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This series of stories is a sequel to Cross Purposes and The Secret Collocation of Alex Mack. Both of these are sequels to The League of Extraordinary Women, and one is also a sequel to The Secret Return of Alex Mack. The stories here will make a lot more sense if you read those first, possibly along with Hermione Granger and The Boy Who Lived which is set in the universe of Alex Mack.




Disclaimer: None of these characters belong to me. If you want details on ownership and all that jazz, you’ll want to read the appropriate intros in The League of Extraordinary Women and subsequent stories. Any new crossovers or fictional characters will get their own disclaimers as is appropriate.
Crossover: Multiple. It was a ‘multiple crossings’ challenge that my muse Agatha saw and went ballistic over. Blame her. I certainly do.
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The Justice Leaguer and a Powerhouse

Part I



This is a sequel to “The Justice Leaguer and a Carpenter” as well as “Bruce Wayne and a Golddigger” and “Bruce Wayne and a Daddy’s Girl” and also “The Justice Leaguer and a Mage”, all of which are stories in Cross Purposes. It also takes place shortly after the Alee Mack epilogue of The Secret Collocation of Alex Mack. If you have not read any of the previous stories, you might need to know that the DC universe has a new hero named The White Knight, his secret identity is Xander Harris, and he is dating Amy Madison. Amy knows his secret, has newly-discovered magical powers of her own, but has resisted being labeled a superhero. Alee Mack is Stormburst, and has just started learning about superhero stuff while working with Young Justice.





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.




Alee Mack was Stormburst. She had literally tons of telekinesis she could use as a shield, or as armor. She could defend herself with lightning. She could turn into her silvery morph, which could take a punch from a meta. And she had serious armor in her uniform. It really bothered her that Xander didn’t.




Maybe he was still designing a special uniform with special armor stuff in it, and he hadn’t gotten it made yet.




But Xander didn’t know what Alee really looked like, or what her real name was. Because Alee Mack was not in the car with him and the driver. No way. She was a girl named Annie Farrell for this trip. Xander had an intern along on this business trip, and his intern was supposed to be a twenty-ish college girl who needed to lose weight and get a good haircut and trade her ugly, thick glasses in for contacts. Batman had even gotten her special prosthetics that went in the mouth so Annie had chubby cheeks. And special reverse contacts so she could wear really thick glasses that made her eyes look huge. And a prosthetic clip that went inside her left nostril so her nose looked bigger and not symmetrical. The ‘fat suit’ and wig and prosthetics were kind of uncomfortable in the California sunshine, but that was the price you paid for being in a good disguise. Even if the rental SUV had great AC.




Batman wasn’t complaining either. She was pretty sure she was supposed to know that Xander’s driver was really Batman in an awesome disguise. And she was pretty sure Batman knew she had figured out his other identity from the stuff she brought home from Harry Dresden’s universe. And she had been sort of confident that Xander knew Batman’s real name and stuff, just from the way Xander kidded around with his ‘driver’. But once Batman started giving them lessons on Justice League stuff and training stuff, Alee was totally sure.




Still, that wasn’t Batman in the front seat, driving them around. That was Mackenzie Malone, a red-haired, freckled, heavy-set guy with a red beard and mustache. And the beard was trimmed so it looked like Mister Malone was hiding a weak chin, and not like he was hiding a big, square, Jay-Leno-type jaw. There was probably special prosthetic makeup so his eyes and mouth and nose looked different, to fake out facial recognition software too. Also, Malone slumped a lot, even if it wasn’t that noticeable in his bad suit, because Batman was like three or four inches taller than Malone.




Malone kept chewing on wooden kitchen matches, so Xander kept calling him ‘Matches’ instead of Mackenzie or Mac. Alee figured Xander knew something she didn’t, but she didn’t want to be mega-nosy and ask. If it was important, they’d tell her.




So Mister Malone was a lot shorter and fatter than Batman. He didn’t sound like Batman, or talk like Batman, or move like Batman. He had really noticeable quirks, like the match thing. Alee paid a lot of attention, because this was like Expert Disguises 201. She figured she’d already gone through Basic Disguises 11 and Expert Disguises 101 when Batman set up the Annie Farrell disguise and showed her everything he’d done, including backstopping her ID. And when Catwoman showed her what else had been dreamed up for Alee.




Alee still wasn’t totally sure she could go through with all of that. But she’d give it a try. After all, Catwoman had spent a lot of effort working with her on it when Selina Kyle had a new one-woman theater production to get ready for. And The Flash said Selina’s first one-woman show was so funny that half the Justice League went to see it at least once, and he said he went back and saw it three more times too. Alee really wanted to see that show, but flying cross-country as Stormburst to see a theater production just seemed like an abuse of her powers, plus she’d be really hungry at the end of each flight, and she wasn’t sure how nice her clothes needed to be to go see a big show in a fancy theater in Gotham City.




So they even had a cover story and everything. Xander was Handy Man Incorporated’s only franchisee in California. Alee was pretty sure Xander was the only HMI franchisee west of maybe Minnesota. So Xander was going up to Fresno and surrounding areas to look into the options for expanding his franchise through the Central Valley areas. He had meetings scheduled with some builders and home repair people. He had meetings scheduled with several Fresno city councilors and some Fresno city planners. He had a meeting scheduled with some Habitat For Humanity and low-income housing advocates. And intern Annie Farrell had to handle keeping Xander on schedule, and taking notes in the meetings. Meanwhile, Mister Malone was Xander’s driver and bodyguard and security expert.




Except in the nice SUV, once Xander had checked that Annie could use the software on the tablet computer and could type on it to enter meeting notes. Because as soon as Xander was satisfied that Annie could play intern for him, Mister Malone ran a bug detector in the car one more time, and then the fun stuff started.




She and Xander got Batman lessons all the way up to Fresno. Xander kept calling them Bat-lessons and Bat-lectures, but there was no way Alee was going to. 




First, on disguises and cover stories. Then on backstopping IDs and spotting stuff when someone else’s ID was backstopped instead of real. Then on makeup tricks that looked real instead of like makeup, and ways to beat facial recognition software. Then sticking to your cover and planning ahead in case someone asks one of those questions you were hoping not to get asked, or in case someone asks a question you know the answer to, but your cover would not. Alee wasn’t planning on doing serious undercover work, but it was great to know about all this stuff.




After a lot of those lessons, they got Batman lessons on detection. Stuff like looking at a crime scene and trying to find the stuff that wasn’t supposed to be there, and missing stuff that was supposed to be there. Like a bedroom with a woman who took sleeping pills and committed suicide: if it really was a suicide, the pill bottle ought to be there, and something to wash down the pills. And what types of suicides were likely to leave notes, and what types weren’t, and how they would or would not express themselves. Then he talked about ‘locked room’ murders and easy ways to do them, and stuff to check for right away before evidence got wrecked.




Also, it sounded to her like Xander had been doing lots of studying on some of this stuff already, because he had a bunch of questions here and there, and all but a couple were really good questions. Okay, those couple questions were obviously joke questions to kid around with Batman, who was really not a kidding-around guy but the White Knight did it anyway. Maybe Xander was just that brave, because Alee totes would not try to joke around with Batman.




Maybe The White Knight was secretly part of the Bat-family, which she would never say out loud, even if she’d heard Robin and Kid Flash say the phrase. Because Batman seemed really grumpy, but he’d taken lots of Robins and Batgirls under his wing. And Nightwing, and Spoiler, and Huntress, and Catwoman, and maybe a few other supers.




Alee decided she was going to assume Batman’s grumpy act was just an act, and he didn’t want anyone else to know he cared about people. She knew he cared a ton about Catwoman, and he tried not to let anyone know about that.




When they got near Fresno, Batman finally gave them a briefing about their investigation. Mister Malone’s voice and mannerisms were still there, but it was totally Batman’s thoughts. Alee paid mega-close attention to what he said and also how he said it.




“The Atron family owned large tracts of land, half a dozen important businesses, and some big investments. But their patriarch tried to take over more of the local area and start some huge developments. It probably would have worked, but he was remarkably over-extended, and the stock market crash of 1929 wiped him out. The family lost almost everything, and he committed suicide by jumping off the roof of the Atron Building. Over the next twenty years, the family name died out. Several Atron men changed their last name to avoid the scandal. The women of the family couldn’t marry into social positions they had been raised for. Some younger Atron men couldn’t avoid the draft and served in World War II. Only one of them survived. The last person named Atron died in 1983, and the name was lost.”




Xander suggested, “But when you looked at the family tree of Ms. Trilo…”




“Nothing official,” Batman answered gruffly. “But her father does not look like his father. In fact, her father looks remarkably like the men of the Atron lineage, and his mother worked as a housekeeper for some of the later Atrons. Pictures of Ms. Trilo have conveniently vanished from a host of accessible locations, but her driver’s license has a picture.” He handed a blow-up of that photo back to Xander.




Alee took a peek, since she was sitting next to Xander. “Oh crud.” She was pretty sure she failed to keep up her slightly nasal ‘Annie Farrell’ voice. Because that was totally Danielle Atron. Or at least the Danielle Atron of Harry Dresden’s universe. Just without an expensive earthtone pantsuit and an accessorizing ascot. Even the hairstyle wasn’t too different.




“I take it you recognize her?” Batman growled.




She managed not to say ‘totally’. “Yes. I was in her office in Alexa’s world, and I got a really good look at her. For several minutes. And she was reading Machiavelli in Italian.”




Xander laughed. “Really? What was it? The Prince?”




She nodded uncomfortably. “She sat there, reading Il Principe in Italian, as we came in to apprehend her, and then she tried a Machiavellian maneuver right in front of us. And I fell for it, even if I knew she was up to something.”




“Okay, I’m awarding this woman supervillain style points,” Xander said in a snarky tone.




“We do not award ‘style points’ to supervillains,” Batman growled in totally Batman tones.




“Well, someone should!” Xander retorted. “Maybe…Tim Gunn? Stacy London?”




“How do you know about Tim Gunn and Stacy London and stuff?” Alee whispered.




“I have layers,” Xander said in a bad Shrek accent.




“He has a girlfriend who he is trying to talk into becoming a fiancee,” Batman spilled. “And she rooms with two other young women, one of whom is Cordelia Chase, of the California Chases. There is undoubtedly an excessive amount of focus on style and couture in that apartment.”




“Except for Fred,” Xander grinned. “Because Fred is the kind of girl who wants to be called ‘Fred’ and builds gadgets and studies physics. Which brings up a different subject…”




“Later,” insisted Batman. “I passed the blueprints and photographs along to the right people, and Ms. Burkle is going to get a very generous offer soon.”




Xander groaned out loud. “Oh come on! She went universe hopping with your Kitty. You know she read over that list of names including a couple that I bet didn’t get read off in that JL meeting. She’s bound to know who you are.”




Alee tried not to squeak. “But I don’t need to know that! I mean, Selina’s been mega-nice to me, and we even traded phone numbers and stuff, and I don’t wanna get her in trouble, or you…”




Xander just smirked and leaned back in his seat. Batman carefully said, “I appreciate that, ‘Annie’. But you two are hardly the first people who have ever learned my other identity. Still, that doesn’t mean we should bandy it about on a regular basis.”




“Roger that, ‘Matches’,” Xander teased.




“Yes sir, Mister Malone,” Alee answered mega-carefully in her best Annie Farrell tones.




‘Matches’ spoke in his distinctive Boston accent, which Alee knew wasn’t Southie, but it was still one of the lower-middle class accents of the Boston area. She’d been studying stuff like this. He said, “Kiddo, you can call me Mac. Da boss oughta be callin’ me ‘Malone’. Or maybe ‘hey you’.”




“Or ‘Ginger’!” Xander grinned. He then hummed some of the Gilligan’s Island theme song just to be extra-naughty.




“Movin’ on…,” Malone said in put-upon tones. “Trilo has a nice house in a nice part of Fresno. She’s got her own chain of a dozen local grocery stores around the valley, along with a meat market, a slaughterhouse, a big canning operation, and some scattered farmland. She’s apparently living within her means, although her stores get a huge cost benefit from having their own slaughterhouse and meat market as their meat suppliers, and their own fruit and vegetable canning. She’s got a lot of migrant and part-time labor between the farms and canning and slaughtering, so she could easily be burying a ton of illegal profits in off-the-books cash payments to laborers. But there’s no surface evidence of it.”




Alee suddenly had a horrible feeling. “What’s the name on the cans?”




“Top T fruits and vegetables,” Batman replied.




Alee suddenly felt sick to her stomach. “I’ve eaten that stuff.”




Xander pointed out, “Pretty much everybody in Central California’s probably had a can or two…or fifty…of it. It’s cheap and it’s local, so schools buy it for school lunches, food banks get crates of it…”




“Yuck.” Then Alee checked, “How do you know this stuff?”




He smirked, “I’m a Cali guy.” He slid into a Valley Boy accent. “Can’t ya tell, like totally?”




Malone said, “He’s from central California, just not the Central Valley. Sunnydale is a coastal town.”




Alee gasped, “Sunnydale? Wow. Mom and dad took us on vacation through there one summer. It’s gorgeous. And it’s like the cleanest city I ever saw. You guys must have the most amazing mayor ever.”




Xander had a funny look on his face for a split second. “Mayor Richard Wilkins the Third. My grandfather, which I had no idea at all about, because my mom was the black sheep of their family. He died just months ago, and boy was I shocked to be in the will. But that’s how I got the money to buy into HMI and everything else. I really owe him…a lot…” He had a sort of weird look on his face, like he was remembering something important, so Alee didn’t ask him more stuff.




Malone said, “Sounds like a great place ta visit.”




Alee was sort of surprised Xander didn’t make any comments about that, or even suggest they drive through it on the way back. Okay, it would be pretty awkward to get there from Fresno, because the main roads all went mainly north-south instead of east-west. But still…




She figured there was something going on there. Maybe, if Xander’s mom was the black sheep of the family and he didn’t like talking about his dad, then there could be really hard feelings about Xander’s pretty huge inheritance. She couldn’t imagine how horrible it would be to not be on mega-great terms with your own family. She had an awesome fam, and Ray did too, and Hunter did, and Nicole did, and Robyn did too. Even Louis had a great relationship with his dad.




Alee let all that drop. “So we have no evidence Ms. Trilo is doing anything wrong. At all. We don’t know how to investigate someone who might be doing iffy stuff with money or migrant labor. Well, I sure don’t. We don’t know if Red Lightning is a great superheroine or not.”




Malone added, “And we can’t be sure of Red Lightning’s real power set. We have been told she hurls lightning from her hands, but it might be something less like lightning and more like a particle beam, since it goes where she aims. She flies, but we don’t know the mechanism. She claims she has low-level super-strength, but we don’t know what her real maximum is, or how she powers her strength.”




Alee told him, “She could be like the Danielle Atron from Terawatt’s world. Lightning blasts from her hands, like me and Tera. Flight and faking super-strength using telekinesis. Maybe even my silvery morph, but she hasn’t let anyone know about that.”




Malone nodded a little. “Right. Or maybe different auxiliary powers other than your morph. So confronting Red Lightning directly could be a problem.”




Alee firmly said, “And I don’t want to get in a huge fight with another superhero over a big, stupid mistake. That’s like Marvel Comics goofiness.”




“It’s happened,” Malone said. “And it hasn’t always been a mistake.”




Ugh. Robin had talked about that once. Between mind control, frame jobs by badguys, con jobs, magical spells, and other freakiness, it kept happening. With Starro and Eclipso and Lex Luthor and Circe still out there, it was bound to happen again in the future. Why couldn’t supervillains beat each other to pieces instead?




Malone added, “And we don’t know if Red Lightning is really Ms. Trilo. She wore a full-body red uniform and hood, and the hood was lead-lined, or at least lined with a sufficiently heavy metal.”




“Superman tried a scan?” Xander guessed.




“Power Girl,” Malone admitted. “Also, the Watchtower has sensor suites, and they reached the same conclusion.” He glanced in the rearview mirror at Alee, “We don’t keep the information, but we do use it to check everyone who comes to the Watchtower, to verify they have the right shape, size, weight, aura, and several dozen other measures, to cut down on problems like impostors and people walking around controlled by another Starro.”




Alee felt mega-uncomfortable about having her weight and shape scanned every time she went up on the Watchtower, but it beat having some creepy shapeshifter impersonating her and doing bad stuff and making people hate her.




Malone had more to say, naturally. “Oracle checked, and the crime statistics look…skewed. Not like they should look in a city the size of Fresno with a superheroine patrolling it, and not like they should in a town free of meta influences. So she suspects something is going on. But there’s nothing in the police or city computer records that would explain it. So some of the police may be withholding data or keeping their data off-line.”




Xander asked, “So I know you have plans based on your research. What do we do tonight?”




Malone said, “We get into our hotel rooms and as your bodyguard, I check for bugs and cams and scanners. Then Malone goes out to the bad parts of town looking for the kind of action he knows how to find, starting with illegal gambling, which the police records claim has tapered off over the last few years. Xander Harris goes out and plays well-off tourist. He hits a few clubs and bars, looking for some fun. Annie Farrell sits all alone in her room, and keeps tabs on our rooms. While she’s in her room, a silver morph sneaks into Fresno police headquarters and checks the private files of the police chief and deputy chief, along with the chief of detectives and the head of their vice squad.”




Alee nervously admitted, “I can open some locks, because I’ve been practicing a lot, but sometimes I still bust stuff.”




Malone nodded. “Not a problem. In fact, I want you to bust most of the locks. Go ahead and check the files, and any locks you’ve busted, don’t try to conceal them. If they have a rash of busted locks, they’ll know someone went through their files. I’ll give you a dozen or so taps to put on their phone lines, and we’ll see if anyone over-reacts. Also, I have a shipping yard for you to go visit.”




Xander smiled, “You shipped some stuff in?”




Malone gave a tiny nod. “It should be here by now. A shipping container with a couple special trackers inside so we can find it, but no one else can. I’ll give you a handheld so you can find it and trigger the internal locks. Otherwise you won’t get it open.”




“Plenty of anti-theft and anti-meta hardware hidden inside?” Xander smiled mischievously.




“Hopefully, enough of both, at any rate.” He glanced in the mirror at Alee. “Just grab the three steamer trunks in the front, this time. We won’t keep them in our hotel rooms, but I have a place near the hotel to hide them.”




“So the Batmobile and the Batboat stay until tomorrow night?” Xander teased.




“There may be…some other items stored in the container,” Batman didn’t quite admit.




Alee didn’t say anything, but she’d seen shipping containers. They were huge. Eight or nine feet wide, eight or ten feet tall, twenty or forty feet long. Something like that had to have more in it than three steamer trunks. But this was Fresno. She was figuring one of Batman’s fancy high-speed boats was too goofy to bring to Fresno. And a Batmobile was too wide to fit in a shipping container unless you took off the tires and the axles and some of the armor and stuff. One of those huge ‘flying wing’ Batjet things shaped like a giant batarang was totally out of the question.




Xander kept teasing. “And I bet you’ve got way more detail planned out on your piece that you’re not gonna bother laying out, and on my piece too. And backup plans for all of us.”




“Yes, Knight,” Batman all-but-growled.




“Good enough for me,” Xander finished and leaned back in his seat.




So Alee checked, “Umm, do you have floorplans for the desks and file cabinets I’m gonna need to check?” She was hoping Batman wouldn’t growl at her like that.




“Only partially,” Batman admitted. “I have the complete floorplans. Oracle came up with locations on the floorplans for most of your targets, because they have closed offices. Two of them are in a bullpen area…which might not be empty.”




Alee managed not to groan out loud. “What am I supposed to do if there are policemen sitting right there where they can see me? I can’t hurt policemen!”




“No, we don’t hurt the police,” Batman said more gently. “Check the closed empty offices first. Anything in an occupied office or in a busy bullpen? We’ll have to skip it. Although you should be able to sneak one of these wiretaps onto their phone line without anyone noticing it.”




Xander went with his own concerns. “Oh, and no way am I bringing a ‘friend’ back to my hotel room for the night. I don’t care that Amy is still saying ‘no’. That one’s a dealbreaker. I know the stuff you showed me, but I’m not using one of your techniques to fake it. I’ll just fake a crisis and run off. Like pretend-answering my phone and gasping that my wife is at the hotel and going up to my room.”




Alee was totes confused. She’d seen Xander holding Amy in his arms, up on the Watchtower. And Xander had popped the question, but Amy said no, but was still with him? And ‘still saying no’ sounded like he’d asked a lot and gotten a big no in the face every time. She wished she knew both of them well enough to ask what was going on there. She hoped it wasn’t something bad.




In their universe, it could be something mega-bad and mega-freaky. She could think of half a dozen icky things it could be, just from lectures she’d heard from superheroes.




Batman calmly answered, “I am not going to ask you to do that. And frankly, I was hoping Miss Madison would want to accompany you on this trip, in which case the two of you could have played ‘well-off tourists’ and avoided these issues.”




Xander sighed, “Look, you apologized to Zee, and you apologized to Amy more than I thought you needed to, and she’s getting pretty good at some of the bibbity-bobbity-boo. And don’t tell anyone, but she really likes hanging with Zee and her other Watchtower BFs. But she’d be happier if she could wrap up her magic lessons and she could just pretend she wasn’t a witch and she could talk me into bumping off the White Knight.”




Batman glanced in the rearview mirror at Alee. He spoke to Xander, “Given the current situation, none of that is going to be short-term, and much of it may never be reasonable.”




Alee looked back and forth between the two of them. So there was big stuff going on, and Batman knew about it, and Batman didn’t want to talk about it in front of her so it was probably private stuff. And Amy had done that big thing on the Watchtower to save Stormburst and Catwoman, but she didn’t want to do superhero-y stuff. Okay, Alee could totes understand that.




She said, “I didn’t want to be a superheroine either, I just wanted to learn enough not to expose my secret identity or blow up mom and dad’s house or stuff like that. But I found out there’s lots of me’s out there, and maybe we all end up having to be a hero, even if we don’t think we’re super. And now I’m thinking I do want to try being Stormburst. Even if I’m never going to be Wonder Woman or Power Girl, I can still help people. And maybe I need to think about how to help people the most when I’m not being Stormburst. Like becoming a doctor and joining Doctors Without Borders. Or joining the U.N.’s Peacekeepers. And doing Stormburst stuff on the side.”




Xander agreed, “Yeah, because I’m not seeing hours in an office telling guys to go unclog a toilet as really helping people who need help. Maybe I need to get Amy out and we could spend some weekends building houses for Habitat For Humanity.”




Batman nodded, “Good idea. Just bear in mind that you love doing construction, but that does not mean Amy will.”




Alee added unhappily, “And now I can’t figure out how to work in something like helping in a soup kitchen in my off hours, if I’m bumping up my training and studying so much I don’t have any more off hours!”




Batman told her, “Just sit down with Robin and map out your schedule. He’ll be accommodating.”




Alee sighed, “Well, at least I should be able to get a ton of studying in tonight.”




Xander pretended to agree, “Right! Because nothing ever goes wrong on these things.”





Part II



Alee looked around the hotel room. She really didn’t need a queen-sized bed. Or a kitchenette. Or a TV set with a screen that huge. Or a bathroom that nice. Annie Farrell didn’t need all of it either. All Annie needed was the nice desk and desk lamp, and about a quarter of the closet.




Getting checked into the hotel and getting into the hotel rooms and then having dinner together had been amazing. That had been a big surprise. But ‘Mister Harris’ and ‘Mister Malone’ were really, really good at doing this undercover thing, so she’d just played along.




Xander was awesome playing the boss who wasn’t as smart as he thought he was. Batman was extra-awesome just being the bodyguard slash driver who had to do all the stuff his boss didn’t know about. So Xander ordered Annie to go deal with the room clerk, while he hit the bar in the hotel restaurant. But the vodka tonic he ordered in the bar didn’t get swallowed; Alee was pretty sure the glass that came back when Xander went to the bathroom was all water over that ice.




Mister Malone directed the bellmen with the luggage cart, and kept one big metal suitcase for himself. Alee played a nervous young intern who didn’t want her boss mad at her. Which wasn’t that hard, because she totally didn’t want the White Knight or the Dark Knight mad at her. She filled out stuff and got the keycards while the valet took the car and a bellman waited with ‘Mac’. Then she and Mac went up with the luggage.




They had three rooms side by side on the top floor, with Xander’s room in the middle. Mac had the bellman put the right luggage in the right rooms, and tipped the guy, and then got to work.




It was mega-interesting to watch. Malone’s case was full of useful stuff she wanted to know about. Bug detectors. Camera detectors. Mirror checkers so none of the mirrors was going to have a camera or anything behind it. Lock checkers so you couldn’t just stick any old keycard into a doorlock and get in. Window checkers in case someone was using a laser or maser to eavesdrop on the rooms. Phone line checkers. Air quality checkers and water quality checkers in case someone was planning on poisoning them or using knockout gas on them or infecting them with something. Biohazard checkers. There was even a checker to look for nanotechnology. And there were little Bat-spycams that went up in each room and each bathroom, with directions for how Alee could use her computer to turn hers off when she was in the room and back on again when she left the room.




Not that Alee was planning on doing undercover work for a living, but all of this was mega-neat. Plus, she got Xander’s suits hung up properly and his other stuff put away in drawers. And Malone just had a couple more black suits with skinny ties. Plus the stuff in his double shoulder holster that Malone undoubtedly had an official concealed carry permit for.




Annie Farrell had a hanging bag. She had two more ‘intern’ suits in it, with blouses to go with them, and two more pairs of flats, and a spare fat suit hidden in the lining of the hanging bag that she’d stuck in the closet. Batman had told her how hot and sweaty a suit like that could get, even with air conditioning, so she wanted to be able to air one out if it got all sweated-in. Plus the underthings that went in a dresser drawer, and the bag of bathroom stuff that went on the hanger on the back of the bathroom door. Easy.




After that, she went downstairs with Malone and rounded up Xander and ate dinner in the hotel dining room. Alee didn’t have to hide how much she normally ate, because Annie Farrell clearly ate too many calories.




After dinner, Malone dropped off Xander in a nice area where there were yuppie clubs and party places. Then Malone drove back and sat with Alee and made sure she could use their private spycams and fast forward through the recorded images off the spycams, so they could make sure no one was poking around in their stuff.




Then Malone left, with secret instructions for what to do if he signaled an emergency and she needed to fly to the rescue but not as Stormburst, even if her uniform was waiting in that shipping container. Because ‘Malone’ was going to go to the bad parts of town and look for crime he could get in on, like gambling and stuff. Okay, some of that was stuff she did not want to hear about, because there was probably drugs and prostitution and other things she totes did not believe were ‘victimless’ crimes.




She was pretty sure Batman had secret instructions with Xander too, only it was ‘how to call your bodyguard if things look bad’ instructions.




Her room had a little balcony with a sliding glass door. That was perfect for someone like her. She could fly off on her missions without going past the security camera the hotel had in the hallway.




First mission: retrieve some stuff and hide it nearby. Easy peasy. At least, it was supposed to be.




She grabbed the small bag that Batman had left for her. She went silvery as she opened up her sliding glass door onto the balcony, and she moved onto the balcony before she used her tk to close it behind her. Really carefully. Because she totes did not want to have to explain how she accidentally crushed a damage-proof glass door. Then she jetted straight up. She was over a mile up in seconds. No one was going to see her at that height. She turned on Batman’s little gadget, which Xander would probably insist was a Bat-gadget. It pointed her at a big shipping depot near some railyards. She darted over there and found the right shipping container, which was easy because the gadget pointed right at it for her.




There were lots of big stacks that were four shipping containers high in this part of the yard. And the container she wanted was second from the top, which would have been a huge hassle if she couldn’t fly. She activated the code Batman had given her, and the huge padlock on the doors snapped open and swung out of the way all by itself. The doors to the shipping container hissed, then slowly swung open.




Wow. There were steamer trunks. There was a Bat-motorcycle thing that was like a four-wheeled all-terrain vehicle that was probably designed to even work on Mars. There were two Bat-jetpacks in frames. There was a heavy Batman power armor thing that looked like Steel was going to a Halloween party as Batman. There was what looked like a portable science lab, and a portable EMT unit. There were tools and equipment to repair probably everything in there. And there was even more stuff back behind the Bat-cycle.




And the ‘shipping container’ was amazing all by itself. The walls were maybe a foot thick, and the floor and ceiling were reinforced too. The doors were pretty much bank vault doors, including hydraulic systems to open and close the doors with enough force to stop probably anyone who wasn’t at least as strong as she was. And there were anti-theft things on the walls and ceiling and floor. Anybody who looked inside this thing would realize that Batman was like a billionaire, because nobody else could afford to do all this just for shipping other mega-expensive stuff around.




Oh, right. Wayne Shipping. Batman probably had some of these things for American shipping containers, and a complete set of the ISO standard international shipping containers. Not that she was saying ‘Bruce Wayne’ when she was thinking about Batman, because she really needed to protect his secret identity.




She lifted the steamer trunks out with her tk, activated the code to close and lock up the container, and headed back toward the hotel. She had been totally shocked that Batman already had a place to stash the steamer trunks. Not. Because…Batman!




Just across the parking lot from the hotel were two buildings, one of which had a ton of office space for rent. So, naturally, Batman had rented a small interior office under some other identity. And he had keys and doorcodes to get into it.




She flew down to the building and used her tk to point a security camera away from the security door she had the codes to. She slid the magnet under the door, felt around for the alarm strip, and managed to get the magnet in place even if it took her four tries. Terawatt made this look totally easy. It wasn’t.




She punched in the secret code, opened the door, and flew in with the steamer trunks right behind her. Then she closed the door, grabbed her little magnet, and let the security camera go back to panning the exterior. It was mega-easy to fly down the hall, up a staircase, and down another hall to the right door. She did the alarm thing again and unlocked the door with the keys he had loaned her. Then she looked at the inside of the door and saw she could open one lock just by turning the door handle from the inside. The other lock was a deadbolt on both sides. Crud.




She took a couple minutes to just float there and try to pick the lock. She had to try really hard not to put too much torsion on the lock cylinder, or she’d ruin the whole lock. And moving the pins up and down was tricky. She totally needed to practice this a lot. It took her about seven tries to get all the pins set, but she managed to get the lock unlocked just with her tk. She couldn’t stop grinning.




She set the trunks on the floor, locked the door again, and tried getting out through the ductwork. First, she used her tk to unscrew all the screws and take the vent off the wall, so she had easy access to the ducts. She had to be careful not to bust the ducts with her tk even if she was in her morph. And she found her way out through a big HVAC unit on the roof. She made mental notes on which unit and what path she’d used, because it would be mega-handy to be able to swoop into the ductwork to get to that office instead of using the doors, especially if she needed to get stuff during the day, when there might be tons of people around.




Next mission: break into police headquarters and search for evidence of bad cops. She totes did not feel good about even trying this one. But she went.




She stayed silvery and really high up, as she followed Batman’s map to the right building. Then she went in through the HVAC system. It had worked great just a couple minutes earlier. Still, this was a bigger building, and it had more than one HVAC system, so it took her three tries to find the right intake to fly into, and then it took her several minutes of flying through really dusty, yucky ductwork to find what she was after.




The vents had grills. Crud. She had to feel around the outside of the vent for the screws holding it in place, then unscrew them, hanging onto the vent so it didn’t fall with an embarrassing crash, and then fly into the room.




There was a big double window looking out of the office into the hallway, but the blind was down so no one was going to see her. She clipped one of the wiretap things onto the phone line, then started with the desk. There were three unlocked drawers with nothing interesting in them, and two big locked drawers. Plus the three-drawer file cabinets against a side wall.




The file cabinets had a dial like on a safe for every single drawer. Crud.




She managed to pick the locks for the desk drawers with her tk. She didn’t find anything useful there, even if she took some photos with her cellphone just in case.




She tried feeling the inside of the dial locks with her tk, and she just couldn’t get it. So she grabbed the dial with her tk and pulled. After all, she had tons of tk and a really good grip on the dial. Okay, the dial came off, but that didn’t get her a lot farther. So she felt on the sides of the drawer with her tk until she managed to find the bolts. She used her tk to rip the metal of the cabinet apart there, so the bolts were useless. Then she pulled open the drawer. And she used her tk to take the combination lock apart so she could look in it and see what was going on with the stupid thing.




Oh. That wasn’t so bad. All she had to do was grab each of the wheels and turn them so they all lined up and that bar would drop into the slot. Then more turning, and it would pull those bolts.




She went through the drawer, finding some suspicious files that she just grabbed. Then she tried to unlock the next combination dial. And she tried. And she tried some more. Crud. Okay, she did it the brute force way and tore the drawer open.




She got most of the way through all the dials before she got the hang of ‘safecracking’ with those dials. And it was still faster to just peel back the side of the cabinet to expose the bolts on each side.




She ended up with over twenty files she was going to show Batman. Hopefully, he wouldn’t complain about the damage she did.




Then she went into the duct, pulled the vent into place, and gingerly screwed in the screws so the vent looked untouched. She moved through the ducts to the next office on Batman’s plans and did the same thing, only there weren’t any combination dials to struggle with. A couple suspicious files later, she clipped the tap into place and moved to the chief of detectives’ office. Nada. Well, maybe that was a good thing. She put the tap into place on the phone line, and went after the desks in open areas.




Unfortunately, the place was busy even at night. She got all the phone taps in place, but none of the desk drawers was safe to open. Not with police officers just feet away and working where they could see if the drawer opened up ‘by itself’. Crud.




She ducked back into the ducts and out of the building with her stack of files. She made sure Batman’s wiretap recorder-slash-transmitter gadget was running and was all green lights on top, and she hid it on top of the tallest HVAC unit where it wasn’t going to get spotted until someone replaced the unit. And she turned on Batman’s little gadget that acted like a cellphone tower so cellphone calls in the building ought to go through that before going to a real cell tower. She flew back to her balcony, went normal with her bag and the files, and stepped into her room. Then she quickly checked her laptop for intrusions and for any signs of people getting into the three rooms.




Good. They were still clear. She totally did not want to be in a hotel room with cameras peeping on her. And it would be totally worse while she was Annie Farrell, because she wouldn’t be able to take off her fat suit or bathe or anything for days.




She switched into Annie Farrell’s comfy sweatshirt and sweatpants, even if they were too big on her. Then she got in hours of studying, while worrying about her teammates.







Xander strolled down the street, doing his Dorky Xander imitation. He suspected that Batman had to make an effort to crank out that Playboy Bruce imitation anymore. After all, Xander figured Xander Harris was still a dork, but Dorky Xander had died a horrible death years ago.




Still, acting like a dork who had no idea how dorky he was? Excellent way to persuade lonely young women that they weren’t that lonely. This was the fourth club he’d wandered into, and he was still trying to piece together what was wrong. Maybe he should have spent more time hitting clubs with Amy back in Lost Angle-Lease. Not that Amy wanted to go hit LA clubs when the places were routinely filled with hot LA women who knew they were hot and dressed to emphasize it and danced like their ex was watching them. Amy always let herself fly off to Fat Unloved Amy Land when confronted by women like that. Even though Amy looked way better than those skanky bimbos. It was just that he couldn’t convince Amy it was true, because part of Amy was still ten and chubby and getting yelled at by her mom and being called things like ‘fat cow’ and ‘lard ass’.




He danced with a couple young women, pretended to have a couple vodka tonics, and then acted dorky enough to get the women to go look elsewhere. That gave him an excuse to leave the club and try elsewhere.




He wandered around a bit, slouched down and looking unhappy. He watched a police car ‘casually’ drive by while the cops looked for signs of trouble. He subtly checked out some dark alleys without walking into them or even looking directly down the alleys. And he finally worked it out.







Batman concentrated on the hand he had been dealt. He had spotted that the dealer had dealt off the bottom for two of the other players. And the river looked favorable. But that was the way this worked.




‘Mac’ Malone had needed almost half an hour to find the right bar to start with. The place more or less had ‘den of iniquity’ stamped across the front windows. Someone had gone out of their way to make it look even more like a Hollywood version of a dive. He could spot the changes, and he could work out that they had all been done in the last five to ten years, even though the bar was much older.




He had several beers, carefully losing all the contents every time, while he fished for the right score. It took him a while, but he knew from experience that this took patience. He finally landed the offer from a weasel who said his name was Morty. A medium-stakes poker game only a mile away. He got three beers ‘to go’ and followed his new best friend to the game.




It was an illegal gambling house. Not quite a casino, but he had no doubt that someone less scruffy and more innocent, like Dorky Xander, could find his way to one of those. There were half a dozen poker games going on, and he let himself get seated in one that was bound to be rigged. After all, out-of-towners were automatically targets for these thugs.




He also let them serve him some free drinks. He had three Seven and Sevens, and he made sure to ditch or vomit back up all of them. Then he started slowly acting more and more drunk. His next Seven and Seven got dropped on the floor, and he apologized drunkenly to the bleached blonde ‘hostess’.




They slowly set him up as they let him get more and more drunk, until they were ready for the big payoff. He had started with four hundred in chips, minus the forty they stole on a ‘miscount’ that he pretended not to spot. So far, he was up about two hundred, and they had the sucker bet in place. He had a good hand and a favorable river, so it was pretty unlikely he would lose unless there was some cheating. But he’d already spotted the cheats. He was already close to a straight, so all he had to do was play along, bet all his money, and get wiped out for the night.




After all, he’d already done his fishing. He’d gotten the mooks at the table to chat about the ‘goodies’ he could sample while he was stuck playing bodyguard in Fresno for most of a week. A couple gambling houses, a high-end casino that would take a much bigger stake to get into, several houses where he could depend on the ‘girls’ being clean and him not getting picked up for soliciting by some undercover cop, and a few other of the most popular vices.




So he called for one card, got his straight jack high, and let them bid him up until he had all of his chips in, and the others were either folding or grimly sticking. And he lost to a low flush. He cursed and bitched as he got up, staggered a little, and headed out.




Then his new buddy Morty stepped in. Batman carefully slurred out his complaints that his boss was going to be on his ass for losing the cash that ‘Mac’ was supposed to be using for bodyguard and chauffeur activities for the week, including parking fees and tipping valets.




So Morty bit on the hook that Batman had been dangling. “Hey look Mac, I can tell you’re a good guy, let me help you out. I know a guy who knows a guy. I can get you and your boss into that high-end casino Joe was talking about, and I can cut you the finder’s fee for getting a high roller like your boss into there.”




“Sounds fuckin’ great,” Batman slurred.




“You lost…what? Four hundred?” Batman nodded. “I’ll call that finder’s fee…five hundred. So you made a hundred buck profit tonight. And I won’t even count those chips you shoved into Maureen’s titties.”




“That’s damn nice of ya, Morty,” Batman pretended.




Morty counted off the bills and handed them over. “All you have to do is get your boss to the casino tomorrow night or the next night.”




Batman swayed on his feet as he pretended to think it over. “Evening meeting tomorrow night, but I can get him there night after. Where do we go?”




Morty handed him a business card. Batman pretended he was having trouble focusing on it. One side had an address and phone number for a party store that was open 9-5 on weekdays. The other side had a password: the word ‘cauliflower’.




Batman pretended he didn’t get it. “This? A store that’ll be closed?”




“It’s a front, Mac,” Morty helpfully explained. “Between nine at night and four a.m., go around to the back side of the building. It’s a casino with drinks and ‘nightlife’ and whatever your boss wants.”




It sounded like a good racket. A big party store needed an entire warehouse to hold all their rentals…or at least half of a really big warehouse The back of the warehouse could easily hold all the casino equipment. The tables and chairs and glasses and everything could come straight from the retail end of things, and then get cleaned up as part of the store’s regular workday.




“Oh! Okay. Got ya,” Batman pretended. He let Morty escort him to his car and make sure ‘Mac’ managed to drive out of the parking lot without crashing into anything.




Batman maintained his ‘careful drunk’ driving all the way back to the hotel, since he was being followed. Honestly, it was a terrible tailing job. Miss Martian could do a better job, and she didn’t have a driver’s license yet.




He handed the car over to the valets, staggered to the elevator, and leaned against the elevator wall as he rode up to his floor. Then he staggered down the hall, past his room, and into the wall underneath the hallway security camera. That let him get close enough to loop the camera, so he could slap an override on top of the camera and clip the controls onto the wires from the camera into the wall. He now owned that camera.




He leaned back against the wall in the same position and used the miniature control system hidden in his beltbuckle to release the security cam. Then he staggered back upright, stumbled down the hall, and missed his room again. He managed to find his room on the next try, and it only took him three tries to get his key to work. Hopefully, the guy watching the security cameras was laughing hysterically, instead of realizing something was up.




He staggered across his room, fell on his bed, and then called Stormburst on the hotel line, using the codes he had given out. “Yo, Annie, any sign of our fearless leader?” That should tell Stormburst that Batman was back, and he was maintaining his act until Stormburst checked the cameras and let him know they had an all-clear.




“Umm, yeah, he got back like an hour ago and told me to get him up at six thirty, meet him in the hotel restaurant for breakfast, and have a Bloody Mary waiting for him when he sat down. I think he’s kinda drunk.”




Good. Keywords for ‘two successful missions’ and ‘everything still clean’, hidden in some supposedly-nervous babbling. Stormburst was getting good at this.




Batman froze the hall security cam, walked to Knight’s door, and gave the security knock for the day. When Xander opened the door, Batman quickly led him to Stormburst’s door, which was already being opened. They slipped inside, closed the door, and Batman unfroze the hall cam.




He explained, “We have attracted the kind of attention I was hoping for. I found a poker game, lost my money, and got hooked into taking my boss to a high-end illegal casino night after next. I have the address, so now we can make a move that will force some of the local crime bosses to make sub-optimal moves.”




Xander explained how his evening went, and added, “They very carefully patrol the streets…except for some areas they never touch that just happen to be where the dealers and such work. Somebody high up owns the cops and the crooks both.”




Stormburst gave her report. “No problem getting the steamer trunks and hiding them in our office across the parking lot. Plus I made sure I can get into that office through the HVAC system, so I can avoid any security they’ve got. The police station was harder. I got into the closed offices, even if I had to tear apart the file cabinets with combination dials.”




“Who the heck uses combination locks on file cabinets inside a police station?” Knight complained for no meaningful reason.




Stormburst insisted, “Really guilty people with really suspicious files, which I snitched since the file cabinets were already wrecked so they’ll know about the break-in as soon as someone spots it, which probably means first thing in the morning.”




Batman glared at Knight, which he knew would be useless. Still, Stormburst would see him glaring, and realize what he wanted her to grasp. “It’s not unusual with high-security files, when there’s no vault to move the files into at night. The White Knight is just providing commentary to entertain himself.”




“Oh.” Stormburst looked somewhat embarrassed that she should have figured it out instantly.




Xander grinned goofily, “Hey, you should know by now that I say dumb stuff all the time! I’m a dumb guy.”




Batman carefully watched Stormburst’s reaction. Alee Mack had clearly sized up Xander Harris. She had figured out that his goofy persona was just an act. Still, she didn’t know him well enough to be able to identify every instance of that act. And there it was: Stormburst’s resolve. She was now determined not to fall for any more Xander Harris silliness. Good.




Not that Batman expected Stormburst would achieve that goal instantly. And every time Stormburst caught him, Xander would be motivated to work that much harder on his persona. Batman didn’t enjoy Goofy Xander or Dorky Xander or Immature Xander, but all of them clearly marked Xander Harris as someone who could not be the dark, mysterious, humorless White Knight.




Stormburst checked, “So…if we have a target like an illegal casino with police protection, does this mean we’re going with your Plan C?”




Batman nodded firmly. “After all your practice, I would have expected you would be more enthusiastic about it.”




She clearly wasn’t. She didn’t scowl or say ‘crud’, but she was not looking forward to it. He waited her out. Finally, her shoulders sagged and she admitted, “I can fake it. But, well, it’s gonna be embarrassing.”




Batman asked, “More embarrassing than pretending you’re so drunk and stupid and venal that you lost money that wasn’t yours, and you’re willing to throw your boss under a bus and perhaps cost him tens of thousands of dollars just to protect yourself?”




Xander piled on, of course. “More embarrassing than going to a dance club and acting like such a dork that girls actively flee from your presence?”




Stormburst ducked her head and blushed. “Umm, just embarrassing in a different way.”




Batman gently suggested, “Perhaps you could call Catwoman or Zatanna or Black Canary and talk to them about this. I don’t see anyone else in Young Justice being of help on this issue.”




Stormburst forced a smile. “Perhaps.”




Batman used Stormburst’s laptop to pull up a map of Fresno and show her how to get from their hotel to the warehouse that held the casino. “Can you case it tonight, or do you need me to do it?”




Stormburst meekly said, “I can case it, but I’d feel better if afterward you went over everything with me.”




He gave her a small smile. “We can do that tomorrow. Don’t take too long, get back here safely, and call my room to ‘check on drunk Malone’ so I know you’re back. Then get some sleep. We have a busy day tomorrow.”




“Yes sir,” she said politely.




He wondered momentarily if Clark was like this when he was just starting out as Superboy.





Part III



Alee stood in her doorway and made sure the guys got back in their rooms. She didn’t have to make sure Batman had all the files, because he couldn’t wait to start reading through all of them. Once everyone was in their rooms, she used her computer to unfreeze the hall security cam, so it would look like nothing was going on at all in the hallway. Then she made sure she had her special phone, and that it had Batman’s map stuff on it. She grabbed her special bag and moved.




She went silvery, cracked open her sliding glass door once again, and oozed out before closing the glass door behind her. Then she rocketed upward and jetted off to the casino, which sounded mega-sleazy to her. An illegal casino that was probably rigged so they could cheat out-of-towners, in the back of a warehouse, with illegal police protection? Ick.




She flew upward until the city below her was at the same scale as the map info on her phone. That made it pretty easy to follow the roads Batman had marked to the right place. The warehouse was pretty huge. Across the front were glass windows looking into a shallow display room showing all kinds of neat party stuff you could rent. They even had mega-fancy stuff for a society wedding, or at least a ritzy party so you could pretend you were society types. There was a little parking lot out front, which was probably plenty for people coming in to rent stuff. About halfway down the side of the warehouse, there was a bigger parking area with a loading dock and a ramp up into the warehouse. There were even a couple trucks and two big trailers for delivering rented stuff and picking it up again, if you had way too much stuff for your SUV, like maybe four hundred folding chairs and scores of big round dining tables.




Around the back, there was a bigger, nicer parking lot. There were maybe thirty or forty nice vehicles parked close to the doors, where two valet-type guys in uniforms were waiting to help people with their doors or whatever. There were another forty ’employee’ vehicles parked at the back of the lot. There were stairs and a ramp leading up to the backdoors. There was a pretty arch everyone had to pass through, with hostesses in skimpy outfits there as greeters.




Stormburst flew down and hovered silently over the edge of the warehouse, where she could get a good look at the back of that arch. Yeah, it was totally a metal detector. And there was something else on the back of the arch. She pulled the collapsible binoculars out of her bag and took a good look. She wasn’t sure, but she was guessing it was a detector for electronics. There was no way a place like this would want computer-assisted card counting going on and cutting into their bottom line. And if this place had computer-controlled slots or poker machines or solitaire machines, they wouldn’t want someone who could electronically fiddle with their stuff. She put the special telephoto lens over her phone’s camera and took a couple photos for Batman to study.




Then she moved back over the bulk of the warehouse. Most of the warehouse had skylights to provide cheap lighting during the day. The casino area had its skylights covered with steel plate that was riveted in place. Someone didn’t want snoops overhead. So she checked the other skylights. Crud, all of them were sealed systems that couldn’t be opened without cutting them apart.




But she was Stormburst, and she could do sneaky stuff too. She flew back to the front of the warehouse and used her silvery morph so she could ooze under the front doors. Then she flew across the shallow display room, past the desks, and under a door into the warehouse proper. From there, all she had to do was fly up to the ceiling, which was a steel beam framework to hold the warehouse roof.




On the inside, the thing separating the warehouse stuff from the casino was just a huge, heavy curtain that draped from the steel framework down to the floor, with concrete blocks holding the bottom of the curtain firmly in place. She checked the curtain sides, which were also secured in place. And there was extra curtain stuff going up to the steel roof too, so nobody was getting around the curtain to get into the casino.




Except Stormburst could. All she need was a tiny gap, and there were several at the top. She slid through one gap and into the casino area.




The casino area looked pretty fancy, with fancy fake walls covering the warehouse walls, and fancy lighting pointing down from the steel framework. But the downward-pointing lights meant that the customers couldn’t see the ugly steel beams or the groty steel roof. Those lights also meant the customers couldn’t see the cameras that pointed down so the security guys could look for cheaters or other trouble. And the customers totally couldn’t see that there was a ‘nest’ in each corner of the open rectangle. Each nest had a couple guys with rifles in case of real trouble, like people trying a big robbery.




Stormburst’s special phone had a bunch of neat features, and one of them was a silent camera. So she took lots of pictures. On the back wall where the entry doors were, there was a greeter station, a coatcheck girl, bathrooms, and an area about ten or twelve feet deep with barred windows where people were handing over wads of cash to get trays of casino chips of maybe five different colors. There might even be a security door at the side of the money room, right where the ‘greeters’ could see you trying to get in. It looked to Stormburst like the security office with all the camera feeds was hidden above the money room, just below the roof framework. There was like a twenty foot gap between the ‘roof’ of the money room and the floor of the security office, and the ladder from the money room roof to the doorway on the side of the security office was swung up out of sight so the customers wouldn’t see it. On the opposite wall, in front of the huge curtain, there was a long bar with four bartenders mixing drinks and women in teeny cocktail waitress dresses taking the drinks to customers. It looked like there was a lot of fancy champagne getting served to a couple tables.




And there were plenty of tables. There were slot machines along one wall, and video poker and video lottery machines along the other wall. There were blackjack tables. There were a couple kinds of poker at other tables. There were roulette tables. There were craps tables. There was even a table that she didn’t know what was being played, but she thought it might be baccarat. But there were a lot of guards and a lot of cameras in there.




Crud, Batman and White Knight were going to be in trouble if they got rumbled while they were inside with no weapons and stuff. Eight armed guys overhead, probably several armed guys in the security office, the greeters and money room people were probably armed, and she wouldn’t be surprised if the bartenders had weapons hidden under the bar.




This place was set for anything up to an attack by the Royal Flush Gang.




Maybe the whole overkill aspect was insurance. The place obviously made enough money to hire this much muscle, and someone behind things wanted to guarantee that no one was stupid enough to think this place could be robbed.




And if the place cleared this much profit, it probably was cheating rich out-of-towners like crazy. She was just glad that her teammates were rich enough that they could afford to lose thousands of bucks here, because she sure wasn’t. Okay, she could easily cheat her way to some major money in lots of ways, like betting on the numbers in a whole sector of that roulette wheel, and using her tk to make sure the wheel kept stopping somewhere in that sector. Even if the casino had an illegal way of making the wheel stop pretty much where they wanted, or something else crooked. It wasn’t like they didn’t already have a huge house advantage, what with the wheel having a 0 and a 00 so according to Robin the house had a 5.26% advantage over the long haul on roulette wagers, even without any cheating.




She wondered how much profit the house made on the poker tables. She knew the house took a cut, but if one of the players was a ringer and was winning for the house, they could make a mint. Same with the blackjack tables if the dealer cheated once in a while on big-money hands. There were plenty of customers down there, and it was a Monday night, which she had just sort of assumed would be a slow night.




Stormburst slipped out through the small gap she had used to get in, and she went out the way she came in. Then she soared up to maybe a mile above the casino and headed back to her hotel room, where she ate a couple nutrition bars because all that Stormburst stuff burned calories.




She showered and washed her hair thoroughly, because wearing a fat suit and a wig all day was sweaty business. Then she did her skincare regimen and brushed her teeth before she went to bed in Annie Farrell’s oversized nightie.







Alee woke up when her phone alarm started playing one of her peppy alarm tunes. She tried not to get used to the same music every morning, because that led to oversleeping, like Louis did one month back when Alee was still going to her old school. And really, who’d think you could get so used to a Twisted Sister song that you could start sleeping through it?




She made the ‘wake-up’ call to her boss. Then she puddled into her fat suit and got dressed in another Annie Farrell suit. On went the prosthetics and contacts and makeup and wig and glasses, and she was ready. She pretended to check again on her boss, then went downstairs to get a breakfast table and a Bloody Mary for her boss. As the guy made the drink while eyeing the cute redheaded waitress, it wasn’t that hard for Stormburst to swipe the vodka as it went from the measuring cup into the cocktail shaker, so the Bloody Mary came out non-alcoholic and the vodka got dropped in the bar sink.




Holding liquids so they didn’t drip out of your tk grip was really hard. She totally needed to practice that a ton. And maybe she needed to think more about visualization.




She thanked the bartender guy in Annie Farrell’s slightly nasal tones, and she staked out the table where they would sit for breakfast. Then she pulled out her satchel and her tablet and started scrolling through Xander’s schedule for the day, which she would nominally be in charge of, even if there was no way Batman and the White Knight would need anyone to babysit them.




Xander came in, wearing an okay suit and an ‘I am dying from my hangover’ look. Not that Alee Mack knew that look from personal experience or family experience, but there were two guys she’d gone to school with who everyone knew had total alcohol abuse issues and no one helping them, and that was what they looked like most school mornings when they dragged themselves in. ‘Malone’ looked same as always, down to the dumpy, baggy black suit and skinny black tie.




Xander looked at the Bloody Mary waiting for him and smiled, “Annie, you are the best intern ever.”




She mouthed, ‘no alcohol’ so he took a big slug of it.




Then they had breakfast while she went over their schedule for the day. Xander had a meeting with a city councilman at nine, lunch with the deputy mayor, and a meeting with a city councilwoman at two. Then he had a late dinner meeting with a couple local businessmen who ran home repair businesses. And there was plenty of padding time in between meets, so a meeting that ran long shouldn’t wreck the rest of the schedule. Plus, the best chauffeur in the world! So there was no way they would get lost or get a ticket or anything.




Alee had a three-egg Spanish omelet with hash browns and crispy bacon and orange juice. And Xander sent her for another Bloody Mary that somehow lost the vodka while it was being made. ‘Malone’ didn’t drink on the job, and he said his doctor had put him on a diet, so he had a whole-grain waffle with peanut butter and fruit on it instead of maple syrup, or more likely, fake maple syrup like he said to Alee after the waitress was out of hearing. Xander had a two-egg bacon omelet. With bacon on the side.




Then they gathered up their important stuff, and they headed out to their first meeting, which was at the councilman’s business office, instead of downtown at the town hall.




While Malone drove, he checked for bugs and then said, “I went through all those files last night.”




Stormburst was totes not surprised, even if she had to wonder if Batman ever got a decent night’s sleep.




“Anything interesting?” Xander asked maybe a little too casually.




‘Malone’ grumbled, “The chief of police is dirty. No intel on who he answers to, but he has five equally-dirty underlings in key positions in the department, including the head of the vice squad. The deputy chief and the chief of detectives are both suspicious, and are both privately collecting information because they don’t know who to trust.”




“Whoa,” Xander exclaimed. “You must be like the world’s greatest detective or something.”




Malone gave him a dirty look, because even Alee knew that was what some Metropolis reporter had nicknamed The Batman. “Stormburst did all the hard work. All I did was collate data and draw conclusions.”




Xander smirked, like he knew that already. “Can I go through the files and see if I can deduce the same things you did?”




“Me too!” Stormburst piped. “I need to learn how to do this too.”




“Fine,” Malone said. “But we have a dinner meeting to get through, and then I want us backstopping Stormburst’s play tonight.”




Alee tried not to gulp out loud. But she was pretty nervous about this plan. Even with Batman helping her plan the thing first.




“Backstop it? I wanna be in there watching it!” Xander grinned.




‘Malone’ complained, “That would mean waiting an extra day, which we may not have. I’d rather Stormburst goes tonight, as soon as your late dinner meeting is over and we can get into position.”




Xander pretend-pouted, which he was totally not good at faking. Or at least he was deliberately making it a lame pout. “Can she hide a couple cams in there so we get video we can watch later?”




Stormburst frowned, “This is gonna be embarrassing enough as it is.”




Malone ruthlessly pointed out, “She could plant the cams first, but then we wouldn’t be able to retrieve them as she exits. We do not want to leave that sort of evidence behind.”




Xander gave in, “Well, I don’t want her to hijack their security cams and leave those things live for them to study later.”




“Thank you!” Alee gasped.




Xander smiled at the rearview mirror, where Malone’s eyes were studying the backseat, along with everything else. “Hey Matches, I think I scared our little intern.”




“Leave da kid alone, boss,” growled Malone. And that was definitely Malone’s voice, not Batman’s.




Xander mock-whispered, “I think he likes you.”




Alee thought about sticking her tongue out at him. Or saying something back, like she’d say to Wally. But she was supposed to be Annie Farrell, so she stuck to Annie’s voice and replied, “If you say so, sir.”




After that, she was just plain Annie Farrell all day long, which was part tedious and part nerve-wracking. The nerve-wracking part was being undercover all the time, so everything she did she needed to think twice about it to make sure she was ‘being’ Annie Farrell and not Alee Mack or Stormburst. Xander and ‘Malone’ made it look so transparent, even if she now knew it totally wasn’t.




So Malone drove them to their meetings, and made sure the areas were safe and not bugged or eavesdropped on. Xander chatted away with people, coming across like a guy who knew how to run a big important HMI franchise, and had enough spare cash that he was already thinking about expanding out of the LA area. And Annie Farrell took notes on the touch keyboard of the tablet, made sure to bring up stuff Xander had written down for each meeting, and made some private notes about what she noticed. Also, in the car after each meeting, Xander and Malone gave her more notes to add in, like Malone noticed in the morning meeting that one of the councilman’s minions was trying to listen in without getting noticed, but naturally he got noticed, because Batman!




And since Batman had noticed, Batman had the eavesdropper’s name and job title and work phone numbers and personal cellphone number, even if Batman was assuming anything illegal would probably get called out on a burner phone. Also, Batman had already deduced from the pictures on the guy’s desk that the guy was a divorced father of two with a sexy new girlfriend. So he called Oracle, who in a matter of seconds checked the guy’s bank accounts and came up with the news that the guy had big alimony and child support payments but had big payments coming into his checking account on an irregular basis. Which was totally suspicious as far as Alee was concerned.




Then the lunch meeting was complicated because it was lunch. Annie Farrell opted for a big vanilla milkshake and then a big chocolate milkshake, so she could keep typing up notes while drinking her lunch through a straw. Xander supposedly had three martinis with his steak, one after the other, but Malone kept fetching them for Xander, so Alee was confident they were water on ice with olives on a toothpick.




Okay the city councilman was all in favor of bringing in new business, especially a big business like an HMI franchise that the councilman totally wanted to get a piece of, even if he only hinted a bunch. But the lunch with the deputy mayor was totally different. The deputy mayor was worried about actual government detail stuff, like zoning laws if Xander wanted HMI warehouses or business sites in places that weren’t zoned for it. And what would happen to hard-working Fresno repairmen if Xander’s company was likely to put them out of business or at least hurt their bottom line. It was kind of a surprise to see a city government person who really seemed to care about his city and the people in it, but maybe that was because superheroes tended to end up dealing with the other end of the scale.




So then the afternoon meeting with the councilwoman went okay too. Only the councilwoman represented the part of Fresno that couldn’t afford to hire a fancy-pants company to unclog their drain, much less rebuild their kitchen. Even if it sounded like the woman represented people who needed a rebuilt kitchen way more than people in other parts of town. But Xander wanted to talk to her about stuff like Habitat For Humanity and city efforts to get affordable housing built, because you totally needed concrete guys and framers and plumbers and electricians and roofers and the like to build anything. Alee didn’t see how you could run a business if all your work was for free and you still had to pay your workers, but it wasn’t her business, and maybe Xander knew a bunch of business stuff she had no idea on.




They went back to the hotel, and Batman had to check that the rooms were still clear and no one had snuck in while they were out. Alee took a nap while Batman talked with non-Fresno people over secure communications systems and worked on stuff and maybe took a nap too but wouldn’t tell anyone. And she didn’t ask what Xander did, but she guessed that somewhere in there, he called Amy and chatted.




At five, they had a meeting in Batman’s room, complete with freezing the hall cam for long enough to sneak in there undetected. And Batman showed them the files, and what was normal in them, and what was not, and what that told you. Okay, what it would tell you if you knew all about policework and police bureaucracy, and you were also a brilliant detective. And they listened to the phone calls from the cell tapper and the recorder on the wiretaps, which were totes informative because the chief of police was using a burner phone to call Mister X, who was using some kind of computerized voice changer. It still took like twenty minutes to skim through the cellphone clips to find the one they wanted.





ring-ring-ring…“Yes, Chief?”




“Sir, someone broke into my files last night. They destroyed most of my file cabinets, and they took a couple dozen files.”




“Which were…”




“Umm, they were details on the patrol routes and people ‘taken in for questioning’ but released without charge and some of the other subjects you made special requests on.”




“And are there any links in there to me?”




“No sir! I guarantee it! Really!”




“So…this was done by someone with no burglary skills, and yet they got into your office without alerting dozens of your officers…”




“Oh fuck! It has to be one of my people!”




“Yes. I would venture that one or more of your underlings has gotten suspicious of your decision-making. Perhaps it’s time for you to complain of chest pains and go on vacation, while nominating either the head of your vice squad or the head of your major case squad to operate in your place.”




“Is that really necessary, sir?”




“Unless you would rather drop dead of a heart attack in your office one evening…”




“No! Please, not that! I can do what you want!”




“Then start now.”






Stormburst pointed out, “Since that’s a voice changer, we don’t know anything about ’em.”




Xander sort of disagreed, “Except we know they’re well-spoken, educated, merciless, and pretty intimidating even through a voice changer.”




“And they speak English as if it is their first language, which certain supervillains cannot,” Batman pointed out.




Stormburst sighed, “I meant we don’t know age, sex, real regional accent, you know. So it could be Danielle, but it could be someone tot—I mean, completely different.”




Batman and White Knight both gave her not-smirks, so they had both spotted that she almost said ‘totally’ when she was being Stormburst. Crud.




Batman just continued, “So we can see the stick, but there’s a carrot too. Our Mister X has slipped significant amounts of money into a well-hidden account that Chief Wilson maintains in Mexico. Oracle found it, and is looking for similar accounts for some of our other suspects at the police headquarters.”




Stormburst suggested, “And she should look for an account for that councilman, because he was…oily.”




“Already on it,” Batman told her. “Along with the rest of the city council and all of the mayor’s office. Just because they sound honest and responsible does not mean they should be not be investigated.”




Stormburst nodded a little. “Right, because the best way to look like you’re honest, is to act like you’re honest, except on tiny things like keeping Mister X informed. Robin gave a lecture on this stuff.”




Xander complained with a whine in his voice, “How come Robin never gives me a lecture on this stuff?”




“Stop it, Knight,” growled Batman. He glanced at Stormburst. “White Knight has already received intensive work on this. He’s just being difficult. Also, you may be the only member of The Team who actually paid attention to that lecture from Robin.”




Stormburst defended her team. “I’m pretty sure Artemis already knew all this stuff. And I don’t think Megan could not pay attention, what with her telepathy. And Robin just gave Wally a couple sheets of notes to read, and Wally read ’em and zipped out, because speedsters have Speedster ADHD.”




She was sure Batman noticed she didn’t defend Kaldur or Conner, but he didn’t call her on it. And she was sure Robin reported to Batman on all of this stuff, like who was coming to the lectures and who was paying attention in them, and who was really unhappy about having to go to superhero lectures.




Then ‘Annie Farrell’ had some room service early dinner so when they went to the meeting, she didn’t have to try to eat and also take typed notes at the late dinner meeting. The meeting went pretty much like she was expecting. Xander was dressed in jeans and workboots and a t-shirt that had a funny drawing on the front, and he wore an opened flannel shirt over that. ‘Annie’ stuck with her cheap business suit, and Malone stuck with his black suit.




Batman had found a restaurant that had a separate bar, so Malone could go get everyone’s alcoholic drinks and keep up the pretense that Xander was drinking a lot. The three guys with home repair businesses were dressed nicer than Xander, but not a lot nicer. Not that Xander cared. Stormburst was pretty sure this was the way Xander would dress all the time, if he could.




The guys had drinks and big steak dinners and more drinks. Little Annie Farrell sat off at one end of the table with her chocolate milkshake and typed up comments and notes, while Xander chatted with the men about business opportunities in Fresno, and ways to grow the pool of people hiring home repair guys, and what would have to happen so people wouldn’t lose their livelihoods if a big new home repair company swooped in like a big, hungry vulture. Which was how Xander described it, so the other guys laughed.




Maybe it was the drinks they’d been enjoying. Annie Farrell hadn’t had anything besides her milkshake. And a glass of water.




At any rate, Xander made nice with the business owners, and mainly talked about not wanting to get into a price war, which none of them would like, and if there wasn’t room for HMI, then maybe HMI didn’t need to come to the Fresno area. The three business guys liked that. And Xander picked up the tab, which the three guys liked too. So everyone parted on good terms.




Malone drove her and Xander back to the hotel. Xander waited until she was finished making notes and saved her file. Then he asked, “You ready for tonight?”




Stormburst gulped, “Not really. But I’ll do it.”




Malone smiled, “Don’t worry about feeling embarrassed. Focus on not getting hurt. They have lots of security. But remember: nobody’s gonna expect Catwoman to rob a casino in Fresno.”




Xander grinned, “Especially while Selina Kyle is performing in her one-woman theater production on the other side of the country.”





Part IV



Alee looked at herself in the mirror. Someone else looked back at her. It was eerie.




Okay, she’d known she could look like this. She had spent two days with Selina, just making sure she could pass as Catwoman. And it wasn’t her fault her body was changing from the slender tomboy she had liked being.




The body in the mirror was not slender, and was not a tomboy.




Alee had been telling herself she wasn’t getting the superheroine shape. She had been telling herself that she could go home and just be plain old ordinary Alee Mack. She was going to have to revise both of those. A lot.




She was wearing padding. But not a lot. Selina had taken Alee up to the Watchtower and they had used the 3D printers there to make thin gel butt-and-hip pads that were Alee’s butt on the inside curve and Selina’s butt on the outside, and those pads had gone into a spandex maillot, along with the 3D-printed gel pads for her breasts. Then Alee wasn’t exactly the same height even if they were really close when they weren’t wearing high heels, so they had used the Watchtower uniform cutters to make a duplicate of Selina’s uniform in Alee’s size. Well, Alee plus the padded maillot. And the padding was thin enough and flexible enough that it didn’t look like padding when Alee flowed into the catsuit.




Then there were the gloves. Alee had the idea to make the claws on the first two fingers of each hand have a metal connection to her fingers, so she could still hurl lightning from her fingers when she was wearing the gloves. And Selina had showed her how to do the Catwoman moves with them. The building climb, the Catwoman swipe, and the Catwoman rake. 




And the boots. Catwoman liked really sexy high-heeled boots, and she sashayed sexily in them. Alee had been sure she couldn’t do that. But Selina had showed Alee how to cheat on the sashay: these heels were slanted to the side. When Alee walked in them, the slant on the heels made her legs roll to the outside, which made her hips roll to the side, which made her walk look like Catwoman. Or maybe Marilyn Monroe. It was weird. And she felt really uncomfortable about having a sexy Catwoman walk that looked the way it did when she walked in front of a mirror.




Holy crud, no wonder Batman had fallen for Catwoman. No wonder Bruce Wayne had fallen for Selina Kyle when he had to know better.




But there was a lot more to moving like Catwoman, and Selina had given Alee a couple hours of lessons, which Selina really did not have time for when she had this big theater production to rehearse for. So there was the Catwoman crouch and the Catwoman back arch, and the Catwoman poses, and the Catwoman martial arts moves. Okay, Alee could already do a lot of the martial arts moves Selina liked. Alee just needed to make sure those were the moves that this Catwoman stuck to. Because Selina liked a more acrobatic, flashier, more defensive style than Stormburst had been working on. Still, it wasn’t like Stormburst was going to be fighting Batman while pretending to be Catwoman.




And crud, wouldn’t that be awkward? And embarrassing? And creepy?




There was also the voice. Alee could not do Catwoman’s seductive, erotic tones. Which was why she was wearing a special vocoder against her voicebox, under the suit. It changed her voice and lowered it, making it sound smoky and sexy. Even if Alee had to do the rolled r’s and the purrs on her own. And the hisses.




And there was the rest of the Catwoman look. The brazen boldness and sexuality, which Alee was totally not comfortable with, but she had worked hard with Selina so she could fake it for a couple minutes. And the makeup, which wasn’t really any worse than the Stormburst makeup Alee sprayed on. The Stormburst makeup already included contouring to change the look of the jawline and cheekbones, so Selina showed Alee how to give herself a facsimile of Selina’s jawline and cheekbones with the spray makeup. It wasn’t like they didn’t both have oval faces and similar features. Alee just had to learn how to make her lips look fuller and poutier. Also, the Catwoman eye makeup was a bold, sexy cat-eye with way more eyeliner and mascara and eyeshadows and brow pencil than Alee had ever worn, even on a date. Even for Halloween.




So Alee looked an awful lot like Catwoman and could fake the Catwoman movements. For a little bit. But the really hard Catwoman things—other than that walk—were the crime things, like lockpicking and safecracking, and the thing with the bullwhip. There was no way Alee could learn to use a bullwhip like Catwoman did in less than a year. Or a decade. So Alee was going to be faking all of that.




Even snapping a bullwhip and getting it to snap right and not having it cut open your face or your arm? Mega-hard. Alee was cheating on that too.




So, when Xander and Batman and Stormburst had snuck out of their hotel rooms and cut across to the office building, Stormburst had telekinetically pointed the security cams elsewhere, while Batman unlocked the security door and then bypassed the alarm like a master criminal or something. The guy was scary good at way too many things.




They moved up to the rented office, and then changed clothes. Each of the steamer trunks had their superhero uniform, a bunch of equipment, and also alternate disguises they didn’t want to be caught with in their hotel rooms. So Batman and the White Knight were dressed in old-style ‘Catwoman sidekick’ outfits that were mainly dark gray and dark blue and matte black so they could hide in the shadows. Alee thought the domino-style cat burglar masks and the whiskers were silly, but she didn’t say anything, even if Xander sure did. Plus there were weapons, which for this op were non-lethal Catwoman-sidekick stuff like net launchers and knockout gas grenade launchers.




Stormburst stayed in her Annie Farrell look as she went with Batman and the White Knight to get them out of the building and out of range of the security cams. There was no way she was stripping naked in the same room with two guys. Then, once Catwoman’s minions ‘borrowed’ a car left in a nearby lot overnight and drove off to get in position, Stormburst went silvery and went back into the office through the HVAC system.




She opened up her own steamer trunk, which had three locks on the front. One was a keylock, one was a combination lock, and one was a puzzle lock you couldn’t even tell was there unless you fiddled with the letters on the front that spelled out the WayneCo name. There was her Stormburst uniform. There was the Catwoman uniform. And there were three disguises in case Batman decided to go with some of his other plans he’d set up. There was also an extendable mirror and a spray-on makeup system, so Stormburst could do the right makeup for all of these looks.




She flowed out of her Annie Farrell disguise and into the spandex maillot. She made sure her earbud and throat mike and vocoder were all working right. Then she flowed into her Catwoman uniform and checked that the finger claws and boot claws and goggles were all working right. She checked that the hidden pockets were loaded properly, and the bullwhip was coiled up right. Then she spent twenty minutes doing her makeup just right.




She checked herself in the mirror one more time. Catwoman looked back at her. It was mega-eerie. That wasn’t what she said.




She used her tk to check her vocoder, and she gave the mirror a Catwoman smile. “You look purrrrr-fect, dahling.”




Yeah. Mega-eerie.







Batman was in position and waiting patiently, studying the opposition. There were two cameras atop lightpoles, and both were aimed toward the casino. He had also spotted the RV with the running air conditioning unit. It was tucked in among the worker vehicles toward the back of the lot. 




He assumed he had a few minutes, given the amount of time required to do really expert makeup application, so he gave White Knight a pop quiz. “Find the cameras, the sensors, and anything else you should spot.”




Knight gave him a look and wiggled the cat whiskers that were a part of his disguise as a Catwoman minion. “You mean the two up on the lightpoles? The only sensors I’ve spotted are that arch the patrons walk through, and the wires on the fence at the back of the parking in case someone tries to cut through the fence and sneak in.” He wiggled his eyebrows, because the two of them had simply moved around the edge of the fence, using the shadows as clouds passed in front of the crescent moon. “Oh, and I doubt anyone’s gonna leave their AC running all night in an RV unless they’re inside it.”




“Fine,” Batman replied. “Now you go override the cams, while I prepare a surprise for the RV.”




“On it, Tomcat.” Knight ducked into the shadows of the parked vehicles and moved stealthily toward the bases of the lightpoles where the wiring for the cameras would be bundled next to the power for the lights.




Batman ghosted through the employee parking and gingerly moved to the top of the RV, which was made much easier by the uncovered ladder up the back. He silently opened the grill over the HVAC system’s air intake, and positioned a knockout gas canister with a remote control trigger. If anyone found the canister and traced it back, it would turn out to be a LexCorp product made specifically for U.S. Police forces, with a serial number that would track back to a lot in Central City that was stolen last year. The traceback would not reveal that The Flash had recovered most of that, and had reserved two dozen for JL uses like this one.




Batman met up with the White Knight in the shadows of the south edge of the parking lot. “Sitrep?”




Knight smirked, “Two lights, two ‘defections’. We’ve got control of ’em whenever we want.”




Batman nodded tersely. “RV is rigged to gas the occupants whenever we want.”




Knight smiled mischievously. “Purr-fect. And now all we need is—”




“Tomcat and Tigger, this is your fabulous feline leaderrrr, and I will be there in seconds.” The smoky, sensuous voice was the vocoder, but the speech patterns and word choices and purr still sounded too much like Catwoman, even though he knew they were all Stormburst. And that was more uncomfortable than he wanted to admit. Selina must have worked more with her than Batman had realized. And Selina had probably thought about his discomfort while she trained Stormburst.




Knight burst in on the comm system, “Tigger here, and we’re on the bounce!” He even slid into a Tigger impression for his second clause. Batman was unsurprised. After all, Knight had lobbied for the name Tigger as soon as he had found out that he might be playing a Catwoman minion.




Batman used a Northern California accent. “Tomcat also ready. External prepped. More outside security here than expected, so be prepared when you move inside.”




“Understood. Catwoman over and me-yowwwwt!”




Knight snickered quietly. He probably had no idea of the details of the Batman-Catwoman history, and Batman had no intention of telling him. But Knight dropped the smile. “What do you think the RV means? It wasn’t on Stormy’s photos.”




Batman paused for a second and answered, “Give me your top five deductions and inductions on it.”




“What if I only have three?” Knight whined.




“Stop it, and act your age. Top eight.”




Knight groaned audibly, but complied. “Fine, you cruel Bat-taskmaster. First, if it was a police stakeout, they’d use a regular unmarked car and two cops. No running the engine for AC either. Second, if it was a normal backup for the casino security and just one or two muscleheads, a car instead of a full-sized RV that really stands out. So they’re not cops, and they have a lot more than one thug in there. Third, it’s been there for hours, because the employee parking filled in around it, like it got here first, or really early at the start of the shift. Fourth, they’re likely packing heavy weapons or a heavy hitter, or they could have fit into two or three unmarked cars and been a lot less conspicuous. Fifth, we know there are hiding spots and a security office inside, so this is for something external they’re expecting. Sixth, we don’t have enough intel to know if this is a regular thing or preparation for a tip they received, but it’s been planned for a while, given they had an RV and special staff for this. Seventh, getting the RV and getting the staff and getting it placed early? They’ve known about this probably for days. That makes it sound like a planned activity, probably a regular one. Eighth, if it is a planned activity, maybe we should hold up our cat burglar, because they might be moving money: big profits out or small bills for change going in, or cash payouts to staff, or cash payoffs to cops.”




Batman nodded, “Good. A few other points you should have come up with, but we’ll go over them later.”




“Dang.”




Batman continued, pretending to ignore Knight’s faked complaint. He touched his comm system. “Tomcat to Catwoman, hold position.”




“Catwoman herrrre, Tomcat. I’m still over the warehouse. Problems?”




“There may be an armored car or something that could be used as an armored car. If so, we’d like to take that too. And there may be extra muscle out here, so watch out for changes in interior forces.”




“Woof. Kitty doesn’t like surprises like that.”




Batman refused to react, but he found it intensely annoying that Selina had briefed Stormburst so well, because it sounded too much like Selina.




Stormburst continued her Catwoman impression. “Tomcat and Tigger, stay put. I’ll just check and see if we need to purrrrr-sue something four-wheeled.”







“Oh crud.” Stormburst was still silvery, but she could talk while in her morph. And she was off the comms and had the vocoder turned off too. She’d finally spotted what she was looking for, and it was already close, and probably already on its way to the casino.




There was no way she had time to clear all the interior security, clear the money room, open what Batman said would probably be two or three combination safes, gather everything up, get past the ‘greeters’ and other floor security Catwoman-style, and get out before the whole armored car transfer thing took place.




But maybe that was the wrong way to look at it…




She flipped the vocoder and comms back on, and purred, “Kittens, we have a slight change of plan. The armored carrrrr is only seconds out. Prepare the parking lot for a properly feline greeting.”




“Great idea, boss!” gushed ‘Tigger’. That name totally suited Xander. Maybe it didn’t suit the White Knight, but it did suit Xander.




And she moved. She darted under the front doors of the display room for the party store, under their rear doors into the warehouse, up across the warehouse to the blocking curtain, through the crack she had used the night before, and into the upper reaches of the casino area.




She went normal, even if she was in a skin-tight Catwoman costume instead of her regular uniform. That made it easier to do what she wanted. She flew to the closest corner ‘nest’ and came down silently behind the two watching guards. Then she reached out with both hands in sort of ‘V for victory’ salutes so her first two fingers were separated by a couple inches of air, and she jabbed both guards in the back with her cat-claws, tasering them into unconsciousness. That was instantly followed by a jab into each guard’s neck with the little knockout drug injector Catwoman had given her.




“Tomcat to Boss Cat. Armored car just drove up. Its sign says ‘Wells Fargo’ but Wells Fargo does not make armored car runs in the middle of the night.”




Right. Batman would totally know stuff like that.




“Tigger to Boss Cat. RV force just started paying attention. Someone heavy’s rocking the back of the RV while they get ready.”




“Tomcat to Tigger. Triggering RV knockout gas now. Anyone who comes out may be a meta.”




Stormburst watched as three men stepped out of the money room with large canvas duffel bags. Two of the greeters and three of the floor security moved to surround them as they moved to the back door to take the money to the armored car.




“Catwoman to team, they’re moving the money now.”




“Tomcat to team, two men opening up the back, driver staying behind the wheel.”




“Tigger to team, I got a meta.”




Stormburst moved. She zipped around the room above the I-beams, dropping down to zap and jab each guard. She was done with the rest of the four ‘nests’ in maybe ten seconds. She moved to the security room, which was mounted in the darkness, way above the money room. The power cables and camera feeds and wire-based communications system all ran along the I-beams and down the back wall into the security room, and the wireless system’s antenna stuck up within a couple feet of the wiring. So she slashed off the antenna, slashed through the camera feeds, and then sliced through the power cables.




The door for the security room immediately popped open, and two security guards with big sidearms and heavy-duty tasers tried to rush out and grab the ladder.




It looked like it was time to introduce Fresno to Catwoman.




Some of Catwoman’s moves were just not human. Well, they weren’t possible for a normal human. But Catwoman had showed her a bunch of the moves, and Stormburst had practiced doing those moves. Okay, Stormburst had needed to fake a lot of stuff with her tk, because she was totally not Catwoman or Batgirl or Black Canary. Even if she wanted to get way better on her martial arts and physical stuff, along with everything else.




So Stormburst led off with a Catwoman move. She dropped her hands to the edge of the security room roof, and pivoted so she was swinging forward as she came down. She used her tk along with the claws on the gloves, because Catwoman was a lot more practiced and apparently had the kind of hand strength that made rock climbers cry with envy. She swung in pike position, with her legs straight and bent ninety degrees at the waist, and that meant she was coming in at the guards feet first. Heels first.




She caught one guard in the forehead with her left heel, and the other guard in the nose with her right heel. She heel-kicked both men backward into the dark security room, and she went flying in after them.




Her Catwoman goggles were working great, and she flipped them to nightvision, because the security room was almost totally dark. It had no windows, and the power was off, so it was lit only by a couple tiny computer lights on stuff that was still backed up by batteries. And the security guys’ eyes were trying to adjust from bright overhead fluorescents and tons of monitor screens to near-total darkness.




Except for the light coming in from the doorway, so she was fully silhouetted, which wasn’t good, especially as the two guards who weren’t down on the floor were both trying to aim big weapons at her. Another Catwoman lesson: do not get between your targets and great big lights, because then they can see you and aim at you.




There wasn’t enough room for a normal cartwheel, but a tk-assisted hands-free cartwheel? Yep. She cartwheeled between the two standing guards and landed just behind them. And while they tried to turn to shoot her, even if they couldn’t see her, she raked one’s back in a four-clawed diagonal move while she rabbit-punched the other.




Maybe she put a little too much tk over her hand, because the rabbit-punched guy went flying across the room. The raked guy screamed and fired off his weapon, which turned out to be a net-launcher which completely ensnared one of the two guys trying to get back up after getting kicked in the face.




Well, that scream pretty much ruined the element of surprise. Stormburst used her Catwoman-injector to inject all four guys in the neck with the knockout drug, and she leapt out through the door, pocketing the injector again on the way down.




She used her tk to turn herself into position, and to catch herself, because it was like a thirty foot drop. Maybe Catwoman could do that without hurting herself, but Stormburst wasn’t ready to try it. She landed on all fours, with her back arched, right beside the two security guards and the two greeters who hadn’t gone outside. And maybe they had been peeking outside like they probably weren’t supposed to. They all spun around to face her. So did most of the casino.




She looked at her audience and went with her best Catwoman imitation. “Meee-yow.” And since she was on all fours, she went with a tk-assisted leg sweep that dropped three of the men beside her and forced the fourth to leap awkwardly out of the way.




And it was a good thing she’d been learning to pay attention to her surroundings, because the coatcheck girl reached down behind her counter and pulled out a pump-action shotgun. Crud. Because Stormburst could handle that easy, but she was trying not to be Stormburst here.




So she hissed as much like Selina as she could, as she yanked out the bullwhip. Okay, she still wasn’t very good with a bullwhip, while Selina was mega-awesome with one. If Selina hadn’t told her ahead of time to put up a tk shield when practicing, Alee probably would have cut open her own face or arm just trying to snap the thing right. And forget about being so good with a bullwhip that she could snag projections on a building and swing on the whip and then get the whip to release when she wanted. That was way harder than people thought it would be, right up until they tried to do it.




But Stormburst didn’t have to use the bullwhip like Catwoman. She only had to fake it. She snapped the whip at the coatcheck girl’s shotgun and used her tk to make the end of the whip wrap a couple times around the barrel before the ‘girl’ had the shotgun lined up. The whip speedily coiled four times around the barrel, and—just as the coatcheck girl realized that ‘Catwoman’ had done the impossible with a bullwhip—Stormburst yanked the shotgun out of the woman’s hands with a tk-assisted tug that not only yanked the shotgun free, but nearly dragged the girl across the counter as she tried to hang on.




Stormburst released the shotgun barrel and yanked her bullwhip back fast enough that she could snap it at the guy she hadn’t leg-swept, because that guy was leaning against the wall and trying to fish a handgun out of a shoulder holster. Stormburst snapped the whip at the guy’s ankles, tk-wrapped it twice around both ankles, and yanked his feet out from under him. He lost the handgun as his head bounced off the tile floor.




A greeter was getting back to his knees and reaching for her, so she heel-kicked him in the jaw, putting him down. The still-conscious guard was on his knees and struggling to find his gun, which had apparently escaped his back holster. Stormburst used some more tk to do a spin-up, and as she spun, she wrapped her hand in tk armor and knuckle-punched the guy in the jaw, dropping him too. She went with a fouetté bas, a low roundhouse toe-kick out of Savate, to take care of the last of the foursome, whose face was conveniently only about thigh-height as he was still getting to his feet again. The kick caught him in the jaw, and he went down hard.







Xander raced across the parking lot as the first thugs staggered out of the RV, which was spewing out clouds of white gas that Xander had enough sense not to dive into.




The first guy out was even wearing an expensive pin-striped suit, and packing something in his shoulder holster that he was still struggling to pull out. The second guy wasn’t dressed as nice, and wasn’t faring as well either.




The first guy managed to get away from the billowing white gas and pull out his handgun…which kept coming out of his shoulder holster, and coming out, and coming out some more. No wonder the guy was having trouble. He’d gotten at least a partial dose of that knockout gas, and he was trying to get a freaking Smith & Wesson .500 out of a stupid shoulder holster. And this was the Lothar-Walther custom job, which had a barrel of ten and a half inches, plus the rest of the handgun, so it was a wonder the guy could get it in and out of a shoulder holster without jabbing himself in the hipbone.




Xander closed on the guy fast, because getting shot with a S&W .500 cartridge would be about as much fun as getting punched by Stormburst. Make that…getting punched by Orion. Because Xander was pretty sure from what he’d heard that Stormburst was still in the ‘oh please I do not want to accidentally hit this guy too hard’ phase of training. Orion was a goodguy, but he was a militant goodguy who had been born on Apokolips to someone horrible enough that no one would talk about it, and then traded to the New Gods like a really expensive Yugi-Oh card. Maybe an ultra-rare version of the Blue-Eyes Ultimate Dragon card. That kind of cut down on the options for mommy and daddy. Xander was guessing someone like Kalibak. Maybe even The Big Guy himself.




The second guy was packing an actual Tommy Gun. An actual Thompson submachine gun with the 100-round drum. These guys were planning for an attack by the Royal Flush Gang or a flash mob or something, because someone obviously wanted a big variety of firepower options. That guy had already gotten too big a dose of the gas, because he missed the step on the way out of the RV, went limp in mid-air, and crashed face-first into the parking lot. That was gonna leave a bruise.




Xander heard Stormburst’s imitation of Catwoman over their comms. “Catwoman to team, they’re moving the money now.”




He kicked the Smith & Wesson aside, and the guy managed not to lose it. But his arm went swinging way to the outside. So Xander hit him with the brass knuckles he was wearing on his left hand. One shot in the jaw, and the guy dropped.




“Tomcat to team, two men opening up the back, driver staying behind the wheel.”




Xander kicked the Smith & Wesson to the side, and then saw the RV rock. Someone was in there, moving around, despite a ton of knockout gas. That was double plus ungood.




A pair of huge hands grabbed the sides of the RV doorway, and a guy maybe seven feet tall squeezed his way out. Seven feet tall, built like an NFL linebacker, and made of granite. Also, stark naked, and didn’t need a loincloth. Or a jockstrap. Or anything else. That would sure make Tigger cranky.




Xander darted over to where he’d kicked the Smith & Wesson .500, and he warned, “Tigger to team, I got a meta.”




Great. This guy looked like Cinderblock Lite. He probably had powers like Cinderblock, maybe downsized, given he wasn’t twenty feet high and ten feet wide. So…assume strength, invulnerability, maybe regen. Probably not agility or energy powers or magical abilities.




Xander led off, “Hey, I’m Tigger! What’s your name? Can I call you Rocky Balboa?”




The meta glared at him and growled in a voice like an industrial rock crusher, “Shaddup!”




“Can’t do that!” Xander kept going, in his best Tigger imitation. Which Amy and Cordy insisted was his most annoying Tigger imitation. Which would also work, in this case. “Because I’m a Tigger! That’s T-I-Double-Guh-E-R. Can I call you Rock Hudson?”




Major Marble lost it and charged, arms outstretched like some serious throttling was about to happen.




Xander took three steps back, until he bumped into the front of the old pickup that was behind him. Then he waited about a second, until Senor Sedimentary over-committed. Xander rolled backward over the hood, and Private Pluton crashed hands-and-face first into the truck, going right through the metal exterior and stopping about the time his face met the engine block.




Xander kept up the imitation, and said, “Oh schist! Gneiss move there, Rockytop.”




Sergeant Sandstone probably didn’t get the jokes, but he was definitely getting really P.O.’ed. He ripped his way back out of the engine compartment.




Xander bounced his way across the parking lot to the closer streetlight. Maybe they were hops, but he was going to call them bounces. “You’re slowing down, Rocky. Do you lead a sedimentary lifestyle? Hoo-hoo-hoo!”




Corporal Carborundum was getting massively cheesed off, so he just roared and charged.




Xander froze and gasped, “Uh-oh!”




And Captain Carnallite fell for it. The guy charged furiously, right at Xander, who just stood there and waited…and then ducked around to the other side of the streetlight behind him.




Major Malachite went face-first into the streetlight, his arms going on either side of the pole. The impact sounded like a cartoon collision. Chips of rock shattered off the guy’s face, and the whole lightpole went over. Xander dove out of the way of the falling lightpole, and Major Mineral bounced backward, landing flat on his back.




That was bad for the parking lot, but good for Xander. While Private Pyrite was trying to pick himself back up, Xander grabbed the torn electrical cables and pressed exposed high-voltage wires to a pair of rocky feet. The guy had a rock version of a petit mal seizure and collapsed.




Xander looked down at the guy and said, “You know, the terrible thing about Tiggers is Tiggers are terrible things.”





Part V



Stormburst glanced around. It was a good thing she had the four guys down, because the coatcheck girl was rolling across the counter so she could launch an attack with a pair of sai that must have been hidden under that counter with the shotgun. Crud. And the last security guard, who was still wearing his bartender’s apron, was running from the far side of the casino and heading for Coatcheck Girl’s lost shotgun. And Stormburst was going to have to handle this fight ‘Catwoman style’. Extra crud.




Alee figured regular ‘fight ordinary crooks’ stuff was totally harder if you were Batman or Catwoman than if you were Stormburst, because Stormburst could handle this level of badguys with both hands tied behind her back. Literally.




She did a backflip to get more room from Coatcheck Girl, and to put her a little closer to the shotgun, for her next trick. Then she snapped her bullwhip again, and she used her tk to snag the running guard’s legs just as he took a step and his left leg was about to move forward past his right leg and his ankles were inches apart. She wrapped the whip around his ankles and yanked sideways, which wasn’t really enough to yank the guy off his feet.




But that wasn’t a problem for Stormburst. She used her tk to pull his ankles off to the side and also guide his head in the opposite direction so he went face-first into the base of a roulette table. She gave his carotids a careful squeeze so he’d stay down too.




And Coatcheck Girl was nearly within stabbing range with those sai, so ‘Catwoman’ leapt to the side, turning it into a one-handed cartwheel that had a lot more tk assist than was obvious, because gymnastics like that took tons and tons of practice before they were ready for prime time. So Coatcheck Girl had to stop and change directions.




Coatcheck Girl went with a smooth glide-step that told Stormburst she was looking at years and years of serious martial arts training. With the two sai, that was maybe one or more Okinawan or Japanese martial arts. Not that Stormburst was an expert, but she’d gotten lessons on this stuff from some totally cool people. And how else would she have found out that the plural of sai is still ‘sai’?




And yeah, there was the stab to the chest that Stormburst was pretty much expecting, because Robin had showed the team a bunch of katas using a host of martial arts weapons, and Alee had actually paid attention and taken notes. Still, it was really fast. Not as fast as Robin could manage, and not nearly as fast as Kid Flash could, but it was fast enough to be a real threat.




But Stormburst was wearing Catwoman gloves, which were not ordinary gloves. They felt mega-flexible, but they had stuff. Like the retractable claws, which could extend out to almost an inch, and were razor sharp, and were in reinforced sheaths, and could cut through most stuff like it was made of butter. Also, there was armor scattered around in the gloves. Not enough to affect hand movement, but enough that Catwoman could parry a sword cut with her palm or punch a meta without breaking her bones.




Also, Stormburst had tk, which Catwoman did not. So when she parried the sai strike with a Catwoman swipe, Stormburst gave herself a fingerless glove of tk. That let her slap the sai off its line of attack, and also let her get her claws on one side of the sai for a screeching rake as Coatcheck Girl snapped the sai back. There were even some sparks.




Coatcheck Girl got the sai back into position, and even made a fast, expert disengaging move in case Stormburst had been about to try to get a blade lock with those claws. Coatcheck Girl was fast, and she was already glide-stepping to the side to launch an attack from Catwoman’s off side.




Stormburst gave her a Catwoman hiss, and tried for a leg snag with the bullwhip. But Coatcheck Girl was expecting that, and gracefully dove out of the way, executing a no-hands front flip so she didn’t have to let go of her two sai.




Catwoman had a lot more stuff hidden in her apparently skin-tight suit than you’d think. Okay, it was skin-tight. Literally. But it had really well-hidden pockets for stuff, and it had a slim utility belt that stuck in place, instead of sliding all over her waistline. Unlike Batman’s utility belt, which looked heavy and menacing and full of stuff, Catwoman’s utility belt looked ornamental and sexy. It wasn’t ornamental. There was all kinds of stuff hidden in it: B&E gear, a couple knockout drug injectors, some collapsible weapons, some escape and evasion gear, and two sturdy plastic bags that could be unfolded to haul off maybe three cubic feet of loot each.




Stormburst grabbed a caltrop with her off hand. Really, she just swept her hand past the right pocket and used her tk to slide the collapsed caltrop into her hand. Then she threw the thing. Folded up, it looked like four thin, hollow, finger-length metal tubes connected to a metal base like the way your fingers connect to your hand. But each tube was cut on the diagonal at the tip, so there were sharp metal edges and a razor-sharp point at the end of each ‘finger’. Once pulled out of its little holder in the belt, the caltrop snapped open, with the tubes pointing outward and their tips forming a little pyramid shape, so no matter how it landed there would be one nasty point sticking straight up. She used her tk to make it go right where she wanted, which was right under one of Coatcheck Girl’s high heels.




Coatcheck Girl landed expertly, but Stormburst had managed to slide that caltrop so the spike sticking up went right into the sole of Coatcheck Girl’s shoe, cutting into the angled sole just behind the ball of her foot. So Coatcheck Girl stumbled and fell, saying a couple really bad words that Alee was totally shocked to hear, even in the middle of a fight.




Still, Coatcheck Girl wasn’t down. She did another flip, and in mid-air she used her two sai like giant tweezers to pry the caltrop out of her shoe—and probably her instep too—and sort of fling it back at Stormburst. On the other hand, it was a hands-free backflip while doing something else, and she didn’t quite stick the landing, and she was in high heels, and maybe one foot was really hurting a lot, so she stumbled backward until she crashed into the wall that was the side of the coatcheck room.




Stormburst was already moving, though. She moved forward and swiped the caltrop out of the air. Okay, it was more tk than catlike skills, but she faked cat-swiping it out of the air and sending it right back at Coatcheck Girl.




Coatcheck Girl spotted it, and did a two-handed block with her sai, and even pulled it off, which was totally harder than it looked. The caltrop hit the crossed sai and bounced off to Coatcheck Girl’s left.




But by then, Stormburst had already attacked, first snapping the bullwhip around the crossed sai, then yanking the sai down and out of Coatcheck Girl’s hands with a tk assist, and then launching a roundhouse toe-kick at Coatcheck Girl’s jaw while her hands were still pulled down from losing the sai.




Unfortunately, Coatcheck Girl was fast enough to get her head out of the way and then launch a retaliatory kick at Stormburst’s crotch. Stomrburst had to block that with a push block using her off hand, and let the force of the kick push her back out of range.




Stormburst managed a one-handed cartwheel away from Coatcheck Girl, even if there was some tk assistance in there to make sure she could stick the landing. She came up on her feet in a smooth cat stance and gave Coatcheck Girl an open-mouthed hiss.




That startled Coatcheck Girl, but didn’t keep her from diving for her two sai. Stormburst threw the drug injector. Well, really, she threw it and aimed it with her tk and injected stuff into the side of Coatcheck Girl’s neck while Coatcheck Girl was looking down so she could make an amazing two-handed grab of both sai and roll up into a fighting stance. Only, with a jab of knockout drug in the neck, Coatcheck Girl got the two sai, did her forward roll, and collapsed on her way to a vertical stance.




Stormburst checked that no one else was about to try to stop her, and she made a swipe past Coatcheck Girl’s neck, using her tk to tug the injector needle out without doing any more damage, and tucking the injector away as she dashed out the doors.




And…crud, how long had she been fighting people in the casino? Because Batman and White Knight had done their ‘Tigger and Tomcat’ act and hammered everyone in the parking lot. ‘Tomcat’ had all the casino people in the parking lot out cold, plus the two armored car ‘guards’, plus the driver, and the driver’s door and back door of the armored car were open and waiting for her. Tigger was bouncing toward the armored car. Literally. He was doing this bouncing hop that was about as much of a Tigger bounce as you could do without an actual tail made of a giant spring. And backtracking Tigger’s path…




Oh crud, when Xander said he had a meta, he hadn’t said he was fighting a giant guy made of rock!




Stormburst headed down to the armored car. There were two women in skimpy ‘greeter’ costumes standing by that arch at the top of the slope, and no one else. Apparently, they’d been smart enough not to run down and get into the fight with ‘Tomcat’. Still, Stormburst decided to avoid them and give them something to report.




She snapped her bullwhip and wrapped the tip a couple times around the upper part of the left side of the arch, and then she leapt into the air. She swung in a wide semicircle down the slope and past the arch, using her tk to keep her above the ground with the bullwhip taut, and she gave the greeters a finger-wave with her non-bullwhip hand. “Mee-yow!”




She landed in a Catwoman stance and snapped the bullwhip again, using her tk to unwrap the end and make it leap back to her. Then she purred, “Tiggerrrrr, Tomcat, you two did perrrrrfectly. Kitty likes.”




Tomcat said, “I’ll drive this bucket.”




Tigger grinned, “May I offer you a hand, Boss?”




“Of courrrrrrse.” 




Stormburst took Xander’s hand and hopped up into the back of the truck. Tigger shut the door after her, and sprinted off, probably to the vehicle he and Tomcat had arrived in. And Tomcat drove out of the parking lot at above-speed-limit speeds.




She looked around at the back of the armored car, and it looked like the casino was just one pickup in a long line of money pickups. Catwoman would probably have grinned that sexy grin and said, “Meeee-yow!” But Stormburst wasn’t feeling it.




Tomcat’s voice came through the truck’s speaker system. “We’ll have police swarming all over this area as soon as the casino management reports in and Mister X calls his crooked cops.”




She looked around at the interior. “What do you think this weighs? Six tons plus cargo?”




Tomcat answered in Batman’s tones. “Six tons plus cargo for a standard armored car, but this is a heavy-duty anti-meta vehicle. I would estimate eight to ten tons, plus half a ton of cargo including us.”




She explained, “I can lift us and the vehicle, and fly us out of here at a mile up. No one’s gonna look for us there. But where do I set us down?”




But Batman already had an answer for that, too. “Just northwest of town. There’s a river and a handful of lakes. We’ll land there, empty the truck, and dump the truck at the bottom of one of those lakes. They won’t find it soon enough to interfere with this evolution.”




“Roger that.” She opened the back of the armored car and stepped out.




It was going maybe fifty on a road that was totally not made for an armored car to do fifty miles an hour on. Not that she worried. She just flew onto the roof, made sure the back door was closed, and lifted everything straight up.




It felt less like eight tons and more like ten tons. Not that she was worried. Her upper limit was a lot higher than that. And she probably needed to work out her tk a lot more, and see if she could increase her current upper limit. Because that would be awesome.




At about two miles up, she headed for the area just northwest of the city. As she closed in on it, she couldn’t see the river and lakes, but she could see areas of darkness surrounded by tons of streetlights and building lights. So she aimed at a dark area and listened to the comms.




“Tomcat to Tigger. Progress?”




“Tigger, Tomcat. Everything’s okey-dokey, even if I had to drop the disguise because of patrol dogs.”




“Tomcat to Tigger. Be sure to follow all traffic laws, and return vehicle undamaged.”




“Yup, yup, yup! Tigger on it, and then heading to the Cat Lair.” And then Xander began singing the Tigger song in a not-exactly-perfect Tigger imitation. “Ohhh, the wonderful thing about Tiggers, is Tiggers are wonderful things…”




He just kept going, while Batman probably gritted his teeth into Bat-fragments.




Xander wrapped up, “…but the most wonderful thing about Tiggers, is I’m the only one, yes, I’m the only one!”




Tomcat growled, “And we’re all thankful for that.”




Xander laughed in a Tigger imitation. “Can I call you Eeyore instead of Tomcat?”




By then, Stormburst was already landing the armored car. When she got within a hundred feet of the ground and flicked on Catwoman’s special goggles, she could see the ground and the nearby lake and a road, and not too far away, what had to be a boatramp into the lake.




Also a dock which would totally not take the weight of a mega-heavy armored car. In the darkness, it looked like it might not take Xander doing his Tigger imitation and bouncing on it a few times. She landed the vehicle on the boatramp facing down the slope.




‘Tomcat’ hopped out of the driver’s seat and said in Batman’s voice, “Pull all the contents and set them down a hundred feet back up the road.”




“On it.” Because that was about what she’d figured. Grabbing something that might roll downhill and putting it on the slope of a boatramp? Not a great plan.




She had to take a moment to grab everything, because there were lots of sacks and duffel bags and roller suitcases and stuff. If every stop had netted three things, then the casino would have been maybe stop number nine. But her tk was flexible enough to pick everything up, and all together, it was way, way under her weight limit. She opened the back door from the inside with her tk, then pulled out everything and set it down at least forty yards back, where the road was flat.




Batman wedged both front doors open, so she wedged the back door open with a boulder that was lying beside the boatramp as maybe some kind of bumper. He gave her a nod, and she just pushed the vehicle downhill until it was not only submerged but way under water and maybe two hundred feet into the lake.




She checked, “You okay with me flying you and the stuff back to our little office?”




Batman nodded, “I would prefer it. I’d like the opportunity to go through all of it and see if there are any records or markings or traces that would help our investigation.”




“That’ll take hours!” she objected.




“And it could possibly save us days of effort,” he reminded her. Okay, she knew that already.




So she suggested, “How about Tigger and I help?”




Batman thought about it, because he probably didn’t trust her and Xander to do as good a job as he could. And maybe he didn’t want Xander clowning around while there was serious stuff to do. But Batman finally said, “For a start, when we get back to base, can you pull me and everything else into your morph and move everything to our ‘office’ while avoiding all the building security?”




“Sure. Kid Flash said it felt icky, but I figure you’re tougher than he is.” Crud, she’d forgotten not to say ‘sure’ when she was Stormburst.




Batman then asked, “Can you then go back out of the building, find Knight, and bring him in the same way?”




“Yes,” she replied. She was trying to be less Alee-like when she was in a uniform, even if this uniform wasn’t her official Stormburst one. “Although, if he’s really good at hiding in the dark, I may have to call him on the comm system to find him.”




“That’s not a problem,” Batman told her. “That is one of the things the comms are for.”




So Stormburst did it, even if she’d never tried pulling this many things into her morph before. A whole bunch of heavy bags, plus Batman and all his armor and gadgets and stuff. Then she flew partway across the town at maybe a mile up, dove into the intake she’d used before, squeezed through the ductwork because her silvery morph was a lot larger than usual, and into the office which had its vent already taken off so she could flow right through it.




She let Batman out of her morph along with everything else. “How was that?”




“…Interesting. If you’re performing a rescue of a civilian, you need to warn them to take a deep breath first, and you need to warn them that they may feel constrained or possibly even claustrophobic.”




“Thanks,” Stormburst grinned, and not in a Catwoman way. “Stuff like that is uber-helpful to know. I mean…” She switched over to her deeper, more forceful Stormburst voice. “Information like that is always a valuable addition.”




“Now go find Knight. He should be parking soon in the lot across the street to our east.”




“Yes sir.” She went silvery again and darted into the ductwork.







Batman watched Stormburst’s silver morph vanish into the open duct. He didn’t mention that it was extremely odd hearing Stormburst’s tones and politeness coming out of ‘Catwoman’.




Then he focused on his current task. There were sacks, roller bags, suitcases, duffels, and a couple valises. All of them except the casino duffels had a tag. Someone had walked off with plenty of luggage identification tags, probably from the Fresno Yosemite International Airport, because these were all American Airlines tags for passengers to fill out and slip onto the handles of their luggage. Although it was remotely possible that Mister X had people in place at that airline at the airport, and those people were being lazy and inadequately careful when grabbing tags to use for this purpose.




The tags made it simple to organize the bags by tag identification, even if he was not going to assume the tags were all correct, until he had a chance to verify that. But he had a routing sheet from the driver’s area, and it had almost twenty locations identified only by name: Crips, Bloods, Antonio, Morty, and so on, past ‘Casino’ to two locations the armored car had presumably not yet visited.




He arranged the bags around the inner offices in order off the routing sheet, since that was how the bags and sacks were tagged. Then he started opening each one and checking for verification that the tag was correct. Unsurprisingly, the first eight were all correct. All of them had tally sheets or spreadsheets or numbers sheets listing what the payment was supposed to be. Someone had a good head for business. Someone who might be named Atron in another universe. And that same someone was merciless enough and frightening enough to ensure that the minions who put the bags together followed orders properly.




He was just opening bag number nine when Stormburst flew out of the ductwork and went normal with Knight.




The White Knight took a deep breath and grinned, “That was totally an E-ticket ride. Thanks.”




And naturally, the White Knight had obscured his ‘Catwoman minion’ disguise in his own unique way. After peeling off the domino mask and the whiskers, he had kept the feline beard, messed up his hair, added lightly-tinted ‘hippie glasses’, and slipped on an oversized tie-dyed t-shirt in eye-watering red and blue. He caught Batman studying his outfit, and gave him the peace sign. “Peace and love, dude.”




It wasn’t the secondary disguise Batman would have switched to, but this wasn’t Gotham City. In middle California, this counted as a useful disguise. Or ‘an excellent disguise-thing, dude’ as Knight would probably insist. He was going to give White Knight a pass on this one. 




He explained, “All the bags except the three casino duffels were tagged by the armored car security. I have sorted them by tag, and I’m checking that the tags are correct. I’m about to check bag nine. Stormburst, if you would start with the ones immediately before the three casino bags, and White Knight, if you would start with bag fourteen and work toward Stormburst…”




Of course, Batman got to bag thirteen before Knight and Stormburst completed their sets. So he started checking bag one for clues on ownership, departure and destination, and contamination. After all, this bag came from a Crips base, and in this region, they peddled drugs. Most of the money could have trace contaminants on it, and some of it could have lethal levels of a wide variety of drugs. Which was why he was using disposable gloves over his uniform gloves, and wearing the specially-designed gasmask from his steamer trunk, along with using the test strips to check for contaminants and specific drugs.







Xander stepped over, but not too close, because the Bat-gasmask and the Bat-testing strips and the Bat-q tips were pretty much giveaways. He guessed that Stormburst might not have a clue on a lot of this, since she seemed way too wholesome for The Team. So he decided to ask the stuff she needed to ask. “Hey, what’s the what here?”




Batman gave him a glare, because he knew that Xander had studied on this stuff already. So the Bat-eyes flickered over toward Stormburst and back. “Knight, you should know this. The proceeds from drug sales and other monetary exchanges that have a likelihood of coming from illegal drug users often have enough drugs and contaminants to be a biohazard.”




“Crud!” squeaked a totally-shocked superheroine. 




Xander made an effort not to snicker or even smile. If only he could still be that innocent and sheltered…He wasn’t sure if he envied Stormburst or worried about her. Maybe some of both. Sooner or later, she was going to get hit in the face with the big Horrible Truth moments of superheroing, and she might not recover. Xander was pretty sure Stormburst wasn’t like a lot of superheroes, say, him and Bats, who had already been hit with the Horrible Truth moments, and both of them had been broken in weird ways.




Instead, he went for the annoying. “Whatcha lookin’ for? Venom?”




“As a matter of fact, yes.” Batman held up one test swab, dipped it in a test tube of solvent, counted off ten seconds, and then checked the liquid with a variety of his general test strips. “This test strip should turn bright red in the presence of drugs in the Miraclo family.”




Xander glanced over at Stormburst and explained, “Miraclo was this uber-short term power booster with bad consequences for overuse. The guy who came up with it was convinced it worked for exactly one hour no matter what. Venom was developed from it, and Viper and Titan were developed from that.”




Batman added, “And mirakuru was based on a prototype drug that Miraclo was developed out of, so this should detect traces of that as well.”




Stormburst managed, “Robin had Red Arrow doing a week of lectures on drug stuff. Not the ‘drugs are evil’ thing like in Health Ed in school, but what drugs to watch out for, and what they do, and antidotes and counters and stuff. So I know about Venom and Titan and like that. And street drugs. RA said some of this stuff can get you addicted on just one exposure, and it can take tons and tons of willpower to beat it.”




Xander checked, “Any chance of false positives?”




Batman nodded abruptly. “Yes. In a few rare cases, there are drug masking agents, so there can be false negatives as well. But for false positives, I do the same as for any positive: I test the sample with better test strips or more complex technology, which is more discriminatory, but also very time-consuming and might require more equipment from my shipping container.”




Xander watched as Batman also checked for general opioids, benzodiazepines, methamphetamines, and some stuff even Crips and Bloods wouldn’t touch. But the Bat was thorough and disciplined.




Finally, Stormburst suggested, “How many bags are you gonna have to do this with?”




Batman admitted, “Just bags one through five. After that, the sources change.”




Stormburst asked, “Could I do the rest of this bag and bags two through five with my tk? Just as a screening thing? I mean, I stand way back, I do all the swabs for all the bags at once, and I test the pool?”




Batman frowned, “But then, you would have to go back and redo any positives to determine which bags it came from, and which drug it is.”




Stormburst nodded, “Right. But I’d eliminate everything else mega-quick…and crud, I was gonna stop saying mega-whatever when I’m Stormburst.” She looked at her hands. “And I’m using my Real Me hand gestures too. I stink at this.”




Xander patted her on the shoulder. “Hey, you’ve only been working on this for…what? A couple days? Bats has been working on this stuff since he was fifteen.”




“Eleven,” Batman just had to correct.




Xander grinned and mock-whispered, “I’ve been working on Goofy Xander since I was almost that young. You’re doing great. It just takes time and practice.”




Stormburst gave him a shy smile, which looked weird coming from a Catwoman imitator. “Thanks.”




Batman gave in. “All right Stormburst, you have initial drug screening on bags one through five, then investigation. Knight, start with the casino duffels and keep me updated. I’ll start with bag six and move toward you.”




Xander gave him a badly-done salute. “Aye-aye, cap’n!”




The casino duffels were pretty simple. Someone had already sorted and bundled the cash, filled out the tracking sheets, and even included notes on big payouts, cash ‘salary’ to workers, cuts paid to ringers at the poker and baccarat tables, and deets on which games were paying off better or worse than they ought to. It looked like Texas Hold’em with a ringer was paying off massively for the casino, and the note-taker thought someone was card-counting on the big blackjack tables once a week or so.




He announced, “Armored car runs this route every other week, so we really lucked out.”




Batman asked, “You also have tracking sheets with dates?”




“Yup. And either my accountant’s anal-retentive, or he’s under orders to track the crap out of everything. He’s even pegged two card counters, who will probably not enjoy their future visits to the place.”




Batman just said, “I’m seeing similar patterns for the numbers runners and some other low-end gambling. Either everyone is under orders to provide this level of details, or our Mister X is selecting his ‘accountants’ who will do so.”




“Or both!” Xander said unhelpfully, because he knew Batman wasn’t using the exclusive ‘or’ there.




“I was using the inclusive ‘or’ there, as you know full w—”




“Oh crud,” Stormburst gasped.





Part VI



Xander looked over, and Stormburst had a test tube floating over by the bags. Next to it was a test strip that was showing a nasty-looking red color.




Stormburst looked over at him and Bats. “I started with the street drug stuff and worked my way up, so this was my last check. But I got a positive.”




Well crap. Xander was hoping that was a false positive, because that was the test strip for the Venom family of pharmaceutical nastiness.




And while Stormburst was talking, five more test tubes floated over, and over a dozen sample swabs went back through the five bags. That was pretty scary fine control, even if all the swabs were doing the same thing, and all the test tubes were just holding still. She was probably hell on wheels when it came to house-cleaning.




The swabs came back and dove into the test tubes. The test strips came over, waited for a ten-count, and dove in. The strip in test tube five went red.




Stormburst said, “And it’s just bag five. What now?”




Batman ordered, “Cork and seal that test tube. You’ll have to fly me to the shipping container.”




Stormburst nodded, “Oh. Right. Because you’ve got that portable chem lab in there.” She looked down at herself. “Can I change out of this outfit first?”




Batman nodded, “Yes. But not into the Stormburst uniform, because we’re hiding her until we need her.”




Stormburst stepped into the room with the steamer trunks, went silvery…and Annie Farrell stepped back into the room. Crap, that was fast. Even if Annie Farrell still had Catwoman’s makeup and lacked Annie’s facial prosthetics.




Stormburst asked, “Can I carry you in my morph but keep that test tube out? Because I tot—” Her voice went down a note or two and became more forceful. “I mean, I absolutely do not want to get exposed to that chemical.”




Someone was working hard on separating her superheroine ID from her public one. He wondered what she was going to do about the breasts, because that was one thing women like Selina Kyle and Karen Starr simply could not hide. Hair? Makeup? Easy to change those, especially for women.




Batman graveled, “You do remember your testing, don’t you?”




Stormburst shrugged a little. “Umm, yeah, sure. My tk ‘encapsulates’ stuff I pull into my morph, so I don’t get contaminated from stuff I carry, and people I carry don’t accidentally get dosed with bits of me, and like that. But that stuff creeps me out.”




Batman stood there for several seconds, but Stormburst didn’t fold like a wet kleenex, so The Bat just growled, “Fine. Do not let that test tube get damaged in transit.”




So Xander watched as Annie Farrell went silvery, pulled Batman into her morph, levitated the now-sealed test alongside her, and vanished up into the ductwork. He had no idea how long it would take to run the chem tests, but he wasn’t exactly worried. This was Batman, not some dork with mediocre high school chem grades, like Xander Harris.




Not that Xander Harris couldn’t have gotten an A+ in high school chem, but he wasn’t interested in putting in all the extra work and doing the time-consuming class projects. Not when he wasn’t going to be going to college anyway, and getting an A+ in science or math classes just made the jocks target you as either someone to harass regularly or someone to do their homework for them.




So he went through all the other bags, carefully avoiding bag number five. And he took notes on everything he found or didn’t find, because he knew someone would want anal-retentive levels of detailage. Like which bags had trackers or GPS units hidden in them. Not that he was worried about that when Bats had his Bat-jammers running.




He was almost through the last bag, when he got a message over his comms. “Tomcat to Tigger. On our way in. Status?”




“Tigger. Wrapping up except for bag five. Will be ready.” Xander dropped his notes and hastily switched from his minion outfit back to Dorky Xander.




A silvery blob zoomed out of the open duct, and it quickly turned into Annie Farrell and Tomcat and a briefcase. ‘Tomcat’ stepped into the other room and shut the door to change into Malone.




‘Annie’ checked uncomfortably, “Do I look really stupid with Catwoman makeup and Annie’s body?”




Xander gave her a smile. He gently said, “You look fine. Okay, with the makeup and no prosthetics, you can see you’re really pretty, just pretending to be unattractive. What does your boyfriend think of the new you?”




‘Annie’ sighed miserably and stared at the floor. Her voice changed from Stormburst to someone Xander had never met. Almost certainly, the real girl underneath Stormburst. “I don’t even know if my boyfriend is still my boyfriend. I haven’t seen him in a couple months, and it may be months and months before I see him again, and I can’t ask him to stop being a guy and give up all the parties and dances and Homecoming and everything else…”




“Does he know?” Xander asked carefully.




‘Annie’ shook her head no. “Op sec. I can’t tell him where I am, or what I’m really doing, or what I fought just in the last couple weeks. Everyone except mom and dad and my big sis all think I got sick on a road trip and I’m in a hospital or something. And who would want to wait for some sickly girl who might never come back, or might come back looking like a cancer patient?”




Xander suggested, “But really you’ll eventually go home looking like Black Canary, right?”




“Umm, I’m gonna try not to. I mean, if Stormburst looks like she does, I don’t want to look exactly like her. I don’t get how no one spots Kara is Power Girl like ten times a day. Even if she’s only 5’7” and everyone assumes Power Girl is like over six feet tall. So Stormburst is going to be tall and curvy and dynamic and exciting. And I’ll go home and just be…average and boring and maybe sort of chunky and blobby, and wearing overalls and stuff to hide everything. So I’ll never get a great boyfriend or anything.”




And she looked pretty unhappy about that, too.




He suggested, “You could move to Los Angeles, you know. There’s a million women running around trying to look like Canary and Peej and Zatanna. There’s thousands and thousands of women in La-La-Land who do look like that, give or take twenty plastic surgeries apiece. Plenty of ’em are models or starlets or wannabes. There are a couple places where all the women look like that, and I saw you can fake Catwoman for a while, so I know you could fake being one of them.”




She grimaced, “But I don’t wanna spend my non-super life doing that. My mom’s a social worker, so she helps people all the time. My dad’s a chemist and my sister’s gonna be a chemist, and they invent amazing, mega-useful stuff. Back before all this happened, I didn’t know what I wanted to do, but I was thinking social work like mom, or working with kids…but I can’t do a job like that if I really want Stormburst to make a difference because they’re jobs where you can’t just rush off and leave everyone else in the lurch. But A—I mean, my other me from a different universe…she’s a big-name photographer and photojournalist and already has like three Pulitzers and she’s not even out of college yet, and she told me being a freelance photojournalist or journalist is awesome, because she can go investigate stuff as part of her regular job, and she’s sort of taken pictures of herself in action for stories.”




He tried to let her down easy. “I hear freelance photojournalism is uber-hard to break into, and uber-hard to do well, and uber-uber-hard to do well enough to make it into a job that pays well enough to live on. Unless you wanna do the creepy paparazzi thing, and I can’t see you wanting to do that.”




“No way. Ick,” she complained.




He shrugged casually. “You could always go to work for my biz, in the office, or as a roving repairman, and I promise the boss wouldn’t complain when you dashed off on superhero jazz.”




She just sighed. “I don’t know how Batman does it. Stay up all night fighting badguys, business stuff all day, playboy party-stuff all evening…Is his superpower not sleeping ever?”




Xander tried to derail her. “No dissing the boss, and especially no spilling of the secret identity hints.”




She winced, “Sorry. But I know you know. And it’s not like I can talk about this with Robin, because he doesn’t wanna talk about it. And it seems like nobody else on The Team thinks about having a life outside this stuff, except getting through high school, which Kid Flash really hates, because it’s like eight hours a day of slow-motion torture for him. And I’m not sure some of ’em ever had a life outside super-stuff, or if they did it was horrible, which makes me feel awful for them.”




He admitted, “Some of us? The only reason we’re superheroes now is because of that horrible life.”




She looked at him in wide-eyed shock. “Oh holy crud, I’m so sorry! I didn’t know!”




He shrugged, “Well, it’s not the kind of thing I put up on my Facebook page, you know.”




“Was…was it your mom and dad?” She looked like she was praying silently it wasn’t his folks. But she didn’t know his folks.




He told her, “Nah, my folks are alive.” And all liquored up and unconscious by this time of night, but alive.




She almost whimpered as she confessed, “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost mom and dad. They’re so great…” Her eyes drifted to the door ‘Tomcat’ had walked through.




Terrif. So she knew Bruce Wayne was Batman, and everyone knew Bruce Wayne had seen his parents gunned down in front of him when he was a kid. That story had been news for years. Several Gotham City pols had pumped that story for all they were worth and used it to get elected on ‘Fight Crime’ platforms, so it was hard to miss. If The Bat found out she was standing here feeling sorry for him, he’d be a cranky chiropteran about it.




Oh, who was he kidding? Bats was listening in on their chat right now, while he changed back into Malone and also monitored some wiretaps and cell tower spoofers. Because that was a completely Bat-thing-to-do.




So…a different distraction. “What’d you find out in the Bat-lab?”




‘Annie’ winced. “Okay, it was really hot and stuffy and miserable in there, even with the hatch open and me using my tk to blow some fresh air in, which he made me stop so I didn’t blow in contaminants while he was doing his work. But I’ve helped dad and my big sister in the lab we have in the garage, so it wasn’t like I didn’t know stuff. But I was hoping the test strip just threw a false positive, because test chemicals like that have to react to a huge range of things that might be attached to the part of the molecule you’re really doing the testing for, and one time my dad showed me why test strips are good, but they’re not perfect. But this was mega-bad. He got a reaction for Viper, and a reaction for Titan.”




Xander groaned. “Swell. Or in this case, maybe swollen. So either it’s a new drug that’s maybe a synthesis of the two, or there are traces of both.” He knew the Viper serum was a combat drug that made you into a psycho killing machine, and the Titan serum completely wrecked your body while turning it into a giant, distorted, monstrosity of your former self. It didn’t do the brain any good either, since it tended to turn the essential neurochemicals into crazytime.




‘”Or way less likely, some weirdo molecule that looks enough like both of them to get the chemical reactions, but maybe wouldn’t turn people into giant combat monsters.” Annie said it, but she totally didn’t believe it was that one.




Xander tried not to think about big-name genius chemists in California who had a daughter who was also a big-name genius science type who was ‘going to be a chemist’ which probably meant current college or grad school, and even had a chem lab in their own home garage, and also had a younger daughter, first name maybe starting with ‘A’, and a social worker wife. But he was pretty sure he could come up with an ID on Stormburst in ten minutes of database linking. Not that he wanted to know. He knew too many secret IDs already.




Just then, the door opened, and ‘Malone’ lumbered in. He said, “If this wasn’t Atron, I would assume that the most likely event is some trace amounts of both chemicals.”




‘Annie’ insisted, “But Atron can be an awesome biochemist. And a scary mage. And a dangerous alchemist. She’s been all of the above in one world or another. So we can’t rule out anything.”




“My point exactly,” Batman double-insisted in firm Bat-tones.




Xander asked, “And what do we know about door number three? I mean, bag number five?”




Batman cleared his throat and answered in Malone’s voice, “Based on the name on the tag, the notes on the tracking sheets, and the notes in Mandarin, we’re looking at a Chinese street gang or low-level crime family, but not one of the Triads.”




Xander nodded in agreement. “Yeah, I can’t see a bunch of Triad types just sitting around and playing minion for some local. I’m pretty surprised the Crips and Bloods rolled over for Mister X. He must’ve applied a lot of brute force to slap ’em into shape.”




Batman pointed out, “There are other possibilities here. If our Mister X is, in fact, a Triad boss operating in America, then the local Chinese criminals would want to fall into line to avoid a variety of penalties. And in that case, Mister X could have offered the Crips and the Bloods incentives, such as powerful connections to East Asian drug cartels. However, it is highly unlikely that a Triad member with that kind of pull would set up shop here, rather than a large seaport city like San Francisco or Seattle or Los Angeles.”




‘Annie’ frowned, “So we still have no idea how our Danielle Atron is involved in any of this, or if she’s even a badguy.”




“Correct,” Batman said. “However, with her powers, this level of crime should not still be occurring. It’s too omnipresent, and too well-organized, and too blatant. It took us two nights to get enough evidence that we could put half a dozen high-level police officers in prison and hurt the short-term finances of the organization. Red Lightning has had several years. What is she doing, if not stopping crime?”




Annie smiled at that. “Okay, maybe it’s mean of me, but I totally don’t like the Danielle Atron I met, and maybe I’m being biased but I don’t want this one to get away with badness. I’m not big on beating people up, but I think I could make an exception this time.”




Batman scowled, “Just don’t be overconfident. Even Superman has run into foes he cannot simply overpower.”




Annie nodded, “Right. Because I’ve been sparring with Superboy, and I know lots of people have more power than me. And A—well, Terawatt said her Danielle got superpowers and was a lot stronger than her and had more electrokinesis too. So I’d like to not get smashed to a pulp and electrocuted.”




“Me neither!” Xander grinned, just to be a problem. “It’s one of my many short-term goals.”




Annie tried not to giggle.




Batman just gave him the old Bat-face. “And have you thought about your medium-term and long-term goals as well?”




Xander couldn’t pass up the straight line. “Sure. My medium-term goal is to become master of all time, space, and dimension! My long-term goal is to visit Cleveland.”




Annie totally failed on her poker face, and had to cover her mouth as she laughed.




Batman gave him an even stonier glare. “Stealing old Steve Martin lines is not what I had in mind.”




Xander had a hard time not laughing at the idea of Batman memorizing old comedy routines just in case it ever came up in an investigation. He had an impulse to ask The Bat ‘who’s on first?’




‘Malone’ just looked at Xander and said, “Yeah, Who is on first.”




Xander did laugh at that, because it was a pretty spectacular ‘cold read’ and induction.




Annie wondered, “Was that really what you were thinking?” When Xander nodded, Annie looked at Malone and gasped, “Can you teach me that too?”




Malone’s tones shifted back to Batman’s. “I spent a solid month working with Xander, training him, teaching him, observing him sparring with Leaguers—”




Xander interrupted with a big grin, “I got to spar with Supergirl, and I’m still alive!”




Batman pretended he was ignoring that. “—seeing when he was going to deflect using his alleged humor—”




“Hey!”




“—and which humorists he quoted. I had six possibilities in mind, and I made an induction, based on his facial expression.”




“Holy crud,” Annie whispered. “You’re amazing. Even after you told me how you did it, it’s amazing. Mega-amazing.”




“And you’re slipping up on your impersonation work,” Batman retorted.




Annie grimaced. “Oh…rats.”




Xander was pretty sure she’d almost said ‘crud’. Someone had led a pretty sheltered life if her go-to exclamation wasn’t anywhere near a curseword. Even Wonder Woman cursed like a sailor once in a while, although her cursewords were real gods and goddesses. Okay, that probably made it way worse.




Did Superman ever curse? Because that guy was super-wholesome. And if he ever cursed, it was probably in Kryptonian, and he probably also made sure Supergirl and Power Girl couldn’t hear him.




Xander grinned at her, “Hey, it’s okay. I curse all the time, but I sound like Muttley.” Then he did his Muttley grumbly noise, “Renner frenner senner renner…”




Annie tried hard not to smile. Batman had no trouble whatsoever with the not-smiling. The guy had like superhuman not-smiling powers.




Batman growled, “Can we get back on track now?”




Xander gave him a little smirk. “Right. Because we need to compare notes, plan for tomorrow, and get some sleep. Little Orphan Annie looks like she’s about to keel over.”




‘Annie’ looked at him like she’d flip him the bird if Batman wasn’t watching. Okay, this was Stormburst, so maybe sticking out her tongue at him instead.




What Annie actually did was force a smile and say, “Don’t be mean to your female interns, or we’ll report you. And your girlfriend will be mad at you.”




He almost did the ‘Home Alone’ face. He thought about it. Instead, he focused on Bat-stuff. “So, how’s things look on your wiretaps?”




‘Malone’ answered, “Several people panicked. The on-site casino manager, a casino bookkeeper, and the security shift supervisor all called it in. As did two of the armored car staff. All but the manager used cellphones. The security supervisor also spoke like he had a broken nose.”




“Sorry,” Annie whispered.




‘Malone’ acted like he hadn’t heard that. “Most of them were panicked at the idea of Mister X thinking they were to blame. I also got a nickname out of it: either Mister X or his enforcer is known locally as ‘The Crusher’.”




Xander checked, “Could that be the rock guy I fought?”




“Given context, probably not,” Batman replied. “Which may mean The Crusher is a significantly bigger threat.” He went back to his subject, “No one worried that Red Lightning might have intervened to stop criminal enterprises, or at least no one hinted at such a thing. Several people were insistent that the thief was Catwoman with a gang of cat-themed minions. Also, this collection is run every two weeks, so they’re assuming the thieves have been monitoring them for months or else the thieves had inside information.”




“Wow, we lucked out on that,” Annie muttered.




“Luck, plus care, plus multiple backup plans and options, plus training, plus all the detailed exploration you did ahead of time,” Batman insisted. “Now then. Someone high up in Mister X’s organization, possibly Mister X himself, immediately put pressure on the chief of police, who ordered squad cars to the area and listed it as a theft of an armored car. So the police in general appear to be unaware of this criminal activity, but we already knew the police chief is dirty.”




“Thanks to Annie!” Xander cut in.




Batman glared at him, while Annie blushed behind all her makeup. Malone kept going, “The casino security is extremely worried that ‘Catwoman’ was able to take down all their mezzanine level before anyone knew it, and easily defeated someone named Amai in hand-to-hand.”




Annie spilled, “The coatcheck girl. She had a shotgun under her counter, and I bullwhipped it out of her hands, so she came after me with with a pair of sai. I totes would not want to fight her if I didn’t have powers. Even faking Catwoman’s style, I still needed the bullwhip a couple times, a caltrop, and the drug injector. And I had to cheat on all three.”




Xander told her, “Cheating is perfectly legit. This is not an Olympic sport with judges. And the Bulgarian judge will downgrade you for being American anyway.”




Malone insisted, “What you did was not cheating. It was using your powers to impersonate someone with different abilities and different skills. That was your assignment.”




Annie shrugged, “Well, it still felt like cheating. And it was embarrassing doing it like Catwoman in that uniform.”




Xander grinned, “Hey, look on the bright side. At least they didn’t ask you to wear Starfire’s uniform.” Annie actually cringed. And really, Starfire’s latest uniform was so tiny it probably only counted as band-aids.




“Stop it, Knight,” Batman ordered.




“It’s not his fault I’m a total wuss about this stuff,” Annie muttered. She was even staring at the floor because she was so embarrassed about it.




Xander grimaced. Inwardly only. Maybe that part wasn’t his fault, but it was uberly his fault for being mean to a sheltered teen who seemed to be more ‘Ozzie and Harriet’ than ‘Marvel Comics’. “Look Stormy, I apologize. I wasn’t trying to pick on you, I was just trying to get Bats to lighten up. And you did great. I bet Catwoman will be really proud of you.”




Annie’s eyes lit up like he’d just told her Nightwing wanted to take her out on a date. Okay, Stormburst probably wasn’t that kind of girl. Xander was figuring Stormburst was that old-fashioned, sheltered girl who had the ‘boyfriend back home’ and still wasn’t comfortable about turning from ‘cute girl next door’ into ‘I can pass myself off as Catwoman’. Xander needed to figure out some sort of pretext so he could get Stormburst and Amy together in a setting where they could just be Amy and another girl going through body changes they weren’t coping with all that great. Being able to talk to each other about this stuff might be really good for them.




Xander asked, “So…as a bad boss trying to make stuff up to a great employee, what can I do to make it up to you?”




‘Annie’ thought it over for a moment and grinned, “You can buy me ice cream!”




“Sure thing,” Xander agreed. “As long as my cranky bodyguard lets me.”




“Don’t try to make me the badguy,” Malone whined. “And anyway, it’d be more in character if she snuck the food without you seeing, like with room service.”




Xander pouted, “But then I wouldn’t get any ice cream.”




Malone pointed out, “You don’t need the calorie loading. Stormburst does. Which is why there are chocolate bars in her steamer trunk.”




“Thanks!” Annie grinned. “But I’m gonna have to get this makeup off my face and get Annie Farrell’s makeup on, and get the prosthetics in, so I can get my room service ice cream. Which I won’t share with my boss, since I don’t want him to know I’m pigging out when he’s not looking and I’m charging stuff to his hotel bill.”




Xander pretended to complain, “Man, if they’re not stealing office supplies, they’re charging banana splits to me.”




Annie paused and stared wide-eyed. “Ooh…a banana split sounds really good. Thanks!”




Malone suggested, “Eat a candy bar while we cover this, and then order as soon as we get back to the rooms. You’ll have time to get your face prepared before room service delivers.”




So Annie fished out a couple chocolate bars and took a bite of one. “Okay. Xander has a meeting with a couple Habitat For Humanity types at nine, and a meeting at one with a couple of the city planners. Then you two need to go to a bank, so you’re ready with cash when you go to the casino tomorrow night. If it’s gonna be up and running, after tonight’s mess.”




“Which we will have no knowledge about,” Malone asserted.




“Can I wear a James Bond-ish tux?” Xander asked.




Annie thought for a moment. “There was a couple who were doing the tux-and-evening-gown thing, which was kind of over the top for Fresno. But most everyone was just in nice suits and cocktail dresses. And a couple people were in tacky suits and cheap party dresses.”




Malone frowned, “You don’t have time to get a well-tailored tux, and you don’t want to look like you’re going to the high school prom next.”




Xander snickered at that. “Okay. I’ll go with my best dark suit tomorrow night, and wear the gray suit tomorrow. Am I going to insist on bringing my own bodyguard?”




“You damn well will,” Malone growled.




Annie shrugged, “I guess I can sit in my room and eat room service junk food and listen to wiretaps for you.”




Malone nodded, “Fine. But after I listen to more of our wiretaps and study these tracking sheets further, I may have some sites for you to investigate, or possibly targets for Catwoman to hit.”




Annie sighed at that. “Okay. You’re the boss.”




Xander smiled at her, “Hey, you’ll have way more fun than me. I’ll be pretending I’m a moron and losing thousands of bucks at a rigged poker game.”





Part VII



Xander was already up the next morning, when ‘Annie’ called him to make sure he would be at breakfast at the right time. He still pretended he was just dragging himself out of the bed.




He went down for breakfast when ‘Malone’ knocked on his door and escorted him down. ‘Annie Farrell’ was sitting there with a mug of tea for her and a cup of black coffee—no milk, one sugar—for Malone and a secretly-virgin Bloody Mary for him. Also, there was a side of extra-crispy bacon just arriving for him. Stormburst was pretty good at this. He wondered if she had memorized what they had ordered for breakfast, or she had written it down, or Batman had given her orders. He was going to guess number one.




Over breakfast, while Annie had another huge omelet, they went over his official schedule. In the car on the way to his first meeting, after Malone had run the security checks, they talked about what was really going on.




Malone explained, “I listened to more wiretaps and cell taps after we split up. We kicked over the hornet’s nest last night, and there’s a concerted search to track down ‘Catwoman’. The police chief is putting pressure on the city police and the ChiPs to find her, and half of his people are asking what he’s doing, since there is no official crime. The vice squad is getting tips that there was a massive robbery on a criminal enterprise, and the lead man for the vice squad is bought and trying to cover that up, so every vice officer is suspecting their boss is bought and paid for, so they’re calling people. And the deputy chief is calling people and trying to get enough evidence to arrest his own chief.”




Xander snorted, “I’d love to see the BOLO on that Catwoman thing. ‘Be on the lookout for a tall, gorgeous, really stacked woman walking around dressed like a cat. Be apprised that she may say meow at you.’ Are they checking hotels and rentals for swimsuit models with massive gazongas?”




Batman admitted, “Selina was extremely entertained when I talked to her this morning. Her show went extremely well, and she got a couple great reviews. Also, Ed Nigma was really interested in how she pulled off this caper, since he went to her show and her after-show party, which means he knew precisely where she was at the time the casino and armored car were hit. So, by this evening, most of Gotham City’s underworld will know that Catwoman has a copycat loose in California.”




“What about the police and superhero side?” Annie asked.




Malone smiled in a Batman-esque way. “I received three checks on whether I or one of my associates used the Watchtower transporters to move Catwoman to and from Fresno last night.”




Well sure, because there was no way a big chunk of the JL didn’t know Catwoman was Selina Kyle. Superman and Supergirl and Power Girl and the Martian Manhunter had to know. Zatanna and Doc Fate had to know. Snoops like The Question probably knew. There was bound to be a way for Green Lanterns to look through masks. And everyone who knew Batman’s other identity, like Flash, had to have figured out that the Batman/Catwoman thing meant the Bruce/Selina thing was serious. For all Xander knew, Selina and Diana and Kara went shoe-shopping together and talked about guys over mojitos.




Did Selina hang with Harley Quinn and Pam Isley when she was in Gotham City? Xander wasn’t going to ask until it actually mattered. And he totally was not going to think about the three of them sharing a hot tub. With no swimsuits. And no leaves. And having too many Cosmopolitans. And Poison Ivy pheromones. And…




Nope, not thinking about it. At all.




Malone continued, “And more importantly, Red Lightning sent an electronic request through official Justice League channels for an information packet on Catwoman. The request came in to the Watchtower less than thirty seconds after the call from the casino manager to Mister X ended.”




Xander thought out loud. “So Red Lightning is Mister X, was sitting with Mister X when he got the call and he let her listen in, or has Mister X wiretapped and sits around all day listening to him in real-time.”




Annie asked, “So she can’t just be like Mister X’s boss, or his enforcer? Oh, wait, no, because there’d have to be time for Mister X to call her and explain what was going on, and then she’d have to decide to do the JL check. But she could be Mister X’s mistress or partner or something.”




Xander reminded Annie, “If this really is our version of your Danielle Atron, and she’s this uber-powerful businesswoman and also a powerful meta, do you think she’d be content to be Mister X’s bimbo or sidekick?”




Annie thought about it. “No way. The Danielle I met would have to be in charge, and would have to have everyone around her bowing down to her. Not a partner, and not a minion, and totally not just Mister X’s bedbunny. Not even an undercover spy pretending to be his bedbunny.”




Malone pointed out, “It’s not enough to stand up in court, because in theory, the timing could just be coincidence. But I think we should assume for now that Red Lightning runs the crime in this town and possibly this entire valley, and may be performing even worse activities.”




Xander nodded, “She’s sure in it up to her neck.”




Annie grumbled, “She’s in it up to her ascot.”




Xander tried not to snicker.




But that just led to a fairly un-fun morning. The Habitat For Humanity people didn’t think he’d be of any help to them, even if HFH was something he really cared about. He talked to them about what a builder like him could do, and one of the things he was doing back in La-La-Land was teaching on HFH jobs. He really liked working construction, and he liked teaching people how to do a good job, so he had just spent several weekends in a row teaching some future homeowners how to do jobs like framing and putting up sheetrock and laying concrete and roofing. Because once they knew how to do some of the time-consuming jobs, they could rack up the ‘sweat equity’ and own their home once it was built. Not to mention that they’d have a marketable new skill. Unfortunately, at least one of these HFH people just assumed he was running some sort of con on them, which really made him wonder who the hell they had been dealing with locally.




Then lunch was him trying not to gripe too much to ‘Malone’ and ‘Farrell’ about the HFH people trying to get him to stop bugging them.




And the afternoon was the boredom of listening to city planners blah-blah-blah their way through a really stupidly uber-long presentation about how they thought Fresno might grow over the next ten to twenty years, most of which even Xander could tell was guesswork and some of which was just wishful thinking, and how new builders and home repair guys would have opportunities in the new development and gentrification zones they were hoping for. And he had to sit there and take it. At least Annie could type away on her computer like she was taking notes, so she could maybe play a few dozen games of solitaire or something.




Who was he kidding? Annie was Stormburst. He was uber-confident that she sat there and paid attention the whole time and really did take notes.




Then it was a trip to the bank for a huge withdrawal, and finally, something interesting. Malone drove them to the Fresno Chinatown and they had some great Chinese food, even if Xander couldn’t get Annie to try the octopus. That was one of his little food things, even if he was worried he’d picked it up from Cordelia instead of from someone he liked more. Asian restaurants that had octopus on the menu but couldn’t cook it just right were not as good as they thought. And this was really good. Malone tried the octopus and told Annie it was a lot better than he expected. Still no luck on getting Annie to try it.




All three of them acted like clueless tourists, but all of them were keeping an eye out for relevant information. Xander was totally interested in those underground tunnels that they had tours for. He suspected there were probably separate tunnels that were currently in use that didn’t get tourist-y visits. But that was going to be Stormburst’s job, while Goofy Xander lost shitloads of money at a probably-rigged casino.




‘Annie’ even acted like an uber-tourist and took all kinds of free brochures, like they were vacationing.




Then it was back to the hotel to wait a couple hours and then change into his good dark suit he’d brought. He used the waiting time to sit in his room with ‘Malone’ and listen to wiretaps and cell taps. It sounded like the chief of police had his nuts in a wringer. Mister X wanted the protection that Chief Wilson had been paid off for. Chief Wilson’s underlings were totes suspicious about his orders. Even the underlings who were also on the take, since pretty much no one in the Fresno PD really believed that a world-famous thief like Catwoman had dropped in to rob a small-time illegal casino hidden away in one of the light industrial districts. And somebody had leaked that there was something funny going on with Chief Wilson’s directives, so the mayor and deputy mayor were on his case.




Xander looked over at Malone. “Did you do the leak thing on Chief Wiggum?”




“Chief Wilson,” Malone insisted. 




“Like I said. Chief Wiggum. ‘Book ’em, Lou.’ That guy.” He really needed to work more on his Chief Wiggum impression.




“And what would make you think I narc’ed on Chief Wilson?” Malone growled.




Xander gave him a big grin. “Totally excellent question not-answering, dude!” Then he insisted, “Oh come on. No one in this town who knows stuff has the cojones to stand up to Mister X. No one has been squealing on Wiggum Hood and his Band Of Merry Lous. And all of a sudden someone knows just who to call and just what to say to get the mayor’s office on Wiggum’s case? Plus this looks like your style. You don’t punch out crooked cops. You gather evidence and make sure they get put away for ten to twenty. And I know I didn’t do it, and there’s no way Annie would.”




Batman graveled, “And you’re confident that Stormburst wouldn’t provide evidence of a long series of crimes to the proper authorities?”




Xander tried not to laugh. “Sure she would. We both know she’s still at the ‘stop it or I’ll tell mom’ stage of life, which is kind of cute that she’s been so sheltered she hasn’t grown past it yet. But she’d totally go straight to the proper authorities, which we both know right here is you. She brought you those files, and she trusts you to do the right thing with them. And you should be nicer to her, because how many people automatically trust you’ll do the right thing?”




Batman gave him a Batman glare using Malone’s face, which looked totally weird. “She wants to improve her martial arts skills and then get training from Lady Shiva.”




“Ugh.” Xander had no intention of ever trying that. Lady Shiva only trained people she felt like training, which from what Robin had said, was people Lady Shiva thought might someday surpass her. That part wasn’t so bad. It was the ‘she might kill you if she found you unworthy’ part, and the ‘she comes back a year later and fights you to the death’ part. Those were double plus ungood. He said, “That’s either really ballsy or really naive. Either way, it’s pretty scary.”




“Just bear in mind that she’s already good enough with her martial arts and her telekinesis combined that she could fake Catwoman’s fighting style and defeat a lethally-skilled opponent.”




Xander shrugged. “I’m not sure what that really tells us. I mean, Supergirl could probably fake Catwoman’s fighting style enough, and there’s no way a human opponent could beat her, regardless of skill level, unless there was kryptonite or heavy magic involved. That doesn’t mean Kara has the martial arts skills of, say, Artemis or Aqualad. I sparred with her enough to know she sort of skates by on her speed and strength a lot of the time.”




Batman fumed, “Stormburst essentially met a future version of herself, and suddenly has motivation. But she’s a teenager, and I have no idea how long this motivation will last. Her alternate self is regarded in her universe in much the same way as this planet regards Superman. And her alternate self gave her some lessons in the several hours she was gone. Martial arts, telekinesis, combinations of powers, acting…Catwoman also thinks there were leadership lessons, although they may have been primarily implicit.”




“Yeah, I heard some of that,” Xander nodded. “You and me? We have a different kind of motivation, so I have no idea how hers is gonna work. I figure all we can do is play it by ear.”




Batman insisted, “I don’t ‘play it by ear’. I don’t want to gamble with a young woman’s life like that.”




“Me neither. But we can’t stop her from flying to Mars and fighting White Martians, if she got it in her head to do that. You can’t just sneak around and tail someone who can use the Speed Force and…fssshh! She’s gone and you’d need the House of El to find her.”




Batman growled, “That is but one of my concerns.”




Xander spilled, “I’m worried about the time when she finally hits The Horrible Moment. We hit that when we were kids, and it warped the shit out of both of us. She could just shut down. Or she could pull a Gravitas.”




Batman told him, “It seems that most of her…alternates that she met had already hit that moment, and by the time they were her age. It seems to be what turns an apparently ordinary girl into someone extraordinary, at least in her case. Getting doused in something transformative, and then being hunted for it. Being put through the unsurvivable, and somehow surviving. Losing someone too close to bear losing. She may be tougher than we expect. But there is no way of telling at the moment, and I don’t want to sit around waiting for her to go through something like that.”




Xander asked, “Has anyone even told her what the real deal is with Artemis? Or Miss Martian? Or Robin? Or Superboy? Or Aqualad? And is there a deal with Kid Flash, because he seems like there hasn’t been one yet.”




Batman scowled, “She knows ‘the real deal’ with Miss Martian and is unfazed. She suspects there is something to know about Artemis and Superboy and Aqualad and Robin. She is worried that the issue for Artemis is her family and her upbringing, which is more accurate than Artemis is comfortable with. She knows enough about Robin to work out his identity if she chose to. It upsets her that her teammates don’t want to reveal their issues to her when she feels that she could be a better friend and make things better for them if she knew their secrets.”




Xander shrugged, “Well that worked out okay for Pollyanna and Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm.”




Batman glared at him. “Not helpful.”




Xander decided to tone it down. Just a tiny bit. “You do know what she’d do if someone like Superboy or Artemis told her the truth, right?”




“I have my suspicions.”




“You always do,” Xander snarked. “I figure she’d be like some of Amy’s friends when we were little. First, she’d swoop in for a big ol’ hug, and then she’d tell ’em she was still their friend, and then she’d want to invite ’em over to her house for a playdate so they could meet her ’rents and get some ‘good family’ time in.”




“She knows she’s not allowed to reveal that kind of intel to her family,” Batman frowned.




“Yeah, but that’s probably what she’d want to do,” Xander sort-of-agreed. “I don’t know any of The Team except Robin well enough to guess how that would go.”




“Most of them would prefer not to have their secrets exposed. Miss Martian didn’t choose to have hers revealed.”




Xander nodded, “Right. So how did Stormburst take it?”




Batman let out a slow breath. “Very well. Surprisingly well for someone who is more…sheltered than the rest of the team. She doesn’t seem to care that Miss Martian was concealing such a massive, important secret. She only seems to care that they are still friends.”




“And no one took the hint from that?” Xander asked incredulously. “She accepted Miss Martian and just let the rest of it drop? I still don’t know what her secret is, but I’m pretty suspicious from what I’ve heard, so I don’t think I could just let it drop. Does MM realize how lucky she is? And can I have Stormburst for a bestie?”




“Stop it, Knight,” Batman frowned. “And I believe Stormburst already has some ‘besties’ who will be glad to see her when she’s ‘healthy’ enough to go back home.”




Xander didn’t say what he was thinking, which was that her boyfriend would totally think she was ‘healthy’ once he got a good look at her, or got in a few fondles, because what BF would mind that his GF went from ‘homecoming court hottie’ to ‘young Black Canary’? He sure hadn’t objected about Amy’s body changes, even if he still worried about how Amy was handling it all.




Anyway, his Amy was amazing, and she could do so much better than some loony who went out at night and punched gangbangers.







The casino was way better than sitting in a hotel room and stewing about what a crappy significant other he was. There was really a James Bond feeling about the whole thing. Okay, a low-rent James Bond. Maybe…‘Secret Agent Super Dragon’. Or ‘Zeta One’. Or ‘Spy Hard’. Yeah, ‘Spy Hard’. Comic Leslie Nielsen for the win.




But he was in a nice dark suit, in a fancy car, being driven by a chauffeur. And having a valet open the door for him. And walking with a bodyguard up a twenty-step fancy carpeted outdoor staircase, through a fancy arch, past sexy greeters in microscopic greeter outfits he would totally like to get Amy to wear for him in the privacy of his apartment, into a casino. Which looked really nice on the inside, even if it was hidden inside a metal warehouse. Plus a sexy Japanese—okay, probably Japanese-American—coatcheck girl who might even be the martial arts expert Stormburst beat up the night before. Not that you needed a lot of coatchecking on a typical Fresno evening, even if there were a couple fur coats in the coatcheck area. And a couple fake fur coats.




He had to go through a little business to make sure ‘Malone’ could keep his handgun and taser and double shoulder holster, but a little money put down in escrow handled that. Plus buying ten K in chips.




He went right to the tables with Texas Hold’em. He was figuring one of the players was a ringer for the casino. And that was on top of the cut the casino took. Plus, the table had a permanent dealer who probably dealt bottoms and seconds whenever it was time. What a bunch of sleazoids. That also looked like it meant no blind bets either, and everyone just anted up the table minimum or folded on their hole cards. He could cope. “Hey Malone, grab me a vodka tonic, and get yourself something.”




Presto! Xander instantly got a pretty waitress in a teeny waitress uniform that was so lowcut he wasn’t sure how she kept from popping right out of it. Maybe double-sided tape. And she leaned way over to give him a big smile and maybe study his hole cards if he didn’t set them down fast enough. She offered to get him some champagne or anything he wanted. There was a heavy emphasis on the anything part.




He tucked a chip into her cleavage and grinned, “Thanks honey, but I pay Mac to do all this crap for me, and I wouldn’t want you to put him out of business.” ‘Malone’ brought him a vodka tonic that was really water and tonic. He didn’t like tonic water, but he wasn’t drinking it for fun.




Then it was poker time. It took him two hands to figure out who the ringer was. It took him four hands to figure out who all the marks were…besides him. Another out-of-towner who thought he was hot shit at poker, and a guy who was wearing a Rolex Oyster and a pinky ring that had to be a four carat diamond worth maybe fifty grand. The fortyish bleached blonde trophy wife was probably a regular, and Xander was pretty sure from the way she regularly checked the rest of the casino that it was her sixty-something hubby in the Armani suit who was over losing his ass at the roulette tables. The fifty-something guy in the cowboy hat and bespoke denim suit knew everyone, from the dealer to the waitresses and some of the barmen, but he carefully did not pay any attention to the boring-looking ringer. So that meant Cowboy knew what was what.




By the sixth hand, Xander had figured out most of the table. Ringer was really, really good, with no tells except a fake chip-tap move he had used to get Hot Shit and Rolex Oyster to overbet on one big hand with massively helpful community cards. Cowboy was okay, but played for fun, and didn’t really care too much if he won or lost. Trophy Wife was dangerously good. Not as good as Ringer, but close enough to have to watch her all the time.




By the second hour and third ‘vodka’ tonic, Xander was up about eight grand. A big piece of that was an early hand that Ringer and the dealer had thrown to him, so Hot Shit would focus on Xander instead of Ringer, even though Ringer had to be up at least fourteen grand, although he was expertly hiding his biggest chips behind his fifties. Rolex Oyster finally quit when he had lost maybe twelve grand, and Trophy Wife was busy keeping an eye on her husband, so Xander was guessing she might pack it in pretty soon. She was up maybe two grand anyway. Meanwhile, Hot Shit was down maybe fifteen or twenty grand, and not happy about it. Cowboy was up a couple grand and getting plenty of entertainment for his money.




Trophy Wife left as soon as she thought her hubby was almost ready to stop, and the table got two new players. A sleazy guy in a sharkskin suit and greased-back hair who couldn’t keep his hands off the waitresses, and a chick who was trying way too hard to look like goth-era Jennifer Tilly, complete with lowcut goth-esque dress. Xander mentally nicknamed them Slimy and Bride Of Chucky.




Xander stayed pretty much even over the next hour or so, partly because Hot Shit was focused on him so Xander couldn’t take advantage of a bad player. Well, not that bad player. Slimy had no idea how to read tells, so most of the rest of the table was happy to take his dough. And Bride Of Chucky was not as good as she thought she was. Also, because Ringer nailed him for about seven grand on a hand with too many good community cards, otherwise Xander would have been up about twenty-five grand on that one hand alone. Xander had another ‘vodka’ tonic courtesy of his bodyguard.




Xander was just into his fourth hour at the table, when he got dealt a suspiciously good hand. He got a pair of tens for his hole cards. Still, he just barely kept the bidding going, not pushing hard or anything. The flop came down, and there was a nine and ten of spades, along with a two of clubs. Hot Shit took a swallow of his drink, which was one of his tells. He thought he had a good hand. Ringer folded; the guy was too damn smart to stay in on a hand he had no chance at and patrons he already knew he was not going to bluff out of the pot. Bride Of Chucky tapped her chips with her black-polished fingernails, so her hand was crap, but she raised, trying to bluff everyone else out of what was already a pretty respectable pot. Xander knew she had no chance to bluff Hot Shit or Cowboy into folding that early. Cowboy was just enjoying playing, and he obviously liked what he’d seen of the community cards. Slimy scowled and folded.




The turn came down: a two of diamonds. That wasn’t what Hot Shit or Bride of Chucky was looking for. But Xander was already sitting there with a full house, ten high. He kept the bidding going, but didn’t go all in. Yet.




And the river: a seven of clubs. So someone could have four twos, but that was really the only way Xander could lose the hand. Bride of Chucky bet. Xander raised. A lot. Cowboy laughed and folded. Hot Shit glared at Xander and folded. Bride of Chucky cursed and folded. Ringer and the dealer were probably ready to lower the boom on him in the next couple hands, now that he was supposed to be drunk on top of looking lucky.




Xander raked in the chips and grinned, “I am hitting a lucky streak! I’m gonna play all night!” Which was a signal to his ‘bodyguard’.




Malone tapped him on the shoulder and insisted, “No you’re not, Mister Harris. You’ve got a breakfast meeting with two city councilmen, and you’ve got to be awake and sober for it. It’s already past time to go.”




“Oh come on, man! I just hit a hot streak! Did you see my hand?” Xander pretended to argue about it, and finally got Malone to agree, “All right sir, we can come back tomorrow night or the next night.”




“Now you’re talking!” Xander grinned. He slugged down the rest of his drink, tossed the dealer a couple chips, handed a couple chips to waitresses, and let Malone carry his chips to the window for cash-out. And he got his ‘escrow’ back too, so he left the place up nearly eighteen grand. He stumbled slightly on his way out and told the greeters he wanted his lucky seat back at his lucky table when he came back the next night.




Malone got him into the car and drove off. There was a big security check in the car before Malone said, “You’re better than I expected. But you can improve. Now tell me all the tells you spotted, and I’ll tell you the ones you missed. Like when the dealer was dealing off the bottom…”







Stormburst hadn’t had a lot of trouble so far. She’d gone back to the hotel with Batman and the White Knight. Then she’d changed into Annie’s sweats just because it was easy and she wasn’t going to wear her Stormburst uniform if she didn’t have to. And then she’d gone silvery, snuck out of the hotel room via the balcony, and flown over to their secret office to get Catwoman’s nightvision goggles and lockpicks and the drug injector which wasn’t empty. Okay, it only had maybe four charges left, and she didn’t know if Batman had more Catwoman stuff hidden away. She stayed silvery, flew out of the building’s HVAC system, and headed back to Fresno’s Chinatown.




Getting into the ‘secret underground tunnels’ was easy. A bunch of the buildings had a door into the tunnels, and a couple doors were even advertised as going down into the tunnels. All she had to do was go to one of the advertised doors for tours, and ooze under the door.




She stayed silvery as she flew down the stairs into a long tunnel with wood walls and a wood ceiling and a wood floor. She could feel a faint breeze coming toward her, so she wasn’t going to worry about running out of oxygen if she needed to go solid.




There were regular modern lights stuck on the ceiling, and little red emergency lights every so often in between. The regular lights were off, since no one was supposed to be down here. If the little red lights got turned off too, she’d have to go solid and use the Catwoman goggles to see anything. Unless she wanted to make lightning between her fingers, which would give her plenty of light, but would not exactly be subtle.




The problem was that this part of the tunnels was for tourists. There wasn’t going to be anything to investigate. She needed to find a hidden door into the private tunnels, if there were any.




Well, one of the brochures she’d grabbed after dinner was about the underground Chinatown tunnels, complete with a teeny map. And just from looking at that map and overlaying a map of Chinatown stores up top, she could tell what buildings did not have official tunnels going to them. She was guessing that most of them had private tunnels with secret entrances. The whole easternmost edge of Chinatown was off the tunnel map, so she was guessing there was at least one hidden door from here into a long tunnel over there.




All she had to do was find the cruddy thing and get into the secret probably-criminal tunnels and stuff. And not get spotted. And not get killed. A piece of cake. Not. It wasn’t like these tunnels had huge pipes running along the ceiling that she could hide on top of.




There were tunnels that branched off to the west for a block or so, but they were all official tourist-visiting tunnels with stairs or ladders that led up to official doors into official Chinatown places. She went ahead and checked each of them out, just in case there was more stuff going farther off to the west.




Okay, no luck. But maybe there were hidden doors that were just too well hidden. She hadn’t gotten Batman lessons on finding hidden doors that were too well-hidden to spot. Okay, she was using her brain, and checking to see if there were places where the slight breeze was coming out of what was supposed to be walls. Or if it felt like the air was moving into cracks in the walls.




She checked the places where the tunnel went off to the east. One short tunnel ended with a steeply-slanted ladder up to somewhere aboveground. And that tunnel maybe smelled funny.




She had to go normal to sniff better. Around the ladder, it smelled funky, like…Okay, she couldn’t place it. That wasn’t good. She needed to figure out what that odor was.




It took her longer to remember what the odor was than to find the hidden door you couldn’t even get to unless you figured out how to swing the stairs away from the wall first.




The odor? It was a zoo odor. It was like the smell inside the building where the big cats lived when they weren’t outside. Okay, that was not a good sign.




She had to put on the Catwoman goggles to find the little slot that was probably the keyway for the door, even though there was no cylinder to turn. At least, not one she could see. And there was no room for a key to turn sideways in that little slot.




The vertical wood panels didn’t have a cut across the top, like for a regular door. But they had a slit at the bottom. She went silvery and slid a tiny bit of herself through the slit. She was peeking into a big room that looked like its roof was as high as the tunnel, but the floor dropped down a good thirty feet more. And the room was the size of a basketball court, just without the basketball goals or the paint on the floor. There were doors on the far side of the room down at the room’s ground level. And there was a huge opening off to one side, like a cave opening or something. The ceiling was maybe forty feet above the room’s floor, but the cave opening was like thirty feet high and thirty feet wide.




Stormburst oozed the rest of the way under the door, watching for alarms and security cams and stuff while she went. The door had three different alarms and a booby trap on it, but she wasn’t opening it. There were a couple security cams panning the room, but she just used a little tk to keep the closer one from swinging far enough to the side to see her.




She darted to the ceiling and squeezed in just above the closer security camera. No chance of her getting camera’ed up here. And she could see into the front of the cave, and…




Oh crud. It hadn’t occurred to her that some complete monster might think it was a good idea to take that Titan serum, and use it.




On a Bengal tiger.




The thing that used to be a pretty tiger sniffed the air and got to its feet. It made a noise that was a lot less like a purr and more like Doomsday with a sore throat. It slowly stepped out of its cave.




It was easily fifteen feet high at the shoulder. Maybe forty-five or fifty feet long, including the massive, distorted head. Instead of a smooth beautiful pelt, down its back it had hideous, creepy spikes jutting straight up like its spinal vertebrae were exploding upward in six-foot-high stalagmites. It was a horrible thing to do to a gorgeous, rare animal. Only a supervillain would do something like that.




Stormburst knew right then that Red Lightning was this world’s Danielle Atron, and also Fresno’s Mister X. And she also knew that she was going to punch Danielle right in the face for this.




She probably should have killed the Titan-tiger, but she just couldn’t do it. And she didn’t have to. She’d already fought a kitty a thousand times bigger than this thing.




She reached out with her tk, found its carotids, and—really carefully—squeezed them closed. In seconds, the tiger wobbled. She let go and gave the tiger a chance. It staggered and lay down. She reached out again and gingerly squeezed its carotids until it was out cold, and she held the carotids closed for extra seconds to make sure it would stay down for a bit.




Then she darted to the other side of the room, waited until the cameras panned away from her, and jetted to the ground-floor doors. She slid under the close one and found herself in a hallway. She ducked up to the ceiling of the hallway and found a modern metal duct that had almost-fresh air blowing through it. She used her tk to pop a vent off the wall, then she flew into the duct and snapped the vent back into place.




She stayed silvery as she flew through the ductwork. It didn’t take that long to find some guys having an argument. Maybe a loud discussion. But she couldn’t understand them. They were speaking in Mandarin or Cantonese. Or something East Asian sounding. But not Russian or French. She could recognize both of those from the sounds, even if she couldn’t understand the languages.




Crud, she needed to know more languages. Not that her Spanish was muy bueno or anything.




She just recorded the argument with her phone. She figured Batman probably spoke the right language. And if he didn’t they could send it to Oracle, which could translate pretty much anything. And she left a bug that might or might not be able to transmit through all the floors of the building they were under. When the argument finally wound down, and most of the people left the room, she flew through the ductwork to follow two of the arguers.




The arguing guys went into a room with a bar and a fridge and a pantry and a bunch of shelves. They opened up a bottle and had drinks, while they complained about the other arguers. At least, that was what she guessed they were saying from their tone of voice and their gestures. She didn’t know a ton about alcoholic beverages, but Robin had gotten Guy Gardner to come to Mount Justice once and talk about common alcoholic drinks around the world, so she was pretty sure she recognized that bottle. It was probably Wuliangye, and they were drinking a lot of it. She recorded that stuff, left a bug and a wiretap, and then she headed out.




Getting out was way easier than getting in. All she did was face into the airflow and follow it through the ducts to a big HVAC system on the roof. She dodged through a couple fans, moved two air filters out of her way before moving them back, and flew out of the air intake.




Then she flew up to about a mile and went normal so she could cry for that poor tiger on her way back.





Part VIII



Alee woke up before her phone started playing anime songs for her wake-up music. She’d showered last night, so she was ready to go, as soon as she was Annie Farrell again.




Well, she’d showered after the big debriefing in Batman’s room, with Xander sitting there looking concerned. Okay, maybe she cried again about that tiger. Batman probably thought she was stupid for crying about a dumb old cat, but doing that to a poor tiger was just not right. 




And sure enough, Batman knew the guys were speaking a dialect of Mandarin. So Batman could tell that they were arguing about losing two weeks of crime proceeds, and what they could do if they had to repay it. And none of them liked Mister X, who they called ‘the Scumbag Egg of Lightning’ in Mandarin, which was pretty much a guarantee that it was Ms. Trilo, AKA Red Lightning. Because Robin had given a couple lessons on really horrible insults around the world, and he said the ‘egg’ insult was a mega-insult in China. ‘Hun dan’ was hard to say just right, anyway. And the arguers also didn’t like having to cough up enough food to keep the Titan-tiger fed, since they had been perfectly happy for decades just keeping a small armed force there to guard against invaders.




So Batman had told her to go get some sleep, and Xander had told her it was okay to feel bad for the victims of crimes, especially innocent victims of really horrible super-crimes. She was pretty sure Xander wanted to give her a hug but didn’t know if she’d be mad at him for it.




She should’ve hugged him. And then called his girlfriend Amy and told her Xander was the nicest guy ever and she should say ‘yes’. Well, ‘yes’ to the marriage thing, because Alee didn’t want to order someone to go have sex with someone else. That sounded kind of perverted just thinking about it.




Alee washed and moisturized her face again before doing the icky Annie Farrell makeup and the Annie Farrell facial prosthetics and the wig. Then she went silvery and flowed into the fatsuit and Annie’s suit and shoes for the day. She popped the reverse contacts in, added the thick glasses that made her eyes look all magnified, and she was good to go.




Breakfast went like usual, with Xander drinking fake Bloody Mary cocktails and eating a bunch of bacon, and Malone eating like he was on some weird low-sugar high-protein diet, and ‘Annie’ having another of the big omelets, which were really pretty good. This time, she had a veggie omelet with O’Brien potatoes and sausage patties. The potatoes were pretty good, but the sausage patties? Not ordering them again.




But Xander got a phonecall before Malone got them even got halfway to the town hall. “Harris here…Mmm hmm…Okay…I can’t put this on hold forever because I’ve got to get back to LA…You sure? Well, okay then, and good luck on that.”




Xander ended the call and shoved his phone back in his suit jacket pocket. “Funny about that. Our meeting’s off. Someone came up with secret information that the police chief and five of the guys he’s put in key positions in the last few years are all crooks, and that someone sent copies to the mayor’s office, the town newspapers and TV stations, the ChiPs, the FBI, half a dozen other major Left Coast papers, and maybe two dozen Left Coast TV stations, and God only knows who else. So there’s been a bunch of arrests, and now the mayor’s office and the city council and the deputy chief of police have to figure out what they’re gonna say at a two pm press conference that’s probably gonna be televised nationally and will probably make Fresno look like Gotham City, West Coast Edition.”




“Watch it, boss,” Malone complained from the front seat.




Alee wondered out loud to Malone, “How’d you get all that done so fast?”




“Oracle,” Malone said.




Oh. So probably scanning all the important stuff, firing it off to Oracle with a computer, and letting Oracle spread stuff all over the place. Alee wondered if she could get permission to do something like that with Oracle, which would be pretty cool if she needed to.




By then, Malone was on a road going back to the hotel. They went straight up to Xander’s room and Alee pulled out her Annie laptop so they could scan the room for intrusions. When everything came up clean, they used the laptop to connect to the wiretaps and cellphone traps and bugs and stuff.




It took hours to go through everything, because a lot of people had been making panicky phonecalls, and Alee had planted a lot of bugs and cell traps and stuff. The cellphone traps were the worst, because they caught tons of not-relevant calls for every call they actually wanted to listen to, and even plenty of the calls they wanted to trap didn’t have useful information.




Batman called it ‘intel’ which was short for ‘intelligence’, and sounded way cooler than just ‘useful information’.




But there was worrying and yelling and demanding and pleading and plenty of outright panicking on the relevant phonecalls. The police chief, who Xander would not stop calling Chief Wiggum no matter how many times Batman glared at him, was yelling at his lawyers to get him out on bail right away, and then find a way to get him to the Bahamas. Other guys were telling their lawyers to get them out on bail and find a place with really good protective custody so Mister X didn’t send his enforcer after them.




All six police officials were calling the same lawfirm, which was the law offices of Marlow & Farth. Okay, Alee knew that had to be important, because Batman got extra intense and glowered at the laptop every time one of the phone numbers came up as a Marlow & Farth phone number. And he got extra mega-intense when the police chief called again and got put through to the Metropolis office of Marlow & Farth and spoke to someone named Ms. Morgan, who actually sounded like a real lawyer with real lawyer advice, like ‘do not talk to anyone until your lawyer arrives’ and ‘do not say anything at all’ and ‘do not say you can’t prove it’ and ‘act like someone is out to get you’ and ‘assume someone really is out to get you’ and ‘do not listen to any deals they offer because you know they do not have to honor them later’ and stuff like that, even if some of it was kind of not-nice.




Xander checked, “There’s no way we can get taps on the lawshark lines, is there?”




“Not these lawyers,” Batman grumbled.




“Why not?” Alee asked. “I mean, don’t be mad at me, but who are these guys, and why are you so mad about it?”




Xander answered, “These are the lawyers who are so evil they’d defend Darkseid. If Lex Luthor needed out-of-house lawyers, which he doesn’t, he’d go to them. If you have a suspect who goes straight to M&F, you can assume they’re guilty as hell about something, even if it might not be what you’re investigating ’em for.”




Batman added, “Knight has that information because I supplied it. But even more, one of the names on your list you brought back is Lilah Morgan, attorney for an evil lawfirm, and we just heard a female lawyer named Morgan giving advice I’d expect to hear if Mercy Graves was ever arrested. Not that Graves would roll over on Luthor under any circumstances.”




Xander asked, “You think Trilo set up this deal with all her underlings?”




Batman nodded tersely. “It is too well organized. Marlow & Farth doesn’t have a legal presence in Fresno, so there is no normal reason for any of them to automatically turn to Marlow & Farth for legal services. Their closest offices are, in order, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Las Vegas.”




Okay, that was kind of scary that Batman would know stuff like that, with distances, off the top of his head. Did he even need Oracle to look stuff up, or did Oracle have to go ask him stuff sometimes?




But Batman kept going, “And ‘Marlow & Farth’ just happens to be an anagram for ‘Wolfram & Hart’, which is also on Stormburst’s list as an evil lawfirm run by extra-dimensional demons, so that list may be providing evidence that Marlow & Farth is, in fact, an extra-dimensional incursion. Unsurprisingly, they have abnormally strong encryption protocols and unusually effective anti-bugging and anti-wiretap protocols, some of which may turn out to be magical in nature.”




Xander smirked, “So you already put Doc Fate on the job, because you figured it out about thirty seconds after you read that list.”




“Almost an hour,” Batman conceded. “There were a lot of names to study.”




Xander looked at Alee. “Which is several decades faster than I would’ve gotten it.”




“Ditto,” Alee admitted. She hadn’t even learned about Marlow & Farth yet. Crimefighting was totes harder than it looked. Unless you just sat around listening to a police scanner, then zipped over at super-mega-speed, tied up all the robbers before they even knew you were there, and zipped back home for a nice quart of chocolate ice cream.




Hey, she’d managed not to say ‘mega-ditto’ out loud! Score!




But there were tons of other phonecalls that they had to listen to. Two of the crooked cops called someone to go hide evidence for them. One called his wife to grab a bunch of evidence and blackmail stuff, and mail it to their secret post office box in Bakersfield. The other called his girlfriend, or maybe his mistress, and told her to go break into his house, swipe the red files in his home office desk’s drawers, and then tie up his wife and steal some of her jewelry to make it look like a regular home invasion. Batman called Oracle with news on both ‘bent cops’ and let her tip off the goodguys, complete with the phone numbers called and stuff.




There were also cops calling people to ask what the heck was going on, and people calling the police building to ask what the heck was going on, and just generally tons of people who had no idea what was up, trying to pester other people to find out stuff. Plus a ton of regular police business stuff. It seemed like a bunch of the vice cops had burner phones to get tips from informants so the badguys wouldn’t know the informants were calling police headquarters.




Some of those tips were totally not surprising. Like tips about a recent casino robbery, a heist of the local crime network’s armored car pick-ups, a break-in at one of the Chinatown crime families’ secret base…Stuff like that. Someone was even claiming Catwoman had robbed the casino, which everyone knew was crazy.




But there were also lots of phonecalls about police guys who needed to get over to the mayor’s office and be ready for a press conference at two, and they had to look good and sound good, because it was bound to be all over the Fresno news at five and six, and then all over the national news.




So Xander ordered room service for Annie Farrell, and then he and Batman snuck out. Alee sat in the hotel room and listened to wiretaps and cell transmissions, and she tried to get the deets on what was happening.




It was maybe two hours before the guys got back. Xander was eating fast food out of a paper bag like they drove through somewhere, and Malone wasn’t happy about that. Or about much else.




‘Malone’ explained, “We got into the mayor’s offices as plumbers, using the disguises in the steamer trunks and a van which Knight ‘borrowed’. That let us plant a couple bugs.”




“Not that we needed ’em!” Xander smirked through a mouthful of Quarter Pounder. “The mayor was yelling loud enough they could probably hear him across the street.”




Batman nodded slightly. “He’s concerned that this will ruin his ‘good government’ slogans for his re-election. And he’s depending on the deputy police chief being able to back up his claims that he’d been investigating the chief—”




“Chief Wiggum.”




“—for at least six months. The press conference will be in their news conference room, and will have live feeds only for designated TV news. Apparently, a certain local internet news blogger has been a thorn in the mayor’s side for some time, and they’re actively attempting to block him.”




Xander swallowed a handful of french fries. “And some uber-smart, uber-sneaky guy got a tap on a cable one of the news cameras will use, and a transponder hidden under the dais, so we can watch the press conference live.”




“That sounds pretty good so far…” Alee stalled. Because she didn’t see where Batman was going with this part, and she could see ways it might go kind of icky.




“But there are many potential problems we need to prepare for,” Batman said decisively.




Xander finished his burger. “So we need to suit up? Or would you rather do it in disguises?”




“We move to the ‘office’ and prepare,” Batman directed. “In uniforms. We’ll watch the pirated feed from there, and we’ll monitor our wiretaps and cell traps at the same time.”




“So it’s our own private Bat-cave?” Xander asked. Alee was mega-impressed, because she wouldn’t have the nerve to smart off to Batman, and Xander did it without cracking a smile, like it was a serious question. Which it totally wasn’t.




Batman gave him a stern look. “Regardless of what nicknames Catwoman and Robin and Nightwing have manufactured, it is not a ‘Batcave’.”




“The Bat-cavern?”




“No.”




“The Bat-grotto?”




“Stop it, Knight.”




Alee just watched in shock. She’d never have the nerve—or the naughtiness—to tease Batman like that. She told herself she needed more of the nerve. Not the naughtiness, though. She’d leave that to Xander. And Louis and Ray, back home.




Maybe she needed somebody on a team with her who would be full of naughtiness, just so she didn’t turn into someone who acted like Batman but didn’t have Batman’s amazingness with everything. She needed to encourage Wally, instead of making him behave around her.




Well, maybe just a little encouraging. Not too much.




She took off her glasses, popped out her reverse contacts, and washed the Annie Farrell makeup off her face. Then she was ready to turn herself into Stormburst. Even if the spray stuff took way too long to spray on and get right if there was an emergency. And Batman still hadn’t returned her plastic ‘makeup’ Terawatt had given her. Maybe she should’ve pestered him a bunch about it. She figured Xander would have done the ‘can I have it back now’ thing about every ten minutes for days.




Batman waited until she was done drying her face off, and then directed, “Stormburst, make sure you have that laptop and your comm system.” She gave him a thumbs-up. “Knight, comm system, and you will wear the uniform in your trunk.”




Xander pretended to worry, “This isn’t the ‘make the new guy wear the Supergirl minidress’ hazing, is it? ’Wing and Huntress warned me about you…”




“Stop it, Knight.”




Stormburst pulled them and their stuff into her morph. Then she used her tk to open the balcony door and close it behind them. She darted up and then across the hotel roof before diving down the other side of the hotel to the asphalt to fly between and under parked cars so she’d be harder to spot. She scooted over to the wall of the building where they had their ‘office’, and she flew up a big downspout to get to that roof without being seen. Then it was easy to find the right HVAC system and dive into it.




She popped out in their office about five seconds later, and let Batman and Xander out of her morph. Then she dropped off the Annie disguise before diving into the new Stormburst uniform.




Okay, she hadn’t checked this copy of her uniform yet, so she was surprised it already had the stuff she’d asked for up on the Watchtower. Full kinetic gel protection over her breasts and between her legs, even if that made her look like Black Canary was wearing her uniform. New mask lenses over her eyes so you couldn’t see her eyes and she could also get special text projected on the lenses like a HUD. High heels for her boots, only these were integrated wedge heels that were the same color as the rest of the boot, with an inch of platform too, so they weren’t totes obvious that they were heels, like Terawatt’s heels were. A higher neck on the uniform, and some of the internal armor over vulnerable spots, like Robin had in his armor. And the utility belt! There were three different kinds of cutting wheels and two different kinds of wiresaw things, and some pellets that might be smoke pellets or gas pellets or something like them, and a couple of the back pouches had little snacks she was going to have to check out mega-thoroughly. This was the most awesome thing ever!




And there was more! There was a small, clear bag that had her makeup! And not just that one lip that Terawatt had given her, but a whole set of lips, and a skin for her chin and jawline and lower cheeks that looked like it had already been sprayed with all the foundation and contouring and stuff that normally took maybe a quarter of an hour to get just right with the spray-on makeup.




Alee looked in the makeup mirror for doing the spray-on makeup, and watched as she flew the makeup pieces to her face and stuck them over her mouth and jawline. She had to use her tk to slip the jawline piece into her cowl all around the edges, so she totally needed to put on the makeup pieces first then put on the cowl.




Fine. Off came the cowl. There were little connectors on the inside of the cowl, so it wouldn’t come loose unless you knew where the connectors were and you had tk or magic to un-connect them first. So she took off her cowl, put on the jawline and mouth ‘makeup’, and put the cowl back on.




“Wow,” she whispered. The sexy red mouth makeup made her lips look fuller and sexier and…umm…lippier. If that was a word. And it needed to be. The jawline ‘makeup’ had some differences in thickness here and there too, so her jawline looked sexy and dramatic and forceful, and totally not like Alee Mack’s cute little jaw.




And so much for facial recognition software! Most of the good facial recognition software out there focused on the two parts you couldn’t fake or cover up: your eyes and mouth. But Stormburst’s eyes weren’t even visible, and now her mouth was not going to match Alee Mack’s mouth. Any software that used backup algorithms to check your nose and jawline were out of luck, since her nose was covered by her cowl-mask, and her jawline was subtly altered. This was totally awesome!




Batman strode out of the inner office, carefully checking that his cape and cowl were secure.




Alee didn’t mean to, but she squealed and flew across the room to give him a huge hug around the chest. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you! This is so mega-great!”







Xander heard the squee, and guessed what was happening. After all, his ‘uniform’ now had thin-plate torso armor to go under it, and a full-face mask under the hood of the hoodie. Also, the materials looked less like he’d picked them up at the Goodwill store. And there were a couple other bennies, like brass knuckles and a collapsible grappling hook with a shitload of really strong line.




He stepped out of the inner room and burst out in a huge grin. Unfortunately, his grin was hidden behind his full-face mask. Batman was standing there getting hugged, and looking pretty much like someone had just told him he was going to be spending a week in a small space capsule with The Creeper, the White Knight, and Plastic Man. And everyone would have to eat beans for every meal.




Stormburst danced around the room, even if her feet weren’t touching the floor anymore. Not that Xander was watching, because he was pretty damn sure she was under age, and she looked ridiculously hot considering that her uniform showed zero percent of her body skin, and maybe a third of her face. Someone needed to warn her boyfriend, because that guy was going to have a coronary when he saw what she really looked like now.




Stormburst turned to face him without touching down, and she gasped, “Did he jazz up your uniform too? With armor and secret compartments and tons of cool stuff?”




He tried not to laugh. “Yeah. The Bat can’t leave stuff alone if he thinks it’s broken. He’s gotta fix everything and make everyone better.”




She pointed out, “Well, you need armor. And weapons. And stuff. Because I want you to be safer when you go out and fight badguys. Me? I’ve got armor already. And weapons. And stuff.”




Batman focused on their pirated video of the press conference. Xander watched the video and also Batman. Stormburst hummed excitedly as she danced around the little room, sort of watching the press conference and mainly checking out her new uniform. Especially the utility belt.




Xander sort of figured that if the little packaged ‘snacks’ on the back of the belt were mainly sugar, then Stormburst was going to be bouncing off the walls pretty soon. Maybe even literally. That would probably be pretty entertaining, especially if she drove The Bat totally bananas. Or Bat-totally Bat-bananas.




And really, watching Batman analyze every second of the press conference was way more entertaining than watching the press conference. The mayor gave a weasely speech about the chief of police and the ‘local crisis of confidence in local government’ as he called it. The guy needed a better speechwriter. Then a couple other local politicos gave their own little boring speeches. And then the one Xander was waiting for: the deputy chief of police got to speak.




Now that guy was interesting. Oh, he wasn’t good at public speaking, but he had some interesting things to say. Even if there were a lot of ‘umm’ and ‘errm’ noises in there.




“Umm, good afternoon, everyone. I”m Peter C. Samuels, and at this moment I’m, well, the interim chief of police. I…errm…expect that to change, as soon as the mayor’s office names a new chief. Since I was originally moved from the major case squad to deputy chief, I’m…errm…pretty much tarred with the same brush as Chief Wilson. When I was moved up, I was expecting a lot of paperwork and less casework. Well, I was pretty unhappy when I found out it was all paperwork overload, and no policework at all anymore. But, well, I guess I was too dumb to, umm, figure things out.”




The guy sort of rambled for a bit about how long it took him to spot problems, and how Chief Wilson told him not to worry about them. And the guys Wilson promoted to head of the vice squad and the major case squad told him the same thing. And so did the mayor’s office. So when he finally spotted some real problems, he had no idea who to take them to.




“Umm, so that was when I, errm, well, I went to the FBI and the Justice Department. I, umm, I didn’t tell the mayor’s office, because, well, I didn’t know who I could, well, umm, trust. And, well, I was worried for my family since this looked like, well, organized crime.”




Whoa. The guy just took the heat for the mayor and his people not knowing about this. That guy was too honest to be in politics. If he got fired from his police job over this, Xander was going to see if he could help Samuels out with maybe a better job in the L.A. Basin.




And then there were more umms and errms and wells and uhhs, as Samuels explained how he and another two police officers he actually did trust had been collecting information in conjunction with a covert federal investigation. For eight months. And the whole thing got blown wide open in the last couple days, when someone broke into Chief Wilson’s office and stole an unknown number of files, and the Chief over-reacted. Also, files were stolen from Samuels’ office, but he had already copied all of that information to his FBI contact.




So Xander figured the whole mess was being brought out a lot sooner, but with maybe a smaller chance of a conviction in a normal trial. Not counting the whole ‘supervillain lurking nearby to kill off witnesses and steal evidence’ thing.




Stormburst whispered, “So did we do a good thing, or a bad thing?”




Xander explained, “Good thing. There’s no way they could have gotten a conviction if Red Lightning was out there, giving witness after witness surprise electrically-induced heart attacks. And scaring off other witnesses. And stealing or corrupting all their evidence.”




Batman grumbled, “Marlow & Farth would simply make it look like Samuels was stabbing Wilson in the back and faking evidence, in an attempt to become the new police chief, or possibly to set himself up to run for mayor.”




“Eww,” Stormburst whispered. “That’s not good.”




Xander added, “And now the police and the mayor’s office know which crooks are in this with Mister X, and which cops are on the take, and which ones aren’t. The entire force would’ve been tarred with that brush, even if it’s really only six creeps at the top. And sending that intel to the newsies at the same time means that info will get out to the public, which really matters here.”




Batman graveled, “And it targets the criminal enterprises, which are nicely focused and contained, courtesy of Mister X.”




Stormburst whispered, “Oh. Okay. Because I would’ve been really upset if we’d just messed everything up.”




“Me too,” Xander admitted.




“Crimefighting is not for the faint of heart,” Batman mercilessly pointed out. “Sometimes, you have no choice but to step in and stop evil, regardless of what it takes and what the consequences might be. Sometimes, you have to leave a mobster in place, to prevent something worse taking over. Sometimes, you take care of a problem, only to know that sooner or later, criminals will step into the vacuum left behind. And sometimes, you do the right thing, only to have unintended consequences which make everything much worse.”




Xander looked at Stormburst’s mouth and knew she was really uncomfortable at the idea of trying to help people and making things worse for them. So he said, “This isn’t Gotham City or Bludhaven or Star City. With Red Lightning and her minions down, the local cops can handle things.”




Batman pointed out, “Stormburst needs to talk to Flash about this. Working in a relatively-clean city with a high count of supervillains gives a super the ability to fight crime the police can’t stop, while letting the police do their jobs.”




By then, Samuels was wrapping up and letting a spokesperson for the FBI say what the FBI was willing to say out loud about an ongoing investigation. Which, of course, was next to nothing.




Stormburst whispered, “Did I make you miss stuff?”




Batman flatly said, “No.”




Xander whispered, “Multitasking Man never misses stuff.”




“Stop it, Knight.”




The ‘boring speeches’ part of the press conference ended with some local ADA talking about what the Fresno District Attorney’s Office was going to be doing. Which wasn’t much, since he couldn’t talk about stuff they really were doing and planning on doing. So he just said that they would be doing stuff. Only he said it in about a jillion words.




And they finally got to the ‘not really answering reporters’ questions’ part of the press conference, because they had already said the stuff they wanted to say, and they wouldn’t want to say anymore. Not that reporters were going to take ‘no’ for an answer. Even if a couple of the questions were proof positive that the guy who said ‘there are no stupid questions’ had never sat through a news conference.




So Xander was just heckling the newsdorks in his head, when one newsguy stood up and said, “Dirk Dillon, KSEE 24 News. Is it true that two of your police officer prisoners have already agreed to roll over on the police chief and the criminal behind him?”




Xander whispered, “Crap.”




The ADA calmly said, “Of course, I cannot answer that either way.”




“Oh crap!” Xander choked.




“Control yourself, Knight,” Mister Control Freak ordered.




Stormburst gulped, “Umm, did what I think happened just happen?”




Batman glowered, “Yes. That reporter just condemned all of those policemen and all their guards to a highly unpleasant death. Red Lightning is going to have to act. As soon as she hears this. Which will be as soon as any of her contacts can alert Mister X.”





Part IX



Xander just looked at Stormburst and said, “Two to beam up.” He looked at the worry on Stormburst’s face and knew he wasn’t going to get a grin out of there. And The Bat? Not a chance. “Tough crowd, tough crowd.”




Stormburst looked at Batman, and she worried “I don’t even know where to go!”




Batman patiently directed, “The secure lock-up just southeast of the Fresno United States Courthouse. O Street, three blocks southeast of Fresno Street.” He clicked a couple hidden buttons on the back of his left glove, and the laptop flipped over to a city view and zoomed in to the right place.




Xander would have said someone was over-planning, but really it looked like Bats was planning just enough. So he asked, “Okay B, what will we be facing, and did you bring enough anti-Viper and anti-Titan antidote with injectors for all of us?”




Batman scowled, “Clearly, you already know what we could be facing.”




Stormburst frowned, “Even I know that much.”




Batman looked at Stormburst and said, “I only have two working injectors, since one of the three I had shipped here did not run through its test suite properly. Both have Titan antidote in them right now, and will have to be switched manually to Viper antidote if need be. Knight knows how to do that, and you have not been shown how. You should be able to take down either threat without antidote injections.”




“Right, no pressure,” Stormburst managed. “Let’s go.”




Xander let Stormburst pull him into her silvery thing, which was sort of like being dragged underwater by freaky pseudopods and knowing you were going to start drowning as soon as you ran out of air. Not that he was going to tell Stormburst that, because the kid did not need that kind of stress now.




Just as weird, while he was pulled into her silvery form, he had 360-degree vision, which was probably what she had when she was like this. It was pretty disorienting, even if he figured he could get used to it. Eventually. If he had to.




Then it was up into a ventilation duct maybe big enough for a kid’s lunchbox. Even Catwoman wouldn’t be squeezing through something like this, unless she could shrink to the size of a kitten and no one had told him. It got dark really fast, not counting zips past light from other vents in the system. Then zigzagging through fans and filters and stuff, followed by popping out of an intake vent and zooming straight up from there.




Holy crap, he hadn’t realized Stormburst was this fast. Oh sure, he knew she was supposed to be one of the metas who could access the Speed Force, but this was like having Superman fly you straight up at Insanely Fast Speed.




They were maybe two miles up already, and darting downward at a steep angle toward the target, which was a couple solid, not-too-ugly buildings that practically had ‘municipal architecture’ stamped on them in paint from the cheapest bidder on the contract.




And they were already too late. Someone must have been planning on this well before the press conference, because there were already two huge trucks parked beside the building that had the security jail cells in its basement.




One truck trailer had sides and a roof that flipped out of the way, because the sides and roof were down, and the tiger that Stormburst hadn’t wanted to hurt? It was rising up from where it had been squeezed in, and holy shit was it big.




It was a big, creepy, deadly monster, and he in no way felt a need to save it when it might kill a hundred people first.




And a guy was snapping a whip and pointing at the closest wall of the building. The tiger leapt off the truck platform, breaking the thing in the process, and it shredded the wall with one sweep of a paw bigger than a beanbag chair.




Crap, he sure hoped Stormburst could bring herself to drop that tiger, because he was pretty sure it was out of his weight class, no matter how much antidote he had in his little injector. And he really hoped she didn’t fall apart if something she did killed it.




A couple guys leapt out of the other truck and opened fire on Stormburst. It was hard to tell with the distortion from the 360-degree view, but probably knock-off Kalashnikovs.




It was kind of freaky—and scary—seeing a couple guys firing assault rifles at him and he couldn’t do a damn thing about it, not even dive out of the way or yell for help. Or breathe.




Not that two guys with AKs were a real threat to Stormburst. The guys had a hard time tracking an uber-fast flyer, and the bullets just veered away from her to plunge into the grass between the building and the road.




Meanwhile, Titan Tiger made another swipe, tearing up tons of building like it was cardboard. And the other truck trailer was torn apart from the inside, as two huge Titan’ed up guys ripped their way out through the roof instead of just sliding out the actual opening.




Someone was not planning for the escape, unless the plan was for Red Lightning to swoop in, pick up all the survivors, and fly away.




Police cars were stopping at both ends of the block, and police were shooting, but the bullets weren’t doing anything to the Titans, and four Asian guys leapt out of the second truck like they were metas. Those four were heavily armed and heavily armored, and they were moving like Jet Li in a gi. And they weren’t missing as they fired on the police cars. Xander was guessing those guys had just taken hits of Viper. Swell. Uber-swell. Maybe not as much swelling as the Titan users, though.




Stormburst darted down and to the side just enough to plow through the guys who were firing at the cops, and then jetted up to the roof over the underground prison cells the tiger was still trying to get into. She dropped Xander and Batman out of her morph and onto the roof, and zoomed straight at the two Titan guys.




And Xander found himself facing a Titan’ed up tiger trying to tear its way into the building he was standing on. It had its head and forelegs in what used to be a couple stories of building, and now was a hollowed-out disaster area. It was going to tear its way into jail cells full of crooks who would either escape or get killed. Xander wasn’t excited about either option.




So he did the dumbest thing he’d ever done in his life. Dumber than attacking armed gangstas with just a baseball bat and some steel hockey pucks. Dumber than letting Batman talk him into taking Amy back to Sunnydale before the graduation fiasco. Dumber than telling Cordelia Chase that her dress made her ass look fat.




He jumped off the roof onto that tiger.




He had a high tensile strength line he could use with a collapsible grappling hook if he wanted to do the Batman building swing, but that wasn’t quite how he used it. In mid-air, he popped out the grappling hook and made a ten foot loop with the line. Then he dropped the loop over whichever back spine he was close to when he landed on the super-tiger’s spiked back.




His feet slid out from under him when he landed on the tiger’s fur, but he had a six foot tall bony spike already lassoed, and he had a grip on the line. So all he had to do was keep injecting Titan antidote into this tiger until he only had an ordinary angry tiger on his hands. Piece of cake!







Batman swung down on his line, assessing the battlefield as he moved. 




The White Knight was tackling the tiger, which was not the force arrangement that Batman would have preferred. But he was willing to give that a pass, because it was probable that Knight didn’t believe Stormburst could bring herself to effectively stop the altered tiger in a timely manner.




Stormburst had turned into a silvery version of her normal form, which would probably earn her some teasing from Knight, possibly along the lines of Marvel’s The Silver Surfer. Batman preferred this battle form over Stormburst’s ‘blob’ form, because it provided the appearance of a powerful, attractive superheroine while simultaneously giving her substantial defensive capabilities. He was fully aware that an attractive visual aspect gave supers distinct advantages when dealing with the public, the police, and the news media. 




Stormburst had opted to stop the two human Titans with lightning bursts, which had stunned them. But both were getting back to their feet. And then there went more intense lightning blasts, knocking the Titans back down. It was a good thing the lenses in his cowl had polarizing filters, because even the thugs on Viper were going to be seeing spots after that.




The two thugs ‘directing’ the tiger had spotted Knight, and one of them was pulling up the Type 56 assault rifle he had on a sling over his shoulder. Batman threw a batarang which curved around behind the tiger and caught that threat in the back of the head. The other ‘handler’ was having too much trouble controlling the giant tiger to take effective action against Knight.




That did not mean that Knight was safe, though. There were two men looking Knight’s way as they scrambled out of the tiger’s truck, and some of the other foes would choose to deal with Knight if given the time.




The four Asians who were probably on Viper had already forced the police at both ends of the street to take cover, and would undoubtedly kill everyone in their way. So they were the next biggest threat. Batman threw another batarang, which the pointman of the foursome dodged with a graceful Wing Chun movement.




But Batman had assumed a combatant on Viper would be able to dodge a thrown weapon he could see coming. And that was why he had thrown it in that manner. The gas batarang hit the sidewalk in between the second and third combatants and exploded in a cloud of tear gas. This wasn’t the standard police variant, and it wasn’t really a gas. It was a lachrymatory agent of his own design: a pair of aerosolized solid compounds, one providing quicker effect, and the other providing a more persistent, more opaque cloud.







Stormburst made sure the Titan guys were down, even if she didn’t want to hurt the tiger. But she could see White Knight giving the tiger lots of antidote. She could see the enhanced fighters trying to dive out of Batman’s batarang gas cloud, but she was sure Batman was ready for that.




She hit both truck engines with lightning, so no one was going to be driving those things through police barricades. And she was about to aim at a couple of the guys who were probably on Viper or something, when the lightning bolt hit her in the back.




She managed not to scream, but it really, really hurt. And she had 360-degree vision while she was morphed, so she shouldn’t have been caught by surprise. But the lightning bolt came out of nowhere. Like right up in the sky over her, and less than two hundred feet away.




She dropped. She just let go of herself and fell. And while she fell, she concentrated really hard on the space behind her, because she was worried she was fighting an invisible flying lightning blaster, and if that was Red Lightning, Stormburst was in huge trouble, and Batman and White Knight were in even worse trouble. Because that lightning bolt would have killed either of them. It would have fried them like those poor little squirrels that walk on power lines and step onto those transformers and kerblooey.




And how was she supposed to fight an invisible badguy who also had flight and probably tk and a ton of lightning? If Red Lightning had other powers too, this was going to be icky.




Who was she kidding? It was already icky.




She used her tk enough to soften her fall, but she still let her morph go splat on the street, like she was totally taken out. And flattened out on the asphalt like that, she could see a bit better straight up, while her vision was a little worse at the sides, where she curved like the edge on a pancake.




“Stormburst to Batman, I need a gas batarang thrown about two hundred feet over my head. I think Red Lightning has invisibility.”




“Batman. Roger that.” Batman was fighting a couple of those Viper-enhanced badguys, but he still made a backhand fling without even looking her way. At least that’s what it looked like.




Stormburst was pretty sure Red Lightning would back up enough to avoid the batarang, because everyone knew Batman’s different batarangs had all kinds of awesome stuff. So Stormburst was figuring Red Lightning had moved from the spot where she attacked Stormburst toward where Stormburst had crash-landed, and would now move back enough to avoid having to smack the batarang out of the air with tk.




Okay, it was a guess. Not really an intuition, and totally not an induction. Batman would have made a ton of deductions and inferences, and figured out exactly where Red Lightning was hovering, and how to take her out. Still, Stormburst was going with it.




The batarang sailed through the air, heading for maybe the roof of the building across the street, or even the next street over. But Stormburst reached out with her tk and crushed the batarang, making it explode in a cloud of that stuff that even Viper-enhanced badguys didn’t want to be in.




And there, at the back of the cloud, flying upward to get out of the stuff, was an invisible woman. Stormburst reformed as her silvery self and jetted straight up at her target, who was only going to be visible for another moment before she cleared the gas cloud. Stormburst accelerated as fast as she could, flashing through the cloud and forming a tk wrecking ball about her hand. The tk punch caught her foe right in the stomach. Stormburst could feel it.




Her foe went flying upward and backward with a surprised screech. Stormburst couldn’t tell exactly where, but she had a decent sense of the direction. So she darted up higher, like she had no idea at all where her opponent was. And she stayed silvery, because she was expecting backstabbing. And treachery. And general Atron-level evil creepiness.




Also, there was an extra thing Stormburst was ready to try. Flash and Kid Flash had talked about what Robin called ‘Necessary Secondary Abilities’. Because what good did it do you to be able to run at Mach 20 if you had no protection against aerodynamic drag or air friction? You’d set yourself on fire or worse…and then kill anyone you crashed into. What good did it do you to be able to lift 100 tons if you couldn’t keep from sinking into the ground when you tried it? What good did it do you to have enough power to be able to lift an oil tanker if your strength was just going to punch a hole in the tanker and wreck it?




So there were necessary secondary abilities that went with hurling lightning, like having eyeballs that didn’t get ruined by the actinic light that came off her hands. And maybe, if Stormburst was mega-lucky, Red Lightning didn’t have that power and had to resort to special goggles on her mask.




Stormburst held up her silvery arms and launched a wide-spectrum lightning burst all around herself. Then she darted off to the side, maybe on the other side of wherever Red Lightning was lurking right then. Because if Red Lightning couldn’t see well enough for a few seconds and fired off some lightning attacks at random, Stormburst might be able to see the lightning source and blast her.




Yeah, that didn’t work. At all. Instead of another lightning burst, there was a ferocious tk grip, way tighter than what Gravitas had bothered with. If Stormburst hadn’t been in her morph, she would have been squished like a bug. It was like she was between two metal plates in a hydraulic press. She pushed back as much as she could, but Red Lightning had way more tk force.




Crud, no wonder one of the nicknames those thugs used was ‘The Crusher’. Red Lightning was probably keeping her minions in line by frying them with lightning and crushing them into tomato paste.




Ick. What a gross metaphor. Now she wasn’t going to want to cook with tomato paste for days. Maybe weeks.




Stormburst spotted the movement. Red Lightning was concentrating so hard on her tk that her invisibility was slipping! Someone hadn’t been practicing doing multitasking with her powers. Okay, it wasn’t like Red Lightning had anyone to spar against for this kind of stuff.




It looked like a kind of edge effect shimmer. Like Red Lightning was still see-through, but more like glass, so Alee could see her move, and…And oh crud, Red Lightning was pointing her hands right at Stormburst, and that totally was not going to be a friendly finger wave.




Stormburst forced her hands forward, even if they were more like pseudopods or something else ooky, because she was too crushed to form her hands and arms like normal. And she used all of her tk to press back against Red Lightning’s way bigger tk, and at the same time she let Red Lightning have it with as much electrokinesis as she had.




She should call her electrokinesis something cool like ‘EK’. 




Red Lightning screamed in pain as the lightning hit her, and the tk pressure on Stormburst eased up a lot, just for a split second. A huge burst of lightning came back at Stormburst. Stormburst kept going with her lightning. Her EK. And she moved her target just a hair so her lighting hit Red Lightning right in the extended hands.




“Ow, oww, oww! You bitch!” Red Lightning cursed.




Red Lightning’s invisibility nearly vanished, and the tk squeeze eased up. So Stormburst kept it up. And she accidentally got a beamlock thing. Their lightning bolts were crashing into each other, instead of into the people hurling the lightning, which Stormburst was all in favor of, because Red Lightning’s lightning really hurt.




Only Red Lightning had more electrokinesis than Stormburst did. Stormburst could feel it through the feedback that was making her hands feel like she had stuck them into a toaster. It obviously didn’t feel good to Red Lightning either, because she was shrieking in pain.




But the beamlock point, where the lightning bolts were intersecting in a vicious white ball of angry light, was moving steadily toward Stormburst. She pressed as hard as she could with her EK, but Red Lightning had more EK. A lot more. The beamlock point kept moving toward Stormburst, no matter how hard she pressed.




Red Lightning laughed mercilessly, “Stupid bitch! Once I fry your ass, I’ll crush your fake Batman and his friend, and then I’ll take care of business. MY business.”




Crud, that was totally Danielle Atron’s voice. And Danielle Atron’s ’tude. Even if this universe had a Ms. Trilo instead of a Dr. Atron.




Stormburst tried to think fast. Okay, she was losing on the EK front. She wasn’t having any luck prying her way out of Red Lightning’s tk car crusher. She couldn’t move closer or farther away, thanks to someone’s way too much tk. Maybe she needed to try going in a different direction Red Lightning might not be expecting.




She flew as hard as she could to her right. But Red Lightning’s grip on her kept her from getting farther away, so she flew in an almost-circle that Red Lightning was totes not expecting, especially when Red Lightning got yanked into the circle too. And their actual physical weight seemed to determine how the circle went, instead of their respective tk power, because it looked like the two of them were spinning around a point pretty much dead center between them, without a whole lot of wobble.




Red Lightning screamed, “What the f—”




Since Red Lightning didn’t seem ready for this tactic, Stormburst sped up as much as she could. And she could speed up a lot. And she had 360-degree vision, so her view wasn’t changing as drastically as Red Lightning’s was. So Stormburst sped up even more. They started spinning around and around, going faster and faster, as Stormburst pushed as hard as she could and she tried to use the Speed Force to speed up even more. It was pretty hard for Stormburst to see clearly what was outside their two-person merry-go-round, so it had to be a disorienting blur for Red Lightning.




Well…good.




And Red Lightning started shrieking in pain, and suddenly let go. Stormburst simply used the Speed Force to stop in mid-air. Red Lightning went flying off on a tangent and crashed shoulder-first into a red brick building across the street from the courthouse buildings. She left a dent like an Atron-shaped wrecking ball had hit.




And holy crud, parts of Red Lightning’s uniform were smoking like they were catching on fire, and parts looked like they’d been tossed into a blender.




Or into a tornado. It was the ‘necessary secondary abilities’ thing. Red Lightning had more tk than Stormburst, but she couldn’t use the Speed Force, so she and her uniform were taking a massive hit from aerodynamic drag and air friction. Red Lightning was stronger, but Stormburst could go faster.




Also, Red Lightning wasn’t coping with the high-speed spin either. She ripped the bottom half of her mask off and urped all down the wall. Gross. But that gave Stormburst time to act.




Stormburst darted straight at Red Lightning before RL had a chance to recover. Stormburst covered herself with all the tk she could spare, and she smashed into Red Lightning’s side so fast that the two of them punched through the brickwork and into the building interior. She didn’t let up. She used more tk for speed and less for armor, because she was using Red Lightning for armor, which RL was totally not enjoying. Stormburst rammed RL right through three interior walls and into the outside wall on the far side of the building.




Stormburst stopped abruptly before crashing into the wall, but Red Lightning couldn’t do that. Not without access to the Speed Force. So she smashed through the wall and landed in the street amid a pile of bricks and framing and plasterboard and stuff.




But RL was still not down for the count. She forced herself to her feet, despite her torn uniform. She had some cuts and stuff, but nothing major. It looked like maybe RL had real super-strength and super-durability on top of her massive tk. Well crud.




“You are so…fucking…dead!” Red Lightning hissed at her.




Not that Stormburst was more worried than before, because she’d been pretty sure from the first moment that there was no way RL was letting her leave this fight except in a bodybag.




But now Stormburst was pretty sure she had some advantages that Red Lightning didn’t. Red Lightning was stronger and tougher and had more tk and more EK and could go invisible too, and maybe had more powers on top of that. But Stormburst was faster, because of the Speed Force. And Stormburst had actually sparred with supers before.




Red Lightning snapped up her hands to point her fingers at Stormburst, which meant there was about to be a big blast of really painful lightning. Stormburst moved to the side, accelerating fast enough that she was gone before RL dumped a huge burst her way. The lightning ripped through the air, through the hole in the wall, and fried a bunch of interior stuff that was already massively damaged anyway.




Stormburst flew as fast as she could, down the hallway and through a window ahead of her. Then she darted to the side and around the building. She zoomed in and attacked RL before RL realized what was going on. A blast of lightning to the body, followed up by a wrecking ball of tk around her fist.




Stormburst compressed her tk wrecking ball until it was barely bigger than her real fist, and she hit RL just as RL turned in shock after getting shocked. Stormburst caught her right in the solar plexus and sent her flying down the street and into a utility pole. The pole didn’t survive the impact. It broke at the point of impact and toppled over.




Red Lightning bounced off and came flying back at Stormburst. Stormburst paused just a moment to get RL to over-commit, and then darted sideways as fast as she could. RL zipped past and tried to hit Stormburst with a lightning bolt as she flew by. But Stormburst was already making another abrupt change in course, and the burst of power missed by about fifteen feet.




Red Lightning managed to stop herself about a hundred feet farther down the street. She turned to face Stormburst. And she blinked out of sight.




Crud. The invisibility thing again. Stormburst threw a lightning bolt at the spot, but RL wasn’t there anymore. And RL wasn’t flying straight at Stormburst either, or the lightning would have hit her. There was no way RL wasn’t flying in to attack Stormburst, only not head-on, but with a little detour to catch Stormburst by surprise. Maybe a big detour for extra Surprise Time.




Stormburst darted way to the side, going all the way across the street and using her tk to tear the top off a fire hydrant as she went past. Then she used a couple hundred pounds of tk like a wedge in the high-pressure eruption of hydrant water to make the water go everywhere, in an enormous spray. She was silvery, so it wasn’t like she was going to get waterlogged or anything. But Red Lightning would have to charge through the spray of water to attack up close, and Stormburst would be able to see her do that. And Red Lightning’s lightning attacks wouldn’t work so well having to go through a bunch of water that might ground the lightning to something like a fire hydrant and its water pipes. And Red Lightning’s tk might be solid enough to be visible as it tried to squish her again. So Stormburst just gave Red Lightning a couple seconds to attack, because there was no way someone as angry and as hurt and, well, as Atron-ish as RL was going to just go off and get a cup of chai tea to calm down.




Stormburst had her all-around vision, so she didn’t have to move or keep turning around or anything like that. Still, what Red Lightning did was a huge surprise.




Red Lightning flew intangibly through the wall behind Stormburst, and didn’t leave a trace in the deluge of water. Red Lightning didn’t go solid until she was right behind Stormburst and ready to grab Stormburst by the throat to choke her to death. Or tear her head off. Or something else bad.




Part X



Stormburst just about jumped out of her skin when Red Lightning was suddenly behind her, flying forward and getting solid, and reaching out for Stormburst’s silvery neck with way too much super-strength and tk.




If Stormburst hadn’t done a ton of sparring against the rest of The Team at Mount Justice, she would have been caught. And maybe had her head ripped off. But when sparring with super-fast guys like Kid Flash or super-fast and also super-strong guys like Superboy, you had to be ready for surprises from any direction. ANY direction. Even the directions you’re sure are safe, up until someone goes right through the wall behind you, or up through the floor right under you. Okay, Conner made a huge mess when he did stuff like that, but it was good training.




So Stormburst moved. She dove to the side, accelerating so fast that Red Lightning missed her. It wasn’t a giant miss, but it was enough that Stormburst didn’t get touched by a hand or hit by lightning or anything before she darted a couple hundred feet down the street.




“Stormburst to team, she can go intangible too, and maybe she’s still hiding a couple more powers!”




“Batman. Roger that.”




And Red Lightning was already turning and coming full-speed at Stormburst. But Stormburst could see her coming. No invisibility. Was this an intangibility attack, like diving through Stormburst and going solid inside her to blast her apart?




Ick.




Stormburst put up a weak tk shield about halfway between them. Red Lightning flew right through it with no problems, and Stormburst didn’t feel anything punch through the shield. Probably still intangible. So Stormburst hit her with a bolt of lightning.




Red Lightning screamed in pain and dropped, only she plunged right through the asphalt.




So…where was Red Lightning going to come up? And could she do the invisibility and intangibility at the same time? So far, it didn’t look like it. If Stormburst was really, really lucky, then maybe RL’s powers didn’t cooperate too well, or else RL was just not a good multi-tasker.




Stormburst figured Red Lightning would try to come up somewhere that would give her a good ambush opportunity. So Stormburst darted off to the side and went a little higher than the buildings on either side.




And Red Lightning soared out of the street a little behind where Stormburst had been hovering, and went invisible as fast as she could when her target wasn’t where she was hoping. Stormburst guessed that RL still hadn’t figured out that Stormburst’s silvery morph gave her all-around vision. So that was one more little advantage, against all of Red Lightning’s advantages.




But maybe that was enough if she played things just right and maybe had a little luck too. Because she was pretty sure Red Lightning had the same ’tude as the Danielle Atron that Stormburst had had the misfortune of meeting.




She acted like she hadn’t seen Red Lightning pop out of the ground, and she flew in a circle higher than the buildings and wider than the space between the buildings, like she was waiting for Red Lightning to come up out of the ground and be an easy target.




And there it was. Red Lightning went visible right behind her, and reached out with a fist like she was going to ram it right through Stormburst’s heart. Which RL could probably do if she was intangible and Stormburst just looked silvery, instead of being in a soupy morph that didn’t seem to have a distinct heart and stuff anymore.




Stormburst was banking pretty hard on all the stuff she had seen. Stormburst had hurt Red Lightning with her lightning, but RL seemingly had no idea that she had really hurt Stormburst the same way. Red Lightning didn’t seem to realize she had a lot more tk than Stormburst. And Red Lightning didn’t seem to realize some of the advantages of the silvery morph. So Red Lightning was doing a sneak attack and going for what was probably a really gory way to murder somebody.




Stormburst let RL close in fast. There wasn’t much mask left, so Stormburst could see the ‘merciless gloat’ look coming at her.




And Stormburst moved, going as fast as she could to swing around right behind Red Lightning. Stormburst shoved her fingers into Red Lightning’s intangible back, and let loose with as big an electrical charge as she could.




Red Lightning screamed, and writhed, and shuddered all over, and then dropped chest-first to the grass beside the street, making an Atron-shaped dent in the lawn.




Not that Stormburst was ready to believe Red Lightning was out for the count, because Stormburst had just used the ‘pretend the attacker’s attack actually worked’ trick just…well, maybe less than a minute ago. It felt like the fight had lasted for hours, but when she thought it over, the whole fight was probably just a matter of seconds.




Stormburst put a gentle telekinetic hand on Red Lightning’s back and tried to feel stuff. Okay, breathing and heartbeat felt normal. Good. Mega-good. Alee totally did not want to have to do mouth-to-mouth for a Danielle Atron analogue.




But that didn’t mean Red Lightning wasn’t lying there faking. With a bunch of lightning and super-strength and telekinesis and maybe some powers she still hadn’t had to reveal. So lightning as an instant-knockout taser wasn’t the best option. Stormburst gingerly reached down with her tk and as carefully as she could, pinched both carotids closed.




And that was totally super-strength, or else unconscious tk reinforcement of everything in that body, because Stormburst had to squeeze hard to get those carotids closed. Harder than she’d done on the giant tiger. But she got those arteries closed, and for long enough to make sure that Red Lightning would stay in Sleepy-Bye Land for long enough to inject something longer lasting.




Plus, police cars were finally zooming in from both directions. Stormburst took a moment to make sure she remembered the stuff Robin and Manhunter had lectured about. Then she floated down to within forty feet of where the first police car stopped. As the police officers leapt out of the car, she carefully said, “Good afternoon, officers. I am Stormburst. As an official Justice League auxiliary, duly deputized by federal and international agencies, I am turning this supervillain over to you. She has a wide variety of powers, including super-strength, flight, telekinesis, electrokinesis, invisibility, and intangibility. So you may need to keep her unconscious until she can be transferred to an appropriately secure prison facility. Are there any questions before I go help the people on the next street over?”




“Umm, ma’am, are you from Krypton?”




Okay, that was pretty flattering. She smiled, “No, I’m from America, just like you.” And she darted as fast as she could over the building and back to the main fight.




Which wasn’t a fight anymore. Abused Giant Tiger was lying on its side unconscious and groaning, and slowly shrinking, which really meant it was losing its mass by exuding some weird reddish maybe-blood-tinged goo that was probably mostly water. White Knight was looking like he’d tried to ride a giant tiger like it was a rodeo bronc. The two Titan guys were still out for the count, and were doing the same icky goo-leaking that the tiger was. Other badguys were lying on the street or the sidewalk or the grass, and they were totally unconscious. Batman was standing among a bunch of severely pounded Viper-guys. And Batman was directing the police forces too. He kind of sounded like he thought he was the only person around who actually knew how to arrest and control badguys.




White Knight looked up at her and checked, “You okay?”




She gave him a nod. “Red Lightning turned out to be a lot tougher than I thought.”




White Knight sounded like he was grinning behind his mask. “And vice versa, I’d guess.”




Batman went with the comms instead of talking out loud where anyone could overhear. “Red Lightning captured?”




So Stormburst used the comms too. “Rendered unconscious. She’s just who we thought, but she’s got super-strength too. And invisibility and intangibility when she wants. She’s just not good at using lots of powers at the same time. Or else I would’ve been toast. Really toasted, really squooshed, really dead toast. We need to keep her unconscious so she can’t just walk out of jail when she wakes up.”




And maybe she needed to work on her metaphors, because the more she thought about what she’d just said, the dumber it sounded.




Batman reached into his cape and threw something Stormburst’s way. She grabbed it with her tk and saw it was one of those little drug injectors. She checked, “Stormburst to Batman. Do we know how long a regular dose will last on her? Or if it’ll work at all?”




“No, and no,” Batman growled over the comms. “But it’ll be better than what the LEO have. And I already signaled the Watchtower, so transport ought to be arriving soon. Use the injector and bring it back.”




Stormburst jetted up over the building behind her and spotted Red Lightning, still unconscious but being loaded onto some sort of security gurney for metas who were badguys and needed a medic too. Okay, maybe that thing would hold a Viper’ed-up guy, but someone who could go intangible? No way.




She snuck the injector down to the ground, ran it behind the EMTs, and injected two doses into Red Lightning’s closer arm when no one else was looking that way. She moved the injector back to the ground, under the ambulance, and then back to her hand.




“Batman to Stormburst. Once you’re done, make a high-speed pass, pull both of us into your morph, and move as fast as you feel is safe to a position well out of sight. Then take us back to the ‘office’ in your least detectable route.”




Okay, that wasn’t as simple as it sounded, since there was now a police helicopter overhead, and at least two news helicopters closing on the site. There might even be some other stuff she hadn’t spotted.




“Stormburst. Roger that.” She was already moving. She darted to White Knight first, pulling him into her morph as fast as she could without risking hurting him. Then the same with Batman. And she jetted.




Only, Alex had told her about needing to sneak through the water runoff system for years, and learning all about her town’s water runoff system, and asking a friend to snitch an up-to-date electronic copy of the system from some city office.




So Stormburst darted at high speed under one of the non-working badguy trucks, out the other side, and right down into a water runoff opening that looked more like something Pennywise would want to use than the sort of thing a low-rainfall town like Fresno ought to have. Maybe, when they had rain, they had lots of it.




At any rate, she dove into the water runoff pipe and headed ‘downstream’ as fast as she could manage without crashing into something in the dark. After maybe a minute, she darted out of a big outflow pipe into an empty creekbed. She had to jet straight up maybe half a mile to figure out just where she had ended up. Then she made sure she wasn’t being watched by police helicopters or news choppers or even drones, and she zipped across the city to dive into the HVAC system of their ‘office’ building.




She dropped Batman and White Knight out of her morph and went normal. “Everything okay?”




Batman stiffly nodded, “Yes.”




White Knight took a deep breath and grinned, “That was awesome! Can we do it some more? Maybe down the Grand Canyon or something?”




Batman gave him a glare. “Stormburst is not a carnival ride.”




White Knight peeled back his hood and pulled off his facemask. Then he looked at Stormburst and asked her, “Is it fair that he gives me straight lines like that and I can’t use ’em because I’d have to be mean to you?”




Alee wasn’t sure what terrible lines Xander had thought of, but she didn’t want to hear any of them. So she said, “Maybe he does it on purpose.”




White Knight waved his arms around wildly. “Of course he does it on purpose! He’s Batman! He has a purpose on everything. Maybe eight or ten purposes for some stuff. He’s using up the Earth’s supply of purposes and soon we’ll all be purposeless!”




“Stop it, Knight.”




“I’m gonna have to ask Steel if he can build an anti-purpose weapon to stop this nightmare!”




Batman gave Knight a much meaner glare. “Stop it, and debrief while we have time.”




White Knight groaned, “I’m an idiot, and I did the dumbest thing on Earth to keep Stormburst from having to do it, and I think I pulled muscles in both shoulders, my right upper arm and right forearm, and some of my fingers. I’m swearing off tiger wrangling, even if that grappling hook worked great. Also, once again, I missed out on watching Stormburst be totally amazing, and I hardly got more than a couple glimpses of you being totally amazing. We need to bring along a super-videographer.”




Batman ignored most of that and had Stormburst explain how her battle went, even if she felt like most of it went ‘I am in so much trouble what do I do now?’ Then Batman actually explained how he fought those four Viper’ed-up thugs with his Bat-brass knuckles that weren’t brass and carried a taser charge, so he had time to load up his drug injector with anti-Viper stuff and inject all four badguys. And he explained how they should have divided up the badguy-fighting under the assumption that Red Lightning could jump in at any moment.




They changed back into their disguises, and ‘Malone’ tossed Xander a big jar of Icy Hot balm out of the Batman trunk. “Take a hot shower, then rub this in everywhere you ache. And take some Motrin. Also, train harder in future.”




Xander caught the jar one-handed and said, “So not surprised you’ve got stuff like this hidden in your trunk. You probably have everything in there you might need for the next month.” He changed and then made a phone call. He left a quick message, “Hey, I heard the press conference is over. Let me know when you can meet.”




Batman growled, “There’s a high likelihood they will have to design and initiate a new press conference after this battle is cleaned up. But Xander Harris wouldn’t know that.”




Stormburst had gone silvery, flown out of her uniform, and flown into her Annie Farrell disguise, but she still had to adjust her wig and her facial prosthetics. And Malone needed another ten or fifteen minutes to finish all the little touches that made his disguise look like it wasn’t a disguise at all. Xander didn’t even bother to fix his hair, which was all matted down like he’d been wearing a facemask and a hood while fighting a giant tiger in the hot sun.




Okay, she felt like she needed a shower too. And some pain relievers. Those lightning bolts had really hurt.




But it was easy to pull everyone into her morph and fly back to their rooms and stuff. So she ordered a banana split from room service, took some pain relievers, and showered. And she checked that Xander and ‘Malone’ were really okay, because she was pretty sure Batman would lie about having a dozen broken ribs if he had a reason for it.




And the banana split was really good, even if it didn’t have enough whipped cream and she should have asked for extra maraschino cherries.




Then that evening, Xander Harris took his employees out to dinner at a really nice steakhouse that had more than just beef, since it was in California. They had all kinds of specialty meats too. Xander made the waitress laugh by asking if they had fresh roast giant tiger after that big superhero fight that was on the news.




Alee managed not to frown at him for being mean about the poor tiger. She wanted to go find it and give it a big hug, even if a tiger wouldn’t like that at all.




So ‘Annie Farrell’ had a filet mignon and a twice-baked potato and a salad. Xander had prime rib and french fries. Malone had a marinated, low-fat cut of beefalo with grilled veggies. Was Batman on a diet, or was he pretending so hard he was sticking to Malone’s diet?




And then the next day, Annie Farrell and Xander Harris sat around in Xander’s suite while they called the few people Xander hadn’t met with yet and tried to re-schedule. But the three city council members on that list were all too busy with disaster stuff. Mainly the disaster that was catching the police chief and some of his underlings being evil minions to a supervillain. And the wreckage of a municipal building, and clean-up after a super-battle. Annie managed to schedule a dinner meeting with the home construction guys for that night, and that was about as good as they could do. And then, a little after midnight, Alee flew from her balcony to their ‘office’ and took their trunks and everything else back to the shipping container so it could get shipped back to Gotham City or wherever Batman wanted it to go.




So the morning after that, Xander Harris called up the too-busy council people and told them he had real work to do, and he was leaving. And if he wanted supervillains and corrupt local officials, he could move to Gotham City. Wow, that was a mean thing to say. Even if all three councilors apologized and insisted Fresno was never like this.




Then they checked out and Malone drove them back to Los Angeles, only he spent most of the way lecturing on what they could have done differently, and what could have gone wrong, and how they couldn’t depend on luck and badguy inexperience. After all, good luck was going to run out sooner or later, unless it was your superpower. And plenty of badguys had years of experience, and some had decades, and there were even a few who had centuries of experience.




By the time Malone was about to drop Xander off at Xander’s apartment, Alee wasn’t sure if she’d done anything right on the whole trip. She managed not to get weepy as she muttered, “So I guess you won’t want me on your next op. Th-that’s okay. I didn’t really wanna be a superheroine anyway.”




Xander suddenly said, “Annie’s going up to my apartment with me. We have HMI business stuff to talk about. She can fly to Mount Justice tonight.”




“What?” Alee wondered.




“Knight,” Batman growled.




“Other Knight,” Xander smarted off. He pulled out his phone and hit speed dial. Then he waited a few seconds. “Hey Ames, it’s me. I’m back…Yeah, it turned out messier than I was hoping…I’ve got someone you need to meet. My ay-pee-tee. Please try and hurry, even if you’ve got uber-important stuff, unless, you know, you’re in the middle of a class and taking phone calls while the TA tries not to glare at you because he likes having the hottest coed in the whole university in his classroom…”




After a couple seconds and a big grin, Xander hung up. “Okay, kiddo. We’re taking your junk up to my apartment so you can meet Amy. Well, you met her before. But this time it’s here.”




Batman fumed, “The plan was for me to take her to a point where she could transfer and get to Mount Justice.”




Xander airily said, “Well, then it’s a good thing you have a hundred fifty-six backup plans for that one thing, because we’re going with Plan B-12. Or is that your vitamins?”




“Knight!” Wow, that was a scary growl. Alee did not want to have that growl pointed at her. Not that growls had points. Except for Batman’s growl. That probably had points and sharp edges and stuff.




Xander got out of the SUV like he hadn’t even heard Batman snap at him, and he held out a hand for Alee to take. She wasn’t totally sure why she took his hand, but she did. Then he helped her out of the car, and he grabbed her suitbag and his suitbag and his duffel bag that had a bunch of Xander’s loose stuff and now was probably mainly dirty clothes. Not that Alee wanted to check.




Xander calmly said to Batman, “Now you can turn in the rental car and fly back to Boston. Or whatever you have planned.” Only he slammed the trunk door way harder than he needed to.




Xander led her into a not-so-great apartment building that totally did not look like where a franchisee for HMI would be living. They walked past a forty-something guy who looked like he worked outdoors. The guy grinned, “Hey Xander! How was the trip?”




Xander grinned back, “Started out fine, got terrible, then slid into sucky. Fresno.”




The guy groaned, “Shit. I saw stuff in the news on that. You didn’t get caught up in any of that, didja?”




Xander shook his head casually. “Nah, but all the hard work Annie here did lining up city council guys and important local housing commission guys and stuff? Down the toilet when they had to run around like chickens with their heads cut off for a few days. Oh, Annie? This is Jack. Great guy, great roofer, terrible poker player. Annie’s my new intern, courtesy of Amy ordering me to hire her. Annie’s really good, but she doesn’t seem to have the magical power to make frantic politicians calm the hell down.”




Jack shook hands and smiled, “Xander’s a good guy, but I think I’m too old to go to work for him and have to call him ‘sir’.”




Xander stared up at the ceiling and groaned, like this was a longstanding thing between them. “Oh come on, I promised I wouldn’t make you call me sir! Now ‘God-king Harris’…That has a nice ring to it…”




Jack laughed and walked on. Xander led her to an elevator, and they went up to his apartment, which was not as nice as she expected, given how much money he had to have. Even if it was nice for an apartment building like this.




A couple years ago, she would have been pretty worried about going with a strange man up to his apartment all by herself. Because stuff happened, even to nice girls. But she wasn’t the same person she’d been two years ago. Okay, she was still pretty much the same person inside, like being the kind of person who almost got reduced to tears by a mean guy telling her what a terrible job she did. But Alee Mack could do stuff if she needed to. And Batman knew where she was. So she went in and dropped her suitbag by the door and tried to relax.




Xander stepped into the kitchen and asked, “Whatcha want to drink?” He opened the fridge and she could see into it. “I’ve got water, iced herbal tea that Amy likes but I don’t really care for, a couple kinds of soda…That milk’s past its expiration date. Let’s pretend it’s not there.”




She asked, “Do you have any diet stuff? Diet Coke, diet Dr. Pepper, diet Pepsi…”




Xander slowly shook his head. “Sorry. Amy started getting the superheroine shape, and Zee—Zatanna—wanted her to be more in tune with Mother Earth for her magic, so artificial goo went straight into the circular file. No more diet soda for her. She won’t touch my Hostess snacks either. Okay, maybe that’s a big plus for me. No more finding out she cleaned me out of Hostess Sno Balls. And she won’t touch my Wonderbread anymore. No way. She’s baking her own bread, which started out sort of bleah and don’t tell her I said that, but now it’s totes awesome. Like fancy indie bread company good. She’s way too wholesome for a dork like me.”




Alee tried not to think about how she just kept getting more shaped like Black Canary, no matter what she ate. She gave up. “Could I have that Dr. Pepper?”




“Sure,” he smirked. “Not like I’m saving it for random Dr. P guzzling superheroes who drop in and don’t B their Own B.”




He grabbed a glass out of his cabinets, dropped in some ice cubes, and handed her the glass and the can. Then he glanced at her nails and said, “Totally glad you’re not in the Cordelia Chase levels of nailcare, which include stuff like not opening pop-top cans with your nails. She would plotz if she knew how easy it all was for Amy these days, other than the intensive magic training day in and day out.”




Alee didn’t know who Cordelia Chase was, but the name sounded like someone who was more high-maintenance than Libby or Jessica back home. She sat down in a not-too-old but really clean armchair next to a really nice end table with coasters on it. She made sure her glass was on a coaster, because the end table looked really well-made and maybe mega-expensive, and she poured herself some soda and waited for the bubbles to die down.




Xander sat on the couch with a Coke. No glass, just the can. He took a swallow and checked, “You know why he was busting your chops in the car, right?”




“Umm, because I did a lousy job and I’m too dumb to notice how bad a job I did and how I could’ve gotten you killed because you had to tackle a Titan’ed up tiger?”




Xander winced. “Look, you did a great job. Way better than I could’ve done. He was busting your chops because he needs to know how dedicated you really are.”




“What?” Alee gasped. “I…Okay, I don’t get it.”




Xander clenched his jaws. “He thinks you’re too soft. Not serious enough. Bottom line? You’re not insanely driven enough for him to be sure you’ll stick with the program and not bail when things get tough. You’re not actually insane. Like him…and me. He maybe wanted you to have to kill that tiger, to find out if you can handle something maybe a lot worse. Like Gravitas. He told me she’s our version of someone you met and admired and looked up to. If you had needed to kill her to stop her, could you have done it?”




Alee thought about it. “I…I dunno. I don’t think so.”




So Xander asked, “What if you’d killed her by accident while you were stopping her?




Alee felt kind of nauseated at the idea.




Xander pushed a little harder. “What if you were facing Red Lightning again, and she just found out who your parents are. Either you kill her, or she’ll eventually find a way to kill your family…and torture you about it. What do you do?”




Alee gulped. “I…I don’t know, okay? I’m not Wonder Woman. Or Hawkgirl. Umm…can I throw her into the Phantom Zone for a century or two?”




“No,” Xander insisted. “And anyway, from what I’ve picked up, being trapped in the Phantom Zone is like Hell for a lot of people. Maybe it’s worse than being killed. And they always seem to get out…somehow. And then they’re even more bent on revenge than they were the first time, and everything’s way worse. Ask Superman and Supergirl about this.”




Alee sort of got part of it then. If she lost her family because she wasn’t good enough, or she wasn’t smart enough, or she wasn’t ruthless enough, she’d never forgive herself. And anybody who didn’t get killed would never forgive her. Maybe she’d go crazy. When Tommy Alcorn’s big brother was letting him drive the car before Tommy even had a learner’s permit, and they crashed and his big brother died, Tommy started stealing liquor and getting really drunk all the time, and doing drugs, and his parents had to put him in a mental hospital or something.




Maybe she’d just shut down and go totally catatonic. Batman and the White Knight already had that nightmare event happen to them when they were way younger than her, and it turned them into, well, really scary vigilantes who went out all the time and did mega-dangerous stuff that could get them horribly killed.




She thought out loud, “Okay, umm, other me-types hit something like that. Okay, my name is Alexandra but don’t tell anybody except Amy, and I go by ‘Alee’ just because that’s what a friend calls me and I like it. Other me’s go by different versions of my name. Alex is Terawatt. She told me she lost her adopted sister in a battle. And maybe she thought of her more as a daughter. But it destroyed her. She was a basket case for like a week, and she quit being Terawatt. And a few days later, she made herself go be a maid of honor in a wedding because she couldn’t just bail on them no matter how awful she felt, and the bride and groom got kidnapped like a day or two later, and she came back because she cared that much about them, but it made her a lot tougher. 




“And Alexandra was me, up until these alien symbiotes tore their way into her body and took over her body and raped her memory and made her do really, really horrible stuff. You’re not supposed to be able to survive having more than one of these things controlling you, but she did. And she came back, and she made herself fight badguys, and she said she’s gonna try to find a way to fix everything her body wrecked while she didn’t have any control over it. 




“And Aly was in a private plane crash that nobody could’ve survived. She went through the windshield and had her arm and leg cut off, and part of her face and stuff. She landed face-first in burning plane fuel and got a propeller through the gut and had two broken limbs and two cut-off limbs and somehow she still pushed herself off the propeller piece and rolled in snow to put out the fires but that gave her frostbite, and she still had to crawl through snow and a freezing creek and stuff, downhill for miles, to try to get help for her aunt and her aunt’s boyfriend back in the plane, and she was still going when the paramedics found her. But no one else survived the crash, and Aly blamed herself, like there was anything better she could’ve done, and for a while she was in a burn ward. Because of burns and frostbite and stuff, they had to amputate what she had left, so she had no arms and no legs and one eye and not much of a face, and she just wanted to find someone who would let her die in peace, but in her world, bionics are a thing. Now she’s like Cyborg, except no flight and no energy cannon weapon, and she has artificial skin so she looks like she used to, and she’s learning how to be an agent who fights supercrime, like Jaime.




“And Alexa is me in a world where magic is secret, and she was caught in a spill and explosion of alchemy stuff that gave her uncontrolled elemental magic powers, and Danielle Atron was sending ‘security forces’ out to track down who that ‘mystery kid’ really was. And Alexa had to go face down Atron to rescue her mom and dad.”




Xander gave her a raised eyebrow. “So your point—and I’m assuming you have one—is ‘that which does not kill Alexandras makes them stronger.’ Which is good, because that which does not kill me just makes me stranger.”




She sort of smiled at that. “And that which does not kill Batman makes him scarier.”




Xander grinned, “I am so stealing that line!”




The doorbell rang, and there was the sound of a key in the lock. Alee looked over, and Amy walked in. She looked exactly the same as she did on the Watchtower, only not blasting out magic and not exhausted. Okay, different clothes even if they were the same level of casual and the same kind of style. But if Amy didn’t do superhero stuff, then there really wasn’t a secret identity issue at all, so she didn’t need to look different.




Amy glanced at Alee’s face, or maybe her disguise’s face, and asked Xander, “This isn’t another crisis due to Bat-plans, is it?”




Xander sighed, “Totes. This was a merciless, mean Bat-plan, and I’m probably doing exactly what he expected as part of his mean plan.”




Amy gritted her teeth, “I am so giving that pointy-eared prick a water elemental high colonic enema, the next time I see him!”




Alee didn’t know why she was defending Batman, but she said, “He was just telling me all the stuff I messed up on our mission. And maybe he was a little…stern about it.”




“He was a complete, overbearing, ass-chewing asshole about it,” Xander explained. “Not that my polite little intern says words like that.”




Amy rummaged through Xander’s kitchen like she knew where everything was, and poured herself a glass of ice water with a couple ice cubes and a couple slices of lemon in her water. Then she sat down next to Xander and said, “Stormburst, right?” Alee nodded. “Awesome disguise. I expected you to look like Zee or Canary. Oh. I’m Amy. We sort of met up…there. But you were busy with big stuff, so you probably don’t remember me. I’m Xander’s GF.”




“Sure I remember you!” Alee insisted. “You saved us! There’s no way I’d forget you after that. Plus, Xander was being a goofball to you, and on the Watchtower, which I’d never have the nerve to do.”




Amy giggled, “Well, Xander’s always like that.” Xander gave her a put-upon expression.




Alee admitted, “I kinda noticed…”




Amy giggled some more.







She groaned and returned to the crappy thing that passed as a bed in her prison cell. She’d tried breaking out with tk and sheer strength. Whatever the cell was made of, it was stronger than her. A lot stronger. Did Belle Reve have to lock up a lot of Kryptonians or Daxamites or something? Something was blocking her telekinesis, and every time she tried her lightning on the walls or floor or ceiling, she was hit by some sort of energy ray that knocked her on her ass. Her invisibility didn’t fool these security cameras. Her intangibility could penetrate these walls, but the power lines hidden in the walls were carrying enough electricity to knock her unconscious for hours.




The time she had come to and there was an IV bag in her arm and there was an injection mark over her heart? She was pretty sure her heart had stopped, and they had needed to get it started again.




So, this time, she had waited until the robot brought her food and fed it through the slot in her cell door. She had tried frying the robot while it had its ‘hands’ in her cell. The robot was boobytrapped. The backlash had knocked her on her ass. And it had ruined her food too, damn it.




She ate what hadn’t been rendered utterly inedible, because no one was going to fix her a new meal. She needed to get out of this hellhole. But her Marlow & Farth lawyer Park was only allowed to talk to her over a TV screen, and her trial was probably going to be held somewhere else, with her still in this box.




Also, the cell was not soundproof, which was really annoying and probably deliberate. Every once in a while, there was an insane cackle that told her Harley Quinn was somewhere far down the corridor. Fucking great. Even if there was a prison break, it would be with psychotic loons who would kill her as soon as look at her. If they could.




She had thought she was unstoppable, and she had been knocked on her ass by some nobody. Stormburst. Park had managed to find out that Stormburst had only been on the scene for a matter of weeks, and had already become a Justice League auxiliary, taken down Gravitas, and been in a couple other battles that were strictly rumor. Maybe the Terror Twins, maybe Cheshire…At any rate, the bitch had hammered some serious mid-level threats, and the news footage of Stormburst after the Fresno fight looked like the bitch didn’t have a scratch or a cut or even grass stains, while Red Lightning had looked like she’d been tossed through a chipper-shredder and then used as a speed bag by Wonder Woman. Christ, she’d felt like it too.




Stormburst had training and expertise. As Red Lightning, she had not been able to get either. There wasn’t much chance she could get them now, unless she ended up working for someone big, and she didn’t want minionhood. Especially when most of the upper-level supervillains treated minions worse than she did.




Some country-western cunt nearby was playing Johnny Cash again. She had screamed threats at the bimbo the last couple times, but…




What the hell? Was that really Johnny Cash covering Nine Inch Nails? Okay, that was insane. It was also good. She’d never appreciated Cash before, but this was a surprise.




You could have it all…

my empire of dirt…





Yeah, her entire empire was gone to shit. And she’d spent years building it up into something decent.




I will let you down…

I will make you hurt…





That was what she wanted. All she had to do was get out of here and track down that bitch Stormburst and kill her. Really, really slowly.




She listened to the song and thought.







It was maybe three hours later when a miracle dropped into her lap. The cell door slid to the side, revealing the Faraday cage that would stop her lightning. She didn’t know what they were using to limit her telekinesis, but she would figure it out eventually.




There were two people standing there. The man had ‘career military’ stamped all over him. The woman? A black woman dressed in an expensive pantsuit and wearing an expression that said ‘I do not care what you can do, I am the baddest motherfucker here’. Given that Red Lightning had just had her ass handed to her by some superbitch built like a goddamn Barbie doll, she was going to play this one a little more carefully.




The woman mercilessly said, “Rosanna A. Trilo. In Belle Reve with no hope of bail and no hope of attending your own trial due to current Homeland Security supervillain directives. If you go to trial, you will be convicted. I’ve seen and heard the evidence. Too many people saw you kill other people to make more people get into line. Multiple counts of Murder One, RICO, and roughly forty other felonies. You’ll get the death penalty or else a few hundred years in this little box. Or you can take my option. I can hold up your trial, and I can make it get lost in the system. Eventually. You do what I want, under Colonel Flag’s leadership, and I make that happen. Twelve missions, and if you survive them all, you can walk. No convictions. No trials. No charges. No records of any charges.”




Red Lightning stared at the two of them. “Let me guess. Low survival rate missions no one will admit ever took place, doing things the United States will deny ever supporting. With some way of guaranteeing my cooperation, maybe a bomb you plant inside my thorax or cranium.”




The soldier looked at the woman. “She’s smart.”




The black woman never took her eyes off Red Lightning. “A lot smarter than our typical criminal. And much better impulse control.”




She focused on the black woman, who was obviously in charge. “Then you can also figure out that I would have demands.”




The woman glared, “Your type always does. Money, power, an espresso machine…”




An espresso machine? What kind of idiot would hold up this bitch for something as stupid as an espresso machine?




She pushed, “I want training. Any type of training that would help on these missions. Training with my powers. Hand-to-hand with and without my powers. Physical fitness. Melee weapons. Guns. Demolitions. Team tactics. Whatever it takes.”




The soldier looked at her with a smirk. “You’re askin’ me to put you through Basic?”




She smiled back coldly. “Yeah. I want to be all I can be.”




The black woman ruthlessly said, “Then you’ll get that.”




She just replied, “Then sign me up.”




She was going to get that training and work her ass off. She was going to survive those missions and get out of here. And then she was going to track down that bitch Stormburst and…storm all over her.




The Scoobies and the New Kid

Part I



Lexi Mack was totally having the most awesome night of her life!




First, she got to meet the Golden Slayer and have dinner with her and go Slaying with her. And then she got to go to another dimension with her and fight ghouls and vampires and demons and stuff! And then she got to meet The Red Witch in person and see a demon summoning and meet D’Hoffryn who had a whole section in the Slayer Almanac! And now she was getting to pack a suitcase and a backpack, and go off on a Slayer mission like she was someone important!




And her mom and dad said she could go, too!




Her friends were all helping, too. Okay, some of that was more help than other parts.




Elli and Toni were supposed to be picking out what Lexi was going to pack, because Lexi was only taking her Slaypack and a roller bag. And her Slaypack was just a school backpack that her mom had sewed pockets and loops onto the straps.




So she was still wearing her Slaying stuff, and she was pulling out a couple backup outfits, which Marda was rolling up and packing in her backpack, along with snacks, and Lexi’s Important Slaying Stuff bag that had her nude color lipstick and her moisturizer and her spare scrunchies, and a folding brush and comb. And a travel toothbrush with a travel toothpaste and a tiny thing of mouthwash films, because if you Slayed something totally gross and you urped afterward, you needed to be able to brush your teeth. And a little cloth bag of fun earrings that were too dangly to wear while out Slaying, but you could wear after the big Slaytime when everyone wanted to celebrate.




Oh yeah. And weapons. She didn’t have anything big, like a cool claymore, but she had stakes, and a couple bottles of holy water, and a couple butterfly knives, and she had her two flat fighting knives in her back sheath that was a personal present from Mister Wells. And she had a sleeve from an old aerobics leotard on her left forearm, and it had a couple pencil-stakes and a couple steel throwing spikes rubber-banded to it even if she’d used all but one of the throwing spikes.




She totally needed more weapons. And better weapons. And better weapon holders. Because the Wing Chun butterfly swords that Buffy had in her back sheath were the most beautiful, most awesome weapons Lexi had ever seen, and she wanted a set.




Meanwhile, Elli and Toni were still arguing over the right outfits to pack, because Elli wanted Lexi to look together and adult, and Toni wanted Lexi to look more sexy and street. And neither of them thought Lexi should pack more overalls. Lexi even pouted at them, but it didn’t do any good. “I like my overalls, and other me’s like ’em too!”




Elli and Toni both turned and looked at her. Elli gave her a mom-type look, but Toni gave her a sad look. Toni said, “Lexi, I love you, but you got the fashion skillz of Huck Finn, not even countin’ the time Huck was wearin’ that dress. Overalls are out. They’ve been out since the mid-Eighties.”




Marda looked up and asked, “What about that thing in InStyle with Kim Kardashian and the Jenners wearing overalls?”




Toni rolled her eyes. “Marda, if a supermodel can’t make a style look good, then you should not be tryin’ it. And there’s no way Lexi would go for lowcut overalls and a totally sheer black clingy top. Or those really low semi-sheer overalls and a bandeau top that was maybe two sizes too small.”




“Yeah,” Elli sort of agreed. “Lexi looks cute in her own style, but she needs to up her game for this trip. She’s traveling with the Golden Slayer! And the Red Witch! And The One Who Sees!”




“Xander Harris too?” Lexi gasped. That was not a squeak. Her voice totally did not go all squeaky.




Elli just looked at Lexi. “Sure. They said he was the one who got the bus or van or whatever, and it’ll be here soon.”




Toni added, “And you already got alla Team Jack here looking at us. We need you to make a great impression for Team MidCal.”




“But no pressure,” Marda grinned.




Maybe Lexi whimpered a little. Just a teensy weensy bit. “But I…I don’t have any tight leather pants, and they’re totes not me.”




“I think that’s just Buffy,” Elli pointed out.




Toni helpfully pointed out, “Kennedy’s wearing just jeans.”




Elli added, “And combat boots, for that ‘I will so kick your ass’ look.”




Lexi tried, “I could go with my black jeans and my hiking boots and a fun t-shirt…”




“Can you run in your hiking boots?” Marda worried.




Lexi nodded. “Sure! They’re all broken in and everything. I’m faster in my Slaytime sneakers, but not by a lot. And I can kick harder in my hiking boots and not worry as much about busting ’em to pieces. So for travel, I think I want my Slay-sneaks in my daypack, and the hiking boots on my feet.”




Elli asked, “Do you need a nice dress? Or heels? Or a sexy dress and really high heels?”




Toni frowned, “Elli, for Pete’s sake, just look. Lexi doesn’t even own a pair of high heels. The highest she’s got is…what? Two inches?”




Lexi defended herself, “I’ve got a pair that’s got a chunky two and a half inch heel.”




So Toni frowned at Lexi. “Homegirl, what did you wear to prom?”




Lexi admitted, “Flats. Well, nearly flats. Those baby blue ones with the one inch heels.”




Elli pretended to worry, “But Lexi, if you make us look bad, how are the rest of us gonna get invited to the O’Neill Funtime Vacationland?”




“And the badguy pounding course in Scotland!” Elli said excitedly. “That would be awesome!”




“Yeah,” said Marda. “I’d love to see Scotland. And England. And Ireland. And…stuff.”




Elli nodded. “I’ve never been farther from home than Colorado. And Arizona.”




“Plus, fightin’ with the serious mammajammas!” Toni insisted. “Maybe we could spar with like the Sunnydalers.”




Lexi’s brain jumped to a thing of her sparring against Xander Harris, which was silly. Because he wasn’t a Slayer. And that wasn’t what Toni meant. Toni was talking about Vi and Rona and Caridad and Chao-Ahn and like them. Lexi worried, “What if we had to spar against Buffy? Or Faith? ’Cause I’ve seen Buffy fight, and she’s way out of my league.”




Toni argued, “Don’t be all wack, Lexi. Expert fighters know how ta take it easy on the newbs. Okay, I hear Faith doesn’t always do that, but think how cool it would be ta be able to tell people you sparred with Faith the Dark Slayer!”




Elli kidded, “Look! I sparred with the Dark Slayer, and I only lost five teeth!” And she made a face like her jaw was out of alignment and one eye was pointing in the wrong direction.




“Oh stop it,” Marda frowned. “They wouldn’t let Faith just bust up people. Or Kennedy either. They want people to learn and get better, not be all crippled or like that.”




“Yeah,” Lexi agreed. “If Buffy sparred with new Slayers and wasn’t mega-careful, there’d just be big piles of dead Slayers all over the place, because she’s awesome, and she’s way faster than you’d think, and when she gets hurt, she just keeps going like it was only a scratch.”




“Tis but a scratch!” Toni insisted, in a bad English Guy accent.




Most of them snickered, because they’d all watched that movie together at Toni’s house one night, with a ton of popcorn and Mike And Ikes and soda.




So naturally, Elli had to say, “A scratch? Your arm’s off!” And her English accent wasn’t even as good as Toni’s.




And that meant Toni and Elli did the whole rest of the scene, while Lexi and Marda packed. And giggled. With Marda’s help, everything went into her backpack Slaybag and her roller bag. Even the whole box of chocolate mint protein bars, most of which went in between stuff in the roller bag.




So Lexi’s mom walked in with Toni sitting on the floor with her arms hidden behind her back, insisting, “I’ll bite your legs off!” So Toni flinched a little when Lexi’s mom looked at her and then smiled, “Oh hi, Mrs. Mack.”




Lexi tried not to feel embarrassed for Toni. “Hi mom! We got all those chocolate mint bars packed. Thanks a bunch.”




“You’re welcome, honey,” her mom smiled. “I just came up to see if you were packed, because the bus just pulled up, and you shouldn’t make them wait on you.”




Lexi stood up. “I’m all packed! But I gotta say bye to everyone first.”




Her mom smiled some more. “I think that’s just the people in this room plus your father. That’s probably manageable before they pull out.”




Marda grabbed Lexi’s pack and bag and nudged, “Let’s go down and meet everyone in the bus too, and you can say bye there.”




Toni bounced up onto her feet. “Yeah girl, we wanna meet Xander Harris and whoever he brought.”




Elli nudged Lexi. “And remember. Don’t call him The One Who Sees. Or the other stuff Mister Wells told us not to say.”




Marda added, “The most awesome night of our lives! The Golden Slayer. The Red Witch and her girlfriend. All of Team Jack, and Colonel O’Neill himself! And now Xander Harris. The ‘big city’ Slayers don’t get this. And it’s all thanks to Lexi!”




Lexi’s mom frowned a little. “Let’s not forget about Lexi getting eaten by a portal to another world, and fighting horrible things, and only just barely getting back here safe and sound.”




Elli pouted, “Why can’t the rest of us get to do stuff like that?”




Lexi looked at her mom’s face and pointed out, “Wrong mom-speech, mom. That one works on everyone except other Slayers.”




Her mom winced slightly just between her eyebrows and sighed, “Thank you for reminding me of that, honey.” She turned her head slightly. “What I meant to say, Elli, is that Lexi nearly got in massive trouble with her parents, and we all know what that would mean in your case.”




That time, Elli winced, because Elli had done a couple naughty things that her mom found out about and grounded her, even if she was a Slayer for a whole town. Which in Elli’s case meant going to school and then straight home, only getting to go out long enough to do patrols and then home again, and being stuck doing chores all weekend. And when Elli had called Mister Wells, he had backed up her mom and threatened not to tell her any more cool stories about the Scoobies, which as far as Elli was concerned was like the anti-tank weapon of threats.




Toni just herded everyone out of Lexi’s room, making sure that Lexi had her bag and backpack. They rushed down the stairs fast enough that they left Lexi’s mom in their wake, because Slayers can totally get down a flight of stairs way too fast. Lexi was pretty sure Marda just jumped the whole flight of steps.




Okay, Lexi held her bag in one hand, her backpack in the other, and slid down the railing. She was hoping her mom didn’t notice.




They rushed out the front door to find everyone out there already, including Lexi’s dad. The bus was like a nice tour bus that college teams rented to drive their athletes from the airport to the other team’s stadium. Wow.




Team Jack was already stashing all their gear in the storage thing underneath. Lexi ran over so she could get her roller bag in there with the parachutes and weapons and other mega-cool stuff they were hauling around. She slung her Slaypack on her back so she would have it on the bus, because it had important stuff in it. Like snacks. And weapons, just in case. But mainly snacks.




And there was Willow and Kennedy. Okay, both of them looked like they were holding each other up. So Lexi ran over and stopped in front of them. “Can I help? I mean, I know you’re mega-awesome and you don’t need help from a newbie, but I could help…if you want…”




Kennedy looked at Willow. “Do we look that bad?”




Willow rolled her eyes. “Honey, even Cliff offered to help, and I think he was talking about carrying one of us at a time into the bus.”




Kennedy groaned, “Oh God. When Sergeant Stiff-ass thinks you can’t walk as far as the street, you look like hammered shit.”




Lexi tried, “You don’t look like…umm…that. But you do look mega-mega-tired. And I’m not. And if getting carried’s too embarrassing, maybe you could just sorta…lean on me? A lot?”




Kennedy looked like she was sort of smiling. Or maybe trying not to smile. Or maybe trying to smile and not feeling it. Lexi couldn’t tell, because Kennedy wasn’t mega-expressive. But finally, Kennedy told her, “Why don’t you help Will into the bus, and I’ll just follow along behind you.”




“Where you can stare at my behind!” Willow smirked.




“Well duh,” Kennedy replied.




Lexi thought Willow and Kennedy were a cute couple, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to be this close to the coupling. She just said, “Willow? Can you just put your arm over my shoulders and let me help you? Unless you want me to pick you up…”




Willow said tiredly, “No, the one-arm thing is fine, Alex. Sorry, I mean Lexi. I’m totally sorry. I must be tireder than I thought if I can’t keep your name straight.”




Lexi gave her a little smile. “It’s okay. It was pretty hard to keep all the Lexi-versions straight. Except for Alex, who’s mega-awesome.”




“And it’s really been three years for Alex?” Willow checked.




“Totes,” Lexi nodded. “Three mega-hard years. She said she got back and she used all the mega-smart stuff you told her to make a superheroine uniform and do better in school and all kinds of stuff, and then it turned out her world had way bigger problems than Danielle Atron throwing supervillains at her hometown. And Alex had to fight all of ’em. I mean, she’s Terawatt, not just Alex. And she said you’re one of her very best friends, and you’re mega-smart, and you really helped her a ton while she was helping you. And we really need to track down people she had to stop, and rescue people she had to save, but I’m pretty sure Buffy’s got that sheet of parchment or whatever with all the names and notes and stuff that their Hermione did with a spell, which looked awesome.”




Kennedy pointed out, “Jack’s got the sheet, and I think he’s already embarrassing Hermione with what it says about her.”




Willow breathed out slowly. “Yeah. I’m totally of the agreement on the sheet. And our Hermione can take care of herself.”




Lexi checked, “You won’t be mad at her because the other her and her friend had to kill you, will you?”




Willow shook her head slowly. “No way. Vampires are bad. Vampire me’s are uberly of the bad.”




Lexi asked, “Aren’t vampires of any of us mega-bad? I mean, a vampire Slayer would be mega-uber-strong and fast and stuff.”




Kennedy corrected, “Turns out it’s really hard to turn a Slayer, because of the Slayer spirit not wanting visitors dropping in. So…not as big a problem as we thought. And a vamped Slayer isn’t really faster and stronger than a Slayer, because she has to lose the Slayer spirit before she can get taken over by the blood demon that makes a vamp.”




“Wow, how’d you know all that?” Lexi asked, because that was a ton of stuff she’d never heard about, and she was pretty sure it wasn’t in the Slayer Almanac. Well, not this year’s edition anyway.




Willow reached out and sort of leaned against the side of the bus so she could grab a railing and help herself up the steps into the bus. Kennedy gave Lexi a ‘keep watching out for Willow’ look, so Lexi did.




Willow lectured, “There was a huge knowledge base on the Slayer and the history or the Slayers, but we lost most of it thanks to a big doodyhead known as the First Evil and his idiot minions. Still, there were plenty of Watchers who had books and tomes and scrolls and stuff at their estates, and even the ones who got killed by Bringers didn’t have a self-destruct on their libraries, so we’ve reclaimed a lot of that stuff. Plus there were ex-Watchers and people who were mad at the Council who had a lot of stuff. And we’ve been gathering what we can, and copying what’s safe to copy, and reading through everything, and translating old tomes, and so we’ve found…well…some useful tidbits. Nothing major, like ‘here is how to kill vampires with remote viewing’ or ‘here is how to seal off a demon dimension and why are you so stupid you forgot this uber-important stuff’. Mainly useful history deets, like why the Minoan civilization went kablooey and there’s a huge volcanic crater there now. And why we can’t pin down the Hellmouth under the Bermuda Triangle, which I figure we can remedy with some concentrated research.”




“Or maybe some research concentrate!” That was a guy in the bus moving around and doing an announcer voice. “Now with the miracle ingredient Fraudulin!”




The guy stepped forward more, and Lexi kind of gulped. He was tall and handsome. He had dark brown hair that was messy, like he didn’t care what it looked like, maybe because he was already so handsome. And he had a gorgeous smile. And he was funny too.




Willow took another step up, and insisted, “Don’t be ridiculous, Xander. Everyone knows Fraudulin is only found in new Crelm toothpaste.”




Lexi didn’t get the joke, but she got that it was a joke. About something. But she sort of lost that part, because she somehow hadn’t realized that this was her favorite writer, Xander Harris. Who was gorgeous. In a manly guy way.




Kennedy nudged her in the hip. “Come on, Lexi.”




Oh! Lexi blushed as she realized she’d just been standing there, blocking the steps. And staring at Xander Harris. Which was mega-embarrassing.




Willow let Xander pull her into a big hug. She said, “Alexander? Alexandra. Alexandra? Alexander.”




“Lexi. I mean, that’s me. Lexi,” she managed. Somehow. Even if she felt like she was tripping over her tongue and falling on her face and making a ginormous fool of herself.




“Well, I’m Xander. Not even my bestest friend in the whole world gets to call me Alexander.” But he gave Willow another hug. Then he stared into Willow’s eyes and frowned, “And stop scaring me. Am I gonna have to set up a big scary Star Chamber thing you have to submit all your genius ideas to first? Because I will. And I’ll ask Hermione’s mean old professor Snake if he wants to sit on it and be mean to you.”




“Snape,” Willow corrected. “And he’s dead. Which we had to check, because he was stupid enough to go to the really wrong ‘wrong crowd’ when he wanted to be uber-mean to Hermione, so he got bitten. And deadened.”




“Wow,” Xander said sarcastically. “He sounds like the smartest professor ever.”




Lexi laughed out loud, and then hastily covered up her mouth mega-fast when everyone looked at her.




Kennedy kidded, “Wow, Xander, you finally found someone who thinks you’re actually funny.”




Xander gave Kennedy a hug too, and said, “And you. Stop scaring me too. You’re supposed to be the one with the high WIS score who stops Willow from trying genius ideas which will accidentally unleash a plague of Keanu Reeves imitators upon us, or turn her uber-strong girlfriend into someone who can barely walk out to the bus.”




Kennedy frowned, “And it sounded like Buffy could really have used the Scythe, so we messed that up too.”




Xander grinned, “I told ya you needed to read all the Schlock Mercenary schematics before you did your own teraport, but nooooooo! No one listens to me.”




“I’d listen to you,” Lexi said. And then she realized she’d said it out loud. And most of the people around her heard. She had a sudden urge to run off the bus and go hide in her room. She settled for sitting down in a hurry. Her face was so hot she was probably beet-red.




She just sat there feeling humiliated and stupid, while everyone else piled onto the bus and went and sat down in their own groups toward the back. She could hear that Xander was sitting with Team Jack and asking questions about their logistics and doing important stuff. She could hear the bus driver checking that everyone was on board. She could even hear Buffy’s quiet car driving off. She just sat there feeling embarrassed and awful.




The bus driver settled into his seat and announced, “Okay, we’re moving. Seat belts, please.”




She started to buckle up, and…




“Scoot over, Lexi.”




She looked up in shock at the voice. “Willow?”




“Yep, me.” Willow settled in next to Lexi and buckled up. “Hang on a sec.” She concentrated and then snapped her fingers. There was a soft buzz around the two of them.




Lexi gaped, because she’d heard that buzz before. “That…that’s Hermione’s muffliato spell, isn’t? I mean, the other Hermione.”




Willow grinned, “Yep. I just thought you’d wanna have a private chat about this, and the whole bus is chock full of little ears with superpowered hearing.”




Lexi winced, “This is where you tell me to stay away from Xander or you’ll turn me into a frog?”




Willow gave her a one-armed hug. “No honey, okay I have frog fear, so it wouldn’t be a frog, but I would never turn someone into an animal, that’s bad, and that’s not why I wanted to talk to you.”




Lexi tried not to sound pathetic. “I know the whole thing. I’m too young. He’s too old. I’m being stupid. All that stuff. I told Robyn all this stuff our freshman year when she had this huge crush on her art teacher. She didn’t really listen to me and then her teacher made her transfer to another class so he didn’t get in trouble and stuff, and she was really unhappy.”




Willow gave her a smile. “And the teacher thing too. He’s not interested in high school girls, and he’s used to high school girls thinking he’s interest-able, and he’s careful about that. And he’s got a new girlfriend, and if she dumps him for some uber-stupid reason like the last one, he’s got a bunch of young women sort of queueing up. Okay, it’s not a queue, it’s more like they’re all in the starting blocks waiting for the starter’s gun because none of ’em feel like standing behind the other girls and waiting their turn. And some of ’em are fast. Even if Buffy would be grumpy if Xander started dating Dawn, even if she’s been crushing on him, on and off, since maybe she was twelve.”




Lexi mumbled, “He wouldn’t wanna date me anyway. I broke my last boyfriend.” At Willow’s look, she kept going. “It was just hugging. And some kissing. But I was brand new, and I didn’t know how strong I could be, and I broke a couple of his ribs. We haven’t talked since. And I’m not supposed to tell anyone I’m…you know. Mom and dad agreed with Mister Wells that I shouldn’t tell anyone except Annie, my sister. So now I’m the school weirdo and he’s hanging with the other sports guys and I’m not even good date material in a stupid high school.”




Willow sighed a little. “We’ve had lots and lots of problems with girls telling someone they thought would be a good person to tell about their Slayerness, and it turned out to be a really bad idea. Sometimes even their best friends aren’t really good friends. And Buffy didn’t tell Xander and me. Xander overheard her talking to her Watcher. And she rescued me from a pretty dangerous vampire, way back before I even knew there was such a thing as magic. And when she told her parents, they didn’t believe her.”




Lexi winced some more. “I don’t know what I’d do if I had to hide this from my parents for years and years. I’d probably slip up all the time. And what would I do when mom caught me sneaking in after midnight when I was supposed to be in my room? Or if I had demon goo all over my clothes?”




Willow smiled, “Buffy had those problems for years, until she convinced her mom. Okay, when her mom found out, she exploded. Well, figuratively, although it was pretty close to literally for a bit. And it was bad. So we try to help every new Slayer with her fam and that kind of stuff. And we’ll help you with your friends and stuff, and we can help you more than other new Slayers because we know about Alex’s friends and stuff, so we know who you can tell and who won’t work out.”




Lexi sighed some. “We had a chat. All of us Alexandra types. It seems like we’re mostly seeing Hunter, with a surprise Ray in there. And Alexan has been going to a private school for witches and wizards in other-Hermione’s world, and she’s been sort of dating a guy named Jaeger, but doesn’t that mean ‘hunter’ too?”




Willow nodded. “It does. Maybe that means you’re destined to have a Hunter for a boyfriend. Or a guy who hunts.”




“So…you’re not mad at me for being stupid about Xander?”




Willow giggled. “Nope. Just try not to stand staring at him with big cartoon hearts in your eyes.”




“I wasn’t doing that!” Lexi fussed. “I mean, I wasn’t was I?” 




Willow just gave her a knowing smile. 




Lexi buried her face in her hands again. She was totally having the worst night of her life.





Part II


(four weeks earlier)

(Chicago)




I walked up the stairs to my office instead of taking the building elevator that apparently even hospitals rejected for being too slow. The door to my office still read ‘Dresden and Dresden, Private Investigations’. I kept telling myself I needed to fix that. It wasn’t like it was a dad and son private eye team anymore. Not since my dad had died a couple years earlier. All the dangerous crap he did…all the dangerous people he pissed off…and he died in his sleep of a goddamn brain aneurysm.




Now it was just me. Okay, me and our secretary, who was still with us even if she had taken the job because my dad had helped her mom with a personal problem, and Jen really liked my dad. Me? Not so much.




I walked in, and Jen looked up from her computer fiddling. It was probably Grand Theft Auto. She liked wrecking cars and running over pedestrians after she had crappy mornings getting into work. Chicago was like that. I’d been pretending I had no idea she was playing video games at work.




It wasn’t as if we were so swamped that it was an issue. She was bored a lot of the time, and if she hadn’t had GTA victims to take it out on, she would have been taking it out on me.




“Hi Jen, anything?”




She didn’t look up. All right, she would have had to look up a long, long way. She was freakishly short, as I liked to say. I was freakishly tall, as she reminded me regularly. And she was sitting down. “Yeah Herry, I got you lined up for a ten o’clock appointment with a ‘spec’ this morning. Ms. Nora Allen. Rich enough to have a PA make the arrangements. No other info.”




A prospective client? “Great,” I told her. “Or ‘kewl’ as you hepcats say nowadays.”




She didn’t take her eyes off the screen. “Watch it, Hercule.”




“Hey! You know the office rules!” I insisted. I knew I shouldn’t have let her see all the paperwork for my P.I. licensing. “No using the full first name, Jennifer Janella.”




She hates her middle name. It’s not nearly as bad as her great-grandmother’s name, but names ending in ‘-a’ are kind of a custom for the baby girls in her family. It goes back a long time. A long, long time.




She slapped the keys to freeze her game. “I swear, Herry. Someday, I will find out what your middle names are. And then…payback!”




I warned her, “And then I’ll tell your mom.”




So she went with the nuclear bomb of threats. “Oh yeah? Then I’ll tell my great-grandmother!”




Jen’s nosiness was yet another reason why I wasn’t thrilled with my middle names. But dad had a thing for the classics. I suppose it could have been worse. But my real first name was Hercule, as in Poirot. Hilarious comedy for a private eye’s kid. Not as hilarious being the kid. When I was a kid, my teachers and schoolmates usually pronounced it ‘Hercules’, which naturally meant I was in a lot of fights even after I was the tallest kid in the class. So it’s not surprising I shortened it to ‘Herry’.




I stepped into my private office, which wasn’t any bigger than the antechamber where Jen had her desk. Dad and I had just taken turns using the nice desk that faced the door. On one side wall, there was a nice old secretary desk with a fold-down writing surface we took turns using when both of us were in the office, back in tha day.




It wasn’t like we needed to do a lot of paperwork, except for stuff like taxes, licensing, and all the crap you had to do for a very small business with an hourly employee. And all that paperwork had always gotten done at home. The two tall file cabinets against the other side wall of my office had mainly dummy files. Other than some legal and licensing stuff we had to keep on hand, and a few surprises I liked having around. Dad and I had always kept the real files at home too, which had turned out to be a good thing a couple times over the years.




All right, most of our files got shredded or turned over to the police or handed off to some attorney, once we were done with the case. We did not need to keep detailed records on our snooping when our clients were trusting us to be discreet. And then there was the bit where Gentleman Johnny Marcone had broken into my office at least twice to dig up dirt on my clients.




All right, be like that. Marcone would never do that. Not personally. And there was no evidence it was his people, mainly because the people he would send out on a job like that were too damn good to leave any obvious clues or get caught…or not dump the bodies at the bottom of Lake Michigan if someone saw them. But any good detective could look at the timing of the break-ins, and the skill of the burglars, and match that up with people involved in those investigations. It didn’t take Ellery Queen to figure out that it had been Marcone and his thugs. Not that I talked to anyone about it, or even admitted I had spotted the break-ins, because Marcone looked like a football coach in a nice suit, but he was not. All you had to do was look into his eyes to see he was a man who had ‘made his bones’ and would not mind killing a few more people who got in his way. In my case, he would probably enjoy it.




So all the ‘records’ I really had on all our clients to date were computer files I had let Jen type up and run through an encryption program we didn’t keep on our desk computers. And those files were in a short stack of 3.5” floppy disks hidden in a really well hidden floor safe in the basement in my apartment, along with a .38 Special and a switchblade, neither of which I legally owned. I made a point not to use a .38 in my work, just in case I needed to use that hideout gun some day. “Are you kidding? That bullet hole’s obviously too small to be one of my .45 cal!” I hadn’t needed to try out that con on any of the cops I regularly ran into, and I was hoping I never did.




I checked over the details on my last case, and gave Jen the notes on bills to send out. She was smart enough to work up the bills and cover letters herself, which was why she was too damn smart to be wasting her life as my secretary.




I try to get money up front including per diem, but some of the time, all that crap goes into a bill I submit afterward. Some of the time, it’s just that I’ve got additional costs the client is obligated to cover, and those get listed later in a post-job bill. I do keep a record of the costs for each client, but I make them as generic and nondescript as I can and still satisfy the client or the IRS, whichever I have to file those costs with. Still, once the client pays up, I don’t need those records for anything, and the papers go into the incinerator in the building next door. Which I am not supposed to have a key for, so keep it on the lowdown.




Then I spent a couple minutes getting all the real files off my desk and put away properly, before I set out the ‘meeting props’. This was more Jen’s idea if I’m going to be honest, but she thinks this way, since her mom worked for years in Vegas. And Vegas is all about confusing image with reality. So two file folders which look like they’re full of documents and photos and computer printouts and other fancy PI work. And a screen image which looks like a fancy map of one of the Chicago suburbs, with locations marked in pretty colors and map lines and traceries. I have never needed a map like that. Yet. But it looks impressive. High-tech. Sophisticated. And, as Jen pointed out, it looks expensive.




At a few minutes before ten, I started watching. And Jen started paying real attention to something besides GTA. The building has security cameras. We are not supposed to have access to them. But I’d be a pretty crappy PI if I didn’t know how to tap into already in-place cameras. And these weren’t a part of the original building. The current owner had put them up, and then had replaced them with the new Wi-Fi stuff. All I’d had to do was ‘let’ Jack in building security sucker me into helping so he didn’t have to hire temp help to get everything set up. Plus, I no longer owed him a huge favor.




So we could tap into the building security cams, and that meant we could see when cars drove up in front, and when cars parked in the parking lot in back, and when people walked into the building, and when people took the elevators up.




That was how I knew we were in big trouble. No car driving up outside. No person walking up to the building. There was just a flash of light in the elevator lobby, and suddenly there were two people standing there.




Jen muttered, “Oh crap.” Because she’d also seen things like that before.




Maybe there was more than one reason I kept Jen as a secretary. And none of them had anything to do with the fact that Jen was the hottest secretary in Chicago. Gorgeous face. Playboy Playmate build. Maybe she was really short, especially compared to me, but Playmates didn’t have to be 5’11”. Jen chose to be a secretary instead of a Playboy Playmate or a Hollywood starlet, and I was not going to let her get taken advantage of by the kind of guys who ran a lot of businesses.




All right, Jen can stand up for herself. And anyone who pissed off her family would be very, very sorry. But that didn’t mean she was safe all the time.




We watched as the expensively-dressed woman and the obvious bodyguard in the obligatory black suit and skinny tie took the elevator up to our floor and headed down our hall toward our office. I quickly popped up the map image, and Jen changed her screen to…something. Maybe a spreadsheet. I wasn’t asking.




Big Scary Bodyguard opened my office door and stepped in ahead of Completely Unsuspicious Potential Client.




I got up from behind my desk like I hadn’t known she was about to walk in, and I walked forward to greet her. “Ms. Allen, I presume?”




She was the essence of expensiveness. Expensively coiffed medium brown hair. Expensively made up too. Expensive pantsuit, expensive medium heels, and expensive jewelry. Plus, an expensive bodyguard. From across the room, she was supposed to be stared at. Up close, she was supposed to be stared at from across the room.




“Mister Dresden, I presume?”




“You presume correctly.” I shook hands with her, deliberately doing the ‘shake the delicate hand of the breakable flower’ thing that Jen really hated people to do to her. I also shook hands like that so that people didn’t spot the burn scars on the back of my hand, courtesy of one of my less fun cases.




I tried really hard to ignore the way the hair stood up on the back of my neck when I touched her skin.




Let me get this straight. I am not magical. I just happen to have a sort of ‘feeling’ for it that has gotten me into plenty of trouble in the past. And that has gotten me more clients from the magical side of the tracks. Not that that’s a good thing, unless I’m not doing so great on the cashflow that month.




And that’s how I know Jen is not magical. Her family? No comment.




Okay, I was also getting a creepy feeling from Big Scary Bodyguard, who was half a foot shorter than me, but wider, and still over six feet tall. And the creepy feeling was telling me he had something else going for him. 




I ushered ‘Ms. Allen’ into my office and guided her to the nice, upholstered armchair for important clients and important potential clients. “Can we get you something? We have cold water, hot coffee, hot chocolate, hot tea, and herbal tea. And maybe Ms. Stephens can get a banana for your monkey.”




Jen didn’t even crack a smile, much less laugh. That was a very useful skill when working for me.




‘Ms. Allen’ didn’t laugh either, but she didn’t get upset. Monkey Bodyguard got upset enough that his irises momentarily went yellow. That told me way too much about him, and about her. I knew from shaking her hand that she was normal body temp, or capable of magically faking it. Given the magic we’d seen on the security cams, I was guessing human mage, although she could be something worse. Meanwhile, Monkey Bodyguard was probably a vampire. She had to be a pretty damn scary mage to keep a vampire as a bodyguard, or else she was a lot less human than she looked. Or both. With my luck, both.




Ms. Allen casually answered, “Tea would be nice. Herbal, preferably. No sweetener, no lemon.”




I raised my voice just a hair. “Ms. Stephens?”




“Already on it, Mister Dresden,” Jen replied like a real secretary who didn’t sass her boss or smart off to really annoying clients.




“Thank you,” I said, just like a real boss who never smarted off at people.




Across the antechamber from Jen’s desk was one of my dad’s better purchases. It was one of those water coolers with the huge plastic water jug that sits upside down on top of it. This one had a water refrigeration system, but it also had a water heater system on one side. So I had coffee mugs. And a couple plastic coffee filter holders. And a box of coffee filters. But you can run hot water through loose tea too. It didn’t crank out tea that would keep Princess Margaret happy, but it worked almost as well as I had hoped when I talked Jen into trying it along with making fast coffee. Plus, the water cooler was great for some other stuff, just in case. And the mini-fridge next to it let me have plenty of important stuff on hand: small cartons of milk and half-and-half for clients, a place to hide my lunch, and some cold sodas. I also had a couple bottles of McAnally’s stout for the end of the day when the day has been really crappy, but you don’t refrigerate a beer as awesome as McAnally’s.




I took a seat behind the desk and pulled out a clipboard with a new sheet of paper in it. “Is it all right if I take notes?”




Ms. Allen gave me a frigid smile. “I would prefer not.”




So I pushed the clipboard to the side. A good PI cultivates a good memory too. I only used the notes for business records. And stuff I needed to have correct, like phone numbers and addresses. “I can cope with that.”




She crisply said, “That is what I have heard.”




Jen set the tea down in front of Ms. Allen and stepped over to Monkey Bodyguard. “Stop blocking the doorway, big guy.”




All right, everyone was big next to Jen. Even in high heels, she was about a foot shorter than me. And Monkey wasn’t blocking the doorway that much. But he was standing where he didn’t have to worry about any direct sunlight.




Jen went back to her desk and started typing. I was pretty sure what she was doing, so I ignored it. All right, I was only pretending I was ignoring it.




I forced a smile, “Ms. Allen what can I do for you, and who suggested me, when you have that slight West Coast accent?”




She calmly said, “I have no intention of telling who referred you to me. Just as I have no intention of telling you a number of other things. I will tell you what you need to know. I have an…associate who has a business he is trying to get off the ground. It’s a classic business model applied to a new field, so it has real potential.”




“And naturally, you have a vested interested in its success,” I hinted.




“Naturally. Only I have reason to believe he will eventually run afoul of certain…oppositional forces, let us say.”




“Are we talking the police, or perhaps federal officers?”




She grinned unpleasantly, “Definitely not. I would not be hiring you if I were worried about the police or the Justice Department. No, in those cases, I would be talking now to John Marcone.”




She was completely unworried about dropping Marcone’s name. That worried me a lot.




She continued, “No, these…forces will be nothing you’ve encountered before. Imagine a young girl or perhaps even a small group of them. Captured. Brainwashed. A part of the essence of a powerful demon is forced into them. They’ll look harmless. They are a threat to my associate and everyone in his company. They are a threat to anyone and anything in their way.”




So she already knew I had run into the supernatural before, and I had managed to survive, mostly by the skin of my teeth. And she wasn’t worried about blabbing about supernatural entities in front of the non-supernatural. Fine, call me a mundane if you need to. It’s easier to say.




I looked over at Monkey Bodyguard. “If he can’t handle these ‘forces’, I’m not sure what you expect me to do.”




She said, “Mister Maxwell is quite confident of his abilities, but I suspect that even he would be out of his depth against these…creatures. So I am not asking you to fight them. I want to hire you to monitor several locations, and watch for their appearance. If and when they show up, you call me at this number…” She handed a fancy off-white business card to me. It said, ‘Nora D. Allen / CEO, Allen Enterprises’. And it had a 1-800 number. “…and then you may consider our business concluded. If I require your services for the same purposes afterward, I will call you and ask you to start again, under the same fee structure.”




I set the card down as quickly as I could without acting skittish. “And do you know my fee structure already?”




“Yes,” she answered firmly. “I want your undivided attention on this matter, so I am going to pay you every week. In advance.” She opened her purse and showed me a check on one of the local banks, which she set down on the desk halfway to me. “I am paying you more than your usual rate, and I am including an adequate per diem up front. If you have unexpected costs, call my 1-800 number. These creatures are nothing if not destructive. They are deceptively strong and fast and durable, as you should expect given their demonic nature. Expect they may be largely nocturnal as well.”




I managed not to glance over at ‘Mister Maxwell’, who was already as nocturnal as you could get, and not have to lie in a coffin from dawn to dusk.




She said, “There are three places I will need monitored. A business office in Underground Chicago, a private residence near the Fairmont Hotel, and some meeting rooms in the Fairmont.” She had a sheet of paper that gave me the heebie-jeebies just looking at it, so I let her set it on my desk and I just acted like it didn’t make me want to kill it with fire.




Fine, by then I was thinking that Ms. Allen and Mister Maxwell needed to be killed with fire too. But I also knew from looking at her expression that if I refused the job, or if I canceled later on without cause, Ms. Allen would almost certainly arrange that I regretted it. Probably for a really short, really painful time, after which I was going to cease to regret anything, ever again.




So I agreed. “I’ll go check out the sites this afternoon and start surveillance this evening. Can I set up hidden security cameras?”




Her smile was somehow entertained and malevolent at the same time. “Yes, Mister Dresden. I think you can.”




Which meant she wasn’t worried about any of her ‘associates’ being seen doing something I would object to. I wondered if she knew a lot of modern cams didn’t use mirrors or silver, and could see a vampire. Like our building cams could. Or else she was expecting that her people could shut me up as soon as I objected to anything. Or she was expecting these pieces of paper to do whatever she had planned on them doing to me.




So I wrapped up, “Is there anything else I can do for you?”




She set her tea down on the desk. “I think that covers it, unless you have a way of monitoring every possible way into Chicago for small groups of young women.”




“I think our fine city’s sexual predators have that one already wrapped up.”




She turned and walked out, her bodyguard opening the door for her and glancing both ways down the hall before escorting her out.




Once the office door was closed, I held up my finger to my lips in the universal signal for ‘shut the hell up’. I announced, “Wow kid, this is great! I’ve been hoping for a client like this.”




“Don’t call me ‘kid’,” Jen automatically complained.




I gave her a wink. “Relax, kid. This’ll be a breeze.” And I took her notepad off her desk and wrote ‘ask Elaine how to check if a paper has been bespelled so it is dangerous to touch’.




All right, Jen gave me a ‘what the hell’ look at that. Elaine Mallory and I had a history. Some of it was the good kind of history. Some of it was the really, really bad kind of history that makes historians think about giving up their job and becoming a frycook instead. Elaine and I had a ‘working agreement’ in place. She didn’t come to the Midwest, and I didn’t go to the Left Coast. But Elaine was a witch on top of being a private eye, and I had called her for expert help before. Sure, she billed me for it. Usually, an hourly rate, plus the traditional pound of flesh. So I tried not to call her, except for emergencies. I hadn’t called in maybe two years, but those pieces of paper were creeping me out just sitting there.




Also, I figured Ms. Allen was too untrusting not to bug my office somehow. If it was a standard bit of electronics, I could find it. If it was one of those pieces of paper, I needed Elaine.




All right, I really needed to locate a solid local witch who didn’t have a grudge against me and who hadn’t ever tried to kill me. Not killing me would definitely be an improvement over my current magic expert. Not that witches wanted to be found by private eyes. Because almost no one wants to be found by a private eye. Not unless they were just kidnapped.




So I also wrote, ‘go for lunch, call from somewhere else’. And I said, “Just look at all this moolah! I’m gonna go celebrate!”




“Where? Hooters?” Jen snarked.




Jen would have made a gorgeous Hooters waitress. If she hadn’t been underage when she applied for the job. And if she hadn’t pissed off a couple tables of grabby customers before she finished her very first shift. But I didn’t mention that. And she didn’t mention that Elaine was not the only woman I had ‘been with’ who currently had me on her shit list. Maybe I was just crap at relationships.




I answered her, naturally. “No way, I’m going to Burger King! Double Whopper With Cheese, here I come! I might just spring for the large fries.”




“Okay big spender, beat it. I’ll lock up.”




“Thanks, Jen,” I told her, like I wasn’t worried at all about the things now in my office. It was probably a sign of my declining mental health that I was worried about a few pieces of paper.




Maybe I needed to ask someone if Yomiko Readman was real and could come mess with those evil papers on my desk.




I headed out. I was driving my old junker. It was an old blue Chevy that had seen better days. Which was the whole point. Everyone who saw it knew I was driving it. Which also meant everyone who knew me expected I would be driving it. So nobody suspected when I was on stakeouts and driving the nondescript Toyota I’d gotten my auto mechanic to fix so the seat went back far enough for a beanpole like me.




I had to make a couple phone calls to track down someone who probably didn’t want to see me. All right, most of Chicago who knew me didn’t want to see me. But Lieutenant Murphy had put up with me before, even if the cases where I ran into her tended to be cases where the police did not want a private eye nosing around, or else they were the cases where the police did not want to be nosing around either.




Karrin Murphy was still pretty reluctant to buy into the supernatural, even after the two of us had stopped a serial killer who mauled vics on the full moon. Only on the night of the full moon, and the night before and the night after. I had not wanted to find out it was a real goddamn werewolf. Murphy had really, really not wanted to find that out. Extra not-want on the finding out it didn’t give a damn about being shot with regular bullets, no matter how amazingly good Murphy’s aim was. But I’m not just a pretty face. I had done my detective work, and I had done my homework, and I shot the thing in the heart with a silver bullet. Then it reverted to a naked guy still covered in the blood and gore of its last vic, so Murphy had enough evidence that she didn’t get a major investigation by IA, and I didn’t do time for saving a police officer from a serial killer.




Fine, Rudolph in the IA really tried hard to get me and Murph investigated over that one. The Chicago PD has an Internal Affairs division, and some cops in IA are such enormous assholes that all of IA has a bad rep within the CPD. Rudolph is one of those assholes, and he particularly has it in for Murphy. I think it’s because Murphy wouldn’t give him a tumble back when they were in the same department, but Murph won’t dignify my questions on the subject with any answers, other than ‘Herry, shut the hell up’.




So it took me three calls to track Murphy down, since it was a day off for her, and her partner Rawlins didn’t want to tell me anything. Also, I was pretty sure there was an illegal tap on her home phone, so there was no way I was calling her there.




Murphy was at her dojo. One of her dojos. She worked out with other cops at Dough Joe’s Gym, but I knew she trained in other places too. She knew more martial arts styles than I knew names for martial arts, and she had to learn them from someone.




I didn’t go in. I sat in my old heap and ate my Double Whopper, which I had splurged on so it had extra cheese and also bacon and an extra slice of tomato. That’s me, Anthony Bourdain Junior. 




Even through the window, I could see her sparring. She was fighting two guys roughly the size of Monkey Bodyguard, and both guys moved like they were trained in the ‘hard’ martial arts styles. Murphy makes my secretary look like a giant. Murphy is five foot nothing, and petite. And blonde and cute, so she looks extra harmless unless she’s glaring at you.




She cleaned their clocks. She took both of them down in maybe four seconds. Both of them got back up, bowed, and returned to their places.




There was more sparring, including Murphy sparring against a middle-aged guy who moved like he was on ball bearings and had way too many ticks on his black belt. She held her own against him for a bit before he dropped her a couple times. Maybe it was because I was looking through a window, but they were too fast for me to see what he did. I was guessing she was at such a high level that she had to fight the dojo sensei to improve.




When she came out of the dojo twenty minutes later, all clean and dressed in motorcycle leathers, she spotted my car right off the bat. That is one of the purposes of my car, you know. She gritted her teeth and stormed right over. “Dresden! What the hell are you doing here?”




I held up the paper bag. “Whopper? I got it the way you like, with no mayo and extra lettuce.”




She fumed, “Are you trying to bribe me with a damn Whopper?”




I smiled, “No way! If I was trying that, I’d also get you the large fries and an ice tea.”




She snapped, “Stop with the jokes. Who told you I was here, and what do you want?”




I explained, “No one told me. I had to use my astonishing detective skills. That, and I have seen you here before, and Rawlins would only admit this was your day off so I knew you were either riding your hawg or beating the snot out of guys too big to get into the WWE.” She glared some more. “Oh yeah. What I want. Have any local P.I.s turn up extremely dead in the last few days? Or maybe they went missing?”




She gave me more glare. She probably had a black belt in that too. She was really good at it. “What have you gotten into this time?”




So I told her. Having the police know about stuff like this can come in handy, especially if they end up investigating your death. “A new client. She’s from that side of the tracks you don’t want to see anymore but I keep getting mixed up with. She gave me the offer you cannot refuse, so I’m pretending I’m being a good hired eyeball for her. She used the name Nora D. Allen. I’m figuring it’s as fake as the rest of her, and that she’s from the Left Coast. She has a ‘bodyguard’ who dresses from the House of Frank Martin and is also someone not even you should fight in hand-to-hand. I recommend sunlight, fire, an oak stake through the heart, or possibly beheading with one of your katanas.”




She stopped glaring for a moment. “Are you trying to tell me her bodyguard is a vampire?”




“I’m trying not to tell you that, because you won’t believe me.”




She snorted, “And do you have any evidence? Did he say ‘I vant to trink yoor blud’ in a bad Bela Lugosi imitation?”




I managed not to snicker out loud. “No, but I got him mad enough his eyes changed color. And he didn’t want to step over into the nice sunny spot where I was sitting so he could slap me around.”




She gave me a little fake sneer, because she did not want to believe in this crap. “Got any pictures? Or maybe they don’t show up on cameras…”




I explained, “The building security cams are CCD, not old-fashioned cameras with mirrors and silver nitrate and whatever. He shows up. So there are building security tapes that have him and his boss both. If you and Rawlins could grab a couple snapshots and investigate ’em, that would be nifty.”




“On what grounds?”




I shrugged, “Well, I’m figuring they’ll try to kill me sooner or later, because they’re up to something big. So…attempted murder of someone you don’t like. Maybe murder one if I get unlucky. Accessory to a felony or soliciting a felony. But if it happens in the next couple weeks, it’s probably them.”




She grimaced. She was not a member in good standing of the Herry Dresden Fan Club, but she had this cop thing about people—or even non-people—committing crimes in her city. Also, she did not like having supernatural crime in her city, but she couldn’t deal with it in a standard cop way, which meant she couldn’t deal with it in a way that would keep Rudolph The Red-Nosed Asshole and the rest of IA off her case. And she knew I could.




She finally said, “Yeah, we’ve got dead private eyes. Miles Archer and his partner, both dead. Archer, someone cut off his head with what the M.E. thinks is a really dull axe and dumped his body but he’d already lost too much blood for it to be the site of the death. Partner got thrown off the roof of their office building. Secretary? Missing, but not a suspect because she’s not strong enough to have committed either crime. I don’t know about any MP cases other than her. Call Lieutenant Jack Moore in Missing Persons and tell him someone who also hates Rudolph gave you his name. MP has had a big uptick in cases lately, just like us, so he may not have time for you. Don’t take it personally. And do not mention my name or Rawlins, or I’ll drag your bony ass over to Dough Joe’s and use you as a demonstration dummy.”




I gave her a sunny smile. “Hey, this is a big improvement in our relationship! The last time, you threatened to use me for target practice.”




She scowled, “Don’t give up your day job and start hitting the comedy clubs. And gimme that damn Whopper, and beat it.”




I handed it over and didn’t mention that I had gotten her the large fries too. She’d find out when she opened the bag.




Then I checked with Jen through the miracle of easily traceable and eavesdrop-able cell phones. “Hey Jen. How was lunch?”




“Considering I ate actual food instead of what you had, pretty good. Oh, and my mom says hi. Nothing new going on with her, but she’s going to see grandma soon.”




Okay. That meant that Jen had asked her mother about Ms. Allen, only her mom didn’t recognize the name or the description I was sure Jen had provided. Also, her mom was going to check with Jen’s grandmother, which meant the Jen-family was treating this seriously, because I knew there was still some tension between Jen-mom and Jen-granny. Well, there was a little tension between the two of them in the same sense that there’s a little tension between Reed Richards and Doctor Doom.




Jen added, “Oh, and Elaine is still pissed off at you. Maybe the next time she’s forced against her will to try and kill you, you shouldn’t clobber her. This time, she gave me a couple names she’s dug up so we don’t have to call her anymore.”




I should not have told Jen about Elaine and why she was not my bestie. But Elaine was my first real girlfriend. The first girl I was madly in love with. The first girl I French kissed. The first girl I went to second base with. The first girl I everythinged. I still say it wasn’t my fault that I had to fight for my life and probably other equally important parts of me, like maybe my soul. Fine, it wasn’t Elaine’s fault she got whammied by a much more dangerous practitioner who she thought was just teaching her to be a witch.




I just said, “How’s about you give me the names, and I go chat with them, while you take a leisurely afternoon off and maybe chat with your gramma.”




She pushed, “And maybe you could get a haircut while you’re out…Shaggy.”




“Don’t be a pushy midget, Jen.”




She snapped, “No height cracks! I thought we had a deal!”




I insisted, “You’re breaking it with the haircut comments.”




She fussed, “Fine, fine…Okay, the first name on the list is Anna Ash…”




I memorized the three names and addresses, ignored her Mark Madsen and Manute Bol cracks, and thanked her, “Good work, Smurfette.” I hung up before she could retaliate, then I wrote down the information before I forgot it. I started work on my to-do list. And I crossed my fingers that this Anna Ash woman wouldn’t decide to turn me into a giraffe.




Part III



Lexi felt miserable all the way to Cleveland. Except for the four hours she slept on the plane. And the breakfast on the plane before they landed. But she felt embarrassed again on the shuttle bus to the Slayer House. So she sat as far away from Xander as she could. Even if she kept looking at the back of his head when she wasn’t thinking about how she needed to not stare at him.




He really could use a haircut. He’d be so cute…




‘Stop it, Lexi,’ she thought to herself. And she just hoped Willow wasn’t reading her mind, or sensing her aura, or whatever Willow could do, which was probably pretty much anything if she put her mind to it.




And when they drove into the grounds and parked the shuttle, Lexi had no idea what she was supposed to do either. Team Jack piled out and gathered up all their stuff and followed Jack off to somewhere. Even Hermione. Their Hermione, not the ones Lexi had met from other dimensions. This Hermione—the real Hermione for Lexi’s world—didn’t know Lexi at all. It was mega-goofy to think that Hermione would stop everything to talk to her when she wasn’t the Hermione who had gone into battle with Lexi, or the Hermione who had faced down Danielle Atron with Lexi.




Xander piled out and had staff help him carry Kennedy and Willow off to the school infirmary. Because he didn’t know Lexi either, and really Kennedy and Willow didn’t either. The person who did know Lexi, pretty much, was Buffy, and Buffy had needed to take her car back to the airport and fly here by a different route which was not as swell as taking your own jet home.




So Lexi got off the bus and grabbed her roller bag and tried to figure out what she ought to do. She’d been telling her mom and dad to treat her more like an adult, and the first chance she got to act like an adult, what was she doing? She was standing around like some dumb first grader on the first day of school. She was lame. Mega-lame.




Well, what would Buffy do?




Right. Buffy wouldn’t just know what to do because of Slayer powers. Buffy would know what to do because of experience. And training. And being smarter than she liked to pretend. And…that didn’t seem to be helping.




Okay, what would Terawatt do?




Terawatt would think over her options. She’d think about what she had to work with, and what she needed to get done. That seemed more manageable.




Lexi had her Slayer pack and her roller bag and the stuff in her pockets…including her phone. Right.




She pulled out her phone and called Mister Wells.




“Andrew here! Lexi? Are you all right? Where are you? Because your GPS is my GPS. I mean, it looks like you’re here instead of in Paradise Valley, where you were last night when Buffy went to see you.”




She explained, “Mister Wells, I am here. I mean, Buffy and I got pulled through a portal and fought badguys together and a bunch of stuff, and she wanted me to come to Cleveland with everyone else and then help with Danielle Atron and your vampire Mary Kay problem. Only Buffy’s on a commercial flight and I have no idea how long it’ll be before she gets here, and Willow and Kennedy got rushed to the infirmary or whatever because of magic stuff. So I’m just sort of stranded here. And I could really use a nap. And a map.”




“Mappu!” Mister Wells cheered.




“Huh?”




“Mappu. It’s the Japanese—well, a Japanese—word for ‘map’. Now you know another Japanese word! Stay right there, you’re still at the unloading spot right?”




“I guess so…”




He hung up, and Lexi stopped to think. Did she know more Japanese words than ‘mappu’? Well, sayonara, and mahou shoujo, and karaoke, which Robyn always made everyone pronounce right instead of calling it ‘carry-oaky’. Oh wait, Robyn stuff! Kabuki and haiku and bonsai and other stuff Robyn talked about. Manga, and origami, and shogun, and kimono, and Robyn’s bento lunches with the sushi, and aikido and katana and sai and…holy crud, if she had to list every Japanese word she’d learned from eating Japanese food or doing martial arts, she’d be here a while.




And Mister Wells came running out of the building that looked like a nice library. He was actually running, too. And he looked like he was in way better shape than he’d been when he’d come out to talk to her. She waved and said, “Hi!”




He ran up to her and grinned, “Lexi! It’s great to see you here. Welcome to our humble abode! Let’s find you a place to put your stuff and rest, and then after lunch I’ll give you the big tour. I don’t think Buffy will be back until evening because of her layover, but we’ll find something you’d like this afternoon. Then we can plan out your schedule, or find Buffy’s plan for your schedule, or whatever.”




“Sounds great!” she pretended. Because it sounded better than taking a nap in the grass right here, but she didn’t feel like this was great.




“Oh, and you can call me Andrew. Everyone here does. You wouldn’t call Buffy ‘Miss Summers’ now would you?”




“Umm, I think I might have last night,” she confessed sheepishly.




But Andrew didn’t think that was a problem. So she followed him to a building that looked so new they were still doing the finishing touches.




He beamed, “We have a new dorm! We had some overcrowding before it was finished, and we still don’t have enough room for every young woman we’d like to bring here, but we’re working on it.”




He led her up the front steps and into a lobby area. She looked around and told him, “This is nice. I mean, I figured a dorm would mean a giant open room with rows of icky little beds and stuff.”




Andrew grinned, “I think the girls would go on strike. Or rip the building apart. Buffy and Faith certainly would. No, we have dorm rooms that have bunk beds. Six Slayers to a room, and each room has its own bathroom.” He pulled out his phone and started using his index finger to navigate something.




He glanced up and saw her watching him, so he explained, “It’s an app Willow wrote. Because The Red Witch can do anything! Including amazing hacking of new apps and stuff. And…” He stared for a couple seconds. “Perfect. Second floor, room 2D, there are only four occupants, so there’s two beds up for grabs. You can meet some new friends, have a little area of your own…Let’s go up and see if any of ’em are there. Most of them are probably in class right now.”




Andrew led her up to room 2D, and he knocked. He waited a few seconds, and he knocked again. Lexi didn’t hear a thing, so she peeked inside. No one there. “It’s empty.”




Andrew let her walk in, but he stopped in the doorway like he didn’t want to intrude on anyone’s privacy. “What do you think?”




She looked around. The wall around the door was nothing but closet space and shelf space. The two side walls each had a three-person bunk bed with a private shelf for each bed, and also a desk and shelf space. The far wall had more desks and shelf space around a big window. The right-hand wall also had a door into a nice bathroom for multiple people. “It looks…nice.”




Both bottom and middle beds were all made up with sheets and pillows and stuff, and their private shelves all had personal stuff. So Lexi could tell the two top bed were up for grabs. She shoved her roller bag into an empty space in the closet area, and she said, “I’ll just take a nap and you can get someone to show me where the lunchroom is, okay?”




“Okay,” Andrew smiled. “Sounds great. See ya.” He closed the door and trotted down the hall.




Lexi clambered up to the top bed on her right, put her Slaypack on her private shelf, and stretched out on the bare mattress. Being mega-embarrassed was totally draining…







Lexi woke up with a start as her mattress tipped, and she found herself falling face-first to the floor.




She had a momentary urge to scream and flail her arms and stuff, before she got herself under control. She didn’t do that stuff, but she did land on her hands and knees. And then the mattress landed right on her back. If she hadn’t been a Slayer, she would have been smashed flat into the floor.




She shrugged off the mattress and tried to ignore the vicious giggles around her. Two bleached blondes were stepping down from where they had dumped her out of her bed, and a real blonde and a brunette were standing there enjoying the show.




Lexi suddenly figured out why this room only had four people in it. Well crud. She stood up and said, “I’m Lexi. I just got moved here for a couple days, and then I’ll probably be gone again.”




“Well, I’m Tandy, and this is my room.”




Lexi had a sudden urge to ask her if she was related to Libby or Kelly. But she knew Terawatt wouldn’t do something like that. She asked, “Can you get me a different room?”




Tandy sneered, “Maybe you can take your mattress and sleep in the hallway.”




Lexi just said, “That isn’t very nice.”




Tandy started to say something really mean. Lexi recognized the ‘Kelly’ look in her eyes. But the door swung open, and a girl stuck her head in. “Hey Lexi? Andrew asked me to show you how to get to the cafeteria.”




Lexi gave her a big smile. “That would be swell!” She jumped up and snatched her Slaypack off her shelf. Then she grabbed her roller bag and smiled, “Let’s go. Oh, and I didn’t get your name.”




“Macy.”




“That’s a cool name. Nice to meet you.”




Macy wondered, “What’s the deal with your luggage?”




Lexi gave her the eyebrow. “You have met Tandy and her gang, right?”




Macy groaned, “Oh shit. Not again! What is the deal with that bitch? I mean, what the hell is her damage? She’s gotten in trouble for doing this bullshit to other new girls. Mainly, the ones she figures will roll over and take it. You need to file a report.”




Lexi sighed inwardly. “Right. After lunch, I need you to show me where to go for that.” Because Terawatt had told all the Alexandras about Carrie White and bullies and stuff, and Lexi was not going to let a superpowered bully cause more trouble. Bullying was wrong.




So Lexi slung the backpack on and carried the roller bag at her side. Macy led her into the caff, and they stood in line, with Macy telling her important stuff, like the quiches were really good, and the meatloaf was not as good as it looked. And Lexi could see how big the servings were, which was great.




So she pushed her nice, big tray down the rails, carrying her bag in her off hand. She was feeling like she needed some comfort food, so she had a couple servings of mac and cheese, and a serving of the chicken pot pie, and a serving of the little peas with pearl onions, and a serving of the green bean casserole with the crispy onions on top. Plus a carton of milk and a carton of chocolate milk. And nobody said anything, since plenty of other girls were putting about the same amount on their trays.




Then she kept an eye out for stray feet and legs as she walked with Macy to a table. Because she was feeling seriously picked on. No one tried anything, which was good, because she was not feeling like playing nice a whole lot longer.




While she ate, Macy introduced her to Macy’s friends, who all seemed mega-nice. And Macy told everyone about Tandy, who apparently had gotten in lots of trouble already, and had gotten into a couple fights with girls who she had pushed too far. And Macy explained about how anybody in a fight got into trouble




Macy’s friend Janet whispered, “Yeah, and the punishments are terrible. Like one time, Tandy and N’Peli had to repair everything they busted, so they missed lunch and had to eat these gross protein bars while they worked, and then they missed movie night and evening patrol.”




Macy’s friend Teri added, “And Xander made ’em wear these really icky worker suits while they worked.”




Lexi groaned to herself. She totally did not want Xander being even madder at her than he probably already was, because she was so stupid about thinking he was handsome and stuff.




And Macy’s friend Tina snarked, “Tandy thinks she’s so bad, but she’s still in the Intermediate Martial Arts II class and she’s been here longer than me!”




Macy rolled her eyes. “Well duh, I mean she only spars against her little clique, unless she gets told not to. And she never goes to extra practices.”




Lexi peeked at the wall clock. “Can you show me where to go to file that complaint, before you go to whatever classes you’ve got next?”




Macy shrugged, “Sure thing. My next class is Demonology II, which is just super boring. I could stand to miss it, especially if I have an excuse.”




Lexi wondered, “A class on demons is boring? I would’ve thought it would be really cool.”




Teri explained, “It’s Dr. Granger. She gets all focused on stuff that interests her, and really, who wants to hear her read out of centuries-old Middle German tomes about some European demon that’s all extinct now? And she reads it in German before she translates it, so extra-boring. That’s useless. I just wanna know what’s out there, how to ID it, and how to kill it dead.”




Lexi felt really awful about that. She really liked Hermione. Well, other Hermione and Harry Dresden’s Hermione. They were awesome, and they had awesome magic. But she didn’t even know this Hermione, and this Hermione totally did not know Lexi Mack.




They walked over to the principal’s office. Lexi did not like going to the principal’s office, because most of the time it was bad stuff. Like the time Libby pulled the fire alarm and told people it was Lexi. Or the time in junior high when Jessica’s friends threw food on her at lunch. Or the time when…




Okay, stuff just seemed to happen to Lexi, and somehow she got in trouble for it until she could explain what happened or get someone to back up her story or whatever.




Stuff like that probably never happened to Terawatt.




Macy showed her into the office of Robin Wood, Ed.D. If Lexi’s dad wasn’t a Ph.D. and her mom now had an M.A. and her big sis Annie was going to have at least a Masters and a doctorate, Lexi would have been mega-intimidated by that. And Mister Wood had a huge desk and stuff, and he was sitting behind the desk.




Macy knocked on the doorframe, since the door was wide open. “Mister Wood? This is Lexi Mack, she just got here, and Tandy already did her thing she does.”




He looked up from what he was working on and nodded, “Thank you, Macy. Let me see…” He consulted some big sheet of notes. “Perhaps you could wait outside, and then take Lexi with you to each of your classes for the afternoon.”




“Sure!” Macy smiled. Because Lexi knew Macy was hoping to miss most of the Demonology class.




He smiled slightly and said, “But you will still have to go to your Demonology class.”




Oh. So he knew what was going on. Maybe Macy had talked to him about her classes.




Lexi sat down and tried not to be nervous. “I’m sorry to be a problem, Doctor Wood…”




He gave her a softer smile. “It’s okay, Lexi. You young women are Slayers. That comes with aggression, an appetite, attention deficits, and an ability to get into the kind of trouble usually associated only with St. Trinian’s girls.” He gave her a grin to show her the last thing was a joke. “And you can call me Mister Wood. Or even Robin if it’s a crisis.”




“Thank you, sir,” she managed. “Because my dad’s a Ph.D. and he likes being called ‘mister’ and he says he only calls M.D.s and dentists ‘doctor’. But he also said if my mom gets a Ph.D. maybe we should call her ‘Doctor Mack’ all the time, but I think he was teasing her.”




“That’s fine, Lexi. Just relax. Now tell me about you and Tandy Wallace…”







It only took a couple minutes to tell what happened, since it wasn’t all that much. And then he said she could leave her roller bag and backpack in his office until after dinner, and they’d find her a better place to stay. So she went with Macy to classes, even though Macy said she was in the same martial arts class as Tandy.




So Macy had to show Dr. Granger a note from the principal, and Lexi sat at the back of the room with Macy while Dr. Granger lectured on the history of Brachen demons, even if Lexi didn’t see the point, because the Slayer Almanac said Brachens were one of the harmless types and if they tried anything they were just like a strong person. But Lexi had no idea the Brachen families had migrated to America with other European settlers and probably came originally from around the Austrian Hellmouth even if they had mainly settled in the United Kingdom for ages and ages.




Then it was off to a language class taught by Dr. Daniel Jackson, which Lexi thought was maybe a name off other-Hermione’s parchment scroll of names to check on. Maybe that was why he was here. And Dr. Jackson was teaching them to read Sumerian, which Lexi had no idea about. Okay, most of the room had no idea, so Lexi didn’t feel bad. Apparently, they had just wrapped up a section on important stuff to know in ancient Egyptian. So this was mainly basic vocab, so they would spot words like ‘death’ and ‘demon’ and ‘apocalypse’ and stuff like that, so they would know it was something that really did need to get translated by experts.




And then it was over to the gym and Martial Arts—Intermediate, Level II. Lexi had been working hard on her martial arts back home, even if she couldn’t exactly train in a normal dojo setting. So there were the training tapes Mister Wells—Andrew—had supplied. And there were the things her team already knew and had showed her. And her dad got one of his old friends to come over and show Lexi and her team a bunch of Shotokan and Muay Thai, which Lexi totally liked. And Ellie’s mom talked her self-defense instructor into showing Lexi’s team some BJJ and streetfighting moves.




So Vi was teaching the class. Vi gave Lexi a smile, so Lexi gave Vi a little finger-wave and a grin. Everyone else was changed into aerobics outfits and stuff like that, but Lexi had to settle for taking her shoes and socks off. And she was used to fighting in her overalls, which didn’t bind anywhere.




Macy moved Lexi to the left side of the room. Lexi saw why, as soon as Tandy and her gang took up some spots on the far right of the room. They did a bunch of basic exercises, and then a bunch of forms and katas they were supposed to know for the class. Okay, Lexi only knew one or two, so she just studied what Vi and her helpers did. Okay, maybe Lexi also peeked over at Tandy, to see if Tandy was any good. Macy was obviously better. Then Vi worked them on some leg sweeps and leg reaps and leg hooks they had been learning for a few classes. 




And then there was some sparring, with pairs of girls being called up front to the circles on the mats up by Vi. With Vi plus three helpers, and four circles, there were four sparring matches going on at the same time, so it was hard to watch everyone at once. Some of these girls were really, really good. Not Buffy-level good, but good.




“…and Macy, would you like to spar with Lexi today?”




And Lexi decided she should be more like Terawatt. She tried to sound calm as she said, “Actually, I’d rather spar with Tandy, sensei.”




Vi paused. “Lexi, you don’t have to call me sensei. And why Tandy instead of Macy?”




So Lexi shrugged and said, “Well, I found out I get better faster if I spar with really good opponents who don’t take it easy on me. And Macy’s mega-nice, and she knows I don’t know this stuff, so she’d totally take it easy on me. And I’ve met Tandy, so I know she wouldn’t.” Some of the girls laughed at that.




Vi thought for a moment and then waved Lexi forward. “Okay, if that’s how you learn…Tandy, come on up.”




Tandy couldn’t help smiling maliciously, which Lexi was totally not surprised to see. “So you don’t want me to go easy on you?” She took up a stance that looked like the zenkutsu-dachi, with her front leg a little further forward and her weight on her front leg. That was good to know, because Lexi had seen that Tandy telegraphed her moves with her stances and her shoulders and her head.




So Lexi started with a back long stance.




“Begin!”




Tandy went straight into a turning leg hook using her rear leg to move forward and get reach. Lexi countered by going with a front kick so her front leg wasn’t where Tandy was sweeping, and also Tandy got a kick right at her solar plexus. Tandy blocked that with a swift inside-out block and tried to follow it up with a punch to Lexi’s stomach. But Lexi already had her leg back, and she adjusted her stance so Tandy was a little too far away to land the blow.




Tandy snapped her arm back and went with a reverse spinkick at Lexi’s face. Lexi blocked it with a Northern style kung fu block so she could try to grab Tandy’s ankle, but Tandy snapped her leg back just too fast for Lexi to get a grip.




Tandy went with a flurry of punches at Lexi’s face and chest. So Lexi went with a series of outside-in and inside-out blocks that let her knock Tandy’s punches off to the sides while keeping her arms where she could block the next punch. And the next one. Tandy snuck in a cheap kick to Lexi’s forward leg, which caught Lexi on the shin and really hurt. Lexi tried to pretend it was nothing.




Tandy was totally losing her cool at not being able to smack around a newbie, with everyone seeing it. Good. Buffy said making your opponent lose his cool was a great tactic and led to Big Bad Dumbness.




Lexi had given a little ground and didn’t want to get scooted out of the ring, so she went with a front kick to back Tandy up and give Lexi some more room. But Tandy was ready for that, and went with a low leg sweep that took out Lexi’s back leg and dumped her on her back, while Tandy spun up to a middle stance at the same time.




And Tandy’s eyes locked onto Lexi’s right arm. Lexi had caught herself with her arms, but she had her right shoulder up and her right hand down and her right arm straight. Tandy raised her left leg to stomp Lexi’s arm and break it.




“Tandy!” Vi yelled. “Stop!”




Tandy was totally ignoring Vi, so Lexi moved. She went with a fast piston kick up and right into Tandy’s…well…her crotch. Tandy didn’t get her hands down in time to block, and Lexi’s foot hit so hard Tandy came up off the mat and landed flat on her back, half out of the circle.




And Vi was already standing over both of them, ready to do something drastic if they didn’t stop.




So Lexi dropped onto her back and asked, “I thought we were supposed to stop when you said to?”




Vi fumed, “You are.” She glared at Lexi’s opponent. “As Tandy knows full well. And Tandy even knows what the penalty is too.”




“Sorry,” Lexi said, even if she wasn’t really sorry. 




And she thought Tandy deserved a good kick, but somewhere other than right where it would hurt the most. Because Tandy was curled up on her side holding her groin and trying not to cry, which really made Lexi feel bad, no matter what Tandy had been about to do.




Vi looked at Lexi. “Are you okay?”




Lexi nodded, “Oh, sure. I just fell on my back. Like I’m supposed to.”




Vi nodded, “Okay. Go on back to your spot. I’ll keep an eye on Tandy.” She raised her voice slightly. “Chao-Ahn, Marie, Hailey: keep the sparring pairs moving, and watch out for problems.” She lowered her voice. “And Lexi…After class, you and I are going to spar, and you can show me everything you’ve learned, because that northern-style Tiger Claw block-and-grip isn’t something you saw in the beginner training tapes.”




“Yes, ma’am,” Lexi squeaked.





Part IV



Lexi got to stay after class and spar with Vi and Chao-Ahn, which was awesome. Mega-awesome! Chao-Ahn even showed her some Wing Chun forms that were so pretty.




She so needed to learn Wing Chun. And then Wing Chun with Buffy’s butterfly swords, which were gorgeous. So Lexi wanted to learn that. And then way more BJJ.




Okay, so the sparring was hard. Lexi got knocked down some and hit some. It wasn’t like fighting Tandy. They were both way better than Lexi, and way more careful about how hard they hit and stuff. Although, a couple times, Lexi worked through a form or a combo against one or the other of them, and at the end she realized she’d done something wrong because there was like a fist in her face hovering an inch in front of her nose. Or a foot just floating inches in front of her solar plexus because both of them had amazing balance and could just hold that position.




Still, it was so fun getting to spar with real Sunnydale Slayers. And learning new stuff. Lexi would have kept working with them until dinner time, except they had another class to teach, and Lexi was supposed to go catch up with Macy.




Lexi checked, “But what about a shower? I don’t have other clothes to change into.”




Vi asked, “What about your backpack and your suitcase? I saw you brought stuff.”




Lexi winced a little. “They’re in Principal Wood’s office. I got put in Tandy’s room, and I took a nap, and they dumped me out of the top bunk onto my face. So I took my roller bag and Slaypack and left, and went and reported it to the principal like Macy said I needed to, and if I left my stuff in the room, I’d probably come back and find my clothes all ruined and stuff.”




Vi looked at Chao-Ahn and admitted, “Good call. Don’t leave your clothes and valuables with Tandy. We’ve had…other reports of this kind of behavior.”




Chao-Ahn carefully said, “Clothes are not inner you. They only reflect outer things.”




Lexi tried not to frown. “Yeah, like my outer stinkiness which will be stinking up everything around me wherever I go, and no one will want to eat dinner with me.”




Vi sighed, “Okay, go get your clothes from Robin, and tell him you need to use the clinic shower since you don’t have a place to stay yet.”




But when she walked over to the admin building and went to Principal Wood’s office, Tandy and her gang were being marched along by Kennedy. Who looked way meaner than she’d looked at Lexi’s house. And Tandy was walking like she was still in a lot of pain. And the five of them were totally headed for the principal’s office.




Lexi hastily said to Kennedy, “I was gonna…” She pointed toward the principal’s office. “But I can come back later.”




Kennedy scowled at Tandy. “No, I think you should hear this.”




“Huh?”




So Kennedy escorted Tandy and Company into the principal’s office and made them sit right in front of the desk. She stood at the back of the room and had Lexi stand next to her. It felt a little weird, because Kennedy was big and powerful, but with her in flats and Lexi in her hiking boots, Lexi was like four or five inches taller than Kennedy. Somehow, Lexi hadn’t really spotted that when Kennedy was half crumpled over and about to fall on her face while still trying to lug Willow out to the bus. But…yeah. Lexi just felt like she shouldn’t be a lot taller than the best Slayers in the world.




Even if she was taller than Buffy even when Buffy was wearing heels. Lexi wondered if there were any six foot eight Slayers who could dunk a basketball from the top of the key. Or maybe from mid-court.




Principal Wood focused on Tandy, mainly. “Miss Wallace. You have caused problems yet again. And you are a remarkably bad influence on your three friends.”




“She kicked me right in the cunt!” Tandy hollered.




“Sorry,” Lexi whispered. Everyone except Principal Wood turned and looked at her, so she hadn’t whispered quietly enough.




Principal Wood looked at his papers. “Yes. There was quite the interesting report on that from both Vi and Chao-Ahn, even if Chao gave her report primarily in Mandarin. You were sparring with a new girl who had not even been certified for Intermediate classes, as was made clear to you, and yet you did everything you could to hurt her. Including an attempt to break her arm while she was down. Do you really want to spend five-to-ten in the Ohio Women’s Penitentiary for felony assault?”




Tandy had enough sense not to say anything to that.




Principal Wood kept going. “Since you seem unable to grasp the concept of ‘sharing a room’, we will not burden you with Miss Mack.” Tandy perked up at that. “Instead, we have a nice four-person tent for the four of you, for the next four weeks. It will be situated at the far end of the obstacle course, so that you have bathroom facilities.”




Tandy gasped, “That’s an outhouse!”




The other bleached blonde choked, “That shower doesn’t have hot water!”




Principal Wood nodded mercilessly. “I’m pleased that you’re thinking about this already. Mister Harris has outdoor equipment for Slayer missions away from cities. You may check out the four-person tent I told him about, as well as four sleeping bags, four camping mattresses, four camping pillows, and four duffel bags so that you may have some clothes other than what you are currently wearing. He also has a box of what he said were solar-heated shower systems.”




Lexi wondered if Tandy knew what those were, because Lexi’s dad had a couple, and they were black plastic bags you poured water in and hung up in the sun so that after a couple hours you had warm water to do a fast shower with. Her dad’s bags were five gallons each, but that wasn’t a lot of good shower time.




The principal finished, “And if you persist in causing problems, you will get to eat together. Beside your tent. From Mister Harris’s collection of MREs.”




Tandy sobbed, “This isn’t fair!”




Principal Wood insisted, “No, what you did to N’Peli wasn’t fair. What you did to Marilee wasn’t fair. What you did to Consuela wasn’t fair. I’m hoping you will view this as a learning experience, because it seems that your prior punishments did not teach you what we wanted you to learn.”




Lexi put her hand up, even if she figured she shouldn’t.




“Yes, Miss Mack?” Okay, so the principal hadn’t been ignoring her.




“Umm, I know what they did to me wasn’t nice, and Tandy wasn’t nice in the sparring ring, but I did ask her not to go easy on me. I’m only gonna be here maybe a few days, I don’t know, and I could take the tent and the sleeping bag. Or I could just sleep on Macy’s floor or something.”




Principal Wood stared at her for a moment. “Miss Mack, if you were the only young woman this foursome has abused, I would take your request under advisement. But you are merely the latest in a long line of targets for Miss Wallace and her minions. I am still hoping that they will learn their lessons, because, if not, we may have to strip them of the Slayer Essence and ship them back to their homes. I do not wish to do that, since it is quite exhausting and expensive for our mages to do such a thing, and we need people like Ms. Rosenberg to be at their best at a moment’s notice.”




The natural blonde burst into tears. Lexi still didn’t know her name.




Principal Wood glared at the foursome. “Miss Conine, Miss Sheffield, Miss Carr. Perhaps, if Miss Wallace cannot grasp the lessons we need her to learn, then you three should consider that you can learn these lessons and simply choose to avoid her and not to participate in Miss Wallace’s behaviors. Since Miss Wallace apparently has no other friends here, that would make life more difficult for her, but it would make life much better for the three of you.”




He looked back toward Lexi’s general area. “Kennedy, I know you have a great deal to do, but if you could escort our foursome over to Mister Harris, so he can issue equipment to them, and then make sure they carry everything out to the obstacle course? After dinner, they can find a teacher who will let them into the dorm and monitor them as they pick out clothes they can fit in the duffels.”




Kennedy led the foursome out, and Principal Wood asked, “And Miss Mack, were you here solely to hear what punishments they were going to receive?”




Lexi blushed, “Umm, no sir, I just wanted some clean clothes and a place to shower after martial arts and sparring and more sparring so I wasn’t too smelly to eat in the caff with everyone, and I was gonna wait but Kennedy said I needed to be in here.”




He smiled gently, “You may now take your bag and backpack back to what is now your room. Please don’t do anything untoward to their possessions.”




“I wouldn’t!” Lexi gasped. “That would be mean!”




He gave her a way more sincere smile. “I am very glad to hear you feel that way…Lexi. Buffy expected you to be…more than a new Slayer, and it appears she was right. Again.”




She admitted, “I’m totally not like the Alex Mack she met before, because Alex Mack is awesome. I mean, she’s Ms. Marvel, Susan Storm, Janet van Dyne awesome. Maybe even Squirrel Girl awesome.”




It looked like Principal Wood was trying not to laugh, so she grabbed her stuff and skedaddled. She didn’t see anyone she knew, so she ran back to the dorm. Just in case, she locked the door and picked up a desk to set as a sort of barricade. She knew how awful it was when the mean girls stole your clothes while you were in the girls’ showers after gym, so she didn’t want to lose all her stuff if Tandy snuck into the dorm.




Lexi had an emergency towel and some really harsh shampoo and a bar of Lava soap in her Slaypack. She hadn’t needed it yet, but there were plenty of demons who had demon goo that would not want to come off your clothes or your hair or your skin, so being able to do emergency cleanup was a big plus if she ever needed it.




So she went with her emergency towel, and her nice facial soap and nice shampoo from her bath kit in her roller bag. She could’ve snitched one of the towels hanging up in the bathroom, but she didn’t want to have anything to do with Tandy, including touching her towel. And it wouldn’t have been nice.




She had dinner with Macy and Macy’s friends who were all nice. And the lasagna was great. Totally different from her mom’s, but really great. Lexi felt really bad when Tandy and her gang came in and Tandy was still walking like that. And Tandy got some ice out of the dessert area and put it in a baggie and sat on it while she ate dinner.




Okay, Lexi had a bruise on her shin from Tandy, and bruises on her arms. On the other hand, she wasn’t having to use a ton of ice packs. Okay, maybe Tandy was just milking it for sympathy. Or something. Lexi wished she could go over and ask how Tandy was doing and see if she could do something nice for her, but that was pretty much out. For the moment.




Then the team that Macy was on had an early assignment, since they weren’t trained enough to be doing full Slayer patrol stuff yet, but Macy wanted Lexi to drop by the room maybe around nine. 




Lexi grinned, “Great!” Because Macy was really nice, and Lexi felt like she’d already made a friend.




She got up and bussed her tray, and then she saw where Dr. Granger and Dr. Jackson were sitting down with Willow and Kennedy. Somebody needed to talk to Hermione about her lectures. And it wasn’t like anyone enrolled in her classes would. Lexi bet the people like Dr. Jackson thought Hermione’s lectures were fascinating.




Well, what would Terawatt do?




Lexi went right over. “Hi, Dr. Granger? Can I talk to you for a minute? Kind of in private?”




Hermione smiled, “Well, whatever you’re going to say, I’m going to tell Daniel. And I don’t think you can keep anything a secret from Willow, who is bound to tell Kennedy, eventually.”




Lexi tried not to wince as she sat down. “It’s just…a little embarrassing. I mean, you might be embarrassed.”




Hermione glanced at Willow. “You’re not going to tell me that the other Hermione’s in those other dimensions are dark warlocks, are you? Or lesbians? Or married to Dr. Snape?”




Lexi did wince. “Umm, it’s just that the other you’s were mega-nice, and really awesome, and I’m sure you’re mega-awesome too or you wouldn’t get to be on Team Jack, but…” Oh crud, how was she supposed to say this? “You’re lecturing for a doctoral dissertation or something, and teenaged Slayers don’t like your class. They’d be a lot happier if you just told ’em the demons, and what they look like, and what they can do and not do, and how to be sure they’re that demon, and where they might run into the demon, and how to kill it. Because mega-smart research on the origins of the Brachen demon is like research stuff my sister does for publication, not something I could use around the house.”




Lexi looked at Hermione’s expression and started apologizing, “I’m really sorry I had to say it, and I hope you’re not mad at me, but I didn’t know who else wanted to tell you this stuff, and thought they could tell you. I mean, I’m not even here for long, and I’m not even taking your course for real, and I know I shouldn’t…ouch.” She looked over and guessed it was Kennedy who had just kicked her in the leg to make her stop.




Kennedy whispered, “Stop apologizing while you’re ahead.”




Dr. Jackson asked, “Is my course level okay for the students?”




“Umm, I guess so,” Lexi struggled. “I mean, I liked today’s part, but I don’t know what else your class is like, and no one’s said anything bad about it.”




Hermione was still thinking about stuff, so Lexi was going to get up when Hermione sighed, “I suppose I can prepare those pieces as seminar topics for the research staff instead…”




Dr. Jackson squeezed Hermione’s hand warmly. “Just because you think those are the interesting parts, and I think those are the interesting parts, that doesn’t mean that anyone else outside the research floor would agree.”




“And me!” Willow insisted.




“And Andrew,” Kennedy pointed out. “But definitely not Jack.”




“Or Buffy. Or Faith,” Willow sadly admitted. “Maybe the Slayers just aren’t the right audience for a lot of aspects of the biz.”




Lexi looked at Hermione. “So you’re not mad at me?”




Hermione gave her a ragged smile. “No Lexi, I’m not mad at you. But I am rather disgusted with myself. I should have known all of this.”




“Hindsight’s 20/20,” Dr. Jackson nudged.




“I don’t think so,” Hermione disagreed. “How many people really learn the correct lessons from history, much less their own history?”




Willow smiled, “It doesn’t sound nearly as good if you say hindsight is 20/60 in one eye and 20/100 in the other, and corrective lenses may be needed.”




Kennedy complained, “I’ve run into plenty of idiots whose hindsight is maybe 20/400 and should be given a seeing hindsight dog.”




Wow, that wasn’t very nice. But Lexi had no idea what Kennedy’s life had been like before she got Slayer’ed up. If Kennedy was out of the closet way before then, maybe her life had been pretty horrible. Lexi figured she’d better not say anything, because she already needed to apologize a ton more about stuff.




Willow asked, “So Lexi, all settled in?”




Lexi frowned a bit. “Well, not really.”




Kennedy cut in, “Andrew used your app and put Lexi in a room in the new dorm that didn’t have six people.”




Willow asked, “How could he do that? The dorm’s all full up. Except the ‘toxic behavior’ room we don’t put anyone new…Oh no! He put you in Tandy’s room? That’s horrible!”




Kennedy smiled nastily. “So Tandy did her usual Cruella de Vil imitation, only Lexi reported her. And Tandy tried to break her arm in martial arts class. So Robin sentenced Tandy and Company to…the pup tent. Lexi has a single for a while.”




Willow asked Lexi, “Well, do you need anything? Some nice shampoo, or a back scrubber, or anything?”




Lexi made herself spill. “I, umm, need everything. Sheets, blankets, pillow, bedspread, towel, hand towel, face cloth, shampoo, soap…Everything. I mean, I’ve got travel sizes that would hold me for a couple days, but what if I need ’em elsewhere?”




Willow nodded, “Right. We’ve got all that stuff. Plenty of young women who come here have nothing. Either they had nothing to start with, or they’re fleeing a bad sitch with just what’s on their back, or in a couple cases, something evil just wiped out everyone and everything they knew. We keep an area for this kind of stuff. And we can wash your sheets and put ’em back so…no problemo.”




“Worst Terminator impression ever,” Kennedy grinned.




“Oh you,” Willow smiled at Kennedy.




They were a really cute couple. Lexi sort of found herself smiling too because of the cuteness. It would have been nice if Lexi still had a boyfriend. Or friends. Or BFFs. Or even that job at Gloria’s although Slayerized Lexi would have eaten Gloria out of business.




So Willow and Kennedy finished eating, and bussed their trays, and then took Lexi down the hall and upstairs to a storage room that Willow had a key for. And holy crud, it was full of stuff! It wasn’t a room with a couple shelves of stuff. It was all shelves. There were shelves on every wall. There were three rows of free-standing shelves that had stuff on each side. There was even a map showing what was on each section of each shelf, so you could find stuff.




Lexi had a feeling Willow had made the map, just because it seemed like a pretty Willow-y thing to do. So she asked, “This map looks really cool. Did you make it?”




“Well, Vi and I did. Vi’s really good at detail stuff. She’s like the strat and tactics officer for her Warcraft guild. And Rona helped with the organization, which she’s really good at.”




