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This series of stories is a sequel to Cross Purposes 1 and 2 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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Harry Dresden and the Littlest Witch

Part I



“Harry Dresden! What the hell are you doing out here?” Carlos Ramirez snarked. “You never drop by. I figured you couldn’t find a Way out of Chicago.”




His mother looked out of the restaurant kitchen and chewed him out in Spanish for cursing in the family restaurant. I managed not to laugh. Well, not out loud.




I lied, “Hey, I was just hoping to catch you having to wear an embarrassing costume while holding up a big sign for your folks’ restaurant.”




I wasn’t going to say that I was damn glad to see he was up and around and apparently healthy. He had gotten hurt pretty badly only months before, and that was largely my fault. He obviously hadn’t told his folks just what had happened—and why—because his mother wasn’t beating me with a rolling pin. Yet.




He grinned, “Yeah, sure. What are you really up to?”




I spilled, “I wanted to check in with Miss Granger and her little mentee, and this is pretty much on the Way there.”




Carlos grinned, “The sexy brunette with the hot British accent and the frizzy hair? I thought you liked ’em blonde.”




I rolled my eyes enough for his mother to see. “I like ’em old enough to have something in common with me besides…” I lightly tapped the base of my staff on the floor so it made a little click, so Carlos would know I meant magic. No point in saying too much out loud. “And Granger’s still in college.” 




I didn’t mention that she was ‘in college’ in the sense that she was working on her doctoral dissertation. She was still too damn young for me. Also, I told myself that I wasn’t intimidated by Granger’s immense brain. If I was, that was pretty pathetic and shallow of me. After all, that Major Carter had been just as smart, and was a lot closer to my age, and I was definitely attracted to her. Not that I was going to go hunt down the Samantha Carter of this universe. No way. That had ‘bad idea’ written all over it. Our Sam Carter was probably military too, and probably didn’t believe in magical stuff. So a little meet-up would probably go really badly for one Harry Dresden.




Or maybe Lara Raith was right, and I was still not over a certain somebody, even after a couple years. So I was pathetic, but in an entirely different way. Yay me.




I decided to quit while I was still not so far behind. “Really, I just wanted to make sure you got the briefing packet on Granger and her doppelganger and the whole mess in Paradise Valley.”




He grinned, “Yeah, I was down in P.V. last week. Granger wanted backup while she was searching that mansion for anything dangerous, so the place can go on the local real estate market. She pretended she was resisting my charms, but we all know she’ll fall for me pretty soon.”




I’d heard Carlos spouting this routine before. But Lara Raith had let that cat out of the bag. Carlos was ‘all hat and no cattle’, as my old mentor Ebenezar would say. Not that I was saying anything about it. Carlos had a family. And friends. And connections. He had a rep to protect. When I was his age, I pretty much had ‘troubled loner’ written out across my forehead in the Unabomber’s favorite font.




So I just said, “Yeah, I need to check in on Hermione’s little munchkin and see if she can remember any more details on someone the Council is counciling about.”




Carlos rolled his eyes. “I read that report, but… seriously? If it had been anybody but you, I would’ve said it was impossible. You keep finding ways to stick your neck in bigger and better traps.”




I tried not to grimace too much. “And we still don’t know if that demon’s gonna show up in a Danielle Atron suit one of these days. Or just how pissed off Maeve is at me and Alexa just because a portal dumped us into her domain along with two bionic women. Or any of that.”




Carlos whispered, “I had to lead a team back to Sunnydale to verify what your buddies said about other Willow Rosenbergs. That place?” He actually shuddered. A man who had fought White Court vampires and ghouls to the death in an underground lair. He shuddered. “If Rosenberg isn’t really dead and might come back someday, I’d like to put in for retirement first.”




“I heard about what some other Willow Rosenbergs are capable of, and some of them are even scarier. And those are the good guys. The really bad one? A mistreated witch who got turned by their equivalent of a Black Court vampire. She made Mavra look like a fluffy bunny.”




“That’s right, Dresden. Just keep cheering me up,” he complained.




I smirked, “Well, that’s why you’re getting a briefing and not getting to go on the assignment. For that matter, I was told to keep my greasy fingers out of this too. Granger and her little apprentice are getting tasked with making contact with a probable troublemaker the White Council doesn’t like but doesn’t have any information that she’s been breaking any of the Seven Laws.”




“Just some other laws?” he checked.




“Probably lots and lots of them,” I replied.




“So who is this problem who sounds like he shouldn’t be on our radar?” Carlos wondered.




I tried not to smirk. “Imagine the hottest, sexiest, curviest brunette you ever saw in a Playboy.”




Carlos was so imagining that.




I kept going. “Now imagine her in a skin-tight catsuit that even has little kitty ears on the top. High heels, a sexy belt, whatever you like. Now give her the voice of the world’s best phone sex operator. And a sexy purr too.”




Carlos was starting to smile too much as he fantasized.




So I wrapped up, “And that’s why the Merlin doesn’t want us within a hundred yards of her. That, and he doesn’t want us pushing her from ‘sort of gray but not a problem’ to ‘actively hostile’.”




Carlos looked at me like I’d just thrown a pitcher of cold water on him. And then poured another pitcher down his pants.




I went on, “Hermione and Alexa met the other-universe version of Sexy Cat Lady. And Alexa’s got an alternate-universe Alexa who’s a bestie with that alternate Sexy Cat Lady. So the Merlin wants me to give them the four-one-one and task them with talking to the Selina Kyle of this universe.”




Carlos grimaced. “Dresden, that’s crazy! Granger has almost no field experience, and Alexa isn’t fully trained!”




I shrugged, “Hey, people have been telling me for years that I’m not fully trained yet.”




Carlos gave me a look. “No, they’ve been telling you that you’re not housebroken yet.”




“That too!” I said cheerfully. “Which is why I’m having dinner with Alexa and Hermione and the Macks in their back yard, instead of on the good rugs.”




Actually, I was invited to have dinner in their back yard because George Mack was grilling steaks on his nice charcoal grill. And also they didn’t want me accidentally destroying every electrical device in their house.




Carlos laughed, which was what I was aiming for. So I quietly tossed in, “Any problems I should hear about?”




He slowly shook his head. “Not really. As long as I don’t have to go back to Sunnydale ever again. Alexa’s mom has been opening up a contact web, like some of your friends up in Oregon and Washington, and we’ve picked up half a dozen kids who might have blossomed into serious problems with no outside help.”




I asked, “So… that’s more of an anti-problem?”




“Yeah,” he said. “I’m always good with fewer problems and more support. And the Macks have come up here to eat a couple times since I met them, and that’s good too. Even if I think Alexa wheedled a recipe out of Mamma. Somehow. I mean, she has no talent for mental magic at all, but Mamma never gives out any of her recipes. I think it’s that Cuteness Aura. And all that niceness.”




I went with my Maxwell Smart voice, “If only she had used her powers for niceness instead of evil!”




Carlos said, “That’s the worst Bette Davis impression I’ve ever heard.”




I made an effort not to laugh. I try not to encourage him. Still, I did give him a smile.




After we had a nice, long, boring chat about Warden responsibilities and who was going to get stuck with what, I said bye to Mrs. Ramirez and walked down the block to the back alley where I had come from an hour earlier. I opened the Way and stepped through into a snowy section of the NeverNever, where I took a brisk walk while freezing my… umm… feet off. Then I stepped out into our warehouse, where I had been with Alexa just a couple months ago. I walked over to where I could move into a sunny section of the NeverNever, only I put up a shield as I moved through the Way.




Yep, more of those tawny-yellow lion-things. The ones that saw me were only the size of a cougar. I knew there were bigger ones around, and there were much bigger ones out there. I hurried over to where Other-Hermione’s spell circle was still burned into the grasses and grass-ish wildlife, and I stepped through back to our world. Piece of cake. If you make cakes that are giant Fae carnivores.




And yeah, I had a mental image of Yakov Smirnov saying, “In Russia, cake eat you!” Don’t judge me.




I was back at the spot where we had fought something that used to be Danielle Atron. Well, the Danielle Atron of our universe. I sincerely hoped that no one else had a Danielle as horrific as ours had been. But, considering what Terawatt and Stormburst could do, I didn’t have a lot of hope that their Danielle Atrons were just cranky women with bleached blonde hair cut in asymmetric bobs who stormed through expensive stores demanding to see the manager.




The place was still a disaster area. Runoff was still trickling downhill from what had been a big area of fresh snow. There was a swamp in the depression where Danielle’s magic had burned away an acre or two of nice high-elevation meadow. Dozens and dozens of trees were uprooted, smashed, broken, or otherwise wrecked. Big granitic dikes were sheared off in suspiciously-straight lines. And there was absolutely no sign that there had once been a huge, expensive mansion there.




I walked across the ruined meadow until I found the ley lines I was searching for, because they too had been folded, spindled, and mutilated. So it took me a bit to find the Way I was looking for. Then I stepped through into a safer-looking prairie in the NeverNever, and I hiked over to the spot I was looking for. I opened another Way and stepped into the Macks’ back yard.




It smelled great. There was beef grilling on the fancy grill on the covered deck near their back door. There were flowering plants and pretty trees happily growing around the yard. There was some kind of hot potato casserole topped with cheese steaming away atop a couple oven mitts on the picnic table that was set up in the middle of their yard. Ozzie and Harriet would have been envious of this place.




Alexa’s dad walked out of the back door carrying a big serving plate with utensils on it. “Harry! Hi. You’re just in time. Alexa was worried you’d be late.”




I grinned, “And miss out on a home-cooked meal? That’s crazy talk. I’m always on time for food.” Well, assuming nothing hideous reared its head and interfered. But I wasn’t bringing that up.




“Harry!” And that was Hermione, who was carrying a serving dish of what looked like some kind of vegetable mix. She also had her hair smoothed back and put up in a French twist, which made her look amazing. “If you brought anything, just put it on the table.”




I reminded myself again that Hermione was too young for me.




“Just a little dessert something…” I told her. And I reached into an inner pocket of my duster to fish out the package I had tucked in there with an icepack that I usually used for times when I got roughed up. I had never been able to duplicate that episkey spell Other-Hermione could do without any effort. I wasn’t admitting my failures on that spell, or where that icepack usually ended up.




“Mister Dresden!” Alexa squeaked, while carrying a basket of steaming-hot crescent rolls and a butter dish. Yeah, that was definitely a squeak.




“How many times do I have to ask you to call me ‘Harry’, kiddo?”




“Sorry, Mister Dresden. I mean, Harry. And… ‘Veruca Chocolates’? Is that a joke?”




Hermione pursed her lips, which on her was damn sexy. “It is clearly someone’s idea of humor.”




George asked, “Veruca Chocolates? Like ‘Charlie and the Chocolate Factory’? We’ve got that book somewhere in the house.”




I tried to explain, “They’re great at chocolate. And I’m not going to tell them what a verruca really is, because with my luck, they’d ban me from the store.”




Alexa whispered to Hermione, “Isn’t a verruca like a wart-thing on the bottom of your foot?”




Hermione answered, “That is exactly what it is, although it need not be on the bottom of one’s foot. Also, it technically does not need to be a wart. It can be something worse.”




“Ick,” Alexa managed. “I think I’m gonna let dad try one first.”




I smirked, “Hey, I’ll be happy to eat one first. I’ll eat all of ’em if you need me to prove they’re safe.”




Mrs. Mack walked out of the back door carrying a big bowl of salad, with big salad tongs stuck in there. “Harry, I’m glad you could make it. And I thought I said you didn’t need to bring anything. We have Alexa’s black forest cake for dessert.”




Man, that sounded good. I smiled, “That’s okay, Barb. This can be a ‘thanks so much for inviting me to dinner’ gift instead. Then you and George can eat all of the chocolates.”




Barb smiled, “I’m sure they’re delicious, but I’m trying lose some weight. I think I’ll share them with Alexa and Hermione.”




“Thank you, Barb,” Hermione said politely. I wondered where she had been working, because I didn’t know a lot of polite wizards. They tended to be old and cranky and crotchety. Even Carlos wasn’t that polite, and he’d have his mother on his case if he misbehaved around the house or the restaurant.




So Barb stuck in the knife. “And I won’t call either of them ‘Veruca Salt’ when they eat one.”




“Mo-om!” whined the embarrassed kid.




“But I might,” George added helpfully. Or unhelpfully. He also couldn’t keep from smiling, so I was pretty sure he wouldn’t dream of it. Not that I knew how normal, happy families worked. The closest to a normal family that I knew was the Carpenters, and they were definitely not normal.




Alexa still fussed, “Da-ad!” Naturally, that just made two parents smile and give each other smirky looks.




We sat down at the table, and I waited faux-patiently while Barb said a prayer before we dug in. As we ate, Alexa and Hermione filled me in on Alexa’s progress. Apparently, they had decided on Alexa’s staff: a pair of Nordic walking poles, like what cross-country skiers used to stay in shape in the off-season. Each pole could be used as a staff, so if she lost one, she had an emergency backup staff lurking nearby. And Hermione had Alexa etching the spells with a really fine engraving tool, so even before they painted the poles, they didn’t look like a wizard’s staff. Alexa would just look like another skiing nut, of which there were probably hundreds of thousands in a place like Central California. Hermione was making a new staff for herself, and it would appear to be a folded-up golf umbrella, which I figured would make her look like a modern Mary Poppins.




Hermione as a Julie Andrews-style Mary Poppins would be hot. I pushed that thought away too,




So I asked her what she was going to do when it rained and she couldn’t open her ‘umbrella’.




But Hermione was way ahead of me, as I should have expected. She had designed a weak shield spell with an interwoven illusion to go with it, so she could hold up her staff and make it look like she had an open umbrella over her head. Also, her Latin was about a thousand times better than mine.




I decided not to be too snarky to her, so that when she was elected as the Merlin in a century or five, I might have a Merlin who didn’t actively dislike me. That would be novel.




After dinner, we had Alexa’s dessert, which was great. I needed to drop by their house more often and get Alexa to bake for me too.




Then dishes got collected and shoved in the dishwasher or put to soak in the sink. I helped pick up stuff and carry it, but I didn’t go into the house. And everyone came back to the picnic table.




I explained, “All right, the reason I called you all here today—”




Hermione interrupted, “No Harry, one of us is not the murderer. Please just get to the point.”




I sighed a little as I looked at her. “Fine. Ruin the only fun part of this. Because the Merlin wanted me to give you and Alexa a little task, and I think you should pass on it.”




George immediately jumped on that. “You don’t think they should do what the Merlin asked?”




“No.” I explained. “He wants the two of them to go chat with the Selina Kyle of our world, over in France. But this Selina may be a dark wizard, or at least not sparkling white. Hermione has no field experience, and Alexa only has the field experience she got because of Danielle Atron. The Merlin says that he thinks this is simple and safe, but I’m not convinced.”




Alexa bubbled, “Alee’s Selina was really cool. I bet our Selina is too. I mean, what could go wrong?”




I closed my eyes and groaned.




Part II




Alexa Mack looked in surprise at Harry Dresden. “What’s wrong, Mister Dresden?”




He stopped groaning, and he looked at her chin. Okay, she knew about the ‘do not do a Soulgaze you are not ready for’ thing because she had accidentally Soulgazed Hermione when she didn’t even know she could do it. And she knew there were people—and things—that she totally didn’t want to look into their soul. Mister Dresden’s soul was probably filled with scary stuff he had done, and horrible stuff he had been through, because Alexa had thought the fight against Danielle Atron was the worst thing ever, and Mister Dresden had been like ‘oh crud, not again’.




Okay, she really didn’t think Mister Dresden ever said ‘crud’. And some of his cursewords were weird, until Hermione explained them. Because even her mom never said ‘stars and stones!’ or ’empty night!’




Also, Soulgazing Hermione had been awesome, because Hermione was like a crystal-clean library full of knowledge and stuff.




Mister Dresden explained to her, “Okay, Hermione is a really impressive wizard, with a lot of skills I am… not great at. That’s great. But she’s not a combat wizard, and if this goes even a little wrong, that may be a problem. You’re really talented, and you have some nice elemental abilities, but you’re still in training. And you’re expecting this Selina to be exactly like your Selina. She may not be. Even your Selina used to be a professional thief, and she was pretty cagey and standoffish while she was here—not that she didn’t need to be. Alex’s Selina is apparently part of an international criminal organization that was trying to wipe out most of the people on their planet. Our Selina might be anywhere on the scale from ‘misunderstood heroine’ up to ‘dark wizard who will try to gank you as soon as you show up’. Oh, and don’t call her ‘Our Selina’ unless you have already convinced her of the existence of alternate Selina and Catwoman archetypes out there.”




“Those are very salient points, Harry,” Hermione said. “But I do not feel that I can ignore what amounts to a directive from the Merlin. That does not mean that Alexa should come as well, but she knows more about Ms. Kyle’s inter-dimensional analogue than I do, and she is… better with people than I am.”




Alexa tried mega-hard not to blush.




Mister Dresden grinned, “On the upside, you’re much better with people than I am. Dale Carnegie flunked me.”




Her dad snickered, and her mom grinned, but Hermione had to explain the joke to Alexa. And when Hermione finished, Mister Dresden said, “Thank you, Professor Granger.” Which he said in kind of a naughty way.




So her mom asked, “Harry, do you really think this is dangerous? I mean, how are they going to get there? What are they supposed to do?”




Mister Dresden told her, “They can take a couple fairly safe Ways to get to the right place. But ‘fairly safe’ in the NeverNever is not the same as ‘completely safe’. And the meeting place is a private ‘club’ in Paris. It’s basically a restaurant and hangout for wizards and safe supernaturals, like McAnally’s in Chicago. And Alexa’s sixteen, so she’s over the drinking age in France and won’t have any problems as long as she has ID, like a passport. In that setting, everyone should be safe, and if Catwoman gets her fur up, she can just take her furball and go home. In theory.”




Wow. Alexa did not think that doing ‘cat’ jokes was a good way to get Selina to like them. So maybe Mister Dresden would not be a good person to bring along. Okay, maybe anyone who dressed like a Gray Warden would not be a good person to bring along, if their Selina was kind of untrusting about the whole meeting thing.




Her dad said, “In our business, we say, ‘the difference between theory and practice is that, in theory, there isn’t any difference.’”




“Right,” Mister Dresden nodded. “But that’s my point. In theory, this’ll go off with no problems. In practice… well, sometimes the brown stuff hits the rotating propeller.”




Alexa wondered just how naughty he would act if she wasn’t at the table. Or if it was someone he wanted to be annoying to, like Mister Morgan, instead of her parents. Or someone he really didn’t like at all, like that Black Court vampire Alee had clobbered. Marda? Mavis? Something like that.




Alexa felt like she ought to try and help Mister Morgan, because he seemed really unhappy and upset, underneath that crusty, stern exterior. But she didn’t know him well enough to talk to him about private stuff, and she had no idea where he even was. He probably wasn’t even in America, unless he was in Chicago looking for Mister Dresden, who was here in California instead. She worried that Mister Morgan didn’t have someone to cook a nice, home-cooked dinner for him, because Mister Dresden obviously didn’t from the stuff she had heard from Molly and that nice Officer Murphy.




A thought suddenly bubbled up. She burst out, “Mister Dresden, the next time you come over for dinner, you ought to bring Molly. Does she get nice home-cooked dinners?”




He grinned at her. “Yeah, Molly does get ‘nice home-cooked dinners’. She’s part of a big family, and her mom is a great cook. You should meet all of them.”




Hmm… Hadn’t somebody teased Mister Dresden about babysitting for Molly’s little brothers and sisters? She wasn’t sure. But maybe. It would be nice to have a photographic memory, like guys on tv. Or Hermione, who said she didn’t have a photographic memory, but sure remembered way more stuff than Alexa did.




He checked, “So… Did anyone get a computer working for Hermione? No one tells me important things like how she’s doing on her dissertation, or anything.”




Hermione smiled, “Thank you for asking, Harry. I have been able to get quite a lot done on my dissertation, and the Macks have been very helpful. Also, George and Annie and I have a system rigged up in my apartment.”




Alexa’s dad groaned a tiny bit. “It’s a bit more ‘Rube Goldberg’ than I would like. We have an old mechanical typewriter. We pulled out the internals and kept the keys. And those drive a series of thin hydraulic cables to an array in Hermione’s closet where we have the computer inside a Faraday cage Hermione has toughened up with spells inscribed all over it. Instead of a mouse, we have a trackball with mechanicals to send the outputs to our sensor array, which send them to the computer. And we have an old CRT terminal that was ruggedized for DoD work, and it sits behind a screen of leaded glass that has even more spells inscribed around its edges. And it’s held up so far.”




Hermione held up a hand. “And that does not mean that we would like you to ‘test’ it.”




Mister Dresden smirked, “Good. The fanciest thing I can keep from destroying is an old-fashioned hot water heater and a dial telephone… Okay, I’ve had to replace the hot water heater too.”




Mister Dresden left after he pretty much convinced Alexa’s mom that maybe this trip wasn’t such a good idea. But Hermione felt like she didn’t really have a choice if The Merlin had wanted her to do it. And Alexa felt like Hermione hadn’t really spent any time with Selina, so she needed to go with Hermione and help.




So she had to make a big push and be a nuisance which she didn’t like doing, to get her mom to say it was okay if she went with Hermione to Paris for the day. Which sounded stupid when she said it out loud.




Her mom insisted she wear a ‘money belt’ kind of thing tight around her waist under her shirt, so she had her passport and her card wallet and a bunch of fifty dollar bills which she could change into French money if she needed to. Also, her dad made her practicing saying ten French phrases he looked up, just in case. So she could sort of order in a restaurant, and she could ask where the bathroom was, and where the American embassy was, and she could ask for the police, and she could say ‘I am American’ and ‘I do not speak French’.




She was pretty sure Hermione spoke amazing French, because… Hermione! Hermione’s Latin was amazing, and it was the official wizarding world language, and so Alexa had to work on her Latin as part of her magic training. Even if Alexandra had said that the really old vampires and ghouls sometimes spoke really weird stuff like ancient Sumerian or something.




Okay, there were lots of things she had to practice for wizarding lessons besides the real stuff, like concentration and focus and spellworks and powering up her staffs. Like the Latin lessons. And the cross-country skiing lessons. And finding a really nice heavy-weather coat that had a removable lining. And carving a personal blasting rod. So that stuff needed inscribed spellworks too.




She was spending more time inscribing mega-tiny print on stuff for Hermione than writing essays for school.




And it wasn’t like her mom hadn’t given her tons of lessons on concentration and focus and meditating and basic spell stuff, because her mom had given Annie those lessons, and her mom had hoped for years that Alexa would have a sort of breakthrough and have magic like Annie. Even if her mom had totally not wanted Alexa to get magic the way she actually did, which was blech.




The blasting rod was being a real pain. She kept accidentally channeling her elemental power through the wood of the thing and setting it on fire. So that was a work in progress. But Hermione just kept being patient and reassuring. And Alexa’s dad kept carving new blasting rods for her to use. Alexa figured Mister Dresden would make jokes about it instead.




Okay, her dad was totally asking Hermione if a ‘blasting rod’ could be made out of fireproof materials, like a Pyrex cylinder, instead of wood.




So it took a whole day and a half before she could go with Hermione to Paris for like an hour. Because Hermione had Ways mapped out to get them to a spot in Paris within five or ten minutes’ walk of the ‘club’, and then was planning on going straight back as soon as the meeting ended. No buying chocolate, no looking at real French clothing and shoes, no going to amazing museums or fancy French restaurants. Nothing.




Okay, so maybe sticking around and making Selina or someone else get all jumpy was not a good idea.




Still, Hermione could have at least acted like she wanted to go see or do stuff in Paris with Alexa. Hermione would probably be an awesome person to go through the Louvre with, because Hermione would know all about stuff, and would want to talk about it too.




Alexa had this mental image of Hermione lecturing about stuff in the Louvre to her, and pretty soon, every American and Brit within hearing would be crowding around and following the ‘tour guide’. Except Hermione would be embarrassed about it if it happened.




So it looked like a fun day. Alexa had some sturdy no-ankle hiking boots, some pretty jeans, a nice top, a cute knit hat, and a medium-weight jacket that had a ton of inscribing done on the inside. Hermione looked like she was mega-British and about to go hiking through the Lake District or something. Something that required wearing a lot of tweed. Maybe across the moors, wherever they were. Alexa had both her practice poles, and she even practiced the cross-country skiing walk with her poles.




Hermione led her to a spot near the pizza place where all of the other Alexas had emerged on their walk from Chicago. She had Alexa try opening a Way, and it even worked. They were in an okay place in the NeverNever. Hermione led her on a short walk to a creepy-looking spot that had a lot of bootprints going in and out of it. That had to be a mega-popular Way.




They came out in the same warehouse Harry Dresden had taken her to before, so they were already in England. Well, she thought that was where it was. She hadn’t taken a tour of the surrounding area to check. They walked across the warehouse to a spot with different markings, and she noticed that one of the markings was for the Winter Court. That was probably handy to know before you walked through.




Hermione had Alexa open the Way, and they walked through into a heavy snowstorm. Well, that was why the stuff like the hiking boots and the coats. Okay, one reason why.




Alexa zipped her coat closed and checked, “We don’t have a long way to walk in this, do we?”




Hermione frowned at the snow getting all over her hair. “It’s less than a hundred meters.”




They hurried through the snowstorm and opened another Way. Alexa stepped through after Hermione, and they were in an alley somewhere.




Only… there were two guys standing there staring at them. The tall, redheaded guy had a staff. The short, black-haired guy had a handgun. A huge handgun that looked like you’d use it to shoot bears. Maybe elephants.




Alexa was totally not thrilled about either the staff or the gun. The two guys were both hot, but Alexa did not want to be shot. Or hexed.




The black-haired guy already had his gun pointed right about halfway in between Alexa and Hermione. Wow, he was fast. And he didn’t look worried. Alexa totally would have been worried if someone walked out of a Way and she didn’t have a staff or anything. Because something coming out of a Way? The best you could hope for was a wizard with plenty of mojo. Way worse things could come out of a Way.




As the redheaded guy turned and pointed his staff at them, the black-haired guy calmly asked, “Any particular reason why you’re using a Way to this spot?”




The redhead looked at them and added, “Especially since you look like you just walked through a blizzard…” And then he glanced around, like he was implying ‘so you came from somewhere way away from this nice, warm place.’




Alexa shook the snow off her knit hat. “Yeah, it was cold.”




Oh wait, the guy asked that in English. In an English accent. Both guys had English accents. Were they even in Paris? Because she didn’t think Hermione was likely to make a mistake like that.




Hermione crisply held her umbrella in a casual ‘this is just an umbrella’ posture. So Alexa moved into a ‘walking with practice poles’ stance. And Hermione crisply snapped, “I do not believe that I see the need for open warfare. We are going to a meeting. And I do not see that we are in whatever jurisdiction you seem to think you would be put in charge of.”




The redhead raised an eyebrow. “Looks like we got Mary Poppins showing up at our stakeout. Maybe she’d prefer to deal with the boss.”




The black-haired guy tried not to laugh. He still snorted, like the redhead was funny. He asked Hermione, “Is there any chance you’re just passing through, on your way to another… umm… Way?”




“No,” said Hermione firmly. “And our actual destination is none of your business.”




The redheaded guy muttered to the other guy, “Someone hasn’t learned how to make friends and influence people.”




Alexa saw that Hermione was getting mad, because her lips were doing that pressed-together thing that meant Alexa had messed up and Hermione didn’t want to be mean about it even if she was certain Alexa should have learned the thing by then. So she tried, “Umm, maybe we could talk things out? I mean, we’re just here to meet someone because someone important sort of told us to… without exactly ordering us.”




The redhead smirked, “Oh. You two got ‘volunteered’ too?”




The black-haired guy murmured, “Lot of that going around.”




Crud. No one was relaxing, and Hermione was ‘casually’ sliding her umbrella lower, into an ‘I can blast you into next week’ position. And both the guys had already noticed.




Alexa tried for the save. “Umm, I’m pretty sure that none of us can miss in an alley this narrow, and I also don’t think any of us will miss, so maybe we could just… maybe… not start a war no one is gonna win? Please?”




The redhead looked at her, even if he wasn’t ignoring Hermione and her ‘umbrella’. “Any chance you can be more reasonable than Nanny McPhee here?”




Alexa tried, “Umm, sure, if you can be too. I mean, maybe we could trade information, like maybe who sent us, and why, and we could find out if we’re on the same side?”




“Or if we need to open fire?” the black-haired guy asked.




Alexa had a feeling that he wouldn’t object to opening fire, and that he was really good at it. She tried, “Okay, you know who The Merlin is?”




“Oh Christ,” the black-haired guy groaned. The redhead just nodded.




She kept going, “I guess that means ‘yes but I’m not happy about it’. He asked a Gray Warden to ask us to come here to meet someone he thought we might be able to make friends with.”




The redhead raised both eyebrows. “So… You and Nurse Matilda, along with her ‘umbrella’ and your ‘Nordic poles’, which wouldn’t at all be spellstaffs, are here as White Council mediators? Because neither of you seem like you’d be good at it. And I’m not seeing a lot of supporting evidence.”




Hermione sniffed angrily, especially when he airquoted ‘umbrella’. She snapped, “And your staff is so subtle and difficult to see?”




The redhead grinned, “What? This old thing? I use it because I’ve got a bad knee.”




The black-haired guy confided, “No one in the know ever buys it.”




“Oi!” the redhead pretended to complain.




Alexa tried, “Okay, I told you what we’re doing here. What are you two doing here?”




The black-haired guy spilled, “We’re part of a stakeout. It’s a part-magical, part-not problem, and we’re pretty much the only group in Europe who handles that kind of case. Or can handle it. We’re stuck here in this alley, because of the Ways.” 




The redhead tossed in, “And because he smarted off to our boss.”




The black-haired one grumbled, “Not my fault Moody over-reacted. Again.”




Alexa gulped. “Moody? Alastor Moody?” There were some names off Alex’s List that she had an easier time remembering, so that one just sort of popped up, what with the sexy British accents the guys had.




“Al, or ‘yes sir Sergeant, you got it, Sergeant!’” the redhead casually corrected. “Anyone who calls him ‘Alistair’ gets punishment duty. Even his boss doesn’t call him Alistair.”




But if their boss was the analogue of Alastor Moody off the list… Alexa gasped, “Holy crud! You’re Harry Potter and Ron Weasley!”




‘Ron’ looked at ‘Harry’ and snarked, “I told you not to let Gin start that fan club.”




“Oh shut it.”





Part III



Alexa Mack looked at Harry Potter’s forehead, which had a ton of messy black hair draping down almost to his eyebrows. She wondered aloud, “Do you have the scar too?”




Ron Weasley snorted, “Looks like she’s got you pegged.”




Harry fumed, “Not funny. That bloody thing dogged me for our entire teens.”




Hermione calmly asked, “Plastic surgery, or healing spells?”




Ron glanced at Alexa and asked in turn, “Psychic, mind reader, Fae, or investigator?”




Hermione replied, “None of the above, actually. Her information source is… extra-dimensional.” Ron paled, and Hermione hurriedly added, “And not a violation of any of our Laws. As certified by both The Merlin and The Gatekeeper.”




Alexa figured out that maybe she was blabbing way too much and just making the two guys mega-suspicious. She tried, “It’s not anything bad, I promise! It’s just… Well, there are other universes out there, and in some of them, there are people like us…”




Harry smirked, “So, looks like all those stupid science fiction stories you read with ‘mirror dimensions’ is finally paying off.”




Alexa admitted, “We haven’t found a real ‘mirror universe’ thing with good people all being evil and guys wearing evil goatees and stuff.”




Ron and Harry both laughed. Harry checked, “Can we at least hope for evil versions of hot women in really risque outfits?”




Alexa looked at Hermione, who gave her a ‘you started this’ look.




“Umm… well… maybe.”




Hermione had to rescue her. “What Alexa means is that in this specific case, the woman we are here to meet is a heroine in at least one universe we know of, and a supervillainess in at least one other, and in all of them she is likely to have a rather inappropriate costume possibly used for cat burglary.”




Harry turned and stared at Ron. “Bloody hell, you mean that drawing is real?”




Alexa guessed, “Was it Selina Kyle in a really mega-tight catsuit, maybe with extra cat added?”




Harry looked at her and complained, “The drawing had flipping cat ears! And cat-eye shaped lenses over her eyes! And it looked like someone had painted it on her! It looked like a Marvel Comics supervillain!”




Alexa winced a little. “Umm, yeah. That’s her. In one universe, she uses the superhero name Catwoman.”




Ron snorted in amused derision.




Hermione pointed out, “And we have been tasked with meeting her and seeing if we can move her toward the heroine side of the scale rather than the villainess side.”




Harry scoffed, “A little late, according to some contacts.”




Ron spilled, “There’s a whole string of cat paintings by van Gogh, spread over his entire lifetime as a painter. They’ve been walking off for the past five years. Museums, private collections, art shows, you name it. She’s our prime suspect in one or two of them, so she’s ‘wanted for questioning’ in the rest. No security footage, or anything helpful like that.”




Hermione sighed, “All electronics failing near her?”




Ron nodded unhappily. “Yeah. Not one of the things I’m thrilled about. Keeping the White Council and magic sub rosa is gonna be hell if this case breaks wrong.”




Alexa looked at Hermione. “We know some people who are really good at veils and stuff, if we need ’em. And we’ve managed to keep a few really big things under wraps.”




“How big?” Harry asked. “Or am I not supposed to ask that one?”




Hermione sighed again. “Roughly a dozen Fae dogs the size of horses, chasing a girl through downtown Chicago. And also a four-story Fae creature that combined all the most dangerous parts of a Tyrannosaurus rex, a kraken, and a rhinoceros.”




Ron and Harry both gave her ‘oh yeah sure’ looks. Ron said, “Right. How could you even stop all of that? How many people died?”




Harry added, “And how could you hide the bodies of things like that?”




Hermione looked at Alexa. “She’ll tell you. But not now. Please alert your stakeout team that Alexa and I are going to walk into that club and meet with Selina Kyle. Afterward, we shall give you two and possibly your superiors a debriefing, and then perhaps Alexa can tell you that story.”




Alexa added, “And maybe one of you could ask Hermione out afterward!”




“Alexa!” Hermione hissed frantically. “What are you thinking?!”




Alexa managed, “Well, the list, and them, and you, and…”




“I don’t even know them!” Hermione gasped. And she was blushing too.




“What?” Ron wondered. 




Alexa whispered, “Sorry! Sorry, but I just thought…”




“No,” Hermione said firmly. “We have a task to perform, and this is not a part of it.”




Ron guessed, “Come on, what? Are we a hot item in other universes?”




Hermione turned totally beet red.




Alexa winced, “I’m really, really sorry.”




Hermione hissed, “Just stop! Please!”




Harry teased, “Yeah. Lay off the future Mrs. Ronald Weasley.”




Hermione blushed so hard Alexa thought she might start turning purple. So Alexa grabbed Hermione’s non-umbrella hand and tugged her out of the alley, heading in what she hoped was the right direction. Hermione didn’t object, so Alexa figured it really was the right direction, pretty much.




Alexa glanced behind her, and a tiny black rectangle peeked out of the alley at head height. Hermione must have looked too, because she whispered, “Special Ops periscope. Not White Council equipment.”




“Wow,” Alexa whispered. So she figured that this Harry Potter wasn’t magical, and had all sorts of maybe police or spy or military training. And Ron Weasley was definitely a wizard, what with the staff and stuff. But she had no idea how the two of them had teamed up. She asked, “How’d a wizard and a non-wizard team up like that?”




Hermione whispered, “They’ve known each other for years, since they were teens, or even younger.”




“How’d you know that?” Alexa wondered.




Hermione explained, “Potter said, and I quote, ‘That bloody thing dogged me for our entire teens.’ Our entire teens, not ‘my’. The two of them have been a team for years.”




Alexa asked, “How’d they manage without you?”




Hermione finally smiled. “I really doubt that this pair had to fight off supervillains as eleven year olds.”




Alexa asked, “So…. which one do you think is cuter?”




“Alexa!” Hermione squealed, while turning red again.




They got the rest of the way down the block, with just grumpy muttering from Hermione about ‘you just wait’ and ‘some day’ and ‘boys your age’ and like that.




Alexa apologized a bunch, but Hermione was still upset. And it wasn’t like the two of them had never looked over that list and tried to check on some of the guys there who might be good matches for Hermione. And Ron Weasley-slash-Wellesley-slash-maybe-some-other-name was on that list, along with Harry Potter and his lightning-shaped forehead scar. If this Harry Potter still had a scar, and if it had ever been shaped like a lightning bolt.




They walked to the door of the club, which didn’t have a sign up. It didn’t have an awning, much less an awning with a name on it. Just three steps up to an unmarked door. And there were some scary-feeling runes or something all along the doorframe.




Hermione studied the doorframe and muttered, “Someone is not particularly trusting.”




Alexa checked, “Umm, you read that?”




“Yes,” Hermione said casually, like ‘who wouldn’t?’ “Anglo-Saxon Futhorc runes, which I was not expecting to see in Paris. That may be a problem.”




Alexa kind of wanted to know how big a ‘problem’ that might be. Like, did it mean a ‘they wouldn’t get a friendly invitation in’ problem? Or did it mean a ‘they might get eaten by giant Fae monsters if they opened the door’ problem?




Hermione waited a second for Alexa to ask, and finally just gave in. “We need to refrain from violent acts or deliberate thoughts of violence.”




Alexa just looked at her. “That’s it? Well, I wasn’t gonna attack anybody or be mean. I’m still hoping we can get her over on our side.”




Hermione gave her the raised eyebrow. “You did hear the part about the stolen paintings, didn’t you?”




Alexa sighed, “Yeah, and I know that’s her old M.O. In Alee’s world. There’s probably other cat-stuff she’s stolen. But that doesn’t mean she can’t turn over a new leaf. Or something.”




Hermione insisted, “Remember. You like a different person who just looks like her. Don’t let that affect your decisions. Terawatt has another Selina look-alike who was working quite hard at being one of the great mass murderers in their history.”




Ouch. Alexa tried not to wince. “Okay. I’ll be careful.” She tried to be brave, and she put her hand up to knock, since there was no doorknob or anything. The door swung open for her.




She swallowed hard, and she stepped in, Hermione right behind her. Okay, at least her magic didn’t get stripped off when she crossed the threshold, although she sure felt a tug. That was a good start. She hoped.




She didn’t think to check if Hermione had the same easy time of getting in.




A man dressed like a maitre d’ in a movie was standing there at a little podium. She tried not to think about the butler at Danielle Atron’s house who Lexi said turned out to be a ghoul.




Hermione stepped forward, and in crisp French, said, “Good day. We have a meeting with one of your guests. She is using the surname Sumac.”




The man nodded and rumbled in pretty good English, “Yes. That will be room 7. Follow me, please. After you leave your staffs in the umbrella stand.”




Hermione pointed out, “I notice that no one else has left anything in that stand. Which makes me doubt the substance and intention of your directive.”




Alexa volunteered, “Umm, I could leave my practice poles there. She might need her umbrella. In case someone starts a food fight, or something.”




The man glared at her, like she’d said something mean.




She tried, “Umm, I could keep my practice poles if you don’t want ’em in your nice umbrella stand. They are a little bit dirty because I practice with ’em. But just on the tips. And I’m not saying your street is dirty, or anything like that. I just walk all over the place with ’em.”




The man cleared his throat angrily. “You are both wizards. You are carrying… three different staffs. And one blasting rod. But no firearms.”




“I don’t have a blasting rod!” Alexa insisted.




Hermione cleared her throat uncomfortably. Oh.




The man insisted, “No staffs or other weapons. Otherwise, no meeting.”




Alexa suggested, “Okay, umm, how’s about I leave my practice poles right here, and my friend stays here with her umbrella.”




Hermione glared at her too. “Alexa, I do not think that is an acceptable approach. And I certainly do not want to hear what your mother would have to say if I let you go in there alone.”




She insisted, “Look, I’m going to a meeting. You can stay here and be my backup in case I scream for help. Or you can leave all our stuff here and hope it’s still here if we come back.” She was sure it would be safe. It didn’t occur to her to wonder why she was so sure.




Hermione rebutted, “No, there are alternatives, including not going any further. We can report back to the White Council that Ms. Kyle set up a situation where we would have to meet her with no protections, while she had as much protection as the club would allow her. That will probably not go well for Ms. Kyle’s future interactions with the Gray Wardens. And that is not our only option… as you well know.”




Oh. Right. They could walk out, and just tell Harry and Ron what was going on. Or they could walk back to the warehouse and ask for some Gray Wardens to return with them.




Alexa suggested, “Or I go into the meeting, while you go back to the warehouse and tell them. Or maybe this guy is a ghoul and we shouldn’t listen to him.”




Okay, if he really was a ghoul they might have to deal with him. Alexa was going to vote for dealing with him Stormburst-style, and hitting him with something like lightning or fire from a long way away.




Hermione frowned, “He is not a ghoul. Or a vampire. However, I cannot tell if he is a wizard, or Fae, or Fomor, or several other options.”




The guy really glared at them. But he didn’t say anything. And Alexa couldn’t spot any reactions when Hermione went through her little list. But she also couldn’t do the identification spells Hermione could. And she sure couldn’t do them as quietly as Hermione must done them.




Alexa thought it over some more. So she handed her practice poles to Hermione and said, “I’m gonna go to the meeting, and you know I’m looking forward to it. I don’t need a staff.”




Hermione gave her a frustrated glare. Because she knew Alexa meant both sentences, only she didn’t mean for them to go together. Alexa could do more spells with her staffs, but she didn’t need them to do her basic elemental casting.




Okay, splitting her scribing between two poles meant that her spells weren’t quite as strong as they would have been if she had done all that scribing on a single staff, which probably would have required a bigger staff. And she didn’t want to end up like Harry Dresden and have to walk around with a six foot staff over an inch thick that nobody would ever miss as anything other than a wizard’s staff. Not that she seemed to be fooling lots of people with her ‘cross country skiing practice poles’ thing.




This was just walking down a hall and meeting Selina. Who would not being wearing that catsuit, but would still be Selina, even if that meant she might be suspicious and standoffish and maybe catty. Alexa moved past the guy and down the hall, leaving Hermione to protect their stuff and make sure that guy wasn’t going to attack Alexa from behind.




She was sure things would be fine once she had a chance to just sit down and talk to Selina Kyle.




Behind her, Hermione hissed, “Alexa Mack, I am going to tell your mother!”




The guy hurried past her and led her down a hall, to another hall, and to a door that didn’t have runes all over it, or anything like that. He opened it and ushered her in, closing it behind her.




There was a nice meeting-room table there, with a pretty woman sitting facing her. Huge curves, lovely face, long flowing hair.




Only it wasn’t Selina Kyle. The features weren’t right. The curves weren’t right. The hair was a bright red. 




The skin looked like maybe it was slightly green. Uh-oh.




Alexa looked at her and realized Hermione had said Selina had booked the room under the name ‘Sumac’. Which Alexa’s dad had always warned her about. Poison oak, poison ivy, and poison sumac.




So Alexa knew who this was. It was a name off The List. Which was not a good thing.




There was a noise behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder. Another woman was stepping out from behind a curtain. That woman had curves and was pretty, but wasn’t Selina either. That woman had white skin and a plasticky-looking full-body suit that was part white and part red, only split in quadrants with sharp straight lines. That woman had pure white hair with some of her hair with blue tips and some with red tips. That woman was easily holding a thing like a wooden pole topped with a foot and a half of tree trunk, to make a giant mallet. Alexa thought she knew who that was too.




Alexa tried, “Where’s Selina?”




‘Sumac’ smiled, “You wanted to meet me. Here I am.”




Alexa shook her head a little. “No way. I know Selina Kyle, and you’re not her.”




‘Sumac’ smiled, but not nicely. “And yet Selina doesn’t know you. At all.”




Alexa insisted, “Doesn’t matter. I still know about her, and I know what she looks like, and I know neither one of you is her. Just get her over here, so we can talk and I can explain stuff.”




‘Sumac’ looked behind Alexa at the white-skinned woman who might not even be human. Alexa was suspecting that neither of them was human, or at least wasn’t human anymore.




‘Sumac’ asked, “What do you think, Harlequin?”




In a grating voice with a strong New York accent, Harlequin hefted her huge mallet answered, “Well Ivy, I think someone in here is about to get hammered until they’re dead!”




Well crud. She really should have listened to Hermione.





Part IV



Alexa Mack decided she had better try something. She decided to use stuff off The List, since that was why she was there. She looked at the green-skinned being and asked, “Do you go by ‘Poison Ivy’ or just ‘Ivy’ these days, Doctor Isley?”




‘Ivy’ twitched in surprise. ‘Harlequin’ grinned and sing-songed, “Someone knows about you too!”




So Alexa glanced over her shoulder before Harlequin got too close with that giant mallet. “And were you once Harleen Quinzel, psychiatrist?”




“Hey! No fair!” the Harlequin griped. “And I was a psychologist, not a psychiatrist! There’s a big diff!”




Alexa looked at their skin and guessed, “I was kind of surprised to see someone from the Winter Court hanging out with someone from the Summer Court. How did you two meet Selina?”




“Pretty big talker for a wizard with no staff and no blasting rod and no weapons and no shields,” Harlequin growled. She hefted the giant mallet like she was thinking about knocking Alexa’s head off. And if she really was Fae now, there was no telling how strong she was.




Okay, there was one way to tell, but Alexa figured it would really, really hurt and she didn’t want that. Maybe Harry Dresden got hurt a ton, but Alexa wanted to stay as not-injured as possible.




“Pretty good guesser too… if those really are guesses,” Ivy pointed out.




So Alexa spilled, “They’re not guesses. I know Selina Kyle. Only she’s not your Selina. She’s the Selina Kyle of a different universe. And it’s not where Outsiders come from, so it’s not a threat.”




The curtains on Alexa’s right separated, and Selina Kyle stepped through. Same lush dark hair, same lush curves, same full mouth and pretty features, same skin-tight catsuit. Only it wasn’t Alee’s Selina. This Selina was even more catlike. There was no cowl over Selina’s head, so Alexa could see that this Selina had eyes with cat irises. This Selina had real cat ears peeking up from the thick tresses. And there was a cat tail thrashing angrily behind her.




Alexa didn’t think she wanted to see this Selina’s fingernails or canines. Alexa also didn’t think she would have a lot of choice.




She really wished she had already seen that ‘drawing’ that Harry Potter complained about. Okay, she really, really wished she had listened to Hermione. Why hadn’t she?




Alexa tried, “Umm, hi Selina. I’m guessing you’re Fae now too, like Doctor Isley and Doctor Quinzel? I’m guessing you’d be Summer Court?”




Selina growled, “Who are you? How do you know all this? The Winter Court’s not going to be happy about contact with Outside forces. Are they, Harley?”




“Nope!” the Harlequin grinned merrily. “And I bet some of ’em will have some really mean things to say about it.”




Alexa insisted, “The Gatekeeper will back me up. He’s a really nice guy. Even if he’s got that weird marble-thing instead of one eye.”




Selina glared, “And you wanted to meet me… why? Are you with the European police forces trying to track me down? Or the Gray Wardens who are pursuing me?”




Alexa groaned. To herself, anyway. “Look, I really liked the Selina I met, and she was awesome, and so I wanted to meet you and ask you to be awesome too. And the other-universe me who came here with that Selina was awesome too, and I was kinda hoping… well… I sorta thought maybe I’d be more awesome if I learned stuff from you too. But maybe that’s not an option anymore, what with the Summer Court thing…” Something else occurred to her, so she asked, “So if you and Doctor Isley got turned into Summer Court Fae, how come Doctor Quinzel didn’t?”




Selina hissed, “We didn’t have a say in it, you stupid little…”




‘Ivy’ held up a hand to stop Selina. “She can’t help it. The compulsion on her is making her be more like herself.”




“There’s a compulsion on me?” Alexa wondered out loud. “Are you sure? I don’t feel compulsion-y.”




The Harlequin snickered, “So… if she’s normally honest and open and chatty, then…” She turned her head to stare at Alexa. The New York accent and high-pitched, grating voice turned into something calm and calming. “What’s your full name, and where do you live?”




Alexa spilled, “I’m Alexandra Louise Mack, but I go by Alexa, and I live in Paradise Valley, California. Hermione lives there too, while she’s teaching me. I think she’d be happier if she was back in England. Well, the United Kingdom. And if she had a boyfriend who was nice to her.” She winced, “And maybe I shouldn’t tell you stuff about her. She’s nice, and it’s not her fault she doesn’t have a boyfriend.”




‘Ivy’ asked, “Who do you work for?”




Alexa tried not to answer, but she still said, “Nobody. I wanted to work for Gloria at her donut shop, but mom and dad say I’ve got too many things going on. So I don’t even have a part-time job, like Nicole. And Mister Dresden said I shouldn’t come here to talk to Selina because it might be dangerous, and I totally didn’t listen to him, and now I’m gonna have to apologize and he’ll be all snarky about it.”




Crud. Maybe she did have a compulsion on her. Which was bad. And whoever did it was violating the Seven Laws, but if they were Fae, that was probably not a White Council deal.




“Donut shop?” Selina asked in disbelief.




“Dresden?” Ivy asked.




The Harlequin groaned. “Harry Dresden. Don’t ask. He’s one of the most dangerous wizards on the planet. And he’s only maybe thirty.”




Selina growled, “He’s dangerous enough that he killed the former Summer Lady.”




Ivy winced at that. Even the Harlequin twitched. Alexa was pretty sure she cringed. She didn’t know tons of stuff about the Summer Court and the Winter Court, but that had to be bad. Mega-bad. And maybe that was why Maeve had been so unreasonable about Mister Dresden being in the winter part of the NeverNever. But Alexa had watched him fighting a demonic Danielle Atron, and he hadn’t been freaked out.




Alexa wasn’t very happy about finding out why.




Selina added, “And the current Summer Lady thinks he started a war between the White Council and the entire Red Court.”




Alexa was sure she cringed at that. She didn’t know tons about vampires, but she knew the Red Court ones were mega-dangerous, and there were thousands and thousands of them. What the crud had Mister Dresden been thinking when he did that?




Wow. It was a mega-good thing the Merlin hadn’t sent Harry Dresden.




The Harlequin smirked, “So… if she’s under that compulsion, maybe she has to do everything anyone says…”




Eww. That sounded bad.




Ivy retorted, “Don’t be stupid, Harley. Even we’re not under that kind of compulsion, and he has all our true names.”




The Harlequin pretty much ignored her. “Okay, Alexandra Leo—”




“Alexandra Louise,” Selina corrected.




“Okay, fine,” the Harlequin fussed. “Alexandra Louise Mack, take off all your clothes!”




“No!” Alexa squeaked. “No way!” She even covered up her body with both arms. “You’re being perverted!”




The Harlequin rolled her eyes. “Ya don’t say.” She turned to look at Ivy, and tried a Bugs Bunny imitation. “She don’t know me vewwy well, do she?”




But Alexa wasn’t paying attention to that. She was thinking about what Ivy had just said. Were these three Fae under some sort of compulsion? Because some guy knew their real names? That could not be good. Alexa needed to find a way to help them. Even if they weren’t nice. But maybe that wasn’t their fault.




Selina interrupted her train of thought, which wasn’t too much like a train, and was really more like a bunch of little boats that were supposed to go in the same direction but maybe some of them went off on their own when no one was looking.




Selina said, “Hmm… if she can only be compelled to do things that she wanted to do anyway, like talk to me, or be friendly, then we can use that.” She sashayed over to Alexa and put a clawed hand on Alexa’s shoulder. “Hey kid, you wanted to talk to me and be my friend, right?”




“Right!” Alexa responded, even if she wasn’t sure she should say so anymore.




“Then let’s go somewhere and chat.”




“Okay!” Alexa said, and followed Selina toward a Way that Selina casually opened…







Hermione Granger stood in the atrium and struggled.




It wasn’t a physical struggle. She could bear to lose a physical battle. Probably. No, this was a mental battle, and she did not tolerate being second-best in that realm. Even if she had no training in areas that violated the Seven Laws, like thralls and compulsions. She didn’t like to lose in anything which required her to use her brain, and she was not winning this battle.




She had, by a process of elimination, concluded that there had to be additional runes hidden in the doorframe, probably on the inside edge where someone walking in wouldn’t see. So, at the same time that the threshold had stripped off most of her magic, she had been hit with the compulsion, which apparently was designed to make her agree more readily to things which she would want to do.




So she had been stuck there, trying to go rescue Alexa. With inadequate magic. Against unknown forces of unknown power. And she was scared. She was scared enough that her fear was holding her in place, thanks to the compulsion cast on her.




Therefore, she needed an option which worked with her natural inclination in this setting. She did not like admitting it, even to herself, but the easiest option which would work for her, now, was ‘run away’. She was not going to leave Alexa, but that was holding her immovably in place. She was too scared and too untrusting for the compulsion to be able to move her forward and down the hall.




Wait. She could leave, and go get help around the corner, and then help Alexa. That was something she could trick the compulsion into letting her do.




She wheeled around and took a step. And the exit door refused to open.




She needed to back up and use what little magic that hadn’t been stripped off by walking through that threshold… only the compulsion was making it hard for her to back up when that was moving her away from safety and toward the hallway. Damn.




She fussed at herself, “Come on, Hermione! Are you a wizard or not?”




And she concentrated. What she wanted, more than anything, was to save Alexa. More than saving herself, at least right then. So…




She took a step toward Alexa. And another. And another. Soon, she was all the way across the atrium. She focused on the door and its entire frame. She couldn’t see any more runes, but they were probably under the heavy paintjob. She would have placed them on the wood underneath the molding, so they could be fairly inaccessible.




She raised her ‘umbrella’, focused on the door, and hissed, “Assantius!” A transparent, beachball-sized shimmer shot forward and punched through the door, taking the lock and doorknob with it. It also took out part of the doorframe, which suddenly lessened the compulsion she was feeling.




The blast should have been bigger, but that was all she could do until she was on the other side of the threshold. Unfortunately.




She strode away from the threats and kicked what was left of the door. Even with no lock and no latch and minimal contiguity, the door refused to open. Damn. She still had a hole that was larger than a beachball, so she tossed Alexa’s ‘practice poles’ through the hole, awkwardly stepped through the large opening, and then contorted herself to get out through the opening.




She made a mental note to work on her flexibility in future. She also wondered why the man had left the atrium and not returned at the sound of a magical attack. It was probably deliberate.




She could feel her magic sliding back into her as she passed back through the threshold. That was a good thing. She ran down the road toward Ron and Harry’s vantage place. And there was that little black rectangle that meant someone, probably Harry, was aware that she was in need of assistance.




She darted around the corner and practically ran into Ron. He caught her and asked, “Problem? Where’s your sidekick?”




She tried not to burst into tears. “They’ve got her! There’s a set of runes on the doorframe, the obvious ones prevent violent attacks and also maintain the threshold, but there are more on the inside that evoke a compulsion, and so I couldn’t go with her when she went to the meeting by herself! I’ve got to go back through the Way and get help!”




Ron nodded firmly. “Okay. I’ll go with you. Harry? Alert Moody and the other teams, and don’t do anything rash.”




Harry acted like Ron was being unfair. “Oh come on, mate. Moody wouldn’t have issued me that Semtex if he didn’t want me using it!”




Hermione knew perfectly well what Semtex was. She insisted, “Don’t use it on the door. Take down the entire doorframe, inside and outside, or you’ll get hit with the spells and the compulsion when you walk in.” She turned to Ron. “And there’s a solid threshold in place, which should not be the case for a club or a restaurant.”




Ron groaned softly. “Great. Harry, make sure Neville’s group hears that.”




“Will do.”




Hermione wondered aloud. “Neville? Is his last name Longbottom?”




Ron and Harry stopped and stared at her. Harry checked, “More names off her magic list?”




“More close friends of that other Hermione,” Hermione pointed out. “We should go over that list with you two. But not now.”




Part V




I was in the warehouse again. At this rate, I should probably check and see if I got bulk discounts on storage. Or if I could borrow one of those stone Foo dogs once in a while.




I was pretty sure the answers would be ‘stars and stones no!’ and ‘fuck off, Dresden.’




The Foo dog guard stared at me. “Harry Dresden. What are you doing back here?”




I spilled, “The Merlin sent Hermione Granger and her student to go chat with a possible problem, and it’s at that suspect ‘club’ in Paris. Also, he told me not to go. So I’m not going, but I’m worrying a lot about whether they’re walking into a trap.”




The guard, who still hadn’t bothered to tell me his name, muttered, “All right, fine. But move over behind me, so you’re not blocking any of the important Ways.”




I couldn’t think of a reason why being fifty feet farther away from a Way was unreasonable. Especially if something hideous might get disgorged from one if the Ways I was already too close to. So I said, “Thanks. I’ll do that. Can I get you something while I’m over by the buffet table?”




He knew there was no buffet table. Just a big urn of hot coffee and a big samovar of hot tea. But he said, “A cup of the tea would be great. Thank you.”




I was just starting to move over there, when a Way opened up and two people rushed through. Both of them looked like they had just sprinted through a blizzard. One was a tall—but not nearly as tall as me—young redheaded guy with a solid staff. I didn’t know that guy.




The other person made me gasp. It was Hermione, covered in snow, and clutching her ‘umbrella’… and Alexa’s two ‘practice poles’. Without Alexa attached.




“What happened?!” I asked. Maybe I asked really loudly. Hermione flinched.




“Who’s he?” Foo Dog Guard Guy questioned.




The redhead answered, “Ron Weasley. Interpol Special Teams. And if we don’t hurry back, my partner’s probably gonna take the front of that magical club down with as much Semtex as he can swipe from our boss.”




Hermione spilled, “It’s got a threshold and anti-violence runes and some sort of compulsion spell on the entryway, so a non-magical first assault like that might actually be preferable. But inside…”




‘Ron Weasley’ pointed out, “Harry’s fought his share of supernatural foes. You’ll note he’s still walking around and they aren’t.”




I had a feeling which ‘Harry’ this was going to be, if this was our universe’s ‘Ron Weasley’ off Alexa’s Super-Secret-Superheroes-List. I didn’t waste time chatting about that. I was in a hurry.




I tried asking Foo Dog Guard Guy, “Can we take one of your Foo dogs?”




He shook his head no. “Not out of the warehouse. But I’ll use one to sound an alarm while you go rescue your friend.”




I knew how ear-splittingly loud my dog could be when he tried, so I got the hell out of Dodge. “Let’s move it.”




Hermione quickly opened the Way, and the three of us rushed into a blizzard.







Harry Potter, generally speaking, was a big fan of magic. He had a best friend who was hell on wheels as a wizard. He had a hot girlfriend who was a sexy witch, although she preferred ‘wizard’. He knew even more wizards than that, and might someday have a whole family of magical in-laws, which probably meant magical kids at some point.




But fighting against magic could be a right pain in the arse. So he always tried to cheat. Having his own wizards to work with him was one of his favorite tactics. Using military tactics and weapons on unsuspecting supernatural threats was another. And Semtex was one of his favorite problem solvers. Showy wizards who were busy showing you how awesome their sticks were? Never expected you might have an even bigger bang than they did.




So he got clearance from Moody that in this case, some Semtex door-breaching was still within their official Rules Of Engagement. He rolled out some ropes of Semtex, placed them along the edge between the doorframe and the already-blasted door while Team Blue pointed some assault rifles through the hole into the entry room in case of nosy problems, and planted his detonators.




“Clear!”




Everyone got the hell out of there. None of them wanted to be too close to that much bang. Not even Seamus.




He called out, “Fire in the hole!”




“Do it already, Potter!” Moody bellowed back.




So he popped the molly covers and pressed the red buttons.




The loud crack sent wicked splinters of wood flying through the air, and took the door and inner doorframe with it.




“Move it! Move it!” Moody yelled, like no one had ever been through training or a magical firefight.




Harry moved with Team Blue in a quick entry-clearing routine. He had learned in training that building clearing all started with the intel and planning phases. But, whether you had time to plan, or even a drop of information, sooner or later you had to move forward with the physical parts: access to an entry port, opening up that port, and clearing that first room. After that, it was standard room-to-room and CQB. Not that close quarters combat with supernaturally powerful threats was ever ‘standard’.




Team Blue charged into the room with him on their heels, and ran right into a couple Red Court vampires. Fortunately, those vamps had been well inside the blast radius, and their fronts looked like they were going to a costume party as wood hedgehogs.




Still, they were tough. And fast. One of them had Team Blue’s pointman down on the floor before Harry blew the thing’s head off with his Mossberg. The other one turned and stumbled down the hall, however a vampire’s stumbling movement was faster than a human’s sprint. Harry put a round into its back, while Team Blue put twenty or thirty rounds into it.




They charged forward, with Team Red jumping into the entry room as support. Then Team Green moved ahead of them in bounding overwatch. Team Blue bounded past them and into a sort of clubroom. 




And… shit. There were a dozen supernaturals. Half were attacking in a physical wave, and the other half were behind solid tables, casting spells or firing off unnatural devices.




Something hit him in the shoulder, sending him flying backwards to slam into the wall behind him. He was pretty sure it was magical, and the numbness wasn’t from a hole in his torso, but it was hard to see what was going on.




“Harry!” one of Team Blue yelled.




And then every one of the supernaturals turned to stare at him, and they attacked him in a wave of pure power. He emptied his SMG into the Red Court vamp that went for him, but some sort of half-horse Fae got him by his still-working arm. By sheer will, he got his numb arm to grab his knife and put it into the Fae’s throat.




A Black Court vamp and some kind of plant elemental piled on. The plant got him around the legs, and the vamp wrapped its hands around his throat. And then a Way opened behind him, and he fell through, the two supernaturally strong predators falling with him…




Harry Potter came to. Slowly, but he was coming around. His head hurt, and his arms hurt, and his wrists really hurt, and his shoulder felt like someone had hit him with a hammer. He had no idea why he wasn’t dead. Not just merely dead, but really most sincerely dead.




He smiled to himself. His girlfriend hated it when he did ‘wicked witch’ jokes. Ron knew how much Gin hated it, so Ron was always entertained when he did it. Ron’s mum didn’t like it, but Ron’s dad always insisted on explanations, and then wanted Harry to talk about the source materials, and wanted to go see it in a theater if it was a movie, even if it hadn’t been shown in theaters in half a century. Ron’s dad was a nice, likable guy, but his grasp of the non-magical world was… limited.




Also, why the hell was water pouring in a waterfall from above his head, down over his body, and through a big grill under his feet? What the hell?




He looked up into the pouring water, and he realized that his wrists hurt so much because he was being held in place with his wrists far over his head, and there were iron bracelets chaining him to a big eyebolt sunk into the rock wall behind him. And those iron bracelets had spikes on the inside so they hurt like hell.




Iron bracelets. With spikes on the inside. Running water.




Jesus! Some idiot had captured him and thought he was a wizard! Now if they had done this to Ron, the poor guy would have been hosed.




The whole room was stone. Stone walls, stone floor with iron grills to let the water out, stone ceiling… Okay, a big iron door that was probably designed to stop magical attacks.




And on the opposite wall, hanging under a similar waterfall, was… the girl. Alexa. Hermione’s younger friend. She looked a lot smaller and a lot more helpless with those bracelets and that running water pouring over her.




The girl moved her head, then abruptly woke up. She took a breath and spit out some water. And she complained, “Oh crud!” She looked up at her iron bracelets and said, “Ow!” Then she spit some more water.




He checked, “You okay?” He got a tiny nod. “Well, you can say worse crap than ‘oh crud’. We’re in real trouble here.”







Alexa tried to move her head enough that the pouring water wasn’t constantly in her face. And then she got it. Running water, iron bracelets with really hurty spikes on the inside…




“You’re not a wizard, Harry?”




Harry Potter tried to shrug, which wasn’t really working when he was stuck with his arms way up over his head and his wrists were in those things. “No, but someone wants to make sure I can’t do Ron’s jazz.”




She asked, “Then how did you get here? Because they smacked me with a compulsion, and Selina led me here and told me to take a nap, and… I think the compulsion must’ve cracked due to the running water. I mean, I can feel it stripping away my magic.”




Harry groaned, “We charged in to rescue you, but there was a room full of threats, and when someone yelled my name, they all went for me.”




She asked, “They yelled ‘Potter’?”




He looked like he would’ve snickered except he was constantly getting a faceful of water. “No, they yelled ‘Harry’.”




Oh crud. Alexa was pretty sure she knew what that meant. “They went for you because of your name. They thought you were someone else they hadn’t seen before.”




And right about then, a deep, booming scary voice echoed through the stone room. “Harry Dresden. The Denarians, the Red Court vampires, the Black Court vampires, the Corpsetaker… It’s amazing how many people are not your friends, Harry. You don’t mind if I call you Harry, do you?”




Potter looked like he recognized the voice. He smirked, “Sure. No problem, Baldy.” 




Complete silence.




The big iron door flew open, and a guy stormed in, looking like someone had gotten his favorite cake for his birthday, and he had just found out that pigeons had pooped all over it.




The guy was wearing a spooky dark wizard’s black robes, only they were over a really fancy-looking, expensive suit with a silk tie. And he was holding a six foot tall wizard’s staff made of a really black wood. The guy’s hood was down, so Alexa could see his tanned, bald head. He looked like he only smiled when he was about to eat babies.




The guy snarled, “Potter! What the hell are you doing here?”




Harry smirked, “Screwing up your plans again. How’re you doing, Alessandro?”




Alexa got it then. Alessandro Armata. Her world’s Lex Luthor. Who obviously had been expecting to find Harry Dresden in his trap. This was bad. No, this was mega-bad.




Armata inhaled angrily and let out a deep sigh of exhaustion. “For what I pay, you would think I could get one competent minion…”




Harry Potter smirked, “Pro tip, Armata. As long as you call ’em ‘minions’, the competent ones are going to go elsewhere. Like eMook. Or maybe Kelly Girl.”




Alexa asked, “eMook? Is that a real thing?” Both men turned their heads and gave her a ‘you must be kidding’ glare. Oops.




Armata sneered, “Potter, your alleged sense of humor peaked when you were one and you discovered the concept of ‘putting things in toilets’.”




“Oooh, burn!” Harry Potter grinned. “I may need some aloe for that one, Baldy.”




Armata smirked, “Then it’s a good thing you have all that cool water running all over you. Meanwhile, I believe I shall have to put one of my backup plans into action.”




He strolled out, and the iron door slammed shut with a loud bang and a little air pressure that made Alexa think it was airtight. Even if it hadn’t been a minute ago when it opened. And then there were slams underneath the grills at their feet. The grills that let the running water rush out of the room.




Harry rolled his eyes. “And now he goes with the cliché deathtrap. No wonder you wizards hate him.”




Alexa watched as the water started overflowing the grill at her feet, so the water started to spread across the floor. “Umm, it’s not that we hate him. It’s that the Selina from that other universe told us that in her world, he’s Lex Luthor and he’s a mega-bad badguy.”




Harry Potter studied the water as it covered the floor of the room and slowly began to rise. “Sounds like she’s got good taste, at least. Not sure we can say that about this world’s Selina Kyle.”




Alexa volunteered, “I’m pretty sure Selina and Ivy and Harley are all under some sort of compulsion. And since Selina brought me here, maybe Armata’s the one doing it. Which would be a violation of the Seven Laws.”




Harry studied the room and tried to sound reassuring. “Right. And I figure all of this was some sort of set-up to capture this Harry Dresden guy, and auction him off to the most evil bidder. So Armata’s Plan B may be to make Dresden turn himself over to Armata to ‘save’ us. Not that Armata’s the ‘release my hostages’ kind of guy. He’s more…” He switched to a high-pitched Wicked Witch voice. “…and your little dog too! Ahahahaha!”




That was a pretty good Wicked Witch of the West imitation. The cackle was extra-good. If they hadn’t been in so much trouble, she might have laughed.




She checked, “You don’t have any secret spy stuff hidden on you, do you?”




He carefully lifted the left hem of his pants with his right foot, and then he switched legs. “Looks like once again, supernaturals don’t watch spy movies. I’ve got my lockpicks, which I can get to my hands with a lot of pain, and I’ve got a holdout pepperbox.”




Alexa knew what lockpicks were, but she had no idea why the weird gun on his right ankle was called a pepperbox. Unless it rotated like a pepper grinder or something.




He added, “And I’ve got my belt and my wristwatch. But that door doesn’t have a keyed lock on this side. It may not have one on the other side, either.”




Alexa whispered, “Okay, I’m gonna try something. Don’t tell anyone about this.”




After all, she had elemental powers from Danielle Atron’s toxic waste, on top of her regular magic. And the running water would probably help her on that. She hoped.




She pushed as hard as she could on the stone holding Harry Potter’s bolt and chains. The water didn’t strip off that part of her powers, but her magic funneling through her body made the iron bracelets feel like they were red hot.




She screamed in pain. “OWW! Ouch, oh crud that really hurt!”




But when she looked over, a rough circle of stone had bulged out of the wall, taking Harry’s eyebolt with it, and then the stone had split in half a dozen places, so the eyebolt wasn’t nearly as secured as it had been a few seconds before.




Part VI



There was a jagged hole in the wall where a door should have been, and it wasn’t my fault.




“Dresden!” someone already inside the building yelled at me. “Harry Dresden!”




“That’s my name; don’t wear it out,” I smarted off before I saw who was calling me.




Stars and stones, it was him. Mewdee, or something like that. I had only heard his name once. And since I had been gagged and tied up, with a heavy cloth bag over my head, and big scary old wizards were arguing about cutting my head off, I hadn’t gotten the details on him. But that gruff, military voice had haunted my nightmares for years, when Donald Morgan wasn’t front and center in them.




The guy had left the Gray Wardens for being too proactive and too ruthless. Even Morgan had thought he was too harsh, which was like getting Hitler to call out someone for being too racist.




Hermione looked at the hole blasted into the side of the building and muttered sarcastically, “Well, that is one way to take down Futhorc runes on a doorframe…”




The redheaded guy who was still hovering next to Hermione called out, “Sergeant Moody! We have support, and more will show up in a few minutes!”




Moody. All right, I could remember that. Not that I wanted to. But the ‘sergeant’ part and the magical powers? I had heard a lot about that guy, including a lot of damage he had taken over the years.




Moody limped into the remains of the entry room and toward the ex-doorway. The guy had pretty impressive recuperative powers, or else he was getting a lot of healing from someone like Injun Joe. His shredded leg? Down to a manageable limp. The huge scar down his left arm and over the back of his hand? Hardly noticeable. The nasty cut down from his hairline, over his eye, and onto his cheek? Mostly healed. The missing eye? Regrown, even if it looked a little weird at the moment. The nasty chunk hacked out of his nose? Mostly regrown. The guy looked a hell of a lot better than he had back when I was sixteen.




Moody growled, “Harry Dresden. In the flesh.”




I helpfully answered, “Yep. Since you didn’t get to hack my head off.”




“Still can’t believe the Blackstaff didn’t see things my way,” Moody growled.




“Welp, maybe he’s just a lot smarter than you,” I said in my most helpful manner.




The redheaded guy checked, “Where’s Harry? And Alexa?”




Hermione added, “And Selina Kyle? And the doorman?”




He growled, “Everybody except the footsoldiers took one or more Ways out. And all those Ways are in the building itself, since no one took any of the non-magical exits, so I’ve got one of my people searching.”




The redhead pushed harder. “But… what happened? Harry’s not just going to wander off!”




Moody turned his head. “Finnegan! Front and center!”




An Irishman trotted over. He looked like he would normally be cheerful, but currently looked like he wanted to shove an IED up someone’s backside. Moody had him go over what happened and how Team Blue ‘lost’ this Potter guy.




Hermione interrupted toward the end of the story, after Potter got swarmed and shoved into a Way. “Wait. Did you yell a codename, or ‘Potter’… or did you yell ‘Harry’?”




Finnegan thought for a moment and gave up. “Dunno. It was in a firefight. I yelled. Maybe I yelled ‘Harry’ instead of ‘Orange One’.”




Hermione turned and gave me a nasty look. Why is everything my fault? I wasn’t even there! So I scowled back. “What?”




Hermione said… all right, really it was pontificating… “He yelled Harry, and supernaturals over-reacted. They thought he was Harry Dresden.”




Moody growled at that. Finnegan looked like he wanted to stab himself through the tongue for screwing up.




Hermione continued, “The Merlin was very specific about your not attending. He knew something that he did not bother to convey. This could have been a trap for you.”




I argued, “Look Granger, you’re a genius, but you’re basing this on conjectures. And just because I’m not Miss Popularity…”




The ginger cut in, “Potter has plenty of people… and non-people… who aren’t his fans either.”




Finnegan said, “Yeah, Harry thought the Dale Carnegie course was ‘How to Wing Friends and Immolate People’.”




“I’m stealing that line,” I told him.




And just then, a heavy Eastern European accent bellowed from further down the hall, “Sergeant!”




Moody yelled, “Front and center, Krum!”




A heavyset guy who looked like he ought to be in a dictionary next to the word ‘Slavic’ came hurrying out of one of the inner halls, alongside… Selina Kyle. Almost.




That wasn’t Catwoman. That was a Fae catgirl with cat eyes and cat fangs and cat ears and a cat tail. Some of the cracks I had made about Catwoman weren’t so damn funny anymore.




Okay, she still moved like the Selina Kyle I had met. She sashayed over to us and looked up at me. “You must be Harry Dresden.”




“That’s my name; don’t wear it out,” I said, just to annoy Moody.




Selina The Catgirl ignored my jape. “My master has two prisoners. If you wish them to survive this day, you will come with me.”




Hermione was way ahead of this con. “Is your master anyone we would know?”




Selina looked at her calmly and said, “How would I know who you do and do not know?”




Great. Another Fae who wanted to play wordgames. Granted, if she really was under some butthole’s thrall, then there was no way she could say his name.




But Hermione knew that too. “Is he a wizard?”




“He was not born to the Fae,” Selina stalled.




But I finally figured out where Hermione was going. “Is he a greasy, bald bastard?”




Moody and the redheaded guy looked up at that, like they had finally caught up, and the answer was something they didn’t like. Namely, someone they didn’t like.




Selina just said, “I know that his parents were married before he was conceived, so he is not a bastard.”




Just greasy and bald. With the Fae, you could never get a straight answer, but you could get the stuff they wanted to hand you. I said, “Good enough. I’m not leaving Alexa.”




Selina gave me a smile that showed off her semi-feline teeth. And wasn’t that disconcerting? She purred, “Then I invite you to follow me to where the prisoners are.”




Hermione looked at me in shock. I just gave her a little nod. Because she had noticed that Selina had very carefully said ‘invite’. Which meant that a threshold was no longer going to be an issue. I wasn’t going to be leaving my magic behind when I walked through after her.




Selina, in one of the grand Fae traditions, had just found a way to screw over the guy who had her under thrall. This looked like it was going to be good. 







Harry Potter looked at the damaged rock over his head. The eyebolt that had been immovable a few seconds ago was now looking like he might be able to bust it loose with the right weaponry.




He looked over where the blonde girl was sobbing in pain. “Hey, you okay?” 




Alexa nodded. She whimpered, “Umm, yeah. Sorry, it’s just… I didn’t expect it would hurt so much. But if you need me to, I think I can bust that eyebolt out of the wall…”




He insisted, “I’m pretty sure I can manage on my own.” Her flesh looked burned where the bracelets touched it, and that looked like blood leaking down from half a dozen spots. He didn’t want her hurting herself anymore.




So he tried a simple rock climbing move. He leaped up and grabbed onto the cracks in the rock where she had turned a flat stone wall into a broken hemisphere. Then he hung on and bent at the waist until his feet were within a foot or so of his hands.




He let go with his right hand, hanging on with the three left-hand fingers he had in a decent crack. He had enough slack in the chain to touch his ankles and grab the lockpicks and the pepperbox. Then he lowered his legs and let go of the rock. He splashed down into the water, which was now up past his ankles.




“Wow, that was awesome. Do you have superstrength?” Alexa wondered.




“No, just rock climbing skills,” he explained. 




He went to work with the lockpicks, but the damn bracelets didn’t seem to have a normal lock. If Armata had made magical locks for the things, he was screwed.




Alexa quavered, “I’m gonna have to use my powers again, aren’t I?”




He lied, “No, I’m gonna have these picked any second now.” He tried a special lockpick Ron had gotten someone to make for him. It was a snake rake, but it was made of cold iron.




By the time he finally gave up in defeat, the water was almost up to his knees. This was not good.




Alexa managed, “I-it’s okay. Really. Girls with my name are tough. I can do this.”




He had no idea what she meant by that. How many girls did she know with her name?




She gritted her teeth and focused. There was suddenly a grinding, crushing noise over his head, and he dove off to one side as his eyebolt and chains and twenty pounds of fist-sized rocks erupted off the front of that rock hemisphere. The eyebolt came out first, so he could actually dive off to the side, instead of doing something utterly ridiculous like trying to jump to the side while he was still chained to a wall.




He splashed down into the the water as Alexa screamed again. He scrambled up as quickly as he could and he rushed over to her.




She was sobbing in pain, and he was hoping that he wasn’t really smelling burnt flesh. He hastily cupped as much water as he could, and he tossed it over her wrists. He kept doing it until she stopped crying. By then, the water was halfway over his knees.




He took a second to look at the keyways for his wrist bracelets. Crap. They weren’t locks he could pick with lockpicks. The ‘keyway’ was a hexagonal shaft that probably required a magical key. Or a magnetic key. Something he didn’t have, and perhaps couldn’t even use. For all he knew, Armata had some kind of key that was only magically active when he held it.




But with his hands loose in front of him, even if they still had four feet of heavy chain between them, he could do something else. He pulled off his belt, pulled the threads holding together the front and back of the belt, and fished out a wiresaw.




“What’s that?” Alexa asked.




“It’s a wiresaw. Flexible steel wire, diamond dust on it, rubber handles big enough for two of my fingers.”




“What does it saw through?”




He gave her a wicked smile. “Pretty much anything.”




He reached up and managed to squeeze one of the flexible rubber handles between two of the spikes on the inside of her left bracelet. Then he told her, “I’m hoping this won’t hurt you, but I can’t promise anything. Close your eyes and keep your face under the running water as much as you can, because the metal dust is not going to be good for your eyes.”




He put his fingers through the small handles, and he started sawing. He knew it was hurting her a lot, because she kept having to suppress shrieks of pain. But it only took about a minute to cut through whatever the bracelet was made of. He opened it up, and her wrist looked like hell.




He was going to give that bastard Armata a molten iron tooth-cleaning when he finally caught that asshole.




He pulled the chain until the first bracelet caught in the eyebolt. That put the second bracelet down below Alexa’s face, and he could work on it without hurting her as much. 




Once that was off, Alexa bent forward and held her wrists in the cold water, which was halfway up their thighs by then.




He asked, “Do you want to try cutting my bracelets off, or do you have some more magic you can throw around?”




She lifted her arms up and looked at her wrists. Both wrists looked like an inch-wide ring of second degree burns with bloody puncture wounds all around each wrist. She gritted her teeth and said, “I’ve got an idea. But it may not work. And you’d better hold your breath in case this gets… messy.”




He started taking deep breaths.




She looked like she was concentrating hard. Then she lifted her arms up, and the entire roomful of water suddenly pulled backward over them, burying them in a thick wall of water. Then she slapped her arms down, pointing them at the door.




Maybe ten thousand gallons of water slammed into that door like a freight train. The metal door and the metal doorframe didn’t survive. The sledgehammer of water slammed the door across the big hallway and into a stone wall opposite them.




Alexa complained, “My mom’s gonna go ballistic when she sees my wrists.”




That girl needed to work on her priorities.




And that was when Harry heard the explosions. His first thought was “Ron!” But these explosions were big. Bigger even than some of the screwups Seamus had managed.




Alexa grinned, “Mister Dresden!”




Had Armata’s plan to lure the target here actually worked? Okay, it sounded like those plans had only worked up to a certain point.




Alexa said, “Come on, we’ve gotta rescue Selina and her friends, and get out of here!”




“I’m all in favor of part two,” he admitted.







The building was on fire, and it was absolutely my fault.




And I was damn happy about it. Let them talk shit about how destructive and dangerous Harry Dresden was. This asshole deserved every bit of my destruction and danger.




“Dresden, you bastard! That painting is irreplaceable!”




“Good!”




Armata’s fancy Way room was a bonfire. A bonfire with massive holes blown through it. As he had retreated, he had tried to defend himself and his property at the same time, while also launching offensive attacks. That wasn’t working out so great for him. I was using Terawatt’s ‘ruin Atron’s focus by destroying Atron’s valuables’ tactics, and so I burned or blew up everything that looked like Armata might have spent huge amounts of Euros on it. Paintings, sculptures, wall hangings, tapestries, furniture, anything that looked nice.




Armata was cursing at me pretty heavily, and still retreating. I figured he had a big trap set up for me, or a panic room, or an escape. Probably all three if I knew the way guys like him thought. I had already set afire two of his halls, ten or twelve expensive rooms, and a staircase. I was going for the gold, though. I wanted his entire mansion—or evil lair or whatever the hell he called it—to be a blast furnace by the time I was done.




He ran down another set of stairs to a basement hallway that looked like solid rock. If he thought I couldn’t set rocks on fire, he did not know me. 




He kicked open another door, and grinned as he prepared to spring his big trap on me. Bring it on, Baldy.




He was not expecting to get slammed face-first into one of his rock walls by two clay golems being swept along by a hallway full of water.




A voice I definitely recognized yelled, “Take that, you jerkhead!”




I grinned at the thought of Alexa kicking Armata’s ass after getting kidnapped by him. I was also figuring Alexa would have stopped to rescue that Potter guy, because Alexa was like every other Alex I had met.




Armata pried his face off the stone wall and assessed how screwed he was. He looked in Alexa’s direction. He looked at me. He put a hand on the wall and vanished into a Way. God damn it!




I rushed down the stairs, but the golems weren’t down. No, they were just wet. Both stood back up and moved toward me. Which turned out to be a phenomenally bad idea. For them.




A Winter Court Fae moved up behind one. She was white-skinned and dressed like an over-endowed harlequin. And she had a wooden mallet that was to little wooden mallets as a full-grown sequoia was to saplings. Gallagher only wished he had a mallet that awesome. She took one swing with the thing, and crushed the golem’s head like a car driving over a pop can. It collapsed into mud.




A Summer Court Fae moved up too. This one was a little too much plant for my tastes. She was even green. All right, it looked great on her, and I was staring right at her leaflets. So sue me. 




She reached out, and vines sprouted out of the second golem, then grew at a pretty scary rate before twisting around and ripping the golem into about a dozen golem-slices. That guy was mud too.




Alexa casually parted the water she had dumped into the hallway. It looked a hell of a lot more impressive than she realized. “Hi, Mister Dresden! We should get out of here before that guy comes back with… well… not-friends.”




Selina Kyle stepped around the standing piles of water and grinned at Alexa. “We could open that Way and… purrrrrr-sue him…”




I interjected, “Yeah, but he probably has it trapped, so it might be cat-astrophic.”




A short guy with heavy dark hair stepped over to where I could see him. He complained, “This is the guy I got mistaken for? Seriously? He’s a beanpole!”




I growled, “Watch it… Hobbit Harry. Or is that ‘Hairy Hobbit’?”




“Mister Dresden!” Alexa squeaked. “Mister Potter! Not now, okay?”




And that was when I spotted Alexa’s wrists. God damn it, I was going to find Armata and tear him a new one! I tried not to explode. “Kiddo? How bad are your wrists?”




“Umm, not as bad as Aly’s hands and feet were…”




Okay, I nearly did explode right then. Because Alexa and I both knew that Aly’s hands had been burned until there was no skin left, and the metal insides of her hands were on the outsides.




Alexa looked at my face and checked, “Umm, so it would be okay if I said my wrists really, really hurt?”




“Not only would it be okay, I’m making it mandatory. We need to get out of here and get you to Injun Joe.”




“Mister Dresden!” she squeaked again. “Oh, and we’re taking Selina and Ivy and Harley with us and getting someone to break the compulsions on them and clearing Selina’s record because she can say she was under a compulsion when she stole those paintings…”




The kid was definitely an Alex. Despite how bad her wrists looked, I grinned.






(one week later)



Alexa looked up from her studies. Her wrists were nearly all healed up, thanks to Joseph, who was mega-nice and even said he’d teach her some healing stuff, and she was totally hoping she’d be good at it. But she was still wearing some bandages, which her mom had gone totally bananas about. Her mom probably wouldn’t let her go through another Way for like a century. Alexa had no idea how she was going to explain to The Merlin that she was grounded from taking Ways or doing ‘safe little jobs’ for him.




Latin wasn’t her favorite subject, but at least Hermione made sure to work in new spells all the time. Even if Alexa couldn’t get some of the spells to work for her. Yet. She still couldn’t do a veil at all. She watched Hermione, who was using lots of hair product to de-frizz her hair and then turn it into soft-looking curls that might be kind of solid, depending on what she used for hair products. 




Hermione never spent tutoring time on haircare or makeup or anything. At least, never before.




Alexa checked, “Whatcha doing?”




Hermione actually blushed. Alexa knew this would be good. Hermione managed, “Oh… umm… I have a date this evening. With Ron.”




Alexa managed not to squee. “That’s great! Where? London? Paris?”




“I’m meeting them at a nice little restaurant… in Los Angeles.”




“Them?”




“It’s a double date. Ron is taking me to dinner, and Harry and Ginny are coming too. Ron thought that might make it easier for a first date when most of what we know about each other is so… unusual.”




Alexa just smiled. A lot. She was already wondering if this might be another Mrs. Ron Weasley thing before too long.




The OSI and an Inventor


Part I



Aly Mack let Ziva end their language practice. She liked Ziva David, and she liked having Ziva as a language buddy, but she didn’t like not being able to help. Ziva had left the NCIS group and had gone back to Israel, and was probably working for the Mossad and her father, and she was pretty unhappy about all of it. But she didn’t want to talk about any of it.




Aly knew that Ziva had been dating a guy. Okay, maybe Ziva had been ‘dating’ a guy. But the guy had been up to stuff, since he was Mossad and in America on some sort of diplomatic visa or something. And whatever the guy had been doing, it had led to the NCIS investigating and Ziva’s team having to go check up on the guy. And the guy was mad about something, like maybe about Ziva, or what Ziva was doing, or whether Ziva would rather stay in America, or maybe if Ziva actually liked Tony better than that guy.




So when Tony went to check up on the guy, there was a fight. Which would have ended with a dead Tony DiNozzo, since the guy was Mossad. But the guy was mega-mad, and according to what Tim hinted, really, really drunk too. So the guy tried to kill Tony, and Tony ended up getting hurt and having to shoot the guy before help could arrive, and the guy died. So that was why Ziva had left the NCIS and left the country and gone back to Israel.




Only, Ziva wouldn’t talk about what was really going on with the guy, and with Tony, and with the NCIS. And Ziva couldn’t talk about what she was doing in Israel, which was probably working in the Mossad again, and being one of her dad’s soldiers-slash-spies-slash-stuff. Some of which was maybe really bad stuff, which Aly worried about.




The most Aly had managed was getting Ziva to talk about how pretty and stark and striking a lot of the area was where she was working. Nothing specific, but lots of new vocab and stuff to ask about, like trees and flowers and things.




So that wasn’t going great. Her Hebrew was improving a lot, and her Yiddish was getting better, but she couldn’t do anything to help Ziva feel better. At least her ‘language buddy’ stuff with Vittorio and Yitzhak was going great. And Oscar had found a language buddy for her for conversational Mandarin, and that was awesome, because Mandarin was an easy language to speak, if the tones were easy for you, and there were only five different tones, and that was if you counted ‘no tone at all’ as a tone. The grammar was even easier than English. Well, at least Aly thought so, and Huifen kept being encouraging about how Aly was doing. Aly was still working on learning vocabulary, and working on writing the words. But the chatting in Mandarin was going great, considering she didn’t think she knew enough words yet.




At least her four days with Hunter had gone great. Mega-great. Although she hadn’t talked to Ziva about that, since that might make Ziva feel worse.




Hunter had slept at Willow and Xander’s apartment while he was at the OSI base, since Aly wasn’t ready to have Hunter stay for most of a week in her apartment, where there was only one bed. And a couch that was too short for someone as tall as Hunter to sleep on. Even if she’d had some really steamy dreams about that kind of stuff. And Hunter had met with Rudy and Dan and some of the other research guys, and it looked like Rudy might help Hunter with stuff like what courses he should take in undergrad, and what areas he should look into.




So Aly and Hunter had dinner at Willow and Xander’s a couple times, and at Andrew’s apartment with Andrew and JJ once. And maybe there was a lot of first base when they were in Aly’s apartment by themselves, and even some second base, But no third base, and no hitting a home run. Even if Aly was thinking about how much her body was ready for it although her brain wasn’t.




Also, Xander found a jeweler that was under an hour’s drive away who made them just the engagement ring she wanted, which was awesome, even if it wasn’t ready by the time Hunter went back to Vandy. It was a loop of titanium that was sort of shaped like a ring for your keys if you had it pried open, with the sapphire sitting in the opening part. 




It really looked gorgeous. And she looked at it a lot. She only took it off for martial arts lessons. Okay, she wasn’t going to wear it on assignments, because she didn’t want it to get wrecked. Or stolen. Or identified with her. Or anything.




She really missed Hunter. She wasn’t sure she could wait until Hunter finished undergrad to get married. 




She also wasn’t sure how she could make things work if they got married before he finished undergrad, because he’d still be going to college in another state.




On the downside, besides Ziva being unhappy, it looked even more like the people behind the Macedonians might have been scheming about stuff for over a millennium. Aly had done a couple highly-encrypted video calls with Hermione. Hermione’s group—well, really, Hermione—thought that the Macedonian group might have connections going back to Alexander the Great’s scientists and philosophers who accompanied him on his military expeditions, since it was the paintings and sculptures of a lot of that group which had disappeared or ‘gotten lost’ or ‘got accidentally destroyed’ over the centuries. Some of the older scientists and philosophers of that group were still well-known, but a number of the younger ones who were contemporary with Alexander had just sort of disappeared into the woodwork. Somehow.




Also, there was a whole bunch of ‘no news’ on some other fronts. There had not been a trace of Gunny Whipple. There had not been a trace of Andrew’s brother Tucker, even with FLAG agent Faith Lehane trying to track him down. There had not been another sign of Garthe Knight after the OSI had stopped his assassination teams in Nashville and Korea and Finland. Garthe’s badguys ‘Bishop’ and ‘Rook 1’ had been identified but not found yet, and it was suspected they might already be out of the country. Hermione’s group hadn’t seen another sign of Rafael Schubert. Harry Potter had been looking for Aleksandr Armen, but the guy was inaccessible, even if his businesses were still expanding. And Danielle Atron was still paraplegic and still on some kind of heart-lung machine and still on plenty of neurosuppressants, plus she was still just as angry and cranky and vengeful as ever.







Aly had another video chat with Huifen the next day. They were using a sort of ‘whiteboard’ software too, so Huifen could teach her new words and write them out, and Aly could try writing the characters too. Writing them in pinyin was simple, because that was writing the words using English letters phonetically, even if there were a handful of special exceptions she already knew. Writing the characters out was way easier now that Aly knew all the strokes and the rules for writing the order of strokes, which was mainly top to bottom, then left to right, with half a dozen easy extra rules to remember too. Like if you had a stroke with ‘wings’ on both sides, you drew the stroke and then right away you drew the wings. And learning new words was mega-easy when they were common-sense extensions of words she already knew. In that sense, it was sort of like learning new words in German if they were combinations of words she already knew. So the Mandarin symbol for forest was just putting three tree-symbols together, and she already knew the symbol for a tree. Aly could remember stuff like that really easily.




So Aly already had a vocab of over a thousand words in Mandarin, and really, that meant she could already read maybe three quarters of the written Mandarin she came across. Huifen said that the top proficiency level only required about 2600 words, and Aly was almost halfway there. And that was great, because the writing and vocab were her biggest issues, since the grammar was pretty easy. 




When she moved to learning Japanese, she knew that the grammar issues were going to go way up. Ditto for the writing, since Japanese used several different written forms.




Huifen also said that even educated Mandarin speakers might only know maybe 8000 words. Aly thought she could work her way up there in a few years.




Then Aly helped Huifen with her English, which was already pretty good, and started teaching her Spanish too. Huifen thought English and Spanish were mega-similar, but she was coming from a totally different perspective. Okay, the letters were almost all alike, and the words sounded a lot alike, and the words were even the same some of the time, or really similar. Learning new Latin-derived languages was way easier once you had one or two Latin-derived languages under your belt. 




Then Aly had a fun martial arts class with Joan and Rinkin and Kate and JJ. Aly was always careful when she sparred with JJ and Joan, even if they were better than her. JJ was better in one style, anyway. But Aly didn’t have to hold back—much—when she sparred with Rinkin and Kate. Rinkin was seriously mega-awesome. And Kate was really durable.




Aly had a nice lunch at the base cafeteria. Even if their ‘Mexican’ dishes were like lame Tex-Mex for Easterners who couldn’t handle spicy stuff. Aly wished it didn’t take so long to cook some of that stuff, or else she would just be making it for herself and skipping the ‘Mexican’ part of the menu. And the nearest grocery stores thought ‘Mexican food’ was tortilla chips and not-so-great guac and pretty terrible canned cheese dip.




She should probably just ask Peggy if the Peggybots could find an internet source where Aly could order a bunch of that food from somewhere really good, so she could have it in her own apartment.




Then, in mid-afternoon, she got called to a meeting in the admin building. Oscar and Rinkin were there, with WillowBeta and Peggy and Peggy Four and Andrew and Kate. That seemed like a lot of people for a regular type of meeting. Or a briefing for a mission.




Oscar led off, “We have an odd one here. WillowBeta picked this up. A small Ohio newspaper printed an article on something going on there. They called it a ‘sea monster’, even if this is an inland lake.”




Andrew asked, “Does the lake have an outlet to the ocean? Or to one of the Great Lakes?”




Oscar glanced over at WillowBeta, who answered, “Yes and no. There is a river exiting the lake, but it goes south over two low dams and three separate weirs on its route to the Ohio River and then the Mississippi River. There is no logical way that any sort of water creature could swim upstream to this lake. And this is not a large, deep-water lake like Loch Ness, either, so a lake monster is equally unlikely.”




“Unless it’s not natural,” Andrew pointed out.




“Exactly,” Rinkin nodded.




Aly looked around the room. “And how many of us are supposed to go investigate this ‘sea monster’?”




Oscar explained, “Two. Andrew and Peggy Four will go to the site. But we have some serious problems cropping up elsewhere, so I want to have Aly and Kate here on standby, in case one of them needs to go on an op. Or in case Andrew or Peggy Four calls for help.”




Andrew smiled, “I don’t think we’re likely to run into anything Peggy Four can’t handle.”




“Thank you, Andrew,” Peggy Four smiled.




Aly noticed that Peggy Four glanced over at Peggy and made sure she was smiling just like Peggy did.




Peggy added, “And I already ordered outfits for Four, and the suits Andrew asked for.”




Kate checked, “How long will it take to get to this lake?”




Rinkin answered, “Four hours total flight time, plus an hour and a half driving time for you. We can cut that to under four hours flight time for Aly, since she’s been through the paratrooper training course.”




Kate grumbled, “I need to take that course.”




Oscar pointed out, “We’ll arrange something as soon as we can. You would have taken it already, but you were in Africa on your op while we ran that.”




Andrew grinned, “It was uber-awesome! I mean, I was terrified before I made my first jump, but then it was so fun! And I didn’t die. So after that, I got in as many jumps as they’d let me.”




Peggy added, “And we just didn’t tell Steve or Jaime that we had agents on parachute and parasail training.”




Kate winced at that, because everyone knew how Jaime got so badly injured that she had needed bionics. Aly was pretty sure she winced too.




Oscar mentioned, “We didn’t tell Rudy either. He’s still antsy around the subject.”




Kate hinted, “You could site me a lot closer…”




Oscar sighed, “I know, but with Steve and Jaime gone, and JJ not quite ready—even if we sent her out with Fred on a trial run that went really well—and Michael off on other duties, we have a limited number of enhanced agents in case other problems crop up. And I don’t feel the bots are ready for this kind of tasking.”




Aly thought the bots were really cool, but creative thinking was not their strong point. And being a solo agent was all about the decision-making and the creative thinking and the snap decisions. So she thought sending Peggy Four along with Andrew as his backup was a good idea, because Andrew could do the creativity and decision stuff.




Peggy Four smiled, “I’m sure this will go smoothly.”




Andrew groaned as he looked up at the ceiling. “You might as well have said ‘nothing can go wrong’!”




Peggy Four worried, “Things will go wrong? Because I said something in a meeting? That does not seem logical.”







Al Fernald sat in the shotgun seat of his car and tried to relax, even if it was his car and he wasn’t driving. Daphne was a really good driver. He had given her lessons himself, so of course she was good! Still, he was uncomfortable about dragging his pesky little sister off on another adventure. Even if his parents had insisted he take her along or else he wasn’t going.




Shoie was asleep in the backseat, which was fine with Al, because Shoie had driven for most of the night, while Al and Daphne slept. Al had slept in the shotgun seat and let Daphne stretch out as much as she could in the back seat, so Daphne was well-rested for her stint behind the wheel. And they were almost there. With three drivers, they had made much better time than his parents had expected. It was almost exactly the timing that he had expected, because he had put his Magnificent Brain on the task.




And he had to remember not to call Shoie ‘Shoie’ anymore. Just as he was asking Shoie to start calling him ‘Al’ instead of Alvin. After all, they were going to be attending college in the fall, and names like Alvin and Shoie were too unusual.




All right, ‘Alvin’ made him sound like a nerd, instead of a genius inventor and investigator who already had enough college credits that he would count as a junior if he didn’t have to take Freshman English and Freshman Sociology for some stupid reason he hadn’t been able to talk the college administrators out of.




And Shoie was a great guy. He deserved a cool name. But ‘Wilfred Shoemaker’ was not cool enough for college. So Shoie was determined to go by ‘Wil’ from now on. And so Daphne had decided that ‘Daphne’ was not pretty enough, even if it was lightyears better than what he had called her when she was a pesky seven year old tagalong. So, with Shoie wanting to be called ‘Wil’ and Alvin asking people to just call him ‘Al’, Daphne had somehow come up with the name ‘Violetta’.




Girls were weird. His little sister, doubly so. Maybe quadruply so. At least she wasn’t ‘The Pest’ anymore. Maybe in another decade, she’d be a normal human being.




But this ‘sea monster’ they were going to investigate obviously couldn’t be a sea monster. Not in a middling-sized lake with its only access to the sea going over a couple small dams and some weirs to the Ohio River, and then having to go past the Falls of the Ohio River, and then down most of the Mississippi River. So he was going to figure out what was really going on, and what it really was. Alvin Fernald was on the case!




Dang. He meant: ‘Al Fernald was on the case!’







Tucker Wells sat in his limousine and sampled the cheese plate that Thompson had bought. Nice cheeses, nice fruit, nice crackers… Pretty good. Now that he was making more money from The Corporation, there was no reason he couldn’t upgrade everything. Hence the limo.




His patrons were really impressed with his newest creation, which was asleep in the back. He was hoping to find a few convenient opportunities to test it out.




Also, he was desperately hoping that this ‘sea monster’ was not the shipment that was supposed to be already moved to Canada for trans-shipment from there. If it was, he was going to have to make sure that nobody ever found out. Some of his patrons had been… less than happy about the loss of one little research lab. With contents. They might hold this against him. Apparently, his one big supporter—the one who had given the okay on the loss of that lab—had been… ahem… maximally demoted for that decision. Not that Tucker cared if the guy got snuffed, except that it made things more difficult for Tucker.




So… find out if this was one of his creations. If it wasn’t, then no problem. Who cared how many people it ate, as long as he wasn’t in trouble? If it was, then he needed to make sure that no one ever connected it with him. No matter what he had to do to ensure that.




And really, who the hell would care if everyone kicked the bucket in some backwater shithole like this place?







Aly looked at the map that Peggy was projecting on the wall. “Strawberry Lake? What kind of name is Strawberry Lake? It’s not even shaped like a strawberry.”




Andrew added, “That makes it sound like it’s some teensy little pond or something.”




Peggy pointed at something else on the map. “Get used to it, Andrew. You and Peggy Four are going to be staying at the only hotel in the closest town, which is beautiful Mammoth Falls.”




Peggy Four asked, “Are there falls nearby? Or a mammoth?”




Oscar replied, “Good question. There is a double waterfall some miles upstream of the lake, well past the town. The town was originally named Bixby’s Bend for the town founder and the bend in the river there. It was renamed for the mammoth skeletons found where the bigger waterfall has created a pond which excavated and scoured a number of mammoth bones.”




“Mammoth Falls,” Andrew grumbled. “Sounds like I ought to be wearing overalls and a straw hat, instead of a suit.”




Part II



Aly Mack wrapped up her video chat with Huifen. She really liked speaking Mandarin, because it sounded so neat. But she was still working on writing it fluently. Okay, if she ever needed to go into China, not being able to write well wouldn’t be nearly as big a problem as not being able to speak it or understand the spoken word. As long as she could speak it fluently and understand it when someone spoke to her and also read it, she could probably complete an op.




She glanced again at her go-bag. It was just sitting there in front of her closet and close to her front door, ready and waiting for her. Because she had no idea if she was going to get a new assignment, or if she might get a sudden message that Andrew and Peggy Four needed her help.







Andrew watched carefully as Peggy Four drove their rental car into Mammoth Falls. She was a careful driver, but he really had no idea whether the downloaded routines to handle emergency situations would work like Willow said they should. He just told himself that if she had no programmed objects to handle driving emergencies, then she would still be better than the average human driver. After all, Four was pretty unlikely to freeze in panic like a human driver.




He noticed that there seemed to be a lot of pickup trucks from out of state. Peggy One had pulled up some information on the size of Mammoth Falls (really small), the growth of the town (pretty much negative), the important people in Mammoth Falls (nobody of any consequence, not even the mayor), et cetera. The big sports star in the history of the town was a guy named Bo McSweeney, and he wasn’t even in the state sports hall of fame. There wasn’t much in the way of important agriculture or growth industries. Heck, the town’s ‘tourism bureau’ was the receptionist at the town hall.




“Stick to the speed limits, please,” he mentioned. The town didn’t seem to be a speed trap, at least according to AAA. The federal data on crime and police activity agreed with that assessment. Still, it didn’t hurt to follow all laws and not spit on the sidewalks or jaywalk or loiter, or any of the other assorted activities that would let the local police deal with someone they wanted to deal with.




Which made him think of something. Like his own personal history. He called the base and got Peggy One. “Peggy? Could you check the state and county records for high school sports and clubs and academics, and see if Mammoth Falls pops up for anything?”




“I’ll get right on it, Andrew.”




“Thanks. Peggy Four’s doing great, by the way.”




“That’s good to hear.” Peggy One hung up, and Andrew wondered if the Peggys really would care about that, or if they were just mimicking Peggy’s phone behavior. Okay, either way, the OSI would have the best phone presence of all the TLAs. Not that that was saying a lot. The CIA’s phone bank was so bad that he sort of wondered if they made disgruntled training dropouts work their phones.




And what had happened to his life that he actually knew that kind of thing?




That was strictly rhetorical. His life had abruptly gone from ‘nothing more than the weird little brother of creepy Tucker Wells’ to ‘Uncle Rudy’s best science intern’ to something he had never dreamed possible: ‘Andrew Wells, OSI Investigator’. And he was friends with some of the coolest people on the planet. He was dating an amazing young woman who could be a Playboy Playmate Of The Year if she wanted, or the world’s greatest doctor, or both simultaneously. Awesome people actually wanted him to DM for them. He was getting personal training in investigation and top secret stuff from one of the great heroes of the FBI. He was actual friends with Willow Rosenberg. His life rocked. 




The only way things could be better was if the OSI dining hall served decent ‘Mexican’ food. JJ and Fred and Aly absolutely agreed with him. Even if JJ and Fred just went and got take-out from this terrific Mexican restaurant only an hour and a half away. Each way. Fred seemed to be powered by tacos, so they thought it was worthwhile.




Peggy drove to the Mammoth Falls Arms, which was a two-story building that from the outside looked more like a motel than a hotel. And there were lots of pickup trucks and rental cars already in the parking lot.




Andrew made another call to Peggy One. “Peggy? It’s Andrew. What did you say about the occupancy of the hotel?”




“According to Ohio State Division of Business and Professional Regulation, the average occupancy of the Mammoth Falls Arms at this time of year is four rooms, with a ninety percent asymmetric confidence interval of one to nine rooms. Is there a problem?”




He frowned, “It looks like we have more cars and trucks than the hotel has rooms. Something’s going on.”




“Let me check on a couple things…”




He said, “Check websites for big game hunters, the American Cryptids Association, cryptozoologists…”




“Andrew, I am finding hits on all of them. Three big game hunting websites have cash prizes for capturing or killing the ‘sea monster of Strawberry Lake’. Four cryptid and cryptozoology sites have flagged this as well. Most of those have ‘anonymous sources’ listed as their information. I have flagged that for the Willows to look into. It is also appearing on sensationalist ‘news’ sites.”




Andrew groaned to himself. “Thank you. Please keep looking, and keep us informed. Wells out.”




Peggy Four parked the car in the neighboring parking lot and looked back at the crowded parking lot. She said, “Perhaps other people are here for the same reason we are.”




Andrew nodded, “That’s what I’m thinking. But that’ll complicate matters. A lot.” He thought it over. “Stay here with the car and the luggage. I’m not carrying all our junk all around this hotel if I don’t have to.”




“Andrew, I could carry all of it.”




He tried not to purse his lips. JJ was trying to get him to stop doing that. “I know. But we don’t want anyone else to know.”




“Oh. You are correct.”




He could have just locked up the car and taken Peggy Four in with him, but he wasn’t confident that she could act human enough in the face of a horde of strangers, many of which might be a lot cruder than anything Four had been exposed to. Even Xander’s repair and grounds guys knew to behave around the bots. But a throng of big game hunters, all trying to prove how manly they were, and one pretty, petite, perky blonde? He could see a lot of things that might go wrong. And if anything went wrong, it could go drastically wrong.




So he started walking. And he got a callback from Peggy One. “Andrew? Your questions proved fruitful. No recent sports superstars. But Mammoth Falls won the state robotics contest last spring.”




“Robotics?” Well, that gave him an entirely different idea.




“Yes, robotics. Also, they came in fifth in the state math contest and third in the state physics contest. The math contest is interesting, because Mammoth Falls had two different teams competing.”




That was unusual, considering how small their high school had to be. And it wasn’t like this was a college town, with children of professors and possible math professors helping tutor the Mathletes teams.




Peggy One kept going. “One of their high schoolers also placed in the top five for the state science fair.”




All of this was really impressive for a town this small. He said, “I need names. Teachers, students, helpers, the works.”




Peggy One already had some of those. “The science fair competitor is named Henry Mulligan. He was also on the math and physics teams. Jeffrey Crocker was physics contest team leader, on the math team, and also went to state science fair. Homer Snodgrass was math team leader and on the physics contest team. Mortimer Dalrymple was robotics team lead and on the physics team. Other names on their robotics, math, and physics teams: Charles Finckledinck, Dickin Poore, Angelina Angelo, Angela Angelino, and Frederick Muldoon. Oddly enough, the competing math team was led by another Muldoon: Harmon Muldoon, who also went to the state science fair.”




Andrew said, “That’s great. Can you get me the titles of all the science fair projects?”




“I should have that in a few minutes, Andrew.”




He said, “Great. Hold that and any other new information until I call back, because I’m about to be around a lot of potential eavesdroppers.”




“Will do. Anything else?”




“That’s it for the moment, Peggy.” He hung up and headed for the hotel lobby.




The place was a zoo. If you included the animal heads on the walls and the scruffy troglodytes walking around complaining, that was perhaps slightly more literal than usual.




The weasely man behind the registration desk was arguing with a man who was wearing a much nicer suit than Andrew was. He eavesdropped, telling himself than he was just ‘investigating’.




Okay. Mister Nice Suit had a reservation for two rooms, one really nice and one not, which the hotel had somehow ‘lost’ and those rooms were already let. And anyway, with the sudden influx of new customers, the rooms were going to be a lot more expensive, so tough noogies. Mister Nice Suit threw a fit, which entertained a lot of the guys in the lobby, and threatened to use his important position as some guy who worked for one of the Cincinnati tv channels to get the hotel in trouble.




The man behind the desk, who claimed to be the manager and part-owner, told Mister Nice Suit to fuck off and forget about getting his deposit back. Andrew noticed the ‘manager’ was named Muldoon too. Harlan Muldoon. He had the little nametag, and the cheaply-printed business cards in the plastic holder off to the side of the registration desk had his name too. Harlan R. Muldoon, Proprietor.




Someone needed to tell large chunks of this town about giving people names that wouldn’t embarrass them in future. First names and last names.




The next guy in line was dressed in woodland camo. Andrew knew from some of his courses that the camo pattern was one of the old, no-longer-used patterns for the U.S. Army. Muldoon gave him the choice of having a cot and sharing a room with two other hunters, or taking a hike. Also, Andrew knew that his room was supposed to be $119 plus ‘fees’ per night, and Muldoon was offering a cot in a room with two strangers for three times that.




Andrew pulled out his OSI phone and sent Peggy Four a couple texts. Then he sent Rinkin one. And he sent Willow one. He set the phone to record, he fiddled with the little pin on his lapel, he touched his right ear, and he waited.




By then, Camo Clothes Guy was telling Muldoon to shove it somewhere the sun didn’t shine, and then stomping out. Guys like that probably were capable of camping in the woods with little extra effort.




Andrew stepped up. “Hello, Mister Muldoon. My name is Andrew Wells, and I have reservations for two rooms. Here’s the reservation numbers.” He even showed a printout with everything on it.




Muldoon smirked, “Oh too bad, kid. Computer failure. We lost all that crap. Your room’s already gone. I can get you a cot in a smoking room with two smokers already in it. Great deal. Only $380 plus fees per night. Otherwise, you won’t even get your deposit refunded.”




His earbud buzzed. Peggy Four spoke, “Sound and image five by five. Clear violations. I’m sending details to the relevant state offices. Rinkin is already calling the Mammoth Falls police, as well as the state police. Willow is already checking the motel computer system and its credit card records for the past three days. Also, Peggy Two is booking you rooms a couple towns away, even if it will be a forty minute drive each way.”




Andrew gave Muldoon a big smile. “Thank you for your generous offer, but I believe I shall refrain from giving in to blackmail. Have a nice day.”




He turned around to leave. He announced quite loudly, “Be sure to tell everyone not in the lobby now that this is illegal. Keep your receipts, especially if you paid in cash. Also, you should suspect that any ‘bounty’ on the so-called sea monster was probably posted by this criminal or a member of his family, and will never be paid, so this is also a con job to squeeze money out of all of you. Also, there are eight towns within a one hour drive of this place, and every one of them has at least one hotel or motel.”




He strode out and headed back to his rental car. He slid into the passenger seat and said, “No reservation. Peggy Two is booking us reservations about forty minutes away.”




Peggy Four gave him a smile. “As long I have a place to change clothes each day. I don’t like to wear the same things two days in a row.”




Things were certainly off to a great start. Not.







Al Fernald read the directions to Daphne. When he was driving, he preferred to have all the directions read to him first. Or, at a minimum, if someone was reading a list of directions to him, to have the list read two or three directions ahead, so he could plan. Daphne liked getting the directions one at a time, with helpful pointing.




Shoie—okay, ‘Wil’—was awake and trying to brush his hair into something reasonable. “Are you sure about this?”




Al insisted, “Sure! I talked to him on ham radio, and I even made him get his parents to call mom and dad and say it was okay, and they had a room for Daphne—”




“Violetta!” someone not named Violetta insisted.




“—Fine, Violetta so she doesn’t have to share with us.”




He turned to his sister and pointed out, “These are people named Dalrymple. And they named their only son Mortimer. They probably think girls should be named Etta Mae and Daisy. Or maybe Mildred and Esmerelda. Mort is a great guy, and a really talented electronics expert, but…”




He stopped as he realized what was probably going on in Strawberry Lake, and if so, who was likely to be aiding and abetting, if not one of the conspirators. “We’re going to have to have a talk with Mort, and maybe not have a place to stay after all…”




“Alvin!” Daphne complained.




Sometimes, having his Magnificent Brain had downsides. This might turn out to be one of those times.







The limo pulled into the lane to the farmstead. Tucker checked, “Everything arranged?”




Thompson nodded, “Yes sir, Mister Wells. Cleaners should be finished…” He checked his watch. “At least thirty minutes ago.”




Tucker asked, “And the farm animals? I’m not interested in being awakened by farm animals who haven’t been fed or watered or let out or milked, or whatever the hell they do at this dump.”




“They’ll all be cleaned out before dark, if they’re not already addressed. The cleaners brought their own horse trailer. Six horses, three farmdogs, some chickens. After we leave, they’ll sanitize the site.”




“Good enough,” Tucker muttered. Working for competent people did have its advantages. Working for competent people who weren’t squeamish had even more advantages.







Al Fernald waited until Daphne parked the car next to a couple cars that were bound to be the Dalrymples’. He said, “No unpacking until I talk to Mort. If that goes okay, then we talk to his parents and find out where we’ll stay, and we make sure Daphne’s—”




“Violetta!”




“—room is okay for her.”




Wil guessed, “You think your friend is in on this sea monster?”




Al nodded unhappily. “A real biological creation would be an immense effort. But for some guys who won the state high school Robotics Clubs championship last school year? A fake would be easy. And who would be essential there? The best electronics specialist in the area. As far as I know, that’s Mort. So…”




“Ugh,” Daphne complained. “If this is a really nice place and you just ruined everything…”




A slender guy around Al’s age came bursting out of the house. Daphne stopped talking, which was usually a sign something was up. The guy rushed up to Al and put out his hand. “Alvin! I’m Mortimer. Call me Mort. It’s great to finally get to meet you.”




“Call me Al,” he smiled. “This is Wil, and this is my sister D—”




“Violetta,” Daphne purred. “It’s a pleasure.”




Well crap. Daphne only adopted that tone when she wanted to impress a boy. And she usually did something stupid about it, sooner or later.




Daphne smiled, “Al talked about how smart you are and how good you are at electronics, but he didn’t say you were cute…”




‘Mort’ blushed and managed, “I’d be pretty surprised if he did say something like that.” He covered his tracks, “Well, come on in and meet my folks. My dad read about that ecology thing you did, and he’s dying to meet you, not that he’ll admit it.”




Al tried to keep smiling. “That’s great. Okay, it’s a little embarrassing. But first… Mort. I need to ask you how deep you’re into this ‘sea monster’ scam.”




Mort paled, “I… uhh… I…” He gulped and finally tried, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”




Daphne groaned at him, “Oh my God, you’re right again. Couldn’t you be horribly wrong once in a while?”




Part III



Andrew told Peggy Four, “The ‘sea monster’ has been seen around dusk, so we’ll go to the lake then. After dark, we’re going to drive out of town on this main road, so everyone knows we’re gone. We’ll check in and act like we’re settling in for the night. Then we’ll grab some food for me, and I’ll eat in the car while you drive us back. Here’s the route I want you to take. These backroads will take us past the lake again, so we can do some checking with the NVGs I’ve got. And then you and I are going to do some patrolling on the streets of Mammoth Falls after dark, looking for problems.”




“Problems? On the streets? What are you expecting?”




He explained, “If this ‘sea monster’ is a robot, then someone knows about it. And someone else may have found out, and be setting up these hunter and cryptozoologists. The last thing we need is some teenagers in a small boat inside this big special effect getting shot to death by hunters who think they’re going to collect some fake reward for the carcass.”




Okay, really the last thing they needed was having the lake monster turn out to be a real monster and having it tear its way through Mammoth Falls, eating everyone in its path. But there were several possible scenarios which would be somewhere between ‘problem’ and ‘disaster’.




He had a brief mental image of Aly saying ‘somewhere between crud and holy crud’. He tried not to smile.







Mortimer Dalrymple sat in the back of Al’s car, trying not to notice how hot Al’s little sister was. And how attentive she was. He had a girlfriend. A pretty great girlfriend, even if her fam thought she could do better than him. Still, it wasn’t like Homer’s girlfriend Daphne Muldoon, who had the worst family in town. The worst family in the whole county! Not counting Freddy, who was great, and Freddy’s folks, who were okay.




Violetta, or whatever her real name was, because Wil kept slipping up on that, wanted to hear all about the systems Mort had designed for their sea monster, and how—when they heard hunters were coming after their sea monster—they had turned it into a remotely-piloted system instead of a cable-driven system operated by two people inside the body.




“Umm, yeah, Charlie designed the creature, and he and Freddy and Dinky and Angelina built it out of spray foam and cosplay materials, so it’ll float even if someone puts a bunch of holes in Jeff’s canoe. And Homer designed the articulation system with the cable controls, and Jeff got the cables and linkages from Zeke’s junkyard.”




She smiled and nodded in all the right places, and asked him to tell her more. He tried not to think about how his girlfriend never wanted to hear about what he was interested in, and what he was building, and who he had talked to.




He stopped talking about designing a beam transmitter for the control system to hastily yelp, “Turn there!”




And in a couple minutes, they were parking in front of the official clubhouse of the Mad Scientists’ Club Of Mammoth Falls. Which was cleverly concealed in a barn, which Jeff’s dad owned. And everyone in town knew about it, because they had to get permission to use it as their clubhouse since they were technically Explorer Scouts and it all had to be cleared by the Scoutmaster and the Board that ran scouting activities in the county.




So… not really concealed, and not really clever, and not really secret. But it was a clubhouse. And it had a couple labs and engineering work areas. And all the good stuff was upstairs, where they could control access. Mostly.




Al got out of the car and went right to the trunk. Mort hadn’t paid a ton of attention, but he had seen Al grab a small cooler from the inside of the car, and each of them had pulled a soft-sided suitcase out of the trunk, along with Violetta’s Samsonite suitcase that he had carried in for her. He had thought the trunk was empty at that point.




Clearly not. Al reached in and grabbed what turned out to be jet-black carpeting that covered a lower level of the trunk. There were briefcases and valises on their sides. There were a couple flat-packed gymbags. There was a spare tire and some tools and car components. There were a couple cardboard boxes and a couple sturdy plastic boxes. And there were several big metal tubes with a couple electrical cables going from the car to ports on the sides of the tubes.




Al pulled one briefcase out and carefully set the fake bottom down again so the trunk looked empty again. Mort made a mental note that he needed a trunk like that. And he needed a car like that.




Mort walked Violetta in, with Al and Wil right behind him. He led them through the nicer parts of the barn, and up the stairs into the loft, where all their stuff was.




And most of the Club was there, trying to act casual. He had never realized how bad they were at acting casual until he saw Al and Wil and Violetta looking over them. He was embarrassed that he hadn’t known before right then, and he had been one of the ‘hey we are totally cool and collected’ types who was terrible at it. Okay, he still was.




He said, “Hey everyone, remember I said I talked to the Alvin Fernald on ham radio, and you didn’t believe me? Al? Welcome to the Mad Scientists’ Club of Mammoth Falls. Our labs and engineering areas are through there. I can show you when you’re ready.”




Al set his briefcase on a table and opened it. Wow, he had a really nice set of electronics tools in there, and they were packed really carefully in rigid foam frames. Mort was taking lots more mental notes. Even if some of that stuff was probably hardware you could only get at certain hard-to-get-into hacking conferences.




Al pulled out a small box with gauges across the front, then he plugged in a battery pack and an array of antennas. He flipped it on and pointed it all around the room. Until he was pointing it at Henry.




Al walked over there, going straight to the window behind Henry. He opened the curtains, which were dusty enough that everyone had to know no one opened them up and no one ever cleaned them. He pointed his system up toward the top of the window and grimaced.




Freddy muttered, “Damn.” Dinky started to say something, but Freddy spotted him and clapped a hand over his mouth. 




Jeff caught on next. He said, “Well, I think we should take our celebrity out for ice cream!”




Henry looked up at the bug glued to the outside of a window pane, and he froze for a moment before asking, “Are you paying? Because if you are, I am in.”




Al stepped over to his briefcase, set down the bug detection system, and pulled out what looked like a suction cup with a joy buzzer mounted on it, and a tiny bit of perfboard glued onto that. He stuck a watch battery into a clip on the perfboard and said, “Okay! I love ice cream.”




And everyone except Al walked over to the stairs. Al licked the suction cup, and stuck it on the window near that bug glued to the outside of the glass. He listened to make sure the buzzer was buzzing, and he said, “Clear. We need to check the rest of the place.”




Jeff moved back to the desk he sat behind at meetings, since he was the president of the club. “How’d you know?”




Al shrugged, “I didn’t. But I found out the hard way that it never hurts to check.”




Violetta whined, “And he built a launcher for bugs like that, only he experimented with glues for like a week. And he used my window as a test bed!”




Mort spoke up. “We can build some bug detectors, but they won’t be that small. And it’s bound to be Harmon, so we’ll have to be prepared to spot a pretty wide range of broadcast frequencies.”




Al said, “I got this at a conference I was invited to speak at, but I can send you the details.”




“Thanks,” Jeff said. “And maybe we could try a little harder not to look like hicks when we have a big-name visitor.”




Al smiled, “Anybody who can build themselves a lake monster that passes telescopic inspection, and turn it into a remote-controlled ‘boat’ already looks pretty impressive.”




Most of the room winced at Al’s pronouncement.




Mort said, “Yeah, he had it all figured out before he even met me. I guess his rep is deserved.”




Violetta complained, “You have no idea.”




Henry looked at the bug on the window and scowled, “Harmon is bound to know all our plans now.”




Mort groaned, “He knew already, because he’s probably the person who got all these hunters here.”




Charlie stopped typing notes on his laptop and started opening up new windows, then clicking away on it. “Oh great. ‘Someone’ is offering a five thousand dollar reward for whoever brings in our sea monster, dead or alive.”




“Harmon!” growled Freddy. Mort, along with everyone else in the town, knew they were cousins. And the whole club knew Harmon used to be in the club until they had to kick him out. And he’d been a thorn in their sides since then.




Jeff pointed out, “It could be his dad. If it brought in five or ten times that in business for the hotel, he could even afford to pay out that reward if it turned out to be real.”




Homer grumbled, “Harmon’s dad? He wouldn’t pay out on that reward if all the hunters threatened to shoot him. And he probably raised the room rates to insane prices.”




Dinky asked, “So do we even bring it out this evening?”




Jeff immediately said, “Only if we can throw a wrench into Harmon’s plans.”




Henry leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling for a few seconds. “We’ve been bringing the monster out of the swamps the same way each evening. All we have to do is move it, so we can launch it from a different direction. No one will be ready for that, especially if they’ve been listening to Harmon.”




Freddy mentioned, “It’s the size of a sea monster! How are we gonna do that?”




Jeff suggested, “Dad’s horse trailer. I’ll call Zeke and see if he can tow someone’s trailer around.”




Al said, “I’ll pay for the tow, if it’s an issue.”




Mort told him, “Zeke’s great. He’ll do it for free, just to get one over on the mayor and the town council.”




Henry asked, “What if some of these hunters brought their own boats? Our boy moves on a couple fishing motors and can’t top ten or fifteen miles an hour. They could have a speedboat that goes three or four times that.”




Al smiled, “I might be able to help with that.”




Wil groaned, “You brought your maser? Your mom’s gonna kill you if she finds out.”




Al smirked, “I brought… a few things.”




Mort gasped, “A maser? A real, working maser? Can you knock out a boat’s ignition system?”




Al admitted, “Probably. I built it to stop a getaway car, but it works on most modern engines. It won’t work on anything too old.”




Violetta spilled, “And mom and dad had a cow when they found out what Alvin did, and how dangerous those badguys were.”




Al shrugged. “They were a lot less dangerous when they weren’t driving down the interstate in a getaway car with body armor.”




Wil chipped in, “And also, Al built a launcher that fires a big steel net, and he shot their car with it, so they couldn’t get their doors open and they couldn’t get out their windows. They still had submachine guns they could fire through the steel net, but by the time they cut their way free, the FBI had ’em surrounded.”




Al explained, “Wil had to shoot my other net launcher at the other side of the car, and that side was a lot more exposed, so he really did the dangerous part. I was hiding behind a concrete block wall as much as I could.”




Wil grinned, “And carrying a sea monster around sounds like a ton of fun.”




Jeff explained, “The ‘lake monster’ can be lifted off, but it’ll take four or six of us to carry it. The canoe is one person, the mount for the motors is one person, each fishing motor is another person, and the electronics case is a two-person job.”




Mort smirked, “Funny, we’ve got ten people here right now…”




Jeff called Zeke and got an okay, and he took most of the group down to where Zeke would tow his dad’s horse trailer. Mort directed Al and his team off to the swamps at the far side of Lake Strawberry, followed by a convoluted walk on mostly dry paths down to where they had the ‘lake monster’ under camouflage netting that had fake brush tied all over it.




Wil and Violetta walked right past it. Al stopped them and said, “That’s really great camouflage. Who did it?”




“Dinky, mainly. With Charlie’s help. They’re the most artistic in the group, not counting Angela, who’s not around today. She and Angelina and their folks are off looking at colleges for the rest of the week.”




Al asked, “Isn’t this an Explorer Scouts club? I saw the materials on the walls in the clubhouse.”




Mort shrugged. “Mostly. But Angela and ‘Lina proved themselves, so we decided they should be in the Mad Scientists’ Club, even if the Scouts won’t let ’em be Explorer Scouts.”




Violetta sniffed, “Well, good. Girls can be adventurous and smart too.”




Al grumbled, “She’s a little too adventurous. When she was little, she was way too adventurous.”




“Look who’s talking!” Violetta complained.




Wil grinned, “Brother-sister warfare. The only kind of warfare sisters don’t object to.”




Violetta stuck her tongue out at him.




By the time they had the camo off the ‘sea monster’, Mort could hear the guys walking the trail that avoided a few swampy parts. And Zeke showed up too.




Al and Wil and Violetta were admiring the workmanship on the exterior, which looked pretty good even close up. Mort was looking forward to watching their expressions when the Club put their monster through its paces.




Dinky took a deep breath and dove under the water to get into the cavity under the framework of the monster. After all, he had to disconnect the ‘monster controls’ from the electronics box before they could lift the monster off the canoe. Fortunately, Mort had designed that as a set of color-coded waterproof cable connectors.




They lifted the body off the canoe and four boys got into the cavity to walk it off to the trailer. With the neck and head and long tail, it was pretty unwieldy. Dinky led them, since they couldn’t see where they were going, and Violetta carried the tail so it didn’t drag through the mud and dirt, which would leave a distinct trace. Jeff disconnected the mount that the two trolling motors were attached to. The mount was lightweight aluminum, but it had a big car battery mounted under it to power everything, so they needed one person just for the mount. Zeke took both electric trolling motors, and Freddy took the mount and battery before Al and Mort took the electronics box and Jeff carried his canoe.




They walked everything to the horse trailer and hid everything including the camouflage netting inside it. Then they hid in the trailer or piled into Al’s car, so Zeke could drive his big old tow truck Richard The Deep Breather and haul that horse trailer away.




Mort rode in Al’s car again and talked about stuff like how they got the tail to slither back and forth in an ‘S’ shape like an alligator. Or how they recorded the ‘sea monster roar’ that they still hadn’t used yet.




He even told Violetta how they ended up making the monster, after Dinky was late to dinner and fibbed to his folks that he had seen a sea monster on the lake and he lost track of time trying to get a look at it. But they hadn’t expected things would get this far out of their control.




So Al asked, “You told me that Harmon Muldoon’s maybe better with electronics than you or Jeff. So… what happens when he tracks down your carrier frequencies and decides to pirate your lake monster?”




“Well… crap.”




Part IV



Andrew told Peggy Four, “The ‘monster’ has consistently appeared around dusk, mainly over near that little island there, and it retreats to the same area it came from, which means someone could be hiding it in the swampy areas and sneaking it around the island to make it seem to hang out there.”




Four said, “Your wording indicates that you are certain that this creation is being controlled, and you believe it to be a robot.”




He insisted, “I am hypothesizing it’s robotic, or at least cybernetically controlled.”




Four asked, “Is that an observer bias because of your experiences with the OSI?”




“I hope not,” he answered. “There’s no natural way anything could get up here, given the dams and weirs and so on. There’s no history of such a creature, and no legends, and no sign of anything like it in the fossil records around here. So someone placed it here. If it’s not a robot, then someone also has to feed it, and it’s apparently big enough to eat full-grown alligators, much less the little stuff in this lake. So that makes the most likely case a robot. Particularly when we have the state robotics champs loitering around somewhere nearby.”




Four checked, “High school students are not capable of building something like a fembot, are they?”




“Not even close,” Andrew replied. “But this isn’t a fembot. It’s probably a small boat disguised as a Loch Ness Monster rip-off. I’m not expecting a lot of capabilities, just enough to fool a bunch of yahoos who want to be fooled.”




“You mean like those ‘sasquatch’ pictures of a man in a gorilla suit? Those look very little like the sasquatches the Colonists use as guards.”




“Exactly,” Andrew nodded. “And that’s why we have this equipment.”




He had four cases of equipment in the trunk of their rental car, which had been chosen by Peggy One to have a large enough trunk for the gear they had shipped to the Cleveland airport. He had a case full of biological and chemical sensor gear. He had a case full of radio detection and broadcasting and jamming gear. He had a large case of visual gear, including telescopes, binoculars, IR and UV scanners, and nightvision goggles. And he had a case of heavy weaponry. He already had a .45 in a shoulder holster, with a carry permit. The case had a riot shotgun, a submachine gun, an EMP bomb rebuilt from what that Ultraman had tried to kill Rinkin with, and a couple canisters of teargas.




He didn’t take anything out of that case. Yet. He was hoping he wouldn’t end up with Chief Putney of the Mammoth Falls Police Department asking him why he was carrying a riot shotgun and lugging teargas and an EMP bomb on his belt. Not that he thought a guy like that would have any idea what the big metal hockey puck in the case really was.




They were in a carpark near the boat dock and boat landing. It looked to him like Harmon Muldoon was setting up something. He was assuming that someone who looked like a teen version of the weasel at the hotel would have to be the son, Harmon. And Harmon had a couple boxes of electronics. The boxes had obvious gaskets around the sides, so they were probably waterproof. 




Andrew had his own ideas about what those boxes might be. The fact that he had his own case full of electronic gear might have something to do with his suspicions.




There were three boats in the water, although two were staying close to the dock. The third looked a lot like a used Zodiac with a non-standard motor on the back. There were two hunters with big rifles in that, and Harmon was joining them.




The other two boats bore people with telescopes and binoculars and cameras. On the shore were more hunters and more telescopes and a couple videographers, one of which had a big shoulder-mounted camera.




The crowd waited. And waited. And waited. Andrew wondered if the ‘monster’ was going to make an appearance at all. If he was a local who had to deal with Muldoons regularly, and he was operating that sea monster, he might have looked at Harmon’s operation and decided to wait until another night. None of those cameras or video gear had nightvision systems, even if one or two hunters probably did.




He certainly did.




And there it was. Not around that little island, but coming from a different direction.




Peggy Four looked through her NVGs and reported, “It looks quite real, but not realistic. The head and neck move too stiffly.”




Well, the Peggys knew a lot about that kind of stuff. It was part of their programming. They could spot the difference between Linda and one of the Lindabots at a couple hundred paces.




His telescope gave him a pretty good view of the monster, even in the gathering gloom. The body was like a sauropod, but it rode up too high in the water. Not that anyone but a serious fan of paleontology was likely to realize that. The tail wasn’t visible, but the small waves it was making suggested that it was swishing back and forth like an alligator’s tail. The neck wasn’t long enough for one of the classic sauropods like the Apatosaurus, and wasn’t flexible enough either. The head looked too large for a sauropod too. Also, the head was sort of boxy, with unnecessary armored protrusions that a water-based creature wasn’t going to evolve. The head reminded him of a Chinese dragon, while the body definitely didn’t.




He wasn’t picking up much, so he pointed his radio detection gear at the creature for a moment. Bingo. There was feedback being relayed, and it was broadcast. So someone probably had a unidirectional broadcasting set-up, and that would have to be line-of-sight even if the broadcaster was camouflaged.




Wait, he was picking up something new. He moved his pickup back and forth until he spotted the new signal. 




Great. The Muldoon kid was trying to peg the frequencies of one of the transmitters and screw up the plans of the monster’s operators. Andrew thought the signals looked pretty complex, but Harmon Muldoon was supposed to be good at math and science, so he probably understood that.




The Zodiac tore across the lake toward the monster. One hunter was steering, while the other opened fire on the monster with what was probably an elephant gun. Unsurprisingly, the ‘monster’ didn’t keel over and die.




It was a surprise when the monster turned toward the Zodiac and opened its mouth and roared angrily, then charged.




Andrew grumbled, “Reptilicus? They’re using the monster roar from Reptilicus? What is wrong with them?”




Peggy Four asked, “How can you tell? And what is wrong with it?”




Andrew groused, “The giant monster in ‘Reptilicus’ has a distinctive roar that has a church bell in the middle. It’s impossible to un-hear once you’ve noticed it.”




Peggy Four paused for a moment and tilted her head. “I see what you mean. That does not sound like a noise that such a creature could make.”




And the motor on the Zodiac died. At the same time, the Muldoon kid got frantic about his electronics.




Peggy said, “That’s interesting. The electric motor sputtered out at the same time that their other electronics failed.”




Andrew guessed, “Probably an EMP projector or a high-powered maser. We’ll want to keep you far away from either one.”




“Thank you, Andrew.”




He watched intently as the monster picked up speed and aimed right at the Zodiac, which was in trouble. The man at the outboard motor couldn’t get it to start. The hunter in the bow was frantically trying to get his rifle reloaded. The Muldoon kid was trying to get his electronics working again. And the Zodiac was drifting to one side, so the monster was rapidly approaching its side instead of its bow.




The monster roared again and opened its mouth as it closed. Both hunters took a look and dove out of the Zodiac. Harmon Muldoon screamed and covered his head with his arms.




The monster hit the side of the Zodiac and flipped it, dumping Muldoon and his probably-expensive electronics into the lake. It plowed onward, apparently tearing a long rip across the Zodiac. Harmon surfaced and got smacked in the face with the end of the swishing tail.




Andrew tried pretty hard not to laugh at that. It was a good thing he had a really good telescope, so he could catch the show.




The monster kept going, and several people in the boats near the dock panicked. One small boat capsized when one of the camera-laden men tried to dive from the boat onto the dock. The man crashed into the planks of the dock and went under with the expensive camera.




The monster roared again before turning around and heading back toward its ‘lair’.




Andrew waited until someone got a motorboat under way to go rescue Muldoon and the two hunters, who were clinging to one rapidly deflating piece of Zodiac. The rest of the Zodiac had already deflated and sunk with that outboard motor. Andrew had expected that an airtight, gasket-laden box like Muldoon’s box of electronics would float, but if Harmon had it open when the boat tipped, then it was probably now down at the bottom of the lake.




He pulled out his OSI phone and dialed. “Hi Linda, it’s Andrew and Peggy Four. Good news. The ‘sea monster’ is a radio-controlled special effect. It’s not an OSI case. But there may be some local problems we should give the state police a heads-up about… other than that conman running the hotel.”




The Lindabot said, “The local chief of police, Harold Putney, seemed reluctant to do anything effective about a local deceiving out-of-towners, but the state agencies and state police were quite interested. It appears this is not the first time that Mister Muldoon has come to everyone’s attention before, and this time might be egregious enough that he won’t be able to avoid substantial fines and other penalties.”




“Good enough,” Andrew asked. “Did we get our money back?”




Linda Dos answered, “Oh yes. Mister Muldoon decided that interstate wire fraud and stealing money from the federal government, with the associated penalty of twenty to forty years in a federal penitentiary, was not that appealing.”




Andrew said, “We’re still going to do a little ‘patrolling’ later on, in case one of the Muldoons decides to cause some trouble over this evening’s… mishaps.”




He hung up, and Peggy Four asked him, “Isn’t it more likely that some people who lost expensive equipment or were nearly eaten by a ‘sea monster’ or were taken advantage of on hotel room rates might be the ones causing trouble?”




He smiled a little. “That might be a possibility. But if an angry hunter punches Mister Muldoon in the nose, I don’t think we should intervene. That sounds like a municipal policing issue.”




Peggy Four looked at him. “Does that mean that we are misusing our powers as OSI agents? That seems… unethical.”




Ugh. Don’t teach ethical AI robots unethical practices and screw things up. Roger Zelazny would have smacked him in the head. Isaac Asimov would have done worse than that. “Yes, you have a good point. We mustn’t do unethical things. So we’ll have to protect the Muldoons too, even if they seem to be unpleasant gits.”




Peggy Four gave him a big smile. “Thank you, Andrew. I appreciate your consideration.”




He gave in. “The fake monster is back in concealment. We don’t know the back roads well enough to intercept the robotics team that probably built it. So we’ll drive to the hotel, check in, eat, and drive back when no one is watching us. And you can tell me all about your personal and collective ethos.”




“That sounds lovely. Thank you for the opportunity.”




Andrew resolved to listen to everything Peggy Four had to say, and to try to be helpful. If he screwed up all the Peggybots, Aly would be mad at him. Uncle Rudy would be mad at him. Willow would be uber-mad at him.




Oh crap, Xander would be so mad at him!







Al Fernald tried not to laugh at all the excitement happening around him. Not only had they beaten Harmon’s plan, but they had managed to accidentally tail-slap him right in the kisser. And they had it all recorded off the camera on Charlie’s telescope. So the whole group was ecstatic.




So he waited until they had celebrated with a dinner at a local mom-and-pop burger joint and returned to the ‘clubhouse’. Then he dropped the bombshell. “Who noticed the damage done to the front of your Life Model Decoy?”




That got a few laughs and a few groans. Freddy and Charlie put their hands up. Al had noticed that they seemed to spot things that no one else did. Then Dinky put his hand up too, but reluctantly.




Daphne wondered, “Didn’t they miss?”




Charlie admitted, “That guy didn’t miss once, even in the front of a boat that was almost bouncing across the lake. Five shots fired, five hits.”




Freddy added, “And the shots that went through ripped out pretty nasty holes on the back side.”




Dinky confessed, “I took a peek at the inside with my waterproof flashlight, and he didn’t hit anything important… but he missed some of the critical gear by a few inches.”




Freddy pointed out, “Harmon’s not gonna stand for being humiliated like that.”




Jeff finally groaned, “Right, right… He’ll get hunters with a larger boat and more ordnance.”




Mort grimaced. “It would only take one lucky shot to kill the electronics or the power or one of the motors.”




Homer pointed out, “We already showed we can move ‘Nessie’ when we want. We can pull it out of the lake and ‘retire’ it.”




“Hey!” Dinky complained. “It’s my sea monster! I should get to name it!”




Henry shrugged. “Fine. Name?”




Dinky crinkled his forehead in thought. “Nessie for Loch Ness… Something for Strawberry Lake? ‘Berry’ would be stupid. So would ‘Strawie’… Oh what the heck. Nessie it is.”




Mort said, “We can’t drive it out of the lake. At the north end, we’d have to run it through the north part of town, and we’d still be stuck when we got to the falls. At the south end, we’ve got downtown on one side, and that weir.”




Wil asked, “What’s wrong with the weir?”




“What’s a weir?” Daphne wondered.




“Think of it like a little dam and a spillway the whole way across it,” Jeff explained.




“Only problem? The water flowing over it makes such a nasty undertow that it’s got warning signs all over the sides. We’ve still had deaths there, like when Clyde Muldoon tried taking a kayak over it on a bet when we were little,” Homer said. “It would chew up ‘Nessie’ like tossing styrofoam under a lawnmower.”




Henry stopped. He tilted his chair back against the wall and stared up at the ceiling. “But… we could move Nessie downstream past the weir and then let people see it swimming away toward the Ohio River. It would be gone, and there would be no evidence one way or another.”




Jeff agreed, “Right. We just put it back in the horse trailer afterward, and we pull the gear out of it, then we cut up the spray foam and dissolve it with lacquer thinner. Or we burn chunks of it where the toxic fumes won’t be a danger.”




Mort sighed, “Fine. We were going to get caught soon anyway. We can move it tonight, right?”







Tucker Wells fumed, “What? It’s just a big special effect? That’s it? We came up here for nothing?”




His creation growled, “Just a big styrofoam fake dinosaur with a lot of electronics and a couple fishing motors. I flew over it and watched a bunch of teens cover it with camo netting. Then I took a little swim and checked underneath. Some sophisticated hardware, and a complicated mechanism to make it swim like an alligator, but that’s it.”




He scowled. Granted, his creation had no idea what ‘sophisticated hardware’ really was. He said, “Fine. Whip? You get to check out the town tonight and ‘visit’ anyone dumb enough to be out alone well after dark. If no one’s out, feel free to check out a couple buildings.” 




Whip slashed its tail in excitement. The tail sliced through the wall and the coffee table, wrecking both. He didn’t care. That was what that tail was designed to do.




Tucker ordered, “Thompson? As soon as Whip gets back here and cleans up, we’ll move out. Have the limo packed, and have the place ready for ‘cleaning’.”




“On it, Mister Wells.”




Whip added, “Oh, and one of the people watching from a distance was your brother. He looks exactly like the pictures you showed us.”




“What?!” Tucker yelped. “Andrew? What the hell would he be doing here?”




“Watching. With a telescope and some fancy radio gear. And a blonde.”




Tucker pulled up his laptop computer and checked some details on some websites where his loser brother still posted. “Son of a bitch! He’s still working with Uncle Rudy!”




Thompson frowned, “Why is that a problem?”




Tucker gave him a dirty look. “Because my Uncle Rudy is Rudolph Wells. The Rudolph Wells. He works for the OSI. If Andrew is here with ‘some blonde’ then he’s probably here as a science advisor to one of their bionic agents.” He turned his head slightly. “Whip? If you see either of them, prioritize them as targets. In particular, make sure the bionic cyborg doesn’t leave this town except in a body bag, and make sure Andrew ends up here, where I can ‘have a few words’ with him.”




“My pleasure.”




Part V



Andrew let Peggy Four drive back to Mammoth Falls. It was well after dark, and he knew that Four’s reflexes were a lot quicker than his. Sure, he had the training in emergency driving and tactical driving, but he had just asked Willow to download a computer simulation of an emergency driving course to the Peggybots.




Really, the most likely thing he was worried about was deer on the road. But other things could happen. Even if this wasn’t an OSI case.




Four found a nice place to park that was poorly lit and also surrounded by other cars, so it didn’t stand out. They used that as their base, one of them driving around the small town while the other one did a ‘casual’ stroll.




When it was Peggy Four’s turn to do the casual stroll, Andrew took the car and checked some of the just-outside-of-town and downtown bars, to see if there was anyone trying to rile up a crowd. And outside the Mammoth Tavern, he could hear the yelling over the car’s engine.




Well crap.




He didn’t want to do this, but a lot more he didn’t want Peggy Four to decide that she could ignore her ethical programming whenever it suited her. So he pulled into the gravel parking lot and walked in.




He walked in and knew what was happening just from the yells.




“And now that little bastard wants to jack up the room rates even more!”




“Fuck that! I’m already sleepin’ on a cot in a room with four other guys!”




“He said I had to rent by the week!”




“I say we go back and rip our money outta him piece by piece!”




“Yeah!!” about a dozen hunters yelled.




“I think that sounds like a really bad idea,” Andrew said calmly but loud enough for the room to hear.




“And who the hell are you, faggot?” the big rabble-rouser still holding the heavy glass mug yelled.




Andrew tried to sound calm. “I’m the guy who told Muldoon where he could stick his ridiculous room fees, and got a room in a nearby town instead, and called my credit card company to put a lock on my deposit so he couldn’t take my money. I’m also the guy who reported Muldoon and the hotel to the state police, and the state agency who monitors hotels, and the state revenue agency, and the national IRS, as well as reporting him to the Better Business Bureau. And to the FBI, just in case he posted those fake rewards for the monster electronically across state lines and they can get him for interstate wire fraud, or he used someone else’s name to do it, and they can get him for identity theft. So I’m also the person who’s hoping you all want to file charges against him instead of doing something he can make a profit off of, like suing you for fake permanent disabilities if you beat him up, or filing falsified insurance claims if you tear up your rooms or set fire to the place.”




By then, the big rabble-rouser was up in his face and looming over him. Andrew was barely 5’9” if he got to wear thick socks, and this guy was maybe 6’3”. Also, the guy was a lifter, but drank too much beer. Big biceps, big forearms, big pecs, big beer belly. Andrew was also not missing the little fact that the guy was wielding a big glass beer stein that was empty of beer. That was going to hurt a lot if he got hit with it.




The guy growled, “Why don’t you go back to the big city, you little sissy?”




Andrew stood his ground and tried to look calm. “You’re really remarkably rude when I’m just trying to help.”




He was planning on leaving as soon as he felt confident that most of the crowd was calming down. The big guy didn’t wait. As soon as Andrew saw the big beer mug heading for his face, he reacted in Joan-approved fashion.




Andrew slid to the outside of the big man’s attack so the beer mug went past his face with a lot of clearance. He grabbed the man’s wrist and pulled forward so the man overbalanced. He hung onto the wrist as he twisted the man’s arm up and behind his back, so about the time the man went face-first into the floor, Andrew had him in a nice armbar, and calmly said, “That wasn’t very nice.”




The guy immediately tried to use his superior arm strength and muscle mass to get free, but all that happened was the guy yelled a lot when he nearly dislocated his own shoulder. Andrew just waited until the guy tried to grab him with his other hand, and turned that into a double armbar.




Three men got up from their seats, and one of them pulled out a large hunting knife.




Andrew sighed. He let go of the big guy’s other arm and pulled out his Glock. All three men froze. “Fine. I am Special Agent Wells of the United States OSI. I am a federal agent. I have legal permission to defend myself with lethal force if necessary. I was simply trying to help. Now then. You three can come over here and haul your friend off until he sobers up, or you can face federal charges for assaulting a federal officer. If I press charges, your friend here will spend the next twenty-five years in a federal prison. Does anybody in this room want that?”




The hunting knife went back into its scabbard, and the man sat back down. The other two guys watched that, and they sat down. The big guy underneath him kept struggling.




Andrew asked the room, “Does this man realize that I am taking it easy on him, and I could dislocate his shoulder at this point with a simple push?”




One of the men called out, “Barr’s not a bad guy, but he’s a mean drunk.”




‘Barr’ yelled some more, including saying some really inappropriate things about Andrew’s ancestry and personal hobbies.




Andrew looked down at him and asked, “Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”




‘Barr’ really started screaming then. Lots of obscenities, lots of threats, lots of everything.




Andrew already had his sidearm holstered, but he was wondering if he was going to have to get it back out.




And just then, the front door swung open and a guy in a poorly-fitting police officer uniform jumped in, gun already pointed and really bad firearm safety on display. “Police! Freeze!”




Andrew sighed dramatically.







Peggy Four checked her internal clock. Andrew should have brought the rental car back by this time. So she shifted into an alternative logic path. She would continue performing the pedestrian patrols until Andrew returned and notified her.




She moved out again, changing her path slightly, in line with a standard map-coverage algorithm she had downloaded. The new route put her down some poorly-lit alleys. It did not occur to her that the human Peggy would not have chosen that route.




But the new route showed an advantage almost immediately. Her vision identified the person sneaking down the alley as Harmon Muldoon. The teen was carrying a decent-sized box that was clearly close to his limit for lugging around.




If he was not going to commit some petty crime, he was probably going to do something which might put him in danger. Her algorithms told her that following him was probably more productive than continuing her route. 




So she followed him. She just made sure she was very quiet, and that she stayed in the shadows as much as she could.




She watched from one alley as Harmon slipped across one of the town’s main streets. There was no one else around, so Harmon would not be detected as he-




She blinked in surprise as someone—no, some thing dropped down in front of Harmon, furling what looked like massive bat wings as it did so.




She was already recording and transmitting to the other Peggys, but she quickly sent a signal that they needed to alert whoever was on duty. It was probably one of the Willows at this time of night, but there was always the likelihood that it might be someone like the human security guards.




The creature looked like… Her algorithms failed. She didn’t have any models in her memory that matched this with any sort of reliable percentage on her recognition scale. It was vaguely humanoid. It had a face not too unlike a human female face. The body had some very low-percentage matches with human females, weightlifters, and velociraptors, but none of them matched with what appeared to be a long, thin, highly maneuverable tail. None of them matched with the wings, which might have matched with several species of bats, but not when these wings were furled behind the creature’s back.




The creature moved at Harmon, who finally spotted it. Harmon reacted by shrieking in what sounded like terror and dropping his box, which crashed like it was full of fragile glass and electronics.




The creature smiled like it was enjoying Harmon’s terror. It hissed, “You’ll do as a first target.”




Peggy Four moved. Her algorithms identified this as a threat situation, and she could not allow someone to be attacked by… whatever this was.




She sprinted to a spot in between the two. She faced the creature and directed, “Cease at once. It is unethical and immoral to attack people, regardless of their reason for being on these streets at this time of night.”




The creature looked at her and hissed, “You. You’ll do.”




Peggy Four was sure that her algorithms had her properly prepared for an attack, but she did not expect the tail to come at her faster than she could react, with a snap like the end was breaking the sound barrier. The signals for her arm kinesthetics went haywire.




She realized that the creature had sliced her arm off at the bicep. Sparks were flying all around the cut area. She needed a few fractions of a second for her systems to reconfigure her kinesthetics. She took a step back, putting her remaining arm up where she could use it for defense.




The creature gaped at her. “Holy fuck. Wells said you were ‘bionic’ and a ‘cyborg’. I didn’t get what he meant.”




Peggy Four calmly insisted, “I am not a cyborg. That would indicate that I am part organic and part inorganic. That is incorre—”




She didn’t react quickly enough, as the tail sliced through her face and the electronics behind it. She was quite sure that the teen was screaming, but she needed to reconfigure her sys-







Aly was already in bed asleep when the phone rang in the emergency tone. Crud! It was a good thing she had gone to bed in her Marine bedtime stuff. Sports bra, t-shirt, boxer briefs, socks. She grabbed her OSI phone. “Mack here. Go.”




“Aly, Peggy Four just ran into a flying creature that sliced her to pieces with a whip tail. We have lost her signal. We alerted Andrew, who will be on-site in minutes. But we need you there ASAP.”




She said, “I can be at the heliport in two.”




“Good. We’ll chopper you to a jet that will get you there as fast as we can and let you parasail down from there. The parasail will be on the jet. Once you’re on the chopper, review Andrew’s reports and Peggy Four’s footage. Then prepare.”




“Copy that. On my way.”




She hopped out of bed and got dressed quickly, but carefully enough that she didn’t rip her stuff to pieces. She was going with her ‘Special Agent Aly Mack, OSI’ look. Dark blue dress pants and matching blazer, white shirt, sturdy shoes, and belt. Her OSI badge case with its little lanyard, as well as her OSI phone, went into her pockets. She shrugged into the special double shoulder holster and put her Desert Eagle in the left holster, with her taser in her right holster. Two extra magazines for the DE went into her pockets too. She slipped into the blazer for the suit and stuffed the tie and a hair scrunchie in her blazer pocket to put on later, when she had time.




Off went the engagement ring, and she ran to the front door. She grabbed the backpack-shaped go bag that she had waiting for her, and she dashed out of the building then over to the heliport, where the helicopter was already spinning up to speed. She ducked down and dashed into the helo, closing the hatch after her.




She snapped into the restraint system, put the headset on, and said, “Proceed, please.”




“Aye, ma’am.” The pilot headed out at high speed.




She pulled out her OSI phone and checked what was already loaded for her. Okay, transcripts of two reports from Andrew to read, files put together for Andrew by one of the Peggybots, and the last few minutes of recorded imagery from Peggy Four.




She had one of the files read by the time the helo touched down by her aircraft, a fast Cessna. She leapt out of the helo and kept her running speed down to maybe twenty miles an hour, since the Cessna was parked only a hundred yards away.




She climbed in, closed the hatch, and buckled in. The co-pilot checked that she had closed the door properly, and then they were taking off. Once they were at altitude, he moved back into the cabin and explained, “We have the parasail for you. You are qual’ed on this, right?”




She nodded. “Right. All you have to do is get me close and let me jump.”




He checked, “In the dark? With no NVGs? There’s an altimeter, but that’s not enough for night jumps.”




She just said, “Classified.” But she looked at her go-bag as she said it, so he assumed she had top secret nightvision hardware hidden in her ‘backpack’.




Okay, she did have top secret nightvision hardware. Just not in the go-bag.




She finished reading the files and Andrew’s report. Then she watched the footage Peggy Four had transmitted. 




And… crud! What was that thing? It looked like a woman bodybuilder who had skin like a dolphin and also the hips of an Allosaurus and the tail of a stingray and roll-up bat wings. But the face… The face looked like…




Oh crud. It looked like Gunny Whipple. Gunny hadn’t become an Ultraman. She had become something much, much ickier. Why would she think this was a good idea? Or did someone trick her into this, or brainwash her?




Either way, that tail was mega-dangerous if it could slice right through Peggy Four’s components.




Aly checked that the jet had a wireless cellphone hub and internet connection, and then she started firing off messages.







Andrew hurried over to the GPS coordinates they had sent him. He would have been there fifteen minutes ago, but that idiot cop was a classic example of the Dunning-Kruger Effect. And it sounded like the local police chief couldn’t recognize an incompetent cop if you put the guy under a spotlight. Even if Mammoth Falls probably didn’t need a highly competent officer on duty, except once a decade. Like today.




He headed for the GPS location that HQ had sent him. And he was using his earbud with the text-to-speech reader on his phone, so he could keep track of texts. Although he had to look down at the pictures HQ had isolated off Peggy Four’s visual transmissions. Yikes!




He pulled up by the police car that was really someone’s black car with a flasher stuck on its roof. There were two police officers there. One looked like a nervous rookie, although he was still older than Andrew was. The other looked like he had been the police chief for a long time, and he had been eating free donuts every day the entire time. The police chief was yelling at Harmon Muldoon, who was standing there and looking like he was inches from going into shock.




Also, Harmon was staring wide-eyed at the ground about thirty feet behind the guy who had to be Police Chief Harold Putney. The thin nervous cop was staring over there too.




It was Peggy Four’s body. Well, pieces of her body. That thing in the pictures had obviously sliced Four’s arm off, and cut her head in half vertically, and slashed through her torso diagonally so her body was in two parts and one of her legs was nearly sliced off too. 




The bigger half of Peggy Four’s head was missing. Or at least wasn’t with the other pieces.




Andrew called in immediately. On the Condition Red line. He got Peggy One. “This is Peggy, what do you need?”




Andrew explained, “It took most of Four’s brain. Do we have tracking on that? And do we have a way to wipe Four’s memories and programming before someone tries to extract them?”




There was a click, and a Willowbot jumped in. “Andrew, this is WillowBeta. One sent me your request, and we’re on it. The only tracker on Peggy Four shows her body at your location. Is that correct?”




Andrew managed not to nod. “Right. Her left arm, both parts of her body, and roughly a third of her head.”




“Then we can’t track the missing part,” WillowBeta apologized. “Sorry. And we can’t send a signal to wipe the lost memory components, since the tracking and GPS and transmission components are near you, not in the missing parts. However, Willow Herself wrote some software that should help, and that should be in the memory components that are missing, as well as what is near you. Please do not attempt to download them onto anything other than an airgapped computer with no connectivity that has nothing you would like to keep.”




“Understood.” He knew what that meant, because Willow had talked to him and Rudy and Troy about protections for the bots.




Andrew pulled out his OSI badge and walked up to the officer, who was still chewing out Harmon and accusing him of crazy stuff. “Andrew Wells, OSI. I understand you’re Chief Harold Putney?”




“Yeah, I am, sonny. And who’re you and what the hell is tha Oh Eff Eye?”




Well, Rinkin had warned him to expect this kind of treatment from lots of small-town LEO. He tried to stay calm. “Office of Scientific Investigation, out of Washington, D.C. And I’m Agent Andrew Wells. As you can plainly see, those are pieces of a cybernetic system… something your teenager here couldn’t possibly make… and that’s my purview. I’ll need to talk to your teenager and I’ll need your deputy’s help in moving all the pieces into my rental car.”




“He’s not my teenager, and my wife is damn glad of that!”




“Hey!” squawked Harmon. “I didn’t do it! You didn’t see that thing!”




“A thing?” Chief Putney scoffed. “You tellin’ me the sea monster came up here?”




“No!” Harmon insisted. “It was… it was…”




There was a sound like a snap of canvas overhead, and the creature dropped into the street only feet in front of Andrew.




He dove off to his left so he could pull out his Glock, and the thing’s tail snapped out behind it, knocking the police chief to the ground. Harmon screamed and took off as fast as his feet would carry him.




Andrew put three fast rounds into the creature’s center of mass, only the bullets bounced off its skin. It snapped its tail again, slapping the gun out of his hand with enough force that he was pretty sure it broke his trigger finger. Crap, that hurt!




He rolled away and kipped up onto his feet, but the thing was too fast, and it closed the distance with a leap, punching him in the jaw and nearly knocking him out.




He fell over hard. It grabbed his feet up in one big hand before unfurling its wings and leaping into the air. He realized he was being flown into the sky by his ankles, and he was already well above a lethal height. He stopped struggling and decided to wait until the creature landed again.




He reached for his phone to trigger the locator system, but it had already fallen out of his pocket. Damn it.



Part VI



Andrew tried not to think about getting dropped from this height. Or about the blood rushing to his head. Instead, he tried to remember everything Rinkin had taught him about losing a first fight to get ‘captured’ and hauled off to the badguys’ lair where she actually wanted to go. Although he wasn’t too sure he really wanted to go if he was going to be facing more things like this: Gunnery Sergeant Margery Whipple after some sort of hideous biochemical transformation, if Aly was right.




So… was this the guy working for Garthe Knight who had created the Ultramen, or was it the mad scientist that FLAG and Faith Lehane were now after, or was it someone connected to Nedlick and James Courtney? Or was it someone else? 




The mad scientist sounded like the right type of creep, but Andrew was pretty sure FLAG hadn’t sent the OSI the files on that yet, or at least Oscar hadn’t forwarded the files to anyone in the Data Analytics group. FLAG had said there was some kind of confidentiality issue. Andrew figured Faith was trying to protect someone. He didn’t know her all that well, but based on what he knew, he was guessing she was trying to protect some hot guy.




Meanwhile, he was being held by his ankles by a flying monstrosity, and he was maybe a thousand feet up. Crap, this was scary! Would have been nice if he still had his gun. Or his phone. Or Peggy Four, who probably wasn’t recoverable.




Okay, that last part really pissed him off. Four didn’t deserve to get sliced into chunks and be gone, maybe forever. Peggy Four was a better person than he was, even if she was all machine. Four was a sentient, sapient being who deserved better.




Someone was going to pay for that. Andrew was going to make sure of it. Even if he had no idea how, right then.




He patted himself in a few places and figured out he had also lost his OSI badge case, which had some tiny lockpicks hidden inside it. Crap. He had his wallet in his pants, and the motel key, but some more stuff could fall out before he hit the ground. He probably still had the hideouts on his ankles, but the creature was probably going to spot them just from holding him by the ankles. He had his tie and his watch and his belt, and a couple spare mags of ammo for the handgun he had lost. He didn’t have anything that could take down a bulletproof, super-strong flying monster who used to be a drill instructor at Quantico and probably could have kicked his ass even before she got powered up.




It was pretty hard to tell where they were in the darkness, but he could see a few lights here and there that had to be lights on houses and farmsteads. They were well past Strawberry Lake, and pretty much in the middle of nowhere. So he was guessing a secret lab, or a big RV that was a secret lab on wheels.




And… nope. The creature was definitely going down and aiming for a little farmstead with big lights illuminating a square parking area that was surrounded by a house and attached garage and barn and a couple sheds, with what looked like covered walkways from the house to the barn and one shed.




With a final loud flap, it landed. He did as much of an upside-down sit-up as he could, so he landed on his shoulderblades instead of his head.




They were in the center of the parking area, which was suspiciously empty. There should have been a couple cars or trucks as vehicles for the farm owners. The garage had a big sliding door that was wide open, and the lights were on inside it, so Andrew could see that someone had a big limo in there, and its trunk was open, with someone stuffing luggage into it.




He figured the creature and its/her bosses had figured out about the fake ‘sea monster’ and were clearing out of town after letting her ‘spread her wings’ so to speak.




The luggage stuffer strolled out of the garage and smirked, “Hey Whip, I see you caught a fish. Isn’t he too small?”




Jerk. Andrew kept his mouth shut, since the guy was probably trying to rile him up. Or maybe trying to annoy ‘Whip’, which seemed like a really bad idea.




Whip smirked and hissed, “That catch and release thing doesn’t work for me.”




The guy snorted in amusement. “The boss is waiting for him in the living room. I got your stuff packed and in the limo, so we’re ready to go when he is.”




“Thanks,” the creature nodded. Whip grabbed him by the back of his collar and hauled him to his feet before marching him into the farmhouse. Which was really nice on the inside. Lots of framed watercolors, lots of ‘cutesy farm living’ stuff, lots of kitschy stuff like Hummel figurines. 




And, sitting in a big leather padded armchair, was his brother Tucker. With a laptop and some hardware and what was obviously the remains of Peggy Four’s head. This whole evening just kept getting better and better.




And that whole ‘mad scientist’ idea suddenly seemed a lot more likely.




Tucker hardly turned his head. “Just slam him down in one of the wooden kitchen chairs and cable-tie him in place.”




Andrew decided it would annoy Tucker the most if he didn’t react to the usual Tucker crap. So he just said, “Nice to see you too, Tucker. Uncle Rudy would say ‘hi’… if he knew we were meeting.”




Not that Uncle Rudy would. No, Andrew was pretty sure Uncle Rudy would chew Tucker out for being a mad scientist and turning people into flying monsters and abusing his little brother and everything else.




Also, Andrew was pretty worried, not that he wanted anyone to know. The place was obviously a farmhouse for a real farm family with a lot of female influence, and there was no sign of them. There were no farm dogs barking outside with a monster flying in and some guy in a suit messing around in an outbuilding. The corral on the other side of the parking area was empty. There was no sign of any animals. Or any of the actual owners. And nobody that he had seen seemed concerned about that. Andrew was making a few guesses about all of that, and he didn’t like what he was coming up with.




Whip held him in a not very comfortable wooden chair with a curved back and solid arms. A different guy in a different suit pulled out some heavy industrial cable ties and strapped Andrew into the chair by his forearms and wrists and shins and ankles.




Andrew knew how to bust zipties if his wrists were ziptied together, but these cable ties were a lot stronger, and he was not going to get any leverage to snap the teeth in the zipties. So this was another not-good thing. In fact, it was a double plus ungood thing.




He watched as Tucker tried and tried to get access to the memory and programming in that chunk of Four’s head. Andrew just sat there and waited.




It took a while before Tucker gave up. But Andrew knew he would, sooner or later. Computers and robotics were an Andrew thing in their household. Tucker’s areas of expertise had always been biochemistry and biomedicine. And creepiness. Andrew had known that long before anyone else, because before Tucker went to first grade, he had only had his little brother to torture, not counting some of the neighborhood pets.




Okay, also the computer brain in each bot was really, really complex and absolutely not like the inside of a laptop computer. So Tucker had no hope, unless he also had detailed data on the fembot construction so he would know how to get at access points and how to use access protocols, which might not even be valid after that much damage.




Tucker angrily stomped over. “Andrew! Hook up that chunk of shit and download it to my laptop!”




“No thanks,” Andrew said as calmly as he could manage.




Tucker glowered, “You watched me work on it for a good ten minutes—”




Andrew interrupted, “Fifty-four minutes.” And he deliberately looked at the flower-decorated clock up on the kitchen wall. “And that’s just since I got here.”




Tucker looked like he was going to explode. “Shut up, you little bitch! Hook that up, or I’ll make you regret it!”




Andrew pretended he wasn’t really worried. “You’re gonna torture me whether I do it or not. So I’m not seeing a lot of incentives here.”




Whip laughed out loud. “He’s got you pegged.”




Tucker gave her a nasty look. Then he stormed back to his laptop, and he hooked a tablet up to the big-screen tv on the wall. Within seconds, the tablet transferred visual to the tv screen, and Andrew watched as Tucker initiated a secure video call to someone. It was pretty obvious that this was someone Tucker had programmed into his call system before, since Tucker had a URI and a name and passwords. Andrew memorized the URI and the name, which was just the name Tucker had picked, which was ‘Chaos’. That made Andrew wonder if Tucker was trying to contact the cracker known as Cha0$ in the business. 




It was too bad the passwords weren’t in plaintext, but appeared on that screen as strings of asterisks. It was also too bad Andrew probably wasn’t going to live long enough to tell anybody about this stuff.




A head and shoulders popped up on the screen. Andrew had never seen the guy before, but would remember him if they ever met. The guy looked like a nerdy thirty-something trying to look manly and cool. But failing. The evil mustache and dorky chinbeard were pretty much giveaways.




Tucker started, “Colin—”




“Hey!” ‘Colin’ protested. “Watch it, Tucker. You know the rules. Call me ‘Chaos’ or you pay the ‘nom de plume’ penalty. And you’ve got people in the background looking our way! That’s the ‘identity theft’ penalty right there!”




“Look Colin,” Tucker snarled, “That’s my stupid little brother, who’s gonna be an ex-brother pretty soon. And Whip doesn’t count, since she’s part of my staff.”




Colin insisted, “They both count, you dillweed. Stop trying to weasel out of stuff! And call me Chaos.”




“Fine. Then you have to call me Mister Wells.”




“I think I’m calling you ‘Fucker Wells’ today, and stop trying to munchkin your way out of the contact rules. This had better be one damn interesting job, or I’m upping my base rate when you call the next time.”




“Fine… asshole,” Tucker grumbled. “I’ve got a chunk of computer I want to access.” He held up the part of Four’s head. Then he slowly rotated it. 




Chaos stared for a couple seconds. “That’s part of a face! And hair! You had a functional robot and you tore it apart? Are you mental?!”




Tucker snarled, “I didn’t tear it apart! Whip had to fight the damn thing! And Andrew knows what it is, and won’t help!”




Andrew lied, “Hey Chaos, I’m Andrew. And I know what it is, but I don’t know how to access it. I just borrowed it as a sort of bodyguard. Even if I wasn’t supposed to.”




Tucker turned hastily. “What? What the hell? Why didn’t you tell me?”




Andrew gave him a look. “You’re planning on torturing me and killing me. Why the hell should I throw you any freebies?”




Chaos asked, “Okay, what was it?”




Andrew part-fibbed, “It’s a fembot built by Professor Frederick Franklin. It’s probably not designed to be accessed like this anyway. I have no idea how to access or program one. I just know that one of our agents hit it with an EMP weapon and gave it amnesia, so some of us have been teaching it to be ethical and stuff. It’s pretty interesting as a case study on machine learning and pattern recognition. Franklin did a great job on it. Too bad he completely fell down on the job on everything else.”




Chaos worried his lower lip as he thought. And then he had Tucker hook up a series of probes and leads before Chaos went to work, trying to gain access for Tucker.




Andrew glanced over at the clock without moving his head. Given the time, it was pretty likely that either Aly would be parachuting in within the next hour, or else Kate would be driving in within the next four hours. Since there was no obvious way to trace him, he was probably going to have to figure out a way to bust out of here on his own, or at a minimum get some sort of recognizable signal out.




Chaos finally started working, as some sort of data transfer started happening. And he said, “Hey T-Dub, this looks like it might be pretty interesting. I’m gonna want to set up some firewalling, install some decompression testing software…”




Andrew snarked from across the room, “Looks like someone else is running this op. Better get cracking on his to-do list, Tucker.”




“Shut up, Andrew!”




Andrew kept going, “And I bet he’s picking out all the most expensive add-ons for you.”




“Shut up!” Tucker yelled. Then he turned back to the webcam and angrily insisted, “Look Colin, I’m the client here, and the customer’s always right, so shut up and do what I already hired you to do!” 




Colin gave Tucker a look, like he was seriously thinking about how Tucker would look after getting crucified. Or maybe the ‘blood eagle’ thing the Vikings used to do. But he just typed for a couple seconds and said, “Done. And next time you call me, my rates will be up by a factor of five, Fucker.” The tv screen went blank.




Wow. That had actually worked. Andrew really hadn’t expected Tucker would shoot himself in the foot that hard. And it had only taken a tiny nudge.




“Asshole,” Tucker muttered as he looked at his laptop and studied the data streams before doing something that looked like data transfer to Tucker’s own personal network that was set up somewhere else. But that was just a guess based on the directory structures on Tucker’s laptop screen and the mousing around that Tucker was doing, and Andrew didn’t have a fantastic view from where he was strapped into a chair.




Still, Andrew had high hopes for this bit of revenge, given what Willow had told him and Uncle Rudy. Andrew was confident that Willow was a better hacker than that loser Chaos, and that Willow was a kajillion times better as a hacker than Tucker.




On the other hand, Andrew had to keep a straight face and not give everything away. Instead, he asked, “Hey Tucker, you really made that guy mad. He wouldn’t dump viruses and stuff onto your laptop, would he?”




“Shut up, Andrew,” Tucker said automatically. “Colin’s a loser, and he knows my backers would fry his loser ass if he tried anything.”




“Okay, if you say so…” Andrew said, like he was really unsure but didn’t want to admit it.




Tucker’s minion asked him, “So… what the hell were you doing out there with a stolen robot?”




Andrew pretended to be nervous about that. “Well, nobody at the office believed me when I showed ’em the stuff in the newspapers about that ‘sea monster’. Even if there’s no way it could be a ‘sea’ monster. Just a lake creature. So I took a couple days of vacation, and I sort of borrowed the fembot, and I got a rental car and drove over here so I could prove it was a real lake creature. And it’s not. And you wrecked the fembot so I can’t sneak it back into inventory. And Tucker’s got a real chimeric creation, and I don’t get to tell anybody to show I was sort of right about stuff. So everything’s all crap.”




‘Whip’ smirked, “So you won’t mind if your brother kills you.”




Andrew kept up the pretense, because if he painted himself in a bad enough light, Tucker might think Andrew couldn’t tell on him and would need a safe place to hide out. Like as Tucker’s little minion. He pretended, “Umm, maybe not so much, since I’d be in real trouble if I went back the way things are right now, and Uncle Rudy would yell at me just a ton, and—”




“Son of a bitch!” Tucker suddenly screamed. “No! No no no! That bastard hacked me!”




Andrew asked as earnestly as he could fake, “Do you need some help?” Not that he would really help. He was quite sure that the Willow-written malware hidden in the Peggybots’ programming was wreaking this havoc, and he would do whatever he could to make things worse. Just like he had nudged Tucker into pissing off Chaos so that the hacker hadn’t put in the necessary firewalls and testing to protect Tucker’s stuff.




Tucker was typing away, but yelled over his shoulder, “You’re useless! Shut up!” But it was pretty obvious that Tucker couldn’t stop whatever virus or malware was running amok in his laptop. Andrew was hoping it was running wild in Tucker’s secret network, maybe in some evil lair where Tucker was creating things like Whip.




Oh crap. What if the reason the FLAG data hadn’t trickled down to the OSI, or at least his level of the OSI, was because Tucker did something like that to Faith? If Tucker had monsterized Faith Lehane, then Andrew was going to find a way to do something even worse to him, the asshole. Somehow. Even if it still looked like Andrew was going to end up extremely dead before too long. Maybe he could come back as a ghost and haunt Tucker. Or something.




Tucker yelled at his minion, “Thompson! We’ve got to leave right now! I’ve got to get back and stop this, and I need to do it from inside my network.”




Thompson replied, “We’re ready to go, Mister Wells. But I just received a text from… ahem someone important.”




“What the hell is it?” Tucker asked, but Andrew thought that Tucker sounded a lot more worried than angry.




Thompson carefully said, “A jet flying essentially overhead in about…” He glanced at his watch. “…three minutes from now, when this is not a standard flightpath for anyone. The backtrack puts the jet taking off from a post close to OSI headquarters at roughly the time Whip returned from her… workout. I don’t like temporal ‘coincidences’ like that, sir. And there’s no place for a jet to land around here, so that would have to be a parachute or parasail drop.”




Tucker fumed, “Fine. We’re leaving now. Whip? Take a flight around your previous work, in case the OSI is sending a bionic agent in via parachute. Kill ’em. Then fly along our planned exit route and catch up with us as soon as you can. We’ll stop somewhere along the route so you can rendezvous before dawn. Thompson? You can set off the charges as soon as we’re out of the farmyard.”




“Yes sir.”




Whip just strode out through the front door, unfurled her wings, and took off into the sky.




Tucker unhooked his laptop, put it under one arm, and hurried out. He stopped just long enough to smirk, “See ya in hell, loser. I hope you like fire. A lot.”




Thompson stopped to grab up some of the cables and connectors Tucker was ignoring, and left, slamming the front door behind him.




Andrew was assuming that the place was wired for firebombs, which meant he only had a few seconds left. What a crappy brother. He was so going to tell mom and Uncle Rudy if he lived through this.



Part VII



Andrew immediately relaxed the muscles in his wrists and his forearms. He was so glad Rinkin was teaching him this side of her skillset too. Even if he wasn’t allowed to tell anyone else about it. Because it was massively cool. It was way too cool for someone like Andrew Wells.




He didn’t have enough room to get his arms free from the chair arms, but he had some slack. He started trying to twist or yank the chair arms loose. That wasn’t working so great. He wriggled his hands until he got one of the cable ties to slide down over his hand. Okay, that was more like it. He bent forward enough to get his teeth on the cable tie and drag it off over his fingers.




Then he could twist his arm so he could slide his forearm out from under that other cable tie. Great. He had one arm free. He reached over and slid the two cable ties down his other arm so he could slide his hand out. But he was still stuck in the chair. He stood up, dove onto his hands, kept rolling, and slammed the chair against the wood floor as hard as he could. Holy crap, that hurt.




It hurt the chair a lot more. The chairlegs broke, and one came loose from where it was glued into the seat. So he kicked some more and shook loose from the two chunks of chairlegs his legs were strapped to.




There was a sudden whoosh and then something under the front porch exploded, sending wood splinters everywhere, including through the glass in the windows and the front door. 




He rolled onto his front and covered his head, as glass and fire exploded into the room. Then he jumped to his feet and ran to the side instead of onto the burning front porch. He ran into the dining room slash living room, which was also on fire thanks to having a window looking out on the front porch, and he threw an armchair through a side window just about the time another explosion turned the other end of the farmhouse into an inferno. He dove out through the broken window and hit the ground hard. 




Another explosion lit up the night as the back side of the house pretty much disintegrated outward. He scrambled to his feet, and he ran for the first outbuilding he could use for cover.




The rest of the house went up in a massive fireball that looked like someone had used a ridiculous amount of accelerant.




And that was when he realized that blood was running down his forehead and dripping down his face. He had probably sliced open his scalp when he leapt through that window. Or maybe it happened when the porch blew up. He had a bunch of other cuts and stuff, but he was alive.




He limped over to a spot where he could look off down the driveway leaving the farm. The limo was long gone. There weren’t even taillights in the distance.




He had no idea how to get back to… well, anything. But he was figuring someone would be seeing this fire and calling it in pretty soon. And if Aly really was parasailing in, then she would be following up on anything obvious, like a big fire or a big police presence.




He took off his coat, shook out the broken glass, and used some of the glass to slice parts of the coat into bandages. He wanted to stop the scalp wound from bleeding all night, and he had cuts on his arms and legs, plus a nasty one on his side that he probably picked up when he dove out that window.




He wanted to hurry up with the bandaging, so he could check the outbuildings for something useful, like a landline so he could call for help. Or a burglar alarm he could trigger to get some help.




He worked on his bandages, and he fumed, “Screw you too, Tucker. This is so not over.”







Aly really liked parachuting and parasailing. Okay, she could parachute into a place at night using her nightvision when it would be a nightmare for regular parachutists. And there was stuff down there. She could see the lights of Mammoth Falls beneath her, and there were two police cars with lights flashing, and three more cars pulled up near the police cars, and even more cars sort of close to that.




Maybe police calls were the only fun stuff to watch at night in Mammoth Falls.




Also, there was some sort of thing with trucks and cars at what had to be the far edge of Strawberry Lake. She could see lots of headlights. And there was a big fire going on maybe three or four miles away. She had a feeling that most of what she could see was connected to the OSI tasking, in one way or another.




It was either that, or some really big coincidences. And she hadn’t had much luck with stuff being coincidental.




She checked her GPS tracker with her nightvision, and it said that the flashing police lights were going to be pretty close to Peggy Four’s last transmission. Aly was really hoping Peggy Four wasn’t hurt too bad, because the Peggybots were nice. She was also hoping Andrew was okay, because he hadn’t answered his phone for a long time. Almost as long as Peggy Four going dark.




Andrew was nice too, and Aly really didn’t want him to get hurt, or for JJ to be unhappy. But Peggy Four was the one who they had reason to believe had been attacked.




Aly was also hoping the police hadn’t grabbed Andrew at the scene of the attack and arrested him for murdering a robot or something else stupid.




She pulled on the cords so the parasail turned her toward the police cars and also dropped her faster. The quicker she got down there and found out what was going on, the better. She was so glad Rinkin had sent her to that CIA parachuting course.




Oh crud, that was an ambulance rushing away from the site! And a paramedic vehicle. And one of the police cars was a state police car, in addition to the not-as-nice police car that was probably local. She used her telescopic vision as she shifted to the side enough to read the lettering on the car. Yep, Mammoth Falls Police Department.




Okay, all of that in one place spelled out badness. In all caps. In a really mega-huge font.




She spilled more air as she turned in the air to get her landing set up right. And she dropped down just in front of the yellow tape a state police guy was guarding.




The guy jumped back in surprise and pulled his sidearm on her. He yelled a couple dirty words before he managed to yell, “Freeze! Put your hands on your head! What the fuck do you think you’re doing?!”




She spilled more air and started bundling her parasail. “Officer, I’ll be with you as soon as this parasail isn’t a hazard. In the meantime, I’m Special Agent Aly Mack of the OSI.” It still took her a few more seconds to gather up the parasail fabric in a totally not useful bundle that she could tie up but not use again without a lot of work.




“I’m gonna need to see some ID, ma’am.”




She nodded, “Good.” She held up her fancy official OSI ID badge case, and when he gestured that he wanted to see it better, she tossed it to him. She liked the badge and the case, because this case looked way more impressive than her first one.




Okay, he dropped it when he tried to catch it while holding a sidearm. She shouldn’t have tossed it to him.




She finished up with the parasail, adjusted her blazer, and took off her goggles. She still had her hair in a tight bun because of the parasailing, but that wasn’t really a problem.




Another state trooper was rushing over, so Aly waited until that guy was close enough to hear her and look at her badge case too. “Special Agent Aly Mack, U.S. Office of Scientific Investigation. I got here as fast as I could, because we have information that this crime scene includes victims from our agency. We also received information that the attacker is likely to be Gunnery Sergeant Margery Whipple, USMC, who went AWOL while under investigation on unrelated charges.”




The second officer introduced himself. “Sergeant William Stevens, Ohio State Patrol. This is Officer Paul Lincoln. And if you have some explanation for some of what we’ve found here, we would sure as hell appreciate it.”




