xanny. 
She wants to send down Tara and Andrew sooner."


 



        "I love
Tara.  She can come down whenever she
wants to.  I can probably even geek out
with Andrew for a few days but I don't want the brats down here.  They might hit on Eric and Ryan and drag them
back to Sunnydale.  That or Anya might
suck them in."


 



        "My
mother would definitely yell at that," Eric said dryly, stuffing his
mouth.


 



        "Good,
then I'll tell Tara she can come down sooner," she said happily, smiling
at them.  "Also I left them some
squeaky toys."  She disappeared.


 



        "You guys
will love the Auntie Tara," he told Tim. 
"You'll probably get along well with Andrew too," he
decided.  "He'll read comics, Star
Trek, and Tolkein to you guys all you want."  Horatio coughed to hide his smile.  "He will."  He fed them another bite but Frank took the
fork and shifted the boys, earning a pout. 
"I can do that."


 



        "You can
eat too, kid."


 



       
"Sorry."  He dug into
his own dinner.  "I like the turkey
this way."


 



        "So do
I.  Fried?" Alexx asked.  He nodded. 
"It's good, sugar."  She
got a second piece and Calleigh got up to take the cookies out of the oven for
him.  Tim's head craned over to see what
she was doing.  "You eat and then
you can have cake, boys."  Frank
nudged Tim with the fork, getting an attentive baby back staring at him.  He held up the bite of potatoes and Tim
sucked it down for him, smiling at him.  
"Good boys."


 



        "Should I
take them off the pan?" Calleigh asked.


 



        "No,
they're fine.  They'll get crunchy that
way."  She nodded, coming back over.
"I usually give them ten minutes then remove them."  She smiled at that.  "I like my cookies a bit crunchy around
the edge.  I'm funny like that."  He ate another bite then sipped his water,
leaning back.   Horatio gave him a
look.  "What?" he asked.


 



       
"Wondering if your head still hurt."  Xander nodded.  "How long did your headaches usually
last when you've had concussions?"


 



        "Two
weeks.   Usually they were to the back of
my head and this one was to the side, that's the only real
difference."  Ryan and Eric both
scowled at him.  "What?  I got thumped up pretty bad a few times back
in Sunnydale."


 



        "What did
the doctor say when you went in today?" Alexx asked.


 



        "Not to
drive until I wasn't dizzy.  My back's
still looking gross so he extended my antibiotics.  He said to have Horatio open it tonight to
see if he could get it clean."  He
shrugged.  "It's fine.  Not as bad as it was.  If it had been anywhere else I'd have done
witch hazel compresses to keep it clean. 
I did on my leg."


 



        "That
stuff stings," Alexx complained.


 



        "Yeah but
it works.  The boys get the minty green
alcohol.  It's got less alcohol in
it."  She smiled at that.  "It does.  I'm fine."


 



        "I'll
look at your back after dinner," Alexx assured him.


 



        "I only
need to pop the scab, Alexx.  I can
almost do that myself."


 



        "Fat
chance," she said, glaring at him. 
"You are not a doctor."


 



        "No but
I'm a damn good field medic," he shot back.   She snorted at that, going back to feeding
the babies.


 



        "We'll go over it while everyone else
takes the boys downstairs," Horatio ordered quietly.  Xander nodded.  "Thank you.  What else did he say about your head?"


 



        "That if
it usually quit hurting in two weeks he was sure this one would too."


 



        "No x-rays?" Eric asked.


 



        Xander shook
his head.  "Why would he now?"


 



        "Then why
aren't you eating?" John asked.


 



       
"Headache," he said succinctly, taking another drink of his
water.  "The same reason that means
I shouldn't drive for a few more days. 
The day it's gone I promise I'll pig out," he said dryly.  "Just not tonight.  I'll have leftovers later."  He finished up the food on his plate and got
up to put the cookies onto the cooling rack, smiling at the begging
noises.  "Everyone finish up so I
can pull the cake out.  It's got to be a
bit chilled with the frosting I had them use."  They looked at each other and dug in,
clearing the table within a few more passes of the food.  Xander smiled as he pulled the cake out,
carefully placing the candles on the top. 
Horatio came over to see, smiling at the top.  "I know, I couldn't resist."


 



        "They do
like Thomas," he agreed, patting him on the back.  "How is your head really?"


 



        "Stuffy,
like cold stuffy, but I'm not sneezing and every now and then it aches.  Mostly at night."


 



        "We'll
figure it out then, Xander."  He
looked around. "Ice cream?" 
Xander handed him the scoop and pointed at the freezer, making him
smile.  "We have ice cream as
well."  He opened the freezer
door.  "We have six cartons of good
ice cream."  He looked at his mate,
then shook his head.  Alexx came over to
take over that duty while he carried the cake over, letting Xander light
it.  Tim and Greg's 'oooh' was captured
on film by Ryan.  "Blow it
out."  He blew in Tim's ear.  "Do that."  Tim huffed. 
Greg copied him.  "Do it
again."  They did it again and he
blew them out for them, earning pouts. 
"You can stare at the tree later."  He accepted bowls from Xander, cutting the
boys each a piece.   He got out of range,
watching as they looked at the cake then their daddies.  Tim grabbed a handful first, stuffing it in
his mouth.  He hummed and smiled,
sticking his face down into it. Greg watched and ate a bite then licked his
fingers and grabbed more to eat.  He
heard the quiet giggle from Ray and threw some at him.  "He's getting his own piece, Greg.  Eat the cake."  Greg beamed and ate his cake, watching Ryan
tape them.  He reached for the camera.


 



        "Ignore
the Uncle Ryan taping it, Greggy," Xander ordered, adding some ice
cream.  The boys squealed at the cold
stuff but it was good cold stuff and fun to let squish through their fingers
before they licked it off.  Greg peered
at Tim's cake and ice cream, noticing his ice cream was a different color.  He reached over to grab some of his but Tim
scowled and slapped him.  He moved it
away and went back to eating it, face down in the food.  Greg scowled and slapped him back.  Xander coughed loudly and Greg quit, turning
the other way so Tim couldn't get his ice cream either.  They both got some more from a kind uncle who
gave them the flavor the other had.  He
dug in and beamed, even if the strawberry wasn't his usual flavor of
choice.  The cake made it taste good
too.  He threw some at his favorite
person with a smile for him.  "Love
you too, Greg."  He kissed him on
the cheek.  "You eat your cake so
you can have presents.  You too,
Tim."  Tim reached a messy hand over
to pat him on the cheek.  "I love
you too," he said with a smile.  Tim
beamed back and offered him another handful. 
"No, you eat that.  I have
mine.  You eat yours."  He got a spoon in there, feeding him a bite.  Tim chomped and sucked off his fingers,
grabbing more.


 



        Calleigh
cleaned Xander's cheek off with her spoon, eating it.   "Not too bad, Xander," she
teased.  "You make good cake and ice
cream seasoning."


 



        "It's all
the sweets I used to eat," he said with a grin.  They laughed and watched the boys make a
horrific mess.  Fortunately there was
plastic under them and Ryan had vowed he was going to clean the kitchen as
their birthday present.  Finally they all
got done and Calleigh led the way to clean the boys up.  Then take them down to their presents.  Xander followed to see the look on their
faces at all the shiny things.  Tim's 'ooooooooooh'
was very cute.  Greg grunted and pointed
at the tree.  "No, you can't play
with the tree but the stuff under it is for you two.  Ray's is on the slide, Frank."  He nodded, putting him onto the play
area.  Ray giggled and went down the slide,
thumping on the bottom and beaming at everyone, who mostly clapped.


 



        Tim and Greg
pouted so Calleigh sat down in front of the pile of presents, letting them have
one each.  They shook it.  Greg pounded Tim with his.  Tim scowled and leaned over to suck on his
cheek.  Then he sucked on the edge of the
present.  Calleigh opened it a bit for
him.  He got the hint and ripped the rest
of the paper, looking at the books inside, then at her.  "Yes, those are yours," she
agreed.  "Those are presents."


 



        Greg got the
hint too and ripped into his, smiling at the horse.  He got it free and waved it around, nearly
braining Horatio.  He beamed at his daddy
when he caught it and unboxed it.  Xander
took Calleigh's place, handing them each more presents.  Tim squealed and ripped into this one.  It was more books!  "We knew you wanted more books," he
said with a tease to his sides.  Tim
wiggled and grinned at him, hugging his book. 
"Yes, someone will read to you tonight, Tim."  He handed him a soft package.  Tim squished it against the book, frowning
some.  He opened it and looked at
it.  Then he shook it.  It jingled. 
He did it again and bopped Greg with it. 
It still jingled.  He bopped Greg
again, making it jingle more.  Greg stole
it to bop him back then got Daddy Horatio with it with a bright smile.