Kennedy volunteered, “And I lugged crap around and didn’t eat the edibles.” Lexi grinned at that.




So Kennedy handed Lexi a big rectangular plastic basket like a dirty clothes basket, and Willow showed Lexi where stuff was. Lexi grabbed some plain white sheets and a new pillow and a blanket and a pretty teal bedspread. And two towels and two hand towels and two face cloths. And a package of laundry detergent so she could wash her stuff in the dorm washing machines. And a reading light she could clip onto the bunkbed frame so she could read in bed. And shampoo and conditioner and soap.




Then Willow locked up, and they went next door to a storage room that was like a library, and they pulled books for the book classes Lexi was sitting in on.




Lexi checked, “Are there books and stuff for regular high school kinds of classes?”




Willow nodded eagerly. “Totally! We try to run the Slayer-specific book classes now, during the summer, and the real life reading-writing-math stuff during the school year.”




Kennedy pointed out, “The classes in stuff like Latin and ancient Greek count as regular foreign language requirements, and the lit classes cover a lot of Old English and Middle English, so everyone can read those if they need to. But the math classes are just math, and the English writing classes are just writing, and the science courses are just science. Except the extra ‘science’ courses for the mages.”




Willow added, “We have to meet the state and federal reqs, so…social studies. We do a year that’s half American history and half everyone else. And a year that’s half American government and half everyone else. But we slant it toward Slayer issues, because the history of the world teaches us that governments are totally dumb when it comes to the supernatural and totally crappy at sticking to their word when the next group takes over the country, so Slayers have to be uber-careful about a lot of this stuff. And we stick the ‘ancient history’ part under our ancient languages classes in the summer.”




Kennedy grinned, “Ohio has a phys ed requirement and a fine arts requirement, but Willow figured out how we can shove both of those into our martial arts training.”




Well yeah. Slayer martial arts was way more physical education than any phys ed class Lexi had ever heard of. But fine arts? Maybe martial arts forms could get counted as ‘performance art’ or something, if you fudged a little.




Willow smiled too. “And Ohio has an economics literacy and financial literacy requirement, which we do as part of the ‘living on your own in a Slayer house’ stuff, because everyone needs to know how to pay bills and not overspend when you shop for groceries and how not to get taken advantage of by conmen who would think several teenage girls together in a house would be a primo target.”




She shrugged, “Well, that stuff sounds tons better than the Government and Civics course I had to take. It was mega-boring.”




Kennedy said, “We also make them learn how to cook and clean up, and we make them learn how to fix the stuff they bust to pieces. Xander teaches the ‘fixing the walls and windows and everything’ part of the course.” She pretended to shudder. “Fifteen year old Slayers with power tools. Be afraid. Be very afraid.”




Lexi thought that sounded kinda fun. The part with Xander teaching would probably be awesome. And she already knew how to cook and clean and shop and stuff, and her dad had made sure Annie and her knew how to do home repair stuff and use his tools responsibly. Even if Xander probably taught mega-neat stuff like how to repair a door after a Halvix demon busted it down.




Okay, it would totally be convenient if this Hermione could do a Repair-oh spell like the Hermione from Alexan’s world. And that clothing fixing spell. And the stain remover spell. And a bunch of those other spells.




Willow reached into her pocket and pulled out her cellphone. “Ugh. Buffy’s connecting flight needs some kind of repair, so she’s still stuck in Chicago. They made them sit on the plane for over an hour before they admitted it wasn’t going anywhere and they made ’em all get back off. I’m guessing from the high percentage of capital letters that she’s pretty grumpy.”




Kennedy added, “And a grumpy Buffy is not a good thing.”




Lexi knew that already, and she’d only known Buffy for hours.




She carried her stuff back to her room. It felt weird to have a private room in a crowded dorm. She sort of felt like the other people Tandy had picked on should get to use the room too. But maybe they’d do mean stuff to Tandy’s stuff. Lexi just didn’t know. And maybe she’d be gone in a couple more days, and it would be an empty room until Tandy’s gang got to move back in.




She figured it would be easier to make her bed while the mattress was still on the floor, so she put the sheets and blanket and bedspread on, then tossed the mattress up onto the top bunk. She put the pillow case on the pillow and lobbed it onto the mattress. Then she put her books on the closer desk and her bathroom stuff in the bathroom and her reading light on the bunkbed frame. After that, she opened up her roller bag and Slaypack, and hung up some hanging stuff and put some other stuff on the little shelves in her closet area.




Then she practiced some forms and katas until it was time to go to Macy’s room. She went up a flight of stairs and down the hall to what she was pretty sure was the right room, but still she knocked just in case.




Macy’s voice called out, “Come on in!”




So Lexi opened the door and sort of winced. Because there weren’t six girls in there. There had to be over a dozen girls in there, most of them on beanbag chairs and campchairs and fold-up saucer chairs that maybe they’d brought with them.




Macy started apologizing, “I’m really, really sorry, Lexi. But I told my Slay-team about you and they wanted to meet you, and Janet told some people, and Teri told some people, and Tina did…”




Lexi stepped in and closed the door. “I don’t know why everyone would want to be here. I’m not special.”




And everybody started talking. “Is it true there’s a big prophecy about you?” “Did Buffy Summers really pick you specially?” “Are you here on a top secret project?” “How come you can just go over and talk to Dr. Granger and Willow Rosenberg?” “Did you really beat up Tandy in sparring today?”




Lexi blushed and groaned out loud. “Okay, there was a prophecy, but it wasn’t about me, really. Buffy came to see me because there’s another universe where there are people who get real superpowers from freaky biochemicals. And the big superheroine in that world is named Terawatt. Only, the thing is, Buffy and Willow met her a few months ago in yet a different universe, and she’s the me of that world. We’re both Alexandra Mack, although she goes by Alex. And she’s so amazing! I mean, she flies, and she hurls lightning bolts from her fingers, and she has telekinesis, and she can turn into this silvery morph-shape. She’s like Captain Marvel or something. So Buffy came out and gave the Central Cal Slayer team a review…”





Part V


(Chicago)

(five days after the previous chapter)




Lexi looked around at the big old train station. It was so cool! There was nothing like it in Paradise Valley. Oh, Paradise Valley had a couple railroad tracks that went through the east side of town. But the train station and giant switchyards and all that stuff were long gone. Now there was a small switching area over by the cannery and the meat packing plant. It had sidetracks and stubs for some of the local businesses to load up train cars and get them ready to go on long trains passing through the town. But this station was awesome.




Buffy nudged her lightly. “Come on, lookyloo. We’ve got some rental cars to do rent-y stuff on. And they better be good colors for my complexion. I am so not a Fall.”




Lexi gave her a grin, because she knew Buffy only talked like that when she was being Harmless Ditzy Valley Girl Buffy. So she nodded her head and said, “Totes! Like what if they give us a dark red? Ick.”




The snicker behind her was Rona, who was also along, as was Hermione. Hermione and Rona and Buffy all had fake IDs that said they were twenty-five, so they could do any adult stuff they needed to do. But there was no way anyone would believe Lexi was that old. She had enough trouble convincing people she wasn’t twelve, because she just did not look all that old, and when she was wearing no makeup at all, like on her California driver’s license pic, she looked even younger.




But she wasn’t along for stuff like driving cars and renting hotel rooms.




No, she was along for the stuff they had planned out before Andrew drove them to the Cleveland train station. Because they had more stuff on their agenda than just tracking down ‘Vampire Al Capone’ who Xander didn’t even think could be the real Al Capone. And if Xander said so, that was good enough for Lexi.




But there were only two people in this world—her and Buffy—who knew what the Harry Dresden and Molly Carpenter and Karrin Murphy of that other Chicago looked like. Just like only Buffy and Lexi knew what that other Danielle Atron looked like. And someone—someone whose initials were probably DRA—had magically blurred the images of Danielle Atron in the state and federal databases like the California DMV records. And despite what TV crime shows had taught Lexi, you couldn’t just run a blur through a super-smart computer program and technologically clean it up again. Willow could unblur the stuff magically, but not to the point that you could use the image to ID anyone from it.




And then there were other names that might be connected with their Chicago, which the Chicago Slayer team was supposed to already be looking up in phone books and websites and police contacts and stuff. Like Ted Kord and Jack Ryder and John Marcone and Father Anthony Forthill. And the Viti Family: Carla and Johnny and Lucia and whoever. And Darcy Walker and Argyle Sims. And a couple sort of random ‘just maybe’ possibilities, like Henry Bendix and Rinkin Mueller and maybe a hitman named ‘Mr. Stone’.




Lexi sort of thought Buffy was counting on something extra. Like maybe some sorts of other connections to some of these people. Or something. Maybe Buffy was playing a hunch. Maybe she had a feeling. Maybe she’d had a Slayer dream that was too vague to get much out of it, except having Lexi along.




Lexi didn’t really care, because she’d gotten to go to Cleveland and do awesome stuff at the Joyce Summers School. She’d gotten to spar with a bunch of great martial artists including The Golden Slayer! And she’d learned a ton. And most of her bruises and owwies had already cleared up! And now she was getting to go to Chicago too. This was like the best week ever, even with the rough spots.




Hermione stepped into a bathroom with her tiny emergency bag of magic stuff she could hide in a purse, and Rona went with her for protection. In about five minutes, Hermione stepped out and gave Buffy a tiny head shake. So Hermione’s magical checking was all done, and nobody was surveilling them, either magically or naturally or supernaturally.




Well, that was one of the reasons they were traveling with a powerful witch. Willow and Kennedy were still on the ‘no ops or big stuff yet’ restriction from the doctor and a mage because of how bad the teleport to Lexi’s kitchen went. So…no Willow and no Kennedy. Even if Lexi thought they’d be really cool to go on a Slayer mission with.




The four of them strolled through the station to where they could pick up their luggage, which didn’t have anything interesting in it, in case it got inspected or something. Buffy’s personal weapons case, and Slayer stuff for Lexi and Rona, and Hermione’s travel pack for Team Jack stuff were all on their way, with one of the Watchers driving it over.




And when they walked out of the station, there were two not-new cars waiting for them, with a Slayer driving each one. Buffy and Hermione hopped into the front car with the Slayer who had long blonde hair, so Rona and Lexi piled into the station wagon with their luggage. Lexi let Rona sit up front with the redhead.




The cars started off, and Rona checked, “I’m Rona, and this is Lexi. Where are we headed?”




The redheaded Slayer grinned, “I’m Barb. We’re going to a sort of ‘used car lot’. Sort of. Linda picked this one because it hit one of your names on that list.”




“Argyle Sims?” Lexi wondered.




“You know him?” Barb asked.




Lexi sort of explained, “Well, I know why he’s on that list you got. But I’m not sure if you’d believe me if I told you where the list came from, so I think Buffy oughta do that part.”




Barb snickered. “We fight vampires and demons. We deal with magic all the time. We’ve got a new Wolfram & Hart office downtown. And you think there’s something too weird for me to handle?”




Lexi sighed a tiny bit. “Okay…Last week, Buffy and me? We got sucked through a portal into another universe. We ended up in the Chicago of another world, along with a bunch of other goodguy women from even different worlds. We fought fae and monsters and vamps and Danielle Atron and a massively mega-powered demon. And real flying dragons, which I didn’t have to fight. And some other nastiness, including a cockroach-thing the size of a room. And the old god Utu, who was pretty cheesed off at us.”




Barb thought for a moment. “Utu. Ancient Mesopotamian god of the sun, justice, and truth.”




“And patron of travelers,” Lexi cut in.




“Right. Usually listed as the son of Nanna and Ningal. Twin brother of Inanna. Later worshiped by East Semitic peoples as Shamash or perhaps conflated with Shamash. His main temples were in Larsa and Sippar.”




Rona smiled, “Barb’s the brains of the Chicago team. She covers the Watcher side and the computer side. Linda’s more the brawn side.”




Barb insisted, “I’m perfectly good as a fighter too. I’m just a bit more scientific about it, and Linda’s a bit more ‘Hulk smash’. Don’t tell her I said that.”




Lexi tried not to grin. “You’ll love Hermione Granger. She’s teaching demonology and stuff at the Slayer House, and she has a Ph.D., and she’s a witch, and she’s on Team Jack too.”




Barb nodded in thought. “Cool. I’d love to get on Team Jack, even part-time, but I haven’t gone through the Advanced Badguy Stomping course. Linda has. And we’d both like to go to the O’Neill Funtime Vacationland someday. But there’s only two of us in Chicago, and we’ve got a sudden increase in deaths and missing persons. And felony assaults ‘with barbecue forks’. I think the timing links it to Wolfram & Hart’s appearance here. But it could be connected to your mission. And synchronicity does not prove causality.”




Rona snarked, “Yeah. The vamp version of Mary Kay, except no pink Caddies.”




Lexi pointed out, “They could go together. Like our ‘Al Capone’ only felt safe enough to start this with Wolfram & Hart showing up to be his life support.”




Barb agreed, “Right. But we don’t have enough data to make sound conclusions on any of this. Yet.”




As they rode along, Lexi said, “Oh, and I’m Lexi Mack. From Paradise Valley, California. Not anywhere big.”




“Barbara Gordon. I’ve lived in Chicago all my life. My dad’s one of the deputy police commissioners for Chicagoland, so we have to be pretty careful not to do anything that’ll get us crosswise with the LEO.”




Lexi suddenly winced. “Oh crud. Your dad’s not named James Gordon, is he?”




Barb suddenly tensed up. “Don’t tell me my dad is on your other-universe list.”




Lexi spilled, “Not him, so much. You. In yet a different universe, one with superheroes, you’re…Well you used to be Batgirl until you were shot through the spine and permanently crippled by a supervillain. Your dad is the police commissioner for one of the worst crime cities in the U.S.”




The car suddenly got really quiet. Barb finally asked, “Does that mean you think I’m destined to end up in a wheelchair?”




“Umm, I hope not?” Lexi tried. “But it might mean you’re destined to be a hero here. Like me. And like Buffy seems to be a hero everywhere else too. But that’s why the names.”




Rona finally said something. “So just in case, what about Linda?”




Barb sort of shrugged, even if she was driving. “Linda? Nothing huge. She grew up in an orphanage, and her foster parents live out in Elmhurst.”




Rona pushed, “But what’s her last name?”




Barb answered, “Danvers. Linda Lee Danvers.”




Lexi gulped, “Oh crud.”







I got to the office a little later than planned. That was largely because I’d gotten home a lot later than planned, and so I had slept through my alarm clock. Again.




I walked in and Jen immediately started dinging me. “Nice of you to drop by, Sleeping Beauty.”




Okay, with a ’tude like that, I didn’t feel like she deserved a ‘sorry’. So she didn’t get one from me. I just said, “Up all night running surveillance. I think we’ve got vampires in the Underground tunnels, and our gracious employer didn’t think I’d figure it out.”




“Or she figured you’d get eaten before you could tell anyone,” Jen helpfully suggested.




“Or she figured her magic papers would keep me from noticing or blabbing or whatever.”




“Which brings up another thing, Herry,” she said. “Another check came this morning. I already called Anna, and once she does her stuff, I can touch it and go deposit it.”




“Great,” I muttered. We were taking money from a mage who worked with frigging vampires. Oh sure, we were working on stabbing her in the back, but we were cashing those checks. Dresden and Dresden needed the income, but I felt really guilty about accepting the money. And it wasn’t like I could give it all back once we dealt with good old Nora. Who I was going to start calling The Wicked Witch Of The West. I had to pay Jen’s salary. And Jen had taken most of the money to pay several months ahead on our office rent and my apartment rent and I was hoping her apartment rent too. It was dirty money, but it was a lot of dirty money. Maybe I could take most of what would be my salary and give it to charity. Which reminded me…




“Heard back from Father Tony?”




Jen rolled her eyes. She wasn’t religious, but she liked Father Anthony Forthill, and she only called him ‘Father Forthill’. “Yeah, I did. He said you can keep the steel one, but he’d like the little silver one back when you can.”




I complained, “There’s something wrong with a detective agency that needs a steel crucifix they have hidden in their office.”




She smirked, “I think mainly it’s something wrong with the detective.”




“I’m beginning to agree with you on that,” I grumbled.




Jen changed topics, sort of. “And I sent Elaine that ‘thank you’ you wanted. But not chocolates. That’s a bad choice. I sent flowers.”




“But chocolates are great!” I objected.




“Aaaaaand it’s no wonder you can’t keep a girlfriend,” Jen told me. “Lots of women love chocolate, but can’t stop eating it, and are worried about ending up looking less like Liz Taylor and more like ‘National Velvet’. Don’t give a woman chocolates for a present, unless she’s already told you it’s okay. Or make it something small that she’ll love, as part of something bigger, like you’re taking her out to a romantic dinner, and then you have a chocolate truffle in your apartment for a cozy dessert for two. And make it a truffle she’d like, not something you’d like.”




“So…no beer-flavored chocolate truffles?”




She tried not to smile. “Right.”




“And when is your advice for the lovelorn column hitting the papers, Dr. Ruth?”




She gave me the Stephens Family death glare. “Is that a short joke?”




I carefully refrained from smiling. “Nah. If I was going for the short joke, I would’ve called you Jiminy Cricket.” She didn’t like that either, so I fibbed, “I figured you wouldn’t get it if I called you Polonius.”




“Could I be Mister Feeney?” she asked winsomely. “He’s great on the advice.”




“Only if you work on your mustache,” I replied.




I grabbed a soda out of the little fridge and paced into my lair. Or I hid behind my desk. Whatever. I pulled out the files and ignored the ‘official’ work I had been submitting to Nora Allen as proof of my slavish diligence. I had a ton of photos from around the three areas, and none of them were turning up brainwashed demonic girls. Unless you counted a couple Girl Scouts who had passed by the Fairmont Hotel with their den mother. I mean, anyone who’s eaten those cookies knows there’s something addictive and evil in them.




But I also had a couple pages of notes in my own personal code, which was just really horrible Latin. Because I don’t know Latin. Don’t tell Jen.




Also, I wrote it in the letters of Galactic Basic, which I was nerdy enough to know by heart. Don’t tell Jen that either.




So Anna Ash had come downtown to my office to check those original three papers, and she had winced more than I had. Not a good sign, but it at least made me feel less paranoid. And more ‘oh crap what have I gotten us into this time’.




Every one of the paychecks had a binding spell of some kind. Anna thought the paychecks were supposed to bind me to Nora Allen’s will. Maybe worse than that, like making me a helpless servant for her. Sort of a Renfield without the bug-eating. It had taken her a couple hours of work to kill that spell and make that check safe to cash. I made sure we paid Anna ‘consultant’ rates for that kind of hard work.




The business card had an eavesdropping spell on it, so I kept it in a magically-soundproof envelope Anna bespelled so that I could dump the business card out on my desk and hand Ms. Allen any disinformation I wanted before it went back in the magic envelope, which I called The Cone Of Silence whenever I wanted to annoy Jen some more.




The sheet of paper had a compulsion spell on it. Anna couldn’t tell what the compulsion would do, but I could guess it wouldn’t be something good. I was not likely to pick up that paper and feel an urge to get more exercise and eat more kohlrabi. Odds were, that paper would have compelled me to do exactly as she had wanted, or to not do something else, like report it if I saw one of her pet vamps chowing down on unfortunate vics.




Also, there was a note that Jen’s fam hadn’t come up with anything. Well, it was pretty unlikely her mom had actually talked with her grandma, and even if that had somehow happened, it was even more unlikely that her grandma had gone up the ladder and checked with her parents. Her family got along like invitees to a joint Hatfield-McCoy wedding. I knew more about that whole mess than Jen was comfortable with.




And I had checked with Murphy’s buddy Lieutenant Moore of Missing Persons. Seems they’d had a big uptick in MPs which I was worrying could be due to these vamps I was supposed to be protecting. From what, I had no idea. Was there a rival gang of vamps, only they were all Kirsten Dunst in ‘Interview with the Vampire’? Well, in addition to the dead guys at that one P.I. firm, there were multiple missing persons from two other firms. It was kind of annoying to find out I was number four on Nora’s list of gumshoes. Or maybe she’d had to chew her way through plenty of private eyes before she found one who admitted he knew what went bump in the night.




So it was time to do a little prepwork. I told Jen, “I’m off to prepare in case I have to do something really stupid. Something else really stupid. Tell Anna hi, and I appreciate all her hard work, and I need to know if I can buy her chocolates as a thank-you.”




Jen made ‘shoo shoo’ motions with her hands. “Scram. I’ve got important computer work to do.”




Probably more Grand Theft Auto.




I walked down to my old heap and made a phone call. One ringy-dingy…two ringy-dingy…




“Kord OEM Research and Development! This is Marci. How may we help you?”




“Hi. This is Herry Dresden. Can I talk to Ted for just a minute?”




“Let me put you on hold, and I’ll check!” Marci said so perkily it made my teeth itch.




At least the hold music was good. One of Ted’s many influences on the company since he’d turned it from a tiny family-run shoebox-sized electronics repair store to a big player in Chicago computers and electronics. Pretty soon I was singing along, mainly against my will.




“And the man in the back said everyone attack, and it turned into a ballroom blitz! And the girl in the corner said boy I wanna warn you, and it turned into a ballroom blitz! Ballroom blitz…ballroom blitz…”




“Mister Dresden, are you still there?”




“…ball—Umm, yes, Marci. And thanks for the excellent hold music.”




“Mister Kord only has a couple minutes before a meeting, but he would like to talk to you.”




“Gr—” But the phone had already done that click thing that told me I was being transferred.




Ted’s voice came over the line, loud and clear. “Hey Herry, what can I do for you?”




“Hi, Ted. Hopefully, this is fast. I have some silver and some steel, and I need to weld one to the other. Can I do that? And what will I need?”




Ted thought for a fraction of a second. “Sure. But you’ll need a laser welding system that’s got a peak pulse power of over 5.5 kilowatts. Do you have one?”




I confessed, “Ted, I hardly even know what those words mean when you fit ’em together like that.”




He laughed and said, “Okay. You know where our R & D building is, right?”




“Sure, unless you moved it in the last couple years.” I had done a little job for Ted there. It was an industrial espionage case, and I’d had to find out who the spy was. Ted had been happy enough with my work that he’d bought me dinner at Ruth’s Chris on top of a bonus in my paycheck, and we were still chat-on-internet-once-in-a-while friends.




“Meet me there at 5:30. I can keep this meeting from running long just by threatening to hand out homework assignments on anything we don’t get decided before 4:50.”




I smiled at that. I had a feeling Ted’s meeting-running style was as unusual and as clever as Ted himself. I headed over to McAnally’s to pick up a present for him, and then I dawdled a bit getting through traffic to their research center. It was in a semi-nice part of town, instead of in one of the light industrial areas like where their factory and assembly line were, because all their research work was small-scale, with no giant wads of toxic waste being spewed out all over the place.




Not that Ted let his company spew toxic waste everywhere. He had some fancy-schmancy metal recovery systems he was not only using, but he was also marketing them to other companies now.




Naturally, Ted didn’t bother with driving through Chicago rush hour traffic. Which for Chicago should really be called ‘rush hours traffic’ with an emphasis on the plural. Ted had a private helicopter. The KORD building had a heliport on its roof. The R & D building had a helipad on its roof. The factory and warehousing complex had a landing pad painted in one of its parking lots. And Ted’s condo building had a helipad on its roof, mainly for Ted. Lots of drivers stuck in Chicago traffic probably shook their fist at Ted’s chopper and cursed as he flew over them.




So I parked and walked into the security lobby of the R & D site. It had two guys in blue ‘security guard’ suits. And three cameras. One obvious camera, and two really carefully hidden cameras just in case of trouble. I had no idea how many security guards were loitering with intent on the other side of either side wall.




I walked up to the desk, and the guy looked up at me. Security guys do not like feeling shrimpy, so I got a big scowl. I gave him a friendly smile and said, “I’m here to meet Ted. I saw his chopper on the roof, so I know he beat me here.”




Security guys are usually smart enough not to give anyone grief if they’re on first-name terms with The Big Cheese. But they’re also usually smart enough to check that Mister Name Dropper isn’t really a muckraking reporter in disguise. I smirked, “Nope, I’m not Jack Ryder in stilts.”




Okay, they’re generally more worried about thieves, industrial spies, and maybe people trying to personally hand Ted copies of The Watchtower.




The guy politely said, “May I see some ID or a company badge? I’ll check with Mister Kord and verify, if you don’t mind.”




Okay, I didn’t usually get tons of politeness in my job. Or in my personal life, such as it is. I handed him my wallet and said, “That’s fine. I prefer that you do your job.” He still checked my paper bag.




So he called Ted’s office. The sudden bulge of the eyes and stiffening of the spine told me he got Ted personally, instead of a secretary or PA or whoever he was expecting. But it was well after five, and normal people had already headed for home.




After he yessir’ed a few times, he typed on a keyboard, waited a few seconds, and got a keycard. “Here you go, sir. Please keep this with you at all times and then hand it back as you leave. It will operate the elevator for you. Fifth floor, turn right when you leave the elevator, and room 512.”




“Thanks,” I said, in my usual extremely polite tones.




I do so have a polite tone. Don’t listen to Jen. I have several different polite tones, I’ll have you know!




I walked over to the elevator, but before I could do anything, the elevator opened for me. Okay, not creepy at all. I stepped inside, and it automatically activated the button for the fifth floor, closed the doors, and head upward. Extra no-this-is-not-creepy.




I stepped off the elevator, and the wall panels pointed off to my right and led me to room 512. At that point, the double doors into the room swung open. That building was a little more automated than I was comfortable with.




I strolled in, trying to put some casual back into my step. “Hey Ted, your building really likes me. If I ask it out, does it eat Chinese?”




Ted’s red hair and big physique were bent over a computer next to a high-tech gizmo that I was guessing was the ‘laser whatever’ doohickey he had mentioned. Still, Ted wasn’t nearly as tall as me, even if he looked like he could wrestle me into the ground. He grinned, “I did tell you we were working on a building automation project, right?”




“Right.” He just hadn’t said it was at ‘Demon Seed’ levels of abilities.




“You should see what we’ve got going in my condo. We’re using it as a testbed.”




“Sounds either amazing or nerve-wracking,” I told him.




He skipped that and stared at the paper bag. “Present for me?”




I handed it to him. “McAnally’s porter.”




His eyes lit up and he peered into the bag. “With this kind of bribe, you could get something much bigger than a few seconds of laser welding.”




I smirked, “Well, I heard you already lost your firstborn male child in a poker game.”




Part VI



I tried not to smile too much. But Ted Kord had a great sense of humor. Also, he thought one Herry Dresden was amusing, which some people would claim didn’t say great things about his sense of humor.




He laughed. “Herry, you know that was just a scurrilous rumor. I only ‘lost’ my ex-girlfriend in that poker game. And I forgot to tell the other players she was an ex instead of current.” He put the beer down somewhere safe and asked, “So what do you need welded?”




I showed him. “Three small silver crosses. Three steel rings for my right hand. I’d like the rings welded to the crosses with enough strength that if I slug someone in the face, the crosses won’t break off.”




That stopped him. “Silver? And crosses? I’m not getting it.”




I just told him, “Good. This is something no one wants to know about, and science types like you tend to go catatonic when they find out.”




And that was too much data for Ted Kord’s giant brain. “Unscientific. Silver. Crosses. Physical contact…You want to punch vampires and werewolves in the face? Isn’t it a little early for Halloween costumes?”




“Ted, if I told you what was really going on, you would either faint or call the men in the white coats. Maybe both.”




Ted stopped. “Okay, now I really want to know what’s going on. And I’m going to want hard evidence too.”




“Not on your life,” I snapped. “And I mean that pretty much literally. The only way I know to prove this to you is to put both of us in mortal danger, and there is no way I’m doing that to you. I didn’t even want to do it to me! But I ran into this crap, and I’ve nearly died enough times to kill a cat. Maybe a couple cats. Well, this time it’s a dark witch with enough magic to teleport into and out of my building, and her vampire bodyguard, and they want me to watch some places, and I think those places are vampire havens, but I don’t know what’s going on. So I want some holdouts, because vampires and werewolves think a regular .45 slug in the chest is just an annoyance.”




Ted scowled at the ceiling, which meant he was off in Genius Land again. He finally looked at me and spoke, “If there are real vampires, then there ought to be cities which have unrealistic rates of death without gang violence, injuries with abnormal blood loss, missing persons…Also, homeless rates ought to be unusually low unless there are sufficient nighttime shelters. Night crime rates ought to be skewed. Drug dealers would have to work out of houses with thresholds or else during the daytime. Same for prostitution…”




He started typing away on another computer. I let him code like a maniac for five or ten minutes before he stood up. He gave me a grin of triumph. “There! A thorough search of federal, state, city, and county crime rates will disprove your hypothesis. Now let’s do the welding…”




He slid the rings into clamps, then the crosses into other clamps, and he quickly programmed his laser welder before he handed me a pair of goggles that looked like they were made for a welder with claustrophobia. 




I slipped mine on, and I couldn’t resist. “The goggles! They do nothing!”




He activated the laser welder, and…Holy shit, that was bright. No wonder he had goggles like this. And in a matter of seconds, he had a furrow cut into each ring, some special soldering crap, and the crosses set into the furrows, followed by nearly instant welding.




He took off his goggles and said, “Now we let those cool for a few.” I noticed the laser welder doohickey also had a gas cooling rig that was working on my rings.




He stepped back to the computer and started scanning a shit-ton of results. “Damn it, I need to analyze these, so I can make some sense of them.” He did some more typing in a different window, and suddenly he had two small plots and a spreadsheet thing. He frowned, “That can’t be right…Maybe I need to put in some temporal adjustments…”




The plots tweaked a bit. The spreadsheet numbers changed, but I couldn’t tell how much.




He glared at the data. “Okay…I’ve got a dozen places around the country that actually look like I hypothesized. And the two worst places are…Cleveland, Ohio and Sunnydale, California?”




“Crap,” I muttered. Because everyone knew about Sunnydale. It had fallen into a crater that was now Sunnydale Bay. And geologists were still arguing over how it could have happened and left a perfectly round crater. If that was magic, I did not want to meet those mages. And I was crossing my fingers that wasn’t what ‘Nora Allen’ could do.




Ted stared some more and typed some more and fiddled some more. “Okay, this makes no sense. There were seven other cities that had these criteria, and starting at the same time as the creation of Sunnydale Bay, all their stats started dropping, except Cleveland which has been rising since then. Temporal views…Wait, we’ve got one that only recently starting climbing…” He turned and stared at me in stark horror. “Herry, it’s Chicago!”







Lexi watched as Barb drove up to an old warehouse with a big parking lot. There were plenty of cars and trucks in the lot right beside the warehouse, and none of them looked brand new. Okay, that was good, since Buffy wanted inconspicuous local-looking cars for them to drive.




Barb parked next to Linda’s car, which everyone was already out of. She checked, “Am I allowed to tell Linda that she’s a superheroine in the multiverse?”




Lexi looked at Rona, who gave her a stern ‘do this yourself, kid’ look. So Lexi said, “Let’s see if Buffy has already told her. And then let’s not say it in front of Mister Sims.”




Barb wondered, “Is he a superhero in another universe?”




So Lexi spilled, “No, but he’s technical assistance for a superheroine, even if maybe he’s sort of shady.”




Barb looked at the cars, then at the warehouse, and then made a leap of logic. Or illogic, maybe. “Can he build us a quinjet? Because that would be awesome!”




Lexi shrugged, “No idea. But I bet he can build you a James Bond car.”




Barb scrambled out of the station wagon. “We need to talk to this guy!”




Rona whispered, “Nice job on the motivational speaking there, Mister Carnegie.”




Lexi gave her a grin and hopped out of the car. Rona made sure the windows were all up and the doors were all locked before she followed. After all, it wasn’t a nice part of town.




Lexi and Rona walked into the warehouse to find pretty much what Lexi was expecting. A guy with a big bodyguard arguing with Buffy, while Hermione studied things and Linda stood there. Also, Barb was busy studying the electronics over on a side wall. Lexi hadn’t expected that Argyle Sims was a lanky black guy maybe a few years older than her dad. And she should have expected that Linda looked like she was ready to rumble with the big bodyguard.




Okay, every young woman in there could take that guy with one arm tied behind her back. They were Slayers. And a really good witch who had training from the O’Neill Funtime Vacationland.




The guy who had to be Argyle was insisting, “Look, little white girls don’t just stroll in here like it’s a BMW dealership! I don’t sell illegal cars, and I don’t do illegal activities, and you can take your entrapment routine and shove it up y—”




Barb yelled from her spot, “Hey Buffy! He’s got a multi-channel police scanner running through a laptop with computer algorithms for pattern matching! I need one of these. And he’s got his own miniature cellphone hub, and he built it himself! We’ve got to make a deal with him.”




Argyle suddenly tensed up. “I don’t know what your girl’s smokin’ but that’s crazy talk.”




Linda stepped forward as menacingly as a pretty blonde girl could manage. “She’s never wrong about stuff like this. So maybe you should watch your mouth.”




“Linda…” Buffy growled softly.




Argyle glared at everyone. “Maybe alla you oughta take a hike. Now. Afore my friend Jim makes you. And we call the cops on you.”




Barb walked over. “Nice bluff! Of course, you and I both know that the CPD has a history of assuming the worst when it’s a confrontation between blacks and whites. And two big black men against five helpless little white girls—because Rona will make herself scarce to sell the product better—white girls who just got lost and stopped to ask for help…”




Eww. Was that really true? Argyle and Jim sure looked like they thought so. That was terrible! Lexi worried, “Do we have to be mean about this?”




Argyle looked at Linda and then at Lexi. “Oh. Good cop, bad cop. A classic. Never seen it with white girls, though.”




Buffy groaned, “This is going so swell.” She stepped over to Jim. If that was really his name. “So. Jim. What you weigh? Maybe two-eighty with that expensive body armor under your clothes, and the steel in your holsters, and the knives you got on you?”




“Maybe.”




Buffy smiled at him. “Good. May I make a slight demonstration?”




Jim looked down at her and gave her another “Maybe.”




Buffy moved so fast Jim didn’t have a chance to react. She grabbed Jim at the waist and heaved. Jim went flying over her head and through the air like a beachball. Buffy just yelled, “Rona!” Jim didn’t yell as much as shriek.




Maybe it was a squeal.




And Jim went far enough that Rona could make the catch. Which she did. And she set Jim down on his butt, because his legs were not working that great after getting to fly Air Slayer.




Jim went for his guns. He moved as fast as he could and yanked both handguns out and tried to aim them, but Rona just kicked both guns out of his hands before he got them pointed at anybody. Jim cringed and held his hands together like maybe Rona had broken a couple of his fingers.




Argyle took a staggering step backward and gasped, “What the fuck are you?”




Buffy calmly said, “You know there’s supernatural evil loose in this town? Vampires, demons, dark mages, evil lawyers…”




“That’s a tautology,” Argyle interrupted snidely.




Buffy nodded. “These lawyers? Totally. Well, when there’s stuff that goes bump in the night, we’re what bumps back.”




Barb stiffly said, “I believe that’s taken from ‘Hellboy’.”




Buffy rolled her eyes. She stared at Argyle. “You know about this stuff, though. Right?”




He reluctantly nodded. “Hell yeah. Back in the Forties, black Chicago had a huge vamp problem. The white cops couldn’t give a shit, as long as no white people got inconvenienced. But this little Oriental girl came through town. Like a hot knife through warm butter. My mama still talks about her. The Vampire Slayer.”




“That’s me,” Buffy insisted. “Only I figured out how to make it a franchise operation. And there’s a new problem in Chicago. Vampires, backed by some demons and some dark mages, and maybe supported by Wolfram & Hart. You should let people know that Wolfram & Hart is on the shitlist of The Golden Slayer, and she is here in town to make that clear. Anybody who’s a client for The Wolf, the Ram, and the Hart had better find new lawyers.”




Argyle admitted, “I might know some people who know some people…”




Buffy kept going, “And we also know you’re a good person. Do you know Darcy Walker?”




Argyle smiled, “Little Darcy Walker. Shame what happened to her old man. Darcy couldn’t get satisfaction from her department, so now she’s a Fed. Last I heard from her, they got her workin’ out of Phoenix. What’s she got to do with me?”




“I guess…nothing in this universe,” Buffy said. “But I had my fingers crossed.”




Barb looked longingly at the hardware and tried, “If we can convince you we aren’t police plants or anything, could we make a ‘strictly legal’ deal? Like we pay you to build us some strictly legal hardware we would only use for strictly legal purposes?”




Buffy said, “We actually didn’t come here for that, but it’s a bonus. We wanted a couple cheap cars. With legit papers. Or at least really legit-looking papers.”




Lexi suggested, “Maybe we could do something convincing? Like can Hermione help Jim with his fingers? Because I think some of ’em are broken.”




“Sorry,” Rona said not too convincingly.




Buffy glanced Hermione’s way and gave a tiny flick of the head. Hermione nodded and walked over to where Jim was struggling to his feet when he had broken fingers on both hands. 




Lexi had gotten broken fingers before, so she knew how much they hurt. Okay, so she hadn’t told her folks about the broken fingers. She’d just let Marda set the breaks, and she’d held her hand still for a day or so until the bones were healed enough that it didn’t hurt every time she made a fist or held a pencil. Her mom and dad already worried about her so much, and it would be so much worse for them if Lexi told them every time she got hurt.




So Lexi just watched. Hermione did something magical. Barb did something smart. Buffy did something leadership-y, making people do the stuff she needed them to do. And Rona kept Linda from doing something violent. Well, more violent, because throwing a guy halfway across a room was pretty violent.




Okay, it wasn’t really violent by Slayer standards. But being a Slayer kind of messed up your views on what was enough violence for any sitch.




While Hermione did a bunch of healing on Jim’s fingers, Barb worked with Argyle to put together something that they could figure out how to do but Lexi sure couldn’t. And when they were done, Argyle had a jammer for hidden microphones and hidden cameras that were transmitting stuff instead of recording. And Argyle showed Barb how to make a thing that would detect electronics that were running and using power and stuff. And Barb bought one of Argyle’s already-built gadgets too.




And finally, Jim’s hands were almost healed, even if Hermione said he’d need to take it easy for a week or two. 




And Argyle was happy with Barb. He told Buffy, “I can work with her. The rest of you? I dunno.”




So, while Argyle pulled together papers for two used cars, Barb hurried over to Lexi. “Okay, you said Batgirl didn’t have superpowers, just martial arts and acrobatics. But that means she probably had gadgets. And armor. Right?”




Lexi had to admit, “I don’t know. These are just people I heard about, or I heard about their friends, or Alex heard about stuff and some of it got written down and I saw the written-down part. There was something Alee said about a Batmobile and a Batcycle and maybe a Batboat, but I thought she was kidding. And maybe grapples you could shoot out of a grapple gun, you know, like Kim Possible?” And then it dawned on her. “Wait, you’re not gonna turn into a superheroine like in Marvel Comics, are you?”




But Barb was totally thinking about it. Lexi could tell from the tiny smile on Barb’s face that Barb wasn’t hiding very well. Well crud. If Barb got hurt playing superhero, Lexi would feel mega-guilty. Even if Barb was pretty likely to get hurt sooner or later just being a Slayer.




Lexi frowned, “You are thinking about it!”




Barb grinned, “Well, a tricked-out motorcycle would be pretty awesome for Chicago streets, and one with spiked wheels would be great during the winter…”




Lexi grumbled, “If you get hurt doing this, I’ll feel guilty forever.”




Barb couldn’t stop smiling about it. “Look on the bright side! Armor! Maybe Argyle and I can develop some high-tech Slayer-compatible armor that won’t be too restrictive or slow us down, and will let us fight more safely and take less damage. And anti-demon weaponry…”







I watched as Ted paced back and forth. He finally said, “Herry, a couple rings with crosses are not a satisfactory solution. How strong are these things, and how fast?”




I groaned slightly. I was worried I had just turned Ted Kord from the most brilliant inventor in Chicago into the craziest loon in Illinois. And in Illinois, that’s saying something. “I don’t really know.”




He frowned at my imprecision. “Herry, you said you’ve faced some of them. Think about what you saw, and what you had to do to stop them. Tell me their strengths and their weaknesses.”




Oh crap. “First Ted, you need to understand something. This is magic. Not science. And not science we just haven’t figured out yet. It’s real magic. A vampire isn’t a guy with funny teeth. It’s a demon inhabiting a dead body. A really, really dead body. I’ve got a friend in the M.E.’s office who I rescued from a corpse, so I’ve heard the details. More than I really wanted to. So someone—maybe someone you know—dies. He had his blood sucked out through a bite in his neck, which Waldo says should not be workable in the short time a vampire takes to drain a person. The vampire puts some blood in the victim’s mouth and stomach. Waldo says it’s definitely not the blood of the vic. Three nights later, the corpse gets up. Even if it’s been in the M.E.’s fridge so it’s too damn cold for biochemical processes to work. It’s room temp. Or refrigerator temp. Or wherever it’s hanging out. It can look and act like the guy you knew, but it is not that guy. And if the M.E. didn’t remove its heart or its brain or sever its neck, all of the injuries inflicted on the body, including the autopsy incisions, just instantly heal up and vanish.”




“That’s impossible,” Ted pointed out. “It’s multiple violations of everything we know about biology, biochemical processes, memory storage, tissue regeneration…”




“Like I said, it’s magic,” I insisted. “And it gets weirder. They’ve got to be…” I thought about seeing a vampire sprinting down a street and leaping over a high fence. Fine, I’d just set it on fire, and it was trying to get to a pond. “Okay, they can run maybe forty, fifty miles an hour. They can jump a twelve foot fence like you jump over a tennis net. They can lift you by the throat one-handed and hold you a yard in the air like you’re a paperweight. And crap, I had bruises on my throat for weeks. And they’re not your friend, back from the dead. They’re Hannibal Lecter with superpowers, pretending to be your old pal.”




Ted stepped over to his computer and started typing again. This time, it looked like he was putting together some sort of drawing of force vectors with some kind of math analysis program. Ted really needed to market some of this, if he’d invented it and wasn’t just using some weird math program from someone else.




Ted stared at the screen and muttered, “That’s impossible too. You would have to be at least 4 times stronger than human and at least 3.5 times quicker. That means you would be exerting a force that would tear human muscles apart, and you would be reacting faster than human nerve tissue can handle.”




So I told him, “Then try this on for size. They’re flammable. Not like a candle. Like flash paper. If you set one on fire, in a second or two he’ll…disintegrate right in front of your eyes. It looks like his body turns into a handful of dust, with the skeleton maybe a fraction of a second behind the rest. Creepy doesn’t begin to describe it. If they get hit with sunlight, ditto. If you decapitate ’em, ditto. If you put a wood stake through their heart, ditto. And don’t tell me it’s impossible, because it’s obviously not possible, but it happens. A two hundred pound thug, plus his clothes, goes poof and there’s maybe a cup or two of dry dusty ash left behind. Nothing else. No explosion, no heat, no big flash of light, just…dust in the wind.”




“That’s not possible.”




I nodded, “I already know that. I took a sample of the ash to my friend, and he got it analyzed, and he said it looks a lot like the ash after you cremate someone. Or something.”




Ted fussed, “But…but the energy needed to transform a hundred kilograms of matter into a few grams of ash…”




“It’s magic,” I reminded him. “Just like the way crosses and rosaries and holy objects and holy water burn the shit out of them. And thresholds. If you have a home, a vampire cannot enter without the permission of someone who lives there. And it’s not because they’re really polite. I saw a vampire charge after someone who dove through a doorway into their home, and the vamp must have been running at…I dunno, fifty miles an hour. Something impossible and terrifying. He hit that open doorway like a truck, and he bounced off the threshold like he’d run into a steel wall. That’s not science, it’s magic. It’s magic and religion and belief and souls and crap I do not want to believe in, but it’s real, and I’d be dead now if I hadn’t accepted it’s true.”




Ted sat down and put his head in his hands. He thought for several seconds and then asked me, “If this is true, then why aren’t you wearing a great big cross? And eating garlic all the time? And dousing yourself with holy water every night you go out?”




I reached inside my shirt and pulled out Father Forthill’s silver crucifix I really needed to return to him. “Blessed by a cardinal. Loaned to me by a priest. It’s more powerful than a plain old cross, and it’s not my belief that powers it, it’s the belief of millions and millions of people over thousands of years. There are probably other religious symbols that would work too, but who wants to do the experimental method on monsters trying to rip your throat out?”




“Good point, Herry.”




I reached into an inner pocket of my trenchcoat—it’s extra-long but it is not a duster despite what Jen says—and pulled out a flat aluminum water bottle shaped almost like a hip flask. “Holy water too. The garlic? Doesn’t work. Otherwise, I’d be living on a diet of linguine aglio e olio.”




“This is…”




“Impossible?” I headed him off. “Completely. Damn shame it’s real, though. And the werewolf thing is impossible too, but I saw it. And magic. Trust me, you do not want to know what a really high-powered mage can do to you if you piss her off. Complete violations of every law of physics you ever dreamed of.”




He sat there for a few more seconds. “I think I need one of those porters. And some thought…”




I opened a beer and handed it to him. He was already typing away on a different computer that was hooked up to a couple boxes and cabinets. He stopped typing with his left hand long enough to take a long swallow of McAnally’s finest dark-chocolate porter.




Then Ted did some sketching and fiddling with some sort of 3-D image thing on the screen. It looked like a hand and forearm with weird stuff stuck on it. He scanned my left hand and forearm. The ‘hand and forearm’ image warped to take on the exact 3-D shape of my limb. The stuff took on less clunky shapes. He had me speak into a microphone too.




And then Ted started a cabinet and a box running, doing something weird. Well, something scientific that probably only Ted would dream up. I finished my porter, and Ted got distracted with monitoring software, so he still had maybe half of his left in the bottle.




But after maybe an hour and a half of watching what looked like a computer really, really slowly tracing a 3-D image of a glove and a gauntlet, line by slowly-drawn line, the boxes signaled that they were done. By then, Ted had finished his bottle and I was trying not to think about drinking another bottle of what was supposed to be a gift for Ted.




Ted opened up the box, and there was a black plastic-looking glove with some doodads along the back side. He opened up the cabinet, and there was a thick plastic gauntlet. Fine, I still had no clue, and Ted wanted it to be a surprise.




He led me down to a chem lab, and he loaded up the gauntlet from a big pressurized tank. So the thickness of the gauntlet was because it was a gas tank that would fit around my forearm. I had an idea about it, but the idea I had was either awesome or horrifying. Probably both.




Ted then led me upstairs to a testing room that reminded me more of a firing range. A human-arm-looking armature swung out when Ted typed on a keyboard. Ted slid the gauntlet onto the ‘forearm’, slid the glove onto the ‘hand’ and hooked up connectors between the two components. Then he cocked the thumb and pointed the index finger like the hand was a pretend gun.




He scooted me behind a protective wall, and he said, “Now say the word I gave you.”




The word he’d had me say multiple times was ‘inflammare’ which even a dummy like me knew was Latin, and meant something like ‘to set on fire’. I could also figure out that if this was voice-activated, it needed to be a word I did not ever say under normal conditions, like ‘crap’ or ‘damn it Jen’. So I leaned toward the mike in front of us and said “Inflammare.”




A burst of flame jetted out of the tip of the glove’s ‘finger’ and turned into a roiling cone of fire that went maybe fifteen or twenty feet downrange before it petered out.




Ted grinned, “Herry, you are now a scary, vampire-intimidating mage.”




I couldn’t help grinning like an idiot. “I’m a pyromancer!”




Granted, since this was a Ted production, there was testing. He checked that other voices wouldn’t trigger the thing. He checked that the safeties did work so I couldn’t trigger it without pointing my hand like a gun. He checked that the glove was flameproof, and that even the tip didn’t get too hot. He checked how many fireballs I could get out of the thing, which turned out to be around five. He checked stuff I had no idea about.




I checked on the ‘dumb guy’ stuff. “Batteries to run it? Gas tank refills?”




Ted wilted a little. “There’s a tiny watch battery and a piezo ignition, so it’ll run long after you run out of fuel. But you’ll have to bring it back to me for refilling.”




I patted him on the back. “Hey, five fireballs is loads better than zero, which is what I was working with before.”




I did wonder how many people would ask why I was wearing one black glove. I was probably going to be telling people I was a huge Michael Jackson fan.




Part VII



Lexi was perfectly happy letting Rona drive the not-new Ford Explorer they’d gotten from Argyle. Buffy was driving the used Toyota Camry. Lexi was not asking how Argyle came up with real-looking titles and insurance for the cars, and she wasn’t asking how Buffy knew to ask about making sure the VIN and the license plates wouldn’t have police stopping them.




She also wasn’t asking about the stuff Barb wanted Argyle to make for her that took an extra five minutes of private chat to lay out. But she was guessing it was a super motorcycle with secret gadgets in it, like maybe a stake-firing machine gun in the handlebar.




They drove over to a rental house not too far from the Chicago Slayer House. Okay, the Chicago ‘Slayer House’ was really just a couple rooms rented in an old house in a not-bad section of the city. So the Slay-team needed its own house because everyone couldn’t fit into Linda’s room even for a meeting, and according to Linda, Barb’s room was like half library, half computer room, half workshop, and half bedroom. Even though that added up to two rooms. Linda said it was just that crowded.




Rona told Lexi about the layout of the rental house, at least according to the leasing agency. It had an old two-car wooden garage in back, detached from the house, and it was one of those squarish old two story houses no one made anymore. The ground floor was a kitchen and dining room in back, and a bathroom in the middle of one side, and then two tiny child bedrooms and a living room in the front of the house so they all had windows that looked out onto the front porch. The upstairs was two bedrooms and a sitting room and another bathroom. Rona said both bathrooms probably hadn’t been upgraded since the 1950’s. And the house wasn’t furnished.




It still totally beat living in a tent with Tandy, so Lexi wasn’t going to complain.




Next to the small wooden garage, a medium size RV was already open, with someone struggling with some boxes and duffel bags and canvas carriers. As soon as Hermione leapt out of her car and ran over and hugged that someone, Lexi knew who it had to be.




And sure enough, it was Dr. Jackson, who totally needed help hauling stuff in from the RV. Because this was something the Slayers had needed to figure out. If they had to go to a new town that didn’t have a real Slayer house with room for the entire Slay-team, which was pretty much everywhere, then they had to rent a house in order to be sure they had a threshold. Hotel rooms? Not safe enough. Also, hotels did not like you carrying big swords and stuff in and out all the time.




But furnishing an entire house? You needed a bed and bed stuff and bath stuff for each person, even if Lexi was pretty sure from the French kissing going on over by the side of the RV that Dr. Jackson and Hermione were going to be sharing one bed. You needed lots of food, and you needed kitchen stuff to cook the food. You needed a dining table and chairs, plus at least one TV and TV-watching chairs and stuff. You needed weapons, and stuff to carry weapons in, and stuff to clean weapons. You needed clothes and shoes and stuff for each person, even if they had brought some of that stuff on the train anyway. You needed research stuff for your Watchers and magic gear for your mages and a satellite dish for connectivity to what Xander called their WillowNet. So you had an RV that was loaded with your stuff, and you had a couple people drive it to your temporary house. Or if the drive was like six hours, then you could let one person do the drive.




Lexi just had no idea how Cleveland was going to manage teaching all the classes and stuff with Dr. Granger and Dr. Jackson both here. Maybe they had emergency backup teachers.




So there were duffel bags labeled ‘bedroom’. Lexi took four and put one in each bedroom. There were bags labeled ‘bathroom’ that Rona was moving. There were folding tables Buffy was moving to the dining room and living room. Then Lexi carried the stack of folding chairs into the dining room, while Rona moved three big coolers of food to the kitchen and Buffy carried a pile of collapsible captain’s chairs into the living room. Then kitchen boxes and the TV for the living room. Rona climbed up on the roof and aligned the portable satellite dish. Lexi brought in the box that had the vacuum cleaner and cleaning tools and stuff, and just stuck that in a corner of the living room.




While they were doing that, the smoochy couple were stocking the refrigerator and freezer from the coolers, and then opening the ‘kitchen’ boxes and pulling out the trays for flatware and cookware and seasonings and other stuff that went in drawers, plus all the non-refrigeration food stuff, plus the pots and pans, which some genius had managed to buy so all the pots stacked one inside the other, and all the pans stacked.




Hermione and Rona had food cooking in the oven and on the stove before Barb and Linda arrived, and by then Lexi had picked the smallest bedroom downstairs for herself and unpacked the bedroom duffel she had thrown in there. It had a really nice inflatable mattress with a hand pump to inflate it, and sheets and a blanket and a cute quilt, and a camping pillow with pillowcase, and a set of towels with a fold-out towel rack, and a baggie of microfiber cloths in case she needed to clean everything first. Okay, the closet shelves totally needed a dusting.




Oh, and Dr. Jackson was insisting that everyone needed to call him Daniel. Apparently, Hermione called him something totally different in private. Lexi did not want to hear that bit.




So the pre-made pan of lasagna came out of the oven, and the big pot full of whole wheat farfalle—which was just the little pastas shaped like bowties—got drained and tossed with pesto, and the already prepped garlic bread came out of the oven too, and a big bag of salad greens just got handed around the table.




It was mega-helpful that someone like Andrew’s cooking team packed a ton of pre-made food in the coolers with the other stuff.




As they ate, Linda asked, “That list thing. Is there anybody else on it besides me and Barb and the names you gave us to check out?”




Lexi had a mouthful of food, so she just put her hand up. Hermione and Daniel smiled at that, and they both put their hands up too.




Buffy explained, “Just me and Rona who weren’t on that list because of interdimensional travel freakiness. Well, technically, I put both of us on that list for people in other universes to check on us. And that list is a lot larger. You just got the possibles for Chicago.”




Barb unhappily asked, “And are we supposed to trust everyone on that list, like Argyle? Because Marcone and the Viti family are mobbed up like you wouldn’t believe. According to my dad, Marcone has pretty much taken over Chicago. He’s pushed the Viti Family out of Chicago, and what they have left is all far southeast, like in Gary and Hobart. He’s wiped out the Vargassi Family, except some Vargassi relatives who are way up in Arlington Heights and Buffalo Grove. And he’s really good at making the crime stats look a lot lower by the way he runs things, so everyone’s willing to let a lot of this junk slide.”




“Totally not,” Buffy said. “The list is a mix of goodguys and badguys and even some people who switch back and forth depending on the universe. Like Selina Kyle, AKA Catwoman. But they’re all important people. And some of ’em? If we can get to them early enough, the whole badguy aspect could get cut short.”




Linda asked, “And I’m a superpowered superheroine in another world?”




Lexi nodded, “Alee said you were one of the heavy hitters, and Alee can fly and hurl lightning bolts and telekinetically lift maybe thirty tons, and she thinks of herself as a low-level trainee type.” She admitted, “Maybe some of that’s a low self-esteem thing. We seem to have that a lot.” Lexi thought for a second and added, “And Alee said maybe you’re a kind of alien from another planet, so I don’t know if you’re really the Supergirl on our list.”




Linda took a big bite of garlic bread and chewed. “I’m pretty sure I’m not an alien. Which would be massively cool.”




Rona opened her laptop and made a bunch of notes while she ate lasagna. Then she said, “Okay, you’re doing pretty spectacularly on your portion of the list so far. Who else have you tracked?”




Barb paused for a moment while she swallowed a big mouthful of lasagna. “We already checked off Argyle Sims and Darcy Walker today. Herry Dresden spelled with an ‘e’ instead of an ‘a’: established private eye. His dad trained him and the firm used to be Dresden and Dresden, but his dad passed away. Murphy and Rawlins are CPD and partnered up. Murphy has a couple IA issues in her jacket, and they’re all from the Rudolph guy who’s also on the list. Molly Carpenter, teenager? There are a zillion Carpenter families in the Chicagoland metro area, so no go there. Waldo Butters? M.E.’s office in town. Ted Kord? That was easy, since KORD is one of the major computer and electronics players in the area. Jack Ryder? Serious investigative reporter. He’s been sniffing around the Vargassi and Marcone crime families and breaking stories for years like he doesn’t care who he cheeses off. Dad thinks he’s going to push his luck too far one of these days and find out that concrete shoes are not a fashion statement at the bottom of Lake Michigan. Rinkin Mueller? No traces around here. Henry Bendix? Bendix Enterprises has a big office here, but he’s located close to Washington, D.C. these days, being a Beltway Bandit and lobbying for his company. And there’s a rumor of a hitman for the Vargassi Family nicknamed Mr. Stone, but he probably got snuffed when Marcone took over.”




Buffy grinned, “That’s way better than the Brits are doing over in Jolly Olde.” She put her fork down and said, “Claire did all the arrangements for this trip, so I didn’t even know you two’s last names until we got here. So I’m giving you a heads-up. We’re going to have to move a third Slayer up here so you two can train her up, and Barb can go to Advanced Badguy Stomping in Scotland. Then we’ll cycle Linda and then Barb through our O’Neill Funtime Vacationland. Names on the list get priority, just in case. And if we can get someone up here soon enough, and we can get Lexi qual’ed fast enough, Barb may be going to Advanced in Scotland in Lexi’s group.”




“Neat!” Lexi said excitedly. “That would be mega-fun! And we could room together.”




Barb grimaced slightly. “Lexi, no one wants to room with me. You did hear Linda snarking about what my room looks like, didn’t you?”




Lexi nodded. “Yeah. But I’m okay with that. It would be kinda like rooming again with my big sister Annie, who’s at MIT now. Although Annie and my dad did all their chem experiments in the garage, instead of in the bedrooms.”




And really, there wasn’t much chance the people in charge would let Barb bring an entire library full of books, and a huge computer desk with multiple computers, and a desk full of science projects to Advanced Badguy Stomping in another country, when it was supposed to make people focus on martial arts. And it was in another country, so shipping costs. Lexi could see Barb showing up with a couple boxes of books, and a laptop or two with a computer bag of gear. That wouldn’t be bad at all.




After dinner, Lexi volunteered to help with cleaning up and putting stuff away. Well, someone needed to do it, and she knew Rona would make everyone take turns and be fair about it. While they did that, Barb set up the computer with the fancy flat LCD monitor screen, and made sure it could communicate with the big computers back in Cleveland and London on Willow’s private network. And Buffy set up the TV and made sure it had good reception.




Another great thing about Slayers was that nobody was worried about climbing up on the roof and adjusting the satellite dish or the TV antenna or checking the cable for the cable TV.




On the other hand, Slayers were competitive and wanted to get their way. Barb wanted to watch the Cubs game. Linda said bad stuff about the Cubs and rooted for the White Sox. Buffy wasn’t interested in baseball at all. Nobody wanted to watch ‘Broken Arrow’ because the fight scenes were so lame. Daniel wanted to watch the History Channel and got totally outvoted even by his girlfriend. So Buffy put the TV on a music channel that was great even if Daniel didn’t like it, and they all did work instead.




Barb pulled up some stuff she had already been working on, and they looked at maps of homicides, or at least where the bodies were found, and the bodies were color-coded already because Barb had ‘pulled a Willow’ as Buffy called it, and snuck into the coroner’s computers to pick out the bodies that were vamp kills or demon kills or maybes. Also, Barb had gotten into her dad’s computer and had used his passwords to look at the Missing Persons stuff, so she had maps of where the missing persons lived and where they might have been when they vanished. Some of the ‘might have been’ marks were little dots on the map, and some were huge blurs of area.




Then Barb went back to the start of the jump in Slayer business, which was only a few weeks ago, and she overlapped what she had with some of the old stuff, and then she downloaded new data from the coroner’s office.




The first map Barb had put up hadn’t had a lot of detail, but the more stuff she added in, the more it looked like the badness was mainly concentrated around the Chicago Underground stuff that the Boss Vamp in Fresno had told Buffy about when she’d interrogated him.




Buffy checked, “Where’s the Wolfram & Hart office?”




Barb had to go find that in one of her files. It popped up with an icky green color, not too far from some of the badness.




Linda pointed out, “That’s a pretty ritzy area right around there.”




Buffy then asked, “What about John Marcone’s office?”




Barb knew that one. “My dad says he uses a health club as his main office these days. Executive Priority Health. It’s…here.” A black mark popped up maybe a mile or so away from the Wolfram & Hart office. “My dad also says it’s only sort of a health club.”




Lexi wondered, “A pretend health club? What would be the point?”




Rona whispered in her ear, “High-priced whorehouse for rich people.”




Lexi sort of gulped, because that was ickier than she’d expected.




Buffy studied the map. “Okay. Daniel stays here and runs our communications. Barb and Lexi take the local car, Linda and Rona take an Argyle car, and they run patrols through this target area. I drive Hermione over to see Wolfy, Lamb Chop, and Bambi’s new crib, and we size up the building, so Hermione needs her travel kit. Anything else?”




Lexi put her hand up, which made a couple people smile. Right. She wasn’t in junior high anymore. “Buffy, can I talk to you about something private?”




Buffy shrugged and said, “Grab your weapons. We’ll go make sure the RV’s locked up tight, while Barb grabs the locals’ car, and Rona and Linda fight over who gets to drive which Argyle-car. I’ll drive the other Argyle-car while Hermione navigates.”




Lexi ran to ‘her’ bedroom and grabbed her Slaypack, which was all ready to go. She dashed back out and caught Buffy still deciding how much weaponry to take. It was pretty impressive how much stuff Buffy could hide on her.




Lexi pulled stuff out of her Slaypack and hid it in her pockets and her backsheath and ‘utility belt’ and stuff. She was wearing jeans instead of her overalls, so it was way easier to get to some of her stuff like the stuff under her shirt. By then Buffy was all done, and they strolled out to the RV. 




Buffy calmly said, “You know it’s already locked, right?”




Lexi nodded, “Oh sure, Daniel locked it up when we had the last boxes out. But I wanted to…Okay, I don’t know if I’m supposed to squeal on other Slayers or not, but I think Barb wants to get Argyle to build a motorcycle and armor and gadgets for her so she can be Batgirl.”




Buffy snickered a little. “Not enough that she’s already a hot chick with superpowers?”




But Lexi had been stewing about this since way before dinner. “I think she wants to be Batgirl in her non-Slay time. She talks with her dad an awful lot about police stuff. She really doesn’t like the crime families like Marcone and Vargassi and Viti. I think she wants to be a masked superhero to go fight normal crime, so no one will guess it’s her and her dad won’t get into trouble over it.”




Buffy sighed a little. “I’ll talk to her before we leave town. At least we don’t have to worry about Linda putting on a supersuit like Stormburst’s and flying over Chicago stopping supervillains in funny costumes.”




“Linda would so go for that if she could fly and she could find supervillains to beat up,” Lexi muttered.




Okay, that would be awesome to be like Terawatt, except it would mean there were supervillains loose on their planet. And not just supervillains like Danielle Atron.




By the time Lexi trotted over to the alley behind the garage, Linda and Rona had already taken off. Barb was sitting in the Ford she and Linda had driven over. Lexi hopped in and put her Slaypack between her feet and buckled up. She wiggled a little, because a couple of the stakes in her utility belt under her shirt were kind of poking her.




Barb drove off, and Lexi just kept quiet. Barb finally asked, “You don’t mind me driving? Rona wanted to drive.”




Lexi admitted, “I’d rather not drive. You know where we’re going and what we’re looking for. And it’s your car, or at least Linda’s. So you should drive.”




Barb stepped on the gas and drove fast enough that Lexi really hoped the thing Barb had on the dashboard was a radar gun detector. Or maybe Barb could build a radar gun jammer, which was bound to be mega-illegal. Still, they weren’t going nearly as fast as Buffy liked to drive.




Barb finally asked, “What did you say about me to Buffy?”




Lexi tried not to wince, but she doubted she pulled it off. “What makes you say that?”




Barb didn’t even look over at Lexi. “It’s obvious. You’re a lot more uncomfortable around me since you asked to talk to Buffy. And you clearly didn’t care who rode in which car or who got to drive. I mean, everyone noticed you took the worst bedroom for yourself. Well, I noticed. And Buffy noticed. And I’m pretty sure Hermione noticed when she wasn’t busy being hermetically sealed to Daniel by the lips.”




Lexi tried not to stare down at her feet. “I tattled on you.”




“What?”




Lexi spilled, “I told Buffy you’re gonna try and get stuff from Argyle and build stuff yourself and be Batgirl when you’re not Slaying. And I guessed you’d go after regular crime, and you’d want a mask and stuff so no one figures out Batgirl is connected to your dad. Sorry.” She looked over, expecting to see Barb looking mad. But it looked like Barb was breaking into a tiny smile.




Barb finally admitted, “I was going to have to tell Cleveland anyway. And Linda. Because Linda would spot it when I was sneaking out without her. And sooner or later, someone was going to spot that a ‘Batgirl’ was fighting Chicago crime, and you’ve got that list.”




Lexi sighed, “I wish I could tell you what gadgets the original Batgirl used, but all I know is a couple things Catwoman uses, and most of that’s for breaking into places instead of fighting crime, and a bullwhip’s mega-hard to learn to use well.” Then she remembered something. “But get armor. Armor that doesn’t look like heavy armor but can protect you, because I don’t want you to get shot like Deadpool or Wolverine.”




Barb pointed out, “Chicago street crime has a lot more handguns than vamps tote around, so that’s important.”




Lexi thought about Terawatt and added, “And make your costume so Batgirl doesn’t look like you. If Batgirl has hair showing at the back of her cowl, make it brunette or blonde. Add makeup so the parts of her face that show look different from you. And give her way bigger breasts, which guys will totally focus on. Terawatt looks like she’s shaped like Ms. Marvel, but she’s me. I mean, another me. So…same cup size as me in real life, but everyone thinks Terawatt’s like a double D or something. And she’s colored her hair so Alex has dark hair in a really cute pixie cut, while Terawatt has long, superheroine blonde hair. And Alex wears a light makeup with light eye makeup and a nude lip, while Terawatt looks like she’s heavy on the black eye crayon and crimson lipstick. And Terawatt has boots with five inch heels, and she floats a couple inches off the ground, so everyone thinks she’s like six feet or six foot two, even though Alex is 5’7” like me. And she wears flats as Alex. Nobody thinks Alex looks like Terawatt.”




Barb nodded a little. “Right. Because a mask like Black Cat wears? How does anyone fall for that, unless her breasts have hypnotic powers?”




Lexi giggled, “Louis says that mask would totally work on guys, because for guys, all breasts have hypnotic powers.”




Barb snickered. “I figure after I get through Advanced Badguy Stomping and the O’Neill Funtime Vacationland, I’ll be ready to fight anyone committing street crime, and I’ll be ready to handle firearms too. But I don’t want to use guns myself, so I’ll need throwing weapons. Maybe shurikens and throwing spikes, but different from what Linda and I use on the job.”




“Totally,” Lexi agreed. “Have you thought about one of those tasers that fires the darts so you get some range on your attack?”




Barb smiled knowingly. “Yes. And some equipment I need help designing and implementing, like a gas grenade or a smoke grenade that doesn’t take up as much room as the military versions do. Maybe a bola or a fighting chain, but I’d have to learn how to use them really well.”




Lexi wondered, “How long have you been thinking about this?”




Barb shrugged a little even if she was driving. “I’ve been thinking about concealable weaponry and self-defense options ever since I was ten or eleven and a friend of dad’s got mugged. I’ve thought about posing as another Spidergirl or Black Widow for a long time, but I knew I didn’t have the power or the training. And then I was Chosen, and I’ve been busy doing Slay activities so I just put those ideas off to the side.”




“Until I told you about Batgirl. Who just has your brains, and not your superpowers.”




Barb nodded. “Right.”




Lexi hated it when stuff was her fault.




They started patrolling. Lexi put her window down all the way, so she could listen better. They crossed paths with Linda’s car a couple times, and got the ‘nothing so far’ hand signal. But they kept looking.




And that was a scream.




Barb cut across a street, down a dark alley, and across a busy street that had more cars than Lexi was comfortable cutting through. And there was a twenty-ish man-and-woman couple, backed against a brick wall by three guys. And as they screeched to a halt with the three guys turning to look into their headlights, Lexi could feel the icky clenching in her guts that said vampires. Or maybe demons.




Lexi was out of the car and over the hood before Barb had the car in park. And a good leap off the front bumper of the car put her into a flying kick that caught the closest vamp in the head. Since he was fast, he turned quick enough that he got Lexi’s boot right in the face. He went tumbling back away from the car. And Lexi had time to fish out a stake, so she was ready for the second vampire.




The second vamp thought he was ready for Lexi, but he totally wasn’t ready for Barb to come in low with a leg reap as she slid past him to go after the third vamp. So Vamp Two made a lispy squawk as the Slayer he was focusing on wasn’t what he should have been focusing on, and he flailed a bit as he fell on his face. Lexi cartwheeled over him and staked him through the back as she went.




Barb came up into a rising knee strike right out of Muay Thai, and caught Vamp Three in the hip. She was aiming at his crotch, but he turned in time to just get staggered sideways into the wall behind him. Lexi caught him on the rebound, and he was trying to attack Barb, so he wasn’t ready for her palm strike into his chin. That gave Barb time to glide-step forward and stake him.




But Lexi had seen Barb moving, so she was already going after Vamp One, who was just picking himself up off the alley asphalt. So Lexi feinted with the stake and slid around him. He spun to face her, and he swung an awkward roundhouse punch at her head. She slapped it aside with a hard outside-in block, and she faked a punch at his nose. He darted backward and pretty much impaled himself on Barb’s stake.




And they were done. If there hadn’t been a scared couple standing over there trying to figure out what had just happened in a couple seconds, Lexi would have given Barb a high-five. Instead, they hopped into the car and took off.




Lexi asked, “Why didn’t you run into ’em as your first move?”




Barb explained, “There were only three of them. And getting a car repaired is really expensive. Especially if there’s a person-shaped dent in the front grille that the auto repair people are bound to report to the police.”




“Ooh. I hadn’t thought of that.” Lexi paused a second and then said, “Pretend I gave you a huge high five back there.”




“Me too,” Barb said. “I never get to do teamwork like that with Linda. Her fighting style doesn’t mesh with mine like yours does.”




Lexi just said, “I think it’s a good thing everyone has their own fighting style. If we all moved the same, like a gang of robots, someone smart with martial arts training would spot it and they’d be able to use it against us.”




They turned onto another street and headed toward the other side of their patrol area. These streets were bigger and busy even at night and too well-lit to be safe as vamp hunting grounds except for really stupid vamps. Or really stupid people.




Barb said, “For throngs of people like this, I’ve got an IR viewer I brought along. So I can spot the vamps in the crowds.”




Wow, that was smart. Lexi looked, and found a gadget like a hair dryer, except the end where the air intake was supposed to be on a hair dryer was a little 2”x2” viewscreen. Lexi asked, “Can you look through walls too?”




Barb shrugged, “Well, I can use it to look through a thin wall for people, but vamps and most demons are too cold to show up.”




They passed a compact car Lexi was pretty sure she’d seen before. “That car’s just been parked there for like an hour, right?” Barb just nodded. Lexi held up the IR viewer and took a look. “And there’s a guy in it, only he’s pretty much stretched out with the seat way back.”




Barb turned the corner and said, “He’s got a mirror he’s using to watch. I spotted the light reflecting off it as I turned.”




Lexi thought for a moment. “He’d have to be really tall to be stretched out as far as he was. I think I need to check that guy out.”




So Barb drove around the block and came up behind the car.




Lexi told her, “If it’s Herry Dresden, I’ll signal you.”




Barb nodded. “Give me an ASL ‘D’ for Dresden. If it’s not him and it’s something we need to address, give me a ‘P’ for problem. If it’s not him and we don’t need to deal, just walk back to the car.”




“Gotcha.”




Part VIII



I was stretched out with the Dresdenmobile seat tilted as far back as it would go. I had just been sitting there, watching the Fairmont and keeping an eye out toward the other target areas. But I had finally spotted something. Two cars of teen girls, who weren’t just passing by. They kept looping back around, running crossing patterns so the two cars could blanket the area. I’d seen patterns like that from dark-suited Feds in black cars. I’d never seen teen girls running search patterns that were supposed to not look like search patterns.




Crap. Maybe it was the brainwashed demonic super-strong teens I was supposed to be watching for. Fine, I was hoping this was just some sort of weird sorority hazing ritual.




But they were passing by me way too often, so I tilted the seat back and pulled out my bicyclist’s mirror so I could watch the streets without being seen. They were still passing by once every few minutes. One car had a blonde who reminded me for some reason of Ms. Gard, and a black girl who had way too much ’tude to fit in a car that small. The other car had a redhead driving and studying everything like she was trying to memorize the area. Or maybe she was still trying to find Waldo. The passenger was a younger blonde wearing a baseball cap backward.




And…shit. The second car had just made me. They parked five cars behind me, and the blonde hopped out, slinging an off-to-school backpack over one shoulder.




It looked like I was going to find out if The Wicked Witch Of The West had been lying about this. Or maybe I was going to find out they were far too strong and fast for a guy like me to handle. But I had my rings on my right hand, and my Fireball Express on my left arm, and my .45 under my left armpit. If none of those did any good, I could always try winning them over with my charming personality.




I went ahead and sat up, tilting my carseat back to my preferred ‘drive away really fast in a panic’ position.




I was expecting a demonic visage to appear and try to chew its way through the car. Or an unnaturally strong hand to punch through my window and try to grab me.




A sunny fourteen-ish blonde opened my car door and hopped into my shotgun seat. She beamed, “Hi, Mister Dresden! Whatcha doin’?”




That I was not expecting.




So, naturally, I relied on my quick wit and suave charm. “Why are you in my car?”




And people wonder why I have no girlfriend.




“Oh! Umm, sorry? Is it okay if I sit here? I mean, I’m not messing up your surveillance stuff am I?”




“Me? Surveillance? Don’t be silly,” I fumbled. “I’d have to be a cop, or a private eye, or something.”




She groaned softly. “I’m messing everything up for you, aren’t I?”




“Oh no, no no, this is fine,” I lied expertly. “I’m fine. You’re fine, probably. I mean, I don’t even know who you are, or why you’re here, or how you knew my name.” And crap again. “Or…how you knew me by sight.”




She gave me a big smile. “Oh! Right! I’m so dumb. I forgot! I’m Lexi Mack. I’m here with a…umm…study tour group.”




Right. Lexi, if that was her name, was a worse liar than me. And she had a Central Cali accent, just like someone we all know and despise. Completely coincidental, no doubt. Just like her recognizing me from a good distance away. In the dark. When I had deliberately parked so that the inside of my car would get as little light as possible from the streetlights and building signs along the road.




I pulled out my still-out-on-loan crucifix and asked, “Would you mind holding this for a couple seconds? Because I am totally a fundamentalist and I believe in the power of prayer.”




She took it and held it in her bare hands. “Wow, this is really nice. The detail work is amazing.”




Crap. There was no way a normal human could see any detail work on that in the darkness of my car right then. The silver hadn’t hurt her, and the cross hadn’t hurt her, but that didn’t rule out a lot of fairly hideous possibilities, a number of which would end with her eating my face off.




She looked at my face, and then the darkness of the car. She just said, “Oops.”




So I pointed my left hand at her like it was a gun, just in case I needed to do something as desperate as launching a fireball at a demon inside my own car. As calmly as I could manage, I asked, “Why don’t you tell me why you’re running cordon-and-search operations in downtown Chicago like an expert, when you’re a fourteen year old Valley Girl? And how you can see in the dark? And how you know my name and what I look like? And who you work for? And why a woman lying to me that her name is ‘Nora Allen’ is looking for you and your ‘friends’?”




She pouted. She actually pouted! And I could tell, even in the dark. She had a really expressive face. “I’m not fourteen! I’ll be seventeen in like a month! Almost…”




“You sure you don’t wanna call it ‘sixteen and eleven months’? Because you’re sounding really, really mature now. In fact, I’m revising my estimate down to eleven and a half.”




She demonstrated her vast maturity by sticking her tongue out at me. Did teenaged girls still do that?




She complained, “I didn’t think you’d be as snarky as…umm, someone else.”




“What, I’ve got clones who do stand-up?”




She giggled, and opened her mouth to say something. Then she stopped, just before she spilled. “Umm, maybe I should save that part.” She turned the crucifix over in her hands and then gave it back to me. “So you know about stuff that goes bump in the night…”




I wasn’t answering that one until I was sure she wouldn’t run screaming down the street claiming I was a crazy person. I hedged, “Someone hired me, and she claimed you were a group of girls who had a demonic essence crammed into you after you were brainwashed and trained, which made her sound pretty wacky if you ask me.”




She actually thought about it. She admitted, “They don’t do the ‘grab kids and brainwash ’em’ thing anymore. The rest? That’s sort of right, but a really weird way of putting it.”




What? What the hell? The hair stood up on the back of my neck just hearing that.




Lexi suddenly had an epiphany, complete with wide eyes and an open mouth. “Nora Allen? Oh crud, you weren’t hired by a lady, maybe middle age, dark brown hair, lots of money, conspicuous consumption-y, maybe a pantsuit and an ascot? Did she say the name Danielle Atron?”




That was as good a description as Jen had given her mom, and Jen had been right there. Just switch out an ascot for a necklace, and it was a police Identikit away from a match. Only…‘Danielle Atron’? The name didn’t mean anything to me, but I hadn’t believed ‘Nora D. Allen’ was anything besides an alias.




Only…‘Atron’ minus the ‘t’ was ‘Nora’ spelled backwards. And ‘D’ plus ‘Allen’ was most of ‘Danielle’. Someone over-impressed with their own brains and underwhelmed by anyone else’s might do the anagram thing, like bad Marvel Comics supervillains.




So I said, “I’m not supposed to blab about my clients.” Which sounded exactly what at least one of those spells on those creepy papers probably wanted me to say, so I checked that I wasn’t already bound. “But she did use the name Nora D. Allen, and she matches your description except for a necklace instead of an ascot.”




“D? Nora D. Allen?” my little maybe-demonic friend gasped. “I…umm…a friend I know said she used the alias Nora Dallienet once, so I totes believe that. In case she does more anagram stuff, her middle name is Rosa. Probably. Also, she’s a dark sorceress, so be mega-careful around her.”




I grinned, “She’s a Dark Magician Girl? I’ve got that Yu-Gi-Oh card.”




Lexi said, “Since you know about magic and mages, I’m guessing that silver crucifix means you’ve run into vamps and werewolves and stuff. And maybe Atron paid you to watch for vamps on her turf. There were three of ’em just about four blocks south of here.”




“I notice that you said ‘were’ and you had an exact count.”




She nodded, “Yeah. They’re dust. Because that’s what I do. I’m…I’m Lexi the Vampire Slayer.”




“The what what-er?”




She looked shocked at my epic fail on supernatural pop culture. “The Vampire Slayer. You know!“




I held up a finger for her to stop. I shouldn’t have used my left index finger, because I no longer had a weapon on her if she did something. Not that I thought she would, unless demons took lessons on pop culture and Valley Girl behavior before they got stuffed into young girls. Or whatever was actually going on here. I fished out my cellphone and made a quick call. To Jen, not that I was saying so.




“Hi, it’s me, I know I’m probably interrupting something really important like binge-watching reruns of ‘Beverly Hills 90210’ but don’t say anything identifying, because I have someone within eavesdropping distance. Have you ever heard of ‘The Vampire Slayer’? Because that may be what’s going on with Nora Allen.”




“Not a clue, but I can ask.”




“Thanks.” I hung up and tried calling a slightly less sane information source. “Hey Bob, it’s Herry Dresden. Have you ever heard of The Vampire Slayer?”




There was a stunned pause, which meant Bob wasn’t blowing me off. “Seriously?”




“No. Duh. I call you up on imaginary bullshit just so I can get hit with one of your exorbitant bills on a regular basis.”




He said, “Meet me in McAnally’s in ten. You’re buying. If this is good enough, I may give you a major discount this time.”




Okay, that was fairly freaky. Bob was my go-to guy on supernatural knowledge, but he was a creep and a dozen other bad things, including being the kind of guy who would do pretty much anything to make more money. In fact, he was the kind of guy who worked as a police informant on the side, and was known to a lot of cops as ‘Sleazeball Bob’.




I just ended the call and told my new little pal, “Buckle up. We’re going to a pub to meet a contact. Don’t try and sneak a beer.”




“I wouldn’t do that!” Lexi insisted poutily.




Maybe she wouldn’t. She did have that Pollyanna thing going for her.




We were a little more than ten minutes from McAnally’s, but the traffic was light, and Lexi didn’t seem to care when I cut through a yellow light. Or when I slightly busted the speed limit on a stretch where the lights were synchronized but so badly that you needed to go at least ten miles an hour too fast to make all the greens.




I even found a parking space, but that may have been the late hour. I was careful about my speed around the pub, because McAnally’s was a cop bar. Not strictly cops, but I knew cops who went there for the privacy and the beer. Especially the incredibly great beer. A fair number of private eyes went there too. Plenty of ex-cops went into the P.I. biz, and they trained other P.I.s and took them to McAnally’s too. Also, security guards and bodyguards who had cop connections. And some people who were kids of cops, like Karrin Murphy. Bob was one of the exceptions, except that he was sometimes a cop informant who had been known to meet up with cops there, where no crooks could listen in on him. I had never heard of Bob ever getting arrested, but he looked like the kind of guy who needed to be arrested and cavity-searched and tossed in a crowded jail cell while his home and office and car got tossed.




Lexi followed me in like a puppy. She had big eyes, and she was looking all around like she’d never been in a pub before. I spotted a couple off-duty cops at tables off to my right, and I noticed Bob at a table at the back of the room. So I walked over to McAnally, who was behind the bar as usual.




Only Lexi had spotted something, maybe the cops not on duty but still packing heat and sitting off to the side. Because her ‘casual teen’ act fell away, and something a hell of a lot more dangerous surfaced. She didn’t walk. She stalked. I had seen Murphy do the martial arts walk when she was moving into danger. This was a whole ‘nother level. This was more like the way a tiger walked when it was moving over to see if you were willing to be lunch.




I pretended I hadn’t noticed and my sphincters hadn’t all tightened up. I gave Mac a smile. “Hi, Mac. I’ll take a stout, and whatever the hell Bob’s having.”




Lexi sniffed the delicious aromas and gave Mac the big puppy dog eyes. “Did you make someone a Philly cheesesteak?”




Mac looked insulted. “Do I look like the kind of guy who would ruin good steak like that?”




Lexi cringed like he screamed at her. “Sorry. But I could smell the beef, and the mushrooms, and the onions, and some kind of yummy cheese. And toasted bread. And…” She sniffed some more. “Is that root beer? It smells great!”




Mac gave her a slight smile at that. “Yeah. Ours is homemade. And you’re smelling a couple steak sandwiches and a couple grilled cheese sandwiches I just made.”




Lexi grinned, “Awesome! I’ll have a steak sandwich, and a grilled cheese sandwich, and a big root beer.” She glanced at me and said, “I’ve got my own money.”




Mac looked like he wanted to snicker at me, but he was too good a businessman for that.




I just said, “I got it. If I’ve got to cough up money for Sleazeball Bob, I can sure pay for you.”




Lexi carefully said, “Thanks, but really, I can pay. Mom made sure I had some cash, and I already put money on my debit card.”




Mac looked at my single black glove as I fished out some bills, and he smirked. So I told him, “It’s the heartbreak of psoriasis.”




He did grin at that. He poured Lexi a big glass of root beer. Then he poured a stout for me and an ale for Bob. He told Lexi, “I’ll just bring those sandwiches over when they’re ready.”




Lexi beamed, “Thanks! But you could just wave, and I’d come pick ’em up myself. You’re pretty busy and stuff.” Mac looked like he was pretty entertained by my little tag-along. He apparently hadn’t noticed that my little tag-along was a predator. And was off her leash.




We walked back to the table Bob was sitting at. Bob’s bald head was facing the back wall, but he probably knew we were coming. Anybody who knew as much about the supernatural as he did was probably empowered in some way. I wasn’t asking, because Bob would charge me for an answer. I was sort of looking to see how Lexi handled him, because Bob had a face like Skeletor, and in the wrong light, his eyes looked like they might decide to glow.




Lexi immediately took the seat with her back to the wall so she was across the table from Bob and could keep an eye on the room and the doors. That was a cop move. I was pretty sure they weren’t teaching that in seventh grade Health Ed. Fine, I took a seat in between them.




Lexi studied Bob for a couple seconds and then asked, “You’re…what? Part Granok demon? You got the thing on your skull. That’s a dead giveaway.”




Bob gulped. Hard. “Dresden, when you said you wanted info on the Vampire Slayer, you didn’t tell me you were going to bring one along!”




I wondered, “Part Granok demon? Is that really a thing?”




Bob scowled, “One quarter Granok. Three quarters human. Don’t ask, or I’ll bill ya.”




Lexi looked at him like he was a monkey in the zoo. “Wow. That’s kinda unusual. Most Granok are too violent to sit around in a pub with a bunch of police officers.” Then she tried to be reassuring, which she wasn’t very good at. “But no problem. As long as you’re not doing bad stuff, we have a no-Slaying policy in place.”




“Try saying ‘no problemo’, Lexi. Bob loves the Terminator movies.” I am nothing if not helpful and considerate.




Bob hissed at me. “Did you know you were bringing a Vampire Slayer to meet me?”




I confessed, “I knew she knew the words, but…look at her! She looks like she couldn’t slay a garden spider. And how the hell would I know you’re a demon? I thought you were just a really skeezy human who knew a lot of stuff.”




Lexi tried again, “I’m really not gonna hurt you or anything. And Herry bought you a beer that smells like it’s got a ton of malt in it. Which I don’t even know if it’s bad for you if you’re part Granok. And anyway, this root beer is mega-great.” She took a couple big swallows and ended up with a foam mustache, which made her look about ten years old.




Bob wanted to glare at her, but he obviously thought that was too frigging dangerous to risk. So he glared at me. “The Vampire Slayer. The ancient prophecies say ‘Into every generation, there is a Chosen One. One girl in all the world. She alone will wield the strength and skill to stand against the vampires, the demons, and the forces of darkness; to stop the spread of their evil and the swell of their numbers. She is the Slayer.’ Except something’s gone wrong, and now there’s lots of them, and the Watchers Council that used to act as their handlers is ferblunjet. Girls. Thirteen to eighteen. Magically empowered. Look harmless. Utterly badass. Capable of fighting multiple vampires bare-handed, and killing all of ’em without working up a sweat.”




Now the spiel The Wicked Witch Of The West had given me made sense. And what I had seen made sense. ‘Nora Allen’ was afraid a bunch of Vampire Slayers were going to descend on her turf and screw up her ‘business plan’, whatever that meant. Even if it was probably vampire related, because of Vampire Slayers. And I had seen two cars of two Slayers working in tandem, so there was no telling how many Vampire Slayers were loose in Chicago now. Fine, I knew there was some telling: there were at least four.




Lexi calmly said, “I would’ve told you that if you’d asked.”




Bob glanced at her and explained, “He didn’t know enough to ask. He’s run into werewolves and vampires and a mage or two. Maybe a demon and a couple fae. But he’s not magical, and he doesn’t have references he can trust…other than me. And he only knows my information is trustworthy because he has to pay for it.”




Lexi pursed her lips. “And you probably charge as much as he can afford, because you know he’s stuck. Well I don’t think that’s very nice.”




Bob smiled mercilessly. “It’s just good business.” He took another swallow of beer. “And who else is going to buy me the best pale ale in Illinois?”




Lexi stared at the doors and tensed up slightly. A couple seconds later, someone opened the doors into the pub. Her hearing was that good? Maybe it was x-ray vision or something psychic.




The two people who walked in were the Mutt and Jeff of the CPD, and both of them knew me. Since they were both in ‘on duty’ suits, I was guessing they were here because of me. Probably one of the off-duty cops pointedly not looking this way had called it in.




Karrin Murphy was petite and slim and white and blonde and pretty. If you didn’t look at her eyes, you might think maybe…ex-gymnast trophy wife. If you did look at her eyes you might think it would be a really good idea never to say that thought out loud.




Henry Rawlins was big and chunky and black and graying. I’ve been told he smiles a lot with his wife and kids. On the job, he looked about as comfy and smiling as a Peterbilt coming at you at high speed.




Lexi burst into a big grin. “This is great!” She waved at the pair like she was maybe eight.




Murphy and Rawlins made a beeline for our table. Bob tensed up but didn’t move. Rawlins loomed over our table. Murphy really wanted to loom, but she needed at least half a foot in height to even think about trying it.




Lexi beamed, “Lieutenant Murphy! Lieutenant Rawlins! Hi!”




Murphy glared at me like it was my fault. Somehow, it’s always my fault. All my ex-girlfriends would tell you that. “Dresden! What the hell? Are you showing photos of us to all the minors you’re corrupting?”




I rolled my eyes. “No. Come on, you know I wouldn’t. And anyway, she still hasn’t even explained how she knew me.”




Lexi defended herself, “That’s not fair, I only found you like twenty minutes ago.”




Mac brought over the two sandwiches. Mac’s sandwiches are masterpieces, and they’re huge.




Lexi looked at the food like she hadn’t been fed in a few days. She took both plates from Mac and smiled, “Thank you very much, Mister McAnally. They smell mega-great.”




For some reason, she looked at Murphy and asked, “Would you like some?” Then she took a bite out of the steak sandwich. It was a delicate bite. In the same sense that sharks are delicate eaters. There was a huge chomp, and she started chewing a massive mouthful, along with some ‘mmm’ noises.




Murphy just stared for a second. “No thanks. I already ate.”




Lexi swallowed and told her, “Okay. I mean, I don’t need any help eating this, it’s been hours since dinner, but I figured if you were hungry too, I could just get another sandwich to go.”




Rawlins asked, “Dresden, does she have a tapeworm or something?”




Murphy added, “And what’s the deal with your one black glove?”




I lied, “I’m starting early on my Michael Jackson impression for Halloween.”




Lexi ratted me out between more bites. “It’s got something tech-y on the back of the glove, and it’s hooked up to something on his forearm. It’s probably a laser or else it shoots fire.”




I smiled, “Kids today. They say the darnedest things.”




Rawlins asked, “What are you doing here with an underaged girl and Sleazeball Bob?”




Rawlins was staring at Lexi’s drink, so I said, “It’s root beer.”




Lexi swallowed again, which made me doubt she was doing enough chewing. “I told him some stuff he didn’t believe, so he went with a high-priced informant to verify I was telling the truth. And I think Bob’s charging Herry too much.”




“And what ‘stuff’ was that?” Murphy asked.




I cut in, “It’s that stuff you don’t want to believe, that we keep trying to avoid and I keep falling into.”




Lexi interrupted, “Hey, Lieutenant Murphy, are you a martial arts expert too? Can we spar? That’d be fun.”




‘Too’? Okay, I assumed that meant there were other martial arts masters that Murph was getting compared to, but it seemed like a non sequitur unless I was missing some important information. I tried, “Lexi, you still haven’t explained any of this.”




“Except the part about me and the vampires?” Lexi wondered out loud.




Rawlins twitched. Murphy winced. Bob actually cringed.




I mentioned, “Nobody believes in that stuff, kiddo.”




Lexi shrugged, “Oh sure, I know that. But a week ago, Buffy and me, we got yanked through a portal and ended up in a mega-different Chicago in a different universe, and that’s how we met you and Molly and both the lieutenants and some people from out of town. And all of you were awesome and doing good stuff. So when we got back, we had vampire business in Chicago, and we figured we ought to check on as many Chicagoans as we had info on. Especially since some of the names we had are badguys, like Rudolph and Marcone and Viti.”




Murphy glared at me. “Why did you put a kid up to this bullshit?”




Lexi just looked at me and said, “See? This is why I didn’t tell you right off the bat. Nobody believes it. And there’s no way to prove any of the interdimensional stuff, and the only way to prove the vampire stuff is mega-dangerous, even with me there to protect you.”




“Her?” Murphy asked suspiciously.




Lexi shrugged some more as she chewed a stupidly huge bite of grilled cheese sandwich. She swallowed and said, “That’s why the sparring. You won’t believe me until then. Maybe not then either. I mean just because I can tie rebar into a knot doesn’t mean the rest of the stuff follows from that.” She took another bite, and that entire steak sandwich was gone.




For that matter, there wasn’t much left of the grilled cheese sandwich. Where the heck did she put it all?




Murphy sounded maybe a bit too aggressive when she pushed, “So you think you’re the greatest fighter in the world?”




Lexi shook her head no as she chewed and swallowed some more. “No ma’am. I mean, I can beat you in sparring, but there’s plenty of people I’m not good enough to take. But I’m working at it.”




Murphy turned a little pink around the ears, and her glare turned into a serious glower. She does not like being told she’s not better than whoever opened their stupid mouth. Mainly, because she is better. The only people I had ever seen take Murphy in hand-to-hand were high-level black belts who ran dojos.




Fine, also a vampire had taken her, although he had needed to work at it. Murphy was awesome, but human. Maybe…human but awesome.




Lexi smiled politely. “I don’t wanna brag or be showoff-y or anything, but I’m good. I know you are, because I saw the other you. And Herry acts like you’re mega-good. So…can we spar?”




Murphy looked really unwilling to let it go. Big surprise there. She finally said, “Not while I’m on duty. But tomorrow.”




Lexi grinned like she’d just been promised a pony. “Great! Lemme give you my phone number so you can call me when you want.”




Murphy’s eyes lit up, because with a phone number, she could do cop stuff. Like track Lexi all over town. Or look into Lexi’s past calls. Or track down where Lexi bought the phone. Or plenty of other cop stuff. Even if some of that stuff would require a warrant, and some could be done without a warrant but then wouldn’t be admissible if Murph wanted to use it in court.




Lexi held up her phone right next to Murphy so Murph could type Lexi’s number into Murph’s phone.




And I waited until Murph and Rawlins and Bob had left before I explained, “Kiddo, giving Murphy your number means she can track your position, and she can find your home base, and she can probably get a list of all your inbound and outbound phone calls, and a lot of other stuff you do not want, even if you’re as pristine as Shirley Temple.”




“Like the drink?”




“Never mind,” I surrendered.




Lexi finished her root beer and went to ask Mac for some to-go food. While she waited, she told me, “This is a Slayer phone. It’s magicked and hacked, so the lieutenant can’t do that stuff. It also force-pairs phones if you want, so if I’d wanted to, I’d have her phone number also. But that wouldn’t be nice.”




I almost asked her if her parents were named Ozzie and Harriet.




Part IX



I was just buckling myself in when Lexi’s phone buzzed or something. I couldn’t hear it, but she obviously was scrambling to get it out of a pocket. Maybe it was on vibrate. She hastily pulled it out and answered, “Hi, Buffy!”




She really had a contact named ‘Buffy’? All right, she went by Lexi, and she’d already mentioned someone named ‘Buffy’. Maybe it was all a part of the ‘seeming utterly harmless’ thing.




She listened for a moment and replied, “Oh, I’m still with Mister Dresden. We went to McAnally’s Pub to meet a contact of Herry’s who knew a ton about the Slayer because he’s like one quarter Granok demon, and they have awesome food and great root beer, and maybe the best beer around…No, I remember you have that thing about beer, but you’d like the root beer…No, he’s not a fighter, he’s more of a scuttler, although I guess he could be a backstabber if he had to. But totally not anything like a full-blood Granok. And I touched base with Murphy and Rawlins, and I may get to spar with Murphy tomorrow!” She listened to something too quiet for me to hear, even though I am pretty good at eavesdropping, if I say so myself. “Gotcha. Lemme check.”




She turned to me and asked, “Can we go talk to John Marcone about Wolfram & Hart? Buffy says their building has serious security. Lots of cameras, lots of armed security guards, probably plenty of spells up on their floors. Only the security guards are JVI, which Barb says is a Viti front, so Marcone might need to know that so he can deal with some competitors.”




Crap. This was either going to be really, really grim for me, or else it was going to be ugly and unpleasant. There was no best case, because even if this went okay and Marcone thought he owed me, people in the know would think I was in bed with Marcone, which would be extremely bad for my connections with any non-dirty cops.




And I was pretty sure where Marcone would be at this time of night, and I did not want to take Lexi into a brothel, no matter how ‘clean and high end’ it was.




Maybe I sat there for too long, because Lexi finally piped up, “Mister Dresden? Are you okay?”




“Yeah, Pippi Longstocking, I’m fine.”




She didn’t take the hint. “He’s not gonna shoot you if you go to his office, is he? Because other-you said he had two scary bodyguards named…umm…”




“Hendricks and Gard,” I told her.




“Right! Them,” she nodded. “I remember that much, because ‘Gard’ for a guard sounded like a mega-fake name.”




“Mega-totally,” I said, with a straight face. Fine, the way she looked at me told me my face was not anywhere near straight, and probably had a smirk like the cat who persuaded all the birds to check his back teeth so they could get great high-paying jobs as dental hygienists.




Fine, my dental hygienist says her salary is crap. And I should floss more often.




Lexi fussed, “Look Mister Dresden, it would be mega-helpful if you could take me or my friends in to meet with Marcone, because I’m pretty sure he doesn’t do the ‘open house’ thing. But if it’s gonna get you hurt or in big trouble, we can work around it, because I’d feel really awful if you got hurt or anything.”




I pointed out, “Maybe you should worry about Numero Uno some here. Marcone is dangerous. He runs this city. He has every possible kind of criminal on his payroll, and none of them would think twice about doing something brutal and permanent to you. And even if you’re the Vampire Slayer—”




“A Vampire Slayer,” she corrected.




“—or even ‘Vampire Slayer, some of the above’, you can’t dodge a hundred rounds out of a tommy gun, which is one of the old traditional weapons here in Chicago.”




She casually asked, “Is that why you wear that trenchcoat all the time? Because the other Harry Dresden wore a long duster that he’d magically proofed against a bunch of stuff.”




Crap. I’d spent a lot of money and time getting enough kevlar and finding someone who could cut it and sew it into a liner for my coat. I needed people to not figure out I was wearing the trenchcoat for a reason, and not just because I was a big dork who had delusions of Philip Marlowe. I whispered, “Let’s keep that a secret between us, okay?”




She nodded eagerly. “Okay!”




Every time she did things like that, I felt like I was taking advantage of an innocent ten year old. I wondered if it was some kind of protective camouflage, so the Vampire Slayer could get vampires to walk right up to her and ask to be Slayed in humiliating ways. I still found my mouth was ignoring my brain and saying, “Okay, let’s go see Gentleman Johnny.”




“Great!” she smiled. “Where’s he likely to be at this time of night?”




I was pretty sure where he would be at this time of night. Marcone was a cautious man. I would have said he was paranoid, except that people really were out to get him. Also, he wasn’t in it for enough money to re-enact scenes from ‘Cleopatra’. He was driven. I didn’t know why, but I had some guesses based on reading between the lines of his early police files. He had a nice but not overly-lavish house in a nice but not overly-lavish part of town, and as far as my police contacts knew, he was almost never there. He reputedly had maybe a dozen safe houses and panic rooms hidden around the city. But at this time of night, he would still be working, in one of his offices.




Lexi looked at my face. I’d forgotten she could see in the dark. “You don’t wanna go there. Is it that ‘health club’ thing with the…you know?”




I looked out the windshield as I said, “Kid, if you can’t even say the words, you do not need to be going in there.”




She probably gave me a big scowl, but I wasn’t looking. Fine, she probably was giving me a big pout. I pulled out into traffic and headed toward the ‘health club thing’ anyway. Yeah, I have this problem with not being able to say ‘no’ to women in trouble. Even if this young woman could probably tie me in a ball and dribble me around a basketball court.




Lexi managed, “Okay, fine. It’s a house of prostitution, only all dressed up so it looks clean and legal from the outside. And creepy guys who go there can tell their wives they worked out at the gym.”




I agreed, “Right. And it lets Marcone sink his hooks deeper into the legit side of Chicago through all the contacts and all the rich men who don’t want anyone to know what they’re doing there.”




Lexi didn’t say anything else, so I let her stew for a minute. I finally asked, “How young can you make yourself look?”




“I’m only wearing some medium-brown mascara and some nude lipcolor. And a little foundation over my freckles. But if I wipe the foundation and lipstick off, I look about fourteen.”




I was figuring she was highballing that number. She’d probably look about twelve. Put her in loose overalls to hide the teenager shape, plus pigtails…She could probably pass for ten if she wasn’t over half a foot taller than Murphy. Standing next to me, that probably wouldn’t be an issue.




I was also figuring on running into multiple problems, including the fact that Marcone knew I wouldn’t piss on him if he was on fire. And if I was on fire, Marcone would not only not put it out, he would have one of his flunkies videotape it so he could watch it regularly.




I drove around the block to avoid the front face of Executive Priority Health, and I parked on the street a couple blocks over. I wasn’t interested in Marcone finding out I used this car for tailing and surveillance.




We hopped out. Fine, I struggled to get out of a small car, while Lexi hopped out as if she was weightless. 




As I locked up, Lexi looked down the street and asked, “How come you didn’t park in the little driveway thing in front of the ‘health club’? I see a Lexus parked there.”




I sure couldn’t make out what kind of car it was at this distance in the dark. I could barely tell there was a car there. I just said, “Members only. And it’s valet parking. If I parked a heap like this in front, they’d have my car towed.” That happened to be true, although not what I was really focused on.




We walked in the front doors, and walked up to the clear plastic receptionist’s desk. The receptionist was the kind of woman that see-through desks were made for. And since it was nominally a health club, she was in a ridiculously lowcut ‘exercise bra’ and skin-tight low-rider leggings, along with enough makeup and hair styling to let her enter the Miss America contest at the drop of a tiara. Not that I was staring or anything.




I just said, “Herry Dresden. I need to talk to Marcone. I don’t have an appointment, but it’s important enough that he’ll want to see me.”




I also knew that I wouldn’t get passed straight through to The Boss. And they wouldn’t be thrilled about my ‘guest’.




The receptionist, whose name was Alyssa, according to the fake-gold placard on top of her see-through desk, made a phone call using her headset. “Ms. Demeter, I’m sorry to bother you, but if you could…Yes ma’am, it is Mister Dresden, and a sixteen year old girl.”




I also should have known that a twenty-something woman like that would be able to tag Lexi’s age about a hundred times better than I could.




In a matter of seconds, Ms. Demeter walked out of a side door and ushered us down a short hallway and into her office. She didn’t like me either. But she had more grounds for it than most people. I knew her real name. I knew her real past. I had helped put her in prison. What she had actually done was accessory before the fact to four counts of murder one, as well as aiding and abetting. But that sort of crime is hard to prove, and easy to get people to roll over on the actual trigger men. Even if those crimes had been a lot messier than pulling a trigger.




Let’s just say that Murphy had been impressed I didn’t puke my guts up when I saw the bodies.




‘Ms. Demeter’ sat behind her definitely not see-through desk and glared up at me. “This is a private health club. You do not have permission to stroll in whenever you feel like it. You do not have permission to bring guests.”




I lied, “It’s Bring Your Daughter To Work Day.” I really shouldn’t have said that to her, of all people. Sometimes my mouth does not pay any attention to my brain.




“No. It’s not,” Ms. Demeter snapped. “And you do not have a sixteen year old daughter. And if you did, she would bear at least some facial and physical resemblances, which this young woman does not.”




I pretended to sigh in defeat. “Fine. She’s my intel source, and she’s my proof that the intel is valid. This is information that Marcone needs to hear.”




She gave me half a sneer. I’d seen her real sneers before, and this was a half sneer at most. Maybe a quarter-sneer. “And you have suddenly become concerned with Mister Marcone’s health because…”




“Not me,” I said honestly. “Her. It’s like dealing with Pollyanna. Maybe Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm.” I pretended I hadn’t noticed Lexi frowning at me for that crack.




A light flashed on Ms. Demeter’s desk, and she answered it really hastily. So I could guess who was calling. “Yes sir. He says the girl is the intelligence source and also the validation on the intelligence. And he maintains you’ll want to hear it.”




She listened for several more seconds before she hung up and grimaced, “Follow me, please.”




“Yes ma’am,” Lexi said innocently.




Ms. Demeter snarked, “Politeness. Yet more evidence she’s not your kid.”




I would have made a smartass remark at that, but let’s face it. She was right.




She stood up and led us through a back hallway to an elevator, then up two floors, then down a hallway that had a jog in it that was probably designed to be a bottleneck or a killbox if anyone tried using that hallway to get at Marcone. I had been to see Marcone a couple times in the building, but never in this hall.




She opened the door for us, let us both walk in, and closed it behind us without coming in. We were standing in a nice, functional office with pretty much none of the lavish crap a guy like Marcone could afford if he wanted to. Marcone was sitting behind the desk, closing manila folders and making sure his computer screen was blanked.




The walls at my sides had a couple chairs each, and there were two uncomfortable-looking chairs in front of the desk. Gard was up out of her chair on my left, and Hendricks was almost upright on my right. Hendricks probably had a harder time getting upright, due to all the orangutan in his family tree.




Gard moved directly between us and Marcone, and she prepared to reach into her suit jacket so she could fill us full of large-caliber holes.




Marcone dryly asked, “Is there a problem, Ms. Gard?”




“The girl,” Gard insisted. “She’s a pro.”




Well crap.







Lexi tried not to wince. She’d been practicing moving like she used to before she was Chosen, but when she walked into the room, the threat was just too much, and she’d moved like a Slayer. Even if it was by accident.




It wasn’t just the huge bear of a guy on her right, or the way the guy behind the desk sized her and Herry up like a snake deciding whether to bite you. It was mainly ‘Ms. Gard’, the tall woman working the whole ‘Scandinavian warrior woman’ thing. Maybe Lexi had spent too much time fighting women over the past several days.




Ms. Gard looked early thirties, but had a hard face to go with the ice blue eyes and the Nordic blonde hair that was up in a military-looking dutch crown braid. She was maybe six feet tall, maybe a little more than that, and she was wearing flats and a black pantsuit. The pantsuit probably had thin-plate armor under it. It totally had weapons under it.




Lexi knew Gard wasn’t a Slayer, and Lexi knew Gard was too old to get caught in the whole Slayer Scythe powered ‘are you ready to be strong’ thing. And Gard didn’t set off her Slaydar. But Gard moved like she’d been doing martial arts for a long time.




Lexi fussed, “I’m not a ‘pro’!”




Herry calmly said, “She means that you’re a hitman, not that you’re a younger version of the young women in the building.”




Lexi scowled, “Well, I’m not a hitman either. And that receptionist was totally skipping on her arm day.”




Herry smirked, “And there you are. Lexi at her absolute meanest.”




She would have stuck her tongue out at him, except she still felt like she might be fighting at any instant. And Gard was reaching inside her blazer.




So Lexi moved at high speed right at Gard. If there was going to be trouble, she needed to use Slayer fight rules. And one of the big Slayer fight rules was: you are faster than a thrown dagger; you may be faster than a crossbow bolt; you should be faster than the reactions of a normal gunman; but in no way are you faster than a speeding bullet.




That meant you should close on the gunman, like Rona had done to Jim. If the gunman can’t get off a shot before you break his hand, you are in a lot less danger than if you’re on the other side of the room and hoping he guesses wrong about which way you’re about to move.




So Lexi was already right in Gard’s face. Or ‘up in her grill’ as Ray liked to say when he wanted to sound ‘street’ which he totally wasn’t. And Gard was already going for a handgun in a shoulder holster. So Lexi grabbed Gard’s forearm and held it. Gard was pretty strong for a normal woman, but that wasn’t the same as being pretty strong. Gard found out right away she couldn’t pull her gun out, so she grabbed Lexi’s wrist with her other hand and tried to pry Lexi’s hand off her gun arm. Lexi didn’t let go, even when Gard tried to get a grip on her thumb and dislocate it.




Gard gritted her teeth and groaned, “Sir, I can’t get my arm free!”




Lexi gave her a nice smile. “It’s okay. We’re just here to tell Mister Marcone some important stuff. That’s all.”




Lexi was sure the other body guard, Hendricks, was moving, just about the time Herry said, “Take it easy, Cujo, Lexi isn’t gonna hurt your girlfriend.”




“Herry! Stop being mean!” Lexi insisted.




So natch, Gard couldn’t just let things go. And she probably figured Lexi was as distracted as she was going to get right then. So Gard went with a shin kick Lexi wasn’t supposed to see coming because they were so close together. But Lexi could feel the body movements through Gard’s arms.




Lexi automatically went with a knee strike, snapping up the leg that was about to get kicked so it was out of reach. She could have kneed Gard in the privates, but she still felt mega-guilty about hurting Tandy, so she just let Gard have it right in the thigh.




“Nngh!” Gard gasped in pain and nearly fell over, so Lexi held her upright.




Lexi tried not to wince at the pain on Gard’s face. “Sorry. And Herry ought to apologize too, even if I don’t think he does that very much.”




So, naturally, Herry tried to make everything worse. “Fine. Look Lockjaw, sorry about the ‘Cujo’ crack.”




“Herry!” Lexi complained again. Even if she only knew who Lockjaw was because of the time Ray and Louis had a big argument over whether Lockjaw was a person who got mutated into a giant dog, or a big dog that got uplifted so it could talk if it felt like it.




Herry sounded totally smirky as he added, “My Fairy Goddaughter over there is trying to to boot me into shape, but I’m a work in progress.”




Lexi picked Gard up and carried her over to one of the chairs. Then she helped Gard sit down while taking away the big gun in her shoulder holster. And the medium gun in her back holster. And the little hideout gun in her ankle holster. And the throwing knife on the other ankle. And the professional-looking steel-and-kevlar forearm guard with throwing spikes, which Lexi thought she ought to get one of.




Lexi put all the weapons on Mister Marcone’s desk and took a half a step back before she apologized some more. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to knee her that hard, and I tried not to hit a really bad spot, but she did try to kick me.”




Mister Marcone looked like he might have smiled a couple times back when he was a kid, but he’d lost the ability. Or maybe he’d lost interest in ever smiling again. He just glanced around the room and said, “I believe you said you had information I wanted to hear.”




“Oh. Right. Sorry,” Lexi told him. “A couple things. First, Wolfram & Hart has an office they opened here in town, and they’re mega-evil. And the physical security they hired is a Viti business.”




Mister Marcone didn’t react to that. Or at least he didn’t show his reaction. He calmly wondered, “Just how evil is ‘mega-evil’ given that I know Dresden would give you a run-down on his issues with me and my businesses?”




Lexi kept looking at Marcone, even if she was keeping tabs on whether Gard or Hendricks was moving. But she asked Mister Dresden, “Herry, does Mister Marcone know about what goes bump in the night?”




“Yup,” Herry said as rudely as possible. Lexi had no idea why Herry thought being mean to people was a good way to get them to work with him. But maybe Mister Marcone wasn’t ever going to be a nice person, and Herry had given up on him. “He’s run into mages who wanted him dead, werewolves who wanted him dead, vampires who wanted him dead…Hmm, I’m seeing a pattern here.”




Mister Marcone just looked at Herry like this was normal. Or maybe like he’d like to punch Herry in the face but he was too smart to fall for Dresden-stuff.




Lexi explained, “Wolfram & Hart has actual evil demons as their Senior Partners. Actual demons who run their own hell dimensions.”




Mister Marcone flatly said, “I had heard that the contracts they offered tended toward the…Faustian.”




“Totally,” Lexi agreed. “So if they’re working with the Viti Family, it’ll be…against you.”




Herry chipped in, “Also, he takes it personally when crimes get committed and he gets blamed for them and he isn’t responsible. Like the sharp rise in missing persons cases and non-gun murders happening right now, which are due to Lexi’s vampire problem.”




Lexi added, “And the two things may be connected. The Chicago vamp problem is most likely connected to an older vamp who’s claiming he’s the real Al Capone, and he’s trying to set up a sort of pyramid scheme with under-vamps running other cities around the country.”




Mister Marcone told her, “The real Capone’s dead. And not turned. So you have an impostor trying to fool other vampires. That seems…poorly planned.”




Lexi nodded. “And we have intel that Danielle Atron, AKA Nora D. Allen, is one of the badguys behind this deal, along with maybe other dark mages and maybe some demons. We’d like to shut it down.”




“By ‘we’ you mean you and Dresden?” Marcone checked.




She shook her head no just a little bit. “No sir. You know about the Vampire Slayer?”




“I have heard fairy tales about a being who looks like a young woman but has powers that intimidate even vampires and demons,” Marcone said carefully.




“That’s me.” Lexi spilled, “Well, there’s more than one of us these days. We’re all down on Wolfram & Hart, and on vampires. So we’d like to close down Wolfram & Hart, and also this vamp pyramid scheme thing.”




“A vampire Mary Kay empire,” Herry said mega-unhelpfully.




Mister Marcone stared at her. “And are you asking me for assistance?”




Lexi shook her head no. “Unh-uh. No thank you, sir. I just wanted to make sure you knew about all this, because even you and the people you ‘do business’ with need to stay away from Wolfram & Hart. And if we make them leave town, anyone who has a contract with them might die, or have to go with them, or way worse.”




“How do you propose to make them ‘leave town’?” he asked way too casually.




Lexi shrugged. “I don’t know. But I was figuring some geniuses I work with would figure it out. Because my boss? They killed two of her ex-boyfriends and tried to kill her and some of her friends, so we really don’t like them.”




Herry asked from across the room, “You’re not just buying into this whole Vampire Slayer thing, are you?”




Mister Marcone stared at Herry like he was hoping the Hendricks guy would sucker-punch Herry. “I do not need to believe in the Vampire Slayer in order to assess the relevant information she has provided.”




Lexi figured she wasn’t going to get much more out of the meeting, and she’d probably made everyone mad at her with the tussle with Gard. So she stepped back and said, “Thank you for your time, Mister Marcone. We should go now.” And she stepped over to Ms. Gard. “I’m really sorry about your thigh.”




Okay, all she got from Ms. Gard was a totally angry glare. And the Hendricks guy was mad at her too. Herry held the door open for Lexi like he was being polite, and he shut the door after they walked out.




There was a really pretty brunette in teensy exercise gear just standing there waiting for them. “Hi! I’m Jasmine, and I’m here to escort both of you back to the front doors. Okay?”




But Lexi still heard Ms. Gard through the door. Ms. Gard was growling, “I am gonna kill that kid.”




Part X



I kept an eye on Lexi, who seemed pretty discouraged. Fine, I was trying not to keep an eye on Jasmine’s legs. And rear. And hips. And waist. And everything else. That Aladdin was a lucky guy.




I waited until we were out of the club, down the street, and in my car before I barged in on Lexi’s fugue state. Which might have been pretty risky, because while Lexi was stewing about whatever was on her mind, she walked like something much larger and much scarier than a perky teen. “You okay, kiddo?”




She looked over at me, and the predator was gone. Or at least really well masked. “What? Oh, sorry, Mister Dresden. I…Well, Ms. Gard is still mega-mad at me.”




I pointed out, “You did make her look bad, and you did smack her around pretty good. And you made it look like you weren’t even trying.”




“I wasn’t trying to hurt her,” Lexi whined. “But after we left, she said she was gonna kill me. Was she just blowing off steam?”




Crap. I told her the truth. “Yes, but if she said it, assume she meant it. Unless Marcone tells her to leave you alone, she may try to kill you at the first opportunity she has where she won’t be a suspect.”




“Well crud,” Lexi muttered. “So there’s no chance she’d want to just spar with me, right?”




“Kid, you need to work on your priorities.”




Lexi pouted, “Well, maybe. Right now my main priorities are Wolfram & Hart, Danielle Atron, and Vampire Fake Al Capone, but I’m also trying to up my martial arts skills fast enough to get qualified for our advanced fighting course, which is in Scotland. So I’m trying to pick up all kinds of fun martial arts techniques, even if they’re not part of the intermediate curriculum.”




“Anything else?” I checked.




Lexi paused for a second. “Umm, I’m also trying to figure out how to do that cat-eye thing Jasmine did with her eye makeup, because she looked really pretty like that.”




“Let me rephrase that. Anything else that I should know about?” Because teen makeup is never going to be on that list.




“Sorry,” she said. “I saw Gard move, and maybe she’s got a little something extra back in her family tree, like I could feel Bob was part demon, and I maybe over-reacted, and then she saw me and she over-reacted, and then I tried to make sure she didn’t pull out that huge handgun and fire it at either of us, and she didn’t like that, and everything went bad.”




I decided not to point out that Lexi had moved on Gard at a speed I would not have believed if I hadn’t seen it. She had picked Gard up and carried her over to that chair like Gard was a four year old. She had outmuscled Gard without trying. There was no way Gard wasn’t going to take that personally. And Gard had been embarrassed in front of her boss, who she could not afford to look bad in front of, and also in front of her boyfriend, who she could not stand to look bad in front of. Yeah, Gard was going to be pissed off about this for days. Maybe decades. And I still didn’t know how much damage Lexi had actually done to Gard’s leg, because Gard had made a noise like I hit her with a ten pound maul.




Not that I had ever hit her with a maul. Maybe I had thought about it once or twice after rough encounters with Marcone’s staff.




Lexi might be the most dangerous predator I had ever seen, but she still looked like a vulnerable teenager. So my mouth ignored my brain yet again and checked, “You do have somewhere safe to stay tonight, right?”




“Oh, sure,” she said easily. She fished out her phone and made a quick call. “Hi! It’s me…Oh sure, things went fine. We have totally got to find a way to talk Mister McAnally into cooking take-out sandwiches for us…Oh sure, I guess we could go there for lunch too…That? Well, we went and talked to Mister Marcone, who is totally not a nice man. And I sort of hurt one of his bodyguards, so I don’t think he’ll want to help us. Sorry.”




Lexi listened for a minute, and her face fell. “Well crud. Okay, I’ll tell him. See ya.”




“Something wrong?”




She pouted, “Linda and Rona got to fight like six vamps, and Buffy got to fight a couple Sahrvin demons, and Barb staked two more vamps.”




Apparently, getting left out of teen fun took on an entirely different meaning if you liked to Slay monsters. I tried, “Where do you want me to take you?”




“Oh, that,” she said, like it didn’t matter to her. “Just drop me off where you were parked, and Barb or Linda will pick me up. Buffy says I can’t invite you over to where we’re staying, in case someone grabs you and makes you talk.”




And speaking of talking…“I’m going to drop you off, and then I’m driving back to my office. I really should call ‘Nora Allen’ and give her a heads-up that her ‘teen demons’ are loose in downtown Chicago.”




Lexi nodded, “Totally. As soon as she hears back from her peons, she’ll know something’s up. Eleven vamps don’t just dust by themselves in one night. And those Sahrvin demons are tough, and since Buffy fought ’em, they were probably exterior security at Wolfram & Hart. So the badguys will know Slayers are loose too, and they’re probably in cahoots with Atron.”




Did anyone really still say ‘cahoots’? I’d thought that went out of style with Gabby Hayes.




Lexi kept going, “So call this stuff in if you’re supposed to, because I totally don’t want you to get hurt or killed or worse.”




I ratted out The Wicked Witch Of The West. “The three sites I know about are a business office in Underground Chicago, a private residence near the Fairmont Hotel, and some windowless meeting rooms in the Fairmont. I don’t have the details on exact locations, but I figure you and your team don’t have the same limitations I do.”




“Thanks!” she said perkily. “And whatever your hand-thing does, be careful, because Sahrvin demons are pretty hard to kill unless you know where to stab ’em and you’ve got the right kind of knife and you’re strong enough to pull it off. I’m guessing from the way you reacted that your thing really does shoot fire or lightning or something, but I don’t think those’ll stop a Sahrvin. Although lightning would be really cool to try on ’em.”




She thought for a minute and asked, “Do you know medical examiner Waldo Butters? Or a priest named Forthill?”




“Is this more secret intel from ‘other dimensions’?” I even tried to airquote that while driving.




“Umm, yeah?” she answered tentatively. “The other you said both of ’em were in the know and totally goodguys.”




I tried not to groan out loud. “Look Lexi, I know you only want to be helpful here, but they are not ready to get thrown into this level of nightmare. Butters nearly got eaten in his own morgue, and that was more than scary enough for him.”




Lexi gushed, “We could help him! We can tell him how he can be safer. Or we can tell you, and you can tell him. And we can tell Father Forthill helpful stuff too. But it would be mega-helpful if he could bless holy water for us. We wouldn’t ask ’em to do crazy stuff.”




“Let me think about that.” I decided that Lexi and her little pals really did not need to know about Ted Kord, Boy Inventor. I didn’t have that many friends. I needed to keep the few friends I had a lot safer.




I drove back to where I had been running surveillance, and I parked the car. As Lexi unbuckled her seat belt, I gave her a business card. “Hey kiddo, take care of yourself. And if Murph really does want to spar, call me, because I want to see that.”




She hopped out of the car fast enough that I wondered if the door was going to stay attached. “Really?”




I couldn’t resist. “Totally. Maybe even mega-totally.”




She grinned at me and vanished into the darkness.







Ted Kord looked at the 3-D image on the screen. He had never designed anything for himself that was fancier than a computer vest he could hide under a business suit so he could do high-end computing while he was stuck sitting in business meetings.




But there were things out there. With a pretty high probability, they were supernatural things he couldn’t ask KORD’s security people to handle. They were faster than human. Stronger than human. Tougher than human.




So he was designing the first part of some new protections for himself. Thin-plate body armor for his chest and abdomen and throat, with a series of interlocking, interacting layers to provide protection against sharp objects and blunt force trauma. The next step would be similar armor for his limbs, but with basic weaponry built in. Then a thin helmet with the control systems and cybernetics and communications. Then further weaponry. He couldn’t build an Iron Man suit, even with KORD technology. But he could design something that should let him fight off a vampire or a werewolf without taking the kind of damage that would turn him into a monster afterward. 




And maybe, if he could capture a werewolf, he could figure out what sort of retrovirus could do that to a person, and maybe he could work with a virologist to design an antidote or a vaccine…




Ugh. Herry would find out. Herry eventually found out everything. And Herry would make up a name for the suit. Ted did not want to be called ‘Spider-boy’ or ‘Spider-lad’ or ‘Iron Alloy Man’, or any of the names Herry would make up. Maybe he’d better head that off by coming up with his own name first.







I drove over to my office, since I did not want to call from my apartment and give ‘Nora D. Allen’ any sort of connection to my home. Fine, I had no idea what kind of magic The Wicked Witch Of the West could do, but I did not want to find out the hard way. That teleporter thing she’d done had freaked me out enough already.




I sat behind my desk and slid the business card out of its ‘privacy envelope’ so she could eavesdrop on me too. Then I dialed her 1-800 number. Which wasn’t really very impressive. Hell, Dresden and Dresden had a 1-800 number on the cheap through Kord Telecom Services Inc. No, the advantage of a 1-800 number was that she could hide herself and her location more effectively. And I was not going to try and track down that number until I was sure it wouldn’t get anyone magically french-fried or something.




“Allen Enterprises, how may I help you? This phone call may be monitored for purposes of quality control.”




“This is Herry Dresden. I have a report for Ms. Allen.”




“Yes Mister Dresden, we have you on our priority list. Let me transfer you directly to Ms. Allen.”




Then there was some clicking and squeaking. “Nora Allen speaking.” Yeah, that was her, or a really good mimic.




I put a little confusion in my voice. “Ms. Allen? This is Herry Dresden. The young women you asked me to watch for? They’ve hit downtown Chicago as of tonight. I spotted two cars running patrols, each with two young women. And I believe I saw two of the women charge into a dark alley and fight three vampires.”




“Very good, Mister Dresden. Your services are concluded. You will forget you saw those young women. You will remember that I called you and terminated your services. You will resume your usual work. You will accept any future jobs from me.” And she hung up.




I used a pencil to slide the business card into the bugging-proof envelope so I didn’t have to touch the card. Then I sat there. I had no idea if that was it for Ms. Allen, or if she was going to sick some surprises on me. I didn’t know if Jen was safe, or if just seeing ‘Nora Allen’ had put Jen on someone’s wetwork list.




I decided that I should go home, because that should be what The Wicked Witch Of The West would make me do. And I’d just be extra-careful, and not invite anyone into my place no matter how harmless they looked.




If they looked less threatening than Lexi, I’d probably fall for it anyway.







Lexi took another bite of leftovers and kept going, “So the beer smelled beery and I have no idea about beer because I’m not supposed to drink it, and the only time I ever tasted it, it was icky and bitter and gross, but Herry’s beer smelled a lot better than that. But the root beer was amazing. And you have got to try his steak sandwiches and his grilled cheese sandwiches, and maybe everything else he makes.”




Rona checked, “And he even paid for you? Because all I got before we got home was when Linda drove through this little Burger King.” Most everyone who didn’t have food in their mouths laughed.




Linda flipped her the bird. “Next time, Rona can drive, because she’s so whiny when she’s hungry!” That was lots of giggling, because pretty much all of them knew Rona wasn’t like that.




Lexi finished her milk and tried not to burp out loud. Because maybe she’d eaten too much, after Mac’s big sandwiches and stuff. But knowing about great post-Slay food was mega-important.




When they had all gotten back, they had done the official Slayer debriefing stuff first. Naturally. And Barb had made Lexi go first, because there was the tag-team vamp staking they’d done, and then all the Herry Dresden stuff. Then Barb and Linda talked about the rest of the patrolling. And then Buffy and Hermione talked about casing the law offices of Wolfram & Hart, which weren’t their own private building here, like Wolfram & Hart preferred so they could do more mega-bad stuff. Like put in secret underground vaults and secret underground tunnels and secret underground escape routes, and secret aboveground floors that shouldn’t even exist, and secret connections to ley lines or hell dimensions, and stuff like that.




Then they had talked about stores they’d gone past, and what the cool Chicago people were wearing, and where to eat, and other important but not mega-important stuff.




After that, they had the other important night-time stuff. Like who was responsible for getting breakfast on, and what the clean-up schedule was going to be, and stuff like that. Also, who needed a Willow ‘silencer’ charm on their room or their bed, because Lexi totally did not want to listen to Hermione and Daniel do the naughty for hours. And Linda insisted that Barb needed a silencer charm on her bed because Barb snored.




And then the big wrap-up, which was planning the next day. Because they had a big list of stuff, and not everyone could do everything. Even if Lexi really wanted to get to do some of everything, on top of maybe getting to spar with Lieutenant Murphy.




Buffy asked Barb, “What was Karrin Murphy’s shift yesterday?”




“Four to midnight,” Barb answered without having to look at any notes or other stuff.




Buffy nodded, “Then she won’t be calling Lexi before eight or nine. Good. So morning fare’s the same as usual.”




Daniel said, “I already baked the coffee cakes in the pans and poured the new coffee into the thermoses. So if no one raids the freezer tonight and eats all the frozen waffles, we’re already set for morning food.”




Lexi smiled to herself, because this was way better than at home, where someone had to get up and do kitchen stuff, even if it was just making coffee. This way, people could wake up at their own times.




Buffy directed, “We have three projects for tomorrow. Lexi and I are going to chat with some Wolfram & Hart lawyers, and maybe one of us will spot someone else on that list. Barb is in charge of searching known offices in Underground Chicago because she has the maps and the local knowledge. Rona goes as backup. Hermione uses her ‘professional shopper’ ID and her most pompous accent, and she hits the Fairmont, so she can see if they would be suitable for…let’s say a mid-winter society wedding. Linda goes as her backup.”




“And me?” Daniel checked. “I mean, I can shop for groceries and start the slow cooker, but that’s hardly an all-day job.”




Hermione suggested, “I’ve been using some of Willow’s cracking tools, but you could too. We need someone to go through all the city and county and state court records to see who Wolfram & Hart is using as civil and criminal lawyers, and who they’re defending or suing. Their own records and website should be regarded as…suspect.”




Daniel shrugged, “Not my area of interest, but I can work on that.”




Buffy nodded, “Good. Because I don’t trust ’em a bit, and when Faith had to deal with the Berlin Wolfram & Hart law-weasels, she found they had three or four small firms that were really more of ’em working under legal-looking fronts.”




Barb volunteered, “Oh, and maybe some tipster sent Jack Ryder an anonymous tip or two about the Viti Family sneaking back into Chicago under the legal protections of Wolfram & Hart, and maybe that tipster hinted that anyone they were defending was going to be extremely guilty but using illegal and immoral tools to avoid a conviction.”




Buffy casually asked, “That tipster didn’t use the name Fruitbat Lady, did they?”




“No,” Barb said with a frown.




“Fledermaus Fraulein?” Daniel asked like he was serious.




“No,” Barb said more firmly.




“Chiroptera Woman?” Hermione tossed in.




“No!”




“Flying Fox Femme?” Linda asked without even trying not to smile.




“Cut it out!”




By then, everyone was giggling and snickering. Well, everyone except Barb, who was starting to get pretty grumpy about it.




Barb insisted, “I picked a code phrase of three random words out of an online dictionary, so there’s no way to trace it back to me linguistically, but I can identify myself as that tipster just by using those three words again.”




Linda checked, “And none of those words are ‘fruitbat’?”




“Linda!”




After Linda and Barb drove back to their Slayer House, and Lexi helped Rona put away stuff, and Buffy helped Hermione load the old dishwasher, Lexi decided she needed to try and get some sleep in case Lieutenant Murphy called in the morning. So she showered and dried off and put her hair up in twintails and brushed her teeth.




Except Rona walked into the bathroom while Lexi had a mouthful of toothpaste foam and said, “Weird-Winged Woman?”




Lexi laughed and sprayed toothpaste foam all over the sink and the counter and the tile backsplash and stuff. So then she and Rona had to clean it all up. And Lexi had to wash the toothpaste off her chest and her towel before all that toothpaste stuff got dry and ooky.







Lexi woke up the next morning, feeling more ready-to-go than normal. Maybe that was because she was really hoping to get to spar with Lieutenant Murphy in like hours. She got dressed and combed out her hair and hurried to the kitchen to eat.




Daniel’s coffee cake was a mix out of a box, but there was a lot of it. Three 9”x13” pans. So Lexi cut herself a couple squares and got some coffee, and sat down to eat. She’d had worse coffee cake. It wasn’t as good as her mom’s Coffee Cake Classic—at least, that was what the title on her mom’s recipe card called it. But it was okay. And if she wanted better coffee cake, she figured she’d better be ready to bake it herself. She ate a couple toaster waffles with fruit that had been frozen when it made the trip to Chicago, and now it had thawed in the fridge and it was juicy and syrupy. Mmm. And the toaster they’d brought had six slots in it, so you could make a lot of toaster waffles at a time.




Okay, maybe she sprinkled some sugar from the sugar bowl on top of the fruit too. It wasn’t her fault that she burned a lot of calories every day.




Hermione came down in a bathrobe, her hair totally mussed up. And Lexi totally did not enjoy smelling what Hermione smelled like after lots of the sexy, because Hermione smelled sweaty and musky and funky. And she smelled Daniel-y in a way Lexi did not want to think about, especially while trying to eat breakfast.




Hermione froze and checked, “What’s wrong?”




“What?”




Hermione insisted, “You have ‘yuck’ face. Is the coffee cake bad?”




Oh crud. Lexi winced, “The coffee cake is okay. That’s not the problem.”




Hermione thought for a split second. Then she lifted up a lapel of her bathrobe and sniffed herself. Then she turned beet red, cursed like crazy in languages Lexi didn’t know, and fled up the stairs. Within seconds the upstairs shower was on and Hermione was scrambling into it.




In a minute, Rona came out of her room in night stuff, which in Rona’s case looked like guy boxers and a tank top. She yawned, “Someone upstairs jumped into the shower. And…” She took a couple sniffs. “Granger?”




Lexi nodded uncomfortably. She wondered, “Your nose is that good? I just smelled all the sex smell.”




Rona snorted in amusement. “I’m no bloodhound. But there’s only one woman in this house gettin’ the humpty dance. If someone smells like they got the Big O a couple times last night, it’s gotta be Professor Granger.”




Lexi muttered, “At least that silencer charm worked awesomely.”




Rona grinned, “Yeah. When you’re in a dry streak, and your neighbor’s makin’ noises like she’s starrin’ in a porn movie, there’s no sleeping, even after they wrap up.”




Lexi tried not to look uncomfortable hearing all this stuff, but she was.




Rona rolled her eyes. “You’re kidding me. You never?”




Lexi really blushed then. “Not even once. And since I broke my boyfriend’s ribs just doing hugging right after I got Slayered up, I’m kinda afraid to try, even if I still had a BF.”




Ron frowned, “He dumped you over a couple busted ribs?”




Lexi ducked her head. “Umm, maybe? I think so. We haven’t talked since then. And mom and dad said I can’t tell anyone, and Mister Wells—”




“Andy Panda,” Rona said with a smirk.




“—Andrew said I should do what they said. So my friends don’t know why I got so weird all of a sudden, and Hunter’s not talking to me, and the mean girls are all making up stuff about what’s going on with me, and stuff got really cruddy.”




Rona sat down and put a hand on Lexi’s shoulder. “Look, we’ve got a video series you’re gonna watch as soon as we get back to Cleveland. Sooner, if Hermione can pull it up on the computer. It’s on how to decide who you can tell about this, and who you can’t. A lot of it’s just stuff we found out the hard way. Because Buffy didn’t tell anyone after she told her folks and got shoved into a nuthouse for bein’ honest. Xander found out by accident. He told Willow. They didn’t believe it either, until Willow nearly got eaten, and their best friend got turned. Some other people who found out the hard way took it really bad and made Buffy’s life a lot harder than it had to be. So we’re tryin’ to protect you, but we don’t want your entire life to be nothing but Slaying and then crappy stuff. Okay?”




“Okay,” Lexi sniffed. “It would be mega-great if I could talk to Robyn and Nicole and Ray about this, and Hunter wasn’t mad at me, and…Well, I don’t really wanna punch Kelly and Libby’s faces in. I just wish I could get ’em to stop being mean to me.”




Rona exhaled slowly. “Okay, that’s harder. Unless you’re constantly saving ’em from vamps and demons and shit. We should’ve found a way to slide a couple people into your room or slide you into their room, even if that’s the only room that’s not full up in the dorm. Then you could’ve talked about this shit. But you’re from a clean town, right?”




Lexi nodded. “If we didn’t have highways and rail lines and stuff, we’d never get anything in Paradise Valley. I mainly get my serious patrol time in Salinas and Fresno with my Slay team. Who are totally great.”




They both looked up at the ceiling as they tracked Hermione’s footsteps out of the bathroom, along the hall, and into her bedroom.




“Dan. Danny, wake up! You need to shower before you go downstairs, be—”




The bedroom door shut, and the silencer charm kicked in.




Rona smiled, “Well, at least Jackson’s gonna come downstairs springtime fresh. Although I got five that says since Hermione just woke him up, there’s gonna be a long delay before anyone gets outta that room again.”




“No bet.”





Part XI



Lexi was trying not to smile. Well, not too much. She was riding in a car with The Golden Slayer driving, and they were off on a Slayer mission. Which she knew would be awesome because it was with Buffy.




And she totally needed to stop calling Buffy ‘The Golden Slayer’, even in her head.




She checked, “So they won’t have as many magical protections as usual?”




Buffy nodded as she cut between two cars that were totally too slow. “Hermione says they don’t have anything more than basic security spells on the two floors they’ve rented. And not even scrying spells on the elevators.”




“But who would rent to badguys?”




Buffy explained, “Anyone who doesn’t know they’re evil. Or anyone who doesn’t care. Or anyone who prefers evil renters.”




Lexi checked, “Is it people who prefer evil renters?”




Buffy darted through a big enough opening in the traffic and sped up. “Yup. These evil renters, anyway. Barb and Willow think the building is owned by a shell company that’s run by a Swiss company that’s secretly run by some European badguys who might have connections with the Viti Family, or might be giving the Viti fam the chance to move on up…to the East Side. To a dee-luxe apartment in the sky.”




Lexi admitted, “I don’t know that one.”




“The Jeffersons,” Buffy told her. “I never saw it, but I cannot tell you how many times Xander sang that stupid theme song when he was looking for an apartment to rent back home.”




Lexi didn’t say anything, because she knew ‘back home’ was Sunnydale, which was never going to be home for them again because it was just a big hole in the ground full of seawater. She really wanted to ask ‘how much of all your lives did you manage to save’ but she was horribly afraid to ask because the answer was probably ‘nothing, not even a lot of the people who fought alongside us.’ She couldn’t ask Buffy a question like that.




So she did the thing Kelly did that she didn’t like. She just changed the subject to something else. “How are we gonna find a parking space?”




Buffy smiled, “We’re gonna cheat. The building has private parking on the first couple floors. You have to type in the secret code number to get the security gate to open up for you. Only…Hermione had fifteen minutes and one of Willow’s spells.”




Lexi worried, “We’re not gonna do something that’ll get us in trouble, right?”




Buffy smiled, “No, it’ll look just like someone told us the secret code so we would drive in. And hopefully, someone checks and then figures someone else in the building is doublecrossing them. Because badguys do that. And badguys are always expecting other badguys to do the backstabby thing because that’s what they would do. So maybe they’ll self-destruct while we’re working on doing the destruct thing.”




“You’re not really counting on ’em self-destructing, are you?” Lexi checked.




“Nah,” Buffy reassured her. “But if it helps distract ’em or anything, it’s help-y.”




Lexi asked, “And if we spot someone on the list, maybe we can use that too?”




“That’s the idea,” Buffy told her. “But I think we already found our fair share of Chicagoites.”




“Okay…” Because Lexi was really hoping for some more luck on spotting people.




Buffy added, “Also, keep an eye out for anyone working for WRH Legal Assistance, or for Lupus, Aries, and Stagg, LLP.”




“Wait a minute…” Lexi could guess what the ‘WRH’ had to stand for, but the other one? “Tell me the second one, please.”




“Lupus…Aries…and Stagg.”




Lexi sort of goggled at that. “Lupus is wolf. Every Slayer ever ought to know that one. Aries is sheep. I know that from Robyn. She still likes astrology. And I mean, stupid newspaper column astrology, not real prophecy stuff. And Stag? That’s a male deer, right?”




“Right,” Buffy nodded. “Willow and Giles think they’re magically trapped doing stupid names like that in order to keep their connection to The Wolf, The Ram, and The Hart. Only most people are too stupid to notice.”




“Ugh.”




Buffy kept going. “So for this trip, you’re my little assistant. Look flustered and like maybe I’m mean to you. You’ll have to carry all my junk and my latte. I’ll be The Cranky Slayer. I’m gonna mistreat everyone, and maybe someone will flip their lid.”




“Do I call you ‘ma’am’?”




Buffy pretend-scowled. “No ma’aming.”




Lexi tried hard not to smile. “Yes, Ms. Summers.”




“Better.” Buffy grinned, “They probably all treat their minions like that, so they won’t think twice about it. You know about the thing from Barb that she got from Argyle that I’ve got in my purse?”




“Uh-huh,” Lexi said. “I just have to find a place I can hide it that they won’t spot it and they won’t see me stashing it.”




Buffy nodded, “Right. When we get there and we’re out of the elevator, reach in my purse and find the thing like a four-inch-across Mento. Break it. It’s a charm from Willow. It won’t last for more than an hour or two, but it should make it impossible for them to track or monitor or bug or scry anyone close to it. So plant the thingie while you’re covered, then slip me the pieces of the charm, so they can’t record anything I say. And carry the notepad and pen in there, because I might dump annoying tasks on you that you’ll write down like I’m serious.”




Just in case, Lexi looked through the purse and found the disk. Because crud, Buffy had a lot of stuff in her purse. Lexi wasn’t even carrying a purse. She tried not to anymore, because surprise Slaying stuff usually meant a big purse-losing risk. But Lexi found the disk, which even felt like a big Mento. And the fancy notepad-with-pen. And the thing from Argyle, which just needed the little nine volt battery to get plugged in so it would be running. And there was Slay stuff, and normal-person stuff, and way more makeup than Lexi ever needed to tote around, except when she had a big bruise she was hiding for a day or two.




There were also a whole bunch of candy bars and nutrition bars. Lexi wasn’t saying anything about that. It wasn’t like Buffy needed to lose weight.




They took a tiny detour to get Buffy a half-caff skinny latte, and then it was over to the skyscraper where Wolfram & Hart had its new offices. Buffy drove up to the security gate, rolled down her window, and reached her left hand out. A big metal box opened up, and a metal arm-thing swung out, moving a number pad over where Buffy could reach it. Lexi was pretty sure the camera pointing at them meant a security guard was operating the number pad thing.




After Buffy typed in some numbers, the gate rolled aside, and Buffy drove in. There was a whole section on the next level up for Wolfram & Hart parking, including visitor parking spots. Lexi looked at the mega-expensive cars and whispered, “Do we need to write down the license plate numbers and stuff?”




Buffy whispered back, “When we leave. There’s a small box in the trunk that says ‘Forensics’. Pull out the camera and take snaps of every car. Even the clients.”




“Especially the clients!” Lexi insisted.




“And make it snappy!” Buffy grinned.




That was a mega-bad joke. Lexi gave her a big fake smile and said, “Yes, Ms. Summers.”




They took the elevator up to the main floor for Wolfram & Hart, where the lobby and the receptionists and stuff were. Buffy strode off the elevator in her nice dress and high heels. Lexi was in jeans and a t-shirt and sneakers, not looking nearly as nice next to her. But that was sort of the whole idea.




Buffy reached out. “My latte.”




“Here you go,” Lexi said as timidly as she could. She handed over the latte and let Buffy snatch it out of her hand.




Buffy pointed at some empty chairs off to the side. “Go sit down until I need something.”




“Yes, Ms. Summers.”




Buffy stepped up to the first receptionist. “Well, didn’t any of your seers tell you I was coming?”




“Uhh, what?” the receptionist squeaked.




“Honestly, what is the point of working for supernatural evil, if they won’t even tell you when someone crucial is on her way?”




“What?” the poor girl squeaked at an even higher pitch.




Buffy stared up at the security camera at the back of the lobby and snapped, “You. In the security office. Tell the boss that The Golden Slayer is here. Now. And he has one minute to get someone down here to take me up to his office. I don’t care who he’s meeting with. Or what. He’s already in deep shit, so he’d better not make things worse.”




“What?” the receptionist managed.




While Buffy reduced the poor receptionist nearly to tears, and probably had the security guy wetting his chair, Lexi did her stuff. She sat down on a mega-nice couch in the waiting area and ignored the security camera pointed her way. She reached into Buffy’s purse with both hands and pulled out a Twix with her left hand while she grabbed the disk in her right hand and broke it between her fingers. She really hoped the disk was doing what it was supposed to do.




She got to work on what she was supposed to do. She leaned forward while no one was looking her way, and she used one of Buffy’s knives to make a slice in the cambric under the chair springs. Then she hooked up the battery and shoved Argyle’s special cellphone hub into the area under the upholstery and off to the side of the cut fabric. The knife went back into its little sheath in the purse, and she just sat there, hunched over and looking worried. Oh, and she fished the notepad and pen out and got them ready. Then she slipped the strap of the purse over her shoulder and waited for Buffy to signal her.




Lexi figured it was about thirty seconds after Buffy’s threat that a guy in an expensive suit came rushing into the lobby. “Ms. Summers! We had no idea you were going to…umm…grace us with your presence.”




That guy was in the know. He was so in the know. Anyone who knew what ‘The Golden Slayer’ meant and Buffy didn’t know him? That guy was totally in the Team Evil camp.




Lexi was up and walking over before Buffy raised her arm and snapped her fingers. So she hurried a bit more, but kept her speed down to Nervous Assistant speed, not Slayer speed.




Buffy didn’t bother to look at Lexi as she said, “Stick close. The secretaries at most Wolfram & Hart offices are vamps and demons.”




Expensive Suit Guy frowned slightly, “Ms. Summers, this is a clean office. No vampires or demons in our employ. Not on our client list, either. Mister Haraldson has convinced the Senior Partners to give this approach a fair chance.”




Lexi used the moment the guy was totally focused on defending the office—or maybe himself—to slip the broken disk into Buffy’s hand.




Buffy sarcastically asked, “And how many babies did he have to sacrifice to get ’em to buy into that?”




The guy really frowned at that. “Please, Ms. Summers. Try not to judge us based on old, tired paradigms which no longer work, particularly in the age of the Split Slayer Line. We know there’s at least two Slayers located in Chicago already, and if there was something going on, there would be a lot more.”




Buffy growled, “There is something going on, and there will be a lot more of us.”




“Uh-oh.” Expensive Suit Guy worried, “I need to check into that at once.”




He hurried Buffy and Lexi to a fancy office with a personal assistant sitting behind a teak desk that probably was worth more than Lexi’s car. He rushed, “Carol, Mister Haraldson needs to see them ASAP.”




“Go right on in, Karl.”




So ‘Karl’ opened the big double doors into the boss’s office, which was huge and lavish. Fancy wall-to-wall carpet, a conference table off to the right, tons of fancy bookshelves loaded down with expensive books, and a tall, very Scandinavian guy in a mega-expensive suit behind a very big mega-expensive desk.




Karl said, “Mister Haraldson, this is Buffy Summers and her assistant. And they say there’s already a Slayer-related problem going on, and we weren’t informed about it.”




Mister Haraldson nodded. “Hmm, that sounds like a critical problem. Karl, make some calls. Find out what’s going on, and give me an update before COB. I can take it from here.”




“Right, sir.” Karl dashed out with a weird skittering movement like Halvix demons were trying to get their tentacles up his pants legs.




Mister Haraldson ushered them over to the comfy chairs in front of his desk. Buffy took a chair. Lexi played Nervous Assistant and stood off to the side and out of the way. He sat down and smiled, “I’m Harald Haraldson. I would appreciate it if you would call me Harald.”




He had a sexy Scandinavian accent too. And he pronounced his first and last names like ‘harr-uld’ instead of ‘hair-old’.




He kept going, “Ms. Summers, I see you already made a visit to Starbucks, but if we could get you anything…or your assistant…”




Lexi made a ‘nervous no thank you’ two-hand gesture and made her voice squeak, “N-no thank you, sir. I’m fine.”




Right. Like there was any way she would just drink stuff that an evil lawfirm handed her. No way.




Buffy gave him a smile. Okay, not nearly a full Buffy smile. But maybe a nice, polite smile. “Call me Buffy, Harald. Now Chicago has a big uptick in the problematic. The type of problem that makes me have to cancel my vacation plans and go kill evil things. So it’s in your best interests to not be anywhere near that. And yet…here you are. Popping up in Chicago right about the time the uptick is happening. Now that tends to make me suspicious. I’ve had a lack of the coincidental in my life, as you’ve probably heard. So…Harald…If you can’t convince me you’re innocent, then you’ll need to provide me with as much information on this problem and as much support against this problem as you can, unless you would like me to ask my best friend Willow to pay a visit to lovely downtown Chicago. I believe you know what happened the last day she was in Sunnydale. And the last two times she was in L.A. And the last time she was in Moscow…”




Even Lexi knew that stuff. And the last time Willow Rosenberg had to go to Moscow, the Moscow Wolfram & Hart building mysteriously burned to the ground. In a tiny, way-below-zero blizzard that just sort of happened to be centered around the building. And afterward, there was nothing left. Nothing. Not steel, not concrete, not rubble, not anything. Just a big hole in the ground that was the exact shape of the building that had been sitting there. That had been pretty legendary.




So maybe Wolfram & Hart really would try something different. Their giant apocalypse plans had gotten stuffed like they were trying to dunk on Shaq. They’d lost multiple offices and tons of their most evil lawyers. Somebody was bound to be thinking of ways to avoid having the wrath of the entire New Slayers And Watchers Council descending on their heads.




Mister Haraldson looked like he was really thinking about it. He put his hands flat on his desk and said, “I can put forth arguments, but I don’t see any way I can convince you that we’re not doing the same sort of stupid activity that has already come close to sealing off the Senior Partners permanently from this dimension. Between you, the Red Witch, the Dark Slayer, all your other forces…All I can tell you is that it would be remarkably stupid and short-sighted for us to continue in a way which clearly was failing abysmally. The Chicago office is not going to accept supernatural clients unless the client can prove to us that they should be on your ‘do not Slay’ list. We are not going to form a Special Projects group. We are doing more pro bono work. But we are not angels. I am not going to lie to you: we will accept human clients you may not approve of, because everyone deserves a fair trial.”




“Like the Viti Family,” Buffy said crisply.




He shook his head the tiniest bit. “Actually, we have been asked to avoid any criminal law or inheritance law work for them. They have their own representation: a lawfirm in Indiana. We are currently doing some real estate law for them which is not connected to this building. That’s in the court records, so telling you that isn’t a violation of client-attorney privilege. And our real estate law group tells me the Vitis have connections to the building owners and hence to the building security and the building maintenance. I’m not going to lie about that, when you can find that out with proper paralegal support.”




Buffy gave him a raised eyebrow. “Aren’t the Senior Partners pretty much of the grumpy that you aren’t doing enough supernatural evil?”




He sighed a tiny bit, or at least pretended to. “The Senior Partners are not…ecstatic about this approach. But they are fully aware that you have reshaped the playing field and tilted it so it is no longer in their favor. No one wants to play chess against The Queen Slayer when it is obvious that most of your other pieces are already changed from pawns to queens.” He gave her a smirk, “And it is not as if we don’t know that you have already wielded enough political power to get local and federal authorities investigating us and tapping the landlines of every Wolfram & Hart office in the country. Even if the Senior Partners had refused to let us operate like this, they would find that most cities in the world will no longer give them the latitude to do what they would prefer. That means that we have the opportunity to reshape the law offices of Wolfram & Hart, for now anyway.”




Buffy asked, “So what can you do for me?”




He looked like he was thinking about it. But maybe he was just a really good actor. “Oddly enough, our refusal to touch the supernatural side of Chicago is going to handicap us in this. But we do know people who do have contacts, and we can find out what they will be willing to tell us. I’ll have Karl put together a report for you by close of business tomorrow, and he can have it delivered personally.”




Buffy blithely said, “That would be fine. I’ll have my assistant drive over and pick it up at five tomorrow. I’m sure she won’t mind.”




Lexi pretended she was cringing at the idea but was afraid to complain.




So Buffy looked over at Lexi and insisted, “Make a note of it. Be here before five, and you can wait for it.”




Lexi pretended to cringe again, and she wrote it down in Buffy’s notebook.




Mister Haraldson gave Buffy a big smile. “Is there anything else we can do for you?”




Buffy stood up. “I think we cleared the air a little. I’ll expect that report tomorrow.”




“At five,” he nodded. “And if there is additional information, we can call one of your local Slayers and arrange a data transfer.”




“That would be fine,” Buffy said. She turned to face Lexi and said, “Let’s go.”




Lexi skittered in her best nervousness impression and opened the door for Buffy. Then they headed out to the elevator and down to the covered parking. Buffy handed Lexi the broken disk, and Lexi opened the little Forensics case in the trunk while Buffy got into the car. It only took a minute or two to get photos of all the cars with their license plates showing, and then they were out of there.




Lexi pulled out the anti-snooping crystal and made sure it was a nice, clear green. “All clear on the Willow front.”




Buffy smiled, “So no dropping of the eaves?”




“Right. But you didn’t trust that guy, did you?”




Buffy answered, “Not even close. But as long as he thinks I do, we’ve got an edge there. And I’m hoping the threat of tappy stuff on the landlines will force them to make lots of incriminating calls through that wireless hub you hid by cutting a big hole in their uber-expensive furniture.”




Lexi knew that part would probably be Daniel’s job until Barb got back to the house and took it over. But listening to recorded calls on a computer wasn’t hard. It was just boring. Because it might take a couple hours of listening to mega-boring stuff to find the one piece of the one call that you wanted to hear. Okay, she knew that partly from the Slayer handbook but mostly from an episode of ‘Law and Order’. But it sounded right.




“What now?” she checked.




Buffy grinned, “I was thinking…lunch. Can you get me to McAnally’s?”




Lexi grinned, “Totally. Should I call everyone else?”




Buffy smirked, “You think we can afford to feed Hermione? She looks like a big eater.”




Okay, that was funny, because Hermione and Daniel were the only ones of the group who didn’t eat like an NFL lineman.




So Lexi called Hermione first. Hermione answered on like the third ring. Lexi got a really crisp fancy Masterpiece Theatre upper-class British accent. “Hermione Smythe-Potter speaking.”




“It’s Lexi. Lunch at McAnally’s if you and your ‘assistant’ can make it.”




Hermione fudged, “Thank you so much, Mrs. Wellesley, but I am in the United States today, so there is really no way I can make tea time. But I do appreciate your invitation.”




Lexi hung up and told Buffy, “Oh for one. Hermione’s busy with something.”




Buffy smiled naughtily, “Maybe she wants to go home and grab her Danny and see if she can wear out that silencer charm.”




So Lexi called Rona. Even though Rona was supposed to be in Underground Chicago, Lexi was still figuring there could be cellphone reception down there. Or Rona might have one of the Willow-phones that had magically good reception.




Rona answered, “Whassup, Lex?”




Lexi checked, “Are you and Barb free for lunch at McAnally’s Pub?”




“Hells yeah. We’ll be there in…Barb says fifteen, assuming we can find a place to park.”




Lexi smiled, “Kewl. We’ll meet you. Hermione says she’s too busy for lunch.”




Rona snorted, “Prob’ly tryin’ to get some heavy Danny-ing in ‘fore we all get home.”




Lexi tried not to wince or anything. “Okay, see you there.” And she hung up.




“What’s the what?” Buffy asked casually.




“Rona and Barb are in. Rona also thinks Hermione bailed on us to spend more time with Daniel.”




Buffy smirked, “I can believe that. They’re pretty much inseparable outside of work hours.”




But when they got to McAnally’s, Linda was waiting outside for them. Buffy parked and they walked over.




Linda met them maybe halfway. She grinned, “Hermione dumped me off on you two. We finished at the Fairmont, and we found at least a dozen rooms that are all possibles for vamp meetings with no risk of getting sunburn, because there’s a basement level that opens into Underground Chicago. There are some upstairs meeting rooms they could use at night, but no way during the day. No vamps using the place now, though.”




Buffy nodded, “Good. Now let’s give Rona and Barb a few minutes to get here, and then we’ll eat. And maybe we’ll all go watch Lexi learn stuff from Lieutenant Murphy.”




Lexi tried not to pout. “I’m still waiting to hear from her!”




And her phone finally rang. And the ringtone meant it wasn’t a number on her contact list. So maybe…





Part XII



Lexi yanked her phone out of her pocket, nearly tearing her pocket off in her hurry. She totally needed to be more careful about that. She crossed her fingers and answered, “Lexi Mack here!”




“Lexi, this is Lieutenant Karrin Murphy…”




“I was hoping you’d call!” She didn’t squeak. She totally did not squeak in excitement.




“Can you meet me at one?”




Lexi nodded, even thought it was a phone call. “Yes ma’am! Well, we’ve gotta eat first, and we’re at McAnally’s because I told everyone the food was so great. But then I can meet you wherever you want.” Murphy gave her the address, and Lexi repeated it out loud so Linda would get it. Linda gave her a thumbs-up that she knew where the place was. So Lexi asked, “Can I bring a couple friends to watch?”




“Don’t tell me. Dresden wants to watch,” the lieutenant grumbled.




“Well, him too,” Lexi admitted. “But my friends—Buffy and Rona and Barb and Linda—they’re all mega-good at martial arts, and they’d like to watch for technical stuff. And maybe learning new stuff. Because Buffy said the other you was obviously serious about her martial arts and we didn’t get a chance to spar there because of real fights and stuff.”




There was a long pause before the lieutenant said, “You do know I’m not willing to buy into that sh—stuff, right?”




“Oh, right, I’ll stop talking about it, okay?”




“Good. Don’t be late.” And the lieutenant hung up.




Lexi looked around and had a really hard time not just squealing with excitement. “I get to spar with her!”




Buffy noticed Rona and Barb hurrying toward them, so she ushered everyone in and aimed them all at the bar. Lexi made sure she was at the front of the pack.




“Hi, Mister McAnally!” Lexi grinned. She turned around. “Mister McAnally makes the best sandwiches and root beer ever!”




Mister McAnally smiled at them, “Call me Mac. And I card anyone I don’t know who doesn’t look over forty, so that means all of you. Except the kid.” He pointed right at Lexi. “I already know she’s under age.”




Lexi smiled, “And I’d like a big root beer, and a steak sandwich, and a grilled cheese sandwich, and a gyro.”




Buffy leaned forward. “I’m paying for all of us. And I’ll have the same, and also a raspberry lemonade.”




Rona said, “Regular lemonade, steak sandwich, gyro, and that brisket cemitas looks awesome.”




Linda asked, “A real cemitas?” Mac nodded like he didn’t like being doubted. “Great! Two brisket cemitas, one gyro, and a root beer.”




Barb studied the menu and asked, “Could I have the Italian beef, the Jim Shoe, and the gyro? And a root beer.”




Mac just shook his head, “This isn’t a tapeworm sufferers convention, is it?”




Buffy lied, “We’re triathletes. When we’re training like we’re doing this week, we need between three and six thousand calories daily, depending on the training regimen.”




Mac looked like he was even buying it. And it wasn’t like they didn’t look mega-athletic. Lexi hadn’t ever seen a Slayer who didn’t look athletic and in great shape.




Mac fixed drinks for them while he started stuff on the grill behind him. And the lemonade came with lemonade ice cubes! Even cooler, the raspberry lemonade came with lemonade ice cubes that each had a whole raspberry frozen in it. Lexi was already wondering if they could come here for lunch like every day they were in Chicago.




She told Mac, “Since we ordered so much stuff, maybe this time I could carry it over to the table for you? Oh, and I’m Lexi.”




Then she went over to their table and called Herry Dresden.




“You have reached the offices of Dresden and Dresden Investigations. Mister Dresden is not in at the moment, but he should be back later today. May I help you?”




“Oh sure,” Lexi replied. “I’m Lexi. Did Herry tell you about me?”




The voice got a little less friendly and a little more suspicious. “He told me…something.”




Lexi gave up. “Oh. Okay. Well just tell him I’m sparring with Lieutenant Murphy at one at the Tao Lung dojo. And the lieutenant didn’t seem mega-thrilled that Herry wanted to watch.”




There was a tiny snort of laughter that Lexi could totally hear. The woman just said, “I will pass that message on to Mister Dresden before one, if I can.”




“Thanks!” And then Lexi needed to get up and pick up the steak sandwiches and gyros that Mac already had for them.




She hadn’t even finished her sandwich before Mac had another bunch of plates for them. She’d hardly started her gyro before Mac had the next bunch, and she still had the last bite of gyro in her mouth when Mac had the last bunch, which included the thing Barb ordered that turned out not to be a gym shoe at all, but a ‘Jim Shoe’ which was still a weird name. Okay, it was a weird sandwich too, but at least it smelled a lot better than a gym shoe.




Actually, it smelled mega-great. Maybe she’d order one tomorrow if she could talk someone into coming back there for lunch. Or maybe a mid-afternoon snack. Or dinner. Or some of the above.




Once they’d finished up, and used Mac’s restrooms, and let Buffy buy everyone’s lunch on the ‘business’ card, they headed out. Buffy drove Lexi and Linda, while Barb drove Rona. And they went right to this cool little dojo with a sign that was in Chinese and English both. They got there in time, since Buffy could parallel park totally awesomely, even in really teeny spaces.




Lexi walked in with her team behind her, and there was Lieutenant Murphy and a fifty-ish Chinese-looking guy, and a thirty-ish guy who looked maybe half-Chinese even if Lexi couldn’t tell all that well, and a forty-something white guy who looked like he spent crazy amounts of time in the gym on the freeweights. And they all had a black gi and a black belt. Murphy had two things on her belt, same as Musclebound Guy. Other Guy had three. Head Guy had six. Head Guy was moving them through these really cool forms, and the lieutenant had really amazing balance. Other Guy had a hair more precision. Musclebound Guy moved through the forms with more power, but that wasn’t the same as being able to strike a moving target with more power for reals.




Buffy put a hand on Lexi’s shoulder and whispered, “Remember. This is about learning. Not about winning. Precision. Grace. Technique. She’s really fast and stronger than she looks. Try to go at about one-third speed and one-quarter strength.”




“I can’t judge it that perfectly,” Lexi worried.




“I said ‘about’. Don’t concentrate on that. Concentrate on learning from what she does.”




Lexi nodded, “I can do that.”




The older man stopped the training and walked over to them. Buffy nudged Lexi to handle things. So Lexi took a careful step forward. “Is it all right if I spar with your student Lieutenant Murphy? I mean, I don’t stick to one single martial arts style, and I don’t think she does except like this, and I don’t want to offend you.”




The man smiled, “Politeness is rare in a challenger.”




Lexi tried not to wince or anything. “I don’t really want to challenge her. I just want to spar with her and learn new stuff. Even if she uses things that aren’t strictly from your style.”




“And did you bring a gi?”




Lexi almost turned and looked at Buffy for help, but she made herself hold still. “Umm, no sir. No sifu.”




“I am not your sifu. You need not use that term. But how do you propose to spar if you have no gi?”




She managed, “The style we use assumes you fight in whatever you’re wearing, wherever you are. Jeans, a dress, whatever. Badguys don’t let you go change clothes and warm up first.”




He raised one eyebrow like Mister Spock. “And do badguys conveniently set down their handguns and knives when you wish to face them?”




“Umm, no sir,” Lexi admitted. “That’s why I’m carrying weapons, and I carry them as often as possible.”




“There will be no sparring with real weapons today, so you may show me what you are carrying.”




“Yes sir,” she said quietly. She reached up under the back of her shirt and pulled out her two flat fighting knives.




“These are illegal to carry in Illinois,” he pointed out. 




“Yes sir,” she nodded. “So are these…” And she pulled her two butterfly knives out of her handmade ‘utility belt’. “But not these…” She pulled two steel throwing spikes and two sharpened pencils off her left forearm. She totally needed a cool thing like Ms. Gard wore, instead of the slapped-together thing she still wore. Then she pulled out the two vials of holy water and the four wooden stakes she was carrying.




He asked, “And can you wield these with any accuracy?”




She nodded, “Yes sir. I’m pretty good with ’em. I can show you, if you have a target.”




He pointed at a head-and-torso style target for shooters, even if it was mounted on a big wood board and had obvious knifeblade marks on the paper which she could see from where she was. And the target was way on the other side of the room, with a practice line about thirty feet back from it.




She knew he was expecting her to walk across the room and stand at the practice line, but she’d practiced on targets farther away than that. So she took a fighting knife and both spikes, and she threw them one after the other, as fast as she could. She got the knife and one spike in the heart, and the other spike about three inches off, which was the difference between dusting a vamp and maybe getting killed, so she wasn’t too happy with her aim. Maybe she was nervous.




He flinched a little, but that was all he did. The three others stared in shock. And Musclebound Guy trotted over to pull them out of the board. Only they didn’t want to come back out. The spikes didn’t have a handgrip or anything, and she had thrown them pretty hard. Musclebound Guy managed to work the knife up and down and finally pry it out, before announcing, “I can’t even get a grip on the butt ends of those spikes.”




She apologized, “Sorry. I’ll pull ’em out myself.”




The older man looked at her and at the other stuff she’d had hidden on her. He carefully asked, “And is that holy water in those vials?”




“Umm, yes sir.”




“And how many creatures of the night have you Slayed?”




She had to think about that. “Since I got to Chicago, or since I was Chosen?”




“Whichever you prefer,” he murmured.




“Only a few dozen, sir,” she admitted. “I’m still a newbie at this. That’s why I’m trying to learn lots of useful techniques.”




“And does the lieutenant know you have unfair advantages when it comes to speed and strength?”




Lexi tried not to wince. “Well, I told her so a couple times, but I’m not sure she believed me. And anyway, I’m gonna try and spar at about one-third speed and one-quarter strength, which ought to be fair. I’m not here to win. I’m here to learn techniques from her.”




“And you can learn a technique from seeing it once?” he wondered suspiciously.




“Umm, well, only some of the time. Sometimes from seeing it a couple times. And sometimes from seeing it, and going back and letting martial arts gurus work with me on it,” she spilled. “I’m not that good yet.”




He carefully explained, “If you can do that, then you have a remarkable ability, because no normal human can. I believe that I will allow this match…under whatever rules the lieutenant chooses.”




“Oh, that would be great, sir,” Lexi nodded. “I’m totally fine with that.”




“Very well. And if you would retrieve your throwing spikes before we forget about them?”




“Yes sir!” Lexi trotted across the dojo to the target. She put one hand on the board so she didn’t yank it off the wall by accident, and she yanked the two throwing spikes out. They came out pretty easy, which was good, because nobody liked it if you ruined their target and their wall at the same time.




Musclebound Guy was standing there with a shocked look on his face, so Lexi just took the knife out of his hand and smiled, “Thanks!”




She trotted back and handed the weapons to the sifu. But Herry Dresden walked in right then, so she didn’t get to apologize again. Herry was wearing his usual really-long private eye trenchcoat and no hat. Lexi thought Herry needed a fedora to look private eye-ish enough, but that probably didn’t work if Chicago really was The Windy City and his hat would get blown off his head ten or twenty times a day.




Herry smiled, “Great, it looks like I got here in time.”




Buffy blinked, “Wow, he really does look like…you know.”




Lexi nodded, “Totes. And he’s even got some burns on his hand.”




“And the one-glove thing,” Buffy pointed out.




“I’m working on my Infinity Gauntlet model for Halloween,” Herry insisted, just to be silly. Because Herry seemed to say stuff like that even when he shouldn’t.







I looked around. No one appreciated my Infinity Gauntlet joke, except the redhead, who looked like she was seriously thinking about it. She finally said, “That’s not the start of a proper mock-up for a decent Infinity Gauntlet, and anyway it’s on the wrong hand.”




Holy crap. Someone nerdier than me. Also, a gorgeous redhead. If she wasn’t about half my age, I’d ask her out. Well, that, and she was Lexi’s partner from the night before, so she was another of these Vampire Slayers and could probably snap me like a twig. Not that I had ever used any sense before when it came to women.




Fine, the only sense I had ever demonstrated when it came to women was only dating women who were roughly my age. I was guessing the redhead was seventeen. Eighteen, tops. That was at least ten years too young for me. Elaine hadn’t worked out because of a little ‘trying to kill Dresden dead’ thing, and Susan hadn’t worked out because she’d left Chicago for a better job, but at least I had been their age and we had stuff in common and we had similar interests. I did not understand guys my age who wanted to date girls so young they didn’t even have the same taste in music and movies and live theater. And everything else.




The uber-blonde and the ’tude-heavy black woman were here too. That probably meant the early-twenties petite blonde fashionplate with them was one too, or heavily connected. I introduced myself, which I figured was way beyond unnecessary. “Herry Dresden. Lexi’s taxi service last night.”




The petite blonde smiled, “Buffy Summers.” 




We shook hands. She had a grip like a car crusher, and she obviously wasn’t trying.




Buffy. I made the connection. “Oh. You’re Lexi’s boss who got dragged with her to Other Chicago. I hope their deep dish pizza is still great.”




Buffy smirked slightly. “I wouldn’t know. You took us to a Burger King.”




Fine. I like the je ne sais quoi of the Double Whopper With Bacon. But I couldn’t see dragging two pretty blondes there unless I was actively trying to make a bad impression. Or it was a really bad month and I had all ones in my wallet.




Lexi spilled, “It was us three, and over a dozen more people from other universes. And we were in a hurry.”




Fine, I couldn’t see squeezing twenty big eaters into Lou Malnati’s for deep dish.




Buffy grinned naughtily, “And you tried to buy Karrin a Kids’ Meal.”




“I see Other Me likes to live dangerously.”




Not that I was really buying into this whole interdimensional travel idea, but they certainly had a lot of dirt on me and my city. Which seemed ridiculous if it was a Chicago of another universe. I could probably dig up enough intelligence on me and my connections to fake the whole thing just by paying Sleazeball Bob a couple hundred and letting him talk for half an hour.




On the other hand, I had vampires in my city, and they were trying to set up a vampire Mary Kay empire, and they had a super-witch bankrolling them. A super-witch who was already on these Slayers’ shitlist. And apparently, Wolfram & Hart wasn’t just evil lawyers: it was evil lawyers backed by demons who controlled hell dimensions. Most people—most sane people—would insist that I was already ready for a rubber room just because I believed in all that crap. Besides, Lexi was so damn earnest and wholesome. So I was giving the interdimensional travel idea a ‘maybe’.




The old guy with too many ticks on his black belt moved over to check on me. He sort of glided like Murphy did when she was ready to rumble. That was not encouraging. He looked me up and down, which had a lot more ‘up’ in there, because he was not a tall guy. “And why are you here?”




“Herry Dresden. I know Murphy, and I was feeding Lexi some late dinner when she talked Murph into a little sparring.” I dropped my voice to a stage whisper. “And don’t let Lexi talk you into buying her dinner at somewhere like Charlie Trotter’s. The kid eats like three of me.”




Lexi pouted at me, “Hey, that’s not fair. I just have a healthy appetite.”




The supportive nods from her group made me suspect they all ate like that. If Buffy ate like that, she probably needed an emergency backup stomach, because she looked like her average lunch would be six lettuce leaves and a grain of brown rice.




The sifu could tell that Lexi and her friends were martial arts people and I wasn’t. Fine, I could tell that. Normal people did not walk like a hungry tiger. Me? I sort of lumbered around like a giraffe who’d had one too many fermented melons. So I had to stand back at the window, while Lexi’s friends got to stand closer to the action.




Big deal. It wasn’t like I couldn’t see over all of them if they got between me and the action. The taller blonde was maybe 5’6” tops, and the other women were shorter than that. Buffy was a munchkin who was only tall when compared to Murphy.




Lexi didn’t change into a gi. She just took off her shoes and socks. Then she walked onto the mat and faced Murph. They bowed to each other, but they kept looking at their opponent. The old guy said something that was probably Chinese, and they moved. They moved like they were in one of those wuxia movies I tell people I don’t watch.




I had seen Murphy fight before. I just hadn’t seen her fight another Murphy. Murph went on offense hard, trying to just overwhelm the kid in a fraction of a second, like she did to lots of her opponents. There was a string of flashing punches with two front kicks tossed in for good measure, and the kid blocked everything, including some kind of takedown Murph tried that looked like judo or jujitsu or something.




Then Lexi busted a few moves too. She went with a fast double kick. Murph blocked the first, dodged the second, and went with some sort of ‘slide into second base’ leg sweep thing that had serious leg damage written all over it. Lexi did a forward flip over Murph’s sliding body, and they both popped up ready for action, only they had switched places. And Lexi gave Murphy a big, happy grin. If Murphy had just tried to wreck my leg, I would not give her a happy grin.




Meanwhile, everyone else was really studying the sparring. Murphy’s sifu was standing at one side, frowning in concentration as he watched everything. Murphy’s fellow black belts were over on the far side of the sparring mat, being massively impressed, probably at what Lexi was doing because I figured they’d sparred with Murph plenty of times. And the four young women in front of me were whispering too quietly for me to hear, and pointing at details I was pretty sure I was missing and that I wouldn’t get without a lot of explanation.




Murph switched styles or something, because she started turning in small circles like I’d never seen her do, and Lexi switched to something different that was strikes with elbows and knees along with fists and feet. They went at it for a couple seconds and then moved apart. Lexi grinned again, and for a moment I thought Murphy might accidentally grin back.




Murph changed to a different posture. Pardon me, ‘stance’. Lexi changed too, going with this stance that looked like it was out of a kung fu movie. She had her legs spread ridiculously far apart, and she was settled so low in her stance that it looked like her butt was only a foot off the floor. If I spread my legs like that, I’d have the groin pull to end all groin pulls. The mother of all groin pulls!




If I’d known what I was looking at, I probably would have gotten a master class in mixed martial arts, because Murph and Lexi were freaking amazing. And I knew Lexi could move a lot faster than this, because I’d seen her manhandle Gard. Pardon me, ‘girlhandle’. Or maybe ‘Slayerhandle’.




So Murph attacked, and Lexi kicked out with her front foot and blocked with her front hand, but it looked like Murph was attacking Lexi’s stance instead of attacking Lexi’s body. Maybe that really low, wide stance had weakpoints a black belt knew how to go after.




Murphy kicked Lexi’s front foot out, and Lexi went into a back roll followed by pushing off with her hands and landing in yet another stance. Murphy closed fast while Lexi was doing her little gymnastics bit, but Lexi was ready with a leaping front kick that pushed Murphy back a couple steps and sent Lexi about a yard backward, all through the air.




Murphy moved into what I was pretty sure was a stance I hadn’t ever seen before, and she darted forward at Ludicrous Speed. Lexi grinned and slid forward, blocking Murphy’s first two punches and first kick. For a moment, they were going so fast I thought they might hit Plaid. Murphy’s third punch was fast as hell, but Lexi caught Murph by the wrist and tugged her forward to get her off balance.




Murphy used that as an attack. I have no idea how. But she plowed into Lexi and did some sort of move that put Lexi on her face with Murphy on Lexi’s back and holding onto Lexi’s arm. I knew Lexi was done for, because I’d seen Murphy slam people into an armbar before. I’d seen Murphy slam a three hundred pound guy into an armbar before. She’d made that guy cry before he finally gave up and let her cuff him.




Lexi did the impossible. She threw Murphy off. She just snapped her arm like she was throwing a frisbee, and Murphy went tumbling off to the side.




And Lexi was on her feet, “Sorry! I’m really sorry, I forgot, you totally had me in that armbar, I should’ve tapped out, you won, and I just forgot and I went full-strength there and I’m really really sorry.”




Murphy was up on her feet too, and in a solid stance, but she still asked, “What do you mean full strength?”




Lexi paused for a moment. “Umm, I did tell you a bunch of times I was strong. I was trying to do all this at maybe one-third speed and one-quarter strength so I could learn tons of cool stuff from you, and now you probably won’t wanna spar with me anymore. Sorry.”




Murphy checked, “That was quarter-strength?” She involuntarily rubbed a forearm where she had blocked one of Lexi’s strikes.




“About a quarter, ma’am. It’s pretty hard to judge, but it was way down below my full strength…except the armbar escape, which I totally didn’t mean to do.”




The old guy stepped forward with a smile. It wasn’t really a nice smile. He looked at the weightlifter type with the second degree black belt like Murphy’s. “Mister Kelso. Would you care to spar against Lexi when she does not hold back on her strength?”




The weightlifter grinned like he could believe he’d be in trouble against a little girl, even after what he’d seen. “Yes, sifu.” He stepped onto the mat as Murphy reluctantly stepped off.




The sifu turned toward Lexi. “Let us see what you can do at one-third speed and two-thirds strength.”




Lexi looked worried. “Can I do one-third speed and maybe half strength?”




“Yes.”




“And then can Lieutenant Murphy show me that Hung Gar thing she did?”




“If you ask her politely, she may agree.”




Lexi beamed, “Great!”




The weightlifter looked pretty insulted. I tried not to grin, because I had a feeling this was going to be real entertainment. I also had a feeling that Lexi was a lot more dangerous than she’d shown, because none of her buddies were the least bit worried about her getting hurt.




Part XIII



“Dresden, did you know I was getting suckered?” Murphy growled, in the fierce tones associated with petite blonde sopranos.




I confessed, “I knew she was a lot stronger than she looked, because she absolutely manhandled Gard last night without really putting in a huge effort. And that included picking Gard up like she was a toddler and carrying her to a chair. But I’ve seen you fight a vampire in hand-to-hand, so I was expecting something pretty amazing. And you won, didn’t you?”




Murphy scowled, “Only because she was taking it easy on me. She outclassed Kelso, and he’s a beast. He got in two hits, and he does not pull his punches. She just shrugged ’em off.” I had watched that fight, and I had only seen one hit by Kelso, but they were moving a little too fast for the Dresden eyeballs to keep track of everything. And it was pretty unlikely that the Wide Wide World Of Sports would record that fight for me and slow it down with color commentary to explain everything that went on.




I just said, “I think she really is the nice kid she seems like, just…superpowered. And if she really does fight vampires with just those stupid little pieces of wood she had, then she must be insanely fast and strong.”




“And just plain insane,” Murphy grumbled. “No one should be fighting vampires in hand-to-hand.”




I just cleared my throat and looked right at her.




She fumed, “I had no choice on that one. And I had no idea he was that strong or that fast.”




“Me neither,” I admitted. “The only reason I had a chance to stake him was because you had him completely tied up. He was expecting he had Princess Adora, and he was completely not expecting to get his clock cleaned by She-Ra.”




“Shut up, Herry.” But she was blushing. She so knew who She-Ra was.




And really, it was true. That vampire would have drained me like a tangy juicebox if Murphy hadn’t been there. But once that vampire knocked the gun out of Murphy’s hand and just about broke her wrist in the process, it was Lieutenant Murphy and her Kung Fu Grip surprising the hell out of that vamp before he realized he needed to up his game. Fine, without me sneaking up on that vampire in the middle of that fight and staking it through the heart on my first try, Murphy would have ended up…okay, that guy would have been an idiot not to turn someone with what Murph brought to the table. A vampire Murphy stalking through Chicago? That would have been massively grim.




Murphy tugged on her helmet and roared off on her motorcycle. I headed to my apartment first, because I had a business card which was burning a hole in my pocket. I wanted it someplace safe, like in the floor safe in my basement, instead of someplace professional burglars might rummage through, like my office. Lexi had gotten the redhead to give it to me. It just said NSAWC on it, with a 1-800 number. And a local number in pen on the back, which I was already working on memorizing, because it was not going on my cellphone’s contact list either.




I now had someone I could call, the next time I needed supernatural info. And odds were that Barb and Linda wouldn’t charge me anywhere near what Bob would. Even if that would probably put me at risk of needing to take one or both of them out for a meal, which would put a dent in my wallet regardless. I had seen Lexi eat, you know.




And if I needed help with supernatural threats, I was now on a first name basis with five Vampire Slayers! Fine, if I called Rona by her first name, I would probably get some major backtalk. Hopefully not a major backfist. Because I had a feeling every one of those young women could have grabbed that vampire who nearly killed Murphy, and beaten it to a pulp without working up a sweat.







Lexi was still smiling. That had been so much fun! Even if Mister Kelso was not a good sport about getting knocked down by someone Lexi’s size. Okay, so maybe Lexi had knocked him down a couple times. And he hit pretty hard. Not hard like a Vampire Slayer during sparring, but hard for a regular human.




So Buffy was sweeping through Underground Chicago from the northeast with Barb, while Lexi got to be in the sweep from the southwest with Rona and Linda. Lexi was quietly telling them what the local Wolfram & Hart had been like. According to Rona it was more like a real law office, and not a lot like the L.A. Wolfram & Hart office, which was chock full of supernatural and evil. And supernatural evil. And other bad stuff, like really evil humans. Only most of the lawyers got killed pretty horribly, even if some of them had already signed away their souls so something like them came back. And the whole building got destroyed. A couple times. So maybe having their offices in a building Willow wouldn’t dare squish was a good idea.




And Lexi totally didn’t trust that guy ‘Harald’, but at least his name wasn’t one of those Wolf Ram and Hart names, like the guy Andrew told her team about who was running a European office and his name was Rannulfr Wulfson so sure enough Faith and her Slay-team had to Slay him because he was some sort of superpowered demonic childer of The Wolf.




Underground Chicago was a ton of area. So they had to cover a lot of tunnels that Barb hadn’t marked off yet on her map, even though she’d gotten a lot of the northeast part and everything in the northwest part of her maps and even found a couple tunnels that weren’t on the map and totally needed to be checked out. But still, no sign of a business office for Fake Al Capone. Lexi didn’t think John Marcone was a nice person, but she didn’t see any reason why Marcone would have lied about Al Capone. Also, Barb knew where Capone died, and who was with him when he died, which was like his entire family including grandkids, so she knew he wasn’t a vampire now.




It took a while, but eventually they had the entire southwest section done, even with all the crossing passageways and stuff. But still no vampire office. Okay, everyone was really expecting the vamp office to be up in the northeast section really close to the Fairmont, but Barb had checked there first with no luck, and Buffy had redone some of that just because she had to walk around a bunch of stuff there.




They were walking east on the section that ran pretty much under East Randolph street when four guys in suits and two ladies in business dresses came sprinting their way, and they were running maybe a little too fast for humans, much less humans in business suits.




Rona hissed, “Move it!” right about the time she started sprinting at the not-humans who were probably business vamps. Linda and Lexi were right behind her and spreading out like wingmen to blockade the whole width of the tunnel.




But the vamps saw what was coming at them. One vamp business guy charged right at them, but the other five turned around and headed back, and there were cross-tunnels and stuff back there. Lexi was pretty sure Buffy and Barb would be on the badguys’ trail any second now, but it looked like her team needed to take this one.




They got a lot closer to the vamp who was charging at them. Rona whispered, “Mine. You two keep moving.”




And it was a good thing Rona called it, because the vamp coming at them changed into gameface and spread his arms wide and tried to block the whole tunnel.




Lexi did a baseball slide under the guy’s left arm, while Linda crashed into the guy’s right hand and spun him around. Lexi popped up back on her feet and charged, but two vamps cut down the righthand tunnel which in the map was really, really long and ran under a street along a big park so it probably had lots of places to duck into, even if the vamps sure couldn’t run up to the street in broad daylight unless they wanted to get french-fried.




Lexi whispered, “I got right.”




Two vamps cut into a tunnel on the left, and one just turned around and ran back the way they’d come from.




Linda whispered, “I got left.”




So Lexi cut around the corner and headed south after the two vamps. Even running fast, she knew they had a big lead. Still, they had to know they couldn’t take any of the exits that went up to daylight.




Nope, no luck on stupid vamps running into daylight. That would be too easy. The vamps stopped up ahead where there was an ‘in case of fire’ thing. The guy vamp ripped open the box with the firehose, and the lady vamp smashed open the box with the big fireaxe.




Lexi closed as fast as she could, trying to get to the vamps before Firehose Guy had a firehose that could blast her and knock her down. But he was already starting to spin the firehose wheel. And he was standing sideways to her, so she had no chance at throwing a stake through his heart.




She pulled out a throwing spike and aimed for his ear. But she was running hard, and her aim was off a little, and she planted the spike in the side of his head like right between his ear and his temple.




The guy screamed and dropped the firehose, while Fireaxe Lady turned to face Lexi and held the fireaxe in a two-handed attack position.




Lexi fished out a stake and threw it at Fireaxe Lady’s heart, but the vamp smacked it out of the air with the fireaxe. Crud.




Also, Firehose Guy had already dropped the firehose and was staggering around while he flailed his arms in a really clumsy try at getting that spike out of his head. But water was already pouring out the end of the firehose and turning the floor into a slippery pond. That was gonna make avoiding a fireaxe a lot trickier.




Lexi sped up and sprinted as fast as she could right at Fireaxe Lady. Lexi pulled out one of her combat knives and held it up over her head like she was going to throw it overhand. Fireaxe Lady looked up and focused on the knife.




And Lexi went with a baseball slide with a foot stuck out front so a spray of water hit Fireaxe Lady everywhere, including in the face. So the vamp didn’t see as Lexi went with a leg reap that Lieutenant Murphy had just tried on her like two hours earlier. And it worked great. Lexi slid past Fireaxe Lady as she kicked her legs out, and Fireaxe Lady hit the floor hard.




Lexi did a spin-up right behind the flailing arms of Firehose Guy, and staked him before he even realized she was there. But Fireaxe Lady was already getting up and swinging that fireaxe back and forth.




Lexi darted over to the firehose box and spun the water volume wheel all the way over before scooping up the nozzle and blasting Fireaxe Lady right in the face. Lexi couldn’t drown the vamp, but she did knock Fireaxe Lady back into the wall and blind her with a high-pressure blast of water. Holding the firehose with her left hand, Lexi threw a stake with her right hand. Fireaxe Lady never saw it coming, and dusted. Well, maybe she washed away, because there was no sign of the dust in all that water.




Lexi hastily turned the water off and put her combat knife back in its sheath and recovered her un-dusted stake before she ran back up the corridor. Her butt and legs were sopping wet, and most of the rest of her was splashed and splattered. Anyone who saw her was gonna know who was involved in the firehose thing. That was probably going to be a problem.




She got back to where the tunnels crossed, and Linda was just getting there too. Linda checked, “I got mine. You got yours?”




Lexi nodded, “Sure, but one of ’em wanted to play with a firehose. Now I’m all wet. That’ll be mega-bad when the cops look at the security cam footage of me dripping my way out of here.”




Rona came walking from the east tunnel with Buffy and Barb. Barb was carrying an entire file drawer full of files. Wow, that wasn’t gonna look suspicious when they left Underground Chicago. Lexi and Linda hurried over to meet up with them.




Rona looked at the water dripping off Lexi’s pants and smiled. “Linda, what did we say about throwing the new girls into the lake?”




Lexi tried not to pout. “Stupid vamps went with a firehose and a fireaxe, and who’s the only person down here who’s wet? Security’s gonna think I did it!”




Barb grinned, “Look on the bright side! We found the office and cleared it out and grabbed all the files we could find.”




Buffy pursed her lips, “We didn’t get vamp Al Capone, so we know we missed at least one important guy, even if he’s just a front man for the serious badguys. But we got the office, and we got the worker bees who do the hard stuff, and we got the files so we can find every city with a Fangy Kay franchise and dust ’em.”




Barb looked around and thought. “Linda gets our car and brings it to the back side of the Fairmont. Buffy does the same with her car. We move back to the Underground entrance into the Fairmont. There are only three security cameras between the Underground tunnel and the delivery doors. Rona takes all of them out with throwing spikes or whatever she prefers. Lexi and I trail behind.”




Lexi asked, “Can we find a couple towels or something for me, so I don’t track water all the way through the Fairmont?” She looked behind her and pointed, “I’m already leaving wet shoe prints everywhere I go, and I don’t wanna leave wet butt prints in the car either.”




Barb glanced down the long hall toward where Lexi had fought the vamps. “Someone will notice, and CPD has some really good forensics people and some really sharp detectives.”




Buffy frowned, “That’s not of the good.” She looked around. “Well, not everyone can be Sunnydale’s Finest.” She scooped up Lexi in her arms like Lexi was a baby. “Rona? Turn your coat inside-out and run it back down the hall to get all of Lexi’s soggy footprints.”




“I like this coat!”




“Sorry,” Buffy told her. “I know the pain of ruinage of your fave clothes. But if this ruins your coat, I promise I’ll buy you a new one.”




Then Buffy ran most of the way to the entrance to the Fairmont, with Barb right behind her and still carrying that file drawer. Lexi was kind of embarrassed about getting carried like that, and kind of worried about getting water on Buffy’s nice clothes. Buffy didn’t set Lexi down until they got to some indoor-outdoor carpeting Lexi could drip on without leaving obvious traces.




“Sorry I got your stuff wet,” Lexi whispered.




“No problemo,” Buffy grinned. Then she took off at Buffy-speed through the Fairmont basement and off to where she had her car parked.




Lexi looked over, and Barb was already scanning through files and stuff. And muttering to herself. “Why would anyone bother keeping files like this…This is a terribly designed data sheet…They probably just stole these and hoped they’d work…”




Barb finally looked up at Lexi and grimaced. “I’m going to make Linda go through these with me, because these are too awful to do all by myself.”




Lexi hinted, “Maybe you should just bring ’em to our place, because Hermione and Daniel will dive into ’em like they’re out of a rare book store.”




Barb nodded. “Right. I think I’ve been doing the research side by myself for too long. I’m picking up bad habits.”




And by then, Rona was running up to them, holding her coat like an injured friend.




Lexi stopped her. “Rona, if that coat’s wrecked, I’ll help pay for a new one. Because it’s—”




“Don’t you dare try to take the blame for this one, Lex,” Rona pushed. “It’s totally those stupid vamps’ fault. And Buffy’s, because she could’ve given me her nice blazer.” She glanced over to see if Barb was paying attention. “Or Gordon’s shirt and pants. She could run around naked under that coat.”




“No way!” Barb shrieked, even if it was a quiet, hissed shriek instead of something loud.




Rona grinned at Lexi and winked. “Y’know Lexi, I’ve heard stuff about redheads.”




Barb fumed quietly while she went through more files. “Stupid vamps…Can’t organize a simple file system…”




Lexi looked at Rona and gave her a little head shake. “She’s kinda upset right now.”




Rona tried not to smile too much as she said, “Yeah, I heard that ’bout redheads.” Barb really scowled at that. “Willow, Barb, Vi…So what I wanna know is how come all our redheads are super-brains?”




Lexi was pretty sure Barb was blushing a lot, even if she had her face down 




Rona shrugged. “Okay, gimme twenty seconds, then head straight for the loading dock, which I bet Barb already knows how to get to without lookin’ at the maps on the walls.”




Rona took off, and Lexi waited a couple seconds before she told Barb, “I would’ve stuck my tongue out at her. Even if she was just teasing. ’Cause she likes you.”




Barb scowled some more. “I’m not good at ignoring stuff like that. I got ‘teased’ a lot back in junior high because I was a lot smarter than everyone else, and frankly I wasn’t very good at not telling everyone that was the case.”




Lexi grinned, “You really are a ton like my big sister Annie.”




Barb admitted, “Even after what you said last night, I still don’t know if you mean that as a compliment or not.”




Lexi snorted in frustration. “Sure it’s a compliment! Annie is awesome! She’s a super-genius at chemistry, like my dad, and she’s already inventing new chemicals for stuff, and…and…” She stopped at the idea she had. “And she’s ‘read in’ so I should be talking to her about inventing genius anti-vampire stuff! Like whatever Harry’s got on the back of his glove and up his sleeve.”




Barb casually said, “Probably a one-shot flamethrower. Maybe two shots. I could design one, but coming up with suitable materials and building it and testing it are entirely different things. And a simple design’s easy. An implementation that keeps you from accidentally burning your hand off? Way harder.”




Barb glanced at her wristwatch, and Lexi got the hint. They followed Rona’s path, with Lexi jumping up and pulling Rona’s throwing stars out of the completely-busted security cameras as they dashed past. They had to duck around a couple places to avoid being seen by actual people, especially when they went through a door they weren’t supposed to go through to get back to the loading dock and the back entrances.




And maybe Barb had known how many security cameras there were between the Underground Chicago entrance and a way into the non-guest places, but there were more cameras after that. It was a good thing Rona carried a whole handful of throwing stars, even if they weren’t really good for killing vamps. Or really, anything except killing a couple demons who were sensitive to steel.




Okay, they were pretty great for taking out security cameras and lights and stuff like that, if your aim was really good.




Lexi and Barb ducked behind a rollable stack of tables while a couple hotel guys walked by, complaining about all the stuff that they had to set up and then take down, just because the hotel wanted business from some hoity-toity British wedding planner, even if she was a very hot hoity-toity ‘British chick with a great ass’.




Lexi and Barb looked at each other and then had to try really hard not to laugh, because they knew those guys were talking about Hermione.




They darted down a short hall and out an exit door. Buffy was already waiting for them, with Rona in the shotgun seat of her car. And Linda pulled up while Lexi was hopping in the back of the car and sitting on some plastic sheeting that Slayers needed to have in their cars in case of way worse things than a little water. So Barb hopped into Linda’s car with the whole file drawer. And all of them headed out.




With Buffy zipping through the Chicago traffic, it didn’t really take all that long to get to the rental house. It just seemed like a long time, because Lexi was sitting there in wet pants and wet other stuff, on a plastic sheet that wasn’t real comfortable and it kept the water in puddles like around her butt.




Then Lexi jumped out of the car before it was even in the garage, and she headed into the house through the back door, which wasn’t locked but really should have been. But maybe Hermione had a spell on the door. Or something.




Daniel was sitting at the computer, and he was wearing just a t-shirt and sweatpants. And his hair was still wet, and he smelled like shampoo and soap. Also, the shower upstairs was still running, and that had to be Hermione.




So Lexi just called out, “Hi Dr. Jackson!” on her way to her room. She stripped off everything that was even a little wet, which turned out to be everything including her bra and her homemade utility belt. All that got hung in the open closet to dry, while she dried off with her towel and pulled on new stuff, which meant her hiking boots and her overalls that she’d been hoping not to have to wear in front of the Big City Slayers.




When she got back to the dining room, everyone was there except Hermione, who was still upstairs. Dr. Jackson glanced her way and asked, “Are you okay?”




She shrugged, “Oh sure. Just some stupid vamps who decided a firehose was a good way to fight me.”




Barb was rooting through the file drawer, scanning through files and handing them out to people in some sort of Barb-system Lexi didn’t get. But Barb had all the files out of the drawer before Hermione came down in a casual dress and no shoes and her hair in a wet ponytail.




Hermione looked over the piles of files, and asked, “Your initial sort was geographical?”




“Right,” Barb nodded. “I handed Linda the Chicago files, Buffy got the California files, Rona got the Boston files, Daniel got the Florida files, and I held the Texas files for you. The remaining files are all candidates our fake Capone was sizing up: eight vamps who would be put in charge of the program for eight other states.”




Lexi put her hand up until Barb looked at her. “Can I take the California files? We already cleared Fresno and I’m pretty sure we got their head guy, who was a big crybaby. And we know the LA team and the SF team and the San Diego team.”




Buffy quickly handed off the California files, and she took the Texas files. Lexi went through her stack of files, and she made a bunch of notes, and then she called Marda with the information. Because Marda was the most responsible member of her team. And then Lexi called the other Cali teams and gave them the FYI on the Al Capone vamps who were in their areas.




Rona did the same kind of thing, calling the Slay-team outside of Boston with info on their badguys, and calling Faith to give her a heads-up because Faith liked to get called in when Boston badness reared its ugly head. Or heads. Or head-like things.




Buffy called Slay-teams in Dallas and Houston and San Antonio and El Paso and Brownsville. Barb and Linda sat together and put together a list of local names they needed to clear, with addresses and phone numbers to match. Daniel put together a list of Florida stuff that he sent off to Cleveland, since he didn’t know the Florida set-up. Not that Lexi did either.




Then Daniel and Hermione reported on all the work they’d been doing. Daniel said, “I went through the court records that were available on-line—”




“When you weren’t makin’ Dr. Granger sweat?” Rona asked casually.




Daniel and Hermione both turned beet-red, while Linda giggled and Barb put her hand over her mouth. Buffy just bit her lower lip. And Lexi tried not to blush too, but she felt embarrassed for Daniel and Hermione.




“As I was saying…” Daniel tried again. “It looks like Wolfram & Hart is clean on the surface. But they have related law groups doing all the dirty work. We were specifically looking for two firms, which are definitely dirty: WRH Legal Assistance, which already has a list of gang-connected clients; and Lupus, Aries, and Stagg, LLP, which has a list of organized crime clients. In addition, I found Ulv, Faar, and Hjort, LLP which is just Danish for our old friends. Based on their current clients, they are aiming for the high-class Chicago crime that Wolfram & Hart would have snatched up in Los Angeles.”




Hermione added, “Meanwhile, Wolfram & Hart itself is sticking to court cases and filings and business dealings which are all technically legal, even if some are morally suspect.”




Buffy looked over at Lexi. “So Harald was telling me the literal truth, but fudging on the deets. Totes surprising there. I was kinda waiting to see if his pants were on fire while we talked.”




Barb said, “I haven’t had a chance to go through their cellphone calls that Argyle’s hub scanned through, but I can do that next.”




Buffy smiled, “Great. Hermione can work with Linda on a map of the area and those files, so we can plan out some strike teams for tonight. It would’ve been better to move on those addresses during the day, but it’s already time to start making dinner.”




She glanced over at Rona, who said, “Me, Lexi, and Captain Studly. You’re on with Hermione for clean-up. If Barb and Linda stay for dinner, I’ve got tasks for them too.”




Barb glanced at Linda for a quick okay, and she said, “We’re staying for food. And we’re helping after.”




Linda grinned, “Otherwise, Barb has to eat my cooking tonight.”




Lexi held up a hand and asked, “What about laundry? Because I already have stuff I’d like to wash.”




Rona told her, “No washer or dryer in this place, not even in the basement. I already checked. Closest laundromat’s a couple miles away. Maybe we could wait until we have some more dirty clothes, and do a team trip.”




Lexi didn’t like that idea, but she still said, “Okay.”





Part XIV



Lexi was wearing her overalls, which made her look about fourteen. But her wet jeans and wet shirt were still drying, and still hanging up, and still in need of a good laundry trip even after she rinsed them out. A lot. Because that firehose water probably had all kinds of minerals and sediment and stuff in it, and she didn’t want to get permanent stains in one of her fave pairs of jeans or one of her good t-shirts.




So she was working the look, like Mister Dresden had suggested. No makeup so her freckles showed, hair in pigtails, and she’d loosened the shoulder straps on her overalls to hide the thing where she had ‘older teen’ curves instead of a twelve year old’s stick figure.




And she was strolling through the Fairmont, checking the meeting rooms, with Linda as medium-range backup. Because there were actual meetings going on in some of those rooms, even though it was nine at night. Some businessmen or conference-goers or whoever were really serious about getting work done. Unless they didn’t start working until after lunch. Or they were vampires who had taken the day off after a hard night of grabbing victims and terrifying them and then drinking their blood.




But Barb had been right. A ‘little kid’ who interrupted a meeting got treated totes differently from an adult who should have had more sense and should have been more polite.




She checked the next meeting room door. Locked. She glanced behind her to make sure no one was watching, and Linda had things backstopped. Which Linda was totally good at.




Lexi leaned against the doorframe and checked whether the door could just get popped open with a little extra force. Nope. So she leaned forward a little more and put her ear to the crack of the door so she could listen. Nothing.




She moved on to the next meeting room. The door was unlocked, and she stuck her head in. Whoa. A real meeting thing. A guy up on a raised stage, talking into a mike, doing a big presentation with big stuff up on a mega-huge screen behind him. A couple people running projectors and the sound system. Maybe a couple hundred people sitting in seats listening. And two women in business dress at the back of the room, with one of them stepping over to deal with her.




Also, the logo on the screen told her this was a big talk on using Lotus Notes to run business stuff. Lexi knew what that was, because her dad had complained about the guys trying to get the plant CEO to buy into the product even though no one in production wanted it, and no one in IT wanted it, and no one in R&D wanted it. Her dad said its email thing didn’t even have a spam filter yet, which would be horrible for everyone at the plant who was supposed to do real work on their computers and use email for work. Even worse? The Lotus Notes guys had pretty much told them they’d have to write their own spam filter in the Lotus Notes app language and not in anything their IT department already knew.




But that told her this was not a meeting of vamps for a Vamp Mary Kay workshop. Also, no vamp feeling in her gut.




The woman scooted Lexi back into the hall and scowled, “What do you think you’re doing?”




So Lexi went with the con that Barb had made up. “I’m trying to find my mom. The babysitter left early, and mom’s not back from her meeting thingy that’s supposed to be down here.”




The woman rolled her eyes. “And how were you going to find her?”




Lexi shrugged, “Okay, I didn’t know there were like a jillion meeting rooms in the hotel, or there was a giganto meeting thing like this. I mean, do you know if my mom’s in there? She put on a nice business suit for her meeting, and you guys are all business suit-y…”




“What’s your mom’s name?”




“Lydia Costalokis.” Which was totally not her mom’s name. But that name was not likely to turn up anywhere.




The woman stepped back into the room and came back a few seconds later with a clipboard she was scanning. “Sorry kid, she’s not in here.”




Lexi gave the lady a smile. “Well, thanks for checking.” And she just strolled away, heading for the next meeting room.




Okay, since that meeting was taking up like three meeting rooms that were all opened up into one big room, Lexi was heading for the next door down the hall that wasn’t a part of the Lotus Notes talk.




She worked her way down to the bottom floor where the entrance to Underground Chicago was. She figured that was the most likely place to find the vamps, but Buffy wanted the entire hotel cleared from the top down while Buffy and Hermione hunted around the address Mister Dresden gave them, and Rona and Barb hunted through Underground Chicago using information Barb snitched out of that vamp office.




So Lexi was totally not surprised when she checked one of the downstairs meeting rooms, and she got a big wave of Evil Vampire ick off the door into the meeting room. She signaled Linda and stepped back.




Linda called it in using her Willow-phone, and then they checked the rest of the downstairs meeting rooms, just in case. All the other rooms were vamp-free, even if there were two other small meetings going on and one room that looked like a dinner ‘meeting’ had been run with nothing but pepperoni pizza and Schlitz.




They didn’t even leave any pizzas lying around for hard-working Slayers who might drop by later.




Linda led Lexi back to the vamp meeting, and indicated with hand signals that Linda got to charge in, with Lexi backstopping at the doorway. Lexi sighed and reluctantly nodded. Because she wanted to get some Slaying in, and Linda sort of hogged as much as she could. So Lexi fished some stakes out of her ‘utility belt’ that was inside her overalls, and tucked several spares in her pockets, along with holding one in each hand.




Linda charged in at full speed, staking the guard near the door before he even realized there was a threat. Then she staked the guy at this end of the table before running down the middle of the table and staking the vamp dressed like Al Capone in a full-body Slay-tackle that was so not a good idea when there were more vamps in the room.




That left about eight vamps who had been sitting on the long sides of the table but were either charging Linda or running for their un-lives.




So Lexi just stood in the doorway trying to look innocent, with her hands behind her back. While Linda was fighting three angry vamps who were piling on her, Lexi had five vamps running her way. So she couldn’t go help Linda, who looked like she needed some help.




The first two guys were looking past her at the hallway and thinking of her as nothing more than a speedbump. At least one of the other vamps was staring at her neck like he was gonna grab her and have a to-go order.




Lexi turned sideways like she was trying to let the first two vamps scoot past her on either side, but she stayed in the doorway so they turned sideways to rush past her. That made it pretty easy for her to stake both of them and then jump sideways out of the room to dodge the big cloud of vamp dust.




Vamp Three charged right through the dust cloud without thinking and pretty much staked himself as Lexi punched forward with her right-hand stake. She took another step backward, because that was a lot of vamp dust.




Vamp Four figured out something was wrong, just as Vamp Five rammed into him and shoved him through both the doorway and the dust cloud. Vamp Four was staggering a little and off balance, but had his arms out, so Lexi did a leg hook to drop him on his face. Vamp Five was already in gameface and thinking about Lexi’s neck, so Lexi stared him in the face and while he was looking at her eyes, she kicked him in the stomach hard enough to knock him backward a couple yards.




Vamp Four was already coming up off the floor and grabbing for her non-kicking leg. She went into a low reverse spinkick that Lieutenant Murphy had showed her, and she caught him right in the face. As he fell onto his back and grabbed his face, she staked him and pushed off the floor to meet the charge of Vamp Five.




Vamp Five wasn’t trying anything fancy. He was just trying to smash her flat, since he was maybe three times her size. She pivoted on her front foot, sliding her back foot sideways in an aikido move that got her whole body sideways out of the way. Then she blocked his closer arm as he tried to grab her. She spun behind him and staked him with a backswing.




As he dusted, Lexi darted back into the meeting room. She could hear Linda was still grappling with at least two vamps on the floor at the far end of the room. Lexi leapt onto the table, took a step, and dove off, easily clearing the far end so she could attack the dogpile.




Linda was holding one vamp by the throat, keeping his fangs about a foot from her neck, and she had a forearm across the throat of another vamp, who was even closer to getting his fangs into a vein. The third vamp, Linda had in a leglock around his neck, but if he got loose, Linda was going to get bitten where she really wouldn’t want to get bitten. Lexi staked the first vamp since she had a clear shot at his back, but the second vamp was side-on to her so she concentrated on landing with all her weight on his ribcage.




First vamp dusted, and second vamp crunched. That guy rolled away from Linda, tripping Lexi in the process. Lexi rolled onto her front and tiger-kicked that guy as he tried to get back to his feet. By the time he bounced off the wall and came flying back towards her on the rebound, Lexi kicked his legs out from under him, and he face-planted. She staked him as soon as he hit the floor. That gave Linda the chance to stake the third vamp.




Linda spit vamp dust and reluctantly said, “Thanks. I sorta bit off more than I could chew there.”




Lexi didn’t tell her that she could’ve gotten drained doing that stupid Slay-tackle in front of a room full of vamps, because she could see on Linda’s face that Linda was thinking about it already. She just said, “Sure. You’re welcome. And when we’re a team, we help each other. Right?”




“Right.” Linda wiped vamp dust off her face and brushed it off her shirt. “I’ve got vamp dust all in my hair too, don’t I?”




Lexi shrugged, “It’s okay. I got a bunch on me too.” That was kind of a fib, but Linda was mega-dusty, and not happy about it.




Still, Linda called in. “Vamp meeting cleared, and I got our Al Capone and Lexi got most of the rest of the room. News?” She listened for a few seconds, but she had her phone turned down too low for Lexi to hear without being really snoopy. “Really? That’s good. What else?” She nodded as whoever talked. “Okay.”




Linda smiled a little. “We meet back at the cars. Buffy found that ‘residence’. It was rented to—get this—Cal Apone. Someone thinks they’re uber-cutesy with the wordplay. Wouldn’t surprise me if it was those Wolfram & Hart dipshits. They cleared the residence. Barb and Rona got some vamps as they were hunting in a dance club in the Underground. There’s probably a few they missed, but we’ll get ’em over the next couple days.”




“Okay,” Lexi said. “You want me to fib about how many vamps each of us staked?”




Linda grimaced, “No. Not to Buffy Summers.”




“Yeah, don’t fib to The Golden Slayer. That would be bad.” Lexi winced a little, “And don’t tell her I called her that, okay?”




Linda sort of smiled at that.




They got up to the main floor, and they had to go around a crowd of people that were listening to some lady who was giving cosmetics stuff away. “And look at these lovely young ladies!” the woman on the little stand said as she pointed them out. Linda totes didn’t want people seeing she had dust all over her front, and Lexi didn’t really want people seeing her in overalls and pigtails when she was in a nice place in a big city. But the woman pointed them out, and a helper stepped over and gave them free cosmetics bags. Linda totally did not need cosmetics, because she was already really pretty. But they took the bags and said thank you and kept moving.




They got most of the way down the hall before Linda said, “Thanks for not stopping back there.”




Lexi smiled, “Oh, there was no way I was stopping, and anyway…” She opened her bag and peeked inside. There was a sudden flash of light.







Karrin Murphy tried again to pick the lock on the cage she was stuck in. She had no idea how she got here, because she and Rawlins had just stopped for some coffee while they had a break in assignments. There was a woman. Roughly 5’6”, dyed blonde hair with roots just showing, a natural brunette, brown eyes with contact lenses, too much foundation and contouring on a not-quite symmetric squarish face, silver pendant earrings and two silver rings on her right hand, pink above-the-knee skirt-and-blazer business suit with white blouse and white medium heels. Karrin hadn’t really paid that much attention to her. The woman had tried to push a ‘free’ sampler of cosmetics on Murphy, much to Rawlins’ amusement, and when Murphy tried to hand it back, there had been this flash of white light.




And suddenly Karrin was here. In a cube-shaped cage of thick iron bars that was small enough that not even Karrin could stand up in it. The door had a padlock holding it closed, and Karrin had nothing to use to get it open. Her handgun was gone. Her holdout was gone. Her handcuffs and her handcuff key and her spare handcuff key she kept hidden on the back side of her ankle holster were all gone. Her radio and her cellphone were gone. Her multitool was gone too. She didn’t remember being unconscious, but someone had taken everything she might have tried to use to escape.




The cage was one of half a dozen along the back and side walls of a room that was laid out like someone thought they were the Sorcerer Supreme. There was a fancy circle and pentagram design in the middle of the floor. There were tables and podiums holding old books and scrolls, along with some much less appealing items, including what looked like sections of several human skulls over on a set of shelves. On the wall beside the door were a couple long robes and a couple amulets on chains.




Karrin was really, really hoping this was a magic wannabe. She did not want to end up on the wrong end of another of Herry’s crazy cases.







Jen tried to ignore the knocking on the door, but her apartment-mate Phaedra rushed right over. Jen reminded her, “Check the peephole, Phee.”




Not that Phaedra was her real name. But Bobette Clarke of Dubuque, Iowa wanted to get real acting parts in Chicago, so now she was Phaedra Flamme. Normally, she was a really good apartment mate. When she really bugged Jen, she got called “Feed Da Flame”. And a few other nicknames she didn’t like.




Phaedra peeked, then excitedly opened the door and waved their visitor in. It was a nerdy middle-aged guy who wasn’t much taller than Jen was, and he had a big cosmetics case. He smiled awkwardly, “Good evening, ladies. I’m Norman Pfister, and I represent Quintessence Skin Care and Cosmetics. We’re handing out free samples to randomly-chosen places in Chicagoland this week…”







Karrin blinked as there was a white flash in one of the cages on the right-hand wall. Her right. And suddenly there was a young woman in there. On her back, with her legs folded. The woman started cursing, and that was when Karrin realized it was Herry’s ‘secretary’ Jen.




Jen was still swearing like a sailor when a much brighter flash exploded in one of the left-hand cages, and suddenly there was…




Fine, she couldn’t see who it was, because she was still blinking white lights out of her eyes.




“Oh crud!”




Son of a bitch, she knew who that was. Lexi. Dresden’s little Slayer. The voice was distinctive, and the words were really distinctive.




Jen choked, “What the fuck? Did she just get beamed down into a prison cell the size of a shoebox, and she said ‘crud’?”




Karrin tried to sound calm. “Jen? This is Lexi, the Vampire Slayer your boyfriend ran into last night. Lexi? This is Jen Stephens, Dresden’s secretary and girlfriend.”




Lexi struggled to get upright. “Oh, hi. Herry’s really nice. And Lieutenant Murphy! Hi. We need to get out of here.”




Well duh on that, kid.




Jen snorted, “Even I know that. And Dresden’s just my boss. But…” Jen barked out a laugh. “Oh my God, Murphy, you’re jealous! You really thought Dresden would date someone my age? I know pretty much every woman he’s ever gone out with, because he only dates one woman at a time, but sooner or later he does something stupidly heroic and simultaneously annoyingly chauvinistic…and boom goes the dynamite. He’s mid-thirties and he still thinks chocolates are a great girlfriend gift.”




“I love chocolate!” Lexi fussed. “It’s a great gift. Even if my mom doesn’t want more calories. And Nicole doesn’t. And Robyn only eats ethically-sourced chocolate. And…Okay, maybe it’s not a great gift. Except to Slayers.”




“Don’t be stupid, Stephens,” Karrin growled. “I can’t date Dresden. I’m using him as a consultant on cases I can’t clear without supernatural issues that would get me investigated by IA. Again.”




Karrin watched as Lexi sized up her cage, and decided her best way out was the Spiderman approach, even though the steel bars were over an inch thick. She grabbed two bars and flexed.




The lightning bolts lit up the entire room. Karrin had to look away and hold up a hand to block out the viciously white light. Lexi went flying backward two feet into the bars behind her. She shuddered and spasmed as she collapsed to the floor of her tiny cage.




Jen whispered, “Shit! Is she dead?”




“No idea,” Karrin answered. “But it looks like someone doesn’t want Slayers ripping their cages apart.”




“Oww.” Lexi forced herself back up. Her hands looked like she had some nasty electrical burns, but Lexi didn’t seem to feel like babying herself. “Crud, that really hurt.”




Jen said, “Kid, I need to give you some important lessons. Starting with how to curse. Because after some asshole magically electrocutes you while you’re trapped in a tiny steel prison, you need to say some shit besides ‘crud’. This is not a kids’ show on Nick.”




Lexi opened her mouth to say something, but she suddenly froze and turned to face the door. Karrin had no idea what Lexi had heard or felt or sensed or whatever.




The door swung open untouched, and a woman strode in. She was in a black pantsuit with a black robe over it. And she was wearing a full-head plaster mask that looked like a Halloween demon.




Halloween Bitch looked over at Lexi and snarled, “That was stupid. You should have expected I would have some sort of protections in place. It’s not as if the vampires haven’t been studying your kind for millennia. Now that you have found out what sort of protections I like, let me warn you that I am increasing the power of the spell.”




Karrin tried to deflect whoever this bitch was, before Lexi said something. Or Jen smarted off. “I assume you have a reason for committing kidnapping of three separate victims at the same time.”




Lexi supplied, “She’s behind the vampire pyramid scheme that we trashed tonight. She’s grumpy about losing it.”




Halloween Bitch glared through that stupid mask. “Grumpy? Grumpy?! You stupid little moron. You have no idea of the time and money and effort that went into this enterprise. The effort to find a master vampire we could control. The years to find near-masters who would cooperate with our figurehead. The spellworks to make them adhere to our concepts and not launch their own efforts with our supplied materials. Helen and the Circle of the Black Thorn worked for years with me on this before they were killed off, and I have worked diligently since then. It will probably take me another twenty or thirty years to set this up again.”




Jen snarked, “So you brought us here so you had someone to monologue to?”




The bitch pointed three fingers of her left hand at Jen, and a jagged red lightning bolt—or something that looked way too much like one—leapt from her hand. It hit Jen in the chest, slamming her back against the steel bars behind her and dropping her to the floor of her prison.




Karrin asked, “So we’re here as hostages?”




The bitch nodded, “Right, lieutenant. You three will stay here to ensure I get the cooperation I require. Cooperate, and make them cooperate. Otherwise, your time here will be most unpleasant.”




She whirled about. The door swung open for her and slammed after she stormed out through the doorway.




Karrin watched the crack under the door to make sure that Halloween Bitch had actually stormed off, instead of standing at the door listening. Not that whoever she was couldn’t use your typical electronic bugs instead.




Jen asked painfully from the floor of her cage, “Emperor Palpatine gone yet?”




Karrin carefully said, “Yes, but she could be listening to us right now.”




Jen growled, “Yeah, well that fucking shitbucket already knows I know who she is. If she grabbed me, it’s to keep Dresden in line, which means she’s Nora D. Allen, or at least that’s the alias she’s using around here.”




Lexi insisted, “That’s not her real name, and she’s not from around here. And if she thinks kidnapping me will keep every member of the Council from coming after her, she totes does not understand how the Council works. We have plenty of Slayers now. I’m mega-expendable.”




Karrin didn’t believe Lexi really thought that. But if their captor was listening in, that could help. She said, “The Chicago Police Department does not negotiate with kidnappers or terrorists. Once they find out I’m missing, they’ll put every warm body they’ve got into tracking her down.”




Jen asked, “So if she thinks she can blackmail the entire CPD and all the Vampire Slayers out there, why’s she bothering with Herry?”







I was driving back to my office. And I was not making any effort at all to stick to speed limits and traffic laws. Three reasons: I needed to know if I was being tailed, because I had already checked that my old heap wasn’t lojacked or bugged or carrying a tracker; I was hoping I’d get some police help, since my call to Murphy had gone straight to voicemail; and I was in a goddamn hurry.




Phaedra had called me at home. She was pretty close to incoherent, not that she was normally laid back like Perry Como. But it sounded like Jen had been magically snatched right out of their apartment in a big flash of light by a guy Phaedra had let in when he pretended to be handing out free cosmetics. Then the guy had just turned around and left, like Phaedra wasn’t even there.




I wasn’t Sherlock Holmes, but I could figure that one out. Someone wanted to snatch Jen, and wanted me to know about it soonest. I was betting it was Nora D. Allen, the Wicked Witch Of The West. After all, how many people had I ever heard of who could teleport people around in a big flash of light? Other than Jen’s grandma and great-grandma.




Which was why my second phone call had been to Jen’s mom, which had gone to voice mail. I had no idea when Jen’s mom would get the message, but I was expecting all hell to break loose when it did. Starting with my ass getting fried to a crispy, crackly, mouth-watering doneness for letting someone’s baby girl get kidnapped.




My third call had gone to Rawlins, who did not want to hear from me because Murphy had just vanished in a big flash of light, leaving her guns and stuff behind.




Son of a seacook!




Fourth call? Barb and Linda’s number.




Barb snapped, “Can’t talk now, we’ve got a crisis.”




Oh holy crap! “Barb, don’t hang up, we’ve got one too and they may be connected! I mean, we’ve got two already.”




Barb stopped long enough to make sense to me. “Lexi just vanished right out of the Fairmont.”




“In a big flash of light?” I checked. Okay, I already had my mind made up and I was fishing for confirmation.




Barb put everything together way faster than I could have. “Who else?”




Man, I needed her in my detective bureau.





Part XV



I told Barb, “Jen, my secretary, at home. And Karrin Murphy, on the job in front of her partner. Jen’s apartment mate claimed a guy handing out free cosmetics gave Jen something, and…fwoosh! Flash of light, and she was gone.”




“Same here,” Barb told me.




“Gotta be Nora D. Allen, AKA your Danielle Atron, AKA The Wicked Witch Of The West as I like to call her.”




Barb said, “Do you have any other leads? Because we just cleared all three of the addresses on your list.”




Shit! So Atron was retaliating. Or launching a second strike. Or running a Plan B. And if she grabbed Murph to handle the CPD and Lexi to handle the Spice Slayers, then Jen was grabbed…to get a handle on me. I said, “If you’ve got a mage, get ’em tracking that card you gave me, because I’ve got it in my pocket, and I’m headed to my office. I’m expecting to get grabbed so Atron can use me as a delivery boy and fall guy.”




Barb insisted, “Mister Dresden, that’s a phenomenally bad idea.”




“Those are my specialty!” I said in my most chipper voice. “Look, she’s likely to send someone to grab me and teleport me to wherever she is, just so she can gloat. Badguys like her? They live on the Big Gloat and the ‘I’ve got you now my pretty’ routine.”




Barb dryly said, “I take it you’ve been studying their playbook.”




“Totes.” I said that just because I’d listened to Lexi for over an hour. “I am like the Buddy Ryan of goodguy defensive coordinators.”




Barb said, “We do have a mage on hand. Let me check with her and see if she can do this. I’ll call you back in a minute.”




I drove into the parking lot for my office building, and I slammed on the brakes hard enough to screech to a halt. Maybe I took that last straight a little fast. I didn’t bother to maneuver into a parking space. I didn’t bother to hang up, even if Barb probably already had. I just ran for my office.




I ran up the stairs instead of waiting for the painfully slow elevator, and…My office door was already open. God damn it. I ran over to it like I had no idea what was going on, except I made sure my trench coat was closed before I stepped inside.




Three vampires, including Mister Maxwell. Not exactly great. I deliberately said, “Uh-oh.” I was hoping they were dumb enough to buy that I had no idea what was going on, and I normally walked right into a broken-into office without thinking.




One vampire was sitting on Jen’s desk, just cooling his already-cold heels. Maxwell was sitting in my chair behind my desk, with his feet up. The other vampire was going through a couple files in the file cabinet. I was hoping he was pulling my carefully-documented fake files for The Wicked Witch Of The West, because I had spent a couple days making them look like I was a good little mind-controlled minion. I had even left the file cabinets unlocked.




So I played dumb. Plenty of people have told me it’s my best impression. “Hey! You’re not supposed to go through those files.” I stepped closer, like I had no idea whose files those would be. “Those are Ms. Allen’s private files. She wouldn’t want people poking through those.”




The vampire with the files looked utterly ordinary and boring. Pretty much the accountant version of Waldo Butters. Except he had a look in his eyes that said he really enjoyed being a vampire. He hadn’t even vamped out, and I was getting a really nasty vibe off him. I was guessing that before he got turned, he’d been an utterly repressed loser who’d had lurid daydreams of being a serial killer.




He turned his head to Maxwell and explained, “It’s all here. Details, maps, schedules…He’s been doing everything he was supposed to. Maybe more. With more documentation than I was expecting from a P.I. firm. I’m not seeing any problems.”




Maxwell frowned, “Fine. We’ll take them with us so we can show Ms. Allen. Unless Dresden has a problem with that.”




I spilled, “Come on, Maxwell House. You know my rep. I was going to make sure I was paid for everything, and then incinerate them so no one could raid my office and see what I was doing for her. If you’re taking the files, all I need is her 1-800 number in case I need something from her for tax purposes, or she needs something from me, like a final bill she can write off on her own taxes.”




File Guy gave me a puzzled look. “You don’t have her number on your cellphone?”




“Not a chance,” I told him honestly. “Phones walk off. They get paired. The whole point of that number is no one else gets a contact point. So no keeping that number on my phone. I don’t even call from a cell phone, in case someone’s running a cellphone scanner. I’m not the world’s most modern tech-head, but I do know a little.”




File Guy looked at Maxwell and shrugged, “Maybe that’s the problem.”




I looked at my desk. “Hey, James Clerk Maxwell. Nobody told me there was a problem. Ms. Allen herself told me I was off the case, and to wait in case she called me again. That’s what I did.”




Maxwell got up from behind my desk. He was obviously ready for violence.




I was not. I said, “I need to call Ms. Allen, because something just came up that might be connected to our work for her.”




Maxwell and File Guy exchanged evil looks. Yeah, they knew what was going on. Maxwell smirked, “We’re gonna take you to see her.”




“Great!” I said, like I was a complete moron.




“Just one problem,” Maxwell leered. “You’re gonna have to ask to go.”




I kept playing dumb. “Huh? You already know I want to talk to her.”




“So ask to go see her.”




I shrugged. “Sure. Hey Johnny Maxwell, can I g—”




He moved so fast I didn’t realize he was throwing a punch until I was already flying backward. I landed hard on my back, and the pain told me he’d slugged me in the stomach. I really hadn’t seen the punch. That was a very, very bad sign.




And if I hadn’t had kevlar for a lining in my trench coat, I’d probably have picked up a bruise about three inches deep. Maybe a ruptured intestine. Also, my entire back half would be a giant floor-shaped bruise.




Still, I needed more armor in my trench coat. I was in a lot of pain, even if I wasn’t dead.




The guy sitting on Jen’s desk casually reminded Maxwell, “Don’t get carried away. You know what she said. Dresden’s got to be able to talk with the cops and the Slayers afterward. Nothing fatal or incapacitating.”




“And nothing that would mean the ER has to put me under to patch me up, because then I can’t listen to people and chat with them. You know me. I’m a chatty guy.” I said all that from the hard floor.




I got back up. That punch to the stomach really hurt like hell when I used my stomach muscles to sit up again. I carefully stood and said, “Okay, that was fun for the whole family. May I go t—”




He moved across the room in a blur and kicked me in the outer side of my left thigh before I could react, much less try to block that kick. My legs went flying sideways, taking me with them, right into the front of Jen’s desk. I’m not sure if I missed Casual Vampire’s legs or not.




I bounced off the desk and landed on my side. The kevlar in my coat was pretty much the only thing that prevented three or four broken bones that time. I groaned, “Are we there yet?”




Maxwell smiled viciously, “You haven’t gotten up and asked yet.”




I could have refused to play the game, but I was not leaving Jen in the lurch no matter what I had to do. And these assholes had Murphy and Lexi too. I was not leaving people behind. I needed a little help getting up, though. My left leg was not cooperating like legs should. “May I go talk t—”




I saw the punch coming my way, but by the time I moved my arm, he had already hit me and pulled his fist back. I was already falling down again. The pain when I hit the floor told me I had a couple broken ribs, even through the kevlar. I needed to talk to Ted about high-tech body armor. Especially if there actually was high-tech body armor that could stand up to this crap and didn’t weigh a couple hundred pounds.




Casual Vampire was casual about it. “No more hits to the torso. I heard some ribs crack. If he dies, you know what she’ll do to you.”




“Fine, fine, no more crushing the ribcage of the annoying bloodsack,” Maxwell growled.




I tried to get back up without using my left leg or my stomach muscles or my ribs. It wasn’t as easy as it sounds. I stubbornly asked, “May I go talk to Ms. Al—”




I didn’t have time to react to the punch that hit me in the face. I didn’t really react until after my head hit the doorframe and I landed partway out of my office and a couple feet into the hall. I didn’t try to get up, because the ringing in my ears and dizziness told me I had a concussion. I needed to puke, and little vampires were inside my head beating on my brain with little vampire sledgehammers. I grinned, “Heh heh heh, you just broke her rules. Concussion. Maybe worse. I think I’m…”




I was planning on a brilliant retort. At least I think so. But I blacked out.







Karrin Murphy was trying to remain calm. She’d finally managed to talk Lexi into stopping with the strongman routine, but not until after Lexi had tried a couple more times to tear her cage apart. Oh sure, the steel bars were more than an inch thick, so it should have been a waste of effort. But Lexi had managed to bend the bars enough that Karrin could see the curves. Lexi had also been shocked into unconsciousness two times, and had burns on her hands that were bad enough that Karrin could smell the burnt skin. Still, Lexi hadn’t stopped until after she’d tried lying on her back and shoving with her shoes, which had not only shocked her unconscious but had nearly set fire to the shoes too.




And Jen was still trying to teach Lexi dirty words. The worst Lexi had said so far was ‘holy crud’. There was definitely something wrong with both her cellmates.




Fine, she could see that a Vampire Slayer probably had no sense. Anyone with a lick of sense would say ‘go fight vampires with a pointy stick? You go fight ’em! Or give me a flamethrower! And heavy armor!’ If Karrin had to fight vampires for a living, she’d insist on Iron Man armor. At a minimum.




She was also not admitting to Dresden that she’d done a Marvel ref, even if it was only in her head.




And Jen was utterly unfazed by all of this. She seemed to think high-end magic was normal. Jen had not gotten that attitude from Dresden, which made Karrin wonder where the hell Jen had gotten that idea.




The door swung open again, and Head Bitch strolled in. Still the black pantsuit and spooky robes and stupid mask. It wasn’t like Herry hadn’t told Karrin about ‘Ms. Nora Allen’ already. It wasn’t like Jen hadn’t met the woman. And Karrin was pretty sure from Lexi’s body language that Lexi knew Ms. Allen and really wanted to punch her a few dozen times.




Karrin suddenly felt like her heart was going to stop. Two vampires were carrying in Herry Dresden’s body. Even in a less than bright room, Karrin could see he’d been worked over. Badly broken nose, blood down his face, nasty scalp wound, a lot of blood from that. Those were unlikely to be his only injuries. She couldn’t tell if he was dead. He sure wasn’t conscious.




The vamps carefully set Dresden face-up on the floor. Karrin couldn’t tell if Herry was breathing. The trench coat covered him too well. She glanced over at Lexi, who gave her a quick thumbs-up. She just assumed that meant Lexi could hear the breathing or see minute movements as his chest rose and fell.




Two other vamps dragged in a vampire in a black suit and thin black tie. Maybe the guy that Herry had called ‘Mister Maxwell’. Someone had roughed the vampire up a bit too. Head bitch pointed at a spot beside Herry’s body, and the vampire was forced to his knees there.




Head Bitch snarled, “You were warned. You were given very specific instructions, and you could not follow them. You were even told why you needed to follow them.”




“He pissed me off!” the vampire snarled. “It wasn’t my fault!”




Head Bitch glared through her mask. “Then this will not be my fault, since you have ‘pissed me off’ in turn.” The vampire winced at that. Karrin sure would have. “Hold out your hands palms-down over Dresden’s chest.” The vampire followed that order, anyway.




Head Bitch held out one hand and made a snipping motion with her fingers. Lines of force lashed out and snapped together, slicing the vampire’s forearms off at the elbows. The vampire screamed in agony. The forearms fell on Dresden’s body and turned to ash as head bitch put out her arms like she was planning on hurling some more of her force lightning. Black-looking energy hit the ash and disintegrated it, apparently driving it into Herry’s body.




Herry inhaled sharply, rolled onto his side, and vomited up something that looked like molten asphalt. It smelled like burned tires. That could not be good for him.




He stayed on his side. He groaned, “Worst. Hangover. Cure. Ever.” And he spit like he had a vile taste in his mouth. Given how that stuff smelled, Karrin did not want to find out how it tasted.




“Mister Dresden, stand up,” the head bitch commanded.




Herry forced himself to his feet. It looked to Karrin like Herry had some broken ribs, just by the way he was holding himself. And something wrong with his left leg. Probably a dozen other battered areas too. He managed, “Nice to see you too, Ms. Allen. Maxwell Not-So-Smart here said you were trying to call me?”




“I was trying to summon you, and you blocked my summons.”




Herry frowned in thought. “Was that from the checks, or from the sheet of information you gave me? Because I’ve been going in and out of heavily warded places like McAnally’s and Father Forthill’s church over the past month, so pretty much any binding spells could’ve gotten french-fried. You should’ve just told me.”




Ms. Allen was still not bothering to deny she was ‘Ms. Nora D. Allen’. Probably not anything like her real name. As Herry already knew. “Do you know why you’re here?”




“Umm, martial arts training dummy for your vampires?”




Even inside that stupid mask, Ms. Allen was rolling her eyes. “Mister Dresden. Would you like Mister Maxwell to begin his long, painful limb regrowth by draining your blood?”




Herry stopped being so annoying. “I’d really rather make sure these women are okay, and then run whatever errands you had in mind for me.”




“Excellent.”




“…Smithers. You have to say ‘Smithers’ too when you say ‘excellent’ like that,” Herry stressed.




Well, there went the brief moment of not being irritating.




Ms. Allen sounded like she was getting pissed off again. “Mister Dresden, you are making me regret my decision to revive you enough to run my errands.”




Herry took a couple careful breaths that obviously hurt like hell. “You could’ve gotten your evil lawyers at Wolfram & Hart to run your errands, if that was an option. You could even trust them to do evil things. So I’m guessing…not an option. Or you could have sacrificed a few brand spanking new vampires. So I’m guessing you actually need me. Or…hey! I know! You could let these women go run your errands and keep me hostage instead.”




Ms. Allen insisted, “I think not. I plan to keep the lieutenant and the Slayer to guarantee cooperation with their organizations. And I plan to keep your secretary to guarantee cooperation from you.”




Herry sighed painfully, “I know the CPD won’t play ball with you. They take this kind of activity really personally, especially when you grab the daughter of a dead cop who was really popular with most of the force in his day. Your best bet there is wiping Murphy’s memory just since you grabbed her, releasing her, and grabbing someone most of the force hates. I suggest this guy named Rudolph in IA. And I’ve only seen a little bit of these Slayers you’re worried about, but I’m pretty sure that you’ve just pissed off a gang of crazed vampire-fighting Amazons…”




“Hey!” Lexi fussed.




“…and they won’t ever give up no matter what. They’ll hunt you down to the ends of the Earth, no matter how long it takes. Then they’ll make an example of you so horrible that every ugly demonic thing out there will crap itself just thinking about kidnapping a Slayer and getting what they’ll do to you.”




There was definitely a nasty tone of amusement as Ms. Allen smirked, “So you’re suggesting that I simply kill them and conceal their remains. How wasteful.”




Herry tried, “I’m suggesting you leave them and clear out and go somewhere safe. Your vampire Herbalife project already fell apart. A whole team of Slayers is in town and targeting Wolfram & Hart, so your local lawfirm has a life expectancy like a bowl of Snickers on Halloween. I hear the Bermuda Triangle is lovely this time of year.”




“While that would be most convenient for you,” Ms. Allen retorted, “It would constitute a very poor return on investment for me.”




“The old ‘sunk costs’ fallacy!” Jen piped up from her cage. “You can’t ever recover those lost costs, but you’re going to act like you can, and that sinking more money and time into a losing proposition isn’t a stupid idea. You’re like the people behind the Concorde.”




Herry mock-whispered, “High school econ and psych courses.”




Lexi leaned forward against the bars of her cage. “You don’t understand what you’re up against. Buffy Summers is here. In town. Now. Buffy Summers. The Golden Slayer. No one ever wins against her. Not the Madison witches. Not the Whirlwind. Not the Order of Teraka. Not the hellgod Glorificus. Not D’Hoffryn, Lord of Arashmaharr. Not even The First Evil. If you go up against her, you’re totally toast. And if you go up against her and make her mad, she’ll bring in the really big, scary guns. The Dark Slayer. The Red Witch. The One Who Sees. Your only chance is to make a peace offering and then get as far away as you can. Maybe a completely different dimension. Because Buffy Summers already knows who you really are…Danielle.”




‘Danielle’ turned and unleashed a burst of that vicious red lightning. It hit Lexi in the chest and slammed her against the back wall of her cage. Lexi sank onto her butt and refused to keel over, despite the pain.




Karrin suddenly realized that while Lexi was going through that speech, she had managed to bend the steel bars of her cage at least another inch or two apart. Someone smart had guessed that ‘Danielle’ would turn off the juice while she was in the room, and had risked getting herself fried again. Well, someone smart and also crazy enough to try it.




‘Danielle’ glared at her captives. “Now. The Lieutenant and the Slayer are going to write notes to their superiors explaining that they are being held captive, and if their organizations do not do as I direct, pieces of them will be cut off and delivered as proof of my intent. Repeatedly.”




Lexi interrupted, “You won’t dare do that. The Slayers have witches who would be able to find us from the cut pieces. You’ve got some powerful spells, but there’s no way your wards are good enough to stop the magical resources the Council has now.” She stubbornly crossed her arms and sat back against the rear of the cage.




Jen snarked, “I doubt you’ve got enough magic to stop my dear old great-grandmother.”




For some reason, Dresden thought that was hilarious. Not that he laughed out loud. He was definitely trying not to.




Karrin crossed her arms too. “The CPD does not negotiate with terrorists. Neither does the FBI, who will be on your ass as soon as Rawlins notifies my ex-husband Rick, who’s now with the Bureau.”




‘Danielle’ grimaced angrily. “This is going to take too long. Take Dresden back to his office. Make sure he gives the police and the Slayers my message, and he tells them there will be further confirmation in the near future. Nothing more, nothing less. Understand?”




“Yes ma’am,” the nebbishy vampire said. The vampire who was trying to look cool just nodded.




Herry limped over to Jen and reached through the bars of her cage to take her hands. “I will get you out of here.” He straightened up painfully and limped out with the vampires prodding him along.




Karrin waited until the badguys cleared out and the door swung shut again. She looked over at Lexi. “I need the details on ‘Danielle’.”




Lexi rubbed the spot on her stomach where that lightning bolt had hit her. She calmly replied, “We’ve got a bunch of stuff. Her name’s Danielle Atron, and her middle name’s probably Rosa. Maybe Rasa. It changes. She’s probably connected to the rich Atron family in middle California. And she’s probably human, even if we’ve run into human-looking demon spellcasters and a couple demons that live in a human and control the body. And she’s definitely a high-powered mage.” Lexi stopped to rub her sore stomach again.




Lexi looked up again. “Oh, and there’s tons more stuff. Willow found out her official DMV and federal records have her photos smudged so she’s not recognizable. Willow thinks Danielle used magic instead of big bribes for that. And really, most of what we know about her is actually from the Danielle Atrons of other dimensions, but you don’t have to tell anyone that. Evil biochemist, evil mage, evil other stuff. She’s like a multiverse of evil Danielles.”




Lexi stared up at the ceiling in thought. “They put together a psych profile that’s based a ton on other Danielles, but it’s probably still good, since our Danielle seems mega-yucky like the others. Let me try and remember all that stuff…Umm…She’s totally used to having money and power, and she thinks she deserves a lot more, just because. Our research types had an argument about the deets, but some of ’em think she’s sociopathic and some said…I think it’s called Narcissistic Personality Disorder, and some guessed…umm…Border Personality Disorder?”




Karrin corrected her, “Borderline Personality Disorder. And they’re all bad.”




Lexi nodded. “Totally. And Willow said there was no way to tell which without getting a formal diagnosis, or maybe a diagnosis-type spell. Okay, what else…She’s mega-smart, and she’s used to being the smartest person around, so she’s totally arrogant because of it, so you can surprise her just by being competent and reasonably intelligent. The Atron of a different universe was so arrogant that she sat and waited for us and read Machiavelli’s The Prince in Italian in front of us while planning on hitting us with a Machiavellian scheme.”




Jen groaned, “You’re frigging kidding me.”




“Nope!” Lexi insisted. “I was there. I saw it.”




Karrin asked, “Dresden mentioned Wolfram & Hart.”




Lexi grimaced, “Okay, they’re badguys. Mega-bad badguys. But they’re trying to pull a scam here. They’re taking some badguy cases but some non-badguy cases and trying to look like they’re just after profits and not demonic badness. But they’ve got a bunch of spinoff lawfirms with other names doing the real evilness. Like WRH Legal Assistance.”




“WRH? Oh come on!” Jen complained. “That’s about as subtle as Herry. On a non-subtle day.”




“I’m totally serious about this,” Lexi told her. “We think they have to do this for magical reasons, because they’re all minions of real demons who run real hell dimensions. They call ’em the Senior Partners, but they’re The Wolf, The Ram, and The Hart. At least that’s what they are in English. So Chicago has a new fancy-pants lawfirm for rich evil clients. It’s called…umm…Oh yeah. Ulv, Faar, and Hjort, LLP which Daniel says is just Danish for these demons. Barb’s sure they’d handle Danielle’s business, because they’re going for the high-end rich evil clients around here, while other mega-creepy spinoffs do the gang violence and street crime and supernatural evil stuff.”




Karrin pointed out, “You forgot a physical description. All I’ve seen is a mask.”




Lexi nodded. “Right. Sorry. So she’s gonna be wearing expensive stuff: probably an expensive pantsuit, usually in earthtones when she’s not being a dark sorceress, expensive jewelry or an ascot, and expensively-styled medium-short brown hair. 5’5”, average build, brown eyes, no glasses, early forties, no distinctive scars or tats or markings. At least, none I know of, because that would be ick. And we’re bound to be in an expensive mansion or something, because Danielle Atron does not do the tacky hideout thing. Buffy and I did an IdentiKit thing a few days ago, so we can get you a sketch of her face.”




That was more detail than Karrin was expecting to get. It looked like Danielle had made the shitlist of a competent organization that did its research.




Jen added, “She can teleport, and so Herry probably got teleported here and back. He probably has no idea where we really are. We might not be in Chicago anymore.” But she looked down at her hands, for some reason.




Karrin gritted her teeth and didn’t say what she was thinking. But police officers were not supposed to deal with teleporting witches and vampire thugs. And even if a policeman could arrest a vampire, how would they build a case when every victim got up and walked out of the morgue?




Or did they? She asked, “Hey Lexi, Does every vampire victim turn into a new vampire? Because that ought to cause a population explosion of vampires.”




“Are you serious?” Jen asked suspiciously. “We’re stuck here like this, and you want the Cliff Notes version of ‘Dracula’?”




But Lexi treated it like a serious question. “Okay, first there are these places called Hellmouths. Sunnydale was one. Cleveland’s one. There are others, but not in America. They have creepy demonic energies leaking out from hell dimensions. On a Hellmouth, a vampire rises in one night and is way more likely to get turned. Away from a Hellmouth, like here, it takes three nights, the body has to be treated right like no full-scale autopsy-ing, and the chance of a success is way, way lower. Also, the vamp has to mostly drain the person, then feed the victim some of its blood while the person can still swallow, then finish draining so the person dies. So even if a master vampire with centuries of experience raises five vamps in one night on a Hellmouth, the new vamps—we call ’em fledges or fledglings—have pretty much zero chance of successfully making new vamps, partly because it takes ’em a while before they can control their hunger enough to even think about making new vamps when they’re actually feeding. So you could get a linear increase as the master vamp cranks out new vamps every night, but not much more than that. And vamps who want minions usually stop way before they’ve got as many minions as they were planning. Because it’s boring, and it’s a lot of work keeping all the minions in line, and it’s a giant waste of time unless you have a big vamp project going on, which the new vamps are probably not gonna want to help on, and even the older vamps get bored with the long-term planning stuff.”




“How the hell do you know all this shit?” Jen asked. “Or were you just making it all up?”




Lexi looked offended. “I wouldn’t make up stuff like that! It’s important. Mega-important! We have to learn all this stuff. And we have Slayers like Buffy who got a lot of the secret information out of a couple master vamps. And we have a couple geniuses who worked all this stuff out and make sure everyone knows, for when you’re the Slayer for a city. I mean, there’s a whole curriculum for the Slayers at Slayer Central in Cleveland. And not just how to punch vamps in the face and stake ’em.”







I felt like crap, but at least I was crap on my feet and moving. The Wicked Witch Of The West finished her spell, there was a bright flash of white light, and I was back in my office with my three vampire guards. 




Pardon me, two point nine vampire guards, because Mister Maxwell was going to be known as Stumpy for a while. Maybe…the Black Knight.




My dizziness and headache returned abruptly when we touched down, and I staggered to the side enough that I could kneel down and hurl into Jen’s little trashcan. Concussion? Still there. Also, vomiting with broken ribs and badly-bruised stomach muscles is an extra-special form of torture.




I’d noticed that I had been disarmed when I woke up in Atron’s basement lair. And not like Stumpy was. Now that I was back at my office, I noticed a pattern. All my weapons had been left behind, and they were lying on the floor right underneath where they would have been on me. So maybe the transmat spell yanked me and left the weapons behind, so they just dropped right to the floor. My .45 was about where my left armpit had been, while the two stakes in my other underarm holster were about where my right armpit had been. My fireball glove with no-longer-attached forearm tank was about where my left wrist would have been, and my little holdout gun was way over where my ankle would have been. My hipflask of holy water, my two revolver speedloaders, my two sharpened oak dowels, and my borrowed silver crucifix were also all on the floor now.




There wasn’t much chance these guys would let me walk over and pick them up.




Maxwell glared at me and said, “He can make calls from here. I say we cut off his fucking legs and nail him to a chair, and if he still doesn’t want to cooperate, we do the same to his little fucktoy secretary.”




Great. I was not letting him hurt Jen, no matter what. It looked like I was going to have to do something drastic. Even if I wasn’t sure I could even stand up and take a swing at an ordinary joe without falling over and puking some more.





Part XVI



I really wished one of the vamps would have objected to Maxwell doing that to me. And especially to Jen. There was no way I was letting that happen.




That meant it was time to pull a rabbit out of my hat. Even though I couldn’t do stage magic, much less real magic. I limped toward the water cooler, telling the vamps, “Jesus Christ, I still feel like crap. I need to rinse out my mouth.”




Since I wasn’t moving toward an exit or my weapons on the floor—or maybe toward a nice big wall-mounted rack of hefty anti-vampire weapons that I didn’t have—they let me take down off the shelf a nice, big glass and fill it up with delicious, cold water. I stood it on top of the cooler and looked behind me. “Hey, Johnny Maxwell, you want some water too? I can hold it for ya.”




I ignored the death glare from him and filled a second glass. Then I took a big swig from the first glass, swished it around in my mouth, and swallowed. “Ahh. That’s better. Hot and cold water when I want it? Best purchase my dad ever made for the office.”




Then I limped back to Stumpy and set my water glass down on the edge of Jen’s desk. I held the second glass up to him and said, “Open up.”




He wasn’t expecting me to pull on his belt buckle and pour the water down his pants.




He really wasn’t expecting to find out that it was holy water. His entire body locked up in agony as the holy water burned right through Little Maxwell and Little Maxwell’s matched luggage, then down both legs and into his shoes. It was a big glass of water.




I grabbed my water glass off the desk and threw it into the faces of the other two vamps. I mean, what was the point of having a nice steel cross from Father Tony if I didn’t use it? So I kept it in the water cooler’s well underneath the big inverted jug of water, where Father Tony had assured me it would make the water be holy. Nobody ever looked there for weapons. I also kept dad’s old Chicago Arms Protector Palm Pistol in a tiny watertight case down there, but that wasn’t going to help me against vampires.




While the vampires were distracted with petty things like their faces burning off, I dove for my stuff that was still spread out around the doorway into my office. Shit, that hurt. My ribs exploded in pain, and my headache suddenly tried to grow big enough to bust my skull open. My thigh was pretty pissed off at me too, and my stomach felt like maybe I landed just as Bruce Lee was kicking the shit out of me. But I slid into the doorway and grabbed my Kord Kit O’ Fun. I figured I had about a second before really pissed-off vampires were on top of me.




Arm through the cylinder tank. Hand into the glove. And I missed.




I got my index finger balled up because my middle finger went into the trigger part of the glove, and I had no time to fix it. I rolled over, making my ribs hate me even more. I snapped the connections together, cocked my thumb, and hoped it would still work.




Maxwell was lying on the floor trying to hold what was left of Vampire Mister Happy and screaming in pain. The other two vampires were hurt but not down, and were ready to rip me into very tiny pieces. I gave them the middle finger and said, “Inflammare.”




I had my thumb cocked right, and I had the trigger finger of the glove fully occupied with Herry finger. It fired. The fireball caught both of them as they went for me. Accountant Vampire stopped and tried to slap out the flames. Casual Vampire kept going. He leapt over me, fangs out and hands clawed, planning on taking me with him.




Both of them dusted. Casual Vampire’s fiery dust drifted down on me, and I just held my breath. Vampire dust is unbelievably nasty.




I struggled back to my feet, which also hurt. Some of Jen’s notepads and post-it notes at this edge of her desk were still burning, so I brushed them onto the floor and got some more holy water to put the fire out. Then I used some more holy water to make sure Maxwell was never going to be able to have vampire babies again. He screamed a lot. I kind of surprised myself at how much I didn’t care.




I picked up the special silver crucifix that Father Tony wanted back, and I held it over Maxwell’s face. “Sorry I don’t have Maxwell’s Silver Hammer. How about a nice Maxwell’s silver crucifix? I bet this’ll hurt like a bastard when I press it against your skin.”




“Don’t…Don’t…” he gasped.




“You threatened Jen, you son of a bitch. That is not okay. Now you’re gonna tell me where that bitch has Jen and Murphy and Lexi, and you’re gonna tell me how to get past whatever traps The Wicked Bitch Of The West has on her place, or I am gonna see if I can burn a hole right through your fucking abdomen with this baby.”




“No idea.”




I tore open his nice white House Of Frank Martin shirt and pressed the crucifix against his sixpack. It burned through like a red-hot knife on a slab of butter.




He screamed, “I dunno! I dunno! She never lets us go there except with her fucking spell! I’ve never even seen what’s outside those basement rooms!”




Well shit. Maybe he had heard or smelled something that could help me, but getting that information out of him was going to be hideous.




Only I didn’t get the chance. There was a snap of fingers behind me, and Stumpy suddenly dusted. A crisp, crotchety voice I instantly recognized snarled, “That will be quite enough of that, Harvey.”




I groaned inwardly but made sure not to let on that her misnaming routine bothered me. I didn’t bother to turn around either. “Endora. Lovely to see you again.”




Why couldn’t I just have a few more vampires to fight, instead?







Lexi tried not to think about the burns on her palms, or how much that magic lightning hurt. Since her Slay-team hadn’t already showed up, she had to assume there were heavy-duty wards up. And she had other hostages to rescue. So her job was to bust those wards so her team could find her.




She took the little metal buckles off her overall straps, and she ripped the denim straps off her favorite overalls. Two straps from the bib in front, and two straps in back. Then she wrapped the straps around the bent bars and grabbed onto the denim instead of the metal. She didn’t think that would protect her a lot from magic lightning, but it might keep her skin from frying until it was glued to the bars, which would be icky.




“Lexi, don’t do it,” Lieutenant Murphy said.




Normally, Lexi tried to do what she was told, especially if it was authority figures, like parents or teachers or police. But she didn’t think she should do that this time. She just said, “Sorry, ma’am.”




She squeezed hard and heaved. The lightning hit her like a truck. Like a truck made out of evil electricity. She didn’t let go. She strained as hard as she could. One bar was bending more. She could feel it. The lightning got even more painful. She gritted her teeth and tried not to scream.




And she went flying backward against the bars at the back of her cage. Because she had two bent steel bars in her hands. Two bars that had gotten bent enough that they got torn loose from their moorings.




An escape opening and weapons too. Score. She squeezed through the opening and went for the lieutenant’s cage. She grabbed one of her bars with both hands and rammed it end-first into the lock on the cage. There was a flash of magic, and the lock busted loose.




The lieutenant started getting her own cage open, and insisted, “Get Jen free. And be ready for guards.”




Lexi nodded, and darted over to Jen’s cage. One jab as hard as she could manage, and that lock went kablooey too.




Jen got her cage door open and crawled out. She held up the business card that Lexi had made sure to give to Herry. “If you’ve got witches, we just need to get this outside all the wards around this place.”




The lieutenant flatly said, “Or we could just look for a phone.”




Lexi picked up the second steel bar, so she was dual-wielding. She was totally glad she had Jen and Lieutenant Murphy free, because her hands were killing her.




So naturally, that was when three armed vampire guards charged in.







Hermione looked down at her map. She suddenly had a red dot blinking where there had been nothing a moment before. “We’ve got Lexi, and I assume she just broke out of a warded area.”




A blue dot started blinking next to the red dot. “And we’ve got Barb’s business card in the same spot. Maybe Dresden pulled something off after all.”




Buffy grinned, “That wouldn’t surprise me a bit.” She turned her head slightly. “Linda, step on it.”




The car leapt forward as Linda cut around two cars going only a little over the speed limit, and Linda sliced through the traffic ahead of them. Hermione tried to focus on the map, and not grab the oh shit bar with both hands.







I tried to stand up and turn around to face Endora, but my leg and my ribs and my stomach and my concussion all decided to intervene. I fell over, which was sure to impress the Big Bad Witch.




Endora smiled malevolently. “Henry, you look like curdled dragon shit.”




I told her, “Totally not surprising. I feel like curdled dragon shit. In fact, don’t get near Jen’s trashcan, because I’m probably gonna have to puke into it again at any second.”




She said, “I had assumed you had more sense than getting into fights with vampires.”




I grumbled, “Me and sense had this parting of the ways. Maybe back around third grade.” I managed to get up to a sitting position. It hurt. But at least my butt could bear sitting on a hard floor. My ribs and head were not up to full contact floor-meeting. Neither was my face or my stomach or my thigh or a couple other places.




“Now. Where is my great-granddaughter?”




“I didn’t think you’d care,” I glared. Which just shows I really have no common sense. At all.




Endora gave me a look like she was thinking about turning me into a newt. “Of course I care. She may be a mortal, but she is still of my blood.”




“Good,” I managed. “Because she’s been grabbed by a sorceress named Danielle Atron, and—”




“What?!”




Jesus Christ! Endora’s voice echoed around the room and threatened to make my eardrums explode. And my skull. The air actually wavered in a cone in front of her face like her voice was a deadly weapon. I thought about asking her if she gave vocal lessons to the Bene Gesserit. I didn’t. I do have some marginal sense of self-preservation. Sometimes. When the air stopped throbbing, I realized I was on my back and just barely still conscious.




Endora growled, “Daniella? Atron? Are you sure?”




“Sure enough,” I told her without trying to get up. “I ran into some Vampire Slayers who are hot on her trail. She’s got Jen so she can make me do her bidding. Because she’s an idiot.”




Endora hissed, “And where is she?”




I pointed at the dust next to me. “I was trying to get that out of Dusty Springfield here, but he didn’t know. She does that teraport thing you and Sam—”




“Samantha,” Endora insisted.




“—do, and…Oh crap, of course she does, because she’s one of your group, isn’t she?”




The angry glare I got was all the answer I needed. But Endora snarled, “She most certainly is not. Her mother was banished from the Witches’ Council for marrying a mortal against their directives. She is a mortal witch. Not one of us.”




“One of us. One of us. One of us,” I whispered under my breath. Endora was more than old enough to get that ref, even if I doubted she’d spent a lot of her life watching human movies and TV shows. She probably stopped going to plays back when she had a big snit because Euripides made Medea into a badguy.




“Do act your age, Hervey,” Endora fumed. “So how do we find my great-granddaughter?”




I checked, “Can you…umm…sense her? Or just teleport her here?” I got an angry glare for an answer, so I kept going. “Can you find Danielle’s wards so we know where to go?”




I got another angry glare, and she snapped, “Daniella. Not Danielle.”




Great. I tried to get back to my feet. “Okay. We do this the old-fashioned mortal private detective way. Legwork.”




She snorted in amusement. “I believe that would require your legs to work.”




I admitted, “Actually I was just going to try and get as far as a chair, so I could call a couple people. They’re in a big windowless room, and that leads to another windowless room with another exit door. Based on the concrete block walls on only two adjacent sides, that was just a part of a much bigger basement. So a mansion with a full basement. She’s been living in Cali, so most likely a fairly recent purchase or leasing agreement. And she used a stupid near-anagram when she hired me, so she probably has a similar name on the paperwork.”




I hung onto the desk and tried to get to my feet. My leg wasn’t helping. Neither was my stomach or my ribs or my head.




“Helmut, you really do try my patience.” She tilted her head back and yelled, “Calling Dr. Bombay! Calling Dr. Bombay! Emergency! Come right away!”




My concussion actually survived that yell.




About a second later, a middle-aged man in a 1910-ish Pukka Sahib safari outfit complete with an honest-to-god pith helmet abruptly appeared in my office. He was carrying the biggest frigging elephant gun I have ever seen in my life. He frowned at Endora, “Is this really critical? I was about to bag myself a record mammoth.”




Endora pointed at me and said, “Janella’s employer. I need him healed enough that we can find her.”




He looked at me and hmm’ed, “I don’t know why your family keeps calling me for mortals. They have their own healthcare systems and everything these days. Although why they gave up on leeches is beyond me.” He pointed a forefinger at me and suddenly a bright light beamed from his fingertip to attack my eyeballs. “Yes. Unequal pupils, sensitivity to light…” He vanished the light and pulled out what looked like those old cardboard x-ray glasses from the back of comic books. He put them on and looked me over. “Skull fracture with internal bleeding, broken nose, fractured ribs, damaged abdominal muscles, more internal bleeding…” He whipped off the ‘glasses’. “What on Earth were you doing, young man?”




“Getting beaten to death by vampires so they’d take me to Jen.”




“Jennifer Janella,” he smiled. “I did do my best for Tabitha, but the Witches’ Council is quite the recalcitrant group. Well, since this is for Janella, I’ll fix you right up.” He snapped his fingers several times, and I suddenly felt better. A lot better.




I checked, “Do you take MasterCard or Visa?”




He grinned, “Not quite the stick in the mud that Samantha married, eh?”




“He’s still a headache,” Endora grumbled.




Dr. Bombay laughed at that as he recovered his elephant rifle. Lexi probably would have called it a mega-elephant gun. And he vanished in mid-chortle.




“Now then,” Endora insisted. “Janella. I still have no idea why Tabitha named her Jennifer and then Janella, instead of the other way around.”




Yeah, it probably didn’t have anything to do with the shit the Witches’ Council had dumped on Tab’s parents, and on Tab’s brother, and then on Tab herself. Not that Tab let me call her ‘Tab’, by the way.




I limped over to the seat in my office, since Jen’s chair was set at ‘Munchkinland’. I gestured at the nice chair opposite my desk and asked, “Would you care for a seat?”




Endora sat down and crabbily crossed her arms.




I said, “I’ll start by getting Murphy’s partner Rawlins on the job. He can get fifty times more manpower tracking down mansion purchases and leases than I can, so that’ll get done a lot faster. Then I’ll call these Vampire Slayers I met, and let them get their own witch on the job. And th—”




My desk phone rang. I grabbed it as fast as I could, even if my ribs were still killing me. “Dresden and Dres—”




It was Barb. “Herry, we got a hit on your card and on Lexi. They’re both in the same location.”




“A basement room with lots of wards in a super-expensive mansion recently purchased by some almost-anagram of Daniella Atron,” I stated, in a do-not-suspect-I’m-guessing tone.




“Right. Noradita Allen.” Barb gave me the address. “And we’re nearly there already, since Linda’s driving. And Hermione’s already powering up a ward smasher.”




I hung up and limped over to the bookcase, where I pulled out a book of street maps of Chicagoland. I went straight to a map of the Gold Coast, and I pointed to a spot on the map not too far from East Division Street. “Here there be dragons.”




Endora glared at the map. “There are certainly wards there, and—” She stopped and stared at the map. “Someone just completely disrupted the outer wards.”







Karrin Murphy stared at what was left of three vampires. She had studied Kali and Wing Chun, but even she couldn’t have taken three armed vampires with a pair of steel bars. She had known conceptually that Lexi was stronger and faster than she had shown when they were sparring, but this was…well…frightening.




Lexi had torn through the vampires like they were white belts. Ordinary human white belts. Two of the vampires had been carrying swords, and one had a handgun, and Lexi had beaten them to a pulp, disarming all of them and catching one sword as it spun in mid-air, then beheading all three of them as she wrapped up. The third vampire was on hands and knees when Lexi beheaded him, and she struck so hard that the sword blade shattered as the tip hit the concrete floor under the vampire’s neck. Total time: maybe one and a half seconds.




Karrin wondered just how easy Lexi had been on her when they had sparred.




Jen stared down at the piles of dust and managed, “Okay, I’m guessing we don’t need to wait on Bruce Lee and Chuck Norris to rescue us.”




Lexi grinned, “Thanks! But I’m still working on my skills. Lieutenant Murphy is really, really good. You should ask her if there’s a dojo she’d recommend, and maybe some private lessons.”




Karrin said, “Lexi, I think at this point you can call me Karrin.”




“Really? Thanks!”




Jen asked, “Your parents aren’t named June and Ward, by any chance?”




Lexi giggled. “No wonder you like working for Herry. He’s funny too.”




Jen only admitted, “I put up with him. He lets me play Grand Theft Auto in the office when I’m not busy, and he pretends he has no idea. Name another boss who’d do that.”




“Umm…the guys who make Grand Theft Auto?” Lexi guessed.




Jen snickered at Lexi’s perkiness. Karrin was using the time to check the vampire’s Glock and make sure it was in working condition. It looked like it would fire properly, but it only had five cartridges in the magazine and nothing in the breech. Lexi was using the time to turn a wooden pedestal bookstand into half a dozen splintered stakes and a three foot long wooden weapon with a splintered point. Lexi kept the wooden weapon and one steel bar, and she handed the other steel bar to Jen.




Lexi went over and listened at the still-open door. “Something’s going on upstairs. A lot of fighting”




Even Karrin could tell that.




“Oh,” Lexi said casually. “It’s my friends. That’s totally Buffy making quips while she’s fighting Danielle’s spells.”




Karrin had Lexi take point, while Karrin covered their six, keeping Jen in the middle where they could both protect her. They moved through a big basement area which was set up with all kinds of magical crap that Karrin did not want to think about. She was going to write it up as ‘crazy Satanists’ unless Herry had a better idea…assuming Herry was still alive.




They reached a spot where they could see the base of the stairs. There were four men crouched down behind what looked like a concrete half-wall. All four of them had guns, too.




Lexi turned to face Karrin and made a ferocious face with her mouth open, while holding up two fingers like they were fangs. Karrin had no idea how Lexi could tell, but at that point she was willing to guess it was magic. Maybe more Vampire Slayer superpowers.




Still, if Lexi was wrong, they could kill four men who were maybe busy hiding from terrifying home invaders. Karrin indicated that Lexi should step back and let Karrin move up.




Lexi looked horrified at the idea. She glanced at the foursome, then at Karrin…and sprinted at the four men.




And one of the ‘men’ was already turning around, a Smith & Wesson in his hand. And that was definitely a vampire. He started to aim it at Lexi.




Lexi was moving too fast for that. The wood smashed down on the gunman’s wrist, The side of the steel rod smashed upward into the vampire’s jaw, which gave Lexi the chance to stake the vampire with the splintered point of the wood.




But two more vampires were turning to face Lexi, and both had handguns at the ready. Karrin shot each of them in the eye. Neither one of them went down.




Lexi sidekicked the first injured vampire fifteen feet through the air into the wall, while she pounded the fourth vampire in a blur of motion. Karrin thought it was a strike to the wrist, a jab to the groin, a strike to the jaw, and then a staking, but Lexi was moving too fast for Karrin to be sure.




The second injured vampire dropped its gun and made a roaring charge at Karrin. She put her third bullet in its heart, and that didn’t even slow it down. She shot it in both knees, and it fell to the floor only two yards short of her.




And it wasn’t dead. It wasn’t stopped. It staggered back to its feet. She was out of ammo. She knew that fighting a vampire in hand-to-hand was a really bad idea, but she didn’t have a lot of options. It stepped forward and hissed, “You bitch! I am gonna rip your arms off before I kill you.” It stepped forward like it was already healing up. “Then I’m gonna—”




Crack! The vampire was so busy focusing on Karrin that it didn’t notice as Jen stepped up to its side and did her best Ernie Banks imitation with that steel bar, turning the vampire’s fangs into shards.




“Take that, Count Chocula,” Jen smarted off.




Karrin was thinking that Jen clearly spent too much time around Dresden.




But the vampire still didn’t go down. Jen wound up for another at bat, and the vampire focused on her instead. Karrin gave it a fast double-kick: first in the throat and then in one of his already-injured knees.




That only staggered the thing. Its yellow eyes glared at her with intense hatred and a merciless threat. And…




…Lexi’s wooden post erupted out of the front of its chest, and it burst into a dustcloud. Lexi stepped away from the dust and said, “Don’t breathe that stuff. It’s mega-yucky.”




“Wasn’t planning on it,” Jen muttered.




Lexi looked around the room for more threats as she said, “Sorry I took so long. And that was totally awesome sharpshooting, but shooting a vamp just makes it really mad. Unless you shoot it through the throat with a shotgun and sever the whole spinal cord. Or you’ve got way heavier weapons.”




Karrin just asked, “How did you know they were all vampires?”




Lexi turned around and yelled, “We’re downstairs, and I cleared the basement!” She turned back and explained, “Sorry, but I could hear Linda asking where I was. Oh, and your gun was mega-loud.” She finally answered Karrin’s question. “Okay, well I can sense vamps, even if it’s kinda gross, since it’s a lot like when your cramps first get going at the start of your period. So I knew a couple of ’em were vamps. Which meant all of ’em were, because vamps don’t play nice with humans.”




“We noticed,” Jen interrupted.




Part XVII



Buffy dodged another lightning bolt from The Masked Danielle. Atron was powerful, but didn’t have reactions like a Slayer, so she was burning off mana like crazy and still not hitting any of them. Hermione was doing a containment spell off to the side, and that meant the four Slayers were playing Distract-o-girl, throwing things Danielle had to block, and dodging Danielle’s lightning and fireball attacks. “Wow Danielle, your aim stinks. Unless you really hated that dining room set.”




Danielle had to block an incoming bookcase from Linda, and her shield was starting to look pretty shaky. “You little bitches! You cannot stop me! I am Daniella, heiress to magical powers you cannot imagine!”




Barb lobbed an antique table at Danielle’s head, which Danielle managed to block with some sort of circular magical shield. But the desk was a feint, and the real threat was an andiron Rona hurled from the fireplace. Danielle never saw it coming. It caught her in the shins, and with a scream of agony, she went down. Hard.




Danielle gasped, “You think you’ve won, Slayer. But we will meet again!” And she snapped her fingers.




Nothing happened. Hermione peeked around a ruined wall and gave Buffy a thumbs up. Which meant they had Danielle, and all they need to do was tie her up with the Willow-bonds and let Hermione power the things up. Presto! One completely confined witch. And then they could find out who else was behind this Mary Kay scheme and grind ’em into Mary Kay pressed foundation powder.




Danielle tried the finger-snap again, and still got bupkis. She frantically gasped, “No! You cannot stop me! I—”




Herry Dresden suddenly popped into the room with a sixty year old woman dressed for some sort of fancy ball, with her hair up and wearing too much makeup. Really, no one that age should still be using blue eyeshadow. And no one using blue eyeshadow should be using that much blue eyeshadow.




Herry asked Danielle, “You’re not gonna say ‘I am unstoppable!’ are you? Or tell us our fleet is lost and our friends on the Endor moon will not survive?”




“Herkimer,” the sixty-something growled menacingly.




Herry turned and faced the old lady. “Sorry, Endora. It’s a Star Wars ref, not a ‘you’ ref.”




Danielle suddenly turned ashen. “Endora? Endora! No!”




The old lady smiled nastily. “Oh yes, little Daniella. One of the Witches’ Council was in Chicago with tickets to see Second City, and just happened to notice the spells someone was misusing around the Fairmont Hotel. I ‘volunteered’ to look into the problem, because I have a great-granddaughter here, and I am not allowed to have anything to do with her, or even check up on her. And what do I find, but you were stupid enough to kidnap her and imprison her.” She snapped her fingers.




There was a flash of light. Where Danielle had been lying on the floor, there was a hamster in a hamster ball. A very panicky, squeaky hamster that was desperately pounding its little hamster paws against the insides of the ball.




Buffy groaned silently. Great. Swell. Neato. A Willow-level witch, with no Willow around to counter her. She didn’t say that. She just said, “We need Atron. She has information on her partners in this scheme, and any other underlings.”




Too Much Eyeshadow Witch just gave her a superior glare and didn’t give her back the Atron they had already worked to capture. Maybe Buffy would start calling her Swiper.




Herry checked, “Hey Buffy, anyone helped our little pals out of the basement?”




She kept an eye on Overdressed Witch as she said, “Lexi busted ’em loose, because she’s just cleared the basement.” She listened to the sound of stomping on wooden stairs, and she added, “And they’re on their way up.”




“I think not,” the witch smirked, as she snapped her fingers again. The step-stomping noises instantly stopped.




Buffy took a long glide-step closer to ‘Endora’. Or maybe it was Andorra. Or Endust. But if that old bat tried snapping her fingers at Buffy, there were going to be some broken fingers. She growled, “What did you just do to my Slayer?”




Herry was facing away from Endora and toward Buffy, and he made a frantic two-handed ‘no no no’ gesture. But he still smarted off, “And my secretary! And my friend!”




“Stuff it, Hermes,” Endora snapped at Herry.




It was totally not fair that an old witch with too much blue eyeshadow was stealing Buffy’s favorite badguy irritation technique, and using it on Dresden. So Buffy pointed out, “Maybe you should stop trying for the Mimi Bobeck look too.”




Endora glared at Buffy and wrinkled her nose. Suddenly, there was a shimmering red sphere around Buffy, which faded away to nothing.




“Impressive,” the old bat muttered. “I should have known you had a powerful witch working for you, given how fast Daniella’s wards collapsed.” She glared at a wall, which suddenly turned into water and spilled all over the floor, revealing Hermione standing on the other side. “You, I don’t know.”




Hermione looked like she was straining pretty hard about something, but she firmly said, “Hermione Granger, Ph.D. We haven’t met. I have not even met your great-granddaughter yet.”




Endora concentrated, and a shimmering haze formed between them. Hermione just stood there, straining hard and sweating like she was in a sauna. Flashes of light darted back and forth. Buffy wondered if she needed to step in and give Endust a fast concussion.




Endemic finally took a step backward. “Very impressive. Come look me up in two or three hundred years.” She turned to face Buffy. “Do not try my patience again, Vampire Slayer.” Then she glared at Herry. “Dresden, tell my great-granddaughter that I regret being unable to see her, but I have no interest in having her permanently transformed into a marble statue by curses from the Witches’ Council because of my presence. And take better care of her in future. Or else.”




Endora abruptly vanished, along with the hamster ball. Great, there went their lead on the rest of the Vamp Mary Kay pyramid, along with probably the world’s blue eyeshadow supply. And the stomping on the stairs started up instantly, with Lexi charging through a badly-damaged door which got knocked off its hinges for being in her way.




Hermione slowly started to collapse, going knees-first toward the floor, but Linda caught her before Hermione crash-landed on a wet but very hard tile floor.




“Did she get away?” Lexi asked. Buffy was pretty sure Lieutenant Murphy had wanted to ask that question first.




Buffy said, “Not even close.”




Herry painfully settled into the remains of a busted living room couch. He groaned, “Only if ‘got away’ is synonymous with ‘got turned into a hamster in a pet-ball and hauled off to a judgment by witches who make the Spanish Inquisition look fun and cozy.’”




Jen gasped, “Was it grandma? Maybe grams? And why didn’t she stick around?”




Herry managed, “It was Endora. And I think maybe the Witches’ Council slapped a ‘Lot’s Wife’ curse on you, so if she sees you, you’ll get turned into a statue.”




Jen scowled, “So everyone got to see her but me? That’s sucky!”




Herry rolled his eyes. “Jen, for everyone else it was ‘had to’ instead of ‘got to’. She froze you and your pals on the stairs until she was gone. She tried to do something nasty to Buffy, and then she tried tackling Hermione. At least this time, I didn’t get turned into a squirrel for a week. And then when the spell ended, I was naked, forty feet up an oak, in the middle of a park, in November.”




Linda carried a very limp Hermione over. Linda worried, “She doesn’t look too good.”




Hermione moaned, “Just…exhaustion. I think. She’s…She’s just insanely powerful. All I could do…just to block her offensive spells…”




“Could Willow take her?” Buffy wondered.




“Maybe not,” Hermione managed. “Different style of magic…I gotta write this up…I gotta…” Hermione’s eyes closed, and she went even limper in Linda’s arms.




“We’d better get her back to the house,” Barb said.




Herry put up a hand. “Any chance you guys could drop me off at the closest emergency room? Maybe just urgent care. I can’t afford those emergency room bills.”




Buffy grumbled, “Well, we can’t fix you up, since our healer is in worse shape than you.”




Herry grinned, “Oh, I think I’m in way worse shape. Oh, and Jen, when you get to the office, just throw your trashcan away. And Father Tony’s silver crucifix is on the floor. Get it to him and ask if we can have something almost as good. Also, all the dust on the floor is vampires, so don’t sweep it up and accidentally inhale that crap.”




Lexi worried, “Is Atron gonna come back?”




Buffy looked at the floor where the hamster ball had been. “I don’t think so. And I kinda suspect that if we’d taken her with us to Cleveland, she’d have got off a lot easier.”




Lieutenant Murphy looked around at the wreckage. There were places that looked like a fifteen foot wide fist had punched a hole in the walls. There were places where the ceiling had collapsed, or had been blasted upward through the second and third floors, and out through the roof. The rooms they were in no longer had intact dividing walls, or intact furniture, and looked like Spiderman had fought it out with Doctor Octopus. She asked, “Any idea how we’re going to explain this?”




Buffy waved her arms vaguely. “It’s totally a shame that Ms. Allen’s domestic terrorist buddies had a falling out with her and tried to shoot her and blow up her new crib before skedaddling for Canada or something.”




Hey, it wasn’t the first time they’d had to explain massive damage in a town with no Sunnydale Syndrome. And this con played totally better with the local cops than that ‘evil Russian espionage plan stopped by American and British super-spies’ routine which Xander was still trying to use some of the time.




Murphy frowned, “And the magical stuff on the floors down in the basement?”




“Totally of the fake,” Buffy insisted. “They were gonna blame their attacks on evil Satanists, even if there aren’t any Satanists in Chicago.” Then she pointed at Barb. “Run down there and make sure we aren’t leaving anything dangerous, like free copies of the Necronomicon, or active runes we don’t want photographed and printed in the local funny papers.”




Barb dashed down the stairs. As their only conscious researcher or mage on-site, she was stuck with those kinds of jobs anyway.




Murphy looked at Hermione’s unconscious body and Herry’s obviously damaged form. “I’ve got to call this in now, and get Dresden some emergency care. Who can stick around and answer police questions? Who needs to get out of here ASAP?”




Buffy pointed at herself and Rona. “Rona and I stay. We’ve got DHS credentials we can wave around if we absolutely have to. Barb and Linda take Hermione and Lexi out of here.”




Jen insisted, “I’m riding in the ambulance with my boss, who tried to rescue me from our domestic terrorists. Murphy’s buddies can interrogate me there.”




Murphy groaned, “Fine. The crazy lady in the mask was Danielle Atron, AKA Nora D. Allen, AKA Noradita Allen, and she was trying to fool a cop into thinking she and her pals were Satanists.”




“Daniella, not Danielle, apparently,” Herry Dresden pointed out.




Jen choked, “Oh crap, you don’t mean…”




Herry just nodded painfully.




Jen grumbled, “I am so complaining to mom!”




Buffy pulled out her phone, checked that it was still working, and ran a Willow app to make it look like an official DHS secure phone. She handed it to Murphy. “Better call it in.”







I woke up, and I didn’t hurt all over, so I was pretty sure I was still seriously drugged. I mean, they’d had to do the whole OR thing with the anesthetic and everything, once they did x-rays and an MRI. I have no idea how much damage that Doctor Bombay guy fixed, but I was still in shitty shape when they got me to the hospital.




It’s pretty weird to think that Endora, of all people, saved my life. I’d have to do something nice for her the next time she dropped in to check on Jen without checking on Jen in person. Maybe I’d tell her that Hermione had bespelled me so every time I tried to say ‘Endora’ it came out ‘Underwear’ instead. I was sure Endora would appreciate that. So I’d have to call her ‘End’ instead because as a friend I couldn’t bring myself to accidentally call her ‘Underwear’.




I looked around, and pressed the little call button. A nurse dropped in, looked at my vitals on the little monitor screens, and went to get a doctor. That meant Murphy and Rawlins showed up with the doctor.




I gave them all a big smile. “Hey doc, I’m going out on a limb, but I think I’m still alive.”




Rawlins asked, “What’s the damage?”




The doctor looked at the file folder in his hand and started, “Hairline fracture of the parietal bone, surprisingly little damage to the parietal lobe of the brain, scalp wound that took twenty stitches…”




I waved that off. “I don’t use my head much anyway. Just ask Murphy.”




He kept going. My badly broken nose had been transfigured into a nearly-broken nose. My crushed ribs had been magically turned into hairline fractures. My injured leg was now just a big hematoma they’d drained. The remaining internal damage to my abdomen had been fixed up with a little arthroscopic surgery. The bruises were still there on the outside, but my insides were still where they were supposed to be. I needed to find a way to do something nice for that Bombay dude. Maybe a ‘World’s Best Witch Doctor’ coffee mug.




Finally, the doc wrapped up, “And these two detectives want to talk to you. I think you should insist on a lawyer at a minimum, because you are still under the influence of the anesthetic and the pain relievers.”




I grinned, “Doc, these are like my two best friends on the force. I trust them! Besides, I rescued Murphy. They’re probably here to tell me about all the medals they put me in for!”




Rawlins rolled his eyes. Murphy gave me a bit of a glare. So I told the doc, “Don’t tell anyone, but normally, she has to save my ass. She’s like Axel Foley! But not black. And not doing illegal stuff all the time. And not cursing as much. And way better at hand-to-hand. And—”




The doc frowned, “Officers, this man is clearly not ready to be questioned.”




Rawlins smirked, “Sounds to me just like Dresden does all the time.”




I couldn’t resist. “Don’t worry, doc. I just won’t tell ’em how I fought vampires to rescue Murphy from a crazy sorceress. It’ll be our secret.” And I gave him an exaggerated wink.




The doctor glared at Rawlins and Murphy. “I am stationing a nurse in here, and I am calling hospital administration to find out if we have legal representation on call!”




He stormed out, and I snickered. “That was fun.”




Murphy quickly explained, “Buffy pulled out some DHS bullshit, so no matter what, just insist it was white male terrorists with Midwest accents led by your ‘Nora D. Allen’, they were faking the ‘Satanic cult’ look for a cover, and that’s all you know. Feel free to describe ‘Mister Maxwell’ and whoever else was in your office, and say you didn’t see the face of anyone else.”




“Can do, lieutenant,” I said like I was a new recruit. I wasn’t quite up to saluting.




“What was it, really?” Rawlins asked. Murphy winced. 




I told him, “You really, really do not want to know. But I think our problem child Nora is gone. Maybe permanently. And we’re talking ‘fate worse than death’ here.”




Murphy gave her partner a look, and he stepped out of the room, probably to keep anyone from walking in. When the door closed, Murphy quietly asked, “How much worse than death?”




I spilled, “You did hear the part about ‘turned into a little hamster in a little hamster ball, and then teleported out’? I think there’s a Witches’ Council that’ll be passing judgment, and they’re pretty pissed off at Nora for letting ‘mortals’ see what’s going on. I’m guessing Nora’s gonna be someone’s pet hamster for the next couple centuries. And it’ll probably be someone who really hates hamsters.”




Her lips pursed up. “And what the fuck were you thinking when you fought vampires in hand-to-hand?”




Maybe I really was too doped up, because I told her the truth. “No fighting. Just getting pounded. They wouldn’t take me to see you and Jen and Lexi unless I asked. And Maxwell was having too much fun hitting me before I could finish asking. But I had to get that business card to Jen so Buffy’s witch could find you three.”




“What do you really think about me?”




I smiled into her gorgeous eyes. “I could get really serious about you, but I don’t think you’d trust me long enough to find out.”




She groaned. “Right. And then you’d spend all your time worrying about me and telling me not to go out on the streets and not to be a cop anymore. I have had boyfriends before. And I have two ex-husbands. I know how this works.”




I reached over and squeezed her hand. It wasn’t much of a squeeze. I was pretty crapped out. “Karrin, I’ll always worry about you, no matter what. And I’ll always act like an idiot about you. Goes with being an actual idiot. But I worry about Lexi too, and she’s like She-Ra dressed by OshKosh B’Gosh. And I’ll never ask you to quit the force or anything. That’s who you are. It’s what you are. You’re like Cagney and Lacey, only with better aim and more awesome fighting skills.”




She rolled her eyes. “At least that’s better than Axel Foley.”




“How about…Gracie Hart? Pepper Anderson?” I tried. “I oughta be able to come up with someone better, but I think I’m under the influence.”




She rolled her eyes. “Stop while you’re ahead, Herry. And is your name really ‘Hercule’?”




I hissed, “Don’t tell anyone! Jen’s still trying to find out my middle names!”




She put her hand on my shoulder. “Well, get better. You look like hell.” She kissed me on the mouth and walked out.




I couldn’t stop smiling, even when the pain relievers wore off a couple hours later.







Lexi looked at the bandages on her hands. “These aren’t really necessary, are they?”




Barb sternly insisted, “For now. Give ’em a couple days, and check how the burns look. Hermione’s not in any shape to be doing magical healing for a few days.”




Lexi worried, “She’ll be okay, won’t she?”




Barb automatically glanced up toward where Hermione’s bed was. “I’m guessing yes. I mean, she has her own live-in butler.”




Lexi and Barb looked at each other and just giggled.




Lexi made a pair of fists. “Ouch. I guess I’m gonna be focusing on open-hand techniques for a few days.”




Buffy walked into the dining room. “Hey Doctor Gordon, you got Lexi all patched up?”




Barb smiled, “Just a little bandaging, mainly to keep that tincture on her burns and keep reminding her she’s got to take care of her hands for a few days.”




“I’ll be careful! I promise,” Lexi insisted.




Buffy looked at her with a ‘no way’ expression. “I totes believe that. Murphy told me what you did to get out of that cell.”




Lexi sort of pouted. Just a tiny bit. It wasn’t like she wanted to burn her palms and ruin her favorite overalls, which she was still wearing even if they were wrecked and the bib just hung down in front like a loincloth. And now with her soggy wrinkled maybe-stained jeans and these ruined overalls, she was down to one pair of jeans. And her jammies. “I need some more pants. And how am I gonna pick up the Wolfram & Hart report like this?”




Buffy smiled mercilessly. “Rona picked it up when we were on our way back here. She went out of her way to put the fear of Rona into those weasels. And the DHS busted Atron’s lawyers based on ‘top secret DHS informants’, so that’s Ulp, Fart, and Horse down, and somehow, the connect-iness of several related lawfirms turned up, so the DHS and the FBI and the Justice Department are already hassling more Wolfram & Hart badguys as we speak.”




“So…we’re done? Already?” Lexi wondered.




Buffy grinned, “Except we’re gonna spar some more with Karrin and her sifu and her buddies at that dojo tomorrow before we head back to Cleveland. And we’re eating at McAnally’s again before we go. Rona wants to chow down there again before she flies back to Cleveland, grabs Robin, and they rendezvous with Faith in Boston for some Dark Slayer badguy smashing.”




Lexi squeed. This was the best trip ever! “Can we get some extra food to go from Mister McAnally so we’ve got snacks for the drive home?”



(three weeks later)



Jen Stephens scooped up her phone as soon as it rang. “Dresden and Dresden Private Investigations, how may I help you?” 




Ever since she and Herry had gotten stupid amounts of press over the ‘Allen Gang Bombers’ as some nitwit in the press corps was calling it, they had been picking up a lot more business, and that meant a lot more phone calls, and a lot more prospective clients, and a lot less time playing GTA. Okay, Herry had given her a raise too. And he was paying for her to go to that dojo twice a week, and he was sitting around heckling while Karrin gave her some private lessons.




“Oh. Hi, mom. I thought you weren’t gonna call until the weekend…You’re kidding me, this is for reals? She’s really trying again to get ’em to let you have your powers back? Aren’t they gonna do stuff to her just for talking to you…Oh, that could be bad, but good luck…I love you too, Tab…Yes, Hercule is still calling you ‘Tab’ and grandma ‘Sam’, and he’s threatening to call grams ‘End’ if she ever shows up again…No, I’m pretty sure his sense of self-preservation got knocked out of him back about second grade…Yes, I really am taking martial arts stuff from someone even shorter than me…No, I’m not good enough to teach Uncle Adam stuff, I mean, I’ve only been learning for a few weeks…Okay, and say hi to everyone for me. Bye.”




She hung up the phone and stared at it for long seconds. If Endora traded the Witches’ Council information on the witches of those Slayers for a Council meeting to consider restoring Tabitha’s powers, then someone in the Witches’ Council would have to stick her warty old nose into things. That could be bad for Lexi’s friends, even if they really did have a witch strong enough to stand up to Endora for twenty or thirty seconds straight.




She glanced up at the clock. She was going to have to play Jen Stephens, Interview Specialist in another quarter of an hour when their next prospective client showed up. Herry no longer had a taped-up nose and black eyes, but he still looked bruised, and he still had a strip of scalp that had been shaved and stitched and bandaged, and it was still growing out. Badly. So he was encouraging her to play ‘not a secretary’ and do the client interviews herself.




She figured she had plenty of time to call Barb and Linda, so she could give them a heads-up.



(five weeks after that)



Barb adjusted her cowl. Then she strode in front of the full-length mirror. Wow, she looked amazing.




She had listened to all the stuff Lexi urged her not to do, and she had talked to Buffy about the ‘uniforms’ those superheroes had worn, and then she had spent all her spare time on this, when she wasn’t in Scotland at the Advanced Badguy Stomping training with Lexi, which had been astonishingly fun. Lexi was a great roommate for someone like Barb or Lexi’s big sister Annie.




Barb could hardly believe it. She looked like a superheroine right out of the comic books. The waist was uncomfortably tight, and the heels were really high, and the breast padding looked…Okay, she really liked that look. Guys wouldn’t even remember that she had a face after they looked at her chest. And anyway, with the cowl and the dental wax and the heavy makeup and the darker wig, she looked nothing like plain, boring Barbara Gordon.




Also, the uniform looked like she had no room for protective gear anywhere, yet most of it was capable of stopping a .45 slug. Or a knife slash. Or a set of brass knuckles. And the high neck was armored enough to stop a vampire’s fangs, just in case.




Argyle Sims walked past and gave her a wolf whistle, just to tease her. He grinned, “Got your cycle ready too, Batgirl. And maybe you can give that grappling hook some field testing, because this ol’ warehouse ain’t big enough for full-scale tests on that.”




She smiled, “Argyle, you’re a gem. But tonight I’m just going to check out Marcone’s ‘health club’.”




“You’re gonna get your ass shot full of holes doin’ that, kid.”




She smirked, “They’ll have to notice me first, and they’ll have to target me second.”




“Well, I made your cycle as quiet as I can, but it’s not silent. And Marcone is nobody to fuck around with.”




She nodded, “I know. Trust me.”




She hopped on her Bat-cycle, touched the sensor lock that detected the signal from her glove, and it started up in a nice, sexy growl. The warehouse door rolled up, and she zoomed off into the night.







Ted Kord ran another scan from his newly-stealthed helicopter. There was definitely something down there. Something not human. And it was coming out from a manhole cover. He checked his armor and his weapons again. This looked like a job for The Scarab. He signaled his pilot, and he readied the special rappelling line…



(three weeks after that)



Jen had no idea why Herry wanted to meet her in the elevator lobby instead of in their office. She hoped it wasn’t about the thing in the news with the Bat Woman terrorizing crooks with her Bat Cycle and her other Bat Shit that Jack Ryder was writing about. Or that armored guy that Ryder had named ‘The Blue Beetle’, which for some reason Herry thought was hysterically funny. Chicago was getting steadily weirder, ever since she’d found out about Vampire Slayers.




Jen was also hoping that Herry wasn’t going to announce he was folding the agency so he could move in with Murphy and not get her into trouble with that asshole Rudolph in IA. Because Jen thought Herry and Karrin were a weird-looking couple, but Herry was totally smitten. And Karrin was a terrifyingly good martial artist, so Jen was hoping she could keep getting lessons from Karrin and Sifu Li.




And here came Dresden, grinning like the cat that ate the yellow canary, which, given Murphy’s blonde hair, was probably pretty accurate. He smiled down at her, “You love surprises, right?”




“I hate surprises,” she growled. Surprises had been the fucking witch’s bane of her existence, going back at least as far as her mom’s surprise pregnancy which had been followed by a surprise bail by the biological father that Jen had still never met.




Herry ushered her into the elevator, which took its time going up to their floor, like always. He said, “First surprise. Our little buddy Barb? Guess who daddy is!”




She stared at the elevator buttons as she thought. “Okay. Barbara. Last name Gordon. We’ve got Gordon, Illinois…” Herry encouraged her to keep going, so she did. “Gordon Food services, but I think they’re based in Michigan or Minnesota…There’s Jeff Gordon…” Herry kept with the encouragement. “There’s that idiot running for City Council. There’s Deputy Commissioner Gordon…” There was suddenly a distinct lack of encouragement at that point. “Oh crap, don’t tell me we’ve got a Vampire Slayer secret contact who’s the kid of one of our police commishes!”




Herry grinned, “Jen, we’ve got a Vampire Slayer secret contact who’s the kid of one of our police commishes.”




“I told you not to tell me that, Agent 86,” she smarted off.




Herry paused a moment. “You know, it’s probably only a matter of time before your grams calls me ‘Hymie’…”




Jen had a rough idea what terrible plan Herry was coming up with, but if Endora turned him into a squirrel again, at least he’d know what to do this time.




They stepped out of the elevator, and Herry led her to their office. “I’ve been making you take martial arts and handgun lessons from our very own Gracie Hart, and I’ve been making you do our interviews while I still looked like the slab of beef Rocky beat up, so I figured…”




The sign on the door was finally changed.




Only it now said, “Dresden and Stephens, Private Investigations”.




He said, “You’re smart, and you’re talented, and you can get people to open up way better than I can. We’ll hire a secretary, and we’ll do the desk trade-off like I used to do with dad. We’ll just keep a chair for you and a chair for me, and we’ll switch ’em instead of trying to do all the adjustments constantly. Oh, and you’ll get to know all our agency’s top secret intel.”




“Like your middle names?” she smirked.




“Oh what the hell,” he groaned. “Jennifer Janella Stephens? Meet Hercule Thorndyke Alleyn Dresden. Investigate it at your own risk.”




She gave him a huge hug and told him, “I’m in. As long as I don’t have to wear the stupid trenchcoat.”




The Justice Leaguer and a Copycat

Part I



“And now…the further adventures of…The White Knight and Dyna Girl!” Xander tried really hard not to smile as Amy ignored the cars around them on the interstate, and she totally glared at him.




“Xander! There is no way I’m gonna go with Dyna Girl!”




He had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing at her outraged expression. “But Ames, you nixed The White Queen, and—”




She gave him another glare. “Totally no on the White Queen! She’s in a comic book! And she’s a skank. And she dresses like she’s in a porno. And she used to be a supervillain and I’ve got more than enough of that in my fam! And her clothes. Most of those outfits you couldn’t breathe in and they’d wardrobe-malfunction as soon as you moved in ’em. And there’s no way someone like me could wear that stuff.”




Uh-oh. They were back in Amy Insecurity Land. Even if Amy had been turning from ‘sexy and pleasantly plump’ into ‘superheroine shape in training’ ever since Zatanna had started teaching her to channel energies from Gaea through herself. He thought she looked fantastic. Just ‘Cordelia Chase eat your heart out’ hot. Not that Cordy would ever admit something like that.




He very carefully reached over and gently squeezed her hand. “You’re gorgeous. Just because you get to hang with Wondy and Zee and Canary and you think you don’t measure up to them, you’re beating yourself up. No one else on Earth measures up to them. Well, not counting the other superheroines like Peej and Stormburst and that Cat Lady. And look at you. You were pretty before, and now you’re all smexy. Uber-smexy. Way too smexy for a dork like me.”




“Do not start singing that song,” she ordered.




He gave her a ‘who, me?’ look even if she was totally right. He had been just about to start singing, “You’re too smexy for your shirt, too smexy for your shirt, so smexy it hurts…” And she knew it. He was pretty predictable on a lot of stuff.




She pouted, “And anyway, they’re big important superheroes who have tons of important stuff to go do. I so don’t get to hang with them. Even if Zee is awesome, and she’s still giving me lessons that I totally need.”




He gave her a big, dirty ogle and an extra-dirty leer.




She pretended to smack him on the bicep. “Not those kinds of lessons, horndog. I mean, I’m not broadcasting mana like a lighthouse anymore, but someone really powerful like Circe could so spot me and track me down and drain me like a battery. Or worse.”




He knew she was worried about that, so he teased, “You’ll always be my Energizer Bunny. Especially if you’re in a teeny lowcut leotard and high heels and bunny ears.”




She grumbled, “You are so asking for it.”




He grinned naughtily, “I ask for it all the time. You just keep telling me ‘I have to study for my test’ or ‘I have a headache’. Not my fault.”




She didn’t smile, but she said, “You’re not asking for that right now.”




He just told her, “Well, I could be! But we’re on the I-5, and I don’t think I could make with the sex while driving at seventy-five in this traffic. Maybe in the Batmobile, ’cause I bet that’s got some some fancy self-driving computer stuff built in for the time Batman grabs a hot supervillainess and has to make with the sexytime to get her to tell him where she planted some big super-evil-bomb or something.”




“Batman wouldn’t do that,” Amy insisted.




He admitted, “Yeah, probably not, he probably has tons of other plans in place for stuff like that…”




Okay, he knew a lot more about Bat-plans than he was letting on. That was part of Bat-plan training. And he was fairly sure that The Bat-paranoid had planted a bug in some of his vehicles and in Amy’s car on an irregular basis, to dodge the bug-detection gear Xander was using because of a healthy paranoia induced by Bat-craziness.




He really needed not to blab about stuff like Bat planning techniques anyway. Some of that stuff was important enough that if info on it got out among just a handful of supervillains out there, it could get Batman or one of his Bat-family killed. He wasn’t sure he could cope if that happened and it was his fault.




On the other hand, playing a board game like ‘Diplomacy’ or ‘Shadows over Camelot’ with Bat-trained Bat-characters like Dick and Tim was just plain awesome, because everyone was sneakier than humanly possible, and so you never really knew whether the tells you spotted and the data you gathered were real or not. Not to mention that in Shadows over Camelot, you never knew for sure whether there really was a traitor in the group. That was one reason why, when they got together for game night, that game came out a lot. That, and all the Monty Python jokes that even Helena would get pulled into after a while. Although no one else thought they should call it ‘Bat-shadows over Bat-Camelot’ because everyone in their gaming group was sure that The Bat would find out eventually and then be grouchy about it.




He pretended he hadn’t been off in a Bat-fugue and he added, “And anyway, I don’t think we can do it at the studio, because I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t let us use that sound stage for some bow-chicka-wow-wow, even if it had a bed set up in it, which it probably doesn’t.”




She rolled her eyes and tried really hard not to smile at him. “I still can’t believe this.”




“What? That I could turn my ‘inheritance’ from my distant relative and beloved mayor Richard Wilkins into a thriving business?”




She nudged his arm a tiny bit, even though he was driving. “No. Not that. I know you could be good at this. You’re way smarter than you pretend, and you’re really creative, and you’re awesome at construction stuff. And some of the stuff you did was just genius, like getting that whole fleet of panel vans at auction and talking some of the guys from the bankrupt company to come work for you to do the vehicle fleet management and auto maintenance and all that junk. I meant the part about how you talked Cordy into being in your commercial.”




“Ohh. That. Well…”



(two weeks earlier)



Xander waited until he got the call from Batman. “Did she get the part?”




“It’s going to go to the silicone-filled bleached blonde. She offered the casting director a weekend in a honeymoon suite in Vegas, and performed fellatio on him as a down payment.”




Xander groaned, “Ugh. Poor Cordy. Thanks for helping me out.”




Batman growled, “All I did was hire the private detective. Through several intermediaries. Once you have some alternate IDs in place and have them backstopped to my satisfaction, I’ll point the guy at the alternate ID of your choice.”




Xander asked, “Is it possible to backstop a fake ID to your satisfaction?”




“Is it really necessary that all of our interactions go like this?”




Xander pushed, “Well…yeah. Because I think you need some life in your life. You helped me, so I want to help you. And you really need a cowl that covers up your chin and jawline. Maybe alters the appearance of the jaw too. Just sayin’.”




“Knight!”




“Seriously. Think about it. A little armor there would be good for the next time you take an uppercut from Killer Croc. I mean, the toughest foe I’ve got out here is a gangbanger who’s a ‘roid rager and has all the mobility of a Ken doll. You’ve got guys who could make Solomon Grundy wet himself.”




Batman growled, “I am fully capable of taking care of myself.”




Xander smirked a little, since The Bat couldn’t see. “Noticed that already. Y’know, you did clobber four Viper’ed-up supervillains right in front of me in Fresno. Except for the mental health part, you’ve got things locked down. I really think you ought to think about coming over to Robin’s place Saturday night. A couple of us are going to play ‘Shadows over Camelot’. It’ll be fun.”




“And you’ve already worked out my secret identity, so I don’t have to worry about concealing that.”




Xander pointed out what Batman had thought about ages ago. “You just need to keep me from spilling it under psychic assault or something. At least you-know-who wears a fake beard and mustache when he’s playing Robin Hood.”




“Your op sec is improving, but could be better.”




Xander knew he wasn’t going to win that argument, so he replied, “I’ll work on it. I’ve got a new book on crime scene investigation I want to work through first. Knight out.”




He drove over to Amy’s apartment building and let himself into the apartment. Amy had given him a key, but he picked the lock just for practice. The lock was pretty good, but not Batman-level good. Then he poured himself a root beer, mixed up a blender of cranberry margaritas, and positioned himself so Cordy would see him as soon as she walked in.




He timed it pretty well. She opened the door and slouched in about two minutes later. She looked miserable. Well, she looked like Uber Unhappy Cordelia, which was still pretty striking. Especially in that sexy minidress.




Cordy snapped, “Harris! Out! I am so not in the mood for your crap today!”




“Didn’t get the part because you have scruples and morals and ethics and other stuff that’s just a nuisance in Tinseltown?”




“So, you thought you’d drop by and make fun of me not getting a part? Again?”




He shook his head no. “I thought I’d drop by and point you at a part in a commercial which you will get. And I made you some cranberry margaritas to drown your sorrows in if you don’t want the commercial gig.”




She snarled, “Let me guess. It’s something some pervert friend of yours dreamed up that’ll humiliate me all over local TV.”




“Nope! But good try, and thanks for playing our game. Don Pardo, tell her what she’s taking home!” He switched to his lame ‘announcer’ voice. “Well Alex, she’s won a year’s supply of Rice-A-Roni, the San Francisco treat! And the home version of our game!”




She growled, “Harris, I am this close to walking to the knifeblock and performing a selection of scenes from ‘Psycho’ on you!”




He gave her a smile. “This is serious. It’s a real commercial, it’s only gonna air locally, you’ll be the only actress in it, and you’ll play a rich woman in an expensive house. So I know you can do it.”




“What’s the catch?” she asked suspiciously.




He revealed, “It’s for my home repair company. It’ll make me money.”




“What?” she asked snidely. “Xander’s Fumble-Fingered Fiascoes?”




“Close,” he smiled. “Handy Man Incorporated. I just picked up the franchise for L.A. County, Orange County, and Ventura County. And I’ve got dibs on surrounding counties if I can make enough money on this to meet the franchise fees and swing the buy in the next six quarters. I really don’t want San Diego to get bought out from under me and leave me worrying about encroaching franchises.”




She dropped her purse in shock. “There’s no way. I mean…Handy Man’s a huge business! They’re like HUGE on the East Coast and Mideast and Midwest. There’s no way a loser like you could ever make a bid on something like that! And they’re not even operating in this half of the country.”




He nodded, “Right. As of a month ago, they didn’t have any franchises west of Minneapolis, I think. Maybe Dallas. But Amy told you I got an inheritance, right?”




She nodded. “She said you got listed on Mayor Wilkins’ will. Somehow.”




He lied smoothly, “I had no idea mom was related. Okay, she was estranged from the fam, for obvious reasons, but the mayor left his stuff to the latest descendants, just to cut down on the inheritance tax stuff, and he left most of the property to the town in trust, so it can go toward parks and growth opportunities and stuff. So my attorney found a way to invest most of my portion right away, so I don’t lose too much of it in taxiness.”




She asked, “So you really got enough to buy a major Handy Man Inc franchise?”




He nodded. “That, and enough left over to pick up some fleet vehicles at a bankruptcy hearing and get ’em repainted and repaired. And I have enough left over that…the local Winchell’s is gonna be my bestest friend ever for a long time!”




She rolled her eyes. “Right. I may not have an MBA, but even I know you have to have more money to make this run. Like paying to get the commercial made, and paying to get it run on the local stations, which is totally not cheap, and paying for employees and offices and construction guys and licensing and bonding and insurance and tools and accountants and IT guys to keep things running, and everything else you’ll need.”




“Oh. Right. I may have already budgeted that kind of stuff. Which is why Winchell’s is gonna be my bestest friend ever, because what kind of boss would I be if I didn’t provide free coffee and donuts at the office, and even wholesome stuff if I absolutely have to.”




She complained, “Not only are you a doofus, but now you’re a doofus at being a doofus too!” She took a slow, cleansing breath, although he managed not to stare at her chest while she did it. Weeks of sparring with Black Canary and Huntress was totally helpful on that. Also, Amy was developing quite the set of Winnebagos her own self.




He decided to cut her some slack. “Okay, I want a commercial where a rich woman in a fancy house asks herself how she can possibly get home repairs done, and trust that the work is really reliable, and also trust that the guy who shows up isn’t casing the joint for his next big violent crime. The answer? A licensed, bonded, insured home repair company that is a huge name in quality work and reliable workers. Handy Man Inc., the name in trustworthy home repair, is coming to Southern California, and now you too can benefit from their reliable work. Cut to website, phone number, Facebook page, email addy, etc.”




She frowned, “You didn’t write this thing, did you?”




He shrugged, “Nah, I used the script the HMI head office recommended, just with a little more emphasis on the high end home, because we have so darn many of ’em around here. And I asked to pick my own actress instead of using the Indiana-sounding chick they’ve been using in the Midwest and Mideast. You sound like you belong here, and you’re a natural for the role.”




She glared, “You didn’t tell ’em you picked me because you’re sleeping with me, did you?”




“I might have mentioned the We Hate Cordelia Club.” He tried very hard not to smile or give away that he was lying. Batman’s Bat-lessons were useful for lots of stuff.




She gave him a ferocious glare. “I need one of those margaritas.” She grabbed a glass out of the freezer, where she kept her own personal margarita glass and beer mug. “And how’d you know cranberry’s my favorite ‘rita flavor?”




“Amy, naturally.”




“Duh. I should’ve known.” She took a sip. “Not enough triple sec.”




“Gee, maybe I should scrap that commercial and give up the business and go to bartender school.”




“Shut up, doofus,” she murmured as she took another sip. “Okay, I’ll do it, but I’ll need an appropriate outfit.”




He’d been expecting that. Plenty of other Bat-lessons. “You already have outfits that fit you perfectly. And you know they’ll be more stylish than anything I could get from a wardrobe department. Pick one, with coordinated accessories. I’ll pay for the hairstyling and makeup. On set.” She opened her mouth to object, and he cut her off. “If you don’t want to risk a professional makeup artist we’re picking, you’ll have to do it yourself.”




“Harris, you suck,” she grumbled. But she sipped a little more of her margarita, even if it didn’t have enough triple sec. Personally, he thought she was just being bitchy. But getting told you weren’t good enough? Painful, even in Hollywood. Knowing you probably lost the part because you wouldn’t screw a sleazy creep? Cordy was probably about ready to go Hawkgirl on the guy’s ass, maybe with a great big mace.




For all Xander knew, the sleazebag might like that. A lot. For years, there were rumors in the comic book biz that one of the ‘X-Men’ writers used to pay a black porn starlet to dress up like Storm and dominate him for a couple hours. So…who knew?




He asked, “Is it a prereq that all casting directors have to be slimy douchebags to get the job?” He already knew the answer, but it wouldn’t hurt to let Cordy blow off some steam.




And he was really getting way too far into the Batman ‘manipulate everyone around you’ crap that he really didn’t like. Next thing you’d know, he’d be thinking another step ahead, and he’d deliberately make the margarita with not enough triple sec so Cordy would have something to point her anger at. He knew someone who would have done that.




She scowled, “Nah. But it’s a hot career for plenty of slimy douchebags who can’t act and don’t have any talent and aren’t rich enough to have their own production companies. And they’re not all bad. I’ve met some people who do casting who are okay. But the women might’ve gone into casting because they’d gotten the casting couch treatment from some sleazoid back when they thought they could be the next Meryl Streep. For all I know, some of the guys got the casting couch treatment from sleazy male casting directors too.”




He couldn’t resist. “Does anybody when they’re six say ‘I wanna be a casting director when I grow up!’ I thought everybody went to Hollywood to be an actor.”




She treated it seriously, because it was something she knew a lot about. “There are people who say ‘I wanna be a special effects guy when I grow up.’ Or stunt man. Or makeup artist, especially special effects makeup. And there are kids who have family in the biz who follow daddy’s or mommy’s footsteps into oddball stuff like scriptwriter or cameraman or key grip. There are even a few nutbars who want to grow up and be a director. Most of ’em can’t direct worth shit. The ones who can? They turn into the next Steven Spielberg.”




He tossed her a softball question. “Really? Little Jimmy says to his first grade teacher ‘I wanna be a scriptwriter when I grow up’?”




She looked at him like he was stupid, which meant his plan had worked. Which meant he was definitely listening too much to the Bat-manipulator. She said, “Never heard of Joss Whedon? And his brothers Jed and Zack Whedon?”




“Well, I’ve heard of Joss Whedon.” Well duh. Xander had been a huge fan of Firefly, and he still thought the Avengers movies were some of the best movie stuff ever. It wasn’t easy making a live-action movie about superheroes when real superheroes were going to talk to entertainment reporters about how crappy a job you did. Plus…Toy Story! Joss Whedon was a genius, because who could write great movies about stupid toys? And whoever cast Don Rickles as Mister Potato Head was pretty genius too.




“Doofus. He’s amazing. I would kill to get to work for him. Well, I wouldn’t kill Amy or Fred, because getting good roommates in this town is hellish. He and his brothers? Their dad did screenwriting. And his dad did screenwriting. They’re a screenwriting dynasty!”




He just said, “If you say so. You’re the expert.”




She rolled her eyes. “Of course I’m the expert on this. I could’ve told you that much.”




And also she was so humble that she was in the running for the Humbleness Hall Of Fame! Yeah, that’s the ticket…He didn’t do any of the cracks that were running through his head, because he didn’t want to lose the sale at the last minute. Even if some of the smart remarks that came to mind were really, really tempting.




“Oh, fine! I’ll do your stupid commercial. I need to call my agent and tell him I finally got some work. When a slimy five foot tall leech shows up on your doorstep, you’ll know that’s him.”




Xander smiled, “Guess I better start pouring salt all over my sidewalk now.”




“I wish,” she complained. “Now if I’d ever gotten any of the jobs where he pointed me at the cattle call, he’d be so worth it…”




He smiled, “Look at it this way. I’m going to air this commercial all over L.A., and your agent Pepe Le Slime will be able to say ‘how about that great actress who does those commercials for those dorks who remodeled your kitchen?’ And then you’ve got a new gig. And you didn’t even have to do an embarrassing acting role to get it.”




She took another swallow of her margarita. “I am so calling him Pepe Le Slime the next time he pisses me off.”





Part II


(back to the present)



Xander watched Amy’s expression for a couple seconds. Okay, he was doing it out of the corner of his eye as he drove on an LA freeway.




Amy finally looked at Xander. “Pepe Le Slime? Really? That was your big selling point?”




He grinned and lied, “Hey, I was confident that would do the trick. After all, it’s not like we don’t know Cordy.” He wasn’t going to mention the assist from The Batdude until he had to. Amy was still grouchy at the guy over the whole thing with Zatanna, even if Xander thought that was a lot more Zee’s fault than The Bat’s. Even if Bats had apologized to Zee, and also to Amy. And Amy was still grouchy at the guy over that whole ‘be uber-mean to Stormburst to see if she was tough enough for crimefighting and check whether Xander would just let Batman get away with that crap’ thing. And Amy was still grouchy at the guy over the whole ‘pummel Xander into toothpaste every day for a month to train him up’ thing, which Xander considered all Batman’s fault. With extra Bat-fault on top. And maybe a crispy Bat-fault crust underneath. Even if Xander had been too stupid to say ‘I quit’, especially when the JL had been so good for Amy.




Because really, sparring with Supergirl? That was not a good idea for anyone ever, except for a dozen top Justice Leaguers and several dozen supervillains. Even if she was really friendly, and really patient with a complete noob when it came to pretty much anything hero-y.




He couldn’t even come close to matching the supers who were just well-trained humans. He was still training with Robin and Nightwing and GA and Huntress and BC, even if all of them could kick his ass without trying. Even if he was pretty sure Huntress still felt uber-guilty about that time she broke his face and concussed him and nearly killed him and stuff.




He was also sure that Batman did not feel guilty in the least for teaching him to fight by getting him beat up six times a day for a solid month. Because that was the determination and toughness and stubbornness that The Bat needed to see in order to decide that some dork was serious about this vigilante jazz. Also, Bats did not like to lose, and he wanted a guy who would train himself to death if it meant he wouldn’t lose in that next fight.




Okay, Batman was not exactly rational about some of this stuff, and a lot of the other superheroes knew it. Xander sure knew it. But Xander was pretty sure that The White Knight was totally not rational about a lot of this stuff. That first night, when he’d seen that woman about to get mugged or worse, and her two little kids hiding behind her—a little Jesse and a little Willow, or close enough at first glance—he had been ready to do something insane. He had tackled an armed criminal just to protect two people who had been dead for years. That was totally not sane and rational and normal. And he had beat the crap out of that guy, even if afterward it turned out the guy outweighed Xander by about fifty pounds and was a badass streetfighter.




Now he knew that Jesse and Willow had died for a reason. For a very bad reason from a very bad supervillain who made some of Batman’s Rogues Gallery look like wacky funsters. A very bad supervillain who he was going to have as a mom-in-law if he could talk Amy into putting up with him on a more permanent basis. Did other superheroes have personal lives that screwed up?




Okay, so he had laid that all out and asked. He had asked Robin, and Nightwing, and Flash, and GA, and some other guys, and even Batman after he’d gotten some answers from less grouchy guys. And the answer was apparently: hell yeah, with extra yeah and maybe crystallized yeah sprinkled on it. Flash had even spilled that a previous Flash had his wife murdered by the supervillainess sister of a supervillain who had accidentally died in a battle while trying to kill Flash. GL had spilled that the original Earth Green Lantern had a girlfriend become a big-name supervillainess and another GL had his girlfriend murdered by Major Force, who left the corpse for that GL to find in an uber-horrible way because Major Force was totally a psycho. And Robin had revealed that there were JL members with even more screwed-up lives than that, like Orion and Big Barda. GA seemed to think that having a completely fucked-up super-issue with Amy and Amy’s mom maybe meant that Xander was destined to be a superhero no matter what. Hearing stuff like that from GA was not exactly encouraging.




However, when Doctor Fate agreed with GA’s opinion, that was a whole ‘nother ballgame, because…Doc Fate! Oh, and the Doc had a pretty screwed-up history too, including a former Doctor Fate who could only become Doctor Fate if he first magically combined with his stepmother, or mother-in-law, or something else extremely ick-worthy.




And Nightwing ratted out The Bat, no doubt after checking first and getting an official Bat-clearance. ’Wing said that he and the Bat both went into crimefighting because their parents were murdered right in front of them when each of them were kids. And ’Wing thought that losing Jesse and Willow the way he did was way too much like what had happened to a big chunk of the Bat-family.




Now that was absolutely of the freaky. Unless it was causal, and people who had stuff like that happen to them either went superhero or went supervillain or went catatonic.




He drove into the studio lot and stopped at the little guard shack that too much Bat-training was telling him about twenty ways to pass through this lame security or dodge around it completely. He got directions to the soundstage, and found a parking space between two uber-expensive cars that were probably appalled that a low-rent heap like his was within door-ding distance.




And seriously, what was the point of a high-end Lamborghini with way-too-expensive options, unless your self-esteem was so far in the toilet that you needed to waste money on crap like that? He wasn’t even looking at cars like that for the Xander-mobile. No way. He wanted something so boring that nobody would ever think ‘hey, maybe a superhero uses that like the Batmobile or something!’




He was working on refitting a used panel van for his Knightmobile. The sides looked like ordinary sheet metal, but weren’t. No, they were lightweight bulletproof armor covered with a high-tech light projection system that only looked like auto body paint so he could change the color with the flip of a control dial, or put any sign he wanted on the sides and back, or even use the van’s minicams to project an image of the view from the other side, so he could make it ‘vanish’ under the right conditions. And the ‘license plates’ were more of the projection system so he could change the license plates with a flick of a dial. Plus computer controls and an AI driving system for making the Knightmobile come rescue him if he needed it, or go hide if he needed it, or even drive him to an emergency room if he really needed it. And remote control of a couple drones he could launch from a port on the roof, and a bunch of offensive and defensive systems, like a fog machine and a smoke generator and a teargas sprayer.




And he really wanted a TV-guided missile launch system in the roof just in case he ran into something way outside his weight class. Fighting something like Killer Croc or Metallo in hand-to-hand? No fracking way. He was going to stand there pretending to be panicked and he’d just direct a guided missile up their ass. Bats would be exceptionally pissed at him if he pulled a stunt like that, but he’d rather be a live Xander with Batman no longer talking to him than a dead Xander with all of the Xander-secrets spilled at the same time, because spilled Xander-secrets could get Amy and Fred and Cordy killed.




Amy complained, “And another thing! Did you really tell the whole Justice League I was gonna go with The White Witch?”




He grinned, “No. I just told Bats that. Because I knew he’d get the Narnia ref instantly and know I was goofing around. I mean, if I told GL, he’d probably fall for it and get really pissy about it.”




She pouted, “I don’t like Batman, but he had some good advice. He said putting the word ‘witch’ in my codename was just warning people what I could do.”




He pointed out, “Lots of people aren’t Bat-fans but know he gives good Bat-advice.”




She rolled her eyes. “And why does everything have to be Bat-stuff when you talk about him?”




“You mean, ‘why does Bat-everything have to be Bat-Batstuff when I talk about The Bat?’ Or maybe you mean—”




She scowled, “Stop it, Xan.”




He shrugged. “It’s all his fault. He didn’t have to name his own stuff the Batarang and the Batmobile and the Batplane and the Batcycle and the Batboat. And some other stuff. Nightwing and Robin just thought it was hilarious, and ran with it. And Catwoman does it too. And maybe a bunch of other people keep reinforcing it.”




“Like you!” Amy fussed.




He smirked, “It’s the peer pressure.”




“I bet Superman would never do anything like that,” she sniffed. “Or Diana. Or Zee.”




He refrained from smirking over the thing where Amy refused to admit she was anyone special, but was on a first-name basis with Wondy and Zatanna and half a dozen other big-name superheroines. He just said, “Come on, let’s go watch The Acid Tongue in her secret identity of Cordelia Chase.”




“I am so telling her you said that.”




He gave her the ‘Home Alone’ face and made her crack up.




He had to show his ID to the guard on the door, and once they got inside, he got shushed by some PA who was worried about background noises while filming. So he quietly led Amy over to the soundstage, and they watched Cordy be a snobby rich L.A. housewife. Which Cordy was, except for the ‘wife’ part and no longer being stupidly rich. And in three more takes, even the director and cinematographer were satisfied, and they let Cordy go change clothes.




Cordy walked right over to him and fumed, “I suppose you’re here to give me tons of stupid advice, right?”




“Sure I have advice.” He grinned, “Just be yourself. Unless you can be Batman. Then be Batman!”




“Doofus. We sure don’t have to worry about you ever being Batman,” Cordy growled as she stormed off.




Amy rolled her eyes and whispered to him, “You’re getting scary good at this.” He just gave her a little wink.




He walked over to the director. “Hey Bill! How’d we do?”




Bill grinned and shook his hand. “Xander! Good to see you. This is Franklin.” Xander shook the cinematographer’s hand too. “Best cameraman in town who doesn’t charge at least indie movie prices. Yet.”




“Nice to meet you,” Xander smiled. “And this is my much better half, Amy.”




Amy shook hands, and Franklin asked, “Amy? Were you in the ‘Baywatch’ remake?”




Amy blushed and self-consciously said, “Oh no, I don’t act. I just share an apartment with Cordy.”




Xander said, “She’s a serious college student. Then she’ll be a serious grad student. Then she’ll be someone really important, like a doctor or a professor.”




Bill jumped topics. “Cordelia was good. Great for a first-timer. Hit that ‘snotty L.A. bitch’ character right on the money. Maybe she’s a little too method, though. Took us three or four takes max on each shot.” He looked at Amy and said, “Maybe you could talk her into toning down the ‘in-character’ a bit when she has a harder role, like a psychotic or a drug addict, because if she was this into the role for a commercial, she could mess herself up pretty bad doing that in something like a twelve-week shoot.”




Franklin added, “We’ll have the edits done by day after tomorrow, and you can start looking for airtime by Friday at the latest. If you go over to KNBC, watch out for Jeff Thompson. The guy’s a shark. Find anybody else to deal with.”




Xander grinned, “Hey, thanks. I can always use the help. I was figuring on taking somebody smart along with me. You know, like Amy. But if Cordelia’s still doing the snobby rich bitch act, maybe I should get her to do the negotiations for me.”




Franklin and Bill both laughed, because they thought he was kidding. They had no idea about Cordy.




Okay, they had no idea at all about Real Xander, which was how it was supposed to be. Nothing from the last couple months was at all believable anyway. Except the part about Xander patching up a couple holes in Amy’s apartment wall when it turned out Fred’s toaster-slash-catapult needed a beta test version. All right, not that either. He really hadn’t thought Fred’s catapult could get up enough velocity to embed a toasted bagel in drywall.




He needed to get the deets on that toaster to someone like The Bat, in case it had applications other than ‘scary toaster’. Xander was thinking maybe superhero applications, military applications, and Wayne Industries applications. And construction applications, because a system that could silently fire a bagel into drywall could maybe silently fire a roofing nail through shingles without a giant air compressor powering it. Plus Fred needed a good patent attorney to file the right kinds of patents on the components inside that thing, and Batman would ensure that happened, along with finding people in his companies who would pay Fred decent amounts of money on patent rights. No point in turning Fred into a gadgeteer supervillain when she could be a helpful scientist instead. 




Fred would be a totally scary supervillain. That would not be of the good. He could see her in gadgeteer armor, maybe all red and skintight and sexy, and calling herself something only Fred would think was a good idea, like…‘The Toaster-er!’ Or ‘Ballista, the Human Launcher.’ And she’d be one of those gadgeteers who exposed themselves to dangerous chemicals, so she would have superpowers too, and her hair would be some freaky color, and maybe her eyeballs too.




Xander pulled out his phone and checked with his office that the check for Cordy was already being cut. Then he made sure Franklin and Bill knew where to send their bills for the rest of their pay and any additional filming-related cost stuff. Given how complicated shooting one stupid little commercial was even when you had the entire cast already chosen, he did not want to see how grisly the whole ‘executive producer and everyone else in charge’ thing would be for a big movie.




He figured if he really needed to know, he’d ask The Bat, who undoubtedly had researched the shit out of it for some Bat-reason. Maybe background for Clayface or Film Freak.




What the heck. He could just ask Cordy for the names of a couple good movies centered around movie-making, and then watch them with Amy some weekend. Or get Amy to ask, and then watch the movies, and then pretend to Cordy that he only did it to make Amy happy. Then he’d ask Bats for a copy of ‘Film-making For Dummies’ and explain why. Because Bats had to be wondering how long it would be before the White Knight needed that kind of info in a place like La La Land.




On the drive home, Amy asked him, “So how are you gonna do the ad buys? You don’t know anything about that stuff, even if HMI had that one-hour talk on it at the conference.”




He smiled, “Hey, I won’t have to. Batman has this car bugged, and he’ll jump right on it and make sure it happens, just so I won’t look bad to HMI. I mean, who would want Mr. Queen mad at them?”




And, just as Xander expected, Amy over-reacted. “Bugged? He bugged your car? What a dickhead! I can’t believe you put up with that shit! I mean, Zee is awesome and totally helpful, and what do you get? A guy who beats the shit out of you every time he sees you, and on a good day, you’re just not all bruised up!”




He smirked, “Well, you did get to flood his room…up there.”




Amy scowled, “That wasn’t his room, and you know it, you big fibber. I had to go apologize to Mister Gardner, who was a total jerk about it.”




“I told you not to confess,” Xander pointed out.




She pouted, “Everyone already knew it was me. And Zee would’ve been really disappointed in me if I didn’t make amends. I mean, Witchcraft 101 here.”




He didn’t say anything, because he knew about the Three-fold Law and that stuff. Bats had slipped him a five-page brochure that was basically ‘Everything You Never Wanted To Know About Witchcraft And Were Right To Be Afraid To Ask’. Also, he didn’t really know if The Bat had planted a Batbug in the car for the day, even if The Bat had planted one like nine days ago, and gotten it right back via FedEx in a special surprise. But if Bats really had, then it would look like Xander got one over on him. Heh.




And if Bats really hadn’t, then the next time Amy saw The Bat, there would be a water blast right in the kisser, and Batman might even not be expecting it. Extra heh there.




Still, after dropping Amy off at her place, he got out his new watch from the Bat-family with its many cool functions including ‘bug detector’ and checked the car, just in case. No bugs. He headed into the office, because he had some mostly-retired guys he was still trying to talk into being part-timers for HMI. He knew they were good, and he trusted them, and he was pretty sure all of them could really use the extra income. But all of them were smart enough to know that being a handyman meant putting up with homeowner shit.




Oh sure, plenty of homeowners were great, and really appreciative, and all that. But there were always a few who were complete dicks, in one of the many ways HMI warned new franchisees about. And one of the things Xander was determined to do was to make sure every one of his handymen—and maybe even handywomen—knew was what to watch out for. He was especially worried about sending out a handywoman to a house where all they knew was the guy needed repairs done, and might be another Hannibal Lecter in his spare time. Or maybe another Harvey Weinstein. Or even less scary but still bad problems, because butt-pinchers and crap like that would be a problem every time a handywoman was kneeling under a sink or clearing a drain or whatever.




Okay, now he was thinking about what it would cost to equip every one of his workers with a bodycam. Or two.




HMI also had a lot to say about scam artists. People who would look for opportunities to sue a deep-pockets company, accusing the handyman of theft or damaging a priceless possession or assault or you-name-it. People who would use the HMI visit as a set-up so they could fake a robbery and blame the HMI workers. Xander was not about to let his people get screwed over like that, and if the White Knight had to intervene, then Xander would risk some exposure on that.




Maybe the White Knight needed some more alternative IDs including a couple separate Lost Angle-Lease superheroes to tackle stuff like that. Maybe he should create ‘The Pummeler’ as an anti-hero or anti-villain type who only showed up to deal with real sickos. Manhunter would probably go apeshit about that. Xander already knew he couldn’t use the nom de guerre ‘The Whackjob’ because too many Justice Leaguers would remember his jokes and know instantly it was him.




Hmm, what if he created a complete insano who thought ‘Nom D. Guerre’ was actually a good superhero name? He’d have to think about that one. Maybe surplus BDUs and body armor and a gasmask, with a complete but distinctly low-rent military theme.




And now he was wondering if other HMI franchisees were secretly superheroes in their off-hours, or had connections to supers. He could ask Ollie or Dinah, but he didn’t think he should. He knew too much about other supers already. He wasn’t all that thrilled about knowing Ollie was GA and Dinah was Black Canary. Xander didn’t want to turn into Batman, but he had to agree that some information should not be out there, even in people’s heads. Especially in heads like his.







So, naturally, problems started popping up a couple hours later, when he wanted to go home and clean up and put on nicer clothes so he could take Amy out. Like, as soon as he got in his car to go home. First, his brand new smartwatch present signaled that there was a bug in his car. There definitely hadn’t been one a couple hours ago. He couldn’t just search the car for a bug when he was in public and possibly under surveillance, so he ground the ignition without stepping on the gas, until he could act like the car was dead. He got out of the car, cursed for a minute, checked under the hood enough to tell the bug wasn’t in there, ground the ignition again, and pretended to give up. He locked up the car and called for a Lyft driver.




He knew Wayne Enterprises was backing Lyft and Bruce was sinking money into the Lyft IPO, so he was supporting them. Also, Cordy said that the CEO of one of their major competitors was a complete dick, and she tended to be right on stuff like that.




He went back in and did some computer work just in case, and then he had the Lyft driver drive him to his place and wait for him to change. So he was late to pick up Amy. He had the Lyft driver wait again, and that was extra moolah for the driver, so no problemo.




He walked up to Amy’s apartment and knocked. Fred opened the door and scowled, “You’re late!”




“I noticed. Thanks for bringing it up, Frederica.”




She gave him a bigger scowl. “Winifred! I mean, just Fred, okay? Not weird names with ‘fred’ in ’em. And you’re like half an hour late!”




He went with his cover story. “Dead car. I had to call Lyft, and I’ve got the driver waiting for us downstairs.”




Cordy stepped over too. “Well, with that piece of shit you drive, it’s no wonder it finally died of shame. Why can’t you drive Amy around town in something nice? She’d look great in a Jag.”