Aly tried to sound mega-professional as she told them, “I would be happy to. It just so happens that we got some telemetry off the incident, which is why I was rushed out here.”




“The incident?” Officer Lincoln asked.




At the same time, the sergeant asked, “Which incident? They had two in a row here.”




Oh crud. Andrew! Aly tried not to show how worried she was, as she guessed, “The first incident. I even have some imagery that was transmitted by the robot that Special Agent Wells was field-testing.”




“A robot?” Officer Lincoln gasped.




Sergeant Stevens groaned, “Well hell, maybe that even makes a little sense.”




Aly tried, “Sergeant, perhaps you could show me the physical evidence, and I’ll show you how that fits with our telemetry, which you probably won’t believe without another examination of the evidence here.”




She was mega-glad Rinkin had sent her and Kate and Andrew to that short course on basic forensics. Even knowing how to talk about forensics to experts was a huge help.




So she let the sergeant show her all the forensic evidence that was still in situ which wasn’t what he called it, and she let him show her all the bagged-and-tagged evidence that had markers on the ground where it had been picked up. Even if some of it was so, so sad.




She nearly cried when she saw the pieces that were all that was left of Peggy Four. One arm was sliced off. The torso was sliced in two. The head was sliced in two, with maybe a third of her head left, and the rest gone.




She checked, “Did anyone find the rest of the head?”




“No ma’am.”




“It’s just a chunk of metal.”




She really wanted to tell them that Peggy Four was not just a chunk of metal, and she deserved to be treated better, and she deserved to be remembered as a person who just happened not to be made of squishy stuff.




The sergeant added, “Really, we were worried it was more Mammoth Falls bullshit, if you’ll pardon my French.” She didn’t complain about him saying a dirty word, so he explained, “We’ve got some recurring offenders around here. We’re talking about incidents like an old house that suddenly ‘became haunted’ for a week or so.” He airquoted that. “And there was a ‘flying man’ loose around here. A few other problems like that. We’re pretty sure who around here’s capable of that level of tech, but we don’t have probable cause, and we’ve been asked by the locals to not give these teens a platform. So we didn’t even look into that ‘sea monster’. Now it turns out something real is going on around here.”




She spilled, “No, you did the right thing. That ‘sea monster’ was definitely a fake. It only took Special Agent Wells a couple hours to verify that. This crisis is something else, although there may be some sort of connection.”




She looked at the rest of the evidence and tried not to wince. That was definitely Andrew’s phone and handgun, and the gun had been fired. The location markers told her that he had been diving out of the way or getting tossed around pretty hard, because the stuff that fell out of his pockets was not where the shell casings were.




At least there was no blood all over the place. Which had to mean that the Whipple-thing had grabbed Andrew and taken off, either on foot or through the air. Okay, the thing would have to have some pretty awesome wings to lift itself and Andrew both. And Andrew’s rental car was right there.




She asked, “Did anyone interview Harmon Muldoon? The robot got footage of him before the creature tried to kill him and the robot intervened.”




The sergeant nodded, “Yeah, he’d already wet himself, but he told us what he thought happened. We just… well, no one believed him, after some of the bullhockey the teenagers around here have pulled. The chief of police was unconscious and bleeding heavily from a slicing cut across his chest and probably through a few ribs. The other police officer was incoherent and the EMTs had to sedate him.”




Aly pulled out her phone. “I can understand why. Let me show you the telemetry the robot managed to transmit before she was destroyed.” And she played the video footage, with sound.




“Holy crap!” swore the sergeant.




The officer said way worse. Not that she could really blame him. It looked pretty scary to Aly, and Aly had seen some pretty scary stuff.




The sergeant checked, “And this is real? Not just lots of movie special effects?”




Aly sighed a little. “I’m sorry to tell you that this is real. Absolutely real. And the OSI is going to have to take this case out of your hands.”




The sergeant nodded, “Good. There is no effing way we could file a report on this case and get anyone to believe us. We’d probably get brought up on charges.”




She took a business card out of her badge case and handed it over. “We won’t let that happen. We work with state and local agencies, and we do what we can to protect them.”




The officer asked, “Well, since you’re protecting our butts, what can we do to help you?”




She smiled at him. “Thanks. We need to load all this evidence into the trunk of Andrew’s car, and then I think we’ll have to work together to figure out where Andrew is.”




The sergeant scowled, “Well, if he’s a vic, the perps could just toss him into the weir at the end of the lake—it’s just down that street right there—and we might never see the body. They lose a couple tourists and boaters in that damn thing pretty much every year, no matter how many signs they put up.”




Eww. That sounded totally grim. She had seen a tv special about ‘drowning machines’ like that. Weirs with enough of a hydraulic jump that there was a foaming swirl of water that no one could swim out of. Plus the foaminess meant that no matter how much buoyancy you had, you still wouldn’t float. And the things scooped up logs and boulders and everything else so it was less like getting tossed into a washing machine and more like getting thrown into a meat grinder.




Crud, she really hoped Andrew was okay.




She stepped over to pick up some of the heaviest pieces of Peggy Four, when she heard it. The noise was like the slap of canvas when you were on a sailboat and the wind suddenly caught it. She hastily checked overhead with her nightvision, and…




Oh crud. It was the thing that used to be Gunny Whipple, coming in for round three.




Aly watched as the thing dropped, aiming right for Aly’s head with clawed feet that would probably rip through most stuff. She yelled, “Clear!” And she leapt backward.




The thing hit the street with a slam, and with the sweep of one wing it sent the sergeant flying backward. That had to hurt.




It snarled, “Fast, aren’t we? Try dodging this!”




Aly saw the tail curling up, so with that kind of warning, it didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to figure out what was coming. She leapt to the side, clearing the hood of the police car. She put a hand down so it would look like she was doing some kind of freerunning vault, instead of her just jumping over the engine compartment.




That tail snapped out at her like a really long bullwhip. And it slashed through the spot where she had been standing, slicing a vicious path through the sheet metal of the side of the car.




“Fast and tricky, are we?” the thing growled at her. It leapt about fifteen feet closer and coiled up her tail to fire it out again.




But Aly had already hit the plateau, so she could see it coming. And she had seen that whip-tail in action. The creature had to turn its hips and aim in order to lash out with the tail. And the tail didn’t move at supersonic speed. Just that deadly tip that snapped as it broke the sound barrier.




Aly jumped back as the tail slashed at her, cutting across the hood of the engine compartment and also shattering the windshield. But the tail had another weakness: its range. It couldn’t do the supersonic slice on anything too far away, and she had the distance figured out.




She pulled out her DE and pointed it at the thing’s center of mass. “Gunnery Sergeant Margery Whipple! You are under arrest! Put your arms up and your tail down!”




“How the hell did you figure out who I was?” it asked, as it slowly raised its arms.




She lied, “Your face hasn’t changed appreciably. The BOLO and wanted posters put out by the NCIS and CID still look like you. And after dealing with several Ultramen, the NCIS expected you might be ‘transformed’ too.”




“Well, that’s what I wanted ta know,” it growled.




And it attacked again.




Aly opened fire and put a three-shot grouping into its chest as it leapt at her. The sergeant who was still on the ground and the officer who was over behind the rental car opened up on it too. The sergeant went with his service weapon, and the officer used a riot shotgun.




None of them did any damage. At least Aly’s bullets didn’t ricochet off and endanger innocent bystanders. But they sure didn’t get any penetration. The only thing that got penetration was one of the shotgun pellets, which hit Aly right in the arm. That hurt, but she tried to ignore it, since it was an accident.




The creature landed on top of the damaged police car. Aly waited until it launched its tail before diving off to one side so it missed pretty badly.




She figured this was going to have to be one of those fights that ended up with a whole bunch of NDAs getting signed. Ugh.



Part VIII



Al Fernald was kneeling there watching, with only his car and maybe forty yards of road separating him from the scariest thing he had ever seen in his life. Two state patrolmen and a federal agent were trying to stop a super-strong, bulletproof monster that flew and had a tail that sliced through stuff like a real lightsaber would.




He made a mental note to work harder on the physics that could underlie a real lightsaber. He needed better hardware if stuff like this was really out there. Even if every explanation of lightsabers he had read so far was mathematically and physically inadequate.




Jeez! The thing leapt onto that car and slashed at that fed, but the fed moved faster than anyone Al had ever seen. That was like Jedi ‘Force Speed’ stuff! Did some federal agency actually teach people how to move like that? Did some federal agency grab people who had powers and force them to be agents?




Okay, that next bit was impossible. The fed dove to one side, did a one-handed cartwheel, and put another round into the monster. Not that bullets seemed to hurt it. Al had no idea what its skin was made of, because it was too flexible to be solid metal. But maybe there was some sort of dragonscale armor under that smooth-looking surface.




And the fed was smart enough to work out the weakness of a weapon like a bullwhip, which had serious range limitations on both sides of its radius of effect. The fed charged the monster before it could get another whipcrack going. Even though that thing was bulletproof and way too strong, based on what it could do with just a wing sweep.




The monster was still on top of the car’s hood, but the fed leapt up onto the hood, planted her left foot, and did a spinkick that Chuck Norris would be envious of. She hit the creature right in the gut.




It was impossible. That thing was bulletproof, but that kick launched it backwards. It also pushed the fed backwards, but the fed did a sort of backflip and landed on her feet. The thing went flying maybe twenty feet before it crashed onto its back.




And the fed charged again. Al had no idea how fast she was sprinting, but it looked like it had to be over fifty miles an hour, which was just impossible. Okay, he was seeing it. But it should have been impossible.




The thing was already up on its feet, and spitting mad. And it was far enough back to use its whip. This was going to be ugly.




The state patrolmen unloaded their weapons into its back, but it ignored them. Al was pretty sure nothing short of a high-speed impact with their patrol car was going to stop it. Even if the fed seemed almost as strong as it was.




But the fed knew she was going to have to run through the whip’s range. She ran around past the front of a car and…




Okay, that was absolutely impossible.




She reached down and ripped off the car’s front bumper as she ran past. What the hey? Was she some kind of Marvel Comics superheroine? He had no idea how strong she had to be to just rip that bumper off without slowing down as she went past.




But she shifted her grip so she had a hold on two points on the inside of the bumper, so she was wielding it like a quarterstaff or a pugil stick or something.




He wished he had the time to explain to her how that wasn’t going to protect her from a tail that could slice through car parts. But he didn’t even have time to gasp before she was engaging that thing again.




The tail cracked at her, and… What on earth? Everything was happening so fast he could hardly catch the motions. She tilted the bumper so the tail hit it at such an obtuse angle that it slid down the bumper in a shower of sparks.




The fed kept charging forward and hit the thing in the face with the end of the bumper. That knocked the thing back a good twenty feet, but the fed was rushing forward in a sprint like nothing Al had ever seen except in superhero movies. The thing blocked the next strike like it had martial arts training, but the fed pivoted the bumper around that block and smacked the thing in the chin so hard it tumbled up into the air.




The thing never hit the ground. It unfurled its wings in mid-air and flew at about fifteen feet above the street, down a side street toward the lake. Once it got over the water, there would be nothing anyone could do. Not even Super-Fed there.




Al did one of the dumbest things of his life. He jumped into the car. He yelled, “Shoie!” His pal dove into the passenger seat. He turned his head long enough to holler, “Mort! Keep Daphne safe!” And he chased after the fighters.




Wil—not Shoie, Wil, he had to remember that even under stress—asked, “What’s the plan?”




Al replied, “That thing’s not natural—”




“Well duh, Al.”




He kept going. “—so there’s a good chance it’s a robot like the pieces in the street, or cybernetic. We need to hit it with my maser if it tries to get away over the lake.”




He ignored the headlights in his rearview mirror. He assumed it was the state patrolmen in what was left of their patrol car, but it might be Jeff and the guys, in Jeff’s car, with some of their gear. Which could be really useful too. At worst, maybe someone would try running into that thing at high speed.




Assuming you could hit it with more force than the lady fed was already cranking out.




Al was going way over the speed limit, and he was losing them. How fast was that thing flying? How fast was that fed running while carrying a big car bumper?




Then he was out of road. Ahead there was nothing but high fencing to keep people out of the area where the weir was. And there were big ‘do not get in the water here or you will die horribly’ signs on the chain link fence.




The monster crashed through the fence, tearing a big hole as the chain link ripped apart from top to bottom and the sides pulled away due to the tension on the metal. It landed and wheeled around to catch the fed as she ran through that hole to take that thing on.




It wasn’t expecting the fed to jump the fence where it wasn’t ripped. Which was also impossible, because the fence was at least twelve feet high, with three strands of barb wire sticking up above that. But the fed cleared the whole fence like it was a speed bump. And the fed still had that bumper.




Al slammed on the brakes and killed the engine. He popped the trunk release and scrambled for the trunk. He grabbed his maser, which would have recharged by then, and he rushed toward the huge hole in the fence. He trusted Wil to grab something else useful and follow him.




He wasn’t going to worry about the following car until he had to.




The fed and the monster were duking it out like it was some kind of martial arts tournament. To the death. The fed had hit the thing hard enough, enough times, that it was bleeding at the nose and mouth. The thing had hit the fed or slashed her a couple times and the front of her blazer was pretty well ripped to shreds. In the headlights of the cars, it looked like the fed had some bloody slashes across her chest, and she definitely had blood on one side of her face.




Yeah, note to self: do not try hand-to-hand fighting with super-strong, invulnerable, chimeric monsters with fangs and claws and whip tails.




Not that the monster was invulnerable. The fed had made it bleed from its nose and mouth and maybe some other places. Which meant the fed was hitting harder than massive handguns and shotguns and stuff. 




Other note to self: do not get into fights with pretty female federal agents who might turn out to be She-Hulk in a suit.




He held the maser, which had actually recharged off the car’s battery while sitting in its charging cradle he had wired into the car’s electrical system without telling his parents. He wanted a good clean shot at its head or neck, which was where the control systems were likely to be, whether it was completely robotic or just cybernetic. Given the blood, he was guessing a genetically engineered creature with cybernetic systems to keep it under control.




And there was the opportunity. The fed was on the far side of the creature, preparing another attack. The creature was facing it. Al had a clean shot. He aimed and fired the maser.




The creature slapped at the back of its neck and screamed in pain.




But the lady fed grabbed her eye in pain and nearly fell over.




This was bad.




And Daphne was at his side, firing one of his steel-wire capture nets.




Only, the monster fell to one side, and Daphne’s shot missed. It hit the lady fed right in the chest with an impact that would smash a hole in a car’s bodywork, and went off, wrapping the fed in the capture net instead of catching the monster.




This was worse. Way, way worse.



(seconds earlier)



Aly was squaring off again with Gunny Whipple, or what used to be a Marine gunnery sergeant. She was between Whipple and the dam at the foot of the lake, but if Whipple went straight up, Aly wouldn’t be able to stop her. She had managed once before when Whipple had been flying horizontally at maybe fifteen feet up and hadn’t been prepared for a bionic woman to leap high enough to bring a car bumper down on her back right at her wing roots and smash her into a curb.




Aly was pretty sure Whipple wouldn’t make that mistake again. Like not ever.




She tried to ignore the brightness of the car headlights rushing toward her, which were probably here to try to help her. She was lucky that her nightvision in her bionic eye was an updated version that didn’t flare when sudden bright lights hit her. Because going from the dark to those bright lights was killing what little nightvision she had in her organic eye.




She heard people rushing her way, and she moved just as Whipple suddenly squatted down in what was probably the start of a huge leap up into the sky to fly away.




And somebody did something because Whipple screamed in agony at the same time that Aly’s bionic eye erupted in pain and searing white light. Aly’s bionic ear exploded in throbbing, pulsing sound that made her stagger to the side, and her balance suddenly went all wonky.




She had pretty much no vision and no hearing and no balance, and she had no idea if Whipple had also been taken out by whatever the heck that was.




Then something hit her like a sledgehammer right in the sternum, and she was wrapped up in heavy wire or cable or something. She tripped and fell hard to the ground. If her sternum and ribcage weren’t all metal or metal-reinforced, her sternum would probably be crushed through her chest and into her spinal column from whatever it was.




She still couldn’t see, but she could feel it as Whipple landed on her back with both feet, and claws dug into her. And she could hear with her organic ear as wings unfurled with a loud snap, and Whipple took off into the air. With her as a present, dangling from Whipple’s feet.







Daphne looked in horror as everything went wrong. She missed the monster and hit the lady with the capture net, and Alvin had told her not ever to shoot the net at a person because it could kill a person, and she’d seen what it did to the side of a car, and the lady went down hard.




And the monster pounced on the person like an owl on a field mouse, and took off into the air with the lady’s body.




She had just helped kill a lady federal agent. How was she going to explain this to their mom and dad?







Aly’s bionic eye was still mostly off-line, and her bionic ear wasn’t really working yet, but her balance was back. Not that it was doing her a lot of good. She could hear with her organic ear, and she could feel the wind as Whipple flew upward. She could see just enough with her organic eye to spot streetlights and stuff like that, so she knew they were moving up and out over the water. If Whipple got to the other side of the lake and dropped her a thousand feet to the ground, even her bionics wouldn’t save her.




It was time to use her fingernails. She could get her left thumb on the fingertips of her left hand, which was all she needed. She scraped the fingernail polish and plastic covering off. Ever since she had met the real Selina Kyle, she had thought about it, and talked about it to Rudy. Then Rudy’s team had incorporated it into her left hand only a couple weeks after she got back from Harry Dresden’s universe. Aly just hadn’t used her fingernails like this before, except in a couple tests.




With the plastic and nail polish peeled off, Aly had two fingernails that were basically titanium razor blades with diamond dust for extra cutting power. She slashed through the wire of the capture net pinning her hand down, and then brought her arm up under the wire, slicing through the wire around her chest. She sliced downward and cut through the wire around her hips and thighs. And she was free.




She dove down toward the water while Whipple was still growling, “What the f—”




It took a second before she could see that she was going to just barely miss the concrete dam at the foot of the lake.




The only problem was that she was definitely going to land smack in the middle of the weir.




Well crud. She started taking deep breaths.







Whip watched as the super-powered agent—bionic, or whatever the hell she was—tore that steel net apart and escaped. If you could call falling to your death ‘escaping’.




Whip started to dive after her, but she could tell where the agent was going to hit. If the agent didn’t land right on the concrete dam, she was going to hit in that foaming shit. Wells had talked about it when he was complaining about how a ‘sea monster’ couldn’t get past it up into the lake without crawling onto the land and going around it. And it wasn’t the only weir between the lake and the Mississippi River. Wells had called weirs like that ‘washing machines of death’.




Okay, scratch one possibly bionic fed. Whip headed off toward the meeting place they had designated so she could meet up with the car before dawn. Tucker was a complete asshat about her being seen in daylight.




She thought about Tucker and touched the spot on the back of her neck. She was pretty sure what that sudden burning agony shooting down her spine had been. She decided she was pretty happy about it too.







Aly plunged into the foaming water and instantly found herself being tumbled around like a sock in a dryer. She had no idea which way was up, or anything. And something crashed hard into one of her legs, so there were really heavy things trapped in the tumbling waters too.




She tried swimming as hard and as fast as she could, but she wasn’t getting anywhere. She wanted to swim down to the bottom or off away from the dam, but no matter how hard she swam, she kept getting tumbled back into the spinning vortices of the weir. She had no idea how horrible this would be for normal people, assuming they didn’t lose consciousness instantly.




But she had an air supply. She figured that with the breaths she had just taken, she could work on this weir for maybe twenty or twenty-five minutes before she ran out of air. If she couldn’t get out by aiming downstream, she might be able to get out by swimming perpendicular to the tumbling until she ran into the bank at the side.




Something crashed into one of her arms, and she wondered if it was possible to swim sideways to this spin without crashing into all the stuff trapped in the weir.




Then something crashed into her shins. Crud, that hurt. She put an arm up just in time to keep from getting hit in the head by whatever it was. She tried to kick out, and she hit it again. She put out both hands and took the impact on her palms.




It felt like a tree trunk. And she had an idea. It was either really good or really stupid. And she was about to find out which.




She pulled up her legs and felt the trunk smack into her shoes. She reached out and grabbed. She missed, but it was close. She kicked with her feet and hit it again. She waited with her hands open, and… wham. The trunk hit her hands just as she grabbed. She grabbed hard enough that she felt her fingers sinking into the wood. She hung on and got her feet pressed against the trunk too. And she took a wild guess about when to leap off it as hard as she could.




She didn’t know which way she was going to go, but she figured pretty much any direction could work if it moved her away from the dam, or else moved her down to the bottom, or else moved her to where she could grab onto the top of the dam. So as long as she didn’t go straight up or straight into the side of the dam, she had a chance.







Al Fernald stared desperately at the foaming waters of the weir. The state patrolmen had a car-mounted spotlight they were shining along the breadth of the foam cylinder, but there was no sign of the lady fed, and the officers looked like they knew she had no chance. He knew you couldn’t put on a life jacket and try a rescue. The weir didn’t care how much buoyancy you had. It would suck you under and drown you. The statistics on rescue workers killed trying to save people who fell into weirs were pretty hideous.




And impossibly, the fed rocketed out of the waters like she had been shot out of a cannon. He had no idea what the heck she had just done, but she was flying backward, away from the dam, and at an angle that would probably put her clear of the churning waters.




Al turned his head and yelled, “Shoie! Rescue line!”




Doggone it, he had to stop calling him Shoie.




Shoie stepped forward with another of Al’s pipe-shaped launchers. “Got it, Al.” He waited until the fed splashed down, and he fired a rescue line that shot through the air, dropping the line right across the splash.




Al grinned, “Great shooting… Wil.”







Aly swam back to the surface and found a sturdy rope just waiting for her. And she found that her bionic eye was back on-line, so she could see the line ran back to a launcher that a teenaged boy was holding on his shoulder.




She grabbed the line and started pulling herself in while kicking with her back legs. And maybe she was pulling too hard as she reeled herself in, because the boy nearly fell forward and gasped, “What the heck?!”




And suddenly the two state patrolmen and half a dozen other teens were swarming the launcher and the rope, and reeling her in almost as fast as she was pulling herself in.




They pulled her up onto the concrete embankment that was the edge of the weir, and abruptly Aly had a girl only a few years younger than her, hugging her and weeping that she was so glad she hadn’t killed somebody ‘with Alvin’s stupid invention’.




Aly could tell who ‘Alvin’ was just from the expression on the guy’s face.





Part IX



The next day, Aly and Andrew were back at the OSI base before breakfast time. Even if it took a late-night drive back to the airport Andrew came in on, and meeting the OSI business jet to fly home. And that was after lots of time spent working with the Mammoth Falls police and the state police on all the paperwork. And Andrew having some chats with the teens who hauled Aly out of the weir, while Aly did paperwork.




Then Aly had to get her face and chest and one arm patched up, and get the skin on her hands and arms and legs replaced where it had gotten all ‘bruised’ up. All of that meant time with Rudy’s workgroup.




Also, Andrew had to get patched up, but his cuts needed actual medical work so they wouldn’t scar. Rudy’s group did that kind of work too. JJ was ready to go track down Tucker and rip his lungs out through his nostrils. Not that anyone was telling her not to.




No matter how much time Rudy’s group and Andrew and Willow spent, they couldn’t salvage Peggy Four, given how much of her had been wrecked and how much of her Tucker Wells had walked off with. Aly thought Andrew was even more depressed over that than she was.




So they didn’t have the big debrief until mid-afternoon. Aly was being extra careful, because she wasn’t sure the new plastic cover on her razor-sharp fingernails was fully hardened yet, and she didn’t want to accidentally slice up her chair or the table or anything. Andrew was being careful too, because he had a bunch of cuts Dermaglued together and covered in butterfly bandages, or else fixed with tiny little special sutures.




The debrief was Aly and Andrew, plus Rinkin and Oscar, plus Rudy and Peggy Two. Because Oscar thought the Peggybots deserved to hear everything connected with the ‘death’ of Peggy Four, and maybe they might spot something in future that the debrief would give them context for. And they had Faith Lehane at FLAG headquarters on a video call, because Andrew was sure this was one of the things FLAG was looking into, even if FLAG hadn’t gotten the files to the OSI yet. Or else the stuff that FLAG had gotten to the OSI was Eyes Only so Aly and Andrew hadn’t seen it.




So Andrew did most of the debrief. He told how he and Peggy Four had worked out who was probably behind the ‘sea monster’ and then spotted who was trying to wreck things for them. And he told how ‘Whip’ had kidnapped him and taken him to that farmhouse, where his brother Tucker was running things and planning on torturing Andrew for information.




Wow, Rudy was really mad about that part. Okay, Aly was really mad about it too. She had sort of thought maybe Andrew had kind of been exaggerating about what a creep his big brother was, because sometimes family stuff wasn’t as great together as Aly and her big sister. Or as great as Aly and her parents. But kidnapping your brother and preparing to torture him and then murder him? That was so much worse than Aly had ever imagined.




Maybe JJ was right, and Aly was too naive to be doing OSI ops.




So Andrew was sure that Tucker’s people had killed or kidnapped everyone living on that farm and also disposed of every animal there, because after Andrew had avoided being burned alive and blown up, he had found that the entire farm was cleared. No animals in the barn or house or outbuildings or anything, when the place was obviously set up as a working farm, and the firemen who showed up knew the people who lived there had a bunch of animals and stuff.




Also, Andrew had talked to the teens who had built the ‘sea monster’ and the teens who had driven in to investigate the thing. The locals were Explorer Scouts who called themselves the Mad Scientists’ Club of Mammoth Falls but weren’t really doing mad science. The out-of-towners were Alvin Fernald and his team.




Even Aly knew who Alvin Fernald was. He had been in the news and stuff more than once.




So Andrew had reports on Tucker Wells and ‘Whip’ and Tucker’s minion ‘Thompson’ and that driver, along with a report on ‘Chaos’ who Andrew actually had a first name and an Identikit sketch for. And Andrew talked about how awesome Willow’s malware in the bot memories was, and how it was probably wrecking the computer networks back in Tucker’s lab which was probably in an evil lair. Oscar told Andrew he did a great job, since nobody had even come up with a first name for Chaos before, much less an image.




Faith finally spoke up while Andrew was reporting on Whip. Because FLAG and Oscar and Rinkin really had been suppressing files on something Faith had investigated, only Faith wasn’t Tucker’s victim. Aly tried really hard not to gasp when Faith introduced ‘Frankie’ who was yet another victim of Tucker Wells. Everyone was kind of shocked. Except Rinkin and Oscar. Well, not Peggy Two, of course. And Frankie even knew Rinkin by sight, so there was stuff going on that Aly hadn’t been told about, even if that was what Eyes Only intel was for.




But FLAG could keep the Frankie issue under wraps, since the OSI could get a BOLO out on Tucker and ‘Margery Whipple’ without saying anything about Frankie. And Rinkin admitted that the OSI had been helping keep Frankie protected, and Frankie was somewhere she could avoid people gawking at her and stuff.




Andrew also laid out his thoughts about the scary people Tucker was working for. After all, people who wanted Tucker to mutate people and animals into monsters were automatically pretty horrible people.




Andrew wrapped up that part and then pushed his own agenda. He wanted the OSI to help the Mad Scientists’ Club with college scholarships, and he wanted them to help Al Fernald’s friend and sister with college scholarships. Al Fernald already had some big scholarships for college, but the OSI could offer to help him with grad school. Andrew thought that some of those teens would make great researchers someday, and some of them might make great field agents in the future.




Aly thought that was a pretty good idea. Alvin Fernald and his friend and his little sister had risked their lives to try to take out an apparently-unstoppable monster. Maybe some of that ‘help’ hadn’t worked out so great, but they had all tried.




Andrew also wanted Harmon Muldoon and his dad on an OSI watchlist.




After that, Aly talked about the two state patrol guys, who had been more cooperative than Aly had expected. And she talked about fighting ‘Whip’, who was basically using modifications of MCMAP plus some slashing moves she had picked up somewhere. Aly thought they looked like some of the Northern style kung fu forms, but she wanted to talk to Rinkin and Joan and Master Caine before she set that down in the official reports.




Also, she talked about that weapon that Alvin Fernald had used on her and Whip. Andrew had looked it over, and it was a rechargeable maser. Which meant that Aly’s bionics had taken a direct shot from a maser and just needed time to reset. That was pretty awesome. Okay, they had hurt a lot, but she had been okay again in a matter of seconds.




She thought they should definitely get Al on their side, so the next maser attack didn’t get aimed at one of the OSI enhanced agents. 




She also thought Rinkin’s idea of sicking Frankie on Tucker Wells and ‘Whip’ was a great idea.







Jeff Crocker couldn’t help grinning. This was going great. They were a mile downstream of the Strawberry Lake weir, and ‘Nessie’ was swimming down the river. The river was running at maybe fifteen miles an hour there at this time of year, and Nessie was doing at least ten miles an hour on her own. Also, Mort was doing a really impressive job of steering it in and out of eddies in the current, which was giving it an extra speed boost some of the time.




They were running Nessie right past a couple of the town factories, and people were streaming out of the buildings trying to watch it or get a picture or run after it. Running after it wasn’t going to work, since the path on the back side of the factories wasn’t level, and it wasn’t straight, and it wasn’t even. It had a lot of rocks and tree roots scattered along it too. A couple none-too-bright guys raced after Nessie without watching where they were running, and proceeded to crash and burn pretty spectacularly, with two guys tripping over an already-downed man and crashing like the Three Stooges or something.




Nessie ignored all of that and headed downstream for another mile before following a couple gentle bends in the river and vanishing from sight. Not that Mort had lost sight of it, because they were using one of Homer’s drones to keep a camera on it for steering purposes.




And Jeff knew that in another mile or so, they would beach Nessie at a deserted river access area, toss everything into the horse trailer, and head back. Everything would get taken apart and assigned to some other projects. The foam for the body would get cleaned up and disposed of. 




And Jeff would get his canoe back. He grinned some more at that thought.







Whip furled her wings and curled up her tail so she could sit down on the bench. The one problem she had with her new body was that comfy armchairs weren’t comfy for her anymore. She had always slept on her side, so that didn’t cause problems. She was also eating her meat rare instead of medium well, but that was hardly a crisis.




She was looking forward to this. Thompson was looking like he was ready to kick ass and take names. Tucker was looking like he wanted to have a good cry.




Thompson glared at Tucker, “We can’t go to the new base. It’s already a complete loss because of what that malware did to the power generation systems. They had to expend some serious working capital to get in enough gear to jam all the broadcasts and beacons that malware tried to fire off. And they’re still struggling to keep sections of the base from exploding and revealing its location to everyone.”




Tucker buried his face in his hands. “Goddamn Colin!”




Thompson kept going. “The cost of the control efforts and the cost of the new base are coming out of your bonuses and pay raises.”




Tucker whimpered. It was all Whip could do not to laugh out loud at him. This was great!




Thompson added, “The limo and driver are gone. As is your new car, your new condo, and that Miami vacation you were planning. Also I am no longer to take orders from you. I’ll be getting orders directly from your bosses and telling you what you need to work on.” He took the expensive cheese off Tucker’s plate and ate it to prove his point.




Whip snorted with laughter, even if she was trying not to. She knew Tucker would take everything out on her.




Tucker threatened her, “Shut your face, Whip!” And he held up his remote control gadget. She knew he was threatening to trigger the device he had implanted at the base of her brainstem, and she knew how much it had hurt when he had demonstrated it.




But she was pretty sure that raygun thing back at the dam had fried the implant. She couldn’t imagine what else would have hurt so much right there. Which meant she was free, and Tucker had no idea. Whenever she decided she was done with his bullshit, she was going to to kick his snotty little ass and branch out on her own.




She said, “I’ll behave, Professor Wells.” It took everything she had not to laugh like a hyena.







Jeff Crocker tapped his gavel on the table. “Okay, a quick meeting of the Mad Scientists’ Club before we head over to Homer’s place for our victory party. Anybody besides me got stuff they wanna bring up right now?” Three hands went up. “Okay. First off, I want to make Al and Violetta and Wil honorary Mad Scientists. I know they don’t live here, but they helped us, and they’re pretty awesome. And Al Fernald has better things to do than come out here and kill Harmon’s electronics while we watched.” 




That got a pretty big laugh, and Mort said, “Al said he’d send me the blueprints for the maser and the bug detector and the windowpane buzzer. Harmon’s gonna have a lot of trouble with his electronic snooping.”




“Good!” A couple people yelled that.




Homer said, “I second the motion.”




And everyone was in favor, so that was easy.




Mort said, “I’ll talk to Al tomorrow probably, and I’ll tell him then.”




Jeff pointed at Dinky. “You had something to bring up?”




Dinky took a deep breath. “Violetta told me I need to stop letting people call me ‘Dinky’. Especially if Harmon tagged me with the name. I wanna be called by my real name. Dickin. Even if Harmon still makes dirty jokes about that too.”




Jeff nodded, “Good. And you need to come up with insulting names for Harmon, for the next time he gives you more grief.” He pointed at Homer, who was the second one who had put up a hand.




Homer grimaced, “We need way better operational security from now on. Bug sweeps. Not talking about project stuff except in secure places like here. No talking about club stuff on phones, which can be tapped, unless we have encryption and codewords. Same for email and messaging, because the ISP in town has less security than the phone system, and Stony Martin’s mom works for the ISP.”




Jeff glanced over at the window and said, “Absolutely.”




Charlie nervously put his hand back up. “Umm… one other thing. Am I the only one of us who thought Al’s sister was massively hot?”




Most of the club put up their hands.




Charlie asked, “Umm, can I ask her to be my date for prom in the spring?”




Mort groaned. He already had a girlfriend anyway. But he had no idea how complicated this might get. He just pointed out, “You do know that her name isn’t actually Violetta, right? Even Al and Wil couldn’t keep that straight. It’s something like ‘Daphne’. I didn’t catch it when Al yelled it and everything was happening. Well, it’s something that starts with ‘Da-’ I’m pretty sure.”




Charlie groaned, “Ugh. How am I gonna ask her out if I don’t even know what her name really is?”




Jeff suggested, “Ask Angelina or Angela for advice.”







Al Fernald was driving. He figured that with Daphne—or Violetta or whatever stupid name she picked next—driving the after-dinner shift and Wil taking over when it got late, they would be home around midnight. He just knew his parents would be asking how the heck they managed all that driving and investigating in just a couple days.




Wil was napping in the back seat. Daphne suddenly announced, “I decided. Violetta is a lame name. And there’s no way I’m that interested in Mort. I mean, there’s no way I could go through life as Mrs. Mortimer Dalrymple. Ugh.”




Al was glad to hear that. He breathed a sigh of relief. A very silent one. He didn’t understand women—yet—but he did know Daphne well enough to know that if he took up one position, say, ‘do not date Mort’, Daphne would take the opposite position to spite him. So he said, “I like Mort.”




Daphne replied, “I do too, but not that way. Now Jeff Crocker, I could totally go for. You got his email and IM and Skype and phone, right? He’s hot, and he’s got a sexy name, and he’s just as smart.”




Well crap. Al made an effort not to wince.




Wil sleepily pointed out from the back seat, “Yeah, and first you’ll have to explain to him why you were calling yourself Violetta when your name’s Daphne.”




Daphne sunk her face into her hands and groaned. 




Al managed not to smile. Too much. 




And he kept his mouth shut. There was no way he was saying in Daphne’s hearing that he thought that superpowered lady fed was incredibly sexy, and he needed to find out how old she was and if she had a boyfriend.




The Justice League and a Task Force


Part I



“Red Lightning!”




Rosanna Trilo picked herself up off the ground. Again. “Yes sir.” Holy shit, that hurt.




That little bitch Quinn laughed delightedly. “Hey Redlight, yer s’posed ta use yer arms fer that, not yer face.”




Rosanna didn’t bother to correct Quinn. The bitch knew her codename was Red Lightning, not Redlight or Redlight District or any of the other supposedly funny nicknames Harley had made up. Not a chance. Rosanna was smart enough to know that correcting Harley would just make Harley do it more, and in worse ways.




She limped her way over to where Colonel Flag was stepping out of the RV they were using for a command post and Flag’s quarters. Flag bellowed, “Did we, or did we not, teach you to fall?”




She stood her ground. “That would be ‘not’. Sir.”




“What?” he yelled into her face. Not that she thought he was scary. Hell no. She had survived a battle against Stormburst. Now that bitch was scary. She had endured Harley Quinn and Cheetah and Tuppence Terror. Rick Flag was just a colonel who liked to yell at criminals. 




She insisted, “You and Katana taught me the basics, but not how to defend myself against a meta karate master.”




Katana had moved up behind her without making any noise. Like usual. “I am not a meta.”




Yeah, sure. Rosanna didn’t believe that at all. Katana was even faster than Harley Quinn, and Quinn was borderline superhuman, even wearing that frigging power suppression collar.




Katana spoke to Flag. “As I said in private this morning, Red Lightning is progressing well in her physical training and in learning your Army Combatives lessons. But it will take years—if ever—to bring her up to Harley Quinn’s level, much less that of someone like Bronze Tiger. Unless you wish to pit her against foes like Captain Boomerang, we should stop restricting her to this training, and begin teaching her how to integrate her training with her power set.”




“That would be funny!” laughed Quinn. “Boomy couldn’t keep his hands to himself if you superglued ’em to his face. But maybe Redlight likes her dates gettin’ all grope-y.”




Ugh. Rosanna knew that ‘the guys’ were working out a short distance away on the other side of the RV. And the women usually had to eat meals with the men. Captain Boomerang, AKA George Harkness, or ‘Digger’ as he insisted on everyone calling him for some insane reason she was not grasping, was a creepy, sleazy slimeball with the self-control of a rabid dingo. She would rather sit near Killer Croc.




And wasn’t ‘Digger’ an insulting nickname for people with Boomerang’s ethnicity? Why the hell would he want to be called that? Maybe he was just plain crazy.




She said, “I would be happy to spar against Harkness. After my collar is off. And after you give me permission to go full out against him.”




Flag glared at her.




Quinn bubbled, “That would be awesome! You could grab one of his trick boomerangs with yer tk when he throws it at ya, and shove it up his ass!” She laughed delightedly.




“Can it, Quinn!” Flag barked.




Harley snapped to attention with a big smirk and gave him something that was only a salute if you were Benny Hill. “Yes sir, Mister Colonel, sir!”




Rosanna tried again. “Colonel, I can do a couple falls, but I’m still not good at them. And there’s no way I can break my fall with my arm when Katana’s still holding me by the wrist. In fact, I’m pretty surprised she didn’t dislocate my shoulder that time.”




Katana frowned, in that ‘I only do precisely what I intended to do’ glare. “It is important that fliers learn how a skilled fighter would combat a flier. And one does not let go of a flier, who would simply fly away from a shoulder throw. One must hold onto the flier and follow through, so the flier impacts the ground with as little opportunity as possible to ‘fall’ properly.”




Harley laughed, “And it was funny! Redlight’s so far away from bein’ able ta do that stuff, ya might as well be askin’ her ta arm wrestle Crocky too.”




All right, to be honest, Rosanna thought she could arm wrestle Killer Croc. If she didn’t have her power suppressor collar locked around her neck. She could easily put fifty tons of force into an arm push and slam Croc’s arm through the table. Even if he was maybe five or ten times her weight and pretty much solid muscle.




Frankly, Rosanna was still hoping that the next time Harley called Boomerang ‘Georgie Porgie’ he would lose his shit and attack her, and at least one of them would end up in the hospital. Or the morgue.




Flag growled, “All right, Katana. Good points. Spend the rest of the afternoon working more on falls with Red Lightning. She’s likely to need that a lot more than being able to do a proper stance.”




Katana nodded stiffly. “Yes, colonel. And we should think about whether she needs any training in stances at all, given that most of her fighting is likely to be in the air or at least telekinetically supported.”




Harley smirked, “Yeah! If Redlight stands there like a loser and throws a bad punch, nobody’s gonna think she’s a threat as a fighter. Then… KA-POW!” She tried a really terrible imitation that was probably supposed to be Jackie Gleason as Ralph Kramden. ‘Wunna deese days, Alice, to da moon!’” And she laughed at her own joke.




The more irritating part was that Harley had a good point. Someone who takes a skilled stance like Katana instantly got marked as a martial arts threat. Someone who didn’t look like she knew how to stand or how to throw a punch? People would unconsciously mark her as unthreatening. Fine, as long as she had that damn collar locked around her neck, she was about as threatening as a cranky high school teacher. And not some angry but athletic gym teacher. No, more like some old lady who taught math and hated her students.




Colonel Flag waited until Rosanna was working on her falls again before he reappeared. She had heard him yelling at the guys, but really, there wasn’t a lot of training for them. Deadshot already was the best marksman he could be. Harkness wasn’t a fighter anyway; he was a scrapper and a gadget guy. Killer Croc didn’t learn fighting techniques, he just brawled with anything that got in his way. Firefly was a pyromaniac who couldn’t care less about punching someone when he could set them on fire. So Rosanna was the only one learning martial arts. Well, trying to learn martial arts.




Flag walked over, unlocked Rosanna’s collar, and said, “Now start learning falls when you can fly away instead of getting slammed into the dirt.”




Katana waited until Flag walked off before she said, “Red Lightning? Now we try three techniques. First, fly away at an angle as soon as I throw you and let go. Second, fly straight up while I am attempting a throw, and if I have not let go, take me with you. Third, let me throw you, but use your telekinesis to break your fall. Understood?”




“No,” she admitted. “But I’m willing to work on all of those.”




“Good,” Katana nodded. “We shall have to work out some of the fine details as we go, because they would not be a part of any martial art I know.”




Rosanna was pretty sure they wouldn’t be a part of any martial art anywhere, unless Thanagarians had it in their martial arts.




Still, it only took Katana a couple tries to work out how Rosanna should be doing the three stunts. Rosanna didn’t mention that she could see some alternatives, like flying off at an angle instead of flying straight up during the start of the throw. But she figured she might need a couple tricks up her sleeve, for later on.




Then Katana showed that she was a completely ruthless bitch. Not that Rosanna didn’t already know that. She had Rosanna work with Harley, who couldn’t wait to slam Rosanna into the dirt over and over and over again, if she could get away with it.




But without that damn collar, Rosanna no longer had to let Harley get away with it. Harley was faster and stronger and more athletic, and had years of some kinds of martial arts skills, some of which were more gymnastics than martial arts. But Rosanna had telekinesis. A lot of telekinesis.




So first, she practiced falling with telekinesis to break her fall. Without the collar, she was a hell of a lot stronger and a hell of a lot tougher, so getting shoulder-thrown onto the ground, even with Harley’s strength behind it, just didn’t hurt. When she felt like she was doing pretty well with that, she moved to flying away as soon as Harley let go. Pretty quickly, Harley got tired of that and just didn’t let go. So Rosanna hung onto Harley’s hand with her telekinesis and flew straight up.




Then, when she was at about five hundred feet up, she used her telekinesis to pry Harley’s hand loose, and she let Harley fall.




The annoying bitch just grinned at her and squealed, “Wheeee!” like she was on a fucking carnival ride.




Rosanna let Harley fall a little more than halfway to the ground before she caught Harley in a telekinetic grip and slowed her down to maybe fifteen or twenty miles an hour before Harley landed.




Harley, being the most annoying shit on the planet, jumped up and down excitedly, and ran over and hugged Rosanna and begged for her to do it some more.




Rosanna had an impulse to try and launch Harley into space, but she liked her body not exploded into strawberry jam by tiny nanite bombs. So she didn’t kill the bitch. She just reached out, touched Harley’s shoulder, and said, “Tag. You’re it.” And she threw Quinn about a mile straight up. Then she let Quinn fall.




She caught Quinn about three hundred feet above the ground and slowed her down to a reasonable speed that Quinn could land at. Stinking Quinn came down doing somersaults and flips, and still stuck the landing.




“More! More! More!” Harley screeched at her. Harley danced around her and annoyed her. “More!”




Rosanna finally decided on her new strategy. “Nope.”




“No?” Harley whined. “Why not? I want more falling time! This shit is boring!”




Rosanna insisted, “You behave around me all day and night, and you get ‘falling time’ tomorrow.”




Harley pouted. “You’re no fun. You should change your codename to… No Fun Woman!”




Rosanna just crossed her arms and replied, “Good idea. Now go irritate Digger until he explodes.”




Harley pouted and walked off like a five year old, kicking at the grass as she went. “Stupid Digger. I bet he’ll explode in maybe fifteen seconds. He’s just all explode-y all the time anyway.”




Katana just watched, and then gave Rosanna a ‘this will blow up in your face’ look. No words. No useful advice. Just the look.




Of course it was going to blow up. That was what Harley did. She found people’s hot buttons, then pressed them as hard as she could. Then she taped the hot buttons down so they kept going off without any more work on her part. Rosanna really wanted to go find whoever had thought that giving Harleen Quinzel that psych degree was a good idea, and feed them to Killer Croc.




Rosanna went back to practicing with Katana. Not having to deal with Harley made that go a lot better, even if Katana still kept trying to slam Rosanna into the ground. But without that damn collar, Rosanna not only had telekinesis, she had superstrength and durability, plus some other powers she wasn’t showing. So Katana could do her worst, and it was no problem. As long as she didn’t pull out that goddamn magic sword of hers.




Flag had warned Rosanna that Katana’s magic sword would actually eat your damn soul and trap your soul inside it, probably forever. Holy shit. Not interested in that.




So Rosanna stuck with the program. It wasn’t like she had a lot of alternatives. Oh sure, she could be an uncooperative dick about it, like Harkness or Quinn. She could be a psycho about it, like Firefly. Those wouldn’t get her what she wanted, which was a chance at actually surviving this stupid program and getting out of Belle Reve.




Also, she avoided Quinn as much as possible. Especially when it was Bored Harley time. Did she care that Firefly’s real first name was Garfield? No. Did she think it was funny? Not really. So why should she stick around when Quinn was pissing him off with Garfield The Fat Cat jokes? Some day in the near future, Firefly was going to have his armor and wings and weaponry again, and then Harley was probably going to end up a charcoal briquette. Firefly was psychotic. He wouldn’t care about what happened to him next, if he got to roast Harley.




She avoided Firefly for another reason, too. She had a major weakness that she had discovered by accident years earlier, and she had no interest in anyone else getting even a hint about that.




Morning PT was a bitch. Flag ran several miles then did calisthenics. Katana and Deadshot ran with him, and Harley ran around him. Rosanna struggled like hell to keep from falling too far behind, but there was no way she could run at the pace of an Olympic athlete. She had to cheat with her power set pretty regularly. Still, she was trying. She needed to get in better shape, and she needed to learn the shit Flag could teach her, and she needed to not get that power suppressor collar slapped back on her.




Also, she tried finding the tiny bombs those assholes had injected into her. No luck, even trying to search inside her body with her own telekinesis. And she hadn’t been able to pass through walls and leave those bombs behind. She had tried it and then checked to see if there were any traces left behind. No such luck.




She had tried that a lot.




Also, Harley had decided to encourage Harkness to hit on Rosanna. Gross. She would rather have Killer Croc ask her for a date, even if Croc was more likely to ask someone to be his dinner rather than his dinner date. And Harkness didn’t ask if she wanted to go on a date, or eat together. No way. He was just insisting she better sleep with him or else. And he didn’t state it that politely.




She didn’t let him get within ten feet of her. And with her telekinesis and her flight, that was pretty easy to do. She also used her lightning and welded her steel door of her ‘bedroom’ to the steel frame, so no one else could get in or out without ripping a hole in the steel wall, or ripping the doorframe out of the wall. She just went non-solid and flew through the door when she wanted.




It also kept Harley out of her room, although it pissed off Colonel Flag. Even after she explained to him why she needed a Captain Boomerang-proof entry.




She also tossed Harkness on top of Harley every time he got too near her. Harley was good at dodging, though, so Rosanna started holding Harley’s clothes down to the chair or bench she was on, before tossing Harkness her way. After Harley ripped her own pants off a couple times while dodging a flying Digger Harkness, she started just using her oversized mallet to try and swat Harkness back Rosanna’s way. Sort of a return of serve.




Everyone thought it was hilarious, except Harkness. And Rosanna, who just found it frustrating and annoying. And Katana, who never smiled about anything. And Deadshot, who only had one expression when he was Deadshot instead of Floyd Lawton. And Flag, who thought it was more horseshit from the felons he was trying to rehabilitate. Or kill off. However he really felt about the project.




Okay, so only Croc and Firefly were entertained. And Harley, who would probably laugh at her own execution. If Rosanna had the back half of her pants ripped off and she wasn’t wearing anything underneath, she would have been mortified. Harley treated it as an excellent opportunity to leap up on the dining room table and show off her twerking moves.




If Captain Boomerang threw one of his explosive boomerangs at Rosanna, she might just grab it and shove it up Harley’s ass.




After a month, Rosanna still wasn’t keeping up with the Olympic-level athletes on the morning runs and calisthenics, but she could complete the runs and get through the exercises. And she felt like she was getting a handle on the basics of the martial arts Katana was teaching her. Just the basics, though.




She also was willing to spar with Quinn, because Rosanna had no qualms about cheating. Quinn was faster than her, and better trained than her, plus Quinn had gymnastic abilities that Rosanna would have paid to watch in a Cirque du Soleil setting. But Rosanna could block a punch or a kick with her telekinesis a lot faster than with her arm. And if Harley’s flashy kick was really a feint, Rosanna could still block that next move with even more telekinesis.




Also, Quinn was all in favor of more cheating, so she wasn’t bothered. It seemed that the more cheating Rosanna showed, the more entertained Harley was.




Then Flag brought in the last members of the team: Mindboggler, Slipknot, and The Enchantress. All right, Rosanna had been expecting someone who called themselves The Enchantress to be another over-the-top completely-insane supervillain. A magical version of someone like Harley or Digger or Firefly. Nope. What she got was a nervous-looking blonde woman dressed in jeans and an old L.L. Bean jacket, and looking like she’d rather be sitting in some poetry reading, drinking overpriced fancy lattes.




“Juney! Hi!” Harley squealed.




‘Juney’ cringed. Not much of an enchantress so far. But Rosanna had heard stories about the things high-end mages could do, so maybe ‘Juney’ just had to crank it up. Or maybe Juney knew there were penalties for using her magic, so she didn’t like doing it.




Rosanna walked right over and put out a hand in an easy handshake. “Rosanna Trilo. Nice to meet you… I hope.”




“June Moone,” the blonde managed.




“Juney Mooney!” yelled Harley.




June winced at Quinn’s comment, and she admitted, “Umm, I know who everyone else is. I don’t know you. I’m the Enchantress. I’ve… got access to some magic.”




Rosanna had already guessed that much. Supervillains who called themselves The Enchantress weren’t likely to be martial artists or gadgeteers. She revealed, “I’m Red Lightning. I figure you got drafted too.”




June nodded, “Yeah, I try not to do big magic, because the more magic I channel, the more dark I go. It’s… bad.”




Okay, that was good to know. As in ‘do not stick around and watch June go Darth Vader on everyone.’




Rosanna walked over and offered her hand to Mindboggler. “Rosanna.”




“Leah. I heard you’re the new hotshot.”




Rosanna shook her head no. “Not unless ‘hotshot’ means getting the shit beat out of you by Quinn on a regular basis.”




Harley just had to make things worse. “She lasted longer against Stormburst than Metallo did! Prob’ly longer than the Terror Twins too.”




“Shit!” Mindboggler grimaced.




Rosanna tried, “Stormburst took it easy on me. And Harley’s just trying to get me in trouble. Again.”




Flag bellowed, “Team! Now that our last members are here, it’s time for your briefing. We have a target, and now we have a go.”




Rosanna gulped pretty hard.




Part II



Rosanna watched uncomfortably as Colonel Flag used a tiny flashlight-sized projector to shine an image of a map on the wall of his office.




Flag asked, “Anyone know what country this is?”




Rosanna knew, but she wasn’t going to volunteer a damn thing if it didn’t help her.




But Deadshot answered. “Vlatava. Ongoing civil war between the east and the west. Militaries mainly supplied by us and the Russkies. So they have decent hardware, incredibly bad soldiers operating the equipment, incompetent military leaders, too much of their GNP spent on military shit, not enough spent on everything else.”




“That’s good,” Flag said. “How’d you know?”




Deadshot just looked at him like ‘I’d tell you but then I’d have to kill you.’




Harley made things worse by laughing, “General Krakow!”




Right. Good guess, Harley. Rosanna knew that about five years earlier, the eastern forces had found themselves a competent leader, who had started shoving the western forces back toward Hungary and some NATO country borders. And someone had sniped him from about two kilometers out, so the Russians had insisted that NATO forces had used miniature smart bombs on him, in violation of Vlatava treaties—which Rosanna was pretty sure no one involved really respected, especially not the Russians. UN ‘blue helmets’ had investigated and concluded that no smart missiles were used, and things went back to the same old warfare. It had been all over the news for about a month.




Deadshot just looked at Harley like he was sizing her up for an easy sniping job.




Great. So now Deadshot knew that everyone around him was aware he had pulled that job, probably for stupid amounts of hard cash deposited into a Swiss bank account. She knew she could take him in a battle. But he wouldn’t come at her head-on if he decided to clean up this little problem. And now she knew he could reliably hit a head-sized target from a couple kilometers out, so she would never see him coming.




Or would he even bother? He might have to ‘clean up’ after himself someday by taking out Flag and Katana, but he might not bother with anyone else. Other than Harley, who could keep her mouth shut if she was motivated, but she wouldn’t keep her mouth shut if she could annoy more people.




Flag was going on and on. The country of Vlatava was best described by news anchors as ‘war-torn’, but Task Force X had intel that there were new pressures from the U.S. and also the Russians, so the terrorist group Onslaught was going to try to commit some major atrocities that would get blamed on both sides, to try and get the Americans and Russians fighting each other over what was left of the country. Which would probably lead to a third world war, and possibly to nuclear retaliation if either side thought they were losing too badly.




What the hell? Waller wanted this dysfunctional group of idiots to try and prevent a world war? Why not just tell the Justice League?




Harley asked, “So how comes ya don’t just tell Batsy and Supes and Princess Bathing Suit ta go beat ’em up?”




‘Princess Bathing Suit’? Rosanna wondered if Wonder Woman’s people knew what Harley Quinn’s nickname was for her. Rosanna was going to guess ‘no’, because a troop of Amazons hadn’t dropped in and broken every bone in Harley’s body. Yet.




If it ever happened, Rosanna was going to try and get a nice lawnchair and a big bowl of popcorn so she could enjoy the spectacle. It probably wouldn’t be that hard to arrange, especially if Rosanna had the time to make more connections at Belle Reve. She just needed to make sure that she wasn’t identified as the information source. The last thing she needed was both Batman and the Joker after her ass.




Flag actually answered Harley’s question, which Rosanna was not expecting. “The Justice League did not trust our intel sources, and when they attempted to verify, Checkmate and Project Atom both disagreed with our intel and our assessment.”




Rosanna didn’t even know what the hell Checkmate and Project Atom were. She probably wasn’t supposed to know they existed. But she sure wouldn’t believe information from this bunch of nutbars, so she didn’t expect anyone else to.




Flag continued. “We have intel that gives us a reasonable strategic focus for Onslaught’s first strike, and intel that there will be follow-up strikes if we don’t stop them completely on their first attack. So we’ll fly there and stop the first strike before assessing contingency maneuvers.”




Harley burst out, “And if there’s no attack, we got loads of frequent flyer miles!”




Flag just said, “If our intel is wrong, then we return with as little fanfare as possible.”




Okay, that sounded extremely dangerous, and also extremely important. If Rosanna was going to believe anything that came her way from Waller and her pet colonel. She trusted Waller about as far as she could throw all of Belle Reve.




But she knew that Vlatava was too close to the Middle East to feel safe even if they weren’t constantly having civil wars. Someone, probably a spy inside Onslaught itself if Rosanna had to guess, had alerted Waller that Onslaught was going to commit massive damage, probably with numbers of civilian fatalities as large as possible on two fronts, to make the Americans blame Russia and vice versa, and start a massive US-vs-Russia war centered there and rapidly spreading outward.




And she had heard about Onslaught in the international news. Superpowered terrorists that no normal military force would be able to stop.




Was it really possible that the security of the planet was actually going to be up to people like Harley Quinn and Captain Boomerang? Christ.




Flag had a couple trucks to haul all of them off to a military base, where they clambered onto a cargo jet. There was very little cargo, just a big pallet that had a bathroom, and a big pallet that had a kitchenette. Rosanna decided that she did not want to know more than she had to about the food in there, if Killer Croc was going to get fed too. 




There were also big duffel bags for each of them. Rosanna’s bag had her Red Lightning costume, only repaired and rebuilt after Stormburst turned her and her costume into chopped sirloin. Hell, someone had put some armor into the damn thing. What the hell. She wasn’t going to complain.




Meanwhile, Mindboggler was pulling out her costume, which looked like it belonged to a goth yoga instructor who wanted to become an influencer for red leather boots and red leather gloves. Also, her cropped, ragged-edged t-shirt had a massive ‘M B’ on the front in a jagged, edgy font.




Quinn had several of her ridiculous costumes to choose from, along with her famous wood mallet. It looked like Quinn was picking the ‘crop top and booty shorts’ costume. Of course she would, because Harley.




June didn’t have a big duffel bag. She had a little valise that held a sketch pad and a box of high-end colored pencils. Okay, Rosanna couldn’t care less if June was an artist. The costume was probably magically generated, or else June liked trashing her regular clothes.




Katana wore her costume all the time, anyway. No changing clothes for her. Just adding ten or fifteen pounds of weapons in all sorts of secret pockets.




Frankly the way Deadshot and Firefly were looking over their costumes gave Rosanna the willies. Deadshot was staring at his mask like he was Hamlet staring at Yorick’s skull. Firefly was caressing his uniform like it was a lover. Those guys were completely nuts. 




Slipknot and Harkness were just pulling on their uniforms and making sure their gear was set. Nice and professional. Rosanna hadn’t seen Harkness not being a slimeball before. She was expecting him to be a professional slimeball next.




Rosanna used the bathroom to change into her suit. There was no way she was stripping naked to put on her undersuit lingerie and that suit, when Harkness was already perving on her. Maybe if this was an all-female flight without Quinn around, she might have. Maybe. After all, she had been dealing with the prison showers. She put her regular clothes into her duffel bag and just hung onto her headpiece until later.




She sat back down and checked, “June? You okay?”




June had a charcoal black pencil in her mouth, and was drawing away using a black pencil with a finer point. “Not really. But we have to do this.”




Rosanna decided to do some networking. She whispered, “Look, if you need help and Katana’s not around, let me know. Because there’s no way I’d trust Harley or Digger if my neck was on the line. Hell, I wouldn’t trust either of them with my pocket change.”




“Umm, thanks.” June went back to drawing a pretty damn realistic pencil rendition of Harley holding her oversized mallet and grinning insanely at it.




Rosanna moved over by Mindboggler. “Just a word. Boomerang has no sense. Anyone who would hit on me would definitely tackle someone much hotter, like you.”




Mindboggler smirked, “I already took care of that.”




Just then, Killer Croc punched Harkness right in the face, sending him sliding all the way across the cargo deck.




Oh. Right. Mind and Boggler. Mental powers, like illusions or mind reading or mind fucking. Had she made Harkness think he was hitting on her while he was actually ‘hitting on’ Croc? Harkness was lucky he only got punched.




Mindboggler smirked at Rosanna. “Yeah. That’s exactly what I did. The creepy perv.”




That could be a pretty fricking handy power for the team.




Mindboggler smirked some more. “Thanks, Rosanna. Or should I call you Red Lightning?”




Rosanna looked down at her uniform and shrugged. “Probably doesn’t matter. I suck as a supervillain. I had one super-battle, and I got my ass kicked. Just ask Harley. She saw it all on a Stormburst special.”




“Stormburst? Don’t know her.”




So Rosanna concentrated on some of the lowlights of her fight against Stormburst. And some of the tv special footage. She figured Mindboggler had to be able to read minds to do the illusions she was supposed to able to push on people.




Mindboggler boggled. “Metallo? She fucking took down Metallo? Are you kidding me?”




Rosanna admitted, “I don’t think I can kid you. But I’m pretty sure she also took down the Terror Twins, and some other serious badasses, like Giganta.”




“How do you know?” Mindboggler asked.




Rosanna explained, “I was sitting near Tuppence Terror during that Stormburst special. Quinn figured it out before I did. And Giganta? It made all the super-shows. Oh. And don’t get your hopes up. She also took down Dr. Psycho. While he was wearing a jetpack and a power-amplifying helmet.”




“Son of a bitch!” Mindboggler complained.




“Listen up!” Flag bellowed.




Mindboggler looked at Flag for a second and winced a little. She whispered, “Briefing time. He’s got bad news.”




Flag used his pocket projector on the front wall of the cargo bay. “We’ll be landing in eastern Hungary. Then we’ll take a helo, sneak across the border, dodge over the disputed territory and then commandeer some vehicles…”




“Can we steal another school bus? The last one was great!” Quinn interrupted.




“Oh hell no!” Captain Boomerang growled. “You nearly got us all killed!”




“Close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades!” Harley sing-songed.




Mindboggler whispered into Rosanna’s ear, “He’s really scared. I’m seeing a collapsing bridge and a schoolbus trying to jump the gap. He pissed himself while Harley was standing on top of the bus having a great time.”




Rosanna whispered, “Is she insane? Or is it all an act?”




“No idea. Her mind is like… like a jigsaw puzzle made up of a dozen different puzzles.”




Flag was still talking, and Rosanna had missed part of it already. “Next up. Manticore.” 




Great. The picture looked less like Cyborg and more like Robotman, only with add-ons to make him more dangerous.




Flag snapped, “He’s a cybernetic being. Even assuming he’s really a ‘he’ is a stretch. Super-strength, plus whatever weapons he’s packing. If he shows up, Deadshot and Red Lightning take first cracks at him, followed by Enchantress and Croc. Next, Tolteca.”




Great. The picture looked like a Wonder Woman knockoff going to a Halloween party as a Mayan murderer.




Flag continued, “Strength, martial arts, warrior attitude, and allegedly a cannibal. Anybody close take her before she can sink her teeth in someone. Next. Badb.” He struggled with the pronunciation.




The picture looked like a fairly harmless Irish girl of maybe sixteen or seventeen. However, the eyes said ‘I like hurting people!’




Flag said, “Telepath, primarily projective. Can mentally instill panic and hatred. Don’t let her get near crowds. Mindboggler? She’s yours. Deadshot and Boomerang? Snipe her if you can get a shot off without her spotting you. Enchantress? If she takes out Mindboggler, you’re up. Next, Jaculi.”




The picture looked like a teenaged Bedouin boy holding a couple short javelins.




“Super-speed in short bursts. Two or three seconds tops, as far as our intel goes. He carries explosive javelins, which he likes to throw while he’s in a speed burst.”




Rosanna asked, “How speedy is his speed? I mean, are we talking a hundred miles an hour? Mach 1? Can he hit the Speed Force?”




Flag looked discomfited. “Good question. As far as I know, one or two hundred miles an hour. But not breaking the sound barrier or vanishing into the Speed Force.”




She breathed a sigh of relief.




Until Quinn laughed, “Hey Digger! He’s ripping you off!”




“Fuckin’ right. The little wanker,” Boomerang growled.




Great. Quinn was pushing buttons again. If Harkness took this personally and went after Jaculi, he was probably a dead man, since Harkness had a long, long history of failing miserably against speedsters. And Jaculi was a terrorist, not a superhero who tried not to kill people.




Next was a picture that looked like a CGI image of a male genie.




“Djinn,” Flag announced. “Current intel says that he’s a dead terrorist. Someone experimented on his dying body and downloaded his brain into a collection of microchips or nanotechnology preserved in a magnetic bottle. May be unkillable. Enchantress, this one’s yours if he turns up.”




The next image was of a man from probably Pakistan or India, holding his right hand up and preparing to snap his fingers.




“Agni. Summons fireballs. Deadshot, he’s yours if you spot him.”




Then there was an image of a powerfully built man holding what looked like a flaming sword big enough to chop an elephant in half.




“Rustam. Iranian. Might have been an ally, but an American bombing run took out his immediate family and a lot of his relatives as collateral damage.”




Rosanna groaned out loud. Flag ignored her, but Quinn giggled into her hand.




Flag kept going. “Strat and tactics officer for the Onslaught. His psychic fire-sword can cut through anything, as far as we know. Red Lightning and Deadshot? Take him out as soon as he shows his face.”




Rosanna groaned, this time to herself. She had wanted to keep this private, but it looked like she was going to have to inform Flag, which meant informing the whole team. And Harley would definitely use it against her. As would Firefly.




She interrupted, “Count me out on that one, and on Agni. I have a weakness. Fire. These two are the last targets you should point me at.”




Quinn laughed delightedly.





Part III



Rosanna tried not to cringe at Harley’s laugh. Or at Firefly’s smirk.




“Yer afraid of fire, and ya throw lightning?” Quinn asked.




Rosanna let out a deep breath. “I’m not afraid of fire. It’s not a phobia, or even a fear of getting burned. In the presence of a close or powerful fire, my powers decrease and I have to move away before I pass out.”




Quinn giggled, “You musta been a load o’ laughs in Girl Scouts.”




Rosanna flatly said, “Yeah, I never could earn my S’mores merit badge.” Harley laughed.




She was not going to discuss how Merilee Clarke and her vicious little clique laughed at her for nearly passing out in front of a roaring fire in a fireplace. But that was when her powers were just coming on, and she had no idea what was happening. Once she got her powers, Merilee and Company had a series of horrible ‘accidents’. Rosanna had quite enjoyed putting Merilee in a wheelchair for a couple months, and getting some of the school dickheads to sing ‘Merrily We Roll Along’ every time Merilee went past.




“Ladies!” bellowed Flag. “If we are done with the fucking USO Tour, this briefing is not finished!”




“What? Did I miss a USO tour? Did it have Bob Hope?” Quinn asked, like she had no idea.




“Can the seven, Quinn!” Flag yelled. “Now the next possibility the Onslaught might throw at Vlatava is…”




But Rosanna wasn’t listening anymore. No, she was looking at the maniacal expression on Firefly’s face. Maybe she had saved her own neck in the upcoming battle, but now too many people knew about her real weakness. Some of them might even be able to put two and two together.




Sure enough, about ten minutes after Flag wrapped up and announced the flight would be landing in Hungary before they took an unmarked helicopter into Vlatava, Firefly strolled over to her.




He smirked, “So… You’re afraid of a little fire?”




She gave him a cold stare. “No. I like fire. It’s pretty. I just can’t be near it without losing my powers and collapsing.”




“So… You’re weak to fire?”




She glared, “So… You’re weak to a thousand tons of telekinesis crushing you into a bloody pulp?”




“I don’t think you wanna be threatening me.”




She pointed out, “Look Garfield, that wasn’t a threat. It was… a reminder. Nobody on this plane is invulnerable. If we were, we wouldn’t have ended up in Belle Reve or wherever. Me? I got stomped by a meta so fresh she still had that new car smell. A complete rookie crushed me like a beer can. But I can still take you and most of this jet, and then fly away while the jet crashes. But you’d get to go down with the jet fuel and enjoy the ‘crash and burn’ part.” All right, fine, his costume had functional wings. Not that he was guaranteed to be able to get out of a falling plane fast enough to use them. And not that she would leave his wings intact if she had to crash the jet.




He swung his flamethrower over so it pointed at her.




She had already used her telekinesis, because he was a psycho. She crossed her arms and said, “Fire when ready, Gridley.”




He scowled, “Why aren’t you afraid? You think I won’t blast you?”




Rosanna pointed out, “I’m fully aware you’d torch anybody who really pissed you off, even inside a cargo jet. So it’s not that I think you won’t. It’s that I think you can’t.”




She didn’t tell him that she was using a minute bit of her telekinesis to hold the control valves on his fuel tank and other shit closed.




He actually pulled the trigger. There was a tiny spark, and… 




Nothing happened.




She just stared at him like he had tossed a really cheesy pickup line her way.




“Firefly!” Flag bellowed. “Over here! Now!”




“Watch your back, bitch,” Firefly snarled before walking over to where Flag chewed him out.




Harley strolled over while watching Flag yell at Firefly. She grinned, “This is gonna be fun!”




Rosanna asked, “What makes you think he won’t barbeque you first?”




Harley shrugged, “Why would he? I’m not scared, and he knows it. If it’s not exciting for him, he loses interest. Plus, roasting me would get some bad mother-effers on his ass, and he knows that too. My Puddin’ would do stuff to him that even Garfield’s afraid of. Same for Ivy. And Kitty too, even if she’s too dick-whipped to do the really fun stuff anymore.”




Rosanna wondered what it would be like to be so crazy that she wasn’t afraid of anyone on this goddamn plane. She was terrified. She just wasn’t going to give these assholes the satisfaction. She also wasn’t going to be heartbroken if half of this crew didn’t make it back alive.




Heartbroken? She’d be relieved.




But she wasn’t going to take out anyone she might need later on to get the hell out of Vlatava in one piece. Not thinking long-term had screwed her over enough already. Still, if someone else seriously tried to take her out, she was going to do something about it.




They landed on a pretty crappy runway, and Flag yelled them over to what looked like a decrepit Russian transport helicopter that was seriously lacking in armaments. She wanted some firepower backing her up. She wasn’t stupid enough to think that terrorists with superpowers wouldn’t also go with standard terrorist weapons. Like surface-to-air missiles that could take out this piece of crap without trying hard.




Once they were onboard, Flag handed out earbuds. He didn’t give one to Firefly or Deadshot or Katana, so Rosanna assumed they already had communications built into their headpieces. Flag himself was wearing headphones with a mike, and some communications hardware he had inside his body armor.




Flag said over the communications, “Everyone who can hear me, raise your right hand.” 




She put her hand up. So did everyone else, except Croc, who put up his left hand.




“Croc, your other right!”




Harley, of course, had her right hand up and was waving it like she was doing The Wave at a frigging football game.




Flag explained, “We’re heading to eastern Vlatava because that’s what our intel says will be the Onslaught’s first attack. They’re going to kill as many people as they can in the eastern bloc’s current main city, and leave American weaponry all over the place. Then they’ll pull the same scam in the center of the western bloc’s capital, but with Russian armaments.”




Rosanna wondered who was feeding Waller’s people all this intel, and why they weren’t alerting someone sane. Maybe it was someone else that Waller had over a barrel. Maybe it was someone who was setting up this task force to take the fall for something nasty. Maybe some of the ‘clues’ that Americans had committed the upcoming atrocity were supposed to be the dead bodies of Flag’s force.




The helicopter—which Flag kept calling a ‘helo’ like that made this group of loons more of a task force—was flying down near the ground, barely above the treetops and popping up just high enough to get over hills, while swerving around mountains. Then it dipped down and was flying only feet above a river for maybe twenty minutes. 




Rosanna spent the entire time ‘casually’ leaning against one of the exit hatches, with a telekinetic shield up and her flight at the ready. If anything went wrong with this bullshit flight idea, she was ditching the damn helicopter.




Mindboggler strolled over and quietly asked, “If you’re so worried about this heap crashing, why don’t you just prepare to lift the entire thing instead?”




Great. Mind readers. Rosanna asked, “You actually want me to save Boomerang?”




Mindboggler smirked and shook her head no. “But I don’t wanna lose Flag. He’s thinking that if his heart stops, all the bombs will detonate. So… don’t lose him.”




“Good point,” Rosanna conceded. What the hell. The whole helicopter and everyone in it couldn’t weigh more than ten or fifteen tons. She could haul that around easily.




She started to walk over to Flag to suggest that he let her just carry the stupid helicopter, when the damn thing suddenly veered sharply to the right, turning so it was also tilted about forty degrees to the right.




She was suddenly flying in the center of the cargo area, while everyone around her got slammed into the left wall. She grabbed June and Mindboggler and Flag and Katana. She let Boomerang and Firefly and Harley crash into the side of the copter. She didn’t bother grabbing Killer Croc, because he was too tough to be bothered. She tried to grab Slipknot and Deadshot, but they both slid out of her telekinetic grip.




Something hit the copter above her and exploded. The copter dropped like it had no more rotors.




It dropped about two feet before she caught it. She grabbed Deadshot and missed Slipknot again. She yelled, “Hang on!” And she jerked the copter straight sideways about five hundred yards before taking it straight down. She didn’t have a decent view of the outside from where she was, but she could spot that there were lots of trees below them. And then they were over an open area on the other side of the trees. Maybe it was a field, and smooth enough to drop onto. If she was wrong, this was going to be… unpleasant.




She slammed the copter down into the open area and stopped it a few feet above what felt like soft ground. Then she let go of the copter, but hung onto the people she had.




Quinn yelled, “That was awesome!”




“Shut up, Quinn!” Flag yelled over the communication system. “We’re under attack!”




Rosanna looked at the hatches and punched all of them out of their frames. Then she pulled her five out the closest hatch behind her, letting everyone else pile out on their own.




Flag snapped in her earbud, “Is this your max carry?”




She telekinetically pulled him through the air until he was next to her. She explained, “No, I can move a lot more mass, but lots of individual pieces are hard. Slipknot slid out of every grab I tried, and Deadshot slid out of my first try. Quinn and Croc are super-tough, so I knew I didn’t have to grab them, and Firefly has wings. I couldn’t spot Boomerang.”




“He was hiding under the seats!” Quinn butted in cheerfully.




“Shut yer face, bitch!” Boomerang complained as he limped over.




The pilot and co-pilot were rushing over too, along with the rest of the group.




Flag asked the pilot, “Any intel?”




The pilot gasped, “A big explosion came out of nowhere, and then another one targeted our rotors instead of the engines.”




“Shit!” Flag cursed. “Assume it’s metas.”




“Agni?” Katana asked.




“That would’ve been fireballs,” Flag said, like he was certain about something he hadn’t even seen. “The helo would be on fire now.”




“Then who?” Katana asked.




“Incoming!” Quinn yelled.




Rosanna glanced over where Quinn was pointing, and reacted. There was definitely a speedster running at them at maybe two hundred miles an hour. So Rosanna darted maybe fifty feet into the air and also put up an invisible telekinetic wall in front of the threat.




Another explosion erupted near her barrier, and that reflected off one side. Unfortunately, that illuminated the barrier really well. The speedster abruptly halted and then dashed to one side. For a brief moment, Rosanna had a look at the guy. A slender but toned male meta, in a fancy uniform, carrying a big boomerang.




Harkness yelled, “God damn it, why is everyone ripping me off today?!”




Flag snapped into the communications system, “That’s Bolshoi. We’ve got ‘The People’s Heroes’ on our asses.”




Rosanna only knew what she’d seen on prison tv about them. A Russian team that might as well be called Captain Russia And The Soviets.




Flag announced in her earbud, “Hammer and Sickle: superstrength and empowered weapons. Molotov: causes explosions. Pravda: psionics. And Bolshoi.”




And here came a frigging flying convertible. Well, an open flight system that looked like it would hold maybe six or eight people who didn’t mind getting blasted with no windshields or anything. Someone was reading too many Fantastic Four comics.




“Deadshot. Red Lightning,” Flag commanded.




There were two gunshots. Something wavered in front of the flying car-thing. Probably a psi shield from whoever Flag said had psi. Rosanna tried to just grab the damn aircraft, but it felt ‘slippery’, like it wasn’t even there. Probably more of those psionics.




Mindboggler yelled, “It’s an illusion!”




Flag snapped over the earbuds, “Then knock it out. And find the real group!”




But it was too late. The illusion faded just as the real Russians appeared out of nowhere, right in the middle of the group. Rosanna didn’t realize what was happening until the air exploded around her.




Killer Croc went flying backward from getting hit with by a huge, glowing, empowered sledgehammer wielded probably by that guy called Hammer. 




The woman with the glowing sickle took a nasty swipe at Harley, who tried to fend it off with her big wooden mallet. The sickle sliced through the mallet like it was made of styrofoam.




Deadshot caught Sickle right in the head with a bullet. That gave Harley just enough time to make a speedy triple backflip before the second swing of the sickle would have sliced her in half. It looked to Rosanna like the bullet just ricocheted off Sickle’s head.




Katana whirled about and made a merciless slice with her sword, only she was hacking through thin air. Flag was shooting in the same direction. Either they knew something Rosanna didn’t, or they were getting mindfucked by the Russians’ mind-mangler.




Bolshoi and Captain Boomerang both threw their boomerangs. Bolshoi’s moved at superspeed and slammed into Harkness’s chest. Harkness’s boomerang flew past Bolshoi as the man made a sweeping ballet move at high speed to dodge it. But Harkness’s boomerang exploded beside Bolshoi, slamming him to the ground.




Another explosion slammed both pilots and Slipknot and Firefly to the ground.




Rosanna hurt all over from that previous blast, but she had superstrength and super-durability when she wasn’t wearing that fucking power suppressor collar. She knew she wasn’t really damaged. She hurled a massive bolt of lightning and knocked Hammer flying. Then she darted a hundred feet backward and downward. Whoever was throwing explosions wasn’t ready for her move, because where she had been suddenly erupted in another big bang.




Mindboggler screamed, “Where the fuck are you?!”




Sickle had seen what Rosanna just did to Hammer, and she retaliated. She ripped the engine out of the wrecked helicopter and hurled it like a baseball at Rosanna.




Another explosion went off where June Moone was standing.




Rosanna grabbed that big chunk of metal with her telekinesis and slammed it back at Sickle. Sickle sliced it in half with her sickle, but the two halves both slammed into her and knocked her back into the wrecked helicopter.




Killer Croc roared and raced to get back in the fight, assuming he could tell who he was supposed to hit and who he was supposed to not hit.




The spot where June had been standing abruptly flared in eldritch light, and The Enchantress floated upward. She bellowed, “Enough!”




And Pravda’s illusion shattered for a second, showing where Pravda was really standing, along with Molotov who she was obviously protecting.




Another explosion erupted around the Enchantress, and the entire Russian superteam vanished. Or maybe they went invisible, thanks to Pravda, which would be worse.





Part IV



Rosanna hastily made an invisible wall about thirty feet wide and swept it all around them. Nothing.




Mindboggler groaned, “Goddammit. I couldn’t find her, but I knew she was here. But they’re gone now.”




Harley snorted, “And they grabbed Slippy and Mister Pilot!”




Shit. Quinn was right.




And Rosanna had no idea who else was gone, or who was injured. Or even if the Enchantress was going Darth Vader on them right that second.




Rosanna quickly spun about and moved away from where the Enchantress was letting a greenish bubble of energy fade away. Then there was another flash of eldritch energies, and June was back, looking exhausted.




Rosanna darted over there, preparing to catch June if she was about to fall face-first into the field they were still in. “Hey June, you okay?”




“Yeah, yeah,” June nodded. “That wasn’t too much. A couple shields and busting an illusion. I can do that.”




Rosanna looked around. “Be right back.”




It looked like Flag and Katana were okay and no longer aiming at imaginary threats. So she flew to Killer Croc and checked, “You okay?”




Croc opened his mouth, showing his razor-sharp teeth. But he stopped and nodded.




So Rosanna darted over to Captain Boomerang, which wasn’t something she wanted to do. “Digger! You okay?”




“Fuck no, that wanker just about broke my ribs!”




“Just about? Or actually broken? Because as far as I know, our field medic would be Harley.”




“Fuck that,” he muttered. And really, he was breathing just fine, so at most he had some bruised ribs. He probably had really good armor hidden inside his costume.




She darted over to Firefly, who was up on his feet by then. “Garfield. You okay?”




“Fucking metas…” he hissed. “Any chance we’ll run into ’em again?” 




And his fingers twitched near the trigger of his flamethrower, so Rosanna knew damn well what he had in mind. She just said, “Ask Flag. I have no idea.”




Not that she was averse to some serious payback, starting with electrocuting that frigging explosion thrower.




She darted over to where Flag was kneeling next to the co-pilot, who obviously was not going to be getting up ever again.




“Problem?” she checked.




He grimaced, “Not really. We already lost our flight out of here. And our pilots are—were—Hungarian mercs.”




Quinn danced over. “And you got rid of Slippy.”




Flag frowned, “I don’t just ‘get rid’ of any of you.”




Mindboggler stepped over and spilled, “But he planned for something like this. Slipknot is our disinformation source.”




Flag winced at Mindboggler ripping that out of his head and then telling everyone. “Slipknot is an escape artist. He and Red Lightning are probably our only teammates who could go along with a capture, tell what we’re really doing, and then escape later. So he had a private order to let himself be captured in a situation like this.”




Deadshot coldly asked, “Who else did you tell him to hitch a ride with?” Rosanna noticed that Deadshot had a hand on one of his guns.




Flag calmly said, “Either side of the Vlatava conflict, the Justice League, Checkmate, Project Atom, the U.N. Peacemakers, and several other options. Anybody who could be convinced that we’re really here to prevent a disaster and save lives.”




Deadshot asked, “And did you plan something with Red Lightning too?”




“No,” Flag insisted. “We know how Slipknot operates, and it was felt he’s amenable. Red Lightning is still an unknown.”




Mindboggler added, “If he’d prepped Rosanna, I would’ve seen it in her thoughts. She’s clean.”




Rosanna growled, “After that asshole blasted me and tried to blast me even more? Fuck that. I would’ve used my telekinesis and ripped his fucking throat out. Then their illusion caster. Then I would’ve tried taking down the rest of their group, and I would’ve flown off when I was done. Is Slipknot really going to let them haul him off to the Kremlin for interrogation? I’m not doing that.”




Flag looked around. “Anybody need medical?”




He got a lot of heads shaking, and Harkness cursing, “Fuck no!”




Flag nodded, “Then good work. We got ambushed, caught by surprise, and we still drove ’em off. With any luck, they’ll take Slipknot and our pilot’s intel and head off a potential disaster. Boomerang? Good work. Red Lightning? Impressive. Deadshot and Enchantress? Well done. Everybody else? Good job all around. They’re dangerous. Rumor is that Hammer once one-shotted Starfire, so they’re no one to fuck around with.”




Deadshot looked around at the field they were still in, and the empty territory around them. He asked, “By the way, anybody got a spare copter in their utility belt?”




Harley laughed. Then she pointed out, “Ya did notice that Redlight hauled that whole chopper around like it was nothing. All we gotta do is cut out a section of nine or ten seats, and we strap ourselves in, and we let her fly us there.”




Flag looked over. “You okay with being ‘Air Rosanna’?”




She shrugged. “I’ve got no idea how far I can fly everyone before I wear out, but sure.” It had to be better than trusting that piece of shit helicopter that was now just a big wreck.




So Flag asked, “Croc, can you rip the seat sections out?”




Croc grunted and moved to the helicopter. June piped up, “Umm, I think I should do this. I mean, if you give me a minute or two to prepare, I think I can do this without risking… problems. And we should get something better.”




Flag reluctantly nodded. “You’ve got ten minutes to try.”




“Thank you, colonel.” June walked up to the remains of the helicopter and put her hands on one side. Then she closed her eyes and concentrated.




Rosanna watched. She could see energy sparking around June. She could see Harley staring excitedly as she waited for something. Probably something disastrous. And she could see Flag and Deadshot exchanging glances, so Flag was probably giving Deadshot permission to take out The Enchantress if things went sideways.




Great. A ‘team’ where she couldn’t be sure the others wouldn’t snipe her if things got dicey.




But it was only about a minute before June stepped back, in the midst of a flare of light that wasn’t really light. When Rosanna blinked the spots out of her eyes, the helicopter had fallen apart. And in the middle of the wreckage was a little steel platform about the size of a sleigh with two files of five seats each, and the nice, comfy pilot’s chair sitting behind all of them. The pilots’ windscreen was now at the front of the small platform. That ought to screen out some of the wind, even if it wouldn’t help with the aerodynamics.




Harley sprinted over to take one of the front seats. Of course. Rosanna wondered if Waller knew that the easiest way to punish Quinn was to bore her.




Flag walked over to Rosanna and checked, “This configuration okay for you?”




She shrugged, “This is better than what I was expecting.”




He nodded a little. “Maintain that earbud. I’ll direct you there. You’ll have to choose the optimal speed. Don’t kill yourself trying to go too fast, but the longer this takes, the less chance we’ll have to stop the Onslaught before they initiate hostilities.”




Right. No pressure.




She didn’t say that. She just nodded. And she had no idea how fast she could go with this… sled. Or whatever it should be called. A couple tons of steel and plastic, with a ton or so of supers. She had never tried carrying more than that helicopter, and she had never tested how long she could manage before she crapped out. She was assuming Flag wanted her in top shape when they got where they were going. Because she wasn’t Stormburst, but it was looking more and more like she and June were the heavy hitters on this not-a-team.




If this gaggle of loonies was Task Force X, then she probably didn’t want to find out the kinds of ‘teams’ that Checkmate or Project Atom would field. Something with a name like ‘Project Atom’ probably fielded half a dozen insane, radioactive metas who destroyed everything they touched. 




She stepped over and sat in the pilot’s chair at the rear. Then she waited while everyone else took a seat and buckled up. Flag and Katana took the rear seats closest to her, with Flag holding a huge backpack he had pulled out of the wreckage and Katana holding a weapon case. Deadshot opted to sit up front with a rifle, and Croc sat behind Harley. June chose to sit right in front of Flag, so Mindboggler sat in front of Katana. Rosanna didn’t give a shit where Boomerang and Firefly sat, as long as it wasn’t near her.




Flag directed her east, around a couple low hills, and then up through a narrow mountain pass that no normal plane would be trying to squeeze through. Not a problem for her. By then, she could see pollution smoking up from the city they were heading for. Lovely. Flag directed her toward the closest buildings, where there was a flat area the helicopter could have landed on, and there were a couple old but military-looking trucks sitting in a row.




She put the slab of steel down next to the trucks, and everybody piled out.




Quinn complained, “I wanted a schoolbus! What else is gonna go wrong?”




So naturally, that was when things went to hell.




There was a blur of motion that had to be the Speed Force, and suddenly they were surrounded. By three people. Wonder Woman was in front of them. Aquaman was behind them. And Superman was overhead.




Wonder Woman commanded, “What do you think you are doing here? Aren’t you aware of the political crisis you could cause without even trying?”




Flag said through the communications system, “Stall for long enough that Enchantress can ’port us out of here.”




Rosanna had another idea. She said into her comms, “I got Supes.” And she did the dumbest thing since she had tackled Stormburst. Maybe the dumbest thing ever. She used her telekinesis to yank her earbud out of her ear, and she zoomed straight at The Last Son Of Krypton.




As she flew right at him, she whispered, “Pretend this hurts. It won’t.” And she let loose with a huge lightning storm around the two of them, making sure that it didn’t actually hit him.




Superman arched his back like he was in agony, and he yelled. She was absolutely not expecting him to yell so loud that she nearly lost focus and fell.




His mouth didn’t move, but a little voice in her ear asked, “What are you doing?”




He could do ventriloquism too? Christ, was there anything this guy couldn’t do?




She threw a bolt of lightning into his chest, but she kept the wattage too low to bother him. And she whispered, “We have to get to the city center to stop the Onslaught. If we don’t get all of them, they’ll attack the capital in the west. Now hit me.”




She was expecting him to fly forward and fake a big roundhouse punch. Or something like that. She wasn’t expecting him to suddenly blur and then his fist was touching her chin.




She went flying backward. Okay, it was her own telekinesis, not his blow, but she was going to sell this fight. She flew backward across the asphalt-covered area and smashed backward through a wall of the building on the far side. It was just ordinary corrugated iron, so she had no trouble smashing it aside. She decided to go ham on things, and she flew through the opposite side of the building too, just dodging enough to miss one of the girders holding things in place. She spotted a nice, soft field, and she ‘crashed’ down on it.




She was hoping the Justice League would take the hint and clear out, or maybe go solve their problem for them. At the least, she was hoping her gang would ditch her, leaving her to fly away from this hellhole. If she was really lucky, Superman would round her up and haul her off somewhere she could tell the Justice League about the bombs inside her body and Waller’s whole fancy set-up.




At a minimum, she wouldn’t really get punched in the face by Superman. Or Wonder Woman. Or Aquaman. And maybe Flag would just assume she was dead, and not try blowing her to pieces…




Suddenly, there was a flash of greenish light, and she was lying on a concrete floor in an industrial-looking building. And Harley Quinn was standing over her. Fuck!




“Hey Redlight! You with us? ’Cuz I can throw a bucket of water on ya if you want.”




“Are you okay?” June wasn’t quite back. That was pretty disturbing. It looked like June, but not a blonde in an L.L. Bean jacket. June still had the brunette hair and the green supervillain outfit of The Enchantress.




Rosanna held her jaw like it really hurt. “No.”




“That was… risky,” Katana said flatly.




Rosanna kept her jaws clenched and muttered, “Figured I was the only option. Firefly needed to go after Aquaman. I figured if I could stall Big Blue for even a few seconds, Enchantress could hit him with a big whammy and take him out.”




Harley grinned, “Croc and me and Boomy tackled Princess Bathing Suit, and she kinda cleaned our clocks. I didn’t know she was that fast. Croc didn’t know she was that strong. Firebug and Deadstop hit Aquaman, but he’s fast, and he’s like made of concrete or sum’pm.”




June said, “Katana and Mindboggler guarded me until I could do a teleport spell, but I could only pull us together and move about a mile. Maybe two.”




Rosanna tried not to gulp. But the power involved in teleporting almost a dozen metas a mile or two had to be enormous. And June obviously thought she should be able to do better.




Flag said something into his mike, and everyone moved toward him. Rosanna just stayed put.




Flag looked at her and yelled, “Red Lightning! Are you deaf?!”




She just said, “Maybe. I’m not hearing anything over my earbud.” She peeled off her headmask and pretended to check her ear. “It’s knocked loose. I need a new one.”




Flag gritted his teeth and had Katana bring her a new one.




Rosanna made a show of getting up gingerly and walking over to Flag. “You wanted all of us?”




Flag checked, “You okay?”




Harley helped out, “She got punched in the kisser by Supey! I bet Batman told him she could take a super-punch. ’Cause he’s pissed off at her.”




Flag looked at her like she was a moron. “What the hell did you do to offend the goddamn Batman?”




Rosanna groaned, “It was daytime in Fresno. I was sure it couldn’t be the real Batman.”




“She called him a fake Batman!” Harley laughed delightedly.




Everyone, even Croc and Firefly, winced. Even Katana. Maybe Deadshot didn’t wince inside his mask, but that was about it.




Rosanna just said, “Yeah. And he knows my real name, and where I live, and probably how to take me out in a fight.”




“And she’s probably on Catty’s shit list by now too!” Harley crowed.




Rosanna mentioned, “And Quinn is enjoying every second of it.”




Harley complained, “Well, I’m bored! And you being so screwed is hilarious!”





Part V



Rosanna refrained from telling Harley to fuck off. Because Harley was enough of a hassle as things were.




Colonel Flag grumbled, “If we could focus for a second? Quinn?” Harley looked over at him like she had no idea what he was complaining about. “We need transport, and we need concealment, and we still have no clue on timelines or exact locations for the Onslaught attacks.”




Killer Croc cleared his immense throat with a noise like a sewer pipe erupting. “There. And then.” He pointed at a flyer pinned up on a corkboard on one wall of the room. It looked like an announcement, in a language she didn’t speak, for some sort of big public demonstration.




Crap. That would be an ideal time for the Onslaught to slaughter huge numbers of civilians in a very public way and leave tons of ‘clues’ that it was really those evil Americans.




Deadshot walked over and grabbed the flyer. He pointed out, “Not my best language, but that’s two o’clock, and this is The People’s Square, the big open area in front of their ‘glorious government’ building.”




Flag checked his watch, turned a ring around the dial, and said, “Good work. And good thinking, Croc. We have a little over an hour to get there and find them first, or else fight them in the middle of thousands of people.”




“Thousands of people who may have already been attacked by Badb and may be rioting or stampeding in panic,” Katana pointed out.




Flag pointed at the Enchantress. “If we get there in time, can you do some sort of tracking or location spell?”




June nodded a little. “I should be able to. Nobody you told us about would have magical protections, except possibly Djinn.”




Harley grinned, “Then let’s get going and steal us a schoolbus!”




Rosanna asked Flag, “Why is she so fixated on using a schoolbus?”




Flag grumbled, “Previous op. Classified.”




All she said in reply was, “Ugh.” Mindboggler had said something about that, but it didn’t explain why Harley was being so annoying about the damn things. Maybe she knew that Boomerang and some others had been terrified and she was pushing their buttons in yet another way.




They didn’t steal a schoolbus. Not when the group was already about as inconspicuous as an exploding nuke. There were two nearby boxtrucks, with keys only a quick mugging away. Colonel Flag drove one. Deadshot and Firefly peeled off their headgear so it wasn’t so obvious from the street that they were in supervillain costumes, and Firefly drove the other truck with Deadshot sitting beside him.




Rosanna was in the back of Firefly’s truck, along with some other people who could be quiet enough to let Enchantress work: Croc and Mindboggler. Katana was in the back of the other truck, with Harley and Digger. Rosanna wasn’t going to be upset if only Katana walked out of that truck in one piece.




Rosanna held a big lantern Harley had stolen from somewhere, and June sat on the metal floor, concentrating on a map of the city. Every once in a while, there was a sharp turn or an abrupt stop, and Rosanna just used a tiny bit of telekinesis to keep June from sliding around.




June touched her earbud. “Colonel, opposite the government building on the far side of the square is a row of government and military offices. Behind them is a row of blocks that are other offices. And the street behind that is full of supply offices and warehouses. They’re in one of the big warehouses there.”




A few seconds later, Flag must have given Firefly some directions, because the truck turned sharply and moved in a new direction. Rosanna used a little telekinesis to hold everyone in place.




Mindboggler whispered, “Thanks.” Even Croc quietly grunted something that sounded polite.




June touched her earbud again. “We’re on the right street. A big warehouse two or three blocks down from here.”




Within seconds, the truck pulled over, stopped, and Rosanna felt the engine turn off. So they were parking and moving on the warehouse with—hopefully—quieter approaches. Not that Rosanna thought Harley would be quiet unless she was unconscious. Rosanna had no problems whatsoever with an unconscious Quinn. Maybe even one that had its mouth magically removed.




No, she was not going to suggest that to the Enchantress. She had already decided not to push June any farther into Darth Vader territory. Rosanna liked her body alive, in one piece, and not magically mutated into something nightmarish. And, coming from someone who had just been riding in a dark enclosed truck with Killer Croc and no lights except one frigging lantern, ‘nightmarish’ had to up its game.




Flag ordered everyone over their communications systems, “The warehouse on the other side of this one.” He pointed out what he meant, and June nodded in agreement. “I lead the team moving through the front doors: Captain Boomerang, Mindboggler, and Deadshot. Katana leads the team moving in through the back side: Croc, Enchantress, Quinn. Red Lightning and Firefly go in from the roof. Croc, if there’s no back door, make one. You have whoever is close, but protect Enchantress until she’s ready to go. Quinn? Anybody you can hit or distract. Mindboggler? Take out Badb as soon as you can. Deadshot? I already gave you your threat list. Boomerang? Target anyone who’s effective against our team. Red Lightning, you punch through the roof with a hole big enough that Firefly can follow you. Tackle Djinn, if you can find him. If not, Jaculi or Manticore. If not them either, whoever you see that’s a threat. Firefly? Move to whichever end of the warehouse Red Lightning doesn’t take, and take out anyone not near our people. Tolteca and Rustam and Badb are most likely to be good targets and not fireproof. Any questions?”




Rosanna figured he did not want to hear her ask ‘how the hell can I get out of this crazy-ass gang?’




Quinn piped up. Naturally. “After, can we steal a schoolbus?”




“No. We already have two vehicles for exfil.”




Quinn pouted at him like a five year old trying to wheedle a toy out of her grumpy daddy. Flag didn’t care.




Rosanna waited by the trucks with Firefly while Flag’s group and Katana’s group moved into position. She checked, “Hey Firefly, how big a hole do you need to fly into there?”




“Whadda you care?”




She admitted, “I’m not killing anyone we may need later in the op. And you getting your costume’s wings ripped off sixty feet above a concrete floor probably counts.”




“Fine,” he scowled. “Can you make a hole twenty feet across?”




She nodded. She was assuming it was an ordinary warehouse. And the little peek she had gotten at it made her think it was crappier than the warehouses she was used to. It might even fall apart if she hit it with everything she had.




Flag growled over the communications, “Red Lightning and Firefly. Take up position over the center of the roof and wait for my signal.”




“Red Lightning. Understood.”




She waited until Firefly unfurled his metal-looking wings, and she flew alongside him to a spot about forty feet above the center of the roof. Then she waited impatiently while Firefly flapped fast enough to keep him airborne.




Flag ordered, “Now!”




She plunged downward, putting a twenty foot circle of telekinesis in front of her. The cheap corrugated metal roof gave up with hardly any effort on her part in a nice big circle, and plenty more roof went with it. She flew in and saw the whole open warehouse. Djinn was flying up into the air and blasting both ground forces with energy bolts out of his hands, so she went right for him.




He spotted her before she was halfway to him, and suddenly a couple steel girders tore loose and attacked her.




She kept flying in, and she hurled a lightning bolt at him. It went right through him and exploded on the far wall. She used her telekinesis to smack the two girders into the roof. They punched through and she kept going for him. 




He fired off a two-handed energy bolt at her that she tried to dodge. She avoided the first one, and also the second one, but not the third one. It slammed her down to the concrete floor.




She went intangible and dove into the floor, cutting through concrete and rock and gravel to come up behind him, over where a couple terrorists with submachine guns were lurking near the corner of the building. 




They opened up on her, but she was still intangible so the bullets went right through her. So did the girders that punched back down from the roof and went for her again. They passed through her and crashed into the floor. She grabbed one and slammed it through Djinn, but it did nothing. He was basically intangible too. 




She hit the girder with a lightning bolt while it was passing through him. Still nothing.




He hit her with an energy blast, which really hurt. Bastard. How the hell was she going to stop him if her powers didn’t let her do jack shit to him?




She dodged the next blast and went solid again. She just ignored the bullets coming from the terrorists in the corner. When they managed to get on target—which was pretty frigging rare—she just shrugged off the hits. She hurled another lightning bolt at him to keep him from attacking her forces.




What had Flag said about this asshole? Oh yeah. Dead guy, but his brain was stored in a computer set-up in a magnetic bottle. So where the hell was that bottle?




She dodged another blast, which put a huge hole in the wall behind her.




Oh. Right. What those frigging guards were probably guarding. She put a massive lightning bolt into those bastards. They went down. And behind them was a thing like a steel safe on wheels.




Djinn panicked and went for her like he could wrestle her into submission.




She used her telekinesis and ripped the door off the steel safe-thing. She made sure to yank it through the air and throw it right into Djinn’s face. He went right through it and kept coming.




Inside the safe-thing was a glowing ball of energy with a ton of electronics inside it. Bingo. She gave Djinn a nasty smirk as she put a lightning bolt right into the energy ball.




Djinn screamed, and he shivered like a bad image on an old tv set. So Rosanna put another lightning bolt into the electronics. Djinn opened his mouth to scream, and he just came apart like a pile of unconnected Legos or something.




Rosanna glanced over at the battle. Mindboggler, Firefly, Deadshot and Flag were all down. So were half a dozen other armed terrorists and a couple people who were probably more of the Onslaught. Croc was fighting a cyborg and not doing all that great. Enchantress was attacking with spell-blasts a girl who was probably Badb. The guy with the big fiery psi-sword was facing off against Katana. Harley was fighting Tolteca and dodging Tolteca’s blows really effectively. There was no sign of Captain Boomerang. She figured he had probably found a good place to hide.




And here came that speedster with the exploding javelins. He was coming up behind Enchantress, who was already busy. Shit. Rosanna liked June, and had no interest in tussling with the Enchantress if June had to overclock herself.




Rosanna used a big telekinetic flyswatter and slammed the speedster and his explosives across the warehouse floor, into a wall. The explosives made a nice boom over there, taking out another chunk of wall.




Then she hit the cyborg with a big lightning bolt. She had no idea if he was protected against something like that, but it wouldn’t hurt to try.




She never heard the snap of fingers, but she sure noticed it when she was hit from behind by an enormous fireball from Agni.




She screamed in pain and fell forty feet to the concrete floor. The fireball dropped with her. Her powers were mostly gone by the time she hit the concrete, but she was still tough enough to take the impact without breaking half the bones in her body. The fireball broke up into a ring of fire all around her, so she knew her powers were going to keep weakening, and she was going to pass out at any second.




But Agni was going to barbecue her before she could even try to get up, and she couldn’t summon up a telekinetic shield that would do more than stop a few flies.




She spotted him well off to one side, but she couldn’t hurl a lightning bolt either. She couldn’t even force herself to her feet. She could barely lift her head off the concrete floor. The fire was crushing her powers. The next fireball was going to finish her off.




Agni grinned evilly at her as he prepared. He snapped his fingers, and an even bigger fireball erupted from his hand, heading right for her.




And that was when the roof tore apart in two huge holes bigger than the ones she had made. She looked up and realized that she was either about to be rescued or about to be killed.




Stormburst and Superman had arrived, and holy crap did they look terrifying. Oh yeah, and neither one had a reason to be nice to her.





Part VI



Rosanna watched the fireball fly right at her.




The two heroic-looking figures overhead suddenly blurred, and they were both gone into the Speed Force.




The flames around her were suddenly covered in ice. The fireball flying at her was swatted into the concrete floor and extinguished. Agni started to snap his fingers again, but a lightning bolt caught him from the side and dropped him.




A veritable whirlwind of Speed Force blurs darted around the warehouse faster than she could follow. Her group and the other group were all knocked down or shoved well away from each other.




The guy with the huge psi-sword tried to hit one of the blurs, missed badly, and frantically slammed his fist into what looked like a plastic pillar behind him. He and the pillar abruptly vanished, taking Badb and Tolteca and Agni with him.




The only remaining member of the Onslaught who wasn’t already down or gone at that moment was the cyborg who was probably Manticore, and he was slammed hard into the floor as one of the blurs brushed past him.




And suddenly the battle was over. Only Croc and Harley and Katana were still standing.




Naturally, Harley complained. “Oh come on, Supey! I was havin’ fun! You and Stormbutt ruined everything!”




Rosanna wondered if Harley had any sense at all. She knew Harley had watched that Stormburst special and had worked out that Stormburst had sliced those Manbats into bat sushi with telekinetic slices. And Stormburst had done it on Batman’s turf, which showed she had balls the size of comets. Was Harley so bored that she wanted to risk getting ripped to pieces or fried to a crisp?




Well, it was Harley so the answer was probably ‘hell yeah’.




Superman jetted over to where Katana was helping Flag to his feet. The Man Of Steel looked hard at Flag and boomed, “Colonel Flag. Do you require medical intervention? You have two cracked ribs and a mild concussion in addition to your contusions and abrasions, but I do not see anything more dangerous.”




Flag growled, “Been hurt worse. But thanks for asking.”




At the same time, Stormburst in her silver form was asking Enchantress, “Do you need any assistance? I can ask Zatanna or Doctor Fate to make an appearance.”




But June was back. Her hair. Her clothes. Everything. Rosanna wondered how much magic Stormburst had if she could ID their magic user and offer magical support.




Crap and a half. If Stormburst had magic too, then Rosanna needed to keep a really big distance between the two of them. There was no telling what Stormburst could do.




And Harley showed she had no sense at all. She picked up a chunk of concrete roughly the size of her head and hurled it at Stormburst’s back.




Okay, that had to count as the opposite of ‘sense’. Could you have negative amounts of sense?




Stormburst just put out an arm behind her and caught the concrete as easily as if Harley had warned her ahead of time and then tossed her a nerfball. She just dropped the concrete and didn’t even bother to turn and look to see what the hell Harley was up to.




Harley whined, “Aww, you’re no fun at all!”




Killer Croc stepped over and grabbed Harley, stuffing her under one arm. She kicked and hit and scratched, but it did nothing to him.




Good to see someone in her group had the common sense God gave to a goldfish.




June looked up at Stormburst and answered, “I’m pretty okay. And I can do some healing on Colonel Flag and the others…” She looked at the people who were down, and realized that Mindboggler’s head was no longer attached to her body, and the slice was heavily cauterized. Fucking Rustam and his fucking fire-sword. June gasped, “Oh God!”




God damn it! Rosanna had liked Mindboggler. Not that Rosanna had gotten a chance to really know her.




Stormburst moved closer to June. “I’m sorry for your loss. Would you like to sit down?”




“N-no,” June managed. “There are people I need to… to heal up.” She moved over to where Flag was standing stiffly, like he really hurt but he had shit he had to do so he would deal with his injuries later. Flag pointed June at Deadshot and Firefly.




Superman glanced around and darted over to a pile of collapsed crates. He brushed them aside and extracted Boomerang from where he had been hiding under the debris. Boomerang glared at him, “I’m fine! Fuck off!”




Christ. Rosanna had known that Harkness was stupid when he got angry, but you did not talk to a Kryptonian like that.




Harley just laughed like a loon. She was probably hoping Superman would uppercut Harkness into Low Earth Orbit.




And then Stormburst was over Rosanna. “Do you need any help?”




Superman was there too, in the blink of an eye. He ratted Rosanna out, “She’s weak to fire and needs time to recover.”




Stormburst just said, “Thank you. I knew that already.”




Rosanna thought she might shit herself at that announcement. Stormburst already knew she was weak to fire? What? How the hell? Was that from her magical powers? Or psychic powers? She was so screwed.




Superman asked, “Is she a White Martian?”




Stormburst spilled, “No, but she’s a hybrid. Human and Yellow Martian. Probably 50-50 or 75-25.”




Rosanna had a sudden need to clamp down on all her sphincters before she shit her uniform full. How the fuck could Stormburst know that much about her? Nobody knew that crap!




Superman asked, “Weren’t the Yellow Martians wiped out half a century ago?”




Stormburst just said, “They went into hiding, posing as humans, and mainly interbred with the people around them. I would say that very few of them are threats to Earth anymore.”




Rosanna gulped hard. Both Superman and Stormburst obviously heard, because they both looked down at her.




Crap, so Stormburst had super-hearing too?




Stormburst whispered at Rosanna, “Don’t worry.”




Superman gave her a wink too. So he wasn’t going to tell a warehouse full of felons that she had thrown her fight against him. Thank God for small favors.




Superman darted over to Flag. “Colonel, the Justice League is going to have some things to say to your superiors about this type of ‘Dirty Dozen’ mission. But your group was right about that intel. We are assuming that you are right about the next part of the Onslaught’s plan, so we shall deal with them in the western capital. Please return your force to appropriate confinement.”




Katana looked up at him and said, “Just bear in mind that Rustam’s sword can grow as big as he wants, and can cut through anything.”




He smiled, “Thank you for the information.” He looked over at Stormburst, and they just vanished into the Speed Force to go save another city.




Rosanna forced herself to her feet and staggered over to Flag and Katana. She admitted, “My powers won’t be back up to normal for a while. Maybe hours. And I’m guessing that we weren’t too quiet here, so we don’t have hours and hours to stall.”




Flag nodded, “Right. We move everyone to the trucks.”




“Schoolbus! Schoolbus! Schoolbus! Schoolbus! Schoolbus!” Harley chanted, from where she was still held under Croc’s arm.




Flag looked like he wanted to put his face in his hands and moan, but he was too well trained for that. He pretended to ignore her. “We need Enchantress in one truck with everyone she wants to heal. I’ll drive one truck while Katana drives the other. We’ll take Mindboggler’s body with us. We drive west until Red Lightning can carry us across the border to the jet we came in on, and we return.”




Rosanna thought about being stuck in the back of a truck being driven by a guy with broken ribs and a concussion and maybe other shit. Without her powers to protect her, she would probably get killed when Flag passed out or otherwise crashed the truck. Then she thought about being stuck in the back of a truck with Croc, Harkness, and Quinn when she had no powers. She would rather be in a truck crash.




She replied, “I think I should drive instead of you. You can sit in the shotgun seat and navigate, or keep me following Katana.”




Flag even gave in on that one, although not gracefully. And not without a stern look from Katana. So Rosanna and Katana snuck around the back side of the warehouse to the trucks, and then drove them to the gaping hole in the back of the warehouse for loading.




At least Flag had a black plastic bodybag for Mindboggler’s corpse. Rosanna wondered how many of those bodybags he had along. She decided she didn’t want to know. 




Croc loaded Deadshot and Firefly into the back of the first truck, along with June and the bodybag. Then he climbed into the back of the second truck, where Harley was arguing with Boomerang and pissing him off. As usual.




Rosanna got behind the wheel of the first truck, with Flag struggling to ignore his broken ribs so he could get into the shotgun seat. She took off her headmask so she looked like a middle-aged woman driving a truck, instead of a supervillainess. She would have complained about her matted hair, but it was probably better that she looked unattractive and manky for this drive. The worse she looked, the less likely she was to get hassled by lonely Vlatavans.




Flag gave Katana some map directions, and they carefully drove away from The People’s Square and the gathering throng. It took a bit of driving on small streets to get to a spot where they could drive out of town and head west toward Hungary.




Flag clearly didn’t like getting pulled off his assignment by superheroes, even if those superheroes were way out of the league of losers like Captain Boomerang and Firefly. But he was banged up. His force was banged up, and he had lost two members in a few hours. And Rustam’s strategists would probably have him preparing for another run-in with Flag’s little bag of mixed nuts, which would then probably go even worse. They were pretty lucky they only had one dead and one lost. So far.




A couple hours later, Flag had them stop for food and water. And letting people out of dark trucks for a few minutes. Croc looked unaffected by being in a dark, dank box for hours. Harley looked chipper. Harkness looked like he wanted to rip the two of them into tiny pieces and then piss on the pieces.




June looked really tired as she climbed out of the other truck. Deadshot had his mask off, so he looked battered and sore. Firefly had his helmet off, and he looked pummeled. His uniform had a wing and a fuel tank sliced off the back, and a nasty-looking cut through his torso armor, so he had probably been hours from bleeding to death when June magically patched him up.




So the big backpack Flag had lugged from the helicopter and taken on Rosanna’s ‘sled’ was all food and food-related gear, except for crap like a couple medical packs that they weren’t using thanks to June. They stopped by a stream, and Flag had Croc operate a sturdy pump with a ceramic filter so they had several gallons of drinking water. That went into fabric canteens for each of them, and it went into MREs, and it went into a big ‘MRE’ of dehydrated meat for Croc.




She ate the MRE she was given, even if it didn’t sound that appealing. But she had survived prison food, and this wasn’t worse. The chicken in ‘thai sauce’ was edible. The rice it went on was fine. She added hot sauce until the off flavors in the sauce were buried. The peanut butter and crackers were just peanut butter and crackers. Nothing great. The raisin nut mix was better than she was expecting, and the ‘french vanilla cappuccino’ actually tasted like a coffee drink. Not a coffee drink she would pay for, but still a coffee drink.




Katana checked, “Do you need extra calories after using your powers?”




Apparently, Flag had figured that some of them would burn calories like a speedster, so he had at least twice as much food as he figured the full team would need. She was glad someone on the team had some idea about logistics. Especially when one member of the team probably ate other team members when he got really hungry. Not that she was going to let him eat Mindboggler’s corpse. Not a chance. Leah deserved better than that. He could go eat Harkness and Quinn.




After that, they drove the trucks to a spot near a small military encampment. Then they set up sniper posts for Flag and Deadshot while Katana and Harley snuck in and stole gasoline for the trucks. Rosanna was glad no one had to fight a company of armed soldiers when she still wasn’t fully powered up. She could tell that her powers were coming back by then, but she had no idea how long it would be before she was ready to lift a couple trucks of ‘teammates’ and fly them high enough to avoid the whole border conflict.




They got to the current no-man’s land area late that night. The eastern fighters let the trucks drive away, but the western fighters stopped both trucks at a makeshift border patrol.




Flag was driving one truck, with June and Rosanna sitting next to him. Deadshot was driving the other truck, with Harkness and an armorless Firefly sitting next to him. The guards checked on top of the trucks, under the trucks, and in the backs of both trucks. The trucks were allowed to move on when the guards found the trucks were empty except for a dead body.




And that was because Katana was leading Quinn and Croc across the no-man’s land. After all, Quinn and Croc were the only two who couldn’t pass as perfectly normal humans, and Katana couldn’t pass if she wouldn’t take off her damn uniform. Rosanna figured that Harley would actually be quiet as long as she was having fun sneaking past armed guards.




They met up again two miles past the checkpoint and well past the encampments of armed soldiers. They ate again, and stole some more fuel an hour later. They got to the western capital mid-morning to find out that a couple Justice Leaguers had smacked the shit out of a couple dozen terrorists being led by half a dozen members of the Onslaught. So the Justice League was getting all the credit for this. Waller was probably so mad she was jabbing little Superman and Stormburst voodoo dolls with enormous hatpins.




Rosanna found that her powers had fully returned some time during the night while she was sleeping, but Flag decided she could just rest up when all they had to do was drive for a few more hours. It didn’t take long to get into Hungary and get to the airport so they could fly back. They weren’t flying ‘home’ when she was going back to either boot camp or Belle Reve. But they were flying back to America. 




Flag and Katana dumped most of them back in Belle Reve, so within hours, Rosanna was wearing a power suppressor collar again.




She really needed to know exactly how long her powers had been knocked out. Especially when Stormburst and Superman knew her weakness. Which meant the entire Justice League would too. Anyone she ran up against, even some loser like Green Arrow or Shining Knight, would know how to stop her. Her career as a supervillain was officially fucked.




She was back to having to put up with Quinn every goddamn day in Belle Reve. At least she wasn’t on anyone else’s shitlist yet. She figured the rest of the ‘task force’ was over in the men’s penitentiary section so she didn’t have to deal with Harkness or Firefly for a while.




She had a break from the ‘task force’ bullshit for three days. And then, in the morning, before the wakeup signal, Waller was at Rosanna’s cell door. “Red Lightning.”




Rosanna groaned and got out of bed. “You can just call me Rosanna when I’m in here. It’s not like I have a promising career as a supervillain.”




Waller nodded, “Flag gave me a full debrief. We have a shrink here that you should talk to. She’s cleared on all of Task Force X business.”




Rosanna checked carefully. “It’s not Quinn, is it?”




Waller didn’t even crack a smile. “No, it’s not Quinn. Her license has been revoked, so she couldn’t practice if she wanted to.”




Rosanna pointed out, “Oh, she wants to. And she enjoys doing it. She just doesn’t help anyone. She pushes people’s buttons until they explode and she gets entertainment.”




Waller just said, “We have noticed that.”




Yeah, it was probably pretty hard to miss, even if it seemed like the guards were trying not to see it.




Waller added, “You’re officially listed as Roman Catholic, although you may be lapsed or may have changed to another religion. We have a priest and several other religious leaders you could talk to if you wanted to.”




Rosanna did not want to know what some Catholic priest would think of her at confessional. She hadn’t gone into a church since her mother was buried. And since she got her powers, she had been a supervillainess, even if most of her early work was more subtle than the usual supervillain went for. Telekinesis was that kind of power.




Waller accepted her silence. “Think about it. It’s the job of a priest in a place like Belle Reve to listen—to listen without judging—and to try to help people. Even if the people don’t think they deserve that kind of help…” She paused a few moments before she said, “And speaking of which, Flag said you pulled a lot more than your own weight. He said you were the most effective fighter against The People’s Heroes and The Onslaught, and the second most effective against the Justice Leaguers, and the only reason the task force got to the Onslaught force in time. Still, try not to take on threats like Superman unless you really have to.”




Rosanna just said, “I learned that lesson pretty hard. I think he punched me halfway across Vlatava.”




Waller ignored that. “But… since you wanted to tackle a Kryptonian, we’ll have to evaluate you harder. We may have to send Task Force X into Siberia to extract Slipknot.”




That got a reaction out of her. “Crap!”




The OSI and an NCIS Agent

Part I



Aly Mack was sitting in her apartment and fretting. Normally, this would have been one of the times when she was doing a video call with Ziva David. Even after Ziva left the NCIS and went back to Israel and probably went back to work with Mossad, Aly was still doing language buddy stuff with Ziva. Even though Ziva couldn’t talk about what she was doing, or who she was working with, or even if she was still in contact with her father, when Aly already knew that Ziva’s dad was the head of the Mossad.




But Ziva had been off ‘on assignment’ so she had missed the previous chat. And she had missed the one today. Which wasn’t part of Ziva’s plans. So Aly didn’t know if Ziva had planned wrong, or if something had gone wrong with her assignment.




And it wasn’t like Aly could call Ziva’s dad and say, “Hi, Mister David! This is Ziva’s friend Aly, and can Ziva come out and play?”




Boy, that sounded even dumber out loud than when she was just thinking it.




She was staring at her computer screen and stewing about stuff, when her phone rang. Not her cellphone, but her landline that connected her to the whole OSI base, which was on its own private system that Willow had hardened. Even if Aly figured that Willow could still crack it, because she would know exactly what she did to harden it. And Willow knew a lot about phreaking.




The internal OSI phone system had a big database of phone numbers, so it could not only tell you the number that was calling you, it could usually tell you whose number that was. And that was displayed on her phone’s LED screen.




It said ‘Timothy McGee, NCIS HQ’.




That could not be good. Tim never just called her to chat. Not even after he found out Andrew was running a really awesome D&D campaign and she was playing a cleric. Tim liked playing elven mages, mostly wizards but sometimes sorcerers or warlocks.




She pressed the speakerphone button. “Mack here. What is it, Tim?”




Tim’s voice came through with the weird background noise that meant Tim was calling over a secure line. Which was a good thing. “Aly, sorry to bother you, but we have news. And—”




Tony’s voice came through too, and it was pretty close to the phone. “Come on, McGeek! Just tell her! Aly, we think we’ve lost Ziva, and we need to know if you’ve had any contact.”




Oh crud. She managed, “No. She missed our video call that ought to be going on right now.”




Tony said a couple words that would probably get his mouth washed out with soap if he was a teenager and at home. Not that Aly knew anything about Tony’s teen years.




Tim spilled, “We got some intel when Gibbs went up the chain of command and bugged some people who know people. Ziva was supposed to be part of a five-person team sneaking into Somalia to do something about a terrorist camp there. We got intel that their boat sank.”




Tony cut in, “Which may mean it was shot out from under them. Only her frigging dad disavowed her whole mission and isn’t going to go rescue her. And I thought my dad was an asshole!”




Okay, that right there was probably more about Tony’s teen years than she wanted to find out.




Tim added, “We know some other details that we’re not supposed to know. The target was supposed to be a terrorist camp well south of Diinsoor, but no one supposedly has more intelligence on it than that.”




Tony jumped in again, “That, and it’s supposed to be run by Ahmad Farrakhan and his group. Who are all on everyone’s watchlists, and probably on the Mossad to-do list.”




Tim guessed, “Based on the target area and coastal information, they were probably going to sneak ashore south of Baraawe and move inland from there. But it looks like something went wrong.”




“Thanks for that euphemism, Elflord,” Tony complained. “Things went to hell in a handbasket, and the only help Ziva’s likely to get is us.”




Oh crud. Aly insisted, “Okay, what are you guys up to?”




And then Gibbs was talking, probably from behind Tony. “Who the hell are you talking to?”




Tim quickly answered, “It’s Lieutenant Mackenzie.”




Gibbs got a lot closer to the speakerphone. “Lieutenant! Are you going to be an obstacle?”




“No, Gunny!” Aly insisted. “In fact… Give me some numbers I can contact you at.”




“McGee! Give her all our cellphone and satphone numbers,” Gibbs instantly said.




“On it,” Tim replied. And Aly could hear him typing away on a keyboard.




In a few seconds, she had a text message on her cellphone that had their numbers listed.




Aly just said, “And let me know where and when you’re departing.”




Gibbs said, “It’ll be Andrews. And if I can swing it, within two hours.”




Aly thought about how much trouble she was going to be in for this one. “Keep me apprised, and expect a fourth for your plane trip. Mackenzie out.”




She hung up and immediately dialed Oscar. She didn’t know if he was in, or if he was available, but if he wasn’t, Peggy or Linda or one of the bots would know, and would forward her call to Rinkin, or someone else in Admin.




“Oscar Goldman,” Oscar answered at once. He must have seen who was calling, because he quickly asked, “Aly, what’s wrong?”




She just said, “Oscar, I need to go on vacation. Now. Right this second. In Somalia. And I need as much intel as we have on Ahmad Farrakhan’s organizations and on terrorist camps just south of Diinsoor.”




Oscar paused in thought… for maybe two seconds. “Is it Ziva? Is she in trouble?”




Aly winced. She should have known Oscar would figure everything out. “Yes. And I know how to help, because other people are already on this tasking.”




Oscar thought for another second. “Ziva’s father would ‘disavow all knowledge’ if she was caught. So it’s your NCIS friends. Okay… You can’t take vacation.” Aly started to complain, but he kept going. “We have an important mission for you.” She started to object, but he added, “In Somalia.”




“Oh!” She gasped. “Thanks! Thanks a ton!”




He instructed, “Take your newest ID, since it’s suitable for that theater of action. Also, I’ll have one of the Peggys run over the outfit they were fitting you for the other day. It’s ready.”




“Oh! That would be mega-great!” she grinned. “Can I get one of the agent parasails too? I’ll get packed, and can someone drive me to Andrews AFB?”




Oscar was probably nodding as he said, “Your outfit will be there in five. I’ll have a driver there in fifteen. Make sure you’ve got all your Lieutenant Mackenzie ID and equipment for that.”




“Aye, sir!” she replied.




“And Aly? Please be careful. Don’t ‘take it easy’ on people who will kill you as soon as you turn your back on them. These are terrorists. And people you care about could die if you’re not on top of your game.”




“Yes sir,” Aly said quietly. She was pretty sure she wasn’t ready to kill people. But she also wasn’t ready to let badguys torture Ziva and then kill her. Or kill the NCIS guys if she wasn’t ‘tough’ enough. She was already feeling worse about the mission. Well, she was feeling worse about her part of the mission.




Okay, she could see letting herself get captured and beaten up to rescue Ziva. But that wasn’t likely to be a role Gibbs would let her do.




Her doorbell rang. Had she been sitting there stewing about stuff for five minutes? That wasn’t good. She hurried to the door, and it was definitely one of the Peggybots.




She opened the door and smiled, “Hi, Peggy!”




The Peggybot smiled with a good copy of Peggy’s real smile. “Here’s your uniform and the special parasail. Oscar asked someone to grab both, so I got them and ran them right over.”




“Thanks,” Aly replied. “That was really fast.”




“You bet! Xander said I should say ‘thirty seconds or it’s free’ but it’s already free, and it took me almost a minute and a half from Oscar’s signal.”




Aly explained, “Xander was making a joke based on the Domino’s Pizza slogan.”




“I knew it had to be a joke, because of the smile on his face. But thanks for explaining it.”




Aly took the packed parasail and the clear plastic hanging bag, which had most of the uniform on the hangers, with the boots and accessories laying in the bottom of the bag. The Peggybot turned and walked off without saying anything else. Aly sort of wondered if the Willowbots were trying a lot harder to ‘be’ Willow than the other bots were trying to be people.




The uniform was supposed to be going into her newest disguise section. She had an ID and stuff for ‘Raina Hassa binte Salman’ who was allegedly a Saudi woman with terrorist connections. And that was just what she needed for this op. So she took the bag to her bedroom. 




The Raina Hassa binte Salman identity had two forms. One was a woman wearing burkhas. The other was a woman wearing one of the usual versions of paramilitary outfits that a few female terrorists wore. And the new plastic bag held the paramilitary outfit, complete with second-hand clothes and scuffed-up boots. Aly already had the burkhas and hijabs and niqaabs and stuff in one of the garment holders on her disguise rack, along with the ID and stuff.




Aly was figuring she would probably need both forms of her Raina disguise, plus the extra stuff in the garment holder: the black hair dye and fixative, the cans of ‘spray tan’ and fixer, the brown contact lenses, and the little pump bottle of fingerprint cover. Even if she didn’t sweat skin oils through her hands like normal people, it was a good precaution in case she touched stuff that would take a good print, and someone found it later.




So she dressed in the Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie uniform. She had a set of dress blues, two sets of utilities in desert camo, and three sets of utes in the woodland camo. She grabbed one of the desert utes and dressed as fast as she could, making sure she got the right boots and the bootbands and the right utility cover, which really meant ‘hat’ but no one could just call stuff by ordinary names in the military. Then she taped a one inch wide flesh-colored ‘bandage’ down her face over where her ID picture showed a scar.




After that, she rolled up the burkhas and stuff, tucking the other kit into the shoes for the disguise. The disguise clothes went into a small canvas pouch that snugged tight and had a couple straps for attaching it to stuff. 




Then the ‘terrorist Raina’ outfit got rolled up with its accessory stuff, like a web belt and a couple hijabs and a niqaab. All of those got tucked into some attachable pouches or the boots for the outfit. So Aly only needed a backpack for all that stuff. And not one of her biggest packs, either. She had half a dozen differently-sized but empty packs in her closet with her go bag and go suitcase, just in case. Still, she made sure there was room in the backpack for some important stuff she pulled out of her go bag. She had two empty fabric canteens that had nice long carrying straps, and half a dozen nutrition bars, plus four of her favorite MREs that had been stripped down to take up even less room and were in baggies. There were also some assorted extras like her baggie of stuff so she could pee standing up, and a baggie of wetwipes, and a little mylar ‘space blanket’ thing, and stuff.




She wasn’t taking any weapons, because she was planning on acquiring them once she got there. Raina was not going to be carrying around American weaponry unless it was stuff terrorists were getting off the American black markets or from American gun shows.




And the ‘special’ rectangular parasail was pretty small when packed for skydiving. A bionic woman didn’t need a huge parasail, because she could land and take an impact that would shatter the legs of a normal person. Also, if you were good at parasailing, you could aim your landing better than with a regular parachute. So her parasail pack was less than half the size of a normal one. Okay, her landing speed would be well over twice the speed of a normal landing.




She checked her watch and locked up before walking down to the front of her building with her backpack and parasail. In her utilities, she sort of felt like she ought to be marching. Or maybe double-timing it.




One of the OSI cars came zooming around the corner, and Aly could tell Joan was driving it. And it had some small signs stuck in against the windshield. Aly used her telescopic vision to zoom in on them, so she could tell they were military stickers to get the car onto Andrews AFB. Also, Joan was dressed like a Marine corporal. Cool.




Aly hopped into the back with her gear. “Thanks for taking the time to do this for me.”




Joan smiled into the rearview mirror and just said, “I’m Corporal Lewis, ma’am.” And she had ten copies of printed orders that looked real, and the orders said Aly was supposed to go to Andrews AFB and take the first available flight to Somalia, and it was supposedly signed by a general. Lieutenant General Samuel F. Jefferson, USMC. Aly wondered if Oscar had called in a favor so that some general would okay having his signature on something like that.




She took the time to put her hair up in a regulation ‘sock bun’ since it was too long to be left loose, and she needed it to be long for her Raina disguise. She wasn’t nearly as good at it as some people she knew, but she had it properly pulled together before they got to I-495.




And while Joan was driving, Aly got a call on her cellphone from Tim. “Mackenzie here.”




“Hi, this is Tim. Gibbs got us rides on a big C-17. Don’t expect lots of luxury.”




Aly was pretty sure that would mean a sidewall seat in the hold of a huge C-17 Globemaster with no place to lie down or get a decent meal or even go to the bathroom, because as far as she knew, a C-17 had a tiny closet of a bathroom for the crew, and one or two sort-of-urinals at the back. She was not looking forward to trying to pee into a urinal in front of whoever else was in the hold. Even if she had that SheWee in that ziplock bag.




“Understood. I’m on my way, and I should be there…” She took a quick look at the I-495 traffic, which was running a bit faster than usual for the time of day. “Probably fifteen minutes to the gate.”




Tim sighed, “Thank God. Because there’s no way we could stall a Globemaster on a flight plan for more than a couple minutes. Is there any chance your driver can drive out onto the tarmac?”




Aly grinned to herself. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure she can drive out onto the tarmac.” Joan gave her a quick look in the rearview mirror and a thumbs-up.




“Great. Gotta go. Looks like someone wants to hassle Tony about not looking military, or something.”




Joan drove up to the gate, showed the gate guards her papers, put down Aly’s window so Aly could show them the Alicia Mackenzie stuff, and they let Joan drive onto the base. Then Aly read out Tim’s directions, and Joan drove to a gate onto the tarmac, where she had to show her papers again. And Aly had to show her ID stuff too. And Joan had to let the gate guards check the trunk and under the car.




Okay, there could easily be mega-important stuff going on that required extra attention to detail, so Aly just let it slide. It wasn’t like she was a general or somebody that could command these guys.




Then Joan drove along the allowed car lines on the tarmac, still following the directions Aly was reading off. And there was the C-17. Globemasters were pretty huge and hard to miss. And it was still loading. There were like five huge pallets still on the tarmac, so Aly wasn’t late. Yet.




There were also a whole bunch of Army guys waiting to get on the jet, and they all turned and stared at her as she got out of the car. She slung her pack and parasail bag over one shoulder and walked straight toward the rear loading ramp of the C-17.




Two guys immediately moved to cut her off. She used her vision to zoom in on them. The white guy was a first lieutenant with a big scowl. His nametape said ‘Rogers’. The Hispanic guy was a sergeant first class, so he was probably the platoon sergeant. His nametape said ‘Cabrera’.




One more pallet got driven up the loading ramp, into the belly of the C-17. Aly was figuring these guys were stuck out here on the hot, uncomfortable tarmac until all the pallets were loaded, and then they would march in. But Aly also knew an Army rifle platoon was supposed to be 42 soldiers, so that left lots of room for three NCIS guys and her. Assuming they would play nice. And also assuming there there weren’t another two dozen soldiers already squeezed into the cargo area.




She was suspecting they might not want to play nice at all, given how Lieutenant Rogers was already acting.




She kept walking, turning it into more of a march. And she walked right up to where the lieutenant was angrily standing.




The lieutenant bellowed into her face, “Marine! What the fuck are you doing here on this flight line?!”




She’d been yelled at better, by better soldiers than this jerkhead. “Sir!” she screamed into his face. “This Marine is under orders to hitch a ride on this C-17! Further details are classified!”




The lieutenant demanded, “Look here, Second Lieutenant, I outrank you, and if I tell you to march the hell out of here, you will follow orders!”




She stuck to her guns, which she knew was a really naval metaphor. “No Sir! I am under orders from a general, and that supersedes your orders!”




“Show me your ID and your orders…” He looked down and sort of stared at her breasts. “…Mackenzie.”




She held up her ID card and handed over one copy of her orders, which she already had ready in a blouse pocket.




Lieutenant Rogers looked at the orders and sneered, “Huh. What’s some lowly O-1 doing getting special orders like this? Some general can’t get enough pussy he’s gotta order some to-go?” He took the orders and ripped them into little pieces. “Sergeant? Search her gear. She’s probably got contraband.”




“I cannot do that, sir,” Sergeant Cabrera said staunchly.




Aly insisted, “Sir, inappropriate behavior will be reported. And you do not have the right to search my gear. I will have to stop you if you attempt it.”




Rogers smirked, “What’re you gonna do? Cry?” And he reached forward to grab her backpack off her shoulder.




Part II



Aly Mack waited to see if Lieutenant Rogers was just bluffing. Nope. As soon as his fingertips touched a strap for her backpack, she moved. And she moved fast.




She swept her left hand across her body in an outside-in block and smacked his wrist hard enough that his arm swung way off to the side and all the way across his body. She was about to tell him that she was going to have to press charges, but he came back at her with a big, obvious roundhouse punch aimed at her face. Great. Hadn’t this jerkhead passed his Army Combatives course? She let him throw the punch.




But she didn’t let him land it. She slid to the outside of the punch in a smooth shaolinquan glide, and she grabbed his wrist before moving into a shoulder throw. She executed the throw before he could block her grab or drop too low for her to throw him, or any of the other options he would have had if he wasn’t being a hothead. She followed through on the shoulder throw and slammed him into the tarmac.




He would have screamed, except he had the wind knocked out of him. The back of his head also took a serious whack on the asphalt. But he wasn’t completely unconscious, because she hadn’t thrown him anywhere near as hard as she could have. So she assumed he was still a threat. So she stepped on his shoulder and held his arm in a Krav Maga armbar that let her wrap his arm around her leg and apply pressure and some really painful torque with just one hand.




The sergeant was about to move, and the entire platoon was jumping to their feet. Terrific. Where were Gibbs and the guys?




She stared at the sergeant like she was the meanest DI in the state. “Sergeant, you will stop what you’re doing, and you will control your platoon. Or I will break this man’s arm and then tear it out of its shoulder joint. Do I make myself clear?”




Sergeant Cabrera insisted, “Ma’am, you can’t fight an entire rifle platoon—”




She interrupted him, “I can. And I will. And I will take down as many of your men as it takes to make my point. I am on a classified mission, and you and your lieutenant are already messing it up. This will go all the way up to the Joint Chiefs, the head of NCIS, whoever in the CID the NCIS head wants to roust, and the director of a three-letter agency I am not at liberty to reveal.” And she made it pretty clear that she could control the lieutenant without putting any effort into it.




She really hoped that no one realized that she was bluffing, and there was no way she could kill some guys just because their platoon leader was being a jerkhead.




Still, if any of the platoon had a loaded weapon, Aly was going to have to do stuff she wasn’t going to be happy about. Starting with using Lieutenant Rogers as a meat shield. Or maybe even using him as a flail. Or as a lawn dart.




She saw a vehicle heading at high speed from the terminal, and she could hear one racing from behind her. And she could see both of the platoon’s radio-telephone operators on their phones, so they had probably called the cops on the mean Marine.




Since these guys were Army, she was expecting to ‘get’ to deal with more Army CID. She’d already had bad experiences with some of the ones at Quantico, but those guys were dead or in prison now, depending on whether Ziva had gotten to them, or Aly had.




She called Oscar on her internal cellphone, and she got a Peggybot. “Hi, Aly. Oscar is unavailable right now, but if this is an emergency, I can get Rinkin.”




Aly subvocalized, “It’s a Code Red emergency. I’ve got an entire Army rifle platoon, some CID guys on their way, and…” She took a peek over her shoulder and used her telescopic vision. “…a truck of Air Force SFs. And I don’t see Gibbs or his crew. I need a higher-up backing me up pronto, before I have to hurt about… umm… forty-nine more guys.”




“I’ll call Andrews AFB right away and get you some support.”




“Thank you, Peggy.” And Aly hung up. She totally should have called a minute ago, before stuff escalated completely out of control. Oscar and Rinkin would have some stuff to say about that.




Okay, Aly could hear yet another vehicle rushing toward her, but it was on the far side of the Army platoon, so she couldn’t see it yet. With the CID and some SFs on their way, this might be some Army bigwigs, or some NCIS guys, or maybe it might finally be Gibbs’ group which would probably be more help than anything else she was likely to get in the next minute.




Still, she didn’t let go of Lieutenant Jerkhead, because she could guess what he would say about her if she let him. People like him were always eager to lie about how horrible everyone else was, when it was all their fault. She’d had enough of that kind of stuff in school, back before she got hurt.




The CID vehicle wheeled around and stopped a good thirty feet back. Two CID guys jumped out and put their hands on their sidearms, which at least were still holstered.




Lieutenant Jerkhead yelled, “Arres—” She twisted a little harder on his wrist. “—Aaaarrrggghhh!! Ooowwwww! Aaaaaaaahhhh!”




The more senior CID non-com insisted over the yelps, “Lieutenant, let go of the officer and put your hands on your head.”




She let up a little on Lieutenant Rogers’ wrist, which got him to stop screaming and just sob. “No sergeant, I cannot do that. And you should check with your superior officers right now, because they are probably getting yelled at by the general who signed my orders. Then you can arrest this sorry excuse for an officer of our armed forces.”




Lieutenant Jerk started again, “No! She—” Aly twisted a little harder again. “Aaaaaagghh!”




And here came the Air Force SFs. “Freeze!” “Don’t move!”




And here came the footsteps from the third vehicle. And it was Gunny Gibbs and Tony and Tim. Finally. Gibbs yelled, “NCIS! Freeze!” at the CID guys, who actually froze for a second.




Aly wanted to ask him where the crud he had been a minute ago when she really needed his help, but it looked like he had been stuck doing his own stuff.




Gibbs pointed at the CID guys and snapped, “Special Agent Gibbs. You guys probably know I’ve been investigating CID corruption, so you better not give me a reason to tear this AFB apart. And SFs? Check your comms. Now.”




They actually listened to him. Okay, Gibbs could be pretty scary when he wanted to. No one ever thought she was scary. Everyone seemed to look at her and think ‘some little pushover I should be mean to because she’ll go cry to her mommy’.




“Now what the hell happened here?” Gibbs growled.




Lieutenant Jerkhead tried to say something, so she twisted on his wrist again. After he stopped screeching, she eased up.




She pointed with her other hand at the sergeant.




Gibbs got in the sergeant’s face. “Okay Sergeant… Cabrera. Why don’t you tell me what happened? And bear in mind that these Globemasters have cameras that feed into their black box. Two for mid-air refueling, one in the cabin, one forward, one on each wing, and one rear-facing, just above the loading port. If your testimony doesn’t agree with what that rear camera shows, I will personally ram the UCMJ so far up your ass you’ll be choking on paper for a year!”




Sergeant Cabrera gulped, looked down at Lieutenant Rogers, and spilled, “Lieutenant Rogers blocked the Marine’s entry to verify that this was not fraud or terrorism. He asked for her orders, which she handed over…” Aly cleared her throat as tough as she could. “The lieutenant tore them up and threw them away…”




Gibbs jumped on that. “He destroyed official orders that were signed by a three star? Was he bucking for a Section Eight?”




Aly chipped in, “The lieutenant then claimed that the general and I were violating UCMJ and having a sexual relationship.”




“Is that true?” Gibbs yelled into the sergeant’s face.




Aly had to put some more pressure on Lieutenant Jerkhead’s wrist to keep him from putting his two cents in. There was some yelling because of that.




The sergeant reluctantly admitted, “Yes, that is true. He made other inappropriate comments as well. Then he ordered me to search the Marine’s gear for contraband. When I pointed out that I could not, he attempted to do so. The Marine physically interfered with his attempt, and… he took a swing at her. She executed one of the fastest shoulder throws I have ever seen, and then refused to let him get back up.”




Aly added, “My orders state specifically that my mission is classified. I cannot show my pack’s contents to anyone.”




Gibbs said, “Fine. You do have other copies of your orders, lieutenant?”




“Yes, Special Agent Gibbs.” She fished out another copy and handed it over. Everyone knew that you had to have a bunch of copies of your travel orders. That was just the way things worked.




Gibbs pretended to look it over before handing it back. “Fine. Lieutenant, once that last pallet goes onboard, you may board at the pilots’ stairs. Sergeant, you will be in charge of this platoon until you reach your destination. Lieutenant Rogers? Consider yourself under arrest.”




“No fucking way! I… aaaaaaggghhhh!”




Gibbs turned to the CID guys. “Take the lieutenant here. He is to be kept incommunicado for 72 hours due to the sensitive nature of this Marine’s assignment, after which time he may ask for a lawyer. Also, I want full drug and alcohol testing on him right away, and a psych profile, all before this goes to trial. Is this clear?”




“Yes sir—”




“Yes Gunny, is that understood? Do not ‘sir’ me. I work for a living!”




“Yes, Gunny!”




Then he turned his head. “SFs! Is there a problem?”




“No, Gunny. Incoming commo. We just received word from way above our paygrade that Lieutenant Mackenzie is to be on that flight no matter who we have to throw off it.”




Gibbs nodded and said, “Lieutenant, let go of the perp and go to the pilot stairs at the other end of the craft.”




“Aye, Gunny,” she said. She dropped Lieutenant Jerkhead’s arm and stepped off of his shoulder. She waited until the CID guys had hauled him to his feet before she turned and walked toward the front of the C-17 with her gear.




Why did stuff like this keep happening to her? She was pretty sure crazy stuff like that never happened to Alex. Or to the other Alexandra Louise Macks out there. Maybe her bionics gave off some sort of weird ‘do not like this person’ vibe. Maybe she just looked too young for the job, and it offended some people. Okay, maybe she was just a ‘crazy people’ magnet.




With her bionic hearing, she could hear a scuffle back at the rear loading ramp, so she figured Lieutenant Jerkhead wasn’t cooperating. That wouldn’t help his case any. Then she could hear a car door slamming, and some yelling that wasn’t Lieutenant Jerkhead, and then the car revved hard.




So she looked. The CID guys’ car was racing her way. And her infrared vision could see through the tinted windshield enough to tell that it was Lieutenant Jerkhead at the wheel. Crud. And he was totally aiming the car at her. Extra crud.




Tony, Gibbs, one CID guy, and both SFs opened fire on the back of the car, although as soon as Lieutenant Jerkhead got closer to her, they were going to have to stop shooting so they didn’t risk hitting stuff downrange, namely her.




She saw one of his tires blow out, and she was pretty sure she heard the other back tire blow, so she decided to test his driving skills. She faced the car and leaned to her right like she was going to run away from the plane. And she swung her bag and parasail off further to the right.




He fell for it and veered sharply to his left. Then she took several fast glide-steps to her left, moving toward the steps up into the jet, which would put her out of his reach.




He stomped on the brake, veered sharply back to his right on blown tires… and rolled the car. Wow. Someone hadn’t taken specialized driving courses… or else had failed them pretty badly.




A blown tire and most of the rear axle came flying her way. If she hadn’t already hit the plateau, she would have been in real danger. But she could dodge out of the way of the biggest axle chunk, even as it bounced off the tarmac and went careening under the body of the Globemaster.




She kept an eye on the vehicle, which came to rest on its roof with a spark-filled grinding noise. And she let the CID and SF guys take care of Lieutenant Jerkhead, while she did her job and walked up the short steps into the C-17.




An Air Force captain was watching the CID guys work on the upside-down car while waiting for her. She noted that his nametape said ‘Thompkins’. She snapped to attention and handed him a copy of her orders. The captain read over her orders and handed her orders back. “Good enough. But we’ve got a 42-person Army rifle platoon with thirteen pallets, plus three or four NCIS guys, so it’s gonna be crowded. At least there’s a comfort pallet in the load, so there’s a toilet and a kitchenette.”




Aly sighed, “Let’s just say… we did not hit it off. I do not think that platoon is going to be willing to share.”




Captain Thompkins looked at the CID guys still trying to open the doors of that upside-down car enough . He winced a little. He quietly said, “Okay, if you really have problems with ’em, come see me. We have a private john, but it’s about the size of a phone booth, and Major Howard is a stickler about not letting anyone else use it. So keep it on the downlow, okay?”




“Aye, sir,” she replied crisply. “And thank you, sir,” she added in a whisper.




She took the port-side sidewall seat closest to the bulkhead at the front of the cargo bay. The pallets took up so much room down the centerline that there was really only a few feet on each side. And the seats were only eighteen inches wide, which was okay for her, but way too small for six foot tall guys who were two feet across at the shoulders. But the sidewall seats weren’t there for comfort. They were there to squeeze in the maximum number of forces.




The NCIS guys got on through the same entry she had taken, but took forward seats on the starboard side. Gibbs gave her a tiny shake of the head, so she knew she wasn’t supposed to be hanging out with them. Great. A mega-long flight with no comfort station, no one to talk to, and forty-one Army guys who probably wanted to punch her. Or worse. Well, she hadn’t figured she was going to get much sleep on a C-17 anyway.




She shoved her parasail bag in the tiny space under her seat, and held her small pack in her arms. That was the best way she had to keep stuff untouched if she did fall asleep. Also, she could rest her chin on the top of the pack and use it like a non-comfy pillow.




And she did the important stuff she hadn’t gotten to. She sent Hunter a text that she was busy and incommunicado until further notice. She sent Andrew a text that she might miss the next D&D campaign night, and maybe her cleric had gotten called back to the monastery for not being cleric-y enough and hanging out with a bard and a barbarian and stuff. She sent Willow and Xander a text that she would miss the next night’s dinner at their place. She sent Rinkin a text that she was on assignment and would probably miss D&D and not to get turned into a pig again without the cleric around to break curses and heal people after.




Hunter sent her a text that he loved her and had confidence in her. Andrew sent her a text that said he liked her idea. Xander sent her a text that this was great so he could eat more of the beef they were going to cook. Willow sent her a text that Xander was not the messiah, he was a very naughty boy, and they would save her portions of the beef and the casserole and the dessert so she could enjoy them after she got back. Rinkin sent back a text that just said ‘oink’.




And once all the pallets were loaded, the platoon marched on through the rear loading port, splitting up pretty much evenly on the two sides. There were twenty-one on her side, and with Lieutenant Jerkhead in the slammer, that meant maybe twenty on the other side. So, with maybe twenty-seven seats on each sidewall, that left five empty seats between her and one of the guys who by his stripes was a staff sergeant. That guy was probably one of the squad leaders. He pointedly ignored her.




The C-17 took off in a surprisingly short takeoff roll. She knew that C-17s could take off and land on tiny runways, even if the runway was cruddy, but it seemed like the huge jet only needed a couple times the length of the jet to get airborne. She didn’t know the stats on a C-17, but it had to have taken more distance than that.




She did know that, even with mid-air refueling, the flight was going to be like sixteen hours. And they were going to lose seven hours on time zone changes. So they were leaving at like eleven in the morning, and after sixteen hours, they would be landing at ten in the morning tomorrow, Somali time. She totally needed to get some sleep somewhere along the flight. And she needed to eat once in a while, too. Also, it was loud. Not ‘I am standing next to the jet engines’ loud, but louder than traveling on a commercial jet.




She pulled out her OSI phone and her special Bluetooth earbuds, which did a great job of blocking out noise on top of being really comfortable and heavily encrypted. Then she listened to the Mandarin translation of ‘The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants’. She knew the book, so she could follow along in Mandarin except once in a while where several words came up together that she didn’t know yet. But she could use an app on her phone to get a dictionary look-up on them, and use a different app to make a note that she needed to work on those words.




She knew that Willow had written at least one of those apps too.




She dozed off, until there was a bump against her boot. She looked up, and it was Gibbs. She pulled out one earbud, and he repeated himself. “The platoon just hit the can and the mess. Now’s our chance.”




So she followed him and Tony and Tim. They walked past a row of guys chowing down on MREs, and used the tiny john in the comfort pallet, picked out MREs for lunch, used the water in the kitchenette to heat up her mac and cheese MRE, then more water for her drink packet, and she went back to her seat, where she ate up. She saved the snack parts and tucked them into her pockets. After that, she put her trash in the kitchenette trash receptacle and filled up one of her fabric canteens with cold water.




She went back to listening to her audiobook. At dinnertime, she wasn’t quite done with the book, and she had picked up maybe forty new Mandarin words, with some context, that she would have to work on to remember. Also, she had dozed off a couple times, and each time she had needed to go back to where she fell asleep. So, after she ate dinner, she finished the book and did some Mandarin practice on her new words before it was lights out.




Not that it was really lights out. It was just ‘lights turned down’. She had a last pee before bedtime, and she sat in her seat listening to soft singing in Italian until she dozed off…




“And just what the hell do you three think you’re doing?” Tony DiNozzo snapped pretty loudly.




Aly woke up with a start. Three of the Army guys were not quite close enough to loom over her, but had been on their way. She had no idea what they would have tried with three NCIS agents just on the other side of a pallet, but it would probably have been violent.




And it meant that Gibbs had probably made Tony and Tim take turns with him, watching over her when they needed to get their own sleep. Crud.




She stood up and faced the three Army guys. “Did you have something to say to me? Because if you all came over here to start a fight, I would be more than happy to put the three of you in hospital for the next month or so.”




Tony added, “And I would be more than happy to test out these new Glazer rounds that will go through people, but not through aircraft walls.”




Aly decided that she had better move over to where the NCIS guys were, so everyone could get more sleep. Then maybe she was tired, because she dozed right off even if the seats weren’t that comfy. Okay, her bionic parts could ignore discomfort a lot easier than regular people could, and she wasn’t cramped for space like everyone else.




She completely missed the second mid-air refueling while she was asleep. But she woke up when Tony woke up and groaned in pain at his stiff back and aching behind and everything else he complained about while he limped off to the comfort pallet for a potty stop.




Her body was telling her it was still too early, but the places where the sunlight came in were saying, ‘hey look, it’s way after dawn and time for everyone to run PT and stuff!’ So she took another toilet break and had an okay breakfast. It was weird, because she never got to heat up her MREs in OCS. They tasted better not cold and dry. She and the NCIS guys got the bottom of the barrel, so to speak, but they were still okay breakfast MREs. Tony complained about his, so she offered to swap, but it looked like he just wanted to complain a bunch.




Okay, she had a small bottle of Tabasco sauce that she kept in her MRE supplies, just to spice up some of the stuff like the burritos. Tony didn’t want that either. She even offered him some of the extra stuff she had in little one-inch-square ziplocks, like the dill and the cumin and the powdered habanero pepper and the coriander and the smoked paprika and the garlic powder and stuff. Every MRE already came with little salt and pepper packets, so she had a couple of them and she didn’t need to carry a salt shaker and a pepper grinder.




It wasn’t that much longer before the pilot, Major Howard, announced that they were starting to descend for a landing at Baledogle Air Force Base in Somalia. 




And it was maybe fifteen minutes afterward that the major came back on the intercom to ask if anyone in the platoon had experience fixing C-17 problems.




Well crud.





Part III



Aly Mack saw that none of the Army guys on her side of the jet were moving to help. Okay, she was sure this was an Army rifle platoon, not an Air Force repair crew. She hopped to her feet and darted over to where she could turn up her bionic ear and eavesdrop on the flight crew.




“Correct, Baledogle tower. We can open the doors but we cannot lower our forward wheels. But if we have to, we should be able to land on the rear wheels only, even if it’ll bang up the undercarriage pretty seriously…”




“Correct, Baledogle tower. It looks like we may have a problem with the hydraulics there…”




Oh crud. Those broken chunks of axle off the CID vehicle might have busted something as they bounced their way under the C-17 back on the Andrews AFB tarmac. Back when the wheel well doors were open and the mechanicals for the front wheels were accessible.




She opened the hatch and stuck her head in. “I may be able to help. What’s the issue?” Even if she had no idea how to repair aircraft parts, she knew that if it was just an obviously bent piece, maybe she could bend it back.




Captain Thompkins turned to the pilot and said, “Major? I’ll take her down below and see if I can assist.”




“Make it so, Number One,” the major said with a grin.




At least someone had a sense of humor about stuff during a crisis.




Thompkins led her into a tight stairwell going down toward the forward wheel area. He quietly asked, “Do you really know anything about jet repair?”




She lied, “I have some training in a lot of weird areas, because of my specialties. So I might be able to help.”




The captain looked over a bunch of dials and groaned, “It’s the hydraulic systems in the wheel well. I can tell that much from here.” And he pointed at a pressure gauge which was showing zero when the nice green ‘normal’ range was way, way higher than that.




Aly asked, “And how do we get into the forward wheel well from here?”




The captain pointed at the floor they were standing on, where there was a plate bolted down. The steel plate looked like it was maybe two feet by three feet, with a dozen hefty bolts holding it down over a thick probably-air-tight rubber gasket.




She checked, “Any wrenches?”




He shook his head no. “I’m pretty sure you’d need a hydraulic torque wrench anyway. We don’t carry spare parts and spare tools, unless by some miracle, there’s a pallet of them.”




She thought it over. She really wasn’t convinced the major could land this thing safely on just rear wheels. “Okay, you have to promise not to tell anyone about what I’m about to do.”




“What the hell does that mean?”




She knelt down and grabbed the head of the bolt. “How’s our altitude if I crack this seal?”




“We’re down under ten thousand feet, but there’s no way…”




She twisted her wrist and unscrewed the bolt at bionic speed.




He said the f-word a bunch of times, in a bunch of ways. “That’s impossible!”




She said, “This is why I’m on a classified mission from a general. Don’t tell anyone, okay?”




“No one’s ever gonna believe me, if I even try.”




She pointed out, “If you try, you’ll be busting UCMJ and the Federal Secrets Act, and you’d be looking at years in a brig. So don’t do it. Okay?” She used her speed to unscrew the next half dozen bolts.




“Christ!” he gasped. “Okay. I’m not spilling this secret. Whatever the hell you are.”




“I’m a Marine. But I’ve got a little something extra. Let’s just leave it like that.” By then she had the rest of the nuts off the bolts, and she could yank the steel plate and rubber gasket out of her way. The plate wasn’t all that heavy. Well, not for her. Even if it was solid steel and maybe six square feet in area.




When she casually lifted the plate off the bolts and slid it off to the side, the captain cursed a bunch more. Okay, so maybe it weighed well over a hundred pounds.




She had a great view of the heavy front wheel strut and the huge wheels on either side of it. And the cut-open hydraulic line that was still dripping fluid. And the open wheel well doors. And the eight thousand foot drop underneath that.




She asked, “With no hydraulic pressure, is there any way to manually jack the wheels down and hold ’em down?”




He shook his head no. “It’d take a couple tons of force to press the wheel system all the way down to where it would lock into place. The lock is strictly mechanical and automatic, but we can’t push the wheels down that far without the hydraulics.”




She had a really, really bad idea. She just said, “I can. I just need time to run back to my gear and grab something. Wait here. And maybe you could tell the major not to go any higher, because we have the wheel well open to the interior.”




He backed away from the opening and nodded. “I can do that.” He grabbed a mike that was on the wall and started talking to the major.




Aly dashed over, jumped up the stairs, and rushed to where she had left her stuff with Gibbs. She handed him her hat and grabbed her special parasail. She told him, “Hang onto my stuff, and if I fall, wait for me out on the tarmac.”




“What the hell, Marine?” he barked.




“I’m gonna try to force the forward wheels into a locking position. But I’m gonna have to climb down into the well to do it, and the wheel well doors have to be open for me to make it work.”




He glared, “This sounds like a really bad idea.”




She insisted, “The worst that would happen is I fall out, and I’ll have my parasail with me so I can land safely. Just don’t lose my gear, and don’t leave without me.”




She tugged the concealed straps out of their hidden pockets, and she pulled her parasail pack on before buckling it on, snugging the straps tightly, and running a touch drill to make sure the parasail release and the grips for the control lines were where they were supposed to be.




Tony said, “This sounds like a really bad idea, and this is me saying it.”




Aly grimaced. “I’m hoping it’s just an idea whose time has come.”




She hurried back to the wheel well. Captain Thompkins said, “I gave the major an update, but I didn’t mention that we had She-Hulk on board.”




She nodded, “Thanks. Okay, I’ve got an emergency parasail, so if I fall, I’ll be okay. But I’d rather not fall.”




“I’d rather you didn’t fall either.”




She knelt down and grabbed the sides of the opening before carefully lowering herself down so she could grab the strut of the wheel system. Wow, she could really feel the wind tearing past. When she had both hands holding the strut, she slid the rest of the way into the cramped space.




She moved her legs so she could brace her feet against the aft part of the wheel well. And she heaved. She straightened out her legs, forcing the wheel strut down a yard. The captain had to be peeking, because she could hear him cursing even over the rushing of the wind, which had to be tearing past her at a couple hundred miles an hour.




She braced her legs and pushed with her back and arms. This would have been impossible if she wasn’t reinforced all through her back and chest and shoulders. But the wheels were moving closer and closer to the ‘down and locked’ position.




As she pushed even harder, she realized that she was going to be stuck once she got the wheels locked. She kept going, until there was a solid ‘clunk’ of the locking mechanism slapping into place.




And she was stretched out as far as she could reach. She had her hands down on the wheel strut, and her toes up against the inside of the wheel well. She looked up, and the opening back into the jet was well out of her reach. And she was already on tippy-toes with her arms stretched all the way over her head, and she was pointing down at a pretty steep angle. If she moved her feet or relaxed her grip on the strut, she was going to fall. Crud.




At least the jet could land safely. Assuming that the lock didn’t break when the front wheels touched down. Okay, that might not be for a while, because a C-17 landed first on its twelve rear wheels way before the nose came down and its front wheels touched the tarmac.




She grabbed the strut a little harder, and she let go with her legs. The captain yelled.




She hung onto the strut and dangled there. She was maybe a mile up, and the wind was rushing by so hard that she had a hard time breathing. She just reminded herself that the parasail would work, and that she had training on how to repack it if she had to. She used her grip on the strut and pulled herself up until she could get both feet on the axles on either side of the strut. Then she carefully stood up without letting go of that strut. And without busting it by squeezing too hard. That would be bad.




Okay, a C-17 was a widebody that had really low clearance so it was easier to get loads in and out. The front wheels didn’t extend that far below the body even when it was on the tarmac. She could almost reach the opening back into the interior.




She was thinking about trying a leap, when the captain dropped down to the deck and put his arm over the edge so she could grab his hand. She was pretty worried about hurting him or maybe even getting him pulled out through the opening, which would be mega-bad.




She reached up, took his hand, and jumped enough to get her other hand on the edge of the opening. Then she did a one-arm pull-up while he tried to drag her back in.




She let go of his hand, and she quickly muscled herself up so she had both hands on the edge and her arms going straight down, with the lip of the opening at her thighs. Then she rolled onto the deck and said, “Thanks. Should we put the plate and gasket back?”




He grimaced. “Umm, no. I don’t think so. I want the ground crew to go over this whole system, and make sure none of these bolts are damaged.”




She mentioned, “Okay, but if anyone asks how we got this open and the wheels down, just tell ’em it’s classified, and they need to talk to me. Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie, USMC. And I’m the military liaison for the OSI.” She even gave him the last four digits of Alicia Mackenzie’s SSN, but he didn’t write it down or anything.




He nodded unhappily. Then he looked toward the back of the jet and smirked, “Good thing those Jawas back there don’t know who they were trying to push around, or half the sidewall seats would have to be hosed down.”




She just said, “Thanks for the help, captain.”




“It was my privilege, Lieutenant Mackenzie.”




She headed back to her seat and spent a couple minutes getting all the straps and buckles tucked away in the hidden outer pockets of the parasail bag.




“Any problems?” Tony asked.




“Nah,” she lied. “Piece of cake.” She just hoped that the rest of the mission would go a lot smoother.




Then the landing was pretty easy, considering what had just happened. She and the NCIS guys sat while the Army platoon marched down the loading ramp and off to wherever they were supposed to go.




Then Tony said, “McGeek and I have a showy American SUV to tool around in, so everyone will notice us. They should have an old wreck for Gibbs, so he can look like one more local car on the roads.”




Gibbs nodded, “Good. And we’ve got a small plane to drop Aly from, assuming that little parasail will really work. And I’ve got a rucksack of gear. She can hunt through it, so nothing on her says ‘Made In America’.”




Aly smiled, “Great. Thanks. But I need a bathroom with a real shower for maybe half an hour, so I can get my disguise all prepped. And then I’ll have a bag of my stuff to leave with Gunny while I get airdropped.”




Tony unhelpfully said, “Just remember. Anything can be airdropped once. The trick is being able to do it again.”




She had heard that one while she was going through that parachuting course. She hadn’t thought it was funny the first time. She didn’t say so.




She grabbed her gear and let the NCIS guys gather up their stuff where Gibbs had stowed it in the forward part of the jet. Tony and Tim had clothes and some light kit in medium-sized backpacks. Gibbs had a bigger backpack, plus a long case that undoubtedly had a couple big guns in it, and also that rucksack full of gear.




There was a jeep with a female corporal waiting for them. Aly used her vision before they got close, so she could see that the woman was CID, and she was Corporal Michaels according to her sleeves and nametape. They piled into the jeep, and the corporal took them to the Dining Facility so they could get some lunch first. Everyone there called it the Dee-Fak, which was apparently the Army slang for the DFAC. Aly got some pretty decent chow there, and she was sort of hoping that bringing her MREs was going to turn out to be a waste of time.




Okay, she would probably need most of them and the canteens while she was on her own, waiting for Tony and Tim to get kidnapped and hauled off to where they would probably get hauled, which was the terrorist camp, because that was probably the only secure facility around here where Al-Shabaab could keep prisoners and interrogate them. Unless there were multiple large Al-Shabaab terrorist bases in southern Somalia, which would be an extra problem.




After they ate, Aly went through Gibbs’ rucksack, looking for stuff to carry. And Gibbs pulled out some stuff he thought she might want. She pulled a small Chinese-made sat phone so she could leave her OSI phone with Gibbs. She also grabbed a collapsible entrenching tool that looked like a bad knockoff of a good Russian one, and a Beretta 92FS with a suppressor and some 9mm mags, and a Libyan-made boot knife.




Gibbs handed her a special tracker for Tony’s signal. She could tell from the Mandarin writing on the box that it was made in China, and not designed for export. So all her stuff other than her MREs was sterile and was definitely not going to point at any American ops. Okay, even her MREs could be gotten without being in the United States.




Gibbs also had Russian NVGs that she didn’t need, and some Chinese made ‘battle rattle’ that was really just Kevlar torso armor with steel plates to go in the protective pockets over the key organs. And it was made for Chinese female soldiers, so it looked like it might fit her okay with a bunch of adjustments on all the straps.




They had to wait until all of their transport was ready, so Gibbs had the CID woman doing some hunting for him. She came up with a ‘Wet CHU’ that Aly could use. A Chu was a Containerized Housing Unit for four people, and a Wet Chu was one that was split into two rooms for two people each, with a shared bathroom that had a real shower and stuff. There were a bunch of Chu-type structures set up for U.S. Army housing, since they were air-conditioned and they were way better than living in a hot tent in Somalia.




Then Aly had to wait while one Wet CHU got cleared for her use, which really cheesed off some important guy, so Aly and Gibbs had to go talk to a colonel who worked for the Baledogle AFB commander. And naturally, they had to sit and wait until Mister Important Colonel had time to yell at them, or whatever. Gibbs got Tim and Tony hidden somewhere else, but they still had to wait until Gibbs could follow them at a distance and Aly could provide support. And being stuck in some guy’s office totally wasn’t supporting anybody. Except maybe whoever made the really uncomfortable chairs someone had bought for the waiting areas of the admin offices.




They waited there. They waited for maybe three hours. And every hour they waited was another hour that Ziva was probably getting tortured. Aly just sat there and tried to pretend she wasn’t stressing out. But she couldn’t do anything. The important colonel could mess up their op, or have them arrested, or a bunch of other stuff. Gibbs said the guy was probably another ‘fobbit’. Aly had to work that one out in her head. ‘FOB’ was a Forward Operating Base, so ‘FOB’ plus ‘hobbit’ equaled a rear echelon type who never stuck his nose outside the wire. She knew Tony and Gibbs would have said ‘REMF’ but she didn’t use words like that because her folks wouldn’t approve.




And really, Aly was supposed to wait until after dark for her plane ride, so it would be hard to target the plane or spot where she landed. Hopefully, no one on the ground would even know that she had parachuted into red team territory. She just didn’t want to wait.




Finally, the first lieutenant who was the adjutant for Mega-important Colonel Guy called them, and they marched down a short hallway, and into a pretty fancy office for a guy working under a base commander when the base was a reconditioned Soviet air base to begin with, and if the runways were any shorter, that C-17 probably would have had trouble landing.




Aly noticed immediately that Important Colonel Guy had a huge desk with a big ‘I love me’ wall off to one side. And the desk had a big wooden placard that said ‘Colonel Lionel Rogers, Sr.’ And one of the pictures on the ‘I love me’ wall had a family portrait of the colonel and a petite wife and a couple growing sons.




One of those sons was definitely a guy Aly had slammed into the tarmac just the day before.




This was going to go so well.





Part IV



Aly Mack immediately used her internal cellphone to dial the OSI emergency number.




The colonel started yelling at them about how they had no business at his AFB, and how he had heard about them ruining his son’s fabulous, mega-promising career, and how they were going to be locked up for years even if they had major pull and lots of paperwork on their alleged op.




Aly tried to ignore all of that, while she talked with the Lindabot who answered the line.




“Aly? Are you in trouble?”




She subvocalized, “Yeah. A lot. The guy who attacked me at Andrews Air Force Base? His dad is a mega-important colonel here at this base, and is threatening us. Can you get Oscar’s three-star general to call this guy right now?” Aly used her telescopic vision to pick the colonel’s private number off one of the lines on his mega-fancy intercom phone on the credenza behind him.




And the red light for that phone line started flashing with an annoying beeping tone. Mega-important Blowhard Colonel kept ranting, until his adjutant opened the door.




“Lowry! I left orders I was not to be disturbed!”




The adjutant insisted, “Sorry colonel, but it’s the Pentagon!”




Colonel Rogers blanched and wheeled around in his chair to grab his phone off his mega-important phone system. “Colonel Lionel Rogers Senior speaking.”




Aly tried not to smile as she eavesdropped with her bionic hearing. Because it was definitely Linda. Well, one of the Lindas. “Good day, colonel. Please remain on the line for Lieutenant General Jefferson…”




And then Linda played elevator music over the line! It was all Aly could do not to laugh at the guy’s furious expression. But he didn’t dare hang up. Not when it was a lieutenant general he would be hanging up on.




Aly and Gibbs just stood at attention and waited, while the colonel waited. Also, Aly listened in with her bionic hearing. And Linda was playing terrible Muzak that the colonel had to listen to. If the next Muzak song was even worse, Aly wasn’t sure she’d be able not to laugh. But she didn’t want to miss this.




After maybe two minutes, the phone blared, “Colonel Rogers! This is Lieutenant General Samuel Jefferson! I am told that you are holding up a covert mission vital to America’s international relations, all because you got your panties in a knot when your idiot son fucked up beyond all repair! Do you dispute any of that?”




“Sir!” the colonel squawked desperately, getting more red-faced than he already was. “That is not what I was told…”




“Well it is goddamn well what happened, and it is on more cameras than you want to know about! You are holding two mission-critical individuals, and if you do not let them go about their business and then stay the hell out of their way, I can guarantee that your dumbass son will not be the only Rogers being brought up on charges in the next twenty-four hours! Is that understood?”




“Y-yes sir…”




“Then let me hear you dismiss everyone in your office. Then you will sit at your desk and not communicate with anyone until tomorrow at this time, at which time I expect a personal report from you. And if you ever mention this highly-classified op to anyone, I will personally make sure you get busted back down to an O-2!”




“Yes sir…” the colonel whimpered. He looked up at Gibbs and Aly. “Dismissed. Please leave my office and go about whatever taskings you need to accomplish.”




Aly played dumb and just said, “Aye, sir!” Then she turned on her heel and marched out.




She waited until they were outside the admin building before she told Gibbs what the general said. She expected him to laugh, or at least smile. Instead he frowned, “Someone in that platoon ratted us out. That means that we probably have a time limit to clear this area before it gets leaked outside the wire.”




Aly checked, “Aren’t we like a hundred klicks north of Mogadishu?”




“More like sixty, lieutenant.”




She kept going. “And isn’t Mogadishu like two hundred klicks northeast of Ziva’s LZ and even farther away than that from the target site?”




He nodded. “But that doesn’t mean they won’t use radios or computer messaging to transfer intel.”




“Agreed, Gunny,” she said. “But sites four hundred klicks away are not going to expect us on-site overnight and looking completely different.”




“We’d better hope not,” he muttered.




Aly couldn’t think of stuff she needed to change in her part of the plan, so she just let Gibbs stew about his stuff. He briefed Tony and Tim about possible stuff going wrong because of blabbery Army guys, and he told the CID corporal to start an investigation in case this went really bad. Then they ate an early dinner at the Dee-Fak, and Gibbs made sure Tim and Tony got off okay. Tim and Tony headed off to Mogadishu to ask questions that would get them in big trouble. Aly still thought that was a bad plan, but Gibbs was going along with it, so she was going to go along with things too.




Aly made sure her tracker was working right. Okay, it just gave a direction, but that was going to have to be good enough.




The corporal drove them to a Wet CHU in what she called ‘Chuville’. Aly sort of wondered if Tony would have made lots of ‘Whoville’ and ‘Grinch’ cracks. Xander sure would have.




Also, Corporal Michaels had the extra stuff Aly had asked for: three good towels and a scrub brush and a bottle of shower cleaner. Because Aly didn’t want to leave obvious signs of what she was about to do.




Gibbs murmured, “Get going. The corporal and I are gonna sit here and keep watch. And maybe I’ll give her some ideas about who she needs to go question.”




Aly murmured, “Okay. Sorry this is taking extra time, but there was no way I could do this in the comfort pallet toilet.”




Gibbs insisted, “No, I want this done right. It’s your ass on the line.”




Aly was a lot more worried about not being able to rescue Ziva. And not being able to help Tony and Tim after they got kidnapped by terrorists who would not be nice to them.




So she went into the Chu and locked the bathroom door and got started. She stripped naked, peeled the ‘bandage’ off her face, and packed all her OSI stuff and Lieutenant Mackenzie stuff into her backpack. She stepped into the shower and used her disguise stuff. That meant getting her hair wet and putting in the black hair color. Then spraying the tanning stuff all over herself. Then spraying the fixer so her fake tan wouldn’t run and would stay for maybe a week if she needed it. Then washing her hair and rinsing it and putting in the fixative, then rinsing that out too. She dried herself and toweled her now-black hair. Then she dressed in the ‘chocolate chip’ desert camo that a lot of the Al-Shabaab militants were wearing, and she buckled on the web belt before loading it and her camo pockets with kit, including the Beretta and the entrenching tool. On went the Chinese body armor from Gibbs, which she had to adjust a lot, because it was adjusted for someone wider than her and not as big in the bust. The burkhas and the hijabs and stuff went into the small canvas pouch, which she strapped on around her stomach above the web belt. Then she loaded the stuff like her MREs into pouches on the web belt and pouches on her pants, and shoved the boot knife and scabbard into the boots that went with the disguise. She filled up the two canteens and strapped them so she had one riding on each hip. She strapped the parasail bag on her back. And finally, she cleaned up in the shower so there was no trace of hair dye or spray tan anywhere.




She put in one set of the brown contacts, and Raina Hassa binte Salman was ready to go. She put the niqaab on and checked again that all the ‘Lieutenant Mackenzie’ stuff was in the backpack before she took it out and handed it to Gibbs.




Corporal Michaels said, “Holy shit… ma’am. You look like one of the Ali Babas.”




Aly knew that was a rude term for the Arab insurgents in the area. She just said, “You can’t tell anyone, corporal.”




“Of course not, lieutenant.”




Gibbs rode with Aly, with Corporal Michaels driving. He asked, “Anything else?”




“Yeah, Gunny. How did you know about all the cameras on a C-17?”




He smirked, “I lied. As far as I know, a C-17 only has cams on top for the mid-air refueling.”




Wow. He had totally bluffed that sergeant with one simple fib. She needed to learn how to do that.




The sun was already down by the time they got to the tarmac again. Corporal Michaels drove them where Gibbs indicated, which was over by one of the smaller hangars where an Air Force captain was inspecting a small two-engine plane.




Gibbs introduced Aly to Major Rich Fox, who Gibbs knew from back when Gibbs was a gunnery sergeant and Fox was a lowly first louie. So, once Major Fox was clear on his flightpath and on the secrecy of the op, Aly got on board in the back, with Major Fox and the Air Force captain up front. There was only room for about six passengers anyway. But Aly took note of the outside step that would be mega-useful for parachutists.




Once she was onboard and the engines revved up, Aly took off her niqaab and folded it and stuffed it into one of her pockets. Then she tied her hair into a ponytail which got wrapped into a bun that got secured with a small elastic net. She pulled her goggles out of the tiny outside pocket of the parasail bag, and pulled them over her head, letting them hang around her neck.




Also, she refused to think about the last time she was by herself in the back of a tiny prop plane.




Major Fox talked over the surprisingly quiet engines. “Don’t you need a bigger parachute? Or NVGs? Or a weapons bag? Or… well, everything?”




“Classified, major. This is all I need to get down there and complete the first part of my mission.”




He tried again. “If you say so, lieutenant. But I wouldn’t parachute down into enemy territory solo unless I was about to meet an entire company of support… Oh. Sorry. I won’t ask anything else.”




“Thank you.” Aly didn’t say that he was jumping to a totally wrong conclusion. That had to be better than having him bug her about stuff for the whole trip.




It only took about two or three hours at the plane’s relatively-slow, mega-quiet speed to get to her jump point. She put the goggles on and did another touch drill for the parasail release and control lines. She opened the passenger door, stepped out onto the jump step, and carefully closed the door after her. The plane wasn’t going so fast that it was mega-uncomfortable to breathe. Well, not for her. Even if it was, she could have held her breath for a long time.




She studied the ground below her, using her infrared vision and nightvision. When she thought she could land on a nice, straight stretch of road below her, she pushed off hard enough to avoid getting tagged by the horizontal stabilizer of the tail.




And she fell. Freefall was pretty fun, ordinarily. Doing it in the dark, using just her nightvision, was a lot riskier. Still, her infrared told her that there was nothing down there to worry about, like ground troops or an insurgent base or even a farm. And her nightvision told her that if she landed along the road up ahead and stayed on the road, she didn’t have to worry about fences or trees or stuff. And the kinds of IEDs that might be buried in a road like that wouldn’t trigger for something as small as her weight.




When she thought she was about a thousand feet up, she pulled the release. The parasail burst out of her pack and quickly expanded into a narrow rectangle that arced over her so its ends were a lot lower than the part right over her head.




She checked her control lines and made sure they were all working and not snarled. So that was going okay. So far. She swooped in, descending at maybe fifty or sixty miles an hour, which was way more than a normal person could take.




She steered so she went in a curve, and she lined up her landing so she could touch down along the road. As she got down to about two hundred feet, she pulled on the cords so she could swoop in and turn her sixty mile an hour drop into a sixty mile an hour rush just above the dirt road while still dropping at maybe twenty or thirty miles an hour. And she concentrated.




As soon as she felt like she was hitting the plateau, she spilled more air, and she dropped down low enough to touch the road with her boots. She sprinted forward, moving a little faster than the parasail was carrying her, so she had to slow down as she spilled more air and brought the parasail to a dragging stop.




That part went great. She checked around again to make sure that no one and nothing was nearby. She was clear. She spilled the rest of the air out of the parasail, folded it back up, and carefully repacked the parasail and control lines into the bag. She doubted she was going to have another use for it, but carrying it was easy.




She studied the constellations overhead, checked her compass, and she began running westward along the road. She planned on being a couple hundred klicks farther toward her target before bedtime.




Using her nightvision, she had no trouble maintaining a solid hundred kilometers an hour down the mostly-smooth, mostly-straight, totally-empty road. She still didn’t know where the terrorist camp was, but landing well outside any of their radar or visual detection systems had to be a good start. And really, they were bound to have surface-to-air missile systems. The Russians had tons of old Strela systems left behind all over the Middle East, and the Americans had left even more stuff.




She tried not to think too many bad things about the politicians who had enabled all of this mess.




After a couple hours, she spotted a nice little hill that had some trees and bushes up on its sides. She figured that would be as good a night camp spot as any. So she detoured off the road and up the hill. No sign of any people or warm-blooded animals or electronics or anything. Good.




She moved to a spot not too far from the peak of the hill. She wasn’t going to go to the very top, because that might skyline her. She just stayed in some scattered brush. And she called Gibbs on her sat phone.




“Jasmine to Aladdin, come in please.” She was pretty sure Tony had picked out the codenames. “Jasmine to Aladdin, come in please.”




“Aladdin here. Situation steady. Jafar and Iago being nuisances and acting like they’re drinking too much. They have attracted the right sort of attention. They may be on track within hours.”




“Jasmine to Aladdin. First part complete and successful. Second part under way. Will move out if you signal, or at Time T.”




“Aladdin here. Good. Take care of yourself. Aladdin out.”




She arranged things so she could get some sleep. Everything she might roll over and wreck got set to the side. The parasail pack was full of cloth, so it was her pillow. The battle rattle got unbuckled, but she kept it on for padding. Her gear got arranged beside her, with the silencer on the Beretta and a full mag in it and the safety off, just in case. She pulled out the entrenching tool and bionically dug into the ground, loosening it enough to make a reasonably soft bed for the night.




Then it was time for a pre-bedtime potty break. The one good thing about MREs on a mission like this was they really stopped you up if you didn’t drink a ton of water, which cut down on bathroom problems—in the short term. She still needed to pee. But that was what her baggie was for, even if she still thought it was gross. Inside the baggie was a plastic tube almost a foot long, with one end open and the other end closed. But near the closed end, the top half of the tube was open and spread out so she could stand and pee into it. The pee went out through the other end, so she didn’t have to squat to pee. And she also had a small squeeze bottle of disinfecting cleanser that she squirted into the tube afterward to rinse it out so it and the squeeze bottle could go back in the baggie.




She took out the contacts and buried them. After all, she had a whole packet of them and it didn’t matter which eye got which contact, since they didn’t do any vision correction. She opened up the Mylar space blanket, wrapped it tightly around herself, and lay down. And she told herself that Tony wouldn’t do anything so stupid that it got him killed.




At dawn, she woke up as the first rays of the sun hit her in the face. She checked her surroundings, and then she carefully folded up the Mylar space blanket so she could use it again.




She fixed herself a breakfast MRE, and while she waited for the supposed-to-be-hot parts of her breakfast like the sausage patty to get heated up, she checked her tracker. Ooh! Tony’s tracker wasn’t pointing at Mogadishu anymore, it was pointing way more south and west, which was just what Aly was hoping to see. She pulled out a map and drew a line for the direction where the tracker was pointing, with the time written on it. She did that at roughly ten minutes intervals. After a good breakfast, and another potty break, and burying her used kit, and getting kitted up again, she had enough radial lines drawn on her map to estimate where Tony’s captors were headed.




Also, she had a rough idea of how fast Tony’s transport might be going on these kinds of roads, so she could tell how long it should take to get from one line to the next. A little math told her roughly how far out the transport was likely to be, so she could draw a line and predict where Tony’s transport was likely to cross her path if she kept going straight west on the road.




She called Gibbs again. “Jasmine to Aladdin, come in please.”




“Aladdin to Jasmine. On the move. At grid coordinate Foxtrot-21, moving at roughly forty-five klicks per, following them at distance.”




She knew that meant he was following their dust cloud, a really long way behind them. She also knew that meant that her guesses were pretty accurate about where Tony’s transport was. “Jasmine here. Understood. At grid coord November-35 and moving due west to intersect.”




“Aladdin. Copy that. Aladdin out.”




She studied the terrain with her telescopic vision, then her infrared, then her E-M vision. No one in sight, and no electronics around. Great. She ran for half an hour. But she was going a lot faster than the vehicles probably were.




She stopped, made sure she wasn’t under observation by anyone, marked her spot on the map, and took another angle on Tony’s tracker. They were still moving roughly southwest, and she should get to the intersection point way ahead of them. Unless she ran into problems.




Like about fifty klicks further down the road, where she spotted stuff. That was definitely going to be a problem. 





Part V



Aly Mack was scanning through all her vision modes as she ran. And her infrared vision spotted something shortly after her bionic hearing picked up a big roaring engine.




With her infrared, she picked up the big heat signature just before she crested the little rise, so she stopped. She slowly worked her way up the rise until she could get a peek. And… great. A little further along the road, there was an emplacement atop a small sort-of-circular hill just north of the road, so they could attack anyone they didn’t like who was using the road or coming in from easterly directions even if it was in a helo or a jet. Because those guys had lots of hardware and electronics and weaponry and stuff. And they could probably see way off to the north and south from that position too. The great big Russian-looking Self-Propelled Air Defense system was cranking out tons of heat, along with plenty of fumes too. But there were other heat sources over there as well.