 



        "Yes,
that's a soft toy," he agreed. 
"Please quit hitting others, Greg."  Ray giggled when he opened his, making
everyone smile.  He looked back.  "I thought you'd like that, little man."  Ray pushed on the keys, listening to them
make animal sounds.  He got Greg another
present before he could go steal Ray's. 
"Here, open this one." 
Greg got it open and patted the books with a smile, but reached for some
of the lights on the tree.  "No, you
can't play with the tree," he said patiently.  The uncles sitting around the room
laughed.  "He's trying very
hard."  Xander handed him one from
his side.  "Are all Greg's over
there?"


 



        "No, I'm
pulling them around from the back.  I
don't think they'll care who got what present, Horatio.  All the books will be Tim's and all the stuff
he can pound his brothers with will be Greg's."  That got some laughs.  He finished dragging things out, finding two
small boxes.  He looked at them.  "Kitty collar with bells?" he
asked, holding one up.


 



        "I think
you'll find that's yours, kid," Eric said dryly.  "I told you if you complained I'd tell
my mother.  She apparently went psychic
and read it from my mind."


 



        Xander blushed
and opened his, letting Tim help with the paper.  He smiled at the charm bracelet with charms
for each of the boys. "Tell her I love it, Eric.  Thank you."  He put it on and Tim patted it with a
smile.  "Yes, that was mine.   Here, open yours."  He got him another one.  Tim finished ripping into that one, patting
the large box. "Hmm, that'll be an upstairs toy."  Horatio smiled and put it aside, handing him
the small box.  "I didn't need this
much stuff."


 



        "Shut up,
Xander," Frank ordered, smirking at him. 
Xander gave him a sheepish look but opened it, smiling at the pass to a
day spa.  "You could use it.  Take some time off one day when Horatio's
off.  It's the beauty of
babysitters."


 



       
"Volunteering, Frank?" Alexx teased.


 



        "I doubt
I could handle the trio of terror." 
He watched as Tim crawled over, hugging John around the arm.


 



        "Hi,
squirt.  Wanna play?"  He pointed at the playset and got a wicked
grin.  Greg beat him up the ramp but Tim
went to crawl around it instead of going down the slide to run into John,
making them all laugh at John's 'ouch'. 
Greg just beamed and crawled up to do it again.  This time he moved out of the way, and Greg
giggled at the end, holding up his arms. 
He picked him up to hold. 
"You do that very well, Greg." 
Greg grabbed some of Calleigh's hair to play with, beaming at him.  "I know, it's a pretty shade of blonde,
like yours is."  Greg kissed him on
the forehead then wiggled until he put him down so he could go pounce Tim.  Tim fortunately escaped by going down a slide
and running into Calleigh this time.  He
hugged her.


 



       
"Aww.  We love you guys
too."  Tim beamed and crawled behind
the slide to stare at the window, patting it. 
"Looks like the momma cat's back, guys."


 



        "She can
still get in that same way," Xander said dryly.  Ray crawled over and pounced him.  "Oh, my, was I pounced?" he teased,
tickling him.   Ray giggled and beamed,
then went back up onto the toy.


 



        "They are
very happy babies," Alexx said, smiling when Ryan put down the video
camera.  "Come on, Xander, let's
look at your back while someone cleans up the paper.  I'm sure Greg will be trying to eat it
soon."  Xander carefully stood up
with his present in hand, letting her lead him back upstairs.  Even if she did have to turn Greg around and
give him a nudge back toward the fun.


 



        "Come on,
Greg, come play with my hair," Calleigh called.  He crawled back and came to play with
it.  He loved her hair.  "You're such a good baby hairdresser."


 



        "He likes
the bedhair look," Eric teased.  She
swatted him so Tim did too, beaming at him. 
"Sure, you can help Auntie Calleigh swat me, Tim.  Wanna go down the slide again?"  He put Tim at the top, watching him look
down.  He gave him a nudge, listening to
him laugh all the way down.  "See,
that works well."  Tim crawled back
up and went to the platform that looked out the window so he could stare at the
reflection of the tree on it.  He looked
up when the 'eww' floated down from Horatio. 
"Sounds like the antibiotics were fairly necessary."


 



        "He fell
onto the, thankfully, unrunning power saw. 
It's in the middle of his back. 
I'm wondering how he got direct pressure on it," Ryan told him.


 



        "Probably
a towel in the running shower," John offered.  "Pressing against the towel and using
the wall as a brace."


 



        "The
shampoo ledge," Xander said as he came back down. "Otherwise,
yeah."  He shrugged and winced.  "Ow."  He sat down to play with the boys and their
new toys.  Eventually though there was a
fight to help give them a bath and read to them that night.  Calleigh won bathing rights.  Ryan won reading rights.  The rest cleaned up the bottom level and
helped hide the new toys in the seating cubes. 
The adults ended up gathered in the living room hanging out.  Xander was in bed by then.  He mostly slept when the boys did.  That way he wasn't too tired.  Horatio came in to check on him once but he
was fully out by then.


 



        Horatio came
back out shaking his head.  "He
keeps the boy's schedule except for nap times."


 



        "He could
use the rest anyway," Alexx assured him, patting him on the arm. "Do
what I told you tomorrow night when you get home too."


 



        "I can do
that."  He settled back into his
seat, glancing toward the nursery. 
Someone in there was cooing. 
"Sleep, boys."  The
cooing stopped.   He got smirked at by
Frank.  "They know it's time to
rest.  They're usually pretty good about
it."


 



        "They
are," Alexx agreed.  "Just
think, Thanksgiving is in a week and a half."  They all moaned.  "Remember, Xander's doing dinner that
night.  Then Ray's birthday is the week before
Christmas."  They all nodded.  "Then Christmas dinner too."


 



        "Then we
can rest until next July when we start picking up gifts for their second
birthday," Ryan quipped.


 



        "You shop
that early?" Frank asked.


 



        Ryan
nodded.  "Yeah.  I used to shop for Christmas at the
after-holiday sales too," he quipped. 
"Saved it for the next year, already wrapped."  Everyone shook their heads.  "I'm proud, I let someone else wrap for
me this year and I waited until last month to shop."


 



        "I'm very
proud of you too, Ryan," Horatio assured him.  He patted him on the back.  "Thank you, whoever got Xander the
presents.  I have no idea what to get him
for Christmas.  Anyone have any
ideas?"


 



        "Not a
one," Alexx admitted.  The others
shook their heads too.  Horatio looked
toward the bedroom at the fussing sound. 
"Go."  He went to check
on Xander, finding him cuddling the cat and her fussing.  The cat came trotting out, making everyone
smile.  He closed the bedroom door most
of the way when he came out.  "He
good?"


 



        "Trying
to cuddle the cat and she wasn't cooperative."  He put down some food for the cat, putting up
the rest of the leftovers.  Including the
cookies.  Then he came back out.  "Sorry, she will try for anything we
leave out.  I looked over and found her
head down in my coffee one morning." 
That got a bunch of smiles. 
"You think his back will be okay, Alexx?"


 



        "I know
it will.  It'll be a few days but it'll
be fine, Horatio.  Just do what I showed
you."  He nodded at that.  "Good."  She patted him on the knee.  "I should save Peter from my own duo of
unholiness.  They've been begging for
presents already."  They smiled and
waved, Eric walking her out to her car since this wasn't a well-lit street.  Eric came back and the others slowly trickled
out, Ryan giving Horatio something from his pocket.


 



        Horatio looked
at it then nodded.  "Thank you, Mr.
Wolfe."


 



        "Not a
problem.  My uncle's girlfriend was happy
to help, Horatio.  She also said if you
wanted the boys blessed that way she knew who could do that."  He gave him a pat to the arm and left, Eric
following.


 



        Horatio put
the information in the desk and went to curl up behind Xander.  It had become a habit for him to do so.  Nothing else ever happened but he did let the
boy curl up. It helped his nightmares to have him there.  It helped his own nightmares to be there.  Xander snuffled him then flopped onto his
chest, becoming his octopus persona.  It
was enough to make anyone smile.  He was
a good cuddle.


 



        ***


 



        Xander walked
the boys back into the house.  "You
would not believe what Greg did this time," he called, knowing someone was
there.


 



        "Our baby
Greg?" Eric said, smirking down at him.


