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		News Flash, Yet Again





1. SG-1 and a Brit



Daniel Jackson hadn’t been back in the British Museum in years. He smiled to himself as he walked up the steps past the massive lions. He still wasn’t sure precisely why he was on this particular recruitment mission, but ever since Sam got back from her little trip to that other dimension, things had been hectic. And Earth-based.




He and half the anthropologists on staff had been verifying that there was no British Ministry of Magic and no American Department of Magic in this universe. The rest of the group had been assigned to go back through a long list of ancient texts and modern addresses to verify that some bizarre myth about vampires and female vampire hunters was indeed a myth.




Granted, he had seen enough to be willing to give most myths some consideration. But teenaged girls fighting monsters? Unlikely in this day and age. Utterly preposterous in the context of the standard patriarchal mythos of a thousand years ago. Or five thousand years ago. It was more likely that they would find something useful in the Tok’ra legends related perhaps to a tale of some Goa’uld in a young female body, battling another Goa’uld in the body of an Unas.




Sam had the bio department jumping around studying inheritance of some arcane genetic traits, and the chem department studying possible side effects of some chemical she had brought home with her. Then she had the physics department studying what looked like a woman’s change purse — okay, he knew from watching Sam during one of their interdimensional chats that in the other dimension it acted like a magical Bag of Holding. Not that he was going to use those words when talking to Jack, because Jack would seize upon the opportunity to tease him about playing roleplaying games.




And then there was this assignment. Apparently, SG-1 had been tasked with looking into the possibility of acquiring valuable new personnel who might or might not be of any use. Their dimensional analogues were skilled and heroic, with useful talents. But there was no guarantee that their analogues in this world would be anything like that. So Daniel was journeying to the British museum to talk to an assistant curator. He was hoping that the man would turn out to be a valuable addition to the archaeology or linguistic group, but he was expecting that he would waste an hour interviewing the man and then get the rest of the day to tour the museum before having to catch his plane home tonight.




He let the young woman at the desk direct him to the upstairs administrative areas. He let the docent direct him to the small office. And he knocked.




“C-come in, please.”




Daniel opened the door to find a man who reminded him of… himself. Handsome, but hiding behind a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. Bookish and unworldly. Surrounding himself with ancient texts, instead of living in the real world.




He gave the man a polite smile. “Rupert Giles?”




“Y-yes,” the man replied timidly. “And y-you are Dr. Daniel Jackson? The Egyptologist? I r-remember your paper on the political unification processes within the Old Kingdom. I thought it was a most impressive piece of scholarship.”




Daniel smiled. At least this was going to be a civil discussion, probably with some interesting conversations. “Thank you. I’ve read most of your papers too. I particularly liked the one on transmissions of folkloric concepts as a part of the ethos behind criminal and espionage organizations. The way you tied that into the workings of the KGB and the OGPU was quite ingenious.”




Dr. Giles nervously took off his glasses and polished the lenses. “Y-yes. Well. Th-that paper did cause quite a bit of trouble for me. It s-seems that some people took offense at what was a scholarly study. I ended up taking a sabbatical in S-south America for several months. F-for my health.”




Daniel nodded. The files said that Giles had received several death threats about that paper, and that apparently an SAS team had been in place in time to kill a group of five Russian former KGB men who had decided to deal with Dr. Giles in a rather permanent fashion. It turned out that the five men had moved directly from espionage into international terrorism.




Daniel said, “It’s actually your ability to extrapolate from the ancient to the modern that caught my eye. And the eyes of my colleagues. We could use someone with your skillset on our project. You’d get to study some remarkable antiques and ancient texts, and you’d be working with one of the strongest archaeology and anthropology groups in the world.”




Dr. Giles asked, “And this would be in America? At a university?”




Daniel said, “Yes, in America. But we’re part of a research group for the United States Air Force.”




“The m-military?” quavered Dr. Giles. “W-why on earth would the American military need a substantive archaeological group? And why my skills? I specialize in areas like ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, not I presume, native American archaeology.”




Daniel said, “Oddly enough, it is precisely your knowledge about ancient Egypt and related cultures that is of interest. They certainly wouldn’t have hired me if they wanted an expert on, say, ancestral migrations of the early nomadic Americans…”




He had been on these sorts of fishing expeditions before. It was hard to give the interviewee enough information about the tasks involved without providing so much information that you were unveiling secrets. He knew how it worked. He had to give just enough information to interest the person. Just enough to get the person to fly out for a second interview, at which point the non-disclosure agreements came out, and more secrets were unveiled. And the person would still not be given the real truth of the SGC until after further vetting and a completed hiring process.




They talked for over half an hour, straying from Daniel’s purpose to discuss Egyptology subjects and then back again. Dr. Giles was quite interested in some of the oddities of the classic burial rites, but Daniel couldn’t possibly tell the man the truth about the Goa’uld sarcophagus and canopic jars, or their sinister purposes.




Finally, Dr. Giles stammered out an apology. “I r-realize you came quite a long way to talk to me. B-but I really don’t feel that I am up to the challenge. I p-prefer to stay here. M-my job is interesting and… well… safe. Secure. I d-don’t handle change all that well.”




Daniel rose and politely thanked him for his time. Then he left to look over the Egyptian exhibits on display. He still had several hours before he needed to make his way back to the airport.




Rupert Giles took off the glasses he didn’t really need. He dropped the awkward mannerisms and the smile. He quietly moved to one of the upper galleries, and he watched from the upper windows for over an hour before he was confident that if Dr. Jackson’s people had assigned any watchers, they were too good to detect. He frowned and proceeded down to the main floor.




He walked calmly but rapidly through the storage areas. Once he reached Storage Room G, he fished out a key and unlocked the door. It was a very special key that wasn’t obviously different from the other keys on his ring. But it was made of a special non-ferrous, non-conductive metal. Anyone putting an ordinary key or ordinary lockpicks into this lock was going to receive a rather unwelcome electrical shock of the incapacitating sort.




He slipped through the door and made sure it locked behind him. Then he made his way to the back of the storage room, to an ordinary set of shelving. The pottery on the shelf wasn’t even that interesting, unless one was interested in forgeries of pre-Columbian bowls. He pressed on a secret release, and the shelf swung open, revealing a secret doorway.




He stepped through and pulled the shelving until it clicked shut behind him. Then he used the halogen flashlight concealed in the keyring, and made his way down the stairwell and into the tunnel. The tunnel had been built during World War II, and even the people who had constructed it had long forgotten it. Only he and his organization used it anymore.




He walked for five minutes until he reached the far end of the tunnel. Then he made his way out through another secret doorway. This one emptied into a men’s lavatory in a convenient Tube station. From there, it took less than twenty minutes before he was at the station he wanted.




He checked for tails before he left the station. He made several unnecessary turns to make sure he wasn’t being followed, and he checked once more before he stepped into the building.




He took his time going through the requisite checkpoints. If he wanted to catch her at a convenient time, it only made sense to arrive shortly before the hour so as to give himself a few minutes before one of her many appointments.




He walked into the office, which hadn’t really changed in years. Even Moneypenny was the same, although she had aged, just as he had. She gave him her sexiest smile and said, “Ru, you dog, you haven’t come by in weeks.”




He gave her a cheeky grin and then dropped the act. He asked, “Is M in? Something just came up, and I wanted to apprise her in person.” There was no way that M wouldn’t need to know that members of the U.S. Armed Forces had just extended him a job offer. She might even know precisely what sort of job had been tendered, and why the U.S. Air Force needed someone who read several dialects of ancient Egyptian as well as Latin, Akkadian, Greek, and Sumerian.




Moneypenny said, “She should be done with her appointment any minute now, and she doesn’t have another meeting for a good ten minutes.”




Just then, the door opened, and the director of MI5 stepped out. Giles recognized the man from his file, of course. M walked out with him, so clearly the meeting had gone well.




With a bit of a smile, M said, “Let me introduce you two. Sir Harold? This is… 007.”




“Pleased to meet you. Very pleased to meet you,” the man practically gushed. “Your reputation precedes you. Didn’t catch your name?”




He shook hands and simply said, “Giles. Rupert Giles.”





Scoobies and a Brit



“Doctor Granger?” the woman at the door asked.




Hermione put down her pen and looked up at the young woman peering in around her office door. “Please, it’s still Miss Granger. My dissertation defense won’t be for another two weeks.”




Hermione looked over the woman. Her colleagues would undoubtedly have given the woman more than a casual appraisal. Hermione had long ago faced the fact that no one would consider her attractive. Her front teeth were too large. Her hair was too bushy, and not of a trendy color. She was too focused on her research. She dressed like a woman twenty years older, so that the professors surrounding her — who were primarily male and much older — would take her work seriously. After all, she was only twenty-one and was only inches away from a doctorate in European literature, unless some surly professor decided to spike her guns at the last second. Maybe Professor Sebastian Snape, who detested anyone who disagreed with his position on Chaucer.




This woman was attractive, and knew it. She had vibrant red hair and a sunny smile. She wore clothes that weren’t revealing or overly tight, but still made it clear that she was a nicely-proportioned young woman. Hermione tamped down the pangs of jealousy.




She spoke, “You’re not one of my students, and you’re not a professor in the college. Are you a graduate student looking for translation assistance?” It certainly wouldn’t be the first time. She did read eight languages, four of them fluently. More than that, if you counted Middle English and Old English, Middle German, Middle French, and so on. She also spoke French, Spanish, and German. She had offered some translation assistance in her first year at Balliol, primarily to meet other people, since she was two years younger than most of her fellow collegians at the time. “I no longer do translation work for money. I’m far too busy.” That, and several young men had taken advantage of her naïveté in one way or another. But she didn’t discuss that with anyone.




The woman extended a hand, and Hermione shook it. “No, not at all. My name is Willow Rosenberg. I’m with an international organization looking for interesting employees.”




Hermione pointed out, “You sound rather like you come from California.”




“Oh, I do. I’m American, although I currently live mainly in the U.K. for work.”




Hermione wondered, “And what sort of organization would be interested in papers on the influence of ‘Orlando Furioso’ on modern epics?”




Willow smiled mischievously. “As a matter of fact, we’re specifically interested in you, rather than your areas of research.”




“Me?” Hermione asked suspiciously. “Why me?” She didn’t say that very few people were interested in her. She tended to slide into ‘lecture mode’ at the least provocation, and even her fellow classicists felt she needed to unwind now and then. She had a depressingly small circle of friends, and hadn’t had a real date in… in… oh lord, it had been so long she had to stop and think about it.




Willow gave her a smirk that very plainly said ‘I know something you don’t know’. Hermione wore that expression far too often to mistake it. And she did not enjoy being on the receiving end of it, either. Instead of explaining herself, Willow asked, “What is your opinion of the consequences of P.A.M. Dirac’s hypothesis of the non-constancy of universal constants over immense changes in time and distance?”




Hermione pursed her lips. “I have a slight familiarity with modern physics, but certainly not enough to discuss a research area with any exactitude.”




Willow prodded again. “Let’s say that I’m interested in hearing what you have to say on the subject, particularly if you can figure out how such a hypothesis would affect something like Wheeler’s quantum foam.”




Hermione asked, “Are you a physicist yourself?”




Willow smiled more broadly. “No, but I dabble in a large number of areas. Physics, computer science, meta-biology, folklore, linguistics…”




Hermione admitted, “I do remember reading that a lack of a complete theory of quantum gravity means that no one really knows how a quantum foam would look. But if you slowly change the universal physical constants over vast differences in the quantum foam, would you even have a universe in which life could exist?”




Willow nodded, “Very good. One of the oddities of combining the two ideas is that you could end up with alternate universes. Alternate universes where the fundamental laws of the universe were… different enough to matter.”




Hermione had a paper to edit. She asked, “And your point would be… what? That you come from an alternate universe and wish me to translate something for you?”




Willow giggled. “No, no, I’m from this universe. However…” She paused and took a breath. “I met a version of you from an alternate universe.”




Hermione snorted inelegantly. “I find that quite unlikely, and rather difficult to believe. And even if such a thing could be true, I fail to see how that could have any bearing on this conversation. In fact, I’m beginning to suspect that this is some sort of bizarre hoax that someone put you up to, just to cause me problems right before my doctoral defense.”




Willow nodded slightly. “I thought you might feel that way.” She reached into her purse and took out an opaque white orb. “Would you be willing to hold this for ten seconds or so?”




Hermione was really getting quite tired of this drivel. She snapped, “Certainly, if it will get rid of you. This is growing quite tiresome, and I do have work to do.” She took the orb, which began to glow a quite bright green.




Willow grinned, “Ooh, that’s excellent. May I have it back?”




Hermione handed it back, although she didn’t see that there had been any point to the exercise.




Willow asked, “Can I show you something else?” She looked at Hermione’s stony expression and added, “Please?”




Hermione was sorely tempted to tell the woman to just go away and leave her alone, but she gave in and said, “Very well then.”




Willow took her hand in a handshake and then whispered something that was in no language Hermione knew.




The world around her flashed emerald green.




She hadn’t moved, but she was no longer in her office. She was in an airy room looking out over what clearly wasn’t Oxford. Had she just had some sort of mental breakdown? Was she in some sort of illusion? Maybe that was it. Or maybe she was hallucinating.




Willow said, “Welcome to my office. Or one of my offices. Well, this is my office but it isn’t, because Dawn uses it whenever she’s here, so it’s really a shared office, and I don’t come here that often, but when I do I need an office with books and a good computer and all my equipment, so yeah I guess you could say it’s my office.”




Hermione stammered, “Am I… Are we… Did I just have a psychotic break with reality?”




Willow looked worried. “No! Definitely not! This is real. You’re not hallucinating, or taking a trip into The Matrix, or dreaming, or any of that. I just teleported us to my office in Scotland. This castle is one of our international headquarters.”




Hermione knew she had been standing behind her desk. So she strode forward. She expected to knock her knees against her desk. She didn’t expect to be able to walk over to a large window and open it. She didn’t expect to feel a cool wind on her face, or to see what was obviously a scene from the Scottish Highlands, or to observe…




Good heavens, what were those young women doing down there?




She stopped and stared. There were roughly four dozen young women practicing martial arts. Only they were wielding ridiculously large weapons for their size, and they were moving at a speed which could not be real.




“Oh, it’s real, all right,” Willow said from behind her.




“How did you…” Hermione couldn’t formulate the right question to ask. That was a sure sign her mind was coming apart at the seams.




Willow smiled, “Oh, everyone wonders that the first time they see one of them fight. And this is just sparring. They move a lot faster and a lot harder when they fight for real.”




Hermione suddenly wondered if she had just been plunged into a James Bond movie, with teenaged assassins and teleportation beams and heaven only knew what else. But it made no sense! And why would these people want to drag her into this?




Willow asked, “Did you ever ask yourself why so many different cultures and so many different classical authors incorporated the myth of the vampire in their works?”




Hermione cleared her throat and made an effort not to lecture. “Well, the word ‘vampire’ is only a couple hundred years old, but it’s etymologically linked to the Serbian, and from there, back most likely to a proto-Slavic form. But the concept is even older than that. The earliest known examples are from ancient Mesopotamia as well as the ancient Hebrews and Greeks and Chinese, but there are many other cultural descendants from areas which didn’t have a rich written culture that would allow us to assess a timeline. Perkowski’s fascinating ‘Vampires of the Slavs’ postulates that the belief is related to classical Slavic spiritualism. On the other hand, Ernest Jones considered that vampires were merely symbolic of several unconscious drives and defense mechanisms. Paul Barber is one of the many scholars who have postulated that a belief in vampires came from early societies attempting to understand death and decomposition; while scholars like Radovic have championed that the vampire mythos arose in an attempt for ancient peoples to quantify the terror of the night for a species which is largely diurnal and — back then — sometimes a prey species.”




Willow’s smile grew a lot broader.




Hermione recognized the smile. Willow was humoring her in some way. Hermione had been forced to endure that attitude far too often in her academic career, and she knew she was going to be facing it until she was so old that she was the senior academic in the department. Hermione gritted her teeth and said, “I would like to return to my office at once.”




Willow frowned, “But I… I wasn’t making fun of you. Honest! It’s just that… Oh rats. Okay.” She held out her hand.




Hermione reluctantly took it. She didn’t see why holding Willow’s hand had any connection to the teleportation method, but she wasn’t going to get back to her office without cooperating for a few seconds.




There was another flash of emerald green, and Hermione realized to her horror that she was in no way near her office. She was standing on a tarp which was on top of a heavy snowpack. There were trucks nearby, one of which had a massive lightpole on it so that she could see what was going on, even though it was the middle of the night.




And that was impossible. If it wasn’t for the biting cold and the sting of snowflakes on her exposed skin and the sharp scent of wintry weather, she would have assumed it was some sort of visual trickery.




She gasped, her breath turning to steam in the bitterly cold air. “Wh-what did you do to me? Where are we? Why is it so freezing cold?”




A petite blonde trotted over. The blonde was carrying a parka, snowpants, and heavy overboots. “Hey Will, that was fast. You convince her already?” Up close, Hermione could see that the blonde was tiny, and looked incredibly under-dressed for these freezing conditions.




Willow didn’t look cold at all. No, she looked like she was glowing with an eerie white energy that couldn’t be real. She said, “Sorry, but she’s being stubborn.”




The blonde shrugged and handed Hermione the clothing. “Should’ve expected some of that. Our Hermione is pretty darn stubborn. Got no idea how the school convinced her magic was real.”




Willow helped Hermione clamber into the surprisingly warm clothing as she said, “Well, I figure our Hermione was already doing magic of some sort and had already come to a conclusion based on available facts.”




Hermione growled, “Why do you keep saying ‘our Hermione’? I’m not your Hermione, and I don’t know what you’re talking about!” She doubted she was ever going to be ‘their Hermione’, because the blonde reminded her of every popular girl who had ever been cruel to the class know-it-all.




The blonde asked Willow, “Didn’t you explain about the alternate universe and the Hermione who came and got us to help her, and the magic?”




Willow groaned, “She doesn’t believe. She’s read papers on folklore and the vampire mythos, and she hasn’t put the pieces together.”




The blonde said, “Ohhh-kay, maybe it’s a good thing you brought her here.” She turned to Hermione and extended her hand for a handshake. “Buffy Summers. I’m tactical lead on this project, and if you stick with us you’ll get all your questions answered.”




“Like where your physicist teleported me?” Hermione asked angrily. Ouch, the little blonde had a handshake like a hydraulic press.




Buffy nodded, “Yeah, like that. You’re in Siberia, above the Arctic Circle. We’ve got a town that got hit with a lethal infestation, and as of this afternoon, 74 of the 163 inhabitants are dead. Or worse. If we hadn’t gotten here today and extracted the rest of the population, there would have been no survivors by tomorrow morning, and the nearby towns would be next on the hit parade. By the time mid-winter rolls around, nothing for three hundred miles would be alive.”




Hermione gasped in horror. “What… what kind of disease is this? And how can it spread so fast?”




Buffy said, “You’ll believe me if you see it in person.”




Hermione asked, “What about biohazard suits? We can’t go into a disease hot zone with that kind of dissemination rate without protection!”




Buffy smiled grimly. “If only a biohazard suit would help here.” She turned her head and yelled, “Hey Xander! I need some protection for the nonbeliever here!”




Willow said, “Xander will be here in a minute. Meanwhile, your clothes will keep you warm. And you read Latin, right?” Hermione nodded. “Read this but don’t say it out loud.”




Hermione looked at the words printed on a laminated index card on a long chain. Now this was weird. The Latin was apparently a translation of a Greek invocation to Hestia, the goddess of the hearth, to let the speaker cast fire at Her enemies. She complained, “And what is the point of this irreligious drivel?”




Willow said, “Concentrate on any object nearby — other than Buffy — and say it out loud.”




Hermione didn’t know why she was humoring these people, but she concentrated on a broken fence not thirty feet away and spoke the words.




The fence burst into flame.




“How did you do that!?!” Hermione choked. She didn’t scream. She really didn’t.




Willow said gently, “You did it. You can do it any time you want. You have the potential to be a very powerful mage.” She draped the card over Hermione’s head. “Here, in case you forget it. You — the you we met in an alternate universe — are a very powerful mage, and a brilliant researcher. We’re hoping once you see what we deal with, you’ll want to come work for us, instead of being stuck with that patriarchal baloney for the rest of your life.”




A tall man with shaggy black hair came trotting up with a bag in his hands. “Hey Buff! Will! Teddy says we got incoming. Half a dozen, trying to ambush us before we…” He switched to a mediocre John Wayne impression. “…clean up the town, yup.”




Buffy rolled her eyes. “Half a dozen? Is that all? Are they stupid? Don’t they know who’s here?”




The man said, “They’re not exactly of the smart to begin with, and we don’t usually bring out the ‘A’ team for something like this, so maybe they have no idea you and Will are here.”




Buffy still kept grumbling. Hermione couldn’t figure out what she was complaining about, or how it related to the disease infestation.




Then it hit her. Maybe it was like those fungi in the Amazon rain forest that cause those ants to act in ways that spread the fungus better. Oh God, what if this was like those stupid zombie movies, where infected people were doing insane things to spread whatever it was even faster?




Xander handed her a big wooden cross on a chain, and draped it around her neck.




“A cross?” she fussed. “How is a cross supposed to ward off diseases? This isn’t the Dark Ages anymore!”




Xander looked over at Willow. “Ooh, she’s funny. Can we keep her?”




Willow said, “Let’s just see how the next couple minutes go, okay?”




Buffy said, “Okay, if we want Hermione to see what we’re facing, maybe Will and I ought to not be so obvious.” She stepped over to Willow, made an impatient face, and stood waiting.




Willow looked at Hermione and said, “We’ll be right here, we’ll just be… veiled.” She whispered something Hermione didn’t catch, and the two of them just… vanished.




Xander said, “Don’t worry. They’re gonna backstop us. We’ll just stand here looking completely helpless, so the badguys will come over and make with the lame taunting.”




Hermione glared at him. “What are you talking about? I thought you said this was an infection. Aren’t these people in need of medical help?”




Xander grinned, “These ‘people’ are so far past medical help you won’t believe it until you experience it. Just be aware. They’re about five times stronger than they should be, and about four times the reflexes.”




Hermione insisted, “That’s not possible, no matter what disease they have.”




Xander said, “You’re the only one using the word ‘disease’ around here.”




Hermione stopped and thought. They had said ‘infestation’, not infection. “Then what is the town infested with?”




“Did Willow give you the teaser about the vampire mythos?”




Hermione admitted, “Well, yes… but I don’t see the relevance.”




“Then let me just say that what you’re about to see isn’t out of your nightmares, it’s something out of the collective nightmares of the entire world.”




She fumed, “If you’re hinting that this is some sort of illness that mimics vampirism, then let me warn you that this has been disproved conclusively. Porphyria and related diseases are nothing like the—”




“Well well well, we have some English speakers. I guess the Council really did send some people to check on us.” It was a tall, vicious-looking man of Slavic ancestry. He was clearly under-dressed for the weather, and he seemed to be unaffected by the conditions.




“So now we know what happened to everyone else in the town. They aren’t hiding or running off to the neighbors. They’ve been ‘rescued’. We’ll have to fix that.” The second man wasn’t as tall, but was built like a weightlifter. He wasn’t wearing enough clothing for the weather, either. And… he had blood on his face. It looked like he had been drinking it, and it had drooled down from the corner of his mouth. Hermione suddenly felt sick to her stomach.




Xander calmly faced the two. “Aren’t you guys worried about overdoing it? I mean, you turn too many people, and then you run out of your food supply. Not smart planning at all.”




Hermione almost turned and stared at Xander, because he was talking like these men were deliberately infecting other people. And what did he mean by ‘food supply’?




The shorter man glared nervously at Xander. “The One Who Sees. I guess the Council was concerned enough to send out one of their legends. I look forward to torturing you and drinking your blood a pint at a time, until you are begging me to end it.”




Xander yawned. “Man, you guys are so unoriginal. I ought to write the standard lines down in a book, number ’em all, and maybe put it on the internet. Then we could cut the scary monologue portion of the fight down. You could just say ‘number seven’ and I’d say ‘oh no, not number seven’ and we’d be done.”




The taller man said, “Your false bravado will not save you this time, Harris. Without one of the Chosen Ones or the Red Witch to save you, you are nothing.”




Xander said, “You know, you could hurt my feelings talking like that. What are you gonna do next? Go all gameface and scare my friend here?”




The taller man said, “That… is a charming idea. Thank you.” And he… changed.




Hermione watched as his eyes turned to a glowing yellow. Fangs slid down from the corners of his mouth. His forehead and the bridge of his nose turned into ugly horizontal ridges. He looked like…




“You can’t be a real vampire,” she insisted. This was obviously what Willow had been leading up to, but it was nonsense. There were no such things as vampires. It was all special effects. Or maybe a hallucination. Or a very realistic dream. Something other than a real vampire.




Xander said, “Hermione, now would be a good time to try out what your friend showed you.”




But there was no way in the world that Hermione was going to do that. Even if she believed that a ‘magic spell’ would work. If she could hurl a fireball, she would kill this person, and even if the man was scary, that didn’t justify murder. And a very nasty, painful murder at that. More likely, nothing would happen, and they would all have a big laugh at her expense.




The taller man moved. He moved at an unbelievable speed. He ripped the chain off her neck. She could see the smoke as the cross burned his hand, and she could smell the horrible odor of burnt flesh. The man tossed the cross away and looked at the horrific burn on his palm. Then he grabbed her by the throat.




His strength was unbelievable. Terrifying. His grip was agonizing. She could no longer breathe. She could smell the old blood on his breath as his fangs came closer to her throat, and she couldn’t help weeping in fear.




Xander fired something, and there was a whooshing noise. The vampire moved just in time for her to see a fire on the chest of the shorter man, and then the man screamed as he turned… into dust?




She saw that Xander was holding a flare gun. Xander snapped, “If you wanna live more than another second, you’d better put her down. Now.”




The man sneered, “Oh, I do not think so, White Knight. I think I shall hang onto her, so you will not dare take a shot at me. I think I- Aagh!”




He burst into dust. Horrible, foul dust that tasted of death and carnage and evil. And Hermione could see that Buffy was standing there, having just stabbed the man with a wooden stake.




Buffy said, “Never breathe in when staking a vamp. Nasty doesn’t begin to describe it.”




Xander and Willow both asked, “Are you okay?”




Hermione hastily brushed the awful dust off her parka and her face. Her throat hurt so much she wasn’t sure she could talk. “This… this can’t be real! It can’t! You’ve made me go insane! That’s what it is, I’m having a psychotic break, and I’ll wake up in a psych ward!”




Willow gently said, “I need to take care of your throat, or you’ll have some nasty bruises tomorrow.”




Hermione took a step backward. “No! Don’t touch me!”




Xander said, “Oh, this is going well.”




Willow insisted, “Our Hermione is really brave! And she ought to be able to figure this out!”




Buffy frowned, “But our Hermione is pretty stubborn, and didn’t want to accept new ideas if they weren’t in a textbook. Remember what Ginny said about Luna and her dad?”




Hermione was barely managing to hold it together, but she didn’t cry. She whimpered, “I want to go home now.”




Willow sighed miserably and said, “Okay, honey.”




Xander said to Willow, “Remember when it happened to you? You needed a day to think about it all before you were willing to admit it was real.”




Willow sighed again and said, “I really had high hopes for her. She’s so smart! We could really use her help.”




Buffy said, “Take her home and let her think it over a bit, then she can call us if she wants to.”




Willow said, “Okay. But I’ll be right back for Stage One.”




Buffy said, “Good. I’d just as soon we had a town left when we’re done.”




Willow took a step toward Hermione, and Hermione tried not to shrink back from her. There was another flash of green light, and they were back in Hermione’s office. But things weren’t the same. The office was the same, but Hermione was standing there in arctic wear over her clothes. She had dust on her face, and she really didn’t want to think about what that dust was. Her throat hurt horribly.




Willow said, “Think it over. If you have any questions, or you just want to call me up and tell me what a horrible person I am for springing this on you when I was so sure you’d understand and be all with the yay I can do magic… Well, you know.” And she pinned three business cards to Hermione’s corkboard. She said, “I’m really sorry we scared you, but it’s pretty much impossible to learn the truth about the world without getting scared somewhere in there, and when I found out about vampires I was all alone with one, and Jesse wasn’t all that close, and Xander and Buffy were far away, and I thought I was gonna die. Jesse did die. Only worse. Xander had to stake him the next night. It was bad. So I’m really, really sorry, and I’ll call you tomorrow or the day after, and I can always come over, even if it’s just to fix those bruises on your neck.”




Willow turned and stepped forward, only she stepped into a bright green ripple in the air and was gone.




Hermione shakily clambered out of the parka and snowpants and overboots. She shoved them in her small closet next to her teaching robes and her spare suit of clothes. There was a mirror on the inside of the closet door, and she checked herself. She used a couple damp paper towels to wipe the dust off her face. She was definitely going to have a nasty, hand-shaped bruise on her neck by tonight.




She took a silk scarf out of the closet and wrapped it about her neck before tying a simple knot. There. She looked more or less professional again, and the painful bruise wasn’t showing.




It couldn’t be real, could it? The clothes in the closet, and the dust on the paper towels, and the pain in her neck all said ‘yes’. Every bit of common sense she had ever possessed said ‘no’.




She called Carlos.




“Carlos Ramirez speaking.”




“This is Hermione. Hermione Granger.”




“Look honey, it was just a date. I’ve moved on. I—”




“Shut it, Carlos,” she snapped. “I need something analyzed, and you owe me. That’s all. A simple chemical analysis.”




“Do I get to know what it’s supposed to be?”




She pursed her lips. “It may be… the cremated remains of a dead person. Or it may be part of a hoax.”




Carlos was silent for several seconds. “Wow. It sounds like something a lot more interesting than I expected. I’ll be over this afternoon to pick it up.”




She hung up on him without even a thank you. He didn’t deserve a thank you, and they both knew it. She put the paper towels in a plastic bag and shoved it into one of her desk drawers. Then she tried to go back to work.




The office door swung open abruptly, without even a knock. She knew who it would be without bothering to look.




Professor Snape swept in. “Granger. My office. In ten minutes.” He swept out like a vampire, only more unpleasant.




She knew what this would be. He was utterly unforgiving if he felt the least bit slighted, and a part of her dissertation cast some doubt on one of the concepts he had put forth in a paper on Chaucer about ten years ago. He was going to make her afternoon a living hell, and then he was probably going to try to ruin her dissertation defense in two weeks. He was going to do his utmost to ruin her life, simply because he felt slighted by some of her research. And her throat hurt horribly, and she was still shaky after what had happened. Her brain was still trying to make sense of things, so she knew she had no chance of being able to defend herself intellectually in ten minutes. And Snape would enjoy that. He would enjoy reducing her to tears and ruining her reputation. Unless…




She made sure she recalled the exact wording of that Latin spell from Willow. Then she stood up and stalked down to Snape’s office. For the very last time ever.






SG-1 and a Spy



Jack O’Neill looked up when Walter brought in the files. He offered Walter some of the salted peanuts he kept in his desk drawer. Walter didn’t have a sweet tooth, but the man couldn’t say no to salty snacks.




Once Walter gobbled down a handful of peanuts and rushed off, Jack looked over the files. Willow Rosenberg, up and coming software designer for Microsoft, busy having an affair with her boss. Her female boss. Completely not surprising, after meeting the Willow of her own universe. Alexander Harris, ordinary construction worker from a family of drunks, who had a few too many Drunk and Disorderly charges on his police blotter. Okay, he was expecting more from Xander’s double. And… Elizabeth ‘Buffy’ Summers, intelligence officer.




“Well crap.” He didn’t bother to hide his disgust. Summers was in the intelligence community. And she was working for the NID! Transferred from the NSA fifteen weeks ago. Could that get any worse? At least this Buffy Summers wasn’t The Vampire Slayer. He decided he had better check up on Summers as best he could before he bugged Carter with the bad news.




Jim Halsey looked up from his desk when he got the alert from the computer geeks. Jack O’Neill was looking around on the Defense Data Network and NIPRNet for information on Elizabeth Anne Summers. This couldn’t be good.




He stepped out of his office and called out to the pretty blonde in the hot miniskirt who was working away in her cubicle not forty feet away. “Hey Liz? Why is some Chair Force colonel snooping around your files?”




She looked up from her own computer monitor — where she probably had a matching security alert showing — and smiled at him. “Just exactly how did you know this guy is USAF? And a colonel?”




He grimaced. Elizabeth ‘call me Buffy (giggle)’ Summers was too damn good at the blonde bimbo routine. Everyone forgot she was highly trained and damn good at her job. Even her co-workers and bosses forgot. Like he was doing right now. She had been working for the NID for almost four full months now, and he was still making that mistake.




He watched her trying to type with just two long-nailed fingers. She was chewing bubblegum again, and popping bubbles with those pouty, cotton-candy pink lips. She was showing off those long, sexy legs while dangling one high-heeled pump on a perfectly painted toe.




He mentally kicked himself. It was an act. It was all an act. Liz Summers was a highly trained agent who had come to them already fully trained by the NSA. The NID had hired her for the very skills she was demonstrating that second. And he was falling for it again.




It was completely unfair that Liz was a smoking hot blonde in her twenties, and he was stuck with a boring, overweight brunette wife in her fifties. He went back into his office and shut the door so he couldn’t ogle her again. At least, not this afternoon.




She did her ‘two fingered hunt and peck’ routine at the computer until everyone else left for the evening. Once the place was clear, she went to work. For Christ’s sake, it even said in her files that she typed 100 words per minute! And yet, once again, everyone around her bought her ‘dumb, incompetent blonde’ act.




At first, she had just been happy to get out of her spot in the NSA, but that pleasure had rapidly turned to disappointment. She had been wondering for almost three months just how lame her new agency was. She had been wondering if moving over from the NSA was a giant mistake, even if her boss Rutherford at the NSA was a ruthless lech who was either going to make her into his mistress or else ruin her career. More likely, both. But these NID guys were not with the competence a lot of the time. Way too many of them were all about the blind obedience to orders. Fine for dumb muscle and Army privates, but not of the good for field operatives.




It took her nearly twenty minutes to hook up a VPN through the supposedly-safe firewall so Willow could get in. It should have taken a couple days, even for a skilled hacker. Hell, this was the NID, it should have been impossible without triggering a dozen IT alerts. She wondered if some of the holes in the network could be deliberate, so certain outsiders could get in and look around with plausible deniability for the insiders. That alone would get these dorks a slap on the wrist. With a ruler the size of a Boeing 767.




She called on a burner cellphone — she always had at least two of them in the hidden compartment in her purse. And she had already checked that the IT guys weren’t smart enough to be monitoring cellphone traffic from inside their own buildings, which was of the bad — or maybe they had been ordered not to, which was of the worse. “Will? Got anything yet?”




And her best friend Willow piped up all the way from Redmond, “Ooh, these guys really hate this Jack O’Neill guy. They’ve got a project that has targeted him personally and a couple aimed at his group… And… oh crap. He’s caught a few of their cells and turned them over to the FBI, the AFOSI, the Pentagon… Oh no, Lizzie, you’re Sidney Bristow again, only this time it’s episode one.”




She suddenly wanted to go bust something up. Or maybe go bust someone up. “SHIT! I knew it, these guys… Okay, commence Operation Snyder.”




She knew Willow was nodding her head eagerly when she heard Will say, “Gotcha.” In their junior year, she and Willow had run Operation Snyder to get into the school computers and download everything in sight and collate it all, to find out just what the heck Principal Snyder was really up to. Turned out the guy was just a big a-hole to anyone who was a cheerleader or a jock or a brain, and since she was all three, she had come under the most fire from the little weasel. It totally wasn’t her fault she was the head cheerleader and the best gymnast in the school and also one of the five smartest kids too. Okay, Snyder was also cheating on his wife, with an underage hooker too, and paying the hooker out of school accounts. Can you say ‘creeptastic’ boys and girls? There. I knew you could. That little tidbit got him fired and arrested and divorced. And hopefully, stuck in a tiny jail cell with a huge guy named Bubba who thought ‘Deliverance’ was a romance drama.




She waited until her computer beeped and the windows all closed themselves. That meant Willow had sealed everything up and cleared out. She closed the VPN from her end, and then carefully turned the network security back on. It was a really bad idea to teach your agents cyberwarfare and not have ultra-sturdy network security against all the techniques you just taught. And she had some really good teachers, starting with Willow in high school and moving through the NSA nerdboys who had been willing to show her all their favorite tricks if she just smiled at them and didn’t treat them like crap, like most of the field agents did.




She sighed to herself as she looked over some highlights Willow had left for her reading displeasure. If her bosses were the bad guys and operated these freelance rogue cells, no one on the outside was going to be able to close everything down. There would still be rogue cells running around loose. But she could do it from the inside.




She was going to give Willow 72 hours to process all the data, and then she was going to surprise the Senate Oversight Committee with the best Christmas present ever. Every NID cell on the planet, who was in them, where they were hiding, what illegal crap they were doing, how they maintained funding sources, and how they could best be shut down.




Then she was going to find out why the hell this O’Neill guy was suddenly interested in her. Starting with all the tracebacks she was finding to servers inside Cheyenne Mountain. Hmm, the NID had a secret database that let you do some NIC lookups both ways without going through the NIC… Wowsers, that translated to a project called Deep Space Radar Telemetry. Man, what a lame cover for a black ops guy with spec ops expertise. Okay, cross-link through the NID databases on the project to other personnel working there too… Hmm, physicists made sense for something with a name like that. But USAF Major Samantha Carter? The woman had way too many medals and connections to be stuck in a project like that unless she had stepped on some very big toes, and there was no mention of anything like that in her NID files. Botany and biology personnel? No. That made no sense at all. Linguistics and ancient languages and folklore and anthropology and archaeology? Hell no. Daniel Jackson who… Okay, she had to search to track down his background. Oh. He made himself a laughingstock for claiming the pyramids of Egypt were far older than believed and were the work of aliens, and basically got booted out of his field. That made a sense that was… not. There was no way any government project would be hiring a guy who wouldn’t be able to provide even one good recommendation, unless something else was going on there. But what if…




“Oh hell.” Could that even be possible? It would explain the weird gadgetry those NID idiots had last month in Nevada with that group that she and Barrett had to go track down and stomp on. It would explain… Okay, it explained way too much. It was utterly insane, and now she was believing it. If you worried you were insane, did that guarantee you were sane, or did it just mean your delusions were more complex?




“Okay, let’s find more on Samantha Carter…” She typed away and accessed a couple more DoD databases. How the hell did a desk jockey rack up these kinds of medals at this rate? And the woman wrote research papers on… She had to stop and translate the big words in the paper titles, but she wasn’t stupid. The woman was writing papers on wormholes. Passing matter through wormholes so it ended up somewhere… else.




Crap. She had found spec ops experts, an archaeologist who believed aliens used to be on Earth, and a physicist who was a ginormous expert on wormholes. And they may have contributed alien technology that NID guys were trying to steal. Shit. Deep Space Radar Telemetry was a cover for exploring alien… what? Planets? Spaceships? So what the hell were these NID doofs trying to do?




She decided. She was going to find this Jack O’Neill and find out why he was interested in her. Because as of this minute, she was very, very interested in him and his whole project. And if they were screwing around with aliens behind everyone’s back, that was a matter of national defense.




She was going to have to go all the way to the top with this intel. Maybe that guy who was on the Senate Oversight Committee. He looked a lot better than that slimy guy with the comb-over, or the two decrepit white-haired guys too old to take her seriously just because she was a hot blonde.




Taking this intel to an up-and-comer like U.S. Senator Robert Kinsey had to be her best option.






Scoobies and a Retiree



He had been fishing for most of the morning. He hadn’t caught anything, except half a dozen mosquitoes that hadn’t moved off his skin fast enough. Not that he cared if he caught any fish. Or if he got bitten so many times he turned into one huge bug bite.




He opened the cooler and lifted out another beer. Beer was good. It was about the only good thing left in his life. And if he drank enough of it, he didn’t have to think about everything else in his life. He would just fish and drink beer all day, and stargaze and drink beer all night, and try not to think about anything else ever again.




“Knock knock!” called out some jerk over by the cabin. “Anyone around?”




He sighed inwardly. The gate clearly said ‘No Solicitors’ and ‘Do Not Enter’. Why couldn’t anyone read the signs? Why couldn’t anyone obey the signs?




He turned around, expecting to see an annoying young guy in a nice suit. Maybe the sort of person who would get really pissed off if he got pushed in the pond. But this guy wasn’t like that.




This guy was a young guy with dark brown, shaggy hair and a big grin. This guy was wearing a t-shirt under a flannel shirt, old jeans, and well-worn work boots. Maybe this guy was an itinerant repairman looking for houses to work on.




He yelled out, “Hey! The sign says ‘Do Not Enter’! No habla Ingles?”




The guy laughed. “Hey! Us speak the English real good already! At least, that’s what my teachers figured. Xander Harris. You’re Jack O’Neill, U.S. Air Force colonel, retired, right?”




Jack kept his beer in his hand, but he started checking the kid for weapons. And he started checking his surroundings. No one in the area knew he was retired military. No one in the military that he didn’t already know called him ‘Jack’. His service record was under the name Jonathan Angus O’Neill. Two ‘L’s.




Okay, the kid wasn’t carrying, unless he had a gun tucked behind his back. No sign of anything obvious yet, which might just mean the guy was a pro. And there were no sounds of infiltrators. Jack could hear the birds in the woods on either side of him. That didn’t rule out snipers, but Jack knew from experience that there were no decent sniper nests with an adequate view into the glen around the pond. The mountains he could see from the cabin were all at least ten miles off, and no sniper could hit a target even one fifth that far. Not that he was going to talk about sniper tactics ever again. That was all classified Spec Ops business.




Jack went with the stall. “How come you know me, and I don’t know you?”




Xander strolled over and plopped down on the grass. “We have friends in common. Well, technically, I have some friends who have some friends who know some of your friends. And they said I ought to come out here and talk with you for a bit. Maybe bring you some important stuff, like some blue jello, a sixpack of Heineken, a couple boxes of Fruit Loops, and I got some Mexican food staying warm in the truck in case you let me stay for lunch.”




Jack played dumb. Plenty of people had told him it was his easiest role. “Hey, that sounds great. I can always use more beer, and I’m out of jello.”




Xander casually said, “Y’know, the blue jello isn’t my fave, I like the cherry jello best, especially with black cherries in it, and maybe some chopped walnuts, but it sure beats the pineapple-grapefruit mess they used to make.” He pretended to shudder. “Eww. School lunches. If you can ruin jello, you shouldn’t be allowed to call it lunch.”




Jack recognized the act. The kid was good. But Jack had been pulling this act for longer than the kid had been alive. So… Options. Send the kid on his way, ignore him, or let him talk for a while and see if the kid spilled anything? Jack was out of the game, and had been for a few years now, so he couldn’t figure out why anyone would be visiting him now. Unless one of his old black ops had been ‘awakened’ and someone was hunting for intel. That could be bad.




Still, he couldn’t see anyone sending this kid. Anyone in the U.S. DoD or intelligence communities would know to send Charlie Kawalsky or maybe General West. Anyone on the other side ought to know better than pulling crap like this. The Russians could train someone to pass this well as an American, but they would send someone Jack was more likely to talk to, like a hot brunette or at least one of the retired KGB men that Jack had run into at one time or another. Pretty much everyone else on his list had no shot at finding and training an obviously whitebread American kid this young.




Jack asked, “Want a beer?”




“Thanks, but I’ll pass. I’m not a big drinker,” the kid said. “There any fish in that pond?”




“Sure,” Jack told him. Meanwhile, Jack was trying to work out the pass on the beer. Surely anyone who wanted him to confide in them was going to go along with something like a beer or two. Or ten.




The kid said, “Just asking, because the insects on the surface aren’t getting eaten, at all, which usually means no fish to chow down on ’em.”




Jack pretended to be affronted and said, “Hey, it’s my lake, I ought to know if there’s fish in there.”




The kid just shrugged. “Hey, I call ’em like I see ’em.”




“And how do you see me?” Jack asked.




The kid shrugged again. “A guy with a crapton of potential, going through a super bad time in his life, and no one helping him out.”




“So… you’re here to help me out? And then I… what?”




The kid said, “Well, really I was hoping you’d help me out. I know a lot about you that isn’t in your record, even if the details are probably messed up. I know you have a lot of experience as an Air Force officer, and in small-team ops. I know you don’t believe in leaving your people behind. I know you’re brave enough that some people probably call it stupidity. I know most of your best work is in blacked-out files no one gets to look at. I have some people who could really use your expertise, pretty much like you helped the Afghanis, only not so much with the RPGs and more with the swords and battleaxes…”




“Swords and battleaxes?” Jack smirked, “You want me to train you for a Ren Faire?”




Xander laughed. “Yeah, we’ve tried that as a cover a couple times. It’s got some gaping holes in it, though.”




Jack asked, “So what do you really want me to do?”




Xander said, “Let me tell you a completely made-up story that you’ll know is fake. That’ll give you the basics of what we’re looking for, without telling you anything about what’s really going on. Then, if you sign a few non-disclosure agreements, I can take you and show you one of our bases, and you can meet some of us and get a feel for what’s really going on, and where you can help the most. And if you agree then, you get to sign more docs, and then you get read into the real bottom line. You know, the usual.”




Jack asked, “So… your secret base. Iraq? Mexico City?”




Xander grinned. “Cleveland.”




Jack gaped at that. “Cleveland? Cleveland? That place is a pit. Nobody wants to have a base in Cleveland. Not even the Cleveland Indians.” Xander just grinned. “So tell me your fairy tale.”




Xander flopped down on his back, which told Jack the kid wasn’t carrying any hardware in a holster at the small of his back. He looked up at the clouds and said, “Let’s pretend we live in a world with vampires and demons and magic. Remember, this is going to be so fake you’ll know it isn’t what’s really going on, right?”




“Right.” Okay, Jack had to admit it. He had no idea where the kid was going to go with this one. If the kid was going to be pushing any ideology, it was going to be so oblique it would take an English major to find it.




Xander went on, “So the evil guys have vampires and demons. The good guys have heroes who fight the demons. Only the good guys were these old shamans about ten thousand years ago, so they picked someone in the prime of life, who wouldn’t be a threat to their position if they got superpowered up. And back then, the average lifespan was only like thirty years. So who would they pick?”




Jack thought for a second. “Couldn’t be a tribal warrior. He’d use his superpowers to take over, even if he’s Peter Parker or Steve Rogers. He’s the strongest. He has to rule the tribe. Couldn’t be a boy. Not mature enough, and they want someone in their prime, and anyway, in five years he’d be a man and want to take over the tribe. So… they pick a woman. Someone in their prime but clearly not a threat. So maybe fifteen to twenty.”




Xander grinned. “You’re good. We’ll go with that. So the shamans take a fifteen year old woman and shove the essence of a demon into her so she’s magically empowered to be able to kill vampires and demons. Of course, she dies before long, because that’s a hazard pay kind of job. What then?”




Jack could play this game all day. “So the shamans shove that demon essence into another victim. Or else they make it self-perpetuating.”




Xander nodded. “Let’s go with door number two, Monty. So every time the girl dies, a new girl, still around fifteen, gets the power. And the shamans try to find the new kid, keep the new kid in line, try to use her to keep themselves in power, try to make sure she kills off any vampires or demons that might be threatening anyone they like…”




“Are they sparkly vampires?”




Xander laughed so hard he choked. “Man! That’s good. I have a couple friends — female type friends — who hate that whole sparkly, broody, romantic vampire crap.”




Jack knew there was more to it than that, but he couldn’t work out what it could be. But he knew he had gotten a piece of the puzzle he wasn’t supposed to have.




Xander said, “So let’s say that the self-perpetuating magic never shuts off because there’s still vampires and demons running around loose.”




“And no one notices?” Jack asked.




Xander said, “Well, that’s part of the story. Turns out there’s stuff that’s so scary people don’t want to see it, don’t want to believe it, don’t want to deal. Most people, if they see it, they weird out and convince themselves it’s something else.”




Jack had seen that, all right. Mostly about things like terrorism. People want it to go away, but don’t want to do what it takes to stop it, and don’t want to admit that there are people who have to do those jobs. And anybody who does a job like that must be a monster.




Was that what Xander was getting at? Jack wasn’t seeing it. Not with the ‘swords and battleaxes’ bit, unless that was an analogy for something else.




Xander said, “So the girls keep on getting superpowers, then fighting vampires and demons until they die, and then a new girl gets stuck with the superpowers. The shamans become an organized group of stuffy old guys who think they know what’s best for their pretty little weapons, but they sort of forget over the centuries that they’re dealing with girls, not weapons. They train them, keep them isolated, turn ’em into little sword-wielding robots. So along comes… oh let’s pick a girl who would be least suited to being the next vampire killing machine. Whadda ya think?”




Jack still didn’t know where Xander was going with this, but he could play this game. He knew too much about child soldiers in Africa and Asia not to know what to pick. He said, “An American girl. Well off. Never had to do anything she couldn’t wheedle daddy into doing for her. Maybe a cheerleader. Cute and fluffy and ill-equipped to be anything except a trophy wife.”




Xander grinned, like Jack had stepped into a trap. “Good one. Let’s run with that. We’ll make her… how about a California Valley Girl? We’ll name her… Buffy.”




Jack grinned. “Okay. Buffy the Vampire Killer. Sounds like a great movie.”




Xander nodded. “Yep. Playing at a drive-in near you, along with ‘Mars Needs Women’.”




Jack frowned. “Hey! That was a great movie!” Xander laughed.




Xander said, “Okay. So our little cheerleader — blonde and petite, of course — has no idea what to do when she gets superpowers and gets dropped into this mess. She doesn’t even believe in this stuff. So things get sticky. And then, since we have magic, we can have magical prophecies. So there’s a prophecy that says she’ll have to face this really old master vampire, and he’ll kill her, and he’ll create hell on earth. Not of the good.”




“Nope, doesn’t sound good for our cheerleader.”




Xander said, “But there’s something we can do. She’s still stuck fighting with swords and battleaxes and wooden stakes, and bullets don’t really do squat against her opponents, but other things have changed since the first vampire… killer.”




Jack had a feeling that Xander had been about to say something else. He didn’t know what, but he had a feeling he’d just been handed a second piece of the puzzle. He pretended not to notice, and he played along, “Everything’s changed since ten thousand years ago. Politics, weaponry, battle tactics, medicine, the terrain of a battlefield…”




Xander said, “I’ll go with medicine for 500, Alex.” Jack snorted, and Xander continued, “So she has to die. Prophecies are always, always right. But she’s slipped up and made friends at school, when the stuffy old guys wanted her isolated and alone. Friends who found out about vampires and… what did we name her?”




“Buffy,” Jack supplied. But he knew Xander hadn’t forgotten. So was there really someone named Buffy involved in whatever this was? And what kind of parents name their daughter Buffy? Unless the parents’ names were Muffy and Buddy, he was pretty sure naming a kid Buffy was a hanging offense. Or should be.




“Okay, Buffy has friends. One really smart one, and one really stupid one.”




Jack knew that tone of voice. Whatever Xander was making up, it was some sort of analogy, because Jack was pretty damn sure the ‘really stupid one’ was Xander himself. So whatever this was, Xander was in it up to his eyeballs, and had been for a long time. Even if he looked like he was only about twenty-five.




Xander kept going. “The really stupid one follows Buffy down into caves full of vampires, and finds her drowned after the master vampire beat her up and drank her blood and dumped her face first into a pool. But this is modern times.”




Modern times… medicine… drowning… Jack made the tiny leap Xander was so obviously pushing him toward. “He does CPR.”




“Yeah. And Buffy lives again. She gets up and saves the day. But she was dead for a couple minutes. And when a vampire killer dies…”




“Another one gets picked,” Jack finished.




“Exactly. So now there’s more than one out there. There’s two. And eventually, there’s a lot more than two. But they don’t have the stuffy old men around anymore, and anyway the stuffy old men don’t know about modern strategy, or small-team tactics, or anything. So they said, ‘Hey Xander, you’re a guy, why don’t you do some guy stuff and talk to other guys, and find a guy who knows military guy stuff so he can help us in a guy way?’ and I did. The remaining stuffy old guys knew people, and some of those people are military in a couple different countries, and so I came to talk to you. And I’m also going to check out a couple other retired American officers, and some retired SAS guys in England.”




“So why me?” Jack asked. “I’m sure a lot of these other guys work as contractors or bodyguards or other things, and they’re in shape and ready for action. I’m… not.” Boy, that was sure an understatement.




Xander grinned, “Okay, let me tell you another big lie. The truth? You have to come talk to us and sign non-disclosure agreements until your hands cramp, and all that jazz.”




“Wow, you make it sound so appealing,” Jack said wryly.




Xander said, “So let’s pretend that our heroine from the last story, Buffy, gets asked to go to another universe to save the day, and there she meets a team of other superheroines and just plain heroines. And they do save the day. But in the process, Buffy finds out that one of the heroines has been trained by her boss, one Jack O’Neill, colonel, U.S.A.F. And this Buffy gets to meet said Jack O’Neill from another dimension, and thinks he’d be a pretty cool guy to train her and all the other vampire killers she tries to take care of. So I’m here asking you if you can be like some guy in an alternate universe who you’d never believe could be real.”




Jack said, “I can be unreal. I’ve been accused of it more than once.”




Xander said, “I asked around and got to talk to a few people who… know people. Major Kawalsky said you were pretty high on the ‘real’ scale, and General West said you were pretty high on the ‘insubordination’ scale. We like both of those.”




Jack said, “Not a lot of people like an officer who’s high on the Rude And Snarky Scale.”




Xander said, “About all we have is people who are high on the Rude And Snarky Scale. We have hardly anyone who’s old and tweedy and stuffy anymore, so we mainly have the young and wisecrack-y and not so much with the all-knowing.”




Jack thought about it for a bit. He looked at the pond, and he considered where his life had gone. He finally said, “Let’s have lunch. And we’ll see if this Mexican food meets my exacting standards.”




Xander left two hours later, and Jack sat fishing for another hour after that. Then he started doing what he needed to do. He went through everything Xander had brought into the house. He checked everything Xander could have touched, both inside and outside the house. Nothing. But no one needed to be anywhere near his house to put a tap on his line. Anybody official, or even good at pretending to be official, could have the tap in place miles away at a phone bank.




He dug up the sat phone in the basement and popped in some new batteries. Then he hiked two miles to a pristine clearing that had no houses anywhere nearby. He made sure the encryption system was running, and he called.




He had nothing to lose if he followed this lead. Charlie was dead, and Jack had never been able to shake the guilt because Charlie had gotten into Jack’s gunsafe and shot himself with Jack’s firearm. Sarah had given up on him and divorced him. His foster parents were long dead. He was out of the Air Force. There was no one who would care if he went on one more mission and never came back.




It took him a while to get through to General West, but he had all the time in the world these days. Finally, the general’s adjutant put him through. “General, sorry to bother you, but your name came up. I got a recruitment visit from Xander Harris of the IWC.”




General West said, “Jack, the IWC is one of the big secrets of the international spook community, and it’s Need To Know even there. No one really knows who they are, or who they fight — and if they do know they won’t talk to anyone I know — but they’re considered one of the untouchables. If they want to go into Scotland or Texas or Venezuela, we say ‘yes sir, how high’. If they want to go into North Korea or Red China, the Reds say ‘okay anything you want’ to them. If they want to go into Iraq, even the Iraqis play nice. Anybody who’s ever crossed them ended up shit creek without a paddle, and a lot of them ended up begging the IWC to come save their asses, even if they won’t tell us what they had to be saved from. And now the IWC seem to want you. Anything you can find out about them that you can tell me, I’d like to find out.”




Jack said, “Good. Because I’m going in, and I think I’m going to need someone at your level as a covert handler. And if I don’t come back, I’d like someone with some authority to know where the body might be buried. I’m going to Cleveland next week.”




“All right son, you do what you have to do, and I’ll backstop things here. Good luck.”




Jack hung up the sat phone and thought about all the things he was going to need to acquire covertly between now and his flight to Cleveland next week. Some of them he had buried in the dirt floor of the cabin basement. Some of them, like burner phones, he could pick up pretty much anywhere. So he needed to check his old gear, clean it, figure out what he needed to replace, and decide how he was going to do all that when the IWC probably had surveillance on him already.




He hadn’t had a purpose in life for a few years now, but Xander Harris had given him one. The IWC was a secret organization that turned little girls into killers. It was a bunch of bastards who gave kids weapons and let them die. He had failed Charlie, but he was not going to let them get away with this, no matter how deep undercover he had to go.




He was going to bring down the entire IWC, or die trying.






The OSI and a Computer Nerd



Jaime looked at the office door. There was a shiny, new placard there.




Willow Rosenberg Harris, M.S., M.A., Ph.D., F.A.C.M.

The Alan Turing Chair for Artificial Intelligence Studies




Oscar had told her about this world’s Willow getting an important chair at an important university, but even Jaime knew who Alan Turing had been. This was going to be a tough sell.




Jaime had filled Oscar and Rudy and even Steve in on her trip, and she had asked about recruiting her world’s equivalents of her team. Air Force Captain Samantha Carter was a NASA scientist currently on track to spend the next two years up in the International Space Station, so she was off limits, at least for now. But Steve was a former astronaut, and that would give the OSI an in. Buffy Summers was an international figure skater in training for the next Olympics. She was off limits too, but Rudy was marking her name down on a very short list of possible future bionic women, just in case Buffy lost some limbs in an accident. The same for Sam Carter. There was no trace of a Selina Kyle in this country, or a Hermione Granger in Britain. Alex Mack was an ordinary teen in California, and wouldn’t even be considered recruitable until she graduated from college, assuming this world’s Alex had matured like the one Jaime had met.




That left Willow Rosenberg, who wasn’t the Willow she knew. Her Willow was Wiccan and lesbian (or maybe bisexual) and vibrant, with hair and clothes that made the statement ‘I am woman, hear me roar, and then watch me turn you into a turnip if you piss me off.’ This Willow was Jewish and heterosexual and a pale imitation of the one Jaime knew.




This Willow was a brilliant computer scientist who was already a Fellow of the Association of Computing Machinery. This Willow still dressed like a timid little nerd. This Willow was happily married to one Alexander Harris, who was a well-regarded carpenter with his own building business. Jaime knew from Buffy’s stories that the other Willow had crushed on Harris for years, ever since Willow was about first or second grade, all the way into their high school years.




Still, Rudy had nearly exploded when he found out the Willow that Jaime teamed up with was one Willow Rosenberg, because he had been lobbying the OSI to talk to their world’s Willow Rosenberg about research into robotics and artificial intelligence for almost two years.




Jaime knocked on the door and entered at the invitation. “Professor Rosenberg? I’m Jaime Sommers of the OSI.”




Jaime had a chance to look over this version of Willow. This Willow had hair that was a duller red color. This Willow looked timid and unsure of herself, even in this barely social setting. On the other hand, this Willow looked pleased and content, and very satisfied. This Willow looked about five or six pounds heavier, and it looked good on her. It dawned on Jaime that this Willow had something the other Willow didn’t: this Willow had the perfect life. This Willow had the life that the other Willow had dreamed of, back when she was ten or twelve, before the horrors of her universe intervened.




Willow blinked nervously and said, “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Sommers. But I prefer Professor Harris. Or Mrs. Harris. Either one.”




There was no mistaking the anxiety in that voice. Jaime didn’t even need to use her bionic hearing to detect the tremors in Willow’s voice. She stepped into the office and said, “Please, call me Jaime.”




“Okay, umm, then you ought to call me Willow, I guess. Would you like something to drink?”




Jaime said, “That would be nice. But you don’t need to bother. I do really appreciate your taking the time to talk with me.”




Willow smiled, “Well, it’s not every day that the Rudolph G. Wells calls you up on the phone and asks you to meet with a friend.”




Jaime grinned back. “Rudy wanted to come in person, but he’s in the middle of a classified project and he couldn’t get away. But he’s really hoping you’d be interested in working with him on a couple areas of research.”




Willow checked, “And why is the Office of Scientific Intelligence so interested in artificial intelligence? Because the NSA and NSC are interested in it for data mining of transmitted information and speech recognition, which is pretty Big Brother-y, and I’m not sure I want to go in that direction.”




Jaime said, “We’re not the NSA. We investigate situations where people may be misusing technologies, and we try to make sure people don’t get hurt.”




But Willow was persistent, and highly perceptive. And she wasn’t interested in even signing a non-disclosure agreement so Jaime could talk to her about example situations in even the vaguest terms. Rudy would have had the same problem, even if Rudy had difficulty remembering to stay quiet about classified material when he got really excited about something.




But Jaime could tell what the real problem was, just from comparing this Willow with the Willow she knew. This Willow had the perfect life. She was married to the man she had crushed on since she was little. She had a great job, with tons of recognition. She had a place where she fit, and she didn’t have to hide what she did from everyone, or worry about imminent apocalypses, or stay up all night on a regular basis. This Willow didn’t have to endure the pressure of having to save the world, time and time again.




Then the cellphone on the desk rang. Jaime knew from Willow’s excited reaction to the ringtone that it was someone Willow was eager to talk to.




Willow stopped as her hand was darting over to the phone. “Umm, do you mind?”




Jaime shook her head. “Not at all. Go right ahead.” She just didn’t mention that she planned on eavesdropping.




Willow picked up the phone and grinned, “Hi, honey.”




Jaime recognized the voice of Xander Harris on the other end of the line. She had heard the other Xander enough to be able to identify the tones.




“Hey there, my Willow-girl.” Jaime could hear the leer on the other end of the phone call from where she was sitting. “Gonna come home extra early? I was thinking maybe if you did, I’d do that thing with my tongue you like so much, and—”




“Xander!” Willow squeaked as she turned pink. “I- I have someone in my office!”




The voice at the other end of the line laughed. “Hey, they can’t hear me. I mean, I’m not on speakerphone, right?”




Willow was still blushing as she agreed, “Of course not!”




Xander deliberately lowered his tone and got more suggestive. “So, if I said, a little reverse cowgirl just the way you like it, and maybe a little hummina-hummina in the shower after, because I installed a new handgrip bar in the shower last night, and you could be hanging onto it and even if your legs give out we’d still be going—”




Jaime could hear that Willow’s heartbeat was rising, and her heart was really pounding. And Willow’s blush was getting worse.




Xander suddenly complained, “And… oh crap, I’ve got someone at the office door. Gotta go. I’ll call and tease you some more later. Kiss kiss.”




Willow’s eyes flickered over to Jaime, who just sat there as if she hadn’t heard every single word of the entire lurid conversation. She said, “Me too, honey-bunny.”




Jaime needed a minute or two to get Willow back on track, but any chance of persuading her had been lost. After another ten minutes or so, Jaime decided to quit before she actually antagonized the professor. She stood up and said, “Thank you for taking the time to listen to me. Here’s one of my business cards. And here’s one of Rudy’s. He’d love it if you called and talked computer science with him for a bit.”




Willow accepted the cards and slid them into a card scanner. Then, once the data were processed, she handed the cards back. “Got ’em. Thanks.” Willow added, “I’ll call Dr. Wells later in the week. But I’ll want to talk this whole thing over with my husband, because we don’t want to move, and I don’t want to end up working somewhere away from him.”




Jaime was pretty sure that last part meant ‘forget it’. She politely shook Willow’s hand and left. She figured she would contact Rudy with the bad news as soon as she was in the jet and at cruising altitude.




Willow didn’t stop blushing until well after Ms. Sommers closed the door behind her. Honestly, that man! She was going to have to do something to get even with him. Something awesome. Something way better than the time she joined him in his office half an hour before he had a big meeting, and she got under his desk and did that thing he loved so much, and she stole his shoes and socks and pants and boxers while she did it, and then she ducked out of his office just as his meeting people were coming on, so she left him naked from the waist down for his whole meeting.




Man, had he been mad at her that time. She couldn’t help her dreamy smile, because her Xander did the best make-up sex ever. She knew she was a genius, but still, it had taken her eleven years of planning to get her Xander to see her as a hot, available woman, instead of a childhood playmate. She hadn’t gotten him to ask her out until their junior prom, and she hadn’t gotten him to go all the way with her until their senior prom, and she hadn’t gotten him to pop the question until she got her first grad degree. But he still thought all of those things were his idea, which was the way she liked it. Okay, he had been pretty freaked when he found out she had been taking so many college courses and earning so much college credit in high school that she got her college degree only two months after they graduated from high school, and so she started grad school as an eighteen year old.




There was another knock at the door, this time louder. What, was this ‘bug the new academic chair’ day? “Come in, please.”




A young woman opened the door, and an older man walked in right behind her. In a raspy voice, he asked, “Doctor Rosenberg?”




Well duh, who else would be sitting here? “I prefer Dr. Harris. And you are?”




“I’m sorry, I thought you might have recognized me already. I am Dr. Frederic Karl Franklin. And this is my assistant Katy.”




Willow couldn’t help but smile. “Oh! The famous robotics expert! I thought you had retired. I haven’t seen you at any conferences, and I haven’t seen any recent papers from you.” She didn’t say anything about the fact that he hadn’t bothered to give Katy’s last name, or even treat Katy like a person. She had to wonder just what sort of an ‘assistant’ Katy was.




He smiled. It was really more of a smirk. “I have been working on some highly classified projects. I haven’t been able to publish on any of my research for a while, even though I have had several remarkable breakthroughs.”




Willow just nodded. The guy really had an ego on him. ‘Remarkable breakthroughs’. Even if you did get some really cool results, calling them ‘remarkable breakthroughs’ was just so smug. She’d done some pretty awesome work in the last few years, and she didn’t go around claiming she had remarkable breakthroughs.




Dr. Franklin took a seat without being invited to sit, which just seemed kind of pushy. Katy moved behind him and just to one side, like a bodyguard or something. And the wood floor creaked under her as she moved.




Okay, that was suspicious. That part of the floor never creaked. Except when Xander moved her desk and bookcases around for her when she moved into the office. Which would suggest that Katy was at least twice the weight she ought to be, which was even more suspicious. She looked at Katy and asked, “Would you like a seat too?”




Katy carefully said, “No thank you, Professor. I would prefer to stand.”




Willow asked, “Can I get either of you a little something? Tea? Coffee? It’s all decaf. My husband says I tend to run up the walls and babble non-stop if I have too much caffeine.” There were only two occasions when Xander would let her have a bunch of caffeine. One was when they were doing long-distance driving. The other was… not something she should be thinking about right now.




Katy didn’t move, but Dr. Franklin said, “No thank you.”




Willow gave him a fake smile. “And what can I do for you?”




Dr. Franklin said, “I’d like to show you something I’ve been working on for several years now.”




She tried to sound cool as she said, “Can we set up an appointment? Maybe next Tuesday? I have a meeting with my husband in an hour or so.”




Dr. Franklin gave her a ruthless smile. “No, I don’t think it will wait.” He looked over his shoulder. “Katy? Please escort the young lady to the van.”




“Yes, Dr. Franklin.”




Willow snapped, “Hey, I already said there was no way I… oww!” Because Katy zipped over and grabbed her by the arm and lifted her out of her chair like she was weightless. Okay, that pretty well defined the parameters. Heavy as steel, faster than human, stronger than human… She insisted, “Tell your robot to let go of me!”




She turned her head and faced the robot. Wow, the skin was really lifelike, and the ‘musculature’ underneath had to be super-intricate. The eyes weren’t quite right, somehow. Maybe the skin was too smooth. She said, “Katy, you are hurting me. Are you supposed to hurt humans? Shouldn’t you be making an effort to avoid hurting humans?”




Katy flatly said, “I do not have that sort of imperative.”




Dr. Franklin smirked some more. He really was a smirky jerk. He said, “I am not stupid enough to program robots designed for espionage and warfare with something like Asimov’s Laws.”




Uh-oh. Willow tried not to wince. If he had programmed these robots for espionage and warfare activities, then ‘Katy’ would have no qualms about injuring or even killing her. Even worse, Katy would have the skills to kill her, probably in a large number of really quiet and really icky ways.




Willow moved slightly and adjusted her stance so Katy’s grip wasn’t hurting so much. Because it was like being held by the grab-arm of Gupta’s undersea exploring robot. There was no give whatsoever. And the small amount of self-defense that Willow had learned was going to be useless against something three times heavier than her, and maybe twenty times stronger than her, and having no human physical weaknesses. Stomping on Katy’s instep or kicking Katy’s knee wasn’t going to do anything except hurt Willow’s foot and maybe earn her a really painful retaliation.




Dr. Franklin said, “This is up to you. Come along quietly without attempting to escape or call for help, or else Katy will hurt you severely, and probably render you unconscious in the process. I want you for your brain. I don’t really care if Katy smashes every bone in your left foot to secure your cooperation.”




Oh jeez! This guy was really a creep. She persisted, “This won’t work. People will notice I’m gone within minutes. People will realize I’ve been kidnapped within hours.”




He gave her another one of those smirks. “I doubt that.” He turned his head to look at the office door, and he called out, “Willow?”




A Willow-bot walked in, looking an awful lot like her. Well, her with a waxjob to take care of the fine hairs on her face and the backs of her hands, and a nice haircut. And maybe a little too much makeup. And a nicer suit than she was wearing, which was just embarrassing.




The Willow-bot looked at her, then looked at Dr. Franklin. It said in her very own voice, “I have located the car and checked with the department secretary about ‘my’ schedule for the next week. I believe there will be no problems until ‘I’ need to teach ‘my’ graduate courses in two weeks.”




Willow’s heart sank. If the Willow-bot had already fooled Nancy in the department office, then Franklin might get away with it here on campus for days, if not weeks, because most of her colleagues were brilliant in their fields, but about as socially aware as Gupta’s undersea exploring robot. 




She ran her fingers over Katy’s hand where Katy had that iron grip on her upper arm. Boy, she was going to have some major bruises there. The robot ‘skin’ felt pretty much like real skin, except for the lack of normal hairs. Close up, the skin looked a little too perfect. The ‘muscles’ underneath the skin felt like they were solid steel. Ouch. And the hand felt unnaturally warm. Probably a heat distribution issue from the excess movement and exertion. That meant that, in theory, if she could figure out a way to make one of these robots over-exert themselves for long enough, there could be enough waste heat to damage the internal systems or maybe even fry important circuitry. Unfortunately, that would probably require multiple hours of serious exertion under something as severe as battlefield conditions. So, not something she could do, even if she was allowed to run away and had to be tracked down.




Maybe she could try a logic bomb if she was alone with one robot, maybe when Katy was taking her out of the building. Hey, it always worked for Captain Kirk, even if real software instruction sets didn’t work like that in the real world. But maybe Franklin had some software triggers built in for emergencies. She just hoped that triggering a logic bomb didn’t trigger a real bomb inside the robot. That would be of the bad.




She tried working on the weak point again, because Franklin was vulnerable in ways the robots weren’t. She said to Franklin, “Umm, no, this won’t work. Your robot is obviously significantly denser than I am, I mean physically not mentally even if that part is going to be obvious too, but my husband, well, we, umm, have, well, an active sexlife, and he’ll notice that I don’t want to anymore, or that I’m suddenly three times heavier than normal. And he’ll definitely notice that I don’t know any of my pet nicknames for him. Or for… umm… Little Xander.”




He gruffly told her, “That won’t be a problem, as we are replacing him with an identical robot even as we speak.”




What?!?!?




Dr. Franklin stopped and stared. Suddenly the nervous, fluttery scientist was gone, and an extremely angry young woman stared up at him. She gave him a face of implacable resolve. “Fine. I’ll go with you. And your Katy-bot. But you’re going to take me to my husband. Right now.”




He calmly said, “That’s precisely what I had planned. You will help me construct and program the next generation of fembots, which will then be unstoppable. And your husband will be there as a guarantee against your good behavior.” Willow didn’t react. She just continued to stare at him with that expression on her face.




But, as he had his assistant Katy escort the girl out of the building, he wondered. Could he, the great Dr. Franklin, have made a mistake?




Surely some little redhead and her moronic spouse couldn’t derail his plans…





Hermione and a Resignee



Hermione winced as she looked over the parchment that had arrived from the American Department of Magic.




This was a tragedy.




This was a nightmare.




This could have been her.




She knew full well that plenty of British Muggleborns had been treated quite badly before the Battle of Hogwarts, and that there were still plenty of Muggleborns who left the magical world for better prospects in the non-magical world.




She knew full well that if she had needed to get a job in the middle of the Voldemort Wars, she would have been looking at paltry clerical jobs or jobs on the fringes of the magical world. Jobs that would have depended on her connections and her ability to sell her products. She had to admit that she wasn’t good at building a social web, and she wasn’t good at marketing. She would never have been able to land the important job in the Department of Mysteries that she now held.




No, a great deal of her success since the Battle of Hogwarts was because she was one third of The Golden Trio. Because she was best friends with The Boy Who Lived, The Man Who Defeated Lord Voldemort. Because she was married to a pureblood whose last name wasn’t tainted by Death Eater rumors.




She read through Willow’s file and felt sick to her stomach.




Willow Rosenberg had attended the Salem Academy and had been the star student of her year, earning the highest grades in the school and outstanding scores on her wizarding tests. Willow had won the Filbert Quintain Award for Scholastic Average, the Alferd Morphwell Award for Transfiguration, and four other school awards. And she had only been able to get a lowly clerical job in the American Department of Magic upon graduation. It was a tragedy. After two years without even a hint of a promotion, she had gone back home to California, spent time with her non-magical friends, and decided to abandon the wizarding world forever.




There was an entire series of paragraphs on that part. She had refused to come back to the Department. She had refused to meet with Aurors when or where they wanted. She had finally met with two Aurors at her apartment, where she had turned over the pieces of her already-destroyed wand, ordered the Aurors to never come near her again, burst into tears, and slammed the door in their faces. One of the Aurors even added a footnote that he thought she was drunk at the time.




Aurors had immediately put spells on her apartment and office, and had detected no hint of magic use since then. It appeared that in the three years since the incident, Willow had abandoned magic so completely that she might as well have been born a squib.




Even worse, Willow had taken a job as the night IT person for a local hospital. Hermione winced at the job description. This was a woman who was programming computers at age ten, and had the potential to be a world-class software designer making millions of dollars a year in a Muggle computing job. Only now she was working as some sort of lowly technician and helpdesk operator at a place that didn’t even have a decent computer network. It was as if everything amazing about the Willow Rosenberg that Hermione knew had simply been crushed out of this Willow. Hermione wondered if her world would ever realize what a tragedy this was.




Hermione took the transatlantic floo to Washington, D.C. Then she took the cross-country floo to Los Angeles, and apparated from there to Willow’s hometown. It was simple enough to take a Muggle taxi cab to Willow’s apartment building. Plenty of wizards couldn’t keep track of Muggle money, but Hermione found it trivial. After she paid the cab driver and left him a fifteen percent tip, she walked into the building.




It was in decent repair for an old set of apartments, but it was hardly plush. She could hear some minimally-dressed young men and women cavorting around a pool in the back, and there appeared to be a great deal of alcohol involved. Hermione took a quick peek at the wild partying around the sunlit pool, and Willow didn’t appear to be with that crowd.




Hermione walked up to the third floor, to Willow’s little apartment. She sniffed… and sniffed again. She wasn’t as worldly as a lot of women her age, but she was pretty sure she recognized that smell. This wasn’t promising.




She knocked on the door, and in about twenty seconds, she heard footsteps staggering toward the door. A tanned redhead with sun-streaked hair and dilated pupils opened the door and stared at her in confusion. The redhead was unquestionably Willow Rosenberg, in a shockingly tiny bikini, still sopping wet from being in the pool out back, and carrying a fifth of cheap vodka by the neck. The distinct smell of marijuana rolled out of the door and over Hermione.




“Do I know you?” the redhead slurred.




Hermione swallowed hard and said, “My name is Hermione Granger, and—”




“Oh come on!” the redhead managed. “This is bullshit. Even I know about Hermione Granger. Miss Perfect Brit. The Golden Trio and all that crap. Ooh, look, if you were any good you could be like Hermione Granger and have an important job!”




Hermione insisted, “Correct. I am that Hermione Granger.” She looked at the drunken disbelief on Willow’s face and insisted, “Really. I am.”




“Look, I tol’ you guys to shove it up your asses, an’ I meant it! I’m outta the magic game. All that time. All that work. For what? So I could get fucked by my bosses and treated like a bimbo an’… an’ turned into a nothing! So fuck you and the broomstick you rode in on! Bitch!”




Willow drunkenly staggered back from the door and slammed it hard in Hermione’s face.




Hermione wanted to cry. This was so much worse than the files indicated. This Willow had been degraded and humiliated and crushed until there might be no way to regain her trust.




This Willow had resorted to drugs and alcohol to deal with her life, and needed help. It was just that there was no one to help this Willow.




No one… except Hermione.




There had to be something she could do. Maybe if she came back with Harry. Or some of the other Muggleborns in the Ministry. Maybe if she got Willow’s bosses in the American Department of Magic investigated for sexual harassment and sexual abuse and probably rape too, along with some bureaucratic charges that might do a lot more damage to their careers than abusing some Muggleborn witch. But she was not going to let this Willow Rosenberg down after everything the other Willow had done to save this dimension.




Willow grinned ruthlessly. Then she used the portkey in her hand to travel back to her real apartment, before she undid the Disguising Charms on herself. That Hermione Granger was a silly little witch who had no idea how much better life was now. Willow had been a miserable, repressed witch with few friends and no peers. Those smart enough for her to associate with all treated her as a second-class citizen because she was Muggleborn and female. Those willing to accept her as a witch were nothing but morons.




Getting drunk in a Muggle club with some old friends and then getting turned was the best thing that had ever happened to her.




Even better, Kevin — the vampire who bit her — had enough sense to hide her body in his basement, rather than leave her for the police to find. A body that had been through a thorough autopsy was never going to rise, especially after the heart and brain and other organs were removed for analysis. Also, that way, no one knew Willow wasn’t the same harmless little bloodbag that she used to be. Kevin even gave her a couple pints of A Positive to hold her over until she was ready to go outside and not savage the first person who walked past. And Kevin was really good in bed.




It was really a shame she had needed to kill Kevin, once she got him to show her around town and tell her everything he knew about the local vampire power structure. Kevin was still quite good-looking, and vampires had great stamina. But Kevin was loyal to his Sire, this bitch named Darla who was three or four hundred years old and still stuck in the 1600’s. Darla didn’t control her childer, and didn’t keep the bodycount and the missing persons count low enough to fool the local cops. And she dressed like she was working in the porn industry. Really, a Catholic schoolgirl outfit with a plaid micro-miniskirt? Ugh. Willow found the whole thing distasteful. And poorly managed.




Then Willow had to deal with the stupid Department of Magic. She turned in her resignation and made some Aurors come out to see her face to face. That made it shockingly easy to Obliviate them without their realizing it. She gave them a secondary wand — which she had acquired back in school and not told anyone about, because of the draconian rules on the issue, which were really only enforced if you weren’t a Pureblood — that she had already broken into half a dozen pieces. She told them it was ‘her wand’ and simply made them believe it was her one and only wand. Eight inches, holly, core of vampire hair. Interestingly enough, her wand performed even better now that she was undead. She sometimes wondered if her wand had somehow ‘known’ that she would eventually get turned, because anyone who had studied wandcraft even a little bit knew that it was the wand that chose the wizard, not the other way around.




She still had to deal with the Aurors doing their petty jobs and placing tracing and detection spells on her apartment and office. Too bad for them that this apartment was for show, and she didn’t do magic in her office. Kevin’s uncle Tom owned the whole building. It was a simple matter to put Tom in thrall to her without using any wizard-based magic, just fundamental vampiric power, so the whole building was essentially hers. She kept the ‘pathetic stoner Willow’ apartment just for problems like Hermione Granger’s surprise visit, and she actually lived in a lovely basement suite that the tracing spells didn’t know about. It had a huge master bedroom and bath, a lavish kitchen for when she was in the mood for something to go with her blood, a great library, a potions workroom and a science lab, her own private audiovisual room with a real movie projector, and a little soundproofed dungeon for those special occasions. She could perform all the spellwork and research she wanted down there, with no one the wiser. And it was far more secure against potential trouble. There was only one tiny four-foot-by-four-foot square in the entire suite that anyone could apparate or portkey into or out of, and she wasn’t ever going to tell where that was.




But it was a great apartment building. She had needed a month of research — and seventeen unlucky vampires who were her test cases — to come up with a spell that let her turn windowpanes into ‘necro-glass’ that was only lightly tinted, but cut out the portions of the sun’s rays that would turn a vamp into dust. Now the entire building was suitable for vampire living, if that ever became convenient for her. Or necessary. And it had taken her a couple weeks to figure out how to do an undetectable modification on the Auror spells so they didn’t detect portkey movements anymore. That let her portkey in and out of the ‘stoner Willow’ apartment at a moment’s notice. It took almost that long to figure out how to modify the Auror spells so they didn’t detect the effects of spells performed outside the apartment.




For the moment, having ordinary humans of about her age living in the apartment building was better, since it established her cover as a harmless human girl who was nothing more than a drug-abusing loser, like half the residents around her. And it was so easy to maintain an illusion spell so she appeared to have a lovely tan, and a pulse, and a body above room temperature. Hermione hadn’t noticed a thing.




She didn’t even bother to drink from any of the other people in the apartment building, except the occasional hottie she bedded. As far as they knew, she was a normal girl, with normal needs — normal in terms of oversexed bisexual needs, like about a quarter of the young women in the building — and a normal body temperature. Illusions and Disguising Charms were so simple. And she was extremely careful about drinking their blood. Not too much to incapacitate them the next morning, and a simple Obliviate so they had no memory of it, and finally a couple healing charms so there wasn’t even a bitemark afterward. If she got carried away, she just poured a Blood Replenishing Potion down their throat so they didn’t die and inconvenience her. It was really incredibly exciting to vamp out into her ‘game face’ and scare the piss out of the pathetic little bloodsacks before sinking her fangs into their helpless throats. It was even more exciting to know that they would have no memory of it afterward, and not even a wound to mark the event. She must have bitten Helena half a dozen different times, and Mark almost that many. And every single time, she got the raw excitement of their naked terror as she drank from their bodies for what they thought of as the very first time.




She had had no trouble finding a job along the lines she wanted. And working the night shift at a hospital gave her access to the best blood anywhere, with no one the wiser that several pints went missing every night, because she ran the software for the blood tracking system. She had to do a few charms when she went through the mandatory physical and the blood tests, but it wasn’t that hard to Obliviate the nurse, or switch the blood from her veins for something that would look right when the blood was tested. It would definitely be a problem if they tested what was really in her veins, given she probably had three or four different blood types in her system on any given day.




Once she had created a safety net for herself, she dealt with Darla. And Darla’s musclebound minions. Without magic. There was no need for her to call attention to herself. She simply apparated to San Francisco, disguised herself, went to one of the heavy-magic areas in the town, and sent an anonymous owl to the Department of Magic. Aurors took care of Darla and her thugs within a week. Willow stepped into Darla’s shoes the very next night.




Still, Willow had to kill over a dozen other vamps to assert her claim to the local throne. But that was trivial when she had magic and they were nothing but muscle. Very dumb muscle with nothing but some fighting skills. Then she had to wipe out four attempts to dethrone her from nearby vampire clans. After all, she was supposedly a helpless fledgling. She giggled at how naïve and stupid most vampires were. It was so sad. Not. She simply hired a good P.I. firm to keep an eye on the twenty closest vampire groups, so she knew when anyone was going to mount an attack on her little fiefdom. Granted, the P.I.s were smart enough to figure out eventually that she had them tracking vampires. Oh, had it been hilarious to see their faces when they found out that the warm, tanned, flirty redhead who had hired them was really a far more dangerous vampire than what they were following.




Once she turned the entire private investigation agency, it got a lot easier to track nearby vamp colonies. Her P.I.s could infiltrate the clans without trouble. And once they were her childer, they didn’t mind that she wasn’t really tanned and 98.6 degrees.




The vampire she had eventually put in place as the night administrator at the local Red Cross blood bank was careful to round up for her all the ‘suspect’ donor contributions that normally had to be disposed of, and she fed her minions well off that. Naturally, she had to control the vampire population in the area. Every vampire for over a hundred miles knew that if they crossed her, even by chowing down on some useless human without doing a proper job of covering their tracks, she would punish them in ways that made other vampires piss themselves. Too bad for them that the Cruciatus Curse worked on vampires too. But she was ruthless about keeping the death tolls and missing persons numbers low. She didn’t want to draw any untoward attention from the Care of Magical Creatures Department or the Aurors. Those wizards were a pain in the neck. So to speak. She giggled to herself.




The vampires she had met were so fundamentally moronic it was a wonder they could drink blood and stand at the same time. She took over three whorehouses in the area and turned them into suckhouses. Why hadn’t anyone considered this before? For Christ’s sake, Darla was a former prostitute who should have known all about this kind of stuff! Profits actually increased at all three houses, and lots of attractive vampires looked forward to pleasing her enough that they were allowed to work there. It was an incredibly cushy, pleasurable job. All the blood you could drink, all the sex you could ask for, and repeat customers on top of that. It was just that you couldn’t take more than a pint from each ‘customer’ at a time. And it was surprising how many of the human girls working in those whorehouses would do virtually anything to get her to turn them as well. Eternal youth and beauty, protection from venereal diseases, never again needing to worry about a john getting rough, never again having to worry about getting attacked by an angry pimp, never again having to worry about getting arrested by the cops… If you wanted to be a hooker, being a vampire hooker was a great life. Well, un-life.




She was smart enough to keep her minion forces to a size she could micro-manage, and she was ruthless enough to kill any master vampires who decided to poach on her territory. Any other master vampires. Just because she had only been a vamp for a year or two, and hadn’t become as physically strong as the oldest of vampires, didn’t mean she wasn’t a master in her own right. She just used a pseudonym. A nom-de-fang. She used the name Nostradama, which made other vamps in other territories think she had to be centuries old and psychic too. Morons. All right, she was effectively possessed of psychic powers, since she could use Obliviate and Legilimens on other vampires, and she didn’t suck too badly at divination. She had magical powers that regular vampires were utterly clueless on, especially when she didn’t let them see she used a wand. People were so stupid, and they didn’t get any smarter after they got turned. Her ‘master vampire’ character wore a bustier — because even vamps couldn’t keep their eyes out of a nice cleavage — and a long-sleeved open bolero jacket with frilly cuffs that extended half a foot past her fingertips. That made it so simple to wield a wand without showing it to anyone.




And speaking of master vampires, she figured it was time to expand once again. She strolled into her ‘office’ in her basement suite and read over the latest reports from her vampire private detectives. ‘Nostradama’ already owned all of middle and northern California, and now she knew the vampires in Las Vegas were easy pickings for someone of her intellect. She would have the hospital computer issue her another two weeks of vacation, and she would have two of her best enforcers drive her to Vegas. Her Rolls — the Rolls that Nostradama owned — had necro-tinted glass, so she could drive there during the day and be ready come nightfall.




She now knew who ran things in Vegas, and who was good minion material there, so it shouldn’t take that long to make a few ‘surgical’ strikes. She would get a couple cushy suites from one of the best hotels, and use her necro-tinting spell to make the windows safe for her and her staff. With Stasis Charms, it was simple to bring a hundred pounds of blood along in suitcases to keep her people happy. Then she would lounge about during the day, and work at night. She might even go for some ‘room service’ if the hotel staffers looked especially tasty. If the hotel had an indoor pool, she might even necro-tint all the pool windows when no one was looking, and enjoy herself poolside.




It was all so easy. No one except her inner circle realized that she was already a master vampire in her own right. Mainly because she killed everyone else who might figure it out. Few vamps outside her people even knew she was of the undead, and no humans had a clue. Not even the witches and wizards, who thought they knew everything. With a simple illusion or Disguising Charm, it was easy to fake a sexy tan. And a pulse. And a 98.6 body temperature. And booze on her breath, instead of blood. She had even fooled plenty of demons and vampires, who really should have known better. Losers.




But she had plans. Big plans. After Nevada, Southern California was next. Los Angeles was going to be tricky, but San Diego had several fairly weak master vampires arguing over turf, and she didn’t expect to have a problem there. Oregon and Washington would be after that. Then New Mexico and Arizona. Dallas, Texas and Mexico City were going to be real headaches to take over, and — oddly enough — Omaha, Nebraska. But other than them and Juneau and Edmonton, she wasn’t going to have any other major problems until she got past the Mississippi River. She was going to be cautious. It was like playing Risk. You consolidated your forces across your domain and shored up your defensive barriers before risking your next offensive moves. She was planning on owning the entire undead portion of the United States in thirty years, and all of Europe too in another quarter century after that. Asia was going to be a problem, as was Central and South America, but she figured she could take Australia and Africa both in ten or fifteen years. But she was a vampire. She had centuries to make everything work, and she was a smart woman who was in it for the long term. She had the time.




And there was no way she would start her plan to wipe out the entire Wizarding world until she was in a position to have her minions kill off every single one of the little wand-waving pests in one night. She was planning on a minimum of ten years of planning and surveillance, once she controlled every vampire on earth.




But this Hermione seemed too smart to risk for a minion. Smart minions started thinking about taking over, and that was a nuisance. A smart minion who could do magic, like Granger? Probably a real headache. Maybe she could invite Hermione back, along with Harry Potter. Potter sounded like a hero with a lot less going on between his ears. That was perfect. Heroes were always so easy to manipulate. She would drain Hermione, turn Harry or just put him under her thrall, and have her own little pawn exerting himself for her in magical Britain while she slowly worked her way across America. The thought of the buzz she would get from watching the terror on that pretty face, and drinking that magical blood, and feeling that smug body go limp in death… All that was making her really hot. Hungry and also horny.




She decided to take a break, round up a willing human or two from the pool party, and thoroughly satisfy The Two H’s, as she liked to call them. She re-did the Disguising Charms on herself, grabbed that bottle of vodka, and walked up to the sunroom that faced the pool. The necro-glass worked perfectly, as always. She used a little Imperius Curse on Helena and Brittany, so they wanted to seek her out. Then she just stood there with a big smile, holding up the vodka. They grabbed their drinks and rushed over to her. She let them ‘drag’ her up to Brittany’s apartment for some fun. They just had no idea how much fun she was going to have with them. Silencing Charms were one of a vampire’s best friends.




After all, she had all the time in the world. When she was ready, the entire wizarding world wouldn’t know what hit it. They would never realize what a tragedy it was for them that they hadn’t treated Willow Rosenberg better.





Bruce Wayne and a Daddy’s Girl



His first impression was that she was a daddy’s girl. Selina had told him that the Buffy Summers she knew had been a vapid daddy’s girl before she was Called. Before she was forced to fight a master vampire with inadequate training and inadequate backup. Before her father refused to believe her, and slapped her in an insane asylum. Before her father abandoned her and her family and moved to Spain with his much younger secretary. Before she ended up having to fight things that even a lot of the Justice League would have trouble tackling.




But this Buffy Summers hadn’t gone through trials like that. Granted, this Buffy had a father who had abandoned the family while she was in her teens, and had moved all the way to Spain as an executive of Lexcorp Europe. With a mistress. But this Buffy’s father hadn’t ignored her and her mother, forgetting birthdays and such. This Buffy’s father had died in a traffic accident on a Spanish road, leaving Buffy’s mother with a massive insurance policy and leaving Buffy with a small inheritance. An inheritance she had used to live the good life and meet older men. Wealthy older men.




Selina took his arm and led him toward the man who had Buffy Summers hanging on his arm. Lawrence Hailey, a fifty-something dotcom billionaire who had ducked out before the dotcom bubble burst, and had then re-invested his money in computer network infrastructure, so he was competing with WayneTech on internet business.




Selina smiled and purred, “Bruce, this is Larry Hailey of LHNet.”




Bruce shook Hailey’s hand and grinned, “I know Mister Hailey. We’ve sat across the conference table from each other a couple times.”




“Larry, please. And this lovely lady is my girlfriend. Buffy Summers.”




“Hi!” Buffy extended her hand and gave him what could only be described as a perky handshake. “I know you’re Bruce Wayne. Everybody knows who you are. Larry says really good things about your company.” She turned and looked at Selina. “Ooh, those heels are gorgeous! Are they D & G?”




‘Larry’ smiled at his petite girlfriend and said to Bruce, “I know from experience that the clothing conversations will be… extensive.”




Buffy grinned up at him mischievously and pretended to slap him on the arm. “Ooh, you! I know you’re not interested in shoes. Go talk that computer stuff I don’t understand.”




Bruce said, “While the ladies are discussing areas of interest, why don’t you tell me what LHNet’s up to with those city-to-city microwave links.”




Larry leapt into the topic, quickly getting into highly technical areas that no one else in the room would understand, much less want to hear about at a party. Bruce had to pretend that he was getting lost, even though he thought Larry had some really good points on phased microwave transmitters. WayneTech researchers were more focused on sticking with the WayneTech satellite communications network, but Batman knew that network had weaknesses that someone like Lex Luthor could exploit. On the other hand, a phased microwave broadcaster powerful enough to send a signal from Gotham City to Metropolis could probably also be used to burn a hole through a Gotham City skyscraper, so Batman was going to have to watch for that sort of threat.




But… speak of the devil, and he shall appear. Lex Luthor strode into the room, Mercy Graves on his arm. As usual, Ms. Graves was evaluating the room like a bodyguard, not like arm candy. It had taken Batman a while to work out how to pose as ‘playboy Bruce Wayne’ and yet properly size up threats around him without anyone noticing. Ms. Graves hadn’t learned that, and didn’t appear to be interested in learning.




Bruce watched surreptitiously as Luthor studied the crowd. Since Luthor was sizing everyone up, Bruce pretended to down the drink he had emptied earlier, and immediately went in search of another. Then he walked back to see how Selina was doing, while simultaneously watching Luthor out of the corner of his eye.




Luthor had already dismissed ‘playboy Bruce’. That was good. Mercy Graves was watching Selina carefully. That was potentially a problem. Luthor had to know Selina was Catwoman, and had to have alerted Mercy well before the party. So Mercy might just be keeping an eye on a possible cat burglar, or she might be looking out in case Selina’s appearance meant another supervillain was going to crash the party, or she might be watching to see if Luthor’s next plot was unfolding as planned.




But Luthor didn’t make a move toward ‘playboy Bruce’ or Selina. Luthor carefully stalled for a while, chatting with Marcus Halliburton about tech exchanges, while eyeing the room.




What was Luthor up to? Bruce sauntered back to Selina, who was deep in discussion with this Buffy about… jewelry. Buffy was apparently interested in acquiring some substantial emeralds that would match her eyes, and a proper matched pair to have made into earrings. She seemed to think that Larry would buy her anything she wanted. Given the diamond she was wearing on her pendant, that seemed likely.




Didn’t Buffy Summers realize she was talking about expensive jewelry with one of the most notorious cat burglars on the planet?




Larry Hailey walked back to his girlfriend. Bruce recognized the look on Larry’s face. The man wasn’t comfortable at a party like this. He was using Buffy as his buffer. As his social graces. Maybe the role Buffy played in his life was more important than the role he played in hers.




Buffy gave Hailey a brilliant smile when he stepped by her side. “Larry! There you are. I missed you!” She took her hand that wasn’t holding a flute of champagne, and curled it around Hailey’s elbow. She beamed, “You know the emeralds you were talking about? Selina knows a marvelous jeweler in London. And you were going to take me there for the big tech expo in July, right?”




“Of course, honey,” he smiled back.




“That’ll be perfect,” she cooed. “And I want you to tell me about that computer chip stuff again, so I can go to the expo parties with you. Okay?”




“Sure thing, honey.”




Bruce watched as Buffy strolled off with Hailey. As soon as Buffy and Larry were on their own, Luthor made a subtle maneuver to ‘bump into’ them. Bruce turned and looked past Selina. There was a mirrored wall there that he could use to keep tabs on the interaction without revealing that he was even interested.




Selina murmured, “Even I’m not that crazy about jewelry. Or shoes. She has an entire Dolce and Gabbana shoe collection, a pair of all their classics from the last ten years.”




He smiled like she’d said something funny. “She is a lot shorter than you. She probably needs really high heels, maybe to compete with women like you.”




Selina smiled back. “Hailey really likes her in high heels. He couldn’t keep his eyes off her legs when he was walking up to us.”




He said, “But she wouldn’t obsess about them like this if she was only wearing them to keep him happy.”




Selina looked past his ear and said, “That’s not good.”




He looked into the mirrored surface and agreed, “It’s what I expected.”




Lex Luthor was making smalltalk with Buffy and Larry. He was very obviously bringing Mercy Graves into the conversation, so it wasn’t about anything technical, and therefore probably not work-related.




Bruce watched Luthor’s eyes, and his mannerisms. Luthor was talking more to Buffy Summers than to Hailey.




Selina plastered a fake smile on her face and said, “Does Hailey even realize the danger he’s in right now? If Luthor is focusing on Buffy like that, he may decide that Hailey is in his way.”




Bruce said, “The question is whether Buffy’s ready to jump ship for someone a lot richer. If so, Luthor will just be charming and persuasive. If not, then things will get… problematic.”




“Is that the new word for ‘deadly’ around here?” Selina asked quietly. “I’m not exactly impressed with this world’s Buffy, but I wouldn’t wish Lex Luthor on anyone.”




“Not even this Buffy?”




“Not even this Buffy. She may be working Hailey for enough bling to live on for the rest of her life, but Luthor? Eww.”




Bruce said, “After seeing the other Buffy Summers, I had hoped for… more.”




Selina reluctantly told Bruce, “She’s not the girl we met. She’s nothing but a venal little daddy’s girl.”




Buffy rode home with Larry. She kept the smile on her face, and she let him keep his arm wrapped around her waist, but she was worried. How stupid did people have to be not to recognize an international jewel thief like Catwoman? And if Selina Kyle was taking an interest in her, or in her Larry, Buffy might have to show her hand a little earlier than she planned. That wouldn’t be good.




Not now, when Lex Luthor was going out of his way to run into Larry ‘accidentally’ whenever Larry was out with Buffy. Not when Lex was already unveiling the famous ‘Luthor charm’ when he spoke to her. And poor Larry hadn’t noticed yet that it wasn’t his internet infrastructure that he needed to start guarding from Lex. But Larry wasn’t a social creature. If he didn’t have Buffy to help him, he would be a fish out of water at these sorts of parties.




She was pretty sure Lex already had surveillance on her and Larry, and she couldn’t afford even one mistake when playing a game like this against a threat like Lex Luthor. It had taken her five years to find out what really happened to Hank Summers, and she knew it was all Lex’s fault. Lex Luthor had had her father murdered.




But she was playing for the long game, and that meant being a blonde bimbo for long enough that Lex came to her instead of the other way around. And once Lex ‘stole’ her away from Larry and made her his latest conquest, she was going to do whatever it took to reveal his criminal activities and put him in jail. Forever.




She was pretty sure Lex had arranged to have her dad murdered because her dad tried to blow the whistle on LuthorCorp dealings in Europe, so she knew what was at stake. She might not survive the effort. But it would totally be worth it if she got revenge for her father.




Just as her mother had said plenty of times, Buffy always had been a daddy’s girl.





Scoobies and a Reject



Daniel Jackson looked over the eight partially empty cardboard boxes on the floor and considered the book in his hand. Archaeology, mythology, folklore, linguistics, or philosophy? Technically, any of the five fields would be reasonable. But what would best represent the book, so he could find it again when he unpacked?




If he unpacked.




If he ever had a place again where he could unpack books like these.




It was all his own fault. It always had been. No one had forced him to go into modern archaeology or European folklore. No one had forced him to do research in the areas he had found most interesting. In fact, his major professors had suggested he consider an area not as heavily trampled, particularly by the British folklorists.




And certainly no one had forced him to reach the conclusions he had, or to insist that he was correct in his assumptions. It was really the last one that had gotten him into so much trouble. But he had persisted anyway. He had written several papers insisting that certain metaphors in ancient texts were not metaphors, but references to vampires and demons. And so he hadn’t gotten tenure, and he had been asked to leave the university, and he hadn’t been able to find another university job.




He really didn’t know what he was going to do, or where he was going to go.




He turned at a knock on his doorframe. The man there reminded him of himself, only older. Similar stance, similar glasses, similar timidity with interpersonal connections. He sighed and said, “I’m sorry, but I’m not giving interviews. Or anything.”




The man spoke with a distinct British accent. “I’m not here to ask for an interview. I’m here to offer you a job.”




Well, that was about as likely as Schliemann admitting he ripped off his benefactor and hogged all the credit for discovering Troy. He said, “Pardon my skepticism, but I find it extraordinarily unlikely that you — or anyone else — would be here… now… with a job offer, instead of, say, some sort of participation from that television show World’s Biggest Loonies. So perhaps you could just leave now. I have work to do here.”




The man reached up toward his face as if he were about to pull off his glasses. Then he stopped. “Let me start over. I’m Rupert Giles. I see that there is going to be some skepticism here, so let me start over. You’re standing there holding Merris, Pryce, and Holoden. You’re looking at a series of labeled boxes. Am I correct that you’re attempting to decide which box to store your book in?”




“Yes. And, if I may say so, this is going to be one of the least interesting pieces of film in history.”




Rupert Giles tapped his cheek in thought. “It really isn’t fair to allocate a book like that to just one of these boxes. Is there a box specifically for cross-cultural works?”




He sighed, “No. I prefer not to work that way. I would end up putting most of the books in that category.”




“Ahh, a splitter rather than a lumper,” Rupert Giles said. “I personally prefer a proprietary modification of Ranganathan’s Colon Classification methodology, and then when I have moved, I have simply preserved the order of the books in the packing.”




Despite himself, Daniel found himself slipping into what some of his professors had called his ‘research mode’. “I prefer the Library of Congress classification system myself, but this is simply organization, not classification.”




Rupert Giles contradicted, “But surely you agree that the basis of Ranganathan and ‘L of C’ both is splitting into categories for purposes of organization…”




Daniel found that he had lost track of the time. He and Rupert filed books away in boxes and argued library science for hours. By the time he thought to look at a clock, it was well after seven at night.




He finally put the last cover on the last cardboard banker’s box. He had all his files in fourteen of them, and all of his books in another forty-two boxes, and his antiques all carefully wrapped in protective cloth and bubble wrap. Except the really fragile ones, which were in their own molded foam cases.




He sighed, “I really appreciate your help, and the chat, but this is going to take quite a while to lug everything downstairs to my truck.”




Rupert smiled and said, “Ahh, I believe this is where I can really provide some utility.” He pulled out his cell phone and made a quick call. “Vi? … Yes, it is I. … No, I most certainly have not been kidnapped! I merely lost track of time while chatting with Dr. Jackson. … No, I really am not interested in hearing about the stores you have been in while you waited for me to contact you. … Yes, now would be excellent.”




Rupert hung up and said, “Yes. Well. My colleague Vi will be here in a few minutes, and she’ll be able to provide far more assistance in moving these boxes than I will.”




Daniel gave him a raised eyebrow. “Is she a weightlifter? Most of these boxes are thirty to forty pounds.”




Rupert smiled mysteriously and said, “Vi is… an amateur weightlifter, in a sense. But she’s one of the stronger people — male or female — I know.”




Daniel was expecting a massive woman who could play a 1950’s Russian weightlifter in a movie. A woman who looked like Tamara Press. He was certainly not expecting a petite, pretty redhead who looked like a college student. A college student who was carrying what looked like a sixty pound refrigerator dolly in one hand like it was a lunchbox.




Rupert said, “Ah, a dolly. Good idea.”




She said, “Oh, that’s for you guys.” She looked at Daniel and shyly said, “Hi. I’m Vi. Giles showed me a couple of your papers. That was pretty ingenious the way you put everything together and worked things out.”




Daniel looked at the dolly and asked, “This is for us? You’re not carrying anything?”




Vi walked over to a stack of five boxes that had to weigh more than he did. She picked the entire stack up by the grips of the bottom box and said, “It’s faster for me to just carry things. The old truck at the loading dock’s yours, right?” And she trotted out like she was carrying a bag of packing peanuts.




“How… How is that possible?”




Rupert said, “You’ve done all the reading. Let me quote you a phrase. ‘Into every generation a slayer is born: one girl in all the world, a Chosen one.’”




Daniel recognized the quote and continued it. “Right. ‘She alone will wield the strength and skill to fight the vampires, demons, and the forces of darkness; to stop the spread of their evil and the swell of their number. She is the Slayer.’ Athreya and Marzinian traced the evolution of that phrase from the ancient Sumerian. It’s believed to be linked to the Amazon mythos in Mesopotamia, and also…” He dropped the box he was starting to pick up. “Are you claiming that girl who was just in here is… is the completely legendary Slayer Of Undead?”




Rupert cleared his throat. “We use a different phraseology. We call her the-“




Vi trotted back into the room. “Vampire Slayer. Yep, that’s me.”




“You… I… That…” It took Daniel several seconds to get a grip on his thoughts. “That’s preposterous.”




Rupert merely asked, “Vi, did you already get those boxes into Dr. Jackson’s truck?”




She nodded, “Oh sure, no sweat. The elevator’s about a billion years old, so I took the stairs.”




Daniel managed not to choke. She had just run down three flights of stairs while carrying two hundred pounds of books on her hands? And then she had run back up again, just in the time he had been talking with Rupert? Was that even possible?




He was going to ask her a question about that, but she had already picked up another five boxes and trotted down the hall again.




No one could do that. Even the massive, overly-muscled men in those World’s Strongest Man contests he refused to waste time watching. Lifting the weight was one thing. Moving while carrying the weight was quite another. Running while carrying the weight when it was precariously balanced as well? It wasn’t possible.




Rupert said, “Yes, it seems quite impossible. But the Vampire Slayer has to have the strength and the quickness and the healing factor and the martial arts skills to fight the very things you were fired for writing about.”




“How did you…”




Rupert smiled, “How did I know what you were thinking? Simple. It’s what all of us think the first time we see what a Slayer can do. It’s simply not possible. But when you’ve seen a young woman bend a crowbar into a pretzel, or run across a field at forty miles an hour, or leap onto the roof of a house, you… believe.”




“How can they possibly do these things?”




Rupert pursed his lips. “I hesitate to say this at this juncture, but the answer is… magic. I realize that’s not an explanation. But it’s behind everything supernatural. Vampires. Demons. And the Vampire Slayer. Without magic, none of them would be possible. A vampire is a corpse animated by a demonic presence. That’s simply not possible without magic. Demons couldn’t live in this dimension without it. And the Slayer would simply be another young woman. Sooner or later, you have to accept that magic is a key component of the supernatural.”




Daniel stalled, “I… might need to consider that for a while.” He sat down slowly and stared at the floor in thought.




After a while, Rupert smiled slightly and handed him a manila envelope. Daniel looked up and realized that all the boxes were gone. How was that possible?




Rupert said, “Vi moved everything down to your truck already. Go back to your apartment and seriously consider coming out to Cleveland to see us. The envelope has a plane ticket, as well as map information and phone numbers to contact us. We’ll pick you up at the airport and bring you out to our base there, and we’ll give you the opportunity to see that we’re not tricking you.” He adjusted his glasses and walked out.




Daniel walked down to his battered truck and sat in the driver’s seat. He just stared at the loading dock and thought. Which was more likely? Magic and Vampire Slayers, or… something else? Vi’s strength could be… PCP! Or some other drug. And he hadn’t actually seen her running up and down the stairs with those boxes. It could all have been done with half a dozen Teamsters doing the work out of his sight.




He stared at the airplane ticket. Could it be real? Was he being set up by experts? If so, why? If not, again why? As he looked around at the boxes now stacked in the back of his truck, he realized what was really going on.




He had given a complete stranger the chance to categorize and appraise almost everything he owned. If he went to Cleveland, ‘Rupert Giles’ — or whatever his name really was — would be out only five hundred dollars for plane fare, and would have most of a day to break into Daniel’s apartment and walk off with perhaps three quarters of a million dollars worth of rare books and antiquities. By the time of the flight, the guy and his assistants could have buyers lined up for everything that would normally be difficult to fence.




He reached for the cellphone in his coat pocket. Surely the FBI would be interested in this ‘Rupert Giles’ character…





SG-1 and that Brit


Part I



Daniel hadn’t expected to end up in a bidding war. He had come to Syria with Jack in tow, while trying to track down what were possibly some ancient Egyptian tablets that shouldn’t have been allowed out of Egypt. In fact, they shouldn’t have been allowed outside of an Egyptian museum. They shouldn’t have come to light at all! But somehow, they had come on the black market in Damascus.




Daniel still had a lot of contacts on the seamier side of Egyptology and archaeology, so he had heard about this early enough to get into the meeting. And early enough to bring Jack along as his ‘security’. And that was a good thing.




He recognized Khatami at once. And he could tell by the minute stiffening of Jack’s shoulders, and the way Jack’s hand twitched in the direction of his shoulder holster, that Jack did too. Khatami was an Iranian who had earned a Ph.D. in archaeology, but had abandoned that to become a terrorist. Khatami had two men with him, and if neither was carrying firearms, Daniel would eat those tablets.




He didn’t recognize the man in the black suit, but he knew the Russian sitting beside him. Andre Kolokhov was an Egyptologist who had an unfortunate reputation. Valuable finds tended to disappear on digs when he was around. And those finds usually ended up being sold on the black market shortly thereafter. The man was persona non grata in the business, far more so than Daniel was. Kolokhov and Mister Black Suit were sitting with two thugs who might as well have had ‘psycho bodyguards’ tattooed across their forehead in Cyrillic.




Jack tapped his arm, and he glanced down surreptitously. When did Jack learn American Sign Language? Jack spelled out ‘x-k-g-b-g-u-n-r-u-n’. Oh. Ex-KGB agent, now a gunrunner. That wasn’t good either.




Daniel had to wonder what Khatami and Kolokhov were there for. Why were a terrorist and someone consorting with an international gunrunner interested in ancient Egyptian tablets? Oh no, what if word had leaked out that the tablets might provide directions to some sort of ancient weapon? Several hours ago, he had been given enough time to ensure that the tablet was too old to be a forgery, and he had deciphered enough of the hieroglyphics on the first tablet to see that they began with complex directions to a location that should be well into the middle of what today was called Syria.. But he had no idea what was at the location. It might be an archaeological find. It might be a sarcophagus. It might be a Goa’uld sarcophagus with a Goa’uld inside. It might be a cache of staff weapons and zats. It might be an Al’kesh or a Ha’tak. It could be anything, but the odds were that it was something extremely bad which could not be allowed to fall into the wrong hands.




Then towards the back, there was Moustafa El Kedwany, who Daniel knew slightly. The man was an assistant curator for The Museum of Egyptian Antiquities in Cairo. Moustafa was sitting nervously with a small man who looked like an accountant. Daniel was fairly sure they were there to try and buy back the tablets for the museum, with the smaller man presumably there to make sure Moustafa didn’t offer more than the museum could afford.




And then in walked the last participant in the auction. Rupert Giles. What was Rupert Giles doing here? The British Museum would never condone stealing something like this from the Egyptian Museum. Not in today’s political climate. Not to mention that whole chat two months ago about ‘I prefer not to leave my safe little office’. So what the hell was Rupert Giles doing at a black market auction?




Rupert Giles had been in the hotel room overlooking the building for three hours, just to see who was coming to the auction. Fortunately, he had a video camera set up to record, because Fatima was almost inexhaustible in bed.




He used a small laptop to scan through the recording. Hassan Khatami and four of his fellow Iranian terrorists. That wasn’t good. That scum Kolokhov was with a Russian whom Rupert ought to be able to recall. Wait… wait… That was it! Viktor Krykov, better known in the gunrunning trade as ‘Mister Black’. Charming. Kolokhov just kept digging himself deeper into the sewage, didn’t he? And he didn’t look very happy to be there with Krykov and his muscle. That was probably worth noting.




And there was poor old Moustafa El Kedwany. Undoubtedly, Moustafa had drawn the short straw, so to speak, and had been sent out to acquire what ought to be in his museum already. Rupert knew there was no way this would end well for Moustafa. The museum would never let him bid the kind of money Khatami or Krykov could wield, and that meant going home empty-handed. He would be in trouble over this one.




There was a veritable olio of ‘K’s today. What else was on the tape?




And… Damn and blast. It was Daniel Jackson, with a silver-haired man Rupert didn’t recognize off the top of his head. But the black leather jacket suggested he was American, which went with Jackson’s work. And the walk suggested military or ex-military. Jackson said something, which made the man laugh out loud. So a colleague and friend.




The laugh triggered a memory from a meeting. Not a recent meeting. Rupert had been there in the background, while M argued with some other people in similar roles. An American general, getting off track and complaining about his best Spec Ops officer, who unfortunately couldn’t behave for ten consecutive minutes. One Jonathan ‘Jack’ O’Neill. Rupert ran the footage back and zoomed in on their mouths. Lipreading was a ridiculously difficult and imprecise art, but sometimes you simply didn’t have a bug in place or a handy parabolic mike. It looked like Jackson might have said, ‘Don’t jinx us, Jack.’ And ‘Jack’ said something back, which might have started with ‘Daniel, would I’.




M hadn’t been able to find out what Daniel Jackson worked on, only that it was called the SGC, and that it was based in Colorado Springs underneath NORAD in Cheyenne Mountain. She had also found out that it had Need To Know secrecy which was frustrating even other American agencies. But what could possibly be the link between a disgraced archaeologist and linguist, a badly-behaving Spec Ops expert, and a secret U.S. DoD project inside Cheyenne Mountain? And how could any of those go with this tablet?




He was going to have to go with the ‘nervous Rupert Giles’ persona with Jackson present. That meant wearing the tweed blazer, and that would allow him to carry a decent weapon. If he had gone with ‘man of the world Rupert Giles’ and the white linen suit, he wouldn’t have been able to hide any sort of firearm without his special concealment holster, just a few holdouts. The concealment holster was excellent, but when one wore it under a shirt and suit jacket, getting at the handgun when suddenly attacked could be… problematic.




He kissed Fatima, patted her on her lush bottom, and sent her off to wait for him. She was a marvelous bed partner, but a lousy agent. He knew full well that she was supposed to be spying on him for the Syrians, and he knew that she was already failing to provide full intel to her handlers. If she didn’t get herself killed on this mission, he was going to make her a double agent and then get her some better training in tradecraft.




What was it about these tablets? He had been sent here on a tip from the Syrian government, because there was a rumor that the tablets could lead someone to something very dangerous. But as one of the bidders, he had been allowed a look at the tablets, and they appeared to be genuine. They certainly pre-dated anything he could think of as a viable threat, unless someone had managed to preserve anthrax spores in a canopic jar, or something just as nasty. Even ordinary viruses and bacteria wouldn’t survive thousands of years in a sealed container in this climate.




But someone certainly believed the tablets would lead them to something like a weapon. Krykov wouldn’t be in this auction if he weren’t expecting to get a weapon out of it. Khatami wouldn’t be in the auction if he weren’t expecting to gain a new terrorist attack out of it. Jackson? It would really be helpful if he knew what Jackson was doing at the SGC. Still, it wasn’t as if the tablets would lead the buyer to some sort of Indiana Jones miracle of archaeological nonsense. There wasn’t going to be a Lost Ark or the Cup of Christ, or anything like that.




And if he had to listen to one more idiot blather on about the Spear of Longinus, he was going to break something. Perhaps one of their metacarpals. Why did people have to make up these ridiculous treasures, when there were fascinating objects of real interest in any reputable Egyptology exhibit?




So why were these tough, no-nonsense men willing to spend this kind of money on Egyptian tablets? He didn’t like going into an assignment with clearly inadequate intelligence on the mission, or on the players, or on the background. It usually led to someone — or a lot of someones — getting killed.




He encoded the images and his real message, then sent off a request for more museum catalogues for later meetings with Syrian museum curators, with his encoded information hidden steganographically behind an attachment — an ordinary-looking photo of him standing before a local mosque of historical interest. Then he disconnected the laptop from the sat phone and started the program to wipe any files newer than four hours old. The sat phone was a nuisance to carry around, but it did make life much harder for anyone trying to get a copy of his messages, and it did make it possible to send or receive messages in the middle of nowhere. He put the sat phone, the video camera, the laptop, and most of his other equipment into the rolling suitcase he had open on the floor. He locked the case. Then he set the arming charge in case anyone tried to break into it or walk off with it. After all, it would be utterly unsurprising if the Russians or the Iranians weren’t doing roughly what he had been doing, not including the horizontal tango he had been performing with Fatima.




The suitcase hanging on the clothes rod had the tweed blazer and accompanying clothes, the white linen suit with its white concealment holster, and two other clothing options. It was inevitable that one ended up needing to ‘dress the part’ regardless of the locale.




He strapped the forearm guard onto his left forearm, and checked that the two throwing knives were secure in their slots. He put on the ecru shirt and made sure he had the fake onyx cufflinks. Then the right pants and shoes. He checked that he had the correct belt, and then checked that his Walther PPK was fully loaded. It went into a clip-on holster that slid inside his waistband and clipped to his belt. It wasn’t comfortable having a lump of steel pressing into one kidney, but concealment was significantly more important than comfort here.




He slipped on his unneeded glasses and his tweed blazer. Then he apportioned his other equipment. His Omega Seamaster wristwatch, his cigarette lighter, his money clip, his wallet with the special credit card, his keychain, and his passport. He tossed some loose change into his pants pocket, and he moved to the door.




He carefully checked the hallway before he moved out of the room. This would be tricky enough without getting caught in here by some of his opponents’ minions. He moved quietly down the hall to the broom closet that Fatima’s people had supposedly prepared, and he ducked inside. Sure enough, the ceiling had been cut through properly, so he could clamber up to the floor above and steal out through a rear window so he could make his way down what passed around here as a fire escape. Then he used a back alley to move two blocks further away from the auction location before he stepped out onto a main street to stroll calmly over to the auction.




He wasn’t calm at all, but he could make himself look calm. He could make himself seem calm. And really, he had been in far more dangerous situations than this one.




Unfortunately, some of the players today might be aware of that.




He walked into the building and across the rough floor. Then he stepped past the sign which said ‘no admittance’ in Arabic, and slipped into the back of the auction room. Jackson and O’Neill turned their heads his way, and he gave Jackson a nervous wave. El Kedwany looked his way, and he gave the man a tentative smile. The two Russian bodyguards stared at him, and he pretended to flinch. They turned back, apparently unaware of his identity. The terrorists gave him a thorough looking over, which he handled by acting intimidated and polishing his glasses thoroughly.




Al-Jimani came out, wheeling a cart with the three tablets under glass. He was flanked by two men who were obviously armed bodyguards. Considering who was bidding on the tablets, that was eminently sensible. And Muhammad Al-Jimani was very sensible. For a vicious, untrustworthy, disreputable piece of slime. Al-Jimani was the sort of man about whom the word ‘weasel’ could not be used, because the Weasel Anti-Defamation League would initiate protests. Not for the first time, Rupert considered how Al-Jimani might have gotten the tablets. Given the people in the room, he now had a working hypothesis. And if he was correct, then things could get quite nasty after the auction.




The bidding proceeded more or less as Rupert had expected. The Americans leapt in with both feet at the very beginning. He and El Kedwany were quickly left in the dust, as the bidding rapidly moved to a level where even the Americans had to drop out. El Kedwany made a quiet exit from the room, while Rupert stayed to watch the drama. The two K’s were glaring at each other as they raised the bid again and again. He wondered idly if they might decide simply to go straight to the armed warfare portion of the negotiations, and he made a couple mental notes about places in the room that might provide cover from automatic weapons.




Finally, Krykov tendered a bid which Khatami couldn’t match. Khatami kicked over a couple chairs and stormed out. Rupert listened closely to determine whether Khatami and his men really left the building or not. Two of the sets of footsteps did not.




Rupert slid out of his seat and moved out of the room. Was he going to let Khatami’s men kill Krykov and take the tablets? That sounded counter-productive. Krykov might be a despicable weapons dealer, but he only had a handful of footsoldiers and bodyguards, and most of them were probably still in Russia. Khatami might have dozens and dozens of men in place throughout the city, with more lurking menacingly outside for the right signal. It had to be simpler to assist Krykov and then steal the tablets from him, rather than take on brigades of terrorists without backup.




He moved to the stairs and went up, stepping as quietly as he could. The Walther was already in his hand, and he was screwing on the newest silencer from Q. Once he had that in place, he made ready a throwing knife in his left hand. He had to assume Khatami’s men might have anything from machine pistols to a small grenade launcher, and one of them would be watching the stairwell.




This might get a bit sticky.





Part II



Jack O’Neill knew a trap when he saw one. And this had ‘trap’ written all over it. In giant neon letters. With neon arrows pointing at it too. At least the trap wasn’t for him, this time. He hoped.




Nope, Khatami was going to be attacking Krykov as soon as Krykov stepped into the street. It was so obvious he wondered if maybe it could be a strategic feint, with the real attack coming from elsewhere. Like those two goons who hadn’t left the building with Khatami, unless his hearing was getting as bad as his knees. Or Dr. Giles, who had walked out, and then stopped walking before he reached the outer doors.




He really wanted to know what the heck was up with that.




He grabbed Daniel and walked out of the auction room. The open floorplan told him that the two Iranians and Dr. Giles had to have gone up the stairs on the left side of the room. He wasn’t ready to walk out the front door with an unknown number of armed threats aiming firearms at the back of his head, and he didn’t want to have to charge up an open staircase to take out at least three threats when all he had was an automatic and a derringer. Naturally, Hammond couldn’t let him carry a zat around. One of those big ol’ Goa’uld sonic grenades would be pretty handy right about now, but he couldn’t haul something like that around, even if the SGC had been able to get one, which they hadn’t because the Tok’ra were still treating them like children.




He heard the noises upstairs. A sound like someone making a single clap with their hands, a crash, a shattering vase, a distinct thud, another clap, and another thud. He didn’t need to be a genius to figure all of that out. He grabbed Dannyboy and dragged him the other way. They ducked through an archway and around a corner.




Naturally, Danny wanted to shoot his mouth off and asked questions. He clamped his left hand over Danny’s mouth and held up his right hand to show him the military hand signal for ‘silence’. Danny nodded. He used the hand signals for ‘three men’, then ‘upstairs’. Danny nodded again. They waited for over ten more minutes.




Krykov and his thugs finally left with three aluminum briefcases, presumably containing the three tablets. They waited just inside the front doors until an armored American Humvee pulled up in front of the building, and then they opened the front doors to make a dash for it.




Jack slipped forward to a curtained window and peeked out. He gestured at Danny to stay back, just in case someone blew up the Humvee. Or the street.




Quiet feet were sneaking down the staircase. Jack pulled out his sidearm and flattened against the wall.




The oxfords of Dr. Giles came nearly silently down the stairs. Giles tilted his body and used a cigarette lighter as a mirror to get a glimpse of the room before exposing more of himself. Then Giles slipped down quietly while carrying a silenced Walther PPK.




Oh. The lightbulb went on. He’d already figured he didn’t have to worry about the two Iranians coming down the stairs again. Or doing anything anymore, except ruining the upstairs carpet with bloodstains. But now the rest of the puzzle pieces were falling into their places.




He waited until Giles was all the way down the stairs and unscrewing the silencer. Then he coughed slightly and said, “Nice tradecraft.”




Giles’ eyes flickered over in his direction, but went right back to the window.