If her team needed to exfil quickly, it might be along this road, or one parallel to it that might still be in range of the weapons up on that rise. Crud.




She retreated a bit so she could pull out her sat phone. “Jasmine to Aladdin. Jasmine to Aladdin.”




“Aladdin here. Problems?”




She quickly gave him the sitrep and the grid coords, and told him what she was going to try. He gave her a quick okay and signed off.




Then it was up to her to pull this off. She took off the parasail bag and the canvas bag of disguise stuff. She took off her niqaab and tucked it away. She made sure to put new contacts in, so she apparently had dark brown eyes. Then she took one of the burkhas out of the bag, and she pulled it on over her ‘military terrorist’ outfit. She held the two bags like they were heavy, and she began trudging along the road, up the road and into plain sight of the site.




About twenty minutes later, she was maybe one or one and a half kilometers closer along the road, and the people up on the rise lost patience with her slow pace. A truck came roaring from the back side of the rise, and rushed down the road toward her.




She politely stepped off of the road to let the truck pass by. But it wasn’t really going to do that. She was pretty sure they were going to roust her. She was pretty much counting on it.




The truck stopped next to her, and a guy in stock Al-Shabaab militant garb leapt out. He snarled in Arabic, “Get in the truck!”




She went with Arabic but a Saudi Arabian accent and dialect. “Oh thank you very much, I have been walking ever since my car broke down, but I will reach the camp, Allah willing.”




The two men in the back grabbed her by her arms and hauled her up into the truck, while the driver did a fast three-point turn and headed back to the site.




She nodded and said, “Peace be with you, brothers in Islam.” And as soon as they relaxed, she hit both of them. Simultaneous strikes to the solar plexus, and as both men bent forward in pain, she hit them both again, that time in the back of the head. Once she was sure they were out, she let the truck drive her into the little compound. Mega-convenient for her.




She had her burkha off of her semi-military ‘terrorist’ look, and her niqaab back on, all before the truck stopped. She could hear as two insurgents trotted past the driver and headed along the left side of the truck toward the rear.




She hopped down and waited for them to turn the corner. She caught both of them by surprise. She grabbed them by the shirtfronts, slammed their heads together, and tossed them into the truck. She leapt up into the truck and used choke holds to make sure they were both out.




The driver came around the corner too, but she could hear his footsteps. She reached out from the truck, grabbed him by the collar, and hauled him bodily into the truck too. He got a chin jab that might have fractured his jaw and some teeth. Oops.




Five down. She had no idea how many to go. She held her breath and listened.




“Hey! What are you idiots doing?”




“If you’re having sex with her, you were supposed to wait for me!”




“No, they are not supposed to do that, and neither are you!”




“Oh shut up, you sanctimonious son of a dog!”




From the arguing, she could tell there were at least four more men heading her way, and she had no count on the men who were holding their positions like they were supposed to, or were in the small building on the side of the rise away from the road.




She stood at the very back of the truck and leapt up to where she could hold herself above the canvas roof. She knew it wouldn’t collapse under her weight, since it was stretched over steel curves. The heavy canvas was probably heavier than she was. She could see the four men heading for the truck. She could also see three more men holding position, one of them with an AK, one next to a Strela, and one sitting in that Self-Propelled Air Defense system. Also, she could use her infrared vision to see that there were four men sleeping in the little building. They probably had night duty. She knew how non-fun that was.




The four men split up so there were two approaching along each side of the truck. But they weren’t taking enough precautions. They probably knew there was nothing to worry from one stupid little khalila.




She waited until both two-man teams were moving along the sides of the truck body. She pulled herself up and stood on top of the canvas roof. Then she leapt off so she came down behind the two men on her left. Both men got a hammerfist on the collarbone, which dropped them, and a careful headslap that knocked them both out.




Aly dropped to the ground, rolled swiftly under the truck, and came up behind the other pair of men. As they whirled around—which looked like slow motion to her at that point—she gave them both chin jabs and caught their unconscious bodies before they could collapse to the ground. She carried those two men and tossed them into the back of the truck before she fetched the other pair of men and lobbed them into the back too.




Still three men to go, before she got to the sleeping guys in the building. And these three were probably the best fighters at this site. They certainly had serious armaments, and were paying more attention to their duties.




She totally did not want to get shot with a Strela missile. Even if it wouldn’t arm because she would be too close and not warm enough to trigger the system. Okay, she didn’t want to get shot with any of that stuff. On the other hand, she didn’t want to have to shoot those guys and kill them. Even if she sure didn’t want them firing off weapons and alerting the guys in the building.




She sprinted for the guy with the AK. That was the biggest threat to her, since it would be the easiest to shoot at her while she was dealing with one of the other insurgents. The man was standing sideways to her, looking out over the road like he was supposed to. And he was about fifty meters away.




She ran right at him, accelerating quickly to her top speed. He picked her up in his peripheral vision, and he turned his head to look. By then, she was already too close for him to line up a shot. She hit him and sent him flying. His AK just hung in the air for a split second before she snatched it out of the air and headed for the guy with the Strela.




Okay, he had a whole rack of Strelas. Were they expecting to get attacked by a whole squadron of low-flying aircraft?




That guy dropped his Strela and went for his sidearm, which showed he had pretty good training. If she hadn’t been running at him at a hundred fifty kilometers an hour, he would have had time to get a couple shots off. As it was, he didn’t have time to get his sidearm clear of his holster. She cut past him, giving him a chin jab that lifted him off his feet and sent him flying backward.




She focused on the guy sitting in the SPAD system. The guy was staring at the radar screen and probably never saw her coming. He got a head slap that sent him off to Nap Land. Then she sprinted for the building.




With her infrared vision, she could see the four guys were still lying down, but at the end of the building opposite the door. So she went through a window. Okay, she went through the window frame, kicking the entire window out of the wall. The windowframe flew across the room and shattered against the opposite wall.




She had all four sleepers down for the count before any of them realized what was going on. Then she took the time to grab a spool of heavy cable from the repair supplies to tie up each of the men. She also dumped all the insurgents out of the truck and retrieved the three fighters who had actually been doing their jobs. All of them got tied up at bionic speeds and left in the building.




She took the time to smash the radio and the computer and the satellite phone, while she searched the communications area for passwords and codebooks and papers. She stuffed what little she found into one of the pouches in her uniform pants. And she made mental notes on what looked like possible codewords for that day, before she moved out.




She swiped the rack of Strelas and a locker full of AK-103s, along with half a dozen pouches of magazines for the AKs. They all went into the back of the truck. She hopped into the SPAD and drove it off the hill, leaping out of it before it picked up speed and tipped over before hitting the bottom of the hill and ending up upside-down. Well, that pretty much took care of the ‘self-propelled’ part of that Self-Propelled Air Defense system. She started up the truck, backed out of the truck’s parking spot, and headed west down the road.




“Jasmine to Aladdin. Jasmine to Aladdin. Come in, please.”




“Aladdin here. Problems? Still moving at same speed and direction.”




“Problems solved. And I have a truck I’m using. I should be arriving at an intersection point a little behind you, so don’t over-react.”




“Aladdin. Understood. Anything else?”




“Jasmine. No. But this stupid thing drives like a truck.”




“It is a truck, Jasmine. Aladdin out.”




Crud, that made her feel stupid. She should have said the stupid truck handled like… umm… something way clunkier than an old truck. Maybe a tugboat? No, that was even dumber. An oil tanker? She really needed to come up with a simile that Gibbs would think was clever.




She upshifted and stepped on the gas. Then she drove as fast as her reflexes would keep the truck on the road. She hurtled down the fairly straight route, until she got to a low rise and could look down into a flat little valley. She could see what was probably the truck with Tony and Tim. It was zipping along at maybe fifty klicks an hour, which wasn’t all that fast except the road wasn’t all that great. And it was kicking up a huge dust cloud. Aly used her telescopic vision to spot Gibbs and his heap following them about two klicks back. And not making a giant dust cloud in the process.




She drove down the sharp hairpin turns of the switchback part of the cruddy road down into the valley, and she sped up to catch up to Suspicious Truck. Then she turned at the crossroad to get behind the target truck, and she called again. “Jasmine to Aladdin. Come in pl—”




“Aladdin here. That you?”




“Yes, Gunny. You can close up behind me, if you want. Or you can slide further back. I still don’t know where the terrorist camp is, except…” Her telescopic vision had found something. “Oh crud, I can see it a couple klicks ahead. Do you want to move to overwatch?”




“Are you prepared for the next stage?”




“Aye, Gunny.”




“Then Aladdin out.”




She closed on the truck, slowly moving up to about two hundred meters behind it before it reached the gate to get her through the barb wire fence of the Al-Shabaab camp. Someone was smart enough to make vehicles take two sharp turns before the gate, so they couldn’t just crash through it terrorist-style.




She got close behind the truck, and turned off her engine, then turned up her bionic hearing all the way, just before two guards confronted the driver of that truck.




“Password.”




“Freedom.”




“Good. ID and papers?”




The driver handed stuff over. Aly checked that she had her ID for the op. Then she looked through the stuff she had looted, and found something useful.




The guards checked in the back of the truck ahead of her, so Aly got a brief look at two guards and a beaten-up Tony and Tim. The guards let the truck pass.




She drove up.




“Password.”




“Freedom.”




“Good. ID and papers. And remove your niqaab.”




“As you direct.”




She took off her niqaab before handing over her ID and some of the papers she had snitched. And she asked, “Where may I park? I have a delivery of new Strelas that should not be left unattended.”




The guards ogled her a bit before handing her stuff back and letting her pull her niqaab back over her head. Then they looked in the back at the rack of Strelas, and they gave her some rough directions to their armory.




Not that she was interested in the armory. Not yet, anyway. She headed that way, but really she was keeping an eye on where the other truck was taking Tony and Tim. She parked her truck, slung her disguise bag over her shoulder, then grabbed an AK and a satchel of magazines out of the back of her truck. And she moved out like she was one more guard. Okay, a female guard, when there weren’t a lot of women guards walking the compound. There seemed to be a ton of women well outside the compound, wearing burkhas and hauling water and working the fields, but not in the compound carrying weapons.




She never would have caught up with Tony and Tim’s guards if Tony hadn’t been doing his job. Okay, maybe he did his job too well. Because he said something, and he got hit in the stomach with the butt of an AK. He folded over and dropped to the ground, and took a long time to get back to his feet. Aly had no idea if Tony was faking it or if he got really hurt. She hoped he wasn’t really hurt.




Most of the buildings around the camp had lots of desert camo netting over them so flyovers wouldn’t pick them up unless the jets had IR or LIDAR or something. This one had actual sand and stuff over the top, with steps down into what looked like a concrete bunker. That was a pretty secure brig. Aly couldn’t imagine people breaking out of it without a lot of work. Well, ordinary people who couldn’t kick the door down or punch their way through the walls.




Aly caught up with the guards just before one of them hit Tony again. She said in rude Arabic, “I see that some people cannot handle even fat, lazy Americans.”




That cheesed them off. Okay, that was the point. If they were mad at her, they might not hit Tony again while they were busy threatening her.




She marched over to them and threatened Tony in heavily-accented English, “Shut up, dog of The Great Satan, or I will shoot off your privates. Understand?”




Tony played along and nodded frantically.




She held her AK on him and pointed with her off hand at the steps down into the jail-slash-bunker. In Arabic, she snapped, “Move.”




The two real guards grumbled to each other, but one of them strode down the steps to bang on the jail door. “Open up! We have two prisoners for interrogation!”




Aly could hear the exhausted tromping of two pairs of boots toward the heavy security door. Then a heavy key was fitted into a lock, and heavy bolts were thrown. The door swung open, and two armed guards pointed their AKs at everyone. The inside guards recognized the two men escorting Tony and Tim, and stepped aside.




Loudmouthed Guard stepped in first, then Tony and Tim, then Aly moved with Second Guard. As soon as they crossed the threshold, one interior guard slammed the heavy steel door shut and locked it with a huge security key that was on a long chain connected to his belt.




As soon as they all turned to march Tony and Tim to cells, Aly moved. One headslap to the guard with the big key. One rabbit punch to the nape of Second Guard’s neck. A leap past Tony and Tim to headslap Loudmouthed Guard and catch the other interior guard as he turned in surprise. That last guy got a chin jab that lifted him off his feet.




Aly caught two of the men as they crumpled, one in each hand, and Tim managed to catch one of the first two guys to get smacked. Tony sort of caught the other guy and staggered back against the wall with the sudden weight. Okay, Tony looked seriously beaten up, so he was in no shape to be catching heavy guys.




Aly held up a finger to her lips, and Tony froze in the act of saying something. Aly listened for an alarm or the sound of running guards. Nope. Just an angry voice yelling at someone while hitting that someone. Aly took the heavy doorkey and broke the thick chain holding it to the guard’s belt. She shoved it into a pocket. Okay, at least they could get out… and no one else could without her help.




She held up a small mirror to peek around the corner, and she checked both ways in the hall. Great. One guard standing outside some cells off to the right, and off to the left there were two guys in the hall, listening as a interrogator type did interrogation stuff in a room Aly couldn’t see into.




By then, Tony had searched through Loudmouthed Guard’s pockets and come up with handcuff keys. He unlocked his cuffs and Tim’s. He gave Aly a questioning look.




She didn’t like her idea, but she figured she had better deal with stuff. She gave Tony the hand signals so he would know there were two Echoes to the left and one to the right. She gave him her Beretta and its silencer, and she pointed toward the righthand guard. Then she had Tim pretend he was still handcuffed, and she marched him off to the left.




As she passed the two guards outside the interrogation room, she wheeled around and gave one a chin jab while the other got a sidekick into the wall. Tony heard the noise and leaned around his corner to put two rounds into the other guard. The silencer on the Beretta kept the noise down to two soft claps.




Now she just had to rescue Ziva.





Part VI



Aly Mack went for the interrogation room, while Tim grabbed one of the AKs to backstop her, and down at the other end of the hall, Tony started opening jail cells.




She was expecting to see some fat jailer slapping Ziva a lot. She opened the door and found one smug Al-Shabaab officer in fancy military garb doing the yelling, one Al-Shabaab guard with a rifle, and one big, musclebound sergeant type doing the punching. And the punchee wasn’t Ziva. It was some guy Aly had never seen before, but he looked really Semitic. And really beaten up.




She hastily grabbed the guard, stripped the rifle out of his hands, and threw him across the room into the officer. The big sergeant tried to punch her, but he was slow, and she was hitting the plateau so he seemed even slower. She slapped his punch off to the side, hit him with a willow-palm strike in the solar plexus that slammed him all the way backward into the wall, and gave him a chin jab as he bounced back toward her. He went down in a heap.




She looked to the side, and the guard and the officer were disentangling themselves to get back up. A headslap to the base of the skull, and a rabbit punch, and they were both down for the count too.




She snatched up the rifle and said to the prisoner in Arabic, “Don’t go anywhere. I will be right back.”




Maybe she should have said that in Hebrew. Maybe she shouldn’t have said ‘don’t go anywhere’ to a guy tied in a chair.




She darted back into the hallway and gave Tim a quick nod before she dashed down to the other end of the hall.




She got there as Tony was unlocking a cell door and looking grim. Aly darted over and saw in the cell. It was Ziva. She was in nothing but rags, and she looked like she had been beaten senseless. A lot. There was also blood in a lot of places where there shouldn’t be any blood. 




Aly felt sick to her stomach. She gasped, “Ziva! Are you okay?”




Ziva forced herself to her feet, but she was chained to the wall by her wrists. Aly stepped into the cell and ripped those chains off Ziva’s steel wristcuffs.




Ziva staggered out of the cell, made her way down to the interrogation room, and grabbed the AK out of Tim’s hands. Then she shot the fancy-dressed officer type in the head. And she stood on the big, muscular sergeant type with one foot on his throat, before she shot him in the crotch. And she kept shooting him in the crotch until he was dead too. She stepped over to the guard who had held the rifle, and hit him hard in the temple with the butt of the rifle.




Aly could hear the guard’s skull shatter. Eww.




Ziva stepped over to the man tied in the chair and began untying him. She looked over her shoulder at Aly and answered, “Now I am okay.”




Aly felt even sicker to her stomach. These guys were really bad badguys, but she still wasn’t ready to see them get killed like that. Even if they had done really bad stuff to Ziva.




Once Ziva had the beaten-up guy untied, she introduced him. “Everyone? This is my teammate Eitan. We are the only survivors of our op. The man in the cell next to mine is Hassan. Our primary mission was to extract him. So we need to take him with us.”




Eitan looked at the dead officer type. “And this is one of the Farrakhan brothers. His father and two brothers are in the officers’ lounge or the headquarters building, and they are secondary objectives.”




Ziva looked down at herself. “Also, I will require some clothing.”




Aly said, “I got that.” She slid the disguise bag off her shoulder and pulled out that already-worn burkha.




Eitan was already stripping the uniform off the dead guard, so he was probably set.




Ziva said, “Eitan? The armory. I will take the ammo dump. Tony and Tim? Let Mackenzie march you two and Hassan to an escape vehicle, perhaps the one you came in on.”




Aly spilled, “I’ve got a truck, and it’s got a rack of Strelas and some submachine guns in the back. We should take that.”




“Strelas?” asked Ziva mercilessly. “Good. Tony, can you make a few firebombs and toss them onto the camo netting for the headquarters building and the officers’ lounge and the officers’ barracks?”




Tony shrugged, “I guess so. All I need are some jars and some gasoline.”




Tim pointed out, “They’ll just run out of the buildings if the roofs are on fire.”




Ziva smiled nastily. “Not if we use those nice, heat-seeking Strela missiles to target the flames and blow up those buildings.”




Ziva pulled on the burkha and headed toward the exit, so Aly rushed with her to the exit door, which she unlocked with the huge doorkey. Then Aly made sure Tony and Tim and the Hassan guy got out, along with Eitan, who by then was wearing a guard uniform. She locked the door behind her and pocketed the key. Eitan took off as soon as the building was locked up.




She made sure her niqaab was on right, and she marched her ‘prisoners’ off to her truck. Then she waved them into the back.




Tim hissed, “Holy crap, this is a lot of Strelas!”




Tony whispered, “I need maybe half a dozen glass jars, or clay pots that look pretty fragile. Plus a really good file I can use to score glass. And maybe a few ‘litres of petrol’ as they say. And cloth strips plus a lighter.”




Aly whispered, “Stay put and stay hidden.”




She clambered into the driver’s seat and drove the truck over to the refueling point. She put more fuel into the truck, and she got a couple metal jerrycans that she filled up too. Then she walked over to the two guards. She tried to sound nervous. In Arabic. “I am sorry to bother you, but my father has told me to find him glass jars with good lids. And I am not to tell why he wants them.”




One of the guards laughed and implied that her ‘father’ was making illegal liquor or something worse. She just bowed her head and kept quiet.




The other guard looked to the back area and said, “You cannot have our bottles. Go away.”




She bowed her head again and said, “As you wish.” 




The two men turned away from her. Which was convenient for her.




She was across the room before either one could do more than start to turn their heads. She gave the first a head slap that lifted him off his feet. The second one was still unsure whether he should grab his sidearm. She didn’t give him the option. She gave him a sidekick that launched him into the wall.




She checked the back area, where there was a small still and a dozen heavy glass jars with glass lids that clamped in place a lot like Mason jars. They were all filled with a clear liquid that had a slight amber tint. She figured she was looking at the Somali version of moonshine. She had no idea what they had used to make it, but she wasn’t going to taste it to find out.




She grabbed half a dozen of the empty jars and used her fingernails. She had gotten the idea from Catwoman while they were in Harry Dresden’s universe. Normally, she kept the nails on her left ring finger and her left middle finger covered in a couple layers of plastic, under a couple coats of nail polish. But she could peel all that off pretty easily.




She peeled off the plastic, exposing two fingernails that were basically diamond dust encrusted titanium razor blades. She scored the glass jars as easily as she could have sliced up a stick of butter. And at bionic speed, it only took a few seconds to thoroughly score all six of the jars. She poured some of the gasoline into the jars and sealed them up. She also tore strips of fabric off the shirts of the two men and tied the strips tightly around the jars. They were even nice enough to have cigars along with cigarette lighters. Had these guys not read the Quran? Maybe not.




She slipped the prepared jars into a burlap sack and headed back out. She passed the sack and the lighter to Tony, who peeked in the sack and whispered, “They gave you pre-scored glass?”




“Don’t ask,” she replied.




She hopped into the driver’s seat and took a lazy curve to turn the truck around so she was heading out of the compound through the same gate she came in through. She just happened to drive past the nice buildings that said they were the officers’ quarters and the officers’ club and the headquarters building. As she went past, Tony and Tim set fire to the strips of fabric and then threw their jars on top of the buildings. Most of the jars even broke and set fire to stuff.




She kept moving in a lazy curve, and she headed back toward the gate. She spotted Eitan moving quickly toward the gate ahead of her, and in her rearview mirror she spotted a woman in a burkha suddenly sprint and leap to clamber into the back of the truck.




She pulled into the gate and said to the guards, “Hello again. I have made my delivery and I have been sent to make another collection. May I pass?”




Eitan stepped around. “I will make a quick check in the back.” He moved to the back and looked in. “Not a problem. Let her through.”




But one guard asked Eitan, “Who are you and what are you doing here?”




Well crud. Aly opened the truck door hard, slamming one guard into the guard shack and against the far wall. Eitan threw a knife and planted it right in the other guard’s chest.




Aly was already out of the truck and dropping the first guard before opening the gate. Ziva was out of the back and taking down the guards on the other side of the truck. Then Ziva was in the cab almost as fast as Aly got in, and hissing in Hebrew, “Let’s move.”




Aly checked that Eitan was climbing into the back, and she pulled out. She couldn’t speed, because of the zigzag that vehicles had to make to drive up to the gate. But Eitan was already firing Strelas at the burning buildings behind them. Judging by how fast the Strelas were getting launched, some of the others were helping him. 




She just steered carefully, cleared the barriers, and then stepped on the gas. She had a way to go before the truck would be out of the range of anti-vehicle weaponry.




And there, in her rearview mirror on the outside of the truck, was trouble. She said to Ziva, “We’ve got two terrorists with anti-tank weapons at the gate, and they’re lining them on us.”




Ziva just said, “We will have to rely on our teammates.”




Aly thought Ziva was talking about the guys in the back of the truck. But then one of the terrorists with the weapons was slammed to the ground like someone hit him in the side with a sledgehammer. The second terrorist looked over at the first guy… and his head pretty much exploded. Eww! The guy standing with them and ready to hand them more armaments just dropped his stuff and tried to run, but hardly got turned around before he was hit with whatever Gibbs was firing from way up on the side of the valley.




She figured it was only a matter of time before someone back there got better weaponry aimed her way, like maybe a tank which would ignore anything Gibbs shot at it. Even if she hadn’t seen any tanks or anything like a tank yet. She stepped harder on the gas pedal. She was pretty sure she couldn’t drive fast enough to worry Ziva.




Still, it was less than a minute before a swarm of trucks and armed jeeps and stuff came buzzing out of the gate and chased after them. Aly said to Ziva, “Pursuit.”




Ziva said in Hebrew, “You have good eyes.” Then she thought about Aly for a few moments and added in English, “Never mind.” She opened her door and leaned out to look behind her, even though Aly was going maybe sixty miles an hour on a road that wasn’t made to drive sixty on.




Ziva studied the pursuit for a few moments and finally said, “When they fire their heavy weaponry, you may have to dodge.”




Aly looked at the not-road off to the sides of the road she was on, and she figured it was safer to just go faster and open up a bigger gap on the pursuit. But she knew there was a problem waiting for her. Once she turned off to the right where she had caught up with Gibbs, she would be going perpendicular to the pursuit, and they would start closing on her. Even worse, when she went up the road to the top of the valley wall, there were a couple switchbacks with really tight turns. She would have to slow down a ton, and the pursuit would be able to shoot at her pretty easily.




She called Gibbs on the radio. “Jasmine to Aladdin. Come in, please. Jasmine to Aladdin.”




“Aladdin here. Moving to support position. Problem?”




“Jasmine. Not if you’re moving to a support position. Otherwise, we’re in trouble when we try to climb up that road and get through those switchbacks.” After all, the pursuit didn’t have to hit her truck to stop her. They could fire on the rock walls just above the road ahead of her and put enough rock on the road that she would have to stop. Or else…




She waited until Gibbs signed off and Ziva had complained, “Tony made up the call signs, did he not?”




“Didn’t he,” Aly corrected without thinking. She said, “Ziva, if I bail out of the truck, can you slide over and take over the driving?”




Ziva nodded, “Yes. If I get rid of this burkha first.” She started wiggling to get the burkha that she was sitting on up over her hips, so she could pull it off. “What is your plan?”




Aly explained, “There are switchbacks ahead of us. If they aim at the roadway ahead of us, they can put too much rock on the road for us to get by. Unless…”




Ziva nodded again. “Right. Unless a bionic woman can run ahead of us and move all those rocks out of the way.”




Aly shrugged. “That’s the best idea I’ve got right now, unless Gibbs can shoot everything following us.”




Ziva pulled the burkha off over her head and threw it down by her feet, leaving her barefoot and in rags that definitely didn’t cover enough of her. She told Aly, “Never tell Gibbs that he can’t hit whatever he is planning on shooting.”




Aly smiled a little. “I’ll remember that.”




In a few more minutes, she was approaching the crossing road she had come in on. She had a bigger lead on the pursuit. But it wasn’t enough if she needed to slow down enough to make that turn. And the area off the road at that corner had boulders and dips and pits and a couple wrecked vehicles, so cutting across that would be bad.




She said, “Hang on. I’m going to try taking that corner way too fast.”




Ziva calmly asked, “Have you had a technical driving course? Is that what it is called in English?”




Aly said, “Yeah, And close enough. They just called it ‘advanced driving techniques’.”




She turned the wheel too sharply, and the rear tires lost their grip. The truck skidded and she steered into the skid, with the rear tires coming around so the truck was skidding sideways. Just as she was about to get to the crossing road, she shifted and gave the truck a little gas. The rear tires gained their grip again. Mostly. The truck slowed down a little, but it still made the turn and then jetted forward, picking up speed. She shot down the crossing road, headed for the switchbacks.




Ziva laughed, “Well done!” They high-fived. Aly tried not to show how relieved she was that she had actually pulled it off in a crisis situation, even if she had practiced that kind of skid a bunch during her driving course.




She also tried not to think about what Mrs. Carney, the Driver’s Ed teacher at her old high school, would have said about that turn. Especially when a lot of the Driver’s Ed students called her ‘Mrs. Crabby’.




Ziva looked out her window and watched the pursuit. “Two all-terrain vehicles with mounted weaponry are trying to cut across on a diagonal. Both will fire on us as soon as they get a little closer.”




Aly just kept her foot on the gas pedal. She had to be careful, because she knew she could maybe accidentally put her foot right through the floor if she pushed too hard. That would be mega-bad. She said, “Keep an eye on them.”




“Of course.”




Aly was hoping Ziva would be able to tell her something really useful, like ‘brake for two seconds’ or ‘speed up for five seconds’. Or something.




She couldn’t hear Gibbs’ sniper rifle over the racing truck engine, but Ziva suddenly said, “Yes!” She then explained, “Gibbs shot out their windshield and they overturned. One down, one to go, and half a dozen vehicles pursuing on the road.”




After a few more seconds, Ziva said, “Ignore this.”




Aly didn’t know what ‘this’ was going to be, but she could guess. So she wasn’t completely shocked when a missile sailed over the road about fifty feet ahead of her and exploded well off to her left. 




It was still too close. As soon as she had to slow down while going uphill with a couple hairpin turns, the truck was going to be in trouble.




“Aladdin to Jasmine, c—”




“Jasmine here, Aladdin. Sitrep?” she rushed.




“Aladdin. Misfire. I’m going to need time to clear it.”




“Jasmine. Understood.” Boy, that was not what she was hoping to hear.




She gritted her teeth and said, “Ziva, slide over and keep driving.” She opened her door and slid over so Ziva could slide across the bench seat to take over.




She felt Ziva’s foot moving onto the gas pedal as Ziva said, “Ready.”




Aly moved out of the truck and stood on the running board until she was sure Ziva was in position. Then she said, “You know what to do.” And she jumped off.





Part VII



Aly was moving her legs before she hit the road. She nearly stumbled, but this was something she had practiced, because it was a trick Kate really liked. Going the other way and hopping into the truck was way easier, though.




She let the truck pull ahead of her before she cut to her right behind the truck and ran over the rough terrain to head off that ATV. She sped up too. And she focused on an angle that would let her close with the ATV.




The guy on the back of the ATV was lining up another missile, and Aly knew that Ziva wouldn’t see it coming so she had no chance to dodge it. So Aly scooped up a rock the size of her head and took aim as she closed.




Before the gunner could aim and fire on her truck, Aly fastballed that rock into the weaponry. The missile launcher took the hit. It and the gunner went tumbling off the back of the ATV. Aly kept closing, because anyone in the cab with a machine gun or a light anti-tank weapon was still a threat to her truck.




The driver finally realized she was a real danger, and he tried to evade while the man in the shotgun seat tried to maneuver an AK across the driver’s face to open fire on her. Wow, that was a mega-bad idea. Especially when the AK would be ejecting hot brass all over the inside of the cab, like into the driver’s face.




She cut to her right so she was coming up on the back left of the ATV and she was out of the narrow angle the passenger could have fired at. And she slammed her hands against the ATV just above the left rear tire.




The back of the ATV leapt to the side about four feet, and the whole thing went bouncing sideways until it flipped over and rolled.




Aly kept moving, only she changed direction. The ATV was upside-down, so she sped up even more and headed for where her truck was going to be in a few moments. Even with Ziva driving, Aly was sure she could catch up to it pretty fast.




She checked that Ziva still had a big lead on the half dozen vehicles still in pursuit. Those guys were just not giving up.




So as soon as she was nearly back on the road and still over a hundred yards behind Ziva, Aly started scooping up big rocks and tossing them onto the road. That was going to slow down the pursuit vehicles unless they had cowcatchers mounted on their fronts.




She moved onto the road and sped up until she caught up with the rear bumper of the truck. Tony gave her a big thumbs-up and a huge grin. Tim gave her two thumbs-up. Eitan and Hassan just kind of gaped in stunned disbelief.




Aly sped up enough to leap onto the passenger-side running board so she could open the door and slide in. She checked with Ziva, “Doing okay?”




Ziva kept focusing on the road in front of her. “Gibbs cleared the jam, but the breech is too damaged to use anymore. He has a smaller weapon but it is not anti-materiel. We are on our own until we get to the top of the rise.”




Aly pointed out, “I lobbed some rocks onto the road, so that may give us some time.”




Ziva gave her a wicked smile.




They got to the part of the road that went up the side of the valley, and the truck just couldn’t keep up the speed it had been doing on the flat roads. Aly knew it would get even slower when Ziva had to maneuver around the hairpin turns up ahead. So she leaned forward enough to watch the pursuit behind her in the rearview mirror.




It looked like the trucks and stuff were having to weave their way around those rocks she had thrown onto the road. They meant they were going almost as slow as her truck was. But as soon as they cleared all her obstacles, they would speed up. And they would get a lot closer, since her truck had to take the switchbacks to the top of the rise. And they had stuff like anti-tank missiles.




The guys in the back waited until the pursuit got closer, and then they opened up with some of the Strelas they had left.




So that was when the pursuit decided they should open up too. Fortunately, the engine of her truck was masked by the bulk of the back of the truck, so the pursuit’s surface-to-surface missiles were doing a lousy job of finding her truck’s engine.




The first pursuit vehicle blew up when a couple Strelas both targeted its hot engine area. But the rear of that vehicle was masking the heat signature of the vehicles behind it, and as soon as its front end was on fire, it was acting like IR-missile countermeasures. The next couple Strelas also targeted the fire and not the stuff behind that truck.




The other pursuit vehicles hid their IR signatures behind the big fire, and they opened fire from back there. Someone on her team still tried firing a heat-seeking missile at them, and the missile just dove into the big truck fire instead.




Aly was going to guess it was Tony, because Tim had probably studied stuff like the operational characteristics of common missile types. And guys like Eitan probably had lots of real-world experience with stuff like Strelas.




Some of the pursuit force stepped out from behind the fire and launched missiles and grenades. None of them hit the truck, but two of the grenades were close enough that they might have put frags into the sides. Two missiles exploded further up the road, which was probably going to be a problem.




Gibbs had to be up top working his smaller rifle, because she heard the gunfire, and saw in the rearview mirror as a guy with an RPG suddenly dropped to the ground, and a couple other badguys scrambled for cover.




Aly glanced at Ziva. “I’m on it.”




She leapt out of the truck, which was now down to maybe fifteen or twenty miles an hour because of the incline and the upcoming hairpin turn. She raced forward at way over that speed and got to the next straightaway, tossing rocks off the road and down onto the lower section of road so it would be a pain to follow them. As Ziva came around the turn and headed onto the straight section, Aly cleared the last rocks and ran up around the top hairpin.




Gibbs was already there with his beat-up car. He had parked it where it was on the road but it wouldn’t be in Ziva’s way when she made the turn, and he waited as Aly tossed more rocks off the road and down to the lower straightaway.




As soon as Ziva made the turn at maybe fifteen miles an hour, Gibbs jumped onto the truck’s running board. As they passed Aly, he yelled, “Lieutenant! Flip that piece of crap into the hairpin!”




Ooh! Good idea! That would be way more of a problem than two hundred pound rocks on the straight sections.




She darted over and lifted up the back end of the old car, turning it so it was sideways to the road. Then she moved to the uphill side of the road and she got a good grip on the frame. One good heave, and the car rolled over to block that hairpin turn really well. She turned and darted up the road and over the top part to the mostly-flat section above the valley.




By the time she got there, the truck had stopped where Gibbs wanted. He was tossing his gear and Aly’s backpack into the back of the truck and clambering in. So Aly ran around the truck, checking for frag damage from those grenades. Mainly she was making sure the tires weren’t perforated, and the stuff like the fuel line and the brake lines weren’t shredded. Everything looked good, so she ran to the shotgun seat for the cab and hopped in. She checked, “Everything okay?”




Ziva nodded as she stomped on the acceleration and upshifted. “Yes. Although Gibbs is really annoyed about losing the big gun for the rest of the mission.”




Aly shrugged. “Well, we were pretty lucky on the rest of stuff. And you can ignore the anti-aircraft battery east of us, because I already took it down.”




And just then, there was an enormous boom from back in the terrorist camp, almost immediately followed by a way bigger BOOM. Aly looked in the rearview mirror and saw a shockwave race outward from the spot where the camp had been and smash across the whole valley. The shockwave even smacked the canvas top of their truck, rocking the truck viciously and nearly tearing the canvas top loose.




Ziva smiled mercilessly. “Armory, followed by their ammo dump. I believe that takes care of all of our secondary objectives and our lower-level objectives too.”




Aly felt sick to her stomach as she realized that nobody anywhere near that camp would have survived those blasts. Maybe not even the women out tending the fields. And those trucks pursuing them probably got blasted over onto their sides, if not just completely blasted.




She should have thought more about what it meant when Ziva and Eitan went after the armory and ammo dump. She should have asked if there was any alternative.




She should have known they would do this. They were tougher than she was, and they were fighting this as a war, and they saw everyone working with terrorists as more terrorists. She didn’t say anything about it, though. She just sat there for a while and felt bad.




They barreled eastward down the road toward the coast. After maybe half an hour more, Aly asked, “Do we have a planned exfil?”




Ziva replied, “More or less. I know where we were brought in, and it’s a small cove where several of their ‘pirate ships’ hide out when they’re not off the coast. We head to the cove, cripple all but one boat, take it, and head for the shipping lanes where we can get picked up by friendlies.”




Aly admitted, “That’s more plan than I had, if we’re not trying to get back to Baledogle AFB.”




Ziva frowned, “If that’s where you started, then the Al-Shabaab should know that from their informants, and be moving to stop you from returning there. Also, it is a much longer route within Somalia, which is not advisable either.”




Oh yeah. Gibbs had been concerned about that kind of stuff. So Aly figured she needed to listen to the experts.




“Ben-zonna!” Ziva suddenly cursed. Aly glanced over, and Ziva was looking in her rearview mirror.




Aly took a quick look in the rearview mirror on her side of the truck. Well crud. Someone had gotten two helos up in the air to hunt them down. And, since those helos had weaponry mounted on them, not just hunt them down.




Aly said, “Just keep driving as fast as you can and still keep the truck on the road.” And she opened the passenger door.




There wasn’t much of a leap—for her, anyway—to the roof of the truck’s cab. From there she hopped onto the canvas-covered back part of the truck. She already had the plastic and polish peeled off her fingernails, so she just made a hard vertical slash down the side part of the canvas and sliced open a four-foot long cut in between the metal ribs holding the canvas up.




She slipped through and dropped into the back of the truck. Tony was grinning at her, but Eitan and Hassan looked kind of alarmed. Tony helpfully asked, “What? You guys never seen She-Hulk make an entrance before?”




“Thanks, Tony,” she said as sarcastically as she could. “You guys bother to look out the back lately?”




They had the back canvas closed and tied shut, so she was figuring the answer had to be ‘not a chance’.




Tony smirked, “With Ziva driving, we’re all scared to watch the road tear by.” But he took the time to hand Aly back her silenced Beretta.




Tim said, “Dust problems if we leave the canvas open.”




Well, Aly could believe that. Ziva was going pretty fast, and it was a dusty road.




But Eitan was already taking the hint and opening up the back canvas enough to take a look. Then he cursed way worse than Ziva had. So the other guys took a peek too.




Aly asked, “How many Strelas do we have left?”




Tim looked embarrassed as he looked down. The big supply of Strelas was down to three. Well, they had needed to fire on a lot of stuff.




Aly managed not to wince any. She just said, “Okay. I’ll take two, and you guys hang onto the last one.”




Hassan asked in accented English, “What do you mean you will take two?”




Tony gave him a look. “You just had to ask her, didn’t you?”




Aly ignored him and picked up two, tucking them under her left arm. Then she leapt out of the back of the truck to the accompaniment of a lot of surprised cursing in Hebrew and Arabic.




She sped down the road, back the way they had come, trying to get to some cover before the helicopters spotted her. She figured she had better get off the road and not on the side toward the helos, so she jumped a little pasture fence on the north side of the road, cut around a bunch of really nosy goats, and ran up a low rise that wasn’t really big enough to call a hill.




She dropped onto her stomach just as she got to the crest of the rise, and she could see both helos turning a few more degrees to the east to line up for attack runs on her truck. Not happening on her watch.




She targeted the front helo with her first Strela when the helo got about as close to her as it was going to get, and she fired. She immediately dropped the Strela, grabbed the second one, lined it up, and fired that one.




The first Strela targeted the hot engine of the helo and took it out. The helo dropped out of the sky and failed its auto-rotation maneuver so it hit the ground pretty hard. She tried not to wince, and failed.




The second helo fired off two high-temp magnesium flares, and her second Strela targeted the closer flare. Crud. So she had one helo still running, and a couple pilots totally not happy with her, and no Strelas left. 




She rolled down the back side of the rise, and she ran. 




The helo diverted from the truck, and it started putting rounds into the area she had used as her firing platform. It put lots and lots of rounds into the crest of the hill, and as it soared over the crest it put a bunch of rounds into everything on the back side of the rise. If she had been a normal person, she would have gotten shredded with big AP rounds and tracers.




But she hadn’t been normal for a while. She was running perpendicular to the crest of the rise, and she was running as fast as she could. So in the maybe forty seconds it took the helo to reach the crest so it could dump way too much ammo, she had already moved over a mile east, sprinting parallel to the road.




Ziva was driving really mega-fast, so she was miles ahead of Aly’s position, but the helo was still operational. And no matter how fast Ziva drove on that road, the helo could go way faster. So Aly needed to deal with it.




Aly dove behind some rocks before the helo started searching for her. Okay, it was probably searching for a complete anti-air fireteam and not something the size of one little Aly with no more heavy weaponry. And it was still looking on the back side of that rise.




It was too bad she didn’t have a lot more Strelas.




That anti-aircraft base she had wrecked was another ten or twenty klicks along the road, but she had taken all their Strelas, as far as she knew. And she had completely wrecked their big fancy Self-Propelled Air Defense system. Crud. Well, maybe there was a Strela lying loose there. Or two or three of them.




Okay, she hoped not, because those guys might have escaped from the cable she tied them up with, and might be shooting at her truck right now.




Maybe she had better check. She waited until the helo turned to check something off to the west, and she ran. She headed pretty much due east, keeping on the north side of these little rises and low hills that were just to the north of the road. All she had to do was run around one hillock and use it for cover, and then keep sprinting.




She sped up. It was only a matter of time before the pilots gave up hunting for the force they probably thought had attacked them, and got back to business. Which would put them heading right toward her. On the other hand, moving at something near her top speed, she was only a few minutes away from that anti-aircraft base.




She got maybe halfway to the anti-aircraft hill before she heard the helo coming. Her bionic hearing picked up the sound long before her normal ear could have, so she had plenty of warning. She just didn’t have tons of places to hide. And she didn’t know if those pilots had IR or other stuff that could spot her even if she was hiding under some bushes or something.




But one thing she had going for her was her speed. There was no way the guys in that helo would be looking for a person running at a hundred miles an hour. 




On the other hand, she wasn’t running in a perfectly straight line, like that helo was probably flying. And from what she had seen, it was probably doing maybe a hundred sixty or a hundred eighty miles an hour. Once it passed her, there was no way she could ever catch it again.




She ran as hard as she could. But there was no way she was going to get to that hill before the helo zoomed past her to blow up Ziva and Tony and Gibbs and Tim and everybody. She had to do something. Well, something other than just running.





Part VIII



Aly tracked the helo with her hearing, and she was pretty sure it was just zooming maybe a hundred feet or so above the road.




Okay, so she had another bad idea. She ran up the side of a long, low rise and pulled out her Beretta that Tony had finally given back to her. She unscrewed the silencer so she had as much power and accuracy as she could get out of it. And she dropped to the ground just short of the very top edge of the rise.




The helo was heading down the road but drifting sideways to look for problems, so it was going less than a hundred eighty miles an hour. Good. But it was even higher than she had thought. Which was bad. Just before it was actually pointing at her, she dumped her magazine into the helo’s windscreen.




Okay, her first round missed and she had to adjust pretty fast, but she was sure she put over half a dozen rounds in there. She didn’t think any of them actually penetrated, but they sure starred that windshield and made the pilots over-react.




The helo cut sideways and up, and then began firing all over the place, trying to hit her or at least drop a ton of suppressive fire on her sector. But she had already rolled over and sprinted down the back side of the rise before running east once again.




She didn’t know how long she had before the helo caught up with her again, but she had a couple more mags for the Beretta. And the hill with that anti-air battery was only a few minutes ahead at her speed. Only… she had looted pretty much all their Strelas and wrecked their SPAD. She sure wasn’t going to have time to search the whole place for one more working Strela. But she knew roughly where there were a couple AKs lying around. And there were a couple good places there she could use for cover.




She sprinted eastward on the back side of a couple little rises, while the helo was trying to figure out who had opened fire on them. But it darted away from that area and moved back onto its path along the road before she was ready. She was going to have to try something pretty soon, because…




There was a signal mirror up ahead, and they were signaling her in Morse code. D… E… C… O… Y.




Hey! They were signaling her in English! She knew who that had to be. She ran on until she was a lot closer to the signal mirror, and the helo was catching up with her really fast.




Then she cut over to the road and ran a lot slower. She slapped a new mag into her Beretta and stood there in the middle of the road with the helo closing on her. She turned sideways and waited until it got close enough for her to open fire on it. Even if it didn’t need to get as close to use its weaponry. Like Ziva had said, you had to trust your team.




And the helo opened fire on her, even if its first couple rounds hit short, ricocheting off rocks and gravel, and shattering the rocks and gravel into fairly nasty frags.




Oh crud, that hurt. Something like a rock fragment or a bullet fragment hit her right in the shin. Fortunately, her shins were a lot tougher than normal shins.




The crack of a rifle from behind her made her flinch, but she held her stance. With her telescopic vision, she could see the already-starred windshield crack and the pilot’s head snap backward. The co-pilot frantically grabbed the controls, but he was still grappling with the situation when the next shot starred his part of the windshield and dropped him. The helo veered off to the side and downward, with no one piloting it anymore.




She turned and ran toward the signaling mirror before the helo crashed into an arid field. She was completely unsurprised to see it was Gibbs with his second-best firearm. And Tony with a big signaling mirror. He took the time to signal T… H… U… M… B… S… U… P to her in Morse code. Gibbs gave him a big glare instead of a head slap.




Then Tony turned to face away from her, and he did some more signaling. By then Aly was close enough to see that he was signaling the truck, which was on the other side of that rise. Ziva drove the truck out of a narrow spot on the other side of that hill. It looked like Eitan was sitting on the roof of the cab with the last Strela, just in case.




Aly ran over to where Gibbs was brushing dust off his pants from lying down to take those shots. Tony smirked, “Y’know, when you do the big face-off like that, you need to stand like an Old West gunslinger. And you need a big ol’ Colt revolver instead of a Beretta.”




“DiNozzo!” Gibbs snapped.




They piled into the truck, while Eitan clambered off the roof and got into the back again. And Ziva floored it. Aly checked her shin, which was in pretty good shape. She just pried the fragment of metal out of her much tougher ‘shinbone’ and taped over the wound and covered it up with her pants leg. Okay, the pants leg had a little hole in it too, but with the camo pattern on the material, the hole was kind of hard to spot.




It still took a while to get to the cove Ziva was heading for. It was only about a dozen kilometers south of Baraawe, which was maybe a pretty good spot for Somali pirates to work from. A nearby town for resupply, a nice cove to hide in, and an easy exit into the ocean waters.




They came out just north of the northern side of the cove. It was shaped like a narrow southeast-facing ‘V’ with a rock breakwater at the top of the ‘V’ keeping out the worst of the ocean waves. Back where the boats were, there were two fast-looking boats on their side of the cove, and three similar boats on the far side. Both sides of the cove had ramshackle wooden docks, as well as shacks and trucks nearby for the pirates.




Gibbs called for a quick strategy session. “We can’t take out all those boats at the same time from over here. Do we know how to get around to the south side of the water?”




Ziva answered, “We should be able to follow the path down there as far west as we need to go to ford the river emptying into it, and site a team over there.”




Aly held up her hand. “I can swim over and take out all three boats, then swim back. So you only have to take out one boat and pilot the other one.”




Gibbs frowned at her. “Lieutenant, that’s about four hundred meters across the inlet, and you would be under observation the entire time.”




Aly agreed, “Aye, Gunny.”




“That’s a quarter of a mile.”




Aly nodded, “Aye, Gunny.”




He finally gave up. “This is something else I’m not supposed to know about, isn’t it?”




Tony pretended he was talking to Tim. “You know, she doesn’t look like The Creature, and this doesn’t look like the Black Lagoon…”




“DiNozzo…” Gunny growled.




Aly gave in. “Gunny, I can cover the distance without being seen, and I can do it in a rational timeframe. I can cripple all three boats. And I can swim back without being seen. Probably in about the amount of time it’ll take your group to handle the shacks and trucks and extra boat on this side.”




“Time estimate?” Gunny frowned.




Okay, she had been thinking about that. She could swim a mile under water in about four minutes. Less, if she was deep enough that she didn’t have to worry about kicking up big waves or splashes. She already knew about disabling boats in the water, thanks to a course Oscar sent her and Kate to. And she could hold her breath a really long time. But seawater really made her organic eye sting, and this water was pretty much all seawater with only a little fresh water puddling in from the stream to the west.




She admitted, “I can be back in ten minutes.”




Eitan cursed under his breath at that. A lot.




Ziva just said, “Move to the forward boat. We will disable the rear boat. Just make sure that those three boats cannot follow us in a timely fashion.”




Hassan quietly said in Arabic, “It would be better if those boats could never move again.”




Aly just said, “I need to get into the water without being seen.”




Gibbs looked at her like ‘well duh’. Even if there was no way he would say that.




Ziva said, “We will park near the target boat. You can slip into the water between the dock and the boat. No one on the far side will see you.”




Aly nodded, “Great. You need me to do anything before I hit the water?”




Ziva smiled thinly, “I think we’ve got this side.”




Ziva drove the truck along the gravel path and parked next to a few other trucks. Aly stripped off her gear, and her shoes and socks. There was no point in getting everything wet, when she didn’t need that stuff for her part of the op. She put her hair up in a low ponytail so it wouldn’t be too much in the way. She walked barefoot over to the boat, while the others spread out in the tasks Gibbs had given them: the trucks, the front boat they were stealing, the rear boat they were wrecking, the buildings, and probably some other stuff like the fuel tanks.




Aly was hyperventilating as she moved to the dock, but she was still paying attention. There were a couple seamanship tools in a rusty metal toolbox that was left open. So she grabbed a nice, big marlinspike from the toolbox. It had a lanyard through its handle, so she draped that around her neck, and she slipped into the water.




She dove down toward the bottom of the inlet, so she wouldn’t be visible. The water was fairly clear except for a few places that looked like leaked oil or whatever, and she didn’t want to be seen. And she wasn’t buoyant. She weighed about fifteen pounds more than someone her size should, so she basically had a fifteen pound weight belt built in already.




She kept her organic eye closed and just used her nightvision to see really well in the water. And she swam at her top speed without swim fins, which was around twenty knots.




Okay, she had to swim around a couple spots in the middle of the inlet, where someone had dumped huge piles of rocks and concrete and stuff, so anyone zooming into the inlet on anti-piracy actions was likely to get the bottom of their boat ripped out. Eww.




But those were just small detours. She was under the first boat in a couple minutes. She just used her fingers and some bionic strength to unscrew the twin props. Then she got in between where the props were supposed to be. She put her hands on the propeller shafts and pushed hard. Tony would probably call it ‘the Samson routine’. Once she bent both prop shafts, she used the marlinspike to punch some holes in the bottom of the hull, on either side of the keel. She held her hand near one of the holes, and she could feel the suction as water streamed in through the holes. That boat wasn’t going to be useful for a long while.




She did the same stuff to the second boat. The third boat only had one prop, so she had to put more work into bending the propeller shaft. But she punched a bunch of extra holes in the hull. She took the marlinspike and headed back along the bottom of the inlet to the north side, where her team was.




She swam under the front boat and surfaced between the boat and the dock. She could hear someone running across the dock to the boat, so she waited in the water. Once she saw it was Tim, and he was jumping into the boat, she kicked hard and dolphined up high enough to pull herself up over the gunwale into the boat.




Tim twitched as he spun around at the noise, and he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw it was her, instead of maybe insurgents. He checked, “All done?”




She nodded. “Who’s not back?”




He grimaced, “Ziva and Eitan. They took the quarters.”




Aly looked over the buildings, and spotted which building that had to be. The big quonset hut with room for maybe thirty or forty if you crowded lots of bunk beds in like in a Marine barracks. She used her infrared vision and checked on stuff. But it looked like Ziva and Eitan were at one end of the building, with Ziva bending and moving. And nothing else seemed to be moving.




Ziva and Eitan came out and ran for the boat. Ziva had pulled on some pants and a shirt, both of which were too big for her, but they were way better than the torn rags she had been wearing.




Ziva moved for the bow of the boat, while Eitan went for the stern. They untied the ropes holding the boat at the dock, and then jumped aboard. Gibbs cranked up the engine, and they headed out of the inlet for the open ocean.




Aly moved over to where Gibbs was at the wheel. She checked, “How long before someone calls for help?”




Gibbs asked, “How many people noticed your work?”




Aly admitted, “No one. I never surfaced. But I took off all the props, bent all the propeller shafts, and punched holes in all the hulls. Those things aren’t going anywhere, and they’re not gonna stay above water much longer.”




He just nodded. But Tony gave her a low whistle of admiration. He grinned, “I don’t have enough thumbs for the number of thumbs-ups you need.”




“DiNozzo!” Gibbs growled.




They shot east across the ocean waves, away from the coast. The boat was really fast, and really uncomfortable. And it handled like it had last been repaired using twine and spit.




Gibbs pointed at the spot where he had dropped Aly’s boots and socks, along with her pack and gear. She quickly pulled dry socks and boots on over her wet feet.




Gibbs asked Ziva, “Armaments?”




Ziva replied, “Machine gun mounted in the bow. Half a dozen Kalash knockoffs in the locker.”




Tony smirked, “Okay, not that much firepower… so we only hijack cruise ships if they have Miss Universe contestants on them.”




“Tony, behave,” Ziva insisted. But she didn’t insist really hard. After all, Tony looked really beaten-up, and Ziva knew he had let himself get captured and beaten up just to rescue her.




Okay, Ziva and Eitan and Hassan looked a lot worse than Tony. Those terrorists were really mega-jerky. Although Aly was still sure she couldn’t have blown up their ammo dump when she knew it would kill all those people. Maybe she just wasn’t tough enough to do this kind of job.




Then it took hours and hours to get to the shipping lanes and find some ships with a military ship protecting them. It was even a U.S. frigate, which was good. Unless it opened fire on them. Which would be bad.




But Gunny had already thought about that, so he slowed down a lot, and he changed direction so he could come alongside the frigate where it could shoot at them while they couldn’t do much. Unless the frigate assumed they were suicide bombers or something.




And Gunny had Tim working on what passed for a radio in the boat, trying to get someone on the frigate to answer. It seemed like a really long time, but finally Tim got through on some channel, and their boat pulled over amidships of the frigate, with the frigate dropping a cargo net for everyone to climb up, while several seamen pointed submachine guns and stuff at them.




Gunny went up first, with Tim and Tony right behind him. Aly made sure Ziva went next, and then Hassan and Eitan. Aly went last, and she made sure she had her gear and her backpack of stuff and her special parasail.




A first lieutenant was standing there, making sure they didn’t sneak on board with a tactical nuke or something. He glared at Aly and snapped, “And who the hell are you?”




Aly stood at attention and saluted. “Second Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie, USMC, sir!”




Okay, he looked pretty surprised at that. Maybe she looked too much like a Somali insurgent.




Aly had to show the lieutenant everything she had on her and in her backpack. Which was fine, since there wasn’t anything in there except mission stuff and OSI stuff. And some of the others were talking some about her, which she didn’t really want.




The lieutenant checked, “Lemme get this straight. You’re a Marine O-1, and a military liaison for our OSI, and you’re working with the NCIS on this op because you know Mossad operatives?”




Aly admitted, “It does sound sort of messy. Sorry about that. But… aye sir. And I think pretty much everything else is classified, and we’ll have to get you clearance and some NDAs before I can tell you more.”




Tony unhelpfully said, “Don’t fall for the act. Her platoon at OCS called her ‘She-Hulk’. She’s the toughest Marine I ever met.”




Aly just said, “Thank you, Agent DiNozzo.” Even if she sort of wanted to stick her tongue out at him.




But Tony’s attitude actually helped. Okay, Aly was kind of surprised about that. So the lieutenant had some people check with some more important people, and pretty soon they were sitting down and eating dinner with the captain and the XO. The XO even knew who Gunny Gibbs was, so that made everything way easier.




The frigate had stuff to do, but as soon as it got to a naval base in Yemen a day later, they got offloaded and moved to an air force base, and then flown home. Even if Eitan and Hassan went in other directions.




When they finally landed back at Andrews AFB, Gunny made a phone call. To Ziva’s dad. And he wasn’t nice at all. He told Ziva’s dad that he was a b-word and an a-word and an f-word and even a couple filthy words from Yiddish and Hebrew that Aly had no idea Gibbs knew. And he said that Ziva was their agent, not Mossad’s, and if Ziva’s dad made a move toward her again, Gibbs would shoot his privates off at a klick out.




Aly told Ziva what Gibbs had said on the phone, and Ziva just smiled.




Joan showed up in her military outfit with the car that had military plates and stickers and stuff, so Aly had an easy time getting back to the OSI base. And Joan had Aly call Oscar while they were in the car, and Oscar told Aly to go get cleaned up and stuff before dropping by his office for the debriefing.




So Aly went back to her apartment and used the dye removers and stuff, so she was back to normal, blonde, fair-skinned Aly. She also called Rudy’s team and checked about getting the ding in her lower leg patched up when she still had a debriefing to do. They said just to drop by whenever she got done talking to Oscar, which was really nice of them.




Maybe her subconscious hadn’t liked looking like a Saudi terrorist, but she just sort of picked out some of her favorite overalls and sneakers and stuff.




The debriefing went great, with Oscar being really great, and not even complaining about Aly not calling for help as fast as she thought she should have, back at Andrews AFB. So she wrapped up by telling him, “Oscar, I owe you a huge favor for letting me go rescue Ziva.”




He smiled and shook his head a little bit. “Aly, Gibbs’ team would have probably died if you hadn’t gone, so they owe us some major favors. And despite appearances, Eli David does care what happens to his only surviving child. He now owes us a major favor, which we will collect someday in the future. The State Department and the DoD and the Pentagon are quite happy about a problematic terrorist base being located and disabled. General Jefferson is very happy about his command getting a lot of credit for all of that. Not to mention that Ziva is your friend, and you would have been very unhappy if you hadn’t been able to save her.”




Aly insisted, “Right. So I owe you a huge favor.”




“Okay.” Oscar thought it over for a moment. “Do you really think you could fix the Mexican food that the commissary serves? Casey’s pretty protective of his cooks.”




Aly nodded happily. “Sure! I mean, what’s the worst that can happen?”





The SGC and an Abyss

Part I



Alexandra Mack sped up a little. She was running hard, and she had a stitch in her side. But she was not going to stop. The footsteps were close enough behind her that she could hear them, and she was not going to let them catch up. If anything, she needed to get farther ahead.




So she ignored the pain in her side. She ignored the burning in her lungs. Enduring pain was one of the things she was mega-good at. She just ran.




She cut along the heavily wooded path and spotted the wobbly little board across the stream. It looked like a trap to her. Forget that. She cut through the stream instead, ignoring her wet socks and shoes. The footsteps behind her tried the board and struggled with it. That gave her a lot more distance.




The path curved and then opened up onto a clearing. There were only two girls ahead of her. And she could see the finish line way ahead of them. She ignored the agony in her side and the burning in her lungs. She broke into a sprint.




The two girls were focusing on each other, and both were waiting for the other one to begin the final kick, so she managed to catch up and pass both before they realized she was there. They both pulled out their kick for the finish line, but she wasn’t going to slow down, no matter how much her lungs hurt.




“Mack one! Bortles two! Freeman three!”




Since this was a big cross-country meet, she was handed a thin plastic rectangle that had the number ‘1’ engraved into it and then painted to be easier to read. Most of the regular cross-country meets at her school? You got a popsicle stick with the number written on it in magic marker.




She kept walking, breathing deeply, standing as straight as she could with her head tilted back and her mouth open to get as much oxygen as she could. She knew the pain would go away, fairly soon. And enduring brutal pain was one of her strong points.




And then Mrs. Sanderson, their coach, was giving her a big hug. “Great job. Really great. Nobody’s beaten Bortles yet, this year. She’s gonna be gracious when she comes over, but she’s really pissed off right now. Her coach is even more pissed off, so don’t be surprised if someone calls it and you have to pee into a cup.”




She took a deep breath and managed, “Not a problem.” She always hydrated before a race. Just like she always carbo-loaded the night before. 




Then her teammates were finishing and running over to ask how she did, and hug her, and when she showed them the big number 1 on her card, she had to beg them not to start chanting.




There was nothing more embarrassing than having other teams, and their team parents, and their fans, and everyone else, watching while her team chanted, “Alexandra the Great! Alexandra the Great! Alexandra the Great!”




Okay, she had been through far more horrible events than having great teammates who wanted to celebrate how well she did. 




And then Sandy Bortles came over, with Akima Freeman in tow. Bortles forced herself to smile, and she said, “Great race, Mack.”




Alexandra gave her a big smile she didn’t feel. “Thanks! You’re awesome, Sandy. If you hadn’t been concentrating on Akima, and the other way around, I never would’ve beat either of you.” And Alexandra had been going by ‘Alex’ some of the time since late spring, when she had found out what a heroine—and a superheroine—really was. So she added, “Call me Alex. And I’m sure you’ll both beat me next time.”




And there would definitely be a next time. This was just the regionals. And Alexandra knew that more of Sandy’s and Akima’s teams would be going to the state championships, while she was going to have maybe one teammate for support if she was lucky. Cross-country was a team sport, and you could run it as tactically as you wanted, so having more teammates meant more tactical advantages. At least, she saw it that way.




But she tended to see a lot more stuff as low-grade warfare these days. She blamed Nanna and Ningal for that too. In fact, if she had been planning on winning the state tournament, she would have let both Bortles and Freeman beat her by a good distance, so neither one would be seeing her as a threat. But she wasn’t planning on winning the state. In fact, she was planning on definitely not winning, just placing well.




Her mom trotted over and hugged her, even as Alexandra insisted, “Mom, I’m all sweaty and stinky, and you’re wearing a nice blouse.” Not that her mom cared, because her mom was a great mom.




Sure enough, Bortles’ coach and Freeman’s coach—and probably their moms too—made a big enough stink that Alexandra had to pee in a cup. But she wasn’t worried. It wasn’t like Earth sports tested for naquadah. After three different snakes had been in her, and after getting rebuilt in a sarcophagus two different times, she had enough naquadah in her that she sometimes wondered if she was going to start peeing a glowy green color. At least Sam had checked for her, and Alexandra’s urine and her tampons from her periods weren’t biohazards. That would have been majorly icky.




Okay, Sam had told her that a few of the early atomic weapons researchers had gotten contaminated with plutonium and hadn’t died, and they had formed a private club. The UPPU Club, where ‘UPPU’ meant ‘you pee Pu’ because their peepee was radioactive and had to be treated as nuclear waste. Eww. At least Alexandra didn’t have that problem, probably because of where naquadah sat in the periodic table.




But she was pretty sure that any Goa’uld in Low Earth Orbit with really good detection gear could probably track her by her naquadah levels. Again. Which was a major reason why she was trying to get into the Air Force Academy. Okay, it was maybe six different reasons why she was going to go to the AFA.




Otherwise, someone could detect that the only naquadah on the Earth’s surface was her… and maybe Jo Baker, when Jo wasn’t on active duty. And Liz Summers, when she was around. And Teal’c and Sam Carter and Sam’s dad when one of them was on Earth and not down in the SGC. And maybe one of the SGC’s other people she wasn’t supposed to know about.




Still, Sam said Alexandra had more naquadah in her than any of the others did, so that automatically would make her a mega-big target. Again.




She knew that the SGC was going to get her into the Air Force Academy, no matter what, but if her grades and extracurriculars and stats and stuff were all high enough, they wouldn’t have to be obvious about it. And if she learned enough stuff before she started college, then her academics wouldn’t be a big crisis.




She drank some more Powerade and ate a couple protein bars. Her coach, Mrs. Sanderson, made really awesome protein bars and granola bars for the team. She figured the other coaches at their regional were too busy being coach types and not spending enough time being mom types.




Akima was getting hauled off by a woman who was probably her mom. Alexandra could tell that Akima’s mom was massively cranky about someone other than Akima winning, even if it was just the regional and not the state meet.




Coach Sanderson looked over at Akima with her mom and coach, and snorted rudely. “Jerks. I heard her mom asking her coach if they could get you tossed before state on gradepoint.”




Patti Sanderson laughed out loud. “They have no idea, do they?”




Alexandra gave Patti a one-armed hug for that. Patti was a great person and a great friend. Patti’s mom was the coach. Patti had been the school star on the cross-country team for two solid years, even if it was a pretty mediocre team. And then Alexandra started running cross-country and relegating Patti to second-best on the team. Patti could have been a complete Libby-level bitch about it, but she wasn’t. She treated it like a great opportunity to have a better team, and she helped Alexandra, and made her feel welcome on the team, and invited her to get-togethers, and gave her pointers, and all the things that a great teammate would do.




Alexandra was certain that Patti was just a much better person than she was.




And Patti had a point. Everyone on the team knew that Alexandra was taking five AP courses. AP English, AP Spanish, AP Comp Sci, AP Physics, and AP American History. And everyone knew that the year before, Alexandra had pulled all A’s, which she wasn’t admitting was partly because she had Nanna and Ningal inside her for almost all of that.




It wasn’t like her grades before then were bad. It was just that they weren’t all A-plus-plus-plus science grades like Annie made. Annie’s science and math grades were so high the science teachers had probably been wondering if they needed to invent grades higher than A-plus.




But with five AP classes this term, and five AP classes the next term, if she got all A’s, her weighted GPA for all of high school would be up over 4.0, and she had already killed on her SATs. Okay, she had gotten serious advice on taking her SATs from Major Carter. And she had taken that advice and run with it.




Also, Sam Carter had been right about other stuff. Five AP courses wasn’t too much for her. Not after Sam had given her a lesson on how to write papers for school, which had worked really great, and the more papers Alexandra wrote, the better she got at it.




Also, her memory and knowledge from Nanna and Ningal, plus her improved body and brain from getting rebuilt twice in a sarcophagus—one time after actually being dead for a few minutes—gave her unfair advantages. Not that she could use her knowledge of real ancient history, when the textbooks said nothing about the Goa’uld. And she couldn’t use her knowledge of languages like ancient Sumerian in schoolwork.




But she was running about a 5:00 or 5:10 mile and a 17:50 5K, so she was doing great in cross-country and she was going to run indoor track in the winter and outdoor track in the spring too. She knew she could do better times if she absolutely had to, but she didn’t want to make people realize she was better than she ought to be.




And she was already prepared for Academy PT. She could do five or six pull-ups without pushing herself too hard. She could do over a hundred sit-ups in two minutes. She could run a mile, or a mile and a half, or 5 K, in times that would make people suspicious if she couldn’t also say things like, “Oh yeah, I won my state regional in cross-country, and I ran middle distances for my school’s track teams.”




Then she was already all the way through the standard application part for the AFA, because Colonel O’Neill was supposedly her ‘screening’ interview, and he had submitted a review that was so nice it was frankly embarrassing. He even let her read it after he sent it in, although she was pretty sure he did that because he knew it would embarrass her. Then her ‘interview with her state Senator’ was really a phone interview with some aide who got tasked with junk like that because the Senator was too busy. And she just told him what Major Carter had suggested, including the part about meeting Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter, and being mega-impressed with them, and realizing that was what she wanted to do with her life. Fortunately, the guy’s notes—probably re-routed from Colonel O’Neill—already said that he couldn’t ask her exactly how she had met them because it was Top Secret. She really had been happy she didn’t have to tell a Senator’s aide stuff like, “That’s classified and I can’t tell you about it.”




She didn’t have a lot of spare time, what with cross-country and hanging with friends and dating and doing homework, but she had ‘consultant’ stuff she was still doing and still getting paid for. Like she was working to improve a couple of the SGC ‘dictionaries’ and ‘language courses’ the SGC had put together to teach new linguists. Plus some quick translations once in a while.




Plus stuff going horribly wrong, like when she got kidnapped by the NID, or when she and SG-1 fought Anubis’s forces in a giant space battle. Or the time she and Robyn had gotten kidnapped by a Goa’uld, which was why Robyn was practically starting an Alexandra Fan Club and Alexandra had to spend a lot of time getting her to tone things down. And then there was The Cult Of The Goddess Alexandra Of The Tau’ri, which was the most embarrassing thing ever, even if Jack thought it was funny and Teal’c thought it was deserved. Sam thought that Alexandra should just accept what she couldn’t change, and move forward. Fine, it wasn’t Sam who had Jaffa wanting to worship her. 




Okay, Jack had a really good point about that ‘cult’: the more Jaffa who joined it, the fewer Jaffa were going to be soldiering for Anubis and all those other jerky snakeheads. Jack had a lot of good points on stuff.




Alexandra put all that behind her for a few minutes, while the organizers announced the top six finishers, and which girls would get to go to the state championships. Alexandra was really excited that Patti made it too. Patti totally deserved it. But Bortles had three teammates make it, so their school had a really good chance at earning the state championship. Okay, that depended on how the superstar cross-country teams in LA and San Francisco did, because someone probably managed to place their entire team and would have serious advantages in the state championship meet… assuming they ran a tactical meet instead of the usual ‘everyone run at their best pace’ non-tactic.




Their team had a little party after everyone had the chance to drive home and clean up. It was maybe more wholesome than some sports team parties, since it was at the Sandersons’ and it was catered by Coach Sanderson and Alexandra’s mom and a couple other moms. And the next day, the principal made way too big a deal about it and Alexandra felt totally embarrassed. She got a bunch of ‘congrats’ comments from friends and Ray’s jock buddies and stuff, and she even got a bunch of ‘way to go’ phone calls.




Then, on Friday night, the landline rang again. Alexandra figured she had better answer it, because it was probably for her, and her dad was tired after a long week. So she trotted over to the closest phone. “Hi. This is Alexandra Mack, who did you want to speak to?”




“Alexandra? We have a problem.”




The stress in Major Carter’s voice made the hair stand up on the back of her neck. She quietly gasped, “Invading ha’taks? The Alpha Site?”




Sam Carter explained, “The colonel was hit by an Ancient disease at Antarctica Base, and the Tok’ra put him in stasis to save him. They didn’t tell us that after they took him through the ‘Gate, they put a Tok’ra into him to heal him.”




Alexandra winced at that, because she was pretty sure Jack would have preferred to die rather than get snaked. Even if it was one of the Tok’ra. He had seen too many bad things since he started working at the SGC. And that was on top of all the bad things he had seen before he went to work at the SGC.




Sam went on, “Dad says that this would have worked, but the Tok’ra they used is… maybe was… Kanan, one of their top infiltrators, and was recovering from a disastrous previous assignment. He took Jack’s body and went AWOL. Selmak is sure that he would have gone back to his previous assignment, probably to rescue someone there.”




“And?” Alexandra knew from Sam’s tone of voice there was more. A lot more.




“Everything went to hell. The colonel didn’t come back. We’re pretty sure he’s trapped on Ba’al’s most heavily-defended planet, and has probably been captured.”




“Oh crud.” Alexandra knew what that meant. Nanna and Ningal knew Ba’al. Smart, suspicious, and just like every other Goa’uld. And he had at least one sarcophagus. Which meant Jack—and maybe his Tok’ra—was being tortured. And would be tortured to death. And brought back. And tortured to death. And… “We have to rescue him! Now!”




Sam insisted, “We have to have a functional strategy and rational tactics, or no mission is going to be a go.”




Alexandra worked through Nanna and Ningal’s memories that she could access. “Okay… As far as I know, his base is heavily defended. His planet and entire solar system are heavily defended. Good luck getting past his planet’s moons. His chappa’ai is maybe nine thousand cubits from his main base, and really, really defended.”




Sam had to do calculations in her head, because her brain didn’t sometimes accidentally switch over to Goa’uld like Alexandra’s did. “Four and a half kilometers? That’s a problem for an invading force.”




Well duh. That was the whole point. “The whole way from the chappa’ai to the entrances into his base is like minefields and defense points and stuff. You have to know the right paths, and you have to have the right passwords, and you have to deal with platoons of Jaffa. And you still wouldn’t be getting past his real defenses, which are scientific. Nanna was totally impressed with what Ba’al has managed to do with gravitic shielding.”




Sam groaned. “That’s not good.”




Alexandra looked at the wallclock. “How soon could you grab me and Selmak and the Dirty Pair, and set up a planning team?” She didn’t say so, but she was sure Sam had heard Jack refer to Liz Summers and Selina Kyle as ‘the Dirty Pair’ plenty of times. Alexandra had needed to look it up. And watch an anime.




Sam spilled, “Dad is already here. He came in through the Gate. I already comm’ed Summers, and they’ll be here in a couple hours.”




Alexandra nodded, even though Sam couldn’t see her. “Could you ask Liz to swoop by here and grab me on her way there?”




Sam went silent for a couple seconds. She probably wanted to say ‘no’ but was too worried about Jack. And Sam was always a by-the-book officer, except when science overran military rules. Sam finally said, “Only if you put your parents on, and I hear their permission for you to go to the SGC for this.”




Oh crud. She hadn’t even thought about asking for permission. That was probably another Nanna-and-Ningal thing, because two years ago that would have been one of the first things she thought about. “Let me go ask ’em and then get ’em on the line.”




Sam just said, “I’ll wait.”




Of course she would. Sam probably wanted to be mega-impatient, but she needed to wait for her planning team to arrive. 




Alexandra could totally learn a ton of awesome stuff from Sam. She didn’t think that learning how to steal stuff was nearly as useful. Okay, Liz Summers also knew lots of martial arts and lots of espionage agent stuff. Those might be pretty cool to learn.




She hurried over to where her dad was looking tired and her mom was watching tv with him. “Mom? Dad? Our cousin Samantha is on the line, and you two need to talk to her. Please?”




They both knew Sam Carter wasn’t really their cousin, but the whole family pretended she was. Even Annie did. And they pretended that Jack was her dad’s adopted brother. And they pretended that Teal’c was just a big guy who worked with Jack. And they pretended that Rupert Giles was just a polite British librarian Alexandra had met somewhere, just like they pretended that Liz Summers and Selina Kyle were just some ordinary women Alexandra had made friends with.




They also pretended that Alexandra was a nice, normal girl who just happened to want to go to the Air Force Academy for college. But Alexandra didn’t feel normal anymore, and she didn’t think she was nice anymore, and her choice of the Academy was… complicated.




Alexandra had liked being a nice, normal girl who had a normal life and was going to do normal things when she grew up. She felt like those options had been ripped out of her in the most painful way possible. And she had to live with the things Nanna and Ningal had done while they were inside her.





Part II



Alexandra sort of herded her parents over to the phone and let her mom choose to switch it to speakerphone so both her parents could listen to Sam at the same time. And maybe so Alexandra could listen too.




Alexandra’s mom asked, “Sam, it’s great to hear from you, but Alexandra said you needed to talk to both of us? Is something wrong?”




Sam semi-lied, “Barb, it’s your brother-in-law Jack. Something’s happened to him. I would like Alexandra to consult with some of our people, but she would need to get picked up and brought back, and she would be gone for perhaps the whole weekend.”




Alexandra’s dad worried, “Jack? And you need Alexandra to do some ‘consulting’ on it? She has a lot of homework to get done.”




She tried, “I can take my assignments with me. It’s not like I’d be consulting 24x7 for the whole weekend.”




Her mom checked, “And it would just be consulting? Nothing dangerous?”




Sam insisted, “That’s the current plan, and if anything changes I would ask your permission first.”




Her mom winced a little, but said, “Sam, we trust you.” She looked at Alexandra’s dad and finally said, “Yes. But Alexandra needs to pack, and we need a meeting spot and a meeting time.”




Naturally, Sam had a meeting spot already picked out, just in case more badness were to happen, like some of the stuff that had already happened since SG-1 had captured Alexandra and gotten both the Goa’uld out of her. It was a spot in an open area in the middle of Atron Park, so it was like ten minutes’ drive away.




Alexandra ran up to her room to pack. Her school backpack already had her notebook and assignments and stuff in it. It also had a zippered pocket that normally held a huge plastic garbage bag for her gym clothes and running uniform and other stuff that needed to get washed, even if that stuff was already in the washing machine and her sneakers were getting aired out in the garage. She rolled up three changes of clothes and an extra pair of shoes, plus a little travel bag for her makeup and shampoo and hairbrush and stuff. Then she slid her laptop into a padded travel case her dad had bought her, added her favorite mouse and her charger and a spare battery charger in the outside pockets, and put that in with her notebook. She added a couple of Coach Sanderson’s protein bars and granola bars too. They were all wrapped up in individual rectangles of plastic wrap to preserve their yumminess.




She grabbed a jacket too, made sure she had her hara’kesh in a jeans pocket, and she hurried downstairs. It looked like both of her parents were taking her over to the park. She knew that meant they were mega-worried, even if they didn’t want to say so.




Her dad said, “Let’s sit in the kitchen and talk. We don’t need to leave for almost an hour.”




Uh-oh. But she cooperated. She sat down with them, and sure enough, her dad asked, “Is it really Jack?”




Her mom asked, “Are you really going to be safe?”




So she explained the whole thing. Jack getting snaked aginst his will and getting captured in one of the worst places to be stuck in the whole galaxy. Sam worrying a ton and wanting help planning an op to get him out of there. Sam’s dad coming in, and Liz and Selina flying in.




Her dad winced. “Honey? Do you really think you can come up with a plan to save Jack?”




She closed her eyes and groaned. She finally admitted, “I don’t know how much help Selmak and Liz and Selina can bring. But I have to try and help. We owe him so much, and he doesn’t deserve this!”




Her mom took her hands and said, “Just don’t do… anything crazy. Okay?”




She thought for a second and said, “Define ‘crazy’.”




Her dad rolled his eyes and replied, “Whatever you were just thinking of. We know you haven’t told us everything that you’ve done, or everything that’s happened to you. And we know that some of it, you’re not supposed to tell us. But don’t do anything… well… crazy.”




She lied, “Okay.” And she spilled, “I’m pretty sure Sam won’t let me out of the SGC. She’s pretty mom-ish for someone who doesn’t even have any kids.”




Her mom gave her a tiny smirk. “Well, you are her ‘little cousin’.”




And really, Jack was as ‘Uncle Jack’-like as it was possible to be without really being her uncle. He even told dad-jokes and stuff. Maybe that made Liz and Selina those distant relatives your mom always warned you about, and told you never to lend them money, and never to let them borrow the car or stay unsupervised in the house.




She only said, “It would be pretty cool if we could sneak Jack and Sam into the family. Teal’c too.”




Her dad insisted, “Jack and Sam arepart of this family. Teal’c too. They saved you. We didn’t know what was wrong, but we knew we were losing you, and they saved you. They saved this whole family.”




Her mom smiled a little. “And they’re so much cooler than your old parents. Sam rides a motorcycle, and Jack ‘runs a fishing camp’.”




Her dad smiled a little more. “And this family needs more coolness. Not counting you and Annie, because you two are already cool.”




She didn’t say anything to that, because no one who took AP courses and ran cross-country was cool. And Annie was so nerdy she was like Sam Carter levels of nerdiness but without the amazing levels of Sam Carter mega-competence and heroism.




Her family was great, but they weren’t cool. Not that she was going to say so. But the only families she could think of that were cool weren’t great. Those family members were big on acting cool, but didn’t get along, or were mean to each other and other people, or stuff like that. Her family was great.




She just said, “I love both of you so much! But I still need to do this. Because we all like Uncle Jack and we all want him to be okay. And he’s really, really not gonna be okay if Sam’s team can’t come up with a way to save him.”




Her dad stared at her for a few seconds. He finally said, “And you know a lot more about this, but you can’t tell us.”




She tried not to wince. Smart parents were great, but once in a while… “I do know a lot more about this. And I can’t tell you. And this is something so awful that you really don’t want to hear it, even if I could tell you. I’m not kidding. I need to go with Liz, and I need to help Sam, and we need to do whatever we can to help Jack.”




Her mom was biting her lip, which was a bad sign. But all she said was, “Honey, you’re going to be a great Air Force officer.”




She hugged her mom, and she hugged her dad, and she hugged both of them together. And she told herself that there were way worse things than not telling them the top secret stuff she had done with Jack and Sam that had nearly killed her more than once. Because if she told them, even if she first got permission from Jack and General Hammond, her parents would be nervous wrecks worrying about her. And even nervouser wrecks worrying about the safety of the planet and everyone they cared about.




And they drove her out to the park even if she knew they were too early and they would end up sitting in the car worrying.




And finally, Liz’s spaceship landed and uncloaked. Okay, Liz didn’t actually ‘land’ it. She stopped about a foot and a half above the ground, so the lawn she was hovering over wouldn’t get crushed in a really obvious spaceship shape. And the anti-grav of the ship meant she wasn’t blasting the ground with enough force to keep her whole ship off the ground, which also would have wrecked the lawn there.




Alexandra hugged her parents again and ran over to Mister Gordo, which she thought was a great name for a spaceship. She had no idea why Sam didn’t like it.




Selina opened the entry, and she waved Alexandra over. Alexandra made an easy leap into the al’kesh, and Selina closed the door, sealing it properly. But Selina had a lot of practical experience in this ship over the past few months.




Alexandra trotted to the control room in time to see the ship soar toward the mountains east of her home on its way to Colorado. Liz was in the command chair, handling the ship expertly and fiddling with the parts of the hologram that controlled the cloak.




Alexandra checked, “Anything wrong with the cloak?”




Liz grinned at her. “Nope, but it’s probably time to take it in to Jiffy-Lube for a tune-up and oil change.”




Selina spoke up from behind Alexandra, “You mean Carter’s Garage and Motel?”




Liz smirked, “That too.”




Alexandra fibbed, “I think Jack’s a bad influence on both of you. Maybe all three of you.” Because really, Liz seemed to be the bad influence on Selina and that poor symbiote.




Liz tried to keep the smirk on her face. “Yeah. Totes. Which is why we gotta get him back from Basket Ba’al.”




Eww. Alexandra totally did not want to know what Ba’al would do to someone if they made fun of his name like that to his face.




Selina chipped in, “He’s too short for Basket Ba’al. Maybe he could be Foot Ba’al.”




Alexandra felt weird ‘being the adult’ in the room, but she insisted, “Ba’al doesn’t have a sense of humor about stuff like that. You can’t say stuff like that to his face. Or in his hearing. Or near his people. Or if he might have a broadcaster nearby.”




Liz looked over at her. “Wow. It’s Debbie Downer. How come you’re so frowny today?”




She admitted, “I’ve been there. Ba’al’s world. I mean, his main one, because he’s got more. The seriously-defended one that I wouldn’t want to try to invade unless I had a whole hejjit of ha’taks and maybe a quarter of a million Jaffa. And if I didn’t care whether my Jaffa got slaughtered as long as I won in the end.”




Liz and Selina both gave her that look. So she corrected herself, “I mean, Nanna’s been there. The SGC’s got a way smarter defense on their chappa’ai, but even Anubis isn’t gonna want to tackle this place. Jack’s in so much trouble.”




Liz grumbled, “Yeah, Sidney had totally grim stuff to say about Base Ba’al’s defenses.”




Alexandra checked, “Did Sidney know about the heavy-duty gravitic shielding? Or the tractor beam Ba’al was working on the last time Nanna was there?”




Liz and Selina looked at each other.




Selina wondered, “A real tractor beam?”




Liz asked, “Do you think he’s got it working by now? Because that would make fly-bys even more dangerous.”




Alexandra nodded unhappily. “Yeah. He’s mega-smart for a Goa’uld. Like Nirrti smart. And Nanna was there about a century ago. So I figure he’s gotten that tractor beam working by now, and he probably has a bunch of them scattered around where he can bushwhack approaching ha’taks. If the beam can reach through the standard shielding, he could maybe do something mega-grim, like rip the closer surface right off a ha’tak and instantly depressurize maybe thirty percent of it before anyone could get blast doors and airlocks closed.”




Selina thought for a moment and said, “We need to steal that.”




Liz nodded, “Totally. Power source? Obvious. Focusing system? Sam can probably build that. Generator and control systems? We should either steal ’em or bust ’em.”




Alexandra thought they were getting way ahead of themselves, since nobody was going to be getting near that kind of stuff unless they could get onto Ba’al’s world alive and unhurt and uncaptured. And stealing stuff wasn’t Job Number One as far as Alexandra was concerned.




Okay, maybe they were thinking about how to get back off-planet afterward, which was going to be about as easy as some really not-easy stuff.




Alexandra just looked out the windshield and watched lights zoom by underneath them. She wondered if his sensor systems could even spot a Sam-adjusted al’kesh, and how bad things would go if they tried and found out he was just luring them into a trap so he could test out his tractor beam on people he didn’t care about.




Even if Ba’al didn’t care about anybody or anything except himself. So he had probably tested it on a bunch of craft piloted by his own Jaffa. And they had probably been thrilled to give their lives for their god, because Jaffa were like that.




The Goa’uld were such mega-creepy jerkheads. She had way worse things to think about them, but a lot of the words were Low Goa’uld, and Alexandra was determined to erase those words from her regular vocab.




She watched as Liz did a great job of piloting. Mister Gordo touched down lightly in the parking lot outside the main opening into the mountain.




And Sam was standing right there, waiting for them. Either Sam had figured out just how long Liz would need to arrive, and also where Liz would set down, or the SGC was spotting the al’kesh. And if the SGC could spot it, then Ba’al probably could.




Liz parked Mister Gordo and shut it down. Then she and Selina grabbed suitcases and let Alexandra lead them out of the al’kesh.




Sam stiffly said, “Thank you for coming. We’re still struggling with planning horizons and operational issues.”




Alexandra insisted, “I couldn’t let Uncle Jack just be stuck there!”




Sam made a little moue with her lips. “And another thing. Your mother called as soon as Liz took off, and she would like you to call her as soon as you land. You probably should do it now, since your phone won’t work more than a couple meters underground.”




Then she looked over at Selina and Liz. “Oh, and NORAD has heavy sensor requirements for entry, as do the NORAD-facing SGC entries. So if you have anything you don’t want a lot of military specialists to see…”




Liz clapped her hands to her cheeks like she was in ‘Home Alone’. “You mean… like my sexy lingerie?” she gasped in mock-horror.




Alexandra whispered, “I brought my hara’kesh.”




Liz checked, “And you just shoved it in your pants pocket? You gotta start keeping it in better places than that.”




Alexandra tried not to wince, because the really mega-secret places to keep a hara’kesh tended to be yucky. Like semi-swallowing it and then holding it halfway down your esophagus for days. Or shoving it into either of two even worse places that Ningal had used, and so Alexandra had memories of doing those things too. Ick.




Sam firmly said, “The SGC sensors will catch those too. I had them make sure of it after the Johlinahr incident.”




Liz casually spilled, “Johl didn’t have ashrak training, but she sure was good at avoiding the ashraks the System Lords sent after her.”




Sam frowned, “The ashraks only caught up to her because the SGC’s too good at their jobs.”




Alexandra wondered how guilty Sam still felt for that whole thing, even if Alexandra still thought none of it was Sam’s fault. But feeling guilty for stuff that wasn’t your fault? Alexandra was pretty much the champion on that stuff. So she pretty much knew how Sam felt about the whole Johlinahr thing.




So Alexandra called her mom right away, while Liz and Selina tried to pretend to Sam that they didn’t have tons of stuff hidden on their persons or in their suitcases that they weren’t supposed to be smuggling into the SGC. Not that Sam was fooled. At all. Liz liked to have a lot of emergency stuff, and Selina liked having secret sneaking stuff, plus anything that she could walk off with.




It wasn’t like Selina hadn’t robbed one Goa’uld or another of everything up to a ha’tak. Everything up to and including a ha’tak, even if that ha’tak got too shot up to keep.




Alexandra waited until her mom answered the phone. “Hi mom! We’re at Cousin Sam’s already, and she’s already making my friends feel welcome.”




Her mom just said, “That was pretty quick.”




Alexandra fibbed, “Yeah, you know how Liz is with fast cars and speed limits. And it’s not like she lets me drive.”




Her mom said, “Honey, just remember we love you, and we worry about you.”




Alexandra fibbed some more. “We’re just visiting Cousin Sam. It’s not like she’s gonna let us do bad stuff, and you know I don’t drink or anything.”




Her mom sighed, “I know. You’re a good girl, but we still worry.”




She admitted, “I worry too, mom. And that’s why I’m going to try mega-hard to get into the Air Force Academy.”




Her dad took the phone and said, “Have fun, and let us know when you’re heading back. And don’t let your friends do anything crazy.”




Alexandra had a mental image of Jack saying, “186,000 miles a second. It’s not just a good idea, it’s the law!” But she knew she had broken that ‘law’ too, thanks to Goa’uld FTL drives.




She hung up and said to Sam, “Let’s go. The only other thing I’ve got is this backpack, and nothing in it’s gonna interest your scanner guys.”




Liz piped up, “And all Selina has are these gold bars she snuck out of Fort Knox…”




Selina giggled and gave Liz a little elbow-shove. 




They headed into the mountain. Alexandra really, really, really hoped Liz was kidding about the Fort Knox thing.	





Part III



Alexandra had gone through the NORAD and SGC security before. And she knew Liz and Selina had too. So she didn’t know why Liz was acting like that, unless Liz was up to something. Or was trying to distract Sam because Liz was worried about her. After all, it wasn’t like nobody had noticed the Sam-and-Jack thing that everyone was pretending wasn’t happening.




Okay. Alexandra was figuring that as soon as Sam or Jack retired, or as soon as Sam was no longer working under Jack where UCMJ applied, that the Sam-and-Jack thing would become a real thing. Alexandra thought they would be a cute couple, even if Jack was capable of driving Sam crazy with his misbehavior and teasing.




The NORAD security stuff didn’t even spot her hara’kesh. And Sam made sure the SGC security guys let Alexandra keep her hara’kesh and not even write it down in the security log.




Then Sam showed them where their quarters would be on level 15, where the civilian personnel were housed. The level was set up like two-person rooms, but with bathroom stuff in a big area for the whole floor, which wouldn’t be any worse than showering with the rest of the cross-country team. Alexandra tossed her backpack on her bed, since she had a single for the moment. She was totally not surprised that Sam put Liz and Selina in the same room.




They rode together down to level 27, where Sam already had a conference room set up as her op planning room for rescuing Jack. Sam’s dad was already there and writing on a white board. And he was in full Tok’ra regalia, so Alexandra figured she was seeing Selmak instead of General Carter.




So Alexandra trotted over to him and smiled, “Thanks for coming, Selmak.”




Selmak smiled at him and said in General Carter’s voice, “Hi, kiddo. You can call me Jacob, if you’d rather.”




She sort of shrugged. “I can call you whichever you’re happier with. It’s not like I don’t know how this works.”




He looked at Sam and smiled, “I hear you’re now Sammie’s cousin, so you can call me Uncle Jake if you want.”




Alexandra grinned, “That would be really cool!”




Liz walked over and asked, “Are you just gonna get everyone on Earth to adopt you? Because that would be the smartest world takeover ever. Anubis would, like, go off in a corner and cry for a couple decades ’cause he didn’t think of it.”




Alexandra seriously thought about sticking her tongue out at Liz.




Sam brought in a couple researchers and a couple SGC strategists like Colonel Young and Colonel Barnes, and they went over all the options that Sam and her dad had put up on the whiteboards. Alexandra really hated having to tell Sam and General Carter why a couple of their plans wouldn’t work against Ba’al’s fortress, because of his Jaffa and the distance to the gate and his shielding and stuff. Because using missiles through the stargate to target key areas sounded like a mega-smart idea that Goa’uld never even thought about.




So finally, Colonel Young snapped, “Major, why the hell are we believing anything this kid says? Who the hell is she?”




Sam immediately replied, “Eyes Only intel, colonel.”




Which meant Sam was trying to protect her. So Alexandra said, “Sam, I think you need to tell him. And the rest of the room. Otherwise, why would they listen to me?”




Sam really looked like she didn’t want to. But General Carter pushed, “I think she’s right.” And he turned to Alexandra. “Tell them.”




She let out a slow breath of air. “Okay. I’m the only person who has ever survived having two different Goa’uld in me at the same time. I had Nanna and Ningal inside me, fighting me and each other for control, for nine months. And as a result, I know way too much about the Goa’uld. I’ve been briefing the SGC ever since SG-1 and Agent Summers and Agent Kyle saved me. So in a sense, I’m the only being you’ll ever find who has been to Ba’al’s stronghold and can talk to you about it. I know the stargate address. I know how strong the Jaffa army there used to be. I know how far it is to Ba’al’s fortress. I know most of the traps and deadfalls Ba’al used to have in place for invading armies or infiltrating spies, even if he’s probably changed lots of them since Nanna was there. I know something about his offensive and defensive systems he had all over his star system. And I know he has at least one sarcophagus, maybe more, so we need to get Jack out of there ASAP.”




Colonel Young looked at General Carter and just sort of gaped. “Sir, is any of that true?”




General Carter gave him a nasty glare. “All of it is, colonel. And a hell of a lot more. She skipped over the part where she and Sam got dumped in a different universe and had to fight their way back here. Or the time the NID kidnapped her and tortured her and murdered her, but Summers got her to a sarcophagus in time to save her. Or the time she went to Nanna’s home planet and fought off an invasion fleet so Anubis didn’t have a foothold for an invasion of Earth. Or when she went to Nanna’s smelter planet and led a rebellion and blew up most of another of Anubis’s ha’tak squadrons. Or some of the other things she has managed. You have no goddamn idea what she can do when she has to.”




Wow, that really shut everyone up for a few seconds. Especially the colonels.




So Alexandra ventured, “And that’s another thing. The Tok’ra don’t have twenty or thirty ha’taks to invade that system and take down the star system’s defenses. And they don’t have half a million Jaffa to invade it through the stargate. I think the only option we have left is… me. I go there as Nanna. Ba’al knows Nanna and sees him as a cohort he can trust a lot more than he can trust Anubis and Zipacna and those jerks. I take no more than my trusted underling Si’ney and my loyal lo’taur Selina. And we hope he doesn’t kill us or worse. Then I act like I’m fleeing the forces of Anubis, and I need his help, and I’m willing to trade information I know. He’ll want to bargain. A lot. Meanwhile, Liz and Selina rescue Jack and take down as many power sources as they can, until we can make a run for the ‘gate.”




Sam frowned, “You won’t get through Ba’al’s armies back to the stargate, and Colonel O’Neill may be in no shape to walk, much less run for the stargate.”




Alexandra pointed out, “Liz can carry him and still run. Or me, with a Tok’ra in me.”




Sam suggested, “If Liz and Selina can disable the fortress protections, we can launch missiles through the stargate and take out his heavy weapons.”




General Carter added, “If you can disable the star system defenses and the orbital defenses, the Tok’ra can get one, maybe two ships in there for bombing raids. Or one bombing run and one cloaked vessel as a rescue ship.”




Sam looked at Alexandra and just said, “You’ve forgotten the really hard part.”




Oh crud. Alexandra realized she was going to have to ask her parents for permission to do something ‘crazy’. 




Okay, ‘crazy’ was not really the right word for something that could possibly get her and a really nice Tok’ra tortured to death.




Also, Sam made it pretty clear that Alexandra was going to have to call her folks on speakerphone with Sam sitting right there to make sure she really did call, and she really did tell her folks the truth, and she really did get an okay of some sort from her folks. Which Alexandra was pretty sure was not going to happen.




It wasn’t until Alexandra was sitting with Sam in Sam’s office that she began to realize just how dangerous Sam really was. That phone call to Alexandra’s house? Sam had somehow snuck some sort of secret encryption hardware into Alexandra’s house so that she could encrypt a call to Alexandra and make it sound to normal listeners like wiretappers as if it was something boring, while the house phone did a bug sweep and then connected the real phone call. Alexandra watched in amazement while Sam ran all that stuff through a computer so the call didn’t even look like it came from the SGC. It was a VoIP call that looked like it was from Cal Tech’s physics department.




Alexandra whispered, “You’re awesome. I want to be like you when I grow up.”




Sam sort of blushed and just said, “You’ll need to take a lot of math and physics and comp sci courses at the Academy.”




Alexandra was pretty sure everyone at the Air Force Academy had to do that.




“Hello?” That was totally Alexandra’s dad.




“Hi George, it’s Cousin Samantha.”




Her dad instantly made a guess. “Is Alexandra okay?”




Sam insisted, “She’s fine. She’s with me now.”




Alexandra leaned toward the microphone and said, “Hi dad, it’s me. I’m fine. But I need to ask you for a favor. A really, really, mega-huge favor.”




Her dad made a dad joke. “Honey, how many times do I have to tell you, I am not buying you a Bugatti.”




Okay, that probably meant he was mega-worried about what Alexandra was up to. Because the dad jokes really came out when he was worried and trying to pretend he wasn’t. So she fibbed, “I’m pretty sure I asked for a Lamborghini…”




Sam frowned, “Let’s be serious, please. We have limited time here.”




Alexandra checked with Sam, “You’re sure I can say this over the line?” Sam gave her a firm nod. “Okay, we… I came up with a plan to rescue Uncle Jack. But I’m the only one who can do it.”




“How dangerous is this ‘plan’?” her mom asked worriedly.




“How likely is this plan to work?” her dad asked. He was just as worried, but he thought about other stuff too.




Sam answered, “This is dangerous. But there’s still a high likelihood of success, because Alexandra can impersonate Nanna perfectly. And she’s taking really heavy backup with her: Liz and Selina. We don’t have any other way in, because our threat has every ‘entry’ secured.”




Her mom tried, “And what happens if you don’t go in?”




Alexandra groaned. “Okay. So Jack is tough enough not to talk under torture, but this guy can torture Jack to death. And bring him back to life. And do that over and over and over again. No one can keep from cracking from that sooner or later.”




Sam added, “Even worse, if our threat doesn’t crack the colonel like this within, say, half a dozen iterations, he may do something worse. He may do what happened to Alexandra. The colonel knows more about Earth’s defenses and other worlds’ defenses and our alliances and potential targets than anyone. We cannot let that intel get out.”




Her dad asked, “And if Jack’s knowledge base gets… released, then…?”




Alexandra admitted, “It would be mega-grim.”




Her mom asked, “For Jack, or for… everyone?”




Sam sighed. “Barb, I don’t think you want us to answer that question.”




Alexandra tried not to wince. After all, her folks now knew there were evil aliens out there. Evil aliens who had managed a foothold situation in Paradise Valley, and had taken over their younger daughter for most of a year. And they knew that those aliens had done some totally hideous stuff to a lot of people because they were conscienceless psychopaths.




Her mom burst into tears and left the room crying. That really made her feel awful.




Her dad carefully said, “Sam, Barb and I have talked about this before. And we do have a pretty good idea why Alexandra wants to go to the Air Force Academy. Not that we’re happy about any of it. But this still isn’t as bad as finding out our younger daughter desperately needed help for three quarters of a year, and we didn’t even notice.”




Okay, that was totally unfair. They had noticed. They had cared. They had tried. It wasn’t their fault that Ningal had used that hara’kesh on them every single time they tried talking to Alexandra about the stuff they had noticed, so they didn’t remember being great parents.




Alexandra just said, “Dad, I love you and mom, and you’re great parents, and you were great parents last year even if you don’t remember being great.”




“Thank you, honey, and we love you too.” It sounded like her dad was close to crying too. Mega-close. He managed, “Go save your Uncle Jack… and the planet. We love you, and we believe in you.”




Alexandra tried hard not to cry too. “Thanks, dad. I love both of you too. I’ll see you soon.”




Her dad hung up before he cried on the phone call. Alexandra bit the inside of her lip so she wouldn’t burst into tears too. 




Sam asked, “Do you need some time alone? You can talk to me, if you want to. Or maybe you want to talk to Liz? Or Selina?”




Alexandra gritted her teeth and said, “I need to link up with Liandra and Theelis, and I need to get moving on this op.”




Sam quietly said, “Okay. Dad already arranged for Liandra to meet us at the Beta Site. So we get you and Liz and Selina dressed, then we go there for you to borrow Theelis. You make a detour to a gate Nanna might use, and you go to Ba’al’s gate. You know all the gate addresses?”




Alexandra admitted, “I know this one. I don’t know the gate addresses for the Alpha and Beta sites.”




Sam pressed her lips together. “You can’t come back here without a GDO because of the iris, and you can’t take one with you. But I can show you the address for the Beta Site, and you can meet me there when you’re done.”




Alexandra made an effort to nod. “Right. You’ve still got that skanky Goa’uld dress I wore?”




Sam confessed, “The colonel insisted that we keep everything for you in storage for when you graduate from the Academy. Actually, he said, ‘when she graduates first in her class and gets to pick the coolest assignment the Air Force has to offer.’ I think he likes being your Uncle Jack.”




She managed, “I really like having an Uncle Jack. And a Cousin Sam.”




Sam smiled uncomfortably. “You know, when you’re working at the SGC in four and a half years, you’ll be a second lieutenant, and you won’t be able to have a Cousin Sam and an Uncle Jack.”




Alexandra nodded, “Yeah, dad pointed that one out. UCMJ and chain of command and all that.”




Sam nodded. “Right. Come on, we need to go see what Selina’s stolen from the SGC. This time.”




Alexandra forced a smile onto her face, even if she wasn’t feeling it. “Probably an entire MALP. Unless you don’t have your chappa’ai bolted down tight enough. Then she’ll probably swipe that. Unless she’s already stolen one.”




Sam replied, “I wouldn’t put it past her. I still have no idea how they talked me into going along with trying to steal a ha’tak.”




Alexandra didn’t point out that really it was Jack who had talked Sam into trying, because they hadn’t had a lot of other options that time. And they had stolen it. They just hadn’t been able to hang onto it, what with having to fight a squadron of ha’taks that had tons of death gliders and stuff. As far as Nanna and Ningal knew, it was the only heist of a ha’tak ever. She wasn’t counting ha’taks that got boarded and overrun by armies of Jaffa in the middle of a war. Or Goa’uld who lost a war and got wiped out, and then their stuff got taken over by the victors. Those weren’t heists.




Sam led her up a couple levels and to an area that was private quarters for special guests. Liz and Selina were in there, with Liz already dressed like a Goa’uld underling and Selina already dressed like the Catwoman version of a lo’taur. Alexandra had no idea how Selina was hiding all the stuff she always hid on her person, because that outfit looked like it was painted on.




Liz and Selina had a couple big cabinets on the side wall already open, even if maybe they were supposed to be securely locked up. One cabinet was a storage closet for what looked like Goa’uld clothes even if it only held a couple dresses, and the other one was shelves that were mostly empty. Even if there was stuff on the shelves that Alexandra recognized instantly. Like the tel’qualah she had used before that Liz said Sam really didn’t like having to wear to take over a ha’tak. And a whole set of healing handtools.




Alexandra still hadn’t had time to teach Dr. Fraiser how to use that properly. But it was on her to-do list, even if that probably meant she had to get Sam to inject some naquadah into Dr. Fraiser’s bloodstream.




There was also some stuff Alexandra had no idea about, like a blingy thing that looked like an arm bracer but probably wasn’t a hatara’judligh. Although, if anybody could figure out how to build one of those, it was probably Sam.




Still, Alexandra pointed at the bracer-thing and asked, “That’s not a lightning blaster, is it?”




Sam pursed her lips. “I couldn’t figure out how to design one that wouldn’t take your hand with it…”




Liz snickered, “Neither could Nooby!”




Sam kept going, “But this is something else. It’s designed to look like the lightning blaster we saw, but really it’s a 64-processor highly-parallel computer running a stripped-down variant of linux and a Linda model for the parallel processing. It’s the processor power for our uses of the tel’qualah. But it heats up fast if you over-use it.”




Liz gaped, “Sam! You built a supercomputer that fits on your arm? You’re amazing!”










Part IV



Alexandra watched as Sam blushed a little. 




Sam spilled, “I didn’t build it on my own. And I needed lots of help with the coding for the linux and then streamlining the parallel processing code.”




Alexandra asked, “What does Jack call it?”




Sam blushed a lot more. “Umm, the colonel calls it Sam-ux.”




Liz and Selina looked at each other and giggled. 




Alexandra thought that was a great name. She didn’t know tons about computers, but Annie talked about computers a lot, so Alexandra knew that linux was named for a guy named Linus, so Sam-ux seemed like a good match. She also thought that meant Jack maybe knew more about linux than he would admit.




Liz smirked a little, then said, “C’mon Al, your lowly servants gotta get you into your chickwear and gear, and then we need to meet up with Theelis, so you can ‘be’ Nanna. And we’ll have to shoo Sam out first, because of that whole ‘don’t ask don’t tell’ thing.”




Sam just shook her head a little and muttered, “Honestly, Liz.” Then she looked at Alexandra and pointed out, “We designed the arm bracer so there’s a couple concealed pockets on the underside. One ought to just hold your hara’kesh, and one should hold the lockpicks on the shelf over there.”




Alexandra was about to tell her she didn’t know how to use lockpicks, but as soon as she thought about it, some of Ningal’s memories surfaced. Picking ordinary mechanical locks, Goa’uld electrical locks, magnetic locks, and some stuff she figured she would probably have to see before the memories got clear enough to let her figure out just what the vague memories were.




Crud, she was going to have to get some more complete lockpicking sets to cover all the stuff her memory held. And she was going to have to sit down with Liz and Selina to find out if they had stuff like that, and if they needed some lessons in picking locks they didn’t know how to handle yet, and if there was stuff they could teach her too.




But she didn’t have time now. She let Selina help her into the clothes and gear, while Liz did her makeup and hair with the tel’qualah in there. The makeup part took a lot longer than getting into the clothes, so then Selina was doing Alexandra’s hair while Liz did the makeup style, which naturally Liz had a name for: Imperious Bitch-Goddess.




Okay, Alexandra did look really sexy like that. And really dramatic. And really mean. Like Maleficent, only mad at you too.




Alexandra looked at herself in the mirror and wondered where Alexandra Mack had disappeared to, because that was a really scary Goa’uld looking back at her. Ningal would have been totally envious. “Wow Liz, you do mega-awesome work.”




“I do, don’t I?” Liz grinned.




“And you’re humble too,” Selina kidded.




“I am, aren’t I?” Liz said in the exact same tones.




Alexandra made sure she had all her stuff, and checked, “You two ready?”




“Totes.”




Selina gave Liz the eye roll for that. Because even Alexandra knew that The Dirty Pair had a habit of getting into trouble and having to find a way out of it. She really hoped that wouldn’t happen this time.




Sam came back, fully dressed in forest-camo utilities and lugging maybe fifty pounds of gear. Also, she was checking her watch. “Ready?”




“Let’s go,” Alexandra nodded.




Liz suggested, “And remember, I’m your PA, and my name is Buf’fy.”




Selina snorted with laughter at that, and even Sam snickered a little. Maybe Alexandra had shared a little bit too much about her trip to Harry Dresden’s universe. Or maybe it was stuff Sam had told Liz about Liz’s sort-of-doppelganger.




Sam led them to the elevator, down to the bottom level, and over to the gate room. Alexandra took a peek over her shoulder, and General Hammond was standing behind the safety glass, looking unhappy. But he wasn’t stopping them from starting the op.




Liz turned and gave General Hammond a big grin and a little finger wave.




The general turned his head for a moment and said something, and the chappa’ai began rotating. Alexandra could read the gate address just from where the symbols stopped to lock in as the address got dialed. She wondered if that was a security hole.




The gate opened with the usual whoosh of plasma that looked like a foamy, sideways burst of water but was way more dangerous than that. Sam led them up the ramp and through the gate. The trip between gates was pretty new for Alexandra, but was really old for her memories, which was sort of weird. But she had lots of experiences like that all the time. She was getting used to it. Maybe.




They stepped out at what was supposed to be the Beta Site. It looked like a place that was set up for soldiers to do boot camp or something. Ahead and to the right, there were two rows of shipping container sized things that looked like housing. Ahead and to the left, there was a rectangle of fifteen or twenty one-story buildings that looked like they would be fast to put up or take down. There was stuff laid out on the ground like pathways and stuff.




Alexandra totally would have laid that stuff out differently if she was doing it, because there were way too many easy targets for a platoon of Jaffa charging through the gate with Ma’tok at the ready. And she would have set it all off maybe two kilometers off to one side of the gate, since people instinctively went forward when they walked out of a stargate and went to explore. But maybe that was Nanna and Ningal’s memories.




At a minimum, they should have placed heavy earthwork barriers built up between the gate and the stuff they didn’t want to get blown up. And heavy weaponry mounted on the heavy earth barriers to shoot anyone coming in who wasn’t invited. Also, they ought to find some serious caves in the area if they existed, and build secure bunkers down there just in case. Sure, they would have to use an al’kesh or four to haul everything that they were going to need for all that, but they had probably had to do something like that just to get all this stuff here.




She was going to have to have a long talk with Sam and maybe General Hammond when she got back to the SGC. That would probably not be so fun.




They moved off to the side, and Sam checked her watch. Sam’s smile told Alexandra that things were on schedule.




So, about a minute later, the gate flared, and Selmak came walking through with Liandra and a couple Tok’ra that Alexandra didn’t know. Not that Nanna and Ningal knew tons of Tok’ra or like that, because if they did, Ningal would’ve just killed them.




Sam looked at Alexandra and Liz. “You know this gate address?”




Alexandra just nodded, while Liz said, “Sure.”




Sam said, “Then you have a go. Alexandra, collect Theelis. The three of you follow dad to a neutral gate, and you move to Ba’al’s world from there.”




Selmak said, “We’ve got a Tok’ra ship that should be in the Oort cloud of his system any minute now. If you can drop his defenses and signal them, they’ll fly in and make a bombing run across his power plants or shield generators or ground-based weapons. Anything they can scan. But they can’t risk flying into that system the way it is right now, even cloaked.”




Alexandra just said, “Right.” Because even if they could get close while cloaked, as soon as they tried to fire weapons or drop bombs, they would get targeted and blown to bits.




So Alexandra needed a few seconds to accept Theelis from Liandra, while she tried to ignore the ‘hot girl on girl action’ comments coming from Liz and Selina. Even if she was doing the acceptance by putting her open mouth on Liandra’s. But there was nothing sexy about it. It was scary and horrifying and painful and gross. Even if Theelis was mega-nice and mega-helpful, swallowing something the size of a cobra would never be one of her favorite things. Having a symbiote tear its way into the back of her throat would always remind her of the worst day of her life. 




And then she needed a minute with her hara’kesh to heal the damage on the back of her throat. That part wasn’t fun either.




Selmak punched in a gate address that Alexandra knew from Nanna’s memories. It was a gate to a mostly-desert planet that Apep had controlled ages and ages ago, and the planet had gotten bombed until the whole place was not much more than radioactive glass. They stepped through the gate, Alexandra dialed Ba’al’s gate, and they moved right out of that place. She assumed that Selmak was leaving as soon as her gate closed and he could dial out.




She stepped out, with Liz and Selina right behind her. And there were like fifty of Ba’al’s Jaffa pointing their staff weapons right at her. There were a bunch more on a ridge that was a couple hundred yards away, and they had some way bigger weapons pointed at her. That ridge hadn’t been there when Nanna visited, even if that was like a century ago.




She flashed her eyes and spoke in a deep Goa’uld voice. “You will take me to your god Ba’al at once.”




The Jaffa looked at her, and her two ‘minions’. Then he looked at the path, which went around that ridge which was loaded up with weapons. He was probably thinking about other stuff this Goa’uld might see if he led her all the way on foot to Ba’al’s palace.




He called out in Low Jaffa, “Summon the al’kesh!” 




Alexandra had no idea how many Goua’uld spoke Low Jaffa, but Ningal knew a lot of language stuff as part of her ashrak training.




A couple Jaffa off in the distance ran into a camouflaged bunker and disappeared for a few seconds. Then one came back and called, “Task completed, officer!”




Alexandra made an effort to look totally cranky about having to stand around and wait.




So the officer Jaffa said, “Your greatness, we no longer expect a god to walk all the cubits to the palace. Our god has changed the protocols so that you may now be flown there.”




She gave him a mega-grumpy nod. But she was figuring that not getting to see all the stuff between here and there meant that a visitor couldn’t run for it later, and be able to get past all the traps and Jaffa forces to get back to the gate. And the visitor couldn’t lay out a map of the paths from the gate to the palace either, in case he wanted to, say, help Anubis invade Ba’al’s planet through the stargate.




She followed him into another camouflaged bunker that obviously had a serious forcefield up most of the time. She could tell because dirt and rocks had accumulated around the edge of the field, so it was hardly ever off. And inside the bunker was a ring embedded in the floor.




She stepped into the ring, with Liz and Selina crowding in behind her. You did not want to be partway in and partway out of a ring when it beamed you up. That would be bad. Only part of you would turn up at the other end.




The ring activated, and they appeared in an al’kesh that had to have been overhead, so it had to have been cloaked or else up too high to spot from the ground. They were in a room with no windows and no easy access to the bridge. That was a good security measure.




Alexandra’s tel’qualah suddenly began sending signals to her brain. It had detected the al’kesh control systems. So Alexandra got her arm bracer working on the decryption. And she needed to stall some, so she walked out of the ring over to the two Jaffa standing guard.




She lowered her voice. “How dare you treat the great god Nanna like this!” And she tried to ignore the way her arm bracer was heating up.




The Jaffa in charge insisted, “Please return to the rings. Our god will be displeased. And it is time for you to descend to his palace.”




Crud. The computer hardware still hadn’t cracked the encryption, and if she did what the Jaffa wanted, she would run out of time. She was also hoping she wasn’t getting burns on her forearm, because it was really getting hot.




She looked at the Jaffa again, and thought he looked vaguely familiar. She took a risk. “You. You were a guard for Ba’al the last time I was here.”




He blinked in surprise. “My lord, I do not recognize you. Perhaps you met my father, who was one of the great god’s personal guard.”




She blinked as the hardware signaled it had a decryption. She passed a private, coded signal to the al’kesh systems. Then she said, “Your father was a fine Jaffa.”




“Thank you, lord. If you could move to the rings now?”




She strolled over and pretended her arm bracer wasn’t still painfully hot. She let the Jaffa ring her down with her ‘entourage’.




And… just what she was expecting. A lot more Jaffa, and no sign of Ba’al. You would have to be an idiot to let unchecked, unsupervised, unknown Goa’uld at you, especially with Anubis doing so much badness. And Ba’al was not an idiot. Maybe he wasn’t as genius as Nirrti, but he had to be close.




So she flared her eyes, made sure her voice was Goa’uld deep, and ordered, “Jaffa kree! Take me to Ba’al at once!”




And Ba’al said from over a hidden speaker, “And what makes you think they will cooperate with you?”




She put her hands on her hips. “Ba’al! It has been a century, and you still sound the same. I, obviously, do not. I am Nanna, but in a new body.”




“And what did Ningal think of the new you?” Ba’al asked with a lot of smirkiness.




She put a scowl on her face. “She was in trouble, and I went to help her. Unfortunately, she was in more trouble than I had realized, and there was a rival Goa’uld who had an Ancient technology device to strip beings such as you and I out of our hosts. I spent a year in a jar before I was rescued and I found a new host. I chose her because she is a hok’taur, so I am keeping her until I can create an even better body. That may be a problem, given that Nirrti is in hiding and is unlikely to trust me if I can find her. I doubt that anyone else has the biological skillset necessary.”




A part of one side wall changed into a door, and Ba’al strode through. He really hadn’t changed. He was even wearing the same style of clothing and had the same facial hair. Even Nanna tired of the same styles in clothing and hair and accessories in a few score of years.




He looked at Liz and Selina. “And who might these be?”




Alexandra insisted, “This is Buf’fy. She is my personal assistant. And this is Selina, my favored lo’taur. I brought only them. My new First Prime and what is left of my armies would not make a good impression on you when I am coming to you for help.”




Ba’al gave her a raised eyebrow. “And I would help you out of the goodness of my heart because…”




She instantly replied, “You would not. But I do have things to trade, including knowledge. I intend that you get as much out of this arrangement as I do, so we can continue to see each other as allies.”




Ba’al stroked his beard in a totally ‘I am an evil overlord’ way. “I could use some useful allies these days…”




“As could I,” Alexandra pushed. “But I believe we should discuss such things in someplace less… crowded.”




Ba’al turned to a woman who felt like a lo’taur, not another Goa’uld. “Shallan. Set up the good conference room.”




“Yes, my lord.”




Alexandra ordered, “Selina. Assist Shallan and follow her orders.”




“Yes, my lord.” 




Selina sashayed out. Alexandra waited to see if Ba’al would stop her or anything, but he couldn’t be bothered. Although he did stop and watch Selina’s backside as she sashayed out of the room. Alexandra figured a bunch of the Jaffa were doing the same thing, but as long as their helmets were up, you couldn’t tell.




So Alexandra tried something else. “Buf’fy, you will take notes, outline the agreements and disagreements, organize later discussion points, and make sure that Ba’al and his people receive copies of everything.”




“Yes, Nanna. I shall do so.”




Ba’al led Alexandra out of the room, with Liz back behind a squad of Ba’al’s Jaffa who all had Ma’toks and lots of armor. Liz looked like maybe she had lingerie on under her dress, but not a lot more. Okay, Alexandra knew Liz wasn’t that well endowed, so Liz was packing some spy stuff in her bra. And no doubt some other places, which Alexandra was totally not asking about. She had enough ooky memories about stuff like that from Ningal already.




Okay, the place was buzzing with electromagnetic signals. It was totally distracting just walking down the halls while wearing that tel’qualah. Ba’al had a lot more tech in his palace than the normal Goa’uld. But that was pretty much what Alexandra had expected, based on what Nanna had seen a century or so ago.




And the ‘good’ conference room wasn’t good. It was awesome. It was set up with comfy couches for the Goa’uld lords to lie around on, with snacks and drinks and treats within easy reach or all set to be fed to you by your favorite slaves and minions. There were four couch set-ups, with just the two nicest ones being prepped for this conference.




And Selina was busy getting food and drinks and stuff set up for the lord Nanna. Liz took a comfy seat off to one side where she could inconspicuously take notes and organize stuff. Alexandra trusted Liz would be awesome at stuff like that.




Alexandra commanded, “Selina. Go with Shallan and check the kitchens for some of my new favorite dishes.”




“Yes, as you command, my lord.” And Selina put some extra wiggle in her walk as she sashayed out behind Shallan.




So now she just had to stall these negotiations, while Selina did her thing and stole everything not nailed down, including—hopefully—one Colonel Jack O’Neill. Because Alexandra wouldn’t put it past Ba’al to have Jack nailed down—or worse—to something horrible somewhere in this compound.





Part V



Alexandra sat back in Nanna’s favorite pose, and sampled one of Ba’al’s dates. In her best High Gou’a'ud, she asked, “Hmm… am I mistaken, or are these chewier than the last time I was here?” 




They totally were. It was probably a test. Because Ba’al was sneaky like that.




Ba’al smirked, “Yes, I didn’t think that you would remember. But these are from a different date crop my people are hybridizing.”




“Very interesting texture and flavor,” Alexandra told him. Nanna’s memories said the earlier dates were better, but maybe she didn’t have the same tastes as he did. “But perhaps not as sweet as the ones I recall.”




Ba’al looked at her carefully. “Your memory seems to have improved since you were last here.”




Alexandra breathed a silent sigh of relief that Liz and Selina had spent time giving her tips on what to watch for. She gave him a raised eyebrow. “I did tell you that this body is a hok’taur, did I not?”




“I assume there is more than just an improved memory,” Ba’al supposed. “What else?”




Alexandra faked a smug smile. “That may be a part of the negotiations…”






Selina ghosted through the hallways. Nobody ever expected someone dressed like her to be nearly silent when she wanted to be. Nobody ever expected someone dressed like her and looking like her to be able to go somewhere without drawing every eye in the vicinity.




Not that she couldn’t draw almost every male eye in the vicinity, if she wanted. Even that creep Ba’al had been staring at kitty’s curves. That made her wonder if that Tok’ra had come back to rescue a hot, sexy female spy in Ba’al’s entourage. Like maybe Shallan, since Selina had not seen any other women around here who looked anywhere near as attractive.




Also, Shallan was not nearly as good as Selina was at stealth. Or ‘the sneakage’ as Liz liked to call it. Not as good at moving stealthily, and not as good at acting innocent.




Which was why Selina was shadowing Shallan as the woman snuck away to do who-knew-what. Shallan had led Selina to one of the big kitchens, and had handed her off to one of the lo’taur who cooked for Ba’al and his more important staff. So Selina had gotten a quick tour of food options, while Shallan had given another cook some orders for ‘dinner with the god Nanna’. Then Selina had checked over the food until Shallan had snuck out, and had waited a few seconds before following Shallan.




Shallan headed over to a much more unpleasant-looking area of Ba’al’s fortress. There were a few rooms they went past which looked like interrogation rooms and torture chambers. And there was one room that looked like the operating theater where you threw the big switch, waited for the lightning bolts, and then yelled, “It’s alive!”




Kitty did not like.




Not that any of it looked worse than the torture chambers and dungeons and other crap that she had seen in other Goa’uld bases. Which Liz still insisted on calling ‘evil lairs’. Although frankly Selina had seen real human badguys who had crap that was just as creepy and psycho. And she was pretty sure Liz had too, but those had probably been high-end professional ‘enhanced interrogation’ tools of certain types employed by certain espionage agencies that Liz didn’t talk about.




Shallan walked past a quartet of heavily armed Jaffa who were guarding a doorway. She pressed on a typical Goa’uld keypad, and when the door slid open, she passed through. 




Selina had to pause and assess her options. There had to be some reason why there was a guardpost there. One possibility was that O’Neill was being held in there. But she could think of dozens of other possibilities, and she had no way of assessing how likely any of them were.




On the other hand, Shallan had shown less operational security than ordinary people using an ATM back on Earth. Selina was pretty sure she could duplicate those six keypad presses just from watching at a distance. She just wasn’t completely sure about the third button, but she knew the area on the keypad. So, at worst, four tries and she would have that door unlocked.




After less than five minutes, the door opened again, and Shallan stepped out, looking worried. Selina hurried back to the kitchen well ahead of Shallan, so Shallan—and everyone else—would have no idea she had left.




She slid into the kitchen without making a sound, she grabbed a couple plates of food when no one was looking, and she snuck over to the shadowed alcove that was probably there so some Jaffa could keep watch on the cooks, just in case someone was attempting to poison someone important or stir up insurrection. Or whatever. Maybe whenever one of the cooks was pissing in the soup.




Shallan walked in a couple minutes later, trying to look relaxed and unworried. She obviously wasn’t. But it looked like Selina was the only person in the room who was looking at Shallan instead of keeping their eyes down and concentrating on cooking.




Selina hurried over to Shallan. “Oh thank the gods Nanna and Ningal you came back! I was worried I wouldn’t be able to find my way back to the meeting room! Oh, and I tried some more of the foods so I could better serve my god, and I believe Nanna would like to try this and this.” She pointed at some of the really tasty treats she had lifted. 




And she did think Alexandra would like them. Alexandra had really California-via-her-Midwestern-parents tastes in food. Food that Liz liked to call ‘jello with hard things’ and ‘the stuff-with-cans-of-mushroom-soup diet’, along with half a dozen funny names Liz had poached from somewhere else, like ‘White Watchers’ and ‘the Admin’s Diet’. 




Not that Alexandra’s tastes were that bad, and Selina knew that both of Alexandra’s parents were pretty decent cooks—Mrs. Mack had insisted on cooking them dinner for saving Alexandra and then helping Alexandra save those girls Ningal had shredded. Still, Selina thought that Alexandra needed to expand her horizons a lot. Only… now wasn’t the time to get her to try new foods she might not like.




Shallan had several lower-ranking minions gather up trays and bowls of food, and she led them back to the conference room, with Selina in tow.






Liz kept taking notes with the quill pen on the parchment roll. Honestly, the Goa’uld were so stupid and so hidebound and so stuck in The Good Old Days. This would be so much easier with a laptop computer and some decent meeting management software.




On the other hand, Alexandra’s memory was stupidly good. “Mega-good!” she thought to herself. She made sure she didn’t smile at the mental image of Alexandra saying it when she was all excited and happy.




Alexandra had probably been a naive, harmless, cheerful girl-next-door type before the Goa’uld came to Paradise Valley and shit all over her life. Not that you needed Goa’uld for that. Exhibit A: Liz Summers. Exhibit B: teen Willow Rosenberg and Alexander Harris and Jesse MacNally and everyone else in frigging Sunnydale. Exhibit C: rich schoolgirl Selina Kyle, who had the perfect upper-class life ripped out from under her, turning her almost overnight from another Paris Hilton into what could have been the next Very Special Episode of ‘Homicide: Life On The Streets’.




And people wondered why Selina had a near-compulsion to snitch more uber-valuable stuff. Like, duh.




So anyway, Alexandra’s memory. Right. Liz took some more notes. Alexandra kept remembering every little bit that was agreed upon, and she kept redirecting the negotiations to the bits that weren’t, so she could chew a little further into Ba’al’s stated positions. 




It was pretty clear to Liz that Ba’al really wanted Nanna’s mining planet and smelting planet, whether they had been overrun by Aunt Nooby’s minions or not. And the deets on Nanna’s sensor systems for the outer portions of his star system, especially for out past the outer planets and up to just past the Oort Cloud. Not that Goa’uld called it that. And also several more things he was just hinting around so Liz wasn’t quite sure about. 




But Ba’al wanted that stuff badly enough that Liz was keeping an eye out for the classic Goa’uld stab in the back, only with less stabbery and more torture-you-until-you-tell-me-everything stuff. And Liz figured that Alexandra had way better ideas on what those last several things were, as well as what it would look like when they hit the last step before the ‘capture and torture’ part of the festivities.




Also, Liz had heard that Ba’al was one of the Goa’uld who liked to do the ‘serious torture’ part of stuff himself for extra enjoyment. Which meant that the longer Alexandra stalled him, the longer Jack was being left un-tortured. Or mostly un-tortured. Or only strung up by his thumbs for hours.




What the Duat. Ba’al was probably testing some weird science thing on Jack. Because Ba’al was pretty legendary for being into experimenting with the weird science, instead of just stealing it or making minions do it. Maybe stringing him up by his thumbs, but under twice normal gravity.




And here came Shallan and Kitty. With minions bearing more food. Some of it looked pretty good. Too bad Alexandra and Ba’al were the only ones getting any of it.




Alexandra stopped talking and insisted, “Buf’fy. Put your notes down and eat something. I command it. And make sure Selina eats as well.”




Ba’al looked curiously at Alexandra. “You order them to eat? Why waste your time?”




Alexandra deliberately rolled her eyes. “Are your people not loyal to you? Buf’fy does not stop doing what she is ordered. The last time, she worked until she collapsed. Having her in a sarcophagus for half a day inconvenienced me. I am not interested in having that happen again, and I ‘rewarded’ her for her error… until I had to have her put back in the sarcophagus. She knows not to do it around me, but around other gods? A different matter.”




Ba’al smirked, “I just get new minions.”




Alexandra grimaced, “I no longer have an entire planet of competent replacements. And Buf’fy is very competent in multiple areas.”




Ba’al snacked on some of the new foods while staring at Selina’s unfairly oversized bustline. He leered, “I assume that your lo’taur is ‘competent’ too?”




“In multiple areas, whether I am in a male or a female body,” Alexandra replied. She even managed not to blush, thanks to Theelis.




Ba’al smirked, “Do you want to loan her out to me for the evening?”




Alexandra smirked back, “I am open to negotiations. As I said before, I want to make sure that this is a fair exchange which will please both of us.”




Ba’al actually chortled at that. What a sleazeball.




On the other hand, if Selina had ‘time alone’ with Ba’al, she could probably kill him in a few seconds and then have hours to rescue Jack before all Duat broke loose. Liz could just imagine Selina purring at Ba’al while caressing his chin… and then out would come the claws, and someone and his snake would get sliced apart.




Liz was pretty sure Alexandra couldn’t go through with the sexytime with Shallan in exchange, no matter how big she talked with Theelis keeping her from blushing or wincing. Alexandra had been through some grim stuff, but she was still Alexandra, who still probably wasn’t letting her boyfriend get farther than second base. Maybe only first base. Not that Alexandra even talked about that with Liz, or asked Liz and Selina for advice on those kinds of topics.




Not that Liz was an expert, anyway. She hadn’t even had a date since well before she ‘blended’ with Sidney, and her dating history did not exactly look like Xaviera Hollander’s. But Liz was pretty sure that Alexandra’s memories of Nanna and Ningal doing horrible stuff to underlings and other victims had probably trampled whatever sex drive Alexandra had started with.




Selina gave Liz a private hand gesture which basically meant ‘no crises, only partly done’. Okay, so Selina had probably figured out who to follow, probably Shallan, and had been able to follow Shallan to some point Selina couldn’t get past. Probably a guardpost, because standard Goa’uld security didn’t last long against Kitty ever since Liz and Kitty had swiped some really cool toys.




Okay, Liz still had trouble believing that another Selina Kyle dressed up like that and fought crime using the name Catwoman. That was so… Marvel Comics. And not even the good Marvel Comics.




Liz tried, “My lady, may I use the bathroom? I… do not feel well.” She held her belly and made a face like she was about to cry in pain.




Alexandra made a casual ‘shoo shoo’ gesture like she couldn’t care less as long as Buf’fy didn’t inconvenience her or embarrass her. And no way was Buf’fy going to be allowed to use the fancy-schmancy bathroom for the top Goa’uld that was right there through the door that in High Goa’uld pretty much said ‘go shit yourself somewhere else peons, this is not for you.’




Ba’al chipped in, “Shallan, show both of them where they may go.”




“Yes, my lord.”




They headed out of the conference room and down the corridor.




Selina glanced Liz’s way and complained, “It was not my fault that I was gone so long. Shallan abandoned me in the kitchens. I had no idea how to get back. Our lord could have been furious with me!”




Time to play ‘good cop’. “I’m sure Shallan had duties to perform.”




“Duties my mik’ta!” Selina cursed in faux-anger. “She didn’t have as much as a piece of parchment, and she just snuck out, abandoning me! I mean, her charge!”




Shallan finally spoke up. “I do not answer to you. But I had a… time-sensitive task.”




“Right,” Selina grumbled. “If our god brings this up, I am telling on Shallan.”




Shallan blanched. For a split second, Liz thought Shallan might actually faint. “No!” Shallan got hold of herself and followed that with a calmer, “You will not. If you do so, I will claim that you wandered off and I had to go track you down.”




Liz pretended to be nice. “Perhaps we could all just calm down a little? And really, if Nanna was concerned about your lateness, that would have been brought up instantly.”




Selina scowled and gave Shallan a glare. Playing bad cop was a lot more fun than playing good cop. At least Liz thought so. Alexandra probably would rather be the good cop.




Alexandra would probably rather be the social worker the good cop brings in to help everyone.




Well, that wasn’t Liz’s job. She applied some more ‘good cop’ pressure. If they could crack Shallan before they had to be back at the conference room, they could probably grab Jack before Ba’al got to do more ‘fun’ stuff to him.





Part VI



Alexandra tried to look relaxed. But she wasn’t. Liz and Selina weren’t back. Ba’al was pressing on the hok’taur thing like he really thought she might be uber-special and he wanted lots of samples of blood and DNA and cells and stuff.




Ugh. Like she really wanted to risk having Alexandra clones running loose in the galaxy with Ba’al puppeting them… or worse.




So she seized an opportunity and asked him, “Have you managed to get your gravitic shields down to a small enough package to use on individual Jaffa? Because I would be willing to trade a lot for that.”




He smiled cagily. “Perhaps. I have made a lot of improvements in various parts of the systems since we last talked.”




She pretended to smile. “I know that. After all, our last talk on your shielding projects was three or four hundred seasons ago. Given your skills, I would not be surprised if you have a gravitic shield system that sits on your wrist.”




“Like your lightning blaster on your forearm?” Ba’al smirked.




“Those never work the way one would want,” she said airily. “Anubis tried to pawn one off on an underling to get him to betray me, and when it was fired, it did launch a lightning bolt. One. It took my betrayer’s hand and wrist with it, and melted the system into slag. So he then had a burned-off hand and a forearm covered in molten metal. I could not have come up with a better punishment if I had tried. So no, I have no intention of trusting the toys of Anubis, and I have no intention of risking burning my hand off.”




“Very well then.” Ba’al tried, “What is that on your forearm?”




“Another point of negotiation,” she lied. Because there was no way she was letting one of these snaky creeps get their hands on a Sam-designed supercomputer. They had enough dangerous tech as it was. Also, Ba’al was the kind of Goa’uld who might be able to figure out how to get it to work.




Ba’al pretended to give in graciously. “It would appear that you did prepare quite thoroughly for this negotiation.”




She shrugged casually. “Did I really have any other option? You are not a senile old fool like Yu, nor are you a stupid follower like Zipacna.”




Shallan walked back in, with Liz and Selina and three minions behind her. Alexandra noticed that Shallan looked pretty frazzled, while Liz looked chipper and Selina looked like the cat that had gotten into the cream.




The three minions and Selina all had trays of food or beverages. Selina sashayed over, set her tray down and removed the tray Alexandra had sort of been snacking from. Selina purred, “My lord, I have sampled more of the foods, and I believe that you will enjoy all of these.” She also gave Alexandra a wink and a hand signal that meant ‘progress on the task’. Well, at least it meant that for Liz and Selina, who had their own little set of hand and face and body signals.




Alexandra kind of wondered what the heck the Liz And Selina Show had done to Shallan. It couldn’t be anything too subtle, or Shallan wouldn’t look so stressed. And it couldn’t be anything too extreme, or Shallan would have ratted them out to Ba’al or his underlings or his troops. Alexandra was totally impressed, especially when getting a good balance on that didn’t seem to be their strong suit.




So she pretended nothing else was going on, and she actually tried little bits of most of what Selina had picked out. Everything was really good. So in Nanna’s deepest voice, she said, “You have done well, my lo’taur. You may choose your reward.”




Selina bowed and asked, “May I have time for a nap, my lord? Because of our rush, I have not had a chance to sleep for a day or two.”




Alexandra made a casual shooing motion with the back of her hand. “Yes. Go do that. I trust you not to sleep for too long.” But that was going to give Selina some time when she was unobserved, so she could go get into stuff and cause problems. And really, getting into stuff she wasn’t supposed to get into? She was awesome at that.




“Thank you, my lord,” Selina bowed.




Ba’al gave Shallan a sharp look, so she led Selina off to somewhere close by that would be okay for peons to catch a few winks. Or in Selina’s case, maybe a catnap.






Selina slipped out of the little ‘rest’ area. It was little more than a padded horizontal tube about three feet in diameter and seven feet long. The room had one wall which was about thirty tubes in a three by ten grid, so thirty minions could nap there, assuming no one snored.




Just above each tube’s opening was a handle. She reached out, grabbed it, and slid quickly out of the tube and onto the floor. Then it was time for someone other than the lo’taur Selina to walk around.




She peeled herself out of her catsuit. She kept all the tools that were taped or glued to her skin. She carefully folded up the suit and boots and gloves. Then she removed from the boot heels the flimsy minionwear she had stolen on another planet. It was opaque but ridiculously thin, so it could be folded and rolled up into two cylinders, each smaller than a 35 mm film canister, so each one fit easily in one of her boot heels, along with some other small toys.




She unrolled the minionwear and slipped into the top and bottom. The top was like a tiny bandeau bra, and the bottom was like a string around her waist, with five inch wide strips that hung down in front and behind her. Both strips only hung down about two thirds of the way to her knees, but that was good enough.




She walked down the hall like a subservient minion, and she slipped into the kitchen to load up a tray of food. She snitched a wooden box that was smaller than the tray and about five or six inches deep. That was enough to hide her clothes in. Then she held the box flat, put the food tray over it, and walked off in the route Liz had squeezed out of Shallan.




Shallan was completely unhappy about how things had been going. She was supposed to be deep undercover for the Tok’ra, but the Tok’ra Kanan had come back to ‘save’ her. And he had stolen Jack’s body to do it. Then she had refused to go with him, and he had thrown a fit, which got him spotted. And when he ran for it, he failed to get to the stargate, and the weapons they used on him had killed him but not his host Jack. So Jack had no protective symbiote anymore, Shallan had no idea if Jack was still dying of whatever he had been snaked to cure, Jack had already been tortured to death twice and still had not revealed anything to Ba’al, and Shallan was deeply afraid that Jack would tell Ba’al that she was spying on him. So it hadn’t been that impossible to get intel out of her when the ‘good cop, bad cop’ routine had found one of the tiny cracks in her mental armor.




So Selina was following the route to Jack’s cell. She walked minionly past the four-Jaffa guard and operated the lock panel on the security door, balancing her food tray on one hand while she punched buttons. Then she quickly moved down the halls according to Shallan’s directions, and she found Jack’s ‘cell’.




It was the weirdest cell she had ever seen. It was a forty foot horizontal tunnel. Smooth sides, smooth floor, smooth ceiling that glowed with a flat light. At the back of the tunnel was a flat wall with a solid bench. It looked like Jack was unconscious on the bench with his back against the back wall.




No cell door. No jail bars. No force field that she could spot. There were controls off to the side, but they were unlabeled. She couldn’t even tell if they were controls for the cell.




She held out the food tray and stuck it into the opening. Nothing. Not even a blinking light on the controls. She set down the box and tray. “Jack. Jack,” she hissed. Nothing. She called out, “Jack!”




He didn’t wake up. She wasn’t even sure he was breathing. Fine. If she had been tortured to death, healed in a sarcophagus, then tortured to death again and healed again, she wouldn’t be ready to hop up and go for a five K run.




And he looked like crap. The Tok’ra outfit he was wearing looked like someone had been using red-hot pokers and branding irons to get Jack’s attention. Ba’al had a reputation as extremely nasty, and also really creative for a snake, so maybe it had been something even worse.




She set the box and food tray down on the floor under the controls, and she took a step into the tunnel, checking for sensors or openings or triggers. Or anything. Great. She was going to need to put on the suit, use the sensors and viewing systems built into it, rescue Jack, then get back out of the suit to sneak back through the halls again in her minionwear.




There was a painful groan from Jack’s direction. 




She turned toward him and hissed again. “Jack!” She took another step toward him…




Suddenly the world tilted around her.




She instinctively dove forward as the floor dropped out from underneath her, and she turned that into a forward roll and a parkour dive, and suddenly the tunnel was a silo that went straight down, so her parkour dive let her bounce off the ‘ceiling’ to slow her descent, and she turned that into a freerunning back flip which let her kick off the ‘floor’ and land on all fours a foot away from where Jack was lying on his back on the ‘wall’. Which was now the floor of a forty foot vertical shaft with no handholds.




Jack groaned and opened his eyes and choked, “What the fuck?!”




Oh great. Her butt was over Jack’s head. So Jack was looking right up her not-a-skirt and getting a close-up view of la chatte.




She pivoted around, but that still sort of put her breasts in his face, because those little tops did not hide much.




He tentatively put a hand up and touched her face. And he relaxed with a sigh. “Jesus Christ, ya scared the shit out of me. Danny’s been popping in trying to see if I can ascend before Ba’al cracks me open, and I was afraid you’d died too.”




All right, she had been expecting the usual Jack snark. But he looked like he was almost in tears at the idea of losing yet another person. Maybe he was a lot closer to breaking than anyone realized. She managed, “Jack, you look like hell.”




He groaned, “Yeah, you should’ve seen me hours ago, before they shoved me into that fricking sarcophagus. Or maybe that was yesterday.” He paused for a second. “Now what the hell are you doing here?”




“Other than falling into a gravity well I should have thought about testing for, after Alexandra The Great talked about Ba’al and his gravity playtime? We’re here to rescue you. Only now, I’ve got to rescue me too.”




“So you and Liz snuck onto this hellhole in Mister Gordo and beat all of Ba’al’s sensor systems?” he asked hopefully. “So we could back out the same way?”




She spilled, “Nope. We’re here with Nanna, and we just walked in through the stargate, which you may know is miles out of town.”




Jack shook his head just a little. “No idea. I was unconscious the whole time, until I woke up vomiting out a dying Tok’ra, in the dark, surrounded by Jaffa, no idea how I got here, or where ‘here’ is, until Bocce Ba’al told me.”




Selina wasn’t that great at being sympathetic, but she tried. “Liz and Sidney were incredibly pissed off when someone bothered to tell them what happened, and what Kanan pulled.” She paused for a second before she hit him with, “Even if it was that whole Jack O’Neill ‘we never leave a man behind’ thing that he pulled.”




Jack gave her a dirty look for that. “Now tell me that you two didn’t really drag Alexandra here.”




She told him, “Look, she’s your ‘niece’. And you know what she did for some big fat bitch who had never been anything other than a bully to her. You should have known she’d find a way to rescue you, or die trying. Sam basically said ‘no way unless you convince your parents first’. And somehow, she did. Over the phone, so it wasn’t nish’ta.”




Jack didn’t even smile. Or make a snarky crack about that. He just sagged back against the hard floor. “If you two don’t get her out of here safe and sound, I swear I’m gonna ascend just so I can haunt you two for the rest of your lives.”




Selina rolled her eyes. “I’m just guessing, but you probably have to be Saint Daniel to get to ascend, Jack. And if you think anybody has the ability to make ‘Nanna’ do what she doesn’t want, you do not know that girl.”




So naturally, Jack switched topics. “Oh, by the way, how are you gonna get out of here?”




Selina gave him a wicked smile. “I thought you would never ask.” She reached just below her armpit and peeled away what looked the skin over her ribs. 




Jack winced and looked away. “Jesus, Selina!”




She pointed out, “It’s just skin-tone plastic.”




Jack groaned, “Yeah, I knew that, but it looked like… Let’s just say my stomach is not as strong as it usually is.”




She went back to work. She left her backup lockpicks and a few other things alone, while she put together a set of emergency claws. They were basically rings with narrow trinium spikes that stuck out underneath her fingertips. She only had claws for the first two fingers of each hand, but she had enough grip strength to make do.




She stood up and reached over her head. Then she tried to get a purchase on the walls. There were no gripping points. No cracks. And the walls barely scratched under her pressure. “Woof. This could take a while.”




Jack didn’t even make the ‘hey, I’m not going anywhere’ joke. She was really worried about him.




She tried hacking into the wall, like her rings were tiny ice axes. They were sharp enough for that, but the material of the cell walls was pretty damn uncooperative.




She managed to get both spikes on her left hand into the wall. She pulled herself up until her collarbone got as high as her left hand. Then she reached up as high as she could and slammed her right hand into the wall. She needed three tries before her claws held. Her fingers were going to hate her by tomorrow morning.




Jack managed, “Goddamn. How strong are you?”




She didn’t have the strength to answer. Not while she was pulling herself up by two fingertips.




She needed four tries to get her left-hand claws to hold. Either she was starting to tire, or the wall was harder.




She hauled herself up and needed three tries to get her right-hand claws to hold.




She pulled herself up again and struck with her left hand. Nothing except a scratch, damn it. She struck again. Still nothing. She struck a third time, and didn’t get any penetration, but it knocked her right-hand claws loose.




She dropped to the floor-slash-back-wall. Jack forced himself to roll up into a ball so she didn’t land on him. She caught herself on all fours and made an effort not to hiss at the damn wall that was refusing to cooperate.




Jack still didn’t say any of his usual smart-ass remarks, like ‘that went well’ or ‘that’s a cat-astrophe’. She hoped he wasn’t completely broken. He just looked at her and gave her the O’Neill raised eyebrow.




So she told him, “No, I’m not done.” He just waited, so she said, “Cover your ears.”




She stood up straight, took a deep breath, and yelled in Low Goua’uld, “Help! Help me! I am trapped with the Tok’ra! Help!”




There weren’t a lot of red-blooded men who could look at her in this tiny get-up and think straight. She could probably get some lonesome Jaffa to ‘rescue’ her pretty soon.





Part VII



Selina shouted half a dozen more times, before two Jaffa appeared in the doorway. It looked like they were floating overhead, but that was just a side effect of Ba’al’s creepy gravity well.




She looked up at them and made sure to put some serious bounce into her body motion. She yelled some more but stuck to Low Goua’uld, “Help me before this thing wakes up and… does something to me!”




The younger-looking Jaffa asked in stiff Low Goua’uld, “How did you get down there?”




She lied, “I was tasked to bring it that food that’s by your boot. But then I was pushed in here by someone I did not see, and I fell. Please help me! If I do not get back to the kitchens soon, I will be punished!”




The two Jaffa stepped aside and had a whispered conversation. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it sounded like Jaffa instead of Goua’uld. Not that she was an expert in either. She was still getting lots of lessons from Liz and Sidney.




The older-looking one sneered down at her. “Workers like you do not deserve our help!” And he dropped the tray of food down to her. With the box underneath it.




She tried to catch it, but the tray slid off the box. If the Jaffa had stuck around to watch, they might have seen what was in the open box, which could have been an issue. Instead, she just had a tray of food sliding out of her grasp and clattering to the floor. Well, the tray hit the floor. The bowl of pudding hit Jack right in the face.




Jack wiped pudding off his face and glared at her. “You did that on purpose, didn’t you?”




It did seem stupidly unlikely otherwise. But maybe the universe was busy hating Jack this week. She just said, “I’m pretty sure I don’t have telekinesis as a superpower, and I don’t think anyone could do that on purpose without it.”




Jack wiped more pudding out of his eyes. “Now I’m wondering if Alex ever does things like that.”




Selina didn’t say anything about that. But she knew who ‘Alex’ was. She’d gotten a long talk from Sam Carter once about Sam’s trip to Hermione Granger’s universe, and how that meant that Sam knew about Alexandra and a different Selina Kyle and some other people. And she was thinking it would be pretty damn hard to not do that kind of thing if you had the power to do it and make it look like an accident, with no one around you ever wising up. There were certain people she would have been doing things to pretty much constantly.




She just said, “How about you look somewhere else while I change clothes?”




Jack moved a lot faster than he’d been moving. He scooted up onto his butt and turned to face the wall. Even knowing that he was doing his best to pretend he didn’t have a thing for Carter, that was still pretty seriously ‘both an officer and a gentleman’ territory. He wasn’t even trying to peek. She knew he was het, and she knew how many het guys would pull out a molar to get to watch someone who looked like her change clothes. She took that as a sign that he was fighting with everything he had to be Jack O’Neill, not ‘broken guy tortured to death multiple times and awaiting the same thing some more times’.




She was pretty sure she would have cracked the second she realized that not even death would save her from the unbearable torture she already couldn’t handle.




She peeled off the tiny top and ‘skirt’, and tossed them over Jack’s head into his hands. “Can you roll those up separately, as small as you can, like you’re trying to make them fit in a couple film canisters?”




“Yeah,” Jack agreed hoarsely, still refusing to take a peek.




So she hurried even more. The real problem was that the outfit was designed to look skintight, and still wear comfortably. It was hard as hell to get out of, and harder still to get into. A few items concealed in the skin of the catsuit had gotten twisted or improperly aligned, so they had to come out and then be repositioned once the suit was back on.




Once she could zip the catsuit shut, she said, “Thanks, Jack. You can turn around now.”




Jack cleared his throat. “You don’t have to paint it on, do you?”




She grinned at this tiny sign of OG Jack. “I want it to look like I do.”




Next, she had to get the rolled-up minionwear into her heels and get the boots on properly. They had to be extremely tight so she could climb in the boots and hang from her feet if necessary. But they couldn’t be too tight, or she would lose circulation. Same for the gloves.




Once she was fully dressed—not including the headmask, which was in Liz’s stash—she flexed her hand and popped out the claws.




“Damn!” Jack managed. “I’d heard that you had ‘claws’ in those things, but seeing ’em erupt out… Wolverine’s probably jealous.”




She did know who the Marvel Comics character was. She had seen the first X-Men movie with an old friend—male and Roma and very tough—whose aunt and uncle had died in a Nazi concentration camp. That had probably been a mistake. Her friend had burst into tears during the opening, and had wept silently through a large portion of the film. Then he had abruptly left after the movie ended, had driven home without her, and hadn’t spoken to her for a couple weeks afterward.




She wasn’t going to bring that up. She just wiggled her right-hand claws at him and said, “Meow.” Then she stepped up to the part of the wall which became the floor when gravity was normal. She popped the claws out of the toes of her boots and began climbing again.




She slapped her right hand into the wall, gouging her claws into the material. Her first set of claws, years earlier, had been stainless steel. Her second set had been a titanium alloy with diamond dust at the tips. These claws were trinium, sharpened with one of Sam’s industrial lasers when no one was supposed to be in the SGC labs. Naturally, Liz had helped.




Once Selina had a good grip in the wall, she lodged her left boot and stood up. Then her left hand, her right boot, and her right hand again. She was already eight feet off the floor, and moving steadily. It took her a little over a minute to reach the ‘open ceiling’, at which point suddenly she was crawling across a floor out into the hall.




And there were four Jaffa just waiting for her with staff weapons aimed at her head.




She muttered, “Woof. Why does this kind of thing always happen to us?”






Alexandra caught Liz’s signal that meant ‘trouble’. Which probably meant Selina had signaled she had a problem, or else had missed a check-in. So she stalled, “I do not grasp how you can do this all day and not tire. Can I have a few hours to rest? Maybe my lo’taur had the right idea.”




Liz spoke up, “Pardon me, my lord, but the problem may be that none of us have had enough rest in the past three or four days. I know that it is not my place to say this, but if you could have a proper place to sleep for even six or seven hours, you would feel much better.”




Ba’al yawned a little. “I could use some rest too. Perhaps I could have Shallan show you to some guest rooms, and we could meet here for some food in, say, nine hours from now.”




Alexandra nodded, “Thank you very much, Ba’al. As always, you are a most gracious host.” And she deliberately made a huge yawn. It even worked, and Ba’al yawned again.




She followed Shallan out of the conference room, with Liz right on her heels. It only took a glance at Liz to get another ‘we have a problem’ signal from her.




So Alexandra let Shallan show her to a luxurious set of rooms for a guest and the guest’s peons. Then Liz shut the door and asked Shallan, “How many people are watching us? Or listening in?” While Liz was saying that, she pulled out a couple tiny Goua’uld gadgets and started checking the room.




Shallan not-exactly-calmly tried, “I do not know what you mean, my lady.”




Alexandra flashed her eyes and growled in her deepest Goua’uld tones, “Do not deceive Us. Our guest rooms have listening and viewing devices. Nirrti’s do. Ra’s certainly did. Ba’al has always had such devices in his guest rooms as well. Why do you think We would be fooled now?”




Liz spoke up from the side of the room. “Got one over here. Listening only. The viewers are probably all in the bedroom and bathroom.”




Ugh. Alexandra was fully aware that both Nanna and Ningal had done that. Nanna wasn’t interested in watching other Goua’uld sit around talking. That was what listening devices were for, and peons who would sit and listen to the devices for hours, before giving Nanna a summary in a minute or less. Nanna preferred to watch when his Goua’uld guests used the bedroom to do stuff that was somewhere between icky and horrific by Alexandra’s standards. But Nanna and Ningal had both done worse to their own minions and lo’taurs and handmaidens and… Well, it was a pretty long list. A long list which made her way less interested in having sex or even being really intimate with the right guy.




Alexandra had tried talking to the SGC shrinks about this, and she didn’t think they really got it. Maybe she just didn’t express herself well enough. Maybe some of the stuff, she only knew the Goua’uld words for and she didn’t want to know more. Why were there even specific words for some of this mega-gross stuff?




She just kept a Goua’uld scowl on her face and insisted, “Where else are these devices?”




Shallan bowed her head so deeply that she exposed her neck, which for a lo’taur was just one step above getting on hands and knees, touching her forehead to the floor, and groveling. Exposing your neck was never a good idea when you were around creepy neck-biting symbiotes.




Shallan whimpered, “I do not know, my lord. No one would bother to tell someone as lowly as me.”




That was probably a good point. She stared at Liz, “Buf’fy. We will talk no more in these rooms.”




Liz gave her a smirking nod. She walked over to the listening device, did something that made a tiny flash, and gave Alexandra a thumbs-up. Then she stomped over to Shallan. “Take us to the cell.”




“Kanan’s cell?” Shallan winced.




“He’s not Kanan and never has been,” Alexandra insisted.




Liz got back to the point. “And Selina’s well past her sound-the-alarm time, so we’re going there. Now. And you’re getting us there, or else.”




The ‘or else’ was pretty clear. If Ba’al ever found out the truth about Shallan, her future was all torture chambers and sarcophagi. Alexandra was pretty sure Liz could and would tell Ba’al if Selina got killed because of something Shallan did or did not do. Shallan knew it too.




So they moved out of the room, down the halls, past the Jaffa quartet who were guarding that locked door, and down more halls. They turned a corner, just in time to catch Selina on all fours, like it was hard to crawl out of a tunnel. Four Jaffa were standing there with staff weapons aimed at Selina. Selina quietly muttered, “Woof. Why does this kind of thing always happen to us?”




Alexandra groaned. She heard Liz groan too.




And then she heard more Jaffa stomping their way down the hall behind her. She turned around, and Ba’al’s First Prime was standing there with a squad of Jaffa, all of them pointing Ma’Tok at Liz and Alexandra’s backs. Shallan looked like she was going to faint.




Liz peeked behind her and whined, “Yeah, why does this kind of thing always happen to us?”




Alexandra turned in Nanna’s most pompous manner. She flared her eyes and dropped her voice to a growl. “How dare you point those weapons at Us!” She also held her hara’kesh in her palm, where it was ready to put a circular shield up in front of her if one of them decided to fire.




The First Prime insisted, “Our lord Ba’al will want to know about this. If you are supposed to be here, then I will take full responsibility. But I was told not to let anyone approach the prisoner, and that includes the god Nanna.”




Alexandra thought about firing off a neural spike into his stomach, but it wouldn’t do what a neural spike into the head and neck of a Tok’ra or a Goua’uld would do. She could fire the neural spike into his head, but as a highly-trained Jaffa, it might only stop him for a fraction of a second before he fired his Ma’Tok into her torso.




And Liz was fast, but she wasn’t fast enough to stop even half of these Jaffa.




Jack yelled from down the tunnel, “That isn’t Nanna! It’s Alexandra of the Tau’ri!”




Her first thought was ‘what the crud is Jack doing?’ That would make everything worse!




Her second thought was that she was about to die, as most of the Jaffa swung their Ma’Tok.




Her third thought was to put up a hasty shield as most of the Ma’Tok fired. 




The First Prime went down with two Ma’Tok blasts cutting right through his torso armor. So did two of his men and two of the quartet who had caught Selina.




The other five Jaffa held their Ma’Tok on the Jaffa they had just shot, and then knelt before Alexandra before clasping a fist to each of their chests.




Jack called out, “Did it work?”




Selina turned around and looked into the tunnel. “Almost like you planned it all along.”




Jack called back, “Toldja this would be great!”




Alexandra wanted to yell at him, but she had bigger stuff to do first. She flashed her eyes some more, and she intoned, “Stand. Do not kneel before me. Do not treat me as a god. You are free men.”




“Yes, my lady,” several said.




She insisted, “You do not need to call me that.” Then she got to the point she was worried about. She looked at Liz. “Get him out of there.” She looked at the Jaffa. “Will you and your families suffer for this act?”




One man proudly said, “If I die, I die free. And my family are two days’ march away, where they can vanish into the forests.”




Another agreed, “Our families are days away from the palace, but they are all here on this world.”




Crud. Alexandra knew what that really meant. Their lives were at risk, and if Ba’al decided they had betrayed him, their families were doomed. Their families, their friends, their families’ friends, and possibly huge swaths of other Jaffa families. She told herself this wasn’t her fault, but she felt like she had too many people’s blood on her hands already, even if it was all because of Nanna and Ningal.




By then, Liz had the gravity thing turned off, and Jack was limping out of the tunnel. Alexandra needed Theelis to control her reaction, because Jack’s clothes told her that he had been tortured to death with red-hot pokers or branding irons or something worse, and then tossed into a sarcophagus which healed him but wouldn’t fix his clothes. And he was wearing typical Tok’ra clothing that she didn’t think Jack O’Neill would willingly wear.




Liz cut into Alexandra’s thoughts. “We need to get the Duat out of here.”




Jack managed, “Sounds good to me.”




Alexandra nodded, “We need to get you out through the chappa’ai. But I need to save these Jaffa.”




“Oh no,” Liz groaned.




“Not again!” Selina winced.




Jack complained, “Alexandra The Great. I should’ve guessed she’d pull this.”




The five Jaffa excitedly agreed, “Alexandra The Great!” And they all knelt again before she could stop them.




Jack was totally entertained. She wasn’t. She so wasn’t.




And she needed a plan.




Jack looked at her face and carefully said, “Alexandra, you can’t save everyone.”




Teekar, the Jaffa who was apparently taking charge of this group insisted, “And we would willingly give our lives for you, Alexandra The Great.”




It would have been nice if Jack could at least pretend not to smile at that.




She asked, “Anybody got a zat’nik’tel?”




Liz pointed at Selina. “She found a couple and passed ’em over to me.”




Jack rolled his eyes. “What? They just fell off the back of a truck?”




Selina lied, “Maybe someone set a case of them down and forgot about ’em.”




Alexandra decided she was not going to ask.






Part VIII



Alexandra tried mega-hard not to sound desperate as she said, “We have to save these people. And their families!”




Jack managed not to roll his eyes. “Ya got an al’kesh or a ha’tak lying around loose near here?”




She glared at him and replied, “Actually… yes.”




The Jaffa stared at her in awe, because they knew that Ba’al had made that impossible. Jack just looked at her, then looked at her tel’qualah, and finally said, “We’re not worthy.” And it was in a totally terrible Wayne-and-Garth impression.




“I could’ve told you that,” Liz snarked.




Jack ignored that. “Do we know how to get back to the gate?”




Selina explained, “We saw a forcefield-protected bunker by the gate, and it has rings inside. Also, we saw a ridge with more firepower than you want to run past.”




Jack frowned for a second. “Okay, I’ve got a really bad plan…”




Alexandra briskly led her troop through the corridors, making her way toward where that al’kesh was sitting. She could tell through her tel’qualah that no one onboard was doing anything. No live maintenance, no engine restarts, no opening or closing of security doors. That didn’t mean there weren’t guards onboard the craft, or around the craft.




Liz and Jack had cleaned up the bodies with a couple zats. The five Jaffa had agreed to wait until they were on the al’kesh before contacting their families. One Jaffa, Teekar, had picked up six more acolytes of The Cult Of Alexandra Of Tau’ri, who had even more ‘followers’ in Ba’al’s base but they tended to be in isolated cells to avoid the problems that went with doing something their Goua’uld would kill them for. Okay, one of the six was Teekar’s father Teelon, who had told his son about his cell. And Liz was casually walking at the back of the group of Jaffa, just in case someone decided to betray them, at which time they would find out just how fast Liz was with a zat. Or a pair of zats.




Jack was straining and looked exhausted, but he was keeping up. He wanted to get out of there, even more than she did. Okay, she was not leaving these Jaffa behind. Not when they had known they were basically sacrificing their lives when they had helped her.




And with Teekar helping her with the route, they quickly got to a door out onto a landing pad that held about a dozen al’kesh. This was bad. If they couldn’t get into the air without raising any suspicions, they would get chased by a ton of air power, not even counting all the ground weaponry that would fire at the al’kesh. They would have no chance to get to the stargate and into the bunker to dial out, much less rescue these Jaffa’s families. And if the weapon posts up on that ridge had plenty of warning, then anyone going anywhere near the gate would get blasted to smithereens.




Jack looked over the parked craft and said some stuff under his breath that would have gotten his mouth washed out with the laundry soap if he was still twelve and he said it in front of his mom. Then he asked, “Hey Teekar, what’s normal procedure for taking one of these for an assignment?”




Teekar looked over at his dad, Teelon. “Father?”




Teelon stroked his gray beard. “For most assignments, one of Ba’al’s people has all the necessary scrolls or papers already. He leads us to the port manager, shows him the papers, and gets an acceptance. He then leads us to a craft which he already has the codes for, and we enter. He gives us assignments onboard, he takes command, and we depart.”




Jack rubbed his hands together. “Okay. Piece of cake. Alexandra Of The Tau’ri can do all of that.” Then he looked at her and pointed at his palm… where he would wear a hara’kesh if he had ashrak training.




Oh. Right. She could do that. She just had to do stuff she really hated doing.




Liz slid over to her and handed her a thing like an over-gilded version of a clipboard with papers on it. “Here you go. I figured Soccer Ba’al didn’t need this stuff as much as we might.” She pointed across the landing area. “And that guy’s the dockmaster.”




Alexandra glanced at the papers, and they looked like Liz had managed to steal a bunch of someone’s notes for the local logistics, which the SGC could probably use to figure out how big Ba’al’s armies were, and other important stuff. She took the papers and did her best imperious stride over to the dockmaster. She also made sure her hara’kesh was set properly in her hand.




The dockmaster was an older Jaffa in armor that pretty much said ‘not the First Prime but pretty close’. So Alexandra hit him in the face with the mind fog before she even started talking.




She lied, “I am Ba’al’s trusted Goua’uld assistant. I have these papers saying so. You will let me take an al’kesh on this assignment. Ba’al wishes that no monitoring of this al’kesh be done. Now tell me that my papers are in order.”




The dockmaster stared at the papers with a glazed look. “Your papers are in order. You may take your al’kesh.”




She walked straight to the al’kesh she had already suborned. She could feel which one it was through the tel’qualah. And she had it opening up as soon as she moved her hand to the control panel beside the door.




She let the rest of her group follow behind her and button the thing up. She hurried to the captain’s chair, ran through the start-up rituals, checked that every telltale was in the green, and announced over the intercom, “We are now taking off. Everyone needs to be in position.”




By then, Liz was in one of the control chairs in front of her, and two of the Jaffa had automatically taken up guardposts at the back of the bridge. Alexandra assumed that Jack and Selina were ready with Shallan, in the ring room toward the rear of the craft. She ran her fingers through the controls and lifted the al’kesh off the landing area, up to about a thousand feet. 




Liz had the craft’s cloak running before the al’kesh was more than a few cubits off the ground. She turned her head and complained, “This thing totally needs a tune-up and lube job from Sam. I’ll do what I can, but there’s no way Basket Ba’al won’t be able to find us as soon as he gets suspicious.”




Alexandra turned the al’kesh, darted over to the forcefield-protected rings near the chappa’ai, and said into the intercoms, “Jack? You’re up.”






Jack O’Neill nodded at Selina, who was standing by the ring controls, alongside one of the Jaffa. One of the guys that Jack didn’t even know his name. Which totally made Jack want to trust the guy with his life, and Alexandra’s life, and maybe even Shallan’s life. Not.




Jack had two toys ready to go. One was a zat with the cover opened up to expose the naquadah battery and the power couplings. According to Carter-lectures, if that got ringed down and stuff went wrong - like the signal wouldn’t go through that forcefield, or the rings below were set to not rematerialize the beam—the zat wouldn’t come back in one piece, and might even blow up the forcefield or the ring room inside the forcefield. The other thing Jack had was a live sonic grenade, which Alexandra kept calling by its Goua’uld name. That worried Jack, not that he was saying so except to Carter and Hammond.




He pointed at Selina, who pressed the buttons on the control panel as Jack armed the sonic grenade and tossed it into the air above the rings. The rings activated, and everything bamf’ed away. Selina pressed the buttons again, and everything got transmat’ed back. The sonic grenade had triggered. The zat was still fine.




He scooped up the zat, closed it up properly, and waited as Selina and Shallan stepped into the rings with him. He nodded at the Jaffa, who activated the rings again…




And Jack was standing in the rings down in that bunker Alexandra had talked about. The sonic grenade had done a great job. There were five Jaffa in there, and they were all down for the count. He used his zat to clean up the room, while Shallan and Selina peeked around and made sure the rest of the bunker was clear.




Okay, step two had also gone off without a big hitch. They had the bunker. The DHD looked in good shape, but they would have to walk outside to use it. The stargate looked nice and shiny. But that ridge was too far away to launch an assault on it, and it had enough heavy weaponry to take out a small army marching in through the ‘gate.




He casually asked, “So… Selina. Any chance you could steal us a couple dozen more of these sonic grenades?”






Alexandra had the Jaffa ‘call home’ as soon as Jack was dropped off. Because two days’ march for a Jaffa was only eighty or a hundred miles. And the al’kesh could cover that in a matter of minutes. But apparently, all Jaffa who had switched their loyalty to Alexandra Of The Tau’ri knew that they might have to get their whole family rushing off to hide in the surrounding countryside, and had made plans.




So, as soon as the al’kesh was landing in the center of the Jaffa village, people started showing up. Jaffa families, with Jaffa belongings, and some farm animals, and carts of stuff. It was a good thing an al’kesh had a loading area at the stern.




It still took half an hour to get everybody and everything to the landing site and then onboard. A big part of that was the farm animals that didn’t want to go up a low-traction ramp into a dark, scary metal cave.




Also, Alexandra had to spend a stupid amount of time talking Teekar and Teelon out of leaving their families and staying behind to preach the gospel of Alexandra Of The Tau’ri. She did let them tell a couple dozen families that Alexandra had come to take their families to safety, and everyone should worship Alexandra instead of Ba’al.




Holy crud, was that embarrassing.




But she was already worrying about getting everyone and everything through the chappa’ai fast enough, because Ba’al’s forces weren’t just going to stand around and yawn while she offloaded an entire al’kesh of people and stuff.




Liz went to the comms and switched to English. “You know we can’t do too much damage on the way out, right?”




“Oh crud.” Because that was a mega-depressing thing. If they did too much damage, say, to Ba’al’s defenses at the ‘gate, then Anubis might be able to launch a sneak invasion, which would be even worse than leaving Ba’al in control there. “Yeah. Right.”




“Okay. So make a pass about two hundred feet above the top of that ridge, right along the ridge, and at maybe thirty miles an hour.”




“Got it.” But it took a moment to figure out what Liz had in mind.




Alexandra checked that the ship’s cloak was working, even if she doubted it was working as well as Sam could have gotten it. Then she detoured around Ba’al’s palace and grounds so she could avoid any explosion-type surprises, and so she could come up to the southern end of that huge artificial ridge.




As soon as Alexandra got within firing distance, Liz started using the zat’nel’tak, the big ship-mounted zats that would take out a squad of Jaffa but not destroy the big weapons mounted behind the armor along the ridgeline. That would—hopefully—give them enough time to get everyone through the gate, but not wreck Ba’al’s ability to fight off an invasion from Anubis, who would no doubt do something as soon as his spies found out about this stuff and reported back.




And Jack was already running out of that bunker, over to the DHD to dial out. Alexandra was guessing Jack would dial the Alpha Site, since he didn’t have a GDO to get back to the SGC. But she knew Jack did have some other options.




She hastily landed the al’kesh so close to the ‘gate that the loading ramp came down on the top step up to the ring. Okay, she was aiming for putting the end of the loading ramp up on the ring platform, so nobody had to push animals and carts up a bunch of stone steps and then through a weird-looking portal-thing. She only missed by a couple cubits. So… like three or four feet.




She ran her fingers over the ship’s intercom systems. “This is Alexandra. Please walk down the ramp and through the chappa’ai as fast as you can manage. We have very little time to move everyone and everything through. If the stronger Jaffa would assist at the end of the ramp, so carts can be lifted onto the platform and animals can be moved off the ship, we should be able to leave before we are attacked.”




Then she looked at the Jaffa guarding her. “This means both of you. Move to the rear of the al’kesh and get your people through the chappa’ai. I will not leave until then.”




“But… we must stay and protect you!” insisted one guard.




“You are Alexandra Of The Tau’ri! It would be wrong to put ourselves before your protection!” the other pushed.




Crud. Jack would probably tease her about this later. A lot. Because Liz would blab the whole thing.




She tried, “Very well then. One of you stay with me and my assistant. The other must run to the ramp and make everyone move as fast as they can manage. Anyone having trouble walking must be carried, either in a cart or in someone’s arms. Any animals must be moved through the gate or out of everyone else’s way. We have very little time.”




One guard took off, while the other stood at arms behind Alexandra. Liz pointed out, “That’s probably as good as you could ask for. But as long as we’re sitting like this, our main batteries can’t be used. And we’re a sitting duck if there are any support platoons off to either side.”




Alexandra sighed a little. “Very well then. Go set up armed guards on both sides of the ring platform, just in case. And then you get to pick up all the poop in the cargo bay. With a teeny-weeny dustpan.”




Liz grinned, “I thought you were going to say ‘a toothbrush’.”




Alexandra tried not to grimace. “This isn’t ‘Forrest Gump’. Get going, before bad stuff happens.”




“More bad stuff, you mean,” Liz said as she hauled the Jaffa out of the control room.




Alexandra watched through the windscreen to see if anyone was getting the ridgeline weapons set up again. Not that she could do a whole lot about it while people were still offloading and the weapons she wanted were on the underside of the al’kesh. So she also watched a cargo bay camera and a rearview camera. The cargo bay was already half empty. People were moving out a lot faster, maybe because they didn’t have to push heavy carts and heavier animals uphill on a loading ramp that didn’t have enough traction. Jack and several Jaffa were hurrying people and things through the rings, and they still hadn’t been fired on.




When the last family was on its way across the loading ramp, Alexandra figured it was time for a call. She used the al’kesh comms to call Ba’al.




Naturally, Ba’al was not a happy boy. “Nanna! What have you done?! What are you doing?!”




Alexandra pretended, “What is going on? Were those your men trying to kill us? Did you let Anubis send forces here to capture us?”




“Do not be an idiot!” bellowed Ba’al. “I would no more let Anubis gain a foothold here than I would stick my head in a hive of desert wasps! What in Duat happened?”




She lied, “Your First Prime led us to a completely different part of your palace, and then there was a firefight, and we ran! I commandeered one of your al’kesh, and we are leaving your system. If I cannot return it in good condition, I will acquire a new one for you, or else trade you for it. Let me know when it is safe to return to your planet.”




“It is safe now!” Ba’al yelled angrily.




“No, it is not. If your forces were not trying to kill us, then someone else was. You had better begin searches for ashrak right now. Goodbye. And good luck on your efforts.” She quickly disconnected before Ba’al could yell at her some more.




She checked that the last family was off the al’kesh with all of its goods. Then she used her tel’qualah and she raised the loading ramp as she ran for the side exit door. She checked that the al’kesh was sealed up once she was out, and she made sure its cloak was active. Then she launched it skyward.




She hurried over to the chappa’ai, where Jack and Liz were standing impatiently at the portal with three Jaffa. She checked, “Alpha Site?”




Jack grumbled, “No, we’ve got a Gamma Site that’s surveyed and marked out, but not built on yet. Seems someone told the general that we needed to up our off-world site game.”




“Whatcha doin’?” Liz asked her in a sing-song.




“I’m remote-piloting the al’kesh past the moons and hopefully out of the system. Just in case Ba’al feels like shooting at me. Because I’d be totally surprised if he can’t track his own spacecraft. And anyway… Oh crud, he’s got really big tractor beams on those moons, and… Ow!” She grabbed her head at the temples. “Crud, I didn’t think there’d be that much feedback if they blew up the ship.”




She still remembered to use her tel’qualah to interact with the DHD and scramble the DHD’s memory, so Ba’al wouldn’t be able to figure out which gate they had connected to. Because if Nanna’s science guys had figured out how to do that, then Ba’al had totally figured that out.




Liz took her arm and led her through the ring to the Gamma site. Which looked like a totally uninhabited place with big open areas and pretty stands of forest. She felt better about leaving her people there just from looking around.




It only took a few minutes for Jack to dial the Alpha Site, walk through, and come back with some Free Jaffa people to take the new Jaffa under their wing. Then Liz and Selina and Alexandra walked Jack through to the Beta Site, where Sam and Liandra and ‘Uncle Jake’ were waiting for them. Alexandra gave Theelis back as quick as she could without making it too obvious.




After that, they used Sam’s GDO to go back to the SGC for a fun-filled medical exam. Then Alexandra got to change clothes and wash makeup off and try to comb her hair back into something less Cruella de Vil.




And the debriefing was pretty quick too. Alexandra was sure that Sam and the general wanted to get Jack to somewhere he could sleep and then talk to a shrink and then maybe eat lots of blue jello.




So she and Liz and Selina talked about what happened and what went wrong. And Jack talked about how they could have gotten killed doing that stuff, even if Jack totally did not say ‘stuff’. And Jack and Sam talked about getting Alexandra an SGC security phone in case more stuff happened. Alexandra even had a chance to tell General Hammond stuff about how they ought to lay out the off-world sites.




The weird part was when the general wanted to wrap up, and Jack had one last thing. He winced, “Umm, sir, maybe I was having a breakdown, but I’m pretty sure Danny was there, trying to teach me how to ascend because that was as much interference as the Ancients would allow.” Even if Jack was sure there was no way he could have ascended.




General Hammond asked suspiciously, “Physically there, in your cell?”




Jack thought it over for a second or two. “Well, let’s say metaphysically, sir.”





The OSI and a Flight

Part I



Aly Mack twisted quickly to one side as the knife came slashing at her arm. She had her own knife, so she blocked the attack and tried an angled corkscrew-motion as a disarming move. It should have worked, but her attacker knew that trick too, and he was fast. He just managed to get his knife back before her tactic would have torn it out of his grip.




He darted forward, snapping his wrist so his knife slashed at her in a bunch of quick hacks, one after the other. She blocked the first five strikes with her knife, and she slid back just enough to avoid the next three.




She used her attacker’s pause to counter his latest move with an attack he wouldn’t expect. She lunged forward with as much strength as she could. He automatically blocked with his knife, only her power totally overwhelmed his block, and she drove her knife right up his wrist and along his forearm.




She was pretty sure she couldn’t bring herself to do that if they had been using real combat knives instead of practice knives. Practice knives with pencil graphite rubbed all over the tips and edges.




Mr. Ryback stepped back and looked at the graphite line from his wrist nearly to his elbow. “I suppose I’m gonna need a bionic forearm after that cut.”




Joan said, “Casey, I know you could keep going under these conditions, and I have seen you knife-fight left-handed. But I’m calling the match in Aly’s favor.”




Mr. Ryback nodded slightly. “I concede.” He looked at Aly. “Good tactic. Even an expert knife fighter isn’t going to expect a move like that.”




Aly smiled, “Thank you, Mister Ryback.”




He scowled at her, “Just call me Casey, okay? Or ‘Chief’. Oscar already spilled about you, Lieutenant Mackenzie.”




Aly was pretty sure she blushed a little. “Oops. Sorry. I didn’t think you knew about that.”




He inhaled deeply and then slowly let out a sigh through his nose. “And you win. I’ll talk to Jeff about the Mexican dishes.”




Aly grinned, “Thank you, umm, Chief. I’ve got some recipes I can bring over, if it’ll help. From my mom, and Mrs. Alvarado, and like that.”




His eyebrows went up. “Mrs. Alvarado? Does that make ’em authentic Mexican dishes?”




Aly shook her head no a little bit, and smiled. “Umm, Mrs. Alvarado isn’t even Hispanic. Mr. Alvarado is like three-quarters, and most of her recipes come from Mr. Alvarado’s mom, who’s really nice. But I guess that means they’re supposed to be authentic, even if maybe they’ve gotten adjusted a bit over the years.” She thought of something else, and added, “And if there’s a problem getting decent ingredients, I’ll ask mom if she knows a grower who can ship us real stuff straight from their fields. Because the local Anaheim chiles I’ve tried? Bleah.”




Aly thought maybe Mr. Ryback tried pretty hard not to smile at her exuberance. He just said, “I’m pretty sure we can get the ingredients through our usual suppliers.”




Okay, Mr. Ryback — sorry, Chief Ryback — hardly ever smiled anyway. At least Aly never saw him smiling. She sort of wondered if the better Mexican food recipes would get a lot more people in the cafeteria eating Mexican food, and if that might make him smile. A little.




He’d certainly get a lot more of Fred’s business, since JJ claimed that Fred pretty much lived off tacos. Aly didn’t know about that, but the potlucks Aly and Fred had both been at? Fred had brought tacos every time.




Then after Chief Ryback left, Aly still had her regular training with Joan, who wanted to do more with knives after watching Aly. And Joan had seen the trick with the high-speed, high-power thrust, so she didn’t fall for it. Still, when working with Joan, Aly always had to focus on her balance, and not overextend herself, because Joan was really good at that, and really good at taking advantage of the opponent being a hair off balance. Maybe as good as Rinkin was.




Sparring with Joan was always great. Aly was grinning by the time they wrapped up.




So after Aly went back to her place and showered and stuff, she checked the clock. She had to wait a bit for Hunter to get out of classes, and she had language buddy time with Huifen scheduled, so she didn’t get to talk to Hunter until after his lunchtime was over. Then they talked for so long that Hunter had to hang up and run to baseball practice. Aly felt bad about that, because she totally didn’t want to get him in trouble.




And that night was the big crisis. Well, the big crisis for Aly’s cleric Kalista the Gray, in the D&D game. The game was at Willow and Xander’s place, so they had a potluck and they played the first part of the game while everyone ate. Because Andrew had stuff planned out.




Okay, so first Willow had stuff planned out, because Willow. So everyone had needed to tell her ahead of time what they were bringing, so they didn’t end up with six kinds of jello salad and a box of cookies. Aly made her mom’s green bean casserole recipe. So it turned out that Willow pretty much let everyone bring what they wanted, and Willow had just made everything to fill in the gaps. Like two main dishes and some baked squash, because mostly what people brought was salad or dessert. Andrew brought his own recipe ‘Heart of the Dragon’ salad, which sounded weird but was really good. Okay, it was a chicken salad with a light dressing instead of too much mayonnaise, and lots of stuff like dried cranberries and toasted slivered almonds. Xander made triple chocolate brownies, which were unfairly tasty because Aly couldn’t eat as many as she would have liked to.




First, everybody else had to decide whether to go with Aly’s cleric Kalista The Gray, who had been summoned back to her monastery-thing by the angry Abbot Frollo. Who was never nice to Kalista, and thought Kalista was totally not what a Light Domain Cleric ought to be. Andrew and Aly ate while the rest of the table roleplayed that part.




Okay, everybody decided to go with her, even if having some of them with her was going to make the abbot way crankier. So Xander’s Bard talked them into going with Aly but hiding nearby so the abbot didn’t know they were there. It was a good thing that charisma wasn’t Xander’s dump stat.




Then, while everyone else ate, Andrew played the cranky abbot and his three assistants, and Aly played herself. Well, Kalista the Gray. And the abbot basically insisted that either Aly stayed in the monastery for keeps, or else. Or else she would be stripped of her title, forbidden to ever return, and their goddess would choose whether to strip away Kalista’s powers.




Aly didn’t have that hard a decision, even if Andrew was trying to be mean, which he wasn’t really good at. She removed her novice’s over-robe and walked out. Even when the abbot yelled at her back, “You are not a pacifist! You are an accomplice to murder!”




Then Andrew gulped down the rest of his dinner while everyone else tried to make Kalista feel good about her decision. And over dessert, the group settled in for the evening, miles away from the monastery, and Kalista had to face her goddess. Only, all of her friends stood up to the goddess and pleaded for Kalista, or offered to make their own sacrifices in Kalista’s place.




Kalista’s goddess chose. Willow turned down the living room lights, and Andrew did the whole thing with a computer generated voice, so it sounded really cool, and he had some LED lights that he computer-synchronized, so it was like the collection of lights was an animated incorporeal being. Mega-awesome.




Kalista’s goddess pronounced, “You are doing what a cleric should do. You are saving lives and facing evil. You are making your party better people, not just better fighters. You are making your barbarian more thoughtful. You are making your rogue more considerate of others. You are making your bard more responsible.” 




So Kalista was forbidden from ever again using the name ‘Kalista the Gray’ because her goddess deemed her to be ‘Kalista the White’. And she let Kalista keep her powers. And she gave Kalista two new cantrips that were great but Aly hadn’t picked them before because there were more important ones that she felt like she needed to get, so she got Mending and Prestidigitation, which were mega-useful when the party wasn’t in combat, and clerics pretty much never got to pick Prestidigitation anyway because it wasn’t on the official cleric spell list. And the goddess told Kalista one new thing her Belt Of Light could now do, which was being able to sense evil intent when she focused on someone or something. And Xander’s Bard said she might want to use that power on Kalista’s creepy abbot first.




Then, in the morning, at least as far as the D&D game was concerned, a gang of clerics from the monastery came out of nowhere and tried to bushwhack the party. Andrew then said, “And that’s where we’ll stop for the night. Everyone roll for initiative, and we’ll go from there next time.”