 



        "Yeah.  Do you remember your ex Bethany?  The blonde one if there was more than
one."  Eric slowly nodded.  "She wants invited over after Greg kept
grabbing her through the cart.  Nearly
pinched his finger getting it through the bars of the cart to grab her beltloop
so she couldn't leave.  Grabbed her by
the hair first and squealed, pulling her closer to contrast with his own.  She was *very* understanding and thinks the
boys are *very* cute.  I told her if she
wanted to come over she'd have to ask you to bring her.  And of course, Horatio had to go hide to get
away from it before anyone recognized him."  Eric snickered and came down to get the boys
out of the stroller.  "A fun time
was had by all.  Tim only grabbed one
woman and he pulled her over by her brastrap to hug her.  She was amused because my back was
turned."  He smiled sweetly.  "Horatio's hovering somewhere behind me
talking to Ray about not grabbing any more necklaces.  He got three and he wasn't even in the baby
jail portion of the cart."


 



        Eric patted
him on the back.  "They'll grow out
of this phase.  I did."


 



        "Not
according to Calleigh," he teased.


 



        "I don't
grab anymore.  Now I hit on the hot
women."  He walked the boys
upstairs.  "By the way, we've got
visitors coming.  The Las Vegas lab is on
their way over with John driving."


 



       
"Okay.  Why?"


 



        "To see
the son of their tech, Xander," he said patiently.


 



       
"Okay."  He looked
around.  "Did you clean?"  Eric nodded. 
"Sure.  Do we have sodas and
stuff?"


 



        "Yeah,
we're cool on that.  Close the
gate."  Xander did that and he put
down the boys, letting them wander. "I couldn't find the birthday
pictures."


 



        "They're
still on the laptop."  He went to
pull up that folder of pictures, smiling when Tim came over to help.  "Are you going to help the Daddy show
you off to the Greg's former family?" he asked quietly.  Tim smiled and handed him a book.  "Sure, we can read."  He pulled him up to read to him, making him a
happy tot.  Even if the new people did
make him turn shy and try to hide his face in Xander's shoulder.  "Don't worry about them, Tim.  They work like Uncle Eric and Auntie Calleigh
do.  I'm sure they're nice people or I'll
beat 'em up if they're not," he said, smiling at his son.  Who gave him a smile for that.  "Good boy.  Now, where is Horatio?"


 



        "Outside
with the other one," John said dryly. 
"What did they do?"


 



        "Greg
managed to find one of Eric's exes that he wanted to bring home."   He pointed. "That's baby Greg."  The techs standing around all smiled at the
baby, getting a happy one back and him holding up a block.  "Yes, they'll play with you.  That's what they're here for, Greg.  You can go play too, Tim."


 



        "C'mere,
little man, I'll read to you," one offered.  "I'm Nick, this is Catherine, and you
probably got to meet Jim Brass when he was down."


 



        "Nah, I
saw the lab's people," Brass said. 
"Hi."


 



        "Hi, I'm
Xander.  Head daddy of this
insanity."  They all smiled at
that.  "I've got the pictures pulled
up from the twins' first birthday party if you wanted it."  He handed Tim over and gave Nick a book.  "That's an instant hit."


 



       
"Hmm.  We like trains?"
Nick asked, smiling at him.  "I'll
get your brother after Catherine's done going mooshy over her."  Tim patted the book and looked at him.  "Sure, I'll read."  He sat down with him in his lap, reading to the
little guy while Catherine stared at Greg.


 



        Brass smiled
at Horatio when he came up.  "You
said you didn't mind."


 



        "We don't
mind.  We simply had to have a talk with
certain little shoplifters and those who grab blondes."


 



        "Greg did
go out a lot," Nick said happily. 
"What about you?  Did you
pick up the pretty women today, Tim?"


 



        "He only
grabbed one by the brastrap when I wasn't looking," Xander assured
him.  He looked at Horatio, getting out
from behind his desk. "Your email icon came up when I logged in to find
the birthday party pictures."


 



        "That's
fine."  He smiled and handed Ray to
him.  "Here.  You play with that one so he doesn't grab
Catherine.  Catherine, watch out, he
likes to eat anything he can.  Including
bugs."


 



        "I'm sure
that's just a little boy thing, Horatio," she said with a smile.


 



        "Not
always.  He tried to eat a live mouse our
stray momma cat didn't get," Xander complained.  He scratched his back against the wall,
getting a look. "It's a healing itch."


 



        "Come
here, Xander."  Horatio checked it,
scratching around it.  "It's still a
bit inflamed and is off-color," he said quietly.  "You go back when?"


 



       
"Tomorrow."


 



        Horatio gave
him a look. "You're driving?"


 



        "I don't
have the headache, I'm not dizzy, and I can eat again."


 



       
"Fine."  He patted him
on the back.  "Go get drinks or did
you want to let them play with the boys downstairs?"


 



        "I think
they'd be ignored if we brought them downstairs," he reminded him, heading
into the kitchen.  "We've got juice,
water, soda, and diet soda if anyone wants some."


 



        "I'll take a water," Brass said,
going to get some for himself and Nick. 
Catherine got herself a soda and came back to play with Greg.  "He does look a lot like his
daddy."


 



        "He
does," he agreed happily.  "She
had pictures," he explained at the curious look he got from Nick.  "I saw them when I went to claim the
boys."


 



        "She left
them to you?" Catherine asked.  He
nodded.  "Why?  A relative?"


 



        "No.  I've got a small past issue with protection
details.  I was on one and she had heard
how I had done out there so she knew I'd protect the boys.  She also heard I was looking to move away
from where I was protecting so it was all good to her."  He sipped his soda, looking at Horatio.  Then at Eric. 
"Are you bringing her over?"


 



        "She
hated kids when we dated."


 



        "She
seemed to love how Greg smiled at her."


 



        "She
loves being the center of attention," Eric assured him.  "I'll bring nice girls over so they get
used to nice and normal girls."  The
others laughed.  "He has good taste,
she's pretty."  He coughed when two
people appeared at the bottom of the stairs. 
"Incoming, Xander."


 



        He looked
confused.  "Is it demonic?"


 



        "No, it's
two people around your age," he said dryly.  "Not the redhead from the park but got
here about the same way."  He opened
the gate, smiling at them. 
"Hey."


 



       
"H..hi," Tara said, looking around.  "Xander."  He ran over to give her a hug.  "Grumpy," she teased quietly.  She saw the babies and smiled, waving a bit.  "Hi, boys."


 



        Tim stared for
a minute then stood up and walked over to her, beaming up at her, clutching her
leg.  "Baba!" he said happily.


 



        "Are you
thirsty?"


 



        "I don't
know," Xander admitted.  "That
either means he sees that you're blonde or he's thirsty."  He grinned and made her sit down, hugging
Tim.  "I'm so proud that you
walked.  We should take pictures."


 



        "Got it
already," Horatio assured him. "Good job, Tim."  Tim beamed and went to sit and snuggle into
Tara's shoulder, beaming at her.  Nick
handed over a few books, making her smile at him and open one to read quietly
to him.  He smiled and nodded at Greg,
who was tipping his head to look at this new blonde.  He crawled to the couch then stood up and
walked along the edge, holding on for support, until he could climb up next to
her and pick up some of her hair to look at. 
He put it against his.  "Yes,
she's got the same hair color as you do, Greg. 
That's very smart."  Greg
beamed then hugged Tara and kissed her as only a baby could, leaving a big, wet
hickey on her cheek.


 



        "You two
are very loving," she said, patting Greg on the back.  "Would you like read to too,
Greg?"  He settled in to snuggle
too.


 



        Ray looked
around then scowled.  "Dada!"


 



        "Yes?" Horatio and Xander said,
looking at him.


 



        "Good
job, Ray.  That's a new word and I'm proud
of you too," he promised, giving him a kiss on the head.  "Why don't you see if someone will read
to you too?"  He pointed at
Catherine.  "I'm sure she knows how
to read.  Greg was teasing her about her
hair too.  She's pretty enough that Timmy
nearly grabbed her."  Ray smiled at
her and crawled over, climbing into her lap to hug her around the neck.


 



        "You are
very sweet, Ray."  She took a book
from Nick, settling in to read to him.


 



        Brass shook
his head, smiling at Horatio.  "Is
it usually this insane?"  Xander
cackled.  "I'll take that as it's
usually worse." John and Eric both nodded. 
"You two help?"


 



        "I come
over for family things and sometimes help their favorite aunt babysit,"
John told him with a small grin. 
"She's a blonde too.  That's
how we knew why Greg was grabbing blondes whenever they take them
out."  Catherine snickered into
Ray's hair, shaking her head.  "Get
comfortable, please," he ordered. 
He looked at Andrew.  "You're
which one?  Not Spike, right?"