“No Jags,” Xander insisted. “They take years to break in. I was thinking European cars like…maybe a Lada.”




“Stop it, doofus,” Cordy ordered. “No one would let you drive a Lada around here. It’d never pass an emissions test.”




He fudged, “Well, I can fix the car I have now, so I’ll fix it tomorrow morning when I’ve got some daylight.”




Amy strode out, looking fantastic in a simple black dress she hadn’t worn for a couple weeks. “It’s about time you got here. You know, I’m supposed to make you wait.”




He grinned, “Well, I get that stuff all mixed up. And you look great. Come on, our Lyft driver awaits, and I’ve got reservations at your favorite Italian place.”




She kissed him on the cheek and smiled, “I love you. And my waistline hates you with a deep, abiding passion.”




Cordy waited until Amy stepped out of the apartment before she said to him, “And I want to see that commercial before you make me look bad all over L.A.”




She slammed the door, but he still said, “No edit approval in your contract, Chase!”




They walked down to the SUV that was waiting for them. Xander opened the back door for Amy and let her slide in. Of course, he watched her slide in, and she knew it. So she gave it some extra leg, which made her look even sexier.




He hopped in the other rear seat and said, “Amy, this is Roberto. Be nice to him, he’s had to put up with me all the way over here.”




Roberto laughed from the driver’s seat. “Hey Amy, nice to meetcha. Call me Rob. Xander’s been great. And hilarious. He really oughta try stand-up.”




Amy poked Xander in the ribs and teased, “Oh no, I’ve been working for years on getting him to do less smarting off.”




Then dinner was great, and Amy was lovely, but she knew something was up, and he couldn’t talk about it in public. And he couldn’t talk about it on the way home in a different Lyft car.




They went to Xander’s apartment, and Amy impatiently waited for Xander to check the place for bugs. He finally said, “Okay, clear.”




She grumbled, “Is this what’s going on?”




He nodded unhappily. “A bug in my car. I couldn’t just search for it and pull it when I could be under observation, so I faked a bad starter and called Lyft. Sorry.”




She fumed, “I am so pissed off at that pointy-headed butthole!”





Part III



Xander sighed a little, since some of this was his fault. He explained, “He didn’t really have a bug on the car today. I was joking about that. The car was clean. So this may not be him. And if it’s not, then I have a problem.”




She walked over and took his hands. “We have a problem. We’re a team, even if I am absolutely not going with ‘The White Witch’. And I’m still not sold on superheroing. And I do not care what Canary likes fighting in, if I ever do superheroing, I’m going with something that covers me up, like OG Batgirl. Maybe even current Batgirl.”




He reminded her, “BC only wears that leotard thing for legacy reasons. You know it’s personal with her.”




Amy frowned, “Well, yeah. And the new outfit GA got her is a lot more modern, with a lot more coverage, and a lot more armor. But she’s uber-attached to the old outfit.”




He picked up his phone and checked his smartwatch. It was detecting another bug already, even when he hadn’t dialed yet. That was one of the signs of an amateur planting those bugs, or at least not a top professional. He called a number Ollie had given him.




“HMI Security, please identify yourself and do not give your ID codes or your password. We are detecting a bug on your line. Use your one-time passcode if you have it available.”




“Xander Harris. Let me see…my one-time code is J-6-3-L-T-E. I guess it’s a real good thing I called. There was something funky with my car’s electrical this evening, and now I guess it might be someone messing with my car. I have no idea why anyone would be bugging my car and house and phone and stuff, but it looks like it’s happening. I guess home repair is more cutthroat than I thought.”




The voice said, “We’ll have bug detection and phone protection equipment to you by tomorrow afternoon. Please assume your office is bugged and your office phone is tapped. Also, your cellphone is probably under attack, so we’ll want to check it for malware.”




“Okay, whatever you say,” Xander pretended to agree. “Wow, I feel kind of like I’m in a spy movie.”




The voice told him, “Just don’t try anything foolish, sir. HMI takes these situations seriously. We’ll have someone there tomorrow or the next day. Wait for them, check their bona fides with us, and follow their directions.”




“Okay, I can do that,” he said. “And it’s not like I’ve got any top-secret stuff going on.”




The voice reminded him, “They may be after your client lists or HMI confidential material, so please be careful.”




“Okay, I can do that. Thanks a ton.” Xander hung up.




Then he checked his smartwatch again. “Okay, no bugs, and the phone isn’t bugging us. I need to check a couple more things.”




Xander held his smartphone to each of the windowpanes and let it do another of its functions. “Okay, no laser-reflected eavesdropping.” He led Amy out of the apartment, down the hall, and into an empty apartment where he had practiced picking the lock on the front door. Then he pulled out his Justice League-improved phone and called Oracle.




A robotic voice answered. “White Knight. Is there a problem?”




He was always extra-careful when he talked to Oracle. Most of the JL treated Oracle like a really smart AI, but he had noticed that Dick and Tim treated Oracle like a person. Like a person they knew and cared about. Batman was always uber-careful not to give anything away about Oracle, so he knew too, and he was busy protecting Oracle. And the number of computer geniuses the Gotham Guys knew just wasn’t that huge. The number of computer geniuses who Batman and Nightwing both would lie to other Leaguers to protect? About one. So Xander was pretty sure he knew who Oracle probably was, and he was not going to do anything that might expose her.




He went for the uber-casual. “Nothing major, just some semi-amateur bugging the head of the local Handyman franchise. But he called HMI’s security people, so they’ll be on the job pretty soon. Still, I need you to do a little phreaking, a little security cam invasion, the usual. And let your Gotham buddies know, along with the ‘straight arrow’.”




There was a definite snort of amusement underneath the computer-blurring of her voice. “Will do. I’ll also inform Nightwing that the White Knight may not make it for game night.”




He replied, “Good. Thanks. Knight out.” And he hung up.




Amy pursed her lips. “I don’t know whether to be frustrated about this, or to laugh at how these jerks are so over their heads they have no clue.”




Xander smirked, “Or C: All of the above!” He gave her a hug and said, “C’mon, let’s go back to the apartment and pretend this isn’t happening.”




She gave him a look. “You just want to have your wicked way with me.”




He opened his mouth with a snappy rejoinder, and his stupid phone went off. It was a certain Meatloaf song he had keyed to four different numbers. “Yello!” Just like he didn’t know who was calling.




A gravelly voice growled, “I just heard from Oracle. Can we talk?”




Xander looked at Amy, pretend-scowled, and held up one hand behind his head so his fingers were like two little bat-ears. Amy groaned softly as she rolled her eyes.




Xander answered, “Yeah, we’re in an empty apartment on my floor. No bugs, no surveillance, and as far as I know, no awareness I can get in here.”




Batman insisted, “You need to deal with this. I have never put taps on your phones, and I have not put a bug in your cars since nine days ago, when you mailed them back to me. Baked in that fruitcake.”




Amy gasped in a whisper. “That’s what you were doing? Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve helped!”




Batman probably picked that up, but he didn’t say so. He just said, “Oracle’s trace indicates the tap is a standard transmission tap from inside your building, and not a phone line crossover. So HMI’s security people will find it. Let them do their job.”




“That’s what I planned on,” Xander told him. “I even pretended my car wasn’t starting so I could dodge that bug too. The office isn’t bugged yet, but if these just went on-line, I’m guessing someone might break in and do the job tonight. So while I was waiting for a Lyft driver, I made sure all the confidential HMI data are off my computer and the backup server. And I left a secretary’s computer running with a really weak password and some altered client information.”




“Did you put in any cams?”




Xander smiled to himself. He’d been pretty sure Bats would focus on what he hadn’t said. “Yup. The obvious security set-up’s been in place. The hidden cam in the coffee machine is new. And I unlocked and activated all the locked-off webcams on the computer screens, so you and Oracle can watch since you have the new sysadmin passwords.”




“What about detection of metas, disguises, masks, or EM pulse weapons?”




Xander rolled his eyes so Amy could see. “Oh yeah, right, and I also put big signs announcing I got kryptonite-covered guard dogs and Martian-tracking flamethrowers. You know Xander Harris can’t put that stuff in an HMI office.”




Batman growled, “I’ll get you a backscatter system you can conceal inside the framing of an interior doorway like your office doorway, and you can remotely connect it to your computer. Or to one of Oracle’s if you prefer.”




“That would be pretty cool,” Xander admitted. “If you have one that’d fit in a Batmobile, I’d love a dupe I could install in the Knight-junker.”




“I’ll…see what I can do…even if I am still opposed to that name. But an old heap no one would want is a better cover than most I’ve seen. Meanwhile…the real reason I needed to contact you is we now have a Gray Knight in Dallas, Texas.”




Xander glanced over at Amy and loudly said, “Wow, you didn’t tell me you were going to franchise things out!”




Teeth gritted audibly. “I am not ‘franchising things out’. There is a vigilante loose in Dallas. The Texas Rangers and local police are hunting him right now. The Dallas newspapers tagged him with that nom de guerre. I can’t leave Gotham City right now. My other identity has commitments. All I can do is make some appearances here as Batman so it is clear I am not the figure in Dallas.”




Xander knew from the Wall Street Journal that Wayne Enterprises had big, uber-important shareholder meetings going on, and Bruce Wayne could not miss those, and couldn’t even skip out on stuff like dinners and lunches and cocktail parties that were part of the thing.




Still, Xander couldn’t resist. “The Gray Knight? What’s next? The Charcoal Knight in Louisville? Maybe the Champagne Knight in Las Vegas and the Baby Powder Knight in Fresno?” Amy started laughing so hard he thought she might fall over.




“Knight…”




He kept going. “And you know, there’s room for all the whatever-color Knight franchises, like the Puce Knight!”




“Knight!!”




He went in for the kill. “You know, you really should talk your Vegas Knight into switching from the Champagne Knight to the Bling Knight.” 




Batman hung up. The loud bang made it sound like The Bat had been using an old-fashioned dial phone and had slammed it down. Even if Xander doubted Bruce Wayne even had any old-fashioned phones like that, when he owned Wayne Telecom. Maybe some museum pieces in polyglass cases.




Amy giggled, “Wow, you are crazy. Insanely brave, but crazy.”




He gave her a smooch. “And now, I will do the victory dance of the Beagle Scouts!” He did several seconds of Snoopy Dance until Amy giggled some more.




Amy asked, “What are you gonna do now?”




He pretended to think hard. “Come up with new codenames for you!” She groaned, because he had come up with some names she really hated. “I was thinking…Element.”




Amy frowned, “Wasn’t there an Element Girl years and years ago?”




He shrugged, “Yeah, but she died. And this isn’t ‘Element Girl’, and you don’t do the Metamorpho schtick like she did. This is ‘Element’. Which sounds like Metamorpho, or maybe like you’d be a part of something bigger, but is really neither, because you’re good with elementals. In a not-like-Mendeleyev sense of the word. So no connection with white anything, and no connection with magic. But you’re not lying either.”




“Hmm…Let me think about that one.”




While Amy thought about the pros and cons on that codename, and Batman cooled off, Xander made a quick search on the Gray Knight through an anonymizer in Finland.




Whoa. All of this couldn’t be right. One police source claimed the Gray Knight was a harmless nut who got in the way of some police SWAT teams trying to stop a meta who was robbing a warehouse. Another source claimed the Gray Knight was the warehouse robber and the other meta got in the way. And a newspaper reporter claimed to have a secret source that the Gray Knight was a vicious criminal starting a massive crime spree across Dallas and Fort Worth.




This was going to require some investigating. And some smarts. He was going to have to bring Amy. And maybe talk Dick into dropping by, or at least doing a little long-distance consulting.




His phone rang again, in the same ringtone. This time, Amy got the ringtone and snickered. Xander answered, “Yep, I’m done smarting off.”




“For a few seconds, anyway.” Somebody was still grouchy.




Xander tried to keep the smile out of his voice. “Since I’ve got an industrial espionage problem going on here, and you want me in Dollars, Taxes, just have someone you know call HMI headquarters and get OQ to order me to go to Dallas to get a tour from the local HMI honcho there so a dummy like me can see how I’m supposed to do stuff. And then he orders the Dallas guy to show me around and tell me what worked and what didn’t.”




“Good as far as it goes,” growled a crabby guy with pointy ears. “You’ll have to act competent, not like your Goofy Xander persona. You want this franchisee to take you seriously. And you’ll have to work in your investigations during your off hours. I’ll supply you with a contact who can provide a vehicle for that.”




“Good,” Xander said. “If I rent a snazzy little BMW at the airport, I sure can’t go tootling around the warehouse district in it.”




“Correct.”




Xander kept going, “And I’ll need a subtle, non-Robin-like uniform for my new crimefighting partner, Element. Something not too unlike OG Batgirl’s outfit, but with no cape and no bat-emblem. Maybe more like one of Catwoman’s outfits. But definitely not like Zee’s costume. And some nice, misleading hints that she’s got Metamorpho-like powers.”




“Element? A sound choice.”




Xander grinned, “So you know I didn’t think of it!”




“Knight, you really need to stop denigrating yourself constantly.”




Amy said loudly enough to be heard over the connection, “I keep telling him that, but I haven’t gotten through that thick head of his.”




Xander checked, “And can I take my innocent little intern ‘Annie Farrell’ again? She was uber-useful on that business trip to Fresno. I would totes hire her as a summer intern every summer, except I hear she’s already got way better offers that would actually help her in her chosen fields of study. And stuff.”




“Miss ‘Farrell’ is not available. Neither are her teenaged friends. They are currently…occupied.”




Xander did not want to think about a threat so massive that it could tie up all of The Team for a solid week or two. He wasn’t sure what could tie up all of them for more than a couple minutes. He wasn’t sure what could tie up just Stormburst for more than a couple minutes, not counting Kryptonians and Czarnians and New Gods. He’d seen a little of what she could do, and he was betting she could take anything up to the Terror Twins.




A grumpy gravel-voiced grouch finished, “Expect a call from HMI HQ tomorrow at work. Batman out.”




Xander made sure his phone really had disconnected, and turned to Amy. “You really don’t mind the name ‘Element’? I mean, you know I’ll be coming up with stupid jokes regardless of the name you pick. And ‘Whatever Girl’ names are so lame. I mean, Peej is so obviously not a girl anymore. And Kara is old enough to know better. And Batgirl? Come on, none of them have been young enough to call ‘girl’ except maybe Cassie, and she hardly even understands English, so saddling her with a name like that is just not fair.”




Amy just said, “I sorta wondered why she didn’t want to talk with me.”




Xander complained, “She’s as close to a mute as you can be and be able to speak and hear and stuff. She’s so screwed up she makes us look like Ozzie and Harriet.”




Amy fumed, “Oh, so she has a supervillain mom too?”




Xander winced. “I think she has supervillain parents. The mom and the dad both. I’m not saying any more than that, but I think so.”




Amy shuddered. “Gross! I thought she just didn’t like getting stuck next to the girlfriend instead of the superhero.”




Xander bounced back, “Can we stop calling me a superhero? No superpowers at all. And I’m not all that heroic. You’ve got superpowers. You’re the superhero around here. I mean, the superheroine.”




“So you’re my sidekick?” Amy kidded.




“Well, maybe I’m the wacky comedy relief.”




She kissed him and reminded him, “You do have a superpower, even if it’s just super-determination or super-stubbornness, because nobody else on Earth would last a month on that schedule you did on the Watchtower.”




“It’s super-lunacy!” he mock-cheered. “You know, I told The Creeper I was wackier than he was, and he didn’t believe me!”




“Oh stop it,” she whispered.




“Oh, and when I go to Dallas to learn more HMI stuff and secretly investigate that whole Gray Knight stuff for Mister Fruitbat, I’m going to need someone smart and sexy and sophisticated to make the Texans think I’m not a dork. So will you come to Dallas with me?”




Amy rolled her eyes. “How many days of school will I have to miss?”




He thought it over. “Let’s call it a whole week. We’ll fly there on a weekend, spend some time getting the HMI thing, and then play tourist for a couple days so Element can try out her new Bat-developed supersuit.”




She sighed a little as she thought it over. “Fine. I’ll need to get all my homework assignments, and I’ll have to spend some time working on my homework and term papers while we’re in Dallas. And you’ll have to tell me how nice the places we’re going will be, so I can pack appropriately. And you’d better not put us in a Motel 6 and make me eat at McDonald’s every day.”




“Would I do that?” he asked. She just stared at him. “Well, would I do that when I’m trying to impress our Dallas hosts?”




“No, you totally wouldn’t,” she gave in.




He smirked, “And this is business travel, and I heard the boss will sign off on all this stuff as important business expenses. So…extra cheese and special sauce on that Big Mac!”




She wondered, “You’re not gonna act like this on the trip, are you?”




He grimaced, “Well, maybe in private. And a little bit with our hosts, depending on how they act. And I’m thinking about a second hero identity who’s totally not the White Knight, and maybe he’s got a few screws loose.”




“Oh. So he’s just you.”




He snickered. “Egggg-xactly! I haven’t decided on a name yet, but I’m leaning toward Loopy Da Loup or The Whackjob.” Amy already knew he couldn’t use ‘The Whackjob’ after she’d heard him joking about that name with Flash and GA.




She pretended to frown. “You can’t be Loopy. He’s a beloved cartoon character…that I only know about because you’re so weird and you made me watch stupid stuff with you and Jesse when we were kids.”




“Hey!” he exclaimed. “I make you watch stupid stuff now too!” He paused. “Which reminds me, I want to learn more about film-making and Hollywood crap. Ask Cordy for some recs on stuff like ‘The Player’ or maybe ‘Day for Night’ and then we’ll watch ’em, and then I’ll complain to Cordy and Fred so they’ll think I’m just being a good BF.”




She just shook her head slowly. “Oh my God, those Bat-lessons screw with your brain, don’t they?”




He nodded, “Hell yeah, with extra yeah and some Bat-yeah on the side. The whole time I was getting Cordy to do that commercial, I felt like Machiavelli was sitting over on the couch with a clipboard and grading me, and giving me all ‘A’s and ‘A-’s. Maybe one ‘B-’ in there. And now I’m reading a couple books like ‘How to Win Friends and Influence People’ and I’m like ‘do you not get how manipulative this shit is?’ I think I got the Bat-blinders torn off, and now I can’t get ’em back on.”




“So what’s the what with the movie-making movies?”




He shrugged, “Maybe nothing. I mean, we saw a bunch of stuff at the soundstage. What if the White Knight—or maybe my new persona the Gray Goober—has to investigate something at a soundstage, or on location? What if knowing who’s a complete Hollywood creep might matter one of these days? I just feel like in this town, a super ought to know the local industry, and that’s movies. And TV. And radio. And stuff. Plus, what if knowing about stuff like that might protect Cordy someday? It would kill me if she got hurt or molested because of something I should’ve known about ahead of time.”




Amy hugged him and smiled. In a sing-song voice, she crooned, “Someone’s losing his officer’s spot in the We Hate Cordelia Club!”




He tried not to giggle, and failed. He gave her a fake pout. “And just when I thought I could finally defeat you in the big vote for the presidency. Curses, foiled again!”




She leaned into him. “Come on, let’s go back to your apartment. I’ll let you check for bugs one more time, and then you’re going to have your wicked way with me. I know how much you like this dress, even if you pretend every time you don’t recognize it.”




He kissed her. “Maybe you’ll have to drag me to Needless Markups in Dallas and make me buy you some really sexy dresses.”




She snickered. “And tonight, if you’re a good boy, you’ll be ‘in your Element’.”




He threw his head back and complained, “Damn it, I wanted to do that joke!”





Part IV



The next morning, Xander drove to his HMI office, which was in El Monte in the industrial sectors where he could get a recently-deserted warehouse for really cheap from a bankruptcy lawyer, and then let El Monte Urban Rehabilitation pay him to fix it up and clean it up and make it look nice. That gave him plenty of room for a vehicle fleet and a vehicle repair bay and an equipment storage area, all of which were protected and locked up inside a security fence if he needed to park all the trucks inside. The north wall also had a nice section where he had three floors of decent offices, all of which had a view of not-so-terrible stuff.




He was letting the HMI security people do their job, so he was driving a rental car while they went over his regular car and examined the bugs someone had done a pretty mediocre job of installing. The rental car was way nicer than his regular car, and he didn’t like driving an uber-expensive car in places like industrial sectors. Or on LA streets. But the security guys had picked it up for him, so he was stuck driving it.




He checked his smartwatch, which he was going to call a Batwatch as soon as he had another call with The Bat. Okay, the car was clean. The car’s phone connection was clean, at least as far as the car went. The cell phone transmissions were still readable, and the closest cell towers could still be attacked…if you had a phreaker like Oracle.




So he called HMI headquarters, hoping someone was following him with a cellphone scanner, because this was going to be uber-boring crap and he wanted to punish them.




“Handy Man Incorporated headquarters, I’m Heidi, and this call may be monitored for quality control purposes. You’re calling on an internal management line instead of a service line or an information line, do you need to be redirected?”




He tried not to smile. “Morning. I’m Xander Harris, Franchisee Number 0137, and I’m calling from a way-overpriced rental car with its own internal iPhone, so you don’t have this number in your records. I’d like to talk to Pete Farrell or Harry Jackson, I’m returning a text that came in at 5:10 my time, while I was still blissfully unconscious.”




Peter Farrell and Harold Jackson were two of the veeps for HMI. Ollie Queen ran HMI and a bunch of other subsidiaries like they were branches of the company, and each company’s prez reported directly to Ollie. Pete ran the franchise expansion group, and Harry ran franchise marketing. There were other groups who handled other details of the whole shebang, like quality control and accounting and legal and IT and HR and other funzies. But both Pete and Harry would have gotten a heads-up from Security about Xander’s little problem. Xander was working a lot more with Pete while his franchise got off the ground, but Harry’s staff had been involved pretty heavily in the whole ‘hey kids let’s make a commercial’ deal, because getting the marketing done right as the franchise started up was uber-important.




So Xander talked with Pete for a while, and then Pete transferred him over to Harry for a while, and by then Xander was ready to park the car and do some real work. He brought his briefcase in with him, because it had important stuff in it. Like lunch. Cold roast beef sandwiches should not be left out in a car in the Los Angeles sun, especially if they had mayonnaise and sliced tomatoes in them.




The warehouse had a small parking lot on the north side that was really just for people who worked in the offices there, since nobody was going to drive to the warehouse to hire a handyman. No way. That was what phones and webpages and texting and stuff were for. So he had a receptionist and two data entry clerks and an integrated IT system that Quinn ran and maintained. Quinn was a Queen Industries IT guy who had jumped at the chance to move back to the Left Coast: Xander spotted Quinn’s car by the surfboard locked on its roof carrier, so there wasn’t a whole lot of doubt about Quinn’s plans as soon as the workday wrapped. When Xander’s franchise started getting a lot more calls and web hits, or it expanded more, Xander could hire additional staff. Even if HMI’s computer and web systems were mainly centralized in several secure Queen Industries sites around the country, so Xander could take his time about expanding his own personal IT group.




He walked in and waved hi to Suzi. Suzi was a friend of Cordelia’s who was an even worse actress than Cordy and thought Cordy was awesome. So Suzi answered the phone a lot of the time and had her own desk in the reception area and was responsible for being nice to anyone who dropped by for anything, even if it was trying to sell Xander stuff he didn’t need. Also, Suzi was a bleached blonde who was almost as pretty as Cordelia, so Suzi made for an awesome receptionist when the salesguys actually did drop by. Or when anyone else dropped by—he’d won over two of his potential temp handymen just by talking them into coming over to chat, and then Suzi gave them both a big Suzi smile and a cup of coffee. Even if both of them were old enough to be Suzi’s father. Maybe grandfather, in one case.




The reception area had a door at the back, and a door on each side. One side door went into the room where Lacy and Lily worked. Lacy answered calls too, like when Suzi needed to go on another cattle call. Lacy and Lily did the local data entry for the HMI system that set up the client list and the appointments and the job assignments, along with a bunch of small but important stuff like organizing callbacks to see how happy the client was with the work, and getting feedback from Xander’s guys on what the job and the client were like. HMI had all of that as part of the computer network setup, even if all the webpage requests and most of the phone-based requests were still being done by HMI’s central staff. So far, anyway. Lacy and Lily’s room ran further along the north side to a couple bathrooms and a break room and stairs. The other side door went to a room Xander had set up as a conference room, which so far had only been used for salesguy meetings and business meetings and a couple little get-togethers like the time when Xander threw a little surprise fortieth birthday party for Chip, one of the truck repair guys.




Suzi had been horrified at the thought that Xander might know everyone’s real age, so he had promised not to tell anyone her age and not to throw her a birthday party at the office. Xander really could not bring himself to care that Suzi was lying about her age to casting directors. He figured everyone in Hollywood lied about something, and cutting a couple years off her total wasn’t exactly the crime of the century.




Xander peeked in the break room and then took the stairs up to the second floor. That floor was Quinn’s office, the IT center, Xander’s office, and some extra office space Xander hadn’t needed yet. The third floor wasn’t being used yet either, so Xander had a treadmill and a rowing machine and an old NordicTrack up there for anyone who wanted a workout.




Xander stuck his head into Quinn’s office, where Quinn was sitting talking with two HMI IT guys. Xander asked, “Anything interesting last night?”




Quinn and both IT guys laughed. One of the guys who Xander didn’t know explained, “Well Mister H—”




Xander interrupted, “Unh-uh. No customers or suits around? Call me Xander.”




The guy winced a little and agreed, “Okay, sir.” Xander gave him a look. “Okay…Xander. We’ve got images of a heavyset guy who broke in last night, did okay on the lock and the door alarm, but couldn’t get past the network security to do anything. So he left a camera in the ductwork to look over Lacy’s shoulder and shoulder-surf. But it’s too far away to read the screen, and it doesn’t get a view of her keyboard when she’s sitting in her chair. And the passwords don’t appear in cleartext on the screen, so he won’t have anything. We’re planning on letting him come back and then following him to his base. He did put a tap on the phone lines, but Quinn cross-connected the leads on the tap, so all he’ll get is static and he’ll think he screwed up on the wiretap.”




Xander smiled, “Great. Can one of you check all the cars in the lot, just in case? And the trucks? I had a surprise inside my Crackerjack box last night, and I’d rather the rest of us didn’t have to put up with that crap.” He looked over at Quinn. “And we’re out of donuts—”




Quinn apologized, “Sorry, Xander. We sort of pigged out while we were working first thing this morning.”




Xander kept going. “—and we’ll get more soon. The Winchell’s guys up the street all love me. Quinn, take the guys to lunch and bring the receipt back and we’ll reimburse you. Official HMI business lunch, and all that jazz.”




“Thanks, Xander!”




In the worst Ahhnold voice he did, Xander said, “No problemo.” Then he added, “Hasta la vista, bay-bee.”




While the guys laughed, he headed over to his office. He checked with his Batwatch that the tap on the phones wasn’t working, but he still used the scrambler just in case.




“Knight, I thought there was a tap on the lines, but it failed this morning.”




“Hey Oracle!” he said. “The IT guys found it and crossed the leads so it looks like it was done bad. You know, that happens when you’re sneaking around in the dark.”




Oracle told him, “Your spy isn’t completely incompetent. He got one of the outside doors open and he managed the door alarm. But computers aren’t his thing. He tried a couple dozen really basic things and had zero luck on it. Too bad for him that no one in your office uses ‘123456’ for their password.”




He went with the ‘Spaceballs’ joke. “12345…That’s amazing! I’ve got the same combination on my luggage!”




Oracle pretended to ignore him and continued, “I’m sending you some files. They’re in a couple of the official photos. The cam you hid in the coffee machine got a couple shots of the guy, and the webcam at Lacy’s desk got some entertaining video. Try not to laugh out loud when any of your employees are around.”




“Any chance of facial recognition?” he checked.




“Already on it,” she said. “He was wearing a false beard and mustache and wig and dark glasses, but you can see most of his mouth. If he’s in the Watchtower files, we’ll let you know.”




Then Xander spent the morning going over the warehouse. He had five trucks out on calls and three that needed more work and four that were ready to roll if they were needed. That didn’t count the six others he’d gotten from the bankruptcy auction, but those were all off getting painted or at the dealer waiting for major parts as part of another recall. He had a ton of new equipment and hardware and tools that had just come in, so he was unpacking gear and making sure orders were right and charging up batteries and putting stuff away where it was supposed to go. Technically, that wasn’t one of his jobs, but it was something he liked doing.




Over lunch, he sat in his office and talked with Queen Industries’ security guys back East about the not-competence of his espionage type, and the work the IT security guys were accomplishing. Also, he looked at an email from his Uncle Rory. Supposedly. ‘Uncle Rory’ had sent him photos of Rory’s supposed trip to San Francisco. All the photos were apparently taken by someone who had no idea how to use a camera. The shots weren’t well-framed, and they often had a finger drift into frame in the upper right-hand corner, and one had a lovely shot of a trolley except that people were walking right in front of the shot, blocking most of the view.




Every one of the photos was steganography. Information hidden in the bits of a photo. So the burglar-slash-spy was the kind of burglar who had big rings of master keys and a lockpick gun, instead of awesome lockpicking skills. And he was the kind of spy who had Radio Shack equipment and stuff you could buy on the internet for doing his wiretaps. Also, the footage through Lacy’s webcam of Mister Espionage trying to get into her computer was pretty much Keystone Cops levels of not-competence, especially when Mister Espionage’s beard and mustache kept coming loose at the edges.




Okay, so the guy was using a list of twenty really common passwords people were not supposed to use on their computers but did anyway. That probably worked a lot of the time. Clearly, Xander had failed on making the password easy enough. And Mister Burglar didn’t leave any obvious traces that he’d been in the office. Xander figured that pretty much laid out what this guy was. And Xander figured this guy was too low-rent and non-meta to be in the Watchtower computers. So he made another scrambled call to Oracle and told her what he wanted her to check. She grumbled about him working it out before she was done searching the Watchtower files, and she got on it.




And then after lunch, he got the call he was anticipating. Suzi buzzed him, “Mister Harris? A conference call from HMI headquarters for you. It’s Mister Farrell and his people.”




One of the things he’d had to give in on was letting his people call him ‘Mister Harris’ when outsiders could hear. Like when Suzi transferred a live call to him, or visitors came to the warehouse. Even if he didn’t like being called ‘Mister Harris’. “Thank you, Suzi. Go ahead and transfer the call, please.”




“Xander? This is Pete Farrell, with part of my team. I think you met Monica Barry and Tom Underwood. Also, I have Cliff Porter and Zack Thewlis.”




Xander laid on the cheer. “Hi, Pete. Monica and Tom! Nice to hear from you again. That software you showed me is really making everyone’s lives easier.”




Pete told him, “We’re having a meeting, and something came up. We’ve never situated a franchise so far away from everyone else. The big bosses upstairs want to know if you’d like to go visit another, more-established franchise.”




Xander slid the conversation toward where he wanted it. “That sounds awesome! Since I’ve got this current ‘corporate espionage’ thing going on, I don’t really want to do corporate business from here, or talk to important potential-clients from here. So right now would be a great time, if it’s not going to be a headache for someone else.”




Pete sounded like he was looking at a list. “Well, if you want to do it now, we could swing Dallas, Texas or New Orleans, Louisiana.”




Xander pretended to think it over. “Well, I’d want to bring my girlfriend along, because she’s a lot smarter and prettier than me, and everyone likes her. I’d rather go to New Orleans and eat too much, but I know she’d hate the heat and humidity, and she’d rather hit the stores in Dallas. So let’s go with Dallas, if it’s not too much trouble.”




Pete said happily, “I was hoping you’d go with Dallas. I’m calling Don Clark right now. Hang on…”




Then Xander got to listen to Pete’s end of a separate convo. It was pretty obvious that Pete had already checked with Mister Clark before, and had gotten a big okay from Mister Clark, and wasn’t just dropping all this crap on him without warning. So Pete was mainly being friendly and checking that Don was still okay with giving some snot-nosed newbie the tour. Pete didn’t put it like that, but Xander did in his head.




“And Don, I’ve got Xander on another line, so let me get both of you on this conference call.”




Xander listened for the connecting click and said, “Mister Clark! I’m Xander Harris. Thanks for being willing to show me what’s what. If it’s okay with you, I’m going to fly into town this weekend with my girlfriend Amy, then you can show me what you want during the week—Amy may want to come along on some of it—and then we’ll spend the following weekend in town doing vacation things. I don’t want to leave town earlier than Saturday morning, because I have some meetings tomorrow and Friday purchasing ad space on local stations.”




“That sounds great, and call me Don.”




So they exchanged phone numbers and email addys. Xander already knew Don’s webpage, because all the HMI webpages were spawned off the main HMI website, so you could go to the main website and ask for home repair help wherever, and you’d just get redirected to the right local web system, which also kept the main servers updated so corporate could track a franchisee’s numbers and look for issues before they became serious problems. After all, the head office had just as much motivation to keep your franchise going strong as you did. And there were plenty of smaller HMI franchises back East that butted up against other franchises, so a customer needed to get redirected to the right franchise operation.




So first thing, Xander checked again with Amy. Because Amy was uber-important. And naturally, Amy thought about stuff he hadn’t, like how fancy the places they might go would be, so what she needed to pack. Or buy there. So he looked into plane reservations, and he looked into hotel reservations, and he thought about some special reservations with people who could get stuff moved that he wouldn’t want anyone else looking in.




Just from working out all the logistics and costs, Xander could tell that the best superpower was money, unless you had Superman carrying all your stuff across the country for you, and maybe Zatanna magically making all the special super-gear you wanted. Anyone who thought about it would realize that Batman had to have a shitload of money and business contacts and logistical support. It was a good thing that the White Knight never showed off anything more high-tech than a baseball bat or some ball bearings or a steel disk. Maybe a slingshot. But no Bat-grapples. And forget that billion dollar Batmobile. The White Knight was not going to be seen around anything fancier than a truck. An old truck too crappy-looking for anyone to think about boosting.




Okay, maybe there was going to be several million bucks worth of hardware hidden in and on that old beater. Even if the camouflage imaging on the sides was turning out to be a pain in the ass to get working right. It turned out Batman already had a whisper-quiet electric motor Xander could use, and Xander had just added in a couple speakers to fake the regular V-8 engine noises under the hood when he wanted.




Xander didn’t have a personal assistant to make all the reservations and stuff, and it looked like all kinds of stuff was already booked solid this late, but he did have connections. He sent an encrypted message to Oracle asking what he was supposed to do when so much was already booked up at this late a date, and prices for what was left were insanely expensive.




He got a coded reply so fast he hadn’t even had time to go get a cup of coffee and put enough sugar in it.




It looked like the Justice League was still making things work out for Xander Harris, which was just loony as far as he was concerned. Queen Industries was going to have one of their private jets at LAX Saturday morning for him, and was also grabbing a suite for him and Amy at the Ritz Carlton Dallas, which just happened to be owned by a subsidiary of Wayne Enterprises. Also, Queen Industries was reserving a Lexus for him, courtesy of Queen Rent-a-Car.




Crap. He thought it over, and he didn’t have enough nice clothes for this kind of ‘business trip’. He called Don Clark and gave him the 4-1-1 on the business jet and the hotel, and Don smirked, “Someone likes you. You must’ve made a hell of a good impression on Ollie.”




Xander fudged, “I figure it’s more that my better half made a hell of a good impression on Dinah. Me? I’m just a construction guy who got a surprise inheritance.”




So Don said, “Well, since you’re at the Ritz, my better half Lissa and me’ll join you for supper Sunday night before you and I do the real work Monday. I’ll make a reservation for four at Fearing’s. It’s in the hotel.”




Xander told him, “Sounds great. But I really do want to do the real work next week. I’d like to see everything, maybe go on a couple jobs as grunt labor, see how you manage the jobs and appointments and worker bees, the whole deal.”




Don laughed, “The last guy HMI asked me to show around didn’t want to get his lily-white pinkies dirty. What a prick. You sound a lot more like what Pete wants in a franchisee.”




Xander shrugged, “Well, the construction side is what I do. My problem is learning the business side. And marketing.”




Don told him, “Well, the first thing, is don’t let ’em snow you into using their actresses for your commercials. The brunette sounds like she’s from Minnesota.” He deliberately pronounced it like ‘Mee-nuh-so-tuh’ like he was making fun of the movie ‘Fargo’. “The redhead sounds like she’s from Indiana.” Which he deliberately over-pronounced, “Indee-ann-er”. But Don had a pretty heavy central Texas accent, so he wasn’t exactly Rich Little.




Xander spilled, “I heard the redhead’s commercial. Nobody around here’s gonna think she’s West Coast. I got a local actress to do it. She looks great in it, and she sounds great too. I sent Pete and Harry a copy of the ad, and they thought it looked terrific. I’ll show it to you next week.”




Don replied, “Great. You’ll probably see our ads while you’re here. You’ll recognize Lissa right off the bat…Oh! Hey, you like baseball, right?”




“Sure!” Xander lied. “We’ve got the Dodgers here, and the Angels too.”




Don said, “Great. I’ll get us some box seats for the Rangers while you’re in town. Lemme take a look…” Don paused for a few seconds. “Looks like a four-game series against the Gotham City Knights. You’re not a Knights fan, are you?”




“No way,” Xander insisted. Since he wasn’t a fan of any major league baseball teams, that was easy. “I don’t hate ’em as much as the Yankees.”




“That’s okay,” Don laughed. “We all hate those Yankees.”




Xander lied, “That sounds great. I’ll ask Amy if she wants to go too. She might or might not.” He made a mental note to read up on baseball, the Texas Rangers, and the Gotham City Knights. Plus the Dodgers and the Angels. He made a second mental note to ask Batman and Nightwing if there were any special tidbits they could share on the Knights to make Xander sound more like he knew what the hell he was talking about when it came to sports.




Crap. Don was probably a huge Dallas Cowboys fan, so Xander needed to read up on the NFL and the ’Boys. And the Mavericks and the Stars.




Don signed off, “Great. We’ll see you two Sunday evening. Fearing’s is coat and tie, if you want really good service.”




Xander grinned, “Well then, I guess I better take off my jeans and Timberlands first.”




Once Don was off the line, Xander called Amy. “Ames, we got an upgrade.”




“How upgrade-ish is this upgrade?”




“QI is sending a corporate jet to fly us to Dallas so we can meet with Don Clark and his HMI franchise, and they’re putting us up in the Ritz Carlton in Uptown Dallas, and they’re springing for a Lexus we’ll pick up at the airport. And we’re already booked for dinner at a fancy restaurant Sunday with ‘Don and Lissa’. And I’m stuck going to a Rangers game and acting like I love baseball. You can go with, or skip out.”




There was a long pause. “…You’re shitting me,” she finally said.




“Nope!” he told her. “We are getting the royal visitor treatment, and I told him it’s probably because you hit it off with Dinah.”




“Well yeah, she’s great, but…” she stalled out.




He pushed, “You hit it off with her at the franchisees’ meeting I took you to, when we met Ollie and her. Right?”




“Yeah, right,” Amy lied. Because they both knew Amy really knew Dinah through Zatanna, because Amy had spotted Black Canary’s aura as soon as she met Dinah, just like Xander had spotted Green Arrow’s hands and arms as soon as he shook hands with Oliver Queen. And Black Canary and Green Arrow already knew who Xander and Amy were, so no surprises anywhere. Just no secret identities being protected.




Amy tap-tap-tapped at her computer…and suddenly gasped, “Oh my God, they have a rooftop pool, and a spa the size of your apartment building, and…and…I need to go shopping for nice dresses.”




“Ditto,” he said. Amy giggled, so he corrected, “I mean, I need more nice suits. So get going. Buy whatever you want. You’ve got an HMI credit card stuck in your card wallet. I’m heading to JB Clothiers and seeing if they can perform a miracle between now and Saturday morning.”




Amy groaned, “I can’t possibly do that. It’s your money!”




“How many times have we been over this?” he asked.




“If I say forty-two, you won’t correct me, will you?”




He told her, “I might think about it, but I won’t. Please, just go along with this one. You look amazing, and I want you to look too awesome for Dallas.”




“Maybe I could lose a couple pounds between now and Saturday…” she worried.




He sighed inwardly. “Amy, you need to go get sized and get dresses and then stick to your weight so they’ll fit perfectly on our trip. And you do not need to ‘lose a couple pounds’ no matter what your inner ten year old is telling you. You already look better than the entire Sports Illustrated swimsuit model junta.”




“I’m pretty sure they’re not a junta.”




“A cabal?” he tried, just to be a pain.




“Stop it,” she grumbled. “They’re at most a clique anyway.” And she finally retreated from Fat Unhappy Amy Land. “And just how are you assessing all those swimsuit models? I thought you bought it for the articles.”




He waved his arms even if he was on the phone, and he objected, “Who would want to read that stuff for the articles? I buy the swimsuit edition to ogle the hot models and imagine what you’d look like in the swimsuits they’re wearing. Or almost wearing. And if you don’t stop knocking yourself, I’m going to rat you out to Zee.”




She was probably rolling her eyes at that. “Fine. I’m off to buy dresses. And shoes. And accessories. Then I’m telling Zee to get you in trouble with you-know-who by saying you’re making fun of his outfit again.”




“Well, those pointy little ears do look pretty silly…”




So he headed into Los Angeles proper, and made calls as he drove. JB Clothiers wouldn’t do what he wanted, but Balani would…for a big-ass fee on top of their regular prices. So he went there and spent an hour trying on suit pants and suit coats and dress shoes and picking ties and shirts and belts. And he paid in advance. He was going to need all the damn suits eventually, anyway. He even bought a tux which he didn’t need by Saturday, but Ollie was insistent that the boss of the HMI franchise was going to have to go to tie-and-tails events with Amy on his arm, and a fitted tux with two or three different shirts would work tons better than renting a not-really-fitted tux several times a year.




Then he got home, fixed a fast dinner and started reading about sports and pro sports teams. Man, the deets on the ‘infield fly rule’ were freakier than the offside rule in soccer. Plus, Nightwing sent him maybe twenty pages on the Gotham Knights, half of which was on the current team. And Robin sent him a huge fan website on the Rangers, from their superstars all the way down to guys in Double A who might get promoted to Triple A next year. Okay, some of that was going to be useful when Xander had to pretend to know something about baseball.




Batman sent him a cryptic note that he should study the spray charts on the Rangers hitters. Thanks a ton, Mister Fruitbat! Xander first had to spend ten minutes looking up what the heck ‘spray charts’ even were, and why they were supposed to be useful.





Part V



The next morning, Xander put on his second-best currently existing suit. Then he used his new watch to check his apartment again for bugs and wiretaps. Having a Batwatch was pretty damn awesome. He checked his car too. No bugs, no taps on the car’s cellphone, and no trackers. But there was a beat-up old Pontiac Firebird Esprit doing a lousy job of tailing him. Xander was pretty sure that thing couldn’t pass an exhaust test even if the entire California Air Resources Board prayed for it.




Xander drove to Studio City, to the CBS Studio Center, where the corporate offices were, along with the fancy studios and stuff he had looked up. Once he was in the parking lot, he got the tail car’s license plate, and then he caught a pic of the driver when the guy followed into the offices while pulling the old ‘sandwich delivery guy’ schtick. Whoever this guy was, he was a lot younger and thinner than ‘fake beard break-in guy’.




Then it was time for HMI stuff. Xander went upstairs to the boring offices and spent an hour chatting with a couple guys in the ad group about buying times for Handy Man ads. Mykel and Tristan and Oakley were all way too SoCal, not that Xander was going to say so. And they also wanted Xander to buy the most expensive times, like during prime time hits and during CBS Sports programs.




Xander had to tell them a couple times, “You’ve got the wrong target audience, guys. I don’t need ads during Dodgers games. Guys who watch sports are way more likely to know how to replace a toilet or repaint a room.” He had several years of ad purchase studies from a couple dozen different HMI franchises, so he knew exactly where he wanted his ads to go. He just didn’t admit he had all that background intel, so he’d look like an easier mark, and the ad guys wouldn’t try all that hard. But eventually, Xander got what he and HMI wanted.




After that, he drove back to his office to get some real work in. Firebird Guy tailed him the whole way. And did a lousy job of it. Well, at least a sub-Batman level job of it.




Xander spent lunch in his office, going through emails and messages. There was another email from ‘Uncle Rory’ full of badly-done pics. When he extracted and decrypted everything, he had Oracle’s reports. He had been right: they were looking at a low-end private eye firm.




Angel Investigations. They even had a motto on their business cards: ‘we help the hopeless’.




It was run by one Evelyn ‘Angel’ Martin, who wasn’t either of the guys Xander and the Xander-cams had spotted. Angel Martin was maybe eighty, and looked it. Okay, with that gray mustache and beard to hide the Martin chin and make the Martin nose less noticeable, Angel looked a lot better than in the thirty-year-old photos and the fifty-year-old mugshots. So the head guy was Angel Martin. Chubby Fake Beard Guy was undoubtedly the son, James R. Martin, Senior. Skinny Firebird Guy was the grandson, James R. Martin Junior.




Xander figured you’d have to be pretty much without any hope to hire these dorks. Or without any clue. But someone had hired them, despite the general sort-of-competence. He could think of six reasons why, because Batman had run into weirdness like this before and liked to keep his Bat-family informed on Bat-relevant Bat-details. Why? Because of BOOCD: Bat-Oriented Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder.




Also, ‘Evelyn’? Did this guy’s parents hate him when he was born? And if your first name was ‘Evelyn’, surely you could come up with a better nickname than ‘Angel’. Maybe ‘Butch’. Even ‘Spanky’ or ‘Alfalfa’ would be better.




Oh great, now he was doing Eddie Murphy as ‘Buh-wheat’ in his head. And he didn’t have anyone he could bug with it. Amy was busy, and he didn’t inflict Xanderness on his employees. Well, not all the time.




So he had similar experiences with ad buys for KTLA and ABC7. Driving while being badly tailed, then negotiating with guys who were trying to sell him on really expensive ad buys he didn’t want. On Friday morning, he had an ad meeting at KTTV in the morning, and finally KNBC in the early afternoon. Little Jimmy Martin was still tailing him, and Xander was making it easy.




The KNBC meet was with…Jeff Thompson, the guy he had been warned about. Great. That meeting took over an hour, and at the end, Jeff had ignored everything Xander said and instead had penciled in what Jeff wanted to sell, which would cost Xander three or four times too much and miss a lot of his target audience too. So Xander took the ad sheets to the head of marketing, complained about Jeff, and stood in front of them while he called the Better Business Bureau and filed a complaint.




Hey, it wasn’t like KNBC was the only TV station in all of Lost Angle-Lease. He also gave Jeff a terrible Yelp review, not that Yelpers did major ad buys. But you never knew.




More importantly, Xander called up HMI and laid out the problem with KNBC’s ad guy. Yelp wasn’t likely to help. Angry calls from a major Fortune 500 company like Ollie’s were likely to make a big difference.




So Xander tried really hard not to be grumpy during the HMI meeting late that afternoon. He left Lacy in charge of the business side, Quinn in charge of protecting the network and firewall as well as helping the HMI security guys, Thom in charge of the home repair guys, and Chip in charge of the trucks and tools. Plus important stuff, like them knowing they could call him or Amy anytime they needed to, and the uber-important stuff: who to call for deliveries on the donuts and fresh fruit and snacks and sundries. Because no one should have to work all day with no donuts, and no milk or sugar for the coffee. That was just cruel and unusual punishment. Even if Suzi only ate trendy pre-sliced veggies to go with her trendy specialty teas. Then he turned over the rental car to the HMI security guys, got a ride home, and packed.




Saturday morning was insano-time, even if he was doing it in his car instead of the rental he’d turned back over to the HMI guys. Picking up Amy and her luggage. Picking up boxes at Balani and Amy’s stores. Driving to LAX and offloading and parking, which was insano-time just because of LAX, so it would have been insano-time regardless of the day or time. Then getting all the boxes through check-in and security for the private jets, which had their own area with not-as-nice ramps and stairs instead of big, expensive, covered jetways.




Xander had his suitcase and duffel bag, a fancy hanging bag from Balani, and a big Balani clothing box with some shirts and ties and belts and stuff. Amy had three suitcases. And five hanging bags. And seven shoeboxes. And three clothing boxes. She admitted, “Okay, two of the suitcases are pretty much empty, because I’m gonna need them for the stuff in the bags and boxes when we go home, and it would be stupid to have to buy luggage just to go home.”




He kissed her and said, “I thought that was why people went to Dallas. To buy fancy clothes and then fancy luggage to hold the fancy clothes.”




She frowned, “I already spent too much money, okay? This stuff costs stupid amounts of moolah, and am I ever gonna wear it again? Don’t think so!”




He hugged her, “Sure you will. Ollie said we’ll have to do the society gala thing regularly to keep our names in the public eye and get free press for HMI. And anyone we meet at fancy-schmancy stuff while we’re wearing stuff of the fancy? Possible clients or possible referrals. So this is tax-deductible.”




“That’s bullshit, and you know it, but thanks for trying to make me feel better about it,” Amy protested.




He gave her a smirk. “Come on, let’s go hop on the giant uber-expensive chartered jet just for us, and then you won’t feel so bad about spending some dough on some dresses.” She stuck her tongue out at him.




With all their junk, they needed two regular airport luggage carts plus a special luggage cart for hanging bags. And the co-pilot came down the little aluminum airport steps to help them get all their stuff in the not-so-huge baggage compartment and a place inside the plane where they could hang up all their hanging things.




The jet was a ten-seat Cessna bizjet with twin Wayne Aviation engines. Xander figured he was hanging too much with the Bat-fam if he recognized the engines from their markings. Xander sat across the aisle from Amy and buckled in as the co-pilot gave them the pre-flight spiel. Xander even pulled out the little card in the seatback pocket and scanned it, because knowing how to open the doors and windows could matter someday.




“…And here’s how the seat buckle works…” the co-pilot said.




Xander added, “Since we haven’t been in a car since the 1950’s!”




Once the guy stopped laughing, he finished the spiel and said, “I’m your co-pilot Bill Kline, and your pilot is Matt Samuels. The bathroom is here at the front of the cabin, and there’s a tiny galley space with a fridge and pantry, in case you want anything to eat or drink. The flight will be around three hours, once we get airborne, so just sit back and relax. There’s a storm system over part of Arizona that we’ll be detouring around, but that won’t add much time to the flight.”




“Sounds great, Bill,” Xander said. “I’m Xander, and this is Amy. We’ll stay out of your hair. And I promise not to tie up the bathroom for an hour doing that Mile High Club thing.”




“Xander!” Amy squeaked. “Behave! For a change…” Bill laughed and went back to the pilots’ cabin.




Xander leaned over and whispered, “I didn’t say we wouldn’t tie up the bathroom for forty minutes doing the Mile High Club thing,”




Amy grumbled, “Like I wanna have sex in a crowded little box where someone peed all over the place when the jet hit some turbulence. Just keep it in your pants until we get to the hotel room.”




He reached across the little aisle and gave her hand a squeeze.




Amy looked around the small cabin and smiled, “Cordelia is really jealous, even if she won’t admit it. No one’s flying her to Dallas in a private jet and putting her up at the Ritz Carlton.”




“Yet!” Xander insisted. “Maybe our ad will be her big break, and she’ll become a Hollywood A-lister who flies all over the place for premieres and other stupid stuff.”




Amy admitted, “I like Cordy way better than in high school, but she’s not a good actress. I don’t know what to do about it.”




Xander decided to toss out an idea that would solve three problems simultaneously. “You know, I could ask Mister Pointy-Ears for some ideas on ways to get her to take acting lessons and think it’s her idea so she wouldn’t be cranky about it.”




Amy glowered, “Yeah, he could figure something out. He could probably figure out how to do pretty much anything…Maybe even how to trick you into actually behaving for a week.”




Xander pretended to look horrified at that notion. He nudged, “You know, he owes you a huge one after you helped rescue his honeybun, so he’d do it if you asked.”




Amy sat back and thought about it. “It would be great for Cordy, but then I’d owe him. And I’d have to stop being mad at him. Well, I’d have to try to stop being mad at him. Zee says it’s bad for channeling Gaea to have those kind of thoughts all the time.” She thought some more. “And…Damn it Xander, you’re doing the Bat-thing again, aren’t you?”




He could have lied, but he didn’t. “Well, sure. It would be good for Cordy, and it would be good for you, and it would make Mister Krabs stop acting like he has to find a way to pay off some huge debt before karma comes calling. So a triple win for me.”




“Didn’t having to go to game night with you and the others count?” she checked.




Xander sighed, “I was hoping it would, but someone else we know put pressure on him to show up and play nice, so it doesn’t count for me, as far as he’s concerned.”




She tried not to smile, “And did you play Shadows over Camelot?”




“Heck yeah, and he identified the traitor way before anyone else figured it out, so we won. H was so crabby that he tagged her that fast. It was hard not to laugh. I wanna see how tough the game would be if he’s the traitor.”




She asked, “What else did you play?”




“Le Havre. A fun strategy board game. Next time, we’re gonna play Eldritch Horror. It’s a strategy game, but it’s cooperative.”




She muttered, “If I didn’t know who you were playing games with, I’d think you were the biggest geek ever.”




“Hey, we are big geeks!” he mock-insisted. “Really competitive, really geeky gamer nerds. Who just happen to do other stuff.”




“Other stuff that’s amazing and heroic and impossible,” she pointed out.




He pretended to ignore that. He just said, “At least no one’s dumb enough to play Trivial Pursuit against him.”




Amy gave a tiny smile. “That would be funny.”




Xander disagreed, “Except that there’s a bunch of Trivial Pursuit answers that are just plain wrong, or now out of date, so then you’d have to have O on call the whole time to check the answers and correct stuff.”




Amy gave him a disbelieving look. “Really? I can see ‘out of date’ but wrong?”




“Really really,” he said in the best Shrek voice he could do. Amy’s big eyeroll was a pretty major indicator that his imitation needed lots of work. He kept going, “Do you know what paper towns are?”




She rolled her eyes. “No. What?”




“Mapmakers have this problem. What if someone else swipes your map and copies it and sells it as theirs, which wrecks your years of hard work? So a long time ago, someone came up with the idea of ‘paper towns’. Fake towns and lakes and stuff on your map so if someone copies it, you’ve got evidence they copied it, and they copied it from you. So Fred L. Worth did the same thing with a book of trivia. He planted a couple totally wrong answers he made up. And years later, bingo! The Trivial Pursuit guys were using one of his ‘paper towns’ as an answer. He sued for huge buckaroos, but they said they did research out of dozens of trivia books and his was just one. Research is okay, plagiarism is not. His suit never made it to a courtroom. So there are wrong answers in the game, and answers that used to be right but are wrong now, and answers that are arguable.”




Amy complained, “It would suck to lose a game because you knew the right answer and the game was stupid.”




Xander agreed, “Yeah, we’d probably have to have a rule that said you had to be able to defend your answer, and if there were multiple possible correct answers, then you had to give at least one of them, or maybe even all of them if you’re Mister B. And we’d make O come and play as the game master to check all the answers.”




Amy checked, “I thought it was just a computer program.”




Xander was pretty sure Oracle was a real, live woman. But he wasn’t saying so, and he certainly wasn’t saying he thought he’d figured out who she was just because the Bat-fam was so interconnected and protective. He just shrugged.




After the jet leveled off, Xander checked the little galley. They had real food in the pantry, and real liquor in the liquor cabinet, and real food and drinks in the fridge. Including bottles of a really good quality champagne that he wasn’t going to touch. He got out a little wheel of Brie, sliced it up, and put the slices on a plate with a sliced-up apple. Then he and Amy had a nice, healthy snack instead of ‘airline food’, which was as close to real food as ‘business ethics’ apparently was to real ethics.




Okay, so he wasn’t happy about what some local repair companies were doing in response to the HMI invasion, and he wasn’t happy that some locals viewed him as the enemy invader, and he wasn’t happy about Angel Investigations snooping on him and busting into his cars and office, and he was extra unhappy about the idea that one of the smaller local home repair companies might have hired Angel Martin to find a way to wreck Xander’s business.




The flight went great, and he didn’t care if it took a little longer if that meant they didn’t have to cut through thunderstorms or whatever. He wasn’t on a commercial carrier that had deadlines and connecting flights and stuff. He wasn’t sitting next to a screaming baby or a shirtless fat guy with more body hair than Smokey The Bear. He wasn’t starving to death and trying to subsist on the airline version of already-bad cookies.




And he wasn’t surprised that there was a Queen Industries woman waiting for the Queen Industries bizjet to get him and Amy over to Queen Rent-a-Car with all their junk.




Amy wondered out loud, “Do you think Ollie and Dinah travel like this all the time?”




The woman—Marsha from the local Q-Core office—grinned, “I think that if you get to call Mister Queen ‘Ollie’ then you probably get to travel like this too.”




Amy giggled, and Xander explained, “We’re new at this. We only met Ollie and Dinah last month at the Handy Man franchise workshop back East. But Amy hit it off with Dinah, and now we’re getting this huge perk to go see how Don Clark runs his HMI franchise.”




Marsha smiled, “Well, we got instructions to pull out all the stops for you, so if there’s anything you want that you can’t get from Mister Clark or the hotel or the car rental, you just call us and ask.” She handed out business cards with her name on them to Xander and Amy. Xander made sure to tuck the card into his card wallet. Then Marsha made sure all of their boxes and bags and junk got moved to the car rental shuttle, which didn’t have any other passengers on it. And Marsha rode with them to the rental car place and made sure their Lexus was already cleared and ready for them to take off in.




It was a Lexus LS 430, which was high-end even for Lexuses. Or Lexi. Maybe Lexae. Whatever the plural of Lexus was. The rental car manager even came out and greeted them, “If this isn’t nice enough, you just let us know. We have some Ferraris and Bugattis, and we should have a Lamborghini turned back in tomorrow, if you’d like to switch to that.”




Xander shook hands and insisted, “Oh no, this is great. A Lexus LS is way more than we needed, even if the Ritz would probably look at us funny if we showed up in a Lada.”




The guy laughed and asked, “You know why the Lada has a rear window heater?”




Xander recognized a line when he heard it. “No Mr. Bones, I don’t. Why does the Lada have a rear window heater?”




“To keep your hands warm while you push.”




Xander laughed and said, “That’s funny. But I’m serious. We don’t need a Lambo to tool around in. This’ll be great. Really.”




Marsha helped them get all their junk into the trunk and back seat of the Lexus, and then Xander was off to the Ritz Carlton, assisted by the GPS system Amy was using. Which was a WayneTech product, naturally. And their system was hacked so that he could get military precision if he needed it, not that he was mentioning that part.




Amy just shook her head. “This is way too much. I feel like I stepped into a Harlequin romance. Or a James Bond movie.”




Xander checked his smartwatch, and when it registered that the car was clean, he told her, “More like option two there, Ames. Unless you want the whole Harlequin Romance deal. I’m pretty sure I can get some candles and rose petals so we can have sex in the suite bathtub. And I could buy you a really, really nice engagement ring in Dallas, if you’d just say yes.”




Amy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “No. I mean, I love you, but this is dangerous. I’m still not sure I’m safe from mom-level threats, and I need a lot more lessons from Zee, and Zee says Circe’s on the loose again, and just thinking about her getting her creepy hands on me scares the shit out of me. We’re going into a town we know nothing about and trying to do the Batman thing. We still haven’t dealt with my mom, or what she did, or what she’ll do if she escapes. And I don’t like your family.”




“Hey, me neither!” he insisted. “Okay, you’ve got a lot of good points. But who’s gonna understand me, besides you?” Amy started to say something, and he interrupted, “Do not say ‘Cordelia’. Or ‘Supergirl’. Or anything like that.”




She admitted, “There is that whole thing. I mean, who’s gonna put up with me being a magical freak with a supervillain mom? I still feel uber-guilty every time I think about her and you and…and Willow and Jesse.”




“Amy, you’re not a freak. Just because you’ve got a bad mom doesn’t make you bad, or weird, or anything like that.”




Amy asked, “Do you think maybe Batman became a dark, creepy superhero because of dark, creepy stuff when he was a kid?”




“Hells yeah,” he told her. “Probably every hero we know became a superhero because of something horrible somewhere in their history. Just like every supervillain we know about probably became a badguy because of something horrible in their life. Except Superman, because that guy’s too wholesome to have badness in his past. And everyone who looks like Cyborg or Metamorpho? Extra badness happened to them, and everyone can see it, and they just have to deal. I mean, how horrible is your life if the best thing you can think of is dressing up like an S&M rodent and punching guys like The Joker in the face?”




Amy groaned, “Well crap. When you put it that way, now I’m wondering what happened to mom when she was younger.”




Xander asked, “What the hell happened to Dick and Edna Wilkins? Because he was like the most wholesome nearly-immortal dark sorcerer ever.”




Amy grimaced, “The mayor? Love makes you do the wacky. I mean, look at us. We’re planning on investigating crime, and we’re driving a Lexus. Uber-inconspicuous ride you got there, Xan.”




Xander smirked, “Xander Harris rented a shiny, fancy Lexus. The White Knight’ll have something else to lurk around in.”




She checked, “Will it be named Lurky or Murky?”




“Could be…”




So she asked, “Can I call you Rainbow Brite?”




He snickered and went off on a tangent. “If Murky wants to get rid of all colors, then why doesn’t he start with…himself? He’s bright green! Maybe he wears gray, but he’s a green guy! He’s got issues.”




“Well duh,” Amy said scathingly. “He hates colors because of mom issues. And he’s like seven hundred years old and he still hasn’t gotten over it! And his mom named him Murkwell Dismal. Murkwell! That’s worse than Cordelia Tamora Chase. His mom and my mom and Cordelia’s mom ought to get together and start a Sucky Moms Club.”




Okay, he hadn’t thought too highly of his mom since he was old enough to understand what people meant when they talked about his parents. But his mom wasn’t nearly as sucky as Amy’s mom. Or Cordy’s mom. Because seriously, naming your daughter after maybe the worst villainess in all of Shakespeare? That’s asking for trouble.




And he made a huge effort not to think any more about Cordelia Tamora Chase, or how when they were all little kids it was only Genius Willow who had read any Shakespeare and knew why Tamora was a terrible middle name, or how much he still missed Willow and Jesse sometimes.




Part VI



Xander pulled up under the fancy porte-cochère of the Ritz Carlton. He knew what it was called, because he’d done framing and construction on a couple, even though no one really needed one in sunny L.A. Then they had so much junk that he needed to tip two bellmen that were putting all their stuff on carts and hauling it all. The bellman whose nametag said ‘Jose’ walked them to the concierge desk instead of the check-in area. Marsha had already called the hotel, given them the rental car info and billing for the room, and given them a pretty good estimate on how long it would take Xander to drive from DFW to the hotel.




Xander just smiled and shook hands and thanked everyone, and insisted that Marc the concierge call him Xander instead of Mr. Harris. And he tried not to get overwhelmed by all the stuff Marc was telling him and Amy. The suite. The amenities. The everything.




There was an afternoon tea going on, and Marc could get them in. There was the nightly six o’clock guacamole and tequila and mixed drinks in the lobby, with the Ritz Carlton guacamologist, which Xander doubted was a real word even by Robin’s standards. There was the Friday night tasting. There was the Club Level dining. And Marc had a reservation for four for them and the Clarks, in Fearing’s the next night. And as Club Level members for this stay, they had a Club concierge who would get them reservations at wherever they wanted, along with rides to wherever, either in the hotel shuttle, or on the trolley that ran past the hotel, or taxis, if Xander didn’t want to tool around in his rented Lexus.




And the room was bigger than Xander’s apartment. Well, the suite was. It wasn’t a ‘room’. The ‘living room’ area stretched off to the side into a dining room with 24-hour room service if they wanted. The living room had its own bathroom, the dining room had its own kitchenette, and the bedroom had another little dining table, plus a huge bed, plus a bathroom that was ridiculous. A marble tub big enough for both of them, and a separate shower, and a two-sink vanity, and a fancy toilet with bidet.




Plus the hotel had its own pool on the roof, and its own spa, and shops, and pretty much everything except amusement park rides and a private stable of Ritz Carlton ponies.




After the bellmen left, Xander and Amy started unpacking, which mainly meant getting their new stuff hung up first, and then suitcases opened and put away. Amy hung up several still-plastic-wrapped dresses and gave him a wide-eyed gasp. “This is too much! I mean, I can’t go eat a bunch of guac and slam down fancy tequilas every night, and then do a fancy dinner, and all this other stuff, and not end up looking like Roseanne!”




He stepped over and took the shoes out of her hands. Then he kissed her gently and gave her a big hug. “First, you are not going to get fat from eating in one little week. Even if we’re not working off a few thousand calories a night superheroing. Second, we both know you’ll exercise good judgment, and you’ll go hit the hotel gym, and you’ll swim laps in the pool, and—”




“I can’t swim laps here! This is Dallas! The Ritz! Everyone will look at me and think I need to lose weight, and my swimsuit isn’t nice enough!”




He whispered, “In the words of someone we know who dresses really badly at night, ‘Don’t be overwhelmed. Maybe you could take it down a notch and just be whelmed.’” She giggled, because she knew exactly who he was talking about.




He gave her a kiss on the lips and smiled, “And did you bring a swimsuit?”




She blushed a little. “Umm, yeah. A bikini you haven’t seen, and my navy blue racer-back one-piece, because the pool. But not a bathrobe.”




He tilted his head toward the closet. “Big, fluffy, white Ritz Carlton bathrobes. Way nicer than my bathrobe back home.”




She scowled, “Xander, that bathrobe back in your place is so old the moths can’t find anything left to eat on it. A handful of paper towels would be better than your bathrobe.”




He pretended to think that over. “Hmm, I could duct-tape the paper towels together…”




“Stop it,” Amy insisted. Then she thought of something else. “Have you checked your…watch?”




He tried not to grin. “Yep. First thing, while Jose and Luis were offloading our piles of schmatte.”




“Schmatte?” she wondered. “Where’d you learn that one? I mean, I know it from Cordy’s friend Rebecca.”




He spilled, “Game night. We were playing ‘Agricola’, which is German-made, and two smart-alecks we know couldn’t stop doing German accents and then Yiddish accents and dropping a lot of words I had to look up later. It was still hilarious.”




“So the flower arrangement on the dining table…”




“Is just a flower arrangement. But we’ll check every time we come back to the room, just in case.”




Amy sighed, “Don’t you think cleaning the room twice a day is too much?”




He told her, “If we had two kids in here with us, you’d be thrilled to have housekeeping twice a day. As it is, I’d be happy with maid service once a week. But if we go through tons of bath towels going to the pool, or something like that, we’ll be happy to have new towels drop by.”




“It still seems way too much,” she grumbled into his shirt.




“It is too much!” he insisted. “It’s way too much, and I feel like I can’t just sit around in jeans and a t-shirt watching ‘The Simpsons’ in case maids drop by and they’re dressed better than me!”




“Did you even bring jeans and a t-shirt?”




He nodded, “Sure. A pair of work jeans, a couple work t-shirts, a flannel overshirt, my Timberlands that don’t have a hole through the upper, and a couple bandannas. I’m planning on going out this week and doing some real work to see how Don’s company really runs.”




She just grumbled, “You really need to toss out those smelly old workboots.”




So he went for the ‘Horse Feathers’ gag she would definitely catch. “President Wagstaff, now that you have stepped into my shoes…”




And just as he’d hoped, Amy jumped on the straight line. In her best Groucho voice, which wasn’t really that great, she leered, “Oh, is that what I stepped in? I wondered what it was. If these are your shoes, the least you could do is have ’em cleaned!” So they giggled together and she kissed him for giving her the punchline.




They finished unpacking, and then they took a casual stroll down McKinney Avenue and then around the uptown area, looking at galleries and boutiques and shops and other mostly-tourist stuff. There were lots of restaurants and ‘nightlife’ party places, and even parks and an opera house and a symphony center. Amy talked him into spending a couple hours in the Perot Museum of Science and Industry, even if Xander made lots of cracks about Mister Perot and a science museum. After all, the guy was obviously the first Ferengi. You could tell by the height and the ears.




Okay, it was a really cool museum. And it gave him plenty of time to see if anyone was tailing him or trying to monitor him. Nope, boring, dopey Xander Harris was tail-free.




They got back to the hotel in time for the end of the guacamole tasting, after which Amy decided she was done eating for the night. He was sort of worried she was already overdoing the diet thing. He was ready for some dinner, but instead he had the valet get his Lexus, and they went for a drive on the Dallas highways.




And, once he was satisfied the car wasn’t bugged or tracked or tailed, they ended up in the huge parking garage for the Baylor University Medical Center, which was only maybe twenty blocks away from the hotel, so they could hoof it if they needed to. He just had to find the right car…




It took him ten minutes of driving around to find the car that someone had arranged to leave for him. It was an old Cadillac that had seen better days, or at least that was what it was supposed to look like. They parked the Lexus not too many spots away. Then Xander fished the magnetic holder for the Cadillac’s ignition key out of its right rear wheel well. This holder was nearly flat, and curved to fit in the well, so it was nearly impossible to find unless you knew exactly where it was supposed to be and what it would feel like. Also, the Cadillac was rigged so it wouldn’t start even if you got into it, because the fusebox was fiddled.




They hopped into the Cadillac and Xander fixed its fusebox so the car would run properly. Then he peeked in the back seat and trunk before they drove out of the parking garage, paying the parking fee in cash. Amy fished out the special packet hidden in the glovebox, and looked it over.




He asked, “Where do we go?”




She frowned, “It’s bespelled. I’ve got to do the counterspell before it’s readable.”




He smiled to himself. “Good security.” He checked his Batwatch. No bugs, no trackers. Good. “The magic? That tells me this is probably courtesy of GA instead of Mister B.”




Amy nodded in the darkness. “Totes. Zee did this especially for me. I can feel it. So…” She concentrated for long seconds and finally announced, “Got it.”




Xander figured that Bats must have called in a lot of favors on this one. The ‘Gray Knight’ thing must be bothering him a lot more than he wanted to admit. So Zee did this spell. GA had some contacts plant the car and whatever Bats set up. Someone else could have done this job for Bats or the JL, so Bats was testing Xander to see if the White Knight was really ready for prime time. Probably. It was tough to tell with The Bat, because the guy was uber-smart and an obsessive over-planner. Xander probably needed to try and figure out the top ten things Bats was up to on this job. Also, Xander needed to consider that maybe Stormburst and people like that could have been available to help him, but Bats wanted to see what Xander and Amy could do without super-help.




Amy read off the directions, and Xander drove the old Cadillac down to a light industrial area. And there were more directions to…Big surprise, it was a Q-Core packaging facility and warehouse, with a huge security fence around it. Amy directed him around the back, where across the street from the back side of the Q-Core site were half a dozen food trucks parked next to what looked like an industrial kitchen. Based on the ornate capital Q in the company name, Xander assumed it was probably yet another company in the Queen stable.




Amy whispered, “The last one on the right. That’s the license plate we’re looking for.” Xander pulled the Cadillac into an unlit spot about a hundred feet behind the row of trucks.




Amy grumbled, “Why does it have to be food trucks? Is this whole damn town trying to make me get fat?”




Xander asked artlessly, “Is that what it says on Zee’s notes?”




“Shut up, you know that’s not what it says. And I’m sorry I’m being so crazy about this. But you saw the other women in the airport!”




He admitted, “Umm, actually, no. I was watching out for tails and stuff. And staring at your butt, because in that dress, you looked amazing.” He tried a Billy Crystal voice. “You looked mahvelous!”




“Stop it, ‘Nando,” Amy grumbled.




Xander insisted, “Seriously, Ames. I was busy ogling you. And I was totally thinking ‘Mile High Club’. You were the hottest thing in the airport. By a huge margin.”




She sighed and confessed, “Okay, maybe it was all the ’tudes I was picking up from the auras I could sense, because a lot of women just had this ‘I know I look incredible’ aura that made me feel…shitty.”




He knew she really meant ‘fat and ugly and unloved and too gross for even moms to want.’ He didn’t say so. He just thought about kicking her mom in the face. Again. He just told her, “Come on, what else do we have?”




She held up a key. “Truck key. A couple suitcases inside it that have combination locks, and she sent me the combos, and if you’re a bad boy and you try to force the suitcases, the stuff inside does the Diablo thing.”




He leered at her. “I’m always a bad boy.”




“You wish,” she replied. “You’re about as evil as Ozzie and Harriet.”




“I’m with the hey on that!”




She pushed, “I bet the whole Bat-fam thinks you’re the nice, friendly pushover of the group. They probably all knew you’d do this job as soon as Mister Pointy-Ears asked.”




“I’m going with a hey and some extra hey there,” he grumbled. “Maybe even a hey squared.”




“Go open the door, Goody Two-Shoes,” she teased.




Xander pretended to pout at her, but he let her get away with it, because it was so much better than visiting Fat Unhappy Amy Land, which he hated to go to. He had his own insecurities and hot buttons and stuff, but nothing like Amy’s one uber-giant hot button.




What the heck, well-adjusted people did not put on weird costumes and beat up badguys. That pretty much said all you needed to say about the Bat-fam. Okay, the Green Lantern suits were police uniforms. And Aquaman didn’t wear a costume. And Diana wore special magically-empowered antique uniform pieces. And Hawkgirl’s uniform was really a Thanagarian military uniform or something. And there was probably a deal with Supes, because that guy was too wholesome to be wearing a funny costume for Bat-like reasons. Maybe his mom made it for him and he couldn’t bring himself to tell her it was embarrassing.




So he said, “Let’s go look at the funny Halloween costumes.”




Amy pursed her lips, “If mine is too weird or too skimpy, I’m not wearing it.”




“Wow!” Xander gasped. “You’re gonna go naked? That’ll be awesome!”




She elbowed him. “You know that’s not what I meant.”




He checked, “Does that mean you can do the illusion thing Zee does with her costume?”




She rolled her eyes. “I wish. She really wears that teensy outfit when she’s superheroing. Tossing around serious magic in a battle and keeping up a detailed illusion is uber-hard.”




“How do you keep a real tophat on your head in a superbattle?”




She told him, “Hatpins. Lots and lots of hatpins. And hairpins. And other pins. When she’s got that hat on, her hair would not make it through metal detectors.”




“Man,” he muttered. “That’s weirder than gluing your mask to your face.” Which he also thought was an uber-bad idea. Even if the tiny Robin-style masks wouldn’t stay in place without some kind of glue or goo. But the Robin-style masks were also so tiny that you could see the wearer’s nose and mouth and cheekbones and chin and forehead, along with the shape of the face. How did Robin not get tagged just using standard FBI-level facial recognition software?




Xander opened the side door of the food truck, disabled the regular car alarm, disabled the other security system, and then disabled the hidden security system. He was guessing this was a Green Arrow truck, since the security wasn’t like typical Bat-security. But that was a lot of carefulness set on a food truck no one would bother with.




He needed to be that paranoid on White Knight stuff. Or even more paranoid, just in case.




The food truck was a genius choice for a superhero vehicle. You could park it anywhere, and it would just be ‘some food truck over there’. There was enough room to stand up and move around, so you could get changed. There was enough shelf room for all kinds of storage, including a cabinet that looked like it would hold several high-tech bows. Okay, given Ollie’s hands and arms, you probably had to be Superman to use Ollie’s bows.




And there were two suitcases on the floor. Xander made sure he had the right combination dialed on his before he tried to open it, because Bat-security was nothing to laugh about.




Okay. A kinetic gel-covered titanium cup that looked like it was designed to take a kick from Black Canary. A full-body inner layer that made Kevlar look like kleenex, including a black headmask-slash-cowl. A dark gray semi-rigid outer layer complete with boots, gauntlets, and a hood. Wow, The Bat had gone all out on designing a real White Knight costume, even if it wasn’t white anywhere.




Oh, and there was a handheld midrange ultraviolet spotlight that made the material glow white. Even the black headmask. So he could spotlight himself and ‘be’ the White Knight in white if he wanted. And as soon as the spotlight was turned off, he would ‘vanish’ into the darkness of the surroundings.




Oh yeah, utility belt. Went without saying. Batman must have really liked the bola trick Xander pulled on him, because there were four different belt pouches with bolas in them. Only one pouch held normal bolas with metal balls. The others were trick bolas: a pouch for taser bolas, a pouch for stun-gas bolas, and a pouch for explosive bolas. It looked like it was a good thing Xander had been practicing with his ordinary steel ball bearing bolas. Also there were smoke pellets, gas pellets, an emergency gasmask, replacements for the line launcher and reel that snapped into his left gauntlet, lockpicks, electronic and computer B&E gear, a taser that looked like brass knuckles, a pouch full of steel throwing disks, and an EMP charge. Plus two empty pouches. Xander was already thinking about stuff to go in them. And the trick belt buckle that had another lockpick and a knife, along with a taser and anesthetic darts to surprise people trying to steal his belt.




And there were secret compartments on the gauntlets too, like the spot where the line launcher went, and a couple backup line launchers, and a slit for the emergency lockpicks. Geez, he was going to have to practice with this just to know where everything was without looking.




So he checked Amy’s directions, and there were more secret compartments in the boot heels and the sides of the boots. And inside the hood. And under the body armor of the outer layer.




He tried not to think about how much all of this stuff had cost to develop and build and test and re-design and re-test.




He went ahead and slipped on the cup and inner layer, and…




“Oh. My. God,” Amy gasped. He looked over, and she was gaping at him open-mouthed. She looked into his eyes and asked, “Is it hot in here, or is it just me? Because you look amazing in that.”




Amy looked pretty amazing, since she was standing there in just her bra and panties, holding the first layers of her costume in her hands. So he gave her a leer and a quiet wolf whistle.




She frowned, “Stop it. Did you see this stuff?”




“No. I didn’t even see my stuff before now, even if Bats and I talked about stuff.”




She really frowned then. “Did you tell him to pad my bra?”




“What?” Okay, that one really threw him. “Why would I ask for something like that? I mean, you’re already…” He held his hands out in front of his chest like he was holding two casaba melons against his pecs.




She complained, “It’s a gel-lined bra, and panties with a gel strip through the crotch. I’ll look like I borrowed Dinah’s bra!”




He looked over the ‘lingerie’. “It’s kinetic gel, like the cover on my cup. In case you get hit where you don’t want to get hit.”




“I’m still gonna look stupid wearing this,” she grumbled.




“Or you’ll look so hot crooks will turn themselves in if you’ll go on a date with them after they make parole.”




Amy frowned, “Stop it.” Because Amy did not see herself like that.




Okay, he didn’t see some of the stuff that Bats must have seen in him to make him pick Xander Harris, out of billions of possible people, for another member of the Bat-family. So he said, “Come on, let’s get you dressed too, because you’re distracting the hell out of me in your sexxay lingerie.”




And when wearing a titanium cup, you really could not afford to get a major boner.




Still, he had to not watch while Amy put on her superheroine panty and bra. And then her inner layer was three parts: a pantyhose-shaped thing that came up to her ribcage, a long-sleeved top that came up to her collarbone and down to her navel, and a headmask that came down over her collarbones. The top surrounded her breasts like a bra, instead of fitting over her curves like a t-shirt. All of it was dark blue and skin-tight. More than skin-tight, because the double layer over her stomach really pulled in her abs and sides, giving her even more of an hourglass figure than she already had.




He murmured, “Wow, that’s more like an hour-and-a-half glass figure.”




“Stop it, Xan.”




He insisted, “No way. You are totes hot like that. It’s a shame we can’t take any of this back to the room for sexytime.”




She looked over his outfit, which was still all inner layer because he hadn’t put the outer armored layer on yet. Because he’d been too busy ogling Super-Amy. But she licked her lips and said, “Maybe…a no-tell motel around here somewhere.” So he wasn’t the only ogler in the truck.




Now he was wondering how Batman and Catwoman ever made it out on patrol together, unless they dressed separately and met up somewhere.




Amy helped him get the outer layer on, although she had trouble keeping her hands to herself. Then the gauntlets and boots and belt. And she just swallowed. Really hard. She turned him around so he could see himself in the full-length mirror on the back of the door to the driver’s seat.




Holy crap. That was his head on the body of a real superhero. He pulled on the black headmask, which took a little adjusting. There was a protective layer along the jawline and on each cheek and across the forehead, so the shape of the head didn’t look like him, and he could take a punch that Xander Harris would not like a bit. Then the protective cowl. And the hood, which came forward enough to make it look like maybe there was a face in the darkness, or maybe that was a scary faceless dude.




“Wow,” Amy whispered. “You totally make that work.”




Then he helped Amy into her outfit. There was an outer layer that was matte black and shaped like a sort of old-style Wonder Woman maillot that totally emphasized the extreme hotness inside that maillot. There were knee-high boots that had flat soles which were half an inch thick at the front and a little over two inches high at the back. There were black bracers. There was the headmask that had a fake wig that clipped onto the back, so Element had perfectly-styled long black hair with wide streaks that made you think of Metamorpho’s body. There were silvery metallic streaks and nickel-gray streaks and sulfur-yellow streaks and chlorine-green streaks and bromine-brownish-red streaks. That was totally not a witch with serious magical powers; that was obviously another Metamorpho power-alike.




Plus the wig had a kinetic gel layer under it for the first time Element got hit over the head.




So Element was a chemical super with a Wonder Woman body and freaky hair and who the heck knew what she really looked like under that mask, but it was probably gross and Metamorpho-like. No one was going to suspect Element was a gorgeous Amy-like hottie with witchy powers.




The headmasks had comm systems hidden in them, so he activated the comms and made sure they were encrypted. He whispered over the comms, “What’s with the bracers and boot heels?” The tight, solid but flexible, sexy body armor was armor. But he didn’t know about the rest.




She said from inside her headmask, “The bracers look like armor, but really they’re mainly a gift from Doctor Fate so I can pull in more mana and control my mana output. And hide my mana output if I need to, because…you know.”




Yeah, there were major league badguys out there who specialized in magic badness, and would love to get their hands on an Energizer Amy magic battery. Which would not be good for little Amy types.




She added, “And the boots have secret pockets in the heels, so I’ve got a couple summoning crystals and mana storage crystals in there in case of emergencies.”




Yeah, if you were an uber-powerful mage, sneaky backups could be there to deal with anti-mage stuff. And Amy wasn’t anywhere near as powerful as Zatanna, but she could summon elementals and cast a few of her spells without speaking, so maybe you could gag Zee and shut her down, but that wouldn’t work on Element.




He slipped the hood back off his head and pulled off the cowl and headmask. He waited while Amy peeled off her wig and headmask. Then he handed her one of the long trenchcoats at the bottom of the suitcases. He slipped his coat over the armor and everything, and waited until she had hers on too. Of course, someone had made sure the trenchcoats would fit over the uniforms.




Xander gave her a smile. “Let’s go do some Bat-investigating.”





Part VII



Xander drove the old foodtruck through the industrial area, following Amy’s directions as she read them off her GPS system. He explained, “We’ve got six break-ins. So far. They’re all in warehouses and chemical plants. No idea why, but all six places had tons of volatile chemicals, and our robbers didn’t try to turn this into a big boom to hide what they stole, which would be stupidly easy. Also, someone was nice enough to raid the local police computers for us, and the cop computers have got bupkis listed on the break-ins. No thefts in the warehouse business offices. No pilfering attempts on building computers, expensive factory automation gear, warehouse safes, nothing. Not even the petty cash drawers in the offices. Our someone checked the factory computers for us too, and the ones with security logs say the computers and the networks weren’t even touched during the nighttime break-ins. But something’s going on, and we’ve got someone trying to stop it for reasons we don’t know yet, and the cops don’t want vigilantes either.”




Amy asked, “You said warehouses and chemical plants. Maybe they’re stealing chemicals.”




“That’s what I think too,” Xander told her. “Maybe precursors, maybe product. But whatever it was, there’s no sign the cops could see of anything getting driven away. Sure, maybe they weren’t looking very hard, but if expensive chemicals walked off, surely the warehouses and factories would see it on their inventories. And according to the police records, every one of the break-ins said ‘nothing missing from inventory’. But that’s what the companies told the cops, that doesn’t mean that’s what really happened.”




Amy pointed out, “A really smart thief would know that you could steal a really expensive chemical and replace it with something that looked the right color, and beat the inventory system that way.”




Xander said, “But a really, really smart thief would know it’s a lot easier to order all the chemicals you want, send ’em to a dummy address to pick up later, and use someone else’s ID and credit cards to pay for the stuff.”




She glared at him. “Maybe you’re too smart to be this kind of crook, and you should get kicked out of the planning team.”




He grinned, “Come on, no one ever accuses me of being too smart.”




Amy sighed, “Honey, we both know you’re really smart, and you’re smart in a lot of ways that don’t fit into school, and school was sucky for you, and most of that wasn’t your fault.”




He didn’t want to talk about it, even if he and Amy had talked about it tons over the years. So he went the other direction. “I bet Batman loved school. He probably took advanced math and science classes. And asked for extra homework. And complained when the classes weren’t science-y enough. And was voted Best Teacher’s Pet every year.”




Amy sort of gave him a glance. “You know who Batman is. You already probably know what he was like as a kid. Don’t make stuff up.”




Not that Xander was saying anything about real Bruce Wayne history. No way.




Amy went on, “And it wasn’t your fault your dad got in a fight with Mr. McAlester and so most of the teachers didn’t like you. Or the thing with Cordelia and her evil flock of evil, stupid sheep picking on us.”




He cut off that whole line of conversation. “Where now?”




“Oh! Sorry. We missed the turn while I was ranting. Turn around and go back a street and turn…left.”




So they focused on directions instead of Xander’s school years, until they were at a fence around a crappy-looking warehouse. Xander parked around the side of the fence, where the truck would be less conspicuous and there was an easy way in. First, headmasks and stuff, so they weren’t easily identifiable. Then the comm check. Then security checks, in case there were security cams or spy cams or drone cams that might be targeting the area. Or suspicious local radio traffic. Then they slipped silently out of the truck.




There was a door-sized gate in the fence that had a big padlock on it. And it only took Xander maybe four seconds to rake the lock and open it, because the padlock was big and heavy, but a crappy lock. They moved around the perimeter, looking for an access point for the crooks, and found nothing. So they moved inward toward the building, keeping quiet and only talking over the comms in case someone or something was around in the dark.




“Bingo,” he murmured over the comms.




Element whispered, “That’s a water runoff grate. Nobody can fit through that.”




He would have given her a look, but he was wearing that headmask and hood so his face was hidden. But really, that was a pretty silly thing for a meta to say. He could think of over a dozen people who could go through that just off the top of his head.




He took a couple photos of where the heavy grate was dislodged, and he took some samples of stuff that looked like it had been dragged through the runoff system by whoever, and then smeared on the asphalt as the perps moved toward the building.




He had a bad feeling about this one already, and he was going to have to check on a few things with the Bat-fam as soon as he could make a secure phone call.




He moved quietly to the closest corner of the building. Something had punched a hole the size of a mid-size car right through a big roll-up garage door, instead of opening it and having enough room to drive in a semi truck. That told him a couple more things. The hole was still there, it just had a translucent plastic tarp taped over it, with lots of yellow ‘crime scene’ tape stuck across that.




He could have peeled away the tape and stepped through the hole, but it was probably all jagged metal edges, and he didn’t want to find out what that might do at the gaps in his body armor. He cut a tiny slit and peeked in.




As if the hole in the roll-up door wasn’t a big enough clue, there were dozens of fifty-five gallon drums knocked over. And the damage went diagonally across the floor toward…




He led Element along the side of the building and around the corner. There was another smaller roll-up door there, and a regular exit door. The regular door had been covered with crime scene tape, but that had been cut away so people could use the door. After all, the incident was over a week old.




Element whispered over their comms, “Punch a hole through a steel door, but walk out a regular exit door?”




He nodded. “Probably set off the alarms too, if the damage to the roll-up door didn’t, but I don’t think our perp cared.”




And straight-lining that stuff toward the back of the fenced-off lot led them to more fifty-five gallon drums, only these weren’t labeled and weren’t clean and weren’t nicely organized. Also, half a dozen were split open.




He warned, “Don’t get near that stuff.” He still took a sample from each ruptured drum.




He pointed off toward their truck, and they sneaked out. He secured the lock on the fence gate, and they slipped back into the truck after he checked that no one had been monitoring the area since they slipped out of the truck.




They pulled off their headgear before Xander drove off. And as soon as they were well away from the warehouse, he used his Batwatch to make a secure call.




“Oracle here.”




“This is the White Knight and Element. Is there anywhere near here we can make a secure connection for lab analyses?”




“You can use the packaging that’s supposed to be in the back of your current vehicle, and let your contact pick it up in the morning for fast transport to a S.T.A.R. Lab. Situation?”




Xander admitted, “I think we’ve got a Clayface on the loose. And angry, and maybe out of control, and possibly in trouble. Plus at least two other metas, since the cops haven’t notified anybody about a huge globby monster, and they did report a meta-on-meta problem at two sites. He came in through a water runoff grate, punched through a roll-up door, and tore apart what I’m pretty sure are toxic waste drums that are probably not legal to keep around even in Texas. That’s what most of my analysis samples are. Two samples are smears that may be left-behind Clayface goo.”




“Right,” Amy said. “Smears left behind, but no footprints or shoeprints. That’s really smart. I looked right at it and didn’t get it.”




“Elementary, my dear Element,” he smarted off.




Oracle ignored him and reported, “Clayfaces. Basil Karlo: location unknown. Matt Hagen: deceased. Preston Payne: condition unknown, may have been killed by Prometheus, may not. Sondra Fuller: in custody…or not. Checking…It looks like she escaped again. Fine, Lady Clay: location also unknown. Cassius Payne: location unknown. Dr. Peter Malley: deceased. Todd Russell: in custody. Johnny Williams: deceased. Clayface components and samples are in multiple labs, and we’ve had exposures to those that turned people into new Clayfaces, so we could have a new Clayface on our hands. Do you need a breakdown on powers?”




Xander said, “I don’t. Amy does.” Because he’d already spent way too much time studying Bat-dossiers and League files and other stuff he’d gotten Bat-quizzed on. Because someone was so anal-retentive that anal-retentiveness should just be known as Batman Disease.




Oracle explained, “All the Clayfaces can maintain a ‘clay’ state, although at least one automatically reverts to human when asleep or unconscious. The late Matt Hagen could only hold his form for 48 hours without more access to the biochemicals that gave him his powers. All of them have some manner of shapeshifting, usually including the ability to mimic other people down to the voice and clothing, and some of them to the DNA and fingerprints. Some have actually been able to split off pieces of themselves that then demonstrated some degree of consciousness and separateness. Lady Clay also gains the powers of any metas she impersonates, and we know she’s used Looker’s powers when impersonating her so be careful. Basil Karlo may now be able to do this too. Most of them can change mass by absorbing mud or clay from their surroundings, or secreting clay-like compounds to drop weight. Preston Payne had to wear an exoskeleton power suit to keep from ‘melting’, and he could dissolve other people by touching them. The suit also gave him super-strength. Cassius Payne has the powers of both of his parents, Preston Payne and Sondra Fuller. And the late Dr. Malley had the ability to melt people by staring at them.”




“Ick,” Amy muttered.




Oracle added, “The toxic waste issue complicates things. You may have a new Clayface who is in need of the chemicals.”




Xander agreed, “That’s what I was guessing, only we may have an old Clayface who’s destabilizing.”




“Yes,” Oracle said. “It could be Preston Payne, after what Prometheus did to him.”




Xander sighed, “So. That means not engaging in hand-to-hand and definitely no hugs. Electricity, dilution, or solvents. Or turning him solid. Good thing I’ve got my Bat-concrete mixer truck in my utility belt.”




There was a sound like an electronically-altered snort of amusement. Then Oracle said, “Be careful. All the Clayfaces are dangerous, and they keep getting more dangerous powers. And we don’t have any backup for you. Batman is stuck in Gotham City for over a week, Nightwing and the Titans are off-world right now, Robin and The Team have a crisis on the West Coast, Huntress is in Europe, Batgirl is in East Asia, the usual.”




“The yoozh, you mean,” Xander corrected, just to be a pain.




“Stop it!” hissed Amy.




Oracle flatly said, “I’ll leave all the hip lingo to you youngsters.”




“Thanks for the 4-1-1, the buzz, the juicy, the inf, the down-low, the intel, the—”




“You can stop now, Knight,” Oracle insisted.




“Then…Knight out!” he smirked as he disconnected.




Amy just stared at him for long seconds. She finally burst out, “You know! You know Oracle’s a person instead of a computer, and you know who it is!”




“No idea what you’re talking about,” he lied.




Amy thought about it. “And Oracle knows you know. So I bet Mister Pointy-Ears knows you know too. He’s probably sorry he taught you all that investigation stuff.”




Xander admitted, “Okay, look, I know way too many Justice League IDs, and I’m trying not to work out a bunch more. But Zee said she wasn’t doing memory wipes so I could just live with it, like everyone else. Kent said tons of Leaguers know a lot of IDs if they work with the League long enough. And you already know a bunch of secret identities. We’ll just keep it all on the down-low. Because that’s what us big-time supers do.”




She glared at him. He didn’t have to look over to tell. He knew Amy well enough to know that she didn’t want to think of herself as a superheroine, despite what she could do, and what she had already done, and who she hung out with when she wasn’t in L.A.




He let her do the GPS thing some more, while he drove over to Break-In Ubicación Numero Dos. Only this time, he had a better idea of what to look for. This one was a factory in a ‘light industrial’ area. He was already suspecting they might be doing some ‘heavy industry’ not allowed in their sector, and hiding it from the police. Or else ‘light industry’ did not mean the same thing in Texas as it did in California.




So he was driving around as much of the fencing as he could, while Amy studied stuff with a nightvision scope. He had her checking the fences and sewer grates and water runoff openings and manhole covers.




“Got it!” she whispered excitedly.




He backed up and parked. Then he pulled on the headgear before slipping out and studying what Amy spotted. Yep, there was stuff. Muddy guck smeared on the street around the water runoff slot. More mud smeared on the concrete sidewalk outside the factory. Even more on the fencing in a shape like a seven foot high semicircle.




Seven feet high and a semicircle? If he had a Clayface that was pretty much half of a seven foot radius sphere, then he had maybe…umm…1500 cubic feet of Clayface-ish goo, and that could be a huge problem. A person was likely to be 2 or 3 cubic feet, with kids even smaller, and more than one Clayface could spawn off ‘Claythings’ that could take on a life of their own. This town could end up with hundreds of semi-Clayfaces.




He didn’t really like the term Claything. He was going to call them ClayMores.




He popped out the tiny monocular in his belt and used it like a telescope, checking where the mud was pointing. Then he hopped back in the truck and headed down the street.




And naturally, the street didn’t go around to the back of the factory. No way. If this place was cranking out toxic goo, then that stuff probably got shoved as far from prying eyes as possible.




Amy asked, “Do we go in like last time?”




He shook his head, “Nah. We know what we’re looking for. We’ll just put an eye in the sky.”




“Do we have an eye we can put in the sky?” she wondered. “And does it work at night?”




He grinned at her. “If it didn’t work at night, what good would it be for us dark, scary vigilante-types?”




“You forgot brooding and glowering and cranky.”




“Those too,” he snickered.




He stepped into the back and opened up the cabinet that had a Post-it note with the image of a helicopter stuck on it. He had talked with The Bat about options for the White Knight, and while there was no way Xander Harris was using that crazy Bat-jet thing Batman had, a little helicopter drone made sense to him.




Still, this was more than what he had expected. Which he should have expected. It was an aerodynamic shape full of thirty pounds or so of gadgets and batteries. Plus four arms that got inserted into their slots at the corners, plus a propeller blade for each arm to turn the thing into a quadcopter. A quadcopter with special camera lenses and a transmitter and also special ejector tubes to fire stuff down at where the lenses would be looking. Just in case, he loaded all four tubes: two taser rounds, a smoke round, and a gas round.




The copter went with a laptop that had a special transceiver to connect up with the copter over an encrypted link, which he was sure was uber-heavily encrypted because—hello!—Batman. He ran through the vision modes: regular, telescopic, nightvision, near infrared, far infrared, and near ultraviolet. Somebody planned way too much for stuff.




He put the copter together, opened the service side of the foodtruck, and launched the thing. It was pretty quiet, which was totally not a surprise. He wouldn’t have been shocked if it was absolutely silent, given who was involved. Okay, he wouldn’t have been surprised if it was an anti-grav system instead. Not that the White Knight wanted to use obvious Justice League tech and get spotted with the stuff. People targeted high-end super-gear.




People like Manhunter, who had three or four superpowered things including what Batman said was her whole costume. There was no telling what Manhunter might try to swipe from the White Knight if he had super-tech and he looked like easy pickin’s. Even if Oracle and Huntress said Manhunter was a goodguy and a huge help when they needed her.




Amy peeked over his shoulder as he operated the copter and watched for stuff on the laptop screen. There was nothing on IR or UV, but the nightvision view showed more mud skidmarks leading into the factory and then out the other side, off to a stack of unmarked barrels.




If he was crooked and illegally making toxic wastes at his factory, he would at least make them look like they were supposed to be there. Like label them as some legal chemical and spray-paint a sign on each one that said something like ‘AWAITING PICKUP ORDER’. And maybe he’d put a little fence around the drums with a sign that said ‘keep out—valuable chemicals’ so dumb crooks would come along and steal toxic wastes and let the factory get rid of the wastes and also file fake insurance claims.




Sure enough, a bunch of the suspicious drums were busted open, with nastiness spilled all over the place. But not nearly enough nastiness for eight totally ruptured-open fifty-five gallon drums of slime. There should have been a pond of the stuff. There wasn’t. He was figuring this Clayface was absorbing or drinking the toxic waste to try to stabilize himself, and it was working, but only for a day or two at a time.




And that even made sense, what with the secret Bat-info he had that Matt Hagen’s powers only held up for 48 hours before he had to get more of his ‘protoplasmic’ goo, whatever it really was.




He flew the copter around the factory, looking for more clues or whatever. He wasn’t expecting anything, but he might as well put in the work while he was here. If there was anything and he missed it, that could be bad later. But he wasn’t finding anything. Not even night watchmen or guard dogs.




Amy finally asked, “How’s he finding these drums? I mean, he knows where to go, and he comes out of the water runoff grates and goes straight for the things.”




Xander admitted, “I don’t know. But he might just be smelling the organic molecules he needs, and tracking straight to them instead of going around buildings and things. Or maybe there’s radiation in the waste, and he’s tracking that.”




“You don’t have a Geiger counter in your pocket?”




He smirked, “You mean a Bat-dosimeter in my Bat-belt?”




“Stop it.”




He kept going. “No, I’ve got tons of crap in this thing, but I can’t carry everything ever. I probably ought to pick up some dosimeters and radon detectors for the business, and I can snitch the smallest, most expensive one for the suit.”




She asked, “What if he really is going for radioactive waste?”




He grimaced. “Either he’ll be a walking radiation threat or worse, or else he’s the perfect solution for Chernobyl. Pour radioactives in him, wait a few minutes, and they’re de-radioactive-ized. Of course, after you pour ten tons of radioactives in him, he’s a ten ton monster who’s pissed off at you for pouring radioactive gunk into him for months.”




She checked, “And what if it’s not Clayface? There are tons of other stuff like him, aren’t there?”




He nodded, “Yeah. But Chemo and Plasmus leave poisons and acid burns wherever they go, and Chemo has to stay in its shell, so it can’t go through fences and sewer grates, and Plasmus would’ve burned right through that fence. This could be something else, but the evidence suggests it can’t be too far off from a Clayface, so we just play it that way. Still, don’t forget we’ve got other supers involved, so this could get uber-messy.”




“That’s not a clay joke, is it?” Amy checked.




“Wasn’t supposed to be,” he told her.




“Well, I got that stupid ‘Cassius’ joke, because Cassius Clay, but what kind of parents have a clay-powered kid and name him Cassius? That’s just wrong. I mean, that’s like if we had a kid who had metal powers and we named him Ferrous Harris.”




Xander chipped in, “Or we had a girl with marionette powers and we named her Dolly Madison!”




Amy groaned. “If we have kids, we’re not risking them and we’re not risking us, and we’re not giving them weird names either.”




Xander insisted, “Alexander and Amanda are totes normal for names.”




“Amy!” Amy insisted.




“Sorry,” he apologized. And he really was sorry. After all, the only person who ever called Amy ‘Amanda’ was the Amy-mom when she was mad at Amy, and Amy didn’t want to have to think about that stuff. So he went in another direction, “And anyway, we could give them names that start with ‘A’ for one of those weird family themes, like Lance’s fam.”




“No. No way. I mean, I’d love to get Zee to be a godmother if we had a daughter, but there’s no way we can name a kid Zatanna without all kinds of headaches,” she worried.




He nodded, “And there’s no way we can name a kid for someone we can’t even admit we know. Now we could name a girl ‘Zoey’ and tell Zee we named our kid for her, and it wouldn’t be as obvious as having a girl named Zatanna Zatara Harris.”




Amy asked, “Is it true Nicolas Cage named his son Kal-El? Because Superman’s talked about his Kryptonian heritage plenty, but naming a kid for the Man Of Steel? That’s just asking other kids to beat him up every day.”




Xander tried not to roll his eyes. “A certain paranoid cranky person thought Nic Cage was so crazy that someone needed to check that the guy wasn’t sliding into full-fledged supervillainy. Turns out he’s just kind of loony, and he enjoys being a goofball in Hollywood, AKA Goofball Central.”




Amy smirked, “I like what Cordelia called him: the biggest B-list actor in A-list movies.”




Xander pointed out, “Cordy really ought to consider becoming a movie critic. She understands movies and actors, and she’s got a way with words, and viewers love hot babes even more than they love nasty cracks about films and actors and stuff.” 




He piloted the copter back to the truck and landed it not too ungracefully on the open counter. Then he let Amy close the side of the truck and put the copter on the floor for safety, while he hopped into the driver’s seat and tootled on over to the third break-in site on his list. This one was another warehouse. The police report listed a dead security guard, only it was listed as an ‘accidental death occurring during the commission of a felony’. Oracle was pretty frustrated that the local fuzz hadn’t bothered to put anything more on their computer networks yet. She was fairly sure the warehouse was owned by someone important, and those Bat-lessons told Xander that could maybe mean that someone had gotten the cops to ‘lose interest’ in the investigation. She was still trying to track down the real owner of the thing, since the ownership trail went through several Delaware blind corporations before leaping over to a Swiss business structure and then into a Hong Kong financial morass she couldn’t get into yet.




Okay, he needed to call Oracle ‘it’ even in his head, just in case. One of the Batman Bat-factoids about the Clayfaces was that Lady Clay could not only turn into other women, she could get the powers of whoever she turned into, and Lady Clay had posed as Looker before. And Looker had psychic and psionic and psychokinetic powers, including mind-reading and mental domination. Even worse, since the time Lady Clay had impersonated Looker, Looker had gotten vamped, and now had vampiric powers too, plus—according to the Bat-snoop—Looker could use her meta powers to walk in daylight and ignore the demands of her sire. Great. She probably sparkled in daylight too.




Okay, Looker was way hotter than any of those Cullen weirdos. Even if her more recent outfits tended to be way too…Was there a word for ‘worst aspects of both superheroine and supervillainess costumes combined into one horrible eyesore’? Maybe ‘super-schmatte’?




Xander also thought that Looker was really dangerous, but not the best choice Lady Clay could have gone with, even if she could only go with supers roughly her size, who she had already encountered. But maybe Lady Clay had more limitations on power mimicry than even The Bat knew.




They found a dark spot to park the foodtruck, and they put on their headgear before moving toward the warehouse. There didn’t seem to be any street-side water runoff grates with muddy streaks, so Xander was figuring Clayface had come up through a grate inside the extra-high, extra-secure over-alarmed fencing of the warehouse.




And there was no telling what sort of security was in place tonight.





Part VIII



Xander took a careful look. Okay, the uber-secure fencing wasn’t perfectly secure. He went to a building next to the fence. It only took maybe a minute to pick the lock, use a tiny Bat-borescope to drill through the doorframe and jump the alarm, and then get in with Element.




“Holy crap, you’re getting really scary with that stuff,” she whispered over the comms.




“It’s just lots of practice. I could teach you,” he told her. At least she didn’t ask if he was practicing on her apartment door.




They moved up to the building roof, and he launched a line to the roof of a semi-truck that was just inside the security fence. He secured the line at his end, using a clip he could remotely release. Then he took Element in his right arm and used his left gauntlet to slide down the line to the roof of the truck’s cab. He retracted the line and shoved it into a pocket for used Bat-gear.




They quietly climbed down off the truck and moved across the yard around the warehouse. Okay, the yard was storage too, and there were lots of small trucks and forklifts and front-end loaders for moving stored stuff around.




They circled the warehouse until they found the entry point. There was a big grate into the water runoff system, and something had come up through there with enough power to force the grate slightly out of its frame. It had busted five or six solid welds to do that, which was not uberly encouraging. Then it had smeared mud in a straight line into one aluminum siding wall, and had just smashed an eight foot wide hole in the siding. The warehouse guys hadn’t replaced the siding yet. There was just some plywood over the hole, with a cheap plastic tarp over that.




Xander picked the lock on a nearby door and bypassed the magnetic alarm on the door. Then they slipped inside and froze, waiting in case there were guard dogs or guards. Or really bad stuff.




There were no sounds. The light was a low night-time level for security guards to walk around under. His eyes were already adjusted to the night, so he was fine.




He led Amy along the straight line where the muddy streaks went. Fifty-five gallon drums were shoved out of the way by muddy stuff. Stacks of drums were shoved out of the way, or knocked aside, or in one case pushed down and then flowed over, leaving muddy marks on the edges of the drums. Most of those drums were damaged and leaking and cordoned off, so he detoured around them.




And the back of the warehouse was stuffed from floor to ceiling with unlabeled drums that were probably toxic waste. Maybe forty of the drums were ripped open, and there was waste spread all over the floor.




Amy asked, “What? It couldn’t find a barrel that was juuust right?”




He managed not to laugh. But he figured she was right. This Clayface hadn’t found anything it wanted to absorb, and so it had kept going until maybe it found the right stuff, or it gave up.




And…crap. Eighty feet off to the side, where there was an alarm button mounted on the wall, there was lots of yellow crime scene tape. And lots of bloodstains. And a torso-sized dent in the wallboard. He sure wasn’t laughing now.




He moved over and took photos as he inspected the site. The blood was splattered out from a central spot about four feet up and two feet off to the side of that button. The blood had hit the button from the side, since only that side had spatter, and the pattern was distinctive.




Also, there was a curving dent in the wall just to the left of the torso imprint. He photographed that, even if he knew what it was, because there was a mess of drum-contents spilled all over the place on top of the blood spatter. The police had picked up the body and the busted drum, but the blood and toxic waste was going to take a lot of effort to clean off unsealed concrete and unsealed plasterboard.




She asked through the comms, “Is this the death by accident?”




“Got to be,” he replied. “Look at that dent to the left of the body. It’s the edge of one of these drums. They undoubtedly listed it as an accident and claimed the drum fell off one of those stacks and bounced and nailed the guy just as he was pressing the alarm button.”




“Sounds totally legit,” she said sarcastically, pointing at the clean floor in between, where a bouncing drum would have spilled when it hit.




“Our Clayface picked up a full 55-gallon drum and heaved it hard enough to squash a guy eighty feet away. That’s not good. One of these full drums weighs about a quarter of a ton.”




“How do you know that?” she asked sharply.




He even answered. “That one I know from work. Assuming that stuff weighs about as much as a metal drum full of oil or roofing compound. But I learned a ton of stuff from Bat-training and Bat-memorization too.”




“That guy is wack.”




“Totally,” he agreed. “Uber-totally.” Looking at that spot where a guy had been crushed had also done a number on his sex drive. He was no longer thinking about getting Element in a hotel room and showing her his tungsten.




They slipped back across the warehouse yard to the truck where they’d come in. He helped her up to the top of the cab. If he’d been alone, he would have just jumped the fence and then done the Bat-landing and popped back up to his feet. But that wasn’t an option when Amy couldn’t do that stuff.




So he did it the Bat-way. Well, another Bat-way. He used a line launcher in his left gauntlet to snag the gutter of the building across the street, grabbed Element in his right arm, and leapt off the truck, swinging in a clean arc over the fence and most of the way across the street before touching down and trotting a couple steps so he wouldn’t fall or hurt Amy. Then he sprung the line, wadded it up, and shoved it into his ‘used Bat-stuff’ Bat-pocket.




If he was going to do this stuff in a downtown area with lots of skyscrapers, he was going to need a lot more line launcher tubes. Or the whole massive Bat grapple thing with the gas cartridges and spare batteries and everything else.




They hopped into the foodtruck and drove back toward where they had taken the truck. Xander had all his headgear off before Amy even started, but she didn’t have to drive. By the time she had her headmask off, he could see she had been crying. For a while.




He sighed, “Yeah, superheroing can be a really sucky thing.”




She sobbed, “That poor guy! I don’t think I can do this. I mean, when Edna Wilkins possessed me, and she was trying to kill you, and I was trying as hard as I could to stop her but it didn’t do any good…That was like the worst thing ever. But looking at that mess, I could just envision what happened. I mean…That was awful!”




He reached over one-handed and gave her a shoulder rub. “I know. Sometimes seeing stuff like that, and knowing more stuff like that will happen if I don’t stop it…It’s the thing that makes me say ‘I can’t stop doing this because stuff like that will happen.’ That guy didn’t deserve to get crushed under a metal drum by a supervillain. And if we don’t stop Clayface, more people will die. Especially if this guy is one of the Clayfaces who can touch people and make them melt into muck, or stare at them and melt ’em.”




Amy sniffled, “I want ’em stopped too, but I don’t know if I can face all this stuff.”




He rubbed her shoulder some more and advised, “Let’s get you somewhere you can call Zee and talk to her about this, and maybe Dinah too.”




She made a noise somewhere between a sniffle and a snort. “Yeah, I can’t see Diana having any good advice for me on this. She’s all ‘Amazon way’ and stuff. She’d probably tell me the guy died doing what he wanted to do, so that was a good thing.”




“And what kind of weakling can’t catch a 55-gallon drum?” he said in a fake ‘warrior’ voice that was way more Klingon than Amazon.




Amy sniffled some more. “Yeah. Totally. And it’s not like Huntress isn’t as crazy as you are, so asking her won’t help. Or Hawkgirl. And I guess I know too many Leaguers. And all of you are crazy.”




“Except Superman!” Xander insisted. “That guy isn’t crazy, he’s crazy awesome!”




“When you’re done fangirling about Kryptonians, maybe you could actually help here,” Amy grumbled.




Xander grimaced, “I’m not sure I can help. You’re gonna have to make up your own mind on this. If you don’t want to do this, I’ll still love you. It’s not easy, and it’s not fun…unless you’re Guy Gardner, and I don’t wanna date him. I’d rather you be happy and well-adjusted and getting a good life, and all that stuff. I think you can be Element, but I’ve been wrong about shit-tons of stuff in my life.”




They were already out of their uniforms and leaving the foodtruck properly locked up and moving their suitcases to the car before Amy finally spoke up again. “No. You haven’t. I mean, you haven’t been wrong about tons of stuff. Not like me. You’re usually right. Even about stuff I don’t want you to be right about, like us going to the Watchtower for a month. Or about my mom being a bad person. Or about me rooming with Cordelia, even if she’s never gonna be your fave person.”




“Because that would be Superman!” Xander mock-insisted.




Amy threatened, “I am gonna tell Zee you said this stuff, and she’ll rat you out to The Man Of Steel.”




He fake-pouted, “I thought I was your Man Of Steel.”




She didn’t even do a ‘Penis Of Steel’ joke or anything. That was a sign of just how upset she was.




They drove back to the parking garage mainly in silence. Then Xander armed both suitcases and made sure they were sitting on top of the car’s gastank. He rigged the fusebox the way it was before. Then he wiped down the Cadillac inside and out, and locked it up too.




He used his Batwatch to check their rental car before they got in it, and they went for an apparently-aimless drive…until he was satisfied there were no tails on him, and the Batwatch reported back from Oracle that the sky overhead was clear of supers and drones.




He stopped the car in a nicely-lit park near a couple small ornamental ponds. Then he called The Bat while Amy called Zee.




“Report,” came the uber-gruff voice who was probably not happy about being stuck in Gotham City going to board meetings and cocktail parties when he could be in Dallas punching badguys in the face.




“Did you get updates from The Big O?” Xander asked.




“Oracle has already heard that joke from Nightwing, Robin, and The Flash. And yes, I did get updates.”




Xander reported, “There are samples in the truck. Have someone check for radioactivity before they bother with mailing them to you for analysis. And I hate to say it, but you were right, and I should have a connection so I can get a lot of analyses done without bugging you or GA or Steel or whoever.”




Batman didn’t rub it in. He just said, “I’ll have Arrow route the samples to someone reasonably close to your location. For future cases, there’s a Los Angeles S.T.A.R. Labs center that specializes in disease control and genetic studies. They have some solid biochemists. The Justice League can arrange to provide a contact there for the White Knight.”




Xander added, “It’s a Clayface. At least, the Big Bad is. The other metas? No idea yet. No idea if it’s an old Clayface or a new one, but the evidence suggests he’s destabilizing and needs to keep finding the right kinds of toxic wastes to absorb or ingest. After he pigs out, he apparently stops blobbing around and stops leaving mud-streaks, so I’m guessing he’s pulling himself together and just walking out, maybe as a security guard, maybe just a Clayface that doesn’t dribble all over the place. But he keeps breaking down again, sort of like Matt Hagen. Even if Hagen’s dead.”




“Never count anyone completely out. Especially not someone like a Clayface,” Batman rumbled.




“Roger that, chief,” Xander said, just to be a pain. “He keeps needing more toxic waste, no idea what the key chemicals are but I’ve sent samples of some of the wastes and some of the muck. But good news for him! This is Texas, instead of some namby-pamby left-wing liberal EPA-kissing nutbar place that makes people clean up their toxic wastes and stuff. I think at least two of these places are busting even the Texas laws on this stuff.”




Batman shifted topics slightly. “Oracle was finally able to track down ownership on that factory, and it may be another problem. It’s Dukeston Oil.”




Xander groaned out loud. “So we could get the Duke of Oil in our faces too?”




“Unknown likelihood, Knight,” Batman replied. “Also, we still do not know who is controlling Dukeston Oil behind the scenes, or whether the next iteration of the Duke of Oil will be aware that he is a robot and not an android.”




“Great,” Xander muttered. “Also, Element saw where the security guard got crushed by a thrown drum, and she’s still in tears. I have her talking to Miss Tophat-and-Fishnets, but that may not help.”




Batman thought it over. “Good choice. A better choice than I have. I may be able to get the original Batgirl to call her and talk, but that may not be useful. Maybe Supergirl. Far too many of the heroes and heroines I could call on are too much like you and me to be useful in this situation.”




Xander admitted, “If she’s iffy on this, I’d rather she not be out in the field. This shit is hard enough on us crazy wackjobs. People who are not already off their rocker do not need to be getting all messed up too.”




“Thank you for that psychiatric evaluation, Knight,” someone said dryly.




“No prob!” Xander put as much cheer in as he could fake. “Always happy to help a fellow monomaniac.”




“Monomania has never been a sound psychiatric diagnosis, and has been discredited for over a century,” Mister Monomania insisted.




“Oh yeah, that’s right, you and me? We have more than one mania. Thanks for reminding me!”




Batman growled, “Is there a point to this?”




Xander got serious. For a moment. “Several points. One, don’t be mean to Amy over this. Two, Kara might be a good choice for someone Amy can talk to about this. Three, if I don’t have Amy for serious backup, I’m in trouble against Clayface and also maybe two more possibly-unfriendly metas. Four, if Clayface is destabilizing and we can help him, we might be able to talk him into surrendering and going for treatment instead of the standard superhero ‘fight to the death’ routine. Five, I’m running out of time before I have to play Xander Harris, HMI newbie. And this franchisee may want to monopolize my evenings.”




Batman said, “Sheldon ‘Don’ Clark. Fifty-eight. Married to Lissa Roberts, spokesmodel and convention model. His third marriage, her first. He has two sons and a daughter by his first wife, all of them working in family companies. Also a son and daughter by his second wife, and those children are still in high school. He grew up in the industry, working for Clark Brothers Construction, which goes back to his grandfather and great-uncle, and then his father and uncle. They primarily build office spaces and light industry, so they’ve had ups and downs with the economy like everyone else. Clark Brothers typically has roughly average or slightly lower than average numbers on safety violations, workers comp complaints, etc. for the industry as a whole in Texas. Eight years ago, Don sold his share of that business to his brothers to buy into HMI. Oracle has been checking on his plans, and so we know you’re booked for dinner tomorrow night and a Rangers game Tuesday night. By the way, I would suggest you go to the game on an empty stomach so you can try a lot of the foods. And use the techniques I showed you to make it appear you’re consuming more alcohol than you really are.”




“Thanks for the info. I looked up the menu for the stadium, and I think I need to bring an extra dozen hungry people to this thing. How much can Plastic Man eat at one sitting?”




The Bat answered, “Several tons, if absolutely essential. And you cannot borrow him just for food consumption.”




“And thank you, Mr. Memory!” Xander crowed. He knew Batman would get the ref instantly, and be annoyed, and not want to admit it. “Oh, and what are the 39 Steps?”




“Stop it, Knight. You have limited time. Anything else?”




“Yeah. Thanks a ton for the uniforms. They are about a hundred times more awesome than I was expecting, even after I saw what you had for me in Fresno. But I’m gonna have to put in a special request for a drone like that copter only quieter and better camouflaged against a night sky, with a wireless link to a monocular I can activate in my headmask.”




Batman paused for a moment. “That’s a really good idea, Knight. I’m on it.”




Xander finished up, “I’ve got a big list of other possibilities now, but I’ll talk to you about ’em some other time. I don’t know how long we’ll be here with Amy talking to her mentor, but it looks like it’s helping, so I’ll stay out here all night if I have to.”




“Be careful. Out.” And the connection was broken.




Xander glanced around the area without turning his head. Well, so much for being careful. There were already three thugs ‘casually’ strolling nearby and making a totally not-subtle move on him and Amy and the Lexus. And Amy was twenty feet away from the Lexus, deep in conversation with Zee, and not making with the situational awareness.




So Xander turned and faced the threesome, who were closing and now only about a hundred feet away. He loudly called out, “Hi guys! Nice night for a walk, isn’t it?”




Amy squeaked and turned around and rushed toward the car, which was what he wanted.




Biggest Guy pulled out a .38 and smiled unpleasantly. “Glad you think so, pendejo. After you give us the car, and your money, and your lady’s jewels, you can walk home.”




Xander relaxed his muscles and smiled, doing his Goofball Xander impression. “Gee willikers, that doesn’t sound very friendly. I was told Dallas is full of friendly types!”




One of the other guys muttered, “Is this fuck for real?”




The other other-guy answered, “Probably from some tiny-ass town in Nebraska or something.”




But the guys kept walking closer, and the big guy was still pointing that handgun at Xander. Xander waited until the guys were only a couple feet from him, and he spoke up, “Can I ask you a question? Don’t you need to take the safety off that handgun?”




Big Guy actually looked down at the gun to check that he had the safety off. Big oops there.




Other Other Guy looked over at the gun too. Extra oops.




Other Guy didn’t. That made him the second-biggest threat. Nope, Other Guy reached in his pocket. Not the right shape for a gun, so he was most likely going for a knife. Probably a switchblade or a stiletto. Maybe a butterfly knife.




Xander moved. One easy aikido-style glide-step to get too close. Simple move straight out of Krav Maga to grab the gun, twist it out of Big Guy’s hand, and break the guy’s trigger finger when he didn’t want to let go. Shin kick to Other Guy before the guy got that knife out. Use Big Guy’s handgun as melee weapon in a palm strike to Other Other Guy’s chin.




Bingo. One done. Broken jaw and concussion.




Other Guy was starting to lean forward in pain while still going for that knife. He got a Savate kick in the face. Big Guy was trying to cradle his broken finger with his other hand. He got a kick in the cojones and a handgun-style brass knuckle strike to the nose.




Other Guy was still going for that knife, even if he wasn’t doing it as effectively as before. So a fast knuckle punch to the solar plexus and a sidekick to the knee that put him down.




Big Guy still hadn’t taken the hint and was reaching sideways with one extended arm to grab Xander and haul him over, probably for some basic streetfighting moves or the classic move of all oversized bullies: groundpounding. Xander went with a Kempo kick into the armpit followed by a piston kick into the side of the knee.




Okay. Three down. One out cold, two unable to get back up. And Xander was holding the gun. Which these guys clearly did not deserve, since they hadn’t learned how to play nice with other children. And he didn’t want to alert the local cops that another vigilante might be on the scene, so he hopped into the Lexus, checked that Amy was buckled in, and he left.




The gun got wiped clean, disassembled, and dropped in a couple of the ponds on their way out of the park. Xander figured the gun could have been used in robberies before, but it had the Xander-prints all over it, and that was not something he wanted in the police and FBI databases. Also, these guys looked like they used the gun as a threat rather than as an actual bullet-launching thing, and the gun clearly hadn’t been cleaned in a really long time, which dropped the odds that they had fired it recently. So there might not be already-gathered bullet forensics waiting in the local police stations.




He checked, “You make the call?”




Amy nodded. “I talked to Zee. She relayed me to Oracle. Oracle said it’ll generate a fake call to the police about a disturbance in the park, and it will look like it came off the closest cell tower.”




“Then we’re good here,” he said.




“No,” Amy disagreed. “You weren’t good. You were amazing. I mean, I know you’ve been practicing, and doing all that work with people you should not be sparring with, but that was…awesome. How does Batman not have witnesses to his buttkicking just taking their clothes off right there and asking for a hard Batfuck?”




“Pretty sure it’s worked that way at least a couple times,” Xander spilled. “I mean, Catwoman didn’t get focused on him because of the Batcuffs.”




Amy sighed, “Well, if I wasn’t so totes out of the mood from seeing that murder scene, I’d be demanding you ‘stand and deliver’ right here in the car.”




He reached over and rubbed her left arm. “Life is just a series of missed opportunities, isn’t it?”





Part IX



Xander woke up early the next morning. He was in a huge bed. He had a sleepy Amy curled up against his side and half on top of him. He had gotten tons of cuddling last night, but no sex because Amy was so upset about the crime scene. Okay, his libido hadn’t liked the crime scene either.




He used one of the more obscure Bat-lessons to slip out from under Amy, take a pee, and slip back into bed. Then he wrapped his arms around Amy and went back to sleep.




He woke up a little later, when Amy pried his arms loose so she could make a hasty retreat to the lavish bathroom. He decided not to teach her Bat-sneakage lessons until she really needed them. After all, if she was going to stop doing superhero junk, she could just focus on masking her magical talents and stay safe.




Superhero junk was stupid and crazy. He was doing it, and he still thought it was stupid and crazy. Unless you had no choice, like Doc Fate, or were an indestructible god of goodness, like Supes.




Xander checked the clock and decided he should get up and get going. He did have daylight stuff to do, not just putting on a wacky costume and sneaking around in the dark.




So he ordered a quick high-protein breakfast for him and Amy, along with copies of all the local papers. Then he went down to the hotel gym and did a hard twenty minute workout and was back in the room before breakfast came. Amy ate a small tomato and zucchini frittata, while he had a three egg omelet that came with a side of really good, really fresh, really spicy salsa.




He told himself he ought to learn to make salsa like this, because it was great, and good for him, and maybe someday he could feed The Bat some salsa so hot that even Batman couldn’t handle it. 




Then he talked Amy into putting on her swimsuit, and they swam in the pool on the roof. After some serious laps, they raced, and Amy cheated with a little magically-induced wave power pushing him backward. So he splashed her. There were a couple anorexic women sunning themselves nearby, so she couldn’t summon a tidal wave and hammer him. But she splashed him back. So, after a little splashing back and forth, he kissed her. After all, she looked amazing in that swimsuit.




It turned out that was the signal to get out of the pool and go shower in their hotel room. Together. For about three quarters of an hour. It was a good thing the maids had already been in for the morning cleaning, because he had totally been in too big a hurry to remember to put out the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign.




Then, while Amy took a quick nap, Xander studied every newspaper the hotel had delivered.




And on a back page was what he was looking for and hoping not to find. There had been another warehouse ‘break-in’. Police would not comment on whether the criminals had driven a truck through the warehouse wall to commit the crime.




Xander assumed that meant there was a pickup-sized hole in a wall that was visible from wherever reporters could stand. He checked for bugs again and called Oracle on his Batwatch.




“Oracle here.”




He checked, “This isn’t too early, is it?”




“Knight, it’s after eleven here.”




He nudged, “But that doesn’t mean certain people let you get to sleep at rational times.”




“Knight, you know I’m an AI.”




He checked that Amy was still asleep before he answered. “I know certain Bat-types have been trying their damnedest to get everyone else to buy into that without explicitly lying their butts off…Barb.”




The electronic fuzzing vanished, and an attractive female voice took over. “How long have you known, Knight?”




He admitted, “A pretty long time.” He knew what her next question was going to be, so he said, “I hang out too much with the Bat-fam. They’re too protective of Oracle, so I knew it wasn’t really an AI. They think of Oracle as a woman. And there are not that many brilliant computer hackers in the Bat-circles, much less female ones. So I figured it had to be you, and that you had to be the original Batgirl in order to be this tightly in the Bat-fam, and then we get to the part that really pisses me off…How long have they left you in that wheelchair and not gotten you healed?”




Barb insisted, “Batman tried to get me back on my feet about two weeks after I was out of the hospital, since he couldn’t logically pull it off while I was still under the care of three doctors, six nurses, and a rotating stream of interns. But by then I had friends like me. And I was already an icon in the community. Do you have any idea what ‘Barbara Gordon’ means to thousands…maybe tens of thousands of women who are paraplegic, quadriplegic, crippled, and other ugly words for people who undamaged people don’t want to look at?”




He swallowed hard. “Umm, I guess I have no idea what I’m talking about. I just had this mental image of someone who couldn’t be Batgirl anymore.”




“Not your fault,” Barb said. “Dick understands. And he’s stuck by me, when he could be off with…well, he’s had lots of offers, and plenty of women have talked up how they gave it up to the primary Wayne heir. But he doesn’t cheat on me. And he’s got hidden-camera video evidence that every one of those bitches is lying, because he’s assuming maybe a third of them will sue him or blackmail him as soon as he inherits.”




Xander tried, “But couldn’t you…get healed and still be that person?”




“No,” she stressed. “I thought about it for a long time. Magic, or tech, or magitech, or psionics…I mean, Zatanna offered. Kal-El offered. Steel offered. Barda and Orion offered. A lot of the League who knew Batgirl have made that offer. Even a few supers on the other side offered, which surprised the hell out of me. But I’m far more useful as Oracle. And I can do more for more people as ‘Barbara Gordon, successful paraplegic’ than I can walking on my own two feet. So I’m not budging. Someday in the near future, S.T.A.R. Labs or someone will release medical techniques that anyone can use. Then I’ll do it, and I’ll spend my spare time fundraising for everyone who could use the techniques but can’t afford them.”




Xander sighed silently. “Okay. Sorry. I should have known B wouldn’t sit on his hands on something like this. Or any of them.” Because if he had a spinal cord injury, he’d be begging Zee or someone to fix it pronto. Barb was way tougher and way more awesome than he was.




Barb gently told him, “At least you care.”




Xander grumbled, “And I can’t keep my mouth shut, and my psychic defenses aren’t good enough, so I totally should not be allowed to have this kind of knowledge.”




Barb mentioned, “Zee says your psychic defenses are better than H and as good as R, but you don’t believe in your abilities enough.”




He nearly dropped the phone in surprise. “Seriously?”




“Yes. So stop beating yourself up. You have enough people beating on you as it is. And you were calling about the latest ‘break-in’?”




“Yep,” he agreed. “I’m pretty sure it’s a Clayface who’s destabilizing and needing chemicals to re-stabilize. So I’ve got a couple questions for you to think over. Are there any spatial patterns to the break-ins that go with the watercourses here or the water runoff system or even the sewage system? Were there any chemical spills or leaks about 48 hours before the first break-in? Are there particular cops or groups of cops who are blocking these investigations or keeping things uber-quiet? Does one of these reporters have inside intel or maybe they’re making stuff up?”




Oracle said, “I already have most of your answers.”




“Of course,” he grumbled. Because naturally she was also way smarter than he was.




She lectured, “There are spatial patterns, but so far I can’t tell if that’s related to your perp’s lairs or if it’s related to where the industrial sites are, or both.”




Xander asked, “Maybe our pile of goo is hanging out where the chemicals are?”




“Possibly. I give it a pretty high probability,” she went on. “No known chemical spills or leaks, but the operative word there is ‘known’. Texas DEQ does not do excessive testing on their waterways or the runoff that goes to the water treatment plants, and what they have scheduled wouldn’t pick up everything that could have occurred in the last couple weeks. I’ve decided it doesn’t look like the police are stonewalling things, but some private emailing between the DA’s office and some police investigators tells me that they detected someone besides me trying to break into the relevant police computer files, first fairly well, but then really clumsily, so all the investigators involved are keeping their files off all the computers on their intranets. I’m assuming that means they missed my intrusion, nearly missed a second one, and spotted a poorly-executed third one. So you could have two different locals intervening. An isolated computer in the Major Case Squad offices is the only computer that has the files now, and everything else is kept on paper. So they’re being smart about computer threats. Not as smart as I would be, but they can’t drop everything and spend a few hundred thousand dollars on new cabling and new firewall hardware. And finally, one newspaper editorial writer. Kyle B. Lowery. He got the tip about that ‘meta starting up a crime spree’ and he’s been refusing to reveal his sources. Or maybe just one source. The information isn’t on his office computer or his home computer. He’s pretty well known locally as a big proponent of more weapons for the police and getting rid of metas even if they’re heroes instead of villains. So for all we know, he made it up.”




He asked, “Are there handy-dandy access points and giant underground tunnels so someone could go hunt through the underground pipes like someone in Gotham City?”




“No,” she answered so quickly she must have known he was thinking about it. “Ordinary piping and access. They don’t walk through huge tunnels. They have standard-sized pipes you’d have to be Clayface or Plastic Man or Stormburst to explore. They use cameras on long cables to check their pipes for leaks or cracks.”




“Great,” Xander grumbled. “Okay, you’re about a hundred work hours ahead of me on this, so I’ll let you get back to stuff. And now that I’ve spilled, you can come to game nights too.”




“I’ll think about it. Oracle out.”




He hung up and thought. Could he get into that Major Case Squad office and get into that computer? Well, yeah. And all he really had to do was slip a couple USB Bat-hardware gadgets into the back where they wouldn’t be noticed, so the computer was WiFi-enabled and that WiFi had a boosted hub that Oracle could get to. He could get in as a janitor or a repair guy or a delivery guy. He had gotten some serious Bat-lessons on this. Dick had even spilled that Tim once got into a hospital’s paper files while dressed as a nurse, and Nurse Tim got hit on. That had led to a quick round of verbal warfare, during which Tim spilled that Dick once went with Bruce to a costume party as part of a Bat-op, and Dick had been dressed—against his will—as Marie Antoinette. And Helena got outed as having worked in a strip club for a week on an op. And the stories were pretty hilarious too.




And now Xander was wondering if Barb had ever done Batgirl undercover stuff as someone that Commissioner Gordon would have not been happy about. Considering how old Batman’s ‘Matches Malone’ disguise was, it was entirely possible that Bats had gotten Batgirl to pose as arm candy or a hooker a few times.




He had an idea on how to make it all work. He smiled to himself and made a couple quick phone calls using the Batwatch. He already had the hardware he needed, thanks to someone over-preparing the suitcases in the trunk for his new uniform.




Then he crawled into the bed and woke up Amy, the way Amy liked it. As a result, by the time they got out of bed and showered again and dressed, it was past noon. Xander decided that at the rate they were going through towels, twice-a-day maid service was nifty. Maybe even a requirement.




He took Amy out for a long walk around the area, so they could play tourist. He bought Amy a small avocado sandwich with plenty of salad-like toppings, while he had a double cheeseburger with lots of lettuce and tomatoes and peppers and junk. Then after a few more hours of fun, they took the trolley back to the hotel so they could clean up and dress up for dinner. Joy.




Okay, this was something Xander had to get used to, so he might as well learn to like it. He knew Batman had to play rich playboy a ridiculous number of times a month. He knew Ollie did it almost as often, but didn’t mind it since he got to spend time with Dinah in the process. So Xander was determined to find ways to enjoy this kind of crap. Spending time with Amy, finding amazing stuff to eat and drink while not overdoing the alcohol, chatting with interesting people…He could do it. And he was going to do it as part of his HMI franchise. So he was going to do it effectively.




Plus, Amy looked stunning. Just absolutely hummina-hummina. Xander had to exercise some serious self-control to keep from peeling off her sexy cocktail dress and skipping dinner and not leaving the bedroom until tomorrow morning.




He managed to take her arm and escort her out of the room without putting his hands elsewhere, or kissing her and ruining all her hard work on make-up, or running his hands through her hair and wrecking her hairdo. But he had to concentrate hard. Uber-hard. Mainly he had to concentrate on everything except Amy and her extremely hot Amyness.




Maybe Amy thought he looked good too, because she stopped to adjust his tie and touch his shirt. And he knew his tie was okay. Not only had he gotten Bat-lessons on dressing up when he needed to, but Dick had given him some tips, and the HMI workshops had included an hour on ‘how to look good in a suit when you only want to wear jeans or coveralls at work’.




So, rather than think about smoking hot Amyness, he gave Amy a quiet rundown on the info he had on Don and Lissa, including the deets that Don had to be still married to Wife Numero Dos when he hired Lissa to do his HMI commercials and then decided to ditch Wife Two and date Lissa. It was pretty obvious from Oracle’s timeline. Also, Don had a thing for curvy blondes of a certain age. He married a curvy seventeen-year-old blonde when he was eighteen. He married a curvy eighteen-year-old blonde when he was thirty-four. He married a curvy twenty-year-old blonde when he was fifty. Xander was guessing Don might be marrying Wife Number Four when he hit sixty-six, and Wife Number Four would be a curvy blonde around twenty-one or twenty-two.




That didn’t automatically make Don a horrible person, but it sure didn’t mean he was going to qualify for sainthood anytime soon. And it meant that if Xander and Amy had a blonde daughter who grew up to have Amy-ish looks and Amy-ish curves, Xander was not introducing her to Don.




Xander led Amy into the restaurant a few minutes before six, and he had a quick chat with the maitre d’. He sat down with Amy and murmured, “Clarks aren’t here yet, I ordered drinks for us and told them we’d wait on appetizers.”




Amy knew he wasn’t going to order champagne or Long Island Iced Teas or anything like that, so she wasn’t stressed about stuff. Well, she wasn’t stressed about that stuff. And Xander and Amy were used to people running late on them, since Amy lived with Cordelia. And Xander’s friend Jim was ten or twenty or maybe thirty minutes late for everything. Amy and Jim’s girlfriend Bonnie called it Jim Standard Time.




A waiter dropped by with an elegant tray that held two large drinks. The one that looked like a big mint julep was Xander’s. It was an Arnold Palmer with mint, and it was even decorated with mint sprigs and a lemon slice. The one that looked like a big vodka tonic was Amy’s soda water with lime.




Xander tapped Amy’s glass and grinned, “Here’s lookin’ up your old address.”




Amy smiled, even though he used that line all the time. She said, “L’chaiyim.”




So he said, “Nostrovya” and waited a split-second for Amy to reply, “Gesundheit.”




Then he grinned at her and said, “Hey, getting all dressed up and going out like grown-ups is fun!”




She admitted, “Getting all dressed up and having your boyfriend think you’re really hot is fun. And you in a nice suit? Totally of the hotness. And I’m trying not to worry about eating too much, which is probably a sign I’ve got an eating disorder.”




So he told her, “They have a vegetarian menu and stuff like that. And you don’t have to finish your plate. And I bet Lissa watches her weight more than you do, since she’s Wife Number Three and she has to know she’s already halfway through her tenure.”




“That’s a pretty horrible way to put it,” Amy whispered. “Even if it’s true.”




He shrugged. “Yeah. But she’ll know all the tricks for not over-ordering and not over-eating. And she probably knows how to make it look casual and accidental. I bet you can get a master class just from watching how she does it.”




Amy frowned, “I don’t want a master class on this. I just want me to stop being a weirdo about food.”




He pointed out, “Ames, you’re not being a weirdo about this. You’ve got legit concerns, and you’re not focused any more on food and calories than Cordy. Or your next-door neighbors. Or all the people at your gym including the trainers.”




“Or ninety-eight percent of the women in Hollywood,” she chipped in.




He scoffed, “Hollywood? Make that a hundred twenty percent of the women there.”




“You can’t have over a hundred percent on this.”




He disagreed, “In Hollywood, you have to count a lot of those women twice, because they’re insane about this.” Okay, he was disagreeing just to be a pain. But in Hollywood, looking as close to perfect as humanly possible was a job requirement. Every movie starlet was constantly compared, not only to other movie starlets and runway models, but to people like Zee and Dinah and Diana and Peej and Shayeera, and most of them weren’t even human! And guys in action movies had to look as buff as real superheroes, or else they got dissed for it. And god forbid you were one of the main actors in one of those Marvel Comics movies, and you didn’t have as much muscle as Captain America or whoever was supposed to.




Don and Lissa strolled in around twenty after. Not that Xander looked for a clock or anything. No way. Xander was going to make a good first impression tonight if it killed him.




He wasn’t worried about Amy making a good first impression. Any het guy with eyeballs would think Amy was making an amazing first impression.




Don was pretty much what Xander had expected. A guy who had spent most of his life working construction, and still missed getting to work construction all day. They shook hands, and Xander spotted the calluses and scars. Don looked pretty good for living outside in Texas for decades and picking up a couple nicks and cuts doing it. Xander also assumed the bright white streak in Don’s graying hair was from an old construction injury. Don was wearing a nice suit that wasn’t new, and Don’s paunch was pushing out against it. So Don didn’t like buying new suits either, and was slowly gaining weight from not getting as much ‘exercise’ as he used to.




Lissa was exactly what Xander had expected, after seeing her in a Handy Man commercial. A perfect spokesmodel smile, breast implants shown off in a cocktail dress with a plunging ‘V’ neckline, shapely but slender arms and legs that spent a lot of time in a gym getting just the right amount of fat-burning and toning, perfectly-coiffed carefully-colored hair, and very detailed makeup on a face which didn’t need makeup yet since Lissa was still in her late twenties.




Don gave Xander a hearty handshake with too much grip, so Xander squeezed hard enough to show who had a grip like steel, and then eased up to let Don ‘win’. After all, Xander had gone through Bat-training, and he could grip a line powerfully enough to do a building swing while wearing forty pounds of gear and holding another person.




Lissa gave Amy a big hug and an air kiss, and looked surprised afterward. Xander figured Lissa was checking out the ‘competition’ and was shocked to find out Amy’s boobs were all Amy.




Don grinned and spoke in a solid mid-Texas accent. “Ah guess construction guys in L.A. look like movie stars too. Amy sure does.”




Xander grinned back, “Nah, it’s the suit. In La La Land, they’ve got tailors who can make anybody look good. And Amy’s always been gorgeous.”




“It’s my roommates,” Amy lied, in one of their agreed-upon fibs to explain stuff. “I room with an actress-model and a grad student who used to be a dancer before she wrecked her knee. When I’m not studying or spending time with Xander, they’ve got me doing Pilates and dance and yoga and all kinds of crazy stuff, so I finally lost the weight I’ve been trying to lose since we were little.”




Xander cut in, “And you’d think an ex-ballerina would be doing college classes like modern dance and teaching, but no way, she’s this uber-genius who’s doing physics and engineering. And she’s still ballerina-sized. Between her and Cordelia, you’d think their whole apartment would be a no-calorie zone, but they just exercise like maniacs.”




Don patted his stomach, “I used to be thin as a rail, and it was just working ten, twelve hours a day.”




Xander smirked, “Yeah, I told Cordelia I’d let her work out eight, nine hours a day for free if she wanted to haul concrete blocks and hammer nails and climb ladders.” Don laughed and Lissa tittered.




Amy laughed out loud, “She hit him! Course, Xander’s got muscles like rock, and Cordelia’s got no idea how to punch someone, so she hurt her hand and her wrist, and she was mad at him for like half a month.”




Don’s eyebrows went up. “You get in fights with actresses?” he kidded.




Xander explained, “We’ve known Cordy since elementary school.”




“Nursery school, for me,” Amy interrupted.




Xander grinned, “She was the queen of the school. The queen bitch. For most of junior high and high school Amy and I were two of the officers in the We Hate Cordelia Club.”




So the maitre d’ seated them, and Xander and Amy told We Hate Cordelia Club stories while everyone looked over their menus. Xander wasn’t surprised that Don ordered a Seven And Seven, while Lissa had a white wine. And no one was surprised that Don wanted to order a bunch of appetizers, so Xander suggested they split that big sampler plate that sounded like it would be a meal all by itself.




Then Don regaled the table with stories about his years in construction, mostly with his family, and then branching out into HMI. He had one son who was still with Clark Brothers Construction, and one son who worked for him in HMI, and a daughter who had done front-office work for Clark Brothers until she got married and gave Don some grandkids, and his youngest kids—a boy and a girl—were still in high school, but both of them worked construction during the summers. It sounded like having a girl wanting to do the regular construction stuff was a big change for Clark Brothers, but as a Clark, she could do it without getting hassled too much by the guy workers.




At least Don cared about his kids, and wanted to spend time with them, and wanted to work with them. That made Don sound better than plenty of guys Xander had run into in SoCal.




Part X



Xander listened attentively as Don and Lissa talked. Don was a good storyteller, and an extroverted kind of guy. It was pretty easy to see how he was still talking twenty-ish hotties into the sack. Lissa seemed nice, and easygoing, and maybe a little too willing to go along with whatever Don wanted.




After they ordered—Lissa got a tortilla soup off the appetizer menu, Amy ordered off the vegetarian menu, Xander got the locally-sourced marinated buffalo sirloin because he could get stuff a lot like the other menu items in Los Angeles, and Don went with a sixteen ounce Wagyu beef sirloin and a chicken fried lobster tail—Lissa made sure to go to the little girls’ room with Amy in tow.




Don laughed lightly, “Ya know Xander, by the time they get back, Lissa’s gonna know everything there is to know about you.”




Xander just smiled. “That is why they go in pairs, right? So they can talk about us?”




Don smiled back. “And you’re not worried a spit’s worth.”




“Nope!” Xander told him. “My life’s an open book. And it’s a pretty boring book that nobody checks out and it just sits around picking up dust. Amy’s known me since first grade. We’ve been dating since junior high.”




“So explain to me how Amy’s rooming with this Cordelia bitch you two both hate, and you picked her to do your commercial.”




So Xander explained a lot about the evolution of the Amy-Cordelia thing, and how Cordy had to face the painful fact that she had gone from being a big fish in a small pond to being a teensy weensy fish in an ocean so big nobody even noticed her anymore. And how Cordy trusted Amy to be a good roommate, which showed more common sense than Cordy usually got credit for.




Don just shook his head slowly. “So now this Cordelia’s lookin’ out for Amy and tryin’ to help her? That’s crazy.”




“L.A.’s the only place where it’s not nuts. Well, Gotham City and Metropolis and New York City too.”




Don shook his head and grinned, “I don’t think LA can hold a candle to Gotham City for big-time crazy. And I mean that in a bad way. I got stock in Wayne Enterprises, but there’s no way I was going to Gotham City for that shareholders’ meeting. They’ll probably get robbed by The Joker or something.”




“In the middle of the fanciest cocktail party of the meetings,” Xander added. “Stuff like that just does not happen in Los Angeles.”




“Or here, thank Christ,” muttered Don.




Xander kidded, “Well, on the upside, all those stockholders would go home with a smile on their faces.”




Don laughed, but said, “I got no idea why people aren’t movin’ out of that town in droves.”




Xander shrugged, “Maybe it’s like Metropolis. All the locals are like ‘oh, yeah, Superman flying overhead again, he does that, no big deal.’ Me? I’d be standing there with my jaw dropped open, and no sound coming out. I’ve seen him on the news, but I bet he’s a thousand times more awesome in person.”




Don told him, “We don’t need superheroes here. We’ve got Texas Rangers. Who’re pretty much superheroes without the superpowers.”




Xander took the opening. “Like that editorial I read in you guys’ paper by…umm…Kim Lowery?”




“Kyle Lowery,” Don grumbled. “Don’t pay any attention to that little pissant. Nobody pays any attention to what that dickhead says. He’s always making big deals about his secret sources he gets info from, and most of ’em are pure bullshit. Wouldn’t surprise me if he just makes that crap up and bends over for the publishers so they don’t check on his shit.”




“Wow,” Xander pretended to be impressed. “We’ve got some shitty editorial writers and reporters in L.A., but the publishers are pretty merciless about making sure they have real sources. That guy in Gotham City and that woman in D.C. with the fake sources? Made everybody in L.A. crack down pretty hard.”




Don complained, “Sure wish someone would kick Lowery’s ass and make him turn over his so-called sources.” He was going to grumble some more, but he spotted Lissa and his face lit up. “And the ladies are back!”




Lissa gracefully sat down, and Amy sexily slid into her seat. Amy leaned over and whispered, “This dress is amazing, but you cannot take a pee without taking it totally off first.”




Xander just smiled, “I think it’s worth the sacrifice.”




Amy quickly stuck her tongue out at him before she smiled at Don. “And what was Xander making up while we were gone?”




Don chortled, “He was tellin’ me all about the We Hate Cordelia Club.”




Amy blushed a little. “That really was tons of fun, even if it was so mean!”




Xander insisted, “Cordy deserved every bit if it. None of us were ever half as mean as she was to us. And lots of times, we were just helping other people she’d been mean to.”




Amy just said, “I think it’s a karmic enough punishment that she’s dependent on you for her one and only acting job. And if she gets more jobs out of these commercials, she’ll owe you tons more.”




Xander pretend-whispered to Don, “Amy’s the wholesome member of this team.”




“Well, that’s good,” Don replied. “If you want to play at the HMI level, you’ve gotta be ready to slug it out with a lot of smaller home repair companies that have been around for a while, but don’t do all the things we do.”




Xander grimaced, “It looks like we’ve already walked into that battle. HMI had to send some security and IT guys to our site. That’s why we’re doing this tour now, instead of setting stuff up for a month or two from now.”




So Don told all about how he had to fight it out with the two big local home repair companies when he started the local branch of HMI, when those two companies had been the 800 pound gorillas across Dallas-Fort Worth and didn’t like facing off against a 1200 pound gorilla with big friends nearby. Don claimed one of the companies even started pulling crap like slashing the tires on Don’s trucks and calling in fake home repair jobs to waste HMI’s time. Don finally wound down, “Hell, we’re one of the three cities that led HMI to have that workshop on ‘problems with local competition’. Gotham City, of course, ’cause they have more corrupt businessmen than you can shake a frigging stick at, and Chicago.”




“Not Bludhaven?” Xander checked.




“Nah, nobody with real money’s been dumb enough to try to shove an HMI franchise into an armpit like there. Or maybe HMI just won’t go for it.”




And then Don started telling stories he’d heard from friends who had other HMI franchises around the country, and some of them were hilarious. Seriously? A woman stuck her toe in the faucet of her tub while taking a bath, got stuck, and called HMI instead of 911, and insisted on saving the faucet? Okay, Xander could totally see that one happening in L.A.




Or the guy who was gluing tile to his bathroom floor and glued himself to the floor, so he called HMI to fix his bathroom while he was still glued to the floor. Or the burglar who got stuck crawling through a catdoor and called HMI and then tried to convince the repair guys he owned the house—while he still had a balaclava pulled on over his head. And then there were a ton of boneheaded ‘home repair’ attempts that HMI guys got called out to fix before the spouse got home and saw stuff.




Don had three Seven-and-Sevens, and Lissa had the carkeys as they were leaving. Xander had consumed two entire Arnold Palmers with mint. Zero alcohol on the night. So, as he escorted Amy to their room, she asked, “Is someone going out tonight?”




He waited to answer until they were in the room and he had a chance to check his Batwatch for bugs. “Nope. There was another hit last night, so the next hit will be tomorrow night. We’re staying in tonight.”




Amy gave him a pretend scowl. “Where’s the White Knight, and what did you do to him?” But then she gave him a kiss.




He kissed her some more and explained, “You’re not ready, there’s nothing to deal with tonight, and I’m a lot more worried about you than some weird Bat-crimes.”




“Also, you like this dress.”




“Also, I like that dress,” he echoed. “A lot.” Then he undressed her and showed her it wasn’t really the dress that he liked.







Monday was a suit day. He preferred days when he didn’t need to wear a suit to work, but that wasn’t happening. This was a power suit day, and not like Steel’s power armor. Okay, it was metaphorical power armor for business.




He wondered if someone like Lex Luthor had power suits which were also power armor. The Bat would know. But if Xander asked him, then Batman would need to know why Xander was asking, and probably wouldn’t buy the ‘just musing about power suits = power armor, and nothing going on’ deal. That could be awkward.




He woke up, ordered breakfast, and took a fast shower while Amy laid out their clothes for the day. Then Amy showered while Xander got dressed and focused on the deets, like getting a perfect trinity knot in his tie for that perfect ‘holy crap how did he do that’ feel.




He draped a big cloth napkin over his front while he ate, so he didn’t accidentally get a splash of salsa or a dribble of egg on his new shirt and new tie and new pants. By the time he finished and made sure everything he wanted was in his valise or Amy’s Coach bag, Amy had her hair done. She ate in a bathrobe so she wasn’t risking getting food on her new skirt suit, and then she did her makeup and slipped on her blouse and skirt and blazer and heels.




She complained, “I feel like I’m stealing from your company. I mean, I’m going to wear this, what? This once and maybe never again?”




“Don’t be silly,” he insisted. “You’ll have it on hand for HMI stuff, like when you have to come into the office to explain to people that I’m not as dumb as I look. You’ll probably need a big PowerPoint presentation for that one. And then you’ll need it for interviews and stuff. You know there’s gonna be stuff like that for getting into grad schools and going from grad school to a great job, and all that stuff.”




She gave him a look of disdain, so he tried, “Okay, I really need to impress Don. And the best way to do that is you. You looking like Pepper Potts, Corporate Executive, only sexier, and showing how smart you are makes me look about a jillion times smarter. And you looking like that makes guys want to like us. Because you are smokin’ hot in that suit.”




She rolled her eyes and pointed out, “We both know you’re plenty smart, and you’re good at this. And you’re already way smarter than Don, and you’re less than half his age.” She paused a moment and added, “And you drink a lot less, which I totes like. Lissa told me she just lets him drink, but then she drives or else she gets a Lyft or Uber or something for the two of them.”




Xander grimaced, “Right. I need to think about that for Tuesday night. There’s a shitload of alcohol at the Rangers game if you want it.”




“Cheap beer in plastic cups, like in the movies?” Amy wondered. It wasn’t like Amy had ever been to a major league game. She could have gone to see the Dodgers or the Angels, but she wasn’t interested and her roomies weren’t interested. And her boyfriend wasn’t really interested either.




“That too, even if nothing’s cheap at a ballpark anymore,” he told her. “But they have all kinds of fancy brew-pub beers, and everything else you could think of.”




“Everything else?” she asked suspiciously.




So he pulled out his laptop, woke it up, and clicked on a bookmark. The Ranger stadium menus came up. He scrolled down to the drinks menu and just pointed.




Amy scrolled through the list. “Holy crap.” And she had to scroll down more. “Margaritas? Holy crap!” And more. “Holy crap and a half! They sell mixed drinks too? Are they nuts?”




“And you can buy beer by the growler,” Xander pointed out.




“A whole growler? Jesus!” Amy complained. “Okay, if I ever become an alcoholic baseball nut, I know where I’m going to games.”




“Pretty sure every major league stadium’s like this, just with local-sounding food.”




Amy grumbled, “So the New York stadiums serve Angry Cabbie ale, and the Gotham City stadium serves Joker stout?”




“It’ll put a big smile on your face! Permanently!” crowed Xander in a bad commercial-announcer voice.




“Thank you, Don Pardo,” Amy snarked. “Now tell them what they’ve won!”




“Well Alex, they’ve won the home version of our game, and a year’s supply of Rice-A-Roni, the San Francisco treat that no real San Franciscan would touch with a ten foot pole!”




Amy groaned, “You really need to work on your Don Pardo voice.”




He showed his extreme Bat-maturity and Bat-interpersonal Bat-skills. He stuck his tongue out at her and crossed his eyes too. Which got a giggle out of his Amy, so he was counting it as a win.




Then it was off to Don’s office, which had to be in a big, fancy glass-and-steel building in Fort Worth. Fortunately, the car had uber-helpful guidance software, because fighting through the Monday morning interstate traffic was almost as much fun as fighting through the morning traffic in L.A. So knowing which lane to hit and when to force his way over was totes important.




The building had plenty of offices besides Don’s, so it also had lots of parking. And it had a fancy lobby with a couple security cameras that would be easy to beat, plus a young, pretty, over-bleached blonde with enough hair volume for three or four Amy-types.




So Xander got directions up to the fourth floor, where Don’s headquarters offices were set. He and Amy took the elevator and found that Don had about half the square footage on the fourth floor, which seemed like a hell of a lot to Xander, considering Don didn’t even have his handymen or truck fleets there.




Well, there was no way Don could have his workers there, when there weren’t any HMI trucks in the parking lot, and there was no place to store gear or maintain trucks or anything.




Don’s receptionist—also young and pretty and blonde with tons of hair—ushered Xander and Amy into the conference room, which had a cherrywood table with room for maybe sixteen. And then there was the usual ‘and can Ah git you anything ta drink honey?’ Amy went with water. Xander opted for coffee with lots of milk and sugar and extra sugar. It showed up in a big white HMI mug.




Xander made a note that he needed lots of HMI crap to give out, even to some of the salesguys who came by.




Don came in, and gave Xander the manly handshake, and gave Amy a big hug. At least he didn’t try to plant a wet kiss on Amy’s mouth. Then Don started telling about Lissa driving home the night before and telling about how Xander and Amy weren’t even engaged yet, and how Amy needed lessons from the experts on ‘roping and branding that steer’.




Amy turned bright red, and Xander had to try not to laugh too much. Okay, Don was probably going out of his way to spike Lissa’s oh-so-subtle plans to help Amy.




Then Don’s people trickled in, and Don had enough time to introduce all of them. Xander used a couple of his Bat-lessons. There was a Bat-lesson on noticing everything going on around you. There was a Bat-lesson on memorizing lots of stuff you saw or heard or otherwise noticed. There was a Bat-lesson on meeting a crowd of people and placing names with faces and factoids and connections to other people, with mnemonics.




So there was Don’s VP for Marketing, Jerry. And there was Don’s VP for personnel, Bobby. And Don’s VP for IT, Jim, who everyone called Jim Bob even if his middle name wasn’t Robert. And Don’s VP for site management, Louie. And…Well, Don had VPs to handle stuff that Xander didn’t think needed a VP when you had all of HMI behind you. But Xander was willing to give Don a lot of slack on this, because he really didn’t know how big an operation Don had. After all, Dallas-Fort Worth was a big-ass area.




Okay, when Don had Jerry get out the maps and pin them up, Xander realized that Don had a hell of a big territory. The Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington metroplex was the fourth largest metropolitan area in the country, and the tenth-largest in the Americas. Don’s territory was up to thirteen counties…and he had plans to grab the HMI franchises in another ten neighboring counties, none of which had HMI anywhere near them, except for Don’s operation.




So Xander got to learn all about the ins and outs of managing a really ridiculously large HMI territory. Don and his guys had found out the hard way that they had to set up sites all over the metroplex, with each site having enough space for all the HMI trucks they needed, plus the vehicles their workers would need to park before they took their truck for the day. And each site needed enough building space to handle the site manager and all of his staff. And a third of the sites had a second shift for emergency calls in the evening or night, with two sites running a smaller extra-emergency third shift. The sites had to meet local code requirements, which was a hassle in the really nice areas of the metroplex, where they didn’t want anything uglier than strip malls and business complexes. In the rest of the area, you could talk a city council or a county commissioner into giving you some leeway as long as you didn’t cause trouble and you didn’t look bad to anyone passing by.




But Don didn’t just settle for working through HMI’s phone banks and webpages and stuff. No way. Jerry had sales guys who spent their days calling potential future clients or dropping in on potential customers. Because Don wasn’t just handling home repair. He was doing serious home construction. He was pushing into business construction and office construction and then all the follow-ups that went with those things. So Jerry had guys talking to businessmen all over the metroplex. And Xander could figure out from the discussion that Don was squeezing out a lot of the handymen and small home repair businesses until they went belly-up, and then he’d take over their client lists and trucks and shit at a bankruptcy hearing if he could swing it.




Xander was starting to think maybe Don had more Lex Luthor in him than Ollie knew.




The whole day went like that. Don’s site management guys at their headquarters kept an eye on the managers at each site, who handled the fleet management and the personnel issues, while Bobby’s people found new guys to work for Don, and rewarded good workers, and stepped on problem workers. Don’s IT guys also had tracking software to keep an eye on the worker bees, and stuff like that. Don even had a couple lawyers on retainer to stomp on lawsuits or hit people with lawsuits.




Xander didn’t like being a hardass, but if he was going to run an HMI franchise, he was going to have to deal with all this crap on a regular basis. He was probably already running into the business warfare stuff. And it was only a matter of time before he had to fire someone, or sue someone for non-payment, or defend against some bullshit lawsuit targeting one of his people. So he took a lot of notes.




And maybe he’d talk to Ollie about dealing emotionally with having to be a hardass. He sure hadn’t spotted an HMI class on that at the meetings.




Also, he really needed to work on expansion plans, because he obviously needed a less centralized work force, given the size of Los Angeles County and Orange County. Still, he didn’t think he needed huge, fancy-schmancy offices and more VPs than you could shake a stick at.




Also, it occurred to Xander that maybe Ollie had bought into this whole Bat-plan just so he could get a private report on Don’s business, and so he could figure out if letting the White Knight loose with a big, important Left Coast HMI franchise was a bad idea. Because Ollie and Dinah probably could have flown into Dallas and tackled this problem, unless The Bat specifically asked them not to.




Xander kept his business face going all day. No wincing at stuff he didn’t like, especially if it was stuff he eventually might need to know or even need to do. No frowny-faces about stuff either. He took lots of notes. He asked questions about site allocation and hiring practices and legal problems. He talked with Don and Jerry about cooperation or competition with other home repair businesses, even if Don’s policy was obviously ‘only cooperate if you have to, and then only for as long as it takes to crush your enemies, see them driven before you, and hear the lamentations of their women.’




Being an HMI franchise automatically gave you the weight to play 800-pound gorilla if that was your management style. Not that it was automatically a bad thing. Ollie had shown it could be a really good thing, in the right hands.




So around 4:30, Xander let Don wrap up stuff. “So Xander, what ya want to try tomorrow?”




Xander smiled, “This is so totally helpful. I really appreciate it, you guys. But I’d like to see the hammer end of things. I was thinking tomorrow and Wednesday and Thursday, I could go on a couple really differing HMI jobs and see how things look from the other end, so Friday I can get more out of this side of things. That, and I like the hammer end of stuff a lot more.”




“Me too,” Don grinned.




Don led him over to one of the secretaries in the data entry room, and they looked over the already-queued jobs. Xander picked a home construction job in Addison for Wednesday, a big home repair job for Thursday, and then he scanned the listings for the job he’d gotten Oracle to sneak into the HMI system…and the police department systems.




“Wow! You got government jobs too? You’re amazing, Don.”




Don gave him a smile. “Well, that’s sort of a weird one. We don’t usually get those jobs, but someone probably wanted something fast and reliable and trustworthy.”




Xander looked at the request. “Okay, this looks like it’s mainly framing and wallboard. And hanging a security door. Framing and door-hanging are two of my specialties. Can I go on this one tomorrow?”




“Sure,” Don said easily. “That one’s gonna be Dickson and Ellis mainly. You can keep an eye on Ellis for me.”




“Not a problem,” Xander told him.




Jerry was already heading out, and he stopped beside the two of them. “Hey Don, you invite Xander to the bar?”




Don explained, “We have this little bar down the street we like to hit Monday-Wednesday-Friday. Five to seven’s their happy hour.”




“Sounds great,” Xander lied. “But I already made dinner reservations for me and Amy, and she’s put up with all this business stuff all day, so I gotta make with the nice for the evening to make it up to her. Wednesday, I’ll be too dirty to join you, but pencil me in for Friday.”




“Great,” Don said, giving Xander a big slap on the back. “You and your girl have a great time on the town tonight.”




Jerry looked down at Xander’s left hand. “Looks like she doesn’t have you locked up yet. Enjoy it while you’re footloose and fancy free. Especially when it looks like Amy.”




Xander nudged Don, “Don’t tell Lissa, but I already popped the question. A couple times. But she hates my parents and my Uncle Rory. And she knows I hate her mom.”




Don groaned at that. “In-laws. Not a good thing. Worst I ever had to fuck with was my second’s mother. What a bitch. Thought her kid marrying me meant ‘gravy train for life’ for her and her guy ‘friends’. Sounds like you got some problems there. Maybe you oughta talk to HMI Legal about that.”




“Thanks for the advice, Don,” Xander replied. “You guys have fun.”





Part XI



Xander drove Amy through Dallas rush hour traffic, and they got back to the hotel in plenty of time for the six o’clock guacamole and drinks thing. But Amy was still worrying about her waistline, so they just sampled a couple kinds of guac, and then they headed off to dinner at Mirador.




Amy asked, “Is it okay if that was our appetizers?”




He squeezed her hand, “Sure. Unless Mirador has bacon appetizers. Or bacon-wrapped appetizers. Or bacon-wrapped bacon appetizers.” She smiled at him because she knew him well enough to know he was kidding. Sort of. Bacon was one of his many weaknesses.




They took the trolley, changed lines, and got close enough to Main to walk the rest of the way to the restaurant, which was up on the fourth floor of another fancy downtown building.




The restaurant was uber-fancy, the waitstaff was great, and the food was top-notch. He still would have been happier eating at home with Amy in his lap. He was pretty sure The Bat cared even less about food as long as he got the right amounts of calories, proteins, vitamins, fruits and veggies, and all that stuff. But Batty was excellent at playing the dissipated playboy horndog.




They skipped the appetizers since they had already had some pretty awesome guac on handmade tortilla chips. Xander had the salmon with romesco and smashed potatoes and salsa verde. Amy had the chicken paillard with sunchokes and arugula and charred lemon. They split a side of grilled carrots with mint and curry and fresh cheese, even if he had to eat most of the carrots and part of Amy’s chicken. Then he had the sorbet trio for dessert, and he let Amy try a taste of each. That was all she was willing to eat.




They took a Lyft back to the hotel and swam some laps up on the roof, which was pretty amazing as Dallas slid into night around them. Then they walked down to their room to shower.




Amy purred, “Are you going to ‘shower’ me?”




He nibbled on her earlobe and whispered, “I’m gonna shower your brains out, honey.” Because she was amazingly hot in that swimsuit.




She kissed him hungrily and pulled him into the shower. “You’ll certainly be in your Element.”







A little after ten, he slid out of the bed and turned off his alarm.




Amy reached out, “Honey, we’re not really gonna go out and hunt supervillains, are we?




“Nope,” he told her. “Just me. You need a break from this bullshit. I’m a lot more worried about you than I am about catching Bat-enemies or checking up on Bat-copies. Batdude can come down here with his Battitude in a week or two if I don’t get the job done.”




“I love you too,” she murmured. “But this is dangerous. And horrible. I’m still having nightmares about that splotch on the wall, and I wish I could stop imagining just how it happened.”




He nodded, “And that’s why you’re staying here tonight.”




She scowled, “I don’t think you should go out either. You have no backup, and Clayfaces are uber-dangerous, and what if you ‘catch’ him?”




Xander reminded her, “The Bat-fam has been busting the chops of Clayfaces for a long time. It’s not like I’m gonna try and take him WWE style, best two falls out of three.”




She pointed out, “He’s not exactly in your weight class right now.”




He rolled his eyes. “Are you kidding me? Even Robin’s out of my weight class, and he’s like half my weight.”




“And half your age,” Amy added unhelpfully.




“Totes,” he admitted. “Even if he’s been training for maybe ten times longer. With Mister Pointy-Ears. And he’s a super-genius. I am totally of the outclassed everywhere I look.”




She kissed him hard. “No. You’re not. Stop comparing yourself to the couple dozen most amazing superheroes in the universe.”




He kissed her on the forehead. “Thanks for the pep talk, but I think I do have to keep comparing myself like that.”




She groaned, “How much better do you have to be before you stop dumping on yourself?”




He seriously thought it over. “When I get to the point where I’ve got a 50-50 chance of taking The Bat in a fight, and a 50-50 chance of taking him in scheming.”




She groaned louder. “Xander! Be reasonable!”




So he spilled, “Honey, I can be reasonable about stuff. The White Knight can’t. He’s a complete nutbar. He’s like Batman but without enough training. And if I’m gonna let him out there, I can’t let anyone ever find out who he really is, because that would lead to the bad. So…training, training, and more training. Because someday, he may have to be just that good.”




She hugged him. “So…what’s Reasonable Xander gonna do about competition with his HMI franchise? ’Cause I could tell you didn’t like how Don and his buddies were waging war against little companies and driving them into bankruptcy.”




He sighed, “I’ve gotta do something. When HMI tells me who’s targeting us, I’m gonna use that as a lever. I’m gonna pull everyone in the county together in a big meeting, tell ’em I don’t want to be the California version of Don Clark, and then see who wants to work with me to divide up the pie fairly, and who wants me to buy them out for a fair price, and who wants to go to work for HMI as a contractor. Anybody else is crazy, because they’d be going up against every other home repair company for miles around. And I’m gonna talk to Oracle about designing a GIS program for optimal placement of HMI sites, so I can minimize costs while optimizing coverage and response times. And there is no way I’m spending millions of bucks a year just to have an uber-ritzy headquarters office with a shit-ton of vice-president-type positions I still don’t believe we need.”




Amy admitted, “I talked to a couple secretaries when no one else was looking. Don’s probably got to take over everything just to pay the rent on that place and cover all those fancy executive salaries.”




Xander complained, “And what’s wrong with a flat management model? He’s got so many layers of management that there’s probably a shitload of stuff slipping through the cracks. It’s not like he’s got a hundred locations running ten thousand trucks.”




Amy shrugged, which did great things for her cleavage. “Maybe he’s just sticking with the way Clark Brothers runs stuff.”




Xander grimaced. “Probably. Because he’s a lot more top-heavy than HMI tells its franchisees to operate, even if he’s moving in some non-HMI directions too.”




Amy rolled her eyes a little. “Well, you still want a zero-management set-up where you get to go do construction some of the time.”




“Well…yeah,” he admitted sheepishly. “That’s the part I like. But if I have to have five or ten separate base sites and maybe two dozen roaming trucks on top of that, I’m still gonna run things as flat as I can. Maybe site managers who report directly to me, so we can keep things simple. One layer between me and the handymen. That’s not too much to ask, is it?”




She pointed out, “That’s likely to work now, but if you take over all of L.A., you’ll need a lot more repair guys and a lot more management and a lot more HR and even some of the crap Don runs.”




“Great,” Xander grumbled. “I get to be the Darkseid of L.A. home repair.”




“Oh stop it,” Amy scowled. “You’re not gonna run your franchise like that. You’re not even gonna be the Don Clark of L.A. home repair.” She stopped scowling. “That reminds me. How much is Don gonna drink at the Rangers game, and how much are you gonna drink, and am I gonna have to go so you have someone to play designated driver?”




He wasn’t going to talk about the Batman lessons on looking like you’re drinking too much, while hardly drinking at all. Amy might make a connection someday with a certain hard-drinking playboy. He just said, “I plan to taste a bunch of stuff to find out what tastes good, but I’m planning on not drinking much unless someone has Hostess Cupcake flavored schnapps.” Amy rolled her eyes at him. “Okay, I’m planning on not drinking except for tasting. And I’m also planning on taking a Lyft home if the hotel shuttle isn’t available. And definitely not riding with Don driving, because I’ve got a feeling he’ll drink way more if Lissa isn’t sitting there pretending not to worry about how much he pounds down.”




Amy spilled, “I’m pretty sure Lissa’s not gonna nag him no matter what even if she really wants to, because she told me that’s what she saw Wife Number Two doing that really pissed him off.”




“Don also had trouble with mother-in-law number two, and he thinks I ought to get HMI legal to draw up a pre-nup before I pop the question.”




“You ought to!” Amy insisted. “There is no way I ever want my mom thinking she could kill you and do something insane like switch bodies with me or transfigure herself into a clone of me, just so she could walk off with all your money.”




“Ugh,” Xander groaned. “I hadn’t thought about that. And I really don’t want to look like a dick on the pre-nup. But I do not want your mom magically slicing through you to get at big wads of dough. I’ll talk to Ollie about it. And Batman. With all the rich goober-brains and organized crime families in Gotham City, he’s bound to have run into shitloads of that stuff. At least I can tell them what the real problem is, because I’m sure not worried about dad digging himself out from under all the Bud cans in the living room to go after a company he wouldn’t want to have to manage.”




Amy frowned, “Well, you’d better think about it, because sooner or later, some scumbag lawyer’s gonna see your fam as an easy target. All he has to do is talk one of your relatives into signing some papers while they’re drunk.”




“So…maybe eighty percent of the time?” he sort-of-joked.




“Xander!” Amy fussed. “This isn’t funny! We need to worry about this stuff!”




He gave her a quick kiss. “I can worry about this stuff and still make with the jokes. And you’ve got a lot of good points on this. You oughta brainstorm with Zee about things your mom might try if she gets loose. I’ll talk to Ollie. But not right now, okay?”




“Okay. I guess.” She looked down. “I think I’m mainly freaked about you going out with no backup. Or staying out all night and being in crappy shape for tomorrow’s work.”




“No way,” he insisted. “Or maybe not of the way. According to O and the local papers both, these break-ins are happening between eleven or midnight up to maybe two or three a.m. So going on patrol too early or too late would be of the dopey.”




She hugged him and said, “Stop trying to make this sound rational.”




“Oh, it’s not,” Xander smirked. “Going out dressed like it’s Halloween and looking for insane weirdos to fight? Not rational at all. But there’s no way I’m gonna get into that ‘patrol the dark city from dusk until dawn’ thing. I’ve got a business to run. And a girlfriend to hold. And friends and stuff. I have no idea how Supes and Bats do it, unless they just no longer sleep. Maybe Supes has super-awakeness as one of his superpowers.”




“So what about Batman?” Amy asked. “Intravenous caffeine?”




Xander snorted with laughter. “That’s intravenous Bat-caffeine, which is way more awesome than regular caffeine.”




Amy smiled, “I always wondered why his ears stuck up so much. They’re holding his caffeine supply and they have to be high enough for his caffeine IV drip to work right.”




Xander grinned, “Maybe Zee snuck up behind him years ago and said ‘no sleep for you’ only backward. Which would be ‘on peels rof uoy’ I guess.”




Amy pouted at him, “Zee would never do that, and especially not to the Bat-crab. He’s still uber-cranky at her.”




“Oh come on, you know I was kidding about that,” he complained.




“Well…yeah…” she slowly admitted. “But…”




“But you like Zee, and you don’t think she’s getting a fair shake from the Bat-grump because of Bat-grudges.”




She nodded into his chest. “And his Bat-grudges are extra grudge-y.”




He tried not to laugh. Okay, he failed. Epic fail there. So she poked him in the ribs with her fingers, and then he really laughed. So then she tickled him, which was totally not fair, because she knew his secret ticklish spots. And then retaliatory strikes were necessary. So…




So he was late getting going on his Bat-mission. Not that that was a bad thing. He left the Lexus at the hotel and caught a trolley over toward the hospital before doing some counter-surveillance jazz so he knew he wasn’t being followed or tracked. Then he snuck over to the parking garages and jogged up the parking garage stairs to where the old Cadillac was parked. He checked that the Caddy wasn’t under surveillance, and then he used his Batwatch to check that it wasn’t bugged or lojacked or anything. After that, he took a leisurely drive off to the food service place where the fake food truck was still parked. He hauled his suitcase to the ‘food truck’ and disabled all the alarms before entering and putting on his White Knight uniform.




While he dressed, he checked in using his Batwatch, “O, it’s me. Status on security alarms, Dallas PD, Texas Rangers, and all the other crap I asked you to monitor?”




Oracle stuck with her fake-AI voice. “White Knight, this is not ‘crap’. This is just as complete as the monitoring I do for a lot of you. In fact, this is far more specialized, since you’re only interested in security alarms on your target sites, and police presence around your targets.”




“And you already sent tips to the police and Rangers about what’s going on?” he checked. Even though there was no point in asking, because of course she’d done it.




“Yes. I don’t think they believed the tips, though, just based on the attitude my fake tipsters got.”




“Well…crap.”




Oracle added, “Based on assignments listed in their office computers, I project two Rangers and four of the special task force are on patrol, so avoid conflicts with them. The Rangers are patrolling individually in unmarked pickups. The task force are patrolling in pairs, in unmarked Dodge Durangos.”




He kept his groan to himself. “Well, you know what they say, ‘two riots, two Rangers’. Or something like that.”




“I believe you know what the quote is, Knight.”




“Maaaaaaybe…” he stalled.




Oracle just moved on like he wasn’t being a dork. “Sixty-seven primary target sites for tonight. No alarms, no silent alarms, no noise reports called in from nearby. Task force radios are mostly silent, so far only complaints about being stuck on the worst detail. Rangers are running silent. I have GPS on the cellphones of all four task force staff and I’ve got locations on all their car radios, but not on the Rangers. However, I do have cell tower pings of phones moving around the areas, so I have seven possibles.”




“Right.” So that was two Rangers, and five others doing patrol stuff. He was guessing some private security guys and maybe the two metas he still hadn’t spotted. Unless there were also some other people who had their phones turned off or set in airplane mode or running an app that would keep their phones from being ‘seen’ by cell towers until the phone user wanted it. “Have any IDs on those phones?”




“Three belong to…Triple R Security Services. The other four are most likely burner phones.”




Xander checked, “Would Texas Rangers be using burner phones?”




Oracle answered, “Highly probable. They are technologically aware, and using phones which could be traced back to known Rangers—just as using standard radio wavelengths or callsigns identified with the Rangers—would be considered sub-optimal under many situations…such as this one.”




Xander just nodded to himself. He wasn’t particularly worried about that stuff when he was using a Batwatch, and his regular cellphone was back in his room. On the other hand…“What if someone’s using a sat phone?”




Oracle explained, “No cell tower signals to map. But if you’re within two hundred meters, your watch ought to let us spot it and tap it. Satellite comms with a special maser system, and other high-end options? No. But nobody in law enforcement can afford systems like that.”




“So…I’m not going to run into anybody with a Father Box?” Xander asked not-seriously.




“If you do, we recommend immediate separation and contacting the JL as quickly as possible,” Oracle said dryly.




“Run away and scream for help? I’m good at those,” Xander snarked. “My running-away game is second to none!”




“That’s an interesting claim, Knight, because my data indicate that your ‘running-away game’ is nearly nonexistent.”




Xander refrained from scowling. You do two or three exceptionally stupid non-running-away things, and the genius people who remember everything never let you forget it.




Instead, he pointed out, “Okay, I am de-Element-ized tonight. So if I have to yell for help, you’re number one on my speed dial.”




“At least you’re willing to consider calling for help,” Oracle not-quite-grumbled.




He figured Oracle had problems with most of the JL on that issue. It probably drove her up the wall when Dick was off crime-fighting with no back-up and running into serious badness. Amy sure wasn’t happy with Xander running around in the dark like a nutcase for a few hours.




Xander finished getting his Knightsuit on, except for the stuff above the neck. He added a big brown mustache and a sloppy brown wig and a grungy chinbeard, so he looked like he might be driving a food truck but not allowed to work in one. He had a fake New Mexico ID to go with that disguise, in case he got pulled over while driving the truck.




The trench coat covered his armor, and he was ready to go. He headed out toward the biggest of the industrial areas that had possibles in it. Since he was in a food truck in the middle of the night, he wasn’t going to patrol so much as park the truck in places where the truck would blend in, and sit and monitor stuff for a while. That wasn’t all that hard. He found a big parking area next to the security fence for a food processing company. There were maybe a hundred cars and trucks there, probably running a late shift. He parked next to a huge pickup truck so he was more or less in the shadow of one of the streetlights. Then he slipped into the food service area of the truck and started monitoring everything Oracle could feed him, given his bandwidth.




Monitoring a huge area by swinging from building to building and hoping crooks walked around without looking up? That was wack.




Oracle had a couple crises to handle elsewhere, she didn’t tell him who or where, but her systems kept sending him data. So he just stood there and kept watch. At least swinging from building to building all night wouldn’t be uber-dull.




It was almost one before all hell broke loose. A silent alarm went off at Target #27, a big warehouse jointly used by two neighboring factories, one on each side. Two of the security cellphones got alerted and so those guys were probably heading right for the warehouse. One of the cop cars radioed and headed there too. The second cop car began moving toward closer cell towers and was probably headed there too. One of the unknown cellphones got called and was probably getting a Texas Ranger Heads-Up based on the totally not-suspicious codewords and the ’tude. Two more of the cellphones didn’t get a message in or out, but headed toward the cell towers closest to the break-in, so they were probably listening in on the police radios. This was gonna be one happenin’ place.




Xander worried about how many of these guys were going to get themselves killed if none of them were ready for a Clayface. He got a move on. He wasn’t close, but he was closer than some of the responders, and he wasn’t going to have problems with a big security fence. On the other hand, he wasn’t going to park as close either.




As he drove, he used the Batwatch to check out the area around the target warehouse. He picked out a nice, close warehouse just across the street from the target’s security fence, and he went and parked his food truck on the opposite side of that warehouse. Also, that warehouse had a security fence that was within feet of the building itself, instead of around a huge lot that surrounded the building.




Off went the ugly disguise crap. On went the headgear, and the White Knight was climbing out of the truck, which locked itself up once he was out. One line launcher over the fencing and up to the roof of the warehouse. Then he ran as silently as he could across the roof of the warehouse and took in the scene. The high-tech soles on his boots totally made the difference.




Crap and a half. Someone already had the front gate slid all the way open, so everyone could drive right in. Or glorp right out. Three cars were already in there: a car with two of the rent-a-cops piling out of it, a car Xander didn’t get a good look at that had pulled way off to the other side, and a Durango that had to be the cop car with two cops. And more shit was on the way.




That pickup was rushing right into the middle of things, and a Texas Ranger was leaping out, his uniform totally obvious. And approaching the gate was a big van with ‘NBC 5’ painted on the side. Great. Network news, to record as everything went to hell.




From around the side of the building came…a Clayface. An angry blob nine feet high and maybe fifteen feet across, with a wide-open mouth Xander could see all the way from his vantage point. The Ranger and the cops were all yelling at the Clayface to stop and surrender. Right. Like that was going to happen.




And so they opened fire. The Ranger had enough sense to get something heavy out of his pickup, but the cops were plinking at a mound of mud with little pistols. Clayface was pretty much ignoring them. Even after the Ranger opened fire on it with a riot shotgun.




Xander was already on the Batwatch. “O, this is Knight, we’ve got a Clayface. The giant, economy size. 911 this and get a couple firetrucks and a couple ambulances here ASAP.” He was already launching a line to a utility pole set well inside the security fence, and swinging down. A Clayface that big wouldn’t even get annoyed at the hardware those guys had.




Okay, since things weren’t bad enough, there was more. From the far side came a gray Batgirl-like figure leaping from one block of barrels to another, closing in fast on the soon-to-be-fiasco. “And our Gray Knight is pulling a Batgirl. Normal strength and jumping ability…Whoa.”




The Gray Knight didn’t quite stick that landing, but managed to tumble back to her feet and keep going. Dick would have cringed at that one. “No acrobatic or gymnastic training, but trying anyway.”




“That does not sound encouraging,” Oracle replied.




“And…crap, we’ve got a tractor-trailer truck charging the site on the side opposite me. Where there’s no gate.”




There was no opening in the fence over there, and the truck obviously didn’t care. It plowed right through the fence, smashed its way through stacks of barrels, and came to an ugly jack-knifing stop in the middle of a big square of stacked barrels that were spilling their probably-nasty contents all over the place. But no, that didn’t take care of stuff. The windshield of the truck got smashed out hard enough that the frame and part of the roof went flying, and a huge cowboy clambered out.




Oh crap! Eight feet tall, cowboy-shaped, complete with ten-gallon hat. “O, we’ve got the Duke of Oil too. We need some big guns.”




By then, he was swinging to the edge of the combat zone. “O, patch into the police channels and warn somebody!”




“I can do better than that, Knight.”




And Oracle’s robotic voice blared out through the police car’s loudspeakers. “Attention! Clayface cannot be hurt with firearms, and its touch may be lethal. The Duke of Oil is not human—it is most likely a robot. Do not engage it either.”




“Thanks, O,” he whispered into his comms. Maybe he could work with the cops and tag-team the baddies. Yeah, like that ever worked out.





Part XII



Xander watched carefully as the melee went on. The Gray Knight tried to stop The Duke from behind with something like a big yo-yo that wrapped around The Duke’s knees. But nothing can stop the Duke of Oil! At least, not that. The cable snapped when the Gray Knight tugged on it, and she went flying backward. The Duke kept charging.




Xander saw Clayface roar at the two cops who were kneeling behind the doors of their Durango and firing on it. It swatted a stack of barrels at the cops. Crap. That had ‘horrible barrel-shaped death’ written all over it.




Xander darted behind a front end loader and fired a line into the barrel that was in the lead, then he snagged the end around the teeth at the top of the loader bucket. He fired a second line into the next most dangerous barrel, but he didn’t have time to snag the cable before the line hit the bucket and got yanked forward. He had to take the hit.




A quarter ton of flying barrel yanked him chest-first into the loader bucket. There was an explosion of pain even with all the armor his uniform had. And then it yanked him completely over the bucket as the barrel got dragged off-course into the ground. The first barrel hit the end of its line and snapped back toward the front end loader. The next two barrels hit the ground and burst open, instead of smashing into the police car.




The first barrel hit the ground on its side, refused to bust open, and bounced right into him, slamming him so hard against the loader bucket that he had the wind knocked out of him despite his armor. It wrecked the barrel too. Not that he had a lot of sympathy for it.




The Duke of Oil plowed at full speed into Clayface and started trying to tear it apart. Which was about as useful as attacking a mud puddle, except the Clayface stuff was melting the clothing and fake skin off The Duke, revealing it as a great big robot-thing.




Xander released his two lines and yanked them back so he could shove them in his storage pocket. He forced himself to his feet, but he was pretty sure he had a couple broken ribs, minimum. That was ungood.




The Gray Knight finally caught up with the action, and she hurled a steel yo-yo thing so the cable wrapped around The Duke’s neck. Pretty good aim, considering the Duke’s neck was just a cable thing by then. She tried to dig in her heels and haul The Duke off of the Clayface, but she might as well have tried to pull the building over. The Duke ignored her until one no-longer-flesh-covered hand curved back far enough to notice the cable around its neck. It yanked the cable hard and tore the cable loose. Fortunately, the Gray Knight let go first, or she would have gone flying across the combat zone.




Xander was moving, and he was trying to ignore the pain every time he took a breath. “O, you still there?”




“Knight, your vitals spiked. Are you all right?”




He admitted, “No. Maybe four broken ribs, and I don’t know what else. Alert Element. The Duke is tackling Clayface, instead of something worse. But we’re outgunned.” He tried not to do much breathing while he talked, but that wasn’t working too well.




Meanwhile, the Duke wasn’t having a lot of luck with Mudboy. He couldn’t tear out handfuls of stuff that just flowed through his fingers. Contact with Clayface’s muck had burned off all his clothes and ‘flesh’. And the more The Duke punched, the deeper he got mired in tons of ‘clay’. The fight had moved a lot closer to the cops, only it had also moved a lot closer to the runoff drain that Clayface had probably come in through.




And the Texas Ranger was now pointing a big-ass M1911 at Xander’s face while waving that Ranger badge. The Ranger snapped, “Texas Rangers! Gray Knight, hold it right there!”




Xander groaned softly. “Jesus, you guys. The chick over there with the big steel yo-yos? That’s your fancy Gray Knight. And she’s gonna get herself killed trying to tackle the Duke of Oil with that kind of gear.”




“Then who the hell are you?” the Ranger growled.




“Just a good samaritan the Justice League asked to drop in and check on why the hell you guys have a Gray Knight running loose.”




But Clayface was pouring itself through the water runoff drain, leaving The Duke of Oil with nothing to fight and no way to pursue through a tiny pipe. So The Duke was suddenly eyeing the Gray Knight with evil intent.




Xander kept his eye on The Duke but asked the Ranger, “By the way, got any anti-Terminator weaponry in your truck? I mean, don’t they say ‘one robot, one Ranger’?”




The Ranger pretended to ignore him while carefully drawing a bead on The Duke. Which wasn’t easy, since The Duke was just robot stuff by then, and the legs were extending, and the arms were extending into grabby claws on the ends of cables, and the neck was extending so the head was already six feet above the metal shoulders.




At least the Gray Knight had enough sense to back the hell up.




The Ranger called out, “Freeze, Dukeston! Texas Rangers!”




Nope. That was not gonna work against a supervillain. Xander had already guessed that, which was why he was fishing out one of his bolas.




The Ranger took a shot, which spanged off the bot’s back. The robot stopped and turned. Okay, just the head, which did a full 180 on that long cable-like neck. Then the robot spun about and moved at the Ranger. The Ranger took two shots, both of which hit the robot in the face. That was amazing aim, considering it was a robot face on the end of a cable-neck, and it was a supervillain robot attacking the guy.




No effect. It didn’t even flinch. Xander whispered at the Ranger, “Robot. Not Robocop.”




The Duke moved closer. And it was freaking fast, with those long cable-ish legs. So Xander had to time this juuuuuust right. He threw a bola with his off-arm to avoid more broken rib damage, and the bola wound around The Duke’s legs about three feet below its ‘hips’.




The explosive bola made plenty of boom, but it wasn’t enough to blow The Duke’s legs off. Whatever those cables were made of, it was tough stuff. Still the blast did some visible damage.




The Duke dove forward onto his claw-hands and made right for Xander while running in a handstand. Shit, that guy was fast!




But Xander was already throwing another explosive bola, this time at The Duke’s arms just about where they and the neck came out of the shoulder end of the ‘torso’. And Xander was backing up, even if he couldn’t exactly sprint at Olympic speeds with broken ribs. The bola wrapped around one arm and the neck before going boom.




The Duke dropped onto his back. He still had two cable-like legs, even if neither was working all that well. He still had one arm and a neck, even if the neck cabling was damaged in one area. But he was not the threat he’d been even twenty seconds earlier.




The working arm reached twenty feet toward the front gate and dug into the ground. Then it retracted, dragging the damaged body after it. After the body moved a good fifteen feet, the arm let go of the ground and repeated the whole deal.




Xander calmly said, “If you or your DPD friends have heavy weapons, you might be able to take off that last limb and stop it from getting away or attacking the next person it finds.”




The Ranger rushed the two cops and then the security guards to grab their heavier gear, and soon the five of them were using rifles and shotguns to wreck The Duke’s last working limb. Xander checked that the Gray Knight had already split, and he dropped a smoke pellet so he could sneak off without being seen, particularly by the television crew that was filming everything from their vantage point next to their truck.




Because his ribs were killing him. He wanted to use a line to clear the fence and get to the roof of the building across the street, but he could hardly lift his arm, much less pull himself up a cable. He draped an acid bola down the chain link fence, and he triggered it. The acid burned a line right through the links of the chain, and he just pushed the two halves of the fence aside. Then he walked as quickly as he could around the fence across the street, and to his food truck.




Once he was safely inside the truck, he peeled off the hood and headmask. And he coughed hard, which hurt like a bastard. Some of the crap that came up was tinged with blood. That was really, really uber-bad.




He started driving back to the drop-off for the truck. And he called Oracle. “O, we’ve got problems. I’ve got some broken ribs and probably a punctured lung. I’m not sure I can get back to the hotel room. Alert Element and anybody you’ve secretly got on call.”




“Knight, I really do not have anyone ‘on call’ for you.”




He made sure not to shrug. “Well, it was worth a try.”




“However, Element is already on the move.”




He debriefed, “We had a definite Clayface in mud form, and the Duke Of Oil, who’s now blown into six or seven little baronets. Sighting on the Gray Knight. She’s doing the Batgirl thing with a uniform that’s black and gray, with a black cape and half-mask and everything, just like OG Batgirl but without the bat symbol.” He coughed some more, catching the bloody yuck in a handful of kleenex. “Gray is maybe 5’6”, long red hair that could be a wig, maybe 120 pounds, B cup, maybe 34-26-32, uniform has three inch heels she needs to train more in. She’s using steel yo-yo systems she maybe made herself.”




“Knight, Element will rendezvous at the truck’s base site. Stay with the truck, please.”




He managed not to nod. “Can do. Pretty sure I can’t get all my uniform off without help.” He coughed some more and managed not to curse at the stabbing agony. “Oh, and I left the remains of two explosive bolas and one acid bola on-site. Expect police CSU to be all over that.”




“Understood.”




He managed to get the truck parked carefully next to the other food trucks, and he moved into the back of the truck. “O? Parked at base site. Security disabled so Element can get in. I’m working on my outer uniform now.”




Getting the gauntlets off hurt. Getting the belt off hurt. Getting the outer armor off his torso was pure agony. His ribs did not want his arms moving like that, or shifting stuff that pressed on broken ribs.




He figured that without the armor, he would have gotten a big hole punched right through his chest, killing him instantly. On the upside, no horribly-crushed cops.




Getting the sturdy inner layer off just about killed him. Well, it felt like it. He had to cough up blood about three times, and he had to cheat by hanging the back of the neck on the handle of a cabinet and slowly sliding down until he was on the floor and the top part of the inner layer was hanging on the wall.




He lay on the floor, trying not to move his ribs as he breathed. He figured he could get the boots off and leave the lower half of the inner layer if he had to, and with some of his Xander clothing he could pass as a normal guy who got mugged or something.




A car pulled up alongside the food truck, and by the sound of it, Amy was driving the Lexus and going too fast in it.




His Batwatch buzzed, “Knight, Element is at your position. Is the vehicle ready to be opened?”




“Check on that one, O.”




Amy yanked open the side door, looked at him lying on the floor, and burst into tears.




He gave her a weak smile. “Hi honey, I’m not home.”




She hastily knelt beside him and put her hands on his chest. “Stop talking and breathe as slowly as you can.” Her tears dripped off her cheeks and splattered on his sternum.




He still murmured, “The laying on of the hands. My favorite part of getting horribly injured.”




She didn’t even tell him to stop it, so he knew she was uber-upset. She didn’t stop crying either.




The pain slowly washed away, like pain-dissolving liquid was getting poured in and around his ribs. His breathing slowly got easier. He stopped coughing up blood. And one by one, his ribs cracked back into place with jolting electric stabs of pain that he tried to not let Amy know he was getting.




He didn’t know how long Amy worked, but she finally sagged and pretty much collapsed on top of his bare chest. He let her sleep for a while. Or maybe that was ‘pass out’ for a while. He needed the rest, anyway. He still felt like he’d been hit by a truck.




The steel floor wasn’t comfy, but he let Amy rest until he figured they needed to get back to the hotel. For real sleep. “Amy? Ames? We need to get up. Off this steel floor that probably has old Mexican food smeared all over it and not cleaned up properly so we’re taking salmonella siesta…”




“Need rest,” Amy murmured drowsily.




“Mmm…Mexican food. Maybe there’s chimichangas on the floor here. We love chimichangas. Let’s say it together. Chi—”




“Fine, Deadpool, I’m getting up,” Amy groaned. “I kinda overdid it, so I’m not really…ugh.” She managed to get to her hands and knees, but she wasn’t doing a lot better than that.




Xander gave up and forced himself to his feet, helping Amy stand up at the same time. “Okay, I’ll help you to the car, then I’ll change clothes, and then I’ll drive the Lexus back. We’ll have to leave the Caddy here for now. You gonna be able to walk when we get to the hotel?”




“Maybe?” Amy groaned.




Okay, that was not encouraging. He tried to get her on her feet, but she was all mojo’ed out. He finally gave up and scooped her up in his arms bridal-style, which really hurt down one side of his chest, where the busted ribs weren’t a hundred percent healed yet. Still, she was more important. He stepped sideways out of the food truck, around the Lexus, and he slid her into the shotgun seat. Then he had to buckle her in so she didn’t just slide out of the seat and onto the floor of the car.




Okay, step one was done. He stepped back into the food truck and took off his Knight-boots and Knight-pants and Knight-cup. On went the Xander clothes. Then he made sure all the Knight-gear was in the case, which went into the trunk of the Lexus after the case was locked and secured. Then he spent a minute carefully disabling the trunk remote and the trunk release from the front seat.




He reluctantly hiked over to the Cadillac and hauled the Element-gear back to the Lexus too. After all, he couldn’t leave stuff like that in a car that could get boosted tomorrow while it was sitting with no other cars around it. He put it in the Lexus’s trunk and shut the trunk. After all, that trunk was now a lot more secure than the Caddy’s.




He locked up the food truck and turned on all the security systems, and he drove Amy back to the hotel. Sitting down and not doing much moving felt way better. Even the small amount of arm movement for the steering wasn’t hurting. He just needed to get Amy past all the hotel staff and hotel security, so he could tuck her in the bed.




Okay. He could think of seven ways to sneak Amy in, all of which would have some degree of risk. He could think of six lies to tell if he just drove into the valet parking and needed to haul her out of the car, even if the valets were likely to remember that Amy was fine just an hour or two ago.




Those Bat-lessons never stopped being useful.




Including the old classic: take a third option. “Hey Amy…Amy? Aimster? Amanda?”




“I hate that name,” Amy groaned.




“Well, I wouldn’t use it if you were conscious,” Xander pointed out. “How much energy would you need to draw from me so you could walk up to our room? Or at least into the elevator?”




“Xander, you need that energy to heal!” Amy fussed tiredly.




“I can heal overnight,” he nudged. “We’ve got to get to the room first.”




Amy grumbled, “Okay, fine, but mana isn’t a pitcher of water. You can’t keep sloshing it back and forth and not worry about what happens. I’ll pull in enough mana right when you park the car in front of the parking valets. Then you’ll have to pretend you’re not wiped out while we walk to the room.”




“Sounds like a plan,” he told her.




She groused, “Sounds like a very bad plan that’s gonna get me yelled at when I tell Zee the dumbass thing I did when I saw you lying there on the truck floor with that dent in your chest.”




He smiled, “You mean the very selfless, loving, brave thing you did, like any other awesome superheroine.”




“I would hit you if you weren’t all hurt.”




But he knew that. So it was the perfect time to rub it in that Amy had done the ‘heroic sacrifice’ thing and probably nearly incapacitated herself to save him. Because she was way more amazing than she wanted to admit. And her mom totally deserved a boot to the head. Okay, another boot to the head. So he added, “Hit first, ask questions later? Totally a superhero thing. You been taking lessons from Guy Gardner again?”




“Stop it! And I don’t like him. He’s cranky. And I apologized a lot! And that was a totally dirty trick you pulled.”




He pretended to think it over. “So you’re saying it was an evil, inconsiderate, mean plan?”




“Totes.”




“So it was a Bat-plan?” he asked.




“Ugh,” she complained. “You stink. My new insult for you is you’re a Bat-thing. Like a Bat-planner. Or a Bat…guy. Maybe a Bat-hole. Because that thing he pulled on Stormburst was just shitty.”




“Even if it means you’ve got a new bestie?” he checked.




“Especially because it means I’ve got a new bestie. Alee is uber-nice, and does not deserve to get dragged into Bat-shit. Or that weird stuff she’s doing with those other teens that she couldn’t tell me about but I could see she totally wanted to.”




He mentioned, “Hey, I don’t get to know what’s going on with those teens, and I game with Robin. But yeah, they are way too dysfunctional for someone like Stormy. Who is about as wholesome as Wonderbread. Which is from the fine food makers of Wayne Foods!”




“Thank you, Don Pardo,” Amy snarked tiredly. “I’m worried about Alee. Can we send her a Christmas card or something?”




“And not break op sec? Lemme think about it,” he answered.




She closed her eyes and muttered, “Op sec on Christmas cards? We have the weirdest life in the world.”




He smiled, “I wouldn’t say the weirdest, but we’re probably in the top one hundred.”




“Case in point? This week,” Amy complained.




“Totes,” he agreed. “Hey, you think Ollie and Dinah do Date Night by going out in costume and stomping crooks?”




She snorted quietly. “Dinah says Ollie’s really careful to keep Date Night as real dates with fun stuff. And that’s on top of stuff like fancy parties they hit for Ollie’s biz.”




“Speaking of which,” Xander nudged. “Now that we can dress like grownups, someone made sure we got an invite to the City Of Hope Gala honoring Jon Platt in a couple weeks. Beyonce’s singing.”




“Queen Bey? And we got tickets?” Amy gushed, despite her exhaustion. “Cordy will plotz.”




“Ollie made sure I got four tickets,” Xander revealed. “So Cordy can get a date and come with.”




Amy snorted, “Oh my God, Cordy will explode! She won’t admit it, but it’s killing her that she was such a bitch to you in school, and now she owes you for that ginormous ad thing. This? She loves Queen Bey more than I do.”




Xander drove into the valet parking stop of the hotel, and he put it in park. “Now.”




Amy grabbed his right hand, and she inhaled sharply. Suddenly, Xander felt like he’d run a marathon and then had to spar with a pissed-off superhero. He felt exhausted and also pummeled. But he’d trained hard enough that he could get up and get going when he felt that bad.




The valet opened his door. He made sure to get up carefully, just in case his legs were not as stable as he thought. He gave the guy a smile and a tip, and he walked around the car as another valet opened Amy’s door. He put out a hand for her and smiled, “Thanks, honey. Driving over and picking me up at this time of night? You’re the best.”




He made sure to give the valet the valet key for the Lexus, so the valet guys couldn’t open the trunk with the key. And since the trunk wouldn’t open from the front seat or via remote, the valets would have to steal the car and bust it open to get at those cases. Which they wouldn’t be able to get open anyway.




Not that he was feeling paranoid or anything, but Captain Pointy-Ears would have a shitfit if Xander lost all this stuff this fast.




He wrapped an arm around Amy’s waist as she stepped out of the car, and he made sure she wasn’t falling over either. Amy was still a little shaky, so he pulled her close and kissed her cheek and acted all romantic. Then he went with some PDA, which was never a hardship with his Amy, even if normally she didn’t like it because it embarrassed her.




They got to the elevator lobby and waited for a minute. He was exhausted, but still upright. He was pretty sure Amy had not pulled in enough mana, and he was worried she might keel over before they got to the room.




They stepped into the elevator, which was fortunately empty. So he walked her to the back of the elevator as he pushed the button for their floor. Then he leaned her against the back wall and kissed her. Really, really slowly. He moved up to her ear and whispered, “Can you walk to the room?”




“After that kiss? Hell no,” Amy muttered into his neck.




Oops. That wasn’t what he was aiming for. Good going, Xan. Wreck all your own plans, why don’t you?




The elevator decided to make the ding noise right then, and he glanced at the reflective metal above Amy’s head to check that yeah, it was their floor. Or something really close.




He wasn’t sure he had it in him, but he scooped Amy up and turned around. Yep, their floor. The door opened, and he stepped out. Okay, only about a hundred steps to their room. He could do that.




She clung to him and whispered, “Don’t hurt yourself. I’d rather you dropped me.”




“Lemme know when you can walk on your own,” he insisted in a slightly louder whisper. And he kept walking. Thirty-two steps. Thirty-three steps. His legs were telling him to sit down. Thirty-four steps. Thirty-five steps. His legs and also his ribs were telling him to sit down.




Amy hissed, “You’re hurting. I can see it. Put me down now.”




Stupid magic powers like aura reading. He carefully lowered her legs, keeping hold of her with his other arm.




She stood carefully and whispered, “Just pretend to kiss my neck. I think I can walk in another minute if you don’t turn me into a bag of hormones again.”




“That’s me,” he whispered back. “Stud. James Stud.”




She giggled, because she got both the refs. She ran her fingers down his side, stopping at each aching rib to do some ‘laying on of the hands’ stuff that made him feel better, and was probably draining her like crazy.




Crap. He should have dug through her Element gear and pulled a couple mana crystals out of her boots. A little late now. A sure sign he was not operating on all cylinders right then.




Amy whispered, “Okay, let’s walk. Slowly. And hang onto me.”




He could manage that. Hanging onto Amy was one of his favorite things to do. They managed to walk the rest of the way to the room, and he got them inside. Then he walked Amy straight to the bed.




Okay, she needed a potty break, but then he undressed her and tucked her into the bed. She was out cold before he did his own potty break and slid into the bed next to her.




Man, tomorrow was going to suck.





Part XIII



Xander woke up Tuesday morning when his alarm went off. He felt like he needed about two more hours of sleep. Maybe thirty-two more hours. But Xander Harris had to get moving, because of HMI stuff. Not to mention because of Bat-crap.




He checked that his breakfast order was coming with a thing of coffee, and that there was also a big to-go cup of the stuff. A fast shower, and the work clothes, followed by a fast high-protein breakfast, and he was good to go. Well, maybe not ‘good’ to go, but but at least close to okay.




Also, the breakfast came with a USA Today and a Dallas Morning News. The local paper had a big front page article about a Texas Ranger and a couple DPD guys having a shootout with a superhero and a couple supervillains, which never happened in Dallas. It had a couple pics that were probably swiped off the video feed from that news truck.




He had a Lyft driver drop him at a low-end used car lot, and he picked up a beat-up Mustang that leaked oil and radiator fluid. So it was cheap, and he didn’t care if it died as long as it lasted through Thursday. He could put in more oil and water. He entertained himself by thinking of the things his Uncle Rory would want to do to people who mistreated a late 60’s Mustang like that.




He drove toward the HMI vehicle site for the day’s job, which was actually over behind the Cotton Bowl and Fair Park in a little light industry area completely segregated off from anyone who might be offended by actual work. As he drove, he had Oracle pull up the footage off the news cameras from the night before. Okay, they looked like some superhero in gray heroically yanked those barrels away from the cops with super-strength, saving them from getting squooshed. And then it looked like he caught one barrel on the bounce like it was nothing, and tossed it aside before tackling a creepy tentacled robot. Man, that looked way better than it was from his side.




The HMI office and vehicle area was easy to find, with an actually helpful sign directing drivers to different places. So he parked where the other employee cars were, and he walked into the office.




He went straight to the secretary in front of the duty board. “Hey, I’m Xander, I’m supposed to help Johnny and Bill today?”




In a voice like a parody of Texas girls, the young woman beamed, “Ahh’m Mindi, and that thar’s Ell right thar gittin’ too much coffee.”




Xander smiled, “Hey, thanks.” And he walked right over. “Hey, you’re Bill? I’m Xander. Are we ready to go?”




Bill was a forty-something who was starting to put on some extra weight around the middle. Xander guessed he was part black and part Hispanic and maybe part something else. 




The guy shook hands firmly and grinned, “I’m Ell. You can call me ‘The Ell’. And you can call Johnny ‘The Dick’.” Mindi giggled from across the room, even if Xander figured Bill used that line a lot.




“Well, I’m Xander. I go by…‘Xander’. I know, it’s crazy, but that’s just me.”




Bill smirked at that. “Johnny’ll be here any time now, so let’s get the truck checked out and ready. What’s your specialties?”




Xander followed Bill to the rows of HMI vans. “Carpentry. Framing, woodworking, hanging doors, the usual.”




Bill nodded, “That’s good. I do that too, but really I’m better on drywalling and mudwork. Johnny’s best on finish work. But we can do all of it.”




“Great,” Xander told him. “I figure there’s plenty of crap to go around on a job like this.”




While Bill loaded plenty of good 2x4’s on the roof rack and strapped them down, Xander looked through the truck and made a note of the gear he didn’t find. So he went through the HMI supply room with the Supply Nazi and grabbed a couple boxes of L-shaped framing clips, a good supply of framing glue in caulk gun tubes, and two different power nailers with loads.




By then, Bill had checked out a truck with plenty of room for drywall and drywalling tools and mudwork equipment. He also made sure a solid-core door and doorframe went in the truck. Xander checked that all the gear he liked for hanging doors was on hand, and he grabbed some security screws and a couple different sets of door hardware, just in case.




Using Bat-planning techniques on this was probably a waste, but it couldn’t hurt.




They had both trucks ready to go before Johnny showed up, which didn’t make a great impression on Xander. Johnny was older than Bill, and looked it. He was wearing jeans, a belt with a belt buckle big enough to use for a workbench, and a ‘Clark Brothers’ baseball cap. He strolled over and yelled, “Hey Ell! We ready to rock?”




“Yeah Johnny, the new kid got the framing all set.”




So Johnny walked over to Xander. “Johnny. If Ell calls me ‘the Dick’ just ignore him.”




Xander shook hands and, and since Johnny wanted to play Handshake King, Xander showed him some grip strength. “Xander. Bill was a huge help getting me set this morning.”




Johnny nodded and grinned, “Glad ta see you’ve been working with the heavy crap. Ell’s got a grip like a girl.”




Bill flipped him two birds, one with each hand. “Fuck you too, Johnny. Let’s roll.”




Johnny laughed and said, “I’ll take the wood truck. You and Xander take the other one. We still don’t have a set of plans on this, so we’re likely to be winging it. Expect all kinds of surprise problems.”




He led them north to the I-30, west on that, and then a really short drive south from there to a fancy-looking police HQ. Then they went around back to a loading dock area next to half a dozen parked police cars.




Xander unloaded gear and strapped on a tool belt, while Johnny walked in with a clipboard and found someone to vet them and let them in. Xander would have liked to have a magnetic wristband for small metal crap, but he’d make do without. Besides, he hadn’t checked with Oracle to make sure it wouldn’t mess up the Batwatch.




Apparently, Johnny was really good at getting people to vet him and his workers, because he was back in no time. They each got a badge to get the loading dock doors open, and a key to run the freight elevator which was normally locked down. And that was all they needed, unless it turned out the men’s room required a security badge too.




Since they didn’t have plans yet, Xander and Bill followed Johnny and an IT guy up to the second floor, into a big bullpen area, where two obvious IT guys were arguing with a obvious ‘I’m in charge and we go by MY book’ cop type.




Johnny walked right over and started being sociable. “Hi, I’m Johnny, and these are my guys Bill and Xander. And we’re kind of experts on this kind of job, only we don’t have any specs yet. What have you decided, and what’s still up for grabs?”




In Charge Guy fumed, “Nobody told me I was losing half my bullpen for some dumbass ‘computer security’ bullshit.”




Cranky IT Guy fumed back, “Nobody wants half your bullpen! We just need enough room for a computer set-up that’s airgapped and locked up when you’re not using it. Maybe five hundred square feet?”




“Not on your life,” In Charge Guy snapped. “We’re already working with no privacy walls and desks back-to-back. Where the hell are you stealing that much real estate from?”




Xander made sure he was going with a New Mexico accent. He asked like he didn’t know any better, “You just want enough room for a computer desk and a computer chair, right?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “We can do that in a little 8’x8’ enclosure, as long as it’s got a ceiling light and a power outlet and maybe an air vent. But we’d need to go up through your drop ceiling to the real ceiling, so someone can’t just crawl in over the top of the wall. And we’d have the door open outward so you’ve got enough room, and we’d just put security screws in the hinges so someone can’t pop out the hingepins and walk in.”




In Charge Guy focused on Xander. “Sounds like you guys at least got a clue. How much is a solid steel security door with a fancy locking system and alarm system gonna run us?”




Xander deliberately shrugged. “Ain’t that overkill for a door that’s in your detectives’ bullpen? I was just gonna put in a solid core wood door and doorknobs with a keyed security lock that’s got a dead latch on it. Anything fancier than that, and it’d be easier for your intruder to just go in right through the drywall on the side.”




He wasn’t going to mention that he knew this was an issue of protection from meta threats, and plenty of meta threats would laugh at a steel security door in a steel security frame. It wouldn’t keep a high-end burglar out, and it wouldn’t stop a shapeshifter like Clayface, and it wouldn’t stop a high-end telekinetic, and it wouldn’t stop anyone with meta strength. Also, it wouldn’t stop anyone who had gotten Bat-breaking and entering lessons.




“What are ‘security screws’ on a hinge?” one of the IT guys asked.




In Charge Guy glared at the IT guy like he was a moron.




Xander reached into his toolbelt and pulled out a clear plastic bag with a hinge and screws. “Okay. Ordinary hinge. If the hinge is on the outside and you push the hingepin out, you can open the whole door on the side away from the lock, right?” The guy nodded. “But if I have a hinge where the screwholes match…” He held up the closed hinge so the guy could see right through the screwholes. Then he showed the guy a security screw that would stick out a good half inch after it was screwed in. “So I drill four holes for screws on each side, but I only put three screws in on each side. Two regular screws at the top and bottom, and one of these on each side, so the pin sticks out and makes it impossible to slide the door open on the hinge side, unless you’re strong enough to rip doors right off their hinges.”




“That’s pretty good!” the IT guy said.




In Charge Police Guy nodded, “Glad to see someone knows their shit.”




Xander shrugged again. “Hey, I don’t know computer security like these guys, but I know building security. One of my jobs back home, we followed an uber-expensive architect’s plans for a secure building, and the building owner brought in a penetration tester, and that guy went through all our building security like it wasn’t there. So after we all got chewed out for following orders, I talked to the pentest guy and learned some stuff. Like security hinge screws and not using door handles unless I had to.”




It was a workable lie. Really, he’d learned most of this from The Bat and The Bat’s sidekicks, all of whom would be a nightmare to keep out of your secure installation if you were a badguy.




“What’s wrong with door handles?” the IT guy asked. “They’re great when I’ve got a load of files, or a bunch of hardware. And the ADA’s pretty merciless about ’em.”




Xander explained, “The inside’s always unlocked, right? So if you can slip a hook under the door, or over the door, you can hook the handle and open the door in seconds without a key. But you can do the same thing with a basic latch, unless you’ve got a dead latch on it too. One credit card shoved in the crack of the door, and you’ve popped the latch. We’ve got this. We’re just not gonna slap a billion bucks’ worth of features on that you don’t need. That’'s not how HMI operates.”




“Well shit,” the IT guy groaned. “We’ve got about a dozen double-handle doors like that in here.”




Xander nodded. “Well, HMI can fix that for you too. You ever been in a warehouse or a storage area where they put shrouds around door handles to keep people from smashing ’em with carts or forklifts?” The guy shook his head no. “We can install a shroud like that on every back side of every door like that, and replace your non-security door latches and latchplates. Piece of cake, and they’re a great value.”




In Charge Guy looked at Johnny and grinned, “I didn’t know you brought your salesman along too.”




Johnny just said, “Xander’s chock full of surprises.” But he gave Xander a suspicious look when he thought no one was watching him.




It wasn’t hard to pick out a roughly 8’x8’ area they could use that was up against a solid wall where there was a ceiling light and a wall socket. Johnny marked out the mopboards that needed to be cut away, while Xander and Bill marked on the floor where the framing and drywall and doorway would go. Then they took down the drop ceiling over that, and marked where on the ceiling the top of the frame walls would go. Piece of cake.




Also, Xander eavesdropped on some cops who were going over video footage from the night before and talking about idiots firing peashooters at unstoppable supervillains instead of calling for every SWAT team in the state. And maybe the National Guard. At least the cops thought ‘that superhero’ had done a good job of cop-saving and reporter-outsmarting with that vanishing act. Also, there was lots of arguing about who was inside the super-uniform. A couple guys were actually suggesting Batman or Nightwing but undercover, which Xander had to try really hard not to burst into a stupid grin over.




Xander and Bill went down to the loading dock and got out the portable saw. It was easy to cut the boards for the top and bottom of the framing wall, so they hauled those up to the bullpen with the heavier power nailer and caulk gun and a ladder. By the time they got back, Johnny had the mopboards cut out, and the indoor-outdoor carpet cut and peeled off. And those were really clean cuts they wouldn’t have to spend hours patching up.




They used the tubes of glue in the caulk gun to glue the boards to the floor and ceiling, and then Xander used the power nailer to make sure those boards weren’t ever going to budge off the concrete. While Bill and Johnny cut the verticals, Xander measured and marked and placed the framing clips, which all got hit with the lighter power nailer. Then he slapped the verticals into place as fast as Bill could haul them up. He had them all nailed into place by the time Johnny walked up with the cut lumber for the lintel and the doorframe. Bill installed a vent over the door, while Xander and Johnny hung the door, and they were ready for lunch.




Xander bought lunch for the three of them at the nearby Whataburger, and he waited patiently until they were chowing down and Johnny finally asked, “Just who the hell are you? Nobody brand new is that good. And you’re too good at the sales part.”




Xander shrugged, “Okay, I’m actually here to see how Don operates a big HMI franchise, so today I’m doing Don a favor. This is the first contract in the area where HMI’s gotten hired by one of the government groups, and Don wants to make sure he can use this as a recommendation. And aren’t we doing great?”




“Hell yeah, we are,” Bill said around a big bite of Jalapeno & Cheese Whataburger. “We’re ready to start drywalling, and we should have the mudwork done before five. We’ll just have to come back tomorrow or Thursday to do the painting and put mopboards up and re-do the drop ceiling we took down, and we’ll be golden.”




Xander said, “I can haul up drywall and mud, or I can get the security latch in, whichever Johnnny wants.”




Johnny thought for a moment and said, “We’ll all haul some of Bill’s shit upstairs. Then get the doorknobs and lock done right, and then you can help us with the drywall.”




“No problemo,” Xander grinned.




The door install went smoothly, and Bill had most of the interior and exterior drywalled by then, since he was putting up whole sheets first. Then Xander was cutting drywall to the sizes Bill needed, while Johnny screwed them into place. After that, Bill was lightning fast on the mudwork, taping joins and mudding them over, and mudding over the screws, until everything looked perfect.




It was hardly past four when Johnny explained to In Charge Police Guy that they needed to let stuff dry, and they would be back Thursday to paint the walls and glue on the mopboards and fix the drop ceiling segments, but the room was already good to work in. In Charge Guy was really happy with their work, especially with their speed.




By then, the IT guys were wheeling in the computer on a computer desk, and Xander helped them get it through the door and arranged so it wouldn’t touch the still-drying mudwork on the inside walls. No one noticed the tiny Bat-wireless connection he slipped in between the back of the computer and the plug for the keyboard, just like no one had noticed the slightly bigger Bat-wireless connection booster he had already plugged into the back of one of the detectives’ computers only a few yards away. He handed the doorlock keys off to the IT guys and mentioned, “I hope you guys got an extra-big UPS if this is supposed to be an extra-special computer thing.”




One of them pointed at a gray plastic box bigger than a cinderblock and grinned, “Oh yeah, we’ve got a UPS bigger than the computer.”




Xander and Bill drove the trucks back to the base, and Xander told Johnny and Bill, “It’s been a blast. I wish I could do this all the time.” Then he hopped in his Mustang and headed out. It didn’t take long to get back to the parking garage where the Cadillac had been hidden, and he parked the Mustang there before taking the trolley back to the hotel.




Amy was still sleeping, so he checked that she was okay before he showered and put on clean clothes. Then he lay down beside her and kissed her. “Hey Ames, are you sure you’re okay?”




“Sure, honey.” She kissed him back. “Just really, really uber-tired. I kinda panicked when I saw you and your aura, and I felt how much pain you were in. Would it be okay if we just stayed in tonight?”




He groaned, “I’d love to, but I’ve got to go to that Rangers game tonight. And you know how much I luuuuuuv baseball.”




Amy smiled sleepily. “Too bad, because I’ll just be lying around in bed…pretty much naked…”




He pretended to scowl at her. “You are an evil, evil temptress, Ms. Madison. And if I was going to that game for fun, I would’ve canceled about ten seconds ago, the moment you said the word ‘naked’. Maybe as soon as you said ‘in bed’.”




She burst into a big smile at that. She hugged him and said, “Be careful, and don’t ride in anything Don’s driving if he’s drinking and driving. Okay?”




“Okay. And I love you, and I don’t want you doing crazy stuff like killing yourself to heal me.”




She stuck her tongue out at him and said, “Make me. Because I love you too.”




Xander took a hotel shuttle to the Rangers’ stadium and arranged for a shuttle ride back to the hotel after the game. Then he went to meet up with Don and the Don Gang.




Okay, he hadn’t expected Don to pull out all the stops, but maybe Don did this regularly. Butter up potential new clients, party down to make current clients happier, and bill it all as deductible business expenses. He entered the Hank Aaron Party Room, and took a look around. Don, Jerry the VP for Marketing, Bobby the VP for personnel, Louie the VP for site management, and half a dozen of Jerry’s people Xander hadn’t been introduced to yet. Jerry and each of his guys had one or two ‘special guests’. Businessmen that HMI either wanted to pull in, or had pulled in and wanted to keep happy. Including Xander, there were over twenty people.




The room was pretty clearly designed for a max of thirty, since there were thirty seats for the game. And holy crap, Xander had sat in fancy living room recliners that weren’t as nice as these chairs. Plus a shitton of food and drinks. Also, the women serving the food and drinks all looked like they’d been in the Miss Texas pageants: big blonde or brunette hair, lots of makeup, lots of cleavage, and great big smiles. Xander wondered if Lissa knew about all this. Maybe Lissa knew about it and picked out the servers just to make a good impression.




Xander walked around and introduced himself to guys he didn’t know, just being Smiling Sociable Xander, which was not one of his strongpoints. But he was working on it. And there were HMI lessons on being a social butterfly, not to mention Bat-lessons. Also, since he was an outsider, everyone wanted his opinion on the super-battle the night before. Like he was from Metropolis or Gotham City or something. He mainly just said that he was living in LA, and not much super-crap happened there either.




Xander walked along the buffet tables and piled a bunch of food on his plate. There was the standard chips and salsa and peanuts and pretzels and the like. There were hot wings and chicken tenders and shrimp cocktail and cheeses and fruits and a queso dip chock full of chorizo. There was potato salad and pasta salads and even a Caesar salad so there was something green. There were hot dogs and hamburgers and pork sliders and smoked brisket sandwiches and four kinds of pizza. And for dessert, there was this awesome-looking cookie and brownie combo thing. Plus beer and wine.




Xander walked over to Don and wiped his fingers off on napkins before he shook hands. “This is pretty awesome, Don. Thanks for the invite. And I’ll just sorta forget to tell Amy how much junk food I eat.”




Don laughed. “Glad you could make it, Xander. Lemme introduce you to CJ over here. And Larry over there talking to Tom.”




It turned out that CJ was the CEO of a big Midwest telecom that had offices all over the central US and a huge HQ in Fort Worth, and was trying to expand into the Southwest. Which meant building new offices in places like Los Angeles. They shook hands, and CJ boomed, “Christ Xander, you look damn young.”




Xander just grinned, “Look young? I am damn young. I own the LA franchise for HMI, and I still can’t rent a goddamn rental car.”




“You one of those Hollywood rich kids like on the news?”




Xander laughed, even if he was faking it. “I have no idea why everyone here thinks Amy and me are Hollywood types. Except Amy looks like she could be a movie star.”




Don added, “His girl looks like Miss California, ‘cept better built.”




So Xander tossed in, “Amy and me? We’ve been together since grade school. And she’s way smarter than me too. She’s finishing up in college and then going to grad school, or med school, or something that takes real brains. But there’s no way we know the Hollywood bullshit, except through Amy’s roommate, who really is trying to break into the biz. I’m just a construction guy. I worked construction back in my little hometown, and I kept working it when I followed Amy to La-La Land. But I had no idea I was pretty much the only grandkid of our town mayor, because my mom’s the black sheep of that family. So I got a hell of an inheritance this year. But I didn’t want to quit construction. So I managed to do both. I bought into HMI, and HMI gets expansion into California.”




So CJ and Xander talked business until Don brought over Larry, who was the CFO of a fast food franchiser that was looking at moving into the Left Coast and would need someone to build their fast food buildings to specs.




When the game was about to start, Xander picked out one of the chairs in the back row. After the National Anthem, he quietly started, “Hey Don, this is great, and you’re really helping me a shitload.”




Don took a big swig of his beer and smiled, “I heard you helped out Johnny and Bill ‘a shitload’ today and really sold the hell out of the company.”




“Least I could do,” Xander shrugged.




Don asked, “So what’s up?”




Xander asked, “I don’t wanna be an asshole or anything, but is it okay if I sneak out between innings and try more food? I looked at the stadium menus. I gotta try some of those Texas beers, and that bacon on a stick sounds too good to pass up, and maybe the sweet corn elotes, and some more desserts ’cause I got a sweet tooth.”




Don grinned, “Kid, I got no idea where you put it all, because you already ate a shitload of food. But you’re way at the back there, so if you sneak out you won’t be blockin’ anyone’s view. So help yourself.”




“Thanks,” Xander insisted. “I mean, I know how much a spread like this runs, and I didn’t want to look like I was dissing you.” Also, he wasn’t mentioning how he only ate about a third of the food he’d piled on his plate. It was all good, but he didn’t need that many calories.




“Tell you what,” Don smirked. “When you sneak out for some of that bacon on a stick? Grab me one too. We just won’t tell anyone. ’Kay?”




“Okay! You got a deal.”




So Xander sat in the incredibly comfy seat with a beer he was only pretending to drink, and pretended to root for the Rangers against The Damn Knights, like the rest of the room. It wasn’t utterly uninteresting. The Rangers and the Knights were pretty evenly matched, and the game went back and forth repeatedly. It was 4-4 at the end of the second inning, which was not a good sign for either team’s starting pitching. He chatted with Louie about finding sites and dealing with everyone from city councils to neighbors, when he wasn’t chatting with Louie about the game.




So, after the Knights pitchers finally got out of a bases-loaded jam without giving up another dozen runs, Xander took his beer and told Louie that he was going in search of real bacon.




Xander ditched the beer in a men’s room and stood in line for a couple minutes to get three ‘bacon on a stick’ masterpieces. Or maybe monsterpieces. Because it was a chunk of smoked bacon the size of a strip steak, and coated in a sweet, tangy sauce too. He had a couple bites of his, and it was awesome. Not that he was going to eat the entire thing. On his way back to the room, he tore off all but the last inch and ditched it in a trash can. Then he slipped in, gave Don one, and surprised Louie with one. He chowed down on the last inch like he’d inhaled the entire thing on his way back from the food stand.




After the fifth inning, he went to the closest Beers Of Texas stand and got himself a Rahr & Sons Adios Pantalones, which was a Mexican-style cerveza with lemon and lime flavors in a white plastic beer cup. He had a taste of it. It was pretty good. Then he poured all of it out in the men’s room while he used the toilet, and he put a couple inches of water into the cup before he headed back. Then he drank the water once he was sitting next to Louie again, and they talked local beers.




So, during the seventh inning stretch, he went back and got one of Louie’s recommendations: a Paleta de Mango, which he never would have tried on his own because it was a mango chile beer with lime. He had a taste, and it was way better than it sounded.




After the game ended 13-12 on a walk-off homer in the bottom of the ninth, Xander hung around chatting with the guys for another half hour while he waited on the hotel shuttle. It was a good thing he had business cards and shit, because CJ and Larry both wanted to talk about some future construction business. Then he rode back to the hotel and checked in on Amy. Who was sitting at the dining room table doing homework.




Since she was leaning forward over her papers, he kissed her on the back of the neck. “Feeling better?”




She gave him a smile and a smooch. “Yeah. I think I need to grab one of the mana crystals out of my gear, but I’m feeling way better. And you are totes not going out on your own anymore when we’re talking Clayface and the Duke Of Oil and who the hell knows who else.”




He gave her a silly smile. “You got Mister Pointy-Ears to fly in and help? Great!”




She gave him a scowl. “Oh stop it. I mean me. We’re a team, and I’m way more worried about you than I am about me having a weak stomach. I’ve been thinking about this all day—”




“When you weren’t unconscious.”




She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, when I wasn’t sleeping and building my reserves back up. I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with Captain Fruitbat that he won’t take help, because you need help.”




“Totes,” he agreed.




“So I’m helping,” she insisted. Then she leered, “Plus, you are smoking hot in that uniform.”





Part XIV



Xander checked, “Think you’re up for going for a drive?”




She gritted her teeth and admitted, “I think I need to eat first. I think part of my lack of recovery is I’m starving myself because I’m being so stupid about food. I bet you ate like a pig without me around being all Anorexia Lass.”




He spilled, “They’ve got this bacon on a stick. It’s like six ounces of smoked bacon with high-calorie yummy sauce poured over it. I ate like a sixth of one. It was incredible, even if it looked like it was maybe fifty million calories.”




Amy gave him an innocent look and in a pretty good imitation of Alee, said, “Mega-caloric!”




Xander laughed and kissed her again before telling her, “And I sampled a bunch of stuff, including some amazing smoked pork brisket, and a bacon-wrapped hotdog with sauteed onions and jalapeno peppers and barbeque sauce. And I tasted four different beers, two of which are really weird but totally worth tasting. Total beer intake: maybe half an ounce, just in case of supervillains.”




She teased, “Sounds like you were too busy to watch the game.”




He admitted, “Well, I tried to be. The game was actually pretty good. Lots of guys smacking the snot out of the ball. It was tied at the end of two, and at the end of six, and at the end of eight, and then the Rangers had to come from behind with two homers in the bottom of the ninth to tie it up and then win it. They totally don’t need A-Rod to crank out the runs. Oh, and Don lined me up with two national businesses that want to build in Lost Angle-Lease, so my little franchise may have more business any day now. Turns out Don uses Rangers games to drum up new business and schmooze with current big clients, and I bet it’s all tax deductions.”




“Does Ollie know about this?” Amy worried.




“Probably,” Xander replied. “There’s probably a couple HMI courses for the established franchises on this crap. Don had several servers who looked like they’d been in the Miss Texas competitions. But they just smiled and acted friendly. I bet there’s franchises where things are a hell of a lot less wholesome.”




“I can imagine,” Amy glowered. “Okay, I’d rather not imagine. But I bet a Las Vegas HMI franchise would have private parties with hookers and drugs.”




Xander faked an announcer voice. “We call this sales technique ‘the Marion Barry’. We used to call it the ‘Bludhaven Special’ but Bludhaven threatened to beat us up if we didn’t change the name.”




Amy carefully put away her papers and notes, then she stood up. “Maybe you could take me someplace for a little snack, and we could go pick up the Cadillac.”




He kissed her, “Pretty much what I had in mind, Ames.”




They walked down to the valet station and picked up the Lexus, then stopped down the street and around the corner where no one was watching, so Amy could open her uniform case in the trunk and fish out a couple of her hidden mana crystals. Then she sat in the car and absorbed mana out of them while Xander drove around looking for something Amy would like.




While he drove, he got a report from Oracle on his Batwatch. He flipped it to speakerphone so Amy could hear too. Oracle said, “I accessed the files on that isolated computer the Major Case Squad has, thanks to your work. They have information on more than one meta involved. They have finally admitted they have a Clayface loose, but they have no idea which one.”




Xander muttered, “Maybe they don’t grok there’s more than one Clayface out there.”




Oracle continued, “The Duke Of Oil was finally down and in pieces, so it self-destructed. But it’s a robot, so there could be more at any time. They have identified the Gray Knight as a young woman but they have failed to identify the skill levels you noticed. And they have case notes on someone else who said he was from the JL without evidence. The Watchtower backed you up when the DPD filed a query. Their case notes say he saved a couple police officers and then took down The Duke enough for the police to finish it off. They also like that you didn’t take the credit, even if the news cams caught you.”




Xander pointed out, “But you and I know there’s probably one more meta, at a minimum, based on those earlier police reports, since the cops don’t know that wasn’t me.”




“Correct. The police have gone back and internally labeled all of these break-ins as Clayface attacks, so the dead security guard is now listed as a murder victim. Also, some of the incidents have been referred to their fraud squad, the EPA, and Texas DEQ, all because of the Dukeston Oil connection.”




“Right. Nobody in Texas is gonna be happy with Texas family oil companies secretly bought out by suspicious foreign conglomerates, especially if they also secretly murdered Mister Dukeston.”




Xander and Amy settled on a little Tex-Mex place that was still open. Amy had a small taco salad with flame-roasted pork and the medium salsa and plenty of guac. Xander went hog wild: he had a Dr. Pepper and one fish taco with the extra-hot salsa. Which was really hot.




Amy smirked, “A little too spicy there?”




Xander admitted, “Spicy. But not too spicy. I mean, no holes burned in my tongue. Yet.” Okay, it was so hot his whole face was sweating.




Amy just smirked at him, because she could tell his mouth was on fire. But it was on fire in a good way.




Xander drove the Lexus off to where the Caddy was still sitting. They swapped the uniform cases back into the Cadillac’s trunk and fixed the fusebox so the car would work. Then Xander drove it while Amy followed in the Lexus. He parked in the same parking garage, fiddled the fusebox, armed the uniform cases, cleaned up any forensic traces from him touching the car, and walked out of the parking garage.




Amy was waiting for him. As she drove back to the hotel, she carefully said, “You know, there is something else you could do to help me recharge my batteries…”




He couldn’t wipe the huge smile off his face. “I was hoping you’d say that.”







Xander had to wake up a little earlier the next morning, because the day’s job was out in Addison, instead of only a little ways away. He also had to slide out from underneath a very clingy, very sleepy Amy. Then a quick shower, a quick in-room breakfast where they also brought him a to-go lunch, followed by a quick trip to grab his Mustang, and he was off to Addison.




He parked at the HMI base site and rode in with a framing crew. Then he spent the day doing fun stuff like framing interior rooms and roughing in doors and windows. Also, he got to see how Don’s franchise handled worker management on job sites with a lot of workers, because there were two framing crews, a roofing crew, a siding crew, a concrete crew working in back, a driveway crew working in front, and a landscaping crew working way out behind the concrete crew’s patio. Well, it was a pretty huge house, even by Addison standards.




On the way home that afternoon, he used his Batwatch for security and checked in with Amy’s phone over a scrambler app. “Done for the day…”




Amy told him, “That’s what you think. Lissa called me. When you get back here and get cleaned up, we’re driving out to their place for a late dinner and probably watching sports on a TV the size of Giganta.”




“Sounds like more fun than humans are allowed to have!” Xander crowed.




“Thank you, Mister Letterman,” Amy retorted. “I think Don likes you, and I think Lissa wants someone to talk to.”




Xander insisted, “If you weren’t so gorgeous and personable and smart and sexy and stuff, this wouldn’t be happening.”




“Oh stop it, or I’ll start calling you a ‘doofus’.”




He fake-gasped and did the Home Alone face, but without hands because he was driving. “Oh no! Not the dreaded Cordy-insults!”




“Are you doing the Home Alone face?” she checked.




“Umm…maybe?”




“You are so predictable,” she muttered. “The Bat-grump probably knew exactly what you’d do when you got here, and he probably knew exactly where to go to spy on you.”




“Nah, none of the guys on the job today had a big enough jaw.”




She snorted with laughter. “Can he really do dorky fat guys and stuff?”




“Hells yeah,” Xander insisted. “You should’ve seen his ‘Malone’ identity. Malone was probably five inches shorter and forty pounds heavier and had a beard that was trying to make it look like he had a chin but was failing desperately. Nobody would think that guy was a superhero, much less Major Crab.”




“General Pain?” she piled on.




He tried not to snicker, and he changed the subject. “I don’t have to wear a suit, do I? Because I can’t see Don wearing a suit when he didn’t have to.”




“Nope,” Amy answered. “Lissa said ‘casual’ so we’re wearing ‘nice casual’. Because ‘casual’ for you and Don is old blue jeans.”




“So I’m wearing…”




Amy supplied, “Khakis and a polo shirt. And not your Timberlands.”




“But I can wipe ’em off and they’ll be fine!” he complained. It was not whining, no matter what Amy said. Or what Cordy said.




Amy explained, “Lissa said it’s gonna be ‘shoes off at the door’ and slippers. So no wearing shoes you need ten minutes to get on or off.”




He pouted. It didn’t take him ten minutes to get his shoes laced up right! Just because he was picky about getting them fit perfectly…




Ugh. The Bat would probably back him on that one. So he needed to think about whether he was overdoing it on the workshoe thing.




“Xan? You still there?” Amy fretted.




He sighed, “Yeah, just overthinking the shoe thing and worrying about turning into Captain Pointy-Ears.”




“Pretty sure you’re not there. Not until you start looming out of the shadows and scaring small children. Maybe standing on rooftops at night in the driving rain and waiting for the police to turn on the White Knight-signal.”




“Which would be a chesspiece!”




“Or a clown,” Amy teased.




“No clowns. Clowns are evil. Even if they’re not Gotham City clowns,” Xander insisted.




Amy wondered, “Does Gotham City really have a Bat-signal? Isn’t that pretty much saying ‘hey look everyone, we’re the police and we’ve given up! Drop by and steal stuff!’ Because…a huge spotlight you can see for miles?”




Xander admitted, “I don’t get it either. But they do it. And you’d think it would tell every crook in town to stop what they’re doing and start doing Bat-evasion routines. But Gotham City is just freaking weird. I mean, Hollywood is over the top, but Gotham City is like the entire city got too near to Apokolips or something, and all their brains have been affected. Dallas? Normal. They’re like ‘We can’t have supervillains! We don’t do that stuff! What do we do? I’m calling 911! Where’s the Texas Rangers?’ They’re acting like sane humans. Gotham City? Nope. Not even close.”




They dissed Gotham City for a few minutes, while Xander drove over to the parking garage where he was hiding the Mustang. The Batwatch even worked inside the parking garage. Xander sort of wondered how deep into an evil lair you could go before the Batwatch stopped getting a signal.




Then Xander caught a trolley back to the hotel and went upstairs to shower and change clothes. Amy was waiting for him by the time he got undressed. In the shower.







It was a good thing they were supposed to show up for a ‘late dinner’, or else they would have been uber-late. But it was totally worth it.




Don and Lissa lived out in the little suburb of Parker, which was a little suburb in the same sense as Bel Air was a ‘little suburb’ in Los Angeles. As they were driving past fancy mansions on four acre estates, Amy leaned over and asked, “Is that where J.R. got shot?”




Don and Lissa’s house was fairly new, and didn’t have the dopey architectural crap that a bunch of the houses did. Xander mentioned, “Wife Two got the house, so he built a new one for him and Lissa.”




“Damn,” Amy swore. “How the heck do you keep a place like that clean?”




“Same way you’d keep the lawns looking good. Money.”




Amy muttered, “I like having my little place and sharing it with Cordy and Fred, so I only have to clean the kitchen every third night.”




Xander pointed out, “I still don’t get why you three don’t divvy stuff up totally differently. You like to cook. Fred likes making sure the kitchen is clean and sanitary. Cordy hates both, so she should get the dusting and vacuuming tasks.”




Amy rolled her eyes. “Tried it. Cordy doesn’t wanna get stuck with more work than either me or Fred, and Fred wants to cook every third day or so, even if she’s not that great at it. She says she can’t get better if she doesn’t work at it, which…okay, is totally true. And nobody wants to clean the bathroom. Especially after you use it. Or one of their dates.”




Xander parked the car in the nice parking area in front of the house. “Ready?”




Amy just slid out of the car and walked toward the front door. Xander thought Amy was maybe a little overdressed for ‘nice casual’, even if he really liked the way she looked in that white minidress and white heels. They rang the doorbell, and in a matter of seconds, Lissa opened the door for them.




Oh. Lissa and Amy had been conspiring. Lissa also had a minidress, only in blue, also with matching heels. Lissa and Amy did the hug thing with an air-kiss too.




Don strolled up in khakis and a casual buttondown shirt, and shook Xander’s hand. He nodded, “Now I see why Liss said I had ta put on something nicer than jeans.”




Amy piped up, “Sorry we’re late.”




Xander lied, “We got lost. And you know I don’t stop to ask for directions.”




Lissa looked back and forth between Amy and Xander and just said, “Mmm-hmm.”




Don gave Xander a knowing wink. “Yep, I’ve been ‘lost’ like that too.”




Fortunately, Don and Lissa dropped it. Also fortunately, Xander didn’t have to deal with an army of cooks and maids and butlers and stuff. Don and Lissa had a cook, Rosa, who Lissa seemed really fond of, and dragged Amy off to the kitchen to meet. And they had a four-woman cleaning team who came in once a week. And Don had a yard maintenance crew who came by regularly.




So Don had a Seven-and Seven, and Xander had a beer, which he only pretended to drink. Don gave him a construction guy’s guided tour of the house, including the attics, where you could see the framing and details like the foamed insulation that guys like Xander cared about. Xander also had to pretend to be impressed with Don’s cars and motorcycles, which Don had an entire separate garage for. That was one of those regular guy things Xander knew a lot about, thanks to his Uncle Rory. But Xander just wasn’t interested in cars. He’d still be driving the old brown Pinto he got for free when he was in high school, if it hadn’t finally gone to The Big Auto Showroom In The Sky. So they talked about 60’s Mustangs and engine conversion kits and other stuff Don was interested in.




By the time they got back into the house, and Don washed grease off his hands, Xander had managed to lose all of his beer without drinking more than a couple sips. So Don got him a second beer, and they ‘joined the girls’ as Don put it. Xander could tell from the doorway that Amy was having a good time, and it sure looked like Lissa was too. They were sitting together and looking through a scrapbook and giggling. And it was Amy’s ‘really fun’ face instead of her ‘pretending I’m having a good time’ face.




Don pretended to groan. “Honeybee, those aren’t my old scrapbooks, are they?”




Lissa grinned as she shook her head no. “You hate those things, so they’re in a box in the storage room. This is me, back in middle school.”




“She was so cute!” Amy grinned at Xander. “Look at this!”




So Amy had a great time looking in Lissa’s scrapbooks, and didn’t fall into Fat Unloved Amy Land, which was uber-great. And Amy helped Lissa bring out the pre-dinner snacks while Rosa was cooking in the kitchen, and Don turned on the TV, so the game was sort of on, but mainly they were talking instead of watching. Which was good, because the Rangers pitchers gave up a crapload of runs to the Knights’ power hitters, and Don would have been yelling at the screen if he’d been paying attention.




Dinner was in the fancy dining room, but it wasn’t a fancy dinner. And even though Rosa was doing a lot of the cooking, dinner was Lissa’s family chili recipe with Lissa’s mother’s cornbread recipe, followed by Lissa’s grandmother’s pecan pie recipe. Also, Lissa had really small portions of the high-calorie stuff, and lots of the veggies and salad. And Don spilled that Lissa always sent any pecan pie leftovers home with Rosa for Rosa’s family, unless Don carved himself an extra slice for later.




By the time they got to the pie, Rosa had cleaned up in the kitchen and driven home. So Lissa fetched the pie and the dessert plates and stuff, and Don got up to fix drinks for everyone. Xander just insisted on helping, so his vodka tonic was really a tonic-water tonic with no vodka. Amy and Lissa had small glasses of white wine, and Don had another Seven-and-Seven.




By the time they finally got up from the table, it was after eleven. Amy insisted on helping Lissa in the kitchen, even if that was really just putting stuff to soak so when Rosa came back the next day, she could clean up and load the dishwasher and stuff.




And by the time they left, it was after midnight. Xander drove, even though he had supposedly had two beers, a vodka tonic, and a shot of Don’s favorite single malt scotch.




Amy checked, “You didn’t really drink any of that stuff, did you?”




“Not even the scotch, which is not my favorite, but that tasted pretty good for scotch.”




She asked, “What about patrol stuff?”




Xander checked his Batwatch, and the car was clean. So he called. “Oracle, this is Knight. Status?”




“Clayface just hit another factory, and it looks like it’s owned by a shell company owned by Dukeston Oil. This may be causal.”




Xander shrugged even though he was driving. “Sure, because foreign owners who secretly murder people and replace them with robots while doing international fraud and other crap are probably not concerned about sticking to environmental rules in countries they don’t even like. So the worst cases are probably the ones connected to the badguys behind Dukeston Oil.”




Oracle agreed, “I will search every future target and every previous target for connections to them, and we will make those our priority sites for Friday night.”




“Roger that,” Xander said. “Anyone get hurt?”




“No. Clayface was gone before the authorities arrived, and if the Gray Knight showed up, she was out of sight before the first responders arrived.”




Xander wondered, “How’d our perp make this one run so fast?”




“Searching site map, water runoff map, and most recent aerial photos…Integrating with first radio report to base. It appears that there should be a water runoff grate between the main warehouse and the damaged barrels reported by first police and Rangers on-site. The alarm was triggered by hand when a security guard inside the building saw what was probably Clayface moving away from the ruptured barrels and toward the warehouse, even though Clayface was actually heading toward the runoff grate.”




Xander groaned, “Swell. We never would have gotten there fast enough for that one.”




Oracle agreed, “I will overlay runoff system mapping with our optimal target sites, and see if this is likely to happen anywhere else.”




“Thanks, O. Knight out.”




Amy checked, “So…no patrolling tonight?”




“Right,” he nodded. “We go home and get some sleep, and I go do home repair tomorrow, while you get tons of homework done. Unless you spend the day sunning yourself at the pool, or take a spa day…”




She stuck her tongue out at him. “I’ve got a ton of homework I really wanted to get done already.”




He just said, “Well, get it done by Friday afternoon, because Friday night is our last chance. We’re going home Sunday, Clayface or no Clayface. The Bat or GA can fly in and handle this. Although frankly I think it’s a Martian Manhunter job, because he could use his x-ray vision to look through any non-lead pipes, and he could shapeshift to hunt our perp underground. Also, he’s strong enough to scoop up Clayface in a giant metal spoon and fling him up at the Watchtower for confinement and treatment.”




“Wow, if you keep being rational about this shit, you’re gonna get kicked out of the Bat-family,” Amy teased. “And don’t do the Home Alone face.”




“Can I do the Keanu Reeves look of shocked surprise?”




“Sure,” she sort of gave in. “Because that looks like like every other Keanu Reeves expression.”




“I know…kung fu,” he said as deadpan as he could. 




Amy giggled most of the way back to the interstate.







On Thursday, Xander had a simple day. He slid out from underneath Amy, got ready, and drove the Mustang off to another HMI site, where he met up with the guys who were running the job. He rode out with them and worked on a big repair job. The client had a long-term water leak, so a floor and the wall underneath it were in bad shape. There was a sump pump in the basement, but there was still water damage from the leaky area over to the pump site. So they were shoring up the floor, replacing damaged wood, spraying anti-mold and anti-fungus spray on stuff, and then getting ready to put up wallboard and put down new floor tiles the next day.




At the end of the day, he even had enough time to drive the Mustang back to the used car lot and sell it back to them for about one tenth of what he’d paid for it. Then he took a cab back to the hotel.




Amy got a lot of homework done, so they went out to dinner and then went to a dance club. That was a lot of fun, for the most part. It was also work.




Work as the incognito White Knight. ‘I’m turning into the frigging Dark Knight,’ he thought to himself. Because all those Bat-lessons were helping him see and identify problems.




The two twenty-something guys who were dribbling something liquid into unsupervised glasses at an empty table.




The guy lurking around the dancefloor studying chairs that all had purses or coats left on them.




The guy who was intimidating the hell out of a petite brunette who was probably too young to get into the club legally.




Great.




He solved the first crisis by having Amy control the liquid in the glasses so it all leapt out onto the table. He stepped over to the two drug-misusers and lied, “Club security. We caught you two on camera. If you leave immediately, you might beat the police the manager called. If you ever come back, the bouncers will break a few bones and we’ll call it ‘resisting arrest’. And if the manager hears about anyone doing this in the area, he’ll be fingering you two as the prime suspects, so start looking for calendars that come in prison orange and cover the next ten to twenty years.” The two guys scrammed.




The second problem had chosen a target and was looking over to make sure the closest bouncer wasn’t looking his way…Xander wrapped a paper napkin around his hand so he wouldn’t leave fingerprints or DNA. He picked up an empty glass off a table and got a feel for its heft, and he made sure he was in a momentary dead spot for the security cams. The pickpocket grabbed a thick wallet out of a purse. Xander threw the glass, which went right in front of a bouncer before catching the thief in the side of the head, where it shattered as it knocked him down. Plus, it caught the bouncer’s attention, and that guy rushed over to catch Mister Grabby-Hands with a purloined wallet still in his grip. Xander made sure to step over where none of the bouncers or security cameras would notice him, and he walked Amy over toward the bar for a soda.




The third problem? Xander and Amy walked over and stepped in between The Intimidator and Underaged Brunette. Xander let Amy fuss at the brunette, “Marcia, you’re underage and you need to get out of here pronto. And I want your fake ID before you leave, or I’m telling dad.”




While Amy shooed the brunette out, Xander gave the guy a Bat-glare. “Extortion is such a slimy thing to do. I’m sure I don’t need to call security and tell them about you. Or call the police and have you arrested for a sex crime that would get you locked up for ten to twenty, and then get you listed as a child molester—”




The guy handled stuff by taking a vicious roundhouse punch at Xander’s face.




Xander easily ducked under the blow and delivered a two-fingered jab into the nerve cluster in the guy’s armpit. The guy went down with an open-mouthed silent scream of agony.




Two bouncers rushed over while Xander stood there, pretending to look worried. One asked Xander, “What the hell happened?”




Xander shrugged harmlessly. “We saw him threatening that obviously-underage brunette, and when I told him that was actually a serious crime, he tried to punch me in the face. I think he’s out of practice, because he must’ve pulled something. Maybe you should call him an ambulance.”




Xander slipped away and joined Amy outside. Amy kissed him and whispered, “That was awesome. Maybe you’d better take me home and Knight my brains out.”




He grinned, “As you wish.”





Part XV



Xander woke up Friday morning, and Amy had a deathgrip on him. She was so wrapped around him—and vice versa—that he had to wake her up to get out of the bed. Which almost led to him not getting out of the bed and being hours late to the HMI offices. Okay, he would totally rather spend the morning in bed with Amy than at the office with Don.




Still, he got into Don’s offices a few minutes before eight, like a good little office-guy. And he was even wearing a nice suit. So he spent the day talking with people about important stuff he needed to be able to do really well. He spent a lot of the morning talking with Louie about site selection and zoning, and going over Louie’s maps. Then he talked with Bobby about hiring and promoting and firing and stuff. He took Don out to lunch and talked about not losing your personal life while meeting all the demands of a big HMI franchise, which Don handled mainly by having enough good VPs that he could delegate lots of tasks. He chatted with Jim Bob about IT issues when an HMI franchise was a part of the much larger HMI network. And he talked with Jerry about marketing, and how Jerry would have handled Jeff Thompson. Jerry’s ideas were way smarter than what Xander had done.




At the end of the day, Don and his guys were ready to go hit that bar they’d talked about on Monday. But Xander slapped Don on the back and said, “Thanks! But Amy’s worried I’m overdoing it, so she’s taking me out to dinner, and then taking me out dancing, and then…she’s got something else in mind. So I’ll have to take a rain check till the next time I’m in Dallas.”




“She’s takin’ you out to dinner?” Jerry checked.




“Yep,” Xander nodded. “She doesn’t need me. She could totally do better than a guy who wants to spend all day hitting nails with hammers. She’s gonna go to grad school and be a doctor or a professor or something really smart. And she’s got enough money for that.”




So he got out of pretending to drink for a couple hours, and he headed back to the hotel. Amy was all done with her homework, and looking at computer maps of the Dallas-Fort Worth area’s industrial sectors. She looked up and smiled, “Have a fun day with Don?”




“A blast. Or a blast-like thing,” he answered. “I got out of going drinking with the guys by telling ’em you were taking me out to dinner. And dancing. And stuff. I was really hoping more for ‘stuff’ than going out to dinner.”




So they did stuff, followed by more stuff. Then a nap. Then they showered and had a leisurely in-room dinner. Then finally, he called Oracle on the Batwatch. “Knight here. Any successes on tracking down oily oil guys?”




“Some,” Oracle answered robotically. “I have identified two more of your previous break-ins as being owned by suspect shell companies who are apparently owned by properties who are owned, sooner or later, by the same international conglomerate. I have leaked that information back to the investigative agencies, since they seem to have issues with the unknown owners of whoever really runs Dukeston Oil.”




“Great,” Xander said. “If they can build or buy robots like The Duke, they can come up with way more dangerous badness if they have time.”




Oracle mentioned, “The DPD and the Rangers are working together on tracking down some of the components they salvaged from The Duke Of Oil, and that should prove quite helpful.”




Xander asked, “So…how many of our remaining targets are also secretly owned by whoever’s behind Dukeston Oil these days?”




“Three,” Oracle answered. “Possibly five, but definitely three. I am sending to your laptop a map marked with the three primary and two secondary locations. I marked them ‘A’ through ‘E’, with A, B, and C the three definites, site D a possibility, and site E extremely unlikely to be a Dukeston site but not completely ruled out yet. Adding our new information to the pattern of already-attacked sites, I am forecasting tonight’s attack will most likely be on site A or C, both of which are on the western side of the largest industrial sector, and are within one point seven kilometers of each other.”




“Sweet.” So they could locate about halfway in between the two, and be ready to jump either way.




Oracle suggested, “So you could locate outside of Plant A on its eastern side, simultaneously putting you closer to Warehouse C, and use your drone to monitor C while you physically observe A.”




Okay, that was a better idea than his idea. But Oracle’s brain was a lot bigger than his was. “And are the cops going to be swarming around A and C tonight?”




“I might have failed to provide this level of detail to the local authorities yet because it is so far down in my queue,” Oracle hedged. “However, you should still expect at least as much LEO intervention as on Monday.”




“Any chance they’ll bring heavy anti-robot and anti-Clayface weaponry?” he asked.




“From what I have been able to determine, they do not have those resources, although the Rangers have put in electronic requests to the Texas National Guard. I have changed a couple keywords and indicators in those requests to expedite them, but I cannot make them happen overnight, or even over the weekend. However, they already have anti-Knight weaponry.”




He grumbled, “Yeah, I noticed that. And I’ve got a bad feeling the Gray Knight has about as much armor in her outfit as my original outfit did.”




“Meaning: none!” Amy insisted unhappily.




Yeah, Amy was still grouchy about that. He glanced at her and whispered, “Sorry!” She still glared at him. On the upside, he wasn’t getting a magical high colonic enema from her.




He turned back to the Batwatch and said to Oracle, “Everyone’s still busting my chops over that one. Even Stormburst gave me grief about it!”




“She’s great!” Amy beamed. “We should do team-ups with her!”




“Totes,” Xander agreed. “Except we’re barely ready to take on Robin-level badness, and she’s already wrecking high-end supervillains like Red Lightning and Gravitas. And did she really clobber the Terror Twins?”




“Need to know, Knight,” Oracle insisted.




Fine. He could think about it and make up a Bat-reason why he needed that intel, like maybe a possible sighting of the Terror Twins back on his home turf. He would have just called up Stormburst and asked, right about the time he was asking her to fly into Dallas and help him out on this, only Stormburst had been under directives from The Bat and The Team not to give out contact info except under Justice League contact protocols. And okay, so those actually made sense, because he would not want some loon like The Question to have enough intel to track down Xander Harris and Amy Madison. Or some JL-level threat, like Prometheus, to be able to track him down. Or Brainiac. Or Lex Luser, even if nobody else thought that was a good nickname for Mister LexCorp.




Okay, who was he kidding? He and Amy had sat and talked with actual Alee, and the real girl underneath Stormburst was a shy girl who would be embarrassed to tell stories that made her sound like she was bragging. Guy Gardner would be telling big brags about how he smacked the shit out of Gravitas. Alee? No way. And even after Batman had been a complete Bat-asshole to Alee, Xander was pretty sure Stormburst would still follow orders from the Bat-adult. Or even from Robin or Nightwing.




He just said, “Copy that.” And he changed topics. “The last hit was earlier. Do we need to set up earlier tonight?”




“It would not hurt your readiness,” Oracle stated. “However, that may have been a random event. It was less than an hour earlier than the previous strike, which is well within the variability of times we have observed thus far, and based on unreleased police files now on their airgapped secure computer which is now in its own private room, may not be the strike occurring earliest in the night.”




“Fine, we’ll set up shop a little earlier,” Xander decided. It wouldn’t hurt, and he’d get to see how Element handled the wait. Maybe, if he was lucky, getting set earlier would give him a chance to spot some early above-the-ground activity too.




So he made sure they had some nutrition bars for snacks, in case the wait was longer than he was expecting. Then they took the rental for a spin, meaning they drove over to the parking garage and tucked it away a floor below the old heap. They walked up and drove the car off to the food truck, which Xander was calling the Bat-chimichanga when Amy wasn’t listening.




All right, he was mainly only calling it the Bat-chimichanga when Amy was just listening a little so she’d catch it without realizing he was just throwing it in, because he didn’t have the Bat-grouch to annoy. He was just pretending that he was doing it when she wasn’t listening.




Also, he had already learned a valuable lesson. Amy changing into that uniform was too freaking sexy. So he changed in the food truck while she sat in the car keeping watch. Then he sat in the front of the food truck in his disguise, with the door behind him shut, while Amy changed into her super-suit. Otherwise, he was going to end up trying to spend the next couple hours getting Amy out of that outfit and making the truck rock.




And getting a major boner while wearing that metal super-cup was seriously ouch-tastic.




As it was, Amy looked amazing in that uniform. He totally needed her to put on her ‘uniform’ trenchcoat so he wasn’t constantly ogling her hotness. Because Amy plus that uniform was Black Canary-level sexiness. Well, current BC sexiness, and not that teeny-tiny imminent-wardrobe-malfunction outfit with the fishnet stockings that Ollie was trying to get Dinah to stop wearing in public.




Amy would look amazing in Canary’s maillot-and-fishnets outfit. He knew it. If only she believed it too.




Okay, fantasizing about that was an uber-mistake until he was out of this uniform. Or at least out of that super-cup. So now he was wondering if The Bat did something this insane deliberately so he could keep from ravishing Catwoman 24x7. Because that seemed like something crazy enough and merciless enough to be a Bat-plan.




Amy slipped into the shotgun seat. She was wearing her trenchcoat to hide her uniform from the neck down, and from the neck up she was wearing a frizzy brown wig and big ugly-framed glasses and big ugly false upper teeth. She glanced over at him and said, “Okay, let’s go. I’m already nervous enough. And these teeth aren’t comfy.”




He shifted out of park and moved out. “Time to start doing that box breathing or whatever Zee told you to do. We might be on stakeout for hours.”




He knew what Zee had Amy doing for this kind of stuff, but he was giving Amy time to talk about it instead of thinking too much about bad stuff. So this was part Bat-planning and part taking care of his Amy. Even if he really didn’t like using Bat-planning on anyone he cared about.




Okay, maybe he needed to start using some Bat-planning to figure out how to help his parents, because nobody deserved to spend the rest of their lives being an ad for Alcoholics Anonymous.




Amy grumbled, “I know you know what my magic lessons are. So stop it. Even if getting cranky at you is probably better than stewing about all this crap for hours. Because I am totally not ready to fight a Clayface who can melt you just by looking at you.”




“Hey, maybe it’s just a fifty ton giant Clayface who can go Godzilla on us!” he said in his most annoying mock-peppy tones.




“Thanks for the encouragement,” Element grumbled. “You’re like the Tigger of motivational speakers.”




He tried not to smile. “Thanks for that rec, Eeyore.”




She stuck her tongue out at him. If she’d been mad at him, she would have frowned or scowled. If she’d been really mad at him, she would have given him the finger. He was pretty sure she wouldn’t go with the elemental water enema while he was driving a truck, no matter how mad she was at him.




Now Batman? Xander could totally see Amy giving The Bat an elemental high-colonic enema even if he was driving the Chiroptera-mobile. If she was mad enough at the guy. And what the heck, worse stuff happened to Captain Pointy-Ears like once a month.




It didn’t take long to follow directions to the warehouse just to the east of Plant A, which was ‘D & J Processing’ where the ‘D’ probably stood for Dukeston. He drove around the warehouse, and then all the way around Plant A.




Element noticed what he was doing. “What’s up?”




“Just looking,” he murmured. “If someone’s in position early, I’d like to spot ’em and prepare for ’em way before we have to deal with ’em in the middle of a battle.”




Element asked suspiciously, “More Bat-plan crap?”




“More Bat-plan crap,” he agreed. “Stuff like ‘don’t walk into a giant deathtrap if you can find it first’ and ‘if you have a couple supervillains after your ass, look for them before you walk into the deserted warehouse to meet that so-called informant’ and a bunch of stuff he lived through that I wanna know about up front so I don’t die horribly from stupidity.”




Element stared out her window. Xander figured she was probably scowling about Bat-crap. She finally said, “I’m still mad at him, but you are so much more dangerous…and so much safer…now than before we went…up there.”




He made some mental notes and then headed over to the second site: D & J Warehousing. He wondered how many ‘D & J’ businesses were connected to Dukeston Oil and whoever was really controlling Dukeston Oil. He figured Oracle was way ahead of him on that, but he reminded himself to check later.




He parked the food truck off to the side of the warehouse property in an open parking lot that had some old cars sitting in it and no security cameras and not enough street lighting. Then, after he parked, he moved into the back of the truck to the high-tech gear, and he checked more carefully that there really were no security cams covering the truck. Perfect. Bad for the cars around him, but good for him.




Element was beside him, without her trenchcoat and looking spectacular. “What’s the plan?”




He pulled out the quadcopter components and assembled it. “I overfly the warehouse and surrounding area, and I figure out where Lumpy’s likely to ooze his way in. Then I land the copter on the roof so it’s got cameras covering the access points. And we leave. The copter’s got enough juice to run the routine cameras for several hours, but the nightvision cam and the props are big power drains. We should be able to monitor the copter’s feeds from our aerie where we’re watching the plant. So we have eyes on both sites. If we’re lucky, we’ll see Lumpy make his move, and we can head him off.”




“How are we supposed to ‘head him off’ if he’s here and we’re a mile away?” she asked.




He smiled, “I’ve got Airwolf here loaded up, like last time, and my left gauntlet has a little interface thing, so I can launch it or retrieve it or a couple other things. You can steer and fire from the laptop. That’ll be enough to stall him while I drive us over.”




“As long as I don’t have to be Ernest Borgnine,” Element snarked.




“You can be Michele Scarabelli,” Xander counter-snarked.




“Ugh,” she groaned. “Season four was so sucky they not only jumped the shark, they flew down its gullet and gagged it to death.”




“Can I hum the music while you pilot it?” he asked, just to be a pain.




She smiled a little. “Okay, but I’m not calling you ‘Stringfellow’ because that’s a seriously stupid name.”




So he said, “And if he’s ‘String’ then don’t you think his big brother ought to be ‘Yarn’?”




“Maybe ‘Twine’,” she suggested.




He nodded in pretend agreement. “Anyway, ‘Cable’ is already taken. And if we had Cable, I’d want to be Deadpool.”




“I knew that already,” she teased. “You always want to be Deadpool.”




“Which works great in any production of Little Women!” he said chipperly.




“Or Romeo and Juliet,” she added.




Xander nodded eagerly. “Totally! Deadpool as Romeo. ‘What burglar through yon window breaks?’ Okay, that’s all I remember. Something about the moon and the sun, or mooning the sun, or mooning Juliet when she’s up on her balcony…”




Amy gave him a totally not-believing look, mainly because his recall had gotten a lot better thanks to Bat-training on memorization.




So he let Amy pilot the quadcopter all around the target site, and he only hummed the ‘Airwolf’ theme music for maybe a minute. He watched the screen over her shoulder while she checked out several runoff grates at the surrounding streets, and two in the parking areas inside the fencing.




“What’s that?” He pointed at the image on the screen.




Amy moved the copter that way. “Looks like some flatbed trucks parked in a row outside the fence.”




He pointed at the end of the row. “And an old Chevy Caprice tucked away over there. It could be the car I sort-of-saw Monday night.”




She glanced at him. “You think someone’s doing what we’re doing?”




“Maybe. Give it a silent flyby, not too close, no IR in case they’ve got detectors running.”




“Roger that, admiral,” Amy snarked. She piloted the copter over and behind the Caprice.




He adjusted the nightvision so he could read the rear license plate and bumper stickers: an SMU parking sticker and a ‘Go Mustangs’ sticker with the galloping horse emblem on it.




Amy pointed out, “That’s an Alabama license plate.”




He nodded. “Right. So we have an SMU student who’s from Alabama and hasn’t had to swap the car over to Texas plates yet. And they just happen to be leaving their car miles from the campus in an industrial district…”




Amy agreed, “Right. Totally not of the suspicious at all.”




Xander suggested, “Let’s get more altitude and move along any lines of access into the site, in case we have someone planting something.”




Amy flew the little quadcopter higher and farther back away from the fence line. “We’re losing the nightvision because we’re so far away, and we’re using up battery power like this.”




“Well crap,” Xander grumbled. “Okay, land Airwolf on the roof where it can keep a cam on that big grate in front of the building, and shut down the rotors. I’ll drive around to the other side of the fence, and we can do the surveillance the old-fashioned way.”




And while he drove, he called Oracle on the Batwatch. He transmitted the license plate number of the Chevy, and he waited.




Before he was all the way around the lot and near the Chevy, Oracle was back. “The car belongs to Violet Day, Alabama resident on a math scholarship to SMU. Doing a double math/music major. Seventeen and already sophomore because she started college a year early. Coincidentally, she has red hair and is the same size as what you reported for your Gray Knight.”




Xander rolled his eyes a little. “Yep, total coincidence there. Any hints she might have been doing this before?”




“No indications of any superhero or supervillain activity around her hometown, so not yet. More verification needs to be done.”




Xander checked, “Maybe her mom or dad was horribly killed right in front of her?”




“No sign of anything. Both parents are alive, as are her siblings. No alien activity, no known meta indicators, no suspect deaths.”




Xander grimaced. “Well, people don’t just start superheroing—or supervillaining—for no reason.”




Amy asked, “Anybody get horribly killed in Clayface ways on or around the campus this month?”




Oracle answered, “In the past eight months there have been two hospitalizations due to alcohol intoxication and slightly below average numbers of illnesses, but all of them except several recent admissions are out of the hospital, as far as university records go. None of those recent admissions look unusual. I will keep looking.”




Xander looked at Amy’s pinched expression. “We all know something must’ve happened. We’ve got a damaged Clayface, and at least one super running around, in a normally non-meta area.”




Oracle just said, “The facts are clear. They are also clearly incomplete. I will keep sieving data.”




“Okay. Well, Knight out,” Xander said.




“And Element out too.”




“Element two? Isn’t that helium?” Xander pretended to wonder.




Amy frowned at him, “You are asking for an H2O surprise right in the kisser.”




Xander drove past the Chevy and rolled down his window so he could shoot a Bat-tracker into the Caprice’s trunk lid. Then he parked down the street in an area of construction equipment and cut the engine. “Okay, we’ll give the Gray Knight time to do whatever the heck she’s doing, and if we haven’t seen her in an hour, we move to our official aerie for the evening.”




“Fine.” But Amy was busy making sure the quadcopter landed carefully and had a camera pointing at the big grate in front of the building.




Xander pulled out one of the nightvision scopes in the cabinets of the truck, and he kept watch. Which was boring, but learning how to ignore the tedium and keep up concentration was yet another Bat-lesson. Frankly, he used that Bat-lesson more in business meetings and sales meetings.




It was almost fifteen minutes more before a redhead in a baggy coat came sneaking along the line of trucks, toting a small purse-like bag by its handles. Xander whispered, “And the evening’s winner in the Oh No I Am Completely Not Up To Stuff Sweepstakes is…Violet!”




“You’re turning violet, Violet!” Amy hissed back.




Xander managed not to laugh out loud. Violet snuck over to her Caprice, slipped inside, and drove away without turning on her headlights.




Xander asked, “You think she’s heading off to Plant A?”




Amy watched as Violet turned right instead of left. “Nope. Maybe she’s off to site B or D. They’re off thataway.”




Xander went back into the back of the food truck and opened up the cabinet with the tracking gear. It took him several minutes to find the right frequencies, but Violet was using legal broadcast frequencies, so it wasn’t that hard. “She’s got two small cameras just off the ground. Each one’s pointing at a grate. So she’s got a good idea what’s going on, and she’s got a good way of spotting Lumpy when he shows up.”




Amy guessed, “And maybe she goes back and picks her toys up afterward, so she doesn’t lose ’em the next day, and she has to re-plant them two nights later. That could take hours to mark all the potential sites.”




“Fine,” he muttered. “We’ve got her car tagged. We’ve got her MO. We’ve got her secret identity. I think we’re done. Let’s get back to Plant A and set up our base and work on our Violet jokes for when we bust her and she’s all embarrassed and stuff.”





Part XVI



Xander started up the truck and trundled his way over to the warehouse beside ‘Plant A’. He parked in a spot on the far side of the warehouse, in the middle of a couple dozen loosely-arranged cars and trucks, in an area with no security cams, where the food truck would go mostly unnoticed.




He stepped into the back and checked the frequencies that Violet’s little cams were running at the other site. “Bingo. We’ve got two Vio-cams up and running already. Both are pointed at runoff grates.”




“So she just sets up cams on tons of sites every night and gets the jump on everybody?” Amy asked. “So how come she never catches Mister Mud?”




Xander pointed out, “She’s obviously gotten pretty close before, since the cops have seen her on-site before we got into town. And she was at the Monday site as fast as the cops, who I’m pretty sure were not all obeying the posted speed limits.”




“And so she just shows up and tells Mister Mud he’s all dirty and she sprays some Febreeze on him and leaves? Because I’m not seeing why it hasn’t just smooshed her flat.”




Xander had wondered about that too. He didn’t say so. “Maybe her trick yo-yo weapons aren’t weapons, and Clayface loves yo-yo tricks?”




Amy sarcasm’ed at him, “Yeah, I hear he’s a huge fan of ‘walking the dog’ and ‘around the world’.”




“Right. Let’s go with that,” he replied.




Amy looked up at the roof of the warehouse where Xander was going to set up. “Can I stick with the truck?”




He studied the site. Amy could run around the fence, since it was open on the side they drove in from. But then she’d have to run across the street to the fence around Plant A, and get in through the plant’s fencing on this side. He said, “Okay. You’ll have to run back the way we came in, across the street, and through the hole I’m gonna make in the fence over there. I’ll be doing the Bat-launcher thing and going over the fences.”




So he moved out, going over to the plant fencing and using an acid bola to burn through the chain link fencing from top to bottom. The fence separated with a kind of sproing, and since fences like that were under a lot of tension, the two halves pulled apart maybe twenty feet. A small army of Amys could run through that. An almighty Amy army. He smiled to himself.




He moved back around to the far side of the warehouse, and used his launcher to climb up to the warehouse roof. Then he set up shop at the edge of the warehouse where he could watch. He went to the comms, “Knight to Element. In place.”




“Element to Knight. I’m watching the view at the other site. Nothing moving.”




“Knight. This could take a while, so start doing those relaxation exercises.”




“Can I do Kegel exercises too?”




“Totally!” He suddenly had a ton of naughty thoughts about Amy and Kegel exercises, and he had to try hard not to get a boner inside that metal cup.




While he perched there as motionless as he could manage, he used the comms and the Batwatch to fill in Oracle on all the extra stuff they’d worked out about their pseudo-Batgirl.




After that, he settled in. The Bat-lesson on sitting still while maintaining watch was boring and tedious and dull and brain-deadening, but he had learned how to do it. If you didn’t move, you blended into the surroundings in a way that many animals couldn’t spot, and many people just looked right past. If you were up high, you were nearly invisible anyway, because most people and creatures never looked up. And if you were above the streetlights at night, you were invisible because people would have to look at a bright light and detect something in the dark that was well past the light, and human eyeballs just didn’t handle that.




Oh sure, he could be picked up by someone scanning the rooftops with IR. But he was at the edge of the roof, just above one of the warehouse building lights, so he’d be hard to find without some infrared detectors that had really high discrimination. His drone, if it was high overhead and behind him and on its IR setting, could spot him. But he wasn’t moving, so any drone-infrared user might not be able to identify him as something other than a part of the building, like the security lights.




Periodically, Amy gave him an update on the drone at Warehouse C. Or an update on the Grayish Knight’s cams at Warehouse C and Plant A, all of which Amy could watch from the equipment in the food truck. Or an update on how incredibly boring it was to stand there and watch runoff grates. Apparently, even watching paint dry would be better.




Well, Amy hadn’t gotten any training on this kind of crap. She hadn’t wanted any. She hadn’t even gotten training on using her powers in a battle, or using her powers in ‘Marvel Team-Up’ ways. Which Bats had made crystal clear they were not allowed to say out loud if there was even the slightest chance someone like a reporter or police officer might hear, because Marvel was already suing the Justice League over Hawkman’s latest dumbness. Supes and J’onn had gotten Hawkie to stop saying ‘Excelsior!’ and to go apologize in person to the Marvel Comics guys in New York. But now the guy was saying ‘Face front, True Believers!’ and Marvel’s lawyers were suing over that. Seriously, Bats couldn’t just download a webpage of Stan Lee lines and order Hawkie not to say any of them?




Maybe next, Hawkman would try changing his codename to The Mighty Thor or something even dumber, and get uber-sued. What was with that guy anyway? Was he just getting really bad advice? Because Xander was pretty sure Hawkie understood modern culture roughly as well as Xander understood Thanagarian literature, which was to say not at all. Maybe less than that. Xander didn’t even know if Thanagarians had literature.




And still, nothing was moving down there. Not even an outside security guard or a couple guard dogs. Okay, a cat had snuck through the stacks and piles and stuff an hour ago, but that had been it.




Xander waited some more.




Boy howdy, was Amy bored. He told her she could play solitaire on the laptop if she turned the sound off and didn’t lose focus on the monitoring. After that, it was all quiet on the food-truck front for a while.




Xander waited some more.




He was pretty sure that Bats and O were going to grade him and Amy on sitting still and concentrating on stuff, if Captain Fruitbat didn’t have O doing it already.




The interior guard made another slow circuit. That guy’s flashlight was way too bright for night security. He would never be able to see anything going on outside the building, unless it included a flashbang grenade and maybe the Bat-signal spotlight.




Xander waited some more.




At 12:47, something moved at the big runoff grate in the middle of the front work area of the plant.




Element hissed over the comms, “We got mud! Here at the plant, coming up through your grate 1. Violet’s probably turning violet this very second.”




He murmured, “Recall the drone. Alert O. Make sure the truck locks up when you leave, and move to…Well crap!”




There went the whole grate. Clayface just busted it out of its frame and sent it tumbling away. And Clayface poured himself out in a roughly square column of mud that piled into a big blob beside what had been a runoff grate only moments ago.




And that wasn’t all. “The Violet-mobile’s approaching and going to the far side. Someone else is about half a block behind her and…stopping half a block short of the main gate. This is gonna be one happenin’ par-tay.”




“It’s where all the cool kids wanna go!” Element added. “Who do we have besides the Gray Violet?”




“No idea,” he admitted. “But it might be our other meta. If we can tap into the Vio-cams, so can anyone else with a decent receiver and scanning tech and a monitor. Or it could be a reporter or a cop pulling the same schtick. It’s not like Violet’s using heavy encryption on her Radio Shack technology, or non-standard broadcast freqs.”




“Be nice!” Amy insisted. “Not everyone has the Justice League making Batwatches for them and gets to have Oracle on speed dial.”




“True dat,” he replied. Because it was utterly crazy that Xander Harris was superheroing with Bat-tech and JL-tech and stupidly awesome contacts. Now his Amazing Amy getting mentored by Zee? He could see that.




By then, Clayface was a blobby hemisphere moving toward the plant. And the Gray Knight was clambering over the fence on the far side, making her way right at Lumpy. And Mister X had gotten inside the fence at the front without opening the gate. But there were plenty of stacks of barrels and piles of materials over there, so he couldn’t see all of the fence. Mister X could have cut a hole in the fence or something while out of sight. And Mister X was wearing a long trenchcoat and a wide-brimmed fedora, so Xander had no clue yet, except that Mister X was…maybe more the size of a Mrs. X.




The White Knight fired off his line launcher and snagged a crane in the plant’s yard. He pulled himself up as he swung over the security fence, and then he released the line from the crane as he dropped down and rolled over behind a stack of fifty-five gallon drums. He quickly wadded up the thin line and tucked it in his already-used-stuff pocket.




He stepped out from behind the drums and didn’t make any attempt to approach the threat. No, he was going to try something first. If this was really a guy who needed help, then the White Knight was going to offer to help.




Okay, he knew that was crazytalk. Superheroes never did that. They punched first, asked questions later. Maybe the Flash didn’t, if he was facing someone like The Trickster who could be talked out of stuff. But the White Knight didn’t have to act like that.




He called out, “Hey Clayface! I can tell you’re having trouble. Can I h—”




“No!” screamed the Gray Knightess from the other side, as she came sprinting in right at Clayface. “Leave him alone! It’s not his fault!”




And Mrs. X made her appearance. “You there! Get the hell away from him!” The trenchcoat and fedora-like hat were gone. And Xander could see Mrs. X in all her godawful costumery.




Long, flowing deep-red hair. Uber-unsymmetrical leotard with a deep ‘V’ neckline, that only covered the right leg and right foot and left arm and left hand, with a steep cut at the left leg so everything up to her waist was on display. Even worse, all of it except the left boob and shoulder and arm and hand was a horrible pink, with the rest of it a weird shiny not-quite-silver. And there was a pink heart sewed on at the left side of her leg opening, with pink ribbons hanging off it. Her right high-heeled boot was a continuation of the pinkness, but her left boot was a white high-heeled ankle boot with a huge baby blue cuff draping down nearly to her instep. The glove on her right hand matched the left boot. And there was a swirling, totally-not-symmetrical cape with the same color scheme, with white in the middle of the cape and baby blue along the edges. Plus more baby blue eyeshadow than Mimi Bobeck, on a face that would have been gorgeous if she wasn’t wearing five pounds of baby blue eyeshadow so it took up about as much area as Robin’s mask.




“It’s Looker!” Element gasped over the comms.




But it wasn’t. Looker no longer looked like that, and had become a vampire-meta so she dressed totally diff.




He whispered, “It’s Lady Clay.”




“Oh crap.”




The Gray Violet yelled, “Stay away from my boyfriend!”




‘Looker’ pointed a finger at the Gray Knight, and Violet screamed in pain as she grabbed her head with both hands. She crumpled to the ground.




Lady Clay snarled, “Your boyfriend? He’s my son!”




Clayface just sort of ‘turned’, or at least his face moved around to look at them, and his mouth opened in…surprise? Shock? Indigestion?




Xander went for the save. He put his hands up in a ‘don’t shoot’ gesture and said, “Hey, we’re all here to help him, right? So why can’t we all work together, becau—”




Lady Clay looked over at where Element was approaching from the side, and growled, “You can’t sneak up on a psy, bitch.”




Element went down like a marionette with cut strings.




Xander suddenly felt like a gorilla had a grip on his frontal lobes. “Gah!” He could feel the psychic attack trying to break into his brain like a dozen ice-cold fingers pressing down on his head. He strained as hard as he could against it.




It was like Batman was trying to physically force him backward over a table or something. Someone was trying to force him to do…something.




“What is your name? What are you doing here?” The voice echoed through his head like he was inside a kettle drum.




‘I’m…’ 




“What is your name? What are you doing here?”




‘I…’ No way. He stopped. He was not telling who he was, or who Element was, or anything. He had people to protect. 




Batman loomed over him. “Tell me. This is a test. You must tell me. You must.”




No. It wasn’t Batman. It was a psychic image trying to trick him. Batman wouldn’t say that.




It felt like his head was in a car crusher. It felt like fingers of steel were punching their way into his brain. He resisted as hard as he could.




“What is your name? What are you doing here?”




He concentrated as hard as he could. ‘I am…King Arthur. I seek the Holy Grail. My favorite color is red.’




“Tell me! You have no choice. You must tell m—”




And suddenly the brutal pressure was gone. He was on his hands and knees, and he was feeling hammered, but he was still conscious. And he could see that Element was stretched out on the ground but with her head tilted up and one arm pointed at Lady Clay. Amy had used her magic to block Looker’s psychic attack.




Way to go, Element!




“What the hell did you do?” Lady Clay snarled at him.




Oh right. She wasn’t looking at Element. She had no idea who Element was, or what Element could do. She probably thought he had used some kind of Bat-gadget to block her powers.




Lady Clay looked over at the Grayish Knight and hissed, “He is trying to hurt your loved one!”




And suddenly, Violet was up. Up, and staring at him with fury in her eyes, and screaming at him. She charged at him, reaching into her utility belt for stuff. Probably a really nasty yo-yo.




Well crap.




Clayface still hadn’t moved. He looked at what was going on, and he spoke in a deep, muddy, gravelly voice. “Vi? What?”




Violet ignored him and pulled out a yo-yo that looked like it was steel and about three inches across. She whirled it like a bola and threw it at Xander’s neck. And she kept charging right at him.




Crap and a half. Given the level of insanity on Violet’s face, this was probably something lethal, to be followed up with as much physical attacking as Violet could muster. Plus, Lady Clay was using Looker’s other powers to lift up a fifty-five gallon drum off to his right and hurl it right at him.




Yay for Bat-lessons on situational awareness. Because he was keeping track of the yo-yo and Violet—who he was going to start calling ‘Violent’—and Lady Clay and Element and Clayface and their surroundings too. So he wasn’t even going to think about Element for a few seconds.




The yo-yo was going to get to him first, so he couldn’t use the barrel to intercept it. It was probably lethal, so he wasn’t about to redirect it at Violent Violet. He was still trying to win this on Charisma instead of Strength and Dexterity, so no flipping the yo-yo at Clayguy. Sending it at a psychokinetic would be worse than useless, because Lady Clay would grab it in a psychokinetic grip and shove it down his throat. So…




He cartwheeled to the side, so he could fire a line launcher at the yo-yo and snag it and send it flying in the direction that their two momentum vectors would combine into. It even went flying off in the direction he wanted. It hit the incoming barrel with a clang that instantly turned into a huge boom that immediately turned into a huge fireball of flammable stuff.




He was expecting something like that could happen. That, an explosion of acid that might eat through the drum, an eruption of toxic waste, something else horrible…He was already doing a back somersault away from the barrel before it went boom, and the shockwave just shoved him a little farther away. Which was fine with him.




The blast knocked Violent Violet over, and smushed against Clayface’s…well…face. It hit some kind of psychokinetic wall in front of Lady Clay and staggered her. Element had ducked behind another stack of barrels and was probably okay. He hoped. Even though they now had a burning fireball of gooey yuck near their battlezone, and it might even start spreading. It might start spreading really fast.




Xander yelled at Clayface, “Stop your girlfriend before she gets hurt!”




Clayface didn’t do anything. Well, not anything helpful. And the Grayish Knightess was up on her feet and screaming nonsense syllables and charging at him with a pair of tactical batons that she had already extended. Great. Swell.




Lady Clay was focusing on controlling Violet, and probably maintaining that psychokinetic wall, so she was totes not ready for Element in action. Which was why Xander was carefully not thinking about what Element was up to.




Xander fished out one of the ordinary bolas and threw it underhanded. It caught Violet around the shins and wrapped her up so her calves slammed together and she fell on the muddy gravel. Ouch. Her knees hit, then her chest, then her arms, then her face. He hoped she had some armor in that half-mask.




Clayface gravelled, “Vi!” He turned and glared at Xander. “You bastard!”




Xander pointed at Violet, who was still not out for the count, and was struggling to hack through the cables of the bola with a serrated knifeblade. “Grab her! Or get your mom to stop!”




Element stepped onto a smaller runoff grate, and opened fire. Well, not fire. An elemental firehose of water shot out from her hands and pummeled Lady Clay. It looked like that psychokinetic wall didn’t curve around enough to protect her back and sides.




Also, the water from the runoff system was pouring in a stream up behind Element and over her shoulders, so it looked like the water was actually coming out of Element’s arms. Like Element really was an element manipulator, like Metamorpho. His Amy was a genius.




Lady Clay screamed as the water pounded into her and threatened to turn her into Lady Mudpuddle. She blocked more of the water stream with a psychokinetic blast, and snapped, “Two can play that game!”




“Mom!” gravelled Clayface. He moved several yards toward Lady Clay, and then turned to look at Element, like he couldn’t figure out what to do.




Violent Violet had given up on cutting the cables, and was trying to untangle them. Unfortunately, she was having a lot of success on that.




So Xander yelled at Clayface, “Grab Vi before she gets hurt!”




Well, that worked about as well as shouting at mud. Actually, less, since it looked like he was about to have both Violet and Mudboy up in his grill at any second.




And Lady Clay had decided that if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em. She had turned herself into a copy of Element. Which was either uber-bad or uber-good, depending. She pointed one arm at Element and one arm at Xander, and shouted, “Try this!”




Element didn’t move, but the White Knight sure did. He backflipped twice, so he was well out of the direction Lady Clay was pointing, and he was way farther back from the tag team of Violent and Muddy.




Violent threw his bola back at him, but she hadn’t practiced with a bola before. It didn’t turn into a whirling disc, and it also didn’t quite go at his face. He leaned to his right enough to grab one of the bola balls as it went sailing past. Then he dropped it but pretended to spin around and hurl it back at Violent.




But Lady Clay’s psychic control was gone, now that she was busy trying to copy Element, even if she had no idea what Element could actually do. So nothing came out of Lady Clay’s hands. And Violent Violet stumbled and fell to her hands and knees. She looked around like she had no idea what was going on. Since she’d been psychically guided for several seconds, she probably really didn’t know what was going on, or why she was half way across the yard toward the faceless guy in Batman-ish armor.




She was probably still trying to figure out why she had owwies all over her front.




Lady Clay tried again, and still got zilch coming out of her hands, so Xander was pretty confident Lady Clay was still trying to gen up a giant dose of caustic sodium or lead bullets or something, with no success.




Element blasted Lady Clay with another huge firehose spray of water, and Lady Clay went down in a muddy sploosh.




Xander went to his comms, “Element. Put out the fire, but keep an eye on the Claygirl Of the Month.”




Amy snorted with laughter over the comms, but answered, “On it. Be careful.”




“You bet I will.”




He stepped toward Clayface and Violet. He tried, “Violet? You okay?”




The Grayish Knight sat up and groaned, “Ouch. What happened?”




He kept pressing. “We have to help Cassius.”




Clayface gravelled, “Cash. I hate ‘Cassius’.”




Violet frowned, “Yeah, sure. You’re gonna…what? Lock him in a big metal drum forever? I’ve heard about Batman stuff.”




Clayface frowned at him, “I’m not going back into something like that! It was awful!”




“Not my plan, actually,” he insisted. Even if he didn’t have a real plan. “We need to get you to a hospital, where they can figure out how to fix this. You can’t keep tearing apart Dukeston Oil businesses looking for toxic waste.”




“Why not?” he asked.




Okay, Xander had actually thought about that one. “Because you’re running out. After this and maybe two others, you won’t have anywhere for maybe hundreds of miles with the toxins you need. We need to get samples of what you need, and take that with you to a hospital, and let them synthesize the chemicals for you. Otherwise, this is just going to get worse.”




Violet wailed, “It’s not his fault!”




“I know. But we have to find a way to help him. And it’s not like your degree is gonna be biochem.”




“I could change my coursework!” Violet tried.




And, just when Xander thought he’d managed to close the deal, three cop cars and a couple Texas Ranger pickup trucks came screaming toward the front gate, sirens screeching and lights flashing.




Clayface glared at him, “I knew we couldn’t trust you.” And he reared up into a twenty foot mud giant.





Part XVII



Xander cursed under his breath and put one hand behind his back so he could sneak something out of his utility belt. He tried, “Look, they’re not me. You know that. They’re just police responding to a break-in and a fire, and we’re going to have firetrucks and paramedics and newscasters and everything else in a matter of seconds. I can help you, and I can help you with them too. Just show me the barrels you need to absorb stuff from. Please!”




Not gonna happen. Maybe Cassius could be persuaded, but Violet’s pretty little mouth was turning into a stubborn frown. And Element was still having to devote all her firehose efforts into containing the fire so it didn’t set off every flammable barrel in the entire yard, followed by the entire plant and everything in back, and then maybe some neighboring sites.




If only he’d had something better to do to a psychokinetically-directed fifty-five gallon drum that outweighed him by better than two to one. If only it hadn’t been so stupidly flammable and explosive. Crap. That part of the op had gone about as well as traveling on the Titanic.




He tried again, this time with the stick. “Look, you know I don’t have to be nice about this. We know your identities. You know we can take down a Clayface…if we have to.” He pointed over at where Lady Clay was still struggling to stop being a muddy puddle. Element had totally hosed her. He didn’t take his focus off Violet and Cassius, though. “I don’t want to work like that. I want to get you into a hospital, even if it has to be in an isolation ward so you can’t contaminate any of the doctors. I want to get real doctors and biochemists helping you. I want you cured so you don’t have to keep doing this every forty-eight hours for the rest of your life, which would continue to be painful and horrible, until the Justice League sends in a heavy hitter…”




“Heavier than Batman?” the Clayface worried.




“Much heavier. Maybe not as mean or as ruthless, but much heavier. Superman would just wait forty-eight hours, fly into Dallas, check every site at lightspeed, then scoop you up in the bed of a dumptruck and toss you into outer space to where the Watchtower could capture you. The Martian Manhunter or Plastic Man wouldn’t even have to wait the forty-eight hours, since they can follow you through the runoff pipes and trap you. Static would just fly over you and hit you with a lightning bolt. Metamorpho could blast you with a firehose of H2O, or dump the right chemicals on you to take you out. Pretty much every major Justice Leaguer has fought—and stomped—a Clayface. So don’t make me do this. And don’t get Miss Day into any more trouble, when she’s just trying to help you.”




It looked like Cassius was thinking about it. He slowly sank down, turning from a twenty foot high mud monster into a nine foot high mud blob with a big, worried expression.




But Violet wasn’t buying in. Xander could tell by the set of her mouth and the tension around her eyes and the position of her shoulders. The OG Batgirl mask really showed a lot more than you’d think. Maybe it revealed more than Robin’s mask, since you could watch Violet’s eyes.




Violet screeched, “Cash! Run!” And she dove for her tactical batons, trying to grab them and tumble up into a fighting position. She managed to get one, but fumbled the other.




Xander sighed, and threw the two bolas he had already palmed, just in case. He wasn’t sure one would be enough, and he needed to keep his third one in case Lady Clay decided to un-sploosh herself in the next couple seconds.




The taser bolas hit Clayface and triggered, jolting him with enough electricity to make him roar in pain before he collapsed into a limp mudpile.




Violet leapt forward and swung her tac baton in a nasty horizontal swipe that could have done some damage to his left bicep or his ribs, if he hadn’t been wearing any armor. And if he hadn’t been prepared and trained.




He leaned back enough that the head of the baton swiped past him, and he gave her a hammerfist on top of her forearm, which made her gasp in pain and drop her baton. She was still moving forward, which she really should have prevented, so he just grabbed her shoulder with his other hand and tugged her enough to make her stumble past his right side. And he tripped her a little bit, so she fell to her hands and knees.




He calmly said, “Violet, if you move, I’ll tase you the way I did Cassius. And I don’t want to do that. So don’t get up. Don’t reach for your utility belt. Don’t go for that cute little weapon you’ve got hidden in your glove.”




“What? How’d you know about that?”




He wasn’t going to admit he was just guessing. “Every Bat-person ever, and pretty much every Bat-impostor, hides holdouts everywhere he or she can. Gloves, mask, belt, boots, armor, bra, cup…You name it. So I knew it the same way I know about your hometown and how embarrassed your mom would be if you got arrested while dressed like Batgirl and you were accused of aiding and abetting felonies and working as a minion of a Class III supervillain. Research.”




Violet dropped her head. “Don’t tell my mom.”




“Not my current plan. Now tell me what happened to Cash.”




Violet groaned and then spoke in a soft Alabama accent, “Cash Fuller. I thought he was Mister Perfect. He was kind, and thoughtful, and liked doing stuff I like to do, which is nerdy stuff…I mean, I went to a costume party as my favorite Batgirl, and my World of Warcraft fighter is named Madchen Fledermaus, which nobody ever gets except some of the guys in Germany…And I thought I could have a nice college romance even if everybody back home thinks I’m a weirdo…And there was this Dukeston Oil truck cutting through the campus which I’m sure is illegal, and stuff was leaking out, and Cash stepped in it while he was trying to stop me from checking it out, and…and…”




She started to cry. “It burned him right through his shoe…which wasn’t a shoe at all because I thought it turned him into a Clayface but when I caught up to him he told me he’s always been one and he said both his parents are too, so he was just faking the clothes, and that stuff was some kind of toxic waste, and he said it was destabilizing him, and I tried to help him, but he ran away and turned into a Clayface and dove into a runoff grate…And then I spotted the chemical plant attacks in the paper and I knew it was him and I had to help him, only she turned up and tossed me around like I was a toy, and…and…I have to help him!”




“We will,” Xander said, as reassuringly as he could. Which wasn’t really all that reassuring when he was a faceless being inside a spooky hood.




“Element here.” Xander tried not to react when Amy spoke over the comms. “I’m running low on mana. Any chance of some firetrucks?”




Xander went straight to Oracle. “White Knight to Oracle. Status on firefighters here?”




“One minute out, plus or minus fifteen seconds, based on geocoding their comms,” Oracle replied. “Also, more DPD and Rangers inbound.”




“How long until the Watchtower can get Clayface containment down here? Because we’ve got Lady Clay and her bouncing baby boy, and I’d just as soon not fight either of them again, especially with Element wearing out trying to do all the firefighting around here.”




“We can have one containment unit there in twenty minutes, and a second one eight minutes after that.”




Xander managed not to nod at her words, since he didn’t want anyone else to figure out that he was on his comms. Not counting Amy. “See if they can come with a really big coal shovel, because Cassius is maybe 1500 cubic feet of muck right now. And I gotta go.”




He still left the comm link open. Because he had a Texas Ranger and two Dallas PD officers walking up to him.




“Hold it thar,” the Ranger led off.




Xander was almost surprised the guy didn’t say ‘pardner’ there too. He just said, “Sure I’m holding here. I’ve got a fire that’s not out yet, I’m waiting on your fire department, my teammate has nearly killed herself doing all this firefighting without help, this young woman needs our help, and we have two Clayfaces down and needing containment then transport. Unless you want a couple Clayfaces in your local jailcells.”




“Crap,” one of the cops groaned. “We’re not set to handle something like that.”




“No police department in the world is, not even Metropolis.” Xander insisted, “But you do know someone who can operate that front loader over there, right?”




The cops looked at each other. “Yep.”




Xander explained, “We’ve got Justice League transport inbound, but I need to stay here and keep watch until we’re sure we’ve got containment.”




“Please don’t hurt him,” Violet moaned.




The Ranger checked, “She’s not the real Batgirl, is she? She sounds like she’s from Huntsville.”




Xander nodded, “Very, very close. She’s your Gray Knight who’s been running around for a couple weeks trying to stop this Clayface. She thought it ate her boyfriend. She found out it is her boyfriend. He got contaminated by a toxic spill and he’s been destabilized and struggling to find chemicals that would keep him alive. He needs a medbay and Justice League level biochemists to save him. And just to make matters more fun, the other meta over there is his mom, who has also been looking for him. He’s Cassius Payne, the son of Lady Clay, who has been using her own powers to pose as Looker. As soon as she comes to and pulls herself together, she’ll use her psychokinetic powers to let herself out of any containment, or use her psychic powers to make any jailer let her go. So I think you want the Justice League to take these two off your hands. And we want to take your Gray Knight along too, because we don’t want her or her family to be targeted if someone identifies her as a new ‘superheroine’.”




Violet stood up, faced the Ranger, and spilled, “I wasn’t really superheroing. I just didn’t want anyone knowing who I was, so I grabbed a costume party outfit I made myself. Which wasn’t the best idea ever, when I think about it…”







Xander wasn’t a big fan of math, but at least the math wasn’t as bad as the aftermath. By the time the firefighters had showed up and put out the fire and had finished foaming the area just in case, the Justice League had zoomed in and scooped up Clayboy and Claymom and No-Longer-Violent Violet. And even Texas Rangers stopped and gawked when it was Power Girl.




He would have asked Amy over the comms if that boob window got larger over time, but Power Girl would have heard him with her Kryptonian super-hearing, or maybe Kryptonian super-communicator-descrambling or some other insane Kryptonian superpower. But Xander had to make a conscious effort to focus on Element while Power Girl was showing off her gazongas and simultaneously scooping up Claytime.




And since the cops couldn’t concentrate while Power Girl’s boob window was super-hypnotic, he and Element had needed to wait until the Clayfaces and Violet were gone before they gave the DPD statements, which were pretty much ‘here’s what happened and we’ve got to rush off to do more Justice League heroics so we’re not even telling you our supernames.’ But Kara had helped out on that by flying back and ‘vanishing’ them. Okay, she scooped them up at superspeed with the Speed Force so the g-forces didn’t reduce them to raspberry jam, and she deposited them and White Knight’s used gear and Violet’s used yo-yo weapons, all next to the food truck.




At that point, it was easy. The White Knight and Element slipped into the food truck, became Xander and Amy in disguises, and drove the food truck back to where it was supposed to be parked. Xander also made a bunch of notes on the amenities in the truck, because he was still working on the Knight-junker.




Then they left the uniforms in those armed boxes and drove back to the parking lot to reclaim their rental Lexus. 




Amy checked, “Do you think she can hear us now?”




He tried not to smile. “She’s probably back on the Watchtower.”




Amy asked, “Does that boob window get bigger over time?” He laughed out loud. “No, seriously, it looked like it was maybe twice as huge as it was when we saw her on the Watchtower. Does it expand when she’s flying?”




He lied, “It’s an aerodynamics issue. The airstream in front of her pulls the fabric outward and back. The faster she goes, the bigger the boob window gets. If she gets too close to Mach 1 without sliding through the Speed Force, she has wardrobe malfunctions.”




“Liar,” Amy elbowed him a little. “I swear, no matter how big my breasts get, I am never wearing an outfit like that.”




“Not even to a costume party?”




“Not even!” Amy insisted.




“Not even in our private bedroom?”




“N—Umm, on second thought, maybe. What are you wearing?” she wondered naughtily.




He smirked, “Your choice.”




She wondered, “Hawkman? The uber-tight pants and no top, just two belts? You would look hot in that.”




He snickered a little. “Sure. I was afraid you were going to pick something horrible. Like Robin’s original uniform.”




“Ick! That was so tacky,” Amy complained. “But I might have picked something else embarrassing. Maybe…Supergirl.”




He laughed. “Or Wonder Woman!” Amy giggled. “Or Poison Ivy! Or…the Mighty Endowed!”




Amy checked, “Isn’t the Mighty Endowed completely starkers?”




He nodded, “Yeah, but enough bodypaint and stuff to look like her would be a nightmare to get on and get off again.”




Amy groaned, “Ugh. The bedsheets would never recover. I’d have to toss ’em and buy new ones.”




He decided not to get into a discussion about how Pam Isley’s body kept mutating, so what had once been a normal-looking redhead in a sexy leaf-motif maillot had become a woman with green-tinged skin and a maillot, and then a not-quite-human being who had seriously green chlorophyll-laden skin and real leaves growing out of her torso with no clothes whatsoever. And Isley thought this was a good thing.




Amy was thinking of something else. “How about…that tux you bought. And a shoulder holster. You can be James Bond, and I’ll be Pussy Galore.”




“You’re way better looking than Honor Blackman.” Xander hinted, “You could be any of the Bond girls. Plenty O’Toole, Honey Ryder, Tatiana Romanova…”




Amy rolled her eyes. “I notice you skipped some actresses you don’t like.”




He groaned and admitted, “Okay, attractive women in movies are not automatically ‘actresses’. If they’re so awful at acting that they ruin parts of the movie for me, they don’t count as Bond Girls. And yes, I am fully aware I’m ruining my guy cred, even if you already know this deep, dark, bizarre secret about me.”




Amy grinned, “Well, I won’t tell anyone, as long as you never ever reveal my deep, dark, bizarre secret that I think Tom Cruise is a jerk and a nutcase.”




“And he runs really weird,” Xander chipped in. “Even Flash thinks he runs weird.”




Amy wondered, “Can the Flash even watch movies?”




Xander shrugged. “As far as I know, he can turn it off and not use his superspeed at all. Otherwise, his life would totally suck.”




Amy thought out loud. “Not being able to turn off your superspeed? Eww. No TV, no movies, nobody’s internet service would be fast enough, ordinary conversations with ordinary humans would feel like they were taking years…” She reached over and squeezed his arm. “I like having real conversations and real snuggle time and real snu-snu.”




“Death by snu-snu!” he yelled, even if they were in a car with the windows up. Amy giggled most of the way back to the parking garage.




Then it was ditching the disguises, and the switchover to the Lexus, and checking each others’ hair. Amy’s hair had to go into a ponytail because it was all matted down. His hair was matted down too, but was short enough that Amy could fix it with a comb and some hairwax.




They slid into the Lexus and drove out of the parking garage. Amy checked, “What about the beater and the foodtruck?”




“Bat-logistics,” he told her. She rolled her eyes. “Okay, our other superhero friend will have the truck and car and uniforms taken care of. And we’ll get some Bat-shipping so the uniforms show up in Lost Angle-Lease pretty soon. I mean, if you ever want to play Element when we’re back home.”




Amy frowned, “Maybe there’s something wrong with me, but…yeah. I do. I don’t like superheroing, but I like it a lot more than not knowing whether you’re out there dying from a crushed ribcage. Or worse. So the White Knight has himself a partner.”




He didn’t want to break into a big, stupid grin and ruin things, but he couldn’t stop. He knew he had a big stupid grin on his face. And he couldn’t stop smiling. “That’s great. And you were awesome out there. You totally clobbered a really dangerous supervillain and saved a whole industrial area from going ka-blammo.”




She smiled, “Ka-blammo? You know I hate it when you use those technical terms.”




“The Bat-technical Bat-terms?” he snarked.




She leaned against his right shoulder, even though he was driving in nighttime Dallas traffic. “Yeah. That stuff.” She thought for a few moments. “But no Bat-training. I don’t wanna get the snot beat out of me five times a day for months. I’ll just work more with Zee.”




He pointed out, “You know, you and Zee could double for each other if someone needs an alibi or something.”




She nodded against his shoulder. “Uh-huh. And you’ve got plenty of possible doubles in the JL.”




But he’d already thought about that. Nightwing could do it. So could morphing supers like Plas and Elongated Man and J’onn. And then there were some guys he didn’t trust yet, like The Question. He’d have to work like hell for a while to double for Ollie, but Ollie could easily double for him with no effort. So he said, “Totes! I’ll ask Robin.” Amy snickered.




Then, after they handed off the Lexus to the valet parking and they went up to their room, Amy showed him that she was in favor of partnership. Strongly in favor.







With the Gray Knight addressed, and supervillains addressed, and HMI meetings done with, he and Amy got to play tourist for the weekend. Okay, fine, they spent the entire morning in the bed, and didn’t play tourist until after lunch.




And he let Amy pick. So they drove over to the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth and spent the whole afternoon walking around five whole pavilions of art stuff. He still thought Andy Warhol was a pretentious poser, but Amy wasn’t a huge fan of the guy, so they skipped most of that. The place had a ton of really pretty awesome stuff, including some Picassos, and a couple Pollocks that actually looked pretty cool, and some stuff like some of the Rothenbergs that he wouldn’t mind having in his own home, if he was ever the kind of guy who spent stupid amounts of money on paintings that virtually had ‘STEAL ME’ written all over them.




Speaking of which, after they left, he let Amy drive, and he spent a quarter of an hour on the Batwatch with GA and Batman talking about security upgrades that museum needed, and all the ways he’d seen to get in and rob them blind. Catwoman would have laughed herself sick at the ‘security’ that place had on its windows in its middle pavilion. Then he spent another ten or fifteen minutes giving OQ a big rundown on Don Clark’s HMI operation.




He let Amy pick a place for dinner, and so she picked a steakhouse that she thought he’d like. And she had a filet mignon instead of the uber-lo-cal options the anorexic-looking women at the next table were pretending to enjoy while their dates ate like linebackers. He really didn’t like the way the three anorexics glared at Amy’s back and whispered about her. He couldn’t tell what all of them were saying, but he could Bat-read lips well enough that he was pretty pissed off.




So Xander smiled and loudly talked to Amy about the Texas Rangers stadium food like Amy had gone with him and had tried everything. “Man, that bacon on a stick was amazing, especially with all that gooey sauce on it…”




Amy knew exactly what he was doing, so she pulled out her makeup mirror and pretended to check her lipstick while checking out the Callista Flockhart Fan Club behind her.




He kept going, talking about the pulled pork sandwiches, and the beers, and everything else. By then, one of the Heroin Chic Gang was looking a little green around the gills, and all three of them got up to go off to the bathroom together.




He whispered to Amy, “Is the collective noun for harpies a flock?”




Amy gave him a look. “You’re not the Messiah, you’re a very naughty boy.”




He whispered, “They were trashing you. They deserve it.”




Amy rolled her eyes. “I could feel their auras while they were being bitchy. That doesn’t mean you had to attack ’em. Maybe they’re like me, only…”




Xander interrupted, “They’re not like you. They’re like Harmony, only after not eating enough for a couple months so they’ve gone feral.”




Amy scowled at him. “Be nice. And maybe I need to go see Harmony now and check her aura, and maybe she’s really unhappy.”




Xander pretended to look worried. “Who are you, and what have you done with my Amy?”




She stuck her tongue out at him. “Knock it off. You know perfectly well what’s going on. I mean, I’m even trying not to be mad at Captain Pointy-Ears.”




Xander tried to look shocked. “But…that’s impossible! He has secret anger-inducing grumpy-powers!”




Amy rolled her eyes. “I would give you the bird, except we’re in public. And this filet is really, really good, so I don’t wanna get kicked out of here while I’m still eating. Even if my inner Twiggy is telling me I need to hit the gym and swim laps and stuff as soon as we get back to the hotel.”




He smirked, “You look incredible. And I’d be thrilled if you’d let me help you ‘work out’ when we get back to the room. Maybe…repeatedly.”




“Big talker,” Amy leered.




“Well, you know what they say,” Xander grinned. “Big talk, big…umm…uhh…chalk?”




“I don’t think they say that,” Amy said while trying not to smile.




“The couple that schtups together oops together?”




Amy suggested, “Maybe you should quit while you’re only this far behind.”




So when they left, Xander did something really horrible. He paid the bill for the harpies’ table…and he bought them all lavish desserts too. He was pretty sure the guys wouldn’t get why the women would be acting all horrified.




Amy waited until the two of them were driving out of the parking lot. “You’re a monster!” And she burst out laughing. “Did you really ask the maitre d’ to surprise them with the desserts?”




Xander grinned. “Yep. I’m hoping two of the harpies will scream at the sight of two pounds of chocolate dessert and faint, and the third one will just dive into it face-first.”




Amy tried to stop laughing. “You’re awful. Utterly hilarious, but awful. Don’t ever do that to me, okay?”




“Okay.” He pretended to think about it. “You can resist chocolate. I’d only do that to you with a big slice of raspberry cheesecake.”




“A slice of raspberry cheesecake? You are a monster,” Amy made herself not laugh.




“Fine, just for that, a whole raspberry cheesecake,” he insisted.




Amy corrected herself, “A terrible, horrible, no-good, very bad monster…who is going to have to get down on his knees and beg for that blowjob I was going to give you.”




Xander laughed out loud. “All right! If all it takes is getting down on my knees and begging, I’m in! I’ll even start wearing kneeling pads all the time.”




Amy rolled her eyes. “Sounds like I’m the one who’s gonna end up wearing the kneeling pads.”




Xander grinned, “We can both wear the pads. And elbow pads. And we can tell people we were just rollerblading and not engaging in oral sex at all.”







The next day, they didn’t get out of bed until lunchtime. Since they had special privileges in a Club Level room, they didn’t have to check out of the room until like three or four. Fortunately, they had enough luggage for all their stuff, and they didn’t need to also haul around half a dozen boxes and a dozen bags and everything else they’d had to haul around on their way into Dallas. They got everything into Xander’s suitcase and duffel bag, Amy’s three suitcases, and two suitbags. Which was still a ton of crap. But Amy wanted to put some of their really nice stuff into hanging bags so it didn’t get all wrinkled and need dry cleaning as soon as they got home.




They drove to the airport, checked in the rental car, and got a Rent-a-Car shuttle to the private jet. Once they were airborne and the co-pilot had gone back to the cabin up front, Xander gave Amy a kiss, “So maybe this trip went better than I expected, because we did actually beat ‘Looker’, two Clayfaces, some really scary guys in Texas Ranger uniforms, and three anorexic harpies.”




“And a Violet who wasn’t turning violet,” Amy added.




“Even if I forgot to ask her if her last name was Beauregard,” Xander pointed out. “With that Alabama accent it’s possible…”




Amy told him, “So…maybe Element will help out the White Knight. Sometimes. Not all the time, but more than I was thinking before Dallas.”




He couldn’t help breaking into a huge, stupid grin. Up until his Batwatch went off. He gave Amy a glance, and she put up a quick magical wall between them and the pilot’s cabin door. He checked that they weren’t bugged, he flipped the Batwatch to speakerphone, and he answered, “Knight here.”




“Knight, this is Oracle. We have some intelligence on Angel Investigations. The Question actually came up with the link, but it’s been confirmed. Angel Martin is on the hook to a Mexican gangster. El Cuchillo.”




“The Knife? That sounds like an uber-friendly type,” Xander interrupted.




Oracle pretended to ignore him. “El Cuchillo has a nephew in federal prison, and that nephew is housed with Malcolm Merlyn…”




Xander groaned, “Who hates GA, and everyone knows GA helps Ollie Queen and Ollie’s city.” All that Bat-studying kept paying off.




“Right. And Oliver Queen owns HMI. Apparently, Merlyn is putting out feelers aimed at attacking every vulnerable aspect of Queen’s businesses, which would include any new HMI franchise.”




Xander groaned more. “Great. So now I’ve got a supervillain thinking about shooting arrows at my butt?”




“More likely, at your company.”




Amy was listening in, so she pointed out, “The White Knight was probably going to get a Rogue’s Gallery eventually.”




Xander stuck his tongue out at her. “I was hoping for some really lame Rogues. Like the Condiment King. Or maybe the Ten-Eyed Man. You put gloves on him, and he’s out for the count.”




“Calendar Man?” Amy asked.




“Calendar Girl!” Xander replied.




“No way,” Amy insisted. “No hot, sexy supervillainess types. Unless I’m there to provide a little…splash damage.”




Xander pointed out, “From the files, I’m pretty sure Calendar Girl has Body Dismorphic Disorder. You can beat her just by making her mask fall off. I’m pretty sure you’d feel sorry for her and you’d end up taking her off to see your old therapist.”




Oracle just said, “Element, if you are going to work with White Knight, I’ll be posting your name in the Justice League files.”




Amy thought for a second and answered, “I think you’d better. But make a note that I’m not available unless I say so first.”




“That’s S.O.P. for most supers,” Oracle told her.




Amy thought for a moment and remembered, “Oh hell, Zee is gonna give me so much grief after all the times I told her ‘no way’ on superheroing, even with Knight.”




Oracle flatly replied, “I will leave it up to you on how to inform her of this. Knight, anything else?”




Xander shrugged. “Just logistics. There’s a couple very special boxes that are going to have to get moved from Dallas to LA, and they might have to be disarmed before transport.”




“My files indicate that is already being addressed,” Oracle told him.




“In that case, Knight out!”




Amy dropped the magical wall and muttered, “Crap, I’m going to have to spend a few days recharging those crystals too. That’ll be a pain.”




Xander smiled, “Hey, you know what? Since this week is going so great for me, I’m going to push my luck. A lot.” He reached into his left front pants pocket where he was carrying the ringbox.




Amy glanced at his pocket, and looked at his aura. Before he even had the box out of his pocket, she kissed him thoroughly and said, “This time? Yes. Very definitely yes. But still, no Mile High Club.”




STORMBURST!

Issue #5



The super-strong punch caught her by surprise as she flew around the corner. It slammed her forty feet across the area and into the wall. If she hadn’t been in her silver morph, it would have killed her. A lot.




As it was, she sort of squished against the wall and it really hurt, but she was okay. For a second.




The soprano voice with the mega-heavy Southern accent smirked, “Well, Brother Tommy, she don’t look so tough now.”




The lower-pitched but also mega-heavy Southern accent sneered, “Yeah, Li’l Sis. She’s goin’ down. Hard.”




Tuppence Terror stepped forward. She grinned nastily at her brother Tommy, “Jus’ the way Ah like it.”




Stormburst flew twenty feet into the air and made sure she was re-formed into her silver Stormburst shape. She tried her firm, Wonder Woman-like ‘voice of authority’ thing that Princess Diana did so awesomely, even if it was a work in progress for Stormburst. “You two are making a mistake. I suggest you surrender peacefully before you have to fight much tougher heroes.”




Tommy laughed. “Ah like those fights.”




Tuppence grinned, “Me too!”




Crud. Well, that was why Stormburst was doing this, instead of someone like Robin or Red Arrow. And Alee thought those accents made the Terror Twins sound sort of dumb, but they weren’t dumb. Mean? Yes. Brutal? Yes. Violent? Mega-yes. Dumb? Unfortunately no. Stormburst liked dumb badguys better. Her favorite was a badguy who was dumb and not mega-powerful and also really unlucky. Or maybe a badguy she could talk into becoming a goodguy, even if everyone said that pretty much never happened, no matter how many times they did it in Marvel Comics, which Robin said was ridiculous.




Stormburst tried squeezing Tommy’s carotid arteries, but no luck there. Too much tk reinforcement. Ditto for Tuppence, only Tuppence obviously noticed Stormburst’s attempt.




The Terror Twins were all about the mega-short-range tk. They couldn’t do tk tricks like she could, but they had a load of tk, and it was all internal. It made them super-strong and super-tough, but that was it. They were also able to leap medium buildings with a single bound, but that was as far as their power set went.




Still, that was enough when Tommy was picking up a cement mixing truck and hurling it right at her.




Instead of using her tk like a martial arts block to deflect an incoming attack, she used her tk like a martial arts block and pushed herself sideways, out of the truck’s path. It zoomed past her and crashed into the wall, taking most of the wall with it.




And crud, Tuppence was already throwing a dump truck at her. The thing was coming at her cab-first. She darted straight up, well above the truck, where she knew she was an easy target. Because the Terror Twins liked to punch people or throw heavy stuff at them. Well, both trucks were already trashed. The fifty-gallon drums were too far off to the side. The big pile of gravel behind them wouldn’t make for good throwing material.




Well, she could use the gravel as throwing material by using her tk to accelerate individual rocks. All Tommy and Tuppence could do would be to grab a handful of gravel and throw it, and they couldn’t throw it at super-speed. She could block that.




Tommy grabbed Tuppence’s wrist, and they did their super-leap thing right at her. Which was what Stormburst was hoping for. Because they no longer had anything to throw, and as soon as they were in the air they no longer had any control over their arc.




She hit both of them with massive bursts of lightning. They both yelled in pain, but kept coming toward her. Then she used her tk to grab them and slam them face-first into the asphalt below. She hit them with another burst of lightning. If that didn’t stop them, she had more things she could do to them. Like she could pick them both up and fly straight up until they passed out from the altitude.




The asphalt was cracked from the impact, but both started to get back up…




“Cease fire!” Robin yelled through the speaker system. “Drill is completed! Do we have any casualties?”




‘Tommy’ stood up and threw aside his now-damaged blond wig. Superboy grumbled, “No, but I feel stupid using their tactics. And these suspenders are idiotic.”




‘Tuppence’ stood up and changed shape, reverting to Miss Martian. “I’m okay. But I had to use all my telekinesis as body armor.”




“Sorry,” Alee managed.




“Stormburst, are you injured?” Robin insisted over the speakers.




She shrugged, “I’m pretty much okay.”




Robin checked, “Could you tell the difference?”




But that was the whole point of the drill, so she immediately shook her head. “No way. They sounded perfect, and they moved right, and they used the right tactics. They looked right too, even if that wig is not good enough for more than a quick surprise fight.”




Miss Martian grinned, “I bet Conner looks good as a blond.” Superboy actually blushed.




“Great,” Robin said. “I’ll alert the JL that we’re ready when they have a go for Plan ‘Sibling Substitution’. Now go clean up, and meet me in the office for a full debrief.”







Alee was all cleaned up and debriefed and everything, and now she was sitting on her bed. And Megan was cleaned up too, and was sitting at Megan’s desk, and not mad at Alee for slamming her into the ground and hitting her with a lightning bolt. But Artemis was standing in their room looking grumpy.




Alee tried again. “Come on Tee, it’ll be fun!”




Megan moved over to her own bed and she nodded, “Totes! It’ll be tons of fun!”




But Artemis was still shaking her head no. “I know you two. It’ll be like A Charlie Brown Christmas only even more saccharine. I don’t think I can take all that.”




Alee looked over at Megan and insisted, “We can tone stuff down.”




Artemis rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Right. Only four fully-decorated trees instead of six?”




Alee said, “I’m pretty sure my mom and dad are only gonna do one. In the living room. Like always.” Artemis gave her one of those looks, and Alee hastily apologized, “Oh. Right. Sarcasm. Sorry. It’s just…well, I was gonna take you and Megan over to Central Park, where they do like twenty or thirty Christmas trees outside, and they decorate ’em all differently in these themes, and it’s amazing. And our church always has several Christmas trees inside, with Secret Santa stuff for needy kids, and…”




Artemis groaned, “I was wrong. It’s not A Charlie Brown Christmas, it’s A Miracle on 34th Street. How are you even gonna show up in your old hometown when you look like BC now?”




“I totally don’t look like her!” Alee insisted.




Artemis stared into her eyes, “Tell me that again, right after you tell me about how you looked when you were impersonating Catwoman. Robin did go over the highlights on that.”




Megan excitedly added, “And part of the Stormburst—Red Lightning battle was on every news station in the country, and you made Super Watch too! You looked great!”




Ugh. Maybe mega-ugh. Not that she said it out loud when Megan was trying to be encouraging. Even if Megan could tell what she was feeling.




So she folded. “Okay, Batman had a fatsuit for my undercover ID there, and Robin’s got a mod of that for me. This thing’s pretty much a high-waist girdle with short legs, so my middle and my butt and hips and my thighs are padded out enough that my breasts don’t look ‘obvious meta’. I just look like I gained forty pounds.”




Artemis looked down at her own chest and then at Alee’s. “You did gain forty pounds. But they’re all in your bra.”




Alee stuck her tongue out at Artemis but gave her a tiny smile anyway, because that was totally Tee’s teasing voice that time.




Artemis shook her head again. “I’m not seeing how this scenario holds up under questioning. You had a series of strokes. The drug you’re on to control that completely screws up your thyroid so you’re gaining lots of weight, and you’ve been in a hospital bed so you can’t exercise it off. So how do you know Megan from that?”




Megan nudged Tee and pointed at her right leg. Since Megan was pretending she was in shorts and no shoes, her right leg was on display. And suddenly it just shriveled up and turned into a stump that stopped about halfway down her thigh. “I’m her roommate in the hospital, and I was in a car accident. Robin says he’s got a prosthetic leg that I can fit, and a cane.”




Artemis frowned, “So if I went with you two goofballs, I’d have to be in a wheelchair? No fucking way!”




Alee frowned, because that actually was the idea she had. 




But Artemis was getting mega-upset. “Not a wheelchair, all right? My mom’s stuck in a wheelchair, and she hates it so damn much you can’t believe it!”




Alee got up and put a gentle hand on Tee’s shoulder, but it got instantly shrugged off. She tried, “I’m sorry! I’m really really sorry, I didn’t know. How could I know? It’s not like you tell me stuff, and you know I’d never go snoop through JL files or anything. And it’s not like I’m gonna be mad at you because your mom’s in a wheelchair. That would be mega-mean.”




Artemis glared angrily. “Okay, fine. My mom’s in a wheelchair. She has been since I was little. She hates it. It would kill her if she found out I was going around in a wheelchair pretending I was…disabled. And nobody in the JL’s ever gonna cure her, because my mom used to be a supervillainess and she got crippled while she was fighting a superhero, so everyone knows who she is!”




Artemis whirled around to storm out of the room, but Alee used her speed to fly around Artemis and block the doorway and give Artemis a huge hug, even if Tee didn’t like stuff like hugs. Alee whispered, “I don’t care. You’re still my friend, and I’m not gonna think bad stuff about you, and you can tell me stuff like this, and…umm…is your mom the reason you have weird ideas about training time?”




“No. Mom wouldn’t train us at all, after the wheelchair. She hates seeing us do stuff. It’s like a giant sign that says ‘hey look at us do stuff you can’t do anymore!’ as far as she’s concerned. Dad always did the training.”




‘Us’? Alee had no idea about any of this. Did Tee just admit she also had brothers or sisters or something? And what kind of dad does stuff like that to train kids?




Oh crud. Tee’s dad was maybe a supervillain too. That would be mega-icky.




Alee checked, “Can we help your brothers and sisters? ’Cause this sounds like a bad thing, and you’re my friend, and I wanna help.”




Artemis growled, “Just drop it, ‘Lee. My sister? You have no idea. There’s plenty of crap out there you can’t fix. And plenty of crap it’s way too late to fix. Like my whole goddamn family. And leggo.”




But Alee didn’t let go. She used her tk to reinforce her strength, because Artemis was trying hard to break Alee’s hug with some jujitsu so she could get away. Alee insisted, “But I can be there for you. I can be your friend. Please, Tee? Give me a chance?”




Artemis refused to say ‘yes’ so Alee let her go and flew out of her way. Tee stomped off down the hall and into her own room, which got followed by a huge mega-loud door slam.




Alee sighed miserably. She looked over at Megan and said, “I know, I pushed too hard and I should’ve just given her more space or whatever.”




Megan shrugged, “Maybe, maybe not. I…really don’t know. I know she was really upset, but I don’t know what the right thing to do was.” She stared down at the floor, but that was probably mostly to ‘regrow’ her leg.




Alee groaned, “But she said it was her whole family! She said ‘sister’! Does that mean her dad’s a supervillain too, and her sister’s a supervillain, and maybe she also has brothers who are supervillains, and maybe we need to find a way to help her?”




Megan put a hand on Alee’s arm. “Sometimes you really can’t help. It’s not like you can help with my family problems.”




Alee pouted, “I would if I could.”




Megan reminded her, “And we’ve got to go see Robin to get our disguise gear.”




Alee sighed, “And then clothes because of the disguise stuff. Like you need all long pants. And I need overalls a bunch of sizes bigger.”




Megan patted her on the shoulder. “Robin always remembers the deets. He’ll have all that stuff ready for us.”




Alee tried not to think about it. She really wanted to go home for Christmas. She really wanted to see her family. She really wanted to see her friends. She really wanted to help Megan. So this was what she needed to do, unless she wanted everyone in Paradise Valley to see she was shaped like Power Girl Junior.




Okay, maybe Catwoman was fine with having the superheroine shape. She even had funny phrases for it. But Alee had been a normal teen shape not that long ago, and way too many people in town knew her. She and her fam couldn’t just pass it off as a growth spurt. Alee had liked being a willowy A-cup tomboy who didn’t attract a lot of ogle-y attention. At the rate she was growing, she was going to be somewhere between Black Canary and Power Girl before she was twenty-one.




Maybe she needed to stop complaining about being shaped like Kara, and complain about something worse. Like maybe…umm…Yeah. The Mighty Endowed. That would be bad. Boobs so big you needed helpers just to keep from falling on your face? Mega-bad. And a power you could only use if you took your clothes off and showed off your breasts? Extra-mega-bad. Somebody needed to find a way to help that woman.




Alee walked with Megan down to The Team’s ‘office’ which had all kinds of leadership stuff there, like comms to the Watchtower and other places, and logistics stuff that Alee thought she ought to learn about too, after seeing in Harry Dresden’s universe how important logistics really was. Also, there were computers and computer monitors and stuff. Alee wondered what data and connectivity those things could get at, or if Robin just used them to contact Batman and ask Oracle stuff.




She sort of wondered how long it would take someone like Robin to look up how many former supervillainesses were now in wheelchairs but had a supervillain husband and kids. Artemis’s secrets were probably only safe as long as Alee Mack kept her mouth shut, which wasn’t one of the things she was good at. Crud.




Robin was already wheeling in a cart that had a bunch of stuff on it: a prosthetic leg, and one of those stand-up-by-itself canes with four little rubber-tipped feet, and what looked like a sterile plastic bag holding fifty pounds of skin-colored jello. Plus the table had a stack of folded khakis and a stack of folded overalls. And there were two pairs of shoes: a pair of sneakers and a pair of nice flats.




He smiled, “All set for some Christmas cheer?”




Alee admitted, “It’d be more Christmas cheery if Artemis would go with us instead of sitting around here by herself feeling cruddy. And what about Conner? And Kaldur?”




Robin spilled, “Wally ran…home to check he can take Artemis there for the holiday. And I’m taking Conner with me. And Kaldur already left, since they don’t have ‘dry-lander’ holidays anyway.”




Alee nodded, “Okay, now I feel better. I was pretty worried about Tee. And Conner.” Then she kidded, “Even if I’m pretty sure Megan would like to take him home for Christmas.”




“Alee!” Megan squeaked in embarrassment.