Also, Andrew awarded everyone a bunch of XP for roleplaying really well and staying in character while doing it. That pushed Rudy’s wizard up to level four, and pushed the rest of them well toward level five. So Rudy had homework before the next session, because he had to figure out new spells to add to his spellbook, and stuff like that.




The next morning, there was a sign up in the cafeteria that they were going to change their recipes on the Mexican food, and they were going to ask people to evaluate the changes. Also, they were going to have the questionnaires be on paper, probably because certain people who were good with computers might fudge the results otherwise.




After that, it was a meeting in the ‘remote conferencing room’ with Oscar, and on the other end of the secure connection were Gibbs and Tony, with Tim running their end. Gibbs wanted them to know that his team had been investigating, and it turned out that Lieutenant Rogers was so busy panicking over the loony idea that Mackenzie was a CID plant on his jet that he made everything a hundred times worse for himself. And for his father, and for several men in his platoon. Because they were operating a massive smuggling operation, mainly to Somalia. One of those big pallets actually held around four hundred thousand dollars worth of ‘accidentally lost’ military equipment. And most of that was going to end up on the streets of Mogadishu or in the hands of Somali terrorists. What a bunch of jerkheads.




Then it was off to martial arts lessons. And Master Caine was back from wherever he had been! Aly didn’t know where he had gone, and she was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to ask. But it seemed like he had someone else he was training, and he wanted to keep whoever it was separate from the OSI. Or maybe he wanted to keep his trainee separate from Joan and Aly.




Afterward, Aly ran back to her apartment. Peter was really nice, but Aly liked Master Caine better as a teacher, for some reason. Maybe it was the whole ‘inscrutable Asian martial arts master’ vibe. Still, it was nice when Master Caine was on-site, because he obviously had his own stuff to do, and he hadn’t asked Aly for help on it. Even if Aly would have said ‘sure’ as fast as she could.




She showered and changed into something nice-casual, because she had a video call with some other language buddies. Yitzhak and Vittorio had sort of adopted her as their new project, and so the three of them were speaking Italian, Hebrew, and German. Aly was the worst at Italian. Okay, Vittorio was Italian, and Yitzhak had been studying it for years, so he was really proficient too. Then she had been working with Ziva, so her Hebrew was almost as good as Vittorio’s. And her German was better than Vittorio’s and almost as good as Yitzhak’s. So it was great for her, and pretty good for both of them. And they were mega-nice.




Also, Aly had noticed that they never asked her where she was based, or why she had to miss language buddy time once in a while, or any of that kind of stuff. Oh sure, they knew she was finishing up her undergraduate degree at Georgetown, and planning on starting a Masters degree. But they talked about Vittorio’s neighbors, and they talked about Yitzhak’s students, and they just didn’t ask Aly about her neighbors, or her job, or anything. Aly suspected that Oscar had gotten someone like Michael Austin to get them to sign NDAs and stuff, and so they knew Aly wasn’t just a student who liked languages.




Aly was still doing language buddy stuff with Ziva, and with Huifen. And she was still working on a couple European languages that were close to languages she already knew pretty well. And she was working on Macedonian, because she was worried she might need it someday. And Oscar was lining up another language buddy who was going to start working with Aly on Hindi, once Aly got farther along on the CIA language course on Hindi first.




In fact, Aly had planned to spend a big chunk of the afternoon working on languages, but Rinkin called and asked her to come over to the remote conferencing room for a different video conference. In fact, Rinkin phrased it as a ‘chat with a couple of your A-lister friends’ like Aly had movie star friends or something.




So, even though the call was in the middle of the afternoon for Aly, she wasn’t exactly surprised that the call was with Hermione Granger.




The video conference room was set up with about ten screens of different sizes, with some off to the sides so they weren’t as easy to watch. But this call was only using two screens in the middle of the wall. Hermione was sitting at a computer desk with Ron beside her. And on the screen next to hers was a middle-aged man who looked kind of ex-military. Maybe even current-military. He was sitting with a young woman of about Hermione’s age, who had several file folders with her, and was making notes on a computer tablet, and was looking uncomfortable about being on camera. That young woman looked way more Willow-ish than Jaime-ish, even if there was no red hair. Just the whole computers-and-files-and-nervousness thing.




So two side-by-side screens? Totally easy to deal with. And Aly was sitting next to Rinkin, with WillowGamma off to the side of the room where she wasn’t on any camera, handling video security and video quality and stuff.




Aly led off, “Hi Hermione! Hi Ron! We didn’t make you stay late at work for the call, did we?”




Hermione sort of pursed her lips a little and admitted, “No, we asked for the call to be at this time, because Mother is concerned that the department may have a mole. So everyone else has gone home, and I’m handling security at this end.”




Aly hoped that ‘Mother’ was some sort of codename, because she thought this Hermione’s mom was just a dentist too, like the other Hermiones Aly had met.




The middle-aged man cleared that up. “The name ‘Mother’ has been the name for the director of the field teams since our department was set up, just as the name ‘Grandmother’ was used for the former director, usually retired, who helped out by dealing with the overarching issues and meeting with the bureaucrats. However, we have slightly expanded that over the last decade. We now also have a Father and a Grandfather.”




Aly wondered if that meant that the Father and Grandfather had to be women, because otherwise they could have just added an Aunt or Cousin or two. Or maybe that was too feminist and stuff. So she didn’t ask.




Rinkin studied the man and asked, “Major Gambit?”




The man looked pretty surprised to be recognized. So Rinkin added, “Rinkin Mueller.”




Major Gambit gaped, “Agent Mueller? Bloody hell! I didn’t recognize you. We had assumed from the reports that you didn’t survive your final op. It’s good to see you again.”




Aly gushed, “Now she’s our deputy director! And she’s great.” 




Also, Rinkin had decided to keep the really awful scars on her face, so she didn’t really look exactly like OG Rinkin. But Rinkin had figured out that nobody who knew about the OSI’s bionic agents thought she could be bionic if they hadn’t fixed her facial scars. Also, Rinkin could be really, really mega-stubborn when she wanted to be.




WillowGamma was typing away at bot-speed, and words appeared on a smaller screen beside the one that Hermione was on, so none of the Brits could see it:




Major Michael R. Gambit, SBS, on secondment to SIS, no further information readily accessible




Major Gambit spoke, “Ms. Mack, you have met Granger and Westley. I currently use the codename Mother. And this is Ms. Brocklehurst, who is one of our data analysts and researchers.”




Aly paused a moment while she tried to remember something off the A-List. “Umm, is that Mandy Brocklehurst?”




The woman cleared her throat unhappily. “Amanda, please. I don’t use ‘Mandy’.”




“Oh, sorry,” Aly apologized.




Ron groaned, “Your secret list, right?”




“Right,” Aly nodded. “But I’m pretty sure it doesn’t have Major Gambit on it.” Okay, she was going to check after the call was over. Just in case.




Major Gambit changed the subject. “Granger? Could you fill them in on our current problem?”




Hermione grimaced and then explained, “It’s Aleksandr Armen. Again. We have data analysis indicating that he’s going to take one of his larger airliners on a private trip. For reasons we believe may be suspect. Amanda?”




Ms. Brocklehurst spoke up, “Aleksandr Armen is the sole owner of Armen Lufttrafik, which is currently using the general international commercial air traffic downturn to make inroads at other airlines. He is apparently using this flight as a sales opportunity. He is bringing in a couple pilots, a couple senior executives, and a couple flight attendants from each of Spirit Airlines and Easyjet along on this jaunt, and it is currently believed that he will use their experiences on the trip as major selling points when he tries to get their pilots’ union and flight attendants’ union to buy into any corporate transfer of ownership. So he cannot be planning anything obviously, blatantly suspicious. But he may be using them as an alibi or ‘evidence’ that he is not up to anything.”




Ron added, “But we also have intelligence that Armen is going to meet with some suspicious oil industry connections during the same time period. Amanda thinks he’s going to use this flight to make that meeting happen. And Hermione agrees, so I know Amanda’s right.”




Hermione gave Ron a glare, while Amanda blushed. Hermione continued, “Armen Oil has some suspect contacts with some other oil companies and oil executives all over the globe, so that would fit in with some of his activities. Anywhere the flight goes, he could arrange for some private time and make that meeting happen. Dubai, Rome, Athens… Wherever it is, he probably wants a face-to-face, so he can bribe them more effectively.”




“Or something worse,” Ron complained. “With Armen, there’s always a ‘something worse’ on the table.”




Ms. Brocklehurst suggested, “So he could take everyone on a lovely flight across Europe, land in someplace lovely like Rome or Lisbon, give people a fancy tour of someplace nice, and on the side conduct some illegal or at least immoral business, while maintaining ‘evidence’ that the trip was no such thing. Then everyone flies back and tells their people what a lovely man Armen really is, and how nice the plane and the arrangements are, so it would be a win-win for Armen.”




Aly nodded in agreement. “Okay, but why do you need me?”




Hermione groaned, “Armen has probably identified all of our people, including several of my aliases. So none of us can perform adequate infiltration of his operations anymore. He may have someone inside our little organization. But he won’t know we’re asking for outside help.”




Rinkin checked, “Surely he’ll vet every one of the Spirit Airlines and Easyjet personnel he is inviting along.”




Hermione nodded again, “Right. But we have another way in. Armen has a tendency to pursue the younger, more attractive AL flight attendants, so we can get someone in posing as a young, gorgeous, fairly-new AL flight attendant. Namely-”




“Me,” Aly butted in. “Right. But I don’t have training in being a stewardess. Aunt Ashley used to talk about it a lot, so I know there’s a lot more to it than looking pretty and handing out peanuts in hard to open packages.”




Hermione lectured, “Honestly, Aly. You have agent training. You have OCS training. You have paratrooper and CQB and firearms training. You probably have flightdeck training for emergencies, and God only knows what else Goldman has slipped in past everyone else. The only thing you don’t have is memorizing that silly ‘in the event of a water landing’ speech.”




“Umm, some stuff like that,” Aly blushed.




Ron unhelpfully added, “And you’ll have to learn how to kneel down in those miniskirts Armen makes his stews wear.”




Aly cleared her throat. “Okay, and we already have a workable identity assembled, unless you have a specific ID you want me to use.”




Hermione replied, “Just send me all the details, and if it’s preferable, I’ll slip it into the Armen Lufttrafik databases. Otherwise, I’ll go with what I have already.”




Ron smirked, “You should go with what ’Mione already has. It’s brill. Just give her a list of all the languages you speak, because that’s part of the Armen Lufttrafik package. The more languages you speak and the sexier you are, the better the postings they give you.”




Aly texted Hermione with a quick list of her languages, even if she left out a couple specific languages, like Macedonian: English, Spanish, French, German, Russian, Arabic, Hebrew, Yiddish, Italian, Swedish, Bavarian, Mandarin; also some Norwegian Danish Occitan Portuguese Catalan Bulgarian Monegasque Serbo-Croatian.




Hermione suddenly looked down at her phone, glanced at the incoming text, and said “Thank you.”




Ron looked over and swore, “Jesus Christ! This is almost as bad as ’Mione’s language list!”




“Really?” asked Amanda.




“How many?” asked Major Gambit.




Ron exaggerated, “About fifty.”




“Ron! Really!” Hermione complained. “Twelve languages, plus progress on eight others.”




“And those are just the ones she listed,” Ron assumed.




Aly tried not to blush more. “I have some really good language buddies.”




“At least she doesn’t have Hindi and Korean on there,” Ron added.




“Umm, I’m starting on Hindi,” she admitted.




“Good,” Hermione smiled. “We should be language buddies as well.”




“That would be awesome!” Aly squeaked. “Mega-awesome!”




“Someone’s in your fan club,” Ron sing-songed at Hermione.




Hermione elbowed him and hissed, “Stop it!”




Ron looked at Aly and grinned as he mock-whispered, “I’m in her fan club too.”




“I’ve noticed,” Aly grinned back at him.




Major Gambit pointed out, “As far as we have been able to tell from the files Mrs. Sommers-Austin provided to us, it appears that Agent Mack has been a fan of our Hermione for some time.”




Aly bubbled, “Other Hermiones are mega-awesome too!” Then she realized what she’d said, and she winced, “I mean, I’m not supposed to talk about how we got that list of persons of interest.”




Hermione contributed, “But Amanda’s on it as well, even if her name is listed as ‘Mandy’ Brocklehurst.”




Amanda gasped, “Nobody told me!”




Major Gambit gently told her, “It was need to know. And you were already working for us. Also, according to Granger and Westley, there is no way that you would have believed the source material.”




Ron unhelpfully ‘helped’, “Hey, just make friends with Aly, and she’ll blab all about it, and then you can be disbelieving to her face. Like Hermione was.”




“Ron!” Hermione gasped. “That… That is technically true, but utterly unfair. You didn’t believe it either!”




Ron smirked, “Neither did Harry.”




Rinkin piled on, “Neither did I.”




Aly tried not to pout.






Part II



Aly had a quick meeting with Rinkin and Oscar after that. Oscar was all in favor of doing little stuff that put other countries and other agencies in a position where they owed the OSI a bunch of big favors. Also, Aly felt like Armen and his companies had made this personal back when she was in Monaco.




And naturally, Oscar had a contact who knew all about the European airline guidelines. And also Rinkin knew a bunch of U.S. airline people who thought she was the most awesome person on the planet. Okay, Aly thought Rinkin was maybe the most awesome person on the planet too. Even if it was a tie with Hermione Granger and Willow Rosenberg-Harris and a couple other people.




Aly spent a couple hours preparing herself before bedtime, and got up early enough to get in some PT. Running didn’t really help her stay fit, since so much of running was just using her bionics. So when she was by herself, she usually concentrated on exercises that worked her core, along with lots of martial arts stances and forms and katas. So, after she did her martial arts practice, she did crunches, then ab wheel rollouts with a roller wheel Kate had gotten her as a present, then front planks with some arm and leg lifts, then side planks with some leg lifts. That didn’t take as long as running five klicks while doing it at a speed slow enough for other people to join in.




So Aly was ready at the airport starting well before eight ack emma. At six-thirty in the morning, she caught a helo from the OSI heliport to the nearby airport, where a big private jet had been set aside to use as her practice area. With two real stewardesses as trainers.




Okay, both were agents who had years of experience working as flight attendants for reasons they were not going to be talking about. Marilyn had worked an airline which regularly flew from Colombia to Miami, so she was probably DEA. Gerda had worked an airline which flew from Moscow to several NATO countries, so she was probably Interpol or BND or something. Not that Aly was even going to ask either of them for details.




She first learned the mega-important stuff. Like how to dress properly and how to pack your one bag and one ‘purse’ for all of the travel to the first flight, the inbound flight, the time at the turnaround, and also the flight back. And how to do her hair and makeup just right for an airline like Armen Lufttrafik which put a huge amount of pressure on their stewardesses to look extra sexy and also extra stewardess-y.




Okay, makeup and hairstyles, and how to completely change your look by doing your makeup and hair differently, was an important course Aly hadn’t wanted to go on, but Rinkin had insisted. So Aly was competent at the skillset. And Hermione had already overnighted a couple Armen Lufttrafik stewardess outfits to OSI HQ, and Aly found out that someone — probably Oscar — had arranged that Hermione already had Aly’s exact sizes in everything ahead of time.




Aly had time before the eight o’clock meeting, so she pulled out all the stops. She had colored her hair a pretty Nordic blonde the night before, and she had put it up for easier styling in the morning. That meant she had no trouble putting it up in a tight French twist that went really well with the ‘overseas cap’ style cap that Armen Lufttrafik stewardesses usually wore. The cap was in the bright red that was the official Lufttrafik red color. She thought it was deliberately sexier than the red of Aeroflot stews.




Then the makeup. Aly did the full deal. Moisturizer, foundation, contouring and blusher, lipliner and lipstick, eyeliner and mascara and four different eyeshadows, and eyebrow pencil. Plus a Cindy Crawford beauty mark. When she was done, she didn’t look like Aly Mack. She looked more like someone trying to be a runway model, but was too busty and not six feet tall.




Plus the uniform. Uplift bra, lace-edged panties to not show under the skirt, 15-denier sheer pantyhose in Lufttrafik gray, a tight white blouse with V-neck cleavage, Lufttrafik red A-line miniskirt and Eton jacket, and Lufttrafik red three-inch heeled pumps.




Wow. Whoever Hermione had doing tailoring had done a mega-awesome job on this uniform. Oscar must have sent her a really detailed set of measurements, or else that 3-D wireform that Willow had made for each of the enhanced agents. Aly thought the girl in the mirror looked like maybe the poster girl for Armen Lufttrafik. Maybe those bionic boobies were a bit much a lot of the time, but they sure made this stew look hot.




She walked out with her best ‘I like to wear high heels’ stride to meet her trainers. After all, with bionic feet she didn’t have problems with cramped toes or aching soles. And with bionic legs, she wasn’t going to roll an ankle or hurt a calf or twist a knee.




She had a lot of unfair advantages, because of her bionics.




Marilyn and Gerda were chatting. Aly’s bionics picked up the talk well before she got near the room.




“…she looks like she’s fifteen! What the hell are we supposed to do with that?”




“I know Hermione Granger. She wouldn’t ask something impossible. And we haven’t seen her wearing makeup, or even out of those ghastly overalls. Let’s wait and see.”




“Oh crap, she’s coming. At least she sounds like she’s expert in heels.”




“That’s a relief. AL are utter bastards about heels, skirt lengths, enough makeup, you name it.”




So Aly strode in and gave them both a big smile. “God morgon, is our flight ready?”




Marilyn did a double take. She managed, “Apparently I underestimated our ‘trainee’.”




Gerda stood up from where the two had been chatting. “Aly, I’m glad to see you are ready.”




Aly worked the Alsatian accent for the ID Hermione had snuck into the system. “Alizée, please. Alizée Macher. And friends call me ‘Zay’. But I will answer to ‘Aly’ as well.”




Marilyn checked, “How are your languages?”




Aly gave her the prepared backstory for Alizée. She started in German, “I am French and German, so I speak German and Bavarian and English and Russian from my father…” She switched to French. “And I speak French and Spanish and Occitan from my mother.” She switched once again, this time into Swedish. “I also picked up Swedish, Italian, and a bit of several other languages in school.”




Gerda nodded, “Your Swedish is more than good enough for AL standards, and you speak at least two other languages including English, so you’re set there.”




Marilyn said, “You’re OSI, so you’re not going to fall apart in a crisis. So I think our next step is making sure you memorize the possible AL flight attendant speeches in Swedish and English both, then we’ll be showing you all the little details. The onboarding welcome, the offboarding goodbye, the official kneel, the in-flight service tricks, the possible emergency situations and what you would need to do in each, pre-flight prep and between-flight turnaround and post-flight clean-up, the guidelines on dealing with the eight types of problem passengers…”




Gerda cut in, “And what to do when Armen and his execs hit on you, because that’s a fact of life for the prettiest stews on AL, and Granger said that’s why someone like Alizée would have been selected for this flight.”




Crud. Well, she had enough foundation and contouring to hide anything up to and including a major blush, so that was probably going to be a help. And there was no way she was wearing her engagement ring. Maybe she ought to talk to Rinkin about buying a fake engagement ring to deflect horny guys on future assignments. Maybe something tacky-looking and obvious, with lots of those tiny little diamonds set around a stone, only hers would be fake diamonds. Because diamonds.




Aly admitted, “Last night, while I was coloring my hair, I looked up the standard pre-flight speech AL likes their flight attendants to use, and I watched a woman do it in English and Swedish, with another flight attendant doing the arm movements and stuff. And I practiced a little.”




Marilyn grinned appreciatively. “Wanna try it?”




“Sure,” Aly said. Even if she was nervous. Because this was totally something she needed to be able to do easily. And there were four versions of it, if you included the ‘in the event of a water landing’ piece or the ‘please check now that you have your passport ready for debarkation’ piece or maybe both pieces.




So she gathered up the example seat belt thing and the example flotation device thing, and she first did the full speech in both English and Swedish, then she did all the arm movements and stuff while Gerda did the speech in Swedish. Then she did the arm movements and stuff while Marilyn did the speech in English, only Marilyn added in her own bits to try and make Aly laugh. “For those of you who have not been in a car since the 1950’s, this is how a seat belt works…”




They made sure she knew the in-flight service speech, and the air turbulence speech, and the emergency conditions speech, and the about-to-descend speech, and the debarkation speech, and all that stuff. Then they showed her the tricks to doing a fast but good in-flight service, and they even simulated lowered cabin pressure by shaking up the soda cans a little. But Aly already knew that Diet Coke was the fizziest soda anybody served. Alex had even said the extra fizz was why she liked it so much. So ‘offering’ a whole can of the fizziest sodas was a ton faster than pouring and waiting and pouring and waiting and pouring and waiting and so on, until you had poured an entire cup of Diet Coke over ice at altitude. 




Aly had this brief mental image of Alee as a flight attendant giving the speech. “And if there are any problems with turbulence or the engines or anything, I’ll just grab the plane with my superpowers and fly it to safety, so nobody needs to worry…” She managed not to break into a huge grin or anything.




Also, Aly had learned a lot about planes and jets in some specialized Marine training Oscar had set up, as well as during paratrooper training and some emergency pilot training. So she was way past the ‘this is the flight deck’ stuff flight attendants needed to know.




There was a whole pile of other stuff that real flight attendants had to learn that Aly wasn’t going to have to learn for this short op. Like how flight assignments and base stations and overnight turnarounds worked. Or pay levels and perks and such. Or a bunch of other stuff real flight attendants had to struggle with when they weren’t on the jet.




And really, the emergency stuff seemed pretty easy, as long as you didn’t panic or freak out, and you just did the stuff that was reasonable. Maybe it was just that she had been through way worse stuff. Or maybe it was just that she hadn’t seen how hard things got when you were trying to do the reasonable stuff and a bunch of passengers were going cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs on you.




Okay, the next bit of training was just what she was thinking about. Marilyn and Gerda played ‘panicking passengers’ while Aly tried to keep everyone calm and get everyone to put their oxygen masks on. Even one crazy passenger made everything harder, and more than one made everything a hundred times harder, since Aly wasn’t supposed to go over and knock the problem people unconscious so she could help everyone else. Although, in a real crisis like that, Aly might just resort to physical force and knock someone out to save everyone else, since she wouldn’t care if she got sued or fired afterward.




So then it was practice time with ‘uncooperative passengers’ while doing a dozen other flight attendant things. And wow was Marilyn good at acting like an entitled jerkhead, probably because she had needed to deal with scads of people like that over the years. Aly knew she would have real problems not losing her temper if she was really a flight attendant and had to put up with real people really acting like that.




Okay, Aly just imagined it was a jerkhead with a really expensive hairstyle and really expensive light-colored clothes that Aly was pouring lots of red wine all over. So Aly just smiled and kept working.




So the training ended up taking all day. It was a good thing Aly’s makeup held up, mostly because her facial skin didn’t sweat like normal skin did. And she didn’t get pains in her feet and legs from wearing high heels all day. Okay, keeping smiling all the time when passengers were being cruddy was mega-hard.




And then Marilyn and Gerda gave her a bunch of stuff to study and cheat sheets to memorize, so she’d be completely ready. It wasn’t like they had a couple weeks to train her. Armen’s special flight had just gotten moved up a day, so Alizée Macher was going to have to be in Stockholm in just three days. Really, she needed to be at the airport at six in the morning in three days, so she had like sixty hours. She would have to get to Stockholm by the night after next, to be all ready in the following morning.




Aly also knew that she would need to slip into Stockholm using a different ID, so that it would look like Alizée lived in or near Stockholm and was just getting to the airport normally. But that was pretty easy, considering. She wouldn’t even need to fly in as herself, because she had a couple other options just in her apartment, and Oscar’s people probably had plenty more.




Well, it turned out that Oscar had plenty more, and Hermione Granger had even more. So the next morning, a fifteen year old brunette in baggy overalls flew from Washington Dulles International to Copenhagen Kastrup Airport, where she was meet by an unassuming older woman who pretended to be her grandmother.




The fifteen-year-old brunette gathered up all ‘her’ luggage, which was really two suitcases that held the packed luggage for flight attendant Alizée Macher, plus a couple days’ worth of stuff for her ‘fifteen year old girl’ alias. And she left with her ‘grandmother’. Nothing interesting going on there at all. Once inside the grandmotherly Volkswagen Touareg in the parking lot, the fifteen-year-old waited patiently while the grandmother subtly ran the bug and tracker detection gear that had been locked away in the glove compartment.




They pulled out of the airport and headed north. The older woman adjusted her white-hair wig and smiled, “Aly. Lovely to meet you. I’m ‘officially’ out of the department, so no one will be expecting me to be running an op for them. And that is why Hermione asked me for a favor. She told me you have met ‘Mother’ via video conference. You can call me Grandfather, or if you prefer, Emma.”




Aly checked her own wig in the visor mirror and smiled back. “Are we English, Danish, Swedish, or someone else?”




Emma smoothly shifted into Swedish and smirked, “Hermione assures me that your Swedish is quite good, so we are Swedish nationals.” She handed over a passport and an index card of details on Aly’s cover.




Aly stuck to Swedish. “Great! I so seldom get to spend time with my favorite grandmother.”




Emma snickered. “Good. I was somewhat worried that Hermione’s emphatic support meant that you might be the American version of Ms. Granger at, say, age fifteen. Ron and Harry have done a remarkable job in getting her to ‘loosen up’.”




Aly didn’t mention that the other Hermione Grangers that she had met had been on the ‘stern librarian’ end of the scale, even if they were both amazing. Or that the Hermione Granger that Terawatt was friends with had been pretty much a ‘stern librarian’ as a ten year old until life had forced her to blossom. She just said, “We did have intelligence that Hermione would be an amazing person to work with.”




Emma murmured, “Hermione did tell me what you claimed to be the source for your intel. She was somewhat… skeptical.”




Why did everybody complain about this? Aly grumbled, “How could she not be? I mean, I sure wouldn’t have believed it if some crazy British brunette dropped in on me and told me she wanted to work with me and be my friend because she’d met other me types in another universe!” Then she realized she had slipped back into English. Crud.




Emma smiled mischievously. “Your sales pitch does leave something to be desired.”




Aly rolled her eyes. “It’s impossible to prove, and you know it. Just because we have lots of intel doesn’t mean we got it from another universe. Stop being mean.”




Emma asked, “How many alternate Macks did you meet?”




“Half a dozen. And some of them helped the rest of us just a ton. Which would be mega-impressive if you believed I was only there for a few hours.”




Emma admitted, “Our little department does have its reputation, so we do have to be rather careful about unusual claims presented to us. Some of them have been traps specifically aimed at one of us, or at our entire department.”




Aly groaned a little. “I know how that works. Ask Jaime Sommers-Austin some time about the spooky UFO that turned out to be a helicopter with a really good holographic projector system.”




Emma laughed lightly. “That sounds as fun as the ‘invisible man’ we ran into that was nothing but a con job.”




“Ooh!” Aly gasped. “You won’t know this, but an invisible person is really possible in certain other universes. Umm… lemme think… Buffy had one, maybe two… and Alex works with one… and oh yeah, Alee’s universe has it as part of a power set, and maybe it’s a thing in Alexandra’s universe too.”




Emma smirked, “Perhaps we should sign some NDAs for each other, and pursue some intel exchange on our little grandma-grandchild drive…”




Aly gasped, “That would be mega-awesome!”





Part III



Aly woke up early in the Danish safehouse they were using. She got in some quiet PT in the bedroom. Crunches, planks, side planks, mountain climbers… The usual stuff for working her non-bionic core. Then she showered, pulled on the big fluffy bathrobe on the bathroom door, and walked downstairs to get some breakfast.




Emma was sitting at the breakfast table, having what looked like eggs Benedict, a bowl of fruit, and tea out of a pretty China teapot. She looked up at Aly and said, “I heard you working out, so I decided you would want some sustenance afterward.”




Aly just said, “Thank you. It’s kind of hard to just work my organics, because working my bionics is a waste of time.” Actually, it was a drawback if anything, because the more work her bionics got, the sooner she had to go back to Rudy’s group for maintenance. Having experimental prosthetics meant she had problems other people not only didn’t get, they didn’t even believe.




Emma replied, “I prefer swimming and martial arts training, but neither is an option here.”




Aly helped herself to the tea and the fresh fruit, while Emma took a plate with two more of the eggs Benedict out of a fancy warming drawer that was under the oven. Aly decided she wanted one of those when she had her own kitchen.




The eggs were really good, even if Aly liked her eggs a little less runny. Not that she was going to say so, because Emma had made breakfast for her, and she sure didn’t have to. Aly just said, “We should spar sometime. I’m always trying to learn new stuff.”




Emma grinned, “Perhaps. Still, I might let you spar with Hermione and Harry first. I have encountered cybernauts before, and I’m not sure that at my age I’m ready to spar with someone who could crush three cybernauts in hand-to-hand. Even Hermione was impressed.”




Aly had to make an effort not to blush at that. She just said, “I do have some totally awesome teachers, and I have some unfair advantages.”




Emma insisted, “Aly, we all have some unfair advantages somewhere. I did read the AARs which Ron and Hermione filed on the Monaco op. Ron seemed quite clear that the most important advantages you have are not the bionic ones.”




Aly blushed, “That… that’s really nice of him to say that.”




Emma pointed out, “Ron is a very skilled operator, but ‘nice’ is not the word I would use for him when he is on an op. He can appear cheerful and casual and entertaining, but you need to remember that much of that is an appearance. He can be just as ruthless as is necessary. He does not write reports to be nice. He writes them to provide intel needed by our group. He does not exaggerate or underplay. He does not write details just to be nice to people. Now Hermione has trouble writing anything untoward about people she cares about, like Ron and Harry and a couple of our other group members. Ron does not.”




Aly guessed, “And that really bugs Hermione, but not Harry?”




Emma smiled. “I see you are also more perceptive than you let on.”




Aly shrugged a little, “I have met other Hermiones. That helps a lot. And watching two Hermiones argue with each other about stuff is pretty amazing.”




Emma made an effort not to laugh at that image.




They spent the day driving to the next safehouse, which was maybe half an hour’s drive from Arlanda Airport in Stockholm. And maybe Aly told a lot of Other Hermiones In Other Universes stories that maybe this Hermione might be embarrassed about if anyone ever told her.




Okay, so the safehouse was just outside Stockholm, while Arlanda airport was thirty or forty kilometers north of Stockholm. Arlanda was the biggest airport in Sweden, and Armen was trying to get it enlarged even more, because he obviously had big plans for his airline. 




Aly was totally surprised — not — to hear that since no one wanted to live next to an airport, Armen was building one of his nuclear power plants sort of near it in an area nobody would want to have a house. And the current plans would be using the waste heat from the power plant to heat the airport, as well as providing its power, so it was environmentally friendly while making Armen even more money. So Armen would also basically control anything and everything at that airport. “Oh, you don’t want to give me more gates and better departure times? Well then, let me raise the cost on your heating and electricity a couple zillion kronor…”




Emma also said that not only was the power plant Armen’s, but the construction company building it was his, and the company that would run the plant was his too. Ditto on the steel mills and the concrete factories and stuff. So Armen would make tons of money on every single step of the process, and any ‘cost overruns’ from one part of the process would get billed to another Armen company which would then be able to dump the costs somewhere else, like on the city of Stockholm or the Swedish national government.




Aly managed not to groan at that. Even if it was pretty much what she expected. And really, Armen Byggnation had a really good reputation as a construction company, probably because Armen thought it was cost-effective to have excellent PR so he could get construction bids without having to bid mega-low on contracts. That, and Aly totally would not be surprised to find out that Armen bribed people and lots of other crooked stuff, like using his goons to make sure no one filed massive lawsuits against him.




Aly stayed the night in the Stockholm safehouse, and Emma wore a different disguise to drive Aly and the luggage to the airport in the morning. Then Aly had the really embarrassing part of the op: walking through an airport while looking like a mega-sexy stewardess in high heels and a miniskirt. Guys’ eyes just tracked her everywhere she walked. And some women’s eyes too. Lots of the female eyes looked like they wanted to burn holes through her face. Some of the female eyes totally didn’t. Aly had friends who were out of the closet, but still an ogle was an ogle.




Even once Aly moved over to where a half dozen Armen Lufttrafik stewardesses were walking, and she joined them, the staring didn’t stop. Maybe the problem was that it wasn’t okay for a guy to get spotted ogling one woman, but it seemed to be okay to stare at a flock of hot stewardesses. Maybe ‘flock’ wasn’t the right word for a group of Armen Lufttrafik stewardesses. A flight of stewardesses? A wing of stewardesses? A host of stewardesses?




As Alizée Macher, she had her own AL lanyard with keycards and stuff, just like the other flight attendants did, so she walked with the other stewardesses through the locked security door that was only for AL crews. Aly followed the other stews to a flight lounge that had a huge whiteboard and a couple flat-panel monitors on the walls, all of them with important information they needed to check. So Aly could see where to go to get to Armen’s exclusive jet, and what time she needed to be there. She had almost an hour, so she checked the other information she could see. At least that told her the names of the other two AL flight attendants who would be working on her flight. Alma and Malin sounded like names for two very Scandinavian flight attendants.




The list of passengers on the flight wasn’t available. Okay, it had mega-important executives including Aleksandr Armen himself. So maybe that needed to not be available.




She walked her suitcase and purse down to the gate. Totally surprising, it was at the end of the longest terminal, and the other gates there were temporarily closed. Also, there were Armen Security guards there, along with the usual airport security. Aly sort of wondered how much pull Armen had with the airport and the country if he could make the official airport security put up with his security forces.




Aly pretended she wasn’t worrying about how this would go, and she sashayed right up to the guard with the clipboard. In Swedish, she asked, “Are Alma and Malin already on board?”




“Yes, and you are…”




“Alizée. Alizée Macher,” she answered cheerfully as she showed him her picture on her Armen Lufttrafik ID card on her lanyard.




They let her walk onto the jetway, and she used her bionics to listen to their conversation.




“Holy God is she hot!”




“Did you see those tits?”




“And those buns?”




“Armen is one lucky bastard.”




“Any chance she’s unattached and she’ll still be when they get back?”




“No way. Armen’s going to have her in bed inside two hours after they return.”




“Four hours. He likes to wine and dine them, and she looks like she can dance too.”




“Lucky bastard.”




Well, that was mega-unhelpful. And totally creepy. And she was going to have to be careful that Armen and his executives didn’t try anything mega-scuzzy on the flight. It was too bad that AL didn’t allow its stewardesses to wear their engagement rings or wedding rings — or even friendship rings — while on duty. But that was supposed to be all part of the mystique of the AL stewardess.




She walked onto the jet. It was mega-nice for a commercial jet. Also, it wasn’t going to be anywhere near full. She checked with the flight attendant who was putting away stuff in the forward galley from a stack of supplies that wasn’t quite rolled into the jet’s galley door, so the galley was kind of cold for the flight attendant. The stack was mostly still on the raised platform of the supply truck.




She asked in Swedish, “Alma? I’m Alizée. Where would you like me to start working?”




Okay, Aly was guessing that this would be Alma, since the stewardess was bent over, stocking a fridge with champagnes and wines, so Aly wasn’t seeing her face or her namebadge or her lanyard. But the monitors had said that Alma would be the lead stewardess, so she was more likely to be up at the front area.




Alma stood up and gave Aly a once-over. Then she sighed slightly and forced a smile onto her face. “What languages do you speak?”




Aly gave her a sunny smile and switched to English. “I speak French and German and English and Spanish and Bavarian and Russian and Occitan proficiently, since I grew up with them. I also picked up Swedish, Italian, Norwegian, Portuguese, and a bit of several other languages in school.”




Alma looked a little surprised. Maybe she was expecting a really pretty girl not to bother putting in any effort. Sort of like a Stewardess Libby, if Aly wanted to be catty. Alma went with English too. “That’s excellent. Mister Armen prefers stewardesses who can speak with all of his guests.”




Aly pretended to be surprised. “Mister Armen is really going to be on this flight? I thought… well perhaps I was expecting that to be a prank.”




Alma’s smile looked a little brittle at that point. “Yes, Mister Armen, and several of his top executives.” She looked down at Aly’s fingers, which even had fingernails painted in Lufttrafik red. “No rings and no indentations. Good. Look Alizée…”




“Call me Zay! All my friends do.”




“Look Zay, do you have a boyfriend or fiancé or husband? Or wife?”




Aly smiled, “I have a fiancé, but I never wear my ring on duty. I didn’t even bring it in my bags.”




Alma whispered, “Look, if someone asks I didn’t tell you this, but do not under any circumstances tell anyone on this flight you’re engaged, or anything about him. Understand?”




Aly played dumb. “I know we’re supposed to be mysterious and not let the passengers know whether we are available, but you sound… scary about this.”




Alma nodded intensely. “No one tells you this in training, but Armen and his execs and his friends will not take it well if one of them has a serious interest in you, and you use your fiancé to deflect them. Rumor has it some girls have done that, and someone in Armen Incorporated tracked them down and ruined their careers. Is your man in that sort of career?”




Aly nodded like she was worried. “He’s in med school. His parents have lots of money and his father has connections to the university, but…”




Alma nodded, “Right. So don’t mention him, and pretend you’re unattached. And don’t let any of them get you somewhere alone.”




Aly looked up and down the jet. “Okay, that wouldn’t happen here, so I assume you’re talking about private areas in the terminals, or a hotel room if the turnaround gets extended?”




“Right. I’ve been on flights where a really pretty, really new stewardess is someone’s designated target. Things can happen.”




Aly tried, “Alma, you’re pretty. What makes you think a man would choose me over you? Or Malin?”




Okay, Alma was pretty, but around thirty. And she didn’t have Aly’s breasts or legs. And she had lips that looked like a cosmetic surgeon had plumped them up.




Alma rolled her eyes. “Fine, don’t say I did not warn you. And go back and help Malin get the stores into the aft galley. You can store your bag and your purse in the usual.”




“Yes ma’am!” Aly walked down the aisle toward the back. The little space behind the back row was always the AL stewardess storage area. That was one of the things Gerda had told her about. The back row had just enough room to put their seats back most of the way, so that left a little storage area for the stews on each side of the aisle, and the overhead bins stayed clear for the passengers.




She quickly tucked away her suitcase and purse, pulled out her AL apron, and stepped into the rear area of the cabin. In Swedish, she said, “Hello. You must be Malin. I’m Alizée. Alma sent me back here to help you, so what would you like me to do?”




And naturally, Malin gave her the hard tasks, because that was what always happened to the ‘new girls’. So… moving the heavier stuff over to where Malin could put it all away, and breaking up the ice that should have been bags of beautiful little ice cylinders but Gerda had warned her that overnight storage always turned the stuff into frozen-together clumps.




But that was easy for a bionic stewardess. She quickly moved trays off the truck’s racks and stacked them carefully where Malin could work on them from the top down. Then she started on the ice. They had four big bags of ice that needed to be broken up into individual pieces and then poured into the big lined ice tubs that slid under the counter. She just took one of the clean trays Malin had finished emptying, and she put one bag of ice on it. Then she worked over each side of the bag with the little ice hammer the airline provided the stewardesses, only she could hit harder and faster than a normal stew. She checked with a few squeezes that she had cracked everything, and she poured it into the first ice tub.




Malin scowled, “You cannot be done that quickly! We will have to empty that out and redo everything!”




Aly gave her a big smile. “Just check. I got all of it.”




So Malin stopped stocking the cabinets to check that the ice was properly prepared. “That… that is amazing! It was so hard I thought it would take us twenty minutes a bag.”




Aly just sort-of-explained, “I’m stronger than I look, and I have been practicing everything in my training classes.”




Malin gave in gracefully. In English, she said, “Thank you very much. You just saved me at least an hour of prepwork. So finish the ice, and you can put away the extras in the side lockers.”




Aly only needed a couple minutes to finish with the ice, and by then Malin had most of the main cabinets stuffed full. They put all the extras in the lockers she pointed out, because Malin and Alma were assuming the executives would be mega-demanding and mega-picky, so lots of extra kinds of foods and drinks and special brands of things, including some liquor brands Aly had never even heard of.




Aly helped the service truck operator get all the carts and trays back onto the truck’s platform, and she waited until the platform was lowered enough that she could close the hatch and check that it was properly sealed.




Malin walked Aly up to the forward galley area and told Alma in Swedish, “We have to keep Alizée. She’s the best ice girl I’ve ever seen.”




Alma sighed, “Oh thank God, because I haven’t even gotten to the ice cubes yet.”





Part IV



Aly broke up the ice in the ice bags, while the three pilots walked on and chatted with Alma. Alma was friendly with all of them, and they talked like maybe Alma was a lot more than just friendly with some of them on some turnarounds. Bjorn and Ernst, the pilot and first officer, sort of hinted that one of them would be happy to take Alma around the city while the passengers got their turnaround tours. Olaf, the second officer for the first leg of the trip, mainly complained that he was going to be stuck as the pilot on the return flight, so he wanted a chance to get some sleep during the turnaround.




Okay, Gerda and Marilyn had warned Aly that there were lots of pilot-stew relationships and ex-relationships, and lots of ‘friends with benefits’ things. Plus sometimes there were same-sex things going on, like two stews who always tried to work flights together and then shared a hotel room on the turnaround. So Aly pretended that she wasn’t listening in on stuff.




Olaf put stuff away in the cockpit while Bjorn and Ernst playfully hit on Alma, and Alma sort of played them off of each other. Aly finished up with the ice, got everything into the ice tubs, and smiled, “All done, Alma. What do you need me to do next?”




Bjorn and Ernst both noticed the new young stew and wanted introductions, so Alma sent Aly to the other end of the jet. Aly listened in as the two pilots asked Alma if ‘the hottie’ might be up for two-guys-two-girls action. Ick. So maybe Alma wasn’t pitting one guy against the other. Maybe she was planning on having sex with both of them, maybe at the same time. Aly hurried to the back of the jet and checked to see if there was anything she could do back there so she could avoid having the Bjorn-Alma-Ernst triangle try to turn itself into a quadrangle.




Aly was starting to suspect that this whole flight was going to be like old reruns of ‘The Love Boat’ only at 30,000 feet. Rinkin was going to laugh herself sick at the debriefing. In the back of her head, Xander was already making up awful lyrics for his new filk song ‘The Love Jet’.




So naturally, when Malin asked why Aly was back already, Aly lied, “Alma had me chipping the ice, but I finished. And she’s busy with Bjorn and Ernst.”




So Malin peeked around the corner and up the aisle. She smirked, “Yeah, that Ernst. He’s great in bed, but he’ll screw anything. Stews, other pilots, cabana boys, hookers… Make sure you’re using a female condom, because he probably has crabs too.”




Aly made a massive effort not to shudder in revulsion. She just said, “I have a fiancé, even if I’m not mentioning anything about him on the flight.”




Malin nodded, “Right. Another thing-”




But that was the moment the visiting flight attendants walked through the front hatch onto the jet, and Malin rushed Aly up the aisle for the meet-and-greet. Aly could see that Bjorn and Ernst were already busy ogling the visiting flight attendants, and asking if they would need some hotel time during the turnaround, or maybe a night out once they were back in Stockholm.




Alma was looking at one of the passenger list forms already. “We have a change, probably because this flight was moved up a day. Spirit sent a replacement for one of their FAs who couldn’t make it.”




And the EasyJet stews were walking on, wearing their EasyJet uniforms. The unis were a lot more stewardess-friendly, with mostly-black outfits that were knee-length, and better shoes, and no cleavage showing. Alma was doing the introductions. “This is Rafaella… and this is Ceinwen…”




Aly put out a hand and gave them both a smile and she shook hands. She stuck to her Alsatian accent as she beamed, “I’m Alizée. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I hope you enjoy the flight.”




Rafaella clearly had an accent from southern or eastern Spain, while Ceinwen looked sort of Welsh but sounded like she was more from the London area, with an accent that sounded more Estuary than anything else. They were both pretty, and Aly wondered if these flight attendants got picked for this trip the same way she supposedly did.




A few seconds later, Aly could hear the next pair of flight attendants coming down the jetway. Both female, as she had expected. Alma read off her list, “Let us see… all right. Olivia and their replacement, Helena. The notes say Olivia is a senior stew, and Helena transferred in a couple months ago from United with seniority and is filling in for the woman Mr. Nilsson picked…”




Aly had gotten briefed on lots of stuff, so she knew Henrik Nilsson was the President of Armen Lufttrafik, so he answered directly to Armen and Armen’s board of directors. Hermione’s notes said that she was fairly sure Armen had picked Nilsson personally, so that probably said really bad things about Nilsson’s personality, morals, ethics, and everything else except his business acumen.




Olivia was tanned and pretty, with dark eyes and dark hair that Aly’s telescopic vision could detect had gotten a lot of very expensive hair coloring. Helena was a little bit older, but still good-looking, with bleached blonde hair and probably breast implants based on the heat distribution Aly could see with her near-wavelength infrared vision.




And almost on their heels, along with some serious ogling of their backsides, were the visiting pilots, who were also in uniform. Alma did the introductions. There were Steve and Cliff from Spirit, and Mark and Hugh from EasyJet. Nobody had picked them based on their youth or gorgeousness. No way. They were obviously picked for their seniority and probably their flexibility when it came to things like switching airlines and accepting bribes. 




Not that Aly was biased against Armen or anything.




Alma had all the passengers stow their carryons just past the first class seats, so they were in business class, which was mega-nice on Armen Lufttrafik. Aly had to admit that. The jet looked awesome, the seating looked awesome, and Aly knew the service was going to be awesome. Right up until one of those pilots might decide to ask her to go with him to the back restrooms and join the Mile High Club. That was totally not happening.




The first class seats were obviously for Armen and the other executives. Aly assumed that the twenty-eight first class seats would be more than enough for the small number of execs who would be coming. Even if she didn’t have a count yet.




She just helped the passenger stews and pilots get everything stored away and then get seated comfortably. Which pretty much meant the pilots wanted to sit with the stewardesses and chat them up for the whole trip.




Alma tapped Aly on the shoulder. “Alizée?”




“Please, call me Zay,” Aly smiled. “You and Malin are being so nice and I’m just the new girl.” Even if they had given her the cruddy job of breaking up the ice, which was usually an extra-big problem for the first flights of the morning according to her trainers Gerda and Marilyn.




Alma smiled back. “Very well, Zay. Mister Armen has asked for you to be one of the stewardesses covering the first class cabin. Malin will handle our eight business class guests. You and I will handle first.”




“How many guests?”




Alma glanced at her lists. “Twelve. Four guest execs. Each guest has their own AL exec as a guide. Mister Nilsson. Plus Aleksandr Armen and his two personal assistants.”




Aly was totally not going to be surprised if both ‘personal assistants’ were female and young and hot and ‘cooperative’. Or something worse. She just asked, “And Mister Armen asked for me personally? Are you sure?”




Alma looked at her like ‘oh you poor stupid bimbo’. She just said, “The crew sheet has a note that the new stew should expect to handle Armen and Nilsson personally. That’s you.”




Aly just said, “Then I had better check my makeup and hair, and then go over the storage cabinets so I know where everything is. Does Mister Armen have any special requests on the sheet?”




Alma looked at her like ‘thank god you’re at least competent’. Alma was not going to win a lot of poker games. “Yes. The Iranian Almas caviar on the salmon crème fraiche, and he’ll ask for either the freshly-sliced baguettes or the potato and shallot croquettes. And he’ll specify which champagne he wants opened. We have three bottles of each. You can open a champagne bottle without making a disaster zone, can’t you?”




Aly nodded, “Mais oui. My mother taught me how when I was little. When I was in my teens, my father taught me how to open a bottle with his grandfather’s cavalry saber, but that’s a terrible idea.”




Alma smiled a little. “Mister Armen would probably want to see that, if there was a cavalry saber in the cabin.”




Really, Aly knew to just use a touch of bionic strength to slide the champagne cork out. The trick was making it look like she had to put some effort into it. And the trick with the saber would work with anything solid with a good edge, if she just slid the object smoothly at high speed up the bottle’s neck until it hit the finish at the top of the bottle. She could do it quickly enough that she could probably do it with a fingernail if she wanted to. Well, one of her fingernails. But it took the whole finish off the top of the bottle, and left an edge that had to be inspected for glass shards, so she didn’t do it except in that special CIA course where she learned a bunch of culinary tricks. Among other things.




Okay, she had showed off to Xander and Willow, and taught them how to do it. And she didn’t need to show Rinkin. No way. Rinkin could already do it with a kunai. Actually, Aly wouldn’t have been too surprised to find out Rinkin could do it by spitting a fukami bari just right at the top of the neck of the champagne bottle. Because Rinkin.




So Aly made sure that her makeup and hair were just right. Then she checked in the first class galley so she knew how Alma liked to store things, and what the food and beverage options were, and what the stuff was that Aly had no idea about, like the different wines in the wine storage rack. Also, she checked some details that Alma had little notes on, like the kinds of tea they had, and what kinds of coffee Alma had brewing already. Also, Aly peeked at the stuff Alma had mentioned, so she knew the brands for the caviar, and she knew that she would have to slice the baguettes up for the caviar, and what the croquettes looked like. And Alma had a little stack of booklets that totally weren’t the standard airline ‘meal and beverage options’ menu, so Aly looked at what all the stuff was supposed to look like if it was plated by a master chef or something.




Okay, so she figured she could make the food look a lot like those pictures. It wasn’t like she had two hundred passengers to get fed in twenty minutes of order-taking and food prep and food delivery. If Alma was right, Aly was probably going to be responsible for only four passengers. Even if they were probably the four most important passengers flying AL all this month. If she had been a real AL stewardess fresh out of training, she probably would have been so nervous she would have needed Prozac. And a pair of Depends.




Naturally, everyone else had to be on the jet well before the executives made their appearance. Mister Nilsson walked down the jetway with the eight executives, all of them wearing mega-expensive suits. And each visiting executive had his own matching executive guide for maximum convincing.




So Aly stood with Alma in the galley so they could smile at the incoming execs and give them the stock AL ‘welcome aboard’ and ‘god morgon’ lines. Okay, Alizée and Alma made a strikingly attractive pair, and Aly thought that more than one visiting exec might have walked into the bulkhead if they hadn’t been gently steered by their ‘partner executive’.




Aly had looked at Alma’s passenger list, and she had memorized as many of the names as she could. Spirit Airlines execs Tom and Hank were partnered with Linus and Axel. EasyJet execs Gordon and Sean were partnered with Elis and Mattias. And both American executives couldn’t pronounce ‘Alizée’ even when looking at her nametag. “Uh-Lizzy?” “All-eye-zee?”




Aly just smiled and encouraged, “Alizée. But just call me ‘Zay’.”




Mister Nilsson took a seat in the bulkhead row of first class and leered, “Alizée? That’s not a Swedish name, is it?”




“No sir,” Aly smiled. “It is French. I am from close to Alsace-Lorraine, my mother is French, and my father is German. It means ‘trade wind’ so surely it was inevitable that I either had to fly for a living, or else sail boats.” He laughed lightly. She added, “But all my friends call me ‘Zay’.”




He beamed, “Great, Zay. Call me Rik.”




She pretended to be shocked. “But Mister Nilsson! Our training says we should always call male Lufttrafik executives ‘Mister’ and their surname.”




He grinned, “I think I can overrule that silly rule. You just call all of us whatever we ask you to call us.”




She nodded, “Whatever you say… Rik.” And she gave him a big smile, even if he was mega-creepy. He had to be close to three times the age Alizée was supposed to be, and over three times Aly’s real age.




She was hearing the footsteps walking down the jetway, so she wasn’t surprised when the last three passengers stepped on board. Aleksandr Armen smirked in a deep, smoky voice, “Rik! Good to see you. Already making friends, eh?”




Rik stood up to shake hands with Armen. “Lex, glad you weren’t delayed by anything this time. This is Alizée.”




Aly had sort of been assuming that Aleksandr Armen, the famous reclusive billionaire, would be bald and creepy and looking like a supervillain in a bad Marvel Comics movie. Bald? Yes. Tanned? Yes. But he was maybe 6’3” and built like he worked out regularly. And he wasn’t an ugly old creepy-looking guy. He was middle-aged and hot-looking in a kind of bald Yul Brynner way.




She had also been assuming that the two women with him would be about as much ‘personal assistants’ as a Playboy Playmate would be. Extra no. The brunette had short dyed-black hair and was dressed head to toe in chauffeur’s leathers that flexed like body armor, and she was carrying. She walked and moved like Joan did on the mat, and she scanned her surroundings like a Secret Service agent. She wasn’t a personal assistant. She was a bodyguard. Maybe Armen’s personal hired killer. The blonde was dressed like a sexy secretary, but she was carrying an open valise that had heavily organized file folders and a laptop and a couple tablets. She also didn’t smile. Not at Armen, and not at anyone else. She just had this whole ‘I am here to fire you and everyone you work with’ vibe.




Aly gave Armen a big ‘Armen Lufttrafik flight attendant’ smile. “Welcome aboard, Mister Armen. Please take any seat you would like. We held the first class bulkhead seats for you and Mister Nilsson.” She added, “And I hope your assistants will be able to sit wherever they may choose.”




‘Rik’ said, “Ms. Gravar, if you would sit with me while Ms. Mercier sits with Lex?”




‘Ms. Gravar’, the chauffeur-dressed brunette, gave him a fake smile. “That would be fine.”




Armen agreed, “Nåd, take the aisle seat. Therese, you take the window seat on my side, and get everything downloaded before we leave the gate.”




“Right, Lex.” “On it already, Lex.”




Aly glanced at Alma. “Departure time?” After all, this wasn’t a regularly-scheduled commercial flight.




“As soon as the pilots are ready and get the okay from the tower.”




Aly nodded, “Great. I’ll start serving, and whenever you want me for the pre-flight, just tell me.”




Malin said from the bulkhead into business class, “I’m ready when you are, Alma.”




Alma nodded, “Let’s do that first.”




So Alma stepped back to the intercom, Aly stood in front of Ms. Gravar, and Malin stood at the front of the business class group. They moved through the whole speech in under a minute, since everyone on the jet knew how to use a seat belt and put on a life jacket. And everyone had their passports and stuff.




So Aly stepped over to Armen. “Mister Armen, is there anything I can get you before the jet starts moving?”




He smiled, “First, you can call me Lex.”




She went through the routine again. “Are you sure, sir? Because flight attendant training says…”




“Yes Alizée, I’m quite sure. And you have my permission to call Miss Mercier ‘Tess’ and Miss Gravar ‘Nåd’.”




“Umm, thank you very much Mi… umm… Lex. You can call me ‘Zay’ if you like.”




He smiled, “I would like that. And a cup of coffee, if you please. There should be some French roast on-board. No sugar, no milk, no cream.”




Aly smiled, “Great! Alma already put it on, so I can have it for you in a second. Ms. Mercier?”




Therese Mercier insisted, “Tess, please. And I’ll take a cup of the French roast, two sugars, no milk.”




Aly turned and checked, “Rik? Ms. Gravar? May I get you anything?”




Rik replied, “I’ll take a vodka tonic.”




“You can call me Nåd, as Mister Armen said. Just some bottled water.”




So Aly quickly poured the coffees, made up a glass of tonic water and ice with a travel bottle of the good vodka, and prepared a nice glass with ice and the best mineral water in the cabinets. She handed it all out with napkins. 




Nåd handed the glass back and said, “I’ll just drink out of the bottle.”




Aly smiled and took the glass back. But that was totally a bodyguarding move, in case of poison in the ice or inside the glass.




Totally surprising. She had already spotted that ‘Nåd’ meant ‘mercy’ and ‘Gravar’ meant ‘graves’. And Mercy Graves was a name off Lex Luthor’s portion of the A-list, along with Tess Mercer and Lena Luthor and a few other names. That was all way too close to Stormburst’s universe for Aly’s comfort.





Part V



Aly took her seat in the right-hand jumpseat at the bulkhead. She was a couple seconds behind Alma, but she was faster at getting buckled in. As the jet taxied out to the runway and took off, Alma was chatting with ‘Rik’ so Aly was trying to chat with ‘Miss Gravar’, who was trying to size her up. If Aly hadn’t spotted Nåd first, Aly might have given away something. Maybe the amount of martial arts training she had, or something. But Aly had recognized the kind of threat that Nåd posed, so Aly was making sure not to reveal that, or that she had an IQ above room temperature, or anything. 




Also, Nåd obviously wanted to spend more time evaluating everyone else on the jet. Totally subtle bodyguarding move there.




As soon as the jet leveled off, Alma flipped off the seatbelt sign and moved to start checking on beverage and food service for the rest of the first class cabin. Aly copied her, moving to ask Armen, “Mist… umm… Lex, would you like something else? The brunch service won’t be for two hours from now.”




She still didn’t know the official destination, just that it would be a non-stop flight, and the specified gate-to-gate flight time was just short of six hours. As soon as the jet was out of the Arlanda Airport flight control zone and chose a flight direction, Aly would have a better idea of the destination. Right then, she had a rough idea of target destinations, but that was basically a rough curve drawn across a mental image of the globe. Well, just the parts of the globe that covered Northern Africa, the Middle East, and western Asia. Maybe the southern parts of Spain and Italy and Greece too, but she would have to study a map with flight times marked on it to be sure. Anything that was a six hour flight away.




Lex smiled at Alizée’s pretend-nervousness and said in a deep, reassuring voice, “We all had breakfast with the executive group a couple hours ago. I’ll be fine with my coffee.”




So Aly made sure to check with the rest of her group. Nåd didn’t want anything yet. Tess wanted some fresh fruit with her coffee. Rik wanted another vodka tonic. She just smiled at all of their choices and hopped to it. Even if she thought that wanting a bunch of vodka tonics this early in the morning meant Rik was a not-exactly-closet alcoholic and would probably be really drunk and grabby later in the flight.




Aly even made Tess’s fruit cup with the nicer-looking fruit. And she considered that after Rik got to his fourth vodka tonic, she might start dumping the vodka out of those little bottles and giving him plain water in his vodka bottles. He probably wouldn’t notice.




By the time she had that done, and she helped fix snacks for Alma to serve, she had a good indication on the heading the jet was taking. It was going east. Maybe east-southeast. That was too far east even for the Middle East destinations, even thinking in terms of great circle flightpaths. Where the heck were they going? Maybe Russia or Kazakhstan or, well, something not too far from Kazakhstan. She didn’t think Omsk or Astana was exactly a dream tourist destination, but there could be tours of stuff for a couple hours while Lex or his people did some illegal or immoral meeting-stuff behind the scenes. And both Russia and Kazakhstan had tons of oil reserves, so both might be good spots for a Lex Armen meeting. Okay, for evil spots for a Lex Armen meeting.




She pretended she wasn’t worrying about destinations or anything more complicated than making sure all their passengers got mega-special treatment.




And while she was working in the forward galley, she had her bionic ear turned way up, even though the flight noise was mega-loud that way.




Tess Mercier whispered in Swedish, “Lex, we have problems. Lena has some computer evaluations from your private IT group. Helena Bridges is far too convenient as a last-second replacement, and they’re looking into her data. Olaf Sundqvist flagged on a reliability indicator and they’re checking what that actually means.”




“That reliability indicator signals far too many false positives.”




“Right. But that’s better than too many false negatives. And your little potential playmate Alizée just flagged on the computer data security indicator. They’re looking into that as well.”




“Text the names to Nåd so she can be on alert. Then maybe we’ll see when we get to Astana if Alizée wants to ‘Mata Hari’ me into some pillowtalk.”




Eww! Aly made an effort not to grimace. Okay, so her cover was breaking apart already, which was so not swell. And if there were two more problems on the flight, this could be a disaster. If both of them were false positives and Nåd still wanted to put them into a pair of shallow gravar, Aly might have to break cover to save them.




This assignment was getting cruddy, and they hadn’t even gotten to the brunch service yet. And it wasn’t like she could call Hermione or Rinkin and ask for backup in mid-air. 




Okay, so she still checked her built-in phone and found out that you had to log into the jet’s private internet and phone service, which would alert everyone she didn’t want to alert that she had a phone they didn’t know about.




Also, she knew where Astana was, because she had seriously studied for the geography and world social studies courses. They were going to the capital of Kazakhstan. That was probably not good. Kazakhstan was way up there on the international ‘looking for bribes and crookedness’ index. Armen probably had contacts he had already bought who could make some lowly stewardess or pilot just vanish, never to be seen again.




On the other hand, if Armen thought he could just let Gravar lead Aly and the two other people off the jet and hand them over to some local badguys, Aly was ready to demonstrate there could be a flaw in that plan. So she decided her best option was to keep being Alizée and keep an eye on what Armen and Gravar got up to.




That was pretty easy, even if Rik kept drinking those vodka tonics. By his third one, Gravar was looking over at him and texting stuff to Mercier, probably asking if she could knock him out or something. Meanwhile, Aly made nice with Alma and Malin, and went back to chat with the visiting flight attendants once in a while, and made sure to check with Lex on a regular basis. But Lex was focusing on business. He had tons of stuff he was going over with Tess on their tablets. After all, he had a ton of different businesses in his conglomerate, and maybe he was really conscientious about making sure they all did what he wanted and made him lots of profits.




The brunch service went really well. Aly had already taken the time to lift two of the travel bottles of vodka, dump them out, refill them with plain water, and tighten the caps enough that they looked like they were still sealed. Once she had the orders from Lex and Tess and Rik — Nåd had brought her own food in her bag, which was totally a bodyguard move — and Alma was down the aisle getting orders from the eight executives, Aly just used some bionic speed to prep Lex and Tess’s meals, and some bionic strength to open a champagne bottle. She had to press the cork back down for a few seconds to keep the champagne from fizzing all over the place, because of the lowered cabin air pressure, but she could do that pretty easily.




And Rik wanted to have yet another vodka tonic after the champagne brunch. Ugh. She just gave him a smile and assured him she would remember.




She went ahead and opened the champagne bottles for Alma and Malin too, so they didn’t have over-fizzing problems to deal with. Even if Malin’s champagne bottles were back in the back galley.




And maybe she eavesdropped a lot with her bionics. The executives were mainly discussing all the perks of being an executive for Armen Lufttrafik, and ‘bonuses’ the execs could earn for being extra-helpful in convincing their airlines to go along with Lex’s plans. Those bonuses sounded suspiciously like bribes to Aly, but she figured Lex would know just how to skirt the laws enough that the bonuses wouldn’t technically be illegal. Or at least it couldn’t be proven in any court of law which had jurisdiction.




Bionically eavesdropping was mega-hard when just turning up her hearing made the jet noises uncomfortably loud. Still, she kept doing it on and off. And that was why, about thirty minutes before they would be starting their descent, she heard the noises, even though she was at the aft end of the first class section.




Aly heard a couple pops that seemed to come from the pilots’ area. Those pops sounded like handclaps. Or… someone firing a silenced automatic.




Nåd had to have heard the noises too, because she was unbuckling her seatbelt and moving swiftly to the locked door. Maybe the pops weren’t that quiet, because Tess was up on her feet and moving to stand between Lex and the flight deck door.




Nåd knocked hard on the pilots’ door and firmly insisted in Swedish, “We have a small problem out here, and Mister Armen needs two of you to come speak to him for a moment.”




Olaf called out, “We’re having a small problem up here as well. He’ll have to wait.”




And suddenly there was a distinct thunk from under Aly’s feet. And it wasn’t the thunk from opening the wheel wells.




Tess glanced out a side window and hissed, “We’re descending, and this is nowhere near Astana!”




Lex snapped, “Nåd, do it.”




Tess tossed a keyring to Nåd, who snatched it out of the air one-handed while pulling a massive handgun out of her bag with the other hand. She inserted one key into the door’s lock. She tried turning the key and the doorknob at the same time, but the key wasn’t turning.




Aly moved forward, even as she called out, “Everyone, please fasten your seatbelts immediately!” She also gestured for Alma to get out of the way, because that jumpseat was not a safe place to be sitting.




Tess had already reached into her bag and pulled out what looked like a small prybar with an end especially designed for prying open things like the pilots’ door. Looked like Lex was mega-untrusting. And mega-prepared.




Still, Alee doubted anyone normal could bust open that door with a little prybar like that. So she stepped forward and asked, “Can I help?”




Nåd glared at her nastily. “I doubt it.” Wow, that was rude. Nåd slammed the ‘teeth’ of the prybar into the crack of the pilots’ door and heaved.




Oh crud. She was actually bending the metal of the door and the doorframe. Someone was a lot stronger than she looked.




Okay, someone else besides Aly.




Nåd was definitely jacked up on something. Aly figured that she had better assume that Tess and maybe even Lex were also jacked up somehow. None of them were running five degrees hot like an Ultraman. Assuming that the cybernauts were the height of Lex’s companies’ electronics, that would rule out top-of-the-line bionics. But there were still plenty of other bad options, including Dr. James Courtney’s chemicals, like adrenalizine and stuff.




Aly was pretty sure that Nåd would have the door open in a couple seconds, all by herself. But if that sound really had been a silenced automatic, there might be problems as soon as the door opened up. She stepped into the forward galley as she said, “Mister Armen, if you could move down the aisle to a safer position…”




Then, once she was in the galley, she grabbed two of the heavier wine bottles. Just in case.




Nåd yanked the pilots’ door open, and then darted out of the way behind the jumpseats as someone in the flight deck fired at her. There were some screams and yelps as people on that side of the first class cabin realized that they were under fire.




Aly darted out of the galley just far enough to get a look into the flight deck from her edge of the doorframe. Before Olaf had time to react, she hurled both of the wine bottles. One hit him in the forehead, and the other caught him in his right wrist just behind his handgun.




Nåd was already using Aly’s move as her cover. She charged in, pistol at the ready.




But Olaf was already dropping. Aly had knocked him out and knocked the automatic out of his hand. And maybe broken his wrist too. She had thrown those bottles kind of hard.




Aly stepped into the doorway behind Nåd and made a quick assessment. Things didn’t look good. The pilot and co-pilot looked extremely dead. A lot of their blood and gore were sprayed on the control panel and the lower half of the windshield. The plane was descending and heading right at the base of a mountain range.




Olaf was wearing a parachute too. A side window had a line of what was probably plastic explosive all around its edge, so he could blast out the window and make a fast escape while the plane crashed.




So… what was the thunk she had felt? There hadn’t been the whine of lowering wheels, or anything like that.




She stepped over to the control panel and started looking. It wasn’t easy, what with all the yuck sprayed everywhere. And she didn’t have months of training on this particular jet. She just had a couple days of training on general plane and jet configurations, and stuff to watch for.




The autopilot was on, and probably programmed to crash the jet. The altimeter was steadily going down. And… Oh crud.




The fuel gauge was dropping like a rock.




She stepped forward, leaned over the pilot’s corpse, and slapped the control switches. At least that stopped.




Nåd turned and pointed her handgun at Aly. In angry Swedish, she snapped, “What in hell do you think you’re doing?”




Aly glared at her, pretending the weapon wasn’t pointing at her heart. She stuck to Swedish. “What do you think I’m doing? He was dumping all our fuel! I stopped that, but we’re still low on fuel. And the autopilot is going to fly us into that mountain if we don’t get a couple pilots up here instantly.”




Nåd nodded tersely. “I’ll get some pilots up here.” She turned her head. “Tess!”




Tess stepped in, assessed the problems, and swore. She said, “Right. I’ll disarm the plastique and secure this bastard. You get some pilots and then move the bodies aft. Zay? Get some spill equipment and clean up the panels and windshield. Can you do that without accidentally turning off the autopilot?”




Aly nodded, “Yes ma’am. If you could help me move the bodies out of the chairs first, I can be a lot more efficient.”




Nåd agreed, “We had better move the bodies out and clean the seats, before the new pilots see the cockpit and panic.”




Aly looked at the mountains ahead of them, which were slowly getting closer, and nodded. She had some minimal ’emergency pilot’ training, so she knew how to turn off the autopilot, level off the plane, and turn it so it was facing away from those mountains. But she wasn’t sure she could land anything this big, and she had no idea where any landing strips were so they could set down before the jet ran out of fuel. She could probably land safely on a lake or river if she really had to, but that would create other problems, like rescuing everyone from the middle of a lake or river. And being stranded in the middle of a huge, hardly-populated area.




Okay, the pilots’ cases would have maps and details on the flight plans, and there should be information on alternate airports and airstrips. Any of the pilots in the back who hadn’t had too much free alcohol could look at that stuff and fly the jet to one of those options. Except that Aly was pretty sure that most of Malin’s passengers had been hitting the champagne and the cocktails pretty hard. Maybe even as hard as the executives had. Maybe not as hard as Rik, but pretty hard.




Aly and Tess had both corpses out of the pilots’ chairs in a few seconds. Even with Aly pretending not to be stronger than normal, Tess was not good at pretending to be an ordinary human. She was definitely at least twice as strong as she should be, and maybe a lot more than that.




Nåd popped back into the flight deck. “Not good. Only one pilot who isn’t obviously intoxicated already, and I don’t think he’s fit to fly either.” 




Aly volunteered, “I have some pilot training. I don’t think I could land anything this big, but I can definitely turn off the autopilot and get us turned away from those mountains.”




Nåd frowned, “I can do more than that, and so can Tess. Lex is actually a really good pilot, but he’s had two glasses of the champagne, so I don’t want him flying unless we have no alternatives.”




Lex stepped into the cockpit. “I heard that, Nåd.” Aly was expecting him to go all supervillain on them and yell at them, or fire them, or something crazy. But he just frowned, “Your judgment should be better than mine, and if we have a loss of air pressure, the alcohol I’ve had might become a more serious issue. I’ll act as navigator. You fly, Zay co-pilots. Tess, you’ll be in charge of keeping the passengers quiet.”




Aly just nodded, “Let me get the pilot’s area cleaned up enough for Nåd to operate.” 




That part was actually pretty easy. Commercial jets like this one always had spill clean-up kits. After all, people threw up all the time. Kids had potty accidents. Old people sometimes had potty accidents too. People got injured, and blood pathogens were always an issue. So she pulled on neoprene gloves and wiped the ick off the seats and the control panels and the windshield. Then she made sure everything was sanitary. She peeled off the gloves and handed the trash and the unused kit to Alma. And by then, Lex had ordered some of the less-intoxicated men to carry the two corpses to the floor of the aft galley, and Olaf to a seat in the back row where he could be secured.




Aly had no idea that Tess had that much duct tape and cable ties hidden in her stuff. There was probably way more deadly stuff tucked away too. Aly was going to have to watch out for stuff like that.




Part VI



Aly watched the controls and the control panel as Nåd strapped herself in the pilot’s chair. Aly buckled herself into the co-pilot’s chair. Lex buckled himself into the third chair of the cockpit while he studied several maps and charts. Tess stayed in the passenger cabin and closed the door as much as possible when the lock was busted and the door hardly stayed put in the doorframe.




Nåd put a hand on the control yoke, and Aly held hers. Then Lex announced over the intercom, “This is Aleksandr Armen. We will be changing our flight vector and making a turn. Please be seated with your seat belts fastened, and remember that we have two fully-qualified pilots and a pilot-in-training up here, with more of you at the ready in the passenger cabin.”




Aly assumed that Lex was fibbing about that, even if he and Nåd maybe had lots of flying experience.




Nåd flipped off the autopilot, and Aly made sure the jet didn’t suddenly yaw or pitch. Nåd took over the controls and smoothly got the jet leveled off. She banked the jet in a gentle 180-degree curve without losing altitude, which meant she really did have a lot of experience, probably with jets this big. She finally said, “Safe, for the moment. We have enough fuel to keep us in the air, but I have no idea how far we are from Astana, or any other commercial airports.”




Aly peeked out of the corner of her eye. Lex was studying the flight panel beside him and looking at the maps, and apparently doing a lot of math in his head. He said, “We have enough fuel to land at one of three options. Two are just landing strips with no chance of refueling. The third will require… diplomacy.”




Nåd groaned, “Oh no, you cannot be serious.”




Aly looked back and forth between the two of them. She pretended, “Am I allowed to ask what’s wrong?”




Lex smirked a little. “You can ask.” Okay, that was a ‘no’. “If we are allowed to land there, it will be pretty obvious what the problem is. And before I say anything more, perhaps you should tell us who you’re really working for, and what your real name is, and how your people sliced your data into our computer networks.”




Okay, Hermione had provided Aly with three covers just in case. And there was no way Aly was admitting that Lex’s British arch-enemies had done the computer hacking. So she switched to Swedish, and lied in her best Stockholm accent, “Astrid Larsson. I am an agent of MUST.”




Nåd said a few angry cursewords under her breath. Aly wouldn’t have heard them without her bionic hearing. Lex didn’t seem to react at all. He just asked, “And why would a Swedish intelligence agency be investigating my companies?”




Aly lied, “We received intelligence that this trip was considerably more than just something to show off for your future acquisitions, and there might be problems related to the stability of your destination region. That included a possible terrorist assault on you or your properties — as we just had. Also, I have no idea how your private databases were accessed, but that is not my department.”




Lex exchanged looks with Nåd. Aly assumed that was not a good thing. Still, they could make a mere flight attendant vanish. Taking out an agent of MUST would get them in real trouble with the Swedish government, especially when most of the agents of MUST were military officers. So she was bound to be safer under this cover. Not that she was safe.




Also, she thought that ‘Agents of MUST’ just sounded like it ought to be a Marvel comic or a blockbuster movie franchise. Maybe with a hero with a name like ‘Will Force’ or something.




Lex gave Nåd a heading and estimated distance, along with a recommended altitude based on predicted wind patterns so they could save on fuel. Then he got on the radio, set the frequency for something Aly couldn’t see from where she was sitting, and started speaking in a language she didn’t know.




Aly did know that it sounded vaguely like Turkish, which she didn’t speak, but she did know a little about. And she was pretty sure she could pick out the vowel harmony in the words Lex was saying. And the words sounded like they might be agglutinative. So she was guessing a language in the Turkic family, like… maybe Kazakh. Duh. They were flying over Kazakhstan, and that was the most common language.




Lex talked on that frequency with someone who sounded suspicious and angry. Then Lex waited a few minutes and got someone else to talk to, and that person seemed suspicious but not angry, and kind of worried. Then there was another pause of a couple minutes, and Lex spoke to someone who sounded pompous and self-important. Aly couldn’t tell what Lex was saying, but she could tell that Lex worked that guy like a master salesman.




Lex spoke in Russian to Nåd, “We have permission to land. Runway one-six-zero. Taxi over to the armed convoy. They’ll have a tanker truck for refueling, and we’ll go have a little chat with the base commander.”




Aly pretended that she didn’t understand what he said. She was going to be at a way bigger disadvantage if he switched to a language she had no clue on. Like Kazakh.




And in a few more minutes, Nåd was descending into what looked like a cruddy military base with a pretty cruddy set of three old airstrips that crossed in a sort of squat ‘K’ shape, and a lot of concertina wire and tall fencing around the whole thing. Aly was assuming it was a really old USSR base that had been taken over by someone who couldn’t afford to keep everything looking good. Like maybe the rebel forces she had heard about that were making it hard for people like Lex to do mega-profitable mining.




So maybe Lex had been planning on meeting with secret representatives of these guys to begin with, and he was just tweaking his plans to work with the current situation. Or he was re-thinking his original plans and coming up with alternatives. Or maybe he was targeting new ‘partners’ to cooperate with or take advantage of.




Any way Aly thought about it, it was not sounding good.




Nåd made a really smooth landing, which Aly knew wasn’t easy without lots and lots of practice, because the pilots were way above the runway at touchdown. You had to practice so much that you had a feel for how far above the runway you would be when the wheels touched down, so you didn’t slam the jet into the tarmac. Aly sort of wondered how many different aircraft Nåd could fly, and if Nåd could steal one of the jet fighters parked way off to the side of the runways. Because that would mean that one of Lex’s options could be having Nåd pilot him to safety in one of those fighters while abandoning everyone else to something bad.




Then Nåd piloted the jet over to a big convoy of armed men and heavy weapons, like a couple IFVs and two tanks. And two teams of ground crewmen, one of which was by a tanker truck, and one of which was moving a set of rolling steps toward the forward hatch of the jet.




Nåd grabbed the intercom and directed everyone to stay seated, and for flight attendants to disarm the exit doors.




Then Lex stood up, and said in his most formal Swedish, “Miss Larsson, perhaps you would prefer to accompany me, so you can see that I am not up to whatever nefarious schemes your agency suspects me of. If they do not want to trust me, they may be more willing to believe a military officer investigating me.”




Aly lied in casual Swedish, “You can call me Löjtnant Larsson, if you do not want to use my cover identity, Mister Armen.”




Nåd switched to Russian again. “I suggest we leave her here where Tess can watch her, and we use Helena Bridges. If Bridges is CIA, or if we can claim she is, then the base commander might be willing to come to some sort of… arrangement.”




Crud! Aly was not going to let someone who maybe wasn’t even a trained agent get handed over to people who would do really horrible stuff to her. Aly still felt sick thinking about what had been done to Ziva in Somalia.




Lex moved to the forward exit door. “Coming, Löjtnant Larsson?”




She followed. She was not going to let them railroad a possible innocent into what could be a totally horrible nightmare. And if Lex tried anything, she was capable of dropping a dozen armed soldiers and running out of the base before they knew what had hit them.




Okay, she was pretty sure Lex would try something. Maybe a lot of somethings.




Lex scooped up his briefcase and stepped over to the stairs. He turned his head just enough to say, “Tess, you’re in charge while we’re gone. Do not let anyone override your decisions.”




“Understood,” Tess said firmly.




Lex strode down the stairs like he was completely confident he had everything under control. Aly wished she knew how to do that. Nåd gestured for Aly to go next, so Aly did. Nåd was a couple steps behind her.




The sky was clear, and the wind was light, but it was still cold. She was fairly sure they were at a pretty decent altitude, and that it would get a lot colder as soon as the sun went down. And she was in a miniskirt with really sheer pantyhose, so from her bottom downward, she had about as much protection from the weather as if she was just in a bikini bottom. A really teeny bikini bottom.




The area around them was really pretty in a stark, mountainous way. It was probably great for mining. It didn’t look like it would be good for a whole lot else. She wasn’t seeing lots of crops or lots of farm animals.




She was seeing rough barracks for maybe five hundred men, plus a couple dozen buildings that looked like the Soviets had built them decades earlier and not maintained them enough. The crossing runways had a big tarmac area that was in pretty good shape, but the runways and the tarmac might be the stuff they cared the most about keeping in good condition. There was a hangar off to one side, and with her nightvision she could see it had maybe a dozen or more fighter jets in it. There were also four fighter jets out on the tarmac, with three refueling tanker trucks, one of which was driving over to Lex’s jet while the other two were at a big pump that was probably pumping up more jet fuel from a big underground tank.




She hoped that their jet fuel would work well enough in Lex’s jet to get them somewhere like Astana, where they would have standard fuel for commercial jets.




She and Nåd followed Lex and the militia guys into a building that was obviously the commandant’s offices and maybe his quarters too, since it was the nicest building on the base. Which was not saying a lot. Still, it was warmer.




The guy inside and behind the big metal desk looked like he was in charge of the base but wanted to be in charge of way more than that.




Lex set his briefcase down and stepped forward with a big, charming smile to shake hands. The guy stood up and shook hands like he was happy to see Lex for some reason. They started chatting away, and Aly realized she was in big trouble.




They were talking in Kazakh. Of course they were talking in Kazakh. Aly only caught one word in maybe forty or fifty, when they used a word that was close enough to some word from a language Aly knew. And she was the only person in the room who didn’t understand. So she was on her guard already.




Well, she thought she was on her guard. But Nåd moved a lot faster than Aly was expecting, and shot Aly right in the back. With a taser. The barbs punched right through Aly’s light blazer and flimsy blouse, and right into her back, behind her heart.




And the taser was way more powerful than stuff Aly had seen or experienced. Her whole body convulsed and locked up…




Aly opened her eyes. She was face-down on the hard floor. Every one of her organic muscles hurt. She had vomited up pretty much everything she had eaten, and she was pretty sure she had peed herself. She reached behind her to yank those barbs out.




She got tased again. Her body convulsed, and…




Aly was still lying on the floor, but there was a low-level jolt of current still running through her, after Nåd had tased her again. She was twitching helplessly on the floor. Someone had put her hands behind her back and cuffed her. And cuffed her ankles together. And crud, did she hurt all over, not counting her bionics. But her muscles really hurt from spasming so hard, and her bionic interfaces really, really hurt. Maybe from the electrical discharges. She didn’t know.




With her hands cuffed behind her back down near her waist, she was going to have trouble pulling those barbs out. And Nåd was totally not going to let her get away with doing that. No way. Nåd was having too much fun shocking the crud out of her victim.




Aly thought she might be flexible enough to get at those barbs, even with her hands cuffed. All she had to do was bend both arms at the elbow and grab those leads, even if tearing those barbs out of her flesh wouldn’t be fun. She just needed a tiny distraction. And she needed enough control over her arms. And it would help if Nåd would stop shocking her for even a little bit.




Two men walked into the room carrying an eight foot long steel post with heavy chains hanging from it. Nåd glanced over, and Aly moved. She snapped both arms up toward the center of her back, and she got two fingers on one lead. Good enough. She yanked that out.




Nåd had a second taser ready, and another pair of barbs hit her over one kidney. The current had her convulsing too hard to make her bionic arms work right. Nåd smirked, “I thought maybe you were up to something. Try this…” The current increased too much…




Aly opened her eyes again. She was still on the floor. The long steel post had been slid along her spine and under her handcuffs. There was a chain from the post that went around the front of her neck. There was a chain that went over her breasts and wrapped around each of her biceps, holding her upper arms in place. There was a chain going over her stomach and wrapped around each wrist, holding her wrists tight against the post. There was a chain around her thighs and one around her calves. 




Also, she hurt all over, and her organic muscles felt they had been turned into jello.




Nåd smirked and said in Swedish, “Thank you so much for coming along with us. Granted, Helena Bridges would have worked just as well. Lex is busy explaining how you’re SVR, and you speak Russian and Swedish but not Kazakh. We could have claimed Bridges was CIA, and that would have worked as well.” She easily lifted the head end of the steel pole, pulling Aly’s upper body with it. “But you’ll be staying here. Permanently. I hope you enjoy ‘entertaining the troops’, bitch.”




Aly hung there limply as two men picked up the steel post and her with it. Then they carried her out of the room like she was a big animal they had hunted down and were hauling back to be carved up for dinner.




She was totally going to have to get herself loose before these guys decided to do anything with her.




She started out by hanging as limply as she could, like she was basically electrocuted and helpless. She let them carry her outside and through the cold wind to a sturdy, ugly, blocky building that just looked too much like a dungeon.




And crud, being outside in the cold with wet clothes was way worse than just being outside. She was going to have to get some dry clothes that would keep her warm. A soggy miniskirt and pantyhose were not going to be enough in nighttime temperatures around here.




She was also going to have to admit to Oscar and Rinkin that Armen had totally suckered her into this. And Nåd was stronger and faster than she ought to be. Aly was already trying to call for help, but there was no cell tower anywhere around here that her internal phone would hook up to. She kind of doubted there would be cell towers her internal phone could access, unless she could get near Astana, which was hundreds of kilometers east-northeast of the base. Okay, she had gotten a peek at some of Armen’s maps, so she knew that if there was a road going north from the base — or northeast or even northwest — then she could eventually get to a main road that would take her to Astana, and at worst she could go to the American or British embassy there. She was actually thinking about stowing away on a jet flying out of Kazakhstan.




But she had a lot of work to do first.





Part VII



Aly hung limply in her bonds as they hauled her into what was probably their brig. Or their dungeon. Or their torture chamber. Maybe D: all of the above.




She could see that the Armen Lufttrafik jet was getting ready to take off. She had to wonder what kind of tale Armen would spin to convince everyone on the jet that he and his minion hadn’t just dumped a helpless flight attendant and abandoned her to what a base full of lonely insurgents would do to her. Well, Armen was good at lying. He probably had a pretty good lie already made up.




She was already thinking about the lies that she was going to be telling. It was pretty important to have your lies already planned out, with a lot of options. That was one of the things she had learned in that SERE course Oscar had sent her and Kate on.




The two men carried the ends of the pole that she was strapped to. Two big, overweight thugs in wrinkled partly-military outfits laughed at her and said some things in Kazakh that were probably really nasty and smutty. She pretended she was too out of it to notice their tone of voice.




She got hauled into a room that smelled like dirt and blood and excretions and nastiness. There was a heavy steel chair that was bolted to the concrete floor, and it had straps to hold prisoners in place.




The men carrying her didn’t bother to stick her in the chair. One put the foot end of the pole on the seat of the chair, and the other put the head end of the pole on the floor in front of the chair. Okay, he dropped the end of the pole before it got to the floor, the jerk. That hurt, but not as much as her muscles were already aching. She just hung like that and pretended she was close to unconscious.




The men left, and another man walked in. He slammed the door and bolted it. Then he said something Aly didn’t understand. She guessed it was Kazakh. Then he kicked her in the stomach. She saw it coming and she tensed up her muscles, but it still hurt a ton.




So she put her first plan into play. She moaned in Arabic, “Does anyone speak Arabic?”




The man turned and unlocked the door. He yelled down the hall, “Berik!”




Another man trotted in. He asked something Aly couldn’t understand, and the first man grumbled something back.




So the guy whose name was maybe Berik said in Arabic, “Yes, I speak the language.”




So she pretended to blubber in Arabic, “Oh thank the Prophets! Please, you must put the base on full alert! The base, and every nearby base! You let Armen, the capitalist dog of the Great Satan, loose here! There is no telling what he and his filth have already done. Bombs. Poisons. Boobytraps. Saboteurs. Bribery. He is a fiend!”




Other Guy asked for something, probably a translation, because Berik said a bunch of stuff which included the word ‘Armen’ in there a couple times.




Other Guy said some stuff back, which Berik probably translated, “And why should we believe you if you are an agent of the Soviets?”




She acted really angry at that. “Me? Work for the Russians?” She spat on the floor like just saying it left a bad taste in her mouth. “I am a Saudi. I am an agent of the Saudi government, infiltrating Armen’s organizations.”




Berik asked, “Are you Mabahith?”




She faked a groan. “I am an agent of al-Mabahit al-Ammah. If you can contact them and give them the passphrase ‘freedom fighter’ and the codename ‘White Diamond’ they will know who you mean, Allah willing.”




He checked, “But you do speak Russian?”




She replied in as nasty a tone of voice as she could manage, “Of course I do. Russian, English, Swedish, Finnish, Norwegian, Danish, German, Latvian, and Dutch. I could hardly do my job if I could not speak their languages. I spent years learning to speak Russian with a Moscow accent, and Swedish with a Stockholm accent. But my cover obviously was broken and Armen found a convenient way to dispose of me. You must alert the base security forces and have people checking everywhere for sabotage and saboteurs. He is in league with the government and seeks to destroy you so that he may be gifted mining rights. He is motivated by nothing but greed and capitalism. He must be stopped!”




Other Guy said something else, which Berik translated. “You do not look Saudi.”




She lied, “Plastic surgeries. Hair dye, skin bleach, whatever my superiors directed, so that I would look properly Northern European.”




Berik and Other Guy argued back and forth for a minute, before they left the room together. Within seconds, there were alarms being sounded, so maybe they were buying into her story. With any luck, she would be able to wreck Armen’s plans he had come up with when the jet had to land here. Or at least the local parts of his plans. 




If they didn’t feel like interrogating her more right away, then she was just going to wait until she felt better, and all her muscles were doing better, and they brought her some dinner.




Some food would be good. Even if she was going to have to get Rudy and Dan to check her stomach, because she had no idea if convulsively vomiting while being electrocuted could damage the bionic part of her stomach, or the interface with the rest of her stomach.




After maybe an hour or so, Other Guy and Berik came back to the room with a couple big men. Berik told her, “If you really are a trained agent, you know that it may take several hours to receive confirmation of your story from the Saudis.”




She fibbed, “It will be more like several days. They will want to check that the information has not been tortured out of me. And they will want to check that I really am their White Diamond.”




He said, “And we cannot simply trust that you will cooperate if we unlock you.”




She nodded like she was exhausted. “True. Agents such as I have been trained to kill quickly and effectively. You should not trust someone like me. But you could put me in a cell and hand me the keys to this device. I believe I can unlock myself, once my muscles begin working again. I can unlock my wrists, and possibly my upper arms. If I can get those, I will be able to unlock everything else, given time. Then I can return the keys, Allah willing.”




Berik translated, was given orders, then said, “Very well. We will put you in a cell with wrist cuffs attached to the far wall. If you cooperate and lock yourself in those cuffs, then we would be willing to trust you more. And we will bring you some dinner.”




She nodded. “That is reasonable. And I would prefer not to eat swine or carrion, but I have had to eat foods of the Unclean in order to pass as one of them.”




Berik said, “I believe that you will be served a goat stew tonight. It is quite spicy for those not accustomed to our local cooking. But it is goat, not pig. Goat, and vegetables.”




“Thank you. That sounds tasty. Anything would be better than an empty stomach and the taste of vomit in my mouth.”




The other men picked her up by the ends of the pole, walked her down to a small concrete block cell, and squeezed the pole into the cell. The room was small enough that they had to put it diagonally in the room to fit it in. Berik put a small ring of keys in her right hand and stepped out of the cell. Other Guy closed and locked the steel door. Okay, the door wasn’t solid steel. There was an opening at the bottom just big enough to slide a food tray through, and there was a barred opening about a foot square at head height so they could keep an eye on her.




She had to try all three keys to get the lock at her wrists and also the handcuffs unlocked. Then she had to bend her arms up to the middle of her back to get at the lock there. Once she had that lock, she had no trouble unlocking the chain around her neck and the chain around her thighs. At that point, she could roll over and unlock the chain at her calves and the handcuffs on her ankles. She slid the keys and the steel pole and the handcuffs out through the slot at the base of the door. Then she turned and crawled onto the stuffed pad that passed as a bed. She sat on it and clamped the wrist cuffs on her wrists. The wrist cuffs were on a chain connected to a big hasp sunk in the concrete wall, but there was enough chain that she could sit or lie down or slide to the side to use a lidded bucket. She was pretty sure there was enough chain to sit on the pad and eat, even if she would have to do it a couple feet from that bucket. Ick.




Then she pretended to lie down and go to sleep. Not that she could really go to sleep. Her muscles still ached. Her bionic-organic interfaces really ached — even her ear and eye and the one in her stomach. She was lying there in cold, wet, peed-in clothes. The cell wasn’t warm enough. And she sure couldn’t trust the men on the other side of that door.




When she was sure no one was watching her, she quietly squeezed the links hooked to her wrist cuffs until each link cracked. Then she bent the links back and forth until they were about to break, so she could tear the cuffs off the chains with a solid yank, if she needed to. And she rested, hoping her organic muscles would feel better soon. Even if she was pretty sure she would have aches and pains for days. Just not where it was going to count: her arms and legs.




It was well after the sun set behind the western mountains before the guys came with her food. She didn’t have a window in her cell, but she could look out through the barred opening in her cell to see how the hall was getting darker and darker, until they had to turn on some lights.




The light for her cell didn’t get turned on until the men were ready to enter. She could hear at least four men talking, and they were wheeling something that occasionally sloshed a little. She couldn’t understand what was probably Kazakh, but the leering words and dirty laughter didn’t require a linguist to interpret. Ugh.




Okay, this was what she had been waiting for, because she needed dry, warm clothes. And food. And keys. And time. And making sure no jailer had a chance to sound an alarm.




Alizée Macher was a sexpot, all made up to look sexier, and wearing a tiny miniskirt with high heels. Some of the lonely men on this base were bound to have no consideration for women, or for slutty women from disgusting countries, or whatever they needed in order to justify the acts they wanted to perform. She was sort of surprised it was only four men. So far.




She pretended she wasn’t nauseous about what these creeps planned to do to her. She pretended her skin wasn’t crawling at the thought of one of them touching her. She waited until one unlocked her cell, and two of them stepped in, with the other two in the hall with a little food cart.




She smiled and stayed with Arabic, “Good evening. Are all of you here to watch me eat dinner?”




One of the men in front leered at her like an ape. A deranged ape with bad teeth. One of the men at the back whispered in Arabic, “Stupid whore.” She wouldn’t have heard him without bionic hearing, but she doubted he would have cared if she heard.




She smiled naughtily. “Would one of you care to unlock me? After all, I need to remove this wet skirt… and these wet pantyhose… and these wet panties…”




The jailer rushed between the front twosome to hastily unlock her wrists. She smiled at him and positioned him in front of the open door, while waving the fourth man in. Then she slowly opened her uniform jacket and slid it off her shoulders before taking it in her left hand and swinging it in an easy circle. She tossed it to the man farthest to the left.




All four men’s eyes tracked the jacket.




And she moved. She darted forward and hit the middle two men in their jaws, but at an angle so their heads were slammed backward into the sides of the doorframe. The man on the right got an open-hand strike to the carotid artery on the right side of his neck. The man on the left, who had just caught her jacket, stared at her in shocked realization of the drastic error he had just made, right about the time that her left foot hit him in the solar plexus so hard that he was slammed into the wall behind him.




That guy got a quick chin jab as he bounced off the concrete wall. The two who had been hit first had both had the backs of their heads bounce off the steel doorframe, so they were out as well. She had to strike the man on the right once more to make sure he was out for the count.




She checked in the hall. No one around. No one sounding an alarm. Probably no one wanting to be anywhere near what was supposed to be happening in her cell. Oh, and the low cart had a big pot of spicy-smelling stew, some small loaves of hard-crusted bread, and a big jug of water. Great.




So… First order of business, making sure she had adequate clothing for what she had planned, and making sure these creeps didn’t go anywhere. Two of the men were shorter than her but wider. One was only an inch or two taller. The fourth was close to six feet tall. She took all their coats and shirts and boots and pants. She made sure she had the jailer’s keyring, and the tall guy’s keychain.




She took off everything except her bra. Even the bottom part of her blouse was wet and stinky from her pee. Ick. She used some of the water from the jug on the tall guy’s shirt, and she used that to wipe herself as clean as she could. She used his pants to dry herself off.




Then she put on the smallest guy’s shirt and coat, along with the pants from the guy who was slightly taller. Guys typically had longer torsos and shorter legs for a given height, so his pants were about the right length. Also, they were a lot heavier than anyone else’s pants. She picked the smallest pair of boots, but they were still too wide and too long for her feet. Not a problem. She used her razor-sharp fingernails on her left hand to slice another shirt into footwraps, and she wrapped her feet until the boots fit okay.




Then she used the rest of the clothing to tie the men up and gag them, in case they regained consciousness before she was gone. And then she sat on the floor and had a nice bowl of spicy goat stew, which was better than she had expected it would be. Even if it was really spicy. And the bread was pretty good too, even if she would have preferred it with some butter and maybe some grape jelly. She drank a little water and pocketed all the remaining rolls in case she got hungry later on.




She locked the cell door behind her, and she took the cart as she walked toward the exit. There were two other prisoners greedily eating their dinners who ignored someone walking past. There was one other jailer, who was watching out a small barred window, in case someone showed up who would not condone what was supposedly going on in the back. That guy got a quick slap to the back of the head, and then she grabbed his falling body. She adjusted him so he looked like he had his head down on his arms and was sleeping on his desk when he was supposed to be on duty.




Oh, and there was more stuff over by the door. Heavy coats, gloves, heavy hats, weapons… Great. She took the heavy coat closest to her size, plus the smallest pair of gloves and the hat closest to her size. She picked up an assault rifle and a couple Soviet F-1 grenades. The ever-popular limonka, with a fuse delay of three and a half to four seconds, and a radius of potential shrapnel dispersion bigger than normal men could throw the stupid thing. Then she left the jail building, locking the door behind her and breaking off the key in the lock.




Someone besides her was about to have a really bad day.





Part VIII



Aly started walking the base, following a couple soldiers who were obviously on patrol duty. She was far enough back that they didn’t notice her, and in the dark she could probably pass herself off as one more guard on duty, as long as no one got close or tried talking to her. She even made sure she was holding her rifle the way the guards were, which totally wasn’t how a U.S. Marine would do it.




Most of the guards were on outside perimeter duty. Some were on interior patrols. A few guards got to drive around in one of the IFVs or tanks. A couple were on duty around the headquarters building and the officers’ quarters and the officers’ bar. Once in a while, some guards checked around the firetrucks, or around the fuel station where the fuel trucks were parked. Nobody was on patrol outside the big hangar where the old Russian-made jets were.




So she made a detour to check that. Yep, there were guards, but they weren’t interested in being outside in the cold. The four guards were playing cards in a small office inside the hangar, and they had a hot stove keeping them warm.




Okay, she hadn’t been planning on taking out a hangar full of jets too, but she could make that work, if the guards wanted to cooperate like that.




She started by walking past the hangar on the side where the big sliding hangar doors were. One had a nice person-sized door in the middle. It was locked, but that lock didn’t stand up to a bionic twist of the doorknob.




Once she was inside, she made sure the card players weren’t paying any attention, and she busted the locks holding one big door in place. She slid the door open and left it like that.




Then she guard-walked over to the firetrucks. It was mega-easy to slide underneath them when no one was watching and cut their fuel lines with her two razor-sharp fingernails. She borrowed a nice, sharp fireaxe while she was there. Then it was off to the fuel depot. There were three tanker trucks parked in a row by the fuel pump for the big underground fuel tank. She picked the one closest to the jet hangar, and she waited until the guard patrol walked around the trucks and then left.




First, she went around to the back of the tanker truck she had picked, and she took one bionic swing with the fireaxe. That cut right through the metal tank a couple inches above its bottom level. Fuel started pouring out. She hopped in it and broke off the lock over the ignition. Then all she had to do was press the button to start it. She drove slowly into the hangar and parked right in between a couple jets. There was a long trail of jet fuel from the depot over to the hangar, and more fuel was still pouring out. 




Well, that looked like a fire hazard.




She guard-patrolled with her rifle over to where the old Russian battle tank was going around the interior of the base. It was going at maybe fifteen miles an hour, which was easy for her to handle. And the officer running the tank was making things even easier for her by standing so he was half out of the commander’s hatch on top, calling out orders to the driver inside, who had his hatch shut against the cold. The tank rolled past her, not paying any attention to some grunt stuck walking interior patrols at night in the cold and dark.




Once the tank was past her, she sped up and leapt up onto the rear deck. She gave the officer a head slap and yanked him completely out of the tank before tossing him off the back. There were yelps from inside the tank, and the driver slammed it to a halt.




She dove through the top hatch into the tight confines of the tank. It was even more cramped than the American tanks she had gotten training on. The man operating the big gun and turret squawked and tried to grab one of the handguns at the back of the cupola. He got a chin jab as he turned. The driver and machine gun operator were farther forward and in even more cramped conditions. They each got a head slap to the back of the skull. She hauled both gunners out through the top hatch and dropped them to the ground. Then she did the same with the driver.




She slid into the driver’s seat and started it moving. It was pretty easy to drive if you didn’t have to do anything. If you had to evade incoming fire or cope with bad conditions, driving the thing was a lot harder than it looked. All she did was pull it out across the tarmac and into the center of the runways, right where the ‘K’ of the shorter runways crossed the longer one. Then she did the harder part: she ran the tracks in opposite directions just enough to spin it around and let her point the tank right at the fuel depot.




She made sure the ammo for the heavy machine gun was a box that had a lot of tracer ammo mixed in. Perfect. Then she grabbed three of the shells for the big gun and pulled them apart, which was pretty much impossible without bionic strength. Once all the explosives and primers were arranged on the floor of the turret, she was ready. 




She fired a couple seconds of rounds and tracers into the fuel pump and fuel trucks. They went up in flames, and the fire raced along the spill she had made until it dashed into the hangar. All the spilled fuel in the hangar went up in a big, showy fireball that had the card players screeching and running out the exterior door before their office area caught on fire too.




One of the jet fuel tanker trucks exploded, which meant someone was letting too much unvented air sit in their fuel trucks.




She scrambled out of the tank and pulled out one of her grenades. She pulled the pin and tossed it into the turret. 




She was already off the tank and sprinting at her top speed before the grenade landed inside the tank’s cupola and bounced around. Still, she knew she only had three and a half to four seconds before the grenade detonated and set off the tampered shells, which would set off everything else in the tank.




The fuel pump was already erupting like an Old Faithful made of flaming gasoline. They were going to have a hard time putting that out, unless someone on the base had training in snuffing out oil well fires.




She was maybe four or five hundred feet from the tank before the first boom. Then everything in the tank cooked off like a couple strings of firecrackers. Really, really big firecrackers that were big enough to blow up a tank. She just kept sprinting. Getting hit by tank shrapnel would not be a good thing.




The firefighting team was sprinting to the firetrucks, but they didn’t know those trucks weren’t going anywhere.




Something was cooking off in the hangar, and it wasn’t just jet fuel. Something was exploding like someone hadn’t dismounted every missile from every one of those fighters.




She sprinted to the fenceline north of her position, which was way off to the left of the official main gate in and out of the base. The guards over at that gate were going nuts trying to figure out what to do. She ignored them for the moment and just jumped the fence.




She came down in the cleared area that ran all the way around the base, and she ran off to the closest cover, which was maybe a quarter mile out. But in the pitch darkness, she was pretty much invisible to anyone who had looked at the fires in the base, unless they had top of the line modern Russian NVGs. She pretty much doubted anyone at this base had hardware like that.




Her nightvision let her pick up every exterior guard walking the fenceline, and none of them had spotted her. They weren’t even looking her way. So she just kept running. It took a couple minutes more to get far enough out that she thought it was safe to cut over to the road out of the base, and by then she was maybe four miles away from the base.




At that point, she just kept the speed up and used her nightvision and hearing to check for problems. She ran for maybe half an hour before she spotted some sort of big guard post blocking the road, with buildings on either side so you couldn’t just drive around it. Not to mention the machine gun posts and stuff, which would be totally unhappy with you if you tried driving past the guards.




She cut into the rocky area off to one side of the guard post. It would have been mega-hard to drive through that junk, but she could run through it, even if she had to reduce her speed.




After that, she ran for most of another hour before she got to a major crossroad, with a bunch of houses and buildings and stuff she could see from the hill she was running over. And as soon as cars and trucks started coming her way, she had to get off the road to avoid getting spotted. She detoured around the town or whatever it was, and headed northeast until she got to the big road heading toward Astana.




Unfortunately, there was enough traffic there to be a problem. She couldn’t just run down the road at her top speed, because every once in a while, there would be oncoming trucks or buses or cars, and she’d have to slip off the road and move parallel to the traffic. Also, she was moving faster than the traffic going in her direction, so she pretty quickly ended up running up behind a convoy of trucks.




She decided to just give up. She sprinted up to the last truck in the convoy, which was an open-topped produce truck, and she leapt into the piled-up produce. Then she just stretched out on the uncomfortable, uneven surface and tried taking a nap.




She woke up when the convoy slowed down and went through an area of buildings and stuff, and just in case, she tried calling the OSI on her internal phone.




Whoa. She got a signal! 




“This is Peggy, your call is encrypted, but is going through unsecured systems.”




“Hi, this is Aly, I’ve gotta make this quick before I’m out of cell tower coverage. I’ve escaped a rebel military base, and I’m on a truck heading on a main road east-northeast toward Astana. Get Hermione Granger or Rinkin or someone to call me and arrange some kind of pick-up, or at least a change of clothes and a plane ticket home. And assume I’ll be out of contact for most of the time.”




“Aly, I got all of that, and I’m kkkkkkhh” 




Well crud, there went that connection. But at least she got her intel delivered. She put her head back and tried napping some more. It was cold and windy and uncomfortable, so she figured it would be pretty hard to get any sleep, even if some of her Marine training was how to sleep under really cruddy conditions.




After a little bit, she dug her way under a couple layers of vegetables and got warmer, so she dozed off.




“Aly, can you hear me? It’s Willow. Please answer. Please!”




“Willow?” she checked. She was still waking up. She was under maybe a foot of root vegetables, but she could tell it was getting light out, so she’d been asleep for hours and hours.




“Yeah, it’s Willow, I programmed an SMS redialer to keep checking every thirty seconds and letting me know if I could get a ping off your phone, which would mean you were near another cell tower, and I have no idea how long we have, and I was about to turn things over to WillowDelta and go to bed, but I got you!”




Yeah, that was Willow. “Great. Can you ID the cell tower and let Oscar and Hermione Granger know my location? I think I’m still moving toward Astana, but I don’t know for sure.”




“Well, you’re in the right area to be on one of the major Kazakhstani highways into Astana, but you might turn off somewhere, and what the hell happened?! You were just supposed to go take a flight and play flight attendant! WillowBeta said it was a ‘just a little favor’ thing! I don’t think I like your ‘friend’ Hermione Granger and her group.”




Aly explained, “It’s not her fault. We’re up against Lex Luthor. Well, our version of him. Aleksandr Armen. Who’s really dangerous, so don’t go poking around his companies’ firewalls, okay? Anything you think about doing, talk to Xander first, and then if Xander says ‘okay’ or ‘maybe’ then talk to Oscar and Rinkin next and no cyber-attacks unless they say okay. I’m not kidding on this.”




“Oooooo-kay,” Willow sort of gave in. “But I’m sending Hermione Granger a message that she’s a crappy friend for getting you in this much trouble, and a crappy hacker for putting together a computer identity that got busted in hours, and then I’m… Uh-oh, I’ve got code implanted on the cell tower, and someone else is trying to call you, so bye!”




“Hermione Granger calling Aly Mack, Hermione Gra-”




“Hi Hermione, it’s me. And I can talk.” But it had to be mega-early in London. Or mega-late. Someone was probably seriously worried about her.




“Where are you? We tracked the jet to Kazakhstan, then you weren’t on the jet when it diverted to Astana, and Armen has already taken almost everyone back to Stockholm.”




“Almost?” Aly worried.




“Almost. Helena Bridges, Spirit Airlines flight attendant, walked out of the Astana terminal and vanished. I think she took a cab to the U.S. Embassy. And there are missing AL pilots.”




Aly explained, “Helena is probably CIA. Well, that’s my current guess. We had an AL pilot kill the other two pilots and try to crash the jet. Armen’s ‘chauffeur’ Gravar is ‘enhanced’ even if I don’t know how much, and she’s his bodyguard and probably his hitwoman. Maybe even his ‘enhanced interrogation’ expert. Or worse. Tess is his PA and probably bodyguard based on what I saw, and she’s enhanced too. So everything got cruddy. Oh, and the insurgent base where I got thrown in a cell? It may have had a few accidental problems.”




Hermione dryly said, “Entirely accidental, I’m sure.” She added, “The SIS reports that the fuel depot caught fire and is still burning, something blew up on their runways, making all of them temporarily unusable, and a large hangar probably full of Soviet-era fighter jets blew up. The satellite photos look like someone targeted it with a dozen cruise missiles.”




Ron yelled from the background, “If that’s her ‘accidental problems’, we need to remind Mother not to piss her off.”




Hermione groaned, “Incoming text message… what the… it’s cutting right through my firewall software… and… Oh damn. It appears we have also offended Willow Rosenberg-Harris.”




Ron called out from the background, “Hey, isn’t that the computer guru you were fangirling over with Amanda?”




“Ron, stop it,” Hermione growled. “Aly can probably hear every word you’re saying.”




Ron stepped closer and insisted, “Well that’s bloody great, because our harmless little favor almost got her tortured and gang-raped to death by some really unpleasant bastards. And Harry was already planning an assault on that base to rescue her.”




Aly had to smile at that. “Tell Harry I said thanks, and since you were probably going to go with him, thank you too. Also, I may have warned the base that Armen only pretended to have a flight crisis so he could land there, lie to them and trick them, and sabotage the place.”




Hermione laughed out loud. “Excellent! We’ve got some SIS types who are going to be leaking ‘intel’ to the Kazakhstani government that Armen is betraying them and meeting with insurgents they are currently fighting. With any luck, we can put a spoke in one or two of Armen’s schemes.”




Ron added, “And the airline people he was wining and dining? Pretty pissed off with him over the whole ‘murderous pilots’ thing, and the ‘landing at terrorist camps’ thing and the ‘trading hot stewardess to terrorists in exchange for fuel’ thing. That last one the flight attendants apparently made up themselves, but it’s spreading like wildfire. I figure he just lost his shot at acquiring those airlines.”




Aly complained, “Don’t forget the ‘massive bribes to fancy executives’ thing that he was going to try to pass off as earned bonuses if they convinced their airlines to buy into Armen’s stuff.”




Hermione groaned, “Uh-oh, I’m losing connectivity. Call me when you get a signal again.”




But by the time Aly talked to Hermione again, Hermione already had arranged for an SIS agent to meet Aly on the outskirts of Astana, provide her with clothes and disguise stuff and ID, and get her flown to Paris, so she could fly home from there. And all of that turned out to go really smoothly, even if she was flying coach on a fake passport for a French brunette college student. And she was stuck in a middle seat between a really overweight German couple, on a really crowded flight.




She got home, swallowed some naproxen, and took a long hot shower before she went to the debriefing.







Aleksandr Armen scowled as he read the reports. He looked up at Nåd and Tess. “It looks like both of you were right. Our little Alizée isn’t MUST, but she’s someone we need to deal with.”




Tess said, “Yes sir. She apparently took down all the jailers and everyone they had brought in to ‘enjoy’ the new prisoner, destroyed their runways and jets and fuel dump, and simply vanished. So Lena’s group used the photos of Alizée Macher inserted into our files, and we went through our databases of known agents for every agency we’ve been able to procure intel on. We came up with some possibles…”




Armen looked at the images on the screen and scanned the data under each image. “Her. Alexandra Louise ‘Aly’ Mack. Aly Mack; Alizée Macher. Someone thinks we’re very, very stupid. Perhaps you should try matching any names linguistically or phonically like ‘Aly Mack’. And don’t restrict the search to English, French, German, and Swedish. Her resume lists a lot of language fluency, and I doubt those are her only languages.”




“We’ll get on that. Lena likes a challenge,” Tess responded.




He continued, “And the OSI. You know what that may mean.”




Nåd scowled. “American OSI? Aren’t they the ones with the bionic super-agents?”




“Yes,” he grumbled.




Nåd pursed her lips in thought. “That would explain a lot. She was… too tough even after all the electrical shocks I gave her. And only hours later, she was ready to break out and ruin a base that now thinks we sabotaged them.”




Lex frowned, “We thought we were conning her with the Russian language scam, but she must have seen through it and used it to get herself situated inside their protections. Maybe she let us take her down. Maybe she only pretended to be incapacitated. And those fools are still convinced she’s an undercover agent for an Arabic nation trying to protect them from me. She’s smarter than she looks.”




Tess frowned, “Why are the OSI sticking their noses in? They’re a technology-focused group. Do you think someone gave them a lead on the cybernauts or maybe one of your research projects?”




Armen scowled, “Someone like that little bastard Potter… or his data analyst Granger.”




Nåd asked uncomfortably, “Could someone have tipped them off about… me? And Tess?”




Armen thought out loud, “Check personnel present at the latest ops where anyone used cybernauts or where you or Tess needed to work outside of standard parameters, and see if an OSI agent or an MI-9 agent could have been present.”




Tess pointed out, “They don’t call themselves MI-9, even if you like using it.”




Nåd cracked her knuckles. “And maybe you could arrange a rematch, so Tess and I could flex our muscles, so to speak, against a real bionic woman.”




Armen slowly sat back in his chair. He steepled his fingers in thought, and he smiled.




The SGC and an Mediator


Part I



Alexandra Mack looked up from the class notes when the Fantasti-phone rang. 




At least, that was the name her ‘Uncle Jack’ had for the secure phone the SGC had given her after the last time, when Sam had needed to call her. Okay, Jack had also called it the ‘iPhone’ and insisted that the ‘i’ stood for ‘icky stuff’. Even ‘the Fantasti-phone’ was better than that.




It was Friday night, and she would have rather been out on a date with her BF. Or off with her friends. Or even doing dishes with her mom. But she had a mega-crucial test on Monday, and she had gotten stuck going to that track and field thing so she had been gone all week. It was too big for her to just say ‘oh no I am not interested’. Seriously, why the heck had she gotten invited to the Greater Southwest Track And Field Invitational? She had made sure not to win the California state girls’ cross-country championship. 




Okay, so really she knew why. She was just being whiny.




After all, she had been in the pack of frontrunners for the whole state championship race, and she had been planning on coming in six or tenth or so, because the fancy awards and the podium were for the first five runners. She wanted to avoid that. Also, since she had won one of the five regional meets, a lot of people had been keeping their eye on her. People like Sandy Bortles and Akima Freeman, who had been the favorites to win her regional, and wanted to make sure she didn’t pull anything sneaky on them at the last second. Also, the pace had been higher at the state championship, so the best runners had turned into a block of about fifteen girls who were leaving everyone else in their dust, and pretty much all of them were likely to end up setting new PRs.




But there had been a small three-person bump up ahead of her, and she had seen Akima fall down, and Alexandra had used that. She had stopped and made sure Akima was okay, and gotten her back on her feet, and then the two of them had run after the pack. But losing that twenty or thirty seconds meant they had no chance to catch the pack and have a kick left at the end. So Alexandra had finished fourteenth, right alongside Akima. And she had gotten a trophy that she didn’t even know they awarded: a sportsmanship trophy. And a lot of talk about how she might have won the California state championship if she hadn’t stopped to help a girl she didn’t even know, who wasn’t white like Alexandra, and whose mother had tried to get Alexandra DQ’ed after the regional.




So someone had decided that Alexandra Mack was the kind of track and field competitor they wanted at the indoor track-and-field pre-season invitational that was for six entire states. Including Colorado. Which meant some Air Force Academy people would be paying attention to what she did at the invitational, so she had to go, and she had to make a serious effort. Then, to make things more complicated, her coach signed her up for both the 5000 meter run and the 10,000 meter run, both of which had an elimination bracket the day before. So she had spent the whole week in Phoenix with a long run on Monday and Tuesday, then a longer run on Wednesday and Thursday. Because she did well enough on Monday and Wednesday to be in the finals of both races. Boy, were her mom and dad psyched and excited for her. Even though she made sure she didn’t win either event. And she knew that just getting invited to the invitational would put a target on her back for the entire track and field seasons, indoor and outdoor both. So… extra ugh.




But now she was back home after a really long bus ride on Friday, and she was studying. She had a copy of Nicole’s notes for the class, so she was looking over what she had missed, and what Mrs. Gertner had emphasized in the last three days of class so it would probably be on the test. And she was totally not in the mood for studying for an AP History exam.




She also wasn’t in the mood for a call from Jack, because he didn’t call on the special phone just to say ‘hi’.




Still, she scrambled off the bed and pressed the right buttons and answered. “Alexandra Mack.”




And it wasn’t Jack. It was General Hammond. Oh crud. “Miss Mack, are you secure?”




She hastily checked the lights on the front of the phone. “Yes sir.”




The general explained, “We have need of your particular skillset at the Alpha Site. The colonel was very specific. We have a number of Jaffa at the site, but we just accepted a group of Tok’ra, and-”




“Oh crud!” Alexandra winced.




“Exactly,” General Hammond continued, as if she got to interrupt him all the time. “The Tok’ra needed to perform funeral rites, which in this case-”




But she knew exactly what the Tok’ra used for funeral rites. They used the unstable vortex from a Stargate to disintegrate the body completely. And the Jaffa had very strict funeral practices that would conflict with that. She worried, “And Uncle Jack didn’t separate the Tok’ra and the Jaffa first? Like on opposite sides of a forest or something?”




“No, he did not. None of us knew this would be a problem. Until afterward.”




She hoped, “Is there any chance that Selmak is there? Or Bra’tac? Or Talmor?”




He replied, “Jacob Carter and Bra’tac are both there now, and the colonel does not believe they will be enough to keep the peace. However, he believes that you would be.”




She groaned, “I have a mega-important test I can’t miss, and it’s on Monday, and I had to be gone all week pretending I really care about track and field!”




He gently said, “We are aware of that, Miss Mack, in fact the colonel insisted that someone record all of your races so he could watch ‘his niece’ run once he got back. But I have already signaled Liz Summers, and she should be over Paradise Valley in a matter of minutes. You could be here in under an hour, and at the Alpha Site within minutes of your arrival. Then we could have you back home before your test. Or else I would personally call your school and tell them that… umm… you were required to make a trip to the Academy for a medical evaluation after four long runs on four consecutive days in that invitational, and you must be allowed to take your exam upon your return.”




Ugh. She didn’t want to go, but not going might be a mega-bad thing. And having a big, important Air Force general covering for you had to be better than having your mom call and say you were home sick. “Okay. Let me tell mom and dad, and I’ll go meet Liz.”




General Hammond added, “You will also want to be there for Liandra. The colonel reported that she was one of the severely injured Tok’ra, and he isn’t sure she’s going to survive.”




“Oh crud!” she squeaked. “Umm, sorry sir, that just kind of slipped out.”




“It’s all right, Miss Mack. I suggest you get going, so Liz and Selina don’t get bored and decide to do something… unique.”




“Yes sir!” she said. Because leaving Liz and Selina alone and bored was just asking for trouble. She’d get to the rendezvous point and find they’d left, and taken the town’s water towers with them. Or something equally impossible that even Carmen Sandiego would gasp at.




Once she hung up and made sure her special phone was secured, she ran downstairs. “Mom? Dad? I need a favor…”




Her mom instantly asked, “Was that Nicole asking you to go out? Because we all agreed that you-”




Alexandra interrupted, “It was Uncle Jack’s boss. Uncle Jack needs my help. Again.”




Both her parents winced. Maybe she shouldn’t have told them even the little she had been allowed to tell them about that mess.




So she jumped in, “Okay, let me explain. We have some allies. Two different groups. But they don’t like each other, mainly for really good reasons that are totally historic, and they’re gonna have to live near each other for a bit, and Jack needs, well, someone who understands both sides well enough to help settle a few argument things. And hopefully, it’s only for a day or so, and I’ll take my books and notes with me just in case. And General Hammond said he’d step in if it looks like I might miss my exam Monday.”




Her mom moaned, “Honey…”




But her dad asked, “What’s likely to happen if you go? And what’s likely to happen if you don’t?”




She sighed. “Okay, I figure if I go, the guys I know can make their sides sit down with me as a trusted moderator, and we can get some stuff straightened out, at least for long enough that we can get one group moved to another… place. And I’m worried that if I don’t go, there might be… umm… clashes.”




Her dad guessed, “Which would mean what? People fighting each other?”




She winced a little. “Yeah. Only these are warrior groups, and they have weapons. Fights won’t be like a couple guys punching each other. It’ll be like tons of people getting killed or mega-injured, and the little chance we have of making this into a team-up will go boom.”




Her mom asked, “Is this a few hours? Or a few days? Or what?”




Alexandra groaned, “I don’t know! I don’t know how many problems have already popped up, or who’s being a giant jerkhead, or what.”




Her dad asked, “Okay. Best case and worst case scenarios.”




She admitted, “I don’t really know. Best case? It takes me a few hours to get an agreement worked out. Worst case? It takes me a few days, and at the end, none of them are my friends anymore.”




Her mom thought for a few seconds. “That sounds… safer than I was expecting.”




Alexandra pointed out, “It’s on our turf. And I’m only a minute or two away from Uncle Jack’s boss and a totally safe place. Totally not like last time. Which I didn’t tell you, okay?”




Her mom and dad looked at each other, but didn’t wince or anything. Which was better than she was expecting after what she’d just said. Which probably meant they had guessed about what had happened the last time because they were smart and the little bits she was allowed to tell them were enough for them to make some smart guesses.




Her dad sighed, “I wish you could tell us more about what you’re doing.”




Her mom glanced at her dad then said, “I think I’m glad you’re not telling us more, because I worry enough as it is.”




Alexandra admitted something she had learned from Alex and Alee. “Well I worry about stuff a lot too, and I worry about keeping you two safe. But sometimes the only way I can protect you two… and everyone else… is by going off and doing stuff. And sometimes, that stuff isn’t… well… it isn’t mega-safe.”




Her mom wrapped her up in a huge hug. But she could feel her mom was crying silently while they hugged. That really made her feel miserable. She hugged her mom and tried to think of something she could say that would make it all better. She wasn’t coming up with anything. 




She was pretty sure things wouldn’t be a lot better for her parents once she was commissioned as a second lieutenant and she was actually working full-time at the SGC. They just knew too much about what the SGC really did, and what the SGC really fought, all thanks to Danielle Atron and the other creeps at the plant doing that grant thing with Goua’uld-controlled creeps. Also, thanks to the really bad luck that just happened to some Alexandra Louise Macks out there in the multiverse.




She said, “Mom, I’m sorry this makes you feel so awful. But I really think I need to be doing this kind of stuff.”




Her dad said, “Obviously, your Uncle Jack and your Cousin Sam think you should. Even if they think you’re too young to get dragged into this stuff.”




Her mom insisted, “We think you’re too young to get dragged into ‘this stuff’.”




She groaned a little. “Mom, dad, even I think I’m too young, but sometimes I’m the only one who can do things like this.”




After a lot more hugging and weeping, she finally said, “If we don’t get going pretty soon, there’s no telling what Selina and Liz will decide to swipe due to terminal boredom.”




Her mom sniffled a little, but said, “Umm, yeah. We’d better get there before they steal the entire park.”




“And the city water runoff system,” her dad tried.




She nodded like she believed that. “Totally. They would swipe every manhole cover in town, and all the access pipes and stuff, and cars would fall into the holes.”




She ran back upstairs and shoved her notes and books into her backpack, along with a couple changes of clothing and her travel kit that she had put together after the last time. It just had travel sizes of her stuff: a fold-up hairbrush and toothbrush, three ounce bottles of shampoo and conditioner, three ounce tubes of toothpaste and facial scrub, a small travel makeup kit, and a couple tiny bars of soap and stuff.




Maybe she ought to put together a real ‘go bag’ just in case. After all, things kept happening to her. And around her.




She put her kara kesh in her backpack and made sure her hara’kesh was in her jeans pocket. And she wondered what Jack and Sam would tell her to have in a go bag. Jack would probably say something mega-unhelpful, like ‘lots of C-4’.




She was pretty sure she didn’t want to ask Liz and Selina what they carried in their go bags.









Alexandra and her parents got to the landing zone just in time to spot a wavering blanket of air on the grass as the al’kesh got within a couple inches of the ground. It looked to Alexandra like the cloak of the al’kesh was starting to affect the top of the grass too, so it looked weird.




She hugged both her parents again and ran for the al’kesh. The door slid open, and she stepped in before closing and sealing the door behind her. Then she hurried up to the bridge, where Liz was playing with the comms while taking off.




Selina turned around from her controls and said, “Please raise and lock all tray tables…”




Alexandra took a seat at the other set of controls in front of Liz. She spun around in her chair and asked, “What’s up?”




Liz answered, “Just letting George know that we’re inbound. Jack and Sam are already at the Alpha Site, and in need of our help.”




“As usual,” Selina fibbed.





Part II



Alexandra was going to ask Liz if she and Selina had any plans for this meet-up at the Alpha Site. Well, any useful plans. Because if their plan was to steal Bratac’s Ma’Tok and replace it with a giant Q-Tip to make Jack laugh, Alexandra was going to have to say something. Or tell on them.




But Selina was thinking about Alexandra’s role as a mediator. “Hey Liz, are we going to dress up Alexandra in that Goa’uld chickwear again? She looked good in that.”




Liz smirked, “Definitely the tiara bling and the Imperious Bitch makeup.”




“No way!” Alexandra insisted. “You can’t make me look like a Goa’uld! None of ’em will want me for mediating!”




Liz and Selina looked at each other with really similar smirks, so she totally knew that they were just ‘winding her up’ as her dad would call it. And then she realized there really was a problem. “Oh crud. What am I gonna wear?”




They both just looked at her. They had probably already talked about it. But she couldn’t dress like a Goa’uld to talk to Jaffa or Tok’ra. That would be taken as an insult, or like she was the enemy. She couldn’t dress like a Tok’ra, or the Jaffa would think she was biased against them. She couldn’t dress like a Jaffa, or the Tok’ra would think she was biased against them. She couldn’t dress like Jack and Sam, or both sides would think she was already backing the SGC.




Okay, she was backing the SGC. But she didn’t want to look like it. She wanted to look, well, impartial. Impartial and a good person to mediate arguments. She wanted to look judge-ish, but the Jaffa and Tok’ra wouldn’t respect her if she showed up looking like Judge Judy. 




Jack would totally laugh himself sick if she showed up in a Judge Judy costume. But she didn’t mean show up like a Halloween Judge Judy costume. She wanted something that looked formal and judicial. And helpful!




Finally, Selina said, “Back in the sleeping quarters.”




Liz spilled, “I went shopping for you a while ago, just in case. We pulled most of it out on the way here.” She looked a little sheepish. “The three of us were kind of arguing over what you oughta wear.”




Alexandra hurried back to the room she had slept in before, and found they had set up a small clothing rack. For her. And Liz had totally been shopping at some Tau’ri clothing stores. Only… Alexandra wasn’t sure Liz had been shopping for her. Even if the clothes looked about her size. Well, her size after being in a sarcophagus twice and getting rebuilt some. Now Jo Baker had totally gotten a rebuild, but Alexandra had just picked up an inch in height. And an extra cup size. Both of which had been a total pain when she had to buy all new bras. And mostly new church dresses. And some new blouses. And new pants and overalls to replace the ones that weren’t long enough in the legs anymore. And she’d had to lie to her mom about having a growth spurt since she couldn’t tell her mom she had been tortured and murdered and stuff.




So there was a range of stuff, some of which little Alexandra Mack would never wear. Like the beaded evening dress with the overdone shoulder pads, which looked like Bob Mackie had designed it for Crystal Carrington. You could wear ten pounds of jewelry and bling with that. Okay, you could probably wear a tel’qualah with that.




All right, the ‘power suits’ were probably more what Alexandra needed for this. There was a navy blue Anne Klein power suit. The jacket had a notched collar and a single button closure, and there was a charcoal gray knit shirt to wear under it, and there were even matching navy blue pumps with three inch heels that Liz had gotten in Alexandra’s size too.




She wondered if Liz had pretended to be a personal shopper to get this stuff.




There was also a skirt suit in jersey that looked like someone had copied old Chanel skirt suits out of magazines or something, and there was a bunch of jewelry to go with that one. She hoped that all that jewelry wasn’t stolen. Then there was a pin-striped wool suit with a double-breasted blazer she wasn’t sure if she was too curvy up top to wear right. There was a white wool blazer and pants that looked awesome, but there was no way she could wear that to a dusty, dirty place like the Alpha Site, because that thing would show every single speck of dirt that got anywhere near it.




Alexandra tried on the navy blue Anne Klein, and it fit pretty much perfectly. Liz would make an awesome personal shopper. Okay, the three inch pumps were ridiculous for the Alpha Site. There was no way she was walking around on dirt and mud and gravel in three inch heels. So she went searching, and there was a shoe rack tucked into the closet behind the clothing rack. There were navy leather flats. And they were mega-pretty too. Alexandra was thinking about wearing them home.




She was finished dressing about the time Liz landed the al’kesh in the parking lot outside the mountain. Even if she still needed to fix her hair and her makeup, because a ‘no makeup at all and a ponytail’ look didn’t go with the suit. She folded the clothes she had been wearing and stuffed them into the backpack with everything else including her baseball cap. It was one of her favorite caps, and she didn’t want to lose it in Mister Gordo. And it was teal, so it went with a lot of her outfits.




Selina stuck her head in the room. “Hey Alexandra, let’s go. Also, Liz was really hoping you’d wear the ‘Dynasty’ dress. With the right hairstyle and makeup, you’d knock ’em dead in that.”




Alexandra didn’t say that she didn’t see herself like that, and she hoped Liz hadn’t spent too much money on a dress Alexandra was never going to wear, and neither Liz nor Selina would fit in. She just said, “I think the power suit’s the closest thing to what I’m aiming for, and I don’t have to spend an hour and a half on makeup and hair to wear it.”




Selina smiled, “I agree. We should go with the ‘yes, I am just naturally beautiful beyond belief’ look with that suit.”




Alexandra tried hard not to blush, but it was something she still wasn’t very good at. She hadn’t been good at not showing her emotions before she got snaked, and nine or ten months of nothing but fighting for her life had made her a lot worse at it.




Selina didn’t smirk too much at Alexandra’s blush. “Come on. Let’s show Liz how you look in that. She’ll probably whine that you didn’t go with the heels.”




Alexandra held her pack by the strap like it was a purse, and she followed Selina down the hall.




Liz met them at the exit door. “Lookin’ good there! Okay, I was really hoping you’d go with the Alexis Colby look. You could totally pull that off if you wanted to.”




Alexandra pursed her lips, “I’d rather look like a serious mediator type. Not some Tau’ri who’s a Leona Helmsley wannabe.”




Liz shrugged, “Well, maybe you can wear it as a prom dress.”




Selina ‘helped’, “With some big Eighties hair and lots of bling.”




“And a ‘What Would Alexis Do’ wristband,” Liz smirked.




Alexandra tried not to wince or scowl, because after having Nanna and Ningal inside her for most of a year, she already knew what mean, horrible things someone like Alexis Colby would do in pretty much any sitch, and she didn’t like even thinking those thoughts.




And pretty much as soon as they got to the NORAD security area, Dr. Rupert Giles was rushing from the elevators to round them up. Alexandra already knew that Liz didn’t like being around Rupert Giles, and it had something to do with spy stuff and Liz’s teen years. But Liz wouldn’t talk about it, and Selina wouldn’t talk about it either. Which really made Alexandra worry about asking Dr. Giles about it. Because what if it was really bad? Or what if it was really bad, and also one of those ‘if I told you I would have to kill you’ things like in the movies? Alexandra had asked Liz and Selina if it was safe for her to be by herself around Dr. Giles, and Liz had just said, “Giles is a lot of bad things, but not that.” And then she had gotten this weird look in her eyes like she was thinking about something, and she wouldn’t say anything else about it.




So Alexandra had no idea about the Liz-Giles issue. But Giles didn’t treat Liz any different than he treated Alexandra or Selina or lots of other people, so she really had no idea about it. Unless Giles had spied on Liz’s hometown and put one of Liz’s family or friends in prison, or maybe had to kill them in superspy fashion. That would totally be spy-ish enough to explain what the deal was with Liz and Dr. Giles.




So Alexandra pulled her hair up in a high ponytail and started working on her makeup while they rode down to the SGC security level. Liz even held her makeup mirror for her. And really, it only took a few seconds to put on her light foundation and wipe her fingertips off on some kleenex.




Then it was passing through the SGC security station and getting their visitor’s badges, and going down the SGC elevators. Selina put blusher and bronzer on Alexandra’s face and used a little eyebrow pencil too, even if Alexandra usually didn’t bother. She wasn’t quite done by the time the elevator stopped.




Alexandra slipped all of her makeup back in her little makeup bag and followed Giles to General Hammond’s big meeting room near his office.




While the nice sergeant got General Hammond, Selina finished Alexandra’s makeup with a lot of blending and then Alexandra’s favorite nude color for lipliner and lipstick. While she did that, Liz got out Alexandra’s little squirt bottle of hair mousse and put some on her fingers before running her fingers through Alexandra’s hair and then brushing it so it had more body but didn’t look like Alexandra had made a quick return to the Eighties.




While Liz was still working on her hair, General Hammond bustled in. “Ladies. Good to see you’re ready. Colonel O’Neill has just dialed in—radio only—and requested that we not allow anyone to dial in from their site until he sends an all-clear signal. It seems they have a saboteur in their midst, and we cannot let that transfer through our gate. So if you decide to go, you may be there for longer than you planned. I still can give you that excused absence.”




Alexandra grimaced. “I think I really have to go now. I mean, if things are getting that bad, then I need to get there soonest.”




Liz asked, “Can I grab Mister Gordo and fly there? I mean, I can get there in maybe fifty hours.”




The general thought it over and said, “Ms. Summers, if you go, and there’s still a saboteur or saboteurs loose, or things have degenerated, you may not be allowed to land, and you certainly would not be allowed to take on passengers and depart.”




Liz frowned, “As Willow would say, ‘Oy vey!’ Or something like that.”




Alexandra insisted to Liz and Selina, “Look, you two don’t have to go, if you don’t want to.”




Selina purred, “Who’s going to keep you out of trouble if we don’t go with you?”




Liz agreed, “I’m with Kitty on this.” Selina rolled her eyes. “You’re a trouble magnet. You need both of us. And maybe a spare platoon of Marines.”




Alexandra pouted at Liz. “Okay. Fine. But there’s no way you’re going dressed like that.”




It wasn’t Alexandra’s fault that Liz was dressed like a Tok’ra in standard Tok’ra desert-wear. The Jaffa would totally think Liz was biased against them. Okay, Liz and Si’ney tended to side with the Tok’ra on a lot of stuff, unless it was stodgy Tok’ra stuff like ‘we won’t share our comm balls’ or ‘we won’t share our secret knowledge base with those Tau’ri who can totally do more with it than we can.’




Just thinking that made Alexandra think about how she would side with the Tau’ri, since she wasn’t unbiased either. Still, there was no point in dressing so that people would be mad at you as soon as they looked at you. At least Selina was dressed like a Tau’ri. A Tau’ri who was about to go shopping on Rodeo Drive or something, but definitely not Jaffa or Tok’ra or SGC. Alexandra had no idea how Selina thought that her skin-tight, black leather minidress was appropriate for the Alpha Site. Unless it somehow turned into a Catwoman suit with a few tugs. 




Or something even weirder. With Liz and Selina, weird stuff had to be expected. At least Selina wasn’t wearing that skimpy ‘minionwear’ thing she had worn to rescue Jack on Ba’al’s world.




General Hammond obviously wasn’t happy about them going, when things looked more dangerous than they had just a few hours earlier. Alexandra figured he was a really great grandpa, but really protective of his granddaughters.




Liz reached into her bag and handed Alexandra a purse that matched her outfit. Alexandra checked in it, and it looked empty. So she felt it, and there was definitely something really rigid down the center of the bag, like maybe bulletproofing.




Alexandra pulled stuff out of her backpack and loaded up the purse. Her makeup and hair stuff, a microfiber cleaning cloth and some stain remover, her kara kesh, and a couple nutrition bars from her track coach. She made sure her hara’kesh was set properly on her hand, and she slipped the strap of the purse over her shoulder. She said, “We’re ready as soon as Liz changes, sir.”




He nodded firmly. “Good. I’ll notify the colonel that you’re on your way.”




Liz said, “I’ve got just the thing in our quarters. I’ll be back in like no time!” She darted out of the room. 




Alexandra noticed the general giving one of the SGC guards a little head tilt, so someone would be keeping an eye on Liz.




Selina explained, “She didn’t have time to change, since she was doing all the piloting to get here faster. And she said her clothing choices here would be better than what she had on Mister Gordo.”




General Hammond led Alexandra and Selina down to the gate room, and Liz met them there. Alexandra did a double-take. General Hammond blinked a couple times, but didn’t say anything.




Liz was wearing what looked like a lavender loungewear set, with skin-tight leggings and an oversized, wide-shouldered, baggy knit top. Plus nude wedges that had to have one inch platforms and five or six inch heels. And Liz looked like she had gone up a couple cup sizes.




Okay, she looked completely harmless and useless, but she was probably packing fifteen pounds of hardware in there. And Liz could use the height increase too.




Liz smirked, “I thought about chewing some bubble gum too, but the Jaffa and Tok’ra wouldn’t get the connotations.”




Selina giggled. “It would bug Jack and Sam.”




Alexandra added, “And every other SGC soldier.” But what she was thinking was that the bright, obvious color of the outfit would make the Jaffa and Tok’ra think she couldn’t possibly be effective. Which was pretty much bound to be Liz’s plan with that outfit.




Liz grinned at Alexandra, “And remember, I’m your personal assistant. So any time you need a latte, just ask!”




Alexandra grinned. Then she tried to look serious. “This time, try to remember to make it half-caff, with almond milk.”




Selina smirked at that and did a deadpan delivery, “Good help is so hard to find!”




“Ladies? Whenever you’re ready?” General Hammond pushed.




“Right now, sir,” Alexandra replied. “Sorry about that.”




He walked out of the room as he signaled to the sergeant up in the control room. “Ms. Mack, I always expect something like this from Ms. Summers and Ms. Kyle.”




Selina smirked, “Which is why Jack named us the ‘Dirty Pair’.”




Liz nodded, “That, and our tendency to blow stuff up when we get in a jam.”




Alexandra sort of hoped that the Dirty Pair could refrain from blowing up stuff. This time, anyway.




The iris opened. The gate spun up, and the wormhole opened. The three of them walked up the sloped grate to the gate, even if Alexandra had no idea how Selina was managing it given how narrow the heels of her pumps were, and how big the holes in the grate were.





Part III



Alexandra stepped out onto the gate platform at the Alpha Site. She hurried down the stone steps so Liz and Selina didn’t walk right into her. But she was looking around a lot, because someone—someone named George, most likely—had actually listened to her about gate defenses and stuff. 




There was an iris on the gate now, and it was probably trinium or something like that. The gate was now in a large steel and concrete room, with the DHD in another room separated by a sheet of glass that was so thick it was slightly tinted green. And there were a lot more soldiers guarding the gateroom and the DHD room, but that was probably because of that sabotage thing she needed to talk to Jack about.




The officer in the DHD room suddenly stood at attention as an outside door opened and Jack came stomping in. He gave the officer a really not very good return salute and snapped, “Major Pierce. Anything besides these three?”




“No sir!”




Jack gave them a disgruntled look. “I asked the general to keep everyone out of here. If we don’t have a saboteur or two loose around here, his name isn’t Benjamin Pierce.”




They followed Jack out of the room as Liz snickered. “He’s really Benjamin Pierce? Really? Like in the tv show?”




Selina smirked, “Does he answer to ‘Hawkeye’?” That made Liz snicker again. And Alexandra finally got it.




Jack admitted, “Haven’t been able to get him to answer to it yet. And he managed to get out of the ‘captain’ niche, so he’s not Captain Pierce anymore. Also, Carter thinks I should lay off him, although she just gives me those Carter looks and hasn’t actually said anything yet.”




They walked out into bright daylight that was either early morning or late afternoon. Alexandra had no idea which. But someone had listened to her and secured the Alpha Site gate a lot more. There was an eight foot high circular earthwork all around the gate building, and the top of it was crenelated like an old-fashioned castle. That would probably slow up a horde of Jaffa with Ma’Tok, while giving protected niches for a whole pile of return fire.




Dead ahead was a narrow steel-looking gate in the earthwork. Alexandra looked around and spotted another, wider, heavier gate way off to one side. That one looked wide enough to drive a MALP through. A soldier opened the gate ahead of them, and Jack led them out to where the housing and buildings had been the time Alexandra had been there.




All but four of the office-type buildings and maybe three quarters of the housing things had been moved. Alexandra assumed they had been moved and then set up like she had suggested to Jack and General Hammond, and not just taken down.




Jack pointed at them and explained, “We’re leaving ’em as dummy targets. And emergency accommodations. Like right now, when we’ve got a bunch of Tok’ra who need to get a timeout away from other children. Like Ocker and Malek.”




Okay, Alexandra sort of knew who Malek was from Theelis’s memories. He was one of those not-quite-higher-up people who thought they deserved to be a higher-up, and tried to act like a higher-up when no one higher up was watching. But she had no idea about Ocker.




She pushed, “Okay Jack, I need you to tell me everything from your point of view, before I meet people.”




“My point of view?” Jack asked suspiciously. “Ya don’t think I might be a teensy bit biased about some of these guys?”




She tried not to sigh out loud. “Look Jack, we both know how you feel about some bad stuff that happened, even if maybe none of these people had anything to do with it. But you’re the best person to ask on-site. You’re the most insightful, even if you like to pretend you don’t notice stuff. And you’re gonna be way less biased than everybody else here. Even Sam, because she subconsciously gives her dad a ton of slack.”




He sighed dramatically. “I did not say that. And I did not agree with you on that one. Publicly.”




Alexandra nodded. “Right. I was just being mean to Sam all on my own.” Even if she didn’t like being mean to Sam at all. Because Sam was awesome, and Alexandra owed her more than she would ever be able to repay her.




Jack added, “And everyone knows the Liz And Sidney Show loves Malek.”




Liz scrunched up her face in disgust. “He’s a dickhead.”




Selina butted in, “Liz is just mad at him because he treated me like crap.”




Liz complained, “She was doing what I needed her to on our op, and so she was dressed like some bimbo minion, and he treated her like she couldn’t take a pee without someone walking her through the steps.”




Jack went with a bad Texas accent that might have been sort of like General Hammond’s tones. “That boy’s so dumb he couldn’t pour piss out of a boot if the instructions were printed on the heel.”




Liz smirked at that. “Okay, so he should’ve done better. But he’s still a dickhead. And he doesn’t like the Jaffa, so letting him be in charge here is asking for trouble.”




Jack gave her the raised eyebrows. “Oh, are there any Tok’ra who like the Jaffa?”




Liz sighed a little. “Okay, no. Maybe Jacob. Si’ney doesn’t, but he has to put up with my opinion, and I like Teal’c.”




He piled on, “And are there any Jaffa who like the Tok’ra?”




Liz pouted, “Maybe not. So this whole thing is already screwed.”




Selina got to the point. “So what actually happened?”




Jack started explaining. “So first, Selmak rescued a bunch of Tok’ra who got targeted by Nooby’s Nuisances. He got most of ’em off-world and ran ’em here, even if he had some injured and dying. We’ve got seven in our MASH ward, and one died before our docs could get to him. A couple are hurt but don’t want to let some Tau’ri leech-wrangler near ’em.”




Alexandra could tell that Jack was pretty cranky about people being cruddy about any doctors or nurses under his command. That was one of the things she liked about him.




He kept going, “So a couple hours later, Carter goes to check on her naquadah reactor, which the Tok’ra were really pissy about some Tau’ri building from scratch, and it had been sabotaged. No idea how, since we’ve got guards walking patrols in that part of the base too.”




Liz asked, “How sophisticated was the sabotage?”




Jack started to ask, “What does that have to do wi… Crap, that’s a good point. We need to talk to Carter. And then Jacob.” Then he added, “Anyway, the timing said ‘new guys’, so we got out the Za’tarc detector, and we’re checking all the Tok’ra, and then we’ll check all the Jaffa. No successes yet, though.”




Selina asked, “Was this a ‘blow up entire base and surrounding countryside’ sabotage, or a ‘make reactor melt down so they don’t have power’ sabotage?”




Jack grimaced, “And once again, I’m dropping the ball. No idea. We’ll ask Carter.”




Alexandra asked, “But aren’t you swamped with everything else happening here?”




Jack insisted, “Doesn’t matter. The buck stops here. I’m responsible for everything on this base. I need more officers, and I already asked Hammond to seal up the gate so no one’s coming in from the SGC.”




She tried, “Don’t you need to designate lots of your tasks to the Jaffa and Tok’ra leaders?”




He pursed his lips angrily. “I’d like to. But I don’t trust ’em enough. Except Teal’c and Bra’tac and Jacob. And that’s a me problem.”




Alexandra pushed, “So what happened next?”




He grimaced, “Tok’ra funeral for their dead guy, which I didn’t know would be a problem for the Jaffa. You know what they do?”




She nodded yes. “They set up a bier and use the activation of a stargate to disintegrate the deceased, sending his remains off into the universe, sort of like we do cremation and scattering the ashes somewhere like an ocean. Which is completely unlike Jaffa funeral practices, and certain Jaffa sects would be mega-cranky about it.”




He groaned, “Where were you when we needed you for all of this?”




“Studying for a history test, as you probably already knew.” Okay, she knew it was a rhetorical question. But she still said it.




He muttered, “I still haven’t gotten to see the tapes of you running at that meet.”




Liz asked, “Why didn’t Selmak warn you? Or Malek? Or Teal’c and Bra’tac, for that matter?”




He explained, “I had them all off trying to talk their people into not being stupid hotheads just because they have millennia of hate for the other group, and the Free Jaffa still can’t wrap their heads around the idea that Tok’ra hate the System Lords at least as much as they do. To most of the Jaffa here, they’re just Goold who dress down.”




Liz snorted in amusement. Alexandra didn’t think it was funny at all. This was all a gigantic problem, and she was going to have to talk a lot of people into doing something they wouldn’t dream of trying.




He kept talking. “So some of the Jaffa stuck their noses in when they should’ve been able to figure the Tok’ra wanted a somber, quiet funeral. Artok got kinda rude about things. Ocker, whose buddy was the deceased, over-reacted. Other people tried to separate them. There was pretty much the prelude to a ten-way fistfight until Selmak and Bra’tac yelled some people into submission. So a bunch of Jaffa are pissed off at the snotty Snakeheads, and a bunch of Tok’ra are pissed off at the rude Tok’ra Killers. So… it’s all going just great!”




Alexandra thought for a couple seconds. “I need to talk to Artok and Ocker privately, and see if I can get them to do a mutual public apology, even if they don’t really feel like apologizing. I mean, if I can get that, then we can get a quick reduction in tensions, and maybe I can get other people to sit down to some kind of peace talks.”




Jack pointed out, “You need to go see Liandra and Theelis first.”




“Oh crud. Right.” She didn’t want to see a horribly injured Liandra. Which meant she needed to do it, and she needed to do it first in case Liandra or Theelis wasn’t going to make it.




Jack said, “Let’s make that happen. While you’re doing that, I’ll get Carter and Carter over to talk to you and the Dirty Pair.”




“Hey!” Liz pretended to complain.




Jack pretended he wasn’t smirking on the inside. “While you’re doing that, I’ll find out where Ocker and Artok are, so you can…”




Liz grinned, “So you can mediate the shit out of ’em.”




Jack grinned at that. “Yeah. What she said.”




Alexandra refused to mention that the whole thing would be easier if it turned out that Artok and his buddies were all part of The Cult Of Alexandra Of The Tau’ri. Mainly because Jack would do that smirky thing.




Jack led them off in the direction opposite from the big side gate in the earthwork. The new site for most of the Alpha Site was maybe a quarter mile from the gate, which was a good idea. It made the place a lot harder to find, but it wasn’t too far away. And it wasn’t like the Alpha Site didn’t have stuff like four wheel drive vehicles.




The place looked… well, nicer than what Alexandra had seen before. There were more housing units, and more buildings, and some nicer-looking buildings. It didn’t look like Martha Stewart had come through with landscapers and gardeners, but there was a lot more grass and a lot less dirt and mud. A lot of that had to do with the site. And maybe people had been way more careful about not tearing up the landscape when putting in the buildings.




Okay, it still needed work.




Jack led them to the hospital, which looked uber-tense. There were a bunch of Tok’ra there, keeping an eye on their injured, and there were half a dozen Jaffa keeping an eye on two injured Jaffa who Jack said had been in the hospital area before the Tok’ra arrived. At least someone had decided to keep the two groups as separated as possible while still in the hospital building.




Jack detoured into the Jaffa area and walked over to a stern, dark man who looked thirty-ish but moved like he was far more experienced. Jack said, “Hey Rak’nor! Where’s your buddy Artok?”




Rak’nor scowled, “Artok is not my ‘buddy’. And he was asked to return to the housing you so helpfully provided, so as not to cause more problems.”




Jack nodded, like that was swell. “Okay then. We brought Alexan-”




Rak’nor and several other Jaffa, including the injured guy on the bed, turned to stare at Alexandra, and every one of them, including the guy on the bed, tried to kneel and bring a fist up to his heart.




Alexandra immediately knew what to do, since this had happened way too many times before. In High Jaffa, she insisted, “Rise. You are not my slaves. You are free men. You need never kneel before me again.”




She looked at the injured guy. “Hello. We haven’t met yet. I am Alexandra. And you are?”




The man managed, “I am Bel’tac, My Goddess.”




Crud, it was so embarrassing when these guys said stuff like this. She insisted, “I am not a goddess. And you may call me Alexandra, just like everyone else does.”




He replied, “Thank you, my-” She gave him a stern look. “Thank you, Alexandra.” So she gave him a smile.




She stepped away from the bed and asked in English, “What happened to him?”




Rak’nor explained, “We were building the earthworks around the chappa’ai when there was an accident with one of the Tau’ri earth-moving weapons-”




“Front loader,” Jack whispered.




“—and the load unbalanced. The Tau’ri saved his leg, and with his symbiote he will heal up from that point. It is remarkable.”




Jack added, “And if he would just lie to the docs that he’d stay off his leg if they let him out, he’d be out of here in a minute.”




Rak’nor glared at Jack. “Bel’tac is an honorable Jaffa. He is also a most stubborn one.”




“Sounds like O’Neill,” Liz snarked.




Alexandra wasn’t sure, but she thought maybe some of the Jaffa were making an effort not to smile.




Jack just said, “Okay Rak’nor, if you could let Artok know to stay put so Alexandra can drop by and talk to him, I’d appreciate it.”




Rak’nor nodded politely. “He will be honored to hear this.”




Alexandra and the Dirty Pair followed Jack out of the area and over toward Liandra.





Part IV



Alexandra walked behind Jack into something that was set up like a burn ward, with plastic sheeting keeping stuff out, and sealed plastic doors to go in and a couple nurses in gear so they wouldn’t contaminate the burn victims. And inside, there were three burn victims. One was bandaged over most of what Alexandra could see, except his head. One was burned on several areas on his front.




And one was Liandra. She was lying on her stomach, and it looked like she had a burn from her shoulderblades all the way down to her thighs. It was covered in what looked like damp plastic-y fabric that could be lifted up for medical stuff.




It looked bad.




Malek was one of the Tok’ra standing there worrying. He saw them and signaled the interns, who got him out of the protected area. He walked over to them, still in gloves and surgical mask and hospital-green surgical scrubs pulled over his Tok’ra clothing. He nodded brusquely at them. “O’Neill. Si’ney. Kyle. And…” He looked at her in revulsion. “Nanna.”




“She’s not Nanna,” Jack snarled.




Alexandra insisted, “I am not Nanna. I have never been Nanna. I was taken over by Nanna and tortured for months, but that is not who I am.”




Malek glowered, “And yet our networks assure us that Nanna has returned to the stars. That he has destroyed his palace to ward off Anubis. That he invaded his smelting planet. That he fought a ha’tak battle against Zipacna. That he invaded the favorite planet of Ba’al. And he did all of those in your body.”




Liz snapped in Low Goa’uld, “Wow, I thought you couldn’t be more moronic than you looked, but you absolutely proved me wrong on that.”




Alexandra tried not to lose her temper. “That was not Nanna. It was me. With lots of help from Theelis. Who is way nicer than you are!”




He scoffed, “Of course. A Tau’ri willing to accept a symbiote for a reason other than near-death?”




Jack all but yelled, “An amazing Tau’ri who was willing to do it for military purposes! And she’s done more in a couple months than you lot have gotten done in a couple centuries!”




Malek threw his surgical mask on the floor. “I am done here.” And he stormed off.




Liz ‘helped’ by calling out, “Oh, and green is totally not your color.”




Alexandra groaned, “This is going so great.”




Jack went to his comms. “Hey Carter, it’s O’Neill. Problem here. Get your dad over to talk to Malek, who thinks your cousin is really Nanna, and not the Rich Little of Goold impersonators.”




“Who’s Rich Little?” Alexandra had to ask.




Liz smirked, “I’ll tell you. When you’re older.”




Well, that was mega-helpful.




Jack answered her, “Just the best celebrity imitator ever. Forget those guys who can do four voices that are close to their own range. He was great.”




One of the doctors asked Alexandra to ‘mask up’, and a nurse helped her get on scrubs and shoe covers and a mask and gloves and everything. She went in and knelt down next to Liandra’s bed, which was like a bed-shaped trampoline she could lie on, with a hole for her face to stick out under the trampoline layer.




“Alexandra. You came…” Liandra groaned.




She checked, “Do you need more pain meds? Or anything?” She could see two IVs going into Liandra’s arms, but it sounded like Liandra was hurting a lot.




“I am… as good as I can be,” Liandra tried to reassure her, even if it sounded like Liandra totally wasn’t okay. “Theelis is doing everything she can to heal me, and your doctors are dealing with pain and nutrition and everything else. It is the best combination we can put together.”




Alexandra suggested, “I can use a quavola’kesh and stuff. And once we have things fixed here, Liz can go get her al’kesh, and she’s got a sarcophagus in it.”




Liandra tried to smile. “Thank you. Malek is insisting on doing regular work with a quavola’kesh for me. I pushed him out of the way of a Ma’Tok blast, and I was caught in the blast range. He does not deal well with feelings of gratitude and loss and concern.”




“Crud.” So she needed to get Mister Crabby back to work more on Liandra, whether she liked the guy or not. “Well, let me do some work while he’s gone.”




So she spent maybe twenty exhausting minutes healing the mega-gross damage on Liandra’s back and behind. Just seeing charred ribs sticking up from one part of the damage made her feel like crying for Liandra and Theelis. And for Aly too.




Liandra managed, “Alexandra… There is one thing you can do for us.”




“Sure!”




Liandra said, “If I do not make it, will you accept Theelis?”




Oh crud. “Don’t you have anyone else? If I accept Theelis I’ll have to quit sports and not go to the Air Force Academy. I can’t get through an x-ray or even a doctor’s exam if I’ve got another vertebrate inside me. As soon as they get out the stethoscope and hear two heartbeats, we’ll be rumbled.”




Liandra admitted, “I do not know what these things are, and Theelis does not have time now to show me pieces of your memories.”




Alexandra gave in. “Look, I’m not gonna let you die. But if you need me to take Theelis for a short time, I’ll do it. But I’d have to find another host for her pretty soon, because I have stuff I have to do for the SGC and everybody.”




That pretty much exhausted Liandra, so Alexandra just talked to the nurses for a minute about Liandra probably needing more sleep and more nutrients after the healing she did with Malek’s hand device.




She stepped out of the enclosed ward and got out of the hospital stuff before she could step over to Jack and the Dirty Pair, who had the dad-and-daughter Carter team with them.




She tried to smile but after seeing Liandra it was hard. “Hi, Cousin Sam. Hi, Uncle Jake.”




“Hey, kiddo,” Selmak said. “I had a little chat with Malek, and he’ll probably apologize later. Don’t expect it to sound really sincere. But he’ll be a lot happier with you when he finds out you’ve been healing Liandra.”




Liz muttered, “He’s a jerk. Expect a really jerky apology.”




Selmak looked at her and frowned, “Liz, would Si’ney say a thing like that?”




Liz gave him a smirk. “That was Sidney. I would’ve called him an asshole.”




Jack sarcastically added, “Well, that makes everything much better.”




Alexandra changed the subject. “So. Sam. Jack says you’ve had some sabotage.”




Liz asked, “How competent was our saboteur?”




Selina inquired, “And were they going for a boom or a bust?”




Sam answered Selina first. “Definitely a boom, unless they’re a complete idiot. They were trying to make it overload, instead of burn out. But it was obvious as soon as I walked in what they had done, so no damage done.”




Liz checked, “So… not competent at all?”




And Selmak wondered, “Was this a Tok’ra design?”




Sam blushed a little. “Umm, actually dad, it’s my own design, but it’s pretty close to one of your Type Fours. Just lower weight and about twenty percent higher output.”




Selmak just grinned. “That’s my girl.”




Liz thought out loud, “So this wouldn’t have been a Tok’ra, or they would have known how to sabotage it better. And it wouldn’t have been a Jaffa, because they wouldn’t know how to sabotage it.”




Jack pointed out, “The Jaffa have had a couple weeks to sabotage it if they wanted to. Which nobody would, because they’re all living here, and the blast radius would have cleared everything within half a mile.”




Sam cleared her throat a little, “More like a mile and a half, sir.”




Jack smirked, “Right, Carter. I keep forgetting how big your booms can be.”




Sam looked like she wanted to cover her face with her hands. Or maybe kick Jack in the shin. She just stood there and said, “But sir, if it wasn’t a Jaffa or a Tok’ra… I doubt it was one of our people.”




Jack scowled, “My guess is a Goold. Maybe one of the people here’s gotten snaked. I mean, we all remember when Liandra got her snake ripped out of her and then she got re-snaked.”




Sam sighed, “Yes sir. Then it’s a good thing we’re persisting in our work with the Za’tarc detector.”




Jack looked at her expression and said, “Start adding Jaffa and SGC personnel onto your list, just so it looks like we’re being fair about this. Grab someone high-profile, like Hawkeye Pierce, and make sure Malek and Rak’nor both know about it.”




Sam gave him a long-suffering look. “Sir, he really does not like being called Hawkeye. Apparently, everyone has been calling him that to tease him since he was in junior high.”




“Great!” Jack smiled. “You can use it as a test to see if he’s been snaked when you get him in front of the detector.”




“Yes sir,” Sam sighed.




Alexandra figured she’d better get going on stuff. “Can someone take me to see Ocker?”




Selmak nodded, “Definitely. Malek told him to go stay in the quarters over by the stargate until Ocker could ‘act like an adult’. All right, he didn’t say ‘adult’. He said ‘harna ejil’ which has a different connotation.”




Alexandra tried not to wince, because that didn’t translate as ‘adult’. It was more like ‘person worthy of respect’. She didn’t know Ocker, but he was probably a lot crankier after hearing that than he was before.




Liz unhelpfully added, “So he’ll be there for… what? A century?”




Alexandra gave Liz a look, but that wasn’t going to get Liz to behave. Even if behaving for a little while might help get some people to be not so mad at other people. Maybe she could talk Liz into not going with her to talk to Ocker. Or maybe she could talk Liz into taking Jack somewhere else, so he didn’t make things worse too.




Sam looked at Alexandra, then at Liz, then at Jack. She paused for a split second and then asked, “Colonel? Could you round up Major Pierce so he can be our first SGC test? And Liz? Could you find a way to make sure Malek sees we’re bringing in some of our own for testing? And Selina, could you get Bra’tac or Rak’nor over to ‘accidentally’ notice it before we have to start testing any of the Jaffa?”




Selmak looked at Sam and then said, “Good idea, Sam. I’ll escort Alexandra over to talk to Ocker.”




Alexandra just said, “Thanks! That would be swell!” like she had no idea what was really going on.




Selmak waited until they were way out of Liz’s hearing, and Jacob Carter smiled, “So, you know what Sam was doing there, right?”




“Yes sir,” Alexandra nodded. “I need to learn how to do that.”




Jacob smirked, “Absolutely. That first part is what we like to call ‘managing one’s superior officers’. It’s one of the most important skills you can acquire, and they don’t teach it at the Academy. So watch how Jack handles George, and how Sam handles Jack. Frankly, Sam is still learning it. Also, watch how Liz handles Malek and me, when she bothers to put in the effort instead of just being flippant.”




Alexandra admitted, “And I’ve seen how Selina handles ‘superiors’ but I don’t wanna do that, and I don’t wanna learn it either.”




Jacob snorted, “Good plan, kiddo. That would not go over well at the Academy, or at the SGC. Even if over the years we have had a few officers—male and female—who thought the Selina approach was the way to get promoted, or get out of duties they didn’t want to perform.”




“Eww.”




He smiled at her. “That’s what I said… more or less.”




She giggled a little, because she was pretty sure that General Jacob Carter never said ‘eww’ in his life and had probably chewed people out really loudly and then did whatever UCMJ said he should.




She needed to read the UCMJ again and memorize every bit of it. She figured she would need it sooner or later. Especially if part of her duties included impersonating Nanna or Ningal while wearing Goa’uld ‘chickwear’, because guys would look at her dressed like that and think creepy thoughts. She sure knew what Nanna thought when women wore revealing stuff around him, and that was mega-eww.




Okay, she knew normal guys weren’t creepy psychopathic snakeheads who were also megalomaniacs and mass murderers. So she didn’t actually know what normal guys thought. She was sure Hunter didn’t think thoughts like that.




They hiked past the earthworks around the chappa’ai, and toward the little bit of stuff where the Alpha Site had originally been sited for convenience. She was totally glad she was wearing flats and not those high heels Liz had picked out. There were no concrete or asphalt or cres’jilif paths anywhere around there, and the most you could hope for around that part of the site were paths that were gravel, which was extra-no-fun to walk on in high heels. She had no idea what this section would look like if there was a rainy season. Or a snow-and-slush season. Or a dustbowl season.




Maybe the grass would grow back over a lot of the area.




She needed to talk to General Hammond and Jack about the benefits of putting down cres’jilif everywhere you wanted to walk. A nice, solid surface that still allowed rain to soak down through it so it didn’t cause problems with the hydro-environmental systems of the area. You could even park heavy equipment on it. That would be great here.




Assuming she could remember enough about it that Sam could figure out how to make the stuff.





Part V



Alexandra walked with Selmak past several Tok’ra she hadn’t been introduced to yet. They were just standing outside one of the ‘office’ buildings and arguing among themselves. She couldn’t quite hear the words, but there was no mistaking that they were arguing. They were probably arguing in the Tok’ra dialect, which was basically High Goa’uld, but with the easier Low Goa’uld grammar, and a few word changes. At least that was what Theelis had told her.




She looked over at Selmak, who whispered, “Ocker’s friends arguing with a few Tok’ra who are upset about his causing more strife when we need to make alliances.”




“Okay, I need to talk to them after Ocker, if that’s okay with you.” Maybe she was being a little pushy. Maybe it was the power suit. She just sort of felt more like a mediator while wearing that suit. Maybe she felt more like a fancy executive who got to order people around. Liz had a really great sense of style.




He nodded and said, “I’ll round them up.” He walked over to the argument while she walked to the housing he pointed her at.




“Ocker? Can we speak?” She knocked on the door.




The door just swung open, so it wasn’t even latched, or even really closed right. She stepped in. “Ocker? I’m Alexandra. Can we talk?”




Still nothing. She was getting a bad feeling. “Ocker? Anyone?”




She moved farther into the room. She could look around the bookcase thing and see into the small bedroom…




Oh crud. That was definitely a body face-down on the floor, the head nearly in the doorway and pointing at her. And lots of blood.




She dashed to the still-open front door. “SELMAK!”




Selmak turned and ran toward her. Most of the arguers moved with him.




Alexandra yelled, “Someone get medics! Someone else get O’Neill and Carter! And hurry!”




Selmak ordered several of the arguers to get going on tasks, and he headed into the building with two Tok’ra still on his heels.




Alexandra pointed out the body. It was still in the bedroom, stretched out face-down like Ocker had just fallen onto his face, with the top of his head a good foot on the other side of the bedroom doorway. And there was a huge gash most of the way across the back of his neck. If that gash went in more than an inch or two, it had to have cut through the spinal columns of both the host and the symbiote. Ick.




She asked Selmak, “That is Ocker, isn’t it?”




One of the guys she didn’t know raged, “How could you? He did nothing wrong!”




“Huh?” she managed.




The other guy piled on, “You killed him!”




“No!” she insisted. “You’re being crazy! You saw me walk right in and then yell for help. There’s no way I had time to do this. And why would I?”




“And with what weapon?” Selmak asked coldly. “She is unarmed. This was done with a large blade.”




The first guy suddenly looked like he had figured it out. “It was Artok! He’s the one with motive!”




Second Guy agreed. Loudly. “He must have crept in through a window and left the same way!”




Alexandra tried not to groan. What was it with these guys? She asked Selmak, “Do these windows even open?”




“Only the ones with screens,” he explained.




She looked around. “And all of these windows are locked. From the inside. So Artok couldn’t have gotten in or out that way. And he’s too big to hide in here. Right?”




First Guy whipped out a zat’nik’tel and angrily checked the tiny bathroom and open closet and even under the bed, which was stupid because these beds didn’t have comforters draping to the floor. They were military-looking beds with sheets and a blanket all tucked in so the area under the bed was totally visible.




Second Guy was busy being stupid too. “We must track down Artok and interrogate him until he tells us how he did it.”




Selmak commanded, “You will not!” 




They both froze. Alexandra totally wanted to learn how to do that.




Selmak insisted, “We went to great efforts to bring Alexandra Of The Tau’ri here as a mediator, and you will not jeopardize that! You two will remain here as Ocker’s kesh’mar tak until we have time to perform proper funeral rites.”




Wow, that was a serious honor. Those guys totally went for that.




Alexandra added, “The Tau’ri have an advanced science called ‘forensics’. We do not have anyone here capable of doing everything that forensic scientists can do, but I am going to ask Major Carter to do what she can. It may give us the evidence needed to determine who committed this crime.”




Okay, she already had some thoughts on the subject, but they were not mega-useful yet. And saying them out loud in front of the wrong person could be mega-bad.




Jack came running down the path toward their building, and Selmak waved him in. Sam was only seconds behind him, and four SGC soldiers were right behind her.




Alexandra hastily explained to Sam, “Look, the door wasn’t really closed, but these two guys and several others were standing outside the buildings opposite, so no one could’ve just walked in without them seeing him. And since I walked in, no one’s moved anything or done anything except check for someone hiding in the place. So I know you’re mega-swamped with taskings, but I really need you to do whatever forensics you can, especially if you can get a model of the blade that did the murder. And keep a couple soldiers with you at all times, just in case.”




Okay, Sam gave her an affronted look like Alexandra was assuming girls couldn’t take care of themselves. So Alexandra whispered to Sam what she thought they maybe needed to watch out for. Alexandra trusted Sam and Jack and Teal’c, okay Jacob and Liandra too, but she totally did not want anyone else knowing what she was guessing.




Jack looked around the room and peeked into the bedroom too. “Okay Carter, give it a shot. And make sure that all these ‘locked’ windows are actually locked and not tampered with, because I do not want to have to call the general and tell him we’re stuck in the middle of a John Dickson Carr novel. Get as much photography of the body, the rooms, everything, in case we have to reconstruct this crap back at the SGC later on.”




“Yes sir,” Sam said, with just a little exhaustion in her voice. “I’ve got my smartphone with me. Can you send someone to get my black laptop and its accessory valise?”




“Yes ma’am,” he smiled a little too much. “Should I send one of the docs over to take blood samples and check… lemme think… Maybe body temperature and lividity and rigor mortis? I need to watch more ‘CSI’. I’m forgetting all this stuff. Maybe someone at the SGC’s got seasons of ‘Police Story’ on DVD.”




Sam admitted, “Those are all good ideas, sir. If they can afford to spare a doctor for an hour, I could use the expertise.”




Selmak said, “Alexandra and I need to get over to Artok’s quarters and talk to him before this explodes. Can you get Bra’tac or Rak’nor on your comms and arrange for them to meet us there?”




Jack replied, “I can get some of our people to ask them to meet you there. But neither one wants to wear our comm gear. It’s too alien or something.”




Alexandra pointed out, “It’s in opposition to the way Jaffa have learned to operate and to run communications. Don’t be mean about it. It’s important to them.”




Jack didn’t agree to that, but he also didn’t give her a hard time about it. He just said, “You two better get going. And watch out for mysterious strangers in trenchcoats and fedoras, sneaking around carrying bloody shortswords, or whatever the hell they used on that guy. I’ll do that commanding thing I’m supposed to know how to do.”




She hurried out of the place with Selmak beside her. She said, “Thanks, I appreciate the help. And the protection.”




He nodded, “For my ‘niece’? Sure. And if this is the same person who sabotaged Sammie’s reactor, then this isn’t going to stop with one murder.”




She agreed, “That’s what I was thinking. I’m just not sure what’s next. Leaving an incriminating weapon in Artok’s stuff and then pointing Ocker’s friends at it?”




Jacob Carter rolled his eyes. “Kiddo, I’m pretty sure this isn’t turning into an episode of Perry Mason.”




That reminded her… “So who’s that John Dickson Carter guy? I can’t keep up with all of Jack’s refs.”




Jacob smirked, “That’s because he’s really old. John Dickson Carr wrote murder mysteries back in the Agatha Christie age. He specialized in locked room mysteries and impossible crimes. Not one of my interests, but Sammie went through a phase where she read every one of ’em she could find at the library or the used book store, until she could figure ’em out before the master detective could.”




Totally not surprising, given Sam. “Was that followed by an Ellery Queen phase?”




“Yep. And then something I don’t remember. A really fat detective who never left his house, maybe.”




That sounded like it would be mega-hard for the guy to do any detective work, unless all the murders took place in his house or something.




They got over to the main housing area, and found Teal’c waiting for them with both Bra’tac and Rak’nor.




Alexandra hurried up to them. “Thanks for meeting us. We have a problem.” She looked at their faces and corrected herself. “Another problem. Someone just murdered Ocker.”




All three of them gave her the stony Jaffa faces. Just like she should have known would happen.




She explained, “They stabbed him in the back of the neck, killing the host and symbiote at the same time. And they left the body, instead of cleaning it up with a zat’nik’tel, so they wanted the body to be found.”




Teal’c asked, “So you believe they wish to incriminate Artok as in a film noir like ‘The Big Sleep’?”




Honestly, was Jack just spending all his spare time showing Teal’c movies and stuff? She nodded, “Yes. And I think it’s mega-unlikely that we just happen to have a murderer and a saboteur here at the same time, unless it’s the same person with the same goals and the same targets.”




Bra’tac nodded sagely. “Clearly, no Jaffa would commit a murder like that. A true Jaffa would want to confront his enemy face to face.”




Alexandra agreed, “That’s what I think too. But if someone here has a Goa’uld inside him, he isn’t really Jaffa anymore. Or Tok’ra. Or SGC. So we’ve got people checking everyone, one by one, with a Za’tarc detector.”




Rak’nor said, “We are aware of that. I saw one of the senior SGC personnel being taken for testing. I expect O’Neill to ask for Jaffa next.”




Selmak pointed out, “And we’re going through every single Tok’ra too.”




Alexandra pushed a little, “You could get Artok to volunteer. Then he could say he didn’t like Ocker but he didn’t kill him, and we’d have evidence he’s telling the truth.”




Bra’tac stroked his short beard a bit. “That is… a novel idea. It would also help persuade other Jaffa to participate in the program.”




She pointed out, “We’ve got to find that Goa’uld soon, before he does something worse, and then escapes and does more damage elsewhere. Or just does a suicide run on the naquadah reactor to take this whole site with him.”




Rak’nor scowled at that. “Master Bra’tac. Would you select three trusted Jaffa, make sure each is run past the Za’tarc detector, and then set them up as additional guards on the reactor building?”




Bra’tac smiled at him. “As you command.”




Teal’c staunchly said, “I shall take up that duty until your fireteam is ready to take up their stations.”




He and Bra’tac got moving, while Rak’nor said, “Let us talk to Artok. He has been given undesirable tasks as a reminder that Jaffa are in command of themselves. Unfortunately, there was no need for someone to dig or fill in what O’Neill called a ‘latrine’. But he has been cleaning others’ armor.”




Rak’nor led them through what looked to Alexandra like a Jaffa encampment. There were even traditional Jaffa huts and lean-to things that had been built on the far side of the SGC’s buildings. He walked them past a couple guys cooking a stew sort of thing in a huge cookpot. He walked over to an older Jaffa who was patching or fixing some Jaffa armor pieces. 




Rak’nor smiled and said in Jaffa, “Greetings, Stal’nok. How is our young hothead?”




Alexandra managed not to snicker.




The old guy smiled wickedly. “Complaining and grumbling, but doing his work well. The last time he came to me to complain, I explained about O’Neill of Minnesota’s idea for digging holes, waiting until they had been used as toilets by the entire encampment, and then backfilling them. He decided that polishing armor was not so awful.”




Rak’nor pointed at her. “This is Alexandra of the Tau’ri. She-”




The old man leapt to his feet so he could kneel. “This is a great honor! I did not expect…”




Alexandra managed not to sigh out loud. This sort of stuff really made her feel uncomfortable. She smiled and said in High Jaffa, “Please do not kneel. I am not a goddess or your ruler. You are free.”




He stood and made himself stand upright, looking her in the eye. “I never expected to meet Alexandra The Great in person.”




Crud. Some of the Jaffa from Ba’al’s planet had probably been talking to these guys. Or else Jack was ‘spreading the word’ about her. She wished he wouldn’t do that, even if he thought it was a great idea so more and more Jaffa would come over to the Light Side Of The Force, or whatever he was calling it today.




She deflected, “Could you take us to Artok?”




“I would be honored.” He turned and started walking toward a lean-to facing an open field of something like grasses. “He’s over here, where he can complain to his heart’s content without annoying anyone el-”




He froze as he turned the corner and they all saw that Artok was slumped forward over a large piece of armor he had been cleaning while looking out over the field.




Alexandra stepped over and looked. “Crud.” There was a big vertical stab wound into Artok’s back, where it would pretty much go right through his heart. And the wound looked pretty much the same as the stabbing wound in Ocker’s neck.




“How could this happen?” Stal’nok gasped. “I was just talking to him minutes ago…”




Alexandra pointed out, “Someone walked in here and stabbed him in the back.”




Rak’nor grumbled, “How could he not notice someone walking around him?”




Bra’tac was standing in front of the lean-to, looking out over the field and saying nothing.




Rak’nor asked, “Bra’tac, what is wrong?”




Bra’tac pointed out, “Footsteps. And trampled grass. Someone walked from here, out into the field, and presumably all the way to the forest on the far side of the field.”




Stal’nok shook his head. “No one could do that without being seen. I would have spotted them. The cooks would have. The-”




The cooks? “Crud!” Alexandra gasped. “Someone go check that no one’s poisoned the cookpot.”




Rak’nor insisted, “That would not be possible. The cooks would not let anyone walk up to the food and tamper with it.”




Alexandra decided that she no longer had a reason to conceal the idea she’d had, especially now that important parts of it had changed.




She pushed, “Someone walked into Ocker’s rooms in front of half a dozen Tok’ra without being spotted. Someone walked around Artok to get behind him without him noticing. Someone walked off across that field without anyone seeing him.” She took a deep breath. “I think we have an ashrak wielding an A’tar blade. And I think he’s got an invisibility system.”





Part VI



Alexandra hadn’t wanted to say out loud that she thought someone around the site was secretly a Goa’uld with ashrak training. But the whole invisibility thing meant it probably wasn’t some Tok’ra on the base. Nope, it was probably an invisible ashrak who had gotten onto the base while the Tok’ra were fleeing whatever attack that ashrak was connected to.




If this ashrak had a way to contact anyone, even using the stargate and a radio like the SGC could, this entire site was doomed. The entire planet was doomed. This planet had no protection at all against even a single ha’tak and a planetary bombardment.




Rak’nor dashed over to the cooks to have someone check that the food wasn’t poisoned. Bra’tac started yelling for two or three Jaffa to follow him in a tracking mission to find that ashrak. No one was listening to her.




She risked getting knocked down, but she still stepped right in front of Bra’tac. He fumed, “Alexandra of the Tau’ri. What are you doing?”




She insisted, “You need to not try to track him. He has all the advantages. He can see you coming. You can’t see him at all. He probably has some long-range weaponry he just hasn’t used because it would leave a visible trace. He could kill all of you before you got within a hundred cubits of him!”




Bra’tac insisted, “This is what we do. We are not cowards. We fight, no matter the odds.”




“Nobody said you were cowards!” She almost yelled. “You’re really brave! But we have other stuff we have to do!”




None of the Jaffa were listening to her. Not when Bra’tac and Rak’nor were giving orders. Crud! She ran for the closest SGC people, which were probably well outside the private Jaffa area.




It only took her a few seconds to get to a pair of SGC non-coms who were standing guard outside one of the buildings. She ran up to them. “You guys have comms, right?”




Both nodded, and the first guy started to explain something. She interrupted him, “No time. Call Colonel O’Neill. Now. Tell him Alexandra of the Tau’ri is right here and needs to speak to him ASAP. And I need to talk to Major Carter soonest. We have a huge crisis.”




One was already on his comms, asking to speak to Command. The other was trying to calm her down, “Ma’am, we’ve been having crises here. We have this under control.”




She took a deep breath and tried to look calm. “No. You do not have this under control. And you have no idea how not-under-control stuff is.”




The first guy, whose nametape was hidden under his body armor, said, “The colonel’s on his way. He also said ‘she can run faster than me, we should make her do the sprinting’. But… I don’t think he was serious, ma’am.”




She pointed out, “We may have a Goa’uld assassin loose around here-”




One of the guards said a word Alexandra never said and even Ray never said. The other one totally cringed.




“—and he may have an invisibility system, so I think we all need to be on our guard, and I don’t think the colonel should be running around by himself.”




Wow, Pottymouth Guard had a really dirty vocabulary. Even the Jaffa would be impressed, and they had a ton of dirty words and phrases in their language, even if Teal’c hardly ever used any of them. At least, not around her.




Jack came rushing over with a couple more SGC people in tow. The two guards snapped to attention, with no more cursing. At least, not out loud.




Alexandra stepped over to him and succinctly explained, “Artok’s dead too. I think it’s an ashrak with an invisibility system and an A’tar blade.”




“Crap!” Jack complained. “I don’t think we have any of those Reetoo gizmos here. Carter’ll know. And what the hell is an Atari blade?”




She replied, “A’tar. It’s a sort of legendary ashrak weapon. Ningal knew about ’em but never had one. Imagine something like a Bowie knife with a blade wide enough to make the stab wound you saw. Now imagine the blade’s made of an alloy of special metals including trinium and naquadah and some other stuff, so a strong man can shove it through pretty much anything, including Jaffa armor.”




“And it’s not just a regular sharp knife?” Jack checked.




Alexandra groaned, “Jack, the killer put the blade through Artok’s ribcage into his heart.” Jack just looked at her, because she’d forgotten to explain the most important part of that. “It’s a vertical cut, right through his armor and a couple ribs.”




“Son of a…” Jack went right to his comms. “O’Neill to Carter, come in please.” Sam must have answered, because Jack said, “O’Neill to Carter. Your cousin figured it out. We have an invisible ashrak, probably wielding an A’tar blade that can cut through anything including armor. So don’t go anywhere alone, because you’re our most valuable target.” He listened for a while, nodding as Sam talked. “O’Neill. Then get to the reactor and work on that, and make sure you have extra guards around. O’Neill out.”




He adjusted his comms with the twiddle of a knob. “O’Neill to Pierce, come-” He listened for a second and said, “O’Neill here. We have a Goa’uld assassin loose on the base, and he’s probably got an invisibility system. Don’t let anyone in or out of the gatehouse without a wall of guards making sure no invisible man can sneak through.” He listened for a few more seconds before saying, “Copy that. O’Neill out.”




He looked over at her and spilled, “Carter’s already got a computer model of the injury and the shape of the knife blade. Also, she says the ashrak came up behind Ocker without him noticing, so he could stab him in the back of the neck, so an invisibility cloak makes sense. Carter says Ocker’s shoulder and neck muscles were relaxed, based on what got sliced and what didn’t, so he had no clue he was in danger. And the ashrak came around behind him in the bedroom and stabbed him while he was about to walk out of the room. So… yeah. That spells invisibility to me. Also, based on the angle of attack, Carter figures our ashrak is maybe 6’3” or 6’4”, which rules out a lot of the jerks I had on my Suspect Bingo Card.”




He added, “Oh yeah, and Carter figures our killer is using transphasic technology, like the Reetoo have. She pulled up security camera footage on the area around Ocker’s place, and nothing. But she saw a couple footprints happen with nobody making them, and he didn’t show up in IR either. She said she doesn’t have any of those transphase eradication rods here, and we can’t get any from the SGC while this guy is loose. But she’s pretty sure she can adapt her generator’s output to project some fancy field that should disrupt that invisibility cloak.”




Alexandra said, “I’m gonna go over to the reactor building, just in case.” As she said that, she pulled her kara kesh out of her purse and slid her right hand into it, making sure the ribbon part sat securely on her forearm, and her fingertips were properly in the tips of the hand section. Then she slid her hara’kesh onto two fingers of her left hand.