 



        Andrew cackled
and shook his head.  "I've never
been that cool in my life.  Not even when
I helped build a Buffy robot that was voice responsive and so realistic we
could use it as bait now and then."


 



        "Then
you're Andrew," he said dryly, shaking his hand.  "John Hagen, one of the detectives
Horatio gives work to."


 



       
"Hi."  He waved at the
others.  "I'm Andrew, I took
Xander's place in the Sunnydale team's lineup. 
That's Tara."  Tara blushed
but gave a little wave.  Tim gave her a
hug.  "He loves you."


 



        "She can
stay if she wants," Xander pointed out. 
"You can even hang around, Andrew. 
Just no more plans for world domination, okay?"


 



       
"Sure.  I'm off until
January," he said with a wicked smirk. 
"I bought them gifts." 
He handed over a bag from inside his bag.  "I wasn't sure if they were old enough
to appreciate Superman wrapping paper yet."


 



        "Greg
would've pointed and laughed at the panties. 
He thinks underwear is silly.  He
might like the cape though.  He loves to
go really fast and high in the swings or on the slide."  He opened the bag and burst out
laughing.  "Thank you!  I love these, man."  He gave him a hug.  "I will definitely help them use
them."  Andrew beamed at the good
job he had done.  He led him back to his
bedroom to chat with him.  He had missed
having other geeks around.


 



        Horatio looked
at the books he had put into the bookcase. 
"Klingon and what?" he asked John.


 



        John
looked.  "Elven, Dwarf, and one I
can't read," he admitted.  He looked
at Tara.   Then he pointed toward the
bedroom.  "Prince of Geekdom?"


 



        "Andrew's
very nice and sweet," she chided, frowning at him.  It made Tim scowl at him for upsetting
her.  "He didn't have to help us but
he did and it's made him a very special young man.  Even if he does want to rule the
world."  She went back to her second
story for the boys.


 



        "Put her
in a pantsuit and hand her a gun and she'd be just like Calleigh," John
said happily.  He called her.  "I found your nicer twin and Timmy
walked the first time to cuddle her. 
Tara, yeah.  Sure."  He hung up. 
"She'll be over in an hour for dinner, Horatio."


 



        "We can
feed all of you," he assured him, going back to his email with the
boss.  "John, the Chief said this is
not a legal lunch time for you."


 



        "I signed
out for the day.  He apparently didn't
get the notice that I was liaising with the visiting techs."  He smirked at Brass.  "It's almost been boring.  Only one homicide this whole week and the
person who did it was standing over them with the knife."


 



       
"Congrats.  Wish I could say
the same.  We've had four."  He watched Catherine try to get Ray to
move.  "Little guy, why don't you
pounce Nick.  He looks lonely."  Ray got the devious look on his face and he
stood up with Catherine's help, wobbling a bit. 
Then he suddenly ran over and pounced Nick, driving him into the
bookcase.


 



        "Hi, Ray," Nick said, grinning at
him.  "You've got a very good pounce
on you."  He gave him a cuddle.  "Good job, little man."


 



        "I'm
proud, Ray.  Go get Daddy Xander, show
him how well you walk."  Ray patted
Nick on the head.  "Fine, you can have
him.  Xander, am I cooking dinner?"


 



        "Take the
big silver pan out of the freezer and put it in the oven," he called.  "Directions are written on the
foil."


 



        "I guess
that's a yes."  He went to do that,
listening to the others cooing over the boys. 
Calleigh came in and he smiled at her. 
"Problems?"


 



        "No.  Boredom. 
Not a single gun case all week, Horatio."  She smiled at Tara.  "Hi, I'm Calleigh."


 



       
"Tara," she said quietly, shyly hiding behind Tim.


 



        "My
baba!" Tim said, scowling at her. 
"Greg's!"


 



        "Sure,
I'll be Greg's blonde auntie and she can be yours, Tim."  She sat down on Greg's other side, letting
him compare their two shades, making Tara smile.  "He's fascinated with blonde women.  I started him on a life-long quest to get a
blonde of his own."  Catherine
snickered.  "I did!"  Xander peeked out of the hallway.  "Are you hiding from me?"


 



        "Not
really.  Andrew's here.  He got the babies books in Klingon, Dwarf,
Elven, and Empire Rebel code."  He
disappeared again.


 



        She looked
back at Horatio.  "Didn't I complain
when he switched to swearing in Klingon?"


 



        "Yes, but
the boys have to learn english before they can learn elven," Horatio said
patiently, pouring her a drink.  He
handed it over and went back to the computer. 
"John, the Chief said standing around watching them play with the
kids isn't liaising and Frank's going to pout about your perks."


 



        "Frank
can come play with them too," he reminded him.  He walked over and took the keyboard to type
in his own message, sending it back signed in his own name even.  "There, that'll get him off your back
and my ass."  He went to help Nick
play with Ray, tickling Nick until he squealed, making Ray laugh and help him.


 



       
"Bathroom's the second door down the hallway," Horatio said,
sipping his water.  Catherine and Jim
both giggled at that.  "For future
reference.  If you three want to take the
boys down to the play area, it's the big room behind the stairs.  Just watch Greg, he wants to eat the
tree."


 



        They took the
boys down there, Tim insisting Tara come by the simple expedient of refusing to
let her go.


 



        "I'll go
kidnap Tripp," John said happily, heading out with a wink at Calleigh.


 



        She looked at
Horatio.  "They like Tara."


 



        "She's
very sweet and Xander said she's very kind."


 



       
"Wow."


 



        "John
said hand her a gun and put her in a pantsuit and she's you," he teased.


 



        "Maybe my
younger sister," she said with a grin. 
"She's a much better girl than I am sometimes."  She went to check on Xander and Andrew,
walking back shaking her head.  "I
don't know what they're talking in but they've both got the panting Eric
pervert look."


 



        Horatio burst
out laughing, nodding.  "Probably
what you think they're talking about."


 



        ***


 



        Tara walked
back into the Magic Box the day before school started.  "We're back," she called quietly.


 



        Willow looked
at her.  "Did you suddenly decide
you liked boy parts?"


 



        "No.  Why?" 
Willow waved a hand at her cheek, neck, and upper chest.  She looked in a mirror then grinned.  "That was baby Tim.  He's a happy baby and he loved me."


 



        "I can
see that."  She pouted.  "Baby?"


 



        "One of
Xander's babies.  Tim."  She pulled out a picture. "That's
Tim.  He said I'm his blonde auntie and
Greg, that one, can have the other blonde aunties.   He walked for the first time to come give me
a hug," she said proudly.  Andrew
walked in and she smiled.  "I know
you'll miss the geek talks."


 



        "Yup, but
that's okay.  We can email
now."  He grinned at her.  "Did she complain about the baby
kisses?"  She nodded.  "That's how the boys kissed.  Even I got one from Greg."  He showed her. "See?"


 



        Willow
pouted.  "Did they nap with you
too?"


 



        "No, I
got the couch, Tara got Horatio's bed, and the kids are still in
cribs."  Buffy walked out.  "We're back."


 



        "I
heard.  Tara, honey, did you sneak Willow
down for the night?"


 



        "No, baby
Tim did it," she said with a sweet smile. 
"They're so *adorable*," she squealed, smiling at her.  She let her see the picture.  "That's Xander's babies."


 



        "They're
cute, but really tiny," she complained, handing it back.


 



        "Tim's
first steps was to pounce her as his own personal blonde auntie," Andrew
said happily.


 



        "Don't be
disgusting!" Buffy complained.


 



        "No, he
did.  They have another blonde auntie
from the lab down there, where Horatio works. 
She's the reason Greg likes to grab blondes to compare hair colors to
his."  That got a small smile from
Willow.  "He's very good at pouncing
too."


 



        "We
almost brought Tim home with us.  He did
not want to give up Tara," Andrew told them.  He frowned and looked at her.  "Did you unpack yet?"  She nodded. 
"Phew.  I hoped he hadn't
snuck in.  Xander would've killed us if
he had to come back here to retrieve his son."


 



        "No, he
snuck in some drooled on cookies and one of his stuffed animals."  She patted him on the cheek.  "It'll be okay.  Xander said you could teach the babies
Klingon next summer."  He beamed and
nodded, heading for the kitchen.  She
smiled at her friends.  "He's very
happy and his pack is nearly complete. 
He and his mate aren't at the cuddling stage, just napping for
nightmares.  He's very nice and very
steady, and he made Xander accept birthday and christmas presents," she
told them, sitting down.  "Horatio
even got him a new DVD player and Xander only smiled and blushed."  Both women stared at her, looking
horrified.  "I never realized we
didn't celebrate Xander's birthday but Horatio got him some new music and he
loved it.  Horatio even babied him when
he got a concussion and a bad cut on his back a few days before we got
there.  Made him see the doctor and
everything."