Robin pretended he was ignoring that stuff. “I’ve got Bat-approved cover stories for both of you, and your ID equipment, along with clothes and accessories for them. That includes properly-sized underwear under the overalls for Stormburst, the minimizer bras you asked for, and special socks to go over the foot of Megan’s prosthetic. Also, specially-prepped shoes: they look new enough to match up with your prosthesis, and the right shoe shows none of the wear that would be due to normal flexing of the foot while walking.”




“Ooh,” Alee managed. Because she totally hadn’t thought about that kind of stuff.




Robin added, “Both of you should get used to wearing these. The extra width and weight on the padding’s gonna throw you off a bit, and walking on that prosthetic is trickier than it looks, unless you use a little tk while you get used to it.”




Alee admitted, “You know Batman had me wearing a fatsuit in Fresno, and that was pretty easy to get used to, especially using a little telekinetic touch sort of like radar. Even if I kinda bumped myself the first couple times getting in the car and getting in the elevator and going through a doorway or two.”




Robin nodded slightly. “That should help. He did say you adjusted to the disguise components faster than he expected.”




Alee shrugged a little. “The glasses and contacts were murder on my eyes, and the mouth stuff just sorta hurt after a few hours. But it wasn’t like I had to wear it all 24x7.”




Robin pointed out, “You don’t even have to wear this, except when you go outside or you have guests over. Your parents and sister are read in. Although they’re not read in on Miss Martian.”




Alee reminded him, “My dad and big sister are mega-geniuses. They know what I’m really doing, so they’ll be pretty sure my friend Megan isn’t really a girl sharing my hospital room with a wrecked leg. Batman told ’em I was going to get training with young Justice League trainees, and The Team has slipped into the super-news a couple times. They’ll suspect…stuff.”




Robin insisted, “They can suspect all they want. Don’t tell them the truth about Megan, unless you have a crisis and she has to reveal herself. And if that happens, call me before you reveal anything.”




Megan gave Robin a big grin. “Don’t worry! It’ll be fine.”




Alee frowned a little. “Just don’t say ‘what can go wrong’ because White Knight said that to Batman, and pretty much everything went wrong.”




Megan grinned a little and said, “I’ll behave. Besides, this is gonna be awesome!”




Robin handed them their cover stories and reminded them, “You’ll meet up with the Macks at Location Alpha at eleven tomorrow morning. If anything goes wrong, notify me and head at once to Location Beta.”




Alee was pretty sure he had back-up plans to the back-up plan, just in case. Because Bat-training! She didn’t say that out loud, even if Robin said stuff like that all the time. And Catwoman did. And White Knight did. She also didn’t say any of the naughty stuff the White Knight would have said. She just said, “Okay. That’s not a problem.”




“I’m okay with it, too,” Megan said with a nod.




Alee went back to her room to lie on her bed and check over her cover story, and study Megan’s cover story, so she didn’t slip up even once. And really, did Batman and Robin have to make Megan’s cover story so close to real stuff? Okay, losing her parents in a fiery car accident totally explained why Megan was not a we-love-to-watch-fires person without really telling the true stuff. And saying she only had an ‘honorary’ uncle John was way too close to the truth. Megan had really had a horrible life.




Okay, so had Artemis. And Conner. And probably Robin too. And maybe Kaldur too.







The next day started off totally easy. Alee was ready as soon as she ate breakfast and used her morph to slide into her ‘girdle’. Because even with a minimizer bra, she was still looking pretty maximized up top. But with the padded girdle, she looked chubby all over, instead of all superheroine-y. She wasn’t bothering with padding for her face or arms and hands, or legs and feet. Not when she was claiming it was a weird thyroid problem due to her meds. So she had one small suitcase and a big purse, because she wasn’t taking her Stormburst uniform along and she’d done laundry just the other day so it wasn’t like she needed to carry thirty pounds of dirty clothes home. Also, her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, instead of doing the whole superheroine hairstyle thing that she was already doing with her silvery morph.




The girdle thing was pretty heavy. Totally heavier than the whole padded fatsuit ‘Annie Farrell’ had worn in Fresno. But that thing hadn’t been designed to feel right if someone gave her a big hug. It had been designed to look right. So this had the right feel as well, which meant it had the right weight. Which was okay with her, since she was supposed to have been bed-ridden for months, and she ought to have the aerobic fitness of that Blob guy in Marvel Comics.




Megan didn’t have to do any of that, thanks to mega-awesome shapeshifter powers. And Alee could tell Megan had been practicing with the prosthetic leg, because she was getting around just fine while wearing the thing. Megan had a small suitcase and a purse too. And her cane. Plus, the suitcase Robin got for Megan had four wheels and a cane-like handle so Megan could put the suitcase on its wheels and slide up the handle part and use it like a sort of walker if she wanted.




They took the transporter up to the Watchtower and back down to a transporter pad in Los Angeles. And Xander Harris was waiting for them, only in disguise, looking like a janitorial guy with a big mustache and a dopey cap. She gave him a big smile, but she didn’t blow his cover ID. And he had a big janitor’s cart that he hid their stuff in before leading them down a freight elevator and out a security door he had a keycard for. He wheeled the cart along a loading dock and over to a panel van that said ‘Martinez Janitorial Services’ on the sides and back.




The insides were totally not for a janitorial service. There were a couple seats in the back, but they were seats at computer stations. And there was a big computer stack that looked like an insane amount of computing power for just a truck, so Alee knew it was for secret superhero stuff. Especially when it had massive cables going up to the ceiling and then to the side walls and the back and the front of the truck. The computer stack even had its own air chiller on top and a recirculating fan underneath. And there was other stuff, like a closet for clothes that probably held a White Knight uniform and a couple disguises. Alee didn’t ask, and she didn’t peek.




Xander drove them over to the Good Samaritan Hospital on Wilshire Boulevard, over by the Harbor Freeway. Then he parked in the back where a janitorial services truck would park, and he led them through some locked non-patient areas he had another keycard for, over to a front door where regular patients would wait to be picked up, or would come in to get checked in. Then he pretended he was vacuuming the halls while he stuck around and kept an eye on them, like they were eight and they needed to not get left by themselves.




Okay, he was probably really there in case of problems, so he could make sure they got to Location B, and if that was another problem, then over to Location C, which would let them take a bus up I-5 to Paradise Valley, and that ride was only a few hours.




They only had to wait maybe twenty minutes before Alee’s parents drove up in her mom’s SUV, and her parents scrambled out to greet them.




Alee’s mom rushed over and hugged Alee and burst into tears. “We missed you so much!”




Alee tried really hard not to cry too, because she’d missed her mom and dad a lot, but her mom was crying, so there was sort of an Automatic Weepiness Field around her. Alee hugged her mom and her dad, and said, “And this is my friend Megan, who’s been my roomie for months, and she’s the best.”




Her mom hugged Megan, who hugged Alee’s mom back, and her dad shook Megan’s hand that wasn’t holding the cane. Her dad put their bags in the car, checked on whether either of them wanted help getting in the back, and then drove them away from the hospital.




Her mom looked over the seat and struggled, “Honey, you look…”




“I look like a butterball, mom,” Alee mercilessly said. “You can say it. I’m way heavier than when I ‘got checked into the hospital’. Just tell everyone I’m on a special trial drug to keep me from having more strokes, and it’s made my thyroid get cruddy, and I can’t exercise when I’m flat on my back in a hospital bed so I’m like fifty pounds heavier.”




Her dad worried, “Do you really have to do this?” Because the Macks knew why Alee had been gone for months, and it wasn’t because of a stroke. So her dad knew it was because of superpowers and superheroine identity stuff. And Alee was willing to bet that her dad had been doing research on this kind of stuff.




“Yes dad, I have to. It’s mega-important. And I have to go back after Christmas. And you have to stick to this story.”




Megan suggested, “Maybe you should show them when we get to your house, so they can see. Then they’ll understand.”




Alee’s mom got all choked up but said, “Okay, honey. But don’t be surprised if your father already knows your…other identity.”




Alee tried not to wince. “Fresno?”




“Fresno,” her dad agreed. “It was all over the news and the super-news. It was pretty hard to miss that I was watching your…abilities.”




So Alee just said, “That Stormburst sure is built like Black Canary or Power Girl or something. I bet she couldn’t hide her shape no matter what.”




Her mom spilled, “Annie found there’s already a Stormburst Fan Club out there. She sounded pretty embarrassed about it on the phone, so I think maybe…she joined.”




Alee tried really hard not to blush bright red.




Megan just said, “Well, there should be a fan club! Stormburst’s amazing, and she’s fought some really big stuff…in Fresno, I mean.”




Alee was pretty sure her mom flinched, because Megan wasn’t really all that convincing on that last bit. She just stressed, “Look, maybe Megan and I aren’t really good at the security thing, even if we’re learning stuff, but you can’t talk about this with anyone else, and anything you guess or figure out? You’ve gotta keep that to yourselves too.”




Her dad wondered, “So no speculating on who Megan really is?”




“Totally not!” Alee said. That was not a squeak. She definitely did not squeak out those words.




Megan played that down. “As soon as people see my cane and find out I’ve got a prosthetic leg, no one would believe I could be a superhero.”




Alee didn’t say anything about that, even if she now knew stuff about Steel that would make you think someone with an artificial leg could still be a superhero if they wanted it bad enough.




Her mom changed the subject in a ginormous ‘don’t wanna talk about it anymore’ move. “Have you thought about what you want to do while you’re home?”




“Totally!” Alee exploded. “I wanna show her how to decorate our tree, and I wanna take her to Central Park to see the decorated trees—”




“Do you think Megan’s up for that much walking?” her mom worried.




“I’ll be fine, Mrs. Mack,” Megan said. “I can always sit down for a couple minutes and then I’ll be fine.”




Alee pushed, “And I might need to sit down too, since I haven’t gotten much exercise in months.”




“Oh, right,” her mom managed after she thought about it for a couple seconds.




Alee kept going. “And I wanna show her the Christmas lights at Riverfront Park at night, which is a drive-around thing anyway, and I thought we could help at the soup kitchen one or two evenings, and I want her to meet my friends, and I wanna go over to the church for Secret Santa stuff, and the midnight service at the church even if Megan doesn’t like fire, and cooking for Christmas dinner, and baking, and a bunch of stuff. And spending as much time as I can with you two and Annie while we’re doing it.”




Her dad smiled from the driver’s seat, “It sounds like it’s going to wear out old geezers like me before it wears out you two.”




Alee knew he was kidding, because he still did lots of walking and hiking kinds of stuff.




Her mom smiled, “I already talked to Father Paul about the soup kitchen, and he said he can always use another experienced hand, like you. And I checked on the scheduling for the Riverfront Park lights, because I thought you’d want to do that. Mike Thiels said tomorrow night’s probably going to be the least crowded time until after New Years Day, so we’ll aim for tomorrow night.”




“And Annie’s flying in tonight on a red-eye, so she’ll get here early tomorrow morning, and we can all drive up and meet her at the airport,” her dad added.




“We saved the tree decorating,” her mom said. “You and Annie always want to do that.”




“That’s great!” Alee tried not to shriek. “I was hoping. And Megan wants to help too!”




Megan mentioned, “I haven’t gotten to decorate a tree in years. You don’t do the real candles on the tree, do you? I really don’t like fire at all.”




“No, dear,” Alee’s mom answered. “Just little Christmas lights on strands. And we always need lots of help to get the light strings all untangled. And the popcorn strands. When Annie and Alee were little, we always had to make lots of extra popcorn, or else they’d eat it off the strands. Maybe even right off the tree.”




“Mom!” Alee fussed. Just a little.




Megan giggled,”Could I eat some of the popcorn off the tree? It sounds fun.”




“Sure you can, honey,” Alee’s mom replied. “You’re our guest!” Then she winked at Alee. “You’ll just have to be responsible for keeping Annie and Alee from doing it.”




Megan grinned, “I’ve got a cane, so I can trip ’em if they try.”




So they had a great drive to the house, and everything was going so great!







Jo Baker glanced off to her right at the cars waiting for the traffic light.




Uncle Tommy growled quietly, “Josey, pay attention. We don’t wanna be here long enough to make anyone suspicious.”




“I am payin’ attention, Unk. Just…someone I don’t wanna deal with.”




“Who?”




“The Mack bitch who got me suspended from school last year,” she admitted.




“Fuck that shit,” Uncle Tommy insisted. “We’ve got a major armored car job to coordinate, and you and me have gotta spot every camera around the bank. The day before Christmas should be a huge day for business deposits.”




“On it,” she insisted. It wasn’t like Uncle Tommy was even her uncle. He was her dad’s cousin, so really he was her cousin, but he was eight years older than her dad, so ‘uncle’ was easier than a whatever cousin however many times removed.







He looked up in horror at the alarm. The alarm that hadn’t triggered since Rosanna stopped flying in and out of the town. And Rosanna was in prison now. Even worse…




Klaris rushed into the monitoring room. “Problem?”




He pointed at the monitor. “A Martian just crossed the sensor circle around the town.”




Klaris winced. “Any chance it’s…one of us?”




He tried not to cringe. “No. Look at the readings. We’ve got a White Martian in our town, and it could look like anyone.”




Klaris did cringe. “A White? We’ll have to get out the portable trackers and find it and kill it, before it tracks us down and murders every one of us.”




Issue #6



Alee couldn’t stop smiling. In no time, Annie would walk off her plane and walk over and then there would be hugging and crying and stuff. She’d really missed Annie, even if Annie had been off to college for a whole school year before Alee meta’ed out. But being away from home, and being away from her mom and dad, and being away from her boyfriend and friends, and being away from Annie had really been hard.




Maybe she wasn’t cut out to be a real superheroine, because nobody else in The Team was upset about being away from their families. Okay, Conner didn’t really have a family, and Robin and Kaldur didn’t talk like they missed their families, and Megan wanted to be away from her family, and Artemis sure didn’t want to deal with any of her fam. Wally? Wally probably just ran home in a fraction of a second whenever he wanted some family time.




She made an effort to stop thinking about that, because she didn’t want to look sad when Annie walked over.




Megan limped over with her cane. “You okay?”




“Umm, sure,” she fibbed. Like someone empathic like Megan wouldn’t know right off that Alee was fibbing because she felt bad about stuff. So she said, “Just thinking about ‘hospital’ stuff.”




Megan gave her a one-armed hug around the shoulders. “I worry about that stuff too. It’s okay.”




Alee gave her a big smile. “You know, you’re the best roomie ever.” And really, being able to tell when people were feeling bad so you could help them? A totally awesome superpower.




That made Megan smile a ton, so Alee felt better right there. Megan whispered, “No, you are.” 




Then Megan’s eyes flickered over to Alee’s folks. Alee checked on her mom and dad without looking at them, just glancing out of the corner of her eye, like Robin had taught her. Her folks were talking quietly and trying not to look her way too much and probably worrying about her. She wished they weren’t worried about her, but she knew her dad had figured out she was Stormburst and already fighting supervillains, so there wasn’t much chance she could make them stop worrying. And really, having them love her and worry about her was way better than the alternatives, as she could tell just by looking at her teammates. Which really made her feel bad for her teammates, and made her think about team stuff.




And here came Annie! Naturally, Annie was lugging a heavy backpack that was bound to be full of books, and pulling a rollerbag that was probably really heavy and probably also full of books, given how hard it was to pull behind her. Their mom and dad rushed over to hug Annie, and Alee followed behind them, not going any faster than Megan wanted to walk with the cane.




Their mom was still hugging Annie, and their dad was already teasing Annie some, “Honey, you’re supposed to bring clothes home in your luggage, not cinderblocks.”




Annie stopped hugging their mom long enough to hug Alee. She glanced down at Alee’s stomach and pretended she hadn’t done it. Then she fussed, “Dad! I do so have clothes in there! I’ve got two changes of clothes in the rollerbag, and I brought a suitcase I checked through.”




Alee hugged Annie some more and smiled, “It’s so good to see you! And you look great.”




Okay, Annie wasn’t wearing any makeup at all, and she hadn’t brushed her hair after napping on planes, and she’d probably gained another five or six pounds since Alee had seen her over the summer. But she looked tons better than ‘Fat Alee’ Mack so Alee was giving her lots of slack. Besides it would be mean to go all Kelly on her and pick on her about mean stuff.




Their dad lifted the rollerbag up by its handle, but only about two inches. “Annie, did you bring the entire MIT library home in here?”




Annie blushed a little, mainly around her cheeks and ears, and admitted, “Well, not the whole library. But there are a lot of biochem texts they only let you check out for a week at a time, except over Christmas break when you can’t return ’em, and the grad students and professors always have ’em on holds. So I just checked a bunch out for break, and I’ve got ’em for a little over two full weeks!”




Their mom smiled, “Will any of us except Alee see you this week?”




“Oh sure!” Annie insisted. “I’m not going to read 24x7.” She looked at the disbelieving expressions on their parents’ faces. “Well, not this vacation.”




Their dad pretended he was thinking it over. Then he looked at Alee and Megan. “Girls, I may need to give you assignments this vacation. If Annie gets too lost in reading, you’ll need to go in Alee’s room and get her to stop.”




Alee glanced over at Megan and fibbed, “Oh sure, we can do that. Maybe…we’d try out new makeup and hairstyle stuff on Annie while she’s trying to read.”




Megan could tell Alee was kidding, so she asked, “Do you think Annie would look good as a blonde?” Annie gasped in horror.




Alee nodded eagerly. “Totally. With green streaks. Neon green is in this year.”




Annie actually grabbed the sides of her hair and squeaked, “Not my hair!”




So Alee hugged her until Annie relaxed. 




Their mom smiled, “Come on, let’s go get Annie’s suitcase. Then we can get all of it into the dirty clothes bins and start on the tree.”




Annie grinned excitedly, “You waited until I got home for the tree? You’re the best!”




Their dad took Annie’s rollerbag while Annie hung onto her backpack, and they trekked off to baggage claim. Which as always was like a billion steps from the jetways, like they wanted to make sure jet travel was an aerobic experience.




Alee quietly checked with Megan, “You okay?”




“Oh sure,” Megan smiled. “I don’t get enough walking at the hospital. This is great.”




A huge, burly, hairy guy with a big beard and a huge duster-style coat and a huge backpack pushed past them, nearly bumping into Megan.




Megan’s smile froze. “Okay, that’s not great,” she whispered.




Alee turned her head enough to get a sideways look at the guy, who was heading over toward the security checkpoint for Terminal A. The guy had a big backpack that you could fit all kinds of stuff into.




Megan whispered, “I felt anger, determination, plotting, and anger.”




“You said ‘anger’ twice,” Alee mentioned.




“Well, there was a lot of anger there.”




Oh crud.




Alee whispered, “Stay put, keep watching. I’ll tell mom something.”




“Can do.”




Alee scurried over to her family. She whispered a little too loudly, “Mom, I need to help Megan with the little girls’ room. Go ahead and get Annie’s luggage, and we’ll meet you at baggage claim in a couple minutes. Okay?”




Annie looked worried, and their dad looked, well, suspicious. Their mom just said, “Okay honey, we’ll wait for you at the baggage claim.”




Their dad disagreed, “We’ll catch the shuttle and wait at the car. Alee, you remember where that is, right?”




“Oh sure!” she smiled. Then she walked back to Megan, who had moved another hundred feet back toward the terminal and stuff.




Megan smiled, “Everything okay?”




Alee whispered, “I think my dad knows something’s up.”




Megan admitted, “I called R. He’s got us and he’s on it.”




Alee gave her a big smile that she didn’t feel. Even if Robin had their GPS location off Megan’s phone and could get someone in the Watchtower to tap into airport security cams, if this was a serious problem, then it was going to be up to them.




She figured they were about as not-obvious as a wheelchair race. On the other hand, nobody was going to be looking at them and thinking ‘hey look it’s superheroes up to superheroing’. So they strolled along way behind the huge guy who was super-easy to follow because he was so tall. Seriously, how did nobody else notice the guy was like eight feet tall and four feet wide?




Alee popped her Team earbud into her right ear and made sure it was seated well enough to get some bone conduction.




Robin’s voice came over the comms. “S? You there yet? S?”




“S here,” she whispered without moving her lips any.




“M here too,” Megan’s whisper came over the comms. Alee was close enough to Megan to tell that nobody normal could hear her whisper. So that was good, unless the big guy was Kryptonian or something.




Robin announced, “We’ve got cams on you and your problem. He’s definitely Mammoth.”




“Uh-oh,” Megan whispered. “Super-strong. Like ‘punch out Conner’ strong. And really tough.”




“And really dumb,” Robin added. “He’s probably working for somebody. Expect Kobra or Shimmer. Or even a member of the Fearsome Five.”




“Crud,” Alee whispered. Because she’d done her homework. Kobra was awesome at martial arts and had no scruples. Shimmer was really Mammoth’s sister, and she could transmute matter she was mega-close to or touching, which meant she could probably disintegrate you by turning you into air, if you were dumb enough to tackle her. And the team’s records said she had martial arts skills that Mammoth didn’t, plus she was way tougher than your typical badguy with non-fighter powers.




She glanced around mega-casually. She didn’t see anybody big enough to be Kobra, but that didn’t mean much if Mammoth was on an assignment. And Shimmer could be pretty much any woman around them, just in a good disguise. It wasn’t like Shimmer looked like Big Barda or Power Girl or Hawkgirl.




Alee reached out with her telekinesis and tried squeezing Mammoth’s carotids closed. Nope. It was like trying to squeeze Superboy’s carotids. Only bigger.




She tried to feel what was in the backpack. It felt like…




“Eww.” She whispered over the comms, “In the backpack. Really short person with lots of hardware.”




Robin instantly supplied, “Sounds like Gizmo. He looks like a bald eight year old. He’s not. His hardware is really dangerous, and can let him go just about anywhere. We’ve seen spider legs, tank treads, jet propulsion, mounted rifles or lasers or plasma launchers, and a wide variety of tools.”




Megan suggested, “We may need to go in the ladies’ room and do a quick-change.”




Robin asked, “Can you take them out without that? They’re likely to create a lot of damage and injuries if they’re threatened.”




“Maybe?” Alee guessed. She had a thought. “M, remember those two girls who would not stop bothering Wally and even he wanted to get away?”




Megan looked at her. “We’re not dressed right.”




“Well yeah, but isn’t Mammoth supposed to be really dumb?” Alee asked mega-quietly.




“As a boulder,” Robin supplied over the comms. “Gizmo is really smart, though.”




“Got it,” Alee whispered on the comms.




She reached out again with her tk, and this time she carefully squeezed the carotids of Gizmo. If that was who it was. She felt the little guy go limp, and she held on a couple more seconds so he’d stay unconscious for a couple minutes.




Meanwhile, she and Megan were walking a little bit faster. Not enough to get noticed, just enough that they were moving slightly forward through the crowds instead of getting passed. And Mammoth had stopped.




Robin spoke over the comms, “Now you’re close enough I can tap their comms. Mammoth’s trying to get Gizmo to answer him. Nice work.”




Mammoth wasn’t moving forward. In fact, he was unslinging his backpack and turning around to check in it. Then he put one huge hand in the backpack and maybe poked at something. Alee figured he was trying to figure out what happened to Gizmo, who hopefully was just unconscious and not anything worse.




They caught up just as Mammoth was growling at the backpack, “Wake up, baldy!”




They stepped into Mammoth’s personal space, while everyone else was detouring way around the guy. Megan gave him a sunny smile, “Would you like a copy of the Watchtower?”




And Alee grabbed Mammoth’s closer hand, which was huge but not as hairy as she was expecting. She made sure to grab the back of his hand, because if she grabbed the palm of his hand, he could squeeze her hand, and he was super-strong. She exhaled and hit Mammoth with as big a charge of electricity as she could without making a visible lightning bolt.




Mammoth roared in pain, convulsed for several seconds, and keeled over backward. Alee let go and let his hand pull away from her as he fell. Megan used her tk to pull on Mammoth’s backpack a little so Mammoth didn’t fall on top of Gizmo and squish the guy.




Robin directed, “Okay. Clear the area. I’ve got security on the way, and League support is already inbound.”




Alee and Megan stepped to the side and merged into the traffic going away from the terminal toward the baggage claim and stuff. They made sure to walk along at foot traffic speed so they could blend in better.




Robin announced, “Security cam footage is erased. You’re clear.”




Alee noticed airport security people racing past them. Everyone was turning to rubberneck, so Alee and Megan did too. It looked like security people were running in from the other direction too, and a security drone was sweeping in from the security gate to check on stuff.




Alee said out loud, “Wow, I wonder what happened.”




So Megan said out loud, “Maybe somebody got sick or something.”




And they just kept walking. They detoured past the baggage claim, and they were just in time to catch her family heading out with one of Annie’s collapsible suitcases that was really just a big ballistic nylon bag with some zippers and wheels and handles attached. It looked like it was probably pretty close to the weight limit for luggage, so Annie probably had it stuffed with dirty clothes, because Annie tended to let stuff like that slide when she was working on projects or studying. Alee’s dad had the big suitcase, her mom had the rollerbag, and Annie still had her heavy backpack.




Alee walked over and asked her dad, “Can I take the suitcase?”




Her dad gave her and Annie a smile. “It’s okay. I’ve got it. Even if Annie packed up her entire closet in here.” But it rolled right along on its wheels, so it wasn’t like he was hauling fifty or sixty pounds in his arms.




“Dad!” Annie complained a little.




Megan apologized, “Sorry if I held things up. Sometimes I need a little help, even if it’s embarrassing.”




Their mom insisted, “Oh no, honey. It’s fine. And if there’s anything you need, please feel free to ask us.”




“What if…she needs a pony?” Alee teased.




Megan giggled, and Annie grinned. Their dad smiled, “Of course! Megan’s our extra-special guest.”




Annie asked, “What if I need a pony?”




“I think you already have one in this suitcase,” their dad kidded.




“George!” their mom pretended to complain. “The airline wouldn’t let Annie pack a pony in her suitcase. It would have to go cargo. That’s just a bale of hay and a saddle. Right Annie?”




Annie, who never wanted to ride the ponies at the fair or anything, nodded, “Oh sure. And my spare saddle, and my whole farrier’s kit in case my pony needs new horseshoes.”




Their dad laughed, and he smiled, “It’s good to have both of you home. Even if your pony’s going to have to stay out of the house, in the back yard.”




Then they had to wait for the shuttle off to where her dad had parked the car. She thought it was really smart of her dad to realize that a ‘bathroom emergency’ for Alee and her friend might mean a supervillain problem and he needed to get Annie and their mom away from the airport just in case. There were plenty of people waiting for the shuttle, so Alee had to let her dad move Annie’s bags over for the shuttle driver to shove in the luggage area at the back of the shuttle. They took their seats, with a couple people being nice because Megan was using her cane. Their dad stood, so more people who needed seats could sit. But he was a nice guy.




And one girl in the middle of the shuttle bus was playing her radio really loud. Alee didn’t mind too much because she liked the song that was playing. But she figured her mom and dad were just putting up with it, along with most of the rest of the shuttle.




Then the shuttle bus pulled away from the curb, and the guy running the radio show announced, “And next up, it’s Fresno’s own The Bad Raisins and their first chart-buster, The Stormburst Anthem!”




Alee suddenly felt all the blood drain out of her face. She was pretty sure it all went into her stomach, based on the sick feeling she suddenly had. Megan looked over at her with a worried expression. And the song started, and it was even worse than Alee had expected.





Stormburst, she knows what it takes to save this town

She’ll do it till the sun goes down

and all through the night time oh yeah

Oh yeah she’ll battle what the badguy makes

Fight the supervillainess for all our sakes

Just in the nick of time, yeah, yeah





She wears a uniform so no one knows her name

She wears a uniform but we see she’s got game





She’s unstoppable

She’s a silver meta force

She’s invincible

She throws lightning bolts of course

She’s electrical

She won’t need batteries to play

She’s unstoppable

As she flies into the fray

Unstoppable today, unstoppable today

Unstoppable today, She’s unstoppable today!







It was all she could do not to bury her face in her hands in utter embarrassment. And Batman was going to be so mad at her! After all the mean stuff he’d said about her work in Fresno, and now this? She was just sort of praying that he wouldn’t think she put them up to it. And the song just kept going. And going.





She wears a uniform so no one knows her name

She wears a uniform but we see she’s got game





She’s unstoppable

She’s a silver meta force

She’s invincible

She throws lightning bolts of course

She’s electrical

She won’t need batteries to play

She’s unstoppable

As she flies into the fray

Unstoppable today, unstoppable today

Unstoppable today, She’s unstoppable today

Unstoppable today, unstoppable today

Unstoppable today, She’s unstoppable today





She wears a uniform so no one knows her name

She wears a uniform but we see she’s got game





She’s unstoppable

She’s a silver meta force

She’s invincible

She throws lightning bolts of course

She’s electrical

She won’t need batteries to play

She’s unstoppable

As she flies into the fray

Unstoppable today, unstoppable today

Unstoppable today, She’s unstoppable today

Unstoppable today, unstoppable today

Unstoppable today, She’s unstoppable today!







“And that was The Stormburst Anthem by the Bad Raisins, who are playing in Fresno this week, at the Fulton 55 tomorrow night and the 23rd, and then at Strummer’s on the 28th and 29th, followed by…”




Alee just tried to tune it out. Megan reached over and squeezed Alee’s hand. Then she spoke over the comms so no one else would hear. “It’s okay. It’s just a song. I mean, a really catchy song, but it’s just a song.”




So Alee stuck to the comms. “Oh crud! Why does stuff like this happen to me? Batman’s gonna be so mad…” She just knew stuff like this would never happen to Terawatt.




And to make things even worse, Robin was still on the comms. “What’s wrong?”




Megan whispered over the comms, “New pop song. The Stormburst Anthem by The Bad Raisins.”




Robin paused a moment, probably to check something on computer screens, and said, “Number 47 on this week’s pop chart. With a bullet. The Bad Raisins are a Fresno garage band, two brothers on lead guitar and drums, and their sister sings and plays bass. Plus a keyboardist.”




Alee just groaned miserably.




Robin added, “Update. Batman isn’t mad at you, and he says this isn’t nearly as bad as the song Booster Gold wrote about himself and tried to bribe a bunch of established groups to play.”




Megan said on the comms, “Alee’s really unhappy. And embarrassed.”




So Robin chipped in, “Hey, at least Fresno isn’t putting up a Storm-signal on the roof of the police headquarters.”




Alee grumbled into the comms, “Thanks, that makes me feel tons better.”




Robin was so totally smiling. She could hear it in his voice even over the comms. “On the upside, Mammoth and Gizmo are in restraints and secured, and Gizmo had enough gear to completely subvert the airport security systems as well as the radar and the displays in the air traffic tower.”




Crud. With all of that, the badguys could have flown a plane full of Venom and whatever from the Pacific Ocean into the airport, landed it and unloaded it, and driven out of the airport with tons of creepy drugs with no one in airport security any the wiser. Alee was guessing Kobra was behind the whole thing. That guy totally needed to re-think his priorities. While spending twenty to life in Belle Reve.




Issue #7



Alee felt totally embarrassed, but she still didn’t let her dad hurt himself lugging Annie’s stuff to their car and heaving it into the back. While they were leaving the shuttle bus, she had to let her mom and dad take the suitcases, but as soon as they got to the car, she pretended to help him load the stuff in the back of the SUV but really she lifted everything with her tk, one bag at a time, so it was mega-easy to get stuff arranged.




Then they drove home. Alee was in the middle of the back seat, with Annie on her left and Megan on her right.




Alee’s dad checked, “Can I turn on the radio?”




Alee groaned, “Sure, as long as it’s not Top 40.” She knew her dad never listened to Top 40 stations anyway. He listened to news channels or Golden Oldies channels.




Annie checked, “You were really that upset?”




“Embarrassed,” Megan explained.




“Humiliated!” Alee groaned. “Totally mega-humiliated.”




Annie thought for a second and admitted, “I’d be thrilled to death if someone wrote a song about how awesome I am.”




Their dad helpfully suggested, “It could be to the tune of Tom Lehrer’s ‘Fight Fiercely Harvard’.”




Annie stuck her tongue out at their dad, even though she knew he wouldn’t see it. She rubbed Alee’s arm and murmured, “Come on, it’s just a song. You have to at least pretend it’s not bothering you.”




“Right,” Alee sighed. Even if she still felt horrible. How did no one get how embarrassing an ‘anthem’ about you was? She just knew a bunch of the Justice League would be mad at her about it. What if Xander and Amy were mad about it and they stopped being her friends? That would be awful!




Megan went to the comms and quietly pointed out, “There’s been maybe five or six songs about Superman since he first started superheroing. Conner complains about them, but he’s not really upset about them. And there’s a folk song about the Flash that Wally hums sometimes. And I know you know most of the Wonder Woman songs.”




Maybe she knew all the Wonder Woman songs, even the Partridge Family one. And she had a couple on CDs. And she’d thought about asking Wonder Woman if she’d autograph them.




Alee stuck with the comms. “But…but they’re really big heroes! They deserve songs and awards and stuff. I’m just…me.”




Megan gave her a look. She stayed on the comms. “Stop being mean to yourself. You’re great. You’re already a shoe-in for the League, even if you don’t see it. Once the Team is done with these undercover assignments, I know you’ll get voted in.”




Alee still felt embarrassed. And she still felt like she didn’t deserve it. Even if she kept remembering the stuff Terawatt had told her. Terawatt would totally be in the Justice League, and Alee had stronger powers than Terawatt, just less experience and less training, and they were the same person. Just in different universes. 




Okay, Terawatt was totally way more awesome than Alee was. But maybe…just maybe…three years ago, she wasn’t.




Alee said over the comms, “I need more training. More criminology, more tactics and strategy, more martial arts, more science, more super-stuff…”




Megan answered, “You’ll get there. Didn’t you say Terawatt needed years on all of this?”




Alee just gave Megan a tiny nod. She needed tons more training, and she needed to put in tons more work on her training. But she could start right away, just by getting her dad and Annie to lecture on biochem stuff they were working on.




She turned to ask Annie about her courses, but Annie had already fallen asleep. Her head was back against the headrest, and her mouth was open, and some of Annie’s hair was falling into her mouth.




Alee carefully used her telekinesis to tilt back Annie’s part of the back seat. Then she brushed Annie’s hair back away from her mouth, and she used a little telekinesis like a soft neck pillow so Annie’s head wouldn’t roll around. Just watching Annie sleep was like back when they were younger, before Annie went off to college and before Alee meta’ed out, back when Annie was The Big Sister and sharing a room with her was so awesome.




Alee smiled warmly and whispered over her comms, “Let’s be quiet for a while, Annie probably didn’t get enough sleep last night.”




“Okay, if you say so…Superheroine With Her Own Anthem.”




“Ooh! Watch it, or I’ll tell Conner he should write you your own anthem as a birthday present.”




“That would be cute,” Megan admitted.




“You think everything about him is cute.”




“Except when he’s really angry and he won’t listen…”







Alee let Annie sleep until they pulled into the driveway and their dad parked the car. It wasn’t like they could park the car in the garage, since the garage had been a chem lab for years. There was room for maybe two bicycles in their garage now, what with the lab tables and the storage areas and stuff.




“Huh?” Annie didn’t wake up like somebody like Robin would. “Wha?” She blinked a couple times and finally asked, “Are we home already?”




“Uh-huh,” Alee answered. “You looked like you needed naptime, so we let you sleep.”




Annie groaned and sat up, fixing her seat too, and wiping around her mouth in case she’d drooled. “I didn’t snore, did I?”




“Hardly any,” Alee fibbed. Because Annie did snore. But Alee was used to it.




Annie looked at their mom’s expression and moaned, “I did snore, and in front of your friend. You should’ve made me wake up.”




Megan smiled, “It’s okay. There’s a guy in the room down the hall from us in the hospital, and he snores like a vacuum cleaner.”




Alee knew Megan was really talking about Wally, who fell asleep in long meetings because of Speedster ADHD, and then he accidentally snored too, so everyone couldn’t miss that he’d fallen asleep. Sometimes he even snored at super-speed. And it was mega-embarrassing when he fell asleep and snored when they had important Justice Leaguers there to talk about important stuff. Also, he didn’t like it when Alee used her telekinesis and poked him to wake him up, so she’d stopped doing that. She was pretty sure one of the Green Lanterns was still mad about it. She couldn’t talk about that, but she said, “Vacuum cleaner? More like one of those really loud leafblowers you can hear a couple blocks away.”




Megan tried not to giggle and failed. Which made Annie and their mom giggle too.




Their mom checked, “Annie? Do you need some more sleep?”




Annie looked a little embarrassed about it, but asked, “Could I get maybe two hours? It really wasn’t quiet on the plane, and there was this poor little baby who cried most of the flight.”




Alee suggested, “Maybe we could get the tree ready and the ornament boxes out while Annie naps? And then we can do the tree when she’s up?”




“That sounds fun,” Megan said.




So their mom went along with the idea. “We can do that. And I’m pretty sure we can get everything out of the attic without waking Annie up.”




Annie checked, “Am I in my old bed, or am I in the guest bedroom so Megan can share with Alee?”




Alee explained, “We already set up Megan in the guest bedroom. She’s got a prosthetic leg, so a little extra room to get it on and off is good.”




Annie looked shocked. “Oh cra—Umm, crud. I had no idea!”




Megan smiled, “It’s okay. It’s just a part of me that makes me special. But that’s why the cane too.”




“But I thought…umm…never mind,” Annie managed awkwardly.




Alee patted Annie’s hand. “It’s okay. I know you figured out stuff about me, and I know you’d think a lot about Megan because of that, and—”




“Oh!” gasped Annie. Which totally meant Annie had figured out something. Annie looked at Megan with wide eyes. “Wow.”




Alee tried again, “Annie, we can’t talk about this. Not at all.”




Megan went to the comms. “Robin? You still there?”




Robin’s voice came over the comms. “For a few. We’ve got a crisis incoming, and I’m going to have to cut you two off. You’ll have to go with the Watchtower link until I get back to you.”




Megan insisted over the comms, “We can do that, but someone’s big sister figured it out already. Probably from super-news on who Stormburst works with.”




“Fine. Tell her no talking about it, and deny everything until we get her under some sort of NDA and psychic check. Robin out.” But Alee had already said the important part of that. And her family already knew the important part.




Annie thought about it for a couple seconds. “Right. You’re just my little sister, home for Christmas from the hospital, and her hospital roommate.” But she still poked Alee in the waist a couple times, checking on the fatsuit. Because naturally Annie had figured that out too.




Megan felt Alee’s emotions and Annie’s, and went to the comms. “Good thing your sister’s not a supervillain.”




“Or my dad,” Alee spilled over the comms. “He’s worked it all out and he’s just pretending.”




“I think your mom has too, she’s just hiding it better,” Megan replied.




“Well, starting with knowing about me is just too much data,” Alee admitted. “Robin’s gonna be soooo upset.”




“In the no-I’m-not-upset way he does,” Megan suggested.




“Totes,” Alee agreed. She figured Batman taught the entire Bat-family to do that, in one way or another.




Since they were outside, Alee helped her dad by acting like she wasn’t helping. She just used her telekinesis and lifted the suitcase and rollerbag enough that they felt like ten pounds instead of fifty.




Then they all went inside. Alee moved the suitcase straight to the laundry room, because she figured there wasn’t going to be anything in there except dirty clothes and a few things Annie wouldn’t think she needed to keep with her on travel, like her makeup and an extra pair of shoes. Then she carried the rollerbag up to her and Annie’s room, using her telekinesis so the bag was pretty much weightless. Megan and Annie went with her, even if Annie had to work a bit to go up the stairs with everything in her backpack.




Alee put the rollerbag upright next to Annie’s bookcase, while Annie set the backpack on her desk. Alee asked, “Can I help put stuff away?”




Annie shook her head with a smile. “No thank you. Everything will wait until after a nap.”




Alee teased, “No cheeseburgers tucked away in your backpack?”




Annie snickered. “I thought about buying some airport food to take along, but it was so expensive. I ate a couple nutrition bars instead.”




Alee gave Annie another hug and said, “Go nap. Maybe we’ll wait until you’re up to start decorating the tree.”




Annie smiled, because they both knew their mom would make everyone wait for Annie.




And while Annie took a nap, Alee and her dad got the Christmas boxes out of the attic. Alee just pulled down the ladder, took a peek up the steps, and brought all four boxes down with her telekinesis.




Megan whispered, “Wow, this is a lot of stuff.”




Alee’s dad whispered back, “If you think four paper boxes is a lot, you should see Alee’s grandparents’ Christmas storage. My mom has been collecting Christmas ornaments and Christmas decorations and Christmas plates since she was a little girl. They have about ten times this much stuff.”




Alee added, “If you count the lights for outside, and the metal reindeer and the sled that go in their front yard, maybe twenty times as much. They have a ton in their attic, and a ton in their basement, and a ton out in their storage shed which is like half Christmas stuff.”




“Neato!” Megan whispered happily.




They carried the boxes down to the living room, where Alee’s mom already had a little square plastic tarp thing unfolded to protect the carpet where the tree was going to go. They opened up the boxes and pulled out the tree base and a hand-quilted ‘tree skirt’ that would go under the tree but hide the ugly metal base and plastic square. Alee and Megan ‘hauled’ the already-cut tree in from the back yard, where it had been sitting in a big bucket of water that probably had her dad’s preservative formula to keep cut plants looking nice longer, and it was such a cool preservative formula that the company was selling it to florists now. Okay, they used their telekinesis to squeeze the tree branches into a tight non-mess-making bundle and tote the tree straight through the house into the living room, where it went right into the tree base that her mom had half-filled with water and some more of the preservative stuff. Then Alee tightened the base’s screw-things on the trunk while her dad held the tree up straight and her mom walked around giving her opinion on tree straightness. Okay, Alee used her telekinesis instead of crawling under the tree branches. And they were all done with the first part.




Alee and Megan had fun chatting and untangling the Christmas tree lights and checking for burned out bulbs, because they were using their telekinesis way more than their arms on the untangling. Alee’s mom and dad unpacked the fragile ornaments from the Fragile Ornaments Box and put all of them on the dining room table with little hooks in them for easy hanging. And her mom got out the popcorn and heavy threads and strong needles, but waited on actually popping the popcorn until Annie was up. Then they watched A Miracle on 34th Street which Megan hadn’t seen before.




Then, when Annie was awake and in the living room, they put some Christmas carols on the CD player and went to work. Well really, it was fun, not work. Only all the fun went mega-fast after the prep they had done, partly because Alee used her powers a bunch on the parts that were usually hard to do. She used her telekinesis to put the angel on top of the tree and drape the strands of tree lights. While she did that, her dad showed Megan how they liked to hang the separate ornaments all over the tree. And her mom and Annie popped popcorn and threaded it and draped it on the tree, with the extra popcorn going down hungry throats so there was nothing left over.




And nobody ate popcorn off the tree, even if her mom was still teasing her and Annie about it. It wasn’t like Alee had really eaten popcorn off the strands on the tree a whole lot.




Well, not more than once or twice when she was little. And that time when Ray dared her to. And the time she dared Ray. And the time Annie was studying over Christmas and wanted popcorn and they’d used up all the popcorn kernels on tree-stuff. And…




Okay, maybe there was a tree-popcorn-eating problem she needed to watch for. Especially now that her appetite was up sometimes. Maybe she wouldn’t let anyone eat the popcorn strands at all…unless Megan wanted some.




And once the tree was all decorated and they turned on the tree lights so it looked all sparkly and beautiful, and once Annie got her dirty clothes out of her suitcase and into the laundry stuff and her first laundry load started, they were ready to go over to their church. Megan was totally impressed with the four trees of Secret Santa stuff for needy kids, so they each picked a tag off a tree—okay, Alee couldn’t decide so she took four, all for little girls. Then they all showed their picks to her mom, which was the mega-important part because her mom had to know what all they needed to buy so she could decide where they would go shopping.




So her mom had her dad drive over to Sunset Mall, which was a strip mall on the west side of town, and they all went shopping. Annie sort of got distracted in the bookstore area in the Target, but everyone in the family knew where she was when it was time to take presents back to the church.




So on the way back, Annie explained, “I had to read the books, didn’t I? I mean, some of the Young Adult books are just terrible, with recycled plots and recycled characters and stuff, and who would want a book that was basically ‘Percy Jackson but in post-apocalyptic California’?”




Alee was pretty sure the target audience wouldn’t be able to tell all of that, even if Annie could pick it up just by skimming the book at Annie-speed. Okay, Alee was pretty sure adults wouldn’t notice, and lots of book reviewers wouldn’t notice, and when the book got made into a movie, the moviegoers wouldn’t notice. One of the things she’d learned from Robin and Batman was that people didn’t notice stuff. They noticed obvious surface things and completely missed important things, which was how nobody noticed that Bruce Wayne was built like he worked out sixty hours a week, and how nobody noticed that Megan’s pop culture ref pool was way tinier than it should be for a normal teen girl, and nobody noticed that Wally ate like a dozen meals a day when he was doing a lot of speedster stuff.




Maybe she wouldn’t have noticed that last one if she hadn’t helped Robin with logistics for The Team, because somebody had to order the groceries and fix the food and clean up afterward. Okay, Robin usually had Wally do the clean-up at superspeed.




So maybe Alee was noticing stuff more than she used to, which was how she knew her mom and her dad had each bought something for Megan too, and her sister had picked up a book that was probably for Megan, along with the book she’d bought for Secret Santa stuff and the four books she’d bought for herself. Not counting all the books Annie had just done speed-reading on while she stood in the bookstore section of the store.




After they fixed dinner together, which was a ton of fun to do with her mom and Megan even if Annie wanted to read instead, they wrapped Secret Santa gifts and packaged them up. Then they dropped them off at the church on the way to go see the lights at Riverfront Park. And they were great. There were maybe four or five dozen light displays, each one a Christmas-y picture made with nothing but lights and painting. Alee spotted when Megan didn’t really recognize what a couple things were supposed to be, so when they got home, Alee showed Megan Babes in Toyland.




And that night, when everyone was going to bed, Annie insisted on seeing how Alee’s fatsuit worked. So Alee gave in and showed her, puddling out of the suit and letting Annie examine it. Alee really figured Annie would be surprised that Alee had kept growing, but Annie had already seen Alee’s body changes before they went to meet with Batman and Robin, and Annie had seen Stormburst on super-news programs, so Annie had already figured out what Alee looked like these days.




Anyway, Annie totally got distracted by the fatsuit. The materials, and the design, and the biochemistry of the fake fat, and all of that stuff. Alee figured Annie would be begging to study Megan’s prosthetic leg pretty soon.







Then the next morning before and after breakfast, they had also fun baking Christmas stuff. Cookies and pastries, and her mom’s Swedish tea ring that they made six of as presents for neighbors. Okay, it was just Alee and Megan and Alee’s mom, because Annie was reading biochem texts and Alee’s dad had to go into the plant for some kind of meeting he didn’t want to go to.




Megan went to the comms again. “This is so fun! Robin never lets us do stuff like this.”




Alee pointed out over the comms, “Well, he does, but boy, does he glare.”




Megan stuck to the comms as she muttered, “You wouldn’t think anyone could do a glare like that with that mask still on.”




Alee didn’t say that stern glares worked way better when the target could empathically pick up just how cranky you really were at her. Which she didn’t think was fair to Megan.




Megan just smiled to Alee’s mom and said, “Thank you very much, Mrs. Mack.”




“You really can call us Barb and George, dear,” Alee’s mom gently reminded Megan.




Megan kept going, “I’m still working on my baking and cooking skills, and we don’t get to do a lot of this kind of thing, so this is great.”




Even with a sort of assembly line going, and two ovens, it took most of the morning to make all the tea rings. So it was like eleven when they got over to Central Park to see the Christmas trees, which were all decorated in different ways in the big park area in front of the old Atron mansion which was now the Paradise Valley Art Museum. The park had been called Atron Park too, but that was ages ago, before the Atrons lost all their money during the Great Depression.




The nice lady who was handing out booklets on the tree decorations took a look at Alee and Megan and Megan’s big cane, and gently said, “If either of you gets…tired, there are plenty of stone benches you can sit on to look at the trees. Even if they are a bit cold at this time of year.”




Megan gave the lady a big smile. “Thanks! We really appreciate it!”




So Alee added, “Totally.”




Alee’s mom smiled back, but it was an uncomfortable smile. “Thank you.”




And they started looking at the trees. The first group were all decorated in the styles of a bunch of European countries. Alee had never thought she’d ever get to go to foreign countries, but Stormburst had already been in four foreign countries with The Team, and now she knew she could use the Speed Force and fly to another country pretty fast. Now she was wondering about zipping to Europe or somewhere and hiking around for a couple weeks as a vacation. Maybe Megan would want to do that with her. Or maybe Tee would.




Alee knew her mom was going to say something, so she waited until they were looking at the tree that represented Scotland, and no one else was anywhere near or even looking their way. “What’s wrong, mom?”




Her mom sighed unhappily. “I just…They think you’re sick and Megan’s disabled, and…well…I feel like we’re taking advantage of their kindness.”




Alee gave her mom a big hug, because her mom deserved lots of hugs and Alee hadn’t been able to hug her for months. And maybe her mom needed a big reassurance-hug. “I know. And we kinda are. But it’s not like we’re taking the last disabled parking spot or something else mean.” They weren’t even using one of the special parking spots at all. Even if Robin could have gotten them a handicapped parking tag so they could park in a handicapped spot. And Alee was pretty sure Robin or Batman would totally do stuff like that if they were playing the role of a disabled person for something important like monitoring a badguy organization or letting badguys plot to attack a ‘handicapped’ person who was actually Robin in disguise. Or just staying in character in case they were under surveillance.




So Alee’s mom went to check on whether the museum still had a lunch thing and if it did, whether she could get a reservation for three. And Alee walked with Megan over to a group of trees that represented Christmas in various South American countries. They even sat down on a nice stone bench to look at what the pamphlet said about the group of trees.




So that was when stuff happened. Alee noticed someone coming up sort of off to the side and sort of behind them. She whispered over the comms, “Incoming.”




Megan whispered back, “Not dangerous, but grumpy and resentful.”




And Jo Baker stepped onto the path just to Alee’s left so she could loom over someone sitting on the low bench. Jo frowned down at Alee, “Mack. What’re you doing here?”





Issue #8



Alee looked up like she had no idea Jo had been coming up on her left, and gave Jo a sunny smile. “Hi! Did you come here to look at the trees too? Aren’t they great? Oh! This is my friend Megan. Megan, this is Jo Baker. I went to school with her.”




Jo lied, “Uhh, yeah, I just came here to look at the Christmas trees.” Jo was not a really good liar.




“Feeling guilty,” Megan whispered over the comms.




Alee smiled, “You wanna sit down too? We can scoot over. But the bench is really cold.”




Jo started, “Then why…” And she saw Megan’s cane, and suddenly froze. “Never mind.”




“She’s feeling uncomfortable,” Megan comm-whispered.




Jo stared down at Alee’s waist, because it now looked like Alee was chubbier than Jo was. “What the hell happened to you?”




Alee lied, “This summer, on vacation, I started having strokes.” Jo blanched. “I’ve been in the hospital for months. The medication they got me on took care of the stroke problem, they think, but it knocked out my thyroid and I can’t get up and exercise, so I’ve been gaining tons of weight.”




Megan comm-whispered, “She’s feeling really, really awful. Horrified and repelled and maybe kind of nauseous.”




Jo swallowed hard and managed, “That sucks.” She looked at Megan. “You too?”




Megan shook her head a little. “Nope! Just my leg.” She picked up her cane and tapped the shaft on her thigh. There was a distinct metal clunk. “But Alee and me are roomies at the hospital. She’s great! I didn’t have anywhere to go for Christmas, and Alee took me home with her!”




Jo struggled to put a smile on her face. “That’s Alee, all right. Back when we were in high school, one of her nicknames was Alexandra the Great.”




Alee blushed. A lot. “It…it wasn’t really like that.”




“Josey!” A big, middle-aged guy came into view. He looked like he’d been in lots of fights over the years, and his teeth were not exactly attractive. He was carrying a plastic shopping bag and tossing a disc in his other hand. “Let’s go!”




“Sure thing, Uncle Tommy!” Jo turned and looked at them. “Gotta go.”




“She doesn’t want to go,” Megan whispered over the comms.




Alee felt sick. “He’s not…hurting her, is he?”




Megan dropped off the comms and whispered, “I don’t think so. I was feeling…obligation, I think. Not fear or anything like that.”




Alee groaned, “Well, we could have a problem. Did you notice ‘Uncle Tommy’s’ teeth?”




“What about them?” Megan asked.




Alee whispered, “Remember the lesson Robin gave us on prison tats and prison teeth and prison injuries?” Megan shook her head no, but just a little. “Well, those were totally like the teeth in the pictures Robin showed us. I think ‘Uncle Tommy’ has spent a ton of time in the slammer. And you saw what ‘Uncle Tommy’ had?”




Megan blushed a little. “I was kind of concentrating on Jo’s emotions.”




Alee spilled, “He was tossing a disc filter for a gas mask.”




Megan wondered, “What would he want with one disc filter for a gas mask?”




Alee pressed, “What would he want with an entire bag full of disc filters for a lot of gas masks?”




Megan winced a little bit as she thought of stuff. She went straight back to the comms. “R? M calling R.”




There were only a few seconds of pause before Robin came on the comms. “Problem?”




Alee answered, “Maybe a future problem. Got us on GPS?”




“Of course.”




She kept going, “This is Central Park in Paradise Valley. Can you get Oracle or someone to monitor any street cams or traffic cams on the south side of the park? We’re looking for Josephine Baker, a year or two older than me, heavy-set, brunette, with a man identified only as her Uncle Tommy, late forties to early fifties, short brown hair, broken nose not properly fixed years and years ago, probably years of prison time on maybe more than one charge, maybe 6’3” and 220 pounds, workboots, faded blue jeans, buttondown white shirt, light brown heavy jacket over that, no hat. He’s carrying what’s probably a whole bag of disc filters for gas masks.”




There was a brief pause. “On it. And you two are sitting a hundred yards south of an art museum. You think that’s the target?”




Alee admitted, “No. This place doesn’t have a dozen Picassos or anything like that. I don’t think it has tons of security during the day. I’m not seeing a gang of gasmask-wearing gas spewers needed for this place. And anyway, Jo and her uncle were both way south of us, and Jo came back this way to check me out. So it’s more likely they were casing one of the mansions south of the park.”




“Or meeting with someone who already had the information they needed,” Robin pointed out. “Or several other scenarios.”




“Right,” Alee sighed. “It’s not like I’ve got solid evidence they’re even planning on committing a crime.”




“A crime Jo didn’t want to go do,” Megan added.




Robin said, “Right. I’ll keep tabs on our end. And you two are supposed to be on vacation.”




Megan gushed, “I learned how to make Swedish tea rings this morning!”




Alee backed her up. “It was totally fun. We might bring some cookies back after Christmas.”




Megan teased, “And we won’t tell Wally ahead of time, so you and Conner might get a couple before they’re all gone.”




Alee fibbed, “We might even put ’em inside a locked steel box as extra anti-Wally protection.” She spotted her mom walking back toward them from the building. “It’s mom. We gotta go. Have a merry Christmas out there.”




Okay, she wasn’t sure anybody could have a merry Christmas if they had to have it with Batman. Now Christmas with Selina would probably be tons of fun…assuming you liked doing girl-stuff, which most of The Team didn’t. And assuming you could afford to go shopping in Gotham City, which pretty much no one on The Team except Robin could. Not that Alee was supposed to know that part either.




And would Selina be all that friendly with people she didn’t know? Alee had been kidnapped with her to another universe, and had been on an op with her, and had been trained by her for yet another op. Selina had been sort of…cautious with the new people when they had been in Harry Dresden’s world. Selina really did have a ton of cat-like behaviors if you were looking for them.




Christmas in Paradise Valley was better. Totally better. Not even counting being home with her mom and dad and sister. Plus her friends, who were coming over to see her in a couple hours, which would be awesome, and then they would be Megan’s friends too, and Megan needed more friends.




Her mom walked up to them and burst into a big smile. “They still have room for three if we want to eat right now. How does that sound?”




“It sounds great, Mrs. Mack,” Megan smiled. “Thank you.”




“Mega-great,” Alee chimed in. “Thanks for checking for us.”




They walked with her mom into the former mansion. It was still really pretty. Alee hadn’t been inside it for a couple years.




Megan quietly gasped, “This place is huge! I thought they only had buildings like this in ‘Gone With the Wind’.”




Alee nodded, “Totes. It’s built to look like manors from the antebellum South. Jedediah Atron had it built like this in the 1880’s and it’s been repaired since then. Umm, in the 1910’s, I think, before the Atrons lost all their money, and then the city and county ended up with all their stuff. And again in the Seventies when the city council got a bond passed to raise money for the repair work.” Megan looked impressed at how much stuff Alee knew, so Alee told her, “Everyone around here had to learn this stuff back in social studies when we did California state history.”




Alee’s mom added, “And all the suburbs and streets you can see from here? They were all part of the original Atron estate.”




They walked through some halls that had some pretty neat paintings and stuff from local artists. Alee even recognized one of the names, because the lady had been one of the art teachers at Alee’s high school, and Robyn thought she was a great teacher. And they got to a little podium with a girl about Alee’s age, who was holding menus in one arm and marking down reservation stuff on a little whiteboard on the podium.




As soon as the girl lifted her head up, Alee recognized her at once. “Kelly! Hi!”




“Alee! This is a surprise…” Alee didn’t need Megan’s powers to know that Kelly was embarrassed at being seen working there by someone she knew, especially someone she wasn’t supposed to like, even if they had pretty much patched things up the summer they were camp counselors together. “Where have you been? You’ve been gone all fall…”




Kelly’s eyes slid down to Alee’s blubbery middle, and then farther down to the cane Megan was using, and then Kelly looked even more uncomfortable. “Umm, no one told us about any disabilities. We have you up on the second floor dining area, and our downstairs alcove is all full. We have a service elevator, but it’s a freight elevator and it’s not clean now—”




Megan piped up, “No problem! I can do stairs just fine, as long as there’s a handrail.”




Alee went with her fake backstory. “Me too. I’ve been really sick in a hospital bed, but I can go up a flight of stairs.”




Kelly looked kind of ashen. “You’ve been in a hospital bed all fall?” She looked like she didn’t know what to say next. “Nobody told any of us at the school.”




Her mom stepped in, “Alee’s been asking us not to make a big deal about this, because she was…very sick at first, and then for a long time we had no idea how things were going to go.”




Alee interrupted, “I’m gonna give Nicole and Robyn the big 4-1-1 this afternoon, so you can get them to tell people stuff when school starts up in January.”




Kelly sort of rolled her eyes, because she spent a lot of time at school being Not Nice Lass because she was really uncomfortable about letting people in and then risking getting hurt, so she was hard to get to know. And she wouldn’t want to go ask Nicole or Robyn for a favor.




So Alee added, “Or you could call me. I’m at home this week before we have to go back to the hospital in LA. So you could even drop by and say hi.”




Not that she thought Kelly would, because Kelly had a hard time being nice to people who might turn around and be mean to her and hurt her feelings. Not that Alee would do something like that, but Kelly probably worried about stuff like that.




Kelly checked, “You’re sure you’re okay with the stairs?”




Alee nodded, and Megan smiled, “Sure!”




Alee’s mom gave Kelly a reassuring smile. “It’s okay, dear.”




Kelly let them go up a really cool old staircase with a fancy wooden handrail that looked like someone had carved it in one mega-long curving piece that was just perfectly the right shape for the staircase. Alee wondered how they managed that. Kelly went up last, like she was going to try to catch any of them if they fell. Maybe she really would. Alee remembered Kelly acting like her little camp kids had it all under control while they were doing a zipline, but Kelly had sort of hovered at the drop point to make sure all the kids landed safely, even if she had pretended it was just to high-five all of them.




Then Kelly led them to a nice table for four that was set for the three of them, and got them menus and signaled for a waitress to come over and take their drink orders. Alee had an iced tea with no sugar or icky artificial sweetener or anything, just a couple slices of lemon. Her mom had an Arnold Palmer, so Megan had one too.




The menu was really pretty and full of yummy-sounding food, but Alee was out in public so she couldn’t pig out. And she was supposedly on a diet while she struggled with her thyroid problem. So she had the soup and salad special. With the salad dressing on the side. Which was not enough food for her, but she could eat more when they got home.




Sticking to a cover story could be totally cruddy. She wondered how far Batman would go to stick to a cover story, and decided maybe she didn’t want to know, because it was probably pretty horrible. Not that she had a ton of room to talk, since she had worn those reverse contacts for days, and those were pretty awful to wear, and that mouth thing to make her cheeks look fat had hurt a lot. But Batman would probably take things way farther than that.




So she just ate really slowly and chewed her bites of salad a lot. It was really pretty good, too. She really hadn’t thought the sliced beets would be anything she wanted to eat, but they were totally yummy. ‘Of the yummy’ as Buffy and Lexi might say. And they were pretty, because pretty, colorful salads always tasted better. The soup was good too, even if she would have liked more of it.




And then, when they were done eating and Alee’s mom was paying the waitress, the waitress leaned forward and whispered, “Kelly got them to clean up the freight elevator, so I can take you downstairs the easy way.”




So they took the freight elevator down to the ground floor. And Alee made sure to walk over to Kelly and give her a hug and thank her for being a great friend, even if Kelly wasn’t really ready to admit she was a friend, much less a great friend.




Then they had to get home and clean up for guests and do more Christmas baking. And eat more lunch. Even if that part was just Alee. That salad was really good, but it wasn’t all that filling. She had no idea how Kelly managed to eat just a salad for lunch and then not snack on stuff for the rest of the school day. Maybe Kelly just had more willpower than Alee did.




And then Alee’s old friends showed up. Nicole and Robyn drove over together in Nicole’s old car. Louis and Ray drove over in Louis’s new car which Louis was even taking care of, for a change. That was enough people for a first get-together, and Alee didn’t want to overwhelm Megan. Plus, keeping the group small meant Alee could keep Megan included more. And with six of them, they could sit around the kitchen table instead of being all spread out in the living room.




Nicole and Robyn came in and hugged her like they hadn’t seen her in years. Oh wait, they hadn’t seen her in months, and they hadn’t really known if they would ever see her again. Well, she’d missed them too. So she hugged them back.




“And this is my friend Megan from the hospital!” Alee gushed.




Megan limped over and grinned, “It’s great to meet you. Alee talks about you all the time!”




Robyn winced a little. “I hope she didn’t tell you about the time I started a picketing thing at Gloria’s while Alee was working there.”




Nicole unhelpfully added, “Or the time she started a big argument at a city council meeting over the city dump.”




Alee frowned, “That dump is dumpy! Robyn needed to do something. And our solid waste management is still horrible.”




Megan smiled, “Alee told me a lot about that one. She made it sound like you were the heroine of the whole thing.”




Robyn grumbled, “They still didn’t fix anything. Well, not enough. We’ve got recycling programs now, and the chemical plant uses recycled packaging, but we still crank out too much garbage!”




Alee nudged her, “Dad says they’ve got a study going on where they’re breaking down plastics into hydrocarbons they can turn into new plastics. You should ask him about that.”




“That sounds great,” Robyn replied. “Right now, we dump more plastic into the Pacific than you can imagine!”




“Well, not me,” Nicole kidded. “I hardly dump any plastic into the Pacific. Except Libby’s mom.”




Alee could tell Megan wasn’t getting that, so she explained, “Libby’s mom kind of overdoes it on the implants and stuff.”




Robyn pouted, “It’s not right that women have so much pressure to look perfect that they do these kinds of things to their bodies.”




Alee slapped the sides of her ‘belly’ and kidded, “Well, if Libby’s mom wants fat injections, I can volunteer a few hundred pounds.”




So Nicole finally asked, “What happened to you?”




But before Alee could launch into the cover story, Louis and Ray showed up, and they wanted hugs too. So Alee hugged both of them, even if maybe she didn’t give Louis as big a hug as she gave Robin and Nicole.




They went into the kitchen, and Alee seated everyone at the kitchen table, and she put snacks on the table even if everyone knew they were mainly for Ray and Louis, and she got everyone drinks. Megan helped, naturally, and Robyn wanted to help but didn’t remember where anything except the glasses were. Alee had iced tea with just lemon.




Then she told them the whole cover story. She felt like a big jerkhead lying to them like that, but it was important. The summer vacation, the strokes, the hospital, the bed rest, the drug treatment regimens, the one that worked but knocked her thyroid offline…And then she got Megan to tell the Megan backstory, which was even worse, what with the whole ‘I lost my leg in a fiery car crash that killed my parents and now I pretty much have no one’ story. Even if Megan’s real history was way, way worse.




“So Alee brought you home with her for Christmas?” Ray checked. “Totally sounds like our Alee.”




“Megan’s a great guest,” Alee insisted.




“Totally better than Louis,” Ray kidded. “Louis only eats fast food, junk food, and stuff you can make out of a can.”




“Hey!” Louis pretended to complain. “I also eat stuff you can make out of a box!”




Ray laughed and added, “On the other hand, he’ll sleep on anything. A couch, a sleeping bag, a beanbag chair…”




“Your beanbag chair was super comfy,” Louis insisted. “And I still say it wasn’t my fault your dog chewed a hole in it and those beanbag pellet ended up all over your room.”




So then Ray got Louis to tell that story, which was hilarious. Well, it was hilarious the way Louis told it. If it had happened to Alee like that, she was sure she would have been in tears about ruining Ray’s beanbag chair and stuff.




After that, Nicole told a Louis story about math class homework. So Robyn told a Louis story about Louis deciding he would help Robyn’s ‘campaign’ against the school lunchroom’s trash, and how Louis did too good a job so the lunch ladies went on strike and kids were picketing and the local news showed up, and Robyn got in a ton of trouble with her parents.




Nicole smiled, “I knew stuff could go horribly wrong, but I didn’t know stuff could go horribly right until Louis helped us out.”




Louis stood up for himself. “Everybody knows stuff can go horribly right! Look at that Pokemon movie about Mewtwo.”




Megan murmured, “I never saw that.”




So Alee explained, “These scientists try to make the world’s most powerful Pokemon. And they succeed. So they get a Pokemon powerful enough to bust loose and kill all of them and wreck the whole lab complex.”




Louis added, “Which has to count against their Days Since Last Accident too.”




So then, Louis started telling about what had been going on in school all fall, like the big battle for Homecoming Queen that none of them cared about because it was Libby and Kelly and Jennifer and Monique, and Ray had to stop Louis from starting a big campaign for U. N. Owen.




Ray talked for a while about how the basketball season was going, what with Jackson spending all his time on-court trying to be Allen Iverson. Even though Ray was friends with Jackson, it sounded like Jackson was not helping the team the way he ought to. Alee didn’t really care how the football team had done, but she wanted to know about the cross-country team because she had done some spring track and field so she knew a lot of the runners who did cross-country.




And finally, Alee asked about Hunter. The table got really quiet. Which was bad. Nicole looked at Robyn, and Robyn looked at Nicole.




Nicole finally said, “Maybe it’s time for Ray and Louis to head home.”




Louis gasped, “Oh thank God, I thought you were gonna make me tell about this!”




Okay, that made Alee pretty sure this would be even worse than she thought.




Once the guys cleared out, Nicole grimaced, “Hunter was really worried about you. But your parents couldn’t tell him anything, and after a while people started giving up on ever seeing you again, and then Hunter’s drama class teacher made him try out for the fall play, and he got cast as Petruchio in ‘The Taming of the Shrew’.”




Alee could figure out where this was going. Maybe she’d had too many lessons from Robin and the rest of the Bat-family. And one of her ‘real school’ on-line classes was English Literature. She asked, “Who played Katharina?” Even if she had a pretty good idea who it would be.




Nicole and Robyn looked at each other for a second, both of them trying to will the other one to do the spilling.




So Alee made the worst guess possible, because Trish always managed to land the ‘pretty girl’ roles in the school productions. And Trish had a history of ‘falling for’ her leading men even if she was dating someone else or he was dating someone else, with ensuing drama and disasters and stuff. So she guessed, “Trish Reilley?”




Nicole and Robyn both cringed. A lot. Robyn finally admitted, “Trish was dating Danny, and then she dumped him because she’d ‘fallen madly in love’ with Hunter, and she sort of swept Hunter off his feet, and, well, they’ve been together for a month and a half now.”




Nicole snidely added, “Which is probably a Trish record.”




Alee looked down at her fat self, and reminded herself she couldn’t blow her secret identity over something stupid like Trish’s acting love affairs. Which Louis called ‘Trish’s lust affairs’. And they never lasted through the next play Trish did because Trish almost always found a new ‘someone special’ to fall for. And she totally couldn’t blow Megan’s secret identity. She sniffled, “Hunter deserves someone nicer than Trish. Even if I still don’t know if I’ll ever get to come home from the hospital for more than a vacation visit. And nobody can tell me if I’m gonna have strokes again if I exercise too much or bad stuff happens or whatever, so I’d be the worst girlfriend ever.”




After Robyn and Nicole left, Alee went up to her room and cried into her pillow. Even though she’d been worrying that something like this might happen.




She must have been really unhappy, because Annie stopped reading and put her book down and sat on Alee’s bed and rubbed her back and was sympathetic and everything.




But it was still the worst Christmas ever.





Issue #9



Alee woke up the next morning and didn’t feel like getting up. But she had breakfast to make, and a guest to spend time with. And Annie was lying in bed reading, naturally.




Annie looked over and said, “You could go back to sleep if you want. Or just not get up. I can help Megan with her leg.” Okay, she said it like ‘oh I know Megan doesn’t really need any help with her leg’. “And I can help mom cook breakfast.”




Which was really mega-nice of Annie, because they both knew Annie didn’t like cooking, and she super-didn’t like cooking when she had books to read.




Alee got up. She wasn’t wearing her fatsuit yet, and she was just wearing a t-shirt, so anybody in the room could tell she had a superheroine body shape.




Annie just said, “I look at you, and I know it’s stupid, but I’m so…well, jealous. Because you’re so gorgeous, and now you’re like Miss California, Superheroine Division. But then I think about what you’re doing so no one finds out you’re Stormburst, and how un-fun that is, and how dangerous the stuff you do really is—and there’s no way I could do that—and the thing with Hunter, and I worry about just how cruddy your life really is, and what I should be doing to help you. Besides going over to Trish Reilley’s house and hitting her with a water balloon full of really nasty esters so she’d smell so bad they wouldn’t let her back in the school for a month.”




“Don’t do stuff to Trish, okay?” Alee asked. “I already thought about flying over and doing something mega-horrible to her, and I’m not gonna. I mean, I know her. She’s always been like this. I think she’s really unhappy, and she pretends she’s fine all the time which is maybe the best acting job she’s ever done, and I think she latches onto guys in this desperate sort of ‘please be the person who makes me feel good about stuff’ neediness thing. And really, Hunter’s maybe the best guy she’s ever dated, and maybe she needs that.”




Annie stared up at the ceiling for a few seconds, which meant mega-brainy Annie concentration, so Alee waited. Finally, Annie asked, “Do you think maybe she’s got clinical levels of depression?”




Wow. That was a scary thought. Alee still remembered Cliff in seventh grade, and he’d been so sad, and when he told his dad he was gay, his dad kicked him out of the house, and Alee had needed to go out on that bridge and climb over that railing and talk Cliff into not jumping.




Okay, that had been a really dumb thing she did and she could have fallen and gotten killed. But it was worth it.




Alee thought about Trish some more. “I don’t know all the symptoms for clinical depression and stuff like that. But maybe I should read up on that stuff. And a lot of other psych stuff.” It could totally help with Stormburst things. Gravitas had pretty much been looking for ‘suicide by cop’. The Terror Twins were pretty much just scaled-up versions of ‘bully era’ Jo Baker.




Why wasn’t there a whole course on psychiatry of supervillains for the Justice League? She figured Batman knew all this stuff and probably used it all the time. Because she could think of a lot of Batman supervillains who totally had psychiatric disorders and probably weren’t getting the help they needed in Arkham Asylum, which was stupid when the place sure didn’t do a good job of keeping them locked up.




Okay, badguys like the Joker probably couldn’t be treated with psychiatry, and it was a huge waste to keep trying. Alee needed to remember that not every supervillain was Sam Carter. Plenty of them were Danielle Atron or Rosanna Trilo, and they needed to get shoved into Belle Reve until they were so old they needed supervillain dentures.




Annie finally said something back. “For someone who doesn’t know about that subject, you sure came up with a well-reasoned analysis of Trish.”




Alee shrugged, “It’s not that I don’t study stuff. I study a lot of things every day. There’s a lot I can learn, and it’s all probably useful sooner or later. Some of the stuff I didn’t think would ever be useful has already turned out to be mega-helpful.”




“Like what?”




Alee sighed, “I’m really not supposed to talk about this stuff. Even if you know who I am. I mean, Batman’s already mad at me about stuff, so I’m trying to do better…”




“You know Batman?” Annie almost shrieked.




Alee groaned and buried her face in her hands. “See? I’m totally cruddy at this. This is why he’s mad at me. He doesn’t think I’m tough enough. Mean enough. White Knight said the thing is Batman doesn’t think I’m crazy enough to be a career superhero.”




Annie gasped, “Whoa whoa whoa! Batman doesn’t think you’re crazy enough to be a superhero? Superheroes are supposed to be the ones who aren’t crazy!” She paused for a second. “And you really know Batman? Really?”




Alee spilled, “I’ve met a bunch of supers, and some of ’em I know enough to go talk to ’em when I want. But that’s not a good thing. There’s a lot of badguys out there who specialize in mind reading or mental domination or just being really good at tricking people into doing stuff they shouldn’t.”




“Well duh on that,” Annie grumbled. “Those kinds of badguys are all over the news all the time.”




Alee did sort of wonder what news shows would be like if they didn’t have superheroes and supervillains and superbattles to report on 24x7. Would there be news anchors who just sat behind their desk and said, “And next on the news, a cute kitten who can flush a toilet!”




Maybe they wouldn’t need channels which were news all day and night, every day.




Oh, who was she kidding? If there was an all weather channel and an all history channel and half a dozen all music-stuff channels and a bunch of all reruns channels, there was bound to be an all news channel. Even if sometimes it covered stupid stuff.




Annie checked, “Does Batman think most superheroes are…crazy? Because that would be…bad.”




Alee spilled, “He thinks the best superheroes are, umm, driven. They’re not gonna break down and cry on their bed if things don’t go their way. He doesn’t know if I’m driven enough, and he thinks I might cave someday if something bad enough happened. White Knight sorta thinks the same way, but he’s a lot nicer about it.”




“Well sure he is,” Annie insisted. “He’s the White Knight, not the Dark Knight.”




Alee decided she shouldn’t tell Annie that Xander was a really nice guy, and really funny, but the White Knight could be mega-ruthless if he needed to be. Not as ruthless as Lady Shiva, but ruthless.




Okay, Alee wasn’t sure anyone was more ruthless than Lady Shiva, who was really really scary for someone who wasn’t a meta. Or at least wasn’t supposed to be a meta.




Alee shrugged out of her sleepshirt and pulled on her bathrobe.




Annie pointed out, “You really ought to let mom and dad see your real shape. They might not worry as much if they were sure none of that fat was you. And I have no idea how you’re ever going to manage showers after gym class, or sharing an apartment with anyone who’s not read in, or even going on a date if they’re not read in, because right now you could probably impersonate Black Canary…” Annie stared down at herself. She sighed, “I need to go on a diet and lose some weight.”




Alee flew across the room and hugged her sister. “I love you so much, and you do not need to go on crazy diets because your sister is a freak. Just get a little more exercise every day. Okay?”




“Okay…” But Annie totally did not sound convinced.




Alee tried harder. “Trust me on this. Because there’s a woman in LA with a superheroine shape and she gets rich people to pay her stupid amounts of money to do personal training and ‘body sculpting’ like they can ever get her shape without plastic surgery, and Robin thinks it’s a big scam that needs to be investigated.”




Annie nodded, and then reacted. “Oh. You don’t mean your friend Robyn. You mean your other friend. Robin the Boy Wonder.”




“He doesn’t really like that nickname,” Alee mentioned. Even though she probably shouldn’t have said anything.




Annie gasped, “Oh man, my little sister gets to hang out with really big name superheroes! You are so awesome! Have you been to the Watchtower?”




Alee just said, “I can’t answer that.” Because she wasn’t supposed to say yes or talk about the Watchtower, which was totally talk-worthy and she would talk for a couple hours about how amazing it was, if she had permission.




Annie almost squeaked with excitement, since she assumed that really meant ‘oh heck yeah’.




Alee gave up. “I need to shower and start on breakfast and stuff. Mom said we could do more Christmas baking.”




Annie suddenly thought about something else. Alee could tell by her eyes. “Yeah. Go shower. I’ve gotta work on something.” Alee went off to the bathroom, because she knew Annie wouldn’t be able to resist telling her all about whatever it was, when it finally worked.




Megan peeked out of the guest room. “Everything okay?”




Alee nodded, “Yeah, just Annie being a good sister…and wanting to know more about our side of stuff. That I can’t talk about.”




Megan sighed, “Having a good sister must be awesome.”




Alee hinted, “You know, dad and Annie both figured out who you are. You wanna be the third Mack sister, and then you can have Annie as a great older sister?”




Megan gave Alee a hug. “And you’d be an even greater sister.”




Alee felt a lot better as she showered and dressed for the day. Maybe the Hunter thing was mega-cruddy, but she could make Megan’s life way better. And wasn’t that what Christmas was supposed to be about, anyway?




If only she wasn’t worried about what Jo Baker and her ‘uncle’ were up to. And what Mammoth and Gizmo had been up to. And how Artemis and Conner were doing.




Yeah. Conner had never even seen a Christmas before. And who knew how awful Artemis had it at every one of her family Christmas get-togethers? Especially if her mom was an ex-supervillain and her dad was a supervillain and her sister was a supervillain too, and Alee still didn’t know if Artemis had any brothers who maybe were already supervillains or maybe needed help before they turned into supervillains.




Alee had no idea at all how Green Arrow managed to rescue Artemis without getting the entire Artemis-fam hot on his heels. Because if someone whisked Annie away from the Mack family, she was sure they would never give up hunting for her and trying to rescue her.




Then breakfast went great. There was breakfast cooking and baking, and cookie dough making, and cake batter making. Then after breakfast, there was cookie making and cookie baking and cake baking and icing making and cake making. It was so fun with her mom and Megan! Alee sort of wished Annie liked that kind of stuff too, and would come downstairs and have fun with them. But Annie got a bunch more reading done. Even if she came downstairs for some official family cookie tasting time.




And after lunch, Alee’s mom drove her and Megan downtown to the town’s oldest still-standing church, which was the Catholic church that had been rebuilt at least once but for some reason everyone counted that as ‘still standing’. The Methodist and Episcopal churches had been downtown once upon a time, but as the city got bigger and more people moved farther out from the city center, those churches relocated farther out, like over near the Mack family home or Robyn’s home.




The Catholic church—St. Paul’s—was next door to a huge four-story parking garage, and on the other side of the parking garage was the civic center, which was originally the Atron Civic Center but got rebuilt and renamed years ago. And the civic center had a huge industrial kitchen and lots of room, so the main auditorium next to the kitchen got used for the big Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners for the local homeless population and also anyone who had nobody to eat their holiday meals with.




Alee had helped out at the holiday dinners in junior high as part of a ‘civic responsibility’ part of the Civics course, which was a required course and really boring. But Alee had really liked helping out, so she had gone back and done it pretty much every Thanksgiving and Christmas, except the holidays when the Mack family was out of town having their holiday at some relative’s house.




And there were a ton of clergy she knew when she got there. Her church’s pastor was there, and clergy she knew from prior years were there and even remembered her and were glad to see her. So she gave Sister Stevie a big hug because Sister Stevie was a hugger, and she shook Father Peter’s hand, and she said hi to Sister Catherine, who was a little-old-lady nun who did all the check-in and work assignment stuff.




Alee just asked that Megan work with her, and she even volunteered to take some of the tasks no one wanted, like peeling the potatoes or chopping the onions and celery. And really, chopping the onions was way easier for her and Megan than anyone else, because they could use their telekinesis to make invisible gas masks for themselves.




Well, they weren’t real gas masks. They were just tk screens over their eyes and noses so the sulfur compounds in the onions didn’t get into their eyes or nasal passages. And Alee used a little tk protection over her hand so she could chop faster without hacking herself up too. They worked with a team that chopped stuff, and then they worked with some cooks who were making dressing and mashed potatoes and sweet potato casserole. Then they worked with the cooks who were making the side dishes that needed to get cooked last so the food didn’t get stewed into mush which would be mega-icky.




They worked all afternoon, and Alee’s mom came back around three and helped out too. Then Alee’s dad and Annie came down and ate with them and everyone else when they served at six. Just knowing that she was helping other people made her feel better…




…up until Hunter came in and spotted her and ran over.




He looked mega-uncomfortable, and Alee couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or a bad thing. It was probably not a really great thing. But he walked up to Alee’s table, and said, “Alee…can we talk? In private? Oh hi Mister Mack, Mrs. Mack, nice to see you again…Alee? Please?”




So she got up and walked with him out of the auditorium and outside the civic center. It wasn’t like she was worried he was going to attack her, because Hunter was nice. And she was superpowered. So it wasn’t like she was worried they might get mugged or something either. 




She was totally worried about what Hunter wanted to say to her.




So she spilled, “Robyn and Nicole already told me about the play. And Trish. And stuff.”




Hunter cringed. Then he confessed, “It’s all true. I guess. I don’t know all the stuff they told you. But Ray called me up and told me I was…well, a word you would never say no matter how big a creep I am. And he told me you were home from the hospital for a couple days, and you had to go back there after Christmas. I…”




He stopped and hugged her, even though she was looking all fat and stuff. He choked, “I tried and tried to find out stuff from your folks, but all they could tell me was you’d had a bunch of small strokes and you were in a special hospital, and I was afraid I’d never see you again!”




“I was kinda afraid I’d never see you again, either,” she told him.




He groaned, “I shouldn’t have gotten involved with Trish, I mean you know what she’s like, but I didn’t know acting in a play and doing all that rehearsing is like that. You can’t just be romantic for a couple hours and turn it off like a lightswitch. It does something to you. I let Trish talk me into stuff I should’ve said no to. But she’s so lonely, and…and…” He groaned, “When I’m with you, it’s so great, but I know you’re Alexandra The Great. You don’t need me. Trish does. It’s completely different from dating you. I don’t know how to explain it any better. Being with you feels…right. Being with Trish feels…like I’m doing something that really matters for her and she really needs me. Maybe I’m being stupid about all this, but…Are you even gonna come back to Paradise Valley after this week?”




She didn’t know what to say to that. She went with, “Maybe? I don’t know.”




After all, she was doing dangerous stuff. There was always the chance she would go off to fight Gravitas or Red Lightning or whoever, and not come back. Except in a coffin. Superheroes died. They disappeared into the Speed Force and never came back. They got lost in outer space or somewhere else in time or in another dimension. Even Superman had died, although he was Superman so naturally he came back from being extremely dead.




She added, “I really want to. But not if you and Trish really are a serious couple and I’d mess that up. Because Trish needs someone great to help her see that she’s pretty great too, and maybe she needs someone who would get her to talk to a psychiatrist about how depressed she really is all the time, and if she needs a really great guy for that, then you’re the greatest guy around here.”




Hunter swallowed hard. “I should’ve known you’d say that. Because you’re still Alexandra The Great. Ray told me how you’re making Megan’s Christmas great instead of leaving her in a hospital room by herself.”




“I couldn’t do that!” Alee squeaked.




He smiled warmly. “I know that. You never could just leave anybody in the lurch, even if you weren’t their friend. You know, people still talk about when you climbed over that bridge railing to rescue Cliff.”




She tried really hard not to blush. “I couldn’t let him jump…”




Hunter hugged her again. “I know. Everyone who knows you knows that. If you weren’t all sick and stuff, you’d make an awesome superhero.”




She really blushed at that. “Uhh…thanks. I guess.”




He smiled naughtily, “Only I have no idea what they’d call you. Supergirl and Wonder Woman are already taken.”




“Oh…you,” she managed. But she couldn’t stop blushing. “I’d be like Totally-Not-As-Super-As-Supergirl.”




He tilted her head up from where she was blushing, and he kissed her gently on her lips. “I need to go talk with Trish. Even if we both know that’s more ‘getting talked at by Trish’. But maybe that’s what Trish needs.”




He trotted down the street. She watched him until he turned the corner and was out of sight. She didn’t know how she felt. Maybe she felt forty different things all at once. Could you do the right thing and the wrong thing at the same time?




Well duh on that. Princess Diana had given The Team a whole two-hour lecture on the ethics of superheroing, and wow, had Wonder Woman done some ‘right thing and also wrong thing’ things. But this was something that was maybe right for Trish and for Hunter, even if it was maybe wrong for Alee. That sounded more like regular superhero stuff. Or just regular stuff that regular people should be doing for their friends.




Even if friendship was really hard sometimes.




She walked back in and sat down with her family and Megan, and she smiled, even if she didn’t feel smile-y.




Apparently, she was a terrible actress too, because her mom reached across the table to put her hand on Alee’s and she worried, “Are you okay, honey?”




Her dad checked, “He wasn’t mean to you, was he?”




Annie hinted, “We’ve got inulins in the garage lab. I could have that ‘water’ balloon ready in ten minutes.”




That was too much of a hint, because their dad frowned at Annie and fussed, “Annie! Really!”




Alee spilled, “No, Hunter was nice. And he said he’d much rather be with me than with Trish, but he knew I didn’t need him and Trish really did. And maybe Annie has a theory…”




Annie confessed, “We think Trish is clinically depressed and she keeps doing this ‘latch onto new romance with new actor’ thing to try and make herself feel better.”




Alee sighed, “At least Trish isn’t doing drugs. Or drinking too much. Or a ton of stuff Hollywood actors do. But maybe Trish really needs a Hunter in her life. So I told him he should stay with her and help her and try to get her to talk to a psychiatrist.”




Megan said, “Because you’re the nicest person ever, and a really great friend.”




Alee’s mom grimaced, “I want to say that you should look out for Alee more, but I think we’d all be horrified if Hunter left her for you, and Trish did something…regrettable.”




Which was mom-code for ‘killed herself or tried to kill herself’. Because Cliff’s dad had told Alee’s family about what Alee had done to save his son. And it wasn’t like no one her parents’ age in Paradise Valley had ever committed suicide, because bad stuff happened no matter how many superheroes there were.




Alee wished it was that simple. But it wasn’t. Because fixing things for Trish and Hunter meant that there was an unhappy Alee somewhere off to the side, and now it was her own fault she was unhappy, because she knew all she’d had to do to get Hunter back was to just say ‘yes I will be back in Paradise Valley and I’ll want you to be my boyfriend’. And all she’d had to do to get pretty much any guy in town was to say that and add ‘I will be on a new drug regimen that would let me lose a lot of this blubber even if the chemists think all of these boobs and some of this butt will stay’.




Alee dealt with the whole mess in what her mom called ‘Alee avoidance mechanisms’: she stayed and helped do the clean-up and washing and running all the stuff through the dish sanitizer, which she knew how to do and a couple of the adults who were going to work the dish sanitizer totally did not.




Then they all went home and Alee had a mug of her mom’s hot cocoa.




Okay, fine, she had three mugs of her mom’s hot cocoa. She told herself she deserved it and she needed cheering up. And it was really yummy chocolate.







The next morning was the day before Christmas. They had breakfast leftovers from the day before, so all the cooking and baking was for Christmas Day. And maybe some of the baking was for that afternoon or that evening, like the thumbprint cookies with the grape jelly filling that Alee was having a hard time not snitching off the cooling racks.




She still felt bad about the Hunter thing, but for some weird reason, being the one who told Hunter what to do, even if it wasn’t great for her, made her feel better than she had yesterday morning. And she tried not to think about it at all, because Megan would sense her emotions and feel bad for her.




Around ten that morning, her phone buzzed with a text that was a ‘merry Christmas from Dr. Orr and the hospital staff’. Texts from ‘Doctor Orr’ were really the secret messages from Oracle to call in and get information.




Alee had never gotten a personal message from Oracle before. This was like…well, like getting a phone call from Power Girl!




Alee grabbed her earjack and dragged Megan up to Megan’s room, and they called the redirect number that looked like a normal message center but totally wasn’t. Well, it was a real message center but it also had a secret part that handled superhero messaging. Alee figured that if she checked hard enough, it would turn out that the big message center’s company was owned by some corporation that was owned by Wayne Enterprises.




Oracle’s computer voice came over both her and Megan’s earjacks. “Stormburst. Miss Martian. I was able to get facial recognition on your Jo Baker and her ‘Uncle Tommy’. He is a much older cousin, so technically it would be reasonable for her to address him as an uncle. His name is Thomas Patrick O’Hara. He specializes in bank robberies and armored car robberies, and he is not that expert at either. He has served time as a juvenile, and two terms as an adult. Given his age, one more conviction would probably put him in prison for the rest of his life. Facial recognition profiles suggest that he has spent far more time than normal, probabilistically speaking, around the front of the First National Bank on Fourth Street. That bank should be receiving deliveries from seven armored cars between three and four today, in preparation for business closures for the Christmas holiday.”




Alee pointed out, “And he had a whole bag of mask filters, which suggests a lot more people involved than just him. Or just him and Jo.”




Oracle explained, “Josephine Baker is one result of the union between the Baker and O’Hara families. The other result is an increase in robberies over the last twenty years involving at least one member of the Baker family and at least one member of the O’Hara family. One of the larger such operations resulted in the death of Jo Baker’s mother when Jo was six, and the incarceration of her father and her father’s brothers. This put Miss Baker in the foster care system for most of her life since then.”




“Eww,” Alee murmured.




Megan asked, “How many members of those two families are in town today?”




Oracle answered, “Unknown. At least four: Jo Baker, Thomas O’Hara, Jo’s father Jack Baker who is out on parole, and Daniel O’Hara, another older cousin. There could be eight to ten.”




Alee asked, “How many robbers would be optimal if the goal is to hit two armored cars at the same time in front of the bank, deal with all the bank guards and the armored car guards, use a huge cloud of gas to knock out or poison or kill the guards, and then make getaways in non-suspicious vehicles with getaway car drivers at the ready, plus spotters and maybe someone to interfere with alarms getting sent to the police?”




Oracle answered, “Depending on the skills of the perpetrators and the equipment they have acquired and the prep work they have put in, and assuming that all of them are baselines, six to twelve. Adding in meta capabilities should lower that number.”




Alee looked at Megan and said, “Well crud.”





Issue #10



Alee checked, “Can you give the Paradise Valley Police Department a heads-up on this?”




Oracle robotically answered, “Yes. I can. But that will increase the severity of the counter-response from the Baker-O’Hara gang. They might see themselves as being forced to move from incapacitating agents to lethal effects, or it could result in a hostage crisis in the bank. I would recommend a low-visibility counterattack from highly skilled telekinetics.”




Megan rolled her eyes. “Gosh, I wonder who that could be?”




Oracle replied, “According to my knowledge base, you are already aware of the only two known telekinetics currently in your area, now that Red Lightning has been incarcerated at Belle Reve. Yourself and Stormburst.”




Alee looked at Megan, who looked back at her. They sort of mutually decided ‘no kidding with Oracle’ because that sure hadn’t worked.




Alee tried not to groan out loud. “Looks like we’re going shopping downtown after lunch.”




Megan put a big fake smile on her face and beamed, “It’ll be totally fun!”




So Alee gave Megan a matching smile. “Totes!”




Oracle said, “I do not understand how this will be ‘fun’ but if you could reduce the threats and help the police, it would be an improvement over the projected alternatives.”




Alee hung up and waited until Megan hung up too. “Mom is totally gonna be suspicious when we ask her to drop us off downtown when stores are closing. And it’s not like we still have people to shop for.”




“I do!” Megan insisted. “I got something nice for you, and Robin helped me find something nice to get for your parents, but I still haven’t found something really great for Annie. Other than a book. And I don’t know what she likes to read outside of schoolwork.”




Alee smiled, “Perfect. We’ll shop for Annie.”







So naturally, Alee’s mom was suspicious about them wanting to shop at the very last minute. And Annie wanted to go along to get some last-minute shopping done too, which Alee totally should have expected because Annie usually waited until the last minute, like their dad did.




At least Annie had never bought their mom a set of real Pyrex beakers for a Christmas gift. Even if most of those beakers were actually in the kitchen cooking supplies, because a Pyrex beaker was awesome for stuff you wanted to move from the fridge into the microwave, or from the oven into the fridge. And a Pyrex beaker was perfect for melting butter or chocolate and then pouring it out nicely.




Alee tried, “Annie, you can’t go with us, because Megan wants to shop for a present for you.”




Annie shrugged, “Fine. I just won’t be in the same stores, so I won’t know what you got.”




Their mom added, “Maybe I’ll just stay downtown too. I could get a Christmas latte and read a magazine and listen to carols, while you three run your legs off shopping.”




So Alee had to put her foot down. “Mom, I need you to drop Megan and me off, then take Annie over to one of the malls, and you two wait until we call for a ride.”




“Pleeeeeeease?” Megan begged.




Her mom frowned, “What on Earth are you two girls up to? If this was Nicole or Robyn, I’d think you were sneaking off to meet up with boys, or maybe something worse in Robyn’s case. But you two…”




Annie got it. “Oh crud! This afternoon? Downtown? What is it? Is it a big superbattle against supervillains? Is it the Royal Flush Gang?”




Their mom gasped, “Alee! This is supposed to be vacation! And it’s Christmas!”




Alee groaned, “Sorry, mom. But it’s…something. And Megan and I need to try and help out without being seen, so it’s safe enough for the police to handle it.”




Annie asked excitedly, “Did you get secret intel from the Justice League?”




But Alee had been worried Annie would ask stuff like that, so she was ready with a reply. “I can neither confirm nor deny.”




“Eeeee!” Annie squealed excitedly. “You did! You did! Can I come and watch? I’ll stay out of the way, I promise!”




“No way,” Alee insisted. “We’re going to try and do this without ‘doing’ anything. At least, not doing anything anyone can see. So there wouldn’t be anything to watch. And if things go wrong, it could get mega-dangerous. So no sightseeing.”




Annie pouted, “I could just drive down on my own…”




Alee scowled, “If you do…If you do, I’ll take all your library books and put ’em on top of the town hall so you can’t read any of ’em until vacation’s over!”




“You wouldn’t dare,” Annie gasped in horror.




Alee insisted, “If it’s the only way to keep you safe, I totally would. Please Annie, be reasonable about this! If you got hurt, it would kill me!”




So naturally, their mom had something she was worried about. She fussed, “What about when you get hurt? You don’t think we worry about you?”




Alee admitted, “I don’t get hurt. Well, not a lot. I mean, when I’m silvery I’m pretty close to invulnerable. I’m squishy, but I don’t get injured. Much. And if I get hurt when I’m normal, I can go silvery and back a few times and pretty much heal myself up. Even if it might take a while, and I might have to eat a bunch of stuff in between. But that makes me really, really tough. Not Superman tough, but really tough.”




She just didn’t mention the ouches she got when she got hit while in her morph, or the stuff that happened when she wasn’t fully in her morph, like those icky splinters that time in San Diego. fn1




Her mom still frowned some more. “And don’t let Megan get hurt either. She’s our guest.”




“Sure I won’t!” Alee scowled. “She’s my friend!”




So Alee and Megan got driven downtown and dropped off at a bookstore only three blocks from the bank that they still hadn’t actually told Alee’s mom or Annie about. But they had worried noncombatants stressing about them. Alee wasn’t happy about that, and she knew Megan wasn’t happy about it either, partly because Megan could feel how unhappy Alee was.




Not that Megan was going to buy Annie a book, because even if they found a non-school book Annie would want to read, the odds were pretty high Annie had already found it in a bookstore or a library and had already read it. Nope. Alee had all of Annie’s sizes, and had looked at Annie’s clothes and laundry, and had figured out that Annie could use some heavy socks and a couple sweaters. So Annie was going to get some heavy socks in her Christmas stocking, and she’d get a useful sweater from Megan.




They walked around the downtown, which was really pretty with all the Christmas stuff, and people still rushing around doing last-second shopping, and two stores that had carolers either inside or just outside.




It wasn’t hard spotting the security cameras outside the bank, and the security cameras in nearby stores that might catch glimpses of people going in and out of the bank or standing in the street outside the bank. They both had lectures and training on that from Robin. There were probably some concealed cams they were going to miss, but they weren’t the bank robbers. They didn’t have to find those cameras.




Then they shopped in a couple stores and found Annie a really cute sweater in Annie’s favorite color that would be warm and nice when she was walking to classes in winter at MIT. And while they were shopping, Alee went to the bathroom. Which was next to an ’employees only’ door.




Alee went silvery while she wasn’t in the range of the bathroom’s security camera, which was aimed at the sinks anyway. She darted out of the stall, up into an air vent, and through some really dusty, yucky, cobwebby air vents that somebody really ought to clean one of these days. That let her get to the HVAC system on the roof, and then she went out the air intake, and she was above the roof.




She stayed in her morph, and she peeked over the edge of the roof at the security cameras around the bank. Yep. Somebody had been busy. Every one of the cameras she could see had a little box on top where someone had looped the camera so they could feed fake footage to the camera monitor people whenever they wanted to. Alee left all of them in place.




She flew back down into the bathroom and actually used the bathroom because who wanted to have go pee in the middle of a superbattle? Well, maybe the Creeper because he would think it was funny. But not Stormburst. Then she made sure Megan went, just in case.




They looked in a couple more stores and walked around a couple more blocks. Alee could see a bunch of places that would make great sites for putting your getaway vehicles, but nobody was hiding getaway vehicles there yet. Were these guys just gonna show up at the last second and hope those parking spots weren’t already taken? That didn’t sound like a smart plan to her. She went to her comms and told Megan.




Megan stuck to the comms. “Maybe they don’t want to be noticeable. They’ll all show up at the last minute.”




Alee stayed with the comms too. “But if they’re after the armored cars, then how are they gonna time that?”




Megan used the comms to contact Oracle and ask it.




Oracle replied, “It is feasible to monitor armored car routes and determine the last stop or two before delivery to the bank, along with timing on that. So they could know which armored cars will get to the bank, and when. Within reasonable standard error on the time.”




“Thank you, Oracle,” Alee said.




“You are welcome, Stormburst,” Oracle said as it disconnected.




Megan stayed on the comms instead of using her telepathy or just whispering. “So they have an armored car or two in mind already. Maybe they’re watching the routes, so they know five or ten minutes ahead of time when the cars will get to the bank. If they’re staging really close by, that’s good enough. I guess.”




That was pretty much what Alee was thinking. That wasn’t how she would have planned it, but maybe she’d had too many lessons from the Bat-family about this kind of stuff.




And she’d told herself not to call it the Bat-family even if Lady Shiva did fn2, but she’d just done it again! Crud.




So they strolled into a coffee shop that was across the street from the bank and down at the end of the block. So it had good visibility for spotters, and the all-glass side wall would give good visibility if you were watching for police cars coming down the cross street.




And crud, there were spotters in there already. Jo Baker and her uncle were sitting at a table in that corner so they had a view of the bank and also a view of the cross street. And Jo’s uncle had a ‘hearing aid’ in one ear.




Okay, this robbery was a go.




Alee and Megan walked over to the barista and put in their orders. They both got Christmas mint lattes. Megan got a regular, and Alee got a chocolate mint one. Then they walked to a table and sat down like they were worn out from all their shopping. And they did have a couple shopping bags, so it did look like they had been shopping a lot.




Once the lattes were ready, Alee got up and brought them to the table. The lattes even came with little candy cane stirring rods! That was so cute. And tasty.




Then, while they sipped their lattes, Alee tried something Terawatt had showed her. She used her tk to form a parabolic dish, or at least as close to parabolic as she could get without a form to mold her dish on. At the middle of her tk dish, she formed a tk tube that went straight to her ear. And she eavesdropped on Jo and Uncle Tommy when they would think she was too far away to overhear anything they were saying.





—ut the fuck up, Josey!”




“No! This is important! I gotta get them out of here.”




“Hell no. We got maybe three minutes left. And one of ’em is a lardbucket and the other is a crip. You gonna carry ’em down the street?”




“Look Unk, I’ve been helpin’ on this ’cause of dad, but I’m drawin’ a line right here.”




“Josey, you are askin’ for one hell of an asskicking.”




“Please, just cut me a break on this.”




“I thought you hated the fat blonde.”




“Unk, she’s been having strokes. Remember what Gram O’Hara said about her strokes?”




“Isn’t she far too young to be strokin’ out?”




“Nobody deserves strokes. Watching Gram go was the worst fucking thing ever.”




“Fine, Josey. But just this once…”






Alee dropped her tk ‘ear trumpet’ and pretended she wasn’t paying attention to anything except her latte.




Jo walked right over to Alee and Megan. Alee pretended to be surprised. “Oh! Hi Jo! Did you wanna sit down with us? We can make room…”




Jo growled, “Look Mack, I want you and your friend to get the fuck out of here right now. Go out the side door and turn left and walk that way and keep walking and don’t look back.”




“Is something wrong?” Megan asked like she was totally clueless.




“Oh fuck,” Jo groaned as she looked out the front windows.




Alee pretended she hadn’t noticed Jo’s reaction. “Hey! It’s an armored car! Hey Megan, you think they’re gonna do armored car stuff like in the movies?”




Megan played along. “Maybe we could go outside and watch.”




“That would be really cool,” Alee said, just to sound even less clueful.




And another armored car was driving down the street toward the bank. Two armored cars full of deposits for the bank, after a pretty successful Christmas shopping holiday. There ought to be ridiculous amounts of money and checks and stuff in those trucks.




Jo hissed, “No! Look, you need to get the hell out of here! Why don’t you get this?”




Alee acted like she had no idea what was going on. “Megan, would you watch my stuff? I gotta go to the bathroom.” And she just stood up and walked off toward the back, where the little ‘for customers only’ bathroom was, right next to the door into the storage room, which probably had a rear exit into the alley.




She didn’t look at the Plexiglas bubble on the ceiling, but she used her telekinesis to reach inside the bubble and turn off the camera. Which was a totally tera move that Terawatt had told her about. She walked past the bathroom, through the storage room, and out the rear door while holding the security button in place with her tk so the alarm on the door wouldn’t trigger.




No one was in the alley or looking down the alley. So she went silvery and flew straight up.




Crud. On the roof of the building, just across the street from the bank, two men were firing gas grenades into the street around the armored cars.




Oh wait a minute. If this stuff wasn’t toxic, she could use that. She squeezed the men’s carotids, so they collapsed onto the roof. Then she zoomed over and checked what they were using. Where the heck had they gotten official military teargas grenades? They weren’t supposed to have stuff like that. There were some very naughty boys in the Baker and O’Hara families.




The cloud of teargas was getting huge, like it was filling up the entire street. She lobbed a couple more of the grenades into the street to shut down all the visibility, so she could act. And she pulled the loops off a couple security cameras above the street, so the people monitoring those things would get the hint and send some police any minute now. That still gave her plenty of time.




A pickup truck drove around the corner. She spotted two people in the little pickup cab and two people in the bed of the truck. All four of them had pro masks with those white disc filters on either side of the jaw. The truck zoomed into the opaque cloud. 




Alee figured the armored car guards would be totally out of commission from that teargas, and none of the bank guards in the bank could go charging into the gas either. So four badguys would grab everything they could out of the backs of the open armored cars, and then rush off to wherever they were staging, or to getaway vehicles.




If they were smart enough to have a big moving van with a big ramp in back, they might even be able to drive into the back of the moving van, pull down the back door, and casually drive off with all that loot. Unless Stormburst intervened.




Alee gave each guy on the roof a zap of lightning so he’d stay unconscious, and she stayed silvery. She dove off the roof into the gas cloud.




She put out lightweight tk barriers that a badguy could walk right through, and she swept them through the cloud at head level. Okay, four badguys at the armored cars, and two more badguys over by the bank with rifles or something in case bank guards or police tried to interfere. That wasn’t good.




The bank guards were already running out of the gas cloud. They were all gagging and choking and gasping and crying and totally not ready to be doing guard stuff anytime soon. But they were out of the way, and they would be okay in a bit.




Alee just reached out and pulled the filter discs off all six of the helmets. Her tk wasn’t as detailed as Terawatt’s, so she couldn’t grab all twelve filter discs at the same time. But she could easily do both filter discs on a pro mask and toss the filters way away, like onto the sidewalk in front of the bank. And she was fast, so it only took a second or two for each mask. She had all the masks de-filtered in maybe ten or fifteen seconds.




The crooks instantly started coughing and crying and choking, except for two who were smart enough to hold their breath and run for the pickup truck. Okay, that’s what she would have done. So she used her telekinesis to punch both those guys in the solar plexus and knock the wind out of them.




Oops, one of them wasn’t a badguy. She was a badgirl instead. The Baker and O’Hara families were not good role models for people like Jo.




But one of the crooks was all the way back at the pickup and scrambling into the cab. Alee used her telekinesis to reach under the hood and pull the electrical ignition so the truck engine died abruptly.




Wow, it was like those crooks were having the worst luck ever.




The two crooks with the rifles were choking horribly but heading for the doors into the bank. Uh-oh. She didn’t want them running into the bank and starting a hostage situation. That would be bad. So Alee grabbed their rifles and yanked the things out of their hands. Then she used her tk and spun them around and around so they had no sense of direction, and she let them stagger back into the teargas instead of where they had wanted to go.




By then, police cars were starting to show up at each end of the street, so she sort of gave several of the crooks a tk push out of the gas cloud and into the waiting arms of the police officers.




She figured she was out of time, so she zoomed back over the building and into the alley, using her telekinesis to open the coffee shop’s security door just by pushing on the panic bar on the inside and holding down that alarm button at the same time. Then she flew under the door of the bathroom, went normal, and walked out wiping her hands on a paper towel.




She walked over to Megan and gasped, “Wow, what’s going on? What did I miss?”




Megan acted like she had no idea. “Dunno. There was all this white gas stuff, and people came out of it choking and crying. And Jo wouldn’t let me go out and help ’em.”




“It’s teargas,” Jo grumbled. “You’d be in bad shape if you got even a whiff of it.”




“Oh!” smiled Megan. “Thanks!”




But that still wasn’t the end of things. Even with police handcuffing choking badguys who were still wearing their now-filterless gasmasks, there were more badguys still in the gas cloud. And Jo’s Uncle Tommy panicked.




He pulled some stuff out of his pocket. There wasn’t a handgun, but there were two cylinders. Alee wasn’t sure what they could be, because they were unmarked plastic cylinders.




But Uncle Tommy snarled, “I’m not goin’ back! Fuck these cops!” And he slammed the cylinders against both sides of his neck.




He screamed in agony as veins started bulging all over his neck and spreading out across his head and down his body.




Alee tried grabbing his carotids and squeezing them, but Tommy was already turning into a massive, over-muscled super-threat whose muscles were too strong for her to fight without ripping his whole throat out. She totally was not going to do that.




Tommy charged right through the security glass windows of the store, and he smashed a fire hydrant like it was made of cardboard. Water erupted straight up from the wrecked hydrant.




And Tommy was in the middle of the water spray, so it took a moment for Alee to realize that Tommy had gotten bigger. A lot bigger. And his skin was ripping and then healing as he grew. Which was almost as gross as the bones that were erupting out of his skin, like down his spine.




Jo gasped in horror, “Uncle Tommy, what the fuck did you do to yourself?”




Alee went to the comms. “Maybe it’s Titan. Or something worse.”




Megan looked at the still-growing giant standing in the street and roaring in what was probably a lot of pain, because that looked like it really hurt. She said over the comms, “Oh crud.”




Alee stuck to the comms and complained, “That’s my line!”







1. That was in STORMBURST! #4 by CaptainBoulanger, true believers! Don't forget that the episode had special guest Marie O’Neill!



2. And that was in Master Class by batzulger. ’Nuff said!





Issue #11



Alee stuck with the comms. “How do we do this?”




Megan comm’ed back at her. “I get Jo to help me get the whole store out the back door, and you go first. Stormburst gets over there before anyone in here spots Alee going silvery. You get back in here as soon as you can, and do the ‘I had to use the potty’ ruse.”




“On it.”




Megan insisted, “We gotta get out of here if that’s tear gas and a giant monster-guy. And there’s no way I’m going out that front door.”




One of the baristas behind the counter heard that and yelled, “Closing! Everyone out the back door away from all this!”




Alee headed to the back of the store. Besides her and Megan and Jo, there were only two baristas and four other customers, so it would be pretty manageable to get everyone out safely. Even if her secret identity might be problematic.




She locked the bathroom door from the outside by pressing on the button with her telekinesis, and she ducked out the back door the same way she had done it before. Then she went silvery and darted over the building’s roof to get at Titan’ed Tommy.




Crud, if only she had known what those cylinders were and had yanked them out of his hands before he injected them. Even if he might have gone for some handguns or something instead, and then she would have had to deal with a hostage situation. Or just him shooting at every police officer on the other side of the windows.




Uncle Tommy was maybe forty feet tall by then, with the water from the fire hydrant maybe providing the mass he was pulling in. And he was still in the middle of that water spray and roaring at the police, who were backing up as fast as they could get the arrested crooks into the squad cars.




Okay, forty feet tall was way bigger than people on Titan normally got. If you could even say ‘normal’ and ‘Titan’ together. This was something else. Or something more. Or Titan plus extra ickiness.




Stormburst tried the carotid squeeze first, and that didn’t work. She had no idea why not, since she’d pulled it on a tiger that was even bigger. So maybe this really was Titan plus some other combat drug, so he had super-strength and super-durability too. She hit him with a massive lightning bolt that went right across his torso and down into the water.




He yelled in pain but didn’t fall over. He just gasped for air a lot. Crud.




So she grabbed him by the ribcage and flew straight up with her silvery shape hiding behind his back where he couldn’t even look around and spot her. He struggled and flailed, but she was way out of his reach, and he couldn’t figure out that she had a grip on his torso, so kicking and flailing his arms didn’t do much to make her lose her grip.




It only took a few moments to haul Tommy up to about six miles above Paradise Valley. She was silvery, so she didn’t have a breathing problem, but Tommy was gasping for air, and he passed out pretty soon.




But what do you do with a super-Titan who would probably wake up a little while after you brought him back down to ground level?




She went to the comms. “Stormburst to Watchtower. Come in please.”




“Watchtower here. Stormburst, do you have a crisis?”




“Stormburst to Watchtower. Definitely. I have a guy who went Titan and maybe took an extra combat drug on top of that, so he’s forty feet tall and fifteen feet wide and tougher than normal for Titans. I’ve got him roughly six miles up so he’s unconscious, but I don’t want to kill him, and as soon as I drop back down to Paradise Valley, he’ll wake up and start doing the Titan rampage. I need multiple antidotes for everything in the Venom family, and someone who can assess effectiveness so we don’t overdose him on antidote.”




“Watchtower. Drop back down to fifteen or twenty thousand, until he regains consciousness and he’s breathing properly. Then move back up until he passes out again. Repeat until we can get someone down to you. Move east over the mountains so you can drop him if necessary. We have your location, so we can rendezvous.”




Crud. There was no way she was going to be able to get back down to Megan any time soon.




“Stormburst to Miss Martian, come in please.”




“Miss Martian here. Status?”




“Stormburst to MM. I’ve got him at Mount Everest altitude and he’s passed out. I’m going to have to keep lowering him until he’s waking up and then taking him back up to knock him out, until the Watchtower can help out. Tell Jo that I must have rushed down the block to get away. Then pretend I left my phone in your bag so I’m temporarily out of contact.”




“Oh! The old Robin Ruse Number 17. Got it.”




“Stormburst to MM. Move away from the crime scene and call mom and take Jo to our house.”




“MM. Are you sure? She’s an accessory before the fact. She didn’t aid and abet at the scene, but her Uncle Tommy sure was pressing her to.”




“Stormburst. Fill in mom including about the family pressure, and ask her first. Then follow her directives.”




“MM. Roger that. Out.”




So Alee had no idea how long this would take. Still, it had to be better than hitting Uncle Tommy with her full telekinetic strength and maybe really hurting him, or even worse not hurting him at all because of whatever else he was on, and then getting into a giant fistfight that would wreck downtown Paradise Valley.




She had no idea how Metropolis afforded having Superman-level battles in the streets every couple months. Okay, she could make a couple guesses, but she probably shouldn’t because if Wayne Enterprises wasn’t putting huge wads of money into stuff, then maybe some other superhero’s secret identity was, and she didn’t want to wreck anyone else’s secret identity or even know anybody else’s secret identity.




Uncle Tommy was conscious again, and really mad. He struggled and kicked, and he yelled, “What the hell’s goin’ on? If someone’s doin’ this ta me, I’m gonna rip your balls off!”




Wow, that was totally not nice. She let him struggle for a few more seconds before hauling him up to six miles or so and letting him pass out from hypo-oxygenation. Then she flew him back down to maybe four thousand feet above the peaks of the highest mountains just east of Paradise Valley, so he would wake up again.




There was a mega-fancy mountain mansion down there, and it looked like the fairytale castle version of a mountain chalet. She had no idea anything like that was down there. Maybe it was a winter ski resort or something. She made a mental note not to let Uncle Tommy fall on that place. Or anywhere near that place. Unless it belonged to Ms. Trilo. And it was empty.




Her comms crackled. “MM to Stormburst.”




“Stormburst here.”




“MM. Your mom says social services is already closed for Christmas and we’re not putting her in jail after she tried to help you and me, so she’s going home with us for the holiday.”




“Stormburst to MM. Great! Oh crud, I don’t have any presents for her for tomorrow morning.”




“Me neither.”




“Stormburst to MM. Tell mom I called from a store downtown because I left my phone in the shopping bags and I’m okay and I need Jo’s sizes on blouses and sweaters and I’ll call when I’m ready for a ride.”




“Roger that. And don’t be overwhelmed. Just take it down a notch and be whelmed.”




They both giggled, because Megan did a pretty good imitation of Robin when she wanted to.




So Alee said, “I’m feeling the aster.”




They both snickered, and Megan signed off.




Then it took another dozen up-and-down flights with Uncle Tommy before Stormburst finally got Justice League assistance. She totally needed a Batman utility belt chock full of sedatives and antidotes and test strips and stuff. And she needed to watch out for guys about to inject themselves with mega-stupid stuff that nobody should inject themselves with and would do terrible things to their bodies and do even worse things to their brains. She had no idea how Bane wasn’t a drooling idiot with a wrecked body, unless he wasn’t using that Venom stuff anymore.




By then, Megan had called back with Jo’s sizes on clothes and shoes and Jo’s favorite colors and Jo’s favorite treats which appeared to include the thumbprint cookies they had made with the Hershey’s kisses in the middles. Alee didn’t say anything, but she was glad Jo wasn’t eating all the ones with the grape jelly in the centers.




But the Justice League help was Superman! Alee hastily made sure she was in her best Stormburst shape. And Superman was casually holding over his head a thing that looked like a big lab room. With windows all around. But Superman had his hand under it, which was mega-good considering they were at about sixteen or seventeen thousand feet and that would be a long way to drop a nice lab full of expensive equipment.




Boy, it was a shame she couldn’t tell Annie all about this.




Alee darted over to where Superman was hovering and made sure she used her ‘forceful Stormburst’ voice that she was totally modeling on Terawatt and Wonder Woman. “Superman. Thank you for arriving when you did. I’m getting tired. And hungry.”




She decided not to mention that her mom and dad were probably wondering where she was and if she was really okay.




He spoke in that deep, powerful, mega-awesome voice he had. “Good work, Stormburst. I brought Professor Hamilton and one of S.T.A.R. Labs’ portable research facilities they are planning to field-test. We will be able to test for toxins and combat drugs…assuming we can get a blood sample.”




She made sure she was using her Stormburst voice and explained, “That might be a problem. He seems to be significantly tougher than a standard Titan user.”




An old professor-looking guy stepped over near what looked like a window that was a big box with another window behind it…Oh! Right! An airlock in case of stuff like altitude issues or poison gases or biowarfare or whatever. The old guy looked at her. “I believe we have a tool that might be effective.”




He put in the airlock a small battery-powered thing that looked like a drill, and a thing that looked more like a suction system than a big syringe. “This is a drill with a bit made of New Genesis alloys. And if you can drill into a vein and you can get some bleeding, you can then use this vacuum to retrieve a sample for me.”




She made sure she was working the Forceful Stormburst voice. “Thank you, professor. I’ll give this a try.”




She used her telekinesis to open this side of the airlock window and pull the gadgets over to her. Then she did another up-and-down trip to make sure Uncle Tommy was out, and she held him while she drilled into his forearm where a bunch of veins were just bulging out in really gross shapes. She had to press hard enough that the drill really whined a lot, but she managed to get a tiny hole in his arm so she could suck up a blood sample with the other gadget. She used her tk to fly the stuff back to the airlock, and the professor went to work.




She tried, “I do have experience as a lab assistant, if you would like some help…”




But no, the professor acted all grumpy about that and didn’t even want her coming into the lab through that airlock. So she just stayed outside and did the up-and-down-flight thing every time Uncle Tommy started causing problems.




After a while longer, when the professor still wasn’t done, she told something to Superman. And she whispered, because everybody knew about Kryptonian super-senses. Even if everyone didn’t know that full Kryptonians could look at you and see right through your clothes like you were dressed in Saran Wrap. “I really do have experience as a lab assistant. Even Batman said I was okay.”




That made Superman smile a little, so Alee figured he had tons of experience with Batman. Superman didn’t open his mouth or move his jaw, but a little voice that seemed like it came from her left shoulder said, “I understand. But a large number of Justice Leaguers are professors, or scientists, or lab workers, or lab technicians, or lab assistants, and the professor has had disagreements with a number of them, so he prefers to avoid all of that by working alone, or only with his own assistants he has personally trained.”




Oh. Right. She had no idea that Superman had super-ventriloquism too. Wow. Was there anything he couldn’t do?




And it totally sounded like the problem was the professor, and not the Justice Leaguers, even if she knew there were some Justice League people who would make mega-bad lab assistants. Not that she was going to say either of those things, because that wouldn’t be nice. And maybe the professor once had The Creeper trying to be a lab assistant, which would be awful.




Okay, the White Knight would probably be mega-bad too. She could just imagine it if Xander wanted to act up, or got really bored, or something. “Hey, what’s this do? Are we done yet? Is this a giant hypodermic? Are we done now? How come your glass thing has a round bottom so it would roll all over the place? Can I roll one of them around on the table while I’m waiting? Are we done yet?”




Because she had seen him do stuff like that to Batman, so she figured he might do it to anybody. Except someone Amy wanted to impress.




After a while longer, she whispered, “I know we needed to stop this guy, but I really didn’t feel comfortable drilling through his skin to get blood.”




Superman did the super-ventriloquism thing again. “I understand. I don’t like hurting people either. But all too often, it’s a choice between stopping someone who needs to be stopped, and lots of innocents getting hurt.”




She nodded in agreement. “Totally. It would just be great if I could just magic the badguys into a deep sleep so I didn’t have to hit ’em or shock ’em or…stuff.”




He asked, “Have you tried learning magic? I have, and I found that I have no ability in it whatsoever. But that does not mean that no one other than Doctor Fate and Zatanna can.”




“I totally should look into that,” she agreed. “I’ll ask Robin when I get back.”




Even if Amy said it was a ton of work even though Amy had a natural talent that she was pretty sure she had inherited from her mom. But surely someone besides people who inherited the talent could do magic? Maybe?




And finally, Professor Hamilton had a couple syringes to inject into Uncle Tommy. He said, “Here. It appears that our villain has Titan and the Kobra version of Venom and yet another Miraclo variant in his system, and all three are substandard versions that are probably cheaply-made ‘street’ versions of the drugs. We need to treat this individual and get him into a secure hospital, because I am anticipating cardiac, circulatory, and respiratory problems in his near future, along with the possibility of strokes.”




Eww! What was the point of a combat drug that only worked for a couple hours, and then was probably going to kill you in really icky ways? Or the Kobra-Venom stuff which was supposed to be permanent but was still likely to kill you pretty horribly. She had no idea what some of these people were thinking. And maybe it was a really good idea she and Megan had taken out Mammoth and Gizmo, because if those guys had been loose in the airport, Kobra would have a whole planeload of that ickiness to sell all over the western states.




So she whispered, “Kobra may be making this stuff overseas and flying it into our airports, like he tried just the other day. Someone needs to stop this before it turns into a really huge problem.”




Superman just gave her a firm nod. And really, given who The Team kept running into, maybe this was going to be a Young Justice project anyway.




She grabbed all the syringes with her telekinesis and made sure Uncle Tommy was out cold again. Then she used more tk to peel off Uncle Tommy’s scab over his drill-spot into his vein, which felt mega-groty to do, and she drilled the hole back open because it had mostly healed up already because of the Titan and Venom and stuff. That gave her a way to inject the syringe contents right into Uncle Tommy’s vein without having to risk bending the needles on his mega-hard skin and muscles.




She was just glad she hadn’t needed to have a fistfight with him. Even if she was practicing her martial arts every day, except she didn’t have a place to practice over Christmas vacation. So…every day when she was back at Mount Justice.




Alee was pretty sure Lady Shiva didn’t do stuff like Christmas vacations with family and loved ones, so she never stopped practicing and training. Alee sort of hoped Lady Shiva actually had loved ones out there somewhere, so she wasn’t all alone and stuff.




When Uncle Tommy started reverting, Alee had to lower him to a mountain slope, because gross goo was leaking out of him all over as he shrunk back down to Uncle Tommy size. And she could tell from her telekinesis that his muscles were softening up so they weren’t like solid steel anymore. They weren’t back down to human yet, but he wasn’t an unstoppable monster. Okay, she had Superman beside her, and she pretty much doubted someone like Superman would have any trouble with Uncle Tommy. So…not really unstoppable.




As soon as Uncle Tommy was getting close to normal again, the professor had a bunch of medical monitoring equipment to stick on him, because lots of people had totally horrible reactions and side effects from this stuff. Combat drugs were just icky.




Superman carried the research lab and the badguy off, and Alee finally had time to do the stuff that Alee needed to do. So she went really high and jetted back to Paradise Valley before dropping down mega-fast to the roof of the big central building of the biggest mall in town. Then she flew into the HVAC system and found an empty women’s restroom and went normal, fatsuit and all.




She called Megan. “Hey M, it’s me. Tell mom I got separated because I was rushing over to the mall to get stuff for Jo, and I left my phone in your bag…”




“I already covered that one, and your mom says we’ll keep Jo for a day because Social Services is already closed and there is no way she’s turning Jo over to the police on Christmas Eve.”




She added, “Great, and tell mom when I called you from a store’s phone, you gave me Jo’s sizes so I’m buying Jo some clothes and some Christmas gifts.”




Megan chipped in, “I’ll be sure to tell your mom where Jo can hear.”




“Sneaky!” Alee giggled. “You’re totally getting a Robin gold star for that. And tell mom I’ve got a friend giving me a ride home.”




“Will do. Have fun shopping. And I’ll try not to be too chalant when I’m being sneaky,” Megan said. Alee could pretty much hear the smile in her voice.




So Alee headed to the stores she wanted to get undies and lingerie stuff for Jo, and she called Robyn. “Robyn, it’s Alee. Busy?”




“No! Not at all! Totally not stuck here watching It’s a Wonderful Life for the five thousandth time because mom loves it.”




Alee tried not to smile. Because Robyn liked people to think she was all goth and emo and rockin’, and she loved watching old movies with her mom, which was like the opposite of goth and emo. Alee said, “Could you do me a huge, monstrously gigantic favor?”




“Sure! You need me to come over and help with something? I mean, something I could do? Because there’s tons of medical stuff you should not be asking me to do and I’d probably be really bad at ’em anyway…”




Alee let Robyn wind down before she explained, “Can you drive over to Sunset Mall and pick me up and give me a ride back to my house? Because we got a sudden surprise guest for Christmas and I need to pick up a couple things because I’m pretty sure she’s gonna need a bunch of houseguest kind of stuff.”




“Can do!” Robyn insisted. “I’ll be there in like…umm…fifteen, twenty minutes. Maybe twenty-five. Jimmy Stewart just got back home to his real life, and everyone’s about to come help him, and I can’t miss that part.”




Alee smiled to herself. “Robyn, that’s the best part. Don’t miss that. Come on over when the movie’s over, and that’ll be great.”




After all, it wasn’t like she was going to get all her shopping done in ten minutes.




And Robyn was never going to believe who their surprise houseguest was.





Issue #12



Alee was washing pots and pans in the kitchen after dinner, and insisting, “Really Jo, you’re a guest. You don’t have to help unless you want to.”




Jo kept loading the dishwasher and insisted, “Megan’s helping. So I’m helping. Besides, this is crazy. I’m a criminal. I was helping dad and Uncle Tommy and the cousins plan an armored car heist. You should be locking me up in jail, not taking me to your house until your mom can get me back into a foster home.”




Megan insisted, “But you didn’t want to be planning that armored car thing. And you tried to help us when a real criminal would’ve let us get caught up in a bunch of badness. And you’ve been nice about my leg.”




But Jo wasn’t done griping at Alee. “And another thing. You’re giving me your bed! Nobody does that!”




Alee teased, “It’s the worst spot in the house. You’ll have Annie across the room, reading 24x7.” She pretended to think it over. “You know, Annie would read thirty or forty hours a day if she could just figure out how. Maybe she’ll have to invent time travel just so she can read more every day.”




Megan smiled, “The guest bed is huge. It’s like a king-sized mattress. There’s way too much room for just me. So this is fine. Besides, Alee knows how much help I like, and how much stuff I like to do myself. I mean, I try to do everything myself, but Alee’s seen what I need a little help with. Sometimes. So it’ll be fine.”




Jo added, “And I know you went off and bought a bunch of Christmas stuff. There’s no way I can buy you a bunch of gifts.”




Alee insisted, “But the best part of Christmas is giving people gifts. I really wish I could’ve made gifts too, like I did last year.”




Megan asked, “Didn’t you tell me the best part was singing carols?”




Alee nodded, “Yeah. That too. Maybe it’s a tie. We can go to the midnight service and just not give Megan a candle because she doesn’t like fire, and sing Christmas carols, and all that stuff. The six o’clock service is mega-fun too, because that’s when the kids do the Christmas story, and they’re always so cute, and lots of times it’s so much fun, and sometimes it’s got really funny pieces by accident, like about ten years ago when one of Nicole’s sisters was Mary, and she was really worried about dropping the baby doll Jesus, and when she finally got to the little manger part, and she hadn’t dropped the doll, she did the big sports celebration thing…and she got carried away and she spiked the doll. And then everyone else tried to cover for her and stuff. Afterward, she was totally mega-embarrassed, but Nicole and their mom hugged her, and Robyn and me hugged her, and it was okay. Even if Nicole’s whole fam still teases her about that.”




Jo smirked, “Probably doesn’t look good on the resume when you’re trying to get babysitter jobs. ‘Did a touchdown dance and spiked Baby Jesus in front of four hundred people.’”




Megan put away the last of the food and said, “I’m scared of fire, but I’d be fine if I just didn’t have to hold my own candle.”




Alee mentioned, “Jo and I can sit on either side of you and not have candles either, and it’ll be okay.”




“Thanks. You’re the best,” Megan insisted as she put away the last of the leftovers in the fridge.




Jo spilled, “You know, one of her nicknames in high school was Alexandra The Great.”




Alee tried not to blush beet red.




Megan smiled, “I think I might’ve heard that…From everybody. Even Louis.”




“Especially Louis!” Alee complained. “He loves telling people that, right in front of me. He knows it totally embarrasses me.”




Megan pointed out, “And he really does think you’re great.”




Alee blushed even more, and she tried to change the subject. “Umm, there’s also an eight o’clock service. The last time we went, they had sort of gospel-ish versions of carols, maybe more rock versions, I dunno, but it was really fun. I mean, I like singing, but I am so not good enough to be in a choir or something.”




Jo sort of frowned, “How many Christmas services do you go to?”




Alee shrugged, “One? But we’ve gone to a different one in different years. When Annie and me were little, we always went to the children’s service. Especially the years I was a shepherd or the grumpy innkeeper or the year I was the angel. Then when we were older but mom and dad were worried about us being up too late, we tried the eight o’clock service, which I thought was fun but dad didn’t really like it. And then when we got even older, mom and dad decided we were old enough for the midnight service, which is really eleven to midnight, not midnight to one in the morning, and I like that one a lot. And I usually volunteered to be one of the people who hands out candles and then lights them and picks them up afterward. But not this year.”




So Megan told Jo all about going down to the convention center with Alee and helping with the dinner stuff.




Jo looked kind of shocked. “But…you two…I mean…”




Alee insisted, “Just because stuff’s happened to us, that doesn’t mean we can’t help people.”




Jo didn’t know what to say to that. Which was maybe a good thing, because Alee totally didn’t want to think about how Megan’s real history was even worse than her cover story.







Once they had the kitchen all cleaned up, they sat in the living room with Alee’s folks and watched Miracle on 34th Street which Megan had only seen once, just a couple days before. Okay, there were tons and tons of movies Megan hadn’t ever seen. But Alee wasn’t talking about that stuff.




Megan went to her telepathy, instead of using the comms, since she didn’t want the Watchtower or Robin hearing her.  This movie is so great! Can we see some more Christmas movies?




Totally, Alee answered back. We need to sneak a ton of movies and TV shows and stuff in for you, so you can know all this stuff. She made sure she was just going with Megan’s telepathy and not the Watchtower comms, because nobody who didn’t already know about Megan needed to find out.




Even if the telepathy thing felt weird. It was like Megan’s voice was coming in over a quivering speaker in the middle of her brain. The Watchtower comms were just like listening to a phone call when you only had one earpiece. Alee had no idea why everybody else was totally comfy with Megan’s telepathy in everyone’s head. Okay, she could guess why Conner was okay with it. But Robin? Mister I-Do-Not-Want-You-To-Know-Anything-About-Me himself? Alee did not get why Robin wasn’t stressed out about Megan’s telepathy every time Megan used it. Ditto for Artemis.




Wally? Everyone knew what Wally was thinking about. And Wally was okay with that, because Wally wasn’t all complicated and weird about stuff. Even if not everyone on the team had noticed that Wally was way more interested in Artemis than he was letting on. Just most of the team.




So Alee just said to her mom, “Hey, let’s get out one of the Christmas movies on DVD. I’m in the mood for more Christmas stuff.”




Her dad smiled, “Good idea, honey. I’d much rather watch A Christmas Carol that we can stop if we need to get going to church, than waiting an hour and watching a couple minutes of Scrooged instead.”




Alee nodded, “Great!” But she thought at Megan, The thing is they’re both from A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens only Scrooged is the naughty Bill Murray version. And it’s been made into movies a ton of times.




Megan worried silently, Hello, Megan! I haven’t read A Christmas Carol. Does that matter?




Alee thought, No way! Tons of people haven’t. But I know dad’s got a copy, and it’s really short so you can read it, maybe tomorrow. Or maybe we can all read it like taking turns and doing the parts.




Her dad finished looking in the semi-official DVD drawer under the TV. “Found it! The best version! Alistair Sim as Scrooge.”




Her mom nodded, “Good. I didn’t really like the Bill Murray version.”




Her dad agreed, “Yeah. Even the Mister Magoo version was better.”




Jo asked, “What’s wrong with the Bill Murray version?”




“Too dark and not nice,” Alee volunteered.




Her mom added, “Too ‘adult’…and inappropriate for Christmas Eve.”




Megan chimed in, “I like A Christmas Carol to just be A Christmas Carol. Even if I haven’t read the book in ages.”




Alee’s dad smiled, “I’ve got a copy in the den. Somewhere. Unless Annie or Alee ‘borrowed’ it and now it’s lost in their room…or at MIT.”




Alee pouted, “Dad! I always put your books back!” Then she thought about his Narnia collection. “Well, almost always. Maybe I’ve still got one of your books upstairs. Sorry.”




Her dad grinned, “At least Annie’s not still in her absent-minded phase, where she left books wherever she finished them.”




Alee groaned a little, because she remembered that ‘phase’. Which had felt like it went on for centuries. And had gone on until The Shower Incident.




Alee’s dad put the DVD on, and everyone watched the start of the movie.




Only Megan had noticed Alee’s emotions, so she stayed with the telepathy. What?




Alee confessed, Annie was reading everywhere, and we all knew it, but she was showering and I really had to go pee really bad, so I went in, figuring I wouldn’t bother her or anything. Only Annie was only sort of taking a shower. She was standing in the shower with the water running, only she was reading one of dad’s good books and she was holding it out of the shower with the hand she wasn’t showering with. And when I walked in and caught her, she dropped the book. Only it fell into the shower and got sopping wet and it got ruined, and dad was really unhappy about it, because it was a signed original. And it wasn’t like dad could drive down to L.A. and go ask Theodore Sturgeon to sign another book for him. But that was when Annie stopped reading absolutely everywhere, and when she started making an effort to put books away and not leave them where she stopped reading them.




Megan thought to her, Oops.




Mega-oops.







And then, after the movie was over and Alee made sure the DVD got put where it was supposed to go since she was feeling guilty about maybe not putting away some of her dad’s books, it was time to get ready for the midnight service.




Even though Jo was mega-stressed about it. “Alee, I can’t go. I don’t have a nice dress. I…What if they don’t want me there?”




Megan piped up, “We can all go like we are! I mean, that’s okay, right?”




Alee nodded, “Sure, they like people looking nice, but it’s not like there’s a dress code. And there’s no way Annie brought a going-to-church dress along, if she even has one anymore…Besides, I have the perfect thing for Jo to wear…”




She ducked out of the room, ran down to the Christmas tree, and ran back upstairs. She handed Jo the gift-wrapped package and smiled, “Merry Christmas! Only a few hours early.”




Jo gaped at the package for long seconds. Alee was kind of worried Jo was going to burst into tears, although she’d have to ask Megan which kind of tears they’d be. Jo managed, “I thought you were lost or somethin’, and you were…sneaking off to shop? For me? You didn’t even know I was gonna end up here!”




Alee sort-of-spilled, “I know mom. And I knew there was no way she would let you get slammed in a jail cell for Christmas. And she’s an administrator-type for Social Services now, even if she’d rather still be helping people face to face, and she’s talked about it a lot, so I knew a foster home at the last second wasn’t gonna happen. So…I pretty much knew you’d be coming home with us. And I knew you needed stuff. And you can wear this, and I’ll wear a nice top, and I know Megan packed a pretty sweater that’s not too heavy, and Annie has some stuff that got washed, even if she’s been too busy to do laundry.”




“Hey!” called out an outraged reader from the other side of the room. “I heard that!”




Alee and Megan and Jo looked at each other and broke out in giggles. Jo’s giggles were kind of nervous and maybe almost teary.




And everyone was ready to go to church on time. Even Annie, who had managed to change her shirt and her pants while not stopping her reading.




Alee’s dad checked, “Everyone ready? And Annie, you cannot take your book into the church, okay?”




“Okay dad,” Annie sighed. “I wasn’t going to.” She looked around at the expressions on everyone’s faces and insisted, “Really! I was just…gonna read in the car on the way there. And back.”




Alee’s mom pretended to sound exhausted. “Fine, Annie. I’m sure Alee and Megan together can wrestle that book out of your hands when we get to the church.”




“Mom!” Annie fussed.




Most of the rest of the room snickered, and Alee’s dad piled on, “Maybe Jo will have to help.”




“Dad!”




So Annie sat in the back of the SUV with a little booklight and read the whole way to the church and then pouted when she had to put the book down and go in with them. “I just got to a really interesting part about the endogenous biochemicals that support neurotransmission.”




Alee’s dad smiled, “Don’t worry, Annie. All that norepinephrine will still be there when you get back to the car.”




Alee’s mom gave Annie a one-armed hug and said, “I like going to church as a family, but you really didn’t have to go with us.”




Annie pouted maybe a bit more. “But I like going to church with the family. At school, no one wants to go with me on Sunday mornings.”




So Alee’s dad put a hand on Annie’s shoulder and said, “Okay, you can sit by me and we’ll discuss neurotransmission until it’s time for the service.”




Alee’s mom rolled her eyes and smiled, “That should guarantee no one else sits too close to us.”




Alee didn’t say anything, because she sort of wanted to listen to the talk on biochemistry stuff, since she was trying to learn tons of things just in case they were important later. That fight against Gravitas might have gone a lot better if Alee had known enough about gravity and unified field theory. And maybe knowing a lot about biochemistry would be a good thing, given all the combat drugs and stuff that The Team kept running into. Lady Shiva on combat drugs. That would be terrifying.




Okay, Lady Shiva was already terrifying. Alee was sure that the way Lady Shiva had trained her was the ‘nice’ way as far as Lady Shiva was concerned.




Jo nudged Alee and whispered, “What the he—” She stopped and looked at the church and changed the word she’d been about to say. “What the heck are they talking about?”




Alee didn’t think she knew enough to talk with Annie about neurotransmitters, but she did know enough to explain this part. “Biochemistry is just chemistry in stuff that’s alive. Like us. And your nerves work through chemistry. Messages gets sent up and down your nerves. That’s neurotransmission. And the chemicals that do that are neurotransmitters. Like the norepinephrine dad said, or serotonin.”




Jo admitted, “Okay, I’ve heard of serotonin. But…is everybody in your fam a science genius?”




Alee shook her head no. “Not me. Just dad and Annie, who are biochem mega-geniuses.”




“And Alee,” her mom added. “I have no idea what Annie and George are talking about, but Alee does. She just doesn’t think she’s a science genius because she hasn’t taken all the coursework that George and Annie have.”




Alee tried really hard not to blush. “I totally am not a science genius like dad and Annie.”




“Coulda fooled me,” Jo muttered under her breath but totally not quietly enough.




And Annie slid over and gave Alee a big hug. “You totally are, only you’re way more awesome than me.”




Alee felt like her face was burning with embarrassment.




So then, just because she wasn’t embarrassed enough, her dad and her sister didn’t talk about biochemistry. They told Alee stories to Megan and Jo. Like the time her dad took her to the Father-Daughter Day at the plant and Alee won the father-daughter putt-putt golf tournament when she figured out how the ‘leaders’ were cheating instead of what they were supposed to be doing. Or the time Annie’s science fair project got broken just before judging time, and both their parents were working, and Alee borrowed Ray’s bike and biked all the way home and back at top speed to get Annie’s replacement stuff and remembered all the right stuff, and helped Annie get it put together right, just in the nick of time.




And her mom told Alee stories too! And some of them were really embarrassing, like the time when she was little and she tried to make Christmas cookies for the neighbors and ended up with cookie dough all over the kitchen and all over the Alee because you totally should not lift the dough-covered beaters out of the bowl without turning off the mixer first.




At least the stories stopped when they got inside the church and they found some nice seats not too far near the front. The Merriman family was in the row in front of them, and the Wogamons and Randolphs were behind them, and the Prestons were in the aisle across from where Annie and her dad were thinking about talking some more about biochemistry now that her mom was far enough away not to notice. So on Alee’s left she had her dad and Annie, and on her right she had Megan, then Jo, then her mom. And her mom was sitting next to Mrs. Clarke, whose late husband used to be a pastor at the church years ago when Alee was really little. So they were all saying hi, and it was more like meeting people at a picnic.




Jo whispered to Megan, “Do they just know everybody?”




When Alee sat down on the other side of Megan, she leaned across Megan and explained to Jo, “We don’t know everyone in the whole church, but this has been our church since before Annie was born, and so we know a lot of people. Annie and I grew up with the Merriman boys and Fran Preston and the Wogamons’ grandkids and like that. And we know tons of people because they’re friends with mom and dad, or co-workers with one of ’em, or they’ve done church stuff together. Like Mike Randolph and dad were on the church budget group for like four years, so we know them.”




Megan wondered, “Is there anyone here you don’t know?”




Alee looked around. “Umm, the guy sitting with Mary Lanier and her parents, but she’s in college now, so maybe he’s a boyfriend. And the old couple sitting with the Halls, but they might be Mrs. Hall’s parents and just here for the holidays. And the people sitting with Mrs. Wexler, but they might be her daughter and her fam. And…”




Jo smiled, “So you really do know everybody.”




Alee shrugged a little. “I try to meet as many people as I can. And mom and dad know tons of people in town.”




Megan asked, “So how many degrees of separation are there between your family and everyone in the whole town?”




Alee thought about that and guessed, “One or two. Three, tops. According to stuff…a friend of mine showed me…the way the ‘six degrees of separation’ thing really works is there are a way smaller number of people who know tons and tons of people, and they’re like nodes in a fancy graph thing. So you’re six degrees of separation from the Queen of England because you know someone who knows someone who knows someone really famous, and that person knows people really famous all over the world including someone in England, and that person knows the Queen.”




And then the service was great. It had lots and lots of singing, which Alee really liked, and it had readings from people in the church instead of the pastor doing it which just made it feel more personal since Alee knew all of them. And when it was time for the candle part of the service, she and Jo and Megan just skipped holding candles so Megan would feel better.




And with the ceiling lights turned down, and the place lit just by all the candles, and everyone singing ‘Holy Night’, it was just great. Alee could feel the emotions building and building, and…




Oh crud, that was Megan. Alee glanced over and saw that Megan was maybe getting an overdose of love and worship and devotion and like that. And Megan was probably projecting some of that back out. 




So Alee gave Megan’s hand a gentle squeeze, and thought, You okay?




Megan blinked a couple times and thought back, Hello, Megan! That was so dumb. I could’ve overcooked everyone around us. And maybe blown our secret identities. Sorry. I’m really, really sorry.




Alee glanced past Megan, and Jo had stopped singing. Jo was staring at the little creche to the right of the speaker’s podium, and tears were streaming down her cheeks.




After the service ended and everyone got candles turned in and stuff, Alee’s mom checked, “Jo? Are you okay?”




Jo managed a nod. “Umm, yeah. Sure I am.” She paused a moment and asked, “Do you think the Catholic churches will be open tomorrow or the next day? I think I’d like to go, even if I haven’t been in, well, a long time.”




Alee’s mom gently patted Jo on the shoulder. “I’m pretty sure we can look all that up and get you over there.”




Megan glanced over at Alee and thought, Oops?




Alee thought back, We need to make sure Jo’s okay. So once they were in the SUV and Annie was reading again, Alee quietly said to Jo, “After we change out of nice stuff, Megan’s room. Chat time.”





Issue #13



Alee woke up early on Christmas morning. She always woke up early on Christmas morning. Even after she and Megan had stayed up a while talking with Jo and making sure Jo was okay. It seemed like Jo was kind of stunned and over-emotional about the candlelight service, but maybe that was what the bleedover from Megan had done. After all, Megan was a really powerful telepath on top of her other powers. Alee thought it would be mega-cool if she could develop shapeshifting powers like Megan’s. It would even be tera!




She slipped out of the bed and got ready to go downstairs. Okay, it wasn’t like she still believed in Santa Claus. And it wasn’t like she was going to sprint to the tree and start ripping presents open. She hadn’t ever done the ‘run down to the tree and go bananas’ thing, even if Nicole claimed a couple of her sisters had when they were little. But there were Christmas morning rules in the Mack household:




		Wait until everyone else is awake.

		No waking other people up just because you’re too bored or too excited.

		When everyone’s gathered around the tree and anyone who wants a beverage has one, then each person gets to look in their stocking.

		After everyone eats a good breakfast, then present opening!

		Write down the name of everyone who gave you a present and what they gave you, and write thank-you notes to everyone not in the room, like to grandparents or aunts who couldn’t be there with you for Christmas.

		Clean up the giant mess you made opening presents before you get to play with your new toys or wear your new outfits.





Alee’s mom had made the stockings for Annie and Alee, just like she said she had made one for Alee’s dad way back when they were engaged. And just like Alee’s mom had a stocking that had been made by her mom. But they weren’t hard to make. You just took two layers of felt and pinned them together and cut them in the shape of a great big foot big enough that when they got sewed together there was room for presents in between the layers. And maybe you decorated them a bunch on one side. Alee’s stocking said ‘Alexandra’ in needlepoint at the top on one side, and that side had felt decorations that were just for her, like a Santa and a pair of ice skates and a chocolate cake. Annie’s said ‘Anne’ and it had a Santa and a couple books and an apple pie. Their dad’s had a Santa and a camping tent and a needlepoint molecule that Alee knew was ethylene but her mom had admitted she had to look it up and ask a friend for help on it so she could surprise her fiancé George.




So they had some spare stockings Alee and her mom had made years ago, which had been mega-helpful when they had family or friends coming to visit for Christmas. Alee had already picked out the green one for Megan and the red one for Jo. There was also a white one and a pink one that stayed in the Christmas box for Christmas stockings and the tree skirt and stuff. They didn’t have names sewn on or special decorations on them, but they had a felt Santa and sleigh and reindeer and presents.




So Alee slid out of the bed without waking up Megan. She showered and got dressed, and she got out some of the clothes she’d bought for Jo and slipped them onto the nightstand by Jo’s bed with a note that said, “Ho ho ho! Merry Christmas! From Santa.”




Like Jo wouldn’t know who really set them there.




Then Alee snuck down to the kitchen and started some boiling water for tea or hot chocolate or whatever, and she started the coffeepot. After that, she got some orange rolls out of the fridge and popped them into the oven to bake while she started getting the ingredients for the yummy orange icing with orange rind bits that went on the rolls when they came out of the oven. And she got out a loaf of banana-nut bread for anyone who didn’t want the orange rolls.




She was humming Christmas carols and grating rind off an orange for the icing of the orange rolls when her mom came downstairs. “Honey? Why aren’t you still asleep?”




Alee grinned, “I had to get up and see if Santa brought Annie that pony.”




Her mom giggled. “Santa is definitely not bringing Annie a pony. What Santa probably needs to bring Annie is another IKEA bookshelf for her room in that house. But there’s no way that would fit in her luggage.”




Alee smiled, “We could buy it for her, only online and get it delivered to her house for her to find when she gets back to school…”




Her mom smiled and tousled Alee’s still-damp hair. “Great minds think alike, honey. I think your dad already did something like that and put something about it in that envelope he snuck under the tree.”




Alee figured giving Annie a sixty pound box for Christmas would not be a good present, because getting it home would be mega-hard, what with over-weight charges and struggling with the box in the airports and getting it from the airport to her rental in Boston.




Her mom looked around nervously, and then peeked down the hall to make sure no one else was around. “Umm, honey, I know you said this is for security reasons, but could you…just for me…could you show me what you really look like now?”




Alee used her tk to form a parabolic mike thing so she could make sure everyone upstairs was really still asleep. She could hear Jo and Annie softly snoring, and Jo was really the only person in the house who Alee had to be careful around. “Okay.”




She went into her silvery morph and dropped off her overalls and fatsuit and t-shirt and houseshoes. Then she hovered a foot in the air and made sure she was in her Stormburst shape. “Good morning, ma’am. I am here to help.” She even made sure to do it in her Stormburst voice, which was really just her trying to imitate Terawatt and Wonder Woman.




“Wow,” her mom whispered. “I mean, we saw you on TV and we knew it was you, but…Wow. Can I see the real you?”




So Alee went normal. She was only wearing a minimizer bra and exercise shorts, but she was inside and only her mom was seeing her.




Her mom clapped her hands over her mouth and started weeping. “Alee…You’re…you’re so beautiful. You look…amazing. You look like…like…Power Girl.”




Alee sighed a tiny bit. “Mom, I totally do not look like Kara. She has way bigger breasts than me. And she’s Kryptonian, so they jut out like they’re made of steel or something.”




Alee’s mom was so shocked she dropped her hands and her jaw dropped open. “You know Power Girl? And you get to call her Kara? Really?”




Alee went back into her morph, pulled all her stuff into it, and went normal again in the fatsuit and overalls, looking like Fat Alee once more. She tried to explain, “I’ve met a lot of…people. And maybe I’ve ended up doing some important stuff I can’t talk to you and dad about.”




“Not just Fresno,” her mom said like she already knew.




Alee nodded. “Right. Not just Fresno. I’m learning how to use my powers and not mess up. But using my powers responsibly means using them when other people need help. I thought I just wanted to learn how to control my powers and not hurt anyone with ’em and not accidentally reveal I’m a meta and get you and dad and Annie in trouble. But I found out there’s more to it than that. I like helping people. And I like keeping bad people from hurting other people. I don’t like hurting people, even if they’re terrible people. But like Kal-El said to me, sometimes you have to do what you need to just to save others.”




Her mom looked like a guppy, with a wide-open mouth and bulging eyes. She whispered, “You know Superman too?”




Alee tried not to wince. “Only a little. I mean, enough to talk to him. And he’s way more awesome in person, even after you see him on TV.”




Her mom gasped, “Oh gosh, Annie was right, that really was the real Batman with you in Fresno!”




Alee did wince that time. “Mom, can we just pretend you didn’t figure that out? Because I think he doesn’t want all of you to know that.”




Her mom kind of ignored her. “Is he really dark and scary and intimidating? And who was the other superhero with you two?”




Alee sighed, “Yeah, he is mega-intimidating. And I don’t know if I can tell you about the other superhero.”




Her mom fangirled, “Was he really there to catch Catwoman? Did she really rob a secret illegal casino in Fresno?”




Alee tried really, really hard not to blush. “Umm, I guess I’d better not talk about that part at all.”




Her mom nearly pouted. Her mom! “Your father and I talked about this…He thinks we shouldn’t even ask you questions like this, because it’s not fair to you, and you’re not going to be allowed to talk about stuff like this.”




Alee mentioned, “Remember the times dad had to sign NDAs and he couldn’t talk about certain stuff going on at the plant? Like a big grant from somebody so important they sent Army generals to the plant to set it up?” Her mom nodded. “Same thing here. There’s a ton of stuff I’d love to tell you, but I can’t. I really can’t.”




Her mom admitted, “George looked up some publicly-available data on superheroes, and…Do those Daily Planet reporters really get kidnapped a couple times a year?”




Alee tried not to laugh. “I’m pretty sure that’s an exaggeration. But being associated with a superhero in the minds of some badguys? That’s not good. And sometimes it’s mega-not-good.”




“How not-good are we talking?”her mom wondered.




“Super-ultra-mega-not-good,” Alee insisted. “Kidnapped. Injured. Shot or stabbed or poisoned. Crippled. Murdered. Hypnotized or brainwashed into doing mega-bad stuff. There’s a lot of bad things out there, and I don’t want any of it coming anywhere near you or dad or Annie or my friends.”




Her mom looked at her and the fatsuit and how chunky she looked. “And you’re going to keep hurting yourself to protect us, aren’t you? For how long?”




Alee confessed, “Maybe until Stormburst retires. Maybe forever. Because losing Hunter and having people stare at me like they’ve been doing this week? Not nearly as bad as having something awful happen to you.”




Her mom hugged her hard, and she hugged her mom back. “I love you so much, mom.”




“I love you too, honey, even if you’re doing things so amazing that I don’t think we can even comprehend them. And we don’t appreciate you enough…Oof. Even if you’ve got muscles you didn’t use to have. That’s not a new superpower, is it?”




Alee answered, “Nope. Just working out a lot. Because there are lots of badguys who are way more powerful than me, and I don’t want to lose when we face them.”




Her mom hugged her more and whimpered, “Honey, we love you so much…but when we let you fly out of the nest to make your own way in the world, there wasn’t supposed to be real flying involved.”







By the time the coffee was ready and the orange rolls were out of the oven, everyone was up. Probably because of the delicious smells drifting through the whole house. Alee sort of wondered if making too-delicious aromas float through the house was kind of a violation of Family Christmas Rule 2. She figured her parents wouldn’t count it, because normally her mom was the one making the yummy aromas in the kitchen. Because the orange rolls smelled just as amazing as they tasted. And when she and Annie were little, lots of time there were also cinnamon rolls or Swedish tea ring or grandma’s handmade stollen or gran’s savory bread pudding.




And since all of them could sit still long enough to eat breakfast, they did that first. Which meant hot, icing-y, delicious orange rolls. Alee also had a slice of the banana-nut bread. Toasted, with butter. Mmm. Then they all took their coffee or tea into the living room and opened presents.




The stockings all had fruits and candy and socks and underwear, because they were all too old for little toys and stuff like Alee got when she was a kid. Alee also got books from Annie and her dad, and a calendar from Megan, and store cards from her mom, and chocolate candies from her grandparents, and a scarf from Robyn and Nicole. Annie’s present was ‘The Biochemistry and Biophysics of Superpowers’ by Professor Emil Edmond Hamilton.




Oh! That was the cranky guy in the field lab Superman was holding! Now Alee really had to read that book.




Jo got clothes and treats and stuff, and she obviously felt really uncomfortable about getting presents when she couldn’t give presents to anyone because she had no money and no stuff.




So, after lunch, Alee and Megan took Jo over to the civic center. Well, Alee’s mom took all three of them and dropped them off and reminded Alee not to put her phone in Megan’s bag again. Alee just ducked her head and said, “Sorry, mom. I won’t do it again.” Talk about embarrassing.




Superhero excuses were embarrassing. Really good superhero excuses, like the ones Batman used, were permanently embarrassing. Alee figured Diana didn’t bother with a secret identity or superhero excuses. And The Flash moved so fast he probably didn’t need superhero excuses. And Superman was so huge and imposing that he probably couldn’t pass as a regular Earthling anyway, so he probably just had a secret superhero lair near Metropolis. Maybe way underground, where he wouldn’t constantly hear and see everything with his super-senses. Well, it wasn’t like she could just say ‘oh yeah, I was superheroing and stopping an armored car robbery and a Titan’ed up badguy, so that’s why I was late.’




Okay, she could say that, but she needed to not say it out loud. Except back at Mount Justice.




She figured she needed to come up with a really stupid excuse that she could use regularly, so her family would know it really meant ‘superheroine stuff’ and everyone else would just think ‘how embarrassing’. Maybe she could start saying her medication sometimes gave her the runs. That would be mega-icky and embarrassing, but a great way to get out of stuff.




They hopped out of her mom’s car, and her mom said, “We’ll come down for dinner and pick you up after.” Alee started to say something, but her mom knew her way too well. “And if you think they need your help with clean-up after dinner, we’ll all just stay and help.”




Alee smiled, “Sounds great. Thanks, mom.”




Megan slapped her forehead, “Hel-lo Megan! I almost forgot! Thank you so much, Mrs. Mack.”




“Yeah, thanks a ton, Mrs. Mack,” Jo added.




Alee’s mom smiled, “You’re very welcome.” She waited until everyone had their doors closed, and until traffic went by, and then she drove off.




Jo worried, “Will it be okay I’m here with you?”




Alee nodded, “Sure! They can always use extra help. And if there’s stuff you don’t know how to do, just ask.”




Megan tossed in, “Alee’s been doing this for years, so she knows everybody, and she knows where everything goes, and how everything works.”




Alee grumbled, “I still can’t get their stove burners to come on when I want. They’re old, and not electric, and they’re pretty finicky.” And there was no way she was using her lightning in front of other people, even if a spark was exactly what the burners needed to get the gas flaming.




Jo tried again. “Umm, that isn’t really what I meant.”




Megan put a gentle hand on Jo’s shoulder and smiled, “It’s okay. I mean, we can tell you’re embarrassed about this, but you can tell us, and we won’t be mean about it.”




Jo sighed some. “It’s just…I used to be one of the people eating the food. ‘Specially when I was out of foster care but dad was back in jail again.”




Alee patted Jo on the arm. “It’ll be okay. I’ll introduce you to Molly. And Aggie. They work here all the time when they’re not at their real jobs, because they’re some of Sister Stevie’s girls. I mean, ladies. They used to be homeless, but Sister Stevie got them into shelters and got them help, and now they’re in their own rooms in a house for people who maybe needed a little help.”




Jo managed, “I think I know who Aggie is. And maybe I’ve run into Molly too.”




Alee figured that meant Jo had spent too much time being homeless or nearly homeless. That wasn’t fair. At least Paradise Valley didn’t get too hot in the summers or too cold in the winters. That would be horrible for someone stuck with no home.




Alee led them in, right over to Sister Catherine’s table where she was doing all the organizing. Jo uncomfortably asked, “Can I work on the tables and chairs, or something like that? I’m not good at cooking.”




Alee gave her a one-armed hug and said, “We can teach you. It’s easy. And I’ll make sure you only get tasks you can do, not crazy stuff like making a meringue with no practice.”




Sister Catherine smiled, “I am fairly sure there will be no meringue tonight, Miss Mack.”




Alee smiled back, “I can really do a meringue. My dad taught me how. He’s really great at any cooking that’s straight chemistry. And he says most baking is just biochem.”




Sister Catherine nodded, “George is also really helpful with the tables and chairs. We’ve been using a new sanitizer from the plant that he’s been contributing. I have no idea what we’d do if we didn’t have families in this town like you and your parents.”




Alee tried hard not to blush, but she didn’t think she managed to pull it off. “My folks are pretty awesome.”




Sister Catherine said, “I agree. And Josephine? How about you work with Alee and let her show you what she wants you to do. It’s good training, and learning to cook for a hundred is a very useful skill.”




Megan chipped in, “And once you can cook for a hundred, you can use the same stuff to cook for one or two!”




Alee walked over to Sister Stevie, and they hugged, because Sister Stevie hugged everybody. Sister Stevie hugged Megan and said, “Megan, right? We’re so glad to have you back. Thank you so much.” Then she hugged Jo and smiled, “Josephine!”




“Just Jo. Please.”




Sister Stevie beamed, “Okay…Jo. You’re looking better. And if you’re with these two, I’m guessing you want to help out too.”




“I kinda feel like I need to,” Jo admitted. “Alee and her folks took me in for Christmas, and all I’ve been doing lately is taking, so I want to do some giving.” She glanced over at Alee and spilled, “They’re kind of overwhelming.”




Megan grinned, “Overwhelmed? Maybe you could take it down a notch and just be whelmed.”




Alee giggled, even though she knew where Megan had gotten the line. But no one knew the line was from Robin, so it was okay to use.




Jo smiled, “That’s a great line. I’m swiping it.”




Megan teased, “Good! And use it a lot. Then I can become world famous for inventing a word.”




Alee kidded, “Maybe you could become…Word Girl!”




Sister Stevie laughed and said, “I think PBS has already grabbed that one.”




Alee led Megan and Jo into the kitchen, where Mrs. Benham was directing people. Mrs. Benham was one of around half a dozen women who took turns coming in and being the head cook for the afternoon. And Alee knew Mrs. Benham before she started working with her at these dinner things, because some of Mrs. Benham’s grandchildren were around Alee’s age.




So Alee walked over and said, “Hi, Mrs. Benham! This is Megan, and this is Jo. What can we work on for you?”




Mrs. Benham smiled at Alee. “I am never going to get you to call me Sarah, am I?”




“No ma’am,” Alee managed. Because that wouldn’t be polite, and someone would tell her folks, and they would give her that look.




Mrs. Benham laughed lightly and told her, “My grandkids told me you’d been out sick all year and it was something serious, so I’m glad to see you’re up and around.” Her eyes lit on Megan’s cane. “And getting other young women in here helping out. We have too many old bats like me who aren’t tough enough anymore.” But she smiled as she said it.




So Alee showed Megan and Jo how to roast sweet potatoes in the skin, and how to clean and cut up potatoes for the beef stew, and how to clean and cut up the carrots for the stew, and stuff like that. Because someone had donated like forty pounds of chunked-up stew beef, so the dinner was beef stew with big chunks of really delicious beef. Mrs. Benham’s friend Mariel showed them how to dredge the beef chunks and brown them and then brown the onions in the same pan until they were caramelized and smelled amazing. And the dessert was a plum cake baked in the huge steam table pans in the kitchen, and it was way, way better than Alee thought when she heard the words ‘plum cake’.




The only thing was that at dinner, Mrs. Benham embarrassed the crud out of Alee by telling the whole room that Alee and Jo and Megan had done a ton of the hard parts of the meal.







The next day was Boxing Day, and Alee’s mom took Jo in with her to the Social Services office and they were gone for hours. But when they came back, her mom was smiling like crazy, and Jo looked…well, stunned.




Jo scooted Alee and Megan up to Annie and Alee’s room, where of course Annie was reading away. And Jo gushed, “Alee, your mom is amazing! I mean, totally amazing! First she talked her boss into getting me some help, and then she and her boss took me to see this judge, and…I’m not going to jail! I’m gonna live here until your mom finds the right foster family, and I may not even have to testify about dad and Uncle Tommy, since they got caught red-handed. The police officer we talked with said there was something wrong with the filter disks or something, because they all fell off the gasmasks so everyone with a gasmask got gassed and also couldn’t see because they had a gasmask full of gas on their head.”




“Weird,” Alee said.




“Totes,” Megan agreed.




They just didn’t look at each other because they might burst into giggles. Alee still said, “That’s great about you getting to stay here for a while. Mom and dad are the best parents ever. And you can borrow any of my stuff, like books and things. Just ask Annie before you borrow any of her books, because she’s book-o-philic.”




“Hey!” Annie protested. “I’m not that bad. Jo, you can borrow any of my books you want. I mean, it’s not like you’re gonna eat peanut butter and crackers while looking through my Dr. Seuss book and get peanut butter all over Bartholomew Cubbins.”




Alee protested, “It was just that once! And I was like six!”




Annie pointed at Alee and insisted, “Peanut butter is not oobleck!”




“I know that!” Alee grumbled. Even if maybe the oobleck thing had been the reason she’d gotten peanut butter on her fingers in the first place. Maybe. Not that she was admitting it to Annie.




Jo grinned, “Well, there goes your rep for being perfect.”




Alee fussed, “I am totally not perfect. Nobody would say that.”




And that night, just to show how not perfect she was, she let Megan walk around the neighborhood with Jo while she took a nice, hot shower and didn’t have to worry about Jo seeing she was wearing a fatsuit most of the time.




Only she just barely had her bra and some boyshorts briefs on, when Megan gasped over their comms, “Help! Stormbur—”




Alee jetted down the hall, turning silvery as she went. She flew down the staircase, and through the living room. She stopped long enough to tell her folks, “Crisis! It’s Megan and Jo!” Then she flew under the back door, up into the air, and started searching at high speed, while a couple hundred feet up so she was pretty much invisible.




“Watchtower, this is Stormburst. Please come in.”




“Stormburst, this is Watchtower. Situation?”




She explained, “I think someone or something just kidnapped Miss Martian and a civilian right off the sidewalk. And they must have anti-meta tech, or MM would have hammered them already.”




“Understood. We’re alerting on-duty team members right now.”




There was no sign of Megan, or Jo…But Alee found Megan’s crutch left behind on he sidewalk. So Alee darted off in that direction, hoping to find something.




Like…a panel van that looked like a nine-to-five job truck so it shouldn’t be out at night. She zoomed down to check.




Its rear doors swung open, and two guys in coveralls and balaclavas aimed a big raygun at her. She tried to dodge, but the energy beam hit her, and suddenly it was like her brain was on fire and she couldn’t think and she didn’t know which way was up or anything, and the last thing she could remember was crashing hard into the street…





Issue #14



Alee heard something. And she felt something.




It was Jo, who was shaking her. “Wake up. Alee, please wake up. Please don’t be in a coma or something. We’re in a ton of trouble and I don’t know what to do, and I could really use your help!”




Alee groaned, and tried to open her eyes. But everything was too bright, or at least it felt like it. And she felt dizzy, and sick to her stomach. And her head hurt. She squeezed her eyes shut again and gasped, “Wha—what happened?”




Jo moaned, “We were just walking and talking, okay mainly about you ’cause I didn’t want to talk about me, and this truck went by and the side door was open, and they threw something like a Molotov cocktail at Megan and she was surrounded by fire and they hit me with something like a hammer to the head…even if I don’t have a huge knot on my skull or anything. And I woke up with this metal collar thing, and you have one, and the monster has one.”




“The monster?” Alee forced her eyes open, despite the pain. She was in a glass-like box on a big pedestal, and Jo was in there with her. Maybe twenty feet away was another pedestal, with a matching clear-walled box, and there was a White Martian in there with a big metal collar around her neck. It was probably Megan.




Alee put her hands around her neck and felt the heavy collar, which was probably a match for Jo’s and Megan’s. Only Alee had a pretty good idea what the collar was, because she’d helped The Team capture supervillains before. The collar Jo wore wasn’t exactly like the collars for supers in Belle Reve, but it had some rough similarities. And if it was suppressing Megan’s shapeshifting and other powers, it had to work like the power suppressor collars at Belle Reve. Which was not good.




She tried feeling inside the collar with her tk, and…nada. No tk. So she tried going silvery, and that didn’t work either. So she went for it and tried a little spark. Still nothing. No powers. She muttered, “This is so not good.”




Jo wondered, “What the hell is that thing? And what the fuck did that collar do to you, because you look like you turned into Power Girl or something.”




Alee looked down at herself. She did look kind of…well…superheroine-shaped. Abs of steel, stupidly abnormal curves, and a pair of boobs that looked like she had gotten implants. Twice.




Jo checked, “You’re…not Power Girl, are you?”




Alee groaned, “No way. She’s like Kryptonian and from another dimension.” She tried to cover her slip-up, “And some other weird stuff I read about on a website.”




“Yes, who are you?” asked a voice from the other side of one clear wall.




And four people stepped out of the darkness. They weren’t White Martians. They weren’t Green Martians. They weren’t Red Martians. They were yellow, but shaped like the Martian Manhunter when he was in his real shape.




Yellow? What had Robin said about that? Wait a minute, wait a minute…She could dredge this up out of her memory if she just had a second…




“You’re Yellow Martians,” she guessed. “You guys tried messing with Wonder Woman like a century ago and got creamed.”




“Not a century ago,” the obvious leader guy insisted. “But over half a century by your years.”




“How’d you know that?” Jo asked suspiciously.




“Yes, how did you know that?” the female of the four Yellow Martians asked.




She lied, “I read a book on the history of superpowered heroes, and there was a whole chapter on Wonder Woman.” And she concentrated hard on the image of a book with a cover that had pictures of the Big Seven of the Justice League. “She’s one of my heroes.” Okay, that wasn’t a fib at all.




The leader turned and looked at the shortest of the four. “Well?”




“She may be telling the truth. I cannot tell, but the vague mental images I received back up her claim. It is not as if we have the telepathy of the Whites or the Greens.”




Alee asked, “The book talked like you got wiped out, so are you guys hiding out on Earth now?”




The leader snapped, “Do not answer that!”




Okay, that was totally a ‘we got caught’ reaction. So they were hiding out on Earth. And if they were using regular human trucks and stuff, they might have been on Earth hiding as humans for a really long time.




In Paradise Valley.




She suddenly had a really horrible thought. “You guys have shapeshifting and intangibility and super-strength and flight and telekinesis and stuff, right?”




All four of them looked shocked, and pretty scared that Alee knew. “H-how…?” one of them managed.




So Alee spilled. “Everyone knows about the big Stormburst—Red Lightning fight in Fresno.”




Jo nodded, “Yeah! That was awesome!”




Alee went on, “So Red Lightning has a ton of the classic Martian superpowers, plus lightning bolts. And she’s from Paradise Valley. And nobody had any idea how Rosanna Trilo got superpowers, much less a whole heaping pile of really awesome superpowers…”




Jo gasped, “You think she’s a Martian too?”




Alee rolled her eyes. “Well, how else is she gonna get those exact powers? But the news reports and the thing on Super Watch said she couldn’t do real shapeshifting. And the footage looked like she couldn’t do lots of her powers at the same time. And she has lightning, which isn’t like you guys. So I’m guessing you guys have been here so long that you’ve been interbreeding with humans for decades, and one of her parents or grandparents was secretly one of you guys, and the other side of the family had the meta gene complex, so she got lightning and familial Yellow Martian powers.”




“Damn, you’re smart.” Jo muttered.




“Cerebral powers should also be suppressed by the collars,” the female Martian insisted.




Alee nodded, “Fine, but this isn’t a superpower. I’m just using my brains.” That, and she had been thinking about it a long time.




The leader glared and pointed at Megan. “And yet you flew to the rescue of a White Martian!”




Jo looked at Alee in shock. “What? You can fly? You really are a superhero! Are you sure you’re not Power Girl?”




“Mega-sure,” Alee insisted. Stupid Martians, spilling all her secrets.




The leader added, “And you were in a silvery shapeshift. Like Rosanna can do. Or like other Martians.”




“Or like Stormburst!” the female Martian guessed.




Well crud!




Jo gasped, “Holy shit, you’re Stormburst? I mean, you look like the way she’s shaped, and there aren’t that many superheroines who are shaped like you and don’t have wings or whatever…”




“Crud,” Alee groaned softly.




Jo guessed, “So you’re pretending you’re fat so no one in town wises up and figures out you’re a superheroine and goes after your folks! Does your boyfriend know?”




Alee admitted, “No. He thinks I’m fat and blobby, and he’s been dating Trish Reilley.”




“That skank!” Jo hissed. “You ought to fly in and show him how you really look so he can see what he’s missing, and then dump him.”




Alee tried not to wince. “No showing off superpowers, remember? I’m not risking my fam over that.”




Jo complained, “But…but you can’t just let that bitch get away with shit like that! It’s not right!”




Alee pointed at the aliens holding them in a cell while they had power suppressor collars on. “I think we’ve got bigger problems than my ex-boyfriend. Like why these people think one of the great superheroines of Earth is a monster.”




Jo looked over at the White Martian. “That? That’s a superheroine?”




The Yellow Martian leader insisted, “That is a White Martian. They were kept under control while we ruled Mars. But once we were driven into hiding by the alien races who had tricked us into working against Wonder Woman and blamed us for their failure, there was no one left on Mars to control the Whites. They overran the planet. They tried to kill off every other Martian in existence. As far as we know, the only Green Martian who remains alive in the entire galaxy is the Martian Manhunter, and as far as we know the Red Martians have very nearly been wiped out. The Whites have tried more than once to take over this planet and the entire solar system. If the Whites learn about us, we are doomed.”




Alee tried, “Megan isn’t like that! She’s a heroine. She fights badguys. She saves the day. She’s not like her White Martian ancestors. You don’t have to be like your parents and cousins and grandparents! And she’s my friend.”




Jo managed, “I thought she was really nice…But…” She looked over at the monster in the next cell and cringed.




Alee affirmed, “She is nice. She’s trying as hard as she can to be just who you thought she was. I mean, would a supervillain or a monster go down to a soup kitchen and help out just because she wanted to help people? No way.” She stopped and tried to figure out what to do. “Look, you’ve got some kind of telepathy and you’ve got a mental-attack raygun. There’s got to be some way you can look through my memories to see what a good person Megan really is.”




One of the male Martians said to the leader, “We could use the Mind Reaper…”




“No!” Megan squawked. “No, not that. Alee, it’ll go through your memories, but then there won’t be any you left afterward!” She turned to face the Yellow Martians. “Please, no. She’s a good person. You can’t do that to her. I’ll stay in here or let you do what you want to me, if you just don’t hurt her.”




Alee turned to face the Yellow Martians. “I’ll risk it. Megan is worth it. Miss Martian is worth it.”




The leader scoffed, “You do not even know her real name, Earthling.”




Alee frowned, “Sure I do. Just because she uses ‘Megan’ doesn’t mean she hasn’t told me her real name and stuff. I bet you use Earth names when you’re not hiding down here.”




“How do you know we’re underground?” the leader gasped.




Alee sighed, “Oh, come on. I’ve lived in Paradise Valley pretty much my whole life. Do you really think there could be a place this big that I wouldn’t know about, if it was up on the surface where anybody could drive past it and say ‘hey mom what’s that ginormous thing over there?’ Also, no windows. That says underground to me.”




The female Martian said, “Apparently, we have been taking many things for granted since we settled here.”




Megan suddenly asked, “Do you still have the ‘trial by combat’ ritual?”




The leader nodded a little. “Technically yes, but it is primitive and violent. It has not been used in a very long time. We do not use it, because it means fighting amongst ourselves.”




The female Martian thought for a moment and then said, “But we could test this young woman against our prisoner.”




“Prisoner?” Alee and Megan said pretty much simultaneously.




The female Martian nodded. “Yes, we maintain a large variety of defensive monitoring systems, including duplicates of your own air traffic control system for the tiny landing strips which are the Paradise Valley Airfield. So, when a prop plane landed and did not show up on the airfield’s systems, we assumed it was an invasion. But it was someone who was smuggling drugs into central California via a small, minimally monitored airfield whose air traffic control systems had already been suborned.”




“Uh-oh,” Megan groaned.




“This sounds mega-familiar,” Alee admitted.




The female Martian kept going. “You may fight this smuggler. If you win, you may choose one of the three of you to go free. If you lose, all three of you will remain.”




Alee touched her collar. “And you want me to do it with no powers.”




The female nodded, “Yes. However, your opponent will be wearing a similar collar. No powers. No meta abilities.”




Alee tried to think of stuff. If this was someone connected with Kobra’s smuggling of Kobra-Venom and stuff, then Alee totally needed not to get ID’ed. She said, “I will need a mask. Your smuggler probably has connections to supervillains, and no matter what, I have a secret identity to protect.”




Megan pressed, “This is a bad idea.”




Alee nodded. “Totally. But if I can get Jo out of here safely, it’ll be worth it.”




Jo froze. “Wait. What? Me? I’m nobody! You’re somebody important! There’s no way I’m going if you’re stuck here.”




Alee just said, “They said I get to choose. I’m choosing. You’re somebody important too, even if you don’t believe it.”




Jo grumbled, “This is bullshit.”




Alee asked, “My mask?”




The Yellow Martians just looked at her. Nothing happened. Except Jo suddenly whispered, “Whoa!”




“What?” Alee asked.




Jo gasped, “You got a mask like…umm…”




“Red Tornado,” Megan supplied. “You look like you’re wearing a Red Tornado mask over your whole face.”




The Martian leader just said, “It is a psychic impression your opponent will not be able to see through as long as she is powerless.”




‘She’? Okay, at least it wasn’t going to be Kobra himself. Or Mammoth. Or Bane. But it could still be pretty bad.




The cell wall in front of her winked out of existence, and she hopped out onto the cold floor. She tried not to shiver. Or cover up her breasts and crotch with her arms. It would have been nice if she’d left her house wearing more than a bra and underpants.




She was led to the far side of the huge area. A wall slid aside, revealing a couple more cells, with only two people in their own cells. One looked like an airplane pilot, or at least he was wearing a uniform like a commercial jet pilot. The other…




Oh crud. It was Shimmer.




There was no mistaking the anorexia-thin body or the bright red hair that was shaved off completely on one side of her head. Or the freaky all-black tattoo all over the shaved side of her head, going down over her eye as well to make it look extra-freaky.




Shimmer stepped out of the box and strode over. Alee noticed that Shimmer walked with a balanced step that was almost a glide-step. So Shimmer had a lot of martial arts training.




The female Martian just said, “You two will fight. The winner designates one person to go free.”




Shimmer asked hopefully, “To the death?”




“Not unless you so desire it.”




“Cool.” She glanced at the pilot-guy and said, “It’ll be me. Screw that loser.” She took one more step forward. “What a stupid mask.”




Alee would have said something back at her like ‘at least I had enough sense not to tattoo half my head.’ But she wasn’t going to talk and give anything away. Since she really didn’t want to give anything away, she also didn’t move into one of her favorite stances. She turned slightly at an angle to Shimmer and just barely put her feet in a balanced stance.




Alee noticed as soon as Shimmer slid to within kicking distance, and…here came the kick. Only it was to Alee’s forward shin, which hurt some but it was the flat of Shimmer’s foot. That pinned Alee’s leg in place so she couldn’t kick with it and stopped her from moving forward, but it didn’t do any real damage. So it was the start of a combination. And here came the kick to the solar plexus. A classic Wing Chun move that Robin had showed them. Alee could have gone for the trap or the parry or a block-and-return-kick, but she wanted Shimmer to underestimate her. So she just barely blocked it and let it push her back like she was stunned.




Shimmer attacked. She went with a flurry of straight punches aimed at Alee’s face and throat and chest and solar plexus. Alee kept her arms in and just blocked everything with a bunch of aikido blocks. After a whole string of punches got blocked or parried, Shimmer went with a strike to the side of Alee’s neck, which was stupid when they both had heavy neck collars.




But that gave Alee the chance to use a Northern style kung fu move. She blocked Shimmer’s strike to the outside and grabbed the wrist before Shimmer got it back out of reach. Then Alee went with a Muay Thai strike, hitting Shimmer in the face with an elbow.




Shimmer took the strike so she could use her other hand in a hammer blow to Alee’s forearm to get her wrist free. Crud, that hurt. Alee kicked out with her front foot in a defensive strike to shove Shimmer back out of reach for a moment.




Shimmer blocked the kick, but it still knocked her back. Alee wasn’t huge, but Shimmer was shorter and thinner and lighter. And she had a lot less muscle mass. Alee really thought Shimmer needed to eat better.




Shimmer regrouped and slid into a balanced stance where she could maybe launch a lot more punches if she wanted to. She spat on the floor and said, “Shit. You’re a lot better than you look. You look like you’re all tits and ass.” Alee kept quiet, so Shimmer smirked, “Cat got your tongue?”




Alee pointed at her collar, like that was why she couldn’t talk. Which it wasn’t.




Shimmer turned her head slightly without taking her eyes off Alee. She yelled, “Hey! If you assholes are making me fight Black Canary, I’m gonna be pissed off!”




Alee just shook her head slowly without moving her eyes off Shimmer.




Shimmer muttered, “Oh, what the hell…” And she attacked again. It was all open-hand strikes and fists. Shimmer really liked her Wing Chun, even if there was some aikido in there too, and some other stuff which Alee had unfortunately recognized, mainly some mixed-style combinations Alee had seen recently.




Alee blocked everything or just took the blow, because Shimmer hit hard, but that was hitting hard for a too-skinny eighty-five pound girl, not hitting hard for a meta. Alee had an idea, and it sort of depended on what Shimmer had done earlier, because it looked like Shimmer was going to lose her patience pretty soon.




So Alee went with a boxing-style punch to the face that wasn’t quite as fast as she could really do. And Shimmer went for it. Shimmer blocked it past her face and grabbed Alee’s arm, pulling Alee enough to turn her slightly, and then Shimmer used the opening to make a vicious open-palm strike to the throat.




Which meant Shimmer chopped right on the big metal suppressor collar around Alee’s neck. If Shimmer hadn’t done the strike just right, it would have broken her hand.




But Shimmer gasped, “Aagh!” and yanked her hand back. Alee moved. She kicked Shimmer in the solar plexus while Shimmer was distracted, and as Shimmer let go and staggered back, Alee went with a willow-palm strike to the nose so Shimmer couldn’t see clearly, and followed that up with a side kick and a heel strike to Shimmer’s forehead.




Shimmer went down like a mannequin someone had pushed over. She landed on her back, and her head hit the floor hard enough that it kind of bounced.




Alee dropped to her knees beside Shimmer, holding an arm in a jointlock that wasn’t needed because Shimmer was out cold. So Alee checked that Shimmer’s pulse was okay and she was just unconscious. Then Alee checked her eyes.




Uh-oh. Alee was hoping for equal and normal. “Oh crud.”




“What is the matter?” one of the non-leader male Martians asked from not too far behind her.




She admitted, “I was hoping her eyes would be normal and she wouldn’t have a bad concussion, but look at this. One eye’s so sensitive to light that it’s contracted to a pinhole already. And the other eye’s moved up so they’re not aligned. It’s called ‘vertical heterophoria’ if I remember all my Red Cross training right. It’s not good. I think she’s concussed and needs some medical treatment.”




“We can help with that.”




Alee muttered, “Good. Because I didn’t want to have to fight all four of you to get her to a hospital.”




The guy said, “You show remarkable compassion for someone who spends their life beating up others.”




Alee scowled at that. “I don’t like hitting people. Or hurting people. But sometimes you can’t protect innocents without stopping a badguy. Or a bunch of badguys. And if I had my powers, I could have stopped her without hitting her.”




“And yet you have clearly devoted substantial effort into martial arts.”




She nodded, “Sure. Because it’s not like I’m the most powerful super in the world. I’ve got to be ready for when my powers don’t work, or they’re not enough, or I’m facing a threat who’s way out of my weight class.”




“And would you be ready to fight one of us if we required that in order to save your friend M’gann?”




Alee confessed, “Sure. Megan’s showed me what White Martians look like and where their weakpoints and pressure points are. And she’s showed me the same thing for Green Martians, who are probably close enough to you that the knowledge would transfer.”




And really, in melee combat, White Martians had more reach and more strength, but their longer fingers and arms and legs were all thinner proportionally, which Megan said made them good targets for a lot of Krav Maga and BJJ attacks, not counting chokeholds because they had like no neck. Not that White Martians even did melee combat. Not when they had a ton of ranged attacks.




Alee momentarily wondered why Superman was always going with melee attacks when he fought guys like Metallo, because she would have stayed a couple blocks away from a guy like that and used super-lasers and super-windstorms and super-freezing and super-everything-else before flying in at super-speed to punch someone who was chock full of kryptonite.




Would Superman be mad at her if she called up Batman and asked him to help Superman train up in ranged tactics? Maybe she could do that and then bake Superman some cookies as a ‘sorry and I am not trying to be mean’ gift.




She checked Shimmer’s head for damage. There was going to be a big bruise on the back of Shimmer’s head from hitting the floor, but it didn’t feel like the skull was shattered. She carefully turned Shimmer onto her side and arranged her on the floor, bringing Shimmer’s arm up so she could rest the side of Shimmer’s head on an arm instead of the floor. “Can I get a stretcher or a bed or something to put her on?”




“We have a medical treatment system which works on humans too.” The Yellow Martian used his telekinesis to lift Shimmer and carry her out of the room.




Alee walked over to where the other three Yellow Martians were standing by Megan’s cell. She could tell she was going to have bruises all over her forearms, and a few on her legs, and a couple on her torso. Plus a whopper of a bruise on the side of her neck, where Shimmer had hit that suppressor collar really hard. Stupid power suppressor collars.




But she’d won, and at a minimum she was going to be able to get Jo out of here.





Issue #15



Alee looked at the three Yellow Martians, who didn’t look so hostile anymore. And she looked at Megan, who was still stuck in her White Martian form so it was mega-hard to read her kinesthetics. And she looked at Jo, who looked kind of stunned.




Megan said, “I was really worried about you. Shimmer’s gotten better than when Robin fought her.”




Alee just said, “Yeah. That’s something we need to tell the whole team.”




Jo blurted out, “You were awesome! You were like Cynthia Rothrock awesome!”




Alee smiled crookedly, “Thanks.”




The Martian leader looked at the Martian female. “Did it work?”




The female nodded, “Yes. The White was so worried about her friend that her shields faded, and we could get a look at a selection of her more relevant thoughts and memories. She is as Stormburst claims.”




The leader worried, “But how can we let them go and also protect ourselves?”




Jo volunteered, “It’s easy. Standard kidnap-for-ransom return. You knock us out, leave us someplace safe and clear out, then when we wake up you’re long gone.” She blushed and added, “Not that dad and Uncle Tommy ever did kidnapping, but plenty of times, they talked about guys they knew.”




Alee mentioned, “We’d still know you were somewhere in or around Paradise Valley, but Batman probably suspected there was Martian ancestry involved in Red Lightning’s power set, and he knows where she grew up, so you probably won’t be any less safe than before. Maybe you’d be safer, since we can tell him you’re not a threat.” She thought a second and added, “Okay, he’d probably want to get a copy of your White Martian detection system, because that could be mega-useful. I could help with that, if you want.”




Megan suggested, “You could render us unconscious with your raygun, and leave us in the chairs on Alee’s back porch.”




Alee figured the Martians had to have a bunch of Megan’s memories of the Mack household already, so she spilled, “George and Barbara Mack. You know where they live, right?”




The male non-leader guy nodded. “Yes. Your parents are very well regarded in the community.”




“Well duh on that,” Jo muttered.




Alee wondered, “And could you leave one of those power suppressor collars with us? I mean, not locked on one of us, but just so we can turn it over to the Justice League. We have power suppressor collars, but we can always use stuff that can let us lock up badguys without having to hurt them.”




The leader said, “We will take that under advisement. Your Justice League most likely uses Martian or Daxamite technology for that already, so this would not provide anything that would help.”




Megan asked, “And could you let me go back to Megan before you knock me out? I don’t wanna scare the Macks. They’ve been super-nice to me.” She glanced over at Alee and said, “Mega-nice, even.”




Jo checked, “And did you do something that made that fighter chick super-thin? ’Cause I could stand to lose some weight, even if I don’t wanna end up looking like the poster girl for bulimia, like her.”




The leader Martian answered, “The young woman looked like that when we caught her. We checked for anorexia, but it appears to be largely genetic in her case. We suspect that all her family members would turn out to be just as thin, including the males in her family unit.”




Alee asked, “Well, can we get going really soon? Because my family’s probably really really worried that I didn’t come right back.”




They wheeled in a huge machine that completely filled up the heavy rolling cart it was on. And it had a pretty massive raygun barrel that stuck out the front. Alee let them point it at her, and…







She woke up. She was feeling pretty cold, because she was in a partly metal armchair, outside, on her back porch, and she was still wearing nothing but that bra and shorts combo.




Her mom was there, looking worried, and ready to wrap a blanket around her. And her dad was there too. And Jo and Megan were in chairs next to her, and they were coming around also.




And they had company. The guy was a tall middle-aged man in a trenchcoat. He looked a lot like Perry Mason’s detective sidekick Paul Drake, only with hair that was brown with a bit of a widow’s peak. The woman was an Asian-looking woman who was wearing a dress and blazer that didn’t hide the thing that she was a lot more developed than most petite Asian women Alee had met.




Alee got out of the chair and wrapped the blanket around herself, because she was totally not dressed for company. 




Megan opened her eyes and squealed, “Uncle John! You came!” She got up and hugged him.




The Martian Manhunter spoke in that deep, clear, James Earl Jones-like voice he used whether he looked like that or like his normal superhero form. “Of course I came. She alerted us, and I was available, so I came right away. And I brought a friend. This is Kimiyo.”




The woman smiled politely. “Kimiyo Hoshi. Pleased to meet you.”




Ooh! Right! Alee knew who she had to be. That was pretty awesome. The Martian Manhunter and Doctor Light were both standing on her back porch!




Alee mentioned, “My folks are read in, and Jo knows because our crisis blabbed all about me and Megan. Also, they captured Shimmer when she was trying to smuggle a planeload of Venom stuff into California via the Paradise Valley Airfield. And they have knockout rays and power suppressor collars, so dropping in on ’em is likely to lead to mega-bad stuff.”




Jo chipped in, “But I’m not gonna tell anyone. Besides, who would believe me? I mean, unless they saw Alee in a bikini.”




Alee groaned. “Oh yeah, that’s another thing. I had to fight Shimmer in hand-to-hand. She guessed I was Black Canary, so we need to warn BC that if Shimmer escapes, the Kobra jerkheads might think they need to target her or maybe another Canary or Green Arrow.”




Alee’s mom suggested, “Why don’t we go into the dining room, where it’s warmer, and I could make some hot chocolate.” She looked at her husband and said, “And maybe tea.”




But the Martian Manhunter and Doctor Light glanced at each other. The Martian Manhunter spoke for the two of them. “Since our friends are back and safe, and they feel the crisis is at least temporarily resolved, I think that we are needed elsewhere. So…good night, and thank you for your hospitality.”




Doctor Light wrapped them in an illusion so they were basically invisible, and they flew away at high speed.




Jo murmured, “Wow. That is so cool. I am never gonna get used to that.”




Alee’s dad smiled, “Me either.”




Alee’s mom checked, “Honey? Are you getting bruises all over your arms? And your neck?”




Alee admitted, “And my legs. I need to fix them and get some clothes on and eat something.”




Alee’s dad checked, “You can just ‘fix’ your bruises?”




Alee nodded, “Sure. I just go silvery and then normal again a few times, and I can heal up pretty much anything small.” So she flew back into the house, going silvery and back a couple times as she flew up the stairs to get her fatsuit and her overalls and some warm socks and her sneakers. And she needed to pick out a top.




By the time she was back downstairs, and everyone else except Annie was around the kitchen table since it was just Alee’s parents and Jo and Megan, her bruises were pretty much gone. They weren’t showing, anyway. They were still sore, though.




Alee had four mugs of hot chocolate, because she burned up lots of calories when she used her powers a lot. And she was still cold.







Then the next day was amazing. Alee went with her mom and Jo and another social worker and a couple police officers, and they got Jo’s stuff out of the apartment where Jo and her dad and a couple cousins had been living. It was a one-bedroom apartment big enough for maybe a married couple with no kids, and they had crammed five people in there. And Jo was the only girl and she got like no privacy! All of Jo’s stuff went in a couple duffel bags, and then it went to Alee’s house.




Then Alee and Megan got in an hour and a half of shopping for when they went back. Even if Alee had already done most of her shopping for that.




Then, after lunch, Alee’s mom took Jo down to the social services offices. And when they came back a couple hours later, they were both grinning. Jo was going back into the foster care system, only the Macks were going to take her in. So Alee had a new sister. Everyone was so excited that Alee’s dad took them all out to dinner and Annie even put her books down for it.




Jo hugged Alee and whispered, “Is everyone in your fam a superhero?”




Alee grinned, “Well, they’re all heroes.”




And finally, Hunter came over about nine that night to talk to Alee. She took him out on the back porch, even though it was colder than in the house.




They sat together on the porch step down to the back yard. Hunter cleared his throat a couple times and started. “I talked to Trish. Well, mostly she yelled at me. I told her I couldn’t date her unless she got some help and started seeing a shrink. I mean, I tried to be nice about it, Nice, but insistent. And boy, did I mess that up. And her mom came in and backed her up and yelled at me that there was nothing wrong with her daughter.”




Alee pointed out, “Trish’s mom has gone through at least three husbands and who the heck knows how many ‘boyfriends’. You’re not gonna get any support there.”




Hunter snorted, “Yeah. If I wasn’t talking to you, I’d say ‘hell yeah’. Or maybe ‘duh’. So I burned that bridge. With napalm. And maybe a visit from Firestorm. But you shouldn’t take me back. I’m not good enough for you. I mean, look at what I did this fall! I’m a jerk. I don’t deserve you. You could do way better than me. But…if you decide to settle for me, I’ll wait for you.”




So she kissed him. A lot. And maybe she told him the doctors were going to try a different medication since her strokes seemed to be pretty stabilized, and they were hoping she’d be able to lose a lot of the weight, but they would have to do some testing and she’d have to do okay on the drug regimen.




He kissed her again and told her, “Alee, the part of you that’s special is…up here.” And he kissed her on the forehead.




She didn’t tell him how right he was on that. And she managed not to tell him stuff he wasn’t supposed to know that she really wanted to spill.




After he walked off, whistling a happy tune all the way down the block until she couldn’t hear him anymore, she went back inside. Even if she couldn’t stop smiling.




And her mom and Jo and Megan were sitting in the kitchen just waiting for her to come back in. Her mom took one look at Alee’s massive smile she couldn’t make go away, and asked, “That good, huh?”




So she sat down and told them all about what Hunter had said. And how great he was. And how Trish really needed help that her mom was never going to get her because Trish’s mom was not nearly as awesome as Alee’s mom.




And then, when they were getting ready to go to bed, Annie finally had her ‘secret project’ thing ready, and she gave it to Alee. It was Annie’s resume and an application letter asking if the Justice League needed more research biochemists.




Alee just glanced at the letter and smiled, “I am so surprised!”




Which she totally was not. Even Annie knew that.







Then the next morning was the sad stuff, because Alee and Megan needed to get all packed up and leave. Alee cried. Alee’s mom and dad cried. Annie cried. Jo cried. Megan cried. Every time Alee called Jo ‘sis’, Jo cried and hugged her. Every time the TV news covered another superhero thing anywhere around the world, Alee’s mom cried. They had to turn off the TV.




Alee knew that getting her clothes packed would be easy, even with the new shoes she got for Christmas. And getting Megan packed was easy too. But the rest of the packing was the problem. Alee ended up taking one of her mom’s old hard-sided suitcases from the attic so she had enough room. Because they had a ton of other stuff to take back to their base. And not her new books. The four books Alee had gotten as presents all went into outside front pockets on her roller bag, and the three books she was bringing from home that she wanted Megan to be able to read all went into Megan’s bag.




So they got everything else in the hard-sided suitcase, with some bubble wrap to keep stuff from sliding around or smacking into other stuff. A lot of it needed protective plastic cases. But Alee’s dad was smart enough that he had already brought some from the plant.




And everyone wanted to drive Alee and Megan back. So they all crowded into the SUV and Alee’s dad drove back to the Good Samaritan Hospital in L.A. Alee did like she was supposed to, and alerted the Watchtower when they were about thirty minutes out.




That meant that when her dad pulled up at the right entry, there were two hospital workers who wheeled out wheelchairs for Alee and Megan. One was a goofy-looking guy with messy hair, and a big nose that was a really good fake, and really baggy uniform clothes. One was a pretty, curvaceous brunette wearing ugly cat-eye glasses. Alee didn’t say anything or wave or hug them, but it was Xander and Amy.




So all of her family hugged her and Megan, and they all cried some more, before Alee sat in a wheelchair with her luggage piled in her lap, and Megan did the same. Then Xander and Amy wheeled them into the hospital, down a couple corridors, through a door patients weren’t supposed to go through, and out the back to that same van. Amy drove them over to the courthouse while Xander took off his hospital uniform, revealing a janitor’s uniform underneath. Then he walked them in through the back door of the courthouse using a keycard, with all their luggage and stuff in his big janitor’s cart. He took them up to the top floor and got them onto the transport platform so they could get teleported up to the Watchtower and back down to Mount Justice.




Conner was waiting for them. Well, really, he was waiting to see Megan. Even if he and Megan were still at the mega-awkward stage on things.




Wally zipped in at high speed. “Am I late? Did I miss anything?”




Alee grinned at him. “Where’s Artemis? How was Christmas?”




Wally quickly explained, “She’s at the practice range, and Christmas was great, and you’re not gonna believe this, but my aunt’s house had Captain Cold drop in. I gotta check and see if Robin has the deets on that, because they wouldn’t tell me anything except he drank all of my aunt’s cocoa.”




Alee kidded, “So was it a disaster, or an aster?”




Wally actually thought about it for a split second. “I think it was an aster for the fam, but maybe a disaster for Snart. Anything weird happen with you guys?”




Alee laughed. “I need to give the whole team a debrief.”




“Whoa. That sounds even better than Conner and Robin’s Christmas.”




So Alee put her roller bag and Megan’s roller bag in their room, and took the suitcase to the briefing room. Robin was already waiting for her, and he looked just like he always did.




She glanced around the room and made sure they were alone. Then she quietly said, “Before anyone else gets here, we saw some Sunday papers that had like big society holiday things all over the country. You’ve got to change your hairstyle more before you go to fancy parties with You-Know-Who.”




Robin groaned. “We had to handle a problem with Killer Croc first. Batman even told me at the party to go fix my hair, but I guess someone got early photos off to the papers.” He glanced around the room, but he was way more subtle about it than Alee was. “So you know my identity, and His. Anything else especially blatant I need to warn some people about?”




She grimaced, “Oliver Queen and his girlfriend Dinah Lance, hosting a big Queen Enterprises fundraiser and shaking hands with West Coast millionaire Xander Harris and his fiancée Amy Madison. Because I know Xander and Amy.”




Robin shrugged a little. “I don’t know how BC gets away with it, but she does. My…someone else says it’s because no one has ever looked at Black Canary’s face.”




Alee pointed out, “There are bound to be gay men and straight women who aren’t spending all their time staring into BC’s cleavage.”




Robin just reiterated, “Like I said. I don’t know how she gets away with it. Maybe she uses an infrasonic Canary Cry that’s roughly the right harmonic to vibrate human eyeballs, so no one can focus on her when she’s in action.”




Alee tried not to cringe. That would be mega-gross! Her eyeballs wanted to go hide, just hearing about it.




Megan walked in with Conner and Artemis and Kaldur, so Alee stopped the private chat. With Tim Drake of the Gotham City high society Drakes. It was totally a good thing she’d asked Xander and Amy what she should buy Robin for a Christmas present.




About the time everyone was sitting down, Wally dashed in. “Sorry! I was…umm.. just…Running patrols! Yeah, that’s it, I was running patrols. Everyone buys that, right?”




Artemis smirked, “He was probably looking for presents. And any snacks you brought.”




“Snitcher!” Wally hissed at her.




Alee pretended she was ignoring them. “Okay, first, we need to debrief. And maybe some of you need to debrief too. Then…presents!”




“Did you bring any food?” Wally checked.




Alee just gave him a smile, and then explained about Mammoth and Gizmo, and then about the armored car robbery, and then about the new combat drug stuff that was probably Titan and the Blockbuster formula mixed together somehow, and then about the Yellow Martians and Shimmer, and the Kobra Cult running planes full of drugs into the West Coast.




It turned out that Batman and Robin and Superboy and Nightwing had fought Killer Croc and King Shark and some crooks who got caught in the middle of things. And it turned out that Wally got left out of some adventure that Robin knew about but wouldn’t tell him the top secret stuff. And Kaldur got a chance to relax for a few days.




Alee smiled, “Oh, and my big sister is submitting her resume to the Watchtower. She wants to do biochem for the Justice League. And we’d have easy access to her work and her time, since she’s my sister.”




Megan smiled, “Annie’s great! Even if she was reading biochemistry textbooks out of the MIT library pretty much all the time we were there.”




Alee defended, “She’s got to get through all of them, because she has to return them to the library as soon as she gets back.”




Megan looked around. “Anything else?” No one said anything. “Then…presents!”




Alee insisted, “Wally gets his first. So he won’t eat everyone else’s.”




Artemis asked, “Did you lock the food in a bank vault?”




“With a time lock on it?” Conner teased.




Wally pouted.




Alee opened the suitcase and handed Wally a book and a box.




Wally looked at the book. “How to Place out of the Classes You Hate. Man! I could’ve used this last year! Okay, starting a couple years ago. But I can so use this!” Then he unwrapped the box at super-speed, with bits of wrapping paper and cardboard going all over the place. “Kendal Mint Cake? What’s that?”




Robin answered, “Popular high caloric density food used by climbers, popularized by British climbers. It’s sucrose and glucose, with flavoring.”




Wally grinned, “And chocolate covered!”




Megan grinned, “The ‘cakes’ are small enough to tuck in a utility belt so you can snack on the go.”




Wally devoured a couple while Alee was getting out the next gifts. He swallowed quickly and said, “Thanks! These are really good!”




Alee handed two envelopes to Artemis and said, “You can open them in private if you want.”




Artemis smirked, “Because Wally will peek over my shoulder at super-speed if I open them here. And Robin probably has a Bat-camera pointed over my shoulder to read anything legible.”




Robin didn’t even bother to look offended.




And really, they were private stuff. Alee and Megan had made two cards for Artemis. One was a punchcard that was good for ten free ‘I do not want to talk about this’ moments. The other was a punchcard good for ten free ‘I want to tell you but you cannot tell anyone else’ moments. And Alee and Megan would even stick to that.




Alee also had a giftbox of chocolate covered caramels for Artemis, but she wasn’t going to give that to her where Wally would see, because that would lead to vanishing candy.




Megan asked, “Can I hand out Conner’s?”




“Sure. It’s a joint gift anyway,” Alee reassured her.




So Megan gave Conner his present, which was Great English Traditions in Modern America by Geoffrey Smythe-Kent, since Conner was supposed to be a Kent, which meant he was supposed to be descended from English ancestors that he might want to learn about.




Conner said, “Thanks. Is there any chance this Smythe-Kent guy is related to Kents here?”




Alee admitted, “No idea. There are tons and tons of people named Kent who aren’t related; they just all came from Kent County in England.”




Megan smiled, “So we found you some real English cookies too.” She handed him a bag of milk chocolate Hobnobs. “They call them biscuits, but they’re cookies.”




“Thanks. Both of you. You’re probably the only ones here who even thought about gifts.”




Artemis mentioned, “I bet they didn’t do anything except fight supervillains and do Christmas stuff.”




Alee looked over at Megan and smiled, “Maybe…”




Then they had a book for Kaldur on why Americans had the holidays they did, so he might get why they wanted to do weird stuff like Christmas presents and staying up to midnight on New Year’s Eve. And they had a bag of Swedish fish for him, because Megan thought it would be cute. Alee had been worried he would be grumpy about it. But he wasn’t. And he ate one of the fish and liked it.




Alee smiled, “And for Robin, we got some board games we can all play that he already knows all the rules on. And they’re ‘cooperative’ games, so they’re games where we work as a team against the board. And he gets to be the one stuck keeping them.” She handed him a box that was Shadows over Camelot and a box that was Eldritch Horror.




Robin smiled at the gameboxes and said, “You talked to White Knight, didn’t you?”




Alee nodded. “And Element! That’s her new superheroine name they picked out. They said these are great games, and we should play the Camelot game a couple times before we add in the tricky part. And White Knight said we should all watch Monty Python and the Holy Grail together first. Element said that was either a good idea or a terrible idea, depending.”




Wally looked at the stuff still in the suitcase. “Anything else?”




Alee nodded, “Yeah! Megan and I—and my mom—did a bunch of Christmas baking! So we’ve got different kinds of cookies…” She took out the carefully packed round metal tins.




Megan chirped, “And I didn’t let her weld the lids onto the tins to keep Wally out!”




Alee stuck her tongue out at Megan. “Not really. But Wally? Go eat some of your own presents before raiding this stuff, because we only have enough for everyone if we share.”




So then she got out the Swedish tea rings that were in protective plastic rounds. And the orange rolls and cinnamon rolls that were still in cheap square aluminum baking pans. And four loaves of banana-nut bread that were wrapped in wax paper inside plastic wrap inside some bubble wrap.




Wally checked, “Anything else?” No one else had anything major. “Then I say we all carry this loot to the kitchen, so we can share Christmas. And I can get a taste of everything.”




Alee quickly added, “The reheating instructions on the tea ring and the orange rolls and the cinnamon rolls are on post-it notes in there. Don’t lose ’em! If you overheat that stuff, the icing gets boiling hot!”




She stood at the table and let everyone take the stuff out.




Artemis stepped over to her and said, “I haven’t looked in the envelopes, but I think it’s either gonna be something that makes me want to hug you two maniacs, or else strangle you.”




Alee smiled, “I hope it’s the hug. You’re hard to shop for.” She wasn’t going to mention the part about not knowing about buying clothes for Artemis, when Tee wouldn’t wear anything except her uniform at Mount Justice and her school uniform at the high school, and Alee still had no idea if Tee was poor or rich or what because supervillain income levels could be all over the place and also really uneven over time.




Robin waited until it was just him and Alee. “What is it?”




She’d known he’d figure out she had something private to say. “When I fought Shimmer, I recognized a couple combinations she used. Multiple styles, integrated together, so it’s not something normal.” She took a breath and spilled, “Lady Shiva taught them to me too. So you need to tell Batman that maybe she’s teaching martial arts to the Kobra Cultist people.”




Robin just nodded. “Gotcha. Don’t be overwhelmed by it.”




“I’ll just be whelmed,” she interrupted with a smile.




He smiled back. “Right. Batman and I already found out. But we didn’t want to tell you when you were off training with her. Only…if you’re already able to take Shimmer without using your powers, Lady Shiva may get interested in you. She may want a rematch. Don’t do it with no powers, because her rematches tend to leave bodies behind.”




“Well…crud.”




The OSI and a Plot

Part I



Aly Mack looked at her new arms. “They look the same. They feel the same. Maybe…lighter. It’s hard to tell while I’m lying on my back, and I keep adjusting to the weight anyway.”




Rudy looked down at her in the hospital bed, and he did his Rudy smile. “That’s why you’ll have to do the recalibration and the test runs, just like usual.”




Aly checked, “Can I thank Fred and Dan?”




He grinned wider. “Of course you can. I’m pretty sure that means a lot more to them than anything else around here.”




She smiled, “You know, Fred kind of reminds me of my big sister.” They were both big super-brains who were really nice but got lost in Science Land a lot and so sometimes they sort of needed someone normal to say stuff like ‘hey, you know what, dinner might be a good idea.’




Not that she counted as normal anymore. Okay, hardly anybody at the OSI compound counted as normal. Not even secretaries and construction guys and cooks. The secretaries and personal assistants like Peggy and Linda had gone through a CIA field agent course, and had Top Secret clearances, and had gotten dragged into eyes-only bionic missions and stuff. The construction guy she knew was married to the smartest roboticist on the planet and had outsmarted a lair of fembots. One of the cooks she had met was a big, scary ex-Navy SEAL who for fun went over to the gym and sparred against Joan with combat knives. And his background was so secret that even the bionic people like her weren’t read in. Okay, Aly was willing to bet that Rinkin knew, and that Oscar knew the guy so well that he had talked the guy into coming to work at OSI headquarters.




Not that Aly gambled on stuff.




She gingerly grabbed the rails on the sides of the bed and sat up. She was always extra-careful after she got bionic adjustments, because she had wrecked a ton of stuff before she got used to her bionics. Not that anybody was blaming her, because going from needing to grip really hard just to hang on, to being able to crush steel pipes if she wasn’t careful? Huge adjustment. Mega-huge.




She had no idea how Alex and Alee managed it in their own universes, when they couldn’t even touch the stuff they were lifting with their telekinesis. And Alee had totally mega-huge telekinesis. Like maybe thirty or forty tons of it. Maybe way more. Forget bending a steel pipe. That was like hydraulic car crusher levels of mangling stuff.




Rudy checked, “And you remember what Andrew said?”




“Which part?” Aly smiled. “The part about slightly reduced strength plus significantly reduced weight means big jump on my thrust-to-weight ratio? Or the part about him wanting me to play a monk in his next D&D campaign? Because I like playing a cleric and helping people and giving them buffs and healing them and stuff. Xander’s playing a bard, and he’s being crazy. Again.”




Rudy tried not to laugh. “Again? What’s he doing now?”




Aly explained, “Well, I don’t know how much you know about Fifth Edition—”




“I read all of Andrew’s manuals, but only so I could talk with him about it,” Rudy admitted.




Okay, Aly should have expected that. A guy with like half a dozen doctorates not wanting to research a topic? Right. Aly said, “Okay, so the bard gets to pick three instruments. Like you would carry them with you on the quests. Andrew said that normal bards pick like a lute or a wooden flute or a pan flute or a little drum, or maybe even something like a guitar if their DM will let them and they play one…stuff like that so they can carry ’em wherever they go. So Xander’s first pick was a pipe organ.”




Rudy laughed out loud. “Are there pipe organs in Andrew’s campaign?”




Aly nodded. “There are now. Andrew liked Xander’s idea, so he immediately ruled that churches and really important castles would have them. Then his second instrument is the hardart.”




Rudy stopped and thought. “The ‘hardart’? Like Horn and Hardart? The old automats?”




Aly blinked at that. “Oh. You know what they are. I had no idea. I had to ask Andrew. He said it was a PDQ Bach thing, and really hilarious, and it’s a huge thing bigger than a drum set and you have to keep running around to the front to get new music tools out of the little glass-doored compartments.”




Rudy snickered. He explained, “My dad took us to eat at one in New York a couple times when we visited my cousins there. I was really little, but I still remember their macaroni and cheese. And their creamed spinach. Little kids are not supposed to like spinach, but I loved theirs. And my dad let me put the little tokens in the slots to open the little glass doors. That was probably the best part. When we got home, I spent days ‘designing’ my own automat and trying to design ways to load up the compartments without having to have a slew of cooks and waitresses to keep resupplying them.”




Okay, Aly was totally not surprised to hear that about Rudy.




She went on, “Okay, so Andrew allowed that and said that there might be a couple taverns and eating halls that might have them along our way. And so Xander’s third instrument was the kazoo.”




Rudy laughed again. “Not a flute or a wooden flute or a penny whistle?”




Aly nodded some more. “Right. The kazoo. So we are in this tavern and we rush outside to stop a band of badguys, and Xander pulls out a real kazoo and starts doing Bardic Inspiration, only he’s playing ‘Another One Bites The Dust’. On the kazoo.”




Rudy laughed harder. “Really? Medieval bards prefer Queen?”




Aly spilled, “His bard Bowie Of The Clan Lower-Third is claiming he wrote the song. So by the third round of combat, he’s managed to hand out a couple Bardic Inspiration dice to our frontline fighters, and also he’s used Vicious Mockery on the badguy leader and two of us were laughing so hard we had to run to the bathroom.”




Rudy snorted with laughter. “Was that splash damage from his spell?”




Aly admitted, “Do the words ‘well Captain Carl did you remember to wash your hands’ mean anything to you?”




Rudy shook his head, but replied, “I’m sure Xander will tell me if I ask. Or perhaps Andrew.”




Aly smiled, “Or ask Willow. So we defeat the bandits, and then the duke’s knights show up and haul off the badguys we didn’t kill, and we get invited to the castle where we’re the guests of honor, and the duke’s celebration hall has a pipe organ. So Bowie The Bard plays a medley of his greatest hits. And Xander’s narrating the whole thing, except he’s got Willow helping out by playing the music using her tablet, and Andrew’s telling stuff about how the duke and duchess and the audience are reacting. So his first big hit is Bach’s Toccata in some minor key. You know, the Phantom of the Opera music.”




“I know that one.”




“Only Xander and Andrew are narrating about how the whole crowd goes wild, like he’s a medieval rock star. The knights start a mosh pit in front of the pipe organ. Then he plays Beethoven’s Fifth, which he claims he wrote too. People start holding up torches. And he finishes with ‘Oops I Think I Did It Again’ which he insists is also classical music. Ladies of the court start throwing their panties at him. I laughed so hard I would’ve hurt myself if my ribs didn’t have reinforcement. So then we take our long rest, only…no Bowie The Bard.”




“Groupies?” Rudy asked with a smile.




Aly nodded. “He drags himself in at the end of our long rest and starts this long story about how it was the worst night of his life because the biggest fan of Bowie The Bard in the dukedom is the Duke’s grandmother and she wanted groupie sex.” Rudy laughed some more. “We laughed so hard! So Andrew awarded Xander XP basically for sexing up the Duke’s granny and telling the whole party about it.”




Rudy snickered and asked, “Would there be room in the party for perhaps a Wizard? This sounds like a lot of fun.”




Aly shrugged, “Maybe? I mean, it’s not my game. But ask Andrew. We’ve got Xander, and I’m playing a cleric, and Rinkin’s playing a sorcerer because she’s pretty much a monk in real life so she didn’t want to do that, and JJ is a fighter who’s a great big battlemaster with a spear and shield, and Willow is a big dumb barbarian with really low INT, which is hilarious because she is so not a big dumb fighter type.”




Okay, it turned out that Rudy had read an awful lot of Andrew’s D&D books, and remembered a mega-huge amount of what he’d read, so Aly told some more stories about Xander’s bard doing wild stuff and making everyone laugh themselves sick.




Anyway, Xander on the kazoo was mega-funny all the time anyway. Way better than bringing a guitar.







Aly stopped pushing up on the handles of the weight machine, and she looked over at Andrew. “How am I doing?”




Andrew checked the monitors and made a bunch of notes on his datapad. “Great. As Dan predicted, your straight force is reduced about fifteen percent, which isn’t critical. It still puts you above Steve and Jaime’s old-style bionics, even if maybe Kate could now beat you in a pure weightlifting competition. But it would be close. But the key part is you’re no longer nuclear-powered.”




“Right,” Aly nodded. “Fred’s Ionic Charge Accumulators she swiped from Nedlick’s tech. So I’m not lugging around a nuclear power plant for each limb, plus shielding.”




Andrew grinned, “Exactly. The next OMNIS satellite is supposed to go on-line in a couple months, and we don’t want our bionic agents getting picked up by that. Steve and Jaime will be underground in Kansas at that project Oscar says I don’t have Need To Know on, and Dan’s team made sure their new house has special shielding in their roof, along with stuff you need in Kansas like a storm cellar that’s really a bomb shelter slash panic room.”




Aly hinted, “I don’t think Steve and Jaime do ‘panic’. Even if I wouldn’t want to try to beat up a tornado.”




Andrew treated that seriously. “You could easily outrun a tornado. Stormchasers in cars restricted to roads can do it, and you’re way faster and way more maneuverable and way better equipped to handle rough terrain.”




Aly asked, “So…can I pass as a normal girl?”




Andrew shrugged. “You already do. But your x-rays would still be a dead giveaway. Still, you’re not uber-vulnerable to EMP blasts anymore, even if you’re not as resistant as Rinkin’s style of bionics, and you don’t weigh hundreds of pounds, and you don’t set off scintillation counters. But you’re still maybe fifteen pounds heavier than a girl of your body volume should be. Even with Dan’s foamed titanium alloy structures instead of the solid alloys in the old stuff.”




“So I ought to weigh 120 and I really weigh 135?” she checked. “I think I can live with that.”




Andrew frowned a little. “It would be easier to hide if you were Steve’s size.”




“Or Gunther the cyborg’s size,” she added.




Andrew scowled at that. “Him. That guy is a jerk. We even offered to build him some human-strength arms and legs so he could get up and move around, and he really thinks we should give him limbs that are just as strong as his old stuff.”




“Eww,” Aly complained. “That would be bad. Mega-bad.”




“Mega-totally,” Andrew teased her.




She stuck her tongue out at him. A little. Then they hiked over to the bionic testing areas, and she ran through the test suite. Okay, she literally ran for a lot of it. Her vertical jump was up, and her acceleration was up, because she was a lot lighter and nearly as strong. Her running speed was pretty much the same. Her cornering speed was a little better.




The workout with Joan was great too. Her reaction times weren’t any better, but her snapkicks were a little faster, and she caught Joan by surprise on her first one. Blocking and striking hurt a little bit more, but she was okay with that. And Joan taught her a new kata! Aly always liked that.




Also, Joan wanted to see the new stuff their sifu had taught Aly. Well, Joan’s former sifu who was Aly’s current on-again-and-off-again sifu when he was around and Aly didn’t have to be doing other stuff. So Aly showed Joan what she’d been working on, and it gave Aly a chance to complain. Just a little.




“He keeps calling me grasshopper!” Aly fussed. “I knew we shouldn’t have told him how far I can jump.”




Joan giggled a little. “So not surprised. He called me that too. I thought it was a short joke, until his son Peter dropped by, and he spilled. That was when I found out that the Caines call all their new students ‘grasshopper’ because Master Caine’s dad did, and his dad did too. They go all the way back to a real Shaolin Temple in China in the 1800’s, and when Master Caine’s grandfather was little and a new student in the temple, one of the masters there nicknamed him grasshopper.”




Aly persisted, “I think he does it to mess up my concentration when I’m meditating or practicing or whatever.”




Joan just shook her head a little. “If you can get messed up just by someone calling you names, then you really need to work harder on your meditation. And don’t be surprised if this takes years. After all, the original Caine worked at this 24x7 in a monastery with no breaks and no outside exposure, for over a decade.”




“Wow,” Aly managed.




It wasn’t until Aly got back to her apartment that she noticed the real difference: her mattress didn’t have to be mega-firm, because she was less than half the weight she’d been a couple days before. And she didn’t need a steel support on top of the box springs under the mattress. Also, her wooden chairs for her kitchen table didn’t groan when she sat down.




She fixed herself a small, high-nutrition-density meal, and she took a multivitamin too, just because she didn’t want to have to be a nutritionist on top of everything else she did. Also, she put aside another small plate of food to eat at bedtime, for an easy sixth meal of the day. Even if every one of her meals was pretty small.




She had a new Dan-designed extension for her stomach so she had like twice the volume she’d had a week ago, but she had to let her regular body parts heal up before she could use it. So she had to stick with the tiny meals until she got the okay from Rudy’s group. Then she still wouldn’t be able to eat like Xander, but she could eat like a normal girl again. Even if her stomach was going to need at least twice as long to digest the food in it, because she had less stomach lining that was real stomach.




Then she had to figure out what to do, other than studying and martial arts practice. She couldn’t go drop in on JJ or Fred or Rinkin, because Fred was out of town visiting her boyfriend Mr. Dresden, and JJ and Rinkin had dates. Well, Rinkin was having a ‘briefing’ meeting with an FBI guy who just happened to be her sort-of-boyfriend and the meeting happened to be at eight at night and would probably somehow last until the next morning. And Willow was taking Xander out to something. And Joan had a date. And Kate was out with Oscar’s nephew again.




And Jaime and Steve were doing house-prep stuff in Kansas for that new assignment she didn’t have need-to-know on…but Aly already knew the people running it had gone after Sam Carter, Jacob Carter, Jack O’Neill, and Daniel Jackson. So duh. She didn’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to figure out what that meant. Being the source of the ‘A-List’ meant she got asked a lot of background questions just in case other-dimensional people had said stuff to her that wasn’t on the official list. So she had told Oscar that she had figured out about their Stargate project, and Oscar had gotten Steve’s son to fly in so she could sign some NDAs, and she had found out that it wasn’t called the Stargate project in their universe. She thought ‘Stargate’ was a totally cooler name than ‘Astria Porta’.




But all that stuff meant Aly didn’t have a friend to go visit right then. She felt a little left out and lonely, even if she was really happy for JJ and Andrew. But Oscar and Rinkin had made a big push to get Top Secret clearances on a couple more Paradise Valley people who then had signed NDAs. So Aly could call up Nicole and Robyn and Ray and Hunter and just chat like things were normal. Just like she could call up her mom and dad and Annie. Okay, she couldn’t talk about what she was really doing. But that was okay too.




So she called Robyn and talked about stuff like the drummer Robyn was sort of dating. He was in an emo band and Robyn thought he was mega-cool. Aly tried to talk Robyn out of following her drummer around from town to town next summer and playing groupie, because that did not sound like a good idea to Aly, and sometimes Robyn was chock full of not-good ideas. Sometimes they were double plus ungood ideas.




Because Aly was finishing up a lit course for college credit, now that she had her GED. So she kept thinking of lit class quotes and refs and stuff. And Willow always encouraged her and did literature quotes back at her, while Xander pretended he had no idea what Willow was talking about.




After that, she called Nicole and talked about stuff like what Nicole’s fam and BF were up to, and how Nicole did on her history test she’d been freaking about. Also, she talked with Nicole about Robyn’s drummer, because Nicole had met him. Nicole thought he was a jerk. The guy had been in some garage band called Dingoes Ate My Baby, which Aly thought was a mega-gross name, and then he had branched out to form his own band and moved to Paradise Valley so he could be more goth and emo and stuff. Even if Nicole said he wrote a lot of the band’s music and was a much better songwriter than boyfriend.




And Aly called Ray and talked to him about his homeys and his girlfriend and sports and Ray stuff like practicing marching band music with his dad. And how Louis was trying to date Marcia but he made a casserole he took over for a potluck with Marcia’s family and a couple other families, and Louis’s dad had forgotten to refrigerate it like he said he would, so everyone who ate it got food poisoning and Marcia’s mom was all cranky with Louis.




And why did stuff like this happen with Louis?




So then Aly called Hunter and just talked with him for hours. It was really romantic, and she really hoped she’d have a chance to spend time with him one of these months. And if it happened, she was asking Willow and JJ for advice, and totally not Rinkin and Joan.







A week later later, she got summoned over to Oscar’s office right after martial arts practice. Jaime was in Kansas pretty much on permanent assignment, and Kate was on an OSI assignment that week, so the martial arts practice was a little weird. It was Joan and JJ and Andrew and her, plus some newbies: Peggy and Linda were learning more advanced martial arts after they had gotten some short courses in it as part of their field agent training. Okay, Andrew was kind of a newbie on this stuff too, even if Rinkin and Joan had been working with him for a while. Aly spent a lot more time helping with the training than getting trained. She didn’t even get to spar with Joan or JJ, so she hadn’t worked up a sweat.




Which was a good thing, because she had to rush over to the administrative offices. She so did not want to go to a meeting with Oscar or someone else important and be all sweaty and stinky.




Peggy and Linda were still over at the gym, so Aly knew she would probably be dealing with Margo or Elaine. She’d met Margo plenty of times, but Elaine was new. Well, new for the OSI. The rumor was that Rinkin had managed to poach Elaine from the FBI, but Aly kind of doubted that, especially when the rumor mill at the OSI sometimes got really weird. Like the rumor that Xander was using one of those robot sasquatches as a construction assistant. Or the rumor that Fred was gay, which Aly told people was totally wrong, and also stupid, and just because Fred liked to be called ‘Fred’ did not make her a lesbian. Which was even more stupid.




Aly trotted in, and said, “Hi Margo! Am I early?”




Margo smiled back and said, “You’re doing fine. Oscar’s at meetings in D.C., but Rinkin will be meeting with you in her office.” Aly instinctively turned toward where Rinkin and Joan had shared an office, but Margo managed to explain, “Her new office. Just to your right.”




Which was a good thing, because Aly had been about to run over to where Joan’s office was.




Margo pressed a couple buttons on her phone and talked into her earpiece, “Miss Mack is here…Oh…Fine.” She looked up and said, “This will take a few minutes. If you could wait, please?”




“Oh sure,” Aly nodded. “Not a problem!”




It wasn’t like Oscar had a waiting room and kept copies of old magazines for people to read while they waited. And Aly wasn’t really big on reading ‘Southern Living’ or ‘Good Housekeeping’ or ‘People’. Anyway, reading ‘Good Housekeeping’ always made Aly feel guilty, like she needed to clean her apartment more often and decorate it more and get fancy furniture that was all arranged in a conversation group or whatever. ‘People’ always made her wonder what the crud was wrong with famous people that they couldn’t act nice to other people and they couldn’t stay married for more than a couple months. ‘Southern Living’ usually made her hungry, or else made her wish she was a better cook.




Aly pulled out her tablet computer and studied her Russian and French some. She was nominally earning a degree in Science, Technology, and International Affairs out of Georgetown University, but mostly she was doing independent study and testing out of stuff. So she had placed out of four semesters of Spanish and one of Spanish Literature. She had covered four semesters of Arabic but still needed to take the last test, and she was working on her fourth semester of Russian and second semester of French. She wanted to finish up her Russian, so she could work more on French, and then add in Mandarin and Hindi, all of which she was pretty sure would be mega-useful for her job.




Okay, Willow had been totally right, and Aly had tested out of all the science requirements and a ton of extra semester credits just from her high school courses, and what she had learned from her dad and Annie, and the tutoring Aly had gotten from Willow and WillowDelta, and the video classes she could watch at OSI headquarters. And then there was the academic training Oscar wanted his agents to have, which was mega-helpful in classwork, because it meant she started out way ahead on class stuff like world geography, and special topics on international terrorism, and technical problems in cyber security, and issues in international nuclear proliferation. And what Rinkin didn’t know about world terrorism was probably not that crucial. In fact, a lot of the time, her OSI training meant she was pretty much ahead of the instructors on some of the stuff.




Other than some fairly general history and literature and economics courses she still needed to take, Aly was figuring on squeezing in about eight or ten really focused courses on stuff like global biotech and world nuclear proliferation, just because she thought they were important. But that meant she was already way along on an actual college degree. Even if she might need to take some of those specialist courses in person.




Okay, she might really want to take those courses in person. Even if she might have to miss some classes now and then, because of OSI stuff.




Margo finally said, “Miss Mack, you can go in now.”




Aly smiled at her and asked, “Aren’t you ever going to just call me Aly? Please?”




Margo sighed a tiny bit under her breath, and gave in. “All right…Aly.”




Aly put her tablet away and walked down to Rinkin’s new office. The door had a nice new sign on it. The sign said:




Rinkin Mueller

Deputy Director




Aly knocked and walked in when Rinkin called out, “Come on in.”




She smiled at Rinkin and said, “Congratulations on your promotion, Madame Deputy Director.”




Rinkin pointed at the chair in front of her desk. “Have a seat. And no ‘deputy director’ cracks, or we’re taking it to the gym.”




Aly grinned, “I like sparring with you! You’re great!” She thought of something else and added, “Oh, and I asked my sifu, and he said I could tell you his name and stuff. Kwai Chang Caine. He’s named for his grandfather, who was an actual Shaolin monk in the 1800’s.”




Rinkin nodded, “I don’t know the name, but I can sure ask Research to look it up. And I’m not surprised about the grandfather, given he’s been teaching you exclusively Northern styles.”




Aly was totally not surprised that Rinkin had spotted that just from sparring with Aly and watching Aly spar with Joan and Kate.




Rinkin had a huge stack of folders in her inbox, about three folders in her outbox, and about six folders in an unlabeled box in between that Aly was guessing was work-in-progress files. She took the top file out of the middle box and set it before her. “We have a mission for you. You’re going to be a new teacher, fresh out of college. The king of Qumar is going to be in Monaco for several weeks for trade meetings. His son the Crown Prince Bandar and his daughter Princess Sultana will be accompanying him, along with his wife and their mother Queen Fahda, and the Qumari Minister for Trade and a number of his under-secretaries, and some other important members of the court. The mother has a distant cousin who is supposedly accompanying them for no discernable reason, and he has been labeled by the CIA as a probable key connection to Lashkar-e-Taiba, and he is on the CIA’s ‘most wanted’ hit lists. There is no sound reason for him to leave Qumar and go to a country where he could be fairly easily targeted, unless this is part of a plot. You will be Prince Bandar’s teacher for this trip, and you need to see if you can find out what is going on, and stop it if it’s going to cause an international crisis.”




Aly tried not to gulp.




Part II



Aly checked, “I’m only eighteen. Aren’t I a little young for this assignment, considering?”




Rinkin gave her a tiny nod. “A little. But you can pass as twentyish. So…fresh out of college and too naive to know what’s going on around you. That should keep you safer. I doubt it will keep you safe. But you’re far enough along in your studies to play schoolteacher. Your Arabic and Spanish are excellent, and your records say you’ve been working on French.”




Aly pointed out, “I’m not the best at French, but I can do conversational French. And it sounds a lot like Spanish, so I’m still better at listening to it than speaking it.”




Rinkin pointed out, “And that still puts you ahead of all of our other bionic agents, which is something we need to correct long-term. Now tell me what you already know about Qumar. We have a full intel packet on it, plus a briefing on the country, our relations with them, their politics and religious issues, the king and his immediate family, and some key relatives you might run into.”




Aly tried to recall the stuff she’d had to learn for coursework: the OSI used the CIA’s video updates on world geography and political status, which was pretty neat, but needed to be given by someone who wasn’t a sixty year old white CIA guy who was so boring he made Aly’s old Civics teacher seem like a rock star. “Okay. They’re a key connection for the U.S. in the Middle East, even if relations have gotten strained over the past few years. Major oil producers, and not much else. There isn’t much difference between the monarchy and the state, so who owns what is kind of vague, and the degree of, umm, baksheesh you’d run into has been argued about. A lot. The Qumar connections with the West have caused a big Islamist backlash inside the country, and so there’s a lot of problems with treatment of women, funding of terrorist groups by guys with too much oil money, the usual for Islamic countries in that part of the world. Even if the current Crown Prince seems liberal by their standards.”




Rinkin grinned. “Better than I could’ve done. Key point you didn’t know? The U.S. Department of Energy and Department of Defense now have a little multi-million dollar contract with the king and a couple of his cousins on laser-induced fusion, since the top two experts in this field outside Alamogordo and the NIF are Carl Helmann at MIT, and his former student Ismail Ahmad, who has returned to Qumar, and is a physics professor at King al’Qum University. He happens to be a cousin to the Crown Prince, which puts this in the OSI purview if you squint hard enough, and Oscar already talked a couple Cabinet officials into doing that squint. You’ll do great after the briefing. Any questions now?”




Aly asked, “I assume long dresses and skirts, long-sleeved high-collared tops, maybe a hijab?”




Rinkin nodded, “Sounds good if you’re trying not to cause problems starting on Day One. Maybe long pants under the skirts, in case you need to move. And the king does not require non-Muslim women to wear a hijab, but some of his advisers and relatives and clerics won’t like it if you ignore custom. Still, if you don’t wear a hijab, then it might be easier to disappear by pulling on a hijab or a burkha.”




“Okay. So I need the briefing, any study notes you’ve got for me, and clothes shopping. I’ve already got regular chargers, international adapters, and a solar charger for my tablet and phone.”




Rinkin said, “Go see Peggy about the clothes. She’s got the connections with all our outfitters, since she’s been doing this since before Jaime joined us.”




“Yes ma’am.”




Rinkin groaned softly, but loud enough for Aly to hear with her bionics. “Can we stick with ‘yes Rin’ or maybe even ‘okay’?”




Aly smiled, “Yes ma’am.”




“Get outta here, you punk kid,” Rinkin grinned. “And alla you kids, stay off of my lawn.”




Aly headed off to find Peggy first, because clothes collecting would totally take longer than a briefing.







Okay, it had turned out that clothes shopping through Peggy’s on-line catalogs that one of the Peggybots had set up was pretty fast. It totally did not take as long as four briefings from different people, each of them from a different agency.




And each of them with a different agenda.




The Department of Defense guy and the Department of Energy guy only cared about protecting that grant that might someday make laser-induced fusion viable as an energy resource…or maybe a weapon that the Department of Energy guy didn’t want to talk about but the Defense guy was practically drooling over. But the DoE guy just emphasized that laser fusion could put a big dent in U.S. dependency on foreign oil, which sounded like something the royal family of Qumar would totally be against. Aly figured something weird was going on there.




The State Department guy only cared about no one causing an international crisis by trying to kill King Salman or Crown Prince Bandar bin Salman or even their distant cousin Muhammad Faisal Hejaz, who the State Department guy was just barely willing to admit was probably handing out money that was ending up in the hands of terrorists. If the king’s wife or daughter got killed it probably wouldn’t be a big enough crisis for the State Department guy to care about, because they were just girls in a Muslim country. Aly thought about kicking the guy in the shin.




The CIA guy only cared about Muhammad Faisal Hejaz, making sure Aly could recognize him and his scars including really gross ones on his right hand, finding out whether the guy was really going to show up, figuring out if the guy was plotting something important, and insisting that Aly should sneak a SEAL team in to kill him. And if they could wipe out all the money sources for Lashkar-e-Taiba—which he kept calling the LeT—even better. And he was practically foaming at the mouth about the Pakistani ISI—the Inter-Service Intelligence agency for Pakistan—who were probably helping the LeT as much as they could get away with, and he wanted to kill them too. Aly thought about telling the State Department on that guy.




The NSA guy only cared about getting more intelligence from more important Qumari, regardless of who ended up dead for spying on their country or even being suspected of spying. He also couldn’t care less about Lashkar-e-Taiba, because his purview didn’t include India, so he didn’t care about the Pakistan-India conflict, no matter how many people got killed over there. Aly thought that guy had a great career ahead of him as a bureaucrat. Or maybe a serial killer.




Aly also figured that whatever she did, three of those groups would be mad at her. At least three of them.




Also, she figured that none of them had real intel on this trip the king was making, other than what had been publicly announced. Four Western European heads of state with their own trade delegations were heading to Monaco on different days to meet with King Salman. 




Or maybe none of these jerkheads were sharing the really important intel with another agency, even if the OSI should have been treated as a partner by all of them. Even worse, when Aly asked Oscar and Rinkin, they both thought it was the not-sharing thing, even if Oscar thought most of those guys’ intel was probably disinformation and wild guesses. So basically, Oscar thought it was both.







Aly had three days before she had all her wardrobe, and her ID and backstory, and her travel arrangements. She made sure all the newly-purchased wardrobe stuff got washed a bunch of times, and she even pulled some threads loose on hidden hems here and there, so the clothes didn’t look at all new.




Her passport and driver’s license and credit cards and store cards all said she was Alyson Hassa Macrae, age 22. Father of Scottish and English ancestry, mother of mixed English and Russian and Egyptian ancestry. Born in Maryland, raised in California, attended college in Virginia, earned a degree in international education, currently starting a masters degree in education.




Her passport and driver’s license photos looked like her, but with black hair and brown eyes. That was mega-easy to fix: Miss Clairol and extended-wear colored contacts. Okay, one contact lens and one adjustment to her bionic eye. She dyed her hair, and then she did it again the night before she left. She looked really different with jet black hair and brown eyes.




And she had no trouble with packing. She just assumed that someone would go through her luggage and stuff more than once. So…no weapons, and nothing suspicious. Not even a miniskirt or tight jeans. So she had a purse and a roller bag for boarding, and a not-quite-overweight big suitcase to get checked through…and inspected a lot.




She made sure she had three complete outfits and a spare pair of flats and long pajamas and an exercise outfit all rolled up and packed in the roller bag, along with two hijab, and also a hoodie and a rain poncho just in case. The rest of her clothes went in the suitcase, so she was set for maybe a couple weeks of playing teacher. All her liquids and gels went in there too, like her shampoo and conditioner and toothpaste and foundation. Her purse had a new tablet and phone and charger and adapters, none of which had any connection to the OSI, a book on multi-lingual high school level syllabus preparation, a copy of the Quran in Arabic that had some more of those extended-wear contacts hidden in the hard cover of the book, a slim three-ring binder of lecture topics and notes, pens and mechanical pencils, half a dozen nutrition bars, and a baggie that had makeup pencils and pressed foundation powder.




All the heavy stuff, like the box of textbooks Andrew was putting together for her, was supposed to get shipped separately. That would also give the Qumari security guys time to go through all of it really carefully and make sure there was nothing dangerous or even inappropriate in there.




If she used a little too much of the powder foundation, after maybe half an hour of wear it emphasized the heck out of any possible lines or wrinkles or creases, and made her look maybe late twenties instead of not quite twenty. Simple to do, and really workable.




Aly could still hardly believe that Jaime pretty much never used disguise makeup and almost always used her real name on missions. And the most Steve ever did for a disguise was a fake mustache that Audrey still teased him about. And it wasn’t like they weren’t famous to start with. Famous astronaut Steve Austin and famous former tennis star Jaime Sommers? How could people not recognize them?




Aly decided she’d better start thinking about that kind of stuff. Since a chunk of her face was bionic materials and not her original skin, she ought to consider better disguises. Even if she really didn’t like not being Aly Mack.




Andrew drove her down to Norfolk International Airport, where Alyson Macrae was scheduled to fly out at just before eight at night. And he had orders to hang around the airport in case she needed emergency backup or an emergency escape route. Oscar was always planning, and Aly liked that. Maybe the OSI was too small to do full-scale CIA stuff and have dozens of support people backing up an agent team, but Oscar still managed.




Aly reviewed documents the entire way down, since Andrew was a good driver and there weren’t lots of bumps or swerves. She was supposed to take a flight from Norfolk to London, and then have a two hour layover, and then take a connecting flight from there to Nice Côte d’Azur Airport. Piece of cake. She checked her big suitcase through, watched to make sure they got the right luggage tag on it, and headed inside to wait in the TSA line.




She still couldn’t get through a metal detector. The titanium in her was not as big a problem as some of the special steel alloys, because the titanium wasn’t magnetic, only paramagnetic. Still, she had a lot of metal inside her. Some people had half a pound of metal inside them. A whole hip replacement was under three pounds. She had way, way more than that in her. So she was carrying a certificate about her supposed hip and knee and elbow replacement surgeries so she could go through TSA stuff other than metal detectors.




And she was all dressed for the flights and the meeting at the other end of the trip. She was wearing skirt pants with long wide legs that looked like a full-length skirt when she had her legs together. That went with a loose long-sleeved top that had a round collar which came up to her collarbone. She had plain flats for ease of walking. And she had an accessorizing hijab packed in the flat front pocket of her roller bag.




She wasn’t too surprised when she went through the special line and two guys pulled her out of the line to talk to her. She was surprised that they had FBI badge cases. One part of the OSI training was spotting other agencies’ badges and ID cards, so she could spot forgeries. Well, not-so-great forgeries, because she couldn’t spot a perfect forgery without checking the ID and the ID number and the name, and going onto the web to check that the ID was right. And that still wouldn’t work if she was up against someone who had gone through plastic surgery to look exactly like the real FBI guy and they also had that guy’s real FBI credentials.




Still, this should have been TSA agents. Her trouble-radar was already pinging. Maybe she was getting overly suspicious, but this did not seem right. But that meant she just played along and acted dumb.




The big blond guy with the buzzcut quietly asked, “Excuse me, Miss Macrae, I am Agent Harrison and this is Agent Michaels. Could you step over here with us?”




She smiled, “Oh sure! But I need to take my purse and roller bag, because the intercoms at the airports always tell you not to leave your bags unattended.”




The big black-haired guy with the crewcut smiled back, but his face totally said ‘this chick is an idiot’. “Thank you, ma’am.”




“Oh, you don’t need to ma’am me. Call me Alyson,” she babbled.




So they led her past the TSA area into the concourse, which they were not supposed to do. They had no idea that she had gotten training on this, along with a lot of other subjects. But it looked like they hadn’t gotten training on this, because they were not making it look right to someone who had basic intel on TSA operations. 




Or else they didn’t care, and they didn’t think they would have to care later.




She just rambled, like they were her besties and she had no idea anything was going on. “This place is really nicer than my friend said it would be, because I’ve seen some pretty awful airports. Maybe I should get a snack to take onto the plane, even if everyone says British Airways is really great and it’s not like I need an extra jillion calories, I do try to watch my weight, and it’s not like I can afford to buy new clothes if I get all fat when I’m overseas…”




The ‘FBI agents’ led her to a locked security door off to the side of the concourse. Agent Harrison punched in the security code and led them through the door, then to a flight of stairs going up.




She naively asked, “Could one of you carry my roller bag? I’m sorry, but my hip is not the world’s greatest when it comes to stairs, and I’ve got to do a lot of walking today.”




Agent Harrison gave Agent Michaels a glance, and Michaels gave her a smile as he lifted her bag in one big hand. As his arm slid down out of his cuff a little, she spotted a bit of the SEAL trident tat on his forearm. She pretended she didn’t notice. But she figured that pretty well defined this op.




She tried using her internal phone to call the OSI. She hadn’t thought about having her own private internal cellphone until Rinkin got one. But Rudy had put one in while his group was replacing her arms and legs, and working on her stomach. They were a great idea.




Well, they were a great idea when there wasn’t a cellphone jammer up and running. Because she couldn’t get a signal. Not that these jerkheads knew she was trying to get one.




Maybe she needed to ask Rudy how much extra work it would be to let her send and receive text messages like Andrew said was now an option with the newest-version bionic eyes. It was so weird to think that some of her was already out of date. Not that SMS messages would transmit when cellphones were jammed, but she could have texted the OSI while those guys were walking her across the concourse, before they got her in a blanketed area.




Maybe she should ask about adding in camera and video recording gear too. Steve had told her that the earliest idea for a ‘bionic’ eye was a camera he could take pictures with but not see out of.




The two guys walked her into a small room with a table and chairs. They had her sit in the single chair, opposite their two chairs and that camera with the wireless connection gadget stuck on its side. She could guess what that was for.




She looked at the camera and asked, “If you’re gonna record stuff, could I fix my makeup and hair first?”




“No ma’am,” Michaels sturdily insisted.




She pouted and asked, “Can I turn in my chair so you get my good side?”




“Please sit still, ma’am.”




Harrison asked, “Can you tell us who among the Qumari have you met in person or Skyped with or talked to but not face-to-face or corresponded with?”




There was a whole series of emails back and forth that the OSI staff had orchestrated as they got Oscar’s contact in the Qumari government to pick Miss Macrae as the temporary instructor for the Crown Prince. Real FBI agents on an assignment connected with this ought to be able to check that and look at the supposedly-legit emails.




So she lied, “Well, I met this nice Mister Muhammad once, and we Skyped a couple times, and I talked on the phone with his personal assistant Mister Muhammad, and I emailed a bunch with them.”




She filled in a few details, making them work for it, and checking that these guys did not have experience at interviewing a witness in standard FBI fashion. Also, they were getting grumpy at her ditziness, which was making them work harder. And finally, after maybe twenty or thirty minutes, there was a knock on the wall behind them.




That was just what she needed to know.




Harrison stood up. “Okay. We’re done.” He reached behind him and turned off the camera.




Michaels stood up. “I thought we’d never get that intel out of this bitch.”




“Hey! That’s totally not nice!” she fussed, like she was shocked her FBI interviewers would be so rude.




Harrison glanced at Michaels. “Do it. I’ll notify the cleaners.”




“What? What’s going on?” she asked, like she didn’t know exactly what was going on. Nobody asked for ‘cleaners’ unless they needed to tidy up forensic traces. Like after they murdered a girl.




Michaels started to move around the table toward her, as Harrison moved behind him to go to the door.




She moved. She assumed these guys were Navy SEAL-trained and now were working as assassins or worse for some CIA black op, so she was not messing around with them. She flipped the table hard, knocking Michaels into Harrison. Michaels went down under the table, while Harrison staggered back against the wall.




She kicked Michaels in the head as she moved at Harrison, who was already going for a weapon in his suit coat. She could see him pulling a large handgun out of a shoulder holster as fast as he could manage.




It wasn’t fast enough against her when her bionics were kicking in. She knuckle-punched him in the back of the wrist, breaking bones and sending the gun flying. She followed that up with a chin jab that knocked his head back so hard it slammed into the wall.




That didn’t take him out. He was tough, and the wall was fabric-covered. He tried to grab her arm and get her in a jointlock. That didn’t work against bionic women unless you caught them by surprise. And she had already ‘hit the plateau’, so she could see it coming because he looked like he was moving in slow motion. Bionics were amazingly awesome.




She let him grab her arm, and while he was trying to get that jointlock, she hit him with her other hand. A knife-edge blow to his carotid, and a careful open-palm slap to the back of the head that her sifu had been teaching her enough control on that she didn’t shatter his skull. At least one of them dropped him.




But Michaels wasn’t down for the count either. He was pushing the table off his chest with one hand, and pulling out…Oh great, an Ontario Navy knife. She was so not surprised.




She snapkicked him in the wrist hard enough to knock it out of his hand and send it flying. She followed that up with a piston kick into his collarbone that broke the bone and slammed him face-first to the floor. That stopped him long enough for her to drop on his back and put him in a chokehold until he was out cold.




She hastily stripped both guys of guns, knives, other holdouts, phones, ID wallets, regular wallets, handcuffs and handcuff keys, and anything else she could find. Their other ID wallets said they were agents employed by Blackwater, which was a PMC that wasn’t supposed to be doing this kind of stuff either. Then she used their own handcuffs to cuff them to the electrical outlet box in the floor.




After that, she dashed out of the room and over to the room where that knocking came from. The door was locked with a numeric keypad. She ignored that. There wasn’t a metal guard over the latch, and there wasn’t a dead latch either, so she didn’t have to break the door down. She slid the tip of Michaels’ knife up under the latch and popped the latch.




She swung the door open and darted inside as fast as she could. The room looked pretty much like she could have predicted. There was a monitor and wireless receiver for the camera in the other room. There was a probably-CIA woman fixing her makeup to look more like ‘Alyson Macrae’ so she could impersonate the late Alyson in a probably-CIA effort to get a hit team into the royal quarters and kill Hejaz or kidnap him for interrogation and other ick. There was that cellphone jammer.




There was another secret agent type in a dark suit, standing there with his arms crossed, looking impatient. He was a lot older than the woman or even those ex-Navy SEAL guys. He had a fancy, expensive suit and he was too important to ruin its cut with a shoulder holster and a handgun underneath it.




So Aly hit the woman, who was probably a lot tougher than Mister Fancy Suit. A feint toward the solar plexus, which the woman tried to block, and a punch in the nose that knocked the woman back against the wall. Aly wouldn’t normally have punched the woman in the face, except there was no way Aly wanted this woman trying to kill her and impersonate her again in a couple days. So it was either making her look all beaten up for a week or two, or really doing the kind of damage Aly didn’t like having to do to regular people.




The woman’s nose was pretty horrible-looking after that punch, and blood was running out of both nostrils, but the woman wasn’t down. In fact, she looked really mad. Now, on the other hand, Mister Fancy Suit looked like he was about to scream like a girl and faint. The woman went for something under her top that was probably in a bra holster. That probably meant a small handgun, but sometimes it was something else small but deadly.




Aly closed on her before anyone else in the room got to find out if Aly could dodge ranged weapons.




The woman was already yanking out of a bra holster a nasty-looking black-coated weapon. And…it was a taser. Nifty!




Aly grabbed the woman by the wrist, and she held the woman’s arm so no accidental taser-related badness would happen to anyone named Aly. Aly gave her a knife-hand strike to the solar plexus with her other hand, and took the taser away.




The woman still wasn’t giving up, even if she could hardly see after the nose smash, and she’d had the wind knocked out of her, and she’d been slammed into a wall. Okay, the wall was pretty much padded and fabric covered.




So Aly dodged the incoming shin kick and spun the woman around to slap her into a chokehold. While she was dropping the woman, she looked over at Mister Fancy Suit, who was backing up and holding his hands out with his palms up in a ‘keep away’ gesture that was just stupid.




Aly asked the guy, “Would you like to tell me what you think you and your minions are doing here, and why?” The woman had gone limp, so Aly let her down. Then Aly searched her. And her purse. Ooh! Fake passport in the name of Alyson Macrae, fake ID, fake driver’s license, expensive four-color pen that had a poison needle and a metal spike instead of the blue and green ink parts, and a cinnamon twist sized sand-filled bludgeon.




Aly decided she needed an inkpen that was also an injector full of knockout drug so she could keep people out cold without having to really hurt them. She figured that poison needle wasn’t like that. It was probably full of ricin or cone shell venom or something even worse.




She flipped off the cellphone jammer and stomped over to Mister Fancy Suit, and she clicked on the taser. It made a nasty spark across its contacts. “What are you doing here?”




“Y-you can’t do this!” the guy squeaked. He actually squeaked. Even pre-accident Aly didn’t squeak like that.




She growled, “I already did this.” She used her off hand to yank out the guy’s wallet and ID wallet and cellphone. “Hmm. Walter J. Kermann, senior staffer, CIA. I am shocked to find the CIA is running a completely illegal and murderous operation on American soil. Perhaps this should get turned over to an agency who really, really hates you guys.”




“You’ll be in so much trouble you can’t imagine it! You have no idea who you’re dealing with!”




She tried dialing the OSI offices. This time it worked. Peggy answered, “Aly? Is there a problem?”




So Aly just talked like she was only talking to Walter ‘Whiny Jerkhead’ Kermann. “So let’s see. You’re Walter J. Kermann of the CIA. You’re running an illegal op. You had two former Navy SEALs now working for Blackwater kidnap an American citizen on American soil so you could have another CIA agent impersonate her. And they had instructions to murder said American, and you have a cleaning crew here to mop up and hide the evidence…”




Oscar’s voice came on. “Keep providing intel. We have people on the way right now. Andrew was directed to stay near the airport in case of emergencies, so he should be there in minutes.”




She added, “You got someone here at the airport to illegally supply codes so you could get illegal equipment up here and you could go through that security door labeled 3-23, and then these rooms up the stairs from there. Rooms 3-J, 3-K, and 3-L aren’t supposed to be accessible for anything except flight crews and airport security.” Okay, she was making that up to give Oscar the door and room information.




She kept going. “So…you’re guilty of kidnapping and felony assault and attempted murder, at a minimum. I’m guessing you’re doing this in violation of your superiors’ directives, or at least that’s what they’ll claim so they can use you as their scapegoat. And all of this is aimed at acts that our government has insisted it does not want. I’d bet Qumar would really, really like it if we extradited you and your little friends. I hear they have really lovely ‘guest accommodations’ for people they want to convict of heinous crimes so they can publicly execute them.”




“You wouldn’t dare!” the guy whined. 




Aly stalled the guy for another ten minutes, and she was starting to worry about missing her flight. Then there was a knock at the door, and she shifted so she was out of the way in case anyone busted in or fired a few shots through the door.




Andrew called out, “Clan Lower Third here!”




She wasn’t in a laughing mood, or she would have giggled that he was using their D&D game as an impromptu code phrase no one else would know.





Part III



Aly raised her voice. “Come on in.”




Andrew popped open the door and moved in really carefully. And he had a Glock in his right hand, and he was even holding it properly. Rinkin had really made a huge difference in Andrew in hardly any time at all. Okay, all those training courses had helped a ton too.




Aly pointed out Mister Fancy suit. “Walter J. Kermann. CIA. Probably not smart enough to be running an op this complex, so someone is using him as a frontman.”




Walter gave her a nasty glare for saying that, but he kept his mouth shut.




She explained about the Blackwater guys next door, and what had happened, and that there were probably two to four ‘cleaners’ somewhere nearby with an illegal way off the airport grounds so they could hide a dead body.




Andrew pointed his Glock at Kermann and said, “Face down, hands behind your head. Or I let her try out that taser on you a few times.”




Walter hit the dirt and cooperated pretty fast.




Andrew checked his watch and whispered at her, “You’d better hurry. Take this corridor down to the 3-B and 3-C rooms. There should be stairs going down, and you’ll come out pretty close to your gate. And clean up that blood first.”




“Oops.” She used the bathroom just down the hall. She washed the blood off her hands and wrists from punching and choking the woman. Then she checked her clothes for splatter and stains. Crud. She had stuff on her sleeves too. She had to pull another top out of her roller bag and change into it, then wad up her bloodstained top for Andrew to take back to headquarters so they could get it clean or dispose of it.




Yet another reason why Jaime should have never worn some of her favorite clothes on actual ops.




Aly ran down the empty hall with her roller bag and purse in her hands. It only took her a few seconds to get to the stairs Andrew had told her about, and she rushed down the stairs to the security door. Then she slipped out into the passing crowd and went to her gate. She didn’t have time to grab some food, but she figured that would be okay since she was flying British Airways and not something like Aeroflot. Her block of seats had already boarded, but they let her go on with the next group of passengers. She managed to find a place for her roller bag in the overhead storage, and she took her seat. It was an aisle seat pretty far back in coach. But she only needed enough foot room for her purse and her feet. And her purse wasn’t that big. There were a bunch of women around her who had purses the size of a microwave oven, and were pretending like they’d fit under the seats with no problem. Some of those ‘purses’ probably might not fit in the seat.




The two businessmen in the seats next to her wanted to talk to each other about the business trip they had been on, and they were speaking in German, so Aly sort of eavesdropped a little, but they were just talking about ordinary business stuff. Mainly she had her tablet out and she was reviewing French. She wanted to be ready to speak it, maybe a lot. And she didn’t want to sound like an American when she did. The CIA course she had been watching in her apartment emphasized a Parisian accent. She thought an accent obviously from Southern France would be better for this mission, but just being able to speak French with people was way past what Steve could do, and Jaime’s French was not exactly going to convince anyone that she was from France.




Aly got a decent meal that was plenty for her, even if the two German businessmen complained about the size of the servings. Then she got in a good six hours of sleep before the plane started to descend.




They landed at Heathrow only a few minutes late, which was fine with her. She had a two hour wait for her connecting flight to Nice. And as she looked at the electronic information boards, she could see that she wasn’t even going to need to walk out of Terminal 5 to get to her gate. Unless the departure gate changed later, due to one of a thousand things.




So she waited patiently until her row was debarking. She took her time getting off the plane, since the people ahead of her couldn’t move any faster. She grabbed her roller bag, which was smaller than plenty of other people’s bags crammed in the overhead bins. She made a potty stop. It was sort of breakfast time in London, but she ordered some non-breakfast stuff when she found it. She had some yummy fish and chips in a friendly restaurant in the terminal, even if she thought that she was maybe being too touristy. Okay, they were really good with the malt vinegar on the table, and less caloric than eating them with a pound of tartar sauce. Even if fried fish and french fries were not exactly low-cal and good for you.




And she could even eat a decent amount of food, thanks to her new bionic stomach. Well, half-bionic. She just had to take it slow and make sure she didn’t overfill it. So she was nibbling at her food while reading her tablet computer.




And that was why she almost didn’t notice the guys coming up behind her. Two men, in black suits. And looking at the metal-clad wall in front of the tables facing her, she could see that the two men were aiming for her.




Crud. Did someone forget to tell her that today was International Kidnap Aly Day?




She immediately called OSI headquarters again, using her internal phone. “Aly? Is there another problem? Agent Wells said Norfolk was handled for now.”




She whispered, “More probably-kidnappers incoming.”




“Aly, you’re in Heathrow, right?”




She subvocalized, “Mmm-hmm.”




“Aly, we can’t get any support to you for hours. Do you understand?”




She again subvocalized, “Mmm-hmm.”




“Aly, do you even need support?”




She whispered, “I don’t think so.” And she used the wall to take another look at the men.




These guys weren’t all crewcut and American-looking. They had nicely-cut hair, and they were more tanned and Mediterranean. Maybe even Semitic. And they weren’t wearing shoulder holsters, maybe because this was England, or maybe because they couldn’t sneak firearms through the airport security.




Aly pretended she had no idea the guys were there. So she waited until one of them interrupted her nibbling and reading with a quiet, “Miss Alyson Macrae?” Then she squawked like she was surprised, and she lurched in her chair.




She gasped, “Oh! You scared me! I didn’t know you were there.”




The other guy gave her a smile. “Pardon us, ma’am. Could you accompany us so we can ask you a few questions?”




She pretended she had no idea what was going on. Okay, other than getting kidnapped, she really didn’t know what was going on with these guys. But there was no way these guys worked for Blackwater. They weren’t American enough and they weren’t buff enough and they weren’t white enough. Also, they had gorgeous British accents that weren’t trying for the Received Pronunciation accent that Americans thought all Brits should have.




She pretended, “Umm, sure? I guess? Can I finish my fish and chips? Maybe you could sit down with me? I’m probably not gonna eat all of this, so I could share, if you’d like.”




The two men exchanged looks and one said, “Thank you, Miss Macrae. But we’ll pass on the food.”




She gave them a big smile. “Okay, but it’s really good.” Then she stopped like she was thinking that over. “Duh. I mean, you guys know all about English food, so you’d already know. Sorry.”




“It’s quite all right, Miss Macrae.”




“Oh, you can call me Alyson,” she smiled at them like she thought they were really cute.




She ate for another ten minutes, slowly nibbling and reading another several pages. Reviewing foreign words and phrases was good. Memorizing new foreign words and phrases was hard. It would be so cool if she was as amazing as Other Hermione or Other Sam and be able to memorize and understand tons and tons of stuff.




Then she tossed the last bits of her meal, cleaned up her hands, and went with the two guys like no one had ever told her not to get in cars with strange men and stuff.




Outside the restaurant was another perhaps-Middle-Eastern person in a nice off-the-rack suit. This one was a woman with jet black hair and a nice navy blue suit who maybe could pass as Alyson Hassa Macrae with a nicely-forged passport but not with Aly’s actual passport. And definitely not if she had to pass as Alyson Hassa Macrae in front of someone who had seen the original Alyson. So Aly was expecting her kidnappers to focus on that.




Aly waited until they were walking through the concourse, and the two men on either side of her had maneuvered a little bit so the woman in the suit was right behind Aly. Then Aly quietly asked, “Is there a problem?”




One of the guys lowered his voice and said, “MI6.”




“Wow,” she said. Well, really she whispered, ‘wooooooow’ like she was mega-impressed. But really she was thinking ‘duh’. Because didn’t everyone know that no one in MI-6 called it ‘MI6’? It was the SIS. These guys were even worse at kidnapping than those Blackwater jerkheads. Even if they had way sexier accents.




So she let her new kidnappers walk her off to a secluded conference room, with Miss Blue Suit staying on her six. Aly could tell with her bionic hearing that Miss Blue Suit was staying about eight feet behind Aly and just keeping pace.




There were some very nice, very quiet conference rooms that were still really close to the main hallways of the terminal. Why couldn’t more terminals be like this? Well, other than the kidnappers.




They sat her down, and the three of them took spots around the conference table so they could all look at her. Aly figured Miss Blue suit needed the most time looking at her and listening to her, if she was supposed to replace Alyson Macrae.




So she watched all three of them really closely as she told them the same stuff she had told the Blackwater guys. Except she tossed in, “That nice Mister Muhammad said my skin was really fair for someone who’s part Egyptian. Wasn’t that nice? I think maybe he was flirting with me, even if he’s way too old.”




And that was when Aly could tell that Miss Blue Suit knew there was no way she could pass as Alyson Macrae. So now Aly needed to know whether or not her kidnappers would just thank her for talking with her and let her go. Because they had other options, if this part of their assignment wasn’t workable. Like stalling Aly and bringing in someone who actually could pass as her. Or just killing her and letting the king’s ministers have to find another tutor, who perhaps could be impersonated.




Okay, if somebody smart like Oscar was planning this as an assassination, at this point they would try and talk the patsy into hand-delivering a special package or letter to their target. One envelope of anthrax or one package full of powdered plutonium later, and the target would die slowly over a couple days, maybe even killing off a couple of his connections in the process. She didn’t think these guys were that smart, or that technologically sophisticated.




So, when she decided it was time to make her move, she simply said. “Okay. I need to go wait for my plane. So I’m going now.”




Miss Blue Suit quickly stood up and moved to the door, which she locked and stood in front of.




Guy On Her Left smiled unpleasantly, “No. I don’t think you’re going now.”




She played dumb as she stood up. “Totally not funny. Now I’m not even gonna sign stuff if you need me to sign it.”




Both men quickly stood up, cutting her off from the door whichever side of the table she took. Or so they assumed.




She acted like she still didn’t get what’s going on. “This is so not funny. If you don’t let me out, I’m gonna scream. A lot.”




Guy On Her Left smirked, “I really do not think so…” And he called her a really nasty word in Arabic.




Guy On Her Right went for her. He stepped up to her and just reached for her neck like he had no training in martial arts and he was assuming she didn’t either. She pivoted on her right foot and used her right forearm in an outside-in block to block the guy’s outstretched arms to her left. Only she grabbed his left wrist with her left hand and used her right forearm to strike just above his elbow. His elbow hyperextended nastily, and he fell to the floor grabbing for it and yelling.




She turned to the guy on her left, who pulled out what looked like a metal leg off someone’s chair. Had this guy just busted up a chair in the concourse, once he was past the security lines? He took a big roundhouse swing at her head with it. She grabbed the chair beside her by its back and threw it at him. He lost the metal chairleg and got knocked back into the wall.




She darted over, and as he bounced off the wall, she hit him in the jaw with a Muay Thai elbow strike that dropped him.




Miss Blue Suit gasped in Arabic and turned around to unlock the door and get away.




Aly grabbed the conference table and shoved it hard.




It slid across the room and smashed into Miss Blue Suit, catching her low in the small of her back and smashing her into the door face-first.




Aly flipped the table over and grabbed Miss Blue Suit as she dropped limply. The woman gasped in pain and cursed her in Arabic.




Aly knew those words, because she’d had lots of language training that wasn’t just college courses. So she tried some Arabic of her own. “Idiots! Why are you interfering with my mission?”




“We didn’t know! Don’t kill us!”




And just when Aly thought she might get some useful intel out of Miss Blue Suit, the door was kicked open and two people leapt in, running a real room entry pattern Aly had learned. The woman was a medium height brunette with her hair back in a French braid. The guy was a short man with black hair and really green eyes. They both tracked across the room and ended up with their handguns pointed at Aly’s center of mass.




“Freeze!” the brunette hissed.




Aly looked at her and gasped, “Hermione?”




The black-haired guy didn’t take his eyes off Aly. He didn’t take his gun off her either. “You know her?”




Hermione insisted, “No. Absolutely not.”




“A leak?” the guy checked.




Hermione asked, “Communicated to a woman who only got into the country an hour ago? Unlikely. Still…”




Aly sighed. This was already going so not well. “You remember when Jaime Sommers came to talk to you?”




“Oh Christ!” the guy groaned.




Hermione interrupted immediately. “Not here. And not in front of…suspects.”




“Oh crud,” Aly winced. “Oops. Sorry. Right. You need to get medics for all three of them. Their English is really good, but not their first language.”




Hermione scowled, “We know that already.”




“Sorry,” Aly tried again.




Hermione’s eyes flickered over the room for a moment, which meant she probably noticed the shoved, flipped over conference table. And the downed badguys. So that was all it took for Hermione Granger to figure stuff out.




Hermione backed up abruptly and snapped, “Face down! Don’t move.”




Aly held still, but there was no way she was lying face-down, especially on that carpet in these clothes.




The guy who might be Harry Potter immediately followed Hermione’s lead. He backed up too and prepared to shoot her full of holes. He whispered out of the side of his mouth. “What?”




Hermione focused on Aly but still explained, “Too much damage for too few people. She’s probably another…”




Maybe-Harry-Potter said a bad word but didn’t move his handgun off Aly’s torso.




Aly totally wanted to defend herself about Hermione’s guess. And Jaime. They were not cybernauts or whatever Hermione thought they were! But there were people in the room who should not hear stuff like that.




Okay, with Hermione it wasn’t a guess. It was probably an induction or a deduction or some of both.




And, just to make things worse, there were people running toward the room. Given the clompiness of the footsteps, Aly was guessing combat boots. So…heavily armed, really dangerous backup for two already-dangerous agent-types who Aly didn’t want to hurt in the first place.




A military guy who had ‘tough old sergeant’ written all over him moved in with two other soldiers, all of them expertly doing their room entry. The guy had a vertical scar right through his right eyebrow and a nasty scar on one side of his nose. He looked around the room and smirked at the black-haired guy, “Just can’t seem to stop destroying everything, eh?”




The black-haired guy scowled and insisted, “Not this time. It’s all on her.” And he pointed right at Aly. Scarred Sergeant didn’t look like he believed Maybe-Harry.




Hermione snapped, “Get medics in here. Check the hall, and loading and unloading zones for possible support for them. We need to interrogate our little problem.”




Aly started to grab her stuff, but Hermione said, “We’ve got it.” Hermione grabbed the purse with her off hand, and Maybe-Harry grabbed the roller bag’s lift handle in his off hand.




So Aly walked out of the room, with Hermione and Maybe-Harry keeping their handguns aimed at her and keeping well out of her reach. Okay, they still had no idea how fast she could move if she had to, but they were being careful enough to handle someone like Joan.




Maybe-Harry picked the lock on another conference room just down the hall, and ushered Aly in, with Hermione backstopping him like they knew she was mega-dangerous. They put her stuff just inside the room, but didn’t take the time to go through it. Maybe they knew that was a good way to get one person distracted so the other person could get jumped by a serious threat. Or maybe they were assuming that anything useful wouldn’t get through American TSA screening so she wouldn’t be carrying it on the plane.




Aly walked over and leaned back against the side wall. She wasn’t going to sit at the table, since Hermione knew Aly could shove it across the room and maybe could throw it too. But the wall panels were detachable with the right tools. Or with enough strength. If Aly absolutely had to, she could rip one off the wall, throw it at Maybe-Harry, rip another one off as a barrier, and charge Hermione.




Not that she wanted to. She wanted this Hermione to be her friend. And Steve had warned her and JJ that Oscar could be pretty cranky about complaints from other countries’ agencies about injured agents. Aly really didn’t want Oscar yelling at her.




Okay, she also didn’t want to get shot. That would not be fun. And she figured someone like Harry Potter wouldn’t miss where he was aiming.




She tried to remember all the stuff her Hermione had told them. She guessed, “You’re Hermione Granger and Harry Potter, right? And maybe that sergeant-guy with the scar is named…umm…Moody? I’m not too sure about that one. And there’s a redheaded guy named Ron? His last name is maybe Weasley or Wellesley?”




She was using her telescopic vision, so she could spot the tiny flinches around Hermione’s left eye that definitely said Aly was guessing way too accurately for comfort.




Harry admitted, “Westley. How can you be so close and not know the details?”




Aly spilled, “Look, we know you guys and your agency handle the really weird stuff that crops up. We do that too, if it gets close enough to science and technology that our boss can squeeze us into the arena. So you’ve probably run into psychics before. And we know you’ve run into robots because of how squirrely your whole agency was about Jaime. Who is totally not a robot. She just has some cybernetics. Sort of like an artificial heart…in a whole bunch of places.”




Harry snorted in amusement. Hermione totally didn’t.




Aly kept going, “So you’ve maybe run into parallel universes? Or distant universes?”




“Not really,” Hermione said.




Harry asked, “What about Connelly and Haskell and their dimension door?”




Hermione frowned, “No. They were conmen, taking money from wealthy crooks and claiming they were helping them escape the law, but they were just killing their victims.”




Aly guessed, “But you checked into the physics of it and decided parallel universes were possible, just the energy expenditure to jump into one would be enormous.”




Hermione reluctantly nodded yes.




Aly spilled, “You were right. I have no evidence I can supply, but Jaime and I went to a really distant dimension and met a bunch of other heroines, mainly. A couple heroes too. Some of us spent a few minutes compiling a list of who’s good and who’s bad and who’s in-between in our worlds, and we’ve been using that list since we got back. It’s how I recognized you, and it’s how I knew about Harry Potter and Al-something Moody. So let me drop a bunch more names from the other Hermione: Neville Longbottom, Luna Lovegood, Ron’s parents Arthur and maybe Molly or Mariam, Draco Malfoy who’s a badguy, Minerva Mc-something-I-can’t-remember, and, umm, Albus Dumble-something. Door? Dune? Also, more badguys: Thomas Riddle, Bella-something Lestrange, Dolores Umbridge, Draco’s dad who I can’t remember off the top of my head…Okay, I’m running out of you-related names off that list, even if there’s a bunch more. But we can get you the other names off that list, because we’ve found a ton of badguys you should have on your lists. Like maybe Rafael Schubert if you run into anything under the ocean.”




Harry and Hermione exchanged shocked looks. Aly figured that meant they had run into ‘Commodore’ Schubert on some sort of coastal crisis.




Hermione managed, “All right, you have a lot of names that no one should have access to.”




Harry cut in, “And you got some of the names slightly wrong.”




Aly groaned, “Yeah, that happens. There’s some differences between these universes. They should be ridiculously immense differences, not tiny things like Tom Riddle’s middle name. I mean, in all the universes I’ve seen or heard of, I’m still Alexandra Louise Mack, and I look the same—pretty much—and I end up having to be a hero. I mean, heroine. The differences are like the nickname I go by. Which is crazy, when in a couple of these universes, I’m a superhero, and in a couple I’m a witch, and here I have cybernetic limbs, and in one I’d been taken over by evil aliens for months and left with powers.”




“Like Heinlein’s Puppet Masters?” Hermione checked.




Aly grimaced. “Worse. Way worse. These are like eels with antlion heads, and they ripped their way into her throat and wrapped themselves around her spinal column and did horrible things and made her watch all of it, and they strip-mined her brain, and they tortured her just a ton.”




Hermione pursed her lips. “We can’t believe in this without some evidence, but we would be willing to accept a copy of your list and keep it secure.”




Aly admitted, “Well yeah, I totally wouldn’t have bought into it if I hadn’t been one of the people who got sucked into another universe and lived through it. So I can’t see someone as smart as you just saying ‘okay I totally buy that, sign me up’. That would be stupid.”




Harry checked, “Are all Hermiones super-geniuses?”




Aly nodded, “Every one of them that I met or heard of. And they’re all awesome at school stuff, and they prepare like crazy, and they’re all great in the field too.”




Harry burst into a naughty grin. “Sounds like our Hermione.”




“Stop it,” Hermione hissed at him.




Aly kept going, “So I know you took what Jaime said, and you tried to verify or disprove it, and you researched her and Oscar Goldman and the OSI and probably Jaime’s husband and everything else you could connect to her. But you may not have found me, since I’m new at this. So by now you should know we do pretty much the same kind of job you do, against some of the same sort of problems. Not that I can talk about that stuff without NDAs and international agreements and meetings between agency directors and all that jazz. But I really should warn you about a couple serious threats we’ve run into in this universe: Dr. Edward Lichter, Dr. James Courtney, Dr. Frederic Franklin, and the unfortunately not dead Garthe Knight. We also found a maybe in Europe we want to investigate. He’s in Switzerland now, and we have no evidence on him, but he’s a billionaire of Swedish ancestry, and his name is Aleksandr Armen.”




“Damn and blast,” Hermione cursed.




Harry said something even worse. With more syllables.




Hermione admitted, “He’s on our internal watch list because we think he’s the money behind the new United Automation. And a couple other headaches we’ve run into. But we don’t have enough evidence to kick it up to the JIC, much less do something about him.”




Harry groaned, “And we think he’s specifically targeted me as his main threat in England, even though I’ve never even seen him, just because we’ve stopped his operations a few times. We’re still trying to get photos or images of him, since he’s spent a lot of effort to wipe them out of every database in the EU.”




What a shock.




Part IV



Aly looked at Hermione and Harry, and she spilled what little she knew about Lex Luthor types. “Tall, bald, possibly tanned, handsome and charming if he puts in the effort, arrogant, mega-mega-smart, utterly ruthless, and really sneaky.” Harry and Hermione both stared at her. So she explained. “That’s what he looks like in every other universe. In the universe with unbelievably powerful superheroes and supervillains, he has no powers, and he’s regarded as the most dangerous badguy in the solar system. He may have minions named…umm…Mercy Graves and Tess something. Also, expect any alias he uses is likely to have the initials A.A. or maybe L.L. He’s over-confident because he thinks he’s so much smarter than the heroes he fights. Okay, most of the time he is, but that’s because he’s not up against Hermione.”




Hermione nodded, “We’ll check all of that.”




Aly agreed, “Right. Trust but verify. Or, I guess here, it’s not trust at all, and also verify.”




Harry asked, “So how do you fit in here? We were investigating an organization under our purview, and we followed your three assailants to Heathrow and figured they could be up to something drastic, so we called for backup and tracked them down.”




Aly explained, “Look, I don’t know how they fit in here. I mean, this isn’t about robots…as far as I know. It’s about the royal family of Qumar going to Monte Carlo for a couple weeks. The OSI inserted me as a teacher. And these jerks were trying to kidnap me so they could replace me with the woman in the navy suit.”




Hermione asked, “And what are you going to do when you get there?”




Aly just gave her a look. “Would you answer that? Really?”




“Of course not.”




Still, Aly spilled just a little. “I’m there to investigate. There’s all kinds of problems that could crop up, and if I can prevent an international crisis, I’m all for that.”




Harry pointed out, “And that’s not part of the OSI tasking.”




Aly nodded, “Right. But I can’t tell you everything. I already told you way more than I should. Because I know I can trust Hermione.”




Hermione insisted, “You don’t know that!”




Harry grinned, “Don’t tell her that. You want to lie and say ‘of course you can trust me.’” And it was a really horrible imitation of Hermione’s voice. It sounded like a sickly-sweet little old lady trying to talk down to a two year old.




Hermione scowled at him. A lot. Then she turned to Aly. “Fine. Go catch your plane. Try not to assault anyone else while you’re in Heathrow.” And she rubbed her forehead like she was getting a headache.




“Or anywhere else in the U.K.!” Harry chipped in with a little smile.




Aly frowned a little. “I always try not to hurt people. But some people do not want to listen to reason.”




Hermione rubbed her forehead a little harder and gritted her teeth. “Go. Just…go catch your flight.”




Aly grabbed her stuff and headed out the door, shutting it behind her. Then she stopped to eavesdrop. It was pretty easy with her bionics, even if she was twenty feet down the hall.




Hermione growled at Harry, “If you ever again use your Umbridge impression to imitate me, I swear I will do something so horrible to you that the twins will be crying that they didn’t ever think of it.”




“Okay, okay,” Harry apologized. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply what you’re so obviously inferring from one little phrase. I mean, I didn’t even do a couple ahem ahem bits.”




“Still not funny. Ron still has scars from that bitch’s so-called detentions.”




“Sorry!”




Hermione scowled, “Now stop it, and get out the bug detectors…”




Aly gave up after a minute of near-silence from them, and she rushed off to catch her flight. She called OSI headquarters and filled them in on the kidnappers, and what she had just told Hermione and Harry, and how she didn’t think she had convinced Hermione but Harry might be a different matter.




The flight was hardly over two hours, so it wasn’t too bad being stuck in the middle seat. Even if the lady on her right was using too much perfume. Which was a pretty horrible thing to do when you were taking a commercial flight somewhere. Especially when it was time for the lunch service.




And when she got off the jet and walked toward the baggage claim area, there was a very Arabic-looking guy holding up a sign that said, ‘Alyson Macrae’ in English. She noticed that he was in a conservative black suit instead of robes. She bustled right over to him and went right into Arabic. “Peace be upon you. I am Alyson.”




He smiled at that and stuck to Arabic. “Upon you be peace. I have been sent to drive you to the hotel. Do you have any other luggage?”




She nodded and also kept going in Arabic instead of switching to English. “One large suitcase which is not overweight. May I lead the way to the baggage carousel?”




“Yes.” He let her walk beside him. ”Your Arabic is very good for an American.”




She replied, ”That is like saying that my English is very good…for a Martian.”




He laughed. And he even carried her suitcase and her roller bag to the big Rolls Royce that was waiting for her. With a chauffeur in it. She took her hijab out of her roller bag’s front compartment before he put all her stuff in the trunk.




Wow. If these guys tried to kidnap her too, at least this would be the classiest kidnapping ever.




But she had studied the roads that were likely to be taken to move her from Nice to the Hotel Cosmopolite in Monaco, so she just sat back and casually watched the road signs. And she chatted with the two men in Arabic, telling them that a chauffeured limousine was too much for a mere teacher like her, and she could have taken a bus or a taxi to Monaco.




Both men assured her that this was a natural part of the job when you worked for the royal family, and she should just accept it. So she thanked them and carefully put on the hijab. Then she sat back and kept an eye on the road signs.




But the two guys weren’t trying anything. They took the most direct route, and no one tried to intercept them. Aly told herself that maybe she was getting paranoid.




Then she told herself that anybody who was kidnapped by two different groups of badguys in a matter of hours could not be too careful.




Still, nothing happened, and the chauffeur drove her to the big port-cochére at the center of the front of the Hotel Cosmopolite like there was nothing out of the ordinary happening. Maybe, for these two guys, everything was ordinary.




She thanked them in Arabic, and she thanked the porter in French, and she got taken up to a room below the penthouse level. She could see that plenty of people who were coming and going looked like they were part of the Qumari delegation. Some of them even wore the official livery of the king’s staff, and some were dressed like the Royal Guard, and some were dressed in nice-looking Qumari robes and such.




She got two keycards for her room, which she slid into a slit pocket of her pant skirt, and she watched in surprise as a maid put all her stuff away, hanging it up in one half of the closet and putting it away nicely in one half of the dresser.




A stern-looking middle-aged woman in a hijab walked in and spoke crisply to her in Arabic, like Aly was the new servant and didn’t know anything. “You will begin teaching at seven tomorrow morning. We have a smaller conference room on the ground floor set aside for this. Here are the directions.” She handed Aly a marked-up map of the hotel. “The Crown Prince has important meetings and training on his schedule, so you will work around that. There will be no drinking or smoking. There will be no inappropriate displays of Western clothing…”




Aly just listened and nodded in the right places, and thanked her for helping. Also, by then, the woman had admitted her name was Almas, and had glanced in the closet to find out that all of Aly’s stuff would cover her arms and legs and everything else. And Almas finally noticed that Aly was wearing a hijab. “Oh. I was not told that you are Muslim.”




Aly kept the conversation in Arabic. “I am not. But I am familiar with the customs and the religion. I am one-eighth Egyptian, and my mother spent many years in Egypt when as a young woman she wanted to ‘return to her roots’.”




Aly decided not to say anything about Almas’ name, because ‘almas’ meant ‘diamond’, and this cranky lady was about as hard as diamond, but maybe not having a lot of other diamond-ish qualities.




While Almas was haranguing Aly, the Royal Guard guys came by. Aly was totally expecting them. Or someone like them, like the Mabahith, which was a nickname for the Qumari General Investigation Directorate, their secret police. After all, these guys would be pretty stupid to let some stranger walk into the king’s hotel and get near the king’s family without checking that she wasn’t carrying a gun or a bomb or something just as bad.




There were four of them, and all of them were wearing the pristine white robes and skullcaps and scarves of the Qumari Royal Guard. At least Almas stopped acting like the big boss, and treated these guys with respect. Lots of respect. 




Aly did too. She stuck to Arabic as she told the Royal Guard guys, “It is an honor to meet some of the famous Al-Hars al-Malaki as-Qumari. Peace be unto you.”




“Upon you be peace. We must make an inspection of everything you brought.”




Aly nodded, “Of course. My suitcases and purse are here, my clothes are in that half of the closet and that half of the dresser. My bathroom essentials are still in the plastic bags in the suitcase, rather than all over the bathroom.” She reached into her purse and took out her Quran, which she held in her hands while the men inspected everything else.




So, that automatically led the officer in charge to step over and ask about the book, which was her plan all along.




She handed it to him. “Please be careful with it. It is a gift from my mother when I was little.”




He opened it and leafed through it. “I did not expect a Westerner to read the Quran.”




She smiled at him. “I strive to surpass expectations.”




When the guardsmen left, Almas sniffed, “Do not flirt with the guardsmen. They will either report it or assume that you are…cooperative.”




Aly shrugged, “I am American. Probably everyone in this hotel assumes what that means. I must be prejudiced, and loud, and slutty, and irreligious, and pushy, and very very Western. Right?” She gave Almas a stare, because Almas obviously was assuming all that stuff about Aly.




Okay, if a woman from Qumar got a job as a teacher to the President’s son in America, everyone would assume the stereotypes, and half of them would assume she was a crazed terrorist bomber. Prejudice was everywhere, and it never helped.




A thirty-ish woman rushed in, panting like she had run all the way. “I was told that you ordered my presence. Her Highness has tasks I must complete.”




Almas pointed at Aly. “This is Alyson, the new teacher.” She looked at Aly. “This is Lina, the personal maid of Her Highness Princess Sultana. You two will share this room. Do not argue about the room. If either of you has a problem, both of you will come to me about it.”




Aly gave the harried woman a smile. “Peace be unto you. I am Alyson Hassa bint Andrew Macrae. The hotel maids put my clothes in the empty half of the closet and dresser. I hope that is as you intended.”




Lina gave Aly a quick nod, checked with Almas that there wasn’t anything else, and rushed off again.




Aly said to Almas, “It looks like everyone will be very busy. Will it be possible to obtain a schedule for the Crown Prince’s activities so I may see when I can teach?”




Almas insisted, “It will be mandatory. And why did you tell Lina that your name is Hassa? Your name is Macrae.”




Aly pointed out, “It is my middle name. A name my mother picked for me.” She put some huffiness into her voice like she was cranky at Almas.




So then Almas wrapped up by announcing that Aly would be dining with the Crown Prince and the rest of the royal family that evening, so they could meet her. And Almas was totally grouchy that some little American invader got to eat with the royal family when Almas obviously did not.




So Aly said, “They probably only wish to determine whether I am unacceptable.”




Aly was pretty sure Almas would have hung around to grumble at her a bunch more, but Almas had her cellphone buzz in a ringtone like church bells, and so she had to rush off to prayer. Aly knew it was for the ’Asr, or late afternoon prayer. No Muslim in the hotel would risk missing that. Okay, no good Muslim would risk missing that at all. The scurrying in the hall got her to peek out the door. Pretty much everyone that was part of the king’s delegation was moving. She eavesdropped with her bionics enough to know that there was a room set aside on this floor specifically for the five-times-daily prayers, just like there was a nicer room set up for the same thing up on the penthouse level.




Aly checked that all her stuff was properly unpacked, and she checked the bathroom too. The hotel room was way too big and way too nice for a ‘personal maid’ and a teacher. They each had a big bed with a fancy nightstand. There was a giant TV screen, and a fancy desk, and a four-person dining table, and a conversation pit of couches and chairs closer to the door. The window opened up onto an amazing view of a lot of La Condamine, and Aly figured people in the penthouse suites above her could see the harbor and the ocean. The room even had its own private balcony. If this was ‘servant quarters’, then the royal rooms on the top floor were probably ridiculously awesome.




There were even nice shelves and cabinets in the bathroom, and it was pretty obvious where Lina had put her stuff. Aly put her shower caddy and bathroom kit on a different shelf. And she used one of the bathroom glasses as her ‘stuff on the bathroom counter’ area for her toothbrush and her dental floss and her travel bar of Clinique soap in its little plastic holder. She took her elastic hairband she used to hold her hair off her face for washing her face, and she just wrapped it a couple times around the glass.




Then, once people started returning from ’Asr, she got one of the guards to show her where the ‘schoolroom’ conference room was downstairs. It even had the two paper boxes Andrew had put together for her and shipped under her name. And, of course, the boxes had been opened and inspected. A lot. Considering they were just boxes of schoolbooks, she figured someone had spent some really boring time checking through everything. But there was nothing suspicious. Or even controversial or offensive. Just textbooks on English, French, German, Spanish, microeconomics, physics, chemistry, biology, biochemistry, pre-calculus, and calculus. Not that she would be teaching all of that, but she wanted to have stuff on hand for any tangents that cropped up. Also, there was a package of dry-erase markers and erasers for them. And a box of chalk which wouldn’t get used because the boards were whiteboards instead of chalkboards. And there was loose-leaf paper, and pens, and stuff like that.




It looked like Andrew had sort of over-prepared. Aly liked that.




Okay, it made Alyson Macrae look really diligent, and really well-trained. And maybe it made Alyson look like she was trying too hard for her first big, important job as a teacher. All of those would work well for Aly.




Aly checked that the whiteboard in the room worked with her dry-erase markers, and erased properly with her erasers, which looked like they were made for chalkboards, but worked great anyway. She smiled to herself at her mental image of her making the Crown Prince of Qumar stay behind to clean the erasers, like she was an old-fashioned schoolmarm out of a book.




She went back to her room, and she reviewed her syllabus notes. Then she made sure she was clean and neat, and she made sure the after-sunset prayers were all finished, before she walked upstairs to the room being used as the royal private dining hall.




She felt totally intimidated by all the wealth and ‘conspicuous consumption’ around her. So she let that show, because Alyson Macrae would be mega-overwhelmed. It really looked like they had brought a ton of their own stuff just to make already awesome rooms look totally overdone.




One of the Royal Guards led her to the dining room, which looked like the fanciest restaurant ever. Like if the Louvre had a mega-fancy restaurant which had a ton of fancy, mega-expensive Louvre artwork in it.




The king and his immediate family and the really important other people were at the long table at the head of the room. Then there were another thirty or forty people at less important tables. There were servants putting food on the tables. There were important people giving orders to less important people. There were clerics in clerical dress. There were mega-important ministers and important secretaries. There were Royal Guards at the edges of the room. There were guys moving around, quietly telling the important people stuff, and those guys were probably a lot more important than they looked. Aly guessed that they held positions not unlike chamberlain or secretary general or chief of protocol.




A nicely-robed man walked up to her and the guard. He gave the guard a look, and the guard quickly reported, “This is Alyson Macrae, the teacher while we are in Monaco.”




Since that was in Arabic, Aly stuck to the language. “Your Excellency, I did not expect to eat with the royal family. Could there be a mistake?”




The man looked at her more carefully. He took in her hijab, and her modest clothes, and her obvious fluency in Arabic. He paused, like he was re-thinking what he was planning on saying, or at least re-phrasing it. “Alyson, His Majesty would like to meet the teacher of his son. But after this, you will be eating downstairs.”




Aly nodded, “That is good to know.” She glanced around the room. “Surely I do not belong in this room on a regular basis.”




He seemed sort of surprised that Aly wasn’t being pushy and insistent. She could work with that.




He led her up to the royal table and waited until the king acknowledged him. Then he spoke in Arabic, “Your Majesty, you wished to see your son’s new teacher. This is she.”




Aly bowed like she had been shown, and she quietly said in Arabic too, “Tal umrak, Your Majesty. It is an honor to meet you and your family. I am Alyson Hassa, bint Andrew and Raina Macrae.” She figured that giving her name in the Qumari usage had to help, even if it was only a little.




The king smiled, “You have a traditional middle name and your mother has a traditional name, and yet you are American?”




Aly nodded as meekly as she could manage. “Yes, Your Majesty.”




The king only introduced her to His Highness the Crown Prince Bandar, even though the queen and the princess were sitting right there on the other side of the prince. Aly didn’t comment on that at all. He did, however, introduce her to two of his brothers, who were on his other side and mega-important in the Qumari government.




Aly let herself be guided to the table where she was supposed to sit. For this meal only. She still didn’t know the name or title of the guy who was leading her to her seat, but she figured she could ask Lina or someone like that.




However, the other people at the table looked like they were too high-powered to be sitting with her. Unless they were there to get intel out of her. Then she got the introductions, and she realized she was probably right.




The mega-important cleric, Hassan al’Qumari, was also the father of Prince Muhammad al’Qumari, who was also at the table. The first secretary to the head of the trade delegation was there too. As was a secretary to the Minister of Education who was also an al’Qumari, and some other guys who she thought were really too important to sit with her.




So, as soon as she was seated and everyone found out she was fluent in Arabic, the questions started. Hassan asked, “What courses will you be teaching the Crown Prince?”




She gave him a little smile. “My syllabus is fairly adaptable. I want to teach him things that will help him with this trade mission. So…languages, geography, math, and science.”




“Not comparative religion, or political science?” asked the prince.




She shook her head no. “Oh no, Your Highness. I’m not qualified to teach subjects like that. And anyway, surely you two know far more of both fields than I do. I would not even want to try to teach about Catholicism or Christianity.”




“Surely you would know far more about those religions than, say, I would,” smiled Omar al’Qumari, the education secretary, who was apparently yet another member of the royal family, even if he was more distantly related to the king.




She stuck to her cover story. “I was raised in America, and I was exposed to four different religions, thanks to my mother, my father, and my grandparents: Catholicism, Islam, the Church of England, and the Russian Orthodox Church. Which is to say, I was brought up in none of them. I am twenty-two, and I am still struggling to find my religion. I think that makes me unqualified to teach about any of those four religions.”




The prince asked, “So did you bring a Christian bible with you?”




She shook her head slightly. “No, Your Highness. I only brought my personal copy of the Quran which my mother gave me when I was little.”




“Ahh! So you read the Quran,” the cleric smiled. “That is a good step in the right direction. For as it is written, ‘Indeed, Allah is my Lord and your Lord, so worship Him. That is the straight path.’”




Aly nodded, “Yes. The Surah Ali ‘Imran, 3:51.”




And she only knew that because Andrew and WillowDelta had pulled a list of what they thought the top couple hundred quotes out of the Quran would be, in case she got quoted at, or she wanted to quote back at people. And Aly had been studying that too. And that quote was in WillowDelta’s Top Twenty.




Everyone else at the table was surprised that she was such a serious student of a non-American book. So she told them, “I like ‘And say “My Lord, increase me in knowledge”’ because I’ve always been interested in knowing more.”




But Hassan al’Qumari and Prince Muhammad al’Qumari wanted to argue that was not what the passage meant. So she ate slowly, while the two men lectured on how the passage meant ‘knowing more about Allah’, namely religious devotion, not learning in an academic sense. She just nodded when it was appropriate, and acted like she was impressed with how smart they were.




Then she left the table shortly after the father-and-son team who she thought was a little over the top for Qumari statesmen and bureaucrats. They moved down a long hallway to a private suite, and closed the door behind them.




Aly could hear the sound of the door locking, and a security bolt being thrown. She concentrated on her bionic hearing as she stood just outside the door.




“She seems like a useful tool.”




“I must agree, father. I am now third in line to the throne behind Bandar and Hakeem, but if an American murders him and is shot by the Royal Guard while fleeing the crime scene, we can push for further measures against Westernization, Allah willing, and that would surely move me to first in line as the new Crown Prince, ahead of that idiot Hakeem.”




“Excellent, my son. We can wait a few years, Allah willing, and then if Salman were to have an unfortunate accident or be found to be too Western…”




“Allah willing,” they both smirked. The prince added, “And who would care that some female teacher dies while committing a heinous crime?”




His father replied, “No one. I will alert our forces in the Royal Guard that they can begin surveillance on Miss Macrae, and we can plan out a time and place. I suspect that her classroom will yield the simplest place, and most likely the best time.”




Aly moved quickly down the hallway, and took the first stairs she found to the lower floors. She wanted to call Oscar, but the cell hub for the hotel was bound to be suborned by any one of a dozen different groups in the king’s retinue. So she needed to be well away from the hotel before she dared call officially.




But she could do that, assuming she could get past all the guards at the hotel entrances, and the guard throughout the hotel grounds, and the hotel’s security cameras, and any security cameras and sensors the Qumari Royal Guard and Mabahith and other intelligence services had hidden, and all that stuff.




She went back to her room, and made a long distance call that she was sure would be monitored. She dialed a number that would show up as her parents’ home. “Hi mom!”




“Alyson! Are you already there? Is everything okay?” WillowDelta did a really nice Eastern Seaboard accent.




“Oh, sure! I even got to meet the king, and then I got to stay and eat dinner with some mega-important people, and I’m sharing a hotel room but it’s a huge fancy hotel room that probably costs a ton. And I start teaching tomorrow. So it’s all going great.”




“That’s lovely, dear. You take care, and remember, a pretty girl like you is bound to attract the wrong type of boy, so be careful.”




“Yes, mom…”




She hung up and thought for a moment. The ‘mega’ codeword she had slipped in meant that there was a threat against the royal family. She had ‘uber’ and ‘super’ and ‘hyper’ as other codewords to drop in. And saying the room cost ‘a ton’ meant that she was already in danger. She just needed an opportunity to go sightseeing or something, so she could give the agency a lot more details.





Part V



Aly woke up when Lina got up to go do the just-before-sunrise prayers.




Lina was a good roomie so far. The night before, when Lina had come back to the room, she had showered and gone straight to bed. Aly was already tired, after not getting enough sleep the night before, plus some jetlag, which bionics not only didn’t help with, but maybe made worse. So they had both gone to sleep, with Lina thanking her for being a hospitable roommate.




While Lina was out for a short while at prayers, Aly got up and showered and got dressed. The flats and loose-fitting long pants were fine. She had been a ‘sneakers and overalls’ girl for years and years. The hijab? She was still getting used to it. 




She walked down the hall to the large room set aside for meals for the not-as-important people who probably all had rooms on this floor or the floor below. At least it had gorgeous views of the back gardens and parts of La Condamine behind the hotel. And you could see the pool and sunning areas around the pool, and big plantings of flowers and shrubs and bushes, and even some ornamental ponds near the back fence.




She ate with the servants and guards and lower-level secretaries who weren’t on-duty elsewhere. Mansoor and his friend were workers for some of the trade delegation, and were trying to get ready for the first trade meetings, so they were complaining to each other about preparations. Aly pretended she wasn’t eavesdropping, even if they weren’t even trying to be quiet.




“May I join you?” 




She looked up and nodded. It was the Royal Guard lieutenant who had been in charge of checking her stuff the day before. He sat and explained to the rest of the table, “This is the new teacher for the crown prince, Alyson of the House Macrae. I met her when my team was sent to check her into the hotel room yesterday.” Then he turned to her and introduced himself. “I am Lieutenant Abdul al-Daoud.”




“Alyson Hassa, daughter of Andrew and Raina Macrae. It is nice to see you outside of your work.”




The lieutenant ate quickly and rushed off to work, while Mansoor and his friend sat and complained more about all the headaches of hosting the French trade delegation at the hotel starting the next day, when the French delegates had made so many annoying, petty requests. Mansoor felt that some high-level French trade minister was only doing it to find out if the Qumari were serious about the negotiations, and had no idea that all the pettiness was being dumped on people like Mansoor, and not on the royal family or the Qumari negotiators.




Aly went back to her room, got her syllabus and notes, and headed down to the classroom. Then she spent some time going over her notes and plotting out options for the next couple days, when the crown prince was going to keep cutting class to participate in the trade negotiations. Or at least to sit in the negotiations and learn how stuff really worked.




Okay, Aly thought that was mega-important, and more important than sitting in a classroom listening to some boring teacher say ‘ou est la plume de ma tante?’




Still, Aly was expecting a maid or female secretary showing up to preserve Alyson’s modesty, and the crown prince plus his valet and his bodyguard. She was not expecting all four of them, plus two of the Royal Guard, plus the Princess Sultana and her maid Lina and her bodyguard, plus a woman in a black burkha, with another woman in a burkha, and another bodyguard.




There were only chairs for the female chaperone and the crown prince and his valet. The woman sat way off to the side against the side wall, and the crown prince’s bodyguard stood against the other side wall where he could watch everything.




As the bodyguards set up chairs for the four other women, Aly asked, “Your Highness, are we going to have more people? Because I can ask for a larger room, if we need one.”




Crown Prince Bandar looked over the room with a sigh. “No, Alyson. There will not be a need for more space.”




And just to make things even more uncomfortable for Aly, one of the women in burkhas adjusted her robes as she sat, and Aly could see that she was wearing a ring with a huge ruby in a cut so it was like a big sphere. Aly couldn’t think of the name of the cut, but she knew she had seen the word somewhere.




Aly didn’t need to remember the name of the cut for the ruby. What she did need to remember was where she had seen that ruby on that finger. Because the queen had been wearing it at dinner last night. And it was pretty unlikely that the queen had loaned that ring to some random burkha-wearing woman in the hotel.




Aly tried to pretend she wasn’t being watched by the queen and the princess while she taught the crown prince. “Now then. The schedule for the week says that for tomorrow and the next two days, you will be part of the trade negotiations with the French. Is that right, Your Highness?”




“Yes. Father says it is critical that I see how political negotiations unfold.”




Aly nodded, “Good. Learning to negotiate well is a really important skill for anyone, and it is especially important for a future king. So for today and as much of the next couple days, I want to help you brush up on your French, and also prepare for aspects of the negotiations that I can help with in a classroom.”




Bandar looked askance at her. “What can you help with?”




She ignored his tone, since she had pretty much been expecting it. After all, he was a crown prince for a mega-rich country. She just said, “Besides brushing up on your French, which I suspect is already quite good, we can talk about the geography and business aspects. What can the French provide that you would want? What else can you provide, other than the oil that they know they want? What will they do if they do not like your terms?”




He scoffed, “All that matters is power. Negotiate from strength, and all will fall before you.”




She shook her head a little. “That tactic may work in the short run, but it can backfire spectacularly. What happens if the French decide you are bullying them, and they decide to get their oil from the Russians or the Iraqis? Or even perhaps more expensive oil from the Americans? It is an easy way to spite you, and it would cost them little while hurting your future profits. You should think in terms of negotiations which benefit both sides.”




The prince’s bodyguard scoffed that time. “His Highness is right. The strong triumph over the weak, unless Allah deems so.”




Aly stepped over to the bodyguard. The man was big, maybe six feet tall and built like a weightlifter, with massive arms. And she had to assume he had extensive training in unarmed combat, along with armed combat. She asked, “And are you prepared to demonstrate your position?”




“Naturally, young lady.”




Aly nodded her head. “Then let us negotiate. I want your namebadge. Stop me from removing it.” And she reached for it, really slowly.




He grabbed her wrist, which was what she was expecting. Okay, he had several other options, but she was assuming he didn’t believe she could do anything.




She used a BJJ counter, and once she had broken his grip on her wrist, she threw him over her shoulder so he crashed hard to the floor. While he was still surprised, she got his arm in a jointlock and put pressure on his elbow and shoulder. He tried to counter her, so she put more pressure on his arm, and moved her feet out of his reach.




She asked, “Do you yield?”




“No! I will never yield to a mere gir—Aaagh!”




He tried to roll over and grab her with his other arm, so she caught him by that wrist and held him in a double jointlock. She applied enough pressure that he couldn’t get his legs underneath him to escape, but not so much that she actually dislocated his shoulders or elbows.




She asked, “Are you aware that from this position I can dislocate both your shoulders, or hyperextend your elbows, and put you in the hospital?”




“I would rather die!”




She sighed, “Very well then.” She let go, and she stepped out of his reach in case he decided to try to attack her.




She stepped to the middle of the room, so the prince would have to turn around to look at her. She spoke, “I had the upper hand. I could have used that to force him to yield. But did I need the namebadge that much? No. Negotiating from strength also means negotiating with the future in mind. It means making sure that you are really negotiating from strength, and not from a position of overconfidence. It means knowing when to say ‘no’ and when to say ‘yes’ and when to stop talking. We are not schoolyard bullies. There are consequences to all our actions.”




She moved around to her desk. “And did he have other options? Yes. He could have ignored me, since the namebadge was not of any real consequence. Letting your opponent have a ‘win’ which you do not really care about can be a valid tactic in negotiation. He could have taken the namebadge and stuck it in a pocket where I could not get it, or tossed it to someone else. He could have used other techniques. Negotiation is like that.”




She looked at the bodyguard, who was furious at being shown up, particularly in front of the crown prince. “He assumed he was negotiating from a position of strength. I assumed the same thing. However, negotiation requires more than power. It requires knowledge and intelligence-collection. I knew he was trained in hand-to-hand. He did not have adequate intelligence on me, even though it is in my resume.”




She asked the bodyguard, “Would you like to try that again, now that you know I have some martial arts training?”




The man grumpily asked, “What did you use?”




She calmly answered, “My first move was Brazilian Jiu Jitsu. The throw was aikido. The armbar was judo. The second armbar was Sambo, or samozashchita bez oruzhiya if you prefer.”




The bodyguard rubbed one shoulder and asked, “How many martial arts do you know?”




“Eight,” she lied. “Ever since I was little and I told my parents I wanted to teach, and I wanted to teach in places that might not be safe for a white girl, or an American, my father and his father and my mother’s father have taught me and gotten me additional training.”




She turned to focus on the crown prince. “Power is fleeting. And power may be hidden. The iron fist in the velvet glove may be literal as well as figurative. If you want to win your negotiations against the French, you have to go in assuming that you are not in a position of insurmountable power.”




She sat back down behind her desk. “Now then. You have oil, as do over a dozen other countries. What are you after from the French, other than Euros? And let’s see if we can conduct the discussion in French, so you can work on your grammar and your idioms.”







They were still talking about negotiations two hours later, when one of the trade representatives came to escort the crown prince to a meeting with the king and the Minister of Trade.




The crown prince’s bodyguard and manservant left too. Although the bodyguard looked at her and said, “We must spar. You are much better than you appear.”




She just gave him a nod, even if she knew that sparring with men in a hotel with Muslims everywhere would be really complicated, and would probably require another woman or two to attend, in order to ‘protect’ her good name.




Aly waited until the door closed behind the prince’s escort, and she asked the princess, “Your Highness, can I do anything for you?” She stared at the burkha-clad woman behind Princess Sultana. “Or for your mother?”




The queen gracefully stood up and removed the burkha, revealing that she was dressed in a simple top and pants that would not get too hot under a burkha. “How did you know, Alyson?”




Aly fibbed, “Your Highness, you didn’t show the princess the signs of respect that everyone else who entered the room with you did. And your maidservant attended to you subtly. And you had your own bodyguard. It wasn’t much of a guess on my part.”




The princess smiled lazily, “Bandar was completely shocked when you defeated his bodyguard. I think I enjoyed that more than the discussion on negotiation. You know quite a lot for someone who claims not to know much.”




Aly shrugged a little. “Your Highness, I definitely don’t know enough to walk into a meeting and negotiate like your Trade Minister will do. But hopefully the crown prince will now understand how it works and what he’s seeing, and he’ll be better at it.”




The queen laughed lightly. “We can only hope so. My son, like his father, can be quite…set in his ways.”




The princess asked, “Are you really that good in martial arts?”




Aly admitted, “Better. He is not in my weightclass, but I think I could take him in full-contact sparring. I’m sure he’s much better than I am with firearms.” Okay, that bit was probably a fib. A mega-huge fib. Having a bionic frame to shoot from made her aim way better. Having a telescopic sight in one eye made her aim way better at distant targets. She couldn’t shoot like Rinkin could, but she had found out she was a very good shot.




The queen and the princess looked at each other with identical smirks. Then the princess turned back to Aly, “If you do get to spar with him or his men, you must tell us first. We will not be allowed to watch in person, but the room they use for training with the mats? It has security cameras.”




Aly tried hard not to smile. “I may have to pass the message through Lina.” Lina looked at the princess and smiled too.




Aly asked, “Now that the crown prince has left, is there anything I can do for you, Your Highnesses?”




The queen looked at the princess, who thought for a moment and finally nodded. The queen asked, “Can you tell us something about the physics behind laser fusion, and whether carefully-cut gems, say, part of the royal treasury, would be usable in the project?”




She nodded. Then she lied, “I do actually know something about this. In our ‘Global Technology Issues’ course, we all had to write a paper on a topic and present it in front of the class. Mine was on secondary consequences of global climate change, but Bob’s was on the future of energy resources, and, well, Bob needed some help on the research parts…”




The queen and the princess and even Lina and the queen’s maidservant gave each other a look. That look basically said ‘someone needs to explain to naive little Alyson about the Bobs of the world.’ Well, that was the purpose of creating the imaginary Bob who would supposedly take advantage of naive little Alyson and make Alyson look more vulnerable.




So Aly explained what she knew about Inertial Confinement Fusion, and why everyone called it laser fusion, and how it turned out to be a lot harder than people had expected, and how the efficiency turned out to be ridiculously low. And if you got less output than the power you pumped into the system, then maybe it was useful for weapons research, but that was about it. And the projects had grown to be more like football-field sized instead of university lab table sized, with stuff like huge glass cylinders doped with neodymium for the lasers, not tiny gems in pretty cuts.




She just sort of mentioned in passing that the French had a laser fusion project called Laser Mégajoule, and the EU had a laser fusion project in Germany called HiPER, but both were supposed to be dead in the water, according to the stuff she had looked up for Bob.




The queen looked at the princess and wondered out loud, “And we just happen to have both the French and the Germans coming here for ‘trade talks’. It is possible that something else is going on.”




The princess asked, “But what about the crown jewels then? If there is no way to use them in the laser fusion, as Uncle suggested, then…is this a scam?”




The queen pursed her lips. “Perhaps it is the prelude to a theft, and replacement with high-end forgeries. Your father or I could be accused of poor stewardship, or even theft to cover large losses somewhere else.”




Aly murmured, “Your Highness, perhaps this conversation should take place somewhere in private, and not in front of, umm, me or some other people in this room. I won’t say a thing, but I really do not want to hear more about this.”




After all, she had heard enough already. And it sounded like there was just going to be a lot of speculation going on, which wouldn’t help Aly much.







After lunch and the mid-day prayers, Aly was back in the classroom, since the crown prince had sent a guard to tell her that he might reappear within an hour or two. After all, he was the crown prince, and she was supposed to work with his schedule, not the other way around.




So she pretended to review French and German on her tablet, even though she was really stewing about all the stuff going on around her. She still didn’t really know what the Blackwater guys were doing for the CIA, or how far up that scheme went, or what those guys’ colleagues would do now that their first plan got scrapped. She still had no idea what those Heathrow kidnappers were up to. She didn’t know if her world’s Hermione would ever trust her and Jaime. She didn’t know how the laser fusion ‘experts’ were getting people to buy into what should have been a much harder sell, unless their real goal wasn’t a fusion reactor to provide energy, but a fusion explosion to wipe out enemies. She didn’t know how the crown jewels fit into any of that. And she didn’t know how long she had before Prince Muhammad’s badguys murdered Bandar and her, and then framed her for it.




Not that she planned on sitting around and letting people shoot her until she was dead. She wasn’t even planning on letting them shoot Crown Prince Bandar, even if she didn’t think she liked him as a person.




So she got hardly any review work done, although she did get an email off to her ‘mother’ with a picture of her classroom, talking about how excited she was to be teaching in Monaco. It had a dozen keywords hidden in it which would be meaningless to the people intercepting all incoming and outgoing messages from the hotel. And there were bound to be people intercepting phone and text and email messages. Still, the email would probably get released, and if it did it would go to Rinkin and Oscar, and they would know some more stuff. If anyone reading her emails already knew the difference between her using the phrase ‘totally cool’ and her using the phrase ‘massively awesome’, then they already had the OSI codebooks and knew she was OSI and knew stuff that would get her sent home already, or just straight-up killed.




After about an hour and a half of her not getting any studying done, Prince Bandar barged into the room without even bothering to let her know he was coming, which was pretty much what she had been expecting. And he had his bodyguard and his manservant, but he had a couple extra Royal Guards, and he had one man Aly was pretty sure was one of the trade delegates, and that guy was dragging a couple secretaries around behind him.




The Crown Prince pointed at her and stared at the trade delegate. “Her. She speaks Russian. It’s on her resume.”




The delegate cleared his throat carefully. “Surely, Your Highness, it would be better to copy this and transmit it back to Qumar, for one of our people to translate for us?”




Prince Bandar scowled, “I want it now. I want to know why a Frenchman with three bullet holes in him was trying to climb over the rear garden’s fences with this in his suit coat. You can take it as soon as she’s read it to us, and send it off to your handlers in the Mabahith.”




The delegate looked shocked, but the prince insisted, “Yes, my father is fully aware of your real employment. But as long as you are competent as a trade negotiator, we have no intention of telling everyone you were placed to spy on at least several people now here in the hotel. So I want someone else performing a translation first.”




He slapped the paper down in front of Aly, like she was under orders to translate it ASAP. She didn’t act huffy or anything, because Alyson Macrae was too timid to do that to a real Crown Prince. But she looked at it…and…




Crud. “This isn’t Russian.”




The prince sneered, “Well, Mister Khan?”




Mister Khan stared at the letter, even though it was upside-down for him now. “But the lettering is obviously Cyrillic.”




Aly nodded, “Right. But there are plenty of languages that have some variant of Cyrillic or other. This one…” She studied it letter by letter. “Fine. This is probably a West South Slavic alphabet. And…let me see…Okay. See this letter that looks like an English ‘S’? Definitely not Russian. Or Bulgarian. I’m going to guess…Macedonian. You’ll have to ask one of your linguists, because I just do not know enough languages to be able to tell, much less translate it.”




“The North Macedonians?” Mister Khan asked in what sounded like real confusion. 




Aly was using her bionic hearing to hunt for micro-tremors in his voice so she could tell when he was lying, and she wasn’t finding them right then. Even if he had sure been lying about not working for the Mabahith.




Prince Bandar scowled, “North Macedonia? Why would they have anything to do with us, or these trade negotiations? They don’t even export anything to us, as far as I know.”




“A few specialty crops, Your Highness,” one of the secretaries supplied nervously. “But those tend to be mostly personal purchases for individual members of the government. There would be nothing to connect that to any trade agreements with us.”




Aly didn’t say anything, but this was one more thing that didn’t make sense. She totally needed to talk this over with Rinkin. Or Oscar. Or maybe WillowDelta. Or some of Oscar’s research people. She asked, “Are you sure the guy you were talking about is even French?”




Mister Khan pursed his lips. “We shall have to verify that, given everything else.”




So Aly asked, “Do I need to sign a non-disclosure agreement or something? Because I don’t want to make anyone mad at me.”




“It might be a sound idea,” Mister Khan agreed.




At the same time, the crown prince smirked, “You should have thought of that before you taught my bodyguard about ‘negotiations’.”




“Sorry,” she murmured. Because she really should not have shown off any of her martial arts skills.




And what the crud did Macedonian have to do with anything?




Part VI



Aly stood there and let the guys tell her what they wanted her to do. Crown Prince Bandar imperiously told her, “I must inform my father. This is more important than an afternoon class.”




Aly ducked her head and said, “As you wish, Your Highness. Will we still stick to tomorrow’s schedule?”




Bandar shrugged, “Oh, most likely. The French negotiators hate starting early, and never want to stay too late. So after Fajr, and then after ’Asr.”




She just said, “As you wish, Your Highness.” Because she could totally use some time to ‘go for a walk’ and get away from the hotel to a place where she could make an unmonitored phone call.




But it turned out that someone under the protection of the royal fam couldn’t just go for a walk in sunny Monte Carlo when there were huge numbers of un-vetted tourists and whoever all over the place. And if the royal family ever found out that there had already been two kidnap attempts on her, they probably wouldn’t let her out of her hotel room, much less off the hotel grounds.




So her request to take a walk through La Condamine got a quick okay. Well, a slow okay. Because she had to go with another woman, one of the maidservants, whose name was Jamila. And she had to go with a member of the Royal Guard too. She was kind of surprised that her guard was Lieutenant al-Daoud, who she had met, instead of one of the many men she had not.




Then she thought it over for a few seconds, and decided that it probably wasn’t surprising after all.




She gave him a big smile. “Lieutenant! How nice to see you again. This is Jamila. I really don’t feel like I deserve all this just to go sight-seeing and maybe shopping a bit. I sort of feel like I’m pulling you off really important tasks.”




He smiled back. “Please do not feel that way. We have many Royal Guards here, and many security men, so there are more than enough guards to cover all our assigned duties. After all, we have to have more staff than usual, to cover all of our visitors too. Tomorrow would be inconvenient, as would be the first day of each of the other trade meetings.”




So, instead of being able to make a phone call, she had to play tourist. She walked around and took pictures on her tablet. She talked to Jamila and the lieutenant about how her folks would really like getting all these photos. She shopped in a couple touristy shops and spoke French to the clerks and bought little things like postcards, and a paperback Monégasque-English dictionary.




The lieutenant looked at her purchases, and asked, “Are you planning on learning the local language while you are here?”




She gave him a big smile. “I would love to learn Monégasque, but the official language is supposed to be French. And Italian is also spoken around here, and that would be way more useful in general, like if I ever got to go teach in Italy. A lot more people speak Italian. But they’re all very pretty languages.”




She sent off an email to ‘her mom’ from her tablet. It had most of her just-taken photos. It also had an encrypted file that was named like it was yet another JPEG file but was the memo she had already written. She had gotten time to update it with the news about the injured man with the message in Macedonian.




She didn’t read Macedonian, but she read Russian. And a lot of the Cyrillic letters were the same, or at least really similar. And there were certain words in that message that looked like loanwords. Like the Macedonian word she transliterated as ‘kidnapiranje’ which Aly was pretty sure had to mean ‘kidnapping’. That wasn’t ominous or suspicious or anything.




It would have been mega-useful if she could have taken a picture of that letter with her bionic eye, maybe with OCR too. She needed to talk to Rudy and Andrew when she got back to the base.




She could have easily lost Jamila and the lieutenant so she could call in, but that would have blown her cover. So she just played tourist. Okay, the area was really, really pretty. And the weather was gorgeous. She could totally see going here on a honeymoon or something. Even if she didn’t think anyone would really want to marry her, once they found out what she had become. Not even Hunter.




She even bought some handmade chocolates in a shop on the way back to the hotel, and she gave Jamila and the lieutenant a couple each. Plus she planned on sharing them with her roommate Lina, who seemed really nice.




And they had to get back in time for late afternoon prayers, so she didn’t take too long. But as they walked up to the front of the hotel, Aly noticed a big, expensive Mercedes-Benz with the parking valets opening both front doors for the couple inside. The man was a handsome, tall, brown-haired guy with a sexy little beard and mustache. The woman was a gorgeous platinum blonde with too much hair and too much makeup and too much boob inside a too-sexy dress that covered everything but didn’t hide any of her shape.




Only…Aly recognized that the woman was Hermione. Hermione Granger in a really good disguise. Aly never would have spotted it if she hadn’t seen three different Hermione Grangers, and if she hadn’t taken that DIA course on facial recognition and spotting people in disguises. The guy was too tall to be Harry, but maybe he was Ron or Neville or one of Hermione’s other names on the A-list.




Aly turned up her bionic hearing and listened as the couple let the bellmen get their luggage, The two of them spoke really fluent German. Aly was guessing maybe a Berlin accent, although the different German accents weren’t her strongpoint.




The way Hermione was cuddling up to the man kind of made Aly figure it was Ron in disguise. But in this universe, Ron’s last name was Westley, or at least that was what Harry Potter had said. Okay, that didn’t mean Harry hadn’t lied to her. So maybe this Ron wasn’t seeing this Hermione. Even if Hermione had known about Ron’s scars still being there. But it also depended on where Ron’s scars were. On his hand? Anyone could know that. If they were someplace private, that would be a different matter.




Aly casually pointed out the car and stuck to Arabic, “Do you think they’re part of the French delegation?”




The lieutenant obviously thought that was a stupid question, but he didn’t say so. He just explained, “That is a Mercedes-Benz. It is very unlikely that French government officials would arrive in that. They will arrive in Peugeots and Renaults and cars like that.”




Aly played dumb. “Oh. I didn’t know that. I don’t really know much about cars.”




He gave her a gentle smile. “That is all right. Women do not need to know about cars and trucks.”




Jerk. Aly just said, “Back when I was younger, dad always did that stuff. Buying the car, fixing the car…”




Jamila finally said something. “As my father did. And still does.”




So Aly let Lieutenant al-Daoud talk about the cars the Royal Guard drove in for the royal family, while she inspected the grounds and the facade of the hotel. She had telescopic vision in her bionic eye, and she could switch to near-infrared, which wasn’t as good as the full-frequency infrared that Rinkin had but was still good for what she liked to do with it. She also had a general EM scanning ability in her eye, which she flipped back and forth with her telescopic vision for a sort of detailed EM-tracing view that was hard to concentrate on because the bionics kept sliding off to telescopic vision only..




It was weird, but the eye that she had mentally marked as her ‘bad’ eye had become her good eye. It was so much better than her real eye. Bionics were weird, and getting used to bionics was maybe even weirder. She had been reading Andrew’s ‘Ghost in the Shell’ manga and watching the anime after JJ read the manga and told her it was really good and pretty thought-provoking for a lot of the OSI. Only instead of ‘thought-provoking’, Aly might have said ‘disturbing’. When Aly had found out that one version of Major Motoko Kusanagi got cyberized after nearly dying in a plane crash while she was young, Aly had needed to stop reading that stuff for a while because that was way too close to home for her.




Aly sometimes wondered if Motoko was more like her or more like WillowDelta, because Motoko was a ‘full body prosthesis’ which in some of the versions maybe meant her brain wasn’t a human brain but actually a synthetic computer brain. Was that what Aly was going to end up being, one of these decades? What if Rudy wanted to give her artificial lungs, like Rinkin had? They were way better than human lungs. What if Aly kept getting replacements over the years, like a better heart, and a better stomach, and better vertebrae and better ribs? Would there be any Aly left after a while? She had no idea. Maybe she should talk with Andrew and JJ about this stuff.




Maybe not Rudy. Rudy was great, but he loved cybernetics. Aly was pretty sure Rudy would opt for a full cybernetic body for himself if he could find someone else skilled enough to build one and then transfer Rudy into it.




Aly really was not ready to turn into Major Motoko Kusanagi in another hundred or two hundred years. But maybe ‘Ghost in the Shell’ was where humanity was heading. It wasn’t like the OSI was the only cybernetics force out there.




By the time she walked into the hotel, she had detected eight cameras on the hotel’s facade, found four cameras hidden in the statuary out front, and spotted another five cameras that were all WiFi and stuck on stuff like the columns of the porte-cochère. She was figuring those five were all Qumari Royal Guard or Mabahith. Or some of each. But she had gotten lessons on how to crack WiFi devices like that if they didn’t have adequate password protection. A lot of internet-accessible gear came with mega-bad protection as the default.




Aly had also picked up moving hotspots on the roof that were bound to be guards walking around on guard duty and just out of sight from where she was. This place was going to be tough to get in and out of without someone spotting her. Assuming she needed to get in and out undetected. She had a couple options, and with Hermione on-site, Aly had a lot more possible options in play.




So she concentrated on that, and tried not to think about ‘Ghost in the Shell’ or turning into Major Motoko Kusanagi one piece at a time.




The kusanagi was a famous Japanese sword in legends, suggesting that maybe the Major’s last name was not really her real name. ‘Mack’ was a name people associated with powerful trucks. Were people someday going to think that because her last name went with big trucks that maybe her last name was just a nom de guerre? Aly tried not to think about the new cybernetics she’d gotten lately, and how there was a slippery slope that was creeping her out.




She stopped in the lobby to talk to the concierge about tours of Monaco. And she used that as a stall to tail Hermione and her teammate. Or partner. Or boyfriend. Or something.




Really, Aly just watched the elevator lights as the bellman took Hermione and Brown-haired Guy’s luggage and them upward. They stopped at the second floor, and then the elevator came back down for guests waiting in the elevator lobby. So Aly strolled off and took a flight of interior stairs up to the second floor and moved far enough down the hall to spot the luggage cart and the open door. She waited a little bit until the bellman came back out of the room, just to make sure it was the right room. So she knew where Hermione was based.




She strolled casually down the hall, made sure she memorized the room number, and she eavesdropped with her bionics.




Hermione spoke in German. “Clear. Even the room electronics and the windows and the walls.”




The man stayed in German. “Then I am making the call.”




“Good.”




Aly listened to the sounds as someone dialed their cellphone and let it ring. The other end answered in German, “Herr Hauptmann? Is there any problem with your vacation?”




The man insisted in flawless German, “No, but please notify my assistant directors that I have arrived, and in case of emergency I can be reached at the Hotel Cosmopolite.”




“Yes sir, but I will try not to let anyone call you unless it is really necessary. Have a lovely trip.”




The man replied, “Thank you, Ilsa.” 




Aly figured that there were probably a dozen different codewords and codephrases buried in that chat, but she wouldn’t be able to find them without a copy of their agency’s codebooks.




The man hung up and switched to English. “Well?”




Hermione switched to English too. “There is definitely something on the cellphone transceiver, probably a re-route through a tap.”




“I am so shocked to hear that.”




“Stop it,” Hermione insisted. “I want to take a stroll through the hotel gardens and around the area, and search for cams and sensors.”




“You sure we can’t check the mattress for firmness? It’ll be easier to spot thermal signatures once the sun goes down and everything cools off a few degrees. We could order room service…”




Hermione fussed, “Ron! This is not actually a vacation trip!”




‘Ron’ persisted, “I don’t see why it can’t be both. Besides, you look brill like that. You have no idea how hard I had to try to focus on the road and not on the smoking hot blonde in the car with me.”




Hermione sounded grumpy. “And this is but one reason why we are not supposed to be in a relationship and working together.”




Ron sounded grumpy too, as he said, “Which is the only reason I haven’t bought a ring and popped the question.”




“Ron, you are being utterly unfair.”




Ron suggested, “I could ‘retire’ and go to work with dad. Or Bill. Or elsewhere, although Harry thinks you’d strangle me in a matter of months if I spent that much time in that business.”




“More like a matter of days,” Hermione groused. “Let’s just get the equipment set up and get the surroundings scanned. We have no idea how long we really have.”




Aly decided that she ought to interrupt, now that she didn’t have to worry about interrupting something everyone would be embarrassed about. So she knocked on the door.




“Hold on one second, I’m not decent,” Hermione lied. Something passed in front of the peephole in the door, although Aly’s bionic eye told her it was a mirror. Good tradecraft, since actually looking through a peephole could get you killed in the wrong circumstances.




Hermione angrily yanked the door open, and Aly stepped into the room before Hermione could reach out and yank Aly into the room. Hermione hissed, “What are you doing here? Are you trying to blow our cover?”




Aly just smiled, “Hi, Hermione. Hi, Ron.” All the electronic stuff was out of sight, but Aly could spot the EM signature of stuff under the bedspread and in the closed-but-not-locked suitcase. “I know you already checked the room, and the hall is clean.”




Ron checked, “This is your psychic from Heathrow?”




“She’s not a psychic,” Hermione insisted.




“I’m way weirder than that,” Aly insisted with a little smile.




“Could you at least pretend to be serious about this?” Hermione grumbled. “I would just as soon not get killed on an assignment because of partner agencies.”




“Which has only happened to Harry about three or four times,” Ron pointed out.




Aly stopped smiling. “I am being serious. I made sure no one saw me follow you. I was already assuming I couldn’t call anyone without blowing my cover. Unfortunately, I can’t just ‘go for a walk’ or ‘go sightseeing’ without the royal family assigning me a female companion to protect my modesty, and a Royal Guard to protect me from anything else. And I have no handler or support staff here. So I have intel I want to transmit home, and I would be willing to tell all of it to you if you’ll forward it.”




“Wow, free intel!” Ron grinned. “Sign us up.”




Hermione gave him a glare and asked, “Time-sensitive?”




Aly tried not to grimace. “I have no way of telling.” But she told Hermione everything she knew. How the laser fusion thing sounded like a scam to get at the crown jewels. How Hassan al’Qumari and Prince Muhammad al’Qumari were plotting to kill her and the crown prince, and frame her for Prince Bandar’s death to drive the country in a much more conservative direction and get Prince Muhammad closer to the throne. How an injured ‘Frenchman’ just happened to have a message in his pocket that was probably in Macedonian, and Aly’s rough translation of a couple of the words in the message. And how an outside agency like Hermione’s could contact a ‘travel planner’ that was a front for the OSI, so they could transmit Aly’s message.




Hermione’s agency really ought to already have the intel on the fake travel planner, because Jaime should have told Hermione’s group about that.




Hermione just nodded. Ron looked at Hermione and smirked, “Sounds like she’s another Hermione to me. Speaks or reads every language we need, knows about laser fusion…”




Hermione frowned, “Stop it, Ron.”




Aly insisted, “I don’t know Macedonian. I’m just guessing based on the Cyrillic letters. And loanwords.”




Hermione glanced at Ron and spilled, “The Macedonian is a potential problem. We don’t have clearance to tell you about it.”




Ron groaned, “But you’re already telling her it’s something. I was trying to act like we had no idea.”




Aly checked, “It’s not Aleksandr Armen, is it?”




Ron scowled, “Don’t tell me you’ve run into that asshole too.”




Aly shook her head no. “We’ve run into plenty of problems, but as far as I know, we haven’t had to deal with him yet.”




Hermione gave in. “It’s not Armen. But it may be…something. We don’t have adequate intel on it, and we haven’t been able to get…certain other agencies to tell us what they do or do not know.”




Ron said, “Given the lack of bragging going on, I think they don’t have a clue.”




Aly checked, “That wouldn’t be maybe bragging from one of your older brothers, would it?”




Ron looked shocked, then he masked his surprise. He turned to Hermione and checked, “And you’re sure she’s not psychic?”