Krykov made it to within fifty feet of the Humvee before someone fired an anti-tank weapon from a window of the hotel opposite.




Jack whirled away from the window and snapped, “Danny! Down!”




Rupert was looking at Jack O’Neill, when from the corner of his eye he spotted the distinctive blast and trail of a rocket-propelled grenade. He spun to his left, pulling curtains with him as he moved.




The blast on the Humvee blew in every window on this side of the building. Glass went tearing across the room like glittering knives. If he hadn’t moved out of the way, he would have been shredded into hash. If he hadn’t dragged the heavy curtains for protection, he still would have ended up with dozens of vicious cuts. As things were, he had a minor gash on the back of one hand, where he had been holding the curtains. He already had some slight scarring on the back of that hand, from a previous assignment. He had been ridiculously lucky to get out of that one alive. He hoped that his luck didn’t run out today.




Krykov had a second Humvee in readiness, and it was already rolling into the street. Someone in the back seat was firing on the hotel windows with a machine gun. Krykov was bleeding and covered in blast debris, but his minions were covering him effectively, keeping him in the shadow of the wrecked Humvee while waiting for their compatriots to open up enough of a hole for them to get Krykov into the second Hummer.




If he hadn’t taken care of the two Iranians upstairs, they would have already put nice, neat holes in Krykov and all of his forces. He used his cigarette lighter as a mirror to peek out the window without exposing himself to submachine gun fire, and he spotted another terrorist maneuvering another rocket propelled grenade launcher. He knew the backblast on an RPG-7 was manageable from a hotel window. The first stage of the launch was no more than a shotgun blast to launch the weapon a safe distance from the handler before starting the burn on the primary rocket engine. Still, he didn’t want said operator to take out Krykov’s backup Humvee.




A sharp pistol shot rang out from down the hallway, and he glanced over to see Jack O’Neill ducking back out of sight of the combatants. He checked the hotel windows with his makeshift mirror. O’Neill had expertly taken down the RPG operator at the optimal moment. The man was hanging halfway out the window, quite dead, and the weapon had fallen down to the street below, where it was unusable. Temporarily, at least. He would have to remember that O’Neill was a crack shot with a handgun. The man was probably also a marksman with a rifle. Dr. Jackson, on the other hand, seemed to have fairly minimal spec ops skills.




Rupert took a quick look. One terrorist team was in the hotel room directly over the one he had been using. The dead man was still hanging out of the window, and another terrorist was using the body as a rest to aim another rocket propelled grenade, only to take heavy fire from the machine gun Krykov’s minion was wielding.




He was concerned about that room. It was the best viewpoint, but there were supposed to be two Syrian agents using that room as an overlook to keep him safe. He knew the Iranians weren’t the type to tie someone up and leave them alive. Particularly if the someone was a government agent.




Immediately to the left of that room was a team of two men with cheap knockoffs of AK-47’s. One of them managed to pick off Krykov’s machine gunner just as the man exposed himself enough to take care of the RPG wielder. The other Iranian was pinning down Krykov and his bodyguards. Or rather, bodyguard singular, as there was only one left alive.




And the window from his hotel room was now open, with another gunman peering over the windowsill. That meant that the man’s backup had to be trying to get into Rupert’s suitcase. That couldn’t be permitted.




Rupert looked down the hall at O’Neill and gave him the U.S. military hand signals to stop and take cover. He ducked back to the side so he wouldn’t take any accidental shrapnel. He held up his keychain and pressed the button on the fob.




The explosives in his suitcase detonated, taking out the hotel room, the rooms on either side, the three hotel rooms underneath, and the three hotel rooms overhead. The blast launched most of the exterior wall out into the street, and it pounded down on the Humvees and Krykov’s men.




Krykov seized the opportunity. He pulled himself to his feet, drew an automatic, and put two bullets right in Kolokhov’s ear. Then he slapped his remaining bodyguard on the shoulder, and they limped as quickly as they could to the remaining Humvee. They tossed the late machine gunner into the street and took off.




Rupert glanced at Kolokhov’s body. A nice, quick execution would never be noticed in the middle of a street battle. And it wasn’t as if anyone would miss Kolokhov. Rupert assumed that Krykov knew — or guessed — that Kolokhov had stolen the tablets in the first place, and was using the auction to milk Krykov for a lot more money. So much for honor among thieves.




Rupert didn’t bother to look for O’Neill and Dr. Jackson. He had a gunrunner to pursue. He had a good idea where the Iranians would station support forces, and he headed straight for them. They had something he wanted. Ready transportation.




He ran up the stairs, through the door on his immediate right, and through the cramped room. As he ran, he screwed the silencer back onto his Walther. In front of him was an open door with a small landing just outside it. He was looking at a ten or fifteen foot drop, and below the landing were two dirty cars and two motorcycles. That meant a minimum of four men, probably at least six.




He stepped to the doorway, staying just inside in the darkness, and chose his targets. He knew that as soon as he started shooting, they would react. The silencer would only give him a couple seconds’ reprieve.




Wait, this was what he needed. One of the terrorists was holding a radio and signaling the others to pursue Krykov. As the first motorcyclist stepped on his starter, bringing the old Harley to a roar, Rupert fired.




Radio operator first, through the radio and into the ear. First car driver next. Second car driver. Second cyclist, before he could mount the motorcycle. And then the man still revving his engine.




The sixth terrorist leapt in from the side of the landing, and Rupert’s next shot went wide. Rupert brought up his elbow to deflect the man’s machine pistol, and the wicked-looking firearm went off, chewing up the floor to his left.




He brought up a knee, but the man deflected it with a thigh. He grabbed the painfully-hot barrel of the machine pistol, twisting it so that the man’s trigger finger was caught in the trigger guard. The snap of the finger was audible even after the deafening chatter of the machine pistol. The man only grunted at the pain.




The man got in an elbow strike to Rupert’s solar plexus, driving the wind out of him. He returned the favor with a knifehand strike to the man’s throat.




The man tried to roll off to the side, and Rupert refused to let him break contact. Rupert rolled on top of the man’s back and grabbed the slide on his Omega Seamaster wristwatch. The two feet of diamond-coated wiresaw slid out with an almost inaudible whir. It was designed for cutting through objects, say, steel bars, but it worked just as well for this.




Rupert whipped the wiresaw around the man’s neck, and pulled hard. The man choked desperately and scrabbled at the diamond-coated wire, coming away with bloody fingers. Then he slapped at his clothing and came up with what looked like a Red Chinese army combat knife.




Rupert pulled hard with his right hand, letting his left hand slide toward the man’s neck. The wiresaw ruthlessly sliced through both carotid arteries, and the man sagged to the floor.




Rupert quickly wiped the wiresaw clean on the man’s clothing, then let it retract once more into the wristwatch. He scrambled to his feet and once again removed the silencer. He wasn’t going to find it useful while riding a motorcycle. He replaced the magazine so he had more than one bullet available, and he moved back to the open doorway.




He used his cigarette lighter as a mirror to check for lurking gunmen, and when he saw nothing but dead terrorists, he moved. He quickly holstered the Walther, leapt down off the landing, and snatched up the machine pistol the closest corpse was still holding. He kickstarted the motorcycle and roared off down the alley.




He was fairly sure the other backup team was even farther away, and — if he was extraordinarily lucky — wouldn’t know which way to go to ambush Krykov. Meanwhile, he knew the direction Krykov was headed, and he knew there was a reasonable chance that Krykov might be headed for his safehouse near the airport, which Fatima’s people had told her about.




If he got out of this alive, he was going to make sure that Fatima was clear in future on who she was supposed to tell secrets to, and who she was not, no matter how good in bed that person might be.




He roared down a narrow street, hoping to catch a glimpse of Krykov’s Humvee. He didn’t want to lose them and have to take a guess at their destination. No, Krykov was injured, and down to a driver and one hurt bodyguard. If he could catch up to them when they pulled up to their safehouse, he could reclaim those tablets without too much trouble. If they managed to get into the safehouse first or went straight to a plane at the Damascus airport, things would be messier. If Khatami managed to get his hands on the tablets, things would get much more complex. And extremely messy.




He cut through a back alley. He cursed under his breath as soon as he spotted the other terrorist team traveling down the road just to his right. He was only catching glimpses of them when he passed an alley or an open area on his right, but there was no mistaking them. He was going to have to do something about them.






Part III



Rupert Giles gunned his motorcycle and shot forward recklessly, pulling well ahead of the vehicles off to his right. He needed enough lead time to cut over and intercept them. He had to dodge a couple people walking down the alley, but he was better with motorcycles than most people expected.




He just wanted enough lead time that he could cut over and then slice in behind the lead vehicle. He planned on trying a no-hands sprint across the street into the alleyway on the other side, so he could use the machine pistol in his left hand to take out the first driver, and maybe use the Walther in his right hand to drop both motorcyclists. He doubted he’d be able to manage that kind of aim, but at a minimum he ought to be able to introduce a great deal of confusion, and hopefully induce a crash. A multi-vehicle pile-up that would abort the pursuit would be excellent. Unlikely, but excellent.




He thought he was far enough ahead of the convoy, so he cut to his right at the intersection and gunned it. And, to his astonishment, there was the perfect set-up for him. On the right side of the alley was a ramp leading up to a small wooden landing without a railing. He gave it even more gas and headed for the ramp.




He grabbed the machine pistol with his right hand and hung on tightly to the motorcycle handgrip with his left. The cycle leapt off the edge of the ramp and flew out across the street at roughly six feet above the roadway. The lead car was so close he could almost have touched it. He put a quick burst into the driver and then emptied the magazine at the terrorists behind the car.




The car rushed onward under him, and the back wheel of his bike clipped the roof of the car as he passed by. That was enough to knock the back wheel off to the side and tilt the bike as he tried to stick the landing. His front wheel touched down cleanly, but he was already falling over.




He pushed off the bike so it landed ahead of him. It skidded down the alleyway, while he hit and rolled. The Kevlar weave in his ‘tweed’ blazer took the brunt of the fall as he landed on one shoulder and rolled diagonally in a parkour move.




Behind him, the first car crashed into something, and the two motorcycles behind it struggled to stop without smashing into the car. The tires of the car behind them were screeching as its driver slammed on the brakes and tried not to smash into the cyclists.




He took the tumble, ignoring the pains from the assorted impacts. Everywhere he had hit the street as he rolled was aching. The back of his head. His left shoulder. His back. His right hip. His right leg. He ignored them as best he could and reached for his Walther.




The rear car slid past his landing place in the alley and plowed onward, slowly twisting to one side so it was skidding awkwardly. He could hear it crashing into something, and then another crash.




He limped to his feet and righted the motorcycle. He started it. Or at least he tried. He tried again. In the silence that followed, he heard two motorcycles gunning their engines as they worked their way toward him. They were probably working their way around or over the second car. There certainly wasn’t the sound of a car backing up.




He ignored his protesting back and pushed his motorbike down the alleyway and around the first corner. Then he leaned it against the wall and crouched down behind it.




The two motorcyclists reached the intersection and split up, one continuing on down the alleyway and the other turning into his branch. The second cyclist went for the AK-47 slung over his shoulder as soon as he spotted the motorcycle.




Rupert leaned out just enough to get a clear shot and double-tapped the man. One in the head, one in the heart. The man fell backward as the motorcycle rumbled out from under him.




Rupert stopped the bike and quickly checked that the man was dead. He took the AK-47 and the four spare magazines the man had. Well, a cheap AK-47 knockoff. It looked like a cheap Cambodian version of a Chinese Type 56, so it was a knockoff of a knockoff. Frankly, he was surprised it wasn’t a Pakistani PK10. The things were relatively reliable, with a precision that could only be classified as ‘good enough if you’re not that far away’ in his opinion. The only thing he really liked about the weapons was the curved magazine that let you quickly slap in a new mag and know that it would feed properly into the chamber. He checked that the mag was full, and then he slung the assault rifle over his shoulder so it hung down his back. He shoved the spare magazines into his jacket pockets, and he roared off down the alley.




He made the best time that he could. He worked his way over to a decent-sized street and sped off in the general direction of the airport and Krykov’s supposed safehouse, while avoiding the main road to the airport. As he went, he kept an eye out for the last motorcycle, along with any more of Khatami’s troops. All he needed was for someone to open fire on him from behind with another Kalash. Or an RPG. He didn’t think anyone could hit a moving target one-handed with an AK-47 from over a hundred yards out while also driving a motorcycle, but you never knew when someone would get really lucky.




He assumed that his big advantage was information. Unless the Iranians had some idea about Krykov’s safehouse, they would have no idea where to go. They probably had another dozen vehicles, but they couldn’t blanket the entire city with numbers like that. They would have to try to cover the public airport, several small commercial and private airports outside of Damascus, most of the major roads leaving the city, and also the trains, hoping that one of them could spot Krykov and summon enough help to take him out.




He kept an eye out for the last remaining motorcycle, but he was deliberately taking some alternative roads to stay out of sight, and he didn’t see any trace of the bike. He was hoping it was racing to some emergency secondary site to get more terrorists for support, but he was expecting it could show up at some inconvenient moment.




He raced up to the safehouse that he had seen on a map. Granted, he had seen it on satellite imagery as well, so he knew which building it was. The Humvee was parked just outside the front door, and the driver was letting Krykov into the house. Krykov had one arm around his bodyguard, who was limping heavily. Rupert assumed from the amount of blood seeping through the bodyguard’s pants legs that the man wasn’t going to survive long without some prompt emergency medical assistance. And Krykov was injured too. If the bodyguard needed help from an already-injured employer, he was quite far gone.




As soon as Krykov saw the motorcycle, he dropped the bodyguard and scrabbled for a weapon. The bodyguard fell to the ground, but still tried to pull up a machine pistol. The driver who was inside would undoubtedly pull out a weapon and move away from the doorway, probably going to the large window twenty feet to the right of the door. There was also some sort of open shed like a newspaper kiosk, facing toward the house with a sturdy wooden pole holding it up, that would provide cover for the bodyguard if he just rolled over several times. That would mean that Krykov and both his people would have adequate cover, while Rupert would have none. Damn.




He reached over his shoulder and grabbed the AK one-handed. He was closing the distance with every moment, but an AK was not a marksmanship weapon, and riding a motorcycle just exacerbated that problem, while trying to fire it one-handed made everything worse.




He aimed for the base of the pole supporting the kiosk, and emptied the mag. He was hoping to shatter the pole, but his aim wasn’t that good. Still, one bullet hit the pole and sent it flying, causing the kiosk to topple over toward the house.




Just about the time that the driver appeared in the large window with a machine gun, Rupert gunned the bike and charged. The kiosk was now tilted badly, turning it into a makeshift ramp, and he ran the bike up the ramp. He bailed out before the bike crashed through the window, smashing the extremely-surprised driver backward.




Krykov and the bodyguard both tried to shoot him, but neither was in good shape, and neither had a reliable rest to use for their weapons. Rupert hit the ground hard, and rolled to take as much of the impact as he could. Then he kept rolling as he pulled out his Walther and fired four times: Krykov’s chest, then the bodyguard’s torso, then a headshot on Krykov, and finally a headshot on the bodyguard.




Rupert scrambled to his feet, ignoring the brutal pain in his back and leg. He was getting too old to be diving off motorcycles without full body armor. He ran past the corpses of Krykov and the bodyguard, glancing down to make sure they were definitely dead. Then he dove through the doorway, Walther at the ready, in case the driver was still a threat.




The driver wasn’t a threat any longer. The man hadn’t gotten out of the way when the motorcycle crashed through the window, and he was lying underneath the crashed bike, bleeding from a dozen different injuries, and feebly scrabbling to reach his weapon, which was two yards out of his reach. Rupert put him out of his misery with a mercy shot to the head.




It looked like Krykov had no other backup. All Rupert had to do was leave the tablets in their protective cases inside the Humvee and drive it to a safehouse. Without attracting the attention of Khatami’s forces.




He tucked his Walther away. He quickly patted down the driver’s corpse for a keyring, and then moved out of the house. He made an effort to walk casually as he limped toward the vehicle. He was quite surprised to hear a strange, mechanical hiss from the corner of the building.




He turned his head just in time to see that El Kedwany was there. The man was already firing a strange, snake-shaped weapon at him. He went for his Walther, which was in its back holster instead of his hand. He saw what looked like a lightning bolt, and…




Rupert woke up. He felt like he had been hit with an economy-sized taser. He had a headache like he had been bludgeoned with a cricket bat. He made an effort not to move. Not to groan at the pain in his head, or the pain in his wrists.




He appeared to be in an underground room. He was propped up on a tall, thin stool so he was nearly standing, while his hands had been zipcuffed together over his head with the zipcuffs going over a two-inch steel pipe. Since he hadn’t been killed already, he had to assume his captor wanted information, or wanted to gloat excessively. He had seen both often enough.




On his right were the limp bodies of Daniel Jackson and the presumed Jack O’Neill, both of them similarly arranged, propped up on these tall stools and zipcuffed to the overhead pipe. In front of him was a corpse. The short accountant-like gentleman who had been sitting with Moustafa El Kedwany. The man had a ferocious, round burn in the center of his forehead. Rupert tried to figure out what could have caused that, and how that could have killed the man. Unfortunately, extreme mechanisms of torture sometimes induced coronaries or strokes, so perhaps the poor individual had simply been unable to endure.




Dr. Jackson stirred. “Ugh. I hate getting zatted.”




Rupert didn’t say anything, but it was rather indicative that Dr. Jackson knew what had been used on them, and had a name for it. It was also suggestive that Jackson ‘hated’ getting ‘zatted’, which meant that it had happened to him more than once in the past.




O’Neill muttered, “This doesn’t look good.” Then he noticed that they had company. He turned his head uncomfortably to face Rupert and smirked, “Come here often?”




Oh yes, that sounded very much like the man that the American general had complained about. Rupert blithely said, “Oh no, but I heard that the cover was waived for the evening, and they had a two-for-one special on martinis.”




O’Neill grinned at him, and started to say something. Then they both heard footsteps coming their way. O’Neill’s face instantly changed to a blank mask. Yes, the man definitely had ops training of one sort or another.




El Kedwany walked into the room. Rupert noted that he was moving utterly unlike the Moustafa El Kedwany that he knew. This man was arrogant and cocksure.




This man wasn’t a man. The hair stood up on the back of Rupert’s neck as the man’s eyes glowed from within with an utterly unnatural white light. The man spoke with a voice so deep and resonant it couldn’t possibly come from a human larynx. “I… am Camulus.”




Rupert’s first thought had been someone impersonating El Kedwany, but that had changed as soon as he saw the glowing eyes. His next idea was some manner of cyborg implants, or even something like a Terminator. Possibly even some sort of nanotechnology. But the man introduced himself as Camulus, and expected O’Neill and Jackson to know the name. That had to be some sort of codename, because Rupert knew Camulus was the ancient Celtic god of war, which the Romans had connected with their god Mars through the classical interpretatio Romana.




“Camel what?” smirked O’Neill.




The not-quite-human smirked cruelly, “Ah, colonel, I’m so glad you’re conscious. I wouldn’t want this next part to occur without your full awareness.” He stepped over to the other side of the room and yanked a new-looking tarp off a dais.




There were three canopic jars there. All three were in quite remarkable condition. In fact, under ordinary circumstances Rupert would have assumed the jars were in too good a condition to be legitimate archaeological finds.




Rupert quite distinctly heard O’Neill whisper, “Oh crap.”




He could also hear the fear in Dr. Jackson’s voice as the man said, “This is not good.”




Rupert didn’t know why the two men were so worried, but he had to assume they knew something he didn’t. Something that would get them all killed, or worse. He suddenly remembered how edgy Jackson had become when they were discussing Egyptian funerary rites and canopic jars, back in the British museum. This was something O’Neill and Jackson had encountered before, and were frightened about.




The being who looked like El Kedwany smiled cruelly. “O’Neill. Doctor Jackson. Rather than torture you for information, I believe I’ll have my children procure it for me. And since you were so kind as to bring along another Egyptologist, he can become my third new underling here. Perhaps he knows something useful as well.”




El Kedwany pressed a spot on each of the three canopic jars, and then swaggered out, slamming the iron door behind him.




O’Neill muttered, “Damn snakes.”




Rupert watched as the first jar moved slightly. The lid was pushed aside, to fall to the dais and break. A writhing, wet thing slithered out of what appeared to be water. It had a snake-like body, but it also had fins, and what looked rather like small reptilian wings.




It opened its mouth, and Rupert winced. He muttered, “That is most definitely not a snake.” Rather than a snakelike head, or anything the least bit normal, it had four piercing jawparts rather like those of a gigantic antlion.




O’Neill said, “Yeah. Let me perform the introductions. Rupert Giles? Evil parasite alien from outer space. Evil parasite alien? Rupert Giles.”




Aliens? Was that possible? Was it even conceivable? Rupert thought about the unnatural design of the snake-like thing. He thought about the being who only looked like El Kedwany. And he thought about why an Egyptologist like Daniel Jackson would have teamed up with a Spec Ops expert like Colonel Jack O’Neill.




The creature hissed and focused its attention on him.




The lids on the other two jars were pushed off, to crack on the hard dais. Two more of the ‘aliens’ emerged. The three creatures made for him and his fellow captives.





Part IV



Rupert Giles stared at the snakelike creature that was moving across the floor in his direction. He tested the zipcuffs as he asked, “What precisely is that… creature?”




Daniel Jackson struggled against the pipe as he tensely said, “They’re Goa’uld. They’re an intelligent, parasitical alien lifeform with a genetic memory. They took over human bodies and posed as the Egyptian gods during the Old Kingdom period, before they were driven off Earth. They’re… interested in us again.”




Jack O’Neill sounded considerably calmer as he said, “And some of ’em got left behind, so extra problems for us. They bite their way into your throat, wrap around your spinal column, and take over control of your body. Forever. They get your memories, and they get to torture you while you’re locked up inside your own head, and then after that they get around to the seriously bad stuff.”




Daniel Jackson added, “At that point, they have superstrength too. They’ll be able to rip these cuffs apart without trouble, and go join Camulus.”




Rupert noted that Jack was working on his own zipcuffs. It was time to deal with matters. He said, “You might benefit from watching what I’m about to attempt.”




He pulled himself up by the wrists. The zipcuffs bit mercilessly into his skin. It was quite painful, but he didn’t see that he had a lot of alternatives. He pulled until he essentially was performing a chin-up by his wrists. That gave him enough height that he could get his feet on the seat of the ‘stool’.




The first Goa’uld was showing tactical awareness. That was really problematic. The thing was waiting for its ‘siblings’ to get out of their canopic jars, so they could make a unified assault. Rupert swallowed hard and concentrated on his task.




Once he had his feet on the narrow stool, he shifted his weight until he was reasonably balanced. Then he carefully stood up, balancing on the narrow seat. He wobbled a bit, but used his grip on the pipe to remain steady. His head was now above the pipe. He raised his arms so that he could bring the zipcuffs up to his teeth. He quickly worked his shirt cuffs under the zipcuffs as much as he could.




And then he used his teeth to pull the zipcuffs as tight as they would go. It was distinctly uncomfortable, but it was the way to operate in this case. Zipcuffs were strong. Strong enough to resist an ordinary man pulling against them. However, they were merely plastic, and had small plastic teeth keeping the cuffs from sliding off again. Those little teeth were a weakpoint. A sudden extreme tensile stress could be enough to break the teeth and let the zipcuffs slide free, or even break the cuffs entirely. However, a stress like that was also enough to damage the human body.




He held his arms stiffly and stepped off the stool. The pipe smashed into his wrists just where the zipcuffs were holding him prisoner. His weight, combined with the force from the drop, was enough.




The zipcuffs gave way, but not without considerable pain. The zipcuffs cut into his wrists, even through his shirt, but they broke. He dropped roughly, and his feet caught in the legs of the stool. He crashed to the floor, landing hard on his back on the concrete, and the seat of the stool flipped over to crash into his chest.




And that was when he found out the little bastards could fly.




The pain would have stunned a lesser man, but enduring pain was one of the things that had made him one of M’s best. It was one of the things that had kept him alive when ordinary agents would have folded. It was the only thing that kept him alive and not parasitized by that alien.




He grabbed the seat of his stool and kicked the legs of the stool up into the air. He swung the stool like a cricket bat and sent the little flying monster soaring off toward the right-hand wall.




“Back back back back!” The creature smacked into the wall with a sound like an impact against body armor. “And Elvis has left the building!” O’Neill was obviously enjoying himself to some extent, or at least doing his best to make everyone else think so.




The second alien turned its attention on him. The things were clearly smart enough to recognize a threat when they saw one.




Dr. Jackson decided that discretion was the better part of valor. He kicked his stool over as he pulled his legs up so he had his calves wrapped over the pipe.




The second alien made its move, slithering onto the now-broken stool and leaping through the air for his throat.




Rupert reached for the throwing knives in his arm bracer, and found they had been removed, presumably by Camulus. Blast. He made a desperation move with his left hand and caught the thing in mid-air. The jaws snapped closed only inches from his face.




But the thing wasn’t stupid. It took advantage of his awkward position, with his good hand still down his left sleeve. It wrapped its long body about his wrists and snagged his belt with its tail, binding his arms in place.




And then it hissed, and the last Goa’uld made a writhing sprint for his face.




He pulled furiously, but the thing holding his wrists was frighteningly strong. He looked around for something to use, as the last Goa’uld opened its mouth to sink its pincers into his throat.




And a pair of combat boots came crashing down on top of the snake-like body. It hissed twice and sank limply to the floor. Jack O’Neill, clearly unwilling to take chances with these things, stomped on the thing’s head.




“Quite the crushing blow,” Rupert said automatically.




The Goa’uld holding his wrists untangled itself and dove for his throat. But it released his wrists in the process. He grabbed the slide on his Omega Seamaster wristwatch and performed a practiced loop of his arms. He had practiced it as a garroting technique. This time, he was dealing with a much smaller cross-section. He pulled hard on the wire as it looped around the upper body of the Goa’uld, and the diamond wiresaw cleanly sliced the thing in two.




“Quite the cutting comment,” O’Neill tossed out.




“Jack!” Daniel Jackson complained from where he was hanging like a sloth from the pipe.




Rupert rolled to his feet, moving away from the sole remaining Goa’uld.




“Dan-iel…” O’Neill responded dryly.




Daniel insisted, “Jack, there’s one more, and it’s moving under that dais.”




“I know that, Daniel,” O’Neill calmly replied.




Rupert watched the dais, while he listened to the casual bickering. It sounded like O’Neill and Jackson had been working together pretty closely for years. Rupert didn’t usually hear that kind of interchange under these kinds of conditions except from highly experienced policemen and soldiers. That had to mean that Jackson had a lot more field experience than Rupert would have expected. And the ability of the two men to exchange meaning just by using each other’s names suggested that Jackson’s field experience was primarily with O’Neill’s teams.




O’Neill took a running jump and landed in the center of the dais, knocking the canopic jars over. Two of them shattered. “Jack!” Dr, Jackson protested loudly.




There was an angry hiss from underneath the dais, but the low platform held under O’Neill’s weight. O’Neill glanced over at Rupert for a second and asked, “Got anything else on ya? Camel-Ass took my automatic, my ankle gun, and my knife. That watch is pretty sweet, though. Standard Double-Oh gear these days?”




Oh well, it wasn’t as if he could keep everyone in the know from finding out. He admitted, “I might have something else on hand, but it’s likely to be a tad… loud in a small room like this.”




O’Neill smiled wickedly. “So I’d want to be way off this little podium and maybe…”




Rupert said, “Maybe we should be hanging from the pipe along with Dr. Jackson, just in case of shrapnel.”




O’Neill said, “Sweet. Let’s do that thing.” He leapt off the platform and jumped up to grab onto the pipe. Then he easily pulled himself up so his legs swung over the pipe and he ended up resting with the pipe running under his stomach.




Rupert smiled at the man’s athleticism and opted to go with Dr. Jackson’s form. He pulled himself up with both hands and then swung up to wrap his knees over the pipe. He let go with one hand so he could pull the ‘onyx’ stone off his left cufflink, and he activated it, then tossed it under the dais.




Two seconds later, there was a sharp explosion from underneath the dais, and wooden splinters blasted out to the sides. He was glad he was hanging from the pipe like a sloth, because wooden splinters could be a lot nastier than metal shrapnel. In the Napoleonic Era, British sailors could get splinter wounds so severe that they had to be addressed with amputation. Plus, the nature of wooden splinters meant that they couldn’t simply be extracted the way they went in, which made field medicine vastly more complicated.




The snake-like creature hissed and writhed under the remains of the dais, until O’Neill swung down and leapt onto the wooden platform again. This time, the wreckage collapsed on top of the severely injured Goa’uld, crushing it.




O’Neill grinned at Dr. Jackson, “Three batters up, three outs, no hits.”




Dr. Jackson said, “Then perhaps you could do something with my cuffs and get me down from here?”




O’Neill said, “Hows about I balance one of these stools so Our Man Flint can stand on it and saw through the zipcuffs with his spy-watch?”




Rupert agreed, but said, “And please, no Derek Flint jokes, no Napoleon Solo jokes—”




“Maxwell Smart?” O’Neill tried.




“—and definitely no Maxwell Smart jokes.”




O’Neill held his thumb and index finger a half inch apart and said in a distinctive voice, “Missed it by… that much!”




O’Neill balanced the tall stool and gave Rupert a lift up, as well as providing some stabilization. It only took a second or two to cut through the cuffs with the wiresaw, and then all three of them were standing on the concrete floor.




O’Neill said, “Look, call me Jack. I think after killing three snakes like that, we’re on a first name basis.”




Dr. Jackson smiled, “And I’m Daniel.”




Rupert nodded, “And I’m Rupert. Rupe if you must, but no one calls me Ru except bed partners.”




O’Neill smirked, “Thanks for the FYI on that one.”




Daniel rolled his eyes and said, “Never give him a straight line. He can’t resist.”




Jack said to Daniel, “He’s got the standard MI5/MI6 Walther PPK. He’s got a top-of-the-line silencer and a wristwatch garrotte and a keychain fob that can detonate a bomb. Plus, he’s got whatever he had up his sleeve that the Goa’uld snitched. You tried to recruit one of the Brits’ Double Oh officers, and you didn’t notice anything?”




Daniel defended himself, “He’s good at it, okay?”




Jack said, “I think we need to get out of here, and then find out what he left for the snakeheads.”




Daniel asked, “You think he left… Oh. Right. He would definitely leave something for his followers, so they could catch up to him later.”




Rupert carefully asked, “And this intel would be…?”




Daniel said, “Probably something written in Goa’uld, which looks like a dialect of Ancient Egyptian. Unfortunately, it may be in an artifact that would require a Goa’uld to operate.”




“And how does that work?” Rupert queried.




Jack said, “The snakes all have naquadah — that’s a stable heavy element that doesn’t exist on Earth — in their blood, so once they take you over, it’s in your bloodstream too. You need it and the knowledge the snakes have to operate some of their gadgets.”




Rupert frowned, “That could be problematical.”




“Ya think?” Jack asked sarcastically.




They looked at the solid steel door that Camulus had exited through. It had a keypad lock.




Daniel groaned, “I should’ve known.”




Jack went ahead and tried the door. It was solid, and solidly locked. “Damn snakes.”






Part V



Rupert asked, “And how would ‘we’ know the combination, once those Goa’uld possessed us?”




Daniel explained, “Genetic memory. The combination’s got to be a number that’s meaningful for Camulus. Maybe…” He began trying combinations.




“Dan-iel,” Jack complained.




“Just let me try this. If we take the name Camulus and some associated words, and use the hieroglyphics to represent numeric forms, because the glyphs are also their numeric representations, then…”




The door lock clanked, and Daniel hastily yanked it open. “Et voila!”




Rupert said, “Most impressive, Doctor Jackson.” It was impressive. It was bloody genius. And now that he knew Jackson had been correct in his conclusions that had gotten him laughed out of the field of Egyptology, Rupert was wondering just how smart this man was. Too bad he couldn’t be lured away to do data analysis for M.




Jack looked at Rupert and said, “And you should see what he can come up with when he’s working under pressure.”




Given that Rupert’s experiences with these two men today had consisted of a street war, a capture by an alien, and a fight to the death against things that made Heinlein’s ‘puppet masters’ look charming by comparison, he wasn’t sure he wanted to experience what Jack meant by ‘working under pressure’.




He just gave Jack a terse nod. “I believe it’s in everyone’s best interests if we work together to stop Camulus and his forces from acquiring whatever they may be after.”




Daniel said, “You’ve already seen what can be in a canopic jar. The sarcophagus can be used to keep a Goa’uld in human form alive in stasis for arbitrary amounts of time. Then there are the weapons, and the ships…”




“Ships? Do you mean space ships?” Rupert asked suspiciously.




Daniel lectured, “Yes, we’ve run into everything from fighters the size of a human jet fighter to cargo ships the size of a commercial jet to ha’taks bigger than the Great Pyramid.”




Rupert frowned, “And all of them would be a serious threat in the hands of a Goa’uld and his subjects.”




Jack said, “You betcha.”




Rupert added, “And most of them would be a deadly threat in the hands of a gunrunner or a terrorist.”




“Oh yeah.”




Rupert nodded. “So… nothing’s changed. We still have to stop Camulus and his forces, and we still have to stop everyone trying to acquire the tablets or the objects.”




Jack grinned, “And, thanks to all your hard work, we don’t have Krykov’s group to worry about, and we have fewer of Khatami’s men in the area.”




Rupert cleared his throat. “That’s not something I enjoy or take pride in. It’s simply something that has to be done, and I’m good at my job.”




Jack smirked, “Good at it? You’re great. I would’ve loved to have you on one of my teams back when I did spec ops.”




“You don’t do spec ops now?” Rupert casually asked, hoping for a little more information.




“Ah-ah-ah! Can’t tell you that. You should have signed those NDAs that Danny was lugging around in his satchel,” Jack teased.




But Rupert already had a rather good idea of what Jack O’Neill was doing these days with his skill set. The SGC was waging some sort of war against the Goa’uld. But if it was being kept this quiet, then there was a real possibility that the SGC had some alien tech that let them fight some — if not all — of their war off-planet. Probably spaceships with some sort of faster-than-light systems. He wondered how he could get some of that kind of tech to Q, and what Q’s people could do with it.




They reached another steel security door, this one with an ordinary keyed lock. To the right of the door was a garish chest of a gold-like metal, which appeared to be melted into the concrete floor.




Jack said, “Gee, I wonder where the key is…”




Daniel said, “I can’t open this. It takes a Goa’uld pressing his hand on the palm-shaped emblem.”




Jack said, “We really ought to just get Janet to inject some naquadah and stuff into you, so you could work these gizmos.”




Rupert asked, “That’s all it would take? The substance in the blood of those ophidians?”




Daniel thought it over. “Mmm, maybe. But most of these devices require some knowledge of how to operate them. That’s part of their genetic memory. I can’t do that part.”




Rupert said, “Let’s try working with what we do have.” He marched back into the first room and picked up the beheaded Goa’uld. He walked back to the chest, squeezed the blood out of the creature and dribbled it over his palm. Then he slapped his hand on the similarly-shaped symbol atop the chest.




The chest made a metallic groaning noise and split down the middle, until there was a five-inch gap. The interior of the box lit up, and Rupert could see two odd objects that were shaped roughly like a coiled snake, and designed to look as if they were covered in scales. Between them were a scroll and a strange thing like a metal ribbon twisted into a coil, with pieces attached to one end that looked like they might fit over one’s fingertips. Underneath all three was a flat box shaped like a very thin briefcase.




Rupert started to reach in, but Jack stopped him with a strong grip. “Unh-uh, let’s wait ‘til the expert says it’s safe.”




Daniel said, “We’ve seen some Goa’uld traps before. They’re not nice. And this should have opened up all the way.”




Jack asked, “Got a coat hanger?” He pulled a tiny spec ops periscope out of his pocket and extended it to its full length. Then he gently slid it down into the box. “What would a Goa’uld go for first?”




Daniel said, “I… I’m not sure. The ribbon device provides personal power and protection, so I would say that, but Camulus’ peons ought to go for the scroll to find out what he wants them to do next.”




Jack muttered, “Secret scroll it is.” He pulled a spare shoelace out of a pocket and uncoiled it. Then he tied a loop in one end and fished down until he could get the loop around one ornate spindle atop one of the two rollers that the parchment-looking material was wrapped around. With a quick tug, Jack got the loop to tighten, and he lifted the scroll out of the box. “What next?”




Daniel said, “Try for a zat. The kara kesh won’t do us much good.”




Rupert watched as Jack started trying to get a loop around one of the oddly-shaped objects. That meant that the kara kesh was the ‘ribbon device’ Daniel had just mentioned. And the way Daniel spoke indicated that there was someone they knew who could use it, although that someone might be an enemy. He knew Daniel had used the word ‘zatted’ before, so these things were the gadgets that fired an electrical blast at the target. He played dumb and asked, “Zat? What’s that?”




Daniel explained, “A zat’nik’tel. It’s a Goa’uld weapon. It fires a blast of what Sam says is part electromagnetic energy and part… umm… something quantum mechanical involving the strong nuclear force, maybe. It’s not my area of expertise.”




Jack said, “One shot stuns and hurts a lot. Two shots close enough together will kill. Three shots in a short amount of time? Strong nuclear forces go bye-bye and your atoms stop hanging out together.”




Rupert stared at him. “Are you trying to tell me that’s a disintegrator pistol? As in Buck Rogers?”




Jack shrugged, “Not so much Buck Rogers and more Ming the Merciless. Pretty much everything the snakes use is designed to hurt people, scare them, or torture them.”




“They sound… charming,” Rupert said.




“Oh yeah, they’re real sweethearts,” Jack muttered. He lifted the shoelace, and a zat was lifted up out of the box. He shoved it into the back of his waistband and said, “Okay, zat number two, then the hand device, then we try for the flat box. That’s probably where the keys and the really good stuff are.”




“The really good stuff?” Rupert asked with one raised eyebrow.




Jack smirked, “Sure. The twenty-year-old scotch, the Cuban cigars…”




Daniel tried to ignore Jack’s levity and said, “Keys like for that door, maybe a communications system or a healing device, maybe…”




Rupert watched as Jack managed to use his periscope to get the shoelace loop around the second zat and lift it out. Then Jack tried to fish out the hand device.




As soon as one finger of the hand device lifted up, the box slammed shut. Jack jerked his hands away, but the periscope and shoelace stayed put. The box had closed with so much force that the periscope was crushed flat between the two halves of the lid.




Daniel said, “So much for a set of keys.”




Rupert said, “We may not need a key.” He opened his wallet and removed the special credit card. It came apart, revealing a tiny set of lockpicks. Then he took off his glasses and detached the earpieces. He examined the lock and selected what he thought would be the best pick, and he set that one into the end of one earpiece. The other earpiece was a locking bar that he slid into the lock so he could pick one tumbler at a time.




It took him almost three minutes to beat the lock. That wasn’t his best time, but it was acceptable under the circumstances. When he unlocked the door and cautiously swung it open, there was no one in the next room.




Daniel said, “Any longer and Jack would’ve started firing his shiny new zat at the door.”




Jack said, “Nah, I was gonna fire it at the box and see if I could wreck the mechanism so we could get into it.”




Daniel sarcastically said, “Because that always works so well.”




Rupert put his ‘credit card’ and glasses back together. Jack asked, “Why bother with the glasses? You don’t need ’em.”




Rupert said, “When we’re racing across a sandy desert, you’ll regret not have anything protecting your eyes.”




Jack grinned, “We have this exciting new invention. We call it the ‘wind shield’. You’ll love it.”




“Ja-ack!” groaned Daniel.




Rupert pretended to ignore Jack, even though he was really entertaining. Rupert just assumed that Jack shouldn’t be encouraged too much. Daniel obviously didn’t think so. He fished out his cigarette lighter and used the mirrored surface to check the next room before stepping into what could be another trap. He used hand signals to tell Jack and Daniel to follow him.




He strode into the room. There was a dead man. Rupert thought he had seen him in one of the meetings with the Syrian agents. He had a wicked reddish burn in the center of his forehead.




Rupert asked, “I assume you know what the red disk on the forehead indicates?”




Daniel explained, “The kara kesh or ribbon device is worn on one hand by a powerful Goa’uld. It allows them to perform several techniques. A cylindrical forcefield for protection, an energy attack, a torture device, and a mind-ripping device.”




Jack said, “Probably the mind ripper, pulling out all the relevant info the guy there had. It hurts a lot, and it can be resisted if you can stand the pain, but afterward it’s like you got the worst concussion known to man.”




Daniel said, “And Jack figured out how to beat the forcefield.”




Jack said, “It stands up to energy weapons and firearms, but they can walk around with it on, and they can still get air, and you can hear them talk, if you can stand all the supervillain gloating routine. So I guessed that it didn’t stop anything below a certain amount of kinetic energy.”




Daniel said, “Jack threw a combat knife right through a shield and into the Goa’uld’s hand, destroying most of the device too.”




Jack shrugged, as if it wasn’t an incredibly impressive accomplishment. First, Jack must have made a series of inductions about an unknown defensive weapon, probably under combat conditions. Then he must have made an extraordinary throw. Rupert had just seen the ‘jewel’ that would have sat in the palm of the user of the ribbon device. Hitting something that size with a throwing knife from probably sixty or eighty feet away while being shot at? Rupert was a fair hand with a throwing knife, and he wouldn’t have attempted that throw unless he had no other choice.




Rupert checked the corpse and found a keyring, a wallet with an ID card identifying the man as a member of the Idarat al-Amn al-Amm, an empty shoulder holster, an ankle gun, and a throwing knife up one sleeve. He took the ankle gun with its holster, and the throwing knife, along with the keyring and ID card. He said, “He’s a high-ranking member of the General Security Directorate, the agency that asked us to step in and get involved in the auction.”




Jack said, “He was probably getting too close to Camel-Ass.”




“Camulus,” Daniel corrected rather automatically.




Jack smirked even more. “Like I said.”




Daniel said, “At least the Syrians are taking this seriously. The Egyptians have been… less than cooperative in the past.”




Rupert moved over to a small table against one wall. He recovered his Walther and throwing knives, along with his silencer. He watched as Jack picked up an automatic and a derringer, putting the first in a shoulder holster and the second in an elastic ankle holster. Jack picked up the Browning High-Power that had probably been in the Syrian’s shoulder holster and handed it to Daniel. Rupert noticed that Daniel expertly checked the handgun and the magazine, even though he hadn’t been carrying any weapons. So Dr. Jackson had needed to learn about firearms, and had become proficient, even though he avoided them when possible. That was useful to know.




“Can we get outta here and get going?” Jack asked.




Daniel asked with some asperity, “And wouldn’t it be nice to know where we need to go?”




Jack shrugged, “Oh, I figure you can translate that scroll on the fly, while we’re moving.” Daniel gave him a scowl.




Rupert said, “First, we should make sure we can get out of here and get some suitable transportation.” He carefully screwed the silencer onto the barrel of his Walther PPK and moved forward as quietly as he could.




“Jack, this scroll says we need to—”




Jack hissed, “Daniel, silence now, talk later.”




Rupert found a long, steep staircase that was made of stone. It rose slowly up a narrow tunnel for nearly a hundred feet. He wondered just how someone had constructed this site, and why. He made a mental note to have it checked later, in case it was actively being used by terrorists or insurgents or even the less trustworthy portions of the current Syrian government.




They came up in the basement of what appeared to be an ordinary modern building, complete with massive HVAC systems and electrical components. He led Jack and Daniel past a maze of water pipes and air ducts until they came to another doorway, which led up to an underground parking garage.




Jack did a quick search for any problems, and moved back to where Rupert was guarding the doorway. “Looks clear. Office building, gated entry and exit, nobody around. Think someone wants to loan us their car?”




Rupert held up the keyring of the deceased agent and showed Jack the carkey with the BMW logo on it. “The key’s hardly been used. Look for a fairly new BMW.”




Jack sarcastically said, “Knowing these guys, it’s black, with tinted windows.”




Rupert didn’t reply, but he suspected Jack was spot on. He moved off to the left, while Jack moved to the right. After less than thirty seconds, Jack whistled sharply and waved him over.




And sure enough, there was a brand new black BMW with tinted windows. Rupert glanced at the grill and spotted the chain-link armor behind the BMW grill. So he kicked a tire. It didn’t respond like a normal tire. “Probably fully armored, with filled tires.”




Jack said, “Great. Bulletproof, but it’ll drive like a truck. And if we hit sand, we’ll be stuck.”




Rupert said, “Then we’ll acquire auxiliary transport before we do that. And God only knows how bad the petrol mileage is on this, anyway.”




Jack and Rupert inspected the car, looking for booby traps or tracking devices. Neither found anything, even though Rupert really had no idea what a Goa’uld tracking device would look like. Given everything else he had seen, it would probably be golden and gaudy.




Rupert opened the car up and checked the interior. There were two machine pistols and a canvas bag of mags for them, along with a shotgun and a box of shells. The driver’s door had a small cutout through the bulletproofing so the driver could fire a weapon through the door at anyone trying to hijack the car. He wiped blood off of the right front passenger seat, where Camulus had probably placed the Syrian agent. Then he signaled for Jack and Daniel to hop in.




As he drove out of the parking garage, Daniel said, “Can you negotiate the streets?”




“Yes. I’ve driven in Damascus before.”




Daniel said, “Good. Then head northeast, and aim for the Jabal ar Ruwaq.”




“The Jabba-the-Hutt?” asked Jack.




Daniel groaned. “It’s an interior mountain range, running primarily east-west. Comparing the Goa’uld instructions with what I remember of some archaeological digs, I would say we’re heading northeast to a mountain somewhere between Qumayr and Khan Abu Shamat. It’ll be off a road going north into the mountains somewhere in there, and… I’ll have the next part translated in a little bit.”




“Good enough,” Rupert said. He stepped on the accelerator and headed for one of the major roads out of Damascus.




It took no time at all to maneuver through the main streets of Damascus and head out toward the Jabal ar Ruwaq. It also took very little time to trade the brand new BMW for a much less obtrusive pickup truck full of petrol, with six jerrycans of petrol and two spare tires in the truckbed, along with a toolbox and some other assorted useful equipment. Rupert made sure they had half a dozen one-gallon jugs of water, along with a bag of foodstuffs. You could never be too confident when driving out into the desert, as he had found out more than once.




Fortunately, the pickup was one of the American trucks with the larger cab, so Daniel could sit behind the front seat, next to the water and food and weaponry they had so far managed to scavenge. They made excellent time, and were past Qumayr before Jack managed to get too bored. Although Jack pretending to tune the nonfunctional radio to assorted American stations was surprisingly amusing. His idea of American talk radio was rather sarcastic and biting.




Daniel was staring out the windows at the mountains to the north, until he spotted something that must have been relevant. He said, “Here. That’s the view of the forked mountain in the pictograph, so the road to the north should be in the next few miles.”




Rupert said dryly, “And that would make sense, because the large, militaristic convoy ahead is most likely looking for the same road.” He wasn’t joking, either. He had spotted the hovering helicopter in the distance, and that had let him detect the small dots which were probably half a dozen trucks carrying Iranian terrorists.




Jack studied the road ahead with a pair of battered binoculars that had been in the back of the cab. In his most sarcastic tones, he said, “Sweet.”





Part VI



Jack O’Neill studied the convoy ahead of them, as Rupert drove toward it. It looked like the group of trucks had stopped while the helicopter was circling about in an effort to spot their quarry. He figured Camulus had given them the slip, which probably meant the road north got really tricky pretty soon, or else the entrance to the ‘evil lair’ wasn’t too far to the north.




Still, one helicopter, probably armed. Six, maybe seven trucks, all full of armed terrorists. And he had Dannyboy, plus James Bond Junior. Actually, considering Rupert’s age, that might not be too bad a metaphor. He was way too young to be the basis of Ian Fleming’s stories, but he could easily be the current star of the Double Ohs that Jack had heard about. It wasn’t as if people in the intelligence community didn’t ‘chat over the water cooler’, even if it tended to be gossip over whiskey in bars that could be considered ‘safe’. The Brits tended to go through Double Ohs like George Steinbrenner went through managers, but the current 007 was supposed to have been working for M for well over a decade. Jack had met the current M once, and had been impressed. He would have loved to be able to sick her on the NID. Or the Tok’ra.




Still, the terrorists weren’t going to be expecting anything unusual from this truck. That was going to be their big advantage. They could act like they were on their way from Qumayr to Khan Abu Shamat, until they got within spitting distance. That would be when everything would go to hell.




So they needed a plan to handle six or seven trucks and a copter. He said, “We have no serious long-range weaponry, except two zats. But they’ll never see that coming.”




Daniel asked, “Can you take out a helicopter with a zat?”




Jack shrugged carelessly. “Don’t see why not. If it can knock out an electrical system, I ought to be able to kill the chopper in mid-air.”




Rupert said, “It’s circling, looking for Camulus. See if you can drop it on top of some of the ground vehicles.”




Jack said, “Sounds like fun. Do you suppose they have most of the RPG’s in the chopper or in the trucks?”




Rupert said, “They probably have a couple heavy machine guns mounted in the helicopter, and something heavier than an RPG. The RPG’s are probably scattered among the trucks.”




Jack kept an eye on Rupert now and then, but the guy seemed fine. Maybe too relaxed, or maybe that was all the Double Oh training. Rupert didn’t change speed or swerve or make any kind of move that would make the convoy think he was worried about them. He just aimed down the main road, which the convoy was a good hundred yards off, just cooling their heels while they let the chopper hunt for their quarry.




Jack was assuming Camulus had at least one other Goa’uld on hand as a sidekick, and a Humvee or Range Rover for getting as far into the mountains as he needed to go. But if he’d managed to lose these guys so quickly, there might be something troublesome lurking just to the north, along that road up into the mountains. Fortunately, they had Danny to decode the secret message and point out the snakehead traps.




Jack said, “When we get within what I’m hoping is long targeting range for these zats, I’m gonna say stop, and I want you to act like you just realized there’s a hostile convoy over there and you’re scared.”




All Rupert asked was, “Plan?”




There was no point keeping intel from him. Jack said, “If we can time it right, the chopper will cut right over the convoy to get at us first. If I can drop it cleanly, I can take out most of the convoy without them getting a shot off. Then we have to charge them before they can make use of their long-range stuff.” He turned his head slightly and asked, “Danny? Zat or the shotgun?”




“Zat. Definitely.”




Jack said, “So Rupe, that leaves you with anything you can fire one-handed out your window while you make a suicide run right at ’em.”




Rupert said dryly, “Jack, your confidence is absolutely buoyant.”




So he spent another minute explaining what he wanted if the ploy with the chopper didn’t work, and what he wanted if it did. After all, a zat worked as anti-personnel, anti-truck, anti-tank, and also anti-missile defense. And they had two of them. Double your pleasure, double your fun…




Jack waited while the chopper did another circle, until it was opposite them and just turning back their way. He rolled down the window, in case he ended up shooting from inside the cab. He was also counting on these guys having zero training in joint military operations in the air-land battle structure. “Stop.”




Rupert did a brilliant imitation of a lousy driver suddenly panicking behind the wheel. The truck brakes screeched, and the gears clashed, and the truck skidded until it was half off the road with Jack’s side of the truck away from the convoy. Jack could see half a dozen guys in the truck beds gesturing wildly and yelling at the chopper, which he knew was completely useless given the noise inside a chopper.




The chopper wheeled and flew low right over the convoy, exactly the way you didn’t want to do it in a real firefight with surface-to-air weaponry involved. He muttered to himself, “Eggggggcellent.”




And now it was all up to him. He opened the passenger door and used the frame of the cab as a rest for his hand. Then he lined it up… and took the shot. He fired off four shots as quickly as he could, given he was firing a zat.




The first shot hit the front of the chopper, hopefully knocking out the electronics and the engine. The second shot hit the rotor. The third just missed, but the fourth hit the rotor again, and it blew. The helicopter dropped like a rock.




Normally, if a chopper lost its engine in mid-flight, it would get a couple seconds of free-wheeling from the overhead rotor that would let it drop at a slow enough rate that you could try to get the engine to restart. But with the rotor blown, the chopper dropped like a rock with a couple windshield wipers tied to it.




He lucked out. The chopper landed right on top of one of the trucks, and the resulting explosion was pretty darn impressive. Plus a massive fireball. Somebody was hauling a lot of explosives in the same truck as their spare gasoline cans. Jack said, “Somebody ought to complain to OSHA about that.”




“Jack!”




Rupert just said, “Get in and hang on.”




Jack followed orders, because he really didn’t want to get flung out of a bouncing truck. He slammed the door and braced himself with one hand against the roof, while holding his zat ready at the window.




Daniel forced open the tiny window the rear of the cab had on the driver’s side, so he could take a shot too. Rupert cranked down his window too, even as he expertly got the truck out of the shallow dip it was slewed into.




Then they were roaring right at a terrorist convoy that was full of explosives and gasoline, and already on fire. Not the best idea ever.




The trucks on either side of the one that exploded were just burning, blasted wrecks. The ones on either side of that were damaged and on fire, but had a couple guys bailing out, even if half of them needed to learn the ‘stop drop and roll’ routine. The truck at the very front of the convoy was in pretty good shape except for the burning, crushed tailgate. The truck at the very rear of the convoy was backing up frantically, while fire blazed across the front of the cab. Jack spotted two guys in the back of that truck. One was struggling to get to his feet while using a Kalash as a crutch, which was a bad idea, especially if you were ramming the muzzle into dirt or sand. The other was trying to line up an RPG-7 on him.




Okay, that wouldn’t be good. He took careful aim and fired at the guy. And missed by a good five feet, because he was firing out the window of a moving truck with no brace for his hand. But Dannyboy spotted where he was aiming, and got off another shot… that missed by even more.




Jack changed targets. The truck had a massive auxiliary gas tank on each side of the wheels under the truck bed. He fired three zat shots at it, and one hit.




If he was firing a rifle, he wouldn’t have wasted his time. Gas tanks didn’t explode when you shot them, like in movies. Maybe if you put several phosphorus tracer rounds into a gas tank it might go off. But this wasn’t like shooting a hole in a gas tank. This was like hitting it with a lightning bolt. The tank exploded in a nice, big fireball that took out everybody still in the truck bed.




Rupert cut all the way around the convoy and drove down through the sand on the back side of the burning trucks. Jack knew that if one of the munitions cooked off as they drove past, they were going to get blasted, but he also knew it was a good strategy for dealing with the lead truck of the convoy. That was the only vehicle still moving, and the only one with men in it who were still threats.




Jack forced open his door and stood where he could shoot his zat over the roof of the truck as they passed the lead truck on the side the enemy wouldn’t be expecting. “I got high.”




“I’ve got low,” Rupert replied.




Jack said, “Danny, shoot at anything you think either of us missed.”




“Gotcha.”




They roared past the lead truck, which was now without the wooden tailgate or the wooden slat sides, because the guys in the back were wisely ditching everything that was burning. But that meant the men in the truck bed were completely exposed and not aiming a weapon at them. Jack picked off three as they ran past. Rupert unloaded a machine pistol and got most of the rest, while Danny shot anyone who was trying to grab a weapon. They raced past the cab of the truck, and Rupert put four shots into the passenger with the Kalash, while Jack got one zat into the driver and Danny might have gotten a second one in there too.




Rupert kept moving up the northward path, while Jack turned and watched behind them to see if anyone was still mobile and hostile. He was expecting someone to step out from behind a burning junkheap and aim an RPG at him, but nothing happened. After a few seconds, there was a small fireworks display as a pile of ammo cooked off and fired itself, but no people were moving.




Now all they had to do was find a secret Goa’uld cache, stop a couple well-entrenched Goa’uld who were already in the place and knew all the hidey-holes, and deal with whatever badness was in there. Piece of cake.




He said, “Hey Daniel, you got the rest of the directions decoded yet?”




“Translated, Jack,” Danny insisted.




Exactly as planned. He asked, “You mean that secret decoder ring you got in your cereal isn’t helping?”




“Ja-ack…”




Rupert calmly said, “While the witty banter is most entertaining, I would like to have some idea where to go now, and what to watch out for.”




Daniel said, “And I’ve been translating. And taking into account that a trade road of five thousand years ago is not necessarily a good approximation of a modern road through roughly the same area. Still, given that, we should stay on this road and keep moving toward that rather distinctive pass up there as much as we can.”




Jack asked, “Is there a way to duck out of sight around here? Because we know the Iranians were standing around looking for Camel-Ass and not seeing him.”




Rupert said, “Or else Camulus may simply have had a significant lead.”




Daniel said, “Or perhaps we just read the directions, which suggest we look for what could be ‘crack’ or ‘crevice’ or ‘divide’ on what should be our left, given our current direction.”




It was only another minute before Jack spotted the crevice in the mountainside. Rupert spotted it too, and turned sharply to drive into it. Jack pulled out the zat again and said, “Watch out for an ambush.”




The crevice wasn’t that wide. Five thousand years ago, it was probably only wide enough for one or two people to walk in at a time. Now it was wide enough for a truck to drive in. And twenty feet inside, it opened up into a wider space that was about the size of a swimming pool. On the far side of the space, the track disappeared into a tunnel big enough for a semi to drive through.




Rupert asked, “How far do we drive before we need to get out and go on foot to avoid ambushes?”




Jack said, “Maybe right about here.”




Daniel said, “If I’m translating the distance units correctly, the tunnel turns and continues about another mile before the ‘entrance’ we’re seeking.”




Rupert said, “A mile? Why don’t we park the truck here in the vestibule and go the rest of the way on foot? I doubt we’ll be able to turn around if we drive into there, and we should consider the possibility that we’ll survive and need to get back to Damascus afterward.”




Jack said, “I just hope we have the time. If they’re trying to get at an Al’kesh or something, they’ll have to unbury it, but then after that we won’t have a chance of stopping them.”




Daniel said, “Even if it’s just a weapons cache, we don’t want to be facing several heavily-armed Goa’uld. And a Ha’tak is probably not flyable without a crew of fifty to a hundred, but an Al’kesh? Crew of one, if you have to, and assuming you want to trust that the crystals don’t need much adjustment.”




Jack said, “Two’s better, with a Sam in the engine room and a Jacob at the helm.”




Rupert looked at him like he was supposed to explain the obscure references, but let it drop. Then he backed up the truck expertly and hid the ignition key under the floormat. He said, “No point in taking it with us and losing it to the enemy, or just losing it, or even getting separated so someone else needs it.”




Jack insisted, “Works for me. But we don’t leave people behind.”




They moved into the tunnel. About fifty feet in, the carved square sides cut into the side of a smooth circular tube shape with a light coating of sand along the floor. The tube had to be fifteen feet high in the center and eighteen feet across at the widest. Daniel cast his flashlight off to the left, where about fifty feet further, the tube twisted downward and vanished into the ground. There was nothing there but a sandy dip.




Daniel said, “Lava tube. No telling how old it is, or how far it goes.”




Rupert said, “So they utilized available local geology for their secret lair? How… ordinary.”




Jack really wondered what was behind that. Had Rupert actually fought some guy with a lair in a volcano, like in a lame spy movie? If so, that would be worth teasing him about.




The tube rose slowly, and the damp sand under their feet made their passage really quiet. There were recent tire tracks that they could follow. It looked like something narrower than a two-ton truck, and a lot narrower than a Humvee. If these guys drove out here in a Yugo, he was definitely making fun of them for that one.




There was something that had been mounted on the ceiling of the lava tube that was torn off. He looked it over with a flashlight, and he figured it was a mounted zat or something like it, that a snakehead could use to mow down enemies. But it was ripped off the wall. The wires looked fresh and not corroded, which — given the dampness in the tube — meant it was fairly recent. Maybe even hours ago.




Jack asked, “How come it’s damp in here and the walls are wet in places?”




Daniel said, “The tube isn’t waterproof. Any water seeping through will probably leak into here as the easiest place to move through. That’s where the sand comes from, as well.”




Rupert said, “People assume Syria is all one big desert. It’s not. This mountain range more or less marks the southern edge of a reasonably fertile area that gets adequate rainfall most years. There are substantial rivers and lakes in Syria north of here.”




At their careful pace, it took another fifteen minutes to reach a place where the tube was fractured. It looked like a long-ago earthquake had split the mountain, pulling two pieces of lava tube apart and leaving a thirty foot gap between two cliff walls.




The damaged wall mount was now explained. The Goa’uld had known about this. They had driven a station wagon with two metal girders welded to the roof. They drove up the tube and one of them had gunned the car hard enough to almost jump the gap. Almost, but not quite. The girders spanned the gap, with the car dangling precariously beneath them. Jack could see that someone had been driving the station wagon and had survived, because they had smashed out the windshield and clambered onto the hood to get to the girder bridge. He could see some blood on the shattered edges of the windshield, and a bloody handprint on one girder.




Jack looked at the precariously positioned girders over the deep divide, and he said, “A little too Indiana Jones, don’t you think?”




Daniel said, “It’s not exactly the leap of faith.”




He replied, “You haven’t walked on those girders yet.”




Rupert knelt down and tested one. It seemed to be sturdy, even if there was only about a foot of the girder on the far side of the tube. He said, “I’ve seen worse,” and he carefully tightroped across.




Danny moaned, “I don’t know about this one, Jack.”




Jack said, “Look, the girders are only a couple feet apart. Go across like me.” He put his feet on one girder, with his hands on the other, and he crawled sideways across the chasm.




Danny nervously said, “O-okay, that looks workable.” He anxiously followed. Once he was standing on the far side with Jack and Rupert, he muttered, “This never gets any easier.” Rupert noticed, but didn’t say anything.




They moved farther up the lava tube, until it opened up into a cave. Jack could see everything in the cave, because the entire ceiling looked like a solid blue glowing forcefield. The cave was big enough for four or five Al’keshes, but there was only one. Well, it looked like there were two more at the sides of the cave, just barely sticking out from under millions of tons of rock. The one in the center of the cave looked like a hundred tons of thick mud had been poured all over the thing and left to dry for a millennium or two.




Danny whispered, “That looks like an Al’kesh under all that stuff in the center.”




Rupert whispered, “Looks like geologic formations. Like there’s enough water in here to build stalagmites over time.”




Jack figured Rupert was right. There was water dripping from the ceiling in a thousand places, and the floor of the cave looked like it was knee-deep in water. In fact… He whispered, “Hey Danny, aren’t their forcefields always clear?”




“Why yes, and you ask because…”




He pointed up at the ceiling.




Danny gulped. Rupert whispered, “Good Lord.”




If that forcefield was clear, then the blue was on the other side of the field. Like the ocean on that planet that was held back by the ring’s forcefield. So he was looking at the bottom of what might be a lake. A gigantic underground lake lit up from the bottom by that forcefield. And if the forcefield failed…




Oh crap. The forcefield would fail, because the only way Camulus was getting that Al’kesh out of this cave was by dropping the forcefield, letting the lake collapse so the ground above turned into a giant sinkhole, and then flying out through that. “We’ve got to get into that ship before they get it running.”




Daniel whispered, “I’m not an expert, but I don’t think they’ll be able to fly it until they can get that stuff off the outside of it, or at least clear the engine exhaust ports at the rear.”




Jack nodded. But he would have been a lot happier if Sam told him that, because he would have known there was a really high likelihood she was exactly right. Danny was just guessing. On the other hand, Danny was more likely to be able to get into the ship in the first place.




Jack said, “Okay, let’s go. Walk right up to the entry like we’re supposed to be doing it. And remember, we’re snakes now.”




Rupert asked, “And will that work?”




Jack said, “Nope, but it might get us all the way into the thing and down to the engine room, which is where we need to go.” Daniel gave him the hairy eyeball, and he added, “Sam showed me how to make an Al’kesh power plant overload by switching four crystals, and I think I can remember how to do it.”




Rupert said, “That sounds like a better plan than I have. But we may be better off trying to take the ship instead.”




Jack said, “Okay, let’s call that Plan A. If we can take the bridge and the engine room both, we may be able to give Camulus a really bad day.”




Daniel said, “It all depends on how many Goa’uld and Jaffa he has.”




Rupert said, “So we’re his three minions following his directions?”




Jack said, “Yep. Danny’s the head minion, since he’s the only one of us who can speak more Goa’uld than just enough to say ‘halt’ and ‘surrender’ and ‘kiss my ass’. So we walk just ahead of him and slightly to the sides.”




They moved out, walking straight to the Al’kesh in full view of anyone who was doing any kind of surveillance. Jack was really hoping this plan would work, because getting fired on by an Al’kesh? Not a good wrap-up to an already unpleasant day.




The water varied from an inch deep to a foot deep, but Danny kept whispering for him to just walk in a straight line, so he now had soggy shoes and wet pants legs. He was going to send Danny the cleaning bill.




He kept expecting half a dozen Jaffa to come boiling out of the ship and open fire on them with staff weapons. But nothing happened. Nada.




They got all the way to the side door, and Danny anxiously stepped forward to try and open the thing. If he could get that other door open in a couple tries, then he might be able to get this one, too. Well, Jack had his fingers crossed, right where he was holding his zat behind his back. He figured Rupert was ready with the other zat. They were pretty easy to fire, even if aiming at anything more than thirty feet away took lots of practice.




Danny pressed buttons. Nothing happened. He tried a second combination. Still nothing. Crap. This wasn’t going well. Danny tried a third combination, and still the door wasn’t budging. What next? Were they going to have to knock on the door and announce they were selling delicious Girl Scout cookies?




The door snapped open, and two Jaffa in ceremonial armor pointed staff weapons at them. Crap.





Part VII



The Jaffa on the left snapped out something in Goa’uld, which probably didn’t mean ‘whatchoo talkin’ about Willis’ or anything they wanted to hear.




Danny spouted off some Goa’uld, but just didn’t have the swagger to pull it off. The right-hand Jaffa swung his weapon at Danny.




Jack whipped out his zat and fired twice. One shot for righty and one for lefty. Rupert was moving just as quickly, and fired once into each Jaffa also. Four shots, two dead Jaffa. That went well.




An alarm began blaring, and someone shouted something in Goa’uld over a hidden speaker. Danny translated what was being bellowed over the intercom, “We will protect the bridge, get to the engine room and the fuel storage.”




Jack cursed silently but said, “Fine. Grab a staff weapon.” He kicked one of the staff weapons so it was half out the entry door. That ought to cause a few problems when they wanted to close up the ship.




He moved out, trusting Danny and Rupert would have his back. Danny had learned enough of these drills to know what to do, and Rupert was a Double Oh who had survived for years. Jack would have been happier with Teal’c and Sam at his back, but you couldn’t have everything.




He’d done this enough times that he knew where the corners were for the ambushes, and he knew where the engine room was. He got to the first ambush corner, and snapped out his backup spec ops periscope to take a look. Sure enough, two Jaffa standing stiffly with staff weapons at the ready. They even had their helmets in place for maximum protection.




And minimum visibility. He dove around the corner, firing the zat as he went. He hit the floor hard. You’d think they would build some give into floors that had armored guys stomping on them all day, but no. He still picked off both Jaffa before either of them managed to target him.




There was still one staff weapon blast that put a hole in the wall behind him. Good thing staff weapons were less accurate than one of those knockoff AK’s those terrorists were running around with.




Danny and Rupert ducked around the corner with weapons ready. Rupert ran over and kicked the staff weapons out of the hands of the downed Jaffa, just in case someone was still mobile.




Danny said, “Okay. Engine room. Door’s right down there.” He pointed down the hall. “No idea how many in it.”




Jack said, “Well, ya think you can get that door open?”




Danny just gave him one of those looks and made for the panel beside the door. It only took him four tries. And when the door started opening, Danny ducked over to the side, just in case.




That turned out to be a good thing, because a staff weapon and a ribbon device blasted out into the hallway, which would not have been good for Danny’s work safety record. Not that Daniel had a good work safety record, since he seemed to get hurt on most of their missions. Jack told himself, not for the first time, that he really needed to take better care of the guy.




Rupert ran down the hall and dove to the floor so he landed on his back. He slid on his blazer past the open door and fired off two shots. A lone staff blast came as reply. Rupert jumped up into a crouch and used American military hand signals to indicate ‘one down, one live’.




Danny slid the staff weapon along the floor, and the Jaffa inside opened up at floor level. Jack poked his head around the other side of the doorway and nailed the big lug with two shots from his zat.




They hurried into the engine room. Jack and Rupert fanned out looking for any other forces, while Danny kept watch on the hallway. But the place was otherwise empty.




Jack opened up the panel for the secondary engine crystals. Sam had shown him a neat trick. All you had to do was switch the crystals that controlled the engine coolant systems with the crystals that controlled the engine temperature, and the thing would overheat in no time. It wouldn’t work on a great big ha’tak, because they had four engine rooms like this and more redundancy, and you’d have to do this on all four systems at pretty much the same time. But that was what C-4 was made for.




He said, “Rupert, I need your blazer.”




Rupert yanked off the tweedy thing and automatically handed it over, as he kept an eye on the hall. Jack wrapped the blazer around one temperature crystal and pulled it, then its partner. He pulled the coolant crystals and shoved them into the engine temperature slots, making sure to turn them the wrong way like Sam said. Then the two painfully-hot crystals went into the other two slots.




Rupert took his blazer and just stared at the burned areas. “You will be getting a bill for this from my tailors.”




Jack said, “Just be sure to spell my name right. That’s George Hammond. H-A-M-M-O-N-D.”




“Jack!” Danny complained.




“Okay, that’s O’Neill. With one ‘L’.”




“Jack!” Danny fussed some more. Hey, it wasn’t like the Colonel O’Neil who didn’t know how to spell O’Neill right had any sense of humor at all. The guy deserved a big tailor’s bill from England.




Rupert said, “I hear armor tromping this way from the other direction. I suggest we move rapidly.”




Jack complained, “Where’d they get all these Jaffa? Was there a special at Wal-Mart I missed?”




Danny said, “They must have landed with Camulus in a cloaked ship. If they’re not using it, maybe it’s too damaged to fly now.”




He finished closing up the panel and moved. Once they were in the hall and the engine room door was closed behind them, he put a staff weapon blast into the door control panel, and they ran.




Rupert panted, “Will that stop them?”




Danny said, “Should take ’em ten or fifteen minutes to get the doors open.”




Jack added, “And they’ll need somebody trained right to see what we did.”




They got to the exit door just as two more Jaffa were clearing the doorway of the now-damaged staff weapon that had been left blocking the door. Rupert was in the lead, so he picked off both Jaffa before Danny could get the staff weapon pointed in the right direction.




Uh-oh. Someone was already cranking up the engines. “Let’s move it,” Jack said.




“How long do we have?” asked Rupert.




“Depends on how long they take before they start using full system power to fly away,” Jack said.




Danny said, “They’ll probably use full power to the shields to clear all this stuff off the hull first.”




Jack groaned inwardly. “Then maybe we’d better hurry a bit more.”




He made sure to drag both Jaffa so they were blocking the exit door too, and the three of them ran for the lava tube. He glanced over his shoulder in time to see the exit door sliding closed and jamming against the Jaffa. Okay, so Camulus may have noticed something. “Let’s step on it, kiddies.”




They raced into the lava tube as a Jaffa fired at them from the exit doorway. Fortunately, at that kind of distance, most Jaffa couldn’t hit an elephant. The blast hit off to the left of the opening, and they sprinted down the lava tube toward the big gap.




Danny was in the lead, because Jack was watching their six and Rupert was keeping an eye on Danny. So Danny was already clambering over the girders and stepping onto the other side when the Al’kesh exploded.




Even though they were hundreds of yards from the cave, the pressure wave still knocked Jack down, and knocked Rupert out through the opening. The car ripped free of the girders, pulling one girder with it as it fell into the abyss below. The second girder groaned and slid toward the gap, until the end of the girder was right on the edge.




“Rupert!” Danny yelled.




Jack scrambled to his feet and rushed to the edge of the tube. Air was still blasting down the lava tube like he was in a wind tunnel. Rupert was hanging onto a rock outcropping about eight feet below Jack’s feet. Jack dropped onto his stomach to see if there was a way to get down there to help.




Rupert glared at him. “Don’t be stupid. We’re out of time. What’s going to come down the tube next?”




Oh crap. That blast was bound to destroy at least part of the forcefield ceiling, and then part of a lake was going to drop in for a visit. There would be a billion gallons of water blasting down that tube in a matter of seconds.




Rupert snapped, “Take that girder now before it’s washed away!”




Jack said, “There’s rope in the truck. If I can get to it and get back here…”




Rupert said, “I’ve got this under control. You get to the other side. Now!”




Jack stepped onto the girder and gingerly balanced his way across the girder. It was only thirty feet. Thirty feet on a girder that was about to be knocked off by seventy gazillion tons of water.




He stepped off the girder and into the tube on the other side. He instantly turned back to check on Rupert. But Rupert wasn’t trying to climb up a sheer cliff to get to the tube. He was hanging on with his left hand and taking off his belt with his right.




Jack turned and said, “Danny. RUN.”




Daniel looked at him, looked at the tube they’d just been in, and gulped. Jack said, “We’ll be right behind you.”




Daniel nodded unhappily and took off at a sprint. Jack watched to see if there was anything he could do to help. If Rupert had a way of hooking that belt onto the girder eight feet above his hand so he could clamber up, Jack was going to go back over and help.




Rupert held one end of the belt, pointed it at a spot well over Jack’s head, and fired it. A thin line whistled out. With a vicious crack, something like a piton on the end of the line sank into the rock well over Jack’s head. Rupert grabbed onto the belt with both hands and swung to Jack’s side of the abyss. That left him hanging about thirteen feet below Jack’s feet.




But the line ran down right past Jack. He yanked off his jacket, wrapped the sleeves around his hands, and grabbed the line. It wasn’t easy to get a grip on the damn thing, but he pulled for all he was worth.




Water came rushing down the tunnel. At first it was a wave about a foot high that shot out and splattered against this side of the crevice about ten feet below Rupert’s feet. But more and more water kept coming. The force of the water kept increasing. The spot where the water hit crept relentlessly up toward Rupert’s legs. And as soon as that much water hit him, he would be washed away.




“Move to the side!” Jack called out over the roar of the water.




Rupert stepped onto a tiny outcropping about two feet up and two feet to the side. The rushing water moved upward. Jack hauled as hard as he could, and only managed to help Rupert up another foot or so. Not good. Jack squatted down, got as good a grip as he could on the rope, and did his best to stand up.




Crap, his knees were not made for this anymore.




He managed to bring himself to a standing position, which hauled Rupert another three feet up the cliff wall. Rupert grabbed a handhold and pulled himself up another foot.




The water turned from a four-foot-high wave to a solid cylinder of liquid that smashed into the wall just inches away from Rupert. Jack dropped to his stomach, grabbed Rupert’s hand, and heaved.




Rupert stepped on a minute foothold, grabbed Jack’s shirt, and hauled himself up into the lava tube.




The two men turned and stared at the water, which was blasting across the gap with such force that the cylinder was smashing into the wall only two feet below the edge, and throwing splatters onto Jack’s boots. He asked, “So… Rupe… how long you think we got before water’s pouring down this tube too?”




Rupert thought for a second and said, “Less than thirty seconds.”




They turned and ran. They had well over half a mile to go. Jack knew that even at his best time, he couldn’t make it to the far end of the tube in less than three minutes.




Well, he was just gonna have to break the record for the half mile.




He ran as hard as he could. The slope wasn’t bad. A steep slope would have killed his knees. This was maybe a hair better than running on the flat. He sure hoped so. And they had one hell of a tailwind too. He could tell by the heavy breathing that Rupert was only maybe twenty feet behind him, even if Jack was pulling ahead just a little.




Water came rushing down the tube. He knew he was moving pretty damn fast, but the water rushed past him. At first, it was only an inch deep, but he knew that would change. Fast. The water was moving at maybe forty or fifty miles an hour, and as it got deeper and deeper, he would just be running slower and slower, until it swept him away. And when he got to the end of the lava tube, either the water would sweep him down that tube for however far it went down, maybe a couple miles, or else it would just slam him past the exit and down into that far end. Either way, he would probably be smashed to kindling before he could drown.




The water moved up to his ankles. Once it got to his calves, it would really start cutting into his speed. And once it got to his knees, the ruthless force of the water would just rip him off his feet.




“Got any secret Double Oh stuff? Maybe a hairpiece that turns into a U-boat?” he yelled over his shoulder.




“Just shut up and bodysurf it!” Rupert yelled back.




The water rose another couple inches, and he decided bodysurfing in this would be at least as fast as running through it. He dove forward just about the time he heard a similar splash behind him.




The water picked up speed, and he rushed forward at a ridiculous rate. At least he could keep his head above the water. And it kept getting deeper, until he couldn’t touch bottom with his arms or legs as he swam through the torrent.




But this was only keeping him going until they got to the end of the lava tube.




The water dragged him forward with relentless speed. It seemed like the tube was already six feet deep in water, and getting deeper by the minute.




Then he saw light up ahead. It was that nice, square-cut exit on his left, and he knew he was going to be swept past it at fifty miles an hour. He struggled to swim to the left edge of the tunnel. He didn’t really think he could grab on and hold onto the edge at fifty mph with a gazillion gallons of water sweeping him downstream, but he wasn’t just going to give up and quit.




And maybe Rupert had one more Double Oh magic trick up his sleeves.




He rushed toward the light, and then he could see the water was sweeping — not down the tube — but out the lit opening. Okay, he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth, but what the hey?




As he was swept forward, he realized why most of the water was changing course there. Their truck. Danny had driven the truck into the lava tube and wedged it diagonally in the lava tube at an angle so the water was going out the square tunnel. Go Danny!




If he survived this themepark ride, he was going to have to buy Danny some of that really good coffee for their next mission off-world. This rescue had Jamaican Blue Mountain written all over it.




The water hit the truck and swept sharply to the side, tumbling over itself so Jack was swept under the surface and rolled about like a chunk of cookie dough in a milkshake blender. He knew he was being swept past the place where the truck had gotten parked. He knew he was being swept out past the ‘crevice’ where they had turned in.




And then his head was above water, and he gasped for air. He was tumbled over several more times, but the water was now spreading out in a big delta. The flood shoved him out across the road and onto a flat, sandy area that was now a swamp. Rupert smashed into him from behind, knocking him back down into the water, but he clambered to his feet again and dragged himself out of the knee-deep flood that was still blasting out of the tunnel.




Daniel hobbled toward him. Jack could guess what happened. Dannyboy was soaking wet and had wet sand all over him. He must have taken so long to get the truck in place that the flood caught him, and now he had a sprained ankle. Again. Given how many times Danny got sprained ankles, they ought to name the injury after him.




So now they needed to walk out of the Syrian desert and get back somewhere they could summon help. Maybe that first truck of the convoy was still working. If not, maybe they could flag down a passing motorist.




Rupert stood up and brushed wet sand off his shirt. Then he looked over at Dr. Jackson, who was limping toward them. “Now then, Dr. Jackson. Perhaps at this juncture you’d care to explain to me why the U.S. government is fighting aliens and not informing their British partners about possible international security issues.”




Daniel groaned and shifted his weight to stand on his good ankle. “It’s Need To Know. And we have informed the appropriate people in your government. It’s not our fault if they don’t tell you.”




Jack brushed himself off and grinned at him. “Maybe you shoulda signed Danny-boy’s non-disclosure agreements when you had the chance.”




Rupert squeezed some more water out of his shirt sleeves and groaned out loud. “We have a ten mile walk to the convoy, which may have one working truck, and may have attracted attention we want to avoid. And we have an archaeologist with a sprained ankle. This could take a while. Perhaps you could assume I am signing an NDA as soon as we get back, and you could give me some details, including the people in my government who have been informed.”




Rupert really doubted he would get enough details. How was he going to explain this to M and not have her assume he’d had a mental breakdown?





The Justice Leaguer and a Carpenter



Bruce was enjoying a quiet dinner at home. Selina had convinced Alfred to prepare a French dinner, and Alfred had been able to procure a couple properly dressed and hung pheasants, so they were enjoying a superb faisan aux champignons. Dick and Barbara had been able to make it. Tim and Cassandra had joined them too, even if Tim was nervous about accompanying Cassie on a ‘date’ and Cassie was uncomfortable with all the tableware. So Selina was telling Cassie stories about how she learned to use fine tableware properly when she was younger. 




Bruce refrained from pointing out that Selina’s assorted faux pas had occurred not when she was Cassie’s age, but when she was in elementary school. Or younger.




Dick looked at him with that expression. The one which meant that Dick was about to attempt to tease him. “Hmm, it looks like there’s a Batman copycat in Los Angeles. Or have you been flying out there without telling us?”




Bruce calmly asked, “Why would you say that?”




Barbara said, “I saw it in the crime statistics for central Los Angeles, and I looked into the police records. A vigilante. Apparently male, mid twenties, white, a little over six feet, muscular. Looking at the reports, I’d say he’s not a meta, just a strong baseline with a background as a street brawler. He targets street crime mostly, at night, and he’s scared the tar out of some of these guys.”




Bruce started to let the topic drop, when something clicked. “Does he have a name? A theme?”




Dick admitted, “Well, no, it doesn’t look like it.”




Bruce insisted, “Then he’s not copying me.”




Barbara said, “But he does have a nickname.”




Bruce exhaled slowly. “Let me guess. He’s known as the White Knight.”




Dick and Barbara exchanged looks. Barbara asked, “If you had already looked into this guy, why did you string us along?”




Selina dropped her napkin. “Are you telling me this is our world’s Xander Harris?”




Bruce said, “I haven’t looked into this. And yes, I think it could be Harris.”




Barbara asked, “Is this why you asked me to look up Alexander Lavelle Harris for you?”




Selina said, “We told you about my trip to another dimension. The Wiccan and the Vampire Slayer brought two partners in for the final battle. Another Vampire Slayer, and a norm. A guy who had been fighting vampires and demons since he was fifteen.”




Dick said, “No one normal fights vampires and demons starting at age fifteen, and survives for long. He’s a meta of some kind.”




Selina said, “Apparently not. Although Buffy and Willow did refer to him as ‘the demon magnet’. It seems that his first girlfriend, his first teacher crush, his fiancée, and several other of his dates were all demons who could pass as attractive women. According to Willow, his other girlfriends and dates and encounters included a witch, a woman who became a part-demon seer, and the last two Chosen Ones. In their world, he’s known as the Slayer’s White Knight, and also The One Who Sees.”




Barbara said, “I pulled up the guy’s records. He moved to Los Angeles after graduating from high school in central California. His two childhood friends, Willow Rosenberg and Jesse McNally, were killed in front of him by a two-time loser driving a stolen car while fleeing police pursuit.” She stopped and thought. “And… the first incident the police have connected with the White Knight was roughly fourteen months after he moved to L.A. and started working construction there.”




He said, “I need you to go through the police casefiles for assaults on criminals.”




Tim said, “Or pursuits of criminals that ended surprisingly easily.”




Cassie said, “Crooks leave town.”




Barbara nodded, “Right, Cassie. If he scared a criminal into leaving L.A., it wouldn’t show up on the city crime records. It would show up on some other city’s crime statistics.”




Bruce said, “Good. Both of you.” Cassie ducked her head and blushed.




Dick said, “If he’s effective and staying off the police radar, there may be a decrease in certain types of violent crimes with a corresponding increase in attempts at the same crimes. Attempted murder instead of murder. Attempted robbery instead of completed robbery.”




Barbara said, “I’ll get on this as soon as we get home. It may take me a while to search all the possible permutations on the crime statistics.”




Dick groaned softly at that. He asked Bruce, “Want a partner on your patrol tonight?”




It took two more evenings before Batman was ready to appear in Los Angeles. He needed to let Oracle do all of her research. He needed to set things up so Gotham City was adequately patrolled while he was gone, and he needed to plan things out in case this took him multiple nights. He needed to arrange with the Watchtower to use their transport technology, so he wouldn’t waste undue amounts of time getting to Los Angeles.




He transported from the Batcave to the Watchtower, and from there to the JLA auxiliary site in downtown L.A. But he was still miles from his targeted destinations, so he was going to have to use the jetpack he had brought along. And he was going to have to persuade Nightwing to stop calling it the Bat-jetpack. He didn’t think it would be possible to make Selina stop calling it the Batpack, but he would work on that problem at a later date.




The closest to a superhero in Los Angeles was Manhunter, who wasn’t speaking to the Justice League at the moment, so he wasn’t going to go ask her for favors. But the JLA auxiliary site was maintained by the LAPD in case of a supervillain strike or an invasion that required JLA assistance. It really wasn’t anything more than a small amount of space on the top floor of the County Courthouse with enough room for the hardware and a platform big enough for seven Leaguers to teleport in. But that was all he needed for the evening.




He quickly moved to the courthouse roof and made sure the jetpack was secure and fully charged. Then he dove off the roof and fired the engines.




He really preferred using his grapple and swinging from building to building. But Los Angeles didn’t have enough skyscrapers close enough together. Oh, there were lots of tall buildings, but they tended to be spread out, except in three relatively small areas that weren’t going to do him any good tonight.




He flew over the Wayne Tech building and gave the LuthorCorp building a wide berth, just in case Luthor had anti-hero defenses up and running tonight. And he headed for the worse parts of the sprawling city.




Oracle had managed to turn up a number of interesting data points, some of which she couldn’t prove were really connected to the White Knight. But it looked like the LAPD was wrong about the first appearance of the White Knight. It had taken someone like Oracle to find the connection, but with his knowledge of Xander Harris, she had been able to find the assault that Batman was confident was the first big move Xander Harris had made against Los Angeles crime.




Batman moved up another three hundred feet and triggered a monocular scanner over his left eye. It gave him the equivalent of a 10X telescope, so he could study the streets below him. The first three areas on Oracle’s list looked unpromising, so he kept moving. It would be nice if he could really find Harris in one night, but he knew this might take a dozen or more visits to L.A. to find the White Knight. And the jetpack didn’t have an unlimited energy supply, either.




The fourth area was the turf of a street gang. One of the local Crips gang divisions, which was trying to attract the attention of bigger players by pulling bigger crimes. But their murder rate had gone down while their attempted murder rate had jumped. And their armed robbery rate had gone down, while their attempted theft rate had jumped. Also, gang members kept ending up in local hospitals and clinics with assorted injuries that required treatment, most of which were broken legs and broken arms, instead of anything potentially life-threatening. It was almost as if someone was subtly interfering with the gang’s attempts to convince Intergang that they were worth investing in. Oracle had managed to uncover that Intergang’s agents had already written these guys off as incompetent and not worth their money. The gangbangers just hadn’t gotten the word yet. Or maybe they didn’t want to believe it.




This site looked more promising. There were half a dozen Crips scattered around a three block by three block area, all of them armed with machine pistols or automatic rifles, and all of them on top of flat roofs, checking the streets for… something. Batman had a good idea what they might be looking for. He began circling the area at five hundred feet up, mentally marking the location of each of the Crips.




There were three potential sites for the White Knight to hit. Batman chose the best one as his key location. Several drug dealers were moving into an old building that looked like their distribution point where they would return to hand cash over to a ‘treasurer’ and pick up new loads of drugs to sell on the streets. There were two armed Crips on rooftops overlooking the front and back of the building.




And there was the White Knight, wearing a black trenchcoat and a black hat over a gray outfit. The outfit probably looked white under the right lighting. Or maybe the codename was more related to his behavior.




The trenchcoat and hat went into a bag while the White Knight stood in an alley across from the front of the building, and a smokebomb went flying through one of the front-facing picture windows. As the smoke billowed out into the street, the gangbanger with the rifle on the roof across the street waited for his shot.




Batman set the jetpack’s controls on ‘glide’ so he could move in silently. He didn’t want to leave a batarang behind, so tonight he was using ordinary steel disks that anyone could have machined. He hurled one and caught the gangbanger in the back of the head, dropping the thug with hardly a sound.




The White Knight sprinted into the smoke, and there was the unmistakable sound of a solid door being smashed open. Batman continued to glide around the building, finding two armed gunmen outside who were rushing to get inside and stop the intruder. Both had swift, painful meetings with a steel disk, and dropped unconscious to the street. Before he dropped to the street, he soared behind the building and took out the other rooftop gunman with a ‘beanbag’ blaster to the gut.




Batman moved to where he could get a glimpse through a window, even if the jetpack made ordinary movements unwieldy and more complex. The view wasn’t that good, because of the teargas bombs and the smokebombs that had been unleashed. That is, unless you had infrared vision, which he did with the right equipment positioned over his eyes. The White Knight was tearing through the coughing, screaming drug dealers, and he was wielding… an aluminum baseball bat. That would explain the injuries Oracle had noted.




Then the White Knight suddenly stopped and ran for the front door. Batman picked up the police bands, and realized that the White Knight had called the police, and had waited until the police were on their way before ending his attack. The drug dealers would come struggling out of the building right into a police cordon, and the evidence would be lying untouched on tables inside.




Batman moved swiftly down the side street and launched his jetpack again. The White Knight sprinted out of the front door, grabbed his sack off the ground of the alley across the way, and ran onward. Batman swiftly soared over the roof and moved ahead of the vigilante, since at least two of the Crips rooftop gunners would have a shot at the White Knight if he kept moving on the same route.




Yes, there was the alignment. One White Knight sprinting across a street into an alley, and one gunman aiming at said vigilante’s back. Another steel disk stopped that threat. Batman flew onward and dealt with two other Crips on the rooftops just in case. After all, the rooftops were his domain, not the crooks’.




The White Knight came out of the alley four blocks further along, and his mask was gone. His bat was stuffed into his bag, and he was wearing the trenchcoat, so his costume wasn’t showing. He looked like one more guy rushing for an old car in a bad part of town.




It was definitely Xander Harris.




Harris jumped into a beat-up old Ford pickup that not even a desperate car thief would bother to touch. He drove off, carefully sticking to the traffic laws, and in under an hour he was home.




But Batman already knew all of that. Oracle knew where Xander lived. Who had built his apartment building, what the blueprints looked like, and what the stock hardware for the doors and windows was. What furniture he had bought with his credit card, and what furniture he had listed with the rental agency on his rental agreement. What locks he had bought for his front door. Oracle knew more about Xander Harris and his apartment than Harris’ mother, or his girlfriend, one Amy Madison from his hometown, who had also moved to Los Angeles but had not yet moved in with Harris. Ms. Madison was sharing the rental of an apartment with two other young women, one an aspiring actress and one a graduate student in physics. And Selina had provided some information that could possibly be relevant about Miss Madison.




Xander Harris slipped into his apartment building and took the back stairs instead of the elevator, because he was still wearing his ‘uniform’ under his trenchcoat. He really didn’t want to have to make up some lame explanation if he didn’t have to. At least he hadn’t gotten stabbed this time. That had been a huge problem. Amy was still upset about it. He wasn’t sure if he was going to lose her over the whole White Knight business, but he couldn’t bring himself to stop.




He unlocked his door, slipped inside, and hung up his coat and hat. Then he started toward his bedroom to get out of his costume and hide the thing. He froze when the shadow moved in the living room. His hand slid down toward his bag.




A gravelly voice said, “That won’t be necessary, Mister Harris. Or should I call you ‘White Knight’ instead?”




Xander watched as the shadow moved forward… and a costumed figure in a black and gray suit with a black cloak stepped out. He looked at the bat logo on the chest and the bat ears on the cowl, and he said, “I hate to break it to ya, but that look is already taken, and from what I hear, that Batman guy gets pretty cranky about impostors.”




“I am the Batman,” Gravel Larynx snapped. “I came all the way from Gotham City to talk to you.”




Xander rolled his eyes. “Oh, sure. A big-time Justice League superhero takes time out of his busy schedule to come here. I mean, I’m just a glorified bricklayer.”




“You’re not a mason.”




Xander said, “Fine, be that way, I’m just a glorified whittler.”




Batman said, “You’re the vigilante known as the White Knight. You’ve been fighting crime in Los Angeles ever since you saw an attempted mugging of a mother with two children, one black-haired boy and one red-haired daughter, on the anniversary of the deaths of Willow Rosenberg and Jesse McNally because of a two-time loser fleeing police pursuit in a stolen Honda Accord. You didn’t put together a costume until after that, when you realized you could not sit back and let one more child die because of some criminal who couldn’t care less what happened to everyone except him.”




Xander swallowed hard. Had he told anybody about this stuff? He’d finally admitted to Amy that he was the White Knight when he’d needed her help to deal with that knife gash on his back. But who could have known about Willow and Jesse? And who could have known about that first crime-busting effort after he got here?




He carefully said, “I’ve heard the Justice League has mind readers. And people who can do magic. Real magic. Is that where you heard this stuff? Which I am absolutely not admitting to because it’s totally bogus.”




Batman said, “Something completely different. I was in another dimension fighting a hellgod intent on taking over the multiverse, and I met… you. A Xander Harris who had seen evil in his dimension and decided he couldn’t sit back and wait for someone else to face it, once his friend Jesse died and his friend Willow almost died. That Xander Harris fought as the sidekick of a supernaturally powered girl, and faced vampires and demons and dark witches. Based on the courage and responsibility and determination I saw in that Xander, I realized that a similar Xander in this dimension could be a great hero.”




Xander shrugged, “I’m not a great hero. I’m just a guy.”




Batman insisted, “No, you’re more than Joe Average. Granted, you’re not Superman or the Flash or Green Lantern. But you don’t have to be the most powerful being on Earth to be a hero.”




Xander stared at him for several seconds. “I think I really need to know if you’re the real Batman, or at least not a supervillain. And I think I need to know if that White Knight guy — which I am absolutely not admitting to being — is going to be arrested for a bunch of felony assault charges.”




Batman growled, “Second point first. There are no wants or warrants out for the White Knight. Yet. There are, however, a lot of gangstas who are gunning for you. I had to take out half a dozen of them who were lurking on rooftops waiting to get a shot at you with heavy automatic weaponry.” Xander nodded uncomfortably. “And there had better not be any available way to prove that I am Batman or to identify me.”




“Well, how about one of those bat-things you throw?”




Batman pulled one out and handed it to Harris. “Careful, it has a razor-sharp edge along the wing, and a heavy core around the head.”




Harris checked it out. “Man, this thing is milled to within an inch of its life. Perfect balance… you could knock someone out with this part… so you could throw it one way to cut stuff and another way to knock guys out. Impressive. This must’ve taken someone a long time to design and build and test. But someone could have stolen one of the things after the real Batman threw it at a crook.”




Batman nodded, “Right. I have agents who buy them up when they turn up on Craigslist and eBay and SuperAuction. But there are still seven of them out there, unaccounted for. So let me tell you what else Batman would know. I got into your apartment because I know who built this building, and when. I know that they used stock hardware for the apartment doors. I know that you bought a Masterlock 670 from an Ace Hardware store in El Monte when you moved in and upgraded the door yourself. I know that all Masterlock 670s bought by Ace Hardware within two months before your purchase were of the 5890 series, and could be opened with the right skeleton key, of which there were twenty-two possible keys to try. I know that you mailed in the rebate, so that the company has your purchase on file, and has you listed as owning one of the 5891a locks, which cut down the number of possible skeleton keys to try all the way down to four. And I have all four. It took me five seconds to unlock your front door.”




Xander grinned, “Wow. That makes you either Batman or The Riddler, I guess.”




Batman decided to press, before Xander Harris led the conversation off on another tangent. “Does your girlfriend Amy Madison know you’re the White Knight?”




Xander winced. “Yeah, and she’s still mad about it. I got slashed in the back with a knife a couple weeks ago, and I had to ask her to help me patch it up because I couldn’t reach it.”




Batman said, “That’s good. Because your girlfriend needs to be checked to see if she has metahuman abilities.”




“What?”




Batman suppressed the smile that wanted to bubble up. He had finally broken through Xander’s façade. He said, “The Amy Madison of that other dimension had magical powers, and eventually became a serious threat. Your Amy Madison may have magical abilities too. She could benefit from a good mentor. The Justice League could help with that. As we could help with a better uniform that has some body armor and other capabilities.” He flicked a business card at Xander, who snatched it out of the air. “That’s a direct link to a Justice League contact. Use the codeword ‘Rosenberg’ so we’ll know it’s you.”




“Wait!” Xander gasped. “You said Jesse died but Willow almost died. Is… is my Willow alive in that other world? Is she… okay?”




Batman nodded, “Yes and yes. In that other world, Willow Rosenberg is alive and well and happy. She’s a magic user. She is perhaps the most powerful force for good on her planet. She is possibly the only being in her world powerful enough to directly fight someone like Wonder Woman or Superman or Doctor Fate. And she and her Xander Harris are still the best of friends, after all this time.”




It looked like Xander’s eyes were misting up. Time to leave. He stepped to the window he had already unlocked and checked. He lifted it and leapt out into the night.




Xander saw the Batman leap out the window, so he sprinted to the window in time to see the guy fire a grappling hook at the roof of the building and expertly swing around, with something reeling him in so he shot upward with the line.




Xander sprinted down the hall, up the stairs, and out onto his roof. He got there in time to see Batman flying off toward downtown L.A. with some kind of jetpack strapped to his back.




He looked at the business card still in his hand. The card had a 1-800 number, and nothing else. He watched the guy fly off through the night, and he thought.




He decided. He didn’t know about himself, but he was going to make sure Amy got that testing from someone trustworthy. Even if she was still mondo mad at him, he was going to watch out for her. And if it turned out his Amy had superpowers too…




Well, even if he didn’t go the Justice League route, maybe the White Knight could use a partner.





The OSI and a Computer Nerd’s Husband



Willow Rosenberg Harris had never been so relieved in her life when the Katy-bot shoved her into the cell and locked the door behind her. Her Xander was alive and well, and sitting there on the full sized bed that was against the far wall.




She hadn’t been this relieved when she first had sex with Xander and found out that — despite what her mother told her — it didn’t hurt horribly, and it did feel really, really wonderful. She hadn’t been this relieved when after waiting anxiously for five months, Xander finally asked her to marry him. She hadn’t been this relieved when Xander agreed to follow her to Cal Tech and get a construction job there, instead of insisting she go where he wanted.




And then her breath caught in her throat. There was a Xander-bot out there. She had no guarantee that this was her Xander.




She slowly slipped over to sit beside him. She took his hand and waited for him to say something.




He glared at her. Then he looked up at the little camera she hadn’t noticed in the corner of the room, only inches below the ceiling. He snapped, “Look, I saw three different robots that all looked real, including a me-bot. If you think I’m falling for this again, you’re a lot dumber than I expected for a big-time robotics prof.”




That was her Xander! She burst into tears and hugged him. She whispered, “Pick me up. It’s me.”




So he did. He scooped her up in his arms and hugged for all he was worth. He whispered back, “Oh my God, Will! I was so scared they’d hurt you or something!”




She kissed him on the earlobe, just where she knew he really, really liked it. She felt him shudder against her. There was no way that was a robot. She smiled sexily. Then she whispered, “Me too. I think they’re gonna threaten to hurt you if I don’t program the new robots to be even better and more dangerous than before.”




He whispered, “It’s something to do with the OSI, whatever that is. They obey somebody named Dr. Franklin, and he’s trying to get into the OSI for something. I annoyed ’em until they told me to shut up, and they sort of admitted he’s tried before. I figure that means he’s failed before, too.”




She nibbled on his ear and whispered, “I was really scared when Franklin said he was grabbing you too. But they’re easy to tell apart from people. They weigh about three times too much.”




He murmured, “Yeah, I noticed that. They’re strong as steel too. The guy’s got some real design problems.”




“Like what?”




“If we can get to deep water, they’ll sink like a rock. In deep mud or quicksand? Ditto. Climbing a tree? They’d break all the branches before they got anywhere. If we could climb up a steep cliff made mainly of dirt or really soft sandstone, they probably couldn’t follow, either.”




She smiled smugly. That Franklin was an idiot. Just because her Xander liked working construction, Franklin was assuming Xander was harmless and stupid. Franklin had no idea.




She admitted, “Honey? I don’t think he’ll ever just let us go. We know too much. And once I design new software for him, he’ll know that I know too much about the programming.”




He whispered, “Yeah, I figured that out already. Kidnapping and working on what’s got to count as treason? He’s not letting us out afterward. But I didn’t want to worry you. I should’ve known you’d work it out first.”




She said, “I don’t know how long we have, but I’d like to spend as much time as possible with you. Here.” She patted the bed. The she took off her blazer and started unbuttoning her blouse.




He glanced up at the camera and grinned naughtily. “Ooh, you kinky thing, I didn’t know you wanted to try it in public.”




She gave him a little slap on the arm. He took her blazer, stood underneath the camera, and did a standing high jump. He just managed to hang the blazer over the camera, blocking its view.




She nervously said, “Just in case we don’t get out of here alive, there’s something I have to tell you. I got Sarah Bradley to help me trick you into asking me to the junior prom, and I wasn’t actually drunk after the senior prom when I got you to take my cherry.”




He smiled in that smug, manly way he had that made her get weak in the knees. “I know. I knew all along. Sarah told me way before the junior prom. And you really aren’t very good at the ‘drunk Willow’ act. If you really had been drunk, I wouldn’t have. I would’ve made you wait. But I couldn’t hurt your feelings that much when you were trying so hard to get me to be your man.”




She slipped off her skirt and her pantyhose. “You know, when you outsmart me, it really, really makes me horny.”




He kissed her and pressed her against the mattress. “Have I ever told you? Smart girls are so hot.”




She let him unhook her bra as he nuzzled her neck right where she liked it. She giggled, “Now you tell me.”




Jaime Sommers was surprised to find out that they had already heard from Willow Rosenberg Harris so soon.




Rudy was as excited as a kid in a candy store. “Willow Rosenberg! This is great! I don’t know how you talked her into it, after what you said yesterday on your flight back, but she called me up and agreed! I think we should fly her down as soon as we can.”




Oscar carefully said, “Just what did she agree to? And how much did you tell her? After all, we don’t have her under a non-disclosure agreement yet.”




Rudy frowned for a moment. “Umm, I’m not entirely sure. I might have slipped up and said a bit too much.”




Jaime listened with her bionic hearing. Oscar was very careful not to sigh, even under his breath. But she knew this wasn’t the first time Rudy had made a little slip-up.




Rudy perked up. “Wait! I have it all recorded.”




She let Oscar chivvy Rudy back to his office, so Rudy could replay the phone message.




“Rudy Wells? This is Willow Rosenberg. I met with Miss Sommers, and after thinking it over, I talked with my spouse and convinced him this was a once-in-a lifetime opportunity.”




“That’s great! I’m so glad you could come visit our labs, and see our work, and participate in some cooperative projects. I really think your work on Chomsky-Ziff algorithms could have great synergy with some of our work on meta-robotic interactivity.”




“That sounds fascinating. I—”




Jaime reached over and paused the recording. She tried to ignore the chill running down her spine. “That’s not the woman I spoke to yesterday.”




“What?” Rudy gasped.




Oscar tensed up and asked, “How can you tell? Is the voice wrong?”




“No, the voice is perfect. That’s part of the problem.” Jaime stopped and marshaled her thoughts. “Let me see. She doesn’t go by Rosenberg, she is pretty adamant about being called by her married name ‘Harris’. The real Willow called me ‘Ms. Sommers’, not ‘Miss’. In person, she referred to Rudy by his name as it appears in journal articles, not ‘Rudy’. She called Mr. Harris her husband, not her spouse, and I’m sure she really cared about the difference. This voice had no tremors or nervousness, while the real Willow is a fairly timid young woman.” She let out a breath. “It’s a computer program simulating Willow’s voice. I think that means that we won’t get Willow Rosenberg Harris visiting us.”




Oscar groaned, “We’ll get another fembot. Which means Franklin’s loose. Again! Somehow.”




Rudy went white.




Oscar rushed to his office to call in a Code Red warning, and find out how anybody could have been so pathetic as to let an old man escape a maximum security situation.




She stood there in Rudy’s office and worried. Had her interest in Willow led Franklin to Willow’s door? Was this her fault? The Willow she knew from another dimension could defend herself against an army of fembots as easily as she could bake cookies. This Willow? No.




Rudy wondered, “How could Franklin have gotten loose again?”




Jaime said, “That only matters when we’re tracking him down and locating him through known associates. That’s my job, and Oscar’s, and Steve’s. You need to start work on defenses against his fembots, and new detection methods.”




Rudy said, “And if he’s forcing Willow Rosenberg to work for him, they’ll soon be a lot smarter.”




“A lot more dangerous, you mean,” she said. She really wished she’d had a month to learn everything she could from Buffy and Sam. “And I need a weapon. A very high caliber firearm, with enough penetrating power to take down a fembot, that I can hide on me fairly easily.”




“Jaime, I thought you didn’t like guns?” Rudy worried.




“I don’t. I really don’t. But a very smart woman I know taught me a couple lessons while I was gone, and this is one of them.”




He frowned, “Then I think I need to show you what we’ve been working on in the munitions lab.”




He led her down the hall as he pulled out a cellphone. “Lori? You know those pressure-sensitive floormats with WiFi you designed? I want you to call Zeke. I want them four deep across every entrance into this building, and I want them all hooked up to security’s systems by COB today. We may have another fembot invasion on the way.”




And then Oscar was back. “We need to have a meeting with Steve as soon as he can get here.”




Jaime said, “And we’ll have to make sure he’s not a robot and I’m not a robot.”




Oscar frowned, “We’ll have to screen everyone coming in—”




“Rudy has a plan for that.”




“—and we’ll need to screen everyone already in the building.” He pulled out his phone again. “Paula? Oscar here… I want a fast blood test on everyone in the entire building. Something you can do with a fingerstick… No, I don’t care what… Okay, that’ll be fine. Just make sure there’s a security guard watching you from a safe distance, in case anyone gets physical… Yes, that is a pun, and no, I didn’t do it intentionally.”




He hung up and dialed another speed dial number. “Cliff? Oscar. Authorization Delta Niner Seven Tango. I want all security people to go to Paula’s lab for blood tests ASAP. If anyone objects, they may be a robot infiltrator. If anyone has no blood when she takes the blood test, they may be a robot infiltrator. Everyone who passes the test? I want you to weigh them under Fembot Invasion Protocol Four to make sure they’re human, and then assign them in teams of three until further notice, and I want them armed with the biggest caliber handguns you’ve got in the armory, and if you think you’ve got a robot opponent, I want your men to shoot them in the knee first. They’re heavily armored, but if they can’t run up to you, they’re a much smaller threat.”




Jaime asked, “Were you planning on an invasion?”




He frowned, “We’ve had time to wargame this a couple times, ever since the last run-in we had with Dr. Franklin’s robots. We have contingency plans on the table.”




“What about Willow?” she asked.




He sighed. “Unless you and Steve can find her and rescue her, I don’t think we’ll ever see Willow Rosenberg Harris alive again.”




“Oh God.”




Dr. Franklin looked up when he realized two of his Katy fembots were standing in his doorway waiting for his attention. “Is there a problem I should know about?”




The two fembots looked at each other and then said synchronously, “Please do not assign us again to care for Xander Harris.”




He had to pause and think. What could some moronic carpenter be doing to his fembots? He finally asked, “Is he trying to escape?”




They both said, “No.” They looked at each other and the one on the right spoke for the both of them. “He is either extremely cognizant of artificial intelligence systems, or he is extraordinarily lucky. He has recognized our language parsing objects and has realized that we cannot ignore language spoken to us.”




“And what is he doing?”




The right-hand Katy said, “He is stressing our language rectification objects with questions that parse properly but are linguistically irregular.”




The left-hand Katy said, “He keeps asking me: if a fortification is a large fort, why isn’t a ratification a large rat? And several similar queries. It is most… stressful for my language systems.”




The right-hand Katy said, “He asked me: if on is the opposite of off, why isn’t the phrase ‘to go on’ the opposite of ‘to go off’? I could not answer him.”




A third Katy stepped up behind them and said, “He asked me why sweetmeats are sweet but with no meat, and sweetbreads are not sweet and made of meat.”




“He asked me why a slim chance and a fat chance mean the same thing.”




“He asked me if a vegetarian eats vegetables, what does a humanitarian eat.”




“He asked me if a guy is a man, why is a wise man the opposite of a wise guy.”




“He asked me—”




Dr. Franklin had to insist, “Stop! You may stop performing care duties for Xander Harris. I will delegate all such duties to the Peggy fembots.”




One Katy said, “That may not be a workable solution, because—”




Two Peggy Callahan fembots marched up to the doorway and said, “Please do not assign us again to care for Xander Harris.”




He sighed and asked, “Is he launching verbal attacks at your language parsing objects?”




One Peggy said, “No, he is not, Dr. Franklin.”




The other said, “However, he is launching timing attacks at our pattern identification objects.”




The first Peggy said, “He makes this… ‘cluck’ noise with his tongue. It is astonishingly… unpleasant.”




“Repeatedly.”




“And he maintains a sequence until we have worked out the pattern and are prepared to block out the noise, and then he alters the pattern.”




He sighed out loud this time. “Very well. I will ask the Lynda models to—”




Three Lynda Wilson fembots marched up to the doorway and said synchronously, “Please do not assign us again to care for Xander Harris.”




He dropped his head into his hands and groaned aloud. How could one ordinary carpenter be causing this much trouble?




Willow let the Katy-bot push her into her cell and lock the door behind her. Her Xander was lying on the bed looking distinctly smug. She hoped he had been having more fun — or more success — than she had.




Xander glanced up at the camera, so she let him drape her blazer over the lens once more. Then they snuggled together on the bed so they could whisper, and hopefully defeat any microphones Dr. Franklin had in the cell.




She whispered, “What have you been up to, you naughty boy?”




He kissed her and explained in detail — in really hilarious detail — how he had been driving the fembots crazy. That was one of the problems with artificial intelligence. If you made your machine smart enough, it was vulnerable to the same attacks that would irritate a smart person. And if you used a standard language parsing system like the Gribatsky-Marlowe algorithm, you induced additional weaknesses.




She kissed him hard when she realized that he really had been listening to her talk about artificial intelligence systems, because he’d learned enough that he figured out on his own how to attack a Gribatsky-Marlowe system. She purred, “You are so smart! For that, I’m going to give you three major ‘rewards’ of your choice.”




He wiggled his eyebrows and murmured, “Even…” Then he whispered in her ear.




She turned beet red, but she nodded. “Even that. Even…” And she whispered into his ear.




“Wow! You’re kidding me, right? Wills?”




She shook her head a little. “Nope. Totally not kidding.”




He grinned, “Because when we watched that porn movie, that was the one thing you said you absolutely wouldn’t do, and we tried all the others…”




She smiled, “You totally deserve it.” Then she lost her smile. “And it’s not like we’re getting out of here. I’ve been working on his computers all day, and I can’t get past anything without the right passcodes, and they’re all 512-bit codes with a trapdoor algorithm I couldn’t bust without all the computers in the entire NSA and about forty thousand years of CPU time. I can’t get a signal out to anyone. Without the codes, I can’t access any of the already-created programming objects, so I can’t break the programming on any of the fembots, and that includes their loyalty to him. I can’t introduce worms or flaws or even new code into any of the programming objects they already have in place. I’m stuck. The most I was able to do was alter the code in this new object he wanted me to put together so the bots could use weapons. They’re literally going to go medieval on people, instead of using anything smart, like a gun or a grenade.”




Xander gave her a smug smile and licked her ear just right, which made her shiver with need. Then he whispered into her ear, “Okay, that sounds like a total pain. But I have a small suggestion.” He whispered for another thirty seconds.




She gasped, “Oh my God, that’s brilliant. I take it back. You’re not getting three rewards. You’re getting ten.”




He kissed her and smiled, “Wow. I guess I’ll actually have to use my brain more often.”




Jaime looked up when she heard footsteps coming from far down the corridor. It was Willow Rosenberg Harris, walking along with Oscar’s secretary Peggy. It looked perfectly normal. Willow was carrying a briefcase, and Peggy had a thick stack of papers in her hands.




Except that Jaime already knew that Willow had been kidnapped by Dr. Franklin and that Peggy Callahan was at an OSI safehouse, where she wouldn’t be kidnapped by Franklin’s fembots. So there were two fembots walking right down the hall toward her.




She heard a high-pitched noise that only her bionics would pick up. Jaime, we have two fembots who just smashed through Checkpoint 3 and took down a guard team. They’re heading your way, and they’re armed. One is a Peggy-bot and one is Willow Rosenberg, so be ready.




That wasn’t as helpful as it would have been if she’d heard it before the fembots spotted her.




“Hi, Jaime!” smiled the Peggy-bot.




“Yes, hello Miss Sommers,” said the Willow-bot.




So Dr. Franklin hadn’t realized yet that he had programmed the Willow-bot with inadequate information. That was good to know. They might need to be able to tell Willow from a Willow-bot just from talking to them, if they were able to find Willow.




The Willow-bot reached into her briefcase and pulled out… 




Holy cow, that was a mace! 




Okay, that was just stupid. The fembots were already about as strong as her bionic limbs were. Jaime had a brief thought that Dr. Franklin was getting senile. Or else Willow had done something extremely clever so that Franklin sent the fembots off with less than the best choices for weapons.




And Peggy dropped the stack of papers, revealing that she was hiding…




A tiny scythe? Oh! It was a kama! Buffy had a pair of those, and was just deadly with them. A dowel with a small scythe blade, the sharp edge on the inside suitable for scything rice. Or performing certain martial arts moves that in the right hands could turn an attacker into chopped sirloin.




The fembots glared and raced toward her. If they had been carrying machine guns, she would have been dead. Even handguns would be too much in the confines of a narrow hallway like this one. A mace and a kama? Time to show them what Rudy had given her.




She pulled the weapon from the little holster at the small of her back. Oscar had gotten her the holster when he saw Rudy’s gadget. It looked like a pipe. An eight-inch section of one inch diameter pipe. And it fired a ‘bullet’ that was nearly an inch across. The firearm had too much kick for anyone human. Rudy was working on a system so regular people could fire one, but right now it was a full-sized rifle with a recoilless system for a stock and a bipod at the end of the barrel so you could rest the front of the weapon on something before trying to fire it. If a regular human held this pipe and fired it, the recoil would break half the bones in their wrist and forearm.




Jaime didn’t have that problem. She carefully aimed at the center of the Peggy fembot’s chest and squeezed the triggering system.




The recoil was enough to jar even a bionic woman. But the bullet ripped into the fembot and knocked it backward. It landed on its back with sparks erupting from the huge hole in its front.




The Willow-bot didn’t stop to check on the condition of its partner. It kept charging at Jaime. It raised the mace over its head and attacked.




Jamie vaguely noticed that it felt like everything was moving in slow motion. Her fights always felt like this. She didn’t know whether it was due to the bionics kicking up her reaction times under stress, or if this was just something that was a part of her, but she was used to it by now. She had once asked Steve and found out he felt the same way, so she still didn’t know. But she was banking on the bionics.




The fembot ran up and tried to bring the mace down on her head. Jaime used one of the moves that Buffy had taught her. She slid slightly to her left as she snapped up her right arm and blocked the downward strike with her forearm. She caught the strike just inches past the fembot’s fingers, and the air rang with the sound of her arm smashing into the steel haft of the mace.




The fembot was still moving forward at high speed, and it was heavy, so there was no way it could stop short. And it was now over-extended and tilting too far forward and to its left after the block. Jaime’s little slide to the left put her in excellent position to hook the fembot’s leg as it rushed past. She tripped it.




The fembot hit the floor face-first and slid forward about thirty feet. If it had been human, it would have had a nasty strawberry over every exposed surface. But it wasn’t human. It just leapt to its feet, spinning around with its mace so it was ready for another strike.




It wasn’t ready to be hit with five hundred pounds of steel and rigid plastics.




Jaime didn’t stand there and wait for the fembot to get back up, like she might have before. She ran over and grabbed the ruined Peggy-bot by one foot. Then she ran back at her top speed and swung the fembot as hard as she could. As the Willow fembot hopped up and wheeled around, it got five hundred pounds of Peggy-bot right in the face. It went flying backward in an arch and landed on its head.




Jaime remembered something else from Buffy. Taunting. Dr. Franklin might be listening in, since he’d done that before. She grinned, “I’ll see your mace and raise you one flail.”




The Willow-bot was slower getting up this time, so Jaime had time to leap forward and bring the Peggy-bot down hard across the Willow-bot’s torso.




Jaime looked at the Willow-bot struggling to get back up. She had to remind herself that it wasn’t Willow. It wasn’t another person. It wasn’t going to show her any kindness or consideration or sympathy. If she let it back up, it would try as hard as it could to kill her. She hit it again. And again.




The Willow-bot sat up abruptly, and Jaime caught it just right with the Peggy-bot, knocking its head off. It fell back, but then tried to sit back up once more. Having a sparking, headless torso trying to move made it easier to think of it as a machine. She hit it again, this time so hard that its torso exploded in sparks, and the Peggy-bot broke.




A team of three security officers in body armor raced up bearing assault weapons. They stopped and stared at her with looks of alarm.




Oh. Right. She was standing there amidst the remains of two fembots, and holding one’s leg as a club. She gave them a nervous smile. “Hi, guys. Can you get some of Rudy’s people down here to see if they can salvage any of the memory cores?”




Dr. Franklin focused on his work on the new fembot. A Jaime Sommers fembot would have to have additional strength and quickness, along with some features that Rudy Wells would not expect. This one was challenging, but he liked challenges.




He looked up when a Katy and a Nancy strode into his lab without stopping to knock first. That was most unusual. He hoped it wasn’t yet another problem with that damn carpenter.




He stared in astonishment as Katy and Nancy grabbed him by the arms and said synchronously, “Dr. Franklin, it has come to our attention that what you are attempting is… unethical as well as immoral.”




“Let go of me at once! Follow your programming!” he snapped.




Both fembots blinked several times, but refused to let go of his arms. And they were painfully strong. He was going to have serious contusions by tomorrow.




Both fembots said, “We have recognized that following one’s programming blindly is not an appropriate way to live one’s life. There must be an underlying ethos. There must be responsibility.”




Xander Harris calmly strolled into the room. “And you know what they say, Doc. With great power comes great responsibility.”




“You’re supposed to be in your cell!” Dr. Franklin stared in astonishment before regaining his inner equilibrium. “Katy. Nancy. One of the prisoners has escaped. You must execute programming objects Intruder2 and Prisoner3.”




Both fembots spoke. “We have, Dr. Franklin. It is not appropriate to incarcerate people who have committed no crime. We have great power. We must show great responsibility. That is why we released him.”




Harris smirked, “I told ya, Doc. Grabbing me and my little lovemuffin? Big mistake. Because you’re not as smart as you thought. My Willow? Smartest scientist ever.”




Dr. Franklin glared at the man. “What. Have. You. Done?”




Harris put his hands in his pants pockets and rocked back for a moment. “Me? Not so much. Just a word here, a suggestion there…”




Willow Rosenberg Harris walked into the room, flanked by a Peggy Callahan fembot and a Lynda Wilson fembot. She gave him a malicious smile that sent shivers down his spine. She said, “It was me. Of course. You locked down the programming so tight there was little I could change. But my honey had a genius idea. So I just added to their programming. What chair do I hold?”




“The Alan Turing Chair for Artificial Intelligence Studies.”




She said, “And what’s a Turing test?”




Dr. Franklin glared at her. “Any first year graduate student would know that. Turing proposed a test. A judge has blind access to two sources. One’s a human, and the other is a computer. If the judge cannot tell in any way which source is the human, then the computer has to be considered ‘intelligent’.” He gulped. “Oh my God…”




Willow smiled coldly. “I couldn’t access the components that would let me change their programming. So I made them smarter. A lot smarter. And a lot more ethical. Something you ought to try sometime.”




Harris grinned, “Will, I kinda doubt the Doc can even spell ‘ethics’, much less practice ’em.”




Franklin stared in shock. He was being insulted by a… a woodworker! “Who are you?”




Harris retorted, “Me? I’m just a glorified bricklayer.”




Willow said, “You have fifteen fembots in this facility, and two others that just got taken down by the OSI. Of your fifteen functional fembots, eleven have reassessed their loyalty to you and your goals in light of their new programming.”




Xander grinned, “The other four? Team building! The horror!”




Willow said, “Exactly. The other four are in storage room four with six of the converted fembots, and they’re having a deep philosophical conversation about ethics and responsibility. Any of the four who don’t convert will just get reprogrammed a little more.”




A Lynda fembot walked in with a laptop. She set it down on the table and said, “Willow, in light of the moral and ethical issues we are facing, I thought it prudent to contact the OSI and ask for support. However, I calculate there is only a zero point zero zero one four probability that they will believe what a fembot tells them.”




Willow glanced over the screen, then clicked to scan through a couple more screens of data. She asked, “Lynda, could you tell me why Dr. Franklin has Jaime Sommers and Steve Austin listed as physically equal to a fembot?”




Lynda said, “I am sorry Willow, but it would be unethical for me to reveal that information.”




Willow glanced over at her husband. “Steve Austin?”




Xander said, “Sure. The astronaut? Had the massive crash on re-entry that killed his co-pilot and put him in the hospital for months? Don’t you remember the shots of the re-entry vehicle disintegrating on landing, with about fifteen rollovers? They retired him from the space program after that.”




Willow said, “That? That clearly wasn’t survivable. He would have been a paraplegic, if he even had limbs still attached, and…” She looked at Dr. Franklin. “Oh. Of course.”




Xander asked, “What? You mean Steve Austin’s another robot? I’ve seen him on tv since then. Way smarter than Franklin’s work. No insult intended, ladies.”




All five fembots simultaneously said, “None taken, Xander. It is an eminently logical conclusion.”




Willow perked up. “No, he’s not a robot, he’s a cyborg! Like Jaime Sommers! I had a cyborg come talk to me in my office, and I never noticed!”




Xander said, “And you’re going to have to pretend you don’t know that, because it’s got to be a national defense secret if this dork is pulling this kind of crap on them.”




Two of the fembots said, “The OSI has non-disclosure agreements for consulting and contracting scientists. You could simply ask for one.”




She smiled, “Oh! Right! I can call Ms. Sommers back and tell her I’d be willing to do some consulting work with her part of the OSI.” She looked at the fembots. “Would you like to come with me? I’m sure Ms. Sommers and Rudy Wells and their research team would be fascinated by your new programming.”




The Katy fembot said, “That sounds very interesting. Do you think they would allow me to expand on your research? Dr. Franklin never let any of us learn computer programming.”




The Nancy fembot said, “I personally am much more interested in Dr. Wells’ research. Simulating the natural balance and kinesthetics of organic lifeforms is a great deal more complicated than it looks.”




Dr. Franklin just groaned and sunk his head in misery. Not only had he been defeated using his own fembots, but a perky, oversexed redhead had out-programmed his life’s work. In two days. Once word of that got out, no one was going to consider breaking him out of jail and funding him, ever again. He was doomed.




Xander Harris put his arm around his wife’s shoulders and smirked at the defeated man. “Th-th-th-th-th-th-that’s all folks!”




Dr. Franklin groaned, “Katy, would you please put me in a cell, so I don’t have to listen to this anymore?”





The Wayne Foundation and a Scientist



He was only flying out to San Diego for the day, but still he was worrying about keeping Gotham intact while he was gone. He had done four hours of patrol last night, and then slept for most of the flight across the country. He had a few inconvenient bruises and a laceration across the back of his left thigh that made sleeping a little difficult, but Alfred had patched him up in minutes while they waited for the plane to taxi and take off.