 



        "Xander?
Someone fusses over Xander?" Buffy asked, looking confused.  She looked at Willow. "Why?"


 



        "That
question is why he left," Tara told her. 
Buffy pouted.  "Oh, suck it
up."  She looked at Willow.  "Horatio's team thought I'd do very well
doing my Masters down there," she told her.  "It's very safe and the lab down there
is like a big family.  Xander cooks for
them and everything."


 



        "He
cooks?" Willow asked.


 



        Andrew came
out with a sandwich.  "Yeah, Xander
makes some mean dinners.  He did
Christmas dinner and it was great." 
He ate a bite of his sandwich. 
"He had to start over on the turkey when he seasoned it with the
stuff for the bread pudding, but a simple rinse and it was fine.  He did great, even Tara stuffed herself while
making Xander eat so she could feed the babies. 
He wasn't going to let her." 
He ate another bite and swallowed. "Plus, their ME is like this
huge mothering person.  Alexx was very
sure she'd be happy down there doing her Masters.  Xander even said she could camp out and he'd
fix the attic up for her if she wanted. 
Timmy would've loved that." 
Tara nodded, smiling at him. 
"We're going back this summer."  He finished his sandwich, going to find Giles
and report to him.  "Xander's
fine.  He's happy.  His pack is good even if he is still figuring
out what to do with a mate.  The babies
are adorable and Tara came home with baby kiss hickeys all over her neck.  Xander's a wonderful cook.  He did Christmas dinner and except one spice
mixup that he had to rinse off it went well. 
The babies are brilliant.  Tim
took his first steps to pounce Tara. 
Would not let her go," he shared with a bright grin.  "Declared she's his blonde aunt and Greg
can have the others.  So it went good and
we're going back this summer.  Some of
the people that Xander's mate works with wanted her to finish schooling down
there so she'd be safer."


 



        "Is his
mate a nice woman?" he asked quietly.


 



        Andrew
giggled, a high-pitched, full of mirth giggle. 
"Horatio?  Not
hardly."  He walked off
smiling.  "Giles just asked if his
mate is a girl."


 



        "No, not
in some of the suits Horatio wears," she agreed.


 



        "Xander's
gay?" Willow asked.


 



       
"Duh," Buffy said. 
"Look at his wardrobe."


 



        "Most gay
men dress better than you do," Willow protested.  Buffy scowled.  "They do.  They can match shoes and everything."


 



        "Not all
of them," Andrew said dryly. 
"That's a bad stereotype. 
The same as all witches loving and communing with the fairies
is."  She growled at that.  "The same sort of stereotype,
Willow.  Besides, Xander's very butch.  He fixed up the house they're in.  He built them a play area.  He's such a hands-on daddy that it's not
funny."  He walked off again.  "Tara, need anything to drink?  I had the last of the peanut butter."


 



        "Some
milk if there's any that's good," she called after him.  She glared at Willow, giving her that
disappointed, lips pressed together look. 
"I'm ashamed," she said quietly.  "You know better than to
stereotype."  She got up and went to
follow Andrew.  "Do you think I
should?"


 



        He
grinned.  "I think you'll love it
and Timmy would let you read all your assignments to him."  He handed her a glass of milk.  "I sniffed, it smelled okay."  He got his own and they headed back to the
college.  "Going to the dorms,"
he called.  "Later, all."  He escorted her back to her door then skipped
down to his, going to relax and watch his big screen tv.  Xander had told him where the good porn
stores were.  So much better than
anything he could find around Sunnydale.


 



        ***


 



        Xander paced
back and forth, growling a little bit. 
All the boys were watching him, Tim sucking on Ray's thumb for him.


 



       
"Mama?" Greg asked.


 



        Xander paused
to frown at him.  "Who?"


 



       
"Mama!"


 



       
"Um...  Which auntie is
that?  Is that Auntie Alexx or Auntie
Calleigh or Auntie Catherine or Auntie Tara?"  Tim beamed at that name.  "Or just some random aunt I'm not
recalling at the moment?"


 



       
"Mama!"


 



        Xander sat
down next to him, giving him a hug. 
"Sure, if you can bring her back I'm all for it. " Greg beamed
at him.  "I still don't know which
one that is."  Eric came up the
stairs after the door closed.  "Day
off?"


 



        "Guarding
you.  One of the Mala Noches decided you
were important to the lab."


 



        "Then
they'll die," Xander said simply. 
"Who was he calling Mama?"


 



        "I think
that was Tara for Greg.  Tim called her
that too."


 



        "Well,
she is kinda like the Earth Mother, I guess," Xander decided.  "If I could go kidnap her I would,
boys.  We have to fix up the attic
first."  Eric snickered.  "I'm not kidding."


 



        "I know
you're not, that's the funny part," he said with a smirk.  "We've still got to make sure you guys
are safe."  Xander got up and led
him into Horatio's room, opening the safe. 
Eric blinked.  "Close
that," he ordered.  "I can't
see the illegal stuff, Xander."


 



        "None of
that is.  That's in another
area."  He pulled out a gun and clip
then closed the safe door.  "There,
okay?"  He found his back holster
and put it on, making sure the safety was on. 
Then he went back to sitting between Greg and Tim.  Greg looked and pointed at his gun.  "No, those are bad things.  You cannot touch."  Greg scowled. 
"They're not bad to me, they can hurt babies.  Not like the monsters your Uncle John told
you about."  Eric came back holding
out a hand.  He took the gun and put it
on top of the entertainment center, well out of reach of the kids.  "Okay. 
That'll work and we'll stay in today."


 



        "Thank
you."  He looked at the boys.  "Is Ray okay?  He's been sleepy all holiday."


 



        "He also
shot up three inches since the day everyone showed up.  Besides he was just up running around in
circles trying to chase the cat.  He made
Tim dizzy so Tim's making him take a nap."


 



        "That
works.  You'll be okay?"  Xander nodded.  "Good. 
We've got more patrol cars going by here but no one sitting directly on
the house."


 



        "If they
come in, they're fucked," he said dryly. 
"I'm going to protect the boys like I did Sunnydale.  Nothing gets past me to get to them."


 



        Eric nodded.
"Good.  Horatio said he's hitting
his house tonight to draw some of the attention off you four.  The rest of us are going to lurk somewhere
else too in case it helps."  Xander
nodded.  "Thanks, Xander."


 



       
"Welcome."  Eric left
and Xander looked at the boys. 
"Looks like it's just us tonight, boys."  They pouted. 
"Tough.  You still love me,
even without all the others."  He
patted heads, getting a sleepy glare from Ray. 
"You're fine, Ray."  He
stroked over his hair, letting him curl up on Tim's thigh as a pillow so he
could go back to sleep.  He smiled at
Tim, who was starting to drift off and then at Greg, who was wide awake.  "We should read to you."  Greg shook his head.  "No?"  Greg slid down and went to the new play toy
to play with it.  It was a little house
and it had things that made noise.


 



        ***


 



        Horatio smiled
as the agent walked into his office. 
"Agent DiNozzo, what can I do to help you today?" he asked,
shaking his hand.  "None of the rest
of your team?"


 



        "No, I
ditched them.  We're following up for
that one officer's trial."  He
handed him the warrant.  "I need to
pick up most of the information you have for when we take it to court."


 



        "Of
course."  He walked him down to
evidence, finding the right boxes. 
"It looks like Calleigh's going back over the
ballistics."  That got a nod and he
carried them that way, letting Horatio lead the way back to ballistics.  "Calleigh?  NCIS is here for their case."


 



        "He's going to need to wait.  I got a match in the system with the same
gun, guys."  She smiled.  "Just you, Tony?"  He grinned and nodded.  "Well, we've got a gun match to another
case, a homicide.  I pulled it to make
sure.  Absolutely the same bullets.  No one's reloaded or they reloaded from the
same box."


 



        "That's
going to cause a problem.   We've had him
in a cell for the last three or four weeks."  Calleigh nodded.  "Well, crap.  Let me tell Gibbs."  He pulled out his cellphone.   "It's me, Gibbs.  Ballistics down in Miami just matched his gun
to another case."  He smiled.  "That's what I was going to do.  Want me to ship up the other stuff and call
if they need something out of it or not?" 
He put it in a corner.  "That
works.  I'll hang down here until they
either solve it or go cold."  He
hung up.  "Okay, I'm all
yours."  They both smirked.  "In the metaphorical sense, of
course.   Gibbs would growl if I changed
teams."