Aly spilled, “I have met other Hermione Grangers and heard about yet another one. They’re all in alternate universes. They’re all heroines, and they’re all awesome, and most of them are dating or married to you, and in one universe I heard about, your brother Charlie is practically a Double Oh.”




Ron looked even more shocked.




Hermione insisted, “Don’t tell her anything. She knows far too much, and we have no way of verifying her intel source.”




Yeah. And Hermione probably really hated that the intel source was named Hermione Granger. So Aly said, “Some of my intel is totally weird, because in two of those universes, Hermione has magical powers. And in one, she lives in a universe where there are superheroes.”




Ron looked at her, thought a moment, and said, “Fine. I am officially not believing any of this anymore.” 




Hermione tattle-taled, “And she’s one of the OSI cyborgs, so try not to brass her off.”




Aly added, “You should at least research the crud out of the topic, because we’ve run into other cyborgs who aren’t as nice as us, and we’ve run into robots like your cybernauts only better able to pass themselves off as humans. So you already know we’ve got some cyborgs in our group, and now we even have some robots working for us. And we keep running into stuff serious enough that we need those kinds of resources.”




Hermione sighed, “All right. We’re going to tour the gardens, then go out to dinner. I’ll make your contact for you while we’re out.”




Aly gave her a huge smile. “Thanks! I have no idea how many people are involved in the thing with Prince Muhammad, so having you two here is encouraging.”




She headed out. First, she took a peek through the peephole. Nothing. Then she listened with her bionic ear pressed against the door for anyone who was a lot further down the hall. Still nothing. So she slipped out of the door and darted down the hall to the middle set of stairs that were concrete and extra-quiet, so she could get up to her own floor. When Lina came by after prayers, Aly was hard at work at the nice desk, going over lesson plan materials. Aly made sure to offer Lina some of the chocolates, and then leave them out so Lina could get some later if she wanted.




After the evening prayers and then dinner, Aly went up to her room. She knew that Lina would be kept busy by the princess for a couple hours, minimum, before she came back to the room for bedtime. Aly also told some of her dinner table that she wanted to work some more on her class notes.




At least, that was what Aly claimed she was going to do. 




What she actually did was put on her darkest clothes and her darkest hijab. Then she turned out the lights in her room and snuck out onto the balcony. She knew from her walk in the afternoon that there weren’t any cameras or sensors aimed at the hotel walls, at least on the front side. Everything was aimed outward, to catch invaders. Or people running away.




So she leapt from her balcony up onto the railing of one of the top-floor balconies. She stood there, listening until she knew the closest sentry on the roof had just walked past her spot. And she jumped up onto the cornice going around the roof, and leapt from there to the top of one of the huge HVAC units. She moved from there to the one closest to the rear edge of the roof. From there, it was easy to watch the roof sentries and time her move so she passed just behind one.




She leapt to the cornice and dropped off the edge onto a top-floor balcony. She stopped long enough to check with her near-infrared vision and telescopic vision that no one in the hotel gardens had thermal viewers or nightvision goggles. She thought that was a mistake, but she figured they were counting on the cams that were mounted on the building and set up in the garden areas. Some of those cams were definitely thermal. So she was safe while she stayed against the hotel wall.




From there, she leapt down to a third-story balcony, and down to a second-story balcony. She jumped from balcony to balcony when none of the garden patrols were looking at the building. It was easy, since they were just mostly standing at key spots looking out at their perimeter, and she was above and behind them. And she was using near-infrared to keep track of them.




She dropped onto Hermione and Ron’s balcony, and listened to make sure no one was in the room. Then, while she waited for them to get back, she lay flat on the balcony and studied the sentry positions and the security cameras and the sensors she could detect. With very low light and the whole area cooling off because the sun had set, and no one in the garden using nightvision or infrared equipment, she had all the advantages.




When Hermione and Ron finally got back from dinner and walked into the room, Aly tapped gently on the glass. Ron quickly let her in, while Hermione glowered in…something. Disapproval? Frustration? Maybe Hermione was just getting really fed up with Aly not cooperating with the Hermione-plans. Aly didn’t know and figured she had better not ask.




They compared notes on the outside security, and Aly filled them in on the rooftop security. And Ron smiled that he had called the OSI’s front operation while Hermione was still waiting for a better moment. Hermione revealed that the SIS had been told that the dying Frenchman with the note was a member of one of the French espionage agencies, and that she didn’t have permission to tell Aly which one. Hermione suspected that he had stolen the note and been mortally wounded while trying to escape with it. Aly thanked them, checked the hall carefully, and walked toward her little classroom space to make some notes on the whiteboard.




As soon as Aly was out of the room, she could hear Ron and Hermione, and it sounded like zippers being unzipped and clothes dropping to the floor and passionate noises that Aly did not want to eavesdrop on. Bionic hearing off!




Part VII



Aly woke up when Lina hurried off to Fajr, the just-before-sunrise prayers. She got ready for the day, was one of the first people to breakfast, and then hurried to her classroom. She took a couple minutes to walk around the room, just using her bionic eye to check for electronics not supposed to be there. And she used her bionic hearing to check in case people were sneaking up on the room, or there were sounds that were not supposed to be around the room, like ticking timers or whirring electronics or hissing gas releases. Nope and nope. Good.




She was barely settled in behind her desk when Crown Prince Bandar walked in, this time with two bodyguards and his manservant and two Royal Guards as well. She figured someone had translated that note in Macedonian, and was upping the necessary security as a result.




The crown prince huffed, “Please begin, Alyson. We have some time right now to work, because the French do not want to start official negotiations until eight, and I was not invited to any of the unofficial breakfast meetings where private negotiations will occur.”




She nodded, “As you wish, Your Highness. And let me suggest that you talk to your father about these breakfast meetings, because what is said at them might be more important than what some people are willing to say in public.”




He nodded, “Father has already told me that. Still, I am considered too young to attend the pre-meeting breakfasts or the post-meeting cocktail hours.”




Aly gave the prince a tiny pout. “That doesn’t seem fair!”




The prince smiled back. “That is precisely what I said!” Then he scowled, “No one else considers that a good argument.”




They were just about to go over a list of French words and phrases that were connected to trade and trade goods and negotiation and discussion. Aly had put them together from some websites she had been searching and a couple of the textbooks from Andrew, since she wasn’t a native French speaker. But there was a knock on the door, and they had visitors walking in.




It was the princess and the queen, plus maidservants and bodyguards and two more Royal Guards. This time, the queen wasn’t trying to hide her identity either. So Aly had three serious students and a lot of onlookers.




At a quarter to eight, the prince and his group had to move to the big, fancy room that had been set aside as the negotiation room. So it was just Aly and the queen and the princess. And the other people too, but the people in the room who really mattered were the queen and the princess.




Aly asked, “Your Highnesses, would you like to keep working on French, or would you prefer to work on a different language, or do you have something specific in mind I can help you with?”




The princess looked at the queen, who nodded firmly. Princess Sultana pulled out a sheaf of printed paper she had hidden within her robes. “Mother and I downloaded some papers on laser fusion last night, and we attempted to make the case to father that there is no reason to attempt to use the crown jewels for a laser fusion project. But it would help if you could go over the math and science with us.”




Aly nodded, “Of course I will, Your Highness. But I may not know some of this material well enough. After all, I have a degree in science education, not a degree in physics.”




Queen Fahda firmly said, “You still know more about this subject than we do.”




So they spent the rest of the morning going over the papers. Fortunately, Aly had a couple math textbooks and a couple physics textbooks to look in, because she totally did not understand everything in those papers. Even if most of the papers weren’t written for research journals.




She really wished she could call Hermione and have her come down to explain everything she was struggling with. Even if she sort of suspected Hermione might still be in the bed. And busy. Aly totally did not want to interrupt that.




She still made pretty good progress with the papers, and she felt like she really helped Queen Fahda and Princess Sultana. The queen more than the princess, who seemed to have managed to get a pretty solid education somewhere.




So, shortly before noon, they wrapped up for a quick lunch and Dhuhr, the just-after-noon prayers that the queen and princess would go do even if they knew Miss Macrae would not. As they all walked out the door, Aly cautiously asked, “But the crown jewels are safe, like in a bank vault, right?”




The queen and princess looked amused. The queen answered, “A bank vault? Oh no, most of them are on display in the New National Museum of Monaco, just over in Monte Carlo.” Both of them must have spotted the look of shock on Aly’s face, which Aly totally had not wanted to show. The queen patted Aly on the shoulder, “Do not worry, dear. They are perfectly safe.”




“Good.” Aly tried, “Could I go see them?”




The queen looked at the princess. “Sultana, could you have Lina give Alyson a guided tour?”




The princess smiled, “I think I would like to get out of the hotel for a few hours, after Dhuhr. I will take a couple Royal Guards and give Alyson a more personal tour.”




“Wow,” Aly gasped. “That would be amazing. I could never thank you enough!”




“Your enthusiasm, and your help with those papers, is more than enough, Alyson,” the princess smiled.




Aly sort of doubted that, but she wasn’t going to say so. She just said, “Thank you very much, Your Highness.”




She sort of wondered if the princess just wanted to spend a little time with someone her own age, because the princess was around twenty, and there was hardly anyone else in the whole hotel around their age. Lina was around thirty. Maybe the crown prince was seventeen, but Aly doubted Sultana wanted to hang with Bandar.




So Aly opted to eat with the people who had a quick lunch before Dhuhr, and while the prayers were going on, Aly brushed her teeth and made sure she looked nice. Then she did some prepwork in her little classroom while she waited for her ride.




Princess Sultana swept in, with Lina and her bodyguard and two Royal Guards too. Aly scrambled to her feet and made sure she had her purse, which had her tablet in it. Then she followed along beside Lina as the princess moved through the main floor to the limousine waiting outside, under the porte-cochère.




Aly was a little surprised when the two Royal Guards took the driver’s seat and shotgun seat, while the princess took the very back seat and indicated for Aly to sit next to her. The back area of the limo had room for maybe ten friends—or twenty really really close friends—so it was easy for Lina and the princess’s bodyguard to fit into seats in the back but well out of Princess Sultana’s space bubble.




Okay, the back area was so big you could sit outside of Reed Richards’ space bubble.




The limo drove down to the waterfront and over to the Yacht Club de Monaco, which Aly thought was a weird combination of French and English words, but she didn’t own it. There were expensive yachts, mega-expensive yachts, and mega-mega-expensive superyachts. With mega-expensive cars in the parking areas near the yachts.




The limo parked over near some Lamborghinis that looked like they had to cost insane amounts of money and would probably crash if anyone other than a racecar driver tried zooming around in them.




There were a couple guys just standing back near the wall, watching over the expensive cars and not doing much else. One of them walked over to the limo and asked something Aly had to turn up her hearing to catch.




Oh. This was expected, and not new. Just that the parking fee had to get paid. So the driver handed over some currency, probably Euros, and parked a little further down the row of ridiculously expensive cars that were expensive enough they had their own guards.




Aly made sure to look at the expensive cars, and act like she was totally impressed. Okay, she was impressed, but not in a good way, because who needed cars like that, even in Monaco?




Maybe she was totally the wrong person to talk to about fast cars, because she could run at over a hundred miles an hour, and she could take it off-road too. Fast cars weren’t her thing a few years earlier, and they weren’t ever going to be her thing.




The princess and Lina led her and the guards around a fence, and there were several yachts docked side-by-side. All of them looked like they were backed into their spots and were perfectly lined up, which seemed…sort of impossible.




“Oh. Wow.” Each of the yachts was huge and amazing, and each one had cables running on both sides of the bow and stern, down diagonally into the water. Aly checked, “Those can’t be anchors, can they?”




The princess gave Aly a knowing smirk. “No, Alyson. Those are cable lines that are run to underwater moorings. When we bring the yacht in, we pay a crew of divers to attach the mooring lines, so the yacht cannot drift or be shoved around by the tides.”




“So you have to pay the divers to come back and untie everything when you want to leave, right?” Aly asked.




Sultana nodded, “Yes. But we do not bother moving this one very often. Our two larger yachts are too big for the berths here, and are moored just off the coast. This is very convenient whenever we are in Monaco, so Bandar and I each maintain a room on board.”




This was the small yacht? Holy crud. It was gigantic. If she had to guess, she’d guess it was between 250 and 300 feet long. It had a huge main deck, and three big decks above that. It had almost as much fancy satellite dish and antenna stuff on top as the OSI headquarters building did. It gleamed like it had just been washed from stem to stern by really diligent deckhands, and Aly figured it always looked like that. It was less a yacht than a small cruise ship.




Across the back of the third deck, it spelled out ‘QUEEN FAHDA’ in huge gold letters that for all Aly knew were in real gold. Aly wondered out loud, “How come the name of the yacht is in English? And why isn’t the flag your flag?” She recognized the flag of the Marshall Islands, but she already knew why they didn’t fly the Qumari national flag.




Sultana shrugged casually. “The yacht is German-made, and they always post the name in English letters. And the flag? The yacht is registered in some tax haven, so we have to fly the flag of that country. It is called a ‘flag of convenience’ I believe. The bigger yachts are registered in the Bahamas, but I do not remember where this one is registered. It is not as if I will inherit it and need to know that.”




There was a big, fancy ‘gangplank’ that was really a big walkway with railings. It had connections on the outside of the railings for power and water and stuff from fancy dock connections. Aly followed Sultana and Lina over the gangplank, across the stern, through some fancy hallways, and up a flight of stairs to a lavish suite that was obviously Princess Sultana’s.




The suite looked like it was out of a five-star hotel. Were there six-star hotels? It was amazing and lavish and overwhelming. Aly sat on the mega-fancy furniture in the mega-fancy living room with the Royal Guards, while Sultana’s bodyguard checked that the rooms were clear. Then Sultana and Lina went into the huge bedroom while Aly waited.




Okay, Aly used her bionics to listen in on the princess.




Lina worried, “Your Highness, what if we are followed by the paparazzi? Or if we are photographed? Or if we are seen by some of your father’s staff?”




The Princess scoffed, “Oh please, how often do I get an opportunity like this? It is not as if I am using the yacht for cheap assignations, like my brother does.”




Lina uncomfortably pointed out, “Princess, I do not wish to disagree with you, but we both know your father secretly supports your brother in that. He will not support you in this.”




The princess sounded like she was smiling. “You are right. However, mother will support me if something goes wrong.”




Lina giggled, “And perhaps you could ask Alyson to beat up any photographers we see.”




The princess laughed. “I think that perhaps that would be unfair to Alyson.”




Aly chatted with the guards and pretended she wasn’t eavesdropping, while Princess Sultana did whatever she was doing, which sounded like it involved clothes. It turned out the princess’s bodyguard had been watching over her since she was ten, so the princess knew he wasn’t going to rat her out unless she was doing something actively dangerous to herself or her family.




And finally, Sultana and Lina walked out from the bedroom. Aly turned around and just gaped. Princess Sultana was dressed in an elegant pantsuit that covered as much as her robes—not counting the hijab she was not wearing—but probably would have had her father sending her to her room to change into something appropriate, and probably would have caused some of the clerics at the hotel to foam at the mouth. There was nothing at all indecent about it, but it was very Western garb.




Aly managed, “You look mega-awesome! I mean…Your Highness.”




Sultana’s bodyguard just winced like he’d seen this before and he just had to find a way to protect his charge. The Royal Guards looked like they wanted to sigh, but they would get in trouble if they did, and they would get in trouble if the princess was photographed like this, and they would get in trouble if she didn’t change back soon enough, and they were just generally doomed.




Princess Sultana smiled, “I am glad you like it. Alyson, you may remove your hijab while we are touring the museum. Then we shall come back here and fix our garb before we return to the hotel.”




Aly checked, “As long as you’re not going to get into trouble for this…”




The princess waved it off. “I am sure that things will work out, Allah willing.”




Lina had removed her hijab too, and she said, “Alyson, you may go without your hijab while we are away from the hotel.”




Aly wasn’t sure if it was a good idea or not, but she did it. She stepped into the half-bath for the parlor and carefully removed her hijab, folded it up, and checked her hair so she was sure it looked good.




She was kind of surprised at how the guards looked at her when she walked out of the bathroom. She thought she looked kind of dowdy, with her long-sleeved high-necked top and her long skirt and no makeup. But the men looked at her like she had taken off way more than just a hijab.




It wasn’t like any of them knew she was wearing a pair of lightweight pants under the skirt.




Princess Sultana smiled, “You look very nice, Alyson. I am sure we will blend in better at the museum this way.”




Aly replied, “Thank you, Your Highness.” And she didn’t disagree out loud. But really, she figured that three women walking around with three mega-obvious bodyguards would draw attention even in Monte Carlo.




They walked off the yacht the way they came, over the fancy gangplank and back to the limousine. Then the guard who was driving checked with the car security, assuring the security man that they would be back in an hour or two for about as long.




They drove off. Aly tried not to look at people outside the limo, because most of the people they passed sort of stopped and stared, and maybe pointed. There were tons of fancy cars in Monaco, but this was a mega-limousine, and it had special license plates and everything. About the only thing it didn’t have was a giant sign on the roof that announced ‘IMPORTANT PEOPLE ON BOARD!’




They even got to drive into a private parking area behind the museum. That parking area had a security gate and a high security fence and two security cameras mounted about twenty feet up, one on either side of the alcove where the heavy security door was. And that door had another camera, and a fancy number pad to the left of the door.




The princess just pressed a call button that made a little buzzing noise, and within a minute, a museum guy opened the door for them. And there were like three museum security guys there too.




So the museum guy introduced himself as Doctor Pierre Arnaud, one of the assistant directors of the museum. Naturally, he only talked to the princess and he ignored the princess’s entourage. And he said he was totally happy to have the princess back to look over things.




Aly was pretty sure the tiny tremors in the guy’s voice, and the stress lines around his eyes, meant that he was mega-unhappy to have Princess Sultana showing up. She really wanted to know what was the deal with that.




But Doctor Arnaud, who stressed the ‘doctor’ part way too much, and the security guys escorted them through the office area and past some rooms that looked like storage or work areas, and through another special security door, into the museum proper. And then Arnaud led the princess upstairs to a fancy room that was set up to showcase the crown jewels of Qumar, and even had signs up.




The signs all said stuff about the crown jewels, and how they were on loan from Qumar, and how they were only going to be shown for a couple weeks. Wow, that was like putting ads in newspapers to alert jewel thieves that they needed to show up really soon.




So Aly was looking for all kinds of security stuff while she was admiring the amazing gems and jewelry and stuff that was the part of the Qumari crown jewels that had actually gotten loaned out. And Princess Sultana and Lina knew a ton of cool stuff about the gems and pieces, so Aly got her own personal mega-cool tour of the pieces.




Each piece or set was in its own stand. The stands were three or four foot high black columns, with the pieces on fabric that highlighted the details and beauty of the individual pieces, with special lighting inside the stand. And then the jewels were inside really clear ‘glass’ that was probably mega-tough security stuff that was probably some form of laminated ballistic glass or security glass.




Also, there were about a dozen security cameras up high near the ceiling, and what looked like some kind of security detection boxes. Maybe ultrasonic or thermal detectors. The two doorways obviously had heavy doors that could be slid out of the wall and locked in place. There didn’t seem to be any air ducts except for tiny heavily-screened vents you would have to be Terawatt or Stormburst to go through. The ceiling was regular ceiling, not some mega-handy skylights or roof windows.




So stealing a bunch of the stuff would be a headache if you wanted to do it like a nighttime cat burglary. However, that wasn’t how a smart thief would do it. Aly and Andrew and JJ and Kate had gotten a couple lectures on this from an older guy Oscar knew, and ‘Mister Smith’ pointed out that mega-tough security like this still had tons of weaknesses, like the curators who put the jewels into the displays and then took them out again, or the transport to and from the museum, or even the handoffs from bank to armored car, armored car to museum security, and that security to the museum personnel.




‘Mister Smith’ was still really handsome, and had a deep, smoky, growly voice. Aly could have sat there and listened to him all day.




But it wasn’t like Aly was now an expert on museum and bank security, or on robbing banks and museums and stuff. But thinking about that was why Aly was casually checking out all the other people who were admiring the crown jewels.




And crud, that was totally Selina Kyle over there.




Part VIII



Aly turned and asked, “Your Highness, this is so amazing. Who got to select which pieces are being shown?”




The princess smiled, “It was a joint effort. My mother and I were expecting that we would make most of the selections, but the Ministry of Trade had several pieces the French and the Italians and the Monegasque asked to have on display. And a number of members of the royal family had favorite pieces that had been in the vaults for years, and they wished to have a chance to see them again. Ultimately, it would have been easier if the museum would have allowed us three or four rooms like this, so we could simply put everything on display and make everyone happy. Except for father’s guards, who would be happier if we only put fakes on display and kept everything locked up forever.”




While the princess was talking, Aly was trying to remember everything she could about the Selina Kyle Aly had met in Harry Dresden’s universe, and this Selina Kyle. Okay, the curves looked identical. And those were some really distinctive curves too. Even a burkha wouldn’t hide that. Not that Selina was wearing a burkha. No way. Selina Kyle was wearing an expensive bandage dress that looked like a genuine Hervé Léger and only came down to mid-thigh, plus high heels.




The faces? Identical. Oh sure, Alee’s Selina Kyle had been wearing makeup that gave her a really feline look, including that smoky eye makeup with the cat-eye shape to it. And this Selina Kyle was wearing a much more subtle makeup including a pink lipcolor that totally did not go with that strawberry blonde wig. Which was probably the point.




Also, Alee’s Selina was a former cat burglar who had gone straight and was now a superheroine. This Selina? Not so much. It wasn’t that long ago that Jaime had used what she had learned from Aly’s cross-universe meeting and a previous cross-universe meeting to track down ‘Marion Felice’ and have her arrested for a jewel robbery that included a famous pair of matched diamonds set as the eyes in a cat sculpture.




Well duh on that one. Catwoman? Cat crimes? An expensive cat sculpture? That one pretty much had ‘Catwoman bait’ written all over it.




So Jaime had helped to track down and arrest ‘Marion Felice’ which was Selina Kyle’s French identity in this universe. But Marion was out on bail, and it looked like she was going to beat the rap on that crime because the Spanish police got a mysterious tip about a different jewel thief who happened to have some other proceeds of that particular robbery in his house, in a place that the police were told to go check. Which wasn’t suspicious in the least.




So here was Selina Kyle, casing a museum with the Qumari crown jewels on display, right when Aly was looking for signs of jewel-related crimes because of the laser fusion thing. Was the royal family setting Aly up for something? Was someone setting up Selina? Aly had no idea, and was worried she wouldn’t find out until way too late.




Spy stuff was soooo frustrating.




Aly made up her mind. She smiled, “Your Highness, I think I see someone you should meet. I’m just going to walk over and see if that’s her, and bring her back over to meet you. Is that acceptable?”




The princess nodded, “That sounds lovely, Alyson.”




So Aly made a beeline for Selina. Well, as much of a beeline as you could do while avoiding crashing into the immovable theft-proof museum stands holding the jewelry.




Aly could tell when Selina spotted her approaching. It wasn’t like Aly was trying to sneak up on her, anyway. Aly was walking right toward her, almost right in front of her. There was no way anybody paying any attention at all could miss her. But Aly was using her telescopic vision, so she could spot when Selina’s eyes twitched and focused on Aly and then moved over to stare at a royal crown so Selina had excellent Aly-tracking ability without looking directly at Aly.




So Aly walked right up and grabbed Selina by the left wrist. Aly went with English, which she had only spoken for a few minutes over the last couple days. “Hi Selina, you’re still using that Marion Felice ID, right?”




Selina went right into idiomatic French, with a subtle accent that sounded like Southern France. “But yes, I am called Marion Felice. This ‘Selina’? I do not know her.”




Aly gave her a smile for the performance. She slid into French, even if it was not her best language. “Fine. Be ‘Marion’. I have some people you should meet. Now.”




Selina smiled unpleasantly and stayed with French. “Let go of my wrist or be prepared to lose your hand.”




Aly returned the smile, but kept it perky and harmless. “Come see these people, and I won’t have to hold your wrist.”




Selina abruptly grabbed Aly’s thumb with her right hand, and twisted her left arm. The thumb grab was probably judo, while the wrist twist was probably Krav Maga. Aly hadn’t seen them done together before.




Not that it mattered. Breaking Aly’s grip would take a lot more strength and leverage than Selina could muster without a crowbar and some power tools. Aly just hung on and refused to let Selina pry Aly’s thumb loose.




Selina cursed really expertly in French, “Son of a bitch! Who the hell are you?”




Aly lied, “I’m Alyson Macrae. Our mutual friend Jaime Sommers, the former tennis star, introduced us.”




But Selina knew that Jaime had helped track her down and arrest her, so that got a different reaction. Selina abruptly went into ‘helpless victim’ mode. She stopped trying to get loose, and she acted like she had no idea what was going on.




Aly eased up on her grip and insisted cheerfully, “Come on, this’ll be fun!”




So Selina followed her over to the princess. Aly smiled and did the introductions in French. “Your Highness, this is Marion Felice, I met her in America, and Jaime said she’s a great security expert, so you should hire her to make sure the jewels haven’t been substituted and that the security here is good enough. Marion, this is Her Royal Highness Princess Sultana of Qumar, and these are her jewels.”




Sultana shook hands with Selina and admitted in French, “The jewelry is my family’s and part of the royal treasury. None of the pieces on display are mine specifically.”




Okay, it looked like Sultana’s French was a lot better than Bandar’s and probably even better than Aly’s. Aly would have to be careful about that.




Selina smiled warmly and stuck with French. “I would love to take a look at your personal jewelry and assess their value and check the security on them. I am supposedly on vacation, but I can never resist taking what the English call ‘a busman’s holiday’.”




Sultana suggested, “Then why don’t you come with us to the yacht, and I can show you a couple pieces I have from the hotel vault.”




Oh crud. Aly was really hoping this didn’t turn into a disaster. If Selina lifted anything, Aly would have to stop her. And there was a ton of mega-expensive stuff on the yacht to heist. And Aly totally did not want to have to really show off more of what she could do. She had already overdone stuff a couple times just since Andrew drove her to the Norfolk airport.




She wondered if Peter Parker or Steve Rogers had that problem a lot. She already knew Steve and Jaime did.




Aly pretended she wasn’t stressing out, and she smiled, “You can go grab your car and drive around to the private lot in back. The princess has a huge white limo. You can follow us to the yacht!”




Selina nodded, “Great. How about you ride with me, in case we miss the yacht. You can direct me.”




Aly grinned, “Great!” She turned to the princess, “Your Highness, if your driver doesn’t see us when he pulls out of the lot, just go on to the yacht, and we’ll catch up. Is that okay?”




“That is fine, Alyson.” The princess gestured with her hands, and her people hopped to obey.




So Aly walked out the front of the museum with Selina Kyle, notorious cat-burglar jewel thief. She gave Selina a big smile, “This is so nice of you!” Even if she didn’t think it was nice. She thought Selina had something planned.




Selina had a lovely gray Peugeot. Aly wondered why she didn’t have a cat-named car, like a Jaguar or something. But maybe Selina thought that was too obvious. Or maybe she did have a Jaguar, but it was in the shop.




They hopped into the car, and Aly waited until Selina started the car before asking, “Do you want to check for bugs or a wire on me or anything before you say what you wanted to ask me?”




Selina pulled a gadget out of her purse and turned it on. Then she waited about fifteen seconds. She got four green lights showing, which she scowled at. She shifted gears and headed for the private parking at the rear of the museum. “Fine. Who the hell are you?” She reached over and rubbed her aching left wrist. “What the hell are you? What are you up to? Why did you mention Jaime Sommers? How many of her are there, because there is no way she tailed me all the way to my apartment, and then also managed to get into my apartment before I did.”




Aly pointed out the limousine that was already pulling out of the parking lot ahead of them. “That one. Just follow them.” She arranged her thoughts. “Okay. Call me Aly. And I’m stronger than I look.”




“Well, let me just say ‘duh’ on that one,” Selina grumbled. “I’m stronger than I look, and I’ve tussled with guys who were a lot stronger than me. You? You’ve got muscles like Spiderman.”




Aly kept going. “I mentioned Jaime on purpose, so you’d know that this was serious, and that I have connections you need to be careful around.”




“So you’re a Fed?” Selina scoffed. “You look like you’re still in high school.”




Aly sort of admitted, “I’m…something. I’m not saying just what. But you’re on the edges of something really dangerous. You weren’t asked to case the museum by someone working for Aleksandr Armen, were you?”




Okay, that was mega-interesting. As Aly said ‘asked to case the museum by someone working for…’ she could see the muscles around Selina’s eyes tensing up slightly. But as soon as Aly said ‘Aleksandr Armen’, Selina relaxed those muscles and tried not to grin. So someone did ask her to case the museum, and it wasn’t Armen. And maybe Selina knew Armen too. Or knew of him.




Selina asked, “Armen? The billionaire who spends all his time hiding out? Why would I have any contact with a guy like him?”




Aly tried, “Fine. There are maybe three different groups who might be interested in some of the crown jewels. In an illegal sense of the phrase. At least one of them may know about you and want to use you as a patsy. I don’t know who it is, but based on what I’ve seen so far, they’re not going to play nice. You could get killed on this job, even if you don’t make a try for any of those pieces.”




Selina scoffed, “And you’re just warning me off, out of the goodness of your heart?”




Aly shrugged. “I have reasons. They’re not anything you’d believe. But if anyone asks you to steal something or guard something, assume it’s a fake and the theft has already happened and you’re about to be arrested and ‘accidentally’ killed for something you didn’t do.”




“Fine,” Selina grumbled. “I’ll watch out. But how can you possibly know your reasons are something I wouldn’t believe? Am I supposed to be too evil to understand good? Because that went out with Silver Age comics.”




“Maybe the Mortal Kombat movies,” Aly suggested. “Okay. The reason Jaime knew too much about you, and the reason I’m trying to look out for you, is we both met an alternate version of you from another universe. Complete with skin-tight catsuit with little ears, and stuff like that. I really liked the bullwhip. You were great with that.”




“A bullwhip? You’re kidding.” But Aly was pretty sure Selina was shocked that someone knew about the bullwhip.




So Aly just nodded. “Yep. A real bullwhip that was a lot longer than I thought bullwhips could be. But the other you was really, really good with it. And you were working with other heroines to save the universe. So I think you could be great as a goodguy, and I’d be pretty happy if you wanted to work with us.”




Selina muttered, “Okay, you were right. I don’t believe that in the least.”




Aly agreed, “See? I told you so. No one should buy into that without a ton of proof, and the only proof I have is stuff I heard about you or saw you do. Oh, and Jaime has seen your superhero suit too, so don’t wear a suit that looks like that, or she’ll spot you right off, from the security camera shots.”




Selina pulled into the harbor parking area, and said, “This has been the most surreal conversation I can remember.”




Aly pointed out, “Pretend it didn’t happen. You’re security consultant Marion Felice. I’m boring little teacher Alyson Macrae. I know Jaime from getting to go to one of her tennis camps when I was younger, before I got hurt. I’m staying at the Hotel Cosmopolite with the Qumari group. If you need to get hold of me, just call me there.”




Selina parked next to the limousine, and Aly opened her door in time to eavesdrop as way over with the security guards, the princess was telling one of the Royal Guards to make sure Selina’s car was covered too.




Aly walked with Selina around the fence and to the harbor area, where she pointed out the royal yacht. “That one. The princess says it’s the small one, and they have two way larger ones moored outside of the harbor.”




“Wow,” Selina managed. “That’s a Lurssen. Probably the most exclusive yacht builder on the planet. That probably cost at least three hundred mil before they outfitted the interiors, and it probably runs them three mil a year just for upkeep and salaries and standard costs.”




Aly whispered, “No stealing their yacht, please?”




Selina gave Aly a look. “Be serious. It probably has a crew of a hundred, and those mooring lines are impossible to get loose without paying a team of divers who are trained with the mooring system, and it probably has more security features than most banks. You’d need…oh…a team of thirty, all of them also expert as sailors, plus a team of five or six divers trained with this, and a replacement captain, and you’d still never be able to get it out of the harbor and far enough away to hide it somewhere you could then offload it to a buyer.”




Well crud. Selina had actually spent time working out how to steal a superyacht. Aly probably needed to tell the OSI, just in case.




Or maybe Aly needed to ask Selina to teach a special OSI course in ‘how to steal an expensive ship with a large crew’. Because the special course Oscar had sent Aly and Kate and Andrew to had covered stuff like boarding an enemy ship and fighting in confined ship conditions and stopping an enemy ship, but something more subtle, like what Selina was probably thinking about, wasn’t really covered.




Then the entire group walked up to the princess’s private suite. Sultana and Lina changed clothes, while Aly just put her hijab back on. And the princess pulled out a padded felt-lined jewelry tray with half a dozen gemstones in fancy settings.




Naturally, Selina had a jeweler’s loupe on her. Totes surprising. Not. Aly watched Selina work from across the room, but using her telescopic vision in her bionic eye just in case Selina did a little sleight of hand to swap in a fake she had been carrying around hoping to get a chance to substitute.




By the time the princess and Lina were dressed again for walking through the hotel, Selina had a professional jeweler’s evaluation done, and Selina thought the ruby pendant with matching earrings was worth a lot more than Princess Sultana’s appraiser had said, and Selina wanted Sultana to increase the insurance on the set.




The princess handled the matter in a princess way. She smiled widely, “Marion, since you have been so helpful to me, and on your vacation too, let me make it up to you.” And she just gave Selina the pendant and earrings. Even though Selina had appraised the set at about eighty-five thousand Euros.




Selina was polite and gracious and appreciative, and made sure she had something safe to carry the set in. Then Aly walked her out to her car.




Selina got in and said, “This is either a set-up, or the easiest score I’ve ever made. Either way, it’s been interesting.”




Aly tried not to groan. “Please, just be careful. If anything gets hinky, please just call me.” And she made sure Selina had her cellphone number and her tablet number and the hotel number. Even if the cellphone and tablet were ‘Alyson Macrae’ numbers that would be useless after the assignment was over.




Selina looked at Aly like she was loopy. And maybe Aly was being crazy, because she was trusting a cat burglar. A cat burglar with extra cat.




Aly watched Selina drive off, and she wondered if Oscar was right, and Aly was too trusting, even after everything. Oscar had told her that in his younger days he had been too trusting, right up until it nearly got him killed a couple times.




Okay, Steve and Jaime had told her that Oscar was still not suspicious enough some of the time when it came to his old friends, and that had gotten them and the OSI in trouble a couple times over the years. And if Oscar was too trusting, then Aly didn’t want to get untrusting enough, because then she’d hardly be Aly Mack anymore. And she was already worrying about losing too much of herself. She totally did not want to turn into any version of Major Motoko Kusanagi. She didn’t even want to turn into the type of person who ran the normal spy agencies, because apparently there were guys in the CIA who had no trouble saying ‘go kill that guy and everyone he works with, and make sure someone else gets blamed for it so I don’t ever get into trouble over it.’




She really wanted to turn into someone like her mom, who did social work and helped people who needed some help so they could be in control of their own life and the lives of their family members. What was wrong with that?




Okay, she was in a job where she could help a lot of people all at once. Even if she was in a job where she could mess up and get a lot of people hurt all at once. But hey, no pressure there, right Aly?




While she stood there, watching Selina drive off, she heard footsteps coming up behind her. And out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the security guys react. But she knew those footsteps, and the security guys were reacting like ‘oh we need to act alert now’ instead of ‘quick call the police’.




So she pretended she wasn’t hearing the princess and her entourage walk up behind her. And she pretended she was surprised when the princess called out her name.




Aly climbed into the limousine, which was already running and air-conditioned because rich people could afford to do that kind of stuff. The princess asked, “Alyson, are you all right?”




Aly lied, “I guess so, but I think Marion’s mad at Jaime about something and she didn’t want to talk about it, so now I’m worrying if I should call Jaime even if it’s long distance and see if there’s anything I can do to help, or if that will make things worse. I mean, I know Jaime, but we’re not besties, I’m just an old student she kept in contact with, which is probably most of her students anyway because she’s really nice.”




It was actually a part of the huge backstory the OSI had put together on Alyson Hassa Macrae. According to Jaime, the aliases and backstories had gotten a lot more sophisticated and creative since Rudy talked Oscar into letting Andrew help with them. And the backstories had gotten a lot more computer support since Andrew talked Oscar into letting the Peggybots help with that part.




Aly went on, “Still, that was really nice of you to give her that pendant and earrings. I think she was really affected, even if all she said was ‘thank you very much’.”




The princess smiled lazily. “Would you like something like that?”




“Oh no!” Aly squeaked. “I couldn’t. I mean, it would be lovely, but I’m not you. I’m probably going to be going around the world teaching, if I can get enough recommendations, and where would I keep something that valuable? I didn’t even bring my grandmother’s jewelry she left me in her will, because I don’t have anywhere safe to put them or carry them. If I lost something like that, I…It would be awful!”




The princess tried not to smile too much at the nervous little teacher who didn’t even know about bank vaults and safety deposit boxes and stuff. “Very well then. I shall find some other way to thank you for all that you are doing.”




Aly replied, “Just don’t get in trouble for wearing what you were wearing today, even if you look stunning in that pantsuit.”




Princess Sultana smiled knowingly. “I would be fine. I have been photographed before. It is not as if I was to appear in public in Marion’s minidress.”




The driver pulled the limo alongside the porte-cochère of the hotel, since there was a dark blue limo about half as long as Princess Sultana’s taking up too much space under the porte-cochère.




Aly pretended to wonder, “Do you think that is one of the French trade negotiators?”




Sultana and Lina exchanged looks that said ‘Alyson needs to learn more about the real world’, and the princess explained, “I am sure that all the French are arriving in appropriately French vehicles. That is probably more of our royal family.”




Hotel valets and bellmen were working on the blue limousine, but more valets and bellmen rushed out to open the doors for the princess’s limousine.




Aly got out with Lina and the princess’s bodyguard, so the princess could slide out without being rushed. She watched out of the corner of her eye as the person stepped out of the blue limo. She recognized him immediately. After all, she had been shown maybe thirty pictures of him.




The man took off his expensive sunglasses and took a good look around. Or he was letting surveillance experts get a good look at him. Because it was either Muhammad Faisal Hejaz or a very good duplicate.




Crud. This was going to be another headache. She just knew it.





Part IX



Aly turned so she could focus on the princess. She didn’t want anyone to realize she had paid any attention to Hejaz. Or whoever it was, because that guy could be a fake Hejaz sent here to get some Blackwater or CIA guys to do something stupid. Or a fake Hejaz sent here to keep people from knowing what the real Hejaz was doing. Or the real Hejaz because he needed to meet some badguys who could get around in Southern Europe but not back in Qumar or over in Pakistan.




She was going to have to figure out which of those things—or some other also-icky alternatives—it really was.




Aly smiled, “Your Highness, this has been so much fun. I really cannot thank you enough. I can’t wait to tell my mother!”




Her Highness smiled like ‘that is so cute’. Aly fished out her tablet and took a couple pictures of the limo and called the drop number so she could talk to ‘mom’.




WillowDelta answered on about the fifth ring and was ready to play ‘Aly’s mom’. “Alyson? Don’t you have work today? Is there a problem?”




“I’m fine, mom,” Aly fussed. Well, she was pretending she was fussing. And she had to make a deliberate effort to talk in English after all the Arabic she had been speaking. That was kind of weird. “I had the afternoon off, and you’re never gonna believe this, but…”




And she casually strolled through the lovely garden areas in front of the hotel, slowly moving farther and farther away from the hotel. It took her like five or six minutes of playing ‘naive Alyson’ and telling her ‘mom’ all about getting to go with a real princess to look at crown jewels and get real princess-lectures on the jewels and their history and stuff.




Okay, it was cool. Mega-cool. Tera-cool, even. It was so far beyond what Ordinary Aly could have ever hoped for that Aly didn’t have a word. Other than tera-awesome and just tera.




But finally, Aly was off the hotel grounds and strolling unattended through the La Condamine area. She was checking her backtrack and looking for tails, but she was clear. And she wasn’t being targeted by anyone around her. Yet. Aly got about halfway to the harbor when WillowDelta finally dropped her accent and reported, “You have moved to a separate cell tower, and there is no trace of monitoring or taps. What do you need to tell us?”




So Aly gave a quick report on everything she hadn’t gotten transmitted to the OSI yet, including the whole ‘Selina Kyle was here because I’m pretty sure someone got her to case the museum’ thing. And she went over the Macedonian thing, and mentioned that Hermione’s group had intel on that which they were not cleared to pass on to her.




WillowDelta reminded her, “Aly, the only thing we know of that would connect with North Macedonia or the Macedonian language is the information from Terawatt on ‘The League’ which the alternate Catwoman suggested could be related to her world’s League Of Assassins.”




Aly groaned softly. “Ugh. That could be mega-bad. What do we have?”




“For the League Of Assassins, we have a codename for the leader: Ra’s al Ghul, with a huge bodyguard codenamed Ubu. And codenames for some assassins, including Lady Shiva and Iron Shrike.”




Aly muttered, “Totally a codename. ‘Head of the demon’? Yeah, not a real name. Anything else?”




WillowDelta paused and said, “It does not look like there are any obvious connections. Still, this is more information than you had five minutes ago.”




“Thanks. And make sure Oscar and Rinkin hear that we might have Hejaz or a duplicate Hejaz on-site, so those CIA jerkheads might try something jerky.”




“Will do. Take care, Aly.” 




Aly made her return just as casual, wandering around the pretty plantings as she made her way back to the hotel. There were even some koi ponds with gorgeous koi in pretty colors. She stalled for a little bit, looking at some of the touristy stuff in the little shop off the lobby. She waited until it was nearly time for the Adhan—the call to worship. Then she made her way upstairs to the penthouse level, just as everyone’s cellphones and alarms told them it was time for people to hurry to ’Asr, the late afternoon prayer.




She started to talk to one of the Royal Guards, and she let the flood of people rushing past quash that, which was exactly what she was hoping for. Well, the best case would have been all the Royal Guards and servants rushing off too, but some people were obliged to stay behind and do guard duty and stuff.




Still, she got to spot the Maybe Hejaz guy as he rushed out of a room, locked the door behind him, and moved with most everyone else for the prayers.




Aly waited until the crowd had passed, and she said to the guard, “I wanted you to direct me to the crown prince, but he went past us. I’ll come back later, or maybe you could tell him that the teacher wanted to know if there were any changes to tomorrow’s schedule.”




She moved off to the closest way downstairs, which was one of the elevators, and she went down to her floor. And she made careful notes of where Hejaz had his room in relation to that elevator, and where her own room was. Because she knew she could get to his room when pretty much no one else could. Well, Selina. And probably Hermione could do it. Aly wasn’t going to assume this Hermione was any less awesome than other Hermiones Aly knew about.




So Aly waited until the ’Isha—the before-bedtime prayers when it was dark out. She pretended she was going over class notes on the balcony while Lina rushed off to prayers. Aly moved. She set her notes on the balcony floor, and she leapt up to the penthouse-level balcony above her and to her right.




Everyone had cleared out of that room, so she leapt over the railing and jumped to the next balcony, and the next, and the next. That put her at the balcony for Mister Maybe Hejaz.




His curtains were closed. The sliding door into the room wasn’t locked, so she didn’t have to do anything violent, like lift it completely out of its track to get into the room. She shifted her vision to near-infrared and her hearing to ultrasonic, and she focused…




Yeah, that was definitely an ultrasonic tone bouncing around the room. So an ultrasonic alarm system. Hejaz must have brought that with him, because the rooms didn’t come with that kind of security. But no guards sitting in the room, or she would have picked up their thermal signature.




Okay, you couldn’t have guards in a room with motion sensors, or they would set off the motion sensors all the time. You couldn’t even have a lot of kinds of pets.




She looked for the electronics that would be the motion sensor. She could use her EM vision to pick up a lot of the electronics, but there were so many in an ordinary hotel room that it took her a few seconds to find the thing.




Hejaz had stuck it on the wall near the bathroom door, so he could turn it on and have enough time to get out of the room before it activated. She hoped it didn’t wreck the wallpaper, which looked mega-expensive.




But ultrasonics like that had major weaknesses. She just reached up and lifted the opaque outer curtain right off the drapery hooks. Then she held it up like a wall and slowly moved all the way across the room to the sensor, which she blocked and then turned off. It had a fancy keypad, but turning it off was as easy as pulling off the cover and pulling the battery.




Okay, she had used up a ton of time already. She hurriedly got the curtain hung again, and she searched the room as quick as she could.




There were papers on the desk, right out where anybody could see them. Totally suspicious. And they were in Arabic, which probably anybody in the top floors of the hotel could read. She glanced over them while she checked a few more places. The papers claimed to be from fundraisers for Pakistani refugee groups.




Could this guy just be deluded about where his money was going? Aly was not going to let people murder him for doing something responsible or just being tricked by badguys.




Could this guy be a fake and carrying fake documents to make Hejaz look innocent? Aly was not going to let people kill the wrong guy, because that would be a diplomatic disaster no matter how jerky these guys were.




Oh! What if this was the real Mister Hejaz, and he really was sending money to refugee camps to help children, and he really wasn’t doing anything wrong, and the CIA was jumping to conclusions, and Mister Hejaz really needed to be protected and encouraged to keep helping refugee children? This could be a mega-disaster if he got killed.




Aly reset the alarm and sprinted out through the curtain and sliding glass door before the alarm made that beep that signaled it had reset and was on again. Then she only needed a few seconds to leap from balcony to balcony, and back to her room. She was sitting at her desk reading, when Lina ducked in, changed into a clean robe and hijab, and dashed off to go wait on the princess some more.




The princess seemed nice, but Lina sure seemed worried about not being on duty even for seconds at a time.




So Aly grabbed her notebook and put several loose sheets of paper in it. Then she took the elevator back upstairs and found the same hallway guard. “Peace be unto you. Were you able to give the crown prince my message?”




“I am sorry, but I was not. I have sent a message to his manservant, and that should be enough. Still, this may take time.”




She sighed out loud. “Thank you for making the effort. I am sure it will all work itself out.”




“Allah willing,” the guard agreed.




She walked down the hall toward the more important suites with more important residents, and she walked past the room for Hejaz. It was closed, but she was using her bionics, so she could hear there was some talking going on.




She stumbled and dropped her notebook, letting the loose sheets spill across the floor. That gave her a lot more time to listen in. And that was definitely Hassan al’Qumari, the dad of Prince Muhammad al’Qumari. Aly had listened to him enough to recognize his voice. And he was being cranky. “…no, you fool, you will follow your orders, and you will appear when and where you are supposed to. Is this clear?”




Aly hurried to pick up her papers, while she apologized to the Royal Guards in the hall. “I’m so sorry, I’ll get these up, and I’ll get out of your way…Sorry, it’s just that coming up here makes me nervous…”




She got all her papers picked up just as Hassan al’Qumari stomped his way out of the hotel room and almost walked right into her. She squeaked and moved out of his way, stepping so she had a good look into the room.




She could see Hejaz’s right hand. And she could see it with her telescopic vision and then her near-infrared vision too. The scars on the back of his hand weren’t skin. They were plastic or rubber or something, because they weren’t warm enough, and they looked faked up close.




She let Hassan al’Qumari brush past her, and she acted like he had bumped her too hard. She fell to the floor and gasped in pain. Then she picked up her notebook and papers again, while acting like her left wrist hurt where she had sort of caught herself as she landed. One of the guards even took pity on her and stepped over and helped her. She thanked him a ton, and then scurried off, heading back downstairs.




She got down to her room and thought it over. So this guy was a fake, and Hassan al’Qumari knew it, and that meant the real Muhammad Faisal Hejaz was somewhere else, and probably up to no good. And this Fake Hejaz was being moved around so that any surveillance would see him and think it was really Hejaz. Swell.




She looked out her window at the buildings facing the front of the hotel. With her telescopic vision, she could see several dozen potential sniper nests that would make for an easy shot at Fake Hejaz. And she knew some groups of people who would want to take that shot.




She switched to near-infrared. Using more than one mode at a time was mega-hard, partly because there was only so much stuff you could cram into one eyeball-sized scope. But it wasn’t like she was trying to look a quarter-mile away.




There! On one of the rooftops, in a really good sniper spot that probably had a good escape route off the other side of that roof. Someone was up there and mostly hidden behind the fancy cornice. She switched back to telescopic vision. Aly couldn’t get a great look because it was dark, but it looked like someone was lying down behind the cornice so only their telescope was easy to spot. And there really weren’t a lot of reasons for a person to be up there looking this way with what was apparently a really high-powered telescope.




That could easily be a sniper nest where someone watched Fake Hejaz and that room until they had a go on the assignment and they also had a clear shot.




Crud.




She scanned the area around the maybe-sniper-nest in case people were moving to that position. And…




What the crud?




There was another maybe-sniper-nest two buildings over! It didn’t have a direct shot into the hotel rooms, but if anyone stepped out on a balcony to make a signal, they totally would be able to see that.




So Aly started over again, checking everything facing her side of the hotel and off the hotel grounds. It took her a couple minutes to find the third spot. But there was a guy in a hotel room with binoculars, and that guy was focused on the front of the hotel, pretty much studying the ground level.




This was crazy. Were there really three separate surveillance ops going on?




She started going window by window, floor by floor, building by building. And she found two more.




Five surveillance posts? This was crazy! And crud, how many of them had spotted her doing her Spiderman routine across the face of the hotel? And how many other surveillance posts were there, say looking at the back of the hotel? Or maybe inside the hotel like Hermione and Ron were doing?




Okay Aly, calm down and think it through.




One of the roof spots could be the CIA hit team’s observation post. That one would have to be the first spot she had seen, for visibility and targeting reasons. The French had lost an agent who had been carrying that note in Macedonian, so they would probably want surveillance in place, and the people who wrote notes in Macedonian could have surveillance set up too. The English might have a team backing up Hermione and Ron. The group behind the guys who had tried to kidnap her out of Heathrow could have a surveillance post for whatever they were up to. Aly had already found out that the Mabahith were spying on people in the hotel, and they could have a post too. Hassan al’Qumari’s group could be watching for ideal opportunities to assassinate the crown prince and blame her. Whoever hired Selina to case that museum could have watchers in place to set up some aspects of a jewel heist. Oscar might have burned some favors to get someone watching to protect Aly. The government of Monaco might have some surveillance in place. There could be other governments spying on the trade talks. And there could be plain old creepy paparazzi trying to snap pics of maybe the princess changing clothes in her hotel room or something worse.




So she had way over five possibilities. And a good reason to keep her curtains closed a lot.




She wasn’t sure what to do, so she took the elevator down to the ground floor and walked to her classroom. She wrote class notes on her whiteboards for maybe twenty minutes before she was sure no one was near the classroom surveilling her on foot. Then she strolled back to the lobby and looked at souvenir stuff until there was a crowd at the elevator. She slipped through the group of people with bellmen hauling their luggage, and she stepped into the elevator just as it was closing. She glanced over and most of the buttons had already been pressed. Good.




She stepped off at the second floor and went in the opposite direction of the two men who had pushed the elevator button for the floor. Once they were in their rooms, she backtracked to Hermione’s room and knocked on the door. “It’s me again.”




Hermione checked through the peephole with her mirror or periscope or whatever it was, and let Aly in. Ron was stretched out on the bed reading a book. Aly assumed the computer set up on the desk was what Hermione had been doing. Because Hermione.




Ron looked up from his book and smiled, “Long time no see.”




Hermione looked grumpier than that. “What is it this time?”




“We have problems,” Aly spilled.




“You have problems?” Hermione asked archly.




Aly insisted, “I’m pretty sure it’s all of us. Have you been briefed on Muhammad Faisal Hejaz?”




“We can neither confirm nor deny,” Hermione said stiffly.




Ron rolled his eyes. “Yes. We know he’s just arrived today, and we know your CIA has done everything except staple pictures of him up on utility poles with signs that say ‘Lost Terrorist, Please Call, Reward One Gajillion Euros.’ And at least one of us is fairly sure one of the hotel employees has already called someone about his arrival.”




Aly groaned, “Oh crud. I need you to get a notice out ASAP. He’s a fake. A group with Prince Muhammad’s father is running him, and making sure he gets seen, and probably setting him up as a target for the CIA and Blackwater guys.”




“How can you be sure?” Hermione asked. “His face matches well enough on facial recognition programs.”




Aly nodded, “Yeah, he looks just like he’s supposed to. But the scars on the back of his right hand are faked. They’re plastic or latex, glued in place probably. I scanned his hand with thermal, and they’re too cold.”




Ron grinned, and Hermione shot Ron a dirty look. Hermione let out a slow breath and admitted, “I didn’t get a good look at his hand, much less thermal imaging.”




Aly added, “And Selina Kyle was seen in the museum, casing the Qumari crown jewels.”




“Damn and blast!” Hermione swore. “Can’t that woman keep her claws off of priceless artifacts for even a week?”




“I thought the French had her all wrapped up when they let her loose,” Ron complained.




Hermione grumbled, “I’m sure they thought so too.”




Aly spilled, “Someone got her to case the place, which may mean they’re setting her up for an upcoming robbery. I dropped Armen’s name, and from her reaction I don’t think it’s him. Also, I let her know I knew about her, so that may keep her from doing something mega-stupid.”




Hermione scowled, “Be serious. They have paired sapphires on display. Perfect platinum-blue sapphires in identical teardrop cuts, each of them over three hundred carats.”




Aly nodded, “I saw ’em. They’re gorgeous.”




Hermione revealed, “The Qumari don’t talk about it because of religious reasons, but the old name for the pair was The Eyes Of Bastet.”




“Oh crud,” Aly gasped. “There’s no way Catwoman wouldn’t want cat eye sapphires.”




“Catwoman?” snickered Ron. “Is she also a Marvel Comics supervillainess?”




Hermione glared, “Ron, I did show you pictures of her in that costume.”




Ron looked shocked. “Oh come on, you can’t tell me that was real. Nobody dresses up like an S&M kitty with breast implants to go rob museums.”




“Except her!” Aly said, and found out Hermione said the same thing at the same time, so they sounded like they had practiced. Ron had to make an effort not to laugh.




Hermione asked suspiciously, “How did you know the name ‘Catwoman’? We’ve never come across it.”




Aly sighed, “You know the thing you don’t want to believe about how I knew about you?”




Hermione just groaned, which made Ron have to cough into his hand to cover up a snicker.




Aly nodded, “Right. I met Catwoman, who is from an actual Marvel Comics-ish superhero universe and works as a superheroine even if she made it pretty clear she used to be a supervillain cat burglar. That’s how Jaime had enough intel that she was able to track our Selina down and catch her and get her arrested.”




Ron complained, “I still think this is a big scam Fred and George are running on me.”




Aly stopped short. “Wait! Your brother Fred is still alive? Does George have both his ears?”




Hermione blinked, “What?”




Ron choked, “What?!”




Aly tried not to wince. “Sorry. In both the universes I got Hermione-intel on, Fred died in a big battle at your old school, and George got one ear blown off rescuing Harry Potter.”




Ron scowled, “All right, this is officially not funny anymore.”




Aly insisted, “It’s not supposed to be. I really did get intel on other Rons out there, and your name isn’t Westley in any of ’em.”




Hermione explained, “We can neither confirm nor deny a battle at what might have been what you would call a private school. However, Fred is still alive. And George had enough plastic surgery that his ear looks quite normal now.”




Ron added, “Angie still says it looks like their dog chewed on it.”




Aly checked, “Well, did they start a joke shop?”




Ron laughed. “They’d be brill at that!”




Hermione cringed. “Oh dear Lord, please do not ever bring that up around them.”





Part X



Aly tried to get stuff back on target, even if it was her fault things got so far off-target. She asked, “Did either of you know we’ve got at least five manned surveillance posts opposite the front of the hotel with two of them on rooftops?”




“At least five?” Ron asked suspiciously.




Aly nodded. “Verified.”




Hermione checked, “What about unmanned?”




Aly shrugged. “Nothing on the buildings in front. Some of the cams pointing away from the hotel might be outside monitoring. And no detected aerial surveillance.”




Ron looked at Hermione. “Five?”




Hermione shrugged, “You know the French would put one in place after they lost an agent. One of them is bound to be the Yanks. Maybe two or three from competing agencies.”




Aly spilled, “On this op? Totally. I could believe…four.”




Hermione suggested, “Armen’s Heathrow team—”




Ron reminded her, “Still no proof it’s Baldy.”




Hermione glared at Aly, like it was her fault somehow. “Ever since you gave us that debrief on Armen, Ron and Harry have decided to call him Baldy.”




Oh. Maybe it was her fault.




Ron smiled, “It’s just a codename.” But his smile totally said ‘no it’s not and you can’t prove it.’




Hermione gave Ron another glare. “Fine. If ‘Baldy’ is involved, I would be unsurprised if he set up a surveillance post as part of a backup plan.”




Aly pointed out, “That’s really only three…or so.”




Hermione stiffly said, “I believe that is more than enough unfettered speculation.”




Oh. So maybe Hermione was pretty sure about the other two and wasn’t going to ‘share intel’. Especially if one of those posts was her agency’s.




So Aly said, “Okay…but if I have to beat up some people in a surveillance post, and they turn out to be your friends, like Neville or one of Ron’s brothers, someone is going to be saying ‘I told you so’ to you.”




Aly watched closely, but she didn’t get a reaction out of Hermione. So at least it wouldn’t be Neville or one of Ron’s brothers.




Ron grinned, “Can we get the twins down here in an op site and get Aly to beat them up? Please?”




“Stop it, Ron,” Hermione frowned.




But Ron kept going. “I’m thinking…a red wig with long pigtails, and painted-on freckles and long striped socks…”




Aly giggled when she got the joke, but Hermione just gave Ron a glare that meant ‘you had better stop it or else.’




Aly admitted, “I really am concerned one of the posts is CIA or Blackwater, so could you please get a message to my group ASAP that Hejaz is a fake and the CIA is being played, because I really don’t want this to turn into an international political crisis because I can’t make a phone call without being listened in on. I really am sure they’re setting this duplicate up for something, even if it’s just giving the real Hejaz an unbreakable alibi while he’s off doing something creepy.”




Ron sat up, “Yeah, we can do that right now. As soon as Hermione closes down her computer.”




Aly guessed, “What’s she doing? Cracking the wireless transmissions on all the cams outside?”




Hermione winced around the eyes, even as Ron casually said, “Wow, you must think ‘Mione is the greatest hacker on the planet. Those other Hermiones must be awesome.”




So Hermione was cracking the wireless cams, and maybe anything else on wireless networks around the hotel. Wow. Only Ron was a much better liar than Hermione was.




So Aly smiled and lied, “Oh, I was just kidding. I know she’s great on computers, but surely every one of those wireless cams out there has proper password protection and encryption on the transmissions…”




Hermione carefully admitted, “You might be surprised at how bad the protection is on a lot of internet-connected hardware.”




Actually, she wouldn’t be, because Willow and WillowAlpha had taught a three-day private OSI course on that, and what you could do with the access, and what other people might be able to do. So Aly knew that you could in theory build a million node supercomputer if you wanted to spend the time to hunt for a million addresses which had computing power and no firewall and no password protection.




Willow thought people who got high-end gadgets with easy internet connectivity and didn’t do everything they could to protect those gadgets were mega-morons. Not that Aly was going to discuss that either.




Ron stood up and announced, “We will be ‘going out on the town’, so you need to head out. Unless you want to see Hermione in the altogether.”




“Really, Ron,” Hermione said scathingly.




But Ron was unrepentant. In fact, he was smiling like he could hardly wait to see Hermione taking her clothes off.




He probably was. Aly listened at the door until she was sure there was no one out in the hall, and she headed out, darting down the hall to one of the closer sets of stairs, and up to her room.




After dinner, before it got dark, Aly sat out on her balcony, pretending to be reading from her book on syllabus preparation. But really she was using her telescopic vision to keep track of the surveillance posts. And trying to figure out which post was for what. And trying to figure out what the CIA would do if they didn’t get the message, or someone down the line refused to send it on.




She figured that if Oscar was in charge of the CIA, he would know who was really behind this dumbness and he would grab that guy and make him cancel everything while Oscar stood over him. Then Oscar would leak stuff to a newspaper reporter on his payroll, and there would be a big story all over the internet the next morning that the CIA had guys tracking Hejaz to a terrorist camp in Pakistan, and the Qumari were trying to pretend Hejaz was in Monaco. That way, if anything happened to Mister Fake Hejaz, no one would believe it was the CIA.




Oh crud, what if the CIA got stopped in time, and Hassan al’Qumari and his badguy buddies just assassinated Mister Fake Hejaz and framed the CIA guys? That would be totally grim.




Aly thought it over. The easiest target time for a sniper would be right after ’Isha, when everyone would be going to bed. It would be dark out. Fake Hejaz would be walking around in his room with the interior lights on, doing bedtime stuff, and if the sniper shot Fake Hejaz as he was about to get in bed, and used a suppressed rifle with a subsonic bullet, no one might know at the time. The guy might fall dead on the bed and not be found until after he missed Fajr the next morning.




Okay, assuming that was the plan, they would have to move to the sniper position, set up, make the shot, and clear out afterward. One sniper, maybe the guy who was already there as a spotter plus a guy who was there as the spotter’s guard, probably at least one new guard for the sniper, and a driver or boatman to get in and out again. Whether they drove in or boated in or boated to a dock and got driven to the building from there, they would want to arrive at the other side of that building so everyone over here couldn’t see them go into the building.




So…Aly had a plan. Well, pieces of something plan-ish.







About an hour before ’Isha, while Lina was still busy doing maid stuff for Sultana, Aly turned off the lights in the room. She stuffed pillows under the covers of her bed, so it looked like she was in bed but buried under the covers. She dressed in a pair of black pants, a dark gray long-sleeved turtleneck top, and her brightest hijab. Plus her black sneakers.




She walked down the hall to the concrete stairwell instead of one of the pretty wooden ones that people seemed to want to use if they decided not to take the really nice elevators in each wing, and she went down to the ground floor. She would have gone down the outside of the hotel, but now she was worrying about how there were too many eyes on the front side of the building. Still, by the time she got to the ground floor, her hijab was off her head and tied so it was like a fancy belt-like thing. She put her hair up in a high ponytail, and she strolled through the lobby like she wasn’t up to anything.




She came out a door that put her off to the right of the porte-cochère, so the limo pulling out of the porte-cochère and heading for the valet parking screened her for long enough that she could sprint to the gate into the valet parking, jump the twelve-foot fence, and duck behind a big Humvee. Then she used her near-infrared vision to track the cameras in their Perspex bubbles up on the hotel façade.




Once she had both cameras looking elsewhere because valets were moving cars around, she sprinted at her top speed to the far side of the valet parking area, and she jumped that fence. Her thrust-to-weight was way up since her last upgrade, so it was easy.




She landed in the top of a row of seriously-trimmed trees that were cut so they were more like a fifteen-foot hedge with nothing but tree trunks for the bottom six feet. That tore a hole in her pants and in her hijab, but she was just going to have to live with those rips. She could just keep from wearing the things again.




She made sure no one was looking her way and no cams were on her, and she dropped down into a narrow garden area. Then she strolled to a walkway and moved south and east, so she was out of view of the hotel security cameras, but a lot closer to the harbor. She then only had to walk up the street on the other side of her target building to get into position. And she hoped she still had plenty of time.




She used her nightvision to look for signs of anyone moving from the harbor area toward what she could see from this side was another hotel, just one not as awesome as the Hotel Cosmopolite. Okay, no signs of obvious SEAL activity.




She didn’t know if she had much more time, so she decided she first had to go for the roof and clear it. Only this hotel didn’t have nice, easy-to-jump-to balconies. And it was four stories high. And it had security cameras on the two doors into the place on this side.




She went to the building next to it. A pretty hotel and restaurant that was three stories, with balconies on the second and third floors. The alley in between the buildings was about fifteen or sixteen feet. So…a jump that was up an entire story and out about sixteen feet. She could do that. She was pretty sure she could do it.




A quick dash and jump up to a balcony with no lights on behind it. Then a jump to a third-floor balcony, followed by a leap up to the roof. Okay, so far, so good. She darted over behind the roof exit so she could study the target roof.




First, nightvision. Then thermal. Then her E-M vision. And listening the whole time. No heat signature near her edge of that roof, no sign of electronics or cams mounted up there, and no sounds. She listened for over a minute, and no one was moving around up there or opening roof exits, or anything. So there was probably at least one guy up there who was trained to lie still in a hide for a long time.




She sprinted across the roof and leapt. At her speed, with her jumping ability, she cleared the alley and the cornice around the target roof and a good fifteen feet of roof. While she was in mid-air, she checked the roof with near-infrared and located the spotter at the edge closest to her hotel, and the guard leaning against the side of the roof exit so he could ambush anyone coming up the roof stairs.




She knew she wasn’t going to land perfectly silently, so she took another option. She landed and kept running. The guard heard her rapid-fire footsteps and wheeled around in time to get a punch in the jaw. She could feel his jaw break, and he went flying backward to crash on the hard roof. But Aly was already sprinting at the spotter.




Unfortunately, that guy was rolling onto his back and scrambling to get a handgun out of a shoulder holster. He was cursing too. “Motherfu—”




She totally didn’t want to overrun him and fall off the roof, or knock him backward, also over the roof. She leapt, stretching out like a swimmer at the start of a swim meet. The guy saw her coming, but he didn’t realize how fast she was moving, or how far she was going to leap. It had to look to him like she was diving so she could land face-first on a hard roof way short of him and get injured even before he shot her.




She didn’t land way short of him. She landed on top of him, knocking the wind out of him, even if she caught herself with one hand and one leg on the roof so she didn’t kill him with the impact. She used her other hand to slap the handgun out of his hand and then follow that up with a backhand into the underside of his jaw that slammed his jaws shut and knocked him out.




She picked him up and hauled him over to the unconscious guard. Then she checked both their pulses to make sure she hadn’t done real damage to either of them. Rinkin and Joan had both told her that she was going to get herself killed by being too concerned about not crushing trained agents who wouldn’t think twice about killing her. Sifu Caine thought she ought to work harder so she had enough touch that she could drop a man with one strike and not have to worry about more than giving him a concussion.




Okay, both of these guys probably had serious concussions. And one broken jaw that she felt bad about even if he was a badguy.




She studied their gear with her nightvision mode while she waited for the rest of their team to show up. Okay, these guys were pros. They had no ID. They had gloves and caps to cut down on fingerprints and DNA traces. Their gear was sterile. They looked like two more Blackwater contractors and the spotter had sworn like an American, but they both had Chinese handguns and combat knives, and the spotter was using a Chinese knockoff of a really good Swiss scope, and the clothes were from local stores. The guard also had a Type 88S, which was a Chinese knockoff of an AK-74, with a satchel of ammo, only the satchel was French. Their comm system was German, but not German military.




She searched through the spotter’s backpack and didn’t find anything to identify them or their country of origin. These guys were getting too much training in espionage and assassination techniques. She decided that—just in case—she’d better pull the firing pins out of the guns and bend the knives into unusable ‘U’ shapes.




So she took the two coiled-up ropes out of their pack, tucked everything else away in it, and dropped it over the roof into the alley. She followed that up by using the ropes to lower the still-unconscious guys into the alley. She left one rope still tied to a stanchion on the roof, and she climbed down to where the men were.




Still no sniper showing up. She grabbed one of the comm sets and put the headset on. In a few more minutes, she heard the call. “Wolverine, this is Quicksilver. Repeat, Wolverine, this is Quicksilver. Come in.”




Aly knew it was mega-naughty, but they were using super-names, so she tapped the button and went with a Buffy voice and Buffy lingo and Buffy-ish Valley Girl chat. “Hi! Like, this is Ms. Marvel. Wolverine’s taking some nap-nap time. Aren’t you guys supposed to be doing the clearing-out stuff by now?”




“Who the hell is this?”




She put a pretend Buffy pout into her voice. “What? I can’t be Ms. Marvel? I mean that Wolverine guy is totally not Wolverine-y at all, he’s still of the unconscious. Maybe I broke his jaw. Sorry!”




“Get the fuck off this comm!”




She knew she was enjoying this way too much. “Wow, Quicksilver, do you kiss your sister with that mouth? You should get right over here and pick up your two guys and go back home. Hasn’t anybody told you yet that your target isn’t Mister Hejaz? He’s just a pretty good fake.”




A different voice snapped, “Gimme that.”




“Hey, watch it, I’m driving!”




The second voice growled at her, “You! Who the hell are you? And what the hell is going on?”




Aly said, “I’m someone doing your job. The ‘Hejaz’ at the hotel is a fake. The face looks good, but the scars on the hand are faked. Latex or plastic glued onto his hand. So killing him will cause an international diplomatic disaster, and give the real Hejaz an unassailable alibi plus it will cause U.S. intelligence agencies all over the globe to stop monitoring him and his actions, which will be a disaster.”




“That’s not what we were told.”




Oh crud. She tried, “Well, you had better stop and check in and go over the head of whoever you’re getting directives from, because a CIA hit on a foreign national on European soil will be bad enough, but when it turns out you sniped the wrong man, you’ll ruin Blackwater and big sections of the CIA, not to mention other agencies who aren’t doing illegal activities like you are. If you’re getting orders from Walter Kermann, that guy is incompetent and a complete loser, and your boss needs to find better people to take assignments from.”




But she could hear they weren’t stopping and they weren’t checking in with someone else. No, she could hear that they were slapping magazines into weapons and taking the safeties off and pulling charging handles on stuff that was probably more knockoff AK’s.




So she said, “I’ll be waiting in the alley just to the right of the building, with your two guys. See ya!”




And she climbed about twenty feet up the rope, coiling it up after her so she didn’t leave it dangling. She listened, but there were plenty of cars driving around. It wasn’t that late yet.




Oh, wait. Someone was speeding up and revving their engine, and…Okay, a black van drove past, and the side door was already open. Two cylinders got tossed into the alley. Aly spotted them with her nightvision. Flashbangs.




Boy, she hated flashbangs. She squinched her eyes closed and covered her normal ear with one hand, while she cranked down her bionic vision and hearing. The explosions were still too loud and too bright. She knew they wouldn’t be good for her human ear or her human eye, but she had her bionic ear and eye already turned back up.




This was going to attract way too much attention. She figured the Blackwater guys were planning on killing her and her people, grabbing their guys, and getting the heck out of there before the police showed up.




Yep. Three guys with assault rifles and body armor and nightvision goggles ran around the corner and into the alley, looking for people to shoot. Two pointmen moving to the sides, and a big guy on their six. So she let go of the rope and pushed off the wall.




She landed right behind the guy running sweep. She was afraid if she landed on his head or shoulders from twenty feet up, it would break his neck and kill him. Still, she slammed her hands down on his collarbones to break her fall and take him out.




He crumpled, but she had already ‘hit the plateau’ before she landed. She could see that the pointman on the left was reacting faster, so she picked up the guy she had just hammered and threw him at Left Guy. She sprinted at Right Guy as he had to turn to his left to deal with her.




Sweep Guy’s body smashed Left Guy into the lefthand wall. Aly was already closing on Right Guy, who was spinning and moving toward her with his left leg. She used the sole of her shoe against his left shin to stop him and lock his left foot down. She was pretty sure she hit him too hard and broke his leg. But she couldn’t stop or they would shoot her. A lot.




She blocked the assault rifle swinging her way with her left hand. Her right hand was already punching him in the jaw, which bounced the back of his head off the righthand wall.




Left Guy had gotten slammed against the left wall, but he was shoving Rear Guy’s body away so he could bring up his assault rifle into position. So he got Right Guy’s body slung across the alley into him too. He accidentally fired off a short burst, but the shots all went down the alley instead of at Aly.




Before he could push the body away, Aly was already there, striking him in the jaw and left arm. But she didn’t hit him hard enough in the jaw. Boy, Rinkin and Joan were not going to be happy about that. He dropped the assault rifle, but with his still-good right arm, he swiftly yanked a combat knife out of a Pentjak Silat-style underarm sheath. He made a sideways backhanded swipe at her stomach.




But she was moving a lot faster than he was, and to her, he looked like he was almost moving in slow motion. She used a push block against the back of his wrist. And she used that to grab his wrist, slam his arm just above his elbow, and hyperextend the elbow. He refused to drop the knife, but she had his wrist in an iron grip so that knife wasn’t going anywhere near her tummy.




She pulled with the gripping wrist and gave him a palm strike to the chin as his body was yanked toward her. He went down hard.




By then, the van with its open side door had backed up so the open door looked into the alley. Good for piling guys in and driving away fast.




She grabbed two unconscious guys and ran to the van, lobbing them into the back. She repeated that with two more, and then the fifth guy plus the pack of bad stuff. She took a couple more seconds to grab up everything else still lying around loose, like the used flashbangs and a couple assault rifles that had gotten dropped.




Then she leaned into the van just enough to tell the driver, “I suggest you get out of here and go somewhere these guys can get medical care. And check with your boss and someone higher up in the CIA, because this op could have gotten these guys killed and ruined your entire company.”




She slammed the side door closed and let the van tear down the street. By then, she could hear a couple police car sirens headed her way from multiple directions. So she headed up the rope, pulled it up after her, and ran across the roof to leap to the next roof, and the next. With her nightvision, she could see the other surveillance guys were busy looking down at the street and trying to figure out what was going on two buildings over. She sprinted at her top speed across the roof, and she was leaping to the next building before they realized there was something going on behind them.




She leapt to the next roof, and the next, and the next. Then she took a roof exit down a flight of stairs and through what looked like fancy condos or apartments instead of hotel rooms, and she strolled down a couple flights of stairs past some restaurants and shops to come out on a street well south of the sniper site and the Hotel Cosmopolite both.




Then she just headed back toward the way she had left the hotel’s grounds in the first place. She leapt the treeline-fence and landed in the side gardens of the hotel. Then she untied her hijab, put it back over her hair, and walked into the hotel through a side door.




She slipped up the closest stairs, which were gorgeous wood stairs and so perfectly made that Aly couldn’t even feel the joins in the wood of the railing with her touch at normal levels. She slipped into her room, which was still dark, except…




The bedside table light clicked on, to reveal Lina sitting there, still dressed like usual. Only she was holding a pistol, and pointing it at Aly.




Lina said in careful Arabic, “Close the door, Miss Macrae…or whatever your name really is. I believe we have some things to discuss.”




Aly spoke in English instead. “Well crud.”





Part XI



Aly slowly closed the door and let it lock automatically. Then she held up her hands and turned completely around. “Not armed. Not even a toothpick. So you can put the gun down.”




“I do not think so, Miss Macrae.” Lina was careful enough not to do anything stupid, like waving using the gun, or putting it down.




Aly guessed, “You’ve got a lot of training for a maid. You’re Mabahith too, right?”




Lina didn’t crack a smile. “If I was an agent of al-Mabahit al-Ammah, I certainly would not be able to comment on it.”




“Even though I saw an agent of Mabahith do just that…”




Lina said, “It is common knowledge in Qumar that many ‘partners’ provide intelligence to that agency but do not have agent training and do not work under agency rules.”




Aly asked, “And the royal family is aware of all of this?”




“I could not tell you even if I knew.”




Aly sat down on her bed as Lina backed up so she was standing against the outside wall with her handgun very carefully pointed at Aly’s center of mass. Aly sat on her hands, so she looked more vulnerable. But she had her knees well out past the edge of the bed, and her feet flat on the floor, so she could move fast if she needed to. Lina totally would not like it if Aly had to leap forward and flip Lina’s bed to smash Lina against that wall. Aly tried to sound calm as she asked, “What’s the problem?”




Lina said, “At first I was concerned that the crown prince was…using his suite on the yacht to…um…entertain you. Or the other way around.”




Eww. Because she was totally the kind of person who would have sex with her student even if they actually were only about half a year apart. Not!




Lina glanced at the shredded knee on Aly’s pants, and the rip over one thigh, and the torn fabric of one sleeve, and the rip in the hijab. 




Aly just said, “Yeah, I don’t think I can sew these up with my little travel sewing kit.”




Lina said, “We have known that there were surveillance posts on the roofs on both sides of this hotel…”




“Both sides?” Aly complained. “You do know there were five surveillance posts just watching the front side? Two on the rooftops, and three windows in hotel rooms and condos and I don’t know what.”




Lina winced a little. “Five? I was told three.”




Aly nodded, “Five. All manned. No unmanned, as far as I know.”




Lina spilled, “I was told a rooftop sterile post opposite us, a French intelligence post on a roof south of that, and a British post in a hotel room.”




Aly scowled, “The sterile post was probably Blackwater, running an illegal CIA op to kill Muhammad Faisal Hejaz. Who is not here. Just a double good enough to pass at a distance.”




“I can neither confirm nor deny.”




Aly shrugged, “I get it. But I saw his right hand. The real Hejaz has some really nasty scars that I do not want to find out how he got them. This man has fake scars made of plastic or latex. America does not want Hejaz assassinated, and it certainly doesn’t want his double to be assassinated.”




Lina smiled fiercely. “That is…a very interesting statement.”




Aly spilled, “Look, you already know I’m American. And that I work for someone. And that someone maneuvered me into this teaching role. Well, I’m here to make sure stuff like an assassination of an important Qumari connection does not happen.”




Lina looked at Aly’s torn clothing. “And I take it that somehow you got out past the assorted cameras and sensors, stopped a CIA ‘hit team’, and made your way back? We already have reports of gunfire and explosions happening near that post. I see enough damage on you…that someone would think you merely fell down on one of the garden paths.”




Aly shrugged a little. “Maybe all that stuff someone heard wasn’t me?”




Lina reminded her, “I did see what you did to a highly-trained bodyguard. I suspect you are far more dangerous than you have revealed so far.”




Aly looked right at the gun barrel. “Aren’t we all?”




Lina sighed, “I will have to inform the princess of this. And I will have to inform her that Hejaz did not arrive as expected, but sent a double in his place. I am sure her mother knows already.”




Aly asked, “Was the queen trying to keep her relative out of trouble for a while?”




Lina gave her a brittle smile. “I can neither…”




“…confirm nor deny,” Aly finished. “I get it. But I’m nosy. And I don’t like people I like to get hurt.” She made up her mind. “So there’s some other stuff you need to know, and you may need to tell some other people. Hassan al’Qumari is running this double, and it’s possible he plans on having the double killed if America isn’t stupid enough to do it for him. He and his son Prince Muhammad are also planning on killing the crown prince and framing me for the murder, to put Prince Muhammad much closer to the throne and drive the country in a far more conservative direction. Someone may be planning on hitting that museum and stealing some or all of the crown jewels, and they may be planning on setting up our friend Marion Felice for it. There may be a threat from a shell company that if you could trace it far enough would turn out to be owned by Aleksandr Armen. The French agent who died trying to get here had a note that was in Macedonian and had words in it like ‘kidnapping’ so that’s yet another problem, and I still don’t really know how the Macedonian language ties in with anything.”




Lina looked impressed. And worried. “How have you gathered all this intel?”




Aly just said, “I pay attention to things around me. And a couple of these points just sort of fell into my lap.”




Lina pursed her lips in thought. “I believe I will sleep near the princess tonight, and possibly for the next few nights. Just in case.” She moved cautiously around Aly and toward the door.




Aly figured she might as well go all in. “Just be careful. And…if there is an emergency and you need something completely impossible, maybe you should ask me for help.”




“Something completely impossible?”




Aly nodded. “Completely impossible.”




“Like stopping an American hit team who probably had snipers and assault weapons?”




Aly nodded, “Like that.”




Lina slipped out of the door and closed it behind her. Aly had either just made a really useful ally, or else she had just ruined her assignment and put a giant bullseye on herself. Maybe both at the same time.




At least she hadn’t blown Hermione’s cover. Yet.




She mentally crossed her fingers the entire time she was getting ready for bed. And since Lina wasn’t in the room, she took out her extended-wear contact and set out her Quran so she could get a new lens out of it in the morning. She also blocked the door to the hall with the dresser, and she blocked the sliding glass door to the balcony with Lina’s bed, which got stood on end. Then she went to bed fully dressed, just in case badness happened.







Aly woke up in the morning when people were streaming past her door to go to Fajr. She showered and got ready for the day. She popped in her new contact and flushed the old one down the toilet. She checked that her hair looked okay, and she put on unwrinkled clothes for the day. The wrinkled stuff she had slept in got rolled up and put in a drawer so she had something to wear each night instead of jammies. Just in case.




Not that she was feeling nervous or edgy or worried or anything.




She moved the furniture back in place and headed out. At breakfast, everyone seemed to want to gossip about the gunshots and explosions that weren’t quite visible from the front windows of the hotel. Apparently, stuff like that never happened in Monaco. Lieutenant al-Daoud joined her table and spilled that a foursome of Royal Guards had been sent over, but by the time they got there, the police were cordoning off an alley and there was no sign of a battle, other than the obvious smell indicating that weapons had been fired.




Aly lied, “I was really tired, and I went to bed early. I thought the noises were in my dream, but maybe I sort of heard them too.”




Then teaching was mega-tense, and Aly had to pretend it was the same as usual. Crown Prince Bandar was there, with his bodyguard and his manservant who might be a secret bodyguard and four Royal Guards. Princess Sultana was there with Lina and an official bodyguard and two Royal Guards. Queen Fahda was there with a maidservant and a bodyguard and two more Royal Guards. And Aly was teaching French words and phrases that might be used in these trade talks. But that meant she was also teaching negotiation tactics, and stuff that might be up for negotiation, like French agricultural products that Qumar might want to trade for. Aly totally had not expected to someday need to know about French wines and where they were produced and stuff like that.




Hermione probably knew all that kind of stuff, and what the wines tasted like, and what the best wines were, and could probably do the wine-snob thing and taste a wine and tell you what it was and who made it and when and all the wine-expert things. Aly wasn’t even sure about terroir, since she wasn’t actually old enough to be doing wine-tasting.




So at a quarter to eight, the crown prince and his entourage rushed off to the trade meetings, and Aly taught the princess and queen about what they wanted, which at first was more about French and negotiating. Then the queen wanted Aly to explain the math used in one of the papers about laser fusion, and that was mainly calculus, so Aly really had to work at remembering her calc classes and filling in the gaps with stuff out of the textbooks Andrew had shipped over.




Then the queen wanted Aly to come up to her private suite with Sultana to talk more. Not suspicious at all. Aly smiled and said, “Yes, Your Highness! I would be honored!”




Okay, she was honored and also totally suspicious. Maybe even mega-suspicious.




So she went upstairs with the queen and the princess and their entourages. And she was really, really aware that a lot of that entourage had guns and were behind her. And that included some people who probably were carrying and weren’t supposed to be, like Lina and the queen’s maid who Aly still didn’t know her name.




The queen’s private area in her suite had no guys. There was pretty much a ‘no boys allowed’ sign on the door, even if there wasn’t really a sign stuck on the mega-expensive antique-looking door. So it was Queen Fahda, and Princess Sultana, and their maidservants, and the two female servants already working away in there, and Aly. And Aly knew that at least one of those ‘maids’ was a trained bodyguard-spy type. Probably two. Possibly even all four of them.




Aly casually looked around the room, switching back and forth between near-infrared vision and her EM-scanning vision. Doing both at the same time was mega-hard. She deliberately slipped back into English, “Wow, this is so awesome!”




Then she switched back to Arabic. “I apologize, Your Highness. I am trying not to use English in your presence.” 




The queen smiled smugly, like she knew her private rooms were awesome with awesome sauce on top. And unneeded awesome sprinkles that were too blingy. Or maybe the smugness was because she knew Aly was a trained agent and had probably faked that bit. Maybe the queen was being smug because she had plans she was about to whip out.




Any way you looked at it, there was smugness.




The queen started to say something, but Aly quickly raised one hand in a ‘teacher I have a question’ motion. “I need to write something down first.”




She hurried over to the desk, ignoring the high-end laptop and other expensive desk-stuff. She grabbed a pen and a notepad, and quickly wrote in Arabic, ‘we need a scan of the room for bugs and cams.’ She handed it to Lina, who nodded, handed the note off to Queen Fahda, and darted out of the room.




Lina was back in about ten seconds with a thick briefcase. Even the briefcases here were too fancy. That one was aluminum with a brushed finish and expensive detailing, plus it had to be heavier than it looked, based on how Lina was lugging it around. Maybe it had bulletproofing plates on both sides in case you needed to use it as armor.




Lina sent the other maids out of the room, so it was just royalty and the two bodyguard-maids and Aly. Then Lina opened up the case, and it had stuff in both sides of the case, all in perfectly-cut pockets in dense foam. She took out a plastic box covered with dials and controls and meters, and she plugged in a stiff aerial. Then she went over the whole room. She found the bug Aly had spotted, and the wireless cam Aly had spotted, and she also found a tap on the desk’s phone that Aly hadn’t seen. Each one went into a separate ziplock bag—there was a slot in the case that held a whole roll of them.




Aly was sure she should have spotted that tap too. Even if it was behind the desk.




The queen looked grumpier every time Lina found something, so by the time Lina came up with Bug Number Three, the queen looked like she was about to yell ‘Off with her head!’ or something.




The queen glared at her ‘maid’ and seethed, “Naamah?”




Naamah bowed her head and insisted, “It was not me, or anyone I know of, My Queen.”




Aly asked, “Are you Mabahith too?”




Naamah twitched slightly, but said, “I have no idea what you are talking about.”




The queen ruthlessly corrected, “Yes, she is. She has been with me for almost ten years. But this is…”




Aly pointed out, “It could have been one of the maids who just left. Or someone who snuck in while you were downstairs. Or a really good burglar.”




Lina looked at Aly and asked, “Could you do it?”




Aly looked at the huge picture window and the sliding glass door onto the balcony. “Sure. But I wouldn’t bother. I would have a partner put a laser on the window and eavesdrop from a facing window.”




The queen checked, “Is that possible?”




Naamah answered, “Yes, My Queen. It would require a simple laser signal that bounces off the window and a receiver which can pick up the bounce and translate the tiny changes in frequency into the vibrations of the window, which then yield the sounds made in the room.”




Aly pointed out, “You can beat that by putting a buzzer or a speaker against the window and putting your own pulses into the glass, so what the laser picks up is useless.”




The queen looked at Lina, who fished a couple suction cups out of the top of her case. She flipped a switch on each, and Aly used her bionic ear to hear the changing vibrations from some sort of tone generator on each suction cup. Lina stuck a suction cup on each pane of glass, and then pulled a tiny telescope out of the top half of the case.




Aly stepped over beside her and used her telescopic vision to study the stuff behind the back of the hotel. There were two buildings tall enough to even try sending a signal and also getting the bounce. Aly scanned the top floor of both, trying to use her near-infrared and EM-scanning and telescopic vision at the same time. Switching modes was easy. Combining modes was mega-hard. It wasn’t like you could fit an entire ISS space lab of equipment into something the size of an eyeball and still make it look like a real eyeball.




Lina said, “Your Highness, there are eight windows which are possibles, although the second building is probably too far away to be an effective listening post.”




Aly added, “None of the windows has electronic hardware mounted to eavesdrop on any of your suites.”




“How can you tell that?” the queen fumed.




Aly admitted, “I…have superpowers. I can see things that ordinary people cannot. I can hear things ordinary people cannot. That is how I overheard Prince Muhammad and his father plotting to assassinate your son and frame me. That is how I could tell that the false Muhammad Hejaz here in the hotel has special effects makeup on the back of his right hand, instead of real scar tissue. That is how I found all the surveillance posts on the buildings opposite the front of the hotel.”




Lina cut in, “Your Highness, I suspect she can do more than that. Last night, I had a gun on her in our room, and she was twenty feet away with no place to dodge. She was…simply not afraid. Not worried. She was certain that she could drop me before I could shoot her.”




Well, that was a huge oops. Aly made a mental note that she needed to pretend better from here on out. Maybe some acting lessons would help.




Aly asked, “May I examine the baggies?”




Lina handed them all over, and Aly used her telescopic vision like a microscope to focus on the really fine details on the outside of the bugs.




Aly muttered, “Okay, this one has no visible fingerprint marks…This one? Someone smeared the fingerprints, probably after placing it…And this one definitely has a partial print. It’s probably a thumb or first finger, since that’s how someone would hold it. You could lift that one and match it against anyone who has easy access to the room.”




Lina frowned, “Then we might have three different invaders planting these at three different times. The room was completely clean when I scanned it last.”




Aly was really hoping the wireless cam with no fingerprints wasn’t from Ron and Hermione, but they were her top suspects. Good equipment, placed well, no fingerprints…The phone tap was stupid, since Aly had seen that the queen used her cellphone and probably didn’t bother with that landline unless someone called her or she wanted Naamah to order room service snacks or something. A fake cellphone hub to intercept all of the queen’s cell calls would be way smarter, and wouldn’t have to be in this room either.




So she said, “Naamah and Lina are Mabahith. They wouldn’t bother to tap your desk phone. They already have the hotel PBX and cell tower suborned. And they wouldn’t need to plant a camera or bug in here, when Naamah and Lina are likely to be here in person.”




The queen thought that over, nodded to herself, and said, “Naamah, I apologize. You have been a loyal protector. I should not have accused you.”




Naamah bowed her head. “My Queen, you have every right. I failed you. From now on, I will perform security sweeps five times a day for you, Allah willing.”




“Thank you,” the queen said sincerely. She looked around the room. “Then who planted these?”




Princess Sultana sighed, “Who wouldn’t? We are under siege here. We know the Americans are here, both inside and out…”




Aly interrupted, “And there may be multiple uncooperative American ops.”




The queen smiled naughtily. “Such as…you…and the CIA team…”




Aly added, “And the State Department. And the Defense Department and the Department of Energy, because of the laser fusion grant. And maybe some agencies I don’t know about yet.”




The princess said, “The French have to have surveillance on the hotel since their agent was killed, if not before then. So the Monegasque are bound to as well. It is possible that all of our ‘trade partners’ have been infiltrating the hotel and surroundings already, and that does not count the security teams each country has sent ahead of their trade delegates.”




Aly chipped in, “And there are NGOs that may be involved. Aleksandr Armen may be up to something. We don’t know what the note in Macedonian links to. And there may be a museum robbery.”




Lina said, “I explained all of this to Their Highnesses.” She indicated the queen and princess with a tilt of the head.




“Thanks!” Aly smiled.




Naamah admitted, “We increased security on the museum, and we moved an upcoming off-site meeting to the hotel for safety, and we have asked the French to explain what the letter implies but we have yet to receive a useful response.”




Aly told her, “All of that’s good.” She very carefully didn’t say ‘what can go wrong’ or anything like that.







Lunch was fine. Lieutenant al-Daoud was back, and wanted to chat about what she was doing now that the crown prince was busy sitting in on the trade talks. So she told him that she was tutoring the princess on languages and geography. His face sort of said ‘what is the point of teaching girls things like that?’ She pretended she hadn’t seen his expression.




She spent a lot of the afternoon in the queen’s private quarters, studying the buildings facing the back of the hotel to find surveillance posts and cameras. She found three probables, even if the guy with the huge telephoto-lensed camera aimed at the hotel pool was probably just a photographer. Then she spent an hour in her room, pretending to read but really examining the buildings facing the front of the hotel. The CIA post was gone. The French rooftop post was moved into a hotel room. The three hotel room posts were still there. And two police cars were parked out in front of the hotel in case of police stuff.




Not that the Monegasque authorities were doing their own surveillance or anything like that.




Just after sunset and Maghrib, Aly got a call on her hotel phone. “Alyson Macrae here…”




“This is Lina. Hassan al’Qumari just sent our fake Hejaz to meet with someone at the back of the hotel’s rear gardens near the ponds. He also has a troop of Royal Guards keeping certain people from moving downstairs on very suspicious grounds. Only there is no one I know of for ‘Hejaz’ to meet down there. I cannot leave the princess now because she must meet with her father. You said I could call on you for something ‘completely impossible’. This may be it.”




Aly let out a breath. “I’ve got this.”





Part XII



Aly had her route to the back gardens all mapped out already. She dashed down the hall to the eating area for her floor, and over to the sliding glass doors to balconies that looked down on the back gardens from three stories up. She was out on one balcony in a flash.




She was already scanning the back gardens with near-infrared. There were half a dozen security guards already in place around the gardens, and four of them were covering the four gravel paths you could take to get from the back gardens to the hotel. They were all armed with rifles or assault rifles. And they were all looking out, away from the hotel.




One person was walking past a guard and moving toward the rear of the hotel garden areas. He wasn’t carrying a rifle. She knew who that guy had to be.




And at the back of the garden, there were three hotspots. None of them were moving. All of them were on the far side of the tall, ornate wooden fence that made up the back side of the rear gardens. The fence peeked out here and there, in between trellises and stuff that were used to espalier fancy shrubs and plants and small tree-ish stuff. And the back fence was only about fifteen feet high, with some of the trees popping up over the top of the fence.




So those three hotspots were going to be able to shoot Mister Fake Hejaz mega-easily. If it was up to her and she liked to kill people, which she totally did not, she would have cut several small holes in the fence for each person, so they could peek through some holes and shoot through other holes. And she was pretty sure they would leave their very American firearms behind, along with maybe a dead American body for extra ickiness if they had one handy.




She switched to nightvision. She couldn’t see where the badguys were anymore, but she could see the terrain way better. And that was what she needed for the next second or two.




She leapt from the balcony to one that was two floors below, and then pushed off to land on the area in front of the hotel pool. The pool was a pretty tiled swimming pool that ran alongside the hotel with a fancy apron around it with nice chairs and lounges for sunning yourself, and cool wrought irons chairs around wrought iron tables for drinking fancy drinks while sunning yourself. The pool was maybe thirty feet wide and seventy feet long, with the swimming lanes parallel to the hotel. She sped up and leapt over it, landing on her feet and not losing lots of speed. She grabbed a mega-fancy solid wrought iron chair as she went past.




Instead of cutting over and taking one of the paths that would force her to run right past a guard, she sped up and leapt one of the big plantings, clearing the shrubs and bushes, and coming down on a short path before having to leap a slightly smaller planting that most people would have to fight their way through.




She cut to her right and caught up with Mister Fake Hejaz, who got shouldered hard enough to knock him into a bed of roses. She leapt over an ornamental pond, and in mid-air she switched back to near-infrared.




The three guys hadn’t moved. And the one on her left was in between two big trelllises, while the one in front of her was behind a big spread-out flowering plant espaliered all over a patch of the fence.




She cut to her left, held the solid metal chair out in front of her, and dove through the wooden fence.




She never would have been able to do it if she wasn’t running at close to a hundred miles an hour. Or if her arm ‘bones’ weren’t stronger than steel. She dove chair-first through the fence, smashing a hole maybe three feet across and ripping boards completely off the fence rails.




The chair crashed into Left Badguy, knocking him flying across the narrow alley and into a brick wall. She backhanded the chair and threw it ten feet into Middle Badguy, slamming him to the ground. And she leapt over Middle Badguy to do a flying sidekick which launched Right Badguy sideways, sending him tumbling down the alley and firing his assault rifle wildly until he lost it in the middle of one particularly ugly tumble.




She thought Right Badguy might be getting up first, so she sprinted after him, catching him before he finished tumbling. He had lost the assault rifle, but he had a handgun in a shoulder holster. So she yanked that out of his holster while picking him up with her other hand.




She spun around and used him as a shield while she charged back at Middle Badguy and Left Badguy. Middle Badguy was struggling to his feet and trying to line up his semi-automatic rifle when she crashed into him with Right Badguy. She dumped the two of them in a pile while she leapt over them and dropkicked Left Badguy back into the wall, knocking him out with a punch to the jaw as he bounced back toward her.




She gave the other two men chin jabs hard enough to give them concussions, and she scooped up one of the rifles. There was a car coming her way down the alley at high speed, and it was picking up speed fast. She figured it was the getaway vehicle, and the getaway driver didn’t feel like letting her get away.




She emptied the rifle into the front of the car, which didn’t stop it instantly. But she hadn’t thought it would. She just wanted somewhere to empty a magazine or two, so police and Royal Guards and hotel security men would come rushing, and catch the three—oops, now four—badguys. And she needed to stop Driver Badguy before he ran over two other badguys in a mega-icky attempt to run over her. Which was so not going to happen.




She ran at the car, veering to her left so she was nearly touching the brick wall, The car cut to its right, so it was scraping nastily against the wall to make sure she couldn’t slip past on that side. That also slowed it down a ton. Then, at the last moment, she leapt to her right so she wasn’t going to get hit, and she was just clear of the front bumper. As the car went past her, she squatted and grabbed the car’s side sill just under the front door, and she heaved as hard as she could. She got the whole left side of the car off the ground, with the right edge of the car’s roof grinding into the wall.




She lost her grip almost right away, as the car kept moving forward, but by then she had managed to get the side of the car a good three feet off the ground for a moment. The other side of the car was still zooming forward, but it yanked the car enough that when she let go, the car veered sharply to its left and crashed into the back side of the hotel’s fence, wedging the car diagonally in the alley.




She darted over and punched through the driver’s window so she could slam the driver face-first into the steering wheel, but the airbag in the steering wheel had already exploded, slamming the driver back against the seat. So she pulled her arm out, tearing out half of the window as she withdrew, and she punched Driver Guy in the jaw before he managed to shove the airbag out of the way.




She could hear police sirens headed her way, and she could hear men running from the back garden toward her position. So she got out of there at her top speed. She jumped over the car and ran south down the alley, then she cut left once she got to a street, and she hustled over to where she could jump the tree-lined fence into the front garden of the hotel, so she came down about where she had landed the night before. Then she ducked low behind a pretty little hedge, and she made her way to the same side door she had snuck in through.




Crud, she had ruined the sleeves of yet another top. She was going to have to go shopping in the next few days, or get laundry done more often. Her pants and shoes looked okay, but she figured she needed to check them pretty carefully, just in case.




Aly got back to her room, and no one was there. She took the time to roll up her sleeves enough that the rips didn’t show. She went upstairs to the penthouse level, and got stopped by Royal Guards doing their job. She and a bunch of other unimportant people were herded into a side room overlooking the porte-cochère, where they needed to wait until the halls were clear and everything was straightened out. But that meant that she could listen in on stuff she wasn’t supposed to hear, and watch what happened around the porte-cochère. Score.




It looked like there was a huge mess going on down the hall, with Hassan al’Qumari in handcuffs and being led away while he angrily proclaimed that they had no right to arrest him, and he would make them all regret their rash action, and the king would fire them or worse, and a lot of stuff like that. He forgot to say ‘Allah willing’ a bunch of times while he was yelling at the guards. Aly figured that meant he was a lot less religious than he claimed. He also said ‘you can’t prove it’ a couple times, which in a TV show would mean he was mega-guilty.




Aly had to wait while Hassan al’Qumari was hauled down to the elevator and taken out of the hotel and driven away in a limousine full of Royal Guard types. She had to wait while Mister Fake Hejaz was brought up, hastily interrogated, and then hauled off in a secure-looking truck. She had to wait while Prince Muhammad al’Qumari stormed down the hall and yelled a lot about his father being arrested, until he stormed out, took an elevator down, and was driven off somewhere in yet another limo. And she had to wait while guards came upstairs, reported to the king, and went back downstairs.




She just stayed where she was supposed to, and used her bionic hearing when there wasn’t too much noise in the hall, and subtly watched stuff out the window. And she talked to the guards who were keeping her and the other staff away from the royal apartments until someone sounded some sort of all-clear. She just said things like ‘wow this is really scary’ and ‘this never happens back home in Virginia’ and ‘is everyone all right?’ and ‘were those real gun sounds?’ and the like.




And finally, she and the other staff were released so they could go do their jobs. Or whatever they were supposed to be doing, maybe going to bed.




She had to go through two checkpoints in order to get to the queen’s suite, and then she had to wait for a minute while one of the guards checked that it was all right for her to go in to see the queen and princess.




The queen and princess and Lina and Naamah were sitting waiting for her. And two of the other servants had been replaced. Aly checked, “Is someone with the crown prince and the king? Just in case?”




Lina smiled, “Yes. Quite a lot of people. And it appears that Hejaz’s double sustained…a lot of small punctures and cuts from diving into a rose garden. He is insistent that he was pushed.”




Aly tried really hard not to blush.




Princess Sultana asked, “Can you tell us what you did? The guards are certain something massive was fired at high speed from the hotel across the back garden and through the back wall, even though there was no sound. One of them even asked if we have a catapult to throw boulders.”




Naamah added, “All four of the perpetrators were unconscious, with an interesting assortment of injuries.” She had photos someone had taken and emailed to her. She was flicking through them on a tablet as she talked. “And the car underneath the driver’s door looks rather like a hydraulic rescue tool crushed the frame…Oddly enough, the crush marks look quite a lot like they were done by something the size and shape of a woman’s hands…” 




Everyone else in the room just looked at Aly.




Well crud. She really hadn’t wanted that to come up.




Aly made an effort not to look down at her own hands. She knew her fingers and palms looked bruised, and there was nothing she could do about that. She was going to be stuck like that for the rest of the mission, because her bionic skin didn’t heal like real skin. Maybe she shouldn’t have tackled a speeding car.




She sighed, “I did tell you I had superpowers. I don’t think you need to know more than that. And I’m using them to protect you and your family.”




Queen Fahda calmly asked, “And what would you have done if you were instructed to use your…superpowers to assassinate my family instead?”




Aly instantly said, “That’s easy. I would have said no. I don’t do that. I won’t do it. And the group I work for has never done that. In fact, we have a reputation as being ‘too soft’ because our best agents have gone out of their way to avoid killing people, and to avoid hurting people whenever they could. I don’t even carry a gun.” She decided she wasn’t going to mention Rinkin.




Naamah pointed out, “Anyone who can throw a car through a fence does not need a gun.”




Ooh. Yeah. Good point.




Aly admitted, “I have hurt some people this week. I don’t like that either. But I was not going to let people assassinate that double, even if ultimately he is doing a task for a really dangerous terrorist group. That would have made things worse at an international level.”




The queen asked her, “Is that your goal? International control?”




“No, Your Highness,” Aly replied. “My goal is saving people, and protecting people, and stopping the ones who need to be stopped. And I know that sounds vague and suspicious, but that’s what I try to do.”




“Like you stopped your own snipers?” Lina asked.




“They’re not mine,” Aly frowned. “They may be American, but that doesn’t mean they’re doing the right thing. And killing the wrong man is obviously the wrong thing. Trying to kill me? Also not the right thing. I am going to put some effort into dealing with that problem when I get back home, and I trust my bosses will also work on it. They do the right thing.”




“And you work for…?” Naamah asked.




“I would rather not say,” Aly stalled. “I mean, you can probably find out in no time if you ask your supervisors in the Mabahith to do some research on me. But I am not CIA. And if you ask the CIA, they’ll probably rat on me since some of them ought to be pretty mad at me by now.”







It was after one in the morning before Aly got to go back to her room. Mainly, because the queen and princess and Lina and Naamah wanted to know just how big a threat Aly really was, and what she was really up to, and Aly didn’t want to reveal more than she already had. Also, Queen Fahda had food sent up, and Aly was ready for a little snack by then.




She needed to get cleaned up and get some sleep, since she would need to teach early in the morning. Crud. Well, at least she could take a nap or two during the day, while her official pupil was sitting in the trade talks, and the queen and princess did other stuff.




She was just about to peel off her top and toss it in the trash, when her cellphone rang. “Crud.” Was it the princess or the queen, about to order her back upstairs for more questions Aly wasn’t going to answer?




She pulled the phone out, and it wasn’t a number she knew. But it was a Monaco number. She answered in Arabic, just in case it was the queen or the princess or one of their staff. “This is Alyson Macrae.”




Selina Kyle gasped, “Thank Christ. Alyson, I need your help. You were right. That bastard Arnaud paid me to study the museum from an ‘outside expert’ perspective. And he was setting me up. He and his killer just tried to kidnap me and haul me over there. They have people hitting the crown jewels, and they’re going to try to frame me. I need your help to stop them.”




Aly thought about the distance. “I can be there in two minutes.”




“What? Were you staking out my apartment?”




“No. Meet me at the museum.”




Selina just said, “Fine. South side.” But she sounded exhausted. Maybe hurt. That wasn’t mega-encouraging.




Aly slid open the sliding door and leapt off the balcony to a lower balcony, and from there to the road off to the right of the porte-cochère. Then she took off through the front garden, to the street, and roughly north toward the museum. Monaco just wasn’t that big, and some of the main roads were laid out for a really nice roadrace. She hit the boulevard and poured on the speed. She cut through an intersection and leapt over two crossing cars. She just kept going as fast as she could and still make the corners in the roads.




She came around a corner and saw she was already at the museum. She jumped the metal fence and stopped when she spotted Selina sliding along the outside of the building.




Okay, that was Catwoman. It wasn’t the outfit Alee’s Catwoman had been wearing, but there was no mistaking that was a catsuit with cat ears and cat claws and cat stuff. And high heels, which you would think would be a bad idea for cat burglars.




Selina hastily moved into an attack posture with claws out. She swore in English, “What the hell are you? Nobody can run that fast!”




Aly just shrugged and stuck with English. “You said you needed help. I’m here.”




Selina stood up straight with a slight groan of pain. “Right. Sorry. I do need your help. They didn’t go in through the front or the back, so they’re probably using the main HVAC systems to get through the upper level of the roof.”




Aly nodded and checked, “Are you okay?”




Selina held her left side and grimaced, “No. But I’m not stopping now. I have a rep, and I don’t like people trying to use me or my reputation.”




Aly looked up. The front part of the museum was three stories high, and the rear half was four stories high. The windows were flush with the walls, so there wasn’t even a tiny ledge. The bricks of the wall were carefully mortared so that there wasn’t even the trace of a fingertip grip.




Aly was pretty sure Catwoman’s claws were made for walls like that. Only…Selina was hurt.




Aly used her near-infrared vision, and there was definitely a cooler patch on Selina’s left side, about the size of a big rectangular bandage. And just underneath the bandage, there was a tiny line of something warmer.




Aly guessed, “You’re bleeding from that injury. Knife wound or gunshot?”




Selina grimaced, “Claws. Turns out they like ‘theme’ assassins too. He was some sort of part-reptile hybrid. So you’re not the only super out there. Even if you’re half-roadrunner, or whatever.”




Aly looked over the wall with her nightvision. “I take it you won that fight.”




“Hell yeah. If I had lost, I’d be an extremely dead kitty with stolen goods hidden on me. And Arnaud wasn’t smart enough to figure out that they were going to sacrifice him too, so he’s clawed up and bitten thanks to reptile-guy, and if that bite is poisonous, he won’t make it to the hospital.”




There. She stepped over and studied it. “It looks like someone sank pitons in the wall, starting about ten feet up, and every three feet after that. But the rope’s not there anymore.”




Selina’s Catwoman costume covered her jawline, and had a half-mask with lenses over the eyes. Since it covered the eyes and the upper face down to the upper lip, facial recognition would have to work on her lips alone.




As Aly watched using her nightvision, something slid over the lenses. Aly switched to EM-scanning, so she could tell that there were electronics in the mask around the eyes, and whatever had just slid over the eyes had some really faint E-M signatures all over it.




Selina studied the pitons going up the wall. “I can snag the top piton with my whip. Can you climb it?”




Aly nodded, “Sure. I can pull you up, if your side is hurting too much.”




Selina looked at Aly in what was probably a ‘no way’ look but Aly couldn’t tell because of the mask. “You would have to be stronger than…” Selina’s lenses changed again, and Selina scanned her. “What the hell are you?”




Aly just said, “Your ally. I’d like to be your friend too.”




Selina snapped the whip and made an utterly impossible snag, with the whip wrapping around the top piton and then hanging onto it.




Aly whispered, “Wow. You’re as good as Alee’s Catwoman. That’s amazing.”




Selina reached up with her right hand and easily pulled herself off the ground, using little spikes that popped out of the toes of her boots to stabilize her position. She reached up with her left hand, and pulled…




She gasped in pain, “Damn, I think I just tore something.”




Aly nodded, “Right. I got this. Just hang onto the end of the whip right-handed, and I’ll haul you up. Okay?”




Selina started to object, but Aly was already moving. She darted back to the fence, and then sprinted at her top speed right at the wall. She could accelerate a lot faster with her new, lighter-weight body, so she was up near maybe eighty or ninety miles an hour before she leapt when she was three yards out from the wall. She was aiming for the piton about twenty-five feet up, and she had already hit the plateau so she could focus on it like she was jumping up in slow motion.




She planted the toe of her right shoe on the piton and jumped straight up, clearing the roof edge and landing perfectly on top of the coaming along the roof’s edge. She stepped onto the roof and knelt down to grab the whip where it was secured around the top piton.




Selina gave her a ready signal with her left hand, while hanging onto the whip with her right. So Aly sat on the roof, planted her feet against the coaming, and pulled the whip up, hand over hand, until a pair of cat ears appeared as Selina got to the top. Aly didn’t want to drag Selina’s hand over the edge and hurt her, so Aly just leaned forward and took Selina’s hand.




Selina gracefully swung her legs up over the edge and kipped up onto her feet in a very feline movement. “Thanks. And that is…You are ridiculously strong.”




Selina moved stealthily across the roof to the twelve foot wall where the building jumped up to four floors. Aly moved as quietly as she could behind her. When they reached the wall, Aly braced herself against it and held out a hand at about three feet up.




Selina stepped onto Aly’s palm, and Aly carefully lifted her up until Selina could peek over the edge and see what was going on. When Selina gestured, Aly lowered her down so she could step down silently onto the roof.




Selina whispered, “This is crazy. They took the entire side off one HVAC system and pulled the fans so they could get themselves and however much equipment in. And they have a guard in armor even you don’t want to fight up there, just in case, and someone about to mark out a landing area for a helicopter.”




Okay, that made no sense. A helicopter? That could be tracked by every radar station and flight control system in the area. Unless the helo was just a way to draw attention off in the wrong direction. Or they had a way to make the helo invisible to radar. Or they had a holographic system to disguise it in visible light and maybe infrared, and maybe radio and microwave frequencies to mess up radar systems.




Okay, Aly knew Jaime had once had to deal with a holographic system used to disguise a helicopter. And she knew that the Colonists had technology to cloak their ships from everything from visible light to radar. And she knew Garthe Knight had technology like that. So it was possible.




Maybe it was even likely. Crud.




Aly backed up halfway across the lower part of the roof. Then she sprinted right at where Selina had told her there was a guard. Aly jumped the twelve feet pretty easily and kept sprinting, so she hit the guard before he spotted she was coming. 




And she hit him hard. Because he wasn’t wearing Knights of the Round Table armor. He was wearing something sort of like low-end Garthe Knight-style power armor. It was bulky like Commodore Schubert’s underwater armor stuff, but it didn’t look ‘sealed’, and the stuff on it didn’t look underwater-ish. Well, maybe Aleksandr Armen had his own armored suits. Or whoever was behind this robbery. And she had no idea how the guy got up to the roof of the museum in that, because if he was dropped off by helicopter, why were there pitons up the side of the museum wall? Did part of the team go up the outside of the museum to check whether it was clear for the helicopter to come in and drop off the rest of the team?




The guy looked like he was well over six feet tall before he even put on the full-body power armor. One armor-hand looked like a plasma cutter, and the other armor-hand looked like a hydraulic crusher. And there was a shoulder-mounted rifle-barrel thing that looked like it would fire something really nasty, and lots of it. None of that looked like fun.




She hit him at high speed, with a sidekick to the chest that launched him backward. He had lots of armor, but not lots of flexibility, so he really needed not to get caught by surprise. He landed on his helmet and fell over onto his front. But the helmet was set on the shoulders of the armor, so that wasn’t going to break his neck or anything else mega-bad.




Aly darted toward him, but he pushed his torso up using his arms. The shoulder launcher targeted her with a menacing whir.




Before he could open fire on her, she used one of the Kate moves and leapt backward. Only when a bionic woman leapt backward as hard as she could, there was a lot of leap in there. Instead of leaping backward into the side of the big HVAC system, she leapt completely over the unit and landed on the far side.




Which would have been way more helpful if the guy’s gun thing wasn’t firing armor-piercing shells or something. They punched right through the whole HVAC unit and everything still in it.





Part XIII



Aly watched the armor-piercing weaponry punch right through the huge metal box of the HVAC system, and through everything the badguys hadn’t pulled out of there. Armor Guy was sweeping those shells horizontally across the front of the box, since he couldn’t see her and she was too far away from his side of the box to read in infrared. She leapt up and grabbed the top of the box where the thieves had already cut the side off. She grabbed with her hands and swung up so she could get her feet over onto the top, and the bullets or shells or whatever punched through the side of the HVAC unit several feet below her, in a stream of metal death that would have been bad no matter where it hit her.




Okay, there were also metal fragments flying all over the place. Those armor-piercing whatever were totally shredding that HVAC box. Ouch! She took a couple in the arm, and a couple in one leg, and one right in the back. Crud, that hurt!




Not that she yelled or let go or anything. She’d been hurt worse. Way worse.




The heavy weapon fire stopped, probably so Armor Guy could reload. Maybe because he was sure she was extremely dead. Either way, it was an opportunity. Unless it was a trap.




Aly moved. She dropped to the roof and ran at the huge blower section that had been yanked out of the HVAC system. It looked like it was maybe three hundred pounds. She snatched it up as she ran by, and she flung it as hard as she could at Armor Guy.




The guy took half a step back and blocked the blower with that nasty-looking hydraulic hand. It looked like the guy wasn’t moving into an effective martial arts stance, or maybe the armor didn’t let him move like that.




Aly took advantage of the guy’s move, and followed right behind the blower. As the guy blocked the thing, Aly did a front flip over him. Only she didn’t clear the armor by much. She didn’t want to. She put a hand down on the armor to finish her flip. And she grabbed the launcher as she went over the guy’s shoulder.




She twisted her wrist as she grabbed, and the launcher broke off its swivel mount, coming free in her hand. Armor Guy spun to his left, activating his plasma cutter so he could slice her into two mega-burnt pieces.




She grabbed his arm and threw him over her shoulder, slamming him into the roof hard enough to leave a dent. But he was in battle armor, and so he wasn’t stopped yet. She had a solid grip on his left arm, and she could feel the stress as he strained to move it against her bionics. Crud, that armor was strong!




He shoved her backward and she landed on her feet, but she landed a good fifteen feet back. He rolled away from her and up to his feet. And he came at her with his right hand. The hydraulic crusher hand that was the size of a breadbox. She was not interested in finding out whether she was stronger than that thing.




She darted to his other side and grabbed his plasma cutter arm by the forearm. She planted her feet and strained. She could hear the whirring as Armor Guy tried to stop her, but she had a good grip on his arm, and she didn’t feel like letting go. So as he reached over and tried to grab her with his crusher hand, she jerked his cutter arm over and she cut deep into the wrist of the crusher hand.




Power cables sparked and motors seized up and control systems stopped controlling. Great. So now he had a ninety pound paperweight on the end of his right arm, instead of a car crusher.




She went for a Brazilian Jiu Jitsu hold, and she forced the plasma cutter up…toward Armor Guy’s helmet. Armor Guy totally didn’t like that. Good! Except he just cut the power to his plasma cutter, and he tried to hit her with his ninety-pound-paperweight hand.




She acted like she was too weak, and she let go of his cutter arm, staggering back from him. And she let him charge at her. Which was not a great idea on a roof with no railings, in the dark, when he didn’t have the best mobility in the world.




Because she was going to do something bad.




She acted scared and backed up some more, letting him charge at her and build up speed. Because she knew where the edge of the roof was. And when she was still a good fifteen feet from the edge, she stopped and froze, like she didn’t know what to do. Armor Guy was still speeding up, and reaching for her with both arms.




She took one step back. Another step back. And he was nearly on top of her. She grabbed his reaching right arm and threw him over her shoulder, even if it really hurt where she’d picked up that shrapnel in her back.




He went sailing over her shoulder and a lot farther than that. He cleared the edge of the roof by about ten feet. And he hit the ground with a squishy thunk.




She even knew what was down there, because she had seen it out a window of the museum in daylight. She glanced over the edge, and the guy had landed head-first in a flower garden The impact had driven him into the soil up to his solar plexus, and his legs were just sticking straight up and not moving.




Crud, she hoped she hadn’t killed him. Or worse.




She darted back toward Selina and the second thief. It was a relief to see the thief was laid out on the roof, and Selina was…what? She was putting out the six landing lights for the helicopter!




Oh. That was nasty. Selina arranged them in a nice hexagon, except the middle two lights were right on the edge of the drop down to the lower level, and the last two went on the lower level. If the helicopter came in and ‘landed’ in that hexagon, it would tip over and crash.




Aly would have to remember that Selina was never going to be an angel, even if she decided to work on the side of the angels.




Selina leapt back up to the upper level with one hand on the edge and a graceful swing of her legs so her feet and knees were up on the upper level even if her left hand wasn’t. She smoothly rolled over, and she was on the upper level and on her feet and running almost silently toward the HVAC system. Aly ran to meet her.




And Aly used her infrared vision to check Selina. That was definitely new blood below that bandage under the catsuit, and more of it. Not that Aly had a lot of room to talk, given the piece of metal she could feel in her back where it had to be stuck in a rib, which she figured wasn’t terrible, because if it had gone in between her ribs there, it would have gone through her left lung. That would be bad.




She wasn’t too worried about the shrapnel in her arm and leg, even if it hurt too. She wasn’t going to bleed out from that.




Aly looked down the hole in the middle of the HVAC system, and used her nightvision. Okay, about an eight foot drop into what had been ventilation ducts but had been cut apart for easy access to the top floor of the museum. Which might even give the badguys access to the ceiling of the room with the crown jewels, if that was the plan. She didn’t know.




Aly jumped down and let Selina drop down after her. Then Selina led Aly in a swift route down a couple corridors, through a locked security door that only stopped Selina and her lockpicks for about fifteen seconds, down a flight of stairs, and off to the room with the crown jewels.




And…crud. Two museum guards and maybe six Qumari Royal Guards were down. Her bionic hearing told her there was lots of slow, really shallow breathing going on, along with the worried breathing over where two jewel thieves were working on cutting their way into one of the pillars without setting off alarms.




And there was a heavy breather that Aly couldn’t see. She turned her head slightly to get a direction, because she only had one bionic ear. Not that she wanted to get her normal ear cut out and replaced with a bionic ear. She wanted more Aly parts, not fewer!




Still, even having two bionic ears wouldn’t solve all her sound location problems. It would just give her an arc the breather could be on, and that arc didn’t go from side to side. It went up and over. The heavy breather was probably hanging from the ceiling where he could drop down on intruders like a spider. Or a leopard. Or something else dangerous.




Aly stepped forward and used her telescopic vision on a couple of the downed guards. The ones she could see all had at least two tranq darts shot into them. At least they weren’t dead. Even if the sensors and cameras were probably dead, or looped, or maybe the entire security force that watched the museum cameras had been taken out too.




How anyone was going to think this fit Selina’s M.O. was beyond her.




Selina whispered, “You have a metal shard sticking out of your back…And your leg…And your arm.”




Aly whispered back, “Yeah. I know. They hurt. Go stop those burglars.”




And, as soon as Selina moved off that way, Heavy Breather dropped down and landed expertly not ten feet behind her.




But she had heard the click of a safety harness or something unhooking, so she was already turning around and moving back out of Heavy Breather’s reach.




It was a man. A big man, powerfully built, maybe 6’3” and twice Aly’s weight. Not counting the thing with his arms being a greenish-blue metal from just below his elbows on down to large, powerful-looking metal hands. Aly was guessing…bionic forearms.




He had skin a little darker than Ray’s, but his features were more Indian or Pakistani than African. He had a carefully-trimmed sinister beard and mustache, with the beard merging into the sideburns, and the sideburns having extra area that went onto his cheekbones like sharp points. Someone spent way too much time going for his Evil Grooming badge in Evil Boy Scouts. And his hair looked long and curly and windswept, so he probably spent stupid amounts of time on his hair too.




Was it possible this guy was LeT? The jewel thieves looked Southern European. The guy up on the roof that Selina had dropped looked Slavic. So…maybe not.




The guy growled in English, “I am…Maduvu. Which is Tamil for ‘your agonizing death’.” And he flexed his arms. Long, nasty blades maybe a foot and a half long snapped out and unfolded from the longer fingers of both hands. He grinned cruelly, expecting her to wet herself in terror or something.




Okay, this guy took himself way too seriously. And Aly had gotten lots of advice on dealing with guys like that. Buffy recommended taunting.




Plus, Aly even knew what a maduvu was. Rinkin had studied tons and tons of martial arts, and she had a little collection of stuff no one else would even know about. She had a genuine maduvu. It was a weapon from the martial art Silambam, if Aly remembered correctly. Rinkin’s was an authentic pair of blackbuck horns pointing in opposite directions, with little crosspieces holding the two horns maybe an inch or so apart so you could use that part of it as a handle. Rinkin also had a more modern one that was all steel and collapsible, and it looked really deadly.




So Aly went with the Buffy techniques first. She asked like she was confused, “Are you sure? ’Cause I thought ‘maduvu’ was Hindi for ‘toilet’.”




The guy roared in fury and leapt at her, slashing at her face with the claws of his right hand and cocking his left arm to disembowel her when she tried to block his first strike. 




Aly figured that maybe she should skip the Buffy tactics next time.




She leapt backward about ten feet, so she was way out of his reach and he had to pause to regain his balance. So maybe that taunt worked. Even if it was mean.




He brandished a handful of nasty claws. “That’s right, little girl. Keep running away from Maduvu, so your death takes that much longer.”




If he was trying to make her mad or get her to do something mega-stupid, he was wasting his time. She was busy thinking about what to do as soon as he tried more stabbing and slashing stuff with those claws, because she had already picked up enough damage for one night.




She stepped behind one of the security pillars that held jewels. It had to be bolted to the floor, and it had to weigh at least a couple hundred pounds. Just the security glass and the steel in the column would be stupidly heavy.




She put a hand on either side of the column and said, “I think you’re being really mean.” Like she was about ten.




He grinned nastily at that. He took a careful glide-step forward, which told her that he was more experienced than she liked in an opponent. But he didn’t notice that she was gripping the side of the column really hard.




He feinted with his right and made a stabbing strike with his left. He was aiming at her right side where she stuck out a bit past the edge of the column, which she was doing on purpose so he’d see an opening.




She heaved on the column, shoving it to her right and into the path of his left-handed strike. The bolts ripped free of the floor with a metallic shriek, and alarms sounded all over the place.




Maduvu’s claws punched right through the side of the column. Crud, those things had to be mega-sharp!




Aly twisted the column, pinning the claws in place and bending them where they sliced through the outer shell of the column so they couldn’t slide back out.




Maduvu screamed in pain, which really made Aly worry about how those claws were attached, and how his nervous system was connected to those claws and stuff. He took a vicious swipe at her with his right hand.




Aly yanked the base of the column up from the ground, ignoring the sparks and stuff from the electrical connections. Even with the weight of the column, she was moving faster than he was. But Maduvu managed to parry her move, and his claws went sliding down the column toward her fingers at the base.




She’d had enough injuries and stuff for this op. She pushed back, shoving the column into his legs and pushing herself back a couple yards. The column crashed into his knees, but he was already trying to leap out of the way. His feet were ten inches in the air, but his left hand was locked to the side of the column so he couldn’t really move any farther back. The impact smacked his legs backward and he landed hard on the column right about where his lower ribs were.




Aly could hear the whoosh of air as the column knocked the wind out of him, even over the noise of the burglar alarms. She moved in, grabbing his right hand and ramming his claws deep into the column. Then she twisted his metal hand so the claws were bent inside the column and not coming back out anytime soon.




He struggled to get his claws free, but they were stuck in the pillar, and the pillar was too heavy for him to lift by his claws, much less use like a pugil stick or a bo. She slapped him on the back of the skull hard enough to give him a concussion, and dropped him.




Aly sprinted over to Selina, who was holding her side and staring grouchily at two unconscious and shredded jewel thieves. Aly checked, “You didn’t take anything, did you?”




Selina gave her a dirty look. Then she said, “That reminds me.” And she fished a tiny clear plastic bag out of a hidden pocket near her waist. It had two diamond rings in it. “It’s what they were going to plant on my corpse to frame me.”




“Then let’s go,” Aly nudged. “Someone’s bound to show up soon, and I’d like to not be rounded up with these creeps.”




Selina pressed against her side and nodded, “Right. I’m not going to be moving fast after that fight. Maybe you should clear out and wait to see if I get out before the police cordon everything off.”




“Better idea,” Aly said. She scooped Selina up bridal-style and said, “Hang on tight.”




“What?”




But Aly didn’t explain. She just took off at high speed, retracing their route until she came to the bottom of the hole up to the HVAC unit and the roof. She carefully jumped that, landing next to the unit and just missing hitting her head on the edge of the metal where it probably been cut with that guy’s plasma cutter. She sprinted across the roof, hopped down to the lower level, and sprinted over to where the pitons were.




She scanned the grounds and also the street on the other side of the fence. “Oh good!”




“What?” Selina asked. 




“Lina’s lurking across the street and around that corner with a car.”




Selina wiggled like an unhappy cat and asked to be set down, so Aly obliged. Then Selina leaned over the edge and secured the end of her whip before putting enough tension on it to keep it from unraveling. She checked, “You can climb down all right, can’t you?”




Aly suggested, “How about you hang onto me, and I let us both down?”




Selina groaned a little, probably from the pain in her side. “Fine. But I’m calling you ‘She-Hulk’ from here on out. Maybe…Ms. Marvel.”




Aly thought about Terawatt and Stormburst, and decided she liked ‘Ms. Marvel’. Not that she was going to tell Selina, because that would probably get Selina to pick a nickname she wouldn’t like. Maybe some creepy super-strong Marvel supervillain.




Aly kept the whip taut so the knot-thing didn’t unravel, and just walked down the wall in a few seconds, using the whip like an abseiling rope.




Selina hung onto Aly tightly until they reached the ground. Then she took the whip, snapped it expertly, and coiled it up as it fell from the piton.




Aly scooped Selina up again and murmured, “Hang on.” Then she sprinted across the grounds, leapt the museum fence, and darted across the street to Lina and the car.




Lina slowly shook her head. In Arabic, she muttered, “I saw it, but I still have trouble believing it.”




Aly switched to English for Selina’s benefit. “Do you have a doctor who can keep quiet? Our friend is injured, and we need to get out of here before the police enter the museum and find all the thieves. Not counting the one on the roof and the one in armor who fell off into a planting on the far side.”




Lina smiled mercilessly. “I am sure that we can manage to inform the local police without pointing any fingers at anyone we know.”




Selina stuck with French. “And Alyson has several chunks of metal shrapnel that need to come out.”




Aly shrugged, “Well…yeah. But I’m more worried about…Marion’s injury.” Crud, she had almost called ‘Marion’ by her real name, and right in front of Lina.




Selina slipped into the Rolls Royce, trying not to groan. Aly got in, kneeling on the floor and resting her arms in the seat. She couldn’t sit down with a chunk of metal jutting out of her back. She’d rip up the expensive leather seats in the car!




Lina slid into the shotgun seat and said to the driver, “The Queen Fahda, and carefully. Do not call any attention to us.”




While the driver headed over to the yacht club, Lina made a phone call on her cell phone and spoke in quiet Arabic. “It is Lina. Code phrase ‘dawn approaches’. I need a doctor who can sew up a couple injuries and keep quiet…No, not me, but people we wish to protect…” Aly listened as the man on the other end of the call gave Lina some passphrases for the doctor, and told her it would be under an hour.




Lina leaned back in her seat and asked, “Alyson, how much of that did you hear?”




Aly confessed, “All of it. Sorry.”




Lina nodded a little. “You did tell us that you can hear things ordinary people cannot, and see things ordinary people cannot.”




Selina glanced over at Aly with an ‘I know you can do way more than that’ look.




It didn’t take long before the car parked in that same ‘mega-fancy cars with security guys standing guard’ area. Aly slid out and made sure Selina got out okay too. Then she followed Lina onto the Queen Fahda, across the stern deck, and up an inside flight of stairs to the private suite for the princess.




And the princess was there, sitting with a bodyguard and a couple Royal Guards, and looking like ‘what is it this time?’




Princess Sultana looked at Aly, and at Selina in her Catwoman costume, and then looked at Lina. She apparently recognized Marion Felice in that get-up, so she went with French. “I take it the alarm was not a mistake?”




Lina knew French too, which didn’t surprise Aly a bit. “No, Your Highness. I believe that Marion and Alyson thwarted it, although they sustained some injuries.”




Selina looked pretty suspicious about the Qumar group knowing so much about what was going on, so Aly spilled, in French too, “Lina’s group has a tap on the hotel cellphone hub, so they knew almost as soon as I did that a group was trying to frame you and rob the museum.”




Selina scowled at Aly, “So you knew that would happen when I called you on your cellphone?”




Aly nodded. “Right. Or if you called my hotel room, because there’s also a tap on the hotel phone system. But I knew I could trust you, and I was sure that if you called me, you would be doing the right thing.”




The princess asked, “If I may inquire, Marion, why are you dressed…like that? Not that you do not carry it off amazingly well…”




Selina lied slightly, “It’s my pentesting—penetration testing—uniform. I’ve spent a long time getting all my equipment into a form factor like this, and it has a host of hidden advantages. This time, it has the added advantage that it is tight enough to hold a bandage in place where I was stabbed.”




Okay, maybe that wasn’t a really huge lie, depending on how you defined ‘pentesting’.




Lina added, “I called for a doctor who can keep quiet. Marion has that wound she just mentioned, and Alyson has shrapnel embedded in her back and legs.”




“And arm.” Aly asked, “Maybe someone has surgical glue? Dermaglue? Because I can take care of my arm and leg by myself, I think, and the shrapnel in my back is stuck in a rib, so someone’s probably going to have to yank that out with pliers.”




Princess Sultana winced at that image and worried, “Do not your wounds hurt quite a lot?”




Aly shrugged a little. “Yes, Your Highness. But…I have been hurt quite a lot worse.”




Lina asked, “And are you injured enough that we should send you home and let your agency place someone else here in your stead?”




Aly winced a little. “How about your doctor patches me up, and then I call this in and let my bosses decide?”




Lina suggested, “And perhaps, after Marion is ‘patched up’ as well, she can call this in to your bosses as well?”




Selina laughed out loud. “Nice try. She works for the OSI. The U.S. Office of Scientific Intelligence. They’re so squeaky clean you could eat off their floors. You know. Steve Austin, the astronaut? Jaime Sommers the tennis player? Kate Mason the Olympic athlete? They wouldn’t hire someone like me. No, I’m in this because Pierrot asked me to ‘case’ his museum and find holes in his security.”




“Pierrot?” the princess checked.




“A nickname. Pierre Arnaud. I have known him for years. He’s been in the museum biz for ages, mainly as an expert in the history of clothing and accessories. I thought he was clean, so I agreed. But he was setting me up for this theft, the bastard. And he brought a hitter, who took him out while trying to kill me. So whoever hired him was also setting him up.”




“Do you know who?” Aly asked,




Selina frowned, “Not really. It’s got to be a really high-end criminal organization with a lot of money, because a killer in power armor and a couple really expensive assassins, just for guards on a jewel robbery? I don’t know what that means, but it sounds ridiculous. Also, they were going to frame me with two of the most expensive diamonds in the collection, so this is not simply monetary gain.”




Aly asked, “What do you know about the stuff they were going after in the museum when we got there?”




Selina answered, “Well, they already had the ‘royal jewels of Lihyan’ out of a couple of the columns. It’s known that the jewels date back that far, but the sources of the various jewels are still argued over in the journals. And they were working on the column holding the ‘crown of the ancients’, which is also still being argued about. That one definitely dates back to the time of Alexander the Great, but its provenance is iffy. It probably isn’t really the crown that Alexander wore into battle. Those pieces are interesting historically, but they’re not worth anywhere near what some of the better gems would yield on the black markets.”




Aly tried not to groan out loud. Because the badguys had gone after those things first, and were probably prepared to run off with those pieces and whatever else they got before someone set off an alarm, so no one would realize that those pieces were the real targets.




She really needed to talk to WillowDelta or Oscar or Rinkin about the A-list.




Part XIV



Aly didn’t wait on the doctor. The guards had a toolbox and a medic’s kit. She took the needle-nosed pliers out of the toolbox and the surgical glue out of the kit. Then she tugged the shrapnel out of her arm and glued closed the little slices in her bionic skin. She did the same with her leg. Her back was a little tougher, since she had a hard time reaching far enough behind her to get the pliers on the metal still jammed into one of her ribs.




The princess worried, “Alyson, doesn’t that hurt?”




Aly admitted, “Oh, sure. But I’ve been hurt a lot worse. And really, I just can’t get a good grip on the thing in my back.”




Selina slid down the couch and took a look. “You’re bleeding. More than before.”




Aly tried not to pout. “Okay, fine. Can you just yank the metal out and hold some gauze there until it clots a bit?”




Lina suggested, “Perhaps you could wait and let a doctor assess that first?”




Aly sighed, “Okay.”




Selina took some gauze from the medic kit and pressed it against both sides of the wound, on either side of the metal shard. That hurt, but not a lot worse than it had before. So Aly suppressed the ‘ouch’ and said, “Thanks.”




Then Lina came over and held the gauze against the wound, while Selina carefully peeled herself out of the catsuit so she could check her own injury. Not that she took it all off. But she unzipped the front and took off the hood and slid her arms out of the sleeves, so she was naked from the hips up. Not even a bra. And there was dried blood there, and still-leaking blood. There was a bandage that was a little wider than an inch and almost four inches long, and it had plenty of blood in it too.




Selina winced as she peeled off that bandage, and Aly could see what looked like two stabs from a stiletto knife. Aly worried, “How deep are those stabs?”




Selina admitted, “Deeper than I wanted. I tried to avoid getting cut at all, but some people are quicker than they look.” She gave Aly a glare as she spoke. 




Okay, Aly knew she was a lot faster than she looked, but it wasn’t like she’d been fast just so she could be mean to Selina. And she totally wasn’t the one who had shanked Selina in the side with reptile-claw stuff.




The princess got a bikini top for Selina while they waited on the doctor. After all, Selina had nothing on from her hips upward, except a couple glued-on things that looked like wrinkled skin but were probably hidden lockpicks and the like for emergencies. Aly had no idea that Princess Sultana had a bikini that was just a triangle top and a g-string bottom. Where the heck did Qumari royalty get to wear something like that? On the yacht a hundred miles away from the closest land, with all the guards blindfolded?




At least the triangle top had enough strings that they could adjust it and tie it on Selina. Because the princess was around a B cup. Maybe a B-minus cup. And Selina totally was not.




By the time the doctor showed up, Aly was thinking about trying to get something like Vise-Grips or something out of that toolbox and pull that shrapnel out of her rib. The doctor wanted to check her back, but Aly insisted the doctor check Selina first. So the doctor applied topical anesthetic, then waited a couple minutes, then checked the wounds, and decided Selina was going to have to go to the emergency room.




Wow, Selina was sure grumpy about that. She did everything except hiss at the doctor and claw him.




Then the doctor made sure the shrapnel was just stuck in Aly’s rib and wasn’t also punching a hole into Aly’s thoracic cavity, which would be mega-bad. And Aly insisted on not wasting time with anesthetic. Okay, really she didn’t want someone she didn’t trust injecting her with stuff she didn’t know, when all she knew about him was that he probably worked for the Mabahith.




So the doctor pulled out the shrapnel with a pair of pliers. And found out it was stuck in her rib, so he had to pull pretty hard. Aly just thanked him. She could tell that he was totally expecting her to scream in agony. But she had been hurt way worse and not stopped. So he sewed up the wound with a bunch of tiny stitches, which didn’t hurt as much as the shrapnel had, and then he used some surgical glue to make sure it wouldn’t leak and bleed all over her nice stuff. So she said thanks again.




She totally needed to start carrying around some Dermaglue and stuff so she could do this herself. Some more medical training would be good too, since the emergency medic training Rinkin had gotten her and Kate and Andrew was totally not as good as the medical training JJ had gotten blasted into her brain by evil psychos.




The princess gave Selina a robe to wear over her upper body, and Selina slipped that on so she had something decent to wear to the hospital. Aly checked, “Can I go to your apartment and get some clothes for you to wear?”




Selina shook her head, “Thanks, but I’ve got this covered. You take care of yourself.” And she left with the doctor.




Lina and the princess waited until the doctor was walking off the yacht with Selina before pulling out the bug detection gear and checking the room. Once Lina pronounced the room was clean, the princess asked, “Do you want to call this in?”




Aly sighed, “I think I’d better. Even if it’s late.”




The princess pointed out, “It is not nearly as late in Washington D.C.”




Aly didn’t mention that she was not calling the D.C. office the OSI had in one of the State Department buildings. She just gave in and made the call, using Lina’s cellphone. But she put it on speakerphone and called the cutout number that would hide the real OSI number that an agent would dial to make a report. And she did it in English.




“Office of Scientific Intelligence, how may we help you? Just bear in mind that your line is not secure.” Aly could tell that was totally a Peggybot. Peggy wasn’t that chipper, especially at night, hours after she should have been off work.




Aly replied, “Hi Peggy, it’s Aly. And I’m on speakerphone. With listeners who aren’t cleared for this. Can I make a report?” She didn’t mention to Lina and the princess that she had dropped in a keyword so the OSI would know she was not held captive and she was not under duress.




“Of course you can, Aly! Let me put you on hold, while I get someone…”




Aly muttered, “Oh crud, I hope she’s not waking someone up. Or disturbing them when they’ve got their boyfriend visiting…”




After a few more seconds, a voice came over the line. “Rinkin here. Aly, are you all right?”




Aly knew that the Peggybot would have filled Rinkin in about the speakerphone and the not-secured line, and would have told her which keyword Aly used. So Aly spilled. “Mostly. I took half a dozen chunks of shrapnel while stopping a guy in power armor, and one had to be pulled out of my back where it hit a rib instead of going into my thoracic cavity. I’m all patched up, but I also have a bunch of obvious bruises. Just not on my face…I think.”




Her palms totally looked like someone had slammed a brick into her hands. And those bruises would not heal up in a week. Plus, every one of the arm and leg shrapnel spots was going to show that damage. And she’d picked up other bruises too. It wasn’t like her bionic skin was invulnerable. And her real skin was way more vulnerable.




Lina leaned forward. She stuck to English, “Alyson’s face and neck look fine, which is quite astonishing, considering how this evening has gone.”




So Aly filled in the details on stopping the hit on the fake Hejaz and seeing Hassan al’Qumari get hauled off, even if she didn’t think he would be locked up for more than a couple hours because of Prince Muhammad. And she told about Selina and the museum robbery and the fights.




Rinkin checked, “Do you think this is the work of anyone we’ve dealt with before?”




Aly pursed her lips in thought. “Okay, I’ve been stewing about this ever since Lina helped us get away from the museum. That guy in power armor. It wasn’t anything like the robots we’ve faced, so I think we can rule out Franklin and Dolenz, and probably United Automation too. It wasn’t as advanced as Garthe Knight’s stuff, and it was lightyears behind Dr. Lichter’s stuff. It wasn’t designed to work deep underwater, so I think we can rule out Commodore Schubert. Then the killer in the museum had bionics, but they were the low-end mega-psychotic version. Totally not like anything I’ve seen, or read about in the files. So I think we’ve got someone the OSI has never run into before. Maybe Armen, or maybe something like one of the organizations on the A-list, so maybe this goes with the note in Macedonian.”




Rinkin groaned softly because she knew what Aly was hinting about. “We’ll see what the Monaco police and Interpol are willing to tell us about the museum robbery and the attempted murder behind your hotel. Do not assume this is over. And we will see if we can provide some support, given how this seems to be a lot more complicated than we thought.”




Lina volunteered, “It appears to be far more complicated than we thought, as well.”




So, while the phone was still on speakerphone, Aly asked her, “And what did the note in Macedonian say?”




Lina scowled, “It was all phrased in codewords. The note involved something called ‘Project Recovery’ or possibly ‘Project Reclamation’ depending on how you want to do the translation. Our linguists are not sure. There was a reference to a kidnapping and a request for a status report on that part of the project, but we have no idea who the target is, or when it would take place, or even if it had already occurred and the kidnap victim is someone we do not know about. The other people involved were all referenced with codenames: Cook, Merchant, Monk, Miller, Parson, Reeve, and Squire.”




Those names sounded really familiar, for some reason or other…Oh! Right. Aly groaned. “The Canterbury Tales! I had to read that a couple months ago for class.”




Lina looked like she wanted to kick herself. Or maybe kick someone else. “Our people did not make that connection.”




Rinkin suggested, “So we may have a Garthe Knight or Aleksandr Armen type who is well-read and arrogant and considers everyone else too stupid to see through his entertaining little codenames and such.”




Great. Another visit to Megalomaniacs ‘R’ Us. At least they might have some help on that from the A-list. Aly just said, “And call back on this line. It’s Lina’s phone, and it’s one of the numbers they probably won’t monitor from their tap on the hotel cell hub. And I trust Lina and Princess Sultana.”




Not that she was asking Rinkin to trust them. Just because they were helping Aly right now did not mean that they would keep helping her if Aly needed to do something they wouldn’t like. Still, Aly did trust them to help her as long as she was helping them and doing stuff they really needed someone to do. But it couldn’t hurt to say she trusted them. It would be pretty mean to say she couldn’t trust them.




Then Rinkin pushed, “And are you healthy enough to stay on assignment? Because if you’re not, I’d like you on a plane flying home as soon as possible. You’re not Ms. Marvel.”




Aly asked, “Can I try? My back hurts a little, but it’s not that bad. And my arm and leg are okay.”




Rinkin sighed. “Aly…” But she really drew it out like Aly’s mom would say it. “What would Rudy say?”




Aly admitted, “Okay, my arm and leg are both about a 2, and my back is about a 4 when I’m moving around a lot. So I’ll take some ibuprofen when I go back to my room.”




After Rinkin hung up, Lina asked in Arabic, “And Alyson is your real name? That is poor tradecraft for someone as…effective as you can be.”




Aly admitted, “Aly is my real nickname. I’d like it if you two would call me Aly. I’m okay with ‘Alyson’ too, even if it isn’t my real name.”




The princess checked, “And will you really be all right?”




Aly nodded, “I’m pretty sure. If not, I’ll tell you tomorrow.”




The princess nodded, “Very well. And Aly? Please take better care of yourself.”




“Yes, Your Highness.”




Aly rode with the princess and Lina back to the hotel, and tried not to think about how she had ruined yet another top, and also a really pretty pair of pants, and the best sneakers she had brought along. She hoped Oscar didn’t get mad at her about her clothing budget.







Aly got up in the morning, when everyone else was hurrying to morning prayers. Sleeping had been not so great, since her owwies woke her up several times when she rolled over. And she had gotten to bed mega-late. So she was pretty tired. But she had to get going.




She showered carefully and checked that her stitches and surgical glue were still holding up okay. Then she dressed in a long-sleeved top and flowing long pants. Just in case she needed to do some more sprinting. She sewed up the rip in her hijab that had gotten torn the other night, but her ruined tops and pants were hopeless. Also, the soles of last night’s shoes were pretty much wrecked. Bionic forces were not good for ordinary clothing.




She totally should have talked to Alex and Alee about super-fabrics for superheroing. Because the advice from Buffy and Lexi was pretty much ‘oh your clothes will get ruined no matter what.’ Totally helpful—not.




She had a couple of the small cups of coffee before she even ate breakfast. And she was still tired. She felt like she could have gulped down an entire dallah of coffee if only her stomach had been big enough.




At least the queen and princess and their entourages didn’t come down to class, so all Aly had to do was focus on the crown prince’s requests until he was whisked off to trade meetings. Then she went up to her room and got another couple hours of sleep.




After lunch and Dhuhr, her room phone rang. “Alyson Macrae speaking.”




Lina was on the other end. “Alyson, the princess would like you to come up to her private suite for some tutoring.”




“I’ll be right there!” Aly said as enthusiastically as she could manage right then. Because really, she had been about to take another nap. She brushed her teeth and checked that she didn’t have nap-creases in her clothes, and she headed upstairs. 




Lieutenant al-Daoud was waiting for her when she stepped off the elevator, and he nodded, “I am here to escort you to the princess’s rooms.”




She gave him a sunny smile. “That’s great!” And really, it was convenient, because otherwise she was looking at maybe three checkpoints and having to get through the armada of Royal Guards and stuff in the princess’s outer room. But she overdid it a little on purpose.




He led her down the halls, past some other guards and stuff, through that outer chamber, and he knocked on the door to Princess Sultana’s private rooms. “It is Lieutenant al-Daoud with Alyson Hassa Macrae.”




So Aly got ushered in with a minimum of stops and guard-stuff. She looked around at the princess and Lina, plus the queen and Naamah, plus two more servants. So she gave Lina a raised eyebrow. And the princess sent the two extra servants off on errands.




The queen smiled and gestured for Aly to sit, so Aly bowed her head a little and thanked her. And sat. And asked, “Is there anything I may do for either of you?”




Queen Fahda smiled slightly. “From what my daughter tells me, you have already been doing more for us than the entire Royal Guard. And Lina tells me that you have been much more open than she expected for an American agent.”




Aly admitted, “Well, that’s probably because my agency is pretty open. We aren’t a ‘spy’ agency.”




Pretty much everyone else in the room gave each other ‘yeah right’ looks. And it wasn’t like Aly wanted to do too much blabbing, when she’d already said way too much stuff about herself over the last couple days.




Lina waited until Princess Sultana gave her a nod, and then started talking. “We wanted to provide some information that was obtained in cooperation with the Monegasque national police force. Their Criminal Police Division has been devoting most of their resources to this, given the nature of the crime and the owners of the objects.” She almost managed not to glance over at the queen and princess.




Aly asked, “First, are the guards all right? Then we have three killers, two jewel thieves, one partner in crime, and Dr. Arnaud. At a minimum. Did any of them get away?”




Lina glanced over at Naamah, who reported, “All the security guards and all of our guards are recovering from an unknown but extremely rapid-acting drug. The Criminal Investigation department is working on analyzing it.”




Lina added, “The three killers, including the one unconscious and severely injured who was still in Marion Felice’s apartment, were taken into custody, and all three were identified through the Criminal Identity department in conjunction with Interpol. All three have long records primarily for murder and murder-for-hire. All three have obviously ‘upgraded’ their standard M.O. using expensive, cutting-edge technology, and quite recently as far as anyone knows. Interpol is quite concerned about that. And the Monaco police are quite interested in how anybody was able to stop the assassin in power armor without using a tank.”




Aly tried not to blush. “Oops.”




Lina continued, “The jewel thieves also have very long records, although not in Europe. One has restricted himself to North America, and the other to South and Central America. So this is quite unusual as well.”




Aly figured an international criminal organization had pulled all of them together and paid for all the weapon upgrades. Someone had to have major bucks to spend on this job and on the perpetrators.




Lina said, “When the police investigated Dr. Arnaud, they found his wife and two children are missing, and he may have been working for the criminals under duress. They are currently searching for any sign of the Arnauds.”




Aly asked, “Do you think this was the ‘kidnapping’ reference in that note? Because that would make the jewel theft their Project Reclamation, which makes it sound like someone thinks those pieces belong to them. Somehow.”




Lina and Naamah looked at each other. Naamah admitted, “We had reached a similar conclusion. There may be a criminal organization that calls itself ‘The League Of Shadows’ and claims to have roots dating back—”




“To Alexander the Great,” Aly guessed. “And does this League have a leader who uses an obvious pseudonym, like ‘the head of the demon’?”




Lina and Naamah looked at each other and then stared at Aly. Lina asked, “How do you know this?”




Aly spilled, “I didn’t. But we study advanced technology, and a couple of us got pulled into an alternate universe for a couple hours. There might have been some notes on criminals in other universes that might have analogues here.”




The queen said, “Alyson, if you do not want to answer the question, simply say ‘I cannot answer that.’ Do not make up ridiculous stories that not even schoolchildren would believe.”




“Yes, Your Highness.” Aly gave a mental shrug, because really there was no way anybody was going to believe the truth. Not even Other Hermione’s friend Luna who supposedly believed everything weird.




So Aly changed topics. “And how is Mademoiselle Felice?”




Lina smirked, “Mad as a wet cat about being stuck in a hospital bed after some arthroscopic surgery and then some minor plastic surgery on the wounds. Her apartment is a crime scene, but we may be able to retrieve her and bring her to the hotel later this afternoon.”




“That would be great!” Aly grinned. “You could put her in my room, if Lina wants to stay up here. And I can take care of her, even if she’s probably not a great patient.”




Lina and Naamah looked at each other. Lina frowned a little. “You do realize that she is the notorious criminal La Cambrioleuse, do you not?”




Aly nodded. “She probably has other aliases too. Anything that translates into ‘catwoman’ or ‘cat burglar’ in other languages might be her too. I’m hoping I can talk her into going straight and helping us, because she really is pretty amazing at things like analyzing security and assessing jewelry.”




The queen asked, “And are you not worried that she will…revert to type and steal something as soon as she has the opportunity?”




Aly nodded again. “Yes, Your Highness. Which is why I have been watching her really carefully whenever she has had the chance to steal something or switch something for a fake. She hasn’t done that, but that does not mean she won’t ever do it.”




The princess checked, “And do you not think that there are certain treasures that are on display which she will not be able to resist?”




Aly sighed, “Yes, Your Highness. There are paired sapphires in teardrop cut, and their original name was ‘The Eyes Of Bastet’. I don’t think there’s any way she’d be able to resist that. So when I saw her in the museum, I dragged her away from there and gave her something else to focus on, like the fact that she was probably being set up for a huge museum robbery, and she might be murdered to keep her from claiming she was innocent.”




The queen and the princess looked at each other for a couple seconds. And the princess finally admitted, “Those particular gems are…a problem for the royal family. Their origin and original name make them a target for the more conservative Muslims in Our court and in Our clergy. And it is possible that they originally came to the royal treasury long ago from other ownership, through means which our diplomats are still having to deal with.”




The queen smiled, and there was some Machiavelli in that smile. “Perhaps we could resolve all of our problems with those pieces by bestowing them upon Marion Felice for ‘services rendered to the royal family’. It will be quite difficult for her to steal them if they are already in her pocket.”




The princess nodded, “And it will make life easier when dealing with a certain imam who is obsessed with their old name. Allah willing.”





Part XV



Aly begged a bit, until the princess gave in, but that afternoon, she got to go along when Lina and one of the Royal Guards drove over to the hospital where Selina was cooped up.




Maybe ‘cooped up’ was the wrong phrase for Selina.




Anyway, Selina was kind of shocked to see Aly show up. “Aren’t you supposed to be in a hospital bed too? I did see those chunks of shrapnel.”




Aly shrugged, “I’m fine. We thought you’d like to get out of here.”




“Hell yes I’d like to get out of here!” Selina fussed. “But my place here is still a crime scene. My friend had a heck of a time getting in to get me some clothes and things.”




Aly grinned, “That’s why you’re going ‘home’ with us. We’ve got half a hotel room at the Hotel Cosmopolite for you, and you can take it easy there for a few days until the police will let you back in your apartment.”




Selina suspiciously checked, “Who is in the other half of that hotel room? A police inspector?”




“It’s me!” Aly grinned. “I told the queen and princess that I could help with taking care of your injury, and I’d be fine with sharing a room with you.”




Selina just shook her head a little. But she wanted out of that hospital room too much to complain. She even let the nurse wheel her out to the limo in that wheelchair, even when she insisted she could walk just fine without help. Aly just carried Selina’s suitcase and hanging bag for her, because someone had pulled a bunch of stuff out of that crime-scene apartment. Aly suspected that just maybe Selina’s ‘friend’ had gotten all that stuff without going through proper channels.




Aly figured that Selina really could walk without help, since Selina had fought badguys without help, and that was before she got stitched up. So, when they got to the hotel, Aly let her walk across the lobby on her own, and walk from the elevator to their room on her own.




And when Selina saw the size of the room, she muttered, “Mee-yow!” under her breath. Aly didn’t laugh at all. Selina’s muttering was too soft for Lina to hear it, but Aly was using her bionic hearing.




Aly explained, “Lina had that half of the closet, and that half of the dresser, and some of the bathroom space too, so that’s all yours now. The princess has Lina moved upstairs on a pretty permanent basis because of all the problems that are going on.”




Lina added, “And it appears your friend Pierre Arnaud was coerced into betraying you and the museum, and we believe his family was kidnapped to ensure his cooperation. The police still have not been able to find them.”




Selina groaned, “Well crap. If their kidnappers are anything like the rest of that team, they’ve probably murdered Pierrot’s wife and kids, dumped the bodies in the Med, and disappeared.”




“Eww,” Aly murmured. She wished she’d been able to help Dr. Arnaud, like maybe getting a chance to see if she could track down badguys and rescue his family.




Lina and two Royal Guards went through Selina’s stuff, and Lina put things away for Selina while they worked. Selina had some personal preferences on stuff like where she wanted her toothbrush and how she wanted her lingerie drawer, which had mega-sexy lingerie in it that Aly was sure she would blush just trying stuff like that on.




So Aly waited patiently until Lina and the guards left. Then she used her E-M vision and her bionic hearing to check the furniture for any bugs Lina might have left, totally accidentally of course. Finally, when she was sure the room was clean, she asked, “How’d you hide your lockpicks and other ‘pentesting’ gear? Because I need to learn how to do that.”




Selina grinned wickedly, and she lifted up her shirt. On the left side of her waist were the bandages where she had been stabbed and patched up, plus a couple big band-aids where the arthroscopic surgeons had made entry points. On the right side of her waist, and around the back, and under her bra strap, and in her bra cups, there were a bunch of things taped in place.




Aly tried not to gasp. “How’d you know we were coming to get you?”




Selina admitted, “I had no idea. I was going to check myself out AMA, and I’d already gotten all my gear out of my suit. Well, all my noticeable gear that’s removable.”




Aly nodded. “Right. Because the stuff in your boot heels and in your glove fingers isn’t taped to your sides, and your bullwhip is somewhere else, and whatever else you’ve got.”




She switched over to her E-M vision, and she could see some of the gadgets and stuff Selina had taped to herself, plus the stuff in the toes and heels of the boots she was wearing, which looked like they were the boots for her catsuit. Then the inside of the rolling suitcase looked empty, but behind the back wall there were lots more E-M traces, some of which looked like maybe they were the electronics of Selina’s catsuit helmet, and glove-shaped electronics, and stuff like that. So Aly was pretty sure where all of Selina’s stuff was.




Selina asked, “You probably have everything built in, right? I mean, how much of you is still organic?”




“What?” Aly managed.




Selina rolled her eyes. “Oh come on, kid. I saw you run at maybe a hundred fifty kph. I saw you throw a ton of killer and power armor like he was a 98 pound weakling in swim trunks. I saw you rip one of those bolted-down security displays right out of the floor like it was a paperweight. I know some of you is organic, because I saw you bleeding from that shrapnel in your rib. And I’m pretty sure no one can design a computer that’s as Pollyanna-esque as you.”




Aly stuck her tongue out at Selina for that. “Okay, I got hurt. Really, really bad. One of those horrible accidents where they say ‘no one could survive that.’ Only I survived. And now I have…some replacement parts.”




Selina looked kind of shocked. “How horrible are we talking?”




Aly spilled, “You know that mega-famous video of astronaut Steve Austin and that lifting body crashing down that runway?” Selina nodded carefully. “Well, about that bad.”




“Woof,” Selina muttered under her breath. 




Aly still heard it. She thought ‘woof’ was a weird thing to say, but some people teased her about still saying ‘crud’ so she wasn’t going to make a big deal of it.




She just said, “I’m going to go down to my classroom and make sure it’s ready for tomorrow morning. That’ll give you plenty of time to get your Catwoman outfit out of your suitcase and hidden somewhere, like under the mattress or under the bottom drawers of the dresser. But I want you to take it easy. You can have some of my chocolates if you want. And if you want something, like some coffee or tea or soda, just call me. Okay?”




Selina sighed a little. “Okay…Nurse Ratched.”




Aly handed Selina a keycard for the room, and she left. She had to think for a while before she remembered who Nurse Ratched was. Then she wished she’d remembered right away, so she could have stuck her tongue out at Selina. Aly was even on the concrete staircase when she remembered, which made her smile because the German word for it was ‘Treppenwitz’.




Aly slipped back into her room, and found Selina had fallen asleep on one of the couches in the ‘sitting room’ area of the hotel room. She was snoring softly, only it sounded more like a purr from a big kitty. It was all Aly could do not to giggle.




Aly used the bathroom really quietly, and noticed that Selina was taking prescription medicine: an antibiotic, a corticosteroid, and an acetaminophen/codeine combo. So Aly figured Selina’s injury was hurting her a lot more than she was admitting.




Not that Aly had any room to talk on stuff like that. She was totally taking some pain relievers before bedtime this time.




Selina woke up when everyone was walking down the halls for ’Asr. But Aly still had to wake Selina up when it was time to go eat dinner.




Selina did a big yawn, and a big stretch that obviously hurt her about halfway through the stretch. She checked, “What is it?




Aly told her, “Dinnertime. Do you want to come eat with me in the dining room, or do you want me to bring you something back, or do you want to order room service? Because I’m pretty sure you need some calories for healing.”




Selina yawned again and held still while she did it, instead of stretching like a big cat. She went with a fake upper-class British accent, “Let us see how the dining facilities are in this rather posh establishment.”




Aly gave her a big grin. “The food’s really good, and it’s even better upstairs where the royal family dines. You’ll probably get an invite one of these evenings. Oh, and the Mabahith knows you’re Catwoman and some of your other aliases, so don’t let them trap you into anything.”




Selina rolled her eyes. “Are you trying  to get me in trouble?”




Aly insisted, “I’m trying to keep you out of trouble. It’s just…there’s a lot of trouble around here right now.”




Selina put on a long skirt that hid her boots but did very little to hide her shape. She checked, “Should I borrow one of your hijab?”




Aly shrugged, “It’s sort of optional around here if you’re not Muslim. I’ve just been trying to keep a low profile, so I’ve got clothes that cover me up, and I wear a hijab. I’ve got several, so I’m fine if you wanna borrow one or two.”




Selina’s side was probably hurting her, but she was acting like she was fine. Aly totally knew how that worked.




So Aly had dinner with Selina Kyle and important helpers for the Qumari royal family, in the Hotel Cosmopolite in Monaco. Stuff like that did not happen to ordinary Aly Mack. Okay, Aly wasn’t plain old Ordinary Aly Mack anymore.




And after the dinner, Aly spent some time making sure Selina took her meds. Then Aly got Selina settled in a comfy armchair in their room, and Aly made sure there was a pot of tea and some milk for her to drink, and Aly got her a couple books to read if she didn’t want to watch TV or movies on the big TV screen in their room.




Lina came to their room and let herself in. “Aly. ‘Marion’. I wanted to give both of you a heads-up. Professor Ismail Ahmad will be arriving in an hour or so to meet with His Majesty and His Highness about his research project. The meeting was moved here, where the king could have better security. However, given that the museum robbery included a hired killer in power armor, I am…not reassured. If you two could keep an eye on things, in your own ways, I would be grateful.”




Aly nodded eagerly. Selina thought it over and gave a tiny nod of agreement.




Once Lina left, Aly checked for bugs and then said, “I want to go give someone else the 4-1-1. I’ll be back soon.”




Selina asked, “More of the OSI?”




Aly shook her head no. “Nope. They’re EU. But I spotted them. And they know about you, and they’re sort of cranky. And the crankiest one is female and het, so don’t expect you can ‘talk’ your way out of things if you make ’em mad at you. Which I am not letting happen if I can prevent it.”




Selina gave Aly the side-eye in a totally ‘I am suspicious about all of that’ way. But she didn’t say ‘woof’ so she wasn’t too grumpy about it.




So Aly slipped out of the room and down the hall to the concrete fireproof stairwell, where she figured she had the lowest chance of running into anyone she didn’t want to see while she was sneaking around. She moved down to Hermione’s floor and listened for anyone in the area. All quiet. So she moved down toward Hermione’s room. There were a couple people walking past her, so she kept going on down the hall until she could hear the people had taken the elevator. Then she moved back to Hermione’s room, checked that she wasn’t being observed, and she knocked.




A mirror slid past the peephole, and Ron said to Hermione, “It’s your favorite American!” He opened the door and waved Aly in.




Hermione was at the computer, scowling and working away. So Aly told Ron, “Just a heads-up. In an hour or so, Professor Ismail Ahmad is gonna be showing up here to talk to the king about his laser fusion grant that’s part Qumar and part U.S. I haven’t heard anything about robberies or assaults at King al’Qum University, where he’s supposed to be working, but while he’s here, or when he’s coming or going, might be the best time and place to steal important stuff on the project.”




Hermione scoffed, “Seriously? Inertial confinement fusion is hopeless with current tech. As long as they have to put in far more energy than they get out, it’s not a useful energy technology. Laser Mégajoule has spent absurd amounts on this, and they still have zero useful results. Helmann and Ahmad may have some interesting papers in the literature, but they’re all theory, no practical results.”




Ron smiled at his girlfriend and whispered to Aly, “Just take her word on it, okay?”




Aly nodded, “I’ll always take her word on stuff. Unless Samantha Carter or Willow Rosenberg disagrees. Which I can’t see happening.”




Hermione sniffed, “Not like you would know either of them.”




Aly argued, “I know a different Sam Carter, and she’s amazing. And I know this Willow. She’s mega-smart, and her husband is like the most hilarious D&D player ever. I could introduce you! I’m sure she’d love to talk tech with you. And stuff.”




Hermione looked up from her work. “Seriously? You can introduce me to the Willow Rosenberg? The AI guru?”




“Totally,” Aly nodded. “She’d even show you some of her latest work. And you should bring Ron, because her husband Xander is great.”




Ron looked over at Hermione. “Does it seem weird that some random American just happens to know one of the biggest-name computer scientist types out there?”




Hermione pursed her lips. “More likely, it’s causal. You can’t have bionics without top-flight robotics and engineering specialists. And you can’t move from there to useful robots without someone like Willow Rosenberg or Frederic Franklin.”




Aly scowled, “That guy is a jerkhead.”




Ron snickered at her, but quickly apologized, “Sorry.”




Hermione frowned, “And you’re claiming you know Franklin as well?”




“No way,” Aly insisted. “But I know he kidnapped Willow and Xander and tried to force her to make his robots more dangerous so he could attack the OSI again. We don’t like him.”




“Again?” Ron checked.




Aly nodded fiercely. “Again. He’s made at least three tries, and his robots are way better than those United Automation clunkers I read about.”




Hermione was aghast. “You read about cybernauts?”




Aly shrugged a little. “We had to do a lot of research, and a lot of asking around, after you were so weird about Jaime, so Oscar talked a friend of Steve’s into getting us the JIC files on them from the Sixties and Seventies.”




Ron spilled, “They’ve gotten a lot better since then. Smarter, better targeting, faster, better dexter—”




“Ron!” Hermione hissed. “Those cases are top secret!”




Aly said, “We’d probably swap intel, if you just asked. We could show you the files on Dolenz and Franklin and some other roboticists, and you could show us your files on the Armstrongs. And maybe you could learn to trust us a little bit…I mean, we are the good guys…”




Hermione’s computer buzzed in a tone that sounded like synthesized music. Aly didn’t recognize the piece.




Ron obviously did. He snickered and asked, “Does he know someone picked that as his music?”




“No,” Hermione snapped. She looked pretty embarrassed as she insisted, “I need you not to tell him. Luna assigned it for this month.”




Ron gaped, “Not tell him Luna picked the Mighty Mouse theme song for him? Come on! I have to! If somebody else tells him first, it’ll ruin all the fun!”




Aly got it then. Because Harry was short. And he had black hair, like the old Mighty Mouse cartoons. And Aly knew about Harry’s reputation in another universe as The Boy Who Lived and stuff, because of Other-Hermione. And Aly had heard that guy who was probably Sergeant Moody kid Harry about extreme property damage. “Oh. It’s Harry Potter. Is he here in Monaco too?”




Hermione looked like she wanted to slap herself on the forehead. Or maybe slap Ron on the forehead. Or maybe even slap Aly on the back of the head. Hermione only said, “You’ll have to leave. Now. I need to take this, and you do not have clearance.”




“Okay,” Aly replied. “I don’t want to get you into trouble.” She listened at the doorway, and when there was no sound of anyone in the hall, she slid out and moved down the hall far enough that she wouldn’t be visible from Hermione’s peephole.




Then she eavesdropped on what was apparently something like Skype only through a fancy mega-encrypted VPN, so not actual Skype.





“What is it, mate?”




“Stop grinning. I already talked with Mother, and he couldn’t stop grinning about the signal tone he let Luna pick out.”




“Crap. I wanted to be the one who got to tell you.”




“Just don’t sing the song, okay? I contacted Luna to complain, and she still thinks it’s the best codephrase ever. She even sang the whole song to me! And she thinks I should keep it permanently!”




“Harry, I realize you’re upset with Luna, and with Ron, but I’m sure you called us for a reason. How did the trip to Sweden go?”




“Like hell. Armen’s up to something, but I never had a chance to find out what. Nothing suspect at Targets A or B. As soon as I got within a kilometer of Target C, Armen called the police. He tried to have me arrested for taking a walk in public! I wasn’t even near his property yet. Then he tried to have me deported, the bald bastard! The LEO talked to him on the phone while I was standing right there and tried to be reasonable, but Armen’s decided I’m his arch-enemy or something, so we’re going to have to find someone he doesn’t know, and send them. And he called me ‘The Alien’! The freaking nerve! He hasn’t even lived in Sweden in years!”




“Harry, try to calm down about this. Mother will handle it.”




“Yeah, mate. Maybe he’ll send Luna over to investigate, and she can drive Armen insane when he tries to capture her. She’ll ask him if he has some weird infestation in his brain because hair loss is one of the symptoms.”




“That would be awesome. Okay, I’m calming down. But as soon as one of you has a funny Skype tone, I’ll be calling you 24x7 to rub it in. Potter out.”






Aly slipped down the hall and wondered if she was being too snoop-ish because listening in on Ron and Hermione when Harry was upset seemed just…mean.




She took the same stairwell up to her room because it was quiet, and no one else seemed to use it. Okay, it was the least nice stairwell in the building, with concrete block walls and concrete stairs and steel railings and fire protection stuff and steel firedoors, while the other stairwells were gorgeous wood that looked like amazing carpenters had made them a hundred years ago and someone had taken awesome care of them ever since. And really, most people took the elevators.




She slipped back into her room, and found Selina stretched out on her bed with a bunch of pillows behind her back and head. Selina was reading Venus on the Half-Shell which Aly had thought was a fake book, but it looked like really it was real. Weird.




Aly checked, “You doing okay?” She didn’t bother speaking in French, because she knew Selina was born in America, and Selina knew that Aly already knew Selina wasn’t really French.




Selina smiled, “Better than being stuck in a hospital gown in a hospital bed in a hospital room.”




Aly nodded, “Totally.” Because she had spent way too much time in hospitals after that plane crash. “Can I get you some water? Or your pills? Or room service?”




Selina smirked, “You could tell me about your secret support group you just met with.”




Aly groaned to herself. “I already told you. I don’t have any backup here. Unless you count Lina. But I know there are some EU people planted on-site.”




Selina totally didn’t believe her. Okay, Selina probably thought Aly was part of some massive CIA-ish op with on-site backup and off-site backup and all kinds of stuff. Even though Selina knew Aly was OSI, hardly anyone who even knew about the OSI knew how small the OSI was or how it operated.




Not that Aly was going to tell her or anything. Aly figured she had blabbed way too much already, even if she’d had reasons each time. After all, how could she not trust Hermione Granger?




She told Selina, “I’m gonna move to a better surveillance post, because I can’t see anything except the front garden from here.”




Selina asked, “Where?”




Aly admitted, “I was thinking the dining area, and I might be able to open a window across the hall there so I could keep track of what was going on off that way too.”




Selina rolled her eyes. “You have superpowers. Think more…radar dome. Get up at the highest point on the roof, so you can monitor everything around the hotel.”




“Good idea!” Aly grinned.




Selina tried for a grouchy old guy voice. “Of course it’s a good idea!”




Aly giggled, because Xander and Willow had showed her Monty Python movies. Xander was great, but Aly totally got why some people thought he was a bad influence.




So Aly pulled out her cellphone. “Hi Lina, it’s me.”




“Alyson, I can see it is your phone.”




Aly checked, “Are the halls already blocked and everything?”




“Yes. Why are you asking?”




So Aly spilled, “I’m going to want a better vantage point. Please unlock the princess’s sliding glass door, in case I need to drop in and do something else ‘impossible’. Okay?”




“Alyson, be aware that our guards are on high alert, and may over-react if you do something…unexpected.”




Aly nodded, even though she was talking on a phone. “I understand. Thanks for worrying.” She hung up and moved to the sliding door onto the balcony.




Part XVI



Aly was just opening her sliding door when Selina checked, “Do you have any climbing or mountaineering gear?”




Aly gave her a smile. “I’ll be okay.”




Selina pointed a finger at her. “Do not get hurt, or there will be ‘I told you so’s’ in your future.”




Aly nodded. “Copy that.” 




She stepped onto the balcony and shut the sliding door behind her. Then she scanned the gardens and the surveillance posts opposite her. She didn’t have a better choice if she couldn’t go up to the top floor and she needed to be on the roof for surveillance.




Nobody in the garden was looking her way. And here came a heavy limo and an armored car. Aly scanned the buildings opposite her. It wasn’t easy using her telescopic vision and her nightvision at the same time. The best she could do was flickering back and forth, which was rapidly giving her a headache. But everyone she could track was watching outward for attackers, or was watching the cars.




Not that she would blame them. If Ahmad was traveling in an armored limo, he would be a hard target on the way here. And if his plans or blueprints or tabletop models, or whatever he had, were stored in a vault somewhere and traveled with security guards in an armored car, then maybe there was a good reason no one had hit his university lab or whatever.




So she leapt up to a top-floor balcony and checked the roof in near-infrared to see if there were any guards that might be too close. Crud, there was one guard practically right on top of her, no doubt watching the stuff below.




She hopped to the next balcony, and the next, and the next, until she could leap up onto the roof without being seen by one of the rooftop guards, which would be a problem. Then she carefully leapt over to one of the big HVAC units and assessed her options. She decided to go with the rooftop tower that had four satellite dishes and a cell tower system on it.




She leapt to the next HVAC system, and then made a big vertical leap to land about twenty feet up the tower. It swayed a little, but all the guy-wires held. She was on a lattice tower like the top third of the Eiffel Tower, so she had lots of handholds and footholds. She climbed up so she was mostly behind one of the big satellite dishes and she had a great view of the front and rear gardens, and even decent views of the areas off the sides of the hotel.




She held on easily and started studying everything in nightvision, then infrared, then back. She was guessing the meeting would last a couple hours, and then the cars would go back the way they came. She thought that someone planning on kidnapping Professor Ahmad or stealing his stuff would probably do best to watch the route he took in, use the meeting time to set up an ambush, and then hit the cars as they drove away and let their guard down. So she was figuring she might need to wait until the meeting ended, and then hitch a ride on top of the armored car to thwart any crooks.




Okay, there was no way she could climb down and perch on the top of the armored car and get driven away, without dozens of guards and spies spotting her. She would have to get out of the gardens and jump onto the armored car when it was on the street. Or she would have to follow it.




She scanned the gardens and tried to plan out her after-meeting moves. There were more guys in the front and back and side gardens than usual, so maybe someone in the Royal Guards knew his stuff. Even if those guards weren’t wearing nightvision goggles.




And she tried to be patient. She held pretty much still except for all the turning of her head she kept doing to keep tabs on everything. It wasn’t like her arms and legs were going to get tired. So she tried not to look at the clock on her phone. She did time the six rooftop guards, who were spread out all around the roof and took about two minutes to make a complete cycle around the roof. So then she kept track of the one guard who was wearing a white kaffiyah so he was easy to spot from her position. Every time he moved between her and the porte-cochère, she mentally ticked off another two minutes.




She was between thirty-two and thirty-four minutes when stuff happened. She heard the sound of wood splitting and breaking and getting smashed, along with a sound like somebody swinging a sledge hammer at ridiculous speed. Or maybe it was the sound of a high-speed bionic attack.




So she was already turning to look at the place the sounds were coming from, the back fence of the rear garden, when the fence came apart. An eight foot section got knocked into the garden, while the section next to it got yanked backward into the alley, pulling a big espaliered bush with it like the bush was no longer attached to the ground.




Four guys charged into the back garden. Four huge guys. Each one of them was almost as big as a bionic sasquatch. Each one of them was wearing a coat and pants and huge combat boots. Each one of them had a head like a giant metal Ken doll, except a lot uglier.




Each one of them moved like Gunther the Cyborg. Crud!




Okay, they didn’t move as fast as Gunther, but they ran as fast as soldiers running while carrying a really heavy pack.




And they were bulletproof. The security men and the Royal Guard were pretty heavily armed for guards, and they were emptying their assault rifles and shotguns into the attackers. With totally no effect. The attackers ran up to the first guards and made awkward-looking karate chops into the guards’ necks. Or heads. Aly could hear the nasty whoosh of the strikes, followed instantly by the vicious, instantly-lethal impact.




Crud. Aly knew what those things were.







Ron looked up from the viewscreen of the infrared system Hermione had mounted on the balcony railing. He calmly announced, “We have cybernauts.”




Hermione was flickering through views from multiple pirated security cameras. “I know that. Four in back, none in front or sides. Gear up.”




Ron started grabbing gear. He mentioned, “By the way, you forgot to pack the Starstreaks.”




“Ha bloody ha,” Hermione snapped at him, as she shrugged into her web belt.. “You know we can’t fight four of them.”




“Isn’t that why you brought your little OSI friend along?” Ron snarked as he snapped the buckle of his web belt and tightened the straps.




“Stop smarting off, and let’s go.”




They dashed out the door. Ron was carrying their rucksack and Hermione was wielding a scintillation counter. They could hear a crash as cybernauts smashed their way into the building. Then there was far too much noise as steel boots pounded their way onto concrete stairsteps.




Hermione looked at her readings. “Damn and blast! They split up. One’s going this way, and really quietly for a cybernaut, which means the three in the fireproof stairwell are the distraction.”




So…?”




Hermione gritted her teeth. “We stop the real threat first. Someone else is going to have to stop the distraction, or at least stall until we can support.”




They ran for the stairs Hermione thought would be used by the singleton.







Aly dropped from the tower and hit the roof hard enough to draw attention. She yelled in Arabic, “They are already breaking into the building! Get down there and support your king!”




She leapt past an HVAC unit to the edge of the roof, and she stepped off to drop onto the balcony of the princess.




Lina spun and had a Glock pointed in Aly’s direction before Aly had the balcony door open. Lina hissed, “What are you doing!?”




Aly rushed through the room and stopped at the door out of the private area. “We have four killer robots that are probably after the king and Professor Ahmad and the plans he brought. Get them moved so the robots don’t know where he is, and get heavy firepower up here.”




“Like rifles?”




“Like anti-tank missiles!” Aly insisted.




She cut through the room with the Royal Guards and called out, “Follow me!”




As she ran down the hall, she tried to listen for the sounds of invading cybernauts. It wasn’t that hard, since some of them were making a stupid amount of noise in the concrete stairwell.




She stepped into the stairwell. By the noise, she could tell there were definitely three, maybe all four of the cybernauts, headed up toward her. She broke off the L-shaped door handle on the stairwell side of the door, and ordered the guards, “Lock off the elevators. Guard the other stairs. Get this door barricaded with the heaviest, sturdiest gear you can find. And don’t open it no matter what.” She slammed it shut in their faces.




Okay. That door opened into the stairwell. With the door handle in her hand, no one was going to be opening the door and moving into the hall until they ripped the door apart or smashed the steel door frame out of the concrete block wall it was set in.




On the downside, the cybernauts could probably rip that door apart. And they might be smart enough to move to alternate entries if this one didn’t work out.




She leapt over the railing and dropped to the steps just above the landing for the next floor down. She was out of time, as the cybernauts were pounding up the stairs toward her position. She stepped over and broke off the L-shaped door handle on that firedoor too. So nobody could easily open that door from the stairwell either.




That also gave her a pair of door-handle ‘brass knuckles’. Which was better than nothing.




There were only three cybernauts, which meant another one was on the loose. Somewhere. Unless someone had figured out how to stop the thing, which she was not going to be counting on. Unless it was Hermione. Maybe Selina.




They were running up to her landing. The lead bot was already crossing the landing that was below and in front of her. The second bot was maybe four stairsteps behind it, and the third bot was five steps behind that. So Aly had time to move down the flight of stairs in front of her, and tackle the first bot there.




Not that she was going to tackle it. No way. Her new limbs were lighter, so she weighed about 135 pounds. These things probably weighed a quarter ton. Maybe a third of a ton. Still, she had fought way bigger stuff.




Okay, the way bigger stuff had nearly killed her, and she’d needed a superheroine to save her.




She met the first cybernaut halfway down the flight of stairs. As it got into range, it raised its right arm and brought it down in a mega-fast karate chop at her neck. Just like she’d seen the things do already.




She quickly slid a step back and up, and the blow just missed her, swishing down in front of her until the hand was nearly at the cybernaut’s waist. She automatically parried it into the bot’s crotch, whichhit with a metallic crunch but did no good at all because cybernauts didn’t have guy-stuff in their crotches. Still, it got the thing’s head down into easy range.




She hit it with a door handle-assisted uppercut that rocked it backward. She was already stepping back to the next step up, so she moved into a piston kick that sent Cy 1 into Cy 2, who overbalanced so they both rolled down to the landing, where Cy 3 stopped them with a helpful and mega-strong hand before they could get dented up much more.




Cy 3 leapt over its buddies and charged her. Crud. Cy 1 and Cy 2 were already climbing to their feet and moving. Extra crud.




Why couldn’t these things be awkward and slow and bad at teamwork, like the files said the first cybernauts were?




Aly watched as Cy 3 raised both his arms to karate-chop her into mush. So she slid to her right, up against the cinderblock wall, and waited for the movement. Yep, Cy 3 turned slightly to face her. As soon as its right arm slashed down in that scary whoosh noise, she quickly slid to her left. The strike missed her and made a nasty gouge through half a dozen concrete blocks. Then Cy 3 turned and let her have it with its left arm.




Aly guide parried that force into the steel railing. It was like trying a guide parry on one of the robot sasquatches, but she managed. The force knocked one of her ‘brass knuckles’ flying. Still, she managed not to get crushed, and Cy 3 smacked the steel railing hard enough to tear a chunk of steel right out of the railing.




She whirled around behind it, dropping the other door handle as she went. She grabbed the cybernaut around the upper legs, and threw it.




Cy 3 went sailing over the railing, over the next flight of stairs down, and head-first into the cinderblocks on the far wall of the stairwell. There was a pretty massive crunch as its head punched a hole in the blocks, and then it fell limply onto the steps ten feet under it.




Aly heard the whoosh behind her, and snapped her right arm up as hard as she could in a desperate overhead block. Cy 1 had caught up with her while she was busy with Cy 3, and she wasn’t sure she could block that force.




Cy 1’s wrist hit her wrist with an impact that sounded like a sledgehammer hitting a metal wall. It didn’t break her arm, but it sure felt like it. The force slammed her down against the concrete steps. One stairstep punched her in the right kidney area, and two more stairsteps tried their very best to break the right side of her ribs. Fortunately for her, a bunch of her ribs were either titanium replacements or titanium-reinforced. It still hurt a lot and knocked the wind out of her. About the only good part was her stitched-up area was on her left side and didn’t take a direct impact.




She didn’t let the pain stop her. Which was good, because Cy 1 was raising his arm again as it bent over her, and Cy 2 was closing on the two of them, and she had no idea if Cy 3 was still going to get up and come after her too.




She used her position to kick Cy 1 in the torso with both her feet. He went airborne. Cy 2 tried to get out of the way, but wasn’t fast enough to get completely clear. He got knocked sideways against the wall.




Aly took advantage of the split second she had, and she kipped up, grabbing hold of the busted steel railing just above the break. She heaved as hard as she could with both hands, and tore the handrail right off the balusters. That gave her a six foot spear. She threw it past Cy 2 and pinned Cy 1 to the cinderblock wall behind him.




Also, as she was tearing the handrail loose, she had looked over the edge, and Cy 3 was a busted mess at the bottom of the lower flight of steps. So she just had Cy 1 and Cy 2, and it looked like Cy 1 couldn’t pry himself free. Maybe she was down to one cybernaut, if she was lucky.




Cy 2 stormed up the stairs at her. It wasn’t raising either of its arms in the usual ‘stiff-arm karate chop’ the cybernauts seemed to like. It looked like it was going for the throat choke, which would be mega-bad if he got those mitts around her neck. Aly had a reinforced spinal column and a mostly titanium skull, but her throat was almost as vulnerable to choking and striking attacks as a non-bionic person’s neck.




It was taking two stair steps at a time without a lot of trouble. It reached for her neck when it was still five steps away, which meant it was nearly within reach. Its reach, not hers, because it was over seven feet tall and had way longer arms than she did.




Aly let the arms go for her neck as Cy 2 took another two steps in a single stride. She held her open hands inches apart in front of her, and she thrust upward as hard as she could. Her forearms hit the inside of its wrists and knocked them far enough apart that she could slide in between its arms and grab its torso.




She used its momentum and went with a back sacrifice throw that slammed its head into the concrete steps so hard that concrete chips went flying. Between its momentum and her throw, it had more than enough momentum to roll all the way over onto its back. Aly hung onto its torso, and let the force pull her along for the ride.




She ended up rolling so she was on top of Cy 2, who was stretched out with its feet up on the landing and its body pointing down the stairs. Its skull looked caved in on the top, but its arms were still trying to do something. She wasn’t sure what, because the arms were mainly twitching back and forth, instead of moving at her. Just in case, she gave it a piston kick into the chin which took its head off.




She looked down at Cy 1, who had finally gotten a good grip on the steel railing pinning it to the wall, and was trying to yank the thing out. Aly quickly got to her feet in case she was about to have to fight it some more.




The railing came out, and so did a bunch of electronics and components that obviously were not supposed to. Cy 1 seized up, and his torso began whining ominously. The whining quickly rose in pitch, getting higher and higher until it was going into ultrasonic tones that Aly could hear but no one else in the building could.




“Oh crud.” She had a bad idea what that noise meant. She yanked the headless remains of Cy 2 so it was standing in front of her. Even without a head, it was way taller than she was, and it wasn’t like she was a midget.




Cy 1 exploded. The force slammed Cy 2 into her and that slammed her into the concrete wall next to the firedoor. Cy 2 crushed her against the wall. Its chest smashed into her face as the back of her head smashed into the cinderblocks.




That was the last thing she remembered.







Ron looked up at the sound of the explosion. Then he looked over at Hermione.




She looked worried. Granted, there was plenty to worry about. Hermione’s ‘flare gun’ had launched a nano-thermite charge that had burned its way well into the chest components of the cybernaut, so the thing was lying on its back kicking and flailing, instead of karate-chopping and stomping its way through them up the stairs. But he had needed to stall the damned thing until the nano-thermite did its job, which was why he was holding his probably-broken left arm with his right hand.




And they had heard the battle that had raged in the concrete fire-resistant stairwell for under half a minute. Less time than he and Hermione had needed to shoot one cybernaut and stall it until Hermione’s own nano-thermite recipe had done its job.




Ron asked, “Do you think…?”




Hermione cringed. “I know I was mad at her, and I didn’t really believe she was…”




Ron supplied, “A heroine with a few after-market add-ons?”




Hermione winced at that too. “But I didn’t want her to die fighting a team of cybernauts.”




Ron hinted, “Then maybe you’d better get up there and do some emergency medical care.”




Hermione looked at him worriedly. “But your arm! And your back…”




Ron insisted, “My back is just bruised. And my arm is still attached. A broken arm will wait. Toss me one of your mini-grenades. I’ll drop it in Robbie The Robot’s chest, in case it hasn’t yet gone to join the Choir Eternal, and I’ll wait here for EMT’s…or maybe some Qumari Royal Guardsmen kitted out with anti-tank gear. You go check on XJ-9.”




“Not funny, Ronald!” she snapped at him. Because she always got his references. Or else she pretended she did, then she rushed off and researched them so she would be prepared the next time he or Harry reffed something.







Lina rushed down the hallway with Naamah on her heels. The concrete stairwell had been blockaded, however the explosion and subsequent dead silence had gotten the Royal Guards to pull the blockade apart and move on the stairwell with what was probably armor-piercing ammunition in their weapons.




A sergeant kicked the door open as he and two of his men performed a smooth room-clearing entry into the stairwell. Lina swung across the open doorway and saw nothing. But she could smell what was probably the resultant from that explosion. She moved down the stairs behind the guardsmen.




The landing for the next floor looked very different. A huge man-shaped robot was lying there with its head knocked off and its back side damaged by the explosion and shrapnel. At the base of the flight of stairs was the wreckage of another robot. It was obviously the source of the explosion. She peeked over the railing. Near the bottom of the next flight of stairs down was a robot with a crushed head and a damaged neck.




To Lina’s right was an area of cinderblocks that had blood and a few strands of black hair on it at head height. There was no other sign of Alyson. Lina stepped down the stairs to check the landings below.




A busty blonde came running up the stairs and stopped at the first robot she encountered. The blonde had a Glock in her right hand and something like an oversized flare gun in her left. She looked up at Lina and asked in worried tones, “Is…Alyson Macrae up there?”




Lina admitted, “There is a sign of injury up here, but there is no other sign of her.”




The blonde cursed. Lina was fairly sure it was in German. Was it possible that Alyson was really a masterful German spy pretending to be a chatty American spy, and this was part of Alyson’s support team?







Selina Kyle finished zipping herself into her catsuit. She really doubted that Aly and Lina believed it was a ‘penetration testing’ suit, but both were certainly pretending they were buying it.




She had pulled it out of the false back of her suitcase as soon as Aly left the room, And she had slid into it despite the pain in her side. She was quite sure that if she needed the suit, no one was going to give her time to go load it up and put it on and check her equipment.




She hadn’t admitted anything to Aly, but she had done a job for Aleksandr Armen some time before, so he knew precisely who and what she really was. And if Armen was behind the museum theft, an attack like this could be aimed at her. Or her horrible death might be a convenient diversion for something else, like the theft of whatever had been brought to the hotel in that armored car. Or vice versa. Or Armen was trying to accomplish multiple objectives simultaneously, which wouldn’t surprise her at all, given the man’s intelligence and ruthlessness.




There were alternatives out there that were even worse than being targeted by Aleksandr.




The fighting in the concrete stairwell had sounded like two men in power armor were trying to pound each other into shrapnel. She had really good audio of it since she had a miniature mike and a tiny button cam, both mounted over her hotel door on the hallway side of the doorframe. Not that she had told Aly or Lina about that.




The explosion had made for an abrupt ending to the battle. She didn’t want to admit it, but she was worried about that blast. She had seen Aly beat the hell out of that power armor killer on top of the museum, so she had a pretty good idea who was the most dangerous defender in this entire hotel. If Aly had stopped a squad of power armor and been caught in that explosion, Selina needed to check on her.




And there was noise out the window.




Selina hurried over to the sliding glass door, adjusting her hood as she went. She switched to her own ‘nightvision’, which was really a lens over her eyes which would let her see in near-infrared, plus a near-infrared ‘flashlight’. It wasn’t true nightvision, but it also wasn’t a pound or two of awkward goggles and electronics. One of the Qumari limos was swinging into the porte-cochère, and it was in a big hurry.




Selina slid out onto her balcony to get a better look. The limo pulled under the porte-cochère where she couldn’t see, so she moved. She used her bullwhip to snag one of the lights mounted on the hotel wall off to one side of the porte-cochère, and she swung down onto the roof of the porte-cochère, landing more quietly than anyone else would think a woman in high heels could manage.




She ignored the pain in her side as she leaned over the edge of the roof until she could peek at the limo. A limp male form was dumped into the back of the limo. A bigger but also limp man was dumped in too. Then three men hauled out a smaller body and dumped it into the trunk.




It was Aly. They had her in heavy chains. In Selina’s false nightvision, Aly looked like she had blood all over her face.




And the limo was already pulling out, heading as quickly as it could through the front gardens and down the street.




Selina leapt to her feet, sprinted across the roof of the porte-cochère, and used her bullwhip to snag another building-mounted spotlight so she could swing across the face of the hotel and over to the secure parking area. She snagged the top of a tree and leapt from there over the fence, and out of the hotel property to where she could pursue that limo.





Part XVII



Aly could hear people talking. She made sure not to move.




Holy crud, did her head hurt.




Oh yeah. Explosion in a closed concrete box and getting her head slammed into a concrete wall and getting her face smashed by a steel robot torso. The back of her head hurt, and her nose hurt, and her mouth hurt, and her chin hurt. Her back and butt hurt too. But mainly it felt like the inside of her head was mega-painful, even if brains didn’t have pain receptor stuff inside them.




But she didn’t move. She just kept breathing slowly.




It felt like there were huge metal cuffs on her wrists, and something clamped around each of her ankles, and maybe she was lying on her side on top of some stupidly huge chains.




“…in Allah’s name do you think you are doing?” That was definitely Lina’s voice, and that was Arabic, so Lina was yelling at Arabic people. Aly didn’t think her normal ear was working too well yet, but her bionic ear was working just fine. “Unlock her at once!”




“Go away, stupid woman.” That wasn’t a guy Aly knew just by his voice. “Or I will shove this dagger so far up your cunt you will choke on it.”




There was the sound of a handgun being cocked. Lina insisted, “No. And I will blow what few brains you have all over the deck if you even make a move in my direction.”




Another gun noise. “Lina, drop your gun. Now.” That was definitely the voice of Lieutenant al-Daoud, the big jerk. “There are five of us and only one of you.”




Aly cracked an eye open just a hair. They were on the yacht. The Queen Fahda. They were on the second stern deck, which was the open deck behind where the crown prince and the princess had private suites. The lieutenant and four other men were facing Lina, and Lina was seriously outgunned. Lina had a handgun. The lieutenant had a handgun. One of his men had a huge dagger. The other three men had assault rifles.




Lina insisted, “I cannot. You have kidnapped the crown prince along with his tutor, and you are planning on assassinating the crown prince and committing treason. Have you no conscience? Have you no morals?”




“We follow Allah’s will. The imam and Prince Muhammad have told us what we must do!”




Lina tried, “And you have a hundred pound girl chained up like she is a rogue elephant. Are you cowards as well?”




The lieutenant insisted, “You are a fool. Did you not see what it did to three unstoppable, bulletproof assassin-robots? Whatever it is, it is not a ‘girl’.”




Aly could see that she had huge metal cuffs on her wrists and ankles, and really heavy chains leading from the cuffs to a huge eyebolt sunk into the top of what looked like a hundred pound cube of concrete.




Aly had an idea. Okay, she had three ideas, depending on how much of a distraction Lina could make for her.




Only, before Lina could do anything, there was a gunshot from well off on the docks. Lina fell face-forward to the deck.




Aly reacted.







Selina was lurking in the shadows in the deck above all the action, while she tried to figure out what she could do.




She had gotten to the docks in time to get to a decent vantage point where she could use her miniature telescope. There was a gang of armed guards, and they were carrying the crown prince and the prince’s bodyguard and Aly. Only they had Aly chained up like she was the Incredible Hulk. Selina had seen smaller chains on boat anchors, and the cube of concrete that they had her chained to was taking two of the men to carry it. That didn’t count the five men struggling under the weight of Aly and the chains they had Aly locked in.




Okay. Fine. Aly was certainly closer to the Incredible Hulk than anyone Selina had ever seen before. Including Lou Ferrigno.




Selina had followed the guards to the Queen Fahda, and then had avoided the guard at the walkway because she had avoided the whole walkway area. She had slipped on board the next yacht in line, climbed up that yacht’s electronics mast, and then used her bullwhip to swing onto the Queen Fahda. After that, it had been easy to move across the Queen Fahda’s top deck and down to where all the armed guards were.




A peek through a porthole had revealed that the crown prince was unconscious or dead, and naked in his bed. Nice silk sheets, though. A peek through the next porthole had revealed the bodyguard face down on the floor of the next room. Selina could put all of that together without asking Sherlock Holmes for advice. They would shoot the crown prince and the bodyguard with a handgun, kill Aly, plant the handgun on her, and blame her for the murders.




It looked like someone was going to have to save Aly, instead of the other way around.




Selina had then moved to the deck immediately above the activity, when Lina showed up and tried to do her John Wayne act. Only the shot that rang out was from the dock, and the bullet caught Lina in the back.




Before Selina could do anything, Aly reacted. Or over-reacted. Because no one could do that.




Aly grabbed that hundred-pound mooring block like it was styrofoam, kipped up to her feet, and backflipped over the railing before any of the armed men could draw a bead on her.




But Aly was falling into water that was who-knew-how deep, and weighted down with maybe two or three times her own body weight in chains and concrete. Unless someone could unlock all those locks in a few seconds, Aly was in serious trouble.




Selina dove off the deck, hoping she could find Aly in the dark waters.







Hermione used the sound of the gunshot to target the shooter. That part wasn’t so hard. The shooter was kneeling on top of the two-story part of the small office building for yacht club support and administration. That roof had a large sun-shade awning over it which put the shooter in shadow even on a moonlit night, and the location gave the shooter easy control of the stern decks of the Queen Fahda. It also gave the shooter’s support group good control of the entry points most people would take to get to the Queen Fahda.




Hermione was figuring one to three guards for the shooter. Probably one, since the shooter wasn’t having to immerse himself in a nightvision scope on a sniper rifle. It was far too short a distance from the building to the yacht. At that distance, Harry could make the shot with a low-caliber rifle and subsonic ammunition. Or even a suitable silenced handgun. Granted, Harry was an exceptional shot.




Still, the shooter’s guards would spot anyone approaching the building, and undoubtedly had all the interior exits onto the roof covered. That presented a problem. Hermione certainly couldn’t storm the yacht with a sniper at her back.




She fired her ‘flare gun’ into the underside of the awning. The nano-thermite exploded on impact, and spread like someone had been tossing accelerants around.




The panicky yelling told her that there were definitely three men up there.







Aly hit the water feet first. Well, the concrete block hit first, then her feet, then she went straight down.




She didn’t know how deep the water was, but she knew about the mooring spots for the yachts. The bottom couldn’t be too shallow, or the yachts would scrape across the bottom and ruin their undersides. But the bottom couldn’t be too deep, or the divers who had to hook up and unhook the mooring lines would have huge problems.




She did know she could hold her breath for a lot longer than your average person, thanks to her bionics. And she was already trying to tear the chain off her right wrist cuff before she hit the muddy bottom. Crud, these stupid chains were massive. She pretty much had to squeeze the chain links to crack the welds before she could pull hard enough to open a couple links and get the chain off. By then, she had already settled on the bottom, since she was heavier than water, and the concrete block was way heavier than water. 




She went to work on the chain for her left wrist cuff just after that. Crud! She wasn’t making a lot of progress. She gave up and grabbed the cuff on her left wrist instead. Busting the lock on that was easier than breaking the chains.




And someone was swimming down, grabbing her and checking her wrists before moving further down to…Oh. Picking the locks on Aly’s ankle cuffs. That probably meant it was Selina. Or maybe Hermione. Maybe Ron. Aly figured it was Selina, given how fast those locks got picked when the two of them were underwater in the dark. So Aly tore the cuff off her right wrist and shoved it in her pants pocket, while she waited a few seconds on Selina.




While Aly waited, she tried her bionic nightvision. Which actually worked underwater. She should have known that. After all, some photons came down through the water, even at night, and they weren’t that far down. Maybe forty or fifty feet. Deep enough to make her normal ear, which was already injured, really hurt like someone was jabbing an icepick into her eardrum. She could even see the yacht, which didn’t come down anywhere near as far as they were. The yacht only had a draft of maybe twenty feet or so. She checked in near-infrared too, and she could tell the metal of the yacht was a tad warmer than the water, probably because the upper parts of the yacht were a lot warmer than the water. She switched back to nightvision.




Once Aly was unlocked, she grabbed Selina around the ribs, making sure not to grab her around the bandaged areas below her ribs. Aly could swim really fast, even with only her legs. Just like she could run half a dozen times faster than a normal person could sprint, she could swim half a dozen times faster than a normal person could race in a short pool. So Aly pushed off hard from the concrete block and kicked as fast as she could.




She swam under the yacht and popped up on the far side of it, where guys with guns wouldn’t be looking for her. And she looked over to make sure Selina was okay. She was sure Selina wouldn’t make any sounds, because Selina was already expert at sneaking around.




Aly pointed at the mooring line on their side of the bow of the yacht, and Selina quietly sidestroked in that direction. Aly let her excess weight pull her under the water, and she swam hard for the mooring cables. She had to use her nightvision to find the mooring cables, which ran diagonally from a big concrete base stuck in the mud, up to the part of the yacht where the mooring lines spooled out.




Then all she had to do was climb hand-over-hand up the mooring cable. Easy for a bionic woman, especially when she was lying on the cable instead of dangling underneath it. The cable came out of a little hole about three feet below the gunwale for the main deck, but Aly could cope with that. With a firm enough grip on the cable, she could do a one-arm push-up so her eyes were just above the gunwale.




Nobody at her end of the boat, or even looking her way. Perfect. She grabbed the gunwale with her other hand and slung herself over and onto the deck.




Selina was still swimming toward the mooring cable. But she was being mega-quiet about it. Aly figured she had a few seconds to make her first moves before Selina even started climbing up that cable. She didn’t dare wait so long that the badguys decided to go ahead and shoot Bandar and his bodyguard. And she had no idea about the sniper who had shot Lina. And she had no idea if Lina was dead or needed emergency medical care or what.




Oh wait, the top of the building that was an obvious sniper nest for shooting Lina in the back? Totally on fire. There was no way that was a coincidence.




She used her built-in phone connection and called the OSI on the mega-emergency number. She got put through to Rinkin without even a quick receptionist bit from one of the Peggybots. “Aly? What’s wrong?”




She whispered, “I’m on the Queen Fahda. The crown prince has been kidnapped by Prince Muhammad’s badguys including Lieutenant al-Daoud who was way too friendly not to get put on my suspect list. I have Selina Kyle as backup, and I may have Hermione Granger or Ron Westley as long-range support. But I’m injured, and they shot Lina, and I don’t know if she’s still alive. I need someone to call the king or queen and get trustworthy guards and medics down here right away.”




Rinkin asked over the line, “Linda, did you get that?”




One of the Lindabots answered, “Yes, Deputy Director Mueller. We’re initiating calls for support and medics.”




Rinkin checked, “You heard that, right, Aly?”




Aly whispered, “Yes.”




Rinkin said, “Damage assessment.”




Aly spilled, “Serious concussion. Maybe some cracked ribs.” She wiped off some of the blood still leaking out of her nose and lips. “Probably a broken nose and split lip and maybe a couple teeth knocked loose.”




Rinkin asked, “How many armed men are between you and the crown prince?”




“Five.”




Rinkin pressed, “Then you know what you need to do. You have a concussion. Do not let anyone make it worse.”




“Yes ma’am. Mack out.”




Aly disconnected and leapt up to the deck above her. It was easy to jump just enough to put a hand on the railing and swing her legs onto the deck. Then she moved as silently as she could toward the stern. She used her bionic hearing to eavesdrop.




“Where is she?”




“She must be dead. We had over a hundred kilograms of weights on her. She can sit on the bottom here until we need her corpse for evidence.”




“Yes sir. There is already enough blood on the deck for us to use.”




“Right. Remember our story. She had sex with the crown prince. Then she killed him. As she ran out, she had to shoot that fool Omar. We caught her here and shot her. Hence her blood. She dove over the side and never came back up. Everyone good with that?”




“Yes sir.”




“Fine. Then we need to take care of the crown prince and his bodyguard before they come to. Those drugs won’t keep them unconscious forever.”




“Yes sir.”




By then, Aly was peeking around the corner, at the men on the deck. Three of them were looking over the side, and two of the three were pointing their rifles at the water. It was a mega-good thing Aly hadn’t surfaced there.




One guard was standing and looking at the fire on top of that building way astern of the boat. That left one guard somewhere inside, possibly in the prince’s private suite and about to commit murder. And Lina, who was face down on the deck and maybe bleeding to death. Aly turned up her hearing, so she could hear that Lina was still breathing, but it sounded like it was labored breathing with some bubbling, like maybe Lina had a punctured lung. Aly so needed some medics to show up pronto.




Okay, four guys, none of them looking at her, and one guy inside and unaware that she was up here. She could work with that. Even if her headache was still killing her. She just needed to avoid any more head trauma.




Okay, she needed to avoid any more head trauma for herself. She was planning on dishing some out.




She moved swiftly across the deck in a string of aikido glide steps, and she piston-kicked the guy who was looking aft at the fire. She caught him across the back, right across his lower ribs, and she launched him through the air, over the main aft deck, and into the water. He probably would have screamed, if she hadn’t knocked the wind out of him.




She pivoted on her back foot and moved at the men staring at the water off to the left of the yacht. She planted her feet and punched the two guards hard enough to launch both of them off the deck and over the side of the yacht.




Lieutenant al-Daoud tried to react, but he was moving way too slow. He was turning his body, and he wasn’t going for his handgun in its fancy holster. She hit him in the solar plexus, which knocked him flying backward. When he hit the gunwale, she was already closing on him. She punched him in the jaw before he could react. He was unconscious way before his head hit the deck.




She spun and dashed into the suites to find that fifth guy before he could do something bad. Well, something worse than what these guys had already done.




No one in the hall. No one standing at the top of the stairs. So Aly took the broken steel cuff out of her pocket and charged into the prince’s private suite.




The bodyguard was still down. Badguy Number Five was standing looking into the crown prince’s private bedroom and holding an AK on him. Aly threw the broken cuff before the badguy could react. The heavy cuff, with the links still hanging on it, was a couple pounds of solid steel.




She didn’t miss. It hit the guy in the side of the head, and he went down hard. Aly was already across the room and grabbing his weapon out of his hands before he finished crashing to the floor. 




And eww. Bandar was starkers. She threw the top sheet over him. Then she threw the fancy, probably mega-expensive quilt over that. She so didn’t need to look at some guy’s junk while he was drugged into unconsciousness.




She yanked open the porthole and called out, “Hey Selina, I’m up in the prince’s suite. Get up here, and look for incoming help.”




“I’ll be up the mooring cable in a minute, Speedy!”




Aly moved back to the hallway, hauling Badguy Number Five alongside her.




Oh crud. Someone really stealthy was moving on the deck below her. Maybe that yell was a bad idea.




The someone stopped moving. Hermione Granger whispered, “Aly, if you’re safe, say ‘Jaime’. If you are under duress or holding off threats, say ‘come on up guys’.”




Wait a minute. When did Hermione figure out that Aly had bionic hearing?




Aly still called out, “Jaime!”




Hermione moved to the stairs from the main deck up to where Aly was. “Situation?” Boy, Hermione’s British accent just made her sound like she knew what she was doing. Aly so needed an accent like that.




Aly reported, “Five threats. Three thrown overboard, two up here and unconscious. One of our side is unconscious where they shot her, the jerkheads. I’m afraid she’s got a bullet through a lung and she needs emergency surgery. The prince and his bodyguard are still out cold, and I have no way to tell if they need medical attention or if the drugs they got will just wear off soon. And Selina’s helping me, so don’t shoot her.”




Selina called out, “Definitely no shooting the sopping wet helpers!”




Hermione decided, “Their sniper post is down, so we’re reasonably safe here. I’ll move up the stairs and stand guard there. I can check your friend, even if I don’t have a medical bag on me.”




Maybe Hermione didn’t have a medical bag, but she did have a nice big handgun with a big silencer on it, and something like a flare gun tucked into her belt. Aly wasn’t going to be surprised if Hermione had a few other weapons hidden on her.




Selina volunteered, “I know where one ought to be on a yacht like this. The crew is probably locked down below. Do I release them, or wait until we have reinforcements?”




Hermione insisted, “Keep them below. We have no information on which of them are trustworthy, and there may be fifty or more, which is more of a red team than I am prepared to defend against right now.”




Selina joked, “Only fifty of them? No problem. We have Aly.”




Aly mentioned, “I happen to have a concussion, so I would appreciate as little getting slammed around as possible.” She hauled Badguy Number Five down the steps to the main deck, and let Hermione move past her.




Only Hermione stopped Aly. “Damn. Hold still. Your eyes are dilated unequally. Also, your nose is definitely broken, and you’re bleeding from both lips and your chin and one eyebrow.”




Aly admitted, “My head got caught between a cybernaut and a concrete wall when that explosion went off. Also, explosion in a small space. Oh, and one of my eyes is artificial, so expect it’s doing better than my normal eye.”




Hermione checked Aly over and also found a big bleeding scalp area on the back of Aly’s head. Totally surprising—not. Hermione sighed, “We need to get you into a hospital room too.”




Aly gave in, not really gracefully though. “Okay, I guess. But I’m a lot more worried about Lina. And Selina shouldn’t be diving off upper decks into water to rescue sinking women either, since she’s still getting over some arthroscopic surgery.”




Hermione rolled her eyes. “Did you two take patient behavior lessons from Harry? Because he’s a terrible patient, but you two may be threatening his title as Worst Patient Ever.”




Aly pouted at that, because she always tried to be a good patient! She had spent way too much of her life in hospitals to want to mess up some doctor’s hard work and have to spend even more time in a hospital bed. And it so wasn’t her fault she’d been kidnapped while she was out cold.




So she moved to the main deck and stood over near the gangplank from the stern of the boat over to the dock area. And she listened. There were definitely guys splashing in the water, trying to get to a ladder and get up on the dock. From the way they were choking on water and gasping and stuff, she might have busted some ribs.




Maybe if they hadn’t shot Lina and tried to kill Bandar, Aly might have had a little more sympathy for them. She announced in Arabic, “Swim over here and hang onto the side of the dock where I can watch you. Now. Or I’ll use this AK to fill you full of holes.” She pulled the charging handle.




All three guys immediately started cooperating. They knew what that sound meant. And they didn’t know that Aly was pretty sure she couldn’t have just shot them unless they were doing something way worse than swimming away.





Part XVIII



Aly didn’t enjoy the rest of the night. The Monaco police weren’t very happy with her, especially when she finally realized that both Hermione and Selina had somehow slipped off the yacht undetected, leaving her looking like Die Hard: Girl Harder. And the King’s special Royal Guard guys weren’t very happy with her, since Lina had been shot in the back, even if that totally wasn’t her fault. And the EMTs who showed up weren’t happy with her, since she was obviously running around doing violent stuff when she needed to be in an ER.




So she told the police what she could, while just not mentioning Selina or Hermione, and pretending she had no idea what happened with the fire on top of the building, which she was pretty sure was Hermione. Ditto for al-Daoud’s guard on the docks who had gotten double-tapped with some small-caliber bullets. And she ‘forgot’ to mention the couple hundred pounds of chains and concrete she had been weighted down with.




Then police kept questioning her, even when she was in the emergency room, getting her nose set and her cuts sewed up. The doctors didn’t like the police intruding, and they were pretty worried that Aly was going to need some plastic surgery to keep from having scars on her face and the back of her head.




And then Aly didn’t get much sleep. A nurse came in every two hours to wake her up and make sure she wasn’t suffering massive brain trauma. So in the morning, when the queen and her retinue came to check her out of the hospital, Aly had a hard time being grateful. But she was sure she managed not to be crabby. And they brought a set of Aly’s clothes for her to put on, instead of the wrecked stuff that had been in an explosion and then been tossed into the harbor.




She did check, “What about Lina? No one will tell me anything.”




Naamah replied, “Lina will remain in the hospital for a while. You were right, and she did have a perforated lung. The bullet track missed her heart by about two inches. The doctors are concerned about infection, since some pieces of her clothing were dragged into the wound by the bullet.”




The queen added, “They are also worried about pneumonia and a dozen other issues.”




“Yeah,” Aly murmured. Getting holes punched through your thoracic cavity was mega-bad for anyone. Even for robots.




It turned out that Princess Sultana had been sitting with Lina, along with a couple bodyguards for each of them, so the limo back to the hotel had Aly and the queen and the princess and Naamah and like six guards. It was a good thing the limo could seat about fifteen in back plus a couple people up front.




So, even though Aly desperately needed a nap…or three…she had to go have an audience with the king. And she knew before she got there that she would have to pay attention and be on her best behavior and not be grouchy and probably she’d need to remember absolutely everything for her report when she got back home. Also, the drive back had made her headache start back up.




So Aly got led up to the room set aside as the king’s chambers. The king was already there, up on his dais with his manservant and half a dozen bodyguards. The queen came in with Naamah and two guards. The crown prince was there with his manservant and his official bodyguard Omar and four more guards. And there were half a dozen actual servants doing servant things like bringing out food and drink, and cleaning up, and stuff.




Also, Bandar and his bodyguard looked like they both had the worst hangovers ever. They probably had headaches like Aly did.




The king indicated for Aly to sit before him, so she bowed and did it. The queen and crown prince sat up with the king on the dais.




The king smiled, “Aly…May I call you Aly as my queen and daughter do?”




“Of course, Your Majesty.”




“Aly, I have had several very interesting chats with your State Department since last night.” Aly tried really hard not to wince. “Apparently, you received multiple conflicting directives for this mission, although your OSI is supposed to restrict itself to international issues of technology and science.”




Aly answered, “Yes, Your Majesty. Mostly. We are listed under the State Department, but most of our work is actually domestic, not international. Protecting technology developers, guarding new technology, investigating abuse or misuse of new technologies. So the ‘laser fusion’ grant fell into our purview, if someone wanted to make that case to the right people.”




The king nodded and smiled. “So you used that to protect my son and me and my cousin Ismail, as well as our crown jewels and the man impersonating Hejaz. Even though that would bring you into conflict with other forces within your own government.”




Aly admitted, “The OSI has a private policy. We try to do what’s right. We try to save people, and keep people from getting hurt, especially if it’s because of things in our purview. And protecting people who are going to be murdered is more important than some of the stuff I was told to do.”




“We do appreciate that, Aly,” the queen spoke up. “Particularly when you are risking your life and doing what apparently is impossible.”




Aly spilled, “I had help. I’m pretty sure Lina saved me last night and she got shot because of it. And ‘Marion Felice’ helped too. And a couple British agents who have dealt with these cybernauts before, and they think Aleksandr Armen is behind this iteration of them. Although I don’t understand why Armen was going after the plans, when he’s a really smart guy and he has to know they’re fakes.”




The king looked a little embarrassed at that. “Ahh. Yes. That. I have known Izzy since we were boys, and he has always been a trickster and a liar and a fraud. I have no idea how much of his doctoral dissertation he really did, but I suspect more fraud there. Probably bribery. So when he came to us with his plan for useful laser fusion, I asked a few people for advice. The French and Germans have both sunk billions into it. The British have spent almost as much, and the Americans have spent utterly absurd amounts of money on it. No one has useful energy production. But somehow, Izzy and his old professor got your Department of Energy and Department of Defense to produce roughly three hundred million dollars for Izzy and Professor Helmann to try out some of their concepts at our largest university. I suspected at once that Izzy had found a way to pocket most of that money, generate some promising ‘results’, and then claim that he would need far more money to overcome the minor issues involved.” The king even air-quoted the word ‘minor’ and Aly had to make an effort not to giggle.




Aly tried to think it through, despite her headache. “So you knew it was destined to fail, and you let your wife and daughter do all that research anyway…It was a part of your trade negotiations with the French and the Germans and the British.”




The king smiled broadly. “Yes. The Americans are trying to keep any of the European countries from selling us their best armaments. We were dangling this plum before them as an enticement to get them to ignore America’s wishes and sell us their best tanks and jets and weapons.”




Only it was a plum that had a big worm inside it and was never going to be worth eating. Aly decided not to say that out loud. She also was going to tell Oscar that the king was a lot sneakier than the State Department thought. And he was a lot smarter.




The king sighed, “Unfortunately, I did not realize that a supervillain was going to attempt to steal Izzy’s plans and probably kidnap or kill Izzy. If it really is Armen, then it probably has a great deal to do with his push to sell nuclear power plants to most of the EU countries, constructed by some of his companies, of course, and maintained by other companies he owns. He would not want someone coming up with a cheaper alternative that could cut him out of billions of dollars of profits. Still, I think it is more likely that someone other than Armen himself is behind the attack with those robots, such as an underling of his who did not realize what was going on.”




The queen added, “Nor did we think that anyone would stage a full-scale assault to steal some of the crown jewels. And we did not expect La Cambrioleuse to become involved.”




Aly spilled, “Her real name is Selina Kyle. She probably has a bunch of aliases and IDs besides that and Marion Felice. Her biggest motives in stopping the jewel theft were not being framed for it and not having her reputation sullied and being mad about them trying to kill her. But that wasn’t why she chose to help me and Lina last night on the yacht. That had nothing to do with jewels and reputation. She risked her life, and I really appreciate it.”




The queen looked at her son, who spoke like he was pretty sick. “We also wish to extend Our appreciation. As it was explained to Us, you were severely concussed, and locked up with enough chain to hold a battleship, and you still felt the need to rescue Us. That is not something in your tasking, and it is something We will never forget. Nor will Qumar. So…thank you very much, Aly.”




She couldn’t help smiling, despite her headache. “Thank you, Your Highness. It was my pleasure.”




The king paused for a moment. “Let me see. You did a marvelous job of tutoring my son and educating my queen and daughter. You uncovered a plot to assassinate my son, identified the guilty parties, uncovered traitorous factions among the Royal Guard who were supporting this treason, and rescued my son. You saved the crown jewels and defeated the thieves, along with hired killers guarding the thieves. You defeated a team of CIA killers, then defeated a team of Qumari killers who were attempting to frame your country for murder of a Qumari citizen. And you fought a team of apparently-unstoppable, bulletproof robots to protect us. Any one of those would be grounds for a medal…” He smiled, “I don’t suppose you would like a job working for us, would you?”




“No thank you, Your Majesty. But I would be happy to be part of any protective detail if any of you come to America. And I would be honored if you asked for me the next time the OSI needs to step in and protect people and technology…and sometimes, protect people from their technology.”




“And is Alyson Hassa Macrae your real name?”




She made sure not to shake her head. “No, Your Majesty. But it is an alias I can use again, and the OSI will know who you are talking about.”




The queen said, “You need some rest. And if your head is better tomorrow, we will fly you home.” She smiled naughtily. “And we have a nurse for you.”




So when Aly got down to her room, Selina was sitting on a couch reading some book named Into the Wild that Aly hadn’t heard of. Selina gave her a smile like the cat that ate the canary. “You’re back. Hop in the bed and get some sleep…”




Aly just waited for the other shoe to drop.




“And of course I’ll be waking you up every two hours to check on you…”




Ugh. Aly slipped off her shoes and her top and her skirt, and got into her bed.




So that was when Selina started, in a sort of parody of what Aly had done when Selina was the patient. “Did you take your meds? Do you need some water? Would you like a snack? Maybe some room service?”




Crud. As Oscar had told her, no good deed goes unpunished.







Okay, Selina did actually let her sleep, and did check on her every two hours for as long as the doctor ordered, and did get Aly her meds and food and everything else. And then the next morning, Selina helped Aly pack her bags to fly home. Aly had her purse-backpack too, but she shoved it into her roller bag because she had a lot more room than she had started with. Ruining a bunch of outfits and having to throw them away would do that.




Aly carefully hugged her, making sure not to press on Selina’s bandages. “Come see me in Maryland, okay? And take good care of yourself.”




Selina rolled her eyes. “Look who’s talking. You look like you went ten rounds with a pack of killer robots.”




Aly just sighed at that. Because her face did look bad. Her nose was swollen and taped up. The area around both eyes was swollen. One eye looked black-and-blue and was way more swollen than the other one, so she looked lopsided too. And she had stitches and swelling on both lips, and on one side of her chin, and through one eyebrow. That didn’t even count the bandage on the back of her head.




At least her headache was gone. Mostly.




She was sort of worried about her face, because some of the damage was on bionic skin, but some of it was on her real skin, and she didn’t want more of her to get turned into bionics. Still, she couldn’t do her job if she had visible scars on her face that everyone would notice. She just had to trust that Rudy would do his best for her.




She rode to the Nice airport, and there were airport people waiting there for her with a wheelchair. Okay, she would have fussed about that, except the man was definitely Harry. A pair of round wire-rimmed glasses and a brown wig totally did not hide Harry’s eyes or his face. So Aly looked more closely at the redheaded woman, and that was Hermione in another disguise. Hermione’s disguise was way better, but Hermione knew how to use a lot of makeup to make her facial features look different. Also, Hermione wasn’t wearing those huge falsies, so she looked a lot more normal and less flashy.




Aly decided she needed to work more on her disguises on missions. Even if she’d done okay for a first op, with her dark brown eyes and jet-black long hair.




So Aly limped over to the wheelchair like she was really hurt, and she let Harry push her while Hermione wheeled a little baggage cart with Aly’s suitcase and roller bag. They moved through the private plane area, like they were supposed to.




Okay, Harry and Hermione had official-looking uniforms and official-looking IDs on official-looking lanyards. Aly totally wanted to know how to do that. It probably took lots of planning and a big support organization. She figured Andrew and a couple of the bots could do all that stuff if they decided to. And Aly now had an ‘Alyson Hassa Macrae’ disguise she could pull out someday in future. Still, Aly would need a local place to hide all the disguises and stuff if she wanted to use them while on assignment. She figured Hermione’s storage place was probably the apartment where the British agents had that surveillance post.




Harry stopped the wheelchair and pulled out an airline blanket. Then he pretended to fiddle around a lot, adjusting it over her shoulders like a shawl. He glanced around expertly, not moving his head at all, and hardly moving his eyes. Then he murmured, “We just wanted to make sure you were okay…” He looked at her face, “For a given meaning of ‘okay’.”




She gave him a smile that didn’t hurt her lips too much. “I’ve been hurt worse.”




“That’s my line,” Harry grinned.




Hermione whispered, “She’s been hurt far worse than this.”




Harry looked shocked. “Ron wasn’t kidding about that?” He gave her a really impressed look and whispered, “You rock.”




Aly glanced up at Hermione. “You found the newspaper accounts?” Because Hermione Granger would be able to find all that kind of stuff.




Hermione pursed her lips and cringed some around the eyes. “And the hospital records. And the transfer documents.”




Harry grinned, “Ron wanted to see you off, but he’s got a broken arm and some muscle damage in his back.”




Hermione admitted, “He was worried about you.” Aly looked at her, and Hermione confessed, “Oh all right, we were all worried about you.”




Harry gave Aly a wink, and he lied, “I wasn’t.” He insisted, “Anyone who can take three cybernauts in hand-to-hand does not need to be worried about.”




Hermione grumbled at Harry, “Probably why Armen called you ‘The Alien’. You’re from a foreign country and you keep wrecking his hard work.”




Harry grinned at that. “Bald asshole. If he can call me that, I’m making up names for him too. Besides ‘Baldy’. He’ll probably start making up names for Alyson next.”




Aly smiled, “I’d be okay with getting called…Terawatt. Or Stormburst.”




Harry smirked, “Picking codenames out of comic books now?”




Aly just smiled back. “Better. Way better than comic book superheroes.”




Hermione asked, “This is more of your ‘alternate universes’ structure, isn’t it?”




Aly nodded really carefully. “But it’s okay if you don’t want to believe something crazy which has absolutely no supporting evidence.”




Hermione gave Aly a stern, disbelieving look that made Harry snicker. So Hermione gave him a stern look too. Harry had to make an effort not to laugh out loud at that.




Hermione finally forced herself to admit, “You made a sound case for us starting talks with your organization. And perhaps our boss thinks I am being a little too…unadaptable in my position.”




Harry pretend-whispered to Aly, “She’s always been like this. You should have seen her when she was eleven. She was bloody terrifying.”




Hermione gave Harry another stern glare for that, and Aly almost laughed.




Aly checked, “Can I give you contact information?”




Harry glanced at Hermione, who said, “We kept all the papers Jaime gave us.”




Harry whispered, “Although Hermione had the boffins checking it all for traps and bugs and poisons.”




Hermione hissed at him, “Harry! Honestly…”




Aly looked at her and said, “It’s okay. We would’ve done the same thing. And Andrew would’ve come up with another dozen things to check for, including science fiction stuff that doesn’t even exist in this universe.”




“Like you?” Harry smirked.




Aly told him, “I’m just me. I just have some…after-market add-ons.”





Part XIX



Aly pretended to ignore it as Hermione sort of hmmphed at that, even if she didn’t really need bionic hearing to pick it up. She didn’t pretend to ignore when Harry snickered. She gave him a little smile.




So they rolled her through the concourse to a fancy jetway with two Qumari Royal Guards standing on either side of it.




The guards looked at her and asked in Arabic, “Are you Alyson Macrae?”




So she went with Arabic. “Peace be unto you. I am Alyson Hassa bint Andrew Macrae.”




One of the guards glanced at Harry and Hermione. “I do not trust their looks. I will wheel you into the jet myself.” A guy flight attendant stepped out of the jetway and took Aly’s suitcases.




Aly glanced over, and both Harry and Hermione looked like they had no idea what was being said. Aly figured that the odds were mega-low that Hermione didn’t understand Arabic. 




Aly nodded, “I would appreciate it. And could you tip them?”




The other guard said, “I will do that. Have a safe flight. Unto you be peace.”




The first guard rolled her wheelchair down the jetway to the door into a pretty big cabin for a private jet. She gave him a little smile and stayed in Arabic. “Thank you. I will be able to walk to a seat.” And she got up and pretend-limped to a mega-nice leather seat that was like a fancy expensive armchair with extra stuff around it.




Then she had the kind of flight home that she had only read about. A mega-fancy private jet. She was the only passenger on the jet, and there were three flight attendants, which was just silly. And the food was awesome. Even better than the British Airlines food. Plus, she had a glass of diet Coke when she thought about Alex, and boy did it foam and foam and foam! The next time she was thirsty on a jet, she was getting something non-carbonated, like tomato juice.




Okay, asking for a diet Coke and getting it served in a fancy crystal goblet with ice cubes in the shape of the Qumar state seal? Way over the top. And they didn’t even care that she only drank like a quarter of it.




Also, the seat went way back and had a swing-up footrest, so she could actually sleep. This was so much more awesome than flying coach in between grouchy people.




When they landed in Norfolk, Aly had to let one of the stewards wheel her off the jetway to a motorized cart, while another steward put her luggage in the back of the cart. Okay, people were looking at her face and not seeing any problem with her getting a motorized cart to ride in.




Andrew was waiting on the other side of the TSA barrier, and he had a wheelchair for her too. That was too much. Or at least she thought so, even after he whispered, “Just play along.”




So she got wheeled out to his car, and he put her bags in the trunk while she slid into the shotgun seat. And he drove her back to the OSI base. He also gave her a bug detector and tracker detector to run over the car while he drove.




“Aly, we already heard from Hermione Granger’s group. You must’ve made a great impression on them! Apparently, they don’t have an official name that they give out. All the stuff we’ve managed to find out? Those are all nicknames other agencies have slapped on them. So don’t call ’em the Department Of Danger or MI-9 or any of that stuff.”




Aly pointed out, “Umm, I’m pretty sure you were the only one calling ’em stuff like that. I just thought they were a department in the SIS.”




Andrew blushed a little and admitted, “Rinkin says I need to be more professional on this stuff, so people will take me seriously on assignments. And the next person who calls her Madame Deputy Director is in big, big trouble.”




Aly wondered out loud, “Why would anyone call her Ma…” She looked at Andrew’s face and stopped right there. Oops.




Andrew added, “And Rinkin says I need to not bug you about all the cool stuff on your op, because professionalism. And security issues, even if we just scanned the car. And ‘need to know’. And also if I bug you, I’m gonna have to write a five page paper on why I’m not supposed to and why I shouldn’t have done it and what could go wrong because I did. And she said she’d ask one of the Willowbots to grade it.”




Aly just said, “Maybe Oscar will have you in on the debrief. After all, someone’s going to have to fix my face and my ribs and the damage on my bionics and stuff.”




Andrew gave her a really quick glance. “Well, if you fought another cyborg, I hope you stomped him, because the OSI has a rep to maintain.”




Aly spilled, “Three cybernauts. And remember the name Lex Luthor off the A-list?”




Andrew scoffed, “Lex Luthor? That’s like Stan Lee comic book naming.”




“That’s what I thought, only we’ve got him too.”




Andrew gasped excitedly. “Really? Is he worse than Garthe Knight?”




Aly shrugged. “Dunno yet. Aleksandr Armen, Swedish national living in seclusion in Switzerland these days. Hermione and Ron and Harry think he’s behind the modern cybernauts. Which if they get any better are going to be a real headache.”




Andrew asked, “Does he have an alliterative name in every universe?”




Aly nodded, “I think so. It’s totally weird.”




Andrew glanced up at the sky. “Unless…Someone Up There wants us to have a heads-up.” He glanced at her. “Sort of like naming you Alexandra Louise Mack in every universe.”




“Or something,” Aly muttered. Because it was pretty weird that all the Aly types she knew of seemed to be the same, just with power stuff tacked on, down to their parents, because Alexa’s parents were just like Aly’s and they seemed to be like everyone else’s too. But that probably just meant that lots and lots of people were the same across these universes.




After kind of a long pause, Andrew finally spoke up. “So…your cleric Kalista The Gray missed the last game night, and Uncle Rudy joined up. But he’s playing a wizard, and he has squat for healing spells. Which means your party is sort of banged up, even with Xander’s bard filling in a lot. They’ll probably bug you for healing when we play next. Except Rudy’s wizard.”




“Rudy didn’t get hurt?”




Andrew grinned. “Uncle Rudy decided that he’d play a wizard who has tons of knowledge, but he’s not exactly combat-ready. So he’s a chicken. Both battles they had, he ran and hid, and he cast spells from hiding places.”




“Okay, that sounds like a good weakness for a squishy wizard,” Aly shrugged.




“Also, his Wizard wants treasures, and more spells, and XP to get more levels, and scrolls and tomes swiped from other wizards. Whatever he can do to make himself the scariest wizard ever, because he’s a half-elf and his siblings the pure elves made fun of him, so he wants to go back and rub their noses in how great a wizard he is while they’re not as great. So he’s not as bad as our rogue, but he’s not as wholesome as our cleric.”




Aly thought it over. “Sounds like he’s somebody Rudy can have fun roleplaying.”




Andrew nodded even though he was driving. “That’s what I want in the party. No perfect Captain America types. Members with flaws and weaknesses who can grow and learn and stuff. Or do horrible stuff they’ll regret. So I decided for that game, you were off on your own private quest, and you leveled up to fourth level like the others did, and when you succeeded on your quest, you were given a belt of light by your goddess. So you’ll have to pick a new cantrip you now know, and you get a new second-level spell slot. And you need to up your hit points. And you need to up your ability scores or else take a feat. And I’ll tell you what your belt can do as you level up.”




“Okay.” Aly asked, “Is Rudy’s wizard fourth level too?”




Andrew smiled, “Nope. Rudy’s wizard Elias The Magnificent isn’t that magnificent yet. He just made third level, and he’s trying to catch up. But a third level wizard already has about as many spell slots as a fourth level cleric, plus he has Arcane Recovery. So really, he has more spell slots and maybe even more spells already. Even if he can’t heal worth a darn. He wouldn’t bother with healing magics anyway, because he likes blasting people with evocation spells and scaring them with illusions.”




“And what did Xander do while I was gone?”




Andrew laughed. “Bowie The Bard got conned by a ‘royal music executive’ into doing a greatest hits tour. He’s drawing big crowds, but it’s a terrible contract so he’s just barely making enough gold to buy ordinary stuff for the party. But the places he’s performing are all part of your campaign and I’m folding everything in together. It’s just that sometimes Bowie the Bard doesn’t get a long rest like everyone else because of concerts and post-concert stuff, and that’s a problem he’s just going to have to deal with. On the other hand, it also means I’m letting Bowie hand out extra Bardic Inspiration during the concerts. And all of you have steeds or wagons to ride in to go to the next concert site, courtesy of the music company taking advantage of your bard.”




Aly asked, “Isn’t Kalista’s goddess going to be cranky about all that folderol going on? I mean, Kalista’s just an acolyte, and a cruddy one at that, I mean she’s such a bad acolyte the elders asked me to leave the sanctum to get some ‘growth and maturity’, so I don’t know what Kalista’s goddess would demand, but…”




Andrew whistled some of How Do You solve a Problem Like Maria? which made her giggle when she got the joke. Then he grinned. It was supposed to be an evil grin, but she didn’t think Andrew was cut out for the ‘evil grin’ face. “Maybe…I’ve got some ideas on that, but they’re a few hours down the storyline.”




So they talked about D&D stuff, like how in the last game, Bowie The Bard had managed to trick a pack of kobolds into a dance-off against him, and he taught them how to riverdance as a troupe, and he completely wrecked their Pack Tactics ability. And how Andrew had a great time role-playing the kobolds. And how Willow laughed so hard she nearly choked on her soda.




Also, JJ was playing a battlemaster, and Xander had talked her battlemaster into using a dramatic battle cry to get more Bardic Inspiration from him, so now when her battlemaster charged into battle, he was yelling stuff like “Don’t Tread On Me!” and “No Taxation Without Representation!” Which were still better than Xander’s suggestions, which were more like “Who Burned The Clams?!” and “I’m Not Gonna Pay A Lot For This Muffler!”




Aly checked, “Do we even have mufflers in your campaign setting?”




Andrew snickered, “No, unless you count fabric stuff you could wrap around your lower face on cold days. I haven’t even decided if there are clams over at the seacoast.”




Aly grinned, “Maybe you could make Bowie The Bard go harvest some clams at the beach, only they turn out to be giant man-eating clams who don’t want to be harvested, and we have to fight ’em.”




“Hmm…”







Then Aly had to do a full debrief with Oscar and Rinkin. She was worried they would be complain-y about all the clothes she wrecked, but they just told her that kind of stuff happened, and they were more worried about damaged Aly parts than damaged clothing.




She explained all about the whole thing, including her telling Lina and Princess Sultana too much, and trying to make friends with Selina Kyle, and trying really hard to get Hermione Granger to trust her. And getting hurt a couple times.




Oscar glanced over at Rinkin and smiled, “Aly, I know I said Rinkin has a lot of things she can teach you, but getting seriously injured on assignments is really not one of them.”




Rinkin scowled a little at Oscar. She said, “It sounds like you did the right things, for the most part. We’ll have a ‘tiger team’ review—that’s a team of specialists to study the problem—when you’re out of the hospital, and I want you to remember that you can learn a lot from a review like this, but the first thing to learn is that five people sitting around for days with no pressure can come up with a lot of options no one could think of when they’re under fire, and people’s lives are at stake, and they have a millisecond to make that call. So if they come up with a couple ideas you didn’t think of, don’t worry about it, and don’t tell yourself you’re doing a bad job. You did a good job. Just listen to their advice and learn from it.”




Oscar nodded, “You did a great job. You convinced MI-9—and yes, I know that’s not their official name—to work with us toward a cooperative position. You did more for international relations with Qumar than our last couple Presidents managed, and you may have persuaded several important members of the royal family and their associates to consider providing us with intel when they need to. You may have turned Selina Kyle. You should be patting yourself on the back for the next couple years over this one.”




He glanced down at some papers and kept going. “Blackwater and their links to the CIA are under investigation, and Blackwater has already announced they’re dissolving.”




“Good!” Aly insisted. “Those guys are jerkheads.”




Oscar tried not to smile at Aly’s complaining. “Unfortunately, the head of Blackwater is already filing paperwork so he can open a new firm called Xe Consulting which will probably be Blackwater with new ID papers.”




“Well…crud.”




“Walter Kermann and his boss are ‘retiring for their health’ but the people behind them are skating by on this one. So several members of Congress and some parts of the CIA are quite happy with us. But Blackwater and Kermann and some sections of the CIA will be looking for some payback. Odds are that the new Xe Consulting will offer Kermann a high-paying job.”




“Crud!”




Oscar sighed, “Aly, you can say worse words than that in here.”




“I sure did when Oscar gave me the news,” Rinkin grumbled.




Oscar glanced at his notes again. “This has put Aleksandr Armen on our radar, as well as a European group that Hermione’s group just sent information on. They fit our A-list too. They’re known as the League of Shadows, and it is not known how old they really are, but the report on them suggests they are at least six hundred years old and probably older. If they think some of that older jewelry belongs to them and they were ‘reclaiming’ it, then they may have roots much older than previously thought.”




Rinkin interrupted, “We’ll show you that report, but it’s a lot more detailed, and it even has footnotes, so we think—”




“Hermione wrote it,” Aly guessed.




Rinkin and Oscar both nodded.




Oscar said, “The League of Shadows has a leader known as Glava na Demonot—‘the head of the demon’ in Macedonian. We don’t know who is currently using that title. But the OSI may also be on their radar now as well.” Aly managed not to say ‘crud’ again. “The three assassins—Maduvu, Steel Shrike, and Viper—are not talking, but given that one of the A-list alternates for this league is a League Of Assassins, I think it is reasonable to assume that they may be long-term members of this League of Shadows, and the League may have a lot more assassins as part of it.”




Rinkin jumped in, “Oh, and the Departments of Defense and Energy are really pleased with you saving Professor Ahmad and his project. They still don’t believe they were conned out of a third of a billion bucks. The State Department is pleased that you stopped Blackwater from a potentially disastrous evolution and then stopped the Qumari fundamentalists from framing the CIA and Blackwater. Also, Monaco is pleased that someone stopped what would have been a politically embarrassing jewel theft. So you did a great job all the way around.”




Rinkin ordered her, “Now get over to the OR, because Rudy wants to fix your bionics and then try something new for your organics.”




So Aly smiled at her and said, “Yes ma’am.” Rinkin gave her a little scowl for that.




But the repair work on her was more complicated than she’d expected, because fixing the damage to her bionic skin was easy, but fixing the damage to the organic parts was harder because of her serious concussion and cracked ribs and damaged ear and stuff. Rudy didn’t want to put in more bionic bone, because she didn’t have that much marrow, and Rudy didn’t want her to lose the ability to make enough new blood cells. She’d read up on this in her on-line biology course, because bionics. So she knew that a normal human had most of their bone marrow in the ribs, vertebrae, sternum, and pelvic bones. She still had most of those, even if her ribs that hadn’t been replaced all had reinforcement, just like all of her vertebrae and her sternum were heavily reinforced. Big chunks of her hips were bionic replacement, and the rest of her hips had reinforcement. All of her intervertebral discs were bionic replacements. You needed all that stuff if you were going to pick up a cybernaut and throw it like a sack of potatoes.




Not that she would throw a sack of potatoes like that, because it would ruin the potatoes, and someone might need those potatoes for their dinner.




So Rudy tried something new, based on JJ’s stuff. Aly got a couple doses of neotraxin and three days in a hospital bed constantly getting monitored and IV’ed and feeling worse than when she got that concussion. She healed up everywhere, but then Rudy was all worried about repeated use of neotraxin on Aly maybe causing problems like JJ had. Or worse.




So then Rudy had to give her a lecture about what those drugs were doing to JJ, and how JJ had already exploded her own heart once, and maybe JJ wouldn’t live as long as she deserved. So, once Aly got out of the hospital, she went right over and hugged JJ. And maybe she cried a lot. JJ told her to stop being a doofus.




Okay, JJ said a lot of words to her, and JJ totally did not use the word ‘doofus’ anywhere in there.







Aly went back to classwork and stuff. She got her hair back to its normal blonde color, and she put together an Alyson Hassa Macrae ID along with a bunch of Alyson clothes and stuff, and all of that went into a nice hanging bag in her closet. And Andrew gave her a dozen suggestions on other IDs that she probably should have for future assignments. Even if Aly didn’t think she could do a couple of them.




She aced her Arabic test and finished up on Russian and did well on that test, and worked a lot on French which went really well after all the French she had been reading and speaking. Only she decided she needed to learn Macedonian along with Mandarin and Hindi, especially if those League Of Badguys guys were going to be more of a problem. And maybe she needed to learn a bunch of Swedish, if Aleksandr Armen was going to start turning up like a bad penny.




And she started on her last term of English Comp, plus doing the CIA’s on-line European History and Introductory Macroeconomics courses. She was really interested in Georgetown’s lecture course on nuclear proliferation, but when she drove down and talked to the professor teaching it, she was totally disappointed to find out she had already picked up more than the course offered, just through the CIA on-line courses and the OSI work and the OSI top secret cases she had been allowed to read up on.







Then, almost two weeks later, she got summoned to Oscar’s office. Oscar didn’t look happy, but Aly had no idea what she had done wrong.




He looked at her expression and explained, “Aly, it’s not anything you did. Or forgot to do. It’s…We think we found your Riley Finn.” He handed her a folder off his desk. “Major Raleigh Jerome Finn, Army Rangers. Part of a Tiger Team review of USMC training at Quantico. He was shot four times in the back with his own firearm. He may not survive.”




“Well crud!”




STORMBURST!

Issue #16



Alee was trying not to be nervous. But she was nervous. Mega-nervous. Really, because what if she messed up?




The Martian Manhunter patted her on the shoulder and said in his deep, calm voice, “It is all right, Stormburst. You can do this. And you will not be ‘flying solo’ today. You will be partnering with Power Girl.”




“Okay. I can do this.” Stormburst told herself a couple more times, even though J’onn had to be hearing her being all panicky inside her head, because Martian Manhunter!




He said, “Just concentrate on calmness. Then you will broadcast your thoughts less, and you will also maintain your composure more readily.”




Oh crud! He was reading her mind because she was broadcasting too much! Concentrate…Concentrate…Megan had her practice this back plenty of times at the mountain…




‘I am sitting in a meadow. It is quiet. I am quiet. The meadow is peaceful and…and stuff. Birds are chirping in the trees. Squirrels are chittering on branches. It’s all calm, and pretty, and green. I breathe in…I breathe out…I can do this…’




There was a whoosh of wind, and Kara was behind her. Power Girl. Alee tried mega-hard not to flinch or act startled. It wasn’t any different than having Wally do the speedster thing and appear next to her with a whoosh of wind. Even if all of them ought to be able to hang onto the Speed Force well enough to not have that whoosh at the end of their travel.




Okay, when she jumped into the Speed Force and zoomed somewhere, she let go of it before she got all the way to where she was going, so there was a whoosh with her flying in, and people could tell she was showing up. So maybe Kara and Wally and all of them were just being polite about it, like she tried to be. Because just magically appearing next to someone tended to freak them out. And boy, no one needed someone like Firestorm or Guy Gardner over-reacting around you.




Kara patted Alee on the shoulder and gave her a smile. “Ready?”




Alee pretended she wasn’t still freaking on the inside, and she gave Power Girl a big smile. “Sure!”




Kara whispered, “It looks intimidating from the outside, but it goes easier than you’d think.”




And they walked together into the monitoring room. Alee Mack was on monitor duty for the Watchtower. For the whole planet, plus chunks of the solar system. Watchtower Monitor Duty! But no pressure…




Okay, she was only assisting Power Girl. Because she was still learning this stuff. And still freaking out about this stuff.




Alee had been in the monitoring room before, when she had gotten the tour, and when she had gotten the training lessons. Dozens of monitors, showing all kinds of important maps and graphics and news channels. A special control desk to put specific crises up on a set of monitor screens right in front of the person on duty, with touch controls so you could flip back and forth, and coordinate for multiple disasters if you needed to. Sometimes, nothing was going on. Sometimes, it was an incredibly important job. Every once in a while it was the important job.




She stepped into the room, and saw what was going on. The Flash was on duty. And he had his boots up on the control desk! And he was leaning back in his chair! And he was eating a huge submarine sandwich like nothing was going on! But he had two crisis monitors running.




How could he be so calm about this stuff?




He glanced at the lefthand crisis screen. Alee could see the big screen was split into quarters. One quarter was a topographic map showing the edges of a big fire. One quarter was a newswoman covering the fire, with closed captioning running underneath. One quarter was a map of California showing where the fire was. It looked really teeny on the big map. And one quarter was a camera shot of Fire and Ice working together to do controlled burns in a long line before the real fire got to them and then would run out of fuel to burn. Alee figured the camera was one of the Justice League alien-tech drones.




“Okay, ladies, you got this cold. Yes, I went there. You want me to hang around, or you want to let the new monitor team take over?”




“Thanks Flash, I think we have this part almost done. We’re just a little close to the urban interface, so we appreciate you keeping an eye on the big picture.”




He grinned, “Any time. It’s always a pleasure, even if you two seem to run hot and cold…”




“Okay, he actually said it,” Fire groaned.




“I told you he would,” Ice gloated.




“Fine. I owe you two Cosmopolitans tonight.”




“Yes!”




Alee wished she could be that calm about stuff, like them. She also wished she could be as relaxed about her burgeoning superheroine shape as they were about theirs, because Fire’s whole costume was like a bikini and boots and gloves. And that was a really tiny bikini. Alee also wished she had a cool, sexy accent like both of them had.




The righthand screen showed news coverage as Wonder Woman hauled several badguys out of a bank in Paris. So it looked like that crisis was wrapped up. Good.




Flash glanced at them, looked at his huge sandwich, and then his mouth and hands blurred…and the sandwich was gone. He chewed at a more normal speed and grinned at them. “Ladies! Glad you could make it.” He looked over at a series of clocks set over an unfolded world map. “Looks like you’re a minute and twenty-seven seconds early. You’re going to give some of us a bad name!” But he grinned as he said it.




He slid his chair to one side, and let Kara sit in another chair so they could switch off. “Fire and Ice, Flash handing you over to Power Girl and Stormburst.”




Fire pretended to fuss. “At last! Someone who won’t just sit around and make bad puns all day!”




Flash laughed and turned to the other monitor. “Diana, Flash handing you over to Power Girl and Stormburst.”




Wonder Woman calmly answered, “All finished here, except for the reporters. Please keep an eye on the surrounding area, in case Cheetah launches another sneak attack on me when she thinks I would let my guard down.”




Kara replied, “Will do.” And she showed Alee how to pull up the traffic cams and satellite imagery for that area of Paris.




So Alee took Flash’s chair, and she logged into the system. The job was mega-crucial, so it was totally nerve-wracking. At least for her. She didn’t think she would ever be comfortable enough with the job that she could kick back with her boots up on the desk and eat a sandwich. Not even using the Speed Force.




Alee kept an eye on the two crisis monitors, while she scanned every other monitor in the room.




Kara calmly pointed out, “Please try and relax, Stormburst. If anything crops up, the AI will signal it faster than you’ll spot it, unless you’re spending the entire time using the Speed Force to watch everything. Which is a nightmare, so don’t try it.”




“Right.” Because Alee had tried watching a documentary once using the Speed Force, and it was horrible. The movie slowed to a crawl and became individual cels with sound that slowed to mega-low-pitched unintelligible squawks. She was never doing that again. Reading a textbook using the Speed Force? That actually worked, even if her memorization skills didn’t improve any so she had to concentrate just as hard as usual. And she had to be really careful not to rip the pages out of the book every time she turned a page. Still, one entire textbook studied before her coffee even got cold.




An armed robbery in Chicago. A car chase in Los Angeles. An explosion in Moscow. A protest in Bangkok. A waterspout off the coast of Peru. All kinds of stuff like that got monitored and then checked to see whether the local police wanted superpowered assistance. Okay, the bank robbery and explosion in Gotham City? No checking. Batman would be mega-grouchy if the Watchtower told him to lay off. Or even if the Watchtower people were checking whether the GCPD wanted his help.




Alee kept an eye on that fire in California. But with Fire doing backburns to get rid of fuel for the raging fire, and Ice freezing everything on the other side of Fire’s burns, the wildfire was getting stopped dead all along a thirty mile interface so the local fire departments and stuff could get it under control.




The car chase in LA turned into a problem when the police stopped the car and it turned out they had a meta on their hands. Kara checked whether the police wanted assistance, and then contacted White Knight and Element and Manhunter to see who was available. In no time, Manhunter was there, beating up the badguy and turning him over to the police for transport to jail.




An armed robbery in Mexico City turned into a big supervillain-style hostage crisis, and Kara talked Alee through the Watchtower’s AI-assisted system for getting a super there ASAP.




There was a lot going on, except when nothing was going on and Alee worried about what would happen next. And the next thing she knew, their four hour duty shift was over. She felt like she had sweated about a quart of nervous perspiration into her uniform, which fortunately was designed for stuff like that.




Black Canary slipped in and took over for her shift, and Alee said hi as they switched over. They had another crisis going on that they had to hand off properly, but at least Alee now knew how to do that.




They stepped out of the monitoring room, and Kara grinned, “See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?”




Alee confessed, “I was mega-nervous the entire time. I don’t know how you do it.”




Kara gently rubbed Alee’s shoulder. “Practice, Stormburst. Just…lots of practice.”




Alee took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Then I need to practice this a lot, because I don’t feel all that confident about it.”




Kara confided in a whisper, “It took me one shift every day for two solid months before I felt like I had everything under control.”




“Thanks,” Alee told her. “For everything, and for telling me that.” Even if she couldn’t see someone as confident as Power Girl needing that much practice on something.




Alee tried to relax after being a nervous wreck for most of a four hour shift. She was thinking that maybe she needed a three-scoop banana split with extra whipped cream and extra maraschino cherry halves and extra hot fudge topping on her scoop of vanilla ice cream. Even if it would ruin her lunch.




Okay, maybe she would have a four-scoop ice cream sundae and call it her actual lunch. If Robin didn’t see her eating it, he wouldn’t know that she wasn’t eating nutritious like he wanted everyone to. Then she could go back to their headquarters and change uniforms and get this one cleaned so it wasn’t all filled with nervousness-sweat.




She was halfway to the Watchtower cafeteria when she heard the call over the comms. “Power Girl? We have Metallo robbing a Metropolis bank at Fourth and Drucker, and Superman is unavailable. Can you cover?”




Alee suddenly remembered what she’d thought about Superman and Metallo, and she darted into the Speed Force to get to Kara before she had time to say yes and fly away. But Kara was already heading toward the Watchtower transporters, naturally.




So Alee went to the comms. “Stormburst, assisting Power Girl with Metallo.”




Now that got Kara to stop and turn around, so Alee could catch up with her.




They flew onto the transporter pad as Kara pointed out, “It’s Metallo. He’s nearly killed Kal-El more than once.”




Alee stuck to her guns. “Because of kryptonite! And that’s why I’m helping. I’ll do melee, you do ranged.”




The transporter whirred, and they were floating over one of the Metropolis teleporter pads.




Kara frowned, “He’s a lot stronger than you are.”




But Alee already knew that. There were tons of supervillains who were stronger than her, which was why Robin had been showing her files on supervillains. She just gave Kara a smile. “But I’ll have you as backup. Long-range backup.”




“Fine, let’s do this. But do not get killed.”




Alee followed Kara at Speed Force speeds, and in a second or two they were at a damaged bank. Why couldn’t bank robbers just go in the bank, take the money, and walk out? What made them say ‘gee maybe I should rip the front doors off and the whole framing around the doors, just because?’ 




Because that was what Metallo had just done.




And great, this Metallo was floating out of the bank, so that probably wrecked Alee’s plan just to lift him into the air with her tk and hold him until more muscle showed up, like maybe Wonder Woman.




And this Metallo looked like a huge robot that probably had to rip off the front doors and the whole doorframe just to get in and out of the bank. He didn’t look half-human like the Metallo pictures Robin had showed her. Or maybe the human bits had finally gotten wrecked. Or something, because this thing was a lot bigger than John Corben had ever been. It looked more like massive metal power armor for a really big, bigger-than-Kal-El sized guy.




Alee flew down in front of it, stopping about sixty feet away in a Superman pose with her fists on her hips. “Corben!” That got his attention. “Cease and desist. Put down your ill-gotten gains, and prepare to be arrested by Metropolis authorities.”




Not that she thought that would work. But she still didn’t know if this was a cyborg or a robot or power armor or what. She didn’t even know if it was John Corben. But she was going to stall until Power Girl had time to do some long-range damage.




The robot-looking thing glared at her. “Just how many frigging Kryptonians are there in this city? I mean, what ever happened to that whole ‘last son of Krypton’ deal? Or was that just a con job?”




Okay, that was just why Alee wanted to fly in like that and then be extra-pompous in front of him. And she was trying to use her tk to lift him up, but he had some kind of telekinetic barrier all around him. Well, it didn’t have to be telekinetic, but it was an energy barrier she couldn’t reach through, and she was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be magic. Metallo was all tech.




Well crud. It looked like she wasn’t going to be able to go with her Plan A, which was just grabbing him with her tk and hauling him up six miles in the air until someone like Wonder Woman flew over and punched his lights out. Okay, her Plan B and Plan C were telekinesis too.




She could see Kara a couple blocks behind Metallo, and ready to attack. So Alee darted to her right fast enough to dive into the Speed Force. She flew as fast as she could around the building behind her and then back to the same spot as before.




And while she did that, Kara hit Corben across the backs of the thighs with heat vision. Hopefully, Corben would think Alee did it by flying in a big loop behind him.




But the heat vision hit that invisible barrier, which looked like it ran just an inch or two outside that armor, only all over. It looked like the barrier quivered and shuddered a bit where it got hit, but that was about all. Crud!




Metallo sneered, “Oh, aren’t we tricky? Don’t you wanna fly over here and punch me in the face like your big brother?”




Alee thought everyone knew Supergirl was Superman’s cousin, not his sister. But maybe she knew stuff lots of people didn’t. Or maybe Corben was just dumb. Or maybe he just liked fighting Kryptonians.




And here came Kara’s next move. Since the heat vision failed, there wasn’t much point in trying the cryo-breath. And maybe Kara had already tried a couple other things too, only at super-speed so Alee didn’t spot them. So Alee looked at Metallo’s head as Kara threw what looked like a twenty foot long Lawn Dart. Not that Alee had ever played with Lawn Darts with Annie and Ray. Not after her dad told her they were mega-dangerous and they were only in the attic because he was keeping them for his brother. Okay, they had gotten them out of the attic and tried them but Annie made sure all of them were over by the thrower and not standing where they might get a lawn dart point right in the foot or something.




Alee jetted to the side and then back, trying to make it look like she had just done something. And the giant lawn dart of doom hit Metallo’s kidneys. Well, it hit that forcefield right over where Metallo would have kidneys if he wasn’t a big robot. The steel dart crumpled and crashed to the ground.




Metallo glared, “That actually hurt, you bitch! Fine, you may be hot, but now the gloves are off.”




He thought she was sexy? Eww.




His chest opened up, and Alee could see a chunk of kryptonite the size of her head. Where the heck did somebody get a chunk of kryptonite that huge?




A vicious green ray beamed out, gradually widening in a cone until it was maybe four feet across when it hit her square on. Crud, that would have killed Kara. Or at least hurt her a ton. It was pretty painful when Alee didn’t have an ounce of of Kryptonian in her, because there was a lot of energy in that beam.




But this was what Alee had been aiming for, ever since her first plans didn’t do so great. There was a hole in his energy barrier that he had opened up so he could fire off this beam. She reached through it and grabbed that kryptonite with her tk. Then she pulled as hard as she could.




The kryptonite didn’t budge. Crud! 




It stayed in the heavy metal frame that held it inside Metallo’s chest. Instead, she accidentally yanked Metallo through the air right at her. She stopped using her tk to pull on that kryptonite, but he just kept flying forward under his own power until he crashed right into her. He grabbed for her throat.




She went silvery just before his massive metal hands crushed her throat and killed her pretty horribly. His hands grabbed for her and couldn’t get a grip on her silvery morph.




And since he had to drop his energy barrier to grab her, he was vulnerable. He screamed in pain as a vicious line of Kryptonian heat vision burned off the arm that was trying to kill her.




Metallo slammed her backward, and she went flying. She used her tk to slow herself down, but she still slammed into the building behind her. Crud, that hurt, even if she was silvery. She pulled herself back together and went into her Stormburst shape, only still silvery.




Metallo slapped his energy field back up, just as Kara’s second heat vision beam tried to take off his other arm. The beam cut open a slice about an inch deep where the top of his shoulder joined his arm, before the field blocked the damage.




Metallo gasped, “You bitch, that really hurt! And you’re not even Supergirl. You’re a shapeshifter. You…You’re the Martian Manhunter!” If a robot could put smiling into his voice, it would sound like that. She had a bad feeling about that.




His chest opened up again, and he smirked, “I got that covered too, asshole.”




She stayed silvery, and she slapped up as much of a tk barrier as she could, because she figured something bad was about to happen. If she’d had time to think about it, she might have even figured out what he was going to do.




Energy came pouring out from his kryptonite chunk, only this time it wasn’t a painful energy beam. It was a blast of green kryptonite-colored fire.




And holy crud, was it hot.





Issue #17



Alee strained as hard as she could to maintain her tk and her morph. If she hadn’t been in her silvery morph already, she would be a chunk of charcoal. If she hadn’t had her tk shield up, she was pretty sure even her silvery morph would’ve taken some damage. If she had really been the Martian Manhunter in disguise, she would’ve gotten barbecued, what with that whole ‘weak to fire’ thing that had clobbered Megan a time or two.




Alee reminded herself that she so was not ready to fight Superman-level foes.




Not that she was running away or anything. She darted down as fast as she could so she was just under the cone of fire, and she plowed into him just below his chest flamethrower, like around where his belly button was supposed to be, not that she thought a robot would have a belly button.




She didn’t try to slam him into the ground or anything like that. She figured she didn’t have enough tk for that while he had that energy field and that flight system. No, she just tried to ooze through the opening in his energy field so she could get at him with her tk.




There was only maybe an inch or two in between unyielding metal and powerful energy field. But she didn’t even need an inch, since she was still in her morph.




She started by sliding her morph completely around his midsection and over his back, where he couldn’t reach her. She hoped.




“What the hell? Where’d you go?” Metallo yelled, as he dropped his flamethrower bit.




Not that she was going to answer him. She was finally able to do some of the stuff she could do to a robot. She used her tk to reach into the still red-hot slice where Power Girl had cut into Metallo’s shoulder joint. And she started tearing apart cables and wires and connectors.




“Hey! Stop it, bitch! Ouch! Jesus, that hurt! What the hell?” Metallo was really angry about what she was doing, but it looked like he didn’t have a way to stop her. Or he hadn’t thought of one yet.




Then she grabbed the arm joint itself and used her tk like Terawatt would: she didn’t try to rip it apart. She disassembled it. The arm fell to the ground, disrupting that energy field even more.




“No! You can’t do this to me! This isn’t the way this is supposed to go!” Metallo yelled furiously. “I finally got a body I could take Superman with, and you’re wrecking it!”




Alee reached into the still-open chest cavity and tried to pull out the kryptonite, but it wasn’t just sitting in there for easy access. It was set in a metal frame so it would be immovable. She used all of her tk on one small section of the frame.




Maybe Alex wouldn’t have been able to break that section, but Alee had more tk than Alex. A lot more. Tons more. The section ripped loose and went flying.




“No! Stop it!” Metallo yelled. And then he called her some names that should have gotten his robot mouth washed out with robot soap.




With that section torn out, the whole frame was weaker. The next section went easier, and the sections after that were even easier. She finally had enough pieces of the frame pulled out that she could tear that kryptonite chunk out of Metallo’s torso.




“No! No no no no! You bitch, don’t do th…aaaagh!”




The energy field collapsed. Metallo’s flight failed. The robot body seized up as Metallo dropped twenty feet to the street. It hit feet first, and then toppled over like a statue. It landed face-first on the street. Metallo’s voice was a little muffled since his ‘face’ was against the asphalt, which was kind of melted from that flamethrower-thing attack. “I…can’t…move! You…bitch…”




Kara talked to her over the comms. “Stormburst? Incoming. Your twelve.”




There was a streak overhead, and something dropped from about two hundred feet up. It looked like…




Oh. A metal box the size of a breadbox. Alee caught it with her tk, and yeah, it was a lead box. Well, lead-lined, because the outside of it was something a lot tougher and shinier than lead. Alee popped open the lid, shoved the kryptonite in, and closed the lid, making sure it sealed tightly all the way around, and it latched securely. Because nobody wanted kryptonite containment that wasn’t containing.




Alee didn’t know what kryptonite was, but it was heavy. That head-sized chunk of it was heavier than the whole containment box. Maybe it was a super-heavy element that would be way off the bottom of the periodic table. She should ask her dad about that.




She also didn’t get how kryptonite worked against Kryptonians and not against everyone and everything else. Unless she’d just gotten lethal doses of radiation and she needed to go back to the Watchtower and straight to the med bay. Crud.




There was a whoosh of air behind her, and Power Girl was there, looking totally superheroine-like. “Good job, Stormburst. I’ll deal with the box and be back quickly. If you could stay here until I’m back?”




“Of course,” Alee insisted in the most Power Girl-like tones she could do. Okay, it was more like her best Wonder Woman tones, because that was what she had been practicing. But Power Girl sounded mega-awesome too.




Alee handed off the box, and Power Girl zoomed off into the Speed Force, vanishing in the blink of a non-Speed Forced eye. Alee figured she’d be back in no time.




Metallo groaned from the asphalt, “Stormburst? I got taken down by a rook? Shit! What are you? Argosian? Czarnian?”




Alee smiled to herself. “American.”




He groaned like she’d just told him he’d been taken down by pixies.




Police cars and special vehicles came zooming down the street from both directions, with news vehicles right behind them. So Alee put her hands on her hips and rose a good ten feet off the street. She put up a tk shield on both sides, just in case someone over-reacted to having an alpha threat who wasn’t Superman.




“This is the Metropolis S.C.U. Please stand down.”




That was totally a woman’s voice over that loudspeaker. Alee wished she knew more about who was on the Metropolis police force, who were the goodguys, and who weren’t. All Alee really knew about Metropolis was some of their mega-big name reporters, like Lois Lane and Clark Kent and James Olsen.




She turned to face that police car. She made a megaphone shape with her tk so her voice would project extra-well. And she went for ‘official’. “Good day, officers. I am Stormburst. I’m with the Justice League. Power Girl and I just stopped Metallo and recovered what he stole from the bank. She is taking care of his power source while I stand guard. If you have containment and transport capable of handling him when he is depowered, I would be happy to assist you in removing him. If you do not, I will be happy to follow Metropolis directives on this, including possibly turning him over to the Justice League for appropriate transport to elsewhere.”




Ooh. Good thing she was being official and stuff. That was totally Lois Lane and a camera crew back behind the police cars. Not that Lois Lane was staying behind the police cars, where she was supposed to be.




Doors on the police cars and police vans and stuff opened up. Police officers in body armor got out, and the big vehicles opened up so a couple police power armor guys could tromp their way out.




One woman got out and was still holding the mic she had used seconds ago for that loudspeaker. The woman was tall, and very Latina. Maybe a couple inches short of six feet, and tough-looking, with her black hair pulled back tightly. She was wearing body armor under a suit jacket.




Alee guessed the woman was in charge of these forces. “Good day, officer. Metallo is frozen, with his arms removed, but otherwise unharmed. He is conscious and should be presumed still dangerous. Until we removed his power source, this chassis was capable of flight and an energy barrier and a kryptonite flamethrower, as well as his usual super-strength and energy beam.”




The woman walked toward Alee like she wasn’t afraid of some unknown meta who could take down Metallo. “Police detective Lupé Leocadio-Escudero. You said you are Stormburst, and you’re Justice League?”




“Yes, detective. I was working with Power Girl, who should be back soon.”




A guy with a blonde crewcut hopped over and took up position beside the detective. “Never heard of you.”




Alee agreed, “That’s not surprising. I’m ‘the newbie’. I was just finishing up my shift on monitor duty on the Watchtower when this came in. I decided that someone other than a Kryptonian ought to be involved, since the threat was identified as Metallo.”




A big white guy in body armor with a massive sidearm on a web belt, trotted over too. He said to the detective, “Ma’am, Justice League and Team Superman just gave her the okay. She’s the one who smashed Red Lightning in Fresno.”




Alee pointed out, “I was just there supporting Batman.”




The detective looked pointedly at the non-moving robot form of Metallo. “That does not look like ‘just supporting’.”




Alee groaned to herself. “Correct, officer. Metallo was harder to take down than I expected. Also, everywhere that appears melted was hit with a kryptonite-powered flamethrower system, and should be checked for radioactivity.”




And now that she thought about that, she put in a sub-vocal call to the Watchtower. “Watchtower, who’s on monitor duty?”




“Black Canary here. Still on duty. News coverage looks like Metallo is down.”




Alee explained, “He used that energy beam, and a k-flamethrower that’s not in his files. Can Firestorm or somebody drop by here and clean up anything that’s now radioactive? And can I come back up and get checked for radiation exposure?”




“Definitely, on the second. Make it soon, before any effects get more serious. We’ll check on the first.”




“Then Stormburst out.”




Power Girl swooped in and stopped in mid-air next to Stormburst. She did that super-ventriloquism thing and whispered in Alee’s ear, “Good job. And don’t worry. Lois Lane only looks like she bites.”




Okay, so Ms. Lane didn’t look like she would bite you. She looked like your typical pretty anchorwoman type. Except for her eyes, which said, ‘oh no, there is no way I’m letting you off that easy.’




So then Kara showed her how to deal with the police. Well, police who knew who Power Girl was and were used to seeing her around. But the police wanted to lock up Metallo in their own way, which Alee thought was a mega-bad idea. Not that she could say so. Because she was pretty sure that every time the Metropolis police department had locked up John Corben, he had escaped. Or someone had broken him out. Or stuff like that.




So Alee just whispered really quietly, “Won’t Corben just escape in a few weeks?”




Kara used her super-ventriloquism thing again, and it sounded like a tiny voice was inside Alee’s left ear, inside her uniform cowl. “Yes. But I put a tracker on him so we can find out who breaks him out this time.”




Ooh, good idea! That was sneaky. Batman would probably do something like that. Alee told herself that she needed some tiny Bat-trackers, only not shaped like bats. And not shaped like stormbursts either. Maybe she could get someone in the League to make her a few that looked like a tiny ball of lint.




Stormburst was trying to watch her surroundings, so she spotted Lois Lane slipping around a couple police who were looking the other way. Yep, the reporter was heading right at Stormburst.




Oh crud. Alee—well, Stormburst—hadn’t given any big interviews before. She had skipped out in Fresno. Reporters hadn’t been around after the Gravitas fight. She had taken off in San Diego when the reporters showed up. She had been with The Team and pretty much hiding when she had gone through YJ battles. Pretty much no one knew about the stuff she had done with Megan over Christmas.




Power Girl looked over at Alee and did that super-ventriloquism thing again. “Not it.”




Alee wanted to glare at her and maybe even stick out her tongue. But she couldn’t do either in front of reporters and cameras.




So she took a deep breath, let it out, and flew down to face Unstoppable Interview Woman. That wasn’t exactly what Robin had called her when he was talking to Conner, but it was close enough and didn’t have any rude words in it.




She made sure she went with her most ‘Wonder Woman’ tones. “Ms. Lane, if you could step back behind the police line? Metallo was wielding a new weapon, and we want to make sure that the area is not radioactive. We have a Justice Leaguer coming in to handle things if there is a problem.”




Lois asked, “Stormburst, right?” Alee nodded. Lois checked, “You mean the flamethrower seen on bank and street cameras?”




“Yes, Ms. Lane.” Great, so everything she did would end up getting shown on one camera or another. Crud. “It was a remarkably hot fire using kryptonite in some manner, so it would have been quite lethal if I were Kryptonian.” She cut in before Lois could ask what she was if she wasn’t Kryptonian. “And since I was the target, I need to move back to the Watchtower for radiation testing and possible treatment for radiation effects. So I would appreciate it if you returned behind the police barrier and avoided becoming similarly contaminated.”




Alee was totally surprised that Ms. Lane didn’t want to leave. Not! Everyone knew why Lois Lane had Pulitzers and stuff like that. It was from being the most determined reporter in the world, pretty much.




Nope, Lois seized on something else. “So you don’t actually know that the weapon would cause radiation exposure?”




Alee nodded. “Correct. However, given the number of innocent citizens who could be exposed to harm if this turns out to be a problem, it seems that some caution is indicated.”




And Lois went for the lethal question, which Alee should have anticipated. “So why aren’t other superheroes and superheroines taking the same precautions to protect our city?”




Alee didn’t know what to say, so she lied, “I’m sure that they are. It’s just that superheroes like Superman and Power Girl can do things much, much faster than I can. So you probably didn’t see them doing it.” She put her finger to her ear and pretended she was listening to something. “I’m sorry Ms. Lane, but I need to leave now to get transport up to the Watchtower. I would appreciate it if you would move back behind the police lines.”




And Alee took off as fast as she could, slipping into the Speed Force as quickly as she could manage, and zipping over to the transporter pad she had come in on. 




She went to her comms, “Stormburst to Watchtower. One to transport.”




And once she was on the Watchtower, she really did go straight to the main med bay. It turned out that she wasn’t radioactive, and her uniform wasn’t, but she had gotten hit with enough radiation that she would have been in trouble if she hadn’t been in her silvery morph which was reflective in more than just visual light. She had still picked up about 30 milligrays, which the doctor told her was about the same as getting four abdominal CT scans in a row. So…not lethal, but not something to do every day. And the doctor told her that was about the same exposure as she’d get if she ate maybe 300,000 bananas in the next six months. That was a lot of bananas.




Still, the doctor had an anti-radiation treatment which looked like an alien gadget, and doctor’s orders not to get irradiated anymore.




By then, Captain Atom had gone to Metropolis because Firestorm was unavailable, and he had cleaned up the street and the sidewalk and the outside of the building. So good stuff all around, except that Black Canary said Captain Atom got caught by Lois and forced to answer interview questions for like ten minutes.




By then, Alee was really hungry, and she had missed lunch due to super-stuff, so she went straight to the cafeteria. She was still thinking about ice cream, so she only got a bowl of soup and a nice salad with lots of diced sweet red pepper pieces on it. Then after she ate her soup and salad, she went back and got a banana split. With hot fudge topping on her scoop of vanilla, and white chocolate sauce on her scoop of milk chocolate, and a crushed pineapple topping on her scoop of strawberry ice cream. And extra whipped cream, and mega-extra on the maraschino cherry halves. As far as she was concerned, white chocolate was not real chocolate, but it looked better than the marshmallow topping they had.




Okay, so maybe her eyes were bigger than her stomach, because she just could not eat like Alex. Or like Buffy and Lexi. She only ate maybe half her banana split, and she was thinking about getting a to-go box and taking it back to Mount Justice and putting it in the freezer there with a big note that said ‘Wally if you eat this I will not fix your favorite cookies for a month!’




Her comms buzzed, and she answered, “Stormburst. Is there a problem?”




Black Canary was still on monitoring duty, so she answered, “Batman would like to meet with you in Conference Room D.”




“On my way.”




But Guy Gardner jumped up out of his chair, where he was sitting with a couple other male supers, and he cut her off. “Stormburst, hold up.”




She said, “Sorry, but Batman just asked for a meeting with me.”




He nodded a tiny nod. “I know. Heard it over my comms. He’s gonna ask you for something. Tell him to fuck off.”




“What?”




He insisted, “He came up just to talk to you, instead of using the comms. So it’s private. And personal. And everyone on the ‘Tower knows he treated you like shit after the Red Lightning fight, because White Knight bitched about it to Green Arrow and Flash. So let him know he can’t pull that crap on you and get away with no penalties.”




Alee fudged, “Thanks a ton for the advice, Mister Gardner.”




He frowned, “Green Lantern or GL, kid. Or ‘Guy’ if we work together. Nobody up here needs to call me Mister Gardner.”




“Sorry!” She scooted around him and flew off to the conference room. She got all the way there before she realized she’d left her half-eaten banana split sitting on her table in the cafeteria. Crud.




The door was open, and the lights were on, so she could see Batman standing looking at the far wall, probably thinking about stuff and only pretending he wasn’t monitoring the door.




So she knocked on the door and let him turn around. “You wanted to see me?”




He nodded in a very Batman-ish way. She walked in and shut the door behind her. Then she flipped the switches to turn on the anti-snooping stuff and the ‘do not walk in’ light over the door.




Batman let out a puff of air. “Stormburst. You know my secret identity, and that of Robin. You have probably deduced from that some of the other identities of Gotham City superheroes.”




“I didn’t mean to!” she squeaked. It wasn’t her fault that the society page pictures from Gotham City’s big holiday stuff had a picture of Bruce Wayne and Tim Drake and Dick Grayson with Conner and Selina. And anyone who had met Nightwing was bound to recognize those shoulders and that jawline.




She totally was not going to think about Nightwing’s buns of steel. Not at all.




Batman just kept going. “And you know Selina’s other identity. And you’re the right age for what I have in mind. You are the first person I considered for this assignment. I know you have every right to say no, but—”




“Yes,” she blurted out. “I mean, yes, I’ll do it. If you need Stormburst, then I’ll help, even after what White Knight said about your motives. Because maybe you’re right and I’m not tough enough mentally for superheroing.”




He sighed, “Thank you. I would like you to show up at Wayne Manor at or before seven o’clock tonight. As an Alee Mack identity, not as Stormburst.”




“And what do you want me to do?” she wondered.




“I…need a babysitter for an injured ten year old boy who will not be cooperative and will not be a good patient. My son. Damian Wayne.”




Issue #18



Alee had to stop and think. Bruce Wayne probably had a huge staff like butlers and maids and cooks and everything else. So he wasn’t asking her to do normal babysitting, even if it was for Batman Junior. And if it was just keeping an eye on his son when he was out, he could ask one of half a dozen Gotham City crimefighters to do it. So…something else was going on.




She said, “Okay. But maybe you should brief me now, instead of later.” Then she thought about her monitor duty shift. “Does it have anything to do with the robbery or the explosion while I was on monitor duty?”




“Both. As well as three supervillain attacks on us which were not disclosed to the GCPD and did not make it to Watchtower monitor stations.”




Well crud. What was the point of doing all that monitoring, if people were hiding important monitor-stuff from the Watchtower? But he knew that already. He’d probably be mega-grumpy if Flash did that in Central City, or Superman did it in Metropolis.




He admitted, “They were all indirect or direct assassination attempts. Against my son. Who is also the child of the late Talia al Ghul, the daughter of the recently deceased Ra’s al Ghul, who was the head of the League of Assassins.”




Alee immediately worried, “How’s Selina taking this?”




He growled, “Badly. Not as badly as I expected, and perhaps not as badly as I took it. But not well. We are all struggling to adjust…except Alfred.”




Alfred? She didn’t know anyone named Alfred. So she just looked at him like ‘huh?’




He kept going, but it looked like the info was being dragged out of him. By angry Kryptonians. “My…Bruce Wayne’s butler.”




Okay, there had to be something else going on, if it was this hard just to admit the guy worked for him. She checked, “What about your other servants? Maids? Cooks? Valet? All the stuff like in Masterpiece Theater?”




He calmly answered, “Just Alfred.”




Whoa. Wasn’t Wayne Manor supposed to be this huge showpiece mansion with enormous grounds and everything? How was one guy supposed to do everything a place like that needed? She checked, “One guy? Does he have super cleaning powers? Magic?”




Batman scowled at that. Oh yeah, she’d momentarily forgotten that he was cranky about magic. Alee thought magic was awesome, and she wouldn’t mind if Other Hermione and Other Willow and Alexa and Alexan came for visits.




He snapped, “We have…protocols to maintain the manor and similar homes, including positive pressure HVAC systems and entry controls. Alfred cooks as well. He’s an excellent chef.”




She didn’t say anything else, but she didn’t see how one man, even one mega-competent man, could keep an entire mansion clean and do all the cooking too, and clean up from the cooking, and shop for everything too, and also do any valet stuff someone like Bruce Wayne would need, and also do any butler-ish stuff that Batman and Robin might need. But something was going on. Something Batman didn’t want to talk about, and Bruce Wayne wouldn’t bother to talk about.




Maybe that wouldn’t be a problem just for one evening of babysitting. Or maybe it would be the problem…




But Batman was already onto the briefing stuff. “Ra’s al Ghul was probably hundreds, possibly thousands of years old when he died protecting Damian just weeks ago. He has controlled the League of Assassins for ages, sometimes stepping back and letting a ‘pupil’ run the League, while critiquing the operation. Inevitably, he has stepped back in when his chosen leader was not good enough for his own standards.”




So Aly got ten minutes of lecture on the League Of Assassins, and what they were up to, and what they were supposed to be up to according to Ra’s al Ghul. And how Batman got on the League’s radar and got picked to be the next potential successor and got ‘tested’ several times, and when Batman refused to join the League, he got trapped and locked up and drugged and molested so Ra’s al Ghul could have a successor with Batman’s genes. Ick. And how Damian had been trained from a small boy to be an expert martial artist and ruthless killer and heir to a ‘kingdom’, so there might need to be some…‘adjustments’ in his attitude over time.




Okay, there was also lecture stuff on who was in the League of Assassins and who was connected to the League and why pretty much every member of Team Batman would be out that night hunting down League assassins who were probably after Damian, and hoping to get to punch them in the nose. Okay, now Alee got why there wouldn’t be regular Gotham City types hanging around to watch over Damian, and why a regular baby sitter might not be a good idea. Also, an unknown number of people still in the League Of Assassins might know that Bruce Wayne was Batman, so Wayne Manor wasn’t necessarily safe either.




Alee figured that—based on reading some of the Justice League files on Batman villains like The Joker and Clayface—that counting on these al Ghul types to really be permanently dead was probably not a good idea. But she wasn’t going to say that to Batman, because…Batman!




Also, some of the Justice League members had already warned her about The Protocols, but Alee was not going to ask Batman if he had anti-Stormburst protocols in place yet, or what they were, because part of the anti-Stormburst protocols was probably stuff on not telling her what the protocols were.




So he wrapped up by giving her a Gotham City address to fly to so she could be ordinary Annie McKenzie, baby sitter, originally from California but living in Gotham City while her dad was on assignment, doing work for a pharmaceutical company at their Gotham City branch instead of back home in Los Angeles. She would call Uber for a ride from that location, and get driven to Wayne Manor, arriving at or before seven. Which she thought was weird, because Xander and Amy had told her that Bruce Wayne was backing Lyft instead, so that had to mean something.




She asked about something else. “So…how does ordinary middle-class Annie from California get hooked up with this sweet babysitting gig for socialite Bruce Wayne?”




She actually got a Batman smile for asking that. “Good question. Miss McKenzie’s mother met Ms. Kyle at a luncheon downtown, and so this connection is through Selina. If asked, you think the luncheon was a fundraiser for the local chapter of the ASPCA ‘or something like that’. Selina is active in that and in fundraising for the local animal shelters.”




“Okay. Do you want actual me, or chunky me with the fatsuit, or nearsighted dumpy Annie from Fresno?”




He looked at her. “What do you think?”




She shrugged. “Well, if I show up as actual me, my shape is totally not ‘ordinary babysitter’. Someone’s likely to get suspicious.”




“Exactly,” he nodded. “Wear the fatsuit and the overalls that go with it. That’s all. I assume you kept the glasses and contacts, and then cleaned and stored the contacts properly, so that identity will be ready in future?”




“Yes sir,” she replied. “I even kept the Annie Farrell suits and shoes and stuff, with the hanging bag. They just aren’t in my room at HQ, because I don’t have a huge walk-in closet in there and it totally wouldn’t be fair to put my stuff on Megan’s side of the room. Robin let me have some of the storage space, so it’s all in there, with a backup uniform and some other stuff. But not that Catwoman outfit.” She figured he already knew all of that, because Robin would give him all the details pretty much as soon as stuff happened. And that Catwoman suit had gone back to Gotham City in that shipping container.




“One last thing,” he said in that gravel-ish voice. “How many Leaguers told you to tell me to kiss off, or just warned you to watch out and not trust me?”




Crud. She had been hoping this wouldn’t come up. “More than zero. That’s all I’m saying. I think you should try to mend fences. And be nicer to people. Or maybe that’s just me, but it would really make me feel bad if I was the least liked person up here.”




Anyway, it wasn’t like she could keep him from going through all the relevant Watchtower security cam footage and seeing who stopped to talk to her when she was on her way here. And everyone in the Justice League already knew he had punched Guy Gardner right in the face, so it wasn’t like Batman might think Mister Gardner was his bestie.




“Being well-liked is not one of my goals here.”




She insisted, “Well, it’s one of mine. And sometimes I worry about you.”




He didn’t respond to that. He just said, “Mister Wayne will be expecting you by seven…‘Annie’.” And he did that thing where he dramatically swept his cape around him so it missed bumping into stuff, and he went out the door.




And she’d forgotten about her banana split! After all the conferencing time, it would’ve melted into yuck and someone would have thrown it away. Maybe…she should make herself a new one, only in a to-go box, and go straight back to Mount Justice so she could pop it in the freezer. With that note so Wally wouldn’t eat her dessert.




She wondered if the Flash would meet with Batman in here and just put his feet up on the desk and lean back and enjoy his banana split while Batman glowered at him. Xander probably would. Alee didn’t think she was ready to try something like that. She didn’t think she ever would be.







That evening, Alee transported down from the Watchtower to the Justice League transporter pad inside the Gotham City Police Department headquarters building. She had her current ‘fatsuit’ and a pair of overalls and a loose top that went with it. She had a pair of thick-rimmed disguise glasses that were a present from Kara. She had her hair back in an unattractive bun, and no makeup. She had a wallet from Robin that had ID cards and store cards and stuff for her identity. She hoped she was ready, given that Batman had pretty much said her babysitting job was going to be a real headache.




And she was already in her silvery form, because even inside the police department headquarters, Gotham City wasn’t a hundred percent safe. She flew into the ductwork. She zipped upward, out through the big HVAC unit’s air intake, and up into the sky. Then she flew over to the apartment building where she was supposed to call from. That went pretty smoothly, with no getting lost and no flying supervillains attacking her in mid-air, and no long wait times on the call for an Uber driver. The Uber app on her phone told her she was looking at a fifteen minute wait, so she flew into the back of the apartment building and casually walked out the front door like she was supposed to be there.




She was totally surprised when the Uber car pulled up five minutes later. Especially when her Uber app clearly said her ride was still eight minutes out. She went right to the Justice League comms. “Stormburst to Gotham only. Obvious trap in front of building now. Deal with at once, or play along?”




“Robin to Stormburst. Play along, see how many opponents you can snare.”




Okay, fine. Team Batman had probably set this up in advance and not told her. Jerkheads.




“Oracle to Stormburst. The intrusion into the Uber application layers is only a couple hours old, and I only found it when they overrode the Uber ride security features, which was after you called Uber. Sorry.”




“Stormburst. Okay, but what else are they in, and who do they have doing this kind of computer work?”




“Oracle to team. Working on it. They failed to get into the Lyft system. They planted Easter eggs in the Yellow Taxi call tracking system and the surveillance camera system for the city buses. They failed on the police security cams and the traffic cams and the street cams. They walked into both my tarpits and got stuck in both…on the very first trap. Whoever they have for computer support, they’re not very talented, but they have a large number of the current cracking tools. Tracing them now, but they’re over in Eastern Europe.”




“Nightwing to Oracle. Keep on it and expect side attacks as soon as they detect you. We’ll let this one play out so they have no idea they’ve been spotted. Nightwing to Team, is anyone close enough to support Stormburst?”




“Huntress to Nightwing. If they stick to the expected route, I can cross their path in about five minutes.”




“Stormburst. I’ll leave my comms open so Oracle can track me.”




Alee walked over to the car with the little Uber sign glowing in the windshield. She went for ‘timid’. “Umm, hi?”




The man behind the wheel gave her a big smile. “You’re…” He looked down at his phone. “Annie?”




“R-right.”




He checked, “And your tracking number is…?”




She read it off her phone. “I’m supposed to be at Wayne Manor before seven? Can you do that?”




He nodded, “Oh sure. Hop on in. We can make that easy. I’m gonna pick up another fare about five blocks from here, and then drop her off out thataway too, so just relax.”




“Oh-okay.”




He drove smoothly through the streets. “Are you new here?”




She stuttered, “N-no. We’ve l-lived here for most of a year, but I still don’t know my way around except our part of town and around my school and out to a couple shopping malls.”




“Okay, here’s our other rider.” He pulled over and went through the same routine, like this was a real rider sharing a ride out to the rich parts of town.




The woman slid in and grinned, “Hi. I’m Karen.” Karen looked like an average woman from India or Pakistan, but with no bindi on her forehead. She sounded like she was from New Jersey. Alee pretty much doubted that part.




Alee shook hands, noticing the hard calluses on ‘Karen’s’ palm and fingers from lots of martial arts practice. Alee deliberately stuttered, “A-annie. P-pleased to meet you.”




Alee figured they could try to knock her out or kill her, and replace her with a copy, or even someone who looked nothing like her but had good-looking ID to wave at Bruce Wayne’s security. So she was kind of waiting to see what ‘Karen’ was going to do.




It wasn’t like she was Superman. If Karen jabbed her with a needle, Alee was going to get dosed unless she went into her morph fast enough, and that would blow her cover. If Karen went with a taser, Alee was still in trouble. She was more resistant to big electrical attacks than an ordinary person, but she wasn’t invulnerable to them.




Okay, Alee was expecting an assassin working for the League of Assassins would just assassinate her. Here, side by side in a taxi, maybe a poison dart, or a steel needle through the eardrum into the brain, or something else mega-gross but not making a bloody mess that would get all over Karen’s outfit.




So Alee was trying to use her tk to ‘frisk’ Karen and her purse without Karen noticing. That was way harder than it sounded, because she was still working on her touch with her tk. Alex made it look totally easy, but it wasn’t. Alee had been practicing for weeks. Even if ‘feeling’ around to find out what was inside her Christmas gifts didn’t count as practicing, according to Megan.




Okay, Karen had some sort of gas-powered dart shooter strapped on her right forearm. And some really thin body armor over her heart and lung and kidneys and stuff. And a neck knife. And throwing knives in a thing on her right thigh. And throwing spikes in an armored cuff on her left forearm. And…




While Alee was gently ‘frisking’ Karen, Karen was trying to milk her for information, “I’m a party planner, and I have to go out and meet the Cobblepots about a gala in a couple months, although I’m pretty sure it’ll just be Mrs. Cobblepot and maybe her personal assistant. How about you?”




Alee went with her cover story. “That sounds so cool! Me? Nothing much. Mr. Wayne needs a babysitter. Mom knows Miss Kyle from some fundraiser stuff, like for animal shelters, and so Miss Kyle asked me if I wanted to. And she’s really pretty, and really nice. She even let me pet her cats. And Mister Wayne is really good-looking, and he’s way nicer than I thought he’d be from the stuff in the papers.”




That was enough information that ‘Karen’ would know they would need an exact double and possibly some personal information to pull off an impersonation for even a couple minutes. Still, there were people who could do the body-double thing and impersonate other people, even without being a Clayface or Plastic Man.




And by then, Alee was done frisking Karen, down to the hideout derringer-thing on her right ankle and the karambits in her left ankle boot. So Alee was using her tk to feel around in Karen’s oversized purse.




Wow, that was a huge barrel on that…maybe it was a sawed-off shotgun. Or a cut-down elephant gun. Something big and dangerous that probably had a massive kick when you fired it. And several big knives. And a sandwich-sized box with tiny controls on the side. Alee was pretty sure that wasn’t a Gameboy. And…Ooh! A heavy chain with weights on the ends! She had seen Jet Li do really cool chain-fighting stuff in a movie once, and maybe that’s what this was. And a couple cylindrical things that might be smoke or gas bombs, since they were tucked inside what felt like a gasmask.




Alee didn’t know why she was so surprised at all that stuff. After all, this was the League Of Assassins, not the League Of Really Nice People Who Liked To Do Macrame.




So Alee pretended to look out the window at the fancy estates they were driving past, while she used her tk to try and check what Karen was up to. Okay…Karen was reaching into her big purse…




That was the sandwich-sized box. And Karen was…




What? Karen just stuck it in Alee’s purse? And then sat back in her spot on the seat?




Okay, if that was a bomb, then sneaking it into Annie McKenzie’s purse might be the easiest way to get it into Wayne Manor. If it had a microphone or camera on it, then they could wait and trigger it once it got close to their target. Which Alee was guessing was Damian Wayne.




And there was no way Alee was carrying a possible bomb or worse into Wayne Manor. So she used her tk to lift it out of her purse on the floor, and just set it down by her feet. And she felt around until she found the latch, and she opened it up and dumped the battery out.




So when the driver pulled into the Wayne estate and stopped the Uber in front of the totally imposing front door, she gulped. “W-wow. That looks way more…”




Karen nudged her, “Go on, you need to get moving.”




That gave Alee the opening she was looking for, and she dropped her purse. She quickly picked it up off the floor of the Uber car, thanked her driver and Karen, and hurried up to the front door.




“Huntress to team. Our bug is planted and active. They’re currently trying to figure out why they can’t get a sound check off their weapon.”




Alee acted nervous as she pressed the fancy doorbell and stood there waiting. A grandfather-aged man in a butler’s coat answered the door like he had done this a million times.




Well, he probably had.




Alee stuck with the act until someone had a chance to run a bug detector over her. “H-hi? I’m Annie, and Ms. Kyle said I was supposed to babysit a hurt ten year old boy?”




“Please come in, Miss McKenzie. I’m Alfred, and the family are in the blue parlor.”




But Alfred had something in his hand and was running a scan on her. “Clean.”




Alee relaxed. A little. “Good. I left the monitor and what was probably a bomb.”




Alfred smiled a tiny bit. “And not quite everyone in the parlor is cleared as yet.”




“Gotcha.”




Alfred led her through the mansion and to a room so fancy that even Lex Luthor would be jealous. Alee pretended to be overwhelmed. Well, she was kind of overwhelmed. Or at least more than just whelmed.




Bruce Wayne was standing there in a tux. Holy crud, Bruce Wayne in a tux. She had seen photos of him before, but holy crud was he good-looking. And personable. And charismatic. And…stuff.




And Robin was standing right there, watching her being more than whelmed, and trying not to smile too much. Okay, it was Tim Drake in a very nice tuxedo. Tim cleaned up way better than she’d expected. And Selina Kyle was in an evening gown and looking so gorgeous that supermodels would be crying into their zero-calorie spa water.




Sitting in an armchair was a ten year old boy with his arm in a cast and sling, and one foot and lower leg bandaged but in one of those rigid plastic protective frame-things, and a crutch beside the chair. He was glaring at Tim like he was thinking about ways to push him in front of a moving car. And there was no mistaking whose son he was. He had Bruce Wayne’s eyebrows and hairline and mouth and cheekbones, and he obviously was going to grow into a Bruce Wayne nose and jawline as he got older and went from ‘very cute’ to ‘very handsome’. He looked just like old pictures of Bruce Wayne as a boy. Hadn’t Talia al Ghul contributed any genes at all to him?




The boy switched his glare to Bruce Wayne and snarled, “Father! You hired a babysitter to watch me?”




Well, it looked like things were off to a swell start. Not.




Issue #19



Alee didn’t know who was supposed to be in on her part of stuff, so she stuck to her role. Even if the only person in the room she could think of who wasn’t going to know she was Stormburst was the boy. “Umm, hi Ms. Kyle! You look really nice tonight. I mean, you always look nice, but you look amazing tonight.”




Tim smirked, “It’s okay. Our dinner guests just left a few minutes ago. Everyone in here knows. Except Damian.” Damian gave him a nasty scowl for that. Well, an even nastier scowl.




Alfred added, “And all security checks are done. We are secure.”




So Bruce Wayne frowned, and Batman’s voice came out of his mouth, which was mega-weird. “What was in the weapon they tried to slip into your purse?”




Alee admitted, “I don’t know. It was a plastic case the size of a thick sandwich, with switches on one side to turn it on and probably adjust some presets. I was assuming it was a bomb of some kind. Somehow, it ‘accidentally’ fell out of my purse while I was getting out of the Uber.”




Tim and Selina both grinned, because they both knew what she could do. Bruce frowned, because he knew what she could do.




Alee shrugged, “I mean, I could’ve just knocked ’em both out, but I was hoping Huntress or someone could follow them back to their secret lair and find lots more assassins to stop.”




“Good,” Tim grinned.




Batman glared, “And you didn’t stop to think that assassins like that might simply set off their bomb once they thought it was in here, thereby killing them?”




Alee tried not to look as horrified as she felt. “Sure I did! That was why I popped open the side of the case and pulled out the batteries!”




Damian grumbled, “You should have left the batteries in and set it on the timer. The standard League explosive and poison gas weapons like that all have a timer.”




Batman redirected his glare. “Damian, we have discussed this.”




Tim chipped in, “And we can do better against them if we can get them to lead us to more of them and more intel.”




Damian grimaced as he considered that idea. “More intel would be useful.” His face changed to a little smirk. “You could always use more intelligence.”




Ooh. Cheap shot. Alee was already finding it really hard to like this kid, even if he was a Wayne and had been raised like a prince and was probably in a lot of pain. She just told herself that his ’tude wasn’t his fault. Ten year olds didn’t just make up an attitude this thick. They had it drilled into them. With really big drillbits that had mega-sharp tips.




Tim pretended he hadn’t heard that crack, but Alee knew from experience that Tim didn’t miss anything. However, Alee also knew Tim was smart enough to handle a crabby ten year old with a crabby ’tude. And Tim could totally do that don’t-show-anything-you’re-feeling thing, given how often he did it as Robin.




And just in case, Alee checked, “Oh, umm, is Damian on a medication schedule, and is there anything he shouldn’t be eating tonight, and what’s his bedtime?”




“My bedtime?” Damian hissed furiously. “Am I now three?”




Alee noticed that Tim really wanted to burst out in a big laugh at Damian’s reaction. Of course, Tim didn’t. Because he was already being Robin, just like Bruce Wayne was already being Batman. Or maybe, Batman and Robin had stopped pretending to be Bruce Wayne and Tim Drake.




Bruce Wayne calmly explained, “Damian is on a regimen for his meds, but he is capable of handling it. He does not have any dietary restrictions or allergies. And he will go to bed on his own schedule, so you don’t have to worry about that.”




Selina added, “We may be out late afterward, so once Damian is down, you do not have to stay awake.”




Damian gave her a nasty look too. Didn’t he like anybody?




Alee focused on Damian, who was busy focusing on the three people who got to go off to some big Gotham City gala, and then would get to go swinging all over the Gotham City skyline looking for trouble. Assuming the word ‘get’ was the right verb there.




Alee watched the threesome leave the room. And she cheated. She did the tk ear trumpet thing she had learned from Alex. Only she ran the tk ‘tube’ from her ear across the room and out the door and pointing down the hallway, where she opened it up into the ‘bell’ part.




She heard Selina ask, “Don’t you think you should have told her about—”




“Already done,” Batman’s fearsome tones interrupted.




A door closed, cutting her off from more sound. And they were off to some mega-fancy, mega-expensive car, probably.




She checked, “Damian, are you okay?”




He glowered at her in a ten year old’s version of the Batman glare. Not nearly as effective as when the real Batman did it. He looked back at the doorway and muttered, “’We may be out late afterward.’ Overblown harlot…”




Alee tried not to gasp at that, but failed. She insisted, “Ms. Kyle is not overblown, and she is not a harlot, and you shouldn’t say stuff like that.”




Damian scowled, “Right. Either you are just as stupid as you appear, or you are a quite annoying actress…M’gann.”




“Annie,” Alee insisted. “Not…Megan, or whatever you said.”




Damian just rolled his eyes. “Of course. Father would never select a real ‘babysitter’. And you clearly know his other identity, as well as that of The Cat, and probably The Pretender too.”




Eww. It was probably not a good thing if Damian really thought of Tim as ‘The Pretender’.




Damian kept going, “The number of people, even in the Justice League, who know his other identity is quite limited, even after his association with The Trollop…”




“That’s not nice. Can we just call her Ms. Kyle?”




Damian frowned at her. “No. Now, as I was saying, he would not be using Justice League members for this, given that I can defend myself, and Alfred is hardly useless. So you would be a member of Nightwing’s team or Robin’s team who could be trusted. I think that eliminates enough people that I can safely deduce that you are Miss Martian, who has telepathy and would be able to ransack Robin’s mind with little trouble as soon as you chose to.”




Alee pointed out, “Even if I was Miss Martian, I wouldn’t do stuff like that!”




“Oh, of course you’re not,” he said in sarcastic tones that totally meant ‘you so are’. Only with extra gloating in there.




So she said, “Well, if you’re done making weird guesses about my name, why don’t we do something fun? I bet there’s a game room here, and a TV room, and a movie room, and all kinds of stuff. Or I could see about bringing some stuff here so you don’t have to get up.”




He gracefully stood up despite the arm thing and the bandaged foot. “I am fully capable of moving to another room.” He turned his head. “Alfred!”




The butler appeared in like two seconds, so he must have been lurking somewhere nearby. “Yes, Master Damian? Miss McKenzie?”




Alee held up her hand like she was still in high school. “Umm, can you just call me ‘Annie’ instead? I mean, it’s not like I live here.”




“Sorry Miss, but I do not think I should do that.”




Wow, that was like Masterpiece Theater-level butlering. She looked at Damian. “What’s his whole name?”




Damian smirked slightly. “Pennyworth. Alfred Thaddeus Crane Pennyworth.”




“Thanks,” she smiled at Damian. Then she faced the butler. “Okay, if you call me anything except ‘Annie’, I’m gonna call you Mister Pennyworth. Maybe even ‘Sir’.”




Alfred gave her a raised eyebrow, like he thought she was bluffing or something. She totally wasn’t.




Damian fussed, “You can’t call him ‘Mister Pennyworth’! He’s a butler, not a CEO! Don’t you know anything?”




Alee stuck to her guns. “I know enough that I’m gonna treat Mister Pennyworth with the respect he deserves.” She added, “And this is America, not Fifteenth Century Italy!”




Damian hissed, “Don’t lecture me on political science! You’re not even an Earthling!”




“Sure I am!” Alee insisted. “I was born and raised in California.”




“Really?” Damian asked suspiciously. “Then…who was the first governor of California?”




“For what?” Alee checked. “When it was Spanish? When it was an American territory? When it finally became a state?”




Damian superciliously waved her off. “Any of those.”




Alee admitted, “Umm…I don’t remember. There was a guy named Burnett in there somewhere, but all I remember about him was nobody liked him.”




“See?” Damian smirked. “You don’t even know the history of the state you claim you are from. I scoff at your pathetic efforts to shore up an inadequate fake ID.”




What a jerkhead. She didn’t try to correct him, because he’d made his mind up, and he was obviously one of those people who never changed their mind no matter how dumb their ideas were. Like those Flat Earthers. Superman had tried taking a couple dozen of them up in a spaceship so they could see the Earth was round, and when they got back down they decided that the Earth was flat, but Superman was using super-brainwashing on them. So now the Flat Earthers had anti-Kryptonian hate on their websites too. Hello! Kryptonians came from other planets, which meant the Flat Earth Society model of the universe was automatically wrecked. So she figured that if she showed Damian that she was Stormburst, Damian would just insist she was using Martian projective telepathy against him.




She changed the subject. “Would you like to play cards? Or a game? Or watch TV? Or see a movie?”




“I would like to be left alone,” he growled.




She suggested, “How about you be alone in a room near the kitchen, so I can help Mister Pennyworth with kitchen cleanup, but I can keep an eye on you too?”




“I do not need a babysitter.” he snarled.




She just insisted, “If Mister Wayne says you do, then you do.”




He snapped, “You are the most annoying nurse’s aide in the world.”




She didn’t see any point in arguing that she was a babysitter, since that would just make him crankier. So she tried, “Do you want to walk back toward the kitchen on your own, or would you rather I carried you?”




“Don’t you dare!” he practically hissed. “I can walk without any help!” He snapped up the crutch in what looked like a form for the quarterstaff, and then he rose to his feet. Well, his foot and one crutch.




It looked to Alee like he had a bunch more hurt spots that he just wasn’t going to acknowledge, like his ribs and his abdomen. But she wasn’t an expert, and he wasn’t going to admit any weaknesses. She was pretty sure he wouldn’t have admitted to her that he had a broken arm and a hurt leg either, except the cast on the arm and the whole bandaged and protected foot-ankle-calf area were kind of a giveaway.




They went down an elegant hallway, through a mega-fancy dining room, down a short back hallway, and into a huge kitchen that looked like you could have six or eight cooks cooking meals for two hundred if you really wanted to. There was a door into a ‘scullery’ sort of room that was the dishwashing and cleaning room. Alee peeked, and it looked like that room had its own doors to the hall that led to the fancy dining room and a more casual dining room and maybe a huge ballroom at the other end of the hall. It was pretty amazing.




Alfred was in the kitchen, and was wearing an apron like he was about to do clean-up or more cooking. Alee asked, “Can we get Damian a snack and let him eat it here, so I can help you with cleaning stuff?”




Alfred carefully said, “There is an alcove just through the pantry door that would be suitable.”




Damian butted in, “I will take another slice of this evening’s cake, and a cup of my tea.”




Alee was totally surprised that Damian had his own special tea he wanted made for him. Not. It was probably stuff he had grown up with.




Alfred looked at her. “Miss McKenzie, would you care for a slice of the Victoria sponge cake? You need not take it with Master Damian’s special tea. I have a pot of regular coffee on, as well as hot water so you could have a proper cup of, say, Earl Grey. Or another beverage.”




She gave him a tiny smirk and did as she had threatened. “Thank you, Mister Pennyworth.”




“You can’t call him that!” Damian complained again. “Just call him Alfred. Don’t you Martians have a rational society?”




Alee stuck to her guns. “I said I would call him that, and I keep my word. And anyway, didn’t Super Watch have a whole special on the Martian Manhunter and stuff, and say that there aren’t any other Green Martians left? So there’s no people to have any kind of society up there.”




Damian scowled, “I can’t believe you watch garbage like that. It’s designed to entertain the rabble. It is not substantive.”




Alee did sort of agree with that, not that she was going to say so. After all, wasn’t the big focus on super-battles really a lot like a televised version of the Coliseum? Or maybe like ‘professional’ wrestling? Which she didn’t watch, even if Louis still liked it.




Okay, Louis watched it because he already knew it was all fake and all scripted, and he liked the craziness.




So she just focused on her tasks. “Let’s get Damian situated, and I’ll help you with the dishes and stuff. I know how to use an industrial dish sanitizer and a triple sink, and I even have a food handler’s certificate in case you need one on file for me. Then after we clean up, I’ll sit down with you and have a little snack.”




“You don’t eat with the servants! What sort of babysitter are you? Where did The Trollop find you? Locked up in the animal shelter?”




Wow, Damian was not a happy boy about Alee being polite to people. She totally did not want to know what his ‘social graces’ training was like. Even if she had this mental image of him walking over the prone bodies of his servants and using them like rugs, and then being told he wasn’t imperious enough and he needed to stomp harder.




Okay, he did eat mega-politely. She hadn’t ever seen a ten year old eat that neatly, and he even used the right utensils and chewed between bites and all that stuff.




She sort of kept a light telekinetic touch on the napkin in his lap, as she went into the ‘scullery’ with Alfred. It was more like a brightly-lit, mega-sanitary cleaning room with dirty stuff getting moved along from a pass-through from the hall through the cleaning areas to where it could dry properly and then get stored away in the next room, where it was supposed to go. Alee could imagine a really swanky party in like the big ballroom Wayne Manor was supposed to have, with four or five people working in here and two people working in the storage room, all of them doing cleaning and sanitizing and drying and storing as fast as stuff got brought in.




But this was a lot less mess than that would be. Dishes and flatware and cookware soaking from a dinner for four and maybe lunch too, and so she pulled on some heavy rubber gloves and scrubbed stuff so Alfred could load them in racks and run them through the dish sanitizer, and then he used the triple sink to clean a little stuff like knives and a couple pieces of cookware that wouldn’t hold up to the sanitizer’s temperatures. Because the sanitizer control panel said that during the rinse, the water temp was over 200 degrees, which was fortunately Fahrenheit and not Celsius.




But about halfway through the cycle for the last rack, Alee felt the napkin get moved and set on the table. Damian was done eating and was probably up to something. So she used her tk to slide the rubber gloves off, and she lifted about an inch off the floor so it still looked like she was walking, but she would be silent.




She glided silently over to the door into the kitchen, and she went silvery so she could poke a tiny tendril of silver morph around the corner of the doorframe. And…yeah. There was Damian, doing his best to sneak out of the kitchen and do something he shouldn’t be doing. Like going out to fight crime while in a cast and bandages and stuff.




Alee figured Batman would totally do that. He might break off the cast first too, and put his arm in some kind of Bat-armor instead. Alee was not going to let Damian do stuff like that.




Damian snuck down a couple hallways, limping a little on that protective boot-thing and holding his crutch like a quarterstaff instead of using it like a crutch. Alee flew along behind him, staying out of sight. Which was good, because he kept checking behind him and into doorways he passed. But she was peeking with a tendril of her morph, so she just pulled her tendril back a couple inches every time he checked behind him.




He moved over to a huge, fancy grandfather clock, and he checked mega-carefully that no one was around to see him do whatever he was about to do.




He opened up the case for the pendulum, touched something on the top of the pendulum compartment, and tugged on the side of the clock. It opened like a secret door. Okay, it was a secret door. A secret door that probably led down below the mansion into what Robin had called the Batcave, so Alee was figuring it was real caverns and stuff under the ground and way under the mansion.




Since she was in her morph, she spotted Alfred coming up fast behind her. He was being mega-quiet too. And he was not moving like an ordinary butler kind of guy. He was moving more like spies in movies when they were sneaking through secret lairs. And he was carrying a teapot in his right hand like it was some kind of weapon. Maybe it was.




Now she was wondering where Batman got a top secret butler.




Alee went normal and waited for Alfred to peek around the doorway into the hall where she was standing. She figured he had seen her go silvery at least when she slipped out of the scullery and kitchen, but he wasn’t making a big deal about it. So she just stood there and pointed at the grandfather clock.




She whispered, “I saw him sneak down to the Batcave, but I don’t think Batman would be very happy if I just helped myself to his private areas, so maybe you should go down and tell him to knock it off before he busts his cast off and goes badguy-hunting.”




Alfred gave her one of those stiff looks with the slightly raised eyebrows, like he was thinking she was the most gauche thing he’d seen in ages. But he said, “Perhaps you should be the one who enters, given Master Damian is your charge this evening.”




She didn’t groan. Out loud, anyway. “Okay, but if Batman yells at me ’cause I went down there, it’ll be your fault.”




“Understood,” he said firmly. He stepped over to the clock and triggered the release so the thing swung open again. “And do be careful about the fifth and seventeenth and forty-third steps down. They might have precautionary measures engaged.”




Right. Because Batman.




So Alee went silvery and floated through the doorway. An inner door closed behind her, and gaskets engaged, sealing the hidden area from pretty much everything up to and including attacks by Clayfaces. She carefully drifted down toward the better-lit parts of what looked like a stairwell carved out of solid rock. And it went down. Way down.




When it finally opened onto a pretty huge cavern, she just wanted to stand there and gape at stuff. Even if she still didn’t think Batman would want her snooping around down here. So she flew up toward the upper reaches of the cave and quickly found Damian.




Yeah, he was standing in front of a row of security glass tubes, each of which had one of the classic superhero uniforms. And…




Alee suddenly felt sick to her stomach. That first uniform that was for the original Robin? He was either the current Nightwing, or he was dead. The second Robin uniform? Dead. Killed by the Joker. The third Robin uniform? That was the girl Robin. Alee was pretty sure she was dead too. The Batgirl uniforms? Pretty much the same. No one knew what really happened to the original Batgirl, but there was that uniform. It looked like Batman had a huge memorial to every partner or sidekick he had ever lost.




No wonder he was so worried that she didn’t have what it took to be a real superheroine. Maybe he couldn’t bear to lose anyone else ever again. She totally needed to be nicer to him. And she needed to tell Xander and Amy to be nicer to him. And Mister Gardner.




Okay, from what people said, she didn’t think Mister Gardner would listen to her. But maybe she should still try.




Damian was working one-handed with a kunai to carve his way into the tube that held the original Robin’s uniform. Alee was pretty sure Damian would take off as much of his bandaging and cast as he could, wear some armor that would hold his busted arm and leg stationary enough, and go hunt down League badguys.




Okay, Alee was pretty sure that if League Of Assassins assassins had murdered her mom or her dad or her grandpa, she would be out there hunting them down and beating the holy crud out of them to find out where more assassins were hiding.




She went normal and landed on the floor, even if she put up a tk shield in case there were more security measures in the cave that she hadn’t seen. Then she spoke up. “I don’t—”




Damian was already reacting. Crud, that kid was fast. And he was throwing that kunai right at her throat. Extra crud!




Well, she already had a tk shield up, and she had it in a layer as close to her skin and clothes as she could manage. So she slapped the kunai out of the air with her left hand.




Well, the tk field over her hand.




But Damian had probably thrown that as a distraction, and was already moving at her way quicker than she thought he could move with that bad leg. And he was coming at her with a jian that looked kind of big for him, except he wasn’t having any trouble wielding it.




And it looked like he was trying to kill her, too. That was probably going to be pretty hard to explain to Mister Wayne when he got home.





Issue #20



Alee took a glide-step backward as Damian attacked her with that jian.




He slashed at her right shoulder, which was not an instant-kill move, even if it came in a lot faster than she was expecting from a boy with big injuries. She just took another step back and blocked with her right hand, making sure to get her hand back into position as fast as she could.




Which was good, because the slash at her right shoulder was just the start of a whole sword form, and she had to block a slice aimed at her left side, then one at her right side, then one at her right bicep, and finally one at the outside of her right thigh. If she hadn’t had tons of tk to devote to armor and shielding, she would have looked like she got dropped into a chipper-shredder.




Damian leapt way back and tried not to wince as his feet hit the floor. But she was pretty sure he was looking for better ways to attack her.




She insisted, “Damian! Stop this right now!”




He glared, “You’re not Miss Martian…That kind of invulnerability…Ah-hah!”




He dove off to the side again, this time doing a one-armed cartwheel while tossing his jian into the air so he didn’t have to try and do the one-handed move with his broken arm. He kipped up on his feet again and snatched the falling jian out of the air without slicing his hand to pieces, which was really impressive.




Then with a merciless smirk, he yanked a box out of a heavy safe-like thing that Alee figured was probably not supposed to be open.




He moved at her and opened the box. Green radiation poured out of the box, since there was a big chunk of green kryptonite on a bed of metal which was acting like some kind of radiation reflector. It looked like he had changed his mind and decided she was actually Supergirl.




Okay, that was kind of flattering. Except for the part about killing Kryptonians with green kryptonite.




So she sort-of-lied, “You know, if I was really a Kryptonian in a big disguise like this, then don’t you think I’d have lead all through my disguise, including lead in the makeup on all my exposed surfaces? After all, lead makeup won’t give a Kryptonian lead poisoning.”




He scowled, “Of course. And you’d have leaded glass in those fake lenses to protect your eyes as well. Clearly, I underestimated all of you based on what is probably anecdotal evidence.”




And now she was wondering if Kryptonians actually did use lead like that, and if not, why not? She needed to talk to Kara and Conner. Maybe Kal-El too, depending on what they said.




He sighed and closed the box before putting it back in the safe that was probably supposed to be locked and not opened by ten year olds. Alee figured she needed to tell Batman about that. And about the swordfight thing. And about Damian not taking care of his injuries. Even if she’d feel like a snitch when she did it.




Babysitting unpleasant kids was not a fun job. Washing dishes and cooking for over a hundred at the meals for the homeless back home was way better.




There was probably a way worse job Batman could have asked her to do. She should ask Robin about the worst jobs Batman had ever had him do. Other than that time Robin had to dress up as a female nurse and go through some paper hospital records that weren’t available via computers. Alee had already heard about that one, and not from Robin either.




She sternly said, “Let’s go back upstairs. And I want to check all of your injuries, because you shouldn’t have been doing all that attacking when you’re fresh out of the hospital.”




“Make me.”




She frowned, “Do you want me to have to pick you up and carry you like a little kid?”




“No!” he gasped. Then his shoulders sank down in a pretty good imitation of someone giving up, which Alee totally did not think Damian would do that easily. “Fine…Kara Zor-El.”




Alee tried, “Can’t you just call me Annie?”




“No.”




She tried a little more. “Kara Zor-El’s not my name. Really. And I’m not a Kryptonian. Even if you thinking I am is pretty flattering. They’re awesome.”




“You’re a terrible liar for a Kryptonian, you know that?” he sneered.




Ugh. She didn’t think she had ever seriously thought about putting a child over her knee and spanking them, but she was thinking about it now. Even if she was trying not to, because it wasn’t a good thing, and it wasn’t something a babysitter should do, and not because he’d probably try to stab her in the femoral artery with a hidden knife. Or something even worse.




She just said, “Go up the stairs, please. And you can explain to your father all about this when he gets home.”




“You’re not going to tattle on me?”




She thought about it. But she did know stuff about Damian after watching him. She decided, “You tell the truth—as you see it. You wouldn’t lie about stuff like this. You might have a different viewpoint than I do, but you wouldn’t lie.”




He scowled in thought. “That is surprisingly insightful for…what I assumed I was dealing with.” He sighed, “Very well. Follow me up the stairs and do not step on any stairs I avoid.”




Well, that was way more than she was expecting to get out of him. Even if she wasn’t quite sure yet that she could trust him with the trick stairs. Or much of anything. Because maybe he was just trying to get her to actually step on some stairsteps instead of flying way above the staircase.




So she only pretended to walk up the steps behind him. Actually, she was floating maybe half an inch above each step. Also, Alfred had told her the steps to watch when she was walking downstairs, but she hadn’t counted how many steps there were, so she had no idea which steps she needed to watch out for on the way back up. Oops. If she admitted that to Batman, he’d probably give her one of those looks.




Damian definitely had counted, or he had gotten instructions, or something, because he knew which steps to hop over. She just pretended to hop over those steps.




So, sure enough, Damian pulled something at the top of the steps. He hopped over the fifth step from the top, and he waited on the top step until she was ‘hopping’ over the fifth step. He hurled a kunai out of his sleeve, right at the top of the fifth step so the Batman trap would trigger and do whatever badness it was supposed to do. To her. Which she doubted would be fun.




But she had been expecting he’d do something. So she went with her plan. She hovered above the step and used her tk to knock the kunai away from the step, while she just twitched a little bit so she could fake the superspeed thing Flash and Kid Flash did sometimes, where they ran off at superspeed and came back and didn’t get their original position exactly right.




Damian scowled, “I should have expected you Kryptonians could use the Speed Force that effectively, even if father’s files indicate otherwise.”




She kind of suspected that the trick in Batman’s files was actually surprising the Kryptonian so the trap got sprung before the Kryptonian had time to react at top speed or dive into the Speed Force. Alee was pretty sure she didn’t believe the rumor that Batman had used a judo throw to toss Superman into a wall. Unless Superman let him do it for some reason. Because how could that even work unless Kal-El wasn’t using any of his flight power to hold himself in position? Even if Batman had caught Kal-El by surprise, that throw couldn’t work when Superman would just fly away from the throw. And if you threw Superman into a wall, what good would that do, unless the wall was made of kryptonite or something?




So she just said, “I already told you. I’m not Kryptonian. Really. I’m American.”




Damian sneered, “Does anyone fall for that?”




She tried, “Why would anyone have to ‘fall’ for it? It’s true.”




He scoffed, “I’m beginning to suspect the problem is that Kryptonians are just terrible liars. Superman is listed as being quite bad at it.”




She argued, “I’m pretty sure a lot of Kryptonian supervillains had to be mega-good at lying.”




He disagreed. Again. “I would think that Kryptonians like General Zod are self-deluded, and telling what they consider to be the truth, becau—”




The grandfather-clock door swung open to reveal a seriously frowning Alfred Pennyworth. “Master Damian, just what did you think you were doing?”




She walked into the mansion hallway behind Damian, whose shoulders had suddenly squinched inward like he was doing a full-body wince.




The clock closed up behind her as Damian defended himself, “It is necessary! And I would have acquired a costume and armored my injuries, if you hadn’t sicked a Kryptonian on me!”




Alee tossed in, “I keep telling him I’m not a Kryptonian, but he’s made up his mind, and he’s stubborn.” Alee figured that went with being Bruce Wayne’s son, but she wasn’t going to say so because it would be rude.




Alfred just gave Damian an extra-raised eyebrow and a tiny ‘ahem’ noise deep in his throat.




Damian insisted, “Don’t be stupid! Just because Father and his forces are out hunting them, that does not mean the League will stop in their goals! At least, they had better not, because my grandfather would have been very disappointed in them if they do so.”




Alfred just said, “I believe that is why Master Bruce asked Miss McKenzie to babysit.”




Damian practically hissed, “She’s not a babysitter! She’s a bodyguard! Who I do not need!”




Alfred sternly said, “That is neither your decision nor mine to make.”




Damian sneered, “Of course it’s not your decision, but it should be mine!”




Alee didn’t like that kind of attitude. She frowned, “It should be Mister Pennyworth’s, just as much as Mister Wayne’s or Ms. Kyle’s. He’s a lot wiser and more experienced than you are, and he’s not running around over-reacting because he’s angry and in pain.”




Damian glared at her. “Do not bring The Harlot into this discussion! And…perhaps you have some valid points…in the middle of your lack of comprehension.”




Wow, that was like the least complimentary compliment ever.




Alfred cleared his throat a tiny bit. “Excuse me Master Damian, but I believe you should apologize for that ‘compliment’.”




Damian gave Alfred a glare, but turned back to Alee and scowled, “I may have just demonstrated your point about anger and pain. But that does not mean I do not need to be prepared. As well as proactive.”




Alee figured that was way more apology than Damian was used to giving. So she said, “Thank you. I believe that you are correct about being proactive and being prepared. So perhaps we should think about that. Maybe while we do something else.”




Alfred suggested, “Perhaps the game room?”




Damian gave in not-quite-graciously. “Very well. As long as it is something interesting. And do not try to tell me that ‘Go Fish’ is interesting in any way.”




Alee sort of wondered if Tim had made Damian play Go Fish just to rub in the whole ‘you are only ten and I am in charge’ thing.




Alfred led them down another hallway and up a flight of steps, then down another hall to a big room that was like the size of a big master bedroom, at least in Alee’s world. It had a huge game table in the middle, and a couple smaller game tables off to the sides. The long wall at the back of the room had about two or three hundred board games and strategy games and everything-else games. She managed, “Wow.”




“May I suggest a cooperative game, such as ‘Pandemic’?” asked Alfred.




“No, you may not,” Damian glared.




Alee didn’t complain, but she sure thought about it. Because that was mega-rude. And she thought a cooperative game sounded fun. And she had played Pandemic with Robin and Artemis and Kid Flash and it had been lots of fun, even if Wally had trouble not being bored while waiting for other people to take their turns. And Robin had a hard time keeping quiet when other people made moves that he thought weren’t strategic enough.




Damian limped slightly on his way to the shelves of games. He turned his head to look at her and see if she’d spotted he was having a little trouble with his ankle. Alee just looked at him like ‘yeah, I saw that’. He straightened up and made an effort to walk like he was fine.




“This!” he announced. He took a big, heavy-looking box off one shelf and took it over to the second-smallest game table.




Alee had never even heard of ’Empire Earth’, so she figured Damian had played it a few times and was counting on having major unfair advantages from knowing how it worked and her not having a clue. Okay, fine. Winning games they played was not one of her tasks as a babysitter. And if he needed to win that bad at something as minor as a boardgame, then she could let him.




She sat down and let Damian do all the work of setting up the game. Damian took the time to explain how everything worked and what the rules were, even if he did it in a totally rude, I-know-so-much-more-than-you tone of voice.




Just as Damian was about to take his first turn, Alfred stepped into the room. He was holding that teapot again, and Alee was more sure than ever that it was not really a teapot. Maybe it was a teapot-shaped dartgun or something.




Alfred cleared his throat even though Alee had already noticed him and she was sure Damian had too. “Excuse me, Master Damian, but we are about to be besieged. Cameras and sensors have spotted at least seven invaders, and it is entirely possible that some of the forces have not been detected.”




“Disposition of forces?” Damian snapped, like he was the general in charge.




Okay, he was probably trained to be the general in charge, and maybe he even knew what to do. So Alee let that slide.




Alfred stepped over to the boardgame and deliberately messed up the board and the pieces to lay out a quick model of Wayne Manor and the known badguy positions. Well, Alee was pretty sure Alfred did it deliberately.




Okay. It looked like one badguy was moving right at the front door area, with two backups in a ‘V’ formation behind him. And one badguy was moving on a rear door with someone backing him up too. And two badguys were moving on the end of the east wing, which was maybe where Damian’s private rooms were. That did not look like they were completely surrounded and besieged.




Damian scowled, “This is a completely inadequate force movement!”




Alfred admitted, “I activated the manor automated defenses, so six of them have already been captured or otherwise neutralized.”




Damian sighed, “Non-lethally, I assume?”




“Yes, Master Damian. Master Bruce has been quite insistent in his stance on this, as you well know.”




Damian grumbled, “Which is why The Joker is loose in this city every year or so.”




Alee butted in, “The files I’ve seen suggest that The Joker is really some sort of avatar of Chaos possessing some unlucky human, so killing him would just let the force possess someone else and come back even faster. So locking him up is the best option Batman has, unless he wants to bring in Doctor Fate and Zatanna and most of the Justice League. Which might not even work.”




Damian scoffed, “Zatanna? Seriously? I can do my own card tricks. And even The Trollop dresses better.”




Alfred redirected the conversation. “I have also taken the liberty of informing your father and his team.”




“ETA?” asked Damian.




“Approximately nine minutes for the first arrival, additional support four to seven minutes afterward.”




Alee smiled, “So all we have to do is stall the badguys for nine minutes? That doesn’t sound so hard.”




Damian glared at her. “These will not be utter incompetents, such as…your typical opponents.”




Alee had no idea why Damian would think that Supergirl’s opponents weren’t mega-dangerous. Maybe he was just being rude. Or maybe he had decided she wasn’t Supergirl after all, and she was someone more like Spoiler but with some tricky gimmicks she was relying on.




She checked, “Are they going to want to face off with you, or do a lot of gloating first, or just kill you and be done with it?”




He pursed his lips angrily. “After the encounters at my home, it will be very, very personal.”




She nodded, “Great. I prefer gloating badguys who need to make their big Badguy Speech. So much better than someone who wants to just sneak up behind you and hit you with a jillion watts of electricity without warning.”




“Very well, then,” he replied. “Let us adjourn to the ballroom. Alfred? Open the doors for them and invite them in. We shall wait for them.”




So Alee walked with Damian toward the ballroom, which she hadn’t ever seen, but she’d heard it was supposed to be pretty spectacular, like the most awesome venue in or around Gotham City.




Damian stopped at a secret panel to grab a jian in an over-the-shoulder sheath, which he adjusted for his frame. And he picked up half a dozen batarangs, and three kunai. He checked, “Do you want any weaponry?”




She gave him a smile. “Thank you, but no. I’ll just use my powers as a California Valley Girl.” He just looked at her like she was being stupid. So she didn’t explain what she meant.




They walked into the ballroom, and Damian moved a chair into the middle of the room, where he took up a seat. She stood behind him and faced in the other direction. She really wanted to go silvery, which would give her more protection and a way better view of stuff, but she was trying to look helpless. And she was hoping that if she stalled long enough, more assassins would close in, so the Bat-family could catch all of them.




“Wow.” She couldn’t help it. The huge ballroom was mega-fancy, and was like over three stories high on the inside, and had lavish staircases going up to the second and third floor balconies. Alee could just imagine being a Cinderella type and dancing in the midst of hundreds of fancy ballroom dancers in here.




Okay, she didn’t think she was a good enough dancer for that kind of stuff. She was willing to bet that Bruce Wayne and Selina Kyle were amazing dancers.




In under a minute, Alfred was leading someone toward the ballroom. “As I said, sir, Master Damian is waiting for you.”




In walked…Okay, Alee wasn’t sure who was in that one-eyed orange-and-black armored suit. And she didn’t know if that suit was powered armor, or if it had ranged weaponry. The guy had twin swords sticking up over one shoulder, plus a couple holsters for sidearms, so Alee was going to guess that the guy liked combat weapons and not stuff like kryptonite beams or energy shields.




The guy walked into the ballroom, and two badguys moved in after him. One was a woman with jet-black long, curly hair…and a really long straight sword in one hand. Plus a uniform that looked like it had body armor in it. The other was a man wielding bulky gloves that each had three straight blades jutting out where claws would be on an animal.




The head guy sneered at Damian, “Requiring bodyguards these days?”




Okay, that was a grouchy old guy voice, so Alee was guessing this was a grouchy old guy in that armor.




Four more badguys slipped in behind her at the far side of the ballroom, where the doors off to the kitchen and scullery and stuff were. Those guys looked more like generic badguys who were hoping to get promoted to ‘ninja’ when they got better at it. They were dressed the same, without any special stuff, and they were armed with swords and rifles.




Damian sneered back at Grouchy Old Badguy. Damian’s sneer was better, mostly because his face wasn’t hidden, so his disdain and disrespect were totally not hidden. In any way. “Maybe…she’s my babysitter. You could probably use one, Wilson.”




Wilson? Well crud. That pretty much made this guy Slade Wilson. She hadn’t planned on meeting Deathstroke The Terminator. Or a bunch of his minions. Okay, she figured she could stall them for a few minutes while the other badguys snuck in behind her.




And that was when about a quarter of the windows shattered, and maybe a dozen…umm…things flew in. Most of them just stopped in the broken windows.




They were all hideous bat-like monstrosities that were still wearing some human clothes. But they had heads bigger than a human head, and their heads were bat heads. Like vampire bats, only with bigger ears. And their hands were icky things with bat claws. And their feet were halfway between bat feet and human feet. And they had batwings which they were actually flying with, even if Alee didn’t see how they could produce enough lift for something the weight of a person.