Jack ordered two of the guards to take her to Sam and stick around in case of attacks. He headed off toward the stargate.




Alexandra walked quickly toward the building where the guards said Sam had the site’s reactor and power system. She would have run as fast as she could, but she sort of doubted the armed, armored soldiers with all that gear could have kept up with her.




There were two guards in front of the door, Teal’c and an SGC soldier. And there was another guy inside the door. Teal’c said in his deep voice, “O’Neill has advised us to be alert for an ashrak with an ‘invisibility cloak’ although I doubt he is wearing a cloak. Each of you must only open the door enough to squeeze through, and then close it immediately after you.”




Alexandra thought that was pretty good for a spur-of-the-moment way to deal with invisible threats.




One of her guards stayed at the door, and the other one walked with her. She moved down the outer corridor, past a couple closed rooms, to another guarded door. And once again, the guy on the door told people to open the door, squeeze through, and close it right after them.




She went through, with her guard staying in the hallway to protect the door from the outside, and found Sam already had help. For a certain definition of the word ‘help’. 




In addition to the SGC guard, Liz and Selina were loitering in there, acting casual and giving Sam ‘advice’. Like ‘try hitting it with a hammer’. And ‘my dad always tried yelling at stuff if it didn’t work right’. And ‘Xander always says to measure twice and cut once—didja measure twice?’




Somehow, Sam hadn’t pulled her zat’nik’tel off her web belt and shot both of them. Yet. Maybe putting up with Jack all the time taught incredible amounts of patience.




Okay, Sam said that being female in the military either taught you patience and forbearance, or else it taught you that retiring early was a good idea. Maybe both at the same time.




Alexandra started briefing Liz and Selina on all the stuff that had happened since they arrived, and she found out stuff. Like Selina thought the base security was a joke. And Liz thought that Selmak needed to put Malek on KP for a month. Or whatever the Tok’ra on-site would think was a punishment detail.




And Selina had three ideas on how to get into Ocker’s place without being seen by the guys out front, and she had already checked that none of them had been done. All three were stuff Alexandra hadn’t thought to check, like cutting through the internal part of a window latch, so it looked locked but wasn’t.




Only, after a couple minutes, Sam and the SGC guard both reached for their earjack and listened to something that by their expressions, neither one liked. Sam turned to Alexandra and spilled, “The gate building just had an invasion from our invisible ashrak. Our threat somehow got into the gate room, but Pierce and his team held the DHD room, so the ashrak couldn’t dial out. He killed two of our soldiers and two more were injured by friendly fire.” She listened some more and then grimaced, “And Major Pierce had his GDO lifted, so we’ve got to find it, and we’ve got to let the SGC know all the current GDO codes have to be changed.”




“Swell,” Liz snarked. “This just keeps getting better and better.”




Sam worked some more on her reactor, which was about the size of a gymbag and yet it could power a much bigger site for years. Then she got another call over the comms. She listened for a few seconds and signed off. “Problem. The ashrak didn’t go through the guarded door at the gate. He probably used that A’tar blade and cut through the exterior wall where the building was unguarded. We’re at risk of that here.”




So Sam immediately went to her comms again. “Major Carter to base security. We need a two-man team on each unguarded side of this building at once. Major Pierce has just provided intel that the assassin can cut through one of our building walls to gain access, and this building is currently an easy target for that kind of tactic.”




Just then, there was some kind of scuffle in the hall, and the door swung open. With no sign of anyone opening it. And no sign of the guards, who couldn’t be seen from where they were.




Liz reached under her top and pulled out… a squirtgun? Huh? Liz fired it at the doorway, and nothing. So she started firing it all around the room.




The stream of water went past Alexandra and and it hit… something. Something invisible right behind Alexandra.




Alexandra didn’t have time to whirl around, but she already had a shield up. The cylindrical shield you could make with a Gou’auld’s ribbon device. And she was moving to get her hara’kesh up.




A shimmering A’Tar blade slashed toward her, just as she got her hara’kesh between her and the ashrak. The A’Tar blade cut through the kara kesh shield like it was made of kleenex.




Alexandra pushed hard with her mind, and the blade screeched down the circular hara’kesh shield she just managed to get up in time. The knife darted back and disappeared into the ashrak’s invisibility field. So Alexandra fired off a neural spike where she thought the ashrak was.




But he was already moving, and she only clipped him. And suddenly the reactor flared, and there was a loud hum, and a weird-feeling sensation zipped through her. Sam had the reactor adjusted.




And the ashrak flickered into visibility for just a split second. He was already moving at Sam’s back while Sam kept working. The SGC guard opened fire on him, but the bullets ricocheted off some sort of forcefield. Most of the bullets then ricocheted off Alexandra’s field too instead of turning her into a slice of Swiss cheese. Luckily, most of those ricochets went off into the side wall instead of endangering everyone else in the room. And the reactor too.




The ashrak was still flickering in and out of visibility due to however Sam had the reactor adjusted. But Alexandra could still see him about a third of the time. The ashrak darted toward the guard while throwing something shiny at Sam.




There was no way Alexandra could block that, and Sam wasn’t even looking. No, Sam was still working furiously on her reactor stuff.




There was a loud crack as the tip of Selina’s bullwhip slapped that thing out of the air. Alexandra had no idea where Selina had been hiding that thing, but she was sure glad that Selina had it. And that Selina had insanely good aim with it. The shiny thing whirred across the room and embedded itself halfway in the wall before exploding in a burst of acid or something. 




Eww. That would have killed Sam really horribly.




The ashrak was already out the door and moving down the hall away from the front door and the guards there. Alexandra could tell, even if the guy kept flickering in and out of visibility. Liz chased after him, and Alexandra and Selina and the SGC guard did too. But Liz plus Sidney was way faster and quicker than they were.




There was a door-sized hole carved in the back exterior wall of the building. They got around a corner just in time to see the ashrak flicker for a fraction of a second as he ran through the hole with Liz hot on his heels.




Liz peeked around the A’tar-carved doorway and saw the ashrak do something Alexandra couldn’t see, and she darted back from the opening. A blast of some kind of energy weapon hit the doorway and expanded into the hall to blast the wall across the hall from the opening. Liz said a couple really rude Low Goa’uld words and took another fast peek around the edge of the hole. Then she charged after the ashrak.




So Alexandra and Selina ran out through the hole and followed Liz. The ashrak flickered into visibility for a moment and vanished. Flickered. Vanished. Okay, they could totally pursue him like that. But he had some kind of handgun-like thing that Alexandra had never seen before, and Alexandra had already seen what that thing did, since it had nearly barbecued Liz.




Jack and Selmak and Malek came running around the corner of another building, and the ashrak took a shot at them. They had to dive back for cover, as the energy blast burned the corner of the building. Teal’c took a shot from the corner of their building, and his staff weapon’s energy blast exploded against the forcefield the ashrak had up. The ashrak was still okay.




Liz grabbed a pan off the ground and scooped up a pile of loose dirt.




Alexandra took careful aim and shot the ashrak in the neck with a neural spike. Or as close to his neck as she could get, given his armor and the way he kept flickering. He screamed in pain and whirled around to fire on her.




Liz threw the pan of dirt into the ashrak’s face. Not only did the dirt go right through the guy’s shield into his eyes, it also spattered all over his forcefield, outlining it for a second or so.




“Jaffa! Kree!” Alexandra was pretty sure that was Selmak and not Rak’nor, but it still worked. Half a dozen Jaffa who had run over to Jack’s position all opened fire on Mister Not Quite Invisible Enough.




The first couple Ma’Tok blasts were stopped by that forcefield, but the continued fire from the Jaffa and Teal’c and Jack and Selmak and Malek—along with everything Liz and Alexandra and the SGC guards were firing—finally overloaded the ashrak’s shield. In a totally spectacular way. His gear exploded, with most of the blast trapped inside the forcefield so the ashrak and all his stuff sort of erupted and imploded simultaneously.




Selina stepped beside Alexandra and complained to Liz, “Woof. I really wanted to swipe that invisibility cloak.”




Way to prioritize there, Selina. Not that Alexandra said so out loud.




Bra’tac stepped from around another of the buildings with one of the guys he had gone ashrak-hunting with. It was pretty obvious that both of them had been firing at him too. And it was pretty obvious that both of them were injured from chasing after an invisible assassin who had tons of deadly weapons.




But Bra’tac stomped over to the smoking, blackened corpse and checked that the host and the symbiote were both fried. He lifted up the A’tar blade, which was somehow intact. Okay, the handle looked like it had been left in a fire for a week. But the blade was still a shining, lethal thing.




He held the A’tar blade up above his head, and he loudly announced, “Jaffa! Tau’ri! Tok’Ra! Behold. The System Lords could tell that nothing is more dangerous to them than the Free Jaffa and Tok’ra combining forces with the Tau’ri of the SGC! So that is clearly what must be done!” And he threw the A’tar blade down, where it sunk into the ground up to the hilt.




Alexandra took a breath. She stepped forward and said, “Bra’tac is right. And I am here to help all of you work together.”




And Jack said, “Carter, that field thing feels… tingly.”




Sam quietly said, “I can adjust it back now, sir.”




So Jack just had to snark, “I didn’t say it was a bad tingle…”









After that, everyone wanted to cooperate. Even Malek. Even Ocker’s friends. Even some of the really stubborn Jaffa. So her ‘mediator’ role was mostly steering the talks so everyone got their gripes aired, and explaining to people why other groups had totally different cultures on stuff like funeral rites and preferred weapons and stuff. She had expected this would take days, but she was back through the gate and into the SGC in maybe five more hours.




And Liz had swiped that A’Tar blade that Alexandra had really wanted. Alexandra had no idea what Selina had swiped. This time. Okay, Alexandra was taking her elegant power suit and flats and purse home because it looked awesome. 




With medical checks and debriefing and everything, Alexandra didn’t get home until two in the afternoon on Saturday, Paradise Valley time. Which was brutal, because she had missed a whole night of catching up on sleep because it had been daytime at the site. Holy crud, was she exhausted. She hadn’t slept since a bumpy nap on that bus Friday afternoon.




She slept for eleven solid hours before she got up and did more studying for her exam. And she just sort of ‘forgot’ to mention to her folks that she was almost murdered by a Goa’uld professional assassin.




STORMBURST! European Vacation!


Issue#31



Stormburst was rushing to Paradise Valley when she got the call from the Watchtower. She had to drop out of the Speed Force to get more than just the signal that they were calling. “Stormburst here. Problem?”




“Watchtower, Metamorpho on duty. Are you anywhere near Fresno?”




Well crud. She was on her way to Paradise Valley, so of course she was getting near Fresno. They weren’t that far apart. Oh, and she was worried that she was already late, so this was not good.




She still answered, “Yes. Is this a Red Lightning crisis?”




Metamorpho replied, “Apparently not, but the AI doesn’t know if there might be some sort of connection.”




She checked, “Is there anyone else who can take this? I’m running late for an appointment for my other ID.”




Metamorpho groaned quietly. “It doesn’t look like it. The rest of The Team is already moving toward Baja Mexico for their own crisis. No one else is likely to get to Fresno in any reasonable timeframe.”




“And what’s the crisis?” She was already flying toward Fresno, but not sliding into the Speed Force yet because she was still on the comms.




“Apparently, there was a sabotage attempt at the nuclear power plant northeast of Fresno, and it somehow created a being of pure electricity which is rampaging toward Fresno right now.”




Crud. She couldn’t ignore that. “On it. Assume I will need assistance.” And she darted into the Speed Force to get there a lot faster.




She put aside her own personal stuff and focused on the crisis. And she was there within seconds. There was no missing that she was in the right place. A twenty foot high, eight foot wide, humanoid shape that looked like it was solid electricity had stomped across a field and was using an uprooted tree to knock down a metal tower that held high-voltage lines far above the field.




As she flew in, the tower fell, dropping the power lines across the thing. Sparks flew everywhere, and explosions of lightning zapped the thing and all around the thing. The ground was scorched. The plants caught on fire. The creature…




Crud. The creature was absorbing the electricity and getting bigger! Okay, that ruled out hammering it with one of her bigger lightning blasts. No point in feeding it even more.




She jetted over to the next tower, flew up to the power lines, and used her tk to tear the lines free. Electricity stopped flowing through the downed lines, and the creature stopped getting fed. Which seriously cheesed it off. It roared angrily and looked around for something to take its fury out on.




She darted down and used her tk to scoop up the tree it had been using to pummel the steel tower. It threw a huge lightning bolt at her but missed pretty badly because of her speed. But that did not look like it would be fun to get zapped with, so she started zigzagging too.




She slammed the tree on its sparky head. She had guessed that the thing was solid, since it could pick up that tree. Nope. Maybe it was partly solid when it wanted, but that tree went right down through it. And the tree did what lots of trees hit by lightning do: it burst into flames and exploded. Crud! She put up a tk shield and that blocked a ton or so of huge splintery wood from punching into her morph.




It tore another tree out of the ground. That tree caught fire. And the thing threw the whole burning tree right at her. So it was only solid when it wanted to be. Crud.




She used her tk to slam the tree into the ground underneath her, and then she used her tk to grab the broken power lines that no longer had power flowing into them. She tried to wrap the thing up in those cables, in case she could drain its electricity off into all the power sinks further down the line. It just walked through the cables, even if it acted like it didn’t like what she did.




So she picked up some of the big steel pieces of the collapsed tower, and she sank them right through the thing, into the ground. It yelled in anger. Maybe in pain. And maybe it shrank a tiny bit before it yanked the biggest steel piece out of the ground and threw it point-first at her.




She just darted to one side and dodged the flying steel. There wasn’t anything mega-important it was going to land on. Just dirt and some already trampled crops.




Okay, she needed a better way to ground that monster. In a field. In the middle of the San Joaquin Valley. Which required irrigation for a lot of the growing season.




She knew what to do.




She flew around the thing a couple times, throwing broken steel through it and firing weak lightning bolts its way. It didn’t like the steel, but it sure wanted those lightning bolts. Well duh. That was why she was doing it.




It chased after her as long as she tossed those weak lightning bolts, so she lured it over to where she wanted it. She finally found what she was looking for, and she stopped there. Then she threw a bigger lightning bolt at it. It ate up the lightning and roared excitedly. So it charged after her. Which was what she was hoping for. 




As soon as it got to the irrigation pipes, she used her tk and spun the valve wheels, and water came pouring out. It was suddenly standing in a huge puddle of water, which it really yelled about. It leapt into the air toward her. Crud!




Okay, she hadn’t expected it could fly. She should have expected it could glide, or skate along power lines, especially if it was nothing but electricity and weirdness.




She used her tk to point one of the bigger irrigation pipes upward, and she opened the valves even more. She shot the thing out of the sky with a blast of water. It came crashing down on top of a metal pipe which was mega-grounded from all the water rushing through it. Boy, it sure didn’t like that.




And the water and steel were grounding it so much that it was starting to shrink noticeably. It roared some more, but this time the roars sounded pretty desperate. It leapt at her, this time actually flying upward. So she curved around, making it turn toward her or else lose any chance of grabbing her and hurting her. Or maybe it thought it could suck the energy out of her and make itself stronger. That would be massively icky.




She pulled another section of pipe apart and pointed that burst of water at Mister Sparky. The water cut right through it, but grounded it at both ends of the water arc. It shrank even more. By then, it was maybe ten feet high and five feet wide, which was way smaller than it had been just seconds earlier.




It roared again, but this time the roar was higher-pitched and a lot more worried. Well, at least that’s what it sounded like to her. It crashed to the ground and tried running at her instead.




She pointed two different pipes so it had to run through their water sprays to get to her. That grounded it some more. And she flew to one side so it had to run through some big puddles to get at her. That grounded it even more. And she stayed about four feet off the ground, so it looked like it had a chance of catching up with her and grabbing her, so it kept trying.




It got maybe ten feet from her, and it dove for her with outstretched arms. Which was pretty much what she was expecting. She darted into the Speed Force and went up a hundred yards or so. And she tried pushing down on it as it flew under her.




Nope. Pushing on a pile of electricity was like pushing on nothing and also getting a shock like she was walking across a wool rug in socks and then touching the tv set. Okay, she hadn’t thought that would work. So she used her tk on the big puddle it was flying over. The puddle ‘reached up’ with two big pseudopods and pulled it down into the water. It exploded in a spray of lightning and superheated steam.




She flew around, checking that there weren’t any other traces of the thing. She used her tk to turn off every water valve she could see. And she went back to the comms. “Stormburst to Watchtower. Come in, please.”




“Watchtower. Status?”




“Electricity monster destroyed. Source for it unknown, so someone needs to investigate. No signs of other monsters, and someone needs to check on that. Also, damage here is… I guess… level 3. One major tower for power lines wrecked, a couple breaks in power lines, and then just some busted irrigation pipes.”




“Watchtower. Good. The damage at the nuclear power plant is more like level 5, including losing the power lines leaving the plant. We’ll get someone on the repairs at both sites and anything that might be in between, and we’ll need your after-action report. Also, Batman wants you to come up to the Watchtower to meet him.”




Oh crud. She managed not to say that out loud while she was Stormburst, so that much was good. “Stormburst to Watchtower. I have a secret identity crisis, and dealing with this thing has already made me even later than I was. Tell Batman I will contact him when I have my crisis dealt with, and we can meet then.”




Crud, Batman was going to be so mad at her! But she really did have a secret identity crisis, and she really was late even if this hadn’t taken all that long to handle.




“Watchtower to Stormburst. Will do. Don’t forget the report.”




“I won’t. Really. Stormburst out.” She dove into the Speed Force and headed as fast as she could to Paradise Valley.




Using the Speed Force, it didn’t take long to get from near Fresno to her house in Paradise Valley. Even if it would have been mega-nifty if she could go as fast as the serious speedsters could. Then she darted into her room through the window her mom had left open for her. Only she stayed in the Speed Force until she was inside her room, so the neighbors weren’t going to see anything. Not even a blur. Because she didn’t slow down until she was in her room and over by the closet.




She morphed out of her uniform and into the clothes her mom had already set out on the bed. That included the new, lighter fatsuit that Batman and Robin had gotten made for her, and which they had let her drop off in her home just two nights before. So… new fatsuit, minimizer bra, nice blouse, knee-length skirt, low heels, and light on the jewelry.




The new fatsuit made her look like she had lost a lot of the ‘weight’ she had been carrying at Christmas. So it was designed like a girdle with no legs which came up to her ribcage. It had only a little padding on her behind, some padding at her hips, and pretty much all the padding at her waist. That made it look like she was kind of chubby, instead of curved at the waist like a superhero. That, plus the minimizer bra, gave her a ‘plus sized young woman’ look instead of a ‘Black Canary’ look.




Then a little bit of the Speed Force so she could apply makeup and style her hair. After all, she needed to wear makeup that was nothing like Stormburst’s look. And Alex had talked to her about this stuff too. So, high-speed application of a sheer foundation, a little blusher, a nude lip, some brown mascara, and light on the eyeshadow. Then fixing her hair, which was sort of squished after being under her cowl for a while.




And she was done. She tucked her uniform away in a locking suitcase at the back of her clothes closet. Then she walked downstairs, even if she felt like she needed to run when she was so late. And…




And her date Hunter was waiting patiently for her at the base of the stairs. With flowers!




She managed, “Sorry I’m so late, but I could not get my hair to cooperate.”




He smiled like she was the prettiest thing he’d seen all week. “You’re worth the wait, Alee.”




She couldn’t stop beaming as she walked down the last couple steps to him.




She just stared up into his eyes as he gave her the flowers. “They’re beautiful,” she whispered.




He grinned, “What kinds of flowers?”




And that was when she realized she hadn’t been paying any attention, because she was so busy looking at him. “Umm…” She hastily glanced down. “Roses and Queen Anne’s Lace? They’re gorgeous. And I love roses.”




“You’re gorgeous. And I knew you love roses.”




She just stared into his eyes, with the flowers held between them and his hands on her shoulders. It was the most romantic thing ever. She had no idea how long they stood there, staring into each others’ eyes. She totally didn’t care, either.




Well, not until her mom wrecked the moment. “Well! You two are gonna be late if you don’t get going. I… I’ll just take Alee’s flowers and put them in some water for her. You two have fun, and remember Alee’s curfew.”




“Right, Mrs. Mack,” Hunter managed.




“Right, mom,” Alee said at the same time. Even if she was still staring into Hunter’s eyes and she had no idea what her mom was doing with the flowers.




So much for Batman lessons on situational awareness. And Lady Shiva lessons on situational awareness. And Terawatt lessons on situational awareness. The Lady Shiva lessons were scarier, because a situational awareness fail would get Alex to sigh at her, or Batman to glare at her, but Lady Shiva would just kick the crud out of her to teach her a lesson.




Hunter took her by the hand and walked her out the front door to his car. He held her door while she scooted in and buckled in, then he hurried over to his seat. He started the car and smiled at her, “You look… amazing. I mean, you’re… you always look beautiful, but you look… I don’t even have words…”




She fibbed, “I still haven’t lost all that weight, but they put me on these new meds, and they have me on an exercise regimen, and I’ve been dropping weight. And feeling better.”




He told her, “I talked to your mom about what you can eat, and that kind of stuff, so we’re going to El Océano over in Mendota.”




She gasped, “Oh Hunter! I love that place!”




He smiled smugly. “I remember. You ate that whole plate of… umm… seabass, and I had no idea where you were putting it.”




She couldn’t tell him that was just before she realized that she was getting superpowers, and she hadn’t understood why she was so hungry so often and not gaining any weight except her bra size, and she was starting to worry she had a tapeworm or something. But the important thing was that he had remembered. He had remembered the restaurant, and he had remembered the fish, and he had remembered how much she enjoyed it. She just said, “You’re the best boyfriend ever.”




And the food was great. She had their special of the day, which was an Italian seafood stew, and it was really yummy, even if she had to pull the heads off the big prawns and pick the clams and mussels out of their shells.




Then they walked around a bit, just holding hands and chatting, before Hunter drove them back to Paradise Valley. And she was focusing on him as he drove. Even when they got to the curving part on the road where it went around this hill, and the road was one lane each way. On their left there was just the other lane and a cliff face, and on their right was a foot of asphalt and gravel before the heavy metal guardrail keeping cars from falling down the steep side of the hill.




And there was a roaring ahead of them, with a really bright light, so Hunter slowed down some. But the roaring got louder. And around the curve of the hill came two trucks. A big tractor-trailer truck in the oncoming traffic lane, and a huge pickup truck trying to pass it. In their lane. And there was nowhere to go.




Hunter yelled a really bad word as he stomped on the brake, but there was no way to keep from being smushed by an oncoming oversized pickup going way too fast.




Alee just reacted. She grabbed the car with her tk and yanked it to the right. She accidentally ripped the guard rail apart as she yanked the car clear of the oncoming doom. The trucks raced past them, and… oh yeah, they were hovering several yards outside the guard rail, about forty feet above the ground there.




Hunter managed, “We’re not dead.”




“Umm, no. We’re not.”




He tried, “We’re… hovering in mid-air?”




“Umm, well, yeah.”




He guessed, “Did we just get saved by Superman or someone?”




She said, “Yeah, we got saved. By a superheroine.”




He looked out all the windows. “So… where are they?”




She slid the car back onto the road before anyone else saw them, and asked, “Are you okay to drive?”




He gulped. “I… I think so. But…” And he stared at her.




She closed her eyes for a moment as she sighed loudly. “Yeah. I did that.” This was not going to be a fun conversation.





Issue#32



Alee looked over at Hunter. He tried not to shake as he drove down the road toward home. He finally said, “Alee, I think you need to explain some things to me.”




So much for operational security. Batman was going to be so grouchy with her. 




She started, “Okay, so back in the summer, when we fibbed that I had a stroke while we were on vacation and I couldn’t come back to school, it was because I was having outbreaks of superpowers so it wasn’t safe for me to come back to school and we sure couldn’t say that, and we met Batman and Robin, and they said I needed to get control over my powers before I outed me and my whole family, or accidentally caused a massive disaster. So I didn’t go into a special hospital. I went and trained with a super-team for months until I wasn’t at risk of knocking over a tanker truck by accident, or destroying a gas station with a lightning bolt, or whatever. And I found out that I don’t just have superpowers. I’m a…”




“You’re a superheroine,” he insisted. “Yeah. You were a heroine before. You’ve always been a hero. But… everything’s just been a big lie?”




She groaned, “Just the strokes and the hospital and the weight gain.”




“The weight gain?” he managed. “Then when you told me I should help Trish because you didn’t know if you would be back…”




She grimaced, “I never know for sure if I’ll be back. I’ve nearly died a few times. Supervillains play for keeps. Even worse, if supervillains find out who I really am, no one who knows me would be safe. Badguys like Red Lightning would kill mom and dad, and you, and Nicole and Robyn and Ray, and laugh about it. I’ve got to maintain a secret identity.” She paused for a moment before pointing out, “And you would have been really good for Trish, if she would’ve let you help her. Maybe the best thing possible for her.”




He drove for a few seconds, just thinking. “So… who are you?”




“I’m Stormburst.”




He slammed on the brakes and screeched to a halt. “Stormburst?! STORMBURST?! My mom is in your fan club! I watched the HeroWatch special on you! You…”




She hinted, “You stopped the car, Hunter.”




“Oh. Right.” He stepped on the gas pedal and moved on down the road. “Then all the weight you were carrying over Christmas…”




“I’ve been wearing a fatsuit so I didn’t look like…”




He asked, “Do you really look like Power Girl? ’Cause I’ve seen you in your uniform on tv, and you look…”




She groaned a little. “Yeah. Pretty much. Kara is totally bigger in the chest than me. But I’m wearing a minimizer bra right now.”




He tried not to grip the steering wheel too tight. “Holy… crap! Sorry. That’s… a minimizer bra? You look… umm… well… a lot bigger than you used to be.”




She grimaced. “I am a lot bigger than I used to be. I was happy being a plain old A-cup and not having guys ogle me constantly. If I showed up like I look now, with no protecting my identity, everyone would know something was up. Because I can’t stop looking like a superheroine. Everyone would guess. And then supervillains would target me and everyone I care about, like you.” She spilled, “And now I’ve gotta go up to the Watchtower and file a report, and Batman’s gonna be totally grouchy at me.”




He choked, “You know Batman?”




She tried not to grimace more. “Well, sure. I’m on a team with Robin. I’ve done a lot of stuff with a lot of different supers.”




“And you’re just so… casual about it.” He blew out a long gust of air. “I always knew you were amazing, but this is so much more…” He thought for a while. “Who else have you told?”




“Nobody,” she instantly replied. “Well, I mean, my mom and dad and Annie saw, so I didn’t tell them. And my foster sis got kidnapped and saw me when I tried to rescue her. And my super-team got told about me by Robin when I joined up. So I guess you’re literally just about the first person in the whole universe that I’ve told. And you can’t tell anyone. You can’t even hint. If anyone asks about me, you have to stick to my Big Fib. Because it could get you and me and everyone we love killed. Or worse.”




“Worse?”




She winced some. “Way worse. People have gotten murdered. Or tortured. Or crippled. Or brainwashed. Or other mega-bad stuff. Just because they were some superhero’s best friend or S.O. I mean, just because Major Force found out who one Green Lantern was, he went to GL’s house and murdered his girlfriend horribly, and then stuffed her corpse in GL’s fridge for him to find when he came home.”




“Oh Christ.”




She put a hand on his arm. “That could happen to you. Or mom. Or dad. Just because I’m Stormburst. So we can’t let anyone find out. So you’re just dating Chubby Blobby Alee who has health problems and just refuses to let that stop her. Unless… Unless this is all too much for you, and you want to stop dating me. Because I’ll understand if you do. I mean, I’ll be crushed. I cried into my pillow for hours when I thought I’d lost you to Trish, but I wasn’t going to do anything stupid. I’ll be totally unhappy, but I’ll understand. Dating a superheroine is dangerous.”




He didn’t say anything for the rest of the drive to her house. Until he pulled into her driveway, when he finally said something. “I don’t wanna stop dating you. But… Can I… can I see you in your uniform?”




She sighed in relief. “Umm, yeah, but we’ll have to go inside. And I need to tell mom and dad you know. And just so you know, Batman and Oracle and some other people will probably secretly vet you over the next few weeks. So if something weird happens to your bank account or your home computer or whatever, just call me and let me know, and I can probably fix stuff.”




He still opened her car door for her and put out a hand to help her out, and walked her to the door, and opened that for her too. Even though he knew she didn’t need any help, and she was like the least helpless person in town.




She led him into the den, where she figured her parents were. Yep, sitting on the couch, watching tv together. And secretly waiting up until she got home, just in case.




Okay, now she was wondering if any teen heroes ever got grounded for getting home late or sneaking out to fight supervillains. Well, besides Buffy.




She started, “Mom, dad, something came up, and I had to show Hunter my powers.”




And Hunter interrupted, “What she means is she had to save us from being horribly killed by a speeding pickup on the wrong side of a double yellow line, so then she had to explain…”









Stormburst flew through the Speed Force to the closest Watchtower transporter pad, which wasn’t anywhere near Paradise Valley, and would have been a mega-pain to get to if she had to drive a car. There wasn’t a transporter pad in Fresno either, so she had to fly all the way to San Francisco. Okay, she could do that pretty fast, thanks to the Speed Force. Like three or four seconds. And it wasn’t like Xander and Amy had a transporter pad hidden in Xander’s apartment building or anything. Not that Los Angeles was closer anyway.




She darted into the building, went through the security stuff, and moved to the pad. “Stormburst to Watchtower. Please beam me up.”




And she thought about what Hunter had said, when she walked him out to his car. “So… I’m supposedly dating the prettiest, most amazing girl in Paradise Valley. But secretly, I’m dating the prettiest, most amazing girl on the planet…”




She had totally been embarrassed, even after he kissed her goodnight. Because there was no way she was the prettiest girl on the planet. Or the most amazing. 




She beamed up to the Watchtower and went to the closest ‘bullpen’ area so she could sit down and check the message system and turn in an official report on Electri-Thing. And boy, were there a lot of messages.




Batman: File your AAR. Then file a report on your secret identity problem. Then check with the White Knight.




White Knight: Hey S, The Big B had me check on the Fresno thing. Call me. Or call my better half. And take care of your real identity, because you’re not just some flying silvery super who gets her own theme song by the Bad Raisins.




The Question: Stormburst, contact me.




Metamorpho: Hey Stormburst, the Watchtower AI is bugging me about your report. Can you do that when it’s convenient?




Robin: Stormburst, we’re back at base. Batman says you’re having a secret identity problem. Do you require help?




Miss Martian: Stormburst, do you need any help? Remember our private Plan D.




Batman: Do you require assistance on your secret identity problem? The Team is capable of providing multiple options on that. Do not let anyone back you into a corner.




Kid Flash: Hey Stormburst is everything okay because Robin and MM are acting antsy.And there is something wrong with the buffer on this keyboard.So call me if you’re having a real problem over there.




And that was just the first eight messages. Crud.




So she slipped into the Speed Force to write her After-Action Report. And she made sure to use one of the RAM-based mainframe peripherals for speedsters. It had a touch keyboard and a ginormous keyboard buffer, so she could write her whole report before she filled up the keyboard buffer. Then she sent it to Batman and the White Knight and her team, along with the Watchtower reporting system and Metamorpho. Even if Metamorpho’s watch was over a couple hours earlier.




Then she wrote up her secret identity issue, and she made sure to cc Oracle and Batman and Robin, because they were going to stick their noses into it anyway.




After that, she sent Megan a message that everything was okay, and they didn’t need to go with Plan D for Double, which was Megan solving any Stormburst identity problems by doubling either for Alee or Stormburst. And she sent The Question a message that she would contact him after she contacted the White Knight and before she contacted Batman. Because she had already sent two messages Batman would pore over first.




And she contacted Xander via the Watchtower comms. “Stormburst to White Knight through Watchtower protocols, are you available?”




“White Knight here. I’m looking over your report. I got stuck checking the Fresno nuclear plant mess. On the surface, it looked like four local nuts trying to trash the nuclear power plant because nuclear power is evil and spooky, and then getting themselves killed in the process. But they were using something that is not Earth tech, so that cover story is breaking down pretty fast. And The Question says there’s something wrong with their IDs too. Also, it looks like whatever was happening sucked half their brains out without leaving any holes and collapsed their skulls, so it’s pretty icktastic.”




“Eww. I just had a big thing that was like a walking, roaring electrical thing,” she told him. “A big one.”




He said, “Okay. Go talk to Q and see what new stuff he’s worked out since I talked to him. Then check with The Big B, who’s being cranky about you having a real life when he doesn’t.”




Alee sort of complained, “Don’t be mean to him, okay? He was right about everything in Fresno, and he’s probably right about me.”




Xander insisted, “Just because he’s right doesn’t mean he gets to treat nice people like shit. And if he’s asking you to babysit his little monster again, ask for cold, hard cash. And lots of it. Like ten thousand dollars an hour. Because that kid’s a nightmare.”




“Xander!” she fussed. “That’s not fair! And it’s too much money!”




Xander grumbled, “You know who Nightwing really is, and don’t claim you don’t. Well, ‘Wing was trying to get Demon-Boy to act rationally and not kill every criminal who cheesed him off, and Damien let him have it. With a katana. ‘Wing needed about thirty stitches. That kid gets no free passes from me.”




Okay, so maybe Damien would have cut her up a bunch if she hadn’t had her powers for protection. But Damien was just a kid. Mostly.




White Knight signed off, and Alee called The Question next, as per Xander’s orders. “Stormburst calling Question via Watchtower protocols. Are you available?”




The flat tone that was totally recognizable as The Question’s superhero voice answered. “Question here. I already saw your report. Anything new on that?”




Alee replied, “No, but White Knight told me to contact you. Has he updated you on the bodies and the technology on-site?”




“Yes,” he answered. “That’s Czarnian technology, which no one in this solar system should have. The four alleged perpetrators have false IDs. The IDs are for four Californians who are members of California Rebels Against Pre-eminence. Those four have been located alive in the Bay Area, and are not the four deceased.”




But Alee was still thinking about the name of the organization. C.R.A… “Oh, no way! That’s a terrible name!”




“You mean it’s a terrible acronym,” he corrected. “It may be causal, and may be related to certain hidden groups in the Bay Area, as well as the secret, sinister purpose of the Golden Gate Bridge. But it is not our current concern. We will get blood and tissue samples, but shapeshifting that accurately and then using alien technology suggests that the four could be White Martians. Which means they could have somehow identified Rosanna Trilo as partly or wholly Martian and were using extreme methods to ruin her programs and force her to take some manner of action.”




“Oh crud,” Alee muttered. “Has anyone contacted Belle Reve and warned her? Because if she’s wearing a power suppressor collar, a White Martian could pose as a jailer and walk in and murder her.”




“Not my tasking.”




“Well, it needs to be somebody’s tasking,” Alee fussed.




“Contact Batman and see what he wants, then broach the subject with him. He may have already covered this.”




“Okay. Will do,” Alee replied. Even if she was already thinking about flying to Louisiana and warning Red Lightning, even if Alee didn’t like her. And Alee didn’t like that whole Task Force X thing either.




She took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and used the comms once again. “Stormburst to Batman through Watchtower protocols, are you available?”




“Batman to Stormburst. Yes. Are you on the Watchtower now?”




“Yes sir. I had stuff I had to deal with, and it got messier than I expected, and I ended up having to tell someone about my secret identity. But it’s someone I trust.”




“Batman here. Already read that report, with details sent to Oracle for processing. You should have prepared for crises like that, and had alternatives ready.”




Alee admitted, “Umm, I did. I decided I could knock someone unconscious with a lightning bolt, or squeeze their carotids so they passed out, then do the superheroine stuff, then act like I was unconscious too so it must have been Superman or something. But I’m not doing that to Hunter.”




“Batman here. But you had plans prepared, and you had everything needed to execute those plans properly. That part is an improvement. The other side of the situation could be a problem. And reserve a conference room for a quick talk. I will be up there in less than thirteen minutes.”




“Yes sir.”




“Also, do not call me ‘sir’, especially if anyone outside the Watchtower might hear. Batman out.”




What was wrong with calling him sir? Did he not like politeness this week? Were people going to hear it and think she was Batgirl?
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Alee had already had plenty to eat at her dinner with Hunter, so she didn’t go to the Watchtower cafeteria. Even if she thought about it a lot, because they had really great food. She went ahead and reserved one of the smaller conference rooms, made sure it was posted in the Watchtower database, and then spent ten minutes going through the rest of her messages.




Wow, a bunch of Justice Leaguers and her team members were totally worried about her saying she had a secret identity crisis. Maybe she had better phrase things better the next time. Even if it had turned into a real secret identity crisis.




She flew to the reserved conference room and sat down at one of the computer desks so she could check some more messages. Ooh! Batman told Selina, and Selina wanted to check that Alee had things under control. Great! Alee sent her a nice message back.




“Watchtower to Stormburst. Batman just arrived on Pad #3 and is on his way to the conference room you reserved.”




“Stormburst here. Thank you for letting me know. Stormburst out.”




And just seconds later, Batman swept in. He closed the door, checked the telltales, and powered up the security measures. That was a lot more security than just for telling her she was bad at secret identity stuff.




So she raised her hand to ask him a question, which was dumb. She wasn’t in elementary school anymore. “Have we alerted Belle Reve that Red Lightning might be targeted by White Martians? I mean, she’s not my favorite person ever, but White Martians could do tons of damage to a place we kinda need to be not-damaged. And she was trying to do the right thing in Vlatava, even if I have no idea if she was doing it for the right reasons.”




Batman growled, “Superman filed a complete report on that, after you gave him your after-action report. Task Force X is not as big a problem right now as Checkmate or Project Atom, and both of those are supposed to be on our side. Also, Waller’s people did send the Justice League two intelligence reports first. Unfortunately, the first was seen by Gardner, who marked it as ‘suspect’ and ‘untrustworthy source’, which were technically correct indicators but not helpful. So the Watchtower AI marked the subsequent report as such before anyone saw it.”




“That’s not good.” She checked, “Robin said that some people in that group call it the ‘Suicide Squad’. That’s not true, is it? Because… eww.”




He gravelled, “The nickname arose in World War II, when it was non-meta soldiers putting their lives on the line in high-risk, small-team missions. That nickname, while undesirable and deplored by senior officials, has continued to be used on and off for decades, even though the task force is now… as you saw it.”




She worried, “And they really just trust that one colonel to be able to handle a ton of supervillains who all would just kill him if they felt like it?”




He revealed, “We have reason to believe that nanotechnology explosive devices have been implanted in all of them, and they all have been made aware of that. An escape attempt would be dealt with fatally. Killing Colonel Flag would most likely trigger every bomb. So they have motivation to keep him alive. Also, not all of them are like Firefly or Quinn. Katana is more of a second-in-command than a fellow criminal, even if she has multiple murders on her rap sheet, perhaps half of them from avenging her late husband’s murder. The Enchantress is largely sane, responsible, and remorseful, but over-use of her magic can cause an alternate ‘being’ to take over her body and wreak havoc. Several others want to stick to the rules, fulfill their quota of missions, and receive a full pardon.”




She checked, “Has anyone done that, and gotten the pardon, and then really gone straight?”




He glared for a second or two before forcing himself to admit, “…yes. I have intel that Waller actually persuades her ‘task force’ members to go talk to a priest of their choice, and go talk regularly with a licensed psychiatrist. She may actually be better for some of them than…”




“Than Arkham Asylum?” she guessed.




He nodded tersely. “Arkham did little to help Killer Croc. It destroyed Dr. Harleen Quinzel. It apparently had no impact whatsoever on Deadshot or Firefly. Whatever gains Waller’s programs create are still more than traditional incarceration or asylum efforts to date. And I do not like that any of that is true.” 




She still checked, “So you’ll tell Waller and Red Lightning?”




“Someone will.”




Okay, she didn’t know what that really meant. Was he going to do it? Was he going to task someone? Was he going to put it on the Watchtower ‘someone needs to take this assignment’ page and assume that sooner or later, someone would really do it?




Well, if no one took that assignment anytime soon, maybe she’d do it. Not that she liked the sound of the Task Force X thing. And she didn’t like what Amanda Waller was doing, which sounded like extorting criminals for suspicious stuff. And she sure wasn’t a big fan of Red Lightning. But not telling anyone about a possible White Martian threat was way worse.




Well, she knew the Fresno thing wasn’t why he had asked her for a private meeting. So she led off with, “And I’m not babysitting for Damien again until he apologizes — really apologizes — to Nightwing. That was not okay.”




“I agree with you on that point, and it has been dealt with,” Batman glowered. “However, that was not why I wanted to talk to you. It’s because of your list. I would like you to go to Europe to meet with Hermione Granger and Harry Potter, as well as their team.”




She checked, “Umm, they’re not called Justice League Europe, are they?”




Batman cleared his throat angrily. “No. The JLE is shelved. You should read up on why.”




She nodded, “Okay, as soon as I get clearance to read that kind of stuff.”




But he snapped, “Just check the JL datafiles on it. Robin can get them for you.”




That didn’t sound like ‘official channels’ to her, but she let it drop. For the moment. She just asked, “When and where? And do I use the Speed Force, or the Watchtower transporter, or something else? Who meets me? And do I have to lie to them about why I’m there?”




He was expecting all those questions, naturally. Because he was Batman. He probably had answers ready for another twenty questions she hadn’t thought about asking. “Tomorrow morning. Be here at six your time. You and Ice will take the transporter down to EU Headquarters in Brussels. Then you will take Ice into your morph and use the Speed Force to travel to Paris. They are currently using a decommissioned Metro station, which gives them easy access all over Paris, as well as to transport systems set up just outside of Paris. Their director Catherine Cobert will meet you and introduce you around. And do not lie about the critical reason why you are there: we have intel that Tracer is back, even though he was reported dead, and he may be tracking one or more of them. We communicated that intel as soon as we got it, because he was one of The Extremists. But you and Ice can provide assistance in case he is after original JLE members. Also, feel free to talk to anyone on your list about your goals.”




“Okay,” she managed. “But what about luggage? How long are we staying? Do I need Stormburst stuff, or do I need Alee stuff, or both? How much stuff is Ice going to be bringing?”




She didn’t think he liked talking about that stuff. Even if she was pretty sure Selina would be asking him stuff like that every time they traveled together. He still said, “Pack a spare uniform and several days of ‘other identity’ clothing, just in case. Then you and Ice can leave your luggage with the security staff at the Brussels transporter pad. You can go back for the luggage any time you deem it necessary.”




She just nodded. “Okay, I’ll need maps and comm frequencies and all the usual logistics stuff.”




“The Watchtower computer can supply all of that. It’s not as if no one has ever gone there before. The original JLE included a number of standard JL members, including some you know.”




It looked like he wanted to wrap up, so she said, “Okay, I can go do that. Anything else? Like how many weeks you’re gonna be investigating my boyfriend?”




He gave her a stern glare. “There is no way to determine a priori the length of time on an investigation. As you already know. However, a security check on a teenager who has been known for an extended period of time, as have his parents, is completely different than vetting a complete stranger who has perhaps been committing crimes for years under other aliases.”




So, after he swept out of the room, she left the door wide open and went back to the computer desk. First, she checked on maps at a couple different scales. Okay, she could totally fly from Brussels to Paris and back. Not a problem, with the little landmarks drawn on the map for flyers. And she could find the former Metro station building from the air, and she could get back to the Brussels EU building. She still printed off a couple maps and folded them up and tucked them into her utility belt, just in case, along with sending electronic copies of the maps to her phone. And her Watchtower communicator could already handle the frequencies and handshakes and encryption the group used.




Then she checked with the Watchtower AI, and she already had clearance to read about the Justice League Europe stuff. It looked like someone had activated her clearance while he was walking through the Watchtower to the conference room. He just hadn’t said so. Maybe he had assumed she would realize that he would have done it already.




And… ick. The first lineup of the Justice League Europe got seriously mangled fighting The Extremists. The Extremists were extra-dimensional supervillains that included Tracer, who had superstrength and superspeed and claws, along with a healing factor and super-agility and enhanced senses. Plus creepy animal instincts, and he also wore a set of huge metal wrist blades. 




Even grosser was Gorgon, who had a set of mechanical tentacles growing out of the top of his head. Not only did the image make it look like those tentacles were like super-strong worm-things ending in mouths with razor-sharp teeth, but Gorgon was the kind of chubby guy who needed to have a uniform that had a shirt, so no one had to look at his rolls of fat and man-boobs and stuff. Because ick.




Then Lord Havok looked like the standard power armor badguy, with heavy armor that looked like ice-blue crystal, at least on the outside. The armor had all the standard badguy power armor stuff: lots of built-in high-tech weapons, lots of protection from physical and energy attacks, superstrength, energy blasts and force fields, radar and other detection systems, and targeting systems.




And worse than that was Dreamslayer, who was a high-end mage who apparently had been killed but that just made him a disembodied thing who was still just as powerful but took ‘hosts’. The image of him was of a tall, thin humanoid thing with a floaty cloak and a ball of flaring energy for a head.




There were some others, like Doctor Diehard, who was a magnokinetic with a seriously stupid name. Or Carny, who was a high-end gadgeteer who liked to build big stuff instead of small weapons. His name was just as awful. Or Barracuda, who was sort of a fish-man super-hybrid thing… maybe.




Apparently, The Extremists were extreme on everything, including weird supernames.




Then the second round of the JLE went by the name of Justice League International, and they got mostly killed off by Nash, who they thought was one of them. And there went their super-secure English castle too, so they moved to a place the European Union provided.




So they had some supers who were too injured to keep superheroing. Most of their other core membership had gotten killed: the Silver Sorceress, both Crimson Foxes, Merveilleux (who was Rodolphus Lestrange, which was a name off the bad side of Hermione’s part of the list), and Red Weasel.




Oh crud. Red Weasel’s real identity was Ronald Weasley. Mega-crud. And the previous Mana who got injured too bad to keep superheroing? Hermione. Extra-mega-crud! 




So the only superhero who lived through both the JLE and the JLI and was still superheroing in the new group was calling himself Survivor. And somehow, she wasn’t surprised that it was Harry Potter. That guy had a brutal life everywhere, as far as she knew.




So the current supergroup was calling itself Europeans United, or EU, and the European Union was pretty happy with that, so they got superheroing perks all across the European Union. They still had Catherine Cobert as their administrator, even if Cobert was supposed to be unpowered. They had Survivor, and the new Mana, who was the widow of the late Rodolphus Lestrange. Alee had no idea how she was ever going to explain to the Hermione and Harry of Alexan’s universe that this Harry was working with Bellatrix Black Lestrange, who was Hermione’s replacement superheroine in this world. There was also Fleur de Lis, who was a woman who had gone through a secret French government program to build supermen, and also had military training so she was really good with firearms and knives and throwing weapons. And there was a guy named Nightrunner, who the computer files had tagged as one of Batman’s trainees. And a bunch more heroes and heroines who were on the team sometimes and back home the rest of the time.




This was a group that needed bigger superheroes, and also a lot less bad luck. She assumed that the first thing was why Batman was sending her and Ice there now.









Alee was in the Watchtower the next morning in plenty of time. She was in her Stormburst uniform, and she had a ‘gymbag’ with her. It was really a big security case wrapped in a cover that looked like a gymbag. So Robin had made sure she had two spare uniforms and a spare utility belt in one half of the case, and five sets of clothing including a couple that went with her new fatsuit, just in case. And there was enough stuff to pose as ‘Annie Farrell’ if she needed to, including a wig and glasses and reverse contacts and false teeth and makeup and the nose clip that went in her left nostril to make her face look less symmetrical, along with ID papers and a passport in Annie’s name. Because the Bat-family always over-prepared.




Okay, sometimes they prepared exactly enough.




She flew over to in front of the transporter pad, her bag following behind her, and she landed next to Ice. Alee had seen Ice wearing a really skimpy uniform when she was working with Fire, who had been pretty much wearing a fireproof bikini and pumps. But today, Ice was wearing a full-body white and blue uniform with some really cute flat-heeled boots that had some kind of fur all around their tops. Also, Ice had a medium-sized suitcase and small backpack that were in colors that matched her uniform.




Alee landed next to Ice and smiled, “Hi! I’m Stormburst. We haven’t really met, even if I did Watchtower support that time you and Fire were firefighting. You can call me Alee if you want.”




Maybe Alee was too pushy, because Ice kind of blinked and looked taken aback. “Oh. I remember you. Fire liked you.”




“Oh. Okay.” Alee had no idea what to say to that. “Would you rather I call you Ice or Tora? Or the Norwegian for ‘Ice’?”




“’Ice’ is fine. There is very little difference between the English and Norwegian words.”




Alee gave up. “Okay. After we ‘port down and get our luggage checked in, I’ll take you into my morph and fly us there using the Speed Force. It’ll only take a few seconds.”




Ice looked a little surprised. “Oh. I didn’t know that you were one of the speedsters too.”




Alee shrugged a little. “I can access the Speed Force, but I’m not nearly as fast as the Kryptonians or the Flashes.” Which was totally true. Flash could run around the world in the blink of an eye. Alee had figured she would need maybe six or seven minutes to do the same thing. Not that she would run.




Still, it was only about a hundred sixty miles from Brussels to Paris. She could do that in maybe three seconds, even if she would have to slow way down once she got to Paris so she could find their destination. The key thing would be starting in the right direction, but her Justice League phone would do that part for her. And she had paper copies of the maps she had on the phone. Just in case.




And she had the EU comms plus a couple phone numbers, in case she got lost. Which would be mega-embarrassing.




“Leaguers. Are you ready?” 




Alee flew onto the pad, pulling all their stuff with her tk. Ice stepped onto the pad too. Alee said, “Ready!”




They beamed down and were on a slightly larger transporter pad in a really boring-looking room with several EU security guards standing there. There were signs on each wall, and they all said the same thing. In like twenty different languages, including English and Spanish, so Alee knew what they said.




So Alee identified her and her teammate. “Stormburst and Ice.”




And Ice listed the languages she thought they knew. “Stormburst speaks English. I speak English and Norwegian, as well as Swedish and Danish and Portuguese.”




So Alee didn’t bother to mention that she spoke Spanish pretty well, and she knew a little French and some Martian and Kryptonian and stuff. Alee was pretty sure why Ice knew a bunch of Portuguese. For the same reason that Alee knew some Martian phrases.
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Alee was glad that was enough to proceed. A guard checked their stuff into a security vault. Then he showed them an exit onto the roof.




Alee checked, “Ready?” Ice gave her a tentative nod. Alee pulled Ice into her morph and cut into the Speed Force, heading south-south-west toward Paris. She spotted the landmarks for flyers, and then she could see the outskirts of Paris so she knew she was on the right heading.




As soon as she could spot the Eiffel Tower, she knew where to go next. She flew lower, so she could follow the roads, and she cut over to a road that would take her to the no-longer-used Metro station. And once she recognized the intersection and the building, she dropped out of the Speed Force and set Ice down right outside the main entrance, which was a row of airlock doors that were probably a lot more secure than they looked. 




They were bound to be more secure than just those signs posted that said that the station had been closed for years, with directions to close Metro stations that were actually working.




Alee stepped up to the middle door, right under the hard-to-spot security camera. She stared right into the camera and said, “Hi! Stormburst and Ice here, to meet with Catherine Cobert first, and then the team.”




The door in front of her unlocked. It was pretty easy to tell. Those bolts were mega-loud. She pulled the door open and walked in, like she had never been told not to walk into obvious traps and stuff. Ice followed, looking kind of uncomfortable.




Okay, so maybe she used her tk a little and stopped the door from closing all the way. Not a ton, just about half an inch, so the bolts couldn’t engage if something bad had already happened and maybe they might need an escape route.




Working with Batman and taking training from Robin really made you paranoid and stuff.




But nothing weird happened. The locks on the inner doors unlocked, and a couple security guards walked over toward them. The younger one smiled and said in French, “Good day. Welcome to Europeans United.”




The older one nodded and said in English, “Welcome. Ms. Cobert is waiting for you in the small conference room. If you could follow me…”




Alee let go of the doors so they could get locked again. She and Ice followed the guard past a narrow table that had snacks and beverages, including a huge coffee pot on it. Just down the hall from that was the conference room they were aiming for. And Ms. Cobert was waiting for them in the doorway, so probably someone had just called her or got her on EU comms.




Alee was a little surprised. The only info that Alee had gotten was ‘long time administrator’. No one had told her that Catherine Cobert looked like a former model, and had kept up that model shape. She was maybe 5’10” or 5’11”, and she was also wearing Louboutins with four-inch spiked heels. Plus lots of jet-black hair.




Ms. Cobert smiled, “Tora, it’s lovely to see you again. And you must be Stormburst. It’s a pleasure.” She gave Ice a hug and shook Alee’s hand. “So Batman said that Stormburst wanted to talk to several of our people, and you were here as a guide. I don’t suppose you’d like to stay with the team this time?”




Ice kind of closed up. “Not… after the last time. And anyway, my best friends and my boyfriend wouldn’t meet EU admission rules, so that would be a problem.” 




Ms. Cobert replied, “Ah well, it doesn’t hurt to ask. And I have tried to get the current rules changed, with no success… so far. But I haven’t given up.” She turned her attention to Alee. “And Batman didn’t explain why he wanted me to introduce you to everyone, but that did not surprise me.”




Alee groaned softly. “Okay, that doesn’t surprise me either. If White Knight is right, then there’s probably some kind of test involved here. Maybe a lot of little tests. But I should tell you why I’m here. Not that long ago, I got pulled into another universe…”




Ms. Cobert winced. A lot.




Alee hastily explained, “Sorry! Not that universe. One a lot like ours, except no superheroes. But I met a lot of people who were willing to tell me important stuff about heroes and villains in their worlds. So I’m still following that up. So I have some names, and some details, and in some cases, it has turned out that the names or facts I have are slightly different across universes, so we can’t just do a big search through computer databases. One person turned out to be an anagram of the name I had, but Batman spotted that.”




Ms. Cobert induced, “So you want to speak to Hermione because she’s on your list.”




Alee nodded, “Right. She’s a great hero in more than one universe, and the ones I met were awesome people too. And she talked about some of the people she knew from her world.”




Ms. Cobert patiently pointed out, “And you do understand that this Hermione may not be like the ones you met, right?”




“Right, ma’am,” Alee agreed. “We know that some people who are heroes in one universe are villains in others and in between in yet more universes. And Lex Luthor seems to be a supervillain in every one of these universes, but his name is different. It’s not as simple as I’d like it to be.”




Ms. Cobert sighed lightly. “It seldom is. Let me introduce you to the data analysis group, and I will try to round up the team members who are around the base.”




Alee smiled, “That would be great, ma’am.”




“Oh, and you can call me Catherine.”




Alee automatically said, “Thank you, ma’am.” Ice tried not to grin.




Ms. Cobert led them back into the hall and over to a door right next to the coffee and tea on the table Alee had noticed earlier. 




Ms. Cobert knocked and said, “Hermione, our guests are here.”




There was a silence of several seconds, and then the door opened. Hermione Granger was there. And Alee almost burst into tears. 




This Hermione was in a wheelchair. And there was a huge creepy red pattern burned into the right side of Hermione’s face. This Hermione hadn’t just been knocked out of superheroing. She had been knocked out of everything including having a normal life and having Ron in her life.




Alee managed not to cry or fly over and wrap this Hermione up in a huge hug. Still, her voice cracked as she said, “M-miss Granger. I’ve wanted to meet you.”




Ice said, “Hi, Hermione. This is Stormburst. She and Batman have a list of people the EU needs to know about.”




Hermione looked intently at Alee’s face. Even though Alee was wearing her half-mask hood and the plastic ‘makeup’ too, she still felt like Hermione was reading something from her that maybe she didn’t want Hermione to know. Or maybe Alee was jumping to conclusions based on other Hermione types from other universes.




Hermione crisply said, “Let me introduce you to the data analysis group, and then we should talk in private.”




She spun expertly in her wheelchair and led them into an open-plan office area. The far wall was covered with monitors and computer screens of various sizes, with eight computer desks set facing the screens. Off to each side was a short row of small, closed offices with glass windows and glass doors.




Hermione pressed a button on her right armrest. “Condition green. Could we have a quick meeting in the situation room?” Alee could hear the announcement blaring through a dozen speakers in the offices and open area, as well as in the hall behind her and stuff.




Five people walked out of their offices into the open room. Well, the younger blonde woman sort of skipped out of her office carrying a small cardboard box. The two men looked like stuffy middle-aged academics. The three women ranged from the young blonde to the white-haired old lady, with the middle-aged buxom brunette in between.




The middle-aged man in the round wire-rimmed glasses looked like he could have been handsome if he wanted to, but he really wanted to disappear into his work. He smiled tentatively. “Ice. Welcome back. And you would be… umm… Stormburst? Oh, where are my manners? Rupert Giles. It is a pleasure.”




“She’s definitely Stormburst,” insisted the blonde, who appeared to be wearing a necklace of dried fruits. “I saw she was coming. And she likes chocolates and she’s not on a diet like ‘Lana or ‘Stasia.” She hopped over and handed Alee the little box. She whispered, “The lingonberry one is for Tora.” 




Alee managed, “Thank you very much…”




“Luna!” the blonde grinned. “I’m Luna Lovegood. My codename is ‘Cynthian’. I wanted to go with ‘Negasonic Teenage Warhead’, but Hermione insisted Marvel has already taken that one.”




Hermione tried not to groan. “Luna, we really don’t need codenames in the data analysis section.”




Dr. Giles managed, “And I really do not think I need a codename like ‘Watcher’, no matter how much time I spend on monitoring duty.”




Alee managed not to wince at the ‘Watcher’ thing. She did ask, “And is Luna psychic?”




A couple of them looked at each other before Rupert Giles looked at the brunette and said, “Dr. Markov, perhaps you could explain…”




The brunette cleared her throat slightly. “I am Dr. Svetlana Markov. I am somewhat empathic. Luna is not, but has certain clairvoyant and predictive capabilities which tend to be… irregular. Our working hypothesis is that she sometimes gains mental access to… alternative universes, as unusual as that may seem.”




Alee tried not to gush, “That’s totally usual. For me, anyway. I think that’s a really good explanation, considering.”




The other man cut in, “Then perhaps you could explain where she got the ‘codename’ Atron for me. I’m Dr. Lars Frederickson, our biochemistry consultant. There is no ‘Atron’ reference that I know of in biology or chemistry.”




Oh crud. Alee managed not to wince. “Maybe I could. I’ve met an alternate-universe me who has nearly the same power set and hometown and everything. Her arch-enemy for years was a woman named Atron, and for part of that, Atron’s head minion was a biochemist… named Dr. Lars Frederickson.”




Dr. Frederickson groaned, “Scheisse.” He glared at Luna.




Luna gave him a weak smile. “I told you that you wouldn’t want to know where the word came from.”




Dr. Giles tentatively asked, “And is the name you picked out for me just as… unfortunate?”




Luna looked over at Alee, who explained, “In another universe, there’s another me who has a different… power set. She’s more of a fighter against supernatural foes. Her bosses include Rupert Giles, who is the head of a very old organization that used to be called the Watchers Council, because they watched over these fighters, and they found them before they got powered up, and they trained them, and they researched for them, and in some cases, they died to protect them.”




Dr. Giles thought for a moment. “At least that is better than what Lars received.”




Luna asked, “Okay, can you guess the names I saw for Lana and Stasia? Svetlana Markov and Anastasia Luccio. Because I can sort of ‘see’ that you know more of this than I can pick up.”




Alee was pretty sure where in that list Svetlana and Anastasia were. She guessed, “Umm… Stargate? And Warden or Gray Warden? Maybe Swordsman?”




There was a dead silence for several seconds. Finally, Hermione said, “Whilst we have gotten used to Luna’s abilities, that is… unnerving.”




Svetlana pointed at herself. “Stargaze.” She pointed at Anastasia and said, “Warden.”




So Alee had to explain about the Stargate program in Alexandra’s universe and the Gray Wardens in Alexa’s universe.




Anastasia smiled a smug little-old-lady smile, “So I am a badass mage and swordfighter who fights evil? I like that.”




Hermione pointed out, “I can see some overlaps occurring, but this degree of overlap across universes seems… problematic. And Stormburst, I would like to have a word with you in private.”




Svetlana pursed her lips and said, “I think that perhaps I need to be in that conference.”




Hermione groaned, “That kind of conference? Damn and blast. All right. You, me, Stormburst… and Ice if she wishes.”




Hermione just wheeled herself straight toward the monitor wall, and clicked something on one armrest. A door opened in the wall, and Alee could see that there was a conference room or workroom there. She followed Hermione into the room, with Svetlana and Ice right behind her, and Luna tagging along behind them.




Hermione waited until Luna shut the door. Then she spun angrily to face Alee. “I do not need more people taking pity on—”




“Sorry!” Alee interrupted unhappily. “I’m totally sorry. It’s just that I made friends with other Hermiones, and they’re really smart and awesome, and I know about even other Hermiones who are smart and awesome, and I just wanted to be friends and nobody warned me things were this bad. I mean, I know bad things happen to good people all the time, but… this isn’t fair!” She tried really hard not to cry.




Luna cut in, “She’s inter-dimensional. I mean, I got glimpses of other Stormbursts without the uniform — or in a different uniform — in other universes, and apparently you are too.”




Ice interrupted too. “Hermione, please take it easy on her. She’s still a teen, and Batman said she led a fairly sheltered life before she gained meta powers only months ago.”




Svetlana added, “She’s not like Batman, or Survivor, or Nightrunner. She’s not suppressing her emotions. She’s concerned, and now she’s worried about something.”




Luna spilled, “She’s worried you won’t want to be her friend! You’re one of her heroes from… something. And things have gone wrong in her attempts to meet other of her heroes.”




Alee groaned, “Buffy Summers… isn’t a superpowered fighter against supernatural badness. Willow Rosenberg is… well… dead. Jaime Sommers is just a former tennis player. Sam Carter isn’t even a heroine…”




Hermione gasped, “Samantha Carter? The physicist? Isn’t she one of the ones the JL warned us about?”




Svetlana nodded, “Yes. Gravitas.”




Hermione grumbled, “What a terrible name for a gravity-based meta.”




Alee admitted miserably, “I had to stop her. I… Things didn’t end well.”




Hermione sighed, “So you were putting all your hopes on meeting me.”




Alee winced some. “I guess I was, but I wasn’t thinking of it like that. I just wanted things to go great, and…” Her shoulders slumped. “And maybe Batman wanted to see how cruddy a job I did of handling stuff.”





Issue#35



Alee managed not to sniffle or get weepy or anything. But she was still pretty sure Hermione —this Hermione — wasn’t at all happy with her. She cleared her throat a little before she said, “We still need to meet as much of your EU team as we can, and we need to track down Tracer before he does something bad.”




“Something else bad,” Hermione spat.




Alee decided not to ask what that was about. Hermione was already mad at her. She just said, “And just because a different Lars worked as a minion for a really bad person doesn’t mean there’s anything bad about your Lars.”




Svetlana smiled a little. “We know that. And if he had ill intentions, I would have sensed it.”




“I probably would’ve too!” Luna insisted.




Hermione glared at Luna, “And we all know why he’s working for us. So you are not allowed to use that codename for him, or hint about other Lars Fredericksons in other universes. If I had known what that really meant, I would have talked to you about it some time ago.”




“Sorry,” replied Luna. “Can I still call Rupert ‘Watcher’ and Stasia ‘Warden’?”




Hermione sighed. “Really, Luna? Ask each person in private. That goes for Svetlana as well.”




Alee asked tentatively, “Am I allowed to ask why Dr. Frederickson is working here? Is it relevant?”




Hermione grimaced a little. “It’s probably not relevant. But Lars was working for a private research firm on a couple experimental biochem processes. Then he found out that his work was being fed into an anti-Kryptonian project for an organization that may have been a shell company for Lex Luthor. He blew the whistle on the processes and the project, and he still feels quite guilty about all of it.”




Svetlana mentioned, “Also, someone sent assassins after him, and he needed to move from Vienna and work in a more protected environment. So we took him in. He would like to go back to Vienna, but it’s probably still not safe for him.”




Luna added, “And when Dreamslayer made a comeback and killed the Silver Sorceress, he tried to mentally control Lars and make him into a sort of Renfield-type slave.”




Ouch. So hearing about another him working for Atron in Alex’s universe must have been totally uncomfortable. Alee murmured, “Sorry.”




“Not your fault,” Hermione said brusquely. “This one is all on Luna.”




Luna nodded, “Plenty of things are on me. It comes with the territory. I just deal with that. Like the thing about Survivor.”




Svetlana groaned slightly, “It would have been nice if you hadn’t met him and instantly yelled, ‘the Boy Who Lived!’ That was… unfortunate.”




‘The Boy Who Lived’? Crud. Alee was pretty sure where Luna had gotten that.




Luna sighed, “He’s still mad at me about that. I didn’t mean to. I just looked at his face, and I had a vision.”




Hermione corrected, “He’s mad about pretty much everything. And he was really angry when I told him Tracer might be alive and back in the area.”




Alee said, “I’d like to help with that, if you don’t mind.”




Hermione grimaced, “I’ll take any kind of help you’ve got. Help with Tracer, help with Harry, help with Bella… I don’t know how Catherine puts up with all of us.”




“Maybe her superpower is infinite patience!” Luna suggested with a smile.




Svetlana put a warm hand on Luna’s shoulder and teased, “She puts up with you, doesn’t she?”




Luna nodded and said, “She’s great. She even lets me talk about other Lunas I’ve gotten glimpses of. One of ’em is a cool spy, and a couple of ’em have magical powers!” She moved like she was holding a pistol in each hand, and she smiled, “Lovegood. Luna Lovegood.”




They started to walk out of the meeting room, and Hermione deliberately maneuvered her wheelchair to block Alee and let everyone else walk out ahead of them. She gave Alee an intent look. “What is it?”




Alee admitted, “The team. In other universes, Harry is your and Ron’s closest friend, and has risked his life to protect you. And in those universes, Bella Black Lestrange is a really bad person, and maybe not sane.”




Hermione turned her chair so it wasn’t blocking Alee. “Thank you. I could tell it was something. And no one here thinks Bella is the sanest member of EU. She was pretty… fragile before, and then she took her husband’s death… really hard. She may not handle it well when Catherine tells her about Tracer.”




Alee let Hermione lead her out through the ‘situation room’ and down the hall. Catherine was stepping out of her office looking… tired.




Hermione asked, “Problem?”




Catherine admitted unhappily, “Harry’s in his room with the ‘no interruptions’ signal on. Bella broke down and flew to her room when I told her Tracer may be back.”




Hermione let out a slow burst of air. “Damn and blast.” She turned to face Alee. “Let’s see how helpful you can be.”




So they took an elevator down a couple stories to an underground level. Hermione admitted, “Harry stays down here… far too much.”




They moved to a solid steel door with massive hinges holding it in the over-reinforced doorframe. Hermione caught Alee looking at the door and confessed, “Sometimes, when he’s angry, Harry is… a little hard on his room.”




Okay, at least there weren’t big fistprints in the metal alloy of the heavy door.




Alee looked at Hermione, who just sat there waiting to see what Stormburst could accomplish. But Alee kind of figured this was a job for just plain old Alee Mack.




She knocked on the door. “Mister Potter? Harry? Can I talk to you?”




“Who the hell are you? Did Herm send you here? And go away!”




“I really need to talk to you about stuff,” she persisted.




“Try not to be too specific next time!” Harry yelled back at her. “And go away, bitch!”




Fine. She was trying to be nice, but that was not nice. She used her tk to unlock and open the door from the inside. It wasn’t hard. She could feel that it was a big, heavy, lever-shaped latch. That was it. No lock, no security system, just something really heavy that outsiders couldn’t reach.




She stepped to the side and swung the door open. When nothing got thrown at her, she walked in.




The place looked worse than Louis’s bedroom back when he was like twelve. There was clothing and junk and stuff all over the floor. One wall looked like it was padded out as a wall-sized punching bag, and that wall had dents in it. Fist-sized dents and boot-sized dents and maybe some head-sized dents too. There was a narrow table on the opposite wall that was half-covered in dirty dishes, and there were a couple full trashcans to the side. Both trashcans were like big steel fifty-five gallon drums, and they were full of trash. And most of the trash was empty bottles of industrial quality ethyl alcohol.




Harry was sitting back in a barcalounger kind of armchair that was heavily reinforced, and he was drinking straight out of another big bottle of EtOH. He looked like he was maybe her height, only built like Batman. He had messy black hair and a lightning scar on his face. 




A mega-huge lightning bolt shaped scar that started in his hair above his right eye, jumped over his eyeball, went down just past the corner of his mouth, and dove down the right side of his neck to disappear into his shirt. She did not want to know how far down that thing went.




He took several massive swallows of the alcohol and growled, “Not what you expected?”




She admitted, “I was expecting a little lightning-bolt scar like an inch or two long. And you being sober. And maybe a lot of anger, so yeah.”




He scowled, “Regenerator. I can’t stay drunk for more than a couple minutes even if I drink this shite constantly. My liver never just gives up and tells me to go die somewhere. My kidneys just keep chugging away.”




Hermione rolled a couple feet into the room. “And his blood and waste products are classified by the EU as hazardous waste, so we have to have special handling procedures.”




He frowned, “I have to have Doc check me over before I can spit on the sidewalk, so I don’t contaminate the streets. Nash tried to kill me and failed. The Extremists tried to kill me and failed. The guy who ran over my parents with his truck ran over me too. Epic fail.”




Hermione spilled, “Harry’s also really durable. His body tore out most of the drive train and exhaust system of that truck.”




“How old were you?” Alee gasped.




“Eleven, and I’d only had my powers for a few days so I didn’t know what I could do with them,” Harry fumed. “The guy’s boss had been trying to take down my folks since before I was born. The JLE helped me take that arsehole down, and they kind of fostered me. I mean, what family wants to adopt an angry teenager who leaks toxic waste and might accidentally put a fist through the wall?”




Okay, Alee could see why this Harry was using the supername ‘Survivor’. She asked, “Was that boss named Lord Deathstrike? Or Lord Voldemort? Or something like that?”




Harry corrected her, “Lord Doodsvlucht.” And he gave Hermione a nasty glare. 




Hermione staunchly insisted, “It was not I. And not Luna either, so you can stop being surly to her too. Stormburst has extra-dimensional intel on you. And on me, and on pretty much all of us as it turns out.” Harry started to explode in anger, and Hermione cut him off again. “And not those bastards’ universe either.” She looked at Alee and simply said, “Explain, please.”




So Alee told Harry about going to a universe so different it didn’t even have a Speed Force or meta superheroes, and meeting a bunch of other Alee Macks, and learning about a lot of other awesome people in similar universes. And how at least one Harry Potter had important nicknames to go with important prophecies about him.




He fumed, “So I’m ‘The Fucking Boy Who Lived’ in a bunch of universes? And my parents got killed in all of ’em?”




Alee tried not to wince at his anger. “Yeah. The Boy Who Lived. The Man With The Lightning Scar. The Man Who Triumphed.”




“So the multiverse hates me wherever I am?” he asked.




“And it gives you the power — and the drive, and the training — to do something about badguys, at least in the ones I heard about,” she replied.




Hermione cut in. “And her too. You’ll note from her explanation that each of these universes has a version of her who refuses to let evil and horror and unfairness overwhelm her and her loved ones, and she persists. She becomes… someone like Stormburst.”




So Alee told him about Aly, who had survived an unsurvivable plane crash, and had been left barely alive and barely recognizable as a person, but hadn’t let it stop her. And Alex, who had been caught in a toxic waste spill and then hunted down for years. And Alexa, who had the same experience only with an alchemical spill. And Lexi, who had been cursed with powers so she could go out at night and fight vampires and demons every night until she died. And Alexandra, who had two psychopathic aliens burrow their way into her body and take over her brain and nervous system, and they tortured her relentlessly for most of a year before she was freed of them.




“And you?” he asked.




She shrugged, “Me? I just had my meta powers pop loose last summer, and I got sent to train with some supers in the U.S., and all I had to do was give up my family and friends and boyfriend. And I got snarled at by Batman.”




Harry snorted with laughter at that. “From what Nightrunner says, that’s worse than anything you can think of.”




She shrugged, “Well I thought it was pretty awful at the time, but really it was tons better than all of the other me’s experienced, except Alexan, and she’s got another Hermione as a mentor, and she thinks Hermione is the most awesome thing since… maybe the invention of the lever.”




Harry snickered at that too. Hermione blushed, and Harry snickered some at that too. He smirked, “Yeah, Hermiones tend to be pretty frigging awesome. Even when they’re in a wheelchair.”




Alee thought for a second that Hermione was going to stick her tongue out at Harry. Or give him a really naughty hand gesture. What Hermione actually did was sit there for a second or two, and then make a grumpy “Harrumph” noise.




Harry looked at the huge thing of straight ethyl alcohol, which Alee knew wasn’t quite a hundred percent EtOH, because she knew from her dad that open containers of pure ethyl alcohol instantly absorbed water out of the air and dropped that percentage to a hair under a hundred percent. Harry grumbled, “Fuck. I’m sober again. And you made me think about all of this instead of just being pissed off.”




Alee pointed out, “Tracer’s a serious threat, but you’ve got me and Ice too, on top of whoever in the EU is around.”




Hermione knew the deets on that, of course. “Sílu and Iptameno are on a tasking in Rome. Triumph and Gwenllian are still on that tasking in Ireland. Mana’s really upset and probably still in her room upstairs. Nightrunner and Fleur de Lis are already on their way here, but neither is in Tracer’s weightclass.”




Harry grimaced. “Great. Just fucking great. So it’s up to me. Again.”




Alee insisted, “No way. You’re not alone. You’ve got me and Tora. And the smartest data analyst ever.”




Hermione blushed and said, “Which reminds me. I have some data analysts to push around.” She spun in her chair and headed for the elevators. As she rolled away, she called out, “Harry, take them up to see Bella, and see if she’s… prepared for this mission.”




Harry looked like he wanted to bury his face in his hands. Alee wondered if Hermione did stuff like that to him a lot. Maybe to make him get out of his room.




He finally grumbled, “Come on. Let’s go visit Bella and see if you two can help her, because I’m shite at that.”




As they walked, Alee finally asked, “Umm, Harry, you can tell me to stop bothering you if this is too personal, but if you’re a high-end regenerator, why do you still have that big lightning bolt scar?”




He growled, “Fucking Dreamslayer. Same asshole that got Hermione. I got my powers by accident when the wanker who called himself Lord Doodsvlucht tried personally to take out mum and dad. He missed and hit one of dad’s inventions, which exploded and nearly killed Doodsvlucht. Something in the explosion went through the wall and caught me in my bedroom. It disintegrated my bed, set fire to my pajamas, trashed my room… and just gave me a tiny lightning bolt shaped scar right up in my hairline so you couldn’t see it without lifting up my bangs and searching for it. That was my base state for years: if I got injured, I regenerated to me with that little scar. So when Dreamslayer tried to kill me, and Hermione blocked the attack, something went right through her and did something to my scar. She got that sigil burned into her and got that magical curse. I got part of the curse too. The lightning bolt grew, and… some other things happened I don’t want to talk about.”




“Sorry,” she apologized. “I just… well, I know a lot about other Harry Potters from other universes, and it’s kind of freaky how similar things are. Are you dating… umm… Cho Chang?” He didn’t look like that name meant much to him. “Or Ginny Weasley?”




“Fuck!” he swore. “Did… No, there’s no way Herm would mention her. Luna?”




“Sorry!” She was pretty sure she hadn’t squeaked. “It’s just… Every universe where I know about Hermione, you’re dating Ginny. Or about to marry her. And in most of ’em, Hermione’s married to Ron, or engaged to him.”




“God damn it!” he cursed. “This is all so fucked. Okay, part of the curse is that magic done on us or to us gets sucked elsewhere. Hermione thinks it’s going to that other universe or a pocket universe, where it’s bolstering that fucker Dreamslayer. So Herm can’t even try to get her body fixed. And I can’t get near any of the Weasleys without sucking their life force out of their bodies. So everything’s gone to hell for both of us.”




Ice asked worriedly, “I thought…. Isn’t Dreamslayer dead?”




Harry glowered, “I wish. No, Hermione and Bella are pretty sure he’s still out there, somewhere, just not quite dead enough.”




Alee thought that sounded way too much like another Harry’s Lord Voldemort. It was totally not fair that these universes were so horrible to each Harry.





Issue#36



Alee rode up in the elevator with Tora and a very grumpy Harry Potter. She totally wished she hadn’t blurted out the thing about Ginny. Or the thing about Ron and Hermione.




Well, at least Harry and Hermione would be mad at her instead of at Luna. Even if she had really wanted them to be her friends.




She had no idea how she was going to explain to Alex and Alexan and Alexa that she had managed to make both her Hermione and her Harry mad at her in like ten minutes. If she ever saw any of them again.




The elevator went all the way to the top floor. As they stepped out, Harry explained, “Bella sometimes needs to get out and just fly up into the sky. Mostly at night, when she can’t sleep and she’s reminded about Dolph by everything in the bedroom that she won’t throw out. We don’t talk about it, because one of the things Hermione really misses — besides walking and not having strangers gawk at her and that kind of shite — is flying. Just flying up into the sky and soaring.”




Alee pointed out, “It is pretty awesome. I wouldn’t want to lose it.”




She didn’t say anything else about it. After all, it looked to her like this Harry and Hermione had lost pretty much everyone and everything they cared about. Alee really hoped Hermione’s parents were okay, but she was kind of worried about asking.




They walked down a hall to what had to be a corner apartment. Harry knocked pretty hard, and the knocks sort of boomed down the hall.




A weeping voice sobbed, “Go away!”




Harry insisted, “Not happening, Bella. Open up.”




“No!” Bella screeched. “I don’t… I can’t… This is too much! They can’t be back! I need my Dolph!”




Harry sighed, “Come on, Bella. Dolph’s been dead for a while.”




“You think I don’t know that?” she yelled angrily. “I only became Mana because they took him from me. I’m not supposed to be the superhero.”




Harry insisted loudly, “You’re the only battle mage we’ve got! Open the fucking door before I turn it into scrap!”




“Not again!” Bella shrieked. “Harry, why do you do this to me? Why can’t you just leave me here?”




“You need help, Bella,” he answered. “Maybe even more than I do.”




There was a sound of movement, and then locks began snapping open. The door swung open, and Bella Lestrange glared at Harry with insane eyes. “Do not talk about yourself like that. Never talk about yourself like that.”




Alee had kind of expected a crazy woman, but she hadn’t expected what she was looking at. Bella looked like a forty year old Marilyn Manson fan who had been at one of Manson’s concerts all night long. Her hair was like a jet black fright wig. Her overdone goth-esque makeup was running, especially her eye makeup. Her lipstick looked like it had once been a reddish-black but it had mostly been bitten off and was now smudged on her teeth. Her clothes were black and looked like if there were goths back during the Victorian era. Sort of ‘steampunk goth’.




Bella’s wrists looked like she had been cutting herself with razor blades. For years. Alee gulped hard.




Bella also didn’t seem to notice that Harry wasn’t alone in the hall. Alee sort of wondered how much help someone this… damaged could be in a real superhero battle. Even if it sounded like she had been doing a pretty decent job for a couple years.




Alee also wondered if other superheroes might be this damaged but hiding it a lot better. She couldn’t stop her brain from hinting ‘Batman’ at her. So yeah. Batman. And her brain wouldn’t stop there, either. She was thinking about heroes who were her friends. Her teammates. Maybe a bunch of others. People didn’t just get superpowers and then say ‘hey, I would like to risk my life and the lives of everyone I care about to go punch badguys in the face’. There was usually way worse stuff in there. Okay, with her, maybe the ‘way worse stuff’ had happened to other Alee Macks who had told her about it later.




She tried, “Bella? Mrs. Lestrange? Can we go downstairs and talk? I know you’re mega-upset and I would be too, but we’ve got a problem. And I just know we can deal with it. Together.”




Mana looked past her with blurry eyes. “I know her. She’s… umm…”




“Ice,” Harry whispered.




“Ice!” Bella echoed. “But I don’t know you.”




Alee nodded a little bit. “No ma’am. You wouldn’t. I’m pretty new.”




Bella looked at Harry. “Is she any good?”




Harry replied, “Hermione says she’s outstanding.”




Alee tried mega-hard not to blush, even though she was wearing her plastic ‘makeup’ so a blush wouldn’t even show.




Ice spilled, “The Justice League is already training her on monitor duty.”




Harry pointed out, “You know, you could ask Hermione for an executive summary. Or you could ask Luna for details no one would understand.”




Bella rolled her eyes at that. “Harry, we all know I’m not stable. But even I am not crazy enough to depend on Luna for details.”




Harry said not-quite-encouragingly, “That’s the spirit. Sort of. Now let’s get downstairs before Fleur de Lis says something rude about you in French.”




Bella grumbled, “And how would that be any different from normal?”




Alee didn’t say anything, but she had been hoping the EU was a tough, tightly-knit, well-designed fighting force. It seemed like they were actually a lot worse off than The Team, and her team had a guy designed by Lex Luthor, someone whose parents were both supervillains, and a White Martian. Plus whatever was bugging Kaldur, and their youngest member wanting to be in charge, and most everyone except Megan and Wally thinking Alee was too naive and trusting to be a superhero.




Maybe the EU team worked a lot better when all the people off on ops were all back and helping. She could hope that was true, anyway. And she could try to help them, even if she felt like none of them liked her.




She tried, “Mrs. Lestrange, if Luna says anything… weird to you? Or about you? It may be because of other Mr. and Mrs. Lestrange people in really distant dimensions that maybe have nothing to do with you or your late husband.”




Bella looked oddly at her. “Is that why Luna keeps warning me to avoid ‘the snake’ and ‘the snake-faced man’? I thought she was going all Freudian on me.”




“Or Biblical,” Harry said unhelpfully. “Or something else Luna-like.” 




Alee tried not to groan. She just said to Bella, “Yes. Tell Hermione about that, and let Hermione yell at Luna some more.”




They stepped into the elevator, and Harry chipped in, “It’s also why Luna called me ‘The Boy Who Lived’. And why she came up with those other weird nicknames.”




“Lovely,” Bella grumbled. “And I thought I was the crazy one around here.”




Harry snarked, “When Triumph and Silu are both back at base, us crazies are probably in the majority.”




Bella glared some more at Harry. “Stop it. Just stop it.”




The rest of the elevator ride was mega-uncomfortable. Alee was totally glad when the doors opened, and Bella flew off toward wherever she was going. Harry walked along in her wake, and Alee just followed him with Ice walking next to her.




They moved to a conference room that was sort of set up like the official JL meeting room up on the Watchtower, with the big table in the middle of the room, and the big monitor screen on the far wall, and the chairs around the side walls, and the smaller monitor screens off to the sides of the big one.




Catherine Cobert was already in there, as were two people Alee hadn’t met. 




One was Nightrunner: a big, muscular guy who wore a full-body, full-head uniform that only exposed part of his arms. There was a sort of emblem across his chest. Alee thought it looked sort of like a kid had tried to draw the Batman emblem after seeing it for only a split second, and not having the right kinds of brushes to do the painting. Not that she was going to say so, because she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. He was pulling off his full-cover headmask, and underneath he looked… not French. Okay, she knew from the stuff she had read that he was French-Algerian. He totally looked like one of the handsome French-Algerian actors who only got into American movies if they wanted to play the badguy in a Tom Cruise movie or something. But she had no idea on his name, because Bat-notes didn’t spill that kind of stuff on Bat-allies.




The other was Fleur de Lis: a tall, stern-looking but really pretty blonde woman in French military garb. She looked totally French, other than the blonde hair that was only a shade or two darker than Ice’s Nordic blonde hair. Or maybe Alee just hadn’t seen lots of blonde French people. 




Hmm… French, blonde, pretty, named Fleur… Alee took a guess, “Your real name isn’t Fleur Delacour, is it?”




The woman moved. Suddenly her right hand went for a handgun in a drop holster on her web belt. Her left hand yanked out a throwing star. The handgun pointed right at Alee’s chest, and the hand with the throwing star was cocked for a snap throw.




Harry snarked, “Wow, you’re just making friends by the dozen today.”




Okay, Fleur de Lis was fast, but not Superman-fast or Flash-fast, or anything like that. Maybe a little faster than Batman, which maybe wasn’t possible if you weren’t a meta. Still, Alee had plenty of time to put a soft tk barrier in front of the handgun and get a tk grip on that throwing star. So she wasn’t going to get shot or punctured, and there weren’t going to be any ricochets off super-tough skin either.




“How did you know that?” Fleur snapped.




Alee admitted, “It was just a guess. I met a Hermione from another universe, and she wrote me a bunch of stuff on heroes in her universe, and you and Harry are both on it. So… come to think of it, is that Silu guy really named Viktor Krum? Or maybe umm… Severus Snape?”




Hermione was wheeling herself in right then, so she answered, “Snape? I think Silu would be insulted. No, but…” And she stared at Harry, just waiting.




Harry groaned, “Okay, I have no idea where you got all this, but we know that name too. Snape was supposedly working for Lord Doodsvlucht and actually leaking intel to the JLE. It got him killed pretty nastily. Lord Doodyhead didn’t handle betrayal too well.”




Hermione added, “We will have to talk to Triumph and Gwenllian when they get back. They may be on Stormburst’s list as well.”




“Well, that’s not creepy at all,” Harry said sarcastically.




Catherine added, “I cannot say I’m surprised. Every member of our data analysis group currently on-site was on her list.”




Harry looked a little shocked at that. “And this isn’t a prank by… umm… Okay, I have no idea who could get that much intel on us and also think it would be funny to prank us with it.”




Hermione answered that non-question, “The only possibility is Plastic Man, and he doesn’t know any of us so he wouldn’t bother.”




Alee decided she’d better not add the White Knight to Hermione’s list. Because he had Bat-training, and also a naughty sense of humor.




Fleur had already re-holstered her handgun, but she was still holding her throwing star. “And what would you have done if I had decided to deal with your knowledge?”




Alee just answered, “Try throwing your star.”




Fleur went with her snap throw, and found the star wouldn’t go. It refused to move forward at all. Fleur was totally stronger than a normal human, but not up in the high-end super levels. Maybe a level or two above Batman or White Knight, but not up in the serious power levels.




Fleur glared at her, and Alee said, “Telekinesis. Now try throwing it.”




Fleur snapped out a really precise throw that would have zipped a couple inches to the right of Alee’s facemask. Alee was already holding the star in a looser tk grip, so she just had the star loop around her a couple times, then land on the table and do a little dance before sliding over to Fleur.




It sounded like Harry was trying not to laugh out loud. Hermione looked slightly concerned.




So naturally, Hermione asked the correct question. “What about the Glock? What if she had fired at you?”




Alee admitted, “I already had a soft tk shield up in front of the gun barrel, so I could catch the bullets instead of letting them ricochet all over the place and endanger bystanders. But I could have also put a tk block in the barrel. That one’s dangerous, because it would cause the gun to backfire. Or I could have just pulled the gun out of her hand. Tk is a really useful power.”




“Which is only limited by your mental flexibility,” Hermione added. Of course. Because Hermione. “Can you do a Force Choke?”




“Like out of Star Wars?” Harry quickly checked.




Alee tried not to wince. “Sure. But I don’t like to do it the Darth Vader way. That’s dangerous. You have to guess at the force needed to incapacitate your typical meta threat, unless you’ve fought them a lot before. You can rip someone’s throat out by accident, or crush their throat irreparably. I’ve been working on a couple alternatives, like just squeezing the carotids closed for a few seconds, or blocking the windpipe with a tk ball. They’re safer. And I do have other alternatives.”




Nightrunner was running through some sort of listing by typing on a keyboard in the table and looking at a monitor also down in the table. “Can you make your tk into… I have no idea what that was.”




Hermione asked, “What are you looking at?”




“Stormburst on HeroWatch’s website. It looks like three or four ManBats were sliced into chunks with a razor-sharp blade.”




Alee scowled, “I got blamed for that, but Batman knows it wasn’t me. Those stupid things got into the middle of a swordfight between Deathstroke the Terminator and one of the Bat-protegees. I was busy with the rest of the ManBats and everyone else Deathstroke brought.”




Hermione said, “Try the Stormburst fight with Red Lightning.”




Nightrunner did some more typing. Fleur de Lis peeked over at his monitor. Alee watched her eyes get real big. That was when Fleur said a couple bad things in French.




“That good, huh?” Harry asked.




Hermione said, “Flight, Speed Force access, lightning blasts from her fingers, telekinesis, a durable silver form that’s malleable… She made a serious mid-level supervillainess look like a pushover.”




Harry’s face moved to a feral grin. “Good.”




Alee decided she did not want that look aimed at her.




And before Hermione could say anything else, Luna came running in. “I ‘saw’ him! It’s Tracer. He’s in a forest in the Ardennes department… I think he’s about three kilometers north of Charleville-Mézières. Right now.”




Hermione pointed out, “We don’t have either of the team flight systems right now. Stormburst?”




Alee nodded, “Yeah. I can fly everyone out there. If you show me a map, we can be there in about five seconds.”




Harry blinked in surprise and then said, “Right. Speed Force.”





Issue#37



Alee looked at the map that Hermione projected on the big monitor. Naturally, Hermione made it mega-easy for a flyer, with landmarks a flyer could use, and arrows pointing toward whatever forest Luna probably thought Tracer was in.




So Alee just asked, “Roof access?”




Hermione replied, “Already opening. Follow the lighted arrows. And you can take the vertical shaft. That’s what I illuminated.”




She asked, “Is everyone okay with being in my morph for a few seconds?” She didn’t see any ‘no’ answers, so she slid into the Speed Force enough to fly around the table and scoop up Harry and Bella and Tora and Fleur and Nightrunner, who she still didn’t have a first name for. Then she darted down the hall, up the huge central shaft that was big enough to have a garden on the ground floor at its bottom, out the roof opening… And she took off at her top speed.




She didn’t have that much trouble following Hermione’s directions to Luna’s target. It was a pretty small forest by American West standards, but it was probably big for Europe. And it was pretty hard to miss Tracer, because he had this huge Afro-like mass of bright red hair on top of his head, like a beacon.




Alee flew around Tracer in a couple circles, distracting him while dropping off teammates. By the time she stopped and let him get a good look at her, Harry was in front of him, Bella was behind him, Ice was off to his left, and Fleur and Nightrunner were off to his right. Alee didn’t know how fast Tracer was, so none of them were too close.




Harry fixed that, naturally. He charged in to punch Tracer right in the face. Tracer tried to slash Harry to pieces with those wrist blades, which were way bigger than Alee had assumed. Alee had figured blades maybe eight or ten inches long, pointing forward. No way. These were blades that stuck out about two and a half feet in front and maybe a foot back toward his elbows. How did he not cut himself open all the time with those things?




Alee wasn’t going to let that happen to Harry. She focused on the wristblades and crushed them into wrist blobs. So Tracer’s big slashes at Harry just kind of bumped him with rounded metal non-blades.




Harry uppercut Tracer with a blow that was way more than Alee was expecting. Tracer shot maybe a hundred feet in the air. Okay, that still didn’t stop him. He roared furiously and flailed his limbs. And he had claws that popped out of his fingers and toes too. The finger claws were maybe six inches long, and the toe claws were almost that bad.




Alee hit Tracer with a big burst of lightning, which just made him madder. Mana hit him with a nasty-looking burst of magic, which made him scream in pain. Fleur put half a dozen rounds of heavy ammo into his back, which he sort of ignored.




Ice hit him with a blast of cold which turned him into an ice cube. Literally. There was probably a foot of ice all around him.




Alee caught him before he hit the ground and the ice shattered. But there was a flash of blue light around Tracer’s left forearm.




And suddenly off to the side, about a hundred yards out, there was a matching flash of blue light, only way bigger, with the sound of a ‘zeta tube’ kind of teleportation beam. And Lord Havok was floating there a couple feet off the ground.




Crud!




Alee ordered, “Runner and Fleur, maintain watch on Tracer. Everyone else, Lord Havok. And spread out!”




But Harry was already charging full speed at Lord Havok. And the head of the power armor was already turning to track Harry. Which could not be a good thing.




Alee ducked into the Speed Force to appear a split second later on Havok’s other side, and she hit him with an even bigger burst of lightning than she had used on Tracer.




Totes not surprising, her lightning got deflected or absorbed by Havok’s force fields. She was pretty sure it didn’t even reach his armor.




Mana screamed as she hit him with a blast of almost-black magic that shattered and flamed on one side of his force field.




And Harry punched the force field so hard that Alee thought for a second it might rupture. It sure looked like it needed to regenerate, or at least rebuild, so she hit the force field with more lightning and tried to reach through it with her tk. Crud, nothing doing there. The force field was blocking her too well.




Ice hit him with a burst of cold that put ice everywhere except through his forcefield. It was like a big cube of ice with a huge hole in the middle where Havok was floating.




So Havok made a gesture, and the ice cage cracked and exploded. Alee already had a tk shield up, so she was okay. Mana ignored the ice, which shattered against some sort of magical shield. Harry got knocked down but scrambled right back to his feet. Ice just looked at the exploding ice, and it all parted to fly past her. Then Lord Havok fired off a series of small missiles which were probably way more dangerous than they looked.




Alee darted to one side and waited for the missile to correct its flight path, because she’d read he had fancy targeting systems on his weapons. Ice put up a wall of ice. Mana already had a magical barrier. Harry stood there waiting, like he planned on punching the missile, which seemed like a mega-bad idea to her.




Alee grabbed all four missiles with her tk and slid back into the Speed Force, racing around Havok in a tight circle. She hoped she was going too fast for him to track her. And she slammed his missiles into his forcefield at four different places.




Three of the missiles even exploded before he had time to react. His forcefield wobbled all over, and Mana let him have it with a blast of magic so massive that Alee was pretty sure Havok was going to be seeing spots for hours. Unless he had special power armor lenses to prevent stuff like that. And if he did, then he was at risk of having those lenses burn out so he’d pretty much be blind.




Still, Havok fired off a weapon that caught Harry right in the chest and knocked him flying, and he fired off some kind of thing that looked like it was making the air waver, and that hit Ice’s barrier, making it shatter. He also fired something reddish at Mana that just bounced off her shields like it was nothing.




Wow. Maybe Mana was a lot more effective than Alee had expected, even if she was in total need of psychiatric help.




Mana let Havok have it. She screamed and fired off a whole string of magical bursts, and every one of them made him stagger or take a step back. It really looked like she was winning this battle all on her own.




And Harry was back. His uniform was ripped and burned, but he looked fine. Okay, he looked dirty. And really angry. And he had a tree. A tree he had probably ripped right out of the ground. And he was trying to bust through Havok’s forcefield by beating it to pieces with that tree, even if what was really happening was Harry was smashing the tree into splinters while maybe just distracting Havok.




Okay, maybe distraction was what they needed to be doing, because it looked like Mana was going to clobber Havok as long as he didn’t have time to figure out how to stop her. She fired off three bolts of nasty-looking green energy, and every one of them made Havok’s forcefield shudder.




So Alee decided to be Distraction Girl. Harry had pretty much turned his ‘weapon’ into toothpicks, so Alee ripped another tree out of the ground and tk-handed it to Harry.




Harry looked totally surprised that anyone was helping him. Or maybe that anyone was putting up with his style of superheroing. He grinned, “Thanks!” And he hit Havok so hard that half the tree exploded.




Alee pulled half a dozen boulders out of the forest floor, spun them about her body until they were going so fast she could hardly control them, and slammed them, one after another, into Havok’s side. Ice did the same thing with huge blocks of ice that slammed into his other side.




Mana fired off more of those icky-looking green bolts of magic, interspersed with magical fire and magical lightning and magical iceballs and magical stuff Alee had no clue about. It wasn’t like Alee was Zatanna or something, even if she was studying about magic to see if maybe she could learn to do some.




Okay, so far, the most Alee had been able to do was light a really small candle. If it was in her hand and close to her body, and easy to light ordinarily. And it only worked like maybe one out of twenty times. Fine, that was more than Superman could do, but it had taken a ton of study and effort, and it was just not that impressive.




Mana blasted Havok with something that looked like a mean rainbow. There was a burst of red, then a burst of green, then a burst of purple, then a burst of orange, then a burst of something that her eyes said was a color but her brain didn’t believe her.




And Lord Havok started glowing. Mana poured on the power until Havok’s ‘glow’ was sort of filling the space between his armor and his forcefield.




Alee was hoping this would be enough to overload his forcefield and his armor, and they would have him taken care of too.







Luna jumped up and ran out of her ‘office’ into the situation room, where most of the rest of the data analysis group was sitting, looking at news reports that were coming in from well away from the fighting. She put a hand to her head and gasped, “It’s changing! It’s all changing! And it’s changing… wrong!”




Hermione turned her head to glare at Luna, and Luna saw. She gasped, “Your sigil!”




Rupert leapt up and ran over to Hermione’s wheelchair. He was casting some sort of spell on his own glasses. He swore, “Bloody hell! Hermione, can you feel it?”




Hermione looked taken aback. “It hurts… But it always hurts. It… it…” And then she winced in pain. “It’s burning.”




Lars was up and grabbing the medic kit off the wall.




Svetlana stared at Hermione and told Lars, “No. Don’t bother. It’s not that kind of burn.”




Hermione put her hand to her face and grimaced, “It’s not just hurting. It’s actually getting hot. It’s like…”




Rupert interrupted, “It ‘looks’ like it’s pulling mana from… somewhere.”




Luna just knew. “It’s energy from Dreamslayer. He’s found a mana source he can use to pull himself back into this dimension.”




Hermione thought for a second. “Then this… this is magical energy being pulled from him. If only I were close enough to—”




Anastasia called out, “Triumph and Gwenllian inbound and asking for landing permission.”




Lars looked at Rupert and asked, “Can she? If she’s close enough?”




Rupert nodded carefully. “Most people? I would say not a chance. But Hermione Granger? Definitely.”




Lars ordered Anastasia, “Get them to land on the roof by the exit, and input a flight plan so they can get to Mana as fast as possible.”




Rupert added, “I’m trying to warn the team right now, but there’s too much interference. I can’t get through.”




For a brief moment, Luna could see the battle. And what was really happening. She groaned, “It’s already too late.”







Alee zoomed over so she could check that Tracer was still down and covered. Then she zoomed back to where Mana was blasting Lord Havok. It looked like his armor was glowing, and his forcefield was pulsing, and the space in between the two was about to explode.




Only… it was changing. Suddenly, the armor was turning black, or turning into something that looked black, or…




Oh crud. The power armor was gone, leaving a hole into blackness. Like the depths of space. Or another dimension.




“Stormburst to Mana. Cease fire at once! It’s a trap!” It didn’t seem like their comms were even working.




But Mana had already stopped. She looked at the hole in space inside the forcefield, and she screamed, “Dolph! You’ve come back to me!”




What? Wasn’t Dolph her dead husband who she knew was dead?




Arms came through the hole. Long, thin, creepy arms covered in purple cloth or armor or something.




Alee opened fire on the thing, but the forcefield was blocking her. Still. And suddenly Mana flew at the forcefield. Alee put up a soft tk barrier to stop Mana but not kill her when she flew into it.




Mana sliced through Alee’s tk barrier with a backlash that felt like Alee had been hit in the forehead with a board. Alee lost her focus and dropped.




Mana raced right through Havok’s forcefield like it wasn’t even there. And she reached out to grab the two creepy arms reaching out of the hole.




Alee hit the ground and her silvery form spread out to take the impact. But she could see that the hole in space was gone. Lord Havok was gone. His forcefield was gone. In their place was Mana.




Or something that looked like Mana. It had Bella’s face and hair and clothes, but it had a look of manic excitement. Its hair was even wilder, and was moving on its own. The thing looked like it was bigger than Mana had been, too. And it was surrounded by an aura that looked like golden light flaring and flashing like a tiny sun.




Dreamslayer laughed using Bella Lestrange’s throat. “Hahaha! Fools! I knew it would work! And now that I am in this reality again, you all will die!”




Well crud. That totally wasn’t good.





Issue#38



Alee already knew they were in big, big, mega-bad trouble. They needed magical resources, and their mage just got taken over by the Big Bad. She had Ice and Harry and two White Knight-level fighters. And she doubted Harry could do much against Dreamslayer with his power set.




She had already tried her comms, and she was assuming she couldn’t call for help or even talk to her teammates. She sure couldn’t plan over the comms when Bella had one of the comms and was already possessed.




So she stalled. She leapt into the air. She zoomed around the battlefield quick enough that Dreamslayer’s energy blast missed her by a mile. And as she darted behind Harry, she hissed, “Taunt!”




She pulled up in the air at the same height Dreamslayer was, which was about eighty feet up. In easy range of physical attacks from Ice and Survivor. Or maybe in easy range to attack Ice and Survivor.




Alee tried getting the badguy to monologue. “Was that even the real Lord Havok?”




Dreamslayer sneered using Bella’s face. “Of course not. You finally figured that out? About three minutes too late. Rather pathetic.” He used two hands to hurl a massive sphere-shaped force at her. 




Alee already had a lightweight tk shield up way over in front of Dreamslayer, and the sphere went right through it like it wasn’t even there. Crud. Alee waited until the magical ball got a lot closer, and then slid into the Speed Force to dart out of the way.




She flew in a big circle so she could fire off a big lightning burst at Dreamslayer’s back and return to her original position, only a few feet closer in, because she was going fast enough that if she went back to the exact same spot in the air, she would have beaten the magic spell to the spot and then gotten creamed by that magical ball.




Harry yelled, “Nice aim, loser! You couldn’t even hit a complete noob. No wonder you get your ass kicked every time you show up.”




“Shut up!” Dreamslayer hurled a black blast of magic at Harry, who didn’t move out of the way. Nope, Harry just grabbed the boulder right in front of him and held it up as a stone shield. The blast hit the stone and sort of melted maybe half of it.




Ice fired off a blast of cold, which Dreamslayer blocked with the wave of a hand. Nightrunner threw some sort of batarang, which Dreamslayer vanished into a portal. And Fleur de Lis emptied a clip of handgun ammo at Dreamslayer’s face, but the bullets all stopped in mid-air in a gooey sort of forcefield.




Alee grabbed Harry’s boulder and shoved it right at Dreamslayer, who acted like he totally didn’t want to get hit by that stuff, whatever it was. While Dreamslayer vanished the boulder, Ice tried hitting the villain with an ice wall. That got blocked with a stream of red fire.




Harry yelled, “So you spent all this effort to sucker the nutcase into powering up your fake Havok that was just a power conduit for you. Big deal. We’ve seen better master plans from starfish!”




Okay, technically sort of true. If you pretended that Starro was a big starfish, and not something really creepy and horrible and Lovecraftian.




Dreamslayer fired another bolt of magic at Harry, and this time Harry had enough sense to dodge it. The bolt hit the ground, and a writhing tree-like thing burst up out of the ground. Its ‘branches’ grabbed for Harry, and he found himself wrapped up and lifted off the ground.




Harry yelled, “Nice work on the bush! Poison Ivy can do better! And you can keep that crazy lady whose body you just snagged. We’re all sick and tired of putting up with her!”




Dreamslayer was actually getting mad about what Harry was yelling. Or maybe the one getting angry was actually Bella. Maybe they could break Bella free of her possessor if she got angry enough. Even if it might be really emotionally damaging for Bella. Not that getting tricked by Dreamslayer with an image of her late husband wasn’t going to be mega-damaging.




Alee took advantage of the distraction to fire off four more lightning bolts from different directions around Dreamslayer. None of them got through the magical forcefields, but all of them hit the forcefields and made them shimmer.




She darted around him again, using the Speed Force, and suddenly she ran into something at high speed. Some kind of magical barrier he had put up to stop her Speed Force tactics. It felt like she had just run face-first into Superman, and then bounced. If she hadn’t been in her morph, it probably would have killed her.




She was knocked out of the Speed Force, and she went flying backward, way away from the battle. Which wasn’t good either.







Hermione Granger was on the shuttle, and she was going into battle in the most humiliating way possible.




Lars Frederickson was still carrying her. In the classic two-arm bridal carry. She hadn’t known he was that strong. Or that stubborn.




She watched as the shuttle swept in at high speed. It looked like Stormburst had been taken out already, and Ice was having to depend on brute force tactics from Survivor. 




Not that Hermione didn’t have plans and options for this case. “Tri, Gwen, I’ll need you two as tanks. And remember that our comms are compromised.”




Triumph went with his usual pompous stance and voice. One would think that he could figure out that he could stand like Superman, and he could talk like Superman, but he was no Superman. Maybe he was the cut-rate Superman you could buy at Tesco. But Harry could out-wrestle him. “But you cannot even walk! How are you supposed to engage Dreamslayer when I’m fighting him and Gwenllian is attacking him?”




Lars growled, “Same way we discussed before. I’ve got this part.”




Triumph flew out of the shuttle as it landed on auto-pilot. Gwenllian raced out to take up her position.




Hermione tried to ignore the burning sensation from the sigil on her face, because that was precisely what she wanted to happen.




Lars carried her and walked quickly right at the battle.




She hissed, “Lars, for Christ’s sake! You’re going to get yourself killed!”




He growled through gritted teeth, “Anything’s better than ending up that thing’s minion! I was almost a minion once, and I could have ended up contributing to the death of Power Girl! And Luna…”




She snapped, “I swear to God, if you get yourself killed, I will throttle that girl with one of her stupid necklaces!”




“Stop complaining and do your verdammtetask!”




And then she felt the sigil heat up even more, and she felt its focus. She looked up.




Dreamslayer was bearing down on her in the body of poor Bella Lestrange. “So, you managed to survive my work, little human. Let me fix that!” It unleashed a beam of concentrated magical hate.




Hermione turned in Lars’ arms and took the beam right in her face. Her sigil heated up even more, but that was the only effect.




“Wh-what?” It gaped and tried again. The magical fire hit her in the face… and vanished too.




She smiled nastily. “As they say, we should turn the other cheek.”




And she could feel the sigil on her face disintegrating. She hoped it didn’t take her face with it. She cast her own spell. Dreamslayer cast an obvious barrier spell.




Triumph flew up and hit Dreamslayer’s shields with a blow that could have knocked over an elephant. Dreamslayer focused for a moment on him and blasted him out of the sky.




Gwenllian hurled an energy bolt that chewed partway through Dreamslayer’s shields, and then had to raise her own shields to protect herself from the counterattack.




Dreamslayer failed to notice that Hermione’s spell wasn’t offensive. It was, in fact, a siphon. The sigil on her face felt like it was burning her skin off, but she refused to quit. Dreamslayer still hadn’t figured it out, and it was costing the son of a bitch.




Ice hurled an array of frozen spears at Dreamslayer’s back. Harry threw another tree into Dreamslayer’s side. And Triumph was back at it, trying to win a magical war with his fists. Hermione was unsurprised. He fought everything the same way. 




But Gwenllian was launching another energy burst, and Dreamslayer’s shields were not handling that as well as they did brute force. Hermione cast another magical siphon and leached even more magic out of Dreamslayer’s host.




And suddenly bolts of lightning came down out of a cloud and hit Dreamslayer’s shields right over Bella’s face. And a series of massive boulders pounded down on top of Dreamslayer’s head. Stormburst was back, and apparently had a better sense of tactical battle than most of Hermione’s team. Good.




Hermione took another blast in the face, even though she could feel the sigil across that side of her face was decomposing. This one hurt even more, and it felt like she slammed into something.




She had slammed into something. She had been slammed into the ground. With Lars’ body in between. Damn and blast!




Harry, Stormburst, Ice, Triumph, and Gwenllian hit Dreamslayer almost simultaneously, and Hermione seized the opportunity to cast a spell that would interfere with Dreamslayer’s shieldcasting. Then she hit it with another siphon spell and a fireball.




“How is this possible?” Dreamslayer wailed.




Hermione had no intention of telling it. She had learned not to monologue a long time ago. If it was too stupid to figure out that this was its own fault, then she was going to kill it and let it die without figuring out that the spell sigil it had cast on Hermione and Harry didn’t feed mana to Dreamslayer. It fed mana to Dreamslayer’s pocket dimension, so all the energy the bastard cast at her, and all the energy she could siphon off it, were leaving this dimension and stripping it of the power it needed to stay here. As long as it had been trapped alone in that pocket dimension, there had been no distinction, so it hadn’t understood the issue.




And finally, Stormburst and Gwenllian teamed up to shatter Dreamslayer’s shields. Hermione hit it with a cancellation spell, and the power holding it in her universe collapsed with a snap. Dreamslayer vanished, and an unconscious Bella Lestrange dropped a hundred feet to her death.




Or rather, Bella would have died on impact, except that someone had access to the Speed Force. There was a blur that caught up with Bella, zipped past Bella’s falling body, and took it with her. And then Stormburst was standing in front of Hermione holding Bella’s limp form. And Stormburst was staring at the body behind and below her, because Hermione had not even realized that she was flying again. She was only a meter off the ground, but she was flying.




And Lars was lying on the ground, unmoving, with blood oozing out of one ear. Stormburst said, “Crud!”




Yes, she had actually said ‘crud’ as part of a massive battle to the death against a supervillain. Maybe Stormburst was even more sheltered than Hermione had thought.




It was definitely time to utilize the Speed Force. Hermione directed, “Take Bella and Lars both to the infirmary. It’s on the second floor, roughly over the data analysis section.”




Stormburst just glanced down, and Lars’ body floated up toward Stormburst, to be pulled into that silvery form along with Bella. 




And with a blur, she was gone.




Hermione looked around. “Status? Casualties? Bella and Lars are in the infirmary by now.”




Harry limped over, ignoring the claw stabs that had obviously gone into his chest and abdomen, and grinned through the blood in his mouth. “Tracer got back up. That was a mistake.”




Fleur de Lis walked over, scowling. “We did not have adequate stopping power, so Survivor ran over and dealt with it in his usual ‘style’.”




Harry snarled, “I ripped his fucking head off. Let’s see him regenerate from that!”




Hermione groaned slightly. “Harry, your blood, and that of Tracer, have to be treated like hazardous waste spills.”




Harry smirked, “Worth it. Absolutely worth it.”




Hermione pointed out, “Your lightning scar is back to its normal size.”




He nodded, “I guessed. Your burnmark’s gone, and you’re flying. And I did notice you kicking that arsehole out of this universe.”




Triumph landed next to them, his hands on his hips. “Let us return to headquarters and see how our injured are faring.”




Gwenllian walked over, “Bella was a force to be reckoned with, but it’s good to have the original Mana back. I mean, you are staying with the team?”




She admitted, “Yes, I think so. Although there are a few things Harry and I first need to attend to back in England.”




They cleaned up Tracer’s remains, including his spilled blood and gore. Harry had really over-egged the pudding on this one. They also had to clean up Harry’s blood. Regenerators were such a headache. Fortunately, they had Gwenllian’s energy blasts and Hermione’s magic to disintegrate all traces of that mess.




Then they climbed into the shuttle and flew back to their headquarters. Hermione found that she did not want to sit still. Not after being stuck in a wheelchair for so long. Not when she could fly again. Not when she could…




Well, she had no intention of discussing that aloud.





Issue#39



Alee was standing in the EU infirmary, which apparently got a lot more use than the doctor and nurse there thought was a good thing. Rupert was standing beside Lars’ bed and giving him an earful even though Lars had gotten a concussion. Maybe especially because Rupert knew Lars had a concussion. Luna was standing beside Bella’s bed and not saying a word. Svetlana was standing by Bella’s head and concentrating. 




And the clomping of feet told Alee that there were a bunch of people rushing down the hall. The door swung open, with Triumph standing there in his superhero pose with his fists on his hips.




Harry charged right into Triumph’s side, knocking him down the hall, and it sounded like Triumph was crashing into some furniture or something. “Oh. Sorry. Didn’t see you there.”




Alee thought that was the most insincere apology she had heard since she was in junior high. And that apology had been from Libby.




Harry stepped in, with Fleur de Lis right behind him and Hermione floating beside Gwenllian. And Alee was glad to see that Hermione’s face was totally back to normal, not even the glowing red that one cheek had been. And Harry’s scar had vanished, probably going back to the tiny scar up in his hairline.




Nightrunner detoured to make sure Triumph was back on his feet and following into the infirmary. He mentioned, “Those armchairs are never going to be the same again.”




Triumph stepped into the room. “I’m fine! Not a scratch.”




Hermione first floated over to Lars’ bed. The doctor stepped over and intercepted her. “It’s a Stage II concussion, which is not being helped by Dr. Giles’ loud haranguing.”




Hermione muttered, “Good.”




The doctor added, “Four cracked ribs, assorted contusions, and a nasty laceration across the gluteus maximus.”




Hermione glared at Lars. “If you ever do something like that again…”




Lars smirked at her, “I think I managed to arrange things so I won’t have to.”




Giles added, “And Hermione, you really ought to be more considerate of your best minion.”




Lars fumed, “Rupert, that’s a low blow.”




Giles gave him a really mean smile.




Lars whispered to Hermione, “Luna said she won’t give me a new codename for a while, and anything’s worth that.”




“Stop it, Lars, you are not getting me to smile,” Hermione insisted. Then she floated over to Bella’s bed.




Bella already had a feeding tube inserted, and nasal cannulas, and two IV lines.




Hermione looked at the doctor, who just sadly shook his head.




Svetlana frowned, “I can’t find any sign of her in there.”




And Luna smiled tearfully, “That’s because she’s not there anymore. She’s found somewhere she wants to be. I saw it.”




Alee watched as Hermione studied the huge sigil burned into Bella’s lower face and neck and upper chest. 




Hermione finally said, “And we know what that sigil means. We cannot even attempt to heal her with magic. We do not want to release Dreamslayer again.” Hermione put a tender hand on Bella’s unmoving arm. “I wanted my magic back so badly… But I didn’t want it at this kind of cost.”




Luna put a hand on Hermione’s shoulder and said, “It’s okay. This is what she wanted.”




Harry muttered, “Damn it all.” He looked down at Bella and softly said, “I’m sorry. You know those things I was yelling… I didn’t mean them. I was just trying to distract that bastard.”




Alee slipped out. She didn’t feel like she should be there while the team mourned another loss. Even if Nurse Brandner was also on that list, and Alee needed to talk to some people about that.




The ‘waiting room’ furniture in the hallway looked like someone had run a bulldozer over it. Even if Triumph was sort of invulnerable, and he seemed kind of… eccentric, Harry still shouldn’t have done that.




Alee used her Watchtower comms to call in and see if there was anything else Batman wanted her to do while she was in Europe. Then she stalled for a bit so she could ask Ice if she wanted to stay, or catch a ride back with Alee to the Watchtower.




But Hermione and Harry came out of the infirmary first. And Hermione walked right over to Alee. She looked at Harry, who started talking first. “We know you had Ron and Ginny on your list. We lied to you.”




Hermione admitted, “Ron… isn’t dead. We’ve kept him in hiding, since he can’t be near us and I couldn’t heal him, and he’s… he’s…” She tried not to sob. “He’s been paralyzed from the neck down. Every thug and supervillain who ever wanted to get even with the Red Weasel or me would have had an easy time of it if they’d known he was still alive.”




Alee guessed, “But you can be near him now, right? Your sigils and stuff are gone.”




Hermione nodded, “Right. And now I can try to heal him without risking Dreamslayer breaking out of his little pocket hell again.” She paused for a moment. “So… could you use the Speed Force to fly us to London now? I’ve got directions for you.”




Alee asked, “It’s not Number 12 Grimmauld Place, is it?”




Harry laughed out loud. “Who would live on a street with a name like that?”




Alee admitted, “Well, umm, it’s your house in one of those dimensions, and it’s got magical wards and stuff on it.”




Hermione gave Harry a big smirk.




Ice stepped out of the infirmary. “You’re not going to leave me here, are you? I thought you could take me back to the Watchtower.”




Alee shrugged, “I can do both. I’ll drop Tora at the EU building in Brussels so she can beam up to the Watchtower, and then I’ll take you two to London, and then afterward I’ll come back to Brussels to grab my stuff and beam up.”




Hermione nodded, “That seems entirely reasonable, since we’re imposing on you.”









And only a couple minutes later, Alee was flying over West London and down onto the roof of a nice apartment building. She figured they were called ‘posh flats’ or something like that.




She let Harry and Hermione out of her morph, and Harry gave her arm a gentle squeeze, “That rocked. You can partner with me anytime, especially if we’re flying somewhere.”




Alee tried not to grin like an idiot. 




Hermione strolled over to the roof exit and waved a casual hand. The door unlocked and swung open.




Harry checked, “You got the alarm too, right?”




Hermione looked like she wanted to roll her eyes at him. “Of course.”




Alee asked, “Which apartment?”




Hermione smirked, “Harry’s family owns the whole building. He uses the entire top floor.”




Harry grimaced, “Only, because of the sigils, I haven’t been back here since I nearly killed Ginny and Ron and their parents just by being near them.”




Hermione added, “And I haven’t been able to visit Ron since then, either.”




“Well, that’s cruddy,” Alee muttered.




Harry and Hermione exchanged glances. It wasn’t Alee’s fault that she didn’t curse like a sailor. If sailors really cursed a lot. She just knew the phrase. The closest she’d been to real sailors was stopping a Schubert attack in San Diego, and she hadn’t heard any of Schubert’s badguys curse. Although they had mostly been in power armor, so she didn’t know if they had been swearing a lot inside the armor, or stuff.




Harry secured the roof door behind them, and he walked down the steep flight of stairs to the penthouse level. Alee and Hermione just floated down.




Harry walked to a door and froze before he knocked. “Herm, did you call ahead and warn everyone that we’re not a threat to life and limb anymore?”




Hermione pursed her lips. “Of course I called, and I explained everything to Molly. And you’re still a threat to life and limb, so please be careful when you’re kissing Ginny and trying to undress her.”




Harry blushed a bright red. “That wasn’t my fault. Much.”




Hermione mercilessly pointed out, “Of course it was your fault. You had your hand up her jumper when Molly walked in on you two, and you jerked your hand back, and you ripped her clothes apart. You’re lucky you didn’t accidentally hurl her across the room.”




Harry blushed even harder. “Stormburst is going to think I’m a sex maniac.”




Alee hastily gasped, “Oh no, I know how hard it was to get my powers under control when I first, well, had powers. And they came and went for a week or two before they settled down, and I spent the whole time scared to touch anyone, or hug mom and dad, or look at the lightbulbs, or get near the electronics, or anything. And the first time I found out I had my morphing power, I ended up falling down through a sewer grate into the sewer, and my clothes stayed up on the street. It was awful. And please don’t tell anyone I told you that. Okay?”




Harry smiled, “Okay.” He turned his head, “Hey Herm, why can’t we have her on our team, instead of Tri and Silu?”




Hermione sniffed, “Be serious. She does not meet the team entry requirements.”




Alee already knew that, since she wasn’t European. But she still said, “Look, anytime you really need my help, you can call me through the Watchtower, and I’ll just accidentally already be on vacation in Europe or something.”




He grinned, “Right. Speed Force.”




He knocked tentatively on the door. And there were yells from inside, and a girl calling out, “I got it! No mom, I’ve got it!” And her voice sounded like she was running toward the door.




The door swung open to reveal a pretty redhead about Harry’s age. She looked at Harry’s face for a split second before she threw herself into Harry’s arms and kissed him like they were on their honeymoon.




Hermione cleared her throat uncomfortably. She murmured to Alee, “It has been… a long time…”




Alee wondered if Hermione was thinking about Ron, and not about Ginny.




A woman who looked like Ginny in thirty years came bustling over. “Hullo, I… Ginevra Weasley! For God’s sake, you’re standing in the hallway!”




“Hi Molly,” Hermione managed. “How are things going?”




Ginny and Harry sort of broke apart, even if they couldn’t seem to let go of each others’ hands. Alee thought it was really cute, even if Ginny’s mom was still glaring at them.




Okay, Alee’s mom would totally have something to say if Alee and Hunter were making out like that in the front yard.




Hermione tried to nudge Harry into the apartment, but that was like trying to move a stone statue. So Alee sort of lifted Harry and Ginny up an inch with her tk and scooted them into what was a really nice atrium that opened up into a big living room. Or whatever people called those rooms in England.




Hermione stepped in and did the introductions. “Stormburst? As you probably guessed, these are Ginny and Molly Weasley. Ladies? This is Stormburst, who just helped us with our assorted problems.”




Molly Weasley threw her arms around Hermione and hugged her fiercely. “And you’re walking! This is wonderful! Someone will be so excited to be able to see you!”




Hermione spilled to Molly, “She knows about Ron.”




Harry smirked, “She knows about a lot of different Rons. And a lot of Weasley families.”




Hermione scowled at him, “You’re making everything more complex, Harry.” And she darted away, probably to go see Ron. A lot.




Alee tried to explain, “It turns out there are a lot of other universes with people like your family, and Hermione, and Harry, and in the universes I know about, things are pretty similar.”




Molly smiled, “Dear, I have a son who used to be a superhero, and my daughter dates a superhero—”




Harry interrupted, “Dates? Dates!? Hell no. We’re getting married as fast as I can manage it.”




Ginny instantly glomped onto him again, and Molly started to say something. Then she thought better of it, and just smiled at the two of them. Alee thought it was romantic. Even if dating a superhero was mega-dangerous.




Molly closed the front door, which Alee noticed was two inches thick and on some really massive hinges, so it probably weighed way more than it looked. Also, it had half a dozen bolts on the back side, so it was really more like a bank vault door than a regular door.




She wondered if she needed to start thinking about maybe a house that had one room like that to protect her family. Even if Harry and his family had been badguy targets for as long as he had been alive. Maybe longer.




Molly looked so happy seeing everything working out for her family after what must have been some really cruddy stuff. Alee just couldn’t bring herself to ask about the rest of the Weasleys. After all, she knew that some Freds were dead, and some Georges were maimed, and maybe some Percys were busy doing stuff so their whole family was mad at them. Alee could wait on that.




It was just as well, because later on Alee found out that their Fred was dead too. And Hermione had used her magic to heal Ron as soon as she saw him. And when Molly gave Alee a tour of the great big penthouse apartment, Hermione was partly undressed and plastered on top of a mostly undressed Ron who was no longer in his Spiroshell thing, and Ron was about to demonstrate how healthy he was feeling. That was mega-embarrassing for everyone. Except for Harry and Ginny, who thought it was hilarious.









Alee went back to Brussels, got her ‘gymbag’ which she had never even opened, transported up to the Watchtower, and barely had a chance to write her report and eat before she had to go debrief. And Batman wanted to hear every little detail. Okay, not the details about Hermione on top of Ron, even if Batman wanted to make sure that Red Weasel was healed and operational again, although Alee didn’t think Ron was going to go back to superheroing.




And Alee wrapped up, “So how many of your tests did I fail?”




He didn’t even flinch or pause or act embarrassed or anything. “Four.”




Okay, she flinched. She tried, “Okay. I kept forgetting that these people are not exactly the people off the list, even if Lars Frederickson sure pushed that one home a lot.”




“Not necessarily,” Batman corrected. “Equally driven, equally determined, equally loyal, just differently directed because of prior life experiences. Go on.”




She sighed, “I didn’t do a good job of talking to Hermione and Harry and Bella.”




“You need to work on your personal skills. I have two books and a workbook for you to study.”




She kept going, “I figured out that Tracer was just there as a beacon for that Lord Havok construct, and I figured out that it was a construct, not the real Lord Havok when it didn’t do any of the standard badguy gloating, but I didn’t figure out in time that it was all a trap to trick Mana into bringing Dreamslayer back.”




“Correct. If Granger had not arrived when she did, the consequences could have been more severe.”




She nodded a little. “Yeah, I figured that out myself.”




He gravelled, “And from your own debriefing, it appears that you failed to keep Alee Mack separated sufficiently from Stormburst. You were too busy trying to be ‘friends’ with people on the list.”




Alee insisted, “I think I should’ve tried even harder to be friends with ’em. And maybe I tried just enough with Hermione and Harry, because they did invite me to Harry’s building.”




“Which I notice you did not tell me the location of, nor is it in your AAR.”




She nodded, “Right. I’m not telling. I don’t tell people who you are. So I don’t need to tell you where Harry’s home is. You can figure it out yourself if you need to.”




“Good.”




“Huh?” she gasped.




He pressed onward, because… Batman. “You are doing an adequate job of keeping known IDs private. As you learn more and more superhero IDs, this will become more and more important.”




She asked, “Are there any super-IDs you don’t know?”




His jaw tensed up. “There is a list of supervillains for whom I lack adequate ID information.”




She muttered, “I bet it’s a really short list.”




“And getting shorter all the time,” he insisted.




She let that slide. She asked, “Do you have another tasking for me, or should I go back to The Team, or what?”




He said, “The Team can use your powers and your attitude. However, tomorrow you have a solo assignment. You’ll be flying to Belle Reve to meet with Amanda Waller and Red Lightning.”




Crud.





(in a pocket universe far, far away from any universe we know)



Dreamslayer took a step backward, which moved him only an infinitesimal distance because of the tight confines of his pocket dimension. He insisted, “No! You cannot be here too!”






She grinned fiendishly and stepped toward him, even if it moved her a hardly noticeable distance forward. “As I told you before, it is your fault. It is all your fault. You possessed me. You attached yourself to me. I just… refused to let go when you left my world.”




“You cannot exist here,” he insisted.




She laughed. To his hearing, it sounded hysterical. “Of course I can. Only a disembodied spirit like you can exist here. So I disembodied myself. I left my body behind. And I made your sigil much larger, so they cannot miss it. Hermione knew what your sigils do, so she will know what to do about that one too. You see, it really is all your fault.”




He launched a merciless magical attack at her, even though the previous ones had failed. She was too close to miss. She responded with a matching attack, and their spells linked in between them, holding her in place. Holding him in place, as well.




She laughed again. This time it sounded more manic. “You think I am trapped in here with you. You are wrong. You are trapped in here with me.”




He strained to overcome her magic, without success. How was this possible? This was his domain! He yelled, “No sane mortal would wish to be trapped in here forever!”




She growled, and her eyes lit up ferociously. “You killed my Dolph. You hurt my friends. You killed my Dolph! Where else would I choose to be? I can punish you for all eternity. Do you really think I would pass that up? Do you really think I am sane?”




He warned her, “You’re a fool. As soon as someone does magic on or near your body, the mana will be siphoned to me, and I will overwhelm you!”




She laughed, this time even less sanely. She gloated, “You really are a very stupid little monster. Hermione figured it all out just from the details of the sigil you put on her. So, as I said, this is all your fault. The sigil pulls mana and transfers it to this dimension. Not to you, to the dimension. So any power that comes here? I get half. You can never win.”




If he had possessed a humanoid body, he might have gulped. He tried, “Then you can never win either.”




She laughed like he had just said the funniest thing ever. “You really are stupid. I am winning right now! Every moment I get to hurt you is a win as far as I’m concerned. You. Killed. My. Dolph. The only good thing in my life, you took from me. Then you used his image to trick me. You. Gave. Me. Hope! I will never, ever, ever forgive you for that. Every moment that you suffer in here, every second that you fail, is a win for me. A triumph I shall enjoy immensely.” Her eyes glowed red with hatred. “Welcome to eternity.”




Dreamslayer had not thought that he could feel terror any longer. And yet he seriously considered screaming…



The OSI and a Stargate

Part I



Aly answered her deskphone as soon as it rang, since she was already sitting at her desk, working on Macedonian vocabulary. Okay, she was studying a huge list of loanwords that were mega-easy since they were all from English, German, French, or Russian, or other languages where she already knew the words. Even if Macedonian had resisted the loanword thing for a really long time, up until the last hundred years, when the huge influx of science and technology words had kind of made it necessary. “Mack here.”




Peggy, or one of the Peggybots, asked, “Aly, can you come over to Admin and have a meeting with Oscar? Something came up.”




Okay, that usually meant someone she knew had something happen to them, or something on the ‘A-List’ popped up. “I’ll be right over. Give me time to close down my computer and run there.”




“Okay, so I should expect you in fifteen seconds?”




That was definitely Peggy. The Peggybots weren’t trying to learn ‘humor’, like the Willowbots were. Aly smiled, “Maybe a few more seconds than that.” But she already had her computer closing down, and she used some bionic speed to put on her sneakers and tie them quickly, although she nearly tore her shoelaces to pieces doing it.




She totally needed bionic shoelaces.




Then she got going. She grabbed her lanyard off its little holder on the inside of her door, closed and locked her door behind her, and rushed down the hall. She jumped down the central core of her stairwell instead of waiting on the elevator. She ran across the OSI base to Admin, which included jumping the creek instead of veering over to take one of the little bridges. Then, when she got to the building, she had to slow down a bunch so she didn’t accidentally run anyone over in the halls.




Oscar was in his office, waiting for her. He smiled, “That was fast, Marine.”




Okay, that probably meant she had a Lieutenant Mackenzie assignment. So she just said, “Aye sir!”




He nodded, “Right. You do know that most people drive a car from your building over to admin?”




Aly tried not to blush. “Umm, yes sir, but I can get here a lot faster my way. And if I drive, I can’t take my favorite shortcut.” Which was jumping the creek instead of driving over to one of the little bridges, as all the bionic people knew.




He smiled and said, “So I have noticed. Meanwhile, Lieutenant Mackenzie needs to do some more work. Have a seat.”




She checked, “Is this someone we know, or something off the A-List, or is it something new?”




He gave her a little smile. “It’s the A-List. And something only you and I and Michael have clearances for… so far.”




She guessed, “Michael? So is it the Stargate thing?”




He nodded, “Right. It’s the Astria Porta Project. Senator Kinsey makes sure I get copies of General Carter’s private reports to the Joint Chiefs and the President…”




Aly uncomfortably mentioned, “Umm, you know the A-List has Senator Kinsey on it. As a badguy. Sam and Alex both said their Kinsey was a terrible person pretending to be Mister Wholesome.”




“Kinsey isn’t Mister Rogers, but he’s not any worse than lots of other people inside the Beltway, and he’s better than plenty of them. Plus, he knows he owes the OSI some massive favors, courtesy of both Steve and Rudy. He’s been more helpful than he’s needed to be, because he knows we’re really valuable allies.” He continued, “And it looks like one of the Astria Porta teams might have run into a crisis off your list.”




Aly’s stomach dropped. “Not the Gou’a'uld, is it? That sounded so gross. And Alexandra really had a horrible time because of ’em.” Then her stomach dropped further. “Oh crud! We could have infiltrators in the project if any of those team members got… umm… assimilated. Or taken over. Or whatever the official words are.”




He agreed, “Right. But because of your list, all the teams coming back through the gate have to walk through a set of scanners that include a scintillation counter that ought to pick up that ‘naquadah’. Then they go straight to a medbay they built next to the debarkation room, and they get an immediate medical eval, including x-rays and an MRI and a blood test.”




She checked, “So… have they had anyone get ‘snaked’ with those things?”




He explained, “We don’t know. AP team number 4 was on a diplomatic mission on planet SPA7GDE…”




She gave him a confused look, so he told her, “They have the ring with its 39 glyphs, so they used the 26 capital letters, and the numbers zero to nine, and three Greek letters: alpha, beta, and gamma. Apparently, they have to dial a six-glyph combination plus the origin glyph, which they named ‘E’ for Earth, and because they thought that might make the planet codes more pronounceable. For example, they tagged this planet as ‘Spadge’ based on the code.”




“Okay, that makes sense. Sort of. But doesn’t that tell people which planet we come from?”




He shrugged, “I don’t know. But maybe you should bring that up with the APC when Lieutenant Mackenzie goes there.”




“And I’m going because…”




He told her, “Team AP-4 lost two members, who just didn’t report in. Two days later, during a search, they were seen rushing away when the rest of the team tried to find them. The rest of the team came back and reported in. No one knew what had just happened, but it was ‘like they got possessed by something’ as it says in the report.”




“Oh crud.” That sounded bad. “How much do these missing guys know about the APC and the project and the science behind it?”




“Not much,” Oscar told her. “They’re both diplomats. But that means they know a lot about U.S. and international politics as well as points of attack. So someone needs to track them down and find out what happened and deal with it before the damage is irreparable.”




“And that someone is…?” she asked. Even if she figured the answer was going to be ‘you’.




Oscar gave her a small smile. “That someone is going to be Colonel Jack O’Neill, who is on the AP Project because of your A-List.”




“Great!” she grinned.




“As well as Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie. And the rest of his team.”




She wondered, “Is there any chance Samantha Carter’s there? Or Dr. Daniel Jackson? Or… umm… Teal’c? I think?”




He gave her a little smirk. “You’ll have General Jacob Carter as the base commander. Daniel Jackson is there. And you already know Steve and Jaime are there. And the CMO is from the list too: Captain Janet Fraiser.”




“Anyone else?” she hoped.




He wrinkled his forehead in thought. “There are a couple ‘maybe’s, and I don’t get every unredacted line from every report. You’ll want to refresh your memory of the list before you go.”




“Aye, sir.”




He almost laughed. “Which reminds me. Chief Ryback was disappointed when I told him he wasn’t on your A-List. I would’ve said he was hurt, if he ever showed me that much emotion.”




Aly admitted, “Umm, I kinda had to have a knife fight with him to get him to change the recipes, like we talked about. I don’t like sparring when I’m not being fair.”




Oscar smirked, “Casey with a combat knife counts as ‘not being fair’ right there. I think that other than Joan, no one’s beaten him with a knife in maybe a decade. And Joan can’t do it consistently, and Rinkin isn’t interested in showing off certain skills she pretends she doesn’t have. But Casey was impressed with your skills. You should talk to Master Caine and see if he’ll let you talk to Casey about him.”




Aly replied, “I’m pretty sure Chief Ryback’ll insist on getting to spar with Master Caine if I do that. I haven’t told him about Rinkin or JJ just because of that. He’s pretty… competitive about stuff.”




Oscar nodded, “And that’s a good thing. The next time this base gets invaded, we could need his expertise. Even if we have you and JJ and Rinkin and over a dozen bots.”




Aly wrapped up, “So when do I leave?”




Oscar gave her a big, mischievous smile. “Tomorrow afternoon. Because we’re having a little medal ceremony here tomorrow morning. The nice conference room, at 0900. And wear your dress blues, lieutenant.”




It hit her that she knew what he meant. “Oh crud.”




He gave her a look and insisted, “Lieutenant, you may not refuse these medals, whether you want them or not. They’re critical to this identity, and they’re going to be awarded by someone who you owe a couple favors to, so no bashfulness. You deserve these medals. You did things that even a Marine wouldn’t be asked to do, and you made them look… well… possible.”




Aly winced, “Aye, sir. But what about my… unfair advantages?”




Oscar pointed out, “Every Marine has ‘unfair advantages’. Every SEAL does. We don’t take away the medals they deserve just because they’re the cream of the crop. You earned these medals. It’s going to be important for you to accept them, and it’s going to be important that you let other people know you earned them. After all, how are you going to get that next superior officer to take you seriously, if he can’t see all your fruit salad?”




Aly winced as she thought about the Rogers fam. The lieutenant and his dad the colonel. That could have wrecked her whole mission, which would have gotten Ziva tortured lots more and then killed before anyone could get to her. So Oscar was probably right, and she needed to have some medals showing so the next stuffy jerk could see she wasn’t someone to pick on.




Well, she needed to have more medals than what she had right then, because she already had some. She had a Marine Corps Parachutist Insignia, and a First Class Diver Insignia she wanted to get upgraded, and her Marksmanship Badges, plus a Purple Heart with a couple stars. And there were one or two things Oscar had threatened to award her once he had all the paperwork pushed through…




Oh crud. He probably had that stuff already rammed through the bureaucracy, and he was going to stick some of that stuff on her in the morning.




She went over to Willow’s work area to look over the A-List. Aly didn’t keep a copy of it on her own computer or in her OSI computer directories. Even if the OSI had awesome computer security, Aly still worried about that kind of stuff. So Willow pulled it up on a mega-secure workstation and let Aly go over a bunch of stuff.




And there were lots of alternatives to the Gou’a'uld, even if Aly was already figuring they were the most likely problem because of Alexandra and Sam. But the other Aly types and their mentors had added a ton of other options that were equally icky, if not even worse. Someone using something like that nishta stuff from Alexandra’s universe. Or maybe the Starro or Eclipso or Apokolips stuff from Alee’s universe. Or maybe that ‘green slime’ stuff from Alex’s universe. Or maybe even non-magical equivalents of stuff from Alexan or Alexa or Lexi’s universes. And none of that covered plain old psychic mind control or mental domination, or just dosing those missing guys with hallucinogens and confusing them too much.




Boy, there were a lot of totally icky problems out there in some universes.




After she studied some other sections of the A-List, she let Willow close stuff down and lock stuff up. Then she walked with Willow to the Harris apartment, which had a new silly thing on the door, which Willow said was elementary number theory using the modulo operator. And Xander had done it, based on Willow’s eyeroll. Obviously, Xander knew a lot more math than ‘just some guy who didn’t go to college’ ought to. Aly just barely remembered anything about modulo arithmetic from her pre-calc course.




They made dinner together while Aly talked about the medal ceremony and how she didn’t feel like she deserved that stuff. They ate dinner with Xander, and Aly talked about being uncomfortable about getting medals pinned on her in the morning.




Xander asked, “Did you ever talk to Steve about the medals he got? Or Casey? Or even Oscar?”




“Umm, no,” she admitted. “It never even crossed my mind.”




He exhaled slowly. “Well, I think you ought to. Because lots and lots of people who get medals don’t feel like they deserve them. Or don’t feel like the medals are going to the right people. Or just feel like they were only doing their job. Or a lot of other stuff. And you sound just like some guys I’ve had beers with, and they totally deserved those medals, regardless of what they can do and I can’t.”




Willow cautiously asked, “Is this the thing about Mister Ryback that Greg told you and you wouldn’t tell me?”




He admitted, “Yeah. Casey was a Navy SEAL. A really tough one. An officer sent Casey’s team out on a SEAL mission, and it was a disaster, with most of his team getting killed. When he got back and got out of the hospital, the officer wouldn’t admit that he screwed up massively, and blamed the dead guys, and just got Casey a couple big-time medals, like he could buy him off. Okay, I think Casey tracked the guy down and beat the snot out of him, which should have gotten him years and years in Leavenworth, but some other officers covered for him. He got demoted and taken off SEAL duty, and about the best they could find for him was ship’s cook. Which he was really good at.” He looked at Willow and Aly. “And you two cannot tell anyone this story. Ever.”




Wow. Now she felt really bad for Chief Ryback and wished she knew him well enough to give him a big hug, which he probably wouldn’t like anyway. It was a good thing Xander hadn’t told her this story a couple weeks ago, or she probably would have let Chief Ryback win that knife fight, and then they would still be getting awful Mexican food in the cafeteria instead of the good stuff they had now.




Aly suspected Fred was now going to the caff and ordering the tacos three times a day. Maybe four on some days.




Xander added, “So there are lots of guys who get a medal that they don’t think they deserve because their team still got killed. Or because they think one of the dead guys is the one who really deserved that medal. Or because they think it was a team thing and not an individual accomplishment. But Aly, you really do deserve these medals. Just think about the stuff you accomplished, and tell me that anyone else could have done that stuff.”




Willow confessed, “I peeked in a couple of your after-action reports—yeah, I know normally I’m not supposed to, but I asked Oscar when you were so stressed out this afternoon and he told me which files to look at—and they really do sound like She-Hulk did ’em. Or Ms. Marvel, or Sue Storm, or somebody awesome. Because that thing in Nashville? Nobody could have stopped Danielle Atron. Nobody. Or the Mammoth Falls thing. Or the Somalia thing. Or any of it, really.”




Aly tried really hard not to blush like crazy.




Willow pointed out, “Sure, you have bionics and hardly anyone else does. But bionics weren’t how you beat Atron. And they weren’t the important part in a lot of your other ops. You really do deserve whatever medals Oscar has pushed through the system.”




Xander jumped in, “And even if you didn’t deserve ’em, which you totally do, you still need to wear ’em. And if you don’t want to talk about ’em when people ask, just say ‘classified’ at ’em.”




“Which will impress ’em even more!” Willow added excitedly.




Aly said, “You two are the best friends ever, and thanks for giving me a good ‘talking to’.”




Xander grinned, “And another thing, young lady! There will be no sneaking out in the middle of the night to go do the dancing with the bad boys, or smoking the cigarettes, or whatever naughtiness you girls get up to these days.”




Willow giggled and contributed, “And also, hey you kids, get off of my lawn!”




Aly hugged both of them before they shipped her off to her apartment with some of the leftovers.




Part II



When Aly woke up in the morning, she was already feeling stressed. Even if the talk the night before with Willow and Xander had helped. And then Aly had gotten back to her apartment, had put away leftovers, and had called Oscar and talked to him about his medal ceremonies. And then Aly had gone over and talked to Rinkin in person, even if Rinkin was still mega-embarrassed about how she had handled some of that. Or rather, how she hadn’t handled some of that. 




After all those talks, Aly had finally felt like she could get some sleep that night.




So she got up the next morning and did her Marine Lieutenant morning stuff. PT with extra crunches and mountain climbers. A really fast four mile run on the track that took just over two minutes. A shower and then dressing casually for breakfast in the cafeteria, before doing some box breathing and then putting on her dress uniform with her medals she had earned to date.




She got her hair in a really good sock bun, and then she got out the skin-tape. She spent like ten minutes getting it perfectly down one side of her face so she looked like ‘current’ Lieutenant Mackenzie was supposed to, even if her official USMC ID card still had the OCS Lieutenant Mackenzie picture, which looked a lot worse but was still obviously her. Oscar and WillowGamma even had the ‘experimental skin repair procedure at Walter Reed Hospital’ thing in Lieutenant Mackenzie’s official medical file to explain stuff.




Okay, Alicia Mackenzie’s official USMC medical file was ridiculously thick, even considering how many times she had been injured on OSI ops that were listed as classified in her service record but had injury deets in her med jacket. Even if those details were cleaned up to hide her bionics. Like the injuries she had gotten in Nashville were totally different from the injuries listed in her med jacket, which couldn’t even say where she was when she got injured, and they totally couldn’t say that she had one arm completely crushed most of the way up her arm and one foot nearly torn off and her face sliced open and the other stuff.




As soon as Aly marched into the conference room, she knew she was stuck. Because the table had been moved out, and flags had been set at one wall, and there were people waiting for her even though she was several minutes early.




Oscar was there in his formal Navy service uniform with all his medals. Rinkin was there in a really nice pant suit. Andrew and JJ and Xander and Willow and Joan were there. And big cheeses were there. Princess Sultana of Qumar was there with her ‘maid’ Lina and an official Qumari three-man bodyguard team. Lieutenant General Samuel F. Jefferson, USMC, was there with a major who was probably his adjutant, and with a warrant officer who had a couple high-end cameras.




Oh crud. Photos.




Xander grinned at her and mouthed, “Surprise!” Because he would know that this was not a surprise she really wanted.




And then she had to stand there and not blush too much and not act embarrassed, as General Jefferson’s adjutant read off the actions and the awards that she was getting for them.




There was the King Salman award, first class, for saving Crown Prince Bandar from assassins while seriously injured, even if the Qumar government hardly ever gave that kind of award to anyone who wasn’t Qumari. And Princess Sultana pinned it on her.




There was the Navy and Marine Corps Achievement Medal, for saving her OCS squad from two armed killers, and some of the important details on that were totally paved over. 




Because of the whole messy Atron thing in Nashville, she was awarded a Silver Star and another Purple Heart and an Armed Forces Service Medal which was for service members who engaged in “significant activity” for which no other U.S. campaign or service medal was authorized.




Because of the Somalia op, she was awarded a Distinguished Flying Cross because the C-17 officers had reported that she had risked her life to keep it from crashing on landing. And since it was Somalia, she was awarded the Global War on Terrorism Service Medal and the Combat Action Ribbon, plus another Purple Heart for the shrapnel she took in her shin.




And she was awarded another Armed Forces Service Medal for Mammoth Falls. Plus yet another Purple Heart for getting hurt on the Mammoth Falls op.




She really wanted to tell everyone that all of this was way too much, but she was under orders not to. And she knew Oscar and Rinkin weren’t doing this to embarrass her, but because it was important for her ID and her military career and other stuff. 




Still, she just about balked when General Jefferson handed a box to Oscar, and Oscar exchanged her butterbars for the silver bars of a first louie. Which she totally did not feel like she had earned, even if she had a stupid number of stars on her Purple Heart, and she had been on a lot of ops. She totally had not been an O-1 for long enough for her to be getting promoted to O-2.




And now she got why Oscar and Rinkin had made sure she had gotten private training for all the stuff you would learn in TBS, and she had learned all about the logistics and paperwork that had to be done for squads and platoons and companies. Those sneaky…




Oscar smiled, “Congratulations, First Lieutenant Mackenzie.”




She managed to reply, “Thank you, sir.” And she had to stand there and let the general’s photographer take pictures of her, and her shaking the general’s hand, and her shaking Oscar’s hand, and her trying not to be embarrassed when General Jefferson told her that Oscar had tried to get the head of the Joint Chiefs to come over to give her that Silver Star.




Then she only had a few minutes to shake some more hands, and hug the people who she wanted to hug. She hugged Princess Sultana and Lina, and whispered to Lina, “It’s great seeing you up and around again. I was pretty worried.”




Lina admitted quietly, “I had some post-operation problems, so I am still not supposed to be on full duties yet, but the princess is very determined.”




Aly had a feeling that it was not the princess who was being ‘very determined’ about that stuff.




Once the general and the princess got ushered out by the more diplomatic OSI and State Department people, Aly still wasn’t done. She got rushed over to Medical, so Rudy’s team could put on her ‘fake skin bandage stripes’ down her face and torso and arms and legs.




It took maybe thirty minutes, but it was the first time they were using the new system, so they were a lot more cautious as they worked. But it was tons better than putting her on the operating table and spending hours replacing strips of her artificial skin with what looked like horrible scars. And they weren’t messing with her bionic eye this time either. They were just listing in her med jacket that she had a non-corrective scleral lens in that eye to conceal how creepy her eye supposedly looked.




Also, while they were doing all that stuff, Linda Dos came by and quickly cut Aly’s hair into the short pixie cut that Alicia Mackenzie had worn at OCS. That would be tons easier to manage, and easy enough to fix once Aly was back from the mission. If Aly’s scalp hadn’t been about four fifths synthetic, it would have been a bigger thing. Linda even remembered to touch up a lock of Aly’s hair in the front, right above the ‘skin tape’, so that hair was white and looked like the injury went up into her hairline.




Then Aly still had to pack for Lieutenant Mackenzie’s trip to exciting Hutchinson, Kansas. Okay, Hutchinson wasn’t much smaller than her hometown, and was as close to a major airport as Paradise Valley was. Still, it was in the middle of Kansas, which did not spell fun times to her. Not that she was going there for fun. Even if there were some people she was looking forward to seeing.




But the Peggys had her trip all set up. There was a transport leaving Andrews AFB early that afternoon, stopping at McConnell AFB in Sedgwick, Kansas for refueling, and heading on to California and then to Hawaii. Sedgwick was just outside Wichita, so that made it pretty close. She would just get off the transport at McConnell and meet whoever was picking her up and driving her to Hutchinson.




The first thing she had to do was pack. That was kind of a pain, since she had to start by taking all the big fancy medals off her dress blues and rearranging them so they were in the right order. Then she had to get the ribbons that went with those medals and get them on her service uniform and get the order right too. Her regular utes didn’t get ribbons. They were already packed, or else hung up with her service uniform. And she had to get her dress blues ironed and hung up too.




So she had a sturdy-sided hanging bag with her nice uniforms and places to secure her good utility covers. And she had a ‘duffel bag’ that was really designed like a gymbag, with a square cross-section and zippered pockets at the ends where she could stash her shoes and boots. So everything already folded went into the gymbag, and the other hanging stuff, like her ‘shoe carrier’ thing that was stuffed with socks and underwear and bras and PT kit and things could then get folded up and tucked in there too. And she had personal gear that was still regulation, and her personal gear for land nav and op ords and med kit that she still had from OCS, along with a notebook of OCS and TBS training class details she wanted to have on hand. Plus personal clothes for off-duty and stuff. And special stuff like some cold weather gear and hot weather gear and rough weather gear, just in case.




Also, this time, she was traveling in her good service uniform with the ribbon racks so maybe people would give her less grief, and she would be ready if she had to meet important people right away. And she had snacks in one of the pockets of her uniform. Okay, anyone checking her snacks would see that they were out of MRE packages, so that shouldn’t be a problem.




And she had her small Marine backpack that she had brought to OCS. It was big enough for a change or two of clothes, a couple stripped-down MREs and her baggie of MRE seasonings just in case, her OSI phone and accessories, her OSI tablet and chargers, her OSI laptop in its padded case and its accessories, a couple language textbooks, an empty cloth canteen, and some emergency gear like a space blanket and a multi-tool and a ceramic combat knife and a small med kit. She also had two foldable hats in there: a garrison cover and the ballcap that went with her woodland camo utes that she was going to wear at the APC. Her boonie hat was in her gymbag, and the hats that needed to be protected were in her hanging bag in reinforced sections. And she would be wearing her cover that went with her service uni.




She ate lunch, made sure she looked right in her service uniform, and she locked up her apartment properly, since she had no idea how long she would be gone this time. She wasn’t worried about her little plants, since Xander had assured her that Peggy Two would water them a couple times a week if Aly was gone longer than three days. She carried her gear out and waited for her ride.




There was the same military car as the last time, only this time, Andrew was driving it. Andrew, dressed as… She used her near-infrared and telescopic vision to look through the windshield. Andrew was dressed as a private, first class. And his nametape said his last name was ‘Andrews’. Well, that would be mega-easy for him to remember.




Aly hopped in the back with her gear and said, “Carry on, private.”




“Yes lieutenant!” He drove out toward the gate.




She checked, “What do I call you?”




“Private First Class Wes Andrews, ma’am!”




“Great. So how far can you drive me this time, private?”




Andrew replied, “Lieutenant, since it’s not a time crunch and we were pushing our luck the last time, I’ll be dropping you off at the standard debarkation port.”




“Good enough,” she said. And really, all she needed to know was where she was getting dropped off, and where her transport would be.




So it went pretty easy. She walked in, showed her transport papers and her medical dispensation, got walked through a backscatter scanner instead of the metal detectors, got her luggage and backpack run through the luggage scanner, and got directed to the Boeing C-40 she was taking to McConnell AFB.




Well, it went pretty easy until she walked out on the tarmac and over to the stairs going up into the C-40. There was a line of airmen with duffel bags, and an Air Force second lieutenant checking all of them in. She walked up to the end of the line, and a couple of the airmen in front of her noticed that someone had walked up behind them.




One of them—the guy who looked like even Sergeant Pyle would think he was a goofball—turned enough to look at her face. He grumbled, “Hey bitch, you’re not in our group. Go find your real transport.”




Aly figured she needed to be Lieutenant Mackenzie, USMC this time, and not let anyone push her around. Especially not some airman who probably couldn’t even spell ‘lieutenant’ right. So she bellowed, “Airman! That would be lieutenant to you! Now get your commanding officer over here! Instantly!”




Maybe she should have yelled a bunch of cursewords in there too, but she wasn’t good at doing that.




The guy in front of Airman Goofball gasped, “Oh fuck!” Then the guy looked back at her and choked, “Sorry about that, lieutenant!”




The guy behind Airman Goofball turned around and choked, “Sorry ma’am! I mean, Lieutenant! Hurley’s new, and not too bright…”




“Hey! Shut up!” complained Airman Goofball.




And one of the airmen up ahead was already halting the line and getting the second lieutenant over.




Aly could hear the lieutenant grumbling to the airman. “What’s Hurley done now?”




Airman Goofball immediately tried to defend himself. “I didn’t know she was a officer! She looks like she’s twelve! She was just standing behind us!”




“And she’s got lieutenants’ bars on her uniform, you dumbass!” insisted one of the other airmen.




The second lieutenant hurried over to her and groaned, “Lieutenant, I would like to apologize on behalf of this airman and this entire flight. Do you wish to press charges?”




She glared at Airman Goofball, who was finally realizing he had really messed up and no one was going to protect him. She said, “No. What I want is an apology from him. A sincere apology. And some indication that he will put in more effort in future.”




The second lieutenant snapped at a couple airmen, “Get that idiot over here.”




So a couple airmen grabbed Hurley, turned him around, and shoved him over in front of her. The second lieutenant snarled, “All right airman, let’s start out easy. You do not curse at women. You do not curse at anyone higher ranking than you, which is fucking everyone on earth! You look to see what rank everyone else is, and you goddamn well salute! And you treat America’s heroes with respect!”




“Umm, sorry sir, but I don’t get that last part.”




So the O-1 pointed out Aly’s ribbon rack. “You are going to be writing reports for me for the next month on medals and ribbons, and what they mean, and how you are unlikely to ever earn a single goddamn one!” 




Then he went through and pointed out stuff. Stuff that Aly hadn’t wanted Oscar to get her. Like she had six Purple Hearts by then, which was really a crazy number of them. And that Silver Star, and the Global War on Terrorism Service Medal and the Combat Action Ribbon and two Armed Forces Service Medals. So Aly was figuring Oscar and Rinkin were right about the medals, and she just needed to stop being whiny about stuff.




She even got a really embarrassed apology from Airman Goofball, and a promise that the guy was going to be getting lots and lots of punishment details.




So Second Lieutenant Prescott checked her travel orders and had her go ahead and jump the line and move on into the C-40. He even told her to be sure to sit up front with his captain and major, and a dozen pilots. She thanked him and walked onto the jet and tried not to feel embarrassed.






Part III



Aly stepped onto the jet, and a big sergeant saluted her. “Lieutenant? Did I hear one of my men was causing a problem?”




Aly nodded, “Aye sergeant, but I think the ell tee has things under control.”




The sergeant checked, “It wasn’t Airman Hurley, by any chance?”




Aly told him, “Actually, it was.”




The sergeant groaned like this happened all the time. “Thank you, ma’am. I think I need to get down there and deal with the situation.”




So he let her go past before he ran down the stairs to the tarmac and started shouting at Airman Goofball.




Aly moved to the front of the cabin, where she could see over a dozen Air Force officers standing in the aisles or shoving gear into storage areas. So she walked up to the major. He was a heavyset, balding guy whose nametape said ‘Richardson’. So she stopped and stood at attention. She didn’t salute, since her hands were full of stuff. “Major Richardson. This Marine has travel orders to hitch a ride on your C-40 to McConnell AFB.”




He nodded a little. “At ease, lieutenant. We’ve got room. We’re just moving some personnel from 89th Airlift Wing at Andrews AFB to 15th Wing at Hickam AFB in Hawaii. You look kind of young to be an O-2, but obviously you’ve been serving for some time.”




“Thank you, sir. I’ve been in a… very active command.”




He gave her a pair of raised eyebrows. “So what did you do to get sent to McConnell?”




She sighed and gave him her cover story. Which was actually a cover story for a cover story for a cover story for another cover story for what was really going on. “Getting injured too often, major. I’ve been told I have to take some time off my normal duties and heal up fully, so I’ve been tasked with performing an audit for a new project in Kansas.”




He asked, “Can you tell me what kind of project gets an audit from a decorated first lieutenant?”




She groaned on purpose. “It’s called the REPORTS program. It stands for Rear Echelon Papers, Orders, and Reports Terminal Storage, and they’ve got some massive construction operation going on in the disused salt mines at Hutchinson. Someone’s concerned about their short-term budget numbers on the construction side, and so I got stuck running the audit until some GAO types in D.C. can get cut loose and tell me I did a bad job.”




He smiled at that and said, “The least we can do is get you there, lieutenant.”




He even called one of the female pilots, Captain Patterson, to come over and help Aly find a place for her stuff and find a seat and things. And for some reason, Captain Patterson’s nickname was ‘Photon’. So Aly sat next to a real Air Force pilot who had a mega-cool nickname, and who was also a little too nosy.




“Lieutenant, are those really six Purple Hearts?”




Aly just nodded. “Classified.”




“All of them?”




Aly sighed a little bit. “Yes, captain. Or you could just tell people I’m really accident-prone.”




“Is that the Distinguished Flying Cross?”




“Yes, captain,” Aly didn’t quite sigh.




“Can I ask what you did to earn it?”




Aly shook her head no. “It was during a classified op.”




“You’ve got one of those MOS’s that if you told me you’d have to kill me, right?”




Aly just said, “No killing, ma’am. But I might have to make you sign a jillion NDAs.”




It was a five hour flight, and it felt like Captain Patterson pestered her about her ribbons for about a third of it.




When the jet landed for its refuel and Aly exited the cabin, she used her bionic hearing and picked up Captain Patterson saying stuff to another pilot.




“Hey Cheesehead!”




“Whatcha want, Photon?”




“Who do we know who might know about a Marine getting the Distinguished Flying Cross? Maybe Afghanistan or Somalia, or somewhere else we’ve got boots on the ground?”




Ugh. So much for maintaining op sec. She needed to tell Oscar that her Distinguished Flying Cross was maybe a little too distinguishing.




Also, ‘Photon’ was so much cooler as a nickname than ‘Cheesehead’. She hoped that guy had a better callsign when he was flying a jet. Or else he was a huge Green Bay Packers fan and he liked the nickname.




She hiked with her gear from the refuel point to the terminal, which was really small. But that was what she expected for a refuel AFB that was pretty much all ‘through traffic’. She entered the terminal through the only marked door, and she went looking for transport.




She didn’t have to go far. Before she got to the desk, she spotted the definition of Tall, Dark, and Handsome. In a captain’s utilities. With a lantern jaw, but really sexy. His nametape said ‘Jayne’ so that was his last name. And he was holding a sign that said, ‘Lieutenant A. Mackenzie.’




Well, that solved that problem. Even if it maybe created a couple more questions. She walked right up to him and snapped to attention. “Captain, I’m Lieutenant Mackenzie.” And she handed him a copy of her travel orders. Okay, she was also assuming that it might just be a trap. After all, she had been ‘kidnapped’ plenty of times on OSI assignments.




He smiled, “Great, lieutenant. Let’s go. Colonel Austin was going to be here with his wife, but the general pulled both of them in for some last-minute meeting about some hotshot we’ve got to deal with.”




Oh crud. She could guess what that meant.




Also, his accent was upper-class New York. With a last name that rhymed with ‘Payne’. And he was built like a weightlifter. And he had that ferocious jawline.




She just said, “Thank you, captain. This is really nice of you when the project could have just sent some private to pick me up.”




He grinned, “That’s what I said, but the colonel told me you’re besties with his wife, and I do owe him several favors.”




Aly carried her gear and tossed it in the back of the Humvee he was driving. She hopped in, buckled up, and waited until he was on the road out of the AFB. She asked, “Are you cleared to know about the project?”




He gave her an ‘I have no idea what you are talking about’ look. “You mean the construction project for the REPORTS program?”




Oh yeah, he knew that was a cover. She said, “No captain, we both know what the real program is. Don’t we?”




“I have no idea, lieutenant,” he stonewalled.




She pushed, “This is the favor you owe Steve Austin.”




He calmly stuck to his guns. “Lieutenant, if there is something else going on, then I have no way to know if you have clearance, and you have no way of knowing if I do.”




“Good point.” She switched topics. “Is your first name Bruce?”




He looked slightly surprised at that. “Yes lieutenant, but I don’t see what bearing that has on anything.”




She was so glad she had read through everything on the A-List again. “Are your parents named Thomas and Martha Jayne?”




He stalled, “Anybody who reads the New York society pages would know that, lieutenant.”




“Also a good point,” she gave in. “Do you have a butler named Alfred Pennyworth?”




He smiled, “Oh, I get it now. The colonel set me up for a practical joke.”




Okay, that was a ‘yes’. She asked, “Have you ever met Selina Kyle?”




“I’ll take the Fifth on that one,” he deflected.




She was taking that as a ‘yes’ too. She just said, “I need to talk to Steve and the general about you. And if anything expensive disappeared around about the time you met Selina Kyle, or just after, I might be able to get it back for you. Maybe.”




He kept driving, but he gave her a stern glare. “What is your MOS, Marine?”




She just said, “0204.” She could tell by his reaction that he knew what that meant: Counterintelligence and Human Source Intelligence. Or CI/HUMINT, as it said on the MOS sheets. That kind of killed all talk for the rest of the drive.




She knew that they were nearly there when she saw a couple signs for salt mine tours. Then they took a couple turns off the main roads before they drove past a guardpost which they got waved through as soon as the guards saw the captain. They drove down a long, narrow road that was totally not for public transport. They drove to another guard post where they had to stop and show IDs, and then they drove on through a small stand of trees which opened up onto an area that looked like it was still in the middle of a bunch of construction, even if there were no tall buildings going up. He drove over to the back side of the construction area, where there was a sharply winding road that had ridiculously steep dropoffs on both sides. She had seen this kind of design before. The tight curves made it impossible for someone to speed up to the fence and crash through it.




The captain pulled up to a gate in a big security fence, and he rolled down his window. Aly could see three cameras, one of which was definitely IR, and her vision modes found two more cams that were concealed in the guard shack wall. Inside the fence, there was an obvious gate guard in the guard shack on the left, along with a big, flimsy-looking garage on the right. Her infrared vision told her that inside the ‘garage’ was a big IFV with a guy manning the heavy machine gun, and four armed men standing in front of the IFV where they could fire through the wall at anyone causing problems.




Captain Jayne showed his ID and his orders. Aly showed her ID and orders. Then she asked, “Do you need to check my gear?”




The guard nodded, and she cooperated. After all, she had nothing interesting in there, unless you were fixated on phone-tablet-laptop combos. Or undies for female Marines. She wasn’t even carrying stuff you couldn’t bring through a commercial airport. Okay, she had that ceramic combat knife, but that wouldn’t even trigger a metal detector. And she had a multi-tool.




The guard checked, “Personal firearms? Bladed weapons? Flammables?”




She spilled, “I have a personal knife. It’s a ceramic combat knife. And there are two blades on my multi-tool.” The guard took a peek and let them slide.




She didn’t mention that she was a lot more of a weapon than that knife. Or that she had more metal in her than everything she was bringing in. Or that she had two fingernails that were more dangerous than a boxcutter. Or a lot of other stuff about herself that was classified.




The area was full of construction stuff. They were obviously still doing plenty of construction on the program site, and on however much real document storage they were going to be doing. There were half a dozen buildings being constructed on-site on top of whatever underground storage was being built, plus some towable double-wides off to one side that looked like places the workers could use for breaks and equipment storage and offices and so on.




The captain locked up the Humvee, while she carried her gear with her. He led her to one of the rear buildings, which looked like it would be all HVAC equipment and the like. But inside the ordinary-looking metal outer door was a mantrap and serious doors and serious sensor suites and serious guards.




One guard said, “Lieutenant, you’re reading with a lot more metal than I’m seeing.” 




She handed him her medical dispensation and said, “That’s because right now I’ve got twenty pounds of metal holding parts of me together, starting with my face and skull, and working down to both my feet.”




He still ran a wand over her, and it whined and booped pretty much everywhere he waved it. He didn’t look like he was going to let her pass without a lot more guard stuff and maybe a strip search, which she didn’t really want to do.




So she said, “Get Colonel Austin or Mrs. Sommers-Austin on the horn. Both of them have more metal mass in them than I do, and I know you let them through every single day. Also, they know I’m coming. Or Colonel O’Neill.” After all, she knew this Jack O’Neill had bionic knees now.




But this was a seriously high-security set-up, so they really did the whole deal. They got Steve to come up and verify that she was really Lieutenant Mackenzie, and that she was supposed to have a lot of metal inside her, and she was really supposed to be there, and all of that stuff.




And she still had to let a female corporal pat her down to make sure she wasn’t smuggling an M1 Abrams or whatever into the facility. At least the corporal apologized a lot, even if it wasn’t her fault.




Steve just said, “Once the medics give you the once-over and get your data into the system, they’ll stop stressing out over you.”




Aly shrugged and gave him a bit of a smile. “Could be a lot worse, colonel.”




Steve turned and said, “Hey captain, thanks for fetching our little hotshot for us.”




Captain Jayne grinned, “Any time, sir.”




And since it looked like the captain was about to walk off, Aly whispered to Steve, “Is he read in?”




Steve looked a little uncomfortable, but nodded yes. So Aly said, “I’d like him to join us for part of this, and I’d like to get permission to read a list of everyone in the Command, and anyone outside the Command who’s now read in.”




Steve admitted, “You’ll have to convince the general that’s a sound idea.”




Well crud. That sounded like it might be a problem. So she just said, “Thank you very much, captain.”




Captain Jayne nodded, “You’re welcome, lieutenant. And good luck.”




As the captain walked off, Aly picked up all her scanned baggage and followed Steve and a couple guards over to a set of three side-by-side elevators, with the standard elevator controls and drive mechanisms on top of that but inside the building so no one could break into the top of the elevator shaft without a dozen guards seeing them do it.




Aly assumed there was at least one big freight elevator too, and maybe some temporary elevators just for the construction work. After all, they had to lower the stargate and all of the hardware for it and the nuclear reactor they used to power it, and these elevators didn’t look anywhere near big enough for all that.




She followed Steve into the elevator that opened up. There was a guard stationed in the elevator too. He checked her ID, and he clearly knew who Steve was. Then they went down. Way down.




The buttons on the control panel had a ‘G’ which was for the ground level, and then a gap, and then six more levels, which were just labeled ‘1’ to ‘6’. Only instead of going from G up to 6, they went from G down to 6. There was also a gap between the ‘5’ and the ‘6’. She figured that was important.




They went to floor 5. Steve led Aly to a security room where Aly could leave all her baggage. Then he led her down a couple halls and past a couple checkpoints to an area that looked like it was all admin stuff. It was pretty much shut down, since it was late on Sunday, but there were still non-coms at a few of the desks. Also, WillowAlpha was typing away at a computer. And there were a couple conference rooms with open doors, plus a couple offices with nameplates she could read at a distance using her telescopic vision, so she knew that Steve and General Carter and a couple other people had their offices there. Aly gave Alpha a quick wave as Steve moved her over to the general’s office.




Steve walked over to the general’s office and knocked on the hatch. Okay, the doorframe. Aly reminded herself that just because she was being Lieutenant Mackenzie, she didn’t need to start using all the words she had learned in OCS and stuff.




“Come!” said a really gruff general-ish voice.




Aly stopped and stood at attention several yards back in the middle of the open office area, as Steve opened the door and said, “Sir, Lieutenant Mackenzie is here. Do you want to meet in your conference room, or in here?”




“In here, colonel.”




Steve checked, “Should I contact everyone else?”




“Not for this. Call them and have them wait in the conference room until we’re done.”




Steve nodded, “Yes sir. I’ll get on that.” He turned his head. “Lieutenant? In here.”




Aly marched through the door and up to the general’s desk. She snatched her cap off her head, tucked it under her arm, and announced, “Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie reporting as ordered, sir.”




She didn’t say any of the stuff that popped into her head, like the guy looked nothing like Sam Carter, even though he was her dad. And he looked like a really cranky general, with a really cranky mustache and a really cranky balding area in the middle of really short hair.




The general gestured for her to shut the door, and then he gruffly asked, “Before we join everyone else, can you tell me why Oscar Goldman thinks you need to be on the mission we have already planned?”




Boy, this op was off to a great start.






Part IV



Aly nodded sharply. “Aye, sir. I am Lieutenant Mackenzie, as far as this command is concerned, but my real name is Aly Mack. I believe Oscar mentioned me to you, along with Steve and Jaime and a few others. I have real Marine training—I was the honor graduate of my company at OCS—but I also have other skills. You would normally need mission personnel for military skills, scientific work, language skills, and protection detail for the non-mil personnel. I have background in all of those. I also have previous knowledge of the AP program, because I brought back the A-list that Oscar showed you. And I have inside information on some of the threats that might be the problem this time.”




He checked, “So you don’t need a briefing on the Astria Porta, or how it works, or where it goes?”




“No sir,” she replied. “Only the details for this particular planet and situation. Also, I know about Colonel Austin’s bionics, his wife’s bionics, and Colonel O’Neill’s bionic knees.”




He asked, “And how much do you weigh, if you don’t mind me asking. Because Colonel Austin is a lot heavier than I expected.”




She admitted, “I should weigh 120. I actually weigh 135. That’s only 15 pounds more. But that’s because my bionics are several generations past theirs.”




He compressed his lips and finally said, “Good enough. For now. Any questions you need to ask before we move to the conference room?”




Aly bit her lip a little, but still asked, “Sir, this is absolutely none of my business, but have you had a complete physical lately? Because the Sam Carter I met said her dad nearly died of really late-stage cancer before she came up with an… unorthodox cure for him.”




He frowned. “You’re right. That is absolutely none of your business. If Oscar didn’t talk to you about this, then I’m not going to either.”




“Sorry, sir. It’s just that… umm… the Sam Carter I met was amazing. I really liked her. And I wouldn’t want your Sam Carter to go through what she did. She… umm… was trapped on another planet and they wouldn’t let her return to see you, and she was afraid you would die before she ever found a way back to their command.”




He took a deep breath. “Lieutenant, I appreciate your concerns. But that is not appropriate, and it is not germane to your mission. Understood?”




“Understood, general.” Wow, that had gone mega-badly. She wondered if that would mess up her assignment.




He stood up. “The conference room is on your right.”




“Aye, sir.” She stepped to the side and opened the door all the way, letting him go first and then following him into the conference room.




He pointed at an empty chair near the foot of the conference table that was next to Jaime, so Aly scooted around the room pretty quickly to sit there. He sat at the head of the table and said, “Let’s make this fast. We have people here who would like to not be stuck here on a Sunday. Lieutenant? You already know Colonel Austin, who is my 2IC here, and his wife, who is representing Colonel Sumner and the APC security staff. This is Colonel Jack O’Neill, who is the leader of the AP-1 team you will be assigned to, if he agrees. You will meet the rest of his team tomorrow morning, so you will need to be here at 0700 for a medical eval, followed by a meeting with AP-1.”




“Aye sir,” she replied.




He looked around the table, then started with Colonel O’Neill. “Colonel, you saw the lieutenant’s jacket. She’s already been briefed on the program and the ‘doorway’ and the AP teams. Have you talked with Colonel Austin about her?”




Colonel O’Neill thought for a moment. “Done, sir. But I would still like a short chat with the lieutenant before she leaves with the Austins.”




The general gave him a nod and moved on. “Mrs. Austin. Have you briefed Colonel Sumner and security on the lieutenant’s threat level?”




“Yes sir, but I don’t think they believed me. We may have to run a simulation with the ell tee, and we may have to do it with all of Security in body armor and full padding.”




The general said, “Arrange it, if the lieutenant is going to be with us for more than the one mission. That will be up to the OSI.” Then he turned his head to look at Aly. “Any quick questions that you think cannot wait until tomorrow?”




She thought that maybe she had a question that would wait, but she still asked, “Is Captain Jayne on an NDA about the project?”




General Carter scowled, “Did he say something that led you to suspect he had that kind of knowledge?”




So she spilled, “No sir, but he may be another name off the A-list, only it would be a slight misspelling of his last name, so it might have slipped through the cracks. And if it’s him, the APC should definitely grab him and train him to be a future team leader. And anybody else who is on the construction side of things but figured it out? Maybe they should be vetted and pulled into the APC too.”




The general was pretty grumpy about that, but he just went on and wrapped things up. Then Steve and Jaime went to grab Aly’s baggage. She sat there with Colonel O’Neill and waited a second. When he just stared at her, she blurted out, “How are your knees working out?”




His frown vanished in a small snort of laughter. “You have that much intel on all of us?”




She admitted, “Just the ones who are so awesome that they made that A-list I mentioned. And that definitely includes you, sir. I mean, in the universe that has that original stargate program, you’re one of the key personnel, and Sam said you’ve saved the planet about a dozen times.”




He smirked, “Nice to get good reviews without having to do anything myself.”




So she spilled, “That list has some of the greatest heroes and heroines in half a dozen different universes, sir. And you’re on it from at least three or four universes.”




He checked, “And how many of those universes put you on the list?”




She blushed some but admitted, “All of them.”




He whistled like he was mega-impressed. “And you can really do all the things you have listed in your jacket?”




So she spilled. “All of them, and a lot more. I can run at over a hundred miles an hour. For days. I can flip over a truck. I can punch through a cinderblock. I have martial arts training that’s well past my black belt in MCMAP. And I underplayed all my real academic records. I have a lot of chem and biochem background, because that’s what my dad and my big sister do. I speak a lot more languages than are in my jacket, even if I don’t speak things like ancient Egyptian and Sumerian.”




He rolled his eyes a little at that. “It turns out that really old languages aren’t as useful as somebody thought, mainly because it turns out languages evolve over time. And most of the civilizations we’ve met know your Colonists, so there’s usually some diplomat who speaks half a dozen modern Earth languages. Also, there have been some not-so-nice races which have been stealing Earthlings for centuries, usually for slave labor, so the descendants of those people generally aren’t slaves anymore, and have creole languages that have mixed the common alien languages in place with some evolutions of old human languages, usually older variants of Latin, Greek, Arabic, Persian, Aramaic, Chinese, Sanskrit, you know…”




She smiled, “So my modern languages might be more useful than I was expecting. I already speak a lot of Romance languages, as well as Mandarin and Arabic and a little Hindi. Also, I learn new languages fairly quickly. Not as fast as the language gurus you probably have on staff, but fairly fast.”




He smirked, “I’ll be sure to tell Jackson and Carson they’re now ‘gurus’. They’ll probably be annoyed.”




Oh crud.




He asked, “Anything else?”




She tried again, “Who else figured out too much about the stargate from doing the construction around it?”




He smiled, “Maybe you ought to ask your buddy the 2IC instead of me.”




She sighed inwardly. “If this is an Eyes Only issue, I wish someone would just tell me to stop asking stuff above my paygrade.”




He paused for a moment. “You’re really OSI, so I’m not sure there’s anything above your paygrade.”




She stressed, “Sir, while I’m on this assignment, I am really a Marine.”




“Okay,” he nodded in pretend agreement. “I’ll see you tomorrow as soon as you’re out of Dr. Fraiser’s House Of Pain.”




Ooh! So Oscar was right, and Sam’s friend Janet was the CMO! Aly was sure this would be great.




Jack gave her a raised eyebrow. “You’re way too excited about getting a medical exam. I’m hoping all those Purple Hearts aren’t from getting stabbed with gigantic needles by angry medics.”




She really needed to work on her poker face. She just said, “I’m sure that Dr. Fraiser will be a great doctor.”




So Jack wrapped up, “Anything else?”




And she figured it wouldn’t hurt to ask one more mega-nosy thing. “Are your wife and son okay?”




He froze for a split second. “Is this something I should know about?”




She winced a little. “I really hope not. But in more than one universe, either your son or your wife died from a shooting accident from Charlie getting into your gunsafe. So if you need to call home and ask her to change the combination…”




He didn’t say anything for several seconds. “Okay, that is terrifyingly specific detail. And yeah, they’re okay. Because a while ago, Sarah chewed me out but good for using combinations she could remember too, like our anniversary or Charlie’s birthday. Because, oddly enough, Charlie knew those dates too. Doh! And about a month after I changed the combination, she caught Charlie fiddling with the gunsafe dial. So now it’s something even more obscure.”




She sighed a little in relief. “Thank you for sharing that, colonel. Because sometimes it seems like I have so much intel from other universes that I can’t help all the people I might be able to.”




He smiled, “So you’re the source that Harry Maybourne is a potential security risk? Because I really enjoyed getting to tell Harry to fold it seven ways and shove it where the sun don’t shine.”




“Yes sir. Well, Jaime and me both.”




He was still smiling as he said, “Go get some dinner with the Austins. I think I’m gonna go home and take my lovely wife and charming son out for ice cream.”




She let him dismiss her, and she stepped over to give WillowAlpha a hug hello and a quick chat. Then she double-timed it down the hall to where Jaime was waiting for her. Aly gave her a big hug too.




Then Jaime led her over to the elevators, and they went up. Jaime said, “Steve has your gear. And… how many medals do you have?”




Aly admitted, “I’ve been doing a lot as Lieutenant Mackenzie.”




Jaime asked, “Can you tell us the unclassified parts? Because that’s a lot of Purple Hearts.”




Aly admitted, “Oscar has been tracking every little thing that happens to me.”




Jaime gave her a raised eyebrow. “I’m not going to have to call Rudy to find out how many times you’ve had to go in for repairs, am I?”




Aly guessed, “Maybe Oscar told Steve what you guys could ask me about and what you couldn’t?”




Jaime thought it over. “Probably. Let’s go round up Steve, and I’ll give you a tour of our house while he grills the hamburgers I picked up.”




And Jaime and Steve’s house was really cool. The lead sheathing in the new roof protected them against the new OMNIS satellites picking up their nuclear-powered bionics, and their roof had a ton of solar panels on the south-facing side. The new deck was covered with a clear roof that had close-able blinds, with wall panels they could open or retract, so on cold or wet or too-hot days, the deck was enclosed, and the rest of the time it was open on the front or front and sides both, so they could enjoy the deck, and they could grill and stuff year-round. It was on a small slope with a walk-out basement and a row of rooms that were completely sub-grade, including an ‘everyone else should panic’ room that had some weaponry that Aly didn’t see too often, including a couple anti-tank weapons and a heavy machine gun that only bionic people and IFVs were going to be toting around.




Aly helped Jaime make the potato salad while Steve grilled the burgers, and then they had a great dinner: burgers, warm potato salad, a crunchy vegetable salad, a Greek-style cold pasta salad with lots of feta cheese on top, and brownies for dessert. Aly had to watch what she ate and how fast she ate, because of her stomach, but she still ate more than she needed to because it was all great. And Steve did have Oscar’s rundown of the ops Aly could talk about.




Plus, they told her all kinds of stuff about building the APC site, and setting up a real file storage facility nearby, and who had figured out too much from building the APC. Aly was totally not surprised that Captain Jayne had used his Batman-like brains to figure out too much. She was surprised that one of the head contractors, a guy named Jacob Stone, had. But apparently Mister Stone just happened to be the smartest construction boss on earth or something, and he spoke like twelve languages, and he read a ton, and Daniel Jackson was trying to talk the APC into getting Mister Stone to be a highly-paid civilian contractor for the APC once the construction was wrapped up. Because anybody who could look at the glyphs on the gate and figure out he was looking at star patterns and figure out from that what the ring probably did? Too smart not to pull onto the project.




Aly was pretty sure there wasn’t a Jacob Stone in the A-list. She had just gone over that the day before. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t a Jacob Stone equivalent in one of her friends’ universes, but maybe he just didn’t make the cut when there were so many names to get onto those parchments. And if he was a brilliant guy who was happy running construction crews, then maybe he had never gotten flagged in any other universe yet.




So, after sitting up well past dinner talking, Aly went to bed in a really nice guest bedroom with its own little bathroom.




Aly woke up early the next morning. Kansas was an hour behind the East Coast, and her body was still on Maryland time. So she got moving. She did her morning no-run PT, which was all martial arts practice and calisthenics. She showered. She ate breakfast with Steve and Jaime, who were both going in with her. She wore her service uniform with the ribbon rack, and carried her baggage with her utes and stuff. She was figuring she was going to need to look like medal-earning Lieutenant Mackenzie, not some girl in a funny costume. Then she would change into her utes and her Bates Lights for the actual trip through the stargate. Which none of the people in the APC called a stargate.