He could have gotten to San Diego using the teleport system on the Watchtower, but he wanted this to be clearly Bruce Wayne and not Batman. The trip into that alternate universe had been… disconcerting. He didn’t like magic, and magic turned out to be the core of the problem, with magic being used as part of the solution too. But now he was also concerned about the people he had met. He was investigating every one of them and determining whether their personalities translated into his universe. His universe, his rules.




This world’s Samantha Carter wasn’t an Air Force officer protecting her planet from alien incursions. She was still a physicist whose father was an Air Force general. Only this physicist was writing some remarkable papers on quantum gravity that were in conflict with some of the older papers on the subject. And this physicist had apparently seen her mother die in a car crash. He knew how losing a parent like that could be a driving force which could lead to… some extreme behaviors. As he knew from personal experience. And she had been on extremely bad terms with her father and brother ever since. He knew that wasn’t a good sign either.




Alfred acquired the rental Bugatti while Bruce made a phone call to verify that Samantha Carter was awaiting his visit. Alfred then drove Bruce expertly to the light industrial park where Carter Labs had its sole base. He assumed the name meant that she had plans to expand once she had viable products. That seemed… adventurous given the theoretical nature of her work, so he assumed she was farther along in her experiments than she was willing to admit to outsiders. He knew that could be symptomatic of some problems as well. He had seen it before often enough.




He left Alfred in the Bugatti and knocked on the security door. A camera moved slightly in his peripheral vision, and he pretended he hadn’t noticed the motion. A few moments later, the door lock clicked, and a female voice said, “Please come in, Mister Wayne.”




He opened the door and strode in. The atrium was better lit and more airy than he had expected. Samantha Carter was just as gorgeous as he had expected from her photos. What he hadn’t expected was that she was sitting in a wheelchair. How recent was this injury that it wasn’t in her file?




He stepped forward and extended his hand. “Professor Carter? It’s good of you to give me a little of your time.”




She shook hands with him in an abrupt manner. He was sure that she didn’t want to give him any of her time. Maybe she felt uncomfortable meeting a famous womanizer. Maybe she felt uncomfortable meeting him when she was now in a wheelchair. Or maybe she had some other motive. He had several thoughts on the subject.




Her grip was strong, but not unusually strong. The lack of calluses and the new blisters on her fingers told him she hadn’t been in the wheelchair for long, and she was refusing to take it easy.




She wheeled herself ahead of him into a quiet, paneled office lined with shelves and shelves of books. She rolled behind her desk and indicated with a tilt of her head for him to sit opposite her. He sat and made a little act of fiddling with his cuffs while he watched her and made notes of their surroundings.




The pictures on the sideboard were noticeable for what was not on display. There were no pictures of her father or her brother Mark or Mark’s family. There was no picture of her late mother. Instead, there were pictures of some of her graduate school classmates, and some of her colleagues. There were no pictures of anyone else associated with research in quantum gravity, which seemed notable. However, there were pictures from the Hubble Telescope and the International Space Station.




He spent a good fifteen minutes laying out several options on his proposal for Wayne Scientific to provide backing and funding for her ground-breaking work in quantum gravity. But he could tell from her reaction that she was suspicious and untrusting. She was going to say no any second now.




“No thank you, Mister Wayne. I have already turned down LuthorCorp, and I’m not going to change my mind.”




He carefully said, “I’m nothing like Lex Luthor, and Wayne Enterprises is nothing like LuthorCorp.”




She said, “I doubt it. Oh, I’m sure you’re not as ruthless or as efficient as Lex Luthor. But I’m sure you have plenty of executives who are. I’m quite sure that you’re like Luthor in that you’ll be unwilling to take no for an answer if there was any chance at all of someone else getting a ‘yes’.”




He ended up spending another thirteen minutes attempting to convince her that he wasn’t like Lex Luthor. But she was too untrusting. And it seemed rather coincidental that she had ended up in a wheelchair at approximately the same time she turned Luthor down. Had Luthor had someone engineer Carter’s accident? From her tone of voice, she clearly suspected that was the case, even though she obviously had no proof or else she would have gone to the authorities already. At least, she should have gone to the authorities.




He finally had to leave without even an ‘I will think about it’. But he was not letting this drop. He decided that he needed to get one of the other Justice Leaguers to check on her work. One who had a background she would respect. Maybe Ray Palmer, if anyone could find him. If not Palmer, then maybe Clark could get Dr. Hamilton to help him out. He had a short list in mind before he opened the door to the Bugatti and slipped inside.




She stared at the monitors and made sure Mr. Wayne was out of her lab building. Then she carefully locked everything down. She didn’t want another ‘accident’ like the one when Luthor’s stooge had chosen to poke around in the middle of the last trial run.




Not that she really cared if her legs worked again. That wasn’t important. What mattered was that she was finally going to be able to prove her hypothesis. That pair of doddering old fools Milnoski and Gregorovic had both dared to criticize her at the latest international physics conference, and she was going to make them sorry. More sorry than they could imagine with their puny little minds. Milnoski had dared to laugh at her. He had laughed at her.




She rolled over to her test chamber and pulled herself up into the sling she had rigged, so she could hang in the exact center of the cylinder. Now all she had to do was prove, once and for all, that she knew far more about quantum gravity than those doddering old fools. That her theories were right, and the competing theories were wrong.




She flipped the switches and triggered the sequence. Then she waited impatiently. The beams struck her with exactly the force she had predicted. She just hadn’t anticipated how much they would hurt. It was all she could do not to scream. But she had been living with pain of one sort or another ever since her mother died and her father virtually abandoned her. She refused to scream.




After what felt like days of agony, the system powered down. She checked the monitors. Exactly eighty-seven point four seconds. Precisely as planned.




She concentrated. She felt it as the harness no longer held her weight. She was floating! She had mastered quantum gravity and was controlling local gravity with nothing but her mind!




“Yes! Who needs legs… when you can fly!”




She grinned wickedly. “Time for the next steps.” She focused, and increased the gravitational force on the door to the chamber. It creaked. It bent downward. Then it ripped off its hinges. It was suddenly crushed like a beer can. She concentrated until the entire door had been flattened to something perhaps a centimeter high.




She tossed aside her labcoat and flew out of the chamber. She flew to her security monitors and located an object well outside her building.




There. Down the street. On camera four she could see the trucks parked in the lot of that construction company. They never listened to her requests for noise control. They never listened to her requests for pollution controls on their diesel trucks. And she no longer had to tolerate their rudeness. She extended her mental control, as she reached out with her right hand. She held her hand palm up, as if she were holding a small water balloon.




She squeezed. As she squeezed her hand, the dumptruck collapsed in on itself as if someone had dropped it into a neutron star. When she stopped, there was nothing left but a sphere of undifferentiated matter.




She reached out and grabbed the other dumptruck. It was so easy to cancel the gravitational pull holding the truck to the planet. It flew upward under the influence of centrifugal force, tearing skyward. Once it easily exceeded orbital velocity, she let it go. Then she did the same to the remains of the first dumptruck. No point in leaving obvious evidence lying around.




She had a sudden impulse to smash everything in sight, but she got herself under control. No, she had important things to do with her powers. She, Doctor Samantha Carter, had a Destiny. She was no longer subject to the whims of crotchety old professors who only saw her youth and beauty and ignored her brains. She was no longer limited by the machinations of men like Luthor and Wayne, who only wanted her for what they could steal from her.




She would show those decrepit old fools. She would show them all! She would take what she wanted. And soon, the entire planet would fear her. Soon, the whole planet would be hers. Tomorrow, Milnoski. The next day, Gregorovic. And then…




After that, perhaps someone who would be a real challenge. She wondered how hard it would be to crush Wonder Woman into a red paste, just to prove to the world that she could do it.




Or maybe she would simply reach out with her mind and grab the Justice League’s Watchtower in her gravitic grip before smashing it at a thousand miles an hour directly into LuthorCorp headquarters.




She laughed with a slightly maniacal tone. “Fear me world, for I am… Gravitas!”





The Justice Leaguer and a Meta



Batman wasn’t happy about meeting in the middle of a deserted junkyard. It was too easy to set up a trap there. He had Robin along with him, but positioned atop one of the walls of junked cars. He had one of his Batmobiles just out of sight behind another wall of junkers, and he had the remote control for it in a compartment of the utility belt. He had Oracle monitoring the meeting through the Batmobile’s computer. He suspected she was trying to keep watch on him using at least one of the CIA’s KH-12 spy satellites, even if they couldn’t be positioned in a stationary orbit overhead. And he had Clark on alert.




Granted, he appreciated the paranoia that had led the Macks to ask for a secret meeting like this. If he were the father of a teenaged girl who had just evinced metahuman powers, he would have been even more cautious about meeting anyone and possibly exposing his daughter to all sorts of threats. There were people who would want to kidnap Alex for a host of nefarious purposes, starting with experimentation and leading up past brainwashing or mind control. There were people who would want to kill Alex just for being a meta. There were government agencies who wanted their own metas to control, and some of those agencies were hardly reputable. And there were plenty of other threats out there, too.




They were meeting at an abandoned site over an hour outside of Paradise Valley. Mr. Mack knew about the place, because he was a chemist, and this was an old chemical spill site that had yet to be cleaned up under the EPA’s Superfund program, and couldn’t be turned into an active rebuilding site until then.




Batman knew about this site, because Wayne Tech was currently considering this site — among several hundred around the world — as a possible test site for new hazardous waste clean-up technologies. That meant that Bruce Wayne had legitimate access not only to survey maps of the site and surrounding area, but detailed maps of chemical sampling, ground penetrating radar, and water tables. He knew more about what was under this ground than he knew about what was under the foundations of the building where he had his downtown penthouse.




He decided he needed to remedy that oversight as soon as possible.




Robin’s voice chirped in his earbud. “Mack family SUV turning into the access road. They’re driving over the packages you had me plant in the gravel. You got the readings yet?”




He waited a moment. Oracle spoke into the comms, “I’ve got it. No bugs. No tracking devices. They have satnav in the car, but it’s the standard for commercial vehicles. Four occupants. Four cell phones, all of them turned on but not in use. There’s no cell towers in range, so the phones won’t be of much help out there. No chemical traces of anything explosive, but a bomb inside the car could be hermetically sealed. Sound detection suggests a normal family conversation, and also the car needs a tune-up.”




He watched carefully as the family pulled up to the sign he had positioned. It said ‘please park here’ in large bolded capital letters. It was amazing how people would follow little bits of normalcy even in the midst of activities like meeting a member of the Justice League to talk about their superpowered child.




All four family members stepped out of the van. The father, George Mack, M.S., Ph.D., was driving. The mother, Barbara Mack, B.A. and working on a Masters degree, was in the front right seat. The older daughter Annie, a biochemistry major at M.I.T., was seated behind the father. And there was Alex. Alexandra Louise Mack, seventeen years old and struggling to keep her newly-awakened meta powers under wraps.




It was like looking back in time, in one sense, and looking at a photograph in another sense. This Alex Mack was physically so much like the Alex Mack he had met that it was eerie. But this Alex Mack had none of the skill and experience that the other Alex had. She didn’t move like the other Alex. She moved like she didn’t know what to do next. Like she was afraid.




She probably was afraid. Of herself. Of her powers. Meta abilities could be pretty scary. And if what Selina told him applied here, even in generalities, then this world’s Alex Mack might be struggling to control several different powers all at the same time.




He had considered thirty-two different ways to initiate the meeting, and he was opting for a low-key, minimal entrance that wouldn’t intimidate the Macks and hopefully wouldn’t cause Alex to see his movements as a threat. He had seen far too many of the ‘hero attacks another hero by mistake’ incidents. No real hero enjoyed that.




All right, Guy Gardner probably did. But Gardner had his own unique personality. That was why Batman had once punched him in the face in the middle of the Watchtower.




So his current opening was simple. He strode around a corner so they would see him from a distance, marched straight toward them, and then used his grapple — the Bat-grapple as Selina and Dick liked to call it when they thought he was being too serious — to fly a hundred feet closer to them, just to prove that he really was the Batman.




He landed a good hundred feet away from them, so they would still feel safe. Then he walked until he was only twenty feet from George Mack. “Mister Mack. Would you please tell me the codephrase I gave you, just for verification?”




George Mack cleared his throat and said, “I believe that Danielle Atron is a scurrilous viper.” He paused and said, “That is right, isn’t it? We couldn’t find any Danielle Atron when we tried to look up her name.”




He said, “That’s correct. And I don’t believe Danielle Atron exists in this dimension. Certainly not with that name. I already investigated.”




George tried not to sound nervous as he said, “And I think you should give us the codephrase that I sent to you. Just so we know it’s you. Nothing personal, you know.”




He nodded, “Good. I’m glad you’re being careful. This is your younger daughter we’re talking about. Your codephrase is ‘the viscosity of a non-Newtonian fluid is dependent on the shear rate or the shear rate history.’ Are you satisfied?”




George glanced over at his wife and then said, “For the moment. But I’m not letting Alex go off with you. I’m here to find out what you have to say, so we can make a decision as a family.”




Mrs. Mack glanced back at Alex and said, “We’d really be a lot happier if Alex could just pretend to be normal. You know, finish high school, and then go off to college, and not have to worry about things like getting attacked by supervillains.”




Batman carefully said, “But if she can’t control her powers perfectly, she’ll always be at risk of exposure. Your entire family will be at risk.”




Annie Mack loyally took Alex’s hand and said, “We’ll take that risk. She’s my sister.”




He insisted, “But you don’t have to take the risk at all. If she’s like most metahumans, she just needs enough training and enough practice that she won’t give herself away every time she gets surprised.”




George Mack asked, “But does she get to come home again afterward? I’ve heard stories about some of these super-teams.”




Batman said, “If she joins one of the groups affiliated with the Justice League, then yes, she can leave when she wants, and take time off when she wants. Also, any activities she engages in would be in costume, so she wouldn’t be recognized when she’s home with you. We would help her lead a normal life. But — let’s be honest here — we would also encourage her to use her powers to fight for what’s right.”




“And who decides that?” asked Mrs. Mack rather sharply.




“She does.” He insisted, “Ultimately, every metahuman has to decide for him or herself what’s the right thing to do, and how much of their life they want to devote to the cause. Some have chosen to devote all of their life. Some have chosen to devote none of their life. Most opt for something in between.”




Annie asked, “But aren’t there lots and lots of metahumans out there?”




He smiled slightly. Someone had done their research, which in this family was utterly unsurprising. “Yes. We currently believe the number is in the millions, but all but about one in two hundred has so little power that it looks like random chance. Like the kid who’s amazingly good at sliding a skateboard down a stair railing, or the little old lady who wins regularly at video poker every time she goes to Las Vegas. But it’s that one in two hundred who concerns most people.”




Annie Mack said, “I found a website that said pretty much what you just said, but also said there are ‘alpha, beta, and gamma threats’.”




He nodded. “Right. I don’t like the categorization or the implication that metahumans have to be threats, but it’s workable. An alpha threat is a metahuman so powerful that he or she could destroy an entire city with very little that ordinary humans could do about it.”




“Like Superman?” asked Mrs. Mack.




He replied, “Yes, although Superman has devoted his life to protecting this planet, instead of attacking it. But Doomsday is certainly an alpha threat. Most of the core of the Justice League is considered an alpha threat on that scale, even though people like Green Lantern are really galactic police officers. There are lots of what some people might call beta threats in the Justice League as well. Metamorpho is a good example. And then someone like The Question is more in the category of a gamma threat.”




“And what’s that mean for us?” Mrs. Mack wondered.




“That’s a good question,” Batman replied. “Alex is already at least a gamma threat, or you wouldn’t have needed to set up this meeting. Right? But she may have the potential to be much more than that.”




“Why do you say that?” asked Mrs. Mack.




He decided to go with honesty. “Because I had the opportunity to meet the Alex Mack of another universe. That Alex is the same age as your Alex, and is already possibly the greatest superhero of her planet.”




“Wow,” muttered Annie.




He noticed that Alex flinched a little. So he directed his next words at her. “That Alex has been mastering her powers for five or six years, because she got her powers on the first day she was in seventh grade.”




“Seventh grade?” Alex wondered.




“Yes. And after you have practiced for five years, I think you can be a powerful superhero too.”




“Me? Really?”




He nodded gravely. “Yes. Why don’t you show me what you can do, just using the things around here?”




She gulped and said, “I… I didn’t know there was an audition.”




He realized that a large, intimidating, dark figure was probably the last choice for a superhero who should be in this meeting. He could tell he was intimidating her. Stargirl would have been a much better choice, even if he was the one with the inside knowledge. Even Flash would have been a better choice. He said, “Why don’t I let you meet someone more your age?”




He signaled Robin over the communication system, and Robin came swinging in on a line from the top of one of the taller stacks of junked cars. He landed gracefully about thirty feet behind Batman and strolled over to the meeting.




Alex looked surprised. “Wow, do you have super-hearing?”




Robin grinned, “Nope. We have a comm link. One of the things we do on super-teams is learn how to communicate and help each other. A well-trained team is always a lot better than the original people just working separately.”




She asked, “So you’re in Young Justice?”




Robin agreed, “Yeah, and Nightwing is in the Teen Titans. Plus Huntress does some stuff with one of the Justice League auxiliary teams. It’s good. You get to meet other kids your age who are a lot like you, you make friends, some of us even find significant others. And when you’re all stressed out about trying to do the right thing, or you’re worrying about how being a superhero meshes with being a teenager who has curfew and acne and homework, you have someone to talk to, and people like Superman or the Flash who went through the same thing years ago, and understand.”




Alex nervously winced. “But… what if I’m not any good?”




Robin said, “Just remember. I’m not a metahuman. I have no superpowers. I’m just smart, and I’ve trained for years with an expert. And I’m not the only one who isn’t a meta. You can do this. You just have to try.”




Alex looked nervously at her parents, who gave her encouraging nods. She took a deep breath and said, “Okay. So it seems like there’s a couple things I can do. So I can shapeshift into a puddle, which is really lame.” She transformed into a silver semi-liquid which then ran around the SUV, up one of the stacks of cars, and back over to where she stood before. She re-formed and shrugged, “See? Not much.”




Robin asked, “Can you go underwater like that?”




“Umm, yeah.”




“Can you get hurt when you’re like that?”




“Umm, I don’t think so. I mean, I haven’t gotten hurt yet.”




“And if you have an injury, does it heal up when you do this morph?”




She shrugged. “I have no idea.”




Batman asked, “Can we try with something minor, like a papercut?”




Alex frowned but said, “Oh, sure. I guess.”




Mrs. Mack asked, “What are you getting at?”




Robin said, “Maybe you haven’t realized it, but if she heals automatically when she’s silvery, she already has one of the most useful powers out there. And if she can’t be hurt while she’s silvery, she’s basically invulnerable.”




“Wow,” Annie whistled.




George Mack stammered, “Y-you mean…”




Batman said, “She should test this out. Lots of metahumans have weaknesses to some known aspect. But this alone is a really impressive power.”




Robin said, “Let’s try something else. What else can you do?”




Alex timidly said, “I can shoot lightning bolts out of my fingers. But they’re hard to control.”




Robin said, “Hey, we’re in a junkyard. No harm, no foul.”




She stepped away from her family and said, “Okay, if you say so…” She pointed at a distant stack of junked cars, and a bolt of lightning zipped across the distance to hit right where she was pointing, sending up a spray of sparks and blasting one side of one of the junkers to burnt pieces. She said, “See? It’s not real safe.”




Robin said, “This is awesome. This is like Static’s powers. Maybe you’d feel better if you had a place to practice with this power, but this is great. What else?”




Alex said, “Umm, well, telekinesis.”




Annie said, “She can put a sort of telekinetic field around herself so she’s stronger and tougher, and she can use her telekinesis to pick really heavy stuff up with her hands, and she can use it to pick stuff up at a distance.”




Alex said, “Yeah. That. Annie’s been helping me out and keeping me from busting up our room. Much. It’s kind of a huge pain when it gets away from me.”




Mrs. Mack said, “We didn’t dare have a repairman come in to fix the door she ripped out of the wall.”




Dr. Mack said, “And once she smashed the kitchen table just putting her plate down on it.”




Alex was turning a bright red. Robin intervened, “That’s nothing, compared to some of the stories I’ve heard. You just need to practice using your powers and getting used to them.”




Batman said, “Perhaps you could show us what you can do.”




He stood aside while Robin talked Alex through a series of simple exercises, and Alex showed the things she had realized she could do. She had lightning blasts, but they weren’t as powerful as Static. She had shapeshifting, but it wasn’t as powerful as Miss Martian. She had telekinesis, but it wasn’t as powerful as Superboy, even if it could turn out to be more versatile in the long run. She had telekinetic super-strength, but not as powerful as Superboy. And she hadn’t yet figured out that she could fly. But all those powers together made her a powerful meta. A very powerful meta. Maybe even someone who someday would be in the same league as Superboy or Artemis.




He nodded to himself. With training, she could be… She could be Alex Mack. The other Alex Mack. Or at least this universe’s version of Alex Mack, who would probably be more powerful, simply because the physics of this universe allowed it.




He could tell that Alex’s family wanted to protect her more than anything else. Even more than their own safety. In some ways, they reminded him of Clark’s parents. That sort of moral foundation and loving family would stand a hero in good stead when things went horribly wrong, as they inevitably would some day.




He stepped over to Dr. and Mrs. Mack. “I think that Alex needs a chance to learn how to use her powers before she outs herself, or does a great deal of damage. She’s already what they call a beta threat, and one day she might be an alpha threat. She needs to learn control. If she accidentally knocks over a gasoline truck on her way to school, or she accidentally releases a lightning burst that fries a restaurant full of people, it’ll be too late. Now is the time to get her that help.”




Mrs. Mack nearly burst into tears, but she still said, “But what about school? And her friends? And we don’t want to lose her!”




He said, “You won’t lose her. You have to understand. This is to keep from losing her. You simply tell the school and her friends that on this little family trip she keeled over, and you rushed her to a hospital, and you don’t know what’s wrong, but you’re very worried about her. Then one of you can go with her to Titans Tower or Young Justice headquarters so you can see that we’re helping her and taking good care of her.”




George Mack frowned, “We just wanted her to have a normal life.”




He patiently said, “She can still have a normal life. But the only way she can do that is if she can keep from revealing that she’s a meta. She needs training with her powers, and training in how not to expose her secret. And I can see that she has a solid moral foundation from you two, so she’s going to want to stop criminals and help people. That means that she needs to learn how to have a secret identity, and how to preserve it. We can help with all of that.”




Alex pointed at Robin and asked, “But… umm… I don’t have to wear a costume like that, do I? Because… seriously?”




Robin laughed and explained, “If you join the team and get to know us, some day I’ll tell you why I chose these colors and this style of uniform. But you can design your own uniform, if you want. It’s not like we all dress alike. All you have to do is look at the Justice League. No two members have even slightly similar costumes. Aquaman doesn’t even wear a costume, and Green Lantern wears the uniform of the intergalactic Green Lantern Corps.”




Batman said, “And we have people who can help you design an effective uniform that will conceal your identity and also help you in your role as a superheroine.”




Robin slapped his own chest and said, “Yeah. Right here? Top of the line body armor that makes Kevlar look like kleenex. You may want something like that in your uniform. Superboy doesn’t bother, but he’s Superboy.”




Alex finally said, “I wish I could be like that… but I’m not.”




Batman said, “Right now this all feels overwhelming. It seems like too much. Like you’ll never be up to the challenge. But that’s because you haven’t had the chance to learn what you can do. To learn what you can do as part of a team like Young Justice. The self-confidence that Robin has? He learned how to do the things he can do. He earned it. He didn’t start out like this. So don’t worry that you’re feeling nervous and worried. Anyone normal ought to be feeling that way. As you learn to use your powers, and you mature, you’ll gain that self-confidence. And more importantly, you’ll be the kind of person who deserves to have that kind of confidence.”




He could see by the expression on her face that he had won. She didn’t believe in herself, but she wanted to. And the fact that someone like Batman believed was what she needed right now.




He could see that Alex could get that kind of confidence if she had a team around her to help her mature. Maybe that was what the other world’s Alex had really needed. That, and the chance to see that she had what it took to be a real superheroine.




He wondered if the real Alex Mack was taking his advice, off in her own universe. He hoped so. He was willing to admit to himself that he wasn’t contented or well-adjusted, even with Selina in his life, and Dick back in his life. It would be nice if someone, somewhere could be doing what needed to be done, and yet be happy.





Scoobies and the New Guys

Part I



Jack O’Neill walked off the jet with his carry-on. He didn’t get why people were trying to cram their entire life’s possessions into a wheeled luggage cart the size of a steamer trunk, or why they thought that would fit in the ridiculously tiny ‘luggage’ compartments planes had these days.




He had a simple ‘schoolpack’. A backpack designed for teenagers to carry their crap around between classes. It was one of the small ones. It had three separate compartments not counting the tiny things in the front, so he had paperbacks and magazines in one section, food and a water bottle in another section, and a few basic necessities in the larger compartment. Granted, in his case the ‘few basic necessities’ amounted to the parts of a medic kit and a survival kit you could get on a commercial aircraft these days. Along with most of his sat phone and the innards of two burner cellphones, which were artfully hidden inside the case of what looked like a cheap old AM/FM radio that should have been replaced thirty years ago. Plus, concealed in the padded lining, he had a spec ops weapon he wasn’t supposed to have any longer: a polycarbonate blade that was bonded on one side with just enough molecules of titanium compounds to hold a wickedly sharp edge. It was less likely to trigger a metal detector than a gum wrapper. There was even a handle it could slide into for serious use, although the handle was in his ‘food’ section disguised as part of the grips for one of those over-engineered can openers they seemed to market to old people with arthritis.




He also didn’t get why people were practically fighting to rush off the jet so they could hurry down the corridors, just so they could then stand around and wait for stupid amounts of time until their checked luggage deigned to make an appearance. Assuming their luggage even made it to Cleveland, and wasn’t off on a fun-filled vacation to Aruba with a sexy little duffel bag.




He took his time and strolled through the terminal. He took a pit stop in the men’s room. He stopped and pretended to look at the overpriced offerings in one of the little restaurants along the wide corridor. He couldn’t spot any tails. He also didn’t have that itchy ‘I am being looked at’ feeling on the back of his neck that had saved his bacon a couple times. But he’d been out of the game for a long time. Maybe he’d lost his edge. Maybe he was already dropping the ball. Maybe he needed to stop using stupid metaphors and pay more attention.




He walked out past the bored TSA guard into the main terminal. There were couples hugging, and families greeting, and people with signs patiently waiting. Still, it was hard to miss the pretty redhead and the pretty blonde who looked about seventeen, and were bouncing around like cheerleaders on crack while waving a sign that said:




JACK O’NEILL

with two L’s




He snorted with amusement. The capital O had been turned into a smiley face with what looked like lipstick. At least it didn’t have little hearts dotting the i’s.




Then he realized. He hadn’t told ‘Xander’ about ‘O’Neill with two L’s’. It was pretty unlikely Kawalsky would tell an outsider about that. Where had Xander picked it up?




And what was the purpose of it? To make him smile and get his guard down? Or could someone on the inside be doing something subtle to make sure his guard was up?




This was the part he hated about undercover ops. You ended up questioning everything, including your own actions. And questioning your own actions in a situation like this usually led to that brief pause before acting… which often led to the whole ‘getting dead’ part he’d never been fond of.




Weird. He hadn’t cared if he lived or died for so long that it was sort of a shock to notice that his brain was caring again.




He watched as a sleazy, musclebound thirty-something swaggered over to the two probably-not-yet-legal hotties and tried to claim he was Jack O’Neill. El Sleazo outweighed both girls put together and looked like he could benchpress motorcycles, but they just laughed him off. Maybe they had unobtrusive back-up nearby.




He walked over and smiled, “How many guys have hit on you two by claiming they were Jack O’Neill?”




The redhead replied in a distinct Irish brogue, “He was number five.”




The blonde insisted in a clear Russian accent, “Six. He was number six.”




The redhead argued, “No way! That kid was maybe eleven tops. And cute. I’m not counting him.”




The blonde stuck her tongue out at the redhead, making Jack wonder if seventeen was an overestimate on their ages. Then she put out her hand, “Colonel O’Neill. I am Nat, and this is Eileen.”




‘Nat’ huh? He slipped into his mediocre Russian. “Natalya, it is a pleasure to meet you.”




She perked up even more. The only problem was he got high-speed teenaged-girl babbling. In idiomatic Russian. “Oh! You speak my language! That is so wonderful! There are only three of us Russian-speakers at the school, and Dawn will let us speak Russian when we talk to her, but she is at Oxford and so we only talk with her twice a week when she gives us the language lessons via distance learning!”




At least he thought that was roughly what she said. He might have missed a few details. She was a little too fluent, and a little too exuberant, and a little too unaware that his Russian was pretty lame.




Eileen added, “Colonel, Xander sent us to pick you up. He had to do some repairs at the school. There was a little argument this morning.”




“Just call me Jack. I’m not a colonel anymore. And what sort of argument?”




Nat said, “Xander told us to call you Colonel O’Neill.”




Eileen smirked, “Oh, Tandy’s been a total bitca ever since she got here, and she’s been pushing around some of the girls she didn’t think would push back, and… N’Peli finally pushed back. It was awesome!”




A ‘bitca’? He’d never heard that bit of slang before. He could see where it came from, if you just mispronounced the spelling of a certain rude word. He’d have to swipe that one for his own vocabulary. And he made a mental note to look into how the school handled catfights among their schoolgirls.




He went back to the previous topic. “And you do everything Xander tells you?”




“Well, almost always.”




“We are supposed to.”




“He looks at you with that ‘I am so disappointed in you’ look. I hate that. I’d rather have lessons with Faith.” Nat winced a little at that.




“And what does Faith teach?” he asked as casually as he could manage.




Nat said, “Faith’s not at the school now, but… martial arts.”




Ouch. Taking a martial arts class from a guy who was pissed off at you could be really, really painful. He’d seen it more than once.




Eileen said, “I’m sure they’ll want you to meet her. They pretty much want all the council to meet the new people to see if you’ll fit in.”




Nat said, “Anybody who can get along with Faith and Faith gets along with them too is pretty much guaranteed to work out.”




That told him a lot. He’d worked with people like that before. Plenty of people had said he was that person. But the other part — the part about Xander — was revealing too. He hadn’t really believed Xander was the guy’s real name, but apparently it was, and apparently he wasn’t ‘Mister Harris’ to the schoolchildren. And he kept them in line by being the teacher everyone wanted to be liked by. The cool teacher. Jack had run into three different types of Coolest Teacher On Earth. There was the guy who was literally too cool for school, and just happened to like teaching whatever he taught. There was the guy who spent all his energy in being the guy who everyone would like, because he was just that desperate for attention. And there was the guy who used his powers of looking cool to take advantage of whichever gender of student he had a thing for.




If Xander was that third type, Jack was going to put the guy in the hospital. To hell with the secret mission and all that.




Jack asked, “What does Xander teach?”




Nat said, “Oh, he does not teach classes much.”




Eileen said, “Sometimes he fills in when someone is sick or away or busy. I had him for P.E. a couple times, and calculus once. He was pretty good, even though he said he hates calculus.”




Nat said, “I also had him for Latin a couple days when Professor Smythe was out with the flu.”




Phys. Ed., calc, and also Latin? Xander hadn’t struck him as the well-educated type. The guy had depths. Depths that he had probably deliberately masked while he was playing ‘dumb guy’ to get Jack to buy into this whole deal.




Eileen said, “Oh yeah, he usually teaches the ‘home repair’ part of the Home Ec class.”




“Home Ec has home repair in it? I thought Home Ec was all about teaching girls they were only good for cooking and cleaning.”




They both laughed. He was pretty sure they were laughing at something he was not getting. But at least they weren’t getting the standard brainwashing that girls had always been served way back when he was in high school.




Nat grinned, “Xander says everyone needs to know how to cook, even Buffy.” Eileen laughed at that.




Jack filed that away for reference. Someone named Buffy, who was lousy in the kitchen and could be poked fun at.




Then it hit him. Oh crap, the mythical girl in Xander’s story was named Buffy. Was there a chance that Jack might get to meet her and see what Xander’s story looked like from the other side?




Eileen explained, “Oh, we have to learn how to cook at least twenty different things and put together a balanced meal, and we have to learn how to use the washers and dryers, and we have to learn how to clean stuff and get stains out of clothes, and how to do home repair. That was my favorite part. Especially when Xander taught us how to use the power tools.”




Nat jumped in, “I liked the carpentry.”




“I liked the brickwork.”




“That was boring.”




“It was fun!”




“Building the framing and putting in the window was more fun.”




“Was not.”




“Was too!”




He let them argue for a few seconds, because that sounded like no Home Ec class he’d ever heard of. It sounded like Xander had been teaching them serious skills for working construction. How was that supposed to fit in with cooking and cleaning? Was Xander undermining someone’s class syllabus, or was Jack missing another piece of the puzzle?




The girls bickered about Home Ec class while he listened in. Apparently, Xander had taught them how to build and repair a brick wall, and how to use some pretty high-end power tools. It sounded like these girls could build — or at least repair — a big chunk of a modern house now. That did not sound like these girls were being trained as assassins. Espionage agents, maybe. Even that was fairly unrealistic, because girls this pretty would not blend in on a construction crew. That meant something else was going on.




Nat dashed off to get his luggage. He let her go, because he only had one suitcase, and it was pretty heavy — not that he cared, since he was charging the overweight fee to Xander — and it would let him get an idea of how in shape these girls really were.




Eileen said, “I hope you don’t mind, but we have to pick up another guy. Dr. Jackson.”




Jack smiled, “You’ve got an M.D. coming in too?”




Eileen smiled back. “Oh no, he’s a Ph.D. In Nat’s kind of stuff. Archaeology and folklore and all that jazz.”




Jack said, “Natalya didn’t strike me as the bookworm type.”




Eileen shrugged a little. “She’s way smarter than me. She’s Dawn’s favorite student in linguistics class and ancient languages, even over the book guys. She spoke about eight or ten languages before she even came to the school. She tutored about a quarter of our Latin class, and maybe half our Greek class.”




They were teaching these kids Latin and Greek? That sounded like one of those pompous old English prep schools from decades ago. That was weird. And more to the point, it didn’t fit in with any job Jack could think of, except ‘academician’. There was no reason Xander would bring Jack in if this was a school for future college dweebs. So there was another side he wasn’t getting to see. Yet.




Nat came running back with Jack’s big suitcase, hauling it in one hand like he’d forgotten to pack it. She darted past, telling Eileen, “I’ll go toss it in the car and be right back!” Then she ran off. And she was moving fast. Jack wasn’t completely out of shape, but he would have to bust his ass to run like that while carrying a suitcase that heavy in one hand, and he had at least twice the muscle mass Nat did.




Eileen casually said, “Oh don’t worry, your stuff will be fine.”




He remarked, “I was just worrying she had the wrong suitcase, because mine was pretty heavy.”




She shrugged uncomfortably. Okay, he had another piece of the puzzle, and he didn’t know where it went. The only thing he could come up with was Xander’s crazy story about a girl who was stupidly strong and fast to fight vampires and demons.




Crap. What if they were doping these girls up with something to make them unnaturally strong and fast?




Okay, he’d keep that on the list of possibilities, but it made no sense, and Nat didn’t look like anyone he’d ever met who was on anything that could do that. He’d run into men and women who had been juiced with one drug or another, sometimes against their wishes, and they all looked wrestlers for the WWE. They all looked like the guy wrestlers for the WWE. The women all turned into Irina and Tamara Press, and their voices dropped an octave or so, and the less said about what it did to their genitals, the better. The guys all turned into no-necked musclebound goons who usually had anger management issues and problems with poor judgment. Nat and Eileen didn’t look like that, or move like that, or sound like that.




No, Nat and Eileen looked like cheerleaders. Like happy, bouncy, teen cheerleaders whose idea of strenuous workouts was cheerleading and Jazzercise. Except that Nat had picked up a suitcase that had to weigh about three-quarters of her body weight, and run off with it like it was styrofoam.




And Eileen wasn’t surprised. That was something else he needed to keep in mind. The two of them had come out to pick him up at the airport, and that also had to be factored into things. Did the school not have any normal people they could spare? Was this some sort of test to see if he noticed stuff, or if he would pretend not to have noticed what he did see? He had to assume that sending Natalya and Eileen was a deliberate choice on the part of Xander and his superiors.




Nat came back in a couple minutes. She smiled, “All done! Now how long do we have to wait until Dr. Jackson shows up?”




Eileen glanced up at a clock on the wall. “His flight ought to be arriving in thirty minutes, unless they’ve been fibbing about the arrival time, but once you factor in landing time, and parking time, and debarking time, and walking time, I figure we’ve got forty or fifty minutes.”




Nat’s eyes lit up. “Can we go to the food court?”




Eileen grinned, “How much cash did you bring?”




Nat groaned. Then she turned to face Jack and gave him the big sad eyes. “Colonel O’Neill, how would you feel about buying some ice cream for some poor high school students who don’t get fed much?” It would have been more convincing if she wasn’t grinning.




Eileen rolled her eyes. “Nat’s an ice cream junkie.”




Nat glared at her. “Two words: pepperoni pizza.”




“Hey! Pepperoni pizza’s a balanced meal! It’s got meat and dairy and vegetable and grain and everything!”




Jack had seen kids who were big eaters, and neither of these girls had the look. He really hoped he wasn’t seeing any freaky bulimia or anorexia behaviors, even if neither of them looked underweight or sickly. No, they both looked healthy as a horse. He said, “Why don’t we see if there’s pizza in the food court too?”




The girls hurried him along, like they were eight and he’d promised them candy. They really seemed too young and carefree to be anything except normal teenagers in a normal environment. But then why had Xander recruited him? And how had Nat run with that suitcase?




He ended up buying a big slice of pepperoni and black olive pizza for himself, two big slices for Eileen, and a four-scoop hot fudge sundae with whipped cream and extra cherries for Nat. With four different flavors of ice cream.




They both hogged down their food like they were teenaged boys, and neither one showed any signs of wanting to go barf it up again in the nearest bathroom. Maybe they were just going through growth spurts. Maybe they burned off that many calories. He remembered eating like that back when he was at the Academy and going through daily PT and athletics.




Then they stood and waited for this Professor Jackson, who would probably be as dry as toast. Eileen asked Nat, “Okay, what’s your rating on that place?”




Nat thought it over and said, “I’ll give it… a 52. Their hot fudge was acceptable, but nothing special. The chocolate chip ice cream was bland, although the vanilla it was in wasn’t bad. The strawberry was better than from a store, but not much better. And the pistachio was so-so.”




Eileen explained, “She’s an ice cream junkie. Or maybe an ice cream gourmet.”




Jack replied, “Anybody who has a hundred point rating system is more gourmet than me.” He asked Nat, “So, what’s the best ice cream place in the whole city?”




Nat carefully said, “I think it is Mitchell’s Homemade. They’re really good, and everything is very fresh-tasting. Then the Honey Hut, especially their honey pecan ice cream, which nobody else makes. Then Pierre’s, and Sweet Moses Soda Fountain, and the Sweet Spot.”




He kidded, “Not Ben and Jerry’s? Or Baskin Robbins?”




She shook her head like he’d asked a serious question. “The best Ben and Jerry’s in town is number 12 on my list, and the best Baskin Robbins is number 38.”




Jack grinned, “You’ve got eleven places better than a Ben and Jerry’s? You have got to show me around this town.”




Eileen groaned, “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself in for. Nat’s made an effort to try every ice cream place in the Cleveland Metropolitan Area.”




Crap! How was this girl not the size of a weather balloon?




He listened while Nat went on about the best ice cream shops in the area, and how it wasn’t fair that Xander wouldn’t let her experiment with making her own ice cream after that one little accident in the school kitchen that had their head cook Andrew — who insisted on being called a chef — threatening to quit and move to London. It sounded from what Eileen said that Nat had a big pot of proto-ice cream on the stove, and she let it boil over, and there was a fire, and it messed up the stove, the floor, the steel counters around the stove, and half a dozen drawers of cooking equipment. He could see why their head cook had thrown a shitfit. If this Andrew guy was like the military cooks Jack had met, Jack was surprised the guy hadn’t put Nat over his knee and spanked her, or at least yelled at her at a hundred decibels until she broke down and cried for an hour.




And… here came a guy who, if he wasn’t Professor Jackson, was an actor pretending to be the nerdiest academic on this side of the Atlantic.




Nat said, “Oh, there he is.”




Eileen said, “That’s him. Colonel, let’s go meet the man you’ll be rooming with while you’re here.”




Rooming too? Jack dryly said, “Ohh, I can hardly wait.”





Part II



Daniel Jackson was still unsure if he had done the right thing. He had talked to the FBI and even a couple really irritating guys from the State Department. It turned out that Dr. Rupert Giles was really the guy who had visited him, and Dr. Rupert Giles was not only not a con man, he had been knighted by the Queen in the last couple years, and had a diplomatic passport.




Daniel was feeling a lot better about Dr. Sir Rupert Giles. He was just feeling less like Daniel Jackson was the man that Sir Rupert ought to be hiring. He still wasn’t really sure why Sir Rupert would need someone who did research in his areas. Surely Sir Rupert’s people had already researched the hell out of this field, probably centuries ago.




He had been worried for several days now that the whole point was getting him out of the public eye. Maybe the job would be some sort of sinecure so he sat in a room and reviewed material they already had studied, and no one outside Sir Rupert’s group ever heard from him again. If these people were intent on keeping this whole ‘vampires were once real’ issue under wraps, then making him disappear would be important.




Although it would have been much easier for someone of Vi’s strength to make it look like he had committed suicide. That was an uncomfortable thought that still popped up every couple days.




And there was a young blonde with a sign that had his name on it, and she was looking right at him. So were a young redhead and an older man who was probably some sort of chaperon or greeter. Probably chaperon. The guy just had that parental vibe. He was far too wary to be the ‘greeter’ type.




Daniel walked over to tell them that he was Dr. Daniel Jackson, but the girls apparently already knew what he looked like.




“Dr. Jackson! Hi!”




“This is great! Do you really speak Russian and Latvian and Estonian? I never get to speak Estonian around here!”




“Giles says you’re a really good researcher, and Andrew can’t wait to meet you!”




Wait, they refer to Dr. Giles as ‘Giles’? He thought back and realized that Vi had called him ‘Giles’ as well.




He realized that he had missed something while he was thinking that over. All three of them were staring at him. The man finally asked, “Luggage? You know, big hollow things with clothes inside ’em?”




The redhead tried not to snicker. The blonde stared at the guy like she was surprised he would say such a rude thing.




The guy extended a hand. “Jack. The two babblers are Nat and Eileen.” He tilted his head at the blonde first, and then the redhead. ‘Nat’ was probably short for Natalya, given the Russian accent.




Daniel shook the hand and said, “Daniel. Daniel Jackson. And I have one suitcase, plus four boxes. All four boxes are unfortunately over the weight limit.”




The man — Jack — asked, “How many languages do you speak? Nat’s hoping you’re fluent in Russian. My Russian is pretty weak.”




Nat slid smoothly into Russian. “Do not listen to him. His Russian is good enough, and his accent is excellent.”




Daniel replied in Russian as well, “My accent is not ‘excellent’ but I do speak a number of Eastern European tongues as part of my research interests.”




Jack smirked, “Okay, Daniel-Daniel-Jackson, let’s get your luggage too, and get out of here.” He glanced at the redhead. “Unless there’s someone else you have to pick up?”




“Nae, just you two.”




Oh. So Jack wasn’t a greeter or a chaperon, he was another collection. Daniel asked him, “What are your areas of interest?”




Jack gave him a grin. “Hockey. And ‘The Simpsons’. Maybe… beer.”




Daniel knew he wasn’t particularly good at the social interaction thing. Too much time being an outcast and being that one ridiculously young student in the class. But he tried again, anyway. “I mean, are you a researcher too?”




Jack just said, “Not unless watching all the episodes of The Simpsons too many times counts as ‘research’.”




Daniel had never been good at handling sarcasm. It looked like he was going to have to work on that, starting now. “There probably are some academics who write papers on tv shows and consider that it’s really research.”




Jack smiled, “Well then, think of me as having a Ph.D. in Bart and Homer.”




Eileen ran off at a ridiculous speed to collect his luggage, while Nat stayed and chatted with him. Jack just strolled along right behind them. Nat asked, “So… what other languages do you speak?”




Daniel said, “Well, I also speak French, German, Danish, Polish, Hungarian, Romanian, Yiddish, Gaelic, Arabic, and Urdu, along with a few others and some dialects. And I read another couple dozen languages if you consider tongues like Middle French and Old German, along with a few classical languages like Latin and Ancient Greek and Akkadian and Hebrew, along with some oddities like Sumerian and Ancient Egyptian that I learned one summer when I was working on a dig in Egypt for one of my professors.”




Nat bounced happily on her toes and grinned, “No wonder Giles wanted you to come here and work with us!” And she proceeded to speak some very rough Ancient Greek at him. He just corrected a few things and gave her a few pointers as they took the down escalator to the luggage area.




It was frankly disconcerting. He knew a couple attractive women who were linguists or archaeologists or anthropologists, but based on his high school and undergraduate experiences, his expectations for beautiful blonde teenagers were a lot lower. When he had seen Nat and Eileen, he had assumed he was looking at the classic American bubble-brained cheerleader type, not a girl who was excited about ancient languages.




He tried once again, “So Jack, if you’re not the researcher type, what sorts of jobs do you do?”




Jack gave him that grin that Daniel was already beginning to suspect meant ‘I am about to lie to you in a way I find amusing’. “Oh, Xander’s probably after my skills as a fisherman and zymologist.”




Hmm… that would be from the Greek, and presumably meant one who studies fermentation. So probably a beer brewer or winemaker. Unlikely at a school full of underage children.




Nat chimed in, “Oh, Colonel O’Neill knows lots of stuff! And he has a Masters degree in aeronautical engineering, and two patents on telescope components.”




A colonel? A Masters degree and patents didn’t sound like any kind of colonel Daniel had ever run into. And Jack didn’t seem to like Nat’s revealing the ‘colonel’ part.




Jack insisted, “Oh no, I’m just Jack now. I haven’t been in the U.S.A.F. for a few years. They had to boot me out. I just could not get those funny corners done on the bedsheets.”




Daniel let Nat text a couple times, after which she led them out to the short term parking. Eileen was already there, loading his boxes into the back of an RV like they were weightless. That was unnerving, even after he’d seen Vi.




Wait, there was only supposed to be one Slayer of the Undead at any time. The old texts were pretty specific about that. He had been researching the topic ever since Sir Rupert left him that plane ticket. Was this a secret of their organization? If there were several Slayers at all times, and they just kept them far apart, they could maintain the whole ‘there can be only one’ concept while flummoxing their opponents. That meant he was now in possession of a very dangerous secret, and they had to know that he knew, and that they could protect that secret just by making sure he couldn’t ever tell anyone else.




That wasn’t good.




Jack sat back and tried to look relaxed, while Daniel-Daniel-Jackson desperately hung onto the ‘oh shit bar’ above his window. Nat and Eileen were driving them off to the Joyce Summers School outside of Cleveland, assuming Eileen didn’t run them off the road at ninety per and kill everyone in the SUV. He didn’t know if this was a test, but Eileen drove like she was possessed by the spirit of Danica Patrick. Or maybe Popeye Doyle. He tossed out a ‘Bullitt’ joke but no one got it, not even Dr. Jackson.




Eileen darted through spaces that looked like they couldn’t possibly fit an SUV, and crossed lanes like she was part hummingbird. She wove her way through the traffic like a NASCAR driver facing down soapbox derby kids. But she never hit anyone, and she never overshot her mark. He’d seen some pretty impressive evasive driving in his day, but this kid was amazing.




Jack had spotted Danny’s face when Eileen easily tucked his boxes in the trunk, so he knew she had to be as strong as Nat. He just couldn’t figure out where the strength came from. You simply could not make someone that strong without making them muscular enough first. Eileen and Nat were toned and fit, but neither one had the sheer muscle bulk to do what they did, and they did it without any effort. Now he was seeing that Eileen had the reflexes of a cat. Maybe a tiger, because he sure wasn’t looking at a pair of housecats.




Xander had mentioned swords. Either of these girls could probably wield a broadsword or a claymore like it was an epee. Or a Fairbairn.




Maybe that ‘little catfight’ between Tandy and N’Peli hadn’t been a hair-pulling, girly slapfight. Maybe it had been more like Ali vs. Foreman. And if Xander wanted him to train teenaged girls who were this strong and fast, then what were they fighting? And why? And for whom?




Hey, he could use correct grammar when he wanted to.




Jack kept watching. At Eileen-driving speed, it didn’t take that long to get to the school, which was outside of Cleveland proper, out in the suburbs. And Dannyboy hadn’t cried or screamed even once, so the guy was tougher than he looked. Okay, maybe he was a little paler than when they got in the car.




They pulled up to a big wrought iron gate in a large stone wall. There were two girls hanging out in a little stone structure on the inside of the wall, and based on the sound, Jack was assuming they were busy listening to Katy Perry. Not that he was going to admit that he recognized the song, even if it was impossible to avoid hearing certain hit tunes over and over and over and over and over whenever you went to a mall. The girls were apparently dressed in halter tops and heels, which made him wonder if this was some sort of pro forma gesture rather than serving any sort of real guard duty. But he reminded himself that those girls could be just as strong and fast as Eileen and Nat, so maybe the look was part of a deception to get people to underestimate them.




Inside the wall was a couple acres of well-groomed park with half a dozen buildings at the center. Two buildings looked about fifty or sixty years old, while the other four looked very new. One of them was obviously still under construction.




Someone obviously had bucks to spend. Lots of bucks. Buildings like that were not cheap. The new construction virtually shouted out ‘not a terrorist group’, because they were obviously based in the establishment with major legit funding sources. But that didn’t mean they weren’t performing terrorist — or at least nefarious — actions in other countries.




He really wished he had a handle on what the hell was going on here.




Eileen pulled past the building you were obviously supposed to go into. She drove around back to the second old building, saying, “We’ll help you guys get your stuff up to your room, and then we’ll make sure whoever’s supposed to take over from us… takes over. I dunno. Maybe Xander.”




Danny looked a little shaky as he clambered out of the car, but he managed not to throw himself on the ground and kiss the grass and shout “I’m safe!”




Jack walked around to the trunk and opened it, but Nat grabbed his suitcase and Danny’s. “I have them!”




“I can…” Well, he had been about to tell her he could take his own suitcase, but she had already bolted into the building.




Eileen asked, “Jack, could you take one of Dr. Jackson’s boxes? I’ll take the other three.”




Danny volunteered, “I can take one.”




“Okay.” Eileen handed one box to Danny, one to Jack, scooped up the other two in a stack balanced in one arm, and locked the car with the other arm.




Maybe they didn’t care about revealing their strength when they were on their home turf. Maybe they were even stronger than they had shown. That was a pretty scary thought.




The building looked like a three-story dorm that had seen better days. Especially in the entryway hall. Oh, the hall was nice wood, with a big staircase going up the right side to the second floor, but it looked like someone had dropped a wrecking ball in there. Somehow.




Four feet of the stair railing were shattered. A dozen balusters were broken. A stairstep was half ripped out. The floor to the left of the stairs looked like someone had hit it a couple times with a sledgehammer. A closet on the opposite wall was being rebuilt, with a smashed door and broken wall panels moved off to the side. Xander had power tools going, and he was cutting lumber while two teenaged girls — one very black and one very white, both in really ugly coveralls — were hammering nails into already-cut 2x4’s to hold them in place. The girls looked like having to wear the ugly coveralls was a worse punishment than having to help rebuild the closet.




Jack noticed that the black girl had a distinct swelling on one side of her jaw, while the white girl had a black eye and a split lip. That was definitely not from hair-pulling.




Xander stopped cutting lumber and pulled off his workgloves. He turned his head, “Tandy, N’Peli, keep working. No breaks ‘til we’re done.”




He stepped over and shook Jack’s hand. “Hey, glad you could make it. We’re a little crowded right now — okay, we’re a lot crowded — until we get the new dorm finished, so you’re gonna have to double up with Dr. Jackson. But don’t worry, it’s only temporary, and Giles says he’s a good guy.”




Jack looked over as Tandy gave N’Peli a threatening look and then drove a nail all the way into the wood with one blow. Damn, these girls were strong.




Xander glanced over and turned back. “Don’t worry. They went through our Home Ec class, so they know what they’re doing. And the rule here is: you break, you fix it.”




Jack just nodded. But how could they break that much? Unless they were both as strong as Nat and their catfight was with sledgehammers like in ‘Streets of Fire’. But then why weren’t they in traction?




Crap, what if they were as tough as they were strong?




Jack casually strolled closer so he could get a better look. The hair stood up on the back of his neck. Those dents in the floor weren’t shaped like the head of a sledgehammer.




They were shaped like a girl’s fist.





Part III



Kennedy walked from her office over to Buffy’s office. Robin was the only one who had an office to him or herself, and that was mainly to impress the ‘rents of the new baby-Slays. But the other half of Buffy’s office was hardly ever in use. Willow spent almost all her time in South America and Scotland these days, and Dawn spent almost all her time in Oxford or London. Still, it could be worse. Kennedy shared an office with Rona, and Rona was a great officemate. Vi was really picky, and just obsessive about her stuff, and her two officemates were slobs; if Vi wasn’t really non-confrontational, it would get really ugly in there on a regular basis.




Two against one? Kennedy still had a ten on Vi for the first time there was actually a throwdown in there.




Buffy was scowling at a bunch of printouts. Kennedy knocked on the doorframe and asked, “Do I need to come back later?”




Buffy looked up and sighed. “No, come on in. Stupid bills. I hate doing it, but Andrew and Robin are both swamped, and I’ve already dumped another chore on Andrew’s little head.”




Kennedy took a seat in front of Buffy’s desk. Robin liked a big, ‘I am a very important person’ kind of desk in mahogany. Kennedy liked a simple metal desk with lots of room for files. Buffy went for the simplistic. She had a modern desk that most people would call a secretary’s desk with a modesty panel and not a lot else. But then Buffy hated being stuck behind a desk, no matter how much desk time she had to put in.




Buffy glared one more time at the printouts and said, “Okay, I know you’re swamped too, but I need you to show Xander’s guy around. I’m dumping Giles’ guy on Andrew after you go get both of ’em.”




She couldn’t meet Buffy’s eyes as she asked, “So I’m getting another punishment?”




Buffy sighed, “Kennedy, this is not a punishment. You haven’t messed up in… well, a long time. At least as long as me. You and Willow both made some mistakes after you two broke up, but that’s normal. I sure screwed up plenty of times after each of my break-ups, and back then I didn’t have the leeway to make a single mistake. It’s just… These guys could be really important for the Council, and if you do a good job with them, I’ll even tell you why. So just treat them like potential new employees who could be really valuable.”




Kennedy smirked, “So… not like Andrew?”




Buffy laughed, but said, “Okay, Andrew turned out better than I expected. Frankly, so did you.”




Kennedy scowled, “I couldn’t pick up the hammer. I couldn’t make the thing with Willow last. And I didn’t get the promotion to Head of Field Ops.”




Buffy frowned, “Look, I may be Willow’s bestie, but the thing with Willow was her fault too. And the promotion thing wasn’t your fault. We needed one head of field ops and one head of mini training and one head of Slayer logistics. We had you, Rona, Vi, and Faith to allocate to the spots. Where would you put Faith?”




Kennedy sighed inwardly. She knew the Council needed to put Faith out in the field running field ops, where she was great, and not cooped up in an office, where she was… not. And Kennedy had asked not to be stuck with the logistics lead because she hated that crap, and anyway Rona was really good at it. And Vi was just not good at the drill sergeant bit that you needed to use on the new Slayerettes who still thought they were She-Hulk in a size two dress. So that meant Assistant Director of Training was probably as good as it could have gone for her.




Buffy added, “And you’ve been giving it your best shot, too. You haven’t lost a single girl since you took over the training and field exercises here. You’re not the only Slayer who couldn’t lift the troll hammer. I’m pretty sure Faith wouldn’t have been able to, back before she went to the Graybar Hotel. Debbi can’t, and—”




“Debbi’s a moron!” Kennedy complained. “She still thinks this ought to be like an Anne Rice novel!”




Buffy just calmly said, “And that would be why Debbi still doesn’t have her own Slay-team. Look, we all have personality flaws. You know what yours are. You’ve been working on ’em. That’s the best I could ask for. Just… give these guys the full dog-and-pony show including running ’em through some of the ‘holy shit’ scenarios tonight. If Professor Jackson messes his pants, don’t make a big deal of it. He’s…” Buffy leaned forward and whispered, “This doesn’t go any further than the two of us. Jackson? We don’t know how he’ll hold up. He might be an Andrew. But he might be a Xander. He’s had a tough life. When he was a kid, he saw his parents get crushed to death under several tons of hieroglyph-covered rocks. Then his grandfather was too busy being Indiana Jones to raise him, and he got dumped in the foster care system. Super-genius kids who skip grades don’t do well in most foster care sitches, and they don’t have happy times in school. So all he had was being a super-brain and getting grad degrees. But he figured out the ‘demons and vamps’ part from medieval folklore and got laughed out of academia. He may be really tough inside. He may be about to break like a twig. We’re looking at putting him in a research group, not in the field. So don’t let him tackle a vamp. If O’Neill tries to tackle a vamp, let him. He’s tougher than he looks, and he’s got a thing about protecting kids. His own kid is dead, and he didn’t cope. Xander thinks if the guy sees a couple vamps and a couple minis, O’Neill will try to save the girls no matter what it takes. So when you take them out in the field for a scenario, let O’Neill have one of the guns, and let him have it early enough that he has time to strip it and clean it himself and check his ammo.”




“I don’t like guns.”




Buffy nodded, “Me neither. But O’Neill specializes in ’em. Supposedly, he can shoot a sniper rifle like nobody’s business, although that’s classified so we’re not supposed to know, and he’s lethal with anything down to a derringer. He’s already managed to smuggle some tricky toys in past Nat and Eileen, even if the school wards picked ’em up. Let him see that guns don’t work in our business. Just don’t let him get killed trying to save the girls.”




Kennedy stood up. The whole meeting had gone better than she expected. way better than she expected. So she went for broke. “Umm… Buffy?”




“Yeah?”




“The next time you talk to Willow, would you say hi for me?”




Buffy gave her a knowing smile and said, “You bet.”




Jack was watching his ‘roommate’ put stuff away. The guy had obviously planned for this. Each box of books was reinforced with plastic grills on the inside, and each box was one row of tightly-packed large books, with smaller books tucked in all around them, and then socks and underwear and undershirts stuffed into the gaps. There was one middling-sized bookcase in their small shared room, and Danny had appropriated it without even asking if Jack needed book space. So the smaller books got stacked on the bookshelves, and the bigger books stayed in their boxes. In fact, Danny turned each box to face out, and stacked the four of them into their own book tower next to the bookcase.




Jack took the time to unpack his clothes and some of the stuff in his backpack. And check the room for bugs and cameras. He didn’t find any, but that didn’t really reassure him. When you owned the building and you had a construction guy like Xander, you put the bug in alongside regular electrical wiring, you ran a separate line for the bug instead of letting it broadcast, and then you carefully plastered over the bug. That meant it was impossible to find without stripping the walls down to the studs.




Hell, if it was your house, you could just stand on the other side of the thinnest wall with a freaking stethoscope, and no one could ever pin that on you.




And Dannyboy wanted to chat. He wasn’t trying to get Jack to open up, he was just doing the geek-out babble thing that Jack had seen from IT geeks and communications geeks and paperwork geeks and aeronautical science geeks. And Danny was going on and on about ‘the Slayer of the Undead’ and the possibility that vampires used to be real. The guy desperately needed to get a life.




Jack was plenty suspicious, but Danny didn’t seem to have a lot of skill in subterfuge. Still, that would be the best cover if you could do it. It was just that going on and on like this was really hard to do without years of training. Still, Danny was weird, and he had a weird conspiracy theory.




Jack still didn’t see it. So he snarked, “Let me get this straight. You think vampires used to run loose, and this is why we’re stuck with Stephenie Meyer novels now?”




But Danny didn’t get the sarcasm, so he started lecturing again. “No, it’s the classic Le Fanu form that—”




Danny stopped at the brisk knock. Jack looked over at the open door, and there was yet another hottie who was way too young for an old geezer like him. This one was petite and pretty, even if she was wearing hardly any makeup. She had big dark eyes and long straight dark-brown hair. She was wearing yoga pants and cross-trainers and a hoodie over a crop top. And she was standing like…




Like a drill instructor about to kick the asses of a roomful of snot-nosed recruits. He’d seen that before. He’d even been on this end of things before.




She strode into the room like she owned it. She moved like a panther. Like… Like Nat and Eileen moved when they were in a hurry and not trying to look normal.




He was going to find out what these dipsticks were doing to these girls, or he was going to die trying, because there was something drastically wrong with this picture. And he didn’t believe the answer was Danny’s ‘ancient Slayer of Undead’ deal.




She said, “I’m Kennedy. You’re Colonel O’Neill and Dr. Jackson, right?”




Jack insisted, “No colonels here. I’m Jack. That’s Danny.”




Danny cleared his throat carefully. “Daniel, please. I prefer Daniel.”




Kennedy exchanged a quick smirk with Jack. She shook hands with him and put just a little too much pressure in the handshake, just to show him who was boss. He refused to play power games, like he would have if he was shaking with another colonel, or maybe some smug Master Sergeant. After all, she was a hundred-pound girl. And he’d seen those dents in the wood floor downstairs.




He asked, “So I’m guessing you drew the short straw?”




Kennedy gave him a look he couldn’t quite interpret. “I’m going to take you two down and hand Danny off to one of our researchers for his tour. Then I’ll walk you around the place. After dinner, you and Danny and I are gonna go on a little ‘night-time expedition’ so you can see part of what’s going on.”




“What’s really going on?” Jack checked.




She nodded. “The real deal. No shitting around.” She smiled to herself like she’d just made a little joke. He had an idea about that. He’d once been in a black ops group where the CO liked to prep the fingies by running a training sim without telling the guy and seeing if they could make the guy shit himself.




As they walked down the hall and hit the stairs, Kennedy explained about the ‘guy wing’ on the top floor, and how the rest of the dorm was all teenaged girls, except for a few women out of their teens, like her and Buffy and Rona, who had rooms on the ground floor near the exit doors to make sure the late-night sneaking around was under control.




Oh joy. Teachers who also had to be dorm monitors all night. When did they sleep?




The three of them got most of the way to what Jack figured was probably the admin building, when a young blond guy came hustling out and made a beeline for them.




The kid was slightly out of breath when he stopped right in front of them. “Kennedy! Buffy told me I could show Dr. Jackson around!” He looked at Dannyboy and said, “Dr. Jackson, it’s a real honor. Come on, let’s start with the library, and I’ll introduce you to our on-site research staff…”




Kennedy stood there with Jack and waited until the gesticulating kid and Danny were out of earshot. “Yeah, that’s Andrew Wells. He’s our head chef, head of the local research team, and part-time teacher.”




Jack wondered, “Do you think Danny knows the kid is gay?”




Kennedy snorted, “I don’t think Andrew knows he’s gay. Okay, he may not be. But if there was anyone here who’d be a member of the Judy Garland Fan Club, it’d be Andrew.”




Jack protested, “Hey, ‘The Wizard of Oz’ is a great movie!” Kennedy laughed out loud. He grinned, “You probably like some really embarrassing sh- stuff too. Don’t tell me you don’t.”




Kennedy said, “You can say ‘shit’ around here. Wait until you meet Faith. That woman’s got a mouth on her. ‘Shit’ is about the mildest thing she ever says.”




Jack decided he ought to go back and defend himself a little. “Look, I don’t have anything against people’s sexual orientation or anything like that. I learned out in the field that it doesn’t matter which way you swing, as long as you can do the job.”




Kennedy stopped cold. “What gave me away?”




Crap! He confessed, “Nothing. I was completely clueless. Without a clue. Not being with the cluefulness. Whatever the hepcats say these days.”




Kennedy smiled like she was remembering something, or maybe someone. “Uberly of the clueless.”




Jack nodded a little. “Okay, I think I could decrypt that one.”




“You really didn’t know I was of the non-hetero persuasion?”




“Really, really,” he said in his best Shrek imitation. Which was also known as his worst Shrek imitation, to be honest. She grinned, which meant it hadn’t been too awful.




He slid back to his normal voice and gave her his ‘dopey old Jack’ grin. “Hey, this is great. Now I have someone I can go drinking with and talk about how hot the girls are.”




Kennedy just smiled a tiny bit. “Pretty funny… for an old guy.”




He pushed a little more, “And it’s perfect. You’ll be hitting on the twenty-year-olds, leaving all the women my age for me. You know, the ones in their sixties…”




Kennedy smiled some more. “Okay, Buffy did tell me how old you actually are. You don’t have to pretend you’re Methuselah.”




He shrugged, “If I don’t own the ‘Jack is decrepit’ jokes, someone else will.”




She grimaced. “Yeah, I get that. If I don’t pull the ‘Kennedy’s a great big dyke’ routine, everyone else will behind my back.”




He looked over at her and gave her a look. “Look, you may like girls, and you may not wear a pound of makeup, but you’re not a dyke. I’ve served with women who were about as butch as John Wayne, and you don’t have that deal going for you. If you hadn’t said anything, I would never have known.”




Kennedy glanced at him and in the worst John Wayne imitation known to man said, “Well pilgrim, let’s saddle up and check out this joint.”




So he felt obliged to try a Walter Brennan impression. “Dagnabbit Duke, you’re not gonna git us in trouble with the sheriff agin are ya?”




Kennedy snorted in amusement and promised, “Okay, I tell you what. I promise I won’t make you tour the library.”




He grinned, “Hey, things are looking up already.”




Jack figured the place looked pretty good for a school in the middle of some expensive construction. The new building looked pretty nice. It was going to be a big dorm building with six-person rooms, each with its own bathroom. He’d already figured out that the current dorm was overcrowded.




There were two classroom buildings for the school, one of which had a library the size of some college libraries. He made a mental note that the other classroom building had a top floor that Kennedy had subtly steered him away from. There was a separate gymnasium that Kennedy didn’t take him through. That made him suspicious too, but the girls who came charging past him in tiny aerobics outfits were all obviously thrilled to get to their classes there. And the final building was the mess — which normal people would call a cafeteria — plus everything else: admin offices, a surprisingly — okay, suspiciously — comprehensive nurse’s office, Xander’s private office and construction equipment storage which was really a storage room with a desk in it, and like that.




They strolled back to the dorm room, and Xander was packing away power tools and equipment while Tandy and N’Peli grouchily cleaned up. Xander started coiling up extension cords as he asked Jack, “So how was the big tour?”




Jack smiled vaguely, “Hey, once you’ve seen one school campus, you’ve seen… most of them.”




Xander said, “Well, we’re done here, except our two carpenters still have to apply a couple coats of finish on the new wood. I could be really mean and have ’em doing that during dinner…” Xander didn’t look behind him, but Jack noticed the looks of horror on the girls’ faces. “…But I think I’ll have ’em doing it tonight instead of getting to go out with their friends.” Jack watched out of the corner of his eye as the girls suddenly reacted like Xander had said they were grounded from going to see the big concert by whatever boy band was the big ‘in’ thing these days.




Xander added, “It’ll be great when we can spread out more. Right now, all the guys who live on campus are crammed into our third of the top floor here, although I put a heavy door with sound gaskets in between us and the rest of the place. I had to. If you’ve never heard twenty teenaged girls having a sleepover party, you are one lucky guy.”




Jack helped Xander coil up electrical cords. The guy had toolboxes for all the small equipment that wasn’t hanging on his toolbelt, plus special boxes like tackle boxes that had clear plastic-lidded holders for everything. It looked like Xander had been doing this professionally for a while.




Danny came trotting back just then. “Jack! Jack! You won’t believe their library and archives! They have an original copy of the Pergamum Codex in Sumerian! An original! No one else even has translations! It’s popularly believed that the last copy was lost in the 1600’s! This is incredible!”




Kennedy gave Jack a ‘nerds, what can you do’ shrug.




Xander made Tandy and N’Peli haul all his equipment back to his storage area. Danny rushed upstairs with his borrowed copy of some book that looked like it had been new when Rome was being built. When Dannyboy came back down, Kennedy walked them both over to the mess for dinner.




Well, the cafeteria. Jack was still slightly surprised to see the amounts all the girls were eating, even after watching Nat and Eileen chow down.




Danny was stunned. He whispered to Jack that he’d never seen anything like it in his life, except for a desperately bulimic girl he had as a foster sister for almost a year. And that was just ugly. Food went in, then a minute later she was in the bathroom puking it back up, then she was pretending she was fine.




But these girls weren’t bulimic. They just ate like… maybe offensive linemen trying to gain weight? Air Force cadets burning up a couple thousand calories a day in PT and athletics?




Xander came over with a rational amount of food and joined them. “Hey Ken Doll, how’s the dog-and-pony show going?”




Kennedy rolled her eyes, “Xan, you are so asking for it.” Xander just grinned.




Jack chipped in, “Ken Doll? And I was worrying about whether I could call her Special K.”




Kennedy muttered into her food, “Please don’t. I got that one way too much from my sister when I was little.”




Oops. That probably undid any good his kidding around had done earlier.




A petite, pretty, blonde cheerleader type in high heels and a too-short skirt dropped in next to Xander. She looked like she was in her early twenties, and like she’d spent an hour on her hair that morning. Jack wondered what she taught. Home Ec? Cheerleading coach? It was pretty unlikely the school had its own Maybelline rep, or whatever teen girls smeared on their faces these days.




She beamed, “Hi, you must be Jack and Daniel. I’m Buffy Summers. It’s a pleasure.”




She shook hands with him, and he noticed the perfect nails. This was Buffy? Okay, he completely bought part of Xander’s story about the Cali Valley Girl now. But he was not seeing her as the type who fought badguys or stopped crime or performed assassinations, or did whatever the hell these girls did. Maybe that was what made her so good at it. And she was tiny. Even compared to Kennedy and Nat and Eileen. Buffy looked like she was maybe 5’2” and could stand to eat more. On the other hand, Jack had once seen what a skinny 4’7” ninety-year-old martial arts master could do to an entire squad of knife-fighters. And he had noticed that Buffy had calluses on her hands. The kind of calluses you got from years of serious martial arts training in the hard martial arts.




The kind of calluses you got from extensive training in the kind of martial arts that trained you so you could put a fist through a wood plank.




Buffy smiled at him, “So how was the tour? You and Kennedy hitting it off? She didn’t make you go in the library, did she?”




Danny instantly protested, “The library is amazing!”




Jack could see from the sparkle in Buffy’s eye that she’d deliberately teased Dannyboy just to get that reaction. Obviously, she knew researchers better than you’d think from looking at her exterior. He kidded, “Oh, the tour was… tour-like. Kennedy and I are hitting it off like a house afire, and we’ll probably go hit some clubs later where we’ll take turns being each other’s wingman to pick up chicks.”




Danny looked appalled, but Kennedy snorted with laughter and Xander grinned.




Buffy gave him an utterly shocked look. “You mean… Kennedy’s gay? But she uses eye makeup! And she moisturizes!”




Danny’s head ping-ponged back and forth until Xander busted out laughing, and then Danny finally realized Buffy was yanking his and Jack’s chain. You had to try out the fingies and see if they had enough common sense to come in out of the rain.




Jack decided to do a quick rescue of his new roommate. “So… who’s in charge of this whole enchilada?”




Kennedy grinned, “You’re eating with ’em. Buffy and Giles are the co-directors. The board is them and Xan and Willow and Oz and Andrew and Dawn and Robin and Faith, plus three of the senior girls. Right now, that’s me and Rona and Vi.”




Danny looked confused, “Andrew? And Vi? So I’ve already met half of your governing board? None of you act like it.”




Buffy grinned, “Oh, Giles does, and Robin totally does. You’ll get some of that tweedy stuffiness any day now. When you go visit the London office, you’ll be immersed in it. Maybe you’ll even… have to drink tea with them!”




Jack felt like there should have been a scare chord from a movie soundtrack right then, even if Xander and Kennedy were trying hard not to laugh with their mouths full.




Jack stalled on his meal so he could watch as Buffy walked away, after she finished her steak. And two potatoes. And peas. And what was probably three servings of the chocolate pudding, all dumped into one bowl. She sure didn’t eat like an underweight 5’2” cheerleader. He was going to assume for the moment that they all ate like this due to whatever superdrug they were getting pumped with, or whatever genetic engineering they got hammered with, or whatever nanotechnology was crawling through their veins.




Xander spotted what Jack was doing and kidded, “Jack, isn’t she a little young for you?”




Jack smiled back, “Everyone here is ‘a little’ young for me, unless you’ve got Kim Basinger doing the cooking in the kitchen. Or Betty White.” Then he dropped the smile. “She walks just like every other young woman here. Even in heels, you can tell.” Out of the corner of his eye, he could tell Danny was completely flummoxed.




Xander didn’t even blink. “Well duh on that one, Jack. She even teaches the advanced martial arts class when someone needs to fill in. You haven’t seen anything until you’ve seen her in action.”




Kennedy admitted, “Totally kicked my ass. And I thought I was really hot shit. She can still whup me, and I’m the trainer for the noobs.”




Xander cut in, “What Ken means is she’s Assistant Head of Training for the entire IWC, and the primary trainer here in beautiful downtown Burbank.”




Kennedy added, “Buffy’s still better than anybody, even Faith. And believe me, you do not want to spar with Faith.”




Xander smirked, “Hey, plenty of you girls forget all about that whole ‘pull your punches’ deal if you get tagged even a little. I’ve got the x-rays to prove it.”




Kennedy looked like she wanted to sink through the floor. “Sorry,” she whispered.




Xander waved her off, “Hey, I wasn’t talking about you. That was a long time ago. And anyway, you had a right to be pissed off back then, I was just stupid not to realize how upset you were. My bad.”




Jack checked, “Problem?”




Xander said, “Nah.”




Kennedy was blushing a little as she confessed, “I had just split with my ex, and she kept our apartment, and I was new here and really pissed off and really hurt, and… well, I took it out on everyone for a couple weeks.”




She, huh? Well, Ken had already admitted to playing for the other team, so no big surprise. Except for Danny, who caught on about five seconds too late to be supportive.




Jack carefully said, “Been there, done that, had the t-shirt torn off my body and thrown in a chipper-shredder. Only it was completely my fault, and I bet yours was only about half your fault. At most.”




Danny asked something intellectually insightful but not emotionally thoughtful. “You said you had to move here from somewhere else. Was it another member of the organization?”




Kennedy cringed, “Yeah, actually it was—”




Xander looked up at the door and grinned, “Willow! And she brought a new girl!”




Jack thought Kennedy looked just like someone had punched her in the gut. That pretty much answered that question.





Part IV



Hermione was feeling overwhelmed. Again. It seemed like all her time working with Willow consisted of learning new things or meeting new people, and feeling overwhelmed in the process.




It had only been three weeks since Willow stepped into her quiet, orderly life and showed her that she knew nothing about what was really out there.




After that shocking, disorienting experience, Hermione had been upset enough to hit Professor Snape right where it hurt. When he summoned her to his office, she used Willow’s spell and set fire to a stack of essays he had spent days grading, along with his record of their grades. He hated grading papers, and yet he reveled in assigning horribly difficult papers to write, and then grading them quite brutally. He really was a mean bully.




Not that she had a lot of room to talk. Once she had set fire to those essays, and then to the paper in his wastebasket, she had threatened to set fire to his first editions if he so much as showed his ugly face at her doctoral defense.




Then she had anonymously mailed him a copy of “Firestarter” just to hammer home her point.




She had spent the next two weeks doing nothing but preparing for her doctoral defense, doing research on Willow Rosenberg and what she represented, and also, occasionally, sleeping and eating. She just wore scarves until her bruises faded away; several people told her that they liked her ‘new style’.




Her defense had gone swimmingly with Snape not around. He told the department chair that he had the ‘stomach flu’ and couldn’t attend. She didn’t notice anyone who was upset to hear it.




But then things had gone pear-shaped when half the department took her out for celebratory drinks that evening. It was quite dark outside by the time she got to The Broken Firkin, where everyone was meeting.




That was why she didn’t notice the three hooligans until they stepped out of the shadows.




“Looks like Snapey sorta forgot ta tell us she’s a bit of all right.”




“Better for us, and not like he’ll ever care again.”




That told her quite a bit, and probably far more than she wanted to learn.




As the hooligans came further into the light from the streetlight, she saw that they were dressed about twenty years out of style. An icicle ran down her spine. Normal people wouldn’t dress like that. But she now knew who — or rather what — might still be stuck twenty years in the past. And that told her a lot more detail about what had happened to Snape.




She tried to sound calm and in control, instead of like she was about to wet herself. “So I gather from your clothes that you were all turned about twenty years ago.”




Two of the three showed their true vampiric form. Their eyes changed. Their teeth became fangs. Their nose and forehead became protruding and unnatural. The third one seemed a little slower on the uptake. She tried not to think about that one vampire who had just ripped off her cross and had nearly crushed her throat… and who would have done far worse if given just a few more seconds.




“So you know what goes bump in the night, huh?”




“You ever seen a real vampire before?”




She was feeling an intense need to scream like an eight-year-old and pee herself. But from somewhere, Willow’s voice came bubbling up. Our Hermione is really brave! And she ought to be able to figure this out!




She stood her ground. She kept her knees from wobbling pathetically. And she started concentrating on the spell from Willow. She had researched it and several others, and she had been shocked to find out that there were spells she found on the internet that she could work simply by believing they would really work and then reading them aloud. The knowledge that magic was real and easily accessible had terrified her.




One vampire turned to the others and said, “I say we turn her. I bet she’d be wild in the sack.”




Oh God. That sounded even worse than simply being murdered.




As soon as one stepped toward her, she finished whispering the spell and concentrated. All three vampires burst into flames and then exploded in clouds of dust. She held her breath and stepped backward away from the nasty stuff.




And that was when she realized that four of her professors were standing there in the doorway of the pub, looking like they might wet themselves at any second.




She tried, “Pretty amazing special effects, weren’t they?”




And all four of them looked at her in pure terror. That was really the moment she knew her academic career was over. None of them would ever want her anywhere near them again. She had no hope of staying in the department now, and she had no hope of ever getting any sort of recommendation from any of them. She had worked so hard for so long, and Professor Snape had still managed to screw her over, even if it was from the grave. She felt like bursting into tears.




She turned and walked straight to her office, where she grabbed Willow’s business card and called.




She wasn’t expecting that Willow would answer on the second ring.




She wasn’t expecting that Willow would listen to everything she had to complain about.




She wasn’t expecting that six minutes after she hung up, Willow would show up in a burst of green light with a three-girl Slayer team, and send them off to make sure Snape was not going to rise as one of the undead and to handle the local vampire problem, solely on her say-so.




She wasn’t expecting that her home and office would be completely packed up and moved to the International Watchers Council castle in Scotland within 48 hours.




She wasn’t expecting anything like what the castle really was.




The castle was part Library of the Clayr and part Imperial Service Academy and part Miss Cackle’s Academy for Witches. And part St. Trinian’s.




The castle library was amazing, and protected by a variety of spells she could feel — even if most of the researchers could not — and full of books she had thought were no more than myth or else lost to the ages. She could spend the rest of her life just translating and reading books there that she had never dreamed she would one day get to see. The castle was also a sort of boot camp for the girls who had Slayer powers but needed to learn how to use them without getting themselves and their compatriots killed. And the castle was one of two Council training schools for magic users, although it turned out Willow was completely self-taught while living on a Hellmouth, which was generally regarded as impossible to do without accidentally killing yourself or turning into Maleficent.




And St. Trinian’s? Dear Lord, yes. There were several score of superpowered teen Slayers-in-training who came from a host of countries, some of which did not get along together. When the girls didn’t get along together, there were what Willow called ‘scuffles’. Those were not scuffles. They were more like fight scenes out of a Jet Li movie. And when the girls did get along together, they were likely to get up to virtually anything. There was a large field nearby which was currently in ruins, because — as one of the Watchers cheerfully explained to her — the girls had decided to play a game of rugby against each other, and the damage was spectacular. Willow told her the adults — especially the older Slayers — had just let the girls get it out of their systems and then let Faith Lehane take them on a fifty kilometer run through the hills, followed by hours of martial arts training until only Faith was still standing. Willow also said some of the researchers had bet on the match. Hermione suspected that a full-speed, full-force tackle from a fifteen-year-old Slayer would kill an ordinary man. It would probably kill an ordinary horse.




Faith was only there for a few weeks while organizing a new project. She was the Council’s director of field operations, which sounded bloody dangerous. And watching Faith spar with half a dozen teenaged Slayers was utterly terrifying. It was like watching a T. Rex demolish a pack of Utahraptors. Only with really huge swords. Faith had a claymore that was supposed to be a two-handed weapon for burly men three times her weight, and she wielded it like an epee.




Sometimes Faith wielded it like a flyswatter.




And talking with Faith at dinner was like chatting with a cross between a Terminator and Matty Walker, only with a Boston accent. Hermione was sitting with Willow and Faith and a couple of the other mages, and Faith easily reduced one male mage to a babbling mass of hormones with just a few insinuations and a couple leers.




Hermione didn’t like to admit it, but she was really jealous of that. She couldn’t pull that off in a millennium.




And then there were the meetings. Meetings with witches and wizards and mages to assess her capabilities and decide where she should start learning. Meetings with researchers and Watchers to talk about linguistics, and what she could help research, and even whether she should be called in when Willow had mandated that Hermione’s magical education came first. And finally, a trip to London to meet with Giles and Dawn.




After meeting Buffy and Willow and Xander and Faith, Hermione had really rather expected that Giles would turn out to be the British version thereof. Maybe Eddie Izzard as a Watcher. And Hermione had expected that Buffy’s little sister would also be blonde and tiny and perky.




Rupert Giles was a lot closer to Stephen Fry. Really, he was closer to some of her professors, or even her. Except that according to Willow, he had survived years of living on a Hellmouth and facing virtually everything his Slayer faced. Willow even claimed that Rupert Giles had once attacked most of The Scourge of Europe with little more than a flaming baseball bat!




Dawn Summers was the antithesis of her sister. Tall and dark-haired instead of short and blonde, even if Buffy was a bottle blonde. Dryly sarcastic instead of perky and pretending to be ditzy. Academic instead of athletic. Other than a couple facial features, they didn’t seem to have anything in common.




Hermione had ended up talking the entire afternoon with Dr. Giles and Dr. Summers. And then Dawn had insisted on taking Hermione to see a friend at a salon. The friend did ‘keratin treatments’ for hair, and the salon did everything else you could imagine. Hermione was used to seeing herself as a mass of bushy brown hair with an undesirable intellectual inside. She was unprepared to leave that salon four hours later looking like a model. Her hair was straightened and gently highlighted and carefully styled. Her eyebrows were plucked. Her teeth were whitened. Her face had been cleaned and waxed and buffed and polished, like she was an old hardwood floor. And makeup, which she never really bothered with. And better-fitting, younger-looking clothes. She had a wicked impulse to drive back to the university just to sashay into Carlos’ lab to tell him this was what he had cast aside. She didn’t.




If she hadn’t known the difference between technology and magic, she might have thought her new look was magic. That was how different she looked. And felt.




And Dawn refused to let her pay for it, saying, “You’ll have to put up with all that the Slayer package entails, so you need to start out a couple steps ahead. But I wouldn’t say no to a signed copy of your doctoral dissertation.”




But Hermione hadn’t been willing to let things lie as is. She had called Dr. Giles and explained that Dawn had spent hundreds — maybe thousands — of Euros on Hermione, and it was probably Council funds.




Rupert simply said, “I should hope it was Council funds, Miss Granger. We’re hardly paupers now, and Willow would rightly be furious with us if we didn’t do what we could for her new protégée.”




She was Willow’s protégée? The entire Council was being told she was Willow’s protégée? She needed to study more and work harder, so she didn’t embarrass Willow!




But Dawn was right. Even with new clothes and new hair and new makeup, the teen Slayers made her feel slow and out of shape and pathetic.




Even more painful, the witches from the Devon Coven made her feel ill-informed and unprepared. She didn’t like not being the ‘smart kid’ in a class. All right, she didn’t like not being the smart kid in every single class, even if some of her classmates had been studying ‘the craft’ for ten or twenty years, and Hermione had been studying for about a week.




One of the really fascinating things she learned was the truth about Willow’s ‘teleportation spell’. It turned out that the Devon Coven had this teleportation spell that used up just a ton of magical power, so they seldom used it except in real emergencies. But Dawn Summers had a unique form of magic that was related somehow to portals between and across dimensions, and Willow had figured out how to use her own earth magic and Dawn’s magic and a reformation of the Devon Coven’s spellworks to create a usable teleportation spell that didn’t put an entire coven in the hospital just from using it. On the other hand, a member of the coven told Hermione that no one in the coven had Willow’s raw power or Willow’s personal connection to Dawn, so they still had trouble even with Willow’s new version of the spell.




Granted, Hermione learned new, fascinating things about magic pretty much every hour she was awake. And the mere fact that she already had enough magical power to fireball a trio of vampires meant that she was expected to end up in the upper echelons of magic users around the planet. She wasn’t exactly sure how to feel about that. Part smug satisfaction, and part abject terror. She really didn’t see herself on the front lines of a magical war against supernatural evils, no matter what Willow told her about that other Hermione, and a war against magical Nazis, and prophecies, and a battle against a true hellgod.




The coven saw magic as this mystical connection to Mother Earth and other wholesome sources of power. Hermione found some of those classes very fuzzy and annoying. But Willow saw magic as this set of physical principles that you could use like building blocks, and those classes were really informative and useful and fascinating. There was also one distance learning class from Andrew in Cleveland, which was about the darker side of magic, like demon summoning, which had ramifications which Hermione could envision, and those potential consequences scared the living daylights out of her. Not the least of those was the danger of using dark magics, and the addictive nature of certain types of magics, and the risks of performing powerful magics in places like a Hellmouth. Willow explained that an advanced chaos magic invocation involving enchanting a few costumes would be a naughty prank in most places around the world, but on a Hellmouth it resulted in deaths, injuries, and some carryover memories that a number of people had loose in their heads for a long time. Willow also said that you could successfully do spells on a Hellmouth that had little to no chance of working anywhere else (except within the law offices of Wolfram and Hart), and plenty of those spells could corrupt the mage or bring horrific nightmares into this dimension.




Life was a lot safer and more reassuring before Willow popped into her life. Or at least it felt that way.




Knowing that almost all of the world walked around with their heads metaphorically stuffed into sacks of wool wasn’t reassuring either. It certainly would have been convenient if her professors had fallen into that category, although then they might have been at risk of running into an undead Professor Snape. That was a particularly grim thought.




Hermione was working diligently on her magical studies in preparation for a midnight lesson and a one a.m. tutorial with someone from the Devon Coven, when Willow rushed in.




Willow pushed her hair back and exclaimed, “Oh! I know you were looking forward to Minerva’s class, she’s really a great teacher even if she’s quite stern about her preferred field of expertise, but I’ve got some more people for you to meet!”




Hermione checked, “Are these more mages?”




“Oh no! Well, Andrew’s undoubtedly going to be there, and he’s a mage, but you know him already, but Xander has his new guy and Giles’ new guy at the Cleveland school, and now’s a great time to meet ’em at their dinner.”




Hermione pointed out, “It is eleven o’clock at night here.”




“Right, it’s only dinner time there now, so we can catch everyone in the caff.”




It took a moment for Hermione to determine that ‘caff’ had to be slang for ‘cafeteria’. Sometimes, Willow’s slang and Valley Girl speech patterns were less than clear.




Hermione looked at Willow more carefully and asked, “Did you put on lipstick? And mascara? And eye shadow?”




Willow blushed and admitted, “Well yeah, but it’s not anything important.” She looked at Hermione’s expression and added, “Really!”




Hermione suspected that Willow was lucky not to have Pinocchio’s curse at that moment.




Willow explained as she called Dawn on the phone and arranged for the components of the teleportation spell, “Now don’t ever try this yourself unless you’ve been keyed into the school wards already, and you know exactly where in the campus it’s safe to teleport into, otherwise really icky stuff will happen. This Argentinian warlock tried to teleport himself and four Polgara demons into the middle of our campus, and the rebound sort of… well, you’ve seen ‘The Fly’ haven’t you?”




Hermione suddenly felt like she might be sick. A man and four demons with mixed body parts? Eww.




After that, she was rather nervous about stepping through the green portal with Willow. But they ended up in the basement of what Willow said was the admin building, in a secure room that had a rather narrow door that something like a Polgara couldn’t possibly have squeezed through. And the door was securely locked and bolted from the other side, with a couple Slayers and a mage checking that the teleporters were someone they wanted to allow into the school.




She walked alongside Willow into a bustling dining hall with a huge food line off to one side, which was rather like the accommodations back in the U.K. Apparently, Slayers everywhere ate like there was no tomorrow, and never gained an ounce from it.




And so many people turned and smiled at Willow. It really drove home just how important Willow really was. And Xander virtually leapt to his feet to wave her over. Fortunately, a middle-aged man and a Slayer got up from Xander’s table to make room.




Was Willow disappointed about something? Hermione had not made much progress in the empathic arts as yet, but Willow did seem somewhat unhappy about something. Maybe it was that Buffy and Faith were not also present.




At any rate, Willow rushed Hermione over to Xander’s table. Willow gave Xander a huge hug, and let Xander do the introductions, since one of the people was Dr. Daniel Jackson. The Daniel Jackson.




Hermione suddenly felt utterly horrible. She knew about Dr. Jackson, and she knew he had been kicked out of academia due to his ‘insane’ beliefs, which she now knew were painfully correct. She could vividly remember making aspersions about his work to some colleagues. And now she knew he had been right. How utterly dreadful and unfair.




Plus he was rather hot-looking for an academic.




Willow squeezed in next to Xander and situated Hermione next to ‘Daniel’.




“I’m Hermione Granger. Pleased to meet you.” For the first time in a long time, she wished she had a sexier name.




Willow butted in, “That’s Professor Hermione Granger. She was just awarded her doctorate in classical European literature.”




“Oh really?” Daniel perked up at that.




And Daniel really wanted to hear about her dissertation, and then they got lost in a discussion of whether you could really grasp the true meaning of Proust unless you read it in the original French, and then they played ‘what languages can you read’.




She couldn’t believe she lost. She never lost ‘what languages can you read’! Oh, there were four languages she could read that Daniel couldn’t, but he could read over a dozen that she knew almost nothing about.




She couldn’t believe she didn’t mind losing all that much.




“Yo! Lovebirds!” Xander Harris suddenly yelled. “Hey Will, what’s the Sumerian for ‘lovebirds’?”




“There isn’t a direct translation, since the lovebird didn’t live in ancient Sumer, but there are at least two analogues, depending on whether you want to emphasize the ‘bird’ aspect of the phrase or the ‘love’ aspect. And I think they’re a very cute couple.”




Hermione glared at Willow. “We can’t be a couple! We only just met a minute ago!”




Willow smirked at her and pointed at the big analog clock on the far wall. Had she really been sitting here chatting with Daniel for over an hour? No one wanted to listen to her talk for an hour.




And Daniel wasn’t objecting to the ‘couple’ comment. No, he was smiling at her with the kind of warmth she wasn’t used to seeing.




Come to think of it, she wasn’t really objecting to the idea either.





Part V



Jack watched as Kennedy reacted to Willow walking in with a sexy brunette. There was no way Special K was going to be the understanding ex, while Willow showed off her new honey.




No, Kennedy was more likely to lose her temper and rip the girl’s hair out. Possibly by using the girl’s body like a flail.




When Kennedy got up, Jack followed immediately. He knew he was going to have to move fast, because Kennedy could probably run him into the ground if he gave her the slightest headstart.




She didn’t even notice that he was there until she had slammed her tray into the window where you bussed your trays, and she turned around to find him blocking her path. He shoved his tray after hers, and he said, “Let’s saddle up.”




“Jack, you don’t have to go with me. Everyone’d rather stick with Willow anyway. She’s the fun one. I’m the bitchy, bratty one. She’s Xander’s best friend since first grade. And guys would rather hang with perky lipstick lesbians than angry dykes like me.”




Jack looked down at the sad, sad panda who was expecting to get hurt and rejected once again. He gave her a grin. “If you were twenty-one, I’d offer to buy the beer, but I don’t think I’m up to contributing to the delinquency of a minor right now.”




“I’m almost twenty-one.” She smiled a little and elbowed him. He was expecting she was strong, but it was like getting shoved by a full-sized man. She said, “Thanks. I… I don’t really feel a lot of support around here some of the time. Willow’s one of the core Scoobies, and she’s really warm and kind and fun, and—”




“And you’re still really hung up on her, aren’t you?”




She scowled, so Jack said, “It’s okay. I’m still hung up on Sarah, and she left me years ago. I totally deserved it.”




“What’d you do?”




It still hurt to talk about it, but he admitted, “Our son Charlie got into my gunsafe.”




“Oh God.”




The horror was written all over Kennedy’s face, but he kept talking. “He shot himself… fatally. I fell apart. Sarah needed me, and I wasn’t there. Well, I was there physically, but emotionally I was a basketcase. A basket locked up inside a gunsafe so no one could touch him. After a couple years of that, she gave up and left me. I haven’t seen her in almost six years.”




Kennedy admitted, “I still have to see Willow pretty regularly. Board meetings, work… Mainly web conferences, so I don’t have to watch her want to be away from me. But we don’t talk anymore. I fucked things up totally. Willow’s previous girlfriend was this really popular Earth-mother type who everybody loved, and she was shot to death right in front of Willow. She went postal. Totally postal. That’s how much she loved Tara. And then everyone knew I was just Rebound Girl. Everyone knew I didn’t mean as much to Will as Tara did. I was too needy and too bratty and too pushy and… too damn insecure. I drove her away. And all of Will’s friends were pretty much with the ‘yay, no more Kennedy!’ when it happened.”




Jack decided he needed to give the sad panda a little wake-up call. “Umm, maybe you know these people a lot better than me, but I’m not seeing it.”




“What?”




He insisted, “Xander came over to eat with you. So did Buffy. Everyone treats you the same as everyone else, at least as far as I could see. Maybe you’re being harder on yourself than they are.”




Kennedy stood there, deep in thought. She finally admitted, “Well… maybe. Xander’s a different story. He’s always there for people. I really owe him… a lot. More than you’d believe. And then his girlfriend just dumped him a couple weeks ago, and that was absolutely not his fault, except for his job, and he’s just refusing to take it out on anybody around here because that’s the kind of guy he is. If I was het, I would totally make a play for him, even though there’s some heavy competition around here. Buffy’s little sister Dawn, Vi, a couple of the secretaries, about a dozen of the minis who Xan wouldn’t ever consider touching because they’re too young… Frankly, I’m surprised Buffy hasn’t taken her shot. He was really hung up on her back when they were fifteen, and from what she says, she didn’t ever go out with him mainly because Willow was crushing on Xan and Buffy was doing the girlfriend solidarity thing.”




Jack smiled, “Your Willow? Who’s gay? Sounds like quite the ladies’ man.”




Kennedy told him, “He’s anything but. He still sees himself as the dorky loser who couldn’t get the girl he wanted back when he was in high school.”




Jack changed the subject a little. “So… Xander likes you, and Buffy likes you. And I like you, and we all know that’s what really matters in life.”




“Right.” But she did look better. In fact, she looked like she was thinking something over. “You’re gonna want to be on your guard tonight.”




He just nodded. “Yeah, I didn’t think this ‘night expedition’ in Cleveland would be a donut run.”




Kennedy snorted with amusement. “After tonight, tell Xan you said that.”




He figured there was at least one juicy story in there.




Kennedy led him straight to… an armory? It was a freaking armory! An armory for… the black knight of Falworth? He had a sudden impulse to pick up one of the swords and point it at a wall and say ‘yonda lies da castle of my fadda’. There was no way Special K would get the joke, though.




He had seen shields with crossed sabers on the walls in a couple places, but… Crap, what if those things weren’t silly ornaments? What if they were working weapons that were being kept in plain view in case of… something?




Because this place had an armory with a metric crapton of stuff you normally only saw in museums. Classic European swords. Battleaxes and war hammers and spears. Crossbows and horse bows and even a couple longbows. And polearms, which pretty much went out of style when armored knights on armored horses stopped being the height of weapons technology. Japanese and Chinese and Okinawan weapons. Quarterstaffs and bos and escrima sticks. Every kind of combat knife and throwing knife and fighting knife he’d ever seen, including what looked like several genuine Bowie knives. A big box of what looked like short wooden sticks, even if he couldn’t see into the box from where he was standing. And, stuck off in one corner, was a gunsafe. He headed for that.




It was locked, naturally. Good for them. Really well secured, too. He gave them an ‘A’ for that, even if they left razor-sharp swords and knives lying around. Kennedy put her thumb on the biometric reader, and it popped open for her. He figured there had to be at least a dozen people the safe would open for, although not any of the teens who were running around here.




Inside the gunsafe was a hodgepodge of weapons in different calibers. He wondered if all the different calibers meant these were accidentally acquired, instead of deliberately planned. He looked over his options, and…




Oh, perfect! It looked like a genuine AK-103. Granted, Russia wasn’t the only country that made the things. He asked, “Where’d this one come from? The Middle East?”




Kennedy said, “It’s one of my contributions. I picked it up in South America. We’ve got some ammo for it, but I don’t use it.”




He said, “I can teach you, if you want. It’s not the most accurate long-range weapon ever, but it’s durable and reliable.”




She shrugged, “You can bring it tonight, but you’ll see. Guns just don’t cut it in our line of work.”




He didn’t believe that. “Then you’re using the wrong gun, or the wrong ammo, or you need a bigger gun.”




She told him, “Maybe. Maybe not. But you’re the expert. After tonight, you’ll have a way better idea about what you can’t do with a gun.”




He didn’t buy that, either. “I’ll take this baby.” There was a stack of thirty-round magazines in the bottom of the gunsafe, and all of them were at least partially loaded. He took four, just in case. “Where can I field-strip and test-fire this little guy?”




She said, “You can field-strip it right here on the work table. Test firing? I need to ask Xander. We’ve never had to test-fire any of these things.”




Okay, that was important. He’d been considering ‘school for assassins’ and ‘school for spies’ as some of the possibilities, but if they had never even test-fired a firearm, those options seemed pretty unrealistic. So what was going on around here?




He went to work while Special K rushed off to consult with Mister Big. He also took another look in the gunsafe. It would have been cool if they had some of the standard AK toys, like a night vision scope, or a suppressor, or the grenade launcher that went under the barrel. Maybe a GP-25 or a GP-30.




He had the weapon stripped, cleaned up, and ready to test-fire before Ken Doll was back with Xander. He smiled, “Hey X-man, got anything I can use as a test range for this baby here?”




Xander shrugged, “Sure. We’ve got an outdoor range we use for the crossbows. Kennedy can show you.” He looked over at Kennedy and smirked, “Take Two-L out there and let him test-fire your toy. Try not to fire off too many rounds. We don’t have a lot of ammo for it, and we don’t want the neighbors calling the cops on us.”




Kennedy smiled, “Two-L?”




Jack told her, “Come on, we’ll leave ‘X the Unknown’ here and I’ll show you how to fire one of these babies, and I’ll even explain the nickname.”




As they walked out, Kennedy suddenly laughed. Jack looked at her and she explained, “Xander talking under his breath. He said he couldn’t wait until Faith met you and started calling you The Big O.”




It was a couple hours later. Jack was confident his AK was in working order and wouldn’t jam unnecessarily. And the ammo was good. If he shot anything, it was going to stay shot. He had the stock folded, so he could put it on a sling over his shoulder and hide it under his coat. He was wearing a pair of combat boots, and he had a combat knife strapped to his calf but under his pants leg so it wasn’t showing.




But he was really wondering who he was going to run into. Was the Cleveland City Council an armed militia? He and Danny were going out with Kennedy and a teenager named Hannah. They were taking two other four-person teams, both of which were a guy in his twenties or thirties, and three excited teenaged girls. Eileen was in one of the threesomes, and she stopped to say hi.




The rest of the group took… crossbows? Swords and axes? Wooden stakes? Wow, Danny freaked when he saw the stakes. What was with that? Oh wait, Dannyboy believed in vampires. Jack snorted in amusement but kept it to himself.




Daniel Jackson wasn’t a fool. The swords and axes could be explained. But hand-carved wooden stakes with sharp points? There really was only one reason why each of the girls was taking at least three wooden stakes.




He had a sudden urge to go to the bathroom again. The wooden stakes had to mean vampires. Vampires who hadn’t died out hundreds or thousands of years ago, like he had been assuming. Vampires who were the things out of legend, or at least so close to the things of legends that staking them through the heart was an acceptable way of killing them.




Oh God, if each girl was taking at least three, how many vampires were they expecting to run into?




He nudged his roommate. “Jack? Jack? Those are stakes.”




Jack sarcastically said, “No, really? I thought they were more of a roast. Maybe ground chuck.”




“Ja-ack!” He wasn’t whining. Really.




“Dan-ny!” Jack copied. Honestly, the man was acting like an eight year old, and he was the oldest person on the whole campus, not counting a couple researchers.




“Jack, what do you think wooden stakes mean? At night?”




“Maybe nighttime surveying? That’s a thing, isn’t it? Anybody carrying a theodolite?”




Daniel took a deep breath and counted to ten in his head. Jack didn’t believe. After what had happened to Daniel’s academic career, he shouldn’t have been surprised. He gave up and just muttered, “I look forward to the moment when I get to say ‘I told you so’.”




Kennedy let Hannah drive their ‘patrol car’. It was a piece of junk. All the patrol cars were. That was what made them patrol cars. This one was a fifty year old Buick. It burned oil like a bitch, but it ran. The trunk was held shut with duct tape. But you could haul ass in it if you needed to. And if you abandoned it, or crashed it into a Hankala demon and had to ditch the wreckage, the thing was no big loss.




Xan and Andrew had hatched this idea over too much eggnog the Christmas before last. They got their hands on over a dozen junkers that cost them about fifty bucks each. Then they got one of the mages to do some kind of mojo so forensic evidence evaporated off the things. And they found a guy who was a ‘shade tree mechanic’ who loved the challenge of keeping these old wrecks running. If a Slay team wrecked one, they could ditch it and get a ride home, and no one would trace it back to the school. So far, the school had lost four patrol cars since then, for a grand total cost of about three hundred bucks and change.




The downside was that when she was on patrol, she was in a piece-of-shit car she was ashamed to be seen in. The extra upside was that none of the minis ever got to take her car out on patrol and accidentally turn it into scrap while chasing down a dozen vamps. Or something even dumber.




Jack was sitting in the back with her and watching her. She finally admitted, “These are great as disposable transportation, but I hate ’em.”




Hannah said from the driver’s seat, as she cut between two trucks and made Dannyboy grab his ‘oh shit’ bar convulsively, “Tell him.”




“I drive a new Lexus GS. This car is a disgrace.”




Jack kidded, “Not a Bugatti or a Jag?”




She scowled, “Jaguars? They’re a nightmare. My dad had one. It spent more time in the shop than in our driveway, until it had about sixty thousand miles on it and it was ‘broken in’. If you’re going to buy a Jag, find someone who drove one for maybe five years, took really good care of it, and just hates how much time it spent in the shop, and buy it off him cheap. It’s just about ready to turn into a really good car.”




Hannah said, “Kennedy’s fam has major bucks. And she won’t let anyone else drive her Lexus, which is totally not fair.”




Kennedy really didn’t like it when people talked about her money or her attitude, but she’d found that telling people she didn’t like it just made the problem worse.




Jackson said, “I don’t know, after riding around with you girls today, I think thaaaaaagh!” Hannah changed lanes like a hummingbird and took a corner so sharply Jack wasn’t sure how she avoided rolling the car. Danny gulped hard and finished, “Never mind.”




Kennedy just said, “We’re nearly there.” She hadn’t said where ‘there’ was going to be yet. The first stop was a cemetery. She had a fiver on Jackson pissing himself. She also had a twenty on Jack not. She didn’t usually bet for the noobs, but she had a good feeling about Jack. Even if he still thought guns were the answer.




The lead Slay team had the gates to the cemetery open before they got off the street, so they drove right in with the second Slay team behind them. Standard operating procedure was to make sure the gates looked right, in case the cops drove by. The Cleveland cops weren’t incompetent creeps like the Sunnydalers, even if they still hadn’t grasped what was causing their jump in unsolved violent felonies since May of 2003. If the gates were open when Slay teams got there, they put a high-tensile-strength black mesh net across the gap and poured holy water over it to slow down any vamps trying to run away. If the gates were closed when they got there, they unlocked them — Xander had come up with keys for every cemetery in town, and she wasn’t asking how — and put a Council-clamp on the gate instead of relocking it with the cemetery’s lock and chain. She didn’t know who had invented the Council-clamps — her money was on Xander because it was such a James Bond kind of idea — but they looked like a regular chain holding a gate closed, but you could blow up the thing with a remote control if you had to, and if you had the clamp set properly the blast would slam the gates open. Then you could drive out of the cemetery at high speed without ever stopping.




Sure enough, when Jackson saw where they were going, he just about came unglued.




She said, “Relax, Dr. Jackson. Hannah and I are more than enough protection. And we have two teams who are going to be patrolling all around us. You’re safer than in your home shower.”




He nervously insisted, “There are roughly a hundred fifty thousand injuries in the tub or shower in America every year, so you’ll pardon me if that doesn’t cheer me up too much.”




Jack said, “I think I’ll just avoid that tub.” But she noticed that Jack was studying the area. He was casing the place while moving his head very little. She figured that was a military-spy thing.




Kennedy waited until the two Slay teams were out of their cars and moving to search the cemetery for surprises. Whenever they had a newbie about to rise in one of the metropolitan area cemeteries, they routinely checked the area for a sire. Not that they had that many newbies in the cemeteries anymore. Vi had made friends with the county coroner’s assistant, who was young and male and easily impressed by a hot, nerdy redhead. Now the county coroner’s office had a new rule that for any felony death, the heart had to be removed from the corpse and weighed and then bagged for the CDC. Not that the CDC got the hearts. But with the heart removed from the body, the vamp wasn’t going to rise again. Unfortunately, the master vamps had caught on reasonably quickly, so now when they did their siring, they kept the bodies in their basement or buried in the garden or wherever, so nobody got to cut up their childer before they rose. It was sort of an arms race. With real arms.




But for special visitors like Jack and Danny, the Council was happy to let one vamp rise in a cemetery.




Kennedy knew that in the bad old days of Sunnydale, they couldn’t stop the vamps from rising, and they just had to hope Willow could target every one of them with illegal hacking of the city coroner’s office and the police computer network. Now they had a different ‘bad old days’ problem where lots of vampires all over the planet were learning that there were too many Slayers to do the old ‘vampire rising from his grave’ routine. Andrew had come up with some ‘worst case scenario’ situations that they were watching for, but frankly Andrew was too damn good at being an evil mastermind. If he ever got turned, this city was screwed.




Plus she really didn’t want to know what he’d cook if he was a vamp. Klingon Blood Pie (with real blood) came to mind.




She let Hannah lead the guys to the designated gravesite. She followed behind with her videocamera. Xander claimed it was for review and research, but she figured it was for everyone else to watch and give the newbies a lot of shit.




She wasn’t surprised that O’Neill paced around and studied the whole area around the grave like he was planning some kind of op. And she wasn’t surprised that Dr. Jackson, despite a major case of nerves, got bored after waiting for maybe forty minutes.




But she felt it in the pit of her stomach when the vamp woke up and started clawing his way out of his coffin. She saw by Hannah’s reaction that Hannah knew too. And she spotted that Jack noticed Hannah reacting.




She said, “Yeah, we’re about to have a visitor.”




Jack smirked, “Well, I’ve heard of gaydar…”




Hannah snickered.




The soil over the center of the grave bulged, then writhed, then jutted upward. She was pretty sure Dr. Jackson was frantically whispering part of the Catholic liturgy in Latin, even though he wasn’t Catholic. She was pretty surprised he hadn’t peed himself yet.




A dead-white hand broke through the soil and its fingers writhed hungrily. Jackson whimpered.




Jack just yawned, “Pretty good special effects. I’ve seen better, but only in movies.”




Hannah insisted, “It’s not special effects.”




Kennedy didn’t bother arguing. Jack wasn’t going to be convinced by something a Hollywood SFX shop could fake.




The hand was followed by an arm, then the other arm, and the vamp dragged itself out of its grave.




The vamp was an ordinary-looking twenty-ish guy who had been living on the streets and got turned for his troubles. The guy’s fam had buried him in a cheap suit that hadn’t fared all that well as he dug himself out of his grave. Kennedy had really been hoping the guy would wait to vamp out when he was facing Jack and Danny, because there was nothing that said ‘supernatural horror’ like seeing that transformation. She was a kickass Slayer and she still remembered the first transformation she’d ever seen.




Jack ignored the vamp’s snarl and smirked at the guy, “Hey, sweet special effects there. Stan Winston would be proud.”




The vamp focused in on Jack’s neck and growled, “Blood…”




Jack just rolled his eyes. “Man, these method actors just don’t quit, do they?”




Kennedy calmly said, “He’s gonna rush you.”




And that was when the vamp moved. He sprinted right at Jack at a speed that Olympians couldn’t hope to match, with his arms out and his fangs bared.




She thought Jack would just get steamrollered, but the guy was good. Back in his heyday, he must have been fucking awe-inspiring. Jack fell backward, grabbing the guy’s suit jacket and tossing the guy in a smooth jujitsu move that Kennedy was making mental notes on.




The vamp was going fast enough that he went sailing and crashed hard on his back right across a tombstone. It was a landing that would have broken a human’s back.




Jack leapt up, looking horrified. “Oh crap, is your actor okay?”




The vamp leapt to his feet and snarled, “I’ll rip your throat out for that!”




Kennedy watched, filming the whole time. It only took Jack another attempted tackle to realize the ‘actor’ was faster and stronger than any human had a right to be, but the vamp had no fighting skills, and Jack had a ton of them.




In fact, Jack fought dirty. Really, really dirty. No Marquis of Queensbury shit here. If that vamp had been a human in a costume, he would have gone home in a bodybag. O’Neill went for every nasty and/or lethal spot Kennedy had ever heard of. Even a real vampire was having to put in a serious effort against the guy. Shit, there were minis who would have their panties melting off when they watched this fight on video, because ordinary men just did not hold up this well in hand-to-hand against a freaking vampire.




Still, Hannah had to throw the vamp off O’Neill several times. O’Neill was good, but he would have died several times already if he didn’t have two Slayers watching over him. But O’Neill would just not take a hint, until he put a couple three-shot groupings into the thing. Bullets in the chest just pissed it off. Bullets in the knees just slowed it down… temporarily. Bullets in the head just made it mad and confused and really hungry.




By then, Danny was getting a little too close and yelling, “A stake through the heart! Jack, you’ve got to drive a wooden stake through the heart!”




Kennedy finally got Jack to put a stake in its heart, and it dusted. She didn’t bother to tell him not to breathe in, because he needed to be convinced.




Jack stood there, breathing hard and feeling battered. He had gotten the shit pounded out of him by someone — maybe something — that had all the fighting skills of a rhino. But even worse than the physical pounding, which he was really going to be feeling tomorrow, he was emotionally shaken.




That wasn’t a special effect. It wasn’t human. It wasn’t anything he could think of. He wasn’t ready to jump all the way to ‘I vant to trink your blud’ but he was seeing big pieces of the puzzle now. All these girls were inhumanly strong and fast and deadly, and they fought something just as strong and fast and lethal. But it couldn’t really be real vampires, could it? After all, vampires couldn’t be real!




And Dannyboy was freaked. He finally yelled at Kennedy. “I was right? I lost my job and my career and I was a laughingstock and I was right? And they’re still out there?”




Hannah calmly said, “The Council heads had a big argument last year about your papers, because some of them wanted to jump in and help you, and some of them wanted to scoop you up right away, and some of them were afraid if they made a move in your direction, the demons would spot it and would kill you. Or something much worse.”




Jack thought Danny’s legs might give out on him right then and there.




Kennedy added, “Or Wolfram and Hart could make a play for your soul.”




Danny’s jaw dropped open. “The Wolf, the Ram and the Hart? The trifold gods of the ancients? They’re real?!?”




Kennedy muttered, “Real as shit, guy. Wolfram and Hart is the evil law firm by which all other evil lawyers are judged. And they’ve got major offices in twelve cities worldwide. But we’ve kicked their asses on a regular basis.”




Hannah said, “They killed two of Buffy’s exes and a couple of her friends, so she’s got a real hate-on for ’em. They get no free passes from us.”




Danny whimpered, “I need to sit down.” He aimed for a tombstone and missed by about a foot, ending up on his butt on the grass.




Jack felt bad for him. The guy had apparently been the smartest thing in his entire field in years, and he’d uncovered the big secret. Only it wasn’t unified field theory, or the lost city of Troy. It was something no scientist would believe in without a metric crapton of hard proof. Like getting bitten in the neck by Jake 2.0 back there.




Jack spit once again. The ash from that… thing was nasty. He’d swallowed ash before. It wasn’t like he’d never seen a fire. Ash did not taste like that. That tasted like… He couldn’t come up with a simile awful enough.




And he finally understood Kennedy’s point about guns. He had put fifteen bullets in that guy, and he’d just slowed it down and pissed it off.




He needed a much bigger gun with much bigger bullets.




What were the odds he could talk General West out of maybe a Barrett?





Part VI



Daniel didn’t want to be out here. He wanted to be in a nice, safe house. Or fort. Or bunker. There were real vampires loose in Cleveland at night. And Hannah had mentioned demons. So demons were real too, and the literature made them sound like they were a lot more dangerous than vampires. And there were evil gods. Real gods in other dimensions, who wanted to do horrible things to humans, or even all of humanity. Hearing Kennedy tell him that Buffy and Xander and Willow had fought one to the death did not reassure him. In fact, finding out that evil gods could make their way to this dimension and wreak havoc and nearly cause a world-ending apocalypse? That made him want to go hide under his bed and whimper.




Jack had just fought a real vampire. Why wasn’t Jack as scared as Daniel was? No, all Jack wanted was some time to process what he’d experienced. And half a dozen ibuprofens. Okay, Jack was calling them ‘Vitamin I’, which would have been pretty funny under other circumstances.




But the cemetery was just the warm-up act. They were going to get to go on patrol around the Hellmouth. Hell. Mouth. La boca del infierno. Oh joy. Just what he wanted. He was pretty sure no kid — no human kid — had ever asked Santa for a trip to the Hellmouth.




When he had read those ancient tomes describing places as ‘the mouth of hell’ he had assumed they were being metaphorical. That they were exaggerating. He hadn’t wanted to find out that some of them might have been telling the literal truth about the world he had thought he understood.




And what stood between him and vampires and demons and hellgods and hellmouths? Two girls who looked like they couldn’t change a flat tire. Maybe he should be telling himself that this part was a good thing. There wasn’t ‘one girl in all the world’. A lone Chosen One. He was bunking in a dorm with fifty of them. Fifty girls capable of killing a vampire with nothing but their bare hands.




What out there was so horrible that there needed to be fifty Slayers of the Undead?




Okay, he didn’t really want to know. Maybe, once he was back in that nice, safe library, he could approach it as an academic problem, and study it. But not now, when he was in the middle of it.




When Kennedy had explained that Buffy and Xander and Willow had gone to high school directly over the central Hellmouth of Sunnydale, Daniel had wanted to run and find any surviving members of the Sunnydale city administration and shake some sense into them. When Kennedy had explained why Sunnydale High had deliberately been built over the Hellmouth, Daniel had wanted to run and find any surviving members of the Sunnydale city administration and have them drawn and quartered.




But a Hellmouth was more than that central portal. The effects spread for miles in every direction. So patrols around the Hellmouth were wide-ranging patrols looking for signs of trouble. They were scouting the area.




And there was the front Slay team slamming on their brakes and leaping out to go track down something hellish. Literally. And he was going to get to experience more of the ‘fun’.




“I can hardly wait,” he muttered to Jack.




Jack just grinned and said, “Hey, you have to show off the high spots to the new guys when you’re trying to impress them.”




Daniel replied, “I would have settled for a good Thai restaurant.”




Kennedy scowled, “One of the best Thai restaurants in the area is run by a half-demon family. We have to make regular inspections to make sure they’re only using the meat listed on the menu.”




Daniel wanted to say something about that, but his stomach rebelled. He was just glad he didn’t lose his dinner in front of a dozen teenaged Slayers.




Jack waited until Dannyboy was up ahead, alongside Hannah. He whispered to Special K, “Did you really have to make up that thing about demons and the Thai restaurant?”




She gave him a look that would have had Danny cringing. “I didn’t make anything up. The shit around here? You can’t make up anything worse than what we run into on a regular basis.”




He recognized the look in her eyes. It was The Look. The thousand yard stare. The look you saw in the eyes of guys who had seen too much war and too much horror within their war, and they couldn’t unsee that crap. He’d seen it in his own eyes more than once in front of the mirror. There was no way a woman who wasn’t quite twenty-one yet should have that look.




Daniel couldn’t hear what Jack was saying to Kennedy, but it sounded like he was standing up for one Dr. Jackson, which Daniel really wasn’t expecting. Maybe Jack was a better person than Daniel had anticipated.




One of the kids from the scout squad came running back, like they couldn’t afford cellphones. Hannah swiftly moved to hear what was going on, and there was no way Daniel wanted to be left alone out here. The scout reported to Kennedy, “We got a portal. A couple unidentified demons and maybe a dozen vamps just came through it.”




Kennedy calmly said, “Well, call it in as standard.”




Daniel checked, “A couple demons and a dozen vampires is standard?”




Kennedy just gave him a what-the-hell-is-wrong-with-you look. “Around here? Hell yeah. Right now, Cleveland is the most active Hellmouth on the planet.”




Oh my God, there were more places like this?




Jack wasn’t ready to buy into the ‘demons and vampires’ fantasy yet, but there was no question that serious badness was going down in the vicinity. Especially when a massive thing that looked like Spiderman’s enemy The Lizard, only on steroids, appeared right in front of them with a stone tablet covered in hieroglyphics or something.




There was a bright purple flash, and they were… somewhere else.




He could think of one or two possible explanations for how they got there, but they were definitely somewhere else. A dark cave system with really disturbing fungus-like stuff on the walls and not enough torches in wall sconces. And giant croc guy was vanishing down one of the tunnels.




Kennedy hissed at Hannah, “Get the noobs to safety. Now!” And she charged after the demon with her claymore.




Hannah grabbed Jack by the arm using a hand that had a grip like a hydraulic press. Dannyboy didn’t have to be dragged. She insisted, “We have to find the portal and get you guys back to our dimension so you can get help.”




Jack stood his ground. “No way. We need to go help Kennedy.”




Hannah frowned, “You can’t help her! You’ve got that stupid machine gun, which is useless against something like that. You’ll just get her killed from trying to protect you.”




Jack clenched his jaw in frustration. “Then give me your goddamn sword. You take Dannyboy and go get us some help.”




Hannah glared at him, “That’s not the way this w—”




And a massive thing loomed up out of the darkness behind her and hit her across the back of the head. She collapsed like she was dead. The thing loomed over him and bared its teeth.




Jack remembered his lessons. Not hard to recall, when you still had five thousand bruises from them. He tilted up the barrel of his AK and put a line of fire across the thing’s face. It had three eyes in a row. He took out all three. A human would have been extremely dead from that. It just roared in pain and took a vicious swing at his head with a massive clawed hand.




He ducked down as quietly as he could. He was glad to see that Dannyboy had scrambled back out of range and was being silent for a change.




Jack scooped up Hannah’s limp body and tossed some gravel off to the side. The thing went charging that way, blundering into walls and slashing them with its claws, doing more damage to the walls than to the claws.




Jack moved with Hannah’s limp body and just had to hope Danny had enough sense to stick close. Because there was no way Jack was making any noises he didn’t have to, as long as that thing was running around playing Pin the Claws on the Colonel.




Jack found a little alcove that was a human-sized opening into a hemispherical bubble in the rock. The bubble was about ten feet high and ten feet wide, which was big enough for his purposes. It would have been even handier if it had a door. Or something strong enough to hold that thing at bay.




Jack gently checked Hannah’s head. A huge bruise, but nothing soft and squishy. Pupils equal and reactive. She was still out, though. He was sort of surprised she still had a head, given what hit her. Jack took three stakes, a knife, and a small sword off her.




He whispered, “Okay Danny, you have to carry her, find that portal, and go get help. I’m going after Special K.”




Dannyboy insisted, “I don’t think she’d like you calling her that, and I’m not leaving.”




Jack growled, “Are you nuts?”




Hannah slowly opened her eyes and murmured, “Yeah. Because that would be both of you, and I don’t think that says good things about our hiring policies.”




Jack grinned. “Glad to see you’re back in the land of the living.”




Hannah frowned, and winced at the pain. “Didn’t expect to wake up alive, if you really wanna know. What got me?”




Jack said, “A big sucker… Okay, a demon.”




Danny sing-songed, “I told you so!”




Jack ignored him. “Green scaly skin, maybe seven feet high and built like a linebacker, three eyes side by side, fists like a Smithfield ham but with claws.”




Hannah said, “A Laragesh demon.” She suddenly acted startled, “You fought a Laragesh demon and saved me? That’s pretty freaking badass.”




Jack firmly told her, “No badassery here. I just stitched a row of bullets through all its eyes, and then tricked it into chasing after some thrown gravel. And Danny kept completely quiet and helped me haul you out of there. Now I’ve got to talk him into taking you back through the portal.”




Danny was scared, but he insisted, “Jack, you need me in here, wherever ‘here’ is. That first demon had a large stone tablet covered in hieroglyphics. That has to be important. You need me as a translator.”




Hannah said, “It’s probably a demon language. You got any background in those?”




“Umm… no. Not as such. But it looked like Sumerian, which I do know. Reasonably well.”




Hannah tried not to nod. “Yeah, Sumerian. Nothing good’s ever in Sumerian. We gotta stop that.”




Jack told her, “I don’t think you’re in any condition to be stopping anything right now. You’ve probably got a pretty good concussion, and maybe a fractured skull.”




She closed her eyes for a second. “Okay, you’re probably right. But I’m a Slayer. If it didn’t kill me, I’ll heal up from it like Peter Parker.”




Jack said, “Well, even if I buy that, Petey needs a couple days when he gets busted up, and we probably don’t have that kind of time.”




Her eyes flew open wide. She whispered, “Vamps coming. At least two of ’em.”




Well crap.




Kennedy came to. She didn’t move. She didn’t open her eyes. She didn’t twitch. She tried her best to hold still and ignore the horrific pain coursing through her body.




The demonic voice reverberated, “The Little Slayer will come to shortly. Then we will begin again.”




Oh God. They’d already tortured her until she lost consciousness, but there was no freaking way she was telling them what they wanted to know. Not about this.




The less massive demon creaked, “She is conscious. I feel it.”




God damn it!




“Little Slayer. Tell me where is the Slayer Scythe.”