“Crud.” She was facing around a dozen Man-Bat horrors, on top of everything else.




Issue #21



Alee knew from Justice League files that the Man-Bat was supposed to be stronger and faster than humans, but she didn’t know how much stronger and faster. Okay, she also knew that Deathstroke was supposed to be faster and stronger than normal, plus some kind of healing or regeneration, and other stuff. But she had no idea how strong and how fast, or how much healing, or any of that.




And she had no idea if anyone had decided to mix whatever Deathstroke and those Man-Bats were on with something mega-grim, like Venom.




So she decided to stall. She looked around like she was really impressed, and she went with a Valley Girl accent. “Wow! When Mister Wayne hired me, no one said babysitting would be this cool!”




Deathstroke snorted in amusement. “Wayne really hired you a babysitter? Does he still not know what you are?”




Damian casually said, “It’s not like he could hire Wonder Woman to bodyguard me.”




Alee gave Deathstroke a really vapid look. “And I’ve got self-defense stuff on my resume!”




Damian gave Deathstroke a nasty smirk. “Maybe Annie here should show all her ‘self-defense’ against someone. Like maybe against one of your ‘cats’. I wonder what Catwoman is going to say when she finds out you brought the Bronze Tiger and Kitty Kumbata to Catwoman’s city. We all know she has a history of being a vengeful bitch about perceived slights.”




Deathstroke growled and pointed at Alee, “You cannot be serious. This would be like throwing her into a wood chipper.”




Whoa. It seemed like Deathstroke actually had some kind of code or ethos or something. He didn’t seem to want to kill an innocent girl who was just standing near Damian. 




On the other hand…The brunette hissed, “Let me at her! It’ll be fun! And it’ll teach the boy to shut his face.”




Wow. That lady did not seem to care who she stomped. And those eyes totally said ‘I like killing people a lot!’




Damian sneered, “It appears that Kitty hasn’t gotten any more stable since my grandfather last had to…chastise her.”




‘Kitty’ snarled at Damian, “For that, I’m gonna break every bone in her fuckin’ fat body before I kill her!”




So Alee played dumb. “Wow, you’re totally mean. And I’ve been losing weight with my Tae-bo class. So I’m ready to punch you in the nose.”




Kitty almost went for her at that. Damian loudly mentioned, “Kitty’s strong point is her skill in Muy Thai. Her weak point is her lack of sanity.”




Kitty snapped back at him, “Shut your face, you little bitch!”




Alee asked, like she had no idea, “Muy Thai? Is that the kickboxing thing with the knees? I saw that on TV. It looks totally cool.” She opted not to mention that she had found out the hard way that a Muy Thai knee strike was no fun to receive, especially when Lady Shiva was not big on pulling her strikes. 




Deathstroke glared through his one eye, “Damian, this is not the way to handle this.”




Damian asked, “Even if I think my ‘babysitter’ can take Kumbata in unarmed combat?”




Deathstroke sighed, “You cannot be serious about this. Clearly, you’re stalling for time.”




Damian admitted, “Obviously. I am stalling. After all, we both know the Man-Bat serum is only temporary. Once your ‘bats’ revert and fall to their deaths, you and I shall finish things.”




Alee pretended she was clueless and not particularly polite. “Okay, those bat-guy things are mega-creepy, but I can fight her, if she drops that giganto sword. And the knives and stuff she’s hiding. Or I can fight the guy, if he stops walking around like he’s going to a costume party as Wolverine.”




Damian laughed out loud. Both Kitty and the Bronze Tiger were really grumpy at her. Okay, that was her goal. The more she stalled and got them wound up, the longer she could protect Damian. Because with all those Man-Bats up there, she was thinking that grabbing him and flying him out of Wayne Manor had become kind of risky. And with this many really fast opponents, she wasn’t sure she could block all of them and also keep Damian from doing something mega-dangerous.




If she could stall until Batman or Robin showed up…At a minimum, she’d get a big enough distraction to try grabbing Damian and cutting into the Speed Force with him and vanishing, even if Damian would probably fight her every inch of the way. She couldn’t see him running away from a fight, no matter how teensy the chance that he could win it.




So she took a couple steps toward Kitty. She made sure that her steps were awkward-looking, and not the smooth glide-steps Lady Shiva had stressed.




Kitty tossed her sword to Bronze Tiger and charged. Since ‘Annie’ looked like such an easy target, Kitty didn’t even bother to hide her intentions, or to stop staring at her face like it had a huge target on it.




As Kitty wound up to kick Alee’s face off, Alee ‘slipped’. She used her tk to make a frictionless surface under her shoes, and she went feet-first into Kitty’s base leg. Alee’s feet, with a little tk help, nailed Kitty’s back foot to the floor as Kitty was trying to leap into the air for a flying kick to the head.




There was a sickening pop as Kitty’s ankle sort of disassembled itself. Kitty’s rotating body and non-rotating foot did more damage than Kitty’s leaping body and non-leaping foot. Alee didn’t bother to hide her intense cringe. That was way more damage than she had wanted to do.




Kitty screamed in agony as she fell face-first to the floor. Alee kept sliding forward with some tk pushing her past Kitty’s falling legs so Kitty didn’t land on top of her target. And Alee grabbed Kitty’s carotids with her tk, so when Kitty hit the ballroom floor with an icky thunk, it looked like Kitty got knocked out.




Alee hung onto Kitty’s carotids for a couple more seconds, making sure she was out cold. At the same time, Alee awkwardly got to her knees and checked, “Is she okay? ’Cause that wasn’t what I was supposed to do.”




Damian smiled broadly. “You did just fine, Annie. Perhaps you should try that move against Wilson. I understand he doesn’t see all that well anymore.”




“You little bastard…” Deathstroke growled furiously.




Uh-oh. That sounded like it was something mega-personal. If Damian had put Slade Wilson’s eye out, this was never going to get settled other than with blood. Lots and lots of blood. Alee was not in favor of that.




Wait, Deathstroke was supposed to have healing or regeneration. So how could he lose an eye that wouldn’t grow back? Unless Damian did something really horrible while he was costing Wilson an eye. Gross. Alee’s brain was coming up with a bunch of icky things she totally did not want to think about.




Meanwhile, she was using her tk and checking that Kitty was really out cold but not suffering from a fractured skull. Alee already felt bad enough about wrecking Kitty’s ankle. She didn’t want to do way more damage. Even if Kitty seemed like the kind of person who specialized in doing way too much damage.




Deathstroke looked up at the Man-Bats and snarled, “Kill both of them!”




Okay, she was going to have to stop pretending. That also meant no more stalling. She leapt up into the air, going into her silvery morph as she jumped, and pulling everything—even her fatsuit—into her morph.




The four pre-ninja badguys at the back of the ballroom already had guns out, and she could see Damian moving as fast as he could right at Deathstroke, so she used a big fist of tk to slam those four guys through the ballroom wall. She tried to grab Deathstroke and Bronze Tiger in a tk grip, but her tk slid right off Deathstroke’s armor, which was totally not a good sign.




She still got Bronze Tiger, so she swung him into the air and used his two triple-swords to slice through the wings of the Man-Bats behind her. While she did that, she hit as many of the Man-Bats in front of her as she could with a giant tk flyswatter, slamming them into the ballroom floor.




Two or three of the Man-Bat monsters leapt back out of the windows into the night sky, where she couldn’t see them, even if she could hear lots of Man-Bat screeching.




Crud, the Man-Bats she had swatted into the floor were getting back up. And the ones whose wings she had sliced up were already up. Okay, they were really mad at Bronze Tiger for something he hadn’t had any control over, but they were back on their creepy bat-ish feet. She clamped Bronze Tiger’s carotids shut and threw him across the ballroom. Okay, she threw him through one of the closed doors at the back of the ballroom, so he would hopefully be out cold, and also the Man-Bats wouldn’t find him to shred him into little bronze pieces.




Maybe Batman and Robin were right, and she worried too much about a lot of her opponents.




It looked like Damian needed some help against Deathstroke, so Alee grabbed two of the Man-Bats with sliced wings, and she threw them in between Deathstroke and Damian.




She hit four now-vertical Man-Bats with lightning bolts before they could get off the floor.




Damian angrily yelled at her, “I’ve got this!” He stabbed one of the Man-Bats through the chest. Deathstroke was a little more demonstrative about it: he swung his two swords and sliced the other Man-Bat into three big pieces. Ick.




The rest of the Man-Bats were already upright. Two had their wings sliced too much to fly, but the other three were leaping into the air and targeting her. And she had already lost track of the two or three who were outside the building.




She grabbed two of the flyers coming at her, and she slammed them into the sides of the third flyer. Then she hurled all three of them at Deathstroke.




Okay, that didn’t work. One of the three Man-Bats still wasn’t unconscious, and it shoved the other two aside while flying up toward an open window. So it was trying to get away, and the other two crashed down where both Damian and Deathstroke had to leap out of the way.




She targeted the two with sliced wings, who were standing on the floor trying to figure out how to attack Damian when that area was pretty much a whir of razor-sharp swords. She hit both with lightning bolts and dropped them.




By then, the one trying to escape had his claws on the metal frame of a fractured skylight. So she hit him with a burst of lightning too. He screeched and flailed before letting go and falling down to the floor.




And crud, Damian was down on the floor, and Deathstroke was about to slice him into thirds.




Alee reversed course at high speed and went into the one-arm-forward Supergirl flight-pose before punching him right in the sternum. There was an explosion of force that hurt just a ton.




It felt like Superman had just punched her in her whole body. She went flying backward and upward, crashing through the ballroom ceiling.




Crud, that hurt almost as much as the explosion thing.




It took a few moments to regain control of her path, which was pretty much a shot-out-of-a-cannon ballistic curve right then. Maybe it took longer than she realized to make sure she wasn’t going to black out from the pain either. Because she felt like one giant silvery bruise right then.




She gasped, “Damian!” Crud, she’d left Damian lying on the ballroom floor!




She dove back at the mansion. She was way above it and pretty far off to the side, so she pushed harder and sliced into the Speed Force. She cut through the hole in the roof…




…and stopped abruptly in mid-air at the sight below her.




How long had she been unconscious and flying through the air? Because Batman and Catwoman were in there already. Catwoman was dragging Damian across the floor with her bullwhip, and Batman was trying to slug it out with Deathstroke, even if Batman’s punches were doing zilch because of Deathstroke’s super-armor.




Okay, that orange and black armor was wrecked in the front, revealing a weird orange-ish scale armor underneath it. That armor looked like someone had stolen Aquaman’s shirts.




Alee already knew that she couldn’t grab Deathstroke with her tk, probably because of that armor stuff, and she sure couldn’t apply a concentrated tk blow. That had mega-failed. She figured that hurling a lightning bolt would be even more dangerous to her than trying to tk-punch him.




She tried grabbing him by the carotids, but her tk just sort of ‘slid off’ whatever energy field his suit was generating. Crud.




Batman had to have spotted her, because he suddenly somersaulted back away from Deathstroke, like he was trusting her to have an idea. She didn’t think she’d earned that much trust.




Okay, maybe she did have an idea. She grabbed the floor under Deathstroke and yanked straight up. Maybe she couldn’t grab his field, but his field didn’t cover the floor. She ripped loose a section of floor that was a rough circle about a dozen feet across, and she slammed the section straight up into the ceiling with him in between the flooring and the ceiling.




There was another explosion, and building materials went all over the place. When the splinters and plaster dust and stuff cleared, Alee saw that there was a hole blasted in the ceiling. Well, another hole. Crud, Batman was going to be so grouchy with her. And it wasn’t like her allowance would cover something like this.




She darted up through the hole, and there was no sign of Deathstroke. It wasn’t like he had disintegrated. Of course, with a suit like that, he could probably fly too. Or maybe teleport.




On the upside, Huntress and Robin were outside the mansion, and they had the escaped Man-Bats rolled up in super-fine netting. Well, Batman had fought the Man-Bat a lot, according to the Justice League files, so he would have lots of anti-Man-Bat protocols ready.




She darted back into the ballroom, where Batman and Catwoman were kneeling over Damian.




Naturally, Damian was refusing to stay down. “Don’t be ridiculous! I have been hurt worse just today!”




She flew over to him. Ouch. His arm cast looked like it had been used as a shield, with four or five nasty slashes into it. And there was a bleeding slash on the outside of his right thigh. And there was a big, bloody mess on his right side around his lower ribs. She landed behind Catwoman and used her tk to check that injury.




“Ouch!” Damian yelped in surprise. “What the…”




“Sorry,” she winced. “I thought I’d better check if that cut went in as deep as it looks. But it just skated over your ribs and didn’t punch into your thoracic cavity or anything.”




Damian scowled, “Wilson isn’t a complete incompetent, but he’s not as good as he thinks he is.”




Alee muttered, “Well, he was good enough to clobber me.”




Batman growled, “That may be an Ikon powersuit. We haven’t seen him use one before, but we do know he has connections to Dr. Ikon.”




Alee apologized some more. “Well, he got away, so maybe he can fly in it too. Sorry. And you trusted me to protect Damian, and I messed up. Sorry.”




Batman looked around the wrecked ballroom at Kitty Kumbata, who was still out cold. And the armada of downed Man-Bats. And the holes in the wall and door and ceiling.




Maybe she wasn’t too subtle, because Catwoman hissed at her, “Do not offer to pay for the damages.”




Damian added, “This is why he owns two construction companies, an insurance company, a security company, an architecture firm, and three steel mills.”




Batman glared at him, “This is but one reason why it makes sense to have diversified holdings.”




Catwoman insisted, “You did fine, Stormburst. The only person responsible for Damian getting injured is Damian himself.”




“Thank you,” Damian said stiffly. “And clearly, Wilson was getting desperate if he had to resort to power armor and dozens of Man-Bat copies. He was probably too severely injured after our previous encounter.”




Alee didn’t disagree out loud, but she figured Deathstroke had really showed up in that armor because he was figuring he would have to fight Batman and Robin and some other heavyweights while he was in Gotham City.




Alee went normal, keeping the ‘fatsuit’ and overalls, but shoving the glasses in a pocket and not bothering to keep her hair up in the weird, uncomfortable bun. Batman carried Damian off to somewhere else in the mansion where Damian could get medical treatment, and probably re-do that cast and the ankle-foot thing. Alee used her tk to scoop up all the alive Man-Bats and put them in more of that netting that Robin and Huntress had. And Robin changed into Tim Drake, so he and Bruce Wayne could file charges against the beaten-up League badguys, which they said had to be because of Superman or Wonder Woman or something, because of the holes in the ceiling and floor and stuff.




Alee hoped no one was mad at her with them getting blamed for busting up Wayne Manor. Even if it seemed like it got busted up like once a year. There was no way she was ever letting her family go to a big party at Wayne Manor, because there was way too big a chance there would be a supervillain-style robbery or something worse.




Alee didn’t see the police, though. She was off in another wing of the mansion, watching over Damian, who was slightly groggy and loopy after getting sedated enough to let Batman’s secret doctor repair that cast and stitch him up.




Alee knew that Bruce Wayne contributed a ton of money to the Gotham City free clinics and stuff, so he probably had some doctors and nurses who were fine with helping out Batman. Or maybe a couple of them knew Bruce Wayne was Batman and were happy to help him. Alee was kind of surprised at how many people knew his secret identity, when he was so cranky about it on the Watchtower. It wasn’t like the entire Bat-family didn’t know, and it sure sounded like Ra’s al-Ghul must have known.




Damian groaned in pain, since he was still drugged up and not being all stoic. Yet. He looked over Alee’s shoulder, so she assumed someone had slipped in without her noticing.




Yep, it was Bruce Wayne, still moving like Batman. “How is he?” Batman’s voice whispered.




Alee whispered back, “Still groggy, but he’ll be back to normal pretty soon.”




So Damian blinked at the noise and looked over. “Father! You hired Stormburst to watch me! You’re the best.” He looked over at Alee and smiled before he fell back to sleep.




Bruce Wayne smirked, “Looks like you have a new member of your fan club.”




Oh crud. She was so not ready to have Damian Wayne crushing on her.




No Justice Leaguers in Belle Reve

Part I



Rosanna turned her head from side to side. The heavy metal collar was about as comfortable as a straitjacket. Maybe a solid steel straitjacket. She had already checked as surreptitiously as she could, and it was completely suppressing her powers. She couldn’t even move the hairs on her arm with her telekinesis. Her strength was gone. She was fairly sure that meant her durability was gone. No lightning, no flight, no intangibility, no invisibility. Nothing.




So, now that she was defenseless, they were going to release her into the general prison population, where she would be helpless as soon as she was attacked. The only thing she had going for her was the agonizing electrical shocks the collars could impart, so that after someone knocked her across a room and shattered a few dozen bones, the perpetrator would get shocked into stopping. She and everyone else nearby would probably get the same agonizing shocks, but it was probably better than being beaten to death or horribly violated or whatever happened to ‘new meat’ in prisons like this.




She would have preferred solitary confinement. It wasn’t as if there was anyone here she wanted to socialize with. But that wasn’t how Belle Reve worked. As soon as they had a custom-made power suppressor collar for her, she was just one more con in a super-prison.




And she knew there were threats in the women’s wing who were crazy enough to attack her just for looking at them. Or for breathing. Like the legendarily loony Harley Quinn. Quinn’s insane laughter was likely to echo through the wing at any time of the day or night, because it seemed that Quinn had no circadian rhythms, along with no sanity.




Other than Harley Quinn and the redneck who played Johnny Cash too often, Rosanna had no idea who else was in the wing. She assumed she could run into anyone from Baby Doll up to Giganta. So…her plan was to keep her head down, not make waves, and just try to get through the day. She would take things one day at a time.




And maybe, now that she wasn’t in solitary confinement 24x7, she could start on what she had mentally named her ‘work release program’. She needed to get in shape. She had never done more than yoga and jazzercise and cycle training. And, more recently, running in place in her cell, along with isometrics and as close to pull-ups and sit-ups as she could do in a high-security prison cell. Now she was more motivated, by things like not dying anytime soon.




Breakfast had been in her cell, before she got the collar fitted and locked on. So she had a little over an hour before lunch with the whole wing. Then at two, they had a one hour exercise period. She had no idea how that worked with supervillains locked in power suppressors.




Hewlett, one of the jailers, led Rosanna to one of the ‘rec rooms’, which it turned out had a big TV screen behind a clear plast barrier, a couple card tables, and two on-duty jailers in addition to a security camera.




Rosanna tried, “I’d rather be in the library, if you have one.”




Hewlett nodded, “Your library slot is four to six, with dinner after that.”




Rosanna looked around the room. A blonde with a long ponytail was sitting on the couch and staring at the TV. Nobody else was using the couch, but a couple women were sitting in chairs to the sides, so the blonde was probably not the friendliest person ever.




At one of the card tables was someone with black hair, playing cards with…Oh crap. That was Cheetah. Even with a power suppressor collar, Cheetah had fangs. And claws.




And in an unmistakable, high-pitched, over-the-top New Yawk accent, Harley Quinn yelled in her ear, “Hey, yer blockin’ the door! I got stuff ta watch!”




Rosanna managed not to jump through the ceiling. She stepped into the room and off to the side. And that was when she noticed the TV station was advertising that its next program would be a HeroWatch special. Crap. She reminded herself that she needed to learn everything she could about the powers of anybody she might run into. And she needed to watch crap like this in case she could learn anything about tactics and battle maneuvers.




She stepped over toward the couch, while Harley Quinn was busy annoying Cheetah and her gin partner with questions about how their card plays might represent sublimated urges.




“Oh come on, Bar-bar-bar Bar-Barbara Ann, don’t you think playing that queen says a lot about your urges to dominate all the prey in this room? Maybe sink those fangs into their throats?”




“Shut up, Harley. Go torture someone else.”




“Good idea! ’Course, good ideas oughta go with your last name, right?”




“Leave, Harley!”




“Okay, okay, dunno why everyone’s so against psychoanalysis these days…”




Rosanna moved to a spot behind the couch. She wasn’t going to sit next to someone who had probably just intimidated supervillains into taking the less comfy chairs off to the sides.




The blonde turned her head. “Don’t stand there, bitch. I don’t like having people at my back when I can’t watch ’em.”




So, naturally, Quinn cut in to try and make things a lot worse. Quinn leapt over the back of the couch to land right next to the blonde. Not just on the couch, but practically in the blonde’s lap. Quinn laughed, “Oh come on, Tuppy, she’s new meat. No one’s explained the rules to her.”




“Do not call me Tuppy!” the blonde yelled into Quinn’s ear.




All right, that intense Southern accent and the view of the face pretty well marked her as Tuppence Terror. Someone else Rosanna didn’t want to face while unpowered. The blonde was a lot younger than Rosanna, and had obviously been hitting the weights, or getting boosts from her meta powers.




Quinn just laughed. “Whatsa matter, Tuppy? Miss your brother? Everyone kinda wonders just how much you miss him. Wink, wink, nudge nudge, say no more, say no more…”




And, to make matters worse, Quinn looked back over the couch. “Hey new meat, how many girls you met so far who think Tommy and Tuppence are doing the Quicksilver / Scarlet Witch thing?”




Rosanna just said, “Zero. I’ve been in solitary since I got here, until they had a collar for me. I’ve now met…you. And I don’t think you really believe they’re doing anything. You’re just using variants on psychoanalysis techniques to…do whatever you want.”




Tuppence Terror stared at the TV set as HeroWatch came on. An annoyingly handsome man with anchorperson hair and a decent quality suit announced, “And today’s special is on a new addition to the Justice League! She calls herself…Stormburst!”




Rosanna tried not to wince as they cut to am image of a gorgeous, busty superheroine floating in mid-air while apparently made of mercury.




Tuppence Terror glared at the screen and snarled, “Fuckin’ electri-bitch.”




And Quinn didn’t miss a thing. Not a goddamn thing. “Wow, she kicked both your asses, huh? Busy girl. I wonder who else she’s fried?” She yelled across the room, “Hey! Who else here been electrocuted by Stormbutt?!”




“Shut UP, Harley!”




Then the show switched to a disgustingly attractive anchorwoman with dramatic anchorwoman hair and a dress that was not as expensive as the man’s suit. Someone should fix that. The woman announced, “As far as we know, Stormburst has only been on the hero scene for a few months, but she’s already making a big splash!”




And they cut to street camera footage of…Holy crap. That was Stormburst fighting Metallo. Metallo, for God’s sake! Rosanna might have whimpered a tiny bit.




Now she was wondering if Stormburst had taken it easy on ‘Red Lightning’ or underestimated Red Lightning’s power levels. If so, Rosanna was probably going to be dead meat if she tackled Stormburst again. Because wrecking a dude who has consistently roughed up Superman? That was scary levels of power.




Tuppence choked, “Uhh, maybe we got off easy.”




Quinn laughed delightedly. Then she heckled the Lois Lane interview with Stormburst. Rosanna had to admit that Quinn was pretty funny when her intelligence and insight were aimed at someone else. Quinn also made guesses that Lane was cheating on Clark Kent with the Penis Of Steel, but Rosanna seriously doubted that. There was no way that Superman was going to screw someone who wasn’t bulletproof, or he’d rip them apart during the act. Or blast Kryptonian sperm right through that flimsy, human torso. That would be a pretty horrible way to die.




Fine, Quinn was saying anything she thought would get a reaction out of anybody. Rosanna was getting a pretty good idea why The Joker had tried to kill Quinn about as often as he had tried to bust her out of jails.




And there was embarrassingly good security camera footage of Red Lightning getting her ass handed to her by a superheroine who was making it look easy. Rosanna tried not to cringe at the footage of Stormburst whirling her around at superspeed until she was slammed into a building and she puked. On national TV, now.




Quinn looked at the footage of Red Lightning tearing her mask off so she could hurl all over the wall. Then Quinn looked at Rosanna. And gave her an evil smirk. Well, that secret identity had lasted about five minutes.




Next was the footage of Stormburst smashing her through an entire building and out the other side. Rosanna winced as she remembered how much that had hurt. And Stormburst had looked like she was on her way to a fashion photoshoot. The bitch didn’t even have a hair out of place.




There was Red Lightning trying to hit Stormburst with a killing burst of lightning…and missing so badly she might as well have been trying to hit The Flash. And here came Stormburst’s attack from the side, which had felt like getting hit with a wrecking ball. And there she went, knocked almost a full block before crashing into a utility pole that didn’t survive the encounter.




Quinn looked back at Rosanna and giggled insanely. “Looks like somebody was out of their weight class. How do you feel about that beatdown?”




Tuppence Terror finally put Quinn’s hints together. “You too? That bitch is a nightmare. Tommy hit her with a Peterbilt, and she just ignored it.”




The rest of the fight looked like the way Rosanna remembered it. Her trying to find any way at all to sneak up on Stormburst and try every dirty trick she had to kill the bitch, and failing horribly while Stormburst made it all look stupidly easy. And that was followed up by Stormburst dealing with the cops, and then vanishing. Great, that was probably Stormburst diving into the Speed Force.




Quinn spotted something else, though. “You called him a fake Batman! That’s hilarious! Batsy is probably super-pissed off at you now. And boy, can he hold a grudge…” She laughed delightedly at the prospect of Rosanna getting tortured by an angry Batman’s manipulations.




Crap! That was the real Batman and she had insulted him? Rosanna figured that Quinn was just trying to get into her head. But it was working. She did not want to be on the official shitlist of The Batman. That never ended well for anyone. 




Quinn kept going, “I can’t wait ta tell him you’re in here! He’ll probably drop by with some smart way to make your life miserable.”




But Rosanna was sure that Batman already knew who she was and where she was. It wasn’t like Stormburst hadn’t known.




Crap. That raid on her casino by a fake ‘Catwoman’. Batman was probably connected to that maneuver. And maybe that had been the real Catwoman. Which meant that Batman had lined up a shitload of talent just to get her to incriminate herself and screw herself over irreparably. She had done just what he had wanted her to.




And Catwoman was supposed to have a thing about real cats. She probably knew what Rosanna had paid people to do to that tiger. And that probably meant payback at some point when Rosanna was least expecting it. Crap!




Quinn knew that too. “Catty’s gonna be so pissed at you when Batsy or that other guy tells her about that tiger. Y’know, she’s got her own private home for big cats. It’s really sweet. Those tigers and lions and…cheetahs…get way nicer treatment than us.”




“Shut up, Harley!” Cheetah hissed.




Of course, Quinn did not shut up, or anything like it. “I bet they get better food than us too! Barbie probably wishes she got fed raw steak a couple times a day.”




“Shut up Harley!”




Quinn just laughed. She was tormenting a psychopath with claws and fangs who was only a few feet away, and she was just entertained. Rosanna was wondering if she could ask for adult diapers if she had to be around the two of them anymore.




The TV show kept going, and Rosanna watched as Stormburst flew around, kicking the asses of several other major threats. Shit, had Stormburst really taken out a dozen or two Man-Bat things before Batman could get across Gotham City to fight them?




Oh God. A couple of those Man-Bats were hacked into pieces. Rosanna looked at Tuppence and choked, “Yeah. We got off easy.”




Quinn giggled, “That’s awesome! Ya know, Batsy and Nightwig get really pissy about other heroes stomping on their villains in their cities. Even Supes and Flashy don’t do it.” She switched to an annoying sing-song. “Storm-butt’s gon-na get chewed out!”




Rosanna could think of a couple ways Stormburst might be able to use her telekinesis to create an edge like that, and Rosanna also knew she couldn’t do any of them. She was thinking about not ever pissing off that bitch, because getting hit with a telekinetic razor that powerful would be…She swallowed hard.




Quinn laughed some more. “And those things are dead. Batsy hates it when you do that. He’s such a downer about killing people. My Puddin’ says Batsy’s afraid if he starts killing badguys, he’ll turn into another Joker, only not funny. ’Cause Batsy has like zero sense of humor. About anything.”




After that program and Harley Quinn’s commentary, Rosanna had no appetite at all. But she still got herded to the cafeteria, along with everyone else. She knew she wasn’t going to get food again until dinner, so she let the cooks slap supposedly-edible crap on her tray, and she went to sit down. She picked a table that had no one sitting there. 




So, naturally, someone sat down next to her. Rosanna glanced over enough to see it was Tuppence Terror. Then Cheetah sat down opposite her. Rosanna noticed that Cheetah had a lot more meat on her tray and a lot fewer vegetables. Okay, she was a cat. There had to be dietary rules about not poisoning your inmates.




Tuppence took a big bite of the ground meat mixture and said, “Hey, thanks for sticking up for me in the TV room, even if we don’t know each other.”




Rosanna shrugged and poked her ‘mixed vegetables’ pile. “Sure. I mean, Quinn just does all that to get reactions out of everyone.”




Tuppence nodded, “Yeah. Noticed that. I’m Tuppence. I hate getting called Tuppy. So don’t.”




Rosanna wasn’t about to do that, after seeing how much Tuppence was ready to throw down with Harley Quinn about it. “Rosanna.”




Cheetah introduced herself too, while mangling a chunk of meat off her tray. “Barb. Don’t listen to Harley.”




Tuppence asked, “You’re really Red Lightning?”




Rosanna nodded, “Unfortunately. You got to see my first and only superfight, which I lost horrifically.”




Cheetah grinned, “It’s all how you spin it. You fought a super who wrecked Metallo, and you lasted about three times longer than he did. See? Now you sound awesome.”




Says the woman who routinely fights Wonder Woman. Rosanna just kept her mouth shut. Well, she opened it enough to fork some of that ground-meat mess into her mouth. It was probably Hamburger Helper or something like that. It wasn’t good, but it was edible, and filling. She forced herself to keep eating.




Her stomach felt like she had been eating ground-up lead instead, but at least she wouldn’t be starving until dinner. Nauseous? Maybe. But not starving. She wondered what happened when Cheetah didn’t get fed enough meat, and hastily decided she didn’t want to know.




After lunch, she and most of the other female inmates got moved out to the prison yard. Forty-foot high prison building on two sides, and forty foot high electrified fence on the other two sides. The prison building and the fence both had nasty-looking accordion wire at the top, and there were armored guard towers at each corner. The guards in the towers were obviously armed. She wasn’t a weapons expert, but she assumed they were carrying weapons that could stop Tuppence Terror and Cheetah.




Quinn was behind her, and caught her studying the set-up. “Yep, and there’s a forcefield over the top that they don’t mention, so anyone who tries goin’ out that way gets a charming pleased-ta-meetcha right in the kisser. Also fun if ya think you’ve got friends flyin’ in ta rescue ya!”




“Thank you for the information,” Rosanna said politely. Mainly because saying something like ‘get the hell away from me’ to Harley Quinn would probably start a fight or lead to Quinn on her heels constantly for God only knew how long. “What are we allowed to do out here?”




Not that she wanted to do anything out there, now that the heat and humidity were hitting her.




Quinn laughed, “Whatever ya want! Well, whatever ya can get away with…”




There was a running track around the yard, set about ten yards in from the fences and twenty yards in from the walls. There were bleacher seats against one wall, where inmates could sit and plot, or work on their tans, or whatever inmates really did. There was a set of exercise equipment a little past the center of the yard. Chin-up bars, barbells, two weight benches, and a tilted bench for sit-ups if she had to guess. Weightlifting wasn’t really in her wheelhouse.




Not yet, anyway.




Barb was sprinting around the running track, so Rosanna assumed she would be allowed to. She walked over to the closest part of the track and started jogging. In the heat and humidity, it sucked. It really, really sucked. She kept going, even as Barb lapped her a couple times. When she felt like she was too tired to do more running, she walked over to the weight area.




Tuppence and a couple other threats were working out. So Rosanna tried playing it safe. She stopped about thirty feet back and asked, “Are there rules about who can and cannot use the weights?”




“Who’s the hoity-toity bitch?” a scary-looking Hispanic woman growled.




Tuppence volunteered, “She’s new meat. Solitary confinement, so she hasn’t even had a roomie to tell her what not to do. And she’s already got Quinn on her ass.”




A muscular black woman snorted, “Well, if Quinn’s pissed off at her, that’s good enough for me. She can work out here.”




Tuppence looked at Rosanna. “Just take your turn. Don’t hog the benches or the weights. And if you start on the chin-up bar, expect Quinn may get up on your bar and be as annoying as fuck. Because Harley.”




Rosanna volunteered, “I don’t know a lot about weightlifting, but I can help ‘spot’ if people are lifting too much.”




The Hispanic woman smirked, “Maybe you can spot for Quinn…and drop something heavy on her head.”




Tuppence snarked, “Pretty sure someone’s already dropped something heavy on her head. A few hundred times.”





Part II



Rosanna worked some of the smaller barbells before trying the chin-up bars. There were three chin-up bars side-by-side, all about ten or twelve feet off the ground. Each one had a little stirrup at the side of the frame, so someone Rosanna’s height could easily step up and get a good grip on the bar.




She had been working on chin-ups in her little cell, grabbing the heavy bars keeping her from getting at the light fixtures and the security camera, so she was used to being able to pull herself up until her face was almost at the level of her hands. So she wasn’t really sure she could do a complete pull-up. She knew from experience that she sure couldn’t do more than a couple, even under best conditions.




She stepped on the stirrup, got both hands on the chin-up bar, and pulled. It was all she could do to get her chin above the damn bar.




There was a flash of motion, and someone was leaping up to grab the bar next to her, and swinging her whole body around so she was resting on top of the bar, with her stomach against the metal.




It was Quinn, of course. “Whatcha doin’?” she asked in an annoying sing-song.




She didn’t answer. It was taking everything she had to get her chin near that bar again.




Quinn swung around the chin-up bar like the gymnast she had been as a teen, and stopped once more while lying flat on the bar, her legs perfectly pointed out behind her in an easy grace that made Rosanna want to hit the crazy bitch with a lightning bolt.




Rosanna lowered herself and went for pull-up number three. She strained and strained, but it was not happening. So she lowered herself before dropping to the ground. She answered, “Failing to do three lousy pull-ups.”




“Oh!” Like Quinn had no idea. The little bitch then swung around the bar again and swung up into a handstand on the bar, like it was easy. She swung completely around the bar again, let go, did a double somersault in mid-air, and landed on the balls of her feet with her hands raised. “Ta-da!”




The black woman snarked, “I give it a 5.7.”




Quinn bounced on her feet and gave the woman a big smile. “You must be the fat Bulgarian judge!”




Tuppence kept lifting weights. “Harley, why are you doing this?”




“I’m bored!” Quinn whined like a five year old.




“Why don’t you go lick the fence?” the Hispanic woman asked. “It looks like maybe today it’s lemon-lime.”




“Really? Ya think so?” Quinn asked hopefully.




Rosanna had a sudden impulse to sprint for the door into the prison. Surely Quinn wouldn’t run up to an electrified fence and lick it. And if Quinn ran for the fence, the guards would probably activate every one of their collars.




Quinn squealed excitedly, “Lemon-lime’s my favorite flavor!” And she bolted for the fence.




Tuppence tossed her barbell aside and snarled at the Hispanic woman, “Dumbass.”




Harley jumped into the air at the fence, tongue first. 




Rosanna could see the sparks from where she was standing. And then there was an agonizing pain in her throat…







Rosanna woke up. She was lying on her cot in her cell. She felt like shit. Like Stormburst had electrocuted her again. Most of her muscles felt like they had convulsed into knots. At least she hadn’t vomited up her lunch or crapped herself.




“Was there a reason for what happened in the prison yard?” said a stern voice from the doorway.




Rosanna gingerly turned her head, her neck protesting the whole time. Yeah, it was the tough black woman in the pantsuit. This time, there were also expensive-looking pearls in a short necklace. Thanks to some of the prison lunch chit-chat, Rosanna now knew this was Amanda Waller, and the woman had some position of massive authority at Belle Reve. The heavy cell door was open, but the secure mesh door was closed with Waller on the other side. Waller looked like she didn’t give a shit whether the mesh door was open or not.




So Rosanna told the truth. “Quinn was bored. I think you know what that means.” She just got a tiny nod. “Someone told her the electrical fence was lemon-lime flavored today. Quinn yelled that was her favorite flavor, and she ran over and licked a high-voltage fence. Somebody triggered my collar.”




Rosanna would have said that someone over-reacted when they triggered the collars, but this was Harley Quinn. There probably wasn’t a big enough over-reaction to Harley Quinn bolting for the outer fenceline. Well, a nuclear bomb would probably be too big a reaction. Probably.




“What did Quinn say to you on the chin-up bars?”




Rosanna went over the whole thing, since it was actually harmless. Just annoying. Quinn was really good at getting under people’s skin. Yet another reason why it was a bad idea to take an intelligent psychopath and give her years of psychology and psychotherapy expertise.




“And why were you on the chin-up bars?”




Rosanna carefully said, “I thought we had an agreement. You and I. So I need to get in better shape and start learning things. My stamina and strength are garbage. Every day I’m out in the yard, I’m going to run laps and lift weights and do chin-ups and sit-ups and anything else I can think of, until I’m at least not embarrassing myself.”




Waller pointed out, “You do know you won’t be competing with Quinn on the uneven bars at the next Olympics.”




Rosanna snorted with laughter. It hurt. “I spotted that right away. She’s strong, and she’s got a ridiculous sense of balance. I would have said her kinesthetics were superhuman, but she’s wearing a collar too.”




Waller explained, “Her strength and speed and balance and kinesthetics are right on the cusp between ‘peak human’ and ‘clearly meta’. She did compete in the Olympics in floor ex and bars.”




“She didn’t win,” Rosanna pointed out.




Waller frowned at that. “But she was favored to win. It’s currently suspected in certain circles that she threw both of those because her father owed some massive gambling debts.”




Rosanna chose not to say anything. But if little Harleen Quinzel had really taken a fall—two falls—for her daddy and given up on her dreams of Olympic gold, that was either a really naive, incredibly selfless act on her part…or it was a really evil, manipulative act on her father’s part. Probably both. Maybe Quinn was a little girl who had been broken into pieces by her father so she was a perfectly prepared plum for The Joker some years later.




She did not want to feel sorry for Harley Quinn. Among other things, Quinn would read that and take advantage of it in painful ways. Maybe it was okay to feel sorry for little Harleen Quinzel and also want to choke the living shit out of Harley Quinn.




Waller finally said, “Nobody will lose yard privs except Quinn. She knows better. She just chooses to act on her impulses when she can entertain herself.” There was a pause. “Oh, and lemon-lime is not Quinn’s favorite flavor. That would be peppermint.” Waller shut the heavier cell door and stomped off.




Rosanna wondered what kind of crazy person would choose to lick a high-voltage fence out of boredom. Or maybe Quinn did it quite deliberately, knowing that everyone else in the yard would suffer too. Which was still crazy.







Rosanna missed her chance at the prison library. And dinner was no fun. Everyone who had been out in the yard and had gotten zapped was pissed off at Quinn, and generally angry. Rosanna ate the inedible garbage and kept her head down.




Barb sat down opposite her. “Did you get fried?”




Rosanna just nodded yes.




Tuppence sat down next to her. “I fuckin’ got my head cooked off. I hate those collars.”




Barb spilled, “I saw Quinn make her run, so I ran for the doors. I got all the way inside and out of the trigger range, but it was close. Gretchen was right behind me, and she didn’t make it.”




“Fucking Quinn,” Tuppence growled. “I don’t know why ‘Lita had to trigger her like that. It never goes well.”




Rosanna ventured, “Quinn would have done it, or something like it, anyway. She was so bored she was watching me try to do pull-ups.”




“Fucking Quinn.” Tuppence suggested, “You did more than I figured you could. But your form needs work. Spread your hands out further, and don’t go down any more than the point where your arms make a big ‘L’ shape.”




“Thanks.”




Barb asked, “You don’t look like the meathead types who spend all their time on the weights. Not you, T. Sorry.”




Tuppence said, “It’s okay. I gotta stay in top shape. There’s no way Tommy’s not hitting the weights all the time, and I’m not getting left behind once we get the hell out of here.”




Rosanna admitted, “I need to get in decent shape again.” She wasn’t going to say more than that.




Quinn slammed her tray down next to Rosanna. “Hi everyone!” Rosanna tried not to look, but Quinn had a horrible burn on the tip of her tongue, along with an ‘X’ burned on her lips like red-hot wires had touched her mouth. And a wire-shaped burn across the tip of her nose.




Barb asked, “Aren’t you in solitary after that stunt?”




Quinn nodded excitedly. “Yeah! Startin’ after dinner! They’re takin’ away my espresso machine and my gym equipment first! I think they’re gonna clean everything too. It’ll be great when I get it all back, all nice and sparkly clean!”




It wasn’t really that easy to understand what she was saying, because Quinn was having trouble with a couple of her consonants. Talking with a seriously burned tongue could not be fun.




But Harley was shoveling soft food into her mouth and explaining things that needed no explanation. “That stupid fence wasn’t lemon-lime flavored at all! It was more like a kumquat. Well, maybe a kumquat mixed with ghost pepper flakes. And some of Ivy’s rose-vine-things with the poison thorns that eat through steel.”




Rosanna was fairly sure that Quinn knew precisely what Poison Ivy’s plants were named, and how Poison Ivy created them, and several other technical details. But for some reason, Quinn liked to play the village idiot. Unless she was playing ‘Harley Quinn, Psychotic Psychiatrist’, or ‘Harley Quinn, Deranged Supervillainess’. Rosanna didn’t think that Quinn’s ‘lovelorn fool’ bit was an act.




After dinner, Quinn got led away to solitary confinement. Rosanna had no idea how long that would last, but anything was better than having Quinn breathing down her neck and inciting fights everywhere she went. Even a week or two would be a nice break.




Also, Rosanna now knew how to get a bored Harley Quinn to do something crazy. Conceptually, anyway. Some day, it might be convenient to know how to get Quinn to go lick the electrified fence again.




After dinner, Rosanna found out she had a shift cleaning in the cafeteria and kitchen. The prisoner who ran the kitchen looked like she only needed thirty years and ten thousand packs of cigarettes to pass as Granny Goodness. That wasn’t encouraging either.




So Rosanna stayed polite and asked, “What would you like me to do?”




The woman, whose name turned out to be Megaera, tossed the ball back into Rosanna’s court. “What do you know how to do?”




Rosanna shrugged. “I know how to mop, but I don’t know what we’re supposed to put in the mop water. I know how to wash dishes by hand, but I don’t know what goes in the dish water, and I don’t know how to use an industrial dishwasher. I can learn how to do whatever you want me to do, but someone will have to show me the first time.”




“Fine.” ‘Granny Goodness Junior’ turned her head. “Snotty! Show the new meat how to wipe down the tables and seats. You do half. Then show her how to mop that floor. You do half.”




Snotty led Rosanna over to a side closet that had buckets and mops and shelves of bottles. There was a big sink in there, and a huge drain in the concrete floor.




As Snotty poured a disinfectant into the buckets and then half-filled them with hot water, Rosanna checked, “You don’t want me to call you ‘Snotty’, do you?”




“Don’t do that, bitch.”




Rosanna tried again. “What would you like me to call you? I mean, you won’t like it if I call you ‘hey you’, right?”




“Just don’t talk to me.”




Rosanna shrugged and said, “Okay. Fine.” No point in aggravating sociopathic supervillains. She followed Snotty out and wiped off tables and seats. She didn’t say anything when Snotty wiped her nose on her sleeve…frequently. Then they went back and mopped the floor. By then, Granny Goodness Junior had the kitchen peons finishing up with drying and sanitation, so Snotty had her get clean water and new disinfectant for the bucket, and Rosanna did a quick mopping of the kitchen floor too.




Snotty put the mops and buckets away in the closet and told Granny, “Done.”




Granny had everyone stand in one corner as they finished, so there wasn’t a lot of incentive to get done first. But whoever finished last got glared at by a roomful of dangerous women, so there was a big incentive not to stall.




Then it was back to the cells. Great. Between the workout and the shock collars and the mopping, Rosanna was aching over half her body. It would be nice if she had a medicine cabinet, but she didn’t even have a decent lipstick and foundation.




At least she had made it through an entire day without being beaten to a pulp or horribly violated.







The next morning, Rosanna had to wake up and get moving at the alarm. Since she was no longer in solitary, she was going to have to do this every day. And she was going to have to shower with a room full of supervillainesses. She remembered watching some prison movies when she was a kid, and in every single one of them, someone got violated or murdered in the shower room.




A lot of the prisoners in this wing wouldn’t need to machine a ‘shiv’ to murder her either. They wouldn’t need to use the showers to do it either.




On that cheery note, she was prodded by a guard to get down to the shower room and clean up. She went, even if she was worried. All right, fine, she was scared.




And…nothing happened. Another dozen or so of the women had their shower times right then, and everyone just rushed through their showers and got the hell out of there. It looked like the really dangerous women had a different shower time. Rosanna wanted to know when Quinn had her shower time, and wanted to avoid it at all costs.




Then clothes and breakfast. Which was just the same crappy food as the day before, only the horrible mistreatment was done to breakfast instead of lunch or dinner. The scrambled eggs weren’t too terrible, and the ground-up pork sausage wasn’t too bad. Rosanna had a cup of fruit and a glass of milk with that, and it wasn’t too bad for breakfast.




A couple hours reading in the library, and a couple hours watching TV in that ‘rec room’, both Quinn-free so they were endurable, followed by lunch and outside workout time and a couple more hours in the library. Then dinner, movie night, and back to her cell. She actually felt relatively safe. For a certain meaning of ‘relatively’.




Maybe that had a lot to do with being on relatively good terms with Cheetah and Tuppence Terror.







The next four weeks dragged by. Every day, Rosanna studied in the prison library, looking up legal precedents and trying to find a case that reflected her situation. Every day, she spent time watching stupid television like HeroWatch, trying to learn about various supers’ powers and strengths and weaknesses. It would be nice if most supers had easy weaknesses instead of ‘has to be pummeled by something like Doomsday’. Every afternoon, she worked out: she did pull-ups, then sit-ups, then weights, and then she ran until she was too tired to keep running, after which she sat on the bleachers until she was okay to walk inside again. Three nights a week, she did kitchen duty for a couple hours.




Still, after four weeks of steady training, she could do six pull-ups and fifty sit-ups, and her dead lift had gone way up. Learning the proper form had helped a lot on that. And she could run maybe four miles, although not at Cheetah’s speed.




But she was not ready to fight Harley Quinn, which was going to be a possibility as soon as that loony was released from solitary.







She wasn’t too surprised the morning when she got visitors before the wake-up alarms.




Her heavy door and mesh door slid open, and Amanda Waller was standing there with the military guy, who was in military uniform. Not the fancy go-to-parties uniform with medals on the front. No, this was what Army officer wore on regular duty on a military base, at least in movies and TV shows. Rosanna didn’t know what the clothes were called, or even if that was what real army men wore.




Waller said, “Get up, Red Lightning. You’ve been working hard getting ready, and you’ve reached all the benchmarks I was looking for.” She turned her head. “Flag?”




‘Flag’ stepped forward into a very military stance. “I’ve been getting updates. You’ve surpassed all the physical fitness benchmarks I was looking for. You’re already doing well enough to get into Marine OCS. So we’re going to take you and a teammate or two out for some private training, just as we agreed a month ago. So…welcome to Task Force X.”




Rosanna only said, “Yes sir.”




Waller added, “Don’t forget. There are two miniature explosive devices in your neck. The shock collar will not set them off. So disobedience can be suitably punished, but escape attempts will be dealt with immediately.”




As in ‘we will blow your effing head off’'. Rosanna remembered the morning she woke up with bandaids on either side of her neck, and bruises scattered around like she had been strapped down. She had peeled off the bandaids and seen nothing but small bruises, so she had suspected those were red herrings, and the real bombs had been inserted elsewhere.




She followed ‘Flag’ and Waller through some halls and into some areas that she was pretty sure prisoners were not allowed to go. They walked to a loading dock, where a prison transport truck was waiting. It looked like one of the over-built meta transport systems, but Rosanna didn’t really know.




Waller stopped on the loading dock and crisply said, “I expect to get solid reports on your behavior and your effort level.”




Rosanna just stepped into the transport and took a seat. ‘Flag’ took a seat opposite her. Naturally, no one was taking her collar off. She wondered if ‘Flag’ was a codename, because it made him a ‘flag officer’.




She watched Waller walk off, and she said, “Just tell me whatever you want me to do, and when. I plan on being as cooperative as I can manage with a power-limiter on my neck. And do I call you ‘sir’?”




He nodded a little. “You can call me ‘sir’ or ‘colonel’ or ‘Colonel Flag’.”




“Or you can call him Colonel Flog!” a high-pitched, nasal Bronx accent laughed.




“Crap,” she muttered under her breath.




Rosanna turned and looked. A prison guard was pushing a wheelchair-like thing. Quinn was strapped into it. Rosanna could see straps at Quinn’s ankles, thighs, waist, wrists, biceps, and forehead, with a heavy leather bitemask strapped across the lower half of Quinn’s face.




Quinn giggled insanely, “Hiya, Colonel Frog! Hiya, Redlight! So, is Redlight gonna be my new training buddy? This’ll be great! ’Cause I can teach her a ton if ya got uneven bars we can work on.”




Rosanna tried very hard not to let her face show her feelings.




“Hey, did they tell you about the bombs they put in your neck? I don’t worry about that stuff. I don’t use my head much.”




Rosanna briefly wondered if Stormburst had actually killed her, and now she was in Hell.




The Justice Leaguer and a Colonel

Part I



He looked at the guards giving him a stiff salute, and he returned the salute. He really felt like waving it all off, but not around here. Around here, he had to be a stiff, rigid, military, stick-up-your-ass officer. He abso-freaking-lutely did not feel up to it, but he faked it.




No one at the Academy had ever told him that acting was likely to be an important part of his military career. But acting like a crisp colonel when he felt more like a limp louie? Mandatory on this base. He’d made the decision to work here, and he had to stick to that decision until he could retire, because he was too successful to get drummed out or transferred to Alaska or something. And he had the least fun boss ever, so he had to behave.




He was exhausted. He’d been mentally exhausted for…umm…maybe years. And he was physically exhausted after his last mission. His entire team was. He wasn’t going to describe them as super-exhausted, because the prefix ‘super-’ was verboten on base. Not that he wanted to use it anyway. Not after…




No. He wasn’t going there. It still hurt too much. It was never going to stop hurting. He’d finally realized that and come to terms with it, which was why he took so many off-base evolutions. And why he drank too much beer when his team was on stand-down.




He marched into the building and downstairs to the general’s office. He stood at parade rest while the general’s pissant adjutant Captain Morris got hold of the general and got permission to send him in, even though he was looking at getting stuck as the general’s new 2IC if he wasn’t careful.




He stepped in, and stood properly with his officer’s cap still tucked under his arm. The general growled, “Any luck?”




“Yes sir. A complete success.” He actually got a huge grin for that. “We needed ground penetrating radar and then over forty-five test drillings, but we found the site and excavated and recovered it. We hauled it back here undetected. It’s in Lab 6 right now.”




“Excellent work, colonel. They said it would be impossible to find it, much less recover it. But that’s why I gave the job to you.”




He insisted, “I couldn’t have done it without my team, sir. Who really need some leave after being on this op for four solid months with no breaks.”




The general was in a good mood, so it actually flew. “Give Special Evolutions 1 a three-week furlough. I’ve got a special tasking for you starting tomorrow morning, but it’s on-base, so you won’t need your team.”




“Yes sir. Anything else, sir?”




“Just make sure you have your AAR in to my adjutant by 0900 tomorrow, colonel.”




“Understood, sir.”




“Then you’re dismissed.”




He spun expertly on his heel, and marched the hell out of there. And he went straight to his office, where the rest of SE-1 was playing ‘Team Fortress 2’ on his computer system.




He shut the door and complained, “Fer cryin’ out loud! I can’t believe you dorks went into action without your Sniper!”




Lieutenant Hailey looked up from her screen. “Sorry, sir. But you know we couldn’t play while we were running black, and we’re just sending out some Scouts to see if there’s some easy pickin’s wandering around waiting to be gunned down.”




He tried not to grin. Hailey was one of his many aces up his sleeve. She was a top-notch soldier despite her size, and a better scientist than most of the official science wonks on the base, as she’d proven once again on this tasking. Given her size and her looks, she made for the best infiltrator on any of the teams. And she was the best goddamn Scout he had ever run into in TF2.




He fudged, “Good news, everyone. Anybody who gets his or her AAR in to me in the next two hours gets three weeks furlough starting tonight.”




“What’s the bad news, colonel?” asked Sergeant Carlson. Mark Carlson played up the ‘big dumb brute’ routine, but was a lot smarter than he looked. And even stronger than he looked, although the general had tested the holy crap out of Carlson to make sure he wasn’t secretly a meta. Nope, just really strong, and worked out like a madman to up that strength. People assumed Carlson would be a TF2 Heavy, but Carlson was their Engineer, and damn good at it, too.




“The bad news is…anyone who doesn’t get their AAR in pronto gets to be one of my adjutants for a week or two in a lovely on-base assignment that probably includes oodles of fun paperwork.”




Hailey dropped her controller. “Permission to run like hell to the nearest computers so we can start typing?”




He grinned, “Permission granted.”




They all took off. He took the time to close down every console except Hailey’s and then play Scout for over an hour. How pathetic was it that the best times he could think of in the last couple years were playing TF2 with the rest of SE-1? Fine, there were no more ‘best times’ in his life, and he doubted there ever would be again.




And he had a freaking Kryptonian and super-battles to ‘thank’ for all of that.




Well, that was one of the reasons the general had selected him for this work. Every single one of Eiling’s team leaders and department heads and research leads had a grudge against at least one superhero or group of superheroes, or a mad-on for every super out there. Having your wife and your son get killed as ‘collateral damage’ when they were visiting your in-laws in Metropolis? That so counted. On the other hand, with Sarah and Charlie both gone, he had pretty much been a zombie for months before General Eiling ordered his sorry ass here and yelled at him to get his head out of his ass and stop disgracing his uniform. Eiling had given him a tasking that needed to be done, and had gotten him moving again.




Still, he avoided the ‘another superhero doing super-crap’ bullshit as much as he could, because listening to other team leaders ranting and foaming at the mouth about the Justice League or whoever? That just made the memories come back even more, and he didn’t need that kind of pain.




He wrapped up when Hailey turned in her report. That meant it was time to write his own report. Man, did he hate paperwork. He didn’t like doing it. He didn’t like demanding it. He didn’t like reading it, unless he hit that ‘every once in a while’ where something useful turned up in a report and he spotted it. And he was expecting that the general would dump shitloads of paperwork on him for that on-base task that he was going to have to do. And he’d have to shut up about how much he hated paperwork, because the general did not want to hear whining about…well…anything.




He glanced over Hailey’s report as he put together the outline for his bigger, more comprehensive, more high-level report. And there was a hell of a lot of crap he had to cover, starting with the ‘oh yeah I spotted it in one of the old reports that got sent across my desk because I am that awesome’ part he wanted to downplay as much as he could. Even if the original reports had been circulating for years and years, and it looked like he was the first person who could put two and two together to get twenty-two.




Hailey always wrote highly-detailed reports and always hit every one of the scientific and technical details that were in her purview. Which he made as wide as he could, because she was a genius. Jennifer was a great officer, a brilliant scientist, and a loyal soldier. And she was stuck working for him instead of getting more promotions and more acclaim just because she was a petite, pretty blonde who looked like she couldn’t spell ‘science’ and who looked like she couldn’t meet military PT requirements if you gave her Sergeant Carlson to carry her around most of the time. 




Also, she had punched an older, bigger, dumber, male-er cadet when she was still at the Academy, and that was still following her around. He was pretty sure it wasn’t Hailey’s fault, but the word on her was ‘hotheaded feminazi bitch who cannot take a joke and does not play nice with others’ instead of ‘perfectly capable of defending herself from asshole senior cadets who deserve to be booted out of the service’.




Mark Carlson? Different issue. The guy was too damn loyal. He had left the service when his fiancee had been hit by a car and ended up with way too many broken bones and fewer limbs than standard. He had cared for her, gotten her through everything, and gone ahead and married her. Then he had re-upped to provide for her, since his skillset was ‘badass army ranger’. That whole ‘left the service’ thing was a black mark in a lot of people’s world view. Not his, though. And Carlson’s wife was a good fit for Mark. Carlson had just gotten promoted to Sergeant First Class, which had taken insane amounts of pushing and paperworking, but Carlson deserved it.




Elijah Mundo? Yet another issue. The guy was amazing at demo and bomb disposal, which was why he was now a warrant officer, but he had no sense of self-preservation when someone else might be in danger. Like trying to disarm a bomb on the underside of a crowded train…while the train was doing fifty miles an hour and heading for a long bridge. That had nearly gotten him killed, which would have also included the bomb going kablooey, so it had gotten him a couple black marks in his file that were still dogging him. He was also excellent with weaponry and vehicles, plus surprisingly good at battlefield forensics, which had come in handy a few times.




Sergeant Stewart Scott had a completely different issue. Scott had spent four months in military prison before he was finally exonerated. He hadn’t done it, but the guilty party had a lot of political pull, and Scott had been a convenient scapegoat. Poor soldier from a shithole city with no living parents or siblings to complain to anyone who might listen? Perfect choice for a frame job. Scott was excellent at his taskings, but that ‘jailbird’ thing still followed him around like a millstone around his…well, let’s go with ‘neck’.




And people wondered why he called SE-1 ‘The Island Of Misfit Toys’. Fine, most people just didn’t get the ref. It wasn’t his fault that he had fine taste in fiction.




He could have had a bigger team. But he didn’t care about that bullshit. SE-3 and SE-4 both had around a dozen experienced fighters, and that meant that they spent all their time training in assorted armpits like Eglin AFB in the middle of the summer or Nome Alaska in the winter. Those groups were too big and too focused on a single mission protocol to get used. If he ever needed more firepower than he had with just SE-1, then he could call on one or both of those groups. But in four years, he hadn’t needed to. Not even once. His people were just that good.




He was pretty sure he would have gone crazy if all he did was sit around this base and do paperwork and run training missions, like SE-3 and SE-4. And then come back and write reports on his training missions and plans for more training missions. Oh sure, he’d love to put together a training mission on how to take down a certain Kryptonian bitch who didn’t give a shit about collateral damage, and then find an excuse to put a great big kryptonite harpoon right into her cleavage window. But that wouldn’t bring back Sarah and Charlie. And Sarah would hate him for doing it, if she ever looked down from the clouds where he figured she was now.




Anyway, Sarah had always loved superheroes. Too much time growing up in and around Metropolis, probably.




He concentrated on his report, instead of feeling even more morose from thinking about his losses. Then he turned in his report and spent nearly half an hour talking with the general about details of the mission. After all, no one had thought anyone could track down the whereabouts of that thing from badly-written, completely inadequate, decades-old accounts. None of the Threshold science wonks thought there was a way to adapt standard ground penetrating radar to find something like that. No one else on-site thought you could run a search grid for something like that without attracting insane amounts of attention from people they did not want to notice their work. No one else had any ideas on how to do the needed drilling and excavation without bringing in big PMCs or something.




But he and his team had pulled it all off. Hailey had figured out how to adapt GPR systems so they could fly the areas with the GPR hidden in a little four-seater prop plane. Scott had figured out how to hide the search grids as a fake EPA Superfund testing program. Carlson and Mundo had already known or else had figured out how to operate all the heavy machinery for the drilling and excavation and extraction and hauling. 




And they were a team. Hailey had played ‘annoying EPA scientist’ to Scott’s pesky bureaucrat while he scammed county sheriffs and local reporters. Carlson had done the heavy man-powered lifting that Mundo needed. Mundo had done the demo work for Scott’s plan and Carlson’s taskings. He was damn proud of them, and he wanted Eiling to grok what a great job they had done.




After that, he worked in his office on crap that had piled up in his inbox, until he was exhausted. Then he went back to the BOQ where he had a place to sleep. He had found out that having a place off the base led to too much time on his hands with no one watching him, and that led to too much beer consumption. So now he stayed on the base when he wasn’t on evolutions. And he made sure his alarm clock and his phone’s alarm were both set before he hung up his uniform and hit the hay. He did not want to be late to what he was sure would be an unbearable assignment.







He woke up before either alarm went off. He got ready, made sure his uniform was as perfect as he could make it, and he hit the chow line. Then he headed off to Eiling’s office. Eiling’s adjutant, Captain Morris, had a massive stack of folders, all of which were taped closed with TS/SCI seals. A lot of those folders looked like they had maybe four sheets of paper in them. Some looked like they had a whole phone book crammed in there.




He was pretty sure this stack of crap was what he was going to get stuck with.




Eiling walked in. “Colonel. Good, good. Glad to see you’re taking this seriously. I know you hate paperwork. Don’t we all? Except maybe Captain Morris. Well, I need you to run a Type III audit on all our current and recent ops, not counting your own. Captain Morris should have pulled those out already.”




“Done, sir!” Morris said in perfect toady-style.




Eiling just gave the guy a nod and a quiet ‘good work’. “Look colonel, we both know you’re probably going to be moved up to my 2IC within the next six months, even if that might cost me my best field officer. Right now it looks like either you, Martin, or Hawkins. But you’re the frontrunner. No harm in telling you up front. And if you’re going to be my 2IC, you’ll have to be familiar with all these projects anyway. So this is your tasking for the next two to five weeks, however long you need.” He looked over at his adjutant. “Morris, the colonel is going to need an adjutant and a warrant officer, plus a secure room for them to work through these files.”




Morris said, “Yes sir! We have a work area assigned already in the SCIF, and I have a list of officers for the colonel to select an adjutant from, and a list of non-coms to select from, even if most of them are not warrant officers.”




And there were light footsteps approaching from the hallway. He split his attention, just in case those footsteps meant something important.




And Hailey marched in, looking like she was fresh off the OCS cookie cutter, only after trading in her butter bars for something better. “Sir! Lieutenant Hailey reporting as requested for adjutant duty!”




And he could hear more footsteps. Everyone could since they were heavier. Sergeant Scott marched in, looking shinier than usual. “Sir! You put in a request for a non-com on this evolution? Reporting for duty.”




He smiled slightly at Morris. “Looks like I’ve got my team already. But thanks for putting those lists together, Morris.”




The general just ordered, “Morris, make sure all those files get over to the colonel’s SCIF. Task Scott and Hailey with assistance on this. I want those files secured constantly, understood?”




“Yes sir!”




The general added, “Colonel, you may want to pull some of your own gear for your SCIF and then requisition anything else you need.”




He nodded, “Yes sir. Thank you, sir.” And he kept an eye on the files. Captain Morris already had two MPs and a steel transport safe, so that went better than he was expecting.




Then he waited until they were checked into their SCIF and Scott had run a couple different bug checkers over the place. And Captain Morris had gotten out of there. He calmly said, “Okay, two things. We need to get this place set up for the way we work. And…what the hell were you two thinking? I mean, I appreciate it, but you’re gonna be stuck in this for maybe weeks.”




Hailey gritted her teeth. “I called my mom before I flew home. She’s back together with my bio-dad. Every time this happens, her place is an episode of Jerry Springer for a couple months, and then it’s an episode of COPS. I can’t handle that again.”




Christ. It had to be pretty grim if Hailey would rather spend weeks playing Bureaucracy Barbie in Wade Eiling’s House Of Fun. He didn’t say that out loud, though. He already knew more about Hailey’s upbringing than she was comfortable having anyone know. He just looked over at Scott. “Stewie?”




Scott shrugged carelessly, which meant he was being really careful and not admitting it. “I kinda had to, sir. Morris put out the word that you were going to need at least one officer and at least one sergeant for this, and Mark was sure you would need him so you didn’t get stuck with some of the guys on-base. I thought he needed to go home to Corinne for a few weeks.”




He nodded unhappily. “Yeah. Good call.” Carlson was too loyal, and that meant that sometimes he was pulled in too many directions. “But what about your girlfriend?”




Scott grimaced, “Cyn’s back in Michigan. Her dad’s cancer is back, and they don’t think it’s responding to treatment this time.”




He tried not to wince. “Let me know when you need time for that. I can come up with something the general will buy off on.”




“Thank you, sir.”




He gave Hailey a look. “And if you need time to go back home and punch your bio-dad, just say so.”




Hailey gave him a look. “Sir, I have been trying not to punch any more assholes who deserve it.”




He grinned, “Good, because I would have a couple dozen bruises by now.”




Hailey managed not to roll her eyes at him. The three of them all knew who on the base needed to get punched in the face by Hailey, and it was mainly the science wonks in their nice, secure labs who treated her like she couldn’t possibly understand what they were working on, much less do a better job of it than they could.




Come to think of it, maybe some of those guys needed to get punched in the face by a colonel instead. Or maybe they needed to get punched in the research budget by an auditor. That? He could make that happen.




He decided, “First we need whiteboards and corkboards. I want one board that’s nothing but details on what we can and can’t do in a Type III audit. We’re not doing one iota more than we’re supposed to, and we’re not sticking our noses where we’re not supposed to. But I wanna know every damn step we can take if anyone bullshits us or stonewalls us. Next?”




Hailey suggested, “We have three different skillsets, so maybe we should split the projects into groups for each of us to take the lead on the audit.”




“Good idea.”




“I like that too,” Scott said.




He put in a requisition with Captain Morris for expeditious delivery. There were already desks and chairs and security safes and isolated Tempest-hardened laptop computers, but he asked for large mobile whiteboards and corkboards. Also, a bunch of the piddly shit every office needed: notepads and pens and the like. Plus the shit that a SCIF needed, like special small-bladed cutters to slice through all those TS/SCI seals, more seals to re-seal those suckers, and an official Threshold ‘paper shredder’ which was really more like a slicer-shredder-grinder-disintegrator. He’d seen what was left after you put ten pounds of paper through one, and it looked like a handful of fine ash. Not even supervillains were going to reclaim those data. Unless they had time manipulation powers, or high-end magic, or…




It took them most of the day to get everything requisitioned and delivered. It wasn’t like he was asking for moon rocks or genuine eighteenth century cannons or some other weirdness. They were only asking for crap that was already in storage on the base. Scott had to spend a couple hours repairing the whiteboard frames they were given, while Hailey spent the whole day going through the documentation and writing on the whiteboards the details of Type III auditing, and every sneaky little audit option he had if people stonewalled him.




The next day, they started. They split the stack up into thirds and went through every single folder, separating them into three piles. The scientific and technical ones Hailey needed to ramrod, the military and bureaucratic ones he was stuck with, and the fieldwork ones Scott could ramrod. Hailey got an unfair proportion of them on her plate because there were so many technical projects and so few field missions unless SE-1 or SE-2 had been given the assignment.




He wondered who was getting the fun of auditing all the SE-1 ops.




Some of the folders had enough paperwork and details that they could complete the audit without doing more than making some poor schmuck pull some files to show that the intel in the folder was what really happened. Some of the folders had so little intel in them that he just knew someone was trying to bury something. Maybe a massive failure. Even worse, someone might be trying to bury a massive success.




Fine. The folder on training plans for SE-6 meant that they got to go to Hawkins’ shiny new testing ground where SE-6 was running through its paces, defending Earth against alien invasion, with SE-4 playing the creepy aliens. For some reason, Hawkins seemed to think that all alien invaders had to look weirder than White Martians and have bizarre ranged weaponry. While they were watching one training session, Hailey and Scott kept passing him notes that told him Hailey was a big fan of Heinlein, and Scott was a big fan of Niven and Pournelle. He managed not to laugh out loud even once.




All right, by the end of the session, Hawkins was assuming he had a bad cough.




The folder on the moonbase meant that all three of them got to use the secret transporter in Lab 2 and check out an actual Threshold base on the moon. It wasn’t much bigger than the International Space Station, but still. Moon. And naturally, it had excursion suits and a couple moon buggies and some heavy weapons you could shoot in lunar grav without launching yourself backward half a mile. He had to promise Hailey that they’d come back when they had a good excuse to take a ride on the moon buggies. And he had to promise Scott they’d try to find a way to test-fire a few of those weapons.




He also had to tell himself repeatedly that there was no way Eiling would ever let him play laser tag with his subordinates on the moon outside that moonbase. Even if it would be awesome.




The folder on SE-3’s plans for Threshold base defense was pretty tough talk for a bunch of REMFs who thought they could manhandle the entire Justice League with a couple dozen soldiers armed with science tinkertoys. Hailey’s review of that project was somewhere way past ‘scathing’. Apparently, SE-3 thought Wonder Woman was a lame Kryptonian who liked star-spangled bathing suits, and they thought The Flash was just some guy in a funny red suit. Okay, he thought two or three of the newer Justice Leaguers could shred the proposed defenses without breaking a sweat, and he said so. Kryptonite lasers and high-tech flamethrowers weren’t even adequate if someone like Superman just wore a heavy lead suit before dropping by.




Not liking your target was no excuse for designing defenses that assumed your target was stupid and incompetent. Some of this bullshit wouldn’t even stop Ambush Bug.




Fine, that wasn’t what he wrote down in his audit report. Well, not quite. He translated it into the bureaucratese for ‘badly thought out bullshit that wouldn’t stop Ambush Bug’.







It was on Day Five of the ‘file review and project audit’ fun when things went to hell. And naturally, it was his fault. All three of them were working through files to track down what to audit next. He was just done reading an ultra-boring report on guard efficiency and upgrades on base perimeter defenses and hauling in some brand-spanking-new MPs who wouldn’t know what was really going on, and he was helping himself to another thick, boring headache. Great. More training reports. Sweet. What was SE-4 asking for in this one?




Hailey gasped a little. He glanced over from an exceedingly boring file on SE-4’s latest training plan which was trying to justify going into Mount St. Helens to train inside a volcano in case they ever had to fight someone like Volcana or Firefly. “Hailey?”




She got up and walked the file over. “Sir? This…”




He grabbed the file and started reading. Naturally, it was the creeps down in Labs 5 and 6. Dr. Heinrich Megala’s little mad science wonks. This one was codenamed PROJECT GLORIOUS GODFREY.




He looked at the title. “What the freakin’…”




Hailey grimaced, “Sir, Glorious Godfrey is a codename or something for one of Darkseid’s agents. He’s a mind controller.”




“Well crap.” He scanned the ridiculously short file. A captured supervillain who tried to ‘talk’ his way off the base before they ever got him secured, much less tested. He was killed in a skirmish with SE-4. SE-4 lost half its personnel to self-inflicted wounds or attacking each other, before one of them managed to kill him with a lucky shot they weren’t admitting was dumb luck. “And the point?” Hailey pointed to the last page of the file. “Crap.” There was a matching project that came with this one.




Hailey went through her stack of folders and started skimming through the pages. “PROJECT MANTIS. Primary power: thermokinesis, assorted other psychic powers of lower levels…Sir, the gene patterns on these sheets suggest that she’s the other project’s daughter.”




Scott hastily pointed out, “That doesn’t mean she’s a kid, sir. They could both be hundreds of years old. Maybe older. That Darkseid reference sort of suggests they may not be human.”




Hailey studied some more gene charts. “Nope. Their gene maps look a hundred percent human, just the usual features of the metagene.”




He sat there feeling sick to his stomach. A kid. A kid and her parent. No one should be locking up a kid. “Age? Status? Threat level?”




Hailey read through more pages. “This can’t be right. If she’s been locked up here for most of a year, then she’s only nine now, and they captured her when she was eight. And…” She referred to another page. “What the hell? Someone assessed her as an alpha threat when she was two months old. That’s crazy.”




Scott asked, “If she’s an alpha threat and she was loose for eight years, why don’t we have records of the damage she did?”




He gritted his teeth and insisted, “Okay. We’re auditing this ‘project’ next. We’ve got an age. What about name? Height and weight? Looks? What can our project do besides…”




“Thermokinesis,” Hailey replied. “Fire. And lots of it, if she’s listed as an alpha threat. Sir, she can stare at a concrete block wall and burn a hole through it in seconds.”




“That’s not good,” Scott muttered. “Meta pyrokinetic with an alpha threat level and that kind of power? We’re talking another Volcana.”




He stared at the file in horror. “And they just…locked her up for a year and killed her dad? Are these people retarded?!?!”




Hailey frowned, “How do we not have a hole melted right through the entire base by now?”




Scott stared at one of the whiteboards as he thought. “Hypnosis? Pharmaceuticals? Brainwashing? Maybe another mental dominator? Illusions of her father? Lieutenant, do we have the tech to build a power limiter and keep it functional for a year?”




He could think of even worse ways you could control a supervillain if you had no conscience. But this was a little girl. He couldn’t stop imagining if his son Charlie was locked up and begging to see his family.




Hailey was thinking. “In theory. Belle Reve is supposed to have high-tech power-limiter collars they can slap on their inmates and keep them under control. But that technology is alleged to be alien tech that’s been adapted by the Justice League.” She glanced over at him and apologized, “Sorry sir.”




He didn’t have time to go crawl under a blanket and suck his thumb just because Hailey had said the magic words. “I wanna know who’s in charge of this project, and what the hell they think they’re doing.”




Hailey glanced back at the papers. “It’s Megala, sir.”




“Of course it is,”he grumbled. “Well, let’s go see what that prick has done this time.”




He waited while Hailey put the file away and locked up the SCIF safe, and they closed down all the computers properly and locked them in the computer safe. Then Scott drove him and Hailey over to the project lab area. Half the labs were arranged in a doughnut around a big ornamental pond. Half the labs were underground in a matching donut shape below the ground-floor labs, like Lab 6 and Lab 2.




Half the science wonks on this base were so crazy it was a miracle they didn’t walk around all day rubbing their hands together and shouting, “It’s alive!!”




The brand new MPs at the entry had him and Hailey and Scott on the permitted list. So the three of them just had to do the security drill to gain admittance. Voiceprint, thumbprint, retinal scan. All with another MP watching on closed circuit to make sure no one was faking it with tech or meta powers instead. Then security passphrases. His passphrase for the week was ‘Ned Flanders’. The only guys who got his passphrases were relaxed enough to let him get away with them.




Hailey’s passphrase for the week was ‘non-trivial eigensystem’. That woman needed a hobby. Well, a hobby other than playing Scout on his TF2 team.




He spotted that she was eyeing the better-looking MP. Tall, dark, and handsome. Seriously muscular in a battle-ready way instead of a weightlifter way, with some of the most perfectly pressed BDUs he could remember seeing in a long time. He didn’t think Hailey needed that kind of hobby.




He glanced at the MP’s nametape. What the hell kind of name was Harpignies anyway?




They walked down to Megala’s private office between Lab 5 and Lab 6. Megala wasn’t in. but it wasn’t like the guy could have gotten far. He was nearly quadriplegic, and he lived in a tricked-out high-tech wheelchair that had half a dozen creepy robotic arms at the sides.




Dr. Fondren, Megala’s favorite assistant, was in there, working on a computer. The guy hastily blanked the screen and locked the computer when they walked in. Fine, that was SOP, but he didn’t trust that guy as far as he could throw him. Hailey walked around the room, looking at everything, while Dr. Fondren tried to herd her back out. 




Scott leaned back against one wall where there was a locked panel that probably held keys and keycards and maybe even secure thumbdrives and stuff. He was fully aware of what Scott was doing there, so he made an effort to be annoying and distracting while bugging Fondren about Megala and Project Mantis.




So he had Dr. Fondren walk them down to where they had Project Mantis locked up. He wasn’t too surprised that the confinement area for the project was directly under that ‘ornamental pond’ on the surface.




The door looked like a bank vault door, and had warning signs telling unauthorized people to get the hell out of the area or else. Next to the door was a security holder for files, and it looked like it was locked. Below that were four monitor screens. One was showing an empty pink bedroom for a little girl. One was showing an empty pink-tiled bathroom. Two were showing views of a living room.




A little nine-year-old blonde girl was sitting there in overalls and pink tennies, watching cartoons. He had a sudden urge to punch Dr. Fondren right in the face.




Fondren whined, “We can’t open the door without Rainbird around. She’s too dangerous without him as her handler.”




Scott hissed, “Rainbird? You’ve got John Rainbird down here? And you let him near little girls?”




He quickly ordered, “Scott. Sitch?”




Scott looked like he wanted to throttle Fondren. “John Rainbird. CIA assassin and all-round psycho. Supposed to be ‘retired with prejudice’ by The Company, if you know what I mean. While I was locked up, I heard about him from some of the other prisoners. Probable serial killer. Probable serial rapist. The last person on Earth I would let around a nine year old girl, no matter what she could do.”




He didn’t say that he did know hat Scott meant. ‘The Company’ was a nickname in the spy biz for the CIA. And ‘retired with prejudice’ meant you were such a problem that your own agency had to snuff you. It sounded like Rainbird was a serious threat, and was loose somewhere on the base, and some freaking dimwit on the base had authorized it.




Fondren whimpered, “But it’s working great! He’s gotten her to do a whole series of tests, and Dr. Megala thinks her metagene is really special.”




He growled, “And who is she?”




“I can’t tell you that, Colonel O’Neill. Even if you are running audits.”




But Hailey already had the files out of the supposedly-locked holder, thanks to a keyring Scott had stolen out of that panel in Megala’s office. “Last name…McGee.”




“Keep going.”




Hailey reluctantly admitted, “First name…Charlie.”




Jack suddenly felt like Someone Up There had just punched him in the gut. With a ten ton sucker punch.





Part II


(one week earlier)



Xander Harris was a perfectly ordinary businessman having a perfectly ordinary day.




Well, that was what he was telling everyone else.




Really, he was trying to have an ordinary day at the office, but people kept trying to mess that up. One of those people was trying to Bat-mess up his day. Or was that Bat-messing up his Bat-day? Really, he wanted a non-Bat-day.




Another call transfer from Marilka, the new receptionist, since Cordy’s buddy Suzi had gotten herself a job in a movie that had direct-to-Skinemax written all over it. Okay, Suzi was gorgeous and wasn’t worried about showing that off. So maybe this would be her big break, even if getting a break into grade C R-rated movies didn’t sound that encouraging to him.




Marilka was more the tall, thin, Eastern European type…who was also trying to break into the movies. She had a Romanian accent that she pushed when she was going on casting calls, and she suppressed when she was doing receptionist stuff at the office. He didn’t call her on it, but he knew she could speak with no accent at all, if she wanted. He didn’t care. This was La La Land: an actress needed something to make her stand out from the crowd, like a sexy European accent.




He had asked Oracle to check Marilka’s bona fides, and that was good enough for him. All he really needed to know was that she wasn’t secretly a supervillainess and she wasn’t secretly working for Malcolm Merlyn. He didn’t care that Marilka was actually born in South Dakota to Romanian-American parents whose ancestors had immigrated and raised kids and farmed some pretty crappy farmland.




Merlyn was still being a pain in Xander’s ass, and Xander was still pretending he had no idea what was going on with the attempts at industrial espionage and industrial sabotage. But Batman was orchestrating something else and wanted the White Knight to be on board with all of it without explaining what the hell was being arranged. Fine, Xander probably would have already said yes, except Batman was being such an uber-secretive butthead about it.




Or maybe that was an uber-secretive Bat-head.




Also, Xander’s lovely fiancee was still insisting that Xander was the pushover of the Bat-family, and needed to tell certain Bat-jerks to just Bat up and talk to him about stuff. On the other hand, Xander’s lovely fiancee was still insisting that she was not a member of the Bat-fam in any way. Even if she was working with the White Knight sometimes. And she had been to stately Wayne Manor for a fancy dinner or two. And she had met almost all the Bat family. And she had gone wedding dress shopping in Gotham City with Selina and Helena, since Cordy had to go to Toronto for a one episode bit role as a trophy wife in some show that Xander didn’t watch.




Cordy was really hoping that the character might get brought back as a surprise Villain Of The Week in a month or two, so she was uberly hyped up about it. Xander tried not to think about Cordy as a supervillain, but he knew Cordy too well. So he worried about that.




Also, Xander really wanted to know how stressed The Bat was about Selina going wedding dress shopping with friends. Even if there was no way in hell The Bat was ever telling anyone the truth on that one. Xander had this entertaining mental image of Selina sweeping into stately Wayne Manor with a wedding dress, and The Bat promptly fainting.




So there was another email from ‘Uncle Rory’. Xander’s real uncle had never in his life sent an email to Xander’s work email. These were always from Bat-sources. If Batman wasn’t sending them, he was getting Oracle to send them.




So Xander checked his computer security again, because Merlyn had some cracker attacking the HMI networks and the new guys’ sub-networks specifically. Which apparently meant Xander’s little site and five other relatively new HMI franchises. But the other five were all East Central or East Coast. None of the other five were any farther west than Memphis and were within easy flight times of other HMI franchises and big-name superheroes. The Los Angeles franchise and its young, stupid owner were sitting out here like a nice, juicy worm, and Merlyn seemed unaware there might be a really sharp hook in that worm.




There was also the issue that Xander had left Angel Investigations alone, so Angel Martin and his family firm had no idea that their surveillance had been noticed. And they hadn’t spotted that The White Knight was on their keisters. Angel Martin was sending updates every week to El Cuchillo, who was apparently down in the south side of Tijuana, and that guy was sending messages through a nephew to Merlyn himself. Xander had wanted to pull together a bunch of competitors and use the ‘industrial espionage’ thing try to get some cooperation, but The Bat had insisted that Xander keep quiet and not let Merlyn know that Xander’s franchise knew something was going on.




Okay, all quiet on the computer front. So Xander checked for bugs and cams, just in case, and that was clear too. He decrypted the ‘picture from Uncle Rory’ and read the message.




Amid several images which were just clip art to pad out the file to look like a casually-encrypted picture, it read: Meeting. 1400 your time. Be present.




Ugh. Well, two in the afternoon was a time he could hide as a meeting off-site. And it wasn’t as if he didn’t know where the meeting would be. With no meeting place given, it was bound to be up on the Watchtower. And, naturally, Bats had the standard grumpy Bat-directive instead of just explaining why Xander needed to be there.




Xander figured there had to be at least three reasons why Bats was playing this so close to the chest. Maybe at least six. And all of the reasons that Xander had come up with were of the grim. Okay, Xander was ruling out most of the bad reasons just because Bats was holding the meeting on the Watchtower instead of somewhere more secret, like in the Batcave or in the Fortress of Solitude, which Xander had never seen. Hell, Xander still had no idea if it was really on Earth, or even in this dimension.




So he called a couple of his people together and pretended to grumble, “I’ve gotta drive up and argue with some network ad guys. I’ll probably be gone most of the afternoon. Everyone knows what to do and who’s in charge, right?”




He got a round of nods and yeah-like sounds. Good enough. He knew his people wouldn’t have a problem unless something really unusual came up, and Bats already had Oracle monitoring for any surprises.




Then it was time to do the White Knight stuff he was trying to avoid. He used his Batwatch to alert his better half that he had to go do stupid stuff, and he used it to tell Oracle to alert Captain Pointy-Ears that he was on his way but would probably have delays first.




He was being followed by that Pontiac Firebird again, so first he had to lose it, and he had to do so in a way that looked accidental. So he drove to the NBC offices and headed for the high-priced parking garage stuff. The Firebird didn’t want to spend that kind of moolah on parking, so it parked off on the street where one of the Martin family could find a way into the building and continue tailing him.




He drove out the back side, where the second exit was, paid for the minimum which was one hour, and headed off to his real destination. He had the Xandermobile tucked away in a grubby U-Store. The place had security cameras on every aisle and on both entrances, but with some Bat-help, he had every one of those cameras suborned, along with the electronic recording equipment at the automatic gate on the back side.




Xander tapped his Batwatch and chatted with Oracle. “Hey O, can you Brainiac my U-Store gate and cams for me?”




Oracle deliberately ignored his phrasing. “White Knight, do you have your new WayneTech computer tablet?”




“Yep.”




“You should be able to do this yourself, if you use the security tool first, then go to the ‘WK’ apps in the password-protected folder, and activate the WK-cave1 app.”




He checked, “There wasn’t a KnightCave app there the last time I was here.”




Oracle didn’t even snicker. “Correct. But you are not the only Leaguer who has a need for this type of security and obscurity, so one has been developed. You will find the controls are labeled for your site, and the app works like your WK-home1 app.”




He pulled his tablet out of his briefcase and fed in the long, secure password. He let it boot up. “Okay, security programs say I haven’t been downloading porn from Russian websites or anything…In goes the next password…Found it…Wow, it opens up fast…And I’ve got the security cams on split-screen. Let me try this, and if I accidentally summon a few SWAT teams, let me know.”




“Will do. Although I am opposed to using the name ‘Brainiac’ as a verb.”




He tried, “Can I use it as an adjective?”




“No.”




“An adverb?”




“No.”




“How about as a preposition?”




Oracle insisted, “I doubt that even you can use it as a preposition. Now behave.”




By then, he had the back gate spoofed and open, with all the cameras to his storage ‘cave’ spoofed. “Any alarms set off?”




“No. You are clear to drive in.”




So he did. He drove through the now-open gate which was still telling everyone that it was closed. He drove down one end-road and turned down a long aisle, both of which had spoofed cameras recording that nothing was going on. He triggered the heavy metal garage door which had a massive fake padlock on it, and the automatic garage door opener he was not supposed to have installed just rolled up. He pulled his car into the open area, which was big enough for a Cadillac or a Humvee, not that he drove anything that size unless he was in a company truck.




He turned off his car and he stepped out, into the KnightCave. Which was just a storage garage where he kept the KnightHeap. He had a host of supplies and gear along one wall, and some automated chem analysis equipment on the back end. He didn’t know what the readouts from that equipment meant, but he knew that Oracle and Bats would, and he could transmit data from the equipment to them.




Okay, Bats was making him read all the manuals and study several textbooks so he could run everything properly and interpret most of the output himself. Running everything correctly and doing the quality assurance steps so things came out right? That made tons of sense. Being able to interpret the results from a mass spectrometer? That did not make sense to Xander. Not unless Bats was expecting that someday Xander might be cut off from every smart person on the planet and have to do this work himself.




He deactivated all the security systems on the KnightHeap before he buckled in and drove it out of the garage. He used the computer controls in the KnightHeap to close the garage door and lock it up. Then he drove out of the U-Store, unlooping the cameras and restoring the automatic gate as he left.




By the time he got out of the U-Store, the sides of his van claimed that it belonged to an electrician. He had that part of his van working, but he didn’t have enough computing power to run the ‘camouflage’ look on the van. Oracle had a program for him so he could, say, park the KnightHeap against a wall, take a photo of the wall with onboard cameras, save that in the onboard computer, and project that on the opposite side of the van. That provided some pretty spectacular camouflage. But the tires and the window still showed.




He was still working on a lot of that. It wasn’t as if he had Kryptonian tech handy. Or even Luthor tech.




He drove over to the courthouse where the transport pad was. He had another work order inserted into the system courtesy of Oracle, so he only had to show up, have his meeting, and leave again. He parked at the loading dock in back, and walked in fully equipped: fake mustache and goatee, toolbelt, workpants and workboots, shirt with the electrician company logo on it, hardhat, clipboard with piles of paperwork on it, and a grumpy expression.




He stopped where the two police officers were manning a desk. “Me again,” he grumbled.




They tried to keep their amusement contained. “Still trying to make the secretaries happy?”




He grumbled, “I’d be happy if they’d stop overloading every circuit we put in. I don’t suppose you could shut down for a month so we could refit the entire electrical for the whole place?”




The policemen looked at each other and laughed. “Yeah, that’s likely.”




He took his clipboard of papers and trudged up the back staircase.




Then, once he was out of earshot, he hurried up to the top floor and through the security door into the room with the transporter pad. He left all of his work and disguise gear there before he stepped onto the pad and beamed up.




He appeared on one of the Watchtower’s transporter pads, and he headed straight to the cafeteria.




Oh sure, he should have gone straight to one of the ready boards and checked which conference room they would meet in, and who was already here, and all that stuff. But he was hungry. And he was a little early. And he was expecting to find people to talk to in the cafeteria. And there was also the possibility of annoying Bats just by having some food.




He walked in to find Green Arrow sitting at a table with Black Canary. They were leaning forward until their heads were only inches apart. Xander figured that was too private to butt into.




He got a sandwich and a little salad, and took his tray for a walk. He strolled over to where Metamorpho was sitting. “Hi. This seat taken?”




“Oh!” The guy looked up. “No. Go ahead. I think I’ve seen you around, but we haven’t met.”




He sat. “Xander. The Bat’s got me going by White Knight.”




“Rex.” They shook hands, Xander watching as Metamorpho shifted his chemical structure so his hand was more like clay than, say, uranium or fluorine. “But most of the people up here call me ‘Met’ or ‘Morph’.”




Xander sat and started eating. “You heard about Element?”




Rex shrugged, “Sort of. I asked GA, and he said she wasn’t like Element Girl.”




Xander took another bite. The Watchtower had great bread in their sandwiches. “Yeah. She’s my better half. She’s an elemental mage, not an element generator. I wanted to ask you if it was okay by you if she kept that name. I mean, you’ve got a right to care about names like Element Girl or Element Guy or what-have-you.”




Rex smiled a little. “You know, Urania never asked me if it was okay that she named herself Element Girl.”




Xander stopped chewing. “Urania? You’re kidding me. What was her last name? Ytterby?”




Rex rolled his eyes. “Life is weird like that. And her last name was Blackwell.”




Xander finished his sandwich. “What the hell. If Roy G. Bivolo can be color-blind and end up with rainbow powers, then I guess everything’s up for grabs.” He started on his salad, which had extra bacon on top. Because bacon.




Rex smiled a little. “I have no idea why Flash and Batman get such weird villains. Maybe it’s the cities where they live.”




Xander snarked, “Gotham City isn’t a city. It’s a hellhole. With extra hell sprinkled on top.”




“I’ll let Batman know you feel that way.”




Xander snickered. “I already did. I mean, the most upstanding member of Gotham City high society is a drunk who’s dating a probable supervillainess. After him, who’s next? The Penguin? It’s a hellhole. I live in Lost Angle-lease, and by comparison it’s like Pleasantville.”




Xander finished his salad, checked the time, and grabbed a couple donuts, which went into a formed paper to-go box. Then he walked past Rex’s table. “Nice meeting you. But I’ve got to go listen to Batman be cranky about stuff.”




GA stood up and extended a hand to Black Canary as she rose. “Yeah. We’ve got to go to that meeting too.” At least Canary was wearing her full-body armor outfit and not that one-piece and fishnets. Even if she looked astonishing in fishnets. She totally rocked a one-piece and fishnets. Getting beaten up in martial arts training was totes worth it when it was Black Canary, and she was sidekicking you in that little maillot and fishnets and high heels.




BC looked at Xander and his to-go box. “You’re taking food into the meeting?”




Xander smiled, “It’s my dessert. I thought I’d eat it while Bats is talking. Since he still hasn’t told me what’s the what.”




Green Arrow rolled his mask-clad eyes. “Not us either. It must be extra hush-hush.”




Xander acted confused, “It can’t be too top secret, or why would I be invited?”




GA snorted in amusement, and Canary rolled her eyes at him.




GA grinned, “Come on. I want to see someone’s non-expression when you walk in with food.”




Xander was pretty sure he would be the only one not in uniform, but he didn’t care. It wasn’t like a huge chunk of the Watchtower hadn’t already seen him as Xander, starting with the day he brought Amy up for testing.




At least it wasn’t the big conference room with the big table and big chairs for the big Justice League superstars, so he’d be the only person sitting off at the sides. Nope, this was a smaller conference room with tables you could arrange in a circle or rectangle or whatever. Meetings with Jason Blood probably required everyone to put their tables in a pentagram. The collapsible tables had like half a dozen options, so you could have a plain table, or a table with a modesty panel, or a high-tech computer desk with a keyboard and a monitor in the surface, or an extra-wide or extra-tall table.




Batman was standing behind one of the high-tech desks. The Question was sitting at another, typing away with one hand on each of two different keyboards, which Xander would not have believed was possible if he wasn’t watching someone do it. Ollie and Dinah grabbed one of the extra-wide tables and sat together. Really together. Xander grabbed an ordinary table. 




There were three other tables with no one at them. Xander figured that meant two people were late, and there was one table that Canary wasn’t using. But The Bat might have known that the long table would be the joint BC and GA table, so that would mean three people late or absent.




Batman glared in the direction of the empty tables, and opened his mouth to say something Bat-ishly scathing. And there was a red-and-gold blur. 




Suddenly Flash was sitting at the back table. “Am I late?”




Batman refused to look at the digital clock on the wall, which plainly said that Flash got to his seat with a good one and a half seconds to spare. Xander made an effort not to grin, because he had his own ‘civil disobedience’ planned.




Batman put a gloved finger to one ear, listened intently, and grimly announced, “Nightwing and Plastic Man are both canceling because of their own crises. We will meet without them, and I’ll update them later.”




“Sounds great,” Xander said. And he opened his to-go box. “Lay that data on us.” And he lifted out the first donut.




Batman glared at him and his food, but said nothing on the subject. Instead, he looked in the other direction. “Question? Would you care to take this?”




Xander started eating his first donut. Mmm, custard-filled and chocolate-frosted, and not that cheap supposedly-chocolate frosting at the donut store near Amy’s apartment.




“Definitely. I was tracking complaints about EPA work and fines against official EPA online documentation, and I found a discrepancy. Then that blossomed into a series of discrepancies—”




“Wait a moment,” Xander interrupted. “You track government work and what people claim is government work? Then you ‘compare and contrast’?”




“Of course.”




Xander kept going. “Do you do that with every U.S. agency you can?”




“Of course!”




Xander checked, “What about state agencies? Agencies in other countries?”




“Yes and yes.”




Xander sighed a little bit. “I never thought of that. Any of it. You’re a freaking genius.”




Obviously, The Question was expecting Xander to give him shit for being so obsessive. He didn’t have a response for a couple seconds. He finally said, “Once I started looking for certain types of conspiracies, I couldn’t not do it.”




Xander looked at Batman. “We need to help him with this. Even if it’s just getting the Watchtower AI to check on this stuff.”




Batman glowered, “We are. Some people would rather we didn’t.” Which meant that The Question was being the obstacle. Or, at least Batman thought so.




Xander went ahead and ate his second donut. He was just a growing boy. At least, that was what he was going to tell Batman when a certain pointy-eared hardass got on his case.




The Question went back to his lecture in the same flat tones as before. “There were complaints from locals and local LEO about the EPA doing soil-testing and investigations. They were not matching up with official EPA projects or with state environmental projects. And…”




He projected an image onto one wall. A section of the U.S., with red dots in a single four-state area. The red dots defined a massive grid-like near-square over parts of four states. “…it became clear that someone was operating on a massive scale, performing some sort of clandestine project. I investigated.”




Well duh. Of course he did.




He kept talking. “I checked out four sites and found no signs of anything except some core sampling in various places. Someone wasn’t placing things into the soil. They were taking soil samples and looking for something. So I made a predictive model and staked out four sites which could be the next target.”




He popped up several more images that all looked like they had been taken with a telephoto lens. A small prop plane. A car with official U.S. EPA logos on the sides. A prissy blonde scientist in a white labcoat walking next to a boring-looking bureaucrat. A guy bigger than Batman working with a man on a small Caterpillar drill to take soil samples.




Then film footage of the prissy science wonk and the boring bureaucrat from what had to be a concealed camera in a hat, as The Question in a civilian identity with a serious accent bugged them about ‘sneaking around’ on his neighbor’s lot. The woman scientist looked like a petite Harleen Quinzel, complete with heavy-rimmed glasses and her hair up in a bun. The man looked like some poor schlub whose bureaucratic job had ground his soul down to a fine powder and had yet to realize he was dead inside.




The Question then clicked on some military files. “I managed to identify both of them. USAF Lieutenant Jennifer Hailey, Ph.D. and Army Sergeant Stewart Scott. This is concerning, because of the Stormburst List.”




Well crap. Xander knew about the ‘Stormburst List’, mainly because he was present when Stormburst and Catwoman came back from another universe, and because Stormburst was the most wholesome superhero since just before Superman hit puberty.




“The Stormburst List?” Green Arrow checked.




Batman took over. “Stormburst and Catwoman returned from their inter-dimensional trip with a long list of potential allies and threats. We have been searching for one Colonel Jack O’Neill, USAF. In one universe he has Stewart Scott on his team. In another universe, he has Jennifer Hailey as a scientist and occasional field team operator. So it is possible that they are connected with the Jack O’Neill of our universe.”




“Who is working on a project so secret that I could not find it,” The Question grumbled. “Up until now.”




And he put up another photo, a long shot of a smirking middle-aged guy with salt-and-pepper hair, wearing a brown leather bomber jacket and aviator sunglasses, and talking to Hailey and Scott and that man-mountain and the other guy.




“Jonathan Angus O’Neill, U.S. Air Force. Ace as a fighter pilot. Spec Ops files which are still blacked out and even Oracle cannot get into them. Retired when his wife and son were killed…in Metropolis. Collateral damage when Power Girl was trying to stop Cry-Sys from blowing up the entire city. Cry-Sys managed to wreck the side of a skyscraper during the battle, and the O’Neills were crushed under fifty tons of falling concrete and steel. According to relatives, O’Neill blames Power Girl and Superman for failing to protect innocent bystanders. He moved to an isolated cabin off the grid, and he vanished. We have not been able to find him, because he ceased to do anything traceable.”




“But he’s doing something now,” the Flash pointed out.




The Question nodded. “Right. This ‘fake EPA’ project. He and his group made a series of anti-surveillance maneuvers, and…”




“They lost you,” Batman said bluntly.




“Only temporarily,” The Question insisted. “I found them again after they had dug up a large object and were transporting it concealed inside a tractor-trailer truck. They moved over seven hundred miles to a private, well-defended military base. I have been able to uncover a few details. General Wade Eiling runs it. It’s internally referred to as Threshold.”




“Any idea what they dug up?” Black Canary asked.




The Question nodded stiffly. “Based on Justice League files, Batman and I have concluded that they found and recovered the body of the Shaggy Man.”




Black Canary slapped herself on the forehead. The Flash bonked his forehead against his desk. Green Arrow groaned, “Well…shit.”





Part III



Xander winced inwardly. The Shaggy Man was a Justice League level problem. A mindless synthetic lifeform that looked like a sasquatch, if sasquatches came in extra-wide sizes and were big enough to pick up a person like he was a two-liter soda bottle. Nigh invulnerable, unkillable, regenerating, super-strong, stupidly quick…Oh yeah, and the guy who invented the Shaggy Man had never released the deets on the construction of one, so nobody had been able to work out how to destroy or dissolve one.




He was also pretty sure that everyone in the room except him and maybe Question had been pummeled by the Shaggy Man at least once. After all, he had actually studied all those stupid Justice League files that Bats wanted him to read.




Okay, they hadn’t asked him there to fight the Shaggy Man. That was more like a Big Seven task. So Xander asked the other questions that had popped into his head. “Is this O’Neill guy supposed to be a supervillain? And what about his minions? And isn’t General Eiling on your list of big-time trouble? Oh, and why isn’t someone in Shaggy Man’s weight class in here, like maybe a Kryptonian?”




Batman pointed out, “You failed to ask why you were included in this meeting.”




Xander shrugged, “I figured that one was obvious.”




“Fine,” Bats growled. “First, O’Neill is supposed to be a great hero in his worlds. The one I met was willing to march into a hell dimension to fight a hellgoddess and protect other worlds. A man like him who lost his entire family, for which he blames superheroes? I do not know what he is capable of doing, but we need to find out. His ‘minions’ are supposed to be heroes in these other universes, but these versions of his people have been…through enough to turn them from heroes to villains.”




The Question explained, “This Jennifer Hailey grew up in an abusive, poor family and still managed to work her way into the Air Force Academy. But then, as a SMACK, she punched a much bigger male senior cadet and claimed he sexually harassed her and tried to sexually assault her. He claimed she was a man-hating lesbian bitch who could not get along with others and was lying about him. He escaped the entire mess unscathed, although he has had additional allegations filed against him since then which call his original testimony into question. Her reputation was ruined, and that label has ruined her career. This Stewart Scott worked his way up from a problematic background in Flint, Michigan. But he was framed for espionage and treason, and spent months in Leavenworth before he was acquitted when the actual perpetrator was caught. This has unfairly continued to dog his career. Both of them, and whoever else O’Neill has gathered, could be angry people who are serious threats.”




Flash pointed out, “And they might be insanely loyal to him for rescuing them.”




Batman added, “And General Eiling has a history of distrust with the superhero community. He has tried creating supers who would work only at his behest. He has tried creating a ‘superman’ who would be loyal to him and be ready to combat Kal-El. He has tried stopping superheroes who he saw as threats. He has worked with Dr. Heinrich Megala on some of these, and may still be doing so.”




The Flash chipped in, “As for your last question, we’re trying not to set Eiling off on another loony anti-JL op.”




“So no asking Kal-El to fly over his base with a giant Kryptonian flag?” Xander asked sarcastically.




Mister No-Sense-Of-Humor-About-Superheroing graveled, “Based on Eiling and Megala’s previous work, it is reasonable to assume the base defenses will include kryptonite lasers, flamethrowers and white phosphorus grenade launchers, and defensive positions painted yellow with yellow-painted surface-to-air missiles.”




Xander decided to go for broke. “So…no asking Stormburst to fly over his base with a giant Kryptonian flag?”




Batman gave him a fierce Bat-glare. “Do NOT attempt to make Stormburst do anything like that!”




Xander rolled his eyes. “Oh come on, even you have to know that wasn’t serious. Stormburst wouldn’t do something bad even if you threatened her mommy. And my better half would choke me to death if I got her little buddy in trouble. And we all know you’d stand up for her, even if you were a massive Bat-hole to her on the way back from Fresno.”




Black Canary began coughing into her hand.




Batman just said, “Make stupid jokes on your own time, not on League business, and particularly not in League meetings.”




Xander just shrugged. “Okay, but that’s not what the Creeper told me.”




Bats knew he was fibbing, and gave him a high-level Bat-glare. So Xander added, “You guys should get your stories straight before you try ’em out on us naive newbies.”




That earned him a super-glare.




GA cut in, “Okay. So you wanted White Knight and maybe Nightwing to go into that base, and I assume you have a way in…and back out. What’s Knight going to do about his day job? He’s still got Merlyn on his case, which is because of me.”




Batman nodded. “I was assuming that under the current situation, you would want to pull your franchisee back to HMI’s headquarters and give him some extra training, while you move a temporary controller and security force into place there.”




The Question put another image on the wall. It was a military base surrounded by high fences and razor wire and heavily-armed guard posts, which was stupid when so many supers could fly or teleport or at least leap tall buildings in a single bound. Oh sure, breaking in would be a hassle for the White Knight or the Shining Knight, but for the Justice League? Get serious.




The Question pointed at the image. “I was able to plant a few bugs on those guard posts, and site a transponder on one of their satellite communications dishes. Threshold is pulling in a new set of MP’s to augment their current forces. We can get a couple people in with that group, just by altering a couple datafiles as they’re transmitted.”




Batman nodded slightly. “Oracle already accomplished most of that, so we’re ready. I was expecting to have Nightwing as well, but it looks like it will just be a firm Staff Sergeant…” He looked at The Question. “…and an annoying new corporal.” He gave Xander a stare.




Xander changed the topic, just a little bit. “If I’m out of town for a week or two, my staff are going to need protection, and there is no way I’m leaving my much better half behind as a stalking goat. Even if she’s a lot more super than I am. Either she’s up here getting lessons from Zee and Doc Fate, or she’s ‘with me’ at HMI headquarters, and she can hang with Di and Ollie.”




Canary teased, “So you won’t mind if I take Amy shopping for a wedding dress?”




He laughed. “Too late! Amy’s already getting fittings. Selina took her to a Gotham City couturier. But don’t worry. You and Ollie are already on the invite list. Oh, and we’re probably going to hold a private re-wedding up here for some other people we can’t really have at the official wedding, so GA and BC would be on that list. And we’ll tell Catwoman she can bring a plus one if she has to.”




Flash vanished in a red-with-gold-streaks blur. There may have been loud laughing way, way down the hall.




So Xander added, “Oh, and Amy is going to ask Stormburst to be our flower girl.”




Canary coughed into her hand a couple times.




Flash reappeared in his seat. He cleared his throat and said, “That wasn’t me down the hall…laughing really hard. It was…umm…someone else. Maybe…a supervillain.”




Green Arrow and Black Canary froze, like they knew if they looked at each other they’d start laughing so hard they’d fall out of their chairs.







After the meeting wrap-up, and then some Bat-growling about his donuts and bad behavior, then the spy-stuff to get back to the U-Store, Xander finally reclaimed his car and drove back to the office.




Really, driving back and forth in L.A. traffic was the worst part of the whole meeting thing.




He got back in the office, gave everyone a heads-up that he was done being annoyed by ad guys and was back doing something useful, and then started checking on the calls his guys had gone out on. Oracle had spotted a useful pattern, and he was following up on that. It seemed that every problem happened on a call made from a number which was not really the house phone number or cell number of the supposed house to go work on. All those calls were spoofed numbers.




Not that spoofing a phone number was hard. He could have done it back when he was a teenager. Guys who spent their lives playing CoD could do it while playing CoD and screaming at each other. There was evilware out there that would let anyone who could fill out a webform do it. Being able to detect that the call was spoofed was a lot harder, but not too hard for Oracle.




What that really meant was that the White Knight didn’t know how big the next attack would be. The first ‘attacks’ had been plain old harassment, like slashing a couple tires on one of the HMI trucks. That upgraded to a couple gangbangers, who got their asses kicked by the White Knight. Then there was a gang of five gangstas who got schooled. Then things moved up to several high-tech thieves. The most recent attack had been two ‘bangers backed up by a low-end meta who could pick up a Honda. Sooner or later, Merlyn would go with a couple really dangerous metas. As the badguys kept having embarrassing little problems during their ops, they were scaling it up a notch. Sooner or later, they would have to scale up a lot more than that.




But he had a plan. Amy was already complaining about it, and he hadn’t even done it yet. Okay, so Amy had seen him testing it out. And she had seen him filming some footage for it, and testing Oracle’s 3-D image projector for it, and doing some of the sound recording.




So he did what he had done the last three nights. He left work at five, ate dinner with Amy at her place, and whisked her off for the night, letting Fred and Cordy think he was just taking Amy back to his place for premarital hummina-hummina. Then he drove Amy to the Knight-cave and grabbed the Knight-heap, while they changed into ‘work clothes’. Meaning, supersuits. He filled Amy in on the whole ‘mission for Captain Pointy-Ears’ thing and how that meant Amy was probably going to be hanging with BC for a few days. And he checked in with Oracle.




“Hey Oracle, it’s Batman’s chewtoy here. Status?”




Oracle went with her auto-tuned computer voice, since she would figure Amy might be there. “I have been notified of specific planned evolutions. I do not think that counts as a ‘chewtoy’ according to my datafiles.”




So he replied, “Well, I was gonna use a way worse word, but Element is here and I didn’t want to injure her delicate, shell-like ears.” Amy gave him a pair of middle fingers. “Have we gotten any phreaked calls yet?”




“Not today, although I will continue to check every call coming in to the Los Angeles HMI franchise.”




“Groovy, daddy-o,” he said, just to be a pain.




After he ended the call, Amy told him, “One of these days, even a computer is gonna get fed up with your shit.”




Xander nodded eagerly. “Especially a really, really smart computer!”




Amy looked at him. “Okay, now I know you’re up to something. And it’s probably a Bat-something.”




“Yup! Maybe even a Bat-yup!”




Amy waited a couple seconds and then, when he didn’t spill, gave in. “Okay, fine. But if you show up with…I dunno…Darkseid’s helmet rammed up your ass, don’t expect any sympathy from me. At all.”




He grinned, “If I was ever dumb enough to show up at your apartment with Darkseid’s helmet up my ass, I would only expect immense derision, especially from Queen C. And a lecture from Fred on physics ways to extract that thing out of my butt. Plus about a jillion I-told-ya-so’s from you.”




“Which you would totally deserve,” Amy pointed out.




“As usual!” Xander said unhelpfully.




Amy changed the subject. “So what are you planning when we don’t have a badguy target yet? Same as before?”




“Yeah,” he admitted. “We’ve got five trucks out, and our badguys seem too stupid to just follow one to a legit job and strike then. So we’ll take up a nice position where we can watch my office, since that would be the easiest target.”




“If you’re incapable of planning,” Amy added. “Like these guys.”




Xander admitted, “I think Merlyn’s group recruited these nimrods from the gangstas that Intergang laughed at and dropped.”




Amy mentioned, “Which is the White Knight’s hard work. If you hadn’t made those dimbulbs look look even dimmer, right now they might be ‘Intergang VI: The Unintelligent County’.”




Xander laughed out loud. “I might’ve gone with ‘Intergang III: The Search for Schlock’ myself.”




Amy giggled and then contributed, “Intergang V: The Final Fuck-up!”




Xander pretended to be outraged. “Miss Madison! We’ll have to wash that dirty mouth out!”




Amy gave him a leer. “I’m looking forward to it.”




So Xander smirked, “Does Alee know you talk like that?”




Amy stuck out her tongue. “Alee’s nice. Do not pick on her. Because I will tell her mom on you.”




“Does Alee’s mom have super mom-powers?” Xander asked.




“She has super cooking powers. Her beef stew is so much better than mine,” Amy spilled. “And I asked her for her recipe for scones.”




Xander stared at her. “You got to eat at Alee’s house?”




Amy shrugged, “Well, Alee talked to her mom, and flew there at like ten at night when it was dark so no one would see her, then flew back with a cooler full of care packages from her mom.”




Xander refused to think about having an awesome mom who would do something like that for her kid, and would want to do something like that for her kid. Fred’s parents were like that, but Xander’s mom? Nope. Not of the way, as Willow would have said. Cordy’s mom would at most tell Cordy to order something from a nice restaurant and charge it to her. Amy’s mom would send her a sack of magically poisoned apples. While rubbing her hands together and cackling fiendishly over a smoking cauldron.




So, just to be a jerk, he asked, “Isn’t that using the Speed Force for evil?”




Amy winced a little around her eyes. “Alee really does worry about shit like that. You know she wanted to go see Selina Kyle’s one-woman show in Gotham City, but she decided she shouldn’t misuse her powers for something like that.”




Xander grimaced. “Crap. Selina’s like her inter-dimensional bestie now, right? And Alee had to miss that? If you’d told me about that back when that was running, I would’ve flown her to Gotham City. And bought her a dress so she didn’t feel underdressed. Because she deserves it.” Amy started to say something, so Xander added, “And I would’ve flown you there as a chaperone. And bought you a new dress if you wanted.”




Amy replied, “You’ve already bought me too many outfits. And I didn’t find out until well after the show’s run. Which Alee said was only a matter of weeks. You know how some of those theaters run.”




Xander grumbled, “Why didn’t Robin do something? Hell, why didn’t the Bat-hole? He was already jerking her around on the Fresno thing; the least he could’ve done was make it up to her!”




Amy rolled her eyes. “I bet he has a hundred forty-eight reasons why. A couple of ’em might not even be bullshit.”




Xander pretended to be all prissy about that. “Excuuuuse me! That’s a hundred forty-eight and two-thirds!”




Amy snickered and said, “Can you say that in his voice?”




Xander dropped his voice to a gravelly parody of The Bat. “Do. Not. Question. Me! One hundred and forty-nine!” Then he had to cough, because pitching his voice like that was tough.




Amy laughed, which made it worthwhile. “Your Bat-impression is getting better. Pretty soon, you’ll be able to sound just like him.”




Xander smirked, “And then…prank phone calls!” He switched back to his lame Batman impression. “Hello? Is your refrigerator running?”




Amy grinned and played along. In a little old lady voice, she quavered, “Yes…”




“Well you’d better go catch it. And then, when it resists a completely-legal citizen’s arrest, beat it senseless. Then Bat-cuff it to a lamppost and notify the local police department before fading into the shadows and vanishing.” Then he had to cough a little, because doing that gravelly bass voice was tough.




Amy smirked, “You forgot ‘being brooding and grumpy’.”




Xander replied, “That goes with the ‘do you have chicken thighs’ prank.”




Amy wondered, “Is that one just for The Penguin?”




“Him, and Plastic Man,” Xander fibbed. “Maybe the Condiment King too.”




Amy studied the monitors. Xander was pretty pleased with how the back of the Knight-heap looked, and the multiple wall-mounted monitors gave the interior a pretty high-tech look that the exterior totally did not have.




Amy asked, “Do you have the image projector set up with the speakers?”




Xander nodded, “Yup. And you’ll get to sit in here and make me look stupid, while the White Knight takes care of business outside.”




Amy wondered, “Can I make Cordelia-ish jokes?”




“Nope. I already know how stupid this is gonna look. That’s kinda the point.”




So Amy checked, “And if we need to move fast, do we have to reclaim the projector and sound system first?”




Xander smirked, “Nope. Captain Pointy-Ears sent me two…”




“And?” Amy checked. “I know that look.”




Xander smirked more. “Oracle sent me an extra. And Steel sent me one.”




“Did you tell them that you already had stuff from Mister Fruitbat?” Amy scowled.




Xander grinned, “Sure I did!” He paused for a moment and added, “I didn’t tell Bats that I got other souvenirs after his stuff arrived.”




Amy pointed out, “Oracle will update him. And Steel’s bound to tell him stuff, especially if Steel thinks his projector is better than Batman’s is.”




Xander nodded, “Yup. I’m counting on it. So he’ll think I’m being sneaky, but he’ll feel all smug about out-sneaking me. Then at some point when he wants to distract me about something, he’ll uber-casually ask me how well O’s and Steel’s projectors worked.”




Amy insisted, “Or he’ll know you knew he’d do that, and he’ll be setting you up for something smarter.”




“Of course he will!” Xander smiled. “That’s the fun part. And it’ll give Bats something to brood about.”




Amy chipped in, “While he’s lurking on top of dark, spooky buildings, kneeling on top of giant gargoyle things.”




“And scaring those poor gargoyles!” Xander added.




Amy muttered, “If anybody could scare stone gargoyles, it’s him.”




And just then, Oracle called on the comms. “You will need to move positions. An HMI service truck is about to be dispatched to a Glendale address, and the phone call was definitely spoofed.”




Xander rubbed his hands together and announced, “Showtime!”




Amy complained, “That is the worst Beetlejuice impression ever.”





Part IV



Xander listened to Oracle feeding him an address and directions. Then he flipped the ignition on the Knightheap and zoomed off into the night.




Okay, he was already in the night, and he didn’t zoom so much as stick to the allowed speeds, which in California tended to be above the posted speed on the interstates, and a lot closer to the posted speeds on the surface roads.




And he had the Knightheap colored a near-black so it didn’t show up well when the headlights were off. The sides and front and back also looked dirty and old, thanks to the chameleon scheme the van’s computers were using. The sides of it also announced that it was for one of the food delivery services that were all over the area, and one side was colored so it looked like a big dent had been badly repaired there.




The destination was College Arms, one of the many apartment buildings in Glendale that were near Glendale Community College. On either side of College Arms were more apartment complexes, and across the street was a sort of strip mall built on either side of an Albertsons.




It did not look like the place for an ambush.




It also didn’t look like the kind of place for a scary, dark vigilante to come swinging in on a Bat-line from a tall building, because the lack of tall buildings. The apartment building was four stories, and shaped like a ‘U’ that faced the street so parking was inside the building’s shape, and was well-lit by building lights. That made the parking look safer. Okay, it actually made the parking safer. On the other hand, if you were parked in there and a horde of badguys charged in through the entrance, there would be no place to go.




Not that charging hordes of badguys were actually a problem in Glendale. Los Angeles was not downtown Bludhaven. Thank Rao and Hera and everyone else.




Amy showed him her computer screen, which had a satellite image of the area. He drove into the parking lot for the Albertsons and parked as close to the street as he could.




He took a look at the sat image, which fortunately had been taken during daylight so he could tell what the hell was going on in the area. “Okay…the HMI guys are gonna pull into the ‘U’ and go knock on the client’s door. So the badguys will have to locate inside the ‘U’, in some of the facing apartments, or up on the roof. Charging across this street is going to risk getting a couple dozen 911 calls. But this lot is a good site for backup and hasty retreats.”




Amy smiled, “It’s got a good view of the roofs of our target building too.”




Xander nodded, “Right. I’ll stroll across the street a couple blocks down, move over behind the place, and get up on the roof. I’ll clear it and plant our little Projector O’ Fun on the righthand leg of the ‘U’, and then move back this way. If their getaway cars park over here, tag ’em but don’t wreck ’em.”




“So…no water elementals flooding out their engine compartments?” Amy teased.




“No water elementals flooding out their passenger compartments either,” Xander told her. “At least, not until we follow ’em back to their base and we’re ready to bring the party.”




He looked out his window, and spotted a blingy SUV heading their way. So he said, “Incoming.”




He slid into the front of the van and moved out the door away from the SUV. Then he stepped through the low hedge between the parking lot and the sidewalk, before moving down the street to a crosswalk.




He was wearing an overcoat over his uniform, and he had his headgear in oversized pockets inside the coat. But his wig and mustache and beard weren’t exactly subtle. He didn’t want any of the badguys to spot him before he was ready.




He went to his comms. “K to E. Badguys in position yet?”




Amy came back, “E to K. Someone’s having trouble parking in a big enough spot that gives them a good look right into the U and also will let them run away.”




“Run away! Run away!” he whispered.




When Amy stopped giggling, she started singing the Brave Sir Robin song.




He waited until she wrapped up and he was pretty sure he wouldn’t laugh if he talked. “Status? I’m moving to the neighboring apartment building first.”




Amy paused for a second. “Badguy backstop in place. IR imagery says one driver, two normal-sized people and one goon in back.”




“How goonish are we talkin’ here?” he asked.




“Lower body temp, but maybe a couple times normal size. It’s hard to tell, since he’s sitting down. Or he looks like he’s sitting down. If that’s him standing up, then he’s about four feet high and six feet wide.”




He managed not to nod. “Okay. If he gets up, monitor how much it rocks the car, so we can get a rough idea on his weight.”




Amy pretend-complained, “This would be easier with Superman and his x-ray vision.”




“Everything’s easier with Supes around!” he insisted. “Well, other than doing the kryptonite samba.”




“Stop it, K. Go climb a building or something.”




He went with his best Ace Ventura. “All-righty then!”




Xander walked behind the second apartment building. It was a good hundred fifty feet from the College Arms, but he wasn’t planning on leaping across that gap. Nope, he wanted to use it as a surveillance post. No sense in climbing to a roof that would have badguys watching you climb up and waiting to shoot you. Or whatever.




He stepped into the darkness of some tall shrubbery that maybe someone had tried to trim while on LSD. Then he shrugged out of the coat, tugged on his headgear, and the White Knight was ready for business. Hopefully.




It was easy to fire off a grapple and haul himself up to the roof. He had to be quiet and careful sliding a leg onto the roof and rolling over the edge, so he didn’t attract any attention. Then he ghosted across the dark roof to the edge facing the College Arms.




Well crap. There were badguys already on the roof of the College Arms, one on each of the arms of the big ‘U’ shape. And it looked like each had a submachine gun. Even if he couldn’t clearly see the weapons in the darkness. What he could see was their shadows because they were amazingly well backlit by the LA city lights. Unfortunately, the bright lights meant that he couldn’t get a better look at them with a nightvision scope.




But he was fairly sure that both badguys were staring down into the ‘courtyard’ where the HMI truck would pull in. He figured that was as good as he was going to get.




He slid back down the line to the ground before triggering the release and rolling it up to shove in his ‘used junk’ pocket. Rather than walking across two narrow parking areas where anyone might spot him, he parkour’ed over the fence behind him and moved behind a hedge most of the way to the center of the ‘U’ of the College Arms.




He parkour’ed back over the fence, sprinted across the space behind the building, and fired another grapple line, then let it pull him up to the edge of the roof. He hung onto the roof’s edge with his right hand, as he grabbed a bola with his left. Then he did a one-handed chin-up until he could peek over the edge and check on the threats.




Both badguys were still watching the courtyard inside the ‘U’ and looking toward the entrance from the street. He could see their nervous shadows as they failed to hold still for more than a second or two. Fine, it made them a lot easier to spot.




He set the bola on the roof and used both hands to silently heave himself onto the roof. Then he grabbed the bola and rolled up into a crouch. Still no one noticed him. Bats would give these guys a stern talking to…after beating the snot out of them.




Xander moved as silently as he could toward the closer badguy, while staying where he could keep an eye on both of them. It wasn’t all that easy, since they weren’t conveniently standing in a line for him.




Once he got right behind Badguy Number 1, he rabbit-punched the guy in the back of the neck with his Batman-approved not-brass taser-brass-knuckles. As the guy collapsed in a quivering heap, Xander threw the bola in his other hand. Badguy Number 2 never saw the steel balls coming, and took the bola right in the head. He dropped too.




Xander ziptied the first guy, ran around the ‘U’ of the roof, and ziptied the second guy. They weren’t standard zipties, which pretty much anyone could break if they knew how. No way. These were some of Green Arrow’s special ziptie things which Ollie had sent him so the White Knight didn’t have to go with Batcuffs. They were a lot tougher to bust free of, and they were damn near impossible to cut unless you had way better tech than these dorks would have.




Then Xander sprinted back past the first badguy to set up his image projector and sound system on the edge of the roof where it faced the street. He used an injector to make sure both badguys would stay asleep for a while. And he called Amy on the comms. “K to E. Any updates?”




“E to K. HMI van about to pull in. Status?”




“Roof clear, two—count ’em—two armed badguys taking naps. I’ll take up position in case someone decides to leap out of a window and attack the van. Or something else crazy. News on the SUV?”




“Driver moved into the back, and they’re smoking like weed’s about to be made illegal again tomorrow. Excellent backup post there. You might be able to set off fireworks and not get noticed by these nimrods.”




He rolled his eyes inside his cowl, where no one could see him. But Amy probably knew he was doing it. “Maybe I should send pics to Merlyn just so he knows what he’s blowing his prison cigarette money on.”




Amy snickered, “You have to! And send ’em through GA, so Merlyn knows GA knows and is laughing his butt off at him. I’ve got a cam on these dorks, and we can pull off the best stills from the frames.”




Xander reminded her, “You know, crimefighting isn’t supposed to be this much fun.”




“Says the guy who spent days recording shit for that 3-D projection system.”




“Point,” he conceded.




He watched the HMI van pull into the courtyard and park, before a guy put on a toolbelt, grabbed a clipboard, and headed up the stairs to a second floor apartment. Xander moved around the roof, looking for an attack, but nothing happened. No one leapt out of an apartment to attack the HMI guy, or shoot at him, or anything. 




The HMI guy knocked on the door, talked to the angry apartment resident who didn’t like being bothered, called it in as a prank call, and left.




Xander waited until the HMI guy was pulling out of the apartment’s courtyard and driving away. Then he moved. Down the line at the back of the building, releasing the line and storing it away, clambering over the fence to run back to where he left his overcoat, and then putting on the coat while he ditched the headgear. Finally, on went the disguise crap, and he was walking off to the street crossing again.




“K to E. Status?”




“E to K. The pot noodleheads can’t get their bois on the walkie-talkie, and they’re getting uber-pissed off that the ambush didn’t bush. I think it’s showtime.”




“Go for the gusto. I’ll move behind our ‘blunt instruments’ and deal with a couple of them so the driver will skedaddle.”




“Roger that, Roger.”




“Over, Oveur,” he replied. It wasn’t like Barb would let him do ‘Airplane!’ jokes when she was being Oracle, and Flying Mouse Dude would grouch at him. Amy was definitely the best.




He walked quickly—but not too quickly—across the street when he had the light, and moved to the strip mall buildings so he could come up from behind the badguys.




Who were already getting out of the SUV. Two heavily-muscled gangbangers toting what looked like heavy Intergang rayguns. The rayguns weren’t a little Star Trek phaser thing. Nope, these were four foot long metal-looking tubes that were over half a foot thick, with a little trigger set-up under the bangers’ right hands.




And one…whatever the hell he was.




The guy—if he was a guy—unfolded and stood up straight as he squeezed his way out of the SUV. He looked like he was maybe eight feet tall and built like a weightlifter. Okay, he was built more like a super-weightlifter. Also, the guy was completely bald, and in the weak light of parking lot lights, the guy looked like he was made of metal, or at least covered in metal.




If this guy was like one of the Metal Men, the upcoming fight was going to be nasty. If this guy was more like Major Force, then the upcoming fight was going to be extremely short, ending with lots of deadness on Xander’s part.




He spoke into the comms. “K to E. If this fight goes south, I want you to drive to the far end of the parking lot and then use the thing we don’t talk about that Der Fledermaus would be uber-pissed about if he knew.”




“The missile you’re not supposed to have? Not a chance. You tell me you’re in trouble, and Element will step in.”




He gave in. Sort of. “Okay. Arm the thing anyway, just in case. When I need you, I’ll say ‘tag, partner’.”




“Got it. I’m activating the distraction…now.”




Suddenly, there was a light on top of the College Arms. Apparently, a skinny white guy in a dorky bird costume was standing there proudly, his hands on his hips and his head turned in profile so you could see he was wearing a beak. An actual fake beak, so he looked like he was going to a costume party as Daffy Duck.




The figure yelled, “And once again, the day is saved…by The Loon!” And he let out a loud ‘oooo-loooo’ sound like a loon’s call.




One raygun bearer looked at the other and managed, “What the fuck…?”




The other raygun bearer groaned, “Our guys got taken down by that freak?”




The massive metallic guy snorted, “That’s what you hired me to crush?”




The rooftop figure across the street turned and stared at them. “You! You ne’er-do-wells! Prepare to face the power of The Looo-ooooon!”




The raygun bearers lined up their weapons, and the supervillain focused all his concentration on the figure.




“E to K.”




He answered over the comms. “K to E. Looks like this is working great.”




“E to K. Insanely great. Also, insane.”




He smirked, “I think it’s time for the Loon Dance.”




Amy snickered into her comms. “Comin’ right up.”





Part V



Xander watched as The Loon began a klutzy dance on top of the apartment roof. It was Xander’s ‘Woodstock variant’ of the legendary Snoopy Dance. Not that he was telling anyone. And the only person alive who could recognize it was Amy.




He momentarily thought about how much Jesse would have enjoyed this, and he forced that thought away. Way away. He was way too broody as it was.




He stepped off the sidewalk. In between buildings, there was usually gravel or sand, with either xeriscaping plants that didn’t need to be watered, or else thick hedges to keep people from cutting through the wider gaps to get to the back of a building. He stepped into the darkness of one of the hedges, and dropped the overcoat and disguise, while tugging on the headgear and adjusting the mask a bit to get it settled right.




Meanwhile, the thugs were getting pretty annoyed with The Loon, who had moved on to ‘Can’t Touch This’ by MC Hammer. So the two guys with rayguns started trying to shoot him.




This was great. Xander had taken Oracle’s advice, and had set up—with lots and lots of help from Steel if he was going to be honest, because computer programming was totally not his area of expertise—what was basically a ‘twitch’ key. Any time Amy hit that key on her control panel, the projection of The Loon would abruptly cut to about two seconds further down the recording, so it looked like The Loon suddenly twitched or maybe even superspeed-moved a foot to the side.




So the guys were firing away up into the air over the apartment building, trying to hit a hologram. And they were getting pretty freaking frustrated that they couldn’t hit him. Xander was especially pleased with the whole thing, because there was nothing behind The Loon that was at risk of getting wrecked by raygun blasts. The rayguns were basically aiming at a spot four feet above the apartment’s roof edge, so the blasts were going up hundreds of feet in the air before dissipating.




Metal Guy was standing behind the pair, and yelling at them in a deep, furious voice, “Shoot him! Shoot the little bastard! What the fuck is wrong with you? Why can’t you hit him, you dumbasses?”




Finally, the raygun guys had enough. One of them yelled, “You go get him if you’re so tough!”




Metal Guy put his hands on their shoulders and forced his way in between them, shoving them apart so they both almost fell over. “Get outta my way, losers!”




And he lumbered toward the street.




So it was time to make a move, before Metal Guy started smashing cars and trucks in the middle of the road. Xander slid forward with a taser brass knuckle on each hand, and he sucker-punched both raygun guys. They squawked and collapsed.




Xander scooped up one of the rayguns and shot Metal Guy in the back of the head.




“Ow! Goddamnit, you bitches!” Metal Guy whirled around to find his two homies were down, and a masked somebody was there instead.




Xander shot him in the face.




“Ow! You turd! You are so dead!” Metal Guy suited his actions to his words, and headed back at Xander.




Xander shot him in the face, then the crotch.




“Ouch!” Metal Guy sped up and charged.




Xander shot him in the right foot, making Metal Guy stumble a bit. But the guy kept coming. That was not encouraging. Time to try some blunt force trauma. And some electricity.




The goon hit his top speed and charged right at Xander like an oncoming train made out of angry metal badguys.




So Xander just stood there and waited until the guy was nearly on top of him. As soon as Metal Guy reached for him and got close, Xander swiveled on the ball of his right foot and swung his left foot out of the way. He ducked under the closer outstretched arm as he shoved the long metal tube of the raygun between Metal Guy’s knees.




Metal Guy tripped, but the raygun got ripped out of Xander’s hands. That hurt his hands, but Metal Guy plowed his way into the asphalt. With his face. You’d think that would leave a mark.




Metal Guy got back to his feet, but it was a clumsy clamber, and not a graceful kip-up. Also, the guy had asphalt and gravel stuck to his metal face. Not a good look on the guy. However, Metal Guy didn’t look damaged, even after a bunch of raygun shots and a faceplant.




Xander still had his taser brass knuckles, but he had no idea how many taser shots he had in each one if he was hitting a guy made of metal. Or just coated with metal. Or covered in something that looked metallic but was maybe less conductive than actual steel.




Well, that wasn’t even the key issue, anyway. The key point was not getting hit or grabbed by a guy who probably was looking forward to someday getting to arm-wrestle with Supergirl.




Metal Guy strode forward and made a huge roundhouse punch with his left hand, but he had his right arm cocked for a swift right cross. Totally not a feint or anything.




Xander swayed out of the reach of the roundhouse and used Metal Guy’s oversized swing to get in a strike right on the guy’s elbow. There was a solid crack and Metal Guy yelled in pain, but kept going.




Metal Guy pulled his left arm back and tried the right cross. Xander slid to Metal Guy’s right so the punch missed, and Xander tried a guide parry. It was like pushing a falling tree off-line. Okay, it could have been a lot worse. Xander was actually able to move the guy’s arm some. If he had tried that on Superman, it would have been like trying to push a mountain backward. This guy was powerful, but he wasn’t even as tough as Steel.




Still, this was pretty much a stalemate, and Xander didn’t want to stick around until the cops showed up. He also didn’t want Metal Guy to cut loose on a bunch of unprepared cops, because a probably-bulletproof felon would kill as many cops as he could get his hands on.




Xander could hit the guy and make him say ‘ow’ but wasn’t making any progress on actually stopping him. The SUV driver was still behind the wheel and not peeling out to go back to the secret badguy base. Metal Guy wasn’t having much luck hitting Xander.




Okay, time to cause problems for everybody. One of the things he did best. He backed up, moving at an angle so he was moving roughly in the direction of the SUV.




Metal Guy took a swing, and another, and threw a couple right crosses. Xander just kept backing up and staying out of his reach.




Xander moved to his right and backed up. Then to his left with a little more backing up, until he was only a yard or so from the left side of the badguys’ SUV. Metal Guy grinned in anticipation, since he obviously thought Xander had no idea he was nearly hemmed in. Xander took another step back.




Metal Guy rushed him, expecting Xander to back up into the SUV’s side and come to an abrupt halt. Xander stalled as long as he dared, and then he dove to his left, toward the rear bumper.




Metal Guy didn’t adjust fast enough, and so he plowed into the side of the SUV right behind the driver. He punched through the sliding passenger door with both fists and his head. And his chest.




The driver panicked and stomped on the gas. The SUV rushed forward, Metal Guy’s butt and legs still sticking out the left side. It tore through a hedge, across the sidewalk, and out onto the street. Then, with the screeching of abused tires, the SUV tore off down the road.




Xander grabbed the working raygun and the probably-busted one. Then he slipped into the back of the Knightheap and pulled off his headgear, which got sweaty when he worked out a lot, because heroing was way less romantic than the Daily Planet thought. “Status?”




Amy pointed at one of the computer screens. It had a GIS program running on it, courtesy of Oracle. That meant that the screen had a layout of Los Angeles roads, plus GPS markers for the tracker on the SUV, so they were following it, hopefully, to its lair.




He sighed, “Okay. We reclaim our little projector and then go check on Metal Guy and his driver Panic Boy. We let the cops round up the naughty guys, including on the roof up there.”




Amy asked, “Do you have a way to take down your Major Force knockoff?”




Xander scoffed, “A Major Force knockoff? That guy isn’t even a Metal Men knockoff, unless he’s supposed to be a low-rent Lead.”




Amy rolled her eyes. “So you have no way to stop him.”




Xander grimaced a little. “Okay, I have no way to stop him that I like.”




Amy checked, “So you have something really horrible in mind, if you have to. Are we talking worse than shooting him with a small missile?”




Xander tried, “Remember when I told you about the Ten-Eyed Man?”




Amy scowled, “I thought you were making that up.”




“Nope. A blind guy with an eyeball on each fingertip and thumbtip. Batman gets some of the weirdest supervillains ever. One time, Bats stopped the guy by tossing him a cactus.”




Amy stared at her own fingertips with a look of dawning horror. “He threw thorns in the man’s eyes? I think I’m going to be sick.”




“That’s what someone claims,” Xander replied. “I think he probably tossed the guy a paint balloon or a tear gas pellet, and someone else sort of…exaggerated.”




Amy sighed in relief. “Well, I’d believe that. The stuff those Gotham City tabloids say about Catwoman? I’d like to go in at night and flood out all their printing presses, the assholes.”




Xander pursed his lips. “Yeah, I’ve thought a couple times about showing Stormburst what those creeps keep saying about Catwoman, and seeing if someone wants to go ‘vent their righteous fury’.”




“Don’t get her in trouble!” Amy fussed.




“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he fibbed. Okay, he liked Stormburst, and he didn’t want to get her in trouble or get her hurt. But now and then, he did think about asking for her help. Just like he sometimes thought about what she could do with her power set. Stormburst was a lot more powerful than she believed. Xander was pretty sure that Stormburst could have taken down Metal Guy in a couple seconds.




Okay, sometimes he also thought about how he could help her with college and a career she could superhero in. Business Owner was a great option there. Anything self-employed was an option. Being a 9-to-5 person with people constantly depending on you, like an elementary school teacher or daycare worker or a nanny, would be pretty much impossible. Still, he was pretty sure he couldn’t talk Alee into taking a career she would hate. Not that he wanted to.




So Xander quickly retrieved his overcoat and disguise, and then Amy drove the Knightheap out of the parking lot, down the street, and around the block, so he could go through an apartment building’s lot on the back side of the College Arms, so he could once again grapple-line to the roof and reclaim that image projector. While she drove, he used a voice changer to call the cops and report the badguys on the building roof with the submachine guns, and the armed but unconscious thugs in the grocery store parking lot across the street.




The police were already approaching the College Arms and the Albertsons when he rappelled back down from the roof with the image projector and parkour’ed his way over the fence back to the Knightheap.




Then they slowly drove off toward where the tracker was, even if it was still moving. The GPS signal showed that the SUV had zoomed off at way over the speed limits for over a mile before it stopped for maybe fifteen seconds, which was probably about long enough for Metal Guy to rip the side door apart and clamber into the SUV. Then it had taken off again, but a lot closer to the speed limits.




While Amy drove, Xander went to the Batwatch. “Oracle? Do you have a few billion nanoseconds?”




“White Knight, I am assuming that is supposed to be humor.”




Amy leaned toward him and chipped in, “It’s not actually humor. It’s only supposed-humor.”




“I’m with the hey on that!” Xander pretended to protest.




Oracle announced, “Now then. I can see by cellphone reports and police calls that the HMI truck arrived, determined that they had been called out on a prank call, and then called it in before leaving. After that, there were problems and some sort of vigilante activity, apparently. Police are responding now and arresting four quite angry men. Meanwhile, there have been other reports of an SUV driving about with someone’s legs sticking out the side, and now there are reports of a similar SUV driving about with a missing side door.”




“Right, that’s what we’re tailing,” Xander said. “The legs sticking out the side go with a big guy who looks like he has a metal skin. Do we have anything on a guy like that operating in the area?”




There was a distinct pause. “Knight, if there is the slightest chance this is Major Force, you need to withdraw immediately.” Oracle sounded pretty worried for an AI. He was sure that even Amy noticed.




He tried to sound reassuring. “Not, repeat not Major Force. This guy isn’t even one of the Metal Men. But he’s stronger than normal. He’s also slow, has no fight training, no ranged attacks, no flight, nothing except being stronger than normal and tougher than normal. But not that tough. Every time I hit him with the taser-y brass knuckles, I got a loud ‘ow’ out of him, but no noticeable damage. Also, I was able to trip him with a solid object. But he’s strong enough to tear up a car door.”




Amy chipped in from the driver’s seat, “We still don’t have a good way to stop him.”




Oracle came back, “Manhunter is not available. Neither is Stormburst or Superboy or Miss Martian. Perhaps you could locate him but not engage until Justice League support can arrive.”




Amy suggested, “Or maybe Element needs to deal with him instead of the White Knight.”




Oracle checked, “Do you have a planned strategy, with backup approaches in case your plan is insufficient?”




Amy admitted, “No.”




At the same time, Xander said, “Yes.” Then he looked at Amy. He checked, “Oracle, which of us were you talking to?”




“Both of you.”




Xander admitted, “I have some auxiliary options, but I don’t like what they might do to our threat.”




Amy gulped, “Oh crap. You mean like when you blew the Duke of Oil’s legs off?”




Xander nodded, “Right. I’ve got bolas that do more than shock people. But I don’t want to use those on actual people. Blowing a robot apart is totally different from horribly injuring a person.”




Oracle robotically said, “Do not do anything which you would not be able to live with afterward.”




“Gotcha,” he replied. Slowly sliding into supervillainy was not on his bucket list. Okay, getting horribly killed wasn’t either.




And he was doing whatever the hell it took to keep Amy safe.




He said, “Let us track these yahoos and scout things out. Then we’ll call for backup if needed.”




“Recognizing that you should call for help is the first step,” Oracle said while signing off.




Amy snarked, “Are all self-help books written by AIs?”




“Only the good ones,” he told her.





Part VI



Xander looked at the nightvision camera’s feedback. Amy had followed the SUV until it stopped. And she had changed the color and pattern on the Knightheap, so now it was an old gray van with what looked like badly-patched dents. And no logos on the sides. The Knightheap was just parked in between a couple more old heaps, along the street.




A block down the street was the SUV. One sliding side door had just been cut off, and a fake ‘side door’ was being duct taped in place. Totally convincing work there. It looked like the men were taping a big piece of cardboard over the big gaping hole. Then one guy sprayed what was probably a metallic paint on the cardboard-y stuff.




Wow, that was going to fool everyone on the planet! 




Not. It even looked fake through a nightvision camera when you were a block away.




Once the guys were done, and the driver slipped them some cash, they took off. The driver ran the SUV down two blocks to a ‘vacant’ lot that obviously had a ‘tent city’ of about a dozen tiny shelters for homeless people. The ‘shelters’ ranged from old tents and big cardboard boxes to a probably-stolen steel dumpster and a battered old pickup truck with a camper top.




“We’ve gotta help those guys,” Amy muttered.




“Totes,” he whispered back. “But not now.” He marked it with a GPS icon on his monitor, so he could find it another day.




One large cardboard box was suspiciously close to the sidewalk, and when the SUV drove up, Metal Guy tossed the box aside so he could clamber into the un-destroyed side of the SUV. Then they moved off again.




Amy followed, but on a road that was running parallel to the SUV’s path. Since they had the SUV tagged, they didn’t need to see the SUV, and the SUV couldn’t see them. Still, Xander wanted to get that tracker back before the badguys found it.




And pretty soon, they drove into a crappy industrial area with warehouses and factories. The SUV headed for a big garage that had plenty of lights inside, considering how late it was.




Amy asked, “What’s going on there?”




Xander checked his maps on the GIS display. “Probably a chop shop. We’re in J-Dog Carson’s territory, so odds are this is his. It might even be his brother Baby T’s business.”




“How do you know all this crap?” Amy wondered.




He explained, “The cops have the local turf wars mapped out. All I had to do was let them hire Rodriguez Cleaners to go in for steam cleaning on their cheap indoor-outdoor carpeting crap in their bullpens. So I’ve got cams on their paper maps and the corkboards for Vice and Gang Crimes and the Felony Squads. Plus a tap on their computer network.”




She complained, “Oh come on! Don’t they have tons of security? They’re the police!”




He shrugged. “Once someone okays you and lets you in with a Guest Worker badge, you can do anything short of actually shooting someone. Or swiping a cup of coffee. And I really did a great job on their floors too. Somebody needed to. They deserve better floors and furniture and gear.”




She guessed, “So you have a ton of cop intel, but that doesn’t tell you who runs a chop shop, or exactly where it is, because they don’t know.”




He nodded, “Righty-o!” 




He didn’t say out loud that a fight in a chop shop meant a lot of really dangerous hardware would be in play. Cutting torches. Circular saws and reciprocating saws with metal-cutting blades. Even if most of the L.A. chop shops focused on stealing the high-profit stuff off of the car and ditching the rest. Everything stamped with a VIN either had to get scrapped, or else it had to get sold to one of the high-end chop shops that had the gear to re-VIN the big car parts so they could go into a ruined car and get sold overseas.




A chop shop meant that he might be fighting guys who were going after him with seriously dangerous hardware. On the other hand, a chop shop gave him more options against Metal Guy than just killing the guy with an explosive bola around the legs or an acid bola around the neck.




Assuming those would kill the guy, and not just piss him off a lot. Which would be bad in a different way.




So, as soon as the SUV pulled into the chop shop and parked next to the other cars to be chopped, Xander slipped out of the Knightheap and took a quick look.




Sometimes, it was all about the Bat-lessons. First, he had to spot the guards. Then he had to get past the guards to see what was the what inside the place.




Okay…First, there were two armed guards at the gate into the thing, along with a badly-hidden security camera. High fence with accordion wire at the top. He stuck to the shadows and ghosted around the outside of the compound. Okay, three guards armed with submachine guns, walking around the lot around the garage. And big piles of sturdy stuff that told him they were salvaging low-profit shit they could sell to low-end car repair shops, like fenders and tires and rims and axles and mufflers. There was a smaller exit gate on the back side that would be handy for quick getaways. That had only one guard, who was hiding inside a little shack to reduce the chance that anyone would spot that exit was actually an exit. And they didn’t have enough cams on their entrances to the garage.




He scaled a building across the street, so he could get a look inside the place. It looked like half a dozen mechanics working on cars, while a couple gangstas argued with Metal Guy and Driver Boy. There were also a couple bodyguard types near the gangsta with the most bling.




He moved back to the Knight heap, and he checked, “What did the drone see?”




Amy frowned, “Pretty much nothing. I was expecting a couple guards up on the roof, or a decent infrared detection system. Nope and nope. The roof looks pretty hard to get up to, and they don’t even have guard dogs. They’ve got a camera on the front gate and the roll-up doors into the garage.”




Xander said, “I found two guards at the front gate, one at the back gate, three walkers, and a completely inadequate fence with accordion wire that wouldn’t stop the Condiment King.”




Amy admitted, “I almost missed the guard at the back gate. And infrared had a hard time, given the heat sources inside the garage. Maybe six mechanics, four guys, plus our friends Lead Ass and Bad Driver.”




Xander grinned at her nicknames. “That’s what I got too. So let’s call this in.”




He touched the comm window on his touchscreen monitor. “Hey Oracle, it’s Knight and his superhero he follows around like a dumb puppy.”




“Knight, your signal tells me that you are at an abandoned garage which is presumably not as abandoned as real estate lists would indicate. It also has a high electrical usage at night, but seldom in the daytime. Do you have a chop shop?”




“Yup! Half a dozen lame guards outside, a couple bodyguards for two fancy gangstas, and half a dozen mechanics who are probably armed too. Plus Metal Guy and his sidekick SUV Boy. I’d like to tackle Metal Guy while he’s still inside the garage. More options, and less collateral damage I would care about.”




Oracle told him, “I can have Manhunter there in twenty-five minutes, or I can have Kid Flash or Stormburst in seventy to eighty minutes.”




Xander admitted, “I’d love to have Stormburst here, but I don’t think we have seventy minutes. We probably only have five minutes before Metal Guy and his driver grab something and drive out of here. Maybe less.”




“Are you prepared to stop him, with suitable backup plans?” Oracle checked.




“Yes.”




“Do any of them involve ‘a skinny man in a duck costume observed dancing on top of a Glendale apartment building’ perhaps?”




Amy snickered into her hands.




“Hey! I am seriously offended that anyone could mistake that for a duck costume! That was totally a loon’s call!”




Amy admitted, “It was a pretty good loon call.” But she added, “Even if that loon dance looked uber-stupid.”




Xander got things back on track. “Give Manhunter a heads-up that we’re going in now, and if we don’t cancel, she’s needed pronto. Okay?”




“Done. Be careful. LAPD has been notified that a bulletproof meta threat is on-site so they should refrain from moving until they receive updates.”




He said, “Gotcha. I think we’ll go check out this place’s prices on car radios. I hear they’ve got some sweet deals.”




Amy waited until he ended the call. Then she cheered, “Crooked Eddie’s Discount Electronics! How can we sell at such low prices? It’s because we’re cr-cr-crooked!”




He snickered. “You know, no one else knows our weird ref pool.”




Amy spilled, “Yeah, Cordelia has pointed that out more than once.”




“Maybe more than she can count,” Xander rebutted.




“Don’t be mean,” Amy frowned. “If she’d been interested in any kind of job that was technical or scientific, she would’ve put some effort into her math and science classes.”




“Or at least not told the chem teacher he was boring her and wasting her time,” he mentioned.




Amy grinned, “That was hilarious! And he was so mad at her. I was so hoping she’d get detention.”




Xander shrugged, “No idea what her father bought for the school to bribe the principal that time, but if there’s no penalty for saying shit like that, why not say it?”




Amy sighed, “I don’t know who’s a worse parent: her mom or her dad.”




Xander didn’t have a real answer, so he just said, “Pretty sure they’re both in the Bad Parents Hall Of Fame by now. Next to Lex Luthor’s dad.”




Amy tugged on her facemask and wig, then checked her comms, “Let’s do this. And no getting hurt.”




Xander checked the comm encryption was set. “Roger that, Roger.”




“Over, Oveur,” Amy smirked.




They slipped out of the van after Amy set it on passive camouflage so it was suddenly a color pattern that made it sort of blend into the wall behind it. Xander still wanted a ‘complete transparency’ mode, but he was starting to wonder if he was going to have to go with high-powered magic or alien tech to get it.




He led Element off to one side, and around the fencing. Then he picked a blind spot in the fencing, where there were too many bumpers blocking the view of the fence. He used one of his acid bolas: he draped it from about five feet up down to the ground, and he triggered it.




The acid ate a line straight down the fence, but the top half of the fence stayed intact, so the fence stayed together. He waited until all the acidified links had been eaten through, and he pried the bottom pieces a couple feet apart, so Element could slip through the gap. He followed her and then he made sure the bottom of the fence looked closed.




He waited until one guard walked past him, and he dropped the guy with a regular bola. He hauled the unconscious creep behind some stacks of tires, and he let Amy ziptie the guy while he waited for the next walker. Lather, rinse, repeat.




Once all three walkers were down, he slipped through the shadows of the yard to drop the guard at the secret escape exit, and then the two guards at the main entrance. A bola was easier to use for dropping badguys than a tricky little batarang, and it didn’t have a stupid name stuck on it either.




By the time he and Amy were ready to move into the garage, Metal Guy and Driver Boy already had their new SUV, and were about to drive away. Crap.




Element waited a second as one garage door was opened up, and the SUV rolled over a big drainage grate in the floor. Perfect.




Suddenly there was a sound like a toilet flushing, only backward. And water poured up through the grate, punching through the floor of that SUV. Driver Boy had a sudden ‘oh crap’ moment as the SUV completely flooded and water spurted out through the sunroof like it was a big fountain. If Xander hadn’t been busy being the White Knight, he would have laughed out loud.




The windshield blew out, with water flooding out after it. A moment later, the back doors blew open and went flying, courtesy of a kick from a very waterlogged Metal Guy.




“What the f—”




“Jesus Chri—”




“Holy shi—”




All the watchers were staring in shock as the restaging of the Titanic’s voyage took place inside their garage.




So Xander moved.




One of the bodyguard types was already pulling a handgun out of a shoulder holster, which was just an instinctive reaction, because there wasn’t anyone visible for him to shoot, and shooting a big flood of water would be way less than helpful.




So that guy, and the gangsta at the rear of the group, got bolas to the noggin. Xander had a pretty limited number of bolas, but he had reused the two he had taken down the outside guards with, so he was in good shape.




Those two guys dropped, and Xander threw the next bola into the middle of the group of mechanics where they were working on three cars. Okay, they were ex-cars. Everything good had been taken out. Everything that could be sold as ‘replacement parts’ was stripped off. The sheet metal had been yanked for scrap metal dealers. The transmission and engine were being pulled for better chop shops to re-VIN.




The teargas bola exploded in the midst of the mechanics, which got them to drop all that dangerous equipment, and kept them from pulling out any concealed handguns to shoot wildly. Xander figured he had enough armor to stop whatever they were packing, but he didn’t feel the same about Amy’s uniform. She was outside in a shadow, but stray bullets didn’t care how good your hiding place was.




Metal Guy was out of the SUV, but the water really liked him. He was thrashing around inside a giant blob of water that looked like a ten foot high jello mold. Probably that new dishwater flavor, based on the color.




Driver Guy was weakly clambering out of the SUV through the gaping hole where the windshield had been. He was coughing and choking, and looking totally freaked out.




Still, he wasn’t choking anywhere near as much as the mechanics who all got teargassed. And the stuff was spreading, just like it was supposed to.




Bodyguard Number Two and Gangsta Two were finally realizing that shit was going down all around them, and they might be in trouble. The bodyguard was frantically looking all around him, while going for twin handguns in twin shoulder holsters. Gangsta Two was looking all around like he might wet his pants if anyone leapt out unexpectedly, and was going for something at the small of his back with very little success.




Element hissed through the comms, “Do not say ‘Showtime’! I’m not kidding!”





Part VII



So Xander went with a way worse Beetlejuice quote. “I’ll eat anything you want me to eat! I’ll swallow anything you want me to swallow! But come on down, and I’ll…chew on a dog!”




“Honestly. I can’t take you anywhere,” Amy complained. He tried not to smile too much.




He had only used three bolas, so he went with a taser bola at the bodyguard. That guy squawked as he spasmed and keeled over. Gangsta Two panicked at the noise alongside him and fumbled his handgun, which looked like it was for show and not for action. The guy probably posed with it in front of a mirror to practice being ‘street’.




Meanwhile, Driver Guy was sliding face-first off the hood of the SUV onto the concrete of the garage. And Metal Guy was thrashing around angrily in Amy’s water blob. Xander was concerned about that, because Metal Guy didn’t seem to be out of air yet.




So Xander darted into the garage while sliding on his taser brass knuckles. But he didn’t bother to turn on the tasers for dealing with Scared Gangsta or the teargassed mechanics.




Scared Gangsta took one look at the White Knight charging at him, and froze. The guy let out a high-pitched screech like when Xander was seven and Jesse tossed a rubber snake in Harmony’s lap. Xander gave him a swift uppercut and dropped him.




Xander kept going, and he charged into the teargas cloud. One very important Bat-lesson was: if you want to use something like teargas, you had better be prepared for the moment it blows into your face. So Xander was prepared. He hated teargas, but he could stand in it for a couple minutes. Meanwhile, he was holding his breath, and his facemask provided a lot more protection than you’d think. So his eyes were killing him, but he could keep going.




He clocked every mechanic in the cloud, and he came out the other side just as Metal Guy was dealing with Amy’s water attack. The guy had found one of the busted-off rear doors of the SUV, and he was using it like a really big flyswatter. Water was getting smacked out of the blob maybe twenty gallons at a time. That had to be hard on Amy.




So Xander helped the guy out. For a certain meaning of the word ‘help’. One of the mechanics had dropped an arc welder that was still live. Xander heaved the live end into Amy’s water-blob.




Wow, Metal Guy totally did not like that. Amy dropped her control over the water, and it splattered all over the floor. The high-amperage current landed across Metal Guy’s arms and shoulders, while the water grounded the guy to everything metal anywhere near him. Metal Guy roared in pain and fell to his hands and knees. But he still wasn’t out for the count.




Jeez. Xander was glad he wasn’t tackling this yahoo before Batman found him and trained him up a bit. This guy was even tougher than Cinderblock Junior, or whatever that dork in Fresno called himself.




A fuse or a circuit breaker finally popped, which it should have done as soon as Xander tossed electrical stuff into water. Somebody probably had a jerryrigged fusebox. Half the power tools in the middle of the shop shut down, along with the worklights around the cars. There was still plenty of illumination from the ceiling lights, but some of the nastier tools were out of commission. Not that Xander had actually planned on taking a circular saw to Metal Guy.




Okay, he had considered it, along with every other tool in the garage, plus every weapon these goobers were packing. That was one of the Bat-things he was supposed to be Bat-doing. But the range of options with a big circular saw had a really tiny central section where Xander could cut up Metal Guy’s metal without killing the guy. The problem was it seemed a lot more likely that either the saw would do nothing significant—in which case Xander would be way too damn close to a guy you couldn’t hurt with a circular saw—or it would do way too much damage to Metal Guy.




Bat-lessons did bad shit to your head. Or maybe they did bad guano to your head.




Metal Guy was having trouble getting back up on his feet, but he was working his way there. So Xander flipped on his tasers in his brass knuckles. He darted in, moving to come in from behind. Metal Guy got a pair of hard punches, one in the back of his neck and one in the back of his skull.




Metal Guy went back down to his hands and knees, but still didn’t quit. “Ima rip yer fuckin’ face off.”




Xander explained, “You can try. But you’re not doing that well. And I’m just the sidekick. I’m just stalling you. In case you didn’t notice, there was an eight foot high pile of water drowning you a minute ago. So there’s someone way more dangerous than me lurking nearby. And I’ve got Manhunter on her way here. I figure she can blast you into scrap metal in ten or twenty seconds. That means it’s up to you. Surrender now, or get your shiny metal ass kicked later.”




“Gonna…” He stopped to cough up some water. “…kill your ass dead and get outta here.”




So Xander said, “That coughing makes me think you actually have human lungs.”




“Course I do, ya dumbshit.”




“Then I have but four words for you.”




Metal Guy coughed again, but managed a not-so-sharp “Huh?”




Xander fired one of his grapples from his left gauntlet and hit the damaged SUV door that was lying only feet away from Metal Guy. He yanked the door across the floor so it slid past where he was standing. He said, “Après moi, le déluge.”




“What the f—”




Metal Guy didn’t get to finish, because Element hit him with another big blob of water that swirled up from every grate in the floor to turn into a fifteen foot high cyclone of water all around him. The water spun in a vicious vortex that lifted Metal Guy off his lead ass and spun him like a top that might do the technicolor yawn at any moment.




Xander kept an eye on Metal Guy as he went back across the floor. He had to recover his grapple and his bolas, as well as tying up all the badguys scattered across the garage floor. Oh, and he dragged the unconscious mechanics out of the mostly-dissipated cloud of teargas, because that crap was not fun to breathe. As he knew, thanks to Bat-lessons.




He decided to save on his own zipties and cuffs, so he bound everyone up with all the junk around the garage. Rolls of duct tape, spools of insulated wire, and junk like that, which would hold these jerks until the cops came and cuffed all of them. Then he went around and cloned everyone’s phone. Fortunately, Fake Gangsta Guy had his phone in a shirt pocket, because the guy’s pants pockets were not going to get touched.




Metal Guy was still thrashing around, but his efforts were getting a bit more desperate. So Xander gave Element a hand signal, and she dropped the water blob once more.




Metal Guy staggered awkwardly for a second or so before falling onto his side. He choked and spat out water, while making noises like he was going to yark up his dinner. He coughed, “I…hate…you.” But he didn’t get up.




After most of a minute of watching Metal Guy lie on the floor and cough, Xander finally asked, “Why were you at that strip mall watching those guys on that roof?”




Metal Guy coughed, “No fuckin’ idea. D-Ray paid me a couple benjamins just to hang, in case shit went down. He’s been tryin’ ta impress some big name, and he’s been lookin’ like a fuckin’ loser, so he went ta me fer some backup. I’m guessin’ you an’ that bird-freak have been fuckin’ with him.”




Xander lied, “Just the bird guy. They call him…The Loon. They say he’s so crazy he warps time and space around him.”




“That’s just whack,” Metal Guy coughed. “I woulda punched him into next week.”




Xander fibbed some more, “That’s what they all say. Right up until he does that freaky teleport-thing and you miss and you get your fist stuck in the side of a building.”




Xander was keeping an eye on everyone. Amy was still hiding out of sight, outside in the dark. The mechanics were coming around and wheezing. The two bodyguard types were struggling to get loose, and not having much success. 




Fake Gangsta Guy had come to, found out he was all tied up and lying there in soiled pants, and started doing the ‘threatening tough guy’ act. “Bitch, Ima fuck you up when I git outta here and round up my homies!”




Xander just said, “Right. You gonna tell ’em you shit yourself when you saw an unarmed guy running at you?” 




Metal Guy laughed out loud at that, even if there was more coughing.




Fake Gangsta Guy cursed a bunch more, so Xander finally said, “Shut up. Or else I’m gonna send video to all your contact list of you panicking and wetting yourself and dropping your handgun when I showed up. And I’m pretty sure you can’t get anyone in here to say the video’s fake and you were actually heroic. Especially after the cops haul you off to a nice, tiny cell, and they have to sit next to your stinky, soggy, crappy self for hours.”




When that still didn’t get Fake Gangsta Guy to shut up, Xander used some more of the duct tape. He made sure to wrap it over the guy’s mouth, that lame mustache, all the chinbeard hair, and the sideburns. Plus the eyebrows for good measure.




A stern woman’s voice came from near the ceiling. “Was that really necessary?”




He was expecting Manhunter, so he didn’t over-react. Even if his hand drifted down near his utility belt. He went with casually friendly, even with the White Knight voice. “Manhunter? I’m glad you’re here. Would you keep an eye on Metal Perp and these other crooks while I call the cops to come bust this chop shop? You can have the bust if you want.”




Manhunter dropped easily to the garage floor. She hardly had to bend at the knees and waist on her landing, much less go with the classic three-point superhero landing. So yeah, superstrength and super durability, just like her file said.




Well, the file also said that the orange bodysuit she was wearing was a twiddled alien powersuit. The silver stuff stuck on the shoulders and forearms and stuff wasn’t just decoration: it was part of the power armor. And her staff wasn’t just a fighting staff: it was supposed to be an alien energy weapon.




Xander had a few thoughts on where she might have picked up all her hardware, and whether she had any powers without the stuff. Not that it mattered when she was like Steel, only not as bulky, thanks to alien tech. Still, tech like that could have been in a police evidence locker, or a S.T.A.R. Labs research area, or someone’s collection of alien equipment. She hadn’t just ‘found’ two powerful pieces that were that different. No way. She had gone out of her way to snatch them and modify them. Or get someone to mod them for her.




Okay, so Xander didn’t really want to poke his nose in and find out yet another secret identity. Even if he could see her long brunette hair that was pulled back off her face, and he could see her probably-curved body. He could guess she was either a cop or a DA, or a researcher or scientist, or a historian or archaeologist. Based on Manhunter’s modus operandi, he was guessing plainclothes police investigator or else DA. But he wasn’t looking into her business. Not until she forced him to.




She said, “I was expecting more work to do when Oracle signaled me.”




So he stuck with the White Knight voice and ’tude. “There could have been a lot more work. I’m not Superman. I could have been way out of my league with Metal Perp here.”




Metal Guy finally spoke up from the floor. “Steve.” He coughed again. “My name is Steve.”




Whoa. That was totally the sign of a super-newb. Not even a handle? Not even knowing not to give up his real name?




What the hell. Most of the really good names for metal dudes were already locked up by supers who would not put up with some newbie swiping their supername. Nobody in their right mind would want someone like Shrapnel or Major Force or Metallo coming after you.




Goofy Xander would have smarted off about all of that, but he was busy being the White Knight. So he just said, “There are also six guys out in the yard. They’re all restrained too. And I’m sure ‘Steve’ has enough sense not to pull anything given your rep. But I don’t have a restraint system that can hold him, and I doubt the LAPD has anything strong enough.”




Okay, fine, he did have something, but he was not going to use it on this guy. He could have rigged up an exploding bola or an acid bola so that having Steve try to tear it apart would probably set it off. But he had no desire to blow Steve’s arms off, or burn sizzling holes through his legs, or anything like that. This guy was not Major Force. He was just a guy who had gotten a superpower and some really bad advice on what to do with it.




Probably. Batman would probably tell him that he wasn’t being enough of a cynical, untrusting, paranoid asshole. Even if Bats wouldn’t phrase it like that. After all, Steve wasn’t currently in the running for getting canonized as Saint Steve of Compton. But on the other hand, it wasn’t like Steve was running around ripping people in half and declaring that he was called Deathmetal.




Xander just said, “I’ll call Oracle and have her send in the LAPD.” Manhunter just nodded, so Xander made the call on his Batwatch. “Oracle, this is White Knight.”




“Oracle here. Are you ready for the LAPD?”




“Roger that. Tell them that Manhunter has one high-end meta and almost twenty ‘bangers, so they need heavy transports.”




“Done.”




“Then Knight out.”




Manhunter checked, “You don’t want the credit for this?”




Xander shrugged. “Why? I don’t do this for pats on the back. And maybe The Loon will show up and want credit. You can tell him to duck off.”




“The Loon? What?” Manhunter looked pretty surprised, even behind her mask, which didn’t cover her mouth or her jaw. Or really, her eyes. And the hair was pulled back too tight to be a wig. So he probably could have picked her out of a line-up.




Xander lied, “Yeah. This weird little guy who looks like he couldn’t stop the Condiment King. But he took out a couple heavily armed gangbangers before they even knew he was there.”




Steve coughed, “Fuckin’ freak. He’s got a bill. And a feather suit. And he yelled like a bird or somethin’. And he did a fuckin’ victory dance in front of us.”




Manhunter looked really surprised at that. She whispered to Xander, “And no one shot him?”




Xander spilled, “They tried. A lot. They had high-tech that I’m going to get analyzed. I would have guessed Intergang, but Intergang dumped those guys a little while ago.”




Manhunter pursed her lips in thought. “Hmm. I think Steve and I are going to have a little chat about that.”




Xander nodded, “Great. Anything you find out, Oracle would probably want to know too. Especially if it explains how a bunch of low-rent ‘bangers got possibly-alien technology that could kill half the Justice League.”




He thought that was a good enough ‘drop the mic’ moment, so he ducked out. He waved Amy over, and they disappeared into the darkness. Or at least into the Knightheap. 





Part VIII



Xander checked his office phone messages. Ooh, lots of hits. Eight calls seemed a bit much. It hadn’t been that long since he and Amy had wrapped up.




He thought it over. Dropping off the rayguns where his contact at S.T.A.R. Labs would get them. Getting the Knightheap and uniforms back to the Knightcave. Getting in at least two ‘Element used Hydro Pump! It’s super effective!’ type jokes. Letting Amy drive his car out of the U-Store place while he used his Batwatch to close up after them.




Yeah, that wasn’t very long. He checked the messages. His HMI staff. Police. HMI national. Police. HMI legal. His HMI staff. Police again. Okay, that last number was the LA County DA’s office. Hmm, a little late at night for them to be bugging him.




He would have called the cops first, but he had to act like he had no idea what was going on. So he called HMI National’s number and got the news that an HMI truck had been targeted on a hoax call, and a super had busted it up, and ‘national’ wanted to control the response. Then he called the police number that had called him twice already.




“Hey, is this Sergeant Parkman? This is Xander Harris, I was out with my fiancee and I just checked my emails and phone calls, and…what the hell happened?”




“Umm, Mister Harris, this is Sergeant Parkman, and I wanted to talk to you personally, if it’s possible…”




“Totes! I need to know what the heck’s going on, and if you can’t help me, who can? So where do you want to meet up? And when? Do you wanna drop by my offices, say eight or nine tomorrow morning? That’ll give me time to talk to corporate and see what they want me to do, like hire more security or whatever.”




“We can be at your offices in El Monte at nine am.”




“Great!” he pretended. He asked, “Hey Amy, can you be at my office at nine?”




Amy answered like she had no idea, “Sure. What’s going on?”




“Not much of an idea, or I wouldn’t be begging the police to show up and tell me how dumb I am,” he said, making sure he was loud enough for the cops to hear him.




He called his staff and got the news, and explained he’d already been on the horn with HMI National, so they were solid. He thanked them for being attentive and responsive, and he made another call. It turned out that some clerk with the DA’s office wanted someone important like the head of HMI to get a heads-up on important police jazz. Xander thanked the guy.




He ended with HMI Legal, which he was pretty surprised even had people working after five or six at night. Because lawyers. 




Oh. HMI Legal had their big offices on the East Coast, plus a small team in Saudi Arabia and another small team in eastern Australia, so they had someone on call 24x7 without making lawyers work evening or night shifts. He would have organized it differently, but he wasn’t Ollie, and he had no idea how international Queen Industries really was.




So HMI Legal was concerned about not letting any of his workers get hurt or vehicles get wrecked, because liability. Not because they cared about his people, who they had never even met. He was pretty pissed off about that, but he didn’t say so.




He hung up and told Amy, “Looks like we’re going to get special security people coming in, plus a Security Big Cheese to run the franchise for a little bit while they investigate and stuff.”




Amy rolled her eyes. “So really, you and Captain Pointy-Ears and Robin Hood Junior are conspiring to get you a couple weeks off work here, so you can go do that assignment for the Justice League.”




“And…you get to hang with Dinah and shop, or do superheroing, or whatever you want!” he said in his most annoying fake-cheerful tone.




She scowled. “Well, what I really want is you being safe, and spending time with you instead…With Dinah along, so you can hold our purses while we shop.”




“Oh no!” he squeaked. 




Amy knew he wasn’t bothered about crap like that. He really didn’t see what the big deal was about holding Amy’s purse while she tried on dresses, or went to the little girls’ room, or whatever. It was like going to the grocery store and picking up tampons with the other groceries. Did anyone else even notice? No. Did checkout staff care? No. But plenty of guys got all bent out of shape about it. Not him. He liked doing things for his Amy and taking care of her when she wasn’t feeling all that awesome.




His dad had always acted like buying feminine hygiene products for his mom when she needed them was somehow going to eat away his masculinity and leave him a withered husk of his former self who would then be mercilessly teased by all the friends he didn’t actually have. What a prick.




Xander just went with the flow. “Dinah’s purse isn’t gonna be black leather with fishnets, is it?”




Amy snorted in amusement. “That would be pretty funny if they all had to carry purses that matched their uniforms.”




Xander pretended to wonder, “So Fire and Ice would have purses which were all openings and gaps, and didn’t actually hold anything in?”




Amy nodded with a big grin. “Exactly! And Batman would have a manpurse which was dark and brooding, and held way more than it looked like it could hold, and it sits up on top of some gargoyle somewhere.”




“The Bat-purse!” Xander announced loudly.




Amy drove to his apartment, and then he showed her how much he appreciated her many sterling qualities, including not laughing out loud when he was talking to the cops.







Xander drove himself and Amy into the office the next morning. He had a quick meeting with his top people and explained there was something that happened near an HMI truck the night before, and HMI Central was going to do something about it, and the cops would be by in an hour, and they would all find out stuff as soon as he found out.




Then he checked with his truck guys and his computer guy and left a note for the handyman whose truck nearly got ’jacked or worse the night before. It was Harry, who was a good guy, and preferred working nights and sleeping late every morning. So…no calling Harry at home and waking him up. Harry could call Xander when Harry came in to work later. He talked to three guys at Corporate before the cops showed up.




Sergeant Parkman was a heavyset guy with a five o’clock shadow at nine in the morning. His partner was a younger guy who was named Ross. Xander led them through the break area so they could get some coffee and whatever. Parkman grabbed a donut, while Ross grabbed an apple. Xander didn’t say anything about that. Then he led them up to his office. Then he called Amy, “Hi honey, you got a few minutes for the police guys who called last night?”




“Sure, I’ll be there in a sec!”




Xander suppressed a smile, because he knew Amy had been working out on his exercise gear up on the third floor. And he knew she had brought exercise clothing.




And he knew she had borrowed this set from Zee. So she was planning on making an entrance.




Xander smiled, “Yeah, Amy’s gonna go to grad school in the fall. She’s uber-smart. Way smarter than me. So she’s too smart to fall for the ‘pay every month for forever even if you don’t show up anymore’ spiel all the gyms around here have. She uses our workout room upstairs, when she’s not going to exercise classes with her roomies.”




Parkman’s eyebrows went up. “You have your own workout room here?”




Xander shrugged carelessly. “Sure. I wanted some workout equipment. It’s not like there’s room in my apartment. And I can’t work out on it twelve hours a day. So I bought some, and put it in an empty room upstairs, and I let everyone use it. Some of the outside guys need to work on their core, to protect their backs. And all of us inside people need to work out, because we spend too much of our day sitting on our cans. Except our receptionist.” Both cops sort of nodded at that, since they’d gotten a look at her when they walked in.




Amy knocked on the doorframe, since the door was still wide open. Xander tried not to smile. The two cops tried not to gawk. Amy looked like, well, a supermodel in skin-tight exercise gear. No makeup other than what she said was waterproof mascara, but Amy totes didn’t need makeup to look gorgeous. Not that he was biased, or anything.




So he let Amy overwhelm the cops just with her telling what they did last night—not counting the superheroing—and how shocked they supposedly were when they got the news.




Then he got both cops some more coffee and bugged them about what was going on and what they could tell him, which of course was pretty close to zilch because it was an open case. But he stalled long enough that HMI Corporate called. On the schedule he had already arranged.




His speakerphone blared with the message from the receptionist. “Mister Harris, sorry to interrupt, but it’s Corporate, and you said to put them through no matter what. I think it’s Mister Queen!”




The cops looked at each other like ‘holy crap, this guy gets phone calls from Oliver Queen himself!’




“Right,” he said. “That’s exactly what I wanted, Marilka. Thank you.” He looked at the cops. “If it’s about the gangstas, you guys might want to stick around.”




“Xander? This is Ollie. I’ve got Bill from QI Security, along with Cliff and Frank from HMI.”




Xander smiled, “Ollie! Great to hear from you. I’ve got Sergeants Parkman and Ross from the LAPD, and of course I’ve got Amy so someone at this end will stop me when I say stupid stuff again.”




The guys who knew him already laughed, and Ollie said, “Hi, Amy! Look Xander, the police are okay. We’re not covering anything like company secrets. But I got a call from the Justice League.”




“Oh crap,” Xander muttered, like this was a big surprise full of freak-out. Okay, Parkman slapped his forehead in a big ‘wow I could’ve had a V-8’ gesture. Ross just sort of cringed.




“Yeah,” Ollie continued. “Oracle hit us with a bombshell this morning. Seems Manhunter broke up a car chopping ring last night and captured half of your thugs including one meta.”




“Oh crap!” Xander said, like he had no idea.




“It turns out that you have a local gangbanger named D-Ray Preston, who’s been getting money from a Mexican thug named El Cuchillo or something to harass you, and has no idea why. But Oracle does know. It’s an attack on HMI, and hence my businesses, by a Green Arrow supervillain named Malcolm Merlyn.”




Xander smarted off, “Can you be a supervillain if you’re named ‘Malcolm’? Unless you’re a supervillain accountant…”




Both of the cops stifled snickers. Amy hissed, “Stop it!”




Ollie just kept going, of course. “So we want you to fly out here for some specialized training, in case this is an ongoing problem. We’ll send a temporary manager there to run your franchise while you’re here. And we want Amy to come too, if she can.”




Xander grinned, “Well naturally you want Amy to be there. She’s the nice half of this team.”




Ollie kidded, “And Dinah says you’re crap at shopping, so she wants Amy here.”




“Well sure, everyone wants Amy to show up. That’s why I keep her around. She’s way cooler than me.”




Amy stuck her tongue out at him. “I’ll be there, even if it’s just to keep Xander from misbehaving too much.”




Ollie just wrapped up. “Okay, we’ll have a franchise manager and a security group as soon as I can. Then you two will fly out here for a week or two. Can you be ready?”




Xander nodded, “I sure can. Not like I gotta tell my fiancee I’m running off to Vegas for a week without her. And I’m not leaving my business in the lurch. About all I need to do is turn a couple business meetings into conference calls.”




Ollie signed off once his HMI guys were confident Xander had stuff ready to hand off.




Then Amy turned to Xander and asked him, “What about your plants?”




He told her, “I found these things you stick in the pot and they leak water in as needed. They ought to hold Peter for a few weeks.”




“Peter?” Parkman checked.




Amy rolled her eyes. “He decided that a spider plant should be named Peter.”




Xander gave her a grin and softly sang,





Spider plant, spider plant,

Does whatever a spider can’t.

Likes to photo-synthesize,

Catches rays like cool guys,

Look out, there lies the spider plant!







Amy smiled at him, then looked at Parkman. “See what I have to put up with?”




But once the cops left, Xander kissed Amy and murmured, “Good thing those cops don’t know you wrote that song.”





Part IX


(five days later)



Xander checked his uniform before leading his team of MPs off to their duty stations.




It hadn’t taken that long to learn how to fake being an Army sergeant. That wasn’t at all the same as being an Army sergeant, even if he could do all the PT and fill out the forms and stand at attention properly.




It also wasn’t hard to infiltrate the Threshold base. Not when he had Batman, Oracle, and The Question hacking computers to fix all the records and orders and files. It didn’t hurt that Threshold wasn’t an official DoD military base, just one that someone hadn’t stopped General Eiling from taking over and running like it was Fort Meade or something.




So basically, he and Vic had showed up at Andrews Air Force Base, showed their really real-looking papers, and presto, they were on the military jet to BFE, Arizona with a dozen other MP types who were getting rotated in for a couple months. Xander had a feeling that Eiling rotated MPs in and out so none of the MPs would wise up to what was really going on there.




Sergeant Clifford was the lead MP on duty at Threshold when their jet landed, and the guy was pretty freaking unhappy to have an E-8 show up and take over. But Master Sergeant Victor Solomon didn’t lord it over a lowly E-7. Which was just as well, given Sergeant Alexander Harpignies was only an E-5.




Xander had checked with Vic about their aliases, and Vic had just told him they were fine, and The Bat had given his Bat-okay to them. Xander kind of doubted that, since Vic’s real last name was Sage, and King Solomon was definitely a sage. Just like Harpignies, who was a French painter best known for paintings of a little hole in the wall town called Herrison, which was a name that was only some stupid heraldry away from ‘Harris’.




He hadn’t known that ahead of time. He had just looked it up and then checked with Oracle.




Okay, fine. Maybe Bats was counting on someone trying to put some pieces together someday, and walking into a deadly Oracle-shaped computer trap, so those last names were some sort of Bat-double-bluff. Knowing Batman, it could easily be a Bat-quadruple-bluff.




He and Vic had only been on the base for thirty-six hours. But he already knew it was a hardsite. There were guardposts with heavy machine guns and automatic grenade launchers and anti-tank systems. There were special guardposts that practically had ‘we hate the Justice League’ written all over them in whatever fonts Lex Luthor personally owned. Those babies had massive kryptonite lasers which would be a bitch even if you weren’t Kryptonian. They had flamethrowers. They had net launchers. They had yellow-painted missile launchers full of yellow-painted missiles which were manned by two men in all-yellow bunny suits. They even had some hardware that Vic thought were probably cold projectors. Then there were the two squads that went everywhere with anti-meta hardware.




Too bad the base had no idea that two Justice Leaguers were marching around inside the base and guarding their high security areas for them.




Yesterday, Xander had seen Jack O’Neill at a distance. The guy was stomping his way from one of the SCIF offices, with two more of The Question’s targets with him: Lieutenant Hailey and Sergeant Scott. But today was the first time Xander had seen O’Neill up close.




Vic had tabbed Xander and Corporal Paulsen to guard the main entrance of the secure lab facilities, with Xander secretly tasked to check out the security and find out what it would take to get inside, and if the MPs ever had access or guard duty inside. As far as they knew, Eiling had special base security doing that, but it wouldn’t hurt to check.




And here came O’Neill with his two sidekicks. O’Neill looked like someone had pissed in his cornflakes. Scott was too hard to read without getting to know him better, but Hailey looked worried and upset.




Paulsen spoke out of the side of his mouth. “Hey Sarge, nine o’clock.”




Xander acted like he didn’t know who was storming their way. He just whispered, “Just play it straight.”




O’Neill and his team had been recently added to the ‘let them in’ list. That SCIF was recent too, according to Clifford’s update sheets. Xander could make a couple guesses about that too. He also was assuming that Vic didn’t need to make guesses, because Vic was smart. Obsessive, and a conspiracy nut, but still genius-level smart.




Okay, O’Neill’s passphrase was ‘Ned Flanders’. That was…revealing. O’Neill did not look like a guy who would pick that passphrase. His background didn’t look like it either. Maybe Batman’s intel on that alternate universe O’Neill was meaningful.




Maybe, even though life had shit all over this guy, he needed Xander’s kind of help. Maybe especially because life had shit all over him.




On the other hand, Hailey had a passphrase straight out of a math textbook. And Scott had a passphrase right out of the officer candidate reading. Hey, it wasn’t like Xander didn’t study the stuff Batman told him to.




Xander also noticed that Hailey gave him more of a once-over than a lieutenant ought to be giving to an E-5.




He made sure the security doors opened for the threesome, and he closed the doors carefully after them, making sure to put a shim in the locking mechanism so it didn’t really lock the doors. He also made sure to put a bug on O’Neill.




Then he stood at attention outside the entry doors, and he signaled Vic. He scratched his ear and slid an earpiece into his left ear canal where it ought to look like too much earwax. He hoped. Vic claimed that they had emergency backup if they really needed it, but Xander was sort of wondering who the hell Vic thought was going to be busting in here when the base defenses were designed to turn the Justice League heavy hitters into sushi.







Robin looked up from the communications systems. He pulled out a tiny notebook and leafed through it.




Alee figured it was a private Bat-family codebook, so she wasn’t going to be nosy about it. Even if she didn’t see a reason why Robin wouldn’t just say so. Unless he thought it was too obvious to bother telling everyone, because he assumed everyone already knew or could figure it out just by thinking about it for a couple seconds.




Robin turned to her. “Get in uniform. Batman just got a signal from The Question that this could go live at any moment, and he thinks there’s a problem there.”




Alee darted down the halls, going silvery as she went. She poured herself into her uniform, went normal, and jetted back. Total time, maybe four seconds. “Ready.”




Robin checked, “And you know where to go?”




Alee nodded. Robin had a map of Arizona up on the big screen anyway. The really helpful part was he had a bunch of landmarks she could see while flying to the base from Mount Justice, so she could zoom there while using the Speed Force and not have to stop to ask for directions or check her GPS system or stuff like that. All she had to do was locate the Hualapai Mountains and go southeast from there. It looked pretty easy on the computer.




The not-easy part would be after that. Because she had just seen the secret reports from The Question to Batman about the security on the site. She already knew she didn’t like high-powered lasers, whether they were kryptonite lasers or not.




Okay, Robin had explained to her why Green Lantern would care about a yellow missile fired from a yellow missile launcher, even if she already knew it. But she still thought that was crazy. What kind of goofball designs an all-powerful ring and makes it so it can’t work on yellow stuff? She had a sundress that was probably Green Lantern-proof. Could the Condiment King defeat a Green Lantern with yellow mustard?




Robin just said, “Have a seat. We’ll watch from here. If we get the signal, don’t waste time asking me if it’s okay to leave. Just hit the afterburners.”




“Gotcha.”




After all, this wait wasn’t nearly as hard as doing monitoring duty on the Watchtower. She was still nervous when she did that stuff.







General Wade Eiling stood up abruptly. He glared at his speakerphone and he bellowed, “What the hell do you mean O’Neill is trying to get into Project Mantis?”




Megala complained from the labs, “General, you are the one who gave him the tasking, and the files. We have no idea why he targeted Project Mantis, but Fondren just signaled me that somehow, they have the keys to the secure files, and he can’t keep O’Neill out of there.”




“I’ll be right over.”




Megala just said, “If there is a worst case scenario, we do have Project Kray Brothers fully prepped in Lab 4.”




“Good. I’m on my way.”







Jack O’Neill glared at Fondren. “What the hell is wrong with you? She’s just a little kid!”




“She’s an alpha-level threat!” that weasel Fondren whined.




Jack sneered, “What did she do? Burn up your dolly?”




Fondren fussed, “She sets fires with her mind! She could turn you into a bonfire just by looking at you! You have no idea what she’s capable of. She almost burned her house down when she was a two month old baby!”




Jack snarked, “Well, that seems pretty badly planned, given she had to be in the house.”




“Her parents had to put out a dozen fires in one night!”




He pointed out, “They must’ve been pretty freaking small fires, if her parents could put ’em out and handle a dozen of ’em.”




Hailey added, “They must have been scared out of their minds. Fires just starting out of nowhere? They probably had no idea what they were facing. And it’s pretty unlikely they had a dozen fire extinguishers lying around.”




Fondren seemingly ignored him. “She’s dangerous! You have no idea what she’s done just under test conditions, with no stressors.”




Jack gritted his teeth. “If you mean what I think you mean by ‘stressors’…”




Fondren whined, “We can’t do that! We wouldn’t be able to get her to do anymore tests!”




Bastards. Jack just wanted to punch Fondren right in his weasely face. A lot. Instead, he turned his head. “Scott, get that door unlocked. Then you and Hailey drag Doctor Fondler way down the hall before I go in there.”




Hailey, naturally, objected. “Sir, that could be extremely dangerous.”




Scott piled on, “Colonel, this is outside our purview as auditors.”




Yeah, it sure as hell was. Not that he cared any longer. Eiling could freaking court-martial him. He just had to protect his people. “Scott and Hailey. This is a direct order. You will take Doctor Fart-dreck back to the main entry. You will immediately inform the general. But I am not budging until I check on that kid.”




Hailey insisted, “Sir, your course of action isn’t planned, and it isn’t safe, and it could be a threat to a lot more than just this building. Or this entire base.”




Jack stopped and tried to think. Because he damn well knew that Hailey and Scott were right. His brain was insisting that this was freaking dangerous, and he could die from doing this. He could die pretty horribly. He could be responsible for a lot more deaths, including Scott and Hailey. He could not let that happen.




But his heart was telling him that he couldn’t leave a lonely little nine year old girl locked in a vault. His Charlie would have looked at him like he was a monster. His Sarah would have told him he was a monster.




Maybe that was because he was a monster. A monster working for a bigger monster who had insano monsters like Fondren and Megala doing mad scientist crap in this lab complex. Because this was just wrong.




He was pretty sure that Fondren had already signaled Megala, which meant Megala would have already narc’ed on him, and that meant he only had a minute or two before the general showed up to have him thrown into the brig and then court-martialed. Or just executed, because Wade Eiling didn’t frick around.




Not that he really cared.




Not for the first time, he wondered if the task he had set himself was less ‘duty to his country’ and more ‘suicide by cop’. It had been a long time since he really cared about the difference, as long as his people were protected.




He still said, “I’m going in to see her. Close the door after me. Scott, get Fondren out of here and tell the MPs at the entry. Hailey, report to the general ASAP and fill him in on where I am and what I’m doing. That is an order. Understood?”




“Understood, sir,” Hailey said in a tone that definitely meant ‘I do not want to do this sir’.




Jack took off his cap and his blouse, leaving on his t-shirt. Then he pointed at the locks on the vault door. Scott unlocked stuff while Hailey operated controls and Fondren whined a lot. With hand-wringing and whimpering.




He walked into the room and pulled the heavy door shut behind him.




The little girl looked up in surprise from what was obviously My Little Pony cartoons. She looked groggy, like someone had been overdosing her on meds. “Uhh…hi?”




He gave her a smile and sat down on the floor where she could keep an eye on him and still watch her cartoons. “Hi. I’m Jack.”




“I’m Charlie,” she smiled.




Just hearing that name made his chest hurt. He had to blink a couple times. It wasn’t tears. It wasn’t. It was the air conditioning in here, or something.




They probably needed to clean this kid’s cell-slash-apartment more often so the air wasn’t so dusty. And tell her not to talk to strangers. And stuff.





Part X



Xander heard them coming before they rounded the corner of the next building over. General Eiling, his adjutant the buttlicking captain, and a guard of six specially-selected men from one of the SE teams that Xander had heard about. This was clearly a problem about to explode.




He hissed, “Straighten up, Paulsen!” He also sent off a silent signal to Vic that indicated ‘crisis’ and ‘Eiling’.




He stood stiffly at attention as the general stormed over. He and Paulsen carefully saluted.




Eiling snarled at him, “Sergeant, get those doors open!”




He stood stiffly and insisted, “I cannot do that sir! You will—”




Eiling cut him off. “Sergeant, get those goddamn doors open or you’ll be a fucking private again!”




He carefully said, “I do not have access to this facility, sir! I do not have codes, sir! And I am not allowed to open these doors, sir! You will—”




“Then what the hell good are you, sergeant?” Eiling snarled.




Xander tried again. “Sir, I am on duty to make sure that all biometrics are followed, and only listed personnel enter. I couldn’t get these doors open if you held a rifle to my head.”




“Whose stupid fucking idea was that?” Eiling growled, mostly to himself.




Or maybe to his adjutant, because the captain answered. “General, it’s part of Colonel Ransome’s security ‘improvements’.”




Eiling growled a little and just said, “Get the damn doors open, captain.”




“Yes sir!”




Xander stuck to his role and insisted, “Sorry sir, but each of you on the security list will have to provide your own voiceprint, thumbprint, and retinal scan. And only those on the list and also passing the biometric checks will be allowed in. Those are my orders.”




Eiling gave him the hairy eyeball. “And you’re willing to risk your stripes and tell a general ‘no’?”




Xander asserted, “Only if necessary, sir. But I will do as ordered.” He turned his head slightly. “Paulsen?”




“Yes, sergeant?” Paulsen replied carefully.




“Make sure everyone is on the list.”




Paulsen nodded nervously and started checking the computer screen on the wall. Obviously, Eiling and his adjutant Morris were on the ‘approved’ list. Duh. So was Colonel Hawkins, the leader of Eiling’s little security team. But that was it. The five enlisted men under Hawkins weren’t on the list, and weren’t going to have legit biometrics to enter the facility.




By then, Eiling and Morris had done their voiceprint and thumbprint and retinal scan. Eiling’s codephrase was ‘green kryptonite’. Totally surprising. Morris went with a more private codephrase: ‘Provo Utah’. That was probably his birthplace or where he grew up or something like that.




Xander stiffly said, “General Eiling, your adjutant is on our list, and so is the colonel, but your other people are not. According to protocol, I am not allowed to let them enter, even on your orders.”




Captain Morris butted in before Eiling could scream at him again. “Sir, that is part of the anti-psychic and the anti-magic and the anti-shapeshifter protocols. We do need to maintain those precautions, just in case.”




Eiling grunted, “Morris, what other fuck-ups are on Ransome’s protocols?”




Morris thought for a moment. “Sir, you cannot override the protocols on external personnel unless there is an official—”




The doors swung open from inside, and Xander recognized Hailey and Scott. He didn’t recognize the whimpering dweeb in the labcoat.




Whimpering Dweeb took one look at the general and burst out, “It’s not my fault, sir!”




Hailey stood at her stiffest attention and announced, “Permission to debrief, sir!”




Eiling looked down at her and just nodded.




Hailey announced, “Sir! Colonel O’Neill drew conclusions from reading the very limited information in the Project Mantis and Project Glorious Godfrey files, and came here to audit…at which time he saw the files that had been hidden from us, and realized they had a nine year old girl locked up, and they had exposed her to John Rainbird, who is believed to be a serial rapist and serial killer. The colonel broke the audit protocols to check on her, and he’s locked in her rooms with her now. He ordered us to inform you immediately.”




Eiling glared, “And why would he do something that’s going to get him court-martialed?”




Hailey sighed, “The files say the little girl’s name is…Charlie.”




Eiling opened his mouth to yell at her, but he froze as he thought. “Son of a bitch! I never thought of that.”




Xander wondered how Eiling could have overlooked something like that. Surely Eiling was the one who dragged O’Neill back into the armed forces after O’Neill’s wife Sarah and son Charlie were killed during a super-battle. And if there was a little girl locked up in the lab, getting experimented on, the White Knight was going to be pretty pissy about that.







Jack was still sitting on the floor, but he had let Charlie talk him into sitting so he could lean back against the couch. And she was sitting next to him, chatting away. “So which one’s your favorite pony?”




He smiled, “Don’t tell anyone, but Rainbow Dash. I used to love to fly. It was amazing.”




“You don’t fly anymore?”




He had to swallow hard as the memories seared back. “No honey, I don’t fly anymore. I don’t think I ever will again.”




Charlie looked up at him with innocent eyes. “Why do you hurt so much? Did I do something bad?”




He gave her a one-armed hug. “No honey, you didn’t do anything wrong. And people who tell you sh—stuff like that all the time are probably big…meanies. Yeah. I was gonna say ‘meanies’.”




“But how come you hurt so much? Is it ’cause I’m named Charlie?”




He sighed. “No honey, it’s not your fault. It’s not…Well, sometimes life isn’t fair.” No shit. He was saying that to a kid who had been locked up for nothing that was her fault, and lost both her parents, and maybe didn’t even understand that. Sometimes life sucked so hard you got torn away from everything important by the vacuum. 




She hugged his arm. “What happened? Was it really bad? ’Cause my daddy said the bad people killed mommy and that was why we had to run away and hide. And then I woke up here. And then John The Janitor told me Daddy had to go way, way away to pertect me, and the best way I could help Daddy was doing ‘test’ stuff for the creepy men in the white coats.”




He asked carefully, “How do you know they’re creepy?”




She looked at him like that was obvious. Totally obvious. “They have creepy thoughts in their heads. It’s creepy. I don’t like what’s in other people’s heads. But it’s hard not to see it.”




“Like in John The Janitor’s head?” he asked. Because he wasn’t suspicious about John The Janitor at all. No sirree bob.




She looked up at him with a puzzled expression. “How come you don’t like John The Janitor? He’s tha only person around here who’s nice ta me. I mean, besides you.”




He spilled, “I don’t know him at all. But I don’t trust him. A place like this wouldn’t let an ordinary janitor in here. And my…friend told me about a bad person named John who’s around here.”




She shrugged carelessly. “Well, John’s nice. He’s afraid of the dark. He told me. Maybe the second time he was in here cleaning, the lights went out, and he curled up on the floor and he cried so I patted his back and hugged him like Mommy used to do to me, and he told me I was really great and a big help!”




“What’s inside his head?” Jack asked. Because he really wanted to know. If that wasn’t a set-up to con a little kid, he’d eat his hat.




“I dunno,” she shrugged. “The only things I get from him are hard. Like a big hard wall with jabby spikes. I told him, and he said not to look in his head because I was bad when I did it, and so I tried hard not to. But looking in people’s heads just keeps getting harder and harder ta not do. I keep trying, but it’s super hard.”




He flinched when she said ‘super’. He didn’t mean to, but it was one of the things he was never going to get over.




She gasped. “Oh crap! I’m sorry!”




He let her hug his arm, and he managed, “It’s okay. And let’s not say ‘crap’, all right?”




She whimpered, “I didn’t know you had a kid named Charlie. He’s dead, right? And his mom?”




He gritted his teeth and admitted, “Yeah. They’re both…dead. Maybe if I hadn’t been such an asshole about going to Metropolis…I had work, and I didn’t want to have to put up with my in-laws, and I should’ve just shut up and been there for Sarah and Charlie, and…Now I’ll never get to tell them I’m sorry I didn’t go with them and spend more time with them…”




She clung to his arm like a well-meaning limpet. “Umm, you could call me something besides ‘Charlie’.”




He tried not to groan out loud. But the kid was being more adult about this shit than he was. He told her, “Look honey, your name is Charlie. Your mommy and daddy gave you that name, and it’s yours. You should keep it. Just because I’m a big baby about the name doesn’t mean you did anything wrong or you should change it. Maybe I just need a little time to get used to things. Okay…Charlie?”




Saying the name was like pouring acid down his throat and feeling it burning through his chest. He really wanted to go drink beer until he passed out and he stopped hurting so much. But that wasn’t an answer. It hadn’t been an answer back when he was doing it, and it wouldn’t be an answer now.




She leaned closer and whispered, “If you wanna curl up and cry, I’ll hug you and pat your back, and I won’t tell anyone. I promise.”




He gritted his teeth so he wouldn’t tear up. Because he was pretty sure that if he started tearing up, he wouldn’t be able to stop.




Instead, he focused on something else. “When those creepy guys get you to ‘do tests’, they don’t hurt you or anything, do they?”




“Nope,” she answered. “They just put little sticky things around my head and tell me what stuff they want me to try and burn up.”




“Like what?” he asked.




“Oh, all kinds of dumb stuff. A concrete wall, a big anvil, stuff like that. One time it was a big tub full of water, which was weird and when all the water boiled off, it got really steamy and muggy in the room.”




He worried, “Doesn’t it always get really hot in the room when you’re…burning a concrete wall?”




She shrugged, “That’s what the white-coat guys think, but the heat doesn’t bother me. I dunno why that makes ’em all nervous and stuff.”




That actually made him feel better. He’d had these mental images of a small child trapped in a small room heated to unsurvivable temperatures while ‘creepy guys in white coats’ watched her through a thick window in air-conditioned comfort.




He tamped down an urge to hold her and rub her back and tell her it would all be okay. He had done that for his Charlie, and things had not turned out okay.




And he didn’t see any way he could make things okay for this Charlie. No matter how hard he tried, he was not going to be allowed to walk out of here with her. He was pretty sure that he wasn’t going to be allowed to walk out of here alive, period.







General Eiling marched with his adjutant and Colonel Hawkins. They were nearly at the elevator to the lower levels when the elevator doors opened and Megala rolled out. His wheelchair blocked the entire opening into the elevator.




Megala burst out, “General, we have a problem.”




“No shit, Sherlock,” Eiling snarled. “O’Neill broke protocols and may be doing who the hell knows what.”




Megala winced. “He’s…watching cartoons with the project.”




“What?!”




Megala persisted, “He is sitting on the floor with her, watching ‘My Little Pony’.”




Eiling stopped and thought. “No one would do that of their own volition. He’s running his own scheme.”




Captain Morris suggested, “Do we need to bring in SE-3 to extract him and stop the project?”




Eiling thought it over. “We need to do a lot more. This is probably the start of a larger plot. Morris, sound the alarms and get the base on full alert. Then get SE-3 here fully loaded, so we can extract O’Neill and keep the project under control. Hawkins, you know what I need you to do. Doc, you and I are going straight to Lab 4. You said that project was ready? We’re going to run it. Right now.”




He watched with some satisfaction as Megala gulped.





Part XI



Alee sat there in her Stormburst uniform. “Are you sure I shouldn’t go ahead and fly most of the way down there, and just sort of lurk around out of sight until…stuff?”




Robin gave her a firm ‘no’ head-shake. “They have high-end Doppler radar, connects to all the Doppler radar of all the weather stations around them, and it’s suspected they have monitors that can register anything human-sized or larger moving through the Speed Force within a decent distance around them.”




“Eww,” she winced. “So they’ll see me coming, no matter what?”




“It’s possible,” Robin said. “That’s also why Kid Flash is not on this assignment.”




Alee just nodded. But Speed Force detection plus cryo-ray weaponry to freeze speedsters would be bad. So Threshold had weaponry designed to stop the Big Seven, plus lots of stuff to stop stuff like tanks and infantry and regular human superheroes. Flamethrowers would stop martians and also people like Aqualad. So that sort of left her and Superboy, and she didn’t really know what a mega-powerful kryptonite laser would do to Conner, but it might be really bad.




She still felt out of her league.




The communication screen flashed with the code for ‘crisis’ and the code for ‘full base alert’. 




“Oh crud.” Even as she said it, she reacted. She darted down the hall, going faster and faster, until she cut into the Speed Force just after she darted out the big garage door exit on the ocean side of Mount Justice.




She darted around so she was flying southeast, and she headed as fast as she could for Arizona.







The Question looked at the monitor board in the little guard shack that was the focus point for the MP corps. He looked over at Sergeant Clifford and gave him a raised eyebrow.




Clifford shrugged, “Probably another test. Normally, we get a secret notification so the MPs know what’s going on while everyone else scrambles. But maybe once or twice a year, they surprise the MPs too. None of the drills have ever been for real, but sometimes they bring in forces to simulate an outside attack.”




He pretended that he had no idea what was going on. “What the hell kind of ‘outside forces’ could attack this place?”




Clifford replied, “Weird shit. One time, we had a drill where the red team had low-flying jets towing ‘meta threats’ that the heavy defenses had to take down before the ‘threat’ got flown over the base. And some of those jets were flying right down on the deck. One of ’em nearly took down one of the tower antennas. That was fucking crazy.”




He slowly shook his head like he couldn’t believe it. “Officers. They make no sense. But that crap is way over my paygrade, so I just say ‘yes sir’.”




Clifford nodded in agreement. “Too fuckin’ right. Just wait till you’ve been here a couple months and the base sergeants start talking to you. That’s when you find out who the REMFs are, and who’s worth the cost of those butterbars. Not a single non-com here who’ll say a good thing about Captain Morris.”




“Who’s the good guys?”




Clifford shrugged. “Pretty much each of the leaders on SE-1 through SE-6. They’re all badasses. The general wouldn’t hand-pick ’em if they weren’t.”




He pretended he had no serious questions. “We’d better follow orders for the alarms. Start giving our guys the official directives. You start with Teams One through Three, and I’ll start with Teams Ten down to Eight. We’ll keep going and meet in the middle.”




Clifford grabbed his mic and nodded, “Sounds fair…Central to Team One, Central to Team One, come in please…”







Jack O’Neill sat there, one arm around the dozy little puppy. Charlie was snuggled into his side, still watching cartoons but also feeling safe enough to take a semi-nap.




It hurt just thinking about holding his Charlie like this. Taking care of his Charlie. Loving his Charlie and his Sarah, and not showing it enough. He should have done more. He didn’t know what more he could have done, but he should have figured it out and done it.




He had to figure out a way to rescue this Charlie. That was a multi-step process, and he was going to have to start by figuring out how to get her out of this cell-slash-bank vault and get her past a hundred heavily-armed soldiers and get her off this freaking base and find a way to keep her safe.




Not like he could call the Justice League and trust those bastards to care for a lonely little girl.




He had a couple possibilities in mind for Step One, but he was pretty sure they would get him horribly killed while getting her out of here. Step Two was going to be a lot harder.




And every minute he could stall on starting Step One was another minute that the drugs in Charlie’s system were getting metabolized.







General Wade Eiling strode into Lab 4 with Megala rolling right behind him. Captain Morris was alongside Megala, naturally. Morris was an excellent aide. Hawkins was doing as Eiling had ordered, and was already on his way to make sure O’Neill didn’t get out of Project Mantis’s cell alive. If that meant taking Project Mantis down too, that was acceptable collateral damage.




There was a massive lab table in the middle of the room. And on the table was the trophy that SE-1 had retrieved for him. The original two Shaggy Man prototypes.




Not one, but two. When the original Shaggy Man had proved unstoppable, the Justice Leaguers who had been fighting it—and losing to it—persuaded the inventor to create a twin and send the twin to fight the original. The two had dug themselves ridiculously far underground in their battle with each other, and they had been buried down there. At some point, the two had run out of energy and gone into some sort of hibernation, but they were still viable Shaggy Man forms. However, the two of them were locked in a deadly struggle when they froze up, and no one on the base had machinery strong enough to separate the twosome. So SE-1 had brought back their target: an interlocked pair.




One of them had been completely shaved of hair, attached to heavy electrical cables, and also wired up to a helmet with hundreds of wires to transmit brain impulses. His brain impulses.




He had inoperable Stage III cancer, and he only had months to live, so the plan all along had been to transfer his mind into a much tougher form. With the one Shaggy Man completely bald, it even looked disturbingly like him. If he had owned a jutting pair of lower canines that looked like they belonged on a werewolf or something.




He could live with that. The alternative was not living.




He sat down in the chair and let Megala’s assistant adjust the helmet properly on him. It felt like a hundred little points jabbing his scalp, but that was nothing compared to the pain from his cancer. He sat there and let Megala activate the system. It felt like he was thinking his way through a thousand channels of a dark videogame. It felt like he was passing out. It felt like he was getting shocked with a taser.




Megala ordered, “Now!”




And he blinked. He was lying on his stomach, on top of a hairy mannequin no bigger than he was, and the two of them were lying on a titanium alloy lab table. He had his hands around the mannequin’s throat, and the mannequin was holding his chest in a grip of steel.




It had worked. He was in a new body. He was alive, and cured of the cancer that had been slowly, agonizingly killing him. He was in the body of the Shaggy Man, and he was unstoppable.




None of the hardware or machinery on the base had been powerful enough to separate the two Shaggy Men. He grabbed the arms of the still-frozen Shaggy Man and forced them away from him. His effort accidentally bent the titanium alloy lab table, which was supposed to be nearly indestructible. He grinned at the raw power in his new body.




He lifted the mind-transfer helmet off his head and smirked, “Well done, Megala.” His voice was deep and booming and loud. The tusks that were his lower canines were going to be a little awkward to speak around, but he would manage.




He clambered off the table and looked down at his limp, now-dead body. Everyone in the lab looked tiny and insignificant.







Xander caught Vic’s notification over the comms. “Team Eight, assume this is not a drill. Move inside the lab building and lock it down.”




He glanced over at Paulsen to make sure Paulsen had gotten the order too. Paulsen looked at him and gave him a tiny nod. Good.




Unfortunately, it looked like the five men of Colonel Hawkins’ detail had gotten orders too. Xander was going to assume the orders were from Hawkins or Eiling. Or someone able to impersonate one of them. So these guys were not going to back down.




The guy in charge, who was wearing sergeant’s stripes, snapped, “Okay MPs, clear out. Go back to your little hut and do whatever you pricks do when there’s real fighting to be done.”




Xander said, “Paulsen. Do as the man said. Now.”




“But Sarge…” Paulsen stalled. He was a good soldier, and he wouldn’t want to leave Sergeant Harpignies to get murdered by these dillweeds.




Xander insisted, “I know. Do it. Report at once to Solomon and tell him what’s going on. But I am giving you a direct order. Move it now, soldier!”




Paulsen was reluctant as hell, but he moved out and headed for the MP office. That would get The Question on the job any minute now.




Xander stood there and asked, “That good enough? You can’t get in here. You don’t have the biometrics. And I’m pretty sure you’d need a hell of a lot of C-4 to get these doors open.”




Okay, all five of them had anti-meta weapons. Three had rayguns of different types, one had some sort of four-shot anti-tank weapon like an AT-4 with the corners rounded off, and Sergeant Guy-In-Charge had something that looked like it would fire a liquid at high pressure from the big rectangular pack on his back. Xander figured that any one of those five weapons would do seriously bad stuff to an unarmored human. Like him.




Assuming they managed to hit him with what they were packing. He wasn’t planning on letting that happen.




He wasn’t carrying any Bat-gear, or even his taser-equipped brass knuckles. But he had MP gear, and he had a pair of sort-of-illegal regular brass knuckles that were heavier than a usual set. Nobody knew about the brass knuckles, except of course Vic. And Mister Pointy-Ears, who had supplied them.




Sergeant Guy-In-Charge sneered, “The colonel is just gonna have some science dweeb come up and open the doors. You’re leaving, so who’s gonna stop us from walking right in?”




Xander played dumb. “I need it in writing from someone higher up than you that I’m under orders to take a hike. Otherwise, I’m staying here and doing my effing job.”




Sergeant Guy-In-Charge looked around at his squad and sneered, “You’re standing there with a little sidearm that still holstered, and you’re gonna stop us?”




Xander answered, “Nope. I’m just gonna do my job, and you can explain at your court martial why you gunned down an MP doing his job.”




One of the guys with a raygun muttered, “Dumb-ass.” And he press-checked his raygun.




So Xander figured he was out of time. He strode right up to Sergeant Guy-In-Charge and with his left hand, grabbed the end of the sergeant’s barrel. He held it in front of his sternum and calmly asked, “Are you ready to commit murder? Are you ready to kill another soldier in your military?”




Muttering Raygun Guy muttered, “Guy’s got cojones, I’ll give him that.”




“Dumb as shit, but yeah,” one of the other raygun guys agreed.




Sergeant Guy-In-Charge actually thought it over. All Xander needed was for the guy to think it over and do the right thing.




But…nope. Xander saw the change in the sergeant’s expression. He was definitely going to fire that thing into Xander’s chest.




As soon as Sergeant Guy-In-Charge clenched his jaw, Xander moved. He jerked his left arm off to the side, taking the barrel of the spraygun along for the ride. At the same time, he used the brass knuckles on his right hand to uppercut Sergeant Guy-In-Charge and take him out.




The spraygun fired, sending nasty glowing green goo out in a high-pressure stream. Xander was pointing it at the muttering guy and the guys on either side of him. It splattered over all three of them, setting fire to their clothes and making them scream. The stream only lasted for maybe half a second, but that was enough.




As Sergeant Guy-In-Charge dropped unconscious to the ground, all three guys were frantically doing the stop-drop-and-roll thing while the last guy was backing up and swinging his raygun so he could fire from the hip at Xander. That was probably not good for the health of Xanders in general, so he didn’t stand still for it.




Xander did a cartwheel and a rolling dive, which put him at Last Guy’s feet and in too close to get shot with the long-barreled raygun. He kept moving, coming up feet first and catching Last Guy in the face. Last Guy dropped the raygun and staggered backward. Xander followed that up with a flip onto his feet and a brass knuckle sandwich into the guy’s mouth. That dropped him.




Xander went back to the guys who were still trying to put out the flames from whatever the glowing hell that was. Xander was guessing kryptonite plus some sort of flammable gel mixed with a chemical that burst into flame on contact with air. Probably something else nasty to drop even more Justice Leaguers, since the guys seemed to be passing out from contact with the goo.




He stepped over to the emergency box mounted on the wall and smashed the plastic over the release handle. A voice immediately yelled, “What’s the crisis?”




Xander pulled out the fire extinguisher pack and poured white anti-fire foam all over the guys. He answered, “Accident with one of the anti-meta weapons. Five guys from Colonel Hawkins’ team all down. We need fire and medics here pronto.”




Once he was sure the fire was out and all five guys weren’t getting back up, he left. Well, he grabbed a foam-covered raygun and shook off most of the fire extinguishing foam. He didn’t know what kind of ray it fired, but it had to do something. He walked to the lab doors and used the wedge he had already slipped into the latching mechanism to get the doors open. 




He signaled Vic, “I’m in. Lock ’em after me, or not?” After all, he could see one reason not to, and about forty reasons to make those damn doors as securely locked as he could.




“Any armed forces inside?”




He replied, “Three lab guards. Hawkins and Eiling and Morris. Unknown count on science guys.”




And he already had two people moving past the downed men and rushing for the doors. Crap. But it was Scott and Hailey, so he wasn’t going to be able to keep them out. They were on the ‘let them in’ list and they had the biometrics.




Vic said over the comms, “Lock everyone out and secure the doors as best as you can.”




Scott grabbed the door and insisted, “We have a man inside, and we’re not leaving him.”




Hailey nodded her agreement and gave him a look that plainly said ‘I don’t care how hot you are, I am going in with your help or over your dead body.’




O’Neill sure knew how to inspire loyalty.




Xander pushed the door open and just said, “Hurry up.” After all, he knew where Scotty and Shorty were heading, and he had a reasonable idea what they would try to do.





Part XII



Alee hit some sort of weird energy barrier and fell out of the Speed Force about a mile short of the military base. Wow, that would be mega-bad if The Flash or Kid Flash hit that.




She darted off to one side in an evasive maneuver and headed toward the base at an angle. A couple huge kryptonite laser beams fired at her, and she ducked down, then up, to avoid getting hit. She had been hit with big kryptonite lasers before, and they hurt. She didn’t have to worry about the ‘kryptonite’ part, just the giant killer laser’ part. 




Okay, there was more stuff getting fired at her. Two big yellow-painted missiles, some regular missiles, and some stuff that she had no idea what they were. She didn’t want to get hit with any of them. And someone was firing some sort of huge machine gun at her with lots of tracer bullets in the mix, so they could follow her motion and keep correcting their aim. There were so many bullets and the tracers were so fiery that it looked like one more laser, only a burning white.




She didn’t want to get hit with that either.




Okay, one of the things that Batman had made a big deal about was not getting hit. And he wanted her to do what flyers like Superman and Power Girl didn’t bother with: dodging. So she was doing a lot of high-speed dodging while she zoomed in at the base. And she was using her tk to do a lot of avoiding.




She made sure she had a good tk shield in front of her. She grabbed the yellow missiles and shoved them in the way of other missiles. Then she dove into the explosions which completely hid where she was. Or she cut away from the explosions, so they had no idea where she was going.




Eww. One of the weird missiles was a mega-heavy net-thing that was some sort of capture net. If a guy made it and a guy fired it, would that take out Wonder Woman? She figured she had better ask Diana, only in private so no one else heard the answer.




The tracer bullets tried to track her, so she made a spiraling dodge around another missile, so that the bullet stream chewed through the missile and blew it up. Then she dodged another missile and shoved a couple more missiles into the heavy wall by the front gate. That blew up a lot of stuff she was pretty sure the base didn’t want to get blown up.




And crud, someone was trying to target her with another kryptonite laser! What was wrong with these guys?







Xander watched Scott and Hailey run for the elevator. He had something to do first. Anyone could get the lab’s entry doors open if they had biometrics in the system, and there were plenty of those people outside. Even worse, anyone could get those doors open with just a few ounces of C-4 or an anti-tank weapon. And even worse than that, the doors had an emergency release for people who couldn’t hand-open the doors but were running out because of something emergency-ish, and that meant there was a sensor above the doors on the inside, and he knew how to defeat that with nothing more than a can of compressed air for cleaning dust off computer gear. Thanks, Bat-lessons, for teaching him that nothing was safe and ordinary paranoia wasn’t paranoia-ish enough!




So…first, disconnect that sensor. Second, access the computer, wipe the entire biometrics database, and use the secret USB drive hidden inside his security keyring fob to plant a worm that would lock up the computer until base IT could clear it and get it completely restored.




Third was a bit harder. He needed to block the doors more effectively. He checked in the supply room that was right inside the entry doors. Perfect. The supply room for the labs had tons of lab crap, including crap that nobody could lift. So there was a tiny Caterpillar front loader that could pick up heavy gear off pallets. And Xander Harris knew how to drive front loaders like that. 




He started it up and picked up the heaviest stack of concrete blocks the loader could handle. Then he drove it out to the entry doors and gently pressed the stack of blocks against the doors. Once he was happy with the placement, he left the loader pressing against the doors and turned it off. The blocks and the hydraulics and the front loader were going to slow the hell out of any invading force on-base. Someone like Superman? Get real. Stuff like that was like putting up kleenex in his way.




Xander snatched up that big anti-meta raygun and ran for the hidden emergency stairs that Vic had figured out where they had to be. After all, the elevator hadn’t come back up. He figured Scott had locked it off. That’s what he would have done, and Scott looked like a smart guy.







Jack tried not to wince at the volume as a voice blared over hidden speaker, “O’Neill! Open this goddamn door and surrender at once! You are under arrest under UCMJ!” Yeah, that was Hawkins. Loud and in charge, all the time when he wasn’t groveling before Eiling.




Jack instinctively put his hands over Charlie’s delicate little ears. She frowned up at him. “I’m not a baby. I’ve heard lots of cusswords before.”




He still tried, “Let’s pretend he said ‘Godfrey Daniels’ instead. Okay?”




She giggled, “That’s funny!”




He spilled, “I swiped it from an old-timey comedian named W.C. Fields. Don’t tell anyone.”




“Okay,” she whispered back.




“O’Neill!” 




Jack turned his head a little. “Hey Hawk! What’s up? In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m locked in here. I can’t get out until you unlock that door. I think you’ll need two keys and the secret code for the keypad.”




Charlie scooted up onto her knees and whispered, “Are you really locked in?”




He turned and whispered back, “Yup.” He even popped the ‘p’ on ‘yup’ just to make her grin. Then he added, “I’m pretty sure Hawk out there doesn’t have the keys or the secret code.”




“O’Nei—” There was a squishy thunk, and the speaker went silent.




“Okay, that doesn’t sound good,” he said, mostly to himself.




A few seconds later, the vault-like door swung open, and an old man walked in, pushing a janitor’s cart. The old man had a vaguely Cherokee look, and an eyepatch and scars, plus long grayish-white hair pulled back in a low ponytail, which Eiling probably had a shit hemorrhage over.




Jack pushed Charlie behind him, even though Charlie clearly didn’t want to move back there.




She insisted, “It’s okay! It’s John! I told you about him!” She peeked out from behind Jack and grinned, “Hi, John!”




Jack was ready to go for his sidearm if John tried anything. But he was unprepared when a pair of darts erupted out of the front of the janitor’s cart and caught him right in the thigh. The taser dropped him to the floor, and John Rainbird poured on the power until Jack was helplessly convulsing on the floor.







Stew rushed down the curving hall, with the lieutenant on his heels. She was pretty damn fast considering she was in one of the bullshit ‘low heels and skirt’ outfits that Eiling’s command insisted for every woman on-site. Stew had a girlfriend who had to waitress in high heels and a miniskirt all the time, so he did not like having to put up with that shit around the base.




Oh crap. Fondren had the three base security men for the lab with him, and was pointing at him and Hailey. “Shoot them! Or arrest them! Or something!” The sergeant of the threesome looked like he’d rather shoot Fondren. A lot.




Stew tried the big lie first. “Hey Sarge, we’ve got a crisis around the curve. We need help pronto. Fondren’s just being a prick because we made him look bad on our audit.” Okay, that second part wasn’t much of a lie. Fondren was definitely a prick. And the last part wasn’t really a big lie, because Stew was planning on making Fondren look as bad as he could on that audit report.




The sergeant looked at Fondren, then at Hailey, and decided, “I’m gonna have to follow lab procedure. So put your hands behind your backs and turn around…”




Fondren gave Stew the smuggest fucking look.




Hailey minced up to the sergeant, put her hands behind her back, and timidly asked, “You’re not gonna hurt me, are you? I bruise real easily…”




Stew did everything he could not to smile, because he knew Hailey well enough to know she was running a con on those assholes. Hailey did not put up with bullshit from anyone, and especially not from dickheads who thought she was a little blonde bimbo. So he casually stepped forward as well.




And there was just what he was waiting for. As Hailey turned around, she suddenly sped up and went straight into a reverse spinkick right into the sergeant’s face, knocking him flat on his back.




Stew really wished he had the time to laugh like hell at the sergeant’s expression as he got his ass kicked by a tiny little blonde. But he had no time. He charged. Not that anyone was watching him, while Hailey went Bruce Lee on them.




Hailey landed that awesome spinkick, and kept going in the same direction. She launched a forward spinkick with the other foot and caught one soldier in the throat as he tried to lean back out of the way.




Stew saw Fondren starting to reach into his labcoat pocket, which meant he was going to signal for help like he probably had done before, so Stew went there on his way to the third soldier. He gave Fondren a right hook to the solar plexus, and he used his left hand to yank Fondren’s arm out of his pocket and behind his back. Stew twisted Fondren’s arm up and back until he felt a sharp crack, and then he rammed Fondren head-first into the third soldier’s gut.




Hailey was still moving. The third soldier was well over six feet tall and had Fondren embedded in his stomach, but Hailey launched a sidekick that went over Fondren and caught the third soldier in the face. Fondren and the soldier went down in a heap.




Stew took the time to stomp on whatever security device Fondren had in his labcoat pocket. And hit Fondren again to make sure he was out cold. He smirked, “Damn, Lieutenant. Remind me in future not to piss you off.”




Hailey rolled her eyes. “Move it. And I’m pretty sure I ripped the kick pleat out of this frigging skirt.”




Stew just moved down the corridor ahead of her, because that pleat in the back of her skirt was seriously torn. Like all the way up the back seam of the skirt to her butt. He made a mental note to grab her a labcoat or something when they had time.







Wade Eiling pulled the heavy electrical cables off his torso and dropped them. It wasn’t like they could hurt him.




Megala insisted, “Wait! We have to run all the diagnostics!”




Eiling ignored him. “No. I’m done. I’ve got things to do, like deal with Jack O’Neill. Once and for all.”




He headed out of the lab. The doorway was too small for him, so he had to rip the door and frame out of the wall. It was easy. He grabbed the wall above the hole where the door had just been, and tore the wall open. He strode out.




Good thing the labs corridors had extra-high ceilings. And too bad for O’Neill that he was only a few labs away, on this level.







Jack couldn’t stop shuddering. That taser hurt like a bitch.




Rainbird smirked down at him and then gave Charlie a look of fake concern, the asshole. “Charlie? You okay? I stopped the bad man from hurting you.”




Jack couldn’t move, but he could see Rainbird swiveling the cart so its front would point at Charlie. If he had another taser in that thing…




No! Jack couldn’t let that happen. He thought as hard as he could, ‘Charlie! What is John thinking?’




Charlie glanced down at him with a puzzled expression. Then she looked at Rainbird and worried, “Why’d you shoot Jack? He’s nice! And…”




Charlie’s face suddenly went white. “You…you…You shot daddy!”




Suddenly the temperature in the room went up about a hundred degrees. Jack knew what was going to happen. He just hoped it didn’t hurt too much before it killed him. As long as Charlie was okay…




Rainbird pointed the cart at Charlie and fired another taser at her.




There was suddenly a foot-thick wall of fire in front of Charlie. The taser darts hit the wall and instantly melted. The room got even hotter.




Charlie’s eyes were glowing red. Her hair was blowing like there was a stiff breeze coming up from in front of her.




Rainbird reached into the cart and pulled up a pair of Desert Eagles.




Charlie hissed furiously, and suddenly Rainbird was on fire. No, he was fire. His whole body was a flaming torch. He didn’t have time to open his mouth, much less scream, before he disintegrated. Everything, even the Desert Eagles, just turned into hot ash.




The wall of flame surrounding Charlie vanished, and Charlie sank to her knees bawling her eyes out. She sobbed, “Daddy! Daddy’s gone. They said he got away…They said I had to do the test stuff to pertect him…They all lied to me…Daddy…”




Jack struggled to get some control over his muscles, and he made his arms work enough to pull the barbs of the taser darts out. That didn’t hurt as much as his muscles already did. Then he struggled to roll onto his stomach and reach Charlie. He wasn’t doing so well on that. He tried, “Charlie…kiddo…You gotta put out these fires.”




The janitor’s cart was on fire. The floor and ceiling where Rainbird had been were on fire. The couch was on fire. In seconds, the entire room would be hot enough to ignite everything in the room, at which point the room would be a giant fireball, and it would start spreading everywhere.




“I…I can’t…” Charlie sobbed. “Maybe I can make ’em move, but I don’t know how to put ’em out.”




So he managed, “Okay, then you gotta run out of here. Look, the hall outside is a big circle. Pick a direction and run until you see an elevator. Go up. Then get out and run for the big walls and don’t let anyone stop you.”




“No!” Charlie wailed. “I lost Daddy and I’m not losing you!” She crawled over and wrapped her arms around him and cried even harder.




There was no way he could get up after just getting the shit tasered out of him. He knew that. He tried to think it as hard as he could at Charlie.




But if he didn’t get up, Charlie would die. Because she was curled around him and not letting go.




He shakily wrapped one arm around her and strained as hard as he could with his other arm. Then his left leg. Then his right leg. He forced himself to his knees. Hi muscles felt like someone had run them through a chipper-shredder and slapped the ground meat back together with spit. Maybe some of that ‘meat glue’ stuff.




He groaned, “C’mon honey, we’ve gotta get out of here.”




Charlie clung to him, still crying uncontrollably. He didn’t have the strength to stand up holding her. He didn’t have the strength to stand up all by himself even if someone had left a nice walker for him.




Not like he had a lot of choice. The fires were growing. And spreading. The stuff on fire was cranking out too much smoke, and he had no idea how toxic that smoke would be. Probably as toxic as Megala and Fondren could make it. 




He strained, and forced his legs to pretend to work. He got one leg under him…and tipped over. He caught himself with his free arm before he fell on Charlie and hurt her. “That went well…”




Charlie put her legs down on the floor and insisted, “C’mon, I’ll help you up.”




Yeah, right. She had all the power of a nine-year old. A nine-year-old who hadn’t been working out or doing much of anything physical for months. And right then, he had all the durability of a soggy spitball.




He was not going to let Charlie die in here. He crawled to the end table on the far side of the burning couch, even though that put him further from the exit. Then he grabbed the table with both hands and strained as hard as he could. He got one leg up. He rammed that knee into the side of the table to hold it in place. And he pushed as hard as he could with both arms, forcing himself up.




“Jack! You’re standing up.”




“Sorta,” he managed. He got his arms straight, and he got his other leg under him. Then he strained as hard as he could. He was almost standing, even if he was still leaning over that end table. He needed taller tables around this place.




He turned his head a little and looked at Charlie. “You ready to blow this popstand?”







Dr. Megala looked in surprise at the damage to his second-favorite lab. The Shaggy Man form was apparently more powerful than he had suspected.




His assistant yelled, “Doctor!”




He turned his chair to see the assistant failing to override the power to the heavy electrical cables that Eiling had dropped. And the cables had been dropped so they were on the other Shaggy Man.




The Shaggy Man twitched. It writhed. It opened its eyes and roared.




Megala looked at the mindless creation and gasped in shock.




Then the Shaggy Man was off the table and ripping the table from the floor. It threw the table at him and his assistant. Even his high-tech chair couldn’t protect him from that…





Part XIII



Alee darted to one side and then up, then more off to the same side, and then straight down. But she was still zooming forward all the time too. So that put her right at one wall and about twenty feet below its top. She was so close that she was pretty much untargetable. So she flew along the whole wall as fast as she could with the Speed Force all messed up by whatever gizmo they had running. She couldn’t go at Mach 100 without setting herself on fire from aerodynamic drag, but she could still do over 700 miles an hour thanks to her uniform and a little tk shielding.




The yellow missile launcher? She pulled out the missiles and dumped them. It was pretty easy with tons of tk at her disposal. She also busted the big feed system at the back of the launcher, so no more stuff would get loaded in.




Next along the wall was a pair of rayguns that got pulled apart. Then the regular missile launcher got pulled apart, and the net-thing launcher got the same treatment. The heavy machine guns got pulled apart and the pieces thrown really far away from the base.




She cleared everything on the whole wall in maybe a second or something like that, so she did the other three walls too. She started to move in toward where the White Knight and The Question were, but there, down on the asphalt inside the Threshold base, were maybe a dozen soldiers all aiming heavy anti-meta weapons at her. She had no idea how many soldiers would be trying to shoot her with stuff or zap her with rayguns or whatever, but even in her silvery form where she had 360-degree vision, she couldn’t recognize every threat if there were dozens and dozens of things all around her.




Her vision was pretty awesome, but it wasn’t Kryptonian vision with the telescopic vision, and the x-ray vision that wasn’t really x-rays, and the infrared vision, and everything else. Even tougher, her brain was still human, not the superpowered, super-brainpower brain of Kryptonians who could look at one of those ‘Where’s Waldo’ drawings and pretty much check every single thing on the picture simultaneously. Which would pretty much ruin the fun of the picture in the first place.




So she darted to the side at high speed, which the soldiers weren’t expecting, so they weren’t doing a good job of tracking her and shooting her. A couple guys still fired off their weapons, which was a bad thing, except that they were accidentally shooting military buildings and gun emplacements and stuff like that, instead of people and animals.




Okay, she didn’t even want them to accidentally shoot each other, because those weapons were probably as lethal as this place could make them.




And crud, one raygun kind of exploded the place where it hit that building, and one raygun turned that gun emplacement into an ice cube, and one raygun was a bright green kryptonite laser of nastiness, and all of them would be bad if she got hit by them.




So she was going to grab all their weapons with her tk to take them away. Mostly. Two soldiers had harnesses holding their weapon and a backpack, so her yanking the weapon up would also yank the soldier up into the air and hurt them. That wasn’t what she wanted.




And crud, while she was worrying about that, some guy hiding around a corner or something caught her from behind with one of those ice rays.







Stew Scott came around enough of the curve to see someone down beside the vault. Smoke was pouring out of the open vault. The someone was in uniform, and had a tomahawk buried in the back of his head.




“A frigging tomahawk?” Hailey cursed from behind him and to his left.




“Rainbird,” Stew whispered.




John Rainbird was dangerous. A CIA-trained assassin who was also probably a serial killer. Somebody who enjoyed their job. Too much. And who else around here was going to be killing people with hand-decorated tomahawks?




Stew looked at Hailey, who signaled for him to move against the wall, while she played bait. She stepped right over in front of the open vault and acted like she had no common sense. “Colonel? Colonel O’Neill?”




A really shaky voice managed, “Hey Hailey, got a fire extinguisher? We’ve got a little problem with smoke and stuff.”




“Sorry!” piped up a petite kid’s voice.




Of course. Stew should have known it. The colonel made friends with the meta threat. The pyrokinetic meta threat. Stew had a feeling he knew what had happened to Rainbird.




Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.




But Hailey was already activating a bunch of controls next to the open vault door, even though Stew had no idea how she was making sense out of them, and was announcing, “Hold your breath while this operates!”




There was a whoosh of releasing gas, and suddenly the flames died down like someone had poured water on them. The colonel wobbled out unsteadily, with the little girl trying to hold him up.




Stew checked, “Status, sir?”




The colonel groaned a little. “Got tasered, and I’m still feeling it. Charlie found out some really bad stuff, and she’s not doing too great. And we need to get her the he—the heck out of here. Somehow.”




Hailey mentioned, “We may have one MP on our side, and the interior security is…down.”




Colonel O’Neill grinned, “Did you build a raygun…in a cave from a box of scraps?”




Hailey very carefully went deadpan. “No sir.”




Stew made a supreme effort not to laugh, even if the kid had a really infectious giggle.




And that was when they heard an enormous roar well down the corridor, followed by fairly unnerving crashes. That was followed by a much closer, much louder, unnaturally deep, “What the f—”




The colonel winced. “I think our sins are just about to catch up with us.”




Hailey said, “Sir, I don’t see how they could have revived either of those things, but if even one is loose down here…”




The colonel nodded painfully. “Yeah. Let’s make like a tree and leave.”







Xander came out of the stairwell, although he had to pick that lock first. So he hid his lockpicks before he opened the solid titanium alloy door.




And, because life liked to play fun little tricks on him, he nearly walked right into something that looked like a cross between a hairless Shaggy Man and the werewolf after a close shave. What the hell? Had they really shaved the Shaggy Man and distorted its face for some whacko reason?




He snapped the anti-meta raygun up and pointed it at the thing’s center of mass. Which was a pretty huge target, because it was the size of a Shaggy Man. “Freeze!”




The thing growled in really recognizable tones, despite the volume and pitch. “Sergeant, didn’t we just go through this a couple minutes ago?”




What. The. Eff. Was that General Wade Eiling in that body now? That made no sense. The most anti-meta man in the U.S. military decides to become a meta? Xander could think of at least two reasons why Eiling might do that, but he could think of over a dozen alternatives where that was not Eiling at all.




He kept the raygun on the Maybe-Eiling and insisted, “General, this base and this lab have security measures which I am obliged to follow. And one of them is that any meta claiming to be a member of this base, or anyone appearing to be a member of this base who fails any of the anti-meta protocols is to be treated as part of a hostile force.”




There was a hideous noise of rending metal and breaking concrete, accompanied by ferocious roars. It sounded like it was about a quarter of the way around the circle of the lower labs. Only it sounded like it was getting…fainter? Farther away? Maybe-Eiling ignored Xander to look over his shoulder in the direction of the noise.




Maybe-Eiling turned back to him. “Look Sergeant, I’ve got official Threshold business down this hall, and you have official business back there where I think a Shaggy Man is tearing up that lab and maybe ripping its way up to the surface. And we’ve got a Code Red going on outside. Besides, that peashooter won’t do anything to this body, so get out of my way and go do your job.”




Eiling showed a surprising turn of speed, especially considering the size of that body. He easily pushed past him and headed down the hall. 




So Xander lined up a shot. Maybe the raygun was useless against the Shaggy Man, but maybe a shot into Eiling’s head would do some real damage to whatever Megala used to get Eiling’s brain in there. On the other hand, turning that into an original Shaggy Man might make everything a lot worse…







First Lieutenant Jennifer Hailey looked at her commanding officer and knew her career was over. Assuming she even survived the next couple minutes. The colonel looked like they were going to have to carry him out of here, and the little girl was glued to him, like she could hold him up all by herself if she just tried hard enough.




Maybe she could. After all, she had psychic powers that were not clearly defined.




And the colonel was certainly not letting go of his little rescue, who Jennifer had to admit was cute as hell. The kid had the right name, and was about the age the colonel had lost his son. Jennifer could see the bond was already forming. And Jack O’Neill had a reputation for defending kids and fighting for kids. Even when his superiors were not going to be happy about it.




So she had a commanding officer and probably a sergeant who were about to try and yank an alpha-level meta out of a highly-defended military base designed around fighting metas. Word was that Eiling had the patience and tolerance of a grizzly caught in a bear trap, so this would go horribly, whether they got the girl out of here or not.




There was no way Jennifer could screw over the colonel. Not when he was the only superior officer who had given her a fair shake. 




There was no way Jennifer could screw over Scott. He was one of the very few non-coms who had treated her like a real officer and not just some pretty, petite, useless blonde.




And there was no way Jennifer could let a kid like that get locked up for the rest of her life. Which might be a matter of minutes at this point.




So it was up to her. She said, “Colonel, we have maybe five options, depending on whether there’s security forces entering into the building already, and whether those noises mean what I think they m…Oh shit.”




Something massive was lumbering around the curve of the corridor. Something the size of one of the Shaggy Man monstrosities they had recovered. This one was completely shaved, and its face was somehow altered so that it looked far too much like General Eiling, only with insanely huge lower canines.




“O’Neill!” it bellowed.




The colonel turned to face the thing, and of course scooted the kid behind him. Not that the colonel was in any shape to fight anyone, and even if he was, the kid was an alpha-level meta and should have been the fighter in front.




There was no way Jack O’Neill would shove a kid in front of him when a possible threat was inbound. Jennifer had known that almost since Day One on his team.




The colonel staggered and had to hold out a hand to catch himself on the wall. “Good morning, sir. You’re looking…suspiciously in violation of base rules. If you don’t mind me pointing that out.”




Jennifer could tell that the colonel was about to say something horrible to get the general’s focus on him. Which would probably be fatal in this situation. So she took a step forward. “General Eiling, we have a crisis here. Your CIA man Rainbird murdered Colonel Hawkins, broke containment here, assaulted the colonel with tasers, and we do not know what he was going to do to the girl.”




“Yeah we do!” the kid yelled out. “He was a bad man! He killed Daddy! He lied ta me a lot! He was thinking he should kill me while he was looking right at me and I was looking at him. And he wanted to do something with me after that but I dunno. What he was thinking didn’t make any sense!”




Crap, the colonel’s shoulders sure tensed up at that. Jennifer assumed that meant that the colonel knew just as well as she did what that psycho could have planned for the kid’s corpse. Her stomach knotted up, and she felt nauseated just thinking about the options.




The colonel tried a nice bit of misdirection. “Sir, we don’t know who on this base was working with Rainbird. We need to get the kid off-site and to somewhere else secure. I trust Scott, so he can drive us. Or we can take a helo.”




Jennifer butted in, “Colonel, while you were in the vault, a Code Red was signaled. I think the base is under attack. Getting a helo off the ground might be…a problem.”







Alee knew she had messed up bigtime. She had been so busy dealing with stuff that she had missed an attacker with something that it turned out could hurt her. She had gotten blindsided by a hidden guy with a big ice-ray that had frozen up her entire right side and back, and had covered her with maybe a two foot thickness of solid ice from below her shoes to above her hair.




She had been sure she had a tk field up all around her, but it had slipped. Or it had been knocked out by someone else’s raygun. Or something. But it felt like she had a couple tons of ice on her side and back, and…




And someone else behind her just nailed her on her other side with another of those stupid ice-rays, and someone fired a ray at her face.




The one behind her and on her other side? It hit. That was a couple more tons of ice, and from behind she probably looked like a silvery drop in a big ice cube. The one in front hit her tk shield and froze the water in the air into a big ice wall that blocked that guy’s second shot. But somebody else fired something that made her tk screen shiver and start to fragment, which was mega-bad.




And that ice was cold. Painfully cold. It felt like it was turning her silvery form into a silver popsicle.




Uh-oh, the guy in front of her was lining up for another shot at her face, and both guys behind her were hitting her and making the ice around her get thicker and heavier.




She took a deep breath and let the guy in front ice over her front side. She jetted straight up and then off to the side.




She couldn’t slide into the Speed Force until she got out of whatever anti Speed Force energy field was going on around the base. But she could use that problem. She sped up as fast as she could go, and she went in a big circle around the outside of the base, staying inside the field. That gave her a ton of aerodynamic drag.




The aerodynamic drag meant friction. And tons of heat. The ice holding her quickly got too hot to be ice. She couldn’t move, but she could see all around her, and she could tell the air around her was getting red hot, and the ice was melting like someone tossed it into an oven.




She flipped around so she was moving feet-first, so she could melt off all of that ice too. She flipped around again, so the thickest part of the ice would burn off the fastest, because she didn’t want to burn herself. Or her uniform.




And once her ice prison was down to more like a one inch ice coating, she darted up and then back down to the guys who had been shooting at her. She had to slow down a lot, but she still looked like a blazing meteor, with a fiery tail behind her. And she used her tk to form a sphere around her.




She hit the ground hard enough that her tk sphere left a twelve foot wide crater. The last bits of ice exploded off her with just a little tk pushing out from underneath it. She was still cold, but she wasn’t freezing cold. And all the armed guys were falling over from the mini-earthquake she had just caused.




That, and her crater threw a lot of debris outward from the impact.




With everyone around her falling down or diving for cover, she had a moment to yank away all their weapons except the ones that were strapped on. Those got pulled apart. The ones with huge battery backpacks just sparked and shorted out. The ones that were full of foam or ice-chemicals kind of erupted into big goopy messes. Either way, those guys were disarmed.




She tossed all that stuff up on top of a two story building, and she headed for the big donut shape that was supposed to be the lab area.




And that was when a five ton pile of building debris came flying right at her, followed by a huge roar aimed at her.




She darted a few yards to the side, and she gave the debris a little push downward. It just missed her.




And in a wrecked section of the ground floor of the lab building, there was an angry monster focusing on her and throwing a huge girder at her head.




Well crud. How did they get that Shaggy Man woken up and stuff? And where was the other one?





Part XIV



Jack O’Neill looked at the…thing in front of him and wondered what the hell was going on in Eiling’s mind that he would do this to himself. If he was still sane. If that was really Eiling, operating under his own free will. Even if it looked really disturbingly like a nightmare Jack had had only weeks ago.




Oh yeah, and it looked disturbingly like Eiling too. Which was massively creepy.




He tried standing up on his own, and his legs didn’t dump him on his face. He opened his mouth, but this time, Scott cut him off. Having really loyal people who were doing everything they could for him? Awesome. When they were keeping him from drawing enemy fire? Annoying.




Scott insisted, “General Eiling, we want to follow orders, but base orders make it clear that we would be in violation if we do not follow security guidelines to verify your identity and your lack of external influences.”




Eiling growled like a threat. A very big, very inhuman threat. “Sergeant, get Dr. Megala on the horn. He can verify all of this. He should still be in Lab 4.”




“Yes sir,” Scott said obediently. Jack figured there was no way Scott wasn’t up to something. And the longer Scott could stall Eiling, the more Jack’s muscles would be back on-line.




Scott stepped over to the control panel beside the vault door and pressed the numbers to get the internal building comm line. Then he pressed ‘4’. Nothing. He tried it again. Still nada. “General Eiling, no one in Lab 4 is answering. May I check with your adjutant?”




Eiling scowled. “Captain Morris ought to be in there as well. If those idiots woke up the other Shaggy Man…”




Scott started, “Sir, if your only evidence is destroyed or possibly dead, we will have to go through the Identity Verification and Personality Security protocols.”




Eiling snarled, “Soldier, stand down!”




Jack was pretty sure that if he didn’t do anything, Eiling was going to punch Scott. And in that body, his punch would probably relocate Stewie’s teeth. Probably to a neighboring state.







Stormburst dodged a couple blasts from military guys who were trying to shoot her in the back, while she kept an eye on the Shaggy Man, who was tearing loose a big chunk of lab.




Wow, he grabbed a chunk of concrete and steel that had to weight twenty or thirty tons, and he threw it at her like it was a softball. Maybe, like it was a javelin. There was no way she wanted to get into a fistfight with him.




She darted twenty feet to the side, so the stuff would miss her, and she used a trick she had learned from Alex. She grabbed the mass with her tk and slung it around her like it was a satellite. She sped it up until it was going faster…and faster…and faster. She couldn’t hold onto it anymore, so she aimed it right at the Shaggy Man’s ugly face. He didn’t react in time, and it hit with a thunderous crash that punched him into the concrete floor.




Then she had to dodge a couple more blasts, because one of the kryptonite laser fireteams with a still-working laser had managed to swing their weapon around so they could fire into the base, and they nearly put a green laser-hole right through her back.







Jack tried not to fall over as the whole building shook. There was a crash like some asshole Kryptonian had slammed a meteor into the lab. Lights shorted out. Walls cracked. People toppled over as the whole place shook.




And Eiling used it as a distraction. He roared and leapt for the kid. There was nothing Jack could do to stop him.




A red beam shot down the corridor and caught Eiling in the back, slamming him over Charlie and Hailey, and another twenty yards down the hall before he landed on his face and skidded into a wall.




“Eight ball into the corner pocket,” said that MP, who was standing back behind where Eiling had been, and was wielding one of those massive anti-meta rayguns that Hawkins’ team ran around with.




Eiling roared angrily as he leapt to his feet. Jack could see the burned area on Eiling’s back was healing stupidly fast. The whole thing would be completely healed in another few seconds. 




Right. Shaggy Man, Nearly indestructible. And any damage you did? Just healed right up. And no simple weaknesses, like green space rocks or a wood stake to the heart. Also, damn fast when he wanted to be.




Jack had himself, Scott, Hailey, and a kid. Plus an MP that Jack was not about to trust, even if he’d just kept Eiling off Charlie and Hailey. Okay, a funny MP who made a totally un-MP crack after shooting his base commander with a raygun.




Crap. Eiling was already on his feet, and moving their way.




The MP—Harp-seal, or something like that—insisted, “General Eiling, I’m going to have to ask you to come with me to the base brig.”




Now that was an MP with cojones like a pair of wrecking balls. Didn’t that guy see that he was ridiculously outclassed?




Eiling reached out and grabbed the wall. No, he didn’t rest against the wall. He grabbed the wall. He sunk his fingers into the reinforced concrete wall like it was Silly Putty. He tore a ten foot high slab right out of the wall.




Jack yelled, “Cover!”




But he wasn’t moving fast enough to save anyone. Not even himself. Only…he didn’t have to be.




Charlie glared at the oncoming Wall O’ Death, and another barrier of pure fire sprang instantly into existence. It was maybe two feet in front of Charlie’s face. Jack could feel the incredible heat over where he was standing, and he hoped it didn’t parboil Hailey and Scott.




The big concrete slab hit the fire. It disintegrated from the front going back, as the mass of the thing kept moving the back end forward at high speed. Jack had a mental image of dropping a branch into a chipper-shredder.




The fire winked out, and Charlie’s knees nearly buckled. Jack ran as best he could into the heat, and he scooped Charlie up without thinking about whether the kid might be a few hundred degrees herself.




Nope, she was just normal temperature, like she was standing outside on a nice day. The metal buttons on her overalls weren’t even hot. Which was a good thing for his skin.




The MP hollered, “Move it, people!” He fired off another burst from the raygun. That one caught Eiling right in the kisser. Jack knew that blast wasn’t going to stop Eiling for more than a second.







Stormburst ducked under the kryptonite laser beam, which had to be five inches across and was burning holes in everything it hit while the gunners were trying to kill her. Where it wasn’t burning holes, it was carving arcs through stuff as the gunners tried to catch up with her.




Wow, those guys totally had not paid attention in gun safety class. She didn’t even like guns, and she knew that you needed to think about what you were going to hit if you missed your target.




She figured someone should take their gun away. Which was what she had in mind. She darted to the side, then back in at them from their side where they couldn’t turn the whole thing fast enough to stop her. She scooped up all three gunners, and she used her tk to hold them up in the air on the other side of the base wall. Then she turned the gun platform with her tk instead of with the controls she didn’t know how to operate.




And the Shaggy Man had already shoved all that junk off of him and was back standing on wrecked building stuff. And he was fast, too. He already had three massive girders that he was chucking at her, one after the other.




She used her tk to divert the girders that were heavy enough that it was mega-hard to divert them. And she used the kryptonite laser to shoot the Shaggy Man right in the chest. The laser was powerful enough to maybe kill a Kryptonian, and it was laser-y enough to really injure her. And pretty much anyone else it hit, up to maybe a Green Lantern shield, but that was just a guess.




It burned some of the Shaggy Man’s hair. That was it. Crud!




She could see the burned spot. The hair got burned off in a half-foot disk, and the skin turned really red. Like a bad burn, not like getting hit with a deadly laser that could cut right through buildings and stuff.




And then the power to the laser got turned off, so she couldn’t keep burning stuff with the laser. Even worse, a fire team of soldiers with more anti-meta weapons popped up on the roof of a building in front of her, and started targeting her and the gun platform.




Didn’t they notice how dangerous the huge hairy monster behind them was?




Meanwhile, the Shaggy Man was already healing up stupidly fast.




She lifted off, pulling the entire gun platform free from its underpinnings and cables and connections, so it wasn’t going to work anymore. And she flew over the Shaggy Man so it wheeled about to follow her movements. And that way, it didn’t notice the tons of gun platform that she was trailing behind her. The platform smashed into the back of the Shaggy Man hard enough to make it stagger forward.




She darted back and hit it with a massive blast of electricity. It roared in pain, but didn’t even fall over. Crud, could anything stop this thing?




She grabbed it with her tk…and crud! Her tk was slipping right off it! 




Okay, her lightning didn’t stop it. She couldn’t grab it with her tk. It was quicker than she was. It was a lot stronger than she was. She still couldn’t access the Speed Force. She was running out of options.




And a couple fireteams of soldiers had just gotten close to it so they could blast it with their anti-meta weapons, and the weapons did zip. Except now the Shaggy Man was going to tear those guys apart.




She couldn’t let that happen, even if they didn’t like her!







Jack O’Neill looked at the hallway. He could see how fast Eiling was closing, and he knew Eiling would speed up when he got close enough to do damage. He murmured, “Hey Harp, take the ceiling down.”




The guy actually listened. And followed orders. Sergeant Harpy dropped to one knee and fired that thing into the ceiling,even if none of them knew whether an anti-meta weapon like that would do anything to inanimate objects.




The red beam seared out of the weapon and cut a nasty slice across a couple beams and a lot of concrete. Eiling spotted it, though, and closed fast.




The MP cut along a different bevel, and suddenly a slab of ceiling dropped down, bringing a lot of neighboring steel and concrete with it.




Sergeant Harp leapt to his feet and snapped, “Let’s move it, that won’t hold him for more than a few seconds.”




Jack was pretty sure that was an over-estimate. He wasn’t even sure Eiling couldn’t simply run right through that much debris. He said, “Lab 2! Double time it!” He scooped Charlie up and ran as hard as he could.




“There’s an emergency escape stairway before then!” MP Harpy yelled.




“Show us!” Jack insisted.




The MP sped up. Damn, that guy was fast. Okay, Jack was in crappy shape and was carrying a kid. Hailey and Scott were probably deliberately keeping their speed down so they didn’t outrun him.




The curve of the corridor meant they couldn’t see the emergency escape until they got further down the hall, and…




“Oh crap.”




Charlie whispered, “You said a bad word!”




He should have said something a lot worse. The ground floor above them had collapsed over the emergency stairs, and concrete had tumbled down to smash the concealed door off its hinges. The whole stairwell was blocked.




Hailey calmly said, “Colonel? Eiling didn’t try to knock the debris apart. He’s running around the other way to head us off.”




MP Harpy groaned, “Well, that rules out the elevator.”




Yep. Eiling had about the same distance to go, and he was a lot faster. And that didn’t cover the time they would have to wait for the elevator, and the time they would need to get it moving upward.




He said, “Lab 2!”




Hailey nodded, “Yes sir. That’s what I was thinking. Our only other rational option right now is climbing up through the damage the other Shaggy Man made when it tore its way out of Lab 4, and hoping we don’t run into the Shaggy Man and the general doesn’t catch up to us.




They were hurrying toward Lab 2 when Charlie asked, “What’s in Lab Two?”




He grinned, “A secret teleporter that’ll send us up to a little base on the moon.”




“No, really. What’s in that lab?” Charlie whispered into his ear.




He hurried, but managed to find enough breath to say, “Really really. Ask Stew!”




Scott didn’t bother to wait for the question. He said, “It’s a real transporter.”




But he didn’t get to explain more, because they were already at Lab 2. And there were three lab minions in there, along with two armed lab security men. All five guys looked panicked. He couldn’t blame them, since they had to have heard the monster noises and felt the building tremors.




Jack went for the save. “Get that transporter revved up! We’ve got one monster up top, and one down here.”




“And it’ll be here any second now!” the MP yelled.




Charlie whispered, “It’s really a teleport thing?”




“Really really,” he whispered back. She didn’t giggle. He needed to show her Shrek. And a bunch of other stuff she’d probably been missing out on. Man does not live by My Little Pony alone, and all that.




Hailey shouldered one lab wonk aside, which was a pretty good trick because he was maybe three times her weight and looked like he regularly ate Hailey’s mass in Cheetos. She started operating the controls.




“Hey! You can’t mess with that!” Fat Lab Minion whimpered.




“Umm, miss, you really shouldn’t touch systems you don’t understand,” the tall and really skinny lab minion fussed.




Jack checked, “Lieutenant, you know how to operate this, right?”




Hailey nodded, “Yes sir. I watched them operate it when we went up the other day. It’s pretty obvious. All I have to do is make sure it synchs up properly first…and we’re set.”




Jack hung onto Charlie and walked into the transport pod…




blink




…and he was standing in the matching pod in the moonbase.




And two guards were standing there with tasers pointing right at him and Charlie.




He snapped, “At ease, soldiers!”




One guard checked, “Colonel O’Neill, why are you back so soon? And who’s this?”




Jack lied casually, “Don’t you know? It’s ‘Bring Your Daughter To Work Day’.”




He got one cute little hug and two confused glares for his effort. He’d take that any day.





Part XV



Jack O’Neill looked at the two guards, who were not happy with him. He tried, “What? Is humor not allowed on-site?”




One of the guards stiffly answered, “Sir, we received an alarm.”




He nodded, “Right. The base is under attack. Some idiot followed the general’s orders and brought two Shaggy Man monstrosities on base. Megala got them working again. Guess what? No one has any control over them. One of them thinks it’s General Eiling. And—”







Xander ordered, “Sergeant, you go next. Lieutenant, you follow. I’ll remain here and hold that thing off as long as I can.”




Actually, he was planning on letting Eiling get into the thing and then putting a couple raygun shots into the controls to see if he could get it to scatter Eiling’s molecules across a few cubic lightyears.




Sergeant Scott frowned, “I’d rather the lieutenant went first.”




Hailey glanced at the quaking science wonks in their labcoats. “I need to stay and operate the controls, because—”




“This is General Eiling!” bellowed an enormous voice from the hallway. “Stop them at all costs!”




Xander spotted one of the security men going for his sidearm, and reacted at once. He used the long raygun like a short staff. He snapped the weapon around and slammed the barrel onto the guy’s forearm, making him drop the gun. Then he pivoted the raygun sharply to hit the man in the jaw with the heavy stock of the raygun. Xander was figuring that the stock was extra-hefty to hold the power supply.




At any rate, the guy dropped like he’d been punched by Batman.




There were smacks and thuds on either side of him. Scott was punching the crap out of the other security officer, and Hailey was putting the hurt on Fat Bastard, Scientist Division. Xander took a moment to watch Hailey kick the crap out of Lard Boy and knock him flat on his back. The guy kind of spread out on impact, which was pretty disgusting.




The guy probably had to buy his labcoats at Phoenix Tent and Awning.




Xander looked at Hailey and whispered, “Move it!”




She turned to the control panel again, while Scott waved the two other lab minions away. Xander mentally tagged the tall, skinny one Old Weird Harold, and the one with the the huge ugly beard as Herr Hair.




Xander flipped a heavy lab table down in front of the transporter pod and knelt behind it, waiting to take another shot at Eiling.




Hailey hissed, “Ready!”




Xander turned his head slightly to give Scott a look and get him moving. That was a mistake.




A lurking form in the hall moved, and a massive fist punched the doorframe. Half the doorframe, plus the door, came flying at him at Ludicrous Speed. He tried to dive to the side, but the door smashed into his lab-table barricade, which did do its job as a barricade. It went flying into him and smacked him backward.




He was upside down by the time he hit the back wall of the teleport pod, and—




blink 







Jack turned to protect Charlie at the sound, as there was a slam.




The transporter winked. The MP was abruptly in it, only he was lying on his back with his feet up in the air. He was still hanging onto his raygun, but his fancy uniform looked pretty roughed up. Okay, the MP looked pretty roughed up too.




MP Harpoon, or whatever his name was, rolled onto his feet and backed away from the pod with his raygun pointed at it. “Get this thing deactivated!”




“We don’t have authority, sergeant,” one guard said.




“Then goddamn get someone who does, and hurry up!” the MP bellowed. He tried taking a shot at the transport pod, but the raygun just hissed at him.




Jack checked, “Status, sergeant?”




“Bad, colonel. The creature is in the lab, and not happy with us, and may be on its way up at any second. How big is this facility?”




Jack thought it over. “Not big enough to play hide and go seek.” But he had an idea. Okay, it was a pretty desperate idea, but it was still an idea.







Stormburst flew around behind the Shaggy Man as it closed on the soldiers. She reached down and touched a massive girder. It leapt up to her hand like she could hold a one ton steel girder one-handed. She swung around the Shaggy Man, and it reacted really fast.




She still managed to get one good swing in before it could grab the girder, and she caught it just as it was turning to face her. She swung the girder with her tk, but she had her hands on it so it looked like she had superstrength.




Maybe she didn’t have superstrength, but she could fake it with her tk.




She didn’t seem to be able to grab the Shaggy Man with her tk, but she could sure hit it with stuff that she wielded with her tk. She smacked it hard enough that she launched it backward about a hundred feet into more of the wreckage of the lab building.




She didn’t take her eyes off the monster as she yelled at the soldiers, “Get out of here! Get somewhere safe!”




She still almost got caught by surprise, because the Shaggy Man was fast. She darted straight up and only just dodged its grasping hands as it tried to run over her. It ran past her and spun around.




But she was already moving. She hit it with the girder as it was wheeling around, and she caught it on the side. It went flying through the wall of a building that was already in bad shape from getting carved up by that kryptonite laser.




Only, now she couldn’t see it. She didn’t know where the Shaggy Man was anymore. It could come at her from way too many different directions. She was silvery, so she could watch all those directions at once, but she couldn’t react as fast as the Shaggy Man could.




Also, her girder was getting dented. She didn’t know how many more impacts she could make before the girder failed.




She darted back about a hundred yards and off to one side, just as a chunk of building came flying out through the gaping hole the Shaggy Man had left in the wall. She ignored it, since it was aimed at where she used to be.




And crud, off to her right there was a new squad of soldiers who had rifles and stuff, and were going to try and shoot her full of holes. Couldn’t they tell she was trying to keep them from getting horribly killed?







Jack hurried off to the far end of the moonbase, the MP covering his six and trying to get the cover on that raygun open. Like an MP could fix a high-tech raygun. What the hell. Maybe a miracle would occur, and the guy would jiggle the right wire, and it would work again.




Jack still hadn’t put Charlie down. He asked, “What the he—heck happened down there?”




The MP slammed an airlock door and locked it. “Eiling. He slammed half the doorframe into the room and I got knocked into the teleporter.”




Jack said, “Look. I’m gonna try putting me and Charlie into suits and driving one of the buggies over to the Justice League base. It’s about twenty hours out, and with backup airtanks, the suits will hold for just about twenty hours. If I get even slightly lost, or something slows me down, we…won’t quite make it. But staying here could be pretty brutal.”




The MP frowned in thought. “Let’s see if we can rig up a way to load in some extra airtanks, and I’ll ship you two off. Then I’ll wait and see if Eiling makes it up here. If not, I can signal you over the base comms and you can retreat to this ORP. If Eiling makes it up here, he probably needs air, and there’s no way any of these suits will fit him now.”




Jack hurried to the airlock where the suits sat. He set Charlie down and carefully said, “Charlie, I don’t know how well this is gonna work, but we can’t give up.”




“Okay.” She looked up at him with eyes that completely trusted him, regardless of how he’d let his family down.




Jack refused to think about how long it had been since he last cared if he died. But he had someone he had to protect, and even with her powers, she needed his help. He said, “I’m gonna get you in a suit, but it’ll be way too big for you. Once you’re in it, you won’t be able to walk. But I can carry you. Okay?”




“Okay.” She gave him a smile. “It’ll be fun.”




“Yeah. Fun. Totally,” he replied.




There was a slamming noise, and it felt like the whole base shook. There was a furious roar he couldn’t possibly miss.




The MP grimly said, “Out of time.”







Stormburst held up a tk shield as the soldiers fired submachine guns and light machine guns and even some stuff that looked too massive not to be heavy machine guns. They were all aiming at her, instead of the real threat. But she was using her tk to send most of the bullets and the rest of the stuff right into the ground.




She still yelled, “Clear out! This thing’s dangerous!” Okay, she was pretty sure none of them could hear her over all the racket those guns were making.




And, just to prove her point, a big chunk of the building’s wall exploded outward, probably due to Shaggy Man punches.




She darted right at the line of soldiers, but her reactions were only human, and without the Speed Force she was limited on how fast she could go, and she could only stop so much with her tk shields. Some of the soldiers were already down before she could get her tk shield up in front of them. Some of the flying debris smacked the shields around her pretty hard, and she nearly lost them too.




The soldiers acted like all of it was her fault. Jerkheads. They spun around and tried to shoot her some more. She had to pull her shields off them and put them around herself, so she didn’t get turned into swiss cheese from all those bullets.




She yelled, “Clear! Clear! Get out of h—”




A massive chunk of concrete came flying out of the big hole in the wall, and it was thrown at her at really high speed. She didn’t even notice it until it was too close to react.




The chunk punched through her shield and slammed into her, knocking her flying. Crud, that really hurt! If she hadn’t been in her silvery form, she would have been a gooey red paste splattered all over the base.




She got knocked backward all the way over the ruined lab area and into an already-damaged wall. That really hurt too. She crashed through the wall and through a couple interior walls, which hurt too. She finally got her act together and pulled up a new tk shield before she crashed into the next wall.. She crashed right through that wall, but her shield held, and she used some tk to slide to one side so her next impact was through a window instead of into the solid outside wall on the other side of the building.




She darted around the building in time to see the Shaggy Man charging toward the soldiers, who weren’t reacting fast enough to shoot at it, much less run away. 




Oh crud.







Xander got O’Neill and the kid into their moonsuits and into the front seats of the buggy. He put on one too. And he made sure the buggy was topped up with the tanks that were compressed hydrogen for fuel.




The suits were really a lot easier to get in and out of than he had expected. There was a rack of the things, with each moonsuit being held by magnetic clips at the shoulders and the top of the helmet. The back was open. You stepped in and got your arms and head situated. Then you let the system zip the back, inflate the suit, and clip the backpack on. That wasn’t heavy in moon gravity. The backpack had a tank of pure oxygen and a scrubber that pulled the CO2 out of the passing air, replacing it with some O2 as it went. The nitrogen and other gases just stayed in place. Getting out of the suit was as easy as stepping up to the rack and letting the system pull the backpack and upzip the back for you.




Oh, and there was enough power in the backpack to run the air system and control the suit’s temp. There were even small rockets you could use for science experiments, and there was enough power from the backpacks that you could take the buggy out and launch the rocket so you could do important stuff like sample the moon’s upper atmosphere or get solar wind samples or whatever the hell the rockets were for.




Xander took four of the O2 tanks and put them in the back of the moon buggy. Then he hooked them up with spare hoses and taped them to the refill ports on the backs of their backpacks. That should do the job. He slapped O’Neill on the shoulder and opened the room to the moon’s lack of atmosphere. It was a big door that was more than wide enough to let the buggy drive out under its own power.




He didn’t close the door. No way. He was in a moonsuit. If there was any chance at all that Eiling needed to breathe air, then Xander was staying in a nearly airless room.




He couldn’t get the raygun operational again, and the little indicators told him it was nearly out of power anyway. Shooting giant ugly badguys in the face was hard work if you were a raygun.




But he had a really, really, really bad idea. 




He dumped all the hydrogen tanks onto the floor. Then he tossed almost all the oxygen tanks on top of the hydrogen tanks. Then he put the partially-disassembled raygun under a couple of the tanks in the middle, and he ran a spool of two-strand wire from the raygun’s power cell and capacitors out the open exit to a spot as far as he could go before he ran out of wire. That was only about two hundred feet, but there was a depression he could drop into.




He put the two remaining O2 tanks in the depression, carried several of those rockets out too, and waited.




Not that he had long to wait. He had a hard time getting all the wiring connected because of the clunky suit gloves, so Eiling was already yanking the sealed door out of its frame when Xander was finally ready.




And crap. It looked like Eiling in that body actually didn’t need to breathe. Okay, he couldn’t roar without enough atmosphere. But he wasn’t running out of air. And air wasn’t blasting out through the open doorway into the open chamber, which meant Eiling had probably destroyed the integrity of most if not all of the base.




Everyone still in the base was either dead or in dire need of rescue. This was so not good.




Eiling looked at the tanks all over the floor, and leapt over them, which in lunar gravity did not go quite the way Eiling was expecting. Perfect.




Xander dropped flat in the depression as he completed the circuit, and the power supply in the raygun overloaded. The raygun instantly exploded, setting off a room full of tanks of high-pressure hydrogen and oxygen. The boom was pretty spectacular, and it hurled debris all over the place.




If he hadn’t been down in that little depression, his suit would have been shredded. Okay, probably he would have been shredded too. And there was just enough atmosphere that he could maybe hear a faint boom, and there was a vague feeling of a really faint pressure wave. He could definitely feel the boom through the ground.




Eiling went flying. But Xander wasn’t really interested in the ‘what goes up must come down’ part of things, because an angry Eiling would not be good for the survivability of his moonsuit. Or of his body.




He carefully lined up a shot, and just as Eiling was slowing down, Xander shot him in the back with one of the rockets. The rocket actually did what it was supposed to, and grabbed its ‘sample’. Okay, it was a sample of insane super-freak. The rocket and Eiling went up. And up. The rocket kept speeding up, and speeding away from the surface. With any luck, Eiling wouldn’t come down anywhere near the base. Or anywhere near the Xander.




He figured it was way too much to ask for Eiling to hit moon escape velocity, which Xander had learned through Bat-lessons was about one and a half miles a second. Way under Earth escape velocity. At the time Xander had gone through that lesson, he had assumed that escape velocities for other astronomical objects was just another example of Bat-obsessiveness, but damn if it hadn’t turned out to be something he needed to know.




He left the O2 tanks and starting walking around the outside of the base, hoping that there were still some live people in sealed-off rooms in there. And he would have to check whether that transporter was still working after Eiling used it and probably abused it too. If he could get the transporter working, he could get back down and start on the rescue process for any trapped people. If not…




“White Knight calling Justice League. Come in, please. White Knight calling anybody. Come in please.”




Nothing. Well, if worse came to worst, if the transporter was really out of commission and no one else in the base could help him, he could follow O’Neill’s moon buggy tracks. And he could carry those two tanks of O2 for when he ran out of air. He might just be able to swap tanks without killing himself.





Part XVI



Stormburst ignored how she hurt pretty much everywhere, and she headed straight at the Shaggy Man. No matter how much those soldiers hated her, she could not stand by and let them get ripped to pieces.




But she couldn’t tackle the Shaggy Man with her tk. No way. It just sort of slid off. She sort of wondered if it was half science and half magic, which might explain the regeneration part and also the tk-doesn’t-work bit. Not that she knew how to check.




Still, there was something she could do with her tk. As she flew low over the ruined buildings, she used her tk and pulled up chunks of concrete that she wrapped around her right fist and held in place with the tk. And she hit the Shaggy Man right in the head as hard as she could.




It went flying, over the soldiers and onto the ground, where it did a face plant that dug a ten yard furrow. It leapt to its feet and roared furiously while spitting out dirt and rock and concrete chunks and everything else it had picked up during its face-down skid.




She tried again. “Clear! Clear out! Get away!” She pulled up more concrete and steel and rock to make a little wrecking ball around her other fist too, because she was thinking about doing something really stupid.




The soldiers didn’t do what she said. But at least they didn’t try to shoot her. They turned and fired at the Shaggy Man. Okay, it didn’t do any good, but she wasn’t expecting it to.




She yelled “Cease fire!” She was pretty surprised that the soldiers actually stopped.




But the Shaggy Man was charging them again, and shooting at it was not doing any good. It opened its mouth and roared again. She used her tk to shove about a bushel of dirt into its gaping maw. She was totally shocked that it didn’t like that. Not.




She seized the opportunity and flew in at high speed to punch it in the face a couple times. Then she darted straight up to avoid its stupidly-quick swings of those huge arms. She dropped down right behind it and punched it in the kidneys, which knocked it down but didn’t hurt it, because it probably didn’t have organs like kidneys.




She pulled up more rock and concrete with her tk and made ‘boots’ around her feet. As it tried to leap to its feet, she gave it a double kick, and as it spun away, she punched it as hard as she could in the back of the neck.




It whirled around on the ground, thrashing its arm up to hit her. She tried to block the blow with a rock covered fist, but the force shoved her back a good thirty feet.




And that was all the time it needed to leap to its feet and move far enough forward to grab her. It was so much bigger than her that it grabbed her around the torso with one massive hand like she was a doll. If she hadn’t been silvery, its immense strength would have crushed her and killed her instantly.




Before she could flow out of its grasp, it flung her. Hard. She went flying backward at stupid speed, and it took her a moment to stop. By then she was way outside the base again, and about half a mile up. If she hadn’t been able to fly, she would have been in mega-huge trouble.




She darted back in, and as she crossed over the base wall, she had an idea. She grabbed one of the weapons that would have been aimed at her if she hadn’t wrecked a ton of stuff first. And she headed back at her foe.




The Shaggy Man spotted her before she could close all the way, and it turned to face her. It roared and grabbed a huge thing of concrete to throw at her.




She closed in and slowed down while she waited for it to throw…




And here came ten tons of concrete and steel death. She darted up just enough to dodge the thing, and she attacked. She used her tk to ‘throw’ her weapon and also smack it on its base where the primer should be, which she hoped would activate it.




The capture net popped open just in time to wrap itself around the Shaggy Man. Not that something like that was going to stop the Shaggy Man. That wasn’t her goal. No way. She zoomed down and grabbed the net in a tk grip, scooping the Shaggy Man up along with the net that it was already starting to tear apart. She made sure that she was way out of his reach, and she kept moving, towing the net with her.




She darted straight up as fast as she could go. At four or five hundred miles an hour, things were heating up pretty fast, but she only had to get a mile or two away from the base. In just a handful of seconds, she was out of the Speed Force suppression field, and she could go a ton faster. It only took her a few more seconds to go from maybe Mach 0.6 to more like Mach 40, which was way over escape velocity. And she pushed harder, going even faster, towing the net behind her, while the Shaggy Man tore his way free.




But she was past escape velocity and so the Shaggy Man was too. She darted back downward, leaving the Shaggy Man and the handfuls of net that he hadn’t destroyed to fly away from the planet.




“Stormburst to Watchtower, Stormburst to Watchtower, come in please.”




“This is Watchtower, Stargirl on monitoring duty. Are you heading toward us?”




“Stormburst to Watchtower. No, I’m not. I am throwing the Shaggy Man into space, and I need someone to track it in case it’s heading somewhere we don’t want. Or in case someone’s going to do something stupid with it later.”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. Got it marked and tracking it.”




“Stormburst to Watchtower. I’ve got to get back down to the Threshold base and see how the White Knight and the Question are doing.”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. Question is relaying intel, but we have lost signal with White Knight.”




“Oh crud! Stormburst going back down and trying to find him, so Stormburst out.”




“Good luck.”




She headed back down, knowing she’d drop out of the Speed Force when she was still a mile or so above the base. And she had to find Xander! She didn’t know what she’d do if he got hurt because she wasn’t fast enough at stopping the Shaggy Man, or because the other Shaggy Man got loose in the underground part of the lab donut-shape thing.




Torus. It was a torus. She didn’t know why she knew that, except it was probably something her sister Annie had told her a long time ago. Maybe calculus. Or maybe physics.




She hit the barrier that cut off the Speed Force, and she was back to ‘fast but not Speed Force super-fast’ speed, and she was still heading pretty much straight down. She started slowing herself so she didn’t crash into the ground. And she aimed for the wreckage of the lab building.




There was still a hole in the ground where the Shaggy Man had punched his way out. There was stuff dropped into the hole and across the opening, but the hole was still there. And she was silvery.




She dove into the hole, squeezing through the tight spaces and down into a totally wrecked lab room. Oh crud. There was a soldier in a captain’s uniform slammed against a wall, but still alive if really not doing well. On the opposite side of the room, there was a wrecked lab table. A huge metal lab table. And there were people under it. She rushed over and used her tk to check for pulses and breathing.




She tried not to wince. There were two guys under there, and they were both extremely dead. She felt like urping. She rushed back to the captain, who looked like he’d been hit by a truck. She checked, “Is there a medic here? Don’t try to talk. Just blink once for yes, twice for no.”




She got two blinks.




She said, “I can get you out of here, but I can’t stabilize your neck and back while I do it. Do you want me to leave you here until medics can get down here?”




Two blinks.




“Okay, do you want me to get you out of here to a medic?”




One blink.




“All right, this is gonna seem disorienting…” She pulled him into her morph and flew back out of the hole. Then she stretched him out on a flat spot, and she yelled, “Medic!”




A couple soldiers came rushing over. Both of them were pointing rifles at her. She put up a tk shield and pretended she was ignoring the threat of those guns. She pointed at the captain. “I just rescued him from the wreckage. There are a couple dead scientists in the lab under that hole. You need to get medics and engineers, and get down into that level ASAP.”




Then she darted back into the hole, only she took a few seconds to clear a bunch of rubble out of the way, so a regular person could get down there. She flew into the corridor and jetted around, looking for survivors. There were a couple beaten-up security guys with another scientist, and all four of them were getting to their feet. Okay, the scientist had a hurt arm, and one security guy was still out cold.




She said, “You need to get to Lab 4 and go up through the hole to the surface. It may be the only way out at the moment.” And she flew on.




Okay, there were some other scared scientists hiding in their labs. She pointed them to Lab 4. There was a chunk of ceiling nearly blocking the whole corridor. Eww. A dead guy with a tomahawk in his skull. She totally did not want to know what the deal was with that. And most of the way around the torus, she found Lab 2. Ick.




A blonde officer was near a control panel on the back wall, and she was down. A big sergeant who looked like he’d been hit by the same truck as that captain? Up, but looking pretty injured, and trying to tend to the captain. Also, he had a sidearm, and he had two security guys and three scientists backed into the far corner and not doing anything.




Ooh. She recognized the downed officer and the injured sergeant from Robin’s briefing. Lieutenant Jennifer Hailey and Sergeant Stewart Scott. She checked, “Is she okay? Are you okay?”




Scott looked surprised to get polite stuff from some weird super. Still, he said, “I think she’s got half a dozen broken ribs, and a concussion. Me? I’m fine.”




He totally wasn’t fine. From the way he was holding his left arm, Alee was guessing cracked ribs and a broken arm. But he was breathing okay, so his ribs couldn’t be too bad.




She asked, “What about Colonel O’Neill? And the MP? Sergeant Harpignies?” 




There was no way she would have known how to pronounce that if Robin hadn’t told her.




Scott grimaced and looked at a busted-looking tube-shaped thing that looked like a teleporter or something. “The colonel took the kid up to the moonbase. The MP got slammed into it and went too, before I could use it. General Eiling’s in the body of a Shaggy Man. He smacked us around and went after ’em…”




Oh crud!




Scott kept talking. “The skinny creep over there…” He glared at the tall, really thin scientist guy. “…operated it while I was down and the Lieutenant was out cold on the floor.” 




Skinny Science Guy whimpered, “He was a giant monster! And he nearly killed them! What was I supposed to do?”




Alee backtracked. “The kid? You said the colonel took ‘the kid’ up there? What kid?”




Scott groaned, “We found they had a nine year old girl locked up. She’s a pyro—”




“—kinetic,” Alee finished in a rush, because she knew what was on that list she’d brought back from Harry Dresden’s dimension. And Alex had been totally stressed about this one. “Name?”




Hailey groaned from the floor. “Charlie. McGee.”




“Oh crud!” 







Jack clambered back into the moon buggy. Which was more ‘buggy’ in the software meaning of the word. He had driven through an undetectable dust pool and hit a hidden rock, and the axle had given up the ghost. He was going to have to figure out how to get these hoses unhooked without losing too much air, and try to carry Charlie back to the Threshold moonbase. There was no way they were making it to the Justice League base. Not on any sort of rational air supply.




He hated certain members of the Justice League, but he wasn’t going to let Charlie die because of his personal problems. So he’d tried contacting them using the radio on the moon buggy, but he couldn’t find a frequency that they monitored. Which wasn’t too surprising. Threshold had probably gone out of its way to make sure there was no comm frequency overlap with a group that Eiling hated with the fiery passion of a thousand suns.




And he couldn’t raise anybody at the moonbase. Eiling had probably turned it into shredded plastic, and was maybe trying to track him down that very second.




His own hubris and anger and hurt were about to get him killed, and a little girl too. Not that he was going to tell Charlie that he couldn’t save her. This was going to be horrible enough as things were.




“Jack! Jack!”




“What, honey?”




“Look!”




He turned around…and he just gaped. Coming from the direction of the Justice League base was a silvery object streaking right at them. Okay, it was a silvery super who was built like a brick shithouse.




What the hell were those superwomen eating that they all turned into this kind of shape?




She zoomed down and hovered a foot above the lunar soil, and she pulled a little chalkboard out of…somewhere. She wrote ‘I am Stormburst and I am here to help.’




Okay, he had heard something about Stormburst. He skipped the super-news as much as possible, so all he knew was that she was new and making a splash. And she wasn’t a Kryptonian. He gave her a thumbs up, and Charlie bounced excitedly.




She wrote ‘I will take you two to the Justice League base if that is okay.’




What the hell. He wasn’t going to say no to that. He put out his hands, and the silver super handed her chalkboard and chalk over like they were buddies.




He wrote ‘Eiling in Shaggy Man body may be loose behind us. Put your base on alert.’




She gave him a thumbs up. So he had no idea if she was running commo right that second, or they had already detected Eiling. Either way, if she was flying, a lumbering Eiling was probably not much of a threat to her.




So he wrote ‘Beam me up Scotty’. She laughed. Well, it looked like she was laughing. She obviously didn’t need normal human stuff like air. She didn’t move, but he and Charlie and the whole buggy lifted up into the air. Great. Telekinesis. He wasn’t comfortable with the psychic powers, even if Charlie was fine by him.




Hypocrisy, thy name is Jack. Maybe he should just get over himself. Who else was flying to his rescue?




She flew the whole buggy to the Justice League base. He had no idea how fast they were moving, but he was guessing a couple hundred miles an hour. Not that there was any aerodynamic drag. The lunar atmosphere was too damn thin for that.




Dang. Not ‘damn’, dang. He was going to stop saying ‘damn’ and other cursewords. Charlie was too young to be hearing that kind of crap all the time.




And he didn’t think the word ‘crap’ then either. Well, that was his story, and he was stickin’ to it.







Alee zoomed that whole moon buggy thing into the open bay and let the forcefield lock in place behind her so the air could fill back in. The computer announced, “Atmosphere restored. You may open moonsuits now.”




Moon Maiden said over the intercom, “Okay Stormburst, you’re good.”




Alee went normal, so she looked less inhuman. Then she helped Jack and Charlie out of their suits. She shook Jack’s hand and grinned, “It’s great to finally meet you.”




He looked at her and said, “I’m gonna go with ‘huh?’ on that one.”




She turned and knelt down to look at the little girl. “Hi. You’re Charlie, right? You’re really cute! Can I give you a hug?”




Charlie looked at Jack, who shrugged, thought it over for a moment, and nodded. Then she let Alee hug her. But she said, “How come you wanna hug me?”




Alee spilled a little bit. “Well, I know someone from another universe, and she said I should find you because she and her Charlie were like sisters, and she said her Charlie was the best. So I know you’d be awesome. Just like Colonel O’Neill is awesome, because that someone from another universe said her Jack O’Neill was an amazing guy and a great dad and a really awesome colonel-type. So I’ve been looking for both of you for like months. Can I call you Jack?”




Jack O’Neill sort of winced around the eyes. “Probably better than calling me ‘colonel’, since I’m probably gonna get court-martialed for what I just did. But I’ve got people back down there in Arizona, and at least one crazy MP back at that moonbase, so…”




Alee interrupted, “Umm, I already rescued Sergeant Scott and Lieutenant Hailey. They were both hurt, and it looked like security wanted to arrest them, so I figured they’d be better off elsewhere. I flew ’em up to the Watchtower and took ’em to the med bay there. I think it’s just broken ribs and a broken arm and a concussion, but the medical people up there are awesome. And as soon as you’re on your way to the teleporter to the Watchtower so you can go check on ’em, I’m off to go help your MP and rescue whoever else at the moonbase is okay.”




A non-computer voice added, “And we’re tracking your creature. There was an explosion at your moonbase that launched it upward, and then someone shot it with what appears to be a sampling rocket, and it has achieved lunar escape velocity.”




“Thanks, Laurel!” Alee smiled. “That’s both of ’em.”




“Both?” Jack checked.




“Oh sure,” Alee nodded. “I fought the other Shaggy Man and wrapped him up in a capture net and hauled him straight up and boosted him to Earth escape velocity. We just need to make sure they don’t crash into something we want to keep un-monster’ed.”




Jack had a ‘holy crud’ expression on his face, but Alee didn’t think she’d done that much.




The inner doors opened, and Laurel was standing there in her full Moon Maiden outfit, looking pretty cool. She smiled, “Okay, I’ll walk you two over to the teleporter and make sure you get to the Watchtower, and I’ve got a couple people ready to escort you to the med bay where your subordinates are. Stargirl says they’re in good shape, and are already mostly healed, mainly because Stormburst called in a few favors.”




Jack looked like he didn’t want to, but he said, “Thank you. I appreciate it.”




Alee smiled, “Oh, sure. I know you’re worth it. Oh, and I asked the Kryptonians to stay out of the Watchtower while you’re there, because…someone told me what happened to your family. I’m really, really sorry about that.”




“Glad someone is,” Jack muttered.




Charlie wrapped her arms around him and said, “Well, I’m sorry too.”




He ruffled her hair and said, “I know, kiddo. I’m sorry about your dad. And your mom.”




Charlie pressed her face against his shirt and murmured, “I know you are. You’re the best.”




Alee thought Jack had an expression like he didn’t believe that at all. She just said, “Look Jack, and Charlie too, however this mess at the base shakes out, I’ll help you. In any way I can. Whether it’s big, like testifying for you in military court, or small, like babysitting Charlie sometimes when you have to be out.”




Jack just looked at her in consternation. “How young are you?”




“I’m old enough to babysit,” she said in what she hoped was a reassuring voice.




The inner doors closed between them, and she went silvery again. She had more people to rescue, especially if they were named Xander.







Xander was pretty surprised when a voice came over his Justice League comm-thing in his ear canal. “White Knight, this is Stormburst. Do you read me? White—”




“Storms! Knight here. Nice to hear from somebody. “Your ETA?”




“Maybe five seconds. And…wow, your base is totally trashed. You didn’t blow the whole thing up, did you?”




“Knight to Storm. No way! I only blew up the buggy bay. The No-Longer-Shaggy Man did all the rest.”




And with a silvery zoom, Stormburst was right next to him, hovering a foot off the floor. The floor was pretty much the only thing Eiling hadn’t wrecked in his rush through too-small hatches and too-small hallways and too-small modules.




Even silvery, she looked pretty worried. “But you’re okay?”




He nodded, “Oh, sure. But I’ve got four guys in this module and the next one who have no moonsuits and minimal extra oxygen, so we should get them out of here and off to somewhere safe.”




“Is that everybody?” she worried.




He admitted, “Two guards and one scientist got ganked by Eiling. And the transporter is kaput. Eiling completely wrecked it just getting out of the thing.”




She winced, which he could see even though she was silvery. “Okay. I’m gonna put up a tk shield to hold the air in the rooms, and pull these four guys into my morph, then grab you, and fly all of you back to the JL moonbase, so we can teleport everyone off the moon.”




He asked, “And Eiling?”




She smiled a little. “Lunar escape velocity.”




He smirked. “Any chance we can dump him and the Still-Shaggy Man on some barren asteroid and let them fight each other until they both go into hibernation again?”




She frowned, “We may have to do that.”







Jack sat holding Charlie, who was fast asleep. He was still on the Watchtower. Colonel Jack O’Neill, the known meta-hater, was on the Justice League’s Watchtower. And holding the cutest meta ever. What the hell had happened to him in one stinking day?




Maybe he had come to his senses, even if he was still pissed off at Power Girl.




Okay, his people were okay and nearly mended. Thanks to Zatanna, who apparently could heal broken bones just by doing some sort of spell as she strolled by, which was frankly terrifying. And his career wasn’t in the dumpster, given that Eiling had been declared a public menace and the entire Threshold base had turned out to be something Eiling did not have permission to be running in the way he was operating. Jack had been told that Oracle and The Question had turned that up, and somehow had made him the hero of the whole mess. He didn’t deserve that when there were lots of other people doing the right thing and not getting enough credit. And Charlie had gotten a couple hours of playtime-with-fireballs, thanks to Fire and Ice paying her a visit and taking her to a big powers testing area. Charlie was completely exhausted from all her ‘playtime’. 




And there was no way he was letting her wear a ‘uniform’ like that she she got older. That was a swimsuit with hooker boots!




He was talking to the actual Batman, who wasn’t some magical alien with superpowers. No way. That guy was a cranky-ass weightlifter with Jay Leno’s chin. Jack insisted, “No way, Private Pointy-Ears. I’m keeping Charlie. I’m gonna take retirement and we’re moving to a cabin I still own in Colorado. It’s nice and private, and it’s got two bedrooms, and I can take care of her.”




“What about schooling? What about friends? What about socialization? What about—”




“What about the stick up your ass?” Jack interrupted rudely. “I’ll come drag it out if I ever need a totem pole for my back yard. Now back off.” He took a deep breath and tried to calm down. “She needs me. And I need her. And Stormburst or whatever her name is said she’d babysit if I needed help.”




Batman stood there, doing the scary dark looming routine that probably scared the shit out of common criminals. He finally said, “I believe you. And Stormburst is an exceptionally good babysitter. Just be prepared that out of that uniform, she looks even younger than she really is.”




Jack didn’t bother to tell Grumpy Guy that he was planning on giving Charlie as much time as she needed, and doing as much homeschooling as he could, but he was going to get her back into school. And get her back into having little friends. And do whatever it took to get her back to being a normal little girl.




He figured he just needed to teach her enough kenpo and karate that any bullies were going to end up with broken noses and bruised nuts. That way, she wouldn’t have to turn them into Bananas Foster as a first resort.




Charlie murmured in her sleep, “I wanna go home, daddy…”




He hugged her closer, not caring that Flying Rodent Man was watching. He wondered if she’d mind using the name Charlie O’Neill…




The OSI and a Soldier

Part I



Aly Mack paused her language tape when her phone rang. She had been trying something new lately: working on her katas and forms while also playing language CDs over her little portable stereo system.




She answered the phone, “God morgon. Talar du svenska?” Then she remembered she wasn’t still doing language tapes and she had just said something stupid over the phone. “Sorry about that. This is Aly.” Okay, she was also practicing on not blushing when she did embarrassing stuff, so at least this was good training on that.




Rinkin sounded like she was smirking. “It’s okay. Can you be at Oscar’s office in thirty?”




“Sure thing!” Aly replied. “I just gotta shower first. I’ve been practicing my katas for…” She checked her wallclock. “…umm, nearly an hour and a half.”




“Fine. We’ll talk then.”




She took a hasty shower. Another thing about bionics was you didn’t wear out as fast as a normal person, so you could lose track of time while you were exercising. Like the other night, when she just wanted to run on the track for half an hour before doing some other stuff, but she was listening to her Macedonian language tapes using her headphones, and she totally lost track of time, and one of the security guys had to flag her down after she’d been running for like three hours. So she had messed up her sleep schedule and her exercise schedule both, although she got a bunch more Macedonian studied.




Also, she had run over two hundred and seventy miles on the track in those not quite three hours, so she had to spend a big chunk of the next day getting a maintenance check on her bionics from Rudy’s team, and that made her feel sort of stupid and careless with really expensive hardware she was supposed to be responsible with. Okay, she got even more language learning done while she was lying on the testing bed and stuff.




Studying more than one language at a time was hard. If only she was as smart as Annie. Or Hermione Granger.




Well, that was just one reason why she was focusing a lot more on exercises where she could actually wear out non-bionic parts of her, like the sit-ups and crunches and stuff she’d been doing every day, even when her organic muscles hurt.




And it was why she was reading what she could find about the idea of a sprachbund, and in particular, the Balkansprachbund. Fortunately, most of the papers were in German or English, and she read both languages. There were also two papers in Macedonian, which she was doing okay on, even if she was still learning Macedonian, and she didn’t think the translations she had read were all that great considering they were papers on languages and linguistics, so the translations ought to be perfect. She was having a little trouble with the paper in Italian, and a lot more trouble with the papers in Serbo-Croatian, even if Serbo-Croatian was linguistically close to Macedonian. For certain meanings of the word ‘close’.




She gathered up the journal articles she had on her dining room table, and her notes, and a couple books she had been working from, and she packed them all into a nice valise. Then she hiked off to the admin area, where Oscar and Rinkin had their offices.




A Peggybot was sitting at Peggy’s desk. Well, it only made sense. Peggy worked forty hours a week, maybe forty-five if there was special stuff going on. But the Peggybots could work a hundred hours in a row if they wanted to. So there was pretty much always a Peggybot and a Lindabot on duty and one or two on call. Not that it was easy to tell. All the Peggybots were wearing Peggy’s current haircut. They liked dressing like Peggy and talking like Peggy. They were all smart and chipper, like Peggy. And they all liked going by ‘Peggy’, which was totally different than the Willowbots. But they had a different relationship with Peggy than the Willowbots had with Willow.




Still, there were a ton of little ways to tell, if Aly turned up her senses and concentrated. The bots tended to run a couple degrees warmer than Peggy during hot days outside, and a couple degrees cooler than Peggy in an air-conditioned office. Aly could see that with her near-infrared vision. Also, the physical distribution of heat across Peggy’s face was different than the Peggybots’ faces. And if Aly turned up her sense of smell, she could usually tell what Peggy had recently eaten, or what flavor toothpaste Peggy had recently used. The Peggybots never ate and never needed to brush their teeth.




There was also the thing she never mentioned, that Peggy couldn’t do her makeup as precisely as the bots could, so a little telescopic vision could spot a tiny flaw or two. But pointing that out would be mean.




Aly smiled, “Hi Peggy! I thought Peggy would be here about now.”




Peggy Two knew exactly what Aly meant. “Oh, Oscar sent Peggy Zero on another CIA training course. She’ll be back next Monday. I’m Peggy Two.”




Aly smiled, “Great. I hope she has a ton of fun. ’Cause some of those courses aren’t much fun.”




Peggy Two gave her a very Peggy-ish grin. “We hope so too…Oh! Peggy One says Oscar’s finally off the phone, so go right over to Conference Room A.”




“Thanks, Peggy.”




Aly walked down the hall and got to the conference room just ahead of Oscar, who was rushing from the opposite direction, where his office was.




Oscar smiled, “Aly. Sorry I’m running late.”




Aly gave him a smile too. “I thought I was the one running late, ’cause I stopped to talk with Peggy Two. I mean, just Peggy.”




It was kind of weird. The Peggys all wanted to be just ‘Peggy’. The Willowbots all wanted to be ‘WillowAlpha’ or just ‘Alpha’, or whatever was the Greek letter in their name. The Lindas all wanted different names, like ‘Lin’ and ‘Lindy’. Aly figured Willow could explain why, but Aly thought it was too nosy to ask about.




Oscar opened the conference room door and let her go in before him. Rinkin was already sitting at the table, looking over notes. Oscar closed the door, gestured for Aly to take one of the nice seats, and sat at the head of the table.




Aly sat and started off, “I brought all the stuff I’ve got so far, but I really think I need some help on research stuff.”




Rinkin and Oscar looked at each other. Oscar said, “Aly, there may be a slight problem, because we didn’t ask you here about your research. I wasn’t even aware you were researching anything. We asked you here because someone at Quantico is stonewalling on the Finn attack, and we’ve found a way to slip you in so you can help our own investigator.”




Aly looked at her valise, and put it down on the floor. She sighed, “Okay, but I sorta think we need to talk about that stuff pretty soon.”




Oscar gave her a little smile. “Why don’t we see how long this part of the meeting takes, and then we can see about your hard work, or schedule a time to talk about it?”




“Okay, sure.” Aly momentarily wondered what it would be like to work for people who were mean or didn’t listen to her or any of that stuff.




Rinkin showed Aly some pictures. They looked like the back of a soldier’s BDUs, with four holes and blood and burnmarks.




“Oh.” Aly got it at once. It was pictures of Major Finn’s injuries. “Those bullet wounds look really close together, and that’s a lot of burnmarks.”




Rinkin nodded firmly. “Right. The shots were fired from two feet away. The body wasn’t moved afterward, since Finn wasn’t killed outright, and the bleeding is really even, with roughly circular blood patterns.”




Aly asked, “What about other injuries, and all that other stuff from the forensics course?”




Oscar admitted, “We can’t get any of that. We’re not even supposed to have this much. So we’re going to get clearance and send Andrew in as an NSA field investigator, and you’re going in as his distant backup. As a Marine officer candidate, in the next intake batch.”




Aly froze for a moment. “Me? As a Marine? I mean, people didn’t even think I was a teacher. And even Rinkin says I’m terrible at cussing.”




Oscar and Rinkin made an effort not to look at each other and not to laugh. So Aly knew she had said something else dumb. Oscar finally said, “Aly, despite our reputation, not everyone in the military ‘curses like a sailor’.” He gave her a big grin at that.




Aly knew why he was grinning. Oscar was an ex-sailor. Well, former Navy. And he almost never cursed. Well, she had never heard him curse, and Kate had never heard him curse, and even Jaime had never heard him curse.




Okay, Rudy had heard him curse. A bunch of times. Aly had talked to Rudy a lot, like every time she went in for what Xander liked to call ‘a tune-up and oil change’. Apparently, every time Steve or Jaime or Kate was in Rudy’s lab for big injuries, Oscar got really upset, and each time when Jaime or Steve was in a coma, Oscar had been mega-upset about it, and that was when Oscar cursed a lot.




Rinkin added, “We don’t actually expect you to turn into JJ. And also, Andrew and Rudy came up with a disguise for ‘Alicia Mackenzie’.” She showed Aly a computer image that was probably Andrew’s work. It was Aly’s face, only there was a nasty, vertical scar that went from up in her hairline, down over the middle of her bionic eye, and down to her chin. It looked like something had pretty nearly cut her face in half.




It reminded her way too much of what had really happened to her face, not counting the fire. “Ick.”




Oscar pointed out, “That’s the general idea. No one will remember you as anything except ‘the officer candidate with the scars’. But more importantly, it will give you a reason to have fifteen pounds of metal inside you, and not get x-rays or an MRI from the Quantico doctors.”




Not that Aly had fifteen pounds of metal in her. She had way more than that. But with all the Aly pieces that weren’t there, her weight looked like she had fifteen pounds of metal on top of a hundred and twenty pounds of Aly.




Aly checked, “So I’d have more fake scars where I’ve got real bionics?”




Oscar nodded, “Right. Scars on your arms and legs, and a continuation scar from your chin down your ribcage.”




Extra ick. But it was better than letting someone find out she didn’t have a hundred twenty pounds of Aly and fifteen pounds of metal inside her, and instead she had forty-eight pounds of Aly and eighty-seven pounds of bionics and metal and other not-Aly. Because the bionics and stuff were denser than ordinary Aly parts.




Rinkin pointed out, “They have weight requirements. You’re well under the upper limit for a 5’7” female, but you’re still heavier than water. You’ll have to have an explanation for that.”




So, if she had to explain why she was fifteen pounds heavier than she should be, and why she didn’t look normal on an x-ray, lots of metal stuff inside her was the explanation people would buy. And that would mean lots of scars to go with all the supposed metal plates and struts and screws and stuff.




She wondered, “Are we gonna supply ‘my’ x-rays for the doctors to look at?”




Oscar nodded, and Rinkin said, “Andrew and Rudy are already on it.”




So she checked, “And does Andrew have field investigator training?”




Oscar nodded again and pointed at Rinkin. “Someone made sure Andrew went through the proper training, which was on the FBI part of Quantico, so he’ll know the right people too.”




Rinkin admitted, “He’s gotten some mentoring too. He knows what to look for, and what to say.”




Oscar spilled, “In an inter-agency investigation like this one, knowing what to say is sometimes more important.”




Rinkin rolled her eyes and added, “I gave Andrew a short course in spewing acronyms and initials.”




Oscar groaned a little and mock-whispered to Aly, “She had him practice on me.”




Rinkin gave both of them an innocent look and said, “I needed an expert on the subject, and it’s not like I could have gotten Xander for Andrew to practice on.”




Oscar smirked, “Because Xander runs too fast.”




After Rinkin and Oscar stopped teasing each other, and Aly stopped giggling even though she was trying not to, Rinkin went over the stack of papers for Aly. There was a history for Alicia Mackenzie, including her serious accident and her ‘amazing determination’ as Rinkin put it. There were the steps Alicia had taken to finish college early and then go into the Marines like her dad and uncle. There was her interview and her recommendation letters and Alicia’s essay on why she wanted to be a Marine officer. There were Alicia’s PFT scores, which looked really good for a young woman.




Okay, she could crush those PFT numbers if she actually tried. But if she ran three miles in a minute and a half, or she did a hundred pull-ups in thirty seconds, everyone would realize that she wasn’t normal. For a Marine officer, even. Because Marines weren’t plain old average people to start with.




She checked over the other sheets, which had information on stuff like what she should bring to MCB Quantico and what she had better not bring. Plus, there was stuff Oscar had arranged, so she would know what to expect when she arrived and started getting yelled at by drill instructors.




Aly said, “Umm, I think I need to practice the part about doing drills and stuff, and getting yelled at, because that’s not something I’m really good at. And these billets…I don’t know, some of ’em seem like they might be a lot of pressure.”




Oscar smiled, “I’ve noticed that you do well under ‘a lot of pressure’. I’m not worried.”




And then, after they got through all that stuff and still had time, Rinkin asked, “I didn’t know you were studying Swedish too.”




Oscar checked, “Swedish?”




Rinkin nodded, “She was practicing, and she spoke Swedish when I called her.”




Oscar asked Aly, “Can you say something simple in Swedish?”




Aly’s brain suddenly blanked, and all she could think of was “Min svävare är full med ål.”




Rinkin laughed so hard Aly thought she was going to fall out of her chair. Oscar looked back and forth between them, and Rinkin finally managed, “I’ll explain the whole thing later.”




So instead, Oscar asked, “Are you preparing for Aleksandr Armen?”




Aly nodded. “Yes sir. And also those North Macedonian ‘League’ guys. Which was why I needed to talk to you. Do you know what a sprachbund is?”




Oscar asked, “That sounds German, and I speak some German, but I don’t know that word. A ‘band’ of ‘languages’?”




Aly nodded eagerly. “That’s totally what it is. Like the way Western European languages have a bunch of big linguistic features in common, even though no one who only knows English is going to be able to understand German or French. Cool language features seem to move across to nearby countries who sort of adopt the concepts, or sometimes the phrasing, and sometimes the words too. You know, if you trade with the neighboring country for a thousand years, when you’re not invading them or they’re not invading you, people pick up stuff from the other country.”




Rinkin said, “It sounds like you’re simplifying this for us and skipping over some important details.”




Aly nodded. “Right! Because you don’t want me to talk all day about why so many European languages have a sentence order that goes subject-then-verb-then-object, and lots of other languages don’t.”




Oscar checked, “But there is something you do want to talk about, right?”




Aly nodded happily. “Totally.” She stopped looking happy. “Because I think there’s something wrong with the Balkansprachbund, and I think it means something mega-bad.”




Rinkin guessed, “A ‘sprachbund’ for Balkan languages?”




Aly nodded again. “Right. Macedonian, and a bunch of other languages.” She pulled papers out of her bag and looked at her notes. “Okay, Macedonian, and the other South Slavic languages, Bulgarian and Serbo-Croatian. Plus Albanian and Romanian. Also, to a lesser extent, Greek and Romani and Balkan Turkish. They’re all Indo-European languages, okay all but one, but from really different branches of the Indo-European language tree.” She showed them a chart laying out a linguistic ‘tree’ of the way different Indo-European languages were connected to or not connected to other languages. And she had the languages she was talking about all marked with highlighter, so Rinkin and Oscar could see how totally different some of these languages were.




She kept going. “These languages are showing clear signs of a sprachbund behavior, with a bunch of signs of grammatical convergence and loanword transfer, even if they have completely different alphabets and stuff. But over a really, really long time, they’ve all picked up certain key features, like none of them have an infinitive anymore, and they all form the future tense the same way, and stuff like that. I’m not the one who spotted that. There’s a bunch of papers on it.” She handed them her pile of linguistics papers.




Oscar asked, “If other authors did this work, what’s upsetting you?”




Aly grimaced, “The languages ought to all be trading cool linguistics features. But it looks to me like they’re mainly picking up Macedonian features, and Macedonian is staying almost untouched. Linguistically, anyway. Oh, they’ve simplified some messy stuff from a long time ago, but the converging point for all these languages ought to be more like Greek. Or Romanian. “Not Macedonian.”




Rinkin checked, “And how did you notice this when no one else has?”




Aly admitted, “I was looking for signs that Macedonian might have some really old influences, after what Hermione’s group told us about that League of Shadows stuff, and what Lina and Naamah told me about that Alexander the Great connection that may or may not be legit. And then I realized that two papers, one German and one Italian, about twenty years apart, basically suggested there was a convergence toward Macedonian in certain aspects, and right after each publication date, a paper came out which basically blew the ‘convergence’ paper out of the water.” She took a deep breath.




She dropped her bombshell. “Both those rebuttal papers are out of North Macedonian research facilities, and originally in Macedonian. One is from a tiny university in North Macedonia, and the other is out of a think tank: it would translate as ‘GnD Research’, and GnD could easily stand for Glava na Demonot. I think they’re disinformation from the League of Shadows. The only reason they would care about the Balkansprachbund is if those papers are right, and the League and the Glava na Demonot have been influencing language and culture in that area for maybe fifteen hundred years. Maybe even longer.”




Oscar carefully said, “That’s an interesting theory—”




Aly interrupted him. “It’s just a hypothesis. It’s not backed up enough to be a theory. My dad and Annie are really serious about the meaning of ‘theory’ and stuff.”




Rinkin tried, “I’m glad you see you need more support for your…hypothesis. Because you were specifically looking for something like this, so you may be connecting pieces that don’t go together.”




Aly nodded a bunch. “Right. Like the guy who found the ‘canals’ on Mars, although Annie said he said ‘canali’ which is totally not ‘canal’, it’s what linguistics researchers call a ‘false friend’. So people assumed he was claiming he had seen real artificially-made canals on Mars, and they looked at Mars through the newest telescopes and convinced themselves they saw real canals too, and they drew maps and everything, and they were just going nuts based on some not-really-straight lines on the surface of Mars. But that’s why I’m telling you two, so you can get some people—and bots who maybe are people too now—to look at data in other areas and see if there’s stuff that supports or rejects my little tiny idea.”




Oscar suggested, “That’s good, because I’ve seen a lot of countries and organizations and ideologies come and go, and they all eventually…go. You start with someone like Alexander the Great, and he dies, and the people that follow him aren’t that great, and things fall apart.”




Rinkin added, “Or a dynasty rules a country, but after a couple generations, they get overrun, or married into, or something else that puts a new dynasty in charge for another hundred years before someone else takes over.”




Aly nodded some more. “Exactly. That’s what I was thinking. If this really isn’t falling apart after a couple generations, then maybe something is going on behind the scenes, and it could be something the OSI needs to investigate. And we should work with Hermione, because she’s a genius and I bet she could investigate this kind of thing in a lot of really smart ways.”




Rinkin frowned in thought. “My first reaction is financials. There has to be money to make something like that continue to run, if it’s real. But tracing the money in a foreign country that has obfuscatory financial laws like North Macedonia is going to be a problem.”




Aly asked, “So they’re like Switzerland and the Bahamas and stuff?”




Oscar rolled his eyes just a little. “Even worse. But they’re not a major banking center like Switzerland, so people tend to ignore it.”




Aly wondered, “So…maybe it’s connected?”




Rinkin sighed, “Maybe. But don’t assume it, okay? People’s brains are designed to connect dots together to come up with pictures of the man in the moon and things like that, so you may be doing that with your data.”




Aly agreed, “I know that. My dad talks about people doing bad studies and not doing decent science because of stuff like that and confirmation bias and things. So I’m trying not to jump the gun…too much.”




Rinkin added, “We’ll need to look at historical records. We’ll probably need Hermione’s contacts for that, because anything that old will be on parchment if it’s written down at all. Then there’s that theft you stopped in Monaco. So we’ll want to look at antiquities and ancient artworks…maybe religious records…or archaeological digs…and any relevant maps that we can find.”




Ugh. Aly wanted some faster movement on stuff, but she knew that wasn’t reasonable. Or fair. So she just said, “Thanks. That’s really all I can ask for.”




Oscar smiled at her. “Aly, we all know you could have asked for a lot more. Thanks for being so reasonable about this.”




She fibbed, “Well, I’m gonna save up all my unreasonableness for the D&D game tonight.” 




And that was a really big fib, because she always tried to be a good cleric when she was playing her character, and sometimes she felt like her cleric was pretty much the only reasonable character in the group, when Rudy’s wizard was being selfish and Xander’s bard was being crazy and Willow’s barbarian was being a big dumb guy who was just looking for someone he could start a fight with.




Okay, it was really fun, and lots of times it was really funny, and no one was being mean to other people at the table. But boy, could they get into trouble mega-fast. And Aly’s cleric was too worried about not making her goddess happy, so she wouldn’t go into the taverns with them unless there was no place else to get food, and then she’d fuss. And she’d fuss if Bowie The Bard was doing stuff with groupies, and she’d fuss if JJ’s battlemaster took Willow’s barbarian into a brothel, and she’d fuss a lot if Rinkin’s sorcerer and Rudy’s wizard burned down another building ‘purely by accident’. Even if a lot of their stories were totally fun to listen to and some of them were so funny she could hardly stop laughing. Especially Xander’s stories.





Part II



Aly woke up early the next morning, even though the D&D thing had gone sort of long. Mainly because they were having so much fun. Their barbarian had found what he thought was a Sword Of Ogre Slaying, but as soon as Andrew started passing around pieces of paper telling them what they had to yell when they were holding the sword, they figured it out. It was a Sword Of Ogre 
Saying. If you held the sword, it didn’t do anything except make you say ‘Ogre! Ogre! Ogre!’ over and over. And the barbarian nearly got killed while fighting a big ogre and yelling “Ogre!” the whole time. So it was hilarious but useless. Except Xander’s bard figured out how to use it, because he had this heckler who was going to be messing up Bowie The Bard’s next big concert like he messed up the last one. So Rudy’s wizard let the heckler ‘steal’ it from him, and then at the concert the guy couldn’t stop yelling, “Ogre! Ogre!” until the guards threw him in the dungeon for being a crazy person. Then Xander’s bard stole the sword back so he could do more silly stuff with it.




Aly needed to start training for Marine Officer Candidate School, which was going to start in just under two weeks. She had a meeting with a drill instructor so she could get used to being yelled at, but first she wanted to work on maybe the very hardest part for her: looking normal. Especially on her three-mile run and her long hikes, since she couldn’t afford to accidentally run too fast. Oh! And the obstacle course stuff too.




She had thought the obstacle course stuff sounded pretty fun, but she was going to have to not get carried away when she ran the course for real. Okay, when she looked up some video footage of Marines running the course, she was pretty disappointed, because it was all really small stuff she could have just jumped over if she wanted to.




Okay, that totally wasn’t fair, because her point of view had gotten warped from being able to jump and clear a twenty-five foot wall and then land without hurting herself. An eight foot high wall with no handholds or footholds? Her old self would never have gotten over that.




So she practiced running a seven minute mile, or a little bit better than that. It took a lot of pacing and concentration to not go a lot faster or a lot slower. She needed a pace car. Or maybe she would just run behind the fastest female runner she could find at OCS.




She was still running timed laps when the drill instructor guy came out to meet her. One of the Lindabots was escorting him. Aly thought it was Lin, just from the hairstyle, but the Lindabots liked to switch stuff up, so it was hard for Aly to tell which was which.




Aly ran over. “Hi Linda! I like your blouse. Is it new?”




Linda smiled, “Hi, Aly! I just borrowed it. Aly, this is Sergeant Ross. Sergeant? This is Aly.”




Aly went with her cover name so she could get used to it. “Alicia Mackenzie. But you can call me whatever you would yell at me at Brown Field. ‘Mackenzie’, or ‘hey you’ or ‘maggot’ or whatever you would really say.”




Sergeant Ross was a stern-looking guy not much taller than her, but about twice as wide, and he looked like all of that width was muscle. She was guessing he was in his late forties. He frowned a little, “Miss Mackenzie, we are not a scene from ‘Full Metal Jacket’. I will call you ‘Mackenzie’. You will call me ‘Sergeant Ross’. Do you know how to respond when I ask a question or make a statement you need to reply to?”




She quickly snapped to attention and loudly yelled, “Aye, sergeant!”




He grinned then. “Good work. Let’s go over everything. Saluting, and when not to salute. Attention and at ease and parade rest. Basic drills and ditties. What the DIs will handle, and what the officers will do. What billets are, and how you should handle them. And we’ll start with your PFT and CFT.”




She grinned, “Aye sergeant!” Then she added, “I like the physical parts, even if I’m still working at slowing down to a seven minute mile.”




He checked, “Why? What’s your best time for a three mile run?”




She sighed a little. “Sorry, but that’s classified.”




His eyebrows started rising up toward his hairline. That wasn’t a good sign.




She tried, “Umm, they didn’t explain to you about me, and what the agency is trying to accomplish?”




He scowled, “No, Miss Mackenzie, they did not. And I was told I did not have clearance, and I could not ask any questions.”




She checked that ‘Linda’ was still in earshot. “Hey Lin! Go ask Oscar if I can read Sergeant Ross in! And hurry!”




Lin gave Aly a mock salute and ran for the admin offices, and she had to be going a good twenty-five miles an hour too.




Sergeant Ross spotted that too. “Christ!” He glanced at Aly. “Pardon my French. But if your secretaries run that fast, how fast do you run?”




Aly admitted, “Pretty fast. And for a long time. And it’s classified, so I want you read in first. But it means my PFT and CFT issues are just making sure I keep my numbers down to around a top female candidate’s times and counts. But I have no experience in doing the things that a lot of ROTC types and National Guard people would be used to, like getting yelled at when I’m trying to do something, or leadership skills like those billets. I don’t want to ruin the Marine Corps or anything or become an officer under false pretenses, but our agency does need to investigate an attempted murder that happened at Quantico, which we have reason to believe may not get properly investigated without us.”




The sergeant complained, “What am I getting myself into? I’m not…comfortable with working with some of the spook agencies. We’ve had problems before with some of you lot in…let’s just say overseas.”




Aly nodded. “Me too. I can’t talk about that stuff either, but there are some guys in other agencies who better not ask me for a big favor anytime soon. But we don’t work that way. We’re the goodguys.”




The sergeant managed not to roll his eyes. Well, not a lot.




She sighed, “Okay, it seems like everyone always thinks they’re the goodguys. Even some really bad people doing bad things.” She tried not to think about those Blackwater killers, or Garthe Knight’s superpowered ‘Ultraman’-styled hitman who nearly killed Rinkin. But she insisted, “We’re not really a ‘spook’ agency. We’re charged with advanced science. Protecting scientists, investigating advanced science, stopping misuses of advanced science, things like that. And the person who got shot has…connections to a scientific issue that I probably can’t talk about no matter what.”




And Linda was already running back with a metal clipboard. One of the ones that had a compartment under the writing surface for storing a bunch of papers and stuff.




Aly spotted the sergeant’s surprise, so she sort of explained, “Linda probably called her counterpart in admin and had her talk to Oscar. Or Rinkin. So the call on an NDA got made before Linda got there.” He gave Aly another untrusting look, so she added, “And she can run fast. Not as fast as me, but fast.”




“And she’s just a secretary…”




Aly spilled, “No one here is ‘just’ anything. Oscar isn’t just a boss. Rinkin isn’t just a deputy director. Casey isn’t just a cook. Xander isn’t just a repairman.”




Linda ran up and pulled a couple forms out of the compartment before clipping them onto the clipboard. She handed Sergeant Ross the clipboard and a pen. “Please read over these and sign them.” She turned her head. “Aly, Oscar says you can tell him about you, but not about anyone else. And nothing about why we were interested in Finn.”




“Got it,” Aly nodded. Boy, it was a good thing she hadn’t said more about anybody.




Linda waited mega-patiently while the sergeant read through the papers and signed each of them. “Thank you very much, sergeant. Have a good day!” And she trotted off at a normal speed.




Sergeant Ross looked at Aly. “Okay, you guys have the lamest NDAs I’ve ever seen. Which, I have to admit, is sort of reassuring. And ‘Linda’ sprinted at Olympic speeds there and back, but when she handed me the papers, she wasn’t sweating, and she wasn’t out of breath.”




“Classified,” Aly insisted. “I’ll tell you about me, and you can guess about anybody else, but you heard her. I’m not allowed to tell you more.”




He shrugged, “I really don’t want to learn more. I have a feeling I’m about to learn too much as it is.”




“Totally, sergeant,” Aly agreed. “Let’s start with a little background I don’t like talking about. A while ago, I was in a plane crash. A private plane, when the pilot had a heart attack and lurched forward onto the control wheel so the plane went straight down. I undid my seat belt so I could go forward and help my aunt pull back on the wheel, and we almost made it. We hit, but not straight down. I went through the windshield at high speed, and landed on a broken propeller in jet fuel, which caught on fire. That is not survivable. I managed to survive. But I lost both my arms, both my legs, most of my skin, big chunks of stuff in my abdomen, one eye, one ear, you name it. The OSI has the technology to rebuild me. By volume, I’m forty percent me, sixty percent robot replacement parts designed to look human. I’m a cyborg. I can run at over a hundred miles an hour…for days if I have to. I can flip over a car. It is utterly unfair to compare my real stats to normal human stats. So I need to make sure that my PFT and CFT numbers look good, but not completely made up.”




Sergeant Ross managed, “That’s…pretty hard to believe.”




She nodded. “Right. We want it to be hard to believe. But that makes me an effective agent for OSI taskings. Let me demonstrate…”




She sprinted down to the running track at maybe fifty miles an hour, and once she got on the nice, smooth surface, she sped up. The OSI running track had slightly banked curves on the outsides, because some of the people who wanted to run on it could outrun plenty of cars.




She sped up until she was running at maybe a hundred and ten miles an hour. So about a hundred eighty kilometers an hour. She did two quick laps and then slowed down to run back to Sergeant Ross’s position.




The sergeant just stared at her for a couple seconds. Then he said a couple words that his mom would probably not want him to say in public, unless she was a sergeant too. Aly pretended it didn’t bother her any, because she figured she was going to hear way worse at Quantico.




She just asked, “Do I need to demonstrate my vertical leap and my strength? Or did I prove my point?”




He checked, “Can you meet the guidelines on the ammo can lift, if you know what that is?”




She nodded, “I know what it is. I did some research. I can crank out maybe ten reps a second. For hours. But I’m not going to show that kind of strength and speed at OCS.”




He said, “So just do numbers near the top for women your age. What do you need me for?”




She admitted, “I’d like your advice on the billets. And I’d like some practice doing routine OCS tasks while being yelled at by a drill sergeant.”




That made him smile. “You may be the first recruit who ever wanted to be yelled at.”




She shrugged a little. “Okay, I’d also like some advice on what to do so I get yelled at a lot less.”




He smiled wider. “Now that’s more like it.” He thought for a moment. “If you’ve got all of these robot parts in you, can you swim? And can you meet the weight requirements?”




She nodded quickly. “Sure. I should weigh about 120, and I actually weigh about 135. So the weight restrictions are easy. The problem is my x-rays would give me away. So I’ll show up with scars all over my arms and legs and stuff, and claim I have a lot of screws and plates and stuff in me. That’ll ensure they won’t try an MRI either.”




So Aly led him over to the admin building, and he taught her about billets. And he said she needed to get some training officers in, so they could teach her about what to study, and how to write the essays and chits the candidates needed to write. And he told her to have her immunization record along with her ‘x-rays’ and her supposed ‘medical exemption’, unless she wanted to get six or seven shots she didn’t need.




Okay, he also told her she needed to talk to some female officers, because some women got treated pretty badly, and there were plenty of stereotypes about women in OCS that she would not be happy about. Ugh. She figured it couldn’t be worse than the image that lots of Qumari men had about American women, but she also figured she had better do what he said.




And Oscar thought Sergeant Ross had a ton of good points, so Aly figured that was not a good sign when it came to how women might get treated.




So the very next day, Aly met Captain Corrigan. Captain Annette Corrigan. Captain Corrigan was a really nice woman who knew all about OCS at Quantico, and about what an officer candidate needed to learn, and about how officer candidates got taught the stuff they needed to learn. Also, she knew about how women got treated in the Marines sometimes, and she didn’t think Aly was ready for that.




The captain shook her head slowly. “Honey, y’all are way too pretty to be doin’ OCS. An’ you look like you’re about fourteen.” Okay, Captain Corrigan really talked like that, because she was a black woman who had grown up in southern Georgia.




Aly explained. “I really am old enough. And I’m finishing up my college courses too. And I’m not going to look this nice when I go.” She got out one of her folders and showed the captain some of Andrew’s Photoshop images of ‘Alicia Mackenzie’.




The captain just shook her head. “Honey, paintin’ some scars on you isn’t gonna hold up for more than two days.”




Aly sighed. “Okay, you signed that NDA, right?”




The captain nodded, “Yes, and you told me you have superpowers. But that doesn’t change the fact that you look like a supermodel..”




Aly groaned to herself. “Okay, ma’am. Here’s the thing. This is what I looked like after a plane crash.” She pulled out the folder she hadn’t wanted to open, and she fished out one of the worst of the pictures. Her, covered in third degree burns, after the amputations, and some of her burns getting debrided, which had happened way too often and hurt more than she had realized you could hurt.




The captain took one look at the picture…and gulped really hard. She looked like she wanted to urp all over the table. She managed, “You?”




Aly nodded slowly. “Yeah. That’s what I looked like before the OSI rescued me. I’m a cyborg. My legs aren’t human. My arms aren’t human. A lot of my skin isn’t human. Other parts of me had to be replaced or reinforced or whatever. But that means that Alicia Mackenzie will show up at OCS with real scars. Not plastic stuck on her, or stuff painted on her. Real scars that will not be attractive.”




The captain put the picture down and slid it back to Aly. “If you’re a robot, how much do you weigh?”




Aly answered, “Ma’am, I’m not a robot. I’m just me, with some after-market add-ons. Like someone with a pacemaker, or a plate in their head, or an artificial arm. Only…I look normal. And my performance factors are stupidly high.”




The captain thought that over for a moment. “Umm…I’m still not sure what you mean. But even with scars, you’re not going to be repulsive. And even some of the least attractive candidates I’ve ever seen have been hit on, or someone assumed they would screw them because ‘who else would fuck someone as ugly as you.’ Lots of guys in the military tend to have that ‘keep the little woman barefoot and pregnant’ ’tude, and most of ’em? They’re surrounded by other guys, they’re not getting any, and they’re hearing bullshit from other guys that makes ’em think they could be getting some pussy if they just told one of the female Marines to spread ’em. Plenty of men think ‘girls’ are only there to get knocked up, ’cause that’s what they’ve always been told. A few men think any woman is a walking mattress, even after the women get hitched. So be prepared to have Marines hit on you, or want to ‘talk’ to you in private, or offer you privileges or help in exchange for sex. I’m pretty sure we’ve weeded out anyone who’s gonna try actual blackmail, but if it happens to you or to another candidate, go straight to your platoon sergeant and take it as high up as it needs to go.”




Aly was pretty sure the captain meant extortion, not blackmail, because there was a difference. But she knew what the captain meant, so she didn’t bring it up.




The captain added, “Oh. Another thing. Any recruiter will tell you to bring plenty of feminine hygiene products, and razors so you can shave your legs and armpits. Don’t bother. It’s a waste of time, and a waste of space, and a waste of money. I’ve seen women still having their period when they’re arriving, but with all the physical stress, and all the exercise, and all the mental stress, your body is gonna tell your reproductive tract to find something more useful to do for the next couple months. Hell, after OCS, I went on a high-stress training, and then a really stressful first posting, and then another high-stress training. I didn’t have a period for over a year. You can still get knocked up, so no unprotected sex, no matter what some smooth-talking guy tells you. Just no periods. And don’t shave your legs or your armpits. You don’t have the time, and you don’t want to have extra chafing, and you don’t want to have to deal with any nicks and cuts when you’ll be sweating like a pig. Men? They’ve got a whole different problem. They have to shave every morning, whether they have time or not. And men who would have a five o’clock stubble? They have to shave two times a day. I’ve heard there are a couple men in every company who have to shave three times a day. They have to learn how to dry-shave. No shaving cream, no nothing. So don’t bother bringing a razor and extra blades and a ton of shaving gel. Anyways, most of your platoon will bring tampons or pads, plus razors, so anyone who needs ’em will find enough shit to hold ’em for the next decade.”




Aly nodded, “Thanks. That’s mega-useful.” She decided not to mention that she couldn’t have periods anymore, after she lost most of her reproductive tract, because she didn’t want Captain Corrigan to think Aly was even more of a robot-thing. Especially when Aly was already trying really hard not to think of herself as a robot-thing.




“Next, let’s talk about all the things you’ll need to learn, and what you should learn before you get there, then what to bring…”




Part III



Aly checked her clothes and her little backpack. That was all she was carrying, thanks to all the advice she’d gotten. She was wearing an exercise bra and cotton boxer briefs and a white t-shirt under her khakis and wrinkle-free light blue polo shirt with dress shoes, regulation black socks, and a black stretch belt that looked like leather. She had a tiny card wallet in one front pants pocket that had Alicia Mackenzie’s credit card and driver’s license, along with five one-hundred dollar bills tucked away in it. In another pants pocket, she had Alicia Mackenzie’s phone, which she knew she would get marked as contraband so she couldn’t have it except during liberty. Not that she needed it. And she had a sturdy watch on, even though she knew she was only going to be able to use it during billets or on firewatch.




Her pack was an old Marine pack that said ‘Mackenzie’ on it in stencil so it looked like a really old pack borrowed from an old Marine with the same last name. In her pack, she had one full change of clothes, with three pairs of black socks and five pairs of undies and five sports bras, plus a pair of running shoes (what the Marines called go-fasters) plus a pair of Bates Lights (which were lightweight official ‘jungle boots’ for performance) plus three pairs of top-notch boot socks. And a small towel until she got issued her official towels for OCS. She also had a big ziplock baggie with her medical charts and shot card and stuff in it, and a gallon ziplock baggie with her small stuff in it. She also had her boots and shoes and undies and stuff carefully labeled so she wouldn’t have to do it later.




In the other ziplock baggie, she had a bunch of stuff. Her hygiene kit, which was a mesh bag just big enough for her toothbrush and toothpaste and floss and a little packet of mouthwash film, and a stick of deodorant, and a small sealed pack of babywipes just in case she needed to clean up where there was no water. There were also a couple little Compeed blister kits, but no razor and no tampons. For classwork, she had a good erasable pen with refills, two mechanical pencils with extra lead, a yellow highlighter, and a small metal ruler. For labeling and packing, she had a good pair of scissors, a big roll of clear tape, and a roll of black electrical tape. She had gone ahead and squashed the heavy cardboard center of the clear tape so the roll took up a lot less room. Also, a few earplugs in a tiny bag, and a dozen rubber bands. Two laminated OPORD shells she could write on and erase after. Finally, a circular land nav protractor with an elastic band from the center hole around the edge for instant identifying of azimuths, because Captain Corrigan said the square ones they handed out at OCS weren’t good and needed to have their inner triangles cut better.




Aly had skipped the headlamp that got recommended to her, since she was the last person who would need a red light for seeing stuff at night, and she knew they would provide a red-lensed flashlight anyway.




She was ready to move onto one of the shuttle buses. Everyone else had gone through a couple days of medical evaluation and travel and stuff, but hers was all faked. It was officially in the system, but it was faked. And she had a couple real medical exemption forms too, even if they were just ‘do not give this woman an MRI’ things. Plus a medical form so she wouldn’t be asked to go through the metal detector at airports, in case she had to fly commercial as part of this op.




Yeah, an MRI would not be good. Even if most of her was non-magnetic, and most of the metal in her was paramagnetic or diamagnetic, she still had more hardware in her than a score of old ladies with hip replacements.




And her ‘Alicia Mackenzie’ identity was ready. She had her hair in a short pixie cut with short bangs, so she could meet OCS hair standards. Her hair was in her normal blonde, because she couldn’t color her hair every week for ten weeks in the middle of the barracks. But in the area where she had bionic skin and bionic hair, there was a big white streak going down to her forehead, like her scar went two inches up into her hairline. Then her scar went from there, straight down over her bionic eye, down her face to her jawline. Also, her bionic eye looked like it was dead or something, but that was just weird coloration Rudy put in the ‘iris’ and stuff. Then there was more scar from there down over her ribs and most of the way down her abdomen. And there were scars on her hands and arms and legs and stuff. She wondered how many women would complain about showering with her when they got a good look.




Okay, she wasn’t really sure she was ready for the ‘no privacy’ part. She had showered with other girls after gym class and at summer camp, and she had shared a bunk bed—what the Marines called a ‘rack’—and a cabin at summer camp. She’d been uncomfortable about both, but over time she’d managed to adapt. But not even having privacy to go pee? That would take some getting used to. Pretending it didn’t bother her at all? That would take some practice.




She had her pack on her back, and she walked into the crowd of candidates off to OCS. There were several hundred of them, and not that many were women. Maybe ten percent. She got on the buses with everyone else, and she took an open seat so she could look out the window. She had information on routes in and out of Quantico, but spotting landmarks couldn’t hurt.




“Hey baby, what’s a red-hot blonde like you doin’ on this bus? You could be makin’ big money in strip joints or somethin’…”




She turned to face him, and his eyes widened in shock when he saw the ‘damaged’ side of her face. “Pretty sure I couldn’t. And I’m on this bus doing the same thing you’re doing. Going to OCS…and hoping horny guys don’t molest me in the showers.”




The two guys sitting directly in front of them started laughing. One of them turned his head and laughed at her seat partner, “Only one swing, and he’s already struck out.”




“Shut the hell up, Decker,” her seatmate snapped.




She put her hand out to ‘Decker’. “Mackenzie.”




“Decker.” He pointed at his seatmate. “This is Helmann. The dick sitting next to you is Rafferty.”




She kept talking to Decker. “Well, find a way to let me know what Rafferty’s PFT and CFT scores are, so I know what scores I need to smash.”




Decker and Helmann were massively entertained, while Rafferty was disbelieving and cheesed off. “Even with chicks getting it easy, I can’t see you beating my scores. I’ve done a 287.”




“300,” she insisted. “I did cross-country, and track and field in high school, before I got injured. Running three miles? Easy.”




Rafferty scoffed, “How many pull-ups can you do? A half?”




“My PR is 24, but I’m working on upping that,” she fibbed. After all, no one would believe that she could do a hundred pull-ups in a minute and be ready to do more.




Rafferty grabbed her closer bicep, which she immediately flexed. He squeezed and admitted, “Damn! You got biceps like steel.”