 



        "You're
also going to have a problem finding a decent hotel room," Calleigh
offered.  "People are starting to
move in for spring break."  He
smirked at that.  "You came?"


 



        "A few
times.  Loved the bikini contests."


 



        "I'm sure
you did," she teased.  "Call
around and if not we'll see who has a spare room.  You're tolerable at the very
least."  He smiled and went to find
a phone book to do that from reception. 
She looked at him.  "Should
we introduce him to Xander?  The boys
might love him and Greg would love his hair."


 



        "Only if
he likes children.  Which case?"


 



        "The one
from this morning."  She let him
see.  "Perfect match.  Chips off the ends of the bullets show the
same composition.  I'd say from the same
box probably."


 



        "So we
need to see if there's a link and if he dumped his gun," he said, nodding.
"All right.  Tell me when you have
something.  Remember to warn him about
the Mala Noches," he said quietly before leaving.  He went to email Xander, smiling at the
speedy answer.  Apparently he was
chatting with Andrew and Tara since he just called him Tara.  He thought it was cute Greg called her Mama
too.  She would make a great one.


 



        ***


 



        Xander walked
into Horatio's house.  "It's
me," he called.


 



        "And you
would be?" Tony asked, looking over from the back of the couch.  Xander's gun cleared his holster within a
heartbeat.  "NCIS, that makes me a
Fed and Horatio offered me his spare room."


 



        Xander stared
at him for a minute then put it back. 
"I'm Xander."  He waved
and walked into the kitchen, pulling down a box.  "Sorry, the boys wanted *this* sort of
muffin and I can't remember what brand he uses."


 



        "You have
kids?"


 



        "Three
unholy terrors."


 



        Tony
smiled.  "You left them in the
car?"


 



        "They're
only a year old, they're in their car seats. 
They can't drive yet."  He
grinned. "Tell him you can come play with the kids.  The Mala Noches on my street went for a
sudden run earlier.  I don't think
they're going to come back."  He
left, taking the muffin mix with him.  He
smiled at the boys.  "Hi, boys.  Daddy stole the muffin mix you guys
like."  He drove them back home and
put them back into the house, watching as they all headed for the play
area.  He shook his head, putting the
sealed box onto the stairs so he could follow them. "Sure, we'll do this
for now."   He heard movement and
looked up, flipping on the intercom he had put in.  "Unless you're already an uncle or an
aunt I'm going to castrate you and use your nuts for tiny jewelry.  Your choice."  He walked out, finding a very confused Rick
Stetler coming down the stairs. 
"How did you get in?"


 



        "Back
door, Mr. Harris."


 



       
"Huh.  I thought I locked
that."  He shrugged.  "Okay. 
Just don't break the locks so I can't fix 'em."  He stared at him.  "What did you need this time?"


 



        "What did
you do to the thugs this morning?"


 



        "I asked
a nearby demon to eat them."  He
went back to his play area, smiling at how Tim and Ray were struggling over
something.  "Share," he
ordered.  Greg pouted when Ray stole
it.  "You have to share too,
Ray."  Ray pouted but handed it to
him.  "Thank you."  He sat down to play with them both, keeping
an eye on Tim.  He was staring at the
officer, then he cackled and stood up, taking a flying leap onto him, making
him shriek.  "Tim, no eating the IAB
officer.  He might have some sort of skin
disease.  You can only eat the aunties
and uncles."  He reached up to pluck
him off him.  "Thank you.  Say sorry."  Tim spit. 
"Not like that."  Tim
spit again then cackled and pounced Greg, making him laugh and follow him back
onto the play area.  "Good boy to
walk, Greg.  Finally!"  He beamed at the boys, especially Greg.  "Good boy."  Greg waved and went down the slide, grinning
at the officer.


 



        "That's a
lot better than your brother, Greg." 
He glared at Xander.  "You
can't make them apologize?"


 



        "Tim will
only get more stubborn.  I'll have him
apologize in a few minutes, when he's not so happy with himself."  Ray patted him.  "Sorry, am I ignoring you?"  He held up the toy.  "That's right, that's a
horsey."  He played the horse
around, making him laugh and clutch it to suck on.  "Okay, you do that to the horsey.  I'm sure his ears could use cleaned.  Tim, apologize for pouncing," he
called.  Tim spit again then patted Greg
on the diaper.  "Yes, he'll tell
Daddy Horatio to spank you if you don't."


 



       
"Tata," he said, still smiling, waving a hand.


 



        "That was
sorry.  That's as close as he's ever
gotten yet," Xander said quietly. 
"Why else are you here?"


 



        "You had
a demon eat them?" he asked, looking confused.


 



        "No, I
had one act like he was going to eat them. 
He only eats trees."  That
just got a nod.  "But he's a big
sucker and scary as fuck when you don't know that they only eat trees.  Having an eight-foot seafoam blue thing
suddenly standing beside your car means they had to clean the
insides."  Stetler walked off,
slamming the door behind him.  He
shrugged.  "He'll get used to
it," he told Ray, who smiled and gave him a kiss before going to the play
set to play too.  Tim even shoved him
down the slide when he got stuck at the top. 
"Thanks, Tim, very helpful. 
We'll go make muffins when you're done, boys."


 



        ***


 



        Horatio smiled
at Tony when he came back in. 
"Settled in?"


 



        "Yup,
checked out your cable.  Met Xander, he
came over to steal muffin mix.   Got told
the boys were in the car.  He said the
Mala Noches went for a sudden run earlier so I could come play with the kids if
I wanted.  Are they good kids or
grabby?"


 



        "They're
generally holy terrors," he admitted. "Three boys."  Tony whimpered.  "One's my nephew.  He's got custody while I'm in danger.   How did they go for a run?"


 



        "I don't
know."


 



        "I'll ask
him.  There's no telling what he did to
them this time.  Last time he shot the
gas can in one's hand and lit him on fire."


 



        "Is he an
officer?"


 



        "No.  He was in private protection."  Tony just nodded once so he called the
house.  "Xander?" he asked
calmly. "What did yo do?"  He
heard the cackle from Tim.  "What
did he do?"  He listened, then
moaned.  "Thank you. We can do
that."  He hung up.   Then he shook his head.  "He's presently trying to disinfect one
of them for pouncing an IAB officer who went to bother him."


 



        "If he's
not an officer...." Tony started.


 



        "The kids
are basically adopted by the whole lab. 
Mr. Wolfe?"  He backtracked
and came in.  "You weren't here when
they were last time.  This is Tony
DiNozzo, NCIS out of DC's branch." 
They shook hands.  "Ask
Xander what he did to the Mala Noches?"


 



        "You know
your seafoam blue neighbor?" 
Horatio moaned and nodded. 
"Well, he can become eight feet tall.  Apparently he asked the guy to scare the crap
out of them and they drove off before they got eaten."  He grinned. 
"It's just another wacky day in Miami.  Am I helping you?"


 



        "It
depends.  Calleigh said that a bullet
from our case ended up on a homicide this morning."


 



        "Hmm, not
mine.  I had the DUI bastard on the
causeway."  He grinned.  "Nice to meet you.  Come bug me if you need to."  He left, going back to his lab.


 



        "I'm
going to spank Xander," Horatio decided.  
He called Rick.  "What did
which boy do?"  He heard the bitter
comments.  "That usually means he
likes you, Rick."  He hung up on the
swearing.  "Tim took a flying leap
to pounce him," he muttered, holding his head.


 



        "In DC we
go for coffee during moments like this."


 



        "Not a
bad idea."  He considered it.  "The Chief would come hunting if I did
that."  He nodded up the hall.  "He's been lurking recently."


 



        "I'm
sorry.  Our new director does that now
and then.  I'm not sure she's not jonsing
for Gibbs again."  Horatio gave him
a horrified look. "They used to be very close partners from what we've
been able to figure out."


 



        "I'm so
sorry," he said quietly, cracking him up. 
"All right, so dinner tonight with the boys if you want.  I can tell the others as well.  We were going to avoid them because the Mala
Noche have seen us going there for a while now and think they're a good
target."


 



        "It
sounds like Xander's more than capable of handling it himself,
Horatio."  That got a nod.  "All right, so, now what?"


 



        "Now, we
wait for some information or you can help Calleigh question people.  She should be ready to by now."  He nodded, going to do that.  "Yes, sir?" he asked when his boss
walked in.