So… back to the site, where a ton of construction was ongoing even though it was still before 0700. Same security stuff as before. Same elevators. Jaime took her down the elevator and told her the really important stuff, like guest quarters and one of the med stations were on 1, the dining facility was on 2, the brig and gym were on 3, base quarters were on 4, the armory and mission outfitter and admin and main security station were on 5, and a hundred eighty feet further down the elevator shaft, below several places where the elevator shaft could be closed off partially or completely, was level 6. That was a long way down, followed by a long series of corridors to the gateroom, the pre- and post- mission med station, their security stations, and down another long hall even farther from the elevators, the power station. Which was six single-cycle air-cooled ‘portable’ nuclear micro-reactors that powered the astria porta and the whole site, so the site didn’t have massive power draws off the Kansas power grid that would be costly and also unexplainable. Jaime said the six reactors together could crank out almost 20 megawatts routinely, and could spike to over 100 megawatts for the astria porta power draws.




Jaime helped her stow her gear in temporary quarters on level 4, then led her to the level 6 med station. The path from the elevators to the stuff around the gateroom was laid out like someone was expecting to fight a battle to keep a foothold situation from escaping the level. The halls kept making ninety degree turns, with alcoves for security to use, and big hatches to lock so they could keep badguys in, or maybe trap them between hatches. Also, the route off to the reactors was blocked by a huge steel wall that could be slid across the hallway and locked in place. Someone had thought a lot about security problems. Well, good.




Part V



Aly walked into the med section, to spot a locked security door into an empty hospital section with what looked like maybe two dozen empty beds. And a locked security door into an area that looked like a six-bed emergency room. And a locked security door that apparently had a mega-quarantine area with Chemturions and bunny suits and all kinds of stuff like that. And Jaime led her into an area that looked like a med tech’s dream work area, with what Aly was pretty sure were a room for a PET scanner, and a room for a CAT scanner, and a room for an MRI scanner. And less interesting rooms for a couple x-ray machines and an ultrasound system. Plus a bunch of analytical systems for blood, urine, DNA samples, and stuff Aly didn’t recognize.




Walking up to her was a short, curvy Air Force captain with dark red hair and a cheerful face. Aly’s telescopic vision could spot that her nametape on her white labcoat said ‘Fraiser’. So this was the Janet Fraiser that Sam Carter had said such great things about.




Well, someone who was probably that great, since this was a different Janet Fraiser.




Jaime checked, “Hi Janet, this is Alicia Mackenzie. You should have her med jacket already. But it doesn’t have the TS/SCI material. She’s bionic, like me and Steve.”




Janet nodded, “Right. So no MRIs for you, lieutenant. But we’ll still need a baseline now, and then pre- and post-mission checks, just in case. And we’re going to take x-rays so we know precisely where we can give you intramuscular and subdermal injections, or IVs.”




Aly nodded, “Good. Because there are a lot of things that can go wrong on a trip through the ‘gate.”




Janet smiled, “The general insists on calling it ‘the port’ or ‘the doorway’, or just ‘the entrance’.”




Aly admitted, “I was hoping it would be called the ‘stargate’. It sounds cooler.”




Jaime rolled her eyes. “No ‘cool’ names around here. We’re part of the uninteresting REPORTS program and if anyone asks, we hit them with confusing acronyms, boring discussions, all of that.”




Aly grinned, “I’ll have to get the official documentation on everything boring about the program, so I can sound properly grumpy about having to help audit the ongoing construction.”




Janet fake-whispered, “I think Colonel O’Neill is having fun pretending to be the old warhorse put out to pasture because of his bad knees, when he goes to events with his wife’s colleagues. Sarah’s really happy with her new job, even if she’s not thrilled about the colonel sometimes ‘being at work’ for days at a time.”




Aly didn’t say anything about how unhappy Sarah would have been if Jack was going on missions with Sam Carter as his 2IC, because Sam was amazingly pretty when she wasn’t even trying.




So Jaime left to do other duties, and Aly got x-rayed and got a fast CT scan. Janet’s nurse had to get a blood draw from a vein on Aly’s back, since so much of Aly wasn’t organic anymore. Janet said, “We’ll mark your charts with options for phlebotomists and IVs, but if you acquire diabetes or need regular blood draws, your neck is going to start to look like vampires are visiting you.”




“Sorry,” Aly whispered. Not that it was her fault. But maybe she needed to talk to Rudy about stuff like that. And anyway, she probably couldn’t get diabetes for long, if Rudy’s bionic kidneys were ready to put in her. Regular blood draws? Rudy could easily build in some kind of port for that.




It took less than an hour for Janet and her staff to do all the examination, since they couldn’t run an MRI on her, and Janet was concerned about artifacts from trying a PET scan on someone with so many bionic interfaces and so little organic mass.




Also, Aly’s x-rays looked totally weird. Janet had to order a couple of her med techs and nurses to sign a pile of NDAs because they were seeing what was inside Aly. And with the artificial bones and the reinforced bones and the partially-artificial stomach and lung, and that bionic spleen and stuff like that, and then the stuff that wasn’t there anymore, and the high tensile strength plastic reinforcement inside Aly’s chest and abdomen, there was a lot of weirdness around and under Aly’s organic parts.




When Aly was done, Janet called Jaime, and Jaime led her to Colonel Sumner’s office on level 5. He was a stern-looking man who looked like every bit of fat on his face had fled for happier pastures. Aly stood at attention until the colonel let her sit. Then Jaime explained that the colonel had already had to get read in on her and Steve, and had needed to sign too many NDAs.




Aly said, “So we can tell him about me?”




Jaime answered, “I already did, after I checked with Oscar.”




Aly nodded a tiny bit. “Good. The head of security needs to know about stuff like this.”




The colonel frowned, or at least wrinkled his forehead a lot. “It is a lot to take in. And Mrs. Austin insists that you’re faster, stronger, and better trained than she is.”




Jaime glanced at Aly’s expression and hissed, “Don’t be modest!”




Aly sighed inwardly. “All right. My bionics are several generations past hers and Colonel Austin’s. My top running speed is between a hundred ten and a hundred twenty miles an hour. I can bend steel in my bare hands. I might be able to tear one of those security hatches apart. And I have a lot more martial arts training than my jacket says.”




Jaime spilled, “On top of what you’ve seen me do, she has a black belt in MCMAP, and she’s getting training in shaolinquan. And she’s better than I am in the styles I know.”




The colonel thought for a few seconds. “If you’re going to be here for a while, we may have to run some training simulations for my security forces.”




Aly just agreed, “Aye, sir.”




Jaime told her, “We had to read the colonel in on some of the threats we’ve encountered, including robots, cybernauts, power armor, unusual bionic threats, that mergeron-powered battlesuit, JJ’s zomborgs, biochemically augmented fighters, and those time-dilation devices.” 




She didn’t specifically say bionic sasquatches, but Aly was sure that was what Jaime meant by ‘unusual bionic threats’.




Aly just grumbled, “That stupid battlesuit was a pain to fight.”




After the meeting with Colonel Sumner, Jaime led Aly down a couple halls to Colonel O’Neill’s office. Jaime knocked on the door, “Colonel, it’s Jaime Sommers-Austin, with Lieutenant Mackenzie. So you don’t need to put things away.”




Aly looked at Jaime like ‘Huh?”




But she could hear that there were odd electronic noises coming from inside the colonel’s office. He just said, “Come!”




So they stepped in. Colonel O’Neill had a video game controller, and was frantically steering the controller with his body, while a handsome civilian in a chair near him was concentrating on his own controller. Both of them were staring at a computer screen facing away from Aly, so she had no idea what was going on.




There were explosion noises, and heavy machine gun noises, and finally the civilian winced as a big explosion noise came from the computer, followed by ‘uh-oh you lost’ music. O’Neill grinned, “Finally!”




One of the other civilians, who were sitting on the other side of the room, looked up from a notebook where he was writing, and said, “That just puts you back in a tie with Flynn.”




The colonel pretended like he was scowling at that. “Then we’ll just have to keep playing. After this meeting. Right, Carson?”




“Right, colonel,” the guy with the controller nodded. “And maybe I won’t take it easy on you the next time.” But he said it with a teasing smirk. So Aly assumed Colonel O’Neill was on pretty good terms with his civilian contractors. Also, she assumed he played video games in his office a lot, which sounded way too much like Sam Carter’s Jack O’Neill.




She took off her cover and stood at attention. “Lieutenant Mackenzie reporting as requested, sir.”




Jaime whispered, “I’ll come back in a while. Don’t let the colonel drag you into his video games.”




Aly heard everything Jaime said, naturally. Just like Jaime intended. And Aly was pretty sure no one else heard, because bionics.




Jaime closed the door as she left, and Aly just kept standing at attention. “Sir, aren’t you going to introduce me to your team?”




The colonel smirked, “And how do you know these guys are my team? More secret intel?”




Aly spilled, “I have been shown photographs. One of them is on that list. One of them came to our attention thanks to Dr. Fred Burkle. And one came to our attention because he was sharing an office with Dr. Jackson. So yes sir, it’s more secret intel.”




Dr. Beckett said, “Oh yeah, I need to find a way to thank Dr. Burkle.”




Aly grinned, “She’s from Texas. If there’s a Taco Of The Month Club somewhere, just sign her up.”




The guy who had spoken up before, said, “So by a process of elimination, I was the one who was on that secret government list. Which would explain why they came specifically to talk to me. How did I get on a list like that?”




Aly admitted, “It wasn’t a government list. It came from an… outside source.”




“Which is more secret than the APC?” asked the guy who had to be Dr. Flynn Carson.




Aly just said, “Not ‘more secret’, but also not something we should be blabbing about.”




Dr. Jackson asked, “Who else is on that list? I mean, that you can tell us.”




Aly spilled, “A lot of the people you know around the APC, because that list is the basis for a lot of the personnel decisions that General Carter and some other people did. Also, I’m on it too.”




Dr. Beckett asked, “Who was on that list that your people wanted to get, but you couldn’t?”




Ooh, smart question. She spilled, “General Carter’s daughter Sam. And some other people who are already working on other important projects, so they’re not immediately available.” She figured she shouldn’t mention people like Mark Carlson or Faith Lehane. The general already knew that Sam was on Oscar’s list. Oscar had said so to Aly.




Colonel O’Neill added, “And this Canadian physicist we flew up to meet. The guy’s a total douchecanoe.” Half the room burst out laughing. “Thinks his shit doesn’t stink, and he’s convinced he’s the greatest physicist since da Vinci.”




Aly groaned to herself. “Rodney MacKay?”




O’Neill nodded, and smirked, “Him. Yeah. His first name’s actually Meredith. He hates it. He’s forty or fifty, and his sister still calls him Meredith.” More snickering from the room.




Dr. Beckett said, “You should interview his sister. Different last name, same big brain. I’ve read a couple papers by her, and I think she’d be a big help.”




O’Neill told him, “Okay Sammy, but that means you just drafted yourself onto the ‘interview Meredith’s sister’ team after I talk to the general.”




Dr. Beckett groaned. “Uh boy.”




O’Neill ‘helpfully’ pointed out, “Look at it this way: afterward, whenever you have to deal with MacKay, you can call him ‘Meredith’ and say his sister said he prefers it over ‘Rodney’.”




Dr. Carson hinted, “Maybe you should tell him you thought his sister is much smarter.”




Aly piled on, “Maybe you should tell him you thought my sister is much smarter too.”




Dr. Beckett asked seriously, “Would I have seen any papers from your sister?”




Aly shrugged, “Maybe. She has published papers going back to when she was early teens and doing research work with our dad. She’s working on her Ph.D. in biochem and biophysics.”




Dr. Jackson looked interested at that. “Research-level papers in her teens? Maybe she really is smarter than MacKay.”




O’Neill kidded, “Her wisdom and charisma stats have to be higher than Rodney’s.”




Aly giggled, partly in surprise. Who knew Colonel O’Neill knew about D&D stats? Okay, everyone else in the room, apparently, because none of them were surprised.




Dr. Carson looked at her in interest. “What do you play?”




She spilled, “I like playing a cleric.”




“War domain or tempest domain?” Dr. Jackson checked.




“Neither,” she insisted. “I like life domain. But I’m thinking about knowledge domain and light domain too.”




“Ooh!” grinned Dr. Carson, who looked at the colonel and asked, “Can we keep her?”




The colonel smiled, “I was kinda figuring with all those medals, you’d play a lot more… bellicose.”




Dr. Jackson pointed at the colonel and said, “Barbarian. He likes to rage.”




The colonel growled, “Hulk strongest there is!” But he couldn’t keep from smiling.




Aly asked, “So your party is… three wizards and a barbarian? Isn’t that sort of unbalanced?”




O’Neill laughed, “You know them so well!”




Dr. Beckett explained, “We’ve talked it over, and we’re probably gonna go with more frontline-ish mages, like a hexblade warlock, unless we can get some more fighters.”




Aly smiled, “I always heard that bards weren’t that useful, but we have a bard in our party, and he’s awesome. He’s also the funniest bard ever.”




“His instruments?” Dr. Carson asked.




Aly giggled. “The pipe organ, the hardart, and… the kazoo.”




The snorts of laughter told her that no one ever played a bard the way Xander did. Totally surprising—not.




Colonel O’Neill said, “Okay, now we know we can work with her. And she knows too much about all of us, so now it’s show and tell time. So, lieutenant. Science background? Linguistics background? Superpowers? And just how the hell does anyone get six Purple Hearts by your age?”




Aly thought about stuff she couldn’t talk about, even here. So she answered, “Superpowers? Being a Marine. Also, I’m considerably stronger than I look. My PT scores are the max for the men my age. Also, martial arts. Science background? Chem and biochem, mostly because of my family. Linguistics background? I speak and read maybe twenty languages with different levels of fluency—”




Dr. Carson asked in Arabic, “Twenty languages? Really?”




At the same time, Dr, Jackson asked in Mandarin, “Proficient, fluent, or ‘I can get by in an emergency’?”




So she answered Dr. Carson in Arabic, “Yes, I think twenty is a fair estimate.” She switched to Hebrew. “Some languages I am working on.” And she switched to Yiddish. “While some languages I would describe as not quite fluent yet.”




Then she answered Dr. Jackson in Mandarin, “I love Mandarin, mainly because of the tonality and how easy the grammar is, but it’s very pretty to write too.” She switched to Hindi. “However, some languages I am just starting to learn.”




Dr. Jackson looked at the colonel. “I agree. We need to keep her.”




Jack O’Neill couldn’t keep the grin off his face as he asked, “Are ya gonna pet her and call her ‘George’?”




Aly actually got that joke, mainly due to years of watching cartoons with Ray, and asking her dad about things she didn’t get. She had really expected he would go with a Gollum joke there. It was pretty obvious to her that everyone else in the room got the joke too, and maybe had heard it from him before.




Dr. Carson looked at Dr. Jackson and said in Arabic, “Then we’ll have an extra person we can talk to when we want to talk about the boss behind his back on missions.”




Aly clenched her jaws so she wouldn’t snicker.






Part VI



Aly changed into her utilities and the baseball-style cap that went with them. The cap went into one of the big pockets on her utes. Then she made sure she had her fitted OSI thin-plate body armor sitting properly under her ute blouse where it didn’t show. 




Then she walked down to the meeting room that Colonel O’Neill had grabbed. She took a seat at the table with one of her small Officer Candidate School notepads. She still had the case and stuff too. You never knew what could come in handy. Even the ‘write in the rain’ paper.




Daniel Jackson was already there, but he was buried in research. She used a little telescopic vision and some reading upside-down to see that he was studying notes on a creole that was part an alien language and part an evolution of Latin. From what Aly could tell, it looked like what had evolved on that planet was somewhere between Italian, Spanish, and Monegasque, but blended with that alien language. At least the notes that Daniel had were all in English letters.




Flynn Carson came in and sat next to Daniel, and they started going over Daniel’s notes. Then Sam Beckett came in and sat by her. “Hi, lieutenant.”




She kept eavesdropping on the linguists, while she smiled, “Dr. Beckett, you can call me Alicia, or Aly for short. It’s not like I’m in your chain of command.”




He smiled, “Great. Then I’m Sam. Or Beckett. Or ‘physicist who makes stupid math errors and nearly disintegrates himself’.”




She smirked, “How about if I just shorten that last one to ‘Sam’?”




He tilted his head at the linguists. “What are the Creole Kids up to?”




She explained what she had noted, until Flynn looked up and asked, “You speak Italian and Spanish too?”




She nodded, “And some Monegasque. My Spanish is proficient, and my Italian is getting up toward ‘fluent’. My Monegasque needs work.”




Daniel looked up and blinked in surprise. “Then we need to get you in our language parsing project. Luckily for us, the alien language—they call it Parinda—is SVO for the common tenses, so our first contact guys managed okay. But they completely missed that the past pluperfect and some of the preterite tenses are VSO and their assorted future tenses tend to be SOV. The creole skips all of that and keeps everything SVO with a simplified grammar and Latinate declensions.”




Flynn added, “And the diplomats prefer to avoid the creole completely, and want to speak in Parinda or else one of the Earth languages they’ve learned, which as we’ve seen so far, tend to be French and Spanish and Italian. The creole-only speakers can usually follow along in one of those.”




Sam said, “I’m glad you guys have that part covered. I learned enough Russian and German to get through grad school language requirements, but French and Spanish? Non.”




“You mean nyet,” Flynn kidded.




“Da,” Sam smiled.




Jack strolled in with a couple folders in his hand. “Ya nay ponimayu.”




Aly giggled while Flynn laughed and Daniel almost choked on his coffee. Sam snorted and said, “Me neither.”




Daniel ratted Jack out, “The colonel pretends he doesn’t speak anything except English, but he’s got a good grasp of key words and phrases in over a dozen languages.”




Jack fudged, “A man’s got to know how to order a beer wherever he ends up. And how to ask where’s the toilet.”




Just behind Jack were two sergeants who took seats without talking. Aly checked out the insignias on their sleeves. The stern-looking black guy was a Marine gunnery sergeant, and his nametape said ‘Bates’. The taller white guy was an Army first sergeant, and his nametape said ‘Cole’.




Jack started off. “All right, the new kid is Lieutenant Mackenzie. Lieutenant, you’ve met everyone except Bates and Cole. She looks like she’s sixteen and a pushover. She’s not. She was the honor graduate for her company at OCS. That was one female platoon, three male platoons. Her PFT and CFT were high enough to score as 300 on the men’s points scale. Do not treat her like she can’t pull her own weight.”




Bates frowned and asked, “Colonel, are you sure about… the lieutenant?”




Jack just gave her a look that said ‘how do you want to handle this’. So she said, “Clearly, some people have doubts. So after the briefing, sparring. Me against… I think both of them at the same time.”




Jack laughed out loud, while both sergeants looked at her like she was nuts.




So she deliberately added, “I am going to insist that both of them have padding and mouthpieces. Possibly body armor. I won’t need anything.”




Jack smirked, “Self-confidence. I like that.”




Both sergeants looked at her like they thought she was some jerkhead officer who had no idea she was out of her depth. Which kind of went with ‘jerkhead officer’ as far as she’d been able to tell.




Bates looked at Jack. “Colonel, no matter how good she is, she’s maybe 110, I’m around 190 pounds, and Cole is around 230. Also, we both have her on height and reach. This wouldn’t be considered a fair sparring match unless… umm… she can fly and shoot energy bursts out of her hands. Or something.”




Aly tried not to smile at the idea of Alex or Alee hearing that.




Jack grinned, “Maybe I should warn you that at OCS her nickname was ‘She-Hulk’. And she was the first woman tabbed to run SULE I and SULE II with the men.”




Aly pointed out, “There were two other women from my platoon who got tabbed too. And they did great.”




Jack insisted, “My point still stands. She’s ‘more than meets the eye’.” And he hummed a few bars of what Aly recognized as one of the Transformers theme songs. The one Ray used to sing all the time when they were little.




She would have given him a frown, but he was her commanding officer.




Cole grinned, because he totally recognized the tune. He said, “Colonel, if she can unfold into a Camaro, that might be an unfair advantage.”




So Aly said, “Sergeant, I’m pretty sure I’m not Bumblebee.” That got a round of snickers. It looked like all that time spent hanging with Ray was actually paying off in adult ways. Or ‘sort of adult’ ways.




Jack said, “Let’s get this briefing done first. Cartoon gearhead stuff later.” And he pointed at Daniel Jackson. “Okay Dannyboy, you’re up.”




“Okay Jack, if you say so,” Daniel replied. He stood up and walked over to a projector screen. Then he pointed at Flynn, who started clicking through the presentation.




“All right. Planet SPA7GDE, which we have been calling ‘Spadge’, is officially called ‘Paro’ by the Parotha, the Paro residents we’ve met. Paro is a word in Parinda which is actually from an archaic word for ‘Home’. They also call their country ‘Paro’, which Flynn and I think is related to their having the only astria porta for their planet. They’ve fought plenty of wars, and won almost all of them, which is why their country is now the entire continent they sit on, the polar area to their north, the land bridge to the continent south of them, and maybe half of that southern continent. Plus the half dozen island chains around their continent. It seems like they haven’t had a war in maybe centuries, but that may be because their neighbors have learned that poking the bear gets you eaten alive.”




Jack pointed out, “Or they may have lied about a lot of that.”




Daniel kept going, “The planet, from their maps, isn’t too different, conceptually, from Earth. Maybe sixty or seventy percent covered in water—it’s hard to tell how much areal distortion is in the maps we’ve seen so far—with half a dozen continents, some areas where there are huge collections of islands, and icy poles which are both at least partially over other rocky continent-sized areas. The astria porta is in the center of the older part of the capital city, which is creatively named what translates as ‘Our City’ in both Parinda and their creole, which Flynn is hypothesizing has meaningful historical roots related to the humans brought there roughly two thousand years ago. The country has a government which as far as we have been able to determine is a technocratic republican democracy with no president or supreme court but a tricameral legislative structure.”




Cole put up a hand. “A technocratic republican democracy? Can you explain that one?”




Daniel frowned a little. “It’s… convoluted. It’s a republic: everyone gets to vote for the people who then work in the national legislatures to do the actual drafting of laws, amending of laws, and even removing of laws that didn’t work so well. But they don’t really have poverty the way we do, since they have all the energy they want, and housing is free until you want a bigger house in a nicer area. But it’s also technocratic, in that you get to cast more votes if you put more effort into helping your country. Getting a graduate degree and becoming a teacher or doctor or nurse or researcher. Becoming a police officer or fireman. Enlisting in the national military, or their equivalent of a Peace Corps, or several other things. There are a lot of things we just haven’t found out yet, but basically, everyone in this room would get a lot more votes in their system than, say, Paris Hilton.”




Jack snarked, “I knew there was a reason I liked Spadge.”




Daniel cleared his throat a little. “We also know that their government is not the only one on their planet, and that’s complicated too. Like trying to explain to someone how every government on Earth works.”




“Not too well,” Jack interrupted.




Daniel kept going. He was probably used to Jack butting in and commenting and stuff. “There are several alien races we’ll probably run into. All but one of them that we’ve seen so far are bipedal, bilaterally symmetric humanoids. One or two turned out to be able to interbreed with humans, so there’s a lot of range between ‘guy who looks like a lizard person’ and ‘guy who looks completely human’. Interestingly, two of the alien races who look most like us are genetically dissimilar enough that they cannot interbreed with us. We’re also looking into issues like whether transmissible illnesses will transmit or jump to humans too. It seems to depend on the illness and its normal hosts. Some viruses and virus-like illnesses can jump to not-too-different hosts.”




He glanced over at Sam Beckett, who took over the thread. “We’ll be searching for these two: Henry Barksdale and Greg Powell.” 




Aly looked at the images on the screen while Sam talked. Two middle-aged white men with big smiles, who both looked like they spent too much time on their hair and wanted to be anchormen at a good tv station. Sam gave a fast rundown on their backgrounds and stuff, none of which was likely to help locate them in an alien city. Especially when both had backgrounds that made them sound like they originally got their intros in the Diplomatic Corps because of who mommy and daddy knew. Jack looked totally unimpressed too, and Aly knew that Jack O’Neills tended to be good judges of character.




Daniel looked over at Jack, who added, “Okay. They told us their military is only for external problems. So the city police and some national diplomats will help AP-1 in the search for the two missing weasels—I mean diplomats.” He waited until a couple people stopped snickering. “We’ll run with three groups, since Mackenzie can speak with the diplomats too: Bates will guard Jackson; Carson gets Cole; and Mackenzie gets saddled with me and Sammy. Their LEO doesn’t want alien invaders storming around their city while heavily armed…”




“Ja-ack!” Daniel complained.




“Okay, so they want us… not completely unarmed, but not looking like we’re in the middle of the Vietnam War either. So no packs, no heavy weapons, no battle rattle, no massive sidearms. Anything we can sneak in is probably okay, because it means no one else will notice. So a holdout in a pocket or strapped on an ankle? Okay. No giant bags of food either, since they’re gonna feed us too. Snacks in a pocket are okay. And they’ll provide comms, which means anything we say will be on their net too. So try not to be like me.”




Aly asked, “Can I carry a full canteen of water with a long strap?”




Daniel pointed out, “They’ll have food and water.”




But Jack caught on at once. “What did you have in mind, lieutenant?”




She smiled at him, “I was thinking of the hammer toss.”




He smirked, “We can probably get that through. Is your aim good enough?”




She nodded and asked, “Can I get half a dozen of the biggest ball bearings we have on-site? And a couple stress balls?”




He snorted in amusement. “What’s your range and accuracy with a steel ball bearing?”




She admitted, “It’s nothing like my range with a rifle, but I can hit a target at handgun ranges. And no one thinks a ball bearing might be a weapon.”




“And the stress balls?” he checked.




“I don’t want to kill everything I see,” she pointed out. “A one pound steel ball thrown at high speed is a lot deadlier than a baseball, and more than enough baseball players have been killed or nearly killed from getting hit in the head by a thrown baseball.”




“Anything else you’re gonna be carrying?” Jack asked.




She nodded, “Some snacks out of MREs. Trail mix, M&Ms, that kind of stuff. And probably a pen and notepad, a compass, a street map if they’ll let us have one…”




Jack nodded, “Okay. Lemme call Siler and see what he’ll let us walk off with.”




Ooh! She was pretty sure there was a Sergeant Siler on her A-list.




So Jack made some suggestions about what people might want to carry, besides the big video recorders and notepads Daniel and Flynn wanted to haul around.




And Jack wrapped up the briefing, “Okay! So a little sparring, then food in the caff, dressing for success, and we’ll still hit our window for the port.”




So Jack led everyone to the workout areas. Aly just took off her boots, while Jack actually made the sergeants put on padding and get their mouthpieces. While Aly waited, she went through a couple katas and forms. Daniel and Flynn were watching, and they were pretty impressed, but that didn’t mean a whole lot. They didn’t know much about martial arts, so it didn’t take much to impress them.




Aly heard the sergeants coming down the hall, and complaining to each other in whispers. She kind of eavesdropped with her bionics.




“…can’t believe O’Neill’s buying into this crap.”




“Look, we don’t have to put up with this bullshit. You move to your left and engage, and as soon as she turns toward you, I’ll just bulldoze her. Spar over. Then I’ll apologize a lot while she cries, and we’ll go get some chow.”




Well, that sure made things easier. For her, anyway.




Just to make a point, she moved through one of her favorite shaolinquan forms as the sergeants walked in with Jack only a few seconds behind them.




Sergeant Bates watched her and then growled, “What the hell is that… lieutenant?”




She gave him a smile. “Oh, that? It’s shaolinquan. Most people call it Northern Style Kung Fu, but really it’s just one of the styles in that general group.”




Bates and Cole gave each other looks. She was hoping they were planning to get serious about sparring against her, because she didn’t want them to think she beat them because they weren’t really trying.




The two sergeants stepped onto the mat and separated, so Cole was on her three and Bates was on her ten. Jack said, “Begin!” and both men moved.




She took a glide-step toward Cole as he moved in, and he threw a straight punch at her solar plexus.




She blocked it with an inside-out block and used a guide parry to move his follow-up punch off-line. That opened him up to a quick front kick that launched him backward.




By then, Bates was on her eight and charging at her. She turned just enough that she could grab one of his outstretched arms and go into a back throw, tossing him well over her as her back hit the mat.




She popped back up to her feet to see both men struggling to get back to their feet. She might have knocked the wind out of both of them, even though they were both wearing that heavy sparring padding.




Jack said, “Halt. I’m calling this before someone gets seriously hurt. Sergeants? Any doubts about her quals now?”




Aly just said, “I am a lot stronger and faster than I look.”




“No shit… ma’am,” Bates managed. Cole just nodded in agreement.




Jack went on. “Okay. No more underestimating the lieutenant. So let’s go get out of our sparring gear, and then… lunch is on me!”




Part VII



Aly managed not to giggle, since no one was paying directly for the food in the dining facility. She just sat down and quickly put her boots back on.




Jack stood by the door and said, “Mackenzie, that was pretty fricking impressive. I have never seen anyone move that fast. And that kick? You could’ve planted him into the wall if you wanted to, couldn’t you?”




Aly nodded, “Aye, sir. But that wasn’t the mission objective.”




Daniel just said, “Remind me not to piss her off on this mission.”




Sam smirked, “Don’t make her angry, Mr. McGee. You wouldn’t like her when she’s angry.”




Jack mock-complained, “I wanted to do that line!”




Aly figured someone here was a bad influence on some of the other people here. She was going to guess it was Jack O’Neill.




Jack led them over to the men’s locker room so they could wait for the sergeants. They came out of the locker room looking kind of embarrassed. 




So naturally, Jack made things worse. “Hey sergeants. Don’t stress. I won’t tell a soul you got your asses kicked by some ninety pound first louie. Even if Dannyboy and In Like Flynn probably will.”




She didn’t glare at Jack, even if she wanted to. She said, “Sorry, sergeants. If anyone does leak this and you get any grief, just aim them my way and I’ll take them to the mat too.”




Cole asked, “Look lieutenant, you really think you can take anybody on this base?”




She sort of spilled, “I can take the Marines who taught me MCMAP.” Even if that was kind of misleading, because bionics. And because of Joan and Rinkin and Master Caine.




Still, they looked totally impressed by that.




And in the dining facility, Jack rushed over to get a goblet of blue jello cubes, just like her Sam’s Jack O’Neill would have. Sam had even put it on the list about Jack, along with hockey and ‘The Simpsons’ and ‘The Wizard of Oz’. Aly tried pretty hard not to smile.




She carefully picked out a high-calorie-density meal that she could eat slowly, so her stomach would have time to expand and hold it. Also, the chocolate pudding, which looked yummy. And she got a chance to spread out her meal over the whole mealtime, because most of the group had questions for her. After all, it was only natural that the linguists had language-background questions, and the lone hard-sciences scientist had science-background questions, and the sergeants had military-background questions. Unfortunately, most of the military questions to her were about her medals, which she largely had to answer by saying, “Sorry, but it’s classified.” After all, some of her missions she couldn’t even talk to Steve and Jaime about.




Okay, she could talk about the ‘artificial skin’ thing running down one side of her face from up in her hair, because that was part of her cover identity, and not from a classified op.




After lunch, she made sure she was dressed properly for this mission. And that meant a lot less stuff than usual for Lieutenant Mackenzie. A camo uniform and no web belt or weapons or backpack or anything. Okay, she had her OSI thin-plate protective armor on under her uni blouse. She put a couple things in her pants pockets, like a couple MRE snacks in her right thigh cargo pocket. And a pen and notepad in a pocket. And her OSI phone in her right front pants pocket, where it could serve as compass and camera and pedometer and a few other things, even if she couldn’t use Earth GPS on Paro. And she went with her baseball-style cap instead of a formal uni cover or her boonie hat, because Jack was going to wear his cap.




Then she walked down to where they were meeting. Daniel and Flynn and Sam were wearing utes too, but not exactly looking like they belonged in them. They were carrying small packs, either as a fanny pack or a small backpack, and they had stuff like video cameras and voice recorders and backup batteries and big notepads and DSLR cameras. Aly was sticking with her little pocket-sized notepad like what she had used at OCS. And her OSI phone.




Jack had a cart full of stuff that Sergeant Siler and Sergeant Harriman had procured as options for them. Aly took an empty fabric canteen with a nice, long carrying strap she could sling over a shoulder. And six hefty ball bearings that were all over an inch in diameter, plus three stress balls that were a little bigger. Jack also had a thing like the plastic ‘egg carton’ things for backpackers that would hold the six ball bearings and keep them from clinking together all the time, which was smarter than what she had been thinking of. It even fit into her left thigh cargo pocket on her pants, which was handy. The pocket was big enough to put the stress balls in above the ball bearings too.




Aly was pretty sure that Jack had a knife and a small holdout pistol on his ankles. Not that she was going to talk about them, if Jack wasn’t. And she thought Gunny Bates had just snuck a butterfly knife into one pants pocket. And she was sure Sergeant Cole had something in one pocket, but she didn’t know what.




Okay, she wasn’t a hundred percent trusting about the people on planet Paro, either. After all, some of them had done something to two APC diplomats. Unless the Earth diplomats had done something bad, which might be even worse.




Jack led AP-1 down to Level 6, and down the halls to the astria porta. Which no one but her was calling the ‘astria porta’, much less something as cool as the ‘stargate’. Jack was just calling it a doorway.




First they had to go through the pre-mission medical check. Apparently, having a baseline taken just before they stepped through the astria porta had been pretty useful so far, so Janet Fraiser and the general were going to keep it going.




Then they walked down a short hall from there, into the gateroom. Which Jack called ‘the exit port’. It was all concrete and steel. The walls and floor and ceiling and everything. There was one security door into it, and a heavy blast door that could be dropped down over that door before any badguys got to use the thing. Also, there were big monitors on the wall opposite the astria porta, and some heavy weaponry at the sides of that wall: four heavy machine guns, two heavy grenade launchers, and two cylindrical missile launchers that each had maybe twenty missiles in each ‘pod’. 




Someone was planning for badness to bust into the APC. Which she thought was a mega-good idea, given some of the stuff Sam had talked about. Or maybe they were planning on being able to launch a bunch of offensive weaponry through the stargate at defensive positions or incoming assaulters on the other side. Which was also a good idea.




The astria porta was like a big ring standing on its edge, with a metal ‘iris’ closed over its center and cool-looking glyphs all around its edge and the rotatable ring just inside the edge. Its base was set a little above the floor, and there was a ramp leading up to the point where you could walk through. The ramp looked like a rough metal grid that would provide lots of traction and let mud fall through to the floor if you walked through with really messy boots.




Aly wasn’t sure why they hadn’t sunk the gate and its base even further down, so the walkway into the ‘port’ could be flat. After all, they had those go-kart sized monitoring things that had to get up the ramp to go through and check that the destination was safe to walk to. There was a niche on the far side of the room that had five of the go-karts, and it looked to her like there was room for maybe twenty more, if someone just built some shelving to move most of them off the floor. 




Okay, she was assuming the mission teams moved the go-karts back through the astria porta instead of losing them on other planets. But still, they were bound to find some planets with gates which couldn’t get visited so the go-karts would be effectively lost.




The big monitor flickered into life, and General Carter appeared on it from up on the fifth floor. He said, “AP-1, you have a go.”




“Yes sir,” Jack said, actually politely. “As soon as Lieutenant Mackenzie moves back a few steps.”




Okay, so she had walked right up to the edge of the yellow-painted area on the floor that said ‘do not stand here during start-up’. She stepped back over to where Sam and Daniel were waiting.




The inner ring started spinning. It would rotate until a glyph was highlighted, and then the glyph would light up on the outer ring too. She could hear a voice from behind the general announcing, “First glyph locked… second glyph locked…” and so on, until the seventh glyph was locked and the wormhole connected.




There was a massive whoosh of what looked like white foam, almost like a sideways geyser was blasting out of the ring. Wow. When Sam had said there was a fractal-shaped plasma burst, Aly had sort of thought it would be a little fiery mess right at the surface of the ring. This was so much more cool. And dangerous, because that was probably a plasma that would disintegrate all normal matter in its path.




No wonder there was that whole ‘do not stand here’ area. And no wonder the ring was elevated a couple feet.




Jack checked, “You okay there, Mackenzie?”




“Aye, sir,” she said automatically. “That was really awesome!” She turned to Sam Beckett and asked, “Is that really a high-temperature plasma? Is its boundary really a fractal?”




Sam opened his mouth to reply, but Jack cut him off, “Later, Sammy. We’ve got to get a move on. You know, rope them dogies, all that stuff.”




Aly looked up at the monitor of the general and apologized, “Sorry, sir. That was just… really interesting.”




Daniel murmured, “Scared the shit out of me, and she’s just ‘interested’.”




Flynn agreed, “And she knew what it was!”




They walked up the ramp, with Bates on point and Cole on sweep, with Jack keeping the scientists in the middle.




Aly stepped through the horizon. It felt like stepping into a walk-in freezer. It looked like something way away from her was moving toward her at incredible speed, and…




She stepped out onto a stone platform with half a dozen steps leading down to a gorgeous park area mostly covered by big clear panels that the sun was shining down through. There was a clear area right in front of the ring, because of the plasma eruption thing. But there were buildings all around the ring, and obvious little doorways for people taking trips out or back in through the ring. There were platforms with small floating metal things which looked like transport systems, maybe for cargo someone wanted to take elsewhere to sell. This was so cool.




Jack looked at her and whispered, “Hey Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.”




From the expressions around her, Jack used this line a lot.




Bates led the team to a doorway where some official-looking people and sort-of-people were apparently waiting for them. Sam stepped up alongside her and said, “Oh, and yes, it’s a high-temperature plasma, and I’m conjecturing its boundary is a fractal of dimension approximately 2.72, and yes it disintegrates matter left in its stream, including the air in the room.”




Aly turned back to Jack and excitedly asked, “That’s awesome! Is the APC using that yet?”




Jack looked at Sam. “Using our sideways toilet flush, Beckett?”




Aly bubbled, “Sure! Like using it to disintegrate medical wastes from Dr. Fraiser’s people. Or nuclear wastes from your reactors. Or other waste products you can’t explain, like oopses from your biochem labs.”




Beckett’s eyes got big. “Jack, we could charge groups for nuclear waste disposal or toxic waste disposal, and claim we have secure storage in the salt tunnels, and just disintegrate it in the plasma burst!”




Jack nodded a little. “Good thought. Write it up when we get home, and I’ll run it by the general. Because possibly making a profit on this is something nobody expected.”




“And it would be good for the environment!” Daniel gushed.




Flynn frowned, “Assuming there’s no consequence for anyone at other gates.”




Sam shook his head, “No, there wouldn’t be. The plasma breaks everything down to quarks and gluons, so then the distribution of the quarks should be spread out throughout the port network and be harmless.”




Jack looked at Aly and smirked, “Well lieutenant, I think you just earned your paycheck for the month.”




“Thank you, sir,” Aly responded, even though she knew he was kidding.




They walked over to half a dozen locals. Three were in some sort of comfortable-looking uniform that looked like light-colored suits with stripes on the shoulders. Three were wearing something more formal-looking, but not quite like formal suits. And one looked like he was in a mega-formal uniform including a fancy hat.




Jack walked over to that guy. “Erlo! Good to see you. I brought a team, just like you suggested.”




‘Erlo’ replied, “O’Neill. We are glad that you were able to assemble a group and meet us at the requested time. How many language experts did you bring?”




Jack smiled, “Three. And they each get a language-incompetent—or two, in my case—to lead around.” He turned his head. “Carson, Jackson, Mackenzie. Let’s go.”




So Aly stepped forward to meet her ‘diplomat’. A middle-aged woman in a sort of pant suit stepped forward. Aly noticed right away that she had snake-like eyes and some scale-ish skin in some areas, and she was running maybe two degrees cooler than human-normal. The woman greeted Aly with two hands raised almost to her shoulders and palm-out. 




Aly copied that. She asked in French, “I am Alicia. Which Earth languages are you most comfortable with?”




The woman smiled and stayed with French, “I am Dria. I prefer Spanish, but I also know French, Arabic, and Hindi. I am given to understand that English is your native language, but that is not one of my learned languages yet. Also, English seems oddly… collective of other Earth languages.”




Aly grinned, “Oh, it is. It really is. I speak Spanish too, as well as Arabic, and a little Hindi. I am sure we will manage just fine.”




Dria switched to Spanish. “This is most convenient. Your people did not tell us that any of your… ‘soldiers’ were also diplomacy experts.”




Aly stayed with Spanish, which she liked a lot. “Oh, I can do lots of things. Also, Spanish is neat. On our planet, it’s a language that’s been around for hundreds of years, and different parts of the Spanish-speaking world evolved different dialects of Spanish, so they don’t all sound exactly the same.”




Dria looked surprised at that. “Do they not all communicate with each other?”




Aly smiled, “I’ll explain it while we work. Okay?”




“All right.”




Dria and Aly pulled their ‘team’ together. They had Sam Beckett and Jack, and they had two local police officers, and they had two search-and-rescue specialists who had detection gear with them.




They walked out through what looked to Aly like a series of rectangular sensor suites, like the metal detectors in airports. Dria and the search-and-rescue guys suddenly looked surprised. 




Aly figured they had comms that they were not telling the Earthlings about, and they were getting reports from guys monitoring those detectors. Aly had a pretty good guess what that probably meant: the detectors had detected her bionics.




They moved to a nice, van-like thing with lots of windows. 




Jack sat toward the back, where he had a nice view. He murmured, “Hey lieutenant, ask if they have maps we can use.”




So Aly asked. And Dria paused for a second, probably to go to their secret comm system, and said, “I am sorry, but our only maps we have available are in Parinda.”




Aly pretended she didn’t think that was a big fib, and she smiled, “That’s okay, I’d love to learn some Parinda while we’re here.”




Dria smiled back. “That is good.” And she started giving Aly some basic Parinda lessons, like what the signs they passed said, and how to pronounce the symbols. It was pretty straightforward, since it wasn’t a tonal language, and it wasn’t agglutinative, and the grammar was pretty simple, at least in the present tenses. But Parinda had eight present tense forms, which was even more than Spanish, which had like six. And they hadn’t gotten anywhere near the conditional or subjunctive forms yet, much less the stuff Daniel had spotted, like the past tenses and their sentence orders, or the future tenses and their sentence orders, and other stuff.




The search-and-rescue guys monitored the van’s sensors for who knew what, and the van silently drove around some not-bad looking areas.




They drove back to the gate area for a mid-day meal, which according to Dria had become tradition centuries earlier, due to the eating habits of the humans on the planet. And there was a sort of buffet since they didn’t really know what Earthlings would want to eat.




So, over lunch, Aly tried tiny bits of a bunch of the different foods they had. It was all at least okay, and some of it was really good. But doing that let Aly spread out her meal over time to accommodate her bionic stomach. And she talked, along with Daniel and Flynn, to all three diplomats about the English language, and how much it had borrowed from Latin and Spanish and French and German, and even languages you wouldn’t think English would borrow from, like Mandarin and Hindi and Arabic. Parinda had words for ‘loanword’ and ‘creole’ because of the way their human languages had cross-pollinated with Ancient Parinda and then Middle Parinda, so Aly learned even more Parinda.




Then the afternoon went pretty much like the morning had, and around about dinner time, Jack dialed home. Aly spotted him casually pressing something strapped to his left forearm inside his shirt. And they walked through the astria porta into the APC.




After the post-trip medical check, they ate dinner together for a debrief. Jack led off, “Okay, anyone notice that they never let us see maps of the city or certain types of city structures?” Daniel and Flynn looked kind of surprised, so Jack gave them a look. “Did anyone see any industrial districts, or light industry districts, or warehouse areas, or an airport or spaceport, or ‘the bad parts of town’?”




Daniel thought for a moment and admitted, “Umm, no, but now that you point it out, they obviously kept us out of a bunch of the parts that any city has to have.”




Well, that wasn’t suspicious at all.






Part VIII



Aly slept on base so she could stay on Paro time, for the city anyway. She knew Jack and Sergeant Cole went home to their families, and she was pretty sure Daniel and Flynn never left their offices, but she didn’t think she was supposed to be their boss, much less their mommy, so she left them to it.




When her alarm went off, she stayed in her quarters and did her non-running PT stuff with calisthenics and martial arts practice. Then she showered and dressed and went to the dining facility to get a nice ‘breakfast’ even though it wasn’t breakfast time at the APC. Everyone else trudged in and joined her before she finished eating. And for some weird reason, just because she took three times longer to eat than everyone else, most of them acted like she had also eaten three times as much.




Jack and Cole looked like they hadn’t gotten enough sleep, and the three science guys looked really tired. Apparently, Bates was the only other member of the team who looked like he’d gotten enough rest.




After food, they had another quick meeting, only in Flynn’s office, which was too crowded with books and papers and stuff to really hold a seven person meeting. But Daniel and Flynn had been up nearly all night, with Sam helping out for most of that, because they had recorded or noted everything they had seen, and they had reconstructed the routes their three vans had taken the day before.




Jack looked at the ‘map’ and grimaced, “Well, that’s not suspicious.”




Their map looked like if you took a big city and drew three bus routes on it—three long bus routes that diverged and then each wandered around in a tiny part of the city before returning—and erased the rest of the city map afterward.




Aly asked, “Do you have street names or building names?”




Daniel looked pretty disappointed that someone had asked before he could pop that intel up on their map. Because they had recorded that too. Video recorders got everything, whether it was readable or translatable or not.




Jack asked, “Do we have any idea how small a part of their city we actually covered?”




Flynn looked kind of embarrassed as he admitted, “Not really. I mean, even assuming they really told us the true city population, we don’t know if it’s spread out like Dallas, or if it’s compressed like Hong Kong.”




Jack said, “And did anyone notice that their area around the gate is really pretty and artistically-designed and photogenic, but they didn’t go near anywhere else that looked like an Earth tourist attraction?”




Aly nodded, “Right, sir. No photogenic buildings, no memorable sculptures, no fancy parks. They didn’t want us to recognize anything that they drove us by several times.”




Jack scowled, “If there really is a search for our ‘lost sheep’ going on, they sure don’t want us anywhere near it. Ideas why?”




Daniel instantly said, “First, we can’t assume they’re really keeping us away from the search process. They might have a search process we don’t understand, or that they think we wouldn’t understand.”




Sam tried, “It might be that our three vans are a tiny fraction of the ongoing search, and every search path looks like this.”




Flynn suggested, “Or they have areas of the city where humans can’t go without really standing out, so they’re only focusing on the human-oriented sections of the city.”




Jack nodded, “Right. So they might only search for missing Asians in Chinatown and Japantown.”




Aly objected, “Except we didn’t see anything like that, sir. I was looking for alien species and cultural intermixing, and the whole city seems extremely well… mixed. At least, the parts we saw.”




Flynn jumped on that. “Right! Those may be the only sections where a couple Earthlings could blend in. Even though they didn’t speak Parinda at all before they left.”




Jack sort of gave in. “So maybe we’re too dumb to understand their search procedures. But do we know reasons why they might be just giving us a dog-and-pony show instead of letting us help, or letting us watch them work?”




Aly asked, “Do we know whether these two ‘lost puppies’ are really lost? Could they have been given orders from the CIA or the NID or someone—”




“Maybe KAOS,” Jack joked. A couple people snickered.




She kept going, “Or maybe KAOS to take off and go do some sort of covert op or meet with some group our hosts would not want them to meet?”




Jack grimaced, “They sure as hell could have. And maybe our hosts figured that out and they’re making damn sure the rest of us can’t do the same, or can’t meet up with our lost puppies to transfer intel, or whatever those yahoos might be doing.” He thought for a second and said, “You wait here. I need to make a report to General Carter and let some guys get yelled at for not stopping whatever those idiots might have done.” He stormed out.




A few seconds later, Daniel said, “Well, so much for instilling trust and building interplanetary amity.”




In the silence after that, Cole asked, “Lieutenant, you really think that could be what’s going on over there?”




Aly tried not to wince. “I really hope not. But it’s a possibility we have to keep in mind.”




And she had some even worse ideas in mind. She waited until Jack came back, and she said, “Sir, there are other options.” Jack gave her a raised eyebrow. So she asked, “Have they all signed NDAs?”




“Out the wazoo, lieutenant,” he replied. “Covering everything they might find out or figure out, including some shit I was assured is so weird it does not exist in this universe.”




Aly winced a little bit. “Yeah. That. This might be one of those things.” She took a breath and pushed onward. “In a different universe that also has an astria porta network, there are these… aliens. Imagine something like an intelligent eel. Smart as a human, genetic memory, mildly telepathic, and… parasitic.”




“Like in Heinlein?” Flynn asked.




“Worse,” Aly admitted.




“Okay lieutenant, you’re creeping me out,” Bates muttered.




“Me too,” Daniel cringed.




Aly went on, “They’re originally aquatic, but they can also burrow into a target, wrap around its spinal cord, and take it over. Control its every move, ransack its brain… I was told that one of the big giveaways is they usually make the host’s eyes glow. Like there’s a flashlight in each eyeball. And the host’s voice drops like four octaves. Only, in that universe, they pretty much were running most of our galaxy.”




Jack guessed, “And that’s why we have a med check every time we return? In case we’ve got an extra heartbeat and two skeletons inside us?”




“Partly,” Aly admitted.




So Jack asked, “Do we have any reason to believe that these eels exist in our universe?”




She answered, “No sir. Not yet.”




He pushed, “Then maybe you should try something we do know about. Like maybe something you know about.” 




She nodded, “Aye, sir. There’s a group of human-looking aliens on Earth that we usually call The Colonists, and they have a group that’s split off. We think of them as the evil group, but they may think of them as having alternate goals. We don’t really know for sure. Their leader is called Nedlick.”




Jack snarked, “If I was named Ned Lick, I’m pretty sure I would’ve gone evil just from getting teased every day in junior high.”




She pretended she wasn’t listening to the general snickering. “If these two lost puppies were some of Nedlick’s people, they could have used the APC to do all kinds of problematic things, and they might already speak the local languages on Paro really, really well.”




“Christ,” Jack groaned. “And are you allowed to tell the whole team about these Colonists?”




She spilled, “I know that General Carter and Colonel Sumner have both been filled in on a lot of details.”




Jack guessed, “Because your buddies Austin and Sommers have these kinds of details already.”




Aly just nodded.




Jack grumbled, “Swell. Just… terrific. We’re not trusting them now. They probably don’t trust us at all. We have no way to find out what the hell’s really going on.”




Daniel raised one finger. “Umm… well, maybe we do. They talk in Parinda among themselves. Maybe we could ‘accidentally’ record some of that, and we could bring it back here, and we could work at translating it.” He even airquoted the word ‘accidentally’.




Jack nodded unhappily. “Make it so… Number Five.”




“Wait, I’m not Number Two?” Daniel asked.




“I am Number Two. You are Number Six,” Sam said pompously, to snickers from the language guys.




Jack said, “None of you guys are cool enough to be Secret Agent Man.”




And naturally, Daniel had to argue about that. “Jack, it has never been officially declared that ‘The Prisoner’ is a sequel to ‘Secret Agent Man’.”




So Flynn argued about that. “Patrick McGoohan said it was!”




Daniel rebutted, “But that’s still fanon! He doesn’t count as official canon!”




“Sure he does,” Flynn insisted.




Jack smirked, “Boys? Am I gonna have to send you to your rooms?”




Sam ostentatiously looked around. “I think you already sent Flynn to his room.”




So Jack looked around and smirked in an Old Dad Guy voice, “And when I get home, I’m going to have a talk with his mother about him cleaning it up. It’s a pigsty!”




Jack stood up. “Okay, I’m gonna go have another chat with the general. You people get ready. And anyone who accidentally brings anything that can be used like a rifle mike, don’t tell me about it.”




Aly decided that included her bionic ear. Even if she couldn’t record stuff using it. She needed to learn more Parinda, and fast. So, as soon as she grabbed her gear from the day before, she sat down with Daniel and went over some of his notes on Parinda with him.




Then, just like before, they went down to the gateroom that no one but her was calling a gateroom. The iris opened, they dialed Paro, which Jack was still calling Spadge, and they walked through to meet their ‘escorts’.




Aly thought Dria looked happy to see Aly and Sam and Jack again, but Aly also knew that she had no way to ‘read’ Dria by facial expressions only, because the Paro people didn’t have quite the same facial expressions as Earthlings. And Dria’s face had some odd coloring in infrared, so Aly couldn’t even try to read Dria the way that Rinkin could read people by their skin temperatures.




They walked out through the sensors to the van, and there was a new guy in the van. Kodo, who was one of the Paro science guys. Kodo didn’t speak anything except Parinda and a smidgeon of the Parinda creole, so Dria had to translate everything he wanted to ask Aly. Totally surprisingly, Kodo was trained in biology and physics. Okay, not really a surprise. So the Paro were finally getting around to asking her stuff about her bionics.




And Aly was trying to track the van by what she could read of the street signs, which were all on Daniel’s map, so it looked like they were taking the route that Flynn’s group took yesterday. Not suspicious at all.




Okay, the van was mega-cool. It rolled along on wheels, but it was a really smooth ride with hardly any vibration and almost no noise. Aly wondered if it was battery-powered or maybe it pulled in its power from the road, or something else cool. But it sure wasn’t an internal combustion engine or anything like it.




Also, every question Kodo had for her had to get translated into Spanish by Dria, so Aly was trying to learn a lot more Parinda by mentally translating Kodo’s questions and then seeing how close she was when she heard Dria’s ‘official’ questions. Even if Aly was pretty sure Dria sort of sanitized some of Kodo’s questions. Maybe all of Kodo’s questions.




So Kodo asked something about the Colonists and ‘sources’, at least as far as Aly could tell. Dria translated into Spanish, “Our sensors recognized some Colonist technology and some technology we do not know the source for. Can you tell me?”




Aly nodded, “Sure I can. The Colonist technology mostly comes from some components we recovered after a splinter group led by a Colonist named Nedlick tried to kill my boss and several of my friends. There are also some pieces which were bestowed on us by the main group when a couple of my friends helped protect them. But the other technology is Earth technology. A lot of what you scanned is experimental technology created by some of the brightest Earthlings my boss could talk into coming to work with him.”




Dria translated that back, and Aly got to watch the surprise on Kodo’s face. He argued with Dria for a minute, and as far as Aly could tell, he didn’t want to believe that some of Aly’s bionics could be invented by a backward planet like Earth. Okay, so Aly guessed at some of that, but Kodo was really grumpy about what Dria said, and his face was totally expressive, like some humans Aly knew.




He asked something about Aly’s bionics that she didn’t get, but the words seemed close to the Parinda for ‘even’ and ‘uneven’. Dria sighed and asked in Spanish, “Kodo would like to know why some of your bionics are symmetric and some are asymmetric or missing.”




So Aly explained, “Our bionics are at a very experimental level, and we have lots of problems with them. Developmental issues, tissue rejection issues, maintenance issues, site infection issues… So our group has a policy that they do not experiment on anyone unless that person would die without the experimental treatment. I was in an airplane crash and fire…”




Dria had to stop her and get her to explain what an ‘airplane’ was and how it could ‘crash’ and burst into flames. That took a while, because what Aly thought of as an airplane was like old, unsafe technologies for them, and they didn’t understand how Earthlings would be allowed to fly their own airplanes and take guests onboard without appropriate training. Especially if the pilot wasn’t healthy enough to be flying airplanes.




Okay, in retrospect, it seemed like a really mega-bad idea to Aly too.




They totally didn’t get the idea that some people in America did stuff like stunt flying or parachute jumping or BASE jumping just because it was fun. And the danger was part of the fun. That was apparently so alien to their way of thinking that Kodo was looking at Aly like she was insane. Or some kind of primitive. They really didn’t get the part where Aly had gone up in planes again, and had jumped out of them, and had done freefall for thousands of feet before pulling her ripcord and trusting that the parachute would work perfectly.




Kodo had frantically asked some questions that Aly had just barely followed along on, but it was enough that she was prepared when Dria asked, “Do all of your people do this?” That wasn’t what Kodo had asked, but it was putting things a lot nicer.




Aly explained, “No, hardly anyone does parachute jumping, and even a lot of the military doesn’t learn to do parachute jumps. So people like Sam there have probably never done anything like parachute jumping. And people like Colonel O’Neill have years of training on military jets before they get to fly, and they fly in official routes on official tasks. I am an exception to a lot of rules and guidelines.”




Kodo asked something that Aly thought meant she was some kind of attack thing. She didn’t have enough vocab to be sure. But Dria gave him a dirty look, so maybe that was what he had asked. Dria tried, “So your government rebuilt you to be a… weapon?”




Aly shook her head no. “They rebuilt me so I wouldn’t die a pretty horrible death. But the way I am now means that I can protect people better than before I got hurt. And I can be a better investigator. Like what your police do, only to help scientists and protect new technologies.”




Dria said that back to Kodo, and as far as Aly could tell, that went almost word for word. But Kodo didn’t get it. He argued with Dria for a bit, and some of his gestures were pretty clear. Like when he pointed at his ear and his eye, meaning Aly’s bionic ear and eye.




So finally Dria said, “I too have implants for diplomatic purposes, as you apparently do. I have implants so that I can hear other languages more effectively and read other languages more effectively. And I can remember far more vocabulary. As you do.”




And Aly suddenly realized something. She felt like someone had just kicked her in the stomach. She had brain implants. She was so much better at languages because part of her brain wasn’t Aly anymore.




She was turning into Major Motoko Kusanagi from ‘Ghost in the Shell’. No! She didn’t want to end up being all robot and no Aly!




She needed to talk to Rudy and Andrew. Instantly.




No, she needed to talk to Rudy months ago!






Part IX



Aly felt like she was going to be sick.




Dria hesitantly asked, “Alicia? Lieutenant? Are you all right? You suddenly paled. This is not normal for our human citizens.”




Aly managed, “I think I… I may have missed breakfast this morning due to projects I was working on, and I… I think I need to stop and eat a little something.”




She just sat there and drank some water, then ate some trail mix, then had some more water. The whole time, she was trying to figure out if what Dria had said made sense, and what Aly needed to ask Rudy, and maybe whether she needed to go to Nashville and have Hunter hold her while she cried on his shoulder. Or maybe she needed to go back to Paradise Valley and cry on her mom’s shoulder.




Kodo asked some stuff Aly wasn’t paying any attention to, but Dria asked, “Alicia, I understand that this may not be a good time to ask, but what are you eating?”




Aly forced herself to interact with Dria when she really wanted to go ask Jack if she could go on sick leave or something. So she explained about ‘trail mix’, and where the name came from, and how it had all kinds of nutrition stuff that was mostly natural and stored mega-well. And that took work, because the idea of going hiking without all the comforts of home was totally weird and old-fashioned and unsafe and stuff, as far as they were concerned.




They were still asking Aly questions when they went back for lunch. They had questions about ‘trail mixes’ and wilderness hiking and backpacking. And hiking dangers, like wild animals and bad weather and getting lost in thousands of square miles of wilderness. Apparently, there was no place on their entire continent where you could find an area like that, and there hadn’t been for over a century.




Aly got out of the van and found Jack and Sam were sort of escorting her off to the side. Sam whispered, “You okay?”




Aly admitted, “No. Not really. I… Something Dria said about her language-learning implants made me realize something about myself that… I didn’t wanna know.”




Jack whispered, “Okay Mackenzie, do you need to go back right now? Because I can dial home, and I’ll go with Dannyboy, and I’ll send Sammy with In Like Flynn. Two teams are fine, if they’re not letting us really do anything.”




Aly felt even worse. She was here to help, and she was letting everybody down. And she was maybe just being a big baby about her bionics. Or was this how people like Barney Hiller reacted when they found out that their bionics were bigger than they could cope with?




She totally didn’t want to be like Barney Hiller. Or his jerkhead son.




She struggled, “I… I’ll be okay, sir. I just need a little time to myself.”




Jack frowned, “You don’t look okay. I think you need to tell your commanding officer what’s wrong.”




So Aly walked him a little bit away from anyone else and explained. She wrapped that up by saying, “I didn’t know I had bionic implants in my brain. I mean, I thought my brain was just me, with a couple interfaces. But if I’m not really me anymore and I’m part Robocop, I need to know what’s me and what isn’t. And… I don’t know what’s real right now.”




Jack looked like he wanted to hit someone. “Look Mackenzie, we’ll deal with this when we RTB. Can you hang on for lunch, and another four hours? If not, I’m escorting you back right this second. And either way, you’re calling these guys as soon as we get out of Madame Fraiser’s House Of Pain, and we’re getting a straight answer out of ’em, or else I’m going as high up the ladder as General Carter and the Joint Chiefs will let me. If they’re screwing you over, you can stay at the APC and we’ll goddamn well find a way to protect you.”




Aly had never thought she needed protection from Oscar or Rudy. Well, not up until a little while earlier on the van. She just nodded and thought about what a great dad Jack probably was.




She managed, “I need to eat. And stall. And just do box breathing and try not to fall apart.”




Jack said, “I hope that’s figurative and not literal.”




She just said, “Thank you, sir.”




Aly walked over to the buffet and picked out some foods to try, along with a couple things she had really liked the day before. Anything to just make her feel more normal. When she was as far away from normal as she could be. She was on another planet. She was pretending to be another person. She maybe had stuff implanted in her brain by people she had trusted with her life.




She sat down at a corner table and did box breathing until she felt like she wouldn’t vomit if she ate something. She started with the really tangy fruit that reminded her of tangerines. And she just ate. And did box breathing while she chewed. And she kept telling herself that everything would be okay. Sooner or later. Just like she kept telling herself that Jack would do what he could to help her. Because that was what Jack O’Neills did.




Dria sat down across the table from her. She looked worried. “Alicia? Did I say something that hurt you?”




Aly managed to shake her head no. And she even remembered to stick with Spanish. “It’s not your fault, Dria. Honestly.” She took a bite of some of the tastes-sort-of-like-chicken-but-wasn’t. “How do you feel about those implants in your head?”




Dria gave her a huge smile. “They are the best thing that could have happened to me! Without them, I never would have been able to learn all the diplomatic languages I need to know. Or your Earth languages. I had to study and compete to be selected as one of our linguist diplomats. It is a great honor, and they give me a position I could never have achieved without them. I have been able to buy my family a far better home in a nicer district, and I have eight votes in every election! If I continue to advance, some day I may be like the head of our department, and have twelve or thirteen votes.”




Aly checked, “Are you sure? Because on Earth, we have people who are just good at languages, and they may know twenty or thirty languages, and be able to read or comprehend another ten or twenty. I know some of them, and I talk to them over the computer, and we are ‘language buddies’.”




Okay, Aly had to stop and explain the concept of language buddies, because that was nothing like how Dria and her people learned languages.




Dria stopped and thought for a moment. Aly could tell, because she had noticed how Dria’s face set in this one expression when she was concentrating.




Dria finally said, “I do not understand some of this. In some ways, your planet seems very… forgive me, but the word I have in mind is ‘primitive’. And in other ways it seems as advanced as ours.”




Aly tried, “Maybe the two parts are linked. We have this thing. A number of our important advances have happened because of wartime pressures to research and develop new sciences and new technologies. And then we developed the assembly line and transistors and lasers and satellites and a ton of other technologies all in the last hundred years or so. Plus a ton of physics concepts and biological understanding and chemistry. When my grandfather was born, chemists still did not understand about acids and bases—”




“I am sorry, but I do not know chemistry,” Dria apologized.




Aly nodded, “Okay. Fundamental chemistry concepts that no one understood back then. And now this is something treated as basic science in schools. And my father and sister now do far more sophisticated chemistry and biochemistry than that, because our understanding of the subject has exploded in the last eighty years or so. Same for physics and biology and botany and every other science. So… we have technology that I don’t think is that far behind yours, but we as people are maybe four or five hundred years behind you.”




Dria stared in surprise. “That sounds… complicated. Am I allowed to tell my superiors about this?”




Aly nodded tiredly. “Yeah. I wouldn’t have told you if I didn’t expect you to tell your bosses and whoever you have to report to. Just like we know you and your cohorts are hiding things from us. And eventually, we are going to have to tell each other things like this if we want to create friendships and maybe even alliances across nations.”




Dria smiled a little. “You did not tell me that you have diplomacy training as well.”




Aly admitted, “I don’t. But I can see what diplomats do, or need to do. And some of our ‘soldier’ tasks include working with ordinary people in other countries and helping them do important things.”




Dria spilled, “We had assumed from first contact that your world’s occupations were more… specialized, as ours usually are. But you seem to be more of a… generalist. Is that the right word?”




Aly nodded, “Yes. Lots of us are very specialized. But I have just had the chance to learn a lot in a bunch of different areas. Science from my dad and sister. Social work, from my mother. More science from the people like Rudy and Dan and Fred who designed or re-designed parts of the things which are inside me and keep me alive. Languages, I guess since I was little. Military training. Leadership training. There are still a lot of areas I want to learn more about, but on Earth, that’s okay, and I’ll be allowed to do that. Even if a hundred years ago, women would not have been allowed to learn and practice a lot of these things, and people with different skin colors would not have been allowed. And several centuries ago, even people of the right gender and color and such would have been prevented if they weren’t from the right social classes. As a people, we are still evolving.”




Dria glanced down at the backs of her hands, which had cool scale patterns over her skin. “And yet none of you seem bothered by alien races or partly-alien races or different cultures.”




Aly tried not to purse her lips. “I’m pretty sure there are plenty of people back on Earth who would be. And there are also people who would be so excited they wouldn’t be able to sit still if they had the chance to come here and meet alien races and see your world. We have a culture of ‘science fiction’. Fiction that predicts the future or life on other planets or even more creative ideas, and it’s really popular. There are television shows—”




Aly had to stop and explain about television and tv programming, because they had stuff like that but different enough that it was a little confusing. And Dria was totally lost about ideas like Comicon and superfans and dressing up as your favorite fictional character to go to a big conference about your favorite television show where your favorite fictional character plays a part, and it could even be a really bad part, like being a supervillain or something.




Jack walked over and interrupted, “Hey kids, I can see everyone’s having fun, but the other vans already left. I think the chaperones are getting antsy.”




So Aly and Dria got up, and Aly had to explain in Spanish that Jack was acting more as a parental figure than a superior officer, and making jokes, because he was worried about her. And then she had to explain to Dria that no, that didn’t mean Jack was expecting Aly to put out or anything. Which made Aly totally wonder about Dria’s bosses. And about their cultural rules on gender roles across species and across hybrids.




Okay, Aly had no idea how to explain about Jack, and also about sexual harassment and those gray areas that included ‘he said she said’ problems. Or maybe diplomats had to understand stuff like that already.




They got on the van and moved out, but that ‘gray area’ stuff was making Aly wonder if she had misunderstood Dria about the brain implant stuff. Or if Aly had over-reacted. After all, Aly was pretty touchy about some of that stuff, and that ‘Ghost in the Shell’ stuff had really freaked her out. And it freaked her out more, the more she thought about it. What kind of person decides she’s going to live full-time in the body of a sex robot so she can do some small parts of her job better? Was Major Kusanagi really still a person by that point? Was Aly going to end up like that someday?




Aly still didn’t think she was ready to deal with the bionic life expectancy issues. Because what would happen if her heart gave out? Would she just be ready to die, or would she ask Rudy for a bionic heart? Or what if she got lung cancer? Would she just get bionic lungs and bionic anywhere else the cancer had spread to? And what if she was eventually nothing but a brain and bionics, and Rudy had a bionic brain she could transfer into, to prevent senile dementia? Where did it all stop?




Or did it? Was the future of her planet really ‘Ghost in the Shell’? Or maybe it was just her future. Or maybe Earth’s future was more like the even worse stuff Andrew had on his bookshelf? She didn’t want to live for 40,000 years and be a warrior in the middle of Warhammer 40,000.




So maybe she was distracted and not doing her job, when all of a sudden, Jack yelled, “Your nine!”




A massive truck bigger than a Peterbilt was veering into the side of the van, slamming it so hard it slid sideways across the road, hit the edge of the sidewalk there, and tipped over.




Aly grabbed her seat with one hand and caught Dria’s upper arm with her right hand. Aly’s left hand sank into the material of the seat, so she didn’t budge, and Aly tried not to hurt Dria as everyone else went flying into the far side of the van. Even the driver.




The van smashed onto its side, with Aly staying put and Dria hanging in the air. It looked like all of the Paro residents were caught by surprise, and were maybe hurt by the impact. Maybe Sam Beckett too.




But Jack had gotten a grip on his seat, and he seemed okay. He yelled, “Mackenzie! Return fire!”




Aly let Dria land on the side of the van, and she kicked off of the seat. The front windshield was starred and cracked, and it looked like it was almost popped out of its frame. Aly could work with that.




She charged forward, jumping over bodies, and she punched the windshield with both fists. It came apart, most of it flying forward down the street. She ran out through the opening and sped up.




The side of the big truck was slightly damaged by the impact, but nothing important. And several Paro residents were clambering out of it. Armed men and women, including Greg Powell, one of the missing diplomats. They were all wearing body armor and futuristic-looking helmets. And they were all carrying really nasty-looking weapons.




Aly charged at them. The closest attacker got his weapon up and aimed at her, but not quickly enough. She slapped the weapon aside and punched him in his center of mass, which was covered with lots of body armor. He went flying backward into two of the other attackers, so all three went down.




The next attacker got an uppercut that sent him flying backward into the side of the truck. The third got a piston kick that launched him into a group of three attackers trying to set up some sort of heavy mobile weapon. The fourth got a quick guide parry so his weapon fired somewhere other than into Aly’s face. She followed that up with a knee into his crotch that lifted him off his feet, and before he touched down again, she kicked him into the side of the truck’s cab.




The threesome with the heavy weapon weren’t all out of the fight yet, so Aly swept that way. She gave two of them simultaneous chin jabs, then smashed their weapon with a knifehand chop. The third was Greg Powell, who supposedly had no training on weapons, much less on alien weapons. She gave him a head slap so he would be unconscious and could get interrogated. Later.




Four more were moving an even bigger weapon out of the truck, so she leapt over a couple bodies to hit the twosome who had their backs to her. They got their helmets torn off and slaps on the backs of their heads. The other two got the helmets of the first two right in their faces, so they went backward into the truck, dropping the big weapon.




She grabbed the big weapon and spun around, throwing it like a hammer toss right into a foursome who were coming around the front of the truck from the other side. They all went down, even though Aly didn’t think they were all out of the fight.




She started to leap into the open panel of the truck, when something inside the truck fired a blast of something like wavering air, catching her in mid-jump and slamming her backward until she smashed into the van.




That was all she remembered.







Jack O’Neill got the rear emergency exit unlocked and open. He pulled out his holdout pistol and dove out the opening, rolling and coming up ready to fire.




He could see that Mackenzie had already cleared the entire forward wave. In maybe a couple seconds. Three and a half seconds tops.




Two of the attackers weren’t down, and weren’t out. And he didn’t have a lot of stopping power. So… headshots. At his range, that was manageable, even if it was a diplomatic disaster waiting to happen.




He took the shots and didn’t miss. Both shots were obviously fatal, unless those guys kept their brains elsewhere and just used their heads for watching Benny Hill.




The semi truck—or whatever the hell it was—took off, which seemed pretty unlikely given he only had a tiny .32 pistol and they had started with maybe half a platoon of armed, armored threats.




And then he realized that Mackenzie wasn’t there. And he had a damn good idea why. They had grabbed her. Maybe that was even the primary tasking of the attack.




And he had no idea how to help her. He cursed pretty viciously. Sarah would have given him one of those ‘not in front of the kid’ glares.




Then he saw what was happening with the dead bodies. “What the everlovin’ hell?”




Part X



Aly woke up. Sort of. She was lying on her face on some sort of hard table. Or something.




Something was hot on her back, like she was lying out on a beach on a really hot, sunny day. But she was inside, and she didn’t see any sunlight.




Her eyes were open, but she was only seeing out of her organic eye.




She lifted her head a little off the table, and she turned her head. Yep, not seeing out of her bionic eye, but seeing okay out of her organic eye. Not that being able to see what had been done to her was in any way encouraging.




Her arms were spread out to the sides and strapped down with what looked like thick plastic straps. And her arms were bare. So she checked elsewhere.




Crud! They had taken off her utilities blouse and her thin-plate armor and even her bra! What a bunch of perverts! She was pretty sure she still had her pants on, because she was lying on the belt buckle for her pants, but she couldn’t feel her legs. Or her arms.




For that matter, she could hear stuff like machinery whirring, but she was pretty sure she could only hear out of her organic ear.




She turned her head enough to see that the ‘heat’ beaming down on her back was a big series of raygun things. So maybe all of her bionics were totally knocked out. Which meant that strapping her down was a giant waste of someone’s time, because if her bionics were knocked out, she couldn’t move her arms or legs at all. She was basically a quadriplegic with weights holding her down.




Crud. This was so not-good.




She tried flexing her torso muscles, but she couldn’t move her body. Maybe there was a point to those straps. She could move her torso a little, but she couldn’t wiggle her way off to the side of the table.




And she realized one thing she could do. She could check her language skills. Because if chunks of her brain were her language memory, those would be knocked out too.




She started with Spanish. ’These guys are complete creeps, and if I had an option, I would punch them in the face. If they are aliens who have faces.’




Okay, Spanish was a language she had been good at before she got bionics. Maybe that was a bad choice.




So she tried Russian. And Arabic. She was still remembering the languages and the words and the grammar and the idioms and stuff. So she tried more recent languages. Mandarin and Hindi and Yiddish and Occitan. Okay, she was losing a word here and there, but that could have been just normal lack of recent language usage.




She totally needed to find a way to keep refreshing her languages while she was on ops.




She was still trapped and in huge trouble, but she was feeling a lot better about herself. And her bionics. And her friends at the OSI.




Only now she was feeling bad that she hadn’t trusted Oscar and Rudy more. She was a really cruddy friend.




She could hear footsteps coming her way. Some sounded like shoes walking on a hard floor. Some sounded like… she had no idea. Something sort of padded. Surely no one was walking around here in houseshoes.




She turned her head so she could look in the direction she thought they were coming from. It was tougher to tell with only one working ear, and not the bionic ear at that.




Three ‘people’ walked out with four… aliens. Totally-not-people. The three people looked like humans or the human hybrids like Dria. The four aliens? Not. They were in spacesuits or environment suits, so something in the air was unsafe or insufficient for them. They were short and squat, and the shape of their suits told her that they had three arms, with three fingers on the end of each arm. And from what Aly could see of them through the faceplates in their spacesuits, they looked like someone had sculpted them out of evil caramel.




Those were totally not Gou’a'uld. 




And if there were Gou’a'uld symbiotes in them, they would have self-healing abilities and they wouldn’t need those stupid-looking environment suits.




Great. All the thinking about alien threats from her list, and she got something that nobody had seen before. And they had technology that was totally suited to taking out bionic agents. Or maybe they had needed to design technologies to deal with species who had bionics or bionic-like stuff. Maybe the Colonists knew about these aliens and were having wars with them and just not telling any Earthlings.




She recognized one of the ‘people’. So she started working on her SERE skills. She said, “Hi, Henry. I already ran into Greg. Are you guys maybe making some bad life choices?”




‘Henry Barksdale’ snapped, “Shut up, you stupid human. We will ask the questions. Now… What are your forces doing here?”




“Looking for you,” she answered. “I thought that was pretty obvious. The APC isn’t going to leave people behind. If you didn’t want a search party or two… or maybe fifty… you shouldn’t have done such a terrible job of running away from your team.”




That led to some serious complaining and arguing. Unfortunately, all of it was in an alien language Aly had no clue about. Totally not Parinda or anything close to it. Whatever Henry was, he wasn’t taking the blame for this. But the others weren’t letting him off the hook so easily. And she was just picking that up by the body movements and the angry tones. Even if their language sounded like it was mostly words in angry, guttural tones.







Jack O’Neill was having a crappy day, and he was quite happy to be letting the people around him share in it, now that they had pulled in Erlo and a couple more English-speaking ‘diplomats’ they had probably been keeping under wraps to control the number of people the APC could reasonably send to Paro. “I’ve got a kidnapped lieutenant and a dozen dead or injured of your people here, with the dead ones melted like human popsicles! You wanna tell me what the hell is going on here?”




Erlo clenched his jaws and replied, “Jack, I very much did not want to tell you what is going on here. But it appears our ‘small problem’ is on the verge of turning into an uncontrolled outbreak. Can your officer get back through the porta to your planet by herself?”




Jack admitted, “No. We don’t allow travel to and from our port without some pretty careful measures, and she doesn’t even know what we do. Neither do our two lost diplomats. But that doesn’t mean they can’t go through your portal to somewhere else. And it sure as hell doesn’t mean they can’t take one of your spaceships, which you’ve very carefully avoided showing us. Just like you’ve kept us from actually seeing any of your real search efforts.”




Erlo hardly even flinched. “We did not realize that we had been that obvious.”




“Or that the primitive Earthlings weren’t quite that stupid,” Jack snarked. “Look, you’ve got some stuff you don’t want to talk about, and some stuff you don’t want us to see. News flash! Us too. Earth isn’t some pristine garden planet where everything runs perfectly.” He pointed at the bodies and wreckage all over the street. “You did see what Lieutenant Mackenzie did to an entire armed squad of fighters… after they crashed her van! We don’t have highly trained soldiers because the uniforms are extra nifty. We have them because we still have wars!”




Erlo looked over at an ordinary-seeming group of guys who weren’t in fancy suits or anything. But Jack recognized the look in their eyes. Every one of those guys was the Paro equivalent of ‘black ops’ or ‘secret police’ or whatever this frigging country really had under the hood.




One of them walked over. Maybe it was the walk, or the ‘look how harmless I am’ thing, or something, but the guy reminded him uncomfortably of Harry Maybourne.




Jack waited until the guy stopped in front of him. Jack put out a hand for a handshake and said, “Jack O’Neill. Colonel, U.S. Air Force. Earth. As you guys already know.”




The guy awkwardly shook hands like he had never done it before. He probably hadn’t. The guy said, “You may call me… Nemo.”




Jack snorted with laughter. “I’ll call you… Herbert. I don’t need to know what your name really is. But you need to know that even dumb guys like me who have no linguistic skills still hear words like that, because our world’s fiction likes to use foreign words and ancient words as background material. There’s a famous book written a century or two ago with a ‘Captain Nemo’, and there’s an animated movie that was out this year called ‘Finding Nemo’. Every kid in my country would know that’s not your name.”




“Her-bert is fine. Jack.”




Jack pushed on, “Okay. I know what you guys are. I’m not saying it. We have guys like you in my world too. So you know I’ve got replacement knees. And you know my ell tee is a bionic soldier who can take small armies apart with her bare hands. You cannot let her fall into enemy hands. Especially if they’re enemies who are so inhuman that they decompose in seconds upon death. So… where the hell is my officer?”




Herbert carefully said, “We had no idea there were this many of them infiltrating our city. We were not even sure they had managed a stealth landing until your diplomats went missing. They are called ‘Mor-Taxans’. Most of us call them a blight upon this galactic sector. They are responsible for a great deal of the slave traffic in this part of our galaxy, and have been chased off planet after planet for over a millennium. They have been trying to expand their operations, and take over and transform new planets for more than a hundred of your years, ever since their scientists detected that their star is dying. They have perhaps a century left before their star collapses and then expands into… I do not know if your scientists have a concept—”




“A red dwarf,” Jack interrupted. “Yeah, even dummies like me know about that. So they don’t want to sit there and have their planet end up inside a star. Me neither. So… what? They’re trying to colonize anywhere that sits still too long?”




Herbert replied, “Yes. And planets like yours, habitable, with large usable populations, but without space forces, are their preferred targets, if they can pacify the planet first. According to the race you call The Colonists, an attack by the Mor-Taxans was quickly defeated roughly fifty of your years ago, apparently due to exposing the Mor-Taxans to Earth diseases they had no resistance to. We do not have more detail on it.”




Jack told him, “We can probably get that detail. If we do, do you want information? Maybe virus or bacteria samples?”




Herbert did an odd little head movement that definitely wasn’t a nod. “Yes, Jack. That would be… helpful.”




Jack kept pressing. “So. You had no idea what was going on two weeks ago. You had a decent idea a few days ago, and started massive sweeps for these creeps, while you decided to keep us out of the way in case we were connected with them, or in case we might fall for whatever con games our suborned diplomats might try on us. So what’s the deal with the people turning to goo?”




Herbert spilled, “They do not ‘suborn’ in the sense you probably mean. They have discovered how to take over the bodies of humanoids, essentially burning their way into the victim and taking over the body.”




“The Puppet Masters. Shit!” Jack swore.




Herbert paused. “Is this an Earth reference?”




Jack nodded. “Yeah. 1950’s science fiction writer. The book’s about a secret government agency fighting creepy parasitic alien invaders who adhere to the backs of Earthling victims and take over their brains, until the things can be removed. And now I’m wondering how much Heinlein knew about that actual invasion. Only, this is worse, right?”




Herbert imitated Jack’s nod. “Correct. After tearing their way into the victim’s body and some healing, there is no outward way to detect a victim. That requires—”




“Stuff like your sensor arrays at the port area,” Jack said. “We’ve got medical checks for anyone who returns, so we just need to know what to look for. A second skeleton inside? Changes in biochemistry? Extra organs where there shouldn’t be organs?”




Herbert admitted, “I do not know. I will have to ask one of our scientists to confer with one of your scientists.”




Jack pointed out, “Well, there have got to be massive changes in biochemistry, or they wouldn’t turn into puddles of slime when they die. So have your guys talk to Sam Beckett. He’s a physicist, but he’s our biochem expert as long as Mackenzie is missing in action.”




Herbert sort-of-frowned, “Your warrior is your biochemistry expert and also one of your linguists?”




Jack nodded, “Yeah. She’s a Jill of all trades.”




Another of the Herberts walked over and whispered to Herbert in a language Jack had no idea about. Probably Parinda, or maybe a secret language just for their secret police.




Herbert said, “We have tracked down the truck used in the attack, and used… mathematical techniques… to map out where they might be. We have a small area in one of our industrial districts that is most likely, and our experts tell us this should be confined to a twelve building rectangle within the district. Would you want to assist in this effort?”




“Heck yeah, and my guys will want to be in on this too.”







Aly really didn’t like where this was going. They had given up on the interrogation part, and they were moving to the ‘enhanced interrogation’ part she was not in favor of.




One of the ‘people’ smiled cruelly. “We need to make you usable as our next do-en kotte, so we are going to ‘kill two birds with one stone’ I believe your expression is.”




‘Henry’ explained, “We need a humanoid body to inhabit, to provide us with an immune system that knows how to defend against the diseases of a planet like yours. So, we will cut you open, let our chosen representative invade your body, and close you up again. We will do this one without anesthetics, so you can first be ‘persuaded’ to tell us what we want to know.”




Aly pointed out, “You already know I have bionics. What makes you think I’m compatible with your plan?”




‘Henry’ smirked nastily. “If it destroys your body, that is an acceptable loss.”




Another ‘person’ stepped over. “This is what you would call a ‘flensing knife’ I believe…”




Oh crud.




“Now then. How do we dial so that the porta directs to your base on Earth?”




“Alicia Mackenzie. First Lieutenant, United States Marine Corps.” She decided to add, “Earth.”




“How do we defeat the defenses at the porta?”




“Alicia Mackenzie. First Lieutenant, United States Marine Corps. Earth.”




“How do we get past the medical evaluations they will want to perform when we walk through?”




“Alicia Mackenzie. First Lieutenant, United States Marine Corps. Earth.”




‘Henry’ smiled nastily. “You are extremely stubborn. Perhaps this will loosen your tongue.”




The ‘person’ with the flensing knife stepped over to her side where she couldn’t see him. Not that she wanted to look.






Part XI



Aly clenched her jaws and refused to scream. She told herself that this would be a mega-good time for Jack O’Neill to come charging to the rescue.




The ‘person’ with the flensing knife finished cutting a line down the skin over her spinal column. The cut went about from her shoulderblades down to her kidneys. The next part was going to be worse. Way worse. She took a deep breath and held it.




The knife began carefully slicing under her skin, like that taken-over ‘person’ was skinning a furry animal.




The thing inside Henry Barksdale smirked, “Feel like talking now?”




Through gritted teeth, she snarled, “I’ve been hurt worse.” And that was literally true. Even the debriding after she had been moved to a burn ward was worse than this. But this really, really hurt. And the thing doing the work was obviously really enjoying himself. Or itself.




After probably only a few minutes, even if it seemed like hours, the flensing stopped. But her torturer had sliced a whole flap of skin that was a tall rectangle that got folded away from her spine. And then he went to work making a matching flap on the other side of her spine.




The thing inside Henry Barksdale smirked, “Are you sure you don’t want to tell us anything?”




She growled, “Alicia Mackenzie. First Lieutenant, United States Marine Corps. Earth.”




She refused to scream. She refused to moan. She refused to cry. She couldn’t keep her organic skin from sweating at the agony, but she was not going to surrender. And she trusted Colonel O’Neill to come to her rescue, no matter what he had to do.




Her torturer finished the second flap and pronounced to one of the suit-clad aliens, “A very clean job. You should have no trouble immersing yourself into her body through the opening, and then we can close it and let you heal up, perhaps for a day.”




‘Henry’ asked, “Are we sure that we can operate the bionics?”




One of the things in environment suits growled something in their language. Aly was assuming it meant something like ‘obviously’ because she had already heard the word for ‘yes’, and ‘Henry’ was replying, “Then get moving. We saved all the clothing, so you can be properly dressed afterward.”




Aly felt the thing crawl up on the table behind her. Oh crud, this was going to hurt. And how much about her body did they already know?




The thing said in their guttural language, “Too doe nakotae!”




The rest of the room either echoed that or announced, “To life immortal!” in either English or Parinda.




Great, not only were they evil aliens, they were creepy fanatics too. A fanatical omnicidal alien was about to kill her and take over her body and do really bad stuff with it. At least with a Gou’a'uld, there was some hope of surviving and one day regaining control of her own body, like Alexandra had done.




Aly felt it as three hands pressed down on her raw, flensed flesh. The hands started to slowly sink into her, burning her skin and flesh and muscle like it was pouring acid into her wound. She gritted her teeth and strained as hard as she could not to scream…




And suddenly, the thing was pulling back from her body, and it was screaming in agony. It was struggling to climb off the table, and it was failing. It fell to the floor and gasped something Aly couldn’t quite get.




‘Henry’ stepped over to the thing and snapped, “What? Are you insane? Why would we have taken all this time to create a trap for you in front of our superiors? They would kill us… or worse!”




Another one was running scanners up and down her back. “These are complex titanium-steel alloys, and she has them all through her spinal column… and ribcage. And there are rigid long-chain hydrocarbons separating her vertebrae. And there are flexible long-chain hydrocarbons protecting parts of her interior. This is madness. Who would let someone build this inside them like this?”




Aly just tried to cope with the burning, searing pain all up and down the center of her back. She didn’t think she was safe, either. If they couldn’t go in through the center of her back, they could still go in through her side, below her ribs. Or through her abs. Unless they were afraid that the flexible plastics protecting her organs might be the problem.




One of the things in the environment suits growled at ‘Henry’ and the torturer. Aly was pretty sure she had picked up enough Mor-Taxan to tell that it was something about the stuff in her body. 




‘Henry’ shrugged, “How should I know?”




The torturer answered, “There is no way to tell which caused this reaction. I recommend we tear out her spinal column and ribcage and organs, dissect them, and try individual components on unworthy Mor-Taxans so we know what we need our scientists to combat.”




Aly lied, “I can’t believe how stupid all of you are! It’s obvious from the biochemical processes you have to be using to merge into a humanoid body. Can you do nothing without your scientists and your leaders?” Really, she was hoping they would let her sidetrack them into a lot of stalling about biochemistry, which they seemed to have pretty much no grasp of without alien science guys to explain it to them.




“Shut up, Earthling!” ‘Henry’ yelled. One of the things in the environment suits yelled pretty much the same thing in Mor-Taxan, only Aly thought it was even less polite.




One of the other suited things started giving commands. She picked up a verb form of ‘doe’ and a few other basic word forms, so she was guessing they were going to let her live, probably so they could use her as bait to capture Jack or Bates or Cole. 




Crud. She still had no way to get free. There had to be something she could do. And her back still hurt like crazy. 







Jack made an effort not to yell at the guy, but ‘Herbert’ was treating this as a strategic tasking, and not as an emergency rescue to be done at high speed. After all, it wasn’t Herbert’s lieutenant. Herbert didn’t have a twenty-ish kid being tortured and maybe taken over by hostile alien forces.




Another of the Herbert types came in with a map and a sheet of what were probably numbers. Being fluent in Parinda would have been super helpful for him right then. Maybe he should have risked dragging Dannyboy or In Like Flynn in here for interpreting, even if neither one could keep their mouth shut about stuff. Especially about injustices like what these Herberts did.




Herbert looked at Jack and said in English, “We have a target. This building.” He pointed at a decent-sized rectangle on his map. Then he pointed at what would be the northern edge of the building, if it was an American map. “This end should be currently unused, with minimal power use. But something in there is using excessive power, possibly to keep your lieutenant caged or controlled.”




Yeah, Jack had no idea how much power you’d need for that. Mackenzie had told him she had bionics. He had seen her toss Cole and Bates around like they were 98-pound weaklings. He just hadn’t realized that she really was She-Hulk. Not until he had seen what she did at the accident site.




What the hell could Steve Austin do, if Mackenzie could do all of that when she was maybe half his size? And did General Carter really grok what having bionic people in the APC really meant?




He looked over at Cole and Bates, who weren’t prepped for combat like they normally would be, but had Paro hand weapons. And they were ready to go into battle. Nobody got left behind on his watch, and not on their watch either. Not even little girls who made them look bad on the mat.




They all piled into two of the city vans and moved out to meet up with whoever else Herbert was marshaling behind the scenes. Jack had grabbed the biggest weapon they would let him have, and he was making sure he could operate it properly. Fortunately, they were easier to use than a Star Trek phaser. And they gave him a little comm system that looked easy to jam but easy to wear too.




The plan was pretty simple. Surround the target area, charge in and shoot everything that looked like it was Gumby’s arch-enemy, rescue She-Hulk, round up everyone still alive and test all of ’em for Mor-tax cooties.




He was fully aware that wasn’t a plan. That was a rough concept and a mission goal. He wouldn’t accept that ‘plan’ as op orders even if an airman was slapping them together in a training course. But he wasn’t the boss here. He wasn’t even in the chain of command. And he was pretty sure he didn’t want to be in Herbert’s chain of command. It would probably be worse than having Harry Maybourne as a superior officer.




Not that Maybourne was superior to much of anything. Maybe… cockroaches.




They piled into the vans and drove to the target, at which point Jack found out there were half a dozen other vehicles: police vans, search-and-rescue trucks, some seriously military-looking future-tanks, and one unobtrusive van-like truck off to the side that just happened to be there looking completely innocuous. Yeah. Right. He was wondering how many Herberts were inside that.




Somehow, there was a well-organized sweep inward toward the target area where the Mor-Taxans were probably pissing off She-Hulk and about to get their asses handed to them.




He moved in with a half dozen cops and light infantry types, if he had to guess what they were. And they got maybe halfway to the target area before they ran into a highly-defended corridor.




Jack slapped his comm system and commanded, “Cut all power! That’s an order!”




And about two seconds later, the power went out. Maybe some Herbert in that unsuspicious truck had the same idea Jack did.




Everyone knew what they said about simple minds.







Aly was pretty sure what it meant when suddenly all the ‘people’ and aliens began grabbing for their earbuds and scrambling for weapons. A couple of the suit-aliens began shouting over each other, which made Aly wonder what was wrong with these guys that they hadn’t outlined chains of command and made people stick to them.




Aly was also pretty sure that what the suit-clad aliens were yelling was along the lines of ‘protect me!’ and ‘No, you must protect me!’ The ‘protect’ or ‘guard’ word had gotten said and then translated into English a lot while she was being interrogated. Same for a couple words that all meant ‘no’ or ‘not’ or similar stuff. 




Then one of the suit-clad aliens was giving real orders, which she couldn’t translate. Even if one of the words was what she was pretty sure meant ‘spaceship’ or ‘weapons ship’ or something like that, based on some of the words she had heard during her interrogation. And a couple of the aliens were dashing up a steep, narrow staircase that looked like someone had slapped it into place without talking to OSHA first. She hoped they didn’t have a spaceship hidden on the roof.




And someone was yelling something about ‘kill’ which was either to kill all the attackers, or else to kill her before the attackers got to her. Neither one was a good thing.




And the power went out. The room was suddenly pitch black. Okay, Aly had known that it was an interior room, so she wasn’t exactly shocked. But the weapon that had been depowering her bionics was off-line too.




Her bionic eye was suddenly back. And the room wasn’t really pitch black, because her nightvision was giving her a view of the room. The badguys didn’t have nightvision, because the two still in the room were floundering around, and the torturer-guy was struggling to find the table so he could kill her, probably really painfully. Although he was trying to find a weapon first, and he was still trying not to walk face-first into the walls.




She strained, and her bionic arms were totally back on-line. The straps on her left arm snapped. The straps on her right arm snapped. She kicked out and busted the straps on her legs too. Even if the noises were tipping off a couple badguys where she was.




Okay, doing that really, really hurt. Her back was telling her that not moving around and also looking for some serious anesthetic relief were excellent ideas. She told it to be quiet and let her do the rescue stuff first.




She slid off the table, just as Evil Torturer Guy fired something nasty that lit up the room for a second and burned a hole in the center of the table. Good thing she wasn’t still there.




The flash of the weapon had basically blinded everyone else in the room, even if there was still some burning going on in the middle of the table. That was good for her, because her nightvision didn’t get overloaded from sudden increases in light levels.




She slid around the table to take him out, but he had just enough light from the burning table to tell that something was moving up on his right. He swung his weapon to shoot her, even if he was squinting. And she wasn’t moving fast enough because of her back.




She tried something that was either really smart or was going to get her killed. She stood still and, in the deepest, growliest voice she could manage, she said, “Too doe nakotae!”




He responded, “Too doe nakotae!” And he swung his weapon around the room to find the Earthling.




He had his back turned toward her, so she hit him in the back of the head. He went flying face-first across the room and into a wall. He didn’t get back up.




She staggered over to him and scooped up his weapon. It looked easy to use in a couple different ways. After all, the suit-aliens could wield one while they were in their suits, and the human-looking ‘people’ with only two arms could operate it too.




She stepped into the closer doorway and saw in the darkness several of the ‘people’ lying in wait behind a tipped-over barrier. She blasted every one of them. Then she yelled, “I’m over here! They’re setting up ambushes but they don’t have nightvision!” And she yelled it in Spanish, because she hadn’t seen any Paro residents who spoke English, and she didn’t know enough Parinda to yell that in their language.




She totally needed to learn a lot more Parinda if they were ever coming back here.




She moved to the other doorway and almost walked into two more of the badguys who were rushing back to see what all the noise was. She whirled back out of the doorway, and two energy blasts ripped through the air to do serious damage to stuff in the room.




So she shot through the wall at where those creeps were standing. Then she cut across the doorway as fast as she could, to get a look. Both of them were down. She detoured over to grab her uniform blouse, and she tried to slip it on one-handed while pushing her skin flaps back into place with the other hand. It wasn’t working too well, and it was hurting a lot. She grabbed her sports bra and armor, and she shoved them into the big cargo pockets on her thighs, since her snacks and her ball bearings had been swiped by evil aliens.




She could really use some M&Ms right then. And some ball bearings to throw.




She leapt over the two bodies and moved forward down the dark corridor. She had nightvision, and it seemed like no one else did, so she had all the advantages. Other than her back, which was just killing her. Crud, it really hurt a lot, and her shirt wasn’t making things better!




Not that she was going to run around with nothing on from her waist up. Conan the Barbarian, she was not.




Yet another chokepoint, with aliens laying in wait on either side of the hallway for guys who were probably coming there to rescue her. So with one hand she fired into the aliens to the left of the hall opening, and she hurled a table one-handed into the aliens on the right who were reacting to her. That gave her plenty of time to deal with the group on the left, and then fire into the group on the right before they were able to return fire.




She could hear movement coming toward her, so she called out in Spanish, “Lieutenant Mackenzie here! Ambush down! I’m going after the leaders up top!”




She turned and ran back to the room she was always going to think of as the torture dungeon. And the stairs were still there, but looked like they were falling apart. So she jumped straight up instead and landed on the second level.




The next floor up looked unused, and the stairs to the next level had been pulled up after the badguys. So she moved to a good spot and leapt up across the shaft to the next floor. There was light coming in from a couple distant windows, so she could easily see that no one was using this floor either. But there was a roof exit overhead, and the metal ladder up to it had been detached at the top so it was about to fall over. Great.




She set the raygun down and grabbed the ladder at its base. It hurt her back a lot, but she ripped the ladder free from the bolts holding its base to the floor. Then she used the ladder as a ram to smash the roof exit open.




A couple energy blasts went off, hitting the roof exit hatch and the top of the ladder. So she threw the ladder up and through the now-open hatch. More weapons fire in exactly the same spot. She grabbed her raygun up off the floor, took a deep breath, and leapt right up through the opening.




She went maybe ten feet above the hatch, so the automated booby trap that fired a rigged raygun missed her by a mile. Well, by a yard or so. And she came down well out of the cone of fire.




The only problem was that a thing sort of like one of the small Paro cars, but surrounded by a glowing metal framework, was already taking off from the roof and heading away from her. She fired at it, but the raygun’s fireball effect had a limited range that just fizzled out before it could fry the flying car-thing.




What a stupid weapon design. Who made these things?




She grabbed a metal pole that looked like the top of an Earth antenna but was probably more important than that. She ripped it free of the roof and sprinted forward to pick up speed, then she threw it like a javelin as hard as she could at the speeding fly-car. Crud, that really hurt.




And she missed. The not-really-a-javelin missed the fly-car by maybe three yards as it went sailing under the car’s path. “Crud!”




She stepped over to the edge of the roof. Okay, maybe a fifty foot drop. She could do that.




She looked down at the vans and soldiers and policemen and whoever, and yelled down at them, “Incoming!” It would have totally been helpful if she’d known the Parinda word to yell. In case it might help, she also yelled the word in French and Spanish.




She left the raygun behind in case people might be jumpy, and she stepped off the roof.




She landed on the sidewalk where the soldiers had cleared as soon as they heard her yell. She would have gone with the classic paratrooper’s FPL, but she wasn’t doing that with her back the way it was.




She landed on her feet and dropped to one knee and her right hand. She could take that impact.




And naturally, as she stood up, there were maybe eight guys pointing hand weapons and heavier weapons at her. Some of them looked pretty scared.




Maybe she had overdone things. Again.






Part XII



Aly put her hands up like a Parinda greeting, and she went with Spanish, hoping someone would understand her. “We have to stop that flyer. Oh, and I need a medic.”




A couple of the guys yelled in Parinda for what she was pretty sure meant ‘interpreter’ or ‘diplomat’, and an apparently unarmed guy in a simple dark Paro suit hurried over. He asked in English, “You are Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie?”




She nodded, “Yes sir. At least two of those aliens got away in that craft. I couldn’t stop ’em. Sorry.”




He just did a head movement that Aly had seen Dria do, so she was pretty sure it was their equivalent of a nod. “You will need to remain here so that we may check you for… infiltration.”




Oh great. They didn’t know if she had been taken over by those things. Okay, she didn’t know if any of them had been taken over.




Jack came sprinting out of the building, so she assumed he was on their comm system. He yelled, “Mackenzie! You okay?” Then he stopped and looked at her, at the guys surrounding her, and then up at the building. “Did I miss something impressive?”




She groaned, “They think I’m maybe one of those aliens. And the aliens used an escape vehicle, probably heading for a hidden ship they’ve got somewhere. And I have no idea how many alien-implanted badguys we’ve got inside there. Or elsewhere in the city.”




Jack looked at her back. “Umm, lieutenant, I don’t know how to break this to ya, but you’re bleeding a little. All down the center of your back. Do you need to sit down or anything?”




Aly admitted, “I could use some coagulant and topical anesthetic and maybe two hundred stitches. Or at least some surgical glue and gauze and medical tape.”




Jack looked like he wanted to go find some Mor-Taxans and punch ’em in the face. A lot. He just asked gently, “You’re not okay, are you?”




She admitted, “No sir, I am not in top physical shape right now, but I can keep operating, if it’ll help stop those aliens.”




He looked like he wanted to order her to go get medical treatment, but what he actually said was, “Those bastards didn’t know not to mess with a Marine. Good job, lieutenant.”




Another one of the unassuming guys in the boring suits walked over to Jack. Jack did the introductions. “Herbert, this is the missing Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie, who shredded all their ambushes and escaped. Lieutenant, this is… Herbert. We’re pretending he’s not Harry Maybourne II: The Heretic.”




Ooh. That was more informative than the Paro people were going to understand. Aly just said, “Pleased to meet you, sir.”




The other boring-suited guy—who Jack obviously thought were spies or black ops or something worse—said to ‘Herbert’, “We need to run the lieutenant past our sensors. We have tracking on the flyer, despite their efforts to shroud themselves. But their spaceship may be heavily armed.”




Aly said, “I don’t know much about their language, but I picked up a few words from being interrogated. I think it’s a weapons ship.”




“How the hell do you pick up language from being interrogated?” Jack complained.




She explained, even if he might have been asking a rhetorical question. “They kept talking in their language, telling ‘Henry Barksdale’ what to ask me, and he’d say it in English to me. Then he’d translate what I said back into Mor-Taxan, or whatever they call it. So I listened. Their language is VSO.” At Jack’s expression, she added, “Verb first, then subject, then object. Also, noun then adjectives, instead of like English. And I picked up enough words that I think I could bluff my way onto their ship if necessary.”




Herbert just said, “Now we really need to check her.”




So Aly got walked over to a van that had medical stuff in it. It wasn’t like an Earth ambulance or an Earth paramedic’s truck, but it did have that sanitary medical feel to it. And Cole and Bates came running over too, along with Daniel and Sam and Flynn. Aly felt good seeing that they had all come to rescue her.




Okay, she didn’t feel good when they all reacted to the blood that was seeping down the back of her ute blouse.




“Alicia!” Daniel squawked.




“What the hell happened?” Sam worried.




Aly admitted, “Enhanced interrogation.” Jack and Cole both cursed pretty angrily, while Daniel turned pale and looked like he might vomit. “And one of ’em trying to melt their way into my body to take it over. But it ran into some of the hardware the docs have had to put into me, and had a bad reaction to it.”




Jack snarled under his breath, “Frigging bastards, we should’ve been here an hour sooner.” 




Aly didn’t think anyone without bionic hearing would have heard just what he said. But she appreciated the thought.




Flynn checked, “So you just ignored all that and busted out and tore the place apart?”




She didn’t quite answer that one. She just grumbled, “A couple of ’em still got away.”




The Herbert guy and his group, all of whom Jack was also calling Herbert, made sure to run a couple sensors over Aly before declaring her clean. Or maybe the word was better translated in this context as ‘uncontaminated’. She spotted Daniel making notes on what they said in one of his notepads. She also noticed one of the Herberts talking to Sam Beckett about what they were doing.




She needed to sit down with Daniel and Flynn and go over everything she could remember about the Mor-Taxan language. And she needed to sit down with Sam and make sure he knew enough biochemistry and medicine to grok what the Paro residents were doing to detect Mor-Tax stuff.




But all that was going to have to wait. She needed medical treatment, even if it wasn’t going to be magical repair work like on science fiction programs her dad liked to watch. Okay, her dad thought that what Rudy’s group had done for Aly was basically as awesome as the ‘futuristic’ medical stuff on tv science fiction programs.




And a new problem was already coming up. She totally did not want to take her top off and expose herself to a couple guy doctors—or paramedics or whatever they were—while more guys, like Herbert and Herbert, watched to make sure she wasn’t doing something bad. And Jack wanted to make sure no one was mistreating her. So she asked, “Could I have a female doctor, please? And could Herbert find a female member of his staff to do the monitoring? Please?”




Jack suggested, “We could run you back to the port and take you through, so Fraiser could work on you.”




That was actually a good idea. She should have thought about that. She carefully said, “Thank you, sir. I would normally fully support your idea. But I do not believe our mission is finished here, and I do not want to let those Mor-Taxans get away.”




Jack pointed out, “Lieutenant, your personal feelings may be interfering with your judgment. You know, your feelings about beings who kidnapped and interrogated you… and tortured you… and tried to murder you… and like that…”




“Aye sir,” she nodded tiredly. “You’re probably right. But I don’t want to let this go. And we really should try to work with these people, since the Mor-Taxans are definitely a threat to Earth. And they may be even worse than the Gou’a'uld.”




Aly noticed that both Herberts spotted that bit. Maybe she shouldn’t have said it out loud. Or maybe Jack would find a way to make that slip of the tongue be useful.




And maybe Aly should just admit that maybe she was too tired and too hurt to keep going without a lot of rest and food and medical care. She asked, “And could I get some trail mix or a couple candy bars or something?”




Jack grumbled under his breath, “Where ‘something’ equals a couple pints of O Negative.”




By then, one of the Herberts had a doctor type who was female although not fully human, and a ‘Herbert’ who was female and looked sort of like she could be distantly related to Dria, but was also in one of those dark, unassuming ‘suit’ outfits. Maybe it was really some sort of secret uniform that said ‘do not mess with this person or else’.




At any rate, people were doing what Herbert asked. Or what he was commanding in a polite way. So Aly had a female doctor and a female Herbert who could act as an interpreter. And the doctor fished out a thing kind of like an Earth hospital gown, which was perfect. Aly slipped off her ute blouse, which hurt wherever the blood had dried enough to stick blouse pieces to Aly pieces. And she slipped on the ‘gown’ so her front was covered and her back was exposed, even if the facial expression from the doctor made her think she had it on backwards or inside out or something.




The doctor looked at Aly’s back and said something in Parinda that sounded like it would mean ‘oh dear’ or ‘heavens to Betsy’ or something mild like that. The female Herbert took a look at her back and yelped something that was probably the Parinda equivalent of some serious cursewords. Aly was pretty sure the Parinda word for ‘mother’ was in there a couple times.




And crud, that got the rear doors of the truck yanked open by worried guys. Jack, two Herberts, Cole, Daniel, and Flynn, with probably more guys clustering around but unable to look inside. She was totally glad that she was facing away from them and she had the gown on so nothing showed but her back. And that she had her pants on too, so no exposed butt either.




Jack looked like he wanted to find someone and strangle them… really slowly. But he pretended she was okay, and he said, “Ya know, lieutenant, that’s gotta be the worst papercut ever.”




Daniel was appalled at Jack trying to relieve the tension. “Jack! They were flaying her alive! How can you be so insensitive?”




Aly tried, “Daniel, he was just kidding. Okay?” It pretty obviously wasn’t okay.




And Cole added, “Ma’am, if there are Marines tougher than you, I think I’m too scared to go meet ’em.”




She smiled a little at that. “Thanks, First Sergeant.”




Aly’s female Herbert apologized to the other Herberts in Parinda, so Aly couldn’t get much of it, but it was probably just a ‘sorry I reacted at seeing something this gross when I wasn’t expecting it’ kind of apology. Aly had too little context for most of the new words, so she wasn’t going to pick them up. 




Although Daniel hurried off, probably to try and write down what he had heard.




Meanwhile, the doctor-type sprayed some sort of cooling stuff all over Aly’s injured area, and it went numb. So, yay for really great topical anesthetics. Then there was something else that the Herbert explained was an anti-bacterial kind of stuff that would have really stung without the topical anesthetic first. Then a temporary ‘glue’ of some kind so the doctor could work Aly’s skin back to where it was supposed to go, followed by bandages and tape and stuff.




And, of course, that got followed by lots of doctor lectures that took forever because the doctor had to say it to the Herbert, who had to translate it, or get it explained to her in simpler non-technical terms first and then translate it. Aly was sure she would have gotten through all of that in a tenth of the time if the doctor had been able to just talk to her in a common language.




She decided that her bra would be way too painful across her back when that anesthetic wore off, and her ute blouse had been taken away by someone, so she fished her thin-plate torso armor out of her thigh cargo pocket and gingerly pulled it on. Okay, there was a lot of bandaging over her injury, so the armor wasn’t going to be rubbing on it too much.




And finally her female Herbert walked her out of the vehicle, even though the doctor wanted to harangue both of them about medical treatments and getting proper plastic surgeries done and risks of scarring and stuff her Herbert simply could not translate but Aly was guessing was maybe a talk about avoiding keloids and stuff.




And one of the other Herberts had her ute blouse back, and the blood was out of the fabric of the back, even if the back of it was still pretty wet. Wow. She thanked him a bunch as she slipped it on.




Jack looked at her blouse and said, “I’m definitely bringing all my dry cleaning here.”




She grinned and said, “Me too. Although I hear the cost is pretty high. Like an arm and a leg.”




Jack gave her a wink and said, “Good to see you’re doing okay. Even if I’m still pretty worried about your back.”




She told him, “It’s okay. They can rebuild me. Make me better than before.”




He gave her a pair of raised eyebrows. “If they can make you better than before, then I think those Mor-Tax morons will be wetting their spacesuits at the thought of invading your planet.”




She just looked at his knees. He shrugged and admitted, “Good point. My knees haven’t been this great since I was ten and too stupid not to jump out of trees.”




She mentioned, “Just keep that in mind, you know, in case someone you know needs a new heart, or a new leg, or…”




“A new appendix?” Jack asked naively.




“Exactly,” she agreed. Like anyone even needed the appendix they were born with.




He smirked, “I’d ask how your agency affords all this stuff, but after you told me, you’d have to kill me.”




She lied, “We’d put you to work in our secret uranium mines deep under Kazakhstan.”




He snickered. “Yeah, me and countries ending in ‘stan’ have this thing. I don’t go there anymore, they don’t try to kill me anymore.”




And by then, Daniel had Flynn and Sam around her. And they were all talking at her at once.




“Are you really okay?” 




“How can you be okay after that?”




“Don’t you need to lie down for a bit?”




“Shouldn’t we be carrying you back through the port?”




“Janet’s going to flip her lid when she sees this one.”




“Hell yeah, she was furious when Dan fell on that rusty metal.”




“And when he twisted his ankle.”




“I’m pretty sure she’s got a thing for Dan.”




“Shut up, you guys!”




She cut in, “I’m okay, and thanks for being concerned. But I am definitely gonna need some bodywork in the auto shop. And I’m not leaving until we’re sure this city is safe.”




One of the Herberts who had been eavesdropping spoke up, “Thank you for that sentiment, Lieutenant Mackenzie. And we have a problem we think you can help with.”




“Colonel!” she called out. Jack was there in an instant. Before he could say anything, she pointed at Herbert and said, “They have some more taskings for us. Or at least me.”




Herbert said, “Once we located their gunship, we shot their flyer out of the air. But the gunship is too close to the outlying areas of the city, so we do not want to use our highest-yield weapons on it. Our sensors indicate that it has a forcefield up over the entire ship, which would require enough firepower to endanger tens of thousands of citizens.”




Aly nodded in understanding. “So you need a couple injured Mor-Taxans to limp up to their ship, get inside, and wreck everything. I think I can do that.”




The Herbert said, “Thank you. And I will volunteer to be your ‘assistant’, helping you to hobble to the ship.”




Jack cut in, “Not until we see that you can pass your guys’ sensor sweep too, Herbie.”






Part XIII



Aly explained to several Herberts and also to Daniel and Flynn about the Mor-Taxan vocab and grammar she had picked up, which was admittedly pretty minimal. But she figured she knew a couple key pieces, and it turned out that a couple of the Herberts knew some Mor-Taxan too. She could teach the phrases to anybody, but not just anybody was going to be able to fight their way through a gunship that might be chock full of armed Mor-Taxan soldiers.




Jack was pretty insistent that everyone involved in the op get scanned again for what he called Mor-Taxness, and the Herberts all thought that was essential too. Jack also didn’t want his officer going in without more support from him and Cole and Bates, but the Herberts wanted the rest of AP-1 in secondary roles instead of on the front lines. And really, Herbert and his assorted Herberts were in charge.




Aly kind of suspected the Herberts were in charge of everything in their country, and maybe some neighboring countries too, but they liked having the citizens think otherwise. Sort of like secret police who maybe were actually secret.




Aly also wondered just how unpleasant things would have gotten if the Herberts had thought that maybe she really was taken over by a Mor-Taxan. Because she had needed to do a bunch of readings on stuff like countries with secret police forces, when she had taken that poli-sci course. A lot of it was seriously eww. So she wasn’t exactly mega-happy about working with some secret-police-ish people. Not that she was going to say so before they got back home.




She just hoped Jack could sit on Daniel and Flynn and Sam if they figured it out too, because she was pretty sure at least Daniel would fuss out loud about the secret police, and get himself and the rest of the team in mega-big trouble.




So two of the Herberts went through the scanners again and changed their suits for stuff more like what the Mor-Tax possessed people were wearing, except both outfits looked seriously damaged. And one Herbert procured what looked like an enclosed hovercraft. He also procured everything Aly asked for, which was nice of him. Okay, she only asked for stuff like really heavy ball bearings and throwing knives and a metal ‘staff’.




The ‘throwing knives’ they had weren’t actually knives. They were way more like a francisca, which was more like a throwing axe only these were double-bitted and without a wooden handle. Mega-dangerous if you weren’t careful.




The two Herberts and Aly took the hovercraft thing and headed out of town. The hovercraft was really quiet and really fast, and since it was floating a few inches about the street, the ride was mega-smooth. Okay, it cornered like a walrus, because it had no traction. But other than that, it was awesome.




The driver detoured around the wreckage of the crashed flyer, which had a ton of soldier-y people all around it, keeping regular people away. And really, who would want a regular person to get too close and find out a Mor-Taxan wasn’t dead enough and was able to take over their body?




Then the driver took a big shortcut by skipping a bunch of blocked-off bridge sections crossing a lake. The hovercraft zipped down the slope and cut across the lake before zipping up the far slope and rushing on toward where the gunship was supposed to be.




And Aly suddenly had what was either a mega-brilliant idea, or the stupidest idea since the square wheel. She just was going to have to wait to talk to Willow and Fred about the math, and then try stuff out where people wouldn’t laugh when it didn’t work.




The hovercraft traveled at pretty high speed for maybe another twenty minutes, before it slowed and settled down onto the ground.




Aly and the two Herberts climbed out, and one Herbert gave the driver a hand signal that looked like it was maybe an ‘okay’ or ‘go ahead’ kind of signal. And with her bionic ear, she heard something behind her. She turned and took a good look with her telescopic vision.




Way behind them, an entire squadron of similar hovercraft were closing in. So this wasn’t just going to be Aly and two guys she didn’t fully trust. Okay, clearly, they didn’t fully trust her either, or they would have told her that part of the plan.




They moved forward, through a forested area that looked like someone had laid it out with a ruler. The trees were planted in parallel lines, so if you were walking in the right directions you had clear lanes of travel all the way through the forest. They weren’t going along one of those directions, so they were going down a lane, then turning at a sharp angle to go down a different lane, and switching back, so they zigzagged toward their target.




The guy in the lead gave them a hand signal, so the one right behind her whispered in French, “Nearly there. Time to begin limping.”




She gave him a nod before she remembered that they didn’t nod like Earthlings. Duh. But she started leaning heavily on the ‘staff’, and he started ‘helping’ her walk.




In another minute, they came out of the forest edge, and Aly could see the ship. It wasn’t nearly as big as she had expected. It was like a rectangular building that was a little smaller than a football field and maybe fifty feet high. Okay, you could pack a lot of Mor-Taxan sized people in there if you didn’t care about comfort or privacy or anything. If it was something you launched out of a much bigger spaceship, it didn’t really need much except room for engines and control systems and guns and the guys crammed together to operate stuff.




Okay, if it was something you launched out of a much bigger ship, then Paro could have a way bigger problem in orbit overhead or lurking evilly somewhere in their star system.




The ship was sitting in a large glen and had apparently crushed some trees when it had landed. And maybe a couple houses that might have had people in them. These guys were total jerkheads.




The forcefield was really obvious as they got close. There was a shimmering energy barrier that looked like it would really hurt to walk into. Aly could see where the field had cut into the ground like a laser beam run around the ship.




Aly pretended to sink down to one knee and drop her Mor-Tax energy rifle, like she was too injured to keep standing up. Okay, her back had really started hurting again once that anesthetic had worn off. But she could keep going.




The two Herberts turned and helped her back to her feet, like she was the important member of the team. One lifted up her weapon and handed it back to her. She said, “too gaq kotteh.” Which was a ‘sort of thank you’ phrase she had picked up when one of the suit-aliens had thanked ‘Henry’ for helping with the translations. Aly figured that literally it was actually closer to ‘to your health’ or ‘to your survival’ than ‘I thank you’.




And that was enough to get the aliens inside the ship who were busy monitoring her approach to open a section of the forcefield for them to walk through. It wasn’t a tiny hole the size of a couple people, either. It was like they had to take down a whole sector of the forcefield so an area about the size of a four-story house was exposed. About a third of the whole side of the ship, plus parts of the forcefield above the ship too. She wondered how that worked when they were firing on an enemy and maybe getting return fire.




Aly limped slowly through the open area, while the two Herberts pretended to help her. And they walked up to the obvious door, which was at the top of a twenty foot high metal staircase that looked like it folded up into the side of the ship when it wasn’t being used. There was a lip of about three inches all the way around the opening, like maybe the door slid sideways into the hull. 




And… yep, the door slid sideways. Aly didn’t think that would be the world’s best design. But hey, these creeps had been flying spaceships around for ages, so surely they had figured out what was a good design for stuff like spaceship doors.




Three Mor-Taxans in spacesuits were standing there in what was pretty definitely an airlock, and they were all armed. But Aly had sort of been expecting that. It was only in bad television sci-fi that the aliens forgot to guard their important entries and stuff.




Aly straightened up, and in her deepest voice, announced, “Too doe nakotae!” The two Herberts echoed it, as did the three guards. The guards just bought into that and opened the inner door of the airlock too. The outer airlock door started sliding closed.




So the Herbert on her left just opened fire and shot all three Mor-Taxans. Aly wheeled around and jammed her ‘staff’ into the track of the sliding outer door. Because it wasn’t a staff. It was really a high tensile strength prybar. She heaved, which really made her back hurt, and jammed the door halfway open, with the prybar wedged in the track. So she bent the prybar until the other end was jammed in the doorway too, and the Mor-Taxans were going to have to get a repair crew to move that door and get the prybar out of there.




One of the Herberts had already shoved two Mor-Taxan bodies into the inner doorway, so that door wasn’t closing either. This ship was in trouble if it wanted to take off, unless it had tons of bulkheads and stuff they could close off.




They stepped into the long corridor, and the Herberts started firing at everyone who they could see. One pointed off to their right and said in Spanish, “Control room.”




So Aly started running that way, with the guy on her six, and the other Herbert guarding the busted airlock. And she didn’t bother hiding her speed, either.




There was an alien trying to close a big bulkhead way ahead of them, but he was slow. And she had hit the plateau. She took one of the throwing axes off the back of her belt, and she underhand-threw it right into his chest. He went backward, and the bulkhead didn’t get closed.




She raced to the bulkhead, shoved it all the way open, and grabbed the handle that was apparently for locking it shut. She bent that thing as hard as she could.




Crud, was her back killing her.




And she could hear noises coming through the open airlock. It sounded like someone was launching attacks against that forcefield and not getting through it. Yet.




She raced for the control room door at the end of the corridor. It was already shut, and it looked like it slid sideways too. She slammed a blade of another throwing axe into the crack, and tried to force the door open. It didn’t want to budge. And she had no idea where the locking mechanisms would be on a futuristic door for short three-armed aliens.




Fortunately, the Herbert did. He pointed for her to move back, and he pulled out some things that looked like little plastic hemispheres. He slapped one against the door at head height, above where she had wedged the throwing axe. The second hemisphere went under that about at knee height. He stepped back and pressed a button on a bracer he had on one wrist.




There were two loud bangs, and the hemispheres sort of popped loose. Only there were now holes completely through the metal of the door. She really wondered what the heck kind of explosives those were.




Herbert dropped to one knee and fired several shots through the lower hole. It sounded like someone was returning fire. He stayed with Spanish, “Now.”




She grabbed the throwing axe and rammed it in harder before trying again to pry the door open. That time, the door slid back so there was maybe an eight inch gap. Which everyone in the control room tried to fire through, naturally.




As soon as she saw those creeps lining up on her, she whirled to the side away from Herbert, who was hiding behind the partly-open door and firing through the little hole at knee height.




About a dozen energy blasts shot through the gap and tore down the hall, which was not going to be good for anyone coming up on her six. Or for structural integrity.




The Herbert gestured for her to move farther off to the side, and he lobbed a spiky metal ball through the opening. A bunch of the aliens knew what that thing was, because there was panicky shouting and screaming. For like half a second. Before a loud boom, and the sound of metal shards raining into metal walls and doors and everything else.




Okay, Aly had guessed the thing was a bomb or a grenade, so she had already turned her bionic eye and ear down and closed her organic eye and clapped a hand to cover her organic ear. She also didn’t have any body parts near that opening, which was good, because there were some shards or something that went whizzing down the hall past her.




The Herbert gestured for her to force the door the rest of the way open while he covered her. She had to slide into the opening, put a hand on each side, and strain. Holy crud, did that make her back hurt. She did it anyway. And the door gave way with the groan of unhappy metal.




There were a couple Mor-Taxans who weren’t totally dead, and Herbert polished them off quickly. Then he went to several consoles around the room. He tried a few things on several panels and keyboards, before he asked in Spanish, “Could you rip this one open?”




She looked at it. It looked like it was just an ordinary keyboard and switch console with a thin metal counter everything was mounted in. “Probably.”




She stepped over, dug her fingers into the metal at the edge, and heaved upward. With a couple small snaps, the panel swung up, exposing tons of wiring and conduits and optical cabling and stuff she had no idea about.




Herbert obviously did. He stepped over and started connecting and cross-connecting stuff. Aly had a feeling these guys had been capturing and studying Mor-Taxan hardware for a really long time.




He had her rip open three more consoles, one of which was the switches on the left arm of what was probably the commander’s chair.




And he finally put a finger to his right ear. He turned to her and said, “The forcefield is down. We will have reinforcements in a short time.”




She wanted to sit down and rest her back, but the commander’s chair had a bunch of metal shards sticking out of it, so she couldn’t sit there. She just said, “Good.”




He told her, “You should rest. That anesthetic will wear off before long.”




So she admitted, “Oh yeah. That stuff wore off before I was out of your hovercraft.”




He looked kind of shocked at that.




He knelt at the forced-open door to guard the hallway, while she stood where she could fire at anyone trying to open the door on the other side of the rear wall of the control room. It would have been kind of cool to look out the fancy windows into space, but the ship was on the ground, so all that she would have been able to look at was trees and stuff. And she couldn’t even do that, because the control room didn’t have windows. It had big panels that were apparently monitors so the crew had views into space that were just camera views, or maybe computer-processed camera views, and not really looking through a big window into outer space. That was probably a really good thing for a gunship that was expecting to get shot at a lot.




Within seconds, she could hear boots charging into the ship and heading toward her, as well as off in other directions. She had no idea how long it would take to clear every deck of this thing, including places short aliens might be hiding, like in the engineering sections or under big engine components. Or maybe there were maintenance tubes or giant air ducts people could lurk in. But maybe not. She didn’t think science fiction television was a good indicator of real spaceship design.




She also thought it was totally suspicious that the soldiers who charged in all knew to pretend like Herbert wasn’t there doing anything. And Jack rushed in with Bates on his six, to see how she was doing.




“Lieutenant, status report?”




She knew Herbert would understand everything they said, so she just went with, “No problems I know about, although I could really use a place to lie down for a few. How’d you know where I was?”




He smirked, “I just followed the signs of damage done by someone stronger than She-Hulk.”




Herbert said, “We would have had to bring in far more equipment if we had not had the benefit of her abilities.”




Bates looked at the wrecked door and said, “Ma’am, if you don’t mind me saying so, da-yum!” Jack tried hard not to laugh.




She gave him a small smile. “Semper fi, Gunny.”




She followed Jack out to where a couple rows of hovercraft—hovercraft with serious weaponry mounted on them—were hovering just outside where the forcefield had been. And behind those things was a row of auxiliary hovercraft. The hovercraft equivalents of food trucks and medical trucks and comm trucks and all that kind of stuff.




Jack led her over to one of the food hovercraft-trucks and got her a tray of food, with a big bottle of what tasted like tangerine-flavored water but was probably the Paro equivalent of Powerade. She drank a lot of that before she started on the food, which was tastier than she was expecting for field rations even out of a food truck. While she ate, Jack led her over to one of the medic trucks and made the medics inside let her lie down on her stomach. 




That was pretty impressive, since he didn’t speak Parinda, and they didn’t speak English. They definitely understood Angry Commanding Officer, though.






Part XIV



Aly got to finish her food and take a little nap. When she woke up, she felt better, even if her back hurt more. And soldiers were moving out of the gunship to do soldierly stuff like guard duty and exploratory patrols and hitting the latrine vehicles or whatever they were.




So one of the Herberts joined Jack and Aly and Bates in the medic hovercraft, and he ordered it to get moving back to the stargate. Which, as far as Aly could tell, the long phrase in Parinda meant ‘wormhole to other planets’ but they just called it the ‘wormhole’. Okay, so she was kind of guessing about most of those words, and she needed to ask Daniel and Flynn.




Herbert looked at Jack and said, “Colonel Jack O’Neill, on behalf of my government, I would like to offer an apology. An official apology. Several apologies.”




Jack did his usual ‘aw shucks’ thing. “I’m just a soldier with bad knees. Are you sure you’re talking to the right people?”




Herbert looked at Jack, then looked at Aly, then looked back at Jack. “Yes Jack, I believe I am talking to precisely the correct people. You recognized who I am, and what my agency is… because you have been that person, and you work with someone who is now a part of that agency.”




Oh crud. Aly didn’t know what to say about that, because she was totally not a ‘secret police’ sort of person.




Jack responded, “I don’t think I ever quite did the job that you do, even if I did some stuff I’m not particularly proud of, when it needed to be done. And the lieutenant here is just the best darn Marine she can be.”




Herbert tried an Earth nod. “Of course. The two of you have technological advancements inside you that are a combination of Colonist technologies which they do not readily share even with us, and technologies which we have concluded are Earth advancements which are approximately as sophisticated as anything we have.”




Bates quickly asked, “Colonel, am I allowed to be hearing any of this?”




Jack looked at Aly, who said, “I’m gonna ask you to sign another NDA when we get back. But yeah, I’ve got some after-market replacement parts in me. And I also work for the Office of Scientific Investigation. Because somebody’s got to protect good people from bad scientists, and somebody’s got to protect good scientists from bad people.”




Jack grinned at her, “You’ve got your own mission statement! Did you write that one?”




Herbert plowed right over that distraction. “You two, and the people you selected to work with you, are the technocratic leaders of your country, whether you choose to see it that way, or not. You do what needs to be done, so that people incapable of such feats can be kept safe. So you are who needs to hear our official apology.”




He cleared his throat and said formally, “We of our country did not realize the threat that had arrived. We did not protect your diplomats when they chose to—”




“Stick their noses where they weren’t supposed to, as far as we knew,” Jack interrupted. “They probably had directives from their bosses that conflicted with the goals of our project, which despite people like me and Bates and Mackenzie, is supposed to be peaceful exploration that doesn’t piss off every world we go visit.”




Herbert probably didn’t believe that. Aly figured that Herberts who went to other planets got into places they weren’t supposed to go, and ‘explored’ in ways that someone else might call ‘espionage’ or maybe ‘grand theft’. Aly also figured that Powell and Barksdale, the Earth diplomats, had a sort of similar directive from someone, but Jack didn’t know who. Yet.




Herbert kept going. “We did not trust your original group, and after that disappearance, we did not trust your group or your group’s stated intentions. We did not know your group’s connection to the Mor-Taxans, if there was any connection, and hence we did not let you participate in our real search procedures.”




Jack interrupted again, “Which were less search-and-rescue and more search-and-destroy. We get it. Those guys need maximal destroying.”




Herbert was not going to let Jack sidetrack him. “We kept your vans to three specific routes and cycled your groups through those routes.” Jack started to say something else, but Herbert held up a hand to stop him. “As you and some other members of your team noticed. And we were aware that the Mor-Taxans should have been able to recognize and plot those routes, as they did.”




Jack nodded a little bit. “Yeah, I figured that part out too, after Mackenzie ate that Mor-Tax attack squad for breakfast.”




Herbert smiled a little bit. “That is an interesting metaphor. I will mention it to some colleagues. Now then, we were aware of the threat that the Mor-Taxans posed, but we moved at a pace which let us achieve strategic, rather than tactical, goals. And your lieutenant suffered for that.”




Aly decided to interrupt too. “And you have even more strategic goals you’re not telling us about, because that gunship didn’t look like something that would be traveling between star systems. It looked like something a much bigger spaceship would use as part of a war fleet it would carry along as it did that interstellar travel, maybe even with faster-than-light technology.”




Herbert did a semi-decent nod. “Yes. Their technology has advanced over the last two or three hundred of your years, largely due to desperation. We have reason to believe that they have begun to produce ‘sleeper’ ships to offload thousands, perhaps millions, of their people before their sun dies. And they will need planets to place those Mor-Taxans. And they will need humanoid bodies to take over on those planets. So there is a war in this galaxy. A slow-motion war, which many of our allies do not yet understand is taking place with or without their belief. We would welcome your awareness of the problem, and your assistance in any way possible.”




Aly guessed, “So you needed to anesthetize my back and do scans and maybe take a couple tiny samples, so you could figure out what those Mor-Taxans are ‘allergic’ to. And maybe everyone on your planet is soon going to get vaccinations against some rare disease, and the base for the vaccine might just have tiny bits of a titanium alloy, or tiny bits of a certain plastic or two.”




Jack suddenly looked like he was thinking about punching Herbert in the mouth.




Herbert just said, “Yes. Exactly. The scans identified the alloy, but a sample or two of the plastic in between your vertebrae and a sample or two of the plastic protecting your organs was necessary.”




Aly just said, “Our doctors call them intervertebral discs.”




Herbert nodded, “That is a logical name, even if they are not true disks.”




Jack said, “And you also used our lieutenant to bust into that spaceship.”




Herbert pointed out, “We did not plan that part. We expected that Lieutenant Mackenzie would insist on medical care and a return through the wormhole. We did not expect that she would insert herself into our operation and insist on doing so. We also did not expect that she would be able to do what she demonstrated in that ship, even after seeing what she did at the building.”




Jack gave her a steely glare. “You jumped off that roof, didn’t you? Even with your injury?”




“Umm, would it matter if I said I stepped off the roof?” she tried.




“Definitely not,” Jack snapped. “When we get back, I am gonna tell Doc Fraiser to get out her biggest needles. And maybe import some giant ones from some zoo with elephants and hippos and rhinos.”




She had no idea why Jack thought she would be afraid of some needles.




Jack just said, “If Mackenzie accepts your apology, I will too. Even if I think she ought to punch you in the mouth. And we both know what one of her punches can do.”




Aly said, “I accept your apology. Even if I would have preferred it if you had told me your plans first. Then I could’ve helped more, and carried a tracking device, and maybe a microphone so you could’ve heard more, and you would have had a better idea of when you needed to charge in to the rescue.”




Herbert looked at Jack. “You see? She is no different than I am, or my ‘agency’ members are.”




Jack glared at him. “I’m still seeing a pretty huge difference. She’s willing to sacrifice herself. You’re willing to sacrifice yourself, as well as anyone and anything you think needs to get sacrificed to the cause. And people like you don’t see there’s a difference.”




Herbert responded, “And you understand that because there are people like me on your world as well.”




Jack said, “And I’ve wanted to punch them in the mouth too.”




Herbert looked up as the vehicle slowed to a stop. “We are at the wormhole facility. Lieutenant? Do you require any assistance in walking?”




Aly shook her head. “No thank you.”




Herbert looked at Jack. “Our government officially welcomes return visits from your agency, or your country, or your planet. However you choose to organize this. And we welcome diplomatic overtures. We are already putting together lists of potential trade items.”




Jack frowned, “Try to keep the technology level down, especially on anything with military applications. We Earthlings get into too much trouble as it is. I saw what your ‘grenade’ did to their ship’s bridge, and we do not need better explosives and better fragmentation systems. Our grenades are already bad enough.”




Aly suggested, “Think about ores and metals you might be short on, that we might have. And the other way around. And things you can easily mine from asteroids that we’re not advanced enough to go get at a decent cost. And some of those foods were great.”




Jack added, “And medical. That topical anesthetic you gave Mackenzie is the kind of thing we’d be willing to trade for, even if it’s just the formula you use, or the synthesizing you do to get it. And we have a host of anesthetics and sedatives and pain relievers you might want to check out.”




Then it was an easy walk through the sensors again, over to the ring, and through to the APC. They walked down the ramp, and the monitor screen with General Carter blared, “Any problems, colonel?”




Jack grimaced, “Yes sir. We need medical attention for the lieutenant ay-sap. Our lost diplomats are both dead, and have been for days. And we found out what’s loose in our galaxy, and it’s maybe worse than the stuff on your list. Also, Gunny Bates needs to sign a couple more NDAs. And once the docs give us the all-clean signal, I think we’re gonna have to have our team debrief in the medical area.”




Aly added, “And sir, I’m going to need to call my people as soon as you and Doctor Fraiser clear it.”




The general scowled, “I’ll start making calls. You get proper medical attention.”




Which meant a trip through the testing room to make sure they weren’t infested with Gou’a'uld or new diseases or nanotechology or any of the other stuff off the A-List. And then Aly got stuck into a ‘clean room’ kind of thing with a big clear plastic wall that could be blocked with a big opaque plastic drape if the doctors wanted.




And a total surprise, as soon as Aly told Janet Fraiser about her back, Janet just about exploded. Aly figured Rudy would be just as upset. And the general or Janet must have called Jaime and Steve, because Jaime came down and masked up, and she just about exploded when she saw Aly’s back.




The general came down in person and checked on the medical stuff too, as soon as Doctor Fraiser gave the AP-1 team the medical clearance. Aly thought he was going to explode when he stood on the other side of the clear barrier and saw Aly’s back too.




Jack stood at attention and reported, “Sir, I regret to inform you that I did not punch that son of a bitch in the mouth over this. Although I really thought about it. And I did name him ‘Herbert’. And I named all his agents ‘Herbert’ too.”




Jaime fussed, “Colonel, if we’re launching diplomatic efforts with them, they will eventually learn enough about us that they will figure out what your reference means.”




Jack smiled a little bit. “Oh come on, that’ll be the best part! And anyway, we’ve got a problem if these guys are their serious ‘diplomats’. They’ll run over our actual diplomats like one of those juggernauts over a bunch of scrawny pilgrims.”




Daniel had to disagree, “That is folklore, and they were called Jagganath.”




Jack insisted, “Well, this won’t be folklore. These guys are secret police or something, and if Dannyboy had figured that out today and blabbed about it there, he might have mysteriously ‘wandered off’, never to be seen again. They were nice today, because their interests are our interests, but they would have tossed Mackenzie feet-first into a chipper shredder if they thought they needed to, for the greater good of course.”




Janet scowled, “Given the knife wounds and chemical burns on the lieutenant’s back, I would say that they came fairly close.”




General Carter asked, “Doctor, can you fix that?” 




Janet Fraiser made a sound through her nose like a small sigh. “There is not enough connected skin for proper re-vascularization, but we can save perhaps ten or twenty percent of it and repair the rest by treating the excised skin as skin grafts. That will be multiple surgeries, and there will still be scarring.”




Aly sighed out loud. “I’ll be okay. My group can repair this.”




“Your ‘group’?” Daniel wondered suspiciously from the other side of the barrier.




Jaime groaned and said, “I’ll get NDAs for everyone in your team.”




Bates said, “If there’s an NDA that explains how anybody gets flayed alive and still can take down a dozen aliens then jump off the roof of a fifty foot building and want to go fight more aliens, I’m in.”




So they held the mission debrief right there, with Aly and Janet and Jaime on the inside of the medical barrier, and the general and the rest of AP-1 on the outside. It would have included a ton of stuff Sam and Daniel and Flynn figured out about Paro and about the Parinda language and about the Mor-Taxans, but Jack insisted they could write all that up for easier study. However, Jack needed to tell about Herbert knowing that Earth had warded off an attempted invasion by the Mor-Taxans in the 1950’s with secret help from The Colonists, and Aly needed to tell why that meant the Mor-Taxans were burning their way into hosts so they had suitable immune systems for each planet.




Aly also explained, “They have advanced metals all over their ships. And the aliens with the scanner knew about titanium alloys. And this seemed to be a chemical reaction, so I’m guessing it was a reaction to the rigid plastic of my intervertebral discs or the flexible plastics protecting some of my organs. Which are made of plastics that don’t bother most human bodies, so I figure the next time we have people at risk of Mor-Taxan attacks, we could have ‘vaccinations’ for them. Injections of lots of sub-microscopic particles of the plastics, in a base so it’s injectable, and then any Mor-Taxan that tries melting into your body gets killed off horribly. Instead of the other way around, which would be grim.”




Jaime added, “And Rudy’s group has the formulas for the plastics, and also the formula for the titanium alloy, just in case it’s that instead.”




General Carter pointed out, “And we will have to vet our diplomats a lot more carefully. We still don’t know what those clowns were up to. Or who they were really reporting to.”




Jack snarked, “And we’ll need way better diplomats that aren’t from The Hair Club For Men. Their serious diplomats are gonna be more of those Herberts. We may have to send ‘diplomats’ just like them.”




General Carter gave Jack a stare. “So who are you suggesting we bring in? Colonel Maybourne?”




Jack actually winced.




Aly stayed in the med area for a few more hours, which was boring, even with Jaime visiting her and Jack visiting her. And Daniel visiting her to talk to her about the Parinda language and its creole, and also about the Mor-Taxan language and her guesses about the Mor-Taxan culture. And Sam Beckett visiting her to talk about the biochemistry of the Mor-Taxans, plus what the Paro scientists were scanning for and testing for.




All she could do was lie on her front and get IVs. Janet wanted to make sure she got enough blood, given her limited internal blood volume, even if she had a bionic spleen to help with that. And Janet also wanted to give her some lactated Ringer’s too. And both IV’s went into blood vessels in her back, since her arms were not IV-compatible.




But Aly was sure that between Jaime and Steve and General Carter, some OSI people had been alerted in no time after she got back to the APC. So, sure enough, after only about four hours of lying around on her front, Rudy arrived. With Rinkin! And Rinkin assured Aly that Oscar had been on the phone with General Carter and Jack O’Neill, so everything was set. Even if part of it was getting her patched up as fast as Rudy and his people could manage, because JJ and Fred were asking for some help in Las Vegas, and Kate was on a mission in Europe, and JJ didn’t want Andrew to get involved.




Also, Aly knew that sending Rinkin instead of Oscar meant that if the APC really pissed off a certain deputy director, a lot of people were going to get injured. Or worse. Or a lot worse.




And when Rudy masked up and came in to the ‘clean room’ area where Aly was, and he got over being mega-upset about her back, Aly started asking stuff. “Rudy, I was talking to one of their diplomats, who has a brain implant to help her with languages, and I realized that’s what you gave me. I didn’t want brain implants! I wanna stay me!”




Rudy just looked puzzled. Well, like Rudy when he had a puzzle to work on. After a moment, he replied, “Aly, you don’t have brain implants or brain replacements. And you should know we don’t have the biological theory or the technology to build anything like that, even if Cliff is studying some brainstem issues. You have cerebral and cerebellar interfaces.”




Aly worried, “But aren’t they making my brain a lot better at languages?”




Rudy asked, “Have you had trouble with languages when your bionics were off-line? Like when you and Ziva had to rescue each other?”




She thought for a moment. “Umm, no.” And then she remembered the job she had done on piecing together bits of Mor-Taxan when all of her bionics were totally off-line. “Maybe not. At all. But I seem to be remembering an awful lot of vocab and grammar and stuff, and keeping it all straight…”




Rudy did the little thing with his mustache, where he stroked down on it with his thumb and first finger when he was thinking really hard about a problem and his wife wasn’t telling him to stop it. “Aly… you do have gigs of stable memory in both your aural interface and your optical interface. It is theoretically possible—mind you, only theoretically right now—that your brain has figured out a way to use that as auxiliary short-term or medium-term storage for language sounds and the observed word. But if so, that would be amazing! We need to set up some studies… We can’t very well take out a person’s eye and replace it, that would be phenomenally unethical, and we’d still have the standard rejection problems… But… Steve!”




“What about Steve?” she wondered.




Rudy pointed out, “Steve already has an upgrade on his original eye. And at his age, with all the loud music he listened to when he was younger, it’s only a matter of time before he needs an aural replacement. We could start teaching him a language… say, French, which has a large aural component, and then see how he improves when he gets a bionic ear too.”




Aly suggested, “We could try some simple stuff where we take my eye and ear off-line for a few days and I study a new language, then turn them back on and I study some more, and we go back and forth for a couple weeks and look at the performance numbers.”




Rudy worried, “Wouldn’t that interfere with your studies? And possibly with your missions?”




Aly smiled at him, “Maybe we could talk it over with Oscar.” But she sure felt better about the ‘brain implant’ thing after talking with Rudy.




Rudy smiled, “And that reminds me. Dan and Cliff have a new version of the bionic skin. Dan says it should do everything it already does, but it can sweat on command too! We can replace this damaged area with the new bionic skin and make sure it works properly for you, and if so, we could replace some of your bionic skin with the new Version 8.4, and that would solve some of your disguise problems you’ve had.”




Aly sighed a little but agreed. After all, with this replacement on her back, she’d be down to a patch of her real skin on the back of her head that was smaller than a yarmulke, and an area covering less than a third of her back, and an area covering less than half of her butt. That was not a lot of real skin anymore.




She once again felt like she was getting closer and closer to becoming Major Motoko Kusanagi. She wasn’t happy about that idea.




Harry Potter and the California Witch

Part I



Alexan Mack hung onto her purse and waited for the spinning to stop. She still thought the Floo Network was icky, but there was no way anyone could apparate all the way from California to London. Even Hermione couldn’t. And if Hermione Granger couldn’t, Alexan was just gonna figure that no one else could. Not even Harry Potter. Not even her old headmaster Mr. Kvetcher, who was almost her still-headmaster, because she had only graduated from Shasta Academy a few weeks ago.




So she had all her stuff in her magical accordion file, which she’d had since before she first went to Shasta Academy, and she had that tucked into her big purse along with a bunch of important stuff like Dramamine and a motion sickness potion and kleenex and makeup and stuff.




Also, this was her third Floo trip in half an hour, which was mega-yucky. It would’ve been way better if she could have stopped in New York City long enough to go talk with the MACUSA agents and find out about their training programs and their job offer. But MACUSA wanted her to go through her internship in England first.




Alexan figured they wanted to find out all the awesome stuff she might learn from the Golden Trio. Even if she knew Hermione and Harry and Ron didn’t want people calling them that. So she was going to stop doing it. Even if she’d just thought it again.




So one Floo trip from Abnorm Alley to New York City. One Floo trip from New York City to a way station in Greenland. And finally, one Floo trip from there to Diagon Alley’s Floo hub. Ugh.




She staggered out into a cushioning charm, which was great, because she was about ready to fall on her face and maybe throw up, which would be like the most embarrassing first moment for any Auror intern ever. Plus, she was wearing her good school robes, and she was about to get them wrapped around her legs so she would trip and fall even more.




She stopped and leaned against the cushioning charm and just took deep, slow breaths until she was pretty sure she wouldn’t urp up her breakfast.




“Oi! Gerroff there! We got more people comin’ through any second now!”




She winced and hastily stepped to one side, moving around the cushioning charm and trying not to walk into anyone’s way. “Sorry! Sorry! I just Floo’ed in from California, and… well…”




“Loik that’s bloody likely…”




She didn’t want to argue with grumpy employees she was maybe making grumpier, even if he had an accent she totally wanted to ask Hermione about. So she straightened out her robes and hurried out of the hub.




She found herself smack in the middle of Diagon Alley. Which was kind of a shock. She’d been expecting something like Abnorm Alley, which looked like a twenty year old strip mall. Diagon Alley looked like a thousand year old medieval street. If ‘thousand years old’ even went with ‘medieval’. And if she was spelling ‘medieval’ right. It was one of the words she was always spelling wrong, like ’embarrassment’ and ‘occurrence’.




And Annie said there were a ton of words that English people spelled differently than Americans, so there would be lots of extra words Alexan spelled wrong. Great.




Alexan didn’t know if she should stay around the Floo hub in case Hermione or Ron was just running late, or if she should find a place to wait for a bit because they were running late, or if she should try to contact them with maybe an owl, or if she should just try to get to the Ministry all by herself.




Maybe she should do… some of the above. But she started with drinking that motion sickness potion. Which tasted way worse than she’d though it would. It tasted like she’d already thrown up and hadn’t rinsed her mouth out… and then she’d gone and licked an old railroad tie. So she fished a collapsible hiker’s cup out of her pocket, used her wand and a quick aguamenti to fill it with fresh water, and drank that too. Wow, that was way better.




Why did some potions have to taste so awful? Okay, she knew the answer to that. It wasn’t a serious question.




She smiled to herself and whispered, “What Would Terawatt Do?” So she tried to do the Talking Patronus spell Hermione had taught her. Okay, her Patronus was a tiny little field mouse. Not exactly impressive. Harry Potter had a Patronus that was a huge, majestic stag. Way cooler than a mouse. Hermione had a pretty otter. Also cooler than a mouse. She sort of wondered if any of the Weasleys had a real weasel as a Patronus, but that seemed kind of silly, and maybe even rude to ask about.




She wasn’t sure she got the ‘talking’ part exactly right, but she still sent off one to Ron and one to Hermione. And she told both of them that she would wait for them in Diagon Alley at the ice cream shop.




Because ice cream! And Hermione had made sure that Alexan had a couple Galleons before she Floo’ed over, so Alexan could even buy the yummy-looking ice cream.




She walked over to Fortescue’s and studied the ice cream counter for a minute before she could make up her mind. Because if eating one scoop of everything was the plan, she was the wrong Alexandra Louise Mack for that job. She bought one scoop of the banana split flavor ice cream, even if there were three dozen other flavors she really wanted to try, and another couple dozen flavors she knew would be mega-good but she’d had them elsewhere, like chocolate and vanilla. Then she sat down at one of the outside tables, and waited.




She also wondered if there was a spell that would let you eat two dozen scoops of yummy ice cream but just not have all that stuff end up in your stomach so you didn’t look like you were three months pregnant and you didn’t get a horrible tummy ache and you didn’t pick up a jillion calories you’d have to spend a week burning off.




Okay, witches probably just did it the way Peri, one of Alexan’s old friends in Paradise Valley, did it when their parents weren’t watching, which was to eat up, then go urp it all up in the bathroom, then pretend they were fine. Which was really disturbing, and Nicole said she and Rhonda were making sure Peri was getting proper treatment for bulimia.




Alexan just enjoyed her one scoop of mega-yummy ice cream and vaguely wondered how many crunches she’d have to do every day to get Terawatt’s abs. She kind of suspected the answer was maybe a thousand. Every day. For years.




A redheaded guy was hurrying her way, but when she turned to look, that was totally not Ron. So she was kind of surprised when he grabbed a chair at her table and plopped down in it. He looked at her and grinned, “Merlin’s beard, you look ridiculously like her.”




Okay, either this guy had met Alex, or this was going to get really uncomfortable really fast. She dropped her right hand under the table and used her new wrist holster to slide her wand into her hand.




He slapped his forehead. “Oh! Right! I’m George Weasley. One of Ron’s older brothers. I have a shop down the street, and I was supposed to pop over to the Floo hub and meet you, only we got caught with a few cranky customers and a messy refund problem. So Ron sent me a Patronus that you were already here and we were already making a horrible impression on the new Alex.”




Okay, that made sense. She slid the wand back into her holster, and she held out her right hand. “Alexan Mack. Pleased to meet you. Do you have time for some ice cream?”




He shook her hand, “It’s a pleasure.” He looked at the half a scoop she still had to finish. “I wish I did, but we’re slammed at the shop. When you’re done, just walk down there…” He pointed down the street. “Weasleys’ Wizard Wheezes. Can’t miss it. Someone dropped their Portable Swamp in the street, and I’m still cleaning it up.”




Portable swamp? Had Hermione said anything about that? And could it really be a real, portable swamp? Was it even possible that George could make a real portable swamp and package it up as a joke shop item?




George hurried back along the street, and Alexan decided she ought to eat her ice cream. She’d asked a couple people about English foods, and she still wasn’t sure they hadn’t fibbed to her. Because ‘toad in the hole’ did not sound like anything she would want to eat. Or ‘haggis’. Or ‘Sussex pond pudding’. Or ‘flies graveyard’. Eww.




She didn’t even believe there would really be a food called ‘spotted you-know-what’. That just sounded too filthy to be true.




Okay, America had stuff called ‘hot dogs’ which sounded just as gross, but she knew there weren’t really dogs in them. And ‘Rocky Mountain oysters’, which totally were not oysters, and her dad still insisted he had eaten them. Once. In college. On a bet.




And she wasn’t even sure turducken was a real thing.




Alexan got two quart containers of really tasty-looking ice cream, let Mister Fortescue put a Stasis Charm on both, and tucked them away in her accordion file, in with some other gifts she had for Ron and Hermione and Harry.




Then she strolled down the street in the direction George had gone. There was an Ollivander’s, so she stepped in to see if it looked like the one in Abnorm Alley. Wow. It was like the Elizabethan Era version of the one she had gone to.




“This is so cool!” she whispered.




“I’m quite glad you like it!” piped up an old-guy voice from right behind her.




She managed not to shriek and leap a foot in the air. She still squeaked and twitched. She whirled around to see a really old guy with misty, silvery eyes. She managed, “Wow, do all of you have those silvery eyes?”




He grinned, “I take it you have met another Ollivander?”




“In Abnorm Alley. In San Francisco. He was really nice. Even if it took me like eleven tries to find a wand that liked me.”




He checked, “There is not a problem with your wand, is there?”




She hastily shook her head no. “Oh no. No way. It’s great. Mega-great. I just wanted to peek into your shop. This is my first time in Diagon Alley, and I’ve got to get over and find George pretty soon.”




“George?” he asked suspiciously. “George Weasley?” She nodded yes. “Well, don’t eat any candies he gives you until they have been checked. Thoroughly.”




She admitted, “Umm, well, Hermione warned me about that already.”




“Hermione? Would that be Hermione Granger-Weasley?” he asked.




She nodded again, “Yes sir. I’m staying with her and Ron while I’m here.”




He gave her a bigger smile then. “Tell her I said hello. Ten and three-quarters inches, made of vine wood with a dragon heartstring core. Good for both charms and transfigurations. I’m glad she eventually got it back.”




Wow, that was weird. Did he just remember everyone by their wands, or was this something Hermione-related?




She politely excused herself, and she moved on down the street. And there were tons of awesome shops. Okay, they looked a lot older and dustier than the stores in Abnorm Alley, but still they were pretty neat.




And Weasleys’ Wizard Wheezes was impossible to miss. Not only was there an area in front where the cobblestones were gone and about fifteen square yards of ground was mud with some swamp plants sticking up here and there, but the whole store looked completely unlike the stuff around it.




The other stores looked like they had been built six or eight hundred years ago and no one had changed anything since then, except maybe to update the language on the signs. George’s store looked like someone had taken a four hundred year old building and ignored the Historical Society’s rules and renovated it the way he wanted. It also had giant neon-ish signs floating in front of the windows and above the roof, with messages like:




IF YOU CAN READ THIS 

THEN YOU ARE TOO CLOSE… 

TO HAVING FUN! 




And there were ads for things like Fainting Fancies and Diarrhea Divinity. Eww. 




She was so not eating any candy while she was here.




And the muddy patch wasn’t just a muddy spot on top of cobblestones. No way. It was like a real swamp, with a soupy mud that had reeds and stuff poking up out of it, and when she got closer she could see a couple lilypads that actually had little frogs on them. Alexan sort of wanted to poke a stick in it and see how deep it was, and stuff like that. She figured she had better ask Hermione if it was safe to try that first.




She detoured around the magical swamp, walked past a huge ad of big flashing lights that was for fireworks that would be much bigger flashing lights that exploded, and went in through a door with a handle that was charmed so it giggled and squirmed every time she touched it. She couldn’t decide if that was funny or cute or creepy.




She walked into the store, and it was full of stuff, some of which she was pretty sure would be illegal back in the United States. Like those ‘love potions’ if they were real love potions, and not the fake potions that Joe’s Jokes And Japes sold back home. She decided she wasn’t going to check, because she didn’t want to start out her internship by arresting Ron’s brother.




Okay, she would ask Hermione, because she trusted Hermione. And Hermione had probably already had to deal with George. A lot.




The shop was also full of customers, or at least people walking around looking at stuff.




A very pretty woman stepped over. “Can I help you?” Her nametag said ‘Angelina’. Okay, it said ‘Angelina’ and then changed into a picture of a couple angels that looked sort of like her grandmother’s Hummel angels. Then it changed back into the nametag. That was a nice piece of spellwork.




Alexan explained, “I’m just supposed to meet George Weasley here. I’m going to be staying with Ron and Hermione.”




Angelina shot a dirty look toward the back of the store. “He’s brewing in our store potions workshop. I told him that if he doesn’t get that mess out front cleaned up, he’s staying here and scrubbing it all night with our biggest tub of Mrs. Skower’s.”




Alexan knew what that was. She said, “I’ve used that, but my mom likes Mr. Clean better.” Angelina looked like she had no idea what that was.




Another store person walked over. She was a brunette who was hiding behind long bangs, and her nametag said ‘Verity’. She said, “Angelina, I can cover the customers if you want to take a break and talk to your friend…”




George rushed out of the back carrying a cauldron. “Ange! I’m sure I’ve got it this time.” He gave her a peck on the cheek as he walked past. Then he turned to Alexan. “And this is Angie, my better half. And Verity, who actually runs the store while I mess around in back.” He walked out the front door and threw the cauldron’s contents all over the muddy area.




Then he just stood there and admired the results.




Alexan glanced down at Angelina’s fingers, and got caught looking at the ring. Angelina smiled, “Yeah. We’re engaged. It wasn’t bad when it was just Bill and Fleur, and then them, plus Ron and Hermione. But Percy found Audrey, who will put up with him, and also with the whole Weasley clan. And then Charlie found a girl who’s as crazy for dragons as he is.”




Alexan remembered a story Hermione had told. “It’s not Luna Lovegood, is it?”




Angelina laughed delightedly. “That would be hilarious. No, it’s not Luna. It’s a Romanian witch who’s interning at Charlie’s dragon preserve. And Harry and Ginny are getting married soon. So George has been feeling the pressure to stop stalling. He’s talking about us getting married in a little private ceremony at Bill and Fleur’s place, right after Ginny’s honeymoon, when no one’s going to be sniffing around, trying to turn it into a huge splash in the ‘Daily Prophet’.”




Alexan just said, “Harry’s pretty awesome. I got to team up with him while they were in California. I thought I was pretty quick, but he’s got mega-good reflexes.”




“Oh!” Angelina managed. “You’re the Auror intern George was going on about. Is there really a superpowered heroine from another universe who’s your copy, or is George pulling my leg again?”




Alexan admitted, “Yeah, there’s another me in a universe with no magic, and she’s mega-awesome. Actually, there’s two of ’em, only the second one is even more powerful and comes from a universe with magic and superpowers and everything. They both fly, and hurl lightning bolts, and do telekinesis, and transform into a silvery mega-tough form. There was this giant forty foot high dinosaur-kraken thing, and they just smushed it. All the other Alexans are superheroes, so Harry and Ron and Hermione decided I was too, and I got to fight alongside them at the big battle at Danielle Atron’s mansion.”




Wow, and she had even managed not to say ‘Golden Trio’ in there too.




Right then, George walked back into the shop with an enormous grin on his face.




Angelina glared at him. “George, what did you do?”




“Go look!”




So Angelina went, and Alexan went too. Verity stayed in the shop but peeked out the window. Alexan was figuring it would be really naughty and maybe even a good joke-thing.




The muddy area was gone. In its place was a rectangle of twinkly, sparkly, pink-looking cobblestones that had signs posted all around it. Each sign said, “WARNING: clothes and hair altering charms. Do not enter.”




Angelina grinned and muttered, “Oh George, you didn’t, did you?”




Alexan asked, “Won’t that get every ten year old boy in the world to run through it on a dare?”




Angelina nodded. “Yes. I’m fairly sure that’s his plan.”




And here came a gaggle of little boys, running away from three complaining mothers. The boys made a beeline for the magicked rectangle, pushing each other and daring each other to run through it. They all did, except the smug older boy with the long brown hair.




And there had to be color-changing charms and hairdressing charms cast on the cobblestones so they would affect anyone who walked on them, even if Alexan didn’t see how that would work without a bunch of other charms on the cobblestones. All the boys’ robes turned a bright, sparkly pink, and all their hair lengthened as it turned into ringlets like a five year old girl would wear. The boys immediately shrieked and squawked at their robes.




Two girls across the street saw that and dashed away from their mom to run through the rectangle too. While the boys complained about their robes and hair, the girls danced and ran back to the mom to show off their new looks. Then the boys who were wearing pink robes grabbed the one boy who had been smart enough—or sneaky enough—not to walk through the rectangle, and dragged him in too. His robes instantly turned a sparkly pink, and his brown hair, which was already long, turned pink and styled itself into a mega-formal girls’ style like for a ball or something. He yelled at the other boys and chased them up and down the street.




The moms rounded up their boys and marched up to Angelina. Angelina just pointed into the store. “Step right in. George Weasley, the proprietor, is ready to answer all your questions and remove all the charms.”




“Is that gonna get George in trouble?” Alexan wondered.




Angelina smirked, “I certainly hope so.”




“Hasn’t yet,” Verity chimed in from behind them.




Meanwhile, the mom across the street just did a quick finite incantatem and broke the charms on her little girls, who groaned and aww’ed a ton at losing their sparkly pink robes.




Angelina mentioned, “Pretty much everyone who visits here a lot has had to learn finite incantatem. I think Hermione paid Mundungus Fletcher to stand out here for a week and teach everyone who walked past that spell. George grumbled about it for I don’t know how long.”




Alexan nodded, “Yeah, Hermione is smarter than you think. Even after you’ve spent time with her.”




Angelina grinned at that. “Yeah. I went to school with her. She was first in her class every single year she was there.”




Alexan grinned back. In her least-surprised-ever voice she said, “Wow. I am totally surprised to hear that.”




“Yeah, George always used to say that Hermione was constantly disappointed that there was no test grade higher than Outstanding.”




Alexan tried not to giggle, because she could just imagine a little Hermione complaining that she only received 120% on her test and she should have gotten higher.




George ushered all the parents and their boys back out of the back room. “And I’m sure you’ll want to buy a few of these, so you can keep your boys in line.”




The little boys immediately freaked. “Mum!” “You can’t!” “Nooooooo!!!”




As the mothers scooted their boys out the door, George strolled over to Angelina. He gave her a kiss on the cheek and smiled, “I see you’ve been taking good care of our little Auror. I think we should call her… Harry-ette.”




Alexan grinned, “Not ‘Dirty Harry’?”




But neither George nor Angelina got it. She had to explain, “It’s a movie. A non-magical movie from years ago that my dad really likes.”




George admitted, “Sorry, but our classes on life for the non-magical were shite, and they were optional. And they were taught from a syllabus that was mandated by some Pureblood bigots on the school’s board of directors, so they weren’t worth taking. Pretty much everything I know about muggles is from Hermione and some other normal-born friends, or chatting up birds in the town near our house back when we were teens.”




Angelina looked surprised. “How do you watch movies and things like that in a wizard house?”




Alexan admitted, “My whole fam is non-magical. It’s a non-magical house. So we’ve got electricity, the internet, tv, home movies, you name it.”




George tried, “Okay, I’ve talked to Hermione, but I still don’t get it. How do you wash the clothes and clean the dishes and cook the food if you don’t have magic?”




Alexan tried, “It’s all inventions. And they all run on electricity.” She decided not to try to explain to him about gas stoves and gas heating too. “A thousand years ago, it was pretty much like you’re thinking, with people cooking over open fires and maybe not washing the clothes until someone had to do it in a big tub of soapy water and then hanging them out to dry for a couple days. But that’s all changed since the Industrial Revolution and then electrical power grids.”




George shrugged, “Okay, that makes more sense than what Hermione said, but I still think I’m missing some details.”




Alexan suggested, “Hermione probably just explained stuff at too high a level.”




George pretended to agree. “Right. I need everything explained in one-syllable words with lots of pictures. Like if you were teaching a troll!”




Angelina just rolled her eyes.






Part II



Alexan let Angelina side-along apparate her to the Weasleys’ house. Not that she distrusted George, but… well… she didn’t trust him not to play a trick on her, and people could totally get hurt doing apparating. One of her friends back at the Shasta Academy had gotten splinched, and it had been the grossest thing ever.




And maybe she’d heard too much about the stuff George got up to when a bunch of mega-awesome women were staying at Hermione and Ron’s house.




And the house looked even more crazy than she’d expected. It looked like a giant guy had just stacked pieces of house together and used glue—or magic—to keep everything together and not falling over. And the pieces of house didn’t look like they went together. It was like some of the pieces got pulled out of the ‘Dark Ages’ box, and some got pulled out of the ‘Tudor period’ box. Or whatever. She didn’t know enough about the history of building in England to say for sure, even if her sister Annie had given her a book on old English stuff that Alexan had in her accordion file so she could look stuff up later.




At least none of the pieces looked like they were an Iron Age roundhouse thing. Even if some of the roof sections were thatched, which looked totally weird next to old-fashioned roofing tiles and regular roof stuff. There had to be a big ‘nothing to see here’ spell on this whole area to keep normals away, or else there would be crowds of people driving by to look at the place and take pictures and ask for tours.




George led her and Angelina from the big, open backyard where they had apparated, through the chickens who were chickening out and running for their chicken coops, and to a nice area outside the kitchen where someone had set up a big, long table outside, under some pretty lights which weren’t quite Chinese lanterns, but looked like someone liked the idea of Chinese lanterns but hadn’t done any research on them.




There was a girl about Hermione’s age with really blonde hair and earrings that looked like fat, slightly-orangey radishes and a dress that looked like she had made it herself out of different-colored duct tapes. She looked at them and smiled, “George! Hi! Angelina! Hi! How do you like the lights I did for your mum?”




George grinned, “Excellent, Luna. You know, mum’s gonna ask us to de-gnome the garden next week. Maybe you should rescue those poor little gnomes before Harry and Ron do something awful to the little things?”




Luna nodded happily. “That’s a really good idea! I’ll go talk to your mum right now!” She strode off toward the back door.




Alexan didn’t say anything, but she had learned about garden gnomes in first-year classes at the Shasta school. And that had to be Luna Lovegood, who she’d heard about from Hermione. Luna was one of the people Hermione had put on those lists they had made at that Burger King in Harry Dresden’s universe. Alexan was pretty sure that all the Weasleys and Angelina were on that list too.




Angelina glared at him. “George Weasley! You know perfectly well your mum was expecting you and Percy to come over and do it Saturday morning!”




George pretended to be worried. “But what if Harry helps? You have no idea of what he might do to those poor little creatures!”




Angelina crossed her arms. “I know perfectly well what he’d do. The same thing he did back when we were at Hogwarts and he helped you boys de-gnome the same garden. Ginny watched the whole thing and told everyone in the house. She was really angry that her brothers didn’t warn Harry about getting bitten.”




George did that fake ‘who me?’ face. “Don’t be silly. Ickle Ronnikins fussed about that maybe three or four times, trying to get Harry not to try it, but you know Harry.”




There was the crack of another apparation, and Alexan whirled about to check. It was Ron.




He ran over to her and patted her on the shoulders like he was checking she was really there. “You okay?”




“Umm, yeah…” She just managed not to call him Mister Weasley. Or Mister Granger, which would’ve been way worse.




Ron just grumbled, “I knew we shouldn’t have depended on George for this. Did he really strand you at the Floo center?”




“It’s okay. He showed up before I even ate my ice cream,” Alexan replied. “And Angelina’s nice.”




Ron glanced a little George’s way. “Oh, yeah. Angie’s great… We just can’t figure out why she isn’t doing much better than George.”




“Oi!” George pretended like he was protesting. It would’ve been a lot more convincing if he could’ve kept from grinning.




Luna popped over. “Maybe it’s an infestation of nargles, and once that’s cleared up she’ll find someone who isn’t mean to gnomes.” She turned to George with a big smile. “Your mum says you’ll do all the de-gnoming for the whole garden, and all I have to do is provide a nice big secure box, and you can put all the gnomes in it and I’ll take the gnomes to a new home!”




George grimaced slightly before saying, “That’ll be lovely, Luna.”




Ron grinned, “I’ll let Perce know he’s off the hook on the de-gnoming.”




Angelina smirked, “And I’ll handle the shop so you can spend as much time working with gnomes as you need.”




George gave both of them a dark look that pretty much said ‘you’ll pay for this in horrible ways.’




Alexan had never seen a garden de-gnoming and she sort of wondered what it looked like, but she figured this was not going to be the de-gnoming to watch. George would probably ‘accidentally’ throw bitey little gnomes at anyone who wanted to stand around and watch him work. And Alexan had seen a gnome before in class and she’d even taken notes on the lecture, even if a lot of the class knew about gnomes already and didn’t bother. So she knew they could bite pretty hard considering how tiny their mouths were.




Also, gnomes were really ugly. They were like you tried making a Mister Potato Head only you started with a real potato, and you started with one of the icky potatoes your mom didn’t want to cook with, and all the face pieces you had to stick in the potato had already gotten microwaved into ick by the mean kid down the street when you weren’t looking. Alexan had no idea what Luna wanted with a crate full of gnomes.




Percy apparated in before the food was ready. Then Harry and Ginny apparated in together just as Mrs. Weasley was ready to bring out the food. Alexan tried to help Mrs. Weasley carry everything out to the table but just got a nice smile and instructions to go sit down because she was a guest. And anyway, Mrs. Weasley just did it with a levitation spell. Then Hermione apparated in while Mrs. Weasley was setting food on the table.




Hermione rushed over and gasped, “I’m dreadfully sorry to be so late, but my boss suddenly decided that the DMLE was really going to offer me the job, and he wanted to meet with me and put his own offer on the table before I had a chance to hear from them.”




Ron grinned, “All right! I’m expecting lots of cushy assignments… boss.”




Hermione gave him a scathing look. “Ronald, really. I am not going to be hired as the new director for the Aurors. I would be heading up the Legal Evaluation group.”




Harry insisted, “That’s even better! We’ll finally be able to go after Malfoy and Parkinson and Nott without all those bloody ‘pureblood protection’ laws getting in our way!”




Hermione scowled at him too. “Honestly, I’m not looking at this job as a way to make your lives easier.”




Ron rubbed her shoulder. “We know. But we also know how you work, and how hard you work, and we know that whatever you do, it will make things better.” He got a quick kiss on the cheek for that.




Alexan thought they were a cute couple. Mega-cute.




And once everyone was there, and all the food was on the table, Mrs. Weasley firmly reminded George that Alexan was a guest, and he should behave at the dinner table. Alexan thought Ron was going to choke from trying not to laugh at that.




Then Mrs. Weasley reminded her husband that Alexan was a guest, and he wasn’t supposed to pepper her with questions about Muggle ‘potions’ and Muggle science and Muggle careers in those areas, even if Alexan was the second-biggest expert at the table on that stuff, behind Hermione.




Alexan thought she was way behind Hermione on anything science-y, but yeah, she knew a lot more about Muggle science, and Muggle biochemistry in particular, than most witches. And Purebloods tended to not know anything about chemistry, much less the kind of chemistry her family did.




Alexan tried everything, even the bubble and squeak, which was way better than the name made it seem. Mrs. Weasley was a great cook. But George must have noticed that she was being careful about tasting new stuff, because he waited until she had a mouthful of buttered peas before he asked, “Did mum tell you we’re having spotted dick for dessert?”




Alexan nearly choked on her food, and almost spit it all over the table too.




“George Weasley!” Mr. Weasley snapped. “At least try to behave in front of guests!”




Hermione waited until Alexan stopped coughing, and then explained, “That word, along with ‘dog’, are both used to describe that particular style of pudding, since they are both words which once meant ‘dough’.”




“Oh,” Alexan coughed. “That makes way more sense than… well… anything I’d thought of.” And she tried not to blush.




George knew just what she was embarrassed about, and he would have grinned, except Angelina kicked him in the shin hard enough that Alexan heard it.




And dessert wasn’t ‘spotted dick’, which was just a sort of heavy cake-like thing with like currants or something in it, giving it ‘spots’. Hermione called it a ‘baked pudding’, but Alexan’s sister had warned her that in England, ‘pudding’ meant a ton of stuff that Americans would not call a pudding.




Alexan didn’t want to think about the ‘black pudding’ recipe Annie had showed her. 




So after the really great dessert, and Alexan insisting on helping Mrs. Weasley clear the table, they all sat around under Luna’s lanterns and talked about the cool internship Alexan had. So the next morning, Ron would take Alexan in and get her started working through all the paperwork stuff, and then he would take her over to Percy’s office to get a briefing about international diplomacy and what an American witch wouldn’t be allowed to do as an Auror intern.




George acted like that would be utterly horrible. Angelina had to kick him in the shin again to make him behave. Alexan wondered why George didn’t have to wear shinguards constantly. Or shin armor spells.




Also, Hermione wanted to organize some tours for Alexan, like a tour of the Ministry, and a tour of Diagon Alley, and a tour of Hogsmeade, and some visits to friends’ houses. But all of that would probably have to be on Alexan’s off-days.




Alexan asked about how Auror training was going to work, because there were a ton of mega-cool spells she already wanted to learn just from the time she had watched Harry and Ron and Hermione at Danielle Atron’s house, and there were bound to be dozens and dozens of other great spells to learn. And then there was actually Auror duties and important stuff Aurors learned to do or not do, and all kinds of awesome stuff.




This was going to be the coolest thing ever!




She was just hoping nothing would go wrong.







He was driving down Charing Cross Road when he spotted the man. He slowed the car as quickly as he could without being obvious, and he pulled over into a parking space. His lovely wife recognized that something was up, so she just acted like nothing was going on.




He used the electronic controls to adjust his outside rearview mirror, so he could watch without being observed. And…




“Son of a bitch!” He waited another minute, despite his anger and impatience. Then, when he was sure he wouldn’t be connected with what he had seen, he pulled out into the London traffic and drove on.




She checked, “Al? What is it?”




He tried not to growl at her. “Alexandre Armée.”




She pulled out her makeup compact and checked her face, even if she was really looking behind her. She knew how personal that made things, even if they were supposed to be retired.




He kept driving, but he asked, “Would you call… let me think… Noah Bain’s been out of the business for years, but his daughter Carol still does data analysis work for the SIA. I’ve got her private number on my phone under ‘wolfs bane’.”




She checked, “And what do I ask her?”




He grimaced. “Ask her what she knows about the magical communities, and if she has a contact we can use here in London who knows about the British magicals.”




She asked, “Can I know what’s going on?”




He gritted his teeth. “Hell yes. It was Armée. He looked like he hadn’t aged a day since he framed me for grand theft and walked off with all those millions. He was wearing a wizard’s cloak, he walked between a bookshop and a record store, and he stepped into a store or something that isn’t there. After all these years, I finally know how he did it. And maybe I can get some payback.”




She frowned, “Al, we have Alan and the grandkids coming tomorrow. No getting any of them arrested. Or obliviated. Or worse.”




“Absolutely not,” he agreed. “But maybe the Mundy family needs some special activities on this vacation.”




She thought for a couple seconds and then said, “I’ll call Allison and your father. We’ll make it a group outing.”




He groaned. “How am I going to explain to Allison that magic is real, and it’s why I ended up getting arrested for grand theft and going to work for Noah?”




She patted him on the shoulder. “I think you mean, how are we going to explain it.”




He grinned, “Charlie, you are still the greatest treasure I ever stole.”




She grinned back. “I’m pretty sure that was a team op. And I’m pretty sure I was the mastermind for it.”




He chuckled, “As you wish.”




Part III



Alexan had gone to bed after drinking one of Hermione’s Travel Lag Potions, which Hermione and Alexan called Jetlag Potions, and Ron called a Floo Lag Potion. So Alexan woke up at the crack of dawn, or at least when it looked like the sun was pouring in through her magical bedroom window. 




Hermione and Ron had given her the choice of one of the two guest bedrooms, or a bedroom out in the magically-expanded ‘shed’. But Ron had taken Alexan aside and warned her that one guest bedroom was really a bed in the library, and the other was a bed in the potions lab, and there was no guarantee that Hermione wouldn’t wake up in the middle of the night with an idea, and need to barge into one room or the other to do some work. So Alexan opted for the bedrooms in the shed.




Okay, the bedrooms in the shed were way nicer than the bed in the potions lab or the bed in the library. Her bedroom had her name on the door as soon as she touched the door handle and said her name out loud, which was a really cool piece of spellwork. And her bedroom had an attached private bathroom. Even if Alexan had no idea how Hermione had designed the electricity and plumbing and cable tv and stuff when it was a magical garden shed next to a magical house. Well, maybe a semi-magical house. Also, there were half a dozen other bedrooms. And there was a kitchenette at the end of the hall, and Hermione had put a bunch of American snacks in its pantry. Plus eight kinds of Fortescue’s ice creams in the freezer!




Alexan was going to have to exercise some self-control, or she was going to go home later in the summer about twenty pounds heavier. Because who could resist the best ice cream ever?




She showered and dried off and did her hair, only she used a Drying Charm and a Hairdressing Charm instead of doing it the normal way, just because she was in England. In a magically-enlarged magical shed. Beside a magical house. Next to Hermione Granger-Weasley and her husband, so she was living with two thirds of The Golden Trio!




Which was a phrase she was not going to say. Especially around Ron and Hermione. And Harry. And Ginny.




There was a little pop, and she turned to see Hermione’s house elf Winky. Alexan had never been in a house that had its own house elf, even if there were supposed to be tons of houses like this in Europe.




She smiled, “Hi, Winky! Good morning.”




Winky looked at her with huge, bulging eyes. “Miss, Missus Hermione wanted me to tells you there is scones for breakfast in the breakfast room.”




“Thank you,” Alexan said. “I appreciate it.”




“Yous is just as nice as the other Miss Alex!” Winky whimpered, before vanishing with another pop.




Alexan wondered if everybody was going to compare her with Terawatt, which was… well… kind of intimidating.




Maybe she should ask Hermione if there was a Massive Lightning Blast Spell.




She grabbed a sweater to run over to the house. A jumper, as they said in England. Weird. “Two nations separated by a common language,” Annie had quoted at her. Because Annie knew quotes and stuff, because she had sat down and tried to memorize a whole book of them back when she had to take English Lit in high school. 




Also, it was totally not as warm out as in Paradise Valley. So… sweater weather. Or maybe they called it ‘jumper weather’ over here in England.




Alexan walked into the ‘breakfast room’ which was a cozy room off the kitchen where Hermione and Ron said they usually ate, because the dining room was too much trouble for Winky when it was just the two of them. Even if Winky insisted it wasn’t any trouble at all.




Ron and Hermione were sitting next to each other, looking really cute together. And Ron said, “Scones aren’t usually a breakfast item, but ‘Mione insisted you Yanks ate ’em for breakfast. So Winky wanted to make ’em. And Winky didn’t believe that you didn’t eat like our last Alex-related guests.”




Hermione groaned, “I have no idea how Buffy and Willow keep an entire house of Slayers fed. Buffy eats like no one’s fed her in a month.”




Alexan remembered watching Buffy and Lexi and Alex eat. “Lexi eats like that too. She said they all did.”




Ron grinned, “Well, Winky baked scones like we’re going to be besieged by hungry Slayers and we’re going to have to hurl food at them to keep from being devoured alive.”




Hermione glared at Ron and said, “It’s not her fault. Even if perhaps she did bake a few too many.”




Ron nodded, “Right. So I’m taking a few dozen in to work as gifts. Harry, Percy, Dad, Ernie, even Kingsley if his dragon-lady receptionist lets suspect foods past her.”




Alexan admitted, “I’ve never had scones at all. Not for breakfast, not for whenever.”




“Tea time,” Hermione explained. “Still, this is better than surprising you with a full English breakfast complete with pumpkin juice.”




Alexan grinned, “Annie told me about that! I’d like to try some of that. And I like baked beans on toast. Dad always fixes baked beans when we go camping. His are really good. Okay, I’m not sure about some of the sausage stuff that sounded kinda gross.”




Ron hinted, “Never ask about what goes into the sausage. Or the black pudding. Or the bubble and squeak.”




Alexan argued, “Your mom’s bubble and squeak is awesome! Even the brussels sprouts, which I didn’t know you could make taste good.”




Ron nodded, “Great. We should make spotted dick for you sometime soon, so when George inevitably tries to surprise you with it, you can act like you’re totally unimpressed by his intense George-osity. You have a couple bites, act like it’s not bothering you at all, and totally deflate him. Ange will laugh so hard she’ll have to run to the little witches’ room.”




“We should make it?” Hermione asked suspiciously.




Ron shrugged, “Sure. ‘We’. You keep telling me I should learn more cooking, and that sounded like it might be fun to learn to make. Or at least funny. So you teach me and Alexan, and then we sit around eating our masterpiece and figuring out some way to prank George with it.”




Hermione paused in thought before agreeing, “Fine. I will add cooking into the schedule I have been drawing up for Alexan. It will be a select few weekend evenings, since her mornings and weekdays are already full.”




Ron groaned slightly. “Honey, you can’t bombard people with your level of scheduling without warning them first.”




“It’s okay!” Alexan squeaked. Crud, she didn’t want to squeak. “I’ve got stuff I wanna learn, and maybe it’ll fit in her schedule, and things’ll work out.”




Hermione gave Ron a ‘see?’ look. Then she explained to Alexan, “Ron and Harry never wanted me to draw up study schedules for them.”




Alexan figured Ron and Harry had been like twelve at the time, so… sure. She wouldn’t have been ready for Annie-level study schedules either at that age. And surely it couldn’t be too bad… She said, “I even made up a list of spells I want you to teach me.”




Ron nudged Hermione a little. “I’ll ask Harry for that series on Defense Against The Dark Arts.”




Hermione admitted, “We have a copy of the whole series in the library now. They’re just not signed by the author and paid for by Harry’s godfather.”




“But his have those really amazing nameplates!” Ron protested.




“Nameplates that sing and dance are not necessary when studying Auror-level spells,” Hermione insisted.




Alexan watched as Winky brought out a big plate of scones, plus tea, and coffee for her, and jam, and a small bowl of what looked like maybe really thick whipped cream or something.




Ron muttered, “Eating these at breakfast just seems… weird.”




But they tasted great. And the ‘clotted cream’ wasn’t gross and weird, like she’d worried when she’d heard the name. It was awesome. She had no idea why Ron compared it to whipped cream, because it was way better than that on a scone with lots of homemade strawberry jam. Maybe ‘whipped cream’ meant something else in England.




Then Hermione pulled out the day-and-time planner thing and showed it to her. Alexan was pretty sure she managed not to gasp out loud. But it was like Hermione had planned out every hour of Alexan’s life for the next two months! Had she really tried to do this to two twelve year old boys?