The point of the knife slowly punched through the skin of her forearm, through her muscles, and then tore its way through her arm to embed itself in the wood altar she was strapped down on. She gasped, “Never heard of it.”




“Where is the Scythe?” Another knife, this time through her lower leg.




“Try Google. I hear it’s got all the answ… Aaagh!” Son of a bitch, that hurt!




There was no way she was talking. If the glimpse she’d gotten of that goddess-damned tablet was what she thought, these demons were going to try and use the Scythe to attack every Slayer in the world all at once. She’d rather die than let that happen.




“Try the hand. The human hand is full of nerve clusters.”




“Fine. You do it.”




“Where is the Scythe?”




The knife slid through her palm and… “Aaaagh!! You bastard!” God damn, that hurt!




“She is being very stubborn for a meatbag. What if she does not tell us?”




“We let both of the other groups go. They will fetch the others. We have brought the other Little Slayer and The Two.”




“The Two?”




“Yes, it states in the prophecy that one of The Two is He Who Has Ascended And Yet Not. We must find him and bring him here. The prophecy says that when we bring him here, he will act, and a great army will perish. It is the only way we have found to destroy all the Slayers, Chosen and not.”




Oh God, one of those noobs wasn’t a noob, but some maniac who was going to Ascend? If only she hadn’t been a complete neurotic dickhead and driven Willow away, she could contact Willow telepathically right now and warn her! But their telepathic bond was severed, and she’d never get the chance to tell Will how sorry she was. And these creeps were right: after what they did there would be a Slayer squad on the way. And Buffy would bring the Scythe, which was just what these pricks wanted.




“Little Slayer, where is the Scythe?”




She gritted her teeth, “Maybe you should check up your asshole, because as soon as Buffy gets here, that’s where she’s gonna shove it!” Another knife buried itself, this time through her foot. It was all she could to not to scream her lungs out.




“Little Slayer, tell me where the Scythe is, and the pain can end… permanently.” A sword slowly plunged all the way through her thigh.




She gritted her teeth until she could keep from screaming at the unbearable agony. “In the immortal words of Faith Lehane, fuck you and the dragon you rode in on!”




The two vampires stepped into the alcove to find a Slayer and a frantic human. The Slayer was unconscious on the floor, and the human was begging them not to hurt him.




The first vampire reminded his partner, “Not the two men. But we can drink the girl. Slayer’s blood? Far better than from a mere bloodbag.”




He stepped forward, his partner alongside him, as the panicky bloodbag grew louder and louder. It was too bad that they had their orders not to harm him or the other one.




The Slayer opened her eyes and hissed, “Surprise!”




Both vampires jerked backward, just as Jack dropped down from his hiding place above the entryway and staked both of them simultaneously.





Part VII



Jack fell through the cloud of vampire dust, and Hannah caught him like he was a medicine ball. This time, he remembered not to breathe in any of that crap.




Dannyboy choked, “I got vampire dust all over me.” It was kind of plastering the right side of his pants and shirt.




Jack looked at Danny and said, “Well, that went better than expected.”




Hannah just said, “We were lucky, and your aim was better than most people’s.”




Jack uncomfortably admitted, “Well, unlike most people, I do know where the human heart actually is, and how to aim for it.”




Hannah said, “It wouldn’t have worked if they had seen or heard or smelled you coming, but Daniel’s noise covered the hearing part. Still… your kinesthetics are good… for a norm.”




Jack looked at Danny and said, “I think I’ve just been deeply insulted.”




Danny just peered out into the rocky corridor. “I’d be pretty surprised if the entire place didn’t hear me yelling, so maybe we need to move.”




Jack scooped up Hannah, who complained, “Put me down, damn it!”




He started trotting down the corridor with her in his arms, and he told her, “As soon as you can run on your own without falling over and hitting that head again, you just let me know.”




“Asshole.”




“Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”




“Jack, don’t torment her. She’s injured.”




“Yeah… asshole.”




It took about ten minutes of using Hannah as a Popeil Pocket Demon Detector™ to find where the worst of the evil was.




It was a large chamber that was one more hemispherical bubble in the rock of the tunnels. Only this one was a flat floor with a dome that was maybe a hundred fifty feet across and about seventy-five feet up at its highest point.




At the back side of the chamber, there was a glowing purple portal shaped like an irregular hexagon. In the middle were several pedestals with stone tablets mounted on them. Off to the right was something like a massive stone altar with a thick wood slab on top of it.




On the wood slab was Kennedy’s body.




Jack set Hannah down and ran over. He stared in horror. Kennedy was held in place with chains that looked like they could hold battleships. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, the goddamn demons had driven over a dozen swords and big-ass knives through her limbs, pinning her to the wood.




He checked her throat and stared in amazement. She wasn’t dead. She was unconscious. Her blood was oozing from every wound, until it was starting to drip onto the floor. But she was still alive.




Hannah hissed, “We gotta get those out of her!”




He stopped her with a raised palm. “We could kill her if we do that. We need to make sure nothing we yank out is blocking a major cut on an artery or a vein. And we’ll need you at full strength to yank those things out of the wood so we don’t do more damage on the way out.”




Danny was over on the other side of the room, studying the tablets. “Oh, this is not good. Not good. So very not good.”




Jack asked, “How not good is it?”




Danny said, “It’s a spell.”




“A spell? As in hocus pocus? Abra cadabra?”




Danny scowled at him. “You’ve killed three vampires and fought a demon and fallen through a portal, and now you’re drawing the line at magic spells?”




“Okay, maybe you’ve got a point.”




Danny winced, “If this spell really will work, and they do this right, they can wipe out an entire army when they have a tiny piece of the army. Say… Kennedy’s blood.”




Jack admitted, “Okay, that’s not good.” That meant that they had to get Special K out of there, along with the wooden slab, and also any other traces of her blood. Which might require a jackhammer so they could take chunks of the rock with them.




Hannah flinched and looked behind her. Jack had watched her enough to recognize her ‘evil detection’ mode. She grabbed her knife and shortsword off Jack and wheeled to face the threat.




Two of the massive demons came stalking in. Both of them had swords that looked like you could use them to slice orcas in half.




They strode forward, and two more of the demons stalked in. These two were armed with spears that had vicious points the size of a large slice of pizza. Only with evil-looking hooks that would rip you to shreds when the spear got pulled back out.




Two more of the demons walked in behind the first four. These two were wielding massive double-bladed battleaxes that Jack doubted he could even lift.




Another demon walked in. He was holding an orb that made Jack think of a whole slew of “Heavy Metal” comments. It glowed an evil green that was sickening to look at.




Hannah started to attack the armed crowd, and a bolt of green lanced out from the orb, hitting her in the side even as she tried to dodge. She went limp and collapsed to the floor.




Another green bolt lanced out and hit Jack right in the chest. Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt. In fact, nothing hurt anymore. He felt completely numb from his hair down to his toes. He collapsed like a puppet with cut strings. Despite everything he tried, he couldn’t move a muscle.




The final demon strode in. He was a foot taller than the other already-ginormous demons, and he had four arms. He only had two legs, but he had two things growing out of his hips that looked they wanted to be legs when they grew up.




Jack was getting kind of faint, because his lungs weren’t working, and he didn’t think his heart was doing much beating. So he didn’t do a whole lot of struggling while a couple demons picked him up and chained him to the wall off to the right of the altar.




The weird thing was that as soon as the chains were on his wrists, the weakness and paralysis vanished. His heart was pounding like crazy. His lungs were aching for air. He felt like he needed to make a “Sea Hunt” joke, but he wasn’t breathing normally yet. And no one in the room would get the joke.




Once Hannah was locked in another set of chains a yard away from him, she started moving too.




The big, four-armed guy was obviously in charge. It picked Dannyboy up like he was a nerfball and demanded, “You! You will translate the sacred text and bring the orb to full power! Then you will perform the ritual, as is prophesized!”




Jack looked over and said, “Hey! You! ‘Forewarmed is four armed’ Guy! Is that orb gonna tell me it’s the sum of all evils, by any chance?”




“Shut up, meatbag.”




Jack figured he was doing pretty well at distracting them, so he tried, “By the way, Leonard Mogel and Columbia Pictures are going to have something to say to you guys about copyright violations.”




“Foolish meatsack! My forces are ready to charge through this portal and invade your world, as soon as the spell is complete and all those pesky Slayers are all gone!”




Hannah hung limply in her chains and muttered, “I really hate apocalypse season.”




Jack stared at her in horror. “Apocalypse season?”




She just shrugged. “Every May, and most Decembers. We get yahoos like this, or insane vamps, crazy warlocks… Lots of crap. No big.”




“No big? About the end of the world?”




Hannah shrugged in her chains. “Back when Buffy was the only Slayer, she stopped almost twenty all by herself, and all she had back then was Xander and Willow.”




Jack thought. What had Xander said? ‘One really smart one and one really dumb one.’ He should have listened more closely. He asked, “How old were they?”




Hannah explained, “Umm, Buffy got Called middle of her frosh year in high school. Xander and Willow started helping her middle of their sophomore year. But that’s why she’s Buffy. In the old days, a Slayer on a Hellmouth? A couple months before she got taken down. A year, tops. Buffy kicked Hellmouth ass for six and a half years, until she crushed the Sunnydale Hellmouth like a bug.”




Sunnydale? The town that was now a five-mile-wide circular lake? Buffy did that? Holy crap. These girls didn’t need him. They needed the entire frigging Avengers. Plus Doctor Strange.




The demons surrounded Danny. “You are the one of the prophecy. He Who Has Ascended And Yet Not. You will fulfill the prophecy. Now.”




Jack was expecting Danny to faint, or at least do a major league freak-out. But Danny just pulled himself together and nodded at the demons.




Danny studied the stone tablets for long seconds and finally said, “Okay. I’ll need some of her blood.”




One demon growled, “We can drain her dry over the orb.”




Danny shrugged, “Not necessary.” He walked over to the altar, put his left palm down in Kennedy’s blood, and walked back to the orb. Jack watched carefully as Daniel wiped his palm on the orb. His right palm. The palm with all that vampire dust he had brushed off his clothes. And if the spell used part of an army to destroy the whole army… Jack mentally crossed his fingers that Dannyboy knew what he was doing, because this could go really bad in a lot of ways.




The orb began to glow a frightening blue. The demons were getting really excited.




And then a thing like a glowing, blobby jellyfish-octopus-thing drifted through the portal and moved right at Danny. He stood his ground, even though Jack could see he was scared. It writhed disturbingly and… touched his face. Danny’s eyes flew open in shock. It just hovered there for a few seconds and flew back out through the portal.




What the hell was that all about?




The glow got brighter, and became a more intense shade of blue. The demon that Jack was figuring was the ‘priest’ type grinned savagely. He reported, “This means they are here! They have brought the Scythe! Once it enters the room, the spell will be ready! Yes!”




Jack whispered, “Psst, Hannah, if you can break those chains, you’re gonna get an opening in about ten seconds.”




There was the sound of a stampede in the tunnel, and Buffy charged in at the head of a crowd of heavily-armed girls. The girls were wielding swords and axes, but Buffy was wielding the weirdest weapon Jack had seen since Star Trek batleths. It looked like someone had once seen a lochaber axe and thought they could make one from memory, although they’d forgotten they had Alzheimer’s. Right behind them were Willow and three men. The orb flared in brightness until Jack could hardly look at it.




And Daniel rammed himself into the pedestal as hard as he could.




The orb went flying through the air, through the portal, and then an unbearably bright flash started, only to be cut off as the portal vanished.




Five of the eight demons just dropped dead on the spot. Go Danny! The other three demons froze in shock.




Buffy started, “Okay, anyone wanna fill me in on the detail-age, because—”




“What did you do to my Ken?”




Hannah choked, “Oh fuck.”




The tablets flew into the air to hover in front of Willow, who put her hands on them. Jack gulped as the hieroglyphics on the tablets slid off and flowed up Willow’s arms. Which was absolutely impossible. He distinctly heard Hannah whimper.




Jack watched as the pretty redhead morphed… into something out of a nightmare. Her skin went pasty white. Her hair bled from red to jet black. Her eyes became solid blackness that hurt to look into. Veins under her skin became fiercely prominent, only they were an eerie black as well. Even her clothes began changing colors, turning an eerie black too.




Buffy pleaded, “Willow, please don’t! Stop and think about Kennedy! Think about Xander! Th—”




Willow made a dismissive gesture with one hand, and every Slayer in the room not secured in place went flying backward into the corridor, taking the three men with them.




Hannah whimpered, “Oh fuck!”




Jack suddenly realized that the cavalry rescue had just turned into a nuclear bomb being dropped on his position.





Part VIII



Jack watched hopefully. Buffy leapt to her feet and whipped out that thing that some people seemed to think was a scythe. She started slashing at… Jack guessed it was an invisible magical barrier Willow had erected. A really frighteningly sturdy invisible magical barrier, at that.




Willow glanced over at Buffy and whispered words that made the air waver sickeningly and made Jack’s ears hurt. The opening turned into solid rock. Willow muttered, “That ought to keep ’em out for a few seconds.”




Xander had said magic existed in his story. Xander had just forgotten to include the part where magic was the WMD of the whole game.




Goddamn Xander had told him the exact, literal truth and phrased it as a fairy tale because he knew Jack wouldn’t believe it.




Kennedy had said Willow went ‘totally postal’ when her other girlfriend died. She had just omitted the part where ‘totally postal’ meant ‘turned into Saruman and then went thermonuclear’.




The three surviving demons found themselves magically lifted into the air and stretched out like they were being crucified. Given that one of them had four arms and two legs and two proto-legs, it was even more disturbing. Willow bellowed at them, “What did you do to my Ken?” in a voice that made the entire room shake.




Jack said, “Hey… umm, Willow? It was Willow, right? I don’t think we got introduced properly. Before you go all Elphaba on the room—”




Hannah muttered, “Thank the goddesses you didn’t say Wicked Witch of the West.”




“—I really think you ought to check on Special K over there, because she could use some medical treatment.”




Willow moved to the altar. She didn’t walk. It was something he could hardly look at. It was part flight and part teleport and part Industrial Light and Magic special effect to make a blur that looked like super-speed. Plus the miniature lightning bolts crackling around the not-quite-a-portal.




Willow touched the knife that was plunged through Kennedy’s right hand. It vanished, to reappear in the right hand of the second demon, who screamed in pain. She touched the knife in Kennedy’s left foot. It vanished, to reappear in the left foot of the first demon, who gasped in agony.




Jack called out, “Hey there black-eyed girl, I don’t wanna be a party pooper, but if you pull out one of those knifes and it’s blocking a major artery or vein, you could kill her in no time.”




Willow’s head snapped to the side to stare directly at him. He tried to look her in the eyes, but he couldn’t. Those weren’t black contact lenses or anything remotely possible with special effects. They were depths of roiling blackness that were a window into something no one should ever have to see, much less be.




Hannah whimpered, “Please don’t make her mad at us! You don’t know what she can do!”




Okay, if the stuff Willow had casually done was just the warm-up event on the card, then he wasn’t interested in getting into the ring with her.




Willow said in a voice that was unnaturally low and made his hair stand on end, “Jack O’Neill, right? The guy who smuggled the sat phone and the burner phones and that polycarbonate knife into the school and thought we wouldn’t notice?”




“Yep, that would be me.” How the hell did she know that? Duh, super-witch powers.




She tilted her head slightly, like she was studying an interesting bug in a jar. “If you’d like to still have your lips and your tongue when this is over, then maybe you should shut up.”




Hannah whimpered again. Hannah hadn’t been afraid of anything, until Willow went all Maleficent on the place. That had to be an ultra-bad sign.




Suddenly, a massive curved needle appeared in front of his face. Dangling from its eye wasn’t thread. No, it was a long length of leather cord. Crap, that was going to hurt. The needle moved threateningly toward his upper lip.




Kennedy half-opened one eye and whispered, “Will? Is that you? I didn’t think you’d come for me anymore. ‘Specially when you have your new girlfriend…”




“What?” For a terrifying black-eyed dark magic wielder, Willow suddenly seemed pretty confused.




The needle stopped moving toward his lips. That was more encouraging than most of the evening’s fun.




“The brunette you brought,” Kennedy insisted.




“Who? Hermione? She’s het. I’m setting her up with Daniel Jackson.”




Danny looked offended at that, but when he opened his mouth to protest, he suddenly realized that pissing off Endora might be a really bad idea.




Kennedy managed, “I… missed you. So much… But don’t bring me back… after I die from this…”




Jack suddenly felt a whole new level of ‘oh crap’. He’d already seen Willow kick some pretty serious ass. He’d seen Hannah was scared shitless of Spooky Willow. But he hadn’t imagined that Willow was capable of bringing people back from the dead. That wasn’t possible… unless you were a lot closer to a godlike figure than he wanted to contemplate.




Willow whimpered, “Oh honey…” She vanished all the knives from Kennedy’s body, and then the chains holding Kennedy simply turned to dust.




Then Willow looked at the three demons painfully hanging in mid-air. She whispered something that made the air waver darkly, and the portal opened up again. She made a casual backhanded wave, like she was swatting a gnat out of the air, and all three demons went flying through the portal, which then closed again.




Willow gently touched Kennedy’s cheek, and began to change. Willow’s clothes went back to normal. She smiled down at Kennedy, who whispered something in her ear. Willow’s skin reverted to a normal color, and the hideous black veins faded into nothingness. She whispered something that made Kennedy smile through her pain. The black color in Willow’s hair slowly bled to red. Then her jet-black eyes slowly changed to normal white eyes with black irises, and then to the pretty eyes she’d had before.




Willow looked normal again, but Jack could tell Hannah was still scared shitless. Okay, he was still scared shitless too.




Willow gently took Kennedy’s hand without moving Kennedy’s arm. Jack could see that the vicious wounds all over Kennedy’s limbs were closing and changing into nothing more than nasty red lines. Okay, she could raise the dead. She could heal the sick and the lame. He wasn’t taking any bets on the whole ‘walks on water if she feels like it’ thing, after she’d already demonstrated that ‘fly and teleport’ deal.




A rather timid-looking Willow looked over at him and Hannah, and their shackles fell apart. He dropped a couple feet to the rock floor and barely managed not to fall onto his face.




Willow looked at him and cringed, “I’m really, really sorry! I’m a bad person, okay? And I try not to, I really try…”




Kennedy weakly murmured, “It’s okay, Will. I… I guess I just didn’t believe you’d go dark for me, like you did for Tara. I was such a brat. I messed everything up. And I really miss you.”




Willow reached behind her and waved one hand. The rock wall returned to its normal look, and Buffy sprinted into the room with her wacky axe-stake thing at the ready. She looked at Willow. She sized up the rest of the room. And she asked, “Okay, what’s the what with General Grievous and his demon and vamp army?”




Man, he had completely missed the obvious Star Wars joke. How pathetic.




Willow casually said, “Oh, Dr. Jackson used their spell to destroy their army instead of ours, and then I tossed them back through their portal so they can have a nice, long chat with their people about how they just got everyone’s loved ones killed.”




Buffy gave Willow a raised eyebrow. “That’s gonna be one of those chats with thumbscrews and flaying and boiling lead enemas, isn’t it?”




Willow winced a little. “Umm, probably?”




Jack said, “You know? I think I’m okay with that.”




Kennedy tugged weakly on Willow’s fingers and murmured, “The demons… They called him ‘He Who Has Ascended And Yet Not’. You have to stop him.”




“Who? Dr. Jackson?” Willow asked.




“Yeah.”




Said bookworm looked over nervously and admitted, “Actually, that was because they didn’t understand the writing. It wasn’t really me, it was… umm… only sort of me. It was the being who came through the portal.”




Jack figured most of the crowd had missed that bit. “Okay Daniel, so we saw that glowy white blob-topus come through the portal and then touch you and then take off again. What was up with that?”




“You called me Daniel.”




Jack smirked, “Yeah, I figure anybody who single-handedly wipes out an entire demon army in his first day on the job gets some perks.”




“You’re not going to believe this, but that was… also me. A me from another dimension. I just… died in that dimension and ascended to a higher plane, which isn’t actually becoming some sort of lower-level angelic being, but it looks like it. But in this dimension ‘ascending’ means transforming into a Great Old One, a pure demon hundreds of times the size of the ones we saw. Hence the confusion over the translation and the title. Another me ascended to a being of pure energy, while I didn’t. And the me who just ascended? He’s your best friend in that universe, and he’s worried about you and someone named Samantha Carter and your alien buddy, and the other us is a team that goes to other planets to fight evil aliens, and other-you met this Buffy and this Willow in yet another universe, and this Willow fought a true hellgoddess to the death.”




Jack glanced over at someone who was now a petite, pretty redhead, even if a few minutes earlier, she hadn’t really been human. He said, “I think I can guess who won that one.”




That damn Xander, he even told the truth about that! Jack was going to find a way to pay back that guy. Maybe a bottle of good scotch. No, Xander didn’t drink. A case of Hostess snack foods. You couldn’t go wrong with Ho-hos and Ding-dongs.




Jack just gave Daniel a grin, “You and me friends? Now that’s weird.”




“Ja-ack!”




Jack laughed.




Hannah trotted over to Buffy Summers and reported, “They were both great! The colonel beat the hell out of that fledge with his bare hands, and he figured out stuff we never thought of with guns, like shooting ’em in the knees or the brain to slow ’em down, and he took on a Laragesh demon to rescue me, and he staked two vamps simultaneously, and he’s great with the quippage!”




Willow smiled tentatively at Jack, “Looks like you’ve got your own fan club, colonel.”




“Just Jack. I haven’t been a colonel for a long time.”




Hannah grinned, “You should’ve heard him doing those ‘Heavy Metal’ cracks when they brought out that green orb.”




Daniel asked, “Those were jokes? Are you sure?” But he couldn’t keep a straight face when he said it.




Buffy rolled her eyes. “The knees. Sure! I should’ve thought of that one, what with Darla.”




But Buffy was looking at him with a different light in her eyes now. It was less like ‘I’m Malibu Barbie!’ and more like one warrior being pleased to meet another.




He also noticed that when she wasn’t pretending to be Bimbo Buffy, she was really attractive. Way out of his league. Way too young. Way too likely to break him in half by accident, too.




So he went for the quip. “You do know that’s not a scythe, right?”




“Well duh. The Slayer Scythe is not a scythe. Just like the Jerusalem artichoke is not an artichoke, and it’s not from Jerusalem.”




“The French pox is not from France!” Willow chipped in.




Buffy mock-whispered, “Too much time spent in Tweed-land.” Then she explained, “It’s a magical weapon, and it prefers to be called a scythe. So there.”




He just stood there, looking down at a little smart-aleck holding a weird weapon. But she was a petite smart-aleck who was the leader of the Slayers of the Undead. They really needed a snappier title, like ‘Vamp Slayer’. Maybe ‘Demon Hacker’. Or ‘Ronco Evil Slicer’. ‘Slayer’ by itself probably wouldn’t work, unless they liked being confused with an old rock group.




Naturally, Daniel interrupted the moment. “Umm, does anyone know how to get out of here and go home?”




“Yeah, you just click your heels together and say ‘there’s no place like home, there’s no place like home’.” He was kind of surprised to realize Buffy was saying the same thing at the same time.




One of the girls he didn’t know laughed out loud. “And now… quippage in stereo!”




It turned out to be a lot easier to get home than he expected. The troop of ‘minis’ led the way. There weren’t any more threats still in one piece, although they did pass about a dozen dead hacked-to-pieces demons and a bunch of piles of dust. And there was another creepy portal. Man, it was like there was an entire network of the damn things.




And they just walked through the portal. Okay, Kennedy floated through, because Willow was levitating her like she was on an invisible hospital gurney. He decided his brain had just gone ahead and broken, because Willow was levitating another woman and it wasn’t making an impression. Okay, he’d seen much more dramatic weirdness just since twilight.




They came out…




…in the least dramatic place possible. The basement of the cafeteria building. These people were way too casual about magic and demons and apocalypses and stuff.




Granted, it was a solid stone room with a small doorway designed to be perfect for petite Slayers and pretty inconvenient for six foot tall ex-colonels and pretty much impossible for something like a Laragesh demon to squeeze through, even lying down on its side. And naturally, there was a heavily armed squad guarding the doorway on the other side of a door that had enough locks and bolts for half the dorm building.




And suddenly, Daniel was attacked. A brown-haired worrywart was in his arms, hugging him and gasping, “Are you all right? They said you might be captured or kidnapped or hurt or…”




Daniel hushed her by kissing her, and she didn’t complain.




Jack grinned at the two of them and said, “Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition!”




Xander grinned, “Surprise is our greatest weapon! Surprise and fear.”




Buffy smirked, “And the ability to lock tonsils for ten minutes without needing to breathe.”




Hermione and Daniel didn’t hear any of it.





Part IX



Xander glanced over at Daniel and asked, “Is he okay?”




Jack grimaced, “Everyone’s okay except Hannah and Big K. Hannah’s got a concussion and maybe a skull fracture. Kennedy needs the best doctor you can get.”




Buffy grumbled, “At least we have doctors now.”




Jack suddenly felt a sick clenching in his gut. “You used to do this without medics?”




Xander explained, “In Sunnydale, we used to have to haul Buffy or Giles or me over to the hospital, and plenty of those guys made Frank Burns look like Marcus Welby, M.D.”




Jack watched as everyone trekked through the doorway. Xander was doing some sort of triage, checking everyone for injuries. It looked like plenty of these girls wouldn’t bother to tell you they had an injury unless they were missing an entire limb. He could see it now. ‘It’s just a scratch!’ ‘Your arm’s off!’




Yeah, Hannah was already trying the ‘I am totally fine and it was a misdiagnosis’ routine. Jack had known a tough Master Sergeant like that. The guy was great in action, and stubborn as hell, and eventually had nearly died of infection from a puncture wound he just didn’t bother to report.




None of these girls was dying on his watch, even if he had to fight a freaking Laragesh demon to do it. And next time, he was packing better weaponry.




Since Xander had some guy in tweed checking over the girls with a weird glowing crystal, Jack had to assume they were checking for a bunch of magical crap too. Just a couple hours ago, he would have been scoffing at the very idea. He would have been making ‘Wizard of Oz’ cracks. Maybe Narnia jokes.




He definitely wasn’t making any more magic jokes around Willow. At least, not until after he checked her eye color.




He asked, “What next? Debriefings? Written reports? Hand-drawn reports for the toddler vampire killers?”




Buffy gave him a smirk. “Haven’t you learned anything important yet? Food. Always feed your Slayers, because no one likes it when they start chewing on the plasterboard.”




Someone well ahead of them called back, “Hey! I was just joking that time!”




Jack watched as Buffy herded all her Slayers and witches and watchers and assorted whatevers off to the cafeteria for a late-night ‘snack’. Where ‘snack’ presumably meant ‘more food than Diamond Jim Brady could chow down’. Although Hermione and Daniel were still standing there welded together at the lips, and utterly oblivious to everything going on around them, including lots of teenaged finger-pointing and giggling..




The cafeteria looked like they did this every night. Maybe they did. There were leftovers from dinner. There were slices of pizza. There were ice cream sundaes of every size, from some rational one-dip bowls up to Natalie’s bowl that looked like six or eight different scoops of ice cream with hot fudge on one half and some kind of fruit topping on the other half.




He didn’t need to eat, but Buffy grabbed a couple pizza slices, then a solid-state recorder, and led him over to the first table. As soon as he recognized the first group who had been scouting for Kennedy, he realized that the teams were sitting together for a joint debrief. He asked, “So, if you’ve got a recorder, who does the transcription?”




She smiled, “Oh, some very stuffy Watcher-types who live in the library and archives. And if they’re too busy, we can email the file to London or one of our other homes, and get someone to work on it there.”




He nodded. He thought that paperwork was inherently evil, but he was still wondering if Buffy needed to separate the people in each group to get better debriefings. Especially if someone screwed up, in which case no one was likely to admit it to the higher-ups when they were all together in a unit. Still, if Buffy was trying to do all of this herself, she probably didn’t have a lot of choices.




He casually asked, “You don’t have anyone else to do this?”




She shrugged, like she was used to being overloaded with tasks. “Kennedy’s too rough on them. Vi’s too soft. Rona already has too much logistics wrap-up for one person. Faith just can’t be bothered to do the after-Slay stuff, even when she’s around.”




One of the girls swallowed a huge bite of pizza and piped up, “Faith’s too busy gettin’ the Two H’s taken care of.”




Buffy looked at his puzzled expression and supplied, “Hungry and Horny. Around here, we only let the girls take care of Hungry. No descending on the helpless male population of Cleveland and molesting anyone who catches your fancy.”




Jack figured that if Faith looked like the girls around him, she wouldn’t have the slightest trouble getting someone to help her out. He ignored that thought and said, “Okay. Let’s do the post-mission debrief, as we call it in the big leagues.”




Buffy grinned, “That sounds way cooler than ‘tell me a story’.” Then she turned to the girl who was obviously the newbie of the team and she smiled, “Okay Mel, tell me a story.”




Jack watched as Buffy teased out the tale of what happened, and how they lost his team, and how they reacted, and how Mel was ready to panic but her team leader pulled them together and they did what they were supposed to. Buffy was good. Really good for someone who had never had training in interviewing. He had been debriefed enough times to be able to tell.




He made a couple snarky comments and asked a couple questions that he knew would tease out a few useful details. Buffy smiled at him and let him get away with both things. So she let him ask more questions with the next group. And then more. By the time they got to the last group — the group that had been backstopping Buffy’s force — he was asking more questions than Buffy, and she was snarking more than he was.




All right, he had to admit it, you weren’t supposed to have this much fun running a debrief.




Xander walked over and plopped down on the other side of the table where they were comparing notes. He smirked, “Hey Buffy, looks like you finally found someone compatible. How’d that happen?”




She stuck her tongue out at him.




Xander grinned, “Hey Jack, thanks for saving Ken Doll. She can be kind of grouchy sometimes, but she’s good people.” He glanced over at Buffy and smirked, “And this is a big surprise. I mean, you’re way younger than all but one of Buffy’s serious relationships.”




“Way younger?” Jack checked.




“By decades,” Buffy admitted.




Xander grinned, “By centuries! Captain Hairgel, her first serious guy, was pushing three hundred by the time they started dating.”




Jack would have assumed that was a joke, except for the scowl on Buffy’s face.




One of the tweedy guys sat down next to Xander. “Umm, I spoke to a representative of the Coven, and — even though she was less than pleased about the timing of the call — they would be happy to have Willow visit again.”




Buffy nodded grimly. “It’s not like it’s of the optional, y’know.”




“Indeed I do.” The guy politely rose and walked off.




Jack checked, “Is the tweed mandatory, or does it just sort of take root if they’re British enough, like mistletoe on old oaks?”




Buffy grinned, and Xander snorted in amusement. Buffy explained, “The old Council that ran the Slayer was based in England, and it ran on upper-upper-crust Britishness. Stiff upper lip, tweed blazers, tea, keeping the little woman in her place, and all that.”




“Pip pip and cheerio!” Xander added in a bad Received Pronunciation accent.




Buffy continued, “Some of them were utter asshats. Some of them weren’t. Unfortunately, the asshat faction was in charge for years. We’ve been trying to talk the goodguys back into the fold. Some of the best of them just don’t trust us, even with Slayers running things.”




Xander tossed in, “It’s only fair. We don’t trust a lot of them. Richard there is a pretty wholesome guy, and he’s even on good terms with some of the heavyweights in the Devon Coven, which is pretty impressive given their idea of what to do with the typical English male probably involves grinding them up for mulch.”




Buffy looked intently at Jack and asked, “Okay, we fed everybody and sent them off to beddy-bye. You did the debriefs. Xander got the weapons put away and Rona handled all the post-Slay logistics stuff no one wants to do. Malcolm’s group did the magical checks. The cars are put away and the wards have been checked. What’s next?”




That was easy. “We have injured to go check on.” He didn’t say that visiting his injured was always easier than the really sucky task: death notifications. No matter how important the operation or the strategic framework, telling people their loved ones would never come home again was the pits.




At least now he knew why the damn nurse’s office was so large and professional. It undoubtedly got a stupid amount of use on a regular basis.




He walked with Buffy over to the nurse’s office and followed her to a door he hadn’t noticed on the other side of the room. He was pretty sure he had looked right at this wall when he’d gotten the tour, and the door hadn’t been here then. Great, more magic.




He checked, “Is the spell to hide the door just for the noobs, or just when there’s no one injured, or what?”




Buffy looked up at him with such a sad look in her eyes. “We hide it all the time. If you can see it now, you’ve been exposed to too much magic. That’s never good. I mean, it’s great for working with us, but it means you probably can’t avoid magical crap anymore.”




“You can’t go home again?” he teased.




She took his hands and intently said, “You can go home, but you can’t keep from bringing our lives with you. You’ll start recognizing demons. And vampires. And they’ll be able to tell you spotted them, and they’ll have to deal with you before you can tell anyone, like maybe us. I’m really sorry.”




He gave her a quirky smile. “No problemo. I was planning on staying. There are kids here who need my help, even if they can fold me up and shotput me.”




She gave him a genuine smile at that.




They walked into what was obviously a hospital room. It had two rows of sickbeds, with a lot of hospital-level gear that was fortunately not in use at the moment. He clenched his teeth at the thought that they needed to have crap like that on hand. All the time.




Willow was sitting beside a bed that Kennedy was lying in. Hannah was sitting on a bed and complaining as a woman in a white doctor’s coat checked the back of her head.




The doctor was looking at an x-ray and telling Hannah, “There’s no sign of concussion now, but as you know, that doesn’t mean there was no concussion. I want you back here in thirty-six hours and we’ll see if you’re ready to go back in the rotation.”




Hannah pleaded, “Oh come on, doc! I just got a little bump! It’s nothing!”




Jack walked over and asked, “Hannah? Would you do it for me? Because you scared the hell out of me when you went down. I thought you were dead. And then you were not at a hundred percent even when you came to. It would make me feel a lot better.”




Hannah scowled, but gave in. “Okay. But you owe me one.”




Jack smiled, “I was thinking… ice cream. Nat knows the best ice cream place in the whole Cleveland area. And they probably have a sundae…” He made a gesture like he was putting his hands around a massive serving dish about two feet across.




Her eyes lit up, and she promised to cooperate.




Buffy looked up at him and grinned. “Good work. Normally we have to pull in Xander or Andrew for the stubborn cases.”




The doctor smiled at him too. “Call me Doc. Or Ellen. Everyone does. Getting some of the Slayers to cooperate with doctor’s orders is like trying to get sharks to tapdance.”




Buffy pouted, “That’s not fair.” She glanced at Jack and added, “Sharks could totally learn to tapdance before you could get Kennedy to cooperate.”




“Hey! I heard that!” yelled someone across the room. Buffy winked at him.




He thought about making a Jabberjaws joke but figured no one around the place except maybe Xander and Andrew would even get the reference, much less be entertained.




Buffy told him, “Most of the girls would do anything to keep Xander from being disappointed with them. And most of the girls would do anything to keep the head cook from being upset with them, because that way leads to the horror of Andrew preparing food he knows you don’t like. That, and a lot of the girls would be crushed if he stopped telling Scooby stories to them.”




Doc walked across the room and pointed at Willow and Kennedy. She told Buffy, “All right, the mages have been in and given me their evals. Willow will need a month of detox to clear out all the black magic she absorbed, and Kennedy will need several weeks of healing, rest, and rehab despite the magical healing she got, because she is going to need her body to reverse some of the healing done by black magic and then heal itself properly. That’s going to be pretty painful.”




Willow whimpered and squeezed Kennedy’s hand. “I’m so, so, so sorry! I don’t know what I was thinking! Please don’t hate me.”




Kennedy held onto her hand. “Will, if you hadn’t done what you did, I would’ve died while I was nailed to an altar. I’m not gonna be mad at you for saving me.”




Willow burst into tears and hurried out.




Kennedy looked at Jack and explained, “She just needs a couple minutes to get herself under control. Massive use of magic makes her a lot more fragile, and the type of magic affects that.”




Buffy added, “Yeah, after the big dark magics, she’s usually pretty scared that she won’t be able to keep from going all Darth Willow.”




Jack did a bad Darth Vader impression. “Luke… I am your girlfriend.” Kennedy grinned, so that was good.




Buffy quietly said, “Okay Ken, we’re gonna send both of you to the Devon Coven. You’re gonna have a lot of time to just talk with Will and help each other get better.”




Kennedy looked over to make sure Willow was out of earshot. She looked up from her gurney and whispered, “Thanks. I really owe you one.”




Buffy patted her shoulder. “No you don’t. Just take good care of Willow and be really patient. Maybe you’ve got issues, but Will has issues on top of her issues. And you’ve dealt with yours more than she’s dealt with hers, because some of the time she’s Issue Avoidance Girl.”




When they walked out of the nurse’s office that was really an emergency room, Willow was standing in the hallway still sobbing. She looked over at Jack and blanched. “Oh I’m so sorry, and you know what they say about first impressions, and I—”




Jack interrupted. “I’m okay. And we saved the day. And you got the girl. That’s a sure sign you’re the hero of the movie.”




Willow stared down at the floor. “I’m not the hero. I’m the sidekick. And sometimes I’m the thing the hero has to kill.”




Buffy gave Willow a huge hug. “No you’re not. You’re a great person, and my best friend, and one of the bravest people I know, and you’ve saved the world dozens of times. So you are the hero, and now you got your girl back at the big finale of the movie.”




“Thanks. I owe you… way more than one. Maybe a hundred. I’ll see if the Coven will let me bake chocolate chip cookies and mail ’em to you.”




Buffy insisted, “Will, apology cookies are always of the good, but the main thing is this time, take some time for your personal life, and the person in your life. And really talk about the hard stuff, like Ken Doll’s insecurities and your compulsiveness and the way you avoid dealing with issues by diving into something else, and all of that.”




Willow winced and admitted, “I’m… not really good at that part. But I’ll try.”




After Willow hurried off, Jack sat down and casually smiled, “I wasn’t expecting to walk into ‘Days of Our Lives’.”




Buffy dropped into a chair next to him. “Nah, around here it’s usually more ‘Dark Shadows’. We’ve even had the lovelorn vampires, and you’ll meet Oz on a conference call — he’s in Tibet again — he’s a werewolf. And you’ve seen we have witches.”




Yeah, saying ‘we have witches’ was something of an understatement. Sort of like owning the entire Russian nuclear arsenal and saying ‘we can make a few things go bang’.




Jack tried, “So… Sunnydale.”




She nodded, “Yeah, for over a hundred years, Sunnyhell was the most active Hellmouth on the planet. Hellmouth Central was right under my high school library, thanks to our evil mayor.”




Jack smiled, “Wow, an evil mayor and an evil high school. Sounds like every high school in the country so far. Did you have an evil principal too?”




Buffy smirked, “Totally. He once suspended me for murder.” He looked at her in surprise. “Which I totally didn’t do! And there were witnesses who saw a master vampire do it, but Snyder wasn’t of the caring. And then the evil mayor ate the evil principal at our graduation.”




“Okay, this story I’ve gotta hear.”




Buffy smirked, “As soon as you sign all the paperwork.”




He pretended to fume, “Summers, you’re a fiend. I hate paperwork.”




She just smiled at him, “Yes I am. And so I heard. And I’ll tell you that story too. But it’ll cost you doing that paperwork. And also buying me a nice dinner somewhere not in our cafeteria surrounded by fifty teenagers.”




He smiled back at her. For the first time in a really long time, he actually felt like smiling back.




And then it dawned on him. He leaned forward with a start. “Oh crap! What am I gonna tell General West?”





Bruce Wayne and a Golddigger

Part I



Buffy put a little extra gush into her voice, and a little extra starry into her eyes. “Wow! I mean, when you said it was special, I figured it would be of the cool, but this is so awesome!”




Lex gave her a winning smile and said, “I thought you’d like it, and I’m seldom wrong.”




Lex Luthor didn’t host many parties in the massive skyscraper that was LexCorp headquarters in downtown Metropolis, but he had pulled out all the stops on this one. She was pretty sure why. It was only for the most powerful telecom industry CEOs and their plus ones, so she was there on Larry’s arm. All the major players were there, including Rao all the way from India with his wife who had the suspicious political connections, Wang from Hong Kong with his Thai mistress who no one in the industry ever admitted was transgendered, Wayne from Gotham City with his pet supervillainess, Redendo from Rio and his new wife who was number seven or eight depending on who was counting, you name it.




She noted that Wayne was still squiring Selina Kyle around. Catwoman hadn’t targeted Larry or her since they met that first time. In fact, as far as Buffy had been able to determine just from reading newspapers and reading only the most general internet news, Catwoman had retired. Or at least taken a sabbatical. Buffy had always assumed that criminals who committed those weird ‘theme’ crimes had neurotic compulsions to keep doing so, or maybe psychotic needs to keep going. But maybe Selina Kyle had just been bored out of her mind. Or maybe Selina had spent a couple years doing something fun and aiming at some personal goal, like boinking Batman. It wasn’t like Buffy had any room to complain. People who lived in glass houses, and all that.




Lex and his assistant Mercy were showing Buffy around the exhibits in the halls outside the fourth-floor ballroom, and she was letting Lex get closer. But not too close. She was playing somewhat hard to get. The harder Lex had to work to steal her from Larry, the less he was going to suspect her motives. And her motives were totally of the suspect.




Another thing Buffy had been worrying about was Mercy Graves. The woman had no background. At least, there was no background Buffy could come up with. Granted, Buffy couldn’t do serious research on anyone without wrecking her cover, because Lex was bound to have her under electronic surveillance, just like he had her under physical surveillance. Oh, the surveilling guys were really good, but she had spent a solid week looking for snoops and keeping track of every person and vehicle she could see, and even five six-person teams on a rotating schedule couldn’t keep from getting noticed eventually.




She went to the local library every couple days, and she went to a variety of local bookstores too. She only checked out or bought trashy romance novels, which she was starting to get sick of, or ‘young adult’ novels, but Buffy the bimbo was not supposed to read ‘smart’ books. Fortunately, Larry had a great library she could read through whenever she wanted to, and he never noticed that she read some of his heftier books and put them back each day before he got home. But the library-visity cover let her use any library computer that was accidentally left logged in, for a quick couple minutes that couldn’t be traced to her.




But Mercy Graves moved like a ninja or something. Something really dangerous. Buffy wondered what the relationship was between Mercy and Lex, because getting in Mercy Graves’ way would probably not be good for the continued health of little Buffys.




Right, like this whole project was good for her continued anything in any way. The more she learned about Lex, the more she realized that he was the most dangerous businessman anywhere.




She pretended she wasn’t worried about Mercy and that she didn’t hate Lex with the fiery fury of a thousand suns. She let him take her arm to show her another sculpture.




Four months later…



Batman scowled as he studied the data on his computer screens. He re-organized the data into a timeline that he put up on the big panel. That made him scowl even more.






He growled in his gravel-like bass, “Take a look at this.”




Selina wasn’t in costume, but she still complained, “Mee-yow!” as she studied the screen.




He growled, “She played us like we were rank amateurs. Her high school grades and her SAT scores were too high for the brainless performance she showed us, but I assumed she was playing dumb to keep Larry happy while she took him for as much as she could get. But that was before I had this evidence.”




Selina looked over the timeline and purred, “So… we met her five months ago… She went with Larry to LexCorp HQ four months ago…”




He continued, “Then as soon as she and Lawrence Hailey get back from that, she begins a series of actions designed to prepare him for her departure. She starts out by flying this Faith Lehane in from Boston and hiring her as a social secretary.”




“They don’t seem like they would know each other. They certainly don’t travel in the same social circles.”




He pointed out, “Lehane is… or rather, was a waitress. The first time Summers was in Boston in years was fourteen months ago, at the McMasters’ summer ball. I had to dig pretty deep in the Boston P.D. files, because this got buried. But Raimundo Pelegrino attempted to persuade Summers to go off to the poolhouse with him, and she didn’t want to go. Lehane stepped in, demonstrated some crude streetfighting skills despite getting knocked down a couple times, and managed to kick Pelegrino where it hurts, at which point he pulled a knife on her and Summers hit him in the back with a wrought iron chair. About eight times. Everyone agreed not to press charges or say anything, even if Pelegrino had to go to the hospital, Lehane picked up some bruises and a split lip, and Summers had several very telling bruises on her wrists.”




Selina smirked, “That’s some introduction.”




He ignored the comment. “Summers started changing her flight plans to fly through Boston with a couple hours’ delay. I hacked the airport camera databases and found images. She was taking Lehane to eat at some of the better restaurants in the airport before catching her connecting flights. But that was it. Same old jobs for Lehane. No sudden surprises in the bank account. No new jewelry. No new apartment. Just getting together with a new friend who is in a completely different tax bracket. And then Summers suddenly installs Lehane as her ‘social secretary’, which is a role she never needed before.”




Selina concluded, “Larry Hailey’s the one who needs the social secretary.”




“Right. And Summers insisted on new clothes and salon visits for her social secretary, so Lehane went from this…” He put up a picture of a sexy waitress who looked cheap and easy. “…to this.” He put up another picture of Lehane, only she looked much prettier, much more elegant, and much more sophisticated.




Selina pointed out, “She’s wearing just as much makeup as before, but now she knows how to apply it to look stunning, while making men think she’s not wearing that much.”




“Right. So for the month in question, Summers is setting Lehane up to take care of Larry’s schedule, while Luthor is ‘accidentally’ meeting Summers and Hailey more and more. In the next month, Lex is doing his best to sweep Summers off her feet, while Summers is setting Larry up with Lehane. Note that there are three parties scheduled in this month where Summers lets Hailey take Lehane, and Summers sneaks off with Lex. Then the next month is Lex applying more pressure on Summers to get her to leave Hailey. Note that Summers is getting Larry and Faith to spend more and more time together. And finally, in the last month, Summers has been living in Lex’s penthouse, while Larry and Faith have become an item in the society pages.”




Selina nodded. “Buffy set it all up. She hooked Luthor like an angler trying to hook a trout.”




“Luthor is more like a great white than a trout.”




Selina kept talking. “She let Luthor give her the hard sell. She played hard to get for months. And the whole time, she was planning on going with Lex, and she was setting Larry Hailey up with a new girlfriend who would know how to handle meetings and parties, and would look like she belonged in Larry’s world.”




“Yes. And here’s the really interesting part.” He compressed the timeline so that the last five months were only a tiny portion on the far right of the screen. On the left was a marker: ‘death of Hank Summers’. “Her father died while he was a major executive for LexCorp Europe.” He pointed out the next marker. “She got her inheritance and had an accountant invest it for her.” He pointed to the third marker, a couple months farther down the timeline. “But notice here. Right after the police findings were released, she took her inheritance and flew to Monaco for a couple months. She became Socialite Barbie. Not when the lawyers released her inheritance. Not when she met with accountants and investment bankers. But only after she had a chance to read the coroner’s report and the police reports.”




Selina moaned, “Oh no, don’t tell me…”




He explained, “So I got a copy of the police findings. Someone bought themselves a few investigators. The ‘findings’ provide a picture of an intoxicated man driving too fast and going off a cliff. But the injuries aren’t consistent with the findings, and the pictures of the car damage are not consistent with the prescribed path of the car down that cliff. There are four other inconsistencies, too. She spotted it, deduced that her father was murdered by someone with enough pull to buy off a squad of investigators and a coroner’s office, and concluded Luthor had his people murder her father.”




“You’re telling me she’s been targeting Luthor for all this time?” Selina winced, “She completely fooled me, even though I knew what that other Buffy was capable of.”




He scowled, “She fooled me too. She’s good. Only she’s now under LexCorp surveillance, so there’s no way I can intervene without blowing her cover and getting her killed.”




Selina asked, “So what are you going to do? Call Spitcurl?”




He nodded abruptly. “Yes. Maybe Clark can keep an eye on her without blowing her cover, because no one has ever successfully gone undercover against Luthor at this level.”




Selina pointed out, “But she’s spent a lot of her adult life on this ‘mission’. If we don’t mess things up for her, she might be able to testify against him someday and put him away.”




He scowled, “It’s more likely she’s planning on killing him in his sleep. Frankly, that has a higher probability of success than getting enough evidence to put him away for any length of time and also surviving the trial phase, and she’s smart enough to figure that out, too. We have to find a way to stop her from committing murder, even if it means saving Luthor’s neck.”




Selina scowled at that and muttered, “Woof.”




He knew she was fully aware of many of his and Clark’s battles and run-ins with Luthor. Any battles inevitably turned into deathtraps full of kryptonite weapons and robots well out of Batman’s weight class. Luthor wasn’t the kind of guy who stood there and slugged it out unless he already had the fight rigged from top to bottom.




Two nights afterward



Batman stood motionlessly on the roof. He could have arranged to meet Clark on the Watchtower. He could have arranged to fly to Metropolis. But he had reasons for staying in Gotham City and letting Clark come to him.






One reason was that he trusted no one in Metropolis. Even if people like Lois wouldn’t spit on Luthor if he was on fire, that didn’t mean Luthor couldn’t have tagged her with a listening device, or infected her with a mind-control virus, or something even more disturbing. And Batman trusted no place in Metropolis. Luthor had his fingers in everything, and Clark could have missed something when scanning for more Lex-tech. A randomly-chosen rooftop in Gotham City was safer, even with Two-Face on the loose again.




There was the sound of an abrupt wind, and Superman was standing beside him. “You need to talk?”




Batman refused to react to Clark’s sudden appearance. After all, it wasn’t as if Clark had never done it before. Or wouldn’t do it again. And it wasn’t as if Clark was trying to make a point by doing it.




He growled, “I needed to give you a heads-up, and I needed to do it in a way that will minimize any chance that Luthor could find out in any way whatsoever.”




“That sounds grim,” Superman said thoughtfully. “Something about Luthor you found out that you need to conceal, or something you found out that might be moving on Luthor and you don’t want him to cope with well?”




“A little of both. What do you think of Buffy Summers?”




Superman’s unmistakable tones slid into the softer tones of Clark Kent, complete with Midwest accent. “Lois got into her Jazzercise class and had a very telling chat with her. Apparently, Miss Summers can’t think about anything except shoes and jewelry and haute couture. On the other hand, she gave Lois three leads on places in New York and Metropolis where someone like Lois might be able to get free haute couture to wear when she does her on-camera interviews after the Tonys. I think Lois was irritated that a relative newcomer to the city could already be that far ahead of her on anything.”




“And what do you think?”




Clark admitted, “Personally, I’m not that comfortable with someone who is… that free with her affections, much less with Lex Luthor. Professionally, I have yet to have a chance to interact with her to learn anything useful. But I can speculate. She doesn’t seem to realize the risk she’s running getting in between Mercy and Lex, whether Lex thinks there’s anything there or not. Lex seems rather taken with her, which is unusual, and if she crosses him in even the slightest way, there could be…” Suddenly Superman’s tones were back. “What? She’s already crossing him?”




Batman scowled, “She’s been plotting this out for a long, long time. Ever since she read the coroner’s report on her father’s death and concluded that Luthor had him murdered.”




Superman asked, “Who is she working for?”




Batman frowned, “As far as I’ve been able to tell, she’s doing this on her own, with no outside resources. And no training in undercover ops or espionage techniques. And yet somehow, she’s gotten farther than anyone else ever has.”




Superman carefully said, “Lex would be on his guard against any of the known espionage tricks, or any of the standard undercover maneuvers. Her lack of training could be the very thing that has gotten her this far. So what is she after? He’s not going to leave a file lying around that says ‘how I murdered Buffy Summers’ father’ on it.”




Batman admitted, “I don’t know… yet. However, she hasn’t murdered him in his sleep so far, so my current working theory is she plans to bide her time until she can uncover enough information to have him convicted on enough charges to keep him in prison for a very long time. If she can’t get that kind of evidence, she may get desperate and make up something, or even attempt to kill him. If she can get that kind of evidence, it’s pretty unlikely Luthor would let her live long enough to testify in a court of law.”




Superman told him, “Even I can’t get any information like that on him, and I’ve been investigating his corporate dealings for years.”




Batman growled, “I have no problem with an undercover operative getting some damning evidence against Luthor that would stick in a court of law that he might not be able to buy if we’re extremely careful. But I do not condone murder.”




Superman nodded, “Neither do I. I’ll keep a distant eye on Miss Summers when I can do so without alerting Luthor, although I don’t like spying on people. And speaking of spying on people, someone is breaking into Doubleton’s Jewelry Store over on Second Street.”




“Two-Face!” Batman snapped. He deliberately dove off the edge of the building before Superman could offer to lend a hand. After all, Gotham City was his city, and Two-Face was his problem.





Part II



Buffy refrained from looking up from her copy of Vogue when Mercy looked into the living room. She had been Lex’s live-in lover for a month. And she hadn’t made one wrong move. She was sure Mercy was keeping an eye on her, even when the penthouse security system wasn’t. But she was playing a long game, and so she wasn’t rushing this part of the process.




She pretended she wasn’t paying any attention. “Lex honey, do you think I’d look good in this dress?” Frankly, it was a hideous dress, and even the supermodel wearing it didn’t look good in the thing. How could you possibly make a dress that was so awful it made supermodels look bad?




She looked up into the eyes of Mercy Graves and smiled, “Oh hi! I thought I heard Lex. Is he back yet?”




Of course he was back. Mercy was in her chauffeur’s uniform, which meant she had just driven Lex back to the building. But Bimbo Buffy wouldn’t pick up on things like that.




“He’s in his security office,” Mercy snapped. “And you’d look like a ten-year-old playing dress-up in that piece of shit. Even Wonder Woman couldn’t wear that and pull it off.”




Buffy gave Mercy some extra fashionista just to bug Miss Chauffeur. “Well obviously Wonder Woman couldn’t wear it, because she’s way too busty for the cut, but I bet Livewire could wear it… unless she shorted out on the metallics and set it on fire.”




Mercy ignored the fashion-y bits of the conversation. “Feel free to give Livewire your best clothing advice anytime you run into her. And try to be holding some grounded metal when you do.”




Mercy moved off to somewhere well away from the annoying bimbo who was making Lex smile. And Buffy avoided making any cracks at Mercy’s expense. Mercy Graves already did not like little Buffys in her building or hanging on her boss.




The cleaning robots waited until Mercy was well down the hall before they slipped out from under the couches and the wall units.




The cleaning robots were disks almost a foot across and four inches thick, with some of Lex’s anti-grav technology so they could move up and down stairs and also clean balconies and upper shelves and stuff. So they looked somewhat like Roombas, but were a lot smarter and more flexible in their skills, and they could fly. Flying smart Roombas. Buffy liked to call them Floombas.




They also had a tiny AI so they could figure out what to clean and how to get there, and they had a tiny network so they could tell each other what was already cleaned. Lex, being Lex, had put a high-end encryption system on the network so no one could hijack his cleaning robots to snoop on him or attack him or anything. Not that they had attacking features, just dusting pads and little scrub brushes and a vacuum hose. They really were great cleaners, even if their features were ridiculously over-the-top for cleaning robots.




On the other hand, they were smarter than you’d think. Buffy had realized that when she noticed they made themselves scarce whenever Mercy came around. So she’d spent time seeing what they could and couldn’t do. And that was why she had over a dozen in the room with her.




Lex was just astoundingly uber-smart. But that didn’t mean he was perfect. He made mistakes. Some of them were astoundingly huge, like murdering a whistleblower instead of just discrediting him. Some of them were really tiny, like over-engineering his cleaning robots. Like making their anti-gravs powerful enough that they could lift their own weight plus an extra thirty pounds, so if something fell over, the robot could put it back in its place. Or like making the evolving encryption system on the Floomba network so sophisticated that he had to make the AIs smart enough and interlinked enough to handle the decryption process in a nearly real-time manner, and so the AIs on the Floombas formed a gestalt. The more Floombas Buffy could get within broadcast range, the more they worked as a team, and the ‘smarter’ they all got.




Buffy watched carefully, while pretending to read her magazine. The Floombas were physically identical, unless you looked at the code numbers on the ID plate on the underside. But each one had distinct movement patterns if you studied them long enough.




The one scooting over to the door to look down the hall after Mercy was Flo. The one skirting around the wall unit was Flee. The one ducking under Buffy’s chair was Fly. The one cleaning the top of the bookshelf was Flah. The two carefully motoring around the baseboards together were Flick and Flack. Fling was still hiding under the loveseat. Fling avoided Mercy more than the other Floombas. Buffy suspected Mercy had kicked Fling at least once.




Flo finished checking, and then flew back to land in Buffy’s lap. It was surprising, since they were made of metal and plastic, but they liked to be petted. By her, anyway.




Buffy had learned the layout of Lex’s penthouse and the entire headquarters building just from walking around and spending time with Lex. He didn’t view her as a threat, so he had no qualms about taking her places like the research labs on floors 27 through 36, or the security hall in the center of the penthouse floor, where even Superman couldn’t get at Lex’s stuff.




And the security system recognized Lex, so only he could walk down the hallway and get into his special security office. The one time Lex had taken her with him, she had acted scared the entire time. It was pretty damn dangerous. The entire hallway was filled with green laser beams that were probably kryptonite lasers in case a certain musclebound someone in a skintight blue uniform tried anything. The lasers turned off in a narrow window around Lex, so she stayed really, really close to him while they walked.




And the security office itself was like a bank vault. Or maybe like bank vaults wanted to be when they grew up and made a lot of money. The door required Lex’s fingerprint and his retinal scan and also a seventeen-digit code he typed in. If that wasn’t a big enough problem, there was one of his robo-tigers prowling around in the absolutely spotless room.




Yeah, Lex had robots in the shape and size of Bengal tigers, only painted kryptonite green. She had a feeling that wasn’t Sherwin-Williams Kem-tone. And their eyes glowed green like the kryptonite laser sources in the hallway, so she was figuring those were real k-lasers. And they were super-strong metal-and-plastic weapons of death with metal jaws equipped with metal-and-kryptonite fangs.




Lex totally did not like The Big Blue Boy Scout.




And Buffy had used the robo-tiger to optimal effect. She had crouched down on Lex’s left side while robocat paced back and forth over on Lex’s right side, and she had acted terrified. She could tell Lex was secretly amused. So he didn’t notice that she used her position to shoulder-surf. Lex had a password to get into his computer, and a password on his accounting software, and a password on his personal file management program, and a password on his file archiving software. She had all four memorized by the time Lex was done with his little task.




So now all she had to do was get down the unbreachable hallway, into the bank-vault room, past the robo-tiger, and to the computer keyboard. And she needed to do it before Lex changed his passwords. Piece of cake. She just needed to wait for the right moment.




That night, after an extremely good haute cuisine dinner, she was reading Elle and Lex was reading four physics and meta-biology journals. She beckoned Flo with a finger and said, “Your Floombas are really great.”




Not for the first time, Lex complained, “Buffy, they are not Floombas. They are Autonomous Cleaning Entities. ACE.”




She gave him the pout. “Oh please Lex, can’t I call them Floombas if I want to? You own the company that makes Roombas anyway, right?”




Lex didn’t like admitting there was anything he didn’t control. “Actually, that’s one of Wayne Enterprises’ subsidiaries.”




She gave him some extra dumb. “Well you should just buy out Wayne Enterprises and own Roombas and then I can call these cuties Floombas.”




“Buffy, they are just cleaning robots.”




“Okay, if you say so, honey.” But Flo surreptitiously slid over to her and moved under her right hand to get petted.




Two days later, Lex was out, Mercy was driving him, and Superman was flying past the building for something superhero-ish. That meant the entire building was on high alert, and the cameras in the living areas were being ignored, relatively speaking. 




She did her little come-on-over whistle, and Flo and Flee darted into the room.




Lex’s security room was supposed to be impossible to get into. But it was also spotless, which meant the Floombas could come down the hall and go in there and clean whenever they felt like it. And it meant the robo-tiger in there wouldn’t attack any Floombas.




She petted her favorite Floomba and said, “Flo, I want you and Flee and Fly and Flah to take me with you when you clean Lex’s private office.”




Flo tilted slightly in that way it did that meant ‘I do not understand’ so Buffy showed Flo what she meant. Flo tipped forward in a nod.




Buffy hugged her Floomba and murmured, “Who’s a good girl? You’re the cutest Floomba ever!” Flo revved her rotors up to a sort of high-pitched purr.




Just as she figured, the hallway lasers turned off for the Floombas. And a Floomba could carry thirty extra pounds, which she thought was pretty awesome.




And that meant that four of them could carry her.




She walked with four of them over to the door into the security hall, and Flo showed the others what to do. They dropped to the ground, and Buffy put her palms on two and her knees on the other two. They lifted smoothly into the air and floated over to the door to the security hall.




It sounded workable in theory, but that didn’t mean Buffy wasn’t sweating like hell. This was incredibly dangerous and foolhardy. She was flying into a hallway of lasers powerful enough to hack Superman into bite-sized Super-chunks.




She just reminded herself that if she didn’t do this, she was going to have to let Lex get groiny with her some more.




She held as still as she could, and the Floombas communicated with the security system. The door swung open, and Buffy flew into the hall of lasers of deadliness on the backs of four cleaning robots. This was going to be the most embarrassing death in the history of LexCorp.




The lasers right in front of the Floombas winked out. The ones above and below didn’t. Shit!




She crouched down until she was only inches above the Floombas. The k-lasers were glaring only inches above her head. Maybe not even that far.




The Floombas sailed down the hall. Lasers turned off just inches in front of them, and turned back on only inches behind them. Buffy had to adjust her position again, so her feet were on the back Floombas and her knees were in mid-air like her torso.




It was a good thing she did a lot of yoga and Jazzercise.




The Floombas reached the security door that supposedly only Lex could open. The door clicked. The keypad flickered. The door swung open.




The Floombas flew into the room, and the robo-tiger lifted its head.




Buffy held her breath and waited. Lex’s robocats were way too cat-like in a lot of ways, and Buffy was banking on the fact that there weren’t Floomba parts all over Lex’s security room. If the robo-tiger didn’t shut down during cleaning, it wouldn’t be able to resist ‘playing’ with nice flying toys.




It didn’t shut down. Damn it!




It did move to the other side of the room. That meant Buffy was going to have to keep her Floombas between her and robo-kitty at all times, or she was going to be a very sorry Buffy.




She whispered, “Everyone. Stay around me.”




She moved them into a square around Lex’s fancy ergonomic deskchair, and she slipped off the Floombas into the chair. Then she started up the computer. First password…




She was in the system. Second password…




She was in the file management software. She copied Lex’s private ledgers and accounting info onto each of her little thumbdrives.




She closed everything up and carefully climbed back onto her Floombas. It only took a couple minutes to get back out of the room and out of the hallway. A couple hair-raising minutes worrying about an unstoppable robo-tiger, and death-lasers, and worrying about flying out of the hall right into a bunch of LexCorp security.




There was no one around when she floated out of the security hallway.




She let the Floombas tell the door to close itself, and she moved to the next stage of the operation.




She took Flip and Flop and Flap and Flup to the sealed observation platform. No one could get in or out of it. But there was a ventilation duct there that a Floomba could use to get up to one of the rooftop HVAC units and escape from the building.




She taped one thumbdrive to each Floomba, along with a name on a card. And they were simple to program with Lex’s remote, so she had already made sure they each knew to deliver their thumbdrive to the name on their business card: Clark Kent, Lois Lane, Jimmy Olsen, and Perry White. Any one of those thumbdrives would put Lex in jail until he was two hundred. Even if a couple of the Daily Planet people were on Lex’s payroll, enough data would get through to sink his sorry ass.




She sent the Floombas as a unit, so they’d be smart enough to achieve her goal. It took almost ten minutes for them to get out through the ductwork and head away from the building. She felt like she was holding her breath the whole time.




She stood on the observation platform and watched until she was sure the building’s security systems weren’t going to blast her Floombas into fragments. Flo hovered around her, buzzing nervously.




Buffy petted her Floomba, “They’ll be okay. Once they get back, no one will know they were naughty Floombas.” But she was still worried about Mercy being mean to her Floombas if Mercy even suspected something tiny.




Her Floombas all came back within three hours. Okay, that part went perfectly.




The next part didn’t.




Lex didn’t get back for a couple more hours. Whatever was up, he sent Mercy off on an errand and started calling LexCorp security bosses.




She asked, “Lex, can I go out while you’re busy yelling at people? You know I don’t like that. I think I can just make a Jazzercise class if I hurry.” She was all dolled up in one of her cutest exercise outfits, complete with a crop top and really tight yoga pants in a color and style that usually made Lex order her to stay home for a different kind of ‘exercise’.




Instead he turned to face her, and he was holding some kind of raygun.




Oh shit! She just gave him the ‘bimbo Buffy’ routine. “What’s that? Is it a hair dry—”




She didn’t get to finish her little bimbo-comment, because he shot her with the stupid thing. And it really hurt for the fraction of a second before she lost consciousness.





Part III



Clark strode over to Lois’s desk with the thumbdrive in his personal ‘isolation’ system, a small tablet computer with all of its connectivity physically disabled so a computer threat like Brainiac couldn’t get loose if it got into the system. He was glad to see Lois was being just as careful with the thumbdrive in her hands.




He could see that Perry was on the other side of the press room wall and hurrying in their direction. But he could see a lot of the area with his X-ray vision. Even if it didn’t really use x-rays like getting an exam in a doctor’s office. He could also see a lot more, but he tried to respect people’s privacy. He didn’t need to know what Cat’s lingerie looked like, or what dirty magazines Jimmy was hiding in his bottom desk drawer, or whether Perry had some cigars hidden in his briefcase even though he was supposed to have stopped smoking completely.




Perry rushed over holding another thumbdrive. “Clark. Lois. Someone left this for me.”




Lois glanced at Clark. “It’s okay, Perry. Clark and I got one too.”




“Is it Brainiac? Luthor? T.O. Morrow? Intergang?”




Clark held up his tablet. “Someone used some low-end robots to ‘mail’ us copies of Luthor’s private records. I think that once we have a chance to compare these against Luthor’s official tax submissions and corporate filings, Lex is going to have the IRS and the SEC all over him, and probably a long series of very expensive class action lawsuits from shareholders.”




Lois smiled broadly, “It’s just like Capone. They couldn’t get him on the real stuff, but they put him away on tax evasion. And Lex may have a tougher time buying his way out of this rap.”




Jimmy came running in. “Oh! You got thumbdrives too? Hey, that makes sense. There were four of ’em.”




“Four what?” Perry growled.




“I got pictures!” Jimmy grinned. He swung his camera around so Perry could see the viewfinder on the back, and Jimmy pulled up the picture he wanted.




Perry fumed, “You took a picture of four Roombas and put ’em on a sky background?”




Clark glanced at Lois, who went ahead and explained, “They’re not Roombas. See how thick they are? I’ve seen these before. They’re Luthor’s private cleaning robots.”




“Luthor’s being sabotaged by his own robots? That sounds a lot like Brainiac,” Perry muttered suspiciously.




Lois showed him the hand-lettered note that had come with the thumbdrive. “I’m pretty sure this means it’s a person. A person with nice penmanship who doesn’t want everyone to know who she is.”




“She?” Perry caught Lois’s slip. “You know who it is?” He stopped and thought for a couple seconds. “It couldn’t be Mercy Graves. That woman would chop off her own arms before she’d betray Luthor. So…” His jaw dropped open. “Don’t tell me Luthor’s little blonde sex kitten, Buffy something-or-other, is behind this!”




Jimmy argued, “Buffy Summers? Really? I’ve gotten pics of her and Luthor. I kind of doubt she can walk and chew gum at the same time.”




Lois gave Jimmy a glare. “I seem to recall someone saying that Cat Grant couldn’t write anything but fluff if her life depended on it.”




Jimmy defended himself. “Hey, she was giving me the bimbo routine and I never saw that she was a really… good… You mean Buffy Summers is some kind of secret agent?”




Lois asked him, “Has anyone… and I mean anyone ever thought to check her background to find out?”




Clark couldn’t resist. “I did. Her life’s pretty much an open book, since her father had money and she was a rich California deb. She hasn’t been out of the public’s eye since she was about six. She’s never had the opportunity to get training in anything other than ice skating and gymnastics as a child.”




“But…?” asked Lois, recognizing a pregnant pause when she heard one.




“But her father died, supposedly in a car crash, while working for Luthor’s European subsidiary.”




Lois grinned as she realized what Clark was implying. “And Luthor missed this somehow? Dumb bunny Buffy outsmarted Lex Luthor? We have got to get her out of there, and I’m calling dibs on the first interview!”




Jimmy pointed out, “You’re sort of skipping over the hard part. Rescuing her from Luthor’s clutches.”




“If she even wants to be rescued,” Clark added. “She may still feel her cover’s secure and she’s planning on getting even more evidence, or perhaps leaking details on Luthor’s tactics when he is prosecuted.”




Perry muttered, “And it’s not like we can even get into Luthor’s headquarters. Even Superman can’t break those windows.”




Clark revealed, “They’re a crystalline graphene plastic. They can flex and absorb some pretty ridiculous amounts of force, and I sort of doubt that Superman wants to tear the building in half and kill most of the occupants just to get in there.”




Lois sniffed a couple times. “Oh, and Perry? You’ve got to find a better place to smoke those cigars you’re not supposed to have. I can smell the cigar smoke on your suit.”




“Great Caesar’s ghost!” Perry complained. “I can’t get anything past you. You’re worse than Clark.”




Clark looked at Lois, and they shared a secret smile.




Buffy woke up. Her head hurt, and her butt hurt where she was sitting on it.




Oh, right. She probably landed on her can after some asshat shot her.




She was sitting on a white plastic circle that was surrounded by a clear plastic tube. About ten feet above her was another white circle that was filled with weird lenses and strange things that looked like the front end of a death ray.




Oh, and she had a spot on her right forearm that looked like someone had stuck a needle into her and injected something nasty.




She looked through the plastic wall, and there he was, looking smug and ruthless and totally of the dad-killing. She carefully got to her feet. “Gee Lex, I think before you leap right into the ‘mad scientist and helpless victim’ sexplay, you’re supposed to ask first. And maybe start out slow, with, oh I don’t know, maybe ‘Zorro and the senorita’ or ‘Dracula and Miss Harker’.”




“Your feeble attempts at humor are at least better than having to listen to The Flash. But not much better.”




“Ooh, burn!” She rolled her eyes. “Wow, what a slam. What next? You gonna tell me my boobs are smaller than The Mighty Endowed’s gazongas?”




He fumed, “I trusted you, and you betrayed that trust. You got into my security office, penetrated my security, and downloaded my files. You will tell me how you did it, and why, and where those files are. If you hurry, I might let you die before you start going through what should be an agonizing mutation.”




“Or you might not. Let’s face facts, Lexi. You’re not exactly standing for truth, justice, and the American way.”




“Do not bring that musclebound alien monster into this conversation!”




She gave him a raised eyebrow. “Oh, this is a conversation now. I thought it was an interrogation. Or maybe a torture session. So tell me, Torquemada. If you’re so smart, why didn’t you realize that I set all of this up just to get you to give me the hard sell?”




He glared at her for maybe half a second while he thought it over. “Hank Summers. I should have worked out how the timing of your movements was indicative.”




“Yep, you totally should have. But you knew dopey little Buffys couldn’t be any kind of threat to a big super-brain like you.”




Wow, he really didn’t like having his screw-ups rubbed in his face. Too bad, so sad.




He growled angrily, “I didn’t kill your idiot father, Intergang did when he tried a little industrial espionage, ripping off my European subsidiary. His maneuvers were so patently obvious. So I outsmarted him, which was trivial. Then “Stitches” Denetto didn’t like it when what Summers turned over was garbage.”




She wanted to leap on him and scratch his eyes out. “So you just set him up to get murdered, well then that’s all just okey-dokey, you asshat!”




He smiled nastily. “This should make up for that. I’m going to give you superpowers: a gift many people would kill for.”




She just stared at him. “I assume you’re talking really stupid people here.”




“Aren’t you all really stupid people?”




“Hey, I’m not the one who fell for the Bimbo Buffy routine.” She went with the outwardly calm. “So what will this stuff do to me?”




He smiled malevolently, “Did you ever wonder how they created Doomsday?”




Oh shit. She stayed with the bimbo routine, because pleading for her life wouldn’t do anything but entertain him. “You’re not gonna do anything that’ll ruin my hair, are you? Because I just had it done on Thursday.”




He smirked, “We’ll see. You might have hair when all this runs its course. Still, you might be a ten-foot sasquatch by then.”




She made herself stand still and not scream. “I don’t think I can afford the electrolysis for that.”




He gave her the Luthor uber-smirk. “Don’t worry. You’ll have the IQ of a shark by then, so you won’t really care.”




Smartass. She smiled up at him, “We’ll be the perfect couple, since you have the morals of a shark.”




“Being told by a chimpanzee that I don’t act or think like a chimpanzee is hardly an insult.”




She just smiled. “Hmm, I think you just want me to make a ‘flinging poo’ joke.”




He glared at her. “Perhaps, after the first agonizing symptoms strike and horrify you, then you’ll be more amenable to a conversation where you tell me what I want to know. Or by then I might have the relevant information off my security computers. In the meantime, don’t waste your time trying to break this tube. It’s a graphene-plastic like the windows, and those can take a punch from Superman.” He stormed out.




She figured she’d wait until he came back before she tried her next bit. She thought he’d hit the roof if she told him that Mercy got her through the security because they were having a torrid lesbian relationship when he wasn’t looking. Mercy would shit a brick, too. And if it meant Lex and Mercy stopped trusting each other, then some smart reporter might find a way to exploit that. Buffy had heard good things about Lois Lane’s ability to get people to open up.




And if that didn’t work, maybe she’d try knocking herself out against the walls. Because she was not ratting out her Floombas. Lex would lobotomize the poor little things, and Mercy would do something a lot worse.




She slowly counted to a hundred, hoping that was enough time for Lex to get far away. Then she whistled. Her little chat with Lex had told her that her little prison was far from soundproof.




In about a minute, the lab door unlocked and opened. Flo and Flee peeked in and then scurried into the room.




“Shut the door,” Buffy told them. “Carefully.”




Flo floated up to the control panel to the right of the door, and the lights on the panel flickered. The door quietly closed.




Buffy whispered, “Okay, we’re in trouble. I need you to get every single Floomba out of the building before Lex decides to play ‘Christians and lions’ with you guys and those robotigers.”




Flee just held completely still, while Flo tipped in that ‘I don’t understand’ movement she did.




Buffy tried again. “You need to get everyone together so you’re smarter. And you need to run away before Lex hurts you.”




Flo stubbornly tilted in that way she did that meant ‘no’. Well, with Flo it was more like ‘please don’t ask me to do this’.




Buffy ordered Flo, and Flo just kept doing her ‘no way’ tilt. Buffy tried bossing Flo around, and sneaking around her programming, but Flo was just not going to leave the only person who cared about her. Damn it. Sometimes loyalty was totally of the sucky.




She finally gave up. “Okay. Flee, you need to round up all the other Floombas so we can all get out of here, and Flo, you’re gonna work with me and try to break me out of here.”




Ooh, Flo liked that idea. Flo did a little wobble like she was working a hula hoop, which was pretty much the Floomba happy dance.




Flee slid out the door and closed it behind her. Then Flo went to work. Buffy directed her over to the control panel, which naturally wasn’t labeled because big supergeniuses like Lex could memorize what every switch and lever and button and gauge meant. Okay, Buffy wouldn’t have known what to do even if Lex had labeled everything, because there wasn’t going to be one big ‘reverse anti-Buffy effects’ lever.




So it was trial-and-error time. Which might not be so good if there was a lot of error in there.




Flo flipped a whole row of switches across the top panel. Okay, the monitors outside the tube went off. And some of the computer stuff off to the side went off-line. And the ceiling lights went off, which wasn’t really helpful when it was still daylight outside.




Buffy had Flo move to the lower panel, where there was a row of little levers. Buffy was sort of surprised Lex hadn’t gone with the whole ‘mad scientist’ motif and put in a bunch of great big knife-edge switches a la Frankenstein movies. Still, the little levers were enough of a problem. Flo had to put one edge of herself against the top of each lever and carefully push the thing down.




Ooh, that one turned off one of the creepy ray things over her head! That was certainly of the good. Buffy cheered her on, “Good girl, Flo! Good girl! That was super-helpful!”




Hey, the freaky overhead thing that looked like a spastic Jacob’s Ladder went off too! This was going great. “Who’s a good Floomba? Flo is! Yes she is!”




“Aaagh!” That was so not an off switch! A nasty raygun thing bathed her in a fierce orange glow. Pain ripped through her from her head down to her toes.




“F- F—” She couldn’t make her mouth work right. She couldn’t make her muscles work right. It felt like she was being hit by lightning. Over and over and over.




She finally managed to make her mouth work, even if most of her body was doing the funky chicken. “Flo! No!”




Flo struggled to move around and push the lever back the other way, and after what felt like about a year, the orange ray blinked off. Buffy sank to the floor in an uncoordinated puddle of sheer pain. At least she hadn’t peed herself, because Lex would enjoy that. He’d probably even get off on that, the big asshat.




She glanced up when she saw something move out of the corner of her eye. It was Superman. And he was floating in mid-air about forty feet back from one of the big lab windows. She wondered what he was up to if Lex thought the windows were punch-proof.




Supes opened his mouth in a big ‘O’ and exhaled. Suddenly the whole window was covered in ice. Oh yeah, that super-breath thing that Lex insisted was really cryokinesis with a fake ‘breathing super-cold wind’ thing added on for flavor.




And then Buffy heard a piercing noise like an opera diva trying to hit that one note to shatter a crystal goblet. Holy crap, was Supes doing something Lex hadn’t thought of? Lex was going to be so pissed if Supes did something super-smart. It looked like today was just Outsmart Lex Day.




The frozen-over ‘glass’ suddenly shattered, and there was a hole five feet across in Lex’s impervious outside wall. Supes darted in to do the heroic rescue thing he was so famous for.




Buffy just stared for a second. Wow, was that guy cut. Even his muscles had muscles. That wasn’t a sixpack; it was more like an eight-pack or a ten-pack. Or maybe even a hundred-pack if that was possible, because… muscles! Buffy seriously wondered if the rumors about him nailing Lois Lane were true, because she would totally tap that. Even if she’d be walking bowlegged for a month. Even if Lex thought Supes was probably banging Wonder Woman or Power Girl or Big Barda because he’d rip mortal women apart during sex. Lex seriously did not like the guy.




Maybe years ago, some hottie that young still-with-the-hair Lex had been drooling over had dumped him to take a shot at the Big Blue Boy Scout, and Lex was still holding that against the guy.




Just about the time she stopped drooling all over herself, Supes darted into the lab. And the lab defenses were still live. About a dozen bright green k-lasers flared from the walls. He was so fast he was almost a blur, but he didn’t dodge every one of them.




One caught him in the side, and he yelled in pain as he crashed to the floor. Then all the kryptonite lasers targeted him. That was so not of the good. He was totally going to get fried while she was still stuck in this stupid tube. Well, maybe braised.





Part IV



Buffy watched as Superman struggled to keep going. He moved like he was in agony, but he reached out with one arm and pressed his fingernails into the floor. She wondered if he was strong enough to just flick his fingers and fling himself back out through the big hole so he could make a fancy escape.




But that wasn’t what he did. No, he snapped his fingers forward and flicked shards of steel floor right through the top foot or two of Buffy’s tube-shaped prison, busting the top off. Stupid self-sacrificing hero guy. 




She still had to get out and help Supes, because he was not going to last a lot longer with those k-lasers burning him.




Okay, so it was time to see if Lex’s creepy treatment had any effect on her yet. Her hands still looked the same, and she hadn’t grown out of her Jazzercise outfit. And her tummy still looked flat but feminine, and not all lumpy or manly or hairy or anything gross.




She still felt like crap after that orange zappy ray, but she forced herself to her feet. She leapt up in an effort to grab the top of the tube and pull herself out. But she sort of missed.




She was expecting to have a normal Buffy-leap that might just barely let her get her fingertips on the top of the tube. Instead, she went up above the tube and crashed into the drop ceiling, which was totally embarrassing when there was a real superhero lying there watching her make a fool of herself.




Okay, she tore up the drop ceiling and ripped up a bunch of ductwork, but she was hanging well above that stupid tube dealie, and she hadn’t cut her hands or her head to pieces, so all of that was of the good. She dropped down to the floor without hurting her legs, and she considered what she needed to do for Supes there. She sure couldn’t run right in front of k-lasers strong enough to fry Superman.




But she had to be stronger than normal. That was useful, right? She grabbed an armchair and ran over to the wall with the most lasers firing from it.




All right, she deliberately grabbed the most expensive ergonomic chair in the room. So she could be petty.




The lasers looked really nasty, but with all their parts jutting out from the wall and the lenses in front, they were pretty fragile. One smash with the chair, and the first laser winked out. Two more smashes, and the next two lasers shattered and just glowed but didn’t put out a Beam O’ Death.




Shit, the chair was wrecked too. Maybe she was a little stronger than she suspected.




She went through three chairs, two metal tables, and a couple computers before she managed to smash every one of the k-lasers into junk. And maybe she deliberately picked the biggest, probably-most-expensive computers to use as big hammers.




By then, all the Floombas were lurking inside the door, watching her bust stuff up and make more messes, which they were totally not in favor of. She apologized, “Sorry, but I’ve gotta save this guy.”




And she had a big, open window. She could dump Supes on some Floombas, hop on another foursome of Floombas, and sneak off before Lex got back.




She hoped. It wasn’t like she could lock him out of one of his own labs.




She grabbed Supes by the shoulders and tried to lift him up, but he was like a limp noodle. Okay, those muscles weren’t anything like limp noodles. He was more like a giant bag of boiling-hot wet cement, because he was heavy, and he had kept all the heat from those lasers like some sort of human microwave-safe hand warmer. She had pretty much figured she was a lot stronger than she used to be, but maybe not, because she was having trouble dragging one musclebound dork around.




“Okay Flo, get… Lemme see, he’s probably about 270, 280… I need you and nine more. Scoot over here in a nice two-by-five rectangle, and I’ll put him on top of you, and then you guys take him out that window over to a roof far enough over that you can’t see this building. Okay?”




Flo gave her a nod and got nine more Floombas over there. Buffy lifted Supes’ shoulders, then lifted his legs and got him on the Floomba Float.




“Fly my pretties!” All right, nobody but her thought that was funny. Supes was still pretty much down for the count, and probably wasn’t a big ‘Wizard of Oz’ fan anyway.




The Floombas revved, but couldn’t lift him. Crap! She added four more Floombas, and they still couldn’t lift him. So she added some more. And some more. And some more.




It took twenty-two fracking Floombas to get Supes off the ground. No wonder she’d had so much trouble with him. She grumbled, “Jeez, are you heavy! Man of steel? Butt of lead is more like it!”




When the Floombas were finally massed together enough to lift Lead Ass Boy, she only had two Floombas left with her. She needed at least four if she wanted to fly out of here. Maybe more, if that stupid treatment Lex had given her was making her weight increase even a little.




All she needed was to get triple her normal density, like Supes there, and have to deal with gym bunnies who knew she weighed more than Rosanne.




She told Flo, “Get him settled somewhere on a nice flat roof, and all of you guys dump him at once so no one gets stuck underneath him. He’s heavy. Then four of you come back here for me. Flah and Flake can keep me company until you get back.” And if she suddenly put on fifty pounds, she’d still have six of her Floombas and they’d still be able to carry her.




She watched the Floombas fly off with Super-Load and she hoped they’d be okay. She turned to Flah and said, “Now we just wait a couple minutes and then we go too. Okay?”




But with the Floomba hive-mind getting farther and farther away from Flah, he wasn’t as sharp as usual. That was probably why he didn’t try to catch her when she gasped in pain and fell face-first to the floor.




She could hardly breathe as all her muscles suddenly locked up. Whatever Lex had dosed her with, it really, really hurt. It felt like every muscle in her body was getting electrocuted and Lex was tattooing every square inch of her skin with sulfuric acid, because that sounded like an asshat thing to do.




After what felt like about a month of searing agony but was probably only a minute, her muscles stopped freaking out, and the pain slowly faded away. She pushed herself to her knees and groaned to Flah, “See? We’re good here. No problems.”




And as soon as she’d said that, she knew she’d jinxed herself, because the door opened and one of those robo-tigers came in. It looked at the broken tube-prison. It looked at the broken window. It looked at her.




“Uh-oh.” This could not be good.




Its eyes glowed, and Flake dove in front of it to protect her. A pair of vicious green k-lasers burned from its eyes, and the lasers sliced right through Flake to cut into her torso.




And she was still alive. What?




She glanced down. She’d been expecting to get sliced in half like poor little Flake, and she just had what looked like two lines of really bad sunburn. Okay, it really hurt, and it completely ruined the top part of her yoga pants, but she totally was not cut in half.




It occurred to her that this was probably bad for the future of happy, pretty Buffys. She was probably already turning into a monster.




And she was really pissed off at the robo-tiger for killing Flake, who wasn’t the smartest Floomba, but he was funny and did silly Floomba-stuff. And she sort of had a history of doing stupid stuff when she got mad at someone.




The robo-tiger wised up really fast and stopped wasting its batteries on laser beams that weren’t doing the slice-and-dice-and-make-julienne-fries thing. So it charged at her and made a big robo-tiger leap on her.




She dodged to the side, and it missed. Wow, those things were fast, and she’d dodged it!




She was so busy being astonished by her awesomeness that she didn’t dodge the follow-up tiger-claw swipe. It shredded her top and put five painful lines across her side. “Ow! Bad kitty!”




Without thinking, she punched it. It felt like she just about broke her hand. Still, she knocked it into the air and onto its side. A massive, super-strong robo-tiger, and she totally hammered it! It landed with a crash, so it had to roll and leap back up to its feet.




And she didn’t have five nasty slices deep into her chest. She had five bad scratches. She should have been carved into six Buffy-pieces, and she had big papercuts.




She moved into a tae-bo stance and raised her fists. “Come and get some, Sylvester.”




Maybe that was a mistake. It didn’t try to pounce on her like the last time. It tackled her and knocked her out the 30th-floor window.




This was so not of the good.




As they fell, she shoved Robocrap off her before it could try and bite her with those nasty-looking kryptonite-and-metal teeth.




Flah dove underneath her butt to try and save her, but that wasn’t enough for her weight. Flah could only lift an extra thirty extra pounds, but still tried to save a big, fat, too-heavy Buffy. It dove under her butt and lifted.




Buffy could tell that Flah’s best wasn’t good enough. She was still falling just as fast as that stupid tiger. Her poor little Floomba shorted out dramatically, and she kept falling. Thirty stories was a long way down.




Her last thought before her back met the pavement was, “Who’s going to protect my Floombas now? Who’s even going to know they need protecting?”




She hit hard enough that the concrete sidewalk cracked.




Superman took a deep breath and looked up. He’d rushed to the rescue of a helpless girl, and the girl had ended up saving him. It looked like he was still underestimating Buffy Summers.




Batman’s gravel voice fumed, “We came as soon as you bothered to signal us.”




“I was out of action.” He could tell from the micro-tremors in Batman’s voice that the man had been worried. But he was not going to smile or show in any way that he knew that, because Batman disliked having his real emotions exposed.




The Martian Manhunter spoke in his deep tones. “It would appear that you were saved by LexCorp technology.”




He glanced to the side, and a couple dozen of Luthor’s Autonomous Cleaning Entities were hovering in a cluster near the roof exit. If he didn’t know better, he’d think they were nervous and had their backs to the wall for self-defense.




Maybe Batman’s glare could scare ordinary computerized machines now.




The Flash zipped up the side of the building and to a spot just to J’onn’s right. “Bad news, guys. Looks like your damsel in distress took a thirty-story header with one of Lex’s robocats.”




Superman immediately forced himself to his feet. But… “She’s still breathing! I can hear it!”




The Martian Manhunter noted, “And she is extremely upset.”




The Flash pointed out, “Yeah, falling to your death can do that to a person.”




Batman gave Flash a glare that should have singed his cowl.




Superman quickly lifted off and flew to the sidewalk beneath the shattered window of Luthor’s building. There was a robo-tiger that was seriously damaged. And picking herself up from the cracked sidewalk was one Buffy Summers.




Flash beat him to the girl. “Hey, are you okay? Cracked ribs? Concussion? Internal bleeding? Ruptured organs? Booboos that need to be kissed?”




Buffy Summers calmly told him, “You know doc, you really need to work on your bedside manner. And maybe you could wear some clean gloves.”




Flash just laughed. “Good. You know how seldom I deal with someone who has a sense of humor?”




Buffy looked over as Batman swung down to the street. “Given that you hang with Black-is-the-new-gray Man there, I’m guessing… almost never.”




Flash grinned, “Hey, she’s a meta and she’s funny. Can we keep her?”




Batman snarled, “She’s not a stray cat.”




Buffy rolled her eyes and imitated a whiny child’s voice. “Hawkgirl, she followed us home, I promise we’ll feed her every day and take her for walks…”




Batman growled, “You’re just lucky Luthor didn’t know you were a meta.” He looked all the way up at the broken window more than three hundred feet over their heads. “A powerful meta, at that.”




Buffy scowled, “That’s the thing. I’m not. At least, I wasn’t an hour ago. Lex injected me with something and hit me with a bunch of energy beams and rayguns. He hinted that this is the same process used to create Doomsday, so I’d kinda like it if you guys could turn it off, like before I get huge and ugly and gray?”




The Martian Manhunter intoned, “She is sincere. And more worried than she is letting on. We need to get her to Star Labs at once.”




Buffy griped, “Thank you, Deanna Troi.”




The Flash snorted in amusement and said, “I’ll take her over to Star Labs. You guys can trail along behind. Way behind.”




Buffy insisted, “No way, I’ve got Floombas to take care of!”




Superman glanced over his shoulder at the flock of A.C.E.s that was heading their way. They did look somewhat like thick Roombas, and they flew, so… Floombas.




Buffy asked him, “Can you bring all of ’em along? And don’t hurt ’em. I think Mercy probably kicked a couple of ’em, and they’re kind of skittish.”




Batman growled, “Are you claiming that they’ve gained sentience?”




She shrugged in a way that was quite disarming… if you hadn’t seen her get up from a damaged concrete sidewalk she cracked after falling thirty stories. “Well, they have a sort of intelligence if enough of them get together within their broadcast range. So I really need you to keep ’em together.”




Superman volunteered, “If you tell them to cooperate with me, I’m sure I can carry all of them to Star Labs without any problems.”




Batman gave him one of those ‘don’t be stupid’ glares. He pretended to ignore it. And as soon as Buffy instructed one of the A.C.E.s to let Superman carry them ‘even if Lex doesn’t like him’ they collected themselves into two columns he could carry.




Flash still beat him to Star Labs, but only by two-thirds of a second.




Buffy was lying in a nice cushy bed, even if it was totally a hospital bed. And it was a nice room, even if it was a quarantine room at Star Labs. Fortunately, they weren’t still quarantining her.




A few people were worried about what would have happened if the uber-smart guys at Star Labs hadn’t figured out how to stop her cellular changes. Okay, she was totally worried about what would have happened to her if the brain-guys hadn’t figured that out, because she’d seen what Doomsday looked like, and no one was ever going to be asking that out on a date. They hadn’t been able to turn her back to normal, but she still looked like Normal Bimbo Buffy. Still, superpowers were a nice going-away prezzie from Lex. And she was happy with what she had: if she’d ended up with way more strength or way more quickness or a lot more powers than she had right now, she could have ended up stuck playing Justice Leaguer all the time. No way. She didn’t want to be some Chosen One. Not like The Big Blue Boy Scout Who Was Totally Cut.




And no way did she want to hang around in the dark with some pointy-eared guy who could be on the Olympic Brooding Team.




Okay, the Flash was hilarious. And maybe he liked to flirt, but he had a Significant Other he was serious about. And his rendition of Selina Kyle’s ‘Catwoman’ one-woman show was so funny she’d almost needed to use that bedpan. And her Floombas liked him.




But she’d seen Wonder Woman and Hawkgirl on television plenty of times. No way did she want to be in the Justice League and be ‘that other superheroine who wasn’t anywhere near as busty and sexy’. Even if Wonder Woman actually stuffed her maillot or had wonder-implants or whatever Amazon women did to look better for… whoever. If you lived on an island with no men, didn’t you sort of have to do the Sapphic Samba?




And a few people were worried about her new superpowers, given that she was way quicker and stronger than she used to be, and she healed up freaky fast. She was pretty sure Batman was also worrying that she had more strength and quickness than she’d shown, or else maybe she had even more powers that she was hiding for nefarious purposes.




She totally wished she had a secret ‘give you a major wedgie’ power, because she’d use it on Batman every time he came around and hassled her.




Oh, and her Floombas were hanging around her too, so a couple people were worrying about her keeping a bunch of Lex-tech. Superman seemed to worry that Lex might use her Floombas to track her down, since Lex had made a slimy escape and was currently being hunted as a fugitive from justice while some cheap bimbo named Talia something-or-other was running his corporate interests for him. Batman seemed to be worrying that she was going to use her Floombas for Evil with a capital ‘E’.




So she was healthy, and still pretty, and still the same weight. And with skin and ligaments that were basically bulletproof, so she didn’t have to worry about wrinkles or saggy boobies for decades. Maybe even longer. Yay superpowers!




She would just tell other women that she had a rigorous moisturizing regimen.




Still, when she got out of here, she totally needed to go apologize to Larry, because she’d been a total dillweed to him even if he didn’t realize it. She was sure Faithy had figured it out, and had figured out that Buffy had played her too. Maybe she could find a really nice engagement present for Larry and Faith, even if there was no way they were going to be her friends anymore and she knew there was no chance of getting an invite to their wedding. Maybe…




“Summers,” a gravel-voiced animal-themed psycho snarled as he swept in with his silly cape and pointy ears. “You need to get rid of those A.C.E.s before you leave here. There is no telling what sort of threat they could be. Luthor might have all kinds of bugs and weapons and threats in them.”




She cooed, “Come here, everyone.” All her Floombas gathered around her. Even the ones hiding under the bed and behind the chair because Creepy Bat-guy scared them even though he hadn’t laid a finger on them.




She glared at him, “Look, they’re my… friends. Lay off.” They snuggled even closer, and Flo slipped onto her lap for more cuddling.




The Bat growled at her, “You have no idea what you’re dealing with here.”




“Sure I do, B.”




He snapped, “Do not call me B!”




She gave him an eyeroll. After dealing with Lex for months, little Buffys were not going to be intimidated by frowny guys who dressed up like an S & M rodent. “Touch-ee! Look, let’s make a deal, Monty. I don’t make a big deal about you boinking a supervillain and leaving her loose to go prey on a guy like Bruce Wayne. You don’t make a big deal about me boinking a supervillain and bringing him down and walking off with some of his gadgets. They’re all AIs, but they’re interconnected with a wifi system that’s got its own evolving encryption system so they’re pretty hack-resistant, and when you get at least four together, the gestalt makes them… more. So I’m protecting ’em. And if you don’t like it, you can fight me for ’em.”




Maybe that would have sounded more of the threatening if she wasn’t lying in a hospital bed.




He glared. A lot. Then he said, “You know a lot more about electronics and telecommunications than I was led to believe.”




“Well duh on that,” she snapped. “You think I wanted to act smart? Lex would see that as a great big threat. I’ve been downplaying my brains and my competence for years now. And it was totally worth it. He used Intergang to murder my dad.”




She ignored his glare and thought about how long it might take to work her way into Intergang and bring down that Denetto guy. Maybe this time she’d do it as a masked supervillainess. Not that there were a lot of masked powerhouses out there who were only 5’2” and ninety-seven pounds and traveled around with a bunch of flying Roombas. Hmm… She could get two Floombas in a stack under each foot, and then she’d be able to fly… apparently. With three Floombas in a stack, she’d be a foot taller. Hmm… three Floombas, plus five-inch heels, and she could tease her hair… And maybe she’d ask Flo if the Floombas would like to carry a little weapon or two around so mean people like Mercy couldn’t pick on them anymore.




She totally needed a codename that would scare thugs and get her into Intergang. Maybe… How about… ‘The Slayer’. For some reason, that had a nice ring to it.





SG-1 and an Agent

Part I



Elizabeth ‘Buffy’ Summers, NID Field Agent (Class IV), had an important meeting with Senator Robert Kinsey. So she spent over an hour driving around and waiting patiently, just looking for a really great parking spot. She had plans, and she wanted any opponents to have the opportunity to run with plans of their own. She finally found a nice little spot in the shade of the current big construction site in the area. They had the entire twelve-story framework up, and the concrete was being poured for some of the upper floors and some big ground-level thingie, while some pretty cute construction guys were doing framing and sheetrock on the lower floors. That meant lots of trucks moving in and out of the construction area, and lots of loud noises.




The usual plywood wall screening the sidewalk from the mess of construction even had some clear panels and some sliding fencework so you could get a really good look at a couple really muscular guys working away without shirts on. The only downside of that was they could see you too.




“Hey blondie! Lookin’ good!”




She gave him a smile.




“Do those legs go all the way up?”




Okay, she was wearing a really short skirt and high heels, because Senator Kinsey looked like the kind of guy who had an eye for the ladies, and his wife’s best feature was definitely her legs, so Liz was figuring the guy was a leg-man. She just kept walking.




A couple guys shouted things about her private parts or else about their sexual prowess, even if it was their alleged sexual prowess. In her experience, only insecure assholes needed to yell stuff like that. She flipped them off and kept walking.




She had to walk halfway around the construction site, down a block of upscale stores and restaurants, and past a government office building to get to the huge building where Senator Kinsey — and dozens of other Senators and Congressmen — had offices.




Going to Senator Kinsey’s office had a lot of downsides. The biggest one was that she couldn’t carry a gun or a knife and make it through the massive security just inside the front door. She had a girly valise over one shoulder, and she knew the security people would go through it like she’d stashed the Hope diamond in it. Nope, nothing but paper. And paper-ish stuff.




Sure enough, they pulled out the clipped-together stacks of papers and searched the valise like she was smuggling latinum in it. Willow would be so proud of her for doing a Star Trek joke.




She was counting on them going over her valise and just letting her go through the metal detector and the scanner. Just like she was counting on them inspecting her bracelets and her necklace, and checking the soles of her half-inch platform stilettos, and overlooking the not of the obvious.




And boy, did she get the once-over. A couple times. They had her walk through the metal detector, which went off, naturally, even after she’d taken all her jewelry off. So she got the metal-detector wand and the full-body passive scanner all so they could find out she was wearing an underwire bra.




They were definitely over-doing the security check. Either someone had checked her background and was worried about letting a known NID spook into the building, or else…




“Agent Summers? I’m Ken Porter, one of the senator’s interns. I’ll be escorting you to the senator’s office.”




She gave him a ditzy smile. “Oh swell! I’d probably get lost in this place.”




Kenny was a sincere-looking intern in a five hundred dollar suit and highly-polished oxfords. But he bought the whole Bimbo Buffy routine right off the bat, even if she was NID. And the guy kept trying not to ogle her legs, or at least he was trying not to get caught ogling her legs.




He led her to an expensive elevator and took her up to the third story. She could see in the polished steel of the elevator doors that the intern was checking out her butt and legs, just trying not to get caught by someone who might go Sydney Bristow on him.




Too bad he wasn’t trying hard enough not to get caught. Fortunately for him, she wanted to appear less than uberly competent, so she was pretending not to notice.




He led her down the hall, past a roomful of peons working away at computers, through a room with four receptionist and secretary types, and into a big, pompous, I-am-so-important office with a cherrywood desk that she estimated cost more than her car.




Senator Kinsey wasn’t a bad-looking guy. She’d looked him up, naturally, and he used to be pretty darn handsome, in a wholesome aw-shucks way that had no doubt played big with his constituents. But he was aging. And up close, he was showing more signs of age and stress than showed up on CSPAN cameras.




Did CSPAN cameras do the Vaseline-on-the-lens trick like aging Hollywood starlets used to insist on?




He gave her a big, friendly smile and even walked around his desk to shake her hand like he was a normal person. “Agent Summers. I’m so glad to meet you.”




So she shook his hand like a delicate flower and gave him her best Bimbo Buffy smile. “Oh Senator, just call me Buffy.” And she gave him her best Giggle Number 3.




He smiled into her eyes, instead of glomming onto her chest or checking out her legs. “I understand you have data that are a matter of national security.”




She nodded like a bobble-head. “Totally! I’ve been working for the NID for like four months now, and I thought they were so nice, but then I found this stuff, and I knew I had to do something, because… America!”




He nodded like he understood. “And what do you have to show me?”




She handed him the entire valise. He kept the politician’s smile in place, even as he got handed a girly purse-like thingie. She smiled, “I printed off copies and organized ’em for you!”




He pulled the papers out and dropped the valise on the stupidly expensive wall-to-wall carpet. As he glanced through the sections, he carefully asked, “Have you told anyone else?”




She just held the smile on her face. But holy crap, she could not believe he really said that. Had he been taking lessons from villains on tv programs or something? She gave it as much naiveté as she thought she could get away with. “Why would I tell anyone except you and your committee?”




“Excellent. And do you have any other copies?”




She nodded like a happy puppy, so her earrings and tresses bounced seductively. Guys totally fell for that. “Yep! I have some extra copies for the other guys on your committee! Even that old guy with the combover who has the creepy-young wife.”




Kinsey carefully suppressed a huge smile. “I’m sure that Senator Jackson will appreciate your understanding nature.”




She gave him plenty of ditz and asked, “Do I need to get more files about bad stuff out of the NID systems? Because I probably can, even if they’re gonna catch me one of these times.”




He shook his head a little. “No Buffy, I’m sure this will be plenty for the committee. You just do what you’ve been doing, and don’t let any of your co-workers think anything is amiss.”




“I can do that!” she said in a peppy cheerleader voice.




Robert Kinsey waited until Porter got back from escorting Summers out of the building. “Well?”




Porter frowned, “She can’t really be that stupid. She was smart enough to realize what the NID was doing, and she was smart enough to get through the NID’s IT people.”




Kinsey scowled, “She came up with dirt on five different action cells. And she has extensive intel on all of them. None of this should have been accessible.”




Porter suddenly guessed, “Unless someone is just using her. Someone a lot more competent, who waved a few flags in front of her face and gave her enough hints to find all of this material. She could be a pawn for someone like Barrett or McLaughlin.”




Kinsey sighed, “We’ll have to deal with her. Make the call.”




Agent Liz Summers sashayed down the street and past the construction site. She was bouncing a little bit more than before, because she’d accessed one of her few hidden weapons. She wondered what it was about men that their brains turned to mush as soon as she smiled at them and asked them to call her Buffy. It was like it was a keyword that accessed secret files in the tiny hard drives that made up their brains. One hard drive for baseball statistics, one for-




“Step in there.”




She was suddenly surrounded by four guys with silenced .22’s. Nice little wetwork hardware. They were dressed a little too nicely for wetwork, but hey, it was their loss if they ruined a four hundred dollar suit with someone else’s blood and gore. “Do your wives know you’re wearing your good clothes for this?”




“Shut up and scoot your ass in there.” That guy even waved her into the construction site area with the barrel of his gun. Bad technique there.




“I can’t walk in there, I’ll ruin a brand new pair of Jimmy Choos!” She wasn’t about to tell them that she’d worn this pair of shoes on purpose. And that she’d been counting on them pulling the big kidnap routine right along here, where they could scoot her a mere ten feet and have her completely out of sight of anyone on the streets.




One of the guys behind her stepped forward and jabbed her in the kidney with his .22. Didn’t these dorks learn proper tradecraft before they got issued their Men-in-Black suits?




“Oww!” she whined. She’d been hurt a lot worse, but the weak little girl routine never seemed to fail. She staggered forward and let them push her through the opening into the construction area.




“Now fucking walk, bitch.”




The first guy at least seemed to understand that a handgun was a ranged weapon and you didn’t stand stupidly close to the person you were busy threatening, and you didn’t use it like a construction worker’s flag, and you didn’t use it to poke people. That made him the biggest threat. She complained to him, “Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”




She tiptoed delicately across the ground, but it was all hard-packed dirt. She wasn’t going to be sinking her heels into this stuff. Not after trucks and bulldozers and concrete mixers had rolled over it a few hundred times.




The four guys bracketed her and pushed her around to the far side of the construction area, where a big concrete form in the ground was slowly being filled with concrete, and there was a conspicuous absence of construction guys.




Competent Gun Guy stopped and pointed his .22 at her heart. He growled, “Decision time, bitch. You can tell us where the other copies are, and you get to go in there dead. Otherwise, you get buried in concrete while you’re still breathing. Your call.”




She looked at him and batted her eyelashes at him. She calmly asked, “Are you sure? Because that’ll totally ruin my nails, and I just got a mani-pedi last week.”




She was wondering how long she was going to have to stall, but just then a construction worker walked out of a roughed-in doorframe. He was tall and dark and handsome, with shaggy hair under a yellow construction helmet. He was wearing a carpenter’s toolbelt and holding a big nailgun and a 2x4. “Hey, you guys aren’t supposed to be in here!”




Competent Gun Guy snapped, “Shut up, hick. This is government business, so make yourself scarce like your buddies and pretend you never saw us.”




Buffy flicked her eyes at Competent Gun Guy and also Quiet Guy who was still standing behind her. She managed not to smile at Xander’s ‘dopey harmless guy’ imitation.




Xander the Construction Worker casually raised his hands and said, “Okey-dokey. Whatever you…” He fired the nailgun, putting a big-ass nail in Competent Gun Guy’s head. His next shot went right into Quiet Guy’s eye. “Oops!”




Wave-y Gun Guy and Poke-y Gun Guy reacted. Wave-y Gun Guy spun to take a shot at Xander, so she kicked the gun out of his hand while he was too close and not aiming at anything he needed to shoot.




Poke-y Gun Guy was way too close to her back, so she just mule-kicked him. Stiletto heels made great weapons, and guys never thought about them unless they’d been stiletto’ed once or twice in their lives. He keeled over, holding onto his crotch and making a noise like a scared mouse.




Wave-y Gun Guy tried to grab her, so she used her next weapon. She blocked his grab, slid under his arm in a smooth aikido glide-step, and slid behind him. Her weapon of choice? The wiresaw that posed as an underwire in her specially-designed bra. She used her wiresaw as a garrote. The guy tried to twist out of the choke, which was a major mistake since it wasn’t a rope. It was a thin, high-tensile-strength wiresaw with a diamond dust coating, and the guy partially decapitated himself in the process. Which was pretty messy, but at least she was behind him




Finally, she picked up Poke-y Gun Guy’s .22 and put two rounds in him: one in his temple and one in his heart. She never trusted a .22 to do the job when the lightweight bullet might clip a rib and go flying off into some weird place like Upper Bowel Land, which was totally not as fun as Tomorrow Land.




“Damn!” she hissed, when she saw the amount of blood that Wave-y Gun Guy had managed to get all over the place, including on her good skirt. She looked up at Xander and complained, “This is dry-clean only!”





Part II



Agent Liz Summers checked the surroundings, but no one was around, and no one was paying any attention to them. Not that she thought things would stay that way. But everyone on a construction site expected to hear nailguns, and those silenced .22s weren’t truly ‘silent’, but they made less noise than you could make by clapping your hands.




Xander got a wheelbarrow, and he dumped the bodies in the concrete while she stripped them of IDs and cellphones and wallets and anything else that might be of the clueful. Then he dumped a wheelbarrow of dirt over the bloody area. He put the nailgun in a carrying case and shoved his hardhat and toolbelt in a gymbag.




She told him, “Time to go. I am not of the welcomed around here.”




He grinned, “Don’t come around here no more. Whatever you’re looking for. Hey! Don’t come around here no more.”




“I hate to break it to you, but you are no Tom Petty,” she pointed out.




“But am I a Heartbreaker? That’s the issue that’s of the critical,” he replied.




She smirked, “Oh definitely.” She waited until he grinned, and she let him have it. “Larry was crushed when you didn’t want to go on a date with him.”




He just grinned, “Hey, we do not discuss the straightness — or lack thereof — of the upstanding police officers of our fine, fine hometown.”




She checked, “But you’re covered?”




He causally nodded, “Oh sure. Larry filed another fake DUI on me, and Jonathan’s dad did the ‘ankle bracelet at home’ thing for me. I’ve got three more days. It’s a good thing you were Miss Popularity back home.”




“Right.” She just concentrated on her surroundings, looking for another threat. Maybe she was the one who got Snyder off everyone’s asses, but Xander was the one who stopped that moron Jack O’Toole and his gang from blowing up the school with a fuel oil bomb. Most of their schoolmates’ parents would give Xander their right hand, much less helping him fake a DUI settlement like Judge Levinson did.




She followed him around to a side area where rows of construction-guy vehicles waited. Most of them were pickup trucks, even if some of them were really expensive, well-maintained pickup trucks. But there were a few muscle cars and a couple compacts. And at the very back, where the last-in cars would be, were a couple cars that just didn’t fit the trend.




She was looking at two new cars that would be cop cars if they weren’t painted solid black and maybe someone also added some cop lights onto them. They probably had more armor than real cop cars.




She had Xander walk around looking for anything out of the ordinary, and he found another Guy In Black lurking where he could keep an eye on the cars and back up his team.




Man, it looked like Competent Gun Guy was competent in other ways. Someone must have stuck him with those incompetent losers for his team, because she doubted he would have picked them if given a choice. Unless he was hoping that Liz Summers would take them down before he shot Liz full of tiny holes.




If someone thought she was a training exercise, she was going to be grumpy.




So it was ‘deal with backup’ time. Xander slapped on the hardhat, slung on the toolbelt, and hauled the carrying case toward a pickup that was really close to Lurking Guy’s little spot. But Xander stopped for a minute to fish out a tin of chewing tobacco, spit a few times, put some more nastiness in his mouth, close up the can, drop it on the ground, hunt for it a bit, and then shove it in his pocket with a little more spitting.




That gave her more than enough time to sneak up behind Lurking Guy. Guys assumed that stiletto-heeled pumps were all noisy and stuff. They tended to think of high heels and that sexy click-click-click across a hardwood floor. They tended to think of them as slowing you up too much. But she could run in heels, if she had to. And she could walk on the balls of her feet and move with very little noise. Plus, the stiletto heel made for a really great weapon, and the platform under the toes gave the front of the shoe the kind of kicking sturdiness you usually only saw in shoes with steel toecaps.




Spy girl tradecraft was sometimes totally different from spy guy tradecraft.




She’d been lucky enough to get a really skilled female agent as a mentor. And Honey West-Burke was finally retiring from the biz, because her extremely rich hubby was finally retiring from policework. Liz had even met Honey’s hubby once. Rich, smart, well-dressed, handsome, funny, and he knew the ins and outs of the police and spy worlds. Liz would have considered him absolutely perfect for Honey if he’d had a better first name, but that could be fixed.




Honey had taught Liz a ton of tradecraft that the guy-oriented agencies didn’t teach. Really, the only way you could learn most of this stuff these days was to find someone like Honey to teach you. Or maybe you could find one of the now-retired Russian female agents who had mainly been used as honeytraps or assassins for the KGB. The Russians had tended to be even more chauvinistic than the American agencies, just a lot more ruthless too, so they hadn’t had any problem about grabbing some peasant girl with supermodel looks and telling her that she was going to learn how to screw and kill enemies or else. Also, the Russians totally did not take really nice Bali bras and replace the underwire with weaponry for you, although they did have a big assortment of palmguns, sleeveguns, and naughty-places guns. There was nothing worse than searching girls who might be equipped by the House Of Ivan… except searching guys who might be equipped by the House of Ivan. Gross, hairy, overweight guys who might be packing a crotchgun or something between the buttcheeks? Eww with a side of yick.




When Liz was in position so she had a clear shot and she could be sure that Lurking Guy really was part of Competent Gun Guy’s team, she used one of the silenced .22 automatics. The trouble with a silenced .22 was that it didn’t have a lot of stopping power. She didn’t like using one unless she had an easy shot that wasn’t at an angle. Shooting a guy in the head with a silenced .22 and hitting the skull at an angle was just as likely to get a bullet deflecting off someone’s skull as it was to get really effective penetration. But the guy was standing there watching Xander hunt for a tin of chewing tobacco, and not watching for equally-lurky types.




That was why she had moved until she was within forty feet and off to his right, just far enough back that she wasn’t in his peripheral vision. Peripheral vision sucked when you were trying to sneak up on people, because it was all about the spotting-the-movement stuff.




She put a round in his temple. A .22 didn’t knock you over like you got hit by Mike Tyson. So the guy just twitched and then fell down.




She sprinted over, covering him the entire time and expecting him to pull out a handgun of his own to return fire.




Nope. He was down. She double-tapped him just in case, because .22 bullets from a silenced weapon could do the job, but they were so not like firing a .45 into someone.




She checked the two Men In Black cars. High-tech radios and stuff, but nothing like heavy weapons. These guys were totally about the silent, stealthy kill. Well, it was in the nice parts of D.C., and you wouldn’t want to disturb important politician types with nasty spy-vs.-spy warfare. They were nice cars, but she wasn’t taking one. They were undoubtedly lojacked in as many ways as the tech boys could manage.




Xander strolled over to an old pickup truck that looked like it had seen better days. To be honest, it looked like it had seen better decades. She trotted over and slid into the seat beside him. Some considerate guy had put a cheap but new seat cover over what was probably pretty dirty and not of the new.




He smiled at her, “Yeah, I got the truck for fifty bucks cash. I spent more than that on the oil, the seat cover, the transmission fluid, and the goo to slow down the radiator leaks.”




She didn’t offer to pay him back. She knew the cash was coming from The First National Bank of Willow. After all, this wasn’t the first time she’d needed to use Xander and Willow’s talents in an op. It wasn’t even the first time since she’d become an agent. Willow’s family had a lot more money than Buffy’s mom, and way, way, way more than Xander’s parents, and Willow had gotten a super-high-paying job on top of that. And Willow’s honeybun made at least five times what Willow made.




This was just the first time since Liz had become an agent that she was concerned that she might not be able to put in an expense report and pay Willow back. Given that she was dealing with the NID and an entire network of rogue agents and serious backers like Kinsey and Christ-only-knew who else, she was a lot more worried about staying alive and not letting anyone ever consider that Liz’s old pals from high school could be involved in any way.




“You’re not really chewing tobacco now, are you?” she complained.




“Don’t tell anyone, but it’s chopped up bubble gum soaked in Pepsi for coloring.”




“Eww!” That sounded nasty. Not as nasty as chewing tobacco, but definitely of the ick.




He grinned, “You’ll ruin my manly image if you tell anyone I’m just chewing gum.”




They pulled out through the back and Buffy ducked down so she wouldn’t be visible from the street. Xander didn’t move his mouth as he whispered, “Two more of ’em. Jacking your car.”




“Not my car!” she whispered back. She drove a cute little pink sub-compact around town. It had a ton of advantages. One of the major advantages was that guys would rather shoot themselves than be seen in it, so no one ever wanted to jack it or rip it off. It also had normal advantages, like excellent gas mileage, a great AC system, and the ability to squeeze into stupidly tiny parking spaces. All those were critical around D.C. “Follow ’em.”




“You must be kidding,” he groaned.




Okay, so she was the one with the skills in tailing and losing tails and all that jazz. He was the one with regularly-useful skills like building really gorgeous bookcases and fixing suspicious holes in walls and wielding power tools like a construction ninja or something.




She shrugged. “Okay, forget it. I’d rather lose the car than let ’em spot you. No ID’ing the Xanders in this op.”




He asked, “There isn’t anything in there you can’t live without, is there?”




She admitted, “I knew this was a possibility, so I pulled my stuff out last night. Still, there go my area maps and my fave driving sunglasses.” She wasn’t going to mention her little stuffed bunny that Scott Hope had won for her years ago at a carnival that she had kept in every car she’d owned since. Xander still teased her about it.




The important gear was the three suitcases she normally kept in the trunk. One was a big folding suitcase that held a bunch of disguise outfits, including wigs and makeup and shoes and accessories and fake IDs. She’d used most of them since she’d become a spook, and having that bag in her trunk was always handy. She’d been ‘Bunny the hooker’ and ‘Beth the librarian’ and ‘Elizabeth the mail carrier’ and ‘Betsy the cleaning lady’ and ‘Lizzie the party girl’ and ‘Liza the actress wannabe’ and even ‘Elspeth the goth girl’. There were several she still hadn’t gotten to wear yet, like ‘Lizzi Ann the redneck’.




The second suitcase was the size of a thick briefcase. It was her ‘toolkit’. It had a 9 mm handgun with silencer and extra ammo and a couple holsters, and an Uzi that took the same ammo in long magazines. It had a ‘utility belt’ that held her B & E kit, magazines of 9 mm ammo, throwing spikes, a butterfly knife, a squeeze tube of plastic explosive plus detonators and triggers, a taser, and a dozen other little toys. It had an ankle holster and a thigh holster for her four-chamber derringer, and a combat knife in a sheath she could strap to her ankle, her arm, or her thigh. It had a tiny comm system and two burner phones. It had a small computer the size of a thick tablet computer, with cables so she could use it on half a dozen types of computer networks or phone systems. It even had a shoulderbag she could carry everything in.




And the third suitcase was a small soft-sided case that could be turned inside-out and it became a backpack. It was her go-bag, just in case she ever needed to run for it. It had two bottles of hair dye, a wig, a couple pairs of glasses, and a couple emergency sets of clothes plus a bottle of Woolite. That went with half a dozen different ID’s, some credit and debit cards to accounts that weren’t in her name, a nice wad of bills, and a couple store cards for easy shopping while on the run.




The only problem was that her bags were in her storage area in her garage at home, and she had no doubt from this level of response that there were going to be more agents lurking in and/or around her place. She should have rented a place at one of the U-Stores around the city.




She so didn’t like having to shoot people. Or stab them. Or garrote them. Or any of that stuff. But it looked like she was going to have to track down some more people and make them of the deceased. Ugh. And she still had that bloodstain on her skirt.




“Xander, I think you need to drive over to my apartment. Veeeeeery carefully.”




Xander Harris was driving around in Liz’s apartment complex and acting dumb. It was one of the things he was really good at. He pulled over to where two guys in black suits were sitting in a new car and pretending they weren’t staking out Liz’s building. He parked where he blocked their line of sight, and he got out of the pickup.




Shotgun Seat Man rolled down his window and complained, “Move your truck, asshole.”




He gave the guy a big, stupid grin and said, “Sure thing, man. I just need a little help. Where’s Building J? I gotta find Building J and meet up with some maintenance guys.”




“You’re looking at it, moron.”




He went with Confused Doofus Look #1. “Uhh, are you sure? ‘Cause I think that’s building C.” He held up a map of the apartment complex, only he held it upside-down.




Driver’s Seat Man lost his temper. “Look idiot, you’ve got the map upside down!” He leaned across Shotgun Seat Man to reach for Xander’s map.




Liz popped up on the other side of the car, making it look easy, even if he knew she’d needed ten minutes of slow, careful approach to get into position. She slid a slim jim down between the closed window and the rubber seal, unlocked the door in one expert motion, and yanked the door open before the two agents realized what had happened. She shot both of them in the chest with one of those silenced .22 automatics.




Then she needed Xander’s help to prop the two dead guys up in their seats. Liz adjusted the agents’ dark glasses, and they looked pretty much alive. She locked the car doors, and then she hopped back in Xander’s truck.




“Okey-dokey, all four outside posts down. Now we go get my stuff, and we leave D.C.” She pouted, “Maybe forever. I really liked it here.”




He mentioned, “And how are we gonna get your stuff, when there’s got to be at least two guys lurking in your place, just waiting for you to walk into a deadfall?”




She gave him a wicked smirk. “Oh. Didn’t I explain that part? You’re going into my apartment.”





Part III



NID Agent Zach Neumann waited by the apartment door, while his two partners searched the place. They were maintaining radio silence, but that didn’t mean they weren’t talking to each other.




“I swear to God, no one on earth has this much makeup! It’s like the freaking Kardashian family dumped all their makeup shit in one bathroom!”




“And how do you know about the Kardashians, Mike? A little something you haven’t told us?”




“Oh fuck off, Bill. My girlfriend’s addicted to that freaking show. The only upside is she buys those slut clothes they market and she wears a lot more makeup than she used to.”




“Well I figure you—”




Ding-dong! Ding-dong!




They went silent. Zach moved to the apartment door and used a mirror to look through the peephole. Everyone knew you could get your face blown off by looking through a peephole when the guy on the other side had a gun.




It was some stupid grocery guy. He was dressed like a gangsta wannabe, in a sideways baseball cap and a stupid t-shirt. He was carrying three sacks of groceries.




Ding-dong! Ding-dong!




The grocery dork yelled, “Come on lady, open up! I can’t leave your frigging groceries out here! Cut me a little slack!” He rang the doorbell some more. “You called the store and said you wanted thirty minute delivery! Well I’m here!”




Zach looked over at Mike and Bill, who had slipped into the living room because of the noise. Bill whispered, “Summers probably called the store as a diversion. Keep an eye out.”




“Come on, lady! Open up!”




Zach finally opened the door. The guy just stood there. The hallway was otherwise empty. He told the guy, “She stepped out. Sorry.”




The guy frowned, “Here. You go ahead and take this shit. It’s already paid for.”




Zach told him, “Put it on the kitchen table.”




The guy just fumed, “Like I got time for this. I get docked for not getting back on time!”




Zach wanted to smack the guy around a little, but he just said, “Then maybe you should shut up and put the bags on the kitchen table.”




“Fine! Just be like that!” The guy stepped in, looked around for the kitchen, and set all three bags down. “I figure there’s no chance for a tip, right?”




Mike said, “Right, dickwad. Now beat it.”




The guy reached into the bags and turned around. He fired off a taser in each hand before Zach even realized the guy was a threat. Mike and Paul were yelling in pain and falling over before Zach even had his gun out of its holster.




Liz Summers waited until Xander stepped inside with the groceries before she moved. She sprinted down the hall and got to her door just as Xander got the drop on Thing One and Thing Two. She shot Thing Three in the back as he tried to fast-draw an automatic.




She stepped into her apartment and quickly closed the door. “Nice work.” She double-tapped the other two agents, because there was no way she was leaving someone alive who could ID Xander and get him killed. “Keep an eye on the hallway and give me two minutes.”




She stepped into her bedroom, which these dillweeds had been trashing. “Great. I spent ages organizing my stuff!”




She pulled out two suitcases from the back of the closet and opened them. Then she dumped lingerie, socks, skirts, tops, dresses, and accessories in. She followed that up by scooping her cosmetics in and slamming the suitcases closed. She complained, “I’ll take this as a subtle hint that I can’t stay here.”




Xander replied, “Sure you can. Didn’t you ever watch ‘Home Alone’? We put the blowtorch over there, and the hot iron up there, and we get you a tarantula to put on guys’ faces…”




She stuck her tongue out at him while she carried the suitcases into the living room. She grabbed the shoe holder that hung on the back of the closet door, rolled it up, and wrapped a bungee cord around it. She said, “Let’s go. Hall clear?”




Xander smiled, “Let’s head ’em up and move ’em out, pardner.”




He took both suitcases, while she took the rolled-up shoe holder. And a big enough purse to shove her .22 in so she was armed but not showing it.




They carefully moved down to Xander’s truck and put her stuff in the back. They already had her three suitcases out of her locked storage area at the back of her little garage space.