 



        "Why is
NCIS back?"


 



        "They're
about to go to trial and needed all the evidence we had.  Calleigh found a new gun match though."


 



        He made a
displeased noise.  "We're figuring
it out?"  Horatio nodded.  "Has he met the boys?"


 



        "He met
Xander when he went to get my muffin mix from the cabinet," he
admitted.  "Apparently Xander was
proactive in his own protection today and scared some of the Mala Noche off
their street."


 



       
"Interesting.  How?"


 



        "I'm not
fully sure yet myself, sir."


 



        "One of
those.  Okay.  You might want to watch out.  There had been a federally hidden project out
there that your boy had to help stop," he said gently.  "John Hagen found it,
Horatio."  Horatio slumped and
nodded.  "Have fun at dinner
tonight.  The boys are delightful, even
if Rick Stetler does need to see his chiropractor after Tim pounced him and
cackled."  He walked out, going back
to his rounds.


 



        Horatio called
John.  "What hidden project out in
Sunnydale?" he asked quietly.  He
nodded. "Thank you."  He got
into his email, opening the link.  He
blinked.  "Oh, crap," he
muttered.  Tony leaned in, grinning at
him. "You knew?"


 



        "Had someone
check to see if he had a file.  Does he
often get into that one file?"


 



        "He was
using it to get IAB off his back the first time he shot someone."


 



        He
nodded.  "We don't care,
Horatio.  They were bad guys.  We would've stopped them with
prejudice."  He disappeared again.


 



        Horatio closed
the window, but kept the email so he could read over it later.  They made it home at a semi-decent hour,
finding Xander feeding the boys. 
"Food?"


 



        "Enough
for everyone.  They wanted the biscuit
stuff on top of the steak that I did for Calleigh."  He fed Tim a bite.  "Yes, you have to eat the gravy too,
Tim."  He scooped it up and fed it
to him again.  Then he grinned at
Tony.  "Hi again."


 



       
"Hi."  He looked at the
boys.  "They're cute."


 



        "That's
because they're sitting still.  Greg
tried to eat the cat again, Horatio."


 



        "Greg, no
eating the cat.  She won't play with you
if you eat her."   He got them
plates of food, taking over feeding duties. 
"You eat, Xander."  Xander
dug into his dinner.  "These are
Greg, Tim, and my nephew Ray."


 



        "Hi,
boys.  I'm Tony."  They all smiled at him.  "Oooooh, that's the look that usually
means someone's going to do something mean."


 



        "They
give it to the Auntie Calleigh all the time, it means she gets to help with
bath time so they can soak her," Xander offered, grinning at him.  "So, how's the case?"


 



       
"Good.  Fairly good.  She thinks she knows how the gun got
out.  We're going to search down that
lead tomorrow."  He settled in to
eat.  Ray made baby bird begging noises
so he fed him a bite of his biscuit.  Ray
beamed and ate it.  "Good boy,
Ray."


 



        "They try
so hard," Xander teased, cracking him up. 
He looked at Horatio.  "How's
Stetler?"


 



        "Needed someone
to pop his neck.  Did you get Timmy to
apologize?"


 



        "After he
spit a few times.  He's still using tata
as an apology though."  Horatio
moaned around his present bite of dinner. 
"Did I oversalt to you?" 
Horatio shook his head, eating another bite.  "Greg has learned a new word.   We went to the park today with Frank and his
wife.  Greg apparently didn't like the
police officer watching us.  He spit at
him.  When I told him to apologize he
made the spitting noise and said 'popo sorry'. 
That's all we could get him to do, Horatio."


 



        "Have we
been watching MTV?" Tony teased.


 



        Xander
nodded.  "Now and then but I think
Andrew decided to try to be hip for a night and taught it to him."  He grinned and ate another bite.  "Watch out.  Tim's feeling neglected."  They both smiled at him and he put down the
food, deciding to eat it instead of throw it. 
"Thank you, Tim."   He
finished his dinner and took back feeding duties.


 



        "We'll
work on the important apology words this weekend," Horatio promised,
looking at Greg.  "It's not nice to
spit at officers, Greg.  Even if you
don't like them."


 



        "Cracked
Frank up.  Said it was better than the
last time he heard that, from some girl with a grill in a bad sports
car."  Xander shrugged and nodded at
the stove.  "Get more if you're
hungry, Tony.  We feed the pack well
around here.  Ryan said he's getting
fat."


 



        Tony got up to
get seconds, taking Horatio's plate to dish him some out too.  "Here you go, Horatio.   I think you're amazing, Xander.  I can't handle babysitting more than
one.  You handle three on your own."


 



        "After a
while you get into a rhythm," he said modestly.


 



        "You'd
probably have to," Tony agreed, letting Tim have some of his biscuit since
he was begging.  "You do that very
well, Tim."  Tim beamed.


 



        "He loves
to be read to," Xander offered.  He
heard the barely audible growl and looked at Horatio.  "Are you sure I didn't oversalt?"


 



        "It's
good, Xander."  He went back to
eating.  Calleigh, John, and Ryan all
came up, Ryan claiming bath time privileges. 
The boys didn't seem to mind and Tony rolled up his sleeves to
help.   The boys gave him the royal
treatment and he came out soaking wet with bubbles in his hair.  Xander got him a spare t-shirt and a pair of
running shorts, then got the boys ready for bed.  John took over for him, shoving him out into
the living room.  Horatio smiled at
him.  "He's being alpha today."


 



        "I can
see that but he's not my pack," Xander called.  "He's from an accessory pack we like to
hang with."  John just smirked at
him.  "They're my kids."


 



        "Shut up,
Xander, or maybe we'll ask Tara to give them a little sister."


 



        "Then
Greg would never let her go and Tim would smother his sister to death," he
said dryly, sitting down across from Horatio.  
Calleigh giggled.  "He would."


 



        "He
would.  Tim would worship her belly
too.  She'd always have Tim on her.  How many baby hickeys did she go home
with?"


 



        "Ten,
twelve, something like that," Xander admitted.  Tony snickered at that.  "They still kiss by sucking.  Tim loved the Auntie Tara enough to get her
cheek, neck, and upper chest."


 



        "I've
liked many girls that way," he teased back.  Xander cackled and nodded he had too.  "Are you dating?"


 



        "Not hardly.  They're not real fond of babysitters keeping
them overnight, no matter what Wolfe said."


 



        "It's
only Eric they don't like," Ryan offered, heading for the kitchen.  "Anyone else getting food?"  Calleigh headed that way, helping him clean
up the leftovers and the kitchen.


 



        "Ryan, if
you want to I still haven't gotten all the pine needles out of the play
area," Xander offered.  "That
way you can clean more stuff out of your thoughts."


 



        "I
wouldn't mind.  I'm trying to forget the
skankiest of brats that I went out with last night."  He shuddered and cleaned harder, taking the
broom from Calleigh to do that too. 
"Thanks, Xander."


 



       
"Welcome.  Remember what I
used to date, man."


 



        "I got an
email from Cordelia," Horatio said, looking at him.  Xander grinned and went back to chatting with
Tony.  Horatio stomped down on that spot
of jealousy that kept trying to come up. 
Finally it snapped and he got up, hauling Xander up.  "Excuse us for a few minutes, guys.  Need to share something that I got
today.  Plus talk about demons scaring
gang members."  He walked Xander
back into their bedroom, pulling him closer to kiss him.  "My mate," he growled in his
ear.  "Not his."


 



        Xander looked
at him. "That means you'd have to move in, Horatio, permanently.  Plus you'd have to be here for me and
them.  I'm not putting up with what I did
from Anya."  He sat down on the bed
and Horatio pounced him back onto it, growling while he kissed his way around
Xander's throat.  He flipped them over,
staring down at him.  "My pack,
Horatio.  My pack and you're *my*
mate.  Not the other way around."  He stared down at him, seeing when he
realized it.  He got a small shift in
response so he went to woo his mate, making him all too happy to have him.


 



        John looked at
the bedroom then at Tony.  "Sorry,
they've been slowly working that out. 
Apparently you made Horatio snap his patience."


 



        Tony
grinned.  "I make many men
jealous."  He got a laugh from
Calleigh.  "I have.  I've been the cause of three men proposing
too."  He grinned.  "I should probably go back to Horatio's
for the night."


 



        "I'll
drive you, Calleigh promised.  "Then
I'll let my own jealous person take me to dinner."  John looked at her.  "You are."


 



        "I can do
that," he agreed casually.  He
followed them home, locking the door behind him.  He knew Ryan wasn't going to interrupt and
he'd get the boys if they tried to interrupt. 
Apparently it took a Tony to make Horatio wise up and act.