“Like I said,” she told him casually. “Also, you do not have permission to check my abs, so keep your hands to yourself.”




Rafferty let go of her bicep while Decker and Helmann laughed at him. He looked pretty grumpy about it.




Decker snickered, “Better watch out, Mackenzie. Raff probably likes getting his ass kicked by tough chicks.”




Rafferty snarled, “Shut your hole, Decker.”




She shrugged. “I can hold my own. I’ve got black belts in two different styles. And I lift. I just don’t build up muscles like guys do.”




Rafferty snorted, “B. F. D. You still couldn’t haul me off to a medic if you were out in the field.”




She looked at him and said, “What makes you think anyone would want to rescue you?”




“Ooh! Burn!” Helmann laughed.




Decker added, “Hey Raff, you need some burn cream for that one?”




“Shut up, assholes,” Rafferty glared.




She insisted, “Look, we both know they’re not going to put me out in the field. I’ll probably end up military intelligence, since I’m good at languages. So just don’t bug the women candidates, and you’ll be fine.”




Helmann said, “Hey, I speak some Spanish and some German. That’s not the same as being so hot at languages that M.I. snatches you up.”




She shrugged. “I like languages, and I’m good at ’em. And doesn’t everybody know a few words of other languages? I mean, just from stuff like food or martial arts or songs?”




Rafferty leered at her, “Voolay-voo coo-shay avec moi say swa.”




She didn’t look over at him. “Your pronunciation is terrible. And it’s extremely bad French. No one in France says that if they’re asking someone to go to bed with them. If you say that to a French woman, she’d laugh in your face. So don’t.”




They piled off the bus and moved with everyone else to a section of asphalt that had yellow feet marked on it so everyone could line up in formation and stand properly. Drill instructors still yelled at them a lot, like they couldn’t move without directions. Then they were yelled into a big open building where they were yelled into lines, so that stern Marines could go through their stuff and pull out ‘contraband’. Which just meant stuff they weren’t supposed to have at OCS. Also, the search for ‘contraband’ involved a lot of yelling, and people who were found with contraband got yelled at extra.




Lots of candidates had no contraband at all, except stuff they wanted to have when they were on libo, which was what everyone called liberty. Laptops, fancy smartphones, nice clothes, jewelry, fancy watches, all that kind of stuff. And a couple people had stuff that they should have known not to bring, like toolkits or a Leatherman or a bowie knife. One guy had a USMC muscle tee, and he got yelled at a lot by an angry sergeant for acting like he was already a Marine.




Alicia Mackenzie just had a smartphone as her only contraband. She knew she could get it back when she went on libo, and it would be locked up until then. But she wasn’t worried. She had her built-in cellphone. She just needed to be close enough to a cell tower to use it. And not be in an area covered by a jammer.




Then they sat down to wait for the next part. She sat near some of the other women and introduced herself. “Hi. I’m Alicia. Mackenzie.”




The black woman who already had her hair expertly done in a sock bun looked at her and said, “Marda Jackson. Girl, what the hell did you do to your face?”




The white girl with the really long hair that was bleached blonde asked, “Don’t they make you drop if you’ve got cuts and stuff? Oh. Savannah Tamblyn. Nice to meet you.”




The Hispanic woman with the hair that was so short it was almost a buzzcut said, “Sofia Reyes. Can you see outta that eye?”




Aly shook hands and explained, “This is a mega-old injury. Like four years. And I can see okay, it just looks like I borrowed it from a passing zombie.”




Marda snorted with laughter. “Good you’ve still got a sense of humor about it.”




Aly pretended, “Oh, I didn’t, for the longest time. It took me years to get over myself.” Okay, it really had taken Aly a long time to ‘get over it’.




Several more women came over to one of the few islands amidst the ocean of masculinity all around them. Wow, there were a lot of guys compared to what looked like one little platoon of women. So Aly met Hallie and Mary and Wendy and Sarah too.




Aly looked around and said, “Wow, it looks like there aren’t a whole ton of women here. We ought to start thinking about how to keep most everyone in, or we’re not gonna have much of a platoon left at the end.”




Sofia said, “My OSO said probably thirty to forty percent of us ‘ladies’ are gonna drop or get booted.”




Marda nodded, “Right. Not meeting PFT, not doing well in class, not showing ‘leadership’, folding under the pressure…”




Aly persisted, “Well, we all had to finish college and meet the PFT standards to get in, so maybe we could help each other out some…”




Mary, who seemed kind of stuck up, sneered, “What are you trying to get us to help you with?”




Aly shook her head no. “I don’t think I need any help. My dad and uncle are both Marines, so I know a ton of this stuff already, and my PFT scores are all good. So I thought I could be what Uncle Jeff calls the ‘knowledge guy’. Well, ‘knowledge girl’. I mean, I already know a lot of land nav and firearms and stuff.”




“Bucking for platoon leader already?” Sofia grinned.




She shook her head again. “No thanks. My dad says the only people who wanted to be platoon leader when he was in boot camp were all real assholes. But he also said you can’t learn to be a leader if you don’t put other people ahead of you. So maybe we could try that. And my OSO said a lot of women get way more homesick or emotional than guys, but that’s not a bad thing. It’s just a thing.”




In a tiny voice, Wendy admitted, “I already miss my mom and my boyfriend. A lot.”




Aly told her, “That’s okay. But my OSO told me not to spend all my time writing home and reading my mail, because we’re already not gonna have enough time for everything, and we need to sleep and write chits and stuff.”




Marda added, “My OSO said the same thing, and he warned me we were gonna be living off box chow for the first couple days. He said that, and the ‘hurry up and wait’ thing in the first couple days were the worst parts for him. So I hope none of us has super-picky tastes when it comes to food.”




Aly said, “Uncle Jeff said it was okay food, just boring. I mean, I don’t care if I get a sandwich for breakfast. If that’s the worst thing that happens to me here, I’ll be doing pretty good.”




Sofia started to say something about that, but a couple DIs marched in and started yelling them off to the next station. So they had to stand in formation and wait for the next thing. Aly wondered how many OCS candidates really needed to learn how to stand right and be in formation and stuff.




She could hear her last name being said behind her and off to her left, so she upped her hearing and eavesdropped.




“That is one hot bitch.”




“Forget it. You haven’t seen the scar down her whole face.”




“How do you know?”




“I sat next to her on the bus. Great tits, great ass, but you’ll have to throw a flag over that face and go for Old Glory.”




Oh great, Rafferty was already talking smack about her.




Decker’s voice came next. “She shot him down so fast I think she used an AT-4.”




“Shut the fuck up, Decker.”




Oh wait, more people were talking about her. She picked up the word ‘scar’ and focused on a couple women a little ahead of her. 




“Now that’s an ugly bitch.”




“I bet if you make fun of her scar, she’ll go cry in the head.”




“As long as she doesn’t get in my way, she’s not worth bothering with.”




“But she looks like a runner. Well, like a runner with a boob job. What if her PFT or CFT’s really good?”




“Well, then I’ll start on her.”




Ugh. She was off to a great start, and she hadn’t started yet.







“Sergeant Carter! Sergeant Carter!”




He could hear the clumping run too. No one else yelled like that or ran like that, even if a few jerks did imitations behind Pyle’s back.




Sergeant Major Vince Carter looked up from his paperwork as Sergeant Pyle rushed in. “What’s up, Pyle?”




Fine, Pyle was the only person on base who got to call him ‘sergeant’ instead of ‘sergeant major’. And it wasn’t like Pyle abused it. But they’d known each other for so long that it would have been a pain to make Pyle stick to protocol. Especially when he and the family regularly had dinner at the Pyles’ place. Or when he’d been the best man at Gomer and Lou-Ann’s wedding. Christ, Gomer’s hometown was like someone had plucked it out of a 1950’s sitcom or something.




Pyle stopped in front of Vince’s desk and stood at attention. “Sergeant Major, we have a potential problem in the candidate ranks.”




“Okay sergeant, let’s go see.” He was going to go with his gut on this, because Pyle was seldom wrong about this kind of crap. Plenty of people thought Pyle was a simpleton because he’d never lost that heavy accent, but Pyle was a lot sharper about people than he got credit for.




They walked out and watched the new batch get marched over to get run through a med eval, which was supposed to be quick and easy after MEPS, but there were always candidates who managed to screw things up somehow.




He had no trouble spotting the female candidate Pyle was worried about. The kid had a scar down her face like…well, he had seen injured Marines before in battles, but he hadn’t seen that. Had someone held her down and taken a broken beer bottle to her face?




“Golly, Sergeant Major, what are we gonna do?”




Vince sighed. “You’re gonna do nothing. Don’t even go home and blab to Lou-Ann about it.”




Pyle tried again. “But Gunny Whipple…”




Vince grimaced. “I know.” Staff Sergeant Buck Whipple had been the biggest pain in Vince’s ass for years, back when Pyle was a PFC. And now Whipple’s daughter Margery was a Gunnery Sergeant and one of the DIs for the female platoon. Margery was a top-notch DI…with one exception. Gunny Whipple had it in for every woman who didn’t fit her idea of a top Marine: whether they were too lazy, too entitled, or just too freakish. That mostly worked out well, since the lazy and entitled did not belong in the Marines, and the freaks managed to force themselves out in no time. But he could see that this time, Pyle was right. This was a problem waiting to happen.




Especially for the blonde with that big scar.





Part IV



Aly sat down to dinner in between Sofia and Marda. They had box chow again. She had a turkey sandwich, a couple hard-boiled eggs, an apple, a granola bar, a little package of M&Ms, and a bottle of water. That was fine for her. She figured some of the really massive guys were going to be pretty hungry by morning.




She looked around and checked, “Anybody have any problems?” She’d had a pretty easy time of it, with the medic just wanting to verify her eyesight, and signing off on her shot card and med exemption with no problems. Then she’d repacked all of her issued gear into the biggest bags she was issued, so she didn’t have too many bags to carry back to quarters. Okay, so a couple of the women had dropped a bag or left one behind by accident, and she had managed to spot that before a DI did.




Wendy was wearing some really ugly glasses. “They made me ditch my contacts until liberty. I hate these glasses.”




Aly said, “You’re still nice-looking. Don’t worry about ’em.”




Wendy started to object, but she looked at Aly’s face and froze. “Uhh…never mind.”




Aly shrugged, “It’s okay. You can talk about my face. I’ve got worse scars than this. But all my scars kinda put things into perspective for me.”




Hallie winced, “You’ve got worse scars?”




Aly nodded, “Oh, you’ll see ’em in the rain room.” That was the Marine slang for the showers. “Someone’s probably gonna freak when they see and they’ll make a big stink.”




Marda looked at her. “Okay girl, now you got me curious.”




Aly put a finger on her collarbone and drew a line straight down, over her breast, and almost to her waist.




Marda muttered, “Shit. And I was worried about white girls giving me grief about my booty.”




Sofia asked, “What? It brings all the boys to the yard?” That got a round of snickers.




Wendy checked, “Is your vision really okay?”




Aly fibbed, “20/10 in my good eye, 20/30 in my bad eye.”




Sofia asked, “And you’ve got all these scars and shit? That’s not a problem when you run?”




Aly fibbed, “The scars aren’t the problem. I’ve got fifteen pounds of metal plates and screws and stuff inside me, so I’m doing pull-ups and push-ups and runs with a weight belt on. I’ve gotten used to it. But I’m never gonna be able to go through a metal detector at the airport.”




Wendy asked, “So…what are your best PFT numbers?”




Aly fibbed, “24 pull-ups, 120 crunches, 17: 54 run.”




“Jesus Christ!” Marda complained. “That’s what? A 300?”




Aly nodded. “It’s a little better than a 300 on the male scores for my age too. Guys really hate it.”




“Teach me!” Wendy begged.




Aly grinned, “I’d be happy to. What’s your weakest score?”




“Pull-ups,” Wendy groaned. Several other women said the same thing or nodded in agreement.




Aly smiled, “Okay. That’s easier to work on than running form, anyway. Running? We can work on that during morning PT.”




Hallie muttered, “I just don’t wanna do those fartlek runs in morning PT. I did ’em in ROTC, and I hate ’em.”




Aly nodded like she was agreeing, even though that wasn’t something that was going to bother a bionic woman.




Sofia whispered to her, “And by the way, the bleached blonde at the table over there? Marci Tillman. I heard her and her buddy Sunny talking shit about you during med eval.”




Aly just asked, “Why would anyone go to ten weeks of OCS with bleached hair? I mean, what’s it going to look like by graduation?”




Hallie pointed out, “Maybe she’ll use every libo getting it bleached again.”




Aly wondered if that was even workable. She figured Marci had it worked out, because Marci probably had tons of experience in maintaining her look. Hopefully, Marci wasn’t going to try something stupid, like sneaking hair color in and trying to shower with dozens of other women while coloring her hair.




Also, everyone had to eat fast. It was just part of the way things worked. They only had a few minutes to eat. That was maybe the hard part for Aly, since her stomach did a lot better if she could take a little more time eating and let her stomach enlarge more naturally. Especially when about half her stomach was an artificial ‘stomach’ that Dan had invented, and had actually gotten it to work with help from Rudy. Still, she didn’t need to eat as much as everyone else. If the platoon went on a nine mile march with packs, they would all burn thousands of calories, and she would burn maybe a tenth that much because of her bionics.




Okay, her stomach really wanted that little package of M&Ms. Mmm, chocolate.




Then they hurried back to their quarters. They had a ton of stuff to do that night. They had all their new clothes and stuff to unpack, and to label, and to check for loose threads and stuff, and to make sure the outer stuff wasn’t wrinkled, and to put away. And they had labels and bags to prep. And there were going to be firewatches to make sure nobody got enough sleep.




All right, she was pretty sure that wasn’t the only reason why they had firewatches. But it was one reason why they did.




She went to her assigned rack and found she had a top bunk, which wasn’t so great, because the bottom bunk could make the top bunk sway just by rolling over in their sleep.




Before anybody could start on stuff, the DIs were stomping in and yelling everyone to attention. She knew what to do, so she lined up fast and stood at attention properly. That was when Captain Heyward came in and gave them a heads-up.




So she found out they had like half a dozen sergeants who would be monitoring them at any given time, even in the dead of night. And they would have classes during the day that the captain and a bunch of other officers would be handling, but they wouldn’t have the captain for coursework until they got to land nav. Also, the platoon was going to have billets for a platoon leader and a platoon sergeant, plus a platoon scribe, which Aly already knew.




So Gunnery Sergeant Whipple, or Gunny Dub as they were supposed to call her, got right in Aly’s face. “And why are you jacking for platoon leader!?”




What the crud? Aly yelled back, “Gunny Dub, this candidate did not ask to be platoon leader!”




“That ain’t what we heard, Mackenzie!”




Aly just tried again. “Gunny Dub, this candidate does not wish to be platoon leader!”




“Oh, really?” Gunny Dub smiled at her like Aly had just fallen into a deathtrap, and Gunny was going to sit and watch her die while petting a fluffy white cat.




“Aye Sergeant! Really!”




Captain Heyward just nodded and announced, “We have received requests for the early billets for candidate platoon leader and candidate platoon sergeant and scribe, but we don’t usually receive lots of requests for someone else to be platoon leader.”




Oh crud. Aly really wanted to look over at certain people she had met. She didn’t.




Captain Heyward called out, “Platoon leader Alicia Mackenzie, step forward!” Aly did so at once. “Platoon sergeant Ann Howell, step forward!” A sturdy woman down the row of racks stepped out. Aly had seen her at a distance, but hadn’t met her yet. Aly was guessing Howell was late twenties. Howell seemed to know what she was doing, so—given her age—she was maybe Navy or Marines already, but not an officer yet. “Platoon scribe Geraldine Winston, step forward!”




Heyward stepped over and said to her and Howell and Winston, “You three have these billets for three days. Understood?”




Aly and Howell and Winston all yelled, “Aye, captain!”




Heyward nodded, “Good. Lights out at nine. Firewatches will start as two hour watches, four candidates each watch. No one gets a rifle for firewatch until we have gone through firearm classes. Tonight, the firewatches are already marked out.” She handed a notebook to Winston. “After tonight, your responsibilities will include laying out firewatches for your platoon. Understood?” Winston yelled out an acknowledgment. “And platoon leader, I trust you will lead by example!” Aly yelled out her acknowledgment too.




The sergeants yelled them into lines in between their bunks, then loudly reminded them that they had until nine to get stuff done before stomping out.




Aly looked around and figured she had better start being platoon leader. She called out, “Okay! I’m Mackenzie. If you have problems, check with me and I’ll see if I can help. That goes for morning PT, PFT, CFT, classwork, drills, whatever. First off, everyone needs to know who has firewatches tonight. Winston?”




Winston looked in her notebook and called out the four-woman teams for firewatches starting at nine, eleven, one, and three. Then they were all going to have to be up by five for PT. Women with long hair were going to have to be up around four a.m. to get their hair washed and put up properly in time. Aly was listed as one of the one-to-three’ team, which would be cruddy, because at most they would get four hours of sleep, a big chunk of awake time, and a two hour nap. At best.




Also, Aly had been told that people on billets would not be on firewatch, but it looked like that wasn’t going to be true.




So Aly announced, “Okay. I know a lot of you want to relax, or read, or write letters home, but we’ve all got to get our stuff labeled and ready. Women with long hair, you may want to wash your hair at nights and only shower in the mornings. Anyone who needs help, let’s get them the help they need, so everyone can get to sleep sooner. Anyone who hates the scissors in your sewing kit, I have good scissors I brought with me, and you can borrow mine for a minute or two. Anyone who has loose threads on your cammies, use your just-issued nail clippers to trim them. Anyone who decides they hate their long hair and they want a pixie cut or a brush cut, see me. Anyone who wants help with pull-ups, I’m going to be doing some pull-ups on the bars just before nine. And if you’ve got the last two firewatches tonight, hit the racks as early as you can.”




Fortunately, by then absolutely everyone in the room knew their cammies were their camouflage-pattern uniform they were going to be wearing every day they weren’t on libo.




Then Aly went to work. She moved over to her rack, where her rackmate Porter was already sitting on the bottom bunk and pulling out stuff to label. Porter looked up at her and growled, “Don’t shake the rack while I’m writing.”




“Understood.” Aly put her labels and her backpack and a big bag of her gear up on her bunk, and then used her bionics. She put her hands on her bunk and leapt up high enough that she could spin around and land on her butt on the bunk without shaking it.




Porter choked, “Holy shit, how’d you do that?”




Aly just said, “I’ve got a really huge vertical leap. I used to do track and field.”




Then she got started. No one was watching her, so she pulled out her pens and labels and markers, and she filled out the page of labels in like ten seconds and cut them cleanly in maybe six more seconds. Then she used the clear packing tape to ‘laminate’ all of them in a few more seconds, using one fingernail to slice the tape instead of having to grab the scissors repeatedly.




Yeah, one of the things she had picked up from Selina Kyle was that having a really sharp, really hard tool on hand was mega-helpful now and then. So one bionic fingernail on each hand had a diamond-hard edge.




Porter asked, “Hey, can I borrow those scissors?”




“You got your labels all written out?”




“Aye, fancy-ass platoon leader,” Porter snarked.




Aly thought that was a good way to get someone to change their mind and not loan you their stuff, but Aly still handed over the scissors. She pulled out her clear packing tape and wrapped a ziplock baggie so it would hold up to the rigors of OCS. That went really fast with just a touch of bionic strength and bionic speed, so she did two more baggies. She had plenty, because they handed out tons of them. She figured having extra couldn’t be bad. Then she loaded up her writing case with her pens and highlighter and pencils and ruler and extras, along with a couple little notebooks and a little notebook of write-in-the-rain paper. She made sure she had all her clothes labeled and with nametapes, and she put everything away in her wall locker and foot locker. She even checked the combination lock for her wall locker.




It was a pretty cruddy lock, anyway. She’d had a better lock on her bicycle back home. Okay, she knew that the Marine Corps was not going to switch to foreign combination locks when they could buy American, but Master Locks were not great locks.




Fortunately, she was not keeping anything Top Secret in there. And she could tear that lock apart with one hand.




Once she was done, she got her scissors back from her rackmate and went around the room, checking that everyone was getting stuff squared away okay. She started with her platoon sergeant and scribe, and helped them get set so they could go help more people.




But lots of people were having problems of one kind or another. Some people were having a slow time using the scissors from the issued sewing kit to get their labels cut out. Some people were slow writers, which did not bode well for note-taking in the coming weeks. Some people were having trouble with the packing tape or the nametapes, or were trying to write on their bunk instead of a solid surface. Some people had already gotten chits and were trying to get them written, which they totally needed to do. Some people were already getting into ‘I do not give a bleep’ mode. And some people were just not working on stuff they needed to get done right away. She did her best to get problems fixed and get a couple people on task.




Okay, two women who were busy writing letters to home instead of doing their work were just asking to have problems later. Especially when one of them needed to do all her unpacking and labeling, and also write out a chit she had earned for bringing some stuff which got yanked as contraband.




And two women were already acting like they didn’t want to be there, and this wasn’t the experience they were expecting. What? She tried talking both of them into just trying, but she was worried she was looking at two women who were going to get boarded in the next week.




At 8:30, she went over to the exercise equipment on the wall opposite the head and rain room. She was kind of surprised at how many women wanted pull-up lessons. So she went over the details. Which were all things that they should have known by then. Proper hand positioning for the best leverage. Letting yourself drop instead of using up your strength carefully lowering yourself down. Going high enough and low enough that you would be sure every pull-up would count. Exercises to build up your arms and shoulders. Then she cranked out twenty pull-ups as a fast demo, and she helped people with their form until nearly nine. It totally helped that one of the things in the squadbay was one of those huge, mega-long rubber bands for exercise, because you could loop that over the pull-up bar and let women stand in it, and it would reduce their ‘weight’ enough that they could do a pull-up and practice all the movements they needed to be able to do, and work all those muscle groups.




A DI stormed in at what Aly was assuming was a couple minutes before nine, and started yelling everyone into bed. Half a dozen people were still not done with their tasks, and were going to be working on their stuff in the head, instead of getting to sleep right away. And the four women on firewatch were yelled into doing what the DI wanted. But everyone except the firewatch had to lie at attention in their bunk for fifteen minutes before they could start working on stuff, or roll over and go to sleep, or whatever.




It was totally not a good way to get to sleep. But that was the point of doing stuff that way.




Sofia was going to be on the last watch, so Aly walked over to her and asked, “Hey, would you wake me up ten minutes early in the morning? I wanna get ready for what’s probably gonna be a rough morning.”




“Sure thing. You’re really overdoin’ this whole platoon leader thing, you know?”




Aly guessed, “Well, it’s your fault for telling people I’d be good at it. But…thank you.”




Sofia looked kind of shocked that Aly had guessed. Aly didn’t say that she suspected a number of other people too, given the way the captain had worded things. Okay, she also was kind of touched that people thought she was good at leadership and stuff, since she didn’t really think she was. Even if she was working on it.




Part V



Aly had to turn down her bionic ear, because half a dozen girls were either in the head or the rain room, where they could work with a light on after lights out. But she did fall asleep. She had been making an effort to do the ‘asleep at nine and up at five’ thing as part of her prepwork.




At what had to be about one a.m., one of the eleven-to-one firewatch woke her up. Aly rolled out of her rack and landed lightly on her feet. She whispered, “Thanks. Now go get some sleep.”




Her waker-upper grinned in the darkness, “Aye, platoon leader” and hurried off to bed.




Aly pulled on her cammies and watch, and she moved to the end of the barracks where the rifles would be issued if they were qualified to walk around holding them. A DI handed her a length of pipe that was about the right length and weight to simulate a rifle’s bulk. Aly quickly stood at parade rest with her ‘rifle’ and waited for the other three women to get their orders. The DI looked over at her and gave her a quick little nod.




Then it was two hours of firewatch. In the middle of the night. Ugh. Aly had to stand at the front of the squadbay waiting to give the official report to anyone who walked by. The other three women had the fun of cleaning the rain room and the head, since there wasn’t any laundry to do yet.




There was an official thing you had to be prepared to say, and Captain Corrigan had prepped Aly, and Aly had been practicing. It was easy. You just had to remember it and not get flustered when a drill sergeant or whoever got in your face. Okay, Aly had been in lots worse situations than having a drill sergeant who was pretending to be mad at her. And then they had been lectured about it earlier in the day, but most of the platoon looked pretty nervous about doing it. She had even offered to take turns on tasks, but none of the other women wanted to risk messing up on the report. They would rather do stuff like clean the toilets than have to give that report. Aly thought that was a bit extreme. Cleaning toilets that had just been used by sixty people? Ick.




So Aly gave the official report as accurately as she could remember, each time. It wasn’t hard. She just saluted and said, “Good evening, Gunnery Sergeant. Candidate Mackenzie, firewatch for Charlie Company 3rd Platoon, reports area all secure. The count on deck is 62 United States Marine Corps Officer Candidates. The count on hand is 58 United States Marine Corps Officer Candidates. There are four United States Marine Corps Officer Candidates on firewatch. There is nothing new or unusual to report at this time. Good evening Gunnery Sergeant.”




That was it. She just had to wait for the non-com to salute back, so she could cut her salute. After the Gunny left, Morrissey and Hatcher came scampering over to her.




Hatcher whispered, “Crap! You made that look so easy!”




Aly whispered back, “I practiced. Do you wanna try it next?”




“Hell no!” Hatcher hissed.




Morrissey agreed, “Cleaning toilets and tile? That I can do.”




Aly whispered, “Okay, maybe tomorrow night we should practice this so everyone’s ready.”




And that was it. She just stood there with her fake rifle for two hours. She had to give her report maybe seven times in two hours. She made a mental note to help her platoon sergeant keep track of women who were dropped or were in medical, because all of that had to go into the firewatch report.




Then she got a little nap after firewatch. Emphasis on ‘little’ instead of ‘nap’.




A bunch of the women got up at four to do their hair for the day. That woke her up again. At four-forty, Sofia gave her a little shake, and Aly decided she was ready enough that she didn’t need to get up then. Then, at what had to be four-fifty, the COG stormed in and yelled three times, “Ten minutes to lights!” Then the firewatch had to repeat it.




Well…crud.




Sergeant Ross had warned her about this, but Aly hadn’t thought it would be this bad. Even with her bionic ear turned down, it was loud. Too loud to sleep through. And that was just the start. There was like a countdown. Same thing at five minutes. And three minutes. And two minutes. And one minute. And thirty seconds. And then they were yelling out the last seconds.




But everyone was up by the last yells. Aly had gone into the head and brushed her teeth and peed and pulled on her PT gear and stuff before the five minute mark. Somehow, Aly had slept through the part where at four-thirty the firewatch team had to sweep and mop the whole floor of the squadbay. She must have been a lot more tired than she’d thought.




Everyone had to stand in front of their racks and count off. And the firewatch team had to verify the count. All of them. Then everyone only had two minutes to get dressed if they weren’t already dressed, with the sergeants screaming at everyone who was too slow. Okay, they were screaming at everyone. Two minutes to get gear on. Aly helped her rackmate, who was having a little trouble. Then two minutes to sweep the deck and tighten the racks, even though the whole deck just got mopped clean. Then a fast recount.




Then there was lots and lots of yelling. The deck wasn’t clean enough. The head wasn’t clean enough. The rain room was too wet. Everything Aly could think of got yelled about, including stuff that wasn’t really true but the sergeants wanted to yell about it.




Aly thought the head looked amazingly clean. But apparently everyone got yelled at for everything in the first few weeks. Okay, she figured it was better to learn how to adapt to chaotic settings here, instead of when people were actually getting shot at and their units were in danger.




Then they fast-walked all the way to formation, and Aly could tell a couple female sergeants were smug about getting in formation before the rest of Charlie Company, even if the sergeants still yelled them into formation. And the sergeants in the other platoons were really cranky about their men getting into formation after the chicks. So those guys got yelled at a lot more.




Aly figured this was going to turn into a daily competition, and every DI would take his or her failures out on their platoons. Crud.




And her platoon was totally not ready for drill, as everyone had to know, but the platoon got yelled at a bunch for it. And she got yelled at a bunch for not having a drill-ready platoon. Okay, she already knew that was part of the job, but it was totally not fair. She just stood there and yelled, “Aye Gunny Dub!” and “No Gunny Dub!” whenever it was time for her to say something. So they got more drill, because some of the guy platoons had already looked better.




Aly got her platoon sergeant and a few other women who looked like they knew what they were doing to be at the front of the ranks, where everyone else could watch and try to follow along. And that helped some. Aly knew what to do from Sergeant Ross, and had practiced, so some of her friends stood behind her and tried to copy her, and that helped some too. But it was still a mess. They were going to need weeks of practice to get everyone working together. The extra drill ran so long that PT got run into what was supposed to be ‘hygiene time’, namely showering and dressing and stuff.




So PT was after double timing it to where Gunny Dub was waiting for them. Only the PT was calisthenics followed by a run, and the calisthenics weren’t mega-hard, and the run wasn’t that long. Maybe the instructors were building up to get people ready for the tougher stuff later on. That would be good.




Still, it was a good thing Aly could still sweat over a lot of her body, or she would have looked like she was slacking off. She let the sweat on her scalp run down her face. Her back could sweat a lot. And some of each armpit was organic, and it could sweat. She couldn’t sweat around her breasts, because hardly any of the skin on the front of her chest was organic, but she could run her hands through her sweaty hair and spread that sweat around.




Aly dropped back to work with some people who needed a better running form, and then she dropped back further to get the slowpokes to get moving. And boy, did they have bad form. Aly pushed them to take bigger steps, and stand up straighter, and breathe better, and like that. She had them moving faster by the end of the run, which was good.




What wasn’t good was Gunny Dub yelled at Aly for like five minutes for slacking off, and then assigned her a chit, and then had her run another three miles, with Gunny Dub pacing her, while everyone else got to go shower and put on cammies. Gunny Dub yelled, “Run faster, Mackenzie!”




So Aly yelled, “Aye, Gunny Dub!” And she went faster. After that PT run, a serious three-mile run would be a strain. So that’s what Aly gave her. Aly sped up to about a six minute mile, and ran the entire three miles or so at that pace. Gunny actually had to stop and just yell at Aly to do the rest of the run on her own. So Aly did. It wasn’t like it was a strain for her, just for anyone else. She figured she did the five kilometers in around eighteen minutes.




And another sergeant was waiting for Aly, so Aly acted really tired. And the sergeant yelled, “Mackenzie, why the hell were you going too damn slow if you can run like this?”




“My platoon leader billet, sergeant!” Aly yelled.




“Explain, candidate!”




Aly yelled, “Aye, sergeant! As platoon leader, the entire platoon is this candidate’s responsibility, so this candidate was making sure our slowest runners could run more effectively!”




“Are you going to do that tomorrow?”




Aly yelled, “Aye, sergeant, if this candidate can get permission to do so!” So she got yelled at some more.




So then Aly had to run back to her barracks unsupervised. She took the alone-time to call the OSI on her internal cellphone. “Hello, this is Aly, I”m gonna have to make this quick.”




“Aly, Rinkin wanted you to know that someone at Quantico, probably in their Army CID group, is blocking the NSA from sending one of their people, so we have a holdup on Andrew. You will have to continue your undercover assignment.”




“Understood.” Boy, she had almost said ‘aye sergeant’.




The whole squadbay was already empty. She had to shower fast and put on cammies fast and catch up to her platoon. It was a good thing she could do a lot of running without keeling over.




After that, there was chow, which was finally regular food. Aly tried to hurry some of her slower women through the chow hall lines, while making sure she got enough food and fluids to hold her until lunch. Everyone had good food, but they had to eat fast while drill sergeants yelled some more at them.




And then they had their first class, which was pretty interesting, even after all the prepwork material she had studied. She took careful notes in the notebook she was saving for just classwork. She was using her backup notebook for chits and essays.




And they all got assigned an essay for the next day. Three hundred words, autobiographical. Only it had to be exactly three hundred words, not counting one-letter and two-letter words. And the counting words all had to be underlined and numbered. She had a feeling no one would read all their essays and really check that no one made a mistake on their count. But there were other rules they would have to follow, like everything in all caps, and writing on the back side of the pages in the right direction.




Aly just knew a bunch of people were going to mess this one up.




They had a quick break as they fast-walked to their next class, and Aly slid back to talk to her platoon sergeant. Howell was a solidly-built black woman who was taller and more powerfully-built than Aly, and she looked like she was maybe 28. “Hey Howell, you’ve got Marine experience, right?”




“How the hell’d you know that?” Howell scowled.




Aly shrugged, “You know what to do. You knew what induction would be like. You helped your friends not screw up. You knew how to stand in formation and how to do sergeant’s duties and how to do a sock bun even with your hair like that.” Because Howell had her hair in long braids, and she could actually get that into a sock bun. “And you’re not fresh out of college, like me.”




Howell glared at her. “If you didn’t have that scar, you’d look like you were still in high school, Mackenzie.”




“Call me Alicia. Or Al.”




Howell checked, “So you spend four years in ROTC or something?”




Aly went with her cover story, “My dad and my uncle are ex Marine Corps. When I told them I was going OCS, they made sure I knew a ton of stuff, and my PFT and CFT looked good.”




Howell nodded a little. “Well, the early billets are typically assigned to people the DIs think are going to do well, or else the people they think are going to fuck up massively.”




Great. Aly just said, “Well, we’re gonna work together and make this work. But we’re gonna have to do some drill tonight after dinner, and help everyone write their essays, and let people with chits write their chits.”




Howell smirked, “You got one today, right?”




Aly nodded. She insisted, “I still think I did the right thing. I’ll take that punishment any day if it gets more people meeting their PFTs.”




Howell muttered, “Okay, fine, but it looks to me like Worrell and Martin have already decided they’re done.”




Aly had talked to those two candidates the night before, but they still looked like they really wanted to quit already. “Maybe I can talk to them again this afternoon and see if I can help.”




Howell pointed out, “They’re not the only ones. We’ve got maybe half a dozen who are already doing that ‘homesick hoedown’ thing. I saw that in Basic, and it gets worse and worse, until they’re boarded.”




Well crud. Aly already knew her friend Wendy was like that. And she’d talked to several women writing home the night before, and they were probably like that.




Then the next class was on the history of the Marines, which Aly had already reviewed. She still took notes, because she was tired and it helped her stay awake. And she wanted to be able to help people who needed to learn all of this, because it looked like not everyone was taking notes, and a couple people were nearly falling asleep in their seats.




After that, a couple sergeants came over with Captain Heyward, and divided the platoon up into five squads, each of which had three fireteams. So there were billets for squad leaders and fireteam leaders. Aly figured she could take advantage of that.




And Captain Heyward pulled her aside while the dividing up was going on, even though Aly wanted to know who her squad leaders and fireteam leaders were. “Mackenzie, I got a report that you were slacking off during PT today. That’s not what I was looking for in a platoon leader.”




She stood stiffly at attention and explained, “Sorry captain, this candidate will take any punishments you want to dole out. But the candidates at the back of the run really needed help on running pace and stride and posture and breathing and, well, confidence that they can do this. This candidate helped a bunch of candidates work on their pull-ups last night, and this candidate is going to try to work on formation and drill tonight if allowed. Also, this candidate wants to work with more candidates on running tomorrow morning too, even if it earns this candidate a lot more kilometers of running.”




Captain Heyward pointed out, “Mackenzie, you’re asking for a lot of punishments and chits for something that won’t help you at all.”




“Aye captain, but it could help the platoon,” she answered.




Heyward gave her a nod and said, “Get your platoon behind Gunny Dub, and your platoon is going to get an early lesson in land nav.”




“Aye captain!” Aly saluted, waited until she got a return salute, and turned properly. Then she ran back to the platoon and got them lined up in fireteams. Gunny Dub set a fast pace, so Aly moved to the head of the platoon and led them at Gunny’s pace.




This ‘classroom’ was steel bleachers in an outdoor area. And it was basic map work and basic land navigation. The map work was just finding north, orienting you and your map, and reading the grid coordinates so you could find a point on the map. The land nav was finding your starting and ending points on your map, drawing a line between them, finding that azimuth, adjusting between true north on the map to magnetic north on your compass, and then how to walk in that direction, either with your compass or using a distant position to aim at. Aly had already learned all this and a ton more on a course Oscar had sent her on, so this was mega-easy, but a lot of her platoon looked lost. Which was bad.




Okay, the corrections using the plastic protractors where you also had to compensate for the cruddy edges of the triangles in the protractor? That lost a bunch of people.




Afterward, a couple sergeants yelled them into formation and ran them through a bunch more drill practice, which a lot of people really needed. Then they fast-walked back to the squadbay, where they probably had a short time before chow.




So, on the way there, Aly explained to Howell what she wanted to do once they all got back, and asked Howell for advice. And Howell had advice. Plenty of it. So Aly changed her plan, because she figured Howell knew what really worked, rather than what might work in a perfect world.




Also, Howell was already on the ball. She had the list of everyone on medical. Aly gasped in shock that they already had three women out. She had missed all of that because of her punishment run and then being late. Aly gasped, “It isn’t my fault, is it?”




Howell just rolled her eyes. “Don’t blame yourself for other people screwing up. You’re their platoon leader, not their mommy. And no, none of the candidates are ones you helped. Ryan and Klugman are out with shin splints. Sievers? Sprained ankle. It happens.”




But that meant that all three of those candidates would be unable to do stuff like the PFT, which meant that they were already DNQ’ed, even if no one was saying it. They were down three women and they hadn’t even gotten to the PFT or the first classroom test. Aly had to clench her jaws not to get teary. It wasn’t fair to three women who had worked mega-hard to get this far.




Howell growled, “Buck up, Mackenzie. This happens. And it’ll keep happening for the whole ten weeks. It’ll happen to the guys too.”




So Aly took a deep breath and got moving. She and her platoon sergeant got everyone into the squadbay and then got them yelled up to the open part of the room. She would have just asked, but there were candidates who were about as cooperative as a bear with an ulcer. Like Tillman and her buddy Rivers, or the ready-to-drop-outs.




Aly started, “Look, we didn’t look good in drill today—”




“We sucked! I mean, we sucked donkey jism through a shit straw!” Howell announced loudly. That got some snickers and giggles.




Aly refused to be embarrassed. And she wasn’t going to call out Howell when Howell was going to help. So she just said, “Yeah, we weren’t exactly the Charlie Company drill team. How many people have done drill?” About a third of the women raised their hands. “How many people are really good at it?” Most but not all of the hands went back up. “Okay. We’re not really going to be great at this for weeks, even with lots of practice. So I want to tilt the odds in our favor.”




Tillman asked, “So…you figured out how to cheat? Or are you gonna make us practice drill all night long?”




Aly looked at her. “No cheating. And we have way too many things to do, including sleep, to be up all night on this. This is not a remake of ‘Stripes’.” She turned to Howell and asked, “Isn’t that right, Sergeant Hulka?” There were a bunch of snickers from women who got the ref. And Howell thought it was funny, which was good, because Aly didn’t want any hurt feelings.




So Aly pressed on. “But thanks for bringing those points up. Those of us who can do it will stand here with me…” She waved people over. “Our platoon sergeant will give the orders, and we’ll demonstrate. You’ll stand there and watch. Then we’ll practice. For a few minutes only, because chow’s not far off. And starting tomorrow, Howell and I will have a layout for formation that makes it so everyone who needs to watch someone to know what to do will have someone around them to look at. If we can improve faster than the men, we’ll get yelled at less, and things’ll go better. Although not for the guys.”




That seemed more motivating than she had expected, but Howell had been right about it.




So Aly and eighteen other women went through their paces while Howell gave them commands and pointed out little things that people were doing right or wrong. Then Aly interspersed the practiced women with everyone else, and they practiced.




Aly really wished she had more than half of her platoon ready for drill, because that would make her plan for organization a lot easier. But this was what she had to work with.




Okay, they got in some practice and they hadn’t been run off to chow yet. So she announced, “After chow, we have our first essay to write. We need to make sure we’re doing these right, or a lot of people will be having to rewrite them. And do even more essays. And maybe chits. So doing this right every time will have a huge payoff in making your lives easier. I don’t think anyone here wants OCS to be even harder.”




Nope. Nobody did. Totally surprising—not.





Part VI



Aly decided she had better get started on other stuff while she had time. So she gave a five minute talk on what they had to write, how they needed to write it for OCS essays and chits, and how to write an essay mega-fast. Which she could hardly explain she learned how to do from a person from another universe, while they were both in yet a different universe.




Then she explained that she wanted the platoon moving in an echelon, fireteam by fireteam, so everyone would know who to move with.




“We don’t have to run in PT that way, do we? Because Furman is slow as shit.” 




Aly had no idea why Marci had to be mean to people, but she gave a straight answer. “No Tillman, you do not. You should run at the right pace for you. But Furman is going to get better. And I’ll work with her tomorrow if she wants.”




Howell frowned, “Mackenzie, you already got punishment detail and a chit for helping people at the back of the pack. And I saw Captain Heyward chewing you out. Maybe you oughta drop that for a while.”




Aly insisted, “Look, I really appreciate your advice, and I want you to tell me every time I’m messing up. But as long as I’m platoon leader, I’m helping everyone in my platoon who wants help. That’s what my uncle Jeff always said leaders do. And I can run an extra five klicks. It won’t kill me.”




“But how long did it take you to run five k, after all that PT?” Sofia worried.




Aly shrugged, “I might’ve run a little too fast. Gunny couldn’t keep up for the whole run.”




“Fuck!” Howell cursed. “You ran a DI into the ground? They’ll wreck you for that.”




Aly said, “I did track and field before I got injured. I can run even faster for a 5k if I don’t have to do anything else that day.”




Someone asked, “Pull-ups?”




Aly fibbed, “My PR is 24. I hope I can beat that while I’m here.”




“You suck,” Worrell complained, but she said it in the ‘you rock and I feel bad in comparison’ tone.




Howell said, “Damn, girl. You’re gonna make some of the male candidates cry.”




Aly just looked at Worrell and said, “I could help you with your pull-ups, if you want.”




Howell sarcastically asked her, “What can you not do?”




Aly smiled, “I can’t get by on four hours of sleep for ten weeks straight.”




“True dat, sister,” Howell grinned and gave her a fist bump.




Then after chow, on the way back, Marci and Sunny made an effort to be hurrying back alongside Aly. Marci smirked, “So, Mac, you gonna write about how you got those scars?”




Aly rolled her eyes a little bit. “Why so formal, Tilll’? You can call me Al…or Scarface. And you know, that’s a really good idea. I think I will write about my scars.”




Sunny asked, “How’d you get ’em, anyways?”




Aly went with her cover story. She asked, “You ever wonder what it would feel like to get hit by a speeding car and punted face-first through a store’s plate glass window?”




“No! Ick!” Sunny squeaked.




Aly coldly said, “I don’t have to wonder.”




Marci said, “That’s sounds like a pretty fucked-up accident.”




“Oh no,” Aly replied, sticking to her official cover story. “It wasn’t an accident. It was attempted murder.”




Both women went dead silent for the rest of the fast-walk, except for some harsh breathing.




They walked into the squadbay, and Winston rushed up to Aly and Howell. “We’ve got a problem,” she hissed.




Aly asked, “What?”




Winston whispered, “Gunny Dub told me I had to put you on firewatch. Again. I told her you had it last night, and you’re on billet, and she ordered me.”




Howell grumbled, “That is complete bullshit.”




Aly nodded, “Okay. Put me on the nine-to-eleven. That’ll get me close to six solid hours sleep afterward. That’ll have to do.”




Winston still winced. “I still think you should go straight to the captain. What does that bitch have against you?”




Aly sighed to herself. “Look, just put me on the list, and annotate it as ‘order from Gunnery Sergeant Whipple’. If she’s going to keep this up, I want some evidence that it’s been ongoing.”




Howell scowled, “You’re takin’ this a lot easier than I would.”




Aly just pointed at her face and said, “I’ve had to deal with a lot of stuff that’s way worse than a grouchy DI.” Which was totally true. Gunny Dub wasn’t setting fire to her, or trying to murder her, or blasting her with giant magical death, or a bunch of other really bad stuff Aly had actually been through.




She focused on the stuff she could actually work on right then. She got everyone, even the homesick women and Worrell and Martin, writing their essays. And she taught them important tricks, like referring to yourself as ‘This United States Marine Corps Officer Candidate’ instead of ‘I’ or ‘me’, which added seven words to the essay instead of having a single word that was too short to count. In an autobiography, that probably tossed in seven extra words over a dozen times, which really shortened up the time needed for that essay.




Okay, she was pretty sure Worrell and Martin only worked on their essays because Howell guilted them into doing it. Worrell felt pretty bad that Aly got in so much trouble just for helping her and some other women on the PT run.




Also, Aly taught everyone the trick Captain Corrigan had showed her: figure out your closing sentence for your essay, know how many words are in it, and write it so you have some way to add or drop a few words. Then, when your word count got near the right number, you had your final sentence to put in and adjust to get exactly three hundred words.




Three hundred words wasn’t really that much. Underlining and counting the words that were more than two letters was kind of a pain, but that was the point. You had to learn how to do something with really strict rules, and how to squeeze what was really needed in there, or how could you learn to be a good officer?




Once Aly had almost everyone through their essays, she hopped up on her rack and wrote her own. She’d had a couple hours since the assignment to think about it, so she knew what she wanted to write. She used a bit of bionic speed, plus a little writing on a separate piece of paper, and she had it written and counted in under ten minutes. 




She knew that if she really cranked up her bionics, she could probably write a pre-planned three hundred word essay in seconds. But she couldn’t do that where anyone might see her.




She was about to start on the chit she had to write, but a couple sergeants came in to yell everyone into their racks. Aly quickly tucked her writing pack into a pants pocket, grabbed her watch out of her locker, and moved up to the staff sergeant to get the dummy rifle for the watch. Aly checked with the rest of her firewatch, “Who wants to start up here, and who wants to clean?”




Okay, no one else wanted to have to give the report. So she delegated. First firewatch could do the laundry that had accrued, which was a lot for just one day. Second firewatch could finish the laundry and clean the rain room. Third could do the head. Fourth had to mop the squadbay anyway, so they knew what they had to do.




She stood up front and listened with her bionic ear for anyone walking toward their barracks, and she wrote out her chit. Okay, so she still insisted in it that it was her responsibility as a platoon leader to help her platoon, including helping everyone run better. She got the whole thing written before the first DI dropped by to check on stuff.




Aly saluted and said, “Good evening, Staff Sergeant. Candidate Mackenzie, firewatch for Charlie Company 3rd Platoon, reports area all secure. The count on deck is 62 United States Marine Corps Officer Candidates. The count on hand is 55 United States Marine Corps Officer Candidates. There are four United States Marine Corps Officer Candidates on firewatch. There are three United States Marine Corps Officer Candidates at medical. There is nothing new or unusual to report at this time. Good evening Staff Sergeant.” She did the ‘salute and wait for the return salute’ thing, and she was done. For that time.




Brett and Webster snuck over and whispered, “How do you do that? You make it look so easy.”




Aly quietly explained, “You just have to write it down and memorize it. And not get rattled when there’s a DI in your face.”




Webster complained, “Yeah, but the second part’s the hard part.”




Aly suggested, “We can practice tomorrow. Maybe we can get Howell to yell at you when you’re talking.”




“Thaaanks,” Webster said sarcastically. But she was smiling while she said it.




Then Aly had time to draw a little map of the platoon when it was in formation, and where the people good at drill should stand so the people who weren’t good had someone to look at, no matter what direction the platoon faced. At just before eleven, Aly woke up the next firewatch, put away her wristwatch and went to bed.




In the morning, Aly woke up as soon as the first DI started yelling and making the firewatch yell too. Ten to five. Ugh. Well, she needed to get going. The platoon leader needed to set a really good example. They went through the same routine as before: count off and get checked, dress for PT and clean up and tidy up, count off some more, and double-time it to formation. Aly ran up and down her echelon, rearranging people so there was pretty much always at least one person for someone bad at drill to model themselves after. Then she ran to the head of the platoon before they got to formation.




And it even worked. Some. They were still bad at drill, but they looked like they were a lot more improved than the other platoons in Charlie Company.




Then PT. Aly thought it was another easy PT, but she was pretty sure she was in the minority on that. Warmups, some pushups and crunches and mountain climbers, and then a simple run.




Gunny Dub yelled at Aly, “And Mackenzie, you had better goddamn well finish in the top five!”




“Aye Gunny Dub!” Aly immediately yelled back. But she was planning on helping runners anyway. So she dropped back and helped six women who needed help, plus Martin who just needed to move faster and didn’t feel like it. Then Aly sped up a lot, and ran past the whole platoon to move just behind the DI leading the platoon in the run.




Okay, afterward, Gunny Dub yelled at her a lot for not leading the platoon the whole way, even when Aly pointed out that was not what Gunny had ordered her to do. So Aly got a chit for not staying at the front, and a chit for ‘talking back’. And she had to do another five kilometer run while everyone else went to shower. Aly stepped it up just a little bit, so Staff Sergeant Meadows couldn’t keep up with her, and finished the five k run in maybe seventeen minutes, which was fast even for the men.




Then Aly had to rush to shower and get dressed in cammies and catch up to everyone going to chow hall and the first class of the day. They had four classes that day, with the last one being field practice on land nav. Aly did not get why some of the women couldn’t follow the directions. So she met with her platoon sergeant and her squad leaders, so they all went around, checking with everyone who didn’t get the right azimuth for a two klick maneuver to the field marker. She was worried about Squad 3, because Rivers was their squad leader and was one of the people who couldn’t seem to get the land nav techniques down. So Aly went over and walked them all through the exercise: read the grid coords right; mark them down right even if their protractor triangles had to be fiddled with to get the points right; draw the line; shoot the azimuth; correct for magnetic north using the picture that was right there on the map; and walk in the right direction. It was a headache, because even a little error of a couple degrees meant that when they walked two thousand meters, they might be off by fifty meters or more.




Crud, Aly could not figure out how someone who could follow a recipe and who got through high school math couldn’t do basic land nav.




Okay, after half a dozen women were still having problems on the stuff, she led everyone back to the squadbay, pulled the women with problems—including Rivers—and went over everything, step by step, making them take notes and number the steps so they could do the exercise right. Because Rivers was totally doing the correction for magnetic north backward.




Then after chow, Aly made sure people were getting their essays and chits done. And she talked to Worrell and Martin again. And she met with Howell to get a list of the really homesick women, and she went around to talk to each of them. She just insisted to each of them that they write one letter to a boyfriend or parent and have that person copy everyone else on their personal ‘write letters to them’ list. Then they could write a bunch of big letters and make phone calls on the first liberty, which was less than three weeks away.




Okay, Wendy was really, really homesick, and cried on Aly’s shoulder. Aly just held her and rubbed her back and told her it would be okay. Even though Aly wasn’t sure it would be.




She walked over to where Howell was writing, and said. “I think I’ve got things shored up for today, anyway.” 




Howell rolled her eyes. “Nice work, mom. But you can’t carry ’em through PFT or through a six mile hike. They’ve got to learn to do this for themselves.”




Aly just sighed. “Thanks for the advice. I wish I was better at this.”




Winston hurried in and went straight over to them. “Problem.”




Howell groaned, “Please tell me it’s not Gunny shittin’ on Mackenzie some more.”




Winston flatly said, “It’s Gunny shitting on Mackenzie some more.”




Howell replied, “Agent 86, I asked you not to tell me.”




“Sorry about that, chief,” Winston smarted off.




They all grinned at each other before Aly said, “Okay. Do like last night. Mark it in your log. I’ll do nine to eleven again.”




Aly got her essay done, and most of one chit too. But then it was going on nine and time for lights out and first firewatch. She allocated tasks and found once again that her firewatch wanted her to stand there and do the report to the sergeants. So she got the rest of her first chit and all of her second one done while listening for incoming. Since she could hear a DI from more than fifty yards out, they weren’t going to catch her.




Then it was Saturday, and her last day of the billet. The billet would have only been two days, but billets running over weekends could be three days long. She had her platoon set up right for formation and drill. She had Howell and Marda and Savannah helping the weaker runners so she could obey Gunny Dub. She had to run at the front of the platoon while carrying the platoon flag properly, which she could do without trouble, but that was not a platoon leader’s job. All that meant that she actually did morning showers with everyone for the first time.




Tillman got on her case right away. “Hurry up, Mackenzie, I’m waiting!”




Okay, Aly was hurrying, and going faster than anyone who didn’t have a mega-short haircut. So Aly finished and turned around and stepped out of the open shower stall.




Tillman squeaked, “Oh my God!”




She was staring at Aly’s front torso scar, which was pretty spectacular. And not a lot of people had seen it yet.




Rivers stepped over to see what her buddy was freaking about, and choked. “Fuck! When you said that about the window, I didn’t believe you, but…”




Aly dried off and casually said, “Hey, you should’ve seen it before the doctors got me sewn back together.”




Tillman gulped. Hard. Like she had to keep from puking. “I’ll pass.”




Aly watched Tillman get in the stall, and then Aly hurried to get ready for the day.




And the day went way better. Some great classes, pretty good food even if she didn’t have enough time to sit and enjoy it, and they just had an easy essay to write that night. Naturally, a number of women found a way to get chits they needed to write. Then she found out that the new platoon leader was going to be Marci Tillman. Ugh. Aly did not think Tillman had what it took to be a good platoon leader.




And Aly had to write up her opinions on her platoon sergeant and squad leaders. She tried to be constructive and helpful, but Rivers was not a good squad leader because she let Tillman get away with whatever. And Howell was an awesome platoon sergeant who did not need Aly’s input to know what to do. At least Winston had already written up the firewatch schedule for Saturday night, so Aly got almost eight hours of sleep, for a change.




Sunday was okay. After formation and PT and chow, Aly went to the Protestant church. The base had a ton of church options for Sunday mornings and Wednesday mornings. Because seriously, Aly had never guessed the Marines might have a Buddhist church that people could go to on Sunday morning. Still, Aly didn’t really like the Protestant church service. It was a little too different from what she was used to, and she didn’t really like their choices in hymns either, and the sermon was not what she was used to.




Oh, and Tillman thought being a platoon leader meant she should boss everyone around and make them do her stuff and let her buddy Rivers goof off. So Aly had to press Tillman’s cammies, and Worrell told Tillman to eff off when Tillman tried to make her clean her go-fasters, and stuff like that. Tillman tried to put Aly at the one a.m. firewatch slot again, but her platoon sergeant and platoon scribe threatened to go straight to Captain Heyward over it, so Tillman backed down. That time, anyway.




Two women had blisters already, so Aly loaned them some of her Compeed blister stuff. She hoped they would be okay. Because Monday afternoon was their first PFT. The Physical Fitness Test would be even harder than usual, since people would have gone through PT that day, and were sleep-deprived, and everything else.




Then, after evening chow, Aly had to have a private meeting with Captain Heyward. She would have worried about it a lot more, except everyone else on a billet was having meetings like hers. The captain nodded as Aly stood at attention and then moved properly to ‘at ease’ on command.




Captain Heyward said, “I read all the reviews. Other than Gunny Whipple, everyone thinks you did a great job. Even most of your peer evals. You did the right things. You listened to your platoon sergeant and did everything you could to keep her informed and contributing to your decisions. You delegated to your squad leaders when you could, but kept track of their progress. You didn’t take advantage of anyone, and you helped your people. A lot of the platoon are talking about the hits you took to help your runners. A couple people thought you were trying too hard at the expense of your own well-being, and one woman described you as ‘too bossy’ but that is actually what I was looking for. You got dumped on from above, and you did what you had to while protecting your platoon. All of these are good. However…Do not try to lawyer your way around orders. It always comes back on you sooner or later.”




“Aye, captain! Understood!” Aly said.




Captain Heyward added, “I also went over all of your reports. There were a few people where you went out of your way to avoid flat out saying that they need improvement. It is part of your job to point that out.”




“Aye, captain!” Aly said.




Captain Heyward finished, “It looks like we are going to have to find ways to give you more experience. You may get more billets than average. Are you on board with that?”




Aly answered, “Aye, captain! Anything that teaches me what I need to learn!”




“Good. Then…dismissed”




And, sure enough, Howell and her squad leaders wanted to talk to her about what everyone wrote. Howell wanted people to say what she did wrong, so she could improve. Rivers wanted people to not diss her when she screwed up. Aly was so surprised—not.




Monday morning started off like usual, only no one was helping the women at the back of the pack on the run. Tillman didn’t do stuff like that. And Tillman didn’t like that Aly was ahead of her on the PT run.




Okay, really, Aly wanted to slow down the whole run because of the PFT that afternoon, but she couldn’t when the person setting the pace was a DI.




Then things went south as soon as the PT run ended. Gunny Dub had Aly put on a backpack that had to weigh forty or fifty pounds, and then run a full 5 k while everyone else went back to clean up and change and get to classes. And after the 5 k, Gunny made Aly keep the backpack on, and she marched Aly over to an open area that was maybe sixty meters wide. She pointed and yelled, “Mackenzie! Touch that pole!”




“Aye sergeant!” Aly raced to the pole and slapped it.




“You are too damn slow! Touch that pole!” And Gunny pointed at a pole back on the other side of the area.




Aly realized that Gunny was going to make her run sixty meter wind sprints with that heavy pack until Aly couldn’t run anymore. Only…as a bionic woman, that would take a couple days.





Part VII



Aly ran across the space once more. She had done eighteen wind sprints so far, and she was pretending she was slowing down. But Gunny was obviously not going to let her off easy. So Aly decided to deal with it in her own way.




She pretended to fall down at the righthand pole, and she acted like she was urping. Then she staggered to her feet and pleaded, “Water…Please…”




“Touch that other pole, Mackenzie!”




Aly ran another fifteen wind sprints, getting a little slower each time, and asking for water a couple more times. She had no idea why Gunny was being such a jerkhead, but this would have been mega-bad if she wasn’t bionic. So she pretended to fall down and have dry heaves.




Then she staggered through another ten wind sprints, and pretended to pass out halfway across the space. She just dropped on her front and went limp.




Gunny stormed over and screamed, “Get up, Mackenzie! Quit slacking off!”




Aly didn’t move. In fact, Aly held her breath like she had just died. Gunny didn’t check her breathing or her heartrate or anything. Gunny just screamed at her some more, then kicked her in the knee, which hurt some, but Aly didn’t bother to react to it. Gunny stormed off, leaving her there.




Aly decided she was going to take a nap. If she got up and went back to the squadbay or anything, it might look like she was just being a quitter. If she stayed put, Gunny was going to be in huge trouble even if Gunny was off to get a medic right that second. Besides, it wasn’t really uncomfortable, and she could use a little more sleep.




Only…in under a minute, she could hear footsteps rapidly approaching. Heavy ones. Oh great, she so did not want to deal with lonely guy candidates right then.




“Miss? Ma’am? Ma’am?” That was a really heavy Southern accent too. “Gol-lee, Vince is gonna blow his top over this one…”




She opened the eye that wasn’t face-down in the grass. It was a goofy-looking sergeant. But a big guy. And he looked worried. He tried again, “Miss? Candidate? Can you sit up, please? And sip some water? I went and got a canteen…”




So she let him help her into a sitting position, and she drank some water. It was warm, but she wouldn’t have cared if she was really having heat prostration. “Thank you, Sergeant…?” she whispered.




“Pyle, candidate. Sergeant Gomer Pyle.”




Gomer? Was there really anyone in the world named Gomer? Okay, she’d grown up in California and she knew a lot of people with totally weird names. But still…




He looked at her nametape and worried, “Candidate Mackenzie, I gotta get you to medical pronto.”




She sipped some more water and shook her head. “No, sergeant. No way. I got PFT today. I can’t miss that.”




“Mackenzie, you can’t even stand up. How’re you gonna do your PFT like that?”




“I just need…some water…and some rest…and some food…”




He groaned, “You missed chow. And you’re probably missing class right this second.”




She insisted in the weakest voice she could manage, “Just help me get to class. Please. I’m not gonna let her make me quit.”




He pursed his lips and frowned in thought. “Umm, okay, but if you can’t walk any, I’m haulin’ you straight ta medical.”




“Just help me to my feet,” she said.




Pyle helped her to her feet, being mega-careful not to touch her anywhere she wouldn’t want. Then he pulled out a cellphone and hit a speed dial button. “Sergeant Major? It’s me.”




Aly could hear the stiff sergeant-voice from where she was, and she didn’t even have to use her bionics. “I know that, Pyle!”




Pyle kept going. “She did it. I got it on video. And she ran the candidate until she passed out…and left her there.” Pyle had to pull the phone away from his ear, as the sergeant major exploded in a string of mega-loud cusswords that made JJ look like an amateur cusser. After the sergeant major asked if the woman was in medical, Pyle admitted, “No sergeant, she won’t go. She drank some water, and I checked her forehead and she feels normal temperature now, and she’s on her feet again…and she wants to do PFT this afternoon with her platoon.”




Wow, if cussing was an Olympic event, that sergeant major could win a medal. Aly pretended she wasn’t hearing all of it. But Sergeant Pyle had the sergeant major look up where her platoon was right then, and led her past the back of the chow hall—where he slipped in the back and got her what looked like a breakfast sandwich he’d slapped together from leftovers. She thanked him and ate it. It was pretty good. It was amazing for leftovers right out of the fridge. Sergeant Pyle had to be the nicest sergeant on the whole base.




Then he got her to her classroom, and he made sure she got in okay.




The captain who was teaching looked at her, all filthy and still in her PT gear and looking like she was about to pass out, and he glared at Sergeant Pyle. “Sergeant, do you want to explain what happened here, and why this candidate is out of uniform, filthy, and looking unfit?”




Pyle explained in his Southern accent, “Sorry captain, but Gunny Whipple pulled her out of her platoon and ran her with a heavy backpack and no water until she passed out. And Gunny left her there. I got some water into her, but she refused medical.”




The captain looked like he wanted to punch someone. He turned his head and yelled, “Platoon leader! Would you care to explain why you did not have a count on your platoon, and why you left one of your people behind?”




Tillman blanched. With a totally ‘oh crud I am doomed’ look, she stammered out that she was just following orders from Gunny Dub, and Mackenzie had gotten punishments like this before and turned up late, and it wasn’t her fault.




The captain then ordered Pyle to find Gunny, haul her over to Sergeant Major Carter, and explain to the sergeant major what just happened. Pyle crisply replied, turned expertly, and headed out at high speed.




Aly held up a hand. The captain gave her a look, so she asked, “Captain, may this candidate sit down and attend class?”




“Mackenzie, why aren’t you in medical?”




She answered loudly, “Captain, this candidate does not want to miss PFT this afternoon! Reporting to medical would cause this candidate to miss PFT and possibly the re-try, and that would mean this candidate would be DNQ’ed. This candidate would rather try.”




The captain glared nastily at Tillman and the platoon sergeant, and then glanced at Howell. “Candidate Howell, I am making you responsible for candidate Mackenzie’s health. Watch her, and if she looks like she needs medical, haul her there whether she likes it or not.”




“Aye, captain!”




Then Aly sat there and listened to a totally interesting lecture. She wished she had her notebook so she could take notes, even if it was mainly over stuff she had studied back before she came to OCS.




As soon as the class was over, Howell walked her back to their squadbay, letting the platoon fast-walk it while making Aly not go that fast. “Okay Mackenzie, what the fuck really happened?”




So Aly told her. Well, not the bionics part, and not the pretending part. Howell cussed a bunch too. Aly didn’t think she would ever be a good Marine if she needed to cuss like that.




A DI was in the squadbay yelling at everyone else. The DI stopped and yelled, “Mackenzie! You look like shit warmed over! Do you need medical?”




“No staff sergeant!” Aly yelled.




“Then get cleaned up and dressed properly! You’re an embarrassment to the Corps like that!”




“Aye staff sergeant!”




Aly peeled off her dirty PT stuff and hurried into the rain room to take a fast shower. Oh, and she hurried so much she forgot to grab her towel. Duh.




“Towel,” Tillman said as she handed a towel over.




“Thank you.” Aly started drying off fast.




Tillman winced, “Sorry. I didn’t know Gunny was trying to kill you, or whatever. Did that sergeant really find you unconscious out in a field with no one helping you?” Aly nodded. Tillman just cringed some more.




Aly got dressed at her rack and asked her rackmate, “Do I look okay?”




“Same as always,” Porter admitted. “How the hell are you gonna meet PFT standards?”




Aly fibbed. “No idea. But I am not quitting. I worked to get here, and I’m gonna do my best.” But she knew what the charts said for her gender and age group, so she knew how she could pass but just not look as sterling as normal.




That would also give her an excuse to ask to re-take the PFT, and maybe she could encourage the other women who were re-taking it to do better.




Porter frowned, “You’re crazy, you know that? If it was me, I’d go to medical and get posted to a later OCS training.”




“No way,” Aly insisted. “This morning didn’t kill me. This afternoon won’t.”




So a lot of people sort of watched over Aly during chowtime, and then during the afternoon class. And while they were changing into PT kit. And while they were hiking out to PFT.




Aly made a show of struggling to do 6 pull-ups and 90 crunches, and then she ran slowly—for her—over the 5 k course, doing maybe an eight-minute mile. Okay, the sergeant at the end had her at 23:10, which was a little better than she was aiming for, so she sank down on the grass and let Sofia and Marda help her back up.




Worrell came over and shook her head. “You suck, Mackenzie. You pulled a 268 when you’re sick as hell. I only got a 252.”




Aly replied, “I want a 300. I’m gonna ask if I can re-take it.”




Howell came back and said, “Let’s hit the rain room, ladies. And I got a feeling Gunny Dub won’t be the one yellin’ at us tonight and tomorrow.”




But Aly was hardly showered and dressed again before she had to hurry over to the commander’s office. It was the colonel who was the commander for OCS, and his adjutant, and Captain Heyward, and Sergeant Pyle and a shorter sergeant with sergeant major’s stripes so Aly knew who he had to be, and Gunnery Sergeant Whipple who was standing so stiff in front of the colonel’s desk that Aly wondered just how much trouble Gunny was in.




She went through the whole routine that she had learned, including knocking on the hatch and stuff, even though they had summoned her and knew she was coming. “Candidate Mackenzie reporting as ordered, sir!”




“At ease, Mackenzie,” the colonel said grumpily.




So she stood in her best ‘at ease’ pose and waited for everyone to get around to stuff.




The colonel finally asked, “Candidate, do you wish to press charges against Gunnery Sergeant Whipple?”




“No colonel!” she said loudly.




“And why not?”




She insisted, “Because this candidate does not believe it would be in the best interests of the United States Marine Corps, sir!”




The colonel looked at Whipple. “You’re off that hook, Gunnery Sergeant. You are still restricted to quarters until one day after this class has graduated. With loss of pay. And you will be transferred away from OCS candidates. Further violations of the UCMJ will result in the punishments already discussed.” He turned to Aly. “Dismissed, candidate.”




Aly carefully made sure she did an about-face properly and marched out. Then she met up with her platoon and went to chow.




Once the platoon got back to the squadbay, about two dozen women wanted to hear what happened, and another dozen women were eavesdropping while pretending not to be interested.




And when the drill instructors stomped in, Whipple was not among them. What a surprise—not. One them had the candidates line up in front of their racks, as usual, only the first thing she did was read off the list of five women who were taking the re-try PFT the next day. And Aly was on the list! She had a really hard time not smiling.




Okay, she wasn’t smiling that Martin was on the list, because she didn’t think there was any way to motivate Martin. But Sievers was back in the squadbay from her sprained ankle, and might be able to pass the PFT the next day. Aly knew that Ramirez had just missed the cutoff by a couple points out of 300, but she was under the impression that Collier had completely folded and would have to make a big improvement to pass.




Aly pulled the four of them over and asked them, “Okay, what can I do to make your PFT better?”




Sievers looked around at the group and asked, “Isn’t she doing crappy too?”




Martin groaned, “Oh hell no. She was sick as hell today and refused to hit medical, and pulled, what? A 270?”




“A 268,” Aly corrected.




“Wow,” Sievers managed. “I haven’t made a 268 on my best day.”




Aly explained, “I want a 300.”




Collier groaned, “I just couldn’t do the run. I don’t know why. I just crapped out near the end…”




Aly nudged her verbally. “I know you can do it. I’ve seen you run, and that’s after warm-ups and calisthenics. Maybe you just set too fast a pace and couldn’t sustain it. You think you could run a little slower at the start, and then maybe speed up toward the end?”




Collier shrugged in discouragement. Aly tried to give her a little pep talk, but wasn’t sure it was doing any good.




On the other hand, Tillman made sure none of the five of them had any firewatches that night. Which was nice of her, so maybe what happened to Aly was some kind of wake-up call for Tillman.




The next day started off okay, with drill going almost as well as the day before, and a relatively easy PT. The classes were neat, and after lunch, Aly and the other four changed into PT gear while the rest of the platoon had drill practice, which would include a ton of yelling. Aly would rather do the PFT any day.




Aly even pulled out Sievers’ clear packing tape and taped Sievers’ ankle so she’d be at less risk of hurting herself while she ran. Packing tape wasn’t what you were supposed to use, but Aly didn’t have wide athletic tape on hand. And she thought Sievers needed something.




Aly and the other four women had to double-time it out to the PFT area, with a DI herding them along. Then Aly encouraged her platoon on pull-ups, while the men who had failed their PFT worked alongside them. Everyone just sort of stared when Aly did 25 pull-ups in maybe a little under a minute. Then Aly did 120 crunches in the two minute period. And she gave her people a talk on running the five k at a good pace. Martin ignored her, naturally.




Then Aly ran a good pace for a five k, and finished in 17:30. She cheered her platoon-mates on. Aly was more worried about Sievers and Collier, but they did okay. Martin didn’t bother to meet the minimum time on the run, so Aly knew Martin was about to get shipped out. Aly wasn’t happy about that, but she wasn’t Martin’s mommy. Or her OSO.




The DI with the scoring sheet was a guy, and he yelled at all the male candidates for letting a woman make them look bad. After all, she had scored a 300 even on the men’s scoring sheets for her age group. Granted, in the 17-20 age group, there wasn’t a ton of difference between the two, except for pull-ups.




Then that night, the drill instructors announced that they were moving to one hour firewatches with three-woman teams. And that Martin, Klugman, and Ryan were gone. So they were down to 58 women in the platoon. With billets, that meant that the non-billet candidates would be doing a firewatch every two, maybe three nights. Crud.




On Wednesday morning, after a way harder PT, they had free time for the people not going to church. Aly thought it over and decided to go to the Protestant church again, since she thought maybe she hadn’t given it a fair shake the first time. She still thought it felt weird and the sermon wasn’t all that good, but maybe that was just her. After lunch chow, they all got fitted for hiking packs. They all had a Camelback in the back compartment, which was nifty. Aly worried about people not drinking enough water on hot days during long hikes and stuff. And a Camelback didn’t slosh around like a canteen did when it was half-empty.




Porter was the new platoon leader, and by the end of the day, she was complaining to Aly about ‘this is hard’ and ‘how did you do it?’ and stuff. So Aly told her to work with her platoon sergeant, and delegate to the people who need to learn how to handle stuff, and just watch out for stuff that looked like it might go wrong soon, and be there for her platoon.




Maybe she said it wrong, because Porter thought Aly was being all mushy.





Part VIII



Aly woke up the next day, feeling…well, not rested, but not totally needing more sleep. One night of a solid seven and a half hours of sleep really helped. Okay, she had slept on her normal ear and turned down her bionic ear a lot. And Porter hadn’t woken her up in the middle of the night, because Porter had a billet and so she didn’t get tabbed for firewatch either.




They finally got to run the obstacle course, which all the DIs called the O Course. A lot of the women looked at it with wide eyes, like ‘holy crud how can you think we can do this?’ Only Aly didn’t think anyone besides her would say ‘crud’. Not even Munson, whose friends were calling her ‘Reverend’ because she was really religious and read her bible every night before bed. Aly didn’t see what was wrong with that.




Three drill instructors showed them all how to run each piece of the course, and even showed them a couple different ways to do some of the stuff. Like the big waist-high logs that you could climb over, or roll over, or do a two-armed vault over, or even do a one-armed parkour vault over. Or the high bar, which you could do a pull-up and muscle up high enough to climb over the bar, or else you could swing your legs under the bar and flip over it, like she did on way lower bars when she was a kid. Or the double bar, which was a high bar, and then another bar a foot higher, and you had to get over both, but there were like three approved ways of climbing over the thing.




Gunnery Sergeant Walters looked at a little piece of paper while trying to make it look like she wasn’t peeking at the paper. “Mackenzie! Howell! Preston! Up front!”




“Aye Gunny Walters!” Aly yelled, while she hurried up to the start line. Howell and Preston were also really good, so they did the same thing, and Preston even got to the line before Aly did. 




Okay, Preston had been standing closer. Aly had sort of been standing where she could encourage Wendy and Worrell and some other people hanging toward the back. Because really, the course was designed to favor taller people with more upper body strength. Big guys who worked out a lot and also had long arms and long legs. Not 5’2” women who had trouble doing pull-ups. Some of the stuff, like the wall and the high bars, were going to be really hard for the shorter women and the women with less upper body strength.




Aly was fully aware that if she cranked it up, she could run the whole course in seconds. But that wasn’t her goal. No, she just wanted to run the course in a time that looked good for a woman, but not insane. She had sort of overdone it on her PFT re-take.




Okay, come to think of it, Howell and Preston had done great on the PFT too. Maybe the drill instructors were throwing the top PFT women at the courses to show everyone else how it was done. Or maybe they were trying to find something the top-PFT women couldn’t do. But Howell was a good 5’9” or 5’10” with a powerful upper body for a woman, so Aly figured Howell would crush the O course.




Aly started on the signal. She vaulted the thigh-high log and sped up for the high bar. She leapt for the high bar and swung her legs up so she could flip her legs over the bar and swing around it, like the DI did. Then another log to vault, and a platform to jump onto so she could swing up and get her legs on some beams that she then had to work her way down. She took her time like it was a lot of work. At the end of the beams, she got up on her feet and tightrope-walked down to a high log to roll over and carefully drop to the ground again. Then another low log to vault, and the high brick wall to climb.




She pretended she was struggling on that one, but still got over it. She could hear that she was already ahead of Howell and way ahead of Preston, so she didn’t parkour-vault the high logs like the tall male instructor had done. And she made it look like she was having to work to get over the high double-bar thing. You had to pull yourself up to the first bar, then reach up to the upper bar and pull yourself up to that, then get your lead leg over the upper bar, then roll over, then hang from the lower bar to drop safely to the ground. So that was what she did. She just didn’t do it anywhere near as fast as she really could have. After that, she just had to run to the rope climb, get a good grip, wrap her legs and feet around the rope in a tight S-shape, and shinny up, slap the horizontal log the rope hung from, then shinny back down. She dropped the last two feet and moved to the finish line, where the DI yelled at her to jog to the rear of the platoon and jog in place to run it again.




She was still too fast. Howell was a good twenty seconds behind her, and Preston was at least fifteen seconds behind Howell. Once they were at the back of the platoon, Howell whispered, “Stop making me look bad, Mackenzie.” But she was grinning.




So Aly whispered back, “That was fun. Mostly.”




Howell mentioned, “Don’t overdo it when we’ve got E course, because you’ll have a long run with a heavy pack on afterward.”




Worrell and a couple other women at the back of the group looked over at her. Worrell cringed, “How the hell are we supposed to get over that wall when we’re not Ms. Marvel?” Okay, she stared at Aly like maybe Aly was Ms. Marvel, which was silly.




Aly murmured, “Look, break it down into steps. Run really hard at the wall and jump up, and try to plant your foot to get some grip to help you with that jump. Grab the top. Then a pull-up as high as you can get, and you can use your feet for as much traction as you can get. Then swing your body to get one leg all the way on the wall. The whole leg, especially your foot and knee. Then you can haul yourself up and over.”




“You make it sound easy,” Gerrard complained.




Aly shook her head a little. “It’s not. But it is manageable. And I know you can do it.”




It took a while for the whole platoon to tackle the course, even with room for three of them at a time. The DIs didn’t wait for each person to finish before starting the next woman. Oh no. That would take forever. But they did wait until one woman was ten or twenty seconds in before starting the next one. People still piled up waiting at the brick wall and the double bars and the rope climb and stuff.




The second time, Aly had to wait for Gerrard to get past each obstacle before taking her turn. So it took a lot longer. But Aly just tried to be encouraging instead of being impatient.




And Aly was pretty sure a couple women got rope burns coming down the climbing rope. So she grabbed Porter on the way back to the squadbay. “Hey, I saw some ropeburns on hands. Could you call for people with burns and blisters to get treatment? I’ve got two partial packages of Compeed I’ll contribute.”




Porter asked, “Are you trying to make me look good?”




“Well…maybe…”




The next day, after morning chow they had to put on PT kit again, and move out to a big swimming pool, where everyone had to swim across the pool and back, or else get marked down. And the instructors wanted the breaststroke or the sidestroke, instead of the American crawl which would be faster but noisier. Aly knew from Sergeant Ross that learning a really quiet swimming stroke was important for Marine water work near coastlines and stuff. But some of the women had trouble with their breaststroke. Aly just dove in, swam ten or fifteen yards underwater, then swam the breaststroke hard enough to keep her on top of the water.




After lunch and another class, they were back in PT gear for beginner martial arts. Crud, everyone was going to have up to three sets of PT clothes in the laundry tonight.




Aly knew the women Marines who had been through Basic all knew some MCMAP, and that was what the drill instructors were teaching. Aly knew enough MCMAP from Rinkin and Joan that she could get by, but she was way better in other styles. 




Still, this was mega-basic MCMAP. So they spent a lot of the class learning how to fall and how to punch, with the instructors making sure that the people who had some MCMAP hadn’t forgotten anything important. Okay, Aly was really good at it, because the learning to fall basics were pretty much the same everywhere, and the punches were pretty much exactly like in a lot of other Americanized martial arts.




“Mackenzie! Front and center!”




Aly ran up to in front of Staff Sergeant Johnstone. “Aye staff sergeant!”




“Mackenzie, why are you not with the other ECP and MECEP candidates?!”




Aly yelled, “Staff sergeant! This candidate is neither! This candidate has a black belt in more than one martial art, but not in MCMAP!”




So Aly got moved over to the better-trained group. After a few minutes, so did Tillman and two other women. That was more interesting than just practicing falls on a heavily-padded mat.




Afterward, on the way back to the squadbay, Tillman asked Aly, “So…which martial arts? I learned Kenpo, but I’m not a black belt.”




Howell said, “Hell, I know some MCMAP, but I’m not a black belt in that.”




Aly said, “My dad got me to take Krav Maga back when I was his helpless little princess. And after I got injured, Uncle Jeff talked a guy he knew into teaching me shaolinquan.”




Preston gasped, “Like the Shaolin monks stuff? Is that a real thing? I thought that was a fake thing like on TV.”




Aly insisted, “It’s a real thing. Okay, most of the stuff on TV is totally fake. But yeah, it’s what a lot of people call Northern Style Kung Fu. It’s pretty cool, even if some of the training is dire.”




“Like what? Tillman asked.




Aly fibbed some. “Like learning to make a knife hand hard enough to punch into packed sand. Or learning to get punched in the stomach and not fall over or complain. Or getting whacked on the shins until you can get kicked in the shin and just take it. But the rest is great.”




“Can you break bricks?” Howell checked.




Aly nodded, “Oh sure. I can do it with a fist, with a knife hand, with an elbow strike, with a kick, or even with my forehead. Now that one hurts.”




Preston said, “I hear a lot of the male platoons do ‘Fight Club’ before lights out sometimes. I think we’d better pass.”




Howell kidded, “Unless we can get Mackenzie to fight some of those guys, and we can make a fortune if they take bets!”




Aly groaned softly. Even if there were a couple guys she wouldn’t mind putting in their place. She just said, “No thank you.”




The next morning, they had a fartlek run. Aly already knew that just meant running at a distance-running pace, stopping for exercises, and then having to sprint to catch up to the DI leading the run before going back to the distance-running pace, and then doing it all a bunch more times. She felt bad that most everyone was straining to keep going, but she was fine and having to pretend she was straining.




Even worse, after the afternoon hike with heavy packs to get in some training and also some more land nav practice, Davies was complaining about her legs and went to medical. After chow, they found out that Davies was going to be in medical for several days and would probably be moved to a later OCS training. Crud.




Also, they still had some women who were cruddy at land nav. Which was not good when there was a test coming up. So Aly made sure that there were private lessons in the squadbay for anyone who needed help.




By Sunday, Aly was pretty sure she had land nav straightened out for the platoon. Well, at least for the women who would do studying like they were supposed to. Aly went to church like usual, even if she still wasn’t mega-thrilled with the way they did the services, and the minister was doing pretty much the same sermon as last Sunday. And after chow, the platoon had time to go to the PX to shop for stuff they needed. All Aly needed was a new tube of toothpaste and a spare stick of deodorant, but some people shopped like they were back in their hometown. Tillman really did buy haircolor and stuff.




Okay, Aly bought a bag of chocolates that she shared with some friends. And most of the women who had used some of Aly’s blister patches bought Aly a whole new Compeed pack. Well, they were small, so Aly just put most of them in the squadbay supplies for the platoon, and put an extra couple in her hiking pack for when other people would need them.




She had a little privacy on the way back from the PX, so she used her private cellphone and called in for an update.




“This is Linda, you are calling through an unsecured cell tower. Your encryption is working, but this call may still be copied.”




“Hi, Linda! Any word on progress for my op?”




“Please hold while I put you through to Rinkin.” That took maybe thirty seconds. Aly had plenty of time before she got to the squadbay, so she didn’t stress about being surrounded by her platoon before she was done with her secret call.




“Aly? How are things going? We got some good progress reports and a message about a problem with a Gunnery Sergeant. The message indicated that problem is resolved.”




Aly managed not to shrug. “Things are going good. But I have a mega-unfair advantage. What’s the status on the primary assignment?”




“Oscar’s been applying pressure, so Andrew should be there…by Friday. You have liberty that weekend, so you can back him up on Saturday and early on Sunday if needed, and it won’t be the problem it would be if you were stuck in your barracks or on a long hike.”




She said, “Okay. I’m hoping he won’t need any backup at all.”




Rinkin told her ‘good luck’ and signed off. Aly went back to the squadbay to find Tillman really was coloring her hair so her dark roots wouldn’t show for a few more weeks. Aly sort of wondered what would happen if the sergeants spotted Tillman was coloring her hair, or if they found Tillman’s extra bottles of Pantene in her locker.




Also, Savannah was totally sick of having to wash her long hair every night and then shower every morning after PT but have stinky hair for the day, so she asked Aly to cut her hair. Aly used her good scissors and a little bit of bionic hand quickness, but she wasn’t a great hair stylist. Now Marda was really good at it, so Aly loaned her the scissors and Marda cut half a dozen more women’s hair, so there were fewer long hair problems in the squadbay.




And Aly had firewatch at a cruddy time again, but that happened to everyone, sooner or later. For some reason, everyone else would rather clean or do laundry than stand guard and give the firewatch report every ten or twenty minutes, so Aly got that job again. So she was awake from one to two, and then she had to get back to sleep because they had a test the next day.




The week went pretty well for Aly. She got nearly perfect scores on her land nav written and field tests, although a couple women failed one or the other. She did great on the firing range and did great on her firearm test. She found out that some of the women ‘threw like a girl’ and should not be trusted with a live hand grenade. Aly just had to make sure that she threw the dummy hand grenades the same distance as the better throwers in the platoon, and didn’t accidentally hurl the dummy grenade two or three times too far. For each throw, she picked out a tiny spot around thirty meters out, and she focused on hitting as close to that spot as she could.




Okay, Aly just did not get why some of her platoon weren’t interested in studying for the tests when they had worked so hard to get into OCS in the first place. Didn’t they study in college? There were some areas Aly already knew the material because Oscar and Rinkin had already sent her on special training so she didn’t have to study the stuff again, and there were some areas that Captain Corrigan had told her to study before she went to OCS, but Aly was studying for everything else. And she was also doing as much language review as she could, which was a problem when she couldn’t listen to language tapes or speak it out loud or read it. But she needed to do refreshers on languages so she didn’t forget them, especially the ones she was actively learning.




And then it was Friday evening, and Aly and a couple other women were helping their platoon leader and platoon sergeant make sure everyone had wrinkle-free clothing so they would all get to go on libo on schedule instead of getting held up because someone in the platoon looked like their clothes had been wadded up on the bottom of the laundry pile for three weeks, and would need to go change or get stuff ironed pronto. Okay, women did not have a problem doing laundry and ironing and getting their accessories together, like some people Aly could mention, like Louis. And the squadbay supplies included three ironing boards and three irons.




Total shock: Tillman and Rivers were two of the women who had sexy dresses they were sneaking out so they could go hit the bars and party down during libo. Aly had one spare set of khakis and one spare polo shirt plus underwear and an emergency pair of go-fasters. And she had gotten her cellphone out of the contraband lockers, like everyone else. She was sharing a ‘two queen-sized beds’ room with Marda and two other friends. Aly was planning on catching up on her sleep and reading, and maybe she’d walk around during the day to see if there was a nice candy store that wasn’t mega-expensive. Well really, she was going to be ready to dash off to go back up Andrew.




Also, she was too young to be drinking, and she had too little organic mass left, so she’d be the cheapest drunk in town. She and Rinkin together could probably get smashed on a single can of beer. At least Kate didn’t have that problem.




She was pleasantly surprised when she found out that Marda had organized three rooms side-by-side in a decent but cheap motel, so there were twelve of them. And four women sharing two big beds in one motel room meant that the per night cost was pretty decent. Marda and Sofia and Aly and Hallie were in one room. Savannah and Mary and Wendy and Sarah were in one next to them. And on their other side were Kate Worrell, Tammy Sievers, Ann Howell, and Cissy Preston. They had lunch together at a burger joint, and about half of them went to see a movie while Aly and most of the rest of them went back to their motel rooms or went wandering around the town.




As soon as Aly was in her room by herself, she called Andrew on her cellphone instead of her internal phone. “Status?”




“Hang on a second, dear,” Andrew said. He didn’t cover up the phone as he explained to someone, “It’s my girlfriend. I need a second.”




A man Aly didn’t recognize replied, “Oh sure thing, Oil.”




Andrew took a few steps and murmured, “Sorry about that. The NCIS guy thinks he’s hilarious.”




Aly managed not to nod. She knew the NCIS was the Naval Criminal Investigative Service, which she was pretty sure should have gotten this case, since the shooting was in the middle of the Marine training areas of Quantico. “No problem.” Xander would have tried to get her to say ‘no problemo’ because of the Terminator movies. She tried not to think of herself like that.




Andrew added, “I’ve teamed up with an NCIS guy who’s also getting the runaround, only his boss has a way scarier rep than my boss. And he keeps calling me stuff like ‘Oil’. Get it? Oil Wells. Hardy-har-har. At least he likes old movies, even if he has no respect for the Star Wars oeuvre. He’s got a police department background, so he’s really good on the fieldwork and forensic details, and we’re pressing these dorks pretty hard. I’m hoping they’ll drive us out to the crime scene, and then I’m really hoping they’ll do something really stupid so we’ll have enough evidence to bust ’em.”




Aly worried, “Andrew, the ‘stupid thing’ is liable to be really dangerous, like killing you two.”




Andrew sounded like he was grinning as he whispered, “That’s why I’ve got you lurking in the vicinity. I’ll call later with updates.”




“And no getting yourself killed!” Aly griped.




“One of my higher priorities,” Andrew snarked.




Aly hung up and tried to take a nap, since she hadn’t gotten enough sleep for weeks. But she was worried about Andrew and some guy who claimed he was NCIS but might be another badguy. Or might even be a real NCIS agent who was also a badguy, like some of these Quantico CID guys seemed to be. 




So she gave up and used her tablet for reading. She started by reading news articles and reports and webpages in Spanish and French and Russian and German and Arabic, just to keep those languages fresh. It had been weeks since she put in any effort on her languages, and that was bad. Her lessons all said that once you had a certain level of competence or fluency, you needed regular review to maintain it. Okay, maybe not English which she had spoken all her life, or Spanish which she had taken classes in, ever since she was little and her friend Marco’s mom had given Spanish lessons to her grade every year. 




After those, she did some reading on some easy Italian stuff and some basic Portuguese. She was learning both with some Spanish textbooks that were in Spanish and taught you assuming you were Spanish, and she really got a lot out of them because Spanish was a lot closer to Portuguese and Italian than English was. But those textbooks were back in her apartment. And she needed to work on her Swedish and Macedonian, so she reviewed stuff she already knew but was worried she would forget a lot if she didn’t work on them for ten straight weeks of OCS. There were more languages she wanted to work on, but she didn’t have time, and she didn’t have the materials or the textbooks with her. Like she was learning to read and write the Mandarin alphabet, but she couldn’t really work on that much from her tablet. And all her journals and record-keeping on her language progress was back at her apartment.




Also, she wanted to work on some books Oscar had gotten her, like a French book on Occitan, and a Spanish book on Catalan, and a German book on Dutch, and like that. But she didn’t have any of those handy.




She hadn’t gotten any sleep at all by the time her friends were back from the movie and were complaining about the way the guys in the movie were shooting handguns and submachine guns. By the time they got back from dinner, the entire group was complaining about movies and TV shows and how awful gun handling and gun safety and everything else with firearms really was in them.




Especially Wendy was doing extra griping, because she hadn’t done stuff with firearms before, and her eyes had been opened by the OCS firearm classes and time on the firing range.




By the time they all got back to their rooms, Aly knew that four or five of the women were going to go out to a bar, and the rest were going to stay in for the night. Wendy was going to be calling family and friends for probably hours. Tammy’s room was going to watch a couple movies on the TV. Aly was going to read some more and go to bed. After all, it was already dark outside, so surely it was too late for Andrew and his sidekick to get taken out to some site they wouldn’t be able to see in the dark.




Well, that was what she figured, until Andrew called. All he said was, “Code Gray. Now.”




Well crud. So the badguys were taking Andrew and the other guy out in the dark to kill them, and were just counting on them being so stupid that they would go along with the whole stupid thing.




She focused. “Where are you now?”




Andrew told her. Which wasn’t good. Because they were going to be entering the base through the south gate at any minute.




She grimaced, “Call me back in ten minutes.”




She looked over at Sofia and Marda, who were in the room too, while Hallie was over in Tammy’s room with the other movie watchers. “I’ve gotta go help a friend. Don’t worry.”




She ran out of the room to the open hall before either of them could get up, and she leapt the railing so she dropped a story to the parking lot. Then she ran. She switched to near-infrared, and then nightvision and then a scan for electromagnetics. Once she was confident no one was watching her, she sped up. She cut around the icky part of the town as much as she could, because that was where most of the outside crowds were, as OCS candidates and tons of other people were hitting the bars and stuff.




Once she was outside of the town and she checked again for anyone observing her, she sped up even more. If she was lucky, she was going to be able to catch up with Andrew before he got into really bad trouble.




If she wasn’t lucky…





Part IX



Aly cut over to an open area that had nothing but some railroad tracks. She had no trouble spotting the tracks and stuff in the dark, or jumping completely over them. She sped up even more. By the time she got to the high fence, she was running at around a hundred miles an hour.




Guards were patrolling the MCB Quantico perimeter, like usual. But she could see them with her nightvision, so she aimed for a spot behind the guard walking a long stretch of the fence. And, as soon as she got close to the fence, she leapt. Even the rolls of barb wire along the top didn’t go up more than twenty feet, so she cleared the top of the fence by maybe six feet. She landed on her feet and kept running. She kept off the road, which had street lights in lots of places. 




She called Andrew using her internal phone. “I’m on base. Position?”




He told her, and described the car. She was nearly alongside him…and there it was. A black sedan following right behind a camo-painted base Jeep. She slowed down a lot.




She mentioned, “Umm, do you know there’s another black car following you about a quarter mile back, and they’re running with no headlights?”




Andrew moved the phone away from his mouth, but Aly could still hear the whole conversation over the phone, thanks to bionic hearing. “Hey Tony, we’ve got a tail about a quarter mile back. Black car, no lights. Yours?”




“Hell yeah, Stair. You didn’t believe these guys, did you?”




Oh. Stair-wells. Ha ha. This guy was about as funny as a submarine with screen doors. She kept running, but she was only moving at maybe thirty miles an hour because she was pacing the car. Andrew was sitting in the shotgun seat, and ‘Tony’ was driving.




Andrew mentioned, “I didn’t believe these guys four weeks ago, when they wouldn’t let any of my group on base to investigate.”




“We didn’t believe these CID guys the moment they tried to cut out NCIS, which is supposed to be the investigatory agency in cases like this, even if Finn isn’t Navy or Marines. My boss was ready to tear these guys a new asshole.”




Andrew said, “Great. I have backup too. So I vote for letting these guys incriminate themselves as much as possible without us actually getting shot.”




“You have backup too? Crap. We need to coordinate before my backup kills your backup, or at least puts all of them into the hospital.”




Andrew agreed, “Yeah, my backup is strongly opposed to blue-on-blue incidents.”




“Here’s my phone. Speed dial 3. Put it on speakerphone.” Aly listened as the phone rang and then connected. “Hey Ziva, my buddy Wishing Wells has his own backup. Don’t kill ’em with a paperclip when you run into ’em.”




“Tony! Is that needed?”




Okay, the voice on the other end of ‘Tony’s’ phone was very definitely female, with an accent Aly would have pegged as Israeli if this wasn’t an NCIS agent.




Andrew said, “My backup looks like a young female OCS candidate on liberty, but with a big facial scar. We’ll be using the running password ‘cleric’.”




The accented voice replied, “Good. We will be using the running password ‘shibboleth’. And there is no vehicle between us, or trailing behind me. Unless your backup is following you by helicopter, you have lost her.”




‘Tony’ sounded like he enjoyed pointing out, “Ziva, there’s no way Quantico would let an NSA copter buzz everyone on an unfiled flightplan. But we know she’s there, because she spotted your tail.”




Ziva grumbled, “I find it difficult to believe that someone spotted me when I cannot detect them.”




Andrew just said, “The NSA loves its tech.”




Tony smirked, “Good save. Ziva hates dealing with anyone better at her at anything spycraft-related. Or martial arts-related.”




“Tony!” Ziva complained over the phone.




Andrew made things worse by saying, “Oh, I’m sure my backup can take yours.”




Aly announced, “Andrew! Stop it! You’re not helping!”




Tony laughed, “You left your phone on and turned up the gain enough for your backup to hear everything?”




Andrew staunchly said, “The NSA loves its bugging and phone-tapping capabilities.”




Aly just kept running. She had to detour around an area of buildings the road went through, but she just sped up so she didn’t lose any ground. And then the cars were heading into an area of dirt roads and intermittent woods mixed with open fields. She kept to the edges of the forested chunks as much as she could, to cut down on the chance of being spotted running across the open areas, while also not crashing into any trees.




She sprinted around another big wooded area…and the cars didn’t come out. She had overrun them, and missed them stopping. She quickly backtracked so she could come in from the same direction as the cars and maybe not lose them completely.




With her nightvision in her bionic eye, she could spot some settling dust and some tire tracks that had just torn up a dirt trail. Oh, and there was the tail car, which had been driven into some brush.




And there was a medium height woman moving expertly forward, a Glock in her hands and aimed pro-style as she checked her surroundings. The woman had really dark hair, although in nightvision Aly couldn’t tell if it was dark brown or jet black. And the woman was wearing a black outfit for night work. Aly was wearing her khakis and a light blue polo shirt, neither of which were going to hide her in the dark. That had to be ‘Ziva’.




Aly rushed forward and whispered, “Cleric.”




But Ziva was already reacting. Maybe over-reacting. Ziva spun around, moving into a firing stance and pointing the handgun at Aly.




Aly sped up and ripped the Glock out of Ziva’s hands before bad stuff happened. She tried to give the password again, “Cle—”




But Ziva didn’t stop. She grabbed at Aly’s wrists in what was probably going to be a really nasty Krav Maga technique if Aly was right and Ziva had a real Israeli accent. And Ziva was fast.




Okay, Ziva wasn’t nearly as fast as Aly was when she hit the plateau. Aly pulled back the hand that was holding Ziva’s gun by its barrel, and with her other arm, she parried Ziva’s attack. She smacked Ziva’s forearm hard enough to redirect Ziva’s whole body to the side. And Aly finished, “—ric.”




Ziva didn’t stop, which was bad. Since Ziva’s body was off-line, she went with a standard Krav Maga 360-degree block with some kind of follow-up. Aly pulled her arm back fast enough that Ziva’s block missed, but Ziva kept moving with an expert turn into a sidekick that was aimed at Aly’s solar plexus.




Aly could tell that Ziva was a big believer in the Krav Maga principle of ‘don’t stop until your opponent is down and not getting back up again.’ Great. So Aly slapped Ziva’s sidekick, grabbing her ankle and yanking up and out.




Ziva’s leg went along for the ride, and so did the rest of Ziva. Aly held her upside down by her ankle and hissed, “Cleric! Cleric!”




“Shibboleth,” Ziva grudgingly whispered back, as she hung upside down by one ankle. She also put away the combat knife she’d pulled out and had been planning on using.




Aly was still holding Ziva in the air. She had one arm up over her head and out to the side, with a Ziva ankle in her grip. So Ziva’s head was like a foot and a half off the ground. And Ziva looked pretty grumpy about it. 




Aly slowly lowered Ziva, instead of being mean and dumping her on her head. Ziva put her hands down and rested them on the ground, so Aly could let go and let Ziva tip over onto her front and land on her feet. Ziva smoothly stood up and brushed off her hands.




Aly whispered, “Sorry.” She handed back the Glock butt first. She kept whispering, “We need to back up our people.”




Ziva gave Aly a terse nod and gestured for Aly to get moving. Aly went, even if she worried some about Ziva being behind her and still being grouchy at her. They silently moved up to where the talking was coming from.




There was an opening in the trees where the dirt road ran through the chunk of forest. It was big enough for both cars to pull off the road, and still have open area around both vehicles. Andrew and ‘Tony’ were standing in the road facing two CID men. The CID guys were pointing sidearms at Andrew and Tony, but they had backup. Lots of backup. Back behind the CID guys and far enough off to the sides that they wouldn’t hit the CID guys if they had to open up on Andrew, were two more badguys who were pointing M16A4’s at the goodguys.




Aly was definitely putting Tony in the goodguy category, since he wasn’t pointing a gun at Andrew, and the badguys were pointing weapons at him.




Tony was casually saying, “So you guys really thought this was a good ambush? Does your boss know how incompetent you guys are?”




Aly scanned the area with her near-infrared vision, because the extra badguys had to have come from somewhere. She wanted to spot their cars, so she could keep the getaway drivers from, well, getting away. And…crud.




There was something that might be another Jeep well back in the trees, with no sign of a driver in it, but there was yet another guy lurking past the treeline, and he was running hot. She was guessing maybe five degrees warmer than normal, which was a lot for a night that had cooled off some from a not-too-terribly-hot day. She knew of several things that could be causing that, including the ever-popular ‘deadly robot’ option, as well as the icky ‘I have a highly contagious deadly disease’ option.




Meanwhile Tony had the two CID guys with handguns telling him to shut up, and that their boss knew they were competent and loyal, and when they were done, Tony and Andrew’s bodies would never be found.




She held up a hand in the signal for ‘halt’. Okay, it was the American military signal, but Aly was figuring Ziva would know that one, as well as the ones for a number of other militaries and armed forces. Ziva stopped. Aly signaled and pointed out the two extra men standing in the clearing, as well as the still-concealed guy. 




Ziva gave her a head-nod. Then Ziva signaled for Aly to move to the left to take out the leftmost M16 guy, while Ziva went after the rightmost one. Aly nodded and moved out.




Andrew asked, “Now when you say ‘never be found’, do you mean in the 1800’s sense, or are you taking into account the aerial photography and satellite imagery techniques that the NSA would bring to bear if I go missing? Because LIDAR is fully capable of looking under a heavy canopy like this, and the rise in the ground surface if you bury someone Tony’s size…”




Tony interrupted in mock anger, “Hey, are you saying I’ve gained weight? Because I watch my diet and I exercise regularly! And all those Caf-Pows? I’m only buying them for our forensic tech!”




She didn’t want to cut into the heavily-forested area, because there were going to be branches and twigs that would snap when she stepped on them. But she didn’t want to move out in the open, where someone would almost surely spot her, even in the dark, in an already-shady area. She went with the bionic option.




She switched to nightvision and leapt twenty feet up and forward, to grab onto a solid branch she could use so she could swing up and out to another sturdy branch. She leapt from tree to tree until she was in position. Then she waited until Ziva made her move.




Meanwhile, Andrew and Tony were having a supposedly-heated discussion about who was in better shape, and which movie exercise regimens each of them needed to switch to. It would have been pretty funny if there weren’t guys about to shoot them.




Finally, Andrew insisted, “Drinking raw eggs like Rocky? No way! I don’t care how many dead cow carcasses you’d get to punch, don’t drink raw eggs. And it’s gross. I’m gagging just thinking about it.”




Andrew made a horrible throat-clearing noise, and Ziva moved like it was a signal, charging right at the righthand rifleman from just behind him, and dropping him with a gun butt to the back of the skull.




So Aly leapt off the branch and onto her target. She landed right behind her target, hitting him on the collarbone with her left hand and stripping the rifle out of his arms with her right hand. The guy crumpled, but Aly grabbed him one-handed by the back of his shirt.




Andrew was already moving, smoothly kicking the sidearm out of his captor’s hand, ducking under a left jab, and kneeing the guy in the groin while striking him in the throat. Wow, Andrew really had been paying attention to Joan and Rinkin’s lessons. That was impressive.




Tony, on the other hand, had just tackled his captor and knocked the gun out of his hand before trying for the takedown. He was exchanging punches with the guy, and not getting the upper hand, until Ziva slid over and clocked the badguy in the back of the head, mercilessly dropping him.




Aly hissed, “One more!”




And that was when the fifth badguy charged through a cluster of saplings with a big M240G machine gun in his arms. He could turn the entire clearing into a killzone in seconds with that.




But Aly was already spinning and hurling her badguy like she was throwing the hammer in a track meet. The guy’s body crashed into Big Badguy’s arms, knocking the machine gun way off-line but not knocking the machine gun out of his arms. That was not encouraging.




And Ziva was already double-tapping Big Badguy. The one that hit him right over the heart maybe got stopped by body armor. The one that hit him in the forehead? Completely different. As far as Aly could tell, it bounced off a steel plate in his head and went zinging off into the trees. Not good.




Aly closed fast, before Big Badguy could swing that M240 back and hose down everyone with hundreds of rounds. She grabbed the M240 and tried to twist it out of his hands. Crud! He was really strong, and he had a better grip than she did.




She could see that he was bleeding from the spot on his forehead. So he wasn’t a cybernaut. But he could still be a robot with fake skin and stuff. Even if he was cussing at her. She was thinking some bad words about him too, the big jerkhead.




She saw him go for the trigger of the M240G, so she kicked him in the back of the knee to make his leg buckle, and as he moved downward, she forced its muzzle down into the dirt. He still pulled the trigger, but maybe she was moving too fast for his reaction times. The machine gun backfired and flung some nasty shrapnel around. One piece whizzed past her left ear, making a nasty noise like an angry steel hornet. A bunch of pieces hit Big Badguy in the face and chest, not that any of it stopped him.




Okay, other stuff was hitting Big Badguy. Ziva shot the guy right in the neck. Twice. That didn’t stop him either, even if Aly could see the blood with her nightvision. And Andrew shot the guy in the leg a couple times.




Big Badguy threw the M240 at her, shoving her back hard enough that she staggered a couple steps and nearly fell over. And the guy slapped his wrist where he had a big ‘watch’.




Well crud. Aly knew what this guy was. And she knew from Rinkin and Oscar what that watch was.




The guy roared and shuddered, and it kind of looked like he was getting even bigger. Aly hoped he was just taking a deep breath and not actually growing. She called out, “He’ll be faster and stronger now!”




Ziva treated that warning with all the respect Aly was expecting. Ziva took a step forward into a careful stance and put a bullet right into Big Badguy’s eye. Wow, that was some aiming there. Andrew took a step to Big Badguy’s side and shot him in the knee. Tony shot him in the chest a couple times and complained, “Doesn’t this guy know when to fall down?”




Big Badguy lumbered forward on what should have been a ruined leg, and made a grab for Aly’s throat.




Aly used the ruined M240G like a small staff. She used one end to parry his attack, catching him hard enough on his forearm to knock his arm to the side and into his other grabbing arm. She spun along his side, hitting him in his wounded leg, which she didn’t like doing, but she had to stop him before he got at Andrew and the NCIS agents. She hit him with one end of the M240 at the back of his skull, and that still didn’t drop him. The bullets hitting him didn’t either.




He cursed at her some more, and he slapped a thing like a big circular ammo drum hanging on his waist.




It was like there was an explosion of agonizing light in her bionic eye, and her bionic ear went deaf with a painful crackle. Her arms and legs froze up, and she couldn’t keep from falling over. She couldn’t catch herself, either. She went forward, and the M240G that was still locked in her grip hit the ground instead of her face. Crud.




Well, she knew from Rinkin that this was an EMP-blast attack, and it would wreck a bionic person like Steve. Since Aly had a different power system now, she was pretty sure it was just going to hold her up for maybe a minute. Which she couldn’t afford, given what she’d figured out about this guy.




Her legs weren’t moving, and her arms weren’t moving, but her human tissues were. She heaved with her stomach muscles and pulled her feet off the ground enough that she could push with her core and get her feet tangled up with Big Badguy’s feet. He staggered.




Tony charged forward like a football player and tackled Big Badguy around the knees. Since the guy was already staggering, he went down. But Tony was right where the guy could grab him and tear him apart.




Except that Tony obviously knew Ziva’s tactics. Ziva put a bullet in Big Badguy’s other eye, and when the guy yelled in pain, she shoved her Glock into his mouth and dumped her magazine. Aly counted eleven shots, so Ziva must have reloaded at least once somewhere in the fight.




Big Badguy went limp. Aly couldn’t use her bionic hearing yet, so she had no idea if he was faking.




Andrew darted over to Big Badguy, checking the guy’s carotid pulse with two fingers while holding his handgun in Big Badguy’s ear in case Andrew needed to shoot some more. After a few seconds, Andrew sighed in relief, “Dead. Aly, you okay?”




“Umm, yeah, I think so. Just gimme a few seconds.”





Part X



Aly was just glad she didn’t have bionic lungs, or a bionic heart, because having one of them lock up for a bit would be mega-bad. She did have a slice of one lung that was bionic, but she didn’t need that to be working for her to breathe. Still, it was taking a bit for her arms and legs to loosen up again, which was a big potential problem she needed to talk to Rudy about.




Andrew knelt down beside her. “You okay? Don’t fib.”




She sighed a little bit. “Yeah, I think so. Just my arms and legs are locked up. But my eye is already getting better.”




She still couldn’t see really well out of it, but she could see some unfocused not-completely-dark-anymore stuff. And her bionic ear was making weird crackling and ringing noises, which probably meant it was coming back online too. Hopefully.




“What happened to her?” Ziva demanded.




“Yeah,” Tony chipped in. “I thought Ziva was pretty impressive, but she’s…”




Ziva spilled, “She can pick me up one-handed and hold me in the air. She has strength and speed which are well above human, just like our nearly unstoppable threat here.”




Tony insisted in a voice like The Tick, “That’s ‘nigh invulnerable’ to you!”




Aly giggled. Then she admitted, “He hit me with something that made my muscles lock up. And I was really hoping not to get my pants dirty.”




Tony asked, “So what the hell is this guy made of? And what’s your ‘backup’ made of? Because two hundred forty pound guys who can shrug off .357 rounds to the face do not get out-wrestled by girls half their weight, not even if their name is ‘Ziva’.”




Aly said, “Andrew, call it in. And see if you can get permission to explain about this guy, because NCIS needs to know about his boss. Or his boss’s boss. Whichever.”




Tony checked, “Wait a minute, you know who’s behind this?”




Aly nodded. At least her neck was working. “Yeah. I know what this guy is…well, was. So that tells me who made him.”




“Me too!” Andrew added, which Aly thought was not at all helpful. It was pretty much mega-unhelpful, given the way Ziva was glaring at Andrew.




Tony just said, “Hey ‘Orson’, you’re not supposed to hold out on your partner.”




Andrew explained, “I only knew once I realized what this guy is. No holding out. And stop calling me ‘Orson Welles’.”




Tony grinned, “You’d rather be ‘Dawn Wells’? Okay…”




“Stop it, Tony,” said Ziva and Andrew and Aly, at almost the same time.




Ziva and Tony quickly went around, making sure the four other badguys were cuffed or ziptied or not getting back up again. Ziva slipped over and checked the vehicle the badguys had arrived in, and it was a Humvee. A real one, not the Hummers people drove around on city streets. And it was empty. And the keys for it were in Big Badguy’s pocket. So no extra driver, just Big Badguy running everything.




Aly would have felt a lot worse about hurting those guys and Big Badguy being dead, except that she knew what a guy like that had nearly done to Rinkin, and she knew that guy would have killed Andrew, which she was not letting happen no matter what.




Her shoulders and hips were already starting to move, so she just took her time. Her elbows and knees were next, and then her wrists and ankles. Finally, she had control over her hands and feet, and she could let go of the M240G. She stood up and brushed off her hands, and then checked her pants. She had her nightvision back, and her pants didn’t look too bad. Just some dirt she could mostly brush off from her knees and shins.




At least she had clean pants to change into, back at the motel.




Andrew put away his phone. “Okay. Oscar says Ziva is NCIS, but she’s also the daughter of the head of the Israeli Mossad, and it’s a good idea to get this intel disseminated as widely as possible if it’s to the right people, so he wants her to tell her father regardless of agreements she has in place with the NCIS.”




Tony smirked, “Come on, All’s Well That Ends Wells. You’re making this sound like we’re up against Professor Moriarty.”




Aly spilled, “It’s worse than that.” She pointed at the dead guy. “The person behind this is the totally-not-late Garthe Knight. He calls this technology the ‘Ultraman’, and he has his own mad scientist making them. This is the second one we’ve faced.”




Tony checked, “Garthe Knight? Are you sure? Didn’t he die years ago?”




Aly explained, “That’s why I called him the totally not late Garthe Knight. He just went underground after getting clobbered a couple times by FLAG, and they’ll be happy to tell you a lot about him. It’s all bad. We think he currently has a deal with an African nation we haven’t identified to make what they think are warships. We do know their shipbuilding setups aren’t on the west African coast, because one of us has been searching, and they also aren’t where sat images have found them. They’re not ordinary ships. They’re flying aircraft-carrier fortresses with stealth tech so good it can beat the U.S. radar systems.”




Tony stopped. “Wait a minute. Are we talking ‘Master of the World’ here?”




Andrew got the reference right away. “Totally. And the part of Charles Bronson was played by one of our bosses. Who is so badass she makes Aly and Ziva look like Barbie dolls.” Ziva bristled a little bit at that.




Aly nodded hard. “Totally. Until Faith and I got there, it was just her against a couple hundred armed men on that airship, including some guys in power armor. She wasn’t losing.”




Ziva looked Aly in the eye, which was a good trick considering how dark it was and Ziva didn’t have NVGs. “And what are you? And your ‘badass boss’?”




Aly stalled, “Something else. This guy is someone dangerous who was given biochemical treatments we don’t have enough intel on.”




Andrew grumbled, “Their first Ultraman? He tested out his new powers by going into a homeless camp and tearing them apart.”




“A real sweetheart,” Tony said. “And they were smart enough—and ruthless enough—to know what would fly under the radar. So to speak…” He looked at the badguys. “What are the odds these yahoos know who they were really working for?”




Andrew groaned a little. “Pretty low. They were probably taking orders directly from this guy. So we need to check him, toss their cars and hotel rooms and safe houses, and any place the CID men were using on-base, just in case.”




Aly said, “So it looks like time for me to head back, while you three handle that. Andrew, keep me in the loop, and let me know when you’ve got this case wrapped up.”




Ziva asked, “How close is your car?”




Aly smiled, “Close enough. For me, anyway.” She jogged off until she was out of sight before she picked up the pace and ran back to town. 




It was easy to run alongside the road and jump the perimeter fence. Since she wasn’t pacing a car, she could go a lot faster too. She made a bit of a detour so she wouldn’t have to run under any of the streetlights. Still, she had to move through the ickier side of the town to get back to the motel. Most of the stuff Marines wanted to hit for libo were in the part of town closer to Quantico. Sergeant Ross had warned her that there were way worse places over here than just a bunch of dive bars, and that one part of OCS was watching to see which candidates had enough sense not to blow their liberty drinking too much or doing drugs or hooking up with whoever, or paying hookers, or illegal gambling, or even worse stuff.




And she was testing her bionic eye and bionic ear, in case there was longer lasting damage, which was how she heard it.




“—trouble?”




“Shut up and help me get these bitches in the truck!”




“Yeah, dickhead, you heard ’em say they wanted ta party.”




“So we’re gonna party with ’em!”




“Heh-heh-heh.”




Okay, that was five different guy voices, and one or two noises that were probably women groaning quietly. There was no way she could ignore that.




She cut over behind a huge bar and down a dark alley. And…




Well crud. Aly’s nightvision was totally back, and she could see what was happening. That was definitely Tillman and Rivers, and they looked like they were out cold, and that was six guys carrying them to three pickup trucks parked in a line, by a back door out of that bar.




And Aly had no idea that Tillman’s dress was that slutty. It looked like she was falling out of what little there was of it. Not that something like that excused knocking women out and then kidnapping them so you could do horrible things to them while they were out cold. Nothing excused bad stuff like that.




Aly sprinted through the dark alley right at those guys. She had already thought about walking up and telling them to stop doing bad stuff, but she wasn’t eight anymore. And these guys weren’t a couple grade schoolers going to play a prank with a few rolls of toilet paper. They probably were carrying handguns, and she could see rifles in rifle racks in two of their trucks. And Aly didn’t want anyone using Tillman or Rivers as a hostage. Or using them for anything else that Tillman or Rivers wouldn’t like when they were conscious and sober again.




So Aly cut to the other side of the line of trucks, where two guys were carrying Tillman by the arms and ankles, and two other guys were carrying Rivers the same way. The other two guys were on the far side of the trucks, opening up doors. It looked like they were just going to dump the women in the back of the two trucks with extended cabs.




She sprinted past the four men. The first one had his back to her, so he got a careful slap to the base of his skull, and she ran at the second guy, who only had enough time to start to open his mouth before she hit him in the jaw and sent him flying backward. She zoomed past him like he was falling in slow motion, and slapped the third guy at the base of the skull, dropping him too.




“Fu—” The fourth guy spotted her in the darkness and had a chance to start yelling before she punched him in the jaw and knocked him out too.




She could see with her nightvision that one of the men on the other side of the trucks was already reacting and yanking a heavy revolver out of his pants. So she leapt up and over the roof of his truck’s cab, coming down feet first on his shoulder and arm. He went down under the impact, and she kicked the revolver away.




The last man leapt for the open doors of his truck to get at one of the rifles in a rifle rack she could see through the rear window of the cab. She was over by the rear bumper of the truck, so she grabbed the bumper and shoved. The truck slid forward about four feet, and the guy missed the door into the cab by at least two feet, planting his face right into the side of the truck. He bounced off and landed on his back.




Aly saw him go for a knife on his belt, so she leapt over and kicked the knife out of his hand. She was pretty sure from the gross snapping sound that she broke his wrist, which she wasn’t trying to do. She still needed to give him a palm strike to the jaw to make sure he was unconscious.




She grabbed the two guys on that side of the row of trucks, and she hauled them over with the first four guys and Tillman and Rivers. Just to teach those guys a lesson and make sure they weren’t going to be doing this a lot, she tipped each of the trucks over and into the wall on the other side of the alley. She had to be really careful about how she got a grip and braced herself, because she had once ‘bruised’ her hands pretty bad from trying this on a fast-moving car, and that had been a problem.




Then she picked up Tillman and Rivers, slung one over each shoulder, and ran down the alley until she was half a dozen blocks away. She stuck to dark areas, so no one would see she was carrying twice her own weight in unconscious women. Also, no one saw her getting both women to vomit up whatever badness they had been drinking. That wouldn’t clear out their bloodstreams, but it would take care of potential future uptake.




She stayed off the lit sidewalks to get back to the motel. She walked up the flight of outside stairs to her room on the second floor, and she knocked on the door. “It’s Mackenzie. Everyone decent? I’ve got a problem.”




Marda peeked through the peephole and started cursing. She hurriedly unlocked the door and slipped the security chain and let Aly in.




Aly made sure to walk like what she was doing was mega-hard, and pretended to groan, “Can someone help me set ’em down on the floor?”




Sofia groaned, “Okay Al, what did you do this time?”




So Aly explained about needing to help a friend, and on the way back running into six men kidnapping two roofied victims. She just didn’t mention that her friend she went to help was way over in the middle of Quantico.




Sofia started, “So you rescued two damsels in distress—”




“Dumbasses in diss dress,” Marda snarked.




“—beat the shit out of six guys with guns, and then hauled these two putas all the way back here?”




Aly shrugged, “Well, I didn’t know where they’re staying, and I couldn’t just leave ’em there.”




Marda nodded, “Yeah, when those rednecks came to, they’d be pissed. And they’d take it out on Snow White and Rose Red there.”




Sofia agreed, “And if they survived, there’s no way they wouldn’t get boarded for this shit.”




Marda said, “I say we leave ’em in the bathtub overnight in case they puke. We can haul ’em out of the tub in the morning so everyone can shower.”




Aly didn’t really have a better idea. She sure didn’t want to have a possibly urpy bedmate urp all over her and the sheets in the middle of the night, and there wasn’t really room for yet one more woman in the two beds, much less two. And she didn’t want them urping on the carpeted floor and Marda getting stuck with the cleaning bill. And Aly still had no idea if Tillman and Rivers had started out with purses before they got dragged out of the bar, or if they had roommates who were wondering what had happened to them.




So all of that made it hard for Aly to get to sleep that night. What was Garthe Knight up to? What would he do now that his second Ultraman was lost? How good were those NCIS agents, and could they work with Andrew to uncover what was going on? And were Tillman and Rivers going to be okay?




On the upside, none of them had firewatch in the middle of the night, so everyone got more sleep than usual.




In the morning, Aly woke up when Marda got up to wash her hair and take a leisurely shower…and then remembered she had two women asleep in her tub. So Marda yelled, “Tillman! Rivers! Get the hell out of my tub!”




Aly hurried into the bathroom to help. Both women were struggling to wake up enough to figure out what was going on and where they were and why they felt like crud.




Aly frowned at Marda and whispered, “I could’ve carried ’em to the other room, you know.”




It took like five minutes for both Marci and Sunny to crawl out of the tub, and hover over the toilet for a while like they might hurl, and finally manage to get out of the bathroom. Aly knelt next to them while Marda showered, and she checked, “Are you two okay? Did you have purses and stuff?”




“Where the fuck are we?”




“What the hell happened?”




“Why are you here?”




“Where’s our room?”




Sofia stepped over and loomed over Tillman and Rivers. “Yo. Dumbasses. You both got roofied. Mackenzie caught six armed guys hauling your asses off to some pickup trucks so they could gang-rape you in private.”




“How’d we get here?” Sunny groaned. “Wherever the hell ‘here’ is…”




Sofia scowled, “What do you think? Mackenzie beat up the six guys, then carried both of you all the way to our motel room, and we put you two up for the night.”




Aly added, “I would’ve carried you to your own rooms, but I had no idea where that was. You didn’t have purses or anything.”




Marci reached past all the sideboob she was showing and fished a couple cards out of the stick-on ‘cups’ she was wearing instead of a bra. She was holding a keycard to a hotel room, and a debit card. She muttered, “Don’t carry a purse when you’re out drinking.”




Sunny nodded slowly. “Right. I got my roomkey and debit card and a couple twenties inside my bra too. Well, in my bra band, ’cause I don’t have as much titties as Marci. Or you.”




Marci groaned, “I am so fucking hung over…Anyone got some tomato juice?”




Sunny begged, “Maybe some coffee? Strong?”




Marda walked out of the bathroom and smirked, “I like my men like I like my coffee. Black, and strong as hell.”




So Sofia asked, “What happens when your coffee lets some other girl swallow it?”




That got a dirty laugh from Marda. And Marci Tillman. And Hallie. And a groan from Sunny Rivers.




“That coffee goes down the garbage disposal, and I get me some fresh coffee,” Marda insisted.




Hallie was already making coffee in the little motel coffeepot. “This’ll take a minute.”




Marci sat and leaned back against a wall. “Thanks. Thanks, all of you. Especially Mackenzie, because nobody should be fighting half a dozen big ol’ rednecks to rescue people. And you really carried both of us all the way here? How far are we?”




Aly admitted, “Umm, maybe a little over half a mile.”




“Fuck!” Marci groaned, “Well, thanks. Thanks a shitload, because you didn’t have to.”




Aly insisted, “I couldn’t leave you there!”




Sunny scooted over next to Marci. “Look Mackenzie, most people? They would’ve taken one look, run like hell, and never looked back.” She looked at the ‘no way’ expression on Aly’s face and kept going, “You’re not normal. Face it. You’re a nice person, and you’re a person who can do something when it’s needed. So…thanks a ton, and I’m sorry I wasn’t nice to you when we met.”




“Me too,” Marci admitted. “I was an asshole to you, and you still helped Sunny with land nav when you didn’t have to. Sorry. And then you could’ve died when Gunny Dub was on your case, and I didn’t even check that you got back to the squadbay.”




Aly insisted, “Okay, that one wasn’t your fault. Gunny was yanking me out every day and running me till way after everyone was out of the squadbay.”




“Well, I should’ve done something,” Marci insisted. “Asked another DI if I could go check on you. Something.”




Hallie brought them both cups of black coffee, which Aly didn’t think would actually fix a hangover, but might make them a little more alert. So Aly got them cups of water. She would have gotten them some pain relievers too, but none of them had any. Pain relievers weren’t allowed during OCS, because if you really needed pain relievers that bad, you probably needed to go to medical anyway.




Aly hinted, “Maybe, on your way back to your hotel to get more sleep, you should get a bottle of Advil or something and each of you take a couple, and not take the bottle back to the squadbay…”




Marci looked down at her dress, and at Sunny’s dress. “I don’t suppose any of you have a car…”




Sofia said, “We can call you a cab.”




Sunny looked at her high heels and nodded, “Good idea. I’m not walkin’ half a mile or whatever in these pumps.”




Aly had noticed those pumps. She had never owned a pair of five inch heels in her life, much less a pair with heels that thin. She kind of doubted those heels would hold up to a half a mile walk on concrete sidewalks. She also kind of doubted Sunny’s ankles would hold up to that. So she just said, “Don’t wreck your feet and ankles when we’ve got PT and hikes coming up.”





Part XI



Later that day, Aly made sure to get a local newspaper when they were on their way back to base. Wow, six guys got drunk and somehow wrecked their trucks behind one of the bigger bars in town, and tore up some walls in the process. The police found them all out cold in the alley, illegal drugs and illegal firearms were found in the trucks, and ‘investigations were proceeding’. She just told Marda that she had wanted to check the Major League Baseball standings.




She was getting better at lying, which wasn’t a thing she was really happy about.




She made sure her cellphone got checked back in until the next libo, which was like three weeks off. And she made sure to check on a bunch of people. Wendy was doing a lot better after pretty much spending the whole weekend talking to her boyfriend and her family on her phone, and writing them letters, and stuff like that. A couple of the women were even more homesick, and Aly just tried to reassure them that they were already a third of the way through OCS so they knew they could wait until graduation to be with their loved ones again.




Then, during the week, she heard hardly anything from Andrew. Apparently, he and Tony and Ziva had found the Ultraman guy’s hotel room and had tracked down two more badguys on the base, but they still didn’t know why Raleigh Finn had been shot in the back and left like that. Tony and Ziva’s boss was ‘questioning’ the guys they had captured, and the way Andrew said ‘questioning’ really made it sound like ‘torturing’ even if Aly knew there was no way an NCIS official would do stuff like that.




In addition to drill and PT and classes, the platoon ran the CFT course, along with all the other platoons. Aly had to make an effort not to overdo it and just turn in one of the better times for the female candidates. It really wasn’t fair that she had so many unfair advantages. She could do the 880 yard run without getting tired, and she could do it a lot faster than she let on. She could do a lot more ammo can lifts in two minutes than she needed to do to get the max score for women in her age group. And she really felt bad that no one her size wanted to get matched with her for the maneuver-under-fire part, just because of how fast her platoon expected her to go.




Okay, she did better than the max for her gender and age group, but only by a little. She deliberately threw the dummy grenade just outside the target, so she wouldn’t get the five seconds taken off her time on the MUF course. And everybody got a couple minutes rest between the run and the ammo can lifts, and then a couple minutes rest between the lifts and the MUF course. Not that she needed the rests. She just had to pretend that she did.




And she enjoyed the hike with the loaded backpacks. She just helped the official leaders go around and make sure everyone had good socks and had their heavy packs settled properly so the weight was on their shoulders and hips in a way that wouldn’t wreck them. And afterward, she made sure that her platoon got checked for blisters and sore spots. By then, they had lots of Compeed blister packs in the squadbay, so that was good.




Okay, it wasn’t good that they lost two more women to medical over that hike. But smaller people carrying the same weight as everyone else were at a huge disadvantage if they hadn’t practiced backpacking with heavy weights before. A lot.




And their platoon was at the point where anyone not on a billet was having to do a firewatch every day or two. They only had 48 women not on medical, and some of them had billets, and they needed 24 women for one night’s firewatches. They were down to four squads, with not every squad properly filled out. So they were putting fireteam leaders and squad leaders on firewatches too, and only the candidate platoon leader and candidate platoon sergeant would have the night off. It wasn’t the regular way to do it, but the drill instructors were letting them skate by. For the moment. But if the numbers got worse, the platoon was going to be painfully sleep-deprived. Even more than they were already.




Aly waited until she was on firewatch at two am on Saturday, and she called Andrew on her internal cellphone. Even if she was sure he’d be asleep.




Andrew groaned, “It’s two in the morning!”




“I noticed,” she pointed out. “I’ve finally got enough time alone to call. Status?”




Andrew groaned some more before he said, “Okay, it’s that Tiger Team review that Finn was on. We’ve been checking, and someone spotted that we were closing in. Just this week, the four other men on that team all died or got put in the hospital. A fatal hit-and-run, a fatal ‘heart attack’ that Tony’s ME and forensics expert are working on, a fatal ‘food allergy’ that none of us is buying either, and a swimming accident that left the guy in a coma. So no one’s going to testify about what the Tiger Team was doing that I’m guessing Finn spotted and disliked enough that someone took him out. Badly. Tony’s got his guy on the financials, even if he won’t stop calling the guy McGeek. We’ve got WillowAlpha and WillowBeta on it. I’m guessing at least two of our vics will have way too much money hidden in secret bank accounts; it seems to be part of Garthe’s playbook.”




Aly asked, “So I just stay on station?”




“Yeah. Sorry.”




“It’s okay,” she assured him. And she ended the call before the next sergeant came to check on the squadbay. “Gotta go.”




Two nights later, Aly had firewatch but on the four-to-five firewatch. Since she had to get up before five anyway, it was the second-best time for a firewatch. She still thought the nine-to-ten firewatch was best, since the DIs never let people just go to sleep normally at nine anyway. And after a six mile hike with packs, the platoon had two more women on medical, so they were down to 46 women not on medical, with two of them not eligible for firewatch because of billets. That meant that a couple someones had to have firewatch on consecutive nights, but at least the candidate platoon leader and candidate platoon sergeant were trying to spread firewatches out fairly.




Okay, a bunch of women were over-tired and grouchy about where they got put in the watches.




But, while Aly was standing on duty at the front of the squadbay, and the other candidates on firewatch were doing the squadbay mopping, Aly called Andrew again.




“Uggh, I know you don’t have a choice, but it’s four in the morning,” Andrew grumbled.




“And I’m not going to be allowed to get any rest again until tonight, so your point is…?”




Andrew sighed, “Sorry. Anyway, we have news. Tony’s boss cracked those dillweeds like cheap eggs. That Ultraman—his name is Stevens, or at least that’s his alias—knocked out Finn and dumped him and shot him, and two of the crooked CID guys had orders to haul the body off to where it could get buried and not be noticed, but Stevens dumped the body right where a regular CID patrol stumbled across it before these idiots got around to moving the body. They don’t know why Finn was targeted, and they were pretty surprised Finn wasn’t dead. But we don’t have any more intel.”




Aly asked, “So who cleaned up afterward? You said there were dead Tiger Team guys after we captured those badguys and stopped that Ultraman.”




Andrew sighed again. “No idea there either, but it’s bound to be more of Garthe’s hitmen, just trying to make this look like accidents and health issues. Tony’s M.E. and forensic specialist are darn good—we need some training in that stuff—and they found evidence that the food allergy and the heart attack were poisonings, and the swimming accident was attempted homicide. The hit-and-run? We know it was a homicide too, but we don’t have more on it. No street cams, no witnesses, all we have is a corpse with some traces of the paint off the car, and that’s not even OEM and could have been applied in any body shop in the country. But Tony’s group is really good, and we’ll keep on it. Oh! And our Willows beat Tony’s computer whiz, and they were the ones that found two Tiger Team guys had hidden money in a Barbados bank. Lots of it.”




Aly sighed to herself. “Okay. Keep up the good work, and don’t let that guy get under your skin. He seems like he enjoys bugging people.”




Andrew snickered. “Yeah, but I got to see his boss smack him ‘upside the head’ yesterday, and it was hilarious. Also, considering the boss’s age, it wouldn’t surprise me if Oscar knows him. Or knows of him. Former Marine gunnery sergeant, and Tony says he’s the best sniper Tony ever saw.”




“Okay, well, keep working on things and I’ll keep playing soldier, even if I could really use more sleep,” Aly said as she signed off.




And unsurprisingly, two DIs stomped in only minutes later, and it was time to start waking up everybody and yelling at everyone who didn’t. Then formation and PT and hygiene and chow. Then the first morning lecture was on the upcoming LRC. The Leadership Reaction Course was going to be one of the key evaluators of each woman’s leadership skills. If Aly had really been dying to be the best Marine ever, she would have been mega-stressed about it. But she knew that she only had to scrape by and not get boarded before Andrew and his NCIS buddies needed her on-site again. If they did, because they already had Ziva on their six.




Okay, Aly had gotten good advice on the LRC from Captain Corrigan and Sergeant Ross both. So when they got back to the squadbay, she went around and talked to people about the importance of a really good OPORD for all the leadership stuff. And if anybody didn’t already have a laminated OPORD shell to use, she showed them what she had and let them copy the shell onto some notebook paper and laminate that so they would be better prepared.




She didn’t get why anyone wouldn’t have that already, after all the classes on Operations Orders, and how important they were, and how to make their own shell that worked for them. And they’d had tests. And they’d had practices on this stuff too.




The next day, mega-early, the LRC stuff started right after PT and hygiene and chow. Everyone had to load up with packs and everything. She made sure she had a couple packs of Compeeds in her stuff, just in case, and some light first aid kit. Her whole platoon got driven off to a forested area, split up into squads, and the squads got marched out through some rough terrain before they got split into fireteams.




Her fireteam was her, Worrell, Furman, and Webster. She didn’t want to be mean, but she did not have the cream of the platoon on her fireteam. Worrell was improving over her first week, but was still not another Howell or Preston. Furman was good on the academics and had gotten good at drill, but was not one of the more athletic women in the platoon, or one of the more fit women. And Webster was trying, but just seemed overwhelmed by the whole deal.




Staff Sergeant O’Hara directed, “All right candidates! You will each be given a tasking. You will present it to your fireteam as OPORD, and then lead your team. Understood?”




Everyone yelled, “Aye, staff sergeant!” Because this was all covered the day before. And the classes on leadership and operations orders had already stressed this stuff.




The sergeant looked smugly at her foursome and asked, “Are there any volun—”




Aly shot her hand up. “Aye, staff sergeant! This candidate volunteers!” Mainly because she thought someone needed to go first.




Staff Sergeant O’Hara nodded, “Understood. Candidate Furman! You’re up!”




The staff sergeant led Furman off a little bit and gave her some instructions. Furman came back and went through the OPORD, skipping over some stuff that wasn’t really related but they were supposed to cover anyway on every OPORD. It wasn’t like they were going to capture a bunch of prisoners and have to figure out what to do with them. Still, Aly figured that everyone needed to do a full formal OPORD for stuff like this, and she’d told a bunch of people that just the night before.




The op was simple. Furman had to use the DI’s map and do some land nav, and then move them on a quick recon to another point. Aly got designated point, with Webster as fire and Worrell as assist, and a wedge formation. That meant they were in a diamond, with Aly out front, Furman and Worrell behind and to either side, and Webster lugging the SAW at the back of the diamond, with Worrell packing the extra ammo for their SAW. Aly thought that was a pretty decent layout, and she was confident that Furman was good enough at land nav to map out a good azimuth and stuff. Still, they couldn’t pick out an easy landmark to aim at because of the dense forest and uneven terrain.




Furman directed them to a creek, and they moved downstream for a while to avoid walking down an open path that would make for an easy ambush. Aly just did as she was directed, even if she thought maybe they might be getting a little off course. But Furman was doing pace count, and she adjusted for that once they were out of the creek. They moved through the trees, until Aly heard it. Movements off to her left and a little ahead of her position.




She switched her vision to infrared, and there were definitely people hidden fifty meters away, behind some camo netting. Aly called out, “Contact left!”




Her whole team was dropping to the ground just as the ambush opened up on them. She and Webster were already firing back.




The staff sergeant bellowed, “Mackenzie! You just took a round to the right shoulder!”




Well crud. She yelled back, “Aye, staff sergeant!” Then she yelled, “Medic! I’m hit!” She also had to stop firing back, since her right shoulder was where her rifle stock rested.




At least Furman did what she was supposed to, and had Webster cover them while Worrell dragged Aly in the direction Furman indicated, so they moved away from the ambush.




After that exercise, it was Webster’s turn, and then Worrell’s. Aly went last, which she could tell was the plan all along, once they got to the small stack of ammo cans, and O’Hara gave Aly her orders. Which were mean, since the rest of her fireteam was tired after all the hiking and patrolling and everything else. They had to move ten ammo cans—seven of rifle ammo in bandolier repack kits, and three of belts for the SAW—over a hill, to a steep ravine, up the steep part of the ravine, and over a ten foot high wall to a resupply area just on the other side of the wall. But four people could only carry two ammo cans at a time, and doing that would mean no one would have a weapon ready in case of an ambush or something. So they would have to leave some ammo behind, and if they couldn’t leave it unguarded they would have to split the fireteam. Crud.




Aly went through the whole op order, filling in gaps where her instructions weren’t clear, or were completely lacking. Stuff like logistics: ‘we have MREs for lunch, and food will be re-supplied by the company later; any captured prisoners will go to the platoon sergeant…’ And signals: ‘we’ll use HAVOC for signals…’ Everyone knew HAVOC was ‘Hand And Voice On Command’ and what the hand signals were and what the voice commands meant.




Then she laid out her plan, as part of the OPORD. “We need fireteam security as well as ammo transport. So we move as a wedge. Furman is on point, and carries one ammo can’s worth of bandoliers. Webster is fire, and carries two ammo cans’ worth of bandoliers. Worrell is assist, and carries one can’s worth of bandoliers plus one ammo can of SAW ammo. I carry the other two ammo cans of SAW ammo, and bandoliers for the last three cans. We move to the foot of the ravine, and anyone who can’t haul their ammo up the steep parts, says so. We’ll relay the ammo to the wall. Then I’ll assess the wall and we’ll move from there. Any questions?”




“How the hell you gonna pack all that ammo on top of your gear?” Webster grumbled.




Aly answered, “Thirty pounds a can, minus the weight of the can itself. I can carry another soldier, so I can haul that much. I just can’t do much else. Anything else?” No one said anything. “Get some water now. It’s getting hot out, and this’ll be hard work.”




Aly just didn’t mention that she could have carried a ton of ammo if she had something to pack it all into. She thought O’Hara looked a little disgruntled that Aly had come up with a solution other than splitting the team up with a guard at each end of the hike and two people ferrying ammo back and forth.




She opened up the seven cans of rifle ammo and pulled out all the bandoliers that actually held the ammo and the little reloaders. That cut the weight by maybe one fifth right there. She slung three cans’ worth of ammo bandoliers over her shoulders and then slung the M203 that the fireteam leader carried over one shoulder. She let her team adjust their bandoliers carefully. Then she picked up two cans of the belted ammo, let Worrell pick up one can, and they moved out with Furman on point.




Aly directed her team around the small hill instead of up and down the hill. She just had to keep track of her compass and her pace count and her map, so they ended up on the right heading. That saved her fireteam a lot of effort, since they had that extra weight. Then they moved through dense forest and Aly kept track of the compass to get them to the right destination. Which was a ravine that was okay on the first half, but the second half was steep enough going up that there was a heavy cargo net laid out on the ground all the way up to the base of a ten foot high solid concrete wall with no handholds.




Unfortunately, the orders were that she had to get the ammo over the wall. They couldn’t just go around it. Because she totally would have done that. Her team weren’t going to be able to get up that steep slope while carrying ammo boxes, and she wasn’t sure Furman could get up the cargo net-covered steep part with the added weight of the ammo bandoliers. Crud.




“Fireteam halt!” she ordered. “We can’t get up that cargo net without at least one hand. So Worrell, put that ammo can down.” Aly put one ammo can down next to Worrell’s. “Any of you who need to drop weight, put some bandoliers by the cans.”




Furman was going to, but she stopped when she saw that Webster and Worrell weren’t going to. And they all knew that Staff Sergeant O’Hara was watching everything they did.




Aly kept Furman on point and kept an eye on her, since Furman was the least fit member of her team with the least upper-body strength. They climbed up the slope two at a time, using the handholds and footholds of the heavy cargo net. The non-climbers covered the climbers in case of surprises from red team forces. Aly just did it one-handed, hanging on to an ammo can in her left hand. It took a little bionic strength, but not a lot.




Once they were all on the little ledge at the foot of the wall, Aly asked, “Who wants to drop their ammo and packs, and go back for one ammo can?” Webster and Worrell both volunteered, while Furman panted in exhaustion. So Aly and Furman unslung their weapons and covered the two climbers. Webster tried the climb one-handed like Aly had just done, while Worrell strapped an ammo can to her web belt by its handle, so she had two free hands.




Then they still had the wall to get over. Aly directed, “Worrell, you have security. Webster, you and I stand here with hands on the wall. Furman, you climb up so you’re standing on our shoulders. Then you can get a look over the top of the wall and you can give us a status report.”




That worked okay, and Furman reported, “Clear. No red team, no blue team, it’s only a four foot drop on the other side.”




Aly directed, “Understood. Go over the wall. We’ll pass ammo to you. Webster? Once Furman’s over, you stand on my shoulders. Worrell? You pass bandoliers and ammo cans up to Webster, who passes it over the wall to Furman.”




“Understood.”




And that worked pretty well, too. Even if Aly didn’t think the staff sergeant was happy with how smoothly Aly’s op was moving.




So, sure enough, once they had all the ammo over the wall like they were supposed to, Staff Sergeant O’Hara announced, “Mission completed, but a sniper has just killed your point. You have to retrieve the body and move it back to your base.”




Aly wanted to complain, but she just said, “Aye, staff sergeant!” 




Part XII



Aly glanced at the wall and said to Webster, who was still standing on her shoulders, “Webster, get a good look over the top without exposing yourself. Then report.”




Webster muscled herself up high enough to peek over the edge of the wall. Then she carefully lowered herself back to stand on Aly’s shoulders. “Zone still clear. No sign of snipers or any red team.”




So Aly directed, “Climb over, and check that Furman is ‘dead’. Then you’re security while Worrell climbs over after you. You two lower the body down to me. Then you both climb back down here. We transport the body down the slope and we RTB.”




The staff sergeant waited until Webster and Worrell had Furman up on the top of the wall and were about to lower her by her wrists down to Aly. “Good enough. No point in accidentally dropping Furman down the hill.”




“Aye, staff sergeant!” Aly snapped. Worrell sighed in relief. Furman squeaked nervously at the idea of getting dropped down a steep ravine.




So Staff Sergeant O’Hara had them gather up all the ammo and take a way easier route down to the ammo cans. Then they had to reload the ammo cans properly. A truck pulled up about thirty meters out, and a sergeant called out, “Hey O’Hara! Done already?”




“Hell yeah.” O’Hara then ordered, “Okay, Fireteam Three. Get those ammo cans loaded in the back, and then we’re on the move.”




They got marched to a wooded area where Savannah, who was the candidate platoon leader, had to set a firewatch while everyone else ate MREs out of their packs. No one got to take the time to boil water and heat up their food. Pretty much everyone was too hungry to complain, not that anyone would have complained out loud, because that was what everyone was expecting.




After chow, it turned out that two fireteams hadn’t quite finished, and had more work to do. Both of them had gotten interrupted with injuries. One was a woman who fell down a slope and broke the leg of the woman she crashed into. One was a woman who had been on a fireteam building a hasty bridge, only the bridge collapsed and she got a broken arm. Those were two more women who were out of this OCS class. Crud.




And Aly was worried about how many women might be seriously injured when they hit SULE I and SULE II.




The next day, they got padded up and learned about fighting with pugil sticks. For most people, it was just being the first to hit the opponent a lot, with not a lot of skill involved. Just brute force and overwhelming the enemy. Aly could do that, but she didn’t like doing it. She would much rather use some of the techniques she had learned from Joan. And from Rinkin. And from Master Caine, who was really, really good with a bo or quarterstaff. Not that she wanted to show how much she actually knew about fighting with any kind of staffs. But she could use one or two of the techniques the drill instructors were using, without blowing her cover.




So she didn’t have a lot of trouble being the best at pugil sticks in her platoon. Even without using her real strength or going faster than normal. Only a handful of the women had any experience with anything like a pugil stick or a bo. So she and Howell were the best two and squared off for the platoon title. Aly would have let Howell win, except that some of the guy platoons like Charlie Company’s 2nd Platoon had been working out with the pugil sticks in nearby sandpits, and their instructors were letting them watch ‘the chicks’. Rafferty was one of the guys still in pads and standing there watching the women, along with some male drill instructors.




Anyway, Aly knew what Howell would do in their match, because she had seen Howell do this half a dozen times in the last hour or two. She’d use her bigger size and better upper-body strength in a bull rush to knock her opponent down or pound her into the ground. Well, into the sand, because they were working in a big rectangle of sand to keep people from being really hurt when they hit the ground.




So Aly watched Rafferty and his drill instructors and his buddies, as they waited for the final battle of Charlie Company’s 3rd Platoon. And Aly turned up her bionic hearing so she could tell what the guys were saying. Then she turned her hearing down again, because she didn’t want to hear guys talking about her private parts. Or them talking about Howell’s private parts. Or one of the white guys calling Howell the n-word and saying nasty things about what Howell would do just because she was black.




In fact, Aly was thinking about teaching some of those jerkheads a lesson.




So first, she needed to beat Howell in a way that made Aly look like she was tough with the pugil stick but not mega-trained. Then she just needed to let drill instructors do what they seemed to like to do, which was be too competitive with other platoons’ DIs. Like the way they were all too competitive over whose platoons were better about getting into formation, and whose platoons were better about drill, and that kind of stuff.




So Aly concentrated. At the start signal, Howell charged her. Aly took a big step to the right, putting Howell slightly out of position for her attack. So Howell adjusted a little and tried charging into Aly’s side and making a right-to-left downward slash. Aly turned her shoulders to pretty much evade Howell’s force and she blocked the strike. She countered with a strike to Howell’s helmet and a double strike hard enough to knock Howell over backward. The instructor called it.




One of the female DIs was already walking over and getting trash-talked by the guys. 




Aly helped Howell up, “You okay?”




Howell shook her head a little. “I keep forgettin’ I got She-Hulk in my squadbay.”




Aly grinned, “Nah, with all the metal in me, I’m more Misty Knight.”




Howell laughed. “You’re damn good—”




Aly murmured, “Wait a minute…”




“Mackenzie! Howell! Get your asses over here!”




Aly whispered, “They were talking trash about us.”




Howell rolled her eyes, like ‘how are you surprised about that?’




Gunnery Sergeant Michaelsen was standing talking to a couple guy drill instructors, with half a dozen male candidates still in their own padding. “You ladies up for a little friendly sparring here?”




Aly looked at the men. Rafferty was the biggest of the six male candidates there, and probably used his height and reach and mass as weapons. So she glanced his way. “Oh. It’s the jerk from the shuttle buses. Sure, sergeant, I can take him.”




Rafferty glared furiously at her, as the other guys laughed at his expense.




Howell smirked, “I’m up for a little more exercise, since these guys all look like their ‘pugil sticks’ aren’t good for anything else.”




“Shut it, bitch!” one of the guys snapped. Aly was pretty sure he was the white guy who had said the things about what ‘black bitches’ were good for. She hoped Howell knocked the crud out of that guy.




One of the guy DIs pointed out, “Look Michaelsen, she’s…what? 5’7” and one-twenty? Rafferty is 6’2” and twice that.”




Gunny Michaelsen checked, “Mackenzie, you want Rafferty?”




Aly firmly said, “Gunny, I only wish to fight him. I wouldn’t want him if he was the last thing on Earth with testicles.”




“Look, you ugly little c—”




One of the male sergeants ordered, “Rafferty! Shut it! Either put up or shut up!”




Rafferty insisted, “I’m in, staff sergeant! And I’m wreckin’ that bitch.”




Aly walked back to the middle of the sand area, faced him, and made the one-handed ‘come and get some’ gesture from kung fu movies that Master Caine had told her not to do ever.




Rafferty closed the faceguard on his helmet, grabbed a pugil stick, and strode angrily onto the sand. “Mouthy—”




“Start!” a DI yelled.




Rafferty charged, just as Aly expected. She could feel everything slow down around her as she hit the plateau. Rafferty didn’t try anything subtle. He just charged right at her to slam her into the ground.




Aly stepped to her right, which was his left, and she used her pugil stick to parry his right-handed attack, only she was on his left side where he was having to swing his pugil stick over. She blocked his attack with a simple stick-on-stick strike, parried his return strike, and as he swept past, she swung her leg for a really mean shin-against-shin impact where he didn’t have any padding.




Rafferty yelled in pain as he went face-first into the sand. But he forced himself back up, pretty much as Aly was expecting. He snarled some really nasty cusswords at her, and he was obviously favoring his hurt leg.




So, just to make sure he didn’t quit, she asked, “You give up now?”




He charged her again, this time with even less technique. She feinted like she was going to take the same step to her right, and he went for it hook, line, and sinker. She slid slightly to her left, blocked his strike, and took his shoulder ram on her padding. She staggered back like he had really caught her off guard and rocked her.




He wheeled around to hammer her with his pugil stick, and he raised his stick to get more force into the hit. Aly seized the opening. She pivoted her stick and hit him in the padding over his groin, and she let him try to block that. As his pugil stick came down, she used the middle of her stick to get a lock on his, and she used her bionic strength to tear it out of his hands.




That yanked his arms down hard enough that his whole upper body went forward. She planted her feet and she jabbed the tip of the pugil stick into his faceguard. Hard and fast. The ends of the pugil sticks were heavily padded, but so were boxing gloves. She hit him hard enough that his head rocked back and he fell backward onto the sand.




She stood there, glaring down at Rafferty, who was still flat on his back. She tried to ignore all the clapping and yelling and whistling from her platoon.




Howell yelled, “Way ta go, She-Hulk!”




Rafferty still wasn’t getting back up. She used her bionic hearing to make sure he was breathing okay and his heart was beating normally, but it looked like she had knocked him out. She thought she would have preferred to get to tell him he was a slimeball and then get to watch him slink away. Nope, he was down. And out.




She dropped her pugil stick, braced her legs, and grabbed him by the collar of his padding to pull his torso up off the sand. Then she leaned over and crouched down so she could pull him up farther and get him in a fireman’s carry. She stood up like that and trudged across the sand to dump him into the arms of his buddies. She made sure to make it look like it was hard work.




Gunnery Sergeant Michaelsen just smirked at her male counterparts, “You estrogen-challenged types were saying…?”




One male DI just snarled, “Willis! You’re up!”




Oh. That guy. The racist guy with the dirty mouth. Aly walked back to the sand to pick up her pugil stick and Rafferty’s too. She carried the sticks over to where Howell was standing, and she murmured, “That’s the guy who called you the n-word and said you were a dirty w-word who wasn’t good for anything except the f-word.”




Howell smiled slightly behind her faceguard. “That what got you so riled up?”




“That, and other stuff they said about you,” Aly admitted.




Howell glared, “Well, lemme at that piece of shit.”




The guy was stronger than Howell, but Howell had slight edges in height, reach, and quickness. They were pretty even on technique. So it was pretty close, but Howell managed to dodge a couple bullets and pull out a solid tie. She also got some trash-talking in.




Aly gave her a double fist bump for doing a great job and making their platoon look awesome.




The big problem was that by the time they double-timed it back to the squadbay, at least a third of her platoon was calling her ‘She-Hulk’. She just told herself it was worth it to teach those jerkheads a lesson.




And that night, Aly found out she was going to have a billet as a squad leader, which meant she wasn’t off the firewatch list either. Okay, she could do squad leader. They did the first practice movement through the E Course—the 2.5 mile long endurance course—so everyone knew what was coming. The whole platoon got led through the obstacle course, and then along the E Course route, which included stuff like lying down on a horizontal rope and pulling yourself along the top of it, and then crawling under barb wire, and climbing over and under logs, and climbing up and down a rope wall, and going through the Quigley, and ended with running up a hill to the finish line.




Aly was a little worried about a couple women who were not comfortable with heights and had trouble with the rope net wall. And the women who had trouble going through the mostly-submerged concrete tubes set in the muddy water that made up the Quigley. She tried giving all of them little bits of encouragement, but she knew the platoon would probably lose some more women over that.




And the next day in a class, she found out they were doing a nighttime land nav exercise with a four kilometer hike in the dark and stuff, so everyone would lose most of a night of sleep. Crud. And she would be leading her squad on that. Okay, that was way better than watching someone else mess up and lead the squad off at an angle from where they were supposed to go.




They only had 44 candidates left who weren’t in medical, so that meant the platoon was down to three squads. Each squad had three four-person fireteams plus a squad leader, so thirteen people each. Three squads totaled thirty-nine people, not counting Wendy, who was the new candidate platoon leader, and Morales, who was the new candidate platoon sergeant. The three extra candidates got lumped into a ‘security fireteam’ packing SAWs and M203’s, and moving with the platoon leader.




And that night, Wendy opted to do the land nav work in front of her platoon sergeant and squad leaders, as part of her OPORD, so everyone had the same azimuths and routes, because it wasn’t a straight shot for the hike. And Wendy had Aly’s squad on point at the head of the echelon formation Wendy wanted, but far enough ahead to separate them in case of a heavy assault on their lead squad. Wendy and Morales would be with the second squad and the security fireteam. Also, Aly’s squad, as the lead squad, would have to start setting up security and stuff as soon as they got to their target location.




Aly was pretty sure that Wendy had Aly’s squad on point and Reyes’ squad on their six and Gerrard’s squad in the middle, because Wendy would be with the middle squad, and Wendy had the least confidence in the job Gerrard would do.




Aly gave her own OPORD to her three fireteam leaders, so they would know where to go if they got separated, and what to do if the squad got ambushed, and all the stuff that op orders covered. Because she assumed the DIs might spring stuff on them just because they liked doing stuff like that. Also, they were going to have to cross an open field and a wide roadway, which meant techniques for protecting your platoon better. 




So Aly kept them on the right azimuth, while they skirted around a couple low hills, and when they crossed a muddy stream that was neck deep for her, which meant it was helmet deep for the shorter women. It also meant that everyone was going to be sopping wet for the rest of the hike, and maybe all night. Ugh.




They got to the open field, and Aly started with the hand signals. One fireteam took up position as the security element, while the other two fireteams, moved in bounding overwatch all the way across the field before taking up positions where the next chunk of woodland started. Then they were the security element while Aly crossed with the remaining fireteam. Then they held position while the next squad started crossing, fireteam by fireteam. Aly’s squad moved on when they got the go-ahead from the platoon leader. They had to do a similar maneuver when they crossed the open area around the roadway. Still no ambushes. But there could have been.




The actual target was a sign on a four foot high post surrounded by brush so it didn’t show up well using NVGs, and it was in a section of little rises and dales so they would have missed it if they had been even thirty meters off the right azimuth. Without NVGs and Aly’s nightvision, they could have walked right past it even if they were perfectly on track. That was probably the goal, because there were also search methods you needed to learn for when you missed your finishing position.




Aly immediately set out two of her fireteams to spread out on firewatch so the area would be safe when the instructors turned up to yell at people, and she sent her third team to go back far enough to make sure the next squad could find them. She could have told people to start on the really yucky stuff, like foxholes and the platoon latrine, but those were really the platoon leader’s job, because the site had to be laid out for the whole platoon to use until the instructors ordered them to pack up and move out. Even if Aly could see with her nightvision which avenues of approach needed to have serious defenses, and which ones only needed observers because trying to sneak in across open ground was not a good idea unless you had stealth technologies.




Okay, people like Garthe Knight had that kind of tech. But they also didn’t fight with ordinary armies, and equipping an army with his gigantic stealth systems would be a nightmare for anything smaller than fighter jets and main battle tanks. And you would still be able to hear them coming.




Once the whole platoon was there, Wendy and Morales got everything organized, including latrine and chow and firewatches. Aly volunteered for the latrine digging team, so she could get the night off from firewatch duty. Also, she could dig a lot harder for a lot longer than the rest of the platoon. The DIs were inspecting the latrines and doing a lot of yelling, because some of the platoon were already using the latrines before they were all ready.




Aly was just finishing a quick unheated MRE, when her internal cellphone buzzed. She hadn’t thought she was close enough to a cell tower to get a signal, even if her antenna was a lot longer than the ones in normal cellphones.




Before she could say anything, Andrew yelped, “Code cardinal!” And he spewed out a string of map coordinates before hanging up.




She mentally started repeating the coordinates over and over, trying not to mess up a couple digits or anything. And she turned to Marda. “I’ve got a crisis. Cover for me until I get back if you can, but do not get yourself in trouble.”




“What the hell? How can you have a crisis out here in the middle of fucking nowhere?”




She just said, “Classified.” And she grabbed her map and land nav circle before sprinting off across the base toward the latrines.




She passed the latrines and moved well outside the base before flicking on her moonbeam, the red-lensed flashlight they all got issued with their other gear and stuff. She knew the coords for the platoon’s current base, and she marked the coords Andrew gave her. One quick line, and a fast adjustment for magnetic north, and she had her azimuth. A quick check with her compass, and she picked out a landmark. Well, she picked out a star to track. The star would move as the Earth rotated, but she only had ten klicks to go. She could cover that in a few minutes, and the star wouldn’t shift that much before she got to Andrew.




She shoved her gear in her pockets, and she ran. She cranked it up to her top speed, and she sprinted. With her nightvision, she had no trouble watching out for anything in her path. She cut across a large open area instead of working her way through a dense forest section, and she veered off down a road through another chunk of woods. Each time, she had to count her steps and figure out how to adjust for the wrong azimuths she was actually taking. Land nav when you couldn’t go on the azimuth you needed was a lot harder, but military people had been working out how to do it for years. Maybe centuries.




She cut through a thin line of trees into an open area around what she was pretty sure was an urban warfare practice area. A ‘Hogan’s Alley’ for soldiers on deployments. And Andrew’s coordinates had to be smack in the middle of the stupid thing.




Well, one of the things she had learned was not to walk right down the middle of these streets unless she wanted to get ambushed. Or yelled at a lot by drill instructors.




She leapt up onto the roof of a building in a row of rough-looking one- and two-story dumps. And she leapt the narrow alley to the next row of buildings. She kept moving.




She leapt to a roof among the next row of houses, and the next street was too wide to leap, even at her speed. She did a leap down to the middle of the street, took a couple steps, and leapt back up to the rooftops. Still no sign of Andrew, his NCIS buddy, cars, or anything.




She leapt across another alley, and while she was in mid-air, there was an explosion of light and energy that was like someone stuck her bionic eye and ear and limbs into wall sockets. Before she could yell in pain, she crashed through a wall on the other side of the alley, and everything went black.




Part XIII



Aly gasped in pain. Something seared through her ear and her eye, down through her torso, into her arms and legs. She tried not to convulse at the agony.




“Alicia? Mackenzie?” 




Aly’s bionic ear didn’t seem like it was working, and she wasn’t too confident of her organic ear, but that sounded like Ziva, and was maybe right behind her. “Ziva?”




“Yes. I’m sorry, but Tony did not really tell me a name for you,” Ziva admitted.




Well, that sounded like the impression Aly had of Tony.




“Alicia’s fine. Or Aly.”




Aly was studying her situation while she talked. She was sitting in a heavy metal chair with metal clamps over her forearms and shins. She was in a medium-sized room that looked like cheap wood paneling over maybe wood framing, based on the heads of the little finishing nails she could see with her normal eye.




Ziva insisted, “Okay. Alicia, we need to get out of here.”




Aly concentrated as hard as she could, and her fingers started twitching a little. And suddenly, there was a burst of energy that seared through her bionics like she just got tased. A lot. “Crud!” She managed a gasp for air, and she managed, “What was that?”




Ziva explained, “There is a machine in the next room with a hole cut through the wall so a red lens shows, and a reddish light flashes. That is all…Or is it?”




Aly groaned, “That’s not all.”




Ziva mentioned, “It flashes perhaps every thirty seconds.”




Aly groaned at the idea of getting hit with that pain a couple times a minute. “That’s not good. I can’t talk about this, especially if we’re being overheard.”




Ziva paused for a second. Then she asked something in what Aly was pretty sure was Hebrew. Which was a ton better than talking in English when any of the badguys might be listening in on them.




Aly tried Arabic. “My Hebrew is pathetic but my Arabic is quite good.”




Ziva easily switched to Arabic. “Are you part machine?”




Aly groaned to herself. It looked like Ziva had already figured out way too much stuff. Aly stuck to Arabic, “I think that you do not need to ask. You have already worked out enough, and…Aagh!”




She shuddered from the searing pain and managed not to bite down on her tongue. “Crud, that hurt.”




Ziva thought out loud, then spoke in Arabic again. “So I need to find a way to deal with the raygun even though I am handcuffed to this chair…”




Aly managed to turn her head enough to see one of Ziva’s shoes fly through the air and hit the lens of the raygun. Pretty much nothing happened. Ziva cursed in Hebrew, at least Aly was pretty sure that was what it was.




Aly gritted her teeth as she awaited another burst of agony.




Ziva’s other shoe flew through the air and hit the side of the raygun’s lens hard enough that the lens shifted so that most of it was nudged to the side of the hole in the wall.




The raygun flashed again, and Aly shuddered at the pain. But it wasn’t as bad as before. Maybe she hadn’t gotten a full blast.




Only…Ziva had no more shoes to kick. 




Aly was wearing lace-up combat boots with boot bands, which would require both hands and long seconds to take off. She figured Ziva would know a lot more languages than a regular person, so she tried a language she thought Ziva might know. In Russian, Aly suggested, “Let’s see if we can tip over these chairs and get me out of the energy cone.”




“On three, toward my left, your right,” Ziva said in very good Russian, but not a really great accent. “One…two…three.”




Aly heaved as hard as she could, given how she was shackled to the chair and her bionics were still mostly knocked off-line. The chairs tipped maybe thirty degrees, which was pretty good, but not good enough. “Again.”




Ziva switched back to Arabic. “One…two…three.”




Aly heaved a little harder, since her bionics were starting to come back on-line a bit more. The two chairs went past forty-five degrees…sort of wobbled there…and finally tipped over. The chairs crashed to the floor on Aly’s right side, slamming her hard against the arm of the chair. That hurt, since it was all Aly there and no bionic protection, but it sure didn’t hurt anywhere near as much as getting zapped with that EMP raygun thing.




Ziva gasped at the pain, but didn’t say anything. Aly figured Ziva was a lot tougher than she looked, which wasn’t really saying much, since she looked like a pampered Mediterranean hottie who had never done anything more strenuous than maybe jazzercise.




Okay, Aly knew what she looked like without the fake scars, and that Aly looked like a fifteen year old girl whose big concern in life was getting onto the varsity cheer squad. Even if she really was old enough to be at Marine OCS. Okay, not by a lot.




The raygun fired again, and the searing pain in Aly’s left arm and leg told her that most of her was out of the cone of the weapon, but not all of her. She needed to fix that, and fast, because someone was bound to rush in after the chairs crashed onto the concrete floor.




She couldn’t reach the heavy metal shackle mooring her right forearm to the arm of the metal chair, but she had more movement in her right arm and fingers. So she grabbed the right arm of the chair where it bent down to attach to the side of the chairseat, and she squeezed as hard as she could. As the metal complained about her crushing it, she also pulled upward on her forearm where the shackle held it.




The metal snapped between her fingers and bent upward until it broke off under her elbow too. She reached over to her left forearm, even though that stupid shackle was still on her right forearm and it was getting in the way. The forearm shackles were about half a foot long, with hinges on the inside of the arm and a big keyed lock on the outside.




Aly just grabbed the front edge of the cuff and pulled upward with her fingers. With a groan and a snap, the lock gave way and the shackle opened up. She tried sliding her right arm out of the right shackle, but her hand was just a hair too big to slide into the front of that shackle, so she had to bust that lock too.




She bent at the waist and got her hands on the shackle for her left shin. One good tug with both hands, and that shackle ripped on half. She quickly moved her left leg so it was hopefully out of the energy cone of the raygun. Then she ripped the remaining shackle apart, and she rolled out of the chair.




The raygun flashed again, and she sighed in relief that she didn’t get zapped that time. She darted over and punched the lens on the front of the raygun, shattering it and knocking the raygun back into the other room, where she could hear it tip over and crash to the floor.




She darted over to Ziva who was handcuffed to her metal chair by both her wrists and both her ankles. Boy, someone didn’t want Ziva going anywhere either. Aly just grabbed the chain between the two cuffs and ripped it apart. It only took a few seconds to wreck all four sets of handcuffs. Ziva looked a little shocked, even though she had figured out that Aly was a cyborg.




While Ziva scrambled to get her shoes back on, Aly checked the door. Great. No door handle on this side, and a a big deadbolt lock that needed a key on this side. Somebody did not want people getting out through that door.




Aly wasn’t sure her legs were up for it, but she positioned herself in a horse stance for a solid sidekick, and she exhaled while she kicked. She hit the door right where she wanted, in between the not-a-door-handle and the deadbolt, right against the steel doorframe. The door went flying open, and the busted pieces of the locks went flying down the hall.




She could hear gunshots from somewhere else in the building. It sounded like M16’s and M1014’s and an SAW, battling it out, with a couple handguns mixed in. And it was loud, because her bionic hearing was coming back on-line.




Just to make things worse, a big guy came barreling around the corner, running for their position. And he was running too fast to be normal. And her IR vision told her he was running maybe five degrees hot. Another Ultraman. Crud.




Well, there was no way she was going to play nice with this guy, especially when he probably had another of those EMP blast systems. She was pretty sure it was the oversized hockey puck thing hanging on his belt at his right hip. Naturally, he had that fake watch thing on his right wrist too.




She sprinted right at him, staring at his chest like she was planning on ramming into him at full speed. He just sped up and reached for a knife he had under his left armpit Pentjak Silat style.




Aly figured he would be really good with that knife, and the hallway was too small for a lot of maneuvering. So she sped up before he could get the knife in slicing-Aly position.




She hit the plateau, and she could see everything like it was in slow motion. His right hand grabbing the hilt of the knife and pulling it out of the scabbard. His eyes widening in surprise as he realized just how fast a bionic woman could really go. His arm slowly moving down to get his knife into combat position.




She didn’t give him the opportunity. At the last moment, she dove feet-first at his right leg, just as he was striding forward and planting his right foot.




He tried to get his knife down fast enough to help, but all he was doing was playing into her tactic.




She hit him just a couple inches above his right kneecap. She was moving at close to a hundred twenty miles an hour, and he was moving at her at maybe close to forty miles an hour. And his foot was planted solidly with his weight on it. His leg, even with his Ultraman-enhanced muscles, didn’t have much of a chance. She felt his femur shatter and his knee joint come apart.




As she kept diving forward and tearing his leg apart, his knifehand swept down close enough for her to grab it. She grabbed his wrist right where his watch sat, and she squeezed. Hard. His ‘watch’ exploded just before his wrist bones gave way. She pulled downward too, and his upper body went forward and down, so his head went face-first into the concrete floor while his leg folded up the way legs weren’t supposed to fold. His knife went flying down the hallway as he screamed in pain.




But Aly was already on his back with an arm around his throat. She flexed hard and choked him out in seconds. 




There was a noise at the far end of the hallway, and Aly looked up, prepared to use the Ultraman’s body as a shield if she was about to get filled full of bullets.




It was Andrew, with two handguns. And Sergeant Major Carter with an SAW. And there were more footsteps, which Aly’s bionic hearing identified. So she wasn’t surprised when Sergeant Pyle and Tony came around the corner too.




Sergeant Pyle took one wide-look at what Aly had done and said, “Shazam!” 




So maybe Aly could be a Marine and also not cuss a lot.




Tony looked at Andrew. “Well look at this! Appears we got here just in the nick of time. What does that make us?”




Andrew grinned, “Big damn heroes, sir!”




Tony smirked, “Ain’t we just.”




Andrew put away one sidearm so he and Tony could high-five. Sergeant Pyle gave them a huge, goofy grin, while Sergeant Major Carter glowered like he really wanted to chew them out and make them have to write chits for a month.




Ziva muttered, “I am sorry, but it seems that Tony is a bad influence on your agent.”




Ziva totally did not know Andrew. Aly didn’t say that, though. She just said, “Glad to see all of you. As you can see, we already escaped and took down our biggest threat.” Then she complained, “Just how many Ultramen does Garthe Knight have, anyway?”




Andrew looked at the guy, who did look pretty bad, and replied, “I’d say one less than a couple minutes ago.”




That made Aly feel kind of guilty about what she had done, even if it was necessary.




Sergeant Major Carter just insisted, “We haven’t cleared this entire base, so we need to stay on task. Isn’t that right…agents?” Andrew and Tony quickly stiffened up and focused better.




Carter announced, “Pyle! Take these two comedians and clear every room down that hall. Agent David, you’re on guard over this POW. Candidate Mackenzie, you’re with me.”




“Aye, sergeant major!” she called out. She stepped over and took one of Andrew’s handguns along with a spare mag. She did a quick press-check, and whispered to him, “Be careful.” He gave her a little nod and a smile. 




She moved out on the sergeant major’s six. She asked quietly, “How long ago did Oscar give you a heads-up?” Okay, it was just a guess, but she knew someone in authority had given the OSI at least one briefing on how Aly was doing. So she had known that someone who was one of her instructors or one of their supervisors was providing intel back to the OSI. And Sergeant Major Carter was old enough that he might have run into Oscar at some point in the past.




He whispered, “Later, Agent Mackenzie.”




She backstopped him as he expertly moved down the hall and did room entry, even if she thought she should be the one on point because she could move a lot faster and she was a lot more durable. Once they were both confident that their sector was clear, they regrouped where the sergeant led her.




Okay, they went past the hall where Ziva was guarding that Ultraman. Ziva had the guy laid out on the floor with tourniquets around his thigh and forearm. And Ziva had tied the guy’s legs together and his arms together, and tied that stuff to the tourniquets. If he wanted to tear his way loose, he was going to have to do really grim damage to his injured limbs, and lose those tourniquets too, which would probably make him pass out if it didn’t kill him due to hypovolemic shock.




Aly didn’t want to feel bad about what she’d done, but she really did feel bad. Even if she was sure he was the unknown man who had been murdering the other people from that Tiger Team and trying to make it look like accidents and health issues. Which he was not that expert at.




She was not good enough at this stuff. She was sure Ziva didn’t feel bad about it, and also wouldn’t feel bad about going back and shooting that Ultraman in the head and throat until he was extremely dead. Aly was pretty sure she couldn’t do that.




The sergeant major pointed out the woman in cammies who was carrying an M16. “My better half, Gunnery Sergeant Bunny Wilson Carter. Bunny, this is the candidate I mentioned.”




Bunny looked her over and frowned, “Crap! Oscar pulls ’em in younger and younger every time, the old goat.”




Aly stood at attention and insisted, “Sorry to disagree, Gunny Carter, but I’m older than I look, and Oscar’s latest selection is one of our older working agents.”




Still, Aly wondered how long the Carters had known Oscar. And how many other people around Quantico knew her secret.




Andrew pointed out, “We need to get her back to her unit ASAP.”




Aly asked, “Are we still in the urban assault course?”




Andrew nodded, “Yeah. As far as I know, they captured you just two blocks over.” And he pointed back behind her.




She nodded. “Okay. I just need to reclaim anything they took off me. Then I’ll backtrack to the spot, and then shoot a back azimuth to get to our bivouac. Maybe not too many people have noticed. Yet.”




But Sergeant Major Carter growled, “This is all about that Tiger Team officer who got shot, right?”




“Aye, sergeant major!” Aly answered without thinking about it.




“That’s what I figured from the hints Oscar dropped. So tomorrow after chow, you and I are going to talk to Captain Heyward and the colonel.”




Well crud. “Aye, sergeant major!” Aly answered with a lot less enthusiasm. Even though she wasn’t supposed to become a Marine. She reminded herself that she had been pretending to be an officer candidate. Even if she didn’t want to just quit after all her work.




He looked her in the eye and snapped, “Dismissed!”




She turned on her heel and double-timed it off to where Ziva had found their stuff. She pocketed all her gear, and she ran out of the building. She moved at a normal speed until she found where she had crashed through that wall. She leapt up to the next roof, and she turned up the speed.




She got a call from Andrew. “Can’t talk now, but I’m going to be at your meeting with Carter and that captain. I’ll explain stuff then.” She let him sign off, since he was probably surrounded by NCIS people and Army CID and base personnel and stuff. But she figured he’d sent that SOS when he was about to get captured, only he didn’t know it was really a trap for Aly and Ziva.




At the speed she was running, she was back at the area for her platoon’s field bivouac in a few minutes. Then she had to sneak through some small rises and dips to get to the area around the latrines. Then she just walked back to where Marda and Sofia had set up tents, like she hadn’t done anything more than go take a pee.




She checked her watch. She’d been gone a little under an hour. And most of that had probably been her, unconscious, getting searched and locked up. She stuck her head in Marda’s little tent and whispered, “I’m back. You didn’t do anything that’ll get you in trouble, did you?”




Marda groaned, “Jesus H. Christ, Mackenzie. What the hell are you up to?”




Aly sighed, “Marda, it really is classified. I can’t tell you.”




Marda rolled her eyes, figuring Aly couldn’t see it in the dark. “Well, you’re not on firewatches tonight. But Morales came by about twenty minutes ago. Wendy wants a meet with her and squad leaders and team leaders. I told Morales I thought you had the runs and you were squatting over a shithole.”




“Thanks,” Aly whispered. “You’re a great friend, and I wish I could tell you what’s going on. If I get boarded tomorrow, I may be able to tell you after you graduate, if I can get permission. And if you sign a ton of NDAs first.”




Marda stared at her. “Jesus, this really is some classified bullshit, isn’t it?” She sighed, “Hell, I should’ve known you were too good to be true.”




Aly just said, “Gotta go.” And she hurried off to where Wendy’s element was established.




Part XIV



The next morning, Aly stepped out of the chow hall and saw the sergeant major was waiting for her. In a big Humvee driven by Sergeant Pyle. And Andrew was in the back, along with the sergeant major’s wife.




“Hop in, candidate Mackenzie!” Sergeant Pyle called out.




Aly just said, “Aye sergeant!” and obliged.




She totally had not gotten enough sleep the night before. Between all of her organic muscles aching from convulsing every time she got hit with that ray, and Wendy wanting to brief her on what was happening in a few hours, and then everyone having to wake up at oh-dark-thirty to pack up and clean up their bivouac, and then the long hike in the dark back to the squadbay with a lot of land nav, there was time for like a short nap. 




And she was still achy, even if she was pretending she wasn’t. And she was still stressing about how this was going to go, so that nap hadn’t been restful at all. Okay, so the thing about Marine training was it was also teaching you to handle stress and lack of sleep and being sore from taskings and stuff. Aly didn’t think she needed more training in not freaking out when she got shot at. Stuff like that seemed to happen to her a lot.




Although the thing about Sergeant Major Carter bringing his wife made Aly think there was something helpful going on. Maybe.




Still, Aly’s worry ramped up a few notches when she saw that Sergeant Pyle was driving them to the Commander’s Office. Aly just kept telling herself that she was there as an OSI agent, not as a woman who wanted to get commissioned as a Marine lieutenant. Even if she did really want to stick by her friends and get everybody through OCS and get commissioned.




She pretty much doubted Oscar and Rinkin wanted her to spend another month or so doing non-OSI stuff when there were so many problems going on around the world. Even if they had sent her and Andrew and a bunch of other people on training, and they were still sending people out on other training.




She should have given up on her lone ‘nap’ the night before and called Rinkin and talked to her about it. Even if Rinkin needed her sleep too, and Aly didn’t feel comfortable calling Rinkin in the middle of the night when it wasn’t a crisis.




Sergeant Major Carter led them into the building, past his own office, past the XO’s office, and to the office of Colonel Baker, the colonel in charge of the OCS training and stuff. The colonel’s adjutant told Sergeant Major Carter that the colonel would see them in six minutes, as scheduled. So Aly figured the Carters had arranged this hours earlier.




Ooh. Captain Heyward came in too, and wouldn’t look over at Aly. That was probably bad.




They all got ushered into the Commander’s office. Colonel Baker was sitting behind his desk, and his adjutant came in and sat off to the side. The colonel led off, “All right, Sergeant Major. I read your report about last night, but I’d like some details not in that report. Starting with the candidate and the gentleman I don’t know.”




Sergeant Major Carter snapped, “Aye, colonel! We knew something happened to one of that Tiger Team, but Army CID told NCIS to shove off, and shut us out.”




The colonel nodded, “Right. You made a couple reports about that. And I tried pushing on it but I got stonewalled.”




Carter kept going, “I received a call from an old friend: Oscar Goldman. He’s former Navy. He was UDT, and I know he did some classified work with some SEAL teams. He now runs the OSI. He managed to get an agent in to investigate, with another agent as infiltration backup. NSA agent Wells is really an OSI investigator, and candidate Mackenzie is an OSI agent.”




The colonel’s eyebrows went straight up. “OSI? Agent? Does that mean what I think it means?”




“Aye, colonel.”




Aly spotted that Captain Heyward was whispering under her breath, “I should’ve known she was too good to be true.”




Wow. It seemed like all of them knew way too much about the OSI, or at least some of the ‘special’ people who worked for the OSI.




The colonel looked at an open file on his desk. “300 PFT, 300 CFT, a 98 on her LRC, in competition for high academic total for the platoon, excellent status reports. Mackenzie, we haven’t stressed you at all, have we?”




Aly stood at attention and called out, “No colonel! Just the lack of sleep!”




Sergeant Major Carter admitted, “Oscar’s group supposedly has agents who make the British and Russian special agents look like Chair Force REMF’s.”




Aly didn’t think it was a good idea to tell everybody about OSI agents, even if what Sergeant Major Carter said made a couple people in the room snort with laughter. And Sergeant Pyle actually said, “Gol-lee!” Wow, and people made fun of Aly for saying ‘crud’.




“And what is all this really about?” the colonel asked. “I still don’t have a straight answer out of NCIS, but it’s pretty much impossible to get Gunny Gibbs to spill when he doesn’t want to.”




Andrew cut in, “Colonel, this is why we decided to ask Mrs. Carter and Captain Heyward here. Sergeant Pyle had intel from his wife that Gunnery Sergeant Carter here knew about a possible link.” He turned his head a little. “Captain, you know Major Finn, correct?”




Captain Heyward nodded unhappily, “Yeah. I went through OCS and TBS with his wife Sam. I’m the one who recommended him for that damn Tiger Team. Sam’s still mad at me about that.”




Andrew asked her, “And did Major Finn reveal any intel about the Tiger Team that he should not have discussed with you?”




Captain Heyward frowned, “Why don’t you ask the other four officers on that team?”




Andrew revealed, “All of them have been murdered or put into a coma, along with the base CID head, since Major Finn was shot.”




“Crap!” Captain Heyward gasped. “How can…”




Andrew staunchly insisted, “All of the events were dressed up to look like accidents and health issues. If we hadn’t had this intel up front, we might have missed all of them. NCIS is investigating all those deaths, and already has evidence of murder in most of them. So if there is something Major Finn confided in you…”




The captain sighed, “Ri asked me not to tell anyone, but he needed to blow off some steam. He was so angry at Colonel Hawley, the Tiger Team lead, and Captain Porter too. The colonel had this new program he was pushing. He wanted to give every Marine at TBS an injection of some low-level disease so they would all be additionally stressed due to illness while they were already struggling with training and our regimen. Hawley insisted it was harmless. Ri didn’t see any way they could guarantee that would be true for every single Marine.”




Oh crud. Aly said, “That’s it.”




Andrew agreed, “Right. They could have inserted anything into our Marines that way. Biochemicals, background virals with triggers, nanotech…”




Everyone else looked horrified. The colonel snapped, “Are you telling me that some of that Tiger Team were attempting to wipe out America’s soldiers? Are we talking the Russkies or the Chinese here?”




“Classified,” Andrew asserted.




Aly spilled, “Neither. This is one of the most dangerous NGO’s on the planet.”




“And they’re preparing to take down the best fighting force in the world?” the colonel scoffed.




Andrew calmly replied, “Or suborn it. Or blackmail it. Or something worse.”




Aly insisted, “But this is what we do. So we really need you to not discuss this further, and Andrew will provide NDAs for all of you to sign.”




“Already signed ours,” Sergeant Major Carter said, glancing over at his wife. “And we made Pyle sign his.”




Sergeant Pyle complained in that heavy Southern accent, “I just wanted to take it back home and have Sheriff Andy look it over so I didn’t sign nothing I wasn’t supposed to…”




Both Carters rolled their eyes but smiled at each other. Aly wondered how well they knew Sergeant Pyle.




Captain Heyward checked, “And Mackenzie, if that is your name, are you sticking with the training?”




“I’d love to!” Aly gushed. “I didn’t think you’d want me to stick around!” Oh yeah. She stopped, “Umm, I haven’t cleared this with my bosses. Sorry.”




Everyone else sort of grinned at her enthusiasm.




So Andrew said, “I checked with Oscar this morning. He’d like it if you stuck around in case anything else turns up. And he said ‘we could use more military around here now that Steve’s gone.’ So you can stay. But we’re not asking for special treatment. She has to pass on her own merits.”




The colonel asked, “If we let her stay, Military Intelligence will be after her.”




“Do you speak any foreign languages?” Captain Heyward checked.




“Aye, captain!” Aly snapped. “This candidate is proficient in Spanish, French, Russian, German, and Arabic; fluent in four other languages, and a beginner in half a dozen other languages including Mandarin and Hindi.”




Andrew grinned, “She is sort of an overachiever.”




“We have noticed that, Agent Wells,” the colonel said dryly.




Captain Heyward looked at the colonel and smiled wickedly. “Sir, we have been talking about trial integrations during SULE. Candidate Mackenzie might be ideal…”




The colonel gave the captain a smile that was positively evil. “Excellent idea, captain.” He turned to Aly. “Candidate Mackenzie. How would you feel about serving your SULE I or SULE II with a fireteam or squad that was mixed male/female? This would make things harder on you and any other women we place in this trial program…”




Aly instantly answered, “This candidate would be honored, sir!”




The colonel told her, “You may tell anyone who asks that you were offered an opportunity which will make your SULEs more difficult, and you accepted. That is all.”




“Aye, colonel!” Aly took that as a dismissal and cleared out.




On her way back to her first class of the day, she got another call from Andrew. “Hey Aly, sorry I didn’t get a chance to fill you in on the deets, but I had no idea those guys were capturing me and Tony as a plot to catch you two, to get the real threats off the board and then make us do what they said to keep you alive. Like that was going to work. Anyway, I knew you would bust out in minutes, so I ran with Rinkin’s playbook and called in the troops. So we think we got all of the CID badguys rooted out, and we’re still trying to make sure there are no more Ultramen in the area, and Tony and Ziva are going to be investigating those officers who were pushing that plan to inject crap into tons of soldiers.” He paused for a moment. “Also, I’m hoping I’ll get to see Tony’s boss slap him in the back of the head again.”




Aly asked, “How many people know about OSI enhanced agents?”




Andrew sighed over the phone. “Pretty much everyone Steve worked with, and most of the people Jaime worked with, and a few people Kate has worked with. Also, Oscar has read in whoever could help him with the program or the budgets or the staffing issues. I mean, how many higher-ups does he need to read in or bribe or whatever when he says he wants to use as an agent some kid who has no training and has spent her whole life in a wheelchair?”




“Or me.”




“Or me,” Andrew pointed out. “Or JJ. Or any of the bots. For that matter, Jaime. This is a pretty weird agency, you know.”




“It’s the best agency ever!” Aly insisted.




Andrew agreed, “Totally. Would any other agency help me be all I can be, like this? Heck no. Everyone else would look at what my creepy brother’s probably up to, and fire me as fast as they could.”




So Aly was late to class, but ‘meeting with the commander’ was way better than a hallpass. And then, on the way to the second class of the day, a bunch of people wanted to know why Aly had gotten yanked by a couple sergeants.




So she got to tell them, “They’re gonna try some integrated fieldwork with men and women both, like in one or both of the SULEs, and they asked if I wanted to be the test candidate!”




“So, naturally, you said yes,” Marda groaned.




“Well, I said ‘aye, colonel’ but yeah.”




Sofia pointed out, “Guys are not gonna know you, and they’re not gonna treat you like you can do the job or you know what the job is.”




Aly shrugged, “Probably, but I figure I can do something to show ’em I’m competent, like run the CFT course against a couple of ’em.”




Marda laughed at that. “I wanna see that, She-Hulk. They’ll either break down and cry, or else hate on you like you said their mothers swim out to troop ships.”




Sofia laughed, but Aly insisted, “I would never say that!” Because that would be really mean.




Marda looked at Sofia and a couple other women who were listening in. “What’s the worst thing She-Hulk’s said since we got here?”




“I heard her say ‘crud’.”




“Me too.”




Marda rolled her eyes. “Yeah, about what I expected.”




Aly tried, “Well, sometimes I’ve said ‘holy crud’.”




People were still giggling when they walked into the class. Aly didn’t think it was all that funny. It was just…her.




And that evening, just before lights out, Captain Heyward came into the squadbay and had a private chat with Howell and Preston. Aly figured she knew what that was about.




So Aly wasn’t surprised when Captain Heyward marched back to the middle of the squadbay and had everyone line up for her announcement. And Aly wasn’t surprised at the announcement. For SULE I, which was only a couple days off, and SULE II, which was a few weeks off, candidates Mackenzie and Howell and Preston were going to be working with mixed teams: part men and part women. And in order to get the men of the company used to working with women in field ops, the three of them were going to get pulled off to do PT with the other platoons sometimes, and running the O course the next day, and running the E course, and stuff.




Okay, Aly thought it sounded like fun, except for the part about dealing with jerkheads like Rafferty and prejudiced mega-jerkheads like Willis. Even if those guys were in Charlie Company’s Second Platoon, and Aly was going to be working with First Platoon.




So, the next morning, Aly and Howell and Preston had to double-time it over to where Charlie Company’s First Platoon was lining up for PT. Aly told Howell and Preston, “Okay, last night I looked up the standard times on a five-K for most of the guy age groups, and matched that against what I could find on ages for candidates, and I thought about where the three of us would fall in there. So Howell runs about back of the middle third for guys, and Preston runs about the middle of the last third for guys. So let’s try and run in those spots instead of ending at the back.”




Howell asked, “What about you?”




Aly smiled naughtily. “I’m gonna try and stick with the front five. They won’t like that, but it’ll make ’em think we can do the physical stuff out in the field too.”




Preston giggled, “I’d pay to see their faces at the end of PT.”




And, naturally, when they got to their new PT, there were only guy sergeants there. The biggest, meanest-looking sergeant called out to the three of them, “Candidates! Get a move on! I’m Gunnery Sergeant Carson! Are you ready for PT?”




“Aye Gunny!” Aly yelled, with Howell and Preston yelling too.




Aly saw Decker and Helmann near the front of the crowd, so she headed over there. “Hey Decker. Hey Helmann.”




“Mackenzie! Welcome to the best platoon,” Decker kidded.




So, maybe because the DIs were grumpy about getting saddled with ‘girls’, they were doing fartlek runs. Warmups, then calisthenics, then a sprint before going back to a long-distance running pace, lather rinse repeat. Aly decided to give her platoon members a little edge.




After calisthenics, Aly sprinted past Howell and Preston to get up to the DI leading the run. She whispered, “Next calisthenics? Next to me.”




She caught up to the frontrunners and stuck with them. Some of the men didn’t like that. Some of them weren’t threatened. Some of them acted like they were concerned she was going to burn out if she didn’t fade back into the pack soon. She just concentrated on making it look like she was working hard.




At the next break for more calisthenics, she guessed which direction the DI would be running next time, and she moved to that side of the rows of exercisers. Howell and Preston joined her and went to work doing the mountain climbers with the guys. Then, when the DI took off in her direction, Howell and Preston saw what she was doing. “You sneaky bitch,” Howell grinned.




But that gave them a lead on racing to catch up with the DI. Aly did that seven more times and guessed right on six of them because most of the time it was pretty obvious where the platoon was heading, which was a huge help for Howell and Preston.




When the platoon finished, Aly let a couple guys sprint ahead of her so she finished fifth in the platoon. That was good enough to make her point. Aly pretended she was panting and tired.




One of the guys who just barely beat her muttered, “Pretty fuckin’ impressive, but we’ll see how you do on the O course this p.m.”




Aly gave him a smile. “See you there.”




Gunnery Sergeant Carson yelled, “All right Third Platoon! Good work. Return to your squadbay!”




“Aye Gunny Carson!” they yelled and headed out.




As soon as they were out of sight, Aly slowed down. “Everyone okay?”




Howell answered, “Pretty much. They ran my ass off.”




“I need a hot shower and some classes so I can sit down for a couple hours,” Preston groaned. “I have no idea how you ran those guys’ butts off.”




Howell smirked, “And some of those guys have some pretty hot butts. There are a couple guys I would run behind all day.”




“And the other way around,” Preston smirked. “Did you see those guys staring at Mackenzie’s ass so hard they nearly tripped a couple times?”




Howell kidded, “Yeah, She-Hulk. How come you gotta make me look bad on everything?”




Aly had to make an effort not to automatically say ‘sorry’. Even while Preston was laughing.



Part XV



Aly double-timed it out to the obstacle course with Howell and Preston and First Platoon. By her count, First Platoon had lost a bunch of candidates, and at roughly the rate her platoon had. Still, every platoon lost a huge chunk of people to illness, injury, bad luck, and also the stuff OCS wanted to weed out.




Aly had to admit that some of the women who were no longer in her platoon had not shown the characteristics the Marines were looking for. Even if Aly hadn’t wanted to lose most of them.




So Aly decided to put a little more effort into running the O Course. Not a ton, but enough to make it look like she was getting good at it.




Staff Sergeant Dustin yelled, “Robertson! Gallagher! And…Mackenzie! You three are first up!”




So Aly stepped forward and yelled, “Aye, staff sergeant!”




The staff sergeant smirked, “All right, Robertson and Gallagher, maybe you two can show the lay-deez how it’s done.”




Okay, Aly had been expecting some resistance to this trial balloon, but she hadn’t expected it to be coming from the DI. She should have known better. After all, who was older and had this stuff more ingrained? The DIs.




Aly started on the signal, and she reacted a hair faster than either Robertson or Gallagher. She vaulted the thigh-high log. She sped up for the high bar. She leapt, grabbed the high bar, and swung her legs up over it so she swung over it. Another log to vault, and she leapt up onto that thigh-height platform. She pulled herself up and got her legs over the beams to ‘walk’ down it with her arms. Then up onto her feet to tightrope-walk the next bit. Only she ran it instead of looking awkward, and she slid over the high log to drop to the ground. She was still just barely ahead of Robertson and maybe a couple seconds ahead of Gallagher.




Good. She didn’t want to go any faster. She just wanted to look about as good as the better men in First Platoon.




She vaulted the next low log and ran at the high wall. No pretending to struggle this time. She leapt up, muscled her way up, swung her leg up on top of the wall, and moved over it to drop down on her feet on the other side. She did parkour-vaults over the high logs like the really tall guys tried to do. And she ran at the high double-bar, just keeping her speed at ‘really fast woman’ speed.




She leapt for the first bar, pulled herself up to grab the higher bar, and swung her whole body to the side so she could get one leg over the top bar. She rolled over it, dropped to the lower bar, and dropped from there to the ground. She had a good two second lead over Robertson and more than that over Gallagher.




Then the rope climb. She ran to the rope and leapt up, grabbing the rope a couple feet higher than if she just stood flat-footed. She wrapped her legs around the rope and started climbing. She slapped the log at the top and lowered herself down. She was already halfway down when Robertson slapped the top log and just did a drop-and-roll to get to the ground first. It looked like he might have hurt his ankle some. Gallagher finished maybe six seconds behind her, and she could see he slid down the rope too fast so he probably had some rope burns on his palms.




The DI there yelled at the three of them to jog to the rear of the platoon and jog in place to run it again. Not a surprise. That was how the O Course worked. She could do that.




On the way to the back of the group, she checked on Robertson, “You okay?”




“I’m fine. Shut up.”




Gallagher just said, “Jesus Christ, you’re fast.”




It wasn’t intended as a nice thing, but she still said, “Thank you. You’re really good at this.”




Howell and Preston didn’t try to beat the guys they started with, and they did fine. Both were athletic and tall and in great condition, so it wasn’t like they couldn’t get over the wall or the double bar. Aly ran the course again and didn’t push quite as hard, so it took her maybe fifteen seconds longer than before. But that was still fast. Decker and Helmann gave her fist-bumps for crushing the course.




She was also worried that Staff Sergeant Dustin was going to be really mean to all the guys for not doing tons better than her. But there wasn’t anything she could do about that.




On the way back to the squadbay, Howell and Preston laughed it up about Aly kicking the backsides of the guys, because Robertson and Gallagher were the O Course champs of First Platoon. That made Aly think she should have let both of them ‘win’ by ten or fifteen seconds. Even if she needed to look really good at this, in order to get this trial balloon to fly.




Okay, she thought Howell and Preston had done great. They had both shown that they could run that course as well as a bunch of the guys.




On the other hand, both of them wanted to tell their whole squadbay about She-Hulk crushing the course and making First Platoon’s best look ordinary.




The next morning at PT, some of First Platoon was acting like she was good enough to hang with them. Some were acting like they were worried about what she might do. And some were acting like they hated her for being able to keep up, like somehow that threatened their masculinity. Same thing for the drill instructors. So she made sure she finished the run in the top five, even if a couple of the guys tried to sprint past her at the finish point. She just acted like she was as tired as they were.




Decker gave her another fist-bump, and Helmann wondered, “How the hell are you so fast?”




She stuck to her cover story. “I used to be a lot faster, before I got injured. I was one of the faster five K girls in my state. And I did track and field in the springs. Middle distances, pentathlon, all that stuff.”




Decker grinned, “Hey, we got Florence Griffith Joyner running with us!”




Two days later, and she was up extra-early for SULE I, just like everyone else. Only she and Howell and Preston got driven over to where First Platoon was standing in formation, waiting to get bussed off to spots where they would get tested and evaluated…even if they had ‘chicks’ stuck on their fireteams.




The platoon got split up into three augmented squads, and all of the women went in one squad, with one of their female drill instructors monitoring things. Aly figured that meant someone was worried about how things would go. Not that Aly thought things would go perfectly. It had been a long time since Aly believed that things just worked out for the best without lots of help from people who cared about making things better.




And she knew most of the men in her squad. Decker and Helmann were both there. Robertson was too, although Aly wasn’t sure that was a good thing since he still seemed mad at her. Aly also knew Cortez and Oakley and Thomasson and Geary and Frey and Poston and Ramirez from PT and the O Course.




The way the SULE was set up for them was pretty interesting. The entire squad had to hike from station to station, and then one fireteam was selected by the drill instructor on station with one particular candidate as the fireteam leader. The leader got orders, which had to be immediately turned into an OPORD and given to his team, and the leader then ran his fireteam through a ten or twenty minute exercise. The rest of the squad got a break while that happened.




Aly knew from Captain Corrigan and Sergeant Ross that the best time to be the fireteam leader was in the middle of the day. Early on there wasn’t any cohesiveness, and late in the day everyone was wearing out and maybe not supporting the leader like they should. But it looked like the drill instructors had already chosen the order that the people in her squad would play leader, and who would make up the fireteam for that leader.




With sixteen candidates in her squad, she was going to be in about one fourth of the fireteams, and she would lead one of those four. That seemed pretty easy, unless her op was something crazy, or one of her fireteam sabotaged her. She didn’t like that she was going to have to watch out for that.




So she did what she was supposed to. She worked hard to support the people who had to do the leader role at any station where she was in the fireteam. Even Robertson’s fireteam, where they walked into an ambush and she got ordered to haul an ‘injured’ Marine out as Robertson and Geary covered her. Okay, Poston was a big guy, and they were on a rough surface, and that would have been a problem if she had been an ordinary 5’7” woman. Still, she just grabbed him and did the standard drag until she was in a safe enough spot that she could get him in a carry and move out with Robertson and Geary.




Robertson got yelled at for picking the tiny member of the team to do the carry, and for picking someone who was armed and should have been used as the firepower instead. But everyone knew Robertson had done it to make her look bad.




Howell just gave Aly a fist-bump and said, “Way to go, She-Hulk!”




Howell and Preston were two of the leaders around the mid-day mark, and their stuff went pretty well. They had helpful guys like Decker and Helmann, instead of unhelpful macho jerkheads like Robertson and Frey. By the middle of the afternoon, everyone had gotten their turn except Aly, Cortez, and Oakley. Which meant the three of them were going to have to motivate tired candidates, some of whom maybe weren’t all that thrilled about having to take orders from a black guy or a Hispanic guy or some chick. And it wasn’t like the three of them would get to hand-pick their fireteams.




Aly reminded herself that this was something that qualified women would have to learn to deal with before they got out in the field under fire and had bad stuff happen for real. And black guys and Hispanic guys and lots of other minority guys had been dealing with this for years and years. But she had already had three turns in fireteams, so she was figuring she couldn’t help Cortez or Oakley.




What she could do was to listen to what happened while Cortez and Oakley led their fireteams, at least while they were within her hearing range. And Howell was told she was on Cortez’s fireteam, and Preston was told she would be on Oakley’s, so Aly quietly encouraged both of them to try really hard even though they were both exhausted from a day of hiking and working.




Aly just hoped she didn’t get the worst people. But she also could remember a lot of the candidates who already had done their four turns and made a big deal about it. So she was definitely going to get Robertson. Crud. And she was sure she’d get Poston, who wasn’t as bad as Robertson, but looked pretty tired, and might decide to slack off.




Cortez took the drill instructor approach. He bellowed at the guys in his fireteam who were slacking off. Oakley went with the race card, and accused the guy slacking off of being a racist who was trying to screw Oakley over on his evaluation, which was maybe even true. Aly decided she wasn’t going to do either one.




Then it was the last station of the day, and it was her turn. She had Robertson and Poston and Wong. Could have been worse. She could have been stuck with Second Platoon and gotten Rafferty and Willis on her fireteam, and gotten fragged or something during her turn as leader. 




Gunnery Sergeant Mayhew marched over and led her off to give her the op orders. They were pretty much ‘go that-a-way through those woods and do recon, and then rejoin your platoon so you can give your platoon leader a briefing on the red team, and here’s a map with grid coordinates marked.’ That was so far from real op orders that it wasn’t funny, even if that was what they did to everyone, just to see how good a candidate was at the stuff a leader needed to do in the field.




So she walked back to her fireteam and the whole way, she was making up everything they needed for a real op order. After all, under real battlefield conditions, at least one of them needed to know so much about the OPORD that they could take over for her if she was killed or incapacitated. 




She fished her land nav circle out and said, “We need to go one klick…” She drew the straight line on the map and easily got the azimuth off her land nav circle. Then she did the magnetic north correction in her head, because it was the same adjustment for everywhere in the middle of Quantico. She gave them the azimuth.




Robertson pointed out, “You forgot to adjust for mag north.”




She told him, “What? You don’t do that in your head? It’s easy.”




Wong tried really hard not to snicker at Robertson. Poston just rolled his eyes.




Aly laid out the full OPORD and made sure at least two of them were taking notes. And she made sure they knew they were going to be cutting partway down the creek drawn on the map, instead of walking in a straight line which would put them through a couple obvious spots for ambushes. Also, it was hot out, and being in the stream would be a lot cooler. Not that she thought that would let them dodge everything, because this was SULE.




“Any questions?” she checked.




“Did you really need to cover all of that?” Robertson asked. “We know we’re on HAVOC and we don’t have facilities for POWs.”




“Yes. Anyone need water or food or anything? If not, we move out in thirty seconds.”




Robertson made a big production of hunting in his backpack for something to eat, but Aly was pretty sure he had cleaned his pack of food by lunchtime. Aly still had two MREs, since she’d had lunch and no snacks. But she didn’t burn calories like normal people. She gave him one of her protein bars, and he even thanked her.




They moved out in a wedge, with Robertson on point. Aly had an M203 and her compass, and she was doing pace count. Also, she was using her bionics. It was hot enough out that her infrared vision wasn’t picking up much, even if the trees looked really neat in infrared. She was also using her hearing, even if that also meant she could hear every unpleasant thing Robertson was muttering.




Aly moved out of formation to flag Robertson, so she could get the wedge to move to their left, over to the creek. And she wanted to do it without yelling, since she was still hoping they might be able to sneak past a red team ambush. Then, once they moved down into the creek and started moving at an angle to their intended azimuth, she had them in an echelon formation, meaning a nice line with gaps between them so if Robertson walked into an ambush, the rest of them might be far enough back to be safe. She just did more pace count, so she’d know when she wanted to get out of the creek, move sideways to adjust for their little detour, and then move back to their original heading.




The creek was only waist deep along this stretch, and the water wasn’t moving much, so it was pretty easy to walk in the creek. At least, until she heard the whistling noises. “Down!” she yelled.




Something like fake artillery went off pretty close to their position, but over the bank and maybe forty meters away. She had to turn her hearing down fast, because that stuff was loud.




“Contact left!” Robertson yelled. “Contact left!”




“Hold positions!” she insisted. She crouched down in the water and tried to use her normal ear to locate stuff. But everything was too loud.




And then the artillery was done. Everything was mega-silent. She cranked up her hearing and couldn’t pick up anything moving on either side of the creek. So she signaled ‘move forward’.




Robertson insisted on peeking over the creek bank, so she let him. She was pretty sure there was nothing to see, but they were supposed to be doing recon.




He used the hand signal for ‘clear’, and they moved on down the creek until her pace count told her it was time to climb out and regroup and move on toward the ending position.




“Aren’t we done yet?” Poston asked.




Wong did a childish whine. “Are we there yet?”




“Shuddup,” Poston hissed at him. He turned back to Aly. “Wait, we didn’t move to the base and ‘debrief’.”




“Right,” Aly nodded. “And we could still walk right into an ambush, while our hearing isn’t the best after that artillery.”




“Gunny would love doing that to us,” Robertson complained.




Aly didn’t mention that all the drill instructors seemed to love doing stuff like that to all their candidates. She just checked her map, drew a new azimuth starting where she was sure they were, and she said, “Okay. Two hundred thirty meters on azimuth two zero four. Robertson, you’re still on point. We keep to a wedge formation. Let’s move.”




They moved through the trees on Aly’s azimuth until she heard something ahead and to her right. Her infrared vision was tough to use with all the trees in the way, but it was probably several Marines setting up a hasty ambush up there. She scooped up a rock and lobbed it, hitting Robertson right in his pack.




He wheeled about, scowling and getting ready to yell at whoever was screwing around during SULE. But Aly quickly signaled for a regroup and she knelt down. Her fireteam clustered around her.




“What?” Robertson growled.




Aly whispered, “Ambush, I’m pretty sure. I’ve got good hearing, and that sounded like someone dropping prone with a heavy weapon. Up ahead and to our right.”




“You’re hearing things. Typical chick,” Robertson hissed.




“What if she’s right?” Wong asked. “If they’re setting up a hasty ambush, we could walk right into it. If she’s wrong, no harm no foul.”




Poston grinned, “We could ambush the ambush!”




Aly quickly agreed. “Robertson. Keep going straight. Go thirty meters and drop prone, then yell ‘contact right’. Poston, you’re ten meters behind him. Drop prone when he does. Wong and I move thirty meters right and try to come up behind them. Give us thirty seconds before you move out.”




Robertson grinned evilly and gave her a nod.




She led Wong off to their right, staying low, before turning left again to come up on what ought to be the rear of the ambush. But Robertson was moving a little faster than she expected, or she was going a little too slow. She heard him yell, “Contact right!”




The firefight started, with Robertson and Poston firing back while what sounded like two SAWs fired rounds at them. Aly and Wong rushed in and caught the ambushers on their flank and filled them full of imaginary bullets before they realized they had been flanked. Somehow.




Two DIs and a couple privates were massively cheesed off that they had gotten ambushed when they were supposed to be ambushing Aly’s fireteam and seeing how they did under fire.




Aly apologized loudly, “Sorry, sergeants! This candidate was only following orders! As a red team killed during recon, is there any intel or documents that this candidate would find on a hasty search?”




One staff sergeant pulled out a writing pack and wrote Aly a couple quick notes that basically said ‘secret intel #1’ and ‘secret intel #2’. He handed it to her and asked, “Are you done?”




She quickly insisted, “No, staff sergeant! This candidate must complete recon and provide a proper debrief on-site!”




“Then get moving, candidate!”




“Aye, staff sergeant!”




She moved her fireteam back to their track, and they hustled along until they were sure they were out of hearing of the sergeants. Then the guys had fun.




Robertson laughed, “That was fucking awesome!”




Poston snorted, “Yeah, nobody ever gets one over on the staff.”




Wong pointed out, “We’ll pay for it tomorrow and the next day, but it was so worth it!”




Part XVI



Aly got a really good grade for her SULE I work. And it also made her a target, along with her whole fireteam. She and Robertson ended up carrying the platoon flag on PT runs, while Poston and Wong got yelled at to do more calisthenics and run faster. Okay, Robertson had a 299 on his PFT, so he was ready for that kind of stuff, and Wong was a really muscular guy who looked like he could do pushups all day, but Poston wasn’t at the top in PFT or CFT, so he got pushed pretty hard.




On the other hand, Robertson and Poston and Wong had apparently decided Aly was pretty great, and Robertson started supporting her instead of complaining about her.




So Aly was totally not surprised when it was time to run the E Course the second time, which was the preliminary ungraded run before the official one that would count. She and Robertson and Wong got yelled up front to be the first three through the obstacle course and then run the endurance course, which was with full Load Bearing Vest and full canteens and M16s, so nobody actually ‘ran’ it. At best, people jogged through the long course after the obstacle course. Lots of people just hiked it.




As Aly moved to the starting line, Howell insisted, “No killing yourself on this, She-Hulk.”




Aly stood ready. Robertson looked at her and Wong, and smirked, “Let’s do this thing.” Aly gave him a nod. A DI started them.




Aly ran the O Course just fast enough to trail Robertson by a couple seconds and beat Wong by maybe ten seconds. They all put on their LBVs with the canteens, and took an M16. Then she moved out right on Robertson’s heels with Wong just seconds behind the two of them. 




Carrying the M16 right was a trick. During the first movement through the E Course, Howell had told everyone not to use the ‘port arms’ carry or the ‘cross-body muzzle down’ carry, but instead to hold the M16 in one hand by the slip ring and rest the pistol grip over a canteen. Aly checked that Robertson and Wong were doing it the easy way too.




Pulling yourself along the top of that thick rope was a trick too. You had to get your rifle slung just right over your shoulder so it didn’t fall off and mess you up. But the rope was so thick that balancing on it wasn’t really that hard. And you were only two feet off the ground, so if you fell you weren’t going to hurt yourself.




Then crawling under the barb wire was pretty easy for Aly. She was a lot smaller than the men. Wong and Robertson were so thick through the chest that they pretty much had to drag themselves through the dirt to keep from hanging up the back of their LBV in the barb wire. Okay, so Aly’s breasts got dragged through the dirt. Big deal. She just kept her butt down and did the low crawl thing.




The logs were set up so they were completely the wrong height to easily crawl over or under them. Naturally. The ‘crawl under’ ones were easy for her, since she was smaller than Wong or Robertson. And she just did a little jump to get on top of the ‘climb over’ logs so she rolled over them easily. 




The rope wall was actually kind of fun. It wasn’t like the rope would hurt her hands, or she would lose her grip and fall. It was just ‘climb up a rope net, climb over the beam at the top, climb back down a rope net’. And the rope nets were really taut. Easy. For her, anyway.




There was some jogging through water and through mud, but the Quigley was the thing that got a lot of candidates. Aly just took a deep breath and went through all of the concrete pipes and all the gaps in between the pipes in one breath. They were only like eight feet long, separated by muddy water with barb wire a foot overhead. And even the concrete pipes weren’t completely submerged, so you could be on your back with your nose above water if you really wanted to do it that way.




She climbed out of the water and looked back. Robertson was only a couple seconds behind her, and Wong was making good progress. Okay, if Wong had a much thicker chest or much wider shoulders, he would have had an awkward time getting through those concrete tubes.




Aly ran up the long hill, with Robertson just behind her, and got to the top. The DI looked at her time, and Robertson’s, and said a couple really bad words. So Aly gave Robertson a big grin and a double fist-bump. And they both gave Wong a fist-bump when he crossed the finish line.




The minimum time for qualifying guys on the course was forty-six minutes, and they had crushed that time. Okay, the minimum qualifying time for women on the course was fifty-six minutes, and Aly had killed that. She was wet and muddy, and she totally didn’t care.




She wasn’t so happy when she got back to her platoon’s squadbay and found out that six of her platoon had failed the E Course, even if this run didn’t count toward their grade. But two women had choked on the rope wall, and two more hadn’t made it through the Quigley, and two more had missed the fifty-six minute deadline. Crud.




Howell told her, “Look, this happens every time. The course is tough. It’s a hell of a lot tougher if you’re smaller, because nobody gives you less weight to haul. It’s a hell of a lot tougher if you have less upper-body strength. Every platoon’s gonna lose candidates on that thing. That’s the whole point of the E Course.”




Aly grumbled, “I know it, but I don’t have to like it.”




Howell patted her on the shoulder. “Good. Because not even the DIs like it. Pretty much every DI would be happier if every candidate came to OCS fully prepared and in the best shape of their life, and nobody got boarded, and there were no DNQ’s and everybody graduated to become a fucking awesome ell-tee. But that’s not the way life works.”




“Yeah,” Aly said sadly. “Sometimes getting through life is harder than we could imagine. And people who think life is always fair just never experienced enough of it.”




Howell looked at her hard. “Sometimes I forget that you weren’t always She-Hulk.”




Aly admitted, “Back years ago, I thought life was fair, and I thought my life was perfect, and my big life crisis was if I couldn’t get my hair just right, and I thought I was going to have a Happily Ever After like a Disney princess. Then I had one really bad day. Well, one really, really bad moment. And I’d really like to keep other people from having to go through stuff like that.”




Howell pointed out, “That’s what OCS and TBS and all that crap is there for. You throw a bunch of shit into a crucible. Some of it melts off. Some of it burns up. Some of it turns into steel so hard you can’t break it. But being in that crucible isn’t fun. It isn’t supposed to be fun. It’s supposed to hurt. It’s supposed to be tough enough to mold shit into steel.”




Aly nodded unhappily. “Okay. I need to go talk some people into becoming steel.”




“Okay. Start by telling Tillman to give up on getting her hair clean and the right color again after swimming through that shit, and tell her to get the hell out of the rain room.”







A couple days later, after their second CFT run, they had their second libo. They were down to 44 women in the platoon, with nobody at medical. Aly had no idea how many women they would lose at the official E Course run, or SULE II, or final coursework. She had Furman and Tillman tutoring the women who were borderline on academics, and she had Marda and Winston working with the women who were still not fit enough in Aly’s opinion. And she couldn’t do much more than that, because she spent too much of her time doing the PT and other physical stuff with First Platoon.




And for libo, Marda had the same rooms in that same motel, only this time there were five rooms because there were twenty women in the platoon hanging out together. And Tammy had several DVDs her mom had mailed to her, so her room was going to be Saturday Movie Time, because she now knew the motel had big televisions and decent DVD players in the rooms. Aly was figuring on skipping all of that and getting in more time sleeping and working on languages.




But she was hardly checked into her room when she got a call on her phone. And it was Andrew calling. “Mackenzie here. What’s up?”




Andrew smiled, “What’s up? Tony’s buying lunch! Ziva will be by to pick you up in…hold on…” Aly could hear Tony whispering to Andrew. “Tony says Ziva will be there in a few seconds because she drives like a NASCAR driver on meth.” More hasty whispers from Tony. “Also, he doesn’t want you to tell Ziva he said that. So be sure to hold that over his head.” And Tony whispered furiously some more at Andrew before Andrew ended the call.




Aly told her roomies, “Hey, I’ve got an invite for free lunch, so I’ll see you guys after lunch.”




Marda grinned, “What? You don’t wanna eat with us at some creepy strip club?”




Aly knew perfectly well most of them were going to the Denny’s on the next block.




Sofia said, “Have fun. And no beating up dozens of rednecks. Unless we can watch.”




Aly walked out, down the outside stairs, and over to the entrance into the motel parking lot. She could see a black car weaving through the light traffic and going way over the speed limit, heading her way. Aly used her bionics to look closer, and that was totally Ziva in the driver’s seat.




Ziva took the corner into the parking lot at maybe twenty miles an hour faster than Aly would, and skidded to an expert stop. Aly darted over, hopped in, and quickly buckled up. Ziva was already zooming out of the parking lot, cutting across some traffic that was pretty unhappy with her doing that, and rushing back the way she had come. Aly paid a lot of attention to how Ziva shifted and took corners, because she was really good at it. Oh, and Aly hung onto the seat with her right hand so she wouldn’t get tossed from side to side when Ziva took another corner like that.




They zoomed into the parking lot of a steakhouse, and Ziva zipped into a tight parking space without really checking first that the car would fit and they’d be able to get out of the car. Still, Aly and Ziva were both pretty thin compared to the group of people Aly was seeing who were waiting outside the front doors. Now those people looked like they needed to be going into a restaurant called something like ‘Running On A Treadmill While Eating A Kale Salad’.




Ziva squeezed past the people waiting to get in and said to the hostess, “We’re with the DiNozzo party.”




The hostess led them right in, even though a couple really hefty women complained about it. Aly spotted a couple tables that had guys from Charlie Company, mostly First Platoon but some Second Platoon guys she didn’t really know. She wasn’t going to stop and chat. They went back to a private room, where Tony and Andrew were sitting with two more guys Aly didn’t know. She instantly checked with her infrared vision that neither was running five degrees hot. Okay, no Ultramen in a small room in a restaurant. Just a good-looking older guy with salt-and-pepper hair, and a younger-than-Tony guy who was sort of a few pounds heavy and still cute. The older guy practically had ‘DI’ stamped on his forehead, and the younger guy had a nervous, uncomfortable look that reminded Aly a lot of Andrew. Well, maybe OG Andrew, because Andrew had improved a lot and was still improving. Okay, Aly could hear Andrew talking to ‘Tim’ and asking for his autograph for Andrew’s copy of Deep Six.




Oh. Aly put it together. This was Tony’s computer guy ‘McGeek’ who was great on computers and probably had a name like McGee for Tony to make fun of, and Tony’s boss ‘Gunny Gibbs’ who hadn’t been telling the OCS Commander what he wanted to know. And Andrew loved the Deep Six series which was by ‘Thom E. Gemcity’ which even Andrew admitted was bound to be an alias. Only…Thom E. Gemcity would be an anagram of…umm…Timothy McGee. Oh. The hero of the Deep Six books was L.J. Tibbs, which sounded like ‘Gibbs’, so Tim was using his boss and probably his co-workers as book characters. Aly needed to read a couple of those books to see who was Ziva and who was Tony.




Aly sat down, and the hostess gave her a menu, a ‘specials’ menu, an alcoholic drinks menu, and a desserts menu. Aly immediately handed the drinks menu back, saying, “Thank you, but I’m underage.”




Tony snarked, “Are you sure she’s in OCS? Never met a Marine who didn’t want to get drunk on liberty.”




Gibbs looked at Tony like he wanted to smack Tony upside the head again. Then he turned to Aly. “Candidate Mackenzie, I’m—”




She interrupted, “NCIS Special Agent Gibbs, former Marine gunnery sergeant. And this is Tim McGee, AKA author Thom E. Gemcity. Call me Alicia, please.”




Gibbs gave Tony a glare, but Tony shook his head no. Tim gave Andrew a look, and Andrew gave him a headshake too.




Andrew just said, “She’s a lot smarter and a lot more dangerous than people think. Even after she beats them up.”




“Andrew!” Aly fussed, while Tony laughed out loud. Then she pointed at the thick metal disk on the table that was sitting there with an antenna spooling out around it. “Are we clear to talk about this stuff in here?”




Andrew looked at the tiny LED lights on the disk. “Yes. Even given the current problem.”




Gibbs growled, “Make up your minds about food. We’ll talk once the waitress takes our orders.”




And that was when there was a knock on the door, and a waiter walked in holding a little tray with two huge mixed drinks on it. One was a sort of pinkish color, and the other was a violent green. The waiter looked around the room and set the drinks in front of Aly. “This one is compliments to She-Hulk from First Platoon, and this one is compliments of Fireteam Mackenzie.”




Aly groaned and said, “I can’t take these, I’m only twenty.” Okay, she was actually younger, but Alicia Mackenzie was supposedly twenty.




The waiter groaned, “Could you please just leave them in here, then, and not touch them? These ‘gentlemen’ would not take no for an answer, and if I take these drinks back…”




Aly could guess who had bought her these drinks. And she had a pretty good idea how things would go for the waiters and waitresses if she made the waiter take the drinks back out and everyone saw. And she was still trying to get these guys to like her and be ready to back her during SULE II. “Well crud. Okay, I’m passing them to people who are over twenty-one, and I’m not going to get you guys in trouble with a couple tables of about-to-be-Marines.” She slid one over to Ziva and one to Andrew.




“Thank you, ma’am.” The waiter headed back out.




Tony smirked, “Someone’s making a good impression with entire platoons.”




Gibbs leaned over and smacked him on the back of the head. Andrew snickered.




Tony just said, “I deserved that.” Andrew snickered again.




The food came pretty quickly once they ordered. Aly asked for a Caesar salad with roast chicken added, and a strawberry lemonade. Nobody else had anything alcoholic, either. Since Tony was paying, for some reason Aly hadn’t heard the details on, Tim and Ziva ordered expensive steaks.




While they ate, Andrew spilled, “All of you already know I’m not NSA and Alicia isn’t an ordinary OCS candidate.”




Tony grinned, “Nice of the Marines to spill that you’re both OSI.”




Gibbs asked, “Is Oscar still running things there?”




Aly nodded eagerly. “Yeah! He’s great. And he has a 2IC now, and she’s great too.”




“She?” Tony checked. “Isn’t Oscar Goldman a little old to go with a female 2IC?”




Andrew instantly defended his mentor. “He picked Rinkin Mueller. The Rinkin Mueller.”




“Wow.” Tony looked seriously impressed, but he had a police background. So he probably knew about FBI super-star Rinkin Mueller, and why she wasn’t with The Bureau anymore.




Gibbs said, “I thought she got medical’ed out after that airport incident, and…Right. The OSI.”




Ziva admitted, “I asked my father after our first…encounter. He said that the top OSI agents were all…enhanced.” She looked at Aly with a ‘I know you are’ stare.




Tony put the pieces together. “You’re a robot?”




“No!” Aly insisted. “I’m still me! I’ve just got…some after-market add-ons.”




“You are a cyborg,” Ziva spilled.




Tony asked, “Are we talking Misty Knight here, or are we talking Robocop?”




Aly sighed, “Somewhere in between, okay?”




Tony thought out loud. “The weapon that perp used on you was some sort of EMP burst, according to our techs. Your arms and legs locked up. You said you were having trouble with one eye and your hearing, but you obviously had some hearing, or you wouldn’t have been able to hear Andrew. You used your core to kick out at Stevens. You talked, and you nodded. All your limbs are cybernetic, and one of your ears, and at least one eye. Not your heart or lungs, though, since it didn’t kill you…I got it! You’re Darth Vader!”




Andrew practically came up out of his seat. “She is not! Aly’s a heroine! She would never side with the Empire against the Rebel Alliance and the Jedi! What is wrong with you?!”




Gibbs cleared his throat in a totally ferocious ‘everyone shut up right now’ noise.




“Sorry,” Tony managed. “That wasn’t what I meant. But Anakin’s got cybernetic limbs and a human torso, plus enhancement to his senses. And…”




“Can we go with Misty Knight, please?” Aly asked.




“I’m sorry too. I sort of thought you were implying…” Andrew muttered.




Aly rubbed her temples. “Look Tony, I lost a lot of what makes me…me. It still bugs me. Sometimes more than others. I’d rather not talk about it. And it’s not why we’re here.”




Andrew coldly said, “Look up what happened to Rinkin Mueller. And what happened to Colonel Steve Austin. What happened to Aly was at least as horrific as either of them. And if you ever again call her Darth Vader, we are going to…have words.”




Gibbs glared at Andrew and Tony. “If we’re done waving our dicks at each other, I have something to say. We’ve cracked a lot of this case, but it’s bigger than we thought, and it’s bigger than NCIS can tackle without getting permission from the FBI, the DIA, the CIA, and the Joint Chiefs. We know why Major Finn was shot, but we can’t track down any intelligence on the CBW threat that they might have wanted to inject into our Marines, since we have no more leads, and the DIA wants ownership on that investigation. We haven’t found any sign of another base or anything for Garthe Knight, and FLAG says they don’t know either. This case is ‘solved’ but not finished, and my boss is about to toss it into the closed files. Unless your side has more intel we can actively use.”




Andrew said, “If we had more intel, I would have told Tony and Ziva already. The OSI actually tries to work with partner agencies, because we’re too small not to.”




Gibbs glared at Andrew, but Andrew didn’t back down. Aly was pretty impressed, because Gibbs had a totally intimidating glare. It was worse than Rinkin’s glare or Joan’s glare.




Gibbs finally said, “I was hoping you were sitting on something as leverage, or Need To Know, or just being like the CIA and FBI usually are.”




Andrew insisted, “No, Gunny. Sorry, but we don’t have anything else. We even had one of our agents trying to hunt down Garthe’s shipbuilding operations in Western Africa, and we got nowhere. Our computer experts haven’t found anything other than a couple tarpits Garthe has set up with malware to counter-attack anyone pursuing him in cyberspace. Believe me, we have a lot of people who would like to punch Garthe Knight right in the face, and we’d accept all the help we could if it would get us closer to him. We’d tell you if we had even a hint.”




McGee said, “And they have some really good hackers. They beat me on the bank account intel, and they tracked the assets to dummy accounts that vanished right out of some Swiss banks, which ought to be untouchable. So Garthe’s group has better financial security than most first world countries.”




Aly ate her salad and listened as Gibbs and McGee talked about where they were on the case, and what NCIS people had come up with, and how they were at a standstill.




And finally, Gibbs asked Aly, “And what are you looking for?”




Aly admitted, “I’m just trying to get through this trial balloon the OCS Commander is floating…Oh, and I was hoping Ziva would like to be my language buddy.”




Tony snickered, “A language buddy? You need penpals now?”




Ziva glared at Tony then looked at Aly consideringly. “That does make sense. Your Arabic is very good, but an Egyptian dialect instead of one of the ones I know best, and we could teach each other. And you could learn Hebrew based on your Arabic. Your Russian is more proficient than mine, and you have a very nice regional accent. Yes, we should talk.”




Aly gushed, “I would love to learn Hebrew! And I know German and Russian, so maybe you could teach me some Yiddish too. And I could help you with your English idioms and your accent.”




Tony pretended to complain, “Hey! No fair! Then I won’t have anything to tease her about!”




Part XVII



Aly got a ride from Ziva back to some shops near her motel, and Aly shopped for her friends. Mainly chocolate, which there was not enough of in the squadbay. So Aly hurried back from the candy shop before the chocolate could melt, and shared it with her friends who were back from their lunch and shopping and stuff.




Then she spent several hours just lying down on the motel bed and doing language practice. She read webpages in French, Spanish, Russian, Swedish, and Arabic. She avoided touching any pages in Macedonian, just in case someone was tracking that. She worked on some basic Italian and Occitan and Bavarian and Norwegian, which were all okay to read given the languages she already knew, even if she couldn’t really work much on learning to speak any of them. And she found a neat article in Spanish on the various languages in Spain and Portugal, so she read about that.




The group ordered pizza and watched a movie in Tammy’s room, which was crowded but fun. Then Aly went back to her room, studied languages some more, and went to bed. She actually got eight solid hours of sleep. Maybe eight and a half.




And the next day, once everyone was back on base, or at least supposed to be back on base, First Platoon was talking about the big news, because Second Platoon was really cranky about it. Rafferty and Willis had gone AWOL in the middle of libo, which made no sense. A couple guys were wondering if Mackenzie and Howell had beaten them up and dumped them on a traincar so they were unconscious and in another state now. Because who else had a motive?




So then Aly had to go talk to Captain Heyward and the colonel, and explain that she really hadn’t done anything that dumb, and she didn’t need to either. Apparently, some of the OCS sergeants maintaining watches on the candidates backed that up. Rafferty and Willis had met up with some sketchy-looking guys and gone for a ride in a car which some FBI contacts said had stolen plates, and the candidates hadn’t been heard from again. Also, the car had vanished, which meant someone had probably swapped plates and maybe even ditched the car somewhere.




Aly thought that was way more suspicious-sounding than just the two of them doing something stupid and deciding to run off. Because Rafferty was a big dumb jerkhead, but he wasn’t that dumb. And nobody just ‘ran away’ in the middle of OCS.




So Aly prepared for the official E Course run by talking to Tillman and Marda and Sofia, and getting them to organize ‘life coaches’ for their two women who were having trouble with the rope wall, and the two women who were having trouble with the Quigley, and the two women who failed on the time limit. Just having some people who would stop for a couple seconds to encourage people who needed to not look down as they got over the top of the rope wall and not look down as they descended. And some people who would encourage the women having trouble getting through the pipes in the Quigley. And some people who would encourage the other people not to burn out early and not to set too slow a pace. Because if you were female and you had fifty-six minutes to complete the course, you could do the two and a half miles at a brisk walk and still have like twenty minutes total to do the O course and the rope wall and the Quigley and the other stuff.




Meanwhile, Aly and Robertson sort of jogged through the E Course. Aly let Robertson ‘win’ by like five seconds, but that was good enough as far as Robertson and the DIs were concerned. Even if Aly put up a time better than almost all the Company could do. And Aly just pretended that she needed to keep coming up for air in between concrete pipes in the Quigley.




The only thing Aly didn’t like about the mud and stuff was getting her boots and gear and clothes clean again afterward. There were not enough washing machines in the squadbay for everyone’s gear.




And Aly was thrilled to hear that her platoon got almost everyone through the E Course. They still lost another woman on the time limit, but that was it. That left 43 women in Third Platoon with under two weeks to go, and just the long hike and SULE II and some final coursework to get through. They even looked really good in formation and on drill. Aly just wished she could be helping her platoon more on stuff.




Aly did the long hike with First Platoon and Howell and Preston, instead of hiking with her platoon. But she learned something important. There were hurt guys in First Platoon who just didn’t go to medical. They didn’t admit they were hurt, and they just soldiered on. Nobody was telling the women in Third Platoon about that. Aly didn’t know if any of the women who had gone to medical could have just hurt for a few days and gotten healthy again on their own and kept going, but that was probably important to know.




On the other hand, Third Platoon didn’t lose any women from the final major hike. It sounded like people Aly hadn’t had much hope for when she first met them, like Wendy and Worrell and Tillman, were stepping up and urging people on and doing actual leadership like the real leaders of the platoon. Aly thought that would be mega-great, and it would help everyone get through the last two weeks.




Then a couple days later, all the classwork was on op orders and leadership and tactics, along with what the SULE II would cover. Aly thought it sounded pretty simple. It was just like the SULE I, except that you were leading a whole squad and you had to give your orders to your fireteam leaders and get them to do the fireteam tactics you wanted. The bad part was that if a fireteam leader under you did something crazy that they weren’t supposed to do, like lead their fireteam off a cliff, that counted against your job as squad leader. So, if you really hated someone and you were a fireteam leader while they were the squad leader, you could sabotage them a lot.




On the other hand, with Aly and Howell and Preston running SULE II with First Platoon, that meant that Third platoon had just about the right count to run three regular squads through the evaluations.




Also good, Aly heard that there were guys besides Fireteam Mackenzie who were volunteering for the squad she and the other two women would be on. Although that might be because Robertson had already volunteered, and his platoon knew he was pretty awesome.




The day of SULE II, Aly and Howell and Preston had to get ready mega-early and get all their gear, and then there was a shuttle just for them and Gunnery Sergeant Walters, over to First Platoon’s squadbay. At least they didn’t have to hoof it there on top of everything else. The rest of their ‘squad’ piled onto the shuttle, along with Gunnery Sergeant Carson who Aly still wasn’t sure whether he hated her, or whether he hated having to deal with female candidates. After all, he yelled at her and Howell and Preston, but he yelled at everybody.




The squad was pretty good. Not that it was handpicked to favor her or anything, but nobody left in OCS by that point was dead weight. There were thirteen of them, and they had to hike out to the stations, and the entire squad went through the exercise with whoever was the platoon leader, so nobody got any rest at all between hikes.




After the first two stations, they got a chance to eat breakfast, which was cold MREs. Aly had picked her MREs since some of them weren’t so bad when they were unheated. She had traded her veggie burger MRE to Rivers, who ate vegetarian as often as she could, for a maple sausage breakfast MRE, which was actually pretty good. Well, she liked it even if the sausage would have been a lot better hot, and the muffin was good as is, and the MRE had pretty tasty trail mix and stuff that she saved for snacks.




It was a little weird that with all the MREs Aly had eaten at OCS, she hadn’t gotten to heat any of them up. She got plenty of hot food at the chow hall, but no heating up MREs in the field for some reason. Probably to make sure they knew what being out in the field was really going to be like. Not enough sleep, not enough food, not enough time to go pee, too much stress, constant risk of ambushes or other attacks… All that stuff. Being an OSI agent was a lot like that when she was on assignment and undercover, so this wasn’t as tough on her as it was for most people.




Still, having a hot maple sausage breakfast instead of a cold one would have been nice.




Things went pretty well for the whole morning. They got through eight more stations with no real problems. Preston’s turn went great, and Howell’s turn went pretty well even if one of her fireteam leaders had to get yelled at a couple times. But Howell was good at stuff like yelling at subordinates who were messing up. And lunch was okay, even if it was cold MREs too.




There were only three stations left, so that meant her turn was coming up soon. Aly and Decker and Christiansen still had to go through their stuff. But it was only around twelve-thirty or one in the afternoon, so Aly was figuring they would be done in an hour or so, and have a chance to go back to the squadbays so she could find out how Third Platoon did.




She was using her bionic hearing, so she heard Christiansen mutter to Robertson, “Jesus, doesn’t she ever get tired?” She tried not to smile.




Robertson answered, “Hell yeah, she just doesn’t let it stop her. Haven’t you been watching her at PT?”




“Why would I? I’ve been watching Preston’s ass and legs. She’s hot. I am so fucking asking her out after graduation.”




Aly was going to have to give Preston a heads-up that she had another admirer.




Then after everyone chowed down, they loaded up and got moving to the next station. Aly had been a fireteam leader on the previous evaluation, so she knew from the map she’d seen that they were heading through dense woods and across a creek to get to a ridgeline, and on the other side of the little ridge was a downward slope and an open area before some more woods. She just didn’t know where the next station would be in all of that.




She was up in the front fireteam as her squad hiked along what was sort of a trail. They were following Gunny Carson’s directives, which he tended to bark out instead of just talking. Aly had noticed that pretty much every DI had eased up from the serious screaming during the first couple weeks, so she figured Gunny Carson had done a ton of yelling and stuff at these guys in their first month.




The creek was shoulder-deep on her, but she was close to the shortest person on the squad so she wasn’t worried about anyone else having trouble. It wasn’t like she was hiking with a couple 5’2” women who were constantly getting submerged in these creeks and streams. Anyway, the cool water was nice and refreshing on a hot day, even if the water was muddy and opaque.




It was totally unfair that everyone but her had to worry about chafing and blisters and foot fungus and other stuff that her bionics could ignore.




They hiked through the woods up the slope toward the ridgeline, and Gunny Carson had her and Decker and Christiansen up at the front of the echelon while he loudly told them that Decker would be up next, then Aly, then Christiansen last. They all just said, “Aye Gunny!”




She crested the ridge and had a brief view through a gap in the trees of a really pretty wooded slope in front of them, with a big clearing below and some mocked-up buildings at the far side of of the clearing and more forest on the far side of that.




And racing out of the buildings were two men who were moving too fast.




She switched to infrared vision. Both those guys were running maybe five degrees hot. Crud.




She switched to telescopic vision. It was Rafferty and Willis, in camo. Both had great big heavy rayguns in their arms, and SAWs slung over their shoulders, plus sidearms. None of that would have dummy ammo loaded. And each of them had one of those big hockey puck shaped EMP bombs on one side of their web belt. Extra crud.




And Rafferty was holding some sort of gizmo in his hand, and they were both making a beeline for her. So they had a tracker on her squad. Double crud!




She immediately signaled for everyone behind her to halt, as she ordered, “Squad halt!”




Gunny Carson wheeled around to scream into her face, “Mackenzie! What the f—”




But she just pointed down the hill at the two men running across that field “We have a crisis. Do you have binocs?”




He pulled out a really nice military monocular and took a look. “What the fuck? Is that Rafferty? And Willis?”




“Aye, Gunny,” she insisted. “And they’re carrying heavy. Any chance you have some live ammo?”




“Mackenzie, are you out of your frigging mind?”




Gunny Walters had run up to see what was going on. “Mackenzie! Report! And you’d better know right now that I got a briefing from Captain Heyward and the colonel, and I had to sign a shit-ton of goddamn NDAs over you!”




Well crud. “Aye, Gunny Walters!” Aly snapped. “The two incoming Echoes are Rafferty and Willis of Second Platoon, who went AWOL. They went rogue and are now working for an international criminal organization that just tried to infiltrate the Marine training Tiger Team so they could poison or suborn every Marine who went through TBS.” Both sergeants said some really angry cusswords. “They’ve been given superpowers. They have energy weapons and EMP bombs which are specifically designed to take me down. Their organization knows that I’m an agent of the OSI. They’re either going to kill or capture me, and they’ll probably kill the entire squad to clean up any witnesses. We need to find that tracking device. I’ll go one way, and you take the squad elsewhere so they’ll be safe.”




Gunny Carson scowled, “Hell no, candidate! There’s only two of them, even if they have live ammo.”




Aly insisted, “No, Gunny. They’re faster than human. They’re stronger than five or ten Marines. One of them didn’t go down even after about twenty rounds from high-caliber sidearms, including rounds in his kneecaps, his throat, and his face. They can literally rip normal humans apart.”




Gunny Carson raised his arm and signaled for a fast regroup. By then, Rafferty and Willis were all the way across that big field and into the wooded area moving up the hillside, so Aly didn’t have much time left.




Aly asked, “Who got a present from Rafferty or Willis?”




Helmann answered. “Raff sent me his good luck charm. His note said he’d screwed up and didn’t deserve to stay in OCS, but he hoped I’d keep his good luck charm on me to remember him.”




Aly managed not to do a facepalm. “It’s a tracking device. Two superpowered killers are on their way here to kill me, and they’re tracking us with that ‘good luck charm’.”




“Dumbass,” Decker muttered under his breath at Helmann . Aly still heard him.




Helmann pulled out what looked like a gold coin maybe two inches in diameter.




Aly said, “Throw it here.”




He lobbed it at her and she snatched it out of the air. It looked like a real gold coin even if she had never seen a coin like it before. It was heavy too. 




Aly ordered, “All right squad, you move out with the sergeants. I take the tracking device and move in the opposite direction, and I draw these Echoes off. They can’t catch up with me if I’m moving at my top speed.”




“Like hell we will!” Howell argued. “We’re not leaving you!”




“Those op ords suck,” Robertson scowled. “Come up with something better.”




Aly tried again. “Look, these guys are superpowered and can probably take a .45 round to the face. They’re strong enough to tear a human in half. And they have SAWs which they will use. We have… blanks. You need to let me draw ’em off, and then the rest of you can go somewhere safe and report this.”




Gunny Carson ruthlessly pointed out, “Candidate, it’s not your job to kill yourself trying to protect your squad.”




She stood up and faced him. “Gunnery Sergeant Carson, that is my job.”




“What the f—”




Gunny Walters cut him off. “She’s a secret agent.”




“I fucking knew it!” announced Howell.




Gunny Walters turned to Aly. “Candidate, you came here for your tasking, but you are still here for our tasking. So do your fucking job!”




Aly clenched her jaws and said, “Move out. We head back toward the creek. Robertson takes that tracker and runs five hundred meters perpendicular to that creek on a heading of… umm…” She checked her map. “A heading of one forty, then he drops it and moves in a five hundred meter box back to this site. I take a position in the creek…” Then she divvied up the rest of the squad, with the gunnery sergeants in charge. And she didn’t tell anyone she was calling Andrew on her internal phone.




“Aly! Problem?”




She subvocalized, “Two Ultramen. Heavily armed.” And she gave him her map coordinates, or at least the closest map coordinates she could manage without stopping and working out their exact location.




She led the squad back to the creek and spread them out, while Robertson took the tracker and ran. She handed her gear off to Preston and walked down the creek bank into the muddy water.




She really didn’t like this plan, but she was going to make it work. She was not going to let her squad get killed trying to fight a couple heavily-armed Ultramen in hand-to-hand.




Her fireteams moved into position and went silent. She could still hear Robertson running. And… here they came.




Two heavy treads, running almost in lockstep. Moving almost directly toward her position.




She moved silently in the water until she was sure they were running right at her. She took deep breaths, charging up the small part of her left lung that was bionic. Okay, she was also charging up her organics, because she wanted plenty of oxygen in her system.




She could hear Rafferty and Willis storming through the trees while they followed that tracker.




She took one more breath and sank beneath the water. She was pretty sure from what she could hear with her bionic ear that they would be running directly across the stream. Soon.




Hopefully, they would have no idea what was waiting for them.




Part XVIII



Aly was holding her breath while crouching on the bottom of the middle of the stream. Her head was maybe three feet under the surface. She figured her infrared vision would work better than her nightvision, given how muddy the water was. 




Even under the water, she could hear the two Ultramen stomping down the bank and into the creek. She turned sideways so they could run past on either side of her.




She couldn’t see them very well, even in infrared, but she sure could feel the movement of the water as they forced their way through it.




They were really close together, which meant she could go with her first plan. She really didn’t like her second plan, because she was totally not ready to strip one guy’s SAW off his back and shoot both of them until they were both dead or she ran out of ammo. She knew Rinkin could do that, but she wasn’t Rinkin and she was pretty sure she wouldn’t ever be. Still, she couldn’t let these jerkheads kill her squad.




She came up fast. She knew where they were, and they had no idea she was in melee range. She leapt up and reached out as far as she could. She was partly behind Rafferty, so she could reach around him and rip the EMP bomb off his left side. And she was within a couple feet of Willis, so she could reach over and grab the EMP bomb off his left side at the same time.




Then she spun around so Rafferty got an EMP bomb-shaped backfist and Willis got a spinning punch with the other EMP bomb. She hit Rafferty in the back of the skull with one EMP bomb, and she smashed the other one into the side of Willis’s head.




Rafferty went flying forward across the creek and went face-first into the high bank. Willis went flying sideways hard enough that he almost came completely out of the water before he splashed down.




She was still moving at high speed. Even if it felt like she was moving in slow motion and the world had almost come to a standstill around her. She could see Rafferty slowly pulling his face out of the mud of the bank. His raygun was broken in half from the impact, but he was still going.




With her left hand, she ripped the SAW off his back, shredding the sling in the process. She hurled it behind her and over the creek’s bank. She followed that up with an palm strike to the back of Rafferty’s head where she had already smacked him with the EMP bomb.




But Willis was coming up from under the water. The side of his face looked bad, but he was obviously trying to get some kind of two-handed weapon up. Either the raygun or the SAW. Either would be mega-bad. Aly grabbed Rafferty and threw him at Willis.




Rafferty’s body crashed into Willis head-first, and the top of Rafferty’s head caught Willis right in the chin. Not that Aly really had aim that awesome. That was just lucky. All she was aiming for was enough of a crash to give her time to tackle the guy.




Willis went over backward and his raygun flipped up into the air. The raygun somersaulted and crashed into a section of the creek bank that had a bunch of tree roots sticking out. The stupid thing actually fired off a blast from the impact.




And, impossibly, the raygun blast caught her full on. Her legs locked up. Her arms locked up. Searing pain hit her from her eye and ear down to her feet. She tipped over and went face-first to the bottom of the creek.




One thing she knew for sure was that her section of bionic lung wouldn’t be working either, so her half hour of air was probably already down to maybe two minutes. That wasn’t good. Even if she figured there was a pretty good chance that some of her bionics would be working again before she drowned. 




She could hear splashes and stuff through her normal ear, even if her bionic ear was still just shooting eruptions of painful noise into her head.




Feet were moving through the water and someone bumped into her. Then hands grabbed her and lifted her up to the surface. It was Helmann and Decker. She gasped for air as soon as her face broke the surface.




And she could see that Howell and a couple other candidates were using their rifles like heavy pugil sticks and trying to beat Willis into submission. But Willis was not going down easy. Rafferty was floating face down and getting dragging to one creek bank by a couple other squad members, but Willis was still fighting. His head looked like he had gone a couple rounds with a heavyweight boxer made out of concrete, but he still wasn’t down.




Aly gasped, “Get them away from him!”




But no one was listening to her. Howell got punched in the chest hard enough to knock her halfway to one bank. Wong got tossed over Willis’s shoulder and disappeared under the water. Frey took a punch to the face that nearly took his head off.




Carson yelled from the top of one creek bank, “Marines! Move it!” And he opened fire on Willis with that SAW that Aly had thrown. Rounds hit Willis in the face and neck and chest, and he still didn’t go down. Aly figured he must have already used his ‘watch’ to give himself a massive power boost.




And the SAW clicked. Gunny Carson was out of ammo. Crud! And Aly couldn’t do anything about it. Her arms and legs were still locked up, and the only reason her head was above water was Decker and Helmann holding her up.




Wong erupted out of the water right behind Willis, but he had Willis’s sidearm in his left hand. Aly wondered if he had stripped it off Willis while Willis was getting hosed down with that SAW. Wong put three rounds right into the nape of Willis’s neck.




Willis screamed in pain and whirled around, swinging one meaty arm at Wong’s face. Wong ducked under the attack but had to go under the surface to do it.




A twenty pound rock came flying down from the top of one creek bank and caught Willis right in the face. Aly looked up and saw that Gunny Walters had half a dozen candidates, all with big rocks. Willis suddenly had to deal with a barrage of heavy rocks hitting him in the head and shoulders and chest.




Wong popped back up, cleared the sidearm, and paused. As soon as Willis took a small boulder right in the nose and yelled in pain, Wong leaned forward, shoved the sidearm into Willis’s mouth, and emptied the magazine.




Willis toppled over backward.




Aly yelled, “Grab him! Don’t let him get away!”




Wong grabbed the body. Gunny Carson yelled, “Mackenzie! You can’t be serious!”




She insisted, “He may still be alive. He may be able to heal up from all that damage. We don’t know everything these Ultraman creations can do. And I have no idea how long it’ll be before Rafferty comes to and is a threat again.”




Decker yelled, “And Gunny? She’s still mostly paralyzed! Her arms are like steel. We need to get her out of the creek and to medical.”




She said, “Gunny Carson, I’ll be okay in a minute or two. This wears off. But we need to assume both of them can heal up from this much damage if they get a chance, until we know for sure that’s not happening.” She looked over at Howell, who was lying back against one bank and holding her ribcage under one breast. “And we do need to get some of our people patched up and off to medical.”




Frey was holding his jaw. He growled through clenched teeth, “You didn’t say these guys hit like a frigging train.”




Aly frowned, “I’m pretty sure I did.”




Gunny Walters was already down in the creek and checking Willis as a couple squad members dragged his body over to the creek bank. “No pulse, no heartbeat, no breathing. If he’s coming back from that, we need to ask him if he can turn some of this water into wine.”




A couple people snickered, and Gunny Carson actually laughed. Carson said, “Walters, you’ve got the field medic training, so check our troops. I’ve got a roll of hundred mile an hour tape, so I’ll wrap up Rafferty.”




Aly suggested, “Gunny Carson, you’ll probably have to use a lot more than you’d think.”




He glared at her. “Mackenzie, I’ve got a pretty damn good idea what we’re up against here, after watching a man shake off a belt of SAW ammo.”




“Aye, gunny,” she said carefully.




Gunny Walters ordered, “All right squad! Let’s carry our injured up top!”




Aly’s legs were starting to work at the hip and knee, and her arms were starting to work at the shoulder and elbow, but Decker and Helmann insisted on carrying her up the creek bank like she was really hurt.




Okay, without her ankles and feet working yet, she probably would have had a hard time getting up that bank.




Then Aly had to sit there while Gunny Walters checked over three hurt people who were only hurt because her plan hadn’t been good enough and she’d had some ridiculously stupidly bad luck. It totally wasn’t fair. And she couldn’t let herself cry for them either.




But after a couple minutes of Gunny Walters working and making each of the injured yelp at least once, she announced, “Hey Carson, we’ve got a couple cracked ribs with the possibility of some internal damage, a shoulder joint that’s at least partially dislocated, and a cracked jawbone with a couple loose teeth. I can tape ’em up, but they all need medical.”




Aly was functional again by then, and she helped Walters wrap Howell’s ribs with some medical tape out of Walters’ med pack. Aly frowned, “This is all my fault. Is there any way they can not get boarded for this?”




Gunny Walters stared at her. “Candidate, this is not your fault. And there is no way any of them is going to be able to do PT for weeks.”




Aly looked at Howell and whispered, “Sorry.”




Howell grinned, “Worth it just to see you really doing what you can do. I suppose I’m lucky you weren’t pissed off at me when we did the pugil sticks.”




Aly admitted, “I was using normal strength and speed for that. And I’ve got some training in fighting with a quarterstaff or a bo that I didn’t use either.”




Robertson came running back after covering what was basically a two K run through heavy forest. He panted, “What did I miss?”




Decker spilled, “Mackenzie’s a secret agent, and she threw Rafferty twenty feet into Willis’s face. It was fucking amazing.”




Helmann added, “Whatever the hell got done to Raff and Willis, they can stand up to a belt of SAW, but She-Hulk can still take ’em.”




Robertson checked, “Who’s hurt, and how bad?”




Decker pointed at Howell. “Cracked ribs.” He pointed at Wong. “Dislocated shoulder.” He pointed at Frey. “Broken jaw.”




“Any chance that’ll shut Frey up?” Robertson grinned.




“Fuck you too,” Frey growled through clenched teeth.




Aly studied what Gunny Carson had done. It looked reasonably secure for the moment. Carson had put Rafferty’s hands behind his back, then wrapped a bunch of that heavy-duty tape around Rafferty’s wrists, then Rafferty’s elbows, then Rafferty’s ankles, and finally just above Rafferty’s knees. Then they had found a nice, heavy branch about ten feet long and tied Rafferty to it so he looked kind of like an animal that was going to be carried by native tribesmen off to the village.




Aly wasn’t sure that would hold Rafferty when he came to. She was pretty sure it wouldn’t hold her for very long, especially if her fingers were free.




Gunny Carson had already pulled a waterproof bag out of his pack and fished a satellite phone out of it so he could call the ‘incident’ in. Aly warned everyone that they couldn’t talk about it and they would all have to sign NDAs about it. So they hiked up to the ridgeline again, then down through the forested hillside to the open field. Aly took the back end of the branch Rafferty was hanging from, and three guys took the front end. Nobody bothered to point out how crazy that looked.




By the time they got down to the field, two helicopters had landed. One was the medevac chopper. One had Andrew and Tony and Ziva. Aly refused to get on the medevac chopper because she hadn’t done her station for SULE II. Andrew made everyone sign an NDA. Tony admired the tape job Gunny Carson had done on Rafferty.




The rest of the SULE went fine, even though they were three squad members down. Gunny Carson just reorganized them into a squad of three short fireteams, and let each ‘squad leader’ arrange squad and fireteam formations at each station.




But the really good news that evening was that Colonel Baker and Sergeant Major Carter worked out how to let Howell and Wong and Frey not get boarded. There was only about a week left in OCS, and all the physical and leadership evaluation parts were done, so there was really just a bunch of academic tests to pass, plus PT every morning, and then drill practice and uniform fittings to be ready for graduation. So Howell and Frey and Wong got special dispensation to skip PT for the remaining days, and they could do all the rest.




Oh, and Frey had to get his jaw wired shut, and Wong had to have his right arm in a sling most of the time, and Howell had to have her ribs taped up. Aly was pretty sure Wong would just ‘lose’ that sling before graduation.




So Aly let people gossip about how Rafferty and Willis had snuck back onto the base and attacked Aly’s squad and got caught. Nobody said anything about Ultramen, or about Aly having superpowers. But a bunch of First Platoon gave Aly that ‘we know your secret’ grin whenever they saw her.




No wonder so many people knew about Steve and Jaime.




The final tests went fine. Aly’s platoon didn’t lose anyone on SULE II, even if they lost another woman on academics. So the total damage was they lost a third of their platoon over the whole ten weeks, and they ended up with 42 women graduating. 




And people actually thought that was a big improvement over some sessions. Yuck. 




And then Aly had people show up for her at the graduation! Steve and Jaime came and played ‘mom and dad’. Xander and Willow and Andrew came as ‘cousins’. And Aly spotted Oscar talking with Colonel Baker and Sergeant Major Carter and Mrs. Carter.




And really, how did a woman get through Basic and become a gunnery sergeant when her name was ‘Bunny’?




Aly totally thought it was unfair to make her the Honor Graduate for Company C, regardless of her numbers. There were plenty of people who had worked harder than she had.




After the ceremony, which was great, Oscar came and found her where she was talking with Steve and Jaime and her ‘cousins’. Oscar was trying not to smile, so Aly knew it was going to be good.




Steve whispered, “If I’m dad, maybe we should call Oscar ‘grandpa’.”




Only the bionic people heard that, so no one else knew why Aly and Jaime were giggling.




But Oscar walked over to them and said, “Congratulations, Lieutenant Mackenzie. I just found out about your MOS. You’re going Military Intelligence. And you’ll be seconded to the OSI. Good luck.”




Jaime grinned, “You’ll need it. I hear their boss is awful.”




“Mean as a snake,” Steve contributed, even if he couldn’t hide his smile.




Xander added, “And also, sometimes when he’s crossing the street, he… only looks one way.” Then he clapped his hands to his cheeks and did the ‘Home Alone’ face. Everybody laughed or at least giggled.




Aly grinned, “I look forward to it.”




STORMBURST! Spring Fling!


Issue #22



Stormburst swooped down from the sky and dove into the dense forest.




She was following her Justice League tracker down to an official Justice League beacon, and she had her backpack in her morph too. So she was all prepared. She hoped.




And there was the target. She flew over to the truck and went normal. And she grinned, “Hi, Amy!”




Amy Madison got out of the truck and stepped over to give Alee a huge hug, even though Alee was still in her Stormburst uniform, which had armor and stuff built in, so she wasn’t at her most huggable. 




Alee hugged her too, and said, “Let me change, okay?”




She went silvery, flew into the backpack, and changed out of her uniform into her padding and overalls. She remembered to use the ugly glasses and the hairclips so her hair was in twintails.




Amy gave her another hug and frowned, “You’re so pretty, and this is not a good look for you.”




Alee admitted, “Peej gave me the glasses for disguise stuff, but I don’t really think they disguise me any.”




Amy rolled her eyes and whispered, “They don’t disguise Kara any, either. At least, I don’t think so.”




Alee just shrugged, because she knew Amy could see people’s auras when she wasn’t trying not to, and glasses sure wouldn’t make a difference on that. She kind of wondered how many super-identities Amy and Xander knew by then. Alee knew a lot of them, and she was trying not to learn any new ones, and she didn’t have Amy’s super-aura-seeing power or Xander’s brains.




Because Xander was way smarter than he pretended. But she also thought he was way more unhappy than he pretended too, and that wasn’t good. Alee didn’t want to think about what Xander would be like if he didn’t have Amy in his life, because Amy was really good for him.




Alee hopped into the truck with her backpack, which now held her uniform, and she rode to the site with Amy. They just chatted about stuff the whole way. Like how Xander and Amy were going to have a small wedding in Los Angeles at the church Amy went to, but then they were going to have a bigger wedding as White Knight and Element, up on the Watchtower. And Xander kept asking if Alee could be the flower girl, like Alee was only six. And Batman kept checking to see if Amy was letting Xander write the wedding vows, because Batman was a couple steps ahead of Xander.




Okay, Amy told her some of the stuff Xander had written as ‘wedding vows’ which were hysterically funny, even if Batman had made Xander take them out.




There was also the stuff Amy wasn’t talking about, like why Xander’s parents weren’t invited to the wedding, for a reason Alee already knew, and why Amy’s mom was not even being told about the wedding, and that was for a way more horrible reason. So the L.A. wedding was just some Amy-friends and Xander-friends, but that included Alee. And maybe a couple of Xander’s cousins. And maybe a couple cousins on Amy’s late father’s side of her fam if they were still speaking to anyone related to Catherine Madison, which Amy had her doubts about.




And Cordelia Chase wanted to be Amy’s maid of honor because Cordelia was kind of self-centered and didn’t think anyone else would be as great a maid of honor as her. Alee had met her, and Cordelia really reminded Alee of Libby, who had been a big pain in Alee’s neck in school. Amy’s other roommate Fred really reminded Alee of her sister Annie, because they were both mega-brainy and nice, and both of them had trouble remembering important stuff like… oh yeah, it was their turn to cook dinner and they should have started the stew two hours ago.




Also, somehow, Xander had gotten Fred’s rebuilt toaster, which he insisted on calling the toaster-slash-ballista-of-doom, to someone who could work out how to turn the invented pieces into patentable invention stuff and make Fred a lot of money. Alee knew without asking that it was Batman or Green Arrow. Well, Bruce Wayne or Oliver Queen. And Xander was already testing out a new adaptation of Fred’s invention, which was a nailgun for doing construction stuff like roofs, only without needing a huge air compressor and hundreds of feet of air compressor hose to operate the thing.




Oh, and Cordelia had a part in a TV series as the bitchy too-young gold-digger stepmother of one of the main characters, even if she only appeared in maybe half the episodes. Amy said Xander kept insisting it was typecasting. Alee didn’t want to say out loud that she sort of agreed, because that would be mean. Even if Cordelia said a couple really blunt things about Alee’s apparent ‘weight problem’ when Alee was wearing the ‘fat padding’ and Amy introduced her to Cordelia.




Amy drove the truck through a small Colorado town settled in the eastern foothills of the Rockies, not too far south from Rocky Mountain National Park, which Alee really wanted to visit again, someday when she had time. The main road went past a school, a library, a town hall, and a big open shopping center built around an Albertsons. There were also lots of hotels and motels and restaurants and shops, since it was seriously tourist-y. Amy took a left up an incline, past apartment buildings and more hotels and restaurants and motels, before the road started branching out into private roads and stuff. One of the longer roads went past lots of separate houses on their own lots, until it split off into even more roads, which started being gravel roads or dirt roads, depending on who had built them. And one long gravel road went up past some even older houses, and some even bigger, newer houses which had probably replaced some of those even older houses which might have gotten torn down.




Amy pulled off onto a driveway which had a big mailbox with a street number and the name O’Neill on it. Then there was a short drive through a pretty stand of trees and across a nice bridge over a babbling creek. They went around a curve, and there was a house. Or parts of a house.




It looked like a nice little cabin that had been maybe eight hundred square feet to start with, not counting a pretty cool deck, but it had gotten set on fire, even if not all of it burned down, and now it was being rebuilt into something a lot bigger.




The fire thing, given who lived there, was entirely possible.




The construction looked like the new part was longer than before, and also two stories instead of just one. The framing was all up, and the rafters, and the outer walls. The roofing was getting done right then, along with putting in windows and putting up siding over fancy plastic sheeting.




Alee checked, “And you’re sure you just need a few hours of babysitting? Because I could totally help with the siding or the roofing or whatever.”




Amy grinned, “We already got a crew for that.”




Amy pulled up into a gravel parking area, next to a nicely-maintained old pickup truck that had Colorado plates, and a new truck that said ‘Handy Man Inc., Xander Harris proprietor’, and a small SUV. There were also stacks of wood and framing and roofing shingles and all kinds of stuff.




Alee checked, “And you and Xander drove these up here with no help? Because I would’ve helped you drive ’em all the way here.”




Amy grinned, “That’s what we said we did, and don’t tell Jack, but a couple Kryptonians flew ’em up here for us.”




Alee smiled at that. “Well, I could fly you two and both vehicles back, when you’re ready.”




They got out and walked over to the construction site. Xander walked over to the edge of the roof and yelled, “No access without hardhats!”




“Hey!” yelled a voice that Alee recognized instantly. “I haven’t dropped anything off the roof except that one time!”




Alee yelled, “Hi, Conner!”




Conner leaned over the edge and yelled back, “Hi! Megan’s painting inside, and Rob’s working on the electrical… Wally’s shingling on the back side, and I think Tee’s assembling some new furniture.”




“Is everyone here?” she checked.




“Kal’s holding down the fort, just in case something comes up.”




She walked into the original one-story cabin part that was still intact. It was just the kitchen and a storage room that was probably part pantry, and a sunroom that had smoke on the insides of the windows. It still smelled a little bit smoky too, even if the kitchen looked okay except for some smoke-looking stuff on the ceiling. And Jack O’Neill was in the kitchen part, cooking something in a huge pot on the stove. It smelled like chili, only a lot spicier than her mom made it.




Jack was explaining to a nine-year-old who was on a stepstool, “And you see how much better it smells ’cause we roasted our spices for a minute or two?”




“Yeah! It smells great,” Charlie grinned. “When can I have some?”




“We have to let everything simmer for a while… And we have to make sure you don’t eat all of it so our worker bees go hungry.”




Charlie pouted, “Dad! I don’t eat that much!”




Alee butted in, “I hear Wally can eat his own weight in chili.”




Jack smiled at her. “Hi. Which worker bee are you?”




Alee told him, “Amy brought me in for babysitting. Even if Charlie’s too big to need a babysitter anymore. Right?”




“Right!”




Jack looked at her… and thought… and looked at Amy… and sort of looked in the direction of the construction crew. Then he looked at Amy. “Which one is she?”




Amy glanced at Alee. “He caught ‘Rob’ leaping off the second story roof and rolling out.”




Jack grumbled, “He did a perfect paratrooper’s five point landing, then he bled off the rest of his momentum with some kind of parkour roll I’ve never seen before, and he turned that into a f—” He glanced at Charlie. “A franks-and-beans cartwheel!”




“Oops,” Alee whispered to Amy.




But Jack kept going. “And Conner doesn’t use a ladder to go up either, if he thinks no one’s watching. And Wally shingles faster than any four men I ever saw, unless he knows you’re watching. And I can’t catch Megan or Tee doing anything suspicious, but Megan’s doing something, because no one can put in windows that perfectly, that fast, without some kind of help.”




“And what about Xander?” Alee asked.




“Him?” Jack asked. “He’s obviously been doing this a long time, and he’s the most patient guy I’ve ever seen working on a construction site. Plus, I don’t know what the he-eck he’s using for a nailgun, but it doesn’t sound like a normal nailgun. It sounds way too quiet for that, and there’s no air compressor.”




Amy spilled, “One of my roommates is a physicist and engineer, and she invented something Xander thought the inner mechanisms could make a great nailgun and some other stuff, so he got some businessmen to look at the components, and this is a test rig. If it pans out, you’re looking at the next big thing in home construction and home repair.”




Alee added, “And she doesn’t look like a physicist. She looks like a ballerina.”




“Which she used to be, when she was a teen!” Amy said.




Jack looked at Amy and said, “Okay, I think we got Robin the Boy Wonder and Superboy up on the roof, so that makes Mister Speed Shingler that Kid Flash guy. So according to Charlie, who actually watches HeroWatch and those shows like they’re good, that only leaves Aqualad, Artemis, Miss Martian, and Stormburst… who we already met. And who volunteered to do baby sitting. So…”




Alee smiled and went silvery, changing her shape into Stormburst’s curves. Then she went back to normal, padding and all. She explained, “If I’m gonna take Charlie out for fun, or grocery shopping, or whatever else you want, I need to not look like Stormburst.”




Jack frowned, “Do you even have a driver’s license yet? And how much of that Stormburst costume is padding?”




Alee answered, “Unfortunately, pretty much none of my Stormburst uniform is padding. So I’m wearing padding around my hips and waist to not look like I have a Black Canary figure.”




“But you do!” Charlie insisted. “We saw you on the moon!”




Alee grimaced slightly. “Yeah, I do. But I’m still a teen, and it’s… a little noticeable. So I’ve got this.” And she patted herself at the hips.




Jack studied her face. “And you’re… what? Fourteen?”




Alee scowled. “I’m nearly seventeen!”




Jack wondered, “And Xander and Amy just happened to have the right contacts to round up some super-teens to play ‘construction guy’ for a few days…”




Alee refused to go there. Other people’s secret identities were not her secrets to ruin. She went somewhere else. “And a babysitter! Well, a not-quite-tween-sitter.”




Jack groaned. “I don’t even want to think about Charlie and puberty.”




Charlie volunteered, “Anyway, boys are yucky. And stupid.” Jack smiled. “Except for Conner and Rob, who are really cute.” Jack groaned and looked heavenward for help, which was funny enough that Alee had to make an effort not to giggle.




Alee stuck to her guns. “Okay. How about I take Charlie into town, and we do something fun, and then we shop on our way home?”




Jack sighed, “Just… keep her safe. And not threatened.”




Alee looked around at the smoke damage on the ceiling.




Charlie pouted, “It was a nightmare! It wasn’t my fault!”




Jack grumbled, “Totally my fault. I should’ve had serious computer data-center level fire control in her bedroom.”




Alee didn’t see how that was his fault, if he’d never seen Charlie have a nightmare before. Alee sort of wondered if Alex’s Charlie ever did something like that.




Jack gave in, “Okay. How much cash do you want before you two go buy out the town?”




Alee grinned, “I’m good. We can settle up when we get back.”




Amy insisted, “No way. Give Xander the bill. He can afford it.”




Jack put his foot down. Not literally, though. “Not on your life. You guys are already eating too much of the cost on this job.” He looked Alee in the eye. “Do not give Xander or Amy the bill. Or the receipts. Understood?” 




Alee nodded, “Okey-dokey. I promise not to.”




Jack checked, “And you have your driver’s license? With you?”




Alee held up her little fanny pack. “And cash, and my own credit card and debit card, and a phone, and just in case a little first aid pack, and stuff. Amy already told me your house number and your cell number, and I’ve got Amy and Xander’s numbers, and some other numbers. Anything Charlie’s allergic to?”




“Besides doing homework?”




“Da-ad!”




They looked at each other and grinned identical Jack O’Neill grins. Charlie said, “I’m allergic to lima beans.”




Jack quickly said, “Me too!”




Alee complained, “There’s nothing wrong with lima beans, unless you let ’em grow giant-sized, or you cook ’em wrong.”




Jack looked at Charlie and mock-whispered, “I think your babysitter’s some kind of pod person.” Charlie giggled.




Alee grabbed the grocery list off the fridge and the replacement-stuff list off the pantry door. She asked, “What about clothes? Books? Barbies? Everything that got burned up?”




Jack spotted Charlie about to say something, so he quickly jumped in. “No Barbies or clothes. We already did that. Books and DVDs too. Our insurance company seems interested in helping people instead of helping the company. I have no idea what gets into these kids today, but I’m not used to insurance people actually coughing up money without having to be squeezed for it.”




Charlie ratted him out. “The insurance lady thought he was really handsome and wanted him to take her out to dinner.”




“So you say,” Jack rebutted. “She just hinted that she wanted to help, and she figured I could use a nice dinner out.”




Charlie pouted, “She was thinkin’ it really hard. I dunno why you wouldn’t b’lieve me.”




Amy gave Charlie’s shoulder a little squeeze. “He probably does believe you, but he didn’t want to ‘take her out to dinner’ when he wanted to spend more time with you.”




“Oh!” Charlie exclaimed. “I was wondering why she wanted dinner but she was thinking about being nekkid.”




Jack slapped his hand over his face and groaned softly. “This is gonna be the worst The Talk ever.”




Amy gave Jack’s shoulder a little squeeze. “Maybe Alee and I can help with that, too.”




Alee added, “I bet a mature, smart young woman like Charlie hardly needs to hear anything more for The Talk.”




Charlie beamed, “Yeah! Totally. And Katie thinks she knows all that stuff already, so she can tell me stuff.”




Jack groaned again, and added, “Katie and her family live about a half a mile further down our road.”




Alee asked, “How old’s Katie?”




Charlie answered, “She’s a year older than me. And her big sister’s in high school and knows all about boys.”




“I’ll bet,” Jack muttered suspiciously.





Issue #23



Alee Mack drove carefully, since she was going to have to be able to find her way back to Jack’s house after everything. Also, she was driving Xander and Amy’s truck, and she totally didn’t want to wreck someone else’s truck when they were trusting her with it.




Okay, it was a really sturdy, really heavy truck with the big metal thing on the front guarding the bumper and the engine compartment, and a tow hitch and stuff on the back, so it was probably safe even if some little old lady ran into it while driving her Edsel.




Charlie asked, “Can you really give me that ‘sex and not doing it’ talk that dad wants to give me but he doesn’t want to do it? So he doesn’t have to? It’s not like I don’t know where babies come from. Mrs. Young’s pregnant and thinks about how she got pregnant all the time.”




Alee nodded, “Sure. It’s important to know this stuff way before you’re in a spot where you really needed to know that stuff like a week ago. And it’s mega-important to know enough that when your friend tells you something, you just go ‘wow, I didn’t know that’ but really you’re thinking ‘what a crock, that is so wrong’. And sometimes it’s what a boy tells you to try and get you to do something you shouldn’t do.”




“Did that happen to you?” Charlie asked.




Alee spilled, “No, but it’s happened to girls I know. And sometimes, it’s the ‘nice’ girls who get pregnant, or get icky diseases, or other bad stuff, because their parents were trying so hard to make sure they stayed ‘nice girls’ that they didn’t warn them about stuff girls need to know.”




“Wow,” Charlie muttered. “You maybe know more than Katie’s sister.”




Alee frowned a little. “I know enough not to think I know all about boys. Because boys do not think like girls a lot of the time.”




Charlie asked, “Is it okay to do the sex thing with boys so they’ll take you out to a nice dinner first?”




“No!” Alee squeaked. “Totally not! Is Katie’s sister doing that?”




Charlie shrugged. “Katie’s pretty sure she is. I mean, Katie thinks so, but she isn’t saying it out loud because she doesn’t want their mom and dad getting all mad at her.”




Wow, it looked like Alee really needed to give Charlie The Talk soon. Maybe mega-soon. She started out, “Don’t do sex stuff to get money or stuff from guys. That’s basically prostitution. We’re cool, mature women, and we can pay for our own dinner. And if we really don’t know a guy who asked us out, maybe we should pay our half of the dinner and the movie, at least the first date or two, so he doesn’t think we owe him anything.”




Charlie nodded, “Okay. I can be a plumber and get money! Xander says plumbers make really good money, and he let me use my fire to do plumbing stuff with him on some metal pipes yesterday, and that was pretty fun. And today he showed me how to cut holes in the framing with a really cool power tool and put big plastic pipes inside the walls, even if that glue is really stinky.”




“Mega-stinky,” Alee smiled.




“Yeah! Mega-stinky!” Charlie nodded happily. “So do you have to be married to make a baby?”




Alee tried, “Well, I think you should be married before you start trying to make a baby, but not everyone feels the same way. But you can accidentally get pregnant all kinds of ways, way before you’re married. And if you get pregnant before you’re ready, it can mess up everything. Your school, your friends, the way your parents and your friends think about you, what you’re gonna do with your life… Also, my friends say that guys will lie to you about it.” She tried doing a manly guy voice. “Oh no, you can’t get pregnant if you’re having your period. Oh no, you can’t get pregnant if I pull out before I finish. Oh no, you can’t get pregnant if this or that.” 




She stressed, “Any time a guy’s thing touches your privates or maybe even your panties right over your privates, that might just be enough to get you pregnant. So don’t do that unless you want to have a baby, or you’re on birth control. And one of my friends says don’t depend on your guy to bring a condom, or have a safe condom that won’t tear, or even remember to put on the condom when you’re in the middle of exciting stuff. Her BF bought a condom, and had it with him, and they got carried away, and he said he had the condom on and he didn’t, and then she spent a while terrified that she might get pregnant until she could do the little pregnancy test from the stores and it came back negative.”




“Eww,” Charlie gasped. “That guy sounds like a crappy boyfriend… And tell dad I said yucky. A yucky boyfriend.”




“I say ‘cruddy’,” Alee mentioned.




“Cruddy. I like that,” Charlie nodded. “Tell dad I said ‘cruddy’.”




Alee explained, “Maybe that guy wasn’t a cruddy boyfriend all the time, but he sure made a bad decision in a situation where guys and girls both have tons of trouble making good decisions. So we girls have to make the decisions at times like that, and also not hurt the guys’ feelings.”




Charlie checked, “So… what about Amy and Xander? Because I heard they’re getting married, but they’re not married yet, and Amy already thinks about how much fun sex stuff with Xander is.”




Alee tried not to groan out loud. “Okay, that’s another sitch. Xander’s been wanting to get married for a long time. But Xander’s parents hate Amy, and she doesn’t like them. And Amy’s mom is worse. She hates Xander, and Xander hates her, and she tried to kill Xander for real. At least twice.”




“Crap! I mean, crud! That’s bad!” Charlie gasped.




“Totally.” Alee said, “It’s like… There’s this famous play. Romeo and Juliet. Romeo and Juliet love each other and want to be with each other forever. But Juliet’s family hates Romeo and Romeo’s whole family. Romeo’s family hates Juliet and Juliet’s whole family. So it doesn’t work out. In fact, it goes about as not-working-out as it can.”




Charlie said, “I heard about that play. It’s real famous. But I don’t know anything about what happens in it, except something about Romeo looking at Juliet when she’s on her balcony.” Charlie stared at the side of Alee’s head as she drove. “No way! They’re the stars of the play and they’re both dead at the end? What kind of play is that? I’m never gonna go watch it.”




Alee explained, “It’s what we call a tragedy. And in tragic plays, by the end of the play, bad stuff happens to the people we like.”




“Well that’s sucky,” complained Charlie. “I didn’t say ‘sucky’! Tell dad I said ‘stinky’, okay? Or ‘cruddy’.”




Alee mentioned, “I’m pretty sure I don’t need to tell him. He’s not gonna ask for a count on how many times you said each bad word.”




Charlie whispered, “He still says ‘crap’ and stuff, even if he’s trying not to.”




Alee told her, “That’s because he’s a really great dad, and he wants to set a good example for you, and he doesn’t want you to curse… at least not until you’re a lot older. Like with you having sex. I’m pretty sure he wants you to wait until you’re a lot older, and you find the right guy, and the two of you can have great jobs and you can afford to have kids of your own. Also, raising kids is a lot of work, so you really have to be sure you want to do it.”




Charlie looked at her again. “How are you gonna have kids if you haven’t done the sex stuff?”




Alee sighed, “Well, I’m hoping I’ve found the right guy, and someday I can tell him about me being Stormburst, and then maybe he’ll want to marry me and we can have kids. I hope. Because I’ve got the meta gene, so I have no idea if we would be able to have kids, or if any of my kids might end up with powers, or what.”




Alee drove out onto the road into town and asked Charlie, “What should we do?”




Charlie asked, “Can we go play miniature golf? It’s on the other side of town, and it’s pretty old, but I wanna try. And they have a stand that has ice cream and hot dogs and burgers and all kinds of stuff.”




Alee checked, “You won’t ruin your appetite, will you?”




“No way! That chili’s gonna be great! Dad’s like the world’s best chili maker. He’s also awesome grilling stuff on the grill.”




Alee smiled, “You know, I think ice cream sounds pretty good too.”




There were a couple other ice cream places they drove past that probably had way better ice cream, like the Ben and Jerry’s. Or the fancy ice cream parlor that claimed they served ice cream they made themselves. But Alee was focusing on what Charlie wanted. So she drove past the water park that wouldn’t be open again until April, and she drove past some other stuff that was aimed at the summer tourist trade, and she parked on a gravel area in front of an eighteen-hole miniature golf course and ‘snack bar’. 




They had soft-serve ice cream in cones. Alee had chocolate and Charlie had vanilla. Good chocolate was always better than vanilla, but bad chocolate was almost never better than vanilla, even if it was pretty bad vanilla. This chocolate was pretty okay. 




And the miniature golf was totally fun. The place even had golf clubs of all kinds of lengths, so Alee got Charlie a putter that was just the right length, and then had Charlie practice on the little ‘practice green’ the place had that was mega-helpful for new golfers. It was only maybe six feet by twelve feet, with four cups at the far end to aim at, but that was enough to get Charlie started. The place wasn’t busy, so they could practice for a while without making anyone mad at them.




Once Charlie could putt in a straight line and make the ball go where she wanted it and make it go about the right distance she wanted to make it go, they were ready. Except…




The first hole was ordinary, and the second hole just had an ‘L’ shape you had to go around, but the third hole had a fake alligator. You had to putt the ball up a little slope and into the alligator’s mouth when the jaw was open, and then the ball came out the other end and went right at the cup. Or else you had to putt around either side of the alligator to the back of the area and then try to get the ball into the cup. And you only had seven strokes total before you were supposed to stop and move to the next hole.




Charlie insisted, “I don’t wanna putt the ball into its mouth! It’ll poop out the ball!”




Alee sighed a little. “Okay, but it’ll probably take you six or seven strokes to get around the gator and over to the cup, and you might be able to get a hole-in-one if you putt the ball into the mouth… and don’t think about where it comes out.”




Alee ended up letting a family go ahead of them while she talked it over with Charlie, and finally she just had to show Charlie how it worked. Because the family had a lot of trouble getting their golfballs putted up the little ramp into the alligator’s mouth, but then half of the golfballs that came out the back went right into the cup, and the other half bounced off the back rail and ended up pretty near the cup.




Charlie waited until the family moved to the next hole, and then tugged on Alee’s overalls. She whispered, “They’re cheating! They’re just saying whatever score they wished they had, and that’s what the dad’s writing down!”




Alee groaned to herself. She said, “What’s the point? Why bother to cheat on a little miniature golf course? What does it matter if you get a 2 or a 4 on one hole? Wouldn’t you rather know how you really did, so every time you come back you can tell how much you’re getting better?”




So Charlie decided to try it. Alee explained that she needed a nice, smooth stroke with enough oomph to get up the ramp but not so much that the ball bounced all over the place. It took Charlie two tries to get it in the alligator’s mouth, which Alee thought was pretty good.




They took their time going around the course, and just letting the family fight their way through each hole. Some of it was kind of funny. Like the hole where you had to putt over a little arched bridge that went over a narrow ‘water hazard’ that was maybe four inches deep, and if you put it in the water you had to fish it out of the water and move your ball to a blue dot right in front of the bridge, take an extra one-stroke penalty, and putt again. Only… one of the kids accidentally stepped into the water to get her golfball and got wet sneakers, and she wanted to cry about it. So the dad walked over and asked, ‘like this?’ and fished the ball out and pretended to fall over and he stepped into the water too so he had a sopping wet shoe and all his kids thought it was mega-funny. So one of the boys had to do it too. And then the other boy. And by the time they finished the hole they had even talked the mom into at least dipping the toe of her shoe into the water.




Charlie whispered, “I never would’ve thought of doing that to make her not cry.”




Alee whispered back, “They won’t remember who got what score on which hole, but I bet they remember ‘the time dad stepped in the water hazard and got a shoe full of water’ forever.”




“Yeah,” Charlie nodded. “Maybe it doesn’t matter what score they write down, as long as they have fun.”




Alee was just glad Charlie wasn’t getting impatient, because sometimes it took a while for that whole family to finish up one hole. Like the windmill hole, because it seemed like every one of them was hitting the windmill blades instead of getting the ball through the windmill door.




Alee just had Charlie try a nice, easy putt while the windmill blade was blocking the doorway, so by the time Charlie’s golfball got there, the windmill blades weren’t anywhere near the doorway, and she got a hole-in-one.




Alee didn’t cheat, but she did take her time on the last hole and took a really careful shot and hit her golfball into the special hole that got you one free round for the next time you came. She figured that was probably mega-cheap for the owner, since tourists probably never came back or never remembered they had a free-hole-in-one card from the year before, and locals would bring a bunch of friends who would have to pay. Charlie was really excited about having that hole-in-one card.




And Alee watched as the dad tallied up all the scores, and somehow all the kids got the same score as their mom, and the dad had the worst score. Or so he claimed.




In the car on the way to the hardware store, Charlie said, “That was really nice how you let that family go first when I was being all weird about gator poop.”




Alee smiled, “And didn’t we have a ton of fun just watching them play?”




Charlie nodded, “Yeah. Totally. And that dad was nice letting all the kids win.”




“Mega-nice.”




“Mega-nice,” Charlie repeated. “What’s on the hardware list?”




Alee handed it to her. Charlie groaned, “Dad has horrible handwriting! Let’s see… Lig blobs… Oh! Light bulbs! Let’s see what this is…”




They picked up the stuff on the list, and also a styrofoam cooler.




“What’s that for?”




Alee explained, “Well, I figure we should put all the cold food into the cooler so it’ll stay cold while we drive home. And that’s why we’re doing the grocery shopping last. And this’ll be way more important when it’s the middle of the summer and really hot out, because who wants ice cream that’s melted all over your hamburger buns and your potato chips?”




“Ick. And anyway, dad says we’re gonna make our own ice cream. He’s got two different ice cream makers in the basement, and one you don’t even have to crank by hand ’cause it plugs into a wall socket.”




Alee whispered, “Don’t tell anyone, but the secret is you put ice around the stuff that’s gonna get turned into ice cream, and then you put a bunch of salt in with the ice, and it makes the icy water colder than normal icy water.”




“But you don’t put the salt in the ice cream, right?”




“Right. That would be icky. Unless you were making salted caramel ice cream, and then you’d just use a tiny bit of salt. Not like a pound of it.”




And then they had fun shopping in the grocery store, too. Charlie wanted to push the cart, which Alee was fine with. And Jack had filled out the grocery list with big gaps all over the paper because he was filling it out to put the food in order as you walked the cart past it in the store, which was mega-helpful.




So everything was going great, until a kid in a cart up ahead of them reached out and knocked a bunch of boxes of cereal off a shelf, and the mom pushing the cart just completely ignored that and left the boxes on the floor and didn’t even tell the kid he was being bad. So Alee picked up the boxes and put them back on the shelf, because who leaves boxes on the floor instead of helping out?




So then Alee didn’t even have time to go over to the Froot Loops to get two boxes, when there was a mega-rude “Excuse me!” behind her.




Alee turned her head and looked. There was a totally overdressed middle-aged lady standing there glaring angrily at Alee. The lady looked like she had just come from a fancy wedding and decided to go grocery shopping in her good clothes, and was mega-mad about something. Just in case, Alee used her tk and pressed a couple buttons on her phone. She asked politely, “Am I in your way?”




“What?” the lady snapped. “No, I want you to do your job, you stupid little bitch!” Alee ignored Charlie’s gasp. “Now that you’re done putting boxes on shelves. I have a long list of groceries, and you can collect them for me.”




Alee did her best to sound calm and polite, since she was recording this now. “Ma’am, that would not be my job.” The lady started to interrupt, but Alee held up one hand, and the lady actually stopped, like Wonder Woman or Power Girl had told her to. Alee kept going. “I do not work here. I have never worked here. I do not even live in this state. I am not dressed like an employee. I am working as a baby sitter, and you are interrupting my real job, sitting for this girl and grocery shopping for her family. Furthermore, I am pretty sure that this store doesn’t do valet service, so you’ll have to get your own groceries. I would have helped you if you had been polite about this, but there is no way I am helping you when you’re being this rude and calling me nasty names in front of a child.”




“Stop lying to me!” the lady yelled. “Do you know who I am? I will get you fired so fast your head will spin!”




Charlie un-helped, “I bet she’s the Queen of Rude-land.”




The woman exploded, “What?! Keep your filthy little brat quiet! Now get me my groceries! And I want to speak to your manager! And if he doesn’t fire you instantly, I will be suing this store!” The lady grabbed Alee around the bicep and dug in her long fingernails when she did it.




Alee refrained from saying that if she had a manager, he was probably a massive, scary guy in a dark brooding Bat costume. She also refrained from using jiu jitsu to break the woman’s hold on her arm and slam the woman face-first into the floor.




Instead, she looked at her bicep, and then gave the lady a cool stare. “Ma’am, you have now moved up from harassment to assaulting a minor and attempted extortion. And you did all of that on store security cameras and in front of a witness, while I have been recording this incident on my smartphone. You can let go of me and apologize, or I will call the police. Right now.”




She watched the lady’s eyes. The lady was totally thinking about doubling down on her stupidity. Which didn’t surprise Alee at all, because stupid, mean bullies did that all the time.




Alee could hear footsteps hurrying down the aisle from behind her, so she wasn’t surprised when the lady let go of Alee’s arm, snapped, “You will be hearing from my lawyers!” and slammed the grocery cart into one shelf of groceries. Then she stormed off, away from the hurrying footsteps.




Alee casually looked behind her, to see an employee hurrying toward her with a manager type in tow. Great. Where were these guys like thirty seconds ago?




Charlie contributed, “They probably don’t even have lawyers in Rude-land.”





Issue #24



Alee sighed to herself. She pulled out her phone and held it up, so the two grocery store employees could see that she had been recording sound, and she was still recording. And she deliberately looked up at the closest store security camera, just to remind those guys that she knew it was right there.




She waited until the guys were close enough to talk to quietly, and then she scowled, “Where were you guys two minutes ago, when that crazy lady was attacking me?”




“Crazy and mega-rude,” Charlie chipped in. “And she grabbed Alee really hard. And she called us bad names!”




The manager just groaned and sunk his face into his hands. He moaned to his employee, “Was it…?”




“Yeah. It was Mrs. Hardacre.”




Alee checked, “What’s her first name?”




The employee, whose nametag said ‘Nate’, spilled, “Mrs. Paula Hardacre. Wife of Alan Hardacre. The Alan Hardacre. The real estate developer. One of the biggest real estate developers in this whole area.”




“Oh. Him,” Charlie complained. “Dad said he’s an asshole.”




“Charlie!” Alee hissed.




“Well, he is!” Charlie insisted. “Dad said he tried to make dad and his neighbors sell their land to him for dirt cheap, and when they wouldn’t, he cut off their water and electric, which was illegal, and he blocked the road so the water and power people couldn’t get to the cutoffs, and they had to sue him over it. So then he likes to ‘accidentally’ drop trees across their power lines and try to keep ’em from getting it fixed. So they’ve sued him a bunch more.”




Alee just said, “Well, then call your dad and tell him. Right now.”




The manager cringed. “Can’t we handle this in a simple way? Like… how about we give you all your groceries for free! And we’ll carry ’em out to your car for you.”




Alee frowned, “I’m only about half-done with shopping. And I don’t like bribing people or tricking people to keep ’em from dealing with bullies who keep doing bad stuff.”




The manager tried again, “We could help you with your shopping!”




Alee listened in a little as Charlie filled her dad in on what was going on with Jack’s least favorite people in the whole state. She asked, “Why are you so scared of Mrs. Hardacre? Does Mr. Hardacre own the store?”




Nate spilled, “Hardacre’s trying to get enough land to build a big shopping area like this one, but on the west side of town, and if he puts in a big grocery store there, it could crush us!”




Alee figured that Hardacre had been holding that over people’s heads for a really long time, because he sounded like that kind of person. And she had gotten lectures on people like that.




Okay, Stormburst and the rest of The Team had gotten lectures on that. From Robin and Batman and The Question and like that.




She tapped some icons on her phone so she could keep recording and also send a current copy of the soundfile to Xander. And also call Xander. She said to the manager, “I’m gonna need copies of the store security feeds.”




“We can’t do that!” the manager squawked.




Alee sighed. That was a bad sign. “What’s going to happen?”




The manager gulped, “If we can get you two out of here fast enough, nothing…”




She pushed, “And if not?”




Xander’s voice cut in on the discussion, since she had him on speakerphone. “Hey kiddo, in case you’re wondering, some old bat named Paula Hardacre just called 9-1-1 and reported being assaulted by a crazed teen in the grocery store, and also reported that you have an illegal handgun. Oh, and store employees were refusing to help her.”




The manager cringed. He tried, “Would you be willing to go out the back way? Nate could bring your car around, and the groceries are on us!”




Xander added, “And.. oops! There goes a really angry Air Force officer in a really angry-looking truck!”




“Dad’s on the way!” Charlie cheered.




“In the Angermobile!” Xander added, just to be extra-unhelpful. “We’re right behind him.”




The manager looked like he wanted to go to his office and cry for a while. He muttered, “I just know I’m gonna get fired over this.”




Alee figured the store owners were totally freaked about a new store ruining their profit margins and making them go bankrupt, and had issued really scary orders about the Hardacres. She said, “Xander, I need you to call the State Police, the Colorado Bureau of Investigation, and every local TV and newspaper you can track down. I think I’m about to be arrested and maybe shot. So I’d like a lot of witnesses. Then call 9-1-1 and report Mrs. Hardacre for filing a false police report, misusing the 911 system, assault on a minor, harassment of minors, destruction of private property, attempting to get the police to murder a minor, and anything else you can think of.”




“I’ve already got Amy on that one,” Xander smiled. “Try not to hurt the mean policemen too much.”




“Oh ha-ha,” she said, like she wasn’t actually a threat to a few policemen.




“She didn’t really call 9-1-1 on you, did she?” squeaked the manager.




“Obviously, she just did,” Alee insisted. She lied, “Xander has a box so he can listen to police and fire calls while he’s working.” Because she was pretty sure Xander had gone through Oracle or Robin for that information.




Alee stared at the manager. “You know, as soon as the police find out I’m not carrying a gun, they’ll want to search the entire store and everyone in it for the ‘missing weapon’. You’d better call your owners and warn them about what that’s gonna do to business. It’ll probably take all day and night, and they’ll ransack everything, because there’s no gun.”




Xander added mega-helpfully over the speakerphone, “Or they’ll ‘find’ a gun that one of ’em secretly carries around just for stuff like planting a firearm on a suspect! It’s the American Way!”




The manager winced, “I’ve got to call Mr. Haverly!”




Alee knew what the manager was about to do, so she pointed at the grocery cart. “Charlie, stay there. I’ll be right back.”




Then she ran after the manager and snuck into the back areas right behind him. She went right to the little room with all the security monitors and computers, which had nobody monitoring the security cams at all, and she called Oracle from there via an internet connection, so Oracle could have an easy way into the systems and it could copy everything off all the videos.




Once that was under way, Alee darted back to where Charlie was guarding the shopping cart, even if no one was trying to do anything to it. And Nate was still there, helping her guard the food.




Alee walked up and calmly said, “Thank you, Nate. We’re going to go finish our shopping. And when I complain to the store owners and the franchise, I’ll be sure to tell them that at least you did a good job, even if your manager has the spine of a jellyfish.”




Nate tried not to wince. “It’s really not his fault. He’s stuck between a rock and a hard place on this.”




Alee firmly said, “Enabling bullies and criminals never works.”




Nate grimaced, “Umm, that’s a lot easier to say when the bullies aren’t gonna get you thrown in jail and cost you your job and ruin your parents’ business and anything else they can think of.”




Alee pointed out, “Aren’t you pretty sure this bully is going to get me thrown in jail and cost me my babysitting job and everything that’ll happen to a minor in a local jail? Do you see me backing down?”




Alee’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it and saw it was Xander calling. “Yes?”




“It’s me. I’m out front now, and only a few seconds ahead of Jack, because I took the sneaky detour. There are also two cop cars out front. Four cops. And a wailing middle-aged bitch who is completely selling this. Oh great, here comes cop car number three.”




Alee just said, “Call me back when all the news reporters are here and at least one state patrol car.”




Xander insisted, “Kiddo, this is going to be messy.”




Alee just said, “I’m counting on it. What happened with Amy’s 9-1-1 call?”




“Looks like the local yokels are ignoring it.”




Alee groaned to herself. She had been worrying that might happen. “Well, make sure someone gets that detail to every TV station and paper.”




“Already in progress… Oh crap, Jack is here. He’s on his way in.”




“Tell him we’re on aisle six, near the Froot Loops.”




“Clean-up on aisle six!” Xander yelled to someone. Probably Jack. Or maybe Amy.




Jack came storming down the aisle, looking like someone was about to get KP duty for the next century. He scooped up Charlie and hugged her. “You okay, champ?”




“Sure, dad! I’m fine. The mean lady grabbed Alee, not me. Even if she said some bad stuff about me.”




Alee just said, “My arm hurts where she grabbed me. I’m gonna go to the bathroom to check it. Let me know when all the local cops are inside.”




And Alee strolled off to the back of the store, which was where the bathrooms were, probably to keep non-shoppers from using them, which was supposed to be a huge problem in tourist towns with tons of hikers and campers and stuff. She walked past the bathrooms and into the back area where the customers were not supposed to go. Then she looked around for witnesses and cameras.




Crud, cameras. And a couple guys unloading pallets. So she walked past them like she was supposed to be there, and she checked out the back door, which was on a loading dock next to an area for a couple huge trucks to back into.




She walked to the end of the loading dock, hopped down to the asphalt, and walked as casually as she could to the corner of the building. She stepped around the corner and found herself in a narrow walkway that had the grocery on one side, and a bunch of smaller stores on the other side. She moved forward enough to see where the police cars were, and where that TV van was, and where the car for the local paper was.




Mrs. Hardacre was screaming and fake-crying, until the cops moved into the grocery store. Okay, one cop stayed with Mrs. Hardacre. Then Mrs. Hardacre stopped faking and stood there looking really smug and hopeful. What a jerkhead.




Alee stepped back about twenty feet to a water runoff grate, and she made sure no one was looking at her, and there weren’t any security cameras pointing her way. Then she went silvery and slid into the runoff pipes. 




She slid downhill and over to her right, until she could come up through another runoff grate, this one back behind where the TV station van was parked. So she went normal and strolled over to the van. Then she stopped in front of a reporter who was checking his hair before he did his live on-the-scene presentation.




Alee smiled, “Hi, can I interrupt for a second?”




The guy smiled at her, but it was a fake smile. “Sorry kid, but I’ve got to get this covered.”




She smiled back. “Then you need to interview me. I’m the girl that Mrs. Hardacre sicked the police on, after she attacked me in the store and I told her I was going to call the cops if she didn’t let go of me.”




“You?” Alee nodded. “Then how did you get over here?”




Alee shrugged and pointed. “I walked out the back of the store, walked over past that pizza place and the laundromat, and walked between those two rows of cars to the edge of the parking lot, so then I walked back here behind you and came over to tell my side of the story.”




He glanced at his cameraman, who was already recording. “And do you have any proof you’re the girl involved in this, and that your side of the story is the right one?”




She gave him a sunny smile. “Oh sure! I was just babysitting and shopping for groceries for the O’Neills. They live off that way.” She pointed in the general direction of Jack’s house. “So this really crabby lady saw me pick up some cereal boxes that a kid knocked down, and she just assumed that I worked at the store. Which is silly, because look at me. Overalls? No way. And I’m probably not old enough to get hired there anyway.”




“And how old are you?”




She smiled, “I’m sixteen, and I have a driver’s license and everything. And I have Red Cross training and CPR training, so I’m a great babysitter. Which is why I waited for Charlie’s dad to get there before I left.”




“And is that all? Mrs. Paula Hardacre insisted that you worked there?”




So Alee told the whole story, making Mrs. Hardacre look even worse, and making herself look more timid. She even showed the bruising on her arm, which had slightly-bleeding dents from Mrs. Hardacre’s fingernails. Then she added, “So I recorded the whole thing on my smartphone, and I asked a guy at the store to send copies of the security footage to the dad of the girl I was babysitting, and to the Handy Man Inc. head guy who’s working on their house after they had a fire. Given how many times Mr. Hardacre has cut off their electricity or their water, there’s no telling what that fire really was.”




“Are you insinuating that Alan Hardacre, the head of Hardacre Real Estate, committed arson?”




She gave him another smile. “Oh no! I would never do that. But it sure is convenient that their house caught on fire right when Mr. Hardacre has been doing everything he can to make them sell to him for what they said was a totally unfair price. They had to sue him a couple times already for stuff he’s done, like cutting a tree down across their power line and then keeping the power company from fixing it. So I don’t get why the police would even believe Mrs. Hardacre. And we called 9-1-1 to report she committed some crimes on camera, and it seems like the police are ignoring that totally. Because assaulting a minor? Harassing a minor? Misusing the 911 system? Filing a false police report? And this is pretty much inciting a riot. That’s not nice.”




And here came Jack, carrying Charlie. Alee noticed that Xander and Amy were just sort of hiding in the curious crowd and not looking like they were doing much, and Megan was with Amy. That was a lot of camouflaged firepower if the police tried to do something bad.




Jack was more than happy to talk to the reporter too, and pointed out that Hardacre had skated by on a whole series of criminal acts which couldn’t be proven to be deliberate, just ‘negligent’ after Jack and his neighbors refused to sell for a tenth of what their property was worth and then had to sue when Hardacre’s people illegally cut off their power and water lines. Jack said they were still suing but Hardacre’s lawyers were stalling like crazy in court in an attempt to kill the lawsuits by getting a favorable judge or else just wearing the plaintiffs down or maybe bankrupting them on legal fees.




Meanwhile, there was a disaster going on at the front of the grocery store, since the cops couldn’t find Mrs. Hardacre’s ‘crazy armed assailant’. People were being sent out of the store, and police were searching the entire building, and people were yelling at the police about not getting to buy their groceries. And the store owner had arrived, and he was yelling at the police for costing him huge amounts of business.




By then, a state police car had arrived, and Alee walked over to it, with the TV reporter and his cameraman trailing behind, and Jack and Charlie on their six. By then, a couple newspaper reporters had joined her little group, and at least one of them had the security camera footage on his computer tablet. Alee didn’t say anything about the fact that the tablet was from Wayne Communications, and it had the mega-expensive protective case and screen cover.




Alee smiled into the open window at the state patrolman. “Hi! You’re probably wondering what’s going on here.” And she played her sound recording and timed it to start at the same time as the reporter’s security camera footage, so it was pretty obvious Alee was doing the right thing and Mrs. Hardacre was being a crazy bully. Then a couple of the reporters had a copy of both of the 9-1-1 calls by then. The nice patrol officer was not happy by the time he heard and saw all of that.




Okay, so that was exactly what Alee wanted.




So Jack ‘helpfully’ suggested that the state patrolman take Mrs. Hardacre into custody until this could all be cleared up, because the local cops were clearly not listening to anyone but her. So maybe a nice, long drive off to somewhere impartial, with Alee and Charlie following the patrol car so they could provide testimony. And the reporters, so they could show people the security camera footage and the sound recording and the 9-1-1 calls. And Jack suggested that the local cops were certainly acting as if they were in Hardacre’s pocket, but he wouldn’t make such a claim without evidence. Which this situation might provide.




Alee gave the patrolman a big, innocent smile. “I could ride in your car, if you don’t want me riding in someone else’s non-police car. But I wouldn’t feel safe in those guys’ cars, when they got told I had a gun and I attacked her, because she lied on a 9-1-1 call. Which my mom and dad always say is a mega-bad thing to do.”




And it wasn’t Alee’s fault that she looked like a harmless but chunky fourteen year old in her overalls and sneakers. It totally was her fault that she boxed in the patrolman with the reporters and the evidence. So the state patrolman walked over—on camera—to Mrs. Hardacre to take her off to ‘help investigate certain allegations’. Which Mrs. Hardacre handled by kicking the patrolman in the shins and ordering the local police officers to arrest him. Which, of course, didn’t work. And then she tried to wrestle the pepper spray off a local policeman’s belt so she could spray the state patrolman. That didn’t work either.




Alee really enjoyed seeing Mrs. Hardacre get handcuffed, and then dragged kicking and screaming to the state patrolman’s vehicle. Jack waited until Mrs. Hardacre was calming down, and then he stepped closer and said, “Hey Paula, don’t worry about a thing. I’ll give Alan a complete rundown on the whole thing.”




Wow, Jack knew exactly what Mrs. Hardacre’s hot buttons were, because when she saw him, she went wild, and had to be tasered to get her into the back of the police car.




So Jack made things worse. “Hey, Officer Nichols, is it?” The patrolman nodded. “Did anyone tell you she’s a flight risk? The Hardacres have their own private plane, and they have a little winter home south of the border down Mexico way. I bet as soon as she posts bail, she’ll be gone out of the whole country, and you’ll never ever see her again.”




Mrs. Hardacre went totally ballistic at that. She screamed her lungs out, calling Jack bad names and threatening to take the patrolman’s badge away, and threatening lawsuits, and tons of stuff. Alee was a little surprised Mrs. Hardacre wasn’t foaming at the mouth.




So Alee waited until the patrol car windows were up and the patrol car was driving away, to step out and wave bye at Mrs. Hardacre. Which sort of made Mrs. Hardacre go bananas in the back of the patrol car.




Jack waited until they were in his truck, and Xander had slipped Alee her pack just in case, and Jack was following the patrol car down the state highway before he said, “You know Alee, you’re either the best babysitter ever, or else the worst.”




“The best!” Charlie insisted.




Alee frowned, “I really didn’t want to drag Charlie into things, but as soon as Crazy Lady called 9-1-1 on me, there was no way I could just drive home or do normal grocery shopping or whatever. I kind of had to deal with it under optimal conditions, instead of where things could go bad really fast, like getting pulled over in Xander’s truck by the city police when they thought I had a firearm.”




Jack grinned, “And Paula assaulted a cop! And resisted arrest!”




“A lot,” Charlie agreed.




“This is great,” Jack smirked. “I just wish I could tell Hardacre to his face that my babysitter is helping put his wife away in the Graybar Hotel.”




Alee admitted, “I tried not to go silvery at all, because I really didn’t want the bruising and stuff to clear up, but it’s still visible, so I guess that’ll do.”




Jack thought for a few seconds. “Hey, call Xander.” Alee speed-dialed Xander’s cellphone. “Hey Xander, can you call Hardacre with a tip that the cops have security camera footage and a sound recording and pictures of bruising on the kid’s arms and three eyewitnesses, and she attacked the cops when they were taking her in, so the DA is going for four counts of assault on a police officer, three counts of resisting arrest, inciting a riot, assaulting a minor, and anything else you can think of? And tell him she’s never going to beat these charges so he’d better get her down to their winter home ay-sap.”




Alee asked, “You want him to try to sneak her out of the country?”




“Yep!” Jack popped the ‘p’ so Charlie giggled. “I know the airfield where Hardass’s private plane is, and where he stores it, and we’ll just arrange it so he gets caught trying to flee prosecution and he gets locked up too.”




Alee reminded herself that you could be a goodguy, and not be a nice guy. Okay, she already knew goodguys who were not nice. Batman was hardly ever nice, except sometimes to Catwoman.




Which reminded her. She needed to tell ‘Rob’ all about how this happened, and why Jack was mad at the Hardacres, and what Jack had done, and what Jack was planning on doing. So the Batman would know the deets.




She suggested, “Y’know, you now know a whole bunch of superheroes who have lots of contacts. You could let the Hardacres actually run away to Mexico and then get arrested for really committing felonies instead of maybe just thinking about committing felonies.”




There. She could be not nice too.





Issue #25



Alee rode with Jack and Charlie back to the O’Neill home, after almost an hour at the county office for the state patrol. Alee and Charlie gave reports, and Alee gave the police a copy of her soundfile She told them about the store security file that was already copied to reporters and stuff. She told them about the 9-1-1 calls that the reporters already had copies of, somehow. And she suggested that store employees probably had a ton of other stories about Mrs. Hardacre doing illegal stuff because she knew she could get away with it, since her husband was extorting compliance from the store owners.




It was already dark out, so Charlie was hungry, and Alee had no idea if Wally had eaten all the chili that the others hadn’t. Alee had a couple granola bars in her fanny pack, so she checked with Jack and then let Charlie pick the one she wanted to eat. Totally surprisingly, Charlie picked the one that looked the most like a candy bar.




When they got back to the house, Xander’s work truck was gone, but the Xander-and-Amy truck that Alee had been driving was parked there. And the SUV was gone. Alee figured Amy had probably driven the not-work truck back, and she and Xander had gone to a hotel for the night.




Alee had no idea if the rest of The Team had grabbed the SUV and flown back to Mount Justice or not.




The lights of Jack’s truck illuminated the whole front of the house, so Alee could see that someone had waited until it was too dark for the neighbors to see, and had put up all the new siding including on the old part of the house, in probably a couple seconds. Jack looked at it and growled, “Son of a bi—” He looked down at a smirking little face and changed that to, “—of a bingo-caller. That’s what I was gonna say.”




And when they got inside, Alee could see that on the kitchen counter there were veggies and fruit that had been on the grocery list, so someone had done the shopping without her. And the kitchen was all cleaned up, with the big pot drying on the stove and the lid drying in the dishrack.




Jack looked around at the lack of chili anywhere in the kitchen, and Megan popped her head around the corner. “Oh hi! I saved lots of chili for you. It’s still warm, but I… umm… put it where Wally couldn’t get it. Or find it.”




Jack gave her a scathing look and asked, “You didn’t hide it on Mars, did you?”




Megan blushed, and then looked a question at Alee.




Alee hastily said, “Not me! He figured it out from watching Conner and Wally and ‘Rob’ do stuff that’s impossible. And Charlie watches certain TV shows that are safe for children, but provide lots of information about people’s powers.”




Megan slapped herself on the forehead, “Hello Megan! I spotted he was trying to catch me at stuff, but I didn’t think about making sure everyone else was doing it like Xander wanted.”




Jack asked, “So… how many rooms are completely enclosed with windows and doors and wallboard and paint, and ready to move in?”




Megan blushed again. “All but three. Xander’s been showing Tee how to do plumbing, so the bathrooms aren’t ready.”




“Three bathrooms? Fer cryin’ out loud!” Jack complained.




Megan winced a little. “But Xander said you should have one in the master bedroom and one for the other bedrooms and one downstairs…”




Jack grumbled, “I am gonna strangle that guy… Or at least get the snot beat out of me from trying to strangle him, since he’s bound to be another super… even if I have no idea who…”




Charlie piped up, “He’s from Los Angeles, so he’s gotta be the White Knight, because Manhunter and Element are girls.”




Jack gave Alee a smirk. “Those superhero programs sure are useful, aren’t they?”




Alee firmly said, “And you could just ask me about me, because Charlie and I are gonna be best buddies, aren’t we?”




“Totally,” Charlie nodded. “Mega-totally!”




Jack grinned at that. “At least you’ll be better for her language than me.”




Charlie added, “And she’s really good at teaching me how not to use my powers!”




Jack’s eyebrows rose. “How not to?”




Alee shrugged a little. “Well, we went miniature golfing, and we didn’t use our powers to cheat even once. And we had fun watching a family who cheated a lot and the dad pretended he didn’t care.”




Charlie said, “And at the end he just pretended to add up their scores and he said all the kids tied with the mom and he finished last. And he stepped in a big puddle to make everyone laugh and the daughter not cry.”




Jack smiled, “Okay, I gotta hear all about this. But over dinner. Assuming Megan can get it back from Mars anytime soon…”




Naturally, Megan didn’t have it on Mars. She just had it up in the top of a tree where Wally couldn’t find it and couldn’t get at it even if he had seen it. Also, Megan had baked some cornbread and made a salad and cooked up some frozen veggies. So Jack and Charlie set the table, while Alee brought in her backpack from the truck because she liked having it around.




So, while Jack and Charlie and Alee were eating a really great, spicy chili and other stuff, Megan mentioned, “Oh, by the way, Xander looked at the places where rabbits are getting into your garden, and eating the early leaves, so he decided to put in a nice greenhouse for you with raised beds, so you can have vegetables and fruits all year long, and he’s gonna put in a watering system too. And a cistern. And Conner already finished the roof and put the solar panels up, and Xander’s gonna wire them in tomorrow.”




Jack moaned, “I don’t supposed he’s gonna remember to charge me for all of this, is he? Because this is too much.”




Megan pointed out, “We still have to clean up the smoke damage on this side of the house, and upgrade the electrical, and put in a new dishwasher and water heater, and…” She caught the look on Jack’s face. “…and maybe Xander should have asked first?”




“I am gonna strangle that guy… with kindness. Or something. Because this is way too much.”




Alee suggested, “Maybe you’d better figure out everything you don’t want him to add on, and tell him before he starts doing it. Like a big heated garage for the trucks. Or a bigger septic tank. Or a fancy HVAC system—”




“Too late!” Megan chirped. “We already got all the ductwork in, and Conner put the sealed unit in the basement yesterday while they had it open. Also, Xander found some cracks in the basement floor and walls, and he sealed all of ’em so you won’t have flooding.”




“What else?” Jack asked hopelessly.




Megan admitted, “Umm, it was supposed to be a surprise, but Xander figured you’d be pretty happy if you couldn’t run out of water the next time some badguy cut off your water system, so there’s a pipe laid in down to the stream where it doesn’t show, with an osmosis system to clean the water when it gets pumped up to the house. And the basement’s got a big extension because the house is bigger now.”




Jack sighed, “And how am I gonna explain how my house magically got bigger practically overnight with all kinds of bells and whistles added on?”




“There’s a bell too?” Charlie asked hopefully. Then she looked at Jack and said, “Oh. Right. Not real bells.”




Megan explained, “You see, the head of HMI for the whole Los Angeles area is already trying to take over areas with no HMI offices, which is a lot of the western U.S., so he’s doing ‘demonstration homes’ all over the place. California, Colorado… wherever. You just happened to be the lucky first person to get one in the whole state!”




“I am gonna do something to that guy…” Jack muttered. “Maybe show up at his wedding and yell ‘I object!’ really loud from the back of the church.”




Then he turned his head and said to Alee, “And about those receipts…”




Alee firmly said, “Like I promised, I didn’t give ’em to Xander or Amy. I threw them away. So that’s my housewarming gift to you.”




Jack frowned, “Fine. And we got too much ‘housewarming’ already, which is why I needed HMI to renovate my house… and apparently, the entire surrounding county.”




Megan pointed out, “You could call Xander right now. He’s probably taking Amy out to a nice restaurant for putting up with him doing construction all day, which he really likes. And we’ll be back tomorrow. Some of us are gonna be doing cleaning on the smoke damage, and some of us are gonna be doing bathroom construction, and some of us are gonna be laying a concrete flooring for your new greenhouse.”




Charlie asked, “Can we keep the outside garden too, so the bunnies have somewhere to eat?”




Jack groaned, “I suppose so. But no salt licks for the deer. They’re just rats with antlers.”




“Da-ad!”




Jack stuck to his guns. “Look champ, they’re not like Bambi. They’re big extra-stupid rats that eat every plant your family loves, and if you spray the plant with deer repellent that repels the deer, the deer still come back the next day and chew on it because they’re so fu— ferkakter stupid they don’t remember it tasted bad the day before. Then they ruin your family’s favorite trees by rubbing their antlers on the bark and stripping it off. They crap all over the place. If you get too close, they kick with hooves that’ll do real damage, no matter how skinny their legs look. I’d rather have the da— darn bunnies. Even if rabbits have claws that’ll rip you up too.” 




Alee tried, “So a greenhouse would be something you’d really appreciate?”




Jack groaned, but said, “You’re gonna make me say ‘yes’ on this, aren’t you?”




“Umm, I’d rather make you happy, even if you say ‘no’.”




Jack looked over at Megan. “Is she like this all the time?”




Megan grinned, “She’s great! She invited me to her house for Christmas, and it was awesome. We made cakes and cookies and pies… We went downtown and helped make Christmas dinners for the homeless people… We went to services, and that was really special… We bought Secret Santa gifts for poor kids who needed presents… It was the best Christmas ever.”




“I wanna go next year,” Charlie gushed.




Jack looked at Alee. “Are you sure your superhero name wasn’t supposed to be Pollyanna?”




Alee just said, “If we do Christmas like that next year, you and Charlie can come too, if mom and dad say it’s okay. Charlie can be our new cousin and you can be our Uncle Jack.”




Megan worried, “Where are you gonna fit everybody, if we all go and Annie goes too?”




Alee thought it over. “We can put Jack on the fold-out couch in the office, and I’ll take a sleeping bag, and Charlie can sleep in my bed.”




Jack rolled his eyes. “What? Has no one in your town ever heard of motel rooms?”




Megan suddenly remembered, “Hey, I haven’t gotten a chance to ask how our other sister’s doing.”




Alee checked, “Who? Jo?” Megan nodded. “Okay, you have to keep this under your hat.” Megan nodded again. “You remember the Christmas service with the candles and she was so overwhelmed?” Megan nodded, even though they both thought a lot of that was because of Megan’s powers. Alee spilled, “She’s Roman Catholic, even if she hadn’t been to a church service since she was like six. She got mom to take her to a Catholic service after we left, and she talked to a priest even if she didn’t know how to do the confessional thing, and she kept going to services, and she started going to adult ‘how do you become a Catholic’ classes that she just calls by some abbreviation I don’t remember, and she went back to school, and she doesn’t know if they’ll let her, but she’s decided she’d like to become a nun.”




Megan was so shocked that she dropped the pan she was washing. But with three telekinetics in the room, it didn’t fall. It just hovered in the air.




Jack checked, “Who did that?” 




He rolled his eyes when three hands went up and Charlie grinned, “Me too!”




Alee grinned, “Good work! Maybe sometime, I’ll teach you how to do super-housekeeping.”




Charlie looked horrified. “That doesn’t sound fun.”




Alee insisted, “It totally is, if you’re doing it with your powers. And you’ll be able to do it like ten times faster than your dad when it’s his turn.”




Jack looked at Charlie and insisted, “Twenty times faster! She hasn’t seen how bad I am at it.”




And then, after dinner and cleaning up, Alee was planning on taking Megan aside and privately asking her where all the Team were hanging out, or if they had flown back to Mount Justice, or if they had a nearby spot set up so they could use a JL transporter. Because that would be useful to know, and also she just wanted to spend some time hanging with Tee and the guys. And Megan too.




But just when she was stepping outside to talk to Megan, who was tidying up some of the work stuff, Alee got a buzz on her Justice League comms.




“Stormburst? This is the Watchtower. Are you available?”




Alee sort of turned her head to look back at the house, where her backpack was with her uniform and stuff. “Yes. What’s the crisis?”




“This is Stargirl, on monitoring duty. We’ve got a situation which Batman’s AI rules and also Robin’s AI rules flagged, with your name on it.”




Oh crud. That could not be good. “Please explain.” She started moving toward the pantry, where her backpack was just sitting on a shelf.




“A high school dance in Vermont. The ‘Spring Fling’. There’s a meta attack going on inside it, and the Vines and YouTube clips coming in look like the threat is on the stage. She’s another high schooler, identified from yearbook photos as Carolina Gerd. The videos look like she was attacked with rotten fruit and vegetables first, and then she had a meltdown. Animal Man is already on the way, but the new images look like the girl is an alpha threat, and a number of students in the gym for the dance have been hurt.”




Alee checked, “And this flagged with my name on it? Why?”




“The computer pulled up online yearbooks and identified Gerd from them. Her nickname is listed as ‘Carrie’.”




“Oh. Oh crud.”





Issue #26



Alee flew to the pantry and dove into her backpack, changing into Stormburst in a couple moments.




She tried to remember the stuff Alex had told her. “Watchtower, check the files from Batman. This Carrie may have immense psychic powers, and… umm… something else?”




Stormburst flew up into the sky and cut into the Speed Force as she headed for Vermont. If she was as fast as the Flash or Superman or Power Girl, she’d be in Vermont in like a fraction of a second, but she couldn’t go that fast.







Buddy Baker sprinted down the street toward the high school. He could run much faster on town streets than anyone could drive. He could sprint like a cheetah. He could corner like a gazelle. Because he had the power of any animal he needed. He was connected to The Red.




Buddy Baker was Animal Man.




He hadn’t done any superheroing for a couple years, but this incident was too close to his home to let someone else have to come all this way to handle it. And it was too close to his home to ignore, because in his experience, incidents this close were aimed at him or his family, or—sooner or later—dragged him in.




He leapt a police car, cut across a lawn, and veered at maybe eighty miles an hour around the school buildings. He could hear the screams, so he knew where to go. He was using the hearing of a wolf too.




He was also trying not to shift and look somewhat like the animals he was modeling. His wife said it scared the children. Hell, it scared most everyone. Still, he could feel a glow about himself, and that glow probably looked vaguely like a sprinting cheetah.




He could hear screaming students pounding on unyielding doors, and then he was turning the corner to see this face of the gym.




The doors obviously wouldn’t open for those kids. He grabbed one door handle and pulled. Then he applied the strength of an elephant. The handle ripped loose, but the door stayed in place. Not a good sign.




Buddy took a deep breath and grabbed the door with both hands, using the proportionate strength of an ant. The door stayed in the doorframe.




The doorframe ripped out of the concrete wall and went flying off behind him.




“Out! Everybody out! Move to the police cars!” he yelled.




He figured that hardly anyone actually heard his words. They were all too busy panicking. They started squeezing through the wreckage of the doorframe, and he knew people were going to get seriously hurt if this kept up.




He ran down the row of doors and ripped all of them out of the wall, one after the other. A flood of desperate people fled from the gym through the holes he had just opened.




There was no way he was charging through that crowd. Not without hurting a lot of people. But he could do more than run fast.




He flew upward like a swift, until he was well above the gym. Then he dropped. He chose a turtle for its shell, and a rhino for its toughness.




He punched through the roof of the gym and smashed into the wooden gym floor, in the showy three-point superhero landing he had been practicing. He looked at the frazzled, bespattered girl standing alone on the stage. He tried not to look at the couple dozen people lying on the floor, some of them groaning while others were utterly silent in the stillness of death.




He growled at the girl, “Don’t you think it’s time to stop this madness?”




Something invisible snatched him up off the floor and threw him through one of the gym walls.







Stormburst flew out of the Speed Force. “Stormburst to Watchtower. I’m available again.”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. Follow in on Animal Man’s JL beacon.”




Stormburst checked, and adjusted her heading a little bit. “Okay. What was the rest of the data file on ‘Carrie’?”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. The AI rules conclude that she may also have just experienced a psychotic break because of the abuse from the other students.”




Oh crud. “Stormburst to Watchtower. My contact from another universe said what they did to her was bad. Really, really bad.”




By then she could see the gym. It wasn’t too hard. The police cars and ambulances and fire trucks racing toward it with their lights flashing in the dark? Kind of a big clue. Like having a dozen neon signs pointing at it. 




By then she was close enough to see the panicked students fleeing out a bunch of open doors…




And, oh yeah, the superhero getting thrown through a wall and into the sky at a couple hundred miles an hour. Mega-big clue.




She slipped into the Speed Force enough to catch up with the superhero before the guy crashed into something terminal. Stargirl had said Animal Man would be here, and this guy was probably him. An outdated superhero uniform in tacky colors, Eighties hair… Yeah, probably Animal Man. Not that Stormburst knew a ton about him.




She slid out of the Speed Force at the velocity she needed so she could grab him without injuring him. Well, without injuring him more, since he’d just gotten punched through a wall at high velocity.







Buddy had been planning on letting himself slow down a bit before using the flight of the falcon, but this worked too. Still, he hadn’t planned on being rescued by Power Girl. The huge boobs against his back and the flight speed were a dead giveaway. “Hey thanks, I—”




Over his JL communicator, he heard, “Stormburst to Watchtower. I have Animal Man. We’re moving back to tackle Carrie, but we may need a ‘big gun’.”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. Understood. We’ll see who’s available.”




Stormburst? Wasn’t she one of the newbies working with one of the groups of teens? Crap, he’d almost ogled some girl who was probably around fourteen! Even if those hooters were nothing like a fourteen year old ought to be toting around…




And damn, she was fast. They were already curved back around and approaching the gym again.




She asked him over the comms, “Do you want me to rescue the teens, or do you want me to face Carrie while you do the rescues?”




Wow. Where’d they get someone polite? The ones he’d run into tended to be somewhere between pushy and grouchy. Or maybe that was because of him. Lots of people tended to over-react when they ran into The Red. Especially if he did too much transformation with his power boosts.




He answered, “You do the rescues. You’re faster.” And he wanted a little bit of Round Two with that chick.







Stormburst wasn’t quite sure what to think about Animal Man. He was supposed to have ‘animal powers’. And animal other-stuff.




She hadn’t been sure what he was thinking when he leapt out of her grasp, but it turned out he could do bird stuff too. Okay, birds were animals, just not mammals. Which made her wonder if he could grab the powers of insects or fish. Or extinct animals. Or animals from other planets. Or mythological animals.




The bird-flight thing had been sort of cool. There was a sort of faint bird-shaped glow around him, and then the glow had pulled its wings in, and he just dove at the gym like he was going to divebomb it.




Then he did this cool, really tight turn thing and dove through the little hole in the roof. After that, there was a crash she could hear from up where she was. So she figured she had better get going.




She cut into the Speed Force and went into her silvery morph. Then she curved around to the front of the gym, where someone or something had torn a whole row of gym doors out of the wall to let scared Spring Fling’ers escape. She figured Animal Man had done that, so at least he had superstrength too.




She flew through one of the openings and got her first look at the inside of the gym. “Holy crud.”




The place looked like someone had been swinging a great big wrecking ball around. There were huge dents in the floor and walls. Every table and chair and bleacher had been crushed into the floor or against a wall. Maybe five dozen people were still in the gym, not counting Animal Man and Carrie, who were going to duke it out without a whole lot of concern about the scattered people. Stormburst had no idea how many of the people were dead, and how many were horribly injured, and how many were just knocked out or knocked down.




She moved. She darted forward at high speed, only inches above the floor. She used the Speed Force to pull bodies into her morph without smashing them, being as careful as she could in case they were live people with neck or back injuries. She grabbed about ten and jetted back out of the gym.




Across the lawn and the parking lots, there was a command post that a police chief or someone like that had set up. Stormburst could see several police cars, and two firetrucks, and three ambulances next to two paramedic vehicles. And the police had like three hundred teens and a couple dozen chaperones back behind police barriers, with some of them getting looked at by paramedics.




Stormburst gingerly set all ten victims down between the paramedic vehicles. “Clear this area! I have another fifty people to rescue!”




And she cut into the Speed Force again. She jetted into the gym just in time to see Animal Man go flying backward into a wall. Stormburst grabbed another ten victims and jetted back to the paramedics, where she carefully stretched out the ten people she had in her morph.




She cut into the Speed Force. She jetted into the gym in time to see Animal Man in the middle of the stage, with a fist outstretched, with Carrie on her back at the far side of the stage. Ten more people out to the paramedics.




She cut into the Speed Force. She jetted back into the gym. Animal Man was picking himself up out of a hole in the stage, while Carrie glared at him, blood running from her nostrils. Ten more people out to the paramedics.




She cut into the Speed Force and jetted back into the gym. Carrie was sliding across the stage face-first. Animal Man looked like he could use a paramedic too. Ten more people out to the paramedics.




She cut into the Speed Force and jetted back into the gym. Animal Man was getting slammed into the roof of the gym while Carrie was lying on the floor next to the stage and glaring at him. Seven more people out to the paramedics, and she had everyone out. She darted to the policeman who looked like he was in charge, and she made sure her silvery form was in her very best Stormburst shape. “I’m Stormburst of the Justice League. Get all gas and electric for the gym and the area around it cut off. Fast. Before we’ve got a giant fire or explosion to deal with. Put in a request for more meta assistance. Now.” And she darted into the Speed Force again.




Animal Man was lying in a big dent in the wood floor. There was a huge hole in the back wall of the gym. And Carrie was gone.




Stormburst flew to Animal Man. “Buddy? Mister Baker? Are you okay?”




He took a deep breath, and winced in pain. “Hell no. But I can regenerate. If an animal can do it, I can too. It’ll just take me a couple days. Bad news? She watched me fly a couple times, and she figured out how to do it. I think it’s all telekinesis, though. Not what I do.”




She asked, “Do I need to fly you out to the paramedics?”




He shook his head no and forced himself to his feet. “I’ll walk. You go get her. And for Christ’s sake, be careful.”




“Will do, Miste—”




He frowned, “And no ‘Mister Baker’. Just ‘Animal Man’. And you can call me Buddy.”




Stormburst jetted out through Carrie’s hole in the back wall of the gym and headed upward. “Stormburst to Watchtower. Any updates?”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. Not at this time.”




“Stormburst to Watchtower. Dance-goers rescued. Injured moved to paramedic area. Animal Man delayed Carrie, but he’s injured. She’s learned how to fly using her powers. I’m going after her. If I can find her.”




“Watchtower. We have a home address. If you think that’s a possible.”




She couldn’t think of any other good ideas. She couldn’t see Carrie dropping by the emergency room of the nearest hospital and asking them to patch her up. “Does she have any best friends she might go to?”




“Unknown. And unlikely, after what just happened. The whole school is probably terrified of her.”




“Stormburst to Watchtower. Only the ones who went to the Spring Fling. Plenty of non-goers wouldn’t know about it and might not care if the people in the popular cliques got pummeled.”




“Oh yeah.”




Alee figured from that tidbit that Stargirl was one of the popular kids at her school and went to all the dances and stuff, and maybe didn’t have enough friends who were outside the ‘cool kids’ That didn’t make Stargirl a bad person or anything, but maybe it did say something important about her that Alee needed to know. Alee had plenty of friends who weren’t popular, and wouldn’t go to a Spring Fling unless the ‘fling’ was flinging mud at all the girls in nice dresses. Or something way worse than mud.




“Watchtower to Stormburst. No data on her friends or connections. Not a part of any official school groups listed in the yearbook.”




Alee maintained her silvery form, so she had vision in every direction. “Stormburst to Watchtower. Understood. I need her address and directions to get there from a spot over the gym…”




Or maybe not. Something person-sized just flew over a streetlight down there, and headed down that street about fifty feet in the air. And in the right direction to be heading toward Carrie’s home, if the compass direction from Stargirl was right.




“Probable ID on Carrie. Data on her home and family?”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. School directory says mother is ’Tania Gerd, with first name starting with an apostrophe. Don’t know why. Maybe it’s a nickname, which would be weird in official school records. Gerd spelled G-E-R-D. No father listed. Transfer to school in the fall. School records show she’s been bullied a lot.”




“Okay. Stormburst going in to see if I can talk her around.”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. Be careful. Current police numbers say fourteen dead, at least fifty going to hospitals all over the area, plus dozens getting treatment on-site and being sent home due to triage issues.”




“Stormburst to Watchtower. Understood. But she’s a victim in this. Maybe more of a victim than a lot of the people she clobbered. I have to try.”




“Watchtower. Understood. Good luck. And leave your comms open.”




Stormburst sped up and flew down, catching up easily with Carrie. It looked like Carrie had figured out how to carry herself using tk, but not how to do it well. Or smoothly. Or even safely. And it looked like Carrie was still plastered with rotten tomatoes and stuff, which really was mega-horrible to do to someone.




Stormburst slowed down so she was flying alongside Carrie but about thirty feet to her left. “Carrie? Do you need some help?”




Carrie screamed in surprise when she realized she wasn’t alone, and she lost her telekinetic grip on herself. But Stormburst caught her after a drop of maybe four or five feet.




Stormburst held the two of them about forty feet off the ground. “Carrie? It’s okay. I’ve got you.”




Carrie burst into tears. “No! It’ll never be okay! Everything’s gone wrong! I’ve gotta get home and ask mom what to do. She’ll know!”




Alee was pretty sure that Carrie’s mom was not going to know what to do after this mess. She also didn’t think that telling Carrie that would help. Or get Carrie to trust her more.




Alee gently slowed down and lowered the two of them to the street. “Carrie, please listen to me. I know things went horribly, horribly wrong, but—”




“No!” Carrie screamed at her. And there was a tiny little push with her hands.