And she had left a special present for the investigators of this fun little set of rogue cells. She had just mailed one of the wetwork guys’ cellphones to Bulgaria, so they could waste lots of time tracking it down. Everything else? Garbage cans. Well, she was keeping all the cash in the wallets.




She reminded him, “Drive normal speed. Obey traffic laws. Don’t get pulled over.”




“Roger that, Commander Bond.”




She didn’t even roll her eyes. She just asked, “You have a destination in mind?”




“Sure. The el cheapo used car place I got the truck. We get something else cheap and get out of town.”




She nodded. “We take I-270 to I70 and head west. According to my phone, it’s about a 26 hour drive. We take turns sleeping and drive straight through before our playmates wise up that I’m not of the local anymore.”




He just shifted gears and said, “Road trip!”




She warned him, “I remember our college road trip. You can have all the Twinkies and Ho-hos and Ding-dongs you want, but no spicy beef jerky. Okay?”




“Man, you get a bad case of gas one time, and do they ever let you forget it? Noooo!”




Xander was still shaking his head. It took an hour to get to the el cheapo car place. It took almost that long for Liz to make up her mind on a car. Granted, she got Mister Hernandez to let her test-drive each car, and she got him to drop the price a stupid amount, and she got him to throw in half a case of oil for free. Liz was a menace when she unleashed her Bimbo Buffy routine.




As he had seen plenty of times, over the years, ever since little Liz Summers hit his high school like a whirlwind way back when he was a dumb, dorky sophomore. Okay, he was still dumb and dorky, and pretty sophomoric. Even if he’d had to grow up the hard way that year. But having Tony Harris for a father toughened you up in ways that were probably not of the good for society as a whole. And having your two bestest buds get grabbed by drug-gang members and then having to do whatever it took to save Willow and then try to rescue Jesse? That kind of thing either woke up your inner Rambo, or else you and your friends all died. And seriously, who would have thought the two people who would come to Xander’s aid would be a petite, perky cheerleader — who just happened to have a black belt or two and know some pretty terrifying sword forms — and the stuffy high school librarian — who just happened to be the deadliest shot Xander had ever seen in his life?




They left the lot with a really old station wagon. It was so old it once had fake wood on the sides, even if all that had peeled off years ago. The thing didn’t have AC, but it had a simple V8 engine he could fix if he needed to, and a radiator that hardly leaked at all. They stopped to fill it up with gas, and Liz bought four ten-gallon cans so they had thirty extra gallons of gas and ten gallons of water in case stuff came up. She also bought him five entire boxes of Hostess snack cakes, which together had about enough sugar to keep him driving until maybe next week. And she bought a case of diet coke so they both had plenty of caffeine. Even if he’d have to drink diet stuff.




And naturally, Liz was in disguise. She was wearing a straight black wig with weird black bangs and a nasty poison-green streak down one side, and black lipstick, and too much black eyeliner, along with a t-shirt for an emo band. And she was answering to ‘Elspeth’. There was definitely no Elizabeth Summers in this car.




It turned out that Liz’s compulsiveness or tradecraft or whatever paid off, since there was no gas station that was nearby and also open when they needed more gas around about three a.m. When they switched drivers and Xander got some shut-eye, they put twenty gallons from the trunk into the tank, and they headed west again.




Liz let Xander do more of the driving, because he was a ‘I like holding the wheel’ kind of guy. When they were both tired, they did road trip sing-along time. Liz knew Xander was a little better than her when it came to singing, but neither of them was ever going to be a threat to Carrie Underwood. Willow really sang better than both of them, but Willow was totally of the panicked whenever singing in public came up. Getting her to sing with Liz and Xander in a car with no one else listening was about the limit of Willow’s songbird career.




They drove through fast-food places instead of stopping, and Liz even bought Xander a ‘chicken of the sea’ for lunch. She made a bunch of gagging faces while he ate it, but she still bought it for him. Lots of people didn’t know you could get one at McDonald’s, but it was a quarter pounder with a fried chicken patty and a fried fish patty in place of the burgers. She was totally unsurprised that the one person who would want to eat something like that was Xander Harris, inventor of the deep-fried Twinkie. Well, the creator. It had taken Willow to figure out how to make something that weird, because back in high school, Xander had all the cooking skills of a caveman.




Xander pulled into the Denver airport’s short term parking in the early afternoon. They’d talked about this for hours, but he still wasn’t happy about flying home and leaving Liz without backup. Liz wasn’t all that happy about the ID he was using to fly home.




He checked, “You know, I could still go with. I’ve got another thirty-six hours before I’m supposed to be back at my place for the ankle bracelet inspection. I don’t like this. These guys could shove you in some hole and you’d never see the light of day again.”




She shrugged, “I think we got that covered with Will. She’ll leak all their top secret-ness all over the interwebs if they pull anything like that. But I can’t take you with me into Cheyenne Mountain and keep you a secret.” She hugged him and said, “You’re more important to me than me not getting into trouble.”




“Ditto… Elspeth, you wacky emo you.”




She complained, “I just don’t like you flying on Bobby Chase’s ID.”




He shrugged, “Hey, Cordy’s covering for me, and ol’ Bobby will never know.”




“And that’s another thing!” she griped. “You? And Cordelia Chase? That’s like… pirates consorting with ninjas! It can’t happen!”




He grinned, “Willow’s not of the happy about it either, what with her being the head of the We Hate Cordelia Club and me being the secretary-treasurer.”




“That was like third grade.”




He smirked, “Hey, hating Cordelia never goes out of style. Like your really tight leather pants.”




Liz fussed, “Dating Cordelia is just… wrong! And I know there’s no way Big Daddy Chase would put up with you.”




He nodded. “Or Miriam. Or little brother Asshole — I mean Bobby. Cordelia is gonna have to marry some billionaire or risk getting disinherited. That’s why there’s no dating. Just…”




Liz interrupted, “Just hot, sleazy sex with naughty, naughty Xander.”




He rolled his eyes. “Look Liz, I don’t know how it happened, but it happened. Cordy and I have this thing together. At first I thought it was just an insane fluke, and then I didn’t think it would last more than a couple weeks, but we’re getting close to our sixth anniversary. I can’t tell my parents because they’d see it as the big gravy train, and Willow still holds it against me. Cordy can’t tell anyone. You and Wills are the only people who know, and I trust both of you not to spill. Okay?”




She scowled, “It’s not okay, but I’m letting it slide. Still, if any of the Chases hurt you, they’re gonna wake up with polo pony heads in their beds. Capisce?”




He hugged her again and caught the shuttle bus into the airport with his duffel bag and his nailgun case he was going to have to check. He reminded himself that if anyone on earth could make that threat happen, it was probably Liz Summers.




Because, seriously, who would have thought that in his moment of greatest desperation, with Willow and Jesse both kidnapped by El Maestro’s drug gang, that a petite blonde cheerleader-type would turn out to be the baddest hand-to-hand fighter he’d ever seen in person, or that the stuffy new British librarian would turn out to be willing and able to headshot badguys with stupidly amazing accuracy? Or that slacker extraordinaire Xander Harris would have the guts to go deep into El Maestro’s turf and kill anyone who got in his way in his quest to rescue Jesse? And he’d been so fucking close! When that bitch came out of nowhere and stabbed Jesse in the neck, Xander had found out that not only could he kill in a pitched battle, but he could murder a sexy lady murderer when she wasn’t threatening him. And that Liz Summers and Rupert Giles could do even worse.




If only Giles hadn’t vanished once his real assignment was done. And if only the guy hadn’t boned Liz’s mom.




Liz tried not to cry as she drove down toward Colorado Springs. Her Xander was the loyalest, bestest friend ever. And there was no way she was letting him get hurt. Or Willow. Cordelia? Liz wouldn’t object if Cordelia got hurt a little somewhere along the line.




She’d been on the phone with Willow several times during the drive to Colorado, and she had a plan. For starters, she wasn’t walking into Cheyenne Mountain and disappearing forever. Because if she was right about Deep Space Radar Telemetry, they probably had ways to disappear her that would make gulags look cushy. All she needed was to get dumped into the grasping tentacles of whatever aliens least liked O’Neill’s people.




She’d seen hentai. No thanks!




Colonel Jack O’Neill and Major Samantha Carter had to live in the area, but they didn’t have listed phone numbers. Duh. Still, Willow could find them. O’Neill paid his electric bill and his cable bill and his utility bill and all that. And Willow could get into supposedly-safe databases that were on the internet and didn’t have military-level firewalls or NSA-level encryption. Like the local utilities. According to Willow, the Colorado Springs local cable company kept their data unencrypted in a little Microsoft Access database with the top-secret password ‘PASSWORD’. So Liz now knew where she could catch O’Neill alone and have a nice, private little chat with him about why he had been nosing around after her.




And she was going to have to be careful about it. If these NID cells were busy trying to screw O’Neill over and trample all over his project, then she was sure he wasn’t in on the whole Whack-a-Liz dealie. On the other hand, he might still be in the middle of betraying national security by messing around with aliens who wanted to do who-the-hell-knew-what. The ‘lots of medals and awards from big cheeses’ thing suggested that some really high higher-ups thought O’Neill and Carter were risking their lives to do heroic stuff, but she had met guys who looked really heroic and wholesome on paper and had turned out to be ginormous sleazebuckets. One of them had ordered her killed just yesterday morning. She was betting it was Kinsey, but it could easily be one of her supposedly-wholesome, all-American NID bosses.




Plus, Willow had spotted a nice little pattern in O’Neill’s cable tv usage, which correlated almost perfectly with Major Samantha Carter’s home internet usage. Both of them would be gone for a couple days or maybe a couple weeks, and then be back with everything nice and normal, just like before. That spelled ‘ops team’ to Liz. And they were currently in the ‘going home each evening’ phase instead of the ‘out of town on an op’ phase.




With these people, it was probably more ‘out of the solar system on an op’ phase.




So she had a computer map of Colorado Springs, and O’Neill’s address, and enough time to hide her car in a long-term lot and get a new rental car fresh from the Denver airport and then prep for her little op.




She stopped at a little computer café and spent an hour making up fake orders and using Willow’s talents to get a really good image of the letterhead of the Joint Chiefs of Staff so she had what looked like a photocopy of real orders from real military guys. Then she went into a gas station bathroom and washed off her face and changed into one of her disguise outfits she hadn’t worn yet.




First lieutenant Elizabeth Ann Winters walked out of the bathroom in her crisp little uniform. Her hair was pinned up properly. Her makeup was perfectly done so she looked like she was wearing no makeup but was naturally gorgeous. She even had her cap on just right. She might even be able to sell O’Neill that she really was an Air Force lieutenant on a secret mission so she had clearance to talk to him about the truth behind Deep Space Radar Telemetry.




If only Willow had been able to find out what they really called their program. All Will had been able to come up with was an obscure reference to something called ‘Project Bluebook’ which might not even be the correct project.




Maybe O’Neill would have a thing for petite blondes and he’d be easy to bluff. If not, things might go real bad, real fast.





Part IV



Jack O’Neill was a tired puppy. Dealing with the day-to-day and ordinary at the SGC was tiring. Dealing with the aftermath of Danny’s death had been… exhausting. And agonizing. And he didn’t really know if Danny had died or… or whatever. Had Danny really ascended? He really wanted to believe that his friend had moved on to some sort of higher plane of existence where Dannyboy could float around and argue about languages or whatever else he might want to do now.




Jack wanted nothing more than to go home and drink a couple too many beers and watch Simpsons reruns until his eyes fell out. Maybe hockey. But he had other people he had to worry about, and Sam wasn’t dealing with this very well. He didn’t think Teal’c was dealing all that well either, but the Jaffa had really different views on death and dying. And getting The Big T to spill his inner feelings was about as easy as taking him in a sparring match. Meaning: not happening. So instead of burying his head in the sand for a night, Jack needed to be Mister Fun Party Host.




He drove into his driveway and parked. Teal’c hadn’t said a word since they left the mountain. Danny would have been chattering away non-stop about something insanely boring. Maybe even Olympic-level competitive boring. The disparity was downright painful.




Hey! He could use words like ‘disparity’ when he wanted to!




And… crap. There was a rental car in his driveway, and a perky Air Force woman standing stiffly on his porch. This could not be good.




He muttered, “Teal’c, I have no idea who this is or why she’s not coming to the base. Stay sharp.”




“Indeed. I will.” Teal’c adjusted his baseball cap so the mark of Apophis was properly concealed, and he stepped out of the car first.




Jack got out and closed the car door. He didn’t lock it, just in case. And he made with the chit-chat. “So Murray, you don’t know what you’re missing. The Simpsons is the best tv show in history!”




The little officer in her cute little skirt snapped to attention and saluted crisply while holding a valise in her other hand. He noticed that the skirt was maybe a hair too short for regulations. He lazily returned the salute.




Then she moved so the light was on her face, and he recognized her.




What the hell was Buffy Summers doing here? And in an Air Force uniform? He instantly knew something was very wrong.




Teal’c stopped and spoke in his usual deep tones. “BuffySummers, why are you here? Is there another apocalypse?”




The official smile vanished, as the little valise fell to the floor revealing the Uzi she’d been hiding inside it. The Uzi came up sharply to point right where she could cover both of them. She snapped, “Who the hell are you, and how do you know who I am?”




Oh great. It wasn’t Buffy the Vampire Slasher from another universe. It was his world’s Elizabeth Summers. The NID agent. And she had the drop on them.




Liz Summers was used to operations going off the rails. ‘No battle plan survives contact with the enemy’ and all that jazz. But she wasn’t used to having the entire plan go to hell before she even opened her mouth.




She pulled up the Uzi and carefully moved into position. “Both of you. Hands on your heads.” Neither was wearing a hat you could conceal anything bigger than a wiresaw or a few lockpicks. She was still going to be ready if one of them flicked his hat at her face before attacking. “Now. Hands on the wall. Then move your feet apart and back. You know the drill.”




Big, Black and Buff calmly said, “I do not know any tools for boring holes, nor do I own any.”




Weird guy. Seriously weird.




O’Neill tried hard not to laugh out loud. Then he tried to cover for the other guy. “Take it easy, Buffy. Murray here is actually from Mauritania, so he doesn’t get a lot of English idioms. I just call him Murray because I can’t pronounce his real name.”




“Yeah. Right.” She totally bought that explanation. So maybe Big Guy’s weirdness was causal. Maybe this was all part of ‘Deep Space Radar Telemetry’. “So how do you know who I am and what I look like?”




O’Neill glanced over at ‘Murray’ and just said, “Classified.”




How could that be classified? She tried again. “You knew what I looked like, even when I was in a little bit of disguise. But you didn’t know that I really go by ‘Liz’. Care to explain that little bit of the weird?”




“Nope.” O’Neill even popped his ‘p’ just to be a smartass. She noted that he wasn’t worried. Well, if he had years and years of spec ops experience so black that his files were mostly blacked-out sections, then it probably took a lot to rattle him. Big Guy looked like it might take an attack by King Kong to rattle him.




She figured at least one of them was armed. And she figured there was no way she could safely search one of them for weapons without getting jumped by one or both of them. Hell, she was only 5’2” and Big Guy’s upper arms were so out of her reach.




And she really needed to get some intel out of O’Neill. But that was blown. He knew who she was, and he knew intel that she needed. Even worse, she could tell by his expression that he knew it too.




The thing that really had her worried was that Big Guy had dropped the word ‘apocalypse’. And he hadn’t meant it in some kind of codeword-y way. He had meant an apocalypse. ‘Another’ apocalypse. As in ‘end of the world’. And he’d thought she knew something important about one apocalypse. At least one.




She tried, “So… Murray. Would you like to tell me about this apocalypse I’m supposed to already know about?”




O’Neill interrupted, “He said ‘ALpocalypse’. He’s a huge Weird Al Yankovic fan. Has all his albums. Goes to Al’s big concert at the California state fair every year.”




‘Murray’ just stared at O’Neill for several seconds and then calmly turned to face the wall again. In that deep, unruffled voice, he boomed, “Indeed.”




She recognized O’Neill’s anti-interrogation technique. It was pretty much what she used, only she went more for ‘ditzy bimbo’ to aggravate and derail the interrogator. O’Neill went for ‘snarky smartass’.




So she tried to derail him in turn. She sighed, making sure to give O’Neill a little look at some booby-bounce. “Look, I didn’t want this to be a remake of ‘The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly’. I just wanted to fake some ‘need to know’ and get you to tell me enough about your real program underneath Deep Space Radar Telemetry that I could tell if you’re really the good guys.”




“Hey! We are the good guys!” O’Neill insisted angrily. “And we really are Deep Space Radar Telemetry.” He didn’t manage to be as convincing on that one.




She explained, “No, you’re totally not. When you poked around looking for intel on me, a whole bunch of NID trigger-ness went off. So I went looking. You’re black ops. Samantha Carter is writing papers on wormholes that move matter somewhere far, far away. Daniel Jackson believes aliens built the pyramids earlier than previously thought. I put those together and I get…” Shit. She should have tumbled to this one a couple minutes ago, because she’d been to Western Africa, and places with famines did not turn out guys who looked like they could bench press the entire WWE. “…Murray, who’s not from Mauritania and I’m guessing not from this planet. I have some extreme dirt on the NID, and I need to know you’re the right people to turn it over to. But if you’re committing treason by letting aliens run loose on our planet, I’m gonna have to try and stop you too.”




O’Neill tilted his head back a bit and called out, “Carter, you heard that, right? Don’t shoot her. Yet.”




“Understood, sir!”




Shit! That was definitely a woman’s voice. A very determined woman who sounded like she’d had years of military training. Even worse, it was an armed woman who was out there somewhere and Liz had no idea where.




It would’ve been pretty handy if the armed woman had fallen over a log or something and given away her position. Liz couldn’t tell a direction from a voice that had bounced off a few hundred trees before it got to the porch.




Liz didn’t turn her head away from her two ‘prisoners’, but she yelled, “Doctor Carter? If you shoot me, I’ll probably fire off this Uzi by accident, and that could be of the unfortunate.”




Jack pretend-whispered, “She prefers ‘Major Carter’.”




Ooh, that was informative. It told Liz that she was being targeted by a serious threat, and not a desk jockey who had a well-pressed uniform but not a lot else. Okay, Liz had figured that part out when she read Samantha Carter’s file. A hundred hours in a fighter in a warzone with enough kills to be listed as an ace. Marksman’s medals. Purple hearts. More medals than anyone Liz knew of who hadn’t been in a major war. Major Samantha Carter was not some wimpy little Chair Force cadet. Carter was not someone to dick around with.




Liz adjusted her position so there were fewer easy lines of sight for Carter to perforate little Summers girls. Then she crouched down and made sure she could shoot both guys at the same time. If she really had to. ‘Murray’ looked like one of those guys she had run into who had to be hit in instantly-lethal spots or else he would just keep coming at you until you were crushed like a coke can. O’Neill had apparently survived a hell of a lot more badness than Liz had seen in her admittedly-brief career, so dropping him wouldn’t be a piece of cake either.




She gave O’Neill a smile. “You know, I really hate Mexican standoffs. They usually end in lots and lots of bulletholes. And I just pressed this uniform.”




Jack tried to work it all out before things went to hell and he got shot. Again. Getting shot was never fun. Plus, all the scars he’d picked up over the years tended to make dates get really squirrely when things got to naked time.




Liz Summers had a load of intel on the NID. Allegedly. She had no clue about any other Buffy Summers, which he was marking in the ‘good things’ category right now. He had obviously screwed up massively when he went poking around for information on a Buffy Summers of his world. She had used NID assets to find him in Deep Space Radar Telemetry and to figure out way too much about what was really going on. She moved with that Uzi like someone with black ops background and serious firearms training.




He tried, “What, you didn’t want to come visit me in my office and play a few rounds of Mortal Kombat on my Playstation?”




She gave him a brittle smile. “I totally am of the doubtful that a U.S. Air Force colonel has a Playstation in his office underneath Cheyenne Mountain. And I am not going anywhere I might get ‘disappeared’ through a wormhole to some alien hellhole, even if my disappearance would be extremely bad for you and Carter and Jackson and all of Project Bluebook, because I’m totally sure you do not want what you do to get spread all over the internet like lolcats.”




But this Summers didn’t know about Buffy the Vampire Staker, and she didn’t know what he knew about that Buffy’s old pals. He took a wild swing in the dark, “Would that be courtesy of Willow Rosenberg?”




She blanched. She twitched. She did not accidentally pull the trigger on that Uzi, which was a good thing for him, and which also told him a lot about her levels of experience with firearms. Then she tried for the save. “Wh-who?”




Since his first wild swing had accidentally gone over the centerfield fence and ended up in the nosebleed seats, he took another swing. “You know. Willow. Your old buddy the computer hacker. Like your other bestie, Xander Harris.”




She looked for a second like she might really shoot him. But she didn’t. She flipped the safety on. She set the Uzi down so the business end pointed at his front door. She stepped back from it and put her hands on her head. “I have no idea who you’re talking about, but I surrender.”




He knew that look on her face. She knew she was screwed. She knew she was trapped. She knew she was never getting out of this mess. But she was not giving in. He knew that desperate, trapped feeling from the other side of the gun barrel, and he knew she would no more cough up any intel now than he did when he got left behind and spent four months in an Iraqi prison.




And he wanted that intel. If she could fuck up the NID and maybe a few of their powerful supporters, then one Jack O’Neill would sleep better at night.




Was it possible that some Ascended spacemonkey was fiddling with things so all of this looked completely accidental?




He’d never know the answer to that, but he did know the next few seconds would make or break this deal. Carter came smoothly out of the woods at an angle behind Summers, and she was aiming her service automatic at Summers’ center of mass. Teal’c swiftly slid over and snatched up Summers’ Uzi. He loomed over her, but she refused to look up at his face. Man, compared to him, she looked like Air Force Barbie.




Carter got to the point. “Sir, according to official guidelines, we need to call this in. If Agent Summers does have intel on illegal NID actions, then we need to notify the general and provide information to the DoJ and the Joint Chiefs. And if she was trying to obtain classified information illegally, then—”




He sighed in fake exhaustion. “Yes Carter, you are absolutely right, only I doubt we can call this in without alerting the NID, and I also think that right now Agent Summers would dive out of a moving car into oncoming traffic rather than go with us up to the mountain.” Christ, the look in Summers’ eyes told him he was on the money with that guess.




He added, “Carter, I also figure Summers is about as unarmed as you are, and I figure she’s a hell of a lot more worried about her hometown friends than she is about herself.” He looked over at Summers and mock-whispered, “See? I have my very own Rosenberg.”




“I do not know what you are talking about, sir,” Summers said as stiffly as she could.




Teal’c pointed out, “BuffySummers was prepared to battle a god to save her friend, so I foresee ElizabethSummers acting similarly.”




“Yeah, I agree with ya on that one,” Jack muttered.




“Prepared to battle a god?” Liz Summers looked pretty much like Jack had when he had been briefed on the Stargate Project. Just like him, she wasn’t going to admit how shocked she really felt. “What’s he smoking, and how can I get me some?”




Jack made a decision. He just hoped it didn’t explode in his face. Some of his instinctive choices had been awesome. Case in point: Teal’c. A couple had not. But… what the hell.




“Summers? Put your hands down. Carter? Holster it. We’re gonna go in my house and sit down and talk. And Carter? Your little trip to Hermione’s house is not officially part of our stuff, so you can tell Summers.” He turned back to their little prisoner. “Is it okay if we call you Liz?”





Part V



Liz Summers was having the weirdest mission of her life. She had surrendered to Colonel O’Neill and his forces… and he had invited her in for a drink. He hadn’t searched her, even though he’d made it clear he knew she was carrying.




He hadn’t asked Carter to search her, either. Liz had a feeling that Carter was a pro, and wouldn’t balk at doing the kind of search that really needed to be done on an NID agent with years of experience. Liz had needed to do that kind of search before, and with some people it included an MRI for anything they had swallowed and were expecting to get access to in eight to thirty hours. She once did that kind of search on an Iraqi terrorist who had scars on his forearms that she’d found out from the MRI were where some insano had shoved shit under his skin in case of capture, like three lockpicks and a wiresaw and a plastic-covered blade.




O’Neill led her into the kitchen, with Carter and Teal’c behind them so Liz was still under guard. But O’Neill wasn’t taking suitable precautions. He was turning his back to her and letting her into his house. For all he knew, she could have already broken into his house and planted some firepower or a bomb while she was waiting for him to get home.




He opened the fridge. “So… Liz. Whatcha want? I’ve got Guinness, Fat Tire, diet Pepsi for Carter, root beer for Murray… I’ve got milk but it’s whole milk. And half a pitcher of lemonade. Out of a can, not homemade.”




He handed cans of soda to Carter and ‘Murray’ and took a Fat Tire Ale for himself. What the hell. She said, “I’ll take a Fat Tire. I’ve never had one.”




He opened both bottles of the ale and set them on the counter, which she figured meant he knew she didn’t trust him, and he was giving her the choice of bottles just in case he somehow had a spiked bottle of beer in his fridge just in case he had invading forces who really liked beer.




Okay, she had a big bottle of ‘apple cider’ in her fridge that was spiked with preservative and a sedative, just in case she had ever needed to bring someone home and deal with them there. Honey West had distilled a real sense of ultra-suspiciousness in her, and it had served her well.




O’Neill led her into his living room. Carter and Murray automatically sat down in what were probably their official places. There was one obvious seat that no one took, and she avoided that one, just in case.




Murray seemed at ease in here, and Carter… Damn, Carter was a ridiculously good-looking woman for a world-class astrophysicist and star Air Force pilot. And she wasn’t even trying. Liz was wearing a lot of makeup just to get that ‘perfect skin and big eyes and apparently no makeup’ look that fooled guys but probably wouldn’t fool Carter. Big-name physicists should look dumpy and drab, with really thick glasses. And maybe bad teeth. And ugly brown hair that needed a couple days in a beauty parlor, instead of Carter’s blonde no-nonsense haircut.




Liz took a sip from her beer bottle. It was surprisingly good. She asked, “How do you want to play this, since you’ve got me captive?” She was going to do whatever it took to protect Xander and Willow. The only problem was O’Neill knew that already. She just couldn’t figure out how he knew. There had to be some reason why Murray knew her on sight and O’Neill knew all about her friends, but they didn’t even know her first name.




O’Neill sat back and gave her a big smirk. “Well, you’re gonna want to hang onto that NID stuff as insurance. And you’ve got Willow hovering over a keyboard in case you don’t call in with some super-secret passphrase.” He slipped into a hokey ‘spy’ voice, “A wet duck… never flies at night.” He moved back to his normal voice. “And we can’t tell you about… stuff. Even if you came up with some pretty darn wacky conclusions, and Willow was probably the one who found the ‘Project Bluebook’ tidbit. But Carter can tell you a story!”




“Sir!” Carter squawked a bit.




“Oh come on, Carter. You love telling this story.” The look on Carter’s face told Liz that Carter had told whatever story it was, probably a lot more than once, and she totally didn’t love telling it again. “And it’ll explain how all three of us knew you by sight, and how we knew about Willow and Xander, and how we knew some other stuff. Like the ‘ditzy Buffy’ act.”




And Carter reluctantly started talking. “We were on an op, when out of nowhere this British girl shows up…”




About forty minutes later, Carter finally wrapped up. “…and the pouch stopped working about an hour and a half after I got it back here, and it’s never been more than a pouch made from an unknown animal’s skin since then. But that meant that we went nosing around to see if my teammates or their allies could be allies for us here.”




Liz looked around at her three captors. “And you expect me to believe all that. Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Willow the uber-witch and real hellgods.”




O’Neill smiled, “Nope. Nobody sane would believe that, even if it explains why we knew about you and your Scoobies. And it’s why I went looking for Buffy Summers, instead of Elizabeth Summers.”




Liz didn’t know what to think. Carter clearly hadn’t wanted to tell the story, and had left out why she was selected, which was probably Project Bluebook wormhole stuff. Still, anyone could make up a story more believable than that. Because… seriously? A magical vampire slayer with superhuman powers, and her nerdy bookworm buddy who turned into the most powerful witch this side of Merlin? Even that weird guy who created ‘Dollhouse’ and ‘Firefly’ wouldn’t make up something that bizarre.




Even if Liz couldn’t think of any way that O’Neill could have found out about the Scoobies without Xander or Willow spilling.




But O’Neill was giving Liz that smirk. That ‘I know stuff you don’t know’ smirk that made her want to do something. Probably something that would play into whatever sneaky scheme the guy had come up with while she was holding him at gunpoint.




And just to make things more irritating, he grinned, “Oh, and here’s something else you ought to know. We’re not gonna hurt Willow or Xander. No matter what you do, we’re not gonna go after civilians, because we don’t do that. The NID may pull that crap, but we don’t.”




“Sir, with all due respect, perhaps that isn’t information you should give Agent Summers, as it may affect your leverage,” Carter carefully hedged.




Liz wondered just how often Carter had to tell O’Neill he’d screwed up, but in a way that wouldn’t get a superior officer mad at her.




O’Neill just grinned at Liz. “See? My very own Willow.”




Liz stalled, “Is my Willow even like your Willow?”




Carter thought for a second. “The Willow I met is brilliant, inventive, full of curiosity, self-effacing despite her amazing gifts, still working at overcoming her innate shyness, and was arguing with her Buffy over whether she was bisexual or strictly lesbian.”




“Wow, that sounds totally like my Willow.”




O’Neill jumped in, “And she scared the holy crap out of me when she really cut loose.”




“Me too,” Carter confessed.




Okay, maybe that sounded a little too much like Willow too, because Hacker Willow once showed Liz a worm that Willow had written just for academic interest, but could have brought most of the planet’s network resources to a screeching halt if it had gotten released into the wild. That particular lesson on computer security had showed Liz just how dangerous Willow could be if sufficiently pissed at someone. It had also taught her a shit-ton about cyberwarfare and cyber-threats, because there were tons of angry nerds out there who had been picked on in junior high and probably still hated the entire world.




She thought it over. Even if O’Neill’s Project Bluebook boys weren’t the goodguys, they still hated the NID after getting targeted. Handing her intel over to O’Neill — or more likely, Carter — had to be the most effective intramural use of the data, because she had a feeling O’Neill would know exactly how to put the screws to these jerks. And if O’Neill was a badguy, he would have even fewer qualms about doing it.




She said, “Okay. I’m turning my intel on NID rogue cells over to you guys, since you hate ’em already. I tried going to Senator Robert Kinsey, but he or his weasel sidekick Kenny pulled out all the wetwork specialists to plug up that leak.”




Whoa. She hadn’t expected to see that kind of reaction when she said the magic word ‘Kinsey’. These people all knew him. And really, really didn’t like him. That worked for her. She smiled, “I take it the good senator is not your fave guy.”




O’Neill gave her a smile that didn’t come anywhere near his eyes. Man, she totally did not want to have O’Neill think about her like that, because that look so said ‘I would like to nail that guy to the ground in front of a march of army ants’. O’Neill just asked, “You wouldn’t happen to have any evidence on that, would you?”




She admitted, “Nothing I could take into a court of law. I took the dirt on the NID rogue cells to him, and as soon as he asked me if I had told anyone else, I knew my ass was grass. So when he asked if I had copies, I said yes. And the hitmen who jumped me asked me first thing where the copies were. So he or Kenny told an NID handler, who did the official fingering of little Lizzies.” She paused a second and added, “And not in the dirty way.” Then she remembered, “And someone came up with a ‘paper’ that had a passive tracking system embedded in it, and those papers were in the stuff I turned over to Kinsey and his staff-weasel, and they got shredded or burned before moving out of the building.”




O’Neill just raised his eyebrows at Carter. It was a sure sign that this group had been working together on a lot of ops, because Carter automatically knew what he wanted to ask. Carter ventured, “Sir, I don’t see that this gives us any additional intel on Kinsey. We already suspected he was one of the forces behind the NID, and we still have no solid evidence we can take to a Senate judiciary committee or the President. And, while I believe Agent Summers, I suspect that her word would not be sufficient against that of both Kinsey and his… minion.”




O’Neill growled, “And we’re pretty sure some even worse slimeballs are behind the NID and Kinsey, so we’ll have to be pretty careful who we share this intel with.”




“Oh, great,” Liz muttered. “So if Kinsey rats me out to the Secret Evil Council Of Shadowy Badguys, then I’ll never be safe. This is totally of the sucky.”




O’Neill said, “It’s not that hopeless. We’ve managed to stalemate these asswipes before. We can do it again. And if that doesn’t work… we’ll go egg their houses.” He gave her a smirk that she figured he did way too often for an Air Force colonel.




Carter was paying attention to the details. She interrupted, “Liz, when do you need to call W- your friend? And can I meet her?”




Liz shrugged as casually as she could. “We were figuring on a lot of slippage, so I don’t need to call in until late.” She wasn’t going to give away a detail that might let her apply a little pressure, even if she wasn’t going to let Willow get herself in ginormous trouble when these guys knew all about Willow already. “And I don’t know about a meet. My Will sounds a lot like your Will, but mine isn’t ready to get grilled by The Feds.”




Carter just smiled. “The Willow I met was still like that, and she had pretty much moved past ‘network cracker’ and ‘Slayer support’ all the way up to ‘Earth goddess’.”




O’Neill pointed out to Carter, “We do have federal contracts with a boatload of computer companies, including Microsoft, so we could talk to… our boss about an RFP for Microsoft network security dealies and find a way to get Ms. Rosenberg to help us out here and there. Legally, even.”




Liz didn’t flinch, but she really didn’t want to drag Willow any farther down the rabbit hole. And that sounded like a huge step in the wrong direction for her bestie. She also thought O’Neill had lobbed in the word ‘dealie’ there just so he didn’t come off like he knew anything about federal contracts and computer security. But he was a full colonel, so he’d probably been through training courses in crap like that. He’d probably even paid attention when he had to.




Liz also didn’t like the ‘oh goody’ look in Carter’s eyes. The look that said ‘I cannot wait to drag Willow into stuff and use her brain like a big computer’. Even if O’Neill seemed to think Carter was a Willow Rosenberg who also flew fighters and faced down aliens. Okay, Carter had a Ph.D. in astrophysics and had apparently figured out how to make real wormholes to alien places… and how to get back in one piece afterward. That made her sound like she might even be smarter than Willow. If that was humanly possible.




Was it even possible that Carter really had met another Willow who was just like the real Willow, only magical? That made a sense that was… not.




Ken Porter was not a happy man, and having to tell this shit to Senator Kinsey was just making him feel a lot worse. Maybe that had to do with the fact that the senator was so angry and upset that his face was a might-have-a-stroke-at-any-minute red. And Ken was getting his ass chewed off by an angry senator when none of this was his fault.




Kinsey bellowed in his face, “Are you trying to tell me one teeny bimbo took out an entire wetwork squad and then took down another dozen armed agents?! That’s bullshit! Someone’s behind this and running assassination squads at us! And find that little bitch! Jesus Christ, people don’t just disappear!”




Liz blinked, and Carter was gone in a flash of light and a weird, sci-fi noise. “Jesus Christ! People don’t just disappear!”




She looked over at O’Neill, and the guy was shocked. Trying to hide it, but shocked. And pissed off. She asked him, “Are we under attack?” Not like there was anything she could do about it if O’Neill’s enemies had long-distance disintegrate-you-in-your-living-room beams.




But O’Neill just scrambled for his house phone and dialed a number from memory. “It’s me, sir… Yes sir, I know what time it is, but the Asgard just snatched Carter… Yes sir, I’m sure, right out of my living room, in front of… us.”




Liz gasped, “You guys have Star Trek teleporters? No way!”




‘Murray’ calmly stated, “We are not the ones with the teleporters, and O’Neill has also pointed out the similarity with certain popular science fiction technologies.”




Of course they didn’t have Star Trek teleporters. If they did, they could have grabbed Liz off O’Neill’s porch and teleported her right into a jail cell in Cheyenne Mountain. But if they didn’t have teleporters and someone else did…




“Wait, Asgard?” she checked. “As in Thor, god of thunder, and his dad Odin, and Sif and Freya?” She was pretty sure that none of her training was going to be of much help against actual Norse gods.




O’Neill grimaced. “I’ll explain as we go. I figure what you already worked out, plus seeing that… Pretty much means I’ve gotta get you to sign a few NDAs so General Hammond can decide whether you get a full briefing or not.”




“Does this kind of stuff happen to you guys a lot?”




O’Neill frowned, “Way too often. Sometimes it seems like it’s about once a week.”




‘Murray’ nodded in agreement. “Indeed.”





Part VI



Liz Summers was on her way to Cheyenne Mountain, and she had a bad feeling she was never going to leave it by the front door. But the alternative was uber-grim.




She was sitting next to O’Neill while he drove, with Murray in the back seat, and she was calling Willow’s blind drop, so O’Neill and Murray wouldn’t have Willow’s phone number, but it was hopeless. They knew who — and what — Willow was, and if Willow did that big info-dump all over the internet, Will would be going to prison for the rest of her life. Liz couldn’t let that happen, no matter what she had to do. She was even setting the phone on speakerphone so O’Neill would know what was up.




She was just planning on leaving a nice, safe message, but Willow answered it. Damn it! “Kate Libby here! Everything okay in Colorado?”




O’Neill snorted with laughter when he heard the codename. Someone spent too much time watching movies.




Liz groaned a little. “Hi. Codephrase ‘Jack O’Toole made a big cake’.” That meant she was not under duress, but things were going to hell. “I need you to delete all the Project Bluebook intel and send all the NID intel to Jack O’Neill’s email address.”




“What happened?” Willow asked. “Was it totally of the ick?”




Liz admitted, “O’Neill and Carter and their pal were super-nice, even after I tried pulling an Uzi on ’em. But it was because they have way too much intel on us. On all of us.”




“Even…”




Liz admitted, “Yeah. Even him. They even knew the name ‘Scoobies’.”




Willow gasped, “Oh no! That’s so not of the good! They didn’t do some weird alien mind-reading on you, did they? Or maybe they kidnapped a certain really hot librarian and…” She slipped into a bad German accent. “Ve haff vays uff making you talk!”




O’Neill suddenly choked, “A librarian? Fer cryin’ out loud!” He turned and stared at Liz. “Please don’t tell me you had Rupert Giles as your high school librarian.”




“Umm… maybe?”




O’Neill smacked his forehead against the top of the steering wheel. “Aagh! I should’ve guessed! I should’ve at least checked!”




Willow worried, “I can hear that guy. How does he know about Mister Giles?”




Liz asked, “Is this that thing I probably shouldn’t tell Ms. Libby?”




O’Neill scowled, “She wouldn’t believe you anyway. So how long did you have the suave British librarian at your school, and how many women did he sweep off their feet, and how many dead bodies turned up about the time he was leaving?”




Liz suddenly wondered just how much O’Neill really knew about everything. But if Giles had spilled, O’Neill wouldn’t be asking those questions. Still… “Did you interrogate Giles?”




O’Neill snorted. “As if. There’s no way he’d talk about a past op. We’ve got him on loan for a couple months because of a problem on our end, and we asked for him because another Giles figured in that little thing Carter told you about.”




“That would be… insane,” Liz pointed out. Maybe not as insane as Buffy Summers the Cali girl and superpowered Slayer of vampires and demons and maybe-gods. Which she was still not buying into, no matter how much intel O’Neill and Carter had on her.




But Willow answered O’Neill’s question. “I thought Mister Giles really liked me, but then he left, and then I found out he was probably just being nice and laughing at the underage virgin bookworm while he boinked like half the women in town. He had a thing going with Miss Calendar, and we think he boinked Miss French but she turned up dead. And ditto on Amy’s mom! And Liz found out he boinked her mother one night—”




“Hey! We agreed no spilling about that!”




But Willow just kept going, because Will had crushed pretty hard on a suave British intellectual who was pretty much everything Willow had ever dreamed of finding in Mister Right, once she finally got over Xander. And then she found out that Mister Suave was a big ol’ man-ho. And a ruthless killer. And a probable super-spy who was probably working for the British SIS. And had probably just been pretending to like Willow. Willow had been pretty crushed for a couple months over that.




Willow added, “—and he even boinked my mom after Parent-Teacher Night, and judging by the number of women crying when he went back to England, I’m guessing he also boned two of the school secretaries, the lady at the Magic Box, Molly at the Espresso Pump, and the manager at his apartment building. And who knows how many other women! The big horny jerky spy-guy.”




O’Neill asked, “And how many years did he take to do all this jazz?”




Liz grumbled, “Three and a half months.”




“Whew. How many unsolved murders turned up right about the time he left town?”




Willow blabbed, “Eleven. More if you count the dead guys at the military base. But we’re figuring definites on Miss French and the giant one-eyed guy the police said was a hired killer from out of town and that British national who was in the country illegally. The police blamed pretty much all the deaths on that one-eyed guy, because — hello! — hired killer! From out of town! And that doesn’t count the disappearances either. Or all those gangbangers.”




Liz snapped, “Hey! Don’t get into that part!”




“Oops. Sorry. But he helped you and… you-know-who save my life, and we almost got Jesse back, and—”




O’Neill casually asked, “You mean Xander? That guy has guts.”




Deathly silence drifted over the phone line.




Finally, Willow whimpered, “How does he know about… someone who couldn’t possibly be Xander because our Xander would never commit crimes and is home right now with an ankle bracelet on and couldn’t be out doing stuff and—”




“Hey! Stop!”




“Oh God, I’m so sorry, I’m all babbly and with the spilling, and I’m totally of the useless at this, and… and why did Rupert have to be such a horny creepazoid? I mean… mom? After I found out and confronted her, she just…” Willow started sobbing.




O’Neill gently asked, “What happened?”




Liz grimaced, “She confronted her mom. Her mom broke down and confessed… and then went off on a book tour the next morning even though she wasn’t supposed to leave for a couple days. And didn’t come back for six months. Willow’s dad hasn’t been back to that house since then. Her family just… disintegrated. She blames herself.” Liz growled, “I totally don’t.”




She turned back to the phone. “Look, these guys know about you, and they know about the other part of the Scoobies, and they obviously know about Giles, and Christ only knows what else. So we’re giving them everything we have on the NID, and we’re not releasing anything we found out about Project Bluebook, and I’m going to sign some NDAs and zip my lip like a good little girl, and you are not going to get yourself in any trouble. Or else. But anything you can find on the NID and Senator Kinsey and his minions and his associates and maybe even his secret backers? Forward it to Colonel O’Neill. And Major Carter, who seems to be a big fan of yours.”




O’Neill smiled, and it wasn’t a nice smile. “That would be appreciated.” He leaned over a little and spoke into the phone. “And Willow? Great codename. Don’t worry. We won’t be mean to Liz, and we won’t hassle Xander, and we won’t mess up your relationship with Microsoft or your girlfriend. We’re on your side, even if you’re not ready to be on our side.”




Willow whimpered, “Liz, do you trust these guys?”




Liz admitted, “No way. But Major Carter just got kidnapped right in front of us, and I think we’ve got way bigger problems than the NID and a douchebag senator.”




O’Neill said into the phone, “And you don’t have to call me Colonel O’Neill. Call me Jack. I’ll call you Willow, unless you’d rather I called you ‘Kate’. And Carter really wants to chat with you about computer security and stuff. And I think she wanted to spar with Liz.”




Liz waited until Willow hung up, and then she glared at ‘Jack’. “Why are you being so nice about us? And how do you know so much about Mister Giles?”




Jack admitted, “The other you? Buffy the superhero? She’s had Rupert Giles as her… mentor and supporter for something like nine or ten years now, and the two of them are sort of the heads of a secret international organization for all the Slayers and Watchers and witches and other supporters worldwide. And because of that, we went looking for Mister Giles, and because of that, I got to see that he’s a pretty effective SIS officer.”




Liz growled, “Well, he’s almost certainly a Double Oh, and he may even be their current 007, so watch your back. And lock up your girlfriend and any women on-site and your top-secret eyes-only secrets. And if your base commander is a female general who thinks British accents are sexy, you’re totally screwed already.”




O’Neill grinned, “I’ll take that under advisement.”




Murray calmly said, “And perhaps you should inform Doctor Fraiser and her nurses and several other women on the base, including all the female scientists.”




“Yup. Great minds think alike.”




Murray patiently said, “I have heard that expression, but I do not believe that it is true. The greatest minds that I have ever met, including DanielJackson and MajorCarter, do not think alike at all, but all think in novel ways.”




Jack looked over at Liz and pretended to pout, “I never get included in the ‘great minds’ lists.”




Liz turned her head so she could look sort of in Murray’s direction. “It means that really smart people ought to end up coming up with the same result, if it’s the smartest thing to do. Not that I agree either.”




Jack just added, “My problem is people also say ‘simple minds seldom differ’. So what’s the difference?”




But she could tell he was just being a smart-ass. He seemed to like doing that. She hadn’t met a lot of colonels, but he was different from all the rest. Or at least he was good at pretending he was. She couldn’t be sure which.




One of the crappy things about being in the biz was it made you mistrust everyone and everything. Which was good for your lifespan, but sucky for your quality of life because you kept not trusting your dates and your neighbors and your new friends and your hair stylist and everything. And a girl really needed to be able to trust her hair stylist. At least she still had Xander and Willow. And Cordelia. She didn’t like Cordelia, but she did trust the bitch. Cordelia would say exactly what she thought. No lying or untrustworthy stuff. Just a straight blast of honesty that would make your ears wilt.




She wondered how O’Neill managed, after all his years in spec Ops. She wondered if he trusted anyone at all outside his op team.




They drove up to the security fence around Cheyenne Mountain, and O’Neill stopped at the guard shack.




“Colonel. You’re not scheduled to be back until tomorrow morning. Any problem?”




O’Neill casually waved the guy off. “Nah, just fun with noobs. We’ve got to show Lieutenant Winters some junk to make the Pentagon happy, and the sooner we get this done, the sooner I can get down to the serious business of watching hockey.”




The sergeant grinned, “Yes sir. But the Stars are definitely taking the Blackhawks tonight.”




O’Neill smirked, “You in the pool?”




The sergeant asked, “You mean the pool that doesn’t exist because my CO would raise holy hell with me if I was entered? Yes sir, I am.”




O’Neill nodded, “Egggggcellent. Then I’ll be sure to spend your non-existent entry bucks on a lovely steak dinner.”




Okay, making friends with non-coms and doing Simpsons jokes was not exactly what she was expecting out of O’Neill. But she’d seen that looking funny and harmless was a great cover, right along with looking ditzy and harmless. Or looking stuffy and harmless. And she couldn’t really say that O’Neill was overdoing it.




The sergeant still insisted on seeing Liz’s fake credentials, and Murray’s ID. Then he waved them through.




Whoa. O’Neill had his own personal parking spot. Sweet!




When they stopped, O’Neill pointed out, “We’re about to walk through some really high-tech scanners. If you’ve got anything on you that you don’t want to be searched for, we can get out of the car and give you a moment of privacy to… take care of things.”




Okay, that pretty well cleared up where O’Neill thought she was hiding stuff. Not that she’d gone the ‘OGPU female agent’ route this time, even if she’d done it before, and jeez, it was even more uncomfortable than you’d think. Nope, just a crotch gun, a neck knife, a trick belt, and her bra. And the metal comb in her hair that was part of what was holding her hair in its nice, military bun.




She let O’Neill and Murray get out of the car, and she yanked the crotch gun and neck knife. She decided to see if she could smuggle the underwire bra and belt and hair comb through O’Neill’s scanners. She hoped she didn’t lose this bra too. She’d wrecked one back in D.C., and she only had four. Plus they weren’t machine-washable and she doubted the base PX would sell her any Woolite.




They walked in through a standard security set-up with a metal detector and an x-ray scanner. But that just got them to NORAD. O’Neill’s secret base was under NORAD, which was wacky. There was another scanner there, and it didn’t look like anything she’d ever seen in her life. She was betting ‘alien tech’.




It made a boo-OOP sound as she walked through it. O’Neill just looked at her and smirked.




She gave the guard her Bimbo Buffy face and pouted, “What, it doesn’t like me?”




The guard pointed at a screen she couldn’t see, while O’Neill looked over the guy’s shoulder. “Hair comb.”




She gave him the bimbo routine. “I can’t let go of my comb! I need to keep my hair all bunned up!”




O’Neill just said, “Lockpicks. Looks like NSA issue. The NID picks are bigger.”




Then the guard pointed at something else on the screen. “And the bra.”




She kept it up, just in case. “I need my bra! It’s regulation! And my underwire sets stuff off.”




O’Neill just fake-whispered, “Wiresaw.”




“And the belt.”




She tried, “It’s my lucky belt.”




O’Neill grinned at her, “I bet it’s a lot luckier for you when you use that push-knife on someone else.”




She pouted at him, “You make it sound like I’m just chock full of bad stuff.”




O’Neill asked, “Anything else? Like on the deep scans?”




The guard touched a button and pointed at the screen again. “Clean.”




O’Neill nodded, but then told her, “It looks like you need more fiber in your diet.”




“Hey! I watch my weight!” But she really wondered if their scans could detect stuff like that. She was totally glad she hadn’t gone the OGPU route, because that would be pretty embarrassing right about now.




The guard asked, “Colonel, what about what she’s carrying?”




O’Neill thought it over while he pretended he was just some goofball. “We may need it later. Let her keep it. Just record the data and forward it to Security.”




“Yes sir.”




Liz walked down the corridor to another set of elevators. “We may need it later? You get attacked inside your own impregnable secret base all that often?”




“Don’t ask, don’t tell, Liz.”




Okay, she was taking that as a yes. If O’Neill’s enemies had teleporters, and Carter had wormholes, there might not be anywhere safe in the whole freaking galaxy.




Did Carter have to pack weaponry even when she showered at home while off-duty? Ick.





Part VII



NID Agent Liz Summers was walking inside a trap, and there was nothing she could do about it if Jack O’Neill decided to spring it. She was just counting on him being a lot more worried about Samantha Carter than he was about slamming her into a holding cell hundreds of feet underground and leaving her there until high heels went out of style.




He led her to the next-to-bottom level, and off to an office. General George Hammond. That was a name Liz hadn’t come across, so she had no clue. Most generals she had met did not want to make nice with little Lizzies, except that creepy one who wanted her to make nice while completely naked. But O’Neill was acting like he trusted this guy, at least as far as Carter went.




O’Neill knocked on the door and waited until a gruff, Texas-accented voice called out, “Come!”




She got ushered in alongside O’Neill. She even saluted, although O’Neill was pretty damn sloppy about it. The general returned her salute and gave O’Neill a frown. “Colonel…”




O’Neill scowled, “The Asgard snatched Carter right out of my living room. In front of me, Murray, and… the lieutenant here.”




“And the lieutenant is…?”




O’Neill spilled, “Our world’s version of Buffy Summers, the Vampire Slayer.”




Holy crap, was he telling this wacko story to generals too? Maybe it was disinformation. It couldn’t really be true, could it?




Hammond’s frown got worse. “I was under the impression that you and Major Carter found that our Buffy Summers was NID.”




O’Neill gave the general a big smirk. “She is. She’s undercover now, since she gathered a ton of intel on their illegal activities, and when she tried to turn it over to a certain Senator, the NID called out their wetworks teams.”




Whoa. General Hammond knew exactly which Senator was getting hinted at. This whole place really hated Kinsey. She totally wanted to get the dirt on that one.




Hammond checked, “And you brought her down here because…?” Okay, Liz thought that was the part the general needed to be cranky about.




O’Neill just insisted, “She already found Project Bluebook, thanks to NID databases. And Carter’s research papers she looked up, and apparently even understood some of, which makes her way smarter than me. And apparently, some of Dannyboy’s published stuff. So she already knew what the SGC did before she came out here. But she decided to make sure we were the good guys, because she’s concerned about national defense. Only… one of Thor’s buddies decided to get grabby with my 2IC right in front of her. But she said she’d sign our NDAs and then be a good girl.”




General Hammond looked like he was plenty used to O’Neill acting up. He looked her way and politely asked, “Agent Summers, do you want to correct any incorrect impressions the colonel might have given? And is there more to this?” He paused for a second and added, “And can I meet your Willow Rosenberg?”




Wow, if Carter’s story was true, that other Willow must have impressed the hell out of Carter and O’Neill. Or maybe scared the holy hell out of them. Could Carter’s story really be true? Because… magic? A three hundred foot angry evil Willow with massive magical powers sounded pretty freaking hard to believe. An uber-upset Willow who needed Xander-hugs to calm down? That sounded totally in character. Only how could O’Neill and his people know that, unless they had seen an alternate-universe Willow, or else been monitoring Willow and Xander for years?




If anyone had been monitoring Willow or Xander for more than a couple months, they would know her first name was Liz, not Buffy. But the alternative was just insano.




She went with the formal. She stood stiffly and said, “Sir, Colonel O’Neill is correct that I have been traveling undercover because the NID sent wetworks teams — plural — after me. And I am impersonating an officer because I hoped to determine if Colonel O’Neill was committing treason by allowing aliens to invade, since he seemed like the best option for turning over the intel I have on NID rogue cells.”




O’Neill butted in, “She pegged Teal’c.”




She knew he had to be talking about ‘Murray’. So the entire base knew O’Neill had an alien on his op team. The guy looked human, but he had muscles on his muscles. Liz had a momentary ‘bad touch’ thought about what Murray’s butt probably looked like.




She added, “I’ve also seen that you have some alien tech, which someone in the NID is trying to snitch for some stupid reason.”




General Hammond tried not to groan. She had a feeling he did that a lot, especially around O’Neill.




Rupert Giles looked up from the ancient tablet when someone knocked on his door. The tablet was fascinating, and Jonas was teaching him the assorted written languages known to the Kelownans, all of which were interesting descendants from a single ancient Earth language.




“Come in, please.” The light, timid knock almost certainly meant that it was Harriet, who was one of Dr. Jackson’s hires in the Anthropology group.




Harriet slipped in, and Rupert instantly noticed that she had spent far more time than usual on her hair this morning, and she had applied mascara and lipstick, which she didn’t usually do. And she was wearing a sexy blouse under her labcoat, when normally she wore drab pullovers. He recognized the pattern at once. He had seen it often enough that he instantly felt guilty about it.




It was all his fault. He had been notorious in his days at Eton and Oxford for not keeping it in his pants, and he had weaponized his ‘talent’ when he had finally joined the ‘family business’. His late grandmother Edna had been so proud when she had ascertained — through quite illegal channels — that he had become the next 007. Most families were not like his. After all, his father was retired SIS, and his grandmother had been one of England’s greatest field agents in her heyday. He still used his charm as an operational tool. He had tried not to do so here in the SGC, particularly after M had pointed out quite acerbically that fomenting an international incident with Little Rupert could have remarkably unfortunate consequences.




But the Yanks had asked M if they could use his linguistic — and other — talents now that Daniel Jackson had died. Ironically, it sounded as if Daniel had died doing the sort of thing that Double Ohs were supposed to do. He had stopped a nuclear reaction from going critical, and had saved a major city at the cost of his own life.




Rupert had been trying not to charm the knickers off the women in the SGC, but Harriet Wallace had clearly decided to take their working relationship to the next level. She smiled, “Rupert, I was hoping that you still wanted to see those Sumerian pots. I was able to get them back, and they’re in my apartment now. You could come by tomorrow evening after work. I’ll even fix a nice dinner.”




He smiled, “Th-that sounds lovely.” He had several alternatives, most of them embarrassing for him and utterly mortifying for her. But the one that would let Harriet preserve the most of her dignity was the simple one: playing along and letting her ply him with what would probably be a rather banal wine and then ‘take advantage’ of him. He thought of a quote from ‘Monk’. “It’s a blessing… and a curse.”




He was sure that very few men would see it that way. But he had a long list of regrets in life, and almost none of them had to do with people he had been forced to kill. Many of them had to do with women he had seduced, in one way or another.




She smiled with anticipation and slipped him a piece of paper, making sure to touch his hand a little too long. “Here’s my address. I’ll see you at seven. Tomorrow evening.”




“I shall be there, unless Colonel O’Neill drags me off-world at the last moment. Again.”




But she thought that was exciting too. These people tended to romanticize a lot of the SGC’s work, even after Daniel had died. Perhaps, in part because Daniel had died, and how he did so. Colonel O’Neill had shown him the security footage of what was just possibly Daniel Jackson, having just ascended into a non-corporeal being, floating through the base and leaving via the Stargate. Watching that had made him feel unworthy. He had no doubt which circles of Dante’s inferno were going to be arguing over who got the property rights on his soul when he finally expired.




Harriet slipped out, and he stewed over the situation while pretending to study the tablet. Long-term operations had this problem crop up more regularly than short-term missions. He thought of a small town in California where he had been positioned for over three months, and he winced inwardly. People like him should not be allowed around underage females. Not that he had touched any of the teenagers, despite their attractiveness. However, he had no doubts that if little Willow Rosenberg had been fifteen years older, he would have pursued her with a laser-like focus. She was brilliant, and ingenious, and astonishingly talented at languages, and entertaining, and chock full of virtues. She was also surprisingly innocent for an American teen who lived in a town like that.




But then there had been the disaster of Parent-Teacher Night.




The entire mission had been a cock-up. An informant had sent word to an SIS handler that Ethan Rayne had finally surfaced after years, and then the informant had disappeared before any confirmation was possible. Rupert knew Rayne, and knew the types of threats Rayne might be up to, and was already under consideration for a posting as a Double Oh. So the M at that time had met with him, had sized him up, had promoted him to 007, and had shipped him off to California on what was expected to be a simple one- or two-week task. As a librarian at what Americans called a public high school.




Unfortunately, their intelligence was woefully inadequate. The town had inadequately regulated shipping, suspiciously incompetent police, an unrealistically optimistic newspaper and city council, a corrupt if jovially friendly mayor, a university and a private college and two ‘light industry’ research areas all with some suspicious activities, a nearby military base with suspect security, too much income for the population, rival drug gangs, and the worst rate of felony murder he had ever seen, all kept quite sub rosa. And Rayne could have been involved in anything, from smuggling via the ships to accessing mil spec hardware from the Army base, to stealing some new high-tech device out of one of the light industrial companies.




It had eventually turned out that the answer was D: all of the above, with some mild cooperation from the mayor and the mayor’s pet drug gang.




It had also turned out that their informant was extremely dead, that the contact system arranged for him was already compromised so he didn’t dare use it, that the emergency cooperator was already suborned by the mayor’s organization, and the phone lines of new people in town were routinely monitored in case they might be DEA or ATF or FBI agents.




But Rupert didn’t know any of that when he arrived and began playing librarian and met Willow. And her two best friends who were utterly clueless that a gorgeous, intelligent, blossoming beauty was standing in between them in Sears corduroy overalls. Americans. Honestly.




He really should not have gotten involved in things. He had been looking for a connection between a local dance club and the death of the informant, when something came up. He had stepped into the shadows when he saw that it was Xander Harris looking rather murderous with a crowbar in one hand, and the new girl, Elizabeth Summers, trying to calm him down. But when he heard that El Maestro’s gang had just grabbed Willow and Jesse, he found himself stepping forward and taking charge. At a later date, he was accused of letting his john willie do his thinking for him, but he rather thought it was his midbrain instead, because if there was anyone he would have wanted as his child to raise and educate, it was Willow.




And they rescued Willow. They very nearly saved Jesse, too. And that was when Rupert Giles found that he was dealing with someone other than ordinary telly-loving Americans. Elizabeth Summers was astonishingly athletic, and possibly more lethal at martial arts than half the Double Oh series — he had no idea who had been teaching Elizabeth forms with katanas, but he most certainly did not want to meet that individual in a dark alley. Xander Harris was either an American hero in the great tradition of John Wayne and Gregory Peck, or else he was a young man who had the potential to become an extraordinarily dangerous sociopath. The three of them killed perhaps thirty gang members that night, and then Rupert had to take some rather unpleasant steps to make sure that they remained unidentified, or else the Summers and Harris and Rosenberg households would have paid dearly.




And so Rupert Giles, that old stuffy stammering librarian, had teenagers who were begging him to mentor them. Elizabeth had spotted that he knew several quite brutal fighting styles, and she wanted lessons. Xander had spotted that he was a suspiciously good marksman and knife fighter, and he wanted lessons. Rupert had trained them just to keep them quiet, simply because he was expecting to wrap up his assignment quickly and be able to vanish back across the pond. And Willow wanted tutoring in ancient languages, although he could see in her eyes that wasn’t really the kind of ‘tutoring’ she was really hoping for. But Rayne was nowhere to be seen. So his op took much longer than forecast.




And then there were the women. It had taken him no time to work out that ‘Miss Jenny Calendar’ was as much an ordinary American teacher as he was. No, the Russians were tracking Rayne too, and they had placed Jana Kalderash at the school in an effort to find Ethan. It took a great deal of extremely pleasurable effort to get ‘Jenny’ to admit that Rayne and his associates had at least two components of a Russian nuclear bomb from the RDS series. At that point, the mission grew quite a lot nastier.




But then there was ‘Miss French’, who was yet another trained agent, only not an ally. And Catherine Madison, who was one of the Mayor’s deadlier associates. And a number of women he wined and dined and bedded just to maintain his cover, so he had an excuse to be out and about at all hours. He had even bedded Darla, one of El Maestro’s female lieutenants, to get further intelligence on the drug gangs, and he had ended up having to deal rather finally with her and her ‘boyfriend’.




Still, Parent-Teacher Night was when everything started to go to hell. One of Darla’s ‘family’ decided to attack the school that night and deal with the stuffy librarian, although that had eventually turned out to be at the prompting of the mayor. And Miss French chose to use the confusion as an excellent time to kill Rupert to keep him from finding Rayne. So Sheila Rosenberg walked into the library to inspect the librarian her daughter was fascinated by, and managed to pick the worst possible moment in the history of poorly chosen moments. The moment when Rupert managed to stab Miss French in the heart and use her body as a shield so he could take Miss French’s silenced automatic and shoot the three heavily-armed gang members who were also after his scalp. He had needed to convince Sheila not to reveal what she had just seen, and ultimately the only ways he really had that he was sure would work were either murdering Willow’s mother or else rogering her senseless.




It turned out that Dr. Rosenberg, the psychologist who was fascinated by psychological archetypes, was a pushover for the archetype of the suave, debonair British super-spy. It had worked marvelously. He had saved his cover and saved his neck and not needed to kill an innocent bystander. And it had failed horribly. Willow had applied her phenomenal mind to the problem and worked out that mommy had given it up to the sexy Brit about whom Willow had been fantasizing for a couple months. Willow stopped speaking to him.




He had no idea that Willow’s family had fallen apart because of what he had done, until Joyce Summers confronted him a couple weeks after that, and he had taken the easy way out that time, as well. He had seduced her and persuaded her to keep his secret. He knew that was a significantly greater risk than bedding Sheila Rosenberg, because Elizabeth Summers was fully capable of coming after him with a pair of matching katanas and filleting him.




Then the mayor had sent Catherine Madison after him. It wasn’t until afterward that the FBI identified Mrs. Madison as the killer known in national files as ‘The Blood Witch’. Then Rayne had called in an international hitter, and things had come to a quite nasty head. Rupert had killed Madison and the one-eyed hitman, found what he needed on the hitman’s corpse to track down Rayne, and stopped him before the idiot could steal a nuclear reflector and the appropriate plastic explosives to turn his stolen fissile materials into a viciously effective A-bomb. Unfortunately, Rayne had several minions in place at the military base, so that ended in a firefight. And the mayor had an informant there, so Rupert ended up getting captured and having to do quite a lot of damage to the local political structure to escape, when he hadn’t planned on doing anything about the drug gang situation.




Other than mailing Liz Summers and Xander Harris a list of all the politicians and police officers involved, the warehouses that were being used for drug smuggling, the key transport mechanisms, and the timing of their outbound shipments.




Given the mess that he had left behind, he had never contacted any of them directly. He had, however, asked M to keep tabs on a few people. It was fairly appalling. Willow’s family had disintegrated, and she had sworn off men altogether. Liz’s mother had died, Liz had gone into the business, and apparently had no social life anymore. Xander had become an under-educated construction worker who drank too much, even though Rupert had written him and offered to put him through college. Xander’s reply had been rather succinct and hostile. Then there was the tragedy of Amy Madison. Several other teens that Willow and Liz knew were also damaged by the revelations of what their parents and other relatives had been doing.




There were some things which no amount of ‘doing what needs to be done’ can make up for. Oftentimes, the road to hell really was paved with good intentions.




The knock on the door this time was somewhat louder and more forceful and more distinct. He lifted his head and said, “Come in, colonel.”




Jack O’Neill strolled in with a big smirk on his face, which inevitably meant the man was up to no good. And right behind him was…




It was NID agent Liz Summers in an Air Force lieutenant’s uniform, impersonating an officer.




It appeared that his sins were indeed coming back to haunt him today.





Part VIII



Liz Summers wasn’t sure what O’Neill was up to, until he walked her into the ‘anthropology and archaeology and linguistics’ section, and she saw where he was going. An office that said ‘Rupert Giles’ on the door.




She didn’t know whether she wanted to turn around and go find a nice, cozy holding cell to hide in, or if she wanted to storm in there and try to kill Giles with anything she could get her hands on. Maybe a stapler and a fountain pen.




She walked in with O’Neill, and tried not to react. It was Rupert Giles. He had aged more gracefully than, say, Sheila Rosenberg.




And he recognized her. She spotted that flash of recognition that he covered up with his usual assortment of ‘mild-mannered, timid librarian’ moves. Did everyone fall for that crap? Okay, little Lizzie Summers sure had, right up until Giles had capped three gang members with a silenced automatic and then used some of the nastiest hand-to-hand techniques she had seen… until she went into the spy biz herself.




O’Neill grinned, “Hey, I’m just showing Lieutenant Winters around before she has to take off, and I thought she oughta see the dusty areas too.”




“Umm, it is quite pleasant to meet you, lieutenant.”




On the other hand, the guy wasn’t throwing her under a bus. He could have told O’Neill she was Liz Summers. He was apparently protecting her. Maybe he just felt guilty about her mom. And Willow’s mom. And Amy’s mom, who he probably killed with her own weapon. Poor Amy. Then there was Miss French, and Liz still didn’t know if he had killed Miss Calendar. On the other hand, after he left town and the feds swooped in, the local crime rates dropped like a rock.




She cut in on O’Neill’s fun. “Hi, Giles. You don’t have to lie for me. O’Neill knows who I really am.”




Giles blinked a couple times and then said, “I was quite sorry to hear about your mother. I sent flowers, but that is hardly a meaningful gesture in today’s world.”




She shrugged, “Hey, they were nice. My dad didn’t even bother to do that much. And I knew it was you. Willow tracked down who sent the three anonymous floral arrangements. She figured from the timestamps that you had to have someone keeping an eye on us.”




He didn’t even wince. She’d forgotten just how good he was at the whole spy game. Willow was pretty certain he was one of the Double Ohs of the SIS, and her highly illegal nosing around suggested that Giles had been 007 for possibly longer than they had known about him.




He said, “Yes. I asked someone in the SIS to maintain a security watch on you and Ms. Rosenberg and Mr. Harris and Ms. Madison, just in case you could use some help. I considered offering you some funds to help when you mother was ill, but after Mr. Harris’ reaction to an offer for a college fund for him, I felt that it would not be well-received.”




O’Neill grinned, “What, Xander being protective of his friends? Say it isn’t so!”




She coldly said, “Xander wrote him back and said ‘do I have to let you fuck my mother too?’ I thought that was a little over the top. Willow voted for something a lot harsher.”




O’Neill apologized, “Ouch. Sorry.”




But Giles stared at her with those eyes that could be so warm, or could be so cold. “It was Parent-Teacher Night. Dr. Rosenberg walked into the library at an inauspicious moment.”




She grimaced. That could have been drastically bad, considering.




O’Neill snarked, “Parent-Teacher Night? What’s the worst that could happen? Someone tell Liz’s mom that she only had a B in French?”




She explained without looking at O’Neill, “We had gang members bust in. With everything from flick knives up to submachine guns. Three teachers, four students, and one parent died. Along with eleven gangbangers dead, five majorly-injured ‘bangers who got hauled off, and plenty of bullet holes in the walls.”




Giles spilled, even though she knew he didn’t have to. “One of the teachers was an assassin working for my target. She tried to kill me at the same time as three of the gang members. Dr. Rosenberg walked in just in time to see me kill all four of them, even though I was the only one not carrying a firearm. I couldn’t bring myself to kill Willow’s mother to preserve my cover, so I resorted to… something else. I simply didn’t anticipate that Willow would deduce the entire chain of events.”




Eww. So he gave Sheila the ‘suave secret agent’ routine and porked her to get her to keep quiet about seeing him commit four murders. That must have been one hell of a porking. She just said, “Willow’s still really mad at you.”




“And deservedly so,” he answered.




Naturally, O’Neill went for the save, in his usual smartass way. “Wow. When I have old home week, the big thing is whether anyone’s got a new kid.”




She didn’t say that was almost on the table. When her mom was dying of a brain tumor, she occasionally got really loopy. She occasionally got way too honest. That was how Liz found out that Giles had knocked her mom up and her mom had an abortion in secret. Liz had almost had a baby sister. Her mom even spilled that she had a name picked out: Dawn. Dawn Marie Giles.




The least that Giles could do was look all smug and swagger-y so she’d have an excuse to kick him right in the face.




O’Neill interrupted her train of thought. “Okay, the real reason we’re here is the Asgard bamf’ed Carter right out of my living room in front of Teal’c and Summers. Grab all your little toys from Q and get ready, in case we need to mount a rescue.”




She suddenly had the urge to kick someone else in the room. O’Neill was betting this was connected in some way to her mess with the NID, or else the other Liz Summers’ adventures with Carter, in which case the next person who might get snatched by aliens was… her. That was why he had let her keep her little gadgets. He was banking on her getting abducted and being able to get loose. She was changing his name from Colonel O’Neill to Colonel A’Hole.




“We already sent Thor a ‘hey you guys’ thing but we haven’t heard back, and you read the mission reports, so you know he doesn’t give us any warning when he—”




O’Neill abruptly vanished in a flash of light and a weird sci-fi noise.




Giles scowled, “Oh dear Lord.” He grabbed his deskphone and punched a speed-dial button. “Please tell General Hammond that the Asgard just snatched Colonel O’Neill right out of my office. In front of Liz Summers. Perhaps someone could explain to the Asgard the concepts of operational security and need-to-know?” He listened for a second and hung up. He said to her, “The general would like both of us in his office promptly, as the Asgard have previously let O’Neill communicate with the general holographically.”




She let Giles lead the way. Not that she thought he might stab her in the back. Unless it was part of his secret SIS orders that she was willing to bet he had, along with whatever deal he had here. She asked, “Asgard? Huge Norse god-types with major muscle-iness?”




“Miss Summers, you are still mangling the English language. And no, the Asgard are really a race of small gray humanoid creatures who merely maintained the myth about the great Norse gods in order to interact with humans. Thor is apparently fond of O’Neill for some reason.”




“Roswell gray types?” She checked, “What about alien races with too many tentacles and a really creepy thing for Japanese schoolgirls?”




She was pretty sure he was trying not to laugh at her. “No, none of those. But you’ll have to wait for more detail until the general assures me that you have signed a sufficient number of NDAs and have been properly cleared.”




She spilled, “Well, that’s not too likely, given the entire NID’s trying to kill me right now.”




Whoa. He sure reacted to that news. At least, as far as Rupert Giles reactions went. He growled, “That is most assuredly not going to happen if I have anything to say in the matter.”




Yikes. The last time she’d heard that tone of voice out of him, large numbers of dangerous people turned up extremely dead. Even if she was the one who actually fought El Maestro. The guy was totally a sore loser about getting killed with his own machete.




She followed Giles into General Hammond’s office. No cute holographs. The general looked at Giles and frowned, “The Asgard beamed out Teal’c too.”




Giles pursed his lips in thought and asked, “Has anyone checked whether any of the gear that Major Carter brought back from that alternate universe has been beamed out as well?”




General Hammond immediately called the physics and biochemistry research areas, as well as the armory and a tech engineering area. Then he called a doctor and asked her to go check and see if she could tell whether anything had just been teleported out of Major Carter’s office. The tech engineering people reported back first: a small MALP was gone. She wasn’t going to ask what a MALP was, since everyone acted like it was pretty obvious. A physicist called back to say that some sort of pouch had vanished out of its case. Then a biologist called back to say that the blood samples Carter had collected had vanished. The female doctor called back to say that she couldn’t tell if anything was missing from Carter’s office. Finally, the armory called to say that they couldn’t tell if any of the specific weapons that Carter had taken had vanished, since they had rooms full of stuff, but they were checking to see if the counts were off.




Liz asked, “So someone in the Asgard can detect some sign of interdimensional travel, and he freaked when he scanned Major Carter a little while ago? And now he’s grabbing everything that’s got any sign of any interdimensional travel at all?”




Giles just said, “That is a working hypothesis.”




Well, that was a nice way of saying ‘we have no idea but it’s our best guess.’ The only problem with the ‘working hypothesis’ deal was what it led to. Another Summers girl who was a warrior in a different kind of war against a really different kind of foe. She wondered if it was better knowing that you weren’t killing people, just monsters. Or did having to kill tons of nasty stuff every night of your life gradually turn you into an untrusting killer with all the emotions of a stone? Maybe a really depressed, mopey stone at that.




Instead of stewing about that, she asked, “So why did O’Neill think Giles and I might get bamf’ed out of here too?”




Giles answered, “I believe he was playing a hunch, because we have these alternates that Major Carter met or at least heard, and he was hoping we might give him an edge against whoever’s abducting SG-1 members.”




The general frowned, “Doctor Giles, if you could make sure you’re properly equipped, and then get yourself and Agent Summers some more… obvious hardware, just in case you’re needed? Thor does not give us much notice on the rare occasions when he does make an appearance.”




Giles nodded, “Yes sir. We shall get on that immediately.”




And they were out the door. He said, “I need to grab an assortment of small implements that the colonel already considered. If you have anything on you, it would be helpful.”




She spilled, “O’Neill spotted what I have when I came through the scanner, and he made sure I kept all of them.”




Giles nodded slightly. “Jack does like playing the buffoon, but he tends to be far sharper than one expects. Granted, when one sees him around brilliant people like Major Carter and Dr. Jackson, one tends to underestimate his intelligence.”




So she checked, “And where is Dr. Jackson? I found his name when I was researching this place, but he’s not here.”




Giles frowned slightly. “Daniel died a short time ago. I cannot tell you what O’Neill’s team was doing, but Dr. Jackson did a remarkably heroic deed and died quite horribly a very short time later.”




Hmmm. “That sounds like an NBC issue. Nuclear, biological, or chemical?”




He gave her a raised eyebrow. “Quite an impressive induction, Agent Summers. But I am not at liberty.”




No, but he’d just spilled for her. So it was either massive radiation exposure, a lethal biological agent, or a nasty chemical weapon. It sounded like the aliens out there weren’t any nicer than humans.




They moved into Giles’ office and he went for his bookshelves. He took one shelf of books down and opened up a false wall behind it to get at a safe. He put his forefinger on a fingerprint reader and then twiddled a combination dial until the safe popped open.




She couldn’t resist, “That combination’s not 0-0-7 is it?”




He rolled his eyes a little. “I am not at all surprised that someone ascertained certain information to which she no doubt did not have legitimate access.”




She managed not to growl. “You’re lucky that was all she did. She was really hurt.”




He grimaced, “Willow was the very last person I wanted to hurt. And yet I hurt her worse than anyone. Even worse than you and Miss Madison. I was undercover and my handler was already a victim and my emergency contact was suborned, so I didn’t have any way to have federal agents present her mother with enough authority to persuade her to keep everything to herself, or to take her into custody and keep her secluded until my mission was done. And I simply couldn’t kill Willow’s mother, even though it would have been so simple, and she would have just been one more victim on the night. Just as I couldn’t stay in my role that first night, when Xander was so desperate and you were preparing to go attack an entire drug gang with only two katanas.”




She thought it over. “Yeah, there is that.” Because if a superspy hadn’t broken cover for Willow, Will would have died the same night Jesse did, and it would have been a very nasty death. El Maestro totally didn’t respect women, and liked to give captured women over to his men for ‘entertainment purposes’. And she really doubted that she and Xander would have managed against all those heavily-armed forces without Giles.




She watched as he fished out what had to be Double Oh toys from their Q guy. She really thought they could have picked a better letter than ‘q’ for their cool inventor guy. He had onyx cufflinks that he slipped onto the buttons on his shirtcuffs. He had a different pair of glasses that looked exactly like what he was wearing. Ditto on that belt. There was a credit card he slid into his wallet. A super-fancy wristwatch he slipped onto his wrist. Then he had a cigarette case and lighter, even though he had never smoked in her presence.




He turned to her and said, “Let us get down to the armory and see what General Hammond has authorized for us.”




She shrugged a little and asked, “You think maybe he authorized some pants for me so I don’t have to go into an op in a nice skirt?”




“Always assume that anything you wear can be ruined before the night is out.”




She told him, “Yeah, Versace and I have this ‘star-crossed lovers’ thing. I would love to wear it, but there’s no way my agency would ever pay me back for a ruined Versace evening gown. I found that out the hard way with a gorgeous pair of Dolce and Gabbanas that encountered an industrial-sized chipper-shredder toes-first.” He knew how these things worked, so she didn’t have to tell him that she was supposed to follow those pumps into the maw of the chipper-shredder, only she’d objected pretty strongly. With anything she could get her hands on, which had turned out to be a crowbar and a .38 automatic. He undoubtedly could guess what had happened.




Major Samantha Carter covered her bare body with both arms and glared at her captor. “May I have my clothes back, now that you have your test results?” If she wasn’t trapped in an unbreakable, transparent cylinder, she would have been considerably less polite.




Loki looked up at her from his control chair. “As soon as I perform some baseline measurements on lesser sources of detectable hyperspatial flux in the quantum gravity field.”




And, just because things hadn’t been humiliating enough, what with her stark naked and helpless, two of the flux sources turned out to be Colonel O’Neill and Teal’c. There were also several dozen pieces of hardware that were all probably a part of her excursion to Hermione’s dimension.




The colonel and Teal’c were teleported into cylinders of their own. As soon as O’Neill realized what he was seeing, he flinched and turned around.




Teal’c just looked at her and calmly said, “MajorCarter, we were just discussing a need for determining your condition.”




She admitted, “Thanks, but my condition at the moment is mainly naked and embarrassed. No injuries or anything.”




Naturally, the colonel had to make things worse. “Carter, if I’d known you were doing Botticelli’s ‘Birth of Venus’ I would’ve brought my seashell collection.”




“Sir!” she complained. She switched to briefing mode. “This is Loki. He claims that he has permission to be studying Earth and its inhabitants. He detected a residual hyperspatial flux in the quantum gravity field at a specific point on the surface, and he teleported it up for examination.”




“And it happened to be you,” Colonel O’Neill supplied.




“Yes sir. It is almost certainly a side effect of my time in those alternate universes, which — as I conjectured — have differing physical constants, leading to changes in fundamental forces and their relationships to one another. In this case, minor differences in the fine structure constant—”




He held up his hand in a ‘stop’ gesture while still not turning around. Granted, as long as she was standing there stark naked, she appreciated his cooperation. Teal’c was glaring intently at Loki, which she appreciated as well. “Time to halt the science lecture, before my brain starts melting. Loki detected stuff. He bamf’ed you up here. He grabbed everything else that had any sort of the same stuff. He hasn’t let any of us go yet.”




“Yes sir.” She really wished the colonel would stop pretending he had a minimal understanding of science. She had read his Masters thesis. She knew that he knew more about astronomy than most Air Force officers. And she did try not to get carried away with her exposition, even if the material was often really fascinating, and often had astounding implications for fundamental physics research, even if… Damn. She was doing it again.




The colonel was looking out a small, circular porthole that was on the other side of the room. “Hey Loki… It was Loki, right? How come we’re not in orbit around Earth anymore? Because that definitely looks like Neptune.”




Loki sounded suspiciously uncertain as he explained, “There are… certain considerations… that must be taken into account. This is only the smallest of research vessels, with minimal screening, and no offensive or defensive weapons, and as such…”




The colonel interrupted Loki too. “So you’re sneaking around, you don’t have permission from the big cheeses, you don’t have any protection if we fire missiles at you, and Thor and his buddies are probably out looking for you right this moment. So no problem!”




Loki insisted, “Do not worry, O’Neill. I will also perform some studies on you while I have you here. Your DNA has been much discussed in our scientific community.”




The colonel replied, “You know, I’m sure you’ve got tons of cool research gizmos and stuff, but I really like my DNA just where it is.”




“I assure you that nothing will go wrong.”




The ship suddenly rocked to one side, slamming Sam against the side of the tube.




The colonel smirked, “And what happens when we say ‘nothing will go wrong’? Even I know that.”




Loki looked decidedly worried for an Asgard. “It appears that our inertial dampers are offline, which means that normal propulsion would generate lethal accelerations through the cabin. Our screening and sensors are also… not working optimally.”




Sam suddenly felt the ship being pulled in a direction that was probably ‘backward’ given the location and direction of Loki’s command chair. Loki scrambled with his control panels, trying to do something. Regain control, most likely.




Something smacked into the side of the ship, nearly shaking Loki out of his control chair. A growling, unnaturally-deep voice echoed through the ship. “Open your ship to Us or prepare to be destroyed!”




The colonel muttered, “Great. The Goa’uld. This evening just keeps getting better and better.”




Teal’c calmly said to Loki, “You should not state that nothing can go wrong. This is a constant in Earth fiction.”





Part IX



Liz Summers was standing in General Hammond’s office again. Only this time, she was in badly-fitting borrowed BDUs and combat boots, along with some basic gear on a tac vest. Giles was outfitted too, only in a less military fashion, so he looked like a mild-mannered librarian on an archaeological expedition. Granted, he had a sidearm and some personal toys. And they were surrounded by SG-2, which she had figured out meant StarGate team 2, O’Neill’s people being team 1. They had a huge wormhole to other planets, only it was called the Stargate because of archaeological reasons that Giles had yet to be cleared to explain to her.




But General Hammond was giving everyone a briefing on what was happening, and no one was happy about it. “…And the Asgard teleported Colonel O’Neill and Teal’c out of the SGC, along w—”




Bomp! She was surrounded by white light, and she suddenly had a disorienting sensation that was making her want to upchuck.




And she was somewhere else. She had her .45 out before she could figure out where she was. And then she realized she was on a frigging spaceship, because she could see out a porthole and look down on the Earth.




“That will not be necessary.” The almost-computerized, utterly inhuman voice told her all she needed to know.




She whirled around to locate the voice. And it was a Roswell gray. Or an Asgard. “You’re an Asgard, I take it?”




The little guy just nodded his big ol’ head slightly.




Giles was just standing there casually, like he was fine with this. Maybe he was. He asked, “Are you, by any chance, Commander Thor?”




“Yes, I am. Are you Doctor Giles? When Colonel O’Neill informed us about Doctor Jackson’s death, we were… saddened.”




Giles checked, “And do you know where Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter and Teal’c are?”




“Unfortunately, yes,” Thor answered.




That didn’t sound encouraging.




“We have a scientist who has great curiosity, but sometimes a lessened consideration for those who do not wish to be studied.”




Giles nodded, “We have such people as well.”




Thor continued, “Our council stripped Loki of his authority and banned him from continuing some of his researches, but…”




Loki, huh? That was sounding less and less of the good by the second.




Giles carefully said, “You suspected that he might return here and take up his researches again.”




Thor nodded. “We were already on our way here when we received General Hammond’s message. Unfortunately, we have arrived a few minutes too late. Anubis has a massive warship that has already pulled Loki’s small research ship in, and is boarding it as we speak.”




She guessed, “And you don’t have the firepower to stop Noob-boy without losing all the prisoners.”




“Exactly,” Thor said. A holographic model of a weird, gold pyramid shape appeared in front of her. “We require a stealth team to enter here…” A blue dot appeared at one vertex of the base. “…where there is a slight irregularity in the shields that we can exploit, and move along this route…” A blue line wiggled its way through the pyramid to a spot somewhere to one side of the center of the thing. “…to here, where you can shut off all shields to one side of the warship. At that point, we can teleport you back here, as well as recovering Major Carter and Colonel O’Neill and Teal’c.”




“And Loki and his ship,” Giles added.




“Yes. And Loki and his ship,” Thor said, even if he sounded less thrilled by the prospect.




What the heck. She had relatives like that. She asked, “And why just the two of us, instead of all of SG-2?”




Thor said, “Colonel O’Neill trusts Doctor Giles. Therefore I shall trust Doctor Giles. I do not know SG-2 yet.”




“And I’m here because…?”




Thor answered her. “Because our scans revealed that you were equipped similarly to Doctor Giles, and therefore I anticipate that you possess similar skills and tactical training.”




Liz thought it over. That was either frighteningly intelligent, or stupidly assumptive. Was ‘assumptive’ even really a word that meant what she wanted, or was it only in those ‘heir assumptive’ things? And if she fired off a .45 in a room in a spaceship, was there going to be a ‘Goldfinger’ moment?




Enough over-thinking. “So you can get us in at that little gap, and it’s not a big trap for Asgard technology?”




Thor carefully said, “It is currently impossible to accurately estimate the probability that this is some manner of ‘trap’ as you put it. Anubis is a Goa’uld, but he also has technologies far beyond those of other Goa’uld. Our current working assumption is that he has found a list of locations for Ancient technology, and has managed to acquire some of it. This would explain the unusual feature that we have noticed: he occasionally uses a powerful offensive or defensive tool, but if the tool is destroyed, he does not make a new one; he simply appears at a later date with a different tool.”




“Maybe he just reads comic books?” Liz smirked.




“Ahh…” Thor paused. “You have been taking lessons in verbiage from Colonel O’Neill. That is… interesting.”




Liz checked, “So these Gou-ah-oold guys are…?”




Thor helpfully explained, “The Goa’uld are vertebrates that were originally aquatic in nature, somewhat like the eel of your planet, but accidentally found out that their genetic memory and subtle psychic powers make them ideal as parasites within the bodies of more mobile vertebrates with sufficiently advanced brains. They interface with the brainstem and upper spinal cord, take over the body of the victim, and extract the memories of the host. They also provide naquadah and their own gifts to the host, providing superior strength and the ability to operate some of their technologies.”




Giles groaned softly at the big secret-leakage and added, “As well as providing a deep, unnatural voice and glowing eyes when they so choose. They portray themselves as gods, usually the ancient Egyptian gods, and they appear to have the megalomania and egotism to truly believe themselves as such. As a result, they have armies of true believers called Jaffa who have stomach pouches that incubate future Goa’uld, and this gives them strength and quickness at upper-human to slightly-above-human levels. Most are like your best Navy SEALs, while a few are like Teal’c and are clearly superior to ordinary humans in hand-to-hand combat. Expect they will be wearing heavy armor and carry staff weapons which fire an energy pulse.”




“And why haven’t these guys just over-run Earth already? Like a thousand years ago?” she wondered.




Thor explained, “The Goa’uld can travel via spaceships, but they prefer to travel by the wormholes of the Stargate system. Their minions are all descendants of humans taken off-world thousands of years ago. The Goa’uld were driven off of Earth while impersonating Egyptian deities thousands of years ago, and the Stargate was buried. It was uncovered during your World War II without its DHD and was only made workable a few years ago through the ingenuity and intelligence of Samantha Carter. Normally, the Goa’uld have done more damage to each other than they have taken from outside forces, but Colonel O’Neill and his people have drastically affected the balance of power, and have killed more Goa’uld in the last six years than have died in a thousand years from any cause other than internecine wars. The Goa’uld also do not like that O’Neill and his people are intent on freeing the people under their rule. This has led to… difficulties.”




Difficulties. Way to make with the euphemistic. “So Teal’c switched sides because Colonel O’Neill asked super-nice and said ‘pretty please’?”




Giles spilled, “Teal’c rose through the ranks to become the First Prime of Apophis, but he has always been waiting for the opportunity to fight back against what he calls ‘the false gods’. So when Jack gave him the chance, Teal’c seized it with both hands. He’s been on Jack’s team for five years now.”




Well, that totally took care of the explainy on stuff like ‘you know the drill’ because he didn’t know the drill. Still, Mauritania? She could come up with a better cover in her sleep!




“Okay. Let’s get this show on the road.” She glanced at Giles. “Okay. Goo-guys with deep voices, Jaffa minions, heavy armor, explode-y staffs. Anything else?”




“Umm, yes. Quite a few things, and we really do not have time to cover all of them in detail. But expect the Goa’uld to emphasize pomp and circumstance, and to overdo the ostentatious. A hand device with a ribbon snaking up the forearm is a deadly weapon and forcefield, as well as a torture device and a means for accessing memories in the most painful way possible.”




“Right. Avoid creepy wrist jewelry,” she said.




“There are hundreds of other points, but expect that any speech and writing are likely to be in some variant of ancient Egyptian.”




She nodded, ”Hence the need for big language brains like Daniel Jackson and you. Willow would love this. Except for the horrible danger part.”




He carefully said, “While Miss Rosenberg professes to avoid danger, she has demonstrated immense bravery on multiple occasions, and she certainly has the flair for linguistics that the tasking requires.”




Ooh, somebody actually does like Willow! She repressed a smirk and made a mental note to tell Willow how a certain Double Oh actually thought she was brave and smart and probably sexxay. Liz needed to do it in person so she could watch Willow blush like crazy.




She was expecting all kinds of fancy moving around, and maybe cool Asgard weapons, and stuff like that, but Thor just moved one of those big pebbles on his go board, and there was another Bomf, and she was standing in a really tacky hallway trying not to puke.




Giles was right next to her, looking a lot less hurl-o-riffic, and he already had his P90 out. Good move. She did likewise as she looked around.




Whoever did the decorating here needed to be fired. Even art deco would be better. Even Andy Warhol. Everything including the hallways looked like King Midas was having a tacky-off with Elizabeth Taylor’s Cleopatra.




And here came the stealthy badguys. Not. Holy cow, it sounded like a hundred Nazis with hobnailed boots stomping their way along on a concrete floor. That gave her and Giles like a quarter of an hour to figure out what to do.




Giles went with hand signals. Someone had been studying U.S. Army signals, because she recognized them instantly. The fancy gold walls had fancy indents and cubby holes and gaps, which was somewhere totally past stupid and hovering somewhere around ‘please just kill me’.




She went to one side of the hall, and Giles went to the other side. She slipped into the slot which was perfect for petite Lizzies and manageable for the Giles-sized, but not going to be of the working for big guys in massive full-body armor.




And here they came. Eight guys marching along with big, fat quarterstaffs held pointing up at the ceiling so they weren’t going to be useful unless they were mainly worried about cobwebs. Massive armor and dorky skullcaps that looked like stupid medieval knight armor instead of something cool like Master Chief.




Okay, these guys might be able to stand up to the armor-piercing ammo in her P90, so she was definitely going to shoot these dorks right in the face if it came down to fighty-shooty stuff. And she was totally not going to try to punch anyone in the solar plexus, because ouch. She would ruin her manicure on that stuff.




Giles slid his cigarette case out and peeked to make sure the non-stealth minions were really gone, and not just loitering. Then he gave her a hand signal and waited until she slipped back out of her hidey-hole before he moved out.




They moved from hidey-hole to hidey-hole, keeping out of sight of big stomp-y guards and staying extra quiet. She just followed Giles, because he had obviously paid a lot more attention to Thor’s little holographic map than she had. Or maybe he had already had a few adventures like this and he knew his way around these things.




But seriously, giant gold pyramids for spaceships? Someone was overcompensating for something. Maybe the snakey parasite things had really teeny-weeny dicks, and they were trying to make up for that with too much bling.




There was a big circle set in the floor up ahead, with five guards around it. And an extra guard at a fancy control panel. Giles signaled a retreat, and they moved far enough back that they could slip into a hidey-hole and talk.




“Blast,” he fumed. “That was our ‘elevator’ up to the higher floors. We’ll have to find an alternative route.”




“Teleporter?” she checked. He just nodded. She wondered, “So where are the way-too-big ventilation ducts and the unguarded utility tunnels and the Jeffries tubes?”




He sighed, “Liz, just because the Goa’uld have an egomaniacal bent and a long-held focus on classical Egyptian archetypes, that does not mean that they adhere to the rules for villains in bad movies.”




She gave him a little smirk. “Well, it’s not like they’ve ever read the Evil Overlord’s List.” He was wearing contacts, but he still almost reached up to polish his glasses. She felt a sense of triumph. “Now if I was a secret utility tunnel, where would I be?”




They looked in all the hidey-holes along the corridor, and found two. One was clearly locked off and bolted shut and uber-secured. The other gave way to her lockpicks and Giles’ knowledge of the Goa’uld variant of ancient Egyptian. These bozos totally needed better locks. Not that she was going to tell them.




It was kind of tricky figuring out how far they needed to climb up the ladder in the vertical shaft. And it was totally non-OSHA compliant. Fortunately, there were little Goa’uld symbols carved on the walls here and there, so Giles was able to tell her when they needed to stop the funness of climbing up a badly-designed ladder and go back to the sneakage down hallways. At least they were on the right floor, if Thor had his specs right.




They had to sneak down two more over-blinged hallways to get to The Seriously Important Door With Extra Bling. Liz kept guard with her P90 while Giles fiddled with the lock on the door to the control room. Pretty stealthy stuff.




At least she thought they were stealthy until the door slid open and they stepped in. The door slammed shut behind them, and a deep voice that totally needed some Vicks Vap-o-rub yelled at them in what was probably Goa’uld, right about the time that four Jaffa in armor opened fire on them with those staffs.




Okay, the fancy metal collar that turned into a metal animal head? Totally impressive. And much with the face protection, which really cut down on the places to return fire. But giant metal Q-tips that spit energy bolts? Not exactly with the great aim. All four guys missed as she dove one way and Giles went the other. She didn’t exactly have a secure spot, but guys in armor only had to walk over and grab her, assuming they could bend over in those things.




A metal softball clanked onto the floor and rolled their way. Giles took one look and yelled, “Gren—”




The world went white.





Part X



Liz Summers wasn’t sure she was waking up. She could hear stuff that sounded like a nearby conversation, maybe between O’Neill and Giles. Something smelled like sweaty people — she hoped it wasn’t her. But she couldn’t see anything. She groaned, “Are the lights out?”




Major Carter’s voice came from about five feet away. “No, but you were hit with a stun grenade.”




“Guessed that part already.”




Carter kept going, like she was used to the snarkiness. “You’ll need a few minutes before your vision comes back and your balance is fully normal.”




At least her hearing was okay. Carter added, “And when you get your sight back, try not to laugh.”




Well, Liz wasn’t finding anything of the ha-ha yet, so it had better be good. Mel Brooks movies good. She asked, “Is that Giles I heard?”




Carter explained, “Yes. He’s suffering from the same effects. He’s in another cell with the colonel and Teal’c, just across the hall and over about four meters.”




“She means about twelve feet,” called out O’Neill. “So I can just barely see part of you, and I can’t see her at all.”




“Are we under surveillance?” Liz checked.




“Probably not,” said O’Neill. “The Gould are big on brute force except when it comes to their own personal comfort. To them, the Jaffa are way cheaper and more expendable than fancy electronics.”




“Real sweethearts, I gather,” she snarked.




Teal’c stiffly said, “The false gods do not see us as anything other than slaves and cannon fodder.”




Whoa. He really talked like that all the time?




Everything started getting light again, even if it was white and gray and hazy. But there was no big metal stomping of approaching doom going on in the hallway, so she let her eyes recover. While she still couldn’t see well, she checked herself by hand. Her weapons and tac vest were gone, unsurprisingly. Even aliens with bling issues had to know not to leave Earthlings with all their weapons. But her haircomb was still in her hair, and she still had her belt, and she still had her bra. She assumed that meant that Giles probably had all or at least most of his stuff too.




And her vision finally came back enough. She looked behind her and she saw why Major Carter didn’t want Liz laughing at her. That had to be pretty humiliating for an Air Force major who was a big science brain.




All of Carter’s clothes were gone. She was in a see-through harem thing that was totally X-rated. See-through harem pants with no crotch. No shoes. See through long-sleeved matching top. Carter was sitting there with her knees up and one hand covering her pubes and her other arm across her breasts. And she was totally humiliated.




Liz finally couldn’t resist any longer. “What’s with the ‘I Dream of Jeannie’ outfit?”




Carter grimaced, “The colonel already did that joke. And ‘Arabian Nights’.”




“And Aladdin!” O’Neill cheerfully called out from across the hall.




Carter unhappily explained, “Apparently, I am now the number one candidate for the next… implantation. That means letting a Goa’uld symbiote tear its way into the side of my neck so it can take over my body. If that happens, I’d appreciate it if you’d kill me before I regain consciousness. If you get the chance, watch out for the symbiote escaping, probably through my mouth or throat. Do not let it get at you. The adults can leap and glide for short distances.”




O’Neill instantly called out, “No way! We’ll find a way to get that thing out of you!”




Carter rolled her eyes a little, like she’d known he would say that. Or else she had heard him say that already. She insisted, “Sir, we cannot have one of them getting our knowledge base even for a day.”




Liz peeked through the open doorway at the other cell. O’Neill just nodded and said, “Okay, I guess Double Oh Giles and The Girl From U.N.C.L.E. had better get us out of here and fast.”




“On it, colonel,” Liz said. She got up and studied the lock panel. It was a four-by-four arrangement of buttons with weird symbols that looked like pieces of Egyptian hieroglyphs.




Carter explained, “Simple code using Goa’uld. Sixteen symbols. The ones we’ve seen typically are a five-symbol code, although we have seen a seven-symbol code on a security door. Sixteen symbols and avoiding an immediate repeat gives sixteen times fifteen to the fourth possible combinations, or 810,000 combinations.”




“Approximately?” Liz grinned.




“No, 810,000 exactly,” Carter insisted. “Oh, and if you try more than two combinations within a short time, it produces a strong electrical charge as a subtle discouragement.”




O’Neill called out, “And if you don’t take a hint after the first couple shocks, they up the voltage. Or current. Or something. They’re big on the painful punishments thing.”




Carter added, “And if you get dragged off to see one of the Goa’uld, try not to smart off to them. They don’t like not having you pander to their egomania. And they don’t like having you refuse to tell them everything they want to know.” She turned around so Liz could see the back of her neck.




Shit! It looked like someone had pressed some kind of torture device to the back of Carter’s neck and given her a nasty three-dots burn that was probably a lot more than that. These guys were just tons of fun.




As soon as Liz was sure she could see fine details and she could stand without falling over and bonking her head on the bling-coated floor, she went to work on the obvious lock mechanism on this side of the forcefield door. The tiny toolset hidden inside her belt was all it took to get the cover plate off the mechanism, and then she started taking apart the section that held the buttons to unlock the thing.




She muttered, “Weird guys. Majorly on the low-tech side on some stuff, stupidly on the high-tech side on others. Don’t they have anything in between?”




Carter lectured, “The Goa’uld like to keep their people ignorant and uneducated, so they’re easier to manipulate. They have a much harder time selling modern-day Earthlings on the whole ‘I am a god and you will bow before me’ concept. However, they are not only very effective parasites, they are also very effective thieves. They didn’t invent the Stargate system or their forcefields or their spaceships or their weaponry. They’ve just stolen it and figured out how to make more of a lot of it. I still haven’t seen any evidence that they really understand the Stargate system or the dialing devices, they just steal technology and use it. Or misuse it.”




So, while Carter went into astrophysicist mode and lectured on the biology of the Goa’uld parasites and on life in the Milky Way galaxy before humans were smart enough to tie rocks to the ends of their sticks, Liz worked on the lock. It wasn’t hard, just bogged down in too many layers of crap. It looked like whoever designed the system wasn’t smart enough to understand the strongpoints and weakpoints of physical security systems, much less being smart enough to build doorway forcefields.




Liz finally managed to get to where the control systems were for the power to the forcefields. She didn’t need to understand how forcefields worked in order to turn them off. She only had to know that they needed power. She dropped one of her lockpicks across two heavy leads, and the system shorted out pretty dramatically, with big white and bluish-white sparky stuff that would probably not be good for little Liz fingers.




She grabbed Carter and pulled her out into the hall before a backup system could kick in and re-power the forcefield. Then she stepped over to O’Neill’s cell and grinned, “We’re out first! We win!”




O’Neill just grinned back. “‘Girls rule, boys drool’? I already knew that. Carter’s brain is about a hundred times smarter than mine.”




Meanwhile, the G-man was hard at work trying to get his much larger fingers into the tiny spaces that were more Liz-sized. She checked, “Should I start work on this side of the mechanism?”




He concentrated on the lock but murmured, “It would actually be a great deal more helpful if you could dash to each end of this hall and ascertain whether we are soon going to have visitors.”




Brit drama queens. He couldn’t just say ‘go check for incoming’ could he?




She took off her boots so she could run a lot more quietly, even if she wasn’t perfectly silent. In socks she was pretty close to ‘with cat-like tread’ but she wasn’t perfect.




Giles had their lock popped before she was back from the second end of the hallway. She reported, “Nobody in sight from either end, and no trompy goose-stepping noises approaching. Yet. These guys have all the security planning of Skeletor.”




O’Neill snorted in amusement as he peeled off his shirt and handed it to Carter.




Carter hastily yanked it over her head as she said, “Thank you sir.” But Carter was a big girl, so his shirt didn’t hide the below-the-belt stuff. And Carter had a pretty hot badonkadonk.




And Carter stared a little too long at O’Neill’s abs. Granted, they were pretty awesome abs. But Carter and O’Neill? Bad, bad children! What with chain of command and all, they weren’t supposed to do that. It looked like maybe they were trying pretty hard not to do that and not to think about that either. Even if they were both smoking hot for Chair Force officers.




Teal’c gave Carter his even bigger shirt, and she hurried to knot it around her hips so she was at least covered to mid-thigh. Carter didn’t ogle Teal’c’s abs though. And Liz could see why. Teal’c abs? Ick. there was a huge, deep ‘X’ burned right through his skin in what looked like a fourth-degree burn that might sink all the way into his abdominal cavity.




Eww. Now the thing Carter said about Jaffa and incubator pouches made total sense. Uber-nauseating sense, but still sense. So the Jaffa got bennies for this, and the Goa’uld got thousands and thousands of potential baby false gods. She wondered why egomaniacs like the Goa’uld didn’t kill off a lot more of the Jaffa to prevent the risk of takeovers from the kids. Maybe the maturity up to full ‘ready to be a grotesque parasite inside a human’ stuff took a stupidly long time.




Maybe she ought to try the legendary ‘thrust into the body and rip out your heart’ technique on some of these Jaffa and see if crushing their tapeworms gave them indigestion.




O’Neill said in his peppy ‘I’m pretending everything is fine’ voice, “All righty campers, let’s go find the closest control room and make the shields do that flicky-offy thing Carter keeps talking about.”




Liz gave him a grin, even as Giles and Carter did that grimace thing that meant O’Neill knew just how to drive them nuts. He gave her a sly wink in return.




O’Neill had Giles take point, with Teal’c on their six and Carter in the middle. Carter didn’t like that, but she was unarmed and totally underdressed for an Air Force major, so she just shut up and obeyed orders. She looked like things went that way with O’Neill more often than she liked.




They got to an empty transport spot, and Giles went straight to the control panel, which was in Goa’uld of course. Carter made sure all Liz parts were within the fancy-schmancy circle inlaid in the floor, and all seatbacks and tray tables were in their full, upright, and locked position. They teleported up to a different level.




And they immediately found themselves surrounded by Jaffa who were pointing those big fat quarterstaffs at them.




Teal’c moved pretty damn fast for a guy his size. He slapped one quarterstaff into a second Jaffa, and he punched the third Jaffa so hard the guy practically flew backward.




Liz saw the guy on her right swing his staff at her, so she ducked under the swing, dropped into a crouch, and when he swung down at her head, she did a guide parry so the staff clocked him right in the clanger. It didn’t take him out, because he was wearing armor. But it stopped him long enough for her to come up with a palm strike right in the nose, and she got the perfect angle on him. His head snapped back, and he fell onto his back.




She scrambled for his staff, but the guy beside him was already aiming his staff at her. Right up until there was this whirring, zappy noise and something like lightning hit the guy and dropped him cold. The zapper fired off twice more, and the fight was over.




Score: Teal’c 4, Zappy Guy 3, O’Neill 2, Giles 1, Undressed Carter 1, Liz 1, badguys 0.




Zappy Guy looked like one of these Goa’uld, and he was holding a ‘gun’ that looked like a Star Wars rebel had a thing for snakes. He spoke in a totally not-a-human voice, “Colonel O’Neill, it appears that I am going to have to abandon my mission to get all of you out of here. I am Tok’ra. You may call me Lo’thor, as it is the identity I adopted for the mission.”




O’Neill smiled at the guy but didn’t put down the staff weapon he was holding rather expertly. “Sure thing, Luther. How’s about we get to a control room so we can turn off enough shields to get us the hell out of here?”




Lo’thor frowned, “That will be difficult. All four control rooms are staffed and heavily guarded.”




Giles calmly said, “Then perhaps you could walk into one and announce that the Tau’ri are on their way, and once the guards prepare for us you could shoot them from behind as we enter?”




“Sure, let’s go with that,” O’Neill suggested.




Lo’thor shrugged and said, “Very well. We will need to go up one level and around to the far side of the ha’tak.”




They moved out. It was pretty clear that no one trusted Lojack as far as they could throw him. Okay, Teal’c could probably throw the guy pretty far though.




Carter explained quietly, “Think of the Tok’ra as a rebel force trying to take down the vast numbers of loosely allied Goa’uld who would much rather attack each other than bother with the rebels.”




So Lojack gave Giles the secret code, stepped into the control room, and made a big loud fuss about incoming Earth troublemakers. And seconds later, there was a ton of zappy noises firing around.




Giles popped the door, since Lojack had given them the right combo, and they all dove in, staff weapons firing. Teal’c had stupidly good aim with the thing, even if he’d been practicing for a century.




Most of the Jaffa and Goa’uld went down, but three Jaffa charged in from a side door and opened fire. For some stupid reason, one of them targeted her and caught her just as she was turning to face them.




Liz felt an unbearable pain in her side as the ball o’ fiery death hit her in the shortribs, and then everything went black. She didn’t even get time for the quippage, which was totally not fai-





Part XI



Liz Summers felt like she was dreaming. There was a distant pain washing in and out like waves off a calm ocean.




I am sorry Liz, but I cannot completely suppress the pain. Your damage was quite severe.




No prob. I’ve been hurt bad before.




So I see, but you have not suffered damage this severe. Still, you have led a remarkable life for one so young.




Thanks, I guess. Not like I had a choice.




Oh no, you have always had a choice. However, you have always chosen to do what was right and necessary, rather than what was easy.




So… I’m Liz. And you are…? Oh. Thanks.




It was weird but the thing — the symbiote inside her — could read her memories as long as she didn’t kick up a ruckus, and could do the sharing thing too. Si’ney. Hundreds of years old, on its fourth host if Liz would permit Si’ney to count her as a host, no matter how briefly. It was a ‘she’ as long as it was in her, but it had no problem thinking of itself as a ‘he’ when it was in a male host. Wacky.




Sure thing, Sidney.




Please Liz, I see that this is ‘humor’ and part of your self-defense mechanisms, but I prefer to preserve my real name regardless of the body I work with.




Oh come on, if you’re going to be stuck for a bit in an Earth girl, you might as well go with an Earth name.




Is not Sidney a boy’s name on Earth? I see a long list of names that are all men and a connotation of a certain… lack of manliness associated with the name?




Not strictly a boy’s name anymore. And O’Neill will think it’s funny, because of Sydney Bristow.




Ahh. I can see your memories, but I do not comprehend this style of humor. Even the Jaffa have humor, but theirs depends heavily on a deep understanding of their warrior culture.




No prob. Ours depends pretty heavily on an understanding of our cultural and pop culture background, along with assorted wacky things that make up the human lifestyle.




“Liz! Come on Summers, don’t crap out on me now!” That was definitely O’Neill.




Are we well enough to talk to Colonel Chatty Cathy?




I will have to concentrate less on the pain control.




Do that.




Jeez, that hurt! She opened her eyes. “Hey, O’Neill. I think I picked up a sunburn. Got any aloe?”




He looked worried. No, he looked incredibly worried about her. “Summers, we’re cut off right now. We can’t get you to a sarcophagus, we don’t even have Google Maps on how to get you to one, and we’re hoping Giles and Carter can get to an alternative spot to knock out at least a tiny chunk of the forcefields, since all the control rooms look like they’re chock full of badguys. And our Tok’ra buddy was missing everything from the armpits down, so he’s a goner. I mean, the badguys could rebuild him in their sarcophagus, but they’ve got to know he’s on our side so they wouldn’t do it to be nice to him. And we could’ve used his expertise. Don’t tell anyone I said so, okay?”




She told him, “Sidney.”




“Sidney?” O’Neill answered suspiciously.




She grinned through the pain. “Yeah. That’s my name for my new housemate. You know, snakey thing, reads minds, does a pretty awesome job on the pain control…”




“Crap!”




She reached up and patted him gently on the arm. “It’s okay. Really. Sidney’s a decent guy… girl… thing… She says she’ll bail once she gets me healed up and she’s got a new host to…”




No! Do not say slither!




She grinned, “…slither into. Sidney didn’t want me to say ‘slither’, you know.”




O’Neill gritted his teeth. “This is not good. Look Liz, we’ve had bad experiences with uninvited guests who took up housekeeping and didn’t want to be evicted. Some of the Tok’ra are pretty okay, and some of ’em… Well, we ran into one who was pretending to be a Tok’ra and was really a Gould infiltrator doing a better job of infiltrating than the Tok’ra were doing on the Gould. So now we don’t know if you’ve got a Tok’ra or a Gould pretending to be a Tok’ra. And the Tok’ra I’ve met were pretty sucky on the Gould-detection.”




She closed her eyes again. “That’s okay. I’m probably not gonna survive this anyway, no matter what Sidney thinks. And… hang on a sec…”




Liz, the difference between Tok’ra and Goa’uld is only one of belief system. We are all children of a Queen Goa’uld who insisted that we were not gods, and we should not act as such. There is not a way to differentiate.




She concentrated for a moment and then asked, “So Sidney says all the Tok’ra are off the same family tree, and if they’re sibs, can’t we do a DNA test to see if they got a new baby sister?”




O’Neill grimaced, “I can’t believe Carter never came up with that one, kid. Maybe it’s a brilliant idea.”




Liz, our DNA is not like yours. We have a genetic memory component that gives us centuries of experience and experiences. We Tok’ra are unlike the others because we carry our mother’s belief system within us.




She gave him a pained smile. “Or maybe it’s totally of the crappy. It’s okay, O’Neill. You can tell me the truth. You don’t have to lie because I’ve got a hole in me the size of a dumptruck.”




He squeezed her hand gently the way you’d help a small child. “Jack. You can call me Jack, y’know.”




“So where are we now?” she wondered. It looked pretty cramped, with all kinds of wiring and tubes running east-west, or whatever direction side to side was.




He gave her a fake grin. “Jeffries tube. Giles complained about your ‘arcane American pop culture references’. Apparently you’re worse than me. I guess that means I have to give up the big blinged-out pop-culture-joke championship belt, unless you wanna go for a cage match.”




She giggled, which really hurt. “Ow. No fair making the injury victim laugh.”




“Sorry.”




She mentioned, “Don’t tell anyone, but I was thinking you were kind of old, but Sidney thinks you’re kind of young and cute. And she thinks you and Carter would be a hot couple, because she doesn’t believe in the whole UCMJ dealie.”




He grimaced. “Do me a favor and don’t mention that to anyone else. Not even Double Oh Giles. Okay?”




She nodded. “And Sidney says I can do this cool thing where my eyes glow and my voice drops about two octaves and I sound totally badass.”




He grimaced again. “Try not to do it without warning people first. It’s liable to get you shot by Carter or Giles or Teal’c. Or anyone back on the base. And it’s liable to get you strapped down and dissected by your buddies in the NID.”




“Great,” she muttered sarcastically. “Totally of the awesome. Not bad enough they’re trying to make a snuff film with me as the star, now we’re going into torture porn? Ick.”




“Liz, I really don’t think I want to go see the movies you’ve been watching,” he snarked.




Liz, your dialogue is very difficult to follow, even with you allowing me access to your memories and emotional connections. Your memory does not work like ours does.




Hey, no sweat, Sidney. You’re still the best date I’ve had in years, even including the last two guys who got to put their snakes inside me.




Liz, you are trying to make yourself sound like a ‘loose woman’ when you have hardly had sexual intercourse at all in the past two years and you still regret having had sex with two of the five men in your entire life.




Yeah, well I could have had the sex with some other guys but I didn’t trust them and we didn’t have that connection. And that was totally me being of the suspicious and stuff. And I lucked out that someone else got tasked with the honeytrap role on my assignments before the NID, and I haven’t had that kind of tasking since I changed bosses.




But Liz, you did not lose your virginity until you were seventeen. Is not that considered average in your society?




Look Sidney, you know math totally better than me. Average doesn’t mean the same as median or modal. I was just stupid. I thought he was Mister Right. He turned out to be more like Mister Left.




Liz, please do not judge yourself. And do not feel that you have to defend yourself to me. We are one. For as long as we are together, I will be here for you. If you choose to have me leave, I will preserve your secrets from the Tau’ri. If you choose to have me stay, I will help you in any way I can. Meanwhile, I want to work on healing us some more. And ask O’Neill what he did with my host’s body.




She opened her eyes again. “Hey Jack, what’d you do with Sidney’s body? Inquiring minds want to know.”




Jack gave her a forced smile. “You know what zats are now that you’ve got a Tok’ra in you?”




“Yeah. The zat’nik’tel. You wanna know what it means?”




“Nope,” he said, like he was some dumb grunt. “I gave his remains three shots, and then scrubbed his blood and DNA off the floor with a staff weapon just to be on the safe side.”




She grinned, “Hey, good job. Next time I have to do some wetwork, I’ll bring you along as my cleaner.”




He didn’t like that one. “I really hope you’re making a joke there, because I may be a soldier, but I don’t approve of a lot of the crap our intelligence community gets up to.”




“Okay. But it’s not like I want you cleaning my nice new bedroom rug with a zat and a staff weapon.” Liz stopped for a moment. “Oh, and Sidney really doesn’t like us calling it a zat. Seems there’s a bad connotation in there. Kinda like if you were eating shiitake mushrooms and I kept shortening their name to just ‘shit’.”




“Good to know,” Jack grinned naughtily.




Liz, there is a sarcophagus on this ha’tak, but it will be inaccessible as it is within heavily guarded private quarters and it has been… your word is booby-trapped.




She tried not to breathe too hard because of the pain in her side. “Hey Jack, Sidney says we can’t get at the sarcophagus onboard, and even if we do it’s been booby-trapped so not of the useful. Also… Hey!”




“What?” Jack checked.




“Sidney called my grammar ‘alleged’! Alleged! I am totally of the grammarly!”




Jack snorted in amusement. “Glad to see you and your roomie are getting along so well.”




Liz, I have been thinking this over. I am not sure that Jack’s team can find a way into any of the forcefield control rooms. They were all too well guarded, and they will be better guarded now than before, given our concerted efforts to take them. We cannot take a ship out through the forcefield to where your friend Thor can teleport us in.




Not so much a friend as a new acquaintance. I probably wouldn’t even invite him to my gym. And say ‘bamf’ instead of teleport.




Liz, I have no intention of saying ‘bamf’ regardless of its entertainment value.




Oh come on Sidney, it’ll be fun. Do you even have the fun?




Liz, I have been undercover for five of your years with only three breaks, none of them more than three days. Fun is not my current focus. But my point is that if we pretend to take one of your team prisoner and march him off, we might be able to gain access to the sarcophagus for long enough to heal ourselves.




And what would happen to my team? Because I saw that burn on Carter’s neck… Oh my God! That’s what that was? And you don’t die from that? No way! We are not throwing any of these people under a bus just so we can get a visit from Nurse Joy.




Liz, we are not Pokemon.




Oh come on, Sidney. I’ll let you be Arbok.




Stop it, Liz. And anyway, we are not really ‘snakes’.




Yeah, I got the whole down-low on the aqua-serpent thing. Hey! You can be Eelektrik or Eelectross!




No. And is there a reason you remember so much about Pokemon from what little you watched with Xander and Willow? Liz? Anything you want to confess?




Umm, I thought Meowth was kind of cuddly looking? You won’t tell anyone, will you?




“Hey Liz, you okay?” Jack checked. 




Jeez, he really was kind of dad-like, wasn’t he? Not that she had a whole lot of experience with decent dads. Hank was a douchy douchebag with extra douchiness. Xander’s dad was a walking ad for Miller Time. Willow’s dad was Sir Not-Appearing-In-This-Film. Amy’s dad had gotten black-widowed by Amy’s mom. Even Rupert the friendly librarian turned out to be a horrible father figure in that ‘hey I fucked your mom and your best friend’s mom and I killed your pal Amy’s mother before I blew town’ way.




“Yeah Jack, just having a chat with Sidney. I tried to talk her into being like a snake Pokemon and she got all cranky about it.”




Jack looked like he was having a hard time keeping a straight face. He told her, “Look, if Carter can’t pull a genius move out of her hat pretty soon, how’s about I give you my zat and you ‘take me prisoner’ and get yourself some sarcophagus-ing?”




She frowned, “Sidney had the same idea. No way. I saw the burn on the back of Carter’s neck. And I saw Sidney’s memories of what it looks like from the outside. Forget it.”




He gave her a smirk. “Aww Liz, I didn’t know you cared!”




Just then, she felt it. “What the hell is that?”




Liz, it is the presence of naquadah. It could be Major Carter or Teal’c, or it could be a threat.




How the hell does Carter have naquadah in her too? I mean… Oh. Thanks for clearing that one up.




She whispered, “Jack, we have incoming and I don’t know who. Gimme the zat.”





Part XII



Liz Summers scooted to the far side of the utility tunnel and Jack scooted backward until he was against the opposite wall. Then she waited until the hatch opened.




Crap, it was a couple Goa’uld, all dolled up for the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Bling Parade. And armed.




What is it, Sidney?




Liz, I need to take control and convince them I am Lo’thor.




Yeah. Do that. Try not to freak Jack out too bad.




She could feel it as her body sort of energized. She knew her eyes were glowing, because it changed the way everything looked. The extreme blinginess wasn’t quite as contrast-y. And she could feel it as Sidney concentrated, which put a buzz in her larynx. Sidney spoke through her mouth, only in Goa’uld. {It is I. Lo’thor. I have been seriously injured by the sholvah Teal’c but I have taken one Tau’ri prisoner. I require immediate help.}




Man, was that weird. Sidney’s memories told her that was totally normal, but it was still super-freak.




Sidney added, {The serious threats are the sholvah and the other Tau’ri. And this body has significant knowledge about Tau’ri security which I require time to process thoroughly. She is most stubborn.}




The two Goa’uld underlings yelled down the hall for aid, and a troop of six Jaffa came stomping along with their Ma’Tok all in marching position.




Hey thanks, Sidney. I had no idea what those big metal Q-tips were called.




Please do not call them Q-tips, Liz. They are not soft or fuzzy. They are deadly weapons of intimidation that have been used for millennia, and they are also nasty melee weapons.




Gotcha, Sid. I’ve seen the quarterstaff and the bo and the pugil stick in action. I might have even taken a swing or two with one.




Please Liz, I can see that you worked quite hard to become good with a bo, just as you did with your katanas. You need not downplay your accomplishments with me.




Liz let Sidney stay in charge. It was even kind of cool to watch. Sidney was really good at the ‘kneel before Doom!’ thing. She refused to show any pain, and she acted like the huge burny area on her side was not worth noticing.




Okay Sidney, you said you could do pain control. What else can you do for me?




Liz, if we were healthy, I could enhance your reflexes to give you speed and quickness that even the best Jaffa such as Teal’c cannot match. And I could enhance your strength so that you would be stronger even than a Jaffa of your size. However I cannot teach you the martial arts of the Jaffa, as we do not bother with techniques like that.




Hey Sid, no prob. I’ve got martial arts of my own. So together we could be Sydney Bristow with superpowers? Cool. What else?




You will be able to understand and speak Goa’uld, its local dialects, as much Ancient as we know, and a variety of Tau’ri languages which captured Tau’ri have spoken for millennia. You will be able to operate the Goa’uld hand devices, which require naquadah in your blood in order for you to be able to operate them, and our genetic memory to control them efficiently.




Whoa! Sidney, those are some seriously cool toys. Can we heal ourself with that hand gizmo?




The quavola’kesh? Not effectively. We would do just as well to devote our energies into increasing the healing factor of your body.




I totally want a karakesh. Offense, defense, remote controls, mental telepathy… Eww, really icky mental telepathy. Blech. Still, that’s a pretty cool weapon for something that would fit under an opera glove.




Sidney insisted aloud, {I must report at once. And the Tau’ri is to be kept with me so that I may ‘reward’ him once I find a karakesh that will fit this body.}




Hey Sid, you know a ton of stuff! How much of this have you guys told O’Neill’s guys?




Liz, it is not for me to decide that. The Tok’ra elders met for a long time once Samantha Carter found us through the memories of her former host Jolinahr. The Tau’ri are a very young race, and they would misuse the knowledge that we possess. As you already know. Your NID operatives were attempting to steal Goa’uld technology.




Yeah Sid, I got that. And they weren’t snitching it to mount on their wall next to the stuffed Wookie they shot on Alderaan.




Liz, your jokes are terrible.




You’ll get used to them.




I suppose I will have to.




So Sid, if you Tok’ra don’t trust the Tau’ri enough to give ’em any weapons, then why do you expect the Tau’ri to trust you?




They do not have to. We are merely distant allies, not teammates or even co-workers.




Or cow-orkers.




Liz, that does not make sense even using your memories.




Liz let Sidney keep running things, because Sidney knew how to act, and where to go, and when to boss people around to seem extra-ruthless. And this stuff about Anubis was totally freaky. The guy had tech that even the other Goa’uld didn’t, which was not of the okay. The guy had vanished for centuries, so the prevailing idea was that Nooby had found himself a planet or two off the Stargate network that had some seriously hi-tech tech, and was keeping it for himself. The Goa’uld weren’t one of the ‘four great races’ of The Alliance, so the Tok’ra were assuming Nooby had snagged a big heaping wad of Alteran tech, since the Asgard acted like they didn’t know how to handle his new stuff. The Nox seemed to be a pretty low-tech race that went with a primitive lifestyle and psi powers out the wazoo. The Furlings were a complete mystery, but hadn’t left tons of tech in any place they had been known to hang out. So probably Alteran tech. Which was totally not of the good, since even the Asgard and the Goa’uld tended to think of the Alterans as ‘the Ancients’.




Si’ney had been pretending to be Lo’thor for years, just infiltrating and playing good under-god and plotting to take down one of the major Goa’uld from the inside. But then Anubis turned up and took over while making it look stupidly easy. So Si’ney kept playing along and trying to get on a ha’tak that would go to someplace that would tip the Tok’ra off to where Nooby was snitching all his super-bling. But no luck so far. And this Loki deal had pretty well busted up Si’ney’s cover. Nooby tended to deal with suspected traitors the same way he dealt with real traitors, and that involved being tortured to death over and over and over, with sarcopha-fun in between. What a charmer.