So there was half an hour of spell practice every morning, then breakfast, then half an hour of potions work, then apparating to Auror work. And this first week looked like nothing but meetings and paperwork and other boring stuff. If that was what real Auror work was like, then Alexan was going to go to college and major in biochem and think about a mastery in potions too. Her potions teacher had been great. But if lots of potions guys were like Hermione and Ron’s old teacher, then… maybe not.




And she had already missed Hermione’s spellwork lesson before breakfast, and Ron wanted to get moving early for the day, because of paperwork for new interns, so there was only time for Hermione to show Alexan three new spells, none of which looked particularly useful. Not that she said so. Because Hermione. So Alexan just spent a few minutes practicing all three spells until Hermione sent her off to work.




Alexan went and put on a good black robe, and put the documentation and stuff she might need into one of Hermione’s space-expanding envelopes, which went into a shirt pocket under the robe. Even if she knew that some Purebloods didn’t wear stuff under their robes. Which was icky to think about.




Ron stepped with her onto the stone circle in their front garden, and she took his arm. They disapparated.




Side-along apparation was still yucky. It was still like getting magically squished through a long garden hose before getting urped out at the other end. She was never going to get used to it. And this felt complicated, like they were also squeezing past a set of wards.




And then they were… wherever. Inside the main room of the Ministry of Magic? And they were standing on a stone platform that was maybe three feet square and six inches high. Probably in metric, too. So a meter square, and fifteen centimeters high. There was a row of the things, with security guys checking people as they stepped off the little platforms and through a thing sort of like a magical version of an airport metal detector.




Her metal detector frame booped as she walked through it. Crud.




“Space Expansion Charm,” called out a security wizard. “Also, a wand we don’t have on the registry.”




Wow, they had totally awesome security things. Alexan made a mental note to talk to the MACUSA people about those things. And talk to Hermione about how to make one.




Ron took Alexan by the arm and walked her up to the security wizard who had called out her stuff. Ron smiled, “Morning, Leon.”




“Hi, Ron. One of yours?”




Ron grinned, “I like to think so, anyway. She’s our newest Auror intern. Picked out personally by Potter and Granger.”




Alexan tried really hard not to blush, because that made her sound mega-awesome. Even if it was true. Sort of.




So Alexan showed ‘Leon’ her wand and got it registered, which meant putting it on a magical scale that did way more than just weigh it. And she pulled out her envelope and let Leon check that it was just full of papers and parchments and Hermione’s magical day planner.




Leon grinned at her, “You get personal letters and things from Granger? I’m already impressed.”




Alexan just said, “Hermione is great.”




Ron smirked, “Without a doubt.”




Alexan took a minute to write out her thought about the Ministry sensors back in the day planner’s notes section for magical technology, and she watched the note percolate through the planner into slots and datetimes and charts. Hermione totally needed to market these things.




Ron made sure she got all of her papers and parchments and stuff back in the envelope, along with getting her wand back on Ron’s say-so. Then they headed up the elevator to meet with the paperwork people and the Aurors. And then more paperwork people.




Alexan had kind of hoped that magic would reduce the amounts of paperwork that she’d seen in the Normal world, but it seemed sometimes like it just made things worse.




So Ron took her to the Auror area, where there were three other interns who had already gone through the paperwork and introduction stuff the week before, and were working on paperwork. And on spellwork for paperwork. Okay, everyone was calling it ‘parchmentwork’ instead.




One of the spells Alexan saw was one of the three spells Hermione had taught her less than an hour ago. Oh.




So Alexan had to spend a couple hours filling out forms and showing parchments and papers and certificates that Hermione had made sure she brought in. The lady was named Mrs. Black, and didn’t want Alexan to get friendly or ‘assume’ stuff. Not that Alexan was going to assume anything about people named Black except that they were probably prejudiced jerkheads.




And Mrs. Black told her that the other new interns had all been missing at least one or two parchments or certificates, even the lady’s cousin’s son who should have known better, so they had needed to rush around getting stuff, and all three had ended up spending days to get properly enrolled. But Alexan had everything she needed.




Apparently, Mrs. Black thought that meant that Hermione was the smartest mentor ever. Which Alexan could have told her, if the lady had bothered to ask her, or even talk to her about something besides the importance of paperwork. Which she insisted was called ‘parchmentwork’ and not paperwork.




Also, the lady had a list of spells which all Auror interns had to learn, if they didn’t already know them. It looked to Alexan like all the lady cared about was paperwork. Okay, parchmentwork. The spells on her list looked that way, at least:




		Geminio, so you could have all your forms in triplicate or maybe quintuplicate;

		the Dictaquill multiplicitatis spell, so you could have your Dictaquills write in triplicate instead;

		Charta Volans, so you could fold your papers into little paper airplanes by hand and then have them fly themselves off to where they were supposed to get delivered;

		the Accio spell to summon the parchments you needed;

		the spell to request new copies of parchments you were going to need later; and

		the spell that let you call up a sheet of official Auror Office parchment that had all the official names and code numbers for the types of paperwork you might need to fill out.





Also, Mrs. Black was really fussy about calling it parchmentwork instead of paperwork. It wasn’t like Alexan had called it paperwork just to annoy her.




Alexan turned to the Notes section of her day planner and found a page already labeled ‘Auror parchmentwork’, and it had a list of all the names and code numbers for the parchments that Alexan might need to fill out, along with an extra twelve that Mrs. Black didn’t mention because they were fieldwork stuff and they probably didn’t matter to her.




There was even already a note in Hermione’s handwriting on that page that Harry was terrible at remembering the parchmentwork numbers, so Alexan might have to do that part of the job. That note faded away as soon as Alexan read it, which was probably a good thing. Alexan just pretended to be taking lots of notes on what Mrs. Black said.




Also, Mrs. Black was totally impressed when Alexan did the Paper Folding Spell that Hermione had taught her that morning, and folded her parchments into perfect paper airplanes and then did the Charta Volans spell and sent the paper airplanes off to be filed and stuff. Mrs. Black was finally pleased to be near Alexan, and asked, “Can you teach me that? It would really help with everyday parchmentwork.”




Alexan gave her a smile and said, “Sure! It’ll be easy for someone like you.” And she spent ten or twenty minutes teaching her the spell and the wand movement and getting the parchment to fold into a neatly-folded paper airplane.




So Alexan already knew all but two of the spells, even if she had just learned a couple of them that morning, and Mrs. Black was so pleased about the Paper Folding Spell that she took the time to teach Alexan the new spells. It didn’t take long, because they were pretty simple spells. It wasn’t like they were trying to transfigure a porcupine into a parchment form. Which would be eww.




Alexan was guessing that Hermione knew about Mrs. Black, and had taught Alexan that paper folding spell just to make Mrs. Black happy with her.






Part IV



Alexan actually managed to finish up with Mrs. Black before lunchtime, and Ron dropped by to take Alexan to lunch in the big Ministry cafeteria with Mr. Weasley and Ron’s friend Ernie MacMillan. Ernie was really funny, and told her some embarrassing stories about Ron and Harry and some of their other friends. Like the day they had all started learning the Wingardium Leviosa spell, and their pal Seamus had made his feather explode like a bomb, which wasn’t supposed to be possible. And then Professor Flitwick had emphasized that pronunciation and wand movement were crucial, or else they could get a buffalo falling on them instead like when the wizard Baruffio pronounced an ‘f’ as an ‘s’, so their friend Luna had spent an hour looking up Wizard Baruffio’s spell ‘Bubalufia’ and trying a bunch of mispronunciations before she got the word just right and got her own water buffalo dropped on her, which Luna had wanted to keep in her room as a pet, much to her roommates’ horror.




After lunch, Alexan asked, “Where was Harry? And your brother?”




Ron rolled his eyes. “Harry got sent off on an Auror job in Wales, and Perce got dragged off to a meeting with some of the Swedish and Finnish diplomats, who wanted to argue that our policies on the thickness of cauldron bottoms is too restrictive. And since Perce wrote the British regulations on that, he can’t get out of any of those meetings.”




Well, that sounded pretty not-fun. Even for someone who willingly spent time writing regulations on that kind of stuff.




So her meeting with Percy got postponed a couple days. And after lunch, her schedule got moved up. It originally had her listed as taking a day and a half to get past what Ron called ‘the logjam that is Mrs. Black’ and her ‘parchmentwork fetish’. Alexan could tell Ron wasn’t a big fan of parchmentwork. Not that she was either. But she still had to take a test before lunch the next day to make sure she really had memorized everything Mrs. Black wanted her to memorize. But in the meantime, she had all afternoon and all the next morning to jump ahead with other basic Auror training.




And there was a lot of basic Auror stuff to learn. It wasn’t all ‘crash into Atron’s house and kill vampires’. 




Okay, she could have used a lot more training before she did that.




And the first bit? Learning to make friends with other Auror interns and actual Aurors who weren’t Harry and Ron. Ron suggested, “You know, you could just lie and claim you’re an American Pureblood. After all, these three dweebs are from Pureblood families which were largely on Voldy’s side, so Harry and I don’t trust these guys as far as we can blast them.”




But she fussed, “I just don’t want to get caught up in having to lie all summer long. Or get caught lying by Aurors, which would be worse!”




Ron just pointed out again, “Okay, but these other interns are all Purebloods, and they all have Pureblood biases.”




Alexan thought for a moment and asked, “So they got their internships through nepotism… and so did I?”




Ron nodded, “Pretty much. When the entire Golden Trio backs you, you get perks.”




“I thought you hated that name,” she checked.




He shrugged a little. “Not a big fan, but it doesn’t bother me anywhere near as much as it bothers Hermione ‘Brightest Witch Of Her Generation’ Granger, or Harry ‘The Man Who Triumphed’ Potter.”




She wondered, “But don’t you have nicknames like that? You did really amazing stuff too.”




He shrugged even more. “Not really. ‘The Most Competent Weasley’ is not a compliment. ‘The Least Pathetic Weasley’ is a deadly insult if you ask me.”




“Crud!” she gasped. “Those are terrible names!”




He explained, “Hermione doesn’t have proof, but she suspects one of the Harry Potter book franchises is being written by a ghost writer who has a deal with the Malfoys for protection and publication. It’s a possibility, but I’m not convinced, and if there’s anybody I’d like to accuse of shite like that, it’s a pack of sleazy Malfoys. But that’s where those nicknames come from. George named me The Goofy Sidekick Who Didn’t Die, which is also shite.”




She tried, “Well, I don’t even have nicknames, and if I did, they’d be stupid. Like ‘Not Nearly As Awesome As Terawatt’.”




He smirked, “Try… umm… ‘Hermione Granger’s Personal Mentee’. Or ‘Selected As a Partner By Harry Potter’.”




She tried not to blush. “I think those aren’t really fair.”




So Ron led her into the Auror offices and introduced her to the other interns, who were most of a week ahead of her. And they were three English guys who looked about her age but were wearing totally expensive robes and wizard hats. Ron did the introductions. “Alexan Mack? Meet Richard Travers, Barnard Black, and Herman Parkinson.”




They all smiled at her, because she was cute and she wasn’t wearing any makeup or using any makeup spells, so she knew she didn’t look seventeen. She also had a feeling they were about to stop smiling as soon as she talked, because she had a California accent. “Hi. I’m American, so I’m only interning for a couple months before I go back and talk to the MACUSA offices. And I’m a Normal-born.”




She decided not to mention that she’d heard terrible things about people with the last names Travers, Black, and Parkinson. And there were bad people with those names on the list she and Hermione had brought back from Alexa’s universe.




Instead, she said, “Barney, I went to Shasta Academy with one of your distant relatives, and I worked with Achernar Black on a MACUSA case last month.”




“Barnard!” Barnard insisted. “Not ‘Barney’. Understand?”




“Sure you did,” muttered Herman. “Mudblood.”




Jerkhead. She decided to name him Herman The Vermin, even if it was only in her head. She pointed out, “Using that word can get you expelled from the interning program and banned from working as an Auror. And I’m sure my mentor will want to tell Kingsley all about this.”




“Who’s your mentor?” asked Richard Travers. “Mine is my uncle.”




Alexan smiled, “Harry Potter.”




“Merlin’s hairy arse!” Barnard cursed.




She added, “And Hermione Granger.”




“Circe’s saggy teats!” cursed Herman The Vermin.




So she added, “In fact, I’m staying with Hermione and Ron this summer.”




Richard said a swear that Alexan had never even heard before. It was about a part of Morgana’s body, and a rude part at that, and something horrible about it. Wow, he was totally a pottymouth.




So anyway, Herman decided not to get expelled in his second week of interning. “I apologize. I have no idea how something like that slipped out.” He even managed to sound sincere, even if Alexan doubted that he really was.




Barnard checked, “If you’re… not a Pureblood, why do you have a Pureblood name?”




She shrugged, “My name is Alexandra. It got shortened to Alexan when people from the school thought it sounded better and would help me fit in.”




Herman asked one of the Aurors in the room, “We don’t have to work with her, do we?”




Alexan didn’t know the Auror, so she had no idea what he was going to say. She totally didn’t expect him to say, “Alexan already has certificates in fieldwork from MACUSA and also Ministry sources, and Potter and Weasley have both asked to take her on as their intern, so it’s unlikely you’ll see her other than during training and then some desk time.”




She also didn’t expect him to look at her and give her a wink with the eye that was away from the three jerkhead boys.




Ron decided to make things even worse. “You’re well past this point in your spellwork, so let’s get you started on some other aspects of the job.”




“Okay,” she replied, even if she wasn’t sure she was past those guys in spellwork. She couldn’t even tell what that Auror was teaching them. Okay, it was something you could learn while standing around a desk, so it wasn’t something really good, like Harry’s apparate-with-area-effects spell she really wanted to learn.




She walked out with him and waited until they were in another part of the Auror offices before she asked, “Am I really ‘well past’ that spell?”




Ron shrugged. “Probably. It looked like the stuff they make interns learn that none of the Aurors wants to do, like the spell they make all of them learn to send a message to the tea witches. You can do that already with a talking Patronus… assuming none of them are afraid of field mice.”




Alexan thought for a moment. “But that kind of spell might be mega-useful for communications in the field. I should learn that too!”




Ron looked like he wanted to roll his eyes, but he didn’t. “You really are ‘Mione’s mentee, aren’t you? The spell’s probably in her notes section. I know she went over the entire Auror intern program and made notes, so they’re bound to be in there.”




Alexan pulled out her day planner and went straight back to the notes sections. And there were spells written down that she couldn’t really see. “Huh?”




Ron peeked over her shoulder. “Merlin’s cloak, she just had to, didn’t she?”




“What?” Alexan asked. She stared harder at the stuff she knew was there but couldn’t really see… “Oh! She made it invisible! She was talking about getting a copy of ‘The Invisible Book of Invisibility’ and learning a ton more of invisibility spells from it.”




Ron did roll his eyes then. “Yeah, she got a copy and worked her way through the entire thing in about three days. Then she put it on the shelf in our library, and I can’t even find it. I know she did that on purpose, too.”




Alexan thought about some of the invisibility spells Hermione had talked about back in the Fae forest in Harry Dresden’s universe, which she had paid attention to, because she had been trying not to be scared witless at the time. “Maybe… these are notes on important spells I have to learn—or start to learn—before I can see her notes on them. Because learning them first is gonna be important, and not having to check my notes in a crisis ought to be mega-important.”




Ron just nodded his head. “That is so like her. Not that I said so in front of you.”




She just said, “Well, I wanna learn everything I can. I mean, I never thought Aguamenti would be all that useful unless I was really thirsty, but Hermione figured out how we could use it to double-team a bear-sized phouka that was pretty much impervious to normal spells.”




“Okay, this I want to hear,” he smiled.




“One of us sprayed it with water, and the other froze the water, until it was trapped in a big block of ice.”




He snorted in amusement. “Totally something ‘Mione would invent off the cuff. I should give you a list of a dozen of her spells that she likes and hardly anyone bothers with, like her bluebell flames that are pretty much waterproof. Also, work on the voiceless version of every one of those, because in fieldwork, you don’t want to be yelling ‘Expelliarmus’ at the top of your lungs and having everyone know where you are, or even that you’re there at all.”




She admitted, “I’ve been practicing that one, ever since I saw Harry using it.”




Ron grinned and almost snickered. “Come on, you’re going to have to learn the official lists of rules, regulations, and guidelines, before you get burdened with what an intern isn’t allowed to do yet, and what a foreigner isn’t allowed to do without diplomatic permissions. I’ll bet Hermione has all of those written in the notes section too.”




So he walked to a quiet office, where a middle-aged man was poring over some reports. Ron knocked on the doorframe, since the door was open.




The man looked up. “Oh. Weasley. No, I haven’t gotten to your reports on the Goldbaum case yet.”




Ron gave him a smile that didn’t look real to Alexan. “Standish, this is our fourth intern for the summer. Alexan Mack, from the MACUSA people. Do you have time to go over the official Auror Rules & Regs with her? She’s a quick learner, and she actually pays attention. You know, as opposed to me and Harry.”




Standish smiled at that, and extended a hand to her. He shook her hand delicately and said, “An intern from MACUSA? Excellent! It’s about time the Yanks learn some proper regulatory regimens.”




Alexan just smiled, “Yes sir. I’m here to learn all I can.”




Ron whispered to Standish, “Don’t tell the other new interns, but she got through all of Mrs. Black’s parchmentwork lessons this morning. And she even taught Black a new spell.”




Standish blinked and then smiled, “Excellent. I may have to talk her into showing me too, if it’s a parchmentwork spell even Eridani didn’t know. Now have a seat, Miss Mack, and let me go over these critical details…”




Alexan turned to the ‘rules and regulations’ section of the notes in her day planner, which had all that stuff written down already, and she made notes with her pen in the margins when Mister Standish said anything that sounded important that wasn’t already written down, which was like not at all. So mostly she just pretended to be taking notes while she was reading over Hermione’s notes on the subject.




Okay, the rules were pretty much common sense. Don’t commit crimes. Don’t arrest people for no reason. Don’t say stuff that will get you and your boss and the head of the Auror Office in trouble. Don’t give interviews to anybody, especially not The Quibbler. Don’t call Normals ‘Mudbloods’ or call Purebloods ‘Grindelwalds’ or stuff like that. And the list of regulations was pretty long, since it looked like people had been tacking on regulations since before the Unforgivable Curses became officially unforgivable. But Mister Standish was obviously a ‘rules’ kind of person. Which didn’t make him a bad person, but maybe didn’t make him a lot of fun at parties. Ron obviously didn’t like him.




She should probably ask Hermione why Ron didn’t like Auror Standish. It might be important. Or it might be really petty.




And after several hours of pretend-note-taking and actual-note-reading, because Hermione had all the important stuff already written down with notes like the year certain regulations got added, Mister Standish wrapped up. And she taught him the Paper Folding Spell, which he was delighted with.




“This will save me hours every week! I’ll have to send Mrs. Granger-Weasley a thank-you parchment for this. Miss Mack, it has been a pleasure, and I’ll send your certificate off at once!”




He quickly accio’ed the right form from a huge file cabinet, filled it in with one of his Dictaquills, used his new spell to turn it into a paper airplane, and fired it off to the Auror records offices with a loud ‘charta volans’. He smiled at her, “Lovely to meet you. And don’t forget to get your certificate that you have gotten briefed on the Auror office guidelines as well.”




She silently sent Ron a talking Patronus that she was done and was ready for the next step. And since her Patronus was a mouse, no one noticed that she had summoned it into her lap before it whooshed away.




So Ron showed up a few seconds after she stepped out of those offices. “Good job. And you know, they quiz you on those things at the end of the week. Vermin Parkinson and Barn-yard Black have to retake theirs this Friday. Travers just barely squeaked out a pass. The whole floor heard his uncle screaming at him for making him look bad by not getting an Outstanding on it.”




“How did you and Harry do?” she wondered.




Ron grinned, “They didn’t even bother grading Harry’s quiz. They were too frantic to get him out in the field and making them look better. Me? ‘Mione made me study for an entire weekend. But it was worth it.” And he smiled like Hermione had come up with something amazing as a reward for him doing hours of studying.




She decided not to ask what.




On Ron’s advice, she read over the rules and regs while they waited for her to meet with another senior Auror about ‘guidelines’. Also, on Ron’s advice, she practiced doing box breathing so she wouldn’t explode if some of those guidelines were really unfair.




So it turned out the ‘guidelines’ were unofficial things that went against some of the regulations, or made the regulations work in modern Wizarding society, or things like that. The Auror just assumed that her name meant she was a Pureblood, and her American accent meant that she didn’t know anybody in England. So he also explained that Harry Potter was allowed to do pretty much what he wanted in the field, but that important Pureblood members of the Wizengamot should be taken at their word because they could make life very difficult for the entire office otherwise. Alexan just resolved to complain about all of that to Hermione.




The guy also said a bunch of actually useful stuff. Like, despite what it still said in the regulations, wands could be confiscated and checked for previous spell use but only using official Auror spellworks, which were too new to be in the regulations yet because the laws still hadn’t been passed through the Wizengamot. There were also guidelines on stuff like using ghosts as witnesses, including interviewing a ghost about his own murder, if he had stuck around. And guidelines on stuff like checking wards, or testing areas that were supposed to have anti-apparation jinxes but maybe the jinx had been broken.




Alexan wrote most of that down too, even if Hermione had a lot of notes written down about that, plus a lot more, like forensic tools and how to model them magically.




And really, a lot of the Auror guidelines were mega-useful. Knowing what in the old regulations was outdated by more modern spellwork or potions work or runework was great. So when he wrapped up, she thanked him a lot and just didn’t tell him that he was a jerkhead for giving rich Purebloods lots of special privileges. Even if things worked that way in the Normal world too.





Part V



Alexan was still in the middle of a boring talk from Senior Auror Royale when the official workday ended. The talk was on in-office Auror practices, and which things the interns were going to get stuck with, and which things were too important to let interns mess up. Hermione had pretty much all of that laid out, with color-coded stars to indicate ‘make interns or rookies do’ all the way up to ‘too important for anyone but senior Aurors to touch’. There were some exceptions to Hermione’s list, because it sounded like Alexan was going to get more ‘make interns do it’ tasks that were not proper tasks at all, like fetching tea and biscuits, or getting lunch for some Aurors from the cafeteria, or fetching forms instead of them summoning the things like they were supposed to, or hand-delivering forms instead of using the charta volans spell to send them through the Ministry like everyone else did.




So, at the end of the official workday, the interns went home. There were Aurors on duty in the evening and night too, but new interns didn’t do stuff like that. Alexan went down to the big hall of the Ministry, waited her turn to step onto the apparation platforms, and apparated back to the stone circle in Hermione’s front garden before walking in.




Then she complained to Hermione about Mrs. Black and Auror Standish and Auror Royale and the three other interns and a bunch of the regulations. And she got Hermione-lectures on all of them, and what was still wrong with Wizarding society, and what young witches could do to help others and help themselves. Also, Hermione was still mad at Pansy Parkinson, who was related to Herman The Vermin and sounded like a really horrible person too and maybe way worse than Holmberg Black.




Hermione was still talking about Pansy Parkinson when Ron walked in. Ron immediately asked, “What’s Parky done this time? I thought she was still in Germany, avoiding Astoria and all the other Greengrass family.”




“Just going over old history, Ron,” Hermione confessed.




“Oh!” Ron smirked. “Alexan’s whingeing about Herman The Vermin?”




Alexan tried not to gulp. She was sure she hadn’t said that out loud, no matter how many times she thought it.




Hermione looked at Alexan’s face and mentioned, “He’s had that nickname since he was little and annoying his cousins.”




Ron smirked, “So you could call him Herman The Vermin and tell everyone that his cousin Pansy told you that was his favorite nickname. They won’t even be able to get hold of Parky to verify it until you’re back in the States.”




“Honestly, Ron,” Hermione fussed. “Do not get Alexan in trouble. They’re already planning on giving her all the ‘new intern’ tasks, including ones they do not even assign to interns!”




“What? The old ‘go to Diagon Alley and pick up a liter of Nargle venom’ routine? Maybe the ‘Plimpie hunt’ trick? Didn’t you give her a list of things not to fall for?”




Hermione fumed, “Not that! It sounds like Royale is going to make Alexan do tea witch tasks and cafeteria runner tasks and Merlin only knows what else!”




“Filling the inkwells and fletching the new quills?” Ron asked sarcastically.




“Probably, yes,” Hermione insisted, tight-lipped.




“I don’t know how to do stuff like fletching quills,” Alexan pointed out.




“He was teasing,” Hermione explained, even if she was still angry.




“Oh.”




Ron just said, “They can plan out all the silly shite they want. They can’t start until she’s done with training. And as soon as Alexan’s passed all the training protocols, Harry and I are yanking her out of the office on real work. And they can go sit on a broomtip and—”




“Ronald!” Hermione hissed angrily.




“Fine, fine, not in front of the children or the house elves, I got it,” he grumbled. “It’s not like she’s never heard a dirty word before.”




Alexan brought up, “And you should’ve heard what the boys said! I’m surprised that Auror didn’t wash their mouths out with soap!”




Ron smirked, “Get Hermione to teach you the Soap Mouthwashing Spell while you’re here.”




“Ron, you’re not helping,” Hermione complained.




Ron grinned, “She used it on George once, and it was spectacular! I just wished I’d had a pair of omnioculars so I could replay it for everyone. Regularly.”




Alexan said, “And I wanna know about the spell the wizard Baruffio did wrong and Luna getting a pet buffalo.”




Hermione glared at Ron. “What on Earth have you been teaching her, Ronald?”




Ron rolled his eyes. “It was Ernie. At lunch. He was telling her stories about what messes some of us were back when we were ickle firsties. Like Seamus turning that feather into a bomb. And Flitwick’s famous ‘wizard Baruffio’ lecture.”




Hermione rather scathingly said, “It should be obvious what Baruffio actually said, since there are only so many ways to summon a buffalo. Which in this case, must have been a water buffalo.” She huffed, “And I seriously doubt that story is true. A full grown water buffalo would weigh between three hundred and six hundred kilograms, which if dropped on his chest would have been fatal.”




Alexan remembered some of her biology classes, and she got it. “Ooh!”




Hermione changed the subject. “And that’s another thing. Have you been able to acquisition sets of omnioculars for your Auror teams?”




Ron groaned, “Not a chance. I don’t know who’s blocking it. Royale, Standish, Mrs. Black, Ministry budget wizards… Somebody. Maybe everybody. Harry just gave up the battle, and he went out and bought himself a top-notch pair and didn’t tell anyone.”




Hermione started, “We could—”




“No,” Ron instantly cut her off. “We mapped out a plan. And a budget. And an agreement with Gringott’s. I’m not blowing two months of savings for something I can borrow from Harry once in a while.”




Hermione embarrassedly admitted, “Four point three.” At his look, she explained, “The latest version of the omnioculars would cost roughly four point three months of what we put into savings fortnightly.”




Ron grimaced, “Yeah, that’s a stupid amount of money to waste. Now if I was taking you on a trip to Minorca for a month…”




She gave him a kiss and said, “Matter settled. No omnioculars for us. For a while.”




And then Alexan took a look in her day planner at the ‘after work’ sections. She winced as soon as she saw that she had to study and practice the day’s lessons for half an hour each day after work, and there was half an hour in the late evening after dinner that was mapped out for being tested on her work by Hermione. Ugh.




She tried not to wince as she said, “I don’t think I can help cook this evening… or any time this week…” She took a peek at her upcoming weeks’ calendars. “Or any weekday evening until next month maybe.”




“Hermione!” Ron complained. “She’s never going to want to come back here ever again!”




Hermione sighed, “All right, I’ll see what I can do.” Then she stared at Alexan. “But you do need to study every weekday evening. You have to pass Mrs. Black’s quiz tomorrow. You have an intern test on Friday afternoon, and please do better than the three idiots that Kingsley was complaining about today.”




Ron mock-complained, “Hey, I complain about them too!”




Alexan mentioned, “I did too. They’re jerkheads.”




Ron nodded, “Right. Prejudiced, entitled, under-prepared, inadequately-motivated jerkheads. As opposed to our perfect Alexan.”




Alexan blushed a bunch, even if she tried not to. And she figured that having Hermione for a mentor meant you were never going to be under-prepared.




Ron suggested, “How about Alexan studies in the kitchen, and I make mum’s bubble and squeak, so she can see how I do it? Winky wants to cook an American ‘beef pot pie’ for Alexan. I kinda doubt it can be that different from beef pies.”




So Alexan studied everything she had learned for the day, which was a ton once she started going through it all and reading Hermione’s notes too. Also, she learned that bubble and squeak was way better if you roasted, or at least toasted, the sprouts and cabbage and stuff before mixing in the leftover mashed potatoes from some previous evening.




Then, after dinner, it was test time with the world’s pickiest tester. Alexan had to get her paper airplanes just right, and she had to memorize the form numbers for the different forms she might want to summon. Also, Hermione asked mega-hard questions when Alexan remembered the stuff from the lectures. Like, after asking her about modern guidelines to handle changes since old regulations got made, Hermione asked her how she would use her biochem background to design forensic tests and forensic spells. Because, of course Hermione had already designed and implemented a couple forensic spells for Ron and Harry.




And the next morning, during the spellwork half hour, Alexan first had to show her parchmentwork spells before learning the spell to talk to the tea witches, which would also work for runners who would bring cafeteria food to an office for an extra charge. 




Then Hermione taught her two shield spells Alexan had seen Ron use but hadn’t known how to do. Those were going to take lots of practice too. This was even more work than going to Shasta Academy. But probably less work than going to Hogwarts with Hermione.




So, on Ron’s advice, when Alexan apparated to the Ministry on her own, she went to Auror Royale’s office, waited for him, and let him finish the previous day’s lecture. Only she did what Ron suggested, and at every boring point already in Hermione’s notes, she just held up a hand and said, “Excuse me sir, but you covered this yesterday.”




So she had her ‘guidelines’ certificate and her ‘in-office intern tasks’ certificate finished too. Then Ron showed her the stuff Aurors actually had to do in the office, which was mostly filling out the forms Mrs. Black had fussed about, although as far as Ron was concerned, filling out the other forms on Hermione’s list was really one of the key parts of the job.




So he showed her what he had in his desk: a non-magical accordion file with a sheet of parchment stuck on the front with the code numbers and names of the parchments he actually used. And the slots of the accordion file were filled with lots of the forms. Then he showed her where everything got filed in the office, so people could search for investigative reports or after-action reports, or reports on particular people, or even the injury and death reports. Ron claimed that the injury and death reports were called ‘Moodys’ in the Auror office.




Okay, so lots of copies of some of the forms made a ton of sense if the form had to be filed in five or six different places. They would really do a ton better with this stuff in proper databases on a computer, except that most of the wizarding world didn’t know what computers were, and they would all wreck the electronics within hours so the computer wouldn’t do them any good.




So he took her over to one of the file cabinets, and he pulled out some of each form, and went over copies of some of the really detailed official ones, as well as the ones Harry turned in sometimes, which were pretty hasty and not neatly done at all. It was like Harry’s Dictaquill got messy when he was angry or in a hurry. Or something. Maybe Harry bespelled his Dictaquills to write the way he felt. At any rate—or ‘at any road’ as Ron said—Alexan could see how to fill those things out, and how much of an effort to put into each. Because the investigative reports needed a lot of details written down for other investigators to go over, possibly years later when on a different case.




Alexan really thought they needed to add lots of pictures and stuff to those reports, like in crime investigation programs. 




Ron said they were starting to do that stuff now, but they had to get a photographer out to the scene of the crime, and then get the film developed properly, and then get the pictures brought in and filed correctly, so it was extra work and nobody wanted the nice pictures to get folded into paper airplanes for the usual filing stuff.




So Ron signed her off for the back-from-the-field reporting certificate, and sent her off to take Mrs. Black’s quiz, which went totally easy, after all that studying under Hermione’s eye. And Mrs. Black asked how Alexan was progressing, so Alexan showed her the list of certifications Alexan had already racked up. And Mrs. Black told her she only had to take the test on Friday afternoon, plus the remaining certificates: teamwork, spellwork and potions work, gear acquisition (which was more parchmentwork), and then the fieldwork stuff. Mrs. Black didn’t seem to believe that the fieldwork was the important part of the job.




So that afternoon, Harry walked her through his own short course on parchmentwork to acquire Auror kit. That was a lot shorter than Hermione’s list of steps in the notes section of that day planner. Alexan was going to have to talk to Hermione to find out if the reason Harry and Ron had so much trouble acquiring new gear was the shortcuts they were taking when they filled out the forms.




And then Wednesday morning, she started on the spellwork and potions parts of learning to be an Auror. The interns only got a week or so of lessons, while the beginning real Aurors had like a four month course. Even if Hermione said they had let Harry just take the final test and be done. Hermione also said Harry had no idea if anyone ever graded that test. Also, Hermione said that Alexan needed to take her accordion file in so she would have her own potions kit and her own spellcasting gear.




The only problem was that she had to do the spell and potion stuff with the three other interns. And in front of the instructors that the Auror Office brought in. The potions instructor was a Ministry bigwig named Alacurn Pucey, and the spellwork instructor was Headmistress McGonagall from Hogwarts.




Okay, the three other interns all got really nervous when they saw who was teaching the spell stuff. So that was probably a good thing. For her.




So the three guys were at one table, and Alexan just went to the other table by herself. And the boys all complained when Alexan took her own potions kit out of her accordion file and set it up. Herman the Vermin really whined a lot about it.




Potionmaster Pucey just glared at Herman. “Mister Parkinson. Why don’t you have your own potions equipment?”




“Look! She’s got a self-stirring spoon! And a Peipre towel! And her own Bunn-Syn burner!” Herman whined. Or maybe he whinged.




“And you do not?” Mister Pucey fumed. “How do you expect to get optimum results without optimum equipment?”




Herman whined some more. “We need optimum results? We can’t just… you know… do good enough?”




Mister Pucey looked like he was about to strangle Herman. Or maybe do a Star Wars force choke. “Many of these are potions you would be using on yourself! Do you wish to drink an inadequate potion and die from it?”




“No?” Herman sort of squeaked.




Alexan just stared at Herman. What a jerkhead. How had he gotten good enough grades in Potions to get this intern job? Or did you need grades to be an intern? Maybe you only needed good grades if you were going to apply for a real career as an Auror.




The stuff they worked on that morning wasn’t all that difficult anyway, but some of it would take like forever to get done properly, like the Polyjuice Potion, which Alexan had made in Potions class but had never actually tried drinking. Besides, even when you did it right, it was gloopy and gross. So they only started the Polyjuice Potion. And the Veritaserum was mega-hard to get exactly right without really good equipment and really precise potions work. She figured that only someone like Hermione could really make top-notch Veritaserum without a self-stirring spoon and the right ingredient preparation tools and a really good, magically-adjustable burner.




Ron had insisted at dinner the previous night that Hermione had made perfect Polyjuice Potion when she was twelve. In a dirty, flooded bathroom. Without any of the special potions equipment Alexan had. Alexan wouldn’t have believed Ron, except Hermione had blushed like crazy while Ron bragged on her.




Then, after several hours of potions work, they had all cleaned up. Alexan took the time to do all the cleaning she could, including using her Jacques Peipre towel and then putting everything in the cauldron and covering it with the protective wrapper. Which Alexan still thought looked like a clear plastic shower cap. She was totally not surprised that Herman just did a weak Scourgify on the goop in his cauldron and called that good. She thought for a moment that Potionmaster Pucey was going to grab Herman’s head and shove his face into his not-cleaned-enough cauldron.




After lunch, Headmistress McGonagall taught the spellwork, while Potionmaster Pucey went back to his office, which was downstairs. And that was mega-interesting. Okay, it was mega-hard too. The headmistress had four transfiguration spells for them to work on. All of them were designed to give you an emergency barrier or hiding place or like that. Then she showed them two shield spells and two attack spells and the Disillusionment Charm. But Alexan already knew the Disillusionment Charm, and Hermione had just taught her one of those shield spells, and Alexan had seen Ron do the other shield spell like a month ago and was learning it too. And the guys were still struggling with the stuff Headmistress McGonagall had taught them the day before, which included two spells Hermione had taught Alexan in Harry Dresden’s universe. The headmistress was pretty crotchety with them.




Then Headmistress McGonagall turned her head. “Miss Mack.”




“Yes ma’am?”




“Where did you learn those spells?”




Alexan cleared her throat a little. “Hermione. Last month, while we were… umm… Maybe I shouldn’t tell you that part, because it may be sort of classified. But you could ask Hermione.”




She gave Alexan an intimidating glare. “So you have already been doing Auror work in the field with at least one-third of the Golden Trio?”




Alexan tried not to wilt. “Yes ma’am. Although I’m not sure I’m allowed to talk about any of it, even in here. But Harry is… amazing. I mean, I thought I was really quick, but he’s got reflexes like… like a cat!”




Alexan had no idea why that made the headmistress break into a big smile, and made the three guys snicker. Was there something no one had told her about Harry?




So, when Alexan asked about that at dinner that night, Ron laughed out loud and Hermione tried not to giggle. And that was when Alexan found out that Minerva McGonagall was one of the very few licensed Animagi in the entire country! Wow. And she turned into… a cat. Alexan felt her face turning kind of red at that. But at least the headmistress had been amused and not mad. So it was probably okay.




So each morning, Alexan got special spell and potions lessons from Hermione, and then each work day, she got potions and spell lessons at the Auror Office, and then she came home for half an hour of studying, and then she got tested by Hermione. So it felt like she was working maybe fourteen hours a day.




Even if Friday morning was a talk from Percy that was kind of fun because Percy didn’t feel like being all stuffy when his girlfriend Audrey was visiting. So Percy took Alexan and Audrey off to a nice brunch at a fancy restaurant in Diagon Alley, and he told her a bunch of stuff she took notes on, but it sort of boiled down to not doing anything that would get her in trouble with the British police or the Auror Office or the Wizengamot. She was pretty sure she could handle that.




And Friday afternoon was just easy testing stuff. Well, it was way easier than Hermione’s tests.






Part VI



Alexan was totally glad when Saturday rolled around. Even if Hermione had stuff written down in the day planner for Saturday and Sunday too.




Okay, after spell practice, breakfast, and potions practice, Saturday was tourist time. Well, Hermione-tourist time, which meant visiting interesting places where Alexan could learn more stuff while she did touristy stuff. 




They apparated up to Hogsmeade and got a personal tour of Hogwarts from the headmistress, who even demonstrated her Animagus form, which was awesome. Headmistress McGonagall’s Animagus form even had a coloring around its eyes that was like her glasses! Then after lunch, they got a tour of one of the stately mansions of England, only it was a Wizarding home with all the cool wizarding stuff in it. And Sunday morning was the usual spell and potion work, followed by Alexan and Hermione going to church with Hermione’s parents. 




And then that afternoon was at the Weasleys’ house, where Alexan got broomstick riding lessons from Harry, who was really mega-great. Way better than the Quidditch and Quodpot players at Alexan’s school. Harry even showed off an amazing Wronsky Feint, which even lots of pro Quidditch players didn’t try to pull off.




Then the next week was more of the same, with potion and spell training each day, and a test at the end of the week, which Alexan was pretty sure Herman The Vermin failed pretty horribly. And then Harry just walked right in and said that starting Tuesday, he would be training Alexan in teamwork and fieldwork. So they would be out of the office for a week or two, except when they had to come in to do in-office work and file forms.




But that still meant that on Monday morning, Alexan was at the Auror Office, and being given the really cruddy jobs that not even interns should have to do. So she did exactly what Hermione had told her to do. Which was to do every unfair task they ordered her to do, but really badly. And only do a good job on the real intern tasks that she should be doing.




Okay, she could do that. The filing after the paper airplanes flew into the file room? Easy to do with a couple spells Hermione had taught her, instead of doing it all by hand. Taking stacks of reports all over the Ministry including to sections she didn’t have permission to go? Easy to do with Paper Folding Spells and Charta Volans spells.




Get Auror Royale a fancy breakfast? Okay. She used the communication spell Hermione had taught her to give his order to the Ministry cafeteria and tell them to bill Royale for the food, and bill extra if the runner got it there fast. He was going to be mega-unhappy about that bill.




Get some other Aurors tea? Same communications spell to the tea witches, with orders to make it ‘American tea’, which got delivered to her. She handed out the tea with what Americans called biscuits, not what Brits did, so they hated the tea and they hated not getting their cookies with their bad-tasting tea. She just asked them what was wrong, because that was how Americans made tea, and they had asked for ‘biscuits’, hadn’t they?




It was mega-mean, but she enjoyed it anyway. And Ron and Ernie enjoyed it even more when she told them about it at lunch. And Hermione enjoyed it a lot when she told Hermione over dinner.




Then, the next day, was the day she had been looking forward to for like a month. She showed up to work on time, filed a stack of reports in about two minutes using Hermione’s spells, and then tried not to grin like a maniac when Harry strolled in and asked, “Ready to learn how to do real Auror work?”




It was all Alexan could do not to squeak. “Yes sir!”




They walked out to a tiny unmarked square in the hall that Harry wasn’t supposed to show her, and he side-along apparated her to one of the apparation platforms in the Great Hall of the Ministry. He mentioned, “There’s a couple dozen secret squares throughout the Ministry where you can apparate to and from, but just apparate to here before you leave the Ministry, so you don’t run into the wards.”




“Got it, sir.”




“Harry,” he insisted. “Just Harry. Not ‘sir’, not ‘Mister Potter’, not ‘guy who battles sexy space witches’-” He stopped and waited for her to stop laughing at that one. “Just ‘Harry’. Unless you want me to start making up titles for you. Like ‘The Girl Who Fought Giant Phoukas’, or ‘The Girl Who Impressed Hermione Granger’. I’ve got some worse ones that George made up, but I think he had a crush on Alex.”




“Okay.” She also tried not to blush at those stupid nicknames. Maybe she could see how embarrassing Harry’s nicknames were for him.




And really, Alexan thought Terawatt and Stormburst were the most amazing people this side of Amazing Land. She could totally see that. She could also see George having a crush on any of the women who had been at Hermione’s house for that first thing with the hellgoddess, because they were all amazing.




Harry side-along apparated her to just outside the gates of a place that looked like a fancy mansion with really powerful wards just outside the fenceline. Then he triggered the gate spell. A deep, very proper voice asked, “May I ask who is calling?”




“Auror Potter and Deputy Auror Mack.”




Alexan looked at him like ‘holy crud, are you gonna get both of us in huge trouble?’ Because she totally wasn’t a deputy Auror. He gave her a tiny hand gesture that she hoped meant ‘I’ve got this’.




The gates opened, and Harry stepped inside. She quickly followed, in case the gates were about to close behind him. Then he pulled two broomsticks out of a pocket, and they flew the mile or two to a fancy mansion on a huge estate of gorgeous lawns and amazing gardens and stuff, with a couple mega-distant farmsteads way off to the east and northeast that looked a couple miles away from where they were on the brooms. Alexan guessed that those were lands that belonged to the mansion owners but were let to farmers like they were serfs or something.




A fancy butler opened the front door for them. Harry took their brooms and tucked them back into that pocket that had to have something in it with a really good Expandable Space charm and all the charms you needed to make a space like that work for you. Alexan just figured that Hermione had made it for him.




They stepped into a huge entry area which opened up into an even huger circular room that was part fancy room for celebrations and part structural stuff, like the spiral staircase going all the way around the room, and going up more floors than the mansion had floors from the outside, along with a massive glittery chandelier that looked like it was the size of a tower all by itself. The words ‘conspicuous’ and ‘consumption’ popped up into Alexan’s head, even if most of this was probably magic.




A really snobby looking woman in a mega-expensive witch’s dress robes and mega-mega-expensive heels sashayed over to them. Her hair was a really light, almost white, blonde, with a huge swath of black hair slightly off center, which Alexan knew was a mega-fancy hairstyle that wasn’t in style for the richer teens she had gone to school with, but some of the rich teens’ mothers wore. And this woman looked like she was maybe the same age as Alexan’s mother.




Harry graciously said, “Mrs. Malfoy, thank you for allowing us to enter your mansion, and to investigate.”




Eww. Alexan had heard about Malfoys. And how they were like Harry and Ron’s least favorite people.




Mrs. Malfoy sniffed imperiously, “I was hoping someone like Edgardio Royale would be sent out.”




Harry kept a lid on his temper, because that was totally rude. So Alexan pretended Mrs. Malfoy wasn’t being mean.




Harry replied, “Sorry, but Royale and Travers and Black are booked up with Auror intern training this month. But I’m sure I can manage.”




“If we must,” Mrs. Malfoy sniffed rudely. “As long as someone can get those diamonds back. They’re a prized heirloom in Lucius’s family, I need to wear them at the Malfoy family ball in Paris at the end of the summer! If you don’t get them back before then, I’ll have you fired!”




Wow, what a charming lady. Alexan just stood there like she didn’t mind being yelled at by rich, entitled meanies. Harry just acted like he was expecting this. Come to think of it, he probably was.




He just calmly said, “Perhaps you could show us the crime scene, then.”




She looked toward the door and called out, “Jovis!” The butler reappeared in the doorway in seconds. “Show Auror Potter and Auror Mack to my sitting room. Remain there and answer all questions posed by them.”




Alexan noticed that the woman didn’t say to answer all questions truthfully.




The rich meanie strode off, and the butler led them through a couple fancy halls to a really mega-fancy sitting room that had a beautiful couch and matching chairs in one corner for a private chat, and in a different corner a fancy needlepoint hoop on a framework so you could work on it without getting out of a nice chair in front of it, and some fancy bookshelves full of books with a comfy chair and reading lamp, and on the fireplace wall there was a picture swung open with a wall safe behind it, and the safe was wide open. A flat jewelry case was open and empty on the floor before the safe.




The outside wall had two windows, and one of the windows had a pane busted out of it right where you could reach through and unlock the window to open it—if maybe you were sitting on a broomstick so you were high enough to reach it. There was glass on the rug there, and some wet spots.




Harry looked at the wet spots and asked, “How long ago was the crime discovered?”




The butler calmly stated, “When Madame entered the room to do some reading. Roughly half an hour ago. She left the room untouched, she ordered me to make sure no one disturbed anything, and she sent an immediate message to the Auror Office.”




“Any idea how she called them?” Harry wondered.




“I would not know. Most likely, the Floo in the fireplace down the hall in the family room.”




Alexan asked, “So most of the fireplaces here are not hooked up to the Floo network?” Because Shasta Academy had lots of fireplaces, but only one was hooked up to the Floo network.




“Correct, miss. As is the case in all stately manors I have been associated with.”




Alexan was already trying some of Hermione’s forensics spells, but all they showed was that the broken glass on the floor was regular glass probably from the broken window, and the wet spots were plain old H2O. Although Hermione’s ‘chemical analysis’ spell she said she had adapted from the real Willow Rosenberg? Mega-amazing. Alexan could look at the actual molecules like they were a hologram as big as a person, with the individual atoms color-coded by element. She had to show this to Annie, because this was so much better than using a big mass spectrometer.




Harry asked, “And are the Malfoy diamonds always kept here?”




“No sir, they are almost never kept here. They are normally held at Gringotts or in the estate vaults under the mansion. They were only here in this safe because Madame had them taken to Jasper and Amethyst’s Fine Jewelers for cleaning, and they were brought back this morning.”




“Who knew they were locked away in here?” Harry asked.




“I believe that only I and Madame knew that, and she was going to move them to the estate vaults later today.”




Wow, that seemed pretty suspicious. Someone would have had to have inside information, or been the luckiest thief in the world.




Okay, she knew lots of ways to get that ‘inside’ information, and a way to be the luckiest person around. Magic was like that.




Harry did a couple spells on the jewelry case and the wall safe, before he said, “Please ask Madame Malfoy to return. We would like to ask her a few more questions.”




The butler stepped out of the room, leaving them alone for a moment. Harry did a quick Muffliato around the two of them. He said, “Okay. The only traces on the safe and jewelry case are Narcissa Malfoy’s. The safe also has traces that are Lucius and Draco Malfoy’s. The spells don’t tell me how old those traces are, so they could be months old. The jewelry case also has traces that are names I don’t know, but are probably workers at Jasper and Amethyst’s Jewelers. We’ll check that later. Any questions you want to ask Madame?”




Alexan thought it over. “How good is that safe? I felt the wards on it, but how tough are they, and what do they do, and who do they let through? 




Harry nodded, “All good. Anything else?”




Alexan glanced around before she nervously asked, “Could Mrs. Malfoy have done it? Maybe for the insurance money? Or something creepy?”




Harry scowled, “This is Narcissa Malfoy. Hell yeah, she could’ve done it. But she probably has her jewels insured with Gringotts, especially if they’re heirlooms. And Gringotts would never pay out on a suspect claim that could be a scam. Also, the goblins have ways of testing for honesty when you file the claim, so if she was trying to scam them, she’d be in serious trouble when she filed her claim.”




“Okay, that’s good to know,” she told him. She’d only met two Gringotts goblins, back in America, but they seemed nice, at least to her.




She looked at the broken window again. There was water on the floor there, but nothing that would have held the water. The window was broken, but nothing showed up as a magical attack when she used Hermione’s forensic spells… “Umm… this is gonna sound stupid, but could someone have thrown a chunk of ice through the window to make it look like a thief could get in that way? Maybe they could have used a guiding spell to deliver the ice while staying outside the estate wards?”




Harry nodded, “That’s a possibility, but so are lots of other options.”




“Right,” she hastily agreed. “We’ve got a couple problems to solve. Hermione talked about the whole who, what, when, where, why thing. So… motive? Means? Opportunity? This is like a tv detective show.”




He pointed out, “That’s why I’m investigating. And you’re doing investigation training right now.”




The door started to open, so Harry quickly snuffed out the Muffliato spell.




Narcissa Malfoy haughtily walked in. “Is there anything else, Auror Potter?”




Harry nodded, “Just a few things I hope you could clear up, Madame Malfoy.”




“Perhaps,” she said vaguely, like she was suspicious of the stuff Harry might ask. Or maybe worried about it.




Harry asked, “These are important heirloom jewels. So they have protections on them…”




“Naturally,” Narcissa Malfoy sort of sneered.




“Could you explain to my assistant all the protections an heirloom might have?” he asked.




Narcissa looked down on Alexan, even if they were basically the same height. “Heirlooms like these are keyed to the wards, so they are a nightmare to bring in and out, and they wake up the entire household when they are taken through the wards, unless they are taken by the wardholders, which for Malfoy Manor are Lucius, of course, and his mother the dowager. Still, despite my protests.”




Alexan noticed that Narcissa referred to her mother-in-law in the tones most people used to talk about serial killers. Probably not a fan.




“And what else?” Harry asked for Alexan.




“Of course, like any good goblin-made jewelry, you cannot Accio them unless you are recognized as the owner, which would be myself, Lucius, Draco, and the dowager. Similarly, there is a lovely curse upon them if you touch them when you are not recognized as one of the owners. You cannot cast spells like Locomotor on them and have them walk off on their own. I’m really quite pleased with the workmanship, and the spellwork has held up for centuries.”




Wow. Alexan had no idea about that kind of stuff. Probably mega-important to know if you worked in England, and maybe not as important if you were MACUSA in California.




Harry checked, “And speaking of the dowager, when was the last time you saw her?”




“Ugh,” Madame Malfoy groaned, like she was talking about something slimy and horrible. “The day before yesterday, when she found out I was taking them personally to Jasper and Amethyst’s Jewelry and letting them do the cleaning. She wanted me to take them to her preferred jewelers in Paris. I told her I would be able to bring them back here this morning if I took them to Helaine Amethyst personally, and if I took them to her jewelers, they wouldn’t be back for weeks. But she insisted on throwing a fit about it.”




Harry looked over at Alexan and said, “All right Alex—sorry, I mean Alexan—what did I neglect to ask?”




Narcissa’s face fell slightly, and she asked, “Are we done already? These little skits are so much fun, and some of your baby Aurors are quite entertaining. I was hoping to make Herman The Vermin quite, quite uncomfortable.”




Harry looked at Alexan and explained, “They’re related. Herman would not have liked having to accuse a relative of grand theft or fraud.”




Alexan frowned, “Well, neither would I. That hardly seems fair.”




Harry said, “Not the point. First, what did I fail to ask her?”




Alexan thought it over. She really had read the notes on investigation that Hermione had written. Cui bono. Means before motive. Opportunity is not the same in the Wizarding world as in the Normal world. Not everything a witness tells you is the truth, or even the truth as they see it. Magical alibis are almost always easy to fake, and hence easy to break. Look for what should be there, and also what should not be there. A whole slew of stuff like that.




Hermione was probably a terrifyingly good investigator. Sort of a magical Ellery Queen.




She started, “You didn’t ask where Lucius or Draco are today. You didn’t check on the dowager’s whereabouts. And you didn’t ask Madame Malfoy if you could have her checked for an Imperius Curse.”




“Ooh!” Narcissa grinned delightedly. “I like the way this one thinks! I thought all Americans were like that old cowboy detective who used to be a gunshooter. Draco loves that program, and he has to go over to Astoria’s house to watch it because we still don’t have ekeltricity here.”




Alexan was pretty sure Narcissa Malfoy meant a ‘gunslinger’. And she was pretty sure she knew which tv show that was.




Harry pointed out, “There still isn’t a test to see if someone has been placed under an Imperio that the courts will accept, regardless of the result. And the goblins say they have a test, but it hasn’t been verified by a Wizengamot committee, so nobody would accept that except as a suggestion.”




Narcissa pointed out, “It is also quite easy, if you are that sort of person, to have someone you trust put you under an Imperius Curse to do something like… oh… prune the roses by hand, and then you would have ‘evidence’ that you had been hit with an Unforgivable, and you could get away with your crime.”




Ugh. It sounded like Narcissa was smarter about some of this stuff than most of those Death Eaters had been. And there was also the problem that Veritaserum had an antidote, and there were potions you could take beforehand so it wouldn’t work. So you could volunteer to take Veritaserum and still lie like crazy.




Harry tried again. He smiled at her, “So… American cowboy detective from the wild west of California, whodunnit?”




Alexan guessed, “Either Madame Malfoy did it, probably to incriminate her mother-in-law, or the dowager did it to ruin Madame Malfoy.”




Harry smiled, “And… how?”




Alexan guessed, “The dowager could have done it with an Imperius Curse on Madame Malfoy, so the diamonds are somewhere around here but Madame Malfoy no longer remembers. Say… on top of the chandelier with all the other glittery crystalline sparkles.”




Narcissa gasped, “I didn’t think of that! Can we do that next time?”




Harry grinned a little. “I don’t see why not. Now Alexan, if Narcissa is framing the dowager, how did she do it?”




Alexan looked at the broken window and guessed, “She could do all of it really easily, including the broken window with the glass going the right way if she just spilled a little water, then used an Accio to pull the glass toward her so it broke out of the pane.”




Narcissa smiled, “Nice. I opened the window, tossed some ice out, closed the window, and used an Accio on the ice to smash through the glass. Jovis wanted to go outside and throw ice through the window for me, but I told him he could do that next time. He really enjoys playing the stuffy butler in these little skits. I believe he would really enjoy it if the Auror Office would design something where he could be the criminal.”




Alexan was pretty sure that ‘the butler did it’ was pretty much never used anymore in detective stories.




Mrs. Malfoy pulled out a wand and did a couple silent spells, fixing the window and vanishing the water and glass shards. Then she took the diamonds out of one of her robe pockets, placed them in the jewelry case, and walked off with the case, to put the jewels somewhere safer.




Harry added, “At this point, when we have possibilities, we take any evidence we need, get an Auror Office photographer to photograph the crime scenes, and then go interview suspects and people who might be character witnesses or their alibis and the like. It’s time-consuming, but you have to do a thorough job. And you have to write it all up in reports too.”




She figured that would also take a lot of time to get right, unless Hermione had some ideas. Like someone had said that you could get magical photos just by using an ordinary non-magical camera but developing the pictures in the the right potions. That would make the photography part go way faster.




He pointed at the safe and explained, “I’ll have someone teach you about various safes, both Normal and Wizard, along with standard safe protection wards. Ron and I got taught by Moody, and he was a headache.”




Alexan asked, “He’s that ‘constant vigilance!’ guy, right?”




“Right,” Harry grinned.




She checked, “So this wasn’t a real crime scene, it’s just a way to teach the new kids how investigating a crime really works?”




He nodded. “Right. And this is just one kind of crime. Certain kinds get sent to other departments. Like Mugglebaiting usually gets sent to Arthur’s department, and attacks by magical animals usually get sent to Ernie’s uncle’s department. Sometimes, the criminal spent some effort trying to make the crime look like a job for someone else’s department, so we try to be careful about that. Well, most of us try to be careful about that. A few Aurors look for any excuse to dump their caseload on every other department, and onto other Aurors too. Watch out for that.”




He pulled out his brooms again, and they flew out past the wards before he put the brooms away and they apparated to The Three Broomsticks in Hogsmeade. Then they walked inside, to have a nice lunch with Ginny and Ron and Hermione.






Part VII



Alexan had a great lunch, with Ron and Ginny and Harry saying terrible but funny things about the Malfoys, and Hermione failing to get them to behave.




Okay, the thing about that diary that Lucius Malfoy slipped into Ginny’s school stuff and it took over Ginny and nearly got them all killed? Not funny at all. And extra, extra mega-terrible.




Then, after lunch, Harry took Alexan to a couple more fake ‘crime scene’ things. One looked like a mugging of a wizard in a dark alley, and one looked like a guy in St. Mungo’s who got partly transfigured by his wife. Both were pretty neat to investigate, even if the guy with that arm growing out of the top of his head looked really gross.




It was also mega-hard not to laugh every time the guy said bad stuff about his wife and the extra arm started slapping him all around his head. But Harry insisted that learning not to laugh at stuff like that was also a mega-important lesson.




So Wednesday was learning all about writing up investigation reports and where to file them, even if the training reports went to a separate ‘interns and trainees’ area for later review, instead of into the real report sections. And also learning why Harry was not a good teacher on some of this, because Hermione didn’t think Harry put enough detail into his reports. So Thursday was learning from Auror Standish about writing up investigation reports the detailed way. And Auror Standish was really flattered when Ron told him that Hermione thought he was a better trainer on writing up the reports than the famous Harry Potter.




Okay, Auror Standish was really good on writing up the details and making sure every rule got covered. Alexan wasn’t so sure he would be good on the actual investigations and stuff. But maybe she wasn’t treating him fairly just because Ron didn’t like him. And Harry didn’t like him. And Hermione didn’t like him.




Then Friday was more training for fieldwork, with Alexan and two of the three jerkhead intern guys getting refreshers on offensive and defensive spells, before they got training on moving through a Hogan’s Alley kind of course where bespelled dummies popped up from behind doors and stuff, or apparated to spots around them, and they had to make sure to protect themselves from badguys and not blast innocent victims. Naturally, she was the only one of the interns who had even heard of Hogan’s Alley.




And Herman The Vermin was having to re-do the spells and potions part of the intern training, so he was going to be a couple weeks behind them. Black and Travers were grouchy about that. Or maybe they were grouchy that she wasn’t held back too.




She did fine moving through a series of mocked-up alleys and buildings, watching for traps and attackers and surprises. Maybe she used her shield spells and Hermione’s Spying Eye Spell a lot more than the instructor wanted her to, but she didn’t accidentally blast any innocent bystanders, and she didn’t get ‘killed’ by the pretend ‘lurking dark wizards’.




On the other hand, Barnard Black was apparently from the ‘shoot everything that moves’ school of Auror Stuff. He got yelled at a lot for blasting the ‘mom with kids’ dummy, and also blasting the ‘house elf’ dummy, and then blasting the ‘wizard walking home carrying groceries’ dummy, and stuff like that.




Richard Travers was in between them, score-wise. He charged into stuff even if he had a really cool movable-shield spell in place, and he only shot one innocent bystander. Apparently, their instructor thought that was ‘acceptable’. Alexan didn’t.




Okay, that movable shield spell was a really nice piece of spellwork. Alexan made a note in her day planner for Harry or Ron to teach her that spell too.




After that, it was dueling practice. Wizard dueling. She could tell that both guys were really looking forward to dueling, if they got to blast her with stuff. So both of them were pretty disappointed that ‘dueling’ was done with a really strong shield spell in between them.




And they weren’t that great. She watched them duel against each other first. Both of them liked to put a lot of embellishment into their body movements, and they liked to shout the names of their attacks. Some of the girls in her house at Shasta Academy who didn’t like dueling were almost as good as these guys.




So she just did like Hermione had encouraged. Silent spells only, fast casting, chaining spells into a sequence, accuracy over flair, and save the tricky stuff for real life. So when she was up against Travers, she just cast three spells she could fire off really fast when she didn’t speak the spell names. Petrificus Totalis, then a fast Praevenio shield, then Frigidissimus. Maybe her spells weren’t as powerful as Hermione’s or Harry’s, but they were effective.




She was all done firing off spells before Travers completed his mega-fancy Bombarda Maxima spell that he even yelled out loud. Their instructor stopped him and pointed out that she had already won before he got his first spell completed. Alexan also thought that Bombarda spells were totally inappropriate for Aurors to be slinging around at other people, and especially in what were supposed to be ‘friendly’ duels.




Then Black did the same kind of junk, only he cast a Serpensortia Multiplicita spell at her, and it reflected off the instructor’s shield—okay, it would have reflected off her shield spell anyway—so he ended up with four big cobras right in front of him, and they were really cranky at him, and he sort of panicked and forgot that he could dispel them. She apparated around to beside Black and hit the snakes with a fast Frigidissimus, which turned three into snake-sicles and the fourth one got frosted enough that it went into some kind of snake torpor.




After that, their instructor took each of them aside to tell them all the stuff they did wrong, which in Black’s case was a lot.




He sat her down and asked her who her dueling teachers had been. So she admitted that she hadn’t done a lot of it at Shasta Academy, but Hermione had taught her a lot, and that had sort of been under fieldwork conditions. Then Harry had shown her some more, and that had totally been under fieldwork conditions. Also, she told him she wanted to learn a bunch more stuff from Hermione and Harry while she was in England.




He just nodded and reminded her, “Harry Potter is a great fighter and an amazing man, but he still has some weaknesses in his dueling technique that he hides with his quickness and his power. Not everyone can do what he does.”




She admitted, “Hermione says that not everyone should try what he tries.” She shrugged a little and added, “Even if it seems to work for him.” And she spilled, “It works pretty well in teamwork too, since I just filled in behind him and around him.”




So he pulled out a parchment and said, “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. I’m going to write down some names of spells, and you can ask Mrs. Granger-Weasley to teach them to you. A couple more shield spells, a shield-cracker, a few useful offensive spells you don’t seem to be using yet…”




Travers and Black were totally grumpy after they met with the dueling instructor. So, just in case, she asked, “Are you guys okay?”




“No!” yelled Travers. “He said my style was too laden with flourishes and too slow!”




“Me too,” Black complained. “In proper dueling, style matters! My father and uncle spent years teaching me the family style, and now he wants me to throw it all away!”




Alexan tried not to wince at how upset they were. “Umm, you do know this isn’t really dueling, right?”




“What?” They both seemed totally shocked at the idea.




She tried again, “Look, trying to defend yourself against maybe a serial killer you’re trying to arrest isn’t gonna be anything like dueling against someone who’s a friend of yours and is just gonna be a little embarrassed if you win.”




Travers tried to get his brain around that. “So you’re saying that we should just not think about this as dueling?”




“Right,” she nodded her head. “Or think about it like fighting a duel in some backward, primitive country where they don’t know about these things and they think they should try to kill you. You know, like maybe… California.”




Black laughed out loud at that last bit. Even Travers grinned a little bit. Although Travers also complained, “Father is going to have a fit over this.”




On the other hand, maybe being a little nice to them helped her a bunch during the teamwork exercises. She had been expecting that both guys would find lots of little ways to sabotage her or hex her in the back during the team exercises, but they didn’t.




Or maybe it was because she was okay at teamwork. She didn’t need to be Mister Bigshot or the team leader. And she already knew how they handled a Hogan’s Alley scenario, because she had watched both of them do that kind of stuff.




On her runs with Travers, she let him take the lead with his Movable Shield spell, and she covered their sides and back so he didn’t have to shoot at possible innocent bystanders. On her runs with Black, she stayed in front with her Spying Eye Spell going, and warning him when there was stuff to cast at and stuff to ignore.




On the runs where she watched and the two guys had to cooperate, she could tell they didn’t. Both wanted to be the one in charge, and neither liked the other’s strategies or plans because their strategies always boiled down to ‘I run this the way I want and you do what I say’.




And then, after she got back and showed Hermione and Ron the list of spells, dinner that night was a little weird, because Hermione couldn’t focus on dinner when she had new spells to learn or to teach. Some of each, as far as Alexan could figure out. Alexan couldn’t figure out why Ron wasn’t really cranky about it, since he had cooked part of the dinner just for Hermione. But Ron was looking at her with this expression that was partly bemused and maybe partly exasperated and maybe partly ‘I am used to this’.




Oh. Alexan got it. This was part of why he loved her so much. That was really sweet. Maybe someday she’d find Mister Right, and he would love her as much as Ron loved Hermione, or as much as Harry loved Ginny.




Alexan just let Hermione get on with however this was going to get planned out, because Hermione was a way better planner than she was. So, instead of Hermione going over what Alexan had learned in the teamwork and dueling lessons, Ron went over it all.




And Ron had lots of advice. There was stuff she already knew about, like apparating around during a battle with a more dangerous spellcaster. Or like definitely learning Harry’s apparate/attack spell. And there was stuff she didn’t know about, like fast checks for traps. Or like learning what to do if she fought an apparator. Or what to do if she ran into someone who used Avada Kedavra a lot. Or how to fight off a spellcaster who used the Imperius Curse.




Okay, she knew Harry was amazing, but had he really fought off the first Imperio that hit him in a matter of seconds? And it was cast by a really skilled Death Eater? When Harry was only fourteen? Wow.




So Hermione had a new schedule all worked out before Ron finished working with Alexan on fighting an apparator. And Hermione had magically percolated the schedule changes through her own day planner and Alexan’s day planner too.




Alexan had a suspicion that if she changed something in her own day planner to something that conflicted with Hermione’s plans, like skipping on study time to go eat ice cream, her day planner would revolt and change stuff back to Hermione’s plans.




Anyway, Alexan had a bunch of ice cream to try in what amounted to her private freezer as long as she was the only one living in Hermione’s ‘guest cottage’. That sounded tons better than ‘garden shed’. She was going to try the ginger pineapple one next. Or maybe the chocolate orange with white chocolate chunks. Or maybe the marzipan with maraschino cherry ice cream. Or…







Alexandre Armée looked up from the stack of parchments in his inbox, when he heard the little pop.




His lead house elf Odiss was standing to Armée’s right with a small serving platter. “Masters has not had a nutritious meal all day, so Odiss asked the kitchen elves to make somethings nice.”




It smelled delicious. He looked over at the bowl of boeuf bourguignon, which was accompanied the way he liked it, with boiled new potatoes and a crisp green salad. He nodded, “Thank you, Odiss. Please tell the kitchen elves I appreciate their efforts.”




Not that he actually cared how much effort his house elves really had to put in. But he was not the only Pureblood in Europe who had learned a lesson from that moron Lucius Malfoy. How badly do you have to treat a house elf to make it run to one of your greatest enemies? Well, Malfoy had managed it. So Armée made it a practice to be polite to the idiot house elves.




It was a small effort, and it netted him great gains. Like Odiss going out of his way to make sure Alexandre was fed properly, and got enough sleep, and was protected from annoying visitors, and a hundred other little conveniences. Even if sometimes Alexandre wondered if Odiss had the brains of a flobberworm.




Odiss set the tray down at the side of the desk, and then perked up. “Odiss must go checks the front door, master!” And he popped away. Armée had a good idea who it was, given the time of day.




Odiss popped back and eagerly explained, “It is mistress Messier, master! And she haves parchments in her hand!”




That was good news. If Messier had files in hand, then she had some results. Perhaps they were results from The Professor, or perhaps they were results on the espionage tasks he had assigned her, or perhaps…




And Messier Black-Graves swept into his office. Short black hair styled perfectly in the new French mode. Perfectly done makeup over a perfect oval face. She swept off her black travel robe and tossed it into the air, translating it into her private clothes closet with a smooth but showy move she liked to perform. Underneath, she was wearing a fashionable short robe in a pearl white. He looked forward to finding out later what she was wearing under that. Or not wearing under that.




Her branch of the Blacks had married her off to regain the deed to their estate, which her father had lost to the Graves patriarch a few years earlier. She was barely out of Hogwarts, with immense promise given that she was one of their top five graduates and their reigning dueling champion four years running, and they just married her off to one of the decrepit Graves elders. She had come to Alexandre for aid, and he had helped her out. For some recompense, of course, although not nearly as much as she had expected. Harald Graves had been far too old to be marrying a seventeen year old girl, so it had been easy to make it look like he died of a coronary while in bed with her. Armée had been looking for an excuse to kill the old bastard anyway, so it was quite the bonus. He gained a beautiful, powerful, remarkably-loyal chatelaine who only had a couple small quirks. She gained a lover who treated her well, and a mentor who taught her more of the dark magics the Blacks seemed to prefer, and all the wealth she had ever conceived of. Also, plenty of revenge on the Graves family and on the Blacks who had sold her off.




She beamed, “Good news! We finally found an in with the Auror’s Office. Someone who dislikes Potter as much as we do, and thinks he’s just trading gossip with another Ministry type.” And Messier hated Potter even more than Armée did. Potter had recently ruined a couple small ‘business’ ventures for him. But Messier still held Potter responsible for the death of her beloved cousin Bellatrix, as well as the loss of the family mansion on Grimmauld Place.




“Anything we can use?” he wondered.




She smiled malevolently. “His schedule is changing to something we can track, rather than random cases he is sent out on. He is mentoring some chit from America. Alexan Mack.” She opened the folder to reveal what was probably a copy of a school picture. The girl looked about fourteen, even at what was obviously the graduation exercise.




He asked, “Does his fiancee know about this?”




She nodded, “Unfortunately, yes. Apparently, the girl is a friend of Granger, so this is just a mentor relationship. Although she is apparently more competent than I was expecting. Today, she schooled the Travers boy and Barnard Black in dueling and the beginning fieldwork test.”




He checked, “Wasn’t Herman Parkinson supposed to be in that group?”




“Herman The Vermin?” she scoffed. “That little worm? He failed everything and is retaking the basic training course, just as Pansy predicted. Completely unsurprising. I wouldn’t let the little sprog wash our house elves’ tea towels.”




He wondered, “Do you have something in mind already?”




She smiled mercilessly. “Yes, in general terms. We give Potter something to investigate, and we capture his little intern. He’ll blunder into our trap in an effort to save her. Then we hurt her until he gives us what we want. Then we kill both of them.”




He stood up and gave her a kiss. “That sounds like an excellent mission statement. Let’s see what our options are.”






Part VIII



Alexan had a fun Saturday because Hermione’s schedule was for a tour of Diagon Alley. So… ice cream! And the Diagon Alley Gringotts, even if some of the goblins there seemed to be cranky at her, and she had never even seen them before. 




And they went to Flourish and Blott’s, where the managers were thrilled to see Hermione because she had studied ‘The Invisible Book of Invisibility’, so she had found two of the missing shipments of the books which had been lost in their warehouses for ages. And naturally, Hermione had a spell they could put on special wrapping parchments so when they wrapped one of the invisible books, the wrapper stayed visible, so they could actually sell the books.




They dropped in to say hi to Mister Ollivander, who remembered both Hermione and Ron by their wands, and he asked about Harry’s wand. They went into a magical pet store to pick up kneazle treats for Hermione’s cat, and some owl treats for Ron’s owl. And they went to some of the other neat places Alexan hadn’t peeked at when she had Floo’ed in.




Ron was mega-glad that neither Hermione nor Alexan wanted to spend hours in Madame Malkin’s or the other clothing stores in the Alley. Hermione was glad that Ron didn’t want to go drool over the brooms in the window of Quality Quidditch Supplies, even if Ron popped into the store to buy Harry a birthday present.




Hermione whispered to Alexan while Ron was inside, that she really appreciated that Ron picked up presents like a month or two ahead of time, instead of doing like Hermione’s dad and rushing out to do the present shopping the night or two before, like almost every Christmas.




Then they had lunch with George and Angelina, and George tried to get everyone to sample his newest candies. No way. Alexan had no idea what they did, but it was probably something horrible and humiliating and gross. Or at least two out of the three. According to Angelina, the new Farting Fancies were a huge seller for boys, and Hogwarts had already needed to put them on the ‘forbidden’ list along with other gross stuff like dungbombs and the dangerous stuff like Fanged Frisbees.




Alexan wasn’t surprised at all. She had grown up with Ray, and she had gotten to know Ray’s friends, even guys like Louis and Jackson, so she was totally not surprised that guys would want to eat a bunch of Farting Fancies and show off to each other in gross ways.




She had no idea what George and Fred had been like when they were in their first few years at Hogwarts. They were probably worse than Louis and Louis’s buddy Eddie. Way worse.




At least George knew why the Gringotts goblins were mad at her, and he was happy to tell the story. Because the goblins didn’t know she wasn’t Alex, and Hermione’s super-friends including Alex had gone to Gringotts and gone through some trials so Hermione could borrow the Sword of Gryffindor, only the goblins wouldn’t let them borrow the sword on some cheat-y technicality, but then Alex had accidentally called the sword to her anyway when she was in a fight to the death, and Hermione had figured out a way to return the sword that put the goblins in her family’s debt for like the next twenty generations. So… mega-cranky goblins.




Okay, Alexan was fine with goblins being upset at her for Alex doing a couple mega-awesome things that they were probably afraid Alexan might do. She wasn’t a fan of people who were mean to Hermione.




Then after lunch, she and Hermione and Ron met Harry and Ginny at The Burrow, and Alexan got lessons in some of the bonus spells her dueling instructor had suggested. Harry knew most of them, and Hermione knew the others. Alexan could see that Ron knew the ones Harry already did, but he didn’t show off in front of Hermione, which would probably have made her grumpy.




Also, Harry started teaching her the Dumbledore Apparation spell, which Harry insisted had Four D’s instead of the standard three D’s of normal apparation: destination, determination, and deliberation. The fourth D for the Dumbledore version wasn’t ‘Dumbledore’ though, like she guessed. It was ‘decimation’. You also had to visualize the blast effect you wanted to do when you arrived. 




She wasn’t very good at that, because she kept worrying about hurting someone on arrival. Or wrecking something important to someone. They worked on it up around the Weasleys’ apple orchard until Hermione was worried that Alexan was tired enough that she was at risk of splinching herself.




So, when they stopped, Alexan still couldn’t do the Dumbledore Apparation spell, and she was pretty discouraged about it. But Mrs. Weasley’s cooking made up for the disappointment.







Alexander Mundy looked over at his lovely wife. “Last chance, dear. We could get into a spot of trouble for pulling this one.”




Charlie gave him a big smile. “Like getting obliviated? Hardly the biggest risk we’ve ever taken.”




He nodded, “Good point. It’s not like their secret police—”




“Aurors,” she corrected. “Carol said they were called Aurors, for some silly reason.”




He smirked at her. “They’re still secret police. And during their Second Voldemort War, they were worse than the secret police in Bulgaria.”




She gave him a little smile. “You’re still angry about the Bulgarians, aren’t you?”




He sighed a little and admitted, “Yes. They nearly killed Noah, and he was just checking to see what I had gotten up to. Bastards.”




He adjusted his wizard robe about his shoulders and took her arm. She looked gorgeous in her witch’s robe, but then she always looked gorgeous. He couldn’t remember a time she hadn’t looked irresistibly gorgeous. She insisted he was just biased.




They knew where the Leaky Cauldron was. In principle. They simply couldn’t see it. They couldn’t perceive the wide stretch of sidewalk in front of it, which looked like a tiny gap between shops to Normals like them. But they knew it was there.




He waited for the obvious wizard to walk down the sidewalk to the pub, and he led Charlie directly behind the man, not quite crowding him but close enough to pick his pockets if he was of a mind to.




The man turned and started to vanish, so Alexander did likewise, even though his brain was insisting that he was about to walk face-first into a wall.




And he stepped into a doorway, even as the wizard was letting go of the door. Alexander led Charlie into the Leaky Cauldron and acted as if nothing was out of the ordinary.




Everything was out of the ordinary.




The walls and tables and chairs looked like they had been stolen out of a recreation of an eighteenth century London pub. The bartender didn’t look fully human. The paintings on the walls were alive, or at least a good facsimile of it. The lights on the walls looked like actual old-fashioned torches, but didn’t give off the smoke and fumes of a real burning torch. The men playing chess were verbally directing the chesspieces, which were then marching across the chessboard to physically attack other pieces. A fellow was reading a newspaper with moving photos, while stirring his coffee—but he was just wiggling his wand, and his coffee spoon was doing the work without being touched. The ‘woman’ in the corner with her hood up over her head was eating what looked like a raw liver. It was about the right size to be a human liver, although he was trying quite hard not to think about that.




A smirking fiftyish gentleman spotted them and waved them over to the six-person booth he had taken over. As Alexander courteously helped Charlie slide into the side opposite, the man smiled, “Carol Bain said that you would each have a password.”




Alexander said, “Prestidigitation.”




Charlie said, “Thaumaturgy.”




The man nodded, “Excellent. Carol said to give you the phrase ‘Noah’s Ark’.”




Charlie nodded, so Alexander reached out to shake hands. “Alexander and Charlene Mundy. Call us Al and Charlie.”




The man made a smooth brush pass during the handshake, and so Alexander ended up with two good-sized coins in his palm. He transferred one to his left hand and took a surreptitious look while Charlie asked, “Do we pass muster?”




The man smiled, “My dear, you would always pass muster wherever you might be. I’m Rayne. Please call me Ethan.”




“It’s lovely to meet you, Ethan,” Charlie lied convincingly.




Meanwhile, Alexander checked the coin a bit more. It looked much like gold coins which had been stamped and milled a couple hundred years ago, although the images on the front and back were nothing like any legal coin that any country had ever stamped. It also felt like the milling had been done in an old-fashioned process, and like the milling had been done in the past year, or else the coin had been protected by a collector instead of being in circulation. He assumed it had been coined magically.




The bartender walked over, still holding a bar rag that looked as if it might be moving of its own accord. He loomed over Ethan and snarled, “Rayne. No trouble this time, or I’m calling the Aurors. And payment up front.”




Alexander held out a hand and did a simple palm, so the coin ‘magically’ appeared in his fingers. That apparently was enough for the bartender. In a plummy New England accent, he said, “I’ll be paying this evening.”




Ethan ordered, “A butterbeer and an Ogden’s for each of them, and a double of Ogden’s for me. Oh, and when Rupert gets here, he’ll have a double as well.”




The bartender muttered, “At least he pays his bloody bills.” He stomped away to get their drinks.




Ethan smiled, “As you can see, I am loved wherever I go. Oh, and that’s called a galleon.”




Charlie started to ask a question, but he held up a finger to stop her. “Let’s wait until we have our drinks, and then I’ll make sure we aren’t listened in on.”




So Alexander stalled, “Lovely old pub. We don’t have them like this back home.”




Ethan explained, “The Leaky Cauldron has been here, in one form or another, since perhaps the sixth or seventh century, although no one’s really sure anymore. It was burned down during the witch hunts. It was burned down in the Great Fire. It was burned down at least two other times. They keep rebuilding it, putting better wards on it, adding stronger spells… According to legend, Albus Dumbledore and a couple of his mates put spells on it that were so strong they protected it from Nazi bombings during what you lot call World War II. Really, their spells were to protect Diagon Alley from Grindelwald’s lot.”




The bartender brought two glasses of a foamy drink that looked like root beer, and three smaller glasses of something that looked like whiskey. Maybe scotch.




Alexander smiled, “Thank you. And please, let me know if we get anywhere near needing to contribute more to the cost. I would like there to be an appreciable tip after.”




“Thanks,” the bartender nodded. “I’m Tom. You need anything, just call for me. And watch out for this lot.”




Ethan smiled at Tom, “They’re friends of a friend.” He leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “MACUSA. Don’t spread it around.”




Tom looked impressed at that. He moved off to help two wizards who had walked over to the bar.




Charlie looked inquiringly at Ethan, so he pulled out his wand and did a small spell. There was suddenly a faint glow around them that only lasted for a moment. He explained, “A Muffliato. We can’t be overheard, and if anyone tries to listen in, they’ll only hear a faint buzzing.”




“Convenient,” Charlie smiled.




“Thank you,” Ethan said. “The butterbeers are non-alcoholic, but the other? Ogden’s. It’s the best firewhiskey in the UK. I recommend you try a couple small sips before you get carried away.”




Alexander started with the butterbeer. It was surprisingly pleasant, with a rich mouthfeel, a buttery toffee-like taste, and a warming sensation that spread down his throat and then outward from his stomach. The firewhiskey tasted like a well-made single-malt scotch with just enough peatiness, only it burned warmly on its way down and tried to keep burning away for long seconds after he had swallowed it. That made it rather difficult to assess the depth of the aftertaste.




Charlie coughed slightly and said, “That’s… I see why it’s called firewhiskey.”




Ethan smirked and said, “I did warn you.”




She wondered, “Are you a… what do you call them? Pureblood?”




Ethan glared angrily. “Hell no, those bloody pillocks. My family are earth mages, so in their eyes I’m a Muggleborn, and my family are Mudbloods.” 




The way Ethan said the word made it sound like a vicious curseword.




Charlie played the naif. “Are all the Purebloods really that bad?”




Ethan shrugged, “Almost all of them. The worst are basically magical Nazis. Even a lot of the witches and wizards that fought against Voldemort are deeply prejudiced and can’t even see it. Granted, the real heroes of the Second Voldemort War who survived? Harry Potter’s half-and-half. Ron Weasley’s a Pureblood who couldn’t give two craps about the whole Pureblood mythology. His whole family are like that, and are considered blood traitors by the serious Purebloods. He married a Normalborn, Hermione Granger, who’s the other third of what people like to call The Golden Trio. All of them hate the phrase.”




A tall man with graying hair and wire-rimmed glasses strode into the bar. He looked around briefly, signaled the bartender, and then walked over to join them. He sat, ramming his hip into Rayne’s while muttering, “Budge over.”




“Ah, my better half,” Rayne smirked. “Meet a Pureblood whose family line goes back to before the time of Merlin and Morgan le Fey. Rupert Bredon Pendragon Giles. He even looks like a couple of his ancestors. Inbreeding. Shocking thing.”




“Shut it,” Giles growled. Then he gave a polite smile. “Call me Rupert. Delighted to meet you. Ethan tells me you would like to stick it to some Pureblood arseholes.” Then he told Rayne, “And if you even hint about those paintings, I will do something so foul to you that you’ll wish you got what I did last time.”




“Promises, promises,” Rayne smirked. He dropped the Muffliato before the bartender approached with a double of Ogden’s for Rupert.




Rupert smiled, “Thanks, Tom. How far in the hole has this blighter dug himself this time?”




The bartender smiled back. “Not at all, Mister Giles. This American gentlewizard already started a tab and paid up front.”




Rupert nodded slightly. “Well, don’t let Ethan run up too big a bill.”




Ethan gave both of them a put-upon expression, which both Rupert and Tom ignored.




Once Tom was back at the bar, Ethan repeated the Muffliato. “Now then. Your interest in taking down some Pureblood arseholes…”




Alexander clarified, “One particular one. Alexandre Armée.”




In a halfway decent Richard Dawson imitation, Ethan crowed, “Good answer! Good answer!”




Rupert ignored that. “That bloody… All right, I’m in. But you had better have a good plan, because Armée doesn’t faff about. We think he’s murdered a couple of my distant relatives and some of Ethan’s mates. No evidence, just too many coincidences. Anyone on Armée’s shitlist sooner or later has an ‘accident’ or a ‘coronary’ or a ‘mugging’. Something. And it tends to be sooner, rather than later.”




Ethan smirked, “Armée managed to stay off the radar of the British Auror Office and their French and German and Spanish counterparts, up until about a month ago. And then suddenly, for no reason I could find, Hermione Granger is pushing for some investigations on very vague grounds, and Potter and Weasley are doing everything they can to unveil anything Armée has wanted to keep veiled.”




Rupert cut in, “My best guess is a prophecy or a seeing. All three of them know Sybil Trelawney and Luna Lovegood, and have made friends with the centaurs of the Hogwarts forests. So all of a sudden, Armée has a personal enemy trying to catch him and put him in Azkaban for a few thousand years.”




Ethan nodded in agreement. “Right. Potter’s the easiest way in. Armée could be snagged with a couple different cons running with Potter as the hook or the worm or even the line. We’ll just have to make sure that he can’t trace anything back to us. Oh, and watch out for his ‘mistress’. Messier Black-Graves. Powerful witch, vicious bitch, probable murderess. All the mercy of a hungry hippogryff.”




Rupert agreed, “Absolutely. If she didn’t murder Harald Graves, with some help from Armée, then I’m a krup.”




“Woof woof,” Ethan whispered to him. He said to the Mundys, “I’ll ask around, but this month is always Auror intern training, and if Potter gets saddled with one of those little berks, then the intern ought to be a lot easier to con than Potter. They’re usually about as sharp as a crystal ball, and all eager to show how amazing they would be as an Auror. Piece of cake.”






Part IX



Alexan had lots of fun on Monday, and lots of non-fun on Tuesday. Monday was a few more training scenarios, but Tuesday was training on writing all of them up in investigation reports and other fieldwork reports. And if anyone got ‘injured while getting arrested’, the mess of extra reports that had to be filed was awful.




Harry explained, “No one could keep Mad-Eye Moody from blasting the shite out of anything and anyone, although a lot of the time, his targets were doing their damnedest to blast him into tiny pieces at the same time. So the senior Auror decided to make it more painful for Moody. More fieldwork reports. More reports if you used your wand or if you were targeted. More reports if you injured someone or blew up something you shouldn’t have. Even more reports if someone died. So now everyone has these ridiculous piles of paperwork to fill out after every incident. It’s been enough to make some of the good Aurors find less annoying jobs. I keep hoping someone will promote Hermione to be our boss’s boss, and she’ll clean all this up.”




So Alexan had to fill out all the parchmentwork, just as if the previous days’ training scenarios had been real. The investigation reports weren’t that bad, and probably crucial for a lot of reasons. All the reports for the ‘incident’ where someone launched a sneak attack at them and they had to pursue, and they ran into a trap, and Harry blew up the front window of a store so they could jump out of an alley? Ugh. If it had been a real store, Alexan would have been a lot more concerned, but it was all part of the training scenario.




Also, Harry really acted like he was The Man Who Triumphed, and he charged into stuff she totally wouldn’t have. And he expected her to charge right behind him and slightly on his left as his wingman, like she was Terawatt. Or Ron. Or something. 




Harry had a scary reputation. And it was totally deserved.




Still, she worked hard on the parchmentwork, because she was pretty sure there were Aurors and Auror Office assistants who were just waiting to jump on her and yell at her and make her re-do the entire pile of parchments. Which would be cruddy. Mega-cruddy. Even using a Dictaquill and all the spells she had learned, it still took a ton of time. And a lot of water for all the talking she had to do to the Dictaquill. And a lot of Erasing Spells for when people who thought they were funny would walk behind her and yell really filthy stuff that the Dictaquill would stop and write in the middle of her report.




She also had no idea why they thought she would want to do perverted sex things with Narcissa Malfoy, who was a big jerkhead even if she was occasionally doing little ‘skits’ for the Auror Office. Maybe they were just big jerkheads. Big perverted jerkheads. Big perverted jerkheads that she was going to tell Hermione all about.




At least she was getting really good at Erasing Spells.




Only that night, she didn’t get a chance to tell on those Auror jerkheads, because Hermione was mega-excited. She had gotten an even better job offer within the Ministry. She got offered the job as Deputy Head of the Department for the Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures, which came with a big pay increase, and bigger perks in the Ministry, and way better job prospects.




Hermione gushed, “This job is going to be so much better for us, and for everyone, so I’m going to take it!”




Ron said, “You definitely should.”




She nodded, “I can help the centaurs… and house elves… and the good werewolves out there… and veelas… and—”




“And you can make Umbridge choke to death on her own bile while she sits in her prison cell!” Ron encouraged.




Hermione smiled a little bit at that. “I have to take this one. And once I’ve made the changes I need to make, I’ll be able to go to the DMLE, only in a much higher position, with more ability to effect change!”




So Ron took Hermione out to dinner and dancing and celebration, and Alexan got a talking Patronus invitation to go over and have dinner with Harry and Ginny at Number 12 Grimmauld Place. Probably Ron telling Harry the news and asking him to cover for them. Like someone babysitting you when you’re an adult visiting other adults who have stuff pop up. Adultsitting.




And Grimmauld Place was… weird. And creepy. Because of the wards and a Fidelius charm, Harry had to show her the mansion before she could see it. And they had to apparate to the top step, so no one else in Grimmauld Place realized there was a house there that no one else could see. Then they had a nice dinner, and after dessert they gave Alexan a really creepy tour of the place.




“And that’s where the curtains full of doxies attacked us and several of us got poisoned…”




“That’s the room where the enchanted clothing tried to suffocate Ron…”




“That’s where the Blacks used to keep the heads of former house elves mounted on the wall, like hunting trophies…”




Okay, after hearing everything Ginny and Harry had to say about that place, she was mega-glad to get back to her en suite in Hermione’s ‘guest house’. And she decided not to even go in the main house, just in case.




Which was a good decision, because the next morning, Ron and Hermione looked like they had spent the entire night having sex and not getting any sleep and not minding a bit. Neither one of them could stop with with these big, happy, languid smiles. Or the hand-holding and the smooching. Alexan was kind of embarrassed just sitting at breakfast with them.




Ron decided to owl in sick so he could get enough sleep to make up for the night before. Hermione wanted to go back to bed, but she felt like she needed to go put in a twelve hour day at work to make up for moving to a different job in a few weeks. Both of them acted like they thought the other one was making a big mistake but they weren’t going to say so out loud.




That was kind of embarrassing too. Alexan went ahead and left for work early.




When she got to the Ministry and checked her day planner, the missed spellwork and potions lesson for the previous night and that morning had migrated into that evening and later in the week, so extra makeup work. Ugh.







Alexander Mundy hugged his son Alan and his grandchildren Alexi and Albert.




Alan looked around the airport, “Where’s mom? Or do I have to call her ‘mum’ while we’re in England?”




“Let’s call her ‘grandmum’!” Alexi piped up.




Her little brother eagerly agreed. “Yeah! Where’s grandmum?”




Alexander grinned, “She’s picking up Aunt Allison at a different airport, and then we’re all going to pick up your great-grandfather.”




Alan smiled, “This sounds great.” But his eyes said, ‘this wasn’t what we were planning.’ Alan knew from a lifetime of experience that when plans changed like this, something was going on. Alan also knew from years of experience as a defense attorney when to not ask the next question.




“How many airports are there around here?” Alexi asked.




“A million?” Albert guessed. It was his current favorite guess.




Alexander grinned, “Good guess! You’re close. There are six international airports, and sixteen smaller airports, and some Royal Air Force airports just for military jets, and maybe a dozen closed airports no one uses anymore, and they may build some more airports one of these days just because some of these airports are so busy. So… about a million.”




Alexi said scathingly, “That’s not a million. That’s not even eighty.”




Albert insisted, “Eighty airports would be a lot!”




Alexi played Big Sister, “Yes, you’re right, Albie. Eighty airports would be a lot.” She got a hug from Albert for it.




Alan ingenuously asked, “I wonder how many steps it will be to our luggage carousel?”




“A million?” Albert guessed.




Alan and Alexi exchanged amused grins.




It took considerably less than a million steps to get to the luggage carousel, as Albert had to concede. Even if his steps had been deliberately smaller than usual, so that his count was about three times more than his sister’s was. But working the system was an important part of the Mundy family skillset.




Then Alexi and Albert got into a contest to see who could spot their luggage first, and who could drag the bigger bags off the carousel the best. Somehow, Alexander and Alan maintained completely straight faces the entire time. 




Alexander had left the Bugatti with Charlie, and was driving the BMW so he had room for the family and their luggage. Once he had everyone in the car, he explained, “We’ll meet up with Charlie at the house, and do a little bit of explaining before we meet up with great-grandfather. How’s that sound?”




Alan checked, “I thought granddad had decided he wasn’t up to more travel, and was staying put in southern France.”




“He did make that decision,” Alexander stalled. “However, I have a surprise arranged. I expect it to be a fairly astounding surprise.”




They reached ‘the house’, which was really a manor with a small but well-maintained estate of perhaps a dozen acres. Charlie and Allison roared up in the Bugatti before Alan had the luggage out of the BMW. As soon as the Bugatti was in park, Albert and Alexi ran over to it. They hugged and kissed Auntie Allie, and in decent Estuary accents they both said, “Hullo, grandmum!” before hugging and kissing her too.




Charlie looked over at Alexander and gave him a look. “Did you put them up to this?”




Alexander laughed and replied, “I wish. This is all them. Alan made a joke, Alexi extrapolated from there, and Albert piled on.”




Charlie gave the kids more hugs and beamed, “Clever things!”




Then she gave Alan a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, Alan. I don’t get to see my munchkins often enough. And we have a few things planned…”




Havelock, the butler, walked out of the front door. He smiled at the sight of all the children and grandchildren. He mentioned, “Mister Mundy, Lord Giles is already here. I put him in the blue parlor.”




“Great,” Alexander nodded. He preferred that Hav called him ‘Al’, but the man refused to do so around guests, and especially not around family, where Hav complained that they were all ‘Al’. Alexander turned his head and announced, “All right, everyone grab your luggage and haul it up to your rooms, then hurry to the blue parlor. We’ve got someone I can’t wait for you to meet.”




Alexi and Albert both grabbed their luggage and literally ran for the front door. He could hear the mad scramble up the staircase before he got near the atrium. Alan had his own suitcase, plus the bits and pieces the kids had managed to leave behind. And Allison had a hanging bag and a suitcase, which she was carrying up to her old room.




So he was hardly in the blue parlor thanking Rupert for coming, when a small whirlwind rushed in.




“Is this Lord Giles?”




“Do we have to call him Milord like in the movies?”




“Does he have a castle and estates and serfs?”




“Do we bow to him, or what?”




Rupert smiled kindly and knelt down to talk to Alexi and Albert. “Technically, I am Lord Giles, but I like to keep my titles under wraps. You may call me Mister Giles, or even Giles. Please, no ‘milord’ or ‘your lordship’ or anything Ethan suggests. And although the castle is in dire need of a lot of repair, we still have it in the family, along with houses and estates. No serfs. And you may shake hands with me, just as with any civilized sort.”




Allison came in for most of that, and so she smiled, “It’s a pleasure, milord.”




Rupert groaned slightly. 




Albert came to his rescue. “He said we’re not supposed ta call him that, Auntie Allie.”




Allison smirked a little bit. “Oh, he did? Well thank you for letting me know, Albie.”




Rupert stood up and said, “Alexander, I take it your entire family are like you and your lovely wife?”




Alexander smirked, “Except for Alan. He’s the white sheep of the family. He’s a defense attorney.”




Alan walked in and grinned, “My ears were burning, and then I heard that last bit.”




Charlie walked in right behind him and pointed out, “But we’re so proud of you, even if you didn’t follow in the family traditions.”




Alexander interrupted that thread for the moment, because he felt that his son did not get enough credit for his life choices in the face of strong career traditions on both sides of the family. Instead, he said, “Now we all know about stage magicians, who do not perform real magic. But Mister Giles and his group…”




Rupert pulled a small, old-fashioned change purse out of an inner pocket of his suit jacket. “Ahh, yes. That. Let me demonstrate something simple.” And he reached into the little change purse.




The little change purse, which looked about large enough to hold a handful of shillings, opened up to allow him to insert his fist. At which point he inserted his entire arm into the thing, which was clearly impossible.




Allison immediately adjusted her point of view, even going so far as to stand on Rupert’s other side so she could watch more closely. She looked at her dad and whispered, “That… that’s not stage magic!”




Rupert pulled out… a pink hula hoop. A full-sized hula hoop which could not possibly have fit in there.




Alexi whispered, “Whoa…”




Albert looked wide-eyed at his dad. “It’s magic! Real magic! You said there was no such thing!”




Alan admitted, “I did, but it looks like…”




Rupert explained, “Yes, it is real magic, and my ‘little group’ goes to extraordinary lengths to make sure that ordinary, normal people such as yourselves believe there is no such thing. Including wiping the memories of Normals who encounter real magic, in any shape or form. So you need to pretend you have not seen real magic.”




Allison asked, “And is that a real hula hoop?”




Rupert nodded, “Yes. Although I have put an additional spell on it. The Portus spell, which lets us create portkeys, which provide us with near-instantaneous travel. Now portkeys, for historical and legal reasons, are highly regulated throughout most of the Wizarding world. In England, you can only legally create one after learning the spell, which is only taught by the Ministry of Magic’s bureau which does the regulation of portkeys… or else family traditions, as in my case.” He looked over at Alexander. “If you would?”




Alexander pulled out his phone and called his father Alistair, who was living in a lovely house in the south of France, where he could go ogle young ladies wearing very little clothing almost any day of the year. “Dad? It’s Alexander. Is Ethan there?” His father answered in the affirmative. “Did he explain?” His father answered a little more vehemently. “Would you two please move out of the sitting room now?”




Rupert held out the hula hoop at waist level. “If the children would stand in the middle and hold the hoop, with all the adults around the outside? It is a somewhat uncomfortable, sometimes disorienting mode of travel, and the children will have less chance of falling down if guardians are standing all around them. Also, the adults will have something to hang onto. So both hands on the hoop, with a solid grip. And expect this to feel like someone has just hooked you with a huge fishing hook around your stomach and yanked you forward.”




“That doesn’t sound like fun,” Albert complained.




“No, it does not,” Rupert replied somewhat sympathetically. “It is, however, quick.”




Everyone grabbed the hula hoop, with the children inside the hoop.




Rupert muttered something under his breath, and there was the sensation he had warned about. The yank of a giant hook which wasn’t there, and a sudden pull into light and dark and confusion…




And they were standing in the middle of his father’s sitting room. He hung onto the hoop, so he didn’t fall over. He also kept his grandkids from falling over, as they tilted toward him.




And from the next room, his father swore, “How the hell…?”




Ethan laughed and added, “Pardon his French.”




“That was definitely not French, Ethan,” his father grumbled.




“We’re at great-granddad’s!” Albert shouted excitedly. He ran under his father’s arm and dashed over to hug Alistair. His sister immediately followed, with only a trace of a wobble.




Alan managed, “I left our passports back at the house.”




Rupert grinned, “Quite all right. I’ll be bringing all of us back in a short while.”




Allison hugged her grandfather, then dashed over to look out the window facing the Mediterranean. “Okay, either this is real magic, or Star Trek aliens are messing with us.”




Her brother retorted, “Worst transporter ever.”




Allison laughed and then admitted, “Not that it matters. Magic, ultra-advanced technology… It’s something I don’t understand. And it’s new to all of us, I think.”




Alexander spilled, “And it’s far more versatile than teleportation.”




Rupert nodded, “Right. The standard spellbooks for grades one through seven encompass hundreds, maybe thousands of different spells. And they still don’t cover vast areas of spellcraft, such as kitchen spells, housecleaning spells, spells for specialized jobs, the list goes on.”




Alexander got to the point. “Which is how Alexandre Armée framed me for grand theft and I ended up co-opted into the SIA.”




“I always wondered how you could have slipped up that badly,” his father unhelpfully said.




Allison thought it through. “So Alexandre Armée is a wizard, or has wizard contacts?”




Rupert explained, “He’s a wizard. And a criminal. And probably a murderer. A serial killer, at that, but most of his victims have been non-magical, so the Ministry of Magic didn’t notice, and the Normal authorities didn’t even realize that most of the deaths were murders.”




Ethan said, “Everyone in this room has a reason to detest the sod, and a reason to want to dish out some payback.”




Alistair tapped his cane and said, “They do say that revenge is a dish best served cold.”




“With a fine Pinot Noir!” Ethan chipped in. “And possibly some good Russian caviar.”




Rupert pointed out, “You will have to deal with the Ministry, the Aurors, Alexandre Armée himself, his quite lethal chatelaine Messier Black-Graves, and any of his criminal minions you might encounter. This is not going to be simple or easy.”




Allison insisted, “It wouldn’t be any fun if it was too easy!”






Part X



Alexan took her time walking through the Ministry to the Auror Office. She was pretty sure she was going to get saddled with a bunch of dumb ‘intern task’ stuff like on Monday. She couldn’t decide whether she liked that junk less than parchmentwork, or the other way around.




Okay, Hermione had given her more advice on what Ron had called ‘the care and feeding of Pureblood arseholes’. Hermione had given him a ‘not in front of the children’ glare that had made Alexan mega-uncomfortable and had made Ron have to leave the room before he laughed out loud.




So Alexan got called into Auror Royale’s office so he could yell at her about the terrible job she had done of ordering his breakfast and doing the tea wrong. Which was what Hermione had already anticipated. Because Hermione.




So Alexan did what Hermione suggested. She got out a Dictaquill and some parchment, and let it start writing down what Auror Royale was starting to yell at her. So he didn’t get any farther than yelling, “Miss Mack! How do you expect to become an Auror if…” Then he stopped and looked at her Dictaquill and snapped, “What do you think you’re doing?”




She fibbed, “Well sir, Hermione explained to me that ‘biscuits’ aren’t biscuits, and nobody had told me that here it means ‘cookies’, which is really weird. I mean, if you had told me you wanted those little cookies the tea ladies bring with the tea, I could’ve asked ’em for that. But before I came, everyone warned me British food is weird, and George Weasley told me—”




“There is absolutely no need to tell me what malevolent prank George Weasley attempted to play on you. Particularly about food, and before I get my breakfast. And that is another thing!” He looked over at the Dictaquill. “Stop using that.”




She fibbed some more. “But Hermione said I needed to take more notes, and I should use a Dictaquill a lot more.” But she didn’t stop the Dictaquill, because Hermione had said Alexan needed to transcribe everything people said when they were yelling at her in the office, because Hermione wanted to see it, and she wanted to be able to show it to Minister Shacklebolt.




“Errm, I would prefer it if you did not take notes during this… verbal warning,” he tried.




Alexan pushed, “Oh, but I would rather have a written warning. Harry said they were way more useful, especially for some guy named ‘Moody’ I think?” Because Hermione had said that guys like this wouldn’t want to admit in writing that they were making her do stuff they weren’t supposed to assign even to interns, and then yelling at her for not doing them the way they wanted.




She said, “Maybe you could get someone to show me what you wanted me to do about your breakfast and the tea and cookies thing. That would be mega-helpful! Or I could ask Harry to show me!”




Wow, Hermione had been right again. Auror Royale actually did a full-body cringe at that idea.




He managed, “No, perhaps that would be an… unfortunate matter.”




“Okay, whatever you say, sir,” Aly smiled.




He suggested, “You probably have a great deal of filing to do this morning…”




She nodded, “Yes sir! At dinner last night, Ron said that whenever Harry goes out in the field, the number of forms to be filled out goes way up. I’ll get right on that.”




She silently Accio’ed her Dictaquill and parchment as she walked out the door. She figured he would probably burn that parchment if he had the chance.




And sure enough, there was a ton of filing to do. And the Pureblood interns were off having breakfast with relatives in the Ministry. Or something. Okay, maybe they were doing real intern training.




So Alexan went to work. First, she used the Sorting Spell that Hermione had taught her the week before. Okay, it was pretty tricky. It took her like four tries to get it to work right. But that was way better than spending a couple hours sorting everything by hand, which it seemed most of the Aurors really did. 




Hermione said they still did it by hand because it was an old tradition. Ron said they still did it by hand because they were pants at Sorting Spells and anything else that required reading and spelling and thinking.




Then Alexan spent a while getting half the piles turned into paper airplanes and fired off to where they needed to get filed. The other half of the piles got filed in the Auror Offices, and turning them into paper airplanes just so you could move them one or two rooms over, or for two of the piles, just across the room, and then undoing the folding afterward, was dumb.




So she used a couple more spells from Hermione to get the filing done in the room, before she walked down the hall with the other piles of parchments floating behind her thanks to a Levitation Charm. She was just done with the last filing when Travers and Black walked in, both of them looking like someone made them sprint through a windstorm.




Travers groaned, “I need a cuppa. I’ll signal the tea ladies.”




Black moaned, “I need a couple Renervate spells on me.” He looked over at her and said, “I know there’s a tonne of parchments to file, but if you could give us a few minutes…”




She said, “I got all the filing done. You can take a breather. What happened?”




Travers sent the signal off to the tea ladies and explained, “Has Potter run you through the ‘deadly alley’ scenario?”




She told them, “Well, I think so. But he ran it with me. And I don’t think he was supposed to blow up a picture window to give us an escape route.”




Black leaned forward and bonked his forehead on the table. “We should have tried that!”




Travers grumbled, “They ran us through it half a dozen times and ‘killed’ us every time.”




“And he really does mean ‘ran’ there,” Black added. “They used Stinging Hexes on us instead of something lethal, but I’m pretty much covered in welts from that.”




“Me too,” Travers groaned. “My arse is one giant swollen welt.”




Black smirked, “Well, maybe two giant swollen welts.”




“Kiss my swollen, welt-y arse, you troll.”




Alexan suggested, “I know a potion that ought to help…”




Travers grumbled, “Yeah, they gave us each a flask of it, only we probably both need enough to bathe in. Bloody…”




Black added, “And if we’re lucky what they gave us wasn’t brewed by Herman The Vermin.”




Alexan wondered out loud, “Does everyone call him that?”




Travers complained, “You did meet the little git, didn’t you?”




Black grumbled, “His mum probably doesn’t. Probably. Everyone else? Sure.”




Alexan wondered how awful it would be if everyone called you a name like ‘Herman The Vermin’. Maybe she should try to be nicer to him.




“Interns!” bellowed Auror Standish as he walked into the room. “I understand there were a large number of parchments to be sorted and delivered and filed. How is that progressing?”




Alexan gave him a big smile she didn’t really feel. “I was hoping you were going to ask that!”




“You were?” he asked, obviously taken aback.




She fibbed a little bit. “We got it all done already! With teamwork!”




Auror Standish blinked in surprise. “Really?”




Travers and Black glanced at each other. Travers fudged, “She did most of it, and told us what she wanted us to get done.”




Black lied, “She’s a bloody slavedriver! You ought to put her in charge of Great-aunt Eridani.”




Standish rocked back on his heels, then rocked forward onto his toes. “Good. Very, very good! I must fill out a commendation form about this!”




Black waited until Auror Standish was off down the hallway. Then he whispered, “How the hell…”




Travers glared at Black and cleared his throat. “What he means is ‘please teach us, oh master of parchmentwork!’”




She giggled a little, and started explaining. “Hermione taught me the Paper Folding Spell, and the Sorting Spell, and a couple filing spells, so what I did was…”







Alexander Mundy looked on as Ethan Rayne performed a couple sizing and measuring spells. Rayne certainly didn’t look like he had ever done any work as a tailor, but he certainly was expert with those spells. It occurred to Alexander that in the wizarding world, it could be a very valuable knack for a grifter or a con man. And Rayne had that ‘feel’ to him.




Alexander was a little concerned. His son Alan definitely wasn’t happy, because the measuring was for Alexi and Albert. Even if the little munchkins were dying to get fitted and get to perform their part of the operation.




It was not as if the kids had never gotten any experience before. And he was fully aware that Alexi was practicing her skills at home when she wasn’t supposed to, given the number of times that her mother complained about ‘mislaying’ her wallet or her bracelets, or the number of times her mother re-checked the locks, muttering about how she had been sure the last time that she had gotten everything locked up, but…




He should probably start teaching Alexi some more advanced safecracking techniques while she was here. Charlie could work with Albert on locks. That would be a fun grandmother-grandson activity. Or should he say ‘grandmum-grandson’ activity?




He walked into the blue parlor, where Rupert was pouring a thick, gelatinous muck into a large goblet.




Giles looked over and smiled mischievously, “This is Polyjuice Potion. A tricky, time-consuming potion which under best circumstances still takes over a month to brew. It allows one to metamorphose into another person. Not a creature. Not an animal. The effect lasts for only one hour. And there are ways of ending its effects instantly, as the Gringotts goblins have demonstrated on more than one would-be thief.”




Alexander said, “Sounds like it has a great many drawbacks, although I can see a number of ways that it would be quite useful, if it is a complete transformation, down to retinas and fingerprints.” And it quite likely was used by that bastard Armée when framing him.




Giles added, “You must also acquire some small bit of the person to be copied. It can be as insignificant as a toenail clipping, or a couple drops of blood. Or…” He tugged a hair out of his scalp and dropped it into the muck. The mess changed color to a much cleaner-looking, almost golden, but still opaque and thick fluid.




Giles then waved his wand and watched carefully as the fluid poured itself out of the goblet and into a large hip flask.




Alexander nodded in understanding. “So you must drink a little every hour, but you can carry the prepared solution with you for some time.”




Ethan strolled into the room and smirked, “For me? Why, you shouldn’t have!”




“Oh shut it, you twatwaffle,” Rupert grumbled. “I can’t believe I’m letting you impersonate me again, after the last time.”




Ethan smirked, “What about the times you impersonated me? I had angry fathers hexing the crap out of me for months! And I didn’t even get to enjoy what got me in so much trouble.”




Rupert complained to Alexander, “And never taste Polyjuice Potion with essence of Ethan in it. It’s like the nastiest, slimiest muck in Britain.”




Ethan admitted, “He wouldn’t be letting me impersonate him this time, but we all know I’m a much better criminal than he is.”




Alexander took a moment to remind his children that he and Charlie were going to get a tour of a very exclusive Wizarding museum which was once a stately manor. He added, “Alan, I know you keep up your skillset. Perhaps you could work with Albert on the appropriate-level locks in the workroom, while Allison works with Alexi on the small safes there?”




Alan gave in gracefully. “Maybe Aunt Allie and I will switch off. The kids don’t get to see enough of her, and they’d watch her no matter what she was doing.”




Allison smirked, “Maybe I could whitewash a picket fence and try to talk them into paying me to let them do it.”




Alan snorted in amusement. “Good luck on that. I was just reading Tom Sawyer to Albie a couple months ago. He’s already tried the general theory on a couple schoolmates.”




Allison raised a finger. “But… was he successful?”




Alan admitted, “He had to ask Alexi for advice and some help, but he was apparently three for four before his mother heard about his ‘cleaning operation’, as Alexi put it.”




Allison said, “Honestly, Alan. A 75% success rate is utterly inadequate. We’ll have to get him up to 100% before he gets any older.”




Ethan asked hopefully, “Is there any chance I could sit in on some of these training classes?”




Rupert groaned, “Oh please, whatever you do, don’t make Ethan a more effective crook than he is already.”




Alexander managed not to smile. He watched as Ethan took the hip flask and raised it to Rupert in a toast. Ethan smirked, “Here’s looking up your old address.” He turned to Alexander and explained, “Much funnier when looking at some Pureblood nazi who’s wearing his best robe and probably going commando underneath.”




Ethan took a swallow and winced. Then he hastily handed the hip flask to Rupert. He gulped. And gasped. And groaned as he dropped down to all fours and then keeled over. The Mundys looked on in horror as Ethan began writhing in agony on the floor. His bones moved horribly under his skin. His hair writhed. His face contorted sickeningly.




Allison muttered, “It sounded fun, but it looks… agonizing.”




Rupert agreed, “Absolutely. Every bone in your body needs to change, dragging the ligaments and tendons with it. Parts of you will be forced to metamorphose in ways you had not imagined. Your skin is likely to blister and boil as it reforms into new shapes with new pigmentation.”




Ethan groaned from the floor, “And if you change sex too, cherished parts of you will ache in ways that hurt beyond belief.”




Rupert archly said, “Something which most of us have enough sense not to attempt.”




Ethan, who now looked and sounded like Rupert Giles, argued from the floor, “It was a wager, all right? There was five hundred Galleons riding on it, and all I had to do was find a way to get Bagshot to kick Malfoy in the nadgers.”




Rupert rolled his eyes. “Was there anyone at school who didn’t want to kick Malfoy in the nadgers?”




Ethan pointed out, “Perhaps not, but all of the students knew how much trouble they would be in if they did it. So Bagshot just needed… a little incentive.”




Alexander pointed out, “While this is extremely interesting and entertaining, you did say we had a one hour deadline before the next swallows of the potion?”




Ethan nodded, “Which, fortunately, will not be intensely painful, as it is a maintenance dose.”




Charlie swept into the room wearing a fashionable robe and a carefully styled wig which made her look like she could have been a former model for Witch Weekly. She said, “While that sounds quite horrible, I do believe we had best proceed on our little tour of Peautre Mansion.”




Ethan-as-Rupert stood up and smiled, “Madame Mundy, your beauty has renervated me and motivated me to ‘best proceed’.” He quickly used a series of what Alexander assumed were Resizing Charms to change his clothes to fit his new body much better.




As that was going on, Havelock walked in with a robe for Alexander to wear on this little operation. He held it out as Alexander slipped into it and adjusted it carefully.




Ethan-as-Rupert smiled, “Excellent. You two look more like proper members of the wizarding world than I do.”




Charlie smiled, “This is what we used to do all the time.”




Ethan-as-Rupert pouted, “I clearly lacked in appropriate mentors and helpful fellow students.” The real Rupert promptly gave him a rude hand gesture. Ethan-as-Rupert added, “Oh, and your vision is dreadful.”




Actual Rupert removed his glasses, did a quick Geminio on them, and handed Ethan-as-Rupert the copy. Ethan-as-Rupert put on the glasses and smiled, “Much better. Shall we be off?”






Part XI



Alexan looked up from her filing when Harry Potter dashed into the room. “Auror business?” she asked hopefully. 




Because filing was boring. And the stuff she was working on was boring but also mega-annoying, because there were a couple Aurors who were sending stuff to the wrong file areas, so her filing spells were rejecting them. Which was good and bad, because she was making sure stuff was filed right, but then she had to figure out who was messing up, and why, and where those paper airplanes were supposed to be going.




Okay, fine, so more than one of the messed-up pieces of parchment was Harry’s, because he had done such a terrible job of folding the parchments. Alexan had no idea if she was supposed to tell Harry about it, or tell Hermione, or what. She totally didn’t want to tell Auror Standish or Auror Royale or Madame Black. Who Ron was calling ‘The Mad Parchmentwork Lady’.




So Harry looked at the crumpled, sort of folded parchment that had his name on it, which happened to be in her hands right then, and said, “Right. And you can tell me what’s going on with my filing too.”




Well crud.







Messier Black-Graves looked up when Alexandre strolled into the library. He leaned over and kissed her soundly before he asked, “Having fun?”




She smiled cruelly. “I’ve been practicing my Cruciatus Curse on some wild kneazles the house elves caught for me. Cousin Bellatrix was right. You really have to hate your target to make it hurt enough. I can’t wait to put a couple Crucio’s into Potter’s face. Or his bollocks.”




Alexandre nodded, “Right. Just remember that Riddle put a few Crucio’s into Potter, and the little bastard got right back up. He’s a hell of a lot tougher than he looks. So… once he goes down, don’t let up. Keep blasting him. If you take off both his arms, fine. Just burn the wounds so he doesn’t die before we’re done with him. Don’t let him get away.”




She beamed wickedly, “Then maybe I should start small. With the intern.”







Ethan-as-Rupert-Giles swiftly side-along apparated first Alexander, then Charlie into a small room in the gatehouse just outside the wards of Peautre Mansion.




He carefully explained, “There are loads of protections on this place. Starting with just being able to walk in. Now I know you two got into the Leaky Cauldron through sheer stubbornness and your skills, but this place is loaded with dangerous shite. So from here, there’s an illusion spell, so the place looks like a ruined old manor. Then there’s a ‘nothing to see here’ spell to get Normals to wander away. You’re going to have to ignore both of those and stick with me until we get inside the wards. The next thing is the protections on the grounds…”




Alexander nodded, “Rupert went over all of this with us first. The wards have protections against portkeys, the Floo network, apparation, house elf travel, earth magic like you and the goblins can do, and magical flight, like broomsticks or what your Voldemort badguy could do. The only option is owls, and they go through a… something…”




“It’s a Mail Management Spell,” Ethan-as-Rupert said. “So you can’t sneak anything in or out via owl post. It’s not supposed to hurt the owls, although that’s debatable, but it will wreck most non-parchment mail. That’s why most people who learn the spell call it the Mail Manglement Spell.”




Charlie snickered and said, “The real Rupert certainly didn’t tell us that.”




Ethan-as-Rupert asked, “And what else did Giles tell you?”




Alexander answered, “There’s a lost room in the mansion, and the safe is in there. The safe is warded, and it’s a high-end Normal safe that has charms on it so it can’t be opened with an… umm…”




“Alohomora,” Charlie supplied. “British magical spells must have been named by the wizards who failed Latin classes.”




Ethan grumbled, “Really, is that necessary? The Latin is supposed to be abnormal and not grammatical, so someone speaking Latin, say, at Eton, or perhaps Cambridge, can’t accidentally trigger the spell.”




Alexander continued recounting Rupert’s explanations, “It’s a goblin-made necklace that’s believed lost for centuries, and the goblins believe the Purebloods are lying about that so they can keep it. It can’t be touched by outsiders without cursing them. It can’t be summoned by outsiders. It can’t be moved through the wards by outsiders without alerting the mansion, and the wards are the classic ‘Morgan le Fey’ style of cylinder around the building, so they’re a bitch to breach. And the last people who wouldn’t be considered outsiders were Peautres who all died out a couple hundred years ago.”




Ethan-as-Rupert nodded sagely. “Exactly. It’s possible that Harry Potter is the last living descendant of the Peautre family, so he might be able to touch that necklace without being hexed fifty ways, but it’s probably not a good idea to hand it to him to test that.”




Charlie smiled, “And the real Rupert said you had this knowledge because you used to date an ‘older woman’ who was descended from a different branch of the Peverell family.”




Ethan-as-Rupert smiled mischievously. “Calling it ‘dating’ might be a bit strong. She was over a hundred-fifty, although she looked about thirty, and I was a horny teen, but she could teach me earth magics I couldn’t learn elsewhere, not even from my family. And she believed in some very old-fashioned versions of the mentor-pupil system, which, being a horny teen, I did not consider objecting to at the time…” He paused and smirked, “Actually, I’m still quite happy about how that part of my training went.” He went back to his tale, “She remembered this mansion and the necklace from her childhood, when people did know about it, and the Purebloods really were lying to keep it out of the hands of the goblins.”




Charlie asked, “And how long have you been trying to sneak in here and steal it?”




Ethan-as-Rupert gave them a very Ethan smile. “Since the first week after she told me. I still haven’t located the hidden room, but I’ve finally got something that should let me find it. I have no idea what sorts of protections are in the room, or on the safe. And I don’t have a way to open the safe, or extract that cursed necklace, or get it out of the mansion grounds.”




Alexander looked at Charlie, who looked back at him before smirking at Ethan, “And that’s why you should be bringing us along.”




Ethan-as-Rupert smirked, “I would always bring you along, Madame Mundy.” He waggled his eyebrows in a rather Ethan way.




Charlie turned and swept off toward the gates in a very elegant manner, which suggested that she had been practicing wearing that robe quite a bit in private.




Ethan-as-Rupert took Charlie’s arm and led her toward what looked like an old unsafe wreck. Alexander followed, concentrating hard on his wife. Something was insisting that there was nothing to go see, so it was only his determination to stick with his wife that kept him from turning around and wandering elsewhere.




Magical wards were a bitch to deal with. He would have to bear that in mind.




They crossed the wards, and suddenly an elaborate old manor stood before them. He could see gorgeous gardens all around the building. The winding path through the gardens to the building was also magical, and Rupert had stated that it was designed to ensnare the unwary, both literally and figuratively.




Ethan-as-Rupert pointed out a pretty bed of low-lying pink flowers set around the bases of much taller plants which looked like someone had taken some full-grown sunflowers, done something odd with the seed heads, given them spiky vines coming off the stalks, and then magicked them into curling up upon themselves. “The taller plants are Venomous Tentaculas. Don’t get close.” He cast something which Alexander assumed was a magical shield spell of some kind.




It was just as well, since one of the plants made a lunge for Charlie’s closer arm. The ‘seed head’ had fangs, and the vines had probably-poisonous thorns. Two vines smacked into the shield and quickly pulled back to once again attempt to look fairly harmless.




And the patch of low vines on the other side of the path made a grab for Ethan’s legs. Those hit another shield.




Ethan-as-Rupert pointed at them and mentioned, “Lovely ground cover there. Its popular name is Devil’s Snare. Anything bigger than a couple feet long is potentially lethal.”




Alexander said, “I think I’ll skip the gift shop.” Charlie giggled.




Then Alexander started feeling a compulsion to go along one path, when Ethan-as-Rupert was clearly leading Charlie down a different one. “Wait, shouldn’t we…”




Ethan-as-Rupert cursed, “Circe’s tits! Alexander, pay attention! It’s a trap!”




He stopped. And concentrated. He focused. He stepped toward Charlie. One step. Another step. It took him maybe several yards of trudging along before he felt the compulsion slide off of him.




Charlie grimaced, “Al, are you all right?”




“I think so,” he managed. “Designed to ensnare the unwary, both literally and figuratively, you said.”




Ethan-as-Rupert smirked, “I believe Rupert said that to you. But yes. On days when they’re open for standard tours, they have trained attendants leading the groups through the gardens and then through the manor, before leading them all the way back to the gates. And they mark the paths.”




Charlie mentioned, “But you don’t need that, because you’ve been here so many times before.”




Ethan-as-Rupert nodded, “And I’ve practiced sneaking through these gardens. Many, many times. Or, at least, Ethan has.”




They finally reached the other side of the gardens. Ethan-as-Rupert straightened up, fixed his tie carefully, and began doing a rather good imitation of Rupert Giles. Alexander noticed a few small exaggerations of Rupert’s mannerisms which made the imitation seem more ‘genuine’, but that was how imitations worked on the stage. In real life, you needed to play it more subtly, particularly when close up. But perhaps that was less of a concern when using Polyjuice Potion.




Ethan-as-Rupert led them to the main doors, where he cast a Tapping Charm rather than touching the door with his hand. 




In a few seconds, a guard in the robes of one of the better wizarding security companies opened up. The man was balding with a terrible combover, and a massive brush mustache that had a carefully-waxed upward twirl on each side. He beamed when he saw who it was. “Lord Pendragon! How nice to see you again.” He glanced around outside. “You didn’t bring that scoundrel Rayne with you this time, did you?”




Ethan-as-Rupert smiled warmly. “Thomson. It’s good to see you. And how many times have I asked you to call me Giles?” He gestured at Alexander and Charlie. “These are some friends of mine from across the pond, and I wanted to show them some of the classic manors while they’re here. I could hardly leave Peautre Mansion off that list.”




The guard smiled, “No milord, you certainly couldn’t.” He glanced around. “Look, I’m not supposed to, but since it’s you, come on in, and I’ll lock up, and I’ll give your friends a private tour.”




Alexander said in a rich New England accent, “That would be lovely.”




But it really wouldn’t be anything approaching ‘lovely’. It would ruin Ethan’s plan to walk the halls and test his amulet to see if it really would detect that hidden room.




Ethan-as-Rupert calmly checked, “And you’re sure this won’t get you in any trouble?”




But the guard insisted, “Oh no, milord. Now if I was letting that Rayne blackguard sneak around the mansion, that would get me in a world of trouble. But not this, on an off day.”




Ethan-as-Rupert forced a smile. “Then we would love a private tour for my friends.”







Harry side-along apparated Alexan to a dark, grubby road that had dark, grubby warehouses on either side. The road was cobblestones, and really old-looking, and really narrow. There was room for maybe a horse-drawn wagon if the wagon was narrow and nobody was coming from the other direction.




He pointed with his off hand at the darkest, grubbiest, spookiest-looking warehouse. She noticed that he was using his left hand, so that he could hold his wand ready in his right hand. So she had her wand in her hand, in a pocket of her robes.




He whispered, “That one. Number 13, Grimmdarke Row.”




All Alexan knew was that someone had sent Harry an anonymous tip that one of the Flint family was running some sort of illegal operation out of this place. And Harry was ready to barge in and check, and maybe go Golden Trio on them when he found stuff.




Alexan had asked if it might be a great big trap, but Harry wasn’t worried. He had a ton of experience in rushing into traps and then smashing them to pieces. So Alexan went along, but sent Ron and Hermione a Talking Patronus just in case. And since her Patronus was a tiny little field mouse, Harry hadn’t noticed.




Well, she didn’t think he had. Sometimes, Harry was paying careful attention to stuff you didn’t think he was paying attention to at all. She was glad she wasn’t in charge of planning his surprise birthday party for this summer.




They did Disillusionment Charms on themselves and then slipped over to the big sliding door that would let you bring a truckload of probably-illegal stuff into the warehouse. Only with these guys, it wasn’t going to be a truck. That was too ‘Muggle’. Maybe it would be a wagon. With these guys, it could be a cart pulled by thestrals. The big door had a smaller, person-sized door set in it, but she doubted things would be as easy as just opening an unlocked door and strolling in undetected.




Harry did a quick string of detection spells. He stepped over to her, cast a quick Muffliato spell, and said, “Wards and alarm spells all over both doors. We’d need Bill Weasley to get past ’em all without triggering half of ’em.”




She wondered if the wards and alarms had to mean anything evil. After all, if she owned a place on this creepy old street, she’d want a few thousand wards and spells on her building too, just to keep crooks and evil wizards out. Magical rats too.




She stepped back and looked at the front of the building, then the sides. She slipped back over to where Harry was waiting impatiently. And transparently. She decided not to tell him he was standing where a building’s sign showed across the front of his robes, and the sign said, ‘Deliveries in Rear’.




She definitely wasn’t going to tell George Weasley. He’d tease Harry about that for ages.




She cast the Muffliato this time. “There’s a broken windowpane up high on the side wall, and there’s a little hole in the glass. I think I can just get a Spying Eye Spell in there. So I can get a look around. And if I can get a good enough view, I can probably apparate both of us in there.”




He muttered, “I’ve got to get Hermione to teach me that spell.”




She suggested, “I could teach it to you. Someday when we have more time and we’re not about to invade a warehouse full of badguys.” Not that she really thought he’d use it a lot. He just seemed a lot more of the ‘reducto the wall down’ kind of Auror instead of the ‘peek through a broken window’ kind.




She canceled the Muffliato so she could use her wand to do the Spying Eye Spell. As soon as she had the spell running, Harry did a Muffliato so she could tell him stuff that no one else would be hearing.




She held her wand and focused on what the spell was showing. “I can just squeeze it through the hole in the pane… It’s pretty dark in there… Three wizards in black robes… Eww! They’ve got a dementor trapped in there, in some sort of big crystal! And… Oh crud, there’s a body on the floor there and I think the dementor just sucked out his soul! And…” She gulped hard. “They’ve got like a dozen people tied up in a cage, and they may be next!”




Harry grabbed her arm, which jerked her hand enough that it broke her spell. Not that it mattered a lot, because he side-along apparated her right into the middle of the warehouse.




Naturally, it was the Dumbledore version of the apparation spell, and the blast wave knocked her down too. Crud, that hurt.




The blast wave slammed two of the dark wizards to the floor against the back wall, and it knocked the third one backward so he had to stagger to try to regain his footing.




It also busted the crystal holding the dementor, which was a mega-bad thing.




The dark wizard who was still on his feet pointed his wand at the back wall above his partners, who were still sprawled on the floor. He yelled, “Bombarda maxima!” The wall exploded, pummeling them with flying debris.




Harry already had a shield up, and Alexan cast quick enough that the fragments of wall bounced off her silent Praevenio. But the two wizards who were down were injured enough that they couldn’t get back to their feet. The dark wizard had already disapparated.




One screamed, “Flint, you bastard!”




The other screamed, “No!”




And then Alexan saw what Flint had really done. The room on the other side of that wall was full of Inferi, which were clambering out through the hole and attacking anything in their path. Including the downed wizards who had probably helped make those things.




Somehow, she and Harry had to save all those people trapped in that cage from a dementor and an army of Inferi. At the same time. This was going to be mega-grim.






Part XII



Alexan apparated across the room to a spot right in front of the cage of trapped people. She couldn’t apparate that many people to safety, but she could defend the cage until Harry defeated…




Okay, maybe forty highly-magical and already dead Inferi, plus a dementor. This was bad.




Harry yelled, “Shields up!” like they were in a Star Trek movie. But she snapped her heaviest shield up in front of her and the whole cage. And Harry unleashed a wall of fire that swept over the Inferi. Without that shield, she and the prisoners would have gotten some nasty burns.




She had no idea what kind of spell that was, because spells were supposed to bounce off of threats like Inferi. But she needed to learn some spells that worked against stuff like Inferi. And that dementor.




Maybe half the Inferi went up in flames. Unfortunately, the dementor used the distraction to dive for the people inside the cage, and two flaming Inferi came right at her.




She dropped her shield and pushed for the toughest Patronus she could make. “Expecto Patronum!”




Crud. She still got a tiny field mouse. The people in the cage probably thought they were all about to have their souls sucked out.




But the field mouse was still a Patronus. It shot upward and hit the dementor so hard the gross, raggedy thing went flying backward into the ceiling.




And the two still-on-fire Inferi went for her. She had no idea what kind of spell she could use to drop something like an Inferi, because she didn’t know Harry’s ‘scary wall of fire’ spell. She dropped to the floor to avoid some evil hands which were also on fire.




And she had a completely crazy idea. Maybe they were too magical for ordinary spells, but there were other things she could do. Like what Hermione had said about the wizard Baruffio: he must have mispronounced the ‘Bubalufia’ spell as ‘Bubalusia’, because Bubalus was the genus of some species of water buffalo.




She pointed up over the heads of the Inferi and yelled, “Bubalusia!” Then she rolled up against the cage to try and not get crushed.




And it worked. A massive water buffalo fell from maybe twenty feet up and smashed both burning Inferi into the floor. Maybe they were mega-magical so spells bounced off them, but that impact still crushed them into flaming pieces. The water buffalo leapt to its feet, stomped on the fiery remains of the two Inferi, and angrily charged…




Crud. It was charging at Harry, who had his back to her because the Inferi were moving toward him.




She yelled, “Harry! Move!”




And Harry disapparated so fast he was almost a blur. He was suddenly way over behind the squad of Inferi that hadn’t been burned to chunks and ashes, and the Inferi were facing the wrong way. Uh-oh. The Inferi were facing her. And so was a big, cranky water buffalo.




So Harry hurled a Stinging Hex at the water buffalo’s behind.




Wow, that really made it mad. It bellowed in fury. It wheeled around and charged where the sting had come from, which it probably thought was the pack of remaining Inferi. Behind the Inferi crowd, Harry was hacking the Inferi to pieces with a vicious spell that was maybe a Sectumsempra, and in front, the water buffalo was trampling the crud out of every Inferi which didn’t have enough sense to run away from a huge, angry water buffalo that now also had a big stinging welt on its behind.




Okay, none of the Inferi had enough sense to get out of its way. So there was massive trampling going on, as the Inferi just kept trying to lumber up to it and grab it and bite it. And every time one got a grip on the water buffalo, Harry decapitated it or sliced it to pieces.




The dementor made another run on the cage of trapped people, so Alexan sent a new Patronus at it. It turned out that it wasn’t the size of the Patronus that counted, which was a really good thing. Her field mouse Patronus chased the dementor around the warehouse and up into the rafters.




Then Alexan heard Harry cast Finite Incantatem to dispel the poor water buffalo, which meant the Inferi were all down. And Harry’s massive stag Patronus went after the dementor too. He called out, “Herd it back to the crystal!”




So she made her mouse tag-team with Harry’s stag, and they chased the dementor down to the floor and over to the dead body, which had gotten even deader from Inferi plus some trampling from a huge water buffalo. And as soon as Harry’s stag hooked the dementor with its horns and hurled it into the remnants of that big crystal, Harry hit the crystal pieces with a massively overpowered Reparo.




The crystal snapped back together, trapping the dementor inside it once more. It was pretty unhappy about that, but it couldn’t seem to bust out.




Then she and Harry stood guard there while they each sent off a handful of Talking Patronus spells. So, in a matter of minutes, they had people apparating in or rushing in through the doors. They had Ron and six other Aurors, plus Hermione, and even some people Alexan didn’t know, who had to be from other Ministry departments. Alexan just assumed Hermione had given them a heads-up as soon as she listened to all of Alexan’s message and figured out who needed to be alerted.




It was a huge inter-departmental mess, so it was a mega-good thing Hermione was there to organize it all. About half the people in the cage were non-magical, so they had to be obliviated and rushed to hospitals. The other people were wizards and witches whose families were non-magical, and most of them got rushed to St. Mungo’s for evaluation and maybe treatment and then definitely interviewing by Aurors. There were a couple Unspeakables talking with some of the people from other departments about the illegal spells and spellworks and stuff that had been used to turn people into Inferi, and what those wackos were going to do with an army of Inferi. Aurors were searching the building for clues on who the dead evil wizards were, and who had been used to make the Inferi, and where Flint had run away to.




Also, Hermione was insisting that people search for clues to whoever had left the tip for Harry, because she was mega-suspicious about that. After all, Alexan figured she and Harry had been this close to getting killed. Or worse.




Harry stepped over, looking ill. Alexan gasped, “Are you okay? What happened?”




Harry stared at her. “Do you have any idea how much paperwork this is going to create? We’re going to be writing reports for the next fortnight!”




Well… crud.







Alexandre Armée noticed when the two Unspeakables started searching the warehouse for Detection Charms and similar spells. He quickly closed down his scrying bowl.




Messier sashayed back into the room. She had changed into a lovely ocean blue robe she had picked up from a French designer. “I’m going out and meeting mother for drinks.”




“Give her my best,” Alexandre said. Not that he actually liked the witch. She hadn’t fought for Messier when the Blacks were selling Messier off like a broodmare. But she was supporting the current state of affairs between him and Messier. And she was encouraging him to keep teaching Messier more dark arts. And she was encouraging her family to use his business connections to regain some of their lost wealth, instead of selling off attractive young girls to horny old millionaires like a pack of high-fashion pimps.




She checked, “Anything interesting happen after I left?” She had lost interest once Potter and Mack had triumphed. She also hadn’t enjoyed it when he called them The Dynamic Duo and other sarcastic nicknames.




He explained, “They used some interesting spells afterward. Apparently, both of them know the Talking Patronus spell, and both used it to summon assistance. And I believe the girl summoned Hermione Granger. You would probably like Granger, if she wasn’t such a stuck-up Mudblood. She was bossing Aurors and Unspeakables around like she’s the new Minister. And they all more or less followed her orders. Also, I think Granger has developed some spells for criminal forensics, which means we will have to be more careful about traces we leave when we deal with Potter.”




She thought that over for a bit. “Forensics? Like the telly shows you showed me?” He nodded. “Is that possible?” He nodded again. “Any chance we can Imperio her into creating spells for us?”




But he had been thinking about that already. “Probably not. She seems annoyingly strong-willed. Our best option on her is probably a long-term plan: we kill Potter, we set Weasley up to die nastily while he’s charging about trying to avenge Potter’s death, and we make it look like the Ministry is too incompetent to solve those crimes.”




“They already are,” Messier sneered. She had a particularly sexy sneer he loved looking at.




He added, “We can easily give her the impression that the rest of the Aurors couldn’t care less about Potter and Weasley, so she begins investigating on her own. Then we watch, and let her commit a few crimes in the process, and arrange to get her arrested. When she gets angry enough, we give her a target for her fury, and we can make her come to us for help.”




Messier asked, “You really think you can pull her that far over the line?”




He grinned, “She’s already walked that far over the line, all on her own. Apparently, in the year the Golden Trio was fighting Umbridge at Hogwarts, she walked Umbridge into a trap. Based on what I have been able to find out, she apparently led Umbridge to a place in the Forbidden Forest where they were hiding a giant. Clearly, she had to know that would probably end in a quite messy murder. When that failed, she turned Umbridge over to a herd of centaurs. She’s smart and well-read. She had to know what a herd of centaurs would do to a human female, even one as ugly as Dolores.”




Messier laughed out loud. “What a ruthless little bitch! I love that.”




He steepled his fingers together. “So… first, Potter. Clearly, he’ll charge into any situation headlong, if he has a good enough tip first.”




Messier smirked, “And your tip this time worked surprisingly well.”




He nodded. “Flint had outlived his usefulness, since I could not afford to let him figure out who he was really working for.” He thought about that Talking Patronus Spell. “We will just need to ensure that they can’t escape our little trap or call for help.”




She asked, “Can you block a Talking Patronus spell?”




He explained, “If I can have a while to prepare the site first. It’s not any harder than an anti-apparation jinx. It just takes longer to cast.”




“Teach me!” she gasped excitedly.




She really was the best student he had ever worked with. In a number of ways.







Alexander Mundy watched as ‘Giles’ unobtrusively took a large swig from his hip flask. He idly wondered how long someone could maintain the Polyjuice effect without seeming to be a chronic alcoholic. And whether there was a way to handle the hourly dosage during the night, when normal people would need to sleep.




Meanwhile, Charlie had done one of the things which she did so well. She was chatting with the guard, and asking questions, and generally being an attentive listener. Of course, no red-blooded male could resist her when she was like this, and Thomson was already under her spell. She had taken his arm, and was essentially getting a personal tour with Thomson paying no attention to the men behind him.




That meant that Ethan-as-Rupert was walking immediately behind Thomson, with a garish amulet dangling from a chain in his left hand. So he was checking the doors and walls and ceilings as they walked. He was even checking the paintings, which seemed a tad desperate to Alexander. But magical paintings could presumably do a lot of things which normal paintings could not. These seemed to be alive, and sometimes paying attention to what the passersby were up to.




Alexander was particularly uncomfortable about the tiger, which had left the painting of some Indian jungle scene, and was stalking them from painting to painting, much to the consternation of most of the people in the paintings it stalked through.




‘Giles’ kept checking with his amulet, and ignoring the tiger. Alexander breathed a silent sigh of relief when the tiger moved into an old painting of four hearty men in armor, who promptly chased the tiger off whence it came.




Meanwhile, they were apparently coming to the end of the guided tour, and still no luck. So Ethan-as-Rupert smiled, “Thank you very much, Thomson. We’ll let you get back to your post, and I’ll just show them a couple little treasures, like the libraries and the potions workroom. Then we’ll be out of your hair.”




“That would be fine, milord.” Thomson moved back toward his post near the front door, and let them move off.




Charlie smiled, “That was interesting. Any luck?”




Ethan-as-Rupert sighed, “No, unfortunately. But there are some areas we didn’t cover. So perhaps we could make haste, and not take so long that Mister Thomson calls in his colleague Mister Thompson to check on us.”




They moved up to the top floor, which appeared to be one floor higher than the mansion actually had, at least when studying it from the outside. And Ethan-as-Rupert hurried down several hallways, sweeping his path with that amulet, which did not appear to be doing anything.




Or so Alexander thought, until they were moving down a pretty hallway which had exterior windows on the left, and private rooms on the right. The amulet suddenly lit up like a lantern, as ‘Giles’ moved past a small, curtained window looking out over the back gardens.




“What the hell?” ‘Giles’ hissed. He moved the amulet more carefully around the window, but the amulet seemed to light up the most when it was facing the middle of the window, right around the center panes and the small lock keeping people from opening the sash.




Charlie pointed out, “I hate to cause trouble, but there is no space to have a hidden room here. We’re looking out on the rear gardens, and the wall cannot be even a foot thick.”




Alexander looked at the dust atop the sash and asked, “Has this window been opened—or even cleaned—in the last century?” After all, the rest of the hallway looked bright and well cared for.




‘Giles’ frowned, “That is suspicious. Perhaps…” He checked the window for wards and alarms before he ignored the locked latch and simply tried to open the sash.




It slid up, but not like a window. It slid up like the lower half of the window was a windowshade being rolled up. And they were looking into a room which had a matching window on its far wall. The room was perhaps twenty by twenty, paneled in old wood, and looking like it had been preserved for a century or more.




‘Giles’ lifted a leg up onto the sill and slipped into the room. “Hold on a moment…” He waved his wand and seemed to find something worrisome. He stopped and worked on something invisible for two or three minutes, before something audibly fizzled and the room became brighter. “That was a damned tricky little ward. Rowena must have had years of fun setting up this little surprise.”




“Rowena?” Charlie asked. “Like Rowena Ravenclaw?”




‘Giles’ shook his head. “Named for her, not related. At least, not closely related. All the old Pureblood families interbred so much it’s surprising that they don’t all have three legs and one nostril by now.”




“Is that why Rupert is supposed to look like his ancestors?” Alexander asked.




‘Giles’ admitted, “Really, it’s their magic. They don’t breed like, say, the Weasleys, but when they do have children, their magic seems to override everyone else’s genetics. They could probably breed with veelas and still have boys who looked exactly like their ancestors. Rupert thinks it’s probably a bizarre bloodline curse of some sort, and it may not be doing precisely what its original caster had in mind.”




Alexander stepped into the room, which seemed perfectly solid, even if there was no place the room could be. Maybe the room was some sort of expanded space, like Rupert’s little ‘coin purse’ which held a storage room of goods without letting all of that weight and volume exist in normal space. So perhaps the entire room was hidden in the thickness of a normal-looking window.




Charlie whispered, “I’ll watch from here in case Thomson does his job and starts walking the halls.”




‘Giles’ moved to one of the side walls. “I can feel the wards. I’ll have to take them down first. Once we get that far, we’ll still have that safe we can’t use Alohomora on, and Rowena insisted it was the best that money could buy. And I still have no idea how you’re going to steal a necklace you can’t touch and can’t summon and can’t charm.”




It took Ethan-as-Rupert another ten minutes to take down whatever wards were there. Alexander still couldn’t see them. Still, he could hear something as each ward came down.




‘Giles’ cast a spell, and the wall opened up, revealing…




Alexander managed not to laugh. “Ethan, this is a top-of-the-line safe. If you were buying a safe in the 1840’s.”




Charlie peeked through the ‘window’ and gaped, “Good God, is that a real Thayer & Edwards? That might be worth more than the contents!”




Alexander smiled at her, “No Charlie, we are not stealing the safe, even if the grandchildren would have fun playing with it.”




He pulled on a pair of heavy neoprene gloves before going to work. No point in leaving fingerprints and DNA traces, even if wizards probably didn’t check things like that. He pulled out a tiny electronic stethoscope and held its microphone against the safe over the tumblers. Then, with the other hand, he spun the dial and began turning to find points where the tumblers aligned. It took him under a minute to unlock the old beauty. He looked over the handle to open the safe.




‘Giles’ said, “Wait a second. Let me just check…” He cast some more silent spells. “Ahh. Yes, that would be quite unpleasant if you turned that handle now. Let me…” He broke some manner of hex before saying, “All yours.”




Alexander carefully turned the handle and swung open the safe door. Inside was a tall shelf of old hand-bound books. Above that was a small shelf of baubles and trinkets. Below the shelf of books was a gleaming necklace that virtually screamed age and prestige and wealth that needed to be walked off with. It was set on a felt oval with a raised center so the necklace couldn’t slide off.




‘Giles’ said, “That’s some compulsion. Don’t know how you resisted it. I almost reached in and grabbed it myself.”




Alexander looked at him in surprise. “I’ve spent over half a century not walking off with jewelry I could have easily stolen. I have a pretty high resistance to astounding jewelry.”




Charlie spoke up from the hallway. “Although there was that time that he and his father got into the British crown jewels and moved everything around, so everyone would know the jewels had been tampered with. And they just left it all there. The royal family spent almost a year trying to figure out what had been taken and replaced with a fake. They never did believe anyone would go to that much trouble just to show they could, and then not tell anyone.”




‘Giles’ admitted, “All right, now I am impressed.”




Charlie handed Ethan-as-Rupert the real Rupert’s ‘change purse’. “Ask for a drone.”




‘Giles’ looked at her suspiciously. “A drone? I’m not going to get a faceful of bees or wasps, am I?”




“Trust me.” Charlie gave him a wicked smile which was designed to inspire extreme distrust.




‘Giles’ looked at her. “If there’s a bloody beehive in here…” But he opened the change purse and spoke, “Please hand me a drone.”




The change purse opened up, and opened some more. Ethan-as-Rupert reached in and pulled out… a twenty pound quadcopter with remote-controlled grips and articulations on the underside.




Charlie pulled a small remote control out of a robe pocket and said, “Just set it down and step back.”




‘Giles’ followed those directions quite quickly. Charlie started up the drone, which lifted into the air with a soft buzz. Then she carefully maneuvered the ‘copter into the small space below the bookshelf, and she operated the grips on the underside. She had it reach down and grab the necklace.




The ‘copter promptly shorted out and fell with a thud to the floor, taking the necklace with it. ‘Giles’ waved his wand to put out the fire as the ‘copter started to burn. He said, “Electronics don’t cope well with magic. Especially with some nasty magical curses, like that one.”






Part XIII



Alexander Mundy tried not to smile at the very Ethan-like expression on the face of ‘Rupert Giles’.




Charlie smiled, “You told us that. Ask for another drone.”




‘Giles’ looked in the change purse and asked, “How many drones do you have in there?”




Charlie told him, “Only twelve. If the necklace burns out all of them, we simply go to plan B.”




‘Giles’ scowled at the spot on the floor where the necklace currently lay, shining innocently. “I’m seeing some still-active curses, and I have no idea how to dispel them. This may not work.”




Charlie insisted, “Ask for another drone.”




‘Giles’ sighed and said, “Please hand me another drone.” The change purse spit out another quadcopter.




That drone touched the necklace and turned into a block of ice which broke into a hundred pieces when it fell to the floor.




The next drone disintegrated into a rain of molten plastic and melted metals.




‘Giles’ said, “This is certainly going well.”




The next drone was enveloped in a wave of blackness which turned it into a metal-and-plastic hedgehog.




‘Giles’ pointed out, “That one would have been quite nasty if a person touched it.”




The next drone touched the necklace and was instantly covered in what looked like metal welts and sores. It got the necklace a foot off the floor before it came apart in what looked to Alexander like the plastic variant of leprosy.




Someone had not wanted people walking off with this necklace.




It took nine drones before one managed to lift the necklace without burning out, freezing solid, shorting drastically, turning into something nasty, or mutating horribly.




Ethan-as-Rupert eyed the floating drone with a great deal of distrust as it held the necklace, apparently safely.




Charlie smiled, “Did I mention that these are ruggedized military-surplus drones designed to withstand all kinds of attacks?”




Alexander helped, “Although the toughening efforts are not specifically aimed at magic, they are aimed at shielding from things like lasers, masers, electromagnetic pulses…”




Charlie nudged, “Why don’t we open that window and send our drone on its way while it’s still operational?”




‘Giles’ opened the real window and let the quadcopter fly out. He pointed out, “And there are wards…”




Charlie reminded him, “Which we will fly this over. The wards above your ‘cylindrical ward’ are specifically aimed at owls, broomsticks, Voldemort-style flight…”




‘Giles’ nodded in understanding. “And no wizard ever thought about blocking a flying Muggle drone the size of a dinner plate.”




They watched the drone soar away. Charlie asked, “Do you want the books, or the trinkets?”




‘Giles’ looked quite uncomfortable at the idea. “Definitely not the trinkets. They’re Rowena’s private property. She wouldn’t have wanted me to take them. But if I can track down some of her descendants, I could find out if they could take care of her personal notebooks, or even let me, as her last student, have them for personal study…”




Alexander closed the safe, but didn’t lock it. “Then you can get back in here, any time you need to.”




‘Giles’ nodded. “Let’s get back outside the fences and wards, and move to the area behind the manor. We can go see if the necklace fried another of your drones.”




Charlie was looking out the window. “It’s already past the fenceline. I’m bringing it down so we can retrieve it.”




‘Giles’ vanished all the damaged drones, and they left, closing the ‘window’ to the hidden room after they were back out in the hallway.




They walked to the front door, thanked Mister Thomson for being so helpful, and managed to get out through the gardens without being eaten by anything.







Alexan sighed as she finished another set of reports. It totally wasn’t fair that she and Harry had to write all these reports. Two types of reports on each of the captives and five on the dead captive? Those were bad enough, on top of all the incident reports and all the reports on the dead warlocks. But it was mega-unfair that they had to write eight different kinds of reports on each of the Inferi that Harry had killed, like Harry had killed live people in an Auror battle.




Some senior Auror was being a massive jerkhead about all this stuff. Alexan was so going to tell Hermione all about this crud.




She figured they were looking at writing over four hundred reports on this one incident. No wonder good Aurors were quitting, and the Auror Office was having to take interns like Herman The Vermin. 




At least Harry was doing his fair share of the reports. Even if she could hear him yelling at his Dictaquills from way over where she was sitting. She was beginning to see why some of his reports looked the way they did. His Dictaquills probably ran and hid once he went home for the day.




Harry stopped yelling. Maybe someone went to his office and asked him to be quieter. Or some senior Auror went to his office to yell at him. Or Ron went to Harry’s office to cast a Muffliato. Or…




Harry came storming over to her office. “I can’t believe it!”




She nervously tried, “Umm, what’s wrong? Are my reports all messed up?”




He shook his head. “No. Yours are great. Mine are the ones Royale and Standish complain about. And this is something different. We’re now on the hook for an after-action report to Hermione’s group, two to the Department of Mysteries, and one to Kingsley.”




She winced a little, but she didn’t say anything. She was kind of hoping they could just take a couple of the reports she had already written, edit them together, and send that off to everybody on Harry’s list. Even if she felt mega-uncomfortable about writing a report The Minister Of Magic would be reading. And paying attention to.




He kept complaining. “And Royale took the case away from us, and sent Travers and his arsehole nephew off to check out Flint Manor. Check it out? More likely they’ll have a cuppa with Flint and warn him the Aurors are after him.”




Alexan didn’t think Travers was that bad as an intern. But she hadn’t had to deal with Death Eaters for years and years either, like Harry had. Maybe Travers and his uncle were really closet Death Eaters who wished Harry was dead and that Voldemort guy was still… well, not exactly alive, but mostly-alive. Or partly-alive. Or whatever he’d been after he’d been like a ghostly thing that was only a tiny piece of a soul.




Eww. How could anybody think that was a good idea? Even Danielle Atron wouldn’t do something that creepy. Maybe even Alexa’s Danielle Atron wouldn’t do it.




He fumed some more, and finally said, “All right. Make notes on everything you’ve finished and everything you still have to work on.” 




She just pointed at a nice piece of parchment she was using for that. She had all the needed reports written on it, and everything she’d finished was marked off. She used her Dictaquill to add the new reports they had to write.




He nodded, “Good. Let me go do that with my shite. Then I’m going to task you with doing all the folding while I do all the flight spells. Your paper airplanes are much better than mine.”




She kind of thought that was because she wasn’t so angry at the reports. She just nodded and said, “Yes sir.” He gave her a look, and she corrected herself, “Yes, Harry.”




“Then after that, we’ll duplicate our tracking sheets and take the originals with us, just in case someone here wants to be complete arseholes to us. And I’ll show you the next important lesson for Aurors in the office.”




So she got some more reports done while Harry wrote up a nice tracking sheet that was readable and everything. Then she turned all the finished reports into paper airplanes sorted by where they needed to go, and Harry fired all of them off. There was like a hailstorm of paper airplanes zooming down the hall for a few moments.




He said, “Great. Now the next important lesson on being an Auror: how to have a three hour lunch break where your bosses can’t find you, when you’re trying to avoid having them make you do more parchmentwork.”







Alexander Mundy watched his wife Charlie work. Which was always a pleasure.




Ethan had already reverted to his normal self when the Polyjuice Potion wore off, and that had been almost as painful-looking as the original transformation. Then Ethan had needed to resize his clothes accordingly. And they had already tracked down the necklace in the fields behind the manor. The necklace was untraceable and couldn’t be summoned, but the drone was a different matter.




Charlie quickly found that the drone was no longer operable. The curses and hexes on the necklace had fried it, then set it on fire, then turned it into something like a steel and plastic aspic. So Charlie had needed the last drones just to recover the necklace.




Charlie looked in frustration as the final drone shorted out only seconds after freeing the necklace and starting to lift off. She admitted, “Fine, ruggedized drones will only get one so far.”




“Time for Plan B?” Alexander asked.




She huffed and said, “Perhaps Plan A-6. I don’t think we’re all the way to Plan B.” She looked over at Ethan. “I think it’s nearly your turn.” And she pulled a shimmering gray box out of a robe pocket. She explained, “A nice young witch walked into Jasper and Amethyst’s Fine Jewelers and rented one of their high-end security carriers so she could bring her aunt’s diamonds in for cleaning. They’re designed to provide protection while you carry the more dangerous jewelry about.”




The box looked to be about the size of a box to hold an expensive pen-and-pencil set. It opened up and unfolded into a jewelry holder about the size of a sheet of A4 paper.




Charlie asked, “Ethan, could you summon the drone onto this?”




Ethan smirked, “Right. Not the cursed necklace which cannot be summoned. The drone that has a deathgrip on it.”




He performed a careful Accio and dropped the drone with attached necklace onto the open carrier. Then he carefully disintegrated bits and pieces of the drone until it no longer held the necklace in its ruined clamps. After that he performed a somewhat more casual Accio on the pieces of the drone, so the necklace lay unencumbered in the carrier. Another wave of his wand, and the security carrier carefully closed up around the necklace.




Ethan grimaced, “It’s still not safe to touch that carrier box. And the box itself is covered in spells. Jasper and Amethyst’s clearly didn’t want other people walking off with their carriers, much less the jewelry inside them.”




Charlie smirked, “Open the coin purse again and ask for a fishing pole.”




“Oh please,” Ethan groaned. “You cannot be serious.” She just stared at him. “All right, fine. May I please have a fishing pole sans dead fish?”




He pulled out a fishing pole which had, instead of a small hook, a large six-fingered claw. He rolled his eyes as he held out the pole and unreeled the line until the claw was lowered and could grab the box. Once he had snagged the box, and the claw had survived being turned into stone, he used the pole to lift the box off the ground. “Well, this isn’t suspicious in the least. I think I’ll walk down along the Thames with it over my shoulder.”




Alexander asked, “More importantly, can you apparate while carrying that?”




Ethan frowned, “I’m… not sure. I think so. But I’m not taking the two of you at the same time. That’s just asking for trouble. I’ll take the both of you back, and then I’ll move this to Rupert’s place. He’s got safe spots for things like this.”




Ethan took Charlie first, and then him. By the time he and Ethan apparated into the blue room, Charlie was already gathering everyone, including Rupert, who had dropped by to see what the kids could do with non-magical protective devices, like locks and safes.




So Rupert bespelled another portkey, this one a jumprope, and they all portkeyed to Rupert’s sitting room in what Ethan had called ‘his place’. Which was a large manor that was named ‘Aegis’. Apparently, the Giles family motto was ‘with your shield, or on it’. In ancient Doric. Rupert didn’t look like the type, but Alexander knew it wasn’t that hard to hide a really dangerous interior behind a soft-looking exterior.




Rupert made sure that no one fell over, and he called out, “Verey?”




A female house elf in a very elegant tea towel popped into existence at his side. “Yes, milord?”




Rupert sighed, like he had been trying for ages to get the house elves to stop calling him that. “Is Ethan here yet?”




Verey scowled, “The Rayne is here, and has something dangerous in the dungeons. Merlo was insisting that The Rayne take it to the secure testing room.”




Rupert forced a weak smile. “Most of the house elves disapprove of Ethan. Not that anyone can blame them, after some of the things Ethan has done.”




“How many house elves do you have?” Charlie wondered.




He groaned, “The last time I checked? Nineteen. When my father died and I inherited, there were six. But Merlo and Verey have been meeting some of the disaffected house elves of the U.K. and convincing them that their lives would be better if they came here. And during the Voldemort Wars, there were very few places where a mistreated house elf could flee to. Ethan sometimes calls the place ‘The Rupert Giles House Elf Halfway House’ which none of the house elves approve of.”




“How many house elves do you need for a mansion this huge?” Alexander’s father asked.




Rupert grimaced a little. “I would say… three. Six, if I had a large family and also regularly entertained here. I had been hoping that Pikey and Haizey would ‘retire’, but it seems that they’re busy training our new house elves on important matters such as what you should expect from a properly-trained master, and the secrets of a well-prepared haggis.”




Alexander tried not to smile when his father asked, “Is there such a thing as a well-prepared haggis?”




Rupert glared, but didn’t say anything aloud. However, Alexander was fairly sure that the muttering under Rupert’s breath was ‘bloody heathens’.




They followed Rupert down to what were real dungeons under the oldest part of the mansion. Alexander again wondered just how old and extensive Rupert’s family tree really was.




And there, in a dank room that looked like it was originally used for the prisoners the family really disliked, was Ethan and the fishing pole and the security carrier. Ethan had the fishing pole floating in the air, so the little ‘security carrier’ box was just above a really old stone ‘table’ that at one time might have been an ancient altar.




There was also a really ancient-looking house elf standing in the corner and glowering at Ethan, like it expected he would ruin something valuable at any moment.




Ethan grumbled, “Rupe, would you tell old Pikey over there that I am not going to ruin a valuable antique?”




The house elf grumbled, “Master’s grandmother’s grandfather’s best china, too!”




Ethan looked heavenward for help. “Pikey, how many times do I have to say this, it wasn’t me! I swear on my grandmother’s grave! It was that slimy bastard McLaggen! He busted the cups, and when his shitty Reparo didn’t fix everything perfectly, he just blamed me and ran out!”




Rupert pointed out, “Corb McLaggen—”




“Corpse McSlaggin’ if you ask me,” Ethan grumbled.




Rupert continued, “-has always been able to talk people into doing what he wanted. He didn’t get so high in the Ministry of Magic without that ‘gift of gab’. Even after that little fiasco with the veela and the sausage factory.” He gave Ethan a hard stare.




Ethan just gave him a wicked smirk in return. Alexander really wanted to know what sort of con Ethan had managed to execute. He had a feeling that Ethan would actually tell him if Alexander brought Charlie and a bottle of Ogden’s, and let Charlie ask him.




He made a mental note to find a source for excellent butterbeer and more of that Ogden’s Old Firewhiskey. There were some advantages that the Wizarding community had.




Rupert looked at Pikey the house elf and insisted, “It is entirely possible that Ethan is telling the truth about the china service. Corb McLaggen was a rotter when we were younger, and he’s still slime. And fortunately for everyone, that little incident with the veela meant that he never got elected Minister.”




“You’re welcome,” smirked Ethan.





Part XIV



Alexan finished complaining to Hermione while everyone else ate. Okay, she had a lot to complain about, so maybe her food was getting cold. Or not, because she was pretty sure Hermione had cast a Heating Hex on it to keep the food piping hot.




Hermione thought hard as she chewed and swallowed. “That can’t be over four hundred reports. It’s… three hundred and ninety-four, maximum.”




Alexan just gaped at her.




“Hermione!” growled Harry.




“Honey, I think you’ve missed the point,” Ron gently pointed out.




“Oh. Right. That,” Hermione backpedaled. “And I’m fairly certain that under Regulation 174c… or possibly 174d… I’ll have to check… Inferi cannot be counted as living, breathing beings for those reports. Now hags, veelas, vampires, merpeople, and centaurs can. And it’s a disgrace that giants and werewolves and goblins do not. And it may be a serious—”




Ron quietly prodded, “Hermione, you can’t rewrite those laws. Yet. Please just help them deal with the current problem.”




She blushed a little and explained, “All right, you should not have to write any of the reports for living people on any of those Inferi, no matter how recently they were turned. But you saw one person who was murdered as part of that ritual, so you should write reports 17, 22, 23, and 26 on him, as well as the reports for the two dark wizards Flint murdered. And one report number 29 should cover the entire onslaught of Inferi.”




“Yes!” Harry pumped his arm in celebration.




Alexan would have asked how Hermione knew all the report numbers and all the report regulations from memory, but she already knew the answer.




Harry looked at Alexan. “So how many reports do we still have to write?”




Alexan checked her parchment. “Three number 23 and three number 26 reports, that report number 29, the two reports for the Unspeakables, the one for the Minister, and the one for Hermione.”




Harry pretended to gasp. “Merlin’s beard! The one for Hermione will have to be maybe twenty feet long! In really tiny handwriting!”




Ron and Ginny both laughed, and Alexan tried hard not to. Hermione glowered at everyone around the table and complained, “I do all this work for you, and this is the thanks I get?”




Ron kissed Hermione on the cheek and whispered something in her ear. She turned bright red. Alexan decided she didn’t want to know what Ron was saying.




Harry just said, “Well, you also have to complain to Kingsley and get him to stomp on Royale and whoever else is dumping this shite on us.”







Alexander Mundy watched as Ethan maneuvered some protective material under the security carrier. The material looked like a white plastic sheet that was half an inch thick, but it wasn’t plastic.




Rupert mentioned, “It’s Jigger’s Under Armour, for protecting tables while brewing dangerous and caustic potions. It ought to hold up. And the stone altar under it ought to be safe from anything else.”




“In theory, anyway,” Ethan chipped in.




Then Ethan lowered the security carrier to the material, and Rupert used a cautious spell to open the little jewelry carrier.




“Wow.”




“Ooh! Can I hold it?”




Alexander reminded his family, “There’s a compulsion to go pick it up, which will cause the various hexes and spells on it to do fairly horrible things to you. So no one goes near it.”




Ethan added, “Just in case, I put up a shield charm to screen everyone from forgetting and grabbing it.”




Charlie said, “Thank you very much, Ethan.”




Allison said, “I can still feel the compulsion. Is it safe for Alexi and Albert to be in here?”




Albie insisted, “I’m not touching it! I can be in here!”




Charlie pointed out, “They have to learn how to resist the attraction at some point. We can’t all be as strong as Alan.”




Alan smiled, “Thanks, mom… I mean ‘mum’.”




Allison said, “I have to admit it, I’ve never seen diamonds that size in that cut before, or that sort of setting, or a necklace quite like that.”




Rupert was staring intently at the necklace and finally said, “Verey!”




Verey the house elf popped into the room beside Rupert. “Yes masters Lord Giles? What can Verey do for yous?”




“Would you please go to the library and fetch Quizzener’s Lost Legends and Missing Myths?”




“Yes! Verey wants to do that right away!” There was another pop, and Verey was gone. For about twenty seconds. Then she was back with a massive tome that looked like it might outweigh her. She was certainly staggering under its weight. Rupert quickly took it from her arms before she toppled over.




“Thank you Verey,” Rupert said, while he looked through an index which looked as if it was written in Modern English but with a quill instead of fixed type. Then he looked at several pages in the middle of the tome. “Ah-hah. As I thought…”




Ethan nudged, “Come on, come on, stop being Library Science Man.”




Rupert gave Ethan a stern look. “Your ‘friend’ Rowena had something the goblins will want back very, very badly. These are the Sayre Diamonds, which have been lost since 1608.”




Ethan looked shocked. “Merlin’s saggy undershorts! How the hell did Rowena’s family get those?”




Alexander asked, “Pardon our ignorance, but the Sayre Diamonds? 1608? Could you explain?”




Rupert looked over the pages. “Yes. That. Rionach Gaunt Sayre was a Pureblood Irish witch descended directly from Slytherin through the Gaunt line, and was one of the few Gaunts who were not rabidly anti-Muggle. Her sister Gormlaith Gaunt was one of the more typical Gaunts. Rionach married William Sayre, a Pureblood English wizard descended from Rowena Ravenclaw.”




He cleared his throat and continued, “In the late 1500’s, William Sayre commissioned this necklace from Firetongs Jewelhammer, one of the greatest goblin jewelsmiths, for his betrothed Rionach Gaunt. As per goblin contracts, the necklace was Rionach’s for her lifetime, after which it was to return to Jewelhammer. Rionach and her husband were murdered in 1608 by her sister Gormlaith Gaunt—”




“Which tells you everything you ever needed to know about the fecking Gaunt family,” Ethan snarled.




Rupert gave Ethan a look. He continued, “Gormlaith kidnapped her niece Isolt and probably stole the necklace. Isolt later escaped and became… well… One of the great witches in American history. Among other things, she founded Ilvermorny, which is now usually referred to as the Salem Academy for Young Witches and Wizards. The necklace was never seen again. The goblin nation nearly went to war with the English wizarding world over the contractual breach.”




Ethan added, “And maybe there was a bloodline curse on the necklace, because there are no more Gaunts. At all. The last descendant of the Gaunt line was Tom Marvolo Riddle, AKA Lord Voldemort, who was killed in a wizarding duel by Harry Potter. Just having this in your possession would brand you as a Pureblood and a Death Eater, as well as an enemy of the goblin nation.”




Rupert smiled malevolently. “In other words, we couldn’t have found a better weapon to wield against Armée.” 




Ethan frowned, “Although it does definitely complicate the ‘delivery’ part of the scheme.”




Charlie asked, “Speaking of which, how did the fittings go?”




“Great!” Albie piped up. “They’re so cool!”




“They fit just right,” Alexi agreed.




Ethan groaned, “I had better go check the fit on mine.” He made a nasty face like he was tasting something foul. 




Rupert smiled mischievously at Ethan’s back as Ethan left the room. He then turned and said to the kids, “Come on, I’ll show you a real owlery. We’ve got the owls and the parchments ready to go, and you can give the owls some owl treats before they fly off.”




“This is so cool!” Albie squeaked.




Alexander watched the kids rush out with Rupert, Allison following them. He took Charlie’s hand. “And we still have our part to play.”




“Right,” Charlie smiled. “Tomorrow morning.”







Allison Mundy led her niece and nephew back from the owlery. She hadn’t really expected that such a thing could still exist, although apparently there were owleries all over the wizarding world. Getting the kids out of the owlery had been a problem, because Albie would have kept feeding the owls those little owl treats until they were too fat to fly off their perches.




They took a slight detour down a portrait gallery, because she was curious, if nothing else. Some of the older paintings were probably worth a fortune, even if stealing them was out of the question.




And it was rather odd how so many of the men looked so much like Lord Giles, and how so many of the women looked alike.




Toward one end of the gallery, there was a rather striking old painting that looked precisely like Rupert Giles, only…




Only… the man in the portrait was younger, with a different haircut, without glasses, and in full plate armor.




“It’s Mister Giles!” insisted Albie.




The man in the painting looked over at them with an imperious glare. “I most certainly am not!”




Allison stepped closer and read the gold placard below the painting. She involuntarily gasped, “Jesus Christ!”




“Language, young lady!” snapped the portrait.




Alexi looked closer too. “Uther Pendragon, painting daubed and enchanted by Morgana. Is that real?”




The man glared, “Of course it’s real! Do you think I would stand still for three days of paintwork for someone other than Morgana? The things we do…”




Albie asked, “Is he really Uther Pendragon?”




“Of course I am, you young scoundrel! I get no respect from these younger generations. I have every intention of telling Young Rupert about you three!”




Allison grabbed her niece and nephew. “We’ll be going now. It was an honor meeting you.” And she ran them out of the portrait gallery.







Alexandre Armée tested the spells Messier had just completed. “Perfect.” The ‘arena’ and the ‘cell’ were all set. The anti-apparation jinx and the Talking Patronus block were working just as well as the Floo block and the anti-portkey spell and the house elf block. The anti-apparation jinx had been particularly tricky, because he didn’t want the little Mack brat to be able to get out of the arena, but Messier wanted to be able to apparate around to attack and humiliate the little witch more effectively. He had thought of a few more options, and had implemented them too. A few were almost as unlikely as Potter carrying his own tent with its own fireplace already hooked up to the Floo Network.




He smiled, “Messier, that looks marvelous. You did an excellent job on the spells.”




She beamed at him and stepped over to kiss him soundly. “You’re an excellent teacher. In everything.”




“Flattery will get you nowhere.” They both knew that was a lie. Her flattery would get her pretty much anywhere she wanted with him. She primarily used it to get sex when she knew he was busy, or to get more dark arts lessons when she knew he was busy, although once in a while she used it to get him to take her to a couturier so she could model new outfits for him. That almost always led to more sex, so he no longer objected. At least, not seriously.




She asked, “And the tip for Potter?”




He smirked, “He’ll get it first thing tomorrow morning, before he even sits down and drinks his tea.”




She suddenly looked up in the air behind him. “What?”




An owl. He hadn’t blocked owls, or instituted a Mail Management Spell. He would have to remedy that immediately. Potter wouldn’t be the first Auror who tried hiding an owl in his pockets. Everybody who had gone to Hogwarts with Rubeus Hagrid, or had put up with him as a teacher, seemed to want to try that trick.




The owl flew directly to him. It was a Gringotts owl. They always used one owl species, and their owls all had Gringotts moneypouches on one leg.




What the hell did Gringotts want with him now? This had better not be an attempt to get more vault fees out of him. The greedy little gits…




He pulled the envelope out as he flipped the owl a Sickle and an owl treat. “Blast.”




Messier stepped over to see what was upsetting him. “A formal Gringotts letter?”




He fumed, “Let’s see what the little buggers want now…”




He opened it without bursting the Receipt Of Message Spell on the seal, just in case. He pulled out a formal directive.





To: Wizard Alexandre Armée



From: Griphook Silberbergmann, Secretary to the Gringotts Investigative Office




You are summoned to an inquiry tomorrow morning at eleven at Gringotts Bank in Diagon Alley. Auror Harry Potter and Auror Intern Alexan Mack have presented evidence to this body regarding the potential existence in your Gringotts vaults of Goblin artifacts which would invalidate your vault contracts with Gringotts.






“Those bloody gits!” he swore.




Messier checked, “You don’t have anything like that in a Gringotts vault, do you?”




He fumed, “No, of course not. Anything those little moneygrabbers would want back is tucked away in the good vaults under Le Château Armée. But this is probably indicative that Potter is working with a seer. We may have to deal permanently with Trelawney. Or Miss Lovegood.”




“What if it’s one of Potter’s centaurs?”




He grimaced. “That would be a more severe problem, and also I would not want you going with me to deal with them.”




She made a face at that. “Thank you, and I will have to take that mental image out of my head and throw it into the closest Pensieve.” She scowled, “And I see it’s an investigation started by Potter and Mack.”




He snarled, “I am going to enjoy watching you carve that little bitch up into tiny pieces.”




“While you force Potter to watch?” she asked maliciously.




“Absolutely,” he nodded. “Then we go home, clean up, and go to Gringotts for that little inquiry, which we can pass easily. And when Potter and Mack ‘refuse to attend’, we can spin this as persecution by the Aurors, and we can demand recompense from the Potter estate. If Harry Potter never appears again and seemingly flees England, we can press for additional compensation.”




Messier’s eyes lit up. “We can regain the manor house on Grimmauld Place!” Then she worried, “What if Potter drags this out in the morning and we’re still occupied with them at eleven?”




He snorted, “Potter? The Man Who Never Saw A Trap He Couldn’t Sprint Headlong Into?” She laughed. He added, “He’ll be sticking his head into our trap five minutes after he gets that tip. We’ll have plenty of time.”




She smirked, “Good. Because I feel like playing with my food.”




Part XV



Alexan led Harry Potter into Weasleys’ Wizard Wheezes. After all, they were still stalling on going back to the Auror Offices, so Hermione had time to get the Minister to yell at some senior Aurors. And this way, Alexan could say hi to Angelina. Maybe George too.




Verity waved at them and went over to talk to some teenaged girls who were staring at the fancy pink display of love potion boxes.




Angelina spotted them and came over to give both of them hugs. Then she yelled, “Oh Merlin’s beard! It’s our primary investor! George, get out here right now in case he’s here on an audit!”




Harry rolled his eyes at her. Then he looked at Alexan to see if he needed to explain. But Hermione and Ron had already told Alexan this story, so she just gave him a tiny shake of the head. He looked relieved not to have to explain all that stuff.




George came out of the back, but he looked kind of upset. He glared at the two of them. “Honest to Merlin! We’re family, and I had to find this out from Lee Jordan?”




“What?” Angelina asked worriedly.




George exploded, “I knew Harry is like this, but Alexan ran into a deathtrap with Harry, and they fought a hundred Inferi and a dementor!”




Alexan winced, “It was only about forty…”




“Not the point!” George fussed. “Don’t be acting like The Man Who Nearly Got Himself Killed A Few Thousand Times! And I shouldn’t have to hear about this kind of thing via owl from chatty friends!”




“Sorry,” Alexan winced.




“Didn’t Ginny or Ron tell you?” Harry tried.




“No! Nobody bothered me to tell me my almost brother-in-law is training our own Alex to run into stuff that’ll get her killed!” George didn’t quite yell.




“It wasn’t really like that,” Alexan tried.




“We couldn’t leave those trapped people,” Harry pointed out.




“What are you going to do next? Ask Malfoy to hex your face off?” George snapped.




“Been there, done that, got the robes,” Harry said way too casually.




And just when Alexan thought George was going to explode at Harry, an upper window swung open by itself, and two owls flew in. Alexan could see there was a whole little owlery thing next to that window. Perches, snacks, water, all that stuff. They had to be doing a ton of business by owl to put all that stuff up there.




Angelina groaned, “George! What did you do this time? Those are Gringotts owls!”




But Alexan could see that the owls were flying down and going straight to Harry and her. She held out an arm for the owl, even if she wasn’t as brave about it as Harry was. 




It wasn’t like she’d ever had her own owl, or had people sending her owl post regularly. And the owls that came to Shasta Academy normally just dropped the mail next to her plate at the breakfast table, or once in a while landed next to her plate if she was eating something mega-yummy that it wanted a little taste of. Even if they weren’t supposed to feed the post owls at the table, especially if it was stuff that was bad for owls to eat.




Okay, so if the owl was really cute, she would sneak the owl a little sausage or bacon. Most every student did.




She thanked the owl and took the parchment envelope from it.




It flew off as she opened the envelope and read the message.





To: Auror Intern Alexan Mack




From: Griphook Silberbergmann, Secretary to the Gringotts Investigative Office




You are summoned to an inquiry tomorrow morning at eleven at Gringotts Bank in Diagon Alley. You and Auror Harry Potter may be required to testify before this body regarding the potential existence in specific Gringotts vaults of Goblin artifacts which would incriminate the individual under investigation.






“Huh?” she worried. “What’s this?”




Harry groaned as he read his message. “Bloody goblins. They always want some Aurors around if there might be trouble with some wizard. Or witch. Nothing ever happens. We just sit there for an hour. Or several hours, if we’re unlucky. And I get stuck with this shite far too often, because the goblins still have it in for me.”




That wasn’t what the inquiry thing sounded like to her.




George grumbled, “Hey, it’s not like anyone else in history ever completely wrecked the London Gringotts by robbing a vault and getting away by releasing a dragon and destroying a mess of their tunnels and then riding it out of the bank through their ceiling…”




Harry shrugged, “At least Hermione figured out how to get the goblins off all of our backs for twenty generations or something…”




George pointed out, “Right, and goblins hold grudges for millennia! So in six hundred years or whatever, my however-many-great nieces and nephews are suddenly going to find they’re in a war with the goblin nation! And no humans still alive will know why!”




Harry smirked, “Hermione’s got that figured out too. She’s going to make sure that every portrait of her knows why, and can tell all about it.”




George complained, “Great! And you’re dragging our Alex into this mess too, so the goblins can hate her as well!”




He took Alexan by the wrist and led her straight back into the back rooms of the shop where customers didn’t go. He muttered, “Look Alex, I’m getting sick and tired of Harry risking his neck, and Ron’s, and ignoring all the gear we’ve been selling to the Ministry.”




“Alexan,” she reminded him.




“Right. Alexan. Sorry. I just hear ‘Alexan’ and I think of some of the really stuck-up Pureblood bitches in the year or two ahead of us. Like Alexan Parkinson, who made Pansy look like Miss Congeniality. You don’t look like any of the Alexans I know, and you sure don’t act like them.”




And he was already pulling stuff off his shelves. “Here, this is a Shield Hat. We’ve been making them for Ministry employees who suck at self-defense.” He handed her a really pretty hat in a nice pastel blue. It looked like some of the French styles she had seen in Witch Weekly. When she didn’t put it on her head, he took it out of her hands and plopped it on top of her head instead of letting her adjust it so it looked nice. Then he draped a matching cloak over her shoulders.




“Shield Cloaks. We make Shield Gloves too, but they’re not as useful as I’d like by themselves, even if the Ministry still buys boxes of the things. You have to wear the hat and cloak and gloves together to get the best protection.”




He had an even bigger hat, which was shaped like a classic peaked witch’s hat, but way too big. “This is a Headless Hat. You can put it on over your Shield Hat to hide it, but it’ll make your whole head invisible.”




Well, that would be even more obvious than just wearing the pretty hat. “No thank you.”




He pulled out a pouch the size of a grocery bag, and he handed it to her. Then he started dropping stuff into it. “Here. Trick wands. When the Death Eater grabs it and tries an Unforgivable on you…” He waved one and said, “Tarantella!”




The wand squawked like a hen and turned into a rubber chicken. She knew some guys at Shasta Academy who would have played tricks with those all the time. 




George smirked, “Mum still falls for ’em, even though she knows I’ll swap one out if she leaves her wand on the counter or wherever. She still has no idea Ginny does it too.”




“Here,” he said, as he pushed a tray of little boxes at her. Each one was about the size and shape of the little waxed cardboard milk cartons she had gotten back in elementary school. She picked one up. The box said ‘Portable Swamp’ on the side, with directions and stuff.




He insisted, “These are great. Someone’s chasing you down a hallway or a dark alley? Throw this right behind you. Fred and I took out an entire corridor at school one year. Filch had to row students up and down the hall for weeks until they got it cleared. Flitwick left a little section of the swamp there as a memorial. He said it was the best charmwork he’d seen out of our year.” He stuffed two of them into her bag.




He tossed some candies into the bag. “Fainting Fancies, one of our classics. Harry actually used these once. Snuck ’em into the treats for a bunch of evil arseholes who were busy gloating over something they’d pulled off. Half of ’em passed out before Harry and Ron burst in and arrested ’em.”




“When you say ‘classics’ you mean…” she wondered.




“Oh, that. Yeah, we invented ’em back when we were still at Hogwarts. Huge seller, along with stuff like the Nosebleed Nougats and the Fever Fudge. We called ’em our Skiving Snackboxes. Other students bought ’em and used ’em to get out of classes on nice days. Now, all the teachers know about all of them. But take these…” He handed her even more stuff. “These are the Puking Pastilles. If you don’t have a bezoar handy and you think you just got poisoned, these are the fastest way to empty that tummy and save yourself. But nobody treats them seriously. Not even Hermione. All right, Hermione probably has half a dozen bezoars and twenty potion cures in her bag at any moment. But still, they’re useful.”




He tossed several more things into the bag. Each one looked like a plastic ear with a small ball of string on the back. “Extendable Ears. Excellent for eavesdropping on badguys, parents, annoying siblings, you name it!”




And he had way more stuff that he tossed into her bag. Weasleys’ Wildfire Whiz-bangs to make huge distractions. Half a dozen Decoy Detonators, which would run away before exploding, making for a really great diversion. Peruvian Instant Darkness Powder, which Hermione and Ron had already warned her about because nobody could see through the stuff without a Hand Of Glory. Thor’s Thunder Crackers which made a crack like a cannon going off. Self-propelling Custard Pies. You name it. Then he shrank the bag down and shoved it into a pocket of her Shield Cloak.