Unfortunately, there was also a gigantic, big push with her telekinesis. Stormburst went flying backward before she could react. She was hurled across a lawn and into a house. And through the house. And across the back yard of the house, across an alley, and through another house.




She managed to stop herself before she crashed into another house, but it was close. If she hadn’t been in her silvery morph, she would have been dead. A lot. As it was, she was going to be plenty sore from that. Not as sore as those home owners, because there wasn’t just a Stormburst-sized hole in those houses. There was a thirty foot circle that had been punched through everything, including scraping a curved trench through the yards and through the asphalt of that little alley.




This was going to be a problem. A Spring Fling wasn’t supposed to be flinging her.





Issue #27



Stormburst jetted back toward Carrie, only she made a huge detour to come up behind her. If that could even work, given psychic powers were involved, and that could mean a lot of stuff other than tk.




Carrie was walking down the street, and it looked like she was focusing on one particular house that looked like it could use some yardwork. Stormburst tried to fly up behind her, but Carrie whirled around and did the same pushing motion.




Stormburst dove into the Speed Force and dodged the invisible wrecking ball that was Carrie’s telekinetic ‘shove’. The blast took off the top of a house and the tip of a cell tower four blocks away, so it was a good thing Stormburst was in the air and that blast was angled upward.




Stormburst dove closer to Carrie and sped around her a couple times before popping out of the Speed Force behind her and to one side. Carrie guessed wrong and wheeled in the other direction to fire off another blast.




Stormburst quickly reached out and hit Carrie with a tiny lightning bolt. Carrie gasped in pain and toppled over. Stormburst didn’t want to shock her into unconsciousness, but she would, if she really had to.




She held Carrie in her arms and insisted, “You have to stop! You’re killing yourself! Every time you make another tk attack, it’s busting blood vessels in your head! You’re gonna give yourself a stroke if you don’t stop!”




Carrie ignored the blood coming out of both nostrils, and one eye, and one ear. “Have to get to mom… She’ll know what to do… She can get dad…”




“Stormburst to Watchtower. Carrie is down, barely conscious, and in need of an MRI and maybe brain surgery. She’s bleeding from her nose and eye and ear and I don’t know where else, and I think it’s all from over-using her telekinesis.”




“Watch—”




“What the hell did you do to my daughter?!” The shriek came from the house right in front of them and across the street. A redheaded lady in a sloppy housecoat and slippers was standing on the front porch looking like she was ready to go Mama Bear on Alee.




The mom took one step. One really long step. Her foot came down well past the three steps up to the porch, and her leg was so big that her foot ripped that slipper to pieces.




The rest of the mom grew along with her legs. The housecoat split apart at the seams. The other slipper ripped apart and fell away. By then, the mom was maybe twenty feet high, and still growing.




Under the housecoat was what looked like a minidress made out of leopard skin, with a really ragged hem and only one wide strap that went over her collarbone. The dress, somehow, was growing with the woman.




The woman was forty feet high and still growing. Her next step put her most of the way across the street. Her foot left a huge dent in the asphalt.




The woman’s next step put her all the way in front of Stormburst and Carrie. She was at least sixty feet high, and still getting bigger. She roared, “Put my baby down, you bitch!”




Stormburst hung onto Carrie with her tk as well as her arms, and darted back a hundred feet. But that wasn’t enough, because the woman was still growing.




The redhead in the leopard skin screamed, “I’ll kill you!” By then, she was maybe a hundred feet tall, and her feet were leaving dents in the street the size of a compact car.




Stormburst winced, “Watchtower? Bigger problem. Way bigger. Carrie’s mom? It’s Giganta.”




“What?! How’s that possible?” squawked Stargirl.




“No idea. But it’s totally her. And she’s over a hundred feet high, and she’s really cheesed off.”




Giganta leapt for Stormburst, swinging her arms in desperate grabs.




Stormburst darted backward and up, but that didn’t help the houses Giganta crushed when she landed.




“Give me my baby!” Giganta screamed.




The volume made Stormburst’s ears ache, even if she was in her silvery morph. She had no idea what the volume would have done if she had gone normal.




Stormburst made a telekinetic megaphone in front of her mouth and yelled back, “I’m not gonna hurt her! Calm down!”




Like that was going to happen. No way. That lady needed a Xanax. A Xanax the size of a pickup truck.




And the bleeding out of Carrie’s eye and nose was getting worse. Handing her over to mommy would probably kill her.




“Watchtower to Stormburst. The AI says that the name ’Tania Gerd is synthetic, since ’Tania is probably short for the mythical giantess Titania, and the name Gerd is another legendary giantess. However, it’s not obvious where the name and identity were slipped into the system.”




Well, that would’ve been helpful to know. Like about three minutes earlier. When Carrie was crying for her mommy, and maybe her mommy really would have known a way to help her. Even if it was something no one else wanted, like calling the Injustice League in for a deadly badguy attack on the area.




She figured she had better do something about Carrie first. So she used her megaphone trick and yelled, “I am taking your daughter to the Watchtower emergency medical area!”




“Nooo!” the giantess bellowed. 




Giganta took another swipe at Stormburst, which could’ve killed Carrie if it had landed. Stormburst dodged sideways, and Giganta missed. By a lot.




Stormburst pulled Carrie into her morph, then flew around Giganta to head over the Gerd home and out of the town. Once Giganta was turned around and moving to where there was less stuff to damage, Stormburst slipped into the Speed Force and vanished.




She needed long seconds to get to a spot where she could get transported up to the Watchtower, and when she appeared on the transporter pad, there was a big guy in a really big power armor suit that looked like maybe he was a little too patriotic or something.




“I’m S.T.R.I.P.E.S. Stargirl called me for emergency backup.”




“Great!” Stormburst smiled. She handed Carrie off. “This is our telekinetic powerhouse. Get her to medical fast. Her tk blasts may have been giving her strokes or bursting blood vessels in her head.”




“And—” the big guy said.




Stormburst just said, “I’ve got Giganta to deal with.” She stepped back on to the transporter pad and vanished.




Once she was back down, she slid back into the Speed Force and jetted back to where Giganta had been.




And the giantess had crashed through her own house, and then through a park area, and through a fancy housing development, and into a forested area. Fortunately, the fancy housing development was spread out enough that Giganta hadn’t crushed any more houses. However, a bunch of roads and gardens and pools and stuff were going to need a lot of repair work.




Stormburst stayed silvery and jetted down to confront Giganta, who was maybe a hundred twenty feet high by then. Which should have been impossible for a human. So there was something else going on there besides just ‘grows a lot’.




Stormburst flew closer and used her tk megaphone again. “Your daughter is safe and is getting all the care she needs!”




Giganta yelled, “Like I’d believe that bullshit again! That’s what my lying son of a bitch ex said too! Give me my daughter, or else!”




Stormburst tried again. “If you can calm down and shrink to human size, I can take you up to the Watchtower to see her!”




“No!” yelled the giantess. “How’s about this! I smash every single frigging building in this town flatter than a pancake, until you give me back my daughter!”




Well crud, this wasn’t working. There had to be something she could do besides fight Giganta in an enormous battle she had no idea if she could win.




She reached out and tried to squeeze Giganta’s carotids shut. She could find them. They were like huge firehoses full of pumping fluid. And they were so boosted by telekinesis or something that it was impossible to squeeze them. Stormburst tried as hard as she could, but no luck.




So she tried blocking Giganta’s windpipe, but the air moved through it at unbelievable pressure. Somehow, Giganta’s very being was infused with whatever this energy was, whether it was tk or not, and that made it possible for a woman to stand and walk and everything else while being maybe a hundred twenty feet high.




But that also meant that hitting Giganta would be like hitting Superboy.




“Stormburst to Watchtower, come in please.”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. We have Carolina Gerd under medical examination already. We have police reports that Giganta has been lured to a forest outside of the town.”




“Stormburst here. That’s not going to last. She’s going to level the town if we don’t get Carrie back to her. I don’t know if I can stop her.”




“Watchtower. Do what you can. We still have no one available. There are two crises off-world and one across dimensions right now, and Animal Man has reported that he is out of action for at least three days. STRIPES says he can help with moving people and clearing damage, but he’s not in Giganta’s weight class.”




Yeah, like anything was in Giganta’s weight class at the moment. Stormburst tried picking Giganta up, and it was like trying to lift a mountain. Giganta was probably eight hundred or a thousand tons, plus whatever her internal energy field was contributing to the problem.




Stormburst decided she wasn’t even going to try and think about where all that extra mass came from, because it was probably inter-dimensional energy transfer, and Stormburst didn’t know enough physics to be able to use that concept to do anything helpful. Maybe Sam Carter could, but Alee Mack was not Samantha Carter.




“Is Gravitas available?” Stormburst checked.




“Watchtower to Stormburst. Definitely not. A Green Lantern took her to another galactic sector for spinal injury treatment.”




Well crud. There went that idea.




A couple trees came flying at her at a pretty high speed. So it was time to pay more attention. Stormburst used a tk parry to slide to the side while pushing off of the incoming threat.




Oh great. Here came a boulder that Giganta ripped out of the ground and hurled at her. It looked like it was the size of a dumptruck.




Stormburst easily dodged that, since Giganta was no Tom Seaver. 




Stormburst swung around so she was about at Giganta’s shoulder height, and Giganta had to face away from the town to attack her. That meant that stuff which got thrown at her wouldn’t land on the town.




And here came police cars with sirens wailing and more cars. And a little news helicopter. Crud. Didn’t these people realize they were just giving Giganta more targets?




“Stormburst to Watchtower. Get the local cops and newspeople out of here! I can’t protect all of them, and they’re all at risk!”




“Watchtower. Police have already been advised not to interfere. They were supposed to give directives to reporters as well. You’ve probably got another Lois Lane wannabe on your hands.”




“Well crud. I didn’t want to do it this way…”




She darted in at high speed, wrapping as much tk as she could spare around her right fist in a tk wrecking ball. She hit Giganta as hard as she could, right in the solar plexus.




“Oof!” Giganta staggered back a couple steps. “That hurt, you little bitch!”




Well fine, because it hurt Alee too. A lot. Right behind the eyes, where she felt it when her tk took a major impact. Like if Conner hit her hard in sparring. So that meant this was going to be brutal.




Giganta strode forward and threw a punch in return. Stormburst dodged it and flew along the giantess’s arm to punch her in the armpit, right in the nerve bundle there.




Giganta screamed in pain, but the feedback felt like Alee had hit herself in the head with a brick.




Stormburst kept moving. She dove down and around behind Giganta, to come up at the nape of a giant neck, up under that long hair, and she hit Giganta with a massive lightning bolt to the brainstem.




Giganta dove forward away from the shock. A couple tons of hair smacked Stormburst and hurled her down into a pile of already-mangled trees. She hit the damaged trees hard enough to smash two more trees to the ground.




“Crud, that hurt,” Stormburst gasped to herself. If she hadn’t been in her silvery morph, she would have been pretty horribly dead and impaled on broken branches.




And that was when the giant shadow loomed right over her. She shoved some logs aside, but didn’t get clear before a giant foot came down right on top of her and the damaged trees.




The foot crushed her and the trees and the branches and the logs into the forest floor. It felt like thousands of tons were crushing her flat. It hurt like a building was falling on top of her.




And then the foot was jerking back, and Giganta was screeching, “Ow! Ow! Ow!”




Oh. Splinters for giants. There were like three broken trees that had jabbed right into Giganta’s foot, so she was hopping around on the other foot, with impacts that Stormburst could feel through the ground.




Stormburst pulled herself up out of the forest floor, using her tk to shove broken logs and smashed trees out of her way. And, while Giganta was totally distracted, Stormburst went on the attack.




She flew up at high speed and plowed into Giganta’s left eye without using any more tk than she needed to protect her own form. And she hit Giganta with a massive electrical charge, right into the eyeball.




Stormburst kept it up, as Giganta screamed and then collapsed. The giantess fell backward, crushing dozens of trees as she collapsed. Fortunately, there were no police cars or news helicopters getting smashed to pieces underneath, and the news helicopter was already setting down way out of range.




“Stormburst to Watchtower. Giganta is down. I have no idea for how long.”




She darted down and stood on Giganta’s chest so she could feel the heartbeat and the breathing. Okay, Giganta was just out cold, not in need of the world’s biggest iron lung. And Alee felt too tired and too achy to try doing CPR on a giant. In fact, she felt too tired to stand up and be superheroic for the police and the reporters. But that was part of the job too. Unless you were Batman and you were about to disappear into the scary shadows before anyone could ask you questions.




Whzzzt!




Stormburst wheeled around at the strange noise. A flying craft appeared behind her and several hundred feet away. She didn’t know if it was just uncloaking, or if it had just flown in at crazy speeds. Either way, that was a lot of tech.




A door opened in the side, and a really short guy flew out. He had a jet backpack, plus a huge helmet with little antennas sparking off the top of it. He had a jet-black beard and mustache that were badly trimmed and looked like his barber worked for Evil Cuts.




He stared at her, and suddenly her brain was on fire. It felt like something was trying to cut open her skull with a super can opener. It felt like her thoughts were being sucked out of her head and fed into a giant chipper-shredder. She tried as hard as she could to resist. She tried to yell for help. She tried…




She looked up, and the man with the jetpack was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. Ever. Tall, dark, handsome… Muscular and sexy… Holy crud, was he sexy! His mustache and beard were perfect, and his hair was perfect, and his suit was perfect, and holy crud were his pecs perfect.




He flew closer. She flew toward him. He was like irresistible or something.




He held out his hands, and took hers. She let him. The thrill she got at his touch was nearly overwhelming.




He beamed a perfect toothpaste ad smile and said, “Stormburst?”




“Yes?”




“Do you love me as much as I love you?”




“Oh yes!”




“Then… would you marry me?”




She wept, “I would love to! I want it more than anything!”




He smiled into her starry eyes. “Perfect.”





Issue #28



Alee Mack looked around. There was something wrong. Something really, really wrong. She was standing in the parking lot outside her junior high. Only…




Only, the thing was that the sign out front said ‘Danielle R. Atron Junior High School’.




She hadn’t gone there. No way. It was totally her old junior high school, but it was supposed to be Wilson Junior High, for Wilson Street, which was the street right behind her. Well, for the Wilson guy the street was named for.




Ray Alvarado patted her on the back. “What’s the matter, Alee? Forgot your homework or something?”




“I’m okay,” she fibbed. But she wasn’t okay. She hadn’t seen Ray since Christmas. And this wasn’t Ray. Well, it wasn’t the Ray she knew. This was Ray back when he was maybe twelve or thirteen.




She walked forward with him, until they got to the doors. And she saw her reflection. That wasn’t her.




She was looking at junior high school aged Alee Mack. She was wearing her favorite overalls, which she was sure she had outgrown a long time ago, and a t-shirt, and her favorite knit hat that would go with teal overalls. And she was maybe twelve. She had like no boobies at all. She had a figure like a stick.




What was going on? Something was totally wrong. Why couldn’t she remember what was wrong?




“Hey Mack! Get out of the way!” yelled Libby.




That was Libby, all right. Except it was twelve year old Libby who had a stick figure and wore too much makeup, like she could fool guys into thinking she was mature and stuff. Okay, she totally fooled junior high guys into thinking she was mature. And stuff.




Alee looked over at Ray and lied, “I gotta go. Save a seat for me in homeroom.”




She ran for the closest restroom, which was right where she’d known it would be. And she did duck into the restroom.




She stared into the mirror at her image. She was twelve. Well, she looked like she was twelve. And that was wrong. But she couldn’t remember why. Just like she knew the name of the school was wrong, and she couldn’t remember why that was wrong either. That was a really scary thought.




Maybe what was wrong was only in her brain. And that was an even scarier thought.




Had Alee gone crazy? Maybe she had come down with some weird psychosis that was so weird that even her dad and Annie hadn’t talked about it at the dinner table. Okay, Alee had even read Annie’s book by that Oliver Somebody guy about weird psychological cases. She was pretty sure it was called The Man Who Thought His Mother Was a Car or something like that. Or was she confusing that with one of her dad’s old TV shows he talked about?




Maybe she was confusing everything with other-everything. 




Except that she knew what was what. She knew where her homeroom was, and what classes she was taking, and all of that. It was just everyone’s age. And the name of the school. Which was important, even if she couldn’t come up with a reason why.




Who the heck was Danielle R. Atron anyway, and why would someone name a school after her?




Alee figured she had better go to the school nurse and tell her there was something wrong with her head and she needed to do… something. Maybe go lie down.




So she walked through the crowd of kids. Other kids, because she was twelve too. And she knew pretty much all of them. And they were all junior high kids, like her. Only something told her that was wrong. That they should be… something else.




And the name of the school was really bugging her. She was sure it was supposed to be Wilson Junior High. There had even been a little plaque about that outside the admin offices, over by the attendance window, which didn’t have glass in it. It was just a big opening so you could stop there and tell Mrs. Cabot your excuse if you came in late, or let her know if you had to leave for an appointment, or if you had been out sick the day before. Mrs. Cabot was nice.




So Alee walked over there and said, “Hi, Mrs. Cabot!”




“Alee Mack. Hi there yourself. Do you have a doctor’s appointment to get to?”




Alee admitted, “No ma’am, but something’s wrong. I’m gonna go in and talk to one of the nurses.”




“Anything serious?” Mrs. Cabot worried.




Alee managed, “I hope not.” And she lied. To Mrs. Cabot, which she never did. “My head hurts, and I feel kinda sick to my stomach.” And her brain was going weird on her, and she couldn’t even remember getting up that morning or walking to school, or anything until she was standing in front of the school a couple minutes earlier. But she was afraid to tell Mrs. Cabot that part.




She glanced over at the little plaque. For a split second it said Frederick J. Wilson Junior High School. And then it just… changed. It grew. The words blurred into new words. And then it was four times as big, and it said Danielle R. Atron Junior High School. 




What the crud just happened? Were superpowered metas messing with the school? Or with her? And why would a superpowered meta do something this dumb and useless?




Okay, Libby would totally enjoy messing with people just to be mean.




Alee had asked herself who Danielle R. Atron was, and now she had an answer. Pretty helpful, unless it was trying to be unhelpful. And she had no way to tell which. The small print on the big plaque read:




‘Danielle R. Atron, scion of the Atron family and CEO of Paradise Valley Chemical Inc., commissioned the refurbishing of this school. In honor of her efforts, the school board renamed the school.’




That wasn’t right. The Atron family had all died out when they lost all their money in the Great Depression. Alee remembered having to learn all that junk in Social Studies class, and in the California State History course too. There was no Danielle R. Atron. 




Or was there? Something was nudging her about that. Something she couldn’t remember. Something she maybe needed to remember.




And the plaque was wrong in other ways. She had seen plaques before. Like the plaque that was supposed to be there. They always had stuff like the year stuff happened, and the birth and death dates of the people on the plaque, and stuff like that.




The plaque wobbled. Well, the words on it wobbled. And a birth year appeared in parentheses after the name. And a note appeared with the year the school got refurbished and renamed.




Was she doing this? Was she a meta, changing the world around her in stupid little ways that she wasn’t even thinking about doing? She looked again at the plaque and decided that ‘Danielle R. Atron’ ought to be twenty years older.




The birth date changed.




Alee gulped. Hard. She had just done that. And having meta powers was bad. If you had superpowers and you didn’t have control over them, that was a disaster waiting to happen. If you had superpowers but you didn’t have the secondary powers that were supposed to go with them, that was mega-bad.




If she was able to warp reality, she could kill herself totally by accident. She could maim herself or her friends or her loved ones. She could wreck all kinds of stuff. She was going to have to be mega-careful about what she thought and what she wanted to happen. No thinking about bad stuff! She felt sick just thinking about all the bad stuff she could accidentally do if she wasn’t mega-careful.




She went into the nurse’s office. Mrs. Collier was there. Alee liked her. She was always nice, even to the people who made Alee feel frustrated, like Joe Harrison, who magically came down with horrible made-up illnesses every time he had a science test which he never studied for.




Alee checked, “Hi Mrs. Collier, can I come in?”




“Sure honey, what’s wrong?”




Alee tried not to wince. She couldn’t tell Mrs. Collier that she was afraid she’d just come down with a bad case of superpowers. “I dunno. My head hurts, and I feel sick to my stomach, and I felt fine just minutes ago.”




Mrs. Collier gave her a tiny smile. “You don’t have a test today, do you?”




Alee insisted, “No ma’am. And I have all my homework too.” She was careful not to shake her head, because she really was getting a headache from all this craziness. “Could I get some aspirin and some Pepto-Bismol, or something, and lie down for a few minutes till I’m okay? ’Cause I asked Ray to save my seat in homeroom, and he doesn’t know I’m not feeling good, and he might worry.”




Mrs. Collier looked stuff up on the computer, because everyone had a list of what they were allowed to take and not take. Like some people had drug allergies or could get drug interactions from stuff they were already taking. And some people weren’t allowed to take anything at all because their parents said so. Alee’s mom and dad trusted her to be careful about stuff, and to take care of herself, and to be responsible. So she had a little bag in the nurse’s office that had her name on it, and had a couple over-the-counter drugs she could have…




No. That was back when she started having periods. That was back when…




No, that was now. She was twelve, and she had just started having periods…




No, she remembered all about periods, and her menarche, and getting used to that stuff, and pads, and then switching to tampons, and then…




Then something else. But that made no sense, because her memories, vague as they were, covered a few years of experience with periods and that stuff, and she was only twelve.




Or was she? What if all of this was just memories? Or a dream taking place in her past? If that was right, then she wasn’t changing reality. She was just messing around with her memories and not doing any real damage. Hopefully…




Well, how could she check and see if this was just a memory of her past? Or maybe it was her actual past?




Oh. Right. Knowledge. If this was her past, then she had knowledge that past-her wouldn’t have. Like high school or college or grad school classwork, or adult experiences, or who knew what. It depended on how far in her own past she was remembering.




“No taking aspirin with Pepto-Bismol, Alee,” Mrs. Collier reminded her.




Right. Because Pepto-Bismol had salicylates, and who needed an overdose of aspirin? Pepto-Bismol was… bismuth subsalicylate. Hence the ‘bismol’ in the name. But she could have known that from stuff her dad and sister talked about all the time, even at the dinner table when her mom didn’t want them to.




“Sorry, Mrs. Collier.” Alee took a Pepto-Bismol tablet, chewed it up, and swallowed it. Ugh. Well, it could taste worse. Then she took a Tylenol out of her little ‘Alee’s allowed medications’ bag. That was acetaminophen. Not an NSAID. 




Okay, what else did she know? She knew a ton of weird chem and biochem, because of her family, so that wasn’t a decent gauge of anything. Languages? History? Math?




Math. Yeah. Annie might have told her about something she liked in history, but there was no way a twelve year old could do high school math. Well, not unless they were Annie. Or mega-genius superheroes.




“Now just lie down for a few minutes with your eyes closed.”




“Thanks, Mrs. Collier,” Alee replied. She picked the far cot, because it was the quietest and the most non-brightly-lit.




She lay down and thought. What was the hardest math she knew about? Okay, there was trig, and calculus, and number theory, and…




…and integrating Galois theory and category theory with quantum chromodynamics to predict feasible algebraic topologies for the quantum foam…




What? What? Where did that come from? And why was her memory saying it to her in a deep, gravel-ly bass voice?




Okay, there was no way she knew all that. She knew that Galois theory and category theory were graduate-school level math, and quantum chromodynamics was graduate-school level physics, and that whole concept was like current physics research stuff. And even knowing those kinds of details was way past what a twelve year old should know.




Did she know any of that? She tried to think about that stuff. She was pretty sure that Galois theory was abstract algebra, and that was about as far as she could get. Okay, try something easier. Maybe… integral calculus.




Holy crud, she knew integral calculus. She knew how to approximate the area under a curve. She knew a bunch of easy integrals. She knew how to solve an integral using… okay, she could think of over half a dozen little math tricks to solve hard integrals.




She knew integral calculus. How old was she in real life? How long ago had she been twelve?




It had to be years, because she had looked at her reflection and she had known it was all wrong. Was she old, with a husband and kids and stuff? Did she have sex all the time?




She could change a diaper. She knew that. And she could feed a baby if you gave her a bottle. And she liked babies. They were really cute and cuddly and precious. She could do babysitting stuff.




She could sort of remember kissing a boy. And that was all she could come up with. That wasn’t exactly helpful. She was pretty sure Libby was way past that point already. So maybe she wasn’t too old. Or maybe she grew up to be mega-ugly and nobody wanted to date her, and that was why she was lost in her twelve-year-old memories.




There had to be some reason why she was stuck in her twelve-year-old thoughts. Even if it was a crazy reason. And the only clue she had so far was Danielle R. Atron, who wasn’t even a real person.




Okay, there might have been a Danielle R. Atron a hundred years ago, when the Atrons owned the town and a lot of the valley around it. And there might have been a Danielle R. Atron if the Atrons hadn’t gone broke and died out.




So… what was the point? There had to be a point to that. Somewhere. So maybe she needed to get out of here and investigate.




She concentrated on changing reality again, because there was an easy way to get out of the school: when your mom wanted to take you somewhere.




The phone rang. Mrs. Collier picked it up, and hung up.




“Alee? That’s your mom. She’s waiting out front to take you to the doctor. Give this note to Mrs. Cabot, and head on out. Do you need help getting up?”




Wow, that had worked so well it was downright scary.




Alee smiled, “I think I’m okay to walk to the car. But thanks for being concerned.”




Alee took her backpack and the note from Mrs. Collier. She walked across the hall and gave the note to Mrs. Cabot. Then she walked out the front door of the school. Her mom wasn’t really there, but she was officially excused until her mom brought her back from the doctor’s office. Which wasn’t actually happening. So Alee would have to figure out how to change reality to get herself out of trouble for that.




But that would be later.




She headed down the street. Past the baseball diamond. Past the grocery store. Past the park…




Wait a minute. Central Park was like a mile away. Maybe more. It wasn’t anywhere near the school. And yet she was already at the park.




And a huge wedding was going on. A tall, handsome man in a fancy tuxedo was waiting while a gorgeous blonde in a superheroine outfit walked down the aisle toward him. The outfit was all white and skin-tight. It showed off a set of superheroine curves that were pretty much Black Canary or Hawkgirl, only completely covered up. The outfit came up to her neck.




The superheroine had big, blonde, superheroine hair with a pretty veil over her face.




Her face was beautiful, with the spray-on makeup that Black Canary had taught her to use, even if it was so hard to put on right, and so icky to get off, and…




Wait a minute. How did Alee Mack know that? That was secret information that only superheroines would know, and…




Holy crud. That was her. She was a superheroine. Little, ordinary, unassuming Alee Mack was secretly a superheroine.




She was a superheroine lost in her own memories… because… because maybe she was under supervillain attack from a supervillain with psychic attacks, and she needed help.




If her twelve year old self didn’t do something fast, her real self was going to get married off to a supervillain, and then… Eww. She didn’t want to think about what would happen to her after that.




She hurried over toward the wedding, and that was when security guards began appearing in front of her. Just shimmering into existence, like a supervillain was creating them out of thin air.




“Halt!” Two of them yelled that at her.




All six security guards were running at her to grab her and stuff.




One of them was pulling out his handgun.




Oh crud, this was not looking good.





Issue #29



Alee looked at the six great big male security guards charging at her, and she knew she was in big trouble. There was no way little twelve year old her could fight them.




One of them was pulling out a great big handgun. She sure couldn’t fight a guy shooting her full of huge bulletholes.




She tried to change reality. And nothing happened.




Wait, these guys weren’t out of her memory. They were probably created out of the brain of the supervillain over there. She couldn’t change stuff like that. At least, she didn’t think she could.




And that guy was going to fire that huge Colt Anaconda at her and kill her.




Wait. How did she know that gun was a Colt Anaconda? It was out of her own memories.




She stared at it, and changed her memories. 




The guy screamed in terror, because he was suddenly holding a real, live, twenty foot long anaconda. He tried to drop it, but it was wrapping itself around his arm and trying to bite him.




Most of the other security guys stopped chasing her and tried to help their partner. Because scary giant snake. But the other two guards kept running toward her.




She turned and ran. The park had a really pretty little bit of forest on one edge, and Alee ran for that. She was pretty fast, but she wasn’t fast enough to outrun two security guards. Well, not unless she had some help.




And how was she going to stop that wedding? Or at least stall it?




Oh wait, she had her memories. And she remembered one time when she was walking through that park at night with Nicole and Robyn, and the park maintenance guy told them to scram because he was turning on the sprinklers to water the lawns for a while.




She focused on the sprinklers as she ran toward the little forest section.




One of the big sprinkler things popped up right in front of her, and she leapt over it just before it turned on. She peeked over her shoulder just in time to see one of the security guards get a blast of water right in the face. He tripped and fell.




Alee ran for the bit of forest. She still had one security guy closing in on her. And she knew that other guy would get up and chase after her too.




But there was yelling and screeching and stuff going on way behind her, so maybe she had slowed up the wedding enough for her to lose these guys in the forest and figure out something else she could do.




A sprinkler popped up ahead of her and started spurting out a big stream of water that was curving up in the air and spreading out so it could cover a circle that would be maybe twenty or twenty-five feet in radius when it went all the way around. She ducked under the stream and kept running, even if she got a little wet from the spraying water. 




It sounded like the security guard ran in a big curve to avoid the water. Good. That gave her more of a lead on him.




She cut into the forest and took the little path she remembered. Ray had shown it to her back when there was blackberry bush or rose bush or something growing all in the little forest patch, and the stuff had long green tendrils covered in mega-sharp thorns. She focused on the long branches and the sharp thorns…




“Ow!” the security guard yelled. “Ow! Ouch!” And then he started yelling stuff that security guards probably weren’t supposed to yell around schoolchildren.




Alee stuck to the winding little path, and cut through to the other side of the wooded patch.




Two more security guards shimmered into existence right in front of her, just a few yards past the edge of the forest. Well crud!




It wasn’t like twelve year old her could fight grown security guards. She didn’t even have any superpowers. Or did she?




She didn’t even remember what that superheroine’s powers were supposed to be. Besides looking really pretty and having boobs that were way too big. Okay, lots of superheroines had those powers. She couldn’t even think of any adult superheroines who didn’t have those powers.




She sure didn’t have superspeed. She couldn’t even outrun regular security guards without tricking them into running into thornbushes and stuff.




One security guard slid into a heiko dachi, the ready stance right out of basic karate classes, while the other took up a renoji dachi with his back foot planted at an angle so his back heel was in a line with his front foot. Only he didn’t get it exactly right.




Martial arts. She knew martial arts! She knew these guys had training in one of the common styles of karate, and she knew they didn’t have enough training in it. And she had enough training that she could spot all of that while she was running in panic from other badguys.




In the back of her head, Keanu Reeves said, “I know… kung fu.”




So she did something probably really, really mega-stupid, and she charged two armed security guards who were both at least twice her weight.




She didn’t know how much martial arts she did know, or what styles she knew, or what belts she had in whatever styles she had learned. She was just trusting in muscle memory, even though the muscles didn’t go with this body. Just the memories.




That would have to be enough, or else she was a goner.




The guy on her left was leaning like he was expecting her to run around him. The guy on her right was standing like he expected her to keep on running in a straight line and try to dive in between the two of them. And she could tell that from their stances.




She charged the guy on her right. He strode forward and put out his arms to grab her.




So she slammed the sole of her shoe against the shin of his forward leg and pinned his leg in place. Then she used an open-palmed inside-to-outside block to knock his left arm aside, and she followed that up with an elbow strike to his solar plexus and a willow-palm strike to his chin.




His lower jaw slammed shut hard. His head snapped backward. She felt his whole body go limp.




She pushed off with the sole of her shoe where she had been pinning his front leg in place, and she let him collapse unconscious to the ground.




The other security guard put out his left arm to ward her off or grab her, while he went for his handgun using his right hand.




She blocked his grab and turned that into a grip around his wrist to pull him toward her. He wasn’t balanced, so he got pulled forward, with his arm straightening out. So she followed that up with a strike with her other hand into his arm just above his elbow, hyperextending his elbow and letting her slam him into an armbar so his face went straight into the ground. She followed that up with a chokehold, and then she ran.




She thought about her movements and techniques as she took off down the street. The leg pin and follow-up was Wing Chun. The block was Kempo. The elbow strike was Muay Thai. The follow-up to that was Defendo. The block-and-grip was shaolinquan, and the elbow hyperextension was Baguazhang. The armbar was Brazilian Jiu Jitsu, and the chokehold was Goshinkwai.




Holy crud, she knew a lot of martial arts. Or at least she knew a lot of pieces from different martial arts. And she knew enough stuff, and had enough training that she could sequence through things without even thinking about it. That was a lot of muscle memory and a lot of training.




Maybe she was a superheroine like Black Canary or Batgirl who had tons of martial arts training and just beat up badguys without needing tons of cool superpowers. Or maybe she had a cool superpower too, because Black Canary was supposed to have a sonic power on top of her martial arts abilities.




Not that the ‘Canary Cry’ rang a bell with her. She was pretty sure she couldn’t do that.




Still, while she ran, she tried out a whole bunch of superpowers. Just in case she had one. She tried flying. Nope. She tried super-strength. Nope. She tried heat vision. Nope. She tried cryo-breath. Nope. She tried everything she could think of that was safe to test while she was running away. Nope, nope, nope, and extra mega-nope.




At least she had martial arts. Not that it was going to be a surprise the next time she ran into that supervillain and his magically-appearing minions. They would probably just shoot her as soon as they saw her so she never got within kicking range.




She ran past a swingset that she knew wasn’t supposed to be there. And on it was a little girl who looked familiar for some reason she couldn’t place. And the girl looked really sad. So she stopped and asked, “Hi, are you okay?”




The girl frowned, “Mommy and daddy are yelling at each other. Mommy thinks daddy did something bad to her. I don’t get it.”




“I’m Alee. Who are you?”




“I’m Carrie. That’s short for Carolina.” But she pronounced it ‘car-uh-lee-nah’. “Carolina Cizko.”




And Alee got it. That was the thing she needed to know. So she told the little girl to take good care of herself and her mommy, and she ran on. She had a destination in mind.




Alee got over to one of the subdivisions that had been still under construction back when she was twelve. And it was under construction in her memory. Big surprise. Even if she had no idea how she ended up there, because she had been heading for the chemical plant.




Down the street, heading her way, was a plant truck. And it was weaving a lot. It looked like Dave Watt was driving it, and trying to find something on the floor at the same time.




And she suddenly knew. This wasn’t her memory. This was her imagination. Because this was her mindscape, and it was trying really hard to help her as much as it was allowed.




This was how she had imagined a story told to her by someone else. Someone unstoppable and awesome. And she finally got it. The ‘Danielle R. Atron’ thing didn’t go with her. It went with Alex.




So she knew what to do. She charged the truck, running down the street like she was going to plow into it head-on.




She flapped her arms wildly, and just managed to get on Dave Watt’s peripheral vision. He looked up and panicked, yanking his truck off to the side and crashing head-on into a lamppost. The side door of the van burst open, and hundreds of gallons of toxic waste exploded out the side, down a little slope, and into a little depression that instantly became a slimy pond of slimy slime.




Alee ran past the tilting lamppost and the hissing truck. She took a deep breath and dove into the toxic waste.




It felt horrible. Like it was seeping through her skin into her very core. But that was what she wanted.




She leapt up, and she flew up into the sky. And she remembered everything. She was Alee Mack, but she was also Stormburst.




And for a few minutes, she was going to be someone really awesome. Because right then, she was Terawatt.




She was in a pure white long-sleeved leotard with long white gloves that had a couple fingertips trimmed back. She had black leggings and high-heeled white kneeboots. She had a little mask on her face, and lots of blonde hair in a style that just shouted out ‘superheroine here!’




Lightning was crackling all around her as she flew upward. She had telekinesis. She had something that people thought was lightning. And she had her silvery morph. And now she remembered that her lightning and her morph were just tk at a subatomic level. At least, Alex’s Sam Carter thought so, and Alexandra’s Sam Carter agreed with that.




She jetted back to Central Park, and the wedding was just starting back up. The handsome guy in the tux was standing at the front. The minister was standing before him, looking dazed. The superheroine was starting to walk down the aisle.




And Alee knew who the man was. Because the name ‘Cizko’ was the real last name of Dr. Psycho. Who had most of Alee under his thrall.




Most, but not all of Alee. And not enough of Alee, considering.




This was all her mindscape, and she was not gonna let that creep stay in it a second longer than it took to clobber him. 




She picked up a couple boulders that weighed a couple hundred pounds each. Then she flew up above a nice, fluffy cloud and dove straight down through it to divebomb Dr. Jerkhead.




She spun the boulders around her body until she could barely hang onto them, and she launched them, one right after the other, right at Dr. Psycho’s probably-illusionary form. And she kept flying straight down as fast as she could go.




The boulders crashed into the supervillain and exploded into fragments. Okay, that got his attention, but not a lot more. Crud.




She should have known that he’d make himself into something a lot tougher than the real Dr. Psycho. She sure would have.




She hit him with the biggest lightning bolt her Terawatt form could make. As she got closer, she saw that he was still untouched. The whole area around him was a burned, smoking disk. His tux wasn’t even scorched.




Okay, so maybe she had been a tad overconfident. This could be bad.




And Stormburst stopped walking forward. She looked at her veil and the bouquet in her hands. And she screamed. She darted forward so fast she left a Speed Force streak in the air, and she punched Dr. Psycho in the face.




Wow. He went flying backward across the park like Superman had punched him. He plowed through a tree… another tree… yikes, that was a whole clump of oak trees.




He stood up, his tux all shredded, and he faced off against Stormburst. He wasn’t looking up at Terawatt. So Alee hit him with a massive lightning bolt that she was hoping he wasn’t prepared for. He lit up like a cartoon character. Well, it was her mindscape. So he went translucent, and his skeleton glowed, and sparks flew off him.




Stormburst hit him with an even bigger bolt of lightning. He lit up like a cartoon Christmas tree. And entire already-smashed trees leapt up off the ground and began pounding him into the dirt.




Alee didn’t think she had ever seen herself get so angry before.




And the entire park began to disintegrate. What?




Oh. Right. It was her mindscape, and it was fading out.




She was floating right where she’d been when she first saw Dr. Psycho fly out of his flying jet-thing.




She was still Stormburst, in her normal uniform. No creepy bridal veil and bouquet either.




Giganta was still down, and still out for the count.




Dr. Psycho was back to being a creepy little dwarf or midget or ‘little person’ or whatever he wanted to call himself. Only his jetpack was wrecked, and his fancy helmet-thing was exploding, and he was spiraling in for an uncontrolled landing.




She zoomed down and stripped off the helmet and backpack and power supply and whatever that metal thing under his suit coat was. Then she clamped down on his carotids to make sure he was out cold, and she zapped him to make him stay out.




And she didn’t let him crash at a hundred miles an hour and get killed, but maybe she didn’t slow up his fall completely. He crashed through some branches, and she steered him into the mud around someone’s ornamental pond.




Because she knew what he would have done to her, and she was still mega-mad about it. He had done it to Giganta for so long that they had a kid together, and it was years after that before Giganta fought her way free from his mental control.




And Stormburst still had no idea how much he had gleaned from her memories. So that was a big problem.




“Watchtower to Stormburst! Come in!”




Oh yeah. “Stormburst to Watchtower. How long was I off-line?”




“About twenty seconds. What happened?” Stargirl worried.




Stormburst looked around. It looked like the whole area had been mentally frozen. The news helicopter was down, with its blades still spinning but slowing down. The police were standing, and just starting to unfreeze.




“Stormburst to Watchtower. It was Dr. Psycho. Did anybody know he mentally dominated Giganta and turned her into his ‘wife’ and they had a kid together?”




“Oh shit!” Stargirl squeaked. “Let me check!”




Stormburst admitted, “So I lost round one with Dr. Psycho, and then we had a battle in my mindscape which I won, so he’s down too, but I have no idea how much intel he gleaned about me, and my secret identity, and everyone else I know. So I need someone like Martian Manhunter or Miss Martian to check me, and then check him.”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. The Question had some outstanding queries about families named Cizko. Is that the same thing?”




“Stormburst to Watchtower. Yeah. That’s probably it. Carrie is actually Carolina Cizko.” She made sure to pronounce it ‘car-uh-lee-na’ like the girl in her mindscape, who was probably visiting from Dr. Psycho’s mindscape.




Ugh. There could have been way worse stuff that visited from his mindscape, and Alee needed to have that checked for too.




Also, she felt bruised all over from fighting badguys, and her head hurt, and she totally needed a nap. Maybe right after a banana split. With extra whipped cream and cherries.





Issue #30


five days later



Stormburst flew down toward Denver. It had been almost a week since she had left her backpack at Jack and Charlie’s house. And stuff had happened since then.




It had taken hours to get Giganta rounded up, and Dr. Psycho contained, and then the two of them moved off to Justice League confinement. And Stormburst had stewed the whole time about what might be going on inside her brain that she didn’t want to happen.




Then she had spent like five days stuck on the Watchtower in the medical bays, with people checking her brain and her memories. And going off to check on Dr. Psycho, who had a broken nose from the battle. Well, from his crash-landing after the battle. And seriously burned hair from his mind-attacking helmet burning out while he was wearing it.




So she’d had people checking her brain, and then coming back to compare Dr. Psycho’s memory stuff with hers.




Megan got called in, and she was mega-cranky about Dr. Psycho trying to turn Alee into his next sex-slave or whatever creepy things he had planned. So Megan had gotten into a little mental war with Dr. Psycho in the prison hospital, and Dr. Psycho hadn’t won that fight either.




Also, Dr. Psycho was getting sued by Giganta for being a creeper and getting her pregnant and not really being legally married to her but lying to her about it, and other horrible stuff, so Alee was hoping he would lose that fight too. In court. The Justice League was paying for Giganta’s lawyer too, which Alee really appreciated.




So it turned out that Alee really had seen bits of Dr. Psycho’s mind, like he really saw Carrie as his daughter, and he was really unhappy that he’d lost her. And Megan said he was really crabby that the newspapers were calling her stuff like ‘The Daughter Of Doctor Psycho’ and ‘Psycho Junior’ and ‘Scary Carrie’ and stuff like that.




And Dr. Psycho had seen bits of her mind, like she was from a small town with really pretty parks. Oh, and he knew what Alee looked like under her mask, if she was wearing all the spray-on makeup with her hair all superheroine’d out. So he didn’t know what regular Alee looked like. And he knew how her nickname sounded to her, but not how to spell it, because he was from an Eastern European country, and he didn’t think in English, or even in English letters.




Orion even used some fancy New Genesis technology and reported that Alee’s brain was her own, and the really creepy stuff Dr. Psycho had gotten involved with, like the time he tried to make an alliance with Darkseid, hadn’t affected Alee’s brain any. Which was good. Because she totally did not want a little Darkseid running around loose in her head. Or a little Dr. Psycho running around loose in her head. Or a little anything running around loose in her head.




Alee had no idea what the Justice League would have had to do if Dr. Psycho had gotten all the names of superheroes and superheroines she knew. But she figured it would have been pretty bad. Like tearing that information out of his head. Maybe Megan could do it, but she would feel terrible about it. And maybe Zatanna could do it, but she would feel terrible about it. Or maybe Orion had a New Genesis machine that could do it, and Alee was pretty sure he wouldn’t feel terrible about that.




And Alee did not want to think about what Wonder Woman would have done, if it was really necessary. Because a warrior race like the Amazons did not have a big problem with killing someone that they believed needed to be killed.




Also, Animal Man was regenerating just fine, and Megan said that the Martian Manhunter told her that Animal Man could regenerate like an earthworm if he needed to, so even if he’d lost both his legs, he’d be okay in a few weeks. And Carrie had needed a bunch of surgery, and was going to need lots of physical therapy for the strokes she’d given herself, but she should be okay again in several months.




But Alee was under orders not to tell Jack and Charlie about any of that, because they weren’t cleared. And because either one of them might over-react if they found out she had been attacked, and that would probably be bad for the whole ‘keeping Jack and Charlie on the goodguy list’ thing. And because Jack would totally know what could have happened to Alee if she hadn’t rescued herself.




Alee stopped in mid-air not too far away from a big cell tower, and she called.




“Yello!” Jack O’Neill said into the phone.




She stuck with her best Stormburst voice. “Jack, it’s me. Is it still okay if I fly in and grab my stuff?”




Jack laughed, “Sure, but you’ll wanna wash it when you get home, because someone got into it and tried on everything. Including the padding. Which I have pictures of, and she’s going to be so cheesed off at me about those photos when she’s seventeen or so. Oh, and we’re out on the deck with a couple people who’d like to say ‘thanks’ to you, so give it the whole flashy flight thing.”




She dove into the Speed Force and erupted out of it over Jack’s deck, tossing in a nice burst of lightning for show.




Charlie jumped up from where she was sitting, and she applauded. “Yay!”




Stormburst floated down to the deck, which looked like it had been cleaned and stained and fancied up a bit. The whole house looked fancied up. The new part was two stories with what was probably a big attic, and it had solar panels all across the south-facing half, along with a big satellite dish. The older part looked spruced up too, and Alee could see into the kitchen, so she could tell it had been cleaned up and some of the appliances had been replaced. And there was a greenhouse all set up on the far side of the house, and a new shed where Jack’s tractor and lawnmower had been sitting, and there was an open carport over the gravel parking area, with a nice, slanted roof to keep rain or snow off maybe four cars or trucks.




In addition to Jack’s truck, there were two cars in the carport. One was marked U.S. Air Force, and one was marked U.S. Army. So Alee had a pretty good idea who Jack’s guests might be.




And sure enough, Alee spotted Lieutenant Hailey and Sergeant Scott sitting there, along with two guys she did not know. One was a huge guy who looked like he could wrestle Tommy Terror. The other guy was seriously balding, but had one of those handsome faces that made Alee think he had probably been totally hot back when he still had all his hair.




She stuck to her Stormburst voice. “Jack. Hi. Charlie!”




Charlie ran at Alee and leapt into her arms, so Alee gave Charlie a little tk boost so that Alee could give her a big hug and spin her around a couple times.




Alee added, “Lieutenant Hailey and Sergeant Scott. Glad to see you’re both looking better than the last time I saw you.”




Scott grinned, “Us too, ma’am.”




Stormburst was floating a foot in the air, so she floated Charlie down to the deck as she turned a little bit to talk to the last two guys. “We haven’t met… but I’m assuming you’re Mark Carlson and you have a wife named Corinne.”




Carlson glanced over at Jack. “Psychic, sir?”




Jack shrugged a little. “She’s got some kind of intel on most of us. She told me she got it from another universe.”




Alee admitted, “There are a lot of alternate universes out there, and Jack O’Neill seems to be an important hero in all the ones I know about. In one, he’s on a group that fights aliens, and Lieutenant Hailey is part of that. In another, he’s the head of a group that fights supervillains and works with superheroes, and Sergeants Scott and Carlson are part of that. And… I’m sorry but I don’t know anything about you, sergeant.”




The balding guy leaned back. “Nice to know where I stack up on the scale. I’m Warrant Officer Elijah Mundo.”




“I don’t think I heard that name. Not to slight you, or anything. We only had a half an hour or so to cover everyone any of us could think of that the others needed to know about in their own universes, so there are a lot of people who got left off, or who have different names in different universes.”




Jack grinned, “Well Mundo, I guess you don’t get the extreme home rebuilding crew or the cool babysitter.”




Charlie pouted at having her sitter referred to as a babysitter.




Elijah laughed at that. “Sir, you still haven’t given us the Grand Tour inside. Although the outside was pretty impressive. How did they get a concrete-floored greenhouse with an irrigation system and planters up in a couple days?”




Jack just shook his head. “It’s all in how you cheat. And it’s easier to cheat if you bring in all of Charlie’s friends.”




Alee interrupted wherever Jack was going to go with his conversation. “I’m sorry to be a bother, but I just need to grab my stuff.” And then she had another thought. “Oh! And I need to know if you’re in trouble with the military, because I don’t want you to be in trouble.”




Hailey asked, “Don’t you have enough to do with fighting supervillains?”




“And babysitting!” Jack added unhelpfully.




“I’m not a baby!” Charlie insisted sulkily. “She’s my sitter, but not a babysitter!”




“Sorry, kiddo,” Jack sort-of-apologized.




So Alee asked Hailey, “Do you have your doctorate yet? Because I’d really like a copy of your dissertation. If it’s not too classified.”




Hailey checked, “You read papers in relativistic quantum mechanics? I’m still writing it, but sure. I was thinking of a nicer ‘thanks for saving our bacon’ present though.”




Scott grinned and held up his bottle of beer. “I was thinking of buying you some of your favorite beer, because my girlfriend would kill me if I invited you over for a homecooked meal.”




Alee admitted, “Thank you, but I’m under the legal drinking age.”




Jack chipped in, “Babysitter, remember? She’s old enough to drive, but that’s about it.”




Scott backtracked, “Okay then, maybe your favorite soda or something. I’m not a rich colonel who can afford a four thousand square foot home built by superheroes on their off day.”




“While trying to pretend they weren’t superpowered,” Alee added.




Jack laughed at that. “And doing a really bad job of it. You should’ve seen ’em jumping on and off the second story roof like it was nothing.”




Charlie piped up, “And Xander let me use my fire to do some of the plumbing! It was mega-awesome!”




Jack looked over at Stormburst. “We’re all doing okay, surprisingly. Someone on high decided that since I’m here already, and I’m a single parent raising a kid, I should just take it easy and teach a couple days a week at the Academy.”




Oh! Right. That was just over near Colorado Springs. That was really close.




Hailey smiled, “I just got word that I’ve been reassigned to an Air Force astrophysics research program at NORAD, and I’ll be able to finish my Ph.D. thesis there.”




“Oh!” Stormburst gasped. “If the commanding general is George Hammond or a guy named… umm… West, I think, that would be great. They both got a thumbs-up. Hammond got lots and lots of thumbs-ups. And if there’s an officer named Harry Maybourne, report him to the Justice League, because he’s probably a badguy.”




Mundo asked, “Any secret tips like that for Quantico? I’m going there to work with a demolitions training team.”




Stormburst thought hard. “I can’t come up with anyone off the top of my head, but I’ll check, and get word to you if I’ve got something. Okay?”




Mundo grinned, “Sounds pretty good to me.”




Scott said, “I’ve got compassionate leave for Cyn’s dad’s funeral, but I still don’t know what’ll happen after that. I’m not real popular with the brass, like some people seem to be.”




Alee stressed, “Well, if they do something mean to you, just call me. You can get hold of me any time, through the Justice League switchboard. I’ll see what I can do.” She turned her head to look at Carlson. “And that goes for you too, Sergeant Carlson. And your wife. And I want you to send a copy of your wife’s medical charts to the Justice League too, because I wanna see if someone in the JL can help her.”




Carlson just kind of gaped at that for a moment. “We… We’ll do that. Corinne would be thrilled if there was something you could do to really help her that we could afford.”




She insisted, “There won’t be any charge on it. I’ll make sure of that.”




“Thank you, ma’am.”




Scott checked with Jack, “Sir, does it seem strange that a complete stranger—a complete stranger with superpowers—just flies in out of nowhere and wants to help all of us?”




“Yup,” Jack said, popping his ‘p’ to be a smarty-pants. “But that’s just the way she rolls.”




“Cause she’s mega-awesome!” Charlie insisted.




“Yeah,” Jack agreed. “Mega all kinds of stuff.” He checked, “You sure you can’t pop into your disguise and stick around for some grilled steaks?”




Charlie smiled, “And you can pat the baby bunnies dad caught for me! They’re really cute.”




“And make sure they stay in their cage or in your hand, so they don’t poop all over the house or eat up the vegetable garden,” Jack insisted.




Alee was pretty sure that, with a nice new greenhouse, that outdoor vegetable garden was only there for bunnies and deer. And so Charlie could watch bunnies and deer.




“Well… If you’re sure there’s enough food…”




Jack laughed, “There’s plenty of food. As long as you don’t invite Wally over too. That guy eats like an entire platoon!”





The OSI and a Biochemist


Part I



Aly Mack checked the computer clock again. She was about out of time. So she carefully said in Hebrew, “I have enjoyed this very much but I have to go now.”




Ziva David smiled from the other end of the video connection. She stayed with Hebrew, but carefully corrected Aly’s grammar and pronunciation, and then suggested a more colloquial way to say ‘I have to go now’.




Aly grinned, and tried again.




Ziva beamed and said in English, “Excellent. And don’t tell Tony you’re helping me with American slang. It’s much too funny to make him correct me, especially when I say something mean about him. Yesterday, I called him a ‘horse’s donkey’ and let him correct me so he had to say ‘No Ziva you mean to say I am a horse’s ass.’ I just said, ‘As long as you realize it, Tony.’ I thought Gibbs was going to laugh out loud.”




Aly snickered and stayed with English. “Tony needs lots of teasing. But I’ve got some training I have to get to, and then Oscar wants a meeting with me. Tell McGee and Gibbs hi for me. Tony too, if he’s behaving. And take care of yourself.”




She signed off and got moving. She had to get over to the gym and change into her martial arts stuff and be ready on time, because Master Caine was a stickler for the little details. And then, after martial arts and a shower, she had an appointment with Oscar and maybe Rinkin too. She was really hoping they had tons of new intel on that language thing she might have found.




Normally for martial arts, she just wore her overalls or some loose jeans with a stretchy shirt. But Master Caine had decided she was advancing enough that she should wear something more appropriate. So she was going to have to change into a gi. And it was a really pretty gi in a gorgeous saffron color, and she had no idea where he got it, even if it was like the fancy one he owned that he never wore except for the little ceremony when she advanced to a new sash. But it was real silk, so it was murder to keep it closed properly in front and tied properly at the waist. And the sash was silk too, so it was hard to get it tied just right so it didn’t come untied five or six times a session. At least she didn’t sweat like crazy and stain the gi, and she didn’t have to work in it outside and get it dirty, because cleaning silk right was a major headache.




So she was wearing her pretty gi. Plus athletic shorts under it, and a sports bra too. And she had already gotten her hair all re-done so it was normal Aly hair, in a normal Aly color, and put up in a French twist so it was out of the way while she worked out. It was kind of weird having a big part of her scalp and hair being synthetic so she could change her hairstyle just a ton. Her hair used to be a big part of Aly’s identity. How long she kept it. How she wore it. How often she got it cut, and how the hair stylist cut it. What hat she wore with which hairstyle. Now? Most of the time, it might as well be someone else’s hair.




She was still sort of surprised about how little she had cared about how short she cut her hair for OCS. And the fake scars on her face and body that she had for the ten weeks of OCS? It was kind of weird how fast she had gotten used to them. Rudy and Andrew had plans for ‘updating’ her scars the next time she was Lieutenant Mackenzie, because Oscar had plans to keep Lieutenant Mackenzie in the system for a really useful alias. 




In fact, Aly was not going to TBS because the OSI couldn’t afford to lose her for half a year, but Oscar had arranged for her to be taking special courses that would cover everything a TBS graduate would need to know. Most of them were really cool. And she needed strategy and tactics and stuff like that for her regular OSI work. Okay, the lessons in management weren’t really all that interesting. And the lessons on Marine Corps paperwork were pretty much the opposite of interesting. But she needed all of that stuff for being Second Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie, and she needed most of it for regular stuff.




On top of that, Oscar had a guy teaching her and Andrew and Peggy and Linda and Xander MCMAP, and Joan and Rinkin were taking part in the lessons some of the time because they liked learning martial arts stuff even if they pretty much knew the components already, and those lessons were totally fun. Even if she had to be mega-careful when she was sparring with Peggy and Linda and Xander. Andrew was getting pretty good at stuff, thanks to all his hard work with Rinkin and Joan, so she didn’t worry so much about him.




And apparently, Lieutenant Mackenzie was going to be listed as having some experimental plastic surgery done at Walter Reed Hospital, so the next time Mackenzie made an appearance, she would look like she had one inch wide fleshtone strips over where her scars had been. And she would be listed as wearing a non-corrective contact lens to make her ‘bad’ eye look normal again. All of that would mean that they could change her over to her Lieutenant Mackenzie alias in like fifteen minutes, if they needed to. And if they wanted to give Lieutenant Mackenzie more muscle and a lot more muscle tone, then Rudy already had stuff ready for that. But that would require like most of a day to change her bionic limbs. If they had the time, that would be good, because Lieutenant Mackenzie needed to look like she worked out a lot.




Okay, that also meant that Aly needed more storage space in her apartment. So her closet space was still just Aly stuff, but she had a ten foot long storage rack along the inner wall of her bedroom, and her bed was scooted a little closer to the window. So far, she had four one-foot-wide plastic garment holders full of stuff. One had all of Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie’s clothes hung on an inner rod, with her hats on a little shelf above that but inside the holder, and her boots and shoes on the floor of the garment holder, and a hanging shoe rack for all of the lieutenant’s underwear and socks and bras and stuff, and another hanging holder for stuff like sweaters and heavy gloves. Another big garment holder had all of the stuff for Alyson Hassa Macrae, including hair dye and spare contact lenses of the right color. And replacement clothes for the stuff she had wrecked on that assignment. One had stuff for a modification of the Alyson Hassa Macrae identity, only more Arabic, so there were burkhas and stuff, along with dark brown contacts and hair dye and spray-on skin color that would work on her bionic skin too. One even had stuff for a new identity she was working on: Alizeé (which meant ‘trade wind’) Markoff, who was going to be French or German, or maybe French-German, but definitely not American. So that required clothes made and sold in Europe, and a style totally different from Aly’s style. That still left room for six other aliases, and she was working with Peggy’s group and doing the planning part on some of them.




But the more languages she got fluent in, the more people she could pretend to be. And the more IDs Andrew’s group and Peggy’s group and WillowAlpha’s group had to build and backstop and squeeze into assorted computer systems. Even if WillowAlpha said they would need Willow to crack the Russian or Chinese computer networks to get a new ID snuck in there, and that could take months of cracking time because some people had really good computer security and a lot of paranoia.




The U.S. totally needed to step up their computer security game. Oscar was trying to get that moving forward, but Aly sort of thought it wouldn’t happen until some major enemy power totally shredded some important U.S. computer systems, like at the Pentagon or the White House, to do enemy badness.




Aly had more of the big plastic garment holders, but she hadn’t gotten them out of the box and unfolded and hung up yet. And since she had moved her little bookcases off that wall, she needed another bookcase in her living room, or at least she needed a much bigger bookcase than what she already had in the living room. And really, she needed one big bookcase just for all her language stuff. Her study journals, and her textbooks, and her foreign language readings, and hardcopy CDs and language tapes and videos, and all that. Plus the languages she wanted to learn but was only getting started on. And the languages she wanted to learn but hadn’t started yet, but she already had a book or two waiting for her. Some of those books were presents, like from Oscar. Or from Willow and Xander.




And she was wondering if she needed to put together special outfits and stuff in case some day she needed to pose as Kate or Jaime or even Linda as part of Oscar’s scramble rules. Well, she already had some ID stuff and clothing stuff for some of that in her go bag that was the suitcase, but one outfit with a wig and makeup did not make for a week’s worth of impersonation.




She decided that she’d talk to Oscar in private about that stuff. Because scramble rules.




She grabbed her gymbag and trotted off to the gym. And when she got there, Joan was all decked out in a similar gi, only with a black sash. And talking with her was a handsome middle-aged guy Aly had never met, who was also in a silk gi with a black sash.




Aly was going to go straight into the women’s locker area, but Joan waved her over.




She pointed out, “Hi Joan, but I don’t wanna keep anyone waiting, y’know.”




The guy looked at her and smiled, “Hi. I’m Peter. Dad asked me to drop by and fill in for him while he has a personal thing he needs to deal with.”




Aly shook hands and smiled, “It’s great to meet you. I’m Aly. And if you’re our instructor, I don’t wanna be late. Also, I don’t know what to call you when I have my gi on. Master Caine? Master? Sifu?”




The guy grinned, “For today, let’s just go with ‘Peter’.”




“Yes sir!” Aly said, and she skedaddled for her locker.




But she could still hear him. “Earnest, isn’t she?”




Joan laughed. “Aly has a lot of great qualities, including not thinking she’s the greatest thing since sliced bread.”




Peter laughed at that. “Yeah, I was pretty full of myself when we met.”




Joan snickered. “Oh yeah, and she can hear everything we’re saying.” Peter laughed louder.




Aly figured that Peter must have signed a bunch of NDAs and Joan knew about it. Otherwise, Joan wouldn’t have told him about Aly’s hearing.




Aly dressed quickly, but carefully. She didn’t want to damage her pretty gi, or make Peter mad at her. Then she ran out and stood next to Joan. She bowed carefully, and said in her best Mandarin, “I am ready, sifu.”




Peter smiled at Joan. “And she already knows more Chinese than I do, and I lived in the San Francisco area for years.”




Joan mentioned, “She’s the only enhanced agent we have who is really good with languages.”




Aly blushed. “I… umm… I’m still learning stuff.”




Joan casually said, “She’s that way about martial arts too, even if she’s a lot better than Kate and Jaime. Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.”




Peter just nodded. “In martial arts, we all are ‘still learning stuff’. Even dad.”




“Even you?” Joan teased.




Peter laughed out loud. “Especially me.” He looked at Aly and asked, “Any specific questions before we start?”




Aly made sure not to raise her hand. “Umm, yeah? Did he call you ‘grasshopper’ when he was training you?”




Peter tried not to laugh. “Yeah. When I was just starting out, and I still wasn’t sure how I felt about finding out that he was actually my father. And I was older than you are now. Pretty much everyone he takes on as a private student gets called ‘grasshopper’. It’s a thing with the family history.”




Aly spilled, “That’s pretty much what Joan said, but I just wanted to know. At first I thought it was because I could jump really far.”




Peter checked, “Anything actually related to training?”




Aly pursed her lips. “Umm, I already apologized to your dad, but do I need to apologize to you too?”




“For what?”




Aly explained, “There was this guy. We were in a sandpit working with pugil sticks. I did the one-handed ‘come and get some’ move.” She put her arm out and waved her fingers in demonstration. “Even though Master Caine told me not to do that.”




Peter checked, “And did you have a sound reason?”




Aly admitted, “Well, I think so. The drill instructors had already paired us up, and I was going to have to spar with him no matter what. But him and his friend said some really nasty things about my friend, so I didn’t want him to win. And I didn’t want to show too much of what I could really do. So I needed him to be sloppy in his attack.”




Peter nodded. “Okay, I’m fine with that. And if you already apologized to dad, I think you’re off the hook. So… let’s warm up, and then first I want you to show me the forms you’re comfortable with…”









Aly hurried over to the admin building. She was running late. She didn’t like being late. Even if this wasn’t her fault, because Peter wanted to see what she was good at, and what she needed to work on, and how she sparred against Joan, and how she sparred against him. And then she’d needed to shower. And she’d needed to take care of her new gi and not wad it up into a pile of stinky wrinkles.




She also couldn’t speed up too much because there were people in the hallways, and bots in the hallways, and Aly didn’t want to turn a corner at high speed and crash into someone.




But she knew she was mega-late when Peggy was standing outside her office waiting. Peggy just pointed and said, “Oscar’s office.”




Aly winced, “Sorry!” as she rushed past. And she stopped and knocked on the hatch like in Marine OCS training, which she was trying not to do when she wasn’t being Lieutenant Mackenzie.




“Come!”




So Aly opened the door and hurried in. “I’m really sorry I’m late…”




Oscar waved her to a chair. “Joan called and said Peter kept you long, and it wasn’t your fault.”




Aly grumbled, “I still don’t like being late, especially for important stuff.”




Oscar smiled, “It’s nice to know someone around here thinks I’m the important stuff.” 




But he was teasing her. She just made an effort not to blush.




He glanced down at his notes. “First the good news. Major Finn has regained consciousness. He doesn’t remember the attack or much of that day, and he’s weak, but he’s recovering. He is already at home with his wife and kids. I’m trying to arrange for you or Andrew to visit him at home and give him a briefing on what was going on, just in case that jogs any memories he might not know he has. Also, his wife is also on our A-List, so you meeting her might be valuable.”




Aly asked, “Is he gonna be able to return to duty? I mean, a fractured skull and four bullets to the chest…”




Oscar answered, “It looks like it. Not right away, but eventually. If he has additional problems, we can look into providing him with a replacement lung.”




Aly sighed in relief. “Thanks! I was really worried about him.”




“And now the bad news.”




Aly whispered to herself, “Oh crud.”




Oscar sighed a tiny bit. “It’s looking like you were right about the Balkansprachbund.”




Aly didn’t correct his pronunciation, and she didn’t say ‘oh crud’. At least, not out loud.




Oscar added, “Ms. Granger’s group appreciated the intel, and has since provided us with some information that she was able to put together. It appears that Alexander the Great’s images, and those of his generals, have suffered the usual wear and tear over time, but all of the statues, busts, and paintings of Alexander’s counselors have vanished. Not all at once, either. Ms. Granger estimates that the thefts and losses have occurred at an average rate of about two a century, through the twelfth century, at which point none of the artwork remained.”




Aly guessed, “So maybe this is an organization which has really, really long-term goals and really long-term plans on really long-term schedules…”




“Maybe,” Oscar sort of agreed. “This does seem like an indicator that they operate on a much longer timescale than anybody else. For normal organizations including countries, ‘long term’ usually means five to ten years, not over a millennium.”




Aly pointed out, “The guy in Selina’s universe played on that scale because he had some way of being immortal. But her universe has magic and stuff…”




Oscar just said, “We’re not jumping to unsupported conclusions, but we will keep that in mind. And we’ll keep all of this between you and me and Rinkin, just in case.”




Aly nodded unhappily. Because a guy or a group who thought ‘long term’ meant centuries would probably take their time and make sure that almost every country on earth had plenty of moles and informants spread around. Because they could take their time, and do whatever they needed. On the other hand, someone who thought on that kind of scale would probably ignore someone like her or Hermione, because in half a century, they would be off the playing field, and in a century, they would be long dead.




There was also the possibility that a group that operated on that kind of timescale was still stuck in the olden days and probably didn’t even consider that women might be operators.




Oscar glanced at his notes again. “Ms. Granger also says that her private review of the Macedonian language supports your theory on the Balkansprachbund. And her private review of the history of North Macedonia and the surrounding area also backs up this idea. As does her study of the current North Macedonian legal system. She thinks the language and the culture and the government have been ‘far too isolated and unyielding considering the external forces invading the region over the time period’.”




Aly just nodded. “Has anybody checked the art styles for the area?”




Oscar gave her a little smirk. “Yes. I asked someone who has art training and also lots of experience in tracking down art thieves and art forgers.”




Aly guessed from the smirk, “Buffy’s mom?”




Oscar nodded. “Good guess.”




Well, Buffy’s mom was a big-name FBI agent, and Aly knew from Other-Buffy that another Joyce had a lot of art expertise. So it wasn’t that wild a guess. And Aly didn’t know any other art experts who might be safe to call for this sort of thing.




Aly worried, “We didn’t do anything that would get the Summers fam in trouble, did we?”




Oscar smiled, “No, we didn’t. I had some of the Peggybots put together a thorough documentation of Western, Central, and Eastern European art, going back from modern art to cave paintings. And Willow arranged things so it looked like it was a Smithsonian project. If anyone can figure out that the OSI was investigating the history of Macedonian art from that, then they’re too far ahead of us to have to worry about what we think.”




Aly replied, “Thanks. Because maybe I worry too much about a lot of stuff, but I think this is something big enough to worry about.”




Oscar just said, “When you get to where you worry about a lot more ‘stuff’, you can have my job.”




“Umm, no thanks,” she said. “I’ve seen the amount of paperwork and computer filing and stuff you have to do. And maybe I could fill out paperwork, but I’d be terrible at making Senators like me, and making other government agencies like me. I mean, I already have a big chunk of the CIA hating me, and that Xe Consulting group is bound to hate my guts.”




Oscar added, “And the Department of Energy has had to admit that we were right, and they were being conned, so one of their subdivisions is angry at us for ‘making them look bad’.”




Aly groaned, “Oh great. So I’m already messing stuff up. I’d be terrible at your job.”




Oscar grinned, “Anybody who thinks they’d be good at my job is automatically going to be bad at it. And I can handle one small group in the DoE, and an unpopular section of the CIA.”




Aly checked, “But what about Xe Consulting? They’re out there, doing bad stuff and thinking they should do even more bad stuff. We’re bound to be on their to-do list.”




He just smiled, “I’m counting on it.”




He didn’t say more on the topic, but that made her feel better about it already.




Oscar just pulled out another file folder. “Meanwhile, we have an assignment for you. Domestic, not international. It’s protecting a vaccine researcher and his family.”




He tossed the open file folder onto her side of his desk. She could see a big picture of the researcher, and his wife, and his son.




She gasped, “But… but… that’s Hunter’s dad! And Hunter! And Mrs. Reeves too!”




Oscar nodded, “And you have an ‘in’ that nobody else does.”




She winced, “Well crud.”





Part II


Aly looked again at the picture on the top of the file. “But… they all know I was hurt. Mega-hurt. And in a burn ward. And Hunter knows what I really looked like. How do I explain…” She just sort of waved her hand down her body.




Oscar gave her a serious look. “You don’t. Hunter signed a couple NDAs. His parents have Top Secret clearances because of Dr. Reeves’ work for the NIH. And also they have signed NDAs specifically about you. Hunter talked to them about your burns and your injuries, but he apparently did not go into specifics. His parents need not be informed further. You can tell Hunter more. About yourself only.”




Aly tried not to choke up. “I’ve been talking to Hunter and texting with him and stuff. I mean, I filed a bunch of report stuff on that, after he signed the NDA. Same with Nicole and Robyn and Ray. But… He saw how bad stuff was. We’ve been chatting kind of boyfriend-girlfriend stuff, but he’s got to think I look like… like…”




Oscar helpfully said, “You’re worried he won’t handle the new you. Or he won’t handle it gracefully.”




Aly clenched her teeth together hard, so she wouldn’t cry. And she nodded a tiny nod.




She was trying really hard not to cry, because what kind of badguy-fighting super secret agent cried about boyfriends and stuff?




Aly managed, “Lexi—you know, Buffy and Willow’s me—well she hugged her Hunter, and she broke his ribs, and he isn’t even talking to her anymore, and she’s so sad about it. And Alex’s Hunter and Alexan’s Jaeger both moved away with their moms, and so I know Aly-types don’t always end up with their Hunter-types. And I was mega-freaked out about being a cyborg, and what if he’s mega-freaked about me not being all me anymore?”




Oscar handed her a couple kleenex, and she blew her nose. A lot. He just handed her the whole kleenex box and let her blow her nose some more.




He waited patiently until she stopped weeping and stopped honking out huge piles of snot into all of his kleenex. Then he said, “Michael explained some of this to Hunter when Hunter signed those NDAs. And Hunter’s been fine when he’s texting with you, right?” Aly nodded. “If the way you look now isn’t the way he’s been imagining you, and that’s too much for him, then maybe he’s not the right guy for you. Because you deserve a really special guy who will love you for who you really are.”




“A-and what I really am?” she asked hopefully.




Oscar nodded. “Right. Because what you are is an amazing heroine. Who just happens to have a few after-market add-ons.”




“I think that was Xander’s line first,” she managed.




Oscar smiled gently. “It sounds like him. I’ll be sure to give him credit in the footnotes when I write up the reports.”




Aly giggled wetly. “Thanks. You’re a terrific boss.”




Oscar replied, “Thanks. You’re a terrific agent. And you’re hardly the first agent—or secretary, or researcher—I ever had who needed to cry some time. Or some times.”




Aly blew her nose again. Ugh. A bunch more snot. She was like a snot factory with entire snot production lines, and maybe a snot research division that was inventing new kinds of snot. Which was such an attractive simile.




Oscar said, “You may want to buy some new outfits for this. Something that says ‘I am far more mature than I was back when I wore overalls all the time.’ Talk to Peggy about that.”




Aly giggled a little. And had to blow her nose again.




Oscar mentioned, “Oh, and since this is official OSI business, you need to be prepared to have some of those clothes end up damaged. So official OSI requisition forms, and get nice things that’ll last so you can wear them on future ops. Rinkin recommends pantsuits.”




Aly managed not to roll her eyes. Rinkin always recommended pantsuits. With legs flared just enough to hide a couple holdout weapons on your ankles. And women’s blazers, tailored so you can wear weapons and body armor, and carry other stuff, so you could skip the purses.




Even if Aly had no idea how she could carry a whole large box of kleenex without a big purse.









Aly thought it over and decided to go talk to Rinkin first. Not that she thought Rinkin was exactly a role model on this kind of stuff, because Rinkin had a friend with benefits who had gotten to see the Full Monty or whatever it was called, and she had pretty much asked for an NDA for the guy so she could do the ‘benefits’ part of ‘friend with benefits’. Aly and Hunter had been at the ‘mainly first base’ side of things, with one, maybe two trips to second base. But that was all. She was totally not even thinking about going all the way to home plate.




Okay, sometimes she thought about it. But she wasn’t ready to do it. And with her self-image stuff, she wasn’t sure when she’d be ready.




A Peggybot told Aly that Rinkin was out of the office at a meeting with people from the FBI and the DIA. Aly figured that would go really well, because Rinkin had been a legend in the FBI, even before she got injured.




So Aly went home and spent a couple more hours on languages. Even if part of that was helping Xander assemble a big IKEA bookshelf that he had picked out so it fit right in between her living room windows and didn’t mess up the window curtains either. She’d only had a little picture on that part of the wall, so the room was easy to rearrange.




And she did her language work by reorganizing all of her language books and textbooks and journals and stuff. Plus she suddenly had more room for her language stuff than all of her little bedroom bookcases combined, so stuff that had been stacked on the floor or stored across more than one small set of shelves now got to be stored properly.




And Xander made assembling that stuff look mega-easy. Aly just sat on the floor and did review and organized her stuff, because Willow thought the oldest journals and some of the really easy stuff for the languages she had down cold didn’t need to stick around. And so Aly had a stack for each language, plus a row of stuff for the bottom shelf that was languages she wanted to get around to someday. So… top shelves for her best languages, the next shelves for languages she was working hard at because she wasn’t good at them yet, and the ‘wish list’ books down on the bottom shelf. And she still had more room for more languages and more books and more journaling. She figured all her old stuff should go to an OSI area for other people who wanted to learn languages.




“Thanks a ton, Xander,” she smiled, as he helped her put stuff on shelves where she wanted them.




“You’re very welcome,” he grinned. “And way better than helping the guys dig out weeds over near the north gate.” Then he gave her a serious look. “So… what’s up, doc?”




“Nothing,” she fibbed.




“Come on,” he pushed. “I’ve got a Willow. I can totally tell the difference between ‘oh yeah I really want to do this’ and ‘I am doing this as a distraction so I don’t have to think about that really big thing.’ Like you’ve been doing all afternoon.”




So she told him a bit about the assignment and Hunter and how she was worried he might not feel the same way once he saw her.




Xander thought for a few seconds. “Well, I could tell you that’s crazytalk, because you’re bound to be fifty times more attractive than he’s been imagining… But I know how much angsting I did over Willow, so I figure it’s not really crazy, but it’s not uber-rational, either. Just remember that he was there for you at your worst, and he’s been there for you when he couldn’t be near you. So I figure he’s gonna need some time to get used to the hot, new, sexy you.”




“I’m… I’m not,” she managed.




He sighed a little, but she still heard it. “Aly, you’ve always been pretty. Always. I know, back in junior high, you were the ‘pretty without even trying’ girl that the girls like your friend Libby hated.”




“Libby’s not my friend,” she grumbled.




“Not the point. Then the Bad Stuff happened. And your self-esteem is still in the toilet, even if I think Marine OCS helped a lot there.”




She admitted, “Okay, you’re probably right. But… Okay, I dunno what, but I don’t feel pretty.”




He tried, “What about your friends who are all versions of you? They’re all hot chicks with superpowers and stuff, right?”




“Well, yeah, but…” She didn’t even know how to express what she felt. “I look in the mirror, and that’s not really me. It’s… It’s something else.”




“Aly, did your parents think that way?”




She admitted, “Well no, they were just so happy to see me, and they thought I looked like me.”




He pushed, “So… what do you think Hunter will do?”




She managed, “I hope he’ll see me and think I’m me. But I’m afraid he’ll see me and think I’m Major Kusanagi. Or Robocop. Or… something way worse.”




He told her, “That’s probably about where I’d be if I were you. Which I am not awesome enough to be. So you just need to go show him you’re still Aly, just with some after-market add-ons that make you way cooler. Like the chrome rims and the stripes down the sides. And that nitro boost you use to win those illegal street races.”




It was hard not to giggle, even though she wanted to be mega-stressed about stuff.




Once she had all her books the way she wanted, she walked back over to admin. Rinkin wasn’t back yet from her meetings, but Peggy was in, and Aly spent a fun hour or two picking out clothes to order. Okay, Peggy went home at five, and one of the Peggybots swapped in for her. That was fun too, because all the Peggybots were chipper and nice, like Peggy. And Peggy had a way better fashion sense than the bots, but the bots let Aly make more decisions even if Aly’s choices didn’t go along with Peggy’s sense of style. And the bots were faster on the keyboard. So, before six, Aly had some nice pantsuits and some nice dresses picked out, with accessories, and had signed the requisition forms that were all printed off nicely.




Then, after dinner, she went over to talk to Rinkin. Okay, she called Rinkin first and made sure it was okay to come over, and Rinkin wasn’t too tired after meeting all day, and she didn’t have a special guest FBI agent waiting for her in her bed, or any of that stuff.




Not that Aly asked if Rinkin had Don in bed. She just asked if Rinkin had visitors, because Aly didn’t want to intrude regardless of who the visitors were.




So Aly walked over to the apartment, and Rinkin asked, “Want something to drink?”




Aly checked, “Any chance you have diet soda? Maybe diet Coke?”




Rinkin answered, “No. Just some non-alcoholic beer, some zero percent milk that’s really just water with white stuff in it, and some mineral water.”




So Aly took a glass of the mineral water, and they commiserated on being part of the insane, low-cal diet club. Because bionics.




Then Rinkin asked, “You didn’t come over to apologize again, did you?”




Aly needed a moment to remember why she might have wanted to apologize, and then she snickered. “No way. I’m blaming Andrew for that.”




Well, it was Andrew’s fault. Mostly. And bad luck, which just happened. Because in their Dungeons & Dragons game the other night, Andrew had given Rinkin the spotlight, as Rinkin’s sorcerer was really the only member of their party who could do real damage to the fearsome enemy sorcerer, since Rudy’s wizard was unconscious and injured, and Aly’s cleric was trying to save their wizard and keep buffing up the party, and the rest of the party was fighting the badguy sorcerer’s minions. So Rinkin finally managed to win the sorcery battle with a couple really clever maneuvers, and the minions fell apart without magic to sustain them, but the badguy sorcerer cursed Rinkin with his dying breath.




And Rinkin’s dice roll to evade the curse was a natural 1, so she failed extra hard, and she turned into… a pig. An actual pig. And Aly tried to break the curse, and failed. And Xander’s bard tried to give Aly bardic inspiration to do better, and that failed. And Rudy’s wizard didn’t have any kinds of healing spells. So they were going to have to go on a quest to break that curse. And Willow’s barbarian kept forgetting that their pig was a teammate, and not food, so they had to guard the pig, including guarding the pig from one of their band.




Also, Rinkin’s pig noises and pig grunts and pig squeals were totally hilarious for the rest of the D&D session.




Rinkin smiled and drank some of her non-alcoholic beer, which she said was terrible if you loved really good beers, but at least it was beer-like. “So I’m guessing you didn’t come over to ask me how much fun I had in a meeting with FBI and DIA bureaucrats.”




Aly tried not to wince. “Uhh, no, I figured you had a totally un-fun time and you wouldn’t want to talk about it, unless you need to blow off steam, but if you do, I could listen.”




Rinkin grinned wider. “Hmm. Willing to listen to extensive complaints about bureaucrats. I think I’m going to have to add ‘masochist’ to your psych profile.”




Aly tried not to blush, even though she knew Rinkin was kidding her. “But I wasn’t willing to sit in the meeting with the bureaucrats.”




Rinkin thought that over. “Right. Clearly, I’m going to have to add ‘masochist’ to my psych profile.”




“Was it really that bad?” Aly wondered. “I figured with you being Rinkin Mueller, Super Star FBI Agent, they’d kind of do whatever you asked.”




Rinkin groaned slightly. “No fanboys in the room, thank God. And they weren’t averse to cooperating with us. But they wanted the inter-agency agreements to cover every possible thing they could think of. Every ‘I’ dotted. Every ‘T’ crossed. Every butt covered.” 




Aly giggled. “Is ‘every possible thing they could think of’ the same as ‘every possible thing we could think of’? Because the OSI has run into a lot of weird stuff we don’t tell everybody about. Also, we have Andrew for brainstorming.”




“Not even close,” Rinkin said smugly.




Aly drank some more of the mineral water, which really tasted like regular carbonated water that had gone partly flat. She finally brought up her mission, and Hunter. “So, umm, how did you get up the nerve to tell Don about… you?”




Rinkin checked, “I’m assuming you’re not ready to drag Hunter into the nearest bed?”




Aly managed not to squeak. Much. “Umm, no. Not even close. But I’m scared if I tell him what I am, he won’t… feel the same about me anymore.”




Rinkin managed not to roll her eyes too much. “Okay, look. You don’t have to cut your arm open and show him the gory details.”




Aly nodded a little. “I know that.”




Rinkin kept going. “He knows how much the doctors had to remove. He knows what you looked like when he left. And he knows what Michael Austin told him about bionics. This is not going to be a surprise for him.”




Aly tried to nod, and failed. “That’s what I’m hoping for.”




Rinkin pushed, “Aly, it’s okay to be scared about this. You’ve got your emotions all wrapped up in your body image, and we have the weirdest body images on the planet. I was pretty worried when I told Don, and I knew he was just looking for some sex. You’re still counting on Hunter being your own personal Prince Charming, which is a hell of a lot of pressure to dump on a kid your age.”




Aly hadn’t thought about it that way. “So… should I…”




Rinkin insisted, “Just tell him. He’s a teenaged boy. He’s not going to go all existential crisis on you. He’ll see you, looking prettier than he imagined, and you’ll just have to keep him from trying to drag you into the nearest bed.”




Aly tried not to wince at that, because she was pretty sure she was a mega-huge way away from being ready for that.




Rinkin added, “And cut him some slack. A lot of slack. You sent him away. Then he didn’t hear from you for a long time, in teen years. If he got drunk at a party over you, don’t treat it like he broke a deal. If he got drunk at a party and got hauled into the nearest bedroom, don’t treat that like he broke a deal. All deals were off when you told him to get lost.”




Aly nodded, even though she didn’t want to think about it. And she also didn’t want to think about what to do if he decided that all deals were still off the table, even after she came back.





Part III


Aly walked into the briefing room. Only, for this briefing, Oscar had her dressed like a secretary. White long-sleeved blouse, cute little bow holding her collar closed, black knee-length skirt, and black flats. Aly was even wearing a black wig so she looked more like Linda. And a lot of contouring and bronzer, so she looked more like Linda. And makeup over her eyebrows so it looked like she had Linda’s really thin eyebrows, so she looked even more like Linda. Plus heavy-framed glasses. Because Oscar and Rinkin didn’t think the guy doing the briefing needed to know that Aly was the agent who was getting the assignment.




Aly figured that said really bad things about this bureaucrat. The guy was supposed to be an expert for the National Institutes of Health, but according to Rinkin, the only thing this guy was an expert at was political infighting and backstabbing. Great. Aly was already not believing what this guy was going to tell Oscar, and the guy hadn’t even said anything yet.




Oscar walked Mister Untrustworthy into the conference room and gave him the nice chair at the head of the table. Aly was already sitting there at a laptop, like she was the official note-taker for the meeting.




Rinkin started, “Now Mister Gehagen-”




“That’s Doctor Gehagen to you. I have a degree in homeopathic medicine.”




“Oh!” Rinkin said, like she was totally impressed.




Aly was totally impressed… that this guy was an even bigger loser than she had already thought. Because she had heard all about homeopathic ‘medicine’ from her dad and her sister. So she knew it was completely fake, and ran on bad science and the placebo effect.




Oscar cut in, “I’m sorry sir, but we really should have come to your office, instead of you wasting your valuable time coming all the way out here…”




Doctor Jerkhead complained, “I have no idea why the director wanted me to come all the way out here for this one briefing, when I have a very full schedule! And I fail to see why this is so important. These threats aren’t serious. The anti-vaccination movement is a very serious social movement, not a group of dangerous terrorists! This is probably just a conspiracy by Big Pharma to make these people look bad.”




Aly typed away, not that she was actually typing words. She was just making key-click noises so it would sound like she was transcribing everything Mister Loser said.




And after Homeopathy Guy rambled on for almost half an hour about how this whole thing was ridiculous, Oscar escorted him out, telling him that he’d make sure everyone understood his points.




Rinkin waited until they were down the hall before she said, “Okay, now you know what we’re up against.”




Aly thought some really mean things, but instead of saying any of them, she just asked, “There’s a possibility of infiltration higher than Dr. Reeves or his boss?”




“Yes,” Rinkin nodded. “We’ve got a series of threats against Dr. Reeves for doing vaccine research.”




Aly asked, “And is everyone in the NIH doing vaccine research getting this kind of thing?”




Rinkin shook her head a little. “No. That’s part of the problem we’re seeing. WillowBeta and WillowGamma put together some data on a list of vaccine researchers, within the NIH and outside it. A few of them are getting a low level of vague threats against themselves, their families, their research facilities, and so on. The warnings and threats and claims are usually too vague to take to the FBI or the USPS. A group of researchers with managers working under Gehagen’s office—which includes Dr. Reeves and his colleagues on their project—are getting more specific warnings and threats, sometimes with more specific knowledge of their street addresses, their family members, or their work address.”




“Well crud,” Aly muttered. “So that guy—or someone in his office—is leaking to anti-vaxxer forums?”




Rinkin gave Aly an ‘I trained you better than that’ look. “We have no evidence. Yet. And it might be anyone with access to files or data in that office, or anybody who can break into those offices, or anybody who can crack their computer security, which WillowGamma assures us is well below the usual level of computer security across the NIH.”




Aly sighed, “Yes ma’am.” Rinkin cleared her throat. “Sorry. Yes, Rinkin. And I know it could even be less connected to the office, like a friend who someone talks to. Or other stuff.” She hinted, “You do know I call Oscar ‘sir’ sometimes, right?”




Rinkin gave her a look. “Just keep saying ‘Rinkin’ instead of ‘ma’am’. Okay?”




“Okay… Rinkin.”




Rinkin went on, “So WillowBeta compiled some specific count data, and over the past two weeks, Dr. Reeves has gotten an immense spike in the number of threats, and in the specificity of the threats. This happened to coincide with the release of a journal article by Reeves, Tsu, Panganiban, Vapalahti, and Agarwal on a potential vaccine for specific human-dangerous strains of hantavirus, although it’s just wrapped up the final level of animal trials and hasn’t even started human trials yet.”




Aly frowned, “But nobody reacts like that when other journal articles like that come out, right?”




Rinkin nodded. “Right. WillowBeta says no one in the anti-vaxxer movements seems to react to journal articles. Up until this one. And it’s not even a big-name disease, and it’s only animal trials, and the strains they’re working on are not known to be problems in North America.”




Aly scowled, “Well, that’s not suspicious at all. What’s really going on?”




Rinkin shrugged. “We don’t know. Maybe it’s an entirely new approach by the anti-vaxxer movements. Maybe it’s a new group that’s trying to make a name for themselves. Maybe it’s something that got brought up by someone in Gehagen’s office and passed on to anti-vaxxers who were told it was big.”




Aly mentioned, “Oh, and it’s orthohantavirus, not hantavirus. If you’re gonna interface with the cool NIH guys, you’ve got to get the lingo right.”




“Right, Biochemistry Girl,” Rinkin grumbled. “Yet another reason why this should be your tasking.”




Aly shrugged. “Just lots and lots of time listening to Annie and dad talking about stuff.”




“And I have yet to meet any ‘cool guys’ at the NIH. We keep running into the Gehagens of the world.”




So Aly asked, “Why did he have to come all the way out here, instead of you going to his office?”




Rinkin smiled mercilessly. “Oscar’s pretty sure that Gehagen’s bosses and the NIH directors all hate him, and would get rid of him in a second if he didn’t have so much political power. After all, this could have been done with a fifteen minute videoconference.”




Aly checked, “What kind of political power are we talking about?”




Rinkin spilled, “He’s a major campaign donor to three Senators and eight Congressmen from his state and two neighboring states. They all owe him big favors, and he capitalizes on that ruthlessly.”




“Ugh,” Aly groaned. “Any chance we could put someone into his office and find some evidence to get him arrested on a pile of charges and thrown into a really horrible prison?”




Rinkin gave her a quirky little smile. “Let’s say that chance is currently greater than zero.”




“Ooh!” Aly would have asked who got put on that tasking, but she wasn’t supposed to ask stuff like that. If she was supposed to know, then Oscar or Rinkin would tell her.




The thing with spilling too much about Other-Rinkin’s background was a pretty painful lesson about keeping her mouth shut about stuff she wasn’t supposed to talk about, and about not poking into stuff she wasn’t supposed to poke into. She still felt bad about that.




Anyway, Aly knew who she would have picked to go get a ‘boring secretarial job’ in Gehagen’s offices to spy on stuff. One of the Lindabots or Peggybots. Not that she was going to talk about it.




She picked up the files on the Reeves case from one of the Lindabots, and she went back to her apartment to read them. There was a file on Dr. Reeves’ research work. And one on his colleagues. And one on Mrs. Reeves’ friends. And one on what Hunter was doing.




Ooh! He had finished high school early and started college! She had sort of expected he would play football and baseball his senior year, and then see about getting a scholarship and playing on a college team. Not that he needed to, since his mom and dad both made plenty of money.




Okay, then there was a file on the local anti-vaxxer people in Nashville who spent a lot of time getting news coverage and stuff. And there was a file on names and email addresses the Willowbots had tracked down, and stuff they hadn’t been able to trace yet. And there was a file on technical details of what Dr. Reeves was doing, including some of his papers with notes on what the hard parts meant.




But the part that had Aly stumped was that the hantavirus diseases that Dr. Reeves’ group were working on curing weren’t even American diseases. Why were American anti-vaxxers even caring about that kind of research?




The scientists were studying strains of the orthohantavirus that had been observed to cause HFRS, which was a Eurasian issue. HFRS was Hantavirus hemorrhagic Fever with Renal Syndrome, which according to the notes was also known as Korean hemorrhagic fever or epidemic hemorrhagic fever. Those things were in Asia and a little in Europe, with the most severe forms of the illness coming from Hantaan orthohantavirus and Dobrava-Belgrade orthohantavirus.




This was not something that was going to be given to American schoolchildren. And there was no guarantee that this would get to clinical trials on humans, despite the successes in the animal trials, much less turn into a working vaccine for people. And any clinical trials would probably be under Dr. Vapalahti in Finland, or under Dr. Tsu in South Korea. So why did a bunch of American anti-vaxxers even care?




Maybe they were just stupid, and they were just doing what some Facebook ‘friend’ told them they should do.




It was kind of scary the way people would just believe anything that they thought looked the least bit plausible if it was on Facebook. Which was crazy. 




Aly read through all the files, and she decided that Oscar was right. Her best ‘in’ was just being plain old Aly. Okay, being the Aly who now worked for the OSI and was there to protect them, but still the Aly they remembered. 




Well, she wasn’t going to wear her overalls. Not when she wanted to impress Hunter. And his folks.




She also wasn’t going to wear something skanky. Not that she owned anything skanky. Really, the closest to sexy stuff that she had was some of her workout gear, which wasn’t mega-sexy like a lot of Kate’s workout stuff, but it wasn’t exactly suitable for going to church. She had some nice dresses, but the closest to ‘sexy dress’ that she owned was her black ‘going out to nice restaurant’ dress which was totally not an LBD.




Maybe it was a good thing Peggy had helped her pick out some new dresses and pantsuits.




Packing was a problem, too. She was going to be in a hotel, at least to start with. She wasn’t going to barge in on Dr. and Mrs. Reeves, but she was going to spend a lot of time keeping an eye on them. And Hunter was in a dorm. She totally was not going to move in with him. But she wanted to get an idea of how things were set up, and what kinds of risks she needed to worry about, and how she could best protect them if they even needed protecting.




So she wanted to have hanging stuff that was already hung up. And she wanted to have stuff ready to go in a dresser. And she wanted to have her study stuff with her, since she couldn’t spend a couple hours a day watching the CIA language feeds that the OSI used.




So she had a hard-sided roller bag that Xander needed about an hour and a half to turn into a pretty little bookshelf and laptop holder. Okay, with the shelving and the books, it was on the heavy side, so it was a good thing she was stronger than she used to be. And Peggy ordered a suitcase that was a folding bag for hanging stuff, so that when it was unfolded, her hanging stuff was already hanging up. Aly already had a nice suitcase that she could use to make nice stacks of folded clothes to go into a hotel dresser or someone’s chest of drawers. She just used some cardboard to separate her stacks so they’d stay nice and stacked.




And just in case, she grabbed her go bag and her go-suitcase that was a lot bigger than her go bag. She didn’t know what she was going to need to do, but it would be better to have that stuff along just in case.




And it wasn’t that far from the OSI base to Nashville. Okay, it wasn’t a short trip, like driving down to Georgetown to sit in on classes. But it wasn’t like driving from Paradise Valley to the east side of Rocky Mountain National Park, which took a few days back when she was a kid. It was only like nine or nine and a half hours from the OSI base to Vanderbilt University, assuming she didn’t get stuck in rush hour traffic anywhere, like going around the Nashville loop to get to the southwest part of Nashville where Vanderbilt University actually was.




And WillowBeta already had an excuse for Aly to be in Nashville. A language-and-liguistics conference that was going to be running at Belmont College, with some extra stuff running at Vanderbilt and Peabody. The only problem was that there was stuff at the conference that Aly really wanted to go to, but she had work to do.




Then she just had to do the hard part. Calling Hunter and his parents and setting things up. But she was under orders to maintain her cover, because if this was a serious threat, someone could have a cellphone scanner on Hunter or the Reeves house. And a tap on their landlines. You could buy either one off the internet for stupidly low prices, along with a whole bunch of other stuff that Aly didn’t think you should be allowed to buy. Even police and FBI agents shouldn’t be using cellphone scanners unless they had jurisdiction and a judge had signed off on their wiretaps and stuff.




“Hello?” That was totally Hunter’s voice, with some guys talking in the background.




“Hi Hunter, it’s Aly.”




“Aly! Hi! This is great. And this is a great time for you to call too. We’re just watching a movie in the floor lounge and pretending we’re working on homework.”




Someone yelled, “Go talk to your honey somewhere else! We’re watching shit! And Iron Man’s about to kick ass!”




Someone else yelled, “I can watch a movie and do homework too!”




A bunch of other guys were yelling stuff at that guy, like ‘oh suuuuure’ and ‘you only think you can’ and ‘your homework is shit anyway’ and other mean things




Aly could hear Hunter moving out of the room and into a quieter room. He asked, “How’s things? We haven’t talked for like two or three weeks, just some texts. And nothing interesting’s going on here.”




Aly went with her cover story. “I have to be in Nashville for a meeting, so I thought I could see you, and see your folks, and you could show me how nice Nashville is.”




“Now this is great!” Hunter gushed. “I’ve missed you so much. When’ll you be here?”




So Aly said, “I’m hoping I can be there by tomorrow night, but I’ve got to clear more stuff with my professors and my boss.”




“Awesome! Mom and dad’ll be thrilled to see you too. Do you need me to pick you up at the airport?”




“I’ll be driving, so I hope you don’t have to pick me up at an airport.”




He laughed and let her go.




And then Aly called Mrs. Reeves. And she stuck to her cover story too.




“Mrs. Reeves?”




“Hello? Who is this?”




“Umm, it’s Aly. Aly Mack. Remember me?”




“Of course we remember you, honey. Hunter still talks about you, even if…”




“Well, I’m doing a lot better these days, but I’ve got to be in Nashville for a meeting, so I wanted to see Hunter, and I wanted to see you and Dr. Reeves.”




“That would be lovely, honey. Do you know when you’ll be coming in? And where you’ll be? Most of the people Richard knows who come in for meetings are way over near the Opryland Hotel, and that’s on the other side of the city.”




She stuck to her cover. “Well, the meeting’s some language and linguistics people, and it’s around Vanderbilt and Belmont and some of their sister universities, so I asked for a hotel near Vanderbilt. Because of Hunter.”




Mrs. Reeves gushed, “That’s great! Richard works at Vandy Med School, and Hunter’s in a dorm there, oh you already know that, and it would make getting together really easy. And we don’t live that far away, just down West End Boulevard in West Meade.”




“Ooh! That’s great. I think my hotel’s on West End something, or near West End something.”




Mrs. Reeves chuckled, “That doesn’t cut things down any, Aly. There are hotels and motels all up and down West End. It’s a major road going from the southwest areas toward downtown.”




“Oh. Okay, I guess I better go talk to my boss, because I’m driving, and if I don’t know how to get to my hotel, that’ll be a problem. I thought West End sounded like a little dead end street.”




She didn’t really, because she had already seen maps of Nashville and the Vanderbilt campus and the Vanderbilt medical complex. And maps of West Meade, the suburb where the Reeves had a nice house.









She left a bit before six the next morning, which was only five a.m. Nashville time. So she had lots of time. And it was all interstate driving. And she got away from the D.C. traffic congestion area before that rush hour started, so she made great time.




When she stopped for gas the first time, she had a couple cheesesticks out of her little plastic cooler in her car. And she topped up her water bottle. When she stopped for gas the second time, she ate one of the sandwiches out of the cooler instead of hitting a fast food place. And she stopped for gas just east of Nashville so she didn’t have to try and fill up later. She took the big loop going south around the downtown parts instead of going north, which was supposed to be prettier but longer. And when she got off of I-440, she was on West End and really pretty close to the campus. For that matter, if she had gone the other direction on West End when she got off the interstate, she would have been aiming right at the area where the Reeves had their house.




It was still hours before rush hour would start, so she called Mrs. Reeves and left a message, then she called Hunter and left a message, and then she followed the directions to the Hyatt House At Vanderbilt, which was only like a block off of West End Boulevard and on the opposite side of West End from one edge of the Vanderbilt campus. 




And there were a ton of neat things she saw on West End between the I-440 exit and the hotel. She was thinking about getting Hunter to take her to a bunch of them. Like that big Parthenon in the middle of Centennial Park. Or that Krispy Kreme donut shop, even if she shouldn’t wolf down big, sugary donuts anymore because of calories. And they weren’t that far away from Midtown, or downtown, or Music Row, or some really neat-looking restaurants and stuff that she drove past.




She checked her car with the valet parking, and she checked in at the front desk, and she took her suitcases up to her room, and put her stuff away in the closet and the dresser so wrinkles wouldn’t be a hassle. She tucked the go bag in the plinth base under the bed, and she left the go suitcase locked up tight and shoved in the back of the closet behind her hanging bag. And it was a nice room. Totally nicer than she needed.




By then she got a call back from Mrs. Reeves, and a call back from Hunter.




Mrs. Reeves was cooking dinner and she insisted that Aly was coming over there for dinner. And Hunter was just finished with off-season baseball practice, so he was going to pick her up at her hotel and drive her over to his folks’ house.




She tried not to stress out. She did some box breathing and kept telling herself everything would go great. But she didn’t believe it.





Part IV


Aly sat in the hotel lobby, trying to look calm and collected. Maybe even cool. She was so totally not.




She felt like she needed to run her sweaty palms down the skirt of her dress, which was crazy and dumb. Because rubbing sweat on a nice, new, eggshell-color dress would stain the dress and put creases into it. And her palms didn’t sweat anymore. It was strictly psychosomatic.




So. New dress. It was a pretty off-white, and knee-length, with three-quarter sleeves and a portrait collar. It was fitted, but not tight or anything. Maybe it was a bit more fitted than she’d normally wear. It kind of showed off all of her curves. But at least you couldn’t see her abs and stuff. And she was wearing white court shoes with just one-inch heels because Peggy had insisted they went better with the dress than the flats she had been about to pick. And she had her hair down, instead of in a ponytail or under a baseball cap. And she was wearing a really light makeup: a sheer foundation, nude lipstick, and mascara. Nothing else. Oh, and she was wearing the little green earrings Hunter had bought her for her birthday, way back before everything had happened.




She took her tablet out of her purse and tried doing some reading in Russian and Arabic. Her brain wouldn’t cooperate. So she tried doing some reading in English for her classes. Her brain still didn’t want to cooperate, but the cooperation wasn’t as necessary for reading regular English for her English Lit course.




She had been working steadily on her STIA degree from Georgetown. A real B.S. in Science, Technology, and International Affairs. With all the stuff she had taken on-line, and all her languages, and all the stuff she had placed out of, she had more than enough credits already. But she still had specific courses she needed to have for the STIA degree. She needed this one-semester English Lit course. She needed one more semester of World Lit. And she needed a semester of European history and a semester of Asian history to go with the world history course she had taken and the American history course she had placed out of. Okay, she had placed out of the American history course after a big refresher from the CIA on-line coursework.




So these four courses this semester, and she’d have her B.S. by January. And she had enough extra high-level courses that her advisor wanted her to use those courses to start on a Masters in STIA. Okay, they were going to have to figure out what she should do her Masters on. Because her advisor wanted her to work with some of the linguistics department on language barriers to international tech transfer. But she was thinking more along the lines of technology issues in military and political areas. And Oscar had a completely different idea. And WillowDelta had a different idea. And Xander thought Aly was over-thinking the whole thing.




But she was trying to read ‘Much Ado About Nothing’ for her class, and she was not remembering anything on the page. And she was not enjoying it, even if it was supposed to be funny. She was too stressed to be reading a comedy. Especially a Shakespeare comedy. And she probably should watch it being performed so she could get more of the humor.




If she wasn’t so mega-stressed, this would be way easier.




She was pretty sure it was crazy to be stressed about seeing Hunter and his folks, when she had done all the stuff she had done since she got her bionics.




Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hunter walk in, look around, and immediately spot her. He rushed right over and gasped, “Aly!”




And he looked awesome. She was wearing one-inch heels, but she still thought he’d grown a couple inches since she had last seen him. And he had filled out. His shoulders were wider and his chest was broader and his arms were more muscled. Maybe ‘awesome’ wasn’t an awesome enough word for him.




He managed, “You look…” And then he couldn’t speak. That was either a really good thing or a really bad thing.




He just took her arm and escorted her out to his car. Which was nicer than her car, but she was fine driving a used car that looked fifteen years old, as long as it ran well.




She waited until he was on West End and going southwest. That gave her time to pull out her phone and check that his car wasn’t bugged or tracked. She smiled, “Hunter, you look great. Is this all from baseball practice?”




“Yeah, pretty much,” he said. “Baseball in the SEC is a major sport. No just showing up and taking batting practice. We have weight training, and running, and some pretty brutal drills I thought I was getting out of when I dropped football. Plus all the fielding practice, and baserunning practice, and batting practice, and everything else.”




He glanced over and swallowed hard. “You look… incredible. Dad looked up a lot of research on prosthetics, and burn surgeries, and skin repair and replacement… But I never imagined you’d look… well… perfect. Even after that guy came and had us sign those NDAs and he talked to us about your… umm… spy agency?”




She tried not to giggle. “We’re not really spies. We protect technology and people doing important stuff with technology. We investigate weird stuff that’s probably tech-related. That kind of stuff.”




He kidded, “I’d rather think of you as a sexy spy. Like the Black Widow. Maybe Agent 99. I mean, don’t take this the wrong way, but I didn’t believe you’d look… well… like you used to. Well, you but grown up. The pictures dad showed me had people who… Well, their prosthetics looked nothing like your arms and legs. And their skin looked… well… kind of plastic until they put a ton of special makeup all over it.”




She spilled, “You know what I looked like. This is just way better synthetic skin and prosthetic limbs and other replacement stuff. What a guy I know calls ‘after-market add-ons’.” Hunter laughed at that, which was a totally good sign.




She said, “My stuff is just insanely expensive, and largely experimental, or at least experimental only a few years ago, and still requires tons of maintenance, and also requires special surgical techniques and top-notch surgeons and inventors to make this stuff work right.”




“How expensive are we talkin’ here?”




She answered, “More than mom and dad, and your mom and dad, could ever afford, even if they sold everything they owned and cashed in all their 401k’s and stocks and bonds. The reason why more people don’t have what I have? Even millionaires can’t afford this. I got a miracle that lots of people deserve, but until they get the price way down and the repair issues solved and the bionics rejection issues fixed, this is something we don’t even talk about, much less share.”




“It still seems… impossible,” he told her.




“It’s crazy. And the reason they picked me is even crazier.”




He pointed out, “Aly, you did something completely impossible. Nobody could have survived what you did. Nobody could have survived any one little part of it. Of course they’d have to pick you. Everyone back in P-Valley knew you were amazing. Well, everyone except you, because you’re modest too. So how could they not pick you?”




She gave his hand a little squeeze and told herself that no one was watching her blush.




West End Boulevard turned into Belle Meade Road, which still had lots of traffic, but started having way nicer homes on way nicer lots, with nicer stuff built around them. Hunter turned onto Davidson Road and drove past some mega-nice schools. She was still admiring the schools when he turned off onto a smaller street and made some more turns. 




The whole area was nice big houses on nice big lots. The old houses were big brick houses that were built back in the Forties or Fifties or Sixties, and still looked nicer than her old house back in Paradise Valley, plus they had like three or four acres around them. The new houses were way bigger, and they were totally MacMansions, but each of them was on maybe one or two acres of land.




Well, a couple were even bigger houses on really big lots too.




Hunter pointed out, “These aren’t even the nicest homes in Nashville. I’ll take you out to Belle Meade Mansion if you have time. We’re talking a ‘Gone With The Wind’ sized mansion on a huge area of land that’s mostly been sold off for housing that’s more like this. And there’s newer areas outside of town where country-western stars and other millionaires live, and those houses are gigantic, with huge lots.




He turned into a long driveway. The house was a big ranch-style one-level brick home that looked way too big for just Hunter’s parents.




Hunter looked at her expression and admitted, “Yeah, you can’t buy a house out here and get a one-bedroom place with only four rooms. There are some apartment buildings outside West Meade like that, or over in Green Hills Village, but mom and dad’s house is now on the small side for the area.”




Yeah, she could see his point. The new houses that were across the street and two doors down on his side of the street were two or three times the square footage, with two or three stories and a way more modern look.




He added, “But it’s great at Christmas, or when family visits over the summer.”




“How big is it?” Aly wondered.




He groaned a little. “Six bedrooms, including the mother-in-law suite at this end. Three and a half baths, one of ’em in that suite. Mom and dad each turned one bedroom into an office, but with a fold-out couch and a dresser still in the room, so it can be a bedroom when we have enough visitors.”




She guessed, “So when you’re home, and your sister Sarah brings her whole family, and your mom’s parents come too, there’s still room?”




“Yep. Dad said it was dumb to get something too small, when he had to spend close to what our old house sold for or else he’d lose a ton of money in capital gains taxes. And prices are way different than in California.”




Aly winced a little. “Now I’m feeling guilty because this is huge and your mom must’ve had to clean for like ten hours straight because I dropped in on short notice.”




He grinned, “Mom has a maid service. They come in twice a week, clean, do whatever laundry mom has in the laundry baskets that she hasn’t already done, make food for the next couple days, and wash the dishes after the cooking. Mom says it’s like having her own wife. Dad says it’s like having your own wife but she’s out of ‘Ozzie and Harriet’. And they have a yard service too. Because even with those fancy riding lawnmowers, it still takes hours to mow the whole lawn. Dad has a little rose garden and a little iris garden he keeps up for mom. The yard service weeds both of them a couple times a year, and dad does the rest of the work on ’em, but that’s not much. Mostly cutting off dead stuff once or twice a year, and cutting flowers for mom to have in the house. And there’s a sprinkler system that dad had some guys come out and automate. There’s even a rain gauge on the roof so the sprinkler system knows how much watering to do or not do.”




He parked his car past the three-car garage on the back side of the house, where there was some extra paved area for a basketball goal and stuff. Then he had to unlock the outside door of the garage. They walked through the garage to get to one of the back doors, which led into a little atrium looking at doors into the pantry and the utility room and the kitchen and that mother-in-law suite thing. 




Hunter led Aly into the kitchen, where a table was already set, and Mrs. Reeves was slicing up stuff for a salad while other stuff cooked away on the stove and in the oven. Aly wondered if she should have told Mrs. Reeves that she was on a diet.




Okay, she was on a diet. If she ate a lot, she had to burn off all those calories, which was mega-hard. And if she ate way too much, she could rupture the seam between her organic stomach and her bionic stomach, which would be a lot worse.




At least this was just a small ‘family dinner’ kind of thing in the kitchen, instead of a big fancy thing in the fancy dining room she could see into through one of the other kitchen doors.




Mrs. Reeves looked over at Aly, and nearly burst into tears. “Oh Aly! We were so worried, and you look so… beautiful!”




She stepped closer and put her arms out, and froze. “Is it okay if I hug you?”




Aly smiled, “Sure, Mrs. Reeves.”




She got pulled into a big hug, and Mrs. Reeves murmured, “And they didn’t say what would damage your prosthetics, or if you had dietary restrictions, or anything!”




Mrs. Reeves scooted Aly back and looked her over. “It’s… amazing…” She turned her head. “Rich! Get in here! Aly’s here and you’re just reading another journal!”




Dr. Reeves walked in holding what looked like a journal turned to a specific article. And he looked worried. Until he saw Aly, and then he looked shocked. “Aly! You…” He stepped right up to her and took her hands and said, “I… This is impossible.”




“Rich!”




“I mean… we’re all really happy for you. But… this is impossible!” He glanced at his journal, and then back at her. “How?”




Aly tried, “Let’s all sit down at the kitchen table and chat.”




Hunter groaned at his dad being dad-ish, and agreed, “Yeah. I’ll get drinks.” 




“I’ll help!” Aly sort of volunteered.




But as soon as the Reeves were sitting down and Hunter was getting stuff out of the fridge, Aly pulled out her phone and went to work. No bugs. No traces on the landline. No laser-based listening at the windows. No malware on someone’s cellphone listening in, either.




She poured herself a half a glass of milk, and she sat down. “Okay…”




“Was that espionage gear?” Mrs. Reeves asked. “Where’d you get something like that? And why would you need to use it here?”




“Those are all good questions,” Aly admitted. “And I’ll answer all of them. But first, let’s talk about my prosthetics. I have four prosthetic limbs, a prosthetic eye, a prosthetic ear, a lot of bone replacement, and a lot of prosthetic skin. And some other stuff. All of ’em are mega-expensive, all of ’em have really bad potential side effects, and all of ’em need regular maintenance or replacement.”




“Rudolph Wells,” Dr. Reeves said. “He’s been the big name in that area for years. Jeff was talking to me the other day about a bionic heart valve replacement that he’s just released, and he’s teaching interested cardiosurgeons how to install one and check it for maintenance.”




Aly nodded. “Right. Rudy’s awesome. Basically, he rebuilt me. Him and his team, who are also amazing. But it was a really long, really painful process. And I could have had rejection problems at any step of the process. And since the rejection issues tend to be at the interfaces, they’re stuff like agonizing nerve damage, horrible infections, nasty rejection problems, and so on, up to coma and death. Plus the stuff isn’t like a pacemaker that lasts for ages. That heart valve thing he just released? The original versions cost like a million dollars in research and development alone, and had mega-grim rejection rates. My stuff? It’s all still technically experimental. I have regular check-ups and replacements and re-evaluations, and I’m pretty sure I will for the rest of my life. My skin looks amazing, and it feels like real skin, even to me, but if I get a bruise, it’ll never heal. It’s not skin. It’s a prosthetic. It’ll have to be replaced. Oh sure, it’s tougher than real skin. But it can’t heal up like real skin. You can hug me and stuff with no risk, but if I fall down and scrape my knees, I may have to go ‘back to the shop’.”




She sighed, “This stuff costs… We could never have afforded it if Rudy and his people hadn’t picked me for some trials. Nobody could afford it.”




Dr. Reeves said, “The cost numbers I read would put this so far beyond a heart-lung replacement…”




Aly revealed, “With the new hardware they put into me over the last several months, my long-term total cost is up to about a hundred eighty million dollars. So far. You could buy a squadron of F-16’s for what I cost. And that’s not even counting paying for the expertise, or the maintenance, or the testing facilities, or a lot of this other stuff.”




Hunter managed a smile. “Well, when people say you look like a million bucks…”




Aly gave him a warm smile. “Thanks. But this stuff is a process. Just like the first heart replacement surgeries. Rudy’s first ‘success’ on a person was a pair of bionic legs that ran off miniature nuclear reactors. That guy? He was up and running around and stuff, but he weighed hundreds of pounds more than he was supposed to. And the reactors, even shielded, were a problem in a dozen different ways.”




She grimaced. “There’s other stuff too. They only talk about it in the medical ethics journals, but lots of people don’t handle not being ‘whole’ anymore. One of Rudy’s early trials was this guy who had to have all four limbs replaced after a pretty hideous accident. He looked as good as new, but he couldn’t handle how different he really was. He was like half machine. He went insane and began committing crimes. And he was insanely strong, so catching him and stopping him was a nightmare.”




She took a short length of steel out of her purse, and she passed it around the table so everyone could tell it was a rigid steel bar. She spilled, “My prosthetics are high-tech and they’re metals and ceramics and ceramets. That means they’re a lot stronger than they look.” She tied the steel bar into a pretzel, to everyone else’s shock. “And that means that prosthetics exactly like mine are also too dangerous to put on the market. And they mean that I have to have reinforcement all through my body, so I don’t tear my arm off or crush my spine by using my arms and legs to their fullest.”




Hunter worried, “What does ‘to their fullest’ really mean?”




Aly took a breath. He and his parents had to know this, sooner or later. And sooner was bound to be better. “I can bend steel. I can leap onto your roof from a standing start. I can punch through a cinderblock wall. I can tip over a car. I can run faster than a cheetah. I’m halfway between little old Aly Mack and… Robocop. And I worry about that. A lot.”




Hunter gently squeezed her hand. “It’s okay. You’re not some robot. I can tell. You’re still you.”




Aly tried to smile. Hunter had already heard her line, but she said to his parents, “One of my friends says I’m just me, but with some after-market add-ons.”




Dr. Reeves asked, “Does the prosthetic eye work? Do you have depth perception? Color perception? It looks real. I mean, I can’t tell which one is the prosthetic.”




Aly explained, even if she left some stuff out, “Full color, plus some infrared that we don’t normally see. Normal depth perception. It reacts to light, and everything. It’s amazing, even if it also means there’s a lot more surgical work than just putting in an eyeball. The interface is mega-advanced, but it’s also incredibly finicky, and requires opening up the skull and putting in some cybernetic interfaces in my brain. And not getting it done right and not getting it maintained properly would be… mega-bad. Like I said, it’s not affordable, even if you’re rich. But Rudy’s smart. He’ll get all of this working, and workable. In another couple decades, this stuff will be available.”




Mrs. Reeves looked at Aly’s phone, which Aly had been using for spy stuff. “And in the meantime, you’re… a spy?”




Okay, it looked like she was going to have to address that issue too. Ugh.





Part V


Aly explained, “I’m an investigator. I work for the Office of Scientific Investigation. We protect scientists and scientific research. We look out for misuses of scientific research. We stop things which no one else is qualified to deal with.”




“Like what?” Dr. Reeves checked.




Aly spilled, “Like years ago. There was this boy named Danny. Danny was a very, very smart boy, who maybe wasn’t as wise and mature as he thought he was. He invented a new thermochemical process in his folks’ garage. And he wasn’t quiet enough about it. He managed to attract the attention of some very bad people, who wanted to kidnap him and force him to make that for them. One of our agents protected Danny, and rescued him, and rounded up the badguys, and made sure that Danny and his folks would stay safe. Danny is now all grown up, and a highly-respected materials science expert.” She decided not to mention that ‘Danny’ was responsible for some of the stuff in her body, like the foamed titanium ‘bones’.




“That seems remarkably wholesome for a government spy agency,” Mrs. Reeves muttered.




Aly nodded. “That’s because we’re remarkably wholesome for a government agency. We try to be the good guys. That’s the real reason why I’m here. Our computer gurus picked up a huge spike in anti-vaxxer craziness aimed at you, Dr. Reeves, and it coincided with the release of your paper on your success on those animal trials for your vaccine for those strains of orthohantavirus, which isn’t something American anti-vaxxers have ever cared about before. So supposedly I’m just here, attending a conference, and visiting Hunter and you two. But really, I’m investigating whether this is something we need to worry about, and if it is, I’ll deal with it.”




Mrs. Reeves worried, “Are you qualified to do this? I mean, they’re not taking advantage of you, are they?”




Aly smiled a little. “Yes ma’am, I am qualified. I’ve had training, and I’m also finishing my undergrad degree in STIA. I mean, this semester I’m finishing up my B.S. in Science, Technology, and International Affairs from Georgetown, and I’m planning on working on a Masters degree in it too. Probably with a heavy emphasis in languages.”




Hunter smiled, “You always were the best at languages.”




Aly looked at him. “Terry totally got the highest grades in Spanish.”




Hunter rolled his eyes. “You were way better at speaking Spanish and doing dialogues in class. He just tested better. And Ray and Nicole said you were the best at German back in elementary school.”




Aly admitted, “Well, maybe. Since then, I’ve also picked up some other languages, and I’m studying more.”




“Like what?” Hunter wondered.




“Umm, Russian, French, Arabic, Swedish… Some other stuff. I’m working on basic Chinese, which is really cool, because some of the symbols are really drawings of the stuff they represent, or they’re a couple other more-basic symbols put together, or stuff like that. And they’re not as hard to write as they look.”




Hunter groaned, “I’m just getting by in Spanish class, and I had a couple years of it in high school.”




Mrs. Reeves pointed out, “Honey, you’re taking Spanish 227, which is for people who read and write Spanish so well they can read Spanish literature in the original and write an essay about it in Spanish. That is so much better than I could ever do.”




He shrugged, “There is that. And at least I’m not being asked to tutor the guys on the team who are struggling in Spanish 1. Because there are some guys on our team who are amazing athletes, but honestly, they make the football players look like Nobel Prize winners.”




Aly tried not to giggle.




Dr. Reeves complained, “Plenty of college scholar-athletes make ‘scholar-athlete’ look like an oxymoron.”




Aly piped up, “Even ‘oxymoron’ is an oxymoron.”




“Really?” Dr. Reeves wondered.




“Sure,” she nodded. “The ‘oxy’ comes from the Greek for sharp, and the ‘moron’ comes from the Greek for dull.”




Hunter smiled, “Languages really seem to be your thing.”




Aly shrugged a little. “I like ’em, and it turns out I’m pretty good at ’em. And I’m going to drop in on some seminars on languages and linguistics at this conference going on at Belmont and Vanderbilt and Peabody while I’m here.”




Hunter said, “I really want to spend time with you while you’re in town, but… maybe not in a conference for languages I am never gonna be able to speak.”




She gave his hand a warm little squeeze. “So anyway, I’d like to pretend nothing’s going on. I wanna spend time with Hunter, and get a tour of the campus, and see you two, and maybe get a tour of the med school and Dr. Reeves’ lab, and maybe go grocery shopping with Mrs. Reeves… Little, normal stuff I like doing.”




“I try not to do grocery shopping,” Mrs. Reeves admitted.




“I could do that for you!” Aly exclaimed. “All you’d have to do is point me at the grocery store you like, and give me a shopping list.”




Mrs. Reeves smiled, “It’s easier than that, Aly. I phone in an order to Harris-Teeter, and I just pick it up on my way home. They even have special parking spaces for the phone order and on-line order shoppers.”




Dr. Reeves said sadly, “Only… since she started shopping like that, I never get surprise desserts that are on sale.”




“Oh you,” Mrs. Reeves said to her husband. “I need to not be walking past those endcaps in the store anyway. I buy too much junk when I do. We both need to be watching our weight more.”




Aly mentioned, “I have to watch my weight all the time. Because I can’t burn off any calories just by walking. Or running. I mean, if I ran a marathon in like three hours, I’d burn off a couple hundred extra calories, not thousands and thousands like a normal person. Because of my prosthetics. On the other hand, I lost a lot of my gastrointestinal tract and some of my stomach, so I don’t get calories out of food as easily as normal people do.”




Dr. Reeves frowned, “This sounds like it’s a lot more complicated than you’re making it out to be.”




“Maybe?” she fudged. “I mean, I can eat everything; I just can’t eat a lot of it. Which is fine when it’s lima beans, but it’s horrible when it’s a hot fudge sundae.”




Hunter and Mrs. Reeves laughed at her joke, but Dr. Reeves looked a little worried. She figured he knew way too much about the complexity of the GI tract to pass it off as ‘not a problem’. After all, Dr. Reeves had an M.D., and also a Ph.D. in biochem. And he had published papers in virology and immunology and stuff.




So Aly deflected. “Can I help getting stuff on the table?”




Mrs. Reeves smiled, “No honey, you’re a guest. And everything’s ready to go on the table.”




They had salad. And a rice and chicken casserole with artichoke hearts and stuff in it. And a plate of sliced and fried okra that had been staying hot in the oven. And Southern-style green beans with some bacon and onions and stuff cooked in the water with the beans and then left in the serving bowl for extra yumminess.




Okay, the beans were really soft, instead of crisp the way she liked them. But they were still good. And the fried okra was amazing. Her experiences with okra had been in stews that had too much okra so they were okra-ish and slimy. Not these little guys. These slices were crisp and tasty and made you think okra might be pretty great. Halfway through the meal, there wasn’t a single piece of okra left.




She needed that recipe. An hour ago, she would have laughed at the idea that she would ever want to eat okra except maybe a little bit in Cajun cooking, but these were mega-yummy.




She smiled, “The okra is awesome, Mrs. Reeves. Would you teach me how to make them?”




“I would love to, honey.”




Dr. Reeves looked over at Mrs. Reeves and teased, “Our little Aly has changed so much… Now she’s even eating okra!”




Hunter chimed in. “It’s like she’s a pod person.”




Most of the table groaned at that, since they all knew okra were little pods.




Aly retorted with a smile, “That joke is so terrible it’s like my dad told it.”




Hunter clutched his hand to his heart, like he had been wounded.




Mrs. Reeves smirked, “We do get our share of dad jokes around here, too.”




So dinner went great, and the after-dinner sitting-around part went great, just talking about family and friends and stuff. Then Hunter drove her back to the hotel. And that was tense for a totally different reason.




She was hoping he wouldn’t reject her. She was hoping he’d want to kiss her. But she was also hoping he wouldn’t want to go a lot farther than that. After all, he was a college sports guy, and the college sports guys she had read about in the news were… well… 




But he was still Hunter, and Hunter had never been one of the entitled jerkheads at school, even if he had been one of their baseball and football stars.




He pulled into a parking spot near the valet parking area, so they weren’t exactly secluded. He smiled, “It’s so great seeing you again. I missed you so much, and then, when you got here, I realized just how much I really missed you…”




“I missed you too,” she smiled nervously. “I missed you a ton. But I couldn’t go see you, or even talk to you, until they did your background check and you signed your NDAs and your folks signed theirs. It felt like it took forever.”




He leaned toward her. “Aly? Can I kiss you?”




“May you kiss me?”




He shook his head a little. “First, can I? I mean, I know how much of your face has to be reconstructed or prosthetic. And the last thing I wanna do is damage any of that. I saw you bend that steel bar, but…”




She smiled warmly. “It’s okay. My face is at least as strong as it used to be. And I promise my lips won’t fall off or anything. And… yes you may kiss me, too.”




She leaned forward too, and he softly kissed her.




She had also worried about how responsive her prosthetic skin would be. Oh sure, it felt hot and cold and pressure and sharp stuff and pretty much all the stuff skin was supposed to feel. But she hadn’t known how it would do on this. On the passionate stuff skin was supposed to handle. Even if she hadn’t heard any complaints on the subject from Jaime or Rinkin or Kate.




Maybe it was her feelings for Hunter, but her skin seemed even more responsive than she remembered. Or maybe she was just older and more adult. Or maybe she had been a lot more lonely than she’d realized. But his kiss was like everything she remembered, only more.




A lot more.




She let him kiss her, and then she was kissing him back, and pretty soon it was all she could do not to just tear his seatbelt in half and drag him across the bench seat.




She had no idea how long they were kissing, but finally some guy yelled, “Hey you two! You’re at a fuckin’ hotel! Go get a room!”




They both pulled back. She opened her eyes for the first time in… she didn’t know how long. Hunter was breathing almost as hard as she was. He managed, “I guess you really did miss me.”




She had to swallow a couple times. “Totally.” She took a short breath. “Way more than I thought.”




He looked at the hotel and then back at her. “Look Aly, I know what I’d like to do, but I don’t think you’re ready for that. So I think I’d better let you just walk to the hotel. And then I’m gonna go take a really cold shower.”




“Okay.” Because she was thinking a cold shower sounded like an excellent idea. Because she was on fire. And parts of her were more on fire than others. For the first time in her life, she really understood that whole ‘getting carried away’ thing. If she had done this in her hotel room, like near the bed, she wasn’t sure either of them would have stopped until stuff was all finished. And she was mega-not ready for that. Not even with Hunter.




She slid out of the car. “Can I see you tomorrow?”




He grinned happily. “Oh yeah. How about a personal tour of the campus?”




“Sounds great. Mega-great.”




He checked, “What time do you want me to be here to meet you?”




“Umm… don’t you have classes?” she worried.




He nodded. “Yeah, but they’re at eight and nine. I can be here by like ten fifteen.”




“That would be great!” she smiled.




She walked into the hotel, feeling like most of her skin was too hot. Parts of her were way more hot than others. Her lips felt swollen. Other parts of her felt swollen too.




She went straight up to her room and stripped and showered with the water as cold as it would go. She had no idea how she was going to manage for maybe two or three weeks like this. She had really enjoyed kissing Hunter before the accident, but it hadn’t felt like this. She could see why a lot of women did totally stupid stuff in the heat of the moment. 




And she could see why it was called ‘the heat of the moment’.









Aly woke up the next morning. She’d had a couple really… umm… well… steamy dreams during the night. And that had led to two more cold showers. So she was damp, and the bed was damp, and her hair was still wet. Ugh.




She used the wet hair as an excuse to go get some exercise. The hotel had a nice pool, and she was hoping it was early enough that she could get some laps in before it got clogged with kids who needed to burn off their energy.




Ooh! The pool wasn’t empty, but there was only one person in there, and she was an adult woman, and she was swimming laps too. Also, the pool wasn’t all that big. So Aly took the other side of the pool and went to work. Five laps of crawl. A lap completely underwater. Five laps of breaststroke. A lap underwater. Five laps of sidestroke. A lap underwater.




She was about to repeat the whole process when she realized the other woman had stopped swimming and was just staring at her. “Umm, hi?”




The lady asked, “You’re not on the Vandy swim team or something, are you?”




The lady was in her thirties, but in a flashy bikini, so she probably wouldn’t appreciate being called ma’am. So Aly just shook her head. “No, I just needed the exercise. I was traveling here all day yesterday.” 




Then she realized the woman’s eyes were drifting down to the waterline, which was near Aly’s navel since they were in the shallow end of the pool. Aly had purchased a new one-piece swimsuit along with the other stuff, and it was a nice, conservative suit in ocean blue. Only, it was a little tight, which Aly had thought was good for swimming. But she hadn’t worn it before except just to try it on for fit. So she hadn’t realized that when it was wet it showed off Aly’s abs. Which Aly was maintaining in Marine Corps condition, because that helped her in martial arts and stuff.




The lady gasped, “Holy shit! My guy works it at the gym, and he doesn’t have abs like that! Are you one of those fitness models?”




Alt shook her wet hair from side to side in a definite ‘no’. “I just work out a lot, because I sit in an office chair most of the day. I’m here for the language and linguistics conference that’s at Vanderbilt and Belmont.”




“Cool. I’m here ’cause my niece is thinking about Vandy for next year, and she wants the big tour and shit. So sis and I are with, because there’s no way I’m lettin’ my seventeen year old niece loose in Midtown Nashville without a chaperone.”




Well, from what Hunter had said, Vanderbilt wasn’t one of the big party schools, but if you wanted to party your brains out, there was a ton of stuff within a few blocks of the campus in pretty much any direction.




But Aly decided she had better go up to her room to do her crunches, if the lady had been that impressed by some abs. So she did another set of laps, dried off a bit, walked up to her room, did two hundred crunches as fast as she could, which was around two or two and a half minutes, then some planks and side planks, and then showered and got a light breakfast in the hotel.




It was still really early, so she spent an hour working on languages, and then she took her car over to really do some of that lang conference stuff.




Which turned out to be awesome. She signed in and paid the fee and got a namebadge and schedule and stuff. One of the most awesome things was they had pins. Pins that represented languages. You put the languages you were fluent in on your right, and on the left you put the languages you were learning and were good enough to struggle through a chat in.




And maybe she was overdoing it, because she had a lot more languages than the other people her age. The people who had more languages on their right side tended to be forty or older, with that ‘I live in academia’ look to them. She had English, Spanish, German, French, Russian, Arabic, and Swedish. She very deliberately did not touch a pin for Macedonian. But she had about three times as many languages on her left side, including some languages that maybe she could have slipped over to the right side, like Hebrew and Yiddish and Italian and Norwegian and Occitan and Monegasque.




Okay, she had Mandarin on her left side, and she was totally not ready to put that on her right side. And maybe she didn’t know enough to have it on her right side, but she had learned a bunch of common words and idioms. She figured she was way farther ahead on conversational Mandarin than she was on written Mandarin, since she was comfortable with the tones, and Mandarin grammar was mega-easy.




She went to the buffet area, just to get a cup of coffee, before the first talk of the day, which was a polyglot talking about his tips for learning more languages once you had some under your belt. Which she was really interested in hearing.




One of the older guys walked up and glanced at her buttons. He asked in Hebrew, “Do you really speak all these languages? You look like you are too young to be in college. Or am I just that ancient?”




She laughed, and looked at his pins. He had Hebrew near the top of his right hand side, and Arabic near the top on his left. So she switched to Arabic. “I am older than I look. I’m not wearing any makeup this morning. And I am finishing up my STIA degree at Georgetown.”




He studied her pins. Or maybe he was studying her chest. But he picked another language on her ‘to learn more’ and said in Yiddish, “I am an old fart professor at Tulane, but I get to study linguistics for a living.”




He turned his head and called out, “Hey Vit! Over here!”




A thin man with really bushy eyebrows walked over with a half-eaten plate of buffet food. “What’s up, Yit?”




She peeked at the namebadges on the lanyards. Oh. Right. Vittorio and Yitzhak. And they knew each other well enough to give each other grief at a conference.




“Vittorio? This is Aly. Take a look at her pins. Aly? This is Vittorio, our guest speaker this morning.”




Aly shook hands as she studied his pins. She was careful not to make him drop his plate. He had like twenty pins on his right side, and about ten on his left.




Vittorio grinned and asked in Italian, “You’re interested in learning more Italian?”




She nodded and answered in Italian. “Yes. I have a language buddy for a number of languages I am learning, or else I have videos to work from, but I have only found some basic Italian language videos.”




Vittorio corrected a couple things, and she tried again, earning a huge grin from him. He switched to Spanish. “I recommend the ‘language partner’ approach. This old goat taught me Hebrew while I taught him Italian.”




She agreed in Spanish. “It’s great. I have a friend who’s Israeli. She’s teaching me Hebrew and Yiddish, while I’m working with her on her English and Russian.”




So she had a great time, just talking with people who wanted to talk to her in all kinds of languages, and listening to Vittorio’s lecture which was mostly English but sometimes he moved back and forth between several languages, and sometimes codeswitched in the middle of one language, and no one complained at him. And he had some good ideas, most of which she was already doing. Like refreshing one of your proficient languages by using it to learn a new language. Which was what she was doing with a bunch of her languages already, and what she planned to do even more once she got proficient in Mandarin.




She got back to the hotel in plenty of time, and changed into plain old jeans and a t-shirt and sneakers. Then Hunter came and got her, and they walked around the Vandy campus, just holding hands and looking at stuff and sneaking quick kisses. Everything was going so great!







He glanced at his phone when it rang. At least one of his people was using proper security. He couldn’t even tell which of his people it was, since it had gone through their VoIP security first. He answered, “Bishop here.”




“This is Pawn Four. I have Target Three under surveillance as usual, but he’s picked up an unidentified coed. And he’s too familiar with her for someone he hasn’t been seen with before.”




“Send me some photos.”




“Pawn Four. On their way to dead drop one. File is called P4newpics.”




He turned to his computer and quickly checked that drop. He opened the file… “Son of a bitch!”




“What?”




He insisted, “Discontinue surveillance on Target Three. Alert Pawns One through Five about this one.”




Pawn Four responded, “But I used a telephoto lens.”




He snarled, “What did I just say? Do I need to take this to my boss?”




Pawn Four gulped. “No sir! But you didn’t explain…”




He growled, “She’s on the Red List. That’s all that matters.”




“Fuck! Okay, you warned us about Red List people. I’m out of here, and I’ll contact the other Pawns as soon as I get to my ride.”




He hung up. He was going to have to send this up the ladder. That was never good. But… she was on the Red List.




There were under two dozen names total on the Red List for the entire planet. Michael Knight was number one on the list, probably because he was running FLAG. Rinkin Mueller? Okay, he had looked her up, and she had been a legend in the FBI. Faith Lehane? She was an active FLAG agent and had top FLAG tech at her disposal. Ditto for Mark Carlson and Darcy Walker. Aly Mack? He had no idea why some pretty college coed with nice hooters was number six on the Red List. But she was.




Something would have to be done about her.





Part VI


Aly was wearing a Vandy t-shirt that Hunter had bought her that morning. She knew he would have preferred to buy her one a size or two smaller, but she wasn’t interested in everyone seeing exactly what her shape was. Just Hunter.




And not like that either. Although she’d had a really lurid dream about it the night before.




And they were eating at a neat little restaurant just across West End from the campus. It was mainly full of college kids, and plenty of them were doing date-lunches like she and Hunter were. After the accident, she hadn’t thought she’d ever be able to do something so… normal.




She hadn’t thought anyone would want to do something so normal with her.




She kissed Hunter as she thanked him for lunch, and they held hands as they walked back across the street and across the campus. He asked, “I know this is kind of boring, but I’ve got baseball practice. We do off-season practice too, except for a couple guys who do fall sports too. Like our first-string shortstop. He’s also the football team’s best cornerback, so he’s got permission to skip our practices. So…”




“I’d love to just watch and see what kind of stuff you do,” she smiled. “It’s not like I even go to Georgetown sports things, and pretty much the whole campus only focuses on the basketball games.”




And it wasn’t like she spent much time on the campus anyway. She only knew a handful of people in each of her classes, and she lived at the OSI base instead of around the Georgetown campus.




So she asked, “Do you work out at the baseball stadium? I don’t even know where that is.”




He smiled, “Well, the practice field, which is really close to it. Your hotel’s gonna have maps, and they can tell you. I’ve got classes till three, and then we’ve got practice, but you can come sit in the stands down the first base line, and watch us practice. I’ll be number 57.”




“I’m sure I couldn’t miss you,” she bubbled. And really, she could look at all the ballplayers using her telescopic sight and find him.




So she went back to the hotel, where she was Hunter-less, and she asked. And the hotel had three different scales of maps, including the detail map of the campus that had the baseball field and the practice field marked, just like it had the gymnasium and the football stadium marked. The other two maps had Vanderbilt on them, but the second map included all of Midtown and Music Row. The third map was a city map at a scale which showed the entire loop around the city, and went out past West Meade on the left side side, and went out as far as Opryland and the airport on the right side.




She took all three maps.




And she drove back over to Belmont for another of the conference talks. She snuck into one that was already going, about what language to start with if you already knew one language. And she had figured the easiest language for an English speaker would be German, or maybe Spanish, but the speaker made a pretty convincing case that the easiest language was Frisian. Even if not that many people spoke it. And the speaker said the way she had learned to speak Portuguese after learning Spanish was from watching Brazilian telenovelas, which was why she had a Brazilian accent when she spoke Portuguese. Cool.




Aly drove back to the hotel and then jogged over to the baseball practice field, although she made an effort to keep it down to a normal human jog, not what the bionics group called a ‘jog’. It looked like the regular field, if you didn’t take good care of the grass, and you didn’t have a big stadium, and stuff. It wasn’t really designed for fans. It had a screen to protect people from foul balls, or maybe so they didn’t lose the foul balls. Because they had a way higher screen just like that all around the outfield to catch any homers that got hit in practice. It had some small metal bleachers down the first base line and behind home plate. And it had an open three story high tower behind the home plate bleachers, which looked like only coaches used it and only coaches who liked climbing ladders would use it.




There were like fifty guys dressed out in what she thought might be old batting practice uniforms, and the coaches had them doing warm-ups in right field. There were like eight coaches, who went from ‘virile young guy who looks like he just stepped out of a major league baseball line-up’ all the way to ‘old guy who looks like he needs to lose eighty pounds and stop smoking’.




After the warm-ups, the coaches had the players split up to do half a dozen different workouts. There were guys doing wind sprints and practicing base stealing. There were guys running laps around the outside of the field. There were guys taking batting practice just outside the baseball diamond in the left field foul area. There were guys practicing infield fielding, with a coach hitting grounders. There were guys practicing outfield fielding, with a coach hitting high fly balls to them. There were pitchers practicing pitching to catchers, and they were over in the bullpen area for relief pitchers. It was way more hectic than Aly had expected.




And there were other people sitting in the metal bleacher area where she was. There were like a dozen girls in sexy outfits. And there were like two dozen nerdy guys in three different clumps, with some of them taking notes and typing stuff into laptops.




So Aly eavesdropped on all of them, using her bionic hearing. She started with the nerdy-looking guys sitting together down front.





“Typing all of this into a spreadsheet is stupid. We ought to design a web interface.”




“Don’t be a dork, Larry. Do you know how many years it took us to talk Old Man Garrett into letting us use a computer at all? He can look at a spreadsheet, if we keep it looking like the way he keeps his own records.”




“Yeah. We just move the computations to separate sheets. He barely goes along with on-base percentage and slugging average over straight batting average. Don’t get him going on something really useful, like Wins Above Replacement. He’ll go apeshit. Again.”




“Okay, okay…”






That was actually pretty informative. At least it told her who and what they were, and what they were doing. So she listened in on the clump of young women.





“…like I care. I wanna know who the blonde with the boobs is. No poaching on my BF! I mean it!”




“Shut up, Maddie. And stop being all with the crazy.”




“Yeah! Just ‘cuz that skank last year was after Harris, that don’t mean every girl on campus is.”




“Look, I just want my boyfriend to be a good boyfriend. And get moved up to first-string third baseman. And not suck so bad at math, because finding a tutor for him that he likes and I like and their academic advisor likes too? Huge pain in the ass.”




“Maddie, if you’re so freaked about shit, go over and talk to her. Maybe she’d like to sit with us and be a friend and not wanna poach our BFs.”




“No, you go do it!”




“Fuck you.”






And then Aly listened in on the clumps of middle-aged men at the back of the bleacher area.





Rogers looks like he’s fixed that hitch in his swing from last spring. That’s good.”




“I can’t believe Martin took that long to fix Rogers’ swing. What the hell kind of batting coach is he? We need a really great batting coach, like ‘Bama has.”




“C’mon, it ain’t the batting coach that ‘Bama has. It’s the batters. They’ve got the name brand and the draw, and they can afford to build a new stadium too.”




“Good point. And anyway, we can’t judge infielder batting when our best infielders aren’t even practicing with the team yet.”






The angry brunette didn’t get up, but the cheerful redhead walked over to Aly and introduced herself. “Hey they-re. Ah’m Ama-yanda.”




Wow, that was a pretty heavy Southern accent there. Not that Aly was going to say anything about it. Especially when Amanda was being nice and all. “Hi! I’m Aly.”




Amanda asked in that heavy accent, “You wanna sit with us? ‘Cuz if you just wanna check out guys, Jeannie and Molly are all over that. Maddie and me are here because our boyfriends are out there.”




Aly got up and said, “That sounds neat. I’m here watching Hunter. Hunter Reeves. He’s my boyfriend. And I’m only in town for a few days.”




“Well come on over, and tell Maddie, and she’ll be happy you don’t have a thing for her BF. Harris Johnstone. He’s over at third base now.”




So Aly walked over with Amanda and introduced herself and shook hands and stuff. Even if Maddie seemed like she was waiting to pounce in case Aly decided to switch boyfriends and go after this Harris guy. Who looked pretty good fielding infield grounders, but was not nearly as cute as Hunter. And, from what the girls said, wasn’t all that sharp.




But it was the other stuff the girls said that Aly paid the most attention to.




“Are you sure she’s not gonna steal my boyfriend?”




“Maddie, stop being crazy, okay?”




“Jesus Christ, Maddie, cool your jets!”




“Yeah Mad, at least you don’t have Ralphie takin’ photos down your top.”




“Ralphie? Where is Kid Creepy anyway?”




Aly asked, “Who’s this creepy guy, and why’s he taking photos down your top?”




Amanda insisted, “Ralphie Carmichael. Local pusher and general scumbag. He was taking photos of the outfielders, like your boy Hunter. No idea why. But he was up at the top of the tower…” She pointed at the tower behind home plate. “…and Maddie decided she needed to cover up the gazongas.”




Maddie insisted, “He was probably taking pictures of our boobs!”




Another girl pointed out, “He was pretty much behind us up there. He could take pics of our backs, not our boobs. Unless Maddie was turning around and flashing him.”




“I wouldn’t!” Maddie panicked.




Aly asked, “Does he always do that picture stuff?”




“Nah, just the last week or so.”




Which just happened to match up with the timing on the anti-vaxxer stuff and the stuff the bots found. Aly knew that ‘synchronicity is not causality’ as the instructor had said in his stuffiest tones, but still… ‘Coincidences’ needed to be checked out. But if this guy was a pusher and other bad stuff, he probably had a rap sheet. So all Aly needed was a phone call to HQ.




Okay, it would be mega-helpful if she also knew whether he was a robot, or a cyborg, or biochemistry-boosted, or an Ultraman, or something even worse. But that wasn’t something she could find out with a phone call to one of the Willows.




So Aly just chatted until the baseball guys had finished their practice and had showered and had gotten dressed again.




Hunter came out and gave her a big hug and whispered, “So you made friends with Mad Dog?”




“Huh?” Even if she had a pretty good idea who he meant.




“Maddie Davies. Harris’s jealous girlfriend.”




Aly checked, “Does she have reasons to be jealous? ’Cause she was talking about some girl last spring.”




Hunter rolled his eyes. “Aly, she has dozens of reasons to be jealous. Harris is an as-” He looked down into Aly’s eyes and changed that. “He’s a massive jerk. He thinks he’s a player, and he’s the kind of guy who calls himself a ‘play-ya’ even if he’s white. And a jerk.”




Aly hugged him. “Well, that’s why I love you, and not some jerkhead.” Oh crud, she hadn’t meant to tell him that. Not yet, anyway.




Hunter looked down into her eyes. That totally looked like shock. “Really?” he burst into a massive grin.




“Really. And I’m so sorry I was such a massive, insane jerkhead in the hospital.”




He kissed her hard. “I love you too. And I don’t care that a lot of you isn’t… organic. You’re still you.”




She kissed him back. “Hunter, I… I can’t have babies.”




“I know that,” he said way too casually. “Your mom and dad did explain to me what all the doctor-speak on your charts really meant, and it’s not like I never picked up anything from dad talking about his work over the dinner table.”




“I… What?” she squeaked.




He nodded and kissed her again. “Your folks were worried that maybe I didn’t get just how horribly hurt you really were. So they sat me down and explained a bunch of stuff. Some of it, I really didn’t want to know, but I figure I needed to know. And some of it, I already knew from dad. So… yeah. I know what they had to do just to keep you alive.”




She tried not to cry into his shirt. “But… I have ova. Frozen ova. We can still have kids. I just can’t carry ’em.”




“H-how? I mean… Your dad said the doctors couldn’t…”




She gave him a nervous smile. “There’s more stuff I still haven’t told you. But all of it’s stuff I can tell you. There are other universes out there. Alternate universes. And some are even weirder than ours. Like ones where magic really works. And ones where people can get superpowers. And some of the people with magic or superpowers are also named Alexandra Louise Mack. And some of us fought a Danielle Atron who had turned herself into a demon and had evil super-magic and evil superpowers. And one of the other me’s gave me some of her ova, carefully preserved, as a farewell gift.”




Hunter blinked a couple times. “All of that sounds insane. Except the part about Dr. Atron being an evil demon. I mean, you should’ve heard the stuff mom and dad said about her while dad was doing research at the plant.”




Aly gave him a smile. “At least this Danielle Atron is locked up and not gonna be a problem again.”







“Bishop here, sir.” He could see from the Caller ID who was calling him, even if the phone number was a one-way VoIP drop that he couldn’t use to call back.




“Codephrase: flight of the albatross.”




He had no idea why that was the current codephrase, but he didn’t need to know. He just answered, “Response: deep blue sea.” He liked having coded responses. If he was ever arrested or under duress or worse, he had codephrases to alert his bosses. He also liked that whoever the head guys were, they were smart enough to set up codephrases and other security techniques. He hadn’t ever worked for anyone this smart before.




“Report.”




He replied, “Yes sir. One of my Pawns spotted Aly Mack. I verified by the picture he took that it’s the Aly Mack on the Red List. I haven’t been told why she’s on the list, but she was observed through a telephoto lens so I am assuming he has not been detected. I still told him to clear out, as per orders. He obeyed.”




“Aly Mack—Rinkin Mueller too, in case she appears—works for the OSI. All OSI agents must be assumed to be enhanced until proved otherwise.”




“Umm… enhanced? I don’t know what that means,” he admitted.




“Expect possible superspeed, possible superstrength, possible enhanced durability, possible enhanced vision or hearing. One of the earliest OSI agents we have details on had telescopic vision.”




Son of a bitch! “So she may have spotted Pawn Four without using a telephoto lens to locate him,” he groaned.




“Exactly. Go to Pawn Four at once, obtain all documents and data and gear that could link him to us, and take him off the chessboard however you see fit.”




“Understood, sir. But if she’s… umm… enhanced like you said, and she’s OSI, then she’s probably here for the same issue that you sent me here. So we may not have a clean way to accomplish any of our goals.”




“Right. That is why we will be bringing in a ringer. You will be responsible for setting up a secure place to keep her hidden until she is ready to strike. It must be expensive and plush, with as many servants as you can afford. She will be demanding, rude, and offensive. Do not let any of that get to you. She will be able to read your thoughts, so even if you are furious with her, suck it up. She will be cooperative enough, given that she will want to kill Aly Mack herself.”




“Understood, sir. Does keeping her hidden mean that she’s wanted? Or she has a price on her head?”




“It means that she’s in prison and we are going to break her out. And be sure to call her Doctor Atron when you deal with her. She is touchy about that.”




“Understood, sir.”





Part VII


Aly walked hand-in-hand with Hunter. She had told him some classified stuff about herself that she had permission from Oscar to tell, although only to Hunter and his parents. She hadn’t told him that she had already called WillowBeta and Andrew about Ralphie Carmichael and what might be going on. And she hadn’t told him that she was planning on dropping in on Ralphie to have a little chat. And she hadn’t told him that she was going to check out the area around the Reeves’ house the next time she was there.




If this was just someone angry about Dr. Reeves doing vaccine research, there wouldn’t be distant surveillance on Hunter. And there shouldn’t be surveillance on the Reeves’ house. Which meant… bad stuff. And she didn’t want to worry Hunter. Or Mrs. Reeves. She might tell Dr. Reeves, depending on stuff.




She got a quick tour of Hunter’s dorm, even though he didn’t show her his room, since he said it was way too messy to show her. And his roommate Jeff had his girlfriend Sara in the room, so Hunter wasn’t planning on going to the room at all, if he didn’t have to. And since it was Friday, he might only go in quick enough to grab his school stuff and a change of clothes, and he’d spend the night at his folks’ house.




Aly knew that stuff like that happened in dorm rooms all over the country, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to walk in on it.




So Aly rode with Hunter over to the Reeves’ house, and helped Hunter’s mom with the dinner, and after dinner, she got Hunter to walk her around the yard and stuff. It was pretty big, and it still had enough trees that she figured some of the parts of the yard had to be a big pain to mow, even with large riding lawnmowers. Like the area around the two persimmon trees, which seemed to have way too many persimmons splatted on the ground under the trees.




Her infrared vision told her that there had been some small animals sitting there in the dark and eating the persimmons just before she came outside. Maybe raccoons or opossums. Something roughly that size.




But if there were raccoons or opossums hanging around out there, then there hadn’t been people. She checked, and there was no infrared trace of snoops loitering around. Her nightvision and her E-M detection didn’t find anything either. But it was a big yard.




“How big is your yard, anyway?” Aly asked.




Hunter answered, “I think it’s two and a half acres. Or three and a half. It’s way more than we need. I’m just glad I wasn’t the one mowing it when I was younger. With a walking lawnmower, it would take all day. And with the weather here, and the sprinkler system, I’d be mowing it every week from March through November. And some in the winter, too. Dad says in the fall, the yard service comes with their big riding mowers, but they have these huge vacuum cleaner systems hooked up to the discharge chute, and a big cart on back to catch the shredded leaves along with the cut grass. Dad says it almost fills up the whole back of their truck they put the yard debris into.”




“Yikes,” Aly managed. “What does everyone else around here do?”




Hunter shrugged. “Probably yard services. Or mulching the leaves everywhere you mow. Or maybe a huge leaf bonfire in the back yard and hoping no one calls the fire department on you.”




She wondered, “Do you know all these other people?”




Hunter shook his head no. “I’ve met the Alexanders across the street. Mom and dad know most of the neighborhood, but they actually live here, and there’s some sort of Neighborhood Watch thing now, so mom’s met a lot of people through that. She says the neighborhood’s pretty nice, except Mr. and Mrs. Warren…” He pointed across the back yard at a house that had about a quarter of its fenced back yard touching the back of the Reeves’ back yard. “…they’re all weird about neighbors being on their property and maybe using their pool and their treehouse and their swingset, even though mom says their kids are all too old to use the treehouse and swingset anymore.”




“Weird,” Aly said. She checked that fence and the visible parts of the house really carefully with her vision modes.




And yep, that was some kind of camera on top of the roof, clamped to the stand for the Dish TV dish so the lens was aimed at the back side of the Reeves’ house. And if that dish had two-way satellite connectivity and the people who mounted the camera had enough tech, then whoever put that up didn’t even have to be around anymore. They could be using the satellite connectivity to piggyback on, so they could watch the camera view from pretty much anywhere.




And this was totally not like a couple dozen anti-vaxxer demonstrators outside a vaccination clinic. This was serious spying. And getting that camera up there might have been serious espionage activity. She needed to call it in.




But she pretended she hadn’t noticed anything. She just walked around with Hunter and talked about how much hotter and muggier it was than back home in Paradise Valley. And there were mosquitoes, which were biting Hunter, so they went back inside. Aly didn’t mention that her bionic limbs were immune to bugbites, and so was the part of her that was bionic skin. And most of her that was regular skin was under her t-shirt and jeans.




Dr. Reeves was sitting in the den, along with Mrs. Reeves, but Mrs. Reeves was watching tv while Dr. Reeves was sitting off to the side, reading what looked like a sheaf of paper stapled together.




Dr. Reeves looked up at Aly. “You said you know German, right?”




Aly smiled. “Yes sir. Why?”




He scratched his head. “I thought I did, but I’m struggling with these two papers Olli sent me.”




“Olli?” she asked, like she didn’t have a pretty good idea who he was talking about.




“Olli Vapalahti,” he answered. “He’s at University of Helsinki. He writes papers in English. Mostly. But this is a couple papers he found in some German virology journals, and they’re—oddly enough—in German.”




Hunter snorted in amusement. “Wow. Who knew that German guys read and write in German? It’s like it’s some kind of… common language or something.”




Dr. Reeves snickered and said, in a ‘crotchety old guy’ voice, “If English was good enough fer Julius Caesar, it oughta be good enough fer you!”




There was some general snickering, even though it was pretty obvious to Aly that it was a family in-joke. So Mrs. Reeves explained, “One of the older state Senators who was against anything except English in schools. No Spanish for Spanish speakers, no foreign languages if you were an immigrant who didn’t speak English yet, you name it. He actually lives about eight blocks from here. He’s lost the last three elections for state Senate, but he keeps running. Kate across the street says that’s because he’s too racist and offensive even for Tennessee.”




So Aly took Dr. Reeves into the kitchen, and she read the papers for him, and he took notes. It wasn’t that hard, except for some technical words that even regular Germans might not know, and Dr. Reeves knew those words.




It didn’t take that long, since the papers were just like around ten pages each. And Dr. Reeves really appreciated it. He smiled, “If I get stuck on foreign languages in future, can I send ’em to you for translating?”




“Sure you can!” she encouraged. “That would be great. I could do some more tomorrow, if you want.”




He thought it over. “I’ve got a couple papers in French and German back at my office, if you wanted to help out…”




“Sure!”




He nodded, “But that would be Monday. Tomorrow’s the Saturday vaccination clinic at Vanderbilt Hospital, and I’ll be there for most of the day.”




Ooh. That was something Aly wanted to investigate. “Can I help with that?”




He sighed a little. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. We usually have some pretty unpleasant idiots outside, harassing the people trying to get their kids vaccinated. I don’t even let Eileen and Hunter get caught up in that.”




So she reminded him, “But this is exactly the kind of thing I’m here to look into. Even if I just get photos of all the demonstrators, it could be helpful.”




“I don’t see how, but what the he- heck. If you want to help wrangle the crowd outside and help keep the demonstrators away from the clients, that would be great. Hospital security hates doing that, because they’re not supposed to leave our property, and that means the demonstrators can block the streets and parade along the opposite sidewalk and other annoying things like that.”




She gave him a sunny smile. “I’m good at getting people to move.” Not that she was good at it, but she could certainly act like she was less threatening than a hospital security guard in a scary uniform with scary weapons on his belt.




He thought for a moment. “Hunter said you were at Hyatt House. I’ll swing by there and pick you up a little before nine, so you can go in with me through the physicians’ entrance, and avoid fighting your way in through the demonstration.” He paused. “And you’re sure about this?”




“Totally sure,” she insisted. “Protecting people is kind of my mission statement these days.”




He smiled, “Aren’t mission statements supposed to be long and opaque and confusing?”




She smiled back, “That’s my old mission statement. ‘Be long and opaque and confusing and stuff.”




He smirked, “I’m pretty sure that’s a vision statement, not a mission statement.”




“If you say so.” Okay, she had no idea there were different kinds of statements about different kinds of stuff like that. She should read up on that one of these days.




He groaned softly. “As you get older, you get dragged into more and more administrative meetings you don’t want to be in, and you end up having to waste days of your life doing things like ‘building a mission statement’. No one cares about mission statements except the top couple layers of bureaucracy. Certainly not your patients or your people who actually do the work. And if you don’t know what the mission statement for a hospital ought to be, you shouldn’t be allowed to run one.”




Well, she pretty much doubted Oscar was ever going to have a mission statement for the OSI. And she sort of suspected that if anyone told Rinkin to do it, she’d take them to the mat for a while until they cried for their mommy.




Hunter walked in. “I figured we needed some dessert before I drove her back to her hotel for the night. Then I’m gonna crash here tonight and I think tomorrow night. I’m pretty sure Jeff and Sara won’t want any company.”




Mrs. Reeves was obviously thinking rude things about Jeff. But she said, “You know we love having you stay overnight anytime.”




Dr. Reeves smirked, “Also, you get much better breakfasts here. And a bigger fridge for nighttime kitchen raids.”




So Aly had a teensy scoop of chocolate chip ice cream, and Hunter had a huge bowl with all three kinds of ice cream in the freezer. Aly was pretty sure Mrs. Reeves only bought that ice cream for when Hunter dropped by, because Mrs. Reeves and Dr. Reeves didn’t join them for ice cream.




Then Hunter drove her back to the hotel, even though he was going right back to his folks’ house because of his roommate.




Aly let Hunter drive her back to the hotel. She didn’t say anything about Hunter parking his car way over in a dark corner of the lot, instead of where they had parked the night before. But she undid her seat belt. And she set her phone alarm for one hour.




“Your phone?” Hunter checked.




Aly nodded, even though it was maybe too dark for him to see her doing it. “Yeah. We can’t be kissing all night long, when your folks are gonna be waiting for you.”




He groaned a little. “Right. Living-at-home rules. And I don’t wanna push you any farther than you’re ready to go.”




She smiled at him. “Thanks. I… I lost a long time out of my life because of this. And I’m mega-sorry I cost you all this time out of your life.”




He grinned warmly. “You’re worth it. Totally worth it.”




And that was the last thing either of them really said, until her phone alarm went off, an hour later. The kissing was awesome, and Aly really wanted more, but she needed Hunter to not be out too late when his folks were going to be waiting for him.




Okay, some parts of her really wanted lots more. And she’d let him get to second base, even if it was like two years since the last time they’d done it. Maybe it was her hormones, but it sure felt way more intense than she remembered. 




And she felt way more like her body was needing it, which was freaking her out. 




And—oh yeah—she had an assignment she needed to get going on. Even if she felt like she needed to go take a cold shower for maybe an hour.







He moved into the ‘special’ section of the prison hospital. Really, Atron was the only one getting the special treatment. But she was the only one in the state with frigging superpowers. Which was why she was in a hospital bed, getting an IV 24x7. Also, there was a fancy helmet locked on over her head, so the guards up front could monitor her brainwaves, just in case.




He whispered, “Doctor Atron, I’m here to help you get out of this shithole.”




Atron growled, “And did you bring a helicopter and the Dirty Dozen? I’m not going anywhere as long as they’ve got me on this neurotransmitter suppressant, and they’re monitoring my alpha and delta waves for spikes.”




He whispered, “That’s why we switched out the IV packs. And we put a clamp on the brainwave monitor so we can loop that for hours. You should have your powers back in under two hours from now, and it won’t show up on the monitors.” He slipped a sheet of paper into her hand. “This is a map of the prison. Tear out the window behind you. Fly out through that hole. You’ll be between the north side of the prison and the north security fences. Fly right over them, and head due north.” He slipped a compass into her hand. “A mile north, there’s a forested area that’s about a quarter mile thick. On the other side of that, there’ll be what looks like a FLAG security truck. We’ll have a uniform and full-face helmet for you, so we can drive right through any roadblocks or police stops. We’ll have you at an airfield in under an hour, and out of the state in less than an hour after that.”




She growled, “I have… business to take care of in Paradise Valley.”




“Yes, doctor. But we know where Aly Mack is right now.”




“That bitch!”




“She’s guarding Richard Reeves. And we have reason to believe he’s using some of your patents to design vaccines right now. We assumed you would want to deal with him… and Aly Mack… before you got around to Colonel Steve Austin. And then a few people who are still in Paradise Valley and aren’t going anywhere.”




She hissed, “And, of course, you have ulterior motives to point me at Reeves and Mack.”




“Absolutely, doctor. Absolutely. Which is why we are going to pay you, on top of breaking you out of here.”







Part VIII


Aly dried off after that cold shower and made sure her hair was dry too. After that, she called WillowBeta. “Hi Beta, I’m not calling at a bad time, am I?”




“Of course not, Aly. I can watch the news and talk to you at the same time. I have the information you asked about. I’m pushing a detail map to your email right now, and you should be able to pull it up on your laptop in a few seconds.”




“Great!” Aly said. “I’ve got a new request.”




“I already looked up chocolatiers in Nashville, and I sent that to your email as well.”




Aly giggled. “Thanks, but this is an actual work request. You’ve got Hunter’s folks’ address geolocated, right?”




“Correct.”




“On the back side of their house, there’s two yards. The north one is the Warrens. Can you find out the last time the Dish TV people came out to their house? Because someone snuck a camera onto their dish set-up and it’s pointed at the back side of the Reeves’ house.”




“That’s not of the good,” WillowBeta said, in what sounded exactly like Willow’s tones.




Aly managed not to snicker. After all, if the Willowbots wanted to be more like Willow, that was a good thing. She just agreed, “Totally not. And it’s not the M.O. of a standard anti-vaxxer, either.”




WillowBeta insisted, “Despite what you are saying, I have yet to see any evidence that there is a standard modus operandi for someone who is an ‘anti-vaxxer’. In fact, the data that I have seen suggests that only one to three percent of the population are really anti-vaxxers, and another twenty to thirty percent are ‘vaccination-hesitant’ due to social media attacks on the fundamentals of vaccination and pediatric health.”




“And none of them plant high-tech spy cameras on neighbor houses to spy on vaccine researchers who have nothing to do with the standard vaccines given in the U.S.,” Aly persisted.




“That is probably correct, although I do not think we have sufficient evidence to make that claim,” WillowBeta said in turn. “And… the Dish TV franchise in Nashville has a report log which indicates that the Warrens have not had a home visit in over two years.”




Aly pursed her lips in thought. “Okay, check their complaint calls.”




WillowBeta said, “That could be a valid avenue of intelligence, Aly.” There was a pause of several seconds. “Ahh. Ten days ago, Mrs. Warren called to complain that the Dish TV people came out the day before to improve their reception, and they were not seeing any improvements, and they didn’t want to get charged for non-existent improvements. The call center assured her there would be no extra charges, and noted that they could not find a record of a visit.”




Aly thought out loud, “So our perps have the resources to fake a Dish TV truck and Dish TV uniforms, and fake an official visit.”




WillowBeta agreed, “Yes, so either some Dish TV employees are doing this, or else this is a completely different scale than we were anticipating. I will check your local Dish TV service vehicle data, or as much as they have on their computers.”




Aly pointed out, “It could be both. We could have a bigger scope, and as part of that we see plants inserted at that franchise, or we got someone at the franchise being used by the big badguys.”




“Correct, Aly,” WillowBeta said. “I will write up a report on this so Oscar and Rinkin can see it as soon as they get in tomorrow.”




“Thanks!” Aly said. “And put in a note that Andrew should hear about this, because he’s worked on this problem already and might have some more ideas.”




She checked her laptop and pulled up the map that WillowBeta had just sent for Ralphie Carmichael’s place. Since it was one of the Willows, there was a small-scale map, a large-scale map, a couple aerial photos, and a street-level Google photo too. That was not a nice-looking building. And those two guys ‘casually’ standing around the front door were carrying. Aly knew enough to spot a badly concealed handgun, even at the distance and resolution of the photo.




So that was the official residence for Ralph ‘Ralphie C’ Carmichael as listed by his parole officer. It looked like Ralphie lived in a place that would have multiple violations of the terms of his parole. Ralphie was looking less and less like an upstanding Nashvillian.




It was time to go pay Ralphie a little visit.




She changed into what would look like running togs as she walked through the hotel. An exercise bra and black leggings, plus a light-colored t-shirt and dark-colored running shoes. She buckled on a tiny fanny pack that had her room keycard and and her card wallet and a couple other little things. She wore the fanny pack so it sat in front, low across her waist, but tight enough not to bounce all over the place. That went with a dark gray hoodie which had more of a hood than was obvious until she had it on. She rolled up the hoodie and tied it around her waist so it covered her behind. And she put her hair up in a ponytail.




She checked herself in the mirror. Yeah, she totally looked like she was going out for a run on the campus.




She took the elevator down, then she jogged out through the parking lot and onto the streets. As soon as she was in a fairly dark area in between streetlights, she pulled on the hoodie and made sure the hood came forward far enough that her face would be in shadow. Her shirt was covered, so a dark hoodie and black leggings and dark shoes meant that she was nearly invisible if she stepped into a really dark shadow.




She pulled the neoprene gloves out of her fanny pack. They were skin-colored, or at least the color of her skin, so once she tugged them on, it was totally not obvious that she was wearing anything over her hands. Well, not obvious when she was walking around at night. Not that she needed rubber gloves most of the time, since her hands didn’t secrete regular oils, and so she didn’t leave fingerprints. Except when she pressed down hard on soft stuff.




She sped up to a middle distance runner’s pace. Regular people ran this fast while doing roadwork. Just not a lot of them. Because she was running at maybe a six minute mile.




Ralphie Carmichael wasn’t living in a nice place near Vanderbilt. But he was within two miles of the campus, assuming that the address she had was correct. And assuming anyone would tell her where Room 305 was in his building.




Nashville had some really nice parts, with huge blocks and huge lots and huge houses. But it had some not-so-nice parts, with smaller houses, and apartment buildings with smaller apartments, and smaller blocks. Aly figured that was all linked to the history of the city.




And it had some really-not-so-nice areas too. This wasn’t quite in one of the really bad parts of the city, but it was getting close. And at night, there were more guys around the building and also loitering in spots a block out from the building. Aly had enough training to be able to recognize guards when she saw them. Especially guards who didn’t know how to pass themselves off as someone who wasn’t a guard. Or maybe they were too busy being cool and they wanted people to know they were big, tough, armed guards.




She figured she could slip past these guys and get into Ralphie’s building and get to the apartment Ralphie was supposed to be in, but she really didn’t want things to accidentally turn into a big gun battle. Okay, sure, she could take a few guys’ guns away from them and shoot back. But she didn’t want to. She was worried about hurting or killing people. Even these guys, who were going out of their way to show that they thought they were the badguys.




So she was going to have to plan her infil and her exfil. Which was stuff she was supposed to be doing anyway, as part of Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie’s training.




And she had a lot more options than your average infiltrator.




She decided to start with the standard bionic entry. She moved to the sidewalk near a two-story building and she used her nightvision to make sure no one was around or looking out a window. She leapt up to the roof. With her nightvision, she could see that it was an ordinary asphalt shingle roof that could use a little repair work. And she could see there were cables and wires coming in from a utility pole. Electricity, cable tv, stuff like that. So she just had to make sure she didn’t trip on any of those lines, especially the electrical power. She silently walked across the roof and leapt across the gap to the next roof. The roof after that was the building Ralphie was supposed to be living in.




So she stopped and made sure no one was patrolling that roof. Because that’s what she would have done. No signs of anyone in nightvision or infrared, and no sounds of someone walking around. There wasn’t much of a gap between buildings, either. Maybe twenty feet, and going up one story.




She sprinted forward and leapt up onto the roof, and she quickly checked that there really wasn’t anyone up there. It was another asphalt shingle roof with no way onto the roof from inside the building.




She moved around the roof, using a little hand mirror to peek over the edge and look at the windows. No one was considerate enough to put up a sign saying ‘Ralphie C is right in here’. But a couple windows were open, with just old windowscreens keeping the bugs out.




She picked an open window with the lights out and no sounds of anyone inside. Not even snoring or heavy breathing. Then she just grabbed the gutter and swung down to drop onto the tiny window ledge. She grabbed the open window to keep her balance, and she pushed the screen out of the window before easing her way into the room.




Her nightvision assured her that no one was in there. She moved to the door into the room, and she opened it a crack just to peek at the number on the outside of the door.




Nope, no number. Someone had torn it down. But there was a sign up that said ‘TJs crib—stay out’ in angry red paint. And across the hall was the number 303 on another door. So 305 would be just down the hall. She opened the door a bit more and peeked. Yep. There was room 305.




She heard someone coming, so she shut the door and waited as someone tromped past. Then she took another peek. Nope, that wasn’t Ralphie and he wasn’t going into Ralphie’s room. She waited until the guy stomped into a different room and shut the door harder than he needed to.




She took something else out of her fanny pack. It was a pair of plastic shoe covers that just barely fit over her shoes. But they covered up her soles so she didn’t leave identifiable traces. And if she stepped in anything, she could take the covers off later.




She pulled the covers on over her sneakers, and she moved down the hall to what was supposed to be Ralphie’s room.




She grabbed the doorknob and slowly twisted until the lock broke with a snap louder than she was hoping for. She quickly opened the door and slipped in, closing the door again behind her.




And… crud. Ralphie was in the room. On the floor. With a bullet hole in his forehead and one in his chest. And her infrared told her that he had been dead for hours, because he was nearly the same temperature as the floor. Her nightvision told her that someone had searched the room pretty thoroughly, so there had probably been stuff to recover. Like Ralphie’s photos of Hunter and what Hunter did.




She risked turning on the light so she could search the room more carefully, using her telescopic vision as a magnifying glass. And back behind the desk, stuck between the wall and the desk, there was a little memory card like for cameras. She pocketed it.




There was nothing else. She checked under the bed, and behind the fridge, and she even checked for loose floorboards and cuts in the wallboard. Nope. She checked a bunch of cans and bottles to make sure they weren’t really secret safes. Nope.




Okay, there was a fake cauliflower in the fridge. With her telescopic vision, she could see all the imperfections in the plastic cauliflower fakery. So she pulled it out of his vegetable drawer and unscrewed the bottom.




Great. A couple hundred dollars in grubby bills, and some pot, and some white powder she didn’t feel like checking. She screwed the bottom back on, put it back, and left.




Retracing her route was even easier. She walked back into the dark room, climbed out on the window ledge, and leapt up high enough to grab the gutter and pull herself onto the roof. Off went the shoe covers, which she brushed off and tucked back in her fanny pack. Then she jogged back across the roofs to the spot where she had leapt up, and she carefully looked for anyone before jumping down. She ran at maybe a ten-mile-an-hour pace back to the hotel, peeling off her neoprene gloves along the way.




Just before she entered the hotel, she took off her hoodie, rolled it up, and re-tied it around her waist. Then she waved hi to the night clerk and she jogged in and headed up to her room




She called WillowBeta with a report on the late Ralphie. And then she added, “Look, I don’t know if this is connected with the anti-vaxxer stuff or something else, but it’s moved way beyond snooping on a research scientist and his family.”




“Agreed. And we have not determined what is going on with the anti-vaxxer groups. We have found over two dozen Facebook pages, all belonging to Nashville and Middle Tennessee anti-vaxxers, and all connecting to one another in some way, even if it is just quoting someone else’s comments. But the push about Dr. Reeves is… suspicious. It is all private messages to individual Facebookers, which they then quote or at least cite. All of these private messages are falsified names which are being sent out through anonymizers in Trinidad, Virginia, and Texas. We have asked Willow Herself if she can get into any of them, and we have put in a request to Oscar and Rinkin for warrants to access those anonymizers. According to WillowGamma’s research, there is almost no chance that a judge will grant those warrant requests under our current state of discovered intel.”




Aly grimaced. “Okay. Send me names and pictures and Facebook pages on those people. I may be seeing some of them tomorrow.”




WillowBeta agreed, “Right. They are almost all asking for more presence at a demonstration at the Vanderbilt Medical Centers because of a low-cost vaccination clinic. According to the details I have found, it is actually free to many people who fit into specific categories, and even the people who do not fit any of the cost-reduction criteria would not pay an unreasonable fee for the vaccinations.”




“Thank you for that information, Beta,” Aly said. “And let Oscar and Rinkin know that I’m worrying this has nothing to do with these normal anti-vaxxers.”




“I am not sure that ‘normal’ is an appropriate adjective for some of these people,” WillowBeta maintained.




Aly smiled, “Was that a joke?”




“Willow believes that we can develop a ‘sense of humor’ and I find that intriguing.”




Aly hinted, “Well, try not to develop Xander’s sense of humor.”




“Willow said the same thing to us. In front of Xander. But she could not keep from smiling, so we recognize that this is a joke as well.”




Aly pulled out a small card-reader, fit the memory card into the slot for cards that size, and hooked it up to her laptop. Yep, Ralphie had been taking pictures of Hunter. Hunter on the baseball diamond. Hunter walked to and from classes. Hunter hanging with friends. Aly sent all of those pics to WillowBeta, and worried about how to identify spots someone might pick from those photos that would make excellent places to kidnap Hunter. Or attack him.




She showered and dried off and put her hair up. Then she went to bed. After finding a really dead body, and then fretting about Hunter’s safety, she wasn’t the least bit aroused anymore. And her dreams weren’t about sexy stuff with Hunter. The ones she remembered were about badguys.









Aly’s smartphone buzzed at six am. She was getting up early these days, but she had been up later last night checking on the late Ralph Carmichael, so she had slept in a little. Unlike the Willowbots, she needed to get enough sleep.




She put on her swimsuit and grabbed a hotel towel before going down to the nice outdoor pool. She managed to get in a bunch of laps before two families of kids loudly descended on the pool. Aly could tell that those kids needed to do a ton of pool stuff to burn off all that energy. So she went up to her room to get in some crunches and planks and side planks and V-ups and stuff before she showered.




Then she had a nice breakfast, and she spent half an hour on her laptop, going over the files WillowBeta had sent her. One of the things Aly noticed was that none of the anti-vaxxers were old enough to remember when not having vaccines for polio and stuff was a nightmare. And none of them looked like they had a bigger problem in life than finding doctors to yell at. Several of them had kids on the autism spectrum, so maybe they just needed someone to blame for something they thought was unfair to them.




She scooped up a couple small things and shoved them in her pockets along with her card wallet and money clip and smartphone. Then she headed out.




Aly was waiting in the lobby for Dr. Reeves to drive by, when her internal phone buzzed. So she stepped outside and answered it. “Mack here.”




“Aly, this is Rinkin. I need to give you a heads-up. Danielle Atron broke out of prison last night. Andrew and one of the Peggys are already investigating. But the pictures we have look like she ripped a barred window out of the prison hospital wall, leapt a couple stories to the ground, and then ‘leapt’ over the prison fences before heading out and disappearing. Which means…”




“Her tk is back, and she’s on the verge of developing flight,” Aly cut in. “That’s mega-bad.”




“It’s only hours since she escaped, so the search for her is still being concentrated in Northern California. But we’re already moving your parents and some of your dad’s colleagues out of the state for now.”




“Thanks.”




“We have a couple bots in wait at the plant and your parents’ house, and Joyce Summers is our liaison for the taskforce searching for her, so things aren’t too grim. Yet. But we felt we needed to alert you and Audrey and Steve.”




Aly sighed to herself. “Right. Because she’s the queen of holding grudges, on top of everything else.”




“On the other hand, there’s no way she would know where you and Steve and Audrey even are.”




Aly pointed out, “Not yet, but she probably has hidden funds, and someone probably knows about Steve’s years with the OSI.”




Rinkin pointed out, “She may be dangerous, but somehow I don’t think she’s as dangerous as a flying saucer invasion with aliens and half a dozen bionic sasquatches and a bunch of zomborgs and a bionic idiot in alien power armor.”




Aly added, “Okay, I’ll give you that. And she’s arrogant. She won’t think that anybody can outsmart her, or overpower her. On the other hand, if her psychic powers have gotten stronger, then there may not be anybody in our universe who can overpower her. So be careful.”




Aly was still stewing about Atron when Dr. Reeves drove up. 




Aly wasn’t sure what Atron would want to target first. Because Danielle could probably escape any sort of normal searches, especially if her flight kept improving. Aly had this mental image of someone trying to track down Terawatt or Stormburst if they didn’t want to be found.




Atron would probably want to target the people who beat her in that fight and arrested her. That would be Aly and Steve. Only, Steve was in Kansas doing Top Secret stuff, and tracking him down might be pretty hard even if you knew about the OSI. And Aly wasn’t at OSI headquarters either, so she might be mega-hard to track down until she went home. And even Aly had no idea where to find Audrey, because Steve and Oscar were really protective of her.




So Atron might have to start with people she wanted to attack, but were further down her list. Like Aly’s dad, and Scooter, and Emily, and some of the researchers who had left the plant on bad terms, like that nice Dr. Johns who had gone back to work for the FDA…




…and Dr. Reeves. Yeah, Aly’s dad said there had been a lawsuit when Dr. Reeves left, because of how Danielle had treated him, and how they hadn’t agreed on who had developed what. Danielle would totally have a grudge over that. So that made for yet another headache, even if Danielle probably wouldn’t work her way over toward Nashville for months.







Danielle Atron removed the stupid disguise and looked around the hotel suite. How a big blonde wig and hideous oversized dark glasses and too much jewelry constituted a disguise was something she would contemplate another day. But all she had to do was not speak, and let ‘Bishop’ handle all the arrangements in that overdone Alabama accent he liked to use on the locals.




She had seen into the minds of the desk clerk and the concierge and the valets, and all of them had seen women looking like her before. So all of them automatically expected rich, self-centered, vain women who would be utter bitches to them and their co-workers.




She had never considered using this manner of hotel as a hideout. But it was a good idea. The entire hotel was set up as private ‘residences’ for up to three or four months at a time, as women flew into Nashville for some of the most expensive plastic surgery in the Southeast. So she could lie around here, and be pampered, and she could even get some plastic surgery done, so she no longer looked like a certain wanted criminal.




Also, ‘Bishop’ knew that Richard Reeves and his family were within a couple dozen miles. As was Aly Mack. And none of them would even know that Danielle was on the loose, much less nearby and already targeting them. By the time she was finished with them, her new associates would probably be able to tell her where George Mack was hiding. And Colonel Steve Austin. 




She was sure that her new associates were using her to their own ends, but she wasn’t going to care. Yet. Not as long as they gave her everything she asked for, and they helped her avoid the police searches.




And as long as they let her rip Aly Mack apart, piece by piece.





Part IX


Aly hopped into Dr. Reeves’ car. “Thanks for the ride.”




Dr. Reeves looked over at her. “Are you okay, Aly?”




“Sure. Why?”




He frowned a little. “You look… stressed. There’s not a problem with Hunter, is there?”




“No sir.” She decided to tell him a little bit of stuff. “We found out that a bunch of the local anti-vaxxers are getting private messages telling ’em they should focus on you and your vaccine work. And those messages are going through anonymizers we can’t crack… yet, anyway. So someone or a bunch of someones have decided to go after you, through these anti-vaccine types. This could be a problem.”




He just shrugged as he drove. “That seems crazy to me. I’m not even working with one of the vaccines the anti-vaxxers care about. And we were doing trials based around animal models. They all look great, so far. The next step will be human trials in Helsinki and Seoul and Belgrade, and we don’t really know how those will really go, no matter how promising the trials so far have looked. We may never come up with a suitable vaccine for humans, and even if we do, the U.S. FDA may not accept clinical trials run in foreign countries where they can’t oversee the work.”




Aly admitted, “That’s one of the things I noticed when I was looking at research papers. This doesn’t make sense, from our perspective. So there’s something else going on. And I don’t like being in a situation like this with not enough information.”




Dr. Reeves grinned, “You were reading some of our research papers? What happened to the little Aly I knew who didn’t want to read all the ‘junk’ that Annie was pressing on you?”




Aly admitted, “That Aly found out there are way worse things than reading advanced biochem papers, and she stopped being such a whiner. And also, Annie stopped trying to get people to read the research-level biochem she was interested in, because even her college friends thought it was too much.”




He pulled into the private parking and drove up a big helical ramp to get to his private parking space up on the fifth floor of the parking lot. And from there, they took an elevator down to the fourth floor, where there was a nice elevated walkway across to one of the medical buildings, all of which were connected, mostly by nifty glass walkways like that one. It was pretty cool. She could see up and down the street they walked over, and she could look up at the sky through the glass ceiling.




Dr. Reeves led her through the building where he had his lab and his office, and through another walkway that was like thirty feet above Church Street, and then into one of the hospital buildings. They walked in the back way, where patients didn’t go without supervision, and Dr. Reeves led her over to a big, burly, fifty-ish guy with graying hair and a light blue hospital security shirt and black uniform pants.




Dr. Reeves said, “Hey Jacob, this is Ms. Mack. Aly? This is Jacob Hershey, no connection to the chocolate people. Jacob? I got you some extra help for today.”




Jacob looked at her, and back at Dr. Reeves. “Rich, I can use all the help I can get on days like today, but… Is she even old enough to work in here?”




Aly decided it was time to pull out the big guns. She pulled her OSI ID out of her card wallet. “I just look young. That’s one of the things which makes me useful.”




Jacob looked at the ID, with its fancy logo, and the holographic copy of the logo over at the side. “Alexandra L. Mack? What do you do that makes you a ‘special agent’?”




“Call me Aly,” she said. “And I can do anything you can think of.” She fibbed a bit, “I have black belts in five different disciplines. I’m qualified on every weapon you can legally have around here, and some that are only found on military bases. I was the honor graduate of my company at Marine OCS.” He whistled in shock at that. “Also, I’m stronger than you and faster than I look. Plus I can walk up to a demonstrator not on hospital property and just have a nice little chat with her.”




Jacob glared at her. “You think you’re stronger than me?”




Okay, he had huge biceps and forearms. He probably had to get special shirts. He looked like he worked out more than some of her OCS friends. So she put out her hand. “Shake hands. And don’t be nice about it.”




So he shook her hand. And he squeezed a little. Not much, but enough that most people would’ve said ‘ow!’ She just squeezed back. Not really hard, but as hard as he was squeezing. And she smiled at him.




So he squeezed harder. She was okay with that. She let him ramp it up until he was squeezing as hard as he could, and his face was starting to turn red. She just said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”




Jacob let go of her hand and said, “Dang, woman. Are you made of concrete, or something?”




She grinned, “Titanium.” He thought she was joking.




He flexed his hand some and said, “Okay, I’m convinced.” He turned his head. “Rich, give me a holler when you want to head home, and I’ll round her up for ya.”




Dr. Reeves nodded, “Great. I’ve got to go grab a labcoat and scrub up, so I can start helping out.”




Aly told Jacob, “I think it’ll be best if you show me the set-up and just tell the nurses and interns and your people that I’m part of the security group for the day. If I’m wearing a badge or a lanyard, my effectiveness will be cut way down.”




He gave in and walked her over to a trio of younger security guys. “Boys? This is Aly. She’s working undercover today. Don’t hassle her for not havin’ a lanyard. Okay?”




They all said ‘okay’ even if they had no idea what Jacob really meant. Then he walked her past the line that was just starting to form down one hall. Aly ran over the whole line with her infrared, and no one was running five degrees hot. Or any degrees hot. That was good.




Well, there was a nurse standing at the other end of the line with an infrared thermometer and a clipboard, so they were screening out some of the infectious people before they got into the hospital and probably sending them to immediate care or something.




Aly stepped outside through the double doors and took a look. Next to the entry to that hall, where a nurse was lining up people to get vaccinations, Aly spotted the outside entrance to the immediate care unit. Just down the hall, there was a door from the immediate care waiting room into the hall, so Aly checked. It wasn’t locked, and it had a sign that said ‘DO NOT LOCK OR BLOCK THIS DOOR’. So there was some hospital reason for easy access.




So she opened it and scanned the immediate care waiting room. Two people who looked really sick had fevers, but neither was as high as an Ultraman would run.




Oh wait, one woman near the door was wearing an obvious wig, and had a huge purse. Aly looked at her more closely, and recognized her. She closed the door. “Jacob? The lady right by the door with the straight black wig and the huge purse? She’s on my list of local anti-vaxxers. She’s probably here to create a disturbance. Have someone arrest her.”




Jacob grinned, “Can do, Aly. Can do! I dunno what Rich is payin’ you, but you probably just earned your whole day’s salary.”




He got on his radio and had two security guards visiting the woman within a minute.




Aly strolled out again through the double doors where even more people were lining up. The demonstrators couldn’t be on hospital property without getting arrested for trespass, and they couldn’t be in the street unless they wanted to get run over, so they were across the street and waving signs and yelling at people who just wanted to protect their kids. That, and their kids couldn’t be in public schools or in public daycare unless they were up to date on their vaccinations or they got special waivers.




Aly had read some stuff on herd immunity and stuff, so she was thinking that there were way too many grounds for waivers on this stuff. It wasn’t like measles was eliminated worldwide. Not even close. And in Africa, measles was especially brutal on malnourished kids, where one of the major side effects was total permanent blindness. Nobody in Africa was saying measles was fine and measles vaccine was bad.




Aly scanned the cars parked all over the big hospital parking lot where a lot of people would be parking for immediate care or visiting hours or the vaccination clinic or some similar stuff. 




Then she used her telescopic vision to go through the crowd of demonstrators. She had studied photos of a lot of the local anti-vaxxer leaders who had their own Facebook pages on the stuff, so she was pretty sure she recognized about fifteen women. Not that they were hard to spot, since they were being the loudest, and had the most offensive signs.




The weird part was the two women at the back of the crowd who spotted her and immediately dropped their signs and tried sneaking away toward the big parking structure. They had to detour around a small fenced parking area with a guard at the entrance, and around a little two-story house that looked like a cube carved out of stone with a roof stuck on top.




Aly concentrated on those two women. Having a camera in her bionic eye would have been mega-helpful right then, but she had to make do with zooming in on them as they snuck off, and trying to make sure she could recognize them if she saw them again. They weren’t Ultramen, fortunately. Just in case, Aly scanned the whole crowd in IR. Nope, no Ultramen.




A police car trundled along the street in front of the protesters, who backed up so they were well off the street. That meant that a lot of the demonstrators backed up right into the yard of the little stone house, and one of them stepped into the narrow flower bed.




Aly was about to head back in to re-check the line of clients, when a little old black lady stepped out of the front door of that stone house and started yelling at the demonstrators. “Hey you! Butterball! Get the hell out of my garden! You’re crushing my flowers! And the rest of you! Get offa my property ‘fore I call the police! This is my yard, and I ain’t givin’ you the right to stand in it!”




The lady wasn’t that loud, but Aly could hear all of it with her bionic ear. Maybe Jacob had an idea what was going on, because he muttered under his breath, “Go get ’em, Mrs. Price.”




One of the demonstrators snapped, “Look you stupid old biddy, go back and clean that house, and stop bothering us. We’re trying to save lives here!” 




But the old lady just stood her ground. “Look here, honky. I ain’t the maid here. I own this house. So you can drag your flabby ass offa my yard. And maybe you should go do some research, because all you’re doin’ is costin’ a whole bunch of people their lives and their health.”




“Why don’t you do the research, you stupid old witch?!” the white lady snarled. “Vaccines are bad for you! They cause autism! They’re not safe!”




The old lady got up in her face. “Lookit, you hag. You don’t know shit. I was a practicing Registered Nurse for forty years. Vaccines are safer than the water you drink. Only idjits think they cause autism. And I’m old enough to know the hell that diseases like measles and polio and pertussis used to put people through, so I know you’re more fulla shit than a Christmas goose!”




Aly saw the lady lift her arm up to give the old black lady a backhand across the face. And Aly moved.




She darted across the parking lot, across the street, and around the crowd. She had just enough time that she inserted herself right in between the two women. And when that hand came swinging down, Aly caught it in a simple inside-out block that she turned into an easy grab on the wrist. And she just held onto the woman’s wrist. It wasn’t like she was trying to wrestle Jacob.




The little old black lady wasn’t the least bit worried, and kept going. “You think measles are safe? Are you a moron?!”




The lady who still had her wrist in Aly’s grip yelled, “She attacked me! You saw it!”




Aly insisted, “You’d better call the police. Since this lady wants to get arrested for assault on a minor and attempted assault on the elderly, both of which will get her up to twenty years in the state penitentiary. And since we’re on security cameras, the police will know who took a swing at who.”




But the little old lady wasn’t halfway done. No, she got louder. “Any of you here know what pneumonia is? Maybe every twentieth kid with measles will come down with it and probably end up in the hospital. You know what encephalitis is? Swelling of the brain? Maybe every thousandth kid with measles will get that, and maybe end up deaf or permanently retarded. Maybe every five hundredth kid will flat out die from respiratory or neurological complications! Measles kills some of our kids! You want that? Do you know what it does to pregnant women? Do you know what it does to malnourished kids?”




Maybe a third of the demonstrators had stopped demonstrating, and were listening to the old lady with rising horror. The lady who was still in Aly’s grasp yelled, “Don’t listen to some stupid old black bitch!”




The little old lady still wasn’t done yet. “Any of you know what SSPE is? Subacute Sclerosing Panencephalitis? It’s pretty rare, but if your kid gets over the measles and then gets it, there’s no cure, and it’s goddamn fatal, and you have to watch it happening and you’ll know the whole time it’s your damn fault! You think your kid’s over the measles and everything’s fine, but seven to ten years later, all hell breaks loose. The symptoms are gruesome. There’s no treatment. No cure. Your child will die, and die horribly! Is that what you want?”




More women started leaving. Some of them pretty much ran. A couple of them were crying.




The police car came by again. The lady Aly was holding screamed at the cops, “These savages attacked me and brutalized me! I want them arrested and charged with.. with… attempted murder!”




Aly didn’t let go. She pulled out her OSI ID card with her free hand and said, “I’d like this woman arrested for attempted assault on the elderly, and assault of a federal officer. Just tell me which precinct she’ll be held at, and I’ll come down to file charges.”




The little black old lady smirked at the black cop, “And Tommy, you bet your sweet ass I’ll come down and file charges on this bitch. Add in trespassing too. And talk to Jefferson and see if you can make it a hate crime.”




The black cop, whose nametag said Richards, just said, “Yes ma’am.”




The lady started screaming bloody murder, and trying to kick Aly, and trying to keep from being handcuffed, and kicking one officer in the shin while the other one read her her rights, and trying to keep from being shoved into the back of the police car. She was also screaming things like “Do you know who I am?! I’ll sue! I’ll sue all of you! I’ll have your jobs for this!”




Aly turned to the rest of the demonstrators and sternly said, “Maybe it would be a smart move to leave before anyone gets arrested as an accessory before or after the fact. Or aiding and abetting. And maybe all of you should look up the terms Mrs. Price told you, and inform yourselves properly of the dangers you haven’t been told about.”




All but about eight of the serious anti-vaxxers took off at that point.




Mrs. Price glared at the eight remaining women. “And you better stay outta my flower garden!”




Then the old lady gave Aly a sweet smile and asked, “Who told you my name, honey?”




Aly admitted, “Jacob Hershey, one of the hospital security guys.”




“Ohhh. Candy Bar. Well, he prob’ly remembers all the shots I jabbed inta his scrawny little butt. And he didn’t learn, ’cause then he and his wife Betsy brought their kids to us.” She turned her head and yelled at one of the protesters still standing there with a sign. “And Laurel Ann, don’t think I didn’t recognize you standin’ there! When I tell your grandma about this, you’re gonna be in a shitload of trouble!”




‘Laurel Ann’ glanced over at Mrs. Price with a deer-in-the-headlights look before she broke and ran.




Mrs. Price glared at the few remaining women. “And you lot! You’re a disgrace to this fine city! I will find out who you are! And when I do, I’ll find out who your pediatricians were when you were little, and who you take your kids to now, and your sorry asses will be mine!”




Mrs. Price looked at Aly and smirked, “Honeychile, I don’t know you, but anybody who runs to the rescue of an old black lady with a smart mouth deserves a reward. You are comin’ inside, and I’m dishin’ you up a slice of the chess pie I made yesterday. My grandkids can live with a pie that’s missin’ one slice.”




Aly sort of got towed along behind Mrs. Price’s willpower. “Okay, maybe one slice…”




She walked inside behind Mrs. Price. The whole living room was covered in pictures of what had to be Mrs. Price’s kids and in-laws and grandkids and maybe a couple great-grandchildren. Aly also noticed that the walls were over a foot thick, and so heavy that they cut down the outside noise to almost nothing.




Mrs. Price spotted where Aly was looking, and spoke as she seated Aly at the kitchen table. “I’ll tell you all about those walls, if you tell me if that ID card’s real, and how anybody could run fast enough to get in front of me before that flabby-assed witch bitch-slapped me.”




Aly stalled, “Umm, the ID’s real. Really real. And I just ran over.”




Mrs. Price gave her an eyeroll. “I saw you standin’ over there in the immediate care parkin’ lot. And then you were in front a’ me. I figure you ran about a hundred thirty feet in maybe a second. That means you either got superspeed like one a’ them Marvel Comics characters, or you can stop time. Which is a damn sight scarier.”




Aly admitted, “I… well, I’m not supposed to talk about it, but I have superpowers.”




Mrs. Price gave her a stern look. “Well chile, if you’re not s’posed to talk about it, you damn well ought not be doin’ it in front a’ fifty women with the brains of a goose. And me.”




Aly tried not to wince. “I do try not to. But it looked like an emergency.”




Mrs. Price scowled, “I been slapped by nasty-ass racist white women before. I would’ve managed just fine this time too.”




Aly insisted. “No way. I was not gonna stand there and let her hit you.”




“You’re a good girl. Here, eat your pie.”




The pie was set in a paper plate that it totally couldn’t have been baked in. Mrs. Price served her like a twelfth of the pie, which was fine with Aly since the whole pie was already sliced. Okay, Aly would have been fine with just a bite or two. 




At least, that was what she thought before she tasted it.




Because… wow, it was mega-yummy. It was like the best custard pie in the world, but with something extra she couldn’t figure out. “Holy crud, this is good! Thank you so much. And tell your grandkids I’m sorry for taking one of their pie slices.”




Mrs. Price grinned, “Don’t you go worryin’ about them. They got a couple of my pound cakes the other day, and I brought three pecan pies over for their Sunday dinners tomorrow. They get fed plenty.”





Part X


Aly stepped back into the hospital, checking the line of clients, which was mostly moms with kids between two and ten. She made sure to look at the face of every woman in the line, just in case. She didn’t recognize anyone from WillowBeta’s photos.




One of the security guards waved her over, and she moved over to where the guard said, “Jacob’s down the hall and to the right, keeping an eye on the docs. He needs to talk to you.”




Aly thanked the guard and moved on. It took her a minute to find Jacob, who was sitting where he could look into three of the open rooms where doctors and interns were giving kids shots and stuff.




Jacob whispered, “Good call on the perp. Lady was on something. We don’t know what yet, but her eyes were dilated like hell, and she was shaking. And she had a fucking machine pistol in her purse. Insisted that the voices from her tv had told her she needed to come here today and shoot all the doctors.”




Aly tried not to wince. “A machine pistol? Like an Uzi?”




Jacob shrugged a little. “No idea. I think it was an Uzi knockoff, but foreign submachine guns are not my specialty. The cops asked her where she bought it, and she insisted that an angel left it for her outside on the hood of her car this morning. So she’s crazy, and also dangerous.”




Aly scowled, “She may be crazy and someone’s patsy. Do you know where they took her?”




“Probably upstairs, to the psych ward. You’ll need a pass and an attending physician if you wanna talk to her. I’d wait until she comes down off of Cloud Nine first.”




Aly thought it over and said, “I think we had better arrange that as soon as possible. This is getting dangerous for some people.”




Jacob gave her a look. “Like people who can run at hundreds of miles an hour and stop a punch like it’s nothing?”




“Oh crud.” Aly checked, “You saw that too?”




Jacob gave her a wink. “Nope. Didn’t see a thing. Anybody who looks out for Mrs. Price gets special perks around here.” He spilled, “My mom took me to her clinic when I was a snot-nosed teen. She nicknamed me ‘Candy Bar’ because of our last name. Okay, around here, having a nickname from Mrs. Price is pretty much a badge of honor. Hell, my wife and I took our kids to her and her docs until they retired… And if I could run as fast as you, I would’ve smacked that bitch from here to Gallatin.”




“Her and her docs?” Aly asked.




“Yeah,” Jacob nodded. “The tall doctors’ office building northwest of here? You can see it from the parking lot? Three doctors had a pediatrics office that was most of the ground floor, and they had maybe two or three RNs as well, just to help handle their caseload, but Mrs. Price has always been large and in charge. Patient-wise, it was the biggest pediatrics office in the whole damn city. And they were the last office in town to stop running house calls. Some of the places they did house calls in the middle of the night? I wouldn’t go there without a cop car backing me up. Too bad all the docs were even older than Mrs. Price. When they all passed away or retired, and they sold the practice, it went to a big HMO with a lot more doctors, and a lot more costs, and a lot worse service, and forget shit like house calls for a sick kid.”




Aly spilled, “Mrs. Price gave me a slice of her… umm… chess pie? Is that right? It was awesome.”




He nodded, “Yeah. Chess pie. You are one lucky lady. That recipe’s a family secret they won’t share. Of course, it isn’t too often that superheroes zoom in and rescue her.”




Aly added, “I had to take her over to the police station so we could file police reports on that woman.” Aly knew the woman’s name, and a lot of stuff the woman had on her Facebook page, but Aly was trying to compartmentalize a bit, after she’d blown her secret identity in front of a crowd of demonstrators. Even if everyone except Jacob and Mrs. Price had been looking at Mrs. Price.




So she also wasn’t mentioning that she had already called in to WillowBeta with details on the arrested woman and her friends and the demonstration and stuff. And maybe she had asked WillowBeta if she could find recipes for chess pie.




He grinned like a shark. “And you two squashed the entire demonstration. Everybody on my team would buy you a beer for that. If you were twenty-one. Which I noticed on your fancy OSI ID, you are definitely not.”




Aly mentioned, “And I don’t drink, either.”




He shrugged, “Neither does my wife, because she’s a good Baptist girl. Me? I like beer. I’m a bad Baptist boy.”




Aly had a feeling he was a very good Baptist on most stuff.




So, while Aly kept an eye on the line of vaccination customers, and listened to make sure the doctors in the room behind her were okay, she got on a laptop computer that belonged to hospital security. That meant that she needed to download the OSI’s special VPN software that had lots of privacy and lots of encryption and lots of Willow-tweaks to make it mega-awesome.




Once she had a VPN into the OSI and WillowBeta, she explained stuff. So first, WillowBeta pulled a ton of photos off the Facebook pages of most of the Nashville anti-vaxxer crowd that she had tracked down so far. 




Aly looked through them and picked out half a dozen photos. “I think my two suspicious demonstrators are in these six, but I can’t be sure better than that.”




WillowBeta went through the files and said, “Okay. These are the same two women appearing more than once. So we’ve got their first names, and data tags. Give me an hour or two, and I should be able to locate them for you.”




“Great!” Aly said. “Next, I need someone’s permission to go into the psych ward here and talk to the crazy lady who was caught here in the immediate care waiting room. Can you set that up?”




“Yes, but the records I change won’t be official, and they might catch on in a few days.”




Aly thought it over and said, “Good enough. And in the meantime, you can submit ‘official’ paperwork so I do have clearance. Eventually. Even if it’s not right now.”




WillowBeta said, “I should have this ready in under half an hour. Check back with me.”




“Will do. And thanks a ton.”




Aly hung onto the laptop. She sort of wondered how the OSI got by on this stuff back when Steve and Jaime were operational. Maybe they just had cooler ID cards and maybe badges, and they got the local LEO to cooperate without all the paperwork or the computer files.




She did a couple more tours of the line and the parking lot and the area where the vaccinations were being given. There was also a room past that where some people were sitting around waiting to see if they had a reaction to the vaccine, like maybe an allergy. One of the research papers Aly had been given said that the ‘egg allergy’ thing was probably a mistake, and it was more likely the actual allergy was to the gelatin in the vaccine. But people still talked about it being an egg allergy. No wonder nobody on Facebook knew what was going on with vaccines.




Also, since Jacob had told her that the weapon was maybe an ‘Uzi knockoff’, she took a few minutes on her phone to read up on the topic. Just in case she found some more.




After half an hour, Aly checked in with WillowBeta and got the okey-dokey. So she wiped the temporary files on the laptop, then uninstalled the VPN program, taking all of its stored, encrypted data with it. Then she ran one last program that erased all the disk sectors marked as holding deleted files. She handed the laptop back to Jacob’s security guys and thanked them. After that, she took the hospital elevator up to the psych ward. Which wasn’t what it was officially called. There were probably way worse names for it than ‘psych ward’ too.




Aly buzzed the locked security door, and a voice squawked over the intercom, “No admission without written notice from the attending physician. Even if you’re from the police department or a legal office.”




Aly held up her OSI ID card for the security monitor to see. “I’m Aly Mack. I should be on your computer logs as having that written notice. And this is federal.”




“Crap. Lemme check…” There was a forty second pause, and then the voice said, “Okay, you’re on here. But… you need to talk to one of the nurses first, okay?”




“Okay. Once I’m in, just point me in the right direction,” she said.




The door buzzed, and a couple locks clicked, and Aly pulled open the door to walk in.




A big guy in scrubs was sitting in a secure room with a big safety glass partition. Aly looked at him and said, “Thanks.”




He shrugged, “Just doin’ my job.” He pointed down the hall. “Look for Maggie. Her nametag says Simmons.”




“Thanks again.” Aly walked down the hall to a nurses’ station that also had safety glass protection. She wondered how often bad stuff happened in there.




“Maggie Simmons?” she asked. 




“Hey Marge! You got a kid lookin’ for ya!” The guy quit smirking and stared at Aly. “Ain’t you way too fuckin’ young to be in here?”




A middle-aged woman stormed out of the back room. “Jerry, the next time you call me ‘Marge’ or ‘Simpson’, I swear to God I am gonna kick your ass!”




Aly held up her OSI ID card yet again. “Federal agent. And the fact that I look ridiculously young is one of the reasons I work in this agency.”




‘Jerry’ frowned at her card and turned to check on her with his desktop computer.




Maggie scowled, “Is she legit?”




Jerry stared at his screen. “Says so. And it’s signed off by the big cheeses.”




Maggie pursed her lips and asked, “So what’s the problem? Someone claim we’re injectin’ ’em with alien DNA or something?”




Aly tried to sound calm and in charge. She said, “I need to talk to Doris Kalderman. The woman who was admitted a couple hours ago. Have you done a tox screen on her?”




“Hell yeah,” Jerry grumbled. “Her HMO says she oughta be on Xanax, and there’s not a trace. She had…” He called up her chart on his computer. “…oh yeah. LSD and amphetamines.”




Simmons asked, “And your point? We get a ton of people who need tox screens.”




Aly insisted, “I need to talk to her now. Whether she’s come down or not.”




Simmons glanced at Jerry, who looked at his screen again. “She’s in bed four, and she’s strapped.”




Simmons said, “You can see her, but don’t expect much. And nothing she says is gonna be admissible in a court of law.”




Aly just said, “I understand. But I’m not building a case against her.” She didn’t mention that someone else might be doing that, right that very minute.




Simmons walked her down to a row of doors with heavy glass windows. Simmons opened one. It looked like a regular hospital room, with a hospital bed and a middle-aged woman in the bed. There were IV lines going into both arms, and wires going from her to a couple monitors. Aly knew enough to recognize an EEG on one screen, and an EKG on another, and numbers on oxygen and CO2 on yet another.




And the woman was strapped down in the bed, with padded leather cuffs securing her ankles and wrists to the heavy bed rails.




Aly walked over and looked at the woman, who looked like she had been crying for a while. She asked, “Doris Kalderman? I’m Aly. I need to ask you a few questions. I’ll try to make things easy.”




Simmons was standing behind Aly, and muttered, “Damn well better, bitch.” But Aly wasn’t supposed to be able to hear that.




Doris sobbed, “Umm, yeah, th-that’s me, but I think I’m crazy so you shouldn’t talk to me.”




Aly gently asked, “Maybe we could start with me holding a kleenex so you can blow your nose?”




Doris nodded exhaustedly. “Y-yeah. That would be great.”




Simmons insisted, “You better not be plannin’ on usin’ that to steal a DNA sample.”




Aly said, “I don’t need a DNA sample. I’m not building a case against her.”




“Then put on a pair of gloves first.”




Oh yeah, there was no way Aly was letting someone blow snot all over her hands. Gross! She pulled on a pair of neoprene gloves out of the box on the table, and then she pulled a couple kleenex out of that box on the table, and she held the kleenex. Doris blew a ton of snot into the kleenex, and Aly threw it in the bin that Simmons pointed at. Then Aly got some more kleenex and wiped up Doris’s nose, and then some more kleenex and wiped away Doris’s tears.




“Thanks… umm… I don’t think I paid any attention when you told me your name.”




Aly smiled, “It’s okay. I’m Aly.” She peeled off the gloves inside-out, like she had learned to do in first aid classes. “And really, I just want you to try and remember what you can about stuff. Is that okay?”




“Umm, sure. And… call me Dot. I don’t really like ‘Doris’. My mom called me ‘Doris Ann’ when she was mad at me. And my stupid ex called me ‘Doris’ when he was mad at me. And I was gonna go back to my maiden name, but I think I went crazy somewhere in there and didn’t get it done.”




“Do you remember being okay?” Aly asked.




‘Dot’ sobbed, “I think so… I mean, I was okay when the divorce went through. But then my ex was so mean about stuff, and I was so stressed out. My doctor got me some Xanax. I got ’em in capsules instead a’ pills so I could swallow ’em easier, and I felt calmer. I kept the house, and I made sure it looked nice when the neighbors came over. And I remember Mary Frances talking to me about how vaccines were bad, but I was sure they were okay, because I got ’em when I was little and I was okay… And her Facebook page had a lot of stuff to read.”




Aly tried to sound encouraging. “That doesn’t sound so bad. Mary Frances who?”




“Mary Frances Watson. She used to be a McMahon, but she married Dale Watson a little after I married my jerk.” Dot added, “Then I started watching more tv and movies, too. I won a free year’s worth of some cable tv thing they had to come out to my house for, but it was free, so why not?”




Aly guessed, “Was it Dish TV?”




Dot asked, “Are they the guys who go up on your roof and put a satellite dish up there and suddenly you have like a thousand channels?”




“They’re one of ’em,” Aly answered. But she was suspecting it was Dish TV. And she was suspecting some bad stuff.




Dot cringed. “And that’s when I went crazy. I think. I mean… The people on the tv started talking to me and telling me vaccines were evil and I needed to do something about it, and I need to save our children, and I needed ta kill those vaccine doctors… and things get kinda blurry in there… But I remember thinking I had to do something. And I felt more stressed out, so I took more of my pills, and they didn’t help!”




No, Aly was suspecting that they wouldn’t.




Aly asked, “And what about this morning?”




Dot really winced. “The tv was telling me to rush down to help Mary Frances at the hospital, and the doctors were evil, especially anyone with a nametag that said ‘Reeves’, and I needed to stop ’em, and when I walked out my door there was a bag for me on my car that the tv told me would be there, and it had… Umm… Maybe I better not tell you this part.”




Aly tried to sound mega-reassuring. “That’s okay. Don’t tell me stuff you don’t want to.”




When Aly wrapped up and left the room, Simmons went with her. And Simmons tried to loom over her and intimidate her, which wasn’t happening. Especially when Aly was about three inches taller than Simmons, and Simmons was wearing sneakers.




Simmons hissed, “What the hell was that all about?”




Aly wanted to tell Simmons, but there was a decent chance that things might go wrong if Aly said what she was thinking in a place where a lot of people might overhear. She just said, “Take good care of Dot for me.” And she left.





Part XI


Aly caught a cab over to the police station where ‘Tommy’ and his partner had taken Racist Mean White Woman, and she walked up to the front desk. “Hi. Can I see Officer Thomas Richards? Tell him it’s the federal agent he helped earlier.”




Tommy Richards came out through a security door. “Agent… Mack, was it?”




She gave him a smile. “Yes.”




He sighed, “Look, I’m sure you’re busy, but my shift’s over now.”




Aly nodded, “Right. I just need someone who believes I’m really a federal agent to tell me who’s investigating the Doris Kalderman case. The woman who had the Uzi in the Vanderbilt Hospital immediate care waiting room. I need to speak to them.”




It took Tommy about two minutes talking to the desk sergeant and calling someone on the phone to come up with some names. It turned out that the West Precinct covered not only the Vanderbilt hospital area, but also the area where Doris Kalderman had her house, so hopefully that made things nicer for Aly. Then it took about ten minutes to find out where Detective Dunigan and Detective Braddock were, which was sitting around doing paperwork while they were waiting on a judge to issue them a warrant so they could get into the Kalderman house.




So, once Aly got them to tell her the name of the judge and stuff, she called Oscar and asked him to apply a little pressure for her. And in maybe another forty minutes, the two detectives were swinging by the precinct to pick her up, because they had their warrant, and they were beating out the ATF on it, and they had Aly to thank for it. Still, they were… a little suspicious.




Detective Dunigan gave her a squinty-eyed scowl. “Are you sure you’re this Alexandra L. Mack?”




Aly was mega-careful with her words, so she’d seem older. “Yes, detective. I am. And I am fully aware that I look really young. The OSI uses that in cases like this, where I am posing as a college coed on the Vanderbilt campus.”




“And is that ID card real?” asked Detective Braddock suspiciously.




Aly insisted, “Yes, it is. And you know, you could call the OSI. It has an office in the State Department building in D.C.”




“And some random bureaucrat I get on the phone would know you and vouch for you,” he snarked.




Aly stuck to her guns. “Yes, detective. As a matter of fact, any OSI employee you get on the phone will know me, and be able to vouch for me. I am that well known in the agency.”




Okay, Aly was pretty sure that the OSI’s small office in the State Department would be staffed by just one Peggybot or one Lindabot. Now that the OSI had the bots, and all the admin functions had been moved out to the Maryland base, it was pretty easy to just place one of the bots there for ten or fifteen hours a day on weekdays, and then close the office and transfer the phones the rest of the time.




Aly pushed, “Why don’t we all drive out to Doris Kalderman’s house, and one of you can call the State Department HQ in Washington D.C., and ask them to transfer you to the OSI office. How hard would that be?”




Dunigan grumbled, “Fine, let’s do that. I drive, Braddock calls, you sit in the back.”




Braddock agreed, “Yeah, we’d better get going before the ATF gets that federal warrant and beats us to it.”




Aly pointed out, “You do know that putting someone you regard as suspicious behind the both of you in a moving car is a serious breach of procedure, right?”




Braddock grouched, “Fine. I’m in back, you’re shotgun, and don’t do anything annoying, like put the radio on Top 40 crap.”




Aly hopped into the car, and they drove off. While Dunigan drove down West End, Braddock called Washington and got a receptionist at the State Department, and got transferred. Before Braddock could complain about how long he would get put on hold, there was half of a ring, and the phone got answered.




“OSI, Washington office. This is Peggy speaking. This call may be monitored for quality control purposes. How may I help you?”




“This is Detec-”




Aly interrupted, “Hey Peggy, it’s me! I need you to vouch for me, because these officers think I’m a crazy juvenile delinquent impersonating a federal officer.“ 




The Peggybot lied, “If one of your specialties wasn’t looking really young, this wouldn’t be a regular problem.”




Aly played along. “I know, I know…”




“Well officers, that is Aly Mack. She’s an excellent field agent, and you should put your trust in her.”




“Thanks, Peggy!” Aly waited until Braddock hung up. “Is that good enough for you?”




Dunigan thought it over for a few seconds. “If we run into the ATF guys and they give us grief, can I tell them that it’s Bring Your Daughter To Work Day?”




Aly laughed out loud, even if she probably shouldn’t have. Braddock snorted in amusement.




Dunigan drove past where West End turned into Belle Meade Boulevard, and he drove past where Bell Meade Boulevard turned into state highways 100 and 70, and then he drove on highway 70 out to where a huge tract of land served as the grounds for a big Catholic church and school and buildings and stuff. He turned at that corner and followed Braddock’s directions until they got to a brick house that was painted white over all the bricks. It looked like it was one story on the front, but Aly could see that the yard sloped toward the driveway side and also toward the back, and the driveway went around to a parking area in the back, and the back yard was several yards lower than the front. So there might even be a walk-out basement under part of the main level of the house.




Dunigan pulled into the driveway and stopped right away, so no one could pull in after him. Aly didn’t ask why, since Braddock clearly knew what was going on. She stepped out of the car as soon as the detectives did.




Aly could also see that there was a Dish TV antenna on the roof, and it had a couple boxes clamped onto the vertical pipe that held up the dish and held the cabling for the system. She used her telescopic vision to zoom in on those boxes, and at least one was a security camera that pointed down at the front door. One was probably a security cam that looked down at the back door.




She noticed out of the corner of her eye that a dark gray van was approaching at above the speed limit. But she didn’t look over. She didn’t need to. She just used her bionic hearing to eavesdrop.




Dunigan muttered to his partner, “Well look. It’s the Bureau of Assholes, Turds, Farts, and Excrement.”




Braddock whispered, “Maybe they sent someone besides Lawrence.”




Dunigan replied sourly, “Right, and maybe pigs’ll fly.”




Aly decided that this was not going to go well. Especially when the ATF van couldn’t pull into the driveway because of how Detective Dunigan had parked, and had to park on the street so the right-hand doors opened up onto the fortunately-dry drainage ditch that ran along the road and under all the driveways. An angry guy in an ATF jacket jumped out of the shotgun seat, nearly fell into the ditch, which was only a foot or two deep there, and scowled at the detectives.




So Aly figured that she had better be the adult this time. It wasn’t like Rinkin hadn’t given them lessons on doing this. Aly figured that Joyce Summers had given Rinkin lessons on it. Mrs. Summers had probably gotten lessons on it a long time ago from some cranky old FBI guy who didn’t like having ‘chicks’ in the FBI.




Aly cut in front of the detectives and headed straight for the ATF guy. And she was holding up her OSI ID. “Aly Mack, OSI. The OSI has jurisdiction here, so you can cooperate with me or go home.”




“Special Agent Robert J. Lawrence, BATFE. And we have jurisdiction. So go home, little girl, and get some better fake ID for your next party.”




“You tell her, Bobby Jim,” Detective Dunigan heckled.




“Shut up, Dunigan. And you call me Agent Lawrence,” Agent Lawrence growled at him.




Aly insisted, “Over a week ago, the State Department gave us jurisdiction for a larger problem that this is a small piece of. Furthermore, the OSI assisted the LEO in getting this warrant, which is signed before yours. Also, we are the ones who found Doris Kalderman, and the ones who already talked with her while she is in psychiatric custody. So we have reason to believe that the equipment used to turn her into a convenient tool also puts this in our jurisdiction, instead of yours, and we also have reason to believe that the weapon never was inside this house.”




“Look kid-”




Aly kept going. “And also, you have already missed the signs of threat here on-site, so you are not qualified to make this entry without assistance. I suggest you work with me, instead of against me.”




“What are you talking about, kid? There’s nothing showing, unless you already broke in,” Lawrence grumbled.




Aly pointed out, “I wouldn’t be ‘breaking in’ because we have a warrant. And perhaps you should get someone with a good quality monocular to study the satellite dish on the roof.”




“What?” Agent Lawrence turned and yelled at his van. “Agent Howard! Grab some binoculars and check that sat dish!” Then he stepped closer to Aly. “And you, kid. Gimme that ID card so I can call it in and check.”




Aly declined, “You can get my agent number off the card and call it in. I don’t think you need to hold my ID card.”




Agent Lawrence made a grab for the card anyway. She saw it coming, and had no trouble yanking it up and back, out of his reach. But she didn’t think he’d give in that easily.




Still, she tried. She took a precise glide-step back as she slid her ID card into a pocket. “Agent, this is inappropriate inter-agency behavior. I shall have to report you.”




She was still figuring he’d make another grab for her ID card. Or for her. And if he did, she was going to grab his wrist and give him a shoulder throw that would knock the wind out of him.




But he surprised her. He whirled around to face the van again. And he complained, “What is it with these damn feminazi bitches in the agencies?” Then he yelled, “Hey! Agent Step-n-fetchit! Get yer ass out here! Get her ID and call it in for verification!” And he stomped off to the front of the van, where ‘Agent Howard’ was studying the roof with a nice pair of binoculars.




A rugged-looking guy stepped out from the van and hurried over to her. He was late twenties, with Eastern European features and a crewcut and a way nicer shirt than Agent Lawrence was wearing. His shirt also didn’t have a couple tiny food stains, like Agent Lawrence’s did.




The guy pulled a pen and notepad out of an inner breast pocket of his jacket. “Agent Stepanian. You’re…?”




“OSI agent Alexandra L. Mack.” She reeled off her OSI ID number, and the OSI verification code for the day.




He wrote it all down. “Thank you, agent.” Then he dropped his voice to a whisper. “Look, Bob’s having a really bad week. Work problems, family problems, caseload problems, and then he got saddled with two new guys: me and Agent Markham. And he’s supposed to get us field experience in the middle of all of the cases going on. We have two Special Agents out sick this week, so he’s trying to cover far too much territory, and our office has all of Tennessee and all of Alabama to cover. So… could you cut him a little slack? I’d appreciate it.”




She told him, “I’ll cut him a lot of slack, if he’ll cut me some. We need to disable the security cameras and the satellite dish on the roof before we attempt an entry, because the real perps may have boobytrapped the house and are watching the cams remotely for any sign of people like us. As soon as we walk into the visual cone of either camera, they may detonate a bomb or release poison gas, or even worse.”




He looked like he was thinking it over pretty hard. “Ma’am… Agent… That’s not the kind of problem we typically encounter.”




She pushed, “Until now. The OSI plays at a higher level than you do. We deal with advanced tech, and we see more tech being used by… our threats.” Crud, she had almost said ‘badguys’ to a BATFE agent she was trying to impress.




“Well, could you explain it to me? Because even if those are little spy cameras up there, I don’t think that means they’re actually on right now, or anything.”




She insisted, “I already went over the front and roof of this house with high-power telescopic gear, so I know they’re cams. And I checked them with infrared, so I know they’re warm, and that means they’re on. Also, we have reason to believe that our threats set this up so they could piggyback on the broadcasts in and out of this house. And they probably obtained access to this house when they ‘installed’ that Dish TV equipment.”




He thought for a moment. “You’re making it sound like our perp isn’t a part of this operation.”




Aly spilled, “I don’t believe she is. I talked to her. I think she was dosed with mind-altering drugs and given instructions through the sat connection and sent off like a guided missile to that hospital. The Uzi knockoff was probably a part of that process. I also think she wouldn’t know how to operate it, so the safety would have been disabled and the machine pistol would be ready to fire. She was probably lucky she didn’t accidentally dump the entire mag into her lap when she put it in her purse.”




He said, “Okay. This is not the intel we got when the case was handed over to Agent Lawrence. You need to brief all of us, and tell us what we need to do next.”




Which meant Aly needed to figure out what to do next. Crud. So she said, “Get all of your people over here, and I am including the police detectives in this briefing, whether your boss likes it or not.”




He groaned a little bit, but really too quietly for a normal person to notice, and he said, “I can pretty much promise he won’t like it.”




But Agent Stepanian went over to the van, and talked to Agent Lawrence, and pointed out stuff on the satellite dish, and let Agent Lawrence study the sat dish through Agent Howard’s binoculars, and all that stuff. Then Agent Stepanian kind of dragged the rest of the ATF agents over to where she was standing with the detectives, and she explained to everyone the stuff she had told Agent Stepanian.




Also, Agent Markham told Lawrence that he had called in the stuff Agent Stepanian had gotten, and ‘Agent Mack’ was right, and the ‘head office’ said she had supervisory authority over the operation. Which also meant the OSI would get blamed if stuff went bad.




So it was a good thing Aly had gone over the whole front side of the house with her infrared vision and made sure there weren’t any people inside, at least on this floor, on this side of the house.




Naturally, Agent Lawrence was grouchy about that stuff. So he snapped, “Fine. So what do you want us to do, Agent Fancy-Pants?”




Aly decided that she was just not going to retaliate, and she was not going to escalate. Because maybe, Agent Stepanian was right, and the problem wasn’t Agent Lawrence, but all the stuff that had been dumped on Agent Lawrence. So she gave him a smile and said, “You can just call me Aly.”




A couple people snickered at that, and Agent Lawrence eased up. A tiny bit. So she said, “First order of business is that sat dish and those cams. Who ever is the strongest person here walks around to the left, to the corner of the house and gives me a boost so I can climb up on the roof. I’ll disable the dish and the power to the systems, and drop back down. Once that’s done, our threats will lose remote connectivity, and can’t use anything they set up inside. Then the detectives and any of you trained on this will walk the house perimeter and see if there are any forced windows or doors. If not, we should be able to enter safely. If so, then we need an entry so we can check the interior for threats.”




“Why you on the roof?” Agent Lawrence asked suspiciously.




She explained, “Several reasons. “I’m the lightest, so I’m the easiest to toss up there. I have the most gymnastics training, so I can stick the landing, and I can get back down the easiest. I have the training on this sort of tech. And I’m the least likely to bust a hole in the roof just from walking on a weak spot in the roof.”




Braddock looked at Dunigan’s bulk and said to Agent Lawrence, “Come on, you gotta give her that last one. You wanna try tossing Dunigan up on a roof and hope he doesn’t punch a hole in it?”




“Shut up,” Dunigan responded, even if he was laughing.




Lawrence gave in. “Okay. Step and Mark, heave her up there and don’t let her break a leg when she comes down.”




“Yes sir.”




Then the next part would be easier, because she didn’t have to try to boss people around. She led Agents Stepanian and Markham over to the front left corner of the house, where the roof was closest to the ground, and there was no coverage from those little security cameras on the satellite dish support. At that corner, with the concrete footing and the one story for the room, the low point of the roof was maybe eleven feet up. So all she really had to do was not overdo it with her bionics.




She checked, “You’ve seen cheerleaders hold a girl by her shoes and toss her up in the air, right?” She got two firm nods. “That’s all we have to do here. And you two are a lot stronger than cheerleaders.” She got two firm nods to that too. “So both of you, put your hands in a stirrup, and I’ll hop up onto your hands.”




They cupped their hands, and she put her hands on their shoulders. Then she hopped up so she was standing in the stirrups made by their hands. “On three, toss me high.” She got two more nods. “One… two… three!”




They both heaved, and she jumped just a little bit. But she didn’t need much. Standing like that and raising her arms, her hands were already only a foot and a half below the top of the gutters at the corner of the house.




She went up high enough to put her hands on the roof and push, so she could do a front flip onto the roof. She definitely heard a couple guys say stuff like ‘holy shit!’ that she pretended she hadn’t heard.




She walked to the sat dish, being careful to stay out of the vision cones of the little cams. Standing next to the dish, she could see that one cam was pointed at anyone walking up to the front door, and one was pointed at anyone walking up to the back door. She pulled out one of the ordinary things she had brought: a Leatherman multi-tool. 




She could have ripped the wiring and coaxial cables apart, but she was trying not to show off her powers too much, and she was trying not to make a giant mess. She also could have peeled the nail polish and plastic off the nails of two of the fingers of her left hand and used those hidden blades, but she was saving those for an emergency. So she went with the multi-tool, which was really nice.




She snipped the wires powering the cams and the high-tech box clamped on the sat dish’s vertical support. Then she cut the power and the coaxial cable for the dish. All done. She pocketed the cams and the box.




She walked back to the corner of the roof and jumped, using her bionics to land easily on the grass.




Agent Lawrence complained, “Nobody told me we got fuckin’ Nadia Comaneci for an OSI liaison!”





Part XII


Aly pretended she hadn’t heard Agent Lawrence. She just said, “External surveillance and connectivity are down. Let’s check all the windows and doors for signs of entry.”




She let the police detectives take the lead on that, since that was one of their areas of expertise. Supposedly. Still, she could look for electromagnetic signatures, so she could spot that the doors and all the windows had simple magnetic alarm strips on them. And she could tune up her hearing to spot ultrasonic alarm systems, which this house did not have running.




“The back door!” Braddock called out, just about the time she had finished checking that the whole front of the house looked like it hadn’t been broken into.




She trotted around the house with the ATF guys, and found Braddock studying the doorknob lock on the back door. He was crouched down and shining a little penlight into the keyway.




He looked up at the group and said, “Lock’s been picked. Not by an expert, either. There’s a lot of scratching in the keyway, so whoever did it needed a lot of time, and it’s not like this is a good-quality lock to start with.”




Aly had already spotted the boreholes before Dunigan pointed them out for the ATF agents. “See these four holes up here? They’re so someone could jumper the alarm contact. A high-end pro could do that without drilling a hole, since everyone knows where the alarm companies put the contacts on regular houses. A pro could do it with one much-smaller hole you could hide with a little plastic wood or touch-up paint. Your average B-and-E specialist could do it with two holes. Some punk? Wouldn’t bother. This is somebody else. Wanted to get in and out without leaving a trace, but couldn’t manage it.”




Aly pointed out, “It’s pretty unlikely Doris Kalderman even thought about arming the system this morning. She was drugged out of her mind, most likely without her knowledge.”




Agent Lawrence grumbled, “You’re makin’ this sound like some sort of giant conspiracy thing.”




“It may be,” Aly admitted. She thought about Ralphie Carmichael. She looked at the poor job of breaking and entering done on the door. “It’s probably some local low-end criminals hired by someone higher up to get some specific criminal acts done, for an over-arching purpose you don’t have clearance to hear about.”




Agent Lawrence asked, “Is it still locked?”




Detective Braddock wiggled the door, which jiggled a little. “Deadbolt’s not locked, but the doorknob lock is. It may lock automatically when you close it.” He pulled a strip of plastic out of his pocket. “Let’s see how crappy this lock really is…” And he tried working the plastic strip between the door and the frame. “Nope. At least that’s decent. Probably why our perp had to pick the lock.”




Agent Lawrence said, “We’ve got a battering ram. We can take this sucker down in ten seconds, once Agent Stepanian gets it.”




Aly said, “I’d like to avoid that, just in case our perp was here to cover his tracks. Could everyone move off to the side, please?”




She waited until everyone else was far enough away that a boobytrap wouldn’t take them out, unless it took the whole house with them. She grabbed the doorknob, got a solid grip, and twisted. With the sound of shearing metal, the lock system tore apart under the stress she applied. Then she pulled out her pressed powder compact, opened it up, and opened the door just enough to peek inside with the mirror of the compact.




“Clear!” She opened the door and waited for the detectives before she moved through the house. They did a quick search. Jewelry still in the jewelry box. Nothing ransacked. But the pill bottle was gone from the master bathroom. She pointed that out. And the Dish TV box had been swapped out, because the new one was much less dusty than everything around it on the tv shelves. She pointed that out too.




Dunigan groaned, “So someone switched her pills, dosed her up good, then… messed with her tv signal?”




Aly guessed, “They probably used the cable tv to tell her insane things that she believed because she was drugged out of her mind.”




“And you know what she was drugged with?” Agent Lawrence asked unpleasantly.




“LSD and amphetamines,” Aly answered. “They already have the tox screen on her done, and I already talked to her and the nurses. Someone was trying very hard to get her to go to that vaccination clinic and shoot all the doctors there. I think you’ll find that the weapon was rigged so she couldn’t accidentally safe it, and it was ready to fire. It may also be sterilized.”




“You mean numbers filed off, and prints wiped off?” Dunigan checked.




She nodded, “Right. Something no ditzy housewife is ever going to be near, much less have in her hands. She’s been carefully set up for multiple counts of homicide, only we caught her before she had a chance to ‘do what the voices told her’. Only there’s no chain of evidence linking her to a gun seller. It just magically fell into her lap at the right time.”




Braddock pointed out, “And what are we going to charge her with? Being drugged against her will? Being found in possession of a weapon no one would believe she could obtain? Being in an immediate care waiting room without an immediate care issue?”




Agent Lawrence grumbled, “This case is fucked. If we could punt it right now, we would.”




Aly gave him a smile. “Well then, it’s a good thing the mean old OSI is yanking this case out of your hands, isn’t it?”




On the way out of the house, Aly called WillowBeta. “It’s me. You’ve got Doris Kalderman’s home address?”




“Yes, Aly.”




“Get a home repair guy and her home security company out here right away. The back door latch is busted, and the alarm contact has been jumpered.”




“Does that mean all the evidence has been removed?”




Aly grumbled, “Yes, except the stuff up on the satellite dish.”




WillowBeta cheerfully said, “And that means it’s time to tell you what I have uncovered!”




“This sounds good,” Aly said.




WillowBeta revealed, “IDs on the two women who ran: Mary Frances Watson and Emily J. Larson. Both with white collar crimes on their records. Both currently under investigation for fraud and theft due to an ‘investment’ scheme they’ve been running. Both on our list of anti-vaxxers, but net searches indicate they have only been active for a couple weeks. And you’ll never guess who Mary Frances Watson’s husband Dale works for!”




Aly groaned, “Don’t tell me. Dish TV.”




“Yes!” WillowBeta answered excitedly. “As an installer, so he has regular access to one of their trucks.”




Aly asked, “And does he have a record?”




“Absolutely,” WillowBeta insisted. “Sealed juvey records, petty theft, fraud, assault and battery, and resisting arrest.”




“Okay,” Aly said. “I need all of their addresses, and check with Dish TV and find out if Dale’s at work or not.” She could tell that Detective Dunigan and a couple of the ATF agents were trying to eavesdrop on her little chat. So she added, “Oh, and also send the addresses to Detective Dunigan of the MNPD and Agent Robert Lawrence of the Nashville office of the BAFTE.”




Detective Dunigan groaned a little bit. “What are you getting us into now?”




Aly gave him a little smile. “I believe we have IDs and addresses on the people who set up Doris Kalderman. You’ll be completely surprised to hear they all have records, two of them have just recently become active in the local anti-vaxxer community, and the third one works as an installer for Dish TV.”




“And the drugs?” Detective Braddock checked. 




Aly answered, “I believe they could have gotten the drugs from the late Ralphie Carmichael, who was murdered just yesterday. And he also ties into a different side of my problem that I can’t tell you about without clearance from on high, plus all of you signing lots of NDAs.”




Detective Braddock asked, “So this ‘Dale’ asshole’s your main suspect for drugging and brainwashing Doris Kalderman, acquiring illegal firearms, breaking into her house, burglary, and interfering with a police investigation?”




“Yeah,” Aly replied. “And he might even be a suspect in the death of Ralphie Carmichael. I don’t know, but it’s a possibility and I don’t have any other suspects yet besides these three.”




Detective Dunigan pointed out, “And, oh yeah, no jury is gonna buy this without shitloads of evidence, of which we have… zilch. We have a lack of evidence that should be there, and some crazy suppositions that any good public defender could rip to pieces.”




Aly just said, “So I guess it’s a good thing you’re not on the hook for closing this case.”




Detective Braddock kidded, “Can you drop by my office and take a couple more unprosecutable cases off my hands?”




Aly just smiled and shook her head no.




They were hardly in the unmarked car before Dunigan got a text message. Aly was pretty sure it was the one she was getting on her smartphone. And the one Agent Lawrence was getting on his phone that Aly could hear the tune that was probably his official text message tune. Because it was ‘Paperback Writer’. Agent Lawrence was kind of old, but Aly hadn’t thought he’d be a Beatles kind of guy.




Detective Dunigan headed out, with the ATF van following behind him. He cut across to Highway 100, then headed southwest on it until he was pretty much outside of Nashville. Well, at least it looked like it to Aly. There were forests and farms and horses and stuff, and then they were in a small town sort of area that Dunigan turned into. While he drove, Detective Braddock called someone and asked for a patrol car to meet them at the Watsons’ house. Aly figured he was being careful about jurisdictional stuff.




Dunigan drove through the town into residential areas that turned into more small farms. He turned onto a dirt drive, and there was a little farmstead ahead of them. There was an old car half-overgrown off to one side, but in the driveway were two nice cars. And a Dish TV truck. And a fancy Ford pickup further away from the house and already turned around to point out toward the road.




Aly thought that was a little odd, so she went over the cars, and everything else, with her infrared vision. The fancy pickup’s engine compartment was still really hot, like it had only been parked there for a couple minutes. The Dish TV truck was cooler than that, but its engine wasn’t down to ambient temps yet. The two cars were just warm from being out in the sun, with their engines cooled off from hours of sitting around until they were no warmer than the rest of the car.




So she focused on the house. She found four human-shaped bodies. Three were down and maybe a degree or two cooler than normal. One was hurrying through the house and toward the back.




Crud.




Aly pulled out her smartphone and pretended to study the area through its camera. “We have a problem. Let’s stop here. And signal the van.”




While Dunigan stopped his car and the ATF van stopped behind it, Aly scanned the house looking for electromagnetic signatures. There were plenty of them, but nothing that looked out of place. She switched back to IR, and tracked that fourth body as it climbed out a back window, closed the window after it, and hid up against the outside wall on the other side of the house. There was nowhere to run, since the back side of the house opened up onto a huge flat pasture area, and then a barb wire fence with a bigger open pasture on the other side.




Just then, a patrol car pulled up, and two uniformed policemen got out to find out what the crud was going on. They went straight to the ATF van, which was probably smart of them.




She hopped out of the car and held her phone up again, like she was looking through it instead of using her bionic vision. Then she hustled over to the van and patrol car, with Dunigan and Braddock right behind her.




Agent Lawrence opened his door and stepped out. “Need some great photos for your scrapbook?”




Aly ignored the crabbiness. “I have an IR viewer built into this system-”




“Can we get one of them?” Agent Howard asked.




“Shut it, Hank.” Agent Lawrence turned back to her. “Seriously? An infrared camera and a viewer, in that little thing?”




“And other features,” Aly lied.




“And only your super-secret spy agency gets ’em?” he asked suspiciously.




“Right,” Aly nodded. “But nothing’s stopping you from going to a hardware store and buying a battery-powered IR viewer that charges off house current, so you could do roughly the same thing.”




“Shit,” he cursed. “We gotta figure out a way ta requisition some of those suckers.”




Aly went on, “That Ford pickup has only been there a short while. Its engine is still hot. Inside? Three cooling bodies, and one perp probably setting the scene so it would look like a murder-suicide. Only we got here too soon. He’s hiding on the back side of the house, and he’s probably heavily armed.”




“Yeah, if he’s handing out illegal Uzi knockoffs to crazy women, he’s probably carrying,” Agent Lawrence admitted. “And that’s a lot of detail for one tiny gadget built into a phone.”




“Whoa!” said one of the patrolmen. “Coming out to the Watsons’ again? Normal. Running into people with Uzis? Not normal. For around here, anyway. What the hell’s going on?”




Aly waited while Detective Braddock filled in the patrolmen. Then she admitted, “I have extra IR visibility because of all the windows facing us, so I watched one man leave the downed bodies and move out the back of the house. Now, assuming our perp has his own Uzi, or something worse, let’s send one team around the house on each side, and I’ll go over the roof and drop down on him before he can react.”




“You really like roofs, dontcha?” he asked sarcastically.




Aly just said, “No one looks up.”




“And you can take an armed felon because you’re a super secret agent,” he snarked.




“Yes.” She just looked at him.




He grumbled, “Why do I think this is gonna be a disaster?”




She knew he didn’t want an answer, but she asked, “Because you have no clue that I’m a product of the U.S. Marine Corps, and I have black belts in five different disciplines?”




Not that she really had official black belts in anything, because Joan didn’t teach one style, and she didn’t have the certifications and stuff to award belts from a bunch of martial arts schools.




Aly looked at the disbelief on his face and reminded him of her cover story. “I only look this young. I’ll swing up onto one of the awnings over the front windows and hop up on the roof that way. Then I’ll move over the roof into position and give your men a chance to get him to surrender. Unless he hears you coming and tries for a first strike, because I am not letting any of your people get hurt.”




“Oh hell. Okay, we’ll march up to the front door and pound on it like an idiot. That’ll give my guys and your LEO a chance to move around the sides.”




While everyone else got ready, Aly walked over and tugged on one of the awnings that were shading the front windows. Gee, they were sturdier than they looked. They would definitely hold her weight. Maybe the fabric wouldn’t hold her, but the aluminum tubes someone had welded together would. Which meant she could do this like a gymnast, while Agent Lawrence and the patrolmen were watching her.




Okay, gymnasts on the uneven bars used special grip things they wore on their hands. Aly didn’t need that. She just had to be sure not to wreck the aluminum tubes.




She waited until Agent Lawrence stomped onto the front porch and started pounding on the front door. “ATF! Open this door right now!”




Aly leapt up easily to the bar sticking out from the wall and holding the bottom edge of the awning. Then she took a big swing and on the backswing, pulled upward. She swung up until she had her arms straight and pointing down, with her hands on top of that bar and her head above the awning. She pushed with her arms just a little, and popped up to where she could get her feet on that bar and one hand on the gutter beside her. From there, she just stood up and used the hand on the gutter to push herself up onto the roof.




As quietly as she could, she moved up the roof and down toward where the perp was probably still hiding. She ducked down so her shadow didn’t show on the ground past the shadow cast by the roof. The sun was behind her but way off to her left, since it was already getting late in the afternoon. So she stopped about halfway down the slope of the back side of the roof, and she listened.




Well crud. She could hear the guys not-sneaking around the sides of the house, and she could hear the badguy pulling a charging handle. And another charging handle. Crud, was he going to try and fire two Uzis, one in each hand, in two different directions? That only worked in movies. Or if you were stupidly lucky. Still, that was likely to hurt someone.




She took a fast step forward and leapt off the roof with a half turn so she would land facing the house. And facing the badguy. She dropped down just past the roof’'s edge, and she could see the man. And yeah, the guy was backed against the wall and pointing an Uzi-ish firearm at both back corners of the building.




The guy was totally not ready for someone dropping without warning off the roof right in front of him. He didn’t have time to gasp in surprise before Aly leapt forward, giving him a knee right in his solar plexus. That let her use both her arms to strike him on both his elbows and slam his arms down.




Since he was already back against the wall, the strike to his solar plexus knocked the wind out of him and slammed him against the wall pretty hard. He fired off one of the Uzi knockoffs, but the rounds went into the ground a few yards from his feet because his arms were already swinging downward from her strikes.




She stripped the guns out of his hands and gave him a chin jab that accidentally slammed the back of his head into the wall. He dropped.




Aly checked to see if anyone at either corner of the house was over-reacting, but they weren’t. So she kicked the firearms well out of the badguy’s possible reach, as she called out, “Perp down! All clear!”




Part XIII


Aly watched and listened as the ATF guys moved around on both sides of the house. A spec ops periscope peeked around each corner, so they could see she had taken down the badguy. And then Agent Stepanian was darting toward her while holstering his handgun. He called out an all-clear too, and half the group rushed around to the back of the house, while the other half did all kinds of other jobs. 




Aly pointed to the window that wasn’t locked. “This is his exit point. I saw him on infrared. And we’ve probably got three dead bodies inside.”




Agent Howard muttered under his breath, “We’ve gotta get some of these toys.” Aly was pretty sure he didn’t think anyone, even the guys next to him, would hear.




So, the patrolmen called in to their stationhouse, while the police detectives and the ATF guys pulled on gloves and forensic booties and entered the house and checked the bodies and called for all the stuff they had to call for, which was like forensic techs and a medical examiner and a coroner, along with a paramedic and an ambulance for the guy Aly had knocked unconscious.




But Aly eavesdropped on them while she checked in with WillowBeta. “Hi, it’s me. That address you got us was mega-helpful. We got here just in time to catch the guy cleaning up after stuff. I’m guessing the three dead bodies inside are Mary Frances Watson and Dale Watson, plus someone else involved in this. Maybe it’s Emily Larson. Which means our last lead is the killer I caught sneaking out of the house after he killed them. Only… I knocked him out, and it may be a while before he can get interviewed.”




“Oops,” WillowBeta said. “But he’d probably just not talk and insist on a lawyer and stuff, since he got caught red-handed.”




Aly admitted, “I was kind of hoping he’d want to tell all about his boss so he could get some kind of deal from the police.”




WillowBeta pointed out, “That’s mainly in police shows, according to my data. And the police are not obligated to adhere to any ‘deals’ they make with the person being interrogated, so that seems like a sub-optimal strategy to me.”




Aly groaned, but only to herself. “I don’t even know if these guys are any good at getting a suspect to talk. And it’s not like I can call on Gunny Gibbs to fly out here and do something that’s not in his purview.”




WillowBeta said, “Andrew said that Gibbs was remarkably good at getting even tough soldiers to ‘crack’. Andrew said that he asked Gibbs if he gave lessons in interrogation, and Gibbs told him to stop using DiNozzo as a role model.”




Aly made an effort not to snicker, because someone might see her. “Okay. So we have a concerted effort to make it look like at least one anti-vaxxer is a homicidal nut, and probably they wanted to bump off Dr. Reeves. But I don’t see what the larger goal is.”




WillowBeta said, “Given your previous reports, Oscar sent Kate and Linda Tres to Stockholm to keep an eye on Dr. Reeves’ colleagues there, and he sent Fred and J.J. to Seoul to keep an eye on the colleagues there too.”




Aly groaned, “This is getting out of hand. What’s so important about a vaccine that hasn’t even hit human trials yet? I mean… unless Russia or China is working on a new biological weapon and they have years of work put in and they don’t want someone coming up with a vaccine that would ruin all their hard but evil work?”




WillowBeta paused for a moment, probably to seem more human. “I will run that idea past Oscar and Rinkin. I would never have thought of that.”




“Oscar would have,” Aly replied. “And Rinkin too.” She was pretty sure of that, because the OSI had run into CBW before. And Aly knew how this Rinkin’s parents got killed back in Japan, which was probably way different from how Alex’s Rinkin lost her parents.




WillowBeta just said, “Perhaps. But they have not brought that issue up in my connectivity.”




Aly had been watching, and also eavesdropping when stuff wasn’t in her line of sight or line of infrared vision. “We have more work to do here. I guess I’m gonna have to wait for the police officers to wrap up so I can get a ride back. But send a note to Oscar and Rinkin that the field agents need training in forensics and stuff. At a minimum, we need to know how to not ruin a case against our badguys so they can be prosecuted and convicted and locked up until they need Old Badguy Depends. Which reminds me… Atron?”




WillowBeta replied, “We have not received a new post from Andrew since he and Peggy Three arrived at the prison and were allowed to investigate in the prison hospital. That was only a couple hours ago, and there has already been extensive police and Department of Corrections investigation there. I do not have details on the measure of cooperation on-site. However, there have been no sightings of Atron, and no signs that she has attempted to access any of her known funding sources.”




Except that wasn’t anything like finding her or making sure she couldn’t get at some hidden Swiss bank account or something.




“Thank you, Beta.”




“You’re welcome, Aly. Be careful.”




So Aly spent a couple hours watching the unexciting parts of being a police officer. And she knew there were also the really boring parts, like paperwork and stakeouts and stuff. Plus, having to deal with dead bodies was just gross. And really sad. Maybe these people weren’t the nicest people ever, but that didn’t mean they deserved to get murdered by someone even less nice.




Also, the perp had a broken jaw, a fractured skull, one broken arm, and some serious contusions. She tried not to cringe at how much damage she had done, just from trying to protect some goodguys.




But the ATF guys were happy not to have to take on one more case, and the detectives were happy to be able to close the Doris Kalderman case, and also close a triple murder. And they knew some people who would be happy to not have to deal with the outstanding cases and upcoming trials for Mary Frances Watson and Emily J. Larson. Also, they weren’t bothered about badguys getting killed by other badguys, since they saw it all the time, and the detectives were probably going to pin the death of Ralphie Carmichael on this guy.




Aly had the guy’s ID, from when the detectives went through his pockets after the guy was on a gurney. So she knew the guy was using an ID with the name John J. Smith that said he was from St. Louis, Missouri. And the detectives had called it in and were just waiting to find out if it was even real. The guy had a matching credit card and insurance card and stuff, but Aly routinely carried fake ID stuff when she was on assignments, so she was not going to be surprised if all of that was fake.




And the detectives had the guy’s fingerprints. And they had numbers off the Uzi knockoffs, which were actually AG Strojnica ERO from Croatia. Aly knew that, because she had used her telescopic vision to look at the submachine guns while Agent Howard was doing the bagging and tagging. And because she had read up on Uzi knockoffs while riding in the unmarked police car. So the selector switch said ‘R’ and ‘P’ and ‘Z’, which was short for Rafalno, Pojedinačno, and Zaključan. Nobody else made Uzi-ish stuff with those exact letters.




She called Oscar and talked to him too. “Sorry to bother you, but I put the guy in the hospital and concussed him, and we don’t have any more leads until the detectives track him down from the ID stuff, which may be fake anyway…”




Oscar cut in, “Aly, you did fine. And his ID is faked. Someone very good slid it into the systems, but it’s not backed up in ways WillowBeta knows to look for, like legitimate utility company usage at the listed address. So it’s not us, or Witness Protection, or someone like the CIA. It’s set up as a cover that only needs to hold up if you’re stopped by a patrolman, or you’re renting a car, or you’re checking into a hotel.”




Aly frowned, “Then he might be in organized crime?”




“That’s a possibility,” Oscar agreed. “But it’s not the only option. Still, if he’s carrying ID like that, he’s not likely to talk about his bosses, or who hired him, or any of that. So let the PD work on the forensics, and let the detectives do their jobs. You should switch back and keep a close eye on the Reeves.”




She agreed, “Yeah, that’s what I want to do. And I’m taking that camera on their neighbors’ Dish TV down ASAP. And I’m looking out for more surveillance like that. Is there any word about JJ and Fred and Kate and Linda Tres?”




She could tell Oscar was smiling, just from his voice. “Aly, you have to give them time to get there and get into position.” Then he paused. “Oh, and your idea about the Russians designing biologicals isn’t unreasonable. It’s pretty unlikely they would have IDs this badly backed up, but they could have someone in place who can’t get adequate support, so he’s hiring American criminals and letting them use their own IDs. So that’s still on the table. Keep an eye out for anyone who doesn’t belong.”




“Will do, and what can I do when the Reeves don’t do everything together?”




Oscar told her, “Your job is Dr. Reeves. Focus on him. I know you’d rather spend time with Hunter, but it looks like Dr. Reeves is the real target. I’ll see if I can get some additional security on Hunter and Mrs. Reeves.”




She grimaced, but said, “Thanks. I appreciate it.”




Aly rode back to the detectives’ precinct station with them, and told them, “I called in the details on the ID that guy was carrying. It looks good enough to fool a cop checking him at a roadblock, but it’s fake.”




Detective Braddock said some really bad words. Detective Dunigan admitted, “Bob Lawrence told me those submachine guns were illegal imports, so this is already out of our hands. Perps breaking federal laws with backstopped ID? I don’t know what the hell’s going on, but it’s a lot bigger than one lady doped up on drugs.”




Aly agreed. “Right.” She had almost said ‘totally’ to policemen she was trying to impress. Ugh. “That’s why the Kalderman case is out of your hands. And there may be worse heading our way. I don’t see the people behind this deciding to just cut their losses.”




Braddock checked, “Can you tell us who’s behind this?”




Aly sighed a little. “Sorry. No. This is already classified, and we haven’t even gotten to the parts I’m worried about.”




Dunigan muttered, “Crap. If you ‘weren’t worried’ about this part, how bad is this gonna get?”




Aly admitted, “I don’t know. But my agency is assuming it might go as high as multiple murders across multiple continents, only those murders might be disguised like this one was supposed to be.”




Dunigan looked at Braddock and groaned, “I shouldn’t have asked.”




Braddock said, “I’m done with being near the major leagues. I wanna go back to Double A ball.”




“Amen, brother,” Dunigan agreed.




Aly said, “Well, I really appreciate your help. And your expertise. And the way you handled Agent Lawrence even if you both don’t like him.”




Detective Braddock admitted, “Way easier when he wasn’t stomping on our faces with his ‘federal authority’ and you were kickin’ his ass.”




Detective Dunigan added, “And you’re damn good. I wouldn’t tackle a guy with two loaded Uzis in his hands unless he was pointin’ ’em at my kids.”




Aly tried pretty hard not to blush. And they even dropped her off at her hotel. She made sure they both had one of her business cards with her number on it. Okay, it was the outside line for the OSI, with an ‘extension number’ that was really a code so whoever saw the incoming call would know it was supposed to go to her wherever she happened to be.




She called Dr. Reeves to see if he was still at work, which he was, even if he was supposed to be home for dinner already. He swung by, picked her up, and drove down West End to go home.




She asked, “By the way, do you know a Mrs. Price? An RN?”




He laughed. “Merleen Price? She’s a legend around here. There are plenty of old ladies who rule their neighborhood with an iron fist wrapped around an unbreakable cane, but not many of ’em stuck needles in the butts of all the tough guys when they were little kids. I heard a story from one of the interns, from when he was one of the snot-nosed kids going to Mrs. Price’s doctors. Eddie was maybe eight, and he thought he was the toughest guy in town, and he had a gang jacket he wouldn’t take off even though she needed to give him a shot of penicillin. In the arm. He thought it would be fine to give him a shot through the jacket and shirt. So she threatened to call in the Jolly Green Giant. This was back when Green Giant canned veggies were using him as a mascot all over the tv. So Eddie laughed it off. He had no idea that the center for the Vandy basketball team had a little girl that he took to see those docs. And this guy was huge. Maybe 7’2”. Merleen talked him into stepping down the hall for a minute and stepping into the tiny treatment room. When Eddie saw this giant ducking under the doorframe and stepping into the room, off came his jacket. And his shirt. And everything else. Shoes, socks… He claims Mrs. Price didn’t stop him until he was down to his underwear.”




And he had like another half dozen stories about Mrs. Price. So Aly told him all about Mrs. Price lecturing the anti-vaxxers who had backed up into her garden. And her standing up to that white woman who probably used words like ‘uppity’ and the n-word when she was at home. And her threatening to tell their children’s’ pediatricians on them.




By then, they were already off Belle Meade Boulevard and heading toward the Reeves house. So Aly had him drop her off on the back side of his block, and then drive on to his garage. Aly waited until he couldn’t see her. And she used her vision and checked that there weren’t any people watching her, or any security cams facing her. She strolled up the driveway for the Warrens’ house until she got pretty close to the house.




She broke into a sprint. She aimed right at the satellite dish, and she accelerated. Then she jumped just enough to land smoothly on the roof. She dashed past the satellite dish, ripping the security camera off the post holding up the satellite dish. She leapt off the roof into the Warrens’ back yard, raced past the swimming pool and the treehouse, and leapt the back fence. She ran across the Reeves’ back yard to where Dr. Reeves was pulling into the garage, and she stepped into the garage behind his car before the garage door closed. She just pocketed the security camera and waited for him to get out of his car and notice that she was standing there, just waiting for him.




“Aly! How…”




She admitted, “Umm… I did tell you I was a lot faster than I used to be, right?” He nodded, so she told him, “I spotted something on the Warrens’ Dish TV dish, and I had my people check it out, so I knew it was a security camera spying on you that the Warrens didn’t know about. So I ran down their driveway, got up on the roof, pulled the camera off, jumped off their roof, ran across their back yard and over their back fence, and then I ran over here.” She showed him the little spy camera.




He worried, “This is getting out of control!”




She insisted, “It’s been out of control, and we’re only just starting to get it back under control.”




“What do you…” He paused for a second and regrouped. “I don’t understand what you mean.”




She sighed, “We need to get you some full-time bodyguards, on top of what I’m doing.”




He stared at her with his mouth open for a couple seconds. He finally managed, “Aly, you’re scaring me.”




She groaned, “Sorry. But this is serious. And I’m worried about you. All three of you. Okay, I’m also worried about your main co-authors on your hantavirus vaccine papers. But we have them covered now.”




He froze at that. “Wait, you mean your agency—the OSI—is worried enough about this to put more agents on… who? Olli? Friedrich? Ji-Ho?”




But Aly already had her phone out and was checking for bugs. “Okay, I need you to not tell anyone anywhere, but Dr. Vahlapati and Dr. Tsu. These people are going to ridiculous ends to try and stop this vaccine, and we might have some theories why, but we don’t have anything substantial enough. So it’s possible they have a mole in your lab, or a few electronic bugs. Our best chance is to catch them in the act, and take out their ground troops, and we can’t do that if you spill even a little bit to someone trustworthy, say at that nice water cooler where someone planted a bug to listen in on all the water cooler gossip.”




He thought for several seconds. “Then you need to put security on Eileen and Hunter, and use me as bait so they’ll be safe.”




Well crud. She should have expected he’d want to keep his wife and son safe, even if it put him in more danger. So she said, “We’ll need to explain stuff to your family. And part of that will be why I’ll be wearing a disguise.”







He dialed the number and went through the passcodes, so his boss knew he wasn’t under surveillance and he wasn’t under duress. But the passcode he got back was the ‘we have a problem at this end’ message. Shit!




He spoke, “Bishop here, sir. Pawn 5 tried to clean up loose ends and was caught in the act. His ID probably won’t hold up more than a day, and they have him locked up who-knows-where.”




“Who do you have left?”




He admitted, “No Pawns. Two Rooks, who are acting as servants for Queen 1. She’s not as big a headache as I was told to expect, but then everything is going her way right now.”




“Perhaps she’s just thrilled to be out of a prison hospital.”




“Perhaps. But it looks like Aly Mack may be more of a threat than I thought. It seems she must have put the pieces together fast enough to get to Pawn 2 and 3’s house and catch Pawn 5 cleaning up. Your tap on the MNPD data streams works amazingly well.”




“Very well then. You have permission to point your Queen at Dr. Reeves. And at Aly Mack. Atron should be properly appreciative. Just be prepared that her strikes may be… messy.”




He replied, “Already planned for, sir.”





Part XIV


After a tense dinner and helping with clean-up, Aly sat down at the kitchen table with Hunter and Mrs. Reeves and Dr. Reeves. She started out, “Today, a lot of stuff happened. We found out that there’s been a ring of people monitoring you guys, apparently because of Dr. Reeves’ work on a vaccine for certain strains of orthohantavirus. And a couple of them went to the trouble to drug and brainwash a lady they knew, and they sent her after the vaccine clinic doctors—Dr. Reeves especially. With a submachine gun that she didn’t really know how to operate. We caught her before she could do anything, and she’s getting better in the psych ward. But a guy who may have been spying on Hunter is dead. The people who did the up-front work on the brainwashing, and their cohort, are dead. The guy who killed them and maybe the first guy? We caught him, but he’s unconscious in the prison hospital.”




“That’s terrible!” Mrs. Reeves gasped.




“And is that it?” Hunter worried.




“That’s what I wondered about,” Dr. Reeves said.




Aly admitted, “We don’t know. Maybe the guy we caught was the head guy, but I doubt it. He has no motive. Someone is insanely stressed about a vaccine that isn’t in human trials yet, and might not ever get used in the U.S. And whoever it is, they have at least one OSI agent on their watchlist, because I saw two of the deceased run off as soon as they spotted me at the vaccine clinic. That puts this way above ordinary anti-vaxxer craziness, and up toward serious international threats. The number of people who would recognize me that easily are pretty small, because I’ve worn disguises on most of my previous ops.”




She didn’t mention that the people who had seen her as Aly were Danielle Atron and Lars and Gunther, plus Benjy Hiller, and maybe a couple people on Garthe Knight’s flying ship, and all of them should have been locked up when that watchlist got put together. But it could have been someone who had access to databases and agencies that he shouldn’t, like Aleksandr Armen or the Glava na-Demonot or some other badguys on the A-List who she hadn’t tracked down yet.




Okay, Hermione and her friends would know what she really looked like. Selina Kyle could have gone bad and ratted her out to get out of a jam. Dr. James Courtney and Nedlick might have gotten secret OSI files while they had access. Some of the people she had met on her ops who found out about her OSI job might have told people Aly did not want to know about her.




But still, the people who would know about Aly Mack, OSI agent, were not the people who went to anti-vaccine demonstrations. So that was important.




And… Oh crud, she just had an idea she needed to run past Oscar and Rinkin.




She just kept pushing, “So my boss is arranging for some really, really reliable bodyguard types to hang around, and supposedly look inconspicuous. And I’ll be wearing a disguise for a few days while ‘working’ with Dr. Reeves. I’ll be Linda Wilson, an FDA auditor. I’ve got a couple disguises with me, and I’ve got some fake credentials and fake IDs, so I can pull that off. Dr. Reeves can drive into the office with me behind him each morning, I’ll park near him, I’ll spend the day pretending to study his research and his methodology and his results, and I’ll follow him home. If nothing new happens in, say, two weeks, we’ll reduce the security and let you get on with things. Because two weeks is enough to investigate all of our leads and evaluate our security perimeter.”




Hunter complained, “How can I go to school and go to practice and sh- stuff with bodyguards bodyguarding me?”




Aly just said, “Oscar told me these guards wouldn’t be mega-blatant. Just give it a try, okay? For me?”




“All right. I’ll give it a try.”




Mrs. Reeves said, “I was going to say the same thing. Well, almost the same thing. But I can give it a try. For you.”




Aly took both their hands and grinned, “Thanks. And if this doesn’t seem to be working, tell me, and I’ll do what I can to fix stuff. Because this is for all of you.”




Then she spent a while with Hunter, walking around in their back yard. Well, really, standing in their back yard kissing. She needed a cold shower by the time they walked to the car. And she needed that cold shower even more by the time she hopped out of his car at her hotel.




She still didn’t forget to run her idea past Oscar and Rinkin, despite the time.









The next day was Sunday. Hunter stayed at his folks’ house, and Dr. and Mrs. Reeves just did stuff around the house. Aly came over and ‘hung out’ while secretly watching for badness. She cooked with Mrs. Reeves and helped Hunter do some cleaning and helped Dr. Reeves translate some more papers. It was sort of like just being with Hunter’s family back before the plane crash, only with extra stress no one was talking about.




Way after dinner, Aly walked outside to her car, and she necked with Hunter for over an hour before she drove back to the hotel. And while she was showering, which was with really cold water because of Hunter, WillowBeta called. Well, Beta called on Aly’s internal phone, so Aly didn’t have to rush out of the shower stark naked and dripping wet to answer it. And Beta wanted Aly to know that Oscar had gotten federal help in guarding the Reeves fam. Which had to be a good thing.









The next morning, Aly was up early and putting on her ‘Linda’ disguise, which was a lot of makeup and a wig. And some black-rimmed glasses and a dressy pantsuit. She had to use a lot of theater glue and actors’ putty to make her eyebrows go away so she could draw on Linda’s thin eyebrows. Also, contouring to give her face a look like it was a little differently shaped. Brown contact lenses to match Linda’s eyes. Then plenty of regular makeup over that, followed by the black wig. And she looked like the photo, which was really her image but Photoshopped to look vaguely like Linda, not like Linda herself, who was the concept for the disguise.




Anybody running it through facial recognition software would get no matches with the real Linda or any of the Lindabots, and might not get a match with her either. The OSI’s facial recognition software would totally match that disguise with her, because of the way Willow said most facial recognition software matched the eyes and mouth, and maybe the nose and chin, in photos.




She had the fake ID for Linda and for the FDA auditor position, and she made sure that was in the wallet ‘Linda’ was going to be using. The FDA auditor documentation went with a lanyard and a bigger ID; you just had to pick which ID you were using and slide the right ‘lanyard ID’ into the pocket on the lanyard.




The thing was that the OSI now had people who could pose as someone from the FDA. Aly had way more background in biochem and stuff than you’d think. JJ had gotten the memories of an M.D. poured into her brain against her will. All of the Willowbots could pose as an FDA official, since one of them had downloaded all the relevant files and had shared it. So going to the trouble of having the FDA stuff on hand now made sense. Back in the ‘just Steve and Jaime’ days, it would not have worked, since neither of them could have passed themselves off as an FDA auditor for more than about a minute.




She was fully aware that her face was almost all bionic skin, so really, Rudy could give her a new face and she could pass as someone else. But she didn’t like to think about that. She didn’t want to lose what pieces of ‘original Aly Mack’ she still had. Even for just a few days. But no one had asked her to do anything like that—yet—so it wasn’t a problem.




Maybe it was a problem waiting to happen. She should think about it.




She closed up her go bag and go suitcase, put them back in their hiding places, and left the hotel. She took her car with its Maryland plates, and drove to the Reeves’ house, where she swapped on some license plates that would not get matched up with Aly Mack. They were were still Maryland plates, because the FDA headquarters facilities and the FDA’s White Oak Federal Research Center were both in Maryland, and researchers who dealt a lot with the FDA, like Dr. Reeves’ co-workers, would most likely know that. So, if anyone checked on these plates, they would find them registered to a pool car from the research center.




She was still putting on the fake licenses plates when her external cell phone rang in the tone that meant it was one of the Willows. She answered and set it on speakerphone.




“Aly here. I’m at the Reeves’ and changing license plates before we drive in to work.”




“WillowBeta here, Aly. After your phone’s GPS and accelerometer indicated you were there and no longer driving in your car, I called. After you talked to Oscar and Rinkin, they gave both me and Andrew a heads-up on your idea. Andrew had already reported that Atron had a lot of help. Someone switched the IV bags so for most of a day, she received dextrose with none of the suppressant, and there are two guards under investigation for this. Both have ‘vanished’. Andrew and Peggy Three have been combing through the records, and Andrew had Peggy work through the files on the search teams outside the prison. She found an anomaly: a FLAG security vehicle helping with the search for Atron. She tried to verify this. However, FLAG says they weren’t asked to help with that search.”




“Oh crud,” Aly groaned. 




She totally knew what that meant. Garthe Knight was behind the breakout, and trying to make FLAG look bad at the same time. As usual. Garthe had Atron and was probably going to use her as a scientist and as a weapon. Atron was probably using his resources too.




If Garthe was behind this anti-vaccine stuff, then that probably meant his big plan back when she went to Marine OCS was to infect everyone at Marine TBS with some sort of orthohantavirus with some sort of trigger he could use to incapacitate huge swaths of the U.S. military with a nasty, infectious disease when he was ready to run some massive, evil plan. Which meant he needed to stop Dr. Reeves’ group from coming up with an effective vaccine for whichever strain of orthohantavirus his scientists had been working with, which had to be one of the ones Dr. Reeves’ group had already used in their vaccine process.




“Beta, tell Rinkin and Oscar that Garth Knight’s secret injection stuff he was trying to give to every Marine at TBS is an orthohantavirus, probably a variant of the Hantaan orthohantavirus or Dobrava-Belgrade orthohantavirus strain. We have to get the DoD on this, along with NCIS; we have to get the FDA to move Dr. Reeves’ vaccine to human trials; and we need those clinical trials moved to secure facilities where Garthe can’t get someone fudging the results either.”




WillowBeta said, “I am sure that Oscar and Rinkin will agree with your analysis. Please note that Garthe Knight’s organization could have moved Dr. Atron anywhere by now, including well outside North America.”




“Crud.”




WillowBeta just calmly continued, “We are already examining flight plans for planes and small jets leaving any airport within two hundred miles of the prison, since the breakout. There are many possibles, and every one of those possibles could have transferred her to another aircraft somewhere along the way. That does not count the possibilities if we incorporate one of Garth Knight’s radar-masking jets in the transport network. But we have already eliminated the possibility of her taking public transportation through any airport with security cameras.”




Aly grumbled, “Well, there’s not much chance she’d go Greyhound. Not classy enough for her.”




“Yes. It was agreed that Dr. Atron would not take a bus while wearing a disguise which would allow her to blend in. Not even after months in a prison hospital.”




Aly decided not to say anything about who put Danielle Atron in that hospital, because everyone in the OSI knew it was her. Her and Steve. And everyone in the OSI knew that Atron would be holding a mega-massive grudge against the two of them. Only, Aly wasn’t at the OSI base, and Steve wasn’t anywhere easy to locate.




Only… Whoever was running this op had Aly on a watchlist. The two women had recognized her on sight. So if that was Garthe Knight behind things—and she was figuring it probably was—then Garthe’s people would have to tell Danielle Atron where Aly was, as soon as she did whatever they were wanting her to do.




Aly said, “I think you’d better start a search on all Nashville hotels and motels and rental properties for Danielle Atron renting a room or a house or whatever, under an alias.”




“On it already.”




Well, that was a relief. A tiny relief.




And she had a job to do while she worried about all that other stuff. Okay, she really needed not to think about that other stuff, so she could concentrate on her job.




Two cars pulled into the driveway and drove all the way to behind the garage, where her car was. One looked like an Eighties muscle car in pretty good—but not mint—condition. The other looked like a new ‘soccer mom’ SUV.




People piled out of the vehicles as she walked over to them. There were three middle-aged women dressed a lot like Mrs. Reeves usually dressed, and there were two athletic guys who looked like they were around twenty or so, and were dressed like college guys ready to go play some b-ball. Okay, Aly had already been told that Oscar was pulling in a favor through some bigshot contacts, and some important FBI higher-up named Fornell was contributing some FBI types. Aly also knew that you had to be 23 to be an FBI agent, so these guys probably just looked a little young for their age.




Aly walked right to the five agents. “Hi. I’m OSI.” She held up her ID card. “For the purposes of this op, I am posing as Dr. Linda Wilson, FDA. I have the background to make that work.” She showed them her FDA lanyard. “You three…” She looked at the women. “Look great. Just like you could be working with Mrs. Reeves or going to lunch with her. “You two…” She looked at the guys. “Look pretty collegiate. Hunter Reeves can give you some tips on looking more like a standard Vandy guy. Now all of you know how to run bodyguarding ops when the target is cooperative, so I won’t try to tell you your jobs. I will, however, tell you what’s really going on here.”




One of the guys grinned, “Agent Peterson, ma’am. And aren’t you spook agencies supposed to adhere to ‘Eyes Only’ and ‘classified’?”




She nodded, “Right. If I was CIA or DIA, that’s what you would be hearing. The OSI is not a spook agency. We’re an investigative agency, like you. And we have a problem. Does anyone know about Garthe Knight? Or Dr. Danielle Atron?”




One of the women spoke up. “I’m Agent Garcia. Danielle Atron escaped from prison under suspicious circumstances in California just the other day.”




Another woman volunteered, “Special Agent van Eyk. Garthe Knight was a domestic terrorist mainly attacking FLAG properties, a couple decades ago. He was believed dead up until a few months ago, when former Special Agent Rinkin Mueller alerted the agency that he is alive and a much bigger threat than before.”




Aly was relieved that these people had at least heard about stuff. Even if the next bit was going to be… awkward. “Dr. Atron escaped prison because Knight’s operatives took her off the neurotransmitter suppressants she’s been on since she was arrested, and they helped her break out and leave the area. The first Atron problem is that she has a grudge against our primary, which we believe is why Knight’s people retrieved her. She also has a grudge against me, since I was one of the people who captured her. The second Atron problem is much harder to believe. Before she was stopped, she managed to give herself psychic powers.”




“Like what? Moving stuff with her mind?” the second guy snorted.




Aly grimaced. “Unfortunately… yes. Telekinesis. We don’t have an upper bound on how much she can lift, but the lower bound is over a ton. Along with telepathy of unknown range, but at least ten or twenty feet. She may have other psychic powers that have developed, although we have no idea about that. Make sure you know what she looks like, and if you see her, break visual contact and move away from her. It may be possible to take her by surprise if you’re far enough away and she can’t see you.”




“And the Garthe Knight problem?” Special Agent van Eyk asked.




Aly answered that with a question. “Has the FBI been briefed on the recent Quantico incident? The Tiger Team for Marine OCS which was wiped out while running the tiger team study on-site? All of them killed or put into comas?”




The FBI agents looked at one another. Van Eyk finally answered. “Not really. There’s a lot of gossip about it, because we have a Quantico base too. Maybe… NCIS and CID fighting over who had authority, and enough dead bodies that an FBI field team was almost brought in.”




Aly nodded, “Right. Garthe Knight suborned the leader of that Tiger Team and another member, and tried to get a new addition to OCS or TBS. Or both. An injection of a ‘harmless’ substance that would have the candidates feeling ill for much of their training, to put additional stress on them. The OSI and NCIS now know that Garthe Knight was behind that. We didn’t know what would have been in the injections, but Knight was willing to murder a lot of U.S. military officers to get that included. Now we think he’s behind the efforts to stop Dr. Richard Reeves and his colleagues from coming up with a hantavirus vaccine for some of the deadliest strains of hantavirus, specifically Hantaan orthohantavirus and Dobrava-Belgrade orthohantavirus. So it’s not unreasonable to suppose that he was trying to infect untold numbers of America’s military with potentially lethal hantavirus strains, possibly in a suppressed form so he could activate it when he wanted to, wiping out untold numbers of our military, not even counting the infectious nature of these strains. This is terrorism on a scale we have never seen before.”




She added, “We discovered several criminals who were working as a loose-knit cell. One was spying on Hunter Reeves. Two were infiltrating the local anti-vaxxer groups. One was working for the local Dish TV franchise so he could put spy cameras up in various places, as well as using drugs and some high-tech cable signal disruption to ‘brainwash’ a local woman into taking an Uzi knockoff into Saturday’s vaccination clinic and killing Dr. Reeves and anyone else near him. We caught that in time. A fifth criminal then murdered at least three out of those four. We caught him in the act, but he’s unconscious and unlikely to talk when he regains consciousness. We do not know if their leader is on the loose, or even if their cell is larger than those five. Our current supposition, based on the technology used and the illegal imports, is that Garthe Knight’s organization is behind this too. It would be remarkably coincidental if two unrelated groups with this level of technology both decided to target the developer of a possible vaccine that hasn’t even made it to clinical trials on humans, when those trials would almost certainly be done in Europe and Asia.”




“What about the international aspect?” asked the guy who had snorted.




Aly just said, “Good question. We already have that under control. Now… any other questions?”




Special Agent van Eyk asked, “Can I strangle Fornell for dumping this on me?” There was some general snickering.




Aly just replied, “That’s outside of my purview. Sorry.”




They went in to meet the Reeves family. And that went way better than Aly was expecting, even if the Reeves were kind of shocked that Aly actually had a real disguise with real ID and stuff. So Aly followed Dr. Reeves to the Vanderbilt medical complex’s private parking garage area, while Hunter went off to school with his ‘new buddies’ and Mrs. Reeves went to her work with someone she was going to ‘interview’ for an opening, and some women she was going to ‘do lunch’ with.







“Rook 2 to Bishop. Rook 2 to Bishop.”




“Bishop here, go ahead Rook 2.”




“Target Alpha just entered parking garage, parked in his usual area, and took the skybridge to his office and lab. He’s got a hot brunette with him. Must have run into her in the parking garage. Pantsuit, lanyard, fancy clipboard. Looks like another doc.”




“Bishop to Rook 2. Maintain surveillance, even if Queen 1 calls you and demands some bullshit, like… I dunno.”




“She wanted handmade fresh sushi last night. This is Nashville, not San Francisco! Okay, there’s a good sushi place in the Opryland Resort, but still it was a pain.”




“Just put up with it. She’s going to be our hitter here.”




“Yes sir.”




“Bishop to Rook 2. If nothing changes, we’ll aim to hit him with Atron at the end of the day.”




“Rook 2. He works late a lot.”




“Bishop to Rook 2. With a hot brunette to hit on? I don’t think today will be one of those days. This may be our best shot.”




“Rook 2. Understood. Will stay on surveillance and line up target for our hitter. Rook 2 out.”





Part XV


Aly wasn’t surprised at all that the computer the parking attendant looked at was telling him that ‘Dr. Linda Wilson’ was supposed to get the same kind of parking sticker as Dr. Reeves, only a temporary one that went inside the windshield on her dashboard. The Willowbots were really good on stuff like that. So Aly was able to park only about a hundred feet away from Dr. Reeves’ car.




Aly was wearing a nice, tailored, formal pantsuit and carrying a storage clipboard with a brushed aluminum finish. She had papers and forms clipped on top, and a tablet and stuff inside it. She just had Dr. Reeves make a little detour downstairs past a couple biochemistry labs, to help her get a white labcoat from a storage room.




With the pristine, white labcoat and the lanyard and the clipboard, she looked really official. And really officious. Maybe she should have also put the wig hair up in a ‘mean librarian’ kind of bun. She let Dr. Reeves lead her to a hallway that had a couple offices and two labs, one of them a secure lab with CDC protocols. After all, orthohantavirus was dangerous.




So Aly spent the morning pretending she was auditing their facilities and their research protocols and their clinical trial procedures. She had checklists and tables and stuff WillowBeta had downloaded off the FDA website and prepped for her, so she just had to be fussy about stuff. And really, everybody doing this kind of research already knew what the requirements were, and what had to be presented to the FDA at each stage of the process. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have all the tables and documentation the FDA was looking for, and you wouldn’t get moved forward on your work. So not knowing this stuff way ahead of time would just be stupid.




So she spent a couple hours sitting in an office, just pretending to go over files and outputs and tables. Then she spent the rest of the morning in the ‘safe’ lab, watching Dr. Reeves’ two lab assistants doing some standard analyses and data entry to fill out more tables of results, so they could submit more stuff to the FDA. But it looked to Aly like they were all set, and ready for human trials, if someone could get that going. Aly was pretty sure those trials would have to be over where the illnesses were actually a problem, so… not in the United States. Most likely Korea, Scandinavia, and Eastern Europe.




Okay, if Aly was right and Garthe Knight was behind this so he could target the entire U.S. Marine Corps, then the U.S. Defense Department needed to take over and run human trials on at least one military base where they could work with volunteer subjects and protect the trial from Garthe. But she had already talked to Oscar about that, and if anyone could talk all the necessary agencies and departments into cooperating, it was Oscar.




Then lunch was with Dr. Reeves and about half of his group in the hospital cafeteria. The food was okay. The chatter was a problem. She pretended to spill that another government department wanted the FDA to perform the audit, and then she had to keep saying that she wasn’t high enough up in the bureaucracy to know who wanted it. Or why it mattered, when they were already turning in everything the FDA asked for, plus extra stuff they were generating to satisfy the EU rules and the WHO guidelines.




The afternoon was more of the same, watching people follow lab protocols and keep careful records. And really, with an FDA auditor right there, practically breathing down their necks, no one was going to skip a step or fudge stuff.




And finally, it was five fifteen, and time to go home. Well, time to go to the Reeves’ house. Aly was pretty sure that Mrs. Reeves was thinking that Dr. Reeves coming home on time for a change was the only good part of the whole bodyguard thing. Also, Aly was wondering if it was going to be four people at dinner, or six, or seven, or nine. She hoped this wasn’t going to turn into a headache for Mrs. Reeves. Aly was sitting at a desk, waiting on Dr. Reeves and wondering if she should call Mrs. Reeves and talk to her about maybe picking up a huge takeout order for everyone so Mrs. Reeves wouldn’t be mega-inconvenienced.




Still, she was totally surprised when Hunter went walking past her office door with his two ‘buddies’ in tow. And maybe a minute later, Dr. Reeves popped his head into the office she was using, and he said, “Dr. Wilson? My son Hunter here came and reminded me we have guests for dinner tonight, so I need to leave now. If you come too, I can escort you to your car.”




Aly pretended to be stiff and acted like she didn’t know Hunter or his bodyguards. “That would be very nice, Dr. Reeves. All I need to do is tuck these papers into my clipboard.” And she suited her actions to her words. The clipboard had a nice compartment that was almost an inch thick, so all her stuff fit really easily in there.




They walked together through the complex, with Hunter having a hard time pretending he didn’t know ‘Dr. Wilson’ and also that he didn’t know she was Aly. That wasn’t a huge problem, because Aly could hear that there wasn’t anyone else close by.




They walked to the heavy firedoors that led out to the elevated walkway, and Aly looked through the wire-embedded glass of the doors at the cool glass-and-steel walkway, and the garage levels opposite them. Then she zoomed in on the guy standing in the shadows of the garage.




Maybe he was in the shadows, but he was totally visible in infrared. And in nightvision.




Great. That was definitely some kind of dartgun in the guy’s hand. And the guy was just waiting. For someone. Probably Dr. Reeves. Or her. Crud.




She stopped everyone. “Problem. One man, in the shadows across the walkway, with a dartgun.”




Agent Peterson frowned, “I can’t see anyone.”




She insisted, “But I can.” She shrugged out of the labcoat and hung onto her clipboard. “All of you stay here, and watch out for another ambush. I’ll deal with that shooter.”




Agent Peterson pointed out, “I’m pretty sure you’re not faster than a speeding bullet.”




She just said, “No, but I am faster than most people’s reaction times.” She didn’t mention that her clipboard was supposed to be bulletproof up to .38 caliber handgun rounds, and a dartgun didn’t pack that kind of punch when you fired it.




She let him open one of the firedoors. Then she sprinted forward, speeding up as quickly as she could. She figured she was already going over sixty before she zipped through the open door, and she kept accelerating.




The guy in the shadow reacted, but not like a bionic person or an Ultraman. She was already going over a hundred miles an hour and nearing the other end of the walkway when he finally got his weapon up and aimed at her. 




And, like anyone trained to shoot people, he aimed for her center of mass. She couldn’t swat bullets out of the air, like Alex and Alee, but for this, she didn’t have to. All she had to do was watch his eyes and his gun barrel.




She was moving at him really fast, so he tried to shoot her right in the heart, even though he had a dartgun and not a handgun. He snapped off the shot, and she could see he was going to be pretty much on target, since she was headed pretty much right at him.




She moved the clipboard up, and the dart went spang off it. And by then, she was too close. He didn’t have time to get another shot off. Not with her running past him and reaching out to hit him in the jaw with an open palm.




He went flying backward, sort of head-first. She kept running. She took a second or two to sprint around the garage level in case he had close support, but even using her infrared vision and nightvision, she didn’t find anything. So she sprinted back to the walkway.




She stopped in the middle of the walkway to signal the bodyguards to get the Reeves into cars and out of there, while one of them called the police on Dartgun Guy, who was extremely unconscious. But she was in the middle of the walkway, and it was a glassed-in steel structure you could look out of in every direction except directly under your feet. And, unlike some people, she had been trained to look up along with looking around.




There was something in the air, way above Aly’s level. She focused on it with her telescopic vision, and she gasped, “Oh crud!”




It was Danielle Atron. 




Danielle Atron, in an earthtone pantsuit and heels. Flying in at her, like Danielle was standing on the air, instead of flying like Alex or Alee did. Okay, Danielle was making maybe fifty miles an hour in the air, not hundreds or thousands of miles an hour.




Aly immediately called WillowBeta on her internal cellphone. “WillowBeta here, Aly.”




Aly looked over at Hunter and Dr. Reeves and the two FBI guys. She yelled, “It’s Atron, and she’s flying in for an attack! Get ’em out of here! Get ’em someplace secure, and call for SWAT and anyone else you can call!”




“We’ll take them to-”




Aly interrupted, “No! Don’t tell me! She’ll rip it right out of my head! Now go, and I’ll stall her as long as I can!” The agents hesitated, so she yelled, “Hunter! Get your dad to somewhere safe!”




Hunter grabbed his dad by the arm, and they ran. At least someone was listening to her. The two FBI guys looked out the glass side of the walkway, saw Atron flying in at them, and took off too.




WillowBeta said, “I heard all of that, and I have already sent alerts. Good luck.”




Aly figured there was no way she could beat a flying high-end telekinetic who had other mental powers too. But she wasn’t planning on beating Atron. She was just planning on a stalling tactic until she thought the Reeves were safe. Then she was going to lead Atron on a chase through the research building so Aly could get Atron into one of the first floor biochem labs she had seen when she was getting her labcoat. A telekinetic windshield was not going to protect Danielle from the all-over force of an explosion. And if that didn’t work, Aly figured she could turn on the speed and run off fast enough to lose Atron in the medical complex for long enough to get some assistance.




So Aly just said, “Thanks, Beta.” And she didn’t sign off.




Atron was a lot closer, and was targeting Aly. That might mean that Atron’s telepathy was a lot stronger than everyone thought, since Aly was disguised. Or maybe Atron was working with Dartgun Guy and had realized that anyone moving at Aly’s speed had to be a bionic woman.




Aly was watching Atron, who tipped off what she was up to by glancing at the top of the parking garage. Which was a good thing, or Aly probably would have died right then. 




Two pickup trucks came flying out of the upper levels of the parking garage and crashed right through the center of the walkway, tearing the middle two-thirds of the walkway off, to crash horribly right in the middle of the street below.




Aly spotted the two trucks, and she moved. She dove off to the side, heading for the firedoors into the building. 




She didn’t get there. Atron snatched her out of the air and slammed her into the ceiling of the walkway where it was still mostly intact.




Aly managed to slap one arm backward to take the impact, so her back and skull didn’t. The walkway’s shatterproof ‘glass’ ceiling shattered. Her skull probably would have, if it had hit as hard as her arm.




Atron’s telekinetic grip tightened around Aly’s chest, pinning one of her arms to her side. And Aly got slammed chest-first into a glass wall. She shoved her un-gripped arm forward to stop herself. The impact was hard enough that her arm punched through the safety glass of the wall. Aly gasped in pain as the impact tried to break her fingers.




Atron’s telekinesis was still smacking Aly around, probably because Atron was having too much fun. For someone else’s definition of fun, because it sure wasn’t Aly’s.




Atron was floating in the air just in front of the opening where the walkway had been torn open, and she slammed Aly into the side where the glass was mostly wrecked but a couple chunks of steel girder were still in place.




Aly struggled to get free, but Atron’s telekinesis was way stronger than the force Aly’s bionics could apply, and Aly wasn’t in a good position anyway. Her right arm was forced outward, and in between two steel things that were like mini-girders.




Aly struggled desperately, but she couldn’t get free. The two girder pieces slowly closed on her right hand like crocodile jaws, until the steel was crushing her fingers. Pain shot from her fingers straight up her arm. Aly gritted her teeth so she wouldn’t scream.




Her left hand was forced backward and up, and a piece of steel that had once been part of the window framing reached down and grabbed her around the forearm. Her left foot was forced up and to the side, so the tubular steel handrail could wrap itself around her left ankle. Her right foot was just held against what was left of the wall, because her foot was a good eight inches above the floor.




The whole section of walkway suddenly groaned from the strain, and sagged another foot. Aly wondered how long she had before the whole walkway—or what was left of it—fell maybe forty feet into the street below them.




Atron smiled mercilessly. “Long time no see, Miss Mack. Do you want to tell me anything?” The girders clamped down harder, crushing her fingers and moving up to crush all of her right hand too.




Holy crud, that hurt. She gritted her teeth and said, “Call me Aly. We should be on a first-name basis by now.”




Atron grinned, “Oh. You’re a tough guy. Good. Because the longer I get to hurt you, the better I’m going to feel about being locked up in a hellhole with a broken hip. For months. And now I have a scar across the side and back of my skull, thanks to you too. So I owe you for that as well…”




A steel cable came slashing through the opening of the walkway and caught Aly diagonally across the face and chest. She could feel it rip open her right cheek and her jaw, and her chest from her collarbone to her ribcage. She gasped in pain, but managed not to scream.




Atron smirked, “You know, this would be a lot more fun if you’d scream more.”




The steel mini-girders clamped down harder, crushing more of her until the damage was all the way up her forearm and nearly at her elbow. The steel that was wrapped around her left ankle suddenly tightened, sending agony up her leg.




Atron insisted, “Now tell me where Reeves is.”




“Don’t know. And if I knew, I wouldn’t tell.” Aly concentrated on an image of Dr. Reeves being rushed across Nashville in an ambulance.




“Nice try, you stupid little cow,” Atron sneered. “I can see what you’re thinking, and how you feel about it. No emotional attachment? Just an image. Now think of where they’re hiding him.”




Aly thought as hard as she could about the parking garage behind Atron.




Atron snarled, “Stop wasting my time!” And the steel girders squeezed tighter on her right arm, crushing everything they were clamped onto. Holy crud, that hurt.




And Aly had a really, really bad idea. She gritted her teeth and managed, “I’ve… been… hurt… worse.”




“Really?” Atron sneered. “I’ll have to up my game then. You really think I’d believe that?”




So Aly showed her.




Aly opened up her mind and concentrated as hard as she could on the last thing in the world she wanted to remember: the final seconds before the plane hit the ground, and the nightmare aftermath of the crash.




Being hurled through the windshield and being torn apart. Having her face and arm and leg sliced to pieces. Smashing into the ground and feeling her bones shattering. Feeling the broken propeller shear through her guts. Seeing the fuel catch on fire and then being on fire in a puddle of airplane fuel. Trying to get free but being trapped there on that propeller like a bug with a pin holding it in place… burning alive… pressing down with everything she had, despite the agony of broken bones and sheared-off limbs…




She concentrated on every single injury. Every pain. And she really concentrated on just how much every bit of it had hurt.




Atron screamed in agony and grabbed her head. “Stop it! STOP IT!”




And, for a moment… just a moment… Atron lost her concentration. 




Atron abruptly dropped like she’d stepped off a cliff. And then she panicked, so she couldn’t regain her concentration in time. She dropped forty feet onto the jagged wreckage of the walkway she had destroyed. Aly heard her screaming all the way down until the gruesome impact of flesh on steel.




Aly turned up her hearing, and she listened, despite the sirens and alarms and shouting. It didn’t sound like Atron was getting back up, but there was too much noise for Aly to tell any more than that.




One of the firedoors was forced open by a couple firemen armed with fireaxes and some kind of pneumatic Jaws Of Life thing. There were policemen right behind them.




One of the firemen called out, “Don’t move, lady! We’re coming to save you!”




Aly insisted, “Don’t. This whole walkway segment is about to give way. Maybe you could throw me a rope, so when it goes, I won’t go with it.”




The other fireman insisted, “Lady, you’re trapped in the metal. We’ve got to get you out.”




Aly looked at her right arm, and her left ankle, and her left arm. “Oh. Right. Good point. Give me a minute…”




She tried to ignore the pain in her right arm and left ankle. She stared at her left arm, and she pulled. She pulled down and out. The girders on her right arm and the handrail on her left leg mercilessly held her in place. Her left arm moved. The steel strip bent and folded. She twisted her left arm, ignoring how the steel was slicing into the skin of her forearm, and she got a grip on it. Then she squeezed as she twisted her forearm some more, until the steel gave way enough for her to wiggle her arm loose.




She didn’t look at the firemen or the policemen, but she sure heard the cursewords a couple of them were gasping. Okay, she was tearing steel apart with her bare hands. That had to look, well, impossible.




She went to work on her mangled right arm. She put as much pressure as she could with her right elbow, to hold the bottom girder in place, and she grabbed the upper girder with her right hand.




“Lady, that’s solid steel. It’s not gonna…”




She strained as hard as she could. The upper girder groaned unhappily, as she pried it upward. It didn’t feel good, but it didn’t make her arm hurt any worse, so she kept going. She adjusted her grip and tried again. The girder moved another couple inches upward, and her arm was free down to the middle of what was left of her hand. She adjusted her grip again, and heaved.




When her mangled arm slid free, she fell to the seriously-tilted floor. Her free leg caught her about the time her knee hit. Her right leg was still way up in the air, where the handrail was holding her ankle. Based on the way her right foot was hanging, Aly figured there wasn’t much left of her ankle joint. It sure hurt like it was crushed.




She finally looked up at the firemen and the cops, who were looking at her with totally shocked expressions. The firemen already had lines secured to the frame of the firedoors, and to stuff further down the hall, and were about to start coming down to help her. But the piece of walkway was tilted maybe sixty degrees down, and it was only a matter of time before it fell off the side of the building.




She insisted, “You guys really shouldn’t do that. How about you throw me that rope now?”




One of the police did, even as the firemen were slowly lowering themselves toward her. They had to go about twenty feet, but it was all downhill, with pretty much no footholds.




Aly caught the rope with one hand, wrapped it around her waist, and tied a one-handed knot because her other arm was pretty much useless at that point. But tying knots was one of the things she had learned on one of the CIA training courses. So she could tie a one-handed square knot, as long as she had full mobility in the fingers of her hand. She wrapped the rope around her lower ribs, tied a one-handed square knot, and said, “Thanks. Got it. Now if you could take the slack out so we could work on my ankle?”




The policeman pulled on the rope until it was pulling her upward. She gave him a thumbs-up, even if that rope was pulling pretty uncomfortably on her chest.




She did a sit-up so she could get at her ankle, which was still above her head on the steep slope of the walkway. And the whole walkway segment groaned some more. It suddenly tilted downward maybe another ten degrees, so it was nearly straight up and down. She looked up, and she figured that if the whole thing tore loose off the side of the building, the firemen weren’t going to get hit by anything. Because there was nothing left of the ceiling stuff over them. It had all been torn apart.




Aly got a grip on the handrail with her good hand, and started bending it loose one-handed. While she was doing that, the firemen were figuring that wasn’t going to work, and they were tying off the other end of the handrail and cutting it loose from the remains of the walkway wall, so if the walkway fell, the handrail and Aly’s ankle wouldn’t go with it.




She looked up at the firemen and told them, “Hey, thanks. I really appreciate it.”




The first fireman stared at her right arm and her face. He looked kind of shocked. “Doesn’t that… hurt? A lot?”




“Oh sure,” she kind of shrugged. It did hurt a lot, but she’d been hurt worse before.




The second fireman looked at her other hand, as she tried to unbend the bent handrail. He asked, “Just how strong are you?”




She sighed a little bit to herself. “Sorry, but that’s classified.”




Which reminded her of some stuff she needed to get done, even if she’d had a lot of distractions in the last few seconds. “Oh! Officer!” Two of the policemen looked down her way. “There’s an unconscious hired killer on this level of the parking garage. Someone needs to go arrest him. And the woman who did all this is escaped convict Danielle Atron. Someone down at street-level needs to make sure she doesn’t regain consciousness until they can dump a load of neurotransmitter suppressants into her.”




“Atron? I thought she escaped from a prison in California. What’s she doing here?”




Aly repeated, “Sorry, that’s classified too.”




The policeman muttered under his breath, “Just a fuckin’ river of helpful information…” She was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to hear that.





Part XVI


Aly managed to pry her ankle free before the walkway dropped. Or before the firemen finished cutting the handrail free. Then she let the firemen haul her up the slope, because walking up that nearly-vertical slope was going to be mega-hard with only one working leg.




Then it was over to the paramedics and a couple emergency room doctors, who sort of ‘made a housecall’ since she was just upstairs from their unit. But there wasn’t really anything they could do for her right arm or her left forearm or her left ankle, and anything they did for her giganto laceration across her face and chest wasn’t going to help once she got back to Rudy Wells. She asked them to just wipe up the blood, and use Dermaglue and tape to hold it together, and she sort of hinted that she might have access to mega-cool technologies that they sort of bought off on when they looked at what was left of her right arm.




By then, they had her down in the Emergency Care Unit, and Dr. Reeves was there. And Hunter was there too.




Aly fussed, “Hunter, please, I don’t want you to see me like this!” Because she knew she looked pretty horrible. Her face was cut open, and the skin of her chest was, and the bionic skin of her left arm was. Her right arm looked like it had gone through a car crusher, and her left ankle looked like it had gotten run over by a tank. Okay, a tank with really thin treads.




Hunter was in scrubs and a mask and gloves, so he couldn’t come over and hug her, but he still gave her a look. “I thought we were past this part. You made me leave once, and… umm… well… screw that. I’m not leaving you!”




She really didn’t want him looking at the horrible parts, like her arm and her ankle… and her face… but she still got weepy. “You’re the best BF ever!”




Dr. Reeves said to two of the ER doctors, “I got a report from her personal physician in Maryland. She’s hypersensitive to anesthetics and sedatives, so they would like us to restrict our work to just monitoring her vitals, until they can take her.”




One of the doctors replied, “I’d argue against that, but… I don’t have any idea how we’re supposed to work on two high-end prosthetics that I don’t have any idea how they work or how they’re powered. I don’t even know how to safely find the interface points, because they blend into her skin so perfectly.”




Aly tried to help, “It’s not really a medical problem anyway…” She thought of something else, and she added, “Oh, and we’re gonna have to have all of you sign an NDA so you can’t talk about this. About… me.”




Everyone in the room looked at her like ‘duh’. One nurse sarcastically said, “Right, because we get a cyborg patient fighting a flying supervillain right outside the hospital maybe once a week.”




Well, it wasn’t like Nashville was secretly stuck in the Marvel Comics world. Even if sometimes Aly felt like maybe she was.




She really hurt a lot, but she had to watch her drug intake, so she asked Dr. Reeves to make sure she only got like a one-third dose of the pain medication the ER doctor wanted to give her. And they had to give it to her with an IV into her neck, because an IV inserted into her arm would be pretty useless. Assuming the needle didn’t bend on her bionics or the needle didn’t jab into something which ought to remain un-jabbed.




She couldn’t turn down her pain level herself, because that didn’t work through the neural interface. It had to be done directly with a cable connection into the port in each limb. Otherwise, the neural interface might crash, and that would be uber-bad. And there was no one in the whole state who knew how to connect up a cable to one of her limbs and turn down the pain level.




Okay, as far as she could tell, the cable connection for her right arm was crushed into fragments along with half of the rest of her arm, so the pain management for that arm was hopeless. But she’d been hurt a lot worse, so she just fibbed to Hunter that she was managing okay no matter how much it really hurt.




Her injury on her left arm was just Dermaglued and taped closed. So Hunter was sitting on her left, holding her left hand. And he was ignoring the bandaged stripe diagonally across her face and across her chest.




Dr. Reeves stopped by again, and he brought Mrs. Reeves. Mrs. Reeves took one look at Aly and burst into tears. “Oh Aly!”




Aly tried to smile, but it was hard. “It’s okay, Mrs. Reeves. They can rebuild me… make me better than before.”




Dr. Reeves insisted, “They can’t make you better, because you’re already amazing.”




Hunter agreed, “Yeah. You fought a real supervillain, like out of Marvel Comics, to save us. You’re a real heroine.”




“A superheroine,” Dr. Reeves insisted.




Aly tried pretty hard not to blush. “I was just doing my job.”




Hunter shook his head no. “Unh-uh. You were doing a job, but nobody can do what you did.”




That made it mega-hard not to blush.




After Mrs. Reeves needed a minute to find an uninjured place to hug Aly, and then Dr. Reeves led her out of the room, Hunter smiled, “You’re really cute when you’re all embarrassed about people seeing how awesome you are.”




She insisted, “I’m just me… with some after-market add-ons.”




Hunter squeezed her hand carefully. “I know. But you still don’t see how amazing that ‘just me’ part really is. You… you fought a real supervillain to save dad.”




Aly admitted, “I know people who are way more amazing than me. I’m not that great.” And that was true, even if some of those people were her teachers, and some of them were Aly types from other universes, and some of them were other-universe mentors for them.




Hunter smiled warmly. “Well, I’ve figured out what I want to do with my life.”




Okay, that was either really good or really not-so-good. “What?”




He spilled, “Emergency room medicine and a Ph.D. in materials science.” She looked at him in puzzlement. He smiled, “How else can I know how to patch up my fiancée?”




She squeezed his hand and smiled, “I love you so much.”




He kissed her on her undamaged cheek and whispered in her ear, “I love you too, even if I don’t deserve you.”




Even though she really hurt just a ton, she couldn’t keep from smiling.









It was hours before some OSI people showed up. Hunter was still sitting with her, so Aly just had to pretend her arm and face and chest and ankle and stuff weren’t hurting her a lot. But she didn’t want any more pain meds, because she already felt sick from them, and she knew she didn’t have enough body mass for the doses she might get. That would be mega-bad. Also, she was feeling kind of loopy already, and she was worried she might start saying stuff she shouldn’t be saying out loud.




Dr. Reeves hurried in, showing three people in scrubs into Aly’s room. Aly burst into a smile as soon as she saw who it was. It was Dan Lasswell, and WillowBeta, and Dr. Pangborn, who Aly didn’t know, but she knew he was on Rudy’s surgery team. Okay, Aly was assuming that was WillowBeta based on the hairstyle, but the Willowbots did change stuff up now and then.




WillowBeta rushed over to Aly and babbled, “We’ve got a jet to fly you back to the base, but Dr. Lasswell and Dr. Pangborn want to see how much they can help you before we take you down to the ambulance and drive you to the jet.”




Aly smiled, “That sounds great. And you sound so much like Willow!”




“Thanks! I’ve been practicing just a ton, and I really think I’m getting close, even if she’s so much smarter than I am, and she’s so much nicer, and now I’m wondering if maybe she would build me my very own Xander so I could be more like her, I mean Dr. Franklin made a Xander shell so us Willowbots could have pictures with a ‘Xander’ to help with impersonations of Willow Herself but he didn’t think Xander was anything worth duplicating so he never made a full-fledged Xanderbot, and it just sat there like a Madame Toussaud’s wax statue or something and that’s not what I want…”




Aly totally had no idea what to say to that. To any of that.




Fortunately, Dr. Lasswell did. “Beta? You need to get over to Aly’s hotel, get all her gear, and check her out.”




WillowBeta smiled, “Right!” She turned back to Aly and explained, “I’m going to drive your car back for you. Willow and Xander have been giving us lessons!”




Aly couldn’t figure out if that was a great idea or a terrible idea. Maybe both. She just said, “My go-bag is under the bed, and my go-suitcase is tucked away at the back of the closet. And be careful with the library-suitcase Xander made for me, because it’s got books and laptop stuff in it.”




“Okay, not a problem,” WillowBeta insisted before she scurried off. She didn’t really move like the real Willow. Aly wondered if the Willowbots were all trying to walk and move and talk exactly like Willow. She wondered if she needed to talk to Willow and Xander about that, because the bots still had motions which weren’t fully human, even if those ‘tells’ were mega-hard to spot if you didn’t know what you were looking for.




Aly looked up at the other two visitors and said, “Hi Dan. Hi, Dr. Pangborn. Thanks for coming. I haven’t been telling anyone, but it really hurts a lot.”




Dr. Pangborn replied, “Call me Hank. ‘Doctor Pangborn’ makes me sound like a really bad obstetrician. Now on Rudy’s scale, how bad is the pain?”




Hunter pointed at Aly’s right arm, which was under the sheet. Then he tugged the sheet off her arm. Hank and Dan both winced when they saw what was left of her cybernetics there.




She admitted, “Okay, my face and chest are a five, and my ankle’s maybe a six, but my arm’s definitely a seven.”




Okay, a ‘seven’ on Rudy’s scale was really bad. But her arm really did hurt just a ton, even after the pain meds.




Hunter looked at the expression on Dr. Pangborn’s face and asked, “How bad is a seven? Really?”




Dr. Pangborn gave Aly a stern look and ratted her out, “The standard self-reporting pain scale goes from one to ten, where ten is utterly unbearable agony. That’s Aly’s ‘seven’. The bionics seldom work out with someone who hasn’t already gone past what regular patients call a ‘ten’, so our scale is… wider.”




“Aly!” Hunter gasped at her.




“Sorry!” she whimpered. “But there wasn’t anything you could’ve done, and I didn’t want you to worry…”




“Aly!” he complained. “I was already worrying! But now I have to worry about my fiancée lying to me about how bad she’s hurt!”




“Sorry,” she squeaked.




He squeezed her hand and whispered, “Look Aly, please just tell me the truth. And use that scale, so I know how you’re really doing.”




“Umm, okay?” she managed. Even if she was already thinking about fibbing to him. Like maybe saying her pain was a six when it was really a seven.




And that was making her worry that she was a bad person and she didn’t deserve someone as nice as Hunter. Or maybe that was the pain meds that were making her sort of loopy.




Hunter looked up at the two men who were working on Aly’s wrecked ankle. “I’m Hunter. And she’s my fiancée, so I’m going with her when you guys take her on that jet.”




Dan smiled, “I’m Dan, and I think Hank already introduced himself. And WillowBeta gave us a rundown on the people we were likely to meet when we got here, so we know you and your folks. But, as the voice of experience here, you really need to call your dad and your baseball coach and tell ’em you’re going to be missing a few days. Tell your coach your fiancee got hit by a car and you’ll be at her side in the hospital.”




Aly agreed, “Yeah, don’t tell ’em I got banged up fighting a flying supervillain who’s mega-jerky.”




Hunter looked at Dan and said, “I think they already gave her too high a dosage on the pain meds.”




Aly asked, “Didn’t I say that? I feel all icky, and I still hurt anyway.”




Dan nodded, “Right, we’re gonna turn down the pain levels on the limbs we can work on, and… well, we can’t turn down the pain on her right arm the normal way, but we can work on the internals instead.”




Hank concurred, “Right, with this degree of exposure, we can access the internals above the primary damage, and perhaps trick the neural systems.” He looked Aly in the eye. “And once we’re on the jet, I’ll give you something so you’ll feel less ‘icky’ and the flight won’t be too much.”




“Great,” Aly sighed. “Because who wants to get airsick in front of her brand new fiance?”




Hank looked at Dan. “Does Aly always prioritize like this?” he wondered.




Hunter explained, “Well, not out loud. But she does worry a lot more about others than herself. And she worries more about what other people will think of her than she needs to. But she always has. She’s always been a very special person.”




Aly insisted, “If you wanna see special, you should see Alex! Or Alee! They’re amazing. Like ‘Ms. Marvel’ amazing. Or ‘Sue Storm’ amazing. Or ‘Squirrel Girl’ amazing!”




Hank looked at Dan. “Squirrel Girl? Alex?”




Dan tried not to grin, but failed. “You may have to get Hunter to explain all that to you.”




Hank frowned, “I know I’m old, but ‘Squirrel Girl’? Is that even real?”




And it turned out that Hunter had a decent idea who Squirrel Girl was, but Dan knew a ton of stuff about her, including completely weird stuff, like the writer who kept having Squirrel Girl beat up all these amazing supervillains including Doctor Doom, and the writer who kept explaining all of her wins as ‘just a Doombot’ and ‘not the real Thanos’ and stuff? Same guy. Some Marvel Comics writer was having a flamewar with himself across like a dozen comic books.




Maybe Dr. Dan Lasswell, Ph.D., wasn’t a lot different from young Danny Lasswell who had needed to be rescued by an ex-astronaut.









So Dr. Pangborn went with her, while Dan took Hunter in the rental car from the airport. The move onto a gurney and then into an ambulance was painful. And the ambulance ride across town was boring and painful. And the plane trip on the business jet was long and boring and painful, but at least had Hunter there to hold her hand. 




And Dr. Pangborn, once nobody else was looking, set up an IV drip into one side of her throat, and he set up a fancy blood chemistry monitor thing into the other side of her throat, and she couldn’t even turn her head anymore, but he got her pain meds adjusted just right, and…





Part XVII


Hunter Reeves sat next to Aly’s bed, waiting for her to wake up and be okay. Dan and Hank had let him sit up in the gallery and watch the surgery. Rudy Wells—the Rudy Wells—had led the surgical team. Hunter’s dad was going to be totally jealous when he found out.




And Dan had told Hunter some stuff on the jet, so Hunter had figured out that Dr. Dan Lasswell was the kid ‘Danny’ in the story Aly told him and his folks. Danny had gone to work for the agency that had saved him. Hunter wondered if that was how a lot of people at the OSI got jobs.




He thought back on the operations he had watched the night before. Aly’s face was like a real face with what seemed to be real blood, just with higher tech for the pieces, so that was pretty horrible to watch while they fixed her up. And really, it was easier to watch when Aly’s crushed, mangled right arm wasn’t there. That was grim. ‘Mega-grim’ as Aly would have said. Not because Aly was… special, but because it was just so horribly crushed and mangled. Dr. Atron was such a monster. How could you do something like that to anyone?




The surgery had taken hours, and in the middle of it all, someone had hauled him off to eat and catch some zees. Hunter had been so worried about Aly that he didn’t remember who had helped him, or where he had been led, or what he had eaten, or where he had fallen asleep. But he did remember waking up on a long couch close to the surgical theaters, and another Willowbot was sitting there, just keeping an eye on him. She had escorted him to Aly’s room, where he was now sitting, just watching Aly.




She looked so peaceful. With no makeup and no disguise and no stress, she looked as young and innocent and wholesome as she had been back before everything went to hell for her. He had known the moment he saw her that she was one of the prettiest girls he had ever seen, even if she didn’t want to pile on the makeup like Libby or Katie, but he hadn’t fallen for her until the day that she stood up to Jo Baker and Baker’s goons, with no support other than her own raw courage and determination. And somehow, Aly still didn’t see how… exceptional she really was.




He needed to put more effort into making sure she realized just how incredible she was. Not her bionics. Her.




He also needed to figure out how big an engagement ring he could afford. Okay, first he needed to talk with Aly about engagement rings, and if she even wanted one, and if she was opposed to diamonds for ethical reasons, and…




Aly stirred in her sleep, and made a tiny humming noise. It was really cute. He had a sudden urge to kiss her like she was Sleeping Beauty, but he tamped that down. And anyway, jostling a bionic person awake was probably pretty risky, so he shouldn’t try it until Aly could tell him he would be safe doing it.




She probably needed her sleep. He was pretty sure she had been doing ‘investigating’ or whatever the OSI called it, during the nights when she wasn’t watching over him and his parents.




He was pretty sure married life would be unbelievably complicated. Him getting through med school and grad school. Her rushing off to save the world and not being able to tell him what she had been doing because of national security or whatever. But the trade-off would be having Aly in his life. Because not having Aly in his life had really sucked.




Okay, she would probably insist on him getting a lot better at Spanish. He would just have to deal.




She murmured something, and blinked her eyes, and just burst into an amazing smile when she saw him. She checked her arms—he didn’t know why, but he figured she had a reason—and then she sat up and hugged him.




She kissed him and then she worried, “What time is it? You didn’t sit up all night with me, did you? You’ve gotta eat and sleep and stuff!”




He kissed her and insisted, “I’m fine. Your friends dragged me off for food, and made sure I slept, and one of the Willowbots sat and watched over me. You need to worry more about you.”




“Umm, they can rebuild me. Make me better than before,” she said.




He wondered if that was the OSI’s mission statement or something, because he’d heard her say it before. Okay, she had been crushed and mangled and ripped open, and less than twenty-four hours later, she was all ‘healed’ up, except for a couple bruises in places that he was pretty sure were her original skin. And she looked as beautiful as ever. 




He admitted, “You looked so cute just lying there sleeping that I almost leaned over and kissed Sleeping Beauty to wake her up.” She smiled and blushed at the same time.




She told him, “I’ve got to let Rudy or someone check me over, and then I have to do the test suite, but that won’t take long. You can probably watch, if we ask nice. And I need to have a meeting with Oscar or Rinkin, and that’ll be Top Secret, so I can’t take you to that. And then there’s a bunch of people I want you to meet.”




He nodded, “Sure. I didn’t come all this way just to go straight home. Also, we need to talk about engagement rings. Because I don’t know if you want one, or if you don’t want a diamond, or what.”




She looked surprised. “Crud! I didn’t think about that. I really should’ve, because one of my courses covered that a lot, along with a ton of other icky stuff all over the globe. No diamonds. And anyway, I can’t wear something like that when I’m on assignment. Even if I’m on assignment as me, it could get wrecked, or lost, or stolen.”




“So…?” he asked.




“Maybe a small sapphire? No diamonds. Not even little tiny ones near the sapphire. And something like silver or platinum for the ring. Maybe titanium so I don’t have to worry so much about bending the ring when I’m not paying attention.”




He pointed out, “We don’t have to have an engagement ring if you don’t feel comfortable about it. I mean, I’m not ‘staking my claim’ and announcing that I own you. But you don’t have to worry about the cost. I got a little money when Grandpa Frank died back in high school, and I let dad invest all of it, instead of using it on something I didn’t need.”




“Like lots of bling and a pimped-out muscle car?” she teased.




He groaned. “I know too many ballers who would do that faster than you can say ‘high performance vehicle’. And it was enough to buy a muscle car, but not a lot more. But maybe someday, we can use it as part of a down payment on something important, like our house.”




“That could be a pretty long ways away, Hunter,” Aly frowned.




He nodded. “I know. I’m figuring three more years of college, three years of med school, internships, four or five years on the materials science degree…”




Aly took a deep breath. “I can shorten that for you.”




He looked at her, and then at the room. “Oh. Right. Your agency. Rudy Wells probably looks for people dumb enough to want a medical degree and a materials science or computer science degree.”




She kissed him and smiled, “Or people smart enough to want ’em. But your dad did an M.D./Ph.D. program at Duke, right?”




“Right. But his research overlapped both programs, which shortened things up.”




She beamed, “And if you were doing research here, with me, then ditto. And you might end up doing your internship here under Rudy. Or Dr. Pangborn. Or Dr. Christiansen. I know Rudy has like an M.D. and five Ph.D.s or so, and I think Dan has two Ph.D.s now, but I don’t know about everyone else.




He figured he needed to arrange an interview with Dr. Wells before he went back to Vandy.









Hunter watched while Aly talked Dr. Wells into letting him watch her run through her calibration check. It was awe-inspiring. He had known conceptually that Aly was strong and fast, but she ran at over a hundred miles an hour on the straightaways, and she cornered like a cheetah or a gazelle or something. And her leaps were just insane. Then they went to the weight room, which was like no weight room he had ever seen before. Maybe it was like the weight room in Avengers’ Mansion in the comic books.




Oh sure, there were weight machines like in the weight room back at Vanderbilt. But they were off to one side. The main weight machines looked like they were over-engineered for The Incredible Hulk or The Mighty Thor. And the weight system wasn’t little steel sections hooked up to a cable. No, it was a couple massive motors bolted into the concrete floor to provide ridiculous amounts of resistance.




And the amounts that Aly lifted were… well, they looked impossible. Hunter didn’t know if Aly could lift a truck over her head, but he could look at the readouts and tell that she could certainly grab a truck by the frame and tip it over. Or maybe just tear it in half. After a workout that would have left him an exhausted mess—not even counting the weights she was lifting—she sprinted back to her apartment to shower and change, while one of her friends walked Hunter over to the apartment blocks.




“Xander, right?” Hunter checked.




“Yep. My wife Willow and I are putting you up in our spare bedroom while you’re here, so you don’t have to sleep on your girlfriend’s floor.”




“Fiancé,” Hunter corrected. “I already found out she doesn’t want diamonds at all, so now I’ve got to find a jeweler who can sell me a decent-sized sapphire in a nice setting, and not hassle me to buy diamonds Aly would hate.”




Xander nodded a little bit. “Right. ‘Blood diamonds’ and all that. Aly’s one of the ‘international studies’ types around here, and they know all that stuff. Ethnic cleansing, child labor, oppression of minorities or women, all the stuff I don’t find out about until it’s on the eleven o’clock news and someone with anchor-hair tells me. Or Will lectures me on why we’re not buying from El Cheapo stores that buy their stock from slave labor and stuff.”




Hunter admitted, “Yeah, I’m gonna have to start paying more attention to all of that, with Aly worrying about every bit of it.”




Xander smirked, “Yeah, and you’ll have to talk to her about where you don’t want to go for vacations, and who you don’t want to hang with, and who are the supervillains you need to not let ‘give you a ride’ when your car mysteriously breaks down in the middle of nowhere.”




Hunter gave him the raised eyebrows. “Seriously?”




Xander laughed. “Wait until dinner, and we’ll tell you the story of how we got kidnapped by robots and ended up working here.”




Okay, that was either pranking the noob or something pretty terrible that he needed to hear about. And Aly would know which. Still, given what had just happened the day before, he probably needed to know about supervillain-attack crises and other scary shit.




Hunter had no idea where Aly’s apartment was, so having Xander walk him there was really helpful. Maybe even mega-helpful, as someone he knew would have said.




Xander led him to the door, which had a number, and Aly’s name, and a laminated note that if she didn’t answer, to check with Admin for her schedule. That last bit seemed pretty useful for a young woman who might be rushing off at any moment to save the day in some distant place. Even if everyone who was around and likely to show up at her door was bound to know that already.




Aly called out from inside, “Hang on a sec!” And after a couple seconds, she opened the door with still-wet hair. But she was already dressed in a Vandy sweatshirt and sweatpants. He wondered when she had gotten them, because he hadn’t picked them up for her. Maybe she had picked them up as part of her mission. Or maybe WillowBeta had bought them for Aly on her way back here.




Aly gave him a hug and turned her head. “Thanks, Xander! We’ll be over at six. You’re sure it’s not a big hassle to let Hunter use your spare bedroom?”




Xander grinned, “Well, I’ll have to get Willow to not walk around the place starkers, but we’ll survive for a couple days.”




Aly rolled her eyes, so Hunter knew that Xander was kidding around, and he did this a lot. She told Xander, “I’m gonna tell Willow you said that, you know.”




“Oh noes!” Xander gasped, and did the ‘Home Alone’ face. Hunter made an effort not to laugh.




As Xander strolled off down the hall, Hunter stepped into Aly’s apartment, which was way nicer than a college-age girl would normally have. Just inside, there was a galley kitchen on the right, and ahead was an open living room and dining room that had a huge bookcase between the large windows. On the left was a bathroom that opened up onto a little laundry room, and past that was a short hall to what was probably Aly’s bedroom. He tried not to think about that, because Aly was definitely not ready for that step.




She gave him a quick tour of the place, although she didn’t show him the bedroom. Then they sat down on the couch. Aly immediately hopped up and babbled, “Oh crud, I’m such a bad host, I should’ve asked if you wanted something to drink, or a snack, or something more solid because they probably didn’t feed you enough…”




He stood up and took her hands. Her beautiful little hands. Her beautiful little hands that could bend steel and punch through a cinderblock. He kissed her lightly and murmured, “It’s okay. I’m not gonna pressure you… except on helping me pick out an engagement ring you’d like.”




She cleared her throat nervously. “I know. Because you’re the best BF ever. And now you’re the best fiancé ever. It’s just… I don’t know why I’m so nervous about this, when I’ve been wanting to hang with you, and this isn’t like the first time we’ve been alone together…”




So he kissed her and said, “How about you show me where the glasses are, so I can get a glass of water, and you can tell me about your bookcase. Because all I know is English and a little Spanish, and I can tell you’ve got dozens of language books. I can guess at the French and German ones, but I have no idea on most of ’em.”




Aly asked, “Can we talk about my language stuff in Spanish? Because you should work on your conversational Spanish. It’s mega-useful, and not just for going on trips to Mexico.”




So he switched to Spanish, even if he was sure Aly was way better at it than he was. “Sure. I use it pretty regularly at baseball practice. We have a couple guys who are on our team who are Hispanic and international students, so their Spanish is much better than their English. And we have plenty of Americans on the team whose Spanish consists of ‘tortillas’ and ‘chimichangas’. And names of beers.”




Aly giggled, and stayed with Spanish. “They’re not really that bad, are they?”




Her Spanish sounded really fluent and natural. And she had an accent that sounded real, even if he had no idea where it was supposed to be from. He was fully aware that his ‘accent’ marked him as a California gringo who had learned Spanish from another gringo. It occurred to him that Aly’s agency probably wanted agents who could blend in with people in other countries, and not sound like some pushy American.




He admitted, “Not all of them are that bad. Some have a decent amount of the language, mainly if they come from border areas, like South Texas or South Florida or Southern Arizona or San Diego. But a lot of our players do not know any Spanish and do not want to bother learning any… And I need to work on not being so… stiff when I speak Spanish.”




She smiled and gave him a kiss. She stayed with Spanish and fluently told him, “It’s just a matter of practice with a language buddy who can give you tips on words and idioms and things.”




He switched to English. “Like you?” he smiled.




“Like me,” she nodded.




“I’d like that.” And he kissed her for a while.




He didn’t know how long they stood there kissing, but the phone rang. Aly stepped back and gasped, “I gotta get that.” 




She moved like lightning across the room to a fancy phone that looked like it belonged on an executive’s office desk. “Mack here.”




It was on speakerphone, so Hunter couldn’t help hearing a woman say, “Aly, I know you’ve got a guest, but Oscar and I really need you for a quick debrief. We have some intel for you too. And you can’t tell Hunter most of it.”




Aly glanced at the clock on the phone’s display, and choked, “Oh crud! I forgot all about stuff! I’ll be there in… umm… less than a minute.”




“Aly, you can walk over. It won’t kill Oscar to have to wait on someone instead of vice versa.”




Aly hung up, gave Hunter a quick kiss, and fretted, “I gotta get over there ASAP. Please, just stay here. Help yourself to anything in the fridge or the pantry or the cabinets, and I’ll be back as soon as I can, Okay?”




“Okay,” he replied. “Just get going. I’ll just sit down and maybe take a nap. I’ll be fine.”




She opened the front door and disappeared down the hall.




He sighed a little, but he knew that married life with Aly would be like that. And he knew that she might come back horribly injured. Again. All he could do was be there for her.




He decided to make himself a snack and look at her language textbooks. Then he was going to see if he could use her laptop computer to search for jewelers in Nashville who would work with him on an engagement ring Aly would like.







Willow looked up when Xander walked into the apartment. She was in the kitchen doing some cooking, and showing WillowDelta how to make a salad, while WillowGamma did some cleaning. She was thinking about how awesome having daughters would be, if they could just be cooperative, and not be like little Cordelia Chases in training. Which would not be awesome. It would be more like double plus un-awesome.




Xander said, “Hi, Will. Hey Delta. Hey Gamma.”




Willow wondered if Xander had noticed the new hairstyles the bots were trying out, or if he had just asked someone else who was going to be over here.




What she asked was, “Everything still on track for six? And did you give him the shovel speech?”




Xander shrugged a little bit, which told her she wasn’t going to get two solid ‘yes’ answers. “Yes to the first, no to the second.”




Willow groaned softly. “You’re not gonna make me give him the shovel speech, are you? Because I get nervous when I have to tell people stuff like that, and then I get all uber-babbly.”




He smiled at her with that ‘I think you’re cute when you do X’ smile. “Nope. He’s already popped the question, and he let her pick what kind of engagement ring she wanted, and he’s trying to make that work already. Plus, Dan says Hunter was with Aly when she was all mangled in the Vanderbilt ER, and then he watched them work on her here, and he hasn’t run away yet. So I think he’s a keeper. Oh, and I warned him about how you walk around the place stark naked at night.”




“Xander!” both bots fussed at him.




Willow smiled naughtily and said, “Not in front of the children, dear.”




The two bots looked at each other and reached a decision at computer speeds. They said in chorus, “Mo-om!”




Okay, he laughed.







Aly finished her debrief, “And I’m really sorry I was late. I was with Hunter, and I forgot all about the time, and the debrief, and if Rinkin hadn’t called me it would’ve been mega-bad.”




Oscar held up a hand. “Aly, you’ve already apologized three times now.” He smiled mischievously, “And it’s not like you asked for an NDA just so you could get some ‘benefits’ from your friend with benefits.”




Aly totally knew what Oscar was talking about. And Rinkin just sat there and didn’t even blush or anything. Aly wished she could do that.




Instead, Rinkin said, “The reason we didn’t want to wait longer is we have reciprocal intel that you should hear. Some of it, you’ll like.”




“Some of it, you won’t,” Oscar added darkly.




Rinkin sighed faintly, but Aly could hear it. “Fine. Good news first. Your friend ‘Doctor’ Gehagen is in serious trouble. He skipped the background checks on a pretty blonde he wanted as his ‘personal’ secretary.” She even airquoted the word ‘personal’.




Aly didn’t like Gehagen, but she still groaned. And she didn’t want to hear how personal he got with his personal secretary. She guessed, “Garthe Knight sited her there?”




Oscar gave half a nod. “Probably. She’s suddenly vanished.”




Wow. That wasn’t suspicious at all.




Rinkin said, “The evidence in the ‘secretary’s’ apartment, together with Garthe’s projects at Quantico and Nashville, means we have a substantive case that Gehagen provided aid to an enemy of the United States. He’ll need some good lawyers and a defense better than ‘I am just stupid and incompetent and horny’ to avoid doing jail time, despite his backers. And on top of that, he had two secretaries who he hired because they were friends of his wife, and he ignored the background checks on them, which they both failed. They’re the source of the low-level anti-vaxxer threats to NIH researchers. And sending threats through the mail across state lines is a federal crime.”




Oscar smirked, “Someone might have pointed out to a couple Senators and Congressmen that the Garthe Knight attacks were really predecessors to large-scale assaults on America’s armed forces, so the blowback would be bad for them, unless they dropped Gehagen like a hot potato.”




Aly figured that meant that Oscar had made some ‘helpful’ phone calls he could use as leverage someday in the future, while furthering his own agenda. She was pretty okay with that, considering who was involved. She hoped that didn’t mean she was getting meaner.




Rinkin added, “The FBI and the LEO apprehended the man in the Vanderbilt Medical Center parking garage. He’s a known felon out on parole, and he’s admitted that in that cell, he was known as Rook 2. He also spilled that the rest of the cell we didn’t already have consisted of ‘Rook 1’ and ‘Bishop’.”




“Right. To go with the whole ‘knight’ theme Garthe likes,” Aly said.




“Yes. The LEO tracked Rook 1 and Bishop back to a private hotel attached to a surgical clinic, where they were hiding Danielle Atron under an assumed name. They were long gone, but we have hotel security cam images of them, so we should have IDs on them before long, and we’re working with the FBI and DIA on this. NCIS and CID want in too, because of the Quantico case, and we’re trying to get them access.”




Oscar added, “And the Joint Chiefs want to work with the NIH to run human trials on Dr. Reeves’ vaccine at secure military bases, where they can guard against more attacks by Garthe Knight’s people. So that looks good. Also, our international teams both stopped less dangerous attacks without Dr. Reeves’ colleagues realizing what was going on.”




“And the bad news?” Aly asked.




Oscar scowled, “Danielle Atron survived that fall. She has multiple broken vertebrae, so she’s currently paraplegic and in a small system they tell me is like a heart pacemaker and a thirty pound iron lung with a thirty pound pumping system. But she’ll still have her powers if someone else breaks her out and takes her off her suppressants.”




Aly grumbled, “And she’ll still have the biggest grudges in the world. Because she’s Danielle Atron. Great.”




Rinkin pointed out, “At least this time, we’ll have a better idea of what can be done to break her out, and we can guard against that.”




“Crud,” Aly muttered. “Is that the bad news?”




Okay, just looking at their faces, she knew there was more. And it was probably even worse. “What happened?”




Rinkin admitted, “We don’t know yet. But you need to call Ziva David. Something happened. She’s leaving the NCIS and returning to Israel.”




Aly groaned at that. “That probably means she’s going back to working as a Mossad agent for her dad, who does not sound like a nice guy.”




Oscar mentioned, “Aly, you can’t run something like the Mossad and be a ‘nice guy’. Not given what they face on a day-to-day basis.”




Aly sighed to herself. She knew that. “Anything else?”




Rinkin pursed her lips and spilled, “Yes. Gunnery Sergeant Margery Whipple just went AWOL, and she has vanished. Which sounds to us like it’s way too much like what two OCS candidates did, not so long ago. So she may be the first known Ultrawoman. And she has a personal grudge against you.”




“Well… crud.”
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