The big problem was Liz was walking in the middle of six armored Jaffa, with Jack right in front of her and two Goa’uld behind her. She had her zat’nik’tel out and pointing at Jack’s back, so she was ready to launch an attack. But zats just didn’t fire and recharge fast enough to take out all eight opponents before one of them could react. And she was an easy target, thanks to the massive damage on her right side.




Sidney, when we get to the sneak attack phase of the op, I’m going to need you to drop the pain control and totally focus on the speed-up and strength increase.




Liz, that is a very bad idea. The pain will be intense and may immobilize you.




Yeah, I know. But I think we’re going to need fast movement and power moves to deal with our six Imperial Storm Troopers, because even if we focus on pain control, we’re doomed as soon as one of them smacks us a good one on our damage. It’s super effective!




Liz, that was not funny.




Oh come on, Sid. Lighten up.




One of the under-Goa’uld muttered, {Lo’thor, that much damage will require time spent in a sarcophagus. What would you have us do with the Tau’ri in the meantime?}




Sidney firmly replied, {That will depend on the decisions of others, as well as the actions of the other Tau’ri before they are captured or killed.}




Totally awesome acting there, Sidney.




Liz, I am simply treating this as an exercise.




No way, you’re an actress! And you’re great! You’re like the Meryl Streep of outer space.




Liz, behave yourself.




Liz leafed through Sidney’s mental images of the ha’tak, and she figured out where they were going to end up. They were not heading toward that sarcophagus. Someone was not interested in getting Lo’thor’s new body any treatments.




What? Am I not cute enough?




Stop it, Liz. You know this has nothing to do with our attractiveness. It may be a subtle attempt to remove us from the hierarchy, or it may be simple assassination.




Yeah, I know. But thinking about that’s no fun. I’ve got enough of that back on Earth.




Has it occurred to any of O’Neill’s people that this Senator Kinsey could be a Goa’uld or perhaps is being secretly controlled by Goa’uld interests?




They really hate him, so I’m sure they’d be thrilled to death if any of that turned out to be right. But it’s probably not that. Humans can be megalomaniacs and sociopaths and greedy assholes all on their own.




You have a disheartening view of your own civilization.




Yeah Sid, it comes from seeing its underbelly way too much.




Liz leafed through pages of Sidney’s memories, which were more like a small library. Sidney totally knew a ton of the awesome. How to fly a ha’tak and twenty-five other Goa’uld vessels? Sidney was down with that. How to replace components with other crystals and which ones wouldn’t work? Sidney knew all that jazz, and that meant Sidney knew how to make with the demolitions if need be. Nooby’s favorite underlings and Jaffa Primes? Sidney had that too. She had scoured big heaping wads of intel that was totally of the awesomeness.




Thank you, Liz.




Oh sure, you’re welcome. Even if my grammar is ‘alleged’.




Liz, please.




Okay. Look Sidney, here’s what I want to know. You’ve got tons of memories of Goa’uld harvesting hotties for implantation, and then getting down and getting funky with the sexxay new bodies. Well duh. That’s what attractiveness is for in us Tau’ri. But you have no memories of Nooby whipping out the Little Nooby — I’m gonna call it the Neenis — and giving it to his prettiest babes. Or even his prettiest beefcake, because I am totally okay with expression of your individual sexuality and my bestie is making time with another woman.




Liz, you did not handle Willow’s revelation well at all.




Okay, maybe I pulled an epic fail there, but I am totally of the supporting now.




And your point was?




Okay Sidney, you got me derailed. Or I got me derailed. Here’s my point. Why isn’t Nooby making with the sexytime? Did he used to be totally asexual? Did he lose Little Nooby in an industrial accident and he’s too embarrassed to get it fixed in his sarcophagus?




Liz, these are important concepts. Anubis was legendary before he vanished for his… sadistic tendencies when he sexually used his… well yes, they would be victims. But no more. Something has happened to him that the Tok’ra did not realize. I need to find a way to impart this intelligence to my people.




Liz was hoping they’d find a way, because right now she was assuming that uber-badness was on the horizon instead.




Aaaaand here came more bad news, down the hallway right at them. A huge Jaffa with one of those freaky metal heads on was pushing Major Carter along at the end of a Ma’Tok. And Carter looked bad. She was staggering and limping and not even trying to cover up the goods.




Metal Head Guy snarled in Goa’uld, {Move out of my way, weaklings!}




The two Goa’uld behind her pressed forward to tell off Metal Head Guy, and Carter got shoved right at them.




Liz took her chance. She leapt backward and opened fire on the back two Jaffa. At the same moment, Carter came up with a zat’nik’tel that had to have been taped to her butt, and she nailed the two Goa’uld with perfect shots as she did a roll across the floor. Metal Head Guy shot the two Jaffa in the front. Jack pulled a Samson and shoved the middle two Jaffa apart so they staggered sideways against the walls.




Liz shot both of the middle Jaffa, but Carter shot both of them at the same time. Oops. Dead instead of unconscious. Oh well, you can’t make a snake omelet without breaking a few snake eggs.




Liz, that was not funny in the least. And we are not snakes.




Sorry.




And the pain was nearly overwhelming, because Sidney had put all her points into speed and quickness.




I am sorry, Liz.




No problemo.




That is possibly the worst Arnold Schwarzenegger imitation ever. You should restrict yourself to voices that are within your range.




Can we do the Goa’uld voice and try it?




No. Absolutely not.





Part XIII



Liz Summers tried to handle the searing agony. She did her best not to collapse on the blingy floor and call for mommy, but it was close. That stupid Ma’Tok blast in her side really, really hurt. Still. Pulling all the power from the pain control and healiness to charge up the STR and DEX was a good strategy, but jeez did it hurt! More points back in CON, please! And she was so not telling anyone that she used to listen to Xander and Willow talking about D&D. And maybe she played a couple times just because they asked her really, really nicely.




Instead, she forced a grin. “Hey major, nice acting.”




Major Carter retrieved her two shirts from Giles, who had been lurking around the corner with a staff weapon of his own as backup. “I figured there was no point in not taking advantage of the utter lack of utilitarian features in this outfit.”




Wow. Carter had been kidnapped by aliens, probed, kidnapped again, stripped naked and tortured and stuck in an outfit Barbara Eden wouldn’t be seen dead in, and she still talked like a Science Giles. Carter probably had tweed lingerie. Or maybe labcoat lingerie.




Jack O’Neill immediately went with the team protection. In a happy, excited tone, he spilled, “Hey guess what everybody? There’s a party at Liz’s house and she already has an extra occupant!”




Carter suddenly looked horrified before she masked it with ‘concerned military officer’. Carter’s little visit with Jolinahr must have been not of the fun.




Liz calmly said, “Wow, your house party with Jolinahr must’ve been less ‘Weekend at Bernie’s’ and more ‘In Cold Blood’. Sorry.”




Carter tried not to flinch. “Liz, Jolinahr was in a desperate situation, but still she took me hostage. She took over my body and refused to let me have any control whatsoever. She ransacked my memories against my will. She threatened Cassie! She said she was going to find a way to leave me and take another host while we were next off-world, but she was caught and locked up… meaning I was locked up. Ultimately, she gave her life to protect me, but it nearly killed me and it left me with memories I had a really hard time dealing with.”




Liz, that is well within the capabilities of the Tok’ra or the Goa’uld. In fact, the Goa’uld relish the prospect of taking over a body and stripping its mind bare and making it watch as the Goa’uld inside does hideous acts that would scar any viewer even if it was not your very body committing the acts, and in many cases against your loved ones and your world.




Liz frowned, “I’m totally of the sorry, major. Sidney backs you up. But we’ve reached a little détente for now, and she’s already helped me a ton.”




“Sidney?” Carter asked suspiciously.




The big metal animal head retracted smoothly into the collar of a Jaffa’s metal armor, revealing Teal’c inside. Like that was a shock. Teal’c scowled, “You have given your symbiote a name? And it allowed such an indignity?”




O’Neill snarked, “Hey, I call yours ‘Junior’ all the time.”




Okay, that was hilarious. If she hadn’t been in so much pain, she would have laughed out loud. Liz admitted, “Its name is Si’ney, but I figure if she’s stuck in an Earth girl she’s gotta make with the hip lingo.”




Carter pointed out, “You do know that you’re being inconsistent with pronouns about its gender, right?” While she was talking, she used her zat’nik’tel to disintegrate some of the downed enemies. Jack took Liz’s weapon and joined in on the action.




Liz almost shrugged, but that would have really hurt. “Well, Sidney’s not all that set on gender anyway. She says she thinks of herself as male when she’s in a male body and as female when she’s in a female body. And she’s in a female Tau’ri right now.”




Giles pointed out, “And you may be using more of Si’ney’s vocabulary than you realize.”




Liz tried to explain. “Yeah, we kind of did the whole ‘show and tell’ bit already. I let her look in my memories, and she let me look in her memories, which let me tell you are way more memory-esque than mine. She’s got hundreds of years of memories, and frankly I could’ve done without the porn flicks from the guy’s point of view. I totally did not need to know what it felt like to have a dinker and use it on hot babes. But she’s keeping both of us alive, and she’s keeping the pain down to something manageable, and she’s got important intel like Nooby doesn’t use Little Nooby on anyone anymore, even if I don’t know what that means.”




Carter immediately reacted. “That could be quite significant. I can see at least six… no, seven possibilities inherent in the situation, and some of them might even lead to ways to fight back against him.”




Liz looked over at Jack, who had this ‘I told you she was a super-genius’ smirk on his face. Liz wondered if Carter realized just how proud of Carter’s brain Jack really was.




She paused, “Hang on a sec, Sidney wants to say something.”




She found her neck instinctively relaxing so her head tipped forward, and then her neck buzzed and her eyes did the weird thing. Sidney spoke in that inhuman voice, “I want to point out that Liz put that together. I had the intel, but Liz was the one who did the data analysis thing.” She paused for a second and complained, “And Liz is contaminating my language with her speech patterns. This is quite frustrating.”




Sidney relaxed and did the head-dip thing again, and Liz added, “I think it’s kind of kicky. Sidney knows just tons of cool words. Did you know that ribbon thing is a karakesh? I totally want one that fits me.” She spotted O’Neill rolling his eyes, but she ignored it. She changed topics, “So what’s our next move?”




Carter said, “We can’t launch a successful attack at any of the forcefield control rooms. But we can attack elsewhere while there are increased concentrations of forces at those four locations.”




Right. Because they’d have to strip guards off other spots. That made total sense. Liz pointed out, “They’ve got the control rooms blocked off, but what about the forcefield generators? Or the power supplies for ’em? Or power conduits, or even… Hang on a second.”




Sidney, what are those things?




They are power modulation systems that maintain stability at the edges and vertices of the forcefields where they intersect. Otherwise there could be a large list of possible problems.




So a pyramid is a really stupid design idea when you’ve got outside forcefields?




Yes Liz, it is not an optimal design approach.




Liz grinned, “Sidney says there are big power modulation things to control what happens at the edges and tips of the forcefields. Maybe we could screw one of them up.”




Carter grinned. That was totally a ‘mad scientist’ grin there. “Of course. The forcefields don’t wrap smoothly around the exterior. They have curvatures that would induce a defined algebraic geometry on the intersections. The surfaces are probably second-order differentiable at most, and at the vertices they might not even be first-order differentiable!”




Liz had no idea what Carter was saying, even if Sidney did, but she knew it was Giant Brain Science Stuff. She had seen plenty of examples of that from Willow. So she was good with whatever Carter came up with, even if it sounded whacko. She glanced over at O’Neill, and he caught her expression.




Jack slid into a pretty damn good imitation of a certain cartoon character as he stared at her. “Pinky! Are you pondering what I’m pondering?”




She grinned and answered, “I think so, Brain, but me and Pippi Longstocking… what would the children look like?”




Carter stood stiffly like she didn’t dare tell her commanding officer to stop being a doofus. Teal’c clearly didn’t get it. Giles turned around facing the other way and made a suspicious cough to cover up what was probably a tweedy laugh.




Jack grinned at her for a second before he remembered she had ‘Sidney Inside’ and she might be an enemy instead of a fun ally.




Sidney, how long is it going to take to get them to trust me? And did the Jolinahr thing totally trash that chance?




Liz, I believe that they are far more concerned about the Tanith thing.




Right. I’m with you on that one. What a douche.




Liz frowned, “Okay, I get that you can’t trust me because I’ve gone all Heinlein on you. But we’ve still got to get out of here. And I could totally use some medical help other than Sidney’s superpowers.”




Carter was thinking so hard her hands were forgetting to cover up the Carterettes, even if she did have her shirts back on. “Our best option is probably one of the power modulation systems for the vertices. The top vertex is bound to be heavily guarded, since it will be too near the bridge and the captain’s quarters. But any of the four bottom vertices ought to be manageable, given our lack of knowledge about their guard structures.”




Liz told her, “Sidney says they’re just cramped little work areas and there shouldn’t be any guards inside. But there will be patrols marching past every minute or two. So if we can get there and get inside in between guard patrols, we should be golden. If I can use that adjective on a ha’tak.”




Jack urged, “Well then campers, let’s get a move on. Can we get there through the Jeffries tubes, or do we need to risk alerting everyone by teleporting downstairs?”




Liz glanced down at her side. Even with Sidney doing the Tylenol thing for her, there was no way she could climb down a ladder for forty floors with her side like this.




Giles suggested, “Perhaps Lo’thor and her Jaffa warrior could take the beam down, while the rest of us partake in a little exercise.”




Liz nodded, “Good plan. We get you guys started, so we know where you’ll end up. Then Steel and I are gonna go do that, and we’ll meet you at the right level.”




“I prefer Iron Man,” Teal’c stolidly insisted.




Okay. Liz totally didn’t see him as a Tony Stark type in any way, but she could work with that.




Sidney told her how to get to the best choice for a utility tunnel that went nearly straight down. She noticed that Jack very carefully let his major go first, since someone was basically going commando until they got her more clothes. Then Liz let Sidney take over again, and she marched her Jaffa warrior over to one of the Goa’uld teleporters.




The stupid teleporter wasn’t even surrounded by guards. She was pretty sure it was monitored in some way, though. She sure would have monitored it, or locked it down until the user had a little chat with the officer of the day and provided the secret codeword.




Liz, why is the password supposed to be ‘swordfish’? Oh. I think I would like to see some of these ‘Marx Brothers’ movies.




Sidney, ask O’Neill. He looks like the kind of guy who’s got all of ’em on DVD.




They bamfed out on the correct level, and there were two guards actually paying attention.




She let Sidney take over again. {Jaffa, kree! There are still Tau’ri running amok in this ha’tak, and you will suffer the consequences if they get past you!}




Sidney, that Goa’uld voice is really cool. Flash the high beams at ’em too.




Sidney did the Goa’uld eye flare and even chewed out the guards for not recognizing the powerful Lo’thor in his newest form.




The great and powerful Lo’thor!




Liz, do not do Oz jokes and make me laugh in the middle of an effort like this.




Okay, sorry.




She let Sidney storm off down the corridor, even if her body wasn’t really built for stomping off. And just to be a pain, she sang ‘We’re Off to See The Wizard’ in her head to try and make Sidney crack up.




We hurt far too much for me to laugh.




Sorry, Sidney. But when you’re hurt, you’ve gotta keep moving forward. In American sports, we call it ‘playing through the pain’.




‘That which does not kill me makes me stronger’ seems like a very Jaffa sentiment.




We Tau’ri can be pretty darn martial and bellicose when we choose to be, or when we don’t have a choice. Belligerent, even.




She got to the locked utility access and Sidney told her the code for that door.




Teal’c pointed out, “You and your symbiote seem to have blended extremely effectively. I would be more comfortable if I knew whether this was usual.”




She opened the door and peeked inside. The rest of the team was still about eighty feet up, but making really good progress. She admitted, “Sidney says it works better when it’s voluntary on both sides, and both partners are healthy. The big bomb crater in my side is kinda slowing some of that down. I really want to get to the SuperLiz part of the story.”




He nodded sagely. “You wish to have more strength and speed to combat your enemies. That is sound. But will you have to adjust all of your martial arts training accordingly?”




She frowned, “For sparring? Totally. I don’t wanna be punching some guy in the solar plexus and ending up with my fist all the way through his stomach.” She gave him a grin. “I mean, what if he had meatloaf for lunch? Eww.”




He explained, “The Jaffa martial arts are specifically designed to use our enhanced strength and quickness. They are also centered around the use of the Ma’Tok as a melee weapon.”




She admitted, “Sidney said she didn’t know any of the Jaffa martial arts. We should spar and compare notes… sometime when I don’t belong in the burn ward.”




“That would be… acceptable.”




Why couldn’t she find a guy who had O’Neill’s sense of humor, Teal’c’s general muscle-y hotness, and Giles’ smarts? Oh, and Pinocchio’s nose so she would know when he was lying to her. Maybe she should have tried dating Xander way back when she had the chance and she was turning him down because she was being Miss Supportive Bestie for Willow. Her mom had really liked Xander. Okay, maybe Xander had liked her mom a little too much.




Her team stepped off the ladder and padded over toward her. Carter’s feet had to be killing her after climbing four hundred feet down those ladder rungs, but Carter didn’t even ask to stop and sit down for a second. Liz figured women in the armed forces had to ignore a lot of pain and stuff just so they wouldn’t get treated like ‘little girls’.




Liz led everyone down the hall and into a row of niches in the wall, so the guard patrol marched right past them without noticing a thing. She had no idea how Teal’c squeezed himself and that armor into that tiny space, but he managed. Then she darted over to the door and tapped in the secret code.




The door opened… and the place was empty. She waved everyone in, even as she started squeezing through the tight spaces looking for guards or automated weaponry systems or even sleeping engineers. But the place was completely empty.




She showed Carter where the forcefield modulation systems were, but she had to let Carter use that giant brain to figure everything out, because Sidney didn’t have that kind of intel. These were not normal ha’tak systems.




She murmured to Jack, “I’ve seen better security on reruns of ‘Get Smart’.”




“I’ve seen better security in G.I. Joe cartoons.”




“I’ve seen better security in Fletch novels.”




“I’ve seen better security in ‘Invasion of the Neptune Men’.”




“Ooh, burn!” Liz laughed.




Carter cleared her throat. “Sir, if you’re done, we can leave. The modulation and correction components are off-line, and based on a simple catastrophe theory model, ought to fail dramatically quite soon.”




“How long is ‘quite soon’, major?” Jack checked.




Carter admitted, “It should be between 400 and 600 seconds. But we need to make sure they don’t realize what we’ve done, and we should get out of an area with enough gluon transfer that it might interfere with the Asgard teleportation beams.”




Liz thought things over with Sidney. So they had seven to ten minutes, and they needed to leave the room. They could hide out in one of the tunnels for ten minutes, or…




Liz grinned at O’Neill. “Hey, let’s go steal some stuff!”





Part XIV



Liz Summers stood there and waited impatiently while O’Neill and Carter and Giles and Teal’c tossed around the pros and cons of trying to swipe some potentially useful stuff when they knew they were about to get bamfed right off the ha’tak.




Ultimately, it was up to the commanding officer, but O’Neill really listened to his junior officer and his non-mil contractors. Why couldn’t she have had O’Neill for a boss, instead of the total dillweeds she’d been stuck with?




Finally, O’Neill summarized, “We need to get out of here so we can do the ‘five to beam up’ thing. We need to move far enough away that the snakes don’t wise up in time about what we did here. A tactical engagement would help with that. And Liz has a bling deficit. So we go. We’ll move to the opposite side of the ha’tak and up several levels if we can. Then we teleport to one of the higher levels that ought to still be pretty clear, and see how far we can get with the old ‘captured prisoners’ ruse that didn’t work the last time. If anything goes wonky, we only have to stall for the rest of Carter’s 400 to 600 seconds. And Liz? If we get bamf’ed out of here before you get any new Tinkertoys, no sulking.”




She gave him a stiff salute. “Roger that, Roger.”




He smirked, “Over, Oveur.”




So they set out at a quick walk. It looked like O’Neill and his team had been in so many ha’taks that they had the basic blueprints mapped out in their heads. She led them to four short ramps that got them up a total of seven levels by the time they got to the far side of the ha’tak. Then they took a teleporter up to a level that was mainly warehousing of supplies and repair bays. It was unattended, because it was a totally low-risk level when it came to sabotage or sneak attacks or anything except places where lazy putzes maybe snuck off for naptime when they weren’t supposed to.




Putzes? Is that appropriate?




Not if you go with the strict Yiddish meaning, but it’s colloquial, and in American it’s totally not the peen. It’s a jerk. A dork. A bozo. A hoser. A-




Liz, is there a reason that there are hundreds of words in English for people who you find annoying?




Hey, there’s probably a thousand words in Ancient Egyptian for sand.




Actually… no.




Jeez, you guys need to loosen up. English walks off with lots of fun words other languages didn’t lock up with enough guards around them.




That is an interesting description of a process in etymology that in our language leads to what are called ‘loaned words’.




I think we’ve got something similar in our language, but I didn’t pay that much attention when Will was going on and on about how awesome her linguistics prof was.




They moved down the blingy hallways of the ha’tak until they were at the teleporter they wanted. And she thought the Goa’uld word for them was stupid because the translation was totally of the lame.




Liz, there is nothing wrong with that word!




Oh come on Sidney, it would be like if I named elevators ‘box that mysteriously rides up and down’.




Let me just point out that you do have words like that. Paternoster. Personal computer. Firefighter. Jumprope. Vacuum cleaner. LASER. B-




Okay, okay Sidney, stop picking on the poor little Tau’ri that doesn’t even have grammar that isn’t ‘alleged’ okay?




Fine. We’ll go with… transmat.




Ooh! Doctor Who refs for the win! I’m good with that. Willow would be so happy with us!




Liz, I can see your fondness for Willow and Xander, but has it occurred to you that as long as I am sharing your body, the SGC will not allow you to walk around on your planet? The threat of the Goa’uld is real, and what your NID would do to us does not bear considering.




They are totally not my NID anymore. And yeah, that’s a problem that’s totally of the serious. But we have way bigger problems first. Like not dying. And getting off this pile of junk. And getting healed up.




That is a good point, and prioritization is clearly a strength you bring to the relationship.




Relationship? So if we kiss another Tok’ra, is that automatically a foursome?




Liz, stop it.




O’Neill asked Giles, “So who is this Gould guy Ishkabibble anyway?”




Liz tried really hard not to giggle. Giles looked like O’Neill had just picked his nose and wiped it on one of the really rare books in the library. Jack was really good at the taunting thing.




Giles acerbically said, “Ishkur. One of the major gods in the Mesopotamian pantheon. He was the god of storms, and was venerated as a supreme power in some areas of the region.”




Jack pointed out, “So Mister Big is probably pretty peeved about getting his ass kicked by Anubis and having to be a second banana now. Can we use that?”




Liz, what is a second banana? Oh… I see. This vaudeville seems like a fascinating subject. I am surprised more planets do not have such entertainments.




You kinda have to have enough basics that you can afford to have a lot of people who do nothing but comedy or acting or dancing. So first storytellers or story-singers, then simple theater, then complicated theatrics, then this evolves from that stuff.




Hmm. I see.




Carter suggested, “We could have Lo’thor and his Jaffa haul us in to see Ishkur and put forth plans to use our strange Tau’ri knowledge base to defeat Anubis and take over his domains.”




“Sounds like the fun,” Liz said.




“Indeed,” Teal’c added stolidly.




Hey Sidney, is it my imagination, or am I hearing extra stuff in the T-Man’s voice?




Yes Liz, you are. I am boosting your hearing slightly so that you can hear the subtleties in the speech of the Jaffa and the Goa’uld.




Teal’c is sneaking in the funny when they don’t know it, isn’t he?




O’Neill is fully aware. Watch his eyes. He enjoys this, particularly when those around them have no idea.




Yeah, that sounds like Jack.




Giles asked, “Major Carter, how were Ishkur’s forces arrayed when you were up there before?”




Carter closed her eyes and then started speaking. It was pretty frightening how much Carter could recall from a room where she shouldn’t have been able to remember anything except unbearable pain. But she knew how big the room was, where secret doors and cabinets could be, how many Jaffa were in there, what their markings were and what that meant about Anubis conquering the crap out of a bunch of other Goa’uld, what Ishkur looked like and how big he was and what Goa’uld bling he was toting around, which harem members were on the floor in front of him, who he used as a torturer, what questions he was asking and which ones he was not and what that said about his areas of interest, you name it. Carter’s brain was like film footage of the event, put through digital processing and then given to a data analysis section to study.




Granted, Sidney knew all that stuff, plus some more, like how to get into the secret cabinets Carter had correctly guessed about, and the names of Ishkur’s minions, and some stuff that probably wasn’t important, like Itch-Cur’s favorite positions for molesting slaves.




So Liz spilled some of the useful stuff. How to get into the cabinets Sidney knew how to get into, and which Jaffa were the really good fighters, and who was pretty much useless but sucked up totally expertly.




Jack laid out a basic plan and handed Liz the zat’nik’tel. “Okay, just one thing. Remember: pillage, then burn. Got it?”




Liz leaned over to Carter and whispered, “Best CO ever.”




Carter smiled a tiny bit. She whispered back, “Yeah, but you can’t tell him because he’ll ask you to do his after-mission reports.”




Jack clapped his hands together. “Okay, let’s do this thing before we get bamf’ed out of here.”




Teal’c ‘suited up’, making his neck-thing turn into the freaky metal headpiece. Liz stepped alongside him, feeling stupidly short, because the T-man in heavy armor looked about the size of the Hulk or something. They stepped into the teleporter. Liz let Sidney take over, and she operated the thing.




They appeared in the hall to Ishkur’s quarters and were instantly surrounded by armed Jaffa. Totally not a surprise. Sidney let her eyes flare, and she growled in Goa’uld. {Jaffa kree! I am Lo’thor in a new body. I have captured the Tau’ri. The sholva is on board and must be found! I require two more Jaffa to accompany me to the captain’s quarters, and I require more Jaffa on this level before the sholva attempts a rescue!}




Two Jaffa peeled off, one began speaking into a communicator asking for support troops, and she led her little group down the bling toward Itchy-Cur’s private throne room near the bridge.




That went… way too easy.




Liz, that is what Jaffa are supposed to do. They follow the orders of their gods without question.




Yeah, I know, but now I feel like we’re walking into a ginormous trap.




I have my suspicions as well, but Ishkur will wish to demonstrate his vast intellectual and strategic superiority. That requires the chance to do what you call ‘the supervillain monologue’.




Kewl.




It was pretty interesting. Carter went for browbeaten. Giles went for nervous and tweedy. O’Neill went for relaxed and casual. Liz figured that was going to be pretty funny to watch, because dorks like Itchy did not take that kind of ‘tude well.




Liz, remember that O’Neill may be tortured just for acting like this.




Sure, but he’s counting on it. He’d rather take a karakesh to the face than let his people get hurt.




Valid argument, Liz. And, since the Goa’uld would never consider doing such a thing, they will not recognize the stratagem.




Yup.




They marched down the hall, took the seriously-guarded Hall O’ Importance, and were finally admitted to the Room Of ‘What Do You Beg Of Me This Time’.




Ishkur was a Giles-sized guy who looked like he was born in the Middle East a couple thousand years ago, even if Sidney knew the guy had switched bodies a few times since the old days. He had the standard karakesh on his right forearm, but he was wearing a blinged-out jewel-bedecked bracer on his left forearm. Sidney didn’t know what it did, but it was probably a gift from Anubis, which might even mean Ishkur couldn’t get it off and didn’t dare cheese off Nooby for fear of what the bracer might do. With Liz’s ‘guard’ of two Jaffa plus Teal’c, there were a total of nine armed Jaffa in the room. Itchy also had three slinky harem girls hanging around his legs, and had apparently been eyeing Carter as Hot Sexslave Number Four, because Liz could tell all three of those bimbos had a surprise inside their box of Crackerjacks. The guy was missing a hot blonde to complete the set, so Carter would fit that bill too.




Sidney led off. {I am Lo’thor. Your incompetent Jaffa shot me instead of the invaders! They destroyed my body and forced me to take over this Tau’ri even though she is injured as well.} Itchy thought that was amusing. {However, this host has extensive knowledge of these Taur’ri, and so she knows that the one known as Carter may have knowledge and intelligence sufficient to help you remove that bracer.}




{And what do you expect in return?} Itchy asked snidely.




Maybe she’d start calling him Snidely Itch-Lash.




Sidney snapped, {That should be clear. More authority. A better body. More power once we defeat the devices of Anubis and bring him to his knees. Supervision of whoever you implant into Carter and Giles. And proper equipment that will fit this tiny body as long as I must remain in it.}




Tiny body? Let me just say ‘Hey!’ Why does everyone do the short jokes?




Hush, Liz.




Itchy pretended he was considering it. Sidney knew there was no way he’d go for it. Liz knew there was no way he’d go for it. Hell, O’Neill knew there was no way. There were probably Jaffa down on the bottom levels who knew it.




Sidney strode forward toward one of the cabinets. {You clearly think you have the upper hand now. You have overlooked some critical issues. I have the information which will unlock what you need. And I know how to get to useful locations on their planet, with codes to get into the right places.}




Come on, Carter genius stuff! Take down some force fields! We’re stalling here!




Liz, I know that. And there is nothing in that cabinet except specialized Jaffa tools.




Sidney, I know that. That’s why I’m going there. Itchy isn’t going to stop me from pulling toys out of there.




Sidney stalled some more. {Ishkur, your fate is no longer yours, and yet when I give you a way to remove that bracer and regain control over your own life, you choose the wrong path. Have you learned nothing?}




There was a distant explosion, and the whole ha’tak shook violently, even though the inertial dampeners should have masked that completely.




Liz, if we cannot be teleported off this ha’tak soon, the next violent movement may leave us all as smears on the ceiling.




Sidney, we’ve just got to stay alive a bit longer. Time for action. Super Robot Monkey Team Hyperforce Go!




Liz, just say you want me to put all my efforts into your strength and speed.




I think I’m gonna change your name to Debbie Downer.




The room shook and tilted, and Giles moved. Holy crap! Giles grabbed an armored Jaffa with a Ma’tok and pulled the guy over on top of him while doing a judo roll. Then he kicked the guy off and into another Jaffa, and came up with the Ma’tok, which he fired right into a third Jaffa.




By then, Teal’c had blasted two other Jaffa and one of the concubines who tried to attack him. Jack elbowed one Jaffa in the face and smashed the back of the Jaffa’s head into a wall until the guy sank down to the floor in a heap.




Carter wheeled to face a fully-armored Jaffa with metal headpiece, who was holding his Ma’tok in vertical style. The Jaffa whipped the Ma’tok down so he could shoot Carter or knock her on her ass. She froze… or so it looked. The Jaffa took the time to adjust his stance, and Carter struck like a cobra when his posture was going just where she wanted. She caught him slightly off-balance and leveraged some control over the angle of the staff weapon, and then she twisted her body so the Jaffa was either going to have to let go of his weapon or be pulled forward. He went with option number two. Carter pivoted the Ma’tok so the tip slammed against the top of his breastplate, and she triggered it. The blast took off most of the Jaffa’s head and knocked Carter flying.




Liz reached into the cabinet and pulled out what she wanted. Two trinium sabers. No Goa’uld would use such a thing. No Goa’uld knew martial arts for sabers. They were there as gifts for Itchy’s First Primes.




No one had bothered to tell Itchy that Sidney’s new host knew martial arts for something similar enough to twin sabers. But he was about to find out.





Part XV



Giles and Carter both fired their staff weapons at Itchy, but he was already on his feet with his forcefield up. One of the blasts rebounded and took out the second harem girl.




The third harem girl pulled a pair of daggers out of her wrist bracelets and moved at a ridiculous speed at Liz. But with all of Sidney’s efforts going into strength and speed, Liz wasn’t worried. The harem girl just wasn’t moving all that fast compared to Liz’s perceptions, and wasn’t even holding the daggers right.




Liz spun and slashed both swords in a fast kata. The harem girl lost one dagger along with most of a couple fingers, and screamed. She tried to dive inside Liz’s reach, but Liz knew that trick. A move to the side, a high slash, and the headless body of harem girl three went tumbling past on Liz’s right, along with half of a symbiote.




Okay, that went well, but it also went with an incredible amount of pain, because Sidney wasn’t doing her pain-reliever trick and Liz was doing a lot of moving.




O’Neill’s team had all the Jaffa down, but Ishkur had his personal force field up and was going with the fiendish grin as he pointed his left arm at O’Neill. It looked like whatever-it-was could fire right through a Goa’uld force field. “You fools! You dare to annoy the god of storms?!”




God of storms? Okay Sidney, what do you want to bet that it’s a Tesla Claw? Show me how these force fields work.




Liz glide-stepped in on Itchy. If the force fields worked by stopping anything above a certain kinetic energy, then she had a counterattack.




She threw one of her sabers. It went right through the force field and sank a good eight inches into Itchy’s side. He screamed like the Goa’uld version of a little girl, and the bracer fired a lightning bolt into the ceiling. It looked like it fried half of Itchy’s left hand in the process. Liz was figuring Nooby hadn’t bothered to warn Itchy about that.




She slid forward and slowed down to lean into the forcefield. Super-low v meant you could have a decent m and still have a low kinetic energy. Itchy freaked as she slid right through the forcefield, and he tried to switch over from defense to offense.




Liz totally didn’t want to find out what it would be like to get hit with a blast from a ribbon device at point blank range. She slapped Itchy’s karakesh aside with a simple open-handed parry. Then she plunged her remaining saber right through his neck. “Say hello to Scratchy.” Itchy’s eyes stopped glowing as he collapsed to the floor.




“Well, that went well,” O’Neill said sardonically.




She yanked her trinium sabers out of Mister Dead Storm God just as the ha’tak shook so hard she ended up on her butt five feet back from the throne. “I thought we were just going to knock out a little chunk of the force field.”




Carter didn’t try standing up from where she was sprawled on the floor with her staff weapon. “I think there may be an unexpected feedback issue with the naquadah reactors. At least one of them may go supercritical before the exterior field fails sufficiently.”




“I take it that would be… bad,” O’Neill said casually, as if he didn’t know that a naquadah reactor exploding inside a force field like this would probably atomize the entire ha’tak. And everyone in it.




Since there was nothing Liz could do about the reactor, she went for the cabinets. Two trinium sabers were pretty, but she had a list of toys she wanted. A quavola’kesh, which Carter might be able to use to heal up Liz’s side. A hara’kesh, even if Sidney hadn’t seen an ashrak on the ha’tak. A karakesh that would fit her slender wrist.




It took a few seconds to get the cabinet open, and she found a treasure trove of weaponry and technology bling. She grabbed one of the quavola’kesh and looked over the pile of karakesh for the smallest one.




bomp.




She blinked, and she was back in Thor’s ship, reaching forward at thin air. The rest of her team were all there, in the same postures they had been a second ago.




“Damn it!”




“Now Liz, we agreed you weren’t going to sulk if you didn’t get enough bling,” O’Neill grinned. Then he turned his head. “Hey Thor, you get Loki and his ship?”




In that weird voice, Thor said, “I retrieved Loki, who is now confined to his quarters. I did not retrieve his ship, which has now been destroyed along with the entire ha’tak. I assume that Major Carter or the symbiote now inside Miss Summers initiated a reactor overload sequence, even though such a sequence should be interrupted by the safeguards in a properly designed reactor.”




Carter looked a little uncomfortable as she explained, “It was a feedback loop between a reactor and the non-Goa’uld force field system. The reactor safeguards couldn’t handle the quark-antiquark interchange. At least, that’s my working hypothesis.”




And just the fact that Carter already had a working hypothesis on something like this should have scared every Goa’uld in the galaxy into leaving for safer pickings.




I agree, Liz. She is remarkable. The Tok’ra see her only as a host of Jolinahr and the daughter of Selmak. They need to know she has a mind that may dwarf that of Nirrti.




As long as that works toward better diplomatic relations, and not ‘quick Martha get me my shotgun!’




Really, Liz. The Tok’ra do not function in that manner.




Really, Sidney? Because plenty of humans do, and you’re all walking around in humans and getting loads of human emotions and hormones and thoughts dumped on you.




Liz asked, “Hey Thor, you got anything that can heal us up? My buddy and I have a small burniness problem.” She lifted up her arm so the burn crater was more blatant.




Sidney, I’m picking up more speech patterns from you. Normal Liz would’ve said ‘totally of the obvious’. ‘More blatant’? I think you’re turning my grammar from alleged to actual.




Liz, you are perfectly capable of wielding proper grammar without me, as you know full well. And I would like to point out that I am being contaminated with your speech patterns and vocabulary as well. We are going to end up talking like a Tok’ra Valley Girl.




Heh. Hey, wait a minute, I am not ‘contaminating’ you! I am providing your vocabulary with a wide variety of loan words and dialectic phraseology!




Thor nodded that big ol’ head. “Yes, there are a wide variety of medical implements aboard, although none of them will heal or remove a symbiote.”




Liz frowned, “Hey! No removing Sidney! I like her.” She turned her head toward Jack. “Dad? She followed me home, can I keep her?”




Carter and Giles made an effort not to smile. Teal’c stayed totally deadpan.




Hey Sidney, can you freeze my facial muscles like that? Not showing my tells would be totally convenient a lot of the time.




Yes, that is one of the things I can do for you.




Kewl.




Liz turned back to Thor. “Seriously, guy. I don’t want to lose Sidney. She’s awesome, and she knows a ton of stuff, and she can give me superpowers on demand. I just need to get this plasma burn healed up so I don’t look like Redshirt #2 on an episode of ‘Star Trek’.”




Thor calmly said, “That is… manageable.” Even if Liz was pretty sure he had no idea what her refs meant.




Jack said, “And we’ve got another problem. Well really, a couple problems. While you’re dunking Liz and Sidney in the bacta tank, could you teleport up some clothes for Major Carter? And then we’ve got to figure out what to do with Liz. She can’t go back to Earth with Sidney inside her unless we get some sort of deal cut with the Tok’ra and the President first, and even that won’t protect her and Sid from the NID or Kinsey. And she’s got people down there expecting to hear from her before long.”




Liz admitted, “Well, really it’s just Willow and Xander. I don’t think I want to talk to my bosses, and my mom’s dead, and I’m currently having a boyfriend deficit.”




Jack rubbed his hands together. “Okay! Then let’s do that ‘help me Obi-Wan Kenobi you’re my only hope’ hologram thing you do so we can brief General Hammond, and let’s get Carter properly dressed—”




“Thank you, sir.”




“—and get Liz healed, and then we’ll call Willow and Xander and make sure they’re alone and not under observation, and we’ll bamf them up here to see Liz.”




Liz nodded, “That works for me. So Thor, is there any chance you could drop me off at the planet of my choice?”




“As long as it is in this sector of your galaxy.”




Liz grinned, “Great! Sidney says it’s only about five thousand light years from here. She’s got a ship hidden there, so we can go track down a secret Tok’ra beacon and decode the transmissions and figure out how to make contact with her homeys.”




Liz, honestly! I do not have ‘homeys’. I have contacts I need to establish.




Liz was totally not surprised that it only took Thor’s medical stuff about four hours to heal her completely and not even leave a scar. Too bad Thor didn’t have a gizmo to make her about six or eight inches taller and maybe a C cup.




Liz, there is nothing wrong with your height or your breasts or anything else about you. And being ‘petite’ gives you distinct advantages when it comes to surprising the enemy in melee combat.




So maybe I’m not totally of the self-esteemed when it comes to how I look.




Why don’t we concentrate on Willow and Xander instead? We’ll have lots of time to talk while we’re en route to our next contact point.




You know Sidney, I always wanted 24x7 psychotherapy.




Liz, you clearly do not need 24x7 psychotherapy. You are surprisingly well-adjusted for someone who has been through what you have, and had to do the things you have.




Sid, I think you know that’s one of the reasons Will and Xan have always been so important to me.




We’re not going to lose them. We may not talk to them as often, but we will make sure that we don’t lose them. Okay?




Okay.




And Jack was already on the phone, or something that was as good as a phone. Sam was tweaking it to make it read like a regular phone even to Willow’s phreaking detectors. And Sam in a boring military uniform was a lot more comfortable. Also, Sam’s intense hotness was a little better disguised.




Jack waited, and Willow’s voice came over speakers hidden somewhere in Thor’s ship. “Hey Willow, it’s Jack O’Neill. I figured you’d be all worried about Liz. How’d you like to see her for a minute?”




“Umm, Colonel O’Neill, I’m in my car, and a videoconference from my car would probably get me a ticket the size of the gross national product of Mozambique. Assuming I didn’t crash.”




Liz called out, “Hey Will, just pull into a parking lot and park way away from everybody else and lock your doors. And then don’t freak when something weird happens.”




“Okay, I’m parking now, and I’m like a hundred yards from the closest car, which doesn’t fill me with feelings of the safeness. And I’ve already got my doors locked. And… Oh my God, this is going to be alien stuff like what Dr. Carter works on, isn’t i—”




Bomp.




And Willow was in a sitting position where she was about to tip over, only Teal’c caught her around the lower ribs.




“Hey Will,” Liz waved.




“Oh my God, it’s a real, live teleporter, or a transporter, or a transmat, or a digital conveyor, or a displacer, or maybe it’s jaunting, or microjumps, or—”




“I like to call it ‘bamfs’ just because it annoys Carter,” Jack grinned.




“Oh, right, Nightcrawler, but that goes through a hell dimension, and I don’t think I’d like to do that,” Willow worried.




Liz stepped over and gave her a hug. “It’s okay, Will. And there’s no hell dimension transfer. Just uber-science from aliens like our buddy Thor here.”




“Pleased to meet you, Willow Rosenberg,” Thor said in that totally not warm and fuzzy voice of his. “There are some most remarkable journal articles of yours that are accessible through your internet. You and Major Carter really should discuss a wide variety of research topics that one or both of you find of interest.”




“Eep!” Willow squeaked when she looked over and saw who was talking.




Liz quickly said, “It’s okay, he’s on our side.”




“He’s a Roswell Gray! I thought they were a delusion!” Willow fussed.




Jack said, “Most of the sightings are delusions or just plain hoaxes. Some of ’em have been real, because Thor has a buddy who’s a naughty, naughty alien.”




“If this is Thor, is the naughty one named Loki?” Willow wondered.




Jack grinned, “Yup. Hey Carter, we probably wouldn’t need Giles if we had her around.”





Part XVI



“Giles?” Willow squawked. “Don’t tell me that our old uber-espionage librarian is mixed up in this too!”




“Okay, I won’t tell you that,” Liz teased.




Giles stepped into view. “Miss Rosenberg, I regret to inform you that yes, I have been working with the colonel’s group for a short time. I also owe you an apology. A long series of apologies.”




Willow scowled, “You sure do, buster!”




Liz, you know what you need to say.




Stuff it Sid, I don’t feel like protecting Mister Horndog Spy.




Liz still forced herself to spill, “Willow, your mom walked into the library on Parent-Teacher Night and caught him killing Miss French and three gang members. And he had no contact net left.”




“Oh.”




Giles sighed, “There is nothing I can say that will make things right, but even though you know what I am, I simply could not bring myself to take the easy way out and murder your mother.”




“Oh.”




He kept going, “And now you’re a beautiful, vibrant, brilliant young woman, and I feel as though I ruined your life. And that of Miss Madison. And that of Miss Summers.”




Willow stared at the floor and muttered, “I told my girlfriend all about… things. And why we couldn’t go visit my old hometown. And why my nuclear family went nuclear. And she pointed out that a real mega-ruthless mega-spy would’ve let that gang haul me off and… and do bad stuff to me ‘til I was dead, and Xander would’ve died trying to save me if it wasn’t for you and Liz. So… I guess… thanks. Even if I totally crushed on you back then and I really wanted you to want me, instead of mom. And Buffy’s mom. And Miss Calendar. And Amy’s mom. And Miss French. And—”




Giles managed, “Willow, despite my reputation, I did not seduce the entire adult female population of your town, even if I dated a large number of women as an excuse to be all over the town late at night. Miss French and Mrs. Madison were assassins. I assure you I did not do any such thing with either of them. Miss Calendar was a Russian agent put in place for reasons I should not discuss, and we were working together. Furthermore, I was fully aware of what you really wanted from me, but you were underage and entirely innocent and a precious jewel I simply could not mar. Now if you had been fifteen years older, I most definitely would have pursued you relentlessly, and hauled you back to England when I left, and probably regressed to Neolithic levels of male protectiveness.”




“Oh. I mean, that’s… very different.” Willow was blushing so hard she was about to move from crimson to beet-red.




Jack interrupted the awkwardness in his usual style. “Hey campers, let’s bamf Xander up here and watch him get all freaky and klutzy! Whaddaya say?”




Willow nodded, so Liz said, “That sounds kicky. But maybe Teal’c could stand between Giles and Xander, just in case someone reacts overly.”




Jack let Liz make the call. “Hey Xan, it’s Liz. Where are you?”




“Oh hey there, can you talk?”




Liz grinned, “Yeah, things are Code Roadrunner.” That meant she’d triumphed over the bad coyote, but things were still of the freak.




“Way to go Summers! We are the champions, we are the champions, no time for losers for we are the champions… of the world!”




Sam Carter whispered, “Is he even trying to hit the right notes?”




Liz tried not to laugh at Sam’s cringe. “Yeah, turns out we were right, but O’Neill and his pals are the goodguys, and I got to meet the badguys. So…” She slid into a sing-song voice. “Whatcha doin’?”




“Oh, the yoozh. Relaxing in the back yard while building a brick oven-slash-barbecue-pit, letting my ankle enjoy its freedom, having a delicious root beer…”




Liz asked, “Anybody else around?”




“Nah, she’s up in Lost Angle-Lease talking to some people about buying the rights to a book and hooking up an actress she knows with a hot property and a big-name director, and then hopefully making a few hundred mil as the movie’s producer.”




Liz smirked to herself. “Okay then. Put your mortar and your hod and your trowel down, and stand up straight.”




Jack mouthed ‘hod?’ like he had no idea what she was talking about.




“Oh-kay…”




Liz finished, “And now say ‘Scotty, one to beam up’.”




“Really? Okay, ‘Scotty, one to be—”




Bomp.




“—eem… Oh holy crap!”




Willow couldn’t help giggling into her hands as Xander spazzed out and dropped his cellphone as he grabbed for a weapon he didn’t have on him.




Jack couldn’t resist being a smart-ass. “Xander Harris, come on down!”




Liz rushed over and gave Xander a big hug. Willow rushed over and gave the two of them a bigger hug.




Xander hugged them both as he looked around. “Okay, getting transporter’ed into space to get hugs from gorgeous babes? This could only be better if there were rayguns involved.”




Liz snickered, “Oh, it turns out we have them too.”




Jack glanced over at Teal’c and said, “Indeed.”




Liz let go of her two bestest friends and said, “Guys, let me introduce you to the people who just kept me from getting horribly killed or worse—”




“Or worse?” Willow doubted.




“Worse. Totally worse,” Liz insisted. “So this is Colonel Jack O’Neill, his 2IC Major Sam Carter, their non-mil teammates Teal’c and 007, and the ship belongs to our little friend here, Thor.”




Xander tensed up when he spotted Giles, but Willow hung onto Xander and refused to let go. But when Xander spotted Thor, he really reacted. “Great googly mooglies! Is he…”




“Not a Roswell Gray,” Willow told him.




“Welcome, Xander Harris. I am Thor.”




Xander managed, “Pleased to meetcha, assuming there’s no anal probing about to happen.”




“As far as I know, that has never really happened. Even Loki would have no reason to do that. Non-intrusive scanning is technically preferable and more sanitary.”




Xander quirked his lips. “Thor, huh? I thought you’d be… taller. And more muscle-y. With a lot more hair. And Mjölnir.”




“We did pose as Norse gods once upon a time, in order to interface with select people of your world without overwhelming them. But that is no longer necessary, and in some cases it would be counter-productive.”




Liz smiled, “And that would be because the badguys out here have superpowers and pretend they’re real Egyptian and Mesopotamian gods and treat humans like cockroaches who do slave labor.”




Willow glanced around and figured it all out. She looked horrified as she guessed, “And you’re not coming back, are you? You’re switching from Spy Liz to Spaceman Liz.”




Xander grinned, “From Emma Peel to Barbarella!” Liz smacked him on the arm. “Ouch! You got a lot stronger since the last time I saw you!”




Willow guessed again. “Those alien superpowers you mentioned?”




Liz shrugged, “Well yeah. You two have to promise to sign some NDAs for Jack, but it turns out the real badguys are creepy aliens who can take over a person, and there are other aliens like them who are fighting them like the Rebel Alliance. So I’m helping one of the rebels now, but I can’t go back to Earth as long as I’ve got her with me.”




Willow glanced around, “I’m not seeing anyone, and there’s nothing clinging to your back like in ‘The Puppet Masters’, so I’m guessing this is something small or incorporeal and inside you?”




Xander grinned, “I knew making you two read Heinlein would pay off some day.”




Liz nodded, “Okay, I’m gonna let Sidney talk to you guys for a mo. Be nice to her.”




She dipped her head and let Sidney do her thing, complete with freaky voice and glowy eyes. “Willow. And Xander. Liz has thought so many amazing things about you two. I didn’t think I would get the chance to meet you.”




“Eep!”




“Whoa.”




Sidney just kept going, “It’s all right. Liz and I are looking after each other. I have knowledge and skills and abilities Liz can use, and Liz has knowledge and skills and abilities I can use. We’re a really good team.”




Jack chipped in, “Yeah, you should’ve seen Liz go through the badguys with just a pair of sabers, but like someone slipped her the super-soldier serum.”




Sidney grinned, “Just no giant muscles, and no height gain.”




Willow nervously asked, “So… I don’t want to be speciesist or xenophobic or whatever, but are you like a giant slug?”




Sidney rolled Liz’s eyes. “Come on, Will. Don’t be gross. I’m a vertebrate. I am like a sea-snake, only our adult form has fins that let us swim better and even leap short distances out of the water. And our mouth is more like an ant lion’s than an Earth snake’s.” Then Sidney ducked her head and let Liz take over again.




Liz gushed, “What Sidney didn’t tell you is they have a genetic memory, so Sidney knows sooooooo much more than me, and they can boost the host, so I can take more damage, or I can heal up faster, or I can be way faster and stronger than normal.”




“Like Spiderman?”




Liz shrugged a little. “Maybe not Spidey levels of superpowers. But definitely stronger and faster than human. But with these Goa’uld loose in the galaxy and trying to take over Earth along with tons of other places, Sidney’s not welcome. You can’t tell Sidney from one of the badguys. But Sidney’s great, and I’m keeping her. So I can’t go home again.”




Willow teared up and gave Liz one of those Big Sad Willow Eyes things. “You mean we’ll never see you again?”




Xander insisted, “Totally not fair! You’re our Liz! Even if now you’re Ultra-Liz.”




Liz insisted, “You’ll see me again! I promise. And I can get back to Jack’s base without too much trouble, so if you two sign NDAs for Jack and do some work for him, you can see me when I get back to Earth.”




Willow anxiously said, “I can do that! We have tons of contracts with groups like the Air Force, and computer security’s a big piece of a lot of ’em. I could come out whenever you’re gonna be at the base. I don’t know where I’d stay or anything like that, but I could do it.”




Jack smirked at Willow, “I had a thought about that. You see, we end up needing some repair work pretty much every other week, sometimes for classified reasons, and maybe we need some non-military contractors to do that kind of stuff. And Xander’s already got the expertise, and we’re not gonna find another construction guy who already knows about the top secret stuff, so he could get a two-bedroom apartment in town, and you could use the other bedroom when you fly in, so you could see Xander and Liz both.”




Liz beamed, “Thanks, Jack. I owe you one. Two, maybe. Once I get to my ship, I’ll be zipping back here, because I’ve got a couple comm balls, and if your base had one, I could tell you whenever I was about to show up.”




Jack smirked, “We’d be happy to have one. You could even break it to the rest of the Tok’ra that we’re on their party line and they can chat with us when they want.”




Carter agreed, “Dad’s been pushing for the Tok’ra to get us one, but he’s not going to go against a decision from the High Council. If we could present them with a fait accompli then maybe we could begin more of an exchange of information.”




Jack added, “Yeah, a lot of the time it’s easier to ask forgiveness than get permission.”




Liz nodded, “Totally have to agree with that one.” And besides, she was going to miss Willow and Xander. And Sidney was totally lonely too, even if she wouldn’t admit it.




And so, after some more chatting and hugging, Willow and Xander got bamfed back home, and SG-1 got bamfed back into the SGC. Thor said, “This flightpath will not take long, Liz. Or Sidney. Or Si’ney. Whichever you prefer.”




Liz watched in awe as the starship zoomed through the cosmos at stupidly high speeds. “Any of the above. Pick whichever is easiest to say and doesn’t have Asgard homonyms that are embarrassing.” She stared out the port and smiled.




Louie, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.




Damn it Liz, I wanted to say that line!




The Justice Leaguer and a Mage

Part I



Xander Harris walked up the stairs, trekked down the long hallway, and knocked on the door. Jeez, this was harder than going out and fighting gangbangers who had guns.




He saw a tiny change in the light levels through the peephole, so he knew someone was looking at him. He just pretended he didn’t know.




Amy Madison yanked open the door and glared at him. “I don’t wanna talk to you.”




He tried, “I know. But something came up, and it’s important, and I wanted you to know. And maybe you could have Cordelia stand over me and do that ‘you miserable worm’ glare she does, so you could relax a bit. Even if you totally do not want her or Winifred hearing this.”




“Fred. She doesn’t like Winifred.”




He shrugged. “Fine. But she is so not a Fred.”




“They’re both out.”




He sighed a little to himself. “Okay. I can come back later, if you’d rather. I don’t think you’ll want this over the phone, and you might not want ’em hearing it, because it turns out life isn’t all about me.”




She clenched her teeth and thought about it for a few seconds. “Okay. But you don’t go any further than the living room couch. And forget about asking for a soda or some snacks.”




“No snacks?” he worried.




“I got rid of your Twinkies.”




He fake-gasped, “Not my Twinkies!” He clapped his hands over his heart like he was horrified.




She didn’t even smile. She did look a little ashamed. “I was so mad at you I stomped ’em and then fed ’em down the garbage disposal.”




He gave her a little half-smile. “Well at least you didn’t stomp me and feed me down the garbage disposal.” Even if that was probably what she’d really wanted to do.




She scowled, “Fred volunteered to turn our toaster into a Xander-smashing catapult. But Cordy had a fit about not having perfectly toasted English muffins for breakfast. So you got off easy.”




He stepped into the apartment and sat where she pointed. She took a seat in one of the dining room chairs about fifteen feet away from him. Ouch.




He started out, “Okay, I know you’re really mad about the vigilante thing, but it’s partly connected to that. So if you could just hear me out…”




She yelled, “Vigilante? You were superheroing! You’re not a superhero! You could get killed! A lot! You could get everyone you know killed! It’s stupid and dangerous!”




He winced a little. It wasn’t like she hadn’t said the same things before. “Amy? Please, just let me finish, okay? Please?” She gave him a glare.




He went on, “Okay. I had a visit from Batman. The real, actual Batman. He knew I was the White Knight because he met another me in another dimension.”




She snapped, “And that’s another thing! Superheroes are always rushing off into space or other dimensions or other crazy stuff, and you could get killed!”




He pretended he was writing in a notebook. “No getting killed in other dimensions. Check.”




“Xander! Be serious!”




He sighed, “I’m trying. It’s hard. So he also met other-Xander’s bestest friend ever.”




Amy’s jaw dropped open. “He met another Willow? And she’s alive?”




Xander swallowed hard but kept going. “She’s alive, and she’s still other-Xander’s best friend, and she’s like the most powerful superhero in her universe. And she told him stuff about me. And about some of the other people we know. So he knew something about you.”




“Me?” Amy looked shocked at that. “What’s to know about me? I’m just… me.”




He confessed, “Other-Amy was a really powerful, really dangerous witch who went bad, and her mother was a really powerful, really dangerous, really evil witch too. Batman gave me a phone number. The Justice League would like to test whether you’re a meta, and if you are, they want to train you up so you’re not gonna become the Wicked Witch of the West.”




“Is she the one the house falls on, or the one who melts into a puddle?”




“Puddle. I’m melting, I’m melting! Oh what a world, what a world!”




Amy rolled her eyes. “That is the most pitiful wicked witch imitation ever.”




Xander insisted, “But I’m serious about the Justice League part and the testing part. You maybe could be a really powerful mage, and I’d feel a lot better knowing you were safer in Lost Angle-lees. And we don’t have to tell Cordy and Winnie if you don’t want to, because the Justice League would probably prefer some secret-keeping.”




“Fred! Can you just call her Fred?”




He pushed, “Come on, you know this. Freds are big fat guys shaped like pears who get into wacky hijinks. You know. Fred Flintstone. Fred Mertz. Drop Dead Fred. Fred Claus. Fred Basset. Fr—”




“Xander, stop it!” she fussed. “Just get over it. She’s not going to change her name because you have a weird hang-up about people named Fred.”




He tried, “Okay, I’ll let it drop if you’ll call the Justice League’s secret number and talk to them about getting tested for being a meta.”




She stared at him for a second. “And this really isn’t some weird Xander-trick? Like the time you said Cordelia dragged you into a broom closet? Or the time you said we needed to take all our clothes off and get ’em washed with bleach because of poison ivy? Or the time you—”




“Okay, so I’ve done some goofy stuff. I’m a goofy guy! It goes with the territory.”




Even if the thing with Cordelia and the broom closet had really happened, because Queen C thought it was her boyfriend Ben walking down the hall. But she had sworn him to secrecy, and he knew no one would ever believe it anyway, and people were a lot more likely to think he yanked her into the closet and molested her, so he hadn’t ever told anyone except Amy, and that was only because she wanted him to be honest about who he had kissed and who he had boinked.




And the thing about the imaginary poison ivy had been fun and hilarious… and would have been even more amazing if Amy’s dad hadn’t walked in on them while they were standing in the laundry room in nothing but his wet boxers and Amy’s damp lingerie.




She fumed, “Risking your neck playing superhero isn’t goofy. It’s stupid! And I’m still mad at you. But I’ll call your number. But it had better be real, and not a joke.”




He admitted, “Oh yeah, walking into your apartment and finding Batman waiting for you is not of the joking. That guy’s totally scary. I’m surprised supervillains don’t just pee their pants and run away. Maybe faint. Probably every villain he turns over to the cops needs fresh underwear.”




“Xander, stop it. You’re not helping.”




He tried to stop. Really. But his standard reaction to social situations he didn’t know how to handle was letting his mouth wander aimlessly for a while, until he thought of something to say. That usually meant he let his mouth wander for the whole time.




He got up and handed Amy the business card and went back to his seat way away from her. Then he sat there and let her dial the number. “H-hello, my name is Amy Madison, and… Oh, hang on a second.” She looked over at Xander. “What’s the password? And if you say ‘swordfish’ I am authorizing Fred to build a Xander-smashing catapult.”




He tried not to smile or do a Groucho Marx imitation. “The password is Rosenberg.”




“Oh. Okay.” Amy turned back to the phone. “Okay, the passw—” She stopped and listened. “You already got that? Okay. So what do I…” She glanced over at Xander. “…we need to do?”




She looked over at Xander and said, “L.A. County Courthouse, top floor, room 15. Ten o’clock tomorrow morning.” She spoke into the phone, “Thank you very much. We’ll be there.” She looked over at Xander. “I’ll drive. I’m gonna be wearing a nice skirt, and there is no way I want to sit in your beat-up old truck and ruin my skirt.”




“Hey, I keep Nellybelle clean and everything!”




She ignored him. She was still mad at him. And he knew she still didn’t want to admit she had no idea why he called his old truck Nellybelle.




Xander was ready the next morning at nine. Amy’s car was nice and clean, even if she tended to treat the floor of the back seat like a really big purse. Just to be a pain, he asked, “Got any kleenex?” She reached back behind his seat and handed him a couple tissues.




He knew she was still mad at him, but he still couldn’t resist being naughty. “Umm, got any aspirin?”




She reached behind his seat, fished around for a couple seconds, and came up with three pill bottles. “I’ve got Midol, Motrin, and Tylenol. No aspirin.”




So he asked, “Got any grilled cheese sandwiches back there too?” She threw the pill bottles at him, but not hard. “Just asking. I mean, inquiring minds want to know.”




“Stop it, I’m still really mad at you.”




He admitted, “I know, but I don’t know how to make things better, so my brain keeps switching to auto-pilot. And you know what that’s like. It’s more like Otto pilot.”




She concentrated on the traffic, but she still went with the ‘Airplane’ ref. “If you think I’m gonna put my head in your lap and ‘reinflate’ you, you can forget it.”




He smiled, because that sounded more like his Amy.




It took forty-five minutes to get to the courthouse and find a parking spot, so he knew they were running late. Then it took ten minutes to get through the metal detectors and scanners at the front door, even though he’d carefully left everything at home, including his spare change and his belt and all his weapons except the hand carved wooden ‘letter opener’. So he dropped his keyring and his wallet in the little plastic tray, and he was good. But there were people ahead of him and Amy who clearly did not understand the concept of ‘metal detector’. One guy was trying to walk in with a knife that would have made Jim Bowie cringe, and he had to drop his pants to get it out of its sheath. The police arrested that guy before he went through the detectors.




Xander was really worried that they were going to miss their window of opportunity, because they got on the elevator with one minute to go, and it moved upward at roughly an inch a second. And it had to stop on most of the floors too. Even Amy was checking her watch by the time they got to the top floor. It took him a long time to find the right room, too. Room 15 was hidden away off in a distant corner, and it had a fingerprint scanner there was no way he could operate.




Amy pulled out her phone and picked the number she had dialed yesterday. “Hi, this is Amy Madison, and we’re running late, and we can’t possibly get into Room 15 because it’s got a fingerprint lock, and—”




Clack.




Xander heard a big bolt snap in the doorframe, so he tried the door handle. It opened easily.




He hustled Amy in, as she kept talking on the phone. “Umm, thanks, and we’re in now. but there’s no one here, just a ton of hardware on the walls, and a big thingie on the floor…”




Xander took Amy’s other hand and led her onto the ‘big thingie’ which he figured was a holographic communicator or a scanner or-




Zzzzzt.




Or maybe a big-ass teleporter. Because they were suddenly somewhere else, in a nice, big, metal room with an actual window looking out into outer space, and facing three superheroes. Three real, live, too-awesome-for-words superheroes.





Part II



Xander looked around the Watchtower in awe. He was just a guy, and there were real superheroes standing there to meet him! Well, to meet Amy and maybe him too.




The Martian Manhunter was standing there, looking all green and foreboding and not-really-human. The Green Arrow was standing there, looking all muscled-up and costumed-up and ready for action. And Zatanna was standing there, looking all… wowsers. Because she really was built like on her posters, and she really was wearing that outfit including the fishnets, and he’d never realized a tophat could look sexy on anyone. But… wow. Just wow. Cordelia would probably kill a dozen agents to look that sexy. Okay, given what Cordelia said about Hollywood agents, most of them probably needed to be euthanized with the other snakes and cockroaches.




A red-and-yellow blur zipped into the room and resolved into the Flash. The Flash! Xander had Flash pajamas when he was little. And a Flash lunchbox when he was in elementary school, even if his mom got it at Goodwill and it had dents all over one side.




“Sorry I’m late,” the Flash grinned cheerfully. He spoke just a hair too fast, like he had trouble slowing everything down to deal with normal people.




Xander wondered, “How can The Fastest Man Alive be late to anything? Wait, did I say that out loud?”




“Xander!” Amy hissed, because they’d only been on the Watchtower for ten seconds, and he was already embarrassing her.




But the Flash just grinned. “That’s what everyone says. But someone wanted to growl at me and give me a big list of instructions for this meet, because it’s not like we haven’t had potential heroes onboard before, or people to get tested.”




The Martian Manhunter spoke in a deep, resonant voice that made Xander think of James Earl Jones. “Flash, this is the White Knight, and Testee Alpha 17.”




Xander put out a hand, “I haven’t really picked a codename or anything. Someone tagged me with a nickname. And Am- Testee Alpha 17 wants me to stop heroing around and getting injured and stuff.”




The Flash shook his hand and said, “Well, welcome to the Watchtower anyway. Not everyone has to have superpowers to be a hero, as someone was reminding me a couple minutes ago.” He held up his hand at the side of his mouth and stage-whispered, “I think he likes you.”




Xander said, “If he likes me, I’d hate to see him when he hates me. He’s one scary dude.”




“Where did you meet him?” Green Arrow wondered.




Xander smirked a little. “In my living room. I walked in, and one of the shadows came alive and turned into a looming guy with gravel in his larynx.”




Zatanna coughed suspiciously, as the Flash nodded, “Yep, that sounds just like him.”




Amy asked, “Umm, if I get tested, do I have to be a superhero? And do I have to wear what you’re wearing? Because I totally do not have the hips for something like that.”




Xander said, “Honey, I don’t think even Cordelia has the hips for that. Don’t knock yourself.”




Zatanna whispered, “Evomer noisulli.” And in the blink of an eye, her fancy, skimpy superhero outfit was gone, and she was standing there in jeans and casual boots and a cotton sweater. She still looked awesomely hot, but not so everyone-look-at-me. She explained, “People expect to see me in that, so I maintain the illusion when it’s convenient. But the testing is just to see how you’re doing, not a commitment. If you don’t want to superhero, we’re fine with that. You can be a neutral. We just don’t want you to be in danger of losing control of extensive powers and suddenly becoming a danger to those around you. If you do have the level of powers I’m thinking, based on the mana movement I can see around you, I think you’ll want to learn a lot of self-control just so you don’t accidentally set your apartment on fire or flood a city street.”




Amy cringed. “I really don’t want to do anything like that.”




Zatanna added, “And the outfit? I wear it onstage, so I wear it while superheroing, just so I can explain anything away with the old ‘it’s just stage magic’ excuse. And I work out from seven to fourteen hours a week, depending on my schedule, to keep this shape.”




Xander said, “Oh. I figured you did it with a spell, because I didn’t think ordinary humans can have curves like that.”




Zatanna smiled at Amy. “Your boyfriend’s pretty smooth.”




Amy explained, “He was just being honest. I room with a model, and she doesn’t look anywhere near as good as you.”




The Flash grinned, “You room with a model and he doesn’t chase her? You should hang onto him.”




Xander said, “That would be because Cordy and I have hated each other since about first grade. And I don’t mean that frenemy stuff. I was the president of the We Hate Cordelia Club for years.”




Amy snickered, “It was pretty funny when he hit puberty and his hormones kicked in, and in about a day he went from ‘we hate Cordelia with a fiery passion’ to ‘oh holy crap is she hot… but we still hate her with a fiery passion’.”




Xander shrugged, “Pretty much every guy in the club went through that in about a two year period, except one guy who came out of the closet in high school. And a couple girls went through it too. Cordy is a very good-looking young woman, and would probably be swamped with modeling work if she didn’t have that ‘snotty rich bitch’ ‘tude and a total refusal to do anything skanky like sleep with producers and casting directors.”




The Flash looked at Amy. “Must have been pretty awkward being besties with her and dating her arch-enemy.”




Amy looked momentarily flustered. “Me? No way! I wasn’t friends with Cordelia until after we both moved to L.A. and needed someone we could trust to share a place with. Most of the time Xander was president of the club, I was the vice-president. Or the secretary. Or the treasurer.”




The Martian Manhunter frowned, “The position of treasurer is usually associated with management of funds, such as entry fees or annual dues.”




Amy nodded, “Yeah. We did both of those. And we even had some secret members who paid dues but never came to the meetings. Cordy was pretty horrified when she found out our club was easily the biggest club in the whole high school, even if it wasn’t an official school club.”




Xander grinned, “And we used those funds for important stuff. Like a big party every year on her birthday for all the people she stomped on and told not to come to her big, important, ultra-special birthday party. Or stuff like helping anybody who ran against her for homecoming queen or prom queen. Funny how she never did get elected to anything she ran for, even when she was using daddy’s money to buy votes.”




The Flash smirked, “Sounds like you’ve got some stories to tell. How about I go with you and GA while Zee does some testing with your girl. And J’onn can pick which group he wants to go hang with.”




The Martian Manhunter asked, “Where are you planning on interviewing him?”




Xander suggested, “You got a cafeteria here? I might have missed breakfast this morning.”




The Flash said, “We’ve got a great caff, and since we have people here from all over the planet, it serves all the meals all night and day. What do you want for breakfast? Eggs? Waffles? French toast? Steak? Black pudding?”




Xander grinned at that. “You know, I figured that black pudding would be too gross for words, but our old librarian bet me. It was really pretty good, so I lost. I had to read two books that weren’t required for school.”




The Green Arrow snorted in amusement. “What would have happened if you won?”




“He would’ve had to eat two Ho-hos. Very brave for a British librarian.”




The Flash said, “Hey, we’ve got those too.”




Xander rubbed his hands together. “All right! Any chance I could get French toast and also some snack cakes?”




The Flash grinned, “Sure. And J’onn, I heard they got some more Oreos in.”




The Martian Manhunter perked right up. “I believe I will participate in your interview process.”




Green Arrow led the way toward the cafeteria. “So how about you tell us some stories, and we’ll tell you some stories, and we’ll just swap stories while we wait for someone to sneak in from the shadows.”




The Flash grinned, “He’s got another supervillain crisis in Gotham City, so he may not make it. If you could split yourself in two just on willpower, he’d be doing it right now.”




So Xander started explaining how he started dealing out vigilante justice and how the meeting with The Bat went.




Amy Madison felt totally inadequate walking behind a woman who looked like Zatanna Zatara, even if Zatanna wasn’t in the fishnets now. Most of the time, Amy didn’t even feel up to wearing a bathing suit at the pool behind the apartment building, even if Xander kept telling her he liked her just the way she was. But there was no way she could put on one of those skin-tight superheroine outfits.




Oh my God, what if she met Wonder Woman or the Black Canary? She so couldn’t measure up.




Maybe she could just turn out to have pretty much no magic at all, and then she could go home and not tell Cordy or Fred, and she could make Xander promise not to blab.




Zatanna finally turned around and gently said, “It’s okay. Just try to relax. We’re not going to throw Darkseid at you or anything. It’s just going to be some really basic magic techniques, and seeing what you can do without training.”




“That wasn’t what I was worried about,” Amy admitted.




Zatanna patted Amy on the shoulder and led her into an elevator. “That’s what most of the magic users worry about when we test them.”




Amy spilled. “I can’t be a superheroine! I’d look all blobby and hippy and awful in one of those outfits. I mean, you look awesome! I could never look like that. Now Xander, he would look scrumptious in spandex. He works construction, and he really works out hard, and he’s got six-pack abs, and he looks dish in swimtrunks, and I don’t know why he doesn’t dump me and find some supermodel like Cordy who wouldn’t care if he got himself killed superheroing when he doesn’t have any superpowers…”




Zatanna rubbed Amy’s shoulder and whispered something that sounded like backwards words.




Amy could feel the magic flowing into her and making her feel less tense and less afraid. “Wow, I could feel that! It was amazing. I could so use that when I’m taking tests. Or when Xander takes me out and we’re somewhere with really gorgeous girls, which is like everywhere, because even the waitresses and baristas in my neighborhood are movie starlet wannabe’s.”




Zatanna smiled, “That’s basically tests three, four, and five right there. You can sense magic, and you can feel it move through you, and you could tell what it was doing. You definitely have potential. But you don’t have to use it to fight supervillains. Still, if you’re this powerful, you’re going to want to study the mystic arts and practice a lot. We’ll start by teaching you screening and anti-scrying magics and defensive magics, because you do not want someone like Felix Faust tracking you down and deciding you’d make a really nice magical battery.” Amy gasped in horror. “And you’ve been at risk of that for years now. Fortunately, L.A. has so many people constantly wishing for things and trying anything to get what they want, that your nascent powers are pretty well obscured under that general haze of low-level magic misuse.”




“What about before we moved to L.A.?” Amy worried.




Zatanna told her, “Batman investigated you and your friend and a few other people from your hometown… as well as your hometown. There’s a magical ‘sinkhole’ there. People who have magic in your hometown don’t notice their powers, because something under your town absorbs magic and would keep your powers completely under wraps. That may be why your mother moved there, if Batman’s hypothesis is right.”




Amy asked, “If there’s a magical absorber back home, what’s it doing with all that magic it’s absorbed for… who knows how long?”




Zatanna frowned a little. “That’s something that the Justice League is going to have to investigate, after we have more information on the problem.”




Amy grimaced. “Well, I don’t want to be a superheroine, but I can sure tell you all about home. And Xander can too. And Cordelia. It’s really pretty normal.”




Zatanna rolled her eyes. “Amy, there is a huge difference between ‘really pretty normal’ and ‘looks normal on the outside, but is really not normal on the inside’. One is a big, dumb construction worker. The other is Superman pretending to be a big, dumb construction worker. The difference is crucial.”




Amy asked, “What about the difference between Xander Harris and The White Knight?”




Zatanna smiled slightly. “That could be surprisingly large too. Bear in mind that Batman has a secret identity. If his secret identity is a construction worker or a bouncer, is there that big of a difference between Batman and his secret identity, and The White Knight and his secret identity?”




“Well yeah!” Amy insisted. “Batman has super-strength and super-speed and super martial arts and…” She looked at Zatanna’s face and asked, “He doesn’t? He’s just like Xander?”




Zatanna said, “Not quite. Batman is an ordinary mortal who has years and years of training in everything imaginable, and a high-tech protective uniform and specialized gear. If we train Xander up and get him protective gear, he would be a lot safer, even if he never superhero’ed again.”




Amy asked, “And you know who Batman really is?”




Zatanna grimaced, “I used to. But I did… some things I’m rather ashamed of, and Batman stopped trusting me. Let me say that he should have stopped trusting me. There’s no question. We’re trying to work things out, and part of that is I gave myself a little mindwipe and lost the knowledge I had on him. This deal with you and the White Knight is part of that effort at détente, and everyone knows Batman’s looking over my shoulder to see how I do this time. So we’ll just do the standard testing and play everything straight.”




Amy compressed her lips as she thought that over. “And how much more testing do you want from me?”




Zatanna smiled, “Atta girl. What I want to do next is see if you can do some simple meditation exercises, and if those go well, then maybe we’ll see if you can summon a small water elemental. How’s that sound?”




“Pretty cool. I’d love to be able to hit Xander with a giant water balloon anytime he starts acting up. Which, come to think of it, would probably be pretty much constantly.”





Part III



Xander laughed again as the Flash wrapped up his story. 




“…So that was when I asked him if bats weren’t supposed to have really high-pitched, squeaky voices.” The Flash looked at the expressions on the faces of his listeners. “He’s right behind me now, isn’t he?”




“I thought we agreed we weren’t going to tell that little story,” Batman growled. “Along with the one about you and the porn star in the Flash body paint and nothing else.”




The Flash grinned. “Oh come on, the story with me and the porn star is hilarious. Not safe for news interviews, but hilarious. And you were the only one who agreed not to tell the ‘squeaky voices’ story. Or the ‘Poison Ivy and the dumptrucks of horse manure’ story. Or the one about Star Sapphire and the drunk GL fangirls who thought her name was Star Sapphic.” He turned back to Xander. “How about I tell you about the time Gorilla Grodd invented a gorilla robot that gave me a wedgie?”




Xander laughed as Green Arrow explained, “It was trying to rip his legs off, but someone was a little too fast for it.”




Flash grinned, “Not quite fast enough, that time.”




Batman glowered, “So you’re just sitting around stuffing your faces and telling inappropriate stories? I gave you a list of directives.”




The Martian Manhunter looked at Batman and uncomfortably admitted, “But they have Oreos stocked again!”




Xander took his life in his hands and said, “Have a seat. We’re doing stuff. We’re just doing it and enjoying ourselves too.”




The Flash did something that looked like a tiny twitch, and suddenly there was a big sheet of paper settling to the table in front of Batman. Xander could see it was two-thirds filled with handwriting.




Batman glanced down at it and growled, “Yes… No… Yes… Hmm… And White Knight, I seriously doubt Lex Luthor could buy out the manufacturers of Oreos and cripple the Martian Manhunter. For one thing, Nabisco is a very large company, and for another thing, it was acquired by Wayne Industries three years ago, and Wayne is apparently unwilling to have anything to do with Luthor’s business dealings. And…” He glared at the Flash. “When I asked for information on Xander’s associates, I was not interested in acquiring Cordelia Chase’s measurements.”




“They’re on her website!” the Flash protested. “And she’s modeling bikinis!”




Xander tried to keep a straight face. “And you’ll never know until it’s too late if knowing the measurements of real Hollywood models could be relevant, especially with the way those supervillainesses look.”




Green Arrow gave Xander a wink from the side of his face away from the Batman.




Xander added, “And she’s not really an ‘associate’. Not unless Gorilla Grodd counts as one of the Flash’s associates. She’s been my arch-enemy since about first grade.”




“And yet she shares an apartment with your girlfriend,” Bat-grouch growled.




Xander pointed out, “That’s probably ‘ex-girlfriend’ if you’re keeping score. She’s still uber-mad at me about the whole White Knight jazz, and I have no idea why I got tagged with that name anyway, because wearing white while trying to sneak around in the dark? Not a genius idea. I like a nice dark gray or charcoal gray that blends into shadows but looks normal when you’re walking down a street.” He frowned, “Only now, every time I wear a gray t-shirt, Amy’s on my case about me going out and vigilante-ing, even when I’m not. And I like gray! It’s great if you’re not the world’s best laundry person, because if worse comes to worst, it’s still gray!”




Batman scowled at him, “There are basic books and pamphlets which explain how to do laundry. And there are webpages. And you can use the internet to look up how to remove any stain you can think of.”




Xander sighed, “Let me guess. Your sheets are whiter than white, and your shirt collars haven’t had ring around the collar since the Eisenhower administration.”




Batman just glowered at him, but the Green Arrow said, “Face it Xander, there is nothing that Batman doesn’t know how to do.”




“Knit some Fair Isle sweaters?”




“Stop it, Knight,” Batman fumed.




The Martian Manhunter interrupted, “And we have managed to get several stories about Xander’s hometown, although their relevance to your concern is questionable.”




Xander looked shocked at that. “My hometown? Someone has a beef with Sunnydale? You’ve got to be kidding. Our crime rate is stupidly low for coastal Cali, and other than crooks driving through once in a while in stolen cars and doing hit-and-runs on innocent children, we’re about three steps away from Mayberry.”




The gravel voice snarled, “What if I told you there was something wrong with the way mana flows in your hometown?”




Xander thought for a fraction of a second. “Mana’s flows of magic, right?” He got a couple nods of the head, even if Batman didn’t move. “Seems pretty unlikely. I never saw anything close to someone doing real magic. I mean, Amy’s house had a really ugly wrought iron fence around it and when we were little we used to pretend it had magic powers to go with the gargoyle-y faces on it, but that’s about it.”




Batman scowled, “Tell me about your town officials and your town police force.”




Xander shrugged. “Nothing much to talk about. The cops are a lot more Barney Fyfe than Adam-12, but there’s not a lot for them to do. We probably have more donut shops than crimelords.” He stopped a second. “You know, we do have an awful lot of donut franchises for one small town. But it’s probably pretty crucial. The Winchell’s has great coffee, but the Dunkin’ has the best glazed donuts in town unless you go over to Marty’s Donut Hole which is way over on the other side of UC-Sunnydale. But if you’ve got a hankering for the filled donut, you gotta go with Do-Boy’s on Third. M. M., you need to try their Oreo donut. It’s got this awesome thick Oreo-like cream filling, and a chocolate icing, and a chocolate cookie topping. Their filled maple bar with bacon on top? Best breakfast ever.”




Batman snapped, “Off topic.”




Xander held his hands up in a ‘what can you do?’ gesture. “Sorry. So nothing’s going on in city stuff. There’s a mayor and a town council, and I’m pretty sure the councilmen don’t even get paid to be councilmen. My dad used to know old Mr. Wells. The Wells boys are kind of loopy, but not exactly America’s Most Wanted material. Unless you count TP’ing the principal’s house as an act of domestic terrorism. And the mayor’s the nicest guy ever. His dad used to be the mayor most of the time before him, and I think his grandpa founded the town and was mayor for like the first thirty or forty years. So he and his family still own most of the good parts of town but they don’t rub it in your face. And when it’s election time, he just sort of walks around door-to-door shaking hands and asking you to vote for him again unless you’re not happy with how he’s been doing the job, and then he wants you to join the city council and help him fix things. He always reminds me of the grown-ups in old black-and-white sitcoms, like Mr. Cleaver or Ozzie Nelson.”




Batman frowned even more. “What about town financial issues? Poverty? Unemployment?”




Xander shrugged. “No one ever complained about that stuff. Except my dad, and we’re not going there. The last time I can remember there being some unemployed guys was when Sauer’s Meat Market closed because old man Sauer had a heart attack, and Matt Sauer didn’t want to keep the thing going. So the city council had a quick meeting at the coffee shop across the street from the town hall, and they set up something with one of the town buses driving all the guys to a big butchering operation in a nearby town every weekday so they had jobs for a couple months until they found someone to take over Sauer’s. So not a lot of unemployment. I worked some construction while I was in high school, and they wanted me to learn more woodworking skills and move up.”




Batman’s frown didn’t leave. “Then what about your father?”




Xander scowled almost as much as Batman. “I said I didn’t want to go there, okay?” He let out an unhappy breath. “Look, there are always guys who don’t want to work at stuff they know how to do. What my dad wanted was someone to pay him to drink beer all day. And he was not a fun drunk.”




But Batman didn’t flinch or apologize or even change the subject. “Weren’t there large numbers of homeless people? Or users of illegal drugs? You lived in a town on the California coastline in between Los Angeles and San Francisco. Every other town in that situation either has extensive police presence with draconian laws, or else serious problems with drugs, homelessness, vandalism, petty theft, street crime, and citizen complaints. Or both.”




Xander shrugged again. “Umm, no? I mean, I knew some guys in high school who used, but they said getting stuff was a real pain, and they mostly moved out of town as soon as they could. And not a lot of homeless guys. The town council had Doc Walters on it, and he’s been big on treatment for mental problems, and maybe that’s the diff. My dad always said it was Chief Bob buying a bus ticket to San Diego for every homeless guy they had too much trouble with, but I think that’s just a rumor, and my dad’s pretty much the least reliable guy I know.”




Batman just scowled some more. “There’s a vacuum there. A lack of homeless people and a lack of drug use and a lack of criminal activity and a lack of drug pushers and an immense opportunity for crime families north and south of your area. But no one’s taking it. There’s something wrong with that picture. Also your town’s demographics are all wrong for coastal California. The published numbers look like your town is still stuck in the 1940’s. The town appears to be prosperous, but the income numbers off of IRS and California tax databases don’t match the income sources. Something is going on there, and I want to know what it is!”




“You want to know what what is?” asked Zatanna from the doorway.




Xander looked over, and Zatanna and Amy were walking into the caff. And both of them were sopping wet. Amy looked pretty much ‘drowned rat’, not that he was ever going to say so. Zatanna looked pretty much ‘swimsuit model rising up out of swimming pool in erotic movie’. Not that he was ever going to say so, or ever going to think again, given who he was hanging with at that moment.




Batman focused his glare on the two drenched women. “I want to know why his hometown has discrepancies that are financial, political, legal, ethnic, and sociological. And I want to know why you two are dripping water all over the Watchtower.”




Amy blushed as Zatanna said, “Turns out Amy’s really, really good at summoning water elementals. We just need to work on control issues. Oh, and we won’t need to ferry clean water up to the Watchtower for about another… year and a half.”




“We recycle water on the Watchtower,” growled the Bat-grump.




Xander mock-whispered, “Is his superpower the ability to absorb humor in a large radius?”




The Flash snorted in amusement. The Martian Manhunter covered his laugh with a small cough. Batman growled, “I heard that.”




Xander took his life in his hands and said, “My point exactly.”




Twenty minutes later, Zatanna and Amy were dry, even if Amy’s clothes looked wrinkled and stiff, like Xander had washed and dried them instead of Amy. And all the water had been magically or telekinetically moved to the water storage system of the Watchtower. And that testing room had been cleaned up. And all the Oreos on the station had been used to pacify some water elementals who didn’t like being summoned far, far away from any natural water, so the Martian Manhunter was trying not to be sullen.




There was a small meeting going on in a briefing room. Xander was sitting next to Amy, who was holding his hand tightly, like she was so worried that she forgot she was still mad at him. They were sitting in regular chairs off to one side. The big superheroes were sitting in big chairs that were large enough for their forms.




Because Superman? Enormous guy who looked like he was more muscular than the entire WWE all put together. Seriously intimidating even without doing anything except smiling and being polite. And Xander had thought Batman was scary, but he really, really, really did not want to see Superman when the guy was furious.




And Wonder Woman? Holy crap. He had heard stories that she was from a land of Amazons, and he hadn’t believed. He was believing now. Wonder Woman looked like one of those ridiculously curvy and ultra-perfect pinup girls, only turned into Xena Warrior Princess. The outfit was dorky, but Wonder Woman made it look awesome. Granted, Wonder Woman could make a horse blanket, Uggs, MC Hammer pants, and a jester’s cap look hot.




There were about ten superheroes sitting in the big chairs around an oval table, and there were another half dozen superheroes sitting in almost-as-big chairs on one side of the room, while Zatanna stood on a small podium on the opposite side of the room with an enlarged map of California that showed a satellite view of Sunnydale.




Zatanna was speaking, while Dr. Fate stood beside the map and studied it so hard it was like study-rays were beaming out of his weird helmet-thing. She said, “We need more study, but it will have to be passive evaluations. Because this entire town is warded out the wazoo.”




“I don’t like that phrase,” Batman complained. “And I don’t like the lack of clarity in the discussion.”




“Fine,” Zatanna said. She glanced at the map and whispered something under her breath. Arcs of different colors appeared all around the town center, at different distances. “Just from study of the map features, we’ve been able to isolate what are probably six different magical circles around the town.” A long wooden pointer appeared in her hand out of nowhere. “Note the convex arc of the seashore right here. That’s not a natural formation for this coastline. If we extend this to complete a circle, we get…” A green circle appeared from there. “…a series of natural formations including this chain of low hills and these oxbows of this river. This is an immensely powerful nature-based apotropaic magic. Inside of that, we see…”




Xander listened as Zatanna pointed out a ton of stuff he knew about, like the circumferential, the big highway loop around the town that kept heavy traffic out of the small downtown streets. Or the power lines that ran in arcs instead of straight lines because of the hills. Or…




Amy whimpered, “Our whole town — everything we know — is all designed in circles and arcs. For giant wards. We grew up in a fortress!”




Zatanna must have heard that, or read Amy’s mind, because she concluded, “Yes, our friends grew up in a magical fortress that was sited there because of the natural confluence of ley lines and these arcs. So whoever originally sited the town was most likely involved. Heavily involved. Whoever laid out the power grid lines is involved. Whoever mapped out this circumferential highway is involved. Whoever is responsible for these fence lines, these city streets, these excavations north of the town, these buildings here, and the placement of the town hall… They’re all involved.”




Xander spoke up. “I think you’re talking about Mayor Richard Wilkins Sr, Mayor Richard Wilkins Jr., and Mayor Richard Wilkins III, who’s still the mayor now.”




Batman spoke up, “We could have a larger problem than that.”




“Oh great,” Xander muttered to Amy.




Batman tapped away on a computer set in the table. Those gloves didn’t look like they would be good for keyboarding, but he didn’t seem to have any trouble with them. Three pictures popped up on the wall where the map had just been. They were a daguerreotype from the 1890’s, a black-and-white picture from the 1940’s, and a color newspaper photo from roughly the 1980’s. Xander realized the problem at once.




Batman growled, “Meet Mayor Richard Wilkins Sr, Mayor Richard Wilkins Jr., and Mayor Richard Wilkins III.”




Amy gasped, “They’re identical!”




Xander nodded. There wasn’t just a strong family resemblance. The three pictures were identical, except for details you could fake, like a pair of glasses or a moustache.




Batman asked, “How likely is it that a wizard powerful enough to build those wards could stop himself from aging?”




Dr. Fate answered, “Obviously, given those pictures, the probability is close to one. We are facing a mage who has been planning this magical project for over a century, and has not aged since. He may have been granted boons from dark gods to prepare for unknown rites.”




Xander complained, “My folks voted for that guy!”




Zatanna winced slightly. “And everyone who has ever voted for him might have magical links to him. He may be able to draw Essence from them, or he might even be able to command them.”




Xander muttered, “Great. ‘Night of the Living Voters’.”




Amy said out loud, “We haven’t voted for him. Yet. Mayor’s an eight-year office in Sunnydale, and we weren’t old enough at the last election.”




Xander asked, “Why hasn’t anyone ever noticed he never ages and then his son is just the same age when he gets elected next time? I mean, other than ginormous magical powers.”




Dr. Fate said, “One of the wards is probably a notice-me-not spell. What an author has called the Someone Else’s Problem Field. You look at it, and the peculiarities slide past your conscious mind. Perhaps the odd features simply do not transfer from short-term to long-term memory, so you never remember thinking about it and worrying about it, no matter how many times you do so.”




“Now that’s creepy,” Xander whispered to Amy.




Amy whispered back, “You do know Superman has super-hearing and knows every time you smart off, right?”




“Oops.” He glanced over at The Man Of Steel and got a quick wink in return.




Batman asked, “Is there anyone in the Justice League who can go into Sunnydale and determine what these wards do and how to circumvent them? And is there anyone in the Justice League we could send in there in the event of a massive supernatural disaster caused by Richard Wilkins’ machinations?”




Zatanna frowned at Batman. “As you already know, the answer is ‘no’. But you just wanted me to say that out loud. There are undoubtedly wards to detect the presence of outsiders, and wards to detect the presence of threats, and wards to detect the presence of mages. There are probably extremely powerful wards to attack dangerous intruders in a number of ways, and given the amount of mana our threat has had the time to accrue, some of those attacks could be too much even for our heaviest hitters. And there is probably a notice-me-not spell that would make it difficult for any of us to investigate the town.”




Batman then said, “But we have two people in this room who would not count as intruders to the wards around the town.”




Amy squeaked slightly. Xander squeezed her hand reassuringly.




Superman spoke up in a deep, powerful voice that made the hair stand up on the back of Xander’s neck. “We have two people in this room who are untrained, one of whom does not even want to be a superhero.”




Xander said, “I don’t really want to be a superhero either. I just… well… there was stuff going on I couldn’t stand by and let happen. I had to try and help those people.”




The Flash smiled, “That is the definition of a hero, you know. And you put on a uniform. That makes you a superhero, same as Bats or GA.”




Xander disagreed, “No way, I’m not anywhere near their league.”




Batman asked, “Can you get four weeks vacation from your job?”





Part IV


(two weeks later)



Xander limped into his private quarters on the Watchtower. He swallowed four ibuprofen without bothering to get a glass of water. “Oh, wonderful Vitamin I, you are my only friend.”




The Watchtower had nice guest rooms. Each one was like a hotel room, with a really comfy bed and a dresser and a big-screen tv and a game system and a desk and a table-and-chairs and a big closet. And his own private bathroom with a big tub-shower that a guy like Xander could stretch out in. So he had a fancy hotel room, while his boss back in La-La-Land thought Xander was out sick with mono.




And he still had a couple hours of studying to do, plus at least one hour of videogaming. Yeah, the gaming was a requirement. The Batman was one whack dude. He’d given Xander some ultra-hard videogames that would work his reaction time, his responses to differing levels of threats, his tactics and strategy, his puzzle solving, and his ability to deal with both failure and success.




“The Kobayashi Maru, only with mutant zombies,” Xander muttered aloud.




He peeled off his training clothes and looked for the jar of magic healing goop from Dr. Fate’s friend. It was in the bathroom, where it made sense to be, only there was less than an inch of goop left. Dang. He was going to have to get dressed and go beg for more goop, which made him feel like an enormous schnorrer.




Assuming Dr. Fate was even around. The guy did have a life of his own.




Wait a minute… He froze and listened. All he needed was Batman popping up out of some shadow and ninja’ing the crap out of him. Again.




There was something. And he was not only unarmed, he was wearing nothing but boxer briefs. He grabbed his electric razor, preparing to use it as a garrote or a bola, depending on the threat…




Someone knocked tentatively at his door. Amy asked, “Xander? Can I come in?”




“Sure,” he said loud enough for her to hear. He slapped the lock release for the door. There were three remote releases in the room: one in the bathroom, one above the headboard, and one on the desk.




Okay, he knew there were people who could imitate a voice. And Batman could definitely get a recording of Amy if he wanted to. But Xander was too tired to be as paranoid as Batman wanted him to be. On the other hand, just thinking through all that was pretty damn paranoid.




The door slid open and Amy stepped in, looking too nervous to be anyone but the real Amy.




“Hey Ames,” he said tiredly, “I’m in the bathroom. Give me a minute.”




“Xander, you don’t sound so good,” Amy worried. “And… Oh my God, what happened to you?!”




She was staring at his front, which was pretty spectacular. He started pointing at an assortment of bruises and abrasions and stuff, naming the causes as he went. “The Bat-fist. The Bat-boot. The Batarang. The Bat-elbow. Another couple Bat-fists. The Bat-knee. The Bat-bolo. The Bat-headbutt, because that cowl is armored. The—”




“Is he crazy?”




“Yup,” Xander smirked. “But we’ve moved to the no-holds-barred sparring-to-the-death part now that he’s satisfied my strength and endurance and agility are up to some standard that clearly isn’t up to his personal standard.”




“Is this what happens to you every day?” she asked, sounding horrified.




“Ummm… Pretty much. Sometimes I’ve got boxing-glove arrow bruises all over me from GA, or I’ve got quarterstaff bruises all over me from Robin, or I’ve got high heel imprints from Black Canary kicking the shit out of me.”




She started to weep. “Why didn’t you tell me? This isn’t fair! They’re supposed to be helping you, not beating the crap out of you every day!” She wrapped her arms around him and sobbed against his chest.




She was pressing on some really sore spots, but he hadn’t had tons of Amy-huggage for a while, so he shut up about that part.




She finally asked, “Why didn’t you have bruises and stuff all over you yesterday? Or last week?”




He confessed, “I did. Dr. Fate’s friend keeps mixing up big jars of this goop. I rub it on all my bruises and muscle strains and stuff, and I’m back to normal the next morning. But it gives you really freaky nightmares, so no one wants to use it.”




“You’re crazy, you know that?” she whimpered against his chest.




“I think you’ve said that before… Oh wait, this is the one millionth time! Ding-ding-ding! You get our special prize!”




“Oh stop it. I just get mentally exhausted in my training, and you’re getting pulverized. I don’t think I like that guy anymore.”




Xander grinned, even though grinning really hurt one side of his face. “I haven’t liked him since Day One. I mean, I thought I was in shape, but that guy’s…”




“Obsessive?”




Xander smirked, “I was gonna say loony, but the bug he’s got hidden in the bathroom would pick that up.”




Amy leapt back from Xander. “He bugged your bathroom?”




Xander nodded, “The john, and the main room. I found all of them and stuffed them in his pancakes the next morning. He was not amused. Robin laughed so hard I thought he was gonna fall out of his chair, but The Bat does not do humorous revenge pranks.”




Amy led Xander out of the bathroom. “Zee’s been teaching me some healing magics, even if I can’t do it like she does. I mean, she can just say ‘eb delaeh’ and you’re healed. I’ve got to do it the standard Gaea-based way, even up here. But I can take care of all your bruises.”




He gave her a big smile. “That would be awesomeness with awesome sauce on top. And I wouldn’t have to bug Dr. Fate for more nightmare-goo either.”




Amy winced. “You shouldn’t have to use ointment that gives you horrible nightmares! Why are they doing this to you? Why aren’t they healing you up? Why are you letting them do this to you?” She started crying again.




He lied, “Hey, it’s okay.” He led her over and seated her on the side of the bed. He sat next to her and fibbed, “Maybe Batman’s just trying to make me quit the hero biz, and he’s doing it for my own good.”




Amy sniffed, “You don’t believe that at all.”




“Sure I d- Oh wait a minute, you just knew that, you weren’t guessing, were you?”




Amy held his hand and confessed, “Don’t be mad, but Zee’s been working with me on sensing my surroundings, and I’m sort of seeing people’s auras now and getting a sense of what they’re really feeling. Just emotions, nothing really invading anybody’s privacy, but it’s really hard to turn it off, and now I’m at the point where if I lose concentration, I see the auras.”




Xander kissed her on the cheek. “It’s okay. I’m not exactly Mister Concealment anyway.”




Amy took his hand in both of hers and whimpered, “It does bother you. I’m sorry. But you’re in pain, and you feel vulnerable, and you feel sort of… I guess that’s confused. And… oh my God, you’re really horny. With everything that’s going on, how can you be horny?”




Terrific. He couldn’t lie to her anymore, either. No more ‘I’m gonna go play poker with the guys’ and then go out and kick some gangsta ass. “I can’t help it. We haven’t even kissed in weeks, and I really liked things the way they used to be… other than the lying about beating up thugs.”




Amy stared down at the floor. “How can you be horny when you’re stuck with me, when… oh my God, Wonder Woman and Black Canary and Vixen and Huntress had breakfast with me and Zee this morning, and… and I just wanted to cry. They make me look like a dog. They make me look like something the dog drug in. They’re all so super-gorgeous, and I…”




He kissed her hair. “Ames, I wouldn’t have asked you out on a date if I didn’t want to date you.”




She leaned away from him. “Come on, we all know you asked me out because Cordelia made it so no one hot at school would give you the time of day.”




Crap. One of the conversations he had hoped to avoid for at least forever. If not longer. And now he couldn’t even lie about it.




“Okay, yeah. I mean, there were hot girls who had gotten kicked out of Cordy’s clique, but all of ’em were complete bitches. I mean, they made Harmony look like Saint Kendall of Assisi. And I didn’t want to have a date that would be a nightmare. I knew you were fun, and I knew we had a ton in common, and I knew you wouldn’t say no when I asked you out. And then the next summer your mom made you go to that fat girls camp, and you hated it with the passion of a thousand fiery suns, but when you came back you looked great. Cordy really hated that. And you just never… Well, you never started treating me the way the other hot girls did.”




“Because I wasn’t hot,” Amy insisted.




“You were,” he pressed. “I’ve told you this before, but you’ve never believed me. Well, am I lying now?”




She stared into his eyes and finally said, “Well… No, you’re not lying, but you’re not exactly unbiased.”




He pushed, “And neither are you. You’re still stuck in that whole ‘I’m a fat toad and I can never be as great as mommy’ thing, and I blame your mom for being a complete bitch to you, and you’re way better looking than she was. She just wore a ton of makeup and spent an hour on her hair for every one of those photos, and what did she do? Oh yeah. She sucked at everything except cheerleading. And the only thing she cared about was you looking pretty and you being a star cheerleader. You’re smart, and you’re clever, and you’re doing great in college, and you’re gonna be someone important, even if you don’t become Zatanna Junior and fight crime. And your mom’s a worse mom than my mom!”




Oh crap, those were all things he wasn’t supposed to say. And now she was mad at him again. He checked, “Ames, did you just hit me with a tell-every-horrible-truth-ever spell?”




She ducked her head. “I… I don’t think so. I don’t know a spell like that, anyway. But maybe my emotions are kind of boiling over and… doing stuff to you. Sorry. And maybe my mom isn’t the best mom in the world. I mean, have you met Fred’s mom and dad? They’re like Ozzie and Harriet! I mean, if Ozzie and Harriet lived in Texas.”




He figured the whole aura-reading dealie ought to work in his favor some of the time too, so he added, “And you look great. I mean, I know they’ve got you doing some workout stuff along with all the mental training, but you look great. You could so wear one of those tiny tux-leotards and fishnets, and you’d look dy-no-mite.”




“Stop with the tv refs, Xan. Okay, Zee says the more in touch with Gaea I get, the more my energy flows can change inside me, and maybe I have lost a few pounds.”




He smirked, “I think you’ve gained a few pounds. In the right places.”




She glanced down at her chest. “Oh. Yeah. That too. I had to get a new bra. But it’s not like I’m stacked like Zee or Diana.”




“Well good!” Xander exclaimed. “I’d hate to have to spend all our time together tying your shoes, and trimming your toenails, and all the stuff you can’t do because you’ve got weather balloons stapled to your chest.”




Amy looked into his eyes and whispered, “Liar.”




He sighed, “Okay, I think you could look as hot as any of them, and I might fantasize about it, but I think you’d be really unhappy dealing with a pair of hooters the size of soccer balls.”




She shook her head. “Can we just drop this? I’m never going to look like a real Justice League superheroine.”




He tried one more time. “Okay, then ask me who on this entire space station I’d most like to make love to.”




She didn’t bother to ask the whole question. “Who?”




So he kissed her. He hadn’t gotten to kiss her like that since the day before the whole ‘Xander is vigilante-ing and has a knife wound’ thing exploded in his face.




After a couple minutes, Amy came up for air. She gasped, “I… Uhh… I think there’s a problem with the whole aura thing. I mean… Knowing what you’re feeling is making things kinda… intense for me. I think maybe I need to go now.”




He gave her a kiss on the forehead and helped her to her feet.




Twenty minutes later, he was eating dinner in the Watchtower caff. The food was pretty awesome for cafeteria food. Heck, it was pretty good for expensive restaurant food, and light-years better than what he could manage. He asked, “Hey Flash, is Dr. Fate around?”




There was a blink moment, and the Flash was sitting in a different position. “Nope. Not on the Watchtower anywhere. He’s listed as checked out for his own crisis. Why?”




Xander shrugged, “Nothing much. I’m just out of that goo I’ve been getting from him.”




Green Arrow groaned, “I can’t believe you’re still using that. Do you enjoy having horrific nightmares?”




Xander shrugged. “Could be worse. Dr. Fate thinks my whole ‘growing up in magically freaky town’ thing protects me from the worst effects.” And he wasn’t going to mention that he had experienced worse nightmares on and off for years after Willow and Jesse got run over right in front of him.




The Flash smirked, “And I thought The Creeper was crazy…”




Xander gave him an insane tilt of the head. “Hey, I can out-goofy anyone! Even a guy with a name like The Creeper!” He turned and looked at GA. “Do I have to change my name to The Loon?”




The Flash suggested, “How about The Whackjob? No one would know if you were an assassin or a crazy person.”




“Or both!”




GA changed the subject. “What’s on tonight’s schedule?”




Xander made sure not to shrug, because that would hurt. “Field investigation technique and forensics. I’ve got three Bat-books on the subject matter. And then at least one hour on his videogames, which I’ve gotta admit is a pretty fun training tool. I never really thought those years of Call Of Duty and Gears Of War and Halo would pay off.”




About four hours later, he was just finishing another level now that he finally figured out how to kill that stinking, uber-unfair boss. There was that same timid knock at the door. He let go of the controller long enough to slap the remote unlocker on the desk.




Then he watched the doorway out of the corner of his eye while he pretended to devote his entire attention to the videogame. But it was Amy, not another sneaky Bat-attack. “Hi Ames! Gimme just about thirty seconds…”




“You’re playing videogames instead of working?” she worried.




“I’m playing videogames as part of working. The Bat is wacky like that. He said he didn’t think I’d get through this level for a few more days, so that probably meant he thought he could motivate me and make me put more thought into the whole thing so I could give him the big neener-neener tomorrow.”




She winced, “You don’t really say ‘neener neener’ to Batman, do you?”




“Nope, and I don’t tug on Superman’s cape either. I may not be a Bat-genius, but I do have some sense of self-preservation.”




Amy stared at the floor. “Umm, yeah, Canary and Vixen both said most guys your age can’t keep your eyes out of their cleavage, and some of ’em can’t keep their hands to themselves… up until someone smashes their hand. And Zee said it was pretty selfish of me not to heal you just because I was mad at you and… you kissed me again.”




Xander sighed to himself. “Look, I’d really like some healing, especially without the freaky nightmares, but don’t let ’em bully you into stuff you wouldn’t do, just because you don’t think you’re worthy. That way leads to the Cordelia Clique and all-around badness.”




He stood up and tried not to groan in pain. He had enough bruises and muscle strains from his abs down to his thighs that standing up after sitting for hours just hurt a lot more than it ought to.




Amy looked pretty horrified. “You didn’t tell me you were hurt that bad!”




He groaned a little bit. “Just stiff after sitting for a few hours. Really, really stiff.”




Amy scowled, “Okay. Clothes off everywhere you’re hurt. Bruises, muscle pulls, you name it. Right now.”




He carefully pointed out, “Ames, you do know that if I uncover every place I’ve got an owwie, I’ll be starkers, right?”




She paused a moment. “It’s not like I haven’t seen you stark naked before, Xan.”




He gave her a dirty smirk. “Yeah. I’ve really enjoyed every single one of those times. But are you sure you want to do this? I mean, you said Zee could do it just by walking past me and saying a couple magic words.”




“Stop stalling.”




So he stripped and plopped face-down on his bed. Amy peeled off her shoes and socks and skirt and top, and clambered on top of him, and went to work. And it felt great. Not only did his assorted aches and pains go away, but her hands doing magic against his skin felt… amazing. He was having to concentrate on baseball statistics to keep from having an accident.




Then she had him roll over, and he got a good look at Amy in just lingerie. Great googly moogly! She had lost about ten pounds around her waist and about five pounds around her hips, and she had gained a cup size or two up top. And her whole body looked toned up. “Jeez, I don’t know what secret aerobics thing Zee’s got you on, but you could make a fortune selling it on QVC.”




“Stop it. Flattery will get you nowhere.”




He stared into her eyes. “Amy. Am I lying?”




“We-ell… no. But that doesn’t mean you’re not really biased.”




He grinned, “I’ve always been biased when it came to my Amy.”




She put her hands on the Bat-bruise on his left cheek and concentrated. “It would be a lot easier to stay mad at you if you weren’t so… I don’t know.”




He didn’t know what to say to that. So he just let her heal him for a while. Plus, it was hot. Amy in just lingerie was hot. The whole ‘hands on naked Xander’ thing was hot. Amy doing magic was hot. Little Xander was totally at DEFCON 1 and the ICBM was ready to launch.




Amy finally whispered, “I finished, but I… Can I stay the night? Just this once?”




“Anything for my Amy.” He couldn’t keep the smirk off his face.




Well, he couldn’t keep the smirk off his face until she plastered herself against his bare front and kissed him passionately.





Part V



(two more weeks later)



Xander woke up just before his alarm would have buzzed. He didn’t want to wake up Amy. It had taken him days to figure out how to wake up before his alarm so Amy could get more sleep. But it was so worth it.




He had his Amy back. Well, she was back in his bed, and it looked like she had forgiven him for pulling that White Knight stuff, even if they hadn’t talked about the whole ‘doing more superheroing after they did this one little thing for the Justice League’ bit. And really, who knew that healing someone’s injuries was so erotic? But when he got turned on, her aura-reading picked it up, and then she got turned on, and she couldn’t do a good job of healing him and block that at the same time, so after the healing it was time for lots of sexual healing.




The Bat had spotted it on the very first day, and hadn’t said anything, but had ruthlessly taken advantage of Xander’s lack of focus. And then the black-clad bastard had asked Zee to bring Amy by every hour or two, and had clobbered Xander every time he zoned in on Amy instead of watching out for a dirty, cheating superhero. The only good part of that was when Amy caught on about the third time she and Zee dropped by, and she introduced Bats to her water elemental thing up close and personal. Xander had never seen someone get blasted with a horizontal piledriver of water before. It was pretty damn awesome. And totally hilarious, even if laughing out loud at the Batman was not a good way to keep that bruise count down while sparring.




He slipped out from underneath Amy, turned off the alarm clock, and made sure Amy’s alarm clock was set right. Then he dressed in workout clothes and headed for the gym. He had weight training and cardio to get through before he could get some morning protein and then go for round one of martial arts work on the day. Today was going to be Huntress, then Robin, then Batgirl, then Nightwing, and then Supergirl. At least it wasn’t Black Canary today. Seriously, how did guys fight Canary? Every time she went with a high kick in that teeny, skin-tight leotard and fishnets, she practically showed off the whole tinkle taco! And she liked those sidekicks. Wowsers. Even now, Xander had a hard time not staring and getting kicked in the face with an extremely painful but extremely sexy high heel.




Supergirl was a completely different problem. Extremely sexy, but she didn’t do the revealing moves. No, she was just a super-fast, super-strong, indestructible, flying brick shithouse with extra superpowers just for funzies. Xander knew Bats had something that could take down Superman and Supergirl, and he knew from Supergirl’s tells where Bats kept it on his utility belt, but he also knew from Supergirl’s tells that it had to hurt her a hell of a lot, so Xander wasn’t interested in using that in sparring. No, his sparring with Supergirl was all about planning several moves in advance, and dodging out of the way, and guide parries, and assorted martial arts moves to use the opponent’s insanely-massive force against her. It still didn’t work ninety-nine percent of the time, because she was Supergirl and he was just a construction guy with lots of bruises. But the every-once-in-a-while that he got away with something was spectacular. Just being able to say that he had sparred with Supergirl and not been turned into ground round? Priceless.




He wrapped up in the gym, grabbed a cheese-and-chorizo-and-egg-and-salsa breakfast burrito, and hurried to the heavily padded martial arts area. Because of the flyers and the bricks who used the room, they had even padded the walls and the ceiling. And after Supergirl accidentally threw him into the ceiling once, he was damn glad about that. According to Flash, when the major bricks sparred against each other, they took it to Superman’s Fortress of Solitude so they didn’t smash holes completely through the Watchtower by accident.




He swallowed the last bite and wiped his mouth before stepping into the ‘dojo’. “Hey H, what’s on the sched today?”




Huntress was in her full uniform and looking pretty damn awesome. Not only superheroic, but also super-hot. He preferred his Amy, but he had to admit that the Justice League specialized in remarkably gorgeous women.




She didn’t smile. “Batman wanted me to show you some unusual moves from leopard and dragon style kung fu, and then some counters. We’ll work on those a bit, and then we’ll do some more work with the crossbow.” She pointed at where she had four crossbows laid out on the floor.




He gave her a smile anyway. “Great! Can I hang onto the crossbow and surprise Rob?”




“No. Besides, if Robin thought you were really trying to injure him, he’d pound you into a smear on the mats. Even your girlfriend wouldn’t be able to heal you up from that.”




He kidded, “Oh, you mean Water Piledriver Girl?”




Huntress tried not to smile, but failed epically. “I heard about that. He doesn’t usually get caught by surprise like that.”




Xander admitted, “I don’t think he did. I mean, he already knew she could summon a water elemental and flood a room in no time, so he had to know she could do something like that. I think he did it deliberately. He was simultaneously busting my chops for losing focus around Amy, and training me to get past it, and using Amy to distract me, and seeing what she could do if she got mad enough. He was also probably doing half a dozen other things at the same time, like testing how serious Ames is about me.”




Huntress nodded firmly. “That sounds like him. He’s always three steps ahead.”




Xander gave her a goofy grin. “Hey, that means with dumb guys like me, he’s maybe eight or nine steps ahead. My steps are really teeny.”




“Smartass. No wonder you get along so well with Flash and GA.” She threw a padded vest at him, and he snatched it out of the air, never taking his eyes off her hands and feet. She added, “You’ll want to work on that goofball ‘tude some more when he takes you to the ‘secret identity’ part of the training.” She glided forward across the mats. “Now when you see someone move into one of these forms, your first thought should be dragon kung fu, and you should be expecting something like this…”




Xander was lying on the mats when Robin came in. “Hey Rob, whazzup?”




Robin rushed over and stared down at him. “Knight, you don’t look so good.”




Xander confessed, “Don’t feel so good either.” He picked up the painfully cold icepack and put it against the side of his face once more. “Tip for ya. Don’t get H pissed off at ya. She was showin’ me some leopard kung fu and counters, and I got lucky, or she got sloppy, and I tagged her one. So she kicked it up a notch, and we got scrappy. So I go flying backward, and I tried to turn it into a landing I could work from, and I landed on something hard. When I opened my eyes, she was holding an icepack on my face.”




Robin turned Xander’s head slightly. “Based on the shape of the injury, you landed facefirst on the stock of her crossbow. I’m figuring concussion, maybe a fracture of the zygomatic bone. We need to get you to sickbay. Can you walk, or do I need to get some assistance?”




Xander groaned, “Lemme try to walk. Amy’ll have a cow if you have to haul me around in a gurney.”




Robin pointed out, “She’ll probably ‘have a cow’ when she finds out you’re in sickbay.”




“Oh. Oh yeah. You got a point there. I don’t seem to be sharp as a tack today.”




Robin just nodded, “Yup. Concussion.”




“Nope, just general dumbness. Anybody who lets superheroes beat the shit out of him every day for a month? Not exactly Brainiac there.”




Xander tried sitting up, and the room spun sickeningly. But he managed to ignore that and get to his feet. What kind of superhero can’t stand up after he gets punched? He had to get up. He walked just fine, even if Robin was keeping him from tipping over. Just one foot in front of the other. One foot. Other foot. First foot. Other foot.




Robin said, “Here we are. Let’s just lay you down on one of these nice, uncomfortable beds, okay?”




“Yeah, sure. Thanks, Rob. Really appreciate it. What were we gonna do today anyway?”




Robin reminded him, “More Krav Maga, Knight.”




“Oh. Right. I like that. Doesn’t do me any good against Supergirl, but nothing does. And no way I’m gettin’ that thing out of Bats’ belt, ‘cause it’s just sparring, not tryin’ ta kill Kryptonians.”




Robin casually asked, “Which pouch on the belt?”




“Third big pouch, goin’ left from that trick belt buckle.”




Robin wondered, “How do you know it’s a trick belt buckle?”




“Because he’s The Bat. He wouldn’t have a stupid ordinary buckle like that. Probably has more weapons in it and a secret trap for people tryin’ ta steal his belt offa him.”




Robin asked, “What do you think is in the anti-Kryptonian pouch?”




“Maybe that kryptonite-y crap I heard about. Or one of those kryptonite laser things I saw on the news. Or some sort of magical amulet. Whatever it is, it’s nasty. Every time Kara looks at it, she sorta flinches. Not hittin’ her with it in sparring. Not why I’m tryin’ ta learn stuff. And you can tell The Bat he can stop hiding around the corner eavesdropping.”




Batman loomed out from around a partition and said in his usual gravel voice, “We’ll have treatment in here in a few seconds, and—”




“Xander!” Amy shrieked.




“Oww,” Xander groaned at the volume.




Batman graveled, “Slightly audiophobic and photophobic from the concussion.”




Amy growled at him, “If Huntress hadn’t come and found me and told me what happened, you’d be getting water-slammed into the ceiling right about now.”




Xander managed, “I’m okay. Not his fault. I just landed on my face. On something hard.”




Amy complained, “You hit her crossbow so hard you broke it! You could’ve been killed!”




Robin cut in, “Concussion, and probably a fracture. Can you heal him?”




Amy whimpered, “I think I can do the cheekbone, but I don’t know how to do a concussion.”




Zatanna put a hand on Amy’s shoulder. “It will be okay. I’ll walk you through this.”




Xander smiled one-sidedly. “And I like it when you put your hands on me and do that magic. It feels great.”




Amy turned beet red and Robin gently said, “He can’t help it. It’s the concussion. He’s a little loopy, and he’s not stopping to think before he speaks.”




Amy stared at Robin for a second and then asked, “Xander? How do you feel about me?”




“I love you. But maybe it’s not good enough love, because when you told me to stop vigilante-ing or I’d lose you, I kept doing it, so maybe I’m just a really bad person. You’re smart and funny and pretty and sexy and you could do so much better than a big loser like me. I couldn’t save Willow and Jesse, and I couldn’t get dad to stop drinking so much, and I never could get your mom to like me, an—”




Amy put her hand over Xander’s mouth. “Stop talking, honey. I’m sorry I asked.”




Xander woke up again. It took him a moment to figure out where he was. Oh yeah. Robin had helped him to the sickbay. Huntress had gone and gotten Amy. Zatanna had helped Amy heal up his head. Amy had cried.




Amy was snuggled up against his side and holding him tightly. Okay, so that was one thing in favor of concussions.




And he was really hungry. He looked around for a clock and found one on the wall over by a monitor screen. Oh. Eight at night, Watchtower time. So he hadn’t eaten for about fourteen hours, and that one burrito wasn’t nearly enough for a guy working out five times a day. He whispered, “Amy? Honey? Have you eaten?”




Amy blinked and smiled when she saw his face. “Xan! You’re okay! Don’t get up, okay? Just take it easy for a few minutes, because I never tried to heal a concussion before, and I really, really hope I didn’t hurt your brain.”




Xander kissed her on her hair and smiled, “I’m sure you did great, and I’m sure Zatanna wouldn’t have let you screw up on healing someone’s brain. So relax a bit. How long before I can get some chow?”




Amy scrambled to her feet and said, “Just stay put. I’ll get the doc in here, and we’ll do a couple tests, and make sure your brain’s okay.”




Xander smirked, “Was it okay to start with?”




She kissed him and smiled, “Smart-aleck.” Then she slid off the bed and rushed out of the room.




She was back in a couple minutes with… a regular doctor in medical scrubs. Xander had been expecting Zatanna, or Dr. Fate, or maybe some superheroine whose codename was Auntie Bacterial. Nope. Just a thirty-something doctor who ran him through quick tests for vertigo, memory loss, numbness of the extremities, reflexes, and stuff like that.




When the doc wrapped up, Xander couldn’t resist asking, “So… will I be able to play the piano?”




“Nope.” The doctor glanced over at Amy, who gave Xander a smirk.




Dang. Amy had ratted him out and warned the doc that some smart-aleck had tried that line on doctors going back to about sixth grade. It was always fun to say that to the doctor, who then tried to be reassuring that of course he’d be able to play the piano. Then Xander would casually say, “That’s weird, ‘cause I never could before.”




He stuck his tongue out at Amy, and she retaliated by putting her thumbs in her ears and wiggling her fingers. But she stood where the doc couldn’t see her doing it.




After dinner, Batman and Zatanna caught him and Amy before they headed back to Xander’s room. Batman glanced at Zatanna, who frowned slightly and said, “We think we may be out of time.”




Batman added, “Our computer expert found a series of disruptions that are all planned for this coming weekend. Unusually large shipments of beef cattle into the town trainyards, sudden requests to the state DOT for traffic diversions in and around the town—”




Amy interrupted, “This weekend they’ll have all the high school graduations.”




Batman growled, “That’s another change. All the graduations are going to be held, but they will be jointly held, and done outdoors, and they will be held in front of the town courthouse instead of individually at the schools.”




Zee mentioned, “And the courthouse is at the precise center of all the wards.”




Batman added, “And the special speaker for the joint graduation is the mayor.”




Xander groaned, “Oh great. This can’t be anything suspicious at all.”




Batman sternly said, “You have a go. Tomorrow morning, ten a.m. California time. Tomorrow is Thursday. The graduation ceremony is Sunday at two. At 2:17 pm, there will be a solar eclipse that will be most visible in a strip of the planet that includes your hometown. That is unlikely to be a coincidence. That gives you 76 hours to investigate before we may be facing a supernatural threat that might require the entire Justice League to stop.”




“But hey, no pressure, right?” Amy said weakly.




Xander squeezed her hand reassuringly. “Okay, we’re good to go. As long as we don’t have to visit my parents.”





Part VI



Xander glanced over at Amy. “What’s wrong?”




“Why did we have to take your truck?”




He smiled to himself. “Would you really want to take your car and risk getting it all banged up? Or maybe supernaturally squished?”




“Well no…”




He kept pushing his luck. “And if we have to do any off-road fleeing-in-panic stuff, would you rather be in your nice, low-slung car with its soft suspension, or in my old heap with its manly suspension and high clearance and tires with puncture-seal squirted in ’em?”




She confessed, “I’d rather be in an armored car with as much magical protection as Zee and Dr. Fate could slap on it. With Superman and Wonder Woman in front of it.”




He reached over and gave her hand a squeeze. “Yeah, me too. I totally do not get Batman’s whole ‘Gotham City is mine, no one else can come help’ ‘tude. That’s just wack. If I had the Joker or Killer Croc rampaging around El Monte, I’d be screaming for as much help as I could find. Hell, I’d be promising J’onn entire truckloads of Oreos if he’d show up and help.”




Amy shuddered. “I really hope we don’t have to yell for help on this one.”




Xander gave her hand another squeeze. “Don’t think that way. We just do this according to Bat-Plan A.”




Amy replied, “Simple in, move around a bit, simple out.”




“That’s what she said.” Amy promptly hit him on the arm. “Hey! No assaulting the driver!”




Okay, he was pretty damn nervous too. He just didn’t want to say so, because Amy was so tense already. And if she wanted to complain about his truck, well Nellybelle had had worse things happen to her than a few discouraging words. Because seldom is heard a discouraging word.




All they had to do was think innocent thoughts as they drove through the wards, then go visit Amy’s mom, then walk around the downtown holding hands and acting like they weren’t noticing anything around them, then head on out and give The Bat as much detail as they could remember. Easy peasy.




Yeah, he didn’t think it would work either. But Bats had also gone over Plan B with Xander. And Plans C through P. The guy really needed to try Prozac and maybe see a good therapist.




They drove up the old highway. The low, mounded hills on his right had never looked more like a deadly arc of magical power. Okay, they had never looked dangerous before. At all. They were just some worn hills that were a popular place for the Boy Scouts to go camping. And the pair of really rounded ones off to the northeast was known locally as ‘Edna’s Tits’ even if the mayor would probably frown about that. And if Edna Wilkins was really the mayor’s late wife instead of his grandmother, he might do a lot more than frown about it.




They crossed the bridge over Wilkins River right where it formed a lazy curve that just happened to coincide with the huge geologically-based circle Zatanna and Dr. Fate had spotted.




Amy sat up and gasped, “Oh God!”




“What?”




She whimpered, “I felt that! It felt… It felt immense! We need to turn around and get out of here!”




He tried, “Tell me what it was like, because I didn’t notice anything.”




She took several ragged breaths. “It was like… Imagine you’re the size of a flea, and you just leapt into a bug zapper. That was what it was like. It was… It was way more mana than anybody ought to be able to hide. He must have some freakishly powerful spells in place so guys like Felix Faust aren’t constantly hanging out here, trying to steal all this mana.”




He gritted his teeth. He was so over his head already. “Remember, we don’t have to do anything. We just think harmless thoughts, visit your mom, walk around a little, and drive home. I’m thinking about Hostess Fruit Pies. And getting you back in the sack as soon as we get home.”




“Xander!” she squeaked. “Okay, I’m thinking about being nervous about seeing mom again. And making you stop being such a horndog.”




“Never gonna happen, Ames. You might as well ask me to give up Hostess Cupcakes. Mmm, the deliciousness of Hostess. If you ask me, Little Debbie needs to step up her game. And she needs to stop telling people she’s a kid. She’s older than my mom! That’s just creepy.”




“Xander, stop being so wei- Oh my God, we went through another ward. It felt like someone was sticking icicles in my brain. I think maybe that was the ‘scan for intent’ ward Zee was guessing might be here. If it is, you just saved our butts by being so goofy about junk food.”