 



        ***


 



        Epilogue:


 



        ***


 



        Xander walked
into the boys' kindergarten class. 
"What's up?" he asked, sitting in front of the teacher.


 



        "Your
boys...  We don't usually let twins in
the same class, Mr. Harris.  There's a
reason for that."


 



        "How does
that work since you only have one kindergarten class?"


 



        "That's
why they're together.  I'm going to have
to insist on some changes being made. 
The boys...  They were rude, they
were obnoxious, and they were speaking in twin's speak."


 



        Xander looked
at the boys.   "You were talking in
what during class?"


 



        "We were
in the very back and we were bored," Tim defended.


 



       
"Elven," Greg said at the continued stare, ducking his
head.  "Sorry, Daddy."


 



        Xander sighed
and looked at Ray.  "You want to add
anything?"  He shook his head.  He looked at the teacher again.  "First all off, they're five.  Of course they're obnoxious.  That's the definition of children."


 



        "I'm sure
their mother..."


 



        "Is dead,"
he said blandly, glaring at her.  She
backed down at that.  "As for them
talking in Elven, one of their favorite uncles taught them last year.  We made him work on their English skills
before he could teach them that or Klingon, and now he's teaching them dwarf
via audio mail."  She glared at
him.  He shrugged.  "We're a lot of geeks.  I'm sure you've had us before."


 



        "They
need drugs!"


 



        "They do
not need drugs.  They're normal little
boys.  Even their doctor said so.  Greg's the only hyper one and he's under good
control as long as you don't make him sit down all day, don't take his soda for
lunch from him, and don't take away his books. 
The same as when you take Tim's books from him he will growl and
possibly hit.  They're brilliant little
boys.  Their daycare tested their
IQ.  Greg came out at 201?" he asked
him, getting a nod.  "Tim got 198
and Ray came out the lower one at 179."


 



        "I do
better next time," Ray promised.


 



        Xander kissed
him on the head.  "You did much better
than I did the last time I took one, Ray. 
You'll get higher next time because you're still learning.  I'm not disappointed in you and I thought we
had this talk the last time we mentioned it. 
I'm the only one allowed to have the low self esteem in this
family.  Am I clear?"  They all nodded.  "Good boys."  He smiled at her.  "Greg's ADHD is under fairly decent
control at the moment.  He does take
sodas for it.  Mild caffeine is enough at
the moment since he's also in baby karate and soccer with Tim and
Ray."  She groaned.  "Then again, I'm a stay at home father
and I thought they should've been skipped."


 



        "We don't
skip out of kindergarten."


 



        "Is there
anything you can actually teach them? 
Their uncles have been reading them classical literature since they were
three and Tim decided he'd had enough of Thomas the tank engine."  She glared. 
"On your list of tasks they should be able to do, is there anything
left?"  She pointed at the one on
the wall.  "Hmm.  You guys aren't into multiplication or
divides yet.  I didn't know you guys had
to be able to do that to get out of kindergarten these days."  He looked at them.  "We'll figure it out, boys."  They all smiled.  He looked at the teacher. "Now, is there
anything else you want to suggest that I'm going to ignore out of hand?  Greg, stay."


 



       
"Bored," he complained.


 



        Xander looked
at him.  "We're going to baby karate
after this.  Your gi's are in the
car."  He handed him the keys.  "Go get it and change."  They ran off to get their gi's to put
on.  He looked at the teacher again.  "You've been teaching how long and can't
deal with a set of triplets?"  She
growled.  "Fine, then let's talk
about skipping them up, lady.  It's clear
you're not used to dealing with baby geniuses."   He stared her down until she called the
principal in.  "Hi, Xander
Harris," he said, shaking his hand. 
The boys ran in and he had to adjust a belt.  "Better," he said, taking the keys
back.  "We closed the car
door?"


 



        "And
locked it," Tim said proudly.


 



        "Good
boys."  He kissed them all on the
head.  "You guys stretch in case
we're going to be late."  He looked
at the principal again.  "You've got
a problem with three very intelligent boys in this class.  They can do everything on her wall list but
simple, single digit multiplication and division."


 



        "I've
heard.  I got their daycare
reports."  Xander smiled at
that.  "Why send them here?"


 



        "Horatio
didn't want to pay for private school. 
He thought we could work with the boys after hours to make sure they
were getting a good education from here." 
He looked back at the boys. 
"Stretching does not include pummeling your brother Ray, Tim,"
he noted.


 



        "He said
I looked like a girl on the swing," Tim complained.


 



        Xander held
his head.  "Ray!"


 



        "He was
wearing his shirt untucked and it flowed out like a dress because it's so
big," he said, trying to defend himself. 
Xander coughed and they quit fighting. 
"It did."


 



        "Okay, no
more," the teacher demanded.  All
three boys looked at her and snickered.


 



        "I know
my cubs know what respect for authority is," Xander said firmly.  They settled down and went back to
stretching.  "Sorry."  He looked at the principal.  "Do we keep them here or not?"


 



        "We have
a good hands-on, magnet school in the district, Mr. Harris. They do not have a
kindergarten but the boys would qualify for first grade.  Especially with their high IQ's and their
reports from the daycare.  I can refer
the boys there?"


 



        "As long
as it's not a stigma school as well."


 



        "Not
really.  A few students have went there
instead of vocational school but it's not where we put the thugs if that's what
you're suggesting."  Xander nodded
that he had been.  "No, it's an
excellent school.  Very small.  I'll see if they've got spots open for your
boys.  They are brilliant.  However the hyperactivity?"


 



        "Greg's
the only one with ADHD and he can control it with a bit of caffeine a
day."  He looked at the
teacher.  "Took his soda?"  She nodded. 
"Pity, give it back.  You
brought the bouncy, nasty attitude on yourself with that."  She sighed and handed it over.   He looked at the principal.  "I do not like that she did that."


 



        "I
agree.  She should have talked to you
about that first."


 



        "It's not
healthy for him."


 



        "It's
diet, lady, and it's what keeps him calmed down."  He patted Greg on the back while he
drank.  "Better?"  Greg smiled and nodded, tossing the can into the
recycling bin.   "Thank you.  Now, are we done?" he asked the two
older people.  They both nodded.  "I'll gladly talk to this other school
if you think it'd be better for them. 
They'd love the hands- on project part, especially Greg and
Tim."  He stood up.  "I've got to get them to self- defense
for tots and then home to eat dinner and do homework.  Did they have any?"  She handed over their backpacks. "Thank
you, ma'am.  Car, baby karate!"  The boys headed for the car once they had
their jackets.  "Thank
you."  He followed them, handing Ray
the phone.  "Here, you can tell your
uncle about the first day.  It's your
turn.  Tim got the first day of daycare
last year and Greg the first real day of daycare."  He got them buckled into their safety seats
and got in to drive, heading to baby karate while Ray babbled at his uncle.


 



        Even though he
knew Horatio was groaning and probably had him on speaker since everyone said
they were going to be lurking around to see how it had went.  Tim took the phone to add his own two cents
about being bored and Greg took it to babble at a higher rate of speed about
what he had done all day too.  Including
the Elven.  They handed the phone to
him.  "Yes, dear?" he
said.  He chuckled. "Yeah, she
called it twin speak too.  Apparently
they haven't had too many sons of geeks. 
Karate.  Why?"  He nodded. "I can do that.  Sure, Tony can have our spare room.  Thanks. 
See you tonight."  He blew a
kiss and hung up.  "Uncle Tony's
coming back with Auntie Tara.  He
escorted her out of Sunnydale for us after they had to talk to her about
stopping the newest try of the Initiative."


 



        "Does
that mean Auntie Tara can give me a sister?" Tim asked.


 



        "You'd
have to ask her.  Just let me out of
range first, Tim.  Because she remembers
what holy terrors you three were when you were little."  They all cheered.  "Uncle Andrew's robot with his spirit
will be coming sometime soon too I'm sure."  He parked at karate and got them out, letting
them run inside and properly bow to the instructor.  "Teacher conference. They were speaking
Elven when they got bored.  They
stretched during it."  The teacher
groaned.  He shrugged.  "They're the son of geeks.  What did you expect?"


 



        The teacher
got the boys into their correct postures and let them go with the rest of the
class.  Even if Tim did watch the parent
who pulled in on a motorcycle.  And Greg
hit on the pretty blonde girl in there with them.  And Ray sulked until one of the girls tagged
him good then he beat her down when it was his turn.


 



        The End.
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