Then he lectured her, “And don’t be like Harry! Be more cautious, like Hermione. I mean, Harry’s great, but I’d rather have a brother-in-law who’s still alive in a couple years.”




Harry cleared his throat grumpily at that, and Alexan realized that Harry was standing right behind her. She tried not to wince. Instead, she tried, “Thanks for all the stuff, and I can pay you back for all of it as soon as I get my first wages from the Auror Office.”




George shook his head no. “You get the special ‘friends and family’ discount—”




“Which they wouldn’t give Ron,” Harry grumbled.




George just kept going, “-along with the ‘oh Merlin’s balls Harry’s going to get me killed’ discount, so all of this is free this time.”




Angelina added, “And next time, if you kick him in the shins, I’ll give you my special discount.”




Harry said, “And if you use a Shin Kicking Hex on him, I’ll give you my special discount.” And he led her out of the store.




He looked around as he walked her down Diagon Alley. When he was sure they weren’t being overheard, he said, “He gave you some Peruvian Instant Darkness Powder, didn’t he?”




She admitted, “Well yeah, but Ron and Hermione told me the story—”




He cut her off. “Don’t tell anyone I said so, but keep it. Store it someplace you know like the back of your hand, but an intruder wouldn’t. I’ve got a handful hidden in my desk at the Auror Office, just in case of a Death Eater invasion, and I’ve got a route paced out from my desk to that apparation square in the hall. And I’ve got a handful hidden in my bedroom at Grimmauld Place, where I also have Kreacher to get me around even in the dark.”




So Alexan spilled, “Hermione said it’s good up against someone throwing Unforgivables or stuff that you can’t block with ordinary shields, because they can’t target you. And Ron said it’s good up against an apparator if you can’t hear them because of something like they set off a bunch of those Thor’s Thunder Crackers and you’re pretty much deaf. But both of them told me not to tell anyone.”




Harry smirked, “Then it’s a good thing you didn’t tell me. And I knew Hermione would come up with some smart uses for the damn stuff, because Hermione always does, but Ron still surprises me sometimes.”






Part XVI



Alexan was mega-glad things went smoother after that. For her, anyway. 




When she and Harry got back to the Auror Office, Kingsley Shacklebolt was still chewing out Senior Auror Royale. Alexan was kind of embarrassed about that, but Harry was obviously enjoying it. Maybe a little too much.




Alexan didn’t think it was fair that some people got special privileges, but she had to admit it was neat that Harry was one of them.




So not only was Kingsley yelling at Auror Royale about the giant pile of reports he had demanded, but Kingsley was also yelling at Auror Royale about pulling Harry off an important Death Eater case and handing it over to less experienced Aurors, because Auror Travers had taken his nephew Richard off to Flint manor, and they had walked into a trap and gotten severely hexed. They were both at St. Mungo’s, and Richard’s mother was already yelling at Auror Travers and demanding that Richard get moved to a much safer internship in the Ministry. Like maybe working in the cafeteria.




Harry thought that last bit was pretty hilarious. Alexan felt bad for Richard Travers, even if he wasn’t her favorite person ever. Getting hexed so bad you had to go to the hospital? Totally mega-grim.




And Auror Travers had gotten hit with the Entrail Expelling Curse, along with a couple other horrible things. Eww. At least St. Mungo’s could break curses like that, and the St. Mungo’s medi-witches could get his entrails back inside him, even if it was the icky way.




Then the Minister swung by Harry’s desk on the way out. He grinned, “Hello, Harry. Still causing problems, I see?”




Wow. In person, Kingsley Shacklebolt was, well, totally personable. And he had this deep, powerful voice she could listen to all day.




Harry grinned back, “I’m trying. This is our newest intern, Alexan Mack, on loan to us from the MACUSA intern program. They’re probably hoping she can go back and teach them every spell Hermione’s invented for Auror work.”




Minister Shacklebolt shook her hand and said, “Nice to meet you. And I expect that MACUSA hasn’t realized that every spell from Hermione may take a few months to teach.”




Alexan admitted, “I’m not even sure how to teach her ‘forensic chemistry’ spell, because you have to learn some basic chemistry and organic chemistry and inorganic chemistry and maybe analytical chemistry before you can work it and understand the results. That might be a three or four year lecture series for most wizards. Maybe more. And we might have to bring in someone like my dad to do the teaching.”




“But you can already do it?” he asked.




She tried not to blush. “Well… yes sir. But I’ve kind of been learning non-magical chemistry from my dad and big sister since I can remember, so I know enough. I’m thinking the way to do it is to get a potions expert who’s also good on non-magical chemistry, and teach him the spell, and use him as a forensics expert on special Auror cases. That’s sort of the way Normals do forensic science at crime scenes.”




Harry volunteered, “Hermione has me trained up to the point that I can tell if I’m looking at plain water or not. That’s about it.”




Alexan was pretty sure Harry could do more than that. But Harry downplayed his brainy side a lot. Or maybe he just thought he wasn’t anywhere near as smart as Hermione. Alexan knew she wasn’t as smart as Hermione, but she was okay with that.




And even better, Minister Shacklebolt told Harry, “Don’t bother writing a whole report for my office. Just slap an executive summary on the one for Hermione, and send that to my personal assistant.”




Harry kidded, “Good thing it’s not a report from Hermione.”




The Minister laughed and said, “Right. Even the summary would be five feet long.”




So Auror Royale kind of hid in his office for the rest of the day, and Alexan made sure Harry’s reports to the Unspeakables and Hermione and the Minister didn’t look like an angry guy had yelled at frightened Dictaquills to get the reports done.




Then Harry went with Alexan as they hand-delivered those reports, so he could show her a tiny bit of the Department of Mysteries. And Hermione’s office. And Kingsley Shacklebolt’s office, with his really crabby secretary-slash-guard. All of that was really cool, even if Alexan still didn’t get why Ron and Harry called the secretary ‘Fluffy’ behind her back.




And dinner went great, with Hermione’s testing going mega-well, and Hermione adjusting her schedule some more so Alexan could also learn spells that would do something against magical creatures and specially-resistant dark creatures.




Also, Winky was a really great cook.




The next morning was a fun spellwork lesson, and a great breakfast where Alexan tried not to eat too much, and an interesting potions lesson because Blood Replenishing Potions were tough to do right. And Hermione showed her that Professor Severus Snape’s directions were better than the directions in the textbook. And Hermione was grumpy that she hadn’t been able to get the textbook publishers to update the potions textbooks yet.







Alexandre Armée studied himself in the mirror, now that the Polyjuice Potion had worked its magic and turned him into a facsimile of Martavius Flint. 




He had been quite careful to ensure that Flint had nowhere else to go for aid. So he now had plenty of hairs from Flint’s head. And Messier had gotten plenty of practice with the Crucio and Imperio before he let her finish Flint off with an excellent Avada Kedavra. Then he showed her how to transfigure a corpse into a cantaloupe before letting his house elves chop it up and dispose of it in the manor’s compost area.




He had a batch of Polyjuice Potion ready to use. But he always did. He started a new batch every lunar month, at the right phase of the moon. Having a batch which went bad and had to be thrown out was not nearly as much of a nuisance as needing a batch and not having one ready. With a careful Stasis Charm, he could have as many as six batches ready at a time, in case of special occasions like this one. They still went stale, even under a Stasis Charm, but they maintained full potency longer that way.




He was now all set to play ‘Martavius Flint, dark wizard’. He even had Flint’s cloak and robes, which had traces of the places Flint had been over the past week, so he could leave evidence that Flint had murdered Harry Potter and his unfortunate intern.




The door opened, and Messier stalked in. Or rather, the woman she had chosen to impersonate for this little mission. And who else would Messier prefer to kill Harry Potter’s intern than her favorite relative? She looked like Bellatrix Lestrange from the goth-styled boots up past one of Bellatrix’s favorite heavily-bespelled dresses, up past the makeup, to the exotically teased hairdo.




She twirled and asked in Bella’s voice, “How do I look?”




“Astounding,” he smirked. “Potter will shit himself when he sees ‘you’. His little intern is bound to have seen photos, so she’ll probably faint.”




She tilted her head back and did an astoundingly good imitation of the real Bella’s insane laugh.







As soon as Alexan got to the office, even before she started filing the stuff that had piled up overnight, Harry was in, looking excited.




He grinned, “I’ve got another tip on Flint! Hallux and Dactylion’s in Knockturn Alley!”




Alexan worried, “This isn’t gonna be another trap, is it?”




He shrugged like he was unconcerned. “Probably. But if we can catch Flint, who cares?”




Well, Alexan decided she cared. So she wrote a note into her day planner, then she tucked it away and she grabbed her new Shield Hat and adjusted it carefully on her head before she slipped on her Shield Cloak and Shield Gloves. Then she used a Color Change Charm so her shoes matched the hat and cloak and gloves.




Harry grinned, “You look like you’re a Beauxbatons student. You know, that’s where George swiped the hat and cloak look. He doesn’t have the style to make it up himself.”




He took her arm, and side-along apparated her to the apparation squares in the Ministry atrium. From there, he side-along apparated her to an especially icky part of Knockturn Alley. It looked even creepier than Grimmdarke Row had. They were in between ‘Tosa and Fila’, a shop that sold ‘pets’ that were probably illegal to have in England, and Hallux and Dactylion’s, a shop that sold even worse stuff. Alexan was pretty sure the whole fingernails on the tray in the window were human fingernails, and still had the cuticles and stuff attached.




Harry stormed into Hallux and Dactylion’s, and immediately stuff happened. The clerk behind the counter took one look and screamed, “It’s Potter! Run for it!” And the clerk dove down behind the counter. Alexan could hear people running or disapparating back in the back of the shop.




Harry pointed at the wall behind the counter with his off hand, so Alexan apparated there, only to see a closed trapdoor in the floor. She looked at Harry and signaled ‘nothing’, so he pointed into the back and apparated there without her.




She waited until the blast effect from his apparation had slammed everything in the back room, and she hastily stepped through the curtained doorway into the area. Harry was standing in the middle of the room, and had obviously blasted two wooden tables of stuff over. The shelves on the walls hadn’t fared too well either, and one guy looked like he had been slammed into some shelves and knocked out.




Harry grabbed a crystal that looked like a small version of the thing that had held that dementor the other day… and he vanished.




She gasped, “Harry!” And a net dropped on her. She started to cast a shield to block part of it from snagging her, but as soon as it touched her, she felt that ‘hook behind the navel’ sensation. She already knew it was a portkey before she was yanked out of the shop.







Harry Potter hit the floor of the metal cage hard enough that the crystal shattered in his hand. And he looked up at the groaning noise, just as the massive stone block started to slide down on top of him. He cast a powerful shield charm and caught the block before it picked up speed and crushed him right through the grill of the cage’s floor.




And he was stuck. It was a square metal cage, and the square stone block above him fit the shape of the cage. There were no obvious doors he could get open to escape. The cage was dangling at least a hundred feet above a lake around a rocky islet, and the lake was inside a domed cave. He was straining hard to maintain that shield spell, so he couldn’t cast another spell to get out of the cage.




The cave and lake and islet looked horribly like that lake full of Inferi and the tiny islet where Albus Dumbledore had swallowed the poisonous liquid to get at what had turned out to be a fake horcrux. Harry had had nightmares about that fricking hellspot. This islet was flatter and bigger, but there were definitely things moving under the surface of the water, so falling into the lake was probably just as lethal as falling onto the islet from this height.




Whoever had captured him wouldn’t know that he had learned Snape’s ‘fly like a bat’ spell, in addition to the Arresto Momentum spell that Dumbledore had used to catch Harry when those damned dementors had made him fall off his broom. So Harry had options, if he could just get out of the cage without being crushed first.




Alexan blinked into existence on the rocky islet below him. She was partly tangled in a net, so she stumbled and fell down on the islet.




And Bellatrix Lestrange stepped out of a shadowy nook to attack her from behind. “Crucio!”




Alexan screamed as she fell on her face and writhed in agony on the rocks.




Harry nearly lost his shield spell holding the stone over him. It slid down another several centimeters. Soon it would be touching his wand, and then…







Hermione scowled as her day planner beeped. It was the tone which meant Alexan had mucked with the schedule for something. Probably an evening or weekend day off. Ron had warned Hermione that the schedule was too much for anybody else, and Hermione had refused to listen. “Damn and blast,” she hissed under her breath.




She opened the day planner to the fiddled date, and it was for today. How odd.




She took a look, and Alexan had changed the entire day and evening. What?




She looked closer, and saw what Alexan had written:




8 am to midnight

not maintaining schedule due to walking into a trap at Hallux and Dactylion’s




Hermione leapt out of her chair and immediately fired off a Talking Patronus. “Ron! We have an emergency!”







Alexan screamed in agony. Her whole body was convulsing from the unbearable pain. It felt like every nerve in her body was on fire. And being beaten with a hammer. And being dipped in acid. All at once.




She had known that Aly and Alexandra had both gone through pain that people weren’t supposed to live through. She hadn’t wanted to know what it was like.




She had thought the Shield Hat and Shield Cloak and Shield Gloves would protect her from a surprise attack, but the power behind the curse had shattered the protections on everything.




“Imperio!” someone screamed.




And suddenly the pain was gone. Everything was like floating on clouds. Everything was a nice, safe haze. And all she had to do was listen to the voice. And shove the tip of her wand into her right eye.







Harry watched helplessly as ‘Bellatrix’ Imperiused Alexan. This was all his fault. He should have listened to Alexan. He shouldn’t have run into a trap without lots of backup. He…




Shit. He should have taught Alexan what the Unforgivables were like, so she could be prepared. It was illegal, but an Auror needed to know. And he had let Hermione talk him out of it.




Flint growled, “Now watch as Bellatrix forces your little intern to gouge out her own eye with her wand. She will be so horrified when Bellatrix releases her from the Imperius Curse, even for a few seconds.”




“Make her stop!” Harry growled.




“Then tell me who tipped you off. Was it Graves? Was it Nott? Was it Carrow?”




Harry struggled, “It was anonymous, just like all the tips that come in that way. None of us have any idea.”




“You must have some idea! Tell me!”







Alexandre Armée was really enjoying watching Potter strain. The little bastard couldn’t hold that block off forever, and he couldn’t cast a new spell without letting the block crush him. First, Alexandre would play ‘Flint’ until Potter was desperate, and then ‘Flint’ would ask more questions with wider and wider scope, until Potter was ready to do anything to save what was left of his little intern. Then a simple question about Potter’s interest in Alexandre Armée’s businesses, and he would know who had pointed Potter at him.




Then that person would die too. He was hoping it was Trelawney or Lovegood. The centaurs would be a damn nuisance.







Alexan was listening to the calm, calming voice. 




“Slowly shove the tip of your wand into your right eye. It will make all the pain go away. You will be saved. Shove the tip of your wand into your right eye…”




And she remembered Ron talking to her. “There are lots of spells and potions that do mental control on the victim. The Imperio is just the only one considered to be an Unforgivable. But all of them are recognizable by pressure to do something you know you shouldn’t be doing.”




She shouldn’t be doing this.




Something was making her do something that was wrong.




She strained as hard as she could.







Harry watched helplessly as Alexan’s arm brought her wand closer and closer to her eyeball. And there was nothing he could do.




Suddenly, her arm slowed down. It trembled. It shook. And… it stopped.




Alexan shrieked, “No!”




Harry yelled, “Yes!”




Flint cursed furiously. 




And Bellatrix cast another curse.







Alexan already had her left hand in her cloak pocket when the Crucio hit her in the back. This one hurt even worse, like maybe the stupid Shield Hat and Shield Cloak and Shield Gloves had actually helped. A little. Once.




She screamed in pain, but she still managed to yank her hand out of her pocket. She threw the powder into the air.




The area all around her was instantly an inky black. She rolled over, and the Crucio slid off of her to blast the rocks she had been lying on.




But she was still in terrible pain, and still on the rocky ground, and unable to see or get away.




Part XVII



Alexan hurt so much she could hardly keep from screaming some more. But she forced herself to keep her mouth closed, because hiding was her best option while she was in this cloud of blackness.




So she rolled over a couple more times, as quietly as she could. And she forced her body to crawl forward a few feet too. Because Bellatrix Lestrange—or whatever that actually was—was firing curses into the black cloud, trying to hit her just by chance. And those spells were getting fired off with enough power that the rocks were getting shattered. And the fragments that hit her were hurting her too.




She dragged her aching body a couple more feet. Her arms weren’t working that great, but she still scrambled through her pockets looking for Hermione’s special inkpen.




She nearly dropped it as she fished it out with shaking hands. But it was a portkey, and she needed to get out of here and bring help for Harry. She held the button down and whispered the activation word.




It sizzled and failed. She was in the middle of an anti-portkey field. Someone had planned out their deathtrap pretty carefully. This was bad. Mega-bad.




She needed time. So she tried one of the transfigurations Headmistress McGonagall had taught them. She silently transfigured the rocky floor just past her feet into a rocky fortress. And she couldn’t see to tell whether the spell had worked. She reached back with her legs…




There was a solid rock wall just past her feet, between her and ‘Bellatrix’. It was only maybe three feet high and a couple feet wide, but she was still lying on her stomach, so that was enough. Maybe.




“Crucio! Crucio! Crucio!” Bellatrix was still hurling curse after curse into the darkness, just waiting for one lucky shot.







Harry still had his shield holding that damn chunk of rock up in the air. But he was slowly losing the battle. Not that he was going to admit it. Even if he was pressed down against the cage floor, and was straining as hard as he could. The rock slid down a hair, getting just that much closer to the tip of his wand. Eventually, he was going to run out of room.




Alexan had a temporary stalemate down below him. She was hiding in that darkness, but whoever was impersonating Bellatrix Lestrange had Bellatrix’s kind of power and Bellatrix’s kind of ruthlessness.




Flint hissed, “Having fun? It is only a matter of time before you fail.”




Harry growled, “I… can… do… this… all… day!”




Flint laughed nastily. “And you do not care what happens to your little intern?”




Harry lied, “She’s already gone. She’ll be back with help in no time.”




Flint snorted in amusement. “She’s not going anywhere. No apparating away off the island. No portkeying. No calling for help. Her only hope is you spilling your guts enough to satisfy me, and then she can have a quick death, instead of what Bellatrix wants to do to her.”




Harry tried, “That’s not Bellatrix. That’s some kind of… Kreacher!”




Flint didn’t move. He didn’t even flinch. “Did you really believe I would let you summon your house elves? I blocked that too. It’s a spell put on every important wizarding prison in Europe. Otherwise, snotty slime like Malfoy would be summoning their house elves and popping out of Azkaban or the Wizengamot cells.”




And the old bastard was right. There was no sign of Kreacher. This was bad. “What do you want to know?”




“Who tipped you off about me?”




“No idea. Still.”




“Why is the Auror Office interested in me?”




“Because you’re a bigger scumball than your nephew Marcus.”




Flint smiled evilly. “So… this is personal, is it? Is that why you’re after Nott?”




Harry lied, “Nott? Hell no. He’s helping the Auror Office in exchange for our protection.”




Flint looked floored at that.







Alexan tried to force her arms and legs to stop shaking. If portkeys were blocked, then they were bound to be blocking apparation. But there were still a few more things she could try…




“Crucio!” That blast hit her little rock wall and sent painful shards flying all over the place. Alexan managed not to yelp in pain as several of them hit her in the back and the backs of her legs. And her behind too, but she wasn’t mentioning that if she didn’t have to.




She slid backward and checked with her foot that most of that wall was still there. Okay, she still had time. She tried a Talking Patronus, which failed kind of painfully. She tried whispering for Winky, which really had no hope of working, since Alexan was not a member of Winky’s household. She tried the spell to send a message to the Ministry tea ladies. That didn’t feel like it worked either.




She tried writing in her day planner even though she couldn’t see. She just felt for the page marker for that day, opened the day planner, and wrote without looking all over the next couple pages. She had no idea if that was going to work, but she didn’t know what else to try. And really, who was going to be blocking Hermione’s day planner notes?




There was the crack of apparation right in front of her and maybe forty or fifty feet away. She couldn’t tell. But Bellatrix Lestrange laughed maniacally. “Wittle baby wants to pway? We can pway!”




Alexan hastily put up another rock wall in front of her face. She just barely beat the string of Crucio spells that blasted through the darkness. One of the spells hit the wall and sent exploded rock chips all over the place, instead of letting her take a Crucio right in her face.




Okay, you could apparate around the trap. Could you apparate away to safety? That would be mega-stupid when someone had gone to enough trouble to block portkeys and even Talking Patronus spells. No way. This was going to be like the big auditorium at Shasta Academy, where they undid the campus-wide anti-apparation jinx just for the auditorium, so people could learn apparation. Alexan decided she was going to assume she could apparate around inside this trap, but not off somewhere safe, like the stone circle in Hermione’s front garden, or the Ministry apparation steps.




Now she just needed to pull herself together enough that she could apparate without splinching herself into a thousand pieces.







Hermione’s pocket beeped. It was her day planner again. She grabbed Ron by the arm while she fished for the day planner with her other hand. She whipped it open to the changed pages.




There were words scrawled across the pages like Alexan had lost all muscle control. Or had lost her eyesight. Or a few even worse options. Hermione read the words.




HELP

PORKTEY TRAPS

LOST HARRRY 

IN DEATHRTAP

BELLATIXLESTRAGNE

GOT CRUCIOD AND IMPERIOD

NEED HELP




She cringed at how much trouble Alexan had to be in. “We have to find her.”




Ron looked at the pages and hissed, “You linked her day planner? And she caught you at it? She’s never gonna want to be around us again! If she even survives this!”




Hermione cleared her throat and directed the Auror teams. “We move in at once. Test for portkeys, because they already trapped Potter and his intern. And it must have been two different portkeys.”




Ron angrily stepped up to the side wall of the building. “Reducto!” The hole he blew in the wall was big enough for him and Hermione to walk in side by side. Along with a couple hippogryffs.







Harry refused to give in. He strained to hold the shield in place.




Flint asked, “Who else are you investigating? Malfoy? Parkinson?”




Harry lied, “Malfoys. Out there just the other day. Insurance fraud scheme. I’m sure it’s Narcissa…”




“Who else?”







Alexan took a deep breath, centered herself, and disapparated. She even apparated right to where she wanted, which was on the far side of the darkness-powder cloud from ‘Bellatrix’. And she didn’t splinch herself at all.




And she cast as quickly and as silently as she could, chaining her spells together. Transfiguring a rock wall in front of her, then firing off a Petrificus Totalis, then apparating again.




She missed with the Petrificus Totalis, but she was gone by the time Bellatrix’s Bombarda hit the rock wall and blew a hole right through it. Crud, that would have been fatal. Probably mega-fatal.




She apparated to a spot across the tiny island and tried another chain of spells. A shield, another Petrificus Totalis, and another apparation. She hit Bellatrix dead in the side with the Petrificus Totalis, and her spell just shattered on some kind of shield spell built into the dress.




Crud! That shield spell was totally better than her Shield Cloak was.




It was a good thing she had just apparated to the far side of the darkness-powder cloud, because ‘Bellatrix’ had apparated behind Alexan’s previous spot and put a Crucio right into where Alexan had been standing only a second earlier. ‘Bellatrix’ guessed where Alexan had gone and fired three more Crucio spells through the darkness. One of them missed Alexan’s face by maybe half an inch. It was so close she could see it in the darkness cloud.




Alexan went with something she had never tried before. She apparated off to one side. She fired the Frango Scutum shield-cracker she had just learned the other day. She apparated just in time to avoid another Crucio. She fired off a Petrificus Totalis which totally missed because Bellatrix had just disapparated. She apparated back into the cloud of darkness.




Crud, that was hard to chain that many spells when she hadn’t practiced that sequence and she was already worn out. But still no splinching. She dropped flat too, just in case.




She heard three apparation pops in quick succession, as Bellatrix apparated around the little island, trying to hunt her down. Then Bellatrix snarled, “Tricky little bitch!” And she fired off a couple more Crucio spells into the cloud of darkness.




Alexan tried not to flinch as vicious spells tore through the cloud pretty close to where she was hiding. Okay, time to try that again. Stand up really fast. Apparate out of the cloud. Frango Scutum. Petrificus Totalis. Apparate back into the cloud.




Crud. She had definitely hit Bellatrix with both spells. The shield cracker didn’t do anything she could see, and the Petrificus Totalis bounced off that Shield Dress. Or whatever it was.




And Bellatrix just fired a handful of spells off into the cloud, assuming that was where Alexan was going to retreat to. If Alexan hadn’t dropped flat and put up another rock wall for protection, at least one of those spells would probably have nailed her.




“So widdle baby wants to pway wiv the big gwown-ups, does she?” Bellatrix sneered.




The hair stood up on the back of Alexan’s neck. Uh-oh. That sounded bad. Like someone was about to do something even worse than firing a bunch of Crucio and Imperio spells at you. Alexan stood up and apparated to the far side of the darkness cloud, outside the cloud and away from Bellatrix. And just in case, she did the transfiguration spell so she had a rock wall between her and Bellatrix. And another rock wall behind her, in case Bellatrix apparated back there to ambush her. And then a solid shield inside the rock walls.




“Aulaeumignis!” 




She still gulped when she heard Bellatrix cast that ‘wall of fire’ spell that Harry had mowed down a bunch of Inferi with. Whatever it was, it burned through the Peruvian Instant Darkness Powder like it was a cloud of magnesium dust. If she had still been hiding inside that cloud, that would have been mega-bad. 




The fire swept through the cloud, eating it up as it went. Then it hit Alexan’s first rock wall and started chewing its way into the rock too. This was not going great.




Alexan tried the thing she still hadn’t managed to do right. Harry’s apparate-and-attack spell. Because, for the first time, she didn’t mind at all if she wrecked where she was aiming, or if she hurt the person there. She was actually hoping she knocked Bellatrix unconscious.




She apparated with a loud pop to a spot behind where Bellatrix had been. But Bellatrix had been expecting an apparation, and had moved off to one side so she could blast Alexan to bits.




The blast wave exploded out in every direction from Alexan’s spot, slamming Bellatrix to the rocky ground. That only made her furious.




Bellatrix savagely screamed, “Ava—”




But Alexan was already throwing the two little waxed cardboard boxes from her pocket. They hit right between Bellatrix’s legs.




“—da Ke—”




The portable swamp erupted underneath Bella.




“—dav—” Sploosh!




Alexan hadn’t had any idea how deep the swamp would be, but Bellatrix completely vanished from sight, so the swamp was deeper than Bellatrix’s height from her bottom to above the top of her hairdo. There wasn’t even a hair sticking up. Yet.




Alexan quickly apparated to the other side of the swamp and put up another rock wall to hide behind. Just in case.







Harry could hardly take a deep breath anymore, but he still almost laughed out loud as Alexan schooled whoever was pretending to be Bellatrix Lestrange.




Flint cursed furiously.




Harry managed to sound casual. “And you were saying?”




There was a lot more cursing, and it was colorful. Harry hadn’t suspected Flint was that creative. About anything.







Alexan peeked over the top of her rock wall as two muddy things emerged from the swamp. Each one was way smaller than a bludger, and one had some sort of projection sticking out to the side. Those were followed by a muddy blob the size of a quaffle. That thing spit mud onto the other side of the swamp and gasped for air.




A completely mud-coated Bellatrix coughed and spat some more before pushing down with her hands and heaving herself most of the way out of the swamp.




And Alexan realized that she had the perfect way to stop someone whose Shield Dress was too tough to crack with the spells Alexan knew. Hermione had even showed it to her.




Alexan stood up and silently cast a Frigidissimus. The beam of magic hit the mud all over Bellatrix and froze it solid.




Bellatrix yelled furiously, but couldn’t move. Okay, she could move her legs, because they were below the level of the swamp. But from the tops of her thighs up, she was frozen solid. There was even a sort of frozen mud disk around her at the tops of her thighs. But as far as Alexan could tell, Bellatrix was kicking angrily down in the mud, and not moving otherwise. Which included not casting spells with her wand.




If Bellatrix could cast silently and wandlessly too, she was still a huge threat.




Alexan moved around to the other side of the swamp, so she could check on Bellatrix and make sure she wasn’t suffocating or anything really bad. Bellatrix had her mouth frozen open, and there were holes blown in the mud where she had breathed out through her nose, and one eye was open. It was glaring furiously at her.




“Ahh ahh-uhh iii oooh!”




Okay, just looking at that savage eyeball, Alexan could tell that was a death threat. Crud.





Part XVIII



Alexan blinked at the sudden brightness.




The top part of what she’d thought was a cave had suddenly vanished. So maybe it had been an illusion the entire time. Or something.




With that big opening, sunlight was pouring down, illuminating the little islet in the middle of the lake. And there was some sort of motion up there, so Alexan cast a sturdy shield over her head. Which was a mega-good thing, because some old guy was flying on a broom and casting spells at her.




He swept past and did a silent Accio or something, yanking Bellatrix out of the swamp and pulling her up to his broom before he flew out of the big opening and disappeared.




And Alexan could see what was going on up high in the ‘cave’. Harry was trapped maybe a hundred or a hundred fifty feet up, in a metal cage, with a huge stone block sliding down to crush him. “Oh crud!”




She frantically checked her pockets. No broom. She was totally going to get a pocket with a Space Expansion Spell on it and keep a couple brooms in it from now on.




So how was she going to get up there to help Harry? She…




Ooh. She had a mega-bad idea.




She focused carefully. Destination. Determination. And deliberation. Definitely no decimation. But ‘destination’ was going to be the tricky part.




She apparated up to the hanging cage.




She aimed it just right, so she was maybe a foot away and facing the bars of the cage, instead of smashing into the side of it or being too far away to grab anything. With her left hand, she grabbed one of the chains holding the cage to the ceiling. She got her right shoe on the bars near the bottom of the cage. And she didn’t drop her wand from her right hand, either. Her left shoe missed, and she had to thrash around a bit to get a foothold.




“Merlin’s balls!” Harry swore. And she saw that she had very nearly stepped on his fingers. Because he was shoving something in between the bars and the lower edge of the stone block.




“Sorry!” she squeaked. “I’m really sorry!”




“No, you’re doing great,” he insisted. “You beat a really dangerous dark witch when she had all the advantages, and then you came to the rescue of the idiot who got you into this mess to start with.”




She looked down, which was not a good thing, because the lake water underneath them had things lurking under the water waiting for them to fall in. Really scary things.




But Harry had figured out how to rescue himself. He was still holding the block in place with a shield spell, but he had a keyring he had opened up, maybe with his teeth, and with his other hand he was shoving keys into the tiny gap between the stone block and the highest horizontal bar that was still clear of the stone. Even if Harry was pretty squished in the small space between the block and the cage floor. If the stone block wasn’t such a tight fit for the cage, that probably wouldn’t have worked.




She checked, “You have a way out of there now?”




He would have nodded, but he didn’t have much room in there. “Yeah. Old Auror trick we don’t teach to interns for security reasons. I’m going to transfigure the bars under me into beers. Great for escaping from cells and dungeons of Death Eaters.”




“But… you’ll fall!” she worried.




He smiled, “Yeah, but I’ve got brooms in my pocket. And I can do the Wronsky Feint.”




Oh. Oh no. That was a terrible idea. Falling and hoping he could get a broom out so he could hop on it and fly away before he hit the water below? She said, “I can do an Arresto Momentum on you, so you have lots of time to get your broom out and stuff.”




He looked down at the things in the water below, just as something massive and apparently all spiked tentacles roiled the water right below them. He said, “You know what? Good idea. Let’s go with that.”




Harry did his transfiguration, and the iron bars just sort of melted into a liquid. He dropped through the hole in the bottom of the cage. 




She cast Arresto Momentum on him, and he slowed to a gentle descent like he was a feather. He had lots of time to pull out a broom, mount it, and start flying.




He zoomed up to her, held out a broomstick that hovered right behind her thighs, and said, “Great work, Intern Mack. And I’m really sorry I got you tortured and I nearly got you horribly killed. I suck as a mentor, and you need to tell Hermione and Royale on me.”




She mounted her broom and made sure it was holding her up properly before she let go of the cage. “At least I didn’t get hit with that Entrail Expelling Curse. And why do you have all those keys?”




Harry led her away from the cage. He fired off a couple spells to make sure the ‘opening’ at the top of the cave was really open and they wouldn’t crash into an invisible barrier or anything. So Alexan tried a detection spell to make sure there wasn’t an anti-broomstick flight spell waiting for them. Then she fired off a couple Talking Patronus spells that weren’t blocked anymore.




Harry admitted, “The twins. George and Fred. They had sets of keys they’d stolen from Filch at Hogwarts, and they showed me those keys worked on some doors that had enchantments to protect them from an Alohomora. So I carry a couple entire sets of master keys in my pocket-space, including some old barrel-and-ward skeleton keys for doors that are hundreds of years old, like in some Death Eater houses.”




Alexan said, “When we get back, I’m going over and giving George a huge hug, because that darkness stuff and those portable swamps and stuff? They saved me. Even if his Shield Cloaks were totally not up to whatever enchantments were on Bellatrix’s dress.”




Harry pointed out, “You do know that wasn’t the real Bellatrix Lestrange, right?”




Alexan groaned, “If the real Bellatrix was scarier than that witch, then I’m glad I’m never having to meet her.”




Harry thought it over. “No, that was pretty much as horrible as the real Bellatrix. That babytalk thing? The real Bellatrix did that to me, and what you saw was just as terrifying as the real thing.”




Alexan could see now that they had been in some sort of sea-cave kind of thing on the coast. Harry did a Point Me Spell and his wand pointed him toward London. They set out in a sort of northwest direction, so they couldn’t be too far from the southeastern parts of the city. They also rose a lot higher, so no one was going to spot them.




A silvery Jack Russell Terrier zipped over to them, and Ron’s voice came out of it. “Merlin’s baggy Y-fronts! You two scared us out of a year’s growth! We’ve got the shop covered and investigated. Meet us at the Ministry.”




Alexan checked her wind-up watch. It wasn’t even 8:30 yet. Oh, and her adrenaline wasn’t spiking anymore, so she was hurting all over again. Crud. She just hung onto the broom and concentrated on keeping up with Harry.




But he was landing, so she landed too. “All right, let’s apparate to the Ministry. Are you okay to do that?”




She nodded carefully. “I’m pretty sure I’m okay.” Did she not look okay? She touched her face. Ooh. That was blood on her cheek. She checked, “Do I look terrible?”




Harry winced. That was totally guy-speak for ‘you look terrible but I know I’ll be in big trouble if I say so.’




She grumbled, “Oh great. We’ll probably have a bunch of people seeing me when we get there.”




He fumed, “We damn well better! You’re seeing a medi-witch as fast as I can manage it!”




Eww! She looked that bad?







Alexander Mundy casually adjusted his robe as he walked through Diagon Alley. Charlie and Allison both looked perfect, and Rupert looked like he wore expensive robes every day. Perhaps he did.




Charlie leaned over and whispered in Allison’s ear, “Pay attention Allie, this may be the only time you’ll ever get to break into a dragon-based security system.”




Allison gave her mother a big smile and concentrated on walking elegantly in her witches’ couture.




This was going to be fun.




They strolled casually up the steps of Gringotts. The bank looked like someone had modeled the exterior on the original Parthenon, only they had taken several hits of acid before sketching out the architectural details. Still, it remained standing. You could do some really ridiculous things with enough magic.




Rupert led them through the bank. It was as fancy as the nicest Normal bank he had been in. The gold and silver inlays in the marble floor were a nice touch, and the goblins probably used magic to make them stand up to the foot traffic, which normal metal inlays in marble floors did not. You could do some really useful things with magic, as well.




The ‘clerks’ behind the elegant stations were all goblins. The security were all goblin soldiers in full plate armor, including having their helmets closed, as if they were about to begin an assault on the rest of Diagon Alley at any moment.




Alexander strolled along behind his wife and daughter, acting as though he had seen banks like this a hundred times before.




In reality, he was casing the place. While there were protections he couldn’t see, that didn’t make it any different from other high-end banks. What an expert needed to be able to see were the places where someone had prepared a space for those protections.




For example, the bank had no provisions for a double-door mantrap at the entry point. And two armored guards were hardly adequate either defensively or offensively. They were decorative, though, which was the point of their placement, and that of the charming bit of doggerel posted at the entrance. They both distracted the eye from the real ingress/egress security, which he could identify while apparently no wizards could.




The entire aboveground portion of the bank was designed like that. Showy to mask the sleight of hand. Apparently an obsequious catering to the desires of the witches and wizards, while really putting up protections against them.




The ceiling was particularly interesting. The subtle but powerful security concealed on and around it suggested that Harry Potter really had ridden a dragon up through the floor and out through the roof, and afterward the goblins really had needed to boost their security.




As he wasn’t planning on escaping via dragon through the roof, he wasn’t particularly concerned about those security provisions. However, if they were that upset about the event, then bringing Harry Potter and his intern here might pose a threat by the goblins against those two. He would have to factor that into the morning’s plans. After all, it was his fault that Potter and Mack were being ‘summoned’ to that Gringotts inquiry via carefully-faked owl post.




Gringotts really should put more work into preventing people from submitting forgeries in their name. Oh, they certainly put in the effort to make sure that owl posts to them with cash or valuables were heavily protected. But they had let this slip because of a lack of a perceived monetary problem.




Finding exploitable points and figuring out how to exploit them effectively were two of the skills which had made the Mundy family a legend.




He let Rupert lead them to the most important-looking goblin at the most important-looking desk in the most important location. Rupert cleared his throat slightly and said in the goblin language, “Good morning, good sir.”




Alexander did not really believe the language was called Gobbledygook. That was undoubtedly a racist ‘translation’ of the goblin name for their own language. The wizarding world seemed to have even more racism and classism than the non-magical one.




But the fat, pompous goblin just lit up when some rich wizard bothered to speak their language. The goblin switched to English as a courtesy. “Good morning, Lord Giles. It is an honor, as always, to have business dealings with The Pendragon.”




Giles winced a little bit at that. “As I have said before, you need not use any of my honorifics. Just ‘Giles’ would be fine. And this may not be business dealings. I have an appointment scheduled with our family financial advisor. I wish for my American friends to get a tour of the vaults and the protections. Now that they have moved to England, they’re thinking about opening up a vault here.”




“Ahh! New customers!” The goblin really liked the thought of new money pouring into the bank, in one way or another. “Excellent. If you scheduled an appointment with Irontongs, he will be waiting for you.”




Giles smiled, “That would be lovely. Irontongs has never let us down yet. I doubt he would do so now.”




The goblin turned his head and started to say something. Possibly to bellow for Irontongs. But a small door opened behind him, and a fussy little goblin popped out. A carefully tailored three-piece suit, carefully shined but tiny oxfords, and pince-nez. He was even holding a large pocket watch on a chain in a way which reminded Alexander of old Disney ‘Alice in Wonderland’ cartoons. He virtually exuded fussy precision. He beamed, “Ahh, Lord Giles! Exactly on time, as always!”




Rupert said something to him in the goblin tongue. Alexander had no idea what, but there was clear sarcasm in his voice, and the word ‘Ethan’ was quite distinct. All right, given what he knew of Ethan Rayne, he did have quite a good idea of what Rupert was saying.




Irontongs laughed out loud. “No, no milord, that would not be advisable.”




Rupert tried, “And there is still no way I can persuade you to just call me Rupert?”




“Ahh, no milord.”




“Giles? Mister Giles?”




Irontongs suppressed a smirk. “I could go back to the old ways and call you ‘Pendragon, Heir of Uther Pendragon, Supreme Ruler Of The Isles’. Would that be preferable?”




Rupert groaned out loud. “Fine, have it your way.”




“Excellent, milord,” Irontongs said heartily. “Now am I to understand that your friends would like a tour of our highest-level security vaults?”




Rupert nodded, “Yes. They no longer live in America, although their daughter still does, and since they now live here, they are considering moving some of their holdings here.”




Alexander said in a snide Upper Bostonian voice, “Father now lives in the south of France, but there is no way we would consider one of the French Gringotts branches.”




“Quite,” Irontongs nodded.




Allison played her part. She whined, “Do you still have dragons? The New York branch said they no longer used dragons. Daddy, I want a vault that’s better than the one the Wandwrights have.”




Irontongs shook his head slowly. “The American branches have had too much trouble acquiring and maintaining proper dragons for their use. The last great nature reserve for thunderbirds and dragons has been gone for some time.”




Alexander said scathingly, “I am given to understand it is now several Muggle cattle ranches.” He was quite pleased with the amount of obscure but potentially useful detail Ethan had been able to scrape up.




He was going to maintain his role for as long as it took, but he was fully aware that it was approaching eleven o’clock, and he did not want Alexandre Armée to walk in early and spot him.







Hermione glared at Harry again. “You nearly got her killed! Or worse!”




Alexan tried not to wince, because the medi-witch was poking around a couple of the spots where flying rock shards had kind of cut into her legs and back. And her behind too, but the medi-witch wasn’t poking her there. Yet.




Harry winced, “I know that! You don’t think I can’t figure out how close we came to some really grim outcomes? Neville’s parents are still locked up in that bloody ward!”




Hermione muttered, “I have no idea how you think she’s ready to go to a hearing in Gringotts. Especially when it’s likely to be against someone the goblins have it in for.”




“Besides me?” Harry asked.




“Possibly you and another person on their shitlists,” Ron said helpfully.




Alexan tried, “I’m feeling better. I could go.”




Ron snarked, “I feel happy! I want to go for a walk!”




“Oh shut it,” Hermione said grumpily. “I should never have let my father introduce you to Monty Python. This is not funny.” She stared at Alexan. “You were hit with a minimum of two Cruciatus Curses and a powerful Imperius. Plus blast damage and bruises and cuts. And you are damn lucky you still have both of your eyeballs! You are not leaving here until the medi-witches say you can leave. And if you try… I shall send an owl to your mother.”




Ron contributed, “She will. She absolutely does not play fair. She even blackmailed the twins into pretending to behave.”




“Extortion, Ron,” Hermione corrected automatically. “It was extortion. Not blackmail.”




Ron countered, “Well, I still think you should have used blackmail, because back then I could’ve really used the dosh.”




Alexan giggled, and said, “But what about the goblin inquiry?”




Hermione pursed her lips in thought. “They really will focus on Harry, so…” She reached into her little coin purse and pulled out a large silver hip flask.




“Oh!” smiled Alexan. “Right.” She tugged a couple hairs out of her scalp and handed them to Hermione.




Ron complained, “Well, it’s bound to taste better than Essence Of Crabbe.”





Part XIX



Alexandre Armée checked his robes once more before apparating to Gringotts for that farce of an inquiry.




His Messier was messier than usual, but no longer a furious witch encased in frozen mud. However, despite the Warming Charms he had cast on her, and the help his house elves had supplied in the clean-up phase, she still looked as if she had been tossed in a lake. A cold lake. Her hair was a mess. She had on no makeup. She was wrapped up in a bathrobe and a self-warming blanket, and still shivering every minute or two.




His messier Messier. There was no way he was ever saying that out loud to anyone. Messier would not be appreciative. The best case would be no sex for a week or two. But she was capable of hexing the crap out of him for such a remark. She was not the forgiving sort. Which was one of the many things he adored about her.




He kissed her softly and said, “You will stay here. The inquiry notice said nothing about your attendance. And I want you to take a Pepper-Up Potion, then go have your hair done and get some pampering. You deserve it.”




Messier shivered and said, “I still don’t understand how a bloody intern with no Auror training could beat me in a duel! What’s her Shasta Academy resume say?”




He carefully kept a smirk off his face. “Not only was she not their champion duelist, she wasn’t even a member of the dueling club.”




“Aargh!” Messier all but screamed. “I want that little bitch’s head on a platter!”




He calmly replied, “I already added her to our to-do list. But we might have to wait until she returns to America and then make it look like an accident. Maybe a very slow, painful accident.”




Messier grumbled, “And I want to know where she learned to duel like that!”




Alexandre thought that was a much more important point. Nobody just shrugged off a couple Cruciatus Curses and a powerful Imperius Curse. Nobody other than Harry Potter himself, and probably a few other people at that level. There was something suspicious about that. 




He merely said, “She cast silently. She chained spells together really well. She had excellent wandwork, or at least it looked like it from where I was. And some of her work? Some advanced Auror spells. Nobody learns a Frango Scutum spell as a mere intern.”




Messier asked, “Could she be a secret project of MACUSA?”




Alexandre admitted, “More problematically, she could be a secret project of Harry Potter and Hermione Granger.”




“Circe’s hairy slit! I hadn’t thought of that!” Messier gasped. “If she’s been secretly trained by them for the entire month since she graduated…”




He frowned, “But why would they pick her as a starting point?”




“Granger,” Messier answered. “Hermione Fricking Granger. Pansy’s told me a couple stories about Granger.”




He considered that. He had heard some of those stories from Messier, and he had heard some other stories from older contacts. “Right. Anyone who could brew perfect Polyjuice Potion when she was twelve without using a decent potions workroom? She could have come up with a Seeking Spell that targeted the best possibility on the planet.”




Messier groaned. “Oh Merlin. If that little bint is the best possibility on the planet, then we have to kill her.”




He nodded. “Before she gets even better.”




She checked the time. “You had better get going. And if the goblins have Potter or Mack there too, maybe you could cast that lovely little hex of yours that gives people what looks like the bubonic plague…”







Alexander Mundy looked around and grinned, “Now this is what I call proper security!” 




They were looking into a dead-end corridor that had a massive dragon guarding the vaults on either side.




He had never actually seen a dragon before. He had hoped Rupert and Ethan were talking about something the size of a tiger. Oh no, this thing was the size of a tractor-trailer truck hauling two or three trailers behind it. And Harry Potter actually rode something like this through the Gringotts tunnels and out through the roof? That boy had balls the size of comets. And no common sense. And no idea of how to commit a proper bank robbery.




Actually, Alexander thought that he was looking at terrible security. Even with an admittedly terrifying monster as the focal point of the security measures. Ethan and Rupert had explained that the tough hide of the dragon protected it from anything except concentrated spellfire from at least half a dozen trained wizards, so some magical thief had no obvious way to take down a dragon that was protecting a vault.




Still, it was blind, so it would have to target someone by sound, or perhaps by infrared like some snakes. Smell would be far too imprecise.




So he could think of half a dozen ways of dealing with a security measure like this. Granted, none of them were magical, so the goblins might not have realized that those kinds of options were a threat. And the two heavily armored goblin guards at the start of the corridor would complicate matters… a little bit. He couldn’t just toss a few heavily-dosed dragon treats down the hall and wait until it gobbled them down and then passed out.




Still, this was the corridor he wanted. Ethan had been able to find out the number of Armée’s primary bank vault, and it was down this hall. At the moment, it was somewhere around the dragon’s right rear leg, near that massive metal cuff locked around the dragon’s ankle. Ethan had explained that Armée probably had secondary vaults under his own name, and possibly vaults under pseudonyms, and finding out the numbers of those vaults was next to impossible.




Allison continued playing the petty, childish social climber. “Could we look at some of these vaults? Could we get closer to the dragon? I want a vault here.”




Irontongs explained, “Yes, we can look at the exteriors of these vaults, but all of these are occupied.”




“That would be lovely,” Charlie said. “We certainly wouldn’t ask you to open someone else’s vault and show that to us.”




Irontongs gestured to the two guards at the front of the corridor. They picked up some chains from a wooden box near their feet. Irontongs lectured about clankers and the training it took to make a dragonling into a usable security dragon. Alexander suspected it was far less humane than Irontongs was saying. After all, he was fully aware of how some security dogs were trained.




The armored guards shook the clankers, and the dragon hastily backed up. Irontongs led them down the corridor. Alexander tried to ignore the burnmarks on the floor and walls which indicated that this was a deadly fire-breathing dragon, and virtually nothing was safe until they were back to the guard post.




Charlie pointed out, “These vaults just have a simple key thing. Is that all the protection these have?”




They already knew the answer, though. Ethan had a suspicious amount of detail on the security for these vaults. A vault like this required something you had, mainly the Gringotts key which could not be magically duplicated, and something you were, namely your physical presence. You could also request a password that had to be given to the goblins before they would accept you were really you.




Irontongs began explaining about the security on the vaults. Because if anyone other than a Gringotts goblin actually touched one of these vault doors, the door sucked you inside, which was a death sentence. These vaults were supposed to now be protected against lumos spells and other magical fire or light spells. They also were supposed to have no oxygen in the vault atmosphere, which was good for paintings and historical documents, but quite bad for people. Also, Ethan had said that standard magical tactics against bad air, like Bubblehead Charms, were magically blocked too. And they didn’t let you back out of the vault.




Harry Potter must have really freaked out the Gringotts goblins with his tactics, if they had instituted all of these additional security measures in just the last few years.




He slid his left hand up into his right sleeve. He had an ordinary wind-up wristwatch there. A wind-up watch wouldn’t break down from exposure to magic. However, the crystal cover had been pried off, and the second hand had been clipped off. So he could touch the hands of the watch and tell the time without revealing that he was doing so. And it was one minute to eleven. They were running out of time.







Alexandre Armée strode into the inquiry room, expecting the usual star chamber sort of arrangement. The goblins tended to be predictable, because they were so hidebound. He wouldn’t have minded taking a couple of them, peeling their hides off of them, and using that for something which needed to be bound. Like a tome on why goblins needed to stop pissing him off.




Three goblins were sitting behind a long table. Off to one side were two Aurors. Or rather, one Auror and one intern. Potter and Mack were sitting there like nothing had happened to them this morning. Granted, Potter was sitting stiffly, like he had some bruises on his back and ass and legs. But Alexan Mack was sitting perkily, as if she hadn’t done anything more strenuous that morning than eating breakfast.




Something was going on. At a minimum, she should have had a host of bruises and cuts, and still be shaking like a leaf. He had seen her go face-first into that rocky island when she was hit in the back with a merciless Crucio. She was bound to have picked up fragment damage from some of the blasts Messier had fired off. Either he was looking at a very well-done illusion, or else…




He pretended to ignore them. “All right. I’m here. On time. What is this nonsense about goblin treasures I’m supposed to have stolen?” He knew full well that the message was not phrased that way.




The goblin in the middle of the trio announced, “We have received an owl that the inquiry is complete. We will go with you to your primary vault, and you will open it in front of all three of us and the two Aurors. If nothing is amiss, you will receive the standard compensation.”




Unsaid was the threat. If he had some important goblin artifact, say, Hufflepuff’s Cup, they were going to lower the boom on him. His accounts would be closed. His vaults would be emptied and he would have to move his holdings elsewhere. Any contractual penalties would be assessed before he could reclaim his property. All of the usual.




He just said, “Then let’s get on with it. I look forward to suing everyone for the maximum compensation.”




The goblins rose and led him out through another door, into the underground areas of the bank. Potter and Mack were behind him, with four security goblins in full plate armor between him and them, so he couldn’t even take out his wand in the dark and silently hex the hell out of them.







Alexander Mundy checked surreptitiously that the goblin was paying careful attention to them.




Allison acted her part, “Why can’t we kick these people out and give me one of these vaults?”




He pretended to be furious at her. He clenched his jaws and snapped, “Allison! That will be the last words out of you until we leave this bank!”




Allison pouted and ducked back behind Rupert.




Rupert whispered to Irontongs, “I am terribly sorry about that.” Then he said to Alexander, “I shall keep an eye on her while you focus on the actual purpose of this tour.”




“Thank you, Rupert,” Alexander said.




Charlie acted as if she wanted to pretend none of that rudeness had happened, but wasn’t a good enough actress to pull it off. She faux-cheerily said, “Ahh, well, perhaps we could look at some similar vaults which are available?”




Irontongs nodded, “Of course, madam.” And he led them out of the corridor, with the two guards moving ahead of them and clanking loudly to their post.




Alexander didn’t have to look behind him to tell what was happening. This was all carefully planned out. Still, assuming that it took as long for Armée to travel down through the Gringotts tunnels as it had taken them, Allison only had three minutes.







Alexandre Armée sat stiffly in the cart as it breezed through the tunnels. He was sure someone was up to something, which meant that he was at least one or two steps behind someone who was plotting. And they were most likely plotting against him. He casually checked that his wand was in its usual place, and that his emergency backup wand was in place. He also checked that his special portkey was in his pants pocket. Standard portkeys would be blocked by the earth magic that the goblins used, but this portkey had some very special additional spells to let him punch through those sorts of anti-portkey jinxes. 




And he had a couple other tricks up his sleeve, so to speak. He also was fully aware of spells that would actually work against the goblin-crafted plate armor of the security guards, and if he had to, he was going to slice every goblin around him into sashimi before barbecuing Potter and Mack, then vanishing out of the Gringotts tunnels.







Allison watched as Rupert performed what was supposed to be an enormously difficult Simulacrum Spell, first for him and then for her. That created an image of each of them that would move along with her mom and dad, appearing to be them. Rupert had explained that the images were not perfect, and couldn’t speak, and would fail the simplest examination, and in fact were easily spotted in bright light. But in the darkness of the Gringotts tunnels, all that was necessary was for the simulacra not to move too close to Irontongs, so he wouldn’t realize what they were doing.




She took a deep breath and quietly slipped past the dragon before putting a hand on the door. A horrible sucking sensation went with being physically dragged through the door, into pitch blackness. Blackness proof against any magical light, with no oxygen to breathe.




She continued to hold her breath. She reached into an inner pocket and pulled out an ordinary battery-powered camping light with an elastic strap to go around her forehead. She flicked it on and adjusted it on her forehead, illuminating the vault, which was even larger than she had been led to expect.




Rupert appeared beside her, and she handed him another camping light. He quickly reached into his ‘coin purse’ and pulled out the scuba tank and regulator and face mask. Her mother’s, so she knew the facemask was perfectly sized for her as well. Her parents did tend to be prepared for a lot of possibilities. She slipped on the scuba tank, pulled on the full-face mask, and opened up the valve so air was flowing into the mask. Then she checked that Rupert had his scuba gear on properly, and he was getting air to breathe as well.




He smiled at her and gave her a thumbs-up. She hinted, “The mannequin next, please.” And she checked her watch. Less than two minutes as their target minimum. That was enough time, if nothing went wrong. Still, they had light, and they had air, and Armée would be opening the vault door in a matter of minutes.




While Rupert extricated the ancient mannequin from his coin purse, she glanced around. And she gasped in shock. “Rupert! Oh my God, look at these!”




Rupert looked over and gave her a quizzical look. “Are these… important?”




She glared at him. “Heathen.”







Alexandre Armée walked with the goblins toward his primary vault. The number of armored guards had gone up from four to seven. Someone was worried about him. They had better be worried about his legal team, because he was going to sue Gringotts and Potter for an absurd amount of money. If he couldn’t directly get the Grimmauld Place manor back for Messier, he was at least going to make Potter have to put the damn thing on the market so it could be bought up through intermediaries.




Naturally, with this many of the goblins crowding together, several of them jostled him. He really wanted to over-react, but he had to consider that the jostling might have been done specifically to make him over-react.




The goblin who was clearly in charge glared at him. “Key.” 




He handed over the key as casually as he could. But he was keeping an eye on Potter’s little intern. Potter was too wholesome to hex him in the back, but there wasn’t enough information on who or what this Mack girl really was.




The goblin inserted the key, turned it smoothly, and ran a finger down the middle of the door. The entire door vanished, albeit temporarily. 




And there in the front of his vault was a centuries-old object. An old-fashioned witch’s fitting mannequin. It was wearing a gleaming necklace of silver and diamonds. He had never seen either before. And yet there was no way that it could have been placed in his vault without his cooperation.




All three members of the goblin inquiry panel gaped at the necklace and at him. He couldn’t take his eyes off the necklace. It was beautiful. It was mesmerizing.




One of the goblins squawked, “And how do you explain having The Stolen Diamond Necklace Of Firetongs Jewelhammer?”




He reached out and grabbed the necklace before he realized there was a compulsion on it. He screamed in agony as a curse exploded. It felt as if the necklace had set fire to his hand and forearm. He struggled to force his hand to open, even as his skin began to blister and mutate. 




He had to halt this curse, get the hell out of here, and get proper treatment before this curse killed him. Or worse.




He grabbed with his off hand for his wand. It was gone.




He went for his backup wand. That was gone.




His special portkey was gone too. So were his regular portkeys.




He had been robbed expertly, right in front of a dozen goblins and two Aurors, in the middle of Gringotts. That was impossible too.




He collapsed in agony. He hit the hard stone floor as he pulled out a potion that he poured on his arm to give him more time before the curse traveled farther.




He had no wand. He couldn’t apparate out of Gringotts even with a wand. His special portkey was gone, and ordinary portkeys were blocked. Not that he had any of them anymore, either.




He yelled, “ODISS!”




With a pop, Odiss appeared next to him. “Oh Masters, what is you doing lying on the rock floor, and…” Odiss finally noticed they were surrounded by a host of angry goblins. “Uh-oh.”




Armée hissed the keyword “Grenouille!” Fortunately, the little idiot actually remembered what to do.




Odiss grabbed him, and with a pop they vanished.







Harry Potter stared at the spot where Alexandre Armée had been just a second ago. “Merlin’s hairy arse! He got away!”






Part XX


(twenty seconds earlier)



Allison Mundy was Disillusioned, but she wasn’t exactly silent while wearing scuba gear. So she was holding her breath and pressed against a side wall of the vault, with Rupert also Disillusioned and pressed against her shoulder so she knew where he was.




Once Armée was lying on the floor screaming in pain, she slipped out of the vault and around the goblins. Rupert was supposed to perform a Muffliato so no one could hear them, but she couldn’t tell for sure, given all the noise in the hallway.




They moved quickly out of the hallway and toward the area where her parents were distracting Irontongs. As they went, she shoved her scuba gear into Rupert’s coin purse and made sure his scuba gear followed. Then she pocketed her camping lamp and his, and she checked by touch that her hairdo wasn’t a complete disaster. They hurried to catch up with the simulacra.




Rupert pointed out where they needed to go, and she hurried with him. And then it was easy. They just walked up to the simulacra and stepped into the images. Rupert undid the Disillusionment spells and the Simulacrum spells, and they were just two more people getting the rare tour of the Gringotts underground areas.







Three armored goblins walked up the paths to the ground level of Gringotts. Then they marched out the front doors and signaled for the sentries there to go in. They waited a few seconds to make sure that had worked, and then they walked away from the bank. They ducked into a dark alley, and one disapparated the other two away.




They apparated into Rupert Giles’ private drawing room.




The shortest of the three took off his visored helmet and grinned, “Alexi! That was the coolest thing we ever got to do!”




The tallest of the threesome took off her visored helmet and grinned back, “Albie, it was definitely cooler than the Metropolitan Museum. Or the Louvre.”




The middle one hastily removed all of his armor and groaned, “You two are a menace to society.” Then he grinned too. “And it was a pleasure watching you work. Those bump and dip moves on Armée were spectacular. And in armor too! We’re not worthy.”




Albie asked, “Mister Rayne, you said you couldn’t use Polyjuice Potion to pass as a goblin. But…”




The short individual smirked with a very Ethan-esque expression. “Right. You can’t. But you can borrow a couple hairs from a good friend who is a ‘little person’ and trusts you not to get him arrested or chased down by hordes of goblins. And Miggy is not the most honest of people to begin with.”




“Miggy?” Alexi asked.




“Miguelito. No one calls him that except his old mum, who only calls him by all of his names if he forgets to bring over her smokes and her stout.”




Albie grinned, “Great-grandpa says you’re almost as good a forger as he is, and the trick with the owls was awesome.”




Alexi added, “He said he’s re-thought things, and you can go visit anytime. Just give him a heads-up, in case he’s out watching people at the beach.”




Ethan-as-Miggy smirked, “That’s a ‘clothing optional’ beach, isn’t it?”




“Yes sir.”




He grinned wickedly. “I will definitely have to take him up on that offer. Particularly if he’s ‘people’ watching at that beach.”







Alexandre Armée leaned back in the armchair. He was exhausted and in pain, but that curse was broken. And all it had cost him was a favor owed to a fellow dark wizard. And a few thousand galleons. And most of his right arm, which he would be able to regrow in a few days. Although taking Skele-Gro was spectacularly grim.




Messier walked in with Odiss, who was carrying a tray of food with a large mug of pumpkin juice. And someone—probably someone named Messier—had made sure that everything was something Alexandre could eat or drink with just his left hand.




Messier asked, “Are the goblins likely to ask Aurors to go to the mansion in England?”




He nodded, “I expect so. They might even try the chateau. But they won’t look for us here. This isn’t even one of the properties I officially own.”




She scowled, This is a lovely estate, but I liked England.”




He pointed out, “We’ll be able to go back. Once I figure out how Potter and Granger and the rest of them framed me, and I work out how to prove it, or how to fake the proof, I’ll clear it with the goblins and we’ll be back in England, enjoying the shitty weather and the annoying Muggle politicians once more.”




She snickered and gave him a kiss. “Let’s get you healed up first. Between the Limb Lengthening Lotion and the Skele-Gro and the rest of the potions, you’re going to have a hellish couple days.”




He nodded, “Right. But that’s what Dreamless Sleep Potion and house elves are for. I’ll just sleep through most of the next seventy-two hours. And the rest of the time, I’ll plot Potter and Granger’s hideous demises.”




“Granger?” She checked.




“Granger,” he insisted. “The ‘Alexan Mack’ at the inquiry wasn’t the one at the duel. She was too healthy and too undamaged and too chipper. One of them was a fake. And if one of them was using Polyjuice Potion to impersonate Mack, it was probably Granger, and it was probably the duelist. Granger’s fought enough Death Eaters to be a dangerous threat in a real duel, and she’s tricky enough to have tools to wield like that Peruvian Instant Darkness Powder she probably got from her damn in-laws.”




“Fine,” Messier agreed. “So we’re going to kill Granger and Mack, as well as The Man Who Lucked Out Once Again. Is it possible he has some sort of amulet that gives him luck? He’s not a babbling, insane maniac, so he’s not a Felix Felicis addict.”




Armée thought it over. “It’s a possibility. We’ll have to factor that into our next sets of plans. And then perhaps ‘Martavius Flint’ will kill one or two of them.”




Messier scowled, “’Bellatrix Lestrange’ would certainly like to kill a couple of them too. Very, very slowly.”







Hermione Granger sat at her dining room table and listened to the stories from Alexan and Harry. And tried not to yell at Harry anymore. He already felt terrible about what had happened to Alexan, who was pretending hard that she was just fine, and that she hadn’t needed to take four paracetamols and a Pain Relief Potion as soon as they got to the house.




Hermione remembered what a mess she had been after the real Bellatrix had worked on her with some Cruciatus Curses and that athame. Hermione still had nightmares about that, every once in a while. At least these days, she had Ron to cling to in the bed.




Maybe they needed to have Alexan sleep in the library bed for the next couple nights, or have Winky keep an eye on her in case of nightmares. Or pour some Dreamless Sleep potion into her at bedtime. Or use a Pensieve and extract the worst of those memories out of her head. Or…




When Harry wrapped up, Hermione pointed out, “You both know that wasn’t the real Bellatrix Lestrange, right?”




Alexan started to nod, but froze when her neck hurt. So she just said, “Yes ma’am.” Hermione let that slide this time. Harry grumbled that of course it wasn’t the real Bella.




Hermione said, “So it was someone using Polyjuice Potion, most likely. There are still at least two other options, even after recognizing that the artificial Bellatrix held up to spell attacks and shield crackers and repeated apparation. But Polyjuice Potion is most likely. That means that we’re looking for someone—probably a woman—who has some of the real Bellatrix’s hair or nail clippings or something analogous. And I would estimate a really high probability that we’re talking about one of the real Bellatrix’s dresses, possibly with spellworks done by Riddle, if not some deceased Blacks who were dark mages. After all, it had to fit ‘Bellatrix’ perfectly, and any Resizing Charms would have just bounced off of it. That makes it a Black who attacked you. A Black who’s very powerful, and an excellent duelist, and an expert in the dark arts. And it has to be a Black who knew Bellatrix well enough to mimic her fighting style, and her intimidation style, and also that rather unnerving laugh.”




“A Black we already hate,” Harry added. “Not someone like Andromeda.”




Hermione pointed out, “And ‘Martavius Flint’ just happened to leave his cloak behind, with traces on it showing where he had been in the last couple days.”




“Merlin’s left ball!” Ron complained. “You mean that wasn’t Flint either? It was someone using Flint’s clothing to screw him over and trick us?”




“Possibly. It’s not as if I am the only witch or wizard who brews Polyjuice Potion ahead of time so I always have some on hand.” She thought it over. “We need to put a list of possibilities together. Of the surviving Blacks, I think our most likely suspects are Narcissa Malfoy, Messier Black-Graves, Draco, and Adhara Black Travers.”




Ron laughed, “Draco in a dress! I wish we could prove that one.”




Harry complained, “All of them are fairly lethal duelists, and all of them knew Bellatrix well enough. I don’t see Narcissa or Draco trying it, unless we were accidentally walking into a suspect business Lucius has been running that they could all get slapped into Azkaban for. And Lucius has avoided having anything to do with the Flints for years, ever since Marcus screwed little Draco over on the quidditch pitch.”




Ron added, “If it was Messier Black-Graves, then our fake Flint was probably Alexandre Armée. That trap was deadly enough and well-planned enough to be something he would try.”




Harry disagreed, “I’d guess Adhara Black Travers. She’s a nasty little bitch, and if she and her hubby Cressius aren’t closet Death Eaters, I’ll eat a handful of George’s candies.”




Hermione nodded. “Fine. We keep all of them on our list. We include additional people who might have played Flint: Lucius Malfoy or Draco if it was Narcissa; Lucius if it was Draco; Alexandre Armée if it was Messier; Cressius Travers if it was Adhara. And we bear in mind that whoever it is will probably want revenge for the fiasco at that death trap. And Armée seemed to think that Auror Potter and Intern Mack set him up at Gringotts. He was definitely giving us those ‘let me feed you to thestrals’ glares when he thought we weren’t looking.”




Ron said, “Well, Griphook confirmed that he didn’t send any of those owls, and your forensics spells say those signatures are forgeries. Really expert forgeries, but still forgeries. So someone used Harry and Alexan as a screen to hide behind, while they screwed over Armée pretty spectacularly.”




Harry groaned, “Great. He’ll blame us and want revenge on us.”




Alexan complained, “Even worse, now we have even more reports to write!”




Harry grumbled, “Yeah. If they didn’t have anti-apparation jinxes over the whole place, I’d Dumbledore-apparate right into Royale’s office and blast everything in it to splinters!” 




“Harry!” Hermione complained. 




Ron gasped, “Could I watch?” 




“Ron!”




“Me too!”




“Alexan!”




“George would help, you know…”




“Ron!!!”







The four elderly goblins sat around the conference table, looking at the reports. One finally said, “That’s conclusive. Those three ‘guards’ apparated away. Wand wizardry.”




Another said, “Yes, but at least one of them performed earth magics to mask their signature from our detection systems.”




“And they lifted Wizard Armée’s wand and other wizardry toys. He was seen frantically patting himself down, searching for what he had lost. That sounds like non-magical pickpocketing.”




“Agreed. So we are looking at a multi-disciplinary team, probably significantly more than just those three members, possibly including a rogue goblin or two, and they broke into Gringotts to…”




“To return a lost goblin treasure of incalculable value. And to incriminate or frame Armée. It is possible they also looted Armée’s vault at the same time.”




“To frame him. He clearly had no foreknowledge about the necklace, or he would not have reached out and grabbed it because of the compulsions on it. So we need to focus on those who bear him enough ill will to go to this amount of effort.”




“But what do we do about it?”




“What do you mean? We track them down, and—”




“Do you really want to identify them? No matter what, we would have to pay them the finder’s fee for the necklace. Which has been lost since 1608. With compound interest and time bonuses, that fee, by my calculations, is now over seventy billion galleons.”




“Ouch. Good point. And if we pretend we did not notice anything?”




“Then we don’t have to pay out anything!”




“In that case, I definitely did not notice anything suspicious or out of the ordinary.”




“That’s good enough for me!”




“Then perhaps this is at an end.”




“Or perhaps we work out how they did it, and we lay traps in case they ever attempt it again.” 







Alan Mundy hugged his kids, who had enjoyed their little adventure far too much. Not that he was saying so in their hearing. 




And they were all sitting around, looking at all the things Auntie Allie had stolen from Alexandre Armée’s vault once she and Rupert had set up that mannequin with that cursed necklace on it.




Allie reached into Rupert’s coin purse again. “And Rupert had no idea what this was!” She pulled out a painting that had Alan gasping for air. “It’s Vermeer’s ‘The Concert’! Stolen some years ago, and estimated at two hundred million dollars. The finder’s fee on this ought to be somewhere between five and twenty million. And from the same theft…” She pulled out Rembrandt’s ‘The Storm of the Sea of Galilee’.




Alexander grinned, “There’s a five million dollar reward just for information about the theft of that one. And we can incriminate Alexandre Armée too! Anonymously, of course. No risking any blowback.”




Alan checked, “Dad, we’re not really going to deal with those witches and wizards anymore, are we?”




His father smiled, “No Alan, we’re done, other than making friends with Rupert and Ethan. And finding a source for really good butterbeer and a few bottles of Ogden’s. Your life can go back to normal. And I’m sorry we pulled you into another one of our little… vacations.” 




He hugged his father. “I love you and mom, and I wouldn’t have missed this for anything. Also, the kids thought it was the most fun ever, even more than when you took them to the Louvre.” 




Alexander laughed a little at that. “The Police Nationale never did figure out how those two paintings switched places in the middle of a busy day, did they?”




(six weeks later
Westchester County, the state of New York)



Alexi stared out the window. That was an owl. Pecking on the living room window. In the middle of the day. With a small bag tied to its leg. Oh shit.




Her mom dashed into the room at the noise. “Alexi! What have you and Albert done this time?”




She gave it her most sincere look. “Nothing, mom! And anyway, what could either of us have done that would summon an owl in the middle of the day?”




It might have even worked, if Albie hadn’t run into the room at the sound of their mom’s fussing. He took one look and cheered, “An owl! Maybe Lord Giles sent us some owl post!”




“Owl post? Lord Giles? What?”




Oh no, their mom was going to lose it. Alexi had spotted the signs. 




Albie had not. He opened the living room door and waved the owl in.




The owl flew in and landed gracefully right on the back of their mom’s favorite living room couch. Alexi was really hoping it didn’t poop on the couch, or cough up an owl pellet, or whatever owls actually did. It perched gracefully and held out one leg. The leg with the pouch on it.




Her mom whimpered, “Alexi, what’s going on? Why did you let an owl in the house? Why is it carrying a bag? Why…”




Alexi took a step toward the owl. She remembered that the owls at Lord Giles’ mansion had been uber-smart for owls. She carefully said to the owl, “I don’t have any coins or treats or anything.”




Albie dashed out of the room like he had a plan.




The owl looked at her and nodded slowly in understanding. It held out its leg a little more firmly.




She opened the pouch and pulled out a parchment envelope which her mother had to see could not possibly have fit in the tiny pouch to begin with. She looked at the front of the envelope. 




It was addressed to her. In color-changing ink. Natch. Because stuff couldn’t be too complicated already.





To Alexi Mundy
The pastel pink bedroom which she is trying to con her mother into repainting






Why did the envelope have to say that? Well, that extra bombshell was followed by their entire address. Great. And her mom was so freaked out that she wasn’t even complaining about the words on the front of the envelope. Yet.




Alexi expertly lifted the wax seal on the envelope and pulled out the parchments inside. The first one started:





Dear Alexi Mundy,




This parchment is an official invitation to attend Ilvermorny: the Salem School for Young Witches and Wizards. School starts on the first Monday of September this fall—






She stopped reading right there. 




She tried to sound calm. “Mom, we need to call dad. And we need to call grandma and grandpa in England. Now.”




“What? What?” Her mom was totally going to lose it, any second now.




Albie ran back into the room holding some… Eww, gross. Raw bacon. He held it out to the owl. “Hi! I’m Albie. We don’t have any owl treats, but how about some yummy bacon?”




The owl made a ‘fork it over, buddy’ gesture with its leg. That was too much for her mom.




Alexi tried her hardest to catch her mom, but her mom had fainted, and weighed a lot more than an eleven year old girl. She ended up on the floor with her mom unconscious on top of her. She looked at Albie and said, “This is going great.”




Albie fed the owl some more raw bacon and nodded eagerly. 




She needed to give Albie more lessons on spotting sarcasm.




The OSI and the Monsters


IMPORTANT NOTE: This story is out of order. It actually takes place just before The OSI and a Stargate and batzulger’s Immortalis. Trust me, the order matters. Much later in this story, you will see why.



Part I



Aly Mack wasn’t being Aly for the moment. She was Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie. So she had to be stern and military. Really, she wanted to give Raleigh Finn and his wife Sam some big hugs. And their little girls, who were both cute as a button.




Raleigh Finn wrapped up, “And that’s all I can remember. The docs say it’s pretty unlikely I’ll ever remember anything closer than three or four minutes before the concussion. And really, I’d just as soon not remember being beaten senseless and shot multiple times and left for dead.”




Sam Finn looked at her. “Will there be anything else, Lieutenant Mackenzie?”




Aly gave her a smile she probably wasn’t supposed to. “No ma’am. Not from us. Right, agent?” She turned and looked at NCIS Agent Tim McGee.




Tim agreed, “Right, Lieutenant. And we both want to give you cards so you can contact either of us if anyone hassles either of you about the case, or about that Tiger Team workshop, or about your pension, or anything. Both of us have really scary bosses who want to protect your whole family.”




Raleigh Finn patted his canes, which were next to his armchair. “Sounds good. And really, I get to retire with honor, and now I can spend as much time as I want with the girls. Sam can go back to full-time if she wants, and she can get to do all the fun things like paperwork. And running PT with smelly guys.”




Sam smiled at that. “Sweaty, stinky, ugly guys who need to lose weight and keep their mouths shut.”




Aly told her, “I know exactly what you mean. They also can’t handle ‘girls’ beating their time on a run, or doing more pull-ups than they can.”




Sam admitted, “I won’t be doing either one until I get back into top shape again.”




Tim spilled, “I’m sure Lieutenant Mackenzie could give you some tips.”




“Or even work out with you once in a while!” Aly volunteered. Okay, she was pretty sure she shouldn’t have volunteered for that.




Tim looked at Raleigh Finn and confided, “Her PT scores are typically the max for the men her age. Guys hate that. They also can’t beat her at MCMAP sparring.”




Aly tried not to blush.




She put her ute cover on her head just right, and she walked with Tim out to his car. It was one of the official NCIS vehicles, so Tim had to drive it or else get really glared at by Gibbs. And Gibbs had a totally scary glare. 




She walked along, looking up at the sky. And she said, “It’s really pretty out today. Too bad we have to go back to an office with no windows.” But she wasn’t really looking at the clouds. She was using her telescopic vision to do a rough overhead scan, in case of remote surveillance. She was looking for spy drones or maybe helicopters. She didn’t see either.




She might not be able to locate a spygear-equipped military helo if it was up near its maximum operating ceiling, but something like that would be good enough that no one would also need tail cars. Same for anything even fancier, like an AWACS or one of the CIA’s Keyhole satellites. Not that she thought she rated anything like those kinds of surveillance.




Tim started up the car, while Aly pulled out her bug detection gear. He started back to NCIS headquarters, and Aly scanned for bugs and cameras and trackers. Not that the gear covered absolutely everything. Just like her telescopic scan of the sky couldn’t cover every possible option overhead.




They were on the highway about ten miles back toward Tim’s office, when he said, “They’re back. You were right. We’re being surveilled.”




She asked, “Which car?”




He said, “I saw the old blue pickup. It’s about a quarter mile back. It just slid back behind a big silver Freightliner, and now the gray Honda is moving up.”




She grumbled, “Crud. Now I’ve got to add that Freightliner to my ‘possibles’ list. That makes two cars, that pickup truck, and also something big enough to put a serious operation in.”




She had spotted the cars and pickup truck when she was driving to NCIS headquarters, and she had really hoped they wouldn’t tail her when she was in an NCIS car. But it seemed that someone was very, very interested in Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie.




Unfortunately, that could be a lot of people. Lieutenant Mackenzie had been a busy woman. And anyone who had connected the lieutenant with Aly Mack, or any of Aly’s other aliases, could enlarge the pool of suspects.




She sat in the car, adjusted the right wing mirror after she asked Tim for permission, and used her telescopic vision to get one license plate, then after a while, two more, and finally the plates for the big Freightliner. She used her built-in cellphone to call all four plates in.




A couple minutes later, her external cellphone buzzed in the tones which meant it was OSI business. Good. She answered, “Lieutenant Mackenzie speaking. No listening devices at this end, although Tim McGee is really nosy.”




Tim snickered and concentrated on driving.




“Tim seems like a responsible NCIS agent so I do not believe he would be a problem,” one of the Willowbots said. “Although this might be humor, in which case, perhaps you should put Tim off the scent by discussing D&D at length.”




“That’s an excellent idea,” Aly replied. Because really, she had wanted to talk D&D campaigns with Tim on this trip, and instead they had needed to spend pretty much all the driving time doing counter-surveillance.




Aly listened as the Willowbot gave all the details on the license numbers. All four plates were legit, and none of them had been reported stolen. Yet. Also, all four were on the right make and model of vehicle.




Aly pointed out, “It would be mega-bad tradecraft to use your real car to do technical surveillance.”




Tim added, “And not many people own their own Freightliner.”




The bot replied, “Those are salient points. Let me see… The company which owns that Freightliner has an electronic tracking system which has really poor security. And… that particular Freightliner ought to be getting an engine overhaul at their depot in Baltimore. Has someone stolen a semi from their depot?”




Tim explained, “More likely, someone used that ‘poor security’ to list the truck as getting an overhaul while they used it for improper purposes.”




“Thank you, Agent McGee. I shall ask Deputy Director Mueller to generate a list of possible options for these kinds of illicit usages, and I will disseminate it to all of the other Willowbots. Perhaps even WillowAlpha will be interested.”




Aly knew that WillowAlpha had sort of ‘moved on’ and taken a job as a computer expert for the Astria Porta project, but hardly anyone else had clearance to know about that project, and even most people with that clearance wouldn’t know that WillowAlpha was a fembot instead of a really nerdy programmer.




Aly said, “Thanks for the update. I think I need to deal with these people before they arrange something on their own schedule.”




“Please inform us before you make such an effort. I will just remind you that the last time you made a unilateral maneuver like that, you nearly died.”




Aly tried not to blush in embarrassment. “That’s a good point.” After all, she was now on the radar of a lot of really mega-dangerous people who could field mega-dangerous fighting forces. 




Once she hung up, Tim asked worriedly, “You nearly died?”




Aly told him a little bit about that op, but not even enough for him to tell what countries were involved.




Tim finally asked, “I would ask if you’re indestructible, but… That sounds pretty grim.”




Aly sighed. “Yeah. I’ve got to stop getting hurt so much. Rudy’s keeping a chart of everything he has to repair, every time I get back from a mission.”




Tim spilled, “Pretty much everyone on my team’s been hurt at least once, but I think that trumps even things that have happened to Gibbs.”




Aly hinted, “But we don’t really need to tell anyone else about it, do we?”




Tim asked, “Can I keep it in reserve for the next time Tony gets hurt and he’s complaining about it?”




Aly rolled her eyes. Just a little. “Well, only for Tony. And you have to really rub it in.”




Tim grinned, “I think I might be able to manage that.” He pulled into the parking area for NCIS staff, and he was already smirking.




Half an hour later, Aly was done talking to Tim’s NCIS team, and also done making arrangements. So she walked out to her car. It was the black OSI car with all the tags and plates and stickers that would let OSI operators drive onto places like Andrews Air Force Base and Quantico. So she was pretty sure that the people tailing her had already located it in the parking lot.




She walked out to the car, casually carrying her valise like it was empty, and not looking all around her. She was pretending to ignore the two black cars lurking at either end of the parking-area lane she was going to have to back into, and the Freightliner parked outside the fence where she would have to drive past it almost as soon as she got out of the NCIS parking lot.




And sure enough, as soon as she got to the car and pulled out the keys, one black car zoomed in and blocked her, with two guys jumping out behind her car while the driver kept her blocked in. And the other black car zoomed down the lane in front of her car, which she couldn’t even get to because of the SUV parked in front of her car. Okay, she could run that way if she wanted to leave her car behind. Two guys jumped out of that car too.




And naturally, all four guys and both drivers were in black suits with white shirts and skinny black ties. And black sunglasses. And crewcuts or buzzcuts or high and tights. All four were white and muscular and pretty much screamed ‘former military’. She was so surprised—not.




Also, all four already had handguns out. Two had M1911’s. One had a Glock 19. One had an M9 Beretta. So they all liked military or former-military hardware. And they were all treating her like a dangerous criminal. Which they probably needed to do, if they had gotten properly briefed from the guys Aly was guessing were behind this.




Okay, if they had gotten properly briefed on her, then they were standing way, way too close to her.




She looked at the guy with the Glock. “What’s the matter officer, was I speeding?”




“Hilarious, Lieutenant Mackenzie,” he snarled. “U.S. Army CID. You’ll put down your briefcase and come with us.”




She didn’t move. “First, it’s a valise. There’s an important difference. And second, I’m not going anywhere with you guys until you provide evidence of your authority, and you tell me why I’m being arrested.”




Snarling Guy snarled, “Shut your face, Mackenzie. And you’re being brought in for questioning in a matter of national security.”




“Dirty traitor,” one of the M1911 wielders whispered under his breath. Clearly, these guys had no idea about bionics. Or about reality.




She insisted, “This is stupid. You’re operating under disinformation. We can walk right into the NCIS offices behind us, and clear all this up. Unless you’re not even real CID officers. You sure don’t dress like real CID officers. In fact, I believe you’re attempting to kidnap me, which means you’re all criminals perpetrating felonies. On American soil, which is where you’re not supposed to be operating.”




Okay, that was just a guess, but she was already figuring these guys were CIA or a PMC for the CIA or the DoD. They sure dressed like it. And they hadn’t badged her, so they absolutely weren’t CID. Or NCIS. Or anything like FBI or DIA.




Somebody had totally not given these guys enough training on illegally impersonating federal officers.







Tony DiNozzo put his hands together in a stirrup as Ziva David kicked her shoes off. Thank God for that, because he had no idea how much this would hurt if she leapt into his cupped hands while still wearing those stilettos.




He was absolutely not thinking about how amazing her legs were while she was in those stilettos, either. He was definitely thinking about the two perps right behind him in the cab of the Freightliner, who were so dumb that they had rolled down their windows for easier shooting at Mackenzie. If Mackenzie could even be stopped by ordinary rifle fire. He wasn’t taking bets either way.




He wouldn’t have tried this, but Ziva wanted to. And Mackenzie was still stalling. That was easy to tell, because the second she stopped stalling, those four yahoos around her were going to be kissing asphalt.




Ziva did a short sprint at him, leapt into the stirrup of his hands, and got as big a boost as he could manage. And she flew right through that open window, like they had practiced or something.




There was the distinct thwack of someone’s skull meeting a blunt object, and then Ziva’s voice mercilessly insisting to someone else, “Now you will slowly put that rifle down, or else I will pull this trigger and put this nine millimeter round right into your ear.”




So he said at slightly above normal volume, “Mackenzie, you have a go.” After all, at this distance, she could probably hear a gnat farting.







Aly had her bionic ear turned way up, so she actually heard Tony. And she shifted into action.




The men had moved to trap her between her car and the car right next to it, which meant it was like ten inches behind her. So one guy was three feet to her right, and one guy was four feet to her left. The other two were at the front and back bumpers of her car, as backstops. And there were the two drivers, one in a car boxing her car in, and one on the next aisle over.




The guy on her right got a sidekick in the face that sent him flying backward. The guy on her left got a chin jab a split second later. The guy at the front bumper got a rubber stress ball to the forehead. She threw it hard enough to knock him off his feet. She threw her other stress ball at the temple of the guy over by the back bumper. That knocked him sideways into the side of the blocking vehicle. And she threw her valise at the driver in that car.




The driver ignored the valise coming at his window, and got a really un-fun surprise. Because she had something special in the bottom of that valise, even though she had been walking around like it only weighed a pound or two.




She had a 15.5” x 3.5” slab of lead that Fred’s group had machined for her. It fit snugly in the bottom of her valise without any sliding around. But it was 1.9 inches thick, so it was right around a hundred cubic inches of lead, and it weighed just over forty pounds. Plus it was moving at a pretty high speed. So the valise smashed through the window like it wasn’t even there, and smashed the driver into the far door.




That left the other driver, who was only just starting to react. Aly leapt over the downed badguys and went feet-first through the driver’s window right into his torso armor. She could see that he wasn’t wearing his seatbelt, so she didn’t worry quite as much about going feet-first into his chest. He got slammed through the car and out the still-open door on the other side. He landed on the asphalt with a thud.




Aly checked quickly, and none of the six were conscious. Also, both those stress balls were totally ruined. It was a good thing she had a box of them.







Gibbs stood impatiently on the street, right behind the Freightliner. He could hear the yelling inside the truck, as the operations officer over-reacted and started screeching at the backup team to get out of the truck and shoot Lieutenant Mackenzie full of holes.




The back doors started to swing open, so he grabbed one door and yanked hard. The operator opening that door had his hand firmly on a handle, and was pulled forward so he overbalanced with a squawk, and he did a faceplant on the asphalt right in front of Gibbs’ feet. The guy was in full armor, so his helmet took some of that impact. Not enough, but some.




Gibbs pointed his riot shotgun at the next two armed men, while McGee stood beside him and did likewise. “NCIS. You’re all under arrest.”




DiNozzo dashed around the corner of the truck with his M4A1 at the ready. He gasped, “Did I miss it? She took down all of ’em, didn’t she? And I missed it?”




McGee smiled, “It looks like they have it on their surveillance monitors. So you can watch it. In slow motion.”




DiNozzo stopped and grinned. “I probably need slo-mo to watch her, don’t I?”





Part II



Aly stared through the one-way mirror. In the room on the other side of the glass, Gibbs and Ziva were cracking one of the black-suit guys.




The guy was desperately insisting, “No no no! You’ve got it all wrong! I’m a patriot! I mean, we’re all patriots! That bitch is an enemy of the United States of America! We got directives!”




Gibbs gave that guy a glare that looked like it could have burned a gaping hole through him. “You will not use the word ‘bitch’ when talking about one of America’s greatest heroes!”




Aly tried hard not to blush. That was totally embarrassing. Having Tony standing next to her and giving her a big ‘I know that embarrassed you’ smirk just made it worse.




And she quietly stood there as Gibbs tore that guy apart, pointing out all the federal crimes those guys had done just in the last couple hours, starting with impersonating a federal officer.




Because, of course, all those guys were Xe Consulting, meaning they used to be Blackwater before Aly and Oscar had helped shut them down and get some of their CIA connections sort-of-fired. And because of the Blackwater background, they knew her as Alyson Hassa Macrae, who was part Egyptian and part Russian. 




So the guy spilled. They had gotten directives from their team leader’s boss that Aly was this part-Egyptian super-spy for the Russkies who was impersonating a U.S. Marine officer, and they needed to round her up and haul her in for some ‘enhanced interrogation’.




Crud. Aly hated ‘enhanced interrogation’. She didn’t even like regular interrogation stuff. As far as she was concerned, enhanced interrogation was really just torture dressed up to make it easier to lie about it.




And it didn’t even work. Not on trained agents and trained military operators. And anyone else who had gone through SERE training.




She nudged Tony, and they silently moved out of the observation post, into the hall.




Tony looked at her expression and said, “Got a plan?”




Aly asked, “What are the odds that Gibbs can turn a couple of these guys enough that they would be willing to haul me off to their secret interrogation spot so you guys can charge in and bust another dozen or two of these jerkheads?”




Tony gave her the raised eyebrows. “Jerkheads? These guys were going to waterboard you. Or strap you on a table and hit your privates with high voltage. Or worse! And the worst you can come up with is ‘jerkheads’? What kind of Marine are you?”




“I’ve had worse happen to me,” she admitted. “And… okay, I’m not good at cursing.”




He stopped teasing her. “I figure Gibbs can crack maybe half of these dimwits. But there’s no way you could count on them playing it straight when you want them to betray their teammates and the guys who might have recruited them. So that’s a bad plan.”




She just clenched her teeth. Because he was right. A good plan would have lots of fallbacks and alternatives and stuff, instead of her ‘hope this works because my backup plan is beating everyone up’ idea. Even if she wanted to beat up some of these jerkheads. Again.




Oh. And she wanted Ziva to tell more about Tony tossing her into the cab of that Freightliner so she could knock out one guy and shove a handgun in the driver’s ear. Even if Ziva and Tony wanted to sit and watch the security camera footage of Aly taking down those six guys. Tony was talking like it should be run in slow motion with colorcasters narrating about her moves and using phrases like ‘up close and personal!’ or ‘she’s giving a hundred ten percent today!’.




Okay, he was really funny talking about it like that. His colorcaster impersonations were a lot funnier than she had thought they would be. Especially the Howard Cosell imitation. “That’s right Dandy Don, I haven’t seen a combination like that since the WWE Kung Fu Smackdown of ‘85!”




She was still going to argue with Tony some more, even if she was going to sit down first and see if she could lay out some backup plans. 




But just about the time she was going to try to work up some options so she could argue with Tony—and Gibbs too, because Tony was bound to bring in the heavy hitter if Aly had too many good points—her phone went off. And the ringtone meant it was OSI business. She quickly snatched it out of her pocket, being careful not to rip her pocket off, like she’d done once before.




Okay, twice. But not recently.




“Aly here.”




It was Rinkin, and she wasn’t sounding happy. “Aly, we have a potential crisis, and you need to be updated on it.”




Aly apologized, “Look, I’m totally sorry I beat up those Xe Consulting jerks and gave all of ’em concussions, but they were trying to kidnap me and probably go with some ‘enhanced interrogation’ too.”




Rinkin cut in, “No. It’s not that. You were well within our ROE, considering it was six armed ex-military and a truckload of backup assault forces. This is another problem.”




Well crud. “What happened?”




Rinkin explained, “A different Xe Consulting group was moving three men to a military prison in New Jersey for the U.S. Army. The six-man team was gassed before the transport vehicle got halfway through Delaware, and somehow none of them were seriously injured.”




“Well, that’s not suspicious at all,” Aly said mega-sarcastically.




“Our opinion as well,” Rinkin agreed. “The key point is that two of the three men being transported are men you have dealt with. ‘Agent’ Robert Michaels who kidnapped Alyson Hassa Macrae at the Norfolk Airport, and Lieutenant Lionel Rogers Junior, who attempted to interfere with Lieutenant Mackenzie’s mission at Andrews AFB.”




“Well… crud.”




Rinkin pushed, “I can’t go because I’m in meetings for another couple hours with some people the Joint Chiefs have pulled together. Andrew can’t go, because he’s still on his way back from a case on the West Coast. Kate is in Canada on an op. That means we need you on this one. We need you to let NCIS handle your current situation, and we want you to drive over to the incident site just north of Seaford. You should expect local LEOs and state police and CID. There may also be FBI investigators, DIA investigators, CIA operators who shouldn’t be there, or even one of Xe Consulting’s in-house investigation teams. You will be Lieutenant Mackenzie, seconded to the OSI. That suspiciously fast-acting anesthetic gas puts this in our purview too.”




“Yes m- I mean, yes Rinkin,” Aly corrected herself. Because Rinkin was still trying to break Aly’s habit of saying ‘yes ma’am’ to her, even if she said ‘yes sir’ to Oscar plenty of times. She continued, “But I don’t even know where Seaford is.”




“Don’t worry about that,” Rinkin said. “One of the Lindas will navigate you there.”




“Okay. I’m on my way as soon as I can disengage here and get my car out of the parking area.”




That turned out to be easier said than done. Gibbs wanted to talk to Aly, but only after he was done squeezing the Xe Consulting guy he was currently ‘interviewing’. Aly had to call Gibbs on his phone and tell him she had to leave for another case, but he could call her anytime to ask her whatever. He wasn’t happy about that.




Okay, Aly wasn’t happy about it either. She liked Gibbs. And she liked having Gibbs not being mad at her.




Then, when she got out in the parking lot, her car was still blocked in by that car that had parked behind her. Maybe she shouldn’t have thrown that valise through the window and made a situation that had to have forensics run on it. Or maybe she shouldn’t have slammed that guy into the side of that car with that second stress ball. And that had been one of her teal stress balls, which she wanted to keep. The orange stress balls were a weird orange-ish color she didn’t like, and she didn’t mind losing them.




But the forensics had been done, and Abby had even told somebody to get the car moved, but it hadn’t happened yet. So Aly got Abby to stand there and watch for anyone snooping around, and Aly shoved the car. It was in park with the brake on, so it didn’t want to move, so she sort of broke some stuff when she forced it far enough forward. She also left hand-sized dents in the bumper, which Abby promised to ‘analyze’ and come up with something other than some young woman’s handprints.




Aly gave Abby a quick hug, hopped in the OSI car, and got going.




The D.C. area was terrible to drive through, but it wasn’t like driving all the way north through California the long way. It didn’t take that long for Aly to get over to the ‘accident’ site. And it was pretty hard to miss. Because it was one crashed transport van visible from the road, and at least fifteen official cars all along the road or just off the road near the transport van.




She parked behind a Sussex County police car, and made sure all the stuff she needed was hanging on her Marine Corps lanyard. Then she walked into the fray. There were police officers doing policework, like dusting the transport van for prints and photographing shoeprints around it. And then there were people arguing about who was really in charge and who should get jurisdiction. She used her bionic ear to eavesdrop.




“Oh Christ! Who let the little girls in here?”




“What?”




Several arguers turned to stare at her. The rude guy was a Delaware State Police officer in plainclothes. Aly used her telescopic vision to read his badge, which was hanging on the side of his belt, where his bulging stomach didn’t quite hide it.




She marched right up to him and said, “Captain Murchison, right?” He nodded and started to say something, so she just talked over him. “Perfect. My people warned me that you would be a problem, and probably would ignore information our agency can provide.”




“Whoa!” Captain Murchison bellowed. “Who said I was a problem? And what information are you talking about?”




Wow. He had a serious accent. He had probably lived in the area all his life, which meant he would know the area better than anyone else present. Okay, it also meant that he—or someone he knew—could be in on the crime.




A guy in an FBI lanyard over an off-the-rack suit cut in. “FBI Special Agent Mark Jefferson. Who are you, and what intelligence can you provide?”




She shook his hand and put some extra squeeze into it to make sure he didn’t underestimate her too much. “Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie, U.S. Marines. Seconded to the Office of Scientific Investigation. And we could take the case away, but we’re not interested in that unless it’s absolutely necessary. We just want some solid investigation done. Two of the three perps who vanished are persons of interest within the OSI, and both of them tried—in different operations—to take down at least one OSI field agent. Also, Xe Consulting should not have been allowed to run this transport, because one of the felons, Michaels, was working as a Blackwater agent when he was performing that kidnapping and attempted murder. So his bosses are these people’s bosses. I consider that to be pretty substantial motive.”




“Crap!” Captain Murchison snapped. “Why didn’t anyone tell us this shit?”




FBI Special Agent Jefferson and the Army CID captain both growled, “Can you prove any of that?” Okay, Special Agent Jefferson asked nicely, and Army CID Captain Orletti—if his ID was legit—asked totally not-nicely.




“Absolutely,” she insisted to both of them. “I wouldn’t put it forth first thing if I couldn’t. The incident with Rogers was investigated in part by NCIS Special Agent Leroy Jethro Gibbs, and you can call him on the phone and ask him, if you dare.” That got a laugh out of someone behind her, and snickers out of a couple other guys. “The CID also investigated it and their report agreed with the NCIS and Air Force SF reports. As it happens, there are roughly fifty witnesses to that incident, since it happened on the tarmac at Andrews in front of an entire Army rifle company.”




“Shit!” the CID captain swore. “I know what that one has to be. A major smuggling operation that got screwed up because the man at this end over-reacted about something irrelevant.”




She kept going, “The incident with Michaels was investigated by the OSI and the TSA and the FBI, since it occurred in a controlled-access area at Norfolk Airport. Two Blackwater agents who were supposed to execute the American girl, two CIA officers, one running the op and one set to impersonate the girl, and four Blackwater agents past the access control points who were designated as cleaners. All were arrested or ‘taken in for questioning’. In fact, it’s one of the little disasters that led Blackwater to disband and quickly re-structure as Xe Consulting. That, and the same week in Monaco when they tried to assassinate a man on the CIA red lists, only they had the wrong man. The actual target was nowhere near Monaco. But they kept the same personnel as much as feasible, so the people who sent Michaels and his team to Norfolk Airport are likely to be some of the same people who arranged for this transport or knew about it.”




A good-looking older man off to the side growled, “Great. That ought to put half a dozen CIA contracts with Xe into the shredder.”




She asked, “And you are?”




He shrugged, “I’m nobody. Charles Grant. CIA Internal Affairs investigator, for my sins. I’m not a field operative, so I can be out here. And this does have connections to some internal CIA investigations, so I’d be pretty happy if someone could get to the bottom of this clusterfuck. Oh, and I sure as hell don’t want jurisdiction either.”




Captain Murchison growled, “Okay, so who does want jurisdiction, besides us and the FBI and the CID?”




A DIA agent whose lanyard ID said ‘Special Agent Robert Wallace’ said, “I’d like jurisdiction, but I’ve already been told the FBI takes precedence over us on this one.”




Agent Jefferson said, “Thanks. And there’s a Xe Consulting ‘investigative unit’ over in that black van up the road, where we’ve got two men interviewing them and keeping them out of the forensics.”




Agent Wallace groaned, “Fuck that. You can keep ’em.”




Murchison asked Jefferson, “Okay Mark, can we do joint jurisdiction on this, and keep everyone else from trampling over what little evidence we’re gonna get?”




Aly asked, “Can anyone tell me what the gas canister looks like?”




“What?” Murchison asked. 




Aly insisted, “The canister that must have been inside the transport van and released the knockout gas. If it wasn’t in the van, the gas cloud necessary to do this would have taken out every car on the road, and would still be persisting in low areas.” 




She knew all that, because after she and Rinkin and Faith Lehane had dealt with a poison gas attack by Garthe Knight’s jets, Rinkin had made sure a bunch of OSI agents got some specialized training on stuff like that. 




Okay, it was also personal for Rinkin. Mega-personal. But Aly wasn’t talking about what had happened to this Rinkin’s parents back in Japan when Rinkin was little.




She continued, “If it acted fast enough to prevent the guards from calling for help on the van radio, and it acted fast enough to prevent the driver from pulling over, then it’s something non-standard, and that puts it in the OSI’s purview. But we don’t want jurisdiction unless we have to take it. We just want cooperation, and someone who will listen to some experts on this. We know of almost a dozen organizations with gases that can do this, and half of them are intelligence agencies of hostile or at least suspect foreign powers. The other half are worse. And someone, possibly a Xe Consulting contractor, must have placed the canister. Someone actually in the van may have triggered the gas at the right point.”




The FBI guy said, “That’s what I was saying!”




The CID guy argued, “We don’t have bloodwork back on the vics yet. We have no idea if this is right.”




The CIA guy casually strolled over to Aly and whispered, “OSI?” She nodded. “Just how much OSI are you?”




Well crud. She had been hoping no one at the site knew about certain OSI agents.




Part III



Aly pretended she had no idea what Agent Grant was talking about. “I am only seconded to the OSI. I’m a Marine.”




He smirked at her. “Right. Like Steve was ‘only’ an Air Force colonel.”




Well crud. If he knew Steve, then he probably knew that Steve wasn’t your average, ordinary Air Force colonel. Steve was terrible about hiding his bionic abilities.




She fudged, “Not everyone at the OSI is like Colonel Austin.”




“Or Jaime,” he smiled mischievously.




Crud! How much did he know about the OSI and bionic agents?




She sort of lied, “The Austins have sort of retired. They’re in Kansas or Wyoming or somewhere.”




“Kansas,” he stated firmly. “My wife Cora and I still get Christmas cards from them.”




Crud, if he got Christmas cards from Steve and Jaime, he probably knew way too much about them, and Oscar, and the OSI. She tried, “Do you know Mister Goldman too?”




He grinned, “We met him at Steve and Jaime’s wedding.”




She tried dodging the whole issue. “If you’re really CIA internal affairs, then you ought to be shutting down any Xe Consulting contracts as fast as humanly possible. The Blackwater team that tried to kidnap the ‘girl’ and murder her? That was me, operating undercover. The Blackwater team that tried the assassination on a Qumari national? I stopped them. Also, while undercover. So you can get eyewitness testimony on this anytime you want. Just call Oscar Goldman and arrange for me to testify. And Rogers, the guy who tried to kill a Marine on the Andrews tarmac? That was also me. So we sort of suspect this grab may be aimed at the OSI, and specifically at me, because Xe Consulting just got caught by NCIS while trying to kidnap me for a little ‘enhanced interrogation’.”




Agent Grant said, “You need to talk to the DoD and the Pentagon and Congress, because they’re the ones who keep supporting these PMCs like Xe.”




Aly muttered, “I’ll let Mister Goldman know, but I suspect he’s way ahead of me on everything like that.”




And it looked like she was going to have to do something about some stuff. Because she had been standing where she could keep that Xe Consulting van in her peripheral vision, and she had her bionic hearing up too. And unfortunately, it looked like the Xe guys had pulled a really big rabbit out of a pretty tiny hat, because someone was making the FBI guys back off.




She listened in as one of the FBI agents tried to argue over his radio with someone who was obviously a superior. “…but sir, these people are not federal agents, and some of their own people are our chief suspects!”




“Doesn’t matter, Kramer. I just got word from well above our supervisor that we’re going to have to let them into the crime scene, regardless.”




“Sir, isn’t there anything we can do?”




“If you can catch them doing something illegal, say… tampering with evidence or interfering with a crime scene, and maybe someone accidentally videotapes it on their phone? Then you can arrest them and get them the hell out of our hair.”




“Yes sir!”




Well crud. Aly interrupted, “Crisis incoming.” And she hurried over to where Captain Murchison was talking to FBI Agent Jefferson. She cut in on them too. “Xe Consulting just got someone to stomp all over the FBI, so Special Agent Jefferson is going to hear about this any second now. And the FBI agents are being ordered to let the Xe investigators wallow around in the crime scene.”




“How the hell do you know that?” Murchison snarled at her.




She lied, “Lip reading. Are your forensics and photography people finished? Because I have no confidence that these Xe operators are here to investigate, and not to conceal evidence of colleagues committing major felonies.”




Murchison looked over at the crime scene. He called out, “Webber! Done yet?”




A middle-aged black guy about forty yards away stood up and gave him a thumbs-up.




Murchison gave her a nasty smirk. “Now, if they ‘find’ anything, we’ve got photographic evidence that they planted it.”




Aly asked, “Is there anything important just outside the crime scene that they might trample? Entirely accidentally, of course… Like the infil and exfil?”




Murchison said, “Webber’s team already found that. It’s a bit… incomplete, though.”




Special Agent Jefferson cursed, “God damn it. Can you run us past it before those Xe assholes ruin it?”




Murchison said, “Run on down to Webber and tell him I said to show it to you.”




Aly looked over at Jefferson and said, “Let’s make it quick, before you get the same orders your team just did.”




He gave her a nod, and he pulled out his phone. She could see with her telescopic vision that he was putting it on ‘Do Not Disturb’ which she was pretty sure he wasn’t supposed to do in a situation like this one. So she pretended she hadn’t noticed what he was doing, and she let him set the pace. He wasn’t that fast, but he was doing better than a jog. He moved so he was in Webber’s field of view the entire time, so the guy was waiting for them. Then he said, “Captain Murchison said for you to show us the infil and exfil before the Xe Consulting ‘investigators’ trample through it.”




Webber grimaced, “At first we thought it might be the infil and exfil, but… Well, let me show you.”




He handed out forensic gloves and booties, and Aly slipped hers on while Agent Jefferson expertly donned his. Then he walked them to the rear of the van, where the rear doors were pried open. Aly could see that the back, where the prisoners were, was completely separated from the cab, where the driver and maybe one other guard had been sitting.




Webber narrated, “You can see the tracks coming in and then walking back out.” Aly looked at the really deep imprints of really big boots that looked like they had really high-traction treads on the soles. She studied them, using her telescopic vision to get lots of details on the prints, and she thought the exfil prints looked a little deeper than the infil prints.




He kept going. “We don’t know what they used to pry these doors open.”




Aly looked at the marks and managed not to say anything. Not even ‘crud’. But she knew. Because they looked like hands the size of a baseball glove, with fingers the size of knackwursts, had just bent the metal up and busted the lock by force. Okay, she knew that from experience.




Webber showed them the infil and exfil steps, which went maybe sixty feet away from the road to a rocky area where they appeared and disappeared from.




Agent Jefferson asked, “Any signs of helicopter skids, or wheels?”




Webber grimaced, “Nope, but a lot of the grass is showing the downburst pattern we’d expect to see if a single-rotor chopper was right here, maybe a foot or two off the ground, for, say, long enough for two men to trek over to the van, bust it open, and walk back.”




Agent Jefferson checked, “But what about the three missing cons?”




Aly asked, “How heavy would the walkers have to be, to make imprints that deep?”




Webber looked at her and grimaced again. “That’s the thing. Thompson’s estimating the walker would have to be maybe half a ton to leave that deep an imprint with that big a shoe, and even heavier on the way out.”




Aly sighed unhappily. “Yeah, that’s about what I was figuring.” Both men gave her confused looks. She asked, “Has anyone found the two gas canisters?”




Agent Jefferson nodded, “Right. Separated cab. A gas canister for the cab, and one for the back.”




Webber nodded, “Both were glued up under the seats with caulk. Both had releases that snapped open once they got a radio signal, and both had pretty decent-sized radio antennas along the length of the canister.”




Agent Jefferson checked, “Did any of the guards have a radio trigger?”




Webber shook his head no. “Garson was on the ball as soon as we all saw that these guys were just hanging limp in their seatbelts. No one had done a header into the windshield or a wall, but they were all out cold. And when we got the cab doors open, there was a whitish gas that laid out two of my guys. We’re assuming the rear was already cleared just from leaving those doors open until we got here. So Garson searched the floor, and he searched each of the guards as the EMTs hauled ’em out of the van.”




Aly tried not to grimace. “Okay, it looks like these Xe Consulting guards might actually be patsies on this job. Maybe. But someone had to arm and plant those gas canisters, and someone had to leak details of this run well before then, so there was enough time to plan this out. Because what they used to take the prisoners is not standard. It’s non-standard enough to fall under OSI purview, even ignoring the gas. Next question: any eyewitnesses? Because someone either saw that helo, or they saw something weird.”




Webber gave her a look. “How weird do you want? Because the county mounties have five people in three different cars going southbound, who all said something like it was a ‘giant invisible blur’ or a ‘big fuzzy gray ball’ that a couple ‘big aliens in spacesuits’ went in and out of.”




Ugh. And crud. That sounded totally like the visual scrambling system on Garthe Knight’s VTOL jets. Putting it on a helo wouldn’t be hard for his staffers. “While carrying the prisoners over their shoulders like it was easy,” Aly guessed.




Webber gave her a suspicious look. “How’d you know?”




Aly sighed. “I’m gonna have to get both of you to sign an NDA.”




Jefferson asked suspiciously, “Is this the usual OSI ‘this is too high-tech for you lowly mortals’ bullshit?”




Aly tried not to react to that. “Yeah. Pretty much. If I told you it was two power armor operators and a helo with a radar scrambler and a really good holographic imaging system, would you believe me?”




“Hell no,” Webber snapped.




But Agent Jefferson stopped to look at the footprints she had made. That told her that he knew too much about OSI bionic agents too. He said, “If you’ll accept jurisdiction so we can clear this case, I’ll believe that and also a green witch throwing winged monkeys at us.”




Aly rolled her eyes a little bit. “Good enough. I’ve got some NDA forms in my valise. And you can let the Xe guys trample all over the crime scene, because they’re never going to believe me.”




And by the time she had Webber and Murchison and Jefferson under NDAs, and also jurisdictional control of the case and crime scene, she had six Xe Consulting guys swarming over the transport van and the rest of the crime scene.




On the upside, she had most everyone packing up and clearing out, and the traffic up and down U.S. Route 13 running more smoothly. On the downside, she had the DIA guy and Charles Grant—who she utterly did not believe was no longer a CIA operator—pestering her for the deets. At least they both wanted to sign NDAs.




She also didn’t believe either of them would respect those NDAs when they went back and debriefed. The FBI guy? He seemed really clean-cut and wholesome, if a little sneakier than she had expected. She thought he would stick to the NDA. Captain Murchison? He seemed like he would rather shoot himself in the foot than tell a crazy story like that to his bosses.




So she led the two of them over to the lead guy for the Xe forensics team. She badged the guy. He totally reacted when he saw her name and ID, so she was pretty sure he knew that Xe Consulting had her on some sort of red list. If it was a ‘kill on sight’ list, then he was going to have some real problems, not even counting that she had CIA officer Charles Grant and DIA agent Robert Wallace, both armed, alongside her.




The guy frowned at her, “Tom Hiller. Xe Consulting Special Investigations. We know who you are, Lieutenant. And we know about you and some Blackwater operators.”




She checked, “Any relation to Barney Hiller and his son Benjamin Hiller?”




The guy shrugged, “Maybe. It’s not a common name.”




She decided to run his name through some OSI verification, just in case. But she moved on, “Fine. I don’t trust Xe, just like I didn’t trust Blackwater. So I recommend you run each of your guards through a lie detector and check. But it’s possible that every single one of them is a patsy on this op. Someone loaded two gas canisters with remote triggers in the cab and rear of the transport van. That could have been a Xe logistics or support person, but it could have been done as an infiltration op against you. At a convenient point, a helo under high-tech radar and visual screening probably triggered the canisters and took out your guards, so the van crashed in a spot where they could make an easy recovery. Like right here. They used operators in power armor to tear the rear open, carry the targets back to the helo, and exfil.”




It didn’t look like Hiller wanted to listen to her, but she was giving his company a huge out. So she kept going. “The targets are probably not recoverable, because the evidence is telling me that the people behind this op are working for Garthe Knight.”




Charles Grant didn’t visibly react, except for a tiny wince around the eyes that maybe wasn’t visible without bionics. But the DIA guy said some really filthy stuff under his breath.







Lionel Rogers, Jr. let the thugs shove him into the room. It was some sort of conference room. He had no idea who the other two men were, but he knew they were criminals who were getting transported in the same transport van as him. Then he had passed out… and woken up in a helicopter, where he was being guarded by two men in really dangerous-looking power armor.




He hadn’t wanted to end up in some military prison, but he wasn’t sure this was any better. So he kept his mouth shut and waited to see what was on the table, and what they wanted from him. The one thing he wasn’t going to do was roll over on his dad. Pretty much everything else was up for grabs.




A vicious-looking guy in an expensive suit walked in. He said, “Good afternoon, gentlemen. You can call me ‘Bishop’. It’s not my real name. Now then. The three of you all know at least one of these two women…”




He clicked a hand control, and one wall lit up with an image. It was a split-screen. He had no idea who the smoking-hot brunette sexpot on the left was. But his teeth clenched at the image on the right. It was definitely that bitch Lieutenant Mackenzie.




‘Bishop’ said, “FLAG agent Faith Lehane. OSI agent Marine Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie. How would you men feel about getting superpowers and getting a chance to wreck these bitches?”




He was already answering while Bishop was only partway through his pitch. “I’m in!”






Part IV



Aly was driving back to the OSI base and debriefing on a three-way conference call to both Oscar and Rinkin at the same time. “So that’s why I’m pretty sure we’ve got more Garthe Knight problems.”




Oscar just said, “All of that sounds a lot more solid than some of what we have worked with before.”




Rinkin didn’t say anything, but she was probably thinking some really bad words.




Peggy Three, who was taking notes electronically, said, “I believe I have further evidence in favor of your theory, Aly. The third man who was being moved is Harold ‘Hal’ Gregory, U.S. Army officer whose malfeasance was uncovered in a FLAG operation by Faith Lehane and KASS.”




Aly groaned, “Great. So someone way higher up than these Xe guards probably set up this special transport of guys Garthe’s people wanted to get their mitts on.”




Oscar said, “We’ll have to look into who hired Xe as a PMC and who created this assignment for them.”




That was what Aly thought too. Probably some fancy colonel or general in the U.S. Army who was in Garthe’s pocket and probably had a huge pile of money hidden in a secret offshore bank account. That seemed to be part of the Garthe Knight playbook.




Rinkin said, “So we may have more Ultramen pointed at you and Faith any day now.”




Peggy Three just said, “Peggy Zero is calling FLAG now to give them a heads-up.”




Oscar said, “Please tell Peggy we said thank you.”




Peggy Three continued, “And we just received a transmission from the Willowbots. Thomas Hiller is apparently related to Barney Hiller, but not closely. A fourth cousin once removed, so it is not clear whether he would have any idea who they are, or whether he would have ever met Barney or Benjy Hiller.”




Well, that was nice and vague. Aly wondered, “Is there any chance that the Hiller fam has big family reunion type things every year? Or maybe someone in their family hits the big genealogy websites all the time?”




Peggy Three calmly said, “We can put those queries to the Willowbots and let them do some investigation.”




“Thank you.” Because really, what more could anyone do? 




Rinkin pointed out, “It’s fairly unlikely that there’s anyone else in their immediate family who’s famous, and Barney Hiller was one of the top American race drivers for eight or ten consecutive years. Everyone remotely related to him is bound to know his name, even if they never met him. So I think it’s probable that Tom Hiller was being less than honest with you. After all, it looks like some of the people at Xe Consulting do have you on their to-do lists.”




“Crud,” Aly muttered. Why did all these badguys have to be so grudge-y? Okay, she held grudges too. And the Monaco one about Aleksandr Armen had nearly gotten her tortured, gang-raped, and then killed. And it had put her on Armen’s radar too. Maybe she needed to think about all the grudges she had, and talk to the OSI shrinks about letting them go.




Aly was all the way through the gate and driving to the parking garage when she got the call she was expecting.




“Hey A-Team, it’s me and the homegirl!” Faith announced over a connection that was pretty clean, considering Faith was probably doing two hundred miles an hour down somebody’s highway, and at that speed there would be a lot of wind noise on a motorcycle.




“We would already be there, but some people drive like snails,” KASS complained.




Aly tried not to laugh, but Faith and KASS were really fun. She said, “I’m checking in my mega-boring military car, and then I’ll be at my apartment, changing out of my disguise. Where do you wanna meet? Rinkin’s fancy deputy director office?”




Faith laughed at that. “Yeah, me and my boo’ll meet ya there, and we’ll be bustin’ Rin’s chops over the office thing.”




Aly tried, “Don’t be mean. She doesn’t get to go out in the field much anymore. She does mega-grim stuff like having to meet with DIA headquarters types in mega-boring meeting rooms.”




“Ugh,” Faith and KASS both complained. Faith added, “That sucks.”




KASS added, “I bet they don’t even own a motorcycle.”




“Their loss!” Faith smirked.




“True dat,” KASS replied.




Faith suddenly cut into the chatter, “Hey! Looks like a cop’s pulling granny over for a busted taillight or sump’m, so we can get movin’ again.”




KASS smugly said, “I told you I could shoot out that taillight without anyone noticing.”




Faith hissed, “Sshh! We don’t A-Team about that stuff!”




And the call abruptly ended.




So then, Aly was totally wondering what else they weren’t telling her. It was probably all stuff she didn’t want to know anyway.




But she figured she had better warn Rinkin. So she called while she was cleaning her ‘Lieutenant Mackenzie’ boots. She just put the phone on speakerphone. 




“Hi Aly, is there a problem?”




Aly explained, “Well, not really, but Faith and KASS are gonna be here at any minute, and I sorta agreed to meet ’em at your office. And I think they’re gonna tease you about you being desk-bound and stuff.”




Rinkin laughed lightly. “Not a problem, Aly. Really. Just… Oh, I think you could call them back right now, and tell them we’re meeting, but in the gym.”




Aly had a sudden mental image of Rinkin holding KASS up over her head while KASS begged to be put back down. She kind of giggled as she said, “I can do that.”







Lionel Rogers, Jr. followed Michaels and Gregory into what would be a big gym area, except that it was open to the sky. Around two of the sides, there were sheds and shit to protect the workout gear, which apparently got moved out into the open when someone wanted to work out in there.




Bishop walked in from a different door and gave them all an evil smirk. “We just wanted to give you three some options. Superpowers are great and all, but they won’t make you the Incredible Hulk. Just so you know, Lehane and Mack both have superpowers. So you’ll need to bring it, even with powers. So let me show you a little bit of what these bitches can do, and then let me show you some of the ‘power ups’ we can now offer you.”




One of the sheds had an all-white wall, and suddenly there was a movie playing on it. A horror movie. A shaky bodycam shot from what looked like maybe a patrolman firing at… a monster. A tall blue thing that looked like some mad scientist had turned a woman into one of the gargoyles from that old cartoon. Or maybe something worse, since it had a tail that sliced through… pretty much anything it hit. Holy shit.




And there came Lieutenant Mackenzie, dressed like a fed instead of in utes, and… Jesus Christ! Nobody could run that fast. Nobody was that strong. And… She just ripped the bumper off a car like it was balsa wood, held in place with chewing gum. Christ, she must’ve been laughing her ass off at him trying to take her down.




Michaels was looking like he was about to shit his pants. Maybe Michaels had tried fighting Mackenzie too.




Bishop stopped the video. “Let me introduce you to half of the combatants.” He turned his head and looked up before he called out. “Hey Whip! You set?”




And the gargoyle from the video just dropped in from a couple hundred feet up, landing on clawed feet with her wings outstretched. She—because that was obviously a she—looked even more dangerous in person. She furled her wings and coiled up her tail. Then she grinned at Bishop, “Bishop, I’m always set.”




With those teeth and fangs, that grin was pretty goddamn intimidating.




She turned toward him and Michaels and Gregory, and she barked at them like she’d been a DI in a former life. “Gentlemen! Do not underestimate this bitch! One of the auxiliaries at this fight had a capture net system. Steel alloy cables, a launcher that can put a hole in a car door… They missed me and accidentally hit her right in the chest. The impact should’ve caved in her ribcage. It didn’t. While she was wrapped up in that steel capture net, I grabbed her and flew off. She tore her way loose from a steel net and dove several hundred feet down into… this.”




The image changed to stock footage of one of those weirs like a low dam. A Zodiac with four ballistic gel dummies went over the top of the dam, into the weir. A goddamn unsinkable Zodiac just got… inhaled by that damn weir. Then there was footage from several days later, showing what of the Zodiac and the dummies made it downstream. Everything including pieces of the Zodiac’s motor looked like it had been dropped into a giant chipper-shredder.




“We assumed she was dead. Falling into one of these is not survivable. But you know what they say about when you assume…”




Bishop stepped forward. “Thanks, Whip.” ‘Whip’ leapt into the air a lot higher than looked possible before she snapped her wings out and casually flew up to the top of the walls, where there was a small perch she sat on. She glared down at them. Rogers had the feeling that he was a small lizard looking up at a hungry eagle.




Bishop smiled, “We can give you a form like Whip. Strong, tough, bullet-resistant, flight, a tail that can slice through metal, claws, you name it. Or we can now give you a tougher form…”




The image changed. It was apparently a security camera in a big room. There was something like Whip, only with heavy scales. Uglier, scarier, probably tougher. And it was wrecking some real monsters. Things that looked like a mad scientist had tried to create zombies, and maybe the hog version of ‘Whip’ with similar wings, and some shit he couldn’t identify from this camera. But that scaly thing was definitely winning the fight.




The image changed again to another, similar, security camera in another, similar, spot. Only that was Faith Lehane, wearing what looked like most of Iron Man’s armor. If Iron Man’s armor also had motorcycle wheels and some other shit that didn’t go with power armor. And she was punching the shit out of a couple more of those monsters, including something that was maybe part ape and part Whip.




Gregory growled, “Fuckin’ Lehane!”




Michaels asked, “Why can’t we just have power armor, like the guys who rescued us?”




Bishop gave him a nasty smile. “I was hoping one of you would ask. Here’s how one of our heavy power armors did against Lieutenant Mackenzie.”




He pointed at the screen, and the image changed again. It was apparently a helmet cam, as a power armor operator walked through a fog.




Bishop explained, “We laid down a blanket of toxic gas. A paralytic and sedative. One whiff, and you’re frozen right away, and then unconscious in seconds after that. Or, at least that’s what’s supposed to happen.”




And out of the gas cloud walked three women. One of them was Mackenzie in a firefighter’s SCBA mask. Mackenzie engaged the power armor operator, and… Jesus! If that was really high-end power armor, there was no way you could just ‘block’ a strike from it. But Mackenzie had no trouble smacking that power armor punch off to the side. And then she just manhandled the guy. It was like watching the viewpoint of a chewtoy in a mastiff’s mouth. Mackenzie pretty much bodyslammed the poor guy like he was weightless. One moment, the view was Mackenzie, Then it was the sky. Then it was the ground. Then the sky again. Then the ground again.




Bishop pointed out, “That armor, plus the operator, was roughly twelve hundred pounds.”




Shit. But there was more helmet cam footage, of Lehane in the armor and a full facemask like a motorcyclist’s helmet, punching the lights out of another power armor operator.




Bishop just said, “We don’t have power armor that can stop Mackenzie, and once Lehane gets in her armor, she’s almost as dangerous.”




The image changed. This time, it was Bishop in nothing but exercise shorts. Five armed, armored soldiers in full battle rattle and M16’s charged him and fired on him. Bishop took the hits, although they were definitely punching into him. Then he got close to the men and literally ripped them apart.




Bishop said, “We call this form the Ultraman. Not bullet-resistant, but you can soak up the damage. You’ll have to get repaired again afterward, and trust me, getting shot like this isn’t fun. Neither is the repair work. Almost as strong as Whip. Amazing durability. Quicker than human, but not nearly as quick as Mackenzie.”




Rogers asked, “What can stop Mackenzie?”




Bishop smiled wickedly. “Good question. Our scientists have two new products ready for someone like you to try out.” He pointed at the screen, and an image of a half-lion, half-man appeared on the screen. “This is the Wemic. Strength, speed, quickness, durability, ability to run faster on all fours, claws and fangs, and a roar that ought to deafen or disorient an opponent.” Then the image changed to what looked like an oversized, extra-muscled Captain America in just a Speedo. Bishop said, “And this is what we’re calling the Adonis—”




Rogers started to say, “I’ll take that!” Michaels and Gregory beat him to it.







Whip flew over to where Tucker Wells was practically drooling with excitement. What a creep. She said, “Yeah, all three of ’em went for it. Morons. They didn’t even ask why no one else wanted to try something that looked that good.”




Tucker snickered evilly. “It’s all in the marketing. That weirdo Soldaeth will be so pissed off that none of them wanted to go with his Ultraman treatment.”




She asked, “How many guys have you gone through so far on this Adonis serum?”




He scowled, “Thirteen. No, fourteen as of yesterday. But I’ve worked out all the bugs. I’m sure of it.”




Whip looked at him and didn’t say a word. But she really doubted it. If he really had worked out all the bugs with the serum and the treatment, he would have already used it on himself. She could tell that just by the way he stared at his artwork of the optimal Adonis form. He was such a creepy little freak.




She wasn’t interested in his new project. She was fine with her current form. The flight ability alone was worth it. She loved flying around under her own power. It was the best thing ever.




And really, anything would have been better than being stuck as her old self. Margery ‘Peg’ Whipple, daughter of one of the most hated sergeants in the previous generation of Marines. Well, she hated him too.




DI Peg Whipple had no life. No future. No career. No prospects. She didn’t like being a DI, but she couldn’t get transferred out as long as she was too competent at it. Her immediate supervisor wanted to keep her at Quantico permanently and make her into his personal fucktoy, and she wanted to nope right out of that, but the sergeant major she would have had to go to if she wanted to report it was one of her dad’s greatest enemies, so she had no hope of anything like a good outcome there. If she took any kind of retirement or discharge package, she had no future, since the fancy PMCs like Blackwater didn’t want ‘chicks’, and the other career options for ex-sergeants ran into guys who hated her dad and wouldn’t give her the time of day. And there was no way she was spending the rest of her life working as a cook in a cheap diner, or something worse.




No one wanted to marry a DI, and she wasn’t interested in guys anyway. She wasn’t interested in girls either. She hadn’t ever had sex, and she was fine with that. She wasn’t interested in dating, or being ‘wined and dined’, or any of that. No one believed any of that, either. 




She had started her ‘ultra-sergeant’ routine about six OCS cohorts earlier, when there was a bitch who thought her shit didn’t stink, and was just looking to coast through OCS. Whipple had ground that bitch into the dirt. The higher-ups couldn’t decide whether she needed to get a citation for that, or get a dishonorable discharge. So she did it again. And again. She always picked someone who had no business being a Marine officer, and she got that bitch out, one way or another.




She had been certain that someone like Sergeant Major Vince Carter would make the whole mess go away by finding another spot for a gunnery sergeant, like overseas. Nope. He just had her go to counseling, meaning having to talk to assholes about why she had gotten a complete loser booted out.




So she had been thrilled when the ‘recruiter’ who had fucked up Rafferty and Willis had visited her. And she had been thrilled with the option they offered her. Not having to put up with horny men anymore? Excellent. Not having to work at a job she had come to hate? Excellent. Not being stuck with a stupid fucking name like ‘Margery’? Even better. Not being human anymore? Actually, she was good with that too. And now that she was sure Tucker’s ‘leash’ on her was fried, she was free. She was happy, for the first time in years and years.




She was already putting out feelers, both inside and outside the organization that Tucker was doing his freaky contract work for. There was definitely something hinky about that organization, but she didn’t care as long as they paid. Meanwhile, she was robbing the little freak blind, so she had a massive nest egg to start with. He had no idea that her improved vision meant she could shoulder-surf from across the room, and so she had all the banking numbers and passwords for his supposedly-secret offshore bank accounts. He still hadn’t noticed when his account balances changed by differences that were just transpositions of numbers. She wondered if maybe he was a little dyslexic or something.




She even had an on-line business presence, and off-shore bank accounts, and some U-Store rentals in major cities around the country, and even business cards already made up for when she ‘moved out’. She also had a secure Dark Web dropbox, a 1-8xx number through a Russian VoIP phone bank, a couple ads and postings on some Dark Web sites for people who wanted to hire mercenaries or hitmen, and her codename:




Whip Sable, Freelance




Part V



Aly sat in the gym and watched Rinkin schooling Faith and KASS.




Joan nudged her. “More popcorn?”




“Yes, please,” Aly responded.




And… there went Rinkin again. Aly was watching mega-closely, because who knew you could get a motorcycle in an armbar? Everything Rinkin got to work, Aly was making mental notes for the next Garthe Knight power armor jockey she had to fight.




She handed the popcorn back to Joan, who let Andrew and JJ have some more. Okay, Andrew wasn’t having much popcorn, since he had brought Twizzlers, which he was only sharing with JJ. Not that Aly minded. It was really cute watching Andrew and JJ sit close together and have a sort of date-night thing. While watching a bionic ninja administrator spar against a half-AI motorcycle, half-FLAG agent combo. In the afternoon.




Also, Aly had stopped eating Twizzlers, because she needed to watch her diet a lot more since she got bionicized. Air-popped popcorn with some real cheese sprinkled on it? At least that had protein and fiber, along with some vitamins and minerals and polyphenols and stuff. And Joan had an air popper hidden back in the gym’s little kitchenette area, along with a microwave oven, and a hotpot, and a box full of teabags and instant coffee and hot chocolate and stuff. Aly was pretty sure Joan had some instant soups and Ramen bowls and stuff also hidden away back there where no one else would find them, but she wasn’t asking.




Okay, switching from cheap Halloween-ish milk chocolate with a billion grams of sugar plus icky stuff like food-grade paraffin, to expensive fancy dark chocolate? Good for her, and a ton fewer calories to burn off. But that was still a work in progress. She had found some dark chocolates that had chopped-up almonds or little bits of dried fruits mixed in, and she was eating those. It was all a matter of what Rudy called ‘recalibrating the gustatory cells’. Since her taste buds were mostly bionic, that was even possible. She just didn’t want to accidentally end up thinking kale was delicious and chocolate was icky. Because kale.




Slam! And there went KASS again. It looked like KASS was tapping out while Faith was still being stubborn about it.




Faith and KASS separated, and KASS went back into motorcycle shape, which really she was a lot prettier in. Faith fibbed, “I’m good for a few more rounds, but my boo’s worried about losin’ her sexy looks.”




KASS turned her handlebars to look right at Faith and archly said, “I’m just concerned about my paint job.”




Joan handed Aly the bowl of popcorn as she stood up. “Faith, I think it’s time you and KASS learned some more counters, because Rinkin’s killing you on some of the classic jointlocks.”




Faith and KASS looked at each other and made nearly-identical groans, which was pretty funny. Faith grumbled, “Fine. Just no calling either of us ‘Grasshopper’ anymore. Got it, J-type?”




Faith had started out calling Joan ‘J-pop’ but that had earned her and KASS more time on the mat, so Faith had found something else to call Joan.




Aly stood up too. “Rinkin, that was mega-great! Can we spar some more when we’ve both got time? Because I’ve got like six minutes to get home for my language buddy time with Naija.”




Andrew checked, “Wait, I know you’'re doing ‘language buddy’ languages with Hermione Granger. And Ziva David. And your two professor pals Vittorio and Yitzhak. And your Mandarin instructor…”




“Huifen,” Aly said. “She’s great. And I’m teaching her Spanish. It’s mega-interesting, because from her perspective, there’s hardly any difference between English and Spanish.”




Andrew kept going. “But who’s Naija?”




Aly explained, “Naija’s my language buddy for Hindi. She’s great too. Her English is like Masterpiece Theater British, because of her teachers, and I’m working with her on her Russian.”




Then she had to run to her apartment, which was easier from the gym than from somewhere like an admin office where she couldn’t really go fast until she got out of the building and off the walkways, because of safety issues for everyone else. She ducked out the side door, cut across one of the lawn areas and across the tarmac outside the heliport, jumped the creek, and raced into her building. Since no one else was on the stairs, she jumped up the central core to the third floor railing, vaulted that, and ran down the hall to her apartment. 




She still had time to turn on her computer, get a glass of sparkling water, and log into the secure video conferencing software she used with Naija and also with Hermione and Huifen. 




She still called it Skyping, but it wasn’t actually Skype. Which had terrible security. Willow had showed her five ways to bust into Skype conversations, most of which let you decide whether to just eavesdrop or actually cut into the conversation. And if you used sound-modulation software to make your voice sound like someone else’s you could make almost everyone on the call think that someone else on the call was saying bad stuff. Or crazy stuff. Aly wasn’t telling who Willow had done that to, because Willow had made her promise not to spill, but that guy had totally deserved it.







Lionel Rogers, Jr. was seriously re-thinking this whole ‘Adonis serum’ bullshit. He had managed to get a look at Gregory, who had gone first. And a peek at Michaels, who had gone second. Shit! The serum had turned Gregory into some sort of massive, grunting caveman-thing. They were claiming that it was a ‘bad batch’. Right. Then the serum had turned Michaels into a seven foot tall ‘Adonis’ who was like a feral cannibal. There was no way there was any of Bob Michaels left in there.




This whole project was fucked. And Whip knew it. He had seen her smirking about the whole shitty mess. She looked like a frigging gargoyle, and she thought this project was bullshit.




Bishop opened the door and smiled, “Ready?”




Rogers backed up. “Hell no! Can I switch over and try your Ultra-guy process instead?”




Bishop smirked and just shook his head no. “Sorry, but we already told our Ultraman expert to go find some new customers. Anyway, Wells is sure he’s got all the bugs worked out of his serum.”




Rogers cringed. “Yeah, I bet that’s what you told Michaels. And Gregory.”




Bishop smirked evilly, “Actually… it is. It’s exactly what I said. Let’s go.” He reached and and grabbed Rogers in a grip of iron, then dragged Rogers out of the room.




Rogers begged, “Please, no! Don’t do this to me!”




Bishop laughed nastily. “Hey, seventeen’s your lucky number, right?”




“What?” Rogers gasped. Did that mean he was the seventeenth victim for this bullshit? “No! No!”




He tried to fight his way free, but against Bishop’s strength he had no chance. Bishop easily put him in a chokehold. The world went gray, and his vision swiftly narrowed to a dark tunnel. Then even that went black…







Aly finished making the guacamole in one of her nice bowls. One of these days, she was going to have to admit to her mom that she wasn’t using her mom’s recipe anymore. She was using Ray’s mother’s recipe. She put some plastic wrap right down on the surface of the guac, and she checked that she didn’t have guac splattered on her blouse. She was good to go. Even if Willow had said not to bother bringing anything.




Okay, Aly knew that Fred was going to bring a big plate of homemade tacos. Fred always brought a big plate of her homemade tacos. So bringing some guac to go on the tacos, or with the tacos, was always a good option. She also had a bag of good tortilla chips, for anyone who didn’t want guac on one of the tacos, or on the enchilada casserole Willow was fixing, or the other stuff.




She trotted over to Xander and Willow’s apartment, where Faith was already sitting on the couch with a beer and a speaker. The speaker had a symbol on the front. It looked like the ‘Intel inside’ open loop, only it said ‘KASS inside’ instead.




Aly said, “KASS, I like your new look.”




“Thanks, A-Team. And you look as nice as always.”




Faith added, “You look way hotter without your overalls. Unless you decide to go for the Jessica Simpson overalls look.”




“No thank you,” Aly said. Because she knew what Faith was talking about. Jessica Simpson had posed for some girlie magazine in a bunch of sleazy outfits, including ‘overalls’. Overalls with nothing else. Overalls cut off so high that half of her butt was hanging out the back, and so lowcut her boobs were bulging over the bib, and the sides were supposed to be buttoned up, but they weren’t, so there was a ton of sideboob and stuff showing. Aly had been searching the internet for new overalls in new styles, and a bunch of those pics had turned up in her search results instead. That had put her off overalls shopping for like a couple weeks.




Aly took her guacamole over to Willow, who put it next to the big warming trays, where she already had Fred’s taco plate and the first enchilada casserole that was already out of the oven, plus a fancy flat bowl that looked like paella or something, and smelled like rice and crabmeat and saffron and even more yummy-smelling seafood. And there was a crockpot of hot, tangy-smelling meatballs or something on the other side of the warming trays. And Willow had a bowl of homemade pico de gallo too, and it smelled yummy.




This was definitely going to be one of those nights where Aly had to carefully go through the buffet line, eat a sensible amount, then wait an hour, then see if her stomach was ready to let her try some more yumminess. Or maybe just take some leftovers home for the next day. After all, she had to burn off all the calories she ate.




So she only picked up half a taco, and a third of an enchilada, and one meatball, and half a scoop of the paella, and one small scoop of the guac and one scoop of the pico de gallo, and a scoop of the roast vegetable casserole. And no dessert, even though the desserts looked mega-yummy. Even if Aly was pretty sure Rinkin’s brownies came out of a box.




Fred came over and teased, “What, you don’t like my tacos?” She had such a pretty accent.




Aly had been working on Fred’s accent, so she raised her vocal range a couple tones and mimicked Fred’s accent, “Honey, you know I’d eat all of ’em if I could.” And Fred laughed, so Aly gave her a big hug for not being cranky about Aly imitating her accent.




And really, Fred’s accent wasn’t that hard to mimic, and it made everyone in the world think ‘harmless Texas belle’. Because of American television and movies. It was a great cover. So Aly had an ID in the works that was a harmless Texas belle. She mainly needed to do some clothes shopping for the ID and work on some more backstory with the Willowbots.




Aly woke up the next morning, and she still felt like she had eaten too much. So she just had a half of a banana and a cheesestick for breakfast. She could always eat some more if she got hungry later.




After martial arts lessons and showering and changing clothes and stuff, she had a meeting in the situation room over in the admin building. It didn’t get used as much as Oscar had expected when they set it up, because enhanced agents tended not to work like normal police forces or paramilitary forces. But it was getting used this time. Because everyone was assuming that the kidnapping of three members of the We Hate Aly And Faith Club meant that someone was planning on a strike against the OSI. Or against FLAG. Or specifically against Aly or Faith.




Okay, KASS was certain that the strike would be against KASS, because she was insisting that motorcycles were way more striking than people. Even people who could beat up motorcycles.




So the OSI base was on alert, and FLAG was on alert, and the FBI was forwarding possible sightings of the three fugitives to the OSI. Probably to FLAG too, even if FLAG counted as an NGO.




The situation room had three really large monitors, one in front but surrounded by a bunch of smaller monitors, and one on each side wall. But only the big monitor in front and a couple of the smaller monitors around it were being used at the moment. Since it was a computer monitor, WillowBeta was keeping it sized to the area around the Chesapeake Bay area where the reported sightings were. And she had all of them marked as stars, and color-coded by FBI reporting, and sized by how recent the sightings were. The brand new sightings that hadn’t been investigated yet were black. The other sightings that had already been investigated at least enough for an evaluation were color-coded by likelihood: red for ‘very definitely them doing badness’ all the way down to violet, which was pretty much the code for ‘not a chance this is a valid sighting and these guys are so stoned they couldn’t tell the difference between a guy in prison stripes and a chimp in a blue-striped shirt.’




So far, there were four black stars on the board, and six colored stars. All the colored stars were indigo or violet. There were also three little squares, which marked places one of the threesome might have been to in the past and might try aiming for now. None of the sightings looked like they were moving toward any of the squares.




Faith studied the board and muttered, “Well, this is goin’ just fuckin’ great.”




KASS helped out from her remote speaker, “You said you weren’t going to curse around A-Team.”




“Oh fuck,” Faith replied. “I forgot.”




Aly pretended she hadn’t heard. She was pretty sure Faith wasn’t fooled. Okay, she was pretty sure KASS wasn’t fooled either.




And having WillowBeta handling all the incoming text messages and emails from the FBI, and then handling all the data evaluation and data visualization? That meant that the situation room didn’t need six secretaries and four IT guys. So the room was pretty quiet and looking maybe way bigger than it needed to be.




Aly sat down with a cup of herbal tea and watched as FBI reports came in, and new stars appeared, and stars changed color, and stuff. She was scanning through the text of the messages to see if anything popped out at her, but WillowBeta was doing a great job.




And after over an hour, when Aly was thinking about getting up and doing something else for a while, Peggy Two walked in and gestured to Aly.




So Aly stepped out into the hall with Peggy Two and checked, “Hi Peggy! What’s up?”




Peggy Two handed Aly a message and explained, “Some higher-ups at Xe Consulting called. They want Lieutenant Mackenzie to go over to their head office so they can issue a full apology and explain what was going on with the Xe contractors tailing you.”




Aly asked, “So this won’t be a giant trap or anything?”




Peggy Two wondered, “Is that sarcasm? Because I was told this might be a giant trap.”




Aly sighed, “Sorry. That was sarcasm. And lots of it. You may be able to tell from the change in tone. Because the guys that tried to kidnap me yesterday were totally up for some ‘enhanced interrogation’.”




Peggy Two just said, “Perhaps that was why Director Goldman told me to send you over to talk to the Deputy Director.”




Aly nodded, “Okay. I’ll do that right away. Thanks.”




Peggy Two headed on down the hall, so Aly stuck her head back into the situation room and said, “Hey Faith, I’ve gotta go meet with Rinkin before I go let the Xe guys try to kidnap me or whatever again.”




Faith groaned in sympathy. So Aly added, “And while I’m out, you can curse again.”




“Bus-ted!” KASS sang over her speaker.




“Shut up, homes,” Faith grumbled.




KASS just snickered.




Aly walked over to Rinkin’s office and knocked.




“Come on in, Aly!” Rinkin called out.




Aly walked in as Rinkin closed up a couple file folders. There was a laptop running on Rinkin’s desk, but it was turned so Aly couldn’t see it. Rinkin still closed the laptop so it would immediately go to sleep.




Aly asked, “Heard the great news? Xe found out they made a booboo and they want to apologize to me.” She wasn’t really good at doing the sarcasm thing, but she gave it a try.




Rinkin shrugged a little. “It is possible—remotely possible—that they really do want to apologize. After all, getting into a private war with the OSI is a good way to fuck yourself over.”




Aly looked at her and asked, “Faith’s staying at your place again?”




Rinkin groaned and made a face. “Great, now I’ve got to watch my language constantly until Faith’s been gone for a solid week. Again. Last time, I nearly cursed in front of the Joint Chiefs. Oscar laughed out loud after the meeting, because he knew exactly why I froze in the middle of a sentence.”




Aly asked, “Are we gonna play this straight, or are we gonna assume there’s a giant trap aimed at my face?”




“Trap,” Rinkin said firmly. “That’s why your crippled old deputy director will be coming along, and some useless PFC named Andrews will be driving us. Faith and KASS can be a distant tail coming and going, and one of us will wear a wire so KASS can keep tabs on us in case they do something even more stupid than I’m expecting.”




Aly grinned, “That sounds great. What does Lieutenant Mackenzie wear? Cammies? Service uniform? Dress blues?”




Rinkin smiled evilly. “Dress blues. All the medals and ribbons. And your dress sword. These guys want to play the formal card? Let’s shove it up their… noses.”




Aly tried not to smile, because she knew what Rinkin nearly said. Instead, Aly said, “Having a nice, sharp sword may be mega-useful if they’re gonna spring an Ultraman or two on us.”




Rinkin nodded, “I’ll set up a meeting time for you at their HQ, and I’ll call Andrew to get ready and make sure the car’s spotless. Get your dress blues ready. Then get over to the workshop and get the facial tape done so it looks like it can be covered up with enough makeup.”




Aly smiled and said, “Aye sir!” Then she smartly spun around and marched out of Rinkin’s office.




If these jerkheads thought they could pull something on Lieutenant Mackenzie, they were in for a world of hurt. A bionic Aly, a bionic Rinkin, a highly-trained Andrew, and Faith and KASS, all itching for a chance to punch these guys a few dozen times. Aly smiled all the way to Rudy’s building.






Part VI



Aly sat back in the car. She normally felt kind of uncomfortable showing off all her medals and ribbons. But this time, she was happy about them. She wanted lots of those Xe Consulting jerkheads to look at all her medals and feel mega-guilty about trying to kill a heroic Marine who had lots of medals and stuff.




And maybe some of these Xe guys weren’t jerkheads, and really were feeling guilty about some of their people doing bad stuff. That would be… well, a refreshing change from some of the stuff she tended to run into.




Meanwhile, Rinkin was getting into the role. She had a metal frame strapped to her thigh and knee and calf and ankle and foot, and then hidden under her pants, so the thing would read as a prosthetic leg if they made her walk through a metal detector. She was carrying a heavy cane that wasn’t really a cane. Well, it wasn’t just a cane. And she had something new from Rudy’s workgroup: a spraycan of stuff. 




Rinkin had what looked like a small reloadable, pressurized, spraypaint can but with a flexible plastic tube that was about a foot long. She tilted her head back and put maybe eight inches of it into her mouth and down her throat. And if that wasn’t bad enough, she pressed the trigger and fired something nasty-smelling into her throat.




Rinkin pulled the tube out of her throat and coughed hoarsely several times. Then she checked her watch and waited for five minutes. At the end of the time period, she rasped, “And now, for my Harvey Fierstein impression…”




Eww. Rinkin sounded like someone who had smoked a pack of cigarettes a day for decades. Maybe a guy who had smoked a pack a day for decades.




She looked at Aly and whispered, “Don’t tell Faith or KASS.” 




Right. Because Faith and KASS would tell each other, and they would make naughty jokes about Rinkin sticking something down her throat.




Aly worried, “You didn’t sound that bad before Rudy cleared up your throat and nasal passages, did you?”




“I sounded worse,” Rinkin croaked. “So for the next hour or two, I sound like a still-disabled former FBI agent. And I’ll limp like it. And of course that means I would be completely harmless.”




Aly tried not to cringe at Rinkin’s voice. She said, “I’m sorry you had to go through that. I know how grim it is.”




Rinkin gave her a smile and growled, “They can rebuild me. Make me better than before.”




Aly pointed out, “Well, you were already pretty incredible before you got hurt.”




Rinkin smirked, “Well, now I can out-wrestle smartass motorcycles.”




Aly smiled, “In the words of KASS, ‘true dat’.”




As they approached the entry gate, Andrew flipped his phone to speakerphone. Faith’s voice was saying, “…no tails so far. Homegirl and me are now about two miles back, and veering off-road to find a good observation post. Or whatever those cool Marines call it when they’re talkin’ shit us about us Army types.”




Andrew fibbed, “Lieutenant Mackenzie says you’re not quite as awful as those Chair Force sissies.”




“I did not!” Aly squawked. “Andrew!”




Faith laughed over the connection. “You jarheads behave in there.”




“Aye sergeant,” Andrew replied.




“No idea how JJ puts up with you,” Faith kidded.




“He probably gives her extra perks at the gaming table,” KASS said.




Aly giggled. “Actually, he won’t. JJ rolled a natural 1 the other week, and pretty much begged Andrew to let her re-roll, and he wouldn’t. She almost got eaten alive by a giant. Which was a lot funnier than it sounds, because of Xander.”




Andrew said, “I was confident that JJ’s teammates would stop what they were doing and rescue her, and they did. Even if Aly really has to stop putting herself at risk to save her team.”




“Sounds like there ain’t much diff between Aly and her cleric,” Faith said.




Andrew answered, “Yeah, we’ve all noticed that Aly’s really a cleric. If she could run around giving everyone else buffs in real life, she’d do it.”




Aly made an effort not to pout. And anyway, she wouldn’t give everyone else buffs. She totally wouldn’t give Garthe Knight any buffs. Unless it would be one of those ‘revive kills zombies’ things, where he was so evil that giving him wholesome buffs would knock loads of hit points off him.




Andrew pulled up to the outer entry gate, which was way more reinforced than a normal gate needed to be, and had a zigzag path up to the gate with ‘flowerbeds’ off to the sides that were probably anti-vehicle weapons if badguys drove right over them at high speed instead of slowing way down because of the zigzags. There was also a walled corridor long enough to hold a tractor-trailer truck, with a second gate at the end of it.




And the huge boulder just on the other side of the fence wasn’t. Aly’s IR and E-M vision told her it was a big fake boulder with guys sitting in it armed with anti-tank weapons. These people were being totally over the top on security. Or maybe it was all part of their sales pitch. ‘Look how prepared we are and you’re not! You need our expertise!’




Or maybe this was the level of security that important places really needed. After all, the OSI base had a double security-gate channel like this at their main entrance, and she figured the OSI scanners at that entrance had more high-tech stuff than these guys did.




And really, Aly knew that a bionic attacker or an Ultraman or Whip could get into this place in a bunch of different ways that ignored the gate system entirely. Unless the whole lawn area was minefields or something, and they had tons of surface-to-air weaponry. Which wasn’t really out of the question for these guys.




So, once Andrew played PFC Andrews, Ace Driver, and the guards at the guardpost checked their bona fides really carefully, and the car drove through the scanners between the outer gate and the inner gate, and then Andrew argued about needing to drop Rinkin off at the building instead of making her limp for hundreds of feet from the parking lot, the guards finally let Andrew drive over to the covered, secure entry for their headquarters building.




Aly checked the lawns with her E-M and IR and telescopic vision, and there were definitely power lines running under the ground and across the lawns. But there were lightpoles and stuff out around the grounds, so the power lines could just be powering that stuff. Or not.




Andrew hopped out and rushed to open Rinkin’s door, while Aly rushed around to help Rinkin out. Rinkin shooed them back and pretended to struggle to get out of the car with the cane she was using. Then Andrew drove the car off to the visitors’ parking area, which was a good hundred yards away with a really tall berm in between the parking and the building, in case somebody’s car had a bomb concealed in it or something.




Aly let Rinkin limp to the front doors, and she opened them like she really thought Rinkin needed the help. And they walked through the fancy double-door airlock into a big, fancy atrium that was part ‘look at how rich we are’ and part exhibit hall. The exhibit hall was basically ‘look at how awesome and military we are’.




Okay, it was also a killbox, because the lefthand wall totally had armed men lurking behind it. She could see them just by using her infrared vision. So she knew Rinkin had already spotted them.




How much security did a place like this need? Or were all of these really for demonstrations and marketing? Okay, she was pretty impressed, so the execs who gave their marketing pitches to generals and admirals and Congressmen probably looked mega-impressive.




Aly took her time and walked slowly alongside Rinkin, who was hobbling along on her cane like she did it every day. Really, more like she had to walk with a cane every day. They walked up to a desk that looked like its front was solid steel, maybe with tank armor on the inside, if Aly had to guess.




The man sitting there in woodland cammies with a nametape that said ‘O’Rourke’ hastily glanced over her uniform and said, “Lieutenant Mackenzie. You’re on our visitor list already, since you’re expected in…” He glanced at a wall clock. “…eight minutes. If we could get your accompanying—”




Rinkin interrupted in that terrible croak, “Rinkin Mueller. Deputy director, OSI.” She badged the guy and let him check her picture and copy down her badge ID number.




The guy gave her a big smile. “Deputy Director Mueller. This is an honor. I have a brother in the TSA…”




Rinkin nodded, “I’m not up to that kind of work anymore. I was just lucky that the OSI was willing to accommodate me enough that I can work a desk job.” Her voice was so raspy it sounded like she was going to pass out at any second.




So Aly lied, “Deputy director, I could have carried in your O2 tank and your nasal cannula…”




Rinkin waved her off. “I’m fine, Lieutenant. I’m pretty sure they’re not going to ask me to sprint up a flight of stairs before your meeting.”




“No ma’am,” the guy insisted. The meeting will be in conference room C right behind me, as soon as our people get down here. I already notified them that the lieutenant had arrived.”




Aly figured that some of that was bogus. After all, with all the security and stuff these guys had all over the place, they had probably ID’ed Lieutenant Mackenzie when her car was still half a mile out from the entry gate. And the gate crew had to have signaled who Aly was with from the front gate. So they were playing the bigshot card and not being out front to greet her on arrival. 




Fine, she wasn’t going to like them any more if they had done the ‘big meet and greet’ thing.




In a couple minutes, another guy in cammies marched out and said, “Lieutenant? Deputy director? If you could follow me to the conference room?”




So Aly walked alongside Rinkin. It was a short walk, and all on a level, even if they made a little curve around a fancy foyer area that had walkways across a big sunken-garden thing under an open area that went all the way to a clear ceiling that had to be a big bubble up on the roof, six stories up.




It was really pretty, and probably cost a mint to build in the first place, and then keep up. Especially if their plants weren’t going to get enough light some of the year. Also, she could see in E-M vision that there was something big and electrically powered under the gentle mound of flowers and ferns in the center of the garden. Aly didn’t know what it was, but she could make some guesses.




They were ushered into a really nice conference room that was decorated and furnished with stuff that was maybe ten times more expensive than the nice conference rooms back in the OSI admin building. But Aly and Rinkin already knew that Xe had money to burn. Maybe half their board of directors were multi-millionaires, and the rest were important ex-military guys. Three of the board of directors were both, along with being powerful lobbyists.




There was a big oval conference table that three guys were already standing around. The guy in the navy blue suit said, “Deputy director? Lieutenant? Would you care for something before we cut to the chase?”




Rinkin croaked, “No thank you… general.”




Aly knew the guy was retired General Kenneth Morrison, because the Peggybots had already assembled fact sheets on the entire board of directors, both presidents of the company, most of the vice-presidents, and a couple recent hires from the CIA. This guy was a really important retired general who was on the board of directors. There were two retired generals on their board, and a retired admiral. She hadn’t expected stuff at that level for this meeting. But she was looking at two of the board of directors and one of the presidents. Maybe they were serious about the apology thing.




The general grinned, “Retired. And watch out, because if you’re gonna call me General Morrison, I might have to call you Special Agent Mueller.”




Rinkin waved a hand in a ‘no thank you’ gesture. “Then I retract my previous comment… director.”




So Aly let Rinkin sit, then the Xe bosses, before she sat down.




The general—well, ex-general—put his hands together and said, “This is a massive screw-up, and we’re just goddamn lucky the lieutenant is James Bond and Bruce Lee, wrapped up in a pretty little package.”




Well, that wasn’t sexist at all. Jerkhead.




He kept going, “Although, since you’re OSI, maybe that’s less Bruce Lee and more Robocop.”




Wow, he knew just how to punch her in the face in an apology. She was not liking this guy.




Rinkin just said, “If the lieutenant was in any way like what you were implying, she certainly would not be allowed to tell you so.”




The guy in the mega-expensive pinstriped suit said, “Whatever. We’re just glad she could handle a tac team, and we’re also appreciative that she didn’t kill ’em.”




Aly only said, “Your tac teams and op groups need somebody to teach them what ‘ROE’ means. Taking an unarmed person in for questioning on American soil does not require guns drawn and a heavy weapons squad in reserve.”




The guy in the even more expensive suit that looked like sharkskin said, “Right, that’s a big part of the problem this time. Someone with a lot of intelligence and cyberwar capabilities infiltrated our systems and delivered these directives, which our data analysis group dove into.” He handed over several sheets of paper, which Aly scanned while Rinkin was reading them really closely.




Well crud. It looked like an official CIA directive, as part of an official current CIA contract with Xe. And it identified an extremely dangerous spy operating on American soil where the CIA couldn’t directly interfere. But they could skirt the rules by sending a Xe tac team to bring her in and interrogate her. And it also included links to internal CIA and DIA cases which the Xe data analysis staff had permissions and passwords to access, and those cases ended up with lots of dead American agents and operators.




So someone had either spotted that Aly had used the alias Alyson Hassa Macrae, or else had just found someone who looked enough like Lieutenant Mackenzie to use her as part of a con game. Either way, it wasn’t good.




Rinkin croaked, “Let me guess. You have Walter Kermann, ex-CIA officer, in your data analysis group, and this went to his desk.”




That was pretty much what Aly was guessing too.




Mister Sharkskin Suit nodded, “Exactly. He has a grudge against Miss Macrae, who apparently schooled him and got him fired.”




The general said, “And we still don’t know for sure if Macrae is an OSI alias for the lieutenant.”




Rinkin calmly said, “We can neither confirm or deny.”




The general agreed, “Well sure, that’s why we’re not asking. I’m just telling you that our facial recognition boys say they’re either the same girl, or they’re twin sisters, or someone had a hell of a lot of expert facial surgery. So Kermann decided that the Ell Tee is being impersonated by this mythical super-spy, and she needed to be grabbed ay-sap. With maximal support. Even though some backchecking through channels since then tells us that those scary CIA and DIA cases are all faked. Even if they’re all inside the CIA and DIA firewalls. So that’s a massive IT headache we’re bringing up with some of our business partners.”




Mister Pinstripe said, “And we still don’t know what the hell she hit our guys with. We’ve got remote feeds off that semi truck’s cameras, and we’re still studying that footage. Because there’s no way a leather valise goes through bulletproof glass windows like that.”




Aly refrained from smiling as she said, “Classified.”




The general kept going. “Then a couple hours later, the Ell Tee is on the Seaford case, and she could’ve completely screwed us over just by pointing the CIA and DIA guys at us, but she gave us an out. Chief Hiller turned in a really interesting report on that. But if Garthe Knight went after those perps and framed our people, then we have to ask if he’s behind that disinformation that told us the CIA wanted you captured and… maximally interrogated.”




“You can call it what it is. Torture.” Aly tried not to scowl. “I’ve been at the wrong end of it before, and I have a personal problem with it. I also don’t believe it works. Anybody with SERE training can beat it, and anybody who’s not going to see SERE training can be cracked just by tossing them into a small room with Gunny Gibbs.”




The general tried hard not to laugh at that. Obviously, he knew who Gibbs was. Maybe he even knew Gibbs.




Mister Sharkskin Suit tried to wrap things up. “So we need to apologize to the lieutenant. A lot. And we need to find out if we can borrow her from the OSI now and then to teach classes in… well, whatever she wants. Martial arts. Levels of operations under ROE.” He kidded, “How to use your briefcase as a deadly weapon.”




Rinkin just said, “We will have to schedule meetings with Mister Goldman about this. And you’ll have to negotiate with the lieutenant if we come to any agreements, because at a minimum she would insist on not being called a ‘little girl’ or a ‘bitch’ or ‘a pretty little package’ or ‘Robocop’.”




The general didn’t even bother to look embarrassed. Okay, in IR Aly could see that he flushed some. But she couldn’t tell if that was embarrassment or anger or frustration or what.




The door behind Aly flew open, and she spun to meet a threat. But it was an unarmed guy in cammies and a headset. He yelled, “Sirs! We have a Code Red!”




Mister Sharkskin Suit snapped, “Hastings, what the fuck does ‘no interruptions’ mean!?”




‘Hastings’ insisted, “We’ve got incoming on radar!”




The general snapped, “What the hell do you mean? Incoming what?”




Hastings gasped, “Unidentified, even on the Doppler, sir! It looks like a couple fuzzy blobs. Maybe three.”




Aly looked at Rinkin, who totally had an expression like ‘we are up at bat, kid’.




Aly’s internal cellphone went off. “A-Team and R-Type? KASS has a couple ‘blobs’ on her radar, and they’re heading for you.”




Rinkin stood up. “Highest probability: it’s an assault by Garthe Knight’s forces. Get all your men in pro masks, in case he lays down the paralytic gas his forces used in Omaha.”




Aly added, “In Omaha, his force was men in sealed power armor, plus at least one quadrupedal attack robot. And they launched from a couple VTOL jets with this kind of radar and visual scrambling.”




The general snapped at ‘Hastings’, “You heard ’em! Make it so, before our people are KIA!”




Hastings ran out the door, talking rapidly on his headset.




There was the sound of something close being shot to pieces by maybe a distant gatling gun. Aly dashed out of the conference room in time to see the fancy clear ceiling over the garden area falling in big shards. And something big was dropping through the opening.




It hit one of the flower beds hard enough to sink in up to its knees. And it was still taller than Aly. It looked like a massive, over-muscled caveman that was maybe eight feet tall and four feet wide. It opened its massive mouth and roared like an animal.




“Well… crud.”






Part VII



Aly said over her internal phone, “Faith and KASS? Armor up. We’ve got Captain Caveman in here, and who knows what’s outside.”




Aly could hear the sound of KASS’s engine in the background as Faith replied, “Homegirl and me are bringin’ the party. We just gotta make our own door. And this time, I got on my party hat already.”




KASS added, “And maybe she brought a date!”




Aly assumed she knew what that meant too. 




She started taking deep breaths and loading up her bionic lung segment, just in case someone fired some of that toxic gas into the building. She didn’t think this caveman-thing could fire a nerve gas weapon. It didn’t act like it could do anything more than ‘crush kill destroy’ or whatever fit into what was left of its brain. Because it totally looked like someone mega-creepy—like, say, Andrew’s mega-creepy brother—had taken a human and regressed the guy to… this thing.




So, sure enough, the mound in the center of the garden popped up into a heavy machine gun with some cameras and controls on it.




Someone behind her yelled, “Clear!” She was assuming the guy wasn’t yelling to her.




She was already sliding behind a nice, solid pillar holding up the floor above her. Not that she thought a heavy machine gun like that thing couldn’t shoot through the pillar. She just assumed that the weapon was set so that it couldn’t fire on anything that would destroy the building, like if it shot out the load-bearing columns.




And the heavy machine gun opened fire on Giant Caveguy. Giant Caveguy just pretty much shrugged it off.




Well crud. This wasn’t going to be pretty.







Faith checked the seals on her helmet, because that gas shit had really sucked the last time. “Hey homes, you gonna make a door, or you just gonna ignore the whole door thing?”




KASS smirked, “I figure if F-Troop can make with the flight, I can too.”




Faith just said, “Then let’s do this!” Because she had learned that she could trust KASS one hundred percent.




KASS picked up the speed, even though they were cutting across the manicured area outside the fenceline. Some people were just too damn suspicious and wouldn’t leave room for some nice, friendly ninja to low-crawl through some high grass up to your fence to cut a nice, harmless hole in it.




Not that this fence was easy to breach. It was heavy-duty, and had more fricking sensors and alarms on it than Faith had seen before, outside of a couple mad scientist labs.




KASS checked, “You ready for the ‘bounce and shift’?”




Faith smirked, “I am always ready for the bounce and shift, homegirl. Even the bounce-bounce-bounce-bounce-oh-my-god-oh-my-god-and-shift.”




“Okay… three, two, one, bounce!”




After watching some of the bullshit moves Aly and Kate could pull off, KASS had wanted some more coolness. Like they weren’t cool enough. So they had practiced this. Fine, they could only practice shit like this somewhere like Joan’s gym, with Aly and Rinkin pulling cables to hold them in the air for a second or two.




And a second or two was all they needed, because KASS was fucking awesome.




KASS kicked off and leapt into the air. Faith yelled, “On the bounce!” She had read that in some book, and it sounded cool.




And in mid-air, at this speed, they had almost two full seconds. Faith swung under KASS as KASS switched into armor mode and covered up Faith’s squishy surfaces.




And they landed on their feet, running at high speed right at that fence, which no longer looked so tough.




They couldn’t run as fast as Aly, but they sure as hell could run faster than any unassisted unenhanced human, even if it meant that Faith had to let KASS control their leg movements and just let shit fly.




KASS leapt up and forward, and they cleared the entire fence. Mostly. Okay, so they ripped through the top foot of razor wire at the top of the damn fence. Good enough. They landed unhurt inside the fenceline, and they sprinted in toward the still-expanding gas cloud.




Faith hit the comms again. “Heads up goodguys! It’s that same white shit as last time, unless it’s something even worse. ’Cause Garthe. F-Troop, you got your playtoys?”




“You two suck. Just call me Frankie. And hell yeah, I’ve got the crap you told me to bring. I see two VTOLs down there, and a fricking Sikorsky, so who the hell knows how much crap they’re hauling this time.”




“You did hear A-Team about the caveman, right? Expect more of the same. They probably need fucking cages for ’em in that Sikorsky.”




Frankie said, “Okay. Bombing run commencing… now. Don’t be in the splash zone.”




“Roger that, F-Troop!” Faith and KASS said together.




“You two suck.”




“We love you too!” Faith and KASS said together.




Faith added on their private comm system, “We gotta figure out how to high-five each other when we’re armored up like this.”




“True dat.”







Frankie Rojas was looking forward to this. According to FLAG, in the whole world there were only a handful of these mad scientists creating monsters and madness, and most of them were aiming for that Ultraman style of monster, because apparently the success of Goldman’s original bionic agents had put the fear of Oscar into half the planet, including some CIA idiots. This ‘caveman’ thing was pretty likely to be a link to Tucker Wells, and she was going to follow that link, and find that fucker, and pay him back for… this. What she was now.




Only… what she was right then was an air force. Garthe Knight had plenty of airpower, but Faith had pointed out it was normal airpower that had normal airpower weaknesses. Which was why Frankie was flying down at those targets which were hovering thirty feet off the ground.




And she was carrying the kind of crap that only crazy people thought of. Apparently, the OSI specialized in crazy people. She had gone to their HQ expecting to run into the usual. People looking at her and freaking the hell out. Nope. Not with these loonies. She had gotten… an invitation to dinner. And a big hug from Aly Mack, who apparently could hug you hard enough to crush boulders, if she felt like it.




Also, a ‘hey, welcome to the madhouse’ from Xander, who looked like the most normal guy on the planet. He wasn’t. So she’d just… had dinner with Xander and Willow, plus Faith and KASS, and Rinkin, and Aly, and Kate, and Andrew and JJ. And she’d felt just… normal for the first time in months.




And then she found out that a lot of them were gamers who were in a D&D game Andrew had been running for a couple months, and most of them could munchkin the holy shit out of anything that held still for too long. Xander had asked her what she wished she could do, and she’d said she wanted to maximize what she could already do. Because she could fly, but she couldn’t fly while carrying five hundred pounds of weapons and ammo.




So they had brainstormed. For almost half an hour. And some of the shit they had dreamed up was jodidamente loco. Which was why she was carrying forty pounds of ordinary chains right out of a hardware store. Only… each long length of chain had a quick-link at each end, and each quick-link also had a big steel hook on it. She didn’t need a quarter ton of heavy machine gun and ammo to wreck these bitches. Just the pro mask the OSI guys had adapted for her face, and the chains, and the other crap on her belt. Which was not a Spidey-belt, no matter what Faith said.




Frankie flew over the first VTOL where it was hovering thirty feet above the ground and looking for Xe operators to gun down, and she threw one length of chain right into its port engine. Then she got the hell out of there, as the engine self-destructed pretty spectacularly, right before the VTOL went down wing first, and did a fricking cartwheel as it tore itself apart. 




She got to the chopper next, and she went in from the tail. She threw the second chain so one end of it went into the front rotor and the rest of it got snarled in the rear rotor. Crap! The chain instantly wound up, ripping itself apart as it also shredded the rotors and tore metal out of the top of the chopper. The chopper dropped like a rock. Okay, two rotors, so it dropped like… two rocks taped together.




There were some power armor operators on the ground right there, and one or two of them got to find out that they couldn’t catch a falling Sikorsky. Also, the chopper or the power armor guys had something explosive, and it exploded. A lot.




The third flyer was already on the alert, but Frankie wasn’t exactly the sort of aircraft that showed up clearly on radar, and that VTOL was low enough to have completely crap visibility in the gas cloud. So, pretty much as she expected, it was lifting upward so the pilot could find shit to aim at.




She was coming in from the side, so she threw her third chain length at the engine on her side of the VTOL. The VTOL was just getting up high enough to have visibility above the gas cloud, and the pilot suddenly had a massive ‘oh shit!’ moment as he spotted her and saw the chain getting eaten by his starboard engine, which promptly exploded.




Frankie went straight up, as the VTOL went pretty much straight down. The fireball from the crash lit up the gas cloud and threw metal fragments all over the place. It was a good thing she was heavily armored.







Aly watched Giant Caveguy get tired of getting shot with large-caliber rounds. He wheeled around, roared at the the machine gun, and then attacked it head-on. Which put a lot more rounds into his chest. And his face and his abdomen. Not that he seemed to notice. Or maybe he didn’t have the brainpower to figure it out anymore.




He tore the machine gun off of its mounting system, and roared at the fireteam that opened fire on him from the second floor. They had a couple SAWs and an M4/M203 combo. Firing that grenade from that M203 in here would be a very bad idea. She hoped that guy knew that much.




By then, she already had her uni cover and uni blouse off. The uni blouse was the important part, since she had all her medals and ribbons on it, and she didn’t want to wreck those, even if she could get replacements. It was the principle of the ribbons. Under the uni blouse, she had her OSI thin-plate body armor, which was totally not enough against someone who could rip apart heavy machine gun turrets. And she had a sports bra on under that.




Giant Caveguy roared again and leapt up high enough to tear through the second floor railing and force his way onto the second floor landing. Then he used what was left of that heavy machine gun as a club, as the fireteam scattered.




She tossed her uni blouse and cover to the guys trying to guard the conference room. Then she pulled her sword out and she sprinted across the garden area so she could leap up high enough to land on the second floor balcony behind Giant Caveguy.




Her sword looked like an ordinary dress sword. It wasn’t. Its core was a special titanium alloy for rigidity. Its body was a steel alloy chosen for its strength. And its edges were a beryllium-steel alloy for razor-sharp cutting surfaces. The sword was mega-expensive to make, and the beryllium alloy on the edges was mega-toxic when it got smelted, so it got made and applied in a clean room by guys in Chemturions. Only a place like the OSI science labs could even consider making something like her sword.




Giant Caveguy had already smacked one guy right in his battle rattle and sent the guy sliding way down the landing. The next guy was about to get a massive metal ‘club’ right on his helmet, which would be fatal. Mega-fatal.




Aly leapt forward while Giant Caveguy had his right arm up, and she thrust the sword into his armpit, which got a roar of pain. While the thing was dropping his ‘club’, probably mostly in surprise, Aly thrust once into his kidney area and once into his ribcage, aiming at his heart. Or where she hoped his heart was.




Her last thrust didn’t work. His ribcage was too cage-y. She felt the blade slide past one rib to hit another rib, or something rib-ish.




And he tried a backswing with his right arm, which he wasn’t fast enough or agile enough or flexible enough to land. She leapt backward, and he missed her by a lot. His arm smashed another gaping hole in the railing instead. He didn’t seem to notice that was supposed to hurt.




The fireteam up on the second floor landing had scattered and was reforming on the opposite side of the open garden area. They were firing at him, but he was pretty much ignoring them to focus on the annoying little gnat that had actually hurt him. Namely, her.




Okay, she was fine with that. It meant fewer bystanders getting horribly killed.




He turned to face her, and he roared like that was supposed to do something. Okay, if she hadn’t already seen plenty of way worse stuff, she might have been pretty intimidated. But she had a lot of the advantages right there. She was faster and more mobile, and they were in a confined corridor. He was huge, so if he tried to leap at her, he was going to hit his head on the concrete of the landing right above him. If he charged her, she had three avenues of escape. Four, if he charged at her in just the right spot along the landing, where she could leap over the guard rail and grab one of the verticals so she could swing around the vertical and land behind him. He didn’t seem to understand the whole ‘lethal stabbing thing’ part of her sword. And she had a lot of firepower backing her up.




If she was lucky, that ‘lot of firepower’ wouldn’t decide to ‘accidentally’ take her out too, as soon as she had Giant Caveguy down.




She took two steps back, and he charged. She had hit the plateau, so she could tell she was a lot faster than he was. On the other hand, he only had to get in one lucky punch.




She leapt over the railing and down into the garden area. He skidded well past her before he tore apart another chunk of railing and leapt down after her.




Which was pretty much what she was hoping for.







Faith and KASS charged through the white gas cloud. Faith murmured, “Sure hope those Xe clowns got some sorta idea about IFF.”




KASS said, “Something in the cloud up ahead. Looks like two power armor jocks.”




Faith pointed out, “Right. F-Troop fucked these guys’ hooptie, so they know they gotta win every battle out here, ’cause they got no ride home. And if we chase ’em inta the building, A-Team and R-type are gonna wreck ’em.”




KASS charged right in between the two jocks, and Faith crouched down enough that she could put out her hands and smack both those guys right in the back of a knee. At the speed KASS was doing, both those guys did a backflip.




A really shitty backflip. One landed on his back, while the other landed on his helmet.




KASS smirked, “All righty then! Let’s teach these guys about gymnastics moves.”




Faith smirked, “Your Ace Ventura imitation needs work.”




KASS grumpily insisted, “My Ace Ventura imitation is perfect!”







Frankie was flying through the gas cloud. The pro mask that the OSI guys had adapted for her was a work of art.




There were yells and snaps and roars and zaps going on just ahead of her. Still, she was not expecting to see two power armor goons using big-ass cattle prods to push another monster toward the building.




And… holy shit, that wasn’t a caveman. It wasn’t a human either. At least she hoped not. 




It was maybe seven feet high, and it looked like somebody expanded that guy who played Captain America so he was taller and wider and more muscular and no longer the least bit handsome. Also, the thing had blood all over his lower face and down his coverall.




Based on the chewed-up human leg in the thing’s right hand, she was guessing that wasn’t his blood. Crap, the leg still had a military boot on its foot.




The creature roared at the power armor, who were crouching like they were afraid of it. And they were using those overpowered cattle prods to steer that thing into the building, where it would try to eat anyone who couldn’t move fast enough.




She wasn’t letting that happen.




Part VIII



Aly sped up and dashed behind where Giant Caveguy was going to land. Then she slashed at the backs of his ankles as he dropped down into the garden area. That didn’t work as well as she’d hoped, because his skin and muscles were mega-tough. So she thrust into the inside of his right thigh and slashed as she jumped backward. She got some penetration, but she was pretty sure she hadn’t severed his femoral artery.




Okay, so that didn’t really work either.




Still, he was hurt enough that he didn’t stick the landing. He roared as he did a faceplant into a bed of bluebells and stuff. 




She took advantage of that, and she stabbed him in the kidney. Well, she stabbed him where his kidney ought to be. Then she leapt back out of his reach as he awkwardly tried to swing an over-muscled arm behind him and failed pretty majorly.




He rolled over and staggered to his feet. And he was even angrier at her. So she took a step back, let him get set, and she jumped up to the top of the railing on the second floor balcony, which she used as an easy leap up to the fourth floor balcony.




He leapt after her, landing on the second floor railing before just clambering after her. After all, he was big enough to do that pretty easily.




One massive hand grabbed the top of the railing in front of her, mangling it as he moved. Then the other hand grabbed the railing too, doing even more damage to the metal. He pulled himself up, roaring furiously at her. Which wasn’t a good tactic.




She thrust the sword into his open mouth, through the back of his throat, and into his spinal column. She lucked out and didn’t hit one of his vertebrae. And she could tell, because the sword slid through his spinal column and ripped out the back of his neck.




He glared at her, but he wasn’t moving. Or roaring. Or breathing. And she could tell with her bionic ear that his heart wasn’t beating anymore. But his hands were locked on the railing, and his whole body seemed to be locked in place. She yanked the sword back out, trying to ignore the grossness on its blade.




She kicked the railing hard, tearing it free from the post on either side. It and Giant Caveguy fell into the garden with a crash.




She leapt down from the fourth floor, sword at the ready in case he wasn’t dead enough. Or in case he had regenerative powers. Or in case of something even worse.




She was also keeping an eye on that fireteam which had moved back to the ground floor to guard the conference room better. Just in case. Like, in case one of them decided this would be a great time to deal with one more name on the Xe red lists. Namely, her.







Rinkin leaned heavily on her ‘cane’ and waited to see what General Morrison did. And what that fireteam did. She had more weaponry on her than just the cane, which would fire a small rocket-propelled anti-tank missile out through the ‘cap’ on its bottom. The blast forces would break the wrist of anyone not a bionic person or an Ultraman, but that wasn’t a problem for her.




She also had some nice, sharp weaponry hidden in the frame on her leg that was making it look to metal detectors as if she still had that prosthetic. And she didn’t actually need a weapon to deal with any of the men in the conference room with her, or the guards on the door, or even that heavily-armed fireteam watching Aly slice that thing to pieces.




She rasped, “Can we get some pro masks? If the red team manages to get some of that gas into your HVAC system, it could threaten a lot of your building. And with my damaged lungs, it would almost certainly kill me even if it’s just teargas or a paralytic.”




Morrison actually got on the deskphone and put in a call for some pro masks and weaponry for everyone in the room. Including her. Apparently, the guards and the fireteam were already properly equipped for ops like this, and the fireteam were all packing MOPP-4 suits in case of real NBC emergencies.




Aly dropped the thing and leapt down from an upper floor to check the body. Good. Don’t let a possible regenerator have lots of time to regenerate. Also, that put Aly where Rinkin could see her and the fireteam through the security glass window in the door.




Morrison stepped over and carefully took a look out the little window. “Security says that’s just the one inside. So far. Red Team had two VTOLs and a Sikorsky, and the VTOLs swept the south field before something took all their airpower down. Hard. And something else came in over the south fenceline, and is engaging some of the Red Team power armor. But there’s still some manner of high-level threat out there, along with more power armor, and my people can’t combat any of it.”




Rinkin got the hint that he wasn’t saying. “I might have assumed that this could be a trap, and I might have arranged for some heavy external support. But I should have anticipated this too. Garthe Knight has the lieutenant and some others on some manner of red list, and he’s already going to the trouble to make your organization look like the guilty party. Still, this is over the top, even for him.”




Morrison casually asked, “Oh, by the way, how many shots in that cane of yours?”







Faith was providing a little narration as she polished off Garthe’s power armor losers. “Shut the front door! It’s a Chinese Elbow Drop! Oh no! He’s not getting up from that!”




And really, after taking a KASS elbow at full force, that armored plastic of the guy’s facemask wasn’t much of a mask anymore. The gas cloud took care of that guy before Faith engaged the other guy.




And that guy was finding out that power armor like that wasn’t exactly flexible. Getting up off his back after getting the armor on one knee wrecked? Not so easy.




She picked him up over her head once he had managed to roll over onto his front. “Oh no! Not the Subiwara Pile Driver Of Death! She can’t! Be! Serious! I can’t look!”




She planted that guy head-first into the ground. He didn’t get back up.




“It’s the most brutal match I’ve seen since the ‘91 Dallas Powerbomb Spectacular!”




KASS said, “You don’t have to make up names. I could download some files and look up real wrestling moves.”




Faith turned them so they could run to the building. “And what would be the fun in that?”







Frankie decided that she’d better improve the odds before the two guys in power armor tried out those massive shocksticks on her.




She dropped in on the two from behind them, using her arms and wings to slam them face-first to the ground. Then she grabbed the one on her left, stripped the oversized cattle prod out of his arms, and tossed him at the cannibal thing. It promptly started ripping apart the crunchy armor outside and trying to get at the chewy center. She tossed him the one on her right, and he just dropped his toy to grab at the new toy. She’d seen dogs that were smarter than that when you tossed them a new bone.




She didn’t actually let the thing eat those guys. Now if one of those power armor jockeys had been Tucker Wells, she would have had to think about it. For a while. Maybe two or three hours. Or a couple days. After which, there wouldn’t be enough left of Tucker to complain that she didn’t rescue him right away.




She just let it rip the armor open enough that the gas cloud would incapacitate those assholes.




Then she hit Mister Big right in the crotch with one of the shocksticks. He screamed a lot louder than before. And he dropped the torn-open second power armor jockey.




Also, he was definitely pissed off at her.




She stared at him through her pro mask. “Hijo de puta! What the fuck are you?”




“Raaargh!”




“Nice vocabulary you got there, cabrón.”




“Raaargh!!” And it launched itself at her. There was something inhuman about the way it started its charge, almost like it was part gorilla. Which would not surprise her a whole lot, given what a sick fuck Tucker Wells was.




She had massively enjoyed Andrew’s story about how he had gotten Tucker to piss off Cha0$ and ruin his own evil lair in the process. Maybe she should start calling the guy ‘Fucker Wells’ instead.




The thing was big, and ridiculously strong, and obviously had no idea of stuff like mercy. So she didn’t stand there and find out if she could wrestle him into submission. She just leapt straight up.




He tried leaping for her feet as she flew up into the sky. He had more of a jump than she was expecting, and he nearly caught her right foot. That would probably have been drastically bad. As in ‘oww my foot is not a hot wing you big asshole’ bad.




She’d have to watch out for his jumps and his quickness. But he had missed, and he landed badly. Still, he scrambled back up to his feet pretty damn fast. And he did the same roar too, like he had nothing approaching a vocabulary anymore.




Jesus. And she thought Tucker The Fucker had fucked her up pretty bad. This guy was so screwed he couldn’t even tell that he was screwed.




“Hey F-Troop, that you? Whatcha got?”




Frankie said over the comms, “Giant subhuman cannibal thing. He’s strong enough to pick up power armor and rip it open. So do not let him get his hands on you, unless you feel like getting cracked open and chewed on like a lobster.” She flew around the thing, letting it track her in the gas cloud while she thought about how to take him down.




“Is it another caveman?” Aly asked over the comms from inside the building. “This guy was not a ton of fun to fight.”




Frankie noticed that Aly used the word ‘was’. And didn’t sound hurt or even out of breath. For a girl who looked like a perky high school cheerleader, Aly was pretty frigging terrifying.




Frankie replied, “Sub-human, maybe sub-caveman on the inside, but bad statue of Captain America on the outside.”




Faith snarked, “Sounds like your kinda guy, F!” It sounded like Faith was running hard, so