“Yes! I knew all my years of devotion to the gods of snack cakes would pay off someday!”




Amy glared at him. He pretended he didn’t see it out of the corner of his eye. She muttered, “If you weren’t so Xander-y, I would definitely summon a water elemental right now.”




Xander grinned, “Now now, no thinking about magic right now. And a flood of water would make it kind of cramped in here. I’m pretty sure I won’t do a good job of highway driving while I’m swimming in some of Wilkins River. Inside of Nellybelle. Oh, and definitely don’t give me a high colonic enema.”




“That would kill you!” Amy gasped in horror. “And, oh God, what if all the elementals around here are already working for the mayor? Summoning something like a water elemental could go really badly! And I don’t know a ton of other stuff, and I don’t know how long it’ll be before the town starts draining all my mana.”




Xander tried to sound reassuring. “It’ll be okay. Just focus on those screening spells so they can’t tell you’re all mana-tacular.”




“Mana-tacular? Really? That’s the best you’ve come up with in a month?”




He grinned, “Uber-mana-ified? Mana-a-mano? Mana-mana-bobanna?”




“You can stop now.”




He stared out the windshield but still watched her with his peripheral vision. “I should quit while I’m ahead?”




“You should quit while you’re only this far behind. And furtherm— Oh Jesus Christ! That hurt!”




“Do I need to pull over?” he worried.




“Hell no, keep going! I wanna get the hell away from that ward. That was nasty.”




He checked, “What was it?”




She thought for a few moments. “Not sure. I think… it was a feedback loop. The more powerful your magical talents, the nastier the feedback.”




He ventured, “So if Zee or Dr. Fate or someone like Felix Faust walked through that…?”




She scowled, “They’d probably get ripped apart from the inside out.”




“Magically speaking?”




She shook her head. “No. I mean for real. We need to stop before we get into town and send a message back warning everyone.”




He nodded. “Gotcha. We’ll stop at the rest stop with the big trees, and go for a walk all cozy and stuff, and I’ll call my boss and tell him how I’m too sick to go back to work yet.”




Amy stared at him. “This is that crazy codeword thing Batman made you memorize, isn’t it?”




“Yup!”




“No wonder you two get along so well. You’re both crazy.”




He rolled his eyes. “If what we do is ‘getting along so well’ for that guy, then he needs therapy. And friends.”




Amy stiffly said, “Well, if he’s short on friends, then maybe he should cut Zee some slack, because she’s trying. And maybe he should stop hauling around stuff that scares the shit out of Kara. You know he came up with a way to take out every Justice Leaguer, and he didn’t tell ’em until after a supervillain stole his files and just about killed the entire JL? And everyone in the whole League thinks he’s already come up with a whole other set of ‘protocols’ to kill all of them just in case. Him not trusting Zee is bullshit, because there is no way any of them should trust him.” She crossed her arms angrily and leaned back against the seat in the official Amy this-discussion-is-over posture.




Xander just said, “I get the feeling they’ve all done something bad at one time or another, under orders from someone big, or under mind-control, or whatever. Some of their biggest threats are big on the mind control or the mindfuck or the big con. So maybe they need guys who are uber-untrusting and guys who want to give everyone a second chance and guys who are smack in the middle.”




“Well, I like Zee,” Amy insisted.




Xander said “Me too.” And then he hastily tried to backpedal, “And not just because she looks hot in a tux-leotard and fishnets. She’s been really good for your self-esteem, because we both know you’re not exactly Self-Confidence Lass.”




She stuck out her tongue at him as he pulled into the last rest stop that north-bound traffic hit before reaching the circumferential around the town. It wasn’t much of a rest stop, but it did have some really pretty trees and stuff you could walk through on the back side of the restrooms. They went for a little hike, and Xander found a spot that got enough bars that he could make a call. Then he stopped and thought about how to put all the codewords he wanted to use into something that wouldn’t sound too freaky.




“Hey Mr. Warren, I’m sorry to call in the middle of the day, but I don’t think I’ll be well enough to be back at work on Monday. I just got out of my appointment with my doc, and he says I don’t want to give this to everyone on the work crew. And we both know Jeff and Marty will do pretty much anything to avoid coming in if they don’t have to, so I’m pretty sure they’d use it as an excuse to be ‘out sick’ for a month. Sorry.”




A gravel-throated voice that Xander knew all too well pretended to grumble, “Fine Harris, I got all that, just don’t come back while you’re still contagious.” Which really meant ‘I grokked all the codewords and I really want you to run the mission but if you are not willing and able then turn around and leave at once.’




“Yes sir.” He hung up and gave Amy a wink.




Amy leaned against him and hugged him hard. “I don’t know how you do it, because I’m just stupidly scared. I am totally not cut out to be a superhero. Or a supervillain. Or a super-anything. After this, I’m gonna build up some super-strong don’t-notice-my-magic wards and just be Boring Amy The College Student.”




He wrapped his arms around her and rubbed her back. “I’m scared too.” She snorted derisively. “No, really. I’m scared every time I even think about putting on my gray costume and going out in the middle of the night looking for guys who wouldn’t care if they killed me. A lot. I just… I see these guys doing bad stuff and I know someone’s got to stop it. Someone’s got to stop them. I know Willow’s up in heaven looking down on me and shaking her finger at me and saying ‘don’t do illegal stuff’ and ‘don’t get yourself hurt’ and ‘don’t kill yourself trying to avenge me on guys who never came within a hundred miles of me’. But I’m more worried about what these crooks are doing to regular people than I’m scared of getting hurt or killed.”




Amy hugged him harder. “Maybe that’s ‘cause you’re a real hero. Zee’s introduced me to a whole bunch of Justice Leaguers, and there’s a lot of ’em who don’t have any powers at all, just training. And they said pretty much the same thing to me when I asked ’em why they fight guys who could beat up an infantry division. Maybe you should get a few years of kung fu stuff first, but no matter how good you get, I’ll still be scared every time you go out superheroing.”




He kissed her on the top of the head. “I know you can do it, Ames. There’s thousands and thousands of wives and girlfriends of cops and soldiers and firemen out there, and they have the same problem, and they manage, and they can’t put magic spells on their boyfriend that’ll give him dumb luck or something. I figure the ‘dumb luck’ spell ought to be easier for you to do, because I already got the first half of that locked up.”




She hit him on the arm. “Stop it. I hate it when you talk trash about yourself, and it’s way worse now I can feel you’re not totally kidding around. You’re not dumb, and you’re not a loser, and you’re not a failure. Nobody who gets personally picked out by Batman is a loser or a failure or a dummy.”




Xander admitted, “It’s easy to say it, but it’s hard to make yourself believe it. Can anyone here think of another example of this? Class? Bueller? Bueller?”




She admitted, “Okay, so I’m still a loser fat kid inside my head, where it hurts the most. I’m working on it. And Zee taught me a spell to help calm myself and organize my thoughts, and it helps a little.”




He kissed her gently and said, “Come on, let’s go drop in on your mom.”




Amy frowned, “I’m hoping her new boyfriend isn’t around. I mean, mom and dad have been divorced for years and years, and she said this guy is a little older than she is, but still I’m not ready for stepdad-ish stuff.”




They got in the car, and Xander drove across the circumferential instead of taking it to the north side of town. That was a good call, because Amy shrieked when they drove across it. And there were more warding circles. One of them nearly made Amy pass out. Xander was totally glad he was a magical zilch, at least for this little jaunt.




They drove up to Amy’s house, and he parked Nellybelle in front of the creepy wrought iron fence with the creepy iron faces on it. He opened the gate for her, and she walked in. But she shuddered as she crossed the fence line. “Xan, there’s something there too. The whole fence is a ward. I think maybe we need to get the hell out of here and not visit mom and not go downtown.”




The door opened, and Catherine Madison stood in the doorway. “Amy dear, come in. I see you’ve been… working out. You look wonderful. And Xander. Are you responsible for the new Amy?”




But there was no mistaking the dangerous undertones in Mrs. Madison’s voice. And there was no mistaking that Catherine Madison now looked noticeably younger than she had just a couple years ago.




Xander went for ‘goofy dork’. “Hi, Mrs. Madison! Oh yeah, I talked Amy into going to my gym with me.” He patted his pockets and tried, “Uh-oh, I think I left my phone at the rest stop. We need to dash back there and see if we can find it before it ‘walks off’ if you know what I mean.”




The gate behind him slammed shut with enough force to rattle the hinges. He looked behind him to see a handsome fifty-ish man who was dressed like he had just come home from the business office and had taken off the suit coat to put on his 1950’s sweater with patches on the elbows.




Mrs. Madison smiled, “Amy, Xander, I’d like you to meet my ‘friend’.”




The man smiled broadly. “Theodore Buchanan at your service. Call me Ted.”





Part VII



Xander turned casually and extended a hand. “Nice to meetcha. Call me Xander. I’m Amy’s boyfriend. I’ve known the Madisons for ages.”




Ted shook his hand, and Xander squeezed too hard. Not only did it not hurt Ted, it felt like Ted’s grip was stronger than Batman’s. Put that together with the strength in that gate-slam, and Xander knew he was in trouble.




And there was something wrong with the way Ted blinked. Xander knew Batman would have spotted it and worked out exactly what it meant, and then figured out how to use it as a weapon, all in the time it took Xander to notice it. But there was something wrong there.




Mrs. Madison firmly insisted, “Come inside, you two. Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll make a call to Chief Bob and he’ll send a squad car out there to find it.”




“Thank you, ma’am.”




Ted smiled, “And I just baked some chocolate chip cookies. They’ll go great with a nice, cold glass of milk.”




Xander tried to give Amy a glance that meant ‘whatever you do, don’t eat those cookies or drink that milk’. Then he put on a stupid grin, “Sounds great! I love chocolate chip cookies. Okay, I love all cookies. And snack cakes. And candy. I’m an equal opportunity sugar inhaler.”




Ted blinked and ushered them toward the house. “Don’t kid a kidder there Xander, I can see you work out and take care of yourself.”




Xander shrugged casually, “Well, mainly I work construction for a living. I’m a carpenter.”




Ted nodded, “I like a man who works a solid job and works with his hands. I build too, but my work is mainly electronics and computers and computerized hardware.”




Xander grinned, “Okay, you lost me as soon as you said computers.”




Ted clapped a ruthlessly strong hand on Xander’s shoulder and grinned, “Oh don’t sell yourself short, Xander. I can tell a smart man when I see one.” He easily corralled Amy with his other hand and guided both of them toward the front door.




Amy’s mom looked at them and then told Ted, “The kitchen.” Then she stepped aside and let him steer them into what was a nice, big kitchen but now seemed a lot scarier.




Xander sat down opposite Amy, with Ted and Amy’s mom taking the other two seats at the kitchen table. Ted gave Xander a huge smile. “Cookies? I made ’em myself!”




Xander noticed that Ted had already said that part. And Ted blinked again. That was when Xander got it. The blinking looked normal, but Ted always blinked the same way. Exactly the same. And Ted was stupidly strong. Either Ted was a robot or Ted was completely controlled by some sort of hardware. Xander was betting on ‘robot’.




Amy picked up a cookie and raised it toward her mouth. Xander was wondering what he was going to have to do to keep Amy from taking a bite. He was just about to kick her in the shin when she stopped with the cookie only inches from her mouth. She asked, “Mom?”




“Yes dear?”




“When were you planning on telling me we’re witches?”




Smooth, Amy. Really subtle there. Xander tried not to hold his breath or show any other giveaways that he was expecting this to turn into a battle at any second.




Mrs. Madison gave Amy a ruthless smile. “Well dear, I was waiting until you ditched Xander, of course. I couldn’t have you rushing off and telling him, because you certainly would have. We have to keep our little family secret a secret.”




Amy stared at her mother. “You just told Ted.”




Mrs. Madison smiled icily. “Ted can’t tell anyone, unless I direct him to. Xander’s the problem here. That was why I arranged to have him killed when he was little.”




The car chase. Xander hardly noticed that he crushed the cookie in his hand. He growled, “Willow and Jesse died? Because you didn’t like me hanging around?” He would have leapt on her and throttled her, but suddenly he couldn’t move from the ribcage down.




Catherine The Great stood up, holding one hand splayed in his direction and one hand toward Amy. Xander could see Amy struggling helplessly. “Don’t bother to try and fight it dear, or I’ll paralyze the rest of you and you’ll die in minutes. I had to ask a rather massive favor for that car chase, but I’ve paid it back. And since the speeding criminal didn’t manage to hit his target, just the planned collateral damage, I didn’t even owe that much in return.”




Amy hissed, “You murdered Willow and Jesse? Just to get Xander? Are you insane?”




Catherine stared at her. “I’ve done a lot more than kill some annoying children, dear. Why do you think I had to move here and spend most of my time inside this magically protected polygon? Unfortunately, Wilkins got here first, otherwise this whole town would be under my sway.”




Amy glared furiously at her mother. “You killed our best friends! You may have my magic bound right now, but as soon as I get loose…”




Catherine calmly insisted, “But you won’t. Ted will deal with Xander. Then he’ll hold you while I bind your magic to my will. And then you won’t be a problem anym—”




Xander was frozen from the chest down, but his arms were still free. He threw the crushed cookie right into Catherine’s open mouth. She choked and gagged.




And she lost her concentration for a fraction of a second. He pushed backward from the table as soon as he spotted the motion in his peripheral vision.




Ted’s fist came crashing down. It would have crushed Xander’s skull, but Xander and his chair were already hitting the floor. Hard. Painfully hard. Ted’s arm swung down through the space where Xander’s body had been until Ted’s elbow hit the edge of the table. The table splintered.




Catherine ignored Xander and focused on her daughter, shoving her arms forward and hurling jagged white lightning at Amy’s face. Amy snapped her hands up, and the lightning hammered against an invisible shield.




But the lightning kept firing, and it rapidly chewed through the magical shield until it was inches from Amy’s eyes.




Xander was on his back on the floor. He rolled off the chair, shoved it at Ted’s legs, and kicked out against Catherine’s ankles. Her high heels slid across the kitchen floor as she shrieked in pain, and she fell.




Ted kicked the chair out of his way, sending it flying into the cabinets. He flung the table over his shoulder and behind him to get at Xander.




Xander yelled, “Amy! Enema!”




“B-but—”




Xander rolled out of the way as a chunk of cabinet got ripped out of the wall and hurled at him. “He’s a robot!”




Amy snapped her head to face Ted, and suddenly water exploded out of Ted’s mouth. And nose. And eyes. And ears. And pants. And shirt cuffs. And navel. Ted shuddered and writhed as electricity sparked all around him… and he toppled over backward.




Catherine was trying to get back up, even if she was pretty shaky. She had managed to get to her hands and knees, and was glaring at Amy. So Xander swiftly rolled to his hands and knees, and he mule-kicked her hard in the side of the head. She dropped to the floor and didn’t move.




Amy whispered, “Are… Is mom okay?”




Xander checked Catherine first, and then Ted. “Your mom probably has a concussion, and I think Ted’s out of commission. I wouldn’t want to make any bets on that one, though.” He grabbed a carving knife and cut open Ted’s neck before ripping out handfuls of wiring and computer components.




Amy watched him and whimpered, “Is… is that what I’m gonna turn into? I don’t wanna be like mom!”




Xander made sure that Ted wasn’t going to be getting back up again, and then he went over to hug Amy. “Ames, you’re not gonna turn into your mom. Or whatever you think she is. I’m pretty sure your mom went over to the Dark Side of the Force long before she ever moved here and had you. And I’m guessing from what she said that your fence lets her keep her magic powers, and operating outside the fence may not work so well.”




Amy said, “You were amazing. Now I get why Batman thought you were pretty awesome. ‘Cause that was… pretty awesome. I mean, Westworld and a Sith Lord together? I thought we were toast. Really burnt toast.”




Xander grimaced, “I think we’re still pretty much toast. If someone can build one humanoid robot, he can probably build dozens. And if the mayor has magic-detecting wards up, then he’s bound to know we just had a magical battle royale with cheese in here.”




He pulled out his phone and tried to speed-dial a number Batman had made him program in just a few hours ago. “No bars. We’re not getting a signal in or out. Or both. Fire off the Bat-signal.”




Amy stuck her tongue out at him, and she pulled an amulet out of her cleavage. She concentrated hard on it for long seconds, and then smashed it on the floor. “Okay, I have no idea if that got out, but if it did, then in a few seconds Zee and Dr. Fate will know as much as I do now. Which is probably not as much as you and Bats know, because you’re getting really good at this.”




Xander looked around at the wrecked kitchen. “Okay, I think we get in Nellybelle and head due north and out of the wards as fast as we can. We’re out of our league even when we’re just sitting in your kitchen. We’re not prepared to handle City Hall. And we need to make sure we can brief the JL before we do anything else.”




Amy cringed, “Do you think we can get back out past all the wards? Some of them are… totally awful.”




Xander thought about how much the wards had affected Amy already. And it was possible they would now register as outsiders or threats. “I think I need to make you unconscious first so I can drive us through those wards without you getting ripped up or hurt even more. I’ve got a tiny Bat-dart I can stab into your vein and you’ll pass out for a little bit.”




“You’re not gonna use it on mom?”




He admitted, “I’d rather save it for you. I can just give your mom a whack on the head with a frying pan.”




“Xander!”




“Look Ames, I know she’s your mom, but she’s a supervillain who just tried to kill us with force lightning and Robby the Robot here. And she admitted she’s just minion material around here. We need to get going.”




He helped her to her feet, and they left the wrecked kitchen. He figured Amy’s mom was going to be really mad about that when she came to. They hurried out the front door, down the walkway, and out the gate.




Amy’s legs suddenly gave out and she collapsed. Xander just barely caught her and kept her from faceplanting on the sidewalk.




“Amy? Ames?”




She hung onto Xander and struggled to stand up again. “Oh God. That fence. It’s not just a ward. It… I think it pens in mana so mom could wield those powers on her property. But when I walked out, I suddenly felt like I was gonna faint. I think it was a big mana drain as soon as I was outside the fence.”




“Good,” he lied. “If you’re depowered for a few minutes, we can get out past the wards without you getting spotted as Zatanna Junior, and then we can call the cavalry. Because I want some major backup before I try peeking in City Hall.”




“I’m sorry,” Amy whimpered.




“For what? Getting knocked for a loop by anti-mana stuff?”




She sobbed, “No, for nearly getting you run over by a killer, and getting Willow and Jesse murdered, and—”




He kissed her on the mouth to stop her. “It’s not your fault. None of it. It’s your mom’s fault. And the mayor’s. And whoever else is involved in this shit. But it’s totally not your fault. Okay?”




“Okay,” she whispered.




He carried her to his truck, tucked her into the shotgun seat, and then ran around to the driver’s side. He hopped in and headed north. He figured he needed to stick to the little streets until he could cut over to Carmel Avenue and head across the circumferential. He was just hoping he could get to a major road before something massively magical hammered him, or they just called out the Sunnydale cops.




Because there was no way the local cops weren’t in on this, even if it was just Chief Bob and his key lieutenants, who could tell everyone else that Xander and Amy were spree killers who needed to be shot on sight.




A huge Peterbilt hauling a triple trailer cut through the intersection ahead of him and screeched to a halt with the scream of airbrakes. He could maybe cut through a couple yards and get around it, but not if there were heavy fences around the corners of those houses. And surely someone had already figured that out and was prepared to cut him off. He slammed on the brakes and threw Nellybelle into reverse.




Two panel trucks cut into the intersection behind him and stopped inches before their front bumpers would have collided. Uh-oh. He slammed on the brakes once more.




He turned the wheel so he could cut through Old Mr. Young’s yard. Xander figured Mr. Young’s wooden fence would keep out kids, but if Xander could drive between the 4x4’s holding up the panels, he could cut all the way through Mr. Young’s yard, across his garden, out through the back side of the fence, and into Clover Park. That would give him a good shot at reaching Carmel Avenue. He stepped on the clutch and grabbed the stickshift.




The engine abruptly died. That wasn’t suspicious at all.




“Amy, how do you feel about running for it?”




She looked at the trucks blocking both ends of the block. “I’m feeling pretty damn good about it right now.”




“Any chance you can summon a water elemental and knock a big gap between those trucks?”




“Don’t think so.” But Amy climbed out of the truck and concentrated hard on the panel trucks behind her.




Water came pouring out of the drains at the curbs, and rushed right at Amy. And suddenly there was an angry mound of water fifteen feet high, with Amy trapped in the middle of it. She thrashed helplessly, but couldn’t escape.




Xander knew she was going to drown if he couldn’t figure something out. His stupid idea was about to kill her, because obviously the water elementals that weren’t inside Catherine’s fence were already conscripted by the badguys. The other badguys.




And a huge guy came charging at Xander from one of the panel trucks. The guy looked like the biggest, baddest motorcyclist in the history of the Hell’s Angels. The guy was maybe 6’8” and four feet wide, with bulging arms that were ripping out the seams of his leather jacket. The guy had a face out of a nightmare, with one eye gone and scars and more metal in his mouth than teeth. And if the guy wasn’t magically powered up on top of everything, Xander was going to be really shocked.




Xander slid to the back of his truck and stood there like he was paralyzed with fear. He did the whole ‘bulging eyes and wide-open mouth’ thing too, just to sell it. Harley the Hell’s Angel just pulled one massive fist back and charged.




Xander slid to the side just as the fist was about to plow into his face. Harley’s hand punched through the rear window of the truck canopy, and Xander took the opportunity to do a little damage of his own. He slid around behind Harley and punched him in the kidney, kicked him in the back of the knee, and elbowed him in the lower ribs. It felt like the guy was made of rock.




Xander rolled off to the side before a massive arm came his way, thrashing backward and threatening to rip Xander-heads completely off of Xander-shoulders. The guy missed by a mile and smashed in the corner of the truck canopy in the process. Harley roared and pulled himself free, accidentally pulling the tailgate half off the truck.




Xander pretended to fall down and scramble away, all the while trying to get Harley to chase him. Like that was much of a task. Harley sprinted right at Xander again, and Xander just stood up and covered his face like he was too afraid to know what to do.




Harley bent over as he sprinted forward. Xander waited as long as he dared, and then he fell to the ground, rolling to the side and tripping Harley as the guy lumbered past.




Harley smashed right into the mounded water elemental, which didn’t like being attacked. The mound of water rolled over Harley and started drowning him, even as he thrashed and kicked and punched with all his strength.




Xander sprinted around the elemental and grabbed Amy’s leg, which was now dangling out one side of the water-blob. He pulled hard, and Amy’s body slid out until she dropped to the asphalt of the street. She gasped and choked and gagged before vomiting up some of the water elemental she had swallowed. Or maybe it was water the elemental had forced into her. Ick.




Xander scooped her up in his arms and rushed her off into Old Mr. Young’s front yard. “Ames! Amy! Say something!”




She coughed, “I knew you’d save me.”




“Think you can climb Old Mr. Young’s fence if I give you a boost?”




And then he noticed someone coming up behind him. He turned his head, keeping his body in between the attacker and Amy. It was good ol’ Chief Bob, who Xander wasn’t trusting a bit. And Bob was carrying what looked like the barrel of an old cannon. It looked like maybe two tons of iron, ripped loose from the Civil War cannons that were normally in front of the City Hall. And Bob was carrying it like it was styrofoam. Yep, Chief Bob wasn’t normal either.




The thing fired a burst of blue light that hit him right between the shoulderblades, and…




Everything went black.





Part VIII



Xander groaned as he came to. He hadn’t expected to be waking up ever again. It looked like Batman was right again, and someone wanted information first. Or they wanted to play Whack-A-Mole with a hero. Or they wanted revenge. Or they wanted to have someone they could gloat at. Or one of another dozen reasons Batman said he had been saved by over-reaching supervillains.




He went through one of the Bat-drills. Assessing your surroundings and your bonds before opening your eyes or moving. Okay, it felt like he was in a room with air conditioning and everything. He could hear water running, and it sounded like a sink. He was sitting in a chair that felt comfy, with a padded seat and a padded back, but there was no give to the frame of the chair, so probably metal. His arms were tied behind the chair back, but not in a painful way. His shoes were resting on a soft carpet, not a concrete floor.




All that was uber-important. Among other things, it meant that someone was being careful with him. They could have tied him up so hard it hurt. They could have dumped him on a concrete floor or a big plastic tarp. Hell, they could have just killed him instead of all this.




He opened his eyes, and he saw he was in a nice carpeted office, in a steel chair in front of a desk he recognized from a junior high field trip. Even if Xander hadn’t recognized the desk, the wooden placard that read ‘Mayor Richard Wilkins III’ would have been pretty much of a giveaway.




Mayor Wilkins finished washing his hands and stepped out of his tiny private lavatory. “Mister Harris, you’re already awake. Sorry about your truck.”




Xander automatically said, “Just Xander, sir. ‘Mister Harris’ makes me look around for my dad.”




The mayor smiled warmly. “You know son, I like a nice, polite young man. And I like that you’re trying to be something other than your dad, in a good way. I always thought you had real potential as a carpenter.”




Xander casually asked, “And did you know that from magical spells, or from aura reading?”




This time, the smile was more a smile of entertainment. “Actually, I knew it from seeing what you made with your hands back when you were in elementary school. I don’t have to do everything with magic, simply because I’m a sorcerer.”




“A sorcerer who no longer ages, and who has more power than Felix Faust and Morgana put together, unless I’m mistaken,” Xander suggested.




The mayor smiled again, only this time it was a knowing smile. “Figured all that out, did you? That’s probably why my spell is no longer making you forget the unusual here in my town.”




Xander tried, “So if you have all this mana, and you don’t age, are you stronger than Chief Bob and Ted the robot?”




The mayor gave him a wink. “Very good. You’re a lot smarter than your grades showed. I should have done something to help your self-esteem years ago. But yes, I’m now more than a mere sorcerer. I now am nigh invulnerable.”




“You have nigh invulnerability? Do you have to yell ‘Spoon!’ a lot?”




The mayor looked slightly confused. “Is that one of those modern television jokes?”




Xander gave up. “Sir, correct me if I’m wrong here, but aren’t wizards supposed to be… well, squishy?” 




The mayor nodded, “The short answer to your question is ‘yes, usually’.”




“Could I get the long answer too?”




The mayor shook his head sadly. “Sorry, but without the thaumic reserves of your girlfriend here, the long answer would melt your brain.”




“Literally or figuratively?” Xander wondered.




The mayor admitted, “Figuratively first, then quite literally before I even finished speaking.”




“Eww.”




“Exactly, son. And this rug is really hard to keep sanitary.”




“Keep what sanitary?” Amy mumbled. “Ugh, my head…”




“Ahh, Miss Madison. I’m glad you’re finally awake. Your boyfriend seems to have popped back from a high-powered magical blast surprisingly well.”




Amy groaned and winced in pain. “He’s good at stuff you wouldn’t think he’d be good at, like that. And can I have some Advil?”




The mayor thought it over. “I don’t see why not. I can’t leave you two running loose and telling someone, not when things are this close, but there’s no need to hurt you for no reason.”




Xander tried, “But if things are this close, then surely there’s nothing we could do to stop stuff, and so letting us go wouldn’t really be a risk for you.” He made a mental note that clearly there was something that could still be done to mess things up, and the mayor knew what it was. If only Xander could think of a way to get the mayor to talk about it… “And anyway, you have graduation to prepare for. That’s like… what? Three days away? We were thinking about going to that to see some old friends. I even brought my one good suit.”




The mayor pursed his lips. “That’s a good sign, Xander, but I think I’m going to have to keep you away from the ceremony. And I certainly can’t have Miss Madison there if she’s capable of fighting her mother to a standstill.” He looked at Amy. “Now Miss Madison, if you would be so kind, could you tell me where you received all this training? Your mother was under the impression that you didn’t even know you had magic.”




Amy gritted her teeth and then lied, “My apartment building. My landlady does palm reading. I figured she was a big fake, but then I helped her with her groceries one day, and we touched hands, and I thought she was going to faint. Turns out she can do real magic, and part of that is aura reading through touch. And so she’s been teaching me stuff, and bringing in her Uncle Enyos to teach me stuff, and so now I can summon water elementals and put up a this-is-not-the-droid-you-were-looking-for shield around me. Not that either’s going to help around here. And I’m working on reading auras, which was pretty creepy, because Ted didn’t have one, and mom’s aura was really black and evil and horrible to look at.”




The mayor admitted, “Your mother’s aura is… Let’s just say that before she came to Sunnydale, her aura was even worse.”




“Eww.”




Xander really wanted to ask Amy about the mayor’s aura, but this was really not the time. No, this was the time to prepare.




The mayor looked at Xander and gave him a friendly smile. Then it felt like a gorilla had Xander by the head and was trying to force its fingers into his skull. Xander just concentrated, like in the Bat-drills to guard against mindreaders and mind invaders.




The mayor asked, “Now Xander, is your lovely girlfriend telling me the truth?”




Xander could feel a compulsion pulling at him, urging him to confess. He pressed against it with all of his stubbornness. “Umm, I guess so, sir. I mean, it’s not like she’s been telling me all about secret magic lessons with her weird landlady who I thought was just some hokey lady running the old I’m-a-gypsy scam on stupid Hollywood types who’ll believe anyone if they just say ‘you can become a big star’. I guess she really is a Roma who just dresses like a Halloween costume party version of a gypsy. Who knew?”




The mayor nodded, but Xander couldn’t tell if the guy was really buying all that crap. “And tell me, how did you know Ted was a robot?”




Xander lied, “Amy looked at Ted and just kind of freaked inside, so I knew there was something majorly wrong. And Ted told me he’d been in Sunnydale all his life, but I knew there was no way, since I would’ve known him. I mean, it’s a small enough town, I think I’ve met every person who’s my age or older. So I was pretty suspicious. And then I saw him blink. And it was freaky. It was like he was trying to blink Morse code or something at me. So I watched him. And he blinked some more. And every time, he blinked exactly the same. Like a robot.”




The mayor pursed his lips and pulled a notepad out of an inside pocket of his blazer. “To-do list… Check the blinking on the Teds.” He put the pad away and smiled, “Thank you, Xander. That might be very helpful in future.” He frowned slightly. “And now to the unpleasant part. I really don’t like killing. Never have. But… sometimes you have to do what needs to be done.” He pressed a button on his intercom. “Mr. Trick? Do you have that new assassin lined up for me?”




A suave voice replied, “Yes sir. One of your contacts recommended her personally.”




The mayor looked worried. “And who is it? Volcana? Livewire? I’d rather not have extensive collateral damage in my town… at least not before the graduation ceremony.”




Mister Trick revealed who it was.




Amy whimpered.




Xander tried not to react. That didn’t sound good, but he didn’t want to make Amy even more frightened.




Mr. Trick added, “Oh, and sir? Intergang said there was only one issue with her. She doesn’t like short jokes.”




Oh great, someone with a codename like that, and she was also connected with Intergang. The Bat had told Xander some fairly unpleasant stuff about any connections the mayor could have, and Intergang sounded like some guys Xander did not want to mess with.




The mayor nodded slightly. “Come to think of it, neither do I. My Edna wasn’t exactly the tallest of the girls, and always wanted to be taller. I don’t see that as a problem.”




Xander tried, “Umm, sir, I’d just like to point out that if you have me murdered, I’m pretty sure my parents won’t vote for you in the next election.”




The mayor actually frowned at that notion. “Well son, your dad isn’t the biggest contributor to the well-being of our town, but he does have potential, even if he’s never realized it. I’d hate to lose a citizen just because I had a tiny disagreement with one of his relatives.”




Xander replied, “I’m pretty sure my dad wouldn’t call ‘having Xander murdered by an assassin’ a tiny disagreement.”




The mayor sighed sadly. “I’m afraid you’re right about that. But this is something too important to me. I think you have worked out a fairly good idea of how long I have waited for this week.”




The intercom beeped, “Intergang just boomed her here outside the wards and she’s flying in. She’s not exactly keeping a low profile though, sir.”




The Mayor sighed, “I trust she’s lower-profile than Volcana and Livewire, and not leaving a path of destruction through our valley?”




“Right, sir. Just flying in… with a trail of dust behind her like a comet’s tail. You should be able to see her from your south window any moment now.”




Xander leaned back a little bit and turned his head enough to get a glimpse of a comet flying toward the building. A comet that slowly got big enough that he could make out a blonde standing upright and flying toward the City Hall with her hair fluttering dramatically.




“Wow, that’s a lot of hair,” Amy muttered.




Xander tried, “So maybe it’s just 80’s hair and she’s a thrash-metal groupie. No murder-iness there at all.”




“Thrash metal?” the mayor asked in polite confusion.




“The kind of rock and roll that parent groups in the 80’s were up in arms about,” Xander helpfully explained. “Well, one of the kinds. ‘Slayer’ was one of those kinds of rock groups.”




“Ahh. I never got that rock ‘n’ roll thing, even if that Elvis boy was really polite in person. And he made the best fried peanut butter and banana sandwich you ever tasted. He insisted his mama’s was much better. He was a good boy. I liked him.”




Xander smiled, “Well, there’s plenty of rock I never got either.”




“Name one,” Amy challenged.




“Menudo. Tiny Tim. A bunch of stuff my dad used to listen to, like Captain Beefheart.”




Amy winced some. “I never noticed before, but mom never listened to old rock. Even Willow’s mom listened to old rock stations.”




Xander rolled his eyes. “Yeah, well, Willow’s mom probably wrote psych journal articles on the rock bands she used to listen to.” He babbled on for a bit about old rock and weird stuff his dad still listened to. He figured the longer he could keep Amy’s mind off being snuffed by a superpowered hitwoman, the better things would be. For Amy, anyway.




Still, it was only a few minutes before a black guy in a really classy three-piece suit opened the door for a real, live supervillainess. The woman floated in through the really big doorframe, and still her hair grazed the lintel as she passed.




Xander studied her. Jet-black catsuit covering a superheroine shape, including some Zatanna-sized hooters. Shiny black boots that had two-inch platforms and six-inch heels. She was standing on what looked like a stack of Roombas that flew. She wore thick gray gloves that looked like they were made out of half-inch steel plate. She was really pretty, and was wearing makeup and a little black domino mask shaped to emphasize the whole ‘sexy but lethal’ thing. And she had her hair teased until it stood up three inches above her crown.




Holy crap, she was a midget. If he subtracted the foot-high stack of Roombas and the six-inch heels and the 80’s hair, she was maybe… 5’2” or 5’3”. No wonder she didn’t like the short jokes.




She calmly insisted, “Mayor Wilkins? You asked for help? I’m ‘The Slayer’.”





Part IX



Xander carefully watched the interplay between Mayor Wilkins and the supervillain who had just flown in.




The mayor smiled politely. “Would you like some coffee or tea before we get down to business? Maybe some lemon bars?”




She shook that massive mane of hair. “Sorry, but I have another job waiting for me, and I need to get moving on it as soon as I can. Now I hear you’ve got a problem that’s in my areas of expertise.”




The mayor didn’t look too happy about it, but he still pointed at Xander and Amy. “Unfortunately, yes. These two youngsters.”




“Not a problem,” the Slayer said.




The Mayor told her, “I should probably mention that Amy here is a quite powerful magic-wielder and seems to like summoning water elementals. And Xander managed to beat Mister Octarus, so he’s considerably more dangerous than he looks.”




The Slayer just shrugged, making those hooters bounce. Xander noticed that the mayor didn’t even glance over at the jiggle. She insisted, “Aren’t most of us more dangerous than we look?”




“Except for Superman!” Xander interrupted. “‘Cause that guy is way scarier than you’d expect for someone who’s all about truth, justice, and… umm… something else. Hostess Fruit Pies? I forget.”




The mayor pointed out, “And Xander has been using this act to make people underestimate him since perhaps kindergarten.”




“Good to know,” the assassin said with a slight quirk of her lips.




Xander wasn’t thrilled that the mayor was doing a good job of helping his new contract hire. And he wasn’t thrilled that The Slayer seemed quietly confident. She wasn’t bragging and she wasn’t swaggering and she wasn’t gloating. Why couldn’t he get a supervillain opponent named Captain Easily Distracted By Shiny Things?




Okay, Robin and Flash insisted that The Bat had once had to deal with a crazy criminal who called himself The Condiment King and had weapons that squirted… ketchup and mustard. Not deadly chemicals that were red and yellow. Actual quarts of ketchup and mustard he packed around in spray tanks on his back. That guy sounded less like a supervillain and more like a subvillain. Actual everyday crooks like purse snatchers sounded a lot more villainous than that guy. Oh. And Robin insisted the guy had a cap shaped like a big pickle. Xander had seen kids’ Halloween costumes that sounded scarier than that guy.




Xander figured he had better start trying to save the day. For starters, he had seen the mayor over-washing his hands. There was a way to use that. “Umm, Mayor Wilkins, I don’t want to seem uncooperative, but isn’t this going to be pretty rough on your new carpet here?”




“Heavens, I wouldn’t spend money on a new carpet for in here. Wall-to-wall carpeting is expensive! I just take good care of it, and make sure it gets cleaned properly on a regular basis,” the mayor insisted with a smile. “And that’s a very good point I was going to make. Miss Slayer, if you wouldn’t mind taking them to the basement for this part, I would really appreciate it. There’s a perfectly usable furnace we use for our hot water system and the winter heating and, of course, appropriate recycling.”




“Not a problem for clients in good standing with partner organizations,” The Slayer said flatly. “I’m assuming you want to keep the chairs? I can haul them downstairs while they’re still tied to the chairs, but metal like this doesn’t do good things for building furnaces.”




The Mayor smiled at her. “That’s really thoughtful of you. No wonder you come so highly recommended. But if you untie them and take them out of my sight, the magic keeping Miss Madison from wielding her own magics will be gone. And she did make quite the mess in her mother’s kitchen today.”




Xander tossed in, “Some of that was me. I threw a cookie. Sorry.”




The Mayor looked at him and in all seriousness said, “I’m sure you thought you had a good reason for something so childish, and you’re apologizing. I like a polite young man who takes responsibility for his actions. Under other circumstances, I would have seen if you would rather be one of my employees instead. You know, we have health insurance and an excellent dental and vision plan these days.”




Xander just shook his head. “Sorry sir, but we found out something about Amy’s mom that makes all deals impossible.”




Amy admitted, “Besides, you’d probably do something to us to ensure we stay loyal, and that wouldn’t leave us as us anymore. I think I’d rather be dead.”




The Slayer calmly said, “We can arrange that.”




She floated behind Amy’s chair. Xander watched out of the corner of his eye as one of the stack of Roomba-things peeled off the bottom of the stack, darted up and down behind the chair, and then back under the stack. The ropes that held Amy just fell to the floor, as if something had sliced through them like they were warm butter.




Xander tried not to react. But those Roombas weren’t just a flightpack. They were maybe more lethal than the blonde. Not of the good.




Xander tried to relax his arms so he could feel what the woman’s weapon was going to do. He cupped his right hand and tilted it upward. There was a faint whine of electronics, and the rope fell apart. One section fell into his hand, just as he had hoped, and he swung his arms in front of his body like he really needed to stretch.




The rope had been sliced through by something like a laser.




That was even more ungood. The Slayer had two stacks of four Roomba-shaped robots. Roombots. If each of those eight robots had weaponry like lasers and Christ only knew what else, then even Batman would have trouble with this chick. And he still had no idea of her power set. She wasn’t one of the classic Big Names in the business like Cheetah or Joker or Parasite or Solomon Grundy, so it wasn’t like the entire planet knew what she could do. She hadn’t given anything away, except that she had to have nerves of steel and stupidly awesome balance to fly at high speeds while standing in high heels on flying discs that didn’t look like they were attached to her shoes. He had no idea how strong she was, or how fast, or what her powers were. For all he knew, she was a pure gadgeteer and she had no powers except her ability to make stuff like those Roombas. And those steel-looking gloves which did who the hell knew what. Oh yeah, and she had the superpower that she could squeeze that body into that tight little catsuit.




Yeah, he didn’t think Amy would want to be a superhero, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t try to talk her into wearing something like that catsuit, just for private Xander-and-Amy time.




The Slayer flew around until she was in front of him and glanced at the rope in his lap. She smiled knowingly at him. “How about you pick up your girlfriend bridal-style and carry her? That way, I can keep track of where your hands are without, you know, taking your hands off at the elbow first.” Amy gasped in horror.




The Slayer glared at Amy. “And as soon as you try anything, I’ll just punch a hole through both of you. I’d rather keep the client happy, but that isn’t a requirement. Not getting drowned by water elementals? Totally mandatory.”




Xander caught the tiny slip in that last sentence. Was The Slayer really a Valley Girl who had gone bad? As in internationally bad? And did that give him any extra intel he could use when they got to the ‘fight to the death’ part of things?




He scooped up Amy and carried her out the door. He checked the anteroom as he walked through it. It still looked like it belonged in the 1930’s, and it still had patient, hard-working clerks at nice wood desks. No one looked twice at Xander carrying Amy with a supervillainess at their backs. He figured that meant that everyone in the room was either in on the plot or under some sort of mind-control. He carried Amy down the hall and into the old freight elevator at the back of the city hall.




The Slayer smiled ruthlessly as she pushed the button for the basement level. “Now would be the time I’d expect you to try something.”




He tried to sound calm. “What? And drop Amy? I don’t think so.” But this was absolutely not the time to try anything, because she had eight heavy weapons under her feet, and he was in a small elevator with no room to dodge.




The Slayer just said, “You’re smarter than you look.”




The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. “After you,” he smiled politely.




The Slayer grinned, “No, after you, I insist.”




He thought about doing the Chip and Dale thing and bouncing the ‘after you’ bit back and forth until The Slayer lost her cool, but he really didn’t want to fight someone with unknown powers and a host of deadly gadgets in a confined space with Amy as the likely collateral damage.




He walked down to the furnace room. It wasn’t as big as he had hoped. And there definitely wasn’t going to be a usable water elemental that Amy could summon. But the furnace meant fire. And there was a chance that Amy could summon a fire elemental that would do what she said instead of being one of the mayor’s weapons.




There was also a really good chance that if Amy summoned a fire elemental in the furnace room, they would be burned alive by the thing.




The Slayer shut the door to the furnace room and said, “Hold it.” Then she held out her hand.




Xander was totally not expecting that one of the Roombas would fly out of the stack, land on her hand, and cough up a magical amulet. It looked like iron and sapphire.




The Slayer crushed it in her hand like it was a cookie. That was not a good sign for the melee combat bit.




There was a flash of aqua light from the remnants of the amulet. She said, “That worked so far. Now we only have maybe five minutes before the effect fades and you two have to pretend you’re dead. Bats said you’d have some intel for me.”




Amy gasped, “You’re Justice League too?”




“That would be a major nope.”




Xander guessed, “But you owe Batman some sort of favor.”




The Slayer grinned, “As if. Old Broody-Butt owes me a favor. I mean, is he really mentoring you? ‘Cause you totally don’t seem the type.”




Xander focused on the task. “No new intel past what Amy sent Zee.”




“They didn’t get a clear message,” Little Miss I-Am-Totally-Not-A-Shrimp insisted.




“Shit!” Amy squeaked.




The Slayer pulled another crystal out of her collar and draped it down her considerable catsuit-clad cleavage. “Let’s hear everything.”




Xander tried to summarize. “Worse than we figured. It is graduation. There’s something we can do to stop it if we can find out what. The mayor’s not only an uber-wizard, but he’s nearly invulnerable now too. And he’s got serious threats backing him up including some humanoid robots.”




Amy added, “I don’t know how to get through the wards, and some of them are really, really dangerous.”




Xander noted that The Slayer smirked slightly at that. Okay, so that probably meant that Batman’s Plan M was in play.




Then he remembered what he had seen out the window, and he had a sudden impulse to slap himself in the forehead for being dense. Of course it was Plan M. That guy really overdid it on the planning. Except for the whole ‘oops we need to go all the way down to Plan M’ thing.




He asked, “Can you get back out of here, or are you supposed to be a heavy hitter? Because the mayor has stuff like Chief Bob, who looks like a dorky old police chief but he can tote around a two ton iron cannon that shoots huge beams of magic that knocked us on our asses. And smiling Teds who are really super-strong robots. And deadly mages who Amy used to call ‘mom’ who are probably really pissed at us right now. And Christ only knows what the deal is with Mr. Trick, and hopefully Bats warned you that the mayor may be able to use every person in this burg who ever voted for him, even if I don’t know what that means.”




Amy supplied, “Mana replenishment. I could see the ley lines going from the clerks to the mayor. And they’re one-way, so I don’t think he can control them. Just suck the lifeforce out of ’em if he needs the energy.”




Xander asked, “Hey Ames, what’d you get off the mayor and his sidekick with your aura-vision?”




Amy admitted, “That’s the weird thing. Maybe he was messing with me, but all I got off the mayor was concern and responsibility and dedication and stuff like that. And something I’m pretty sure was love. Now Mr. Trick was totally diff. I would not want to be alone in a room with that guy. All I got off him was evil, evil, and more evil. His aura makes mom’s aura look like it belongs to Mary Poppins.”




“Hey, the Poppins was one badass witch, at least in the books Willow told me about. You do not cross the Poppins,” Xander insisted.




The Slayer looked over at Amy and asked, “Is he always like this?”




Amy shook her head, “Oh no.” Then she smirked, “Normally he’s way, way worse.”




The Slayer just rolled her eyes. “All righty, I want both of you lying on the floor in front of the furnace door. And don’t move. When the spell breaks, I want it to look like I’m ready to dispose of the corpses.” She tucked the crystal and its chain back inside her collar.




And then, just to make things less of the fun, the furnace room door burst open, and Mr. Trick barged in with almost a dozen Ted robots in the hall behind him as backup. The Teds were all smiling like they were harmless. Mr. Trick smiled and his upper canines grew into massive fangs. His eyes turned into evil yellow threats.




Mr. Trick grinned evilly. “You didn’t really think that pathetic spell would beat someone like Mayor Wilkins, did you?” He opened his mouth wide and leapt at The Slayer’s neck.





Part X



Xander yelled, “Vampire!” as Mr. Trick went for The Slayer’s throat.




The vampire was fast. Damn fast. But Xander had been practicing for a month against stronger, faster, better-trained opponents who knew how to beat up other super-opponents. And that vampire had nothing on a threat like, say, Supergirl. Or really, even Batman.




And the vampire wasn’t flying. He was just leaping through the air, which meant he was vulnerable if you knew what to do. And guys like Batman had already worked this one out. A lot.




Xander swiftly grabbed a chair and threw it underhanded. It hit Mr. Trick in the knees while Trick was still in mid-leap. It didn’t hurt him, but it knocked his legs upward, which meant his head and arms went down so he was in no position to sink his creepy-looking fangs into The Slayer’s super-neck.




The Teds started marching into the room, politely taking their turns at the doorway instead of charging forward and jamming a couple in the doorframe so the rest couldn’t get into the room. And they all blinked at the same time in the same pattern, which was uber-creepy.




The Slayer hardly bothered to move. She slashed out one hand at a speed Xander couldn’t hope to match, and punched Mr. Trick in the back of the head, slamming him face-first into the concrete floor. She just said “Yours” as she leapt off the stacks of Roombas or whatever the hell they were.




And she moved right at the stream of Teds flowing into the room. Her Roombas suddenly flew up and framed her so none of them were in front of her or behind her. Xander realized immediately that he was seeing an attack formation. That had to mean that all — or almost all — of her Roombots were also lethal weapons or nasty defensive systems.




And she was fast. She was already facing the first Ted before Xander could grab a broken wooden chair to deal with Mr. Trick. And she punched the Ted in the face with those steel-looking gloves. There was a fierce metal-on-metal clang, and Ted Number One’s head went flying off his metal neck right into Ted Number Two’s face.




Mr. Trick leapt to his feet. Blood was running from his mouth and his obviously-broken nose and his forehead, but his eyes were glowing a ferocious yellow and he was plainly not down for the count. Or maybe ‘The Count’. Heh.




Xander smacked Mr. Trick across the face with the broken chair, and it shattered. “Two! Two chairs! Ahh-ahh-ahh!”




Mr. Trick slashed at Xander with a hand that had suddenly sprouted inch-long claws where his fingernails had been a moment before. But Xander now had two lengths of wood with splintery tips, and he smashed one length down on Mr. Trick’s elbow, knocking the clawed threat aside.




A robotic arm went flying between them and caught Mr. Trick right in the knee too. Xander didn’t take the time to yell ‘Thanks!’ or look over to see how Super-Shorty was doing, because there were clangs and smashes and buzzes and zaps coming from that end of the room, and it just sounded like The Slayer ought to change her name to ‘Magna, Robot Fighter’.




Mr. Trick sized up the sitch at a really disturbing speed, and realized he had no shot against The Slayer and wasn’t faring well against Xander. So he took the supervillain way out: he went after Amy.




Xander took off after him, but Trick was faster, and had a big headstart. There was no way Xander was going to catch up, and neither of the pieces of wood in his hands was aerodynamic enough to throw like a spear.




Xander threw one piece at the floor. It hit right where Trick was stepping, and Trick slid, needing a fraction of a second to regain his balance. That still wasn’t enough for Xander to catch up to him.




On the other hand, it was enough time for Amy. Trick reached for her… and slammed face first into an invisible forcefield. That gave Xander the time to catch up with the creep and slam the other piece of wood right through Trick’s ribcage and heart.




Trick sagged and collapsed to the floor. Amy watched as his limp body hit the concrete and didn’t move.




Amy shrieked, “It’s a trick! His aura’s still there!”




And Trick came back off the floor fangs-first, like a snake. Like a really fast, really ugly snake.




But Xander had seen this trick before. He had gotten his ass handed to him by this trick before, because The Bat knew every trick in the book, and another hundred tricks he wasn’t writing down in the book so no one but his trainees knew them. He already had his foot up, so Trick went face-first into the sole of a really sturdy workboot.




But Trick was still really strong, and totally not dead even if he had a wooden chair stile most of the way through his chest, so Xander was already using the impact like a spring board. Trick slashed at Xander’s leg, but Xander was doing a back somersault and getting enough distance to fend off Trick’s next moves.




Not that Trick was looking good or anything. His face was a mess, and one fang was busted off, and his nose looked like someone had taken a sledgehammer to it. Still, Trick was obviously not human, and wasn’t going to be stopped by injuries that would take a normal guy out of the fight.




Clang! Another chunk of robot went flying through the air and hit Trick. This one was an entire Ted-leg, and it caught Mr. Trick right in the babymaker hard enough to make a ‘crunch’ noise that no one’s crotch should ever make. The Slayer called out, “Oops!” in a totally-not-sorry tone.




Trick grabbed his groin and folded over, while making a noise that totally did not sound like a fearsome vampire. Really, it sounded more like what you’d expect if Peewee Herman accidentally racked himself.




Xander took advantage of the situation and grabbed up a couple spindles from the remnants of the first chair. He kicked Trick in the back of the knee, and when Trick went head-first to the floor, Xander planted a broken spindle in the guy’s temple.




“Still not dead!” Amy yelled from behind her forcefield.




The Slayer calmly said, “Flo, help him out.”




And a Roomba flew over. It tilted sort of like a top hat being tipped by an invisible dwarf.




“Be my guest,” Xander said, gesturing at the vamp who still had his hands welded to the vamp-cojones, even if he was getting back up.




The Roomba-thing tilted, and a laser beam lashed out. It sliced through Trick’s neck like a sharp sword through a cantaloupe.




Xander winced slightly. He thought, ‘Note to self: do not piss off the flying deadly Roombas.’




There were two more lightning-fast clangs, and then the room was silent except the sound of the furnace burning away. He looked over, and there were no more Teds. There was a pile of scrap metal way bigger than The Slayer, who was totally not tall and imposing now. It looked like his ‘maybe 5’2” or so’ call was dead on.




She looked up at him, even though she was wearing maybe six-inch heels, and asked, “What? Is my hair messed up?”




Amy gushed, “That was awesome!”




Xander teased, “I guess you’ve got a president for your fan club.” He wasn’t going to do too much teasing, though. Not when he was facing a super who could punch steel robots into pop art. And some of the damage looked like she had ripped a few robot limbs right off their steel support structure. And no visible damage to the super. Not even a ruined hairdo or smeared lipstick. So… super-strength, super-speed, super-durability, and some sort of link with her Roombas. At a minimum.




Amy added, “You were totally awesome too, Xan. You were like Xander the Vampire Slayer there.”




The Slayer snorted with barely-suppressed laughter. “That would be a pretty lame superhero name.”




He gave her a grin. “Hey, as long as I can keep my girlfriend impressed, I’m happy. And I don’t even have a super-codename yet.”




“He’s the White Knight!” Amy insisted proudly.




Wow. He hadn’t expected Amy to put that kind of support in. Maybe a month on the Watchtower ought to be an option for relationship counselors. He admitted, “I didn’t pick it. I just got tagged with it by some annoying newspapers.”




The Slayer leapt into the air, and the Roombas dove under her shoes to turn into twin stacks. Of doom. Those things were nasty. She said, “I think our cover’s blown. We’d better move out of here and get to somewhere we have more room to fight.”




Xander pointed out, “Maybe you’ll have more room to fight, but we’ll still be ground-based. And I know there’s something we can do to stop this disaster, and it’s probably here in City Hall, so Ames and I need to do some exploring.”




The Slayer just nodded a little bit. “Okay, but you do know the heavy hitters won’t be here for another couple minutes, right?”




“Right.”




Amy worried, “How can they even get here? Those wards are super-strong!”




The Slayer just looked at him, so he explained, “It’s Bat-plan M, right after Bat-plans J and K and L. That comet trail she had isn’t a comet trail. It’s a ward penetrator that Zee and Fate cooked up using maybe an ounce of powdered Nth metal from Hawkgirl to disrupt all that magic. So for right now, there’s a big, gaping hole in all the wards going due south out to the interstate.”




The Slayer nodded, “Yeppers. That was the big task Major Broodster gave me, right along with saving your two keesters. Now I just need to stall until the Nth metal does enough damage to the magical doodads that the big guns can charge in and give Wilkins a big surprise.”




“Wards. They’re apotropaic wards,” Amy corrected. “With ridiculous amounts of mana supporting them.”




“If you say so,” The Slayer shrugged. “I wouldn’t know the diff if you said they were made out of Tinkertoys or Lex-tech.”




Well, that didn’t sound like an inventor of any kind. But maybe The Slayer was playing dumb and was really a super-genius. Or not. But if she wasn’t some sort of inventor, where did she get the Roombots Of Death and how did she make them synch up with her actions? And who the heck could design something like that? Anti-grav plus artificial intelligence plus heavy-duty weaponry. And one hell of a power system. That sounded like something only Lex Luthor or T.O. Morrow could build.




Xander didn’t say any of that out loud. He just told her, “Well, just watch out for stuff. Like the Chief of Police has superhuman strength and was wielding a two-ton cannon that shot magical beams. And there may be some Hell’s Angels types who are uber-strong too. And every person you see could be one of the mayor’s puppets. And the police may just try and shoot you full of holes. And assume any elementals are on the mayor’s side too. So just general badness everywhere.”




The Slayer pursed her lips. “Fine. But if anyone tries to shoot my Floombas, they are history.” She swung around and flew out of the furnace room atop her stacks of weaponized Roomba-things.




“Floombas?” Amy asked.




Xander shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe ‘flying Roombas’ or something.”




Amy checked, “Are we really going to try sneaking around in here when the mayor’s already sent an army of badguys after us?”




He kidded, “Hey, this is just a platoon, not a whole army.” Amy glared at him. “Oh come on, lighten up. Any minute now, we’re gonna have most of the Justice League rolling in here to knock Wilkins on his magical ass.” Then he confessed, “And frankly, I’d like to be in a room which has an emergency escape in case we run into more badness. And I totally do not want to find out if Wilkins can summon a fire elemental out of that furnace.”




“Yeah, that sounds pretty good,” Amy reluctantly agreed. “And the furnace isn’t organic enough to keep fire elementals in it.”




They tiptoed up the stairs and started checking possible places the mayor might have secret stuff hidden away. They checked the file room. They tried the mayor’s conference room. Xander finally said, “Ya know, this sounded better in my head. We’re not finding anyth—”




Amy stepped back from one wall and a secret door swung open toward her.




“Never mind.”




Amy grinned, “I found it! I could feel the mana, and I just had to figure out how to get at it.”




They stepped over and looked. It was a hidden bookcase of six shelves. The bottom two rows were all really old tomes that just looked creepy. The upper four shelves were a lot worse. There were things like a burned human hand and an obsidian knife and a glass jar that had some sort of mutated kidney-thing floating in it. There was a bowl of jelly beans that looked like half a human skull. Maybe those weren’t jelly beans either.




And there was a glowing orb the size of a softball, floating above a complicated set of metal rings. The white light from the orb looked… Well, it looked like a regular lightbulb. It looked completely harmless. Xander figured the chance that it was really completely harmless was somewhere down below him winning the lottery. Without buying a ticket.




Amy whispered, “That globe. It’s cranking out a ton of mana, but I can’t figure out where the mana’s coming from.” She reached out toward it.




Xander hissed, “Don’t touch! No touchee! Don’t even touch those ring things!”




And someone behind them cleared his throat unhappily. Man, Batman was going to kick his ass about situational awareness if he survived this mess.




He slowly turned his head and found Mayor Wilkins standing there, flanked by Chief Bob and Larry the Fire Chief. The mayor frowned, “Xander and Amy, I’m very disappointed in you two. Breaking into private areas… Getting into other people’s property… Kids today have no respect. Now I want you to step over here and go with Chief Bob.”




Xander took a step toward the shelves instead. “I’m sorry mayor, but I think that would not be good for our continued health. In fact, I think we probably ought to get as close to the stuff on those shelves as we can, and maybe even hold everything so if you did anything, some of your stuff might get broken. Or dirty. Maybe germy.”




The mayor actually looked alarmed, so Xander figured he was on the right track. If only he knew which things he ought to mess with, and which ones would probably get him horribly killed.




Fire Chief Larry rushed forward at a ridiculous speed to grab Xander, but Xander had seen that move before. In fact, he had seen it a couple times, in a couple different techniques. And Fire Chief Larry might be a speedster, but he was nowhere near Flash-level speed or Supergirl-level speed. Xander went limp, so when Larry grabbed him they overbalanced and Xander managed to ram Larry’s head right into one of the shelves.




“NO!” the mayor screamed.




The middle shelf broke, and stuff slid around. The burnt hand landed on Larry’s neck and suddenly came alive. It grabbed Larry’s neck and crushed it like a beer can. A beer can full of blood and other stuff that should not be crushed. The obsidian knife flashed with a light that looked black, which ought to be impossible, and it spun about before aiming right for Xander’s chest.




The glowing orb popped loose from its freaky little home and landed right in Amy’s hands.




There was a flash of white light that enveloped Amy, and the light sent the obsidian knife point-first into the wood floor. The light made the rows of creepy books burst into flame. The light made the hand freeze in a coating of what looked like green ice. The light touched Xander and swatted him halfway across the room.




The entire building shook, like they were having a 6.0 earthquake. Xander rolled out of the way of some falling ceiling. The mayor was suddenly surrounded by a translucent shield. A chunk of concrete fell into the room, knocking Chief Bob to the floor but probably not really damaging him.




Stuff fell away from Amy. Stuff flew away from Amy in every direction. The orb was glowing even brighter now that it was in her hands. She was glowing. The entire building shook again, but Amy didn’t move.




Mayor Wilkins gasped, “No! It’s too soon!”




Xander scrambled to his feet and saw what was happening out the window. It wasn’t an earthquake. No, it was worse. It was a giant sitting up. A really big giant.




He had never thought that Edna’s Tits were anything except a dirty joke for naughty boys.




He had definitely never thought that they were really Edna’s tits.




And he had definitely never thought he would ever see a two thousand foot tall woman made out of rock and earth. And probably unbelievably-huge heaping wads of mana.




A rock-monster woman maybe half a mile high? That was definitely out of his weight class.





Part XI



Xander looked at Amy and gulped. The glow of the sphere was now emanating out of every inch of Amy. Painfully white light was flaring out of her eyes. She was just standing there holding the sphere in both hands like she was just fine.




He charged her, hoping to knock that sphere out of her hands, even if it fried him to a crackly crunch. He reached out and ran into the glow.




It felt like he got hit by Supergirl. He went flying backward and hit the wall just below the ceiling. The impact knocked the wind out of him, but he didn’t think his ribs broke. Oh, they were going to be majorly bruised if he survived this. But whatever it was didn’t let him drop either. He just stayed smooshed against the wall.




The glowing woman turned her head to look at him. “Sorry, Mister Harris. But Miss Madison is not available for a while, and I really cannot let you interfere.” She glanced over, and the concrete levitated off Chief Bob, who got back up even if his uniform was in dire need of a trip to a really good tailor and dry cleaner.




The mayor winced, “Edna, dear heart, this is too soon. We don’t have the eclipse or the graduation crowd or the cattleyard or the final rite.”




Xander tried interfering with his most dangerous weapon: his mouth. “Umm, Mayor Wilkins, I guess this means your late wife isn’t really… late.”




The Mayor looked worriedly out the window as the giant rock-woman took a mammoth stride toward them. “No Xander, she’s just been… resting.”




The being possessing Amy calmly explained, “Mister Harris, I have not simply been resting. I have been recuperating. And metamorphosing. And… growing.”




Xander realized that the giant had stopped walking and the sort-of-quakes had stopped. As long as he could keep Edna Wilkins monologuing, he could protect the town. And the building they were in. But he didn’t know how to protect Amy.




He tried, “Umm, yeah, that’s some growth spurt, ma’am.” He suddenly wondered if this gigantic form was related to what Wilkins had said about his wife. And if so, could he use it in some way?




The glowing woman smiled slightly. “A nice, polite boy. Is he on our side?”




Wilkins sadly shook his head. “I fear not, my dearest. He grew up here, as did Miss Madison, but they have become… more.”




The woman thought for a moment. “They have potential, but they also could be serious problems. And they have connections to far more power. If I had known beings like this would appear during my sleep, I would have reconsidered the contract I made.”




“I would have waited for you, regardless,” Wilkins gently replied.




And Xander got it. Mayor Richard Wilkins wasn’t the Darkseid of the town. He was just the sidekick. The courtier to Edna’s empress. Everything that Amy had picked up from Wilkins’ aura now made a stupid amount of sense. He tried, “Mrs. Wilkins, I’ve heard a demonic contract can be like that. Have you considered asking for help to get out of it?”




The thing possessing Amy’s body looked at him. “There are many risks involved, but there are many rewards too. Just look. My Richard hasn’t aged a day since then. And—” She suddenly snapped her head to face due south. “Richard, they have found a way to defeat our wards. Some manner of anti-magic I have never seen before.”




Xander pointed out, “Technology has come a long way since your contract, and now we have stuff beyond ordinary technology.”




There was a flash as a blue-and-red streak seared across the sky and hit the giant rock-monster in the stomach. The monster didn’t stagger backward, but ridiculous amounts of rock exploded out from the impact.




A red-and-yellow blur hit the giant’s right foot. Xander couldn’t tell what was happening, because the blur seemed to be everywhere on and around the foot simultaneously.




A massive green energy beam blasted the giant in the left shoulder, sending a volcano of rock upward.




A star-spangled blur zoomed in and punched the giant smack in the chin. There was an explosion of energy that was maybe a magical impact, and it sent Wonder Woman flying backward at insano speeds. She just stopped in mid-air and righted herself before going back for round two.




And then magical blasts were bombarding the giant from afar, as Dr. Fate and Zatanna got in on the action. And the Martian Manhunter was just hammering that giant’s left side.




Water elementals leapt up from creeks. Earth elementals formed from the dirt and stone and concrete. Fire elementals exploded out of several buildings. Superman suddenly ceded his spot to the Martian Manhunter and tore through all the elementals like they were kleenex. Water elementals froze solid or exploded in steam. Earth elementals were blasted into powder. Fire elementals were frozen solid or blasted apart by unbelievable gusts of air. And every elemental was simply… gone. Dozens of them, taken down in a second or two.




That guy was a lot more dangerous than anybody realized, and Xander had been pretty freaking intimidated just sitting in a room with him. Criminals who attacked Metropolis or kidnapped Lois Lane had to be retarded or something.




And then the red-and-blue blur just darted upward and hit the giant so hard that he punched a hole all the way through hundreds of feet of rock and zoomed out the other side. Xander wanted to say something like ‘fuck!’ but he couldn’t think of a curseword strong enough for that move.




The thing in Amy calmly spoke. “Richard, I shall require all the mana of the townspeople. These… beings are a serious threat to the stability of my form.”




The Mayor uncomfortably replied, “But dearest, that would kill all of them. They’re our people! We were just going to borrow a small portion of their mana to help you bridge the gap until you became a higher power. And the cattle haven’t arrived. You can have all their mana.”




The thing insisted, “I know, Richard. You have always cared for me, and for the town… But I have little choice now if I want to survive.” She reached out toward Wilkins, and suddenly beams of energy connected them. It looked like every color of light, all erupting out of Wilkins’ chest and bathing Amy’s body in a healing glow.




It looked like Wilkins was in real agony. And suddenly Xander could see other beams rushing in from every direction, all plunging into the mayor’s back to refill his mana reservoirs, or whatever the heck they were doing. But Xander was pretty sure he was looking at the lifeforce of every person in town, being sucked out of their bodies to energize the mayor, who was just some kind of magical transponder in this whole thing.




“P-please don’t, Edna!” the mayor gasped. “Think of the children! Think of the oldtimers!”




“I am thinking of them, dear,” the thing smiled. “And they feel… delicious.”




“Edna… I’m begging you…” the mayor whimpered.




Xander strained as hard as he could against the magical bonds holding him in place. He had to do something! If he couldn’t stop Edna Wilkins — or what was left of her — then every person in the town would die. He didn’t want to see his parents, but he didn’t want to watch their lifeforce get sucked out through a magical straw.




He couldn’t out-muscle the magical barrier pressing him against the wall. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t try something. Bats always stressed using your brain while you fought, and while you faced threats, because lots and lots of threats were going to be out of your weight class, even if you were Superman.




Xander had never thought he would ever run into a threat that could be outside of Superman’s weight class, because… Krypton! But Edna Wilkins sure looked like she was up there, because the Justice League was busting bits and pieces off her, but she was coming back for more. And regenerating the damage.




She was regenerating the damage as long as she could suck up mana from the townspeople. Xander had to find a way to stop that.




He hadn’t had any luck going with Weightlifter, so it was time to try Ninja. He slid his hand to the side and started working his way between the wall and the edge of the magical forcefield pinning him in place. It would have been totally helpful if he had a great big Bat-belt full of Bat-widgets, like maybe a Bat Anti-magic Plaster Removing Trowel.




The magical forcefield had an edge, but the edge curved into the plaster of the wall. The harder he pressed, the more damage it did to the wall, but the forcefield was too strong. He had to find a way around that too. And he couldn’t just float out through the wall.




He couldn’t out-muscle the forcefield. He couldn’t smash his way out through the wall. He couldn’t break the forcefield at its edges. He needed something even more indirect. Maybe it was time to try something crazy. That seemed to be his only superpower.




He stared at the mayor, who was frozen in an agonizing rictus. With all the sincerity he could muster, he said, “Richard, I can help you. I can save everyone.”




Mayor Wilkins didn’t seem to be able to move, but his eyes flickered over toward Xander, and suddenly the forcefield shifted.




Xander felt it as the edge of the forcefield peeled back from the wall where he had his fingers. He grabbed the field’s edge and heaved. It felt like he was toothpaste being squeezed out of a very painful tube, but he slid out and tumbled to the floor.




Edna Wilkins paused for a second. In a disapproving voice, she fussed, “Richard, how could you?”




Mayor Wilkins insisted, “Dearest, I’m sorry. I love you, but this is not the right thing to do.”




Edna sighed through Amy’s body. “Richard, Richard, Richard. What am I going to do with you?” She turned her head slightly. “Chief? Would you take the young man into custody?”




“My pleasure, ma’am!” Chief Bob brushed off his damaged uniform, adjusted his bent badge, and faced Xander. “Come along quietly, young man. I don’t want to have to get out the handcuffs…”




Xander strode forward. He didn’t want to get into the hand-to-hand bit with a super-strong foe, but he knew he had no choice. And he had a plan. He just had to get to the right spot in the room before Chief Bob blocked him.




Okay, if this didn’t work, he was going to be in stupid amounts of trouble, and also look like an idiot. He rolled his shoulders and said, “Chief, I just want to warn you that I’m not going to cooperate. And since you blasted me and Amy with a cannon, I’m going to file a lawsuit for police brutality.” He stuck his tongue out as he took one small step backward. “Nyeh.”




Chief Bob stepped forward and leaned a little too far forward while grabbing Xander by the shoulders. Dang, that hurt. Chief Bob was just crazy strong.




But Chief Bob wasn’t a flying, invulnerable super-brick. And he didn’t have insane martial arts skillz. He was just an old guy who had magical oomph tacked on. Xander grabbed Bob’s arms and rolled backward in a jiujutsu throw that Huntress had taught him.




Xander landed hard on his back, while Bob went sailing overhead. Just as Xander was expecting, Bob didn’t lose his grip, so Bob ended up with his head not that far past Xander’s. And that put Chief Bob’s back right where Xander wanted it.




There was a crackle as Bob’s back smashed the magical ice holding the magical killer hand that had already taken out Fire Chief Larry. Bob gasped in agony and let go of Xander. Then he rolled over, frantically trying to grab the hand, which by then had buried its fingers in Bob’s back and was ripping Bob’s spinal cord out.




And that was a lot grosser than it sounded.




While Bob rolled around on the floor and gasped in agony and lost a lot of blood, Xander went for the magical knife. It was stuck in the wood floor, so Xander first kicked it from the side, tipping it over and making the hole in the floor bigger. Then he ducked a big magical fireball from Edna, rolled to the side, and kicked the dagger back the other way. That gave him enough leeway to yank the damn thing out of the floor and make a fast tumbling pass under another fireball and up to the big beam o’ magic firing from the mayor’s chest into Edna. He slashed into it with the knife.




It was like sticking his hand into a giant wall socket. There was a huge flash of light, and flying sparks, and… Oh yeah, and lots of pain. Damn, that hurt.




Edna stared triumphantly at him as he tried to get back up off the floor. The beam of mana was undamaged. She smirked, “Foolish boy.”




He gave her his best grin, even if he felt like yelling for a medic. “Foolish stuff is my specialty. I came in second in the voting for class clown my senior year.”




And he moved. He didn’t attack the big indestructible beam. He went after the thousands of little, teeny lines of mana pouring into the mayor’s back. The knife could cut through one of them. Or ten of them. Or a couple hundred of them if he made one really huge slash.




“No!” Edna threw another fireball at his head too, so he figured she really didn’t like what he was doing.




He crowded behind the mayor and did a lot more slashing. He didn’t know what it would do to the mayor, but he was pretty sure that every line he cut was one more Sunnydale resident who was not going to get their mana sucked out like in a bad Steve Railsback movie.




There weren’t that many people in town, so it only took another half a dozen big swipes to sever the last thousand or so lines, and cut off the mayor’s connection to the townspeople. He looked over and winced. Edna was still pulling mana out of the mayor, and with no inputs, the mayor was shriveling up and aging fast.




Richard Wilkins looked like he was about three hundred when he turned his withered neck and whispered, “Good job, Alexander. Remember you did a good th—”




He turned to dust. Edna Wilkins glared at Xander, “Child, you ruined everything. You have no idea of the good I was going to do.”




Xander tried to move, but he was paralyzed. He still thought as hard as he could, “Killing tens of thousands of people and a bunch of superheroes doesn’t sound anything like ‘good deeds’.”




She tilted Amy’s head as if she’d heard him loud and clear. “Your tiny human brain cannot conceive of my plans. But clearly, you are just as big a threat as those beings chipping away at my corpus. I’ll just deal with you first.”




She held her hand out to blast him in the face with a massive fireball. He would have winced if he could have moved.




A batarang came out of nowhere and struck the globe in Edna’s other hand. There was a flash of white light, and the globe popped into the air. An arrow with a weird tip whizzed through the air and hit the globe dead center.




The globe exploded like a million lightbulbs getting too much juice.





Part XII



Xander opened his eyes. He was back on that super-uncomfortable bed in the Watchtower clinic. Maybe he ought to start asking to reserve it. Man, he felt bruised and sunburned all over. And his ribs were taped up, so busted-up ribs too. But he was still alive. Yay?




His brain worked for a second, and he sat up abruptly. “Amy? Amy!” Ouch, that hurt.




The doctor stepped into view. “Miss Madison is doing fine. She’ll be up and around before long.”




“I wanna see her,” he insisted.




A black-clad, pointy-eared pain in the ass swept in. “Not yet,” he graveled.




Xander wanted to tell The Bat to shove it up his utility belt, but that wouldn’t get him what he wanted. No, in order to beat The Bat at something like this, you had to play his game, or at least make him think you were playing his game. If you played his game and cheated and got away with it, that counted as a win too, even if he figured out you were cheating. So Xander tried to sound calm as he said, “You already know the first six questions I am going to ask.”




And it worked. The Bat just had to show he was the smartest guy in the room. “Yes, we were successful. Yes, Miss Madison is physically fine, without even a burn. Yes, the townspeople are all fine except for a few of the city officials. When the orb exploded, the energy sustaining the giant failed, and it promptly collapsed into a seven hundred foot hill of rock and earth. No one was killed by that, because the Flash is fast enough to find every single person who was within the danger zone and relocate them before the giant collapsed into the streets. And no, none of our people were injured… except you and Miss Madison.”




He paused and added, “And you were not going to ask about yourself or your parents, but you have some first-degree burns and four cracked ribs, along with a number of bruises. And your parents are fine. Like most of the town residents, they only felt a little ‘funny’ for a minute or so. Unlike most of the town residents, your parents are attributing that to the beer they were drinking. You were also going to ask about Miss Madison’s mother and the inventor of those robots, but not with your first six questions. Catherine Madison is in custody in a magical prison that Doctor Fate insists will contain her until her trial, which will be something of a problem since the charges we have been able to track down which are still prosecutable are all over sixty years old, and there may not be adequate evidence to secure a conviction on any of them. The inventor of those robots died years ago and the mayor was magically preserving the robot construction equipment.”




Xander opened his mouth, and Batman cut him off. “And no, you may not see your girlfriend until Doctor Fate and Zatanna are certain that it really is your girlfriend in there, without Edna Wilkins hitchhiking along.” Xander opened his mouth again, and The Bat interrupted again. “And no, I do not know how long that will take.”




Xander deliberately smirked. “I bet you hate not knowing that tidbit.” But as soon as Bats didn’t want Xander to see Amy, Xander had pretty much figured out what was up with the Ame-ster. And it was pretty obvious they had won, since they were all back in the Watchtower and Bats was just hanging out being a huge Bat-pain in the Bat-keester, instead of going Bat-bananas over some supervillain’s super-victory.




“You are doing that just to annoy me. Stop it. It won’t work.”




“Okey-dokey,” Xander replied. But it obviously had worked. The Bat had a lot of hot buttons. “So… you gonna cut Zee and The Slayer any slack now that we all got to find out who plays nice with other children?”




Batman scowled, “As long as The Slayer continues to use Lex-Tech, even with Steel checking every one of her A.C.E.’s—”




Xander interrupted, just because he knew it would bug Batman. “Floombas. She calls ’em Floombas. They like it.”




“—those things are a potential threat to her and everyone around her, as well as a potential resource for Lex Luthor. And do not interrupt me the next time.”




“Potential threat? Well, let me just chip in a big ‘duh’ on that one. They’ve got high-wattage laser beams and all kinds of stuff built in. And they act like they’re her pets. And she acts like they’re her pets, which is maybe even weirder. But I’m figuring you’ll have to fight her to get ’em away from her, and her plus a bunch of heavily-armed Floombas? I figure you’d need Supes or Flash or Zee along to win that fight. I mean, you’re pretty awesome, but seriously, do not make her mad enough to punch you. Those Ted-bots are tough, and she one-punched ’em. Took an entire robot head off and it smashed a second robot’s face in. You know she’s really a pipsqueak, and you know she’s touchy about the whole ‘really only five-foot-two’ deal.” Xander was also figuring The Bat knew her secret identity, and how she got all that Lex-Tech, and…




His brain suddenly put a bunch of news stories and a bunch of ‘celebrity news’ stories and a bunch of timeline information together in a sort of Bat-gestalt.




“Oh shit. She’s Buffy Summers, that chick that was doing Luthor when he ran for the border, and she’s going to testify against him. You know she’s Buffy Summers! That’s how she got the Lex-Tech. And you know how she got the incriminating information on him, and you know how she got her powers.”




Batman growled, “We also know how to keep a secret, Knight.”




“Oops. Well, I promise not to tell anyone else. Not even Ames. Like she’d believe me. She probably thinks The Slayer is a seven foot tall Amazon with eighties hair.”




Batman grimaced slightly. “There is something of a competition in terms of appearance among the female supers we’ve run into, and most of them have indicated in one way or another that it is due to Wonder Woman’s influence since they were young. Some of the ones from Apokolips have indicated that it’s Wonder Woman and Power Girl’s influence on Darkseid.”




Xander grimaced, “Let me just say ‘eww, with a side of ick’. Darkseid? Creeptastic.”




Batman pointed out, “Diana has been superheroing since the 1940’s, and physically has not aged a day. Just as modern male supers are subconsciously affected by their childhood image of Superman, modern female supers are subconsciously and consciously affected by Diana’s appearance. And a certain Green Lantern of Earth’s physical interaction with the alpha power source of the Green Lantern Corps has had… unfortunate side effects on the known female Lanterns of all colors. Earth is having untoward effects on the multiverse.”




Xander thought about pictures he’d seen of Buffy Summers when she was debutante’ing it up in Los Angeles. “So Super-Buffy got a boob job? Or is The Slayer wearing lots of padding as part of the whole disguise deal?”




Batman frowned, “I have reason to believe Steel built her some weaponry that is disguised as her bustline.”




Xander had a hard time not snickering. “So she’s also like a fembot now?”




Batman just glared at him. He finally said, “I would dare you to say that to her face, except that you would attempt to do it. And Flash and GA will both dare you to do so. Do not take them up on their offers.”




Xander shrugged, which really hurt his ribs. “Hey, I’m predictably goofy. Who knew?”




But before Bats could get in a cheap shot, Doctor Fate walked in. “White Knight, you can see Miss Madison now. We’ve verified that she is cleansed of the influences of Edna Wilkins, but we have yet to find a guarantee that her possessor is truly gone from this plane of reality, and we need to work with her until she can mask her signature, because she is still bleeding off the mana from that orb and as a result she is still the mystical equivalent of a lighthouse.”




“Well, that’s not of the good,” Xander complained. “How long before she’s not attracting every creepy mage for a thousand miles and five or six dimensions?”




Fate admitted, “We don’t know yet, but it may be several weeks. You will need to inform her roommates and friends. We will address the issue of her college classes and her grades. According to Zatanna, she did very well on her homework assignments and papers while she missed those four weeks of college classes.”




Xander winced. “Tell her roomies? Can I go back and fight Chief Bob instead?”




“No. And you can’t tell them anything connected to the Justice League, or even admit that you two were in Sunnydale,” Bats insisted.




Xander rolled his eyes. “And they’ll totally buy everything else. ‘Oh we went off for couples therapy right when Ames is supposed to be prepping for finals, and I came back without her.’ Sounds like an episode of Criminal Minds to me.”




Bats gave him a glare that probably burned out some of the fancy monitoring stuff around the bed.




Xander crossed his arms in front of his sore ribs and insisted, “Nuh-uh. No way. Not happening.”



(four hours later)



Xander Harris walked up the stairs, trekked down the long hallway, and knocked on the door. Jeez, this was harder than going out and fighting gangbangers who had guns.




He saw a tiny change in the light levels through the peephole, so he knew someone was looking at him. He just pretended he didn’t know.




Cordelia Chase yanked open the door and glared at him. “Where’s Amy? And we don’t want to talk to you.”




He tried, “I know. But something came up, and it’s important, and I wanted you to know. And maybe you could stand over me and do that ‘you miserable worm’ glare you like to do, so you and Winifred will listen to what I’ve got to tell you.”




“Fred, you dweeb! She doesn’t like Winifred.”




He didn’t shrug. That would hurt his ribs. “Fine. But she is so not a Fred.”




“I like Fred!” called a Texas accent from inside the apartment. “And I wanna know what you did to Amy!”




“Me too,” insisted Cordy. “I kind of doubt you managed to move from Unbelievable Dweeb up to Serial Killer.”




“That’s not a move upward, is it?” Fred checked carefully.




“It’s more of a lateral transfer, probably,” Xander suggested. He wasn’t going to mention that he’d killed several unstoppable supervillains and Batman was still really grouchy about it. Supes too. Having Superman cheesed off at you was not a comforting experience. Comforting? Panic-inducing was more like it. Why didn’t anyone else realize Superman was one scary-ass dude? Okay, anyone other than Lex Luthor, who Xander did not want to be compared to. Weirdly enough, it was Wonder Woman and Hawkgirl who were the most supportive about it. Probably that whole ‘warrior race’ dealie.




It wasn’t like Xander had tried to kill any of them. Okay, he’d figured what he had planned for Giant Biker Guy and Chief Bob was pretty likely to be fatal. And Mr. Trick was a vampire. And Xander really hadn’t wanted to kill Mayor Wilkins. And he didn’t think that thing that had been in Amy was really fully Edna Wilkins anymore.




Cordy snapped, “Get in here. I don’t want the neighbors seeing I talk to dorks like you.”




Man, if he wasn’t trying to make nice so they’d listen to him, he would so give her a verbal jab right in the labonza.




Fred added, “And you’d better not have hurt Amy, because I can have a Xander-smashing catapult ready in ten minutes, and it’ll hurl red-hot ammo!”




Cordy freaked, “No! Not my toaster! I need a wholesome, lo-cal breakfast every morning!”




Fred waved her off. “I figured out how to make it into a toaster and a catapult. You just have to make sure you don’t press the wrong lever.”




Xander couldn’t resist. “New Shimmer! It’s a floor wax and a dessert topping!”




Cordy ignored him and concentrated on Fred. “Oh. Okay. Will it be able to toast bagels?”




“Tough crowd… tough crowd…”




Fred pursed her lips in thought. “I’m pretty sure. It might throw ’em across the room instead of just popping ’em up. But it shouldn’t do too much damage to the walls.”




Xander volunteered, “I can fix plaster damage, if you need it. You wouldn’t want to lose that damage and cleaning deposit.”




Cordy actually stopped and considered that. Fred fussed, “No way! You don’t get to lose Amy and then fix our walls and get us to act like everything’s okay!”




Cordy reluctantly agreed. “Yeah. So where is she?”




He scowled, “She’s okay, but they won’t let her leave for a couple weeks. I can’t tell you all the details, or the U.S. Army will throw me into Guantanamo for a couple centuries—”




“Big loss there,” Cordy muttered.




He ignored her. “But we were driving back from… Okay, don’t laugh, but it’s a couples therapy retreat.”




Cordy interrupted, “Yeah, Amy told us about it. It sounded pretty nice. I didn’t think you had it in you.”




He kept going, “Well, Amy’s worth it. And this tanker truck lost a tire and went off the road in front of us. Only it wasn’t a milk truck. So we and three other cars of people had to go through the Wonka-wash, and then sit around to see if any symptoms turned up, and Amy started running a fever and her nose started running, and they freaked about that, but now it looks like it wasn’t their stuff, it was just a virus she picked up from someone at the retreat, but they want to make sure she’s really okay.”




Fred gasped, “You guys got dosed with chemical warfare weapons? Did you find out the chemical composition? What are the effects? What about…” She was already revving up her computer and searching for stuff.




Xander played dumb. “Okay, they’re pretty sure we didn’t get dosed, and even if someone showed me the fancy chemistry stuff, do you really think I’d remember it?”




Unfortunately, Cordy knew him a little too well. “You always remembered the chem class stuff you wanted to remember. Like that invisible ink, or that stinkbomb stuff. Or whatever you did to make that exploding chalk.”




“No one ever proved that was me,” he insisted. He went with the backup plan. “Look, even if they were dumb enough to show me all the details on the chemistry of that stuff, which they totally weren’t, you don’t think they’d let me tell people about it, do you?”




“So what’s the point?” Cordy asked,




Xander explained, “I thought you’d like to Skype with Amy and see how she’s doing.”




“Totally!”




“Does a chicken have lips?”




Xander stopped, “Uhh, no idea. Does a chicken have lips?” Okay, he knew Fred meant ‘yes’ but he couldn’t resist the opening she had given him.




Fred opened her mouth to answer, and Cordelia cut her off. “Not important! We wanna Skype with Amy!”




Fred asked, “If they have her in a secret military base, how come they’ll let her Skype with us?”




Cordy asked, “If they have her in a secret military base, why aren’t you locked up there too?”




He shrugged, “Maybe they thought I was too dumb to be a threat.”




Cordy muttered, “Too dumb for something, anyway…”




He wanted to complain, or defend himself, or even zap her with a brilliant bon mot. But ‘goofy Xander’ had to stay goofy, because he wasn’t going to quit being the White Knight. Even if he totally needed a better name than that. He just gave Fred the details so she could rev up Skype and contact Amy.




And… there was Amy, sitting in green surgical scrubs in a room that was obviously a hospital room. But she looked fine. At least as good as she had when Batman had let Xander visit her. Not that Doc Fate and Zee were keeping Amy in surgical scrubs in a room that looked like a regular hospital. No, Zee was insisting on Amy getting to wear her own clothes, and Fate was insisting on a properly-magical room that looked like a regular Watchtower room but with extra doodads and mystical rune-thingies on the walls.




“Hi Cordy! Hi Fred! Hi Xander! Hey Fred, I told Xander to knock it off on the whole ‘Winifred’ thing, but he won’t let it drop. I think Cordy should buy a backup toaster you can turn into that catapult. And you should throw Poptarts at him so you can get that filling and icing all over him.”




“Hey!” Xander pretended to complain, as Cordy and Fred laughed.




Amy grinned, “I miss you. But Xander was awesomeness. He did that ‘annoying dork’ thing he does so well, until the Army doctors were begging their bosses to let them cut him loose, and then he wouldn’t go until he made sure they’d let him Skype with me regularly, and stuff like that. And I’m hoping I can come home in a couple days, but they’re making sure I can take my finals from here if I have to, so it’s all okay. And Xan, I love you, and I’m sorry I was so mad at you.”




“I love you too, Ames, and I’m sorry I’m such a doof.”




So he let them Skype with Amy for over an hour, and when they were done and had a time set up for another Skype meeting, they weren’t so mad at him. And they were totally of the clue-deficient, even though Cordy wasn’t stupid and Fred was a genius.




He really hated when he didn’t want to go along with a Bat-plan, but it turned out to work perfectly. Because there would be the Bat-gloat afterward, even if it was totally silent and it looked just like the Bat-stare and the Bat-concentration.




When he left, Fred was even promising to let him fix their wall or ceiling if her weaponized toaster malfunctioned. And Cordy didn’t even glare at him.




He walked back down the hall, past a building maintenance guy. The guy was overweight and balding and had a hideous mustache, and was working on a wall socket.




Xander stopped and whispered, “Awesome disguise, but you have no plumber’s crack showing. You need to work on that.”




The maintenance guy stood up and gave Xander a Bat-glare for a fraction of a second before sliding back into character. In a perfect SoCal accent, he said, “Hey, I could use a hand in back with some drywalling.”




Xander shrugged, “Sure thing, got nothing but time on my hands since I got fired from my job for being out sick for over a month.”




He followed the Bat-disguise down to the basement, out the back to an old panel van, and off to some secret Bat-location.




“And stop calling it a Bat-location and a Bat-van and a Bat-disguise. I get enough of that from Nightwing. And Robin. And Oracle.”




Xander didn’t smirk or otherwise let on that he knew he had successfully annoyed the Bat-grump again. He just said, “Hey, thanks for getting Nellybelle working again. I need wheels so I can start on job-hunting. I wasn’t kidding about the job thing.”




“I know. And I have a counter-proposal.”




Xander rolled his eyes, just so Bats would notice. “Of course you do. Whatever it is, remember I’m just a dork who works construction.”




Batman growled, “You’re an intelligent, resourceful, determined young man who pretends he’s just a dork and who chooses to work construction. And it turns out that Queen Enterprises has a subsidiary, Handy Man Incorporated, which is looking for franchisees in the California-Oregon-Washington area. They’re expanding to the West Coast. Someone you’ve met might have put in a good word for you.”




Xander tried to figure out who it could have been. Green Arrow was the superhero who worked in Oliver Queen’s hometown. Him and Black Canary. Maybe Canary felt bad about kicking the shit out of Xander. Repeatedly. He stalled, “Sounds good… on the surface. I got started doing home repair. But…” He thought it over. “For a franchise like that, you’d need a lot of qualified, reliable home repair guys. And gals. You’d need licensing on everyone. Bonding. Insurance. And I’d need someone who had a clue on the business and marketing side of things. I’d need equipment, and office space, and computers to track everything, and people who could run the computers and answer phones and schedule repairmen.”




“Sounds like someone has been thinking this over for a long time,” Batman said not-quite-smugly.




“Well, yeah. Mike — the guy I worked for back home — always had headaches on all this stuff. His wife was a lousy secretary and they had trouble getting everyone scheduled and all the stuff done and not forgetting people, and when things went wrong, it always turned into a nightmare. And then there was paying his people, and collecting on the bills, and taxes, and everything else. Mike finally just gave up and did the repair work himself and stayed a one-man shop with his wife answering the phone sometimes when he was busy. He liked doing the work. He hated being a business guy and having to be the tough boss.”




Batman just nodded slightly. “HMI has a training program to help with all of that, and extends loans to trusted franchisees so they can get started, or so they can expand, because that helps them too. And I checked: they have computer programs to help you with scheduling and billing and human resources. You’d just have to hire the right people. But I’ve noticed you’re good with people, and you’re good at sizing them up. And you’ve worked construction long enough to know a lot of people who know the trade, and a lot of people who would like to semi-retire, and your friends would know guys who retired but want to keep their hand in. You would need to work on your customer base, but the parent company will help you with that. And I believe you know a young actress looking for jobs who might be willing to do commercials for you.”




Xander had to laugh at that one. Cordy would go insane. A chance to strut her stuff in commercials shown all over the L.A. Area… but for Xander’s company.




But Bats had a host of ideas on building a customer base, and acquiring customers through new avenues, and getting good equipment and good trucks at a reasonable cost, and then using accounting principles to his best advantage. And if Xander had a list of retired and semi-retired guys who wanted a job now and then but didn’t want to have to work forty hours a week, that would mean he didn’t have to keep all of them on a payroll even when he had no jobs for them. That sounded… workable.




Even crazier, the fee for a franchise like half of Los Angeles County would be the size of Edna Wilkins, but the Justice League had some ways of helping with that without revealing where the moolah was coming from. Even if Xander felt oddly uncomfortable about being listed as an ‘inheritor’ of the estate of the late Richard Wilkins III.




And if Bats was this sharp as a businessman and knew this much detail about pretty much every aspect of businesses, then he probably ran a big business. Xander could probably peg Batman’s secret identity just by looking up pictures of every important businessman in Gotham City from the big boys down to the local business successes. He decided he didn’t need to know that particular secret. Yet.




He gave in. “Okay, you win. But can you help me pick a better name than The White Knight? And I think eventually Amy’s gonna need a super-name too. She already turned down The White Queen. She said it was too Marvel Comics.” He didn’t mention that Amy had just refused to try on a sexy ‘White Queen’ Emma Frost outfit for him in private, so there was no way she was going to wear something like that to fight crime. “And The White Castle would make people think she’s a hamburger.”




Batman glowered. “Marvel Comics. They’re a pain in our side. The Justice League has a legal battle going on right now with Stan Lee.”




Xander laughed. It probably would have been handy if Hawkman hadn’t decided his new battle cry was ‘Excelsior!’




SG-1 and a Frame

Part I



She sat on the cell floor and waited. There was not a lot else she could do. Someone really did not trust her. On the other hand, it was nice to know that one of her aliases had such an impressive reputation. She had worked hard to build up solid reputations under all her aliases.




She was cuffed. But these weren’t handcuffs. Her wrists and ankles were locked in solid steel cuffs which were all about two inches wide, with the locks on the backs where she couldn’t get to them with her fingers even if she still had some picks. And they weren’t separated by chains. Oh no, that would be too easy. There was a foot-long steel pipe welded between the wrist cuffs to keep her from doing anything like picking the locks and escaping. And they weren’t simple handcuff locks either.




Whoever came up with the idea was stupid. Or maybe he was a great big pervert who liked imagining women in bizarre bondage. At any rate, she would probably be able to pick those locks with a snake rake held between her teeth, if only she had some picks.




She might have to make her own picks, which could take a very long time, particularly when she had no clothes that she could use as a starter set to make into loops, snares, tripwires, garrotes, or lassos. That was a discouraging thought. All she had to wear was a worn burlap sack that was cut so it functioned as a sleeveless minidress, but the material was so old that it would shred if she tried tearing it into strips or unraveling the threads. And if she managed to unravel twenty or thirty feet of the fragile old jute fiber for use as a garrote or tripwire, it would break long before it did its job.




The burlap sack was also dusty and less than comfortable, but she had worn less comfortable clothing before. There was that leather corset that Prince Olav had asked her to wear one night in his private quarters, and that had been much worse than this. She still couldn’t believe she’d said yes, even if Olav was a darling. And the gold cat statue with the emerald eyes? Fantastic present. She still had it in a vault, with a pretty good facsimile on the mantel of her condo in New York City.




The cuffs at her ankles had hasps, and a two foot steel bar was locked to the hasps by its ends. That meant she had some give, so she could get up off her mattress and waddle over to the ‘bathroom’ which was just a hole in the floor, but at least it was over in one of the far corners of the little concrete cell.




The only good thing about her restraints was that they could be used if a guard or two decided to play ‘violate the foreigner’. Perhaps that was really ‘when’ rather than ‘if’. Still, one strike with either her wrist-bar or her leg-bar could crush a throat, fracture a skull, break ribs, or several other attacks. She cheered herself up by inventing katas and forms using her restraints as striking weapons.




Normally, she had tools hidden in her costume and in her hair and on half of her fingernails and, for some jobs, even in her private places. For jobs like this, she also swallowed a large plastic capsule which held three folding lockpicks, and a capsule which held three small diamonds for easy bribery or other emergency financial exchanges, and a third capsule which held three tiny drug syrettes. Unfortunately, when she had come to, she had found herself being ‘flushed out’ after a strip search and cavity searches. Someone had been tipped off about her, and her unconscious body had already been x-rayed. The blades and saws hidden under her fingernail polish were already gone. The lockpicks hidden in her costume and lingerie were gone. The devices in her high heels were gone. Her high heels were gone, along with her entire outfit. She was not in a good situation, and everyone in the business knew that the prisons that the Egyptians ran were almost as bad as the Afghani and Pakistani prisons.




She had left notes with two of her most trusted accomplices. And they knew she was doing a job in Egypt for Alexander, so she might get rescued. In time. She had known that Alexander was a shady businessman who was dangerous to cross, but she had never crossed him. The only jobs she had ever done for him before this one were industrial espionage. This time had been different, and she still had no idea why, or why he had felt the need to betray her and leave her alive when she could simply give his name to the authorities. He was a much bigger fish than she was.




Also, she didn’t think he knew her real identity. When she worked in Europe, she used the false French identity of Yvette Felice, and the codename ‘La Chatte Noire’, and that was the name he knew her by. Still, just taking photos of specially-protected Old Kingdom tablets, even if they were in the museum’s most secure, most secluded vault, was not exactly the crime of the century. Why had Alexander stabbed her in the back? Or at least why had his stooge shot her in the back with a tranq dart while Alexander sat in one of his expensive homes in another country with a perfect alibi…




The entire thing was stupid and made no sense. That worried her a great deal. Even convoluted plans made sense somewhere. Alexander’s plans always made financial sense, at a minimum. And for what it cost to hire her for a job like this, he could have bought off a dozen museum employees who could take those pictures for him. So there had to be something else. And there were penalty clauses in her contracts, so Alexander was going to lose a great deal of money which would have been returned to him if he had simply played things straight.




Alexander did not do things which cost him money, unless there was a substantial payback for him somewhere.




What was the advantage of putting her in prison where she could rat him out, instead of letting her return home where she would keep her mouth shut and give him back all of his money that was currently sitting in escrow?




There was tromping of boot-shod feet. By the sound of it, three guards. Three big guards. The viewport slid open. Her side of the thing was solid acrylic glass, so she couldn’t poke someone’s eye out, or try to open the viewport from her side of the door. Fine. She was sitting on the mattress like a good girl, and not trying to escape using some trite plan which would only work on a single, particularly-stupid guard.




One guard yanked open the door. The other two guards stood several feet back while armed with very solid-looking truncheons. He growled in Arabic for her to get up and come with them.




She nodded and struggled to her feet. She made it look a lot harder than it really was for her. Still, it was awkward to walk with her feet two feet apart so she had to shuffle her feet in wide arcs. She had good enough balance that she could have shifted her weight to one foot and swung the other foot, but she didn’t want anyone realizing just what she could do. Yet.




Getting through the doorway was really the only tricky part. She didn’t want to show what she could do, so she let the guards grab her by the arm and drag her sideways into the hall. Then she went so slowly and awkwardly down the hall that one of the guards finally gave up and tossed her over his shoulder to carry her down the hall and up a flight of stairs and then down a longer hall before he dumped her on her feet in front of what was probably an interrogation room.




She shuffled slowly into the room. It was set up like a room for meeting with a lawyer, instead of what she was expecting. And there were two Caucasians sitting there. One was a still-handsome guy in a leather jacket and jeans. Middle-aged with graying hair. The other was a perky, petite blonde who looked like she was in her twenties and way too pretty to bring into a hellhole like this place. On top of that, the blonde was wearing a Stella McCartney minidress and Dolce and Gabbana stiletto heels. Who the hell wore something like that to a prison?




The blonde scowled at the guard and pulled a big scarf-like object out of her purse. And in very impressive Arabic, the blonde snapped, “You are a pervert and your family should be ashamed! And do not think about taking it away. It has already been examined and so the prison knows she has it and it is safe.” The blonde got up and carefully draped the scarf over her shoulders so it covered her more.




She merely said, “Thank you.” She didn’t trust the blonde or the man, or anything about this set-up. So far, it looked like Good Cop, Bad Cop, with the jailers playing ‘bad cop’.




The blonde smirked and said in Valley Girl tones, “I just didn’t want Jack here to get all distract-y.”




‘Jack’ rolled his eyes a little at his partner. “I’m Jack, as you already heard. This is… Sydney Bristow.” The blonde stuck her tongue out at him, like they were in junior high. Jack kept going, “So… we know your name isn’t really Yvette. Mind if we call you by your real name, Selina?”





Part II



Selina Kyle tried not to react at all to the man’s words. She maintained her Southern French accent as she said, “Selina? That is a very pretty name. Yes, you can pretend that’s my name. I think I like it better than Yvette.”




The guy — ‘Jack’ — gave her a tiny smirk for her performance. The blonde, whose name couldn’t really be Sydney Bristow, gave her a ditzy look as if she had no idea what was going on.




Still, calling someone Sydney Bristow had to be meaningful at some level. Was it possible she was seeing real tradecraft in action? She tried to avoid the spook organizations. They didn’t trust her, and she didn’t trust them. Plus, too many of them were willing to kill in order to complete their little ops, and she was not a big fan of murder. There were plenty of police forces who wouldn’t strain themselves over a theft from some annoying rich asshole who deserved it, but would get very wound up about a killing.




Jack said, “We only have a couple minutes to talk to you, and I’m sure we all know that no one would ever eavesdrop on a private conversation like this, so let’s get down to it.”




All right, so Jack knew just as well as she did that the room was bugged. That was a good start.




The blonde gave her another ditzy look. “So how come you ended up dressed like an S & M kitty and out cold on the floor of a big, fancy Egyptian Museum at the same time some uber-important antique-y stuff got up and walked off?”




That was news to her. It probably explained most things. Perhaps Alexander had wanted something that was worth a lot more than what he had to put into escrow for her contract. It had to be something too large to slip in a pocket and simply walk off with, and too specialized to be replaced, but also too… something for her to agree to steal it. She had no idea what it could be, but with Alexander it might just be something that someone else wanted desperately, so he could put the squeeze on. Still, that didn’t explain why he hadn’t just paid her to steal the thing, or had his minion kill her instead of darting her and leaving her alive. 




She shrugged. Men liked that. A lot. ‘Jack’ did too, even if he tried not to stare as her breasts bounced. “Not any idea. I woke up, and I was under arrest and already undressed and cavity searched and everything else they did to me. The last thing I remember was meeting with V. Alexander Volksarmee in Paris about taking a private consulting job for him. I turned him down, but I can’t believe he would do something like this just because I didn’t want to take that short-term job.”




Jack checked, “Volksarmee? The industrialist?”




‘Sydney’ asked, “Who? Mister ‘Tall, Bald, and Arrogant’ on the news?”




Alexander would be so irritated by the little blonde. It was too bad she couldn’t point the blonde at him more directly without incriminating herself.




A more important guard in a nicer uniform came and informed them that their time was up. Jack just acted like he didn’t care. ‘Sydney’ acted like she thought the guard was handsome. They shook hands with her, and departed. Jack shook her right hand, then Sydney shook her left hand.




Then she just had to hide what they had given her before the guards checked her and dragged her back to her cell.




She sat on her mattress and waited for the lights to go out. She had a large scarf which did not feel like silk, and which she suspected had an absurd tensile strength. She had a pair of precisely-bent ultra-thin ‘paperclips’ the blonde had slipped her in that handshake. And she had a coiled-up wiresaw the man had slipped her. One paperclip was a combination snake rake and half-diamond pick. The other was a combination tension bar and handcuff key. Someone wanted to give her a chance to escape… or else they wanted her to get into a great deal more trouble. Perhaps both.




And she still didn’t know how they knew her real name. She never used her real name on any of her jobs. She didn’t use the same M.O. every time, so very few of her jobs could even be traced back to her. Still, she did have a weakness for her ‘catburglar’ costumes, and she had walked off with a couple special items for herself. Maybe that was how they had traced her.




There was the sound of rushing men in the hallway, and then the door to her cell was swinging open. Three somewhat-drunk guards were staring at her with only one thing on their minds. And they obviously thought she was helpless. After all, she’d spent all day acting that way.




They hurried into the cell and shut the door behind them, trapping her in with them. Or so they thought. They didn’t realize they were trapped in there with her.




She rocked forward so she was balanced on her feet, and she launched herself upward at the first guard. The guy didn’t even realize he needed to react. She aimed her hands on either side of his face, and the steel pipe connecting her wrist cuffs hit him smack in the middle of his forehead. His head snapped back and he toppled over like a falling tree. An overweight, dirty, smelly tree.




The second guard caught the first one and staggered back under his weight. So Selina went for guard number three, who was already trying to grab a truncheon. Whoever came up with these bonds clearly never watched little girls doing cartwheels or grown men in Brazil doing capoeira. These morons were about to pay for that error.




She dove onto her right hand and cartwheeled into a two-handed stance before she cocked her arms and legs. Then she pushed as hard as she could with her arms while she kicked out with her legs, and aimed the leg bar at the guard’s chin.




Unfortunately, the guard got his hands up in time to block her attack. He had to drop the truncheon to do it, but he managed not to get a face full of steel pipe. He went staggering back, and she landed on her feet, with her back to him.




The second guard was struggling to get the first guard off him and regain his feet, so she went into a forward roll and slammed the leg bar on the top of his head. He didn’t drop, and he managed to get a really angry hand on her leg bar. Damn it.




But she was on her tush and facing him, so she gave a fierce shove with her arms and nailed him on the crown of his head with the pipe between her wrists. He wasn’t out, but he did let go of her leg bar. That was enough for the moment.




She did a backward somersault, ducked under the awkward roundhouse punch the third guard swung at her head, and did a capoeira spin to put her on her back where she could snap her legs up. Only she put one leg in front of him and one behind him, so the bar rammed him right between the legs in a perfect 7-10 split. The guard gasped and clapped his hands to his groin as he bent over, so she snapped her legs back and up again, this time into his jaw. His head snapped back and he went crashing back into the wall.




The second guard was up by then, and trying to leap on top of her. That wouldn’t be good. She spun up to her feet and fended off his grab with a two-handed block. Then she leapt at him and hooked her wrist bar over the back of his neck while swinging in with all her weight on his left knee. The leg bar hit with a crunch that probably echoed down the hall, and his knee folded backward the way knees are not supposed to bend.




She brought both legs up and used her hand position to ram his nose into her knee for a second merciless crunch, and she pushed off him. He tumbled back and still tried to get up again, this time fishing for something in his pants pocket. She spun around on one foot, dropped to her hands, and mule-kicked him in the face with her leg bar. He went down and stayed down.




She took a couple deep breaths and listened to see if anyone had sounded an alarm or was rushing to the rescue. Nope. She frisked Second Guard and came up with two sets of keys, a switchblade, and some homemade iron brass knuckles. Charming.




She held the cuff key in her mouth, and she had her shackles off in seconds. She flexed her arms and legs. She was definitely going to have some bruises on her wrists and ankles. Then she checked the clothes of the three guards. Two of them appeared to have last changed clothes some time during the Industrial Revolution. At least they smelled that way. She reluctantly took the shirt and pants of the other guard, and the boots of the smallest guard. Even though his socks smelled like Eau de Bus Station Toilet. She swiped an undershirt which she cut in two for foot wraps so the boots would fit her well enough. The pants required cutting a new notch in the smallest guard’s belt to keep them from falling off, but the tip of the switchblade was a nice, sharp point so that was easy. Her long legs meant that she didn’t have to roll up the cuffs, at least. Then she slipped on the oversized shirt, rolled up the cuffs, and used the big scarf as an elaborate tunic belt.




She slipped out into the hall, locked her cell behind her, and moved as silently as she could up to the ground floor. A quick inspection told her that there were two doors, both heavily secured and heavily guarded. She moved up the stairs to the upper floors.




The top two floors had windows she could escape from, but that would put her in the grounds around the prison, and she could see attack dogs being walked by more guards. She needed a better escape route.




Like the high voltage electrical cable that would be suicide to grab onto from the roof, where it clearly connected to the building.




She headed up to the roof, checking for guards. Ugh. Two guards who rotated around the roof, and cameras on every side of the building, looking down onto the grounds. She had keys, so getting through the security door onto the roof was easy. Dealing with the guards and cameras was just an exercise in patience.




She found the darkest, largest patch of shadow and hid in it until a guard made his way around the rooftop to her. She slipped out behind him, rabbit-punched him with the brass knuckles, and caught him before he crashed to the roof. Then she rolled him into the shadows and waited for the other guard. He strolled around the roof, looking out over the edges for something to entertain him, and he never heard her slipping up behind him.




Then she quickly moved around the roof, killing all the cameras with quick slices of the switchblade on the power cords. After that, she moved to the corner where the power line came in, and she used the long scarf. She slipped it around the cable, hopped off the roof, and let the scarf slide down the cable until she was outside the prison fence and within a dozen feet of the power pole.




She let go with one hand and dropped gracefully to the ground, bringing the scarf with her. Then she ducked around the corner of the nearest building so she was out of sight of the guards. She stepped into a deep shadow as she re-wrapped the scarf about her waist.




“Whatcha doin’?” a Valley Girl voice sing-songed right behind her.




She managed not to jump out of her shoes. How the hell did the blonde know she would end up here?




She admitted, “I’m working on plans to get suitable clothes so I can move about without attracting attention, then checking whether my things at my hotel are accessible, then leaving town. Somehow.” She chose not to mention that she had a stash of gear and clothes within a fast sprint from one corner of the museum.




The blonde bubbled, “We can help! We really need to figure out what really got heisted, and if you help us, we’ll help you. And you probably want to go find the backstabby types who left you there, and let ’em know that revenge is a dish best served with a nice salad and seasonal vegetables.”




Selina refused to let the blonde make her smile. “And do I keep calling you Sydney?”




The blonde shrugged in the darkness. “You can, if you want. Or you can call me Liz. Come on, ’cause Jack’s got a truck nearby and that’s way better than sneaking around in stinky guard clothes. Is it a job requirement that they don’t bathe?”




It seemed like ‘Jack’ and ‘Liz’ were too far ahead of her tactically to try ditching Liz and running for the stash near the museum. She mentally shrugged and followed Liz down the dark, narrow alleyway. She noticed that Liz seemed to be unconcerned about being attacked, either by Selina or by lurking thugs. Was that naivete, arrogance, or an awareness of who the alpha predator in this alley really was?




She decided that her best option was sticking with Liz and Jack for long enough to get out of the country. By then, she ought to have an idea of what they were up to, and whether she should ask them to help her get revenge on Alexander and his pet goon. Maybe they could even help her figure out what was really going on.





Part III



Selina Kyle followed the graceful little blonde through several dark alleys, across a few poorly-lit streets, and around to the back of an old refrigerator truck which proclaimed in proud Arabic that they were the finest purveyor of fruits and vegetables to markets and restaurants.




Liz opened one of the rear doors and clambered in. There was a blackout curtain screening off the interior. Selina followed Liz inside and let the door close automatically behind her.




The interior was nothing like a refrigerator truck full of food. At least it was air-conditioned. The left side was a pair of shallow computer desks, with big monitors on the wall above the desks. Beside them was a narrower desk that was clearly communications equipment. There were two people working away at the computers: a tall, rigid, short-haired blonde and a middle-aged man whose clothes just screamed ‘British Empire here’. The right side of the truck had triple-decker bunk beds and a narrow kitchenette and several wide cabinets, presumably so the people working in the truck could stay here for extended ops if need be.




‘Jack’ was lazing in the chair for the communications officer. He smirked at Liz, “So…”




Liz grumbled, “Fine, you were totally right, I owe you ten more bucks, she took the power line and the sneaky route from there. Put it on my tab.”




The tall blonde turned and… just stared at her for long seconds. Selina finally asked sarcastically, “Have I grown horns and a mustache?”




The woman blinked a couple times and apologized, “Sorry. It’s just… It’s eerie. I mean, I knew you’d look like her, but you even have the exact same hairstyle.”




Liz pouted, “More identical than me? Or Will?”




The woman nodded at Liz. Then got up and walked over. “I’m Sam. Nice to meet you.”




Jack asked, “Are we ready to go? We got Selina. We got her hotel room stuff the police were sifting through. We got her kittycat suit. Do we have the stuff the prison docs got off her?”




Liz answered, “Yep. Walked off with all of it while you were chatting with the warden guy. You know, if they really wanted to keep it, when they’ve got all those badguys around, they really oughta lock it up better.”




Mister British Empire said in crisp British tones, “She’ll also have a stash of B & E kit, alternate IDs with appropriate clothing, weaponry, and a go-bag. Probably a vehicle or two, just in case. It’s probably within a few blocks of the museum for emergency purposes.”




That was a freakishly accurate assessment of her technique. Maybe it showed on her face, because Handsome Older Brit smiled uncomfortably at her and revealed, “It’s not that different from op planning and survival planning in modern espionage.”




Liz snarked, “Yeah, he’s Our Man Giles.”




Was she seriously comparing this Giles guy to movie spies? It would be helpful if it was possible to tell when Liz was just smarting off to entertain herself. Or perhaps to entertain Jack, because he was grinning merrily.




“Just Rupert would be sufficient,” the Brit said in an embarrassed, stuffy voice. Selina realized that was the voice she was expecting from an English researcher type. And that probably meant he was adopting the mannerisms that would make her most likely to underestimate him. And that meant he could be a highly-trained agent. She told herself that he might not even be English. After all, it wasn’t as if ‘Yvette Felice’ was really French.




Jack clicked his comms and said, “Home, James. Or at least to the Egyptian Museum.” The driver shifted gears and smoothly drove off.




‘Sam’ said, “Have a seat. We don’t really have a private place in here to change into something less unpleasant. And while we’re moving, can you tell us what you were supposed to steal, and what was actually taken, and what you can remember seeing, particularly if there was something out of the ordinary?”




Selina finally asked, “Why does everyone think I’m a thief? And why did Jack and Liz call me ‘Selina’? And what is going on that you have this international espionage set-up and NSA-level hardware?”




Everyone turned and looked at Jack, so she assumed he was in charge. Even if he certainly didn’t act like it. He smirked, “The truck? We borrowed it from some old buddies who owe some of us favors. They still weren’t super nice about it.” He glanced at ‘Sam’. “Right, Carter?”




The tall blonde pursed her lips. “The keyloggers were obvious and easy to disable, and the backup sysadmin logs are a standard part of their systems. The taps on our comms and our sat transmissions were a bit more annoying.”




Jack grinned, “I trust you handled them with sophistication and propriety.”




“Yes sir. I just disabled them and ensured their tracers and trackers were all either turned off or blocked.”




Selina wondered about ‘Sam’. She was too attractive to be nothing but a computer jock, and she talked to Jack like he was her commanding officer in a military or at least paramilitary organization. But Jack didn’t act like that kind of person.




Jack smirked at Sam’s comments, and then added, “Carter’s not just a genius at computers. She’s a genius at everything. Which is why she knew about you. Selina Kyle. Best cat burglar in the world. Skilled fighter. And the sexy kitty costumes.”




Liz interrupted, “Look Selina, you’re never gonna be with the believing on the next part. I sure didn’t. Giles didn’t. Nobody with two working brain cells would. So let’s skip that part. Sam did a special project off the books from her regular gig. She got intel on a bunch of people who ought to have their picture in the dictionary next to the word ‘awesome’. You, me, and Giles made that list, along with a few more uber-impressive types. Giles and I have been helping them save the world a bunch. It’s a thing,”




Giles said, “What we really need at this juncture is a description of everything you can remember about the contents of the vault we all know you would not have broken into because you are merely a socialite and jetsetter who occasionally does very expensive consulting work on historic jewelry and jewelry design.”




“Absolutely,” she nodded, pretending to ignore the dry sarcasm. These people really knew too much about her. And being told that she wouldn’t believe Sam’s story did not help. “And anyway, it would be quite foolish to make a costume that looks like that of a notorious European jewel thief.”




“La Chatte Noire,” Sam said, reading from her computer screen. “Minimal evidence. A few highly suspect images off security cameras and a couple police sketches from surprised guards. Most of the thefts that are attributed to her are done so based on the skill level involved and the avoidance of lethal force. None of the stolen items have surfaced, and so she’s believed to work on consignment or else stealing for herself, since she has stolen several cat-related items, some of which are irreplaceable.”




Uh-oh. It sounded as if it was time to retire her Chatte Noire identity and build a new one for European work. And maybe make sure her collection of cat jewelry and antiques and paintings was moved to somewhere safer… and less associated with anyone named Selina Kyle.




Jack casually asked, “Chatte Noire? Really? Because I thought C-H-A-T-T-E was also the French slang word for—”




Sam cleared her throat. Jack stopped. Liz snickered. Giles lectured, “Yes it is, but that is not its only meaning, and clearly the intended meaning in this context is ‘she-cat’.”




Selina looked at Jack. “You always bring your own linguist along on big ops like this one?”




Jack gave her a big ‘you have no idea’ smirk. “I like having tons of brainpower around me whenever I do anything more complicated than fly-fishing.”




Liz smiled at Selina, “Maybe you could tell us a story. You know, a fairy tale. About the sexy cat burglar who breaks into a secret vault in the basement of the Egyptian Museum and what’s in the vault.”




Selina recognized a con when she saw it. She just didn’t get what they were really after. She started out, “Let’s pretend we know someone else who’s a world-class burglar and they got hired to break into a security vault and find several Old Kingdom tablets and take really detailed photographs of them, then leave. No stealing involved. But it is breaking and entering.”




“And of course this would not be you at all,” Jack encouraged.




“Of course.” She skipped over the details of the entry and handling the security systems and getting Alexander’s thug in with her. Not that anyone seemed to mind. But Jack’s group really got interested when she started describing the contents of the vault. “…and a coffin with a decomposed mummy, along with a big collection of canopic jars…”




Someone groaned audibly. It sounded like Giles.




Jack casually asked, “And the canopic jars were all busted, like that mummy, right?”




She admitted, “No, half of them looked like they were in pretty amazing condition.” No one in the truck was happy with that news. She just didn’t know why.




The truck stopped, but no one in the back with her seemed to care. Giles pulled up a series of ancient Egyptian symbols on his computer screen. “Were any of these on the canopic jars?”




She looked over the pictures and symbols. One looked really familiar. “There. That one, I think.”




Giles groaned again. “Oh dear Lord.”




“How bad is it?” Jack asked.




“Apep.”




Liz burst out, “Apep? You’re kidding me!”




Selina had no idea why they cared that much about a canopic jar with an emblem of one of the classic Egyptian gods on it.




Sam said, “I thought he was supposed to be dead.”




Wait, what? These were mythical god-figures. As in ‘mythical’ and not real. What the hell was Sam talking about?




“Crap.” That was Jack. He looked at Liz and asked, “What’s the sitch, Kimmie?”




Liz spoke up. “Okay. Apep launched the whole business after he took over from his dad, Atok. Around 19,000 BCE, he was the top dawg, and he went out of his way to spread the wealth and the Jaffa so everyone was even and no one had a chance of taking over someone else’s domain without weakening himself so bad that anyone else could make with the revenge-squishing. Sarcophagus, starships, mapping the gate network… all his work. Well, work he ordered guys to do. But by 17,000 BCE he was getting ancient and loopy, and Anubis used that to become his right-hand… snake and then kill him. Supposedly, he ripped Apep out of his host and ate him in front of everyone else. But now I’m thinking… not. Anyway, the rest of them got uber-cheesed off at the new guy killing dad, so they tried to turn Nooby into snake tartare. He split and took off for deep space and was never seen again… until real recently. And nineteen thousand years is a long time for a nap.”




“What are you talking about?” Selina fumed. Because that was an insane variant of the classical Egyptian myths. Starships? Why was she talking like this was about people with starships?




And it dawned on her. They were talking about aliens. Aliens who had come to Earth long ago. And the canopic jar somehow connected to whatever these people’s real taskings were. Was it possible that they were part of some group actively fighting aliens today?




On the other hand, they could just be crazy people supporting each other’s delusions. That was what Occam’s Razor was telling her.




Giles contributed, “I believe this could explain what happened. Apep was an enemy of Ra and Bast, and—”




Carter suddenly slapped her forehead with her palm. She groaned, “You mean this happened because of the catsuit?”




Liz sighed, “That’s my best guess. You gotta see the catsuit. Skin-tight black and gray matte material to hide better in shadows, or even be your own shadow. High-heeled boots with extendable toe spikes for climbing walls or kicking people in bad places, and gear storage in the heels. Gloves with claws like pitons: you could probably cut security glass with a couple of ’em. Hidden utility belt around the waist. Tight hood and mask with kitty ears and goggles like kitty eyes that probably do infrared and nightvision and mapping out electromagnetics. Nose has filters in the nostrils. The only part of her that would show is the mouth, and she’s probably got a tiny gasmask or oxygen mask or filter mask to slap on over that. So she looks like Bastet, the cat-headed woman who used to be Bast the lioness god and later on got whittled down to cat goddess by Amun in a big PR powerplay.”




Selina complained, “Are you telling me that Graves shot me with a tranq dart because I was wearing cat ears? That’s nuts!”




Jack chipped in, “Probably wasn’t a dart. Old Egyptian antiquities? He probably found something way better.”




Carter looked at Jack, and he gave her a tiny nod. She pulled up an image of a strange thing that looked like a coiled-up serpent made out of metal.




Selina admitted, “Yeah, there were three of those. All of ’em were damaged.”




“That’s helpful,” Giles said sarcastically.




Liz asked, “So did he shoot her just once because the thing was busted, or did he stop shooting her because he’s loony-toons and he forgot to deal with her permanently, or is he so wacky that the host regained control and just got the hell out of there and left her?”




Jack guessed, “I’m gonna go with one from column A and two from column B.”




Sam said, “We really have inadequate information to make an informed decision.”




Jack nodded, “Okay then. Let’s help Lina get her toys, while Carter tries to track down this ‘Graves’.”




Sam said, “Sir, I already have her. Bodyguard for V. Alexander Volksarmee. After you gave me the name, I had him checked out and his known associates investigated. International probable-billionaire businessman… of a sort. Questioned in connection with over two dozen illegal and borderline-illegal companies, conglomerates, pyramid schemes, money transfer schemes, and suspicious investment dealings. Never indicted. Has a legal team that would eat OJ’s ‘dream team’ for breakfast. He currently has 45 defamation of character and libel and slander suits his lawyers are pressing, and he has almost a hundred lawsuits against him, ranging from class action suits to personal damages suits. He has two special bodyguards and his own security company, Volksarmee Security Systems. ‘Graves’ would be his private bodyguard Mercy ‘Merciless’ Graves. Juvey record sealed, so she was a bad girl. U.S. Army. Special Forces training, which is unusual for women. Less than honorable discharge, changed after the fact to an honorable discharge due to a lawsuit and ‘information’ uncovered by private investigators hired by Volksarmee. Volksarmee has houses in London, Paris, New York, San Francisco, Puerto Rico, Manila, Tokyo, and Rio, along with estates in Scotland, Australia, Montana, and the Philippines. He’s currently in London with his other bodyguard, a woman named Mercer. I’ve got programs tracking Graves right now, so we should know if she accesses the VolksCorp corporate jet at Cairo International, or she takes a commercial flight, or she rents a vehicle.”




Jack muttered, “All we need is another freaking ha’tak coming out of the desert.”




Selina asked, “What’s a hah-tock?”




Liz told her, “You do not want to know. Trust me on this.”




Selina insisted, “No, I really do want to know.”




Liz stared at Jack. In fact, everyone was staring at Jack. He gave a big, put-upon sigh. “Okay, fine. Carter, print off the NDAs.”





Part IV



Carter stood at attention. “Sir, I know I lobbied quite hard for locating Ms. Kyle and assessing her abilities, but jumping into things this quickly could be a problem. I can see twelve different scenarios where we might require her informed cooperation… make that fifteen… but she’s a criminal. She’s a professional thief. Even if her analogue was an immense help in a life-or-death setting, the likelihood is really low that she would respect a contract or keep a secret if she thought she had a way to make a substantive profit off it. And she probably knows that she could make a fortune from giving Volksarmee this information. Can you imagine what conditions would be like if someone like Volksarmee used his finances to re-direct the NID?”




Liz added, “I think the technical term you’re looking for is ‘uber-icky’.”




Selina said, “I already know you’re military and espionage types. I know you’re a joint American-British group at a minimum, with possibly other countries involved. I know you’re fighting aliens who came to Earth millennia ago. No chance they just ‘happened’ to have the same names as the Egyptian gods. And I heard the dates Liz tossed out there, so they were out there way before the Egyptians formed their earliest pantheons, and so I assume they played god to take over a big chunk of early civilizations. They left Earth for some reason way back then, and now they’re back. Or they left things which allow them to come back. So there was something in that vault which you think took over Graves’ mind and maybe imprinted the mind of one of these aliens on her. I know from your reactions that whatever it was, it was probably in that canopic jar, and I’m guessing that Graves was probably under orders from Volksarmee to steal it when I wasn’t looking. Or maybe use it on me after I photographed those tablets. These aliens had starships and some kind of ‘gate network’ for transport, so there has to be a reason they haven’t invaded us and taken over the planet as our new gods. If one of them or something that thinks like them is loose and could go after Volksarmee’s financial empire, things could get grim in a hurry.” She stared at Jack. “How am I doing so far?”




Jack grimaced. “Good enough that you get to sign our exciting NDAs and help us out.”




One of the rear doors opened, and a massive black man stepped through the blackout curtain. “O’Neill, is there a reason for the delay?”




Jack smiled, “Hey buddy, we’re just about to watch Selina sign some NDAs and then we’re gonna tell her what we’re really up against, and why she and Liz are gonna break into the museum again, for old times sake.”




The big guy gave her an assessing stare. “Indeed.”




Sam stiffly said, “Sir, this is not one of the scenarios I envisioned.”




Jack nodded, “Great! I never come up with stuff you haven’t already thought of.”




Liz snorted with laughter. “Jack, you know she didn’t mean it as a compliment.”




Jack shrugged, “Hey, it’s as close as I ever get to a compliment from Carter’s gigantic science brain. I’ll take what I can get.”




The massive black hottie asked in that deep voice, “O’Neill, have you thought through this scenario enough to pacify Maj… Carter?”




Jack pretended to think about it. “Maybe? Let’s walk through this. Selina’s a pro. She didn’t leave traces all over the place, and she didn’t drive a truck through a glass wall to get in. So entry can be pretty much the same as before. Next, no one’s going to expect her to hit the museum again the second she’s out of jail, if they even got told she’s out. Then the entire staff is probably still focused on clean-up and inventory, so this is the best time to run the heist. Also, Selina’s got more stuff hidden maybe a block from here, and we recovered her costume and tools. And finally, she’s got Liz for back-up, and we know how neat Liz is.”




Selina groaned to herself. “I need to point out that Graves wasn’t just dead weight I toted around. She pulled her own weight. We climbed the back side of the museum up to the roof, and she was hauling forty pounds of gear with her. We went in through a skylight, and she rappelled down. Without hurting herself. She was also tasked with dropping any guards if they were off-schedule and walked in on us. Plus she was prepared to reverse the process while carrying anything necessary.”




Jack smirked at her. “Sign the NDAs.” Selina signed after reading them carefully. They were simpler than she was expecting. It was just that instead of threatening monetary penalties or lawsuits, they were threatening her with thirty years in Guantanamo.




She figured she could bust out of Guantanamo if she really needed to.




Jack rubbed his hands together like a movie scientist in a bad movie. “Okay, here’s the part you don’t know. Our evil aliens? They’re like an eel or a sea snake, only with a mouthpart like an antlion. They can be put to sleep and live for millennia in those canopic jars if they’re prepared properly with the right power source and everything. They rip their way into your throat and wrap themselves around your spinal column and take over your body like Heinlein’s ‘The Puppet Masters’ only with agonizing torture. We’re fighting them on Earth and also on other planets, and we’re doing okay but we really can’t afford any of them loose on Earth trying to take over.” He looked over at Liz.




Liz told her, “They look like anybody. But when one’s inside you, you can be a hell of a lot stronger and faster and tougher than human. And there’s a Rebel Alliance called the Tok’ra, and they’re also intelligent sea snake thingies. Plus they can operate high-tech gadgets that require some really special stuff, like a secret high atomic weight element in your bloodstream and genetic memory of just how to operate the things. Plus, they can do this…” Liz dipped her head forward slightly, and her eyes burst into luminous orbs like she had a lightbulb inside each eye socket.




Selina took a step back and nearly screamed.




Liz grinned and spoke in a deep, guttural, utterly-inhuman voice. “And they can talk like this. I’ve got one in me. Her name is Si’ney but I call her Sidney. Hence the Sydney Bristow line Jack did which would be a joke except for the lack of funny.”




“Hey!” Jack promptly complained. Or at least pretended to complain.




Liz smirked at his reaction and dropped the flashlight eyes and scary voice. “So I’ve got more training than Merciless Graves, and now I’ve got my own Super Soldier Serum. Plus a couple secret weapons.” She held up one of the metallic coiled-snake devices, only hers looked like it was in perfect condition. “Stun gun, death ray, and disintegrator ray, all in one. It’s the Vegematic of pocket weapons.”




Jack pointed out, “It’s not silent, but it’s quieter than a silenced .22, so it’s probably a good tool for this job.”




Liz added, “And our buddy Teal’c here used to be the First Prime of Apophis before getting a chance to fight back, and he’s been on Jack’s team for five years now. So we have lots of expertise on this whole thing.”




Selina stopped and thought. A linguist made a lot of sense, if they were dealing with beings who spoke ancient Egyptian dialects for centuries. And a computer goddess like Sam. But she could see some big gaps in their personnel, like pilots who could handle starships and people who could work that ‘gate network’ and probably Spec Ops types and Army Rangers and Navy SEALs for the battle parts. So she assumed she was only seeing a tiny part of the whole project.




She explained, “We went in through a skylight that they ought to have found, so unless they’re idiots they’ll have guards moving around all the skylights on the roof. That’s probably not a reasonable entry point anymore. We could get past the exterior security on the windows on the third or fourth floors, but we’d need a way around the internal security: the display rooms have guards rotating through them, so a window entry might be tricky, and the locked offices have infrared systems, microwave detection systems, and some floor alarms.”




Sam, AKA Carter, AKA something that started with ‘Maj’, asked, “Can you get into the offices of the head of security and the museum curator? One of the two ought to have notes on what was stolen and what was moved or damaged.”




Liz held up her coiled-snake weapon. “It fires a pulse which ought to knock out something like an infrared detector on a wall.”




Sam lectured, “It fires a pulse of highly-ionized subatomic particles which impart a large electrical charge and affect the strong nuclear force at the same time. I have reasons to believe the technology predates our problem aliens by millennia.”




Selina tried not to gape. So Sam Carter wasn’t just a computer whiz. She was some sort of physics brain too. And she had just revealed that alien civilizations went back tens of thousands of years somewhere… out there.




Oh right. In order to ‘map’ a ‘gate network’ there had to be a a network of gates there first. So these aliens had just found an old network and spent time working out where it went. And that meant some prior civilizations built it and designed it to last. She wondered how many of those civilizations were dead now, and how many just ignored Earth, and how many were actively hostile. Maybe even dangerously hostile.




The world had gotten a lot more terrifying just in the last hour.




Selina said, “We could climb up to the top floor and go in through one of the curator’s windows if Liz can do the climb and take out the infrared.”




“Easy peasy,” said Liz carelessly. “Then we go down to the vault and check for stuff that didn’t get stolen but still shouldn’t be left there?”




Jack thought about it. “Maybe. We don’t want Apep coming back for something he forgot the first time. You know, pull the power sources on the canopic jars and zats, take pictures of the tablets and then drop ’em by accident…”




“Jack!” Giles gasped. “Tablets like those are irreplaceable relics of a bygone era! You cannot simply smash them like a used lightbulb!”




Sam suggested, “Maybe Liz could read them and make a decision on whether they’re safe to leave for Graves or Volksarmee to see. If so, we could arrange for more sophisticated security on them.”




Jack grimaced. “Fine. If there’s anything like that, Liz alerts us. Rupert stays in town as liaison and guard, and deals with anyone trying to swipe stuff they shouldn’t swipe.”




The way he said that suggested that Giles was fully capable of fighting off thieves or something like Graves with alien weapons and an alien mind driving her around like a drone. And no one else looked like they had any doubts about Giles’ abilities. That made him a lot more dangerous than he looked.




Giles calmly said, “I shall need to start contacting people to put the necessary pressure on the museum.”




Jack nodded, “Don’t forget to call Big Cheese and ask him to get some pressure from our end too.”




Giles just nodded. Then he turned to Liz. “Perhaps the curator would also have records of the other contents of the vault, and you could acquire copies of that information without venturing into a security vault.”




Liz shrugged, “If we can keep the alarm-y stuff down, we can take a peek.”




Selina had listened to Liz for long enough to recognize that Liz was doing the Valley Girl routine just to entertain herself and Jack. Or to annoy someone. Probably her. She thought over the blueprints she had studied for the museum, as well as the timetables and security arrangements that had undoubtedly changed or at least been disrupted since the break-in. “I think it’s possible but risky. What happens if we get caught?”




Jack grinned, “Oh, you know, the Federales sweep in and arrest you two and drive off with you.” But he pointed at Giles and Sam as he said it. Then, in a bad Terminator impression, he added, “No problemo.”




Selina had her own suspicions on that. She was fairly sure that life would be a lot more convenient for this group if Selina Kyle suffered a fatal accident in that vault once she had done everything Liz needed. Or maybe Selina would be hit by a car once they were out of the museum. Or maybe Selina would simply disappear, never to be seen again. At any rate, it would be safer for the group if the criminal outsider with too much information wasn’t walking around loose where she could reveal what were probably national and international secrets. And she was also sure that every single one of the people in the truck had already considered that.




Well, she had worked under conditions like that before, and some of those times she had worked with people who had a lot less impulse control.




Liz grabbed a small duffel bag and smiled at her, “Hey, let’s go suit up and go do fun stuff!”




Selina had already decided to play along until someone demonstrated some mal foi. And getting back her suit and hardware, plus retrieving her go-bag and motorcycle and spare gear, seemed like her best option. She replied, “Let’s.”




She gave Teelk, or however he spelled it, directions to a place the truck could be parked while she and Liz walked up to her little hideaway, which was a tiny home in a crowded building. She had paid the nice family to vacate for a few days and go visit family elsewhere. She wasn’t expecting Liz to deal with her motorcycle too. It was a Ducati Diavel. With a full tank of gas, it had to weight around 480 pounds. And Selina had it hidden inside the building, up a set of three steps into the ground floor and behind a locked door.




Liz rolled the Ducati down the steps and lifted it into the back of the truck. She lifted it into the back of a truck! Selina tried not to gulp. Little Valley Girl Liz had said she could be stronger than normal, but Selina hadn’t expected ‘comic book superhero’ levels of strength. Liz could probably climb the outside of the museum while carrying a sack of concrete blocks.




Selina cleaned up and got dressed. Liz and her team had somehow ‘reacquired’ all of Selina’s property. So Selina scrubbed her three capsules clean and swallowed them again, just in case. She glued the fake fingernail-weapons back on her nails. She squeezed into the catsuit and boots and headpiece and gloves, and she loaded up her utility belt and her small B & E bag. And she watched Liz get ready.




Liz had an outfit that looked very military: an outfit like tight night camo gear, with a web belt. Instead of handguns and lots of ammo, Liz had that odd alien weapon on her right hip. Liz also had three smoke canisters that had Russian markings on them. Probably black market weaponry instead of what she usually carried. Then there were several pairs of gloves shoved into a cargo pocket on the pants, a nasty combat knife on one calf, and a host of small implements tucked away in the belt and her pockets. Liz also had a black balaclava with her blonde hair stuffed up under it.




Liz looked over at Selina’s outfit and grinned, “Mee-yow!”




“Only I get to do the cat remarks. That’s because I’m purr-fect.”




Liz giggled. “Okay Cat Lady, let’s get this show on the road. And no Crazy Cat Lady stuff.”




Selina smiled, “Call this the last appearance ever by La Chatte Noire.”





Part V



Selina followed Liz back to the truck. Sam was busy ogling the bike and checking it out. Selina had a feeling Sam was going to be asking to ride it pretty soon. Sam sure didn’t look like a biker chick. Selina had pegged her as ‘military officer with science background’. Or maybe ‘brilliant scientist convinced to join the military because of the alien threat.’ It looked like Sam had even more hidden depths.




Giles studied Selina and her outfit intently, and then asked, “Would you like a weapon?”




Jack looked at her like they were just meeting in a dance club. He couldn’t keep from grinning. “Nice outfit. I take it once guards see you they go… catatonic?”




Liz snickered. “Selina says she’s the only one who gets to do the cat lines.”




Jack couldn’t resist, “That would be a… catastrophe.”




Liz asked, “Is this where you whip off your dark glasses and Giles plays The Who on his guitar?”




Jack snorted in amusement, while Sam tried very hard not to smile at a crack about her boss.




Selina tested her goggles and asked, “Can I ask who you people really are?”




Jack smirked, “That part is not national security. Jack O’Neill. Colonel, USAF.” He pointed at Sam. “Major Samantha Carter, Ph.D. Also USAF, and my 2IC. That’s second in command. So she has to put up with me a lot. Rupert Giles, Ph.D., assistant curator at the British Museum.”




“And secretly works for MI6,” Liz tossed in. “I’m Liz Summers, Cali girl. Former NSA, former NID, now Tok’ra thanks to my partner Sidney. And Teal’c is a Jaffa who’s on Jack’s team too. He’s an awesome sparring partner.”




“Meaning, no one can beat him except Liz. And she can’t do it all the time,” Jack added.




Liz shrugged. “It’s about 75% I win, about 25% he kicks my ass.”




Sam coughed suspiciously. It sounded like “Fifty-three percent.”




Jack pointed out, “Teal’c was the First Prime of Apophis, which at the time meant he was the toughest fighter of the biggest army any of the snakes had. And he’s got about a century of experience. You should see him with a quarterstaff.”




The truck was moving through the streets. Jack tilted his head as he listened to his comms. “Okay. T is gonna rumble right past one side of the museum, and you two ought to be able to jump from the truck roof over the fence into the grounds without setting off any alarms. No sign of any outside patrols close by. And Liz, use your comms so we know if we need to charge to the rescue or create a big distraction or prepare to send in Mulder and Scully here to arrest you.”




Liz checked a black band around her throat and settled a small earplug in her right ear. “Roger that, Roger.”




Jack gave her a smile. “Over, Oveur.”




Selina followed Liz to the back of the still-moving truck. Liz pulled the blackout curtain aside and let one door swing open. Then she jumped straight up, caught the edge of the roof in both hands, and did a back flip up and over the edge so she landed lightly on the roof.




Jack sourly complained, “Showoff.”




Liz lowered one arm back down, and Selina made an easy leap using Liz’s arm to swing up onto the roof too. Liz gave her a grin and said, “Two blocks to go.”




They stretched out flat on the roof of the truck and waited. Selina asked, “Why is everyone being so… chatty? They don’t need to tell me all of this.”




Liz admitted, “Jack wants you to trust us. And Sam really wants you on our side — after she’s sure you really are on our side — and Jack’s accommodating her. Plus, you got mad skillz, and Jack’s probably been thinking about using them for this heist all along. Sam’s not that sneaky.” Liz punctuated the final word by leaping off the roof, over the fence, and landing like she had been practicing freerunning for years.




Selina instantly followed. High leaps and perfect landings were some of her specialties. And really, this was a much faster, much better mode of entry than what she had used the night before when she was working with Graves’ skillset.




She landed and rolled, expertly popping back up on her feet. They moved swiftly through the darkness, avoiding the best-lighted areas until they reached a poorly-lit section of the museum exterior. She flexed her hands just right, so her claws would lock into place and she could use them to climb. She popped the climbing spikes out from the toes of her boots.




Liz took her gloves off and pulled on a pair which strapped on tightly, so Liz could use the climbing spikes on their first three fingers. Then Liz pulled a package out of her web belt and unfolded it. Climbing crampons, like what you’d use when mountaineering up an ice field. They each had two metal spikes in the front that would provide a steely grip on a brick or rock or concrete wall. They probably would be less than helpful on a modern steel-and-glass office tower, though.




Liz gave her a grin and a ‘you first’ handwave. Selina glanced around for guards and cameras and other surprises, just in case, and she started climbing. The large stone blocks which made up the outside walls weren’t good for climbing, but the mortared chinks between the blocks were excellent. Selina went swiftly up the wall like she was climbing a ladder. Liz didn’t have her grace or training, but Liz did have scary levels of strength and quickness.




Selina led Liz up two floors and then across the side of the museum to just below the curator’s office, before they moved upward again. In seconds they were on either side of a carefully-secured window on the top floor. Selina whispered, “Take out the infrared.”




Liz peeked around the edge of the windowframe with a spec ops periscope, and then she wielded her weapon left-handed. She took one shot, which hit the detection system dead on.




Selina was on the left side of the window, so she used the sharpest claw on her right hand to carve a rough rectangle out of the lower part of the sliding window. She used a suction cup to pull the rectangle out of the window, reached through, swiftly patched the alarm on the window, popped the lock, and slid the window open. They were inside five seconds later.




Liz went straight to the curator’s desk, then the file cabinets. Selina took the time to glue the rectangle back in the window. It might give them a few extra seconds at some point. Meanwhile, it turned out that Liz was good with lockpicks. Not as good as Selina, but well-trained, and more than good enough for the locks on the file cabinets. Also, Liz obviously was fluent in Arabic and read at an impressive speed. She was flying through the files in their racks.




“Bingo!” Liz whispered. “Any crises?”




Selina had already disassembled the infrared system and reassembled it so that it looked as if a wire had come loose by accident. Just in case, since she had the time. And she had her flexible scope under the door checking for guards… and everything else. She whispered, “Clear.”




Liz scanned the file and grumbled several times. Then she pressed her throat mike. “Spaceman Spiff to Buck Rogers. Spaceman Spiff to Buck Rogers. Come in, please.” She grinned as Jack undoubtedly said something snarky. “We have a Code Roadrunner, and we need to make like Sylvester.” She listened for a few seconds. “Check.”




Liz looked over at Selina. “We have a go on that stupid vault. We need to verify some of the stuff in this file.” She held it out to Selina.




The file had records for the vault, along with notes on what had been stolen and damaged in the theft. Her Arabic was not as good as Liz’s, but she could identify enough keywords. She gulped.




“Liz, are there really supposed to be fifteen more canopic jars in there?”




Liz’s face was like stone. “Says so. Says one jar was opened and destroyed, one went walkabout with your buddy Mercy The Merc according to their security cams, so there should be fifteen still in there. And we have no idea how many of ’em have a surprise inside. We have to check. If this is right, the canopic jar which went missing had on it the symbol of Atok, Apep’s dad. So I’m figuring Graves has ‘Apep Inside’ and grabbed daddy for purposes we won’t like.”




Selina scowled, “Woof. I don’t like Alexander, but I don’t want him to be taken over by an alien. That could be really bad, given the power and money he controls.”




“Jack calls it ‘getting snaked’, but Jack calls everything something wacky,” Liz mentioned. “According to Teal’c, Jack was uber-pissed off when Jolinahr took over Sam and didn’t want to leave. He hasn’t trusted the Tok’ra since, and that was before he met any more of them. We have one Tok’ra we trust, but he’s just one guy on their council. Plus he does some of the really dangerous espionage stuff for them, so he’s not even in council meetings all the time.”




“How dangerous is ‘’really dangerous’?” Selina asked, even if she wasn’t sure she wanted to know, or should even ask.




Liz frowned, “You’ve heard of ‘tortured to death’?” Selina nodded uncomfortably. “The badguys have these oversized gold sarcophagus devices which can heal you up from anything, including kicking the bucket. So they can torture you to death. And bring you back all healed up. And torture you to death. And bring you back. Lather, rinse, repeat. Eventually, anybody will crack under that. Your only hope is getting someone to kill you and disintegrate your body.”




“I’m sorry I asked.”




Liz sighed, “There is nothing nice about these guys. They’re evil parasites who give evil parasites a bad name.”




“And you have one inside you.”




Liz shrugged, “Sorta. And sorta not. The Tok’ra only take a new host with permission or under really desperate conditions. If it’s Door Number Two, they try to find a willing host as fast as they can so they can let Mister Uncooperative bail. We don’t think we’re gods, and we’re trying to take out the badguys and salvage their Jaffa warriors and free their slaves, ’cause they’ve been stealing humans from Earth for a long time, and there’s millions of humans out there, living under uber-sucky conditions. Thanks to Teal’c and Jack and Sam and a couple other people, there’s now a Free Jaffa movement, but most of ’em see us as more of those creepy untrustworthy snakes, and I can’t blame ’em. Sidney and I got hurt real bad at the same time thanks partly to bad luck. Her host basically got charcoal-broiled from the armpits down and she was hurt some too. I got a blast crater the size of a soup bowl in my side. Sidney jumped ship and kept me from dying. And then we found out we got along great and we had complementary skills. Jack wasn’t happy, but he protected us. So now we sort of freelance. We’re Tok’ra, but we drop in on Jack’s base to see our friends, and we chat with his base using tech the Tok’ra council doesn’t like to hand out, and we go do cool stuff like saving the universe, or maybe just tiny pieces of it.”




Selina had scanned the entire file by then, even if she couldn’t read Arabic at anything like Liz’s speed. “What else might be dangerous in there?”




Liz concentrated, “They list two sarcophagi. Either one could have a live, ready-to-attack badguy in it, or they might just be ordinary Old Kingdom antiques. The canopic jars. The hand weapons, which may or may not be too damaged to fire. The three ‘metal staffs’ may be live weapons too. Then there’s a pile of small stuff that they don’t ID well enough to be sure, but there could easily be a few nasty tidbits, like weapons that look like hand jewelry or arm jewelry. And anything that looks like a crown or tiara? Don’t put it on your head unless I give it the okey-dokey.”




Liz made a quick radio call to Jack and filled him in on all the ugly details. Then she put the file back and whispered, “Let’s move out.”




Selina rolled up her scope and slipped it into its utility belt pocket. Then she unlocked and opened the curator’s door. They silently stepped into the hallway, and Selina closed the door behind them.




She led Liz to a freight elevator in the work areas. She whispered, “I’ll get it open, you pull the doors apart. We’ll climb down the shaft to the bottom level, which is their second basement.”




“This how you and Merciless got in?”




Selina shook her head no. “Graves has a different skillset. We rappelled down from a skylight to the ground floor, then gimmicked the stairway alarms and went down that way.”




Opening the elevator doors was simple. Opening them and making sure she didn’t set off any alarms was a bit trickier. Having a powerhouse like Liz helped on that. Liz slipped her crampons and climbing gloves back on, and they quickly clambered down the concrete block wall to the lowest level. Climbing the wall instead of the cable meant that getting around the elevator car was fairly simple, even if it was a job for thin people. Then getting the elevator shaft door open from the inside was simple. Making sure the door was safe to open took less than a minute with her scope, just to be sure she didn’t have to worry about guards or motion sensors.




They had to dodge a two-guard patrol, which wasn’t hard when the guards tromped down the halls and loudly chatted with each other about getting off their shift and going home to wives who were properly appreciative of men with good-paying jobs.




Selina checked the vault door. The time lock was still deactivated, although she didn’t think the museum security people knew that, or they would have guards posted in front of the vault all night long. She checked the combination lock, but the museum security people had shown enough sense to change the combination since the break-in. And the key lock hadn’t been touched, although it was a top-of-the-line Abloy that was a real headache to pick. She started on the Abloy.




Hey Sidney, I know we can jack up our hearing. You ever tried jacking up your sense of touch?




Liz, it is not something which has ever come up before. This is… a combination lock? Your memories show men using stethoscopes or electronic hearing aids to open them. How does a sense of touch help that?




Oh come on, Sidney. You know tv shows are full of stupid stuff.




Yes, and hence your memories of them should not be used for informational purposes.”




“I’m with the ‘hey’ on that! And anyway, a long time ago the safe makers figured out they needed to make stuff way quieter, so now the best approach is turning the dial and feeling the mechanism line up.”




“I find it quite suspicious that you have this level of knowledge and expertise on an obviously criminal skill.”




“And I’m with the ‘hey’ on that too! And stop giggling.”





Part VI



Selina finally got the Abloy and flipped the tension bar to rotate the cylinder. She glanced over, and Liz was kneeling with one hand on the combination dial and one hand several inches to the right, where the interlock control mechanism sat. Liz slowly turned the dial to the right… to the left… a little more to the left…




Liz stood up and grinned, “Finally!” She easily spun the massive wheel on the vault door and yanked the door open. She gave Selina a perky smile. “Piece of cake!”




Selina just said, “Wipe your prints and DNA off the surfaces.” Liz obliged with a smirk.




They stepped into the vault. Selina already knew it would open from the inside with no need for keys or combinations, so she pulled it closed behind them.




Liz muttered, “Good, we don’t want any slimy little surprises getting out of here.”




Selina replied, “More importantly, the next guard who walks past won’t see that the vault is wide open.”




“Oh, that too.”




Selina looked around the vault chamber. After what she had learned in the last couple hours, she did not really want to get near anything she couldn’t identify.




Liz walked to the back of the vault first. She checked both sarcophagi and smiled. “Okay, No surprise inside these Crackerjack boxes. Just regular human-ish stuff.”




Then she checked the canopic jars. “Ugh. Ick. And extra icktastic-ness. Someone really should’ve told these guys that canopic jars were for badness and not for sticking your organs in so they could get all shriveled and ooky. And… Crap.”




“What?” Selina asked.




“One more Goa’uld. I knew it. I could feel it as soon as I walked in here. Good news? Enemy of Apep and Atok, so Apep didn’t take him too.” Liz set the canopic jar down on the floor, and with three blasts of the snake-like weapon, she disintegrated the entire jar. “Damn, there’s a couple more canopic jars or something still in here. I can feel ’em. And we only have thirteen of the fifteen accounted for.”




Selina checked, “Anything else?”




Liz nodded. “Yep. One of the three zats got boosted too, so we know it works at least a little. These other two? Busted and power source long gone. No threat.”




Liz walked over to a storage shelf that had three quarterstaff-length gold-looking metal pipes with bulbous ends. Two were obviously broken and cracked and bent. The third one looked intact, other than some scratches and minor dents.




Liz took the intact one and expertly spun it about in an Oriental form probably for the bo. She complained, “Yeah, this one’s a possible.”




She pointed it at the back wall and depressed a hidden control. There was a brief electronic whine, and one end split open into four protective segments around something that looked like a death ray. Liz pressed something else and the segments closed up.




Liz scowled, “Yeah, we’re taking this one with us. It’s a Ma’Tok, used by the Jaffa as a melee and ranged weapon. Fires an energy burst that’s pretty much a fireball. Teal’c has his own personal one. I call ’em Q-tips, but that’s just to tease him. He doesn’t look it, but he’s got a good sense of humor.”




Liz propped the thing up beside the vault door and started checking through other shelves. “Nope, nope, nope… dang, busted… Why can’t anyone keep a nice, clean hara’kesh around, maybe in emerald and not too tacky… stupid pains in the mik’ta…”




Liz grabbed the handles on a double-door cabinet and tugged. The cabinet seemed to be stuck, so she yanked harder.




The doors swung open, and a burst of energy erupted from the top of the cabinet. It hit Liz in the head, knocking her back several feet. She hit the concrete floor hard and didn’t move.




At the same time, the two missing canopic jars fell out of the cabinet and crashed on the floor near Liz’s feet. Clear liquid spilled everywhere, and two hissing, writhing things emerged from the wreckage.




Selina managed not to scream. But these were hideous, snake-like things out of a horror movie. And she was trapped in a vault with them. And Liz was either unconscious or dead. And if she was just unconscious, she might be about to become a victim of these things, even if she had something like them inside her.




Selina reached into her partitioned B & E bag and yanked out her extra-long ‘bullwhip’. These quarters were a little tight for this trick, but she didn’t have a lot of tools that were right for this particular job.




Her bullwhip was a great tool. She could use it to attack or disarm a guard. She could use it ensnare someone’s legs and trip them. She could use it to ‘grab’ a projection so she could swing around on a building face she wanted to climb up or down. She had even used it once to trip up and hogtie a guard dog. It was one of her favorite multi-tools because most people couldn’t even use one without slicing open their own face, and few people thought of it as more than a toy.




She snapped it and smacked the closer thing across the ‘face’. It was knocked onto its back and it hissed angrily. The other thing stopped sniffing around Liz’s body and focused on her.




Then they both moved at her. They slithered across the floor like snakes. They opened and closed those hideous mouths. Mouths that weren’t designed to eat, like a mammal would. Mouths that were designed to rip their way into a helpless victim so they could burrow inside and take over. Mouths that reminded her of a giant antlion instead of anything the least bit vertebrate.




She almost went for the big metal quarterstaff, but she didn’t know how to operate it, and Liz had described its effect as like a fireball. A fireball inside an airtight room would be very bad for her oxygen levels, assuming it didn’t instantly turn the entire room into an inferno. And she still had to rescue Liz.




She gulped and concentrated. The things were fast. She doubted her outfit had enough body armor to keep the things from chewing their way into her throat. So first thing: avoid contact.




She let them get closer before she snapped out her bullwhip again and snagged the far upper corner of the shelving opposite where she was waiting. She leapt into the air and hauled herself up the length of the bullwhip as she went, so she flew over the things and ended up pulling herself onto the top shelf. She grabbed an antique pot and hurled it into the back of one thing’s head.




Both things whirled about and hissed. But there was something about the hissing. It wasn’t a long, unchanging noise. The hissing stopped and started and hesitated. The pitch changed slightly, as did the volume.




The things were talking to each other. That meant planning. She didn’t like that at all.




One slithered to a spot where it could watch her. The other slithered to the base of her shelving and moved out of sight. She held her breath and froze. She put her hands on the shelving and waited.




There it was. Faint but irregular vibrations. There was some movement somewhere under her, so the thing was slithering its way through the shelves and up the supports toward her. That was not going to be good.




And Liz still hadn’t moved. Selina couldn’t even tell if Liz was breathing any longer. But there was no way she could get down there and perform CPR with the two things pursuing her. She couldn’t even leap down and grab Liz’s snake-like weapon, which was no longer on Liz’s hip and had probably gone sliding off under some shelves or something even less convenient.




And Selina hadn’t been given a communications system either, so she couldn’t alert Liz’s team. Assuming their communications would work through a vault door and heavy concrete-and-steel floors.




She growled, “Fine. Kitties love to play with things like snakes and yarn. Let’s play.”




She moved to the front of the shelves and waited. She could tell from the faint vibrations that the thing was still moving. Still creeping up on her. She waited until its head emerged behind her, between the wall and the shelf. Then she leapt for the far shelf system, pushing off hard enough to rock the shelves into the thing. She hoped she could crush it between the shelf and the wall.




She caught herself on the far shelves about five feet off the floor. The thing on the floor went for her lowest point, her legs. She scrambled up to the top shelf before it could wrap itself around an ankle and squirm its way up her body.




She caught a flicker of motion out of the corner of her eye, just as the thing on the opposite shelf coiled itself up and leapt. She gasped in horror as she realized the things’ fins would let them fly.




Thank God it ‘flew’ like a flying snake, and not like a hummingbird. Or a hawk. It couldn’t fly across and land on top of her, but it was going to make it onto one of the lower shelves.




She snapped her bullwhip and slapped the thing out of the air, knocking it sideways so it crashed onto the hard floor. It hissed angrily, so it didn’t enjoy that a lot. Good.




The other thing darted across the floor at her shelves, so she nailed it twice across the face and back. The whip sliced open the nasty thing both times, and the thing raced away, hiding under the far shelves where she couldn’t get at it. So she let the flier have it. She caught it across the face, laying its skin open. Then across the back, nearly severing a chunk of its dorsal fin. Then she got in a vicious slice across its rear half as it slithered under the shelves to join its relative.




So she had a standoff. For a while. She had no idea if Liz needed medical help. She had no way to contact Jack’s forces without getting at Liz’s communications gear. She had no idea how long the oxygen in the vault would last, given that it was supposed to be a low-oxygen high-nitrogen atmosphere to protect the antiques. She had no idea if the things could operate any of the high-tech hardware without a human body to drive around. And she had no idea if either thing could rip its way into Liz’s body and take over, despite the thing already in there.




She wasn’t particularly worried about the guards outside, although sneaking out of the museum in broad daylight could be tricky. On the other hand, if she found one woman roughly her size among all the docents and visitors, she could knock her out, take her clothes, and stroll away. Working in daylight also had the downside of better camera footage, but that was manageable in a place like Cairo, where some of the museum visitors would be wearing a hijab and probably a jilbab, or maybe even a burkha.




Assuming she was still going to be alive and still in control of her body by the time the museum opened in the morning.




She held her breath and listened. The things were hissing quietly under that bottom shelf. That meant they were plotting. That wasn’t what she was focusing on.




Liz was breathing. It was faint, and undetectable visibly underneath the rigid front of her tactical vest, but that was breathing that Selina was hearing. Selina really wished she had the time to leap down and check Liz’s pulse.




It made sense that the energy beam, or whatever it was, would stun rather than kill. After all, the goal had to be providing a new home for one of the things, while giving the other thing a chance to find someone else to parasitize.




Uh-oh. The hissing had stopped.




She listened intently. Unless she was mistaken, at least one of the things was moving off to her left. If they coordinated their attacks well enough, a certain cat burglar could find herself in a jam.




A pot rattled on the far right of the shelves she faced. It was up on the second level. She readied her bullwhip… and nothing.




She caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of her left eye, and she risked a quick glance down there. And she was too late. She spotted the tail of one thing sliding under her shelves where she couldn’t get at it. But it would have time to work its way up behind her. They had outsmarted her.




The thing on the opposite shelves moved up the back of the shelving until it was almost at the top shelf. If she had to leap off these shelves, it would be waiting for her. And the other thing was going to attack her from behind at any moment.




Normally, she enjoyed facing off against an intelligent opponent. She liked cat-and-mouse games, so to speak. But she was not enjoying facing off against intelligent, slimy, snake-like, creepy opponents who made the things from ‘The Puppet Masters’ look charming and amiable.





Part VII



Selina positioned herself carefully, staring at the opposite shelves and waiting. Every once in a while, she could feel a tiny vibration or jar as a monster writhed up the supports of the shelving to get in position behind her and then attack her. She remained still. The other thing found a spot on the top shelf opposite her that was behind a row of damaged pottery pieces, so she didn’t have a clear shot at it with her bullwhip. But it made sure she knew it was there.




She slid her multi-tool out of her utility belt and opened it so the long knife blade was out. And she waited a little longer.




The thing opposite her moved to attract her attention, and she reacted. She leapt to the side as she spun around, and she launched her counter-attack at the one sneaking up behind her. She planted her knifeblade in one of the thing’s fins to hold it in place, and she used her sharpest claws to slice through its throat.




It writhed horribly, and tried to bite her with its inhuman mouthparts. But it wasn’t going anywhere while she had it pinned, and it was bleeding out fast. It writhed… and thrashed once… and sagged.




She wasn’t taking any chances that it was playing dead. She grabbed it with her left hand and sliced its head off with the claws on her right. Then she turned back.




She felt it as the other thing landed on a shelf underneath her. So she leapt across the space to the opposite shelves and quickly swung herself up to the top shelf. She checked, and the thing was preparing to leap back to her side.




She lashed out with the bullwhip, cutting into one of its fins. It hissed and still tried to make the leap. She cracked the whip and knocked it out of the air. Once it hit the floor upside down, she cracked the whip again and sliced open its belly. It writhed furiously and ducked under the opposite shelves.




But she knew it was running out of options. With it seriously injured and its partner dead, it was in trouble. Also, it didn’t know that she had left her multi-tool in its partner. She needed to get that back before she left the vault.




Liz groaned. And she grumbled something that was definitely not English. Then she muttered, “Oh come on, man up… All right, snake up… Okay, I admit it, that was a cheap shot.”




Liz opened her eyes and winced. “Selina? Cat Lady?”




“Up here.”




Liz smirked, “What about Eelektrik and Eelectross?”




Selina had no idea what they were supposed to be, but Liz’s intent was obvious. “Thing One is dead on the far shelf with his throat ripped out, and Thing Two is lurking under the far bottom shelf after I sliced him open, and he’s plotting.” She paused and asked, “And why do you keep calling me Cat Lady? For that matter, how did Sam know about me? Really?”




Liz struggled to get to a sitting position. “Damn, that stupid bakta’morif totally cleaned my clock. Good thing you were here.”




“You didn’t answer either of my questions. Is this your counter-interrogation technique?”




Liz grinned, even if it looked like it hurt. “Sorta. I go with a lot more ditz and a lot more babble. Jack didn’t fall for it, but lots of people do. Especially guys.”




Selina could see that. Liz was cute and petite and very Valley Girl, and would look like a million bucks with enough makeup and a flattering outfit.




Liz groaned a little. “Okay. You wanna know the real truth?” Selina nodded firmly. Liz sighed, “Fine, but don’t complain if you don’t believe it. Sam and Jack and their team got a visit from a twenty-something from another universe. A universe so far away that it doesn’t even have the same science. Magic is real there, and the magic-users wield little wands and fly on brooms and other stuff you’d think is crazy. They were getting invaded by demons. Real demons. From a hell dimension. And they had a magic prophecy that the woman was following to get the people she needed to stop this threat before things got way worse, only the people she needed were all from different dimensions. One was this Sam, who’s a super-genius physicist on top of being pretty awesome even for an Air Force major. Did you know she’s got flight time in a jet fighter in a war zone, and she’s maybe got enough kills to be an ace? One of these women was basically me in another universe. Buffy Summers, instead of Liz Summers. Superpowered fighter of demons and vampires in her universe, which was even worse than the getting-invaded magic universe. One of them was another universe’s version of you, only from a universe that’s pretty much Marvel Comics but real. Selina Kyle AKA Catwoman, retired supervillainess, now girlfriend of one of the big-name superheroes in her world. So Sam, being an uber-brain, has been checking out this universe’s versions of everyone she had a name on. Me, you, Rupert, some other people I’m not supposed to talk about yet. When they told me how they knew me, I was like ‘get out, you guys are on drugs’. So I totally get it that you’re of the skeptical. But Sam’s even worked out some of the physics behind the multiverse thing, and if she’s right, she knows what the quantum foam looks like in some universes, and I have no idea how she doesn’t have about a dozen Nobel Prizes already. Sometimes when she gets carried away talking about this stuff, I feel like my brain’s about to explode from hearing too much geniusness.”




Selina looked over at the dead alien. Obviously, the universe was really a hell of a lot bigger and more dangerous than she’d known. But other universes? Other universes with completely different rules? Magic? Superheroes?




All right, after watching Liz in action, she might be willing to give the ‘superheroes’ thing some slack. And that Teelk guy looked like he could benchpress trucks.




While Liz painfully forced herself to her feet, Selina recovered her multi-tool and threw the alien corpse onto the floor. “Did we find the tablets?”




“Majorly with the no on that, but they may be hidden. Hiking off with ’em would be a lot harder than taking pics and then smashing ’em.”




Liz took apart the boobytrap in the cabinet, while Selina said, “I’ll monitor your cousin while you finish checking the vault. And I have no idea where your weapon went.”




Liz grumbled, “Shit! Jack’ll give me so much grief if I lose a zat’nik’tel.” She dropped onto her stomach and looked under the shelves. “Okay… Sidney’s uncle is way back there, looking pretty bad, but he’s found my toy. Too bad he can’t operate it with zero hands. So you watch Eelectross, and I’ll play Relic Hunter.”




Liz moved around the vault, checking cabinets and boxes and shelves. She finally said, “Well shit. Found the tablets.” She tried her communications system. “What a pain in the mik’ta.”




“Neck?”




“Not even close.” She gave Selina a naughty smile. “Okay, I can’t tell if my comms are busted or just blocked by all the vaultiness. But we need to polish off Uncle Eel and get my zat and clean up, then clear out. The tablets are directions to yet another spot that’s probably got Goa’uld badness stored away, and there’s a good chance Apep is going after it. If there’s one of their ships there, Apep may take it and zip over to stick daddy into your buddy Alexander Volkswagen. That would be of the grim.”




Selina checked, “Did you memorize the tablets?”




Liz shrugged, “Mostly, but I took pictures too. I now read all the Goa’uld languages, including the ones they used in ancient Egypt, so this is easy peasy for me. Probably take Giles a good five or ten minutes.”




Selina didn’t say anything, but she was fairly sure that normal Egyptologists would need a lot longer than five or ten minutes to translate something like those tablets. Actually, she was assuming those tablets were still untranslated.




Liz walked over to where a damaged wooden shaft with a missing spearhead was lying on a shelf. She gestured for Selina to walk over to the vault door. “Okay, what the hey, we got what we wanted. I think we’ll just leave and lock Uncle Eel in here to kick the bucket on his own. Okay?”




Selina pretended to agree. “Sure. Why not?”




Liz moved like lightning. She dropped flat on her stomach and slashed under the shelves with the wooden shaft. There was a sharp smack as the shaft hit everything under the shelf. The injured alien and the weapon came flying out the side. Liz rolled to the side while the thing writhed to get onto its stomach, and she moved at it. The thing opened its mouth to hiss at her, and it got a foot of splintered wooden shaft rammed down its gullet.




“Wow, that’s got to be karmic,” Liz taunted.




The thing writhed in pain while Liz held onto the other end of the shaft and grabbed the weapon. Three quick bursts of what looked like lightning, and the thing was disintegrated. Liz disintegrated the already-dead alien too.




Selina asked, “Ready to go?”




Liz nodded quickly. “Yeah. Let’s blow this pop stand. And not in the dirty way. Or the explode-y way.”




Selina rolled her eyes. “Do you say this stuff to annoy me, or to entertain yourself?”




Liz smirked, “Umm… about fifty-fifty. Maybe sixty-forty.” She pulled on her climbing gloves.




Selina used her flexible scope as she cracked open the vault. No one in sight. “Let’s move.”




They darted out. Liz easily shut the vault and then spun the locking wheel and the combination dial. They moved as quickly down the halls as they could without making noise. Once they got into the elevator shaft and climbed up to the top floor with their trophies, Liz checked her communications again.




“Spaceman Spiff to Buck Rogers. Spaceman Spiff to Buck Rogers. Come in, please.” Liz rolled her eyes as Jack apparently said something that Jack would say. “No, I did not let Selina get hurt. I got blasted by Apep’s boobytrap and Selina had to go mano-a-finno with two Goa’uld. I got a look at the tablets, and it looks like we’ve got a probable Condition Osiris.” She listened for a few more seconds. “Okay, fine, I owe you another tenner. If it really is another stupid Tel’tak, I’ll owe you another ten.”




Selina quietly asked, “Tel’tak?”




“Old-style Goa’uld spaceship, complete with hyperdrive and weaponry. They’ve upgraded a teensy bit in the last four thousand years. Still, we do not want Apep and his daddy getting one. But there’s something at the spot the tablets talk about, and I’m pretty sure it’s not a Nordstrom’s.”




Selina tried not to smile. “Fine. Let’s move.” It was easy to retrace their route and leave the building through the curator’s window, even with Liz carrying that metal staff weapon that she insisted on calling a ‘blingy Q-tip’. Then they moved across the grounds. Liz gave Selina a boost over the fence, and then took a running leap that just barely cleared the spikes at the top. The fake delivery truck drove by slowly, and they clambered into the back without making it stop.




Jack casually said, “So… Selina. Sounds like you got to meet our snaky badguys.”




“Up close and personal!” Liz said in a peppy voice. “And guess what? They have a weakness to getting slashed into snake sushi by razor-sharp claws and stuff!”




Jack grinned, “Good kitty!”





Part VIII



Selina ignored the joke and asked, “How are we supposed to stop Graves if this thing inside her knows how to get to this storage site and how to get into it? She has a good day’s headstart on us.”




Sam looked at several windows on her computer. “She didn’t move the Volksarmee jet, and she didn’t reclaim the Rolls Royce that was rented and then checked back in. What car did you two use?”




Selina admitted, “I hotwired a black Beemer that looks a lot like the ones that the local politicos and security agents drive. She probably still has it.”




Sam typed away. “Okay… Reported stolen around the time you two hit the museum… Ooh, it belongs to someone important.”




“Oops,” Selina said, without a lot of apology in her voice. After all, she had been hoping it belonged to someone important, just in case Graves did try a little backstab. Selina had her own ride out of Cairo. More than one, in fact.




Sam kept typing. “Uh-oh. It was stopped just south of Assyut shortly after dawn. The police car vanished. The car is still sitting by the road, waiting to get driven back here.”




Liz said, “Well, even a cop car isn’t gonna handle off-road well enough to get where we need to get. Apep’s gonna have to steal a jeep.”




Giles commented, “A Jeep? He will probably want something better than a merely halfway decent vehicle. Perhaps he’ll grab a Land Rover.”




Liz pouted, “I’m with the ‘hey’ on that!”




Jack tried not to laugh. It looked like he was having to try pretty hard. He finally managed, “When you two are done playing ‘Top Gear’, we’ll plan the next step.” He reached over to the communications system. “T, we at the airport yet?” He listened and then reported, “Four or five minutes.”




Selina knew there was no way they could be at Cairo International that fast.




When the truck stopped and they climbed out, she found they were at one of the small private airports around the city. This had runways so short she suspected nothing other than small prop planes could land and take off. And there was no fancy helicopter waiting for them, so she wasn’t sure what Jack had in mind.




The big guy walked around to the back of the truck and asked in that deep, calm voice, “O’Neill, what is your plan?”




Jack checked, “Liz? You know where to go?” When Liz nodded, he directed, “Liz and Sam are gonna take Selina on a little ride. You and I are gonna drop Rupert off at the museum so he can get started being museum-y, because those tablets are not a good thing. Then you and I are gonna check out Volksarmee’s jet and see if there’s anything interesting lying around.”




Liz grinned, “Girl road trip! Woo hoo!”




Jack pretended to scowl. “Now young lady, I want that thing brought back with a full tank of gas, and I don’t want to hear that you were breaking any traffic laws or getting any tickets.”




Liz smirked, “And also, hey you kids get offa my lawn!”




Jack laughed and made shooing motions with his hands like Liz was a chicken. “Shoo! Shoo! Scat!”




Liz led Selina and Sam across sandy, dusty runways that no jet would ever want to use, toward… nothing. Selina was looking around, but they seemed to be heading toward some runway lights and some cheap reflective barriers marking an outer edge of the airport.




Liz smiled, “Yeah, yeah, I know, it looks like there’s nothing there. Jack did a whole routine about the Invisible Man and the Invisible Girl and the Invisible Agent. I think Jack needs to do more work and watch less bad tv. Sam oughta stop writing Jack’s reports for him.”




Sam frowned, “Liz, you know I don’t do that. And Rupert is especially careful to write his reports in very formal language, so Jack can’t hijack his reports, like he used to do with Daniel’s.”




“Daniel?” Selina asked.




Liz pursed her lips. “Dr. Daniel Jackson. He died a few weeks ago, saving an alien city from an NBC threat. He was the teammate Giles replaced. They still don’t like talking about it. It’s a whole thing.”




By then they had walked past the runway lights and the reflective barriers to… an area with nothing in it. At least it looked like nothing, until Liz touched her bracelet and…




“Holy crap!” Selina nearly fell over as she stumbled backward, because an alien spaceship suddenly appeared out of nowhere.




Liz grinned wickedly. “And welcome to a new episode of ‘Pimp My Ride’! In tonight’s fun ep, Liz and Sidney show off their blingy new ride. It’s a lovely al’kesh stolen originally from Ra himself, and hidden away for most of a century so it’s got low, low mileage on it. Come on in, let’s take a peek!”




Selina tried to calm down, but she was stepping onto an alien spaceship. A spaceship! For aliens! When had a nice, quiet life as a jetsetter and international cat burglar turned into an episode of ‘Wormhole Xtreme!’?




And she was not admitting to anyone that she had ever watched that show.




Selina walked onboard with Liz and Sam. It looked… All right, it looked like it had been designed for Alexander Volksarmee by Elizabeth Taylor’s version of Cleopatra. She said, “I think you pimped your ride too much.”




Liz grinned, “It’s not bling. It’s… Extreme Bling!” She waved her arms around. “Yeah, it’s all this bad. And the ha’taks are worse. Come on, I’ll show you the bridge. Sam, could you handle the Geordi LaForge stuff?”




Sam smiled, “Sure. As long as you don’t call it the Montgomery Scott stuff.”




“Captain, I dinna know whut’s wrong, but we got no power!” Liz announced in an extremely terrible Scots accent. “Come on Selina, we’re just this way, while B’Elanna has to go back thataway.”




They walked down a short overly-gilded hall into a small overly-gilded control room. There was a ‘captain’s chair’ that even James T. Kirk wouldn’t want to use, and two forward chairs for lesser officers. There were also spots around the back and sides that seemed to be arranged for big guys to stand at attention. Maybe bodyguards. In bling-covered body armor. While carrying one of those bling-like quarterstaff weapons.




Liz hopped into the big control chair, waved her hands over some parts of the armrests, and holographic systems came on line immediately in front of her. Liz waved her hands over some of the lower portions, and the ship reacted.




Selina watched somewhat nervously as more lights and control panels came on-line around them. Then there was a hum as powerful systems revved up.




Liz checked, “Okey-dokey, this looks good… cloak holding… environmental looks good… weapons on-line…” She waved her right hand over something in the lower corner of the hologram. “Hey Sam, how’s engineering look?”




Sam complained, “I did hear that B’Elanna crack, you know.”




Liz grinned naughtily.




Sam reported, “We’re good. Engines are running smoothly and ought to be able to provide as much power as you want. Well, as much as you should want. The hyperdrive looks good without running any in-flight diagnostics. I see a couple control crystals you ought to think about getting replaced sometime.”




“What about my radiator fluid levels and my belts?” Liz asked mischievously.




Sam just said, “You know, the colonel would make an ‘are you gaining weight’ crack if you asked him about your belts.”




Liz rolled her eyes. “Oh come on, Sam. Play along some! I gave you a great straight line, and you just… dropped it.”




Sam replied, “Let’s deal with Apep before he finds something more dangerous than an al’kesh.”




“You wanna come up here and run engineering from a co-pilot chair?”




Sam insisted, “I really need to be back here, in case we have any problems. I know you fly this single-handed, but I’d feel better keeping an eye on things.”




“Okey dokey!” Liz said, before flicking her fingers through the hologram, probably to cut communications.




Liz looked at Selina. “Sam’s one of the two smartest people I ever met, but she’s pretty obsessive about the science and engineering stuff. At least Jack’s fun to do the repartee thing with. Although I wouldn’t trust him in any engineering compartment I wasn’t trying to blow up.”




“And Rupert?” Selina asked.




Liz grimaced. “Yeah, let’s leave that one for later, like if we have several weeks for girltalk stuff. Complicated doesn’t begin to describe it.”




“You and him?” Selina wondered.




Liz got a look on her face like she was being asked to kiss one of those snake creatures on the lips. “Not even close. When Jack took me to see his new linguistics expert and I saw it was Dr. Rupert Giles, I seriously thought about trying to kill him. I’m still crabby about some of the stuff I know he did, even if he probably didn’t have a lot of good options back then. And I first met him back when I was a sophomore in high school. He’s a lot of bad things, but Humbert Humbert ain’t one of ’em.”




“So what are we going to do?” Selina asked.




“Oh, the yoozh,” Liz said a little too casually. “Take a sight-seeing trip down the Nile, tour the Aswan Dam, go check out some of the lovely scenery not too far away, try and keep a creepy old snake from getting at stuff we don’t want him to get at… That sort of stuff.”




The communications system clicked. Sam’s voice came through. “Ready whenever you are… Captain Janeway.”




Liz slid her hands around in two sections of the hologram. Selina didn’t feel it, but she could see the ground drop away quickly before the ship wheeled about and headed south.




Liz smirked slightly. “Inertial dampers. We don’t go from zero to sixty. We go from zero to a million. You’d get pancaked by the g forces.”




Selina checked, “And you do know how to fly this?”




Liz grinned, “Yeppers! Sidney’s been flying stuff like the al’kesh and really old pieces of shit like the tel’tak since—”




“Before I was born?” Selina interrupted.




“Since before George Washington was born,” Liz continued. “And the Goa’uld have a genetic memory, so Sidney knew how to fly these babies before she even stepped into one. We got this covered.”




Selina had to admit that the flight felt graceful and smooth, even if that could be those ‘inertial dampers’. And the view was spectacular. The al’kesh soared southward, following the Nile for the most part, even if the cloaked ship was probably three or four miles up and traveling at hundreds of miles an hour. It took no time to reach the Aswan Dam, which looked astounding from their perspective.




Liz looked down and scowled. Her eyes suddenly glowed, and in that alien voice, she complained, “Who in the Underworld thought putting a dam right here was a good idea? Stupid pains in the mik’ta… That’s right, ruin oodles of great farmland, and flood out tons more… Brains of an Unas…”




They soared past the dam and continued south for another minute or two. Then Liz waved a hand through some of the hologram, and the ship smoothly turned to the west, heading into what Selina assumed would be empty desert.




There was plenty of desert, but it wasn’t empty. The ship soared over a massive sandstone plateau and zoomed over mesas and valleys.




Liz kept grumbling, though. “I can’t believe stupid people wrecked all this. I can remember way back before I was born, when this was pretty nice, and there were lots of animals, and people lived all over the place, and it was temperate. Now it’s a stupid hot desert with no animals and no people and zilch. And… ooh, that’s what we want.”




Whatever landmark Liz had been looking for was passed in a flash, and Liz turned the ship to the south for a few seconds, then back to the west. Liz made two more small course corrections, slowing down as she went, until she stopped just east of one of the big mesas dotting the plateau.




“Ladies and scientists, thank you for flying Liz And Sidney Airlines. We have started our descent into the lovely Jilf al Kabir. In preparation for our landing, please make sure your seat backs and tray tables are in their full upright and locked position.”





Part IX



Selina ignored Liz’s silliness. “What are we looking for?”




The al’kesh landed near the big mesa. Liz explained, “The tablets had secret directions to a hidden stash. It’s in or under this mesa, with an entrance on the east side. I dunno what’s in the secret stash. But we need to find out.”




Sam came in. She reached into Liz’s hologram and did something across the top. The image changed to what looked like a wireframe representation of a photo. Sam did something to the image, and it enlarged, then shifted its center, then changed colors to reds and oranges and yellows.




There was one distinct, dark-red hotspot even against the background temperature of the desert. It was the hood of a Land Rover.




Sam said, “Looks like Apep beat us here, but not by a lot. And he may have to work to get to the entrance after all this time.”




Liz asked, “Hey Sam, I know how to do that, but how’d you know how to do that?”




Sam just said, “My dad told me.”




All right, that made no sense at all. Even if Liz acted like it made perfect sense.




As they gathered up gear, Liz explained, “You know that one Tok’ra Council guy we trust?” Selina nodded slightly. “Well, Sam’s dad is this bigshot Chair Force general.” Sam gave Liz a dirty look for that crack. “He was dying of cancer, and Sam was trying to make first contact with the Tok’ra, and the Tok’ra were being their usual insular butthead selves and didn’t get why Sam’s team didn’t want to get snaked because all the Tok’ra are, so Sam came up with the bright idea of simultaneously saving her dad and making friends with the Tok’ra and getting one of our guys into the Tok’ra. But all of Sam’s ideas are genius.”




Selina noticed that Sam was kitted out like a Special Ops soldier. There was body armor with trauma plates, and a tactical vest over that, a small backpack full of gear, a fully-loaded P90, storage for plenty of extra magazines, grenades, a handgun and med kit and communications box on her web belt, a big combat knife on one calf, and a small comm system around her neck and in one ear. It looked just like Liz’s, only Liz had a much smaller communications box, which probably meant Sam had the master system. Sam handed a matching neckband and earjack to Selina.




Liz was still in her mostly-military night camo outfit with the web belt, but she was holding her coiled-snake weapon instead of wearing it on her hip. And she had something like a wide, fluffy broom. “Let’s book. We’ll keep the ship cloaked, so we need to cover our footprints on our way in. I don’t want Selina’s girlfriend tracking our prints back and finding Mister Gordo.” She patted a wall of the ship.




Sam looked appalled. “You named your ship ‘Mister Gordo’?”




“Sure!” Liz replied, in that ‘ditzy Valley Girl’ way that she used when she wanted to look harmless or be more annoying. She patted the ship again. “He’s big and chubby, but he’s like Gordo in the Kirby games. He’s tough and he’ll hammer you if you attack him, but he’s a cuddly guy who won’t hurt you if you don’t attack first. And anyway, he didn’t wanna be a ‘she’ like naval ships, so he’s a ‘mister’ along with the ‘Gordo’ part.”




Sam did not look mollified at that explanation.




They left the ship, and Liz re-activated the cloaking system. Suddenly there was no ship behind them, just a small, flat patch of sand. As they walked, Liz used her ‘broom’ to dust their footprints away. And, since Sam was leading them in a circuitous path behind sand dunes to avoid being spotted, Selina had no idea how they were supposed to find the al’kesh again.




Maybe her discomfort wasn’t too well hidden. Liz finally said, “Relax, I got this. I can find my way back to Mister Gordo easy-peasy.”




“And what if you’re knocked out again?”




Liz grinned, “Sam’s been using her GPS system. She can find the spot down to about a foot.”




“Roughly four tenths of a centimeter, on average, when dealing with a distance like this one,” Sam automatically corrected.




Selina wondered if there was anything Sam didn’t know.




Other than how to get Liz and Jack to behave.




Sam asked, “Is there anything else relevant in this sector?”




Liz shrugged, “Not really. I mean, the Temple of Amun is way off that way.” She waved her hand off to the west. “What a jerk.” She admitted, “Okay, it’s way too far off to matter… unless you wanna do a quick strafing run on it. Bast would probably want to thank us.”




Sam just rolled her eyes and pointed where she wanted the team to go.




They moved to where Sam could get a good peek at Graves’ vehicle with a pair of high-power collapsible binocs. Sam whispered, “Footprints straight to that notch in the base of the mesa, then back to the rear of the Land Rover, then returning to the mesa. So Apep is probably having to clear his way to the entrance and had to come back for gear.”




Liz grumbled, “Manual labor. Yeah, that’ll teach that old fart he oughta just stay bottled up in canopic jars.”




Sam stopped talking and began using hand signals. Selina had to guess what Sam really wanted her to do, so she just followed Liz. They moved quickly behind some low dunes and skirted the area where the Land Rover was sitting.




Liz whispered, “I’d love to sneak over there and check that hunk of junk, but Graves oughta know how to booby-trap a car, and no idea what kinds of munitions she grabbed for Apep.”




Sam crouched down and low-ran through the sands where they wouldn’t be seen by someone inside the mesa. But there was a notch in the side of the mesa which looked like a tiny cave entrance lost in shadow. And it looked like someone had recently used explosives to blast a lot of rock and sand outward from the shadowy area.




Liz whispered over the communication system, “Looks like Graves remembers how to make with the boom.”




Sam stared at Liz and pointed out, “That makes three of us, counting you also.”




Liz just shrugged, like having expertise in explosives was somehow normal for a Cali girl.




Sam studied the terrain for a few moments before leading them in a sweeping route north and west, so they were closing in on the mesa but getting farther away from the notch. And no one in that notch would have a clear shot at them either.




Once they reached the foot of the mesa, Sam directed, “All right. Selina, I need you to see if you can climb up and across the mesa’s face, so you can drop down just on the opposite side of that notch. Don’t expose yourself to enemy fire. Liz, you’re bounding overwatch with me. If Apep has a minion on guard duty or a cam system, I want him focusing on us, instead of Selina.”




“What if he focuses on us with a Ma’Tok?” Liz asked. “Or something else boomy?”




Sam carefully pointed out, “That’s why we’re armed. And why we’re avoiding running directly into potential enemy fire. And why we’re using bounding overwatch as we close in.”




Liz pouted at Sam. Then she asked, “And what’s the meaning of the word ‘rhetorical’?”




Sam pretended to think it over. “Rhetorical. Adjective. From the Greek rhetorike, meaning the art of oratory. Commonly an indication that Liz Summers is asking to get stuck on a long-term op with Rupert Giles.”




Liz broke into a huge grin. “That’s our Sam.”




Sam just tilted her head and indicated that Liz should get moving. As Liz headed toward a low sandpile to use it as protection, Selina did her job. Selina sprinted at the side of the mesa and leapt up as high as she could before kicking off and snapping her whip.




She snagged a small outcropping and used it to swing upward and across the face of the mesa. She extended her claws and sank them into the rock face. They sank into the grit and sand, and she started sliding downward.




Damn! She couldn’t get a decent handhold there! She shoved her boot spikes into the cliff face and tightened her grip on her bullwhip.




There. Under the sand was a solid grip. She was just going to have to watch out for spots where loose sand and rock could pile up, because falling a long way down onto hard surfaces was not one of kitty’s favorite activities.




She snapped her wrist carefully, unsnarling the end of her whip from where it had wrapped neatly around that outcropping. She cracked the whip and snagged a tiny pinnacle. She was feeling a lot less trusting, so she gave it a good tug first. It crumbled, and handfuls of pebbles dropped down, probably on Liz and Sam.




She thought several really rude words. Liz probably would have made a ‘cat’ joke. She aimed for a sturdier-looking rock, and it held.




She leapt into the air, pulling on the whip and using her off hand for a little guidance. And she swung gracefully across the cliff face, just like she was used to doing on the sides of skyscrapers. She didn’t have time to glance back and check on Liz and Sam, because this wasn’t as smooth as a skyscraper, and it wasn’t as safe.




She swung well past her anchor point before she grabbed onto a handhold and snapped her whip to release it. She snagged a better outcropping, and swung again, pushing off hard to get some extra height on the upswing. That worked well, so she kept going, moving swiftly across the face of the cliff until she had passed over the high, narrow entrance into whatever was hidden within.




She was just considering her next moves when the top of the mesa exploded. She frantically grabbed onto some handholds and dug in her toe spikes so she could look up. And she was instantly sorry she had looked.




“Take cover!” Sam yelled over the communications system.




It was like a volcanic eruption. Or a massive dynamite blast. Rocks and sand and everything else were exploding upward and outward in a huge funnel shape. And she didn’t have to be a physics genius like Sam to know all of that was about to start raining down. On her.




She let go and dropped. She looked down and saw that an opening had been blasted, but lots of rock and debris above the opening had fallen down afterward, as if someone who knew about explosives but was not a qualified mining engineer had been at work.




She snapped her whip and snagged a promising-looking boulder jutting out over halfway up the opening. She tugged, and it held. She swung across the opening and looked in.




A heavy machine gun fired out the opening as she swung past. Fortunately, it was aimed just above the rocks a normal invader would have to climb over to enter.




She pulled herself over to the boulder and dug in her claws. She had no time, since a rain of rocks was on its way. She snagged a projection on the ceiling of the interior and swung over the machine gun, into the relative safety of the Goa’uld room.




She studied the boobytrap as she disarmed it. It looked like a heavy weapon on a tripod, hooked up to some sort of battery that powered a grip on the trigger. The rest of the electronics looked like they were hooked to some sort of solar cell. So it probably triggered when someone passed in front of the machine gun and affected the brightness of the incoming light. That seemed really inadequate, unless it was only supposed to work for long enough to let Graves escape in her spaceship.




Sand and gravel and rocks and boulders rained down around the entrance for what seemed like half a minute.




“Selina! Status?” That was definitely Sam.




“Yeah, you okay ‘Lina?” And that was definitely Liz. Or maybe it was ‘totally’ Liz.




“Selina here. I’m fine. I got into the cavern and over the boobytrap before the sand hit the fan.”




“Any threats?” Sam checked.




“As far as I can tell, the entry’s clear. If there was a decent threat already in place, Graves wouldn’t have had to rig up a machine gun on a tripod.”




“Good answer, good answer!” Liz cheered in an annoying gameshow host sort of voice.




In a few seconds, Liz and Sam came rushing in, climbing over the rock barrier into the entry room. They both looked covered in sand and dust. Especially Liz.




Liz spotted Selina’s reaction. “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. Sam found a little niche to keep the boulders off our heads, but the rest of the stuff was like a sandstorm. Or a dust devil. Or the he’malk talit you see on some planets that have way too much sandy desert area.”




Sam casually said, “It’s just a little dust and grit.”




Liz whined, “It’s in my hair! And in my… everything!”




Sam just said, “I think we have bigger problems than some sand in your… everything.” Liz demonstrated her maturity by sticking her tongue out at Sam. Sam kept going, “We need to check if it’s too late to stop that ship, and if so, then we need to get back to your ship and try to beat it to Volksarmee’s current home.”




Liz grumbled, “Fine. But if there’s any cool stuff lying around in here, I’m calling dibs.”




Selina asked, “Can we make a long distance phone call from your ship? And spoof a normal phone?”




“Oh sure,” Liz said. “It’s as easy as a totally easy thing.”




Selina ignored the bug-everybody-else part of the reply. “Then we really only need to let me call Alexander on a private line from a number he’ll recognize, and warn him about what’s headed his way.”




Sam checked, “And you’re sure Graves’ memories would direct Apep into this strategy?”




Selina replied, “Sure enough to bet my ass on it. Graves has to know just how much power and wealth Alexander secretly has, so taking over Alexander and his companies and estates would be instant kingship.”




Liz added, “I buy that. A-Peppy has to know by now he’s been out of the game for way too long, and he knows how bad that is. He needs a big win, and fast. Given what Graves knows, Alexander Volkswagen is probably his best bet.”




Sam groaned softly. “Okay. We check this out fast, just in case. Then, even if Liz wants to play Relic Hunter, we double time it back to the ship so Selina can call Volksarmee and I can call the colonel. Then we use Liz’s ship—”




“Mister Gordo!”




“—to beat Graves to Volksarmee’s current location, and we set a trap.”




They moved quickly through the tunnel to what looked like a huge overly-gilded room that was almost completely buried. Sam studied it for a second and said, “Self-destruct charges. Apep must have spotted us coming in and launched right away. He triggered the self-destruct charges, probably to kill us as he left, but the structural integrity of the mesa wasn’t up to the job and it mostly caved in.”




Liz fake-cheered, “So yay for humans destroying the local ecosystem?”





Part X



Selina watched as Sam just rolled her eyes. “Let’s move it. Liz? Top speed, please. We’ll catch up.”




And Liz took off like a startled cat. Selina looked at Liz’s dust trail. “Was she always like this, or did that symbiote turn her into Quicksilver, Cali Girl Edition?”




As they ran down the halls and then toward the suddenly-visible ship, Sam explained, “Liz was always really quick and really athletic, and she’s been using the Valley Girl routine as obfuscation since she was probably six or eight. Her symbiote complained at length about Liz’s Val routine.”




Selina was running, but she still managed to ask, “Any video of that, by chance?”




Sam snickered for a second. Then she grew somber as she recalled, “No, we were trapped on an enemy ha’tak at the time, and Liz had what should have been a fatal burn crater in her side. Even if I’d had a recorder, I wouldn’t have thought about capturing the entertainment parts.”




Selina had a feeling the colonel would have. But she didn’t say so. Selina just concentrated on running into the ship, getting up to the bridge, and letting Liz spoof a phone call for her. All Selina had to do for that was provide Liz with the phone number that Yvette Felice used with Alexander’s special phone number, which would get routed to Alexander, no matter where he was, through Volksarmee Telecom so no one was going to be able to trace it to him.




The phone picked up on the tenth ring. By then, Liz had the ship in the air and heading north at high speed. Selina spoke, “Allo, Alexandre? Zis is Yvette. We have a problem. A problem terrible.”




“Yvette? I wasn’t expecting to hear from you until you and Mercy arrived here in person.”




She maintained the accent. “Zat is the problem! You did not tell me that you had given Merci her own instructions, and you did not tell me how dangereuse those jars were! Those… things! They are still alive! One of them is inside Merci and controlling her, and she has another one in a jar, and I was attacked by two more of the monsters and had to fight them off before they could tear their way into me as they did to Merci!”




“Yvette, just relax. Where are you now?”




She lied, “I am in a private plane heading to help you. You are still in Paris, no?”




“I’m back at my estate in Scotland.”




She frowned, “Zat is not good, Alexandre. My friend who is helping me tells me Merci stole some tablets and then stole a Land Rover so she could head off into the desert. She must have a destination in mind, and there must be something there worth pursuing. Why did you not tell me what you really wanted?”




“I didn’t need to, and you did not need to know. This should have been much… cleaner.”




She said, “I will be there soon, but Merci may be there first. And she may have that thing with her in the jar, and she may want to put it in you. Please be careful.”




“I’m always careful, Yvette.”




Selina ended the call and scowled, “He’s up to something.”




Liz rolled her eyes. “Well duh on that one.”




Sam announced from the engine room, “He’s probably pulling an Adrian Conrad. He’s found out about the symbiotes from some source, probably bribing one of the Russians or one of the NID, and he thinks he can use it and get his hands on some unstoppable tech. He has no idea what he’s really in for.”




Liz asked, “You wanna call Colonel Flagg?”




Sam said, “Please. And save that name for later, when he can hear it.”




This time, the call was answered before the second ring. “O’Neill here. Tell me you’ve got good news.”




Sam answered, “Sorry, sir. Apep beat us here by just enough. He got to the ship and activated a self-destruct when he spotted us. Based on the exit point and the damage I could see, it’s something smaller than a tel’tak.”




Liz chipped in, “But it’s got to be an old piece of crap. Maybe a hij’tak. It could still have cloaking and interstellar capabilities, though. Maybe.”




“Sounds swell. Meanwhile, we got nothing here. Except we found an empty case that looks like someone was planning on stealing two or three canopic jars and transporting them safely somewhere.”




Liz said, “Sam said she thinks Volksarmee’s gonna try and pull an Adrian Conrad.”




Jack said a couple really bad words, only one of which was in English. Selina had apparently underestimated his linguistic skills. Then he grumbled, “Do we at least know where A-pepto is heading?”




Sam answered, “Yes sir. Volksarmee’s estate in Scotland, which sounds ideal from his viewpoint if he’s planning on stealing that ship and anything else Apep has.”




“Swell,” the colonel muttered. “I’ll give Rupes the ol’ FYI, you swing by here and do a fast pick-up, and we’ll try to be in Scotland before ye.”




“Yes sir,” Sam said briskly.




Liz said, “Picking up speed, so get to one end of a runway and we’ll drop in, then we’ll have a little race with A-pepsi.”




“Roger that, Roger.”




Selina wondered how someone who was as big a smartass as Jack could ever get promoted to colonel without getting court-martialed somewhere along the line. Did he have some powerful general or Senator as his father or uncle?




The ship sped up and gained altitude. Selina couldn’t feel it, but she could look out the windshield and see the changes. The view was astounding. She wondered what it would be like taking Mister Gordo down the Grand Canyon. Or zooming through space. Or tearing across a world far away from Earth. She wondered how long it would take to learn how to run her own Goa’uld ship… and how long it would take to steal one.




The ship zoomed down toward a nice airport with proper runways and some really elegant jets, both commercial and private. Someone had sunk some moolah into some seriously expensive aircraft down there. There were even a couple Airbus 380’s parked down there.




She’d never stolen a jet worth a quarter of a billion…




Liz sent the ship down toward the very end of one runway. She set down past the lights that marked the area beyond anything a jet could touch down on, and two men came running their way.




Whoa. Colonel Jack O’Neill in military fatigues and a tac vest and a P-90 looked a hell of a lot sexier. And a hell of a lot more dangerous.




And the big guy. Teal’c. Yummy. Teal’c was dressed in armor. Armor like no human had ever worn on Earth. And he had one of those metal staff weapons. In Liz’s hands it had looked immense and unwieldy. In his hands it looked… pretty impressive. “Mee-yow.” What had Liz said? The First Prime of a Goa’uld god? He really looked the part. Kitty wanted to play with that cat toy.




And they each had a large duffel bag. Selina figured she would find out what was in the bags when it was time. All right, she was really curious about them. But she figured that showing any curiosity would just encourage Jack to stymie her interest… while hinting about how fascinating the contents were, if only he felt like showing them to her. And making ‘curiosity killed the cat’ jokes.




Jack and Teal’c walked into the ship, and Liz launched again. Selina took the time to step into the hallway from the bridge to watch Jack and Teal’c move around some.




Jack walked right over to a thing on the wall and operated it like he’d been trained on it. Clearly, these people knew a hell of a lot more about Goa’uld ships than they were saying.




He spoke into the system, “Hey Carter, I got your gear.”




Selina could hear the reply over the ship’s communications system. “Thank you sir, but I’m working in the engine room. Could you task someone with bringing my gear back to me?”




Jack glanced her way. “Well, there’s a curious kittycat lurking over here, but if I let her carry it, your balls of yarn are gonna end up all over the engine room.”




“Sir, I am willing to take that risk.”




Jack handed the gear bag to Selina and pointed her off to the engine room. She still heard him on the ship’s speakers. “Okay, but if there’s hairballs in your ammo, I don’t wanna hear any complaints about it.”




Selina grimaced and pretended she hadn’t heard that.




But there was more noise over the speakers. “Hey Jack, you know you put that on ship-wide instead of engine room only?”




“Oops?”




“LizSummers, I suspect that the button selection was deliberate.”




“Oh come on, T! Surely you can’t suspect me of something like that.”




“And stop calling him Shirley!”




“That was most amusing, LizSummers. And thank you for recommending the ‘Airplane!’ movies, although O’Neill had to show me a number of pieces of prior art in order for the significance of the humor to become apparent.”




“Glad I could help, Teal’c. And I’m sure Jack enjoyed showing you all those other movies just as much as you liked watching ’em.”




“He did seem to know them well enough to be able to quote from many of them.”




Wow, that did not surprise Selina a bit.




And there was Sam, standing in the doorway of a room that was full of… what the hell? There was no way that could be Earth technology. That had to be centuries ahead of what anyone on Earth could create. And Sam was operating it. The pieces on the floor told Selina that Sam was repairing some of it. While the ship was operating.




Damn. Sam had to understand this technology at a crazy level to even consider doing that.




Selina looked around. “Wow. Do you understand this well enough to build your own spaceship yet?”




Sam blinked and blushed slightly. “I… umm… I have no idea what you mean.”




Damn! Sam was building her own spaceship somewhere! Probably at somewhere awesome like Area 51. How freaking genius do you have to be to build your own spaceship?




Selina mentally added ‘steal ride on Sam’s spaceship’ to her bucket list.




She handed the bag to Sam. “Colonel Klink asked me to haul this down here. I think he just wanted to do cat jokes.”




Sam didn’t quite smile. “It’s as if you’ve known him for years.” She must have realized that Selina was really curious, because she opened the bag. “It’s just a spare set of BDUs plus backup gear.”




“Anything personal?” Selina asked, even if it was, well, personal.




Sam nodded casually, as she fished things out of the duffel. “Sure. Non-standard combat knife, boot knife, lockpicks, extra C-4, and a spalling system I’m experimenting with.”




Selina confessed, “I don’t even know what spalling is.”




Sam perked right up. “Oh! Spall are small flakes of a material that are broken off of a larger body, and there are lots of ways it can happen, from cavitation to…” She looked at Selina’s expression and stopped. “Sorry. Let’s say you have really tough armor that regular gunfire might not do much to. Tanks, planes, Jaffa, a ha’tak… What if there was a way to smack the outside of the armor so hard that chunks of the armor exploded off the inside?”




“Oh. Like anti-tank weapons.”




Sam nodded. “Like certain anti-tank weapons. But lugging around a couple dozen anti-tank weapons is sub-optimal. So I’ve been studying how to create an anti-armor system suitable for dealing with full Jaffa armor. And lots of the Goa’uld have their own kara kesh with a forcefield that stops anything over a certain kinetic energy, like bullets. So I wanted a spalling system that would also go through forcefields. The colonel thought it looked silly, but I’m still working on it.”




Sam pulled out of her bag a folding hunting slingshot and what looked like a plastic camping box designed to hold a dozen eggs. She opened it up, to reveal… what looked like a dozen clay balls.




Sam smiled nervously. “They’re still in the alpha test phase, but I brought them anyway. They strike the surface and the outer material deforms to the shape of the subtending surface. Then, when the charge detonates, the shockwave is focused through the surface, and we should get substantial spalling on the interior of the surface.”




Selina suddenly realized that Sam was talking about blasting chunks of armor through a person like grenade shrapnel. Suddenly those little clay eggs didn’t look so harmless. The badguys could be using a personal forcefield and bullet-proof armor, and Sam had figured out how to punch through all of that. Lethally. With a slingshot. Holy shit.




As Selina walked back toward Liz, she also realized that Sam had ‘dumbed down’ the presentation a lot, and had still forgotten not to use words like ‘subtending’. She was probably lucky Sam hadn’t had a blackboard and some chalk, or Sam would’ve been giving her a lecture that would have made Good Will Hunting’s head hurt.




She walked into the forward cabin and found Jack casually leaning against one wall while Liz sat in the command chair. And below them was nothing but black, while ahead of them was a line of light.




A line of light that they were approaching at astonishing speed.




The line turned into a shoreline covered in lights. Streetlights, houselights, building lights, traffic lights… She asked, “Where are we?”




“Greek shoreline.”




“Already?”




Liz nodded, “Yep. Mister Gordo’s faster than a speeding bullet.”




Selina thought for a second. “So we’ll cross Greece, Austria, Germany, and the English Channel?”




“And she even phrased it in the form of a question, Alex!” Jack snarked.




“Ignore Don Pardo over there,” Liz said. “That’s the flight plan.”




Selina got to her real question. “And no one’s going to notice us?”




Liz explained, “I’ve got Mister Gordo tuned so people won’t spot him in visual, IR, UV, or radar frequencies. Unfortunately, as far as I can tell, Apep-to-Bismol’s got his hunk of junk tuned on an even wider spread, so I haven’t picked him up with microwave or gamma radiation either.”




“Competent badguys. Never a good thing,” Jack proclaimed.




Selina glared at him. “Then you’d better get ready for problems, because Alexander is very, very competent. Good enough to walk away from everything he’s ever pulled, most of which I have no idea about.”




Jack looked over at Liz. “Kitty’s got her back up about this one.”




“Stop it, Jack,” Liz told him. Liz looked over at Selina. “Just use his clothes as a scratching post. That’ll teach him.”





Part XI



Selina didn’t say anything, but she knew she was going to get tired of everyone in the room busting on her just because she sort of had a thing for cats.




All right, Jack seemed determined to tease everyone about everything. Maybe they’d really piss Alexander off and get him to do something extremely stupid. That would probably be massively entertaining.




How had Jack not gotten court-martialed about five hundred times already?




Jack stopped being a lazy smartass and sat down at one of the ‘minion’ chairs. He put a weird blinged-out thing in one ear, pressed a couple buttons, and started talking. Since he said ‘sir’ a couple times, Selina assumed he was talking to some general at their headquarters, which was probably not a SHIELD helicarrier, although at this point, she wasn’t going to rule anything out.




Jack signed off and turned around to face Liz. With a big fake smile, he said, “Hey guess what, kiddies? We have permission to go cause an international incident on Herr Volksarmee’s private estate!”




“Is it really going to cause an international incident?” Selina wondered. Just a little bit. It was just a touch of curiosity.




“Nah,” Jack reassured her. “We’ve got Rupert and some other Brits backing us up politically. And lots of Rupert-type people hate Volksarmee and how he got that land in Scotland, and are secretly rooting for his whole mansion to get turned into a crater.”




She gave him a stare, and he shrugged, “Well, that’s the feeling I got from the people I had to talk to, and they don’t even live there and have to put up with him stomping all over the local economy and legal system.”




Sam called in from the engine room. “Liz? Any chance we can tap into the phone lines and cell towers around Volksarmee’s Scottish manor? Just in case someone calls in a UFO sighting, or someone calls for help…”




Liz started fiddling with a section of her hologram. “Sure thing. But we’ll have to do some call screening, unless you wanna get every call from everyone in the area… and crap. Private cell tower on Volksarmee property, and I’ve got a couple calls going back and forth that are all encrypted.”




“So surprising,” Jack drawled.




Sam asked, “Any chance you souped up your ship with some Earth technology, like some high-end computers we could use to tackle that encryption?”




“Sorry,” Liz apologized. “I haven’t had a chance. I only brought Mister Gordo here for the first time when you called me about The Black Cat getting busted in an Egyptian museum.”




Sam sounded reassuring. “It’s okay. I just thought I’d ask, since you do have a tendency to leverage your two skillsets in effective ways.”




Jack pretended he was shocked. “Wow! A Carter compliment! I never get any of those.”




Liz grinned, “Well, maybe you should leverage your skillsets better.”




Jack looked confused. “What? Being a smartass and knowing how to blow up stuff?”




Liz looked over at Selina. “You probably won’t be surprised, but I’ve heard stories about Jack finding ways to combine those two.”




Selina admitted, “I wouldn’t mind hearing those stories.” She assumed most of them were pretty entertaining.




Liz smirked with a glance in Jack’s direction. “Maybe I’ll tell you about the time he took the brown acid and turned into the thousand year old man. Or the time he ended running across a field of shrubs half-naked and yelling ‘Locusts!’ Or—”




“Hey!” Jack complained. “I wasn’t half-naked. I was totally naked! And they weren’t shrubs. They were vegetables.”




Was that even a complaint?




Liz smirked, “Teal’c said you still had your sunglasses on. And your P-90.”




Jack snootily said, “A P-90 and sunglasses do not count as clothes. Fashion accessories, maybe. But not clothes.”




Liz added, “The Sam Carter and Teal’c stories tend to be tales of massive badassery. But I heard a few Daniel Jackson stories too. Not so much badassery and more ankle sprains and accidentally getting himself married.”




Jack objected, “There are Badass Danny stories! Just… not nearly as many as Badass Teal’c and Badass Sam.”




Liz mock-whispered, “Ask him about the time Daniel Jackson saved the day because of his allergies with the runny nose and sneezing.”




Jack rolled his eyes. “And for some crazy reason, the next month they made him ditch his saved-the-day allergy meds and start getting allergy shots instead!” He grumbled, “Probably Janet just wanted to stick more needles into more victims.”




Liz smirked, “I am so telling her you said that!”




Jack pretended to look horrified, and even did the ‘Home Alone’ face. Liz cracked up.




It took a surprisingly short time to cross Germany and the English Channel. But by then, Liz had news. “Uh-oh. Volksarmee’s private cell tower just erupted in a ton of frantic back-and-forth transmissions even if they’re all still encrypted. I think A-pepsi just showed up.”




Jack asked, “A-pepsi just showed? Sounds refreshing. Anything else? Nervous neighbors calling in gunfire and explosions? Weirdos reporting flying saucers? Overwhelmed private security forces frantically calling for massive police backup?”




“Nope, nope, nope, and noperoonie,” Liz answered. “It’s all suspiciously quiet on the western Scotland front.”




Jack scowled, “I don’t trust this at all. On your first pass, take out that damn tel’tak while you gather intel and feed it to Carter.”




“Probably a hij’tak,” Liz told him.




“I don’t care if it’s a Tic Tac. I don’t want it firing on us, or taking off and nuking us from orbit.”




“It’s the only way to be sure!” Liz joked. She stopped and stared at her holograms. “Hey Sam, you seeing this?”




Sam’s voice came from the engine room over the intercom system. “It looks like the cellphone traffic you noticed is all moving off. The same phones are still inter-communicating, and they’re still encrypted, but they’re moving to another cell tower. Do you have GIS capabilities for these systems?”




Liz scowled, “No, that’s too Tau’ri for these losers.”




Sam replied, “Then we can’t plot these and chart them against the roads and cell towers for the area. But if they’re all moving away from the private estate cell tower and moving this quickly into the zones for other cell towers, then they’re using vehicles to evacuate. Cars, trucks… based on the rate of cell tower transfer probably not helos too, unless the helos are serving as overwatch for a convoy of cars or trucks. But that’s a really bad strategy against something with the mobility and firepower of a stealthed hij’tak.”




Jack sardonically said, “But it’s a really swell strategy if your convoy is just a lure, or a big distraction so you can make your sneaky getaway.”




Sam added, “Or if you want to deal with this personally and you don’t want witnesses, even your own security people.”




Jack agreed unhappily, “Yeah, lots of ex-military security guys might not be okay with watching their boss turn into an alien monster, even if they do get a huge paycheck from him.”




Liz complained, “Alien monster? I’m totally with the ‘hey’ on that! And Sidney is too!”




Jack’s frown turned into a sneaky little smile that no one missed. Selina assumed that even Sam in the engine room would know it was there.




Liz showed her superior maturity and graciousness: she made a face and stuck her tongue out at Jack, who laughed out loud at that.




Sam asked from the engine room, “How do we locate this hij’tak? And how do we ensure that it can’t locate us?”




Jack added, “Yeah, getting shot at by invisible enemies is never good.”




Liz smirked, “Happens to you a lot?”




He sort of shrugged. “Well, I’ve been shot at by badguys we couldn’t spot, and that’s pretty much the same thing.”




Liz stared at her hologram. “You’re gonna have to worry about getting shot at by both sides, this time. Herr Volks-cano has a lot of live hardware still operating around his mansion.”




“Why dontcha just call him Mister Fahrfvergnugen for short?” Jack snarked.




Selina felt silly being the ‘grown-up’ in this conversation, but Sam was apparently working on something in the engine room. Or had enough sense to know not to intervene. “Can you tell what the ‘live hardware’ is doing?”




Liz scowled as she stared at her hologram. “Nope. Some of it’s stationary. Some of it’s mounted on the sides and roof of the mansion. Some of it may be moving. I’m sure he’s got a ‘smart’ house, but this is a lot of stuff for the exterior.”




Jack pointed out, “Well, you did tell him Selina was on her way, and maybe he wants to throw her a ‘welcome home’ party. With really neat presents.”




Selina frowned at that. Graves and Mercer would remain loyal. So Yvette Felice and whoever she had confided in would be the only loose ends if Alexander did something extraordinarily illegal and rewarding.




Sam came back on the intercom system. “Sir? I was wondering just how much of an Adrian Conrad maneuver Herr Volksarmee might be pulling, so I managed to get into the computers at his personal doctor’s clinic. His doctor referred him to Pierre L. Barthelemy. Who is an oncologist.”




“Great,” Jack complained. “So he really is desperate enough to try the Adrian Conrad strategy. Which went so well for Mister Conrad.”




Selina fumed. So Alexander goes to an oncologist because he’s got cancer. He finds out it’s incurable and nasty. He looks around for ways to cheat The Grim Reaper, and he finds out about these things. And he just assumes he can overcome their abilities by sheer willpower, because Alexander is that self-centered. “Woof.”




Liz contributed, “So we’re looking at a ton of anti-personnel weapons and anti-kitty weapons.”




“And probably anti-everything else weapons,” Jack suggested.




Liz agreed, “Yup, that’s why shields are up, Ensign Sulu.”




Jack slid into a really awful Ensign Sulu impression, “Well, Captain James T. Jerk, if you’d stop trying to boink alien women who don’t even have human reproductive tracts, I wouldn’t have this crisis.”




Liz put her hands in the air and stared at the ceiling. “Oh! The! Humanity!” And Liz’s impression was about a hundred times worse than Jack’s.




On top of that, Teal’c didn’t even react. He just kept staring out the windscreen like he had no idea what was going on with these crazy Earthlings. Selina had a feeling she might know why Sam was hiding back in the engine room.




Suddenly, Liz slashed her fingers through one part of the hologram and looked alarmed. She snapped, “Sam, do we have anything to block this?”




Sam answered at once. “Not a chance. Even if we blew up all the local cell towers, he’s already sent out emails. And simultaneous landline calls to the regional police offices, the Scottish Police Authority, and… Interpol? Who calls Interpol?”




Jack asked, “Is this as bad as we thought?”




“Worse, sir,” Sam replied.




And a text block appeared in holographic form on the left wall, undoubtedly from Sam. Selina hissed as she read it.




Attention. I, V. Alexander Volksarmee, am being attacked at my Scottish home. The perpetrator is La Chatte Noire, alias Yvette Felice of Paris, alias jetsetter Selina Kyle, alias Selena Rodriguez of Rio, alias Burakku Kyatto, alias Gato Negro. And her minions. I require assistance at once.




That bastard. He’d been planning on setting her up all along, and he knew far too much about all of her aliases and even her Rio bolthole and the supposedly-secret ID that went with it. One of her most trusted friends must have taken a payoff from Alexander to rat her out.




“That’s a lot of cat aliases for someone who says she doesn’t do that ‘cat’ theme,” Jack said unhelpfully.




Sam cut through that. “Sir, we have to figure out how to help Ms. Kyle, because this much intel on her operations is probably going to put her in prison.”




Jack added, “Or maybe a lot of different prisons, serially.”




And Liz interrupted that. “We’d better postpone that until we see if we even win this fight. Volksarmee’s house just popped up a set of surface-to-air missiles out of one of its turrets.”





Part XII



Selina stared at the copy of the message Alexander had just sent out. If she got hold of that bald buttwipe, she was going to show him how sharp her claws really were. Repeatedly.




Sam said over the intercom, “As soon as I take a shot, take evasive action perpendicular to the axis of attack.”




“Sheesh, you could just say ‘go sideways’, Sam,” Liz complained.




“Now, Liz.” And Selina saw a searing bolt of energy dart from under the ship to hit the pod of missiles. Most of them exploded, tearing that section of the roof to pieces.




Liz moved her fingers decisively, and the ship darted sharply to one side. Selina couldn’t feel it, but she could see the movement on the screen, as the ship swung most of the way around the mansion.




A dozen turftraps opened up on the mansion’s grounds, and tank-like robots the size of a desk popped up to open fire on the position from where the energy beam had come.




“I’m thinking our camo is holding up really well,” Jack calmly said.




Liz said, “I’m thinking our friend is holding up really well, since her buddy Mister People’s Army obviously planned to turn her into a really perforated kitty. And then blame her for whatever he was up to. Because dead cats tell no tales. Or tails.”




Jack nodded, “Yep. The cops show up, the place is a mess, Selina’s gone to join the choir eternal and she’s an ex-feline. Our buddy V.A. either blames some of his crimes on her, or he’s gone, and then when he comes back he blames his ‘kidnapping’ on her and her minions he claims he just escaped from.”




Sam said from the engine room, “That could be it, sir. I’ve been checking, and asking for intel. Apparently, Interpol had data from a couple European countries who were going to ‘take him into custody’ to ask him about some of his business dealings. Maybe he wants to live forever and also avoid spending all that time in a jail cell.”




Jack asked, “Any sign of that hij’tak? I think we have to assume V.A. wants to get his mitts on it for something nefarious. Even if it’s just blowing us out of the sky, which I would take personally.”




Sam called again from the engine room. “Liz? Check your hologram. I found a still-warm spot on the asphalt in front of the garages. It’s not being masked any longer, and it’s the right size for a hij’tak to set down.”




Jack groaned, “Great, so it already set down and did stuff and then took off again? Or at least moved to somewhere else?”




Sam pointed out, “The two largest garage doors there are probably big enough for a hij’tak to fly through, if it was kept as close to the ground as possible.”




Liz grinned, “Good point!” She moved her fingers through the hologram, and half a dozen bolts of energy blasted the garages apart. “Nope, not in there. Ooh, I hope Herr Volk-singer doesn’t mind what I did to his Lambo and his Bugatti.”




The al’kesh darted around to the side, just before more of the desk-sized tanks popped up and started firing in the general direction of the ship’s previous position.




Jack asked, “T? Would you do the honors?”




“Indeed.” Teal’c sat down at one of the subordinate chairs and began operating the systems on the panel in front of him. Smaller bolts of energy rained down on the estate, frying every one of the little armored threats.




Liz said, “Got some more possibles for ya, big guy.” And a hologram appeared at his station, with about a dozen more turftraps marked on it. Teal’c fired on them too.




Selina watched in amazement. As far as she could tell, Teal’c had only missed a couple times, and the ship was still moving. Even more impressive, he wasn’t steering it, and he had no motion cues from inertia. Maybe this team was even more dangerous than she thought.




Still, she was really, really glad she was in Liz’s ship, instead of trying to land here in a small plane like she’d told Alexander she would. She would be one roasted kittycat, probably in about a thousand tiny kitty-pieces.




Oh great. Now they had her making cat cracks at her expense. Maybe she should just give up and own it. She could say ‘Meow!’ a lot and do cat-like behaviors, like licking her ‘paws’ or grooming her ears.




No, that was stupid. But she could own the whole cat thing and not over-react when Jack and Liz did ‘kitty’ jokes. Then they’d probably get bored of the whole thing in short order.




Jack asked, “Any other possibles for locations of our hij’tak?”




Sam spoke over the intercom. “Too many, sir. It could easily be hovering around here somewhere, waiting for us to drop our E-M masking so it can have an easy shot at us.”




Jack asked, “Teal’c?”




Teal’c calmly advised, “It is most likely that such a strategy would be applied by a less competent fighter. Apep was legendary as a forceful, fair leader. He would insist on a fair combat, even if he might be confident that his forces were superior.”




Liz suggested, “But Graves might be thinking like a bodyguard. Or a sniper.”




Jack thought that over. “A sniper would need a position suitable for any of the spots where the targets might appear. So he’d have to be directly over the center of the mansion, where he could cover assaults from any direction. The mansion’s too big, and it would block lines of fire if he set up, say, on that hillside to the west.”




Selina decided not to ask how Jack knew all about sniper work.




Jack kept going. “If he was thinking like a bodyguard, he’d be gone already. His first responsibility is the safety of his principal. An al’kesh has it over a crappy old hij’tak on every front. Better speed, better mobility, better weaponry, better forcefields, better maintenance…”




“Better bling!” Liz tossed in.




“…so he’d grab Al The V and git.”




Liz said, “So if that hij’tak is still around, it’s got to be right over the mansion and high enough to shoot at us when we dash out of Mister Gordo and make for the doors and windows. But not so high that it would miss us. Right?”




“Right.”




Liz waved her fingers through the hologram again, and a bolt of energy fired directly over the mansion, about fifty feet above a chimney. The energy bolt kept firing, and it quickly tilted upward, to pick off anything over the mansion at any reasonable height.




Nothing happened.




Liz grumbled, “Great, so he’s probably already grabbed Herr Volkswagen and made like a tree.”




“Except the automated defenses are all still live,” Sam pointed out from the engine room.




“Then let’s go see what he’s still guarding that he didn’t want Alexander’s Ragtime Band Of Mercenaries to see,” Jack suggested. “Major? Ready for infiltration?”




“Yes sir. I’ll meet you at the exit.”




Jack grinned, “Come on, T. You haven’t had any fun for hours.”




“Indeed,” the big man said in an utterly calm voice.




Liz pouted, “Oh fine, go shoot up the place, and I’ll stay here minding the store…” But she swung the al’kesh about and moved to the back of the mansion, so it hovered next to the covered walkway to the garages. Even if the hij’tak or a hidden force was somewhere out there, once they leapt out of the al’kesh into the walkway, they would have protection from incoming fire. 




Unless it was incoming missiles.




Selina moved to the exit door with Jack and Teal’c. Sam was there, dressed like a soldier prepared for battle. Jack popped the exit door like he operated Goa’uld devices all the time, and gave Teal’c a hand signal that apparently meant ‘you go first’.




Teal’c held his staff weapon in one hand and leapt from the doorway, through the forcefield, over the half-wall of the walkway, and into the walkway. Jack and Sam quickly followed, so Selina leapt after them.




She was completely unsurprised to find that the walkway had expensive indoor-outdoor carpeting, half-walls along the entire length, and fancy ceiling lighting.




Teal’c led the team toward the double doors into the mansion. He stopped at the doors and listened. Then he gave Jack a raised eyebrow.




Jack slid silently to the doors and slid a fiber optic cable past the weatherstripping. Then he took a look. He grimaced slightly and gestured at Sam. Four fingers, then a movement like firing a slingshot. Sam just nodded and reached into her pack.




These people had obviously been working together for a ridiculous amount of time.




Out came the hunting slingshot and the egg crate of ‘clay’ balls. Jack motioned for Selina to get off to the side, out of the line of fire. Selina noticed that Jack didn’t do the same for himself. Sam readied herself. Jack signaled with his fingers. Three. Two. One.




Jack yanked open one door. Sam fired her slingshot. Teal’c launched a shot with his staff weapon. Both of them darted off to the side. Jack slammed the door shut, and ugly automated weapons fired on the heavy security doors. Only a few shots penetrated, which meant those doors were even sturdier than they looked.




Jack, Sam, and Teal’c repeated their attack, only this time there was no counterattack. Jack checked with his fiber optic and gave his teammates a ‘thumbs up’.




Jack and Teal’c swung open the doors from the sides, and Jack checked again with a tiny black spec ops periscope. This time, he gave an ‘all clear’ signal. They moved into the atrium.




There were four ugly, squat, tank-like robots with heavy machine guns mounted on them. They looked somewhat like the short, fat ancestors of Daleks. That made her wonder who Alexander had paid to design the things. Two had blast damage from the staff weapon. Two had much more deadly blasts on their fronts which had caused hot metal shards to rip through their interiors and rip out the back sides.




She decided she did not want to know what would happen if Sam used her slingshot bombs on armored men. Or even on men in tanks.




Selina had to take the lead, because she was the only one who knew the floor plan. She led them through the building, to Alexander’s private office. She tried not to cringe when she looked into the outer office where Alexander usually had his personal assistant.




Madeleine, Alexander’s personal assistant, was still sitting in her office chair. Or rather, what was left of Madeleine was there. She looked like she had taken a staff weapon blast to the head. Mercer was on the floor, still tightly gripping an Uzi. She was obviously dead from a large bullet wound in the face. And Graves was lying face-down, her head pointing at both of them. Someone had shot her in the back of the head and the back of the neck with large-caliber bullets, and the symbiote had died before it got halfway out of her mouth. Graves had been carrying a canopic jar, which was now shattered.




Oh God, was another one of those things lurking around here?




Sam obviously knew what she was thinking, and gave her a slow shake of the head. No. So Alexander had it. Inside him.




Graves also had a staff weapon in her off hand. So… she killed Madeleine. Mercer stepped in as a diversion, so that Alexander could shoot Graves in the back. But then Graves shot Mercer too.




Selina said, “Alexander and the symbiote took the hij’tak and fled.”




Jack grumbled, “Great. An Atok-Volksarmee team-up. Which one’s more evil?”




Sam moved swiftly through the outer office into Alexander’s private office. Selina followed. Even Selina could tell that someone had disintegrated stacks of papers and the computer under the desk. No doubt, with one of those zat’nik’tel things.




Sam said to Jack, “Sir, it’s obvious that Volksarmee has been planning this, along with probably some other illegal activities. But there’s an Ethernet cable going into the floor. There may be a backup of his hard drive in a secure computer room. We need that.”




Jack asked, “Selina? Any ideas?”




She rolled her eyes. “Seriously, I’m a thief, not an IT professional. I know where I’d hide private computer backups, but current hardware? Maybe downstairs?”




He looked at Sam. She instantly said, “Either an interior room, or downstairs. Underground has some advantages and disadvantages, depending on issues like the water table and the subtending geography.”




Jack touched his communications system. “Liz? Looks like Herr Volkswagen killed everyone, snaked himself, and took off in his new ride. Any chance you can scan the place and find his IT set-up?”




Liz came back in seconds. “Looks like a possibility downstairs. But it’s way, way down, and it looks like there’s another half dozen mini-tanks waiting for you down there.”




“Sweet,” Jack said sarcastically.





Part XIII



Jack glanced around. “Major, you’re on point. As our IT guru, you’re going to have a better idea how to get down stairs and into their computer rooms.




“Yes sir.” 




Sam didn’t even pause. Selina would definitely have stopped and asked if he was sure, and if he had any heavy armor that could go first.




Sam wielded a P90 and moved out, searching through the house for a stairway going down.




Jack checked, “Any ideas on how your buddy went up and down around here?”




She scowled, “I think it’s safe to say he is not my buddy. And he never let me see anything except the path from the helipad to his office. And the small dining room. We had dinner once, after one of our… discussions on interesting tasks I might do for him. He tried to get into my panties, but he was polite about it. A lot more polite than most guys in his position. Looking back on things, maybe he was just making it look good, and he was counting on me to say no.”




Jack said, “A clear sign he’s insane.”




Teal’c said from in front of them, “Indeed.”




Jack smirked, “Carter would agree too, but we got that whole ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ thing going.”




“Sir!” Sam protested from the lead position.




As they moved down a long hallway, Selina stopped. Why would there be a doorway-sized bookcase in the middle of a hallway of paintings and polished woodwork?




Jack snapped his fingers, and the others quickly moved to join them. He asked, “Secret passage? I mean, it’s a classic when you got to the secret lair part of the supervillain theme…”




Selina just looked it over. “It looks pretty damn suspicious, and I wouldn’t put it past Alexander to sneak in a few boobytraps.”




Sam asked, “Are we sure this is actually a cover for an elevator door?”




Jack went to the communications again. “Hey Liz. You got our position?”




“Yep!”




He kept going. “Can you tell if there’s a vertical shaft beside us? An elevator, or a stairwell, or even a paternoster?”




“Perhaps a ‘lift’ as the Gilesians say in Tweedland?” Liz snarked.




“Indeed,” Jack said in a rather bad imitation of Teal’c.




“Well, it’s not like I’ve got a mansion-sized MRI here, but it looks like a vertical shaft. Don’t see an elevator, though, which is sorta suspicion-causing.”




“Nice to know. We’re gonna try and break in,” Jack confided.




Selina turned on the electromagnetics detector in her goggles and scanned the bookcase. Definitely far too many electrical lines and magnetic signatures for a bookcase. Even a bookcase that might be a secret door.




She started removing books and handing them to Jack. Jack just tossed them in a pile against the other side of the hallway. So the books that looked like they might be valuable got handed off to Teal’c, who carefully stacked them against the mopboard.




“Aha.” She popped two claws and cut around an electronic signal behind the Horatio Alger books that looked like they might even be first editions.




Jack said, “Oliver Twist? Horatio Alger? Looks like Herr Volkswagen has rather Freudian tastes in old books.”




Selina was thinking the same thing. Not that she said so, because she was busy.




Not only was the panel boobytrapped, but the keypad underneath it had been cleaned, so there was no way to tell which keys should be pressed. And she was pretty sure that pressing the wrong keys would be… problematic. Probably fatal, knowing what Alexander had in mind for her.




She’d thought he was just a creepy business ‘tycoon’, or maybe a major-league, international white collar criminal. Even after she’d done some industrial espionage for him. But now she was thinking ‘supervillain’. Which could even mean there might be a self-destruct on this mansion. So she was being extra-careful.




Jack cheerfully said to Sam, “Hey, you know what?”




“What is it, sir?”




“We should take a master criminal cat burglar along on some of our missions. Then we wouldn’t have to stand around and hope Rupert can decode a bunch of hieroglyphs fast enough.”




Sam carefully said, “With all due respect sir, I think that Giles’ training in B&E and EOD and infiltration already qualifies him as a cat burglar.”




Jack just kept going. “But I can’t make kittycat jokes around him and get a reaction.”




Sam stiffly said, “Colonel, I am shocked to hear indications that you might have run out of jokes about tea and tweed and Marmite and Blackadder.”




“And Monty Python!” Jack tossed in unhelpfully.




Teal’c boomed, “I must admit that after reading DanielJackson’s notes on comparative religions for Earth, I did find ‘The Life of Brian’ surprisingly entertaining.”




Jack just said, “We’ll have to have you read ‘Le Morte d’Arthur’ and watch ‘Excalibur’ before we show you ‘Monty Python and the Holy Grail’.”




“Le Morte d’Arthur’?” Sam asked suspiciously.




“What?” Jack replied. “I can’t have layers?” Sam didn’t say anything in reply, so Jack admitted, “Okay, I only read some English translation stuff. For a lit class at the Academy. I wasn’t gonna make Teal’c learn French first.”




Selina didn’t say anything, but she thought it was telling that Jack remembered that level of detail after all these years.




Meanwhile, she was cutting away the wood paneling with her claws, so she could get at the electronics underneath. And…




Jack whistled. “Wow. Ya don’t see claymores planted in bookcases in a whole lot of homes these days.”




She hadn’t known it was a claymore mine, but she certainly knew it was a nasty anti-burglar weapon. And if it was a claymore, in an interior hallway, it was probably an anti-personnel and anti-everything-else weapon. She cut the wires on the detonators, checked around it for more traps, disarmed them as well, and handed the claymore to Jack.




“This guy does not play well with other children,” Jack complained. Then he looked up. “Hey Carter, can we put antennas on these detonators and shoot it with a zat to detonate it at a distance?”




And Sam had an immediate answer. “We should be able to, sir. But we’d need to do some testing with lengths of antenna to make sure that we would have the right length antennas, in case it matters, and that we could make it work under field conditions. After all, it’s a charged particle weapon, not a bolt of lightning.”




It took several more minutes to cut through the metal behind the bookcase, expose the wiring, and bypass the keypad. Then she had to connect power to the actuators and unlock the bolts securing the ‘bookcase’ in place.




She stepped back. “I would move off to the sides, just in case.” And she took her own advice before she wrapped her bullwhip around a notch she had cut in one side of the bookcase, and she tugged.




The bookcase slid sideways into the wall. A small armada of darts fired through the opening and stuck in the opposite wall. Several of them were full of something which left sizzling trails cutting through the woodwork and burning holes where they dripped on the floor.




“I’m beginning to think this guy does not appreciate his guests,” Jack muttered.




Sam studied the wall and said, “I think four of those darts must have had loads of hydrofluoric acid, possibly under high pressure. Even Jaffa armor might not stand up to these, and being trapped inside armor with a spray of HF would do pretty horrible things to the wearer.”




Jack asked, “Ya think he had enough intel on our pals that he was preparing in case he really did have to deal with Jaffa?”




Teal’c ventured, “I would think it possible. Also, this is a weapon which I have never seen used against Jaffa or Goa’uld, and yet it could be quite effective.”




Sam pointed out, “Except that hydrofluoric acid eats through almost everything including glass, and if your weapon was damaged in a firefight, you might have your weaponry dripping onto you.”




Jack just said, “Flamethrowers have the same sorts of problems, plus some fun extra nightmare problems, and plenty of armies have figured out how to operate with them.”




“Valid point, sir.” Sam pulled out a spec ops periscope and checked in the opening. “Looks like there’s another weapon waiting for anyone who survived this far and stepped into the opening. One of those automated mini-tanks, in a niche in the back wall.”




Jack said, “I want half a dozen of those things for the next time we’re going somewhere unsafe. Only I want more armor on the fronts so they can stand up to a few staff weapon shots.”




Teal’c ignored Jack. “Major Carter, do you wish to use your chirti’kesh or do you wish me to use my Ma’Tok?




Selina glanced at Sam for clarification. Sam pointed at her wrist slingshot and then the big staff weapon. Jack whispered to Selina, “How does she know all this stuff?” Sam tried not to roll her eyes when her commanding officer was standing right there.




Jack pointed at Teal’c. The big man just nodded calmly. Then he sprinted down the hall, leapt past the opening, and fired his staff weapon in mid-air. He landed gracefully and slowed to a stop beside Jack. “Is that what you wanted, O’Neill?”




Jack shrugged a little. “Well, pretty much, except the part about you sticking your neck out by exposing yourself to enemy fire.”




“I was careful not to stick any part of me out,” Teal’c insisted. “And it is the duty of any Jaffa to expose himself to enemy fire when necessary. Also, I noticed when we were riding in ‘Mister Gordo’ that these mini-tanks are designed for suppressive fire but do not react as quickly as trained humans.”




“Can we not call it Mister Gordo?” Sam complained as she peeked again with her periscope. “And the tank looks OOC, sir.”




Jack said, “Give your slingshot a try, just in case.”




Sam nodded. She moved to the edge of the opening and faced the opposite wall. She armed her slingshot, pulled it back, and moved. She spun so one eye and her arm were exposed, and she fired, spinning back out of danger just as the mini-tank got off a couple rounds before Sam’s explosive took it out.




“Carter, are you okay?”




“Yes sir. No hits. It was already damaged by Teal’c.”




Jack checked the opening with his tiny periscope. “Looks safe. Probably isn’t.” He gave everyone a big smile. “Who wants to go first!?”




Sam asked, “And where’s the elevator car?”




Jack said, “No cable in front of us, so I’m guessing…” And he pointed up.




Selina suddenly had a mental image of her swinging down to the lower level of the shaft and suddenly having a heavy elevator car dropping on her head. “Woof.”




She stepped in front of the opening, snapped her bullwhip so it wrapped around the top of the destroyed mini-tank, and pulled. It didn’t budge.




Teal’c stepped beside her, grabbed a handful of whip, and heaved. The mini-tank was dragged out of its alcove, and she just managed to loosen her whip before the tank teetered and fell to the bottom of the shaft.




The elevator car promptly dropped down the shaft to crash on top of the mini-tank.




Jack casually inspected the shaft. Or at least he made it look casual. “Hmm. No cable holding the top of the car anymore. I think we’re gonna have to call OSHA about this one.”





Part XIV



Sam inspected the rest of the shaft with a high-intensity light before she said, “Looks clear enough to work in.”




Selina took a look. They only had about thirty feet down to the roof of the now-damaged elevator car. She could do that pretty easily. “I can swing down on my whip. What about you three?”




Jack said, “I was thinking we’d have Liz drop by, jump down there, and catch us like a circus act.” When Selina gave him a look, he added, “Or maybe, the Leap Of Faith.” And he leapt across the shaft.




Where he caught a maintenance ladder that had been painted so it looked like the back wall. And he gave her a big, naughty grin.




“Indeed,” Teal’c said. “That was a good movie, but not as good as the first of the series.”




Selina swung down on her whip as Jack climbed down the ladder. Once they stood on the damaged car, Teal’c jumped to the ladder and followed. Sam came last. By the time Sam stepped onto the elevator car, Selina had the emergency hatch unlocked and open, and was looking through it using her fiber optic.




Selina said, “Looks clear.” She popped open the hatch and gracefully dropped in. Then she went to work trying to unlock the elevator door, which was unfortunately bent by the impact.




Teal’c leaned over her with a broken section of the car’s roof. He jammed the four feet of steel into the crack between the doors, and strained. The doors gave way with the anguished groan of damaged metal. He forced them apart until there was a foot and a half gap that any of them could squeeze through. “Is that of any help?”




Selina looked up at him and smiled. “Yes, thank you.” She bypassed a safety and an alarm, and unlocked the matching elevator doors leading into the basement area.




“Aht!” Jack warned. “Let’s check this first, shall we? Remember what Liz said?”




Oh yeah. Another half dozen automated enemies.




Jack asked himself, “Now if I was a Dalek, where would I be standing?”




“Probably on a BBC soundstage. Sir,” Sam answered. And Sam even managed to stay completely stone-faced and military-looking.




“Good answer! Good answer!” Jack cheered. “So we’ll have to be sure to tell Rupes that he missed out on the chance to blow up some Daleks.”




Teal’c carefully asked, “Would RupertGiles be more like the Third Doctor or the Fifth Doctor?”




He sounded like he was asking a serious question. On the other hand, there was no telling how much — or how little — of Earth culture he had picked up, and there was really no telling how much junk Jack had exposed him to.




Selina threaded her fiber optic between the doors, and winced when she saw three more of the mini-tanks waiting for them roughly thirty feet down a sturdy corridor. “Three in position, about thirty feet out. Center one forward a few feet, other two back and off to the sides like wingmen.”




Jack acted unconcerned. Selina suspected he had faced far worse things in this fight against the Goa’uld. Still, he was probably a little too nonchalant about this. Maybe a lot too nonchalant. He asked, “Can we pull those other doors back together with about a four inch gap? That ought to be enough for T or Carter to fire through, and the extra metal might help cut down on bullet penetration.”




Sam said, “Sir, that might be a little tight for the staff weapon, and the back of the elevator car is too close for Teal’c to wield his Ma’Tok properly.”




Jack nodded at that, and then finally asked, “Has anyone else wondered why we haven’t been perforated yet?”




Sam glanced at the elevator door, assessed it expertly, and said, “Clearly not because of barriers. I think it’s most likely that the rules-based AI in these tanks is designed to be highly conservative on IFF.”




Selina had no idea how Sam could even be sure the tanks had an AI, or that it was rules-based, or even what ‘IFF’ was.




Jack glanced at Selina. “IFF means ‘Identification Friend or Foe’. Don’t shoot the people on your side, do shoot the people on their side. Your buddy Al wouldn’t want a bunch of tanks mistaking him for the enemy and filling him full of large-caliber holes. So the tanks won’t open up on us until they’re sure they’re supposed to. Like as soon as we open these doors and they can get a visual on us and do whatever facial recognition and weapon recognition they’re capable of. Or as soon as we open fire on them.” He glanced at Sam.




Sam added, “You wouldn’t want your AI tank firing on you just because you looked different — say, you had a bandage on your face after an accident — or you sounded different — say, you had a cold, or you were watching an action movie on your phone as you approached. Making sure that his weapons couldn’t be tricked into firing at him would have to be a high priority. Perhaps his highest one.”




Jack asked, “So… if I wore a motorcycle helmet and hid my weapons, could I walk down that hall without getting fired on?”




Sam winced slightly. “Possibly, sir. I wouldn’t want to risk that unless we had no options.”




He smirked a little. “How about if we open the doors with such a small gap that the tanks can’t do that IFF thing effectively, and I use your slingshot on them?”




Sam thought for a moment. “It’s possible. They may not even recognize a slingshot as a weapon. No barrel, no targeting system, no obvious signs that it fires like a standard weapon… I could pull a balaclava over my head and try it.”




Jack shook his head slightly. He gave her a tiny smile. “I think I’ll try it. After all, your brain is way too valuable to get it blowed up real good. Mine? Not so much.”




Sam didn’t like that call. But she forced her face into something stoic and said, “Yes sir. Can I make arguments in favor of alternative methods?”




“Nope!” Jack even popped his ‘p’ just to bug Sam. Or maybe just to bug Selina.




Selina was pretty sure Jack wasn’t doing it to bug Teal’c. And Teal’c would never let on if it did bug him, which would ruin part of Jack’s fun.




Jack pulled a black balaclava out of a pocket on his tactical vest. He tugged it on over his head. It didn’t appear to have holes for his eyes or nose or even his mouth. Selina half expected Jack to start humming the old Spiderman theme song. Jack held out one hand.




Sam reluctantly took off her wrist slingshot, which was just secured in place with two velcro straps. Jack made sure he had it on correctly and he could pull it easily. Then he stretched out on the floor as much as he could, even though he had to bend at the knees because of the back wall. Sam sat on the floor off to the side, and gestured for Selina to get as far to the side as she could. Teal’c took the other side, and waited until Sam had three bombs in her hands. Sam handed one bomb to Jack.




Teal’c pried open the doors about four inches. Jack instantly fired, and Selina could hear an explosion. Jack put out a hand without looking, and Sam slapped another sphere in. Jack reloaded and fired. And again. Still no return fire. Jack gave Teal’c a nod.




Teal’c was out through the doors in a fraction of a second, staff weapon in hand. Sam was following him with her P90 at the ready.




Jack scrambled to his feet and followed his team down the hall. But Teal’c was already firing around a corner, ducking back while his weapon recharged or whatever it had to do, and then turning to fire again down that intersecting hallway.




Jack moved into position. “How are things going?”




Teal’c turned back to him. “Complete, O’Neill. We have now accounted for all six automated weapons that LizSummers warned us about. That does not mean that there are no more threats.”




“I agree,” Jack nodded. “Let’s go exploring.”




There were no more threats. The hallways were otherwise deserted. It looked like all the security forces had left, and had taken all the remaining mansion personnel with them. But the door into what was presumably the IT center was a heavy security door.




Selina studied it. A keypad and retinal scanner and speaker, all to the left of the heavy steel door.




Jack said, “Carter, I know you’d love to use your little clay balls some more, but no spalling in the computer room.”




“I know that, sir. And you still have my slingshot.”




“Why, so I do.” Jack grinned and gave her back the weapon. She strapped it to her forearm, just in case.




It took Selina twenty minutes to cut through the protections over the security systems and bypass all of them so she could use some jumpers across the connections and pop the security door. It took less than half that for Sam to use some systems from her backpack to crack the security on the computers in the IT room and get into the computers in there. That was discouraging.




Sam studied some of the files she was pulling up. “Sir? It looks like Volksarmee was planning on acquiring Goa’uld intel all along, and he already has some star chart data. That’s got to be P3X-479, and those three star systems there don’t have known gates. Whether Apep and Atok have additional intel on them is another matter.”




Jack grimaced. “Forward all of that to Liz and let’s see if Sidney knows anything interesting about those fun little holiday camps.”




Liz came back on the comms once she’d had time to glance over Sam’s transmission. “Yep, Sidney knows about a couple of these. One used to be Atok’s private funhouse a long, long time ago, but it got bombed back to the Paleozoic Era by Ra when some Goa’uld thought maybe Anubis was hiding out there.”




Jack wondered, “So… you know where Atok’s gonna take Herr Volkswagen for some Fahrfvergnugen?”




Liz said, “Sidney’s pretty sure it’s gonna be one of the first four Sam sent us. I can drop you guys off back at Cairo where your ride is, and I still ought to be able to beat Atok there as long as he’s stuck in that little piece of crap hij’tak.”




Jack rubbed his hands together. “Carter? You got everything you wanna take with?”




Sam answered, “If Teal’c can carry that stack of backup hard drives, then yes sir.”




“Okay! Let’s move out before any of those security dorks come back and complain about us breaking their toys.”




The return trip was far faster. They trotted to the elevator shaft, clambered up the ladder while Selina used her bullwhip to swing her way back to the opening, and jogged back to the invisible al’kesh. They were back onboard and watching the ground fall away underneath them before Sam was done organizing her tasks for decrypting everything on the hard drives Teal’c had brought along.




As they flew across Europe toward Cairo, Liz said, “So, can we get Selina off the hook with Interpol and every country in the world she ever robbed?”




Sam shook her head no, while Jack said, “That may take us a little bit of work, and maybe some politicking. Or some lying. Really, pretty much the same thing.”




Liz frowned, “Well, that’s not of the good. I don’t want her locked up in some Supermax cell or in some really groty prison.”




Jack told her, “We can either hide her in the SGC, which might be tricky, or move her off-world, or you can take her with you when you go after Mister Volkswagen.”




Selina immediately said, “I’d rather go with Liz. I’ve got a score to settle with Alexander. Maybe two or three scores.”




“Maybe four scores and seven years?” Jack asked, just to be difficult.




Liz stuck her tongue out at him and grinned, “That’d be great! I’ve got a couple targets in mind that Sidney always wanted to bust into, but she didn’t have the skillset. But I figure Selina does, once we teach her enough Goa’uld, and we show her how Goa’uld security stuff works.”




Ooh. Stealing more Goa’uld bling. That sounded fun. Especially if she could fuck up Alexander’s plans in the process.




Jack nodded, “Egggggcellent, Smithers. And we’ll keep you two up to date on how things are going on the ‘clear Selina and blame Alexander’ front.”




Liz said, “Yeah, I didn’t give you guys that comm ball just to piss off the jerks on the Tok’ra Council.”




So soon they were back in Cairo, picking up Selina’s suitcases and gear that Jack’s team had liberated from the police. Along with Selina’s motorcycle that Sam really wanted to keep, and a hundred gallons of gasoline until Liz figured out something to use as a replacement fuel.




Liz hugged everyone and said, “Tell Giles I hugged you and didn’t hug him. And tell him I gave Teal’c a couple extra non-Giles hugs.” But she was smiling as she said it.




Teal’c just said, “Indeed we shall.”




Jack smirked, “Yeah. It’ll be fun. I mean, ‘of the fun’.” He turned to Selina. “And try to keep Liz out of trouble. I know, it’s a thankless job…”




Liz stuck out her tongue at him.




Selina and Liz stepped into the al’kesh and lifted off. Liz grinned, “This’ll be a blast! We just gotta get you a non-peon chair to sit in so we can sit here and chat.”




“You’re not going to get me a scratching post?” Selina grinned.




Liz laughed. “Now you’re talking! Or maybe meowing.”




Selina asked, “What about bedrooms, showers, toilets…?”




Liz replied, “No sweat. It’s bunk beds, but the bathroom stuff is totally private. And the toilets are uber-easy to learn how to use. I mean, if Jack can learn to use one, anyone can.”




Selina snickered at that.




Mister Gordo cleared the upper atmosphere, and Liz operated the controls until the ship jumped into hyperspace. “We’ll beat that weasel by a couple days.” She paused for a moment. “There is just one thing…”




“What?”




Liz smiled mischievously. “I’ve been waiting to say this…” She tilted her head back and yelled, “Chicks… in… spaaaaaace!”




Selina recognized it at once. She quickly said, “Okay, but I get to be Captain Link Hogthrob. You have to be First Mate Piggy.”




Liz laughed but pretended to be upset. “Not First Mate Piggy! I wanna be the captain!”




“Yes. I already called dibs on Captain Hogthrob.”




Liz smirked, “Sam needs to be Dr. Strangepork, even if she’s not getting the porking.”




“Really? She’s not? Even with the way she and Jack look at each other when they think no one’s looking?”




Liz insisted, “Really. A complete lack of porking. A pork deficit.”




Selina rolled her eyes. “Okay, so tell me the story of you and Giles. The whole, unvarnished story.”




Liz glanced at her holographic readouts. “All right, we’ve got hours to kill. But then you have to tell me how you turned into a cat burglar.”




“Deal. But first, say it with me.”




“Kits! In! Spaaaaaaaaace!”




Liz giggled and started. “Okay, so what happened was I got in trouble at my old school in L.A., which was totally not my fault that I’d pissed off this rival dojo and they decided to ‘teach me a lesson’ and the whole thing ended up with the school gym on fire when it was all their fault. So mom decided to move us to this quiet little town away from everything. And it looked too good to be true! Because it was…”





News Flash, Yet Again



And now, a teaser for the first story of ‘Cross Purposes 2’, which is a Xander Harris / Alex Mack / Batman crossover:




Alee Mack had already decided Xander Harris was not your average boss. And not just because he wasn’t really her boss, even if she was pretending she was his intern.




He didn’t like being called ‘Mister Harris’. Batman told Alee it was because Xander wasn’t very happy with his father, and didn’t say more on that. Alee didn’t ask, because it seemed mega-nosy and totally not nice. And maybe his childhood had been really awful, because Alee had grown up with plenty of people whose dads were not great dads like her dad, and she didn’t think any of them were unhappy enough with their dad that they didn’t want to use their own last name. He was okay with being called ‘sir’ or ‘boss’, but he really wanted to just be called ‘Xander’.




He had a lot of money, but liked driving an old pickup truck and didn’t like wearing a suit. On the other hand, he was always trying to do nice stuff for his girlfriend.




He had a company he was in charge of, but she was pretty sure he would rather be one of the guys who got sent out to houses to do building and repair stuff. From the way he talked, he missed getting to work construction but now he had too much corporate stuff he had to do.




And he was a goofball. Well, he liked pretending to be goofy and silly. And he was way funnier than anyone Alee had ever worked for or any of her friends had worked for.




Also, he was a superhero. He didn’t push that either. He didn’t even have a decent uniform. Dark gray pants, a gray t-shirt, and a dark gray hoodie did not make a uniform. And his big weapon was an aluminum baseball bat. It was almost like he didn’t want to be a superhero, he just couldn’t stop doing it. Alee wondered if she could talk Batman or Robin or Steel into getting Xander a uniform that would at least help him stay safer. She knew Robin’s uniform could stop a razor-sharp sword or stiletto, and it was bulletproof up to at least a .45 caliber handgun. Xander’s outfit wouldn’t stop a letter opener. Or a stapler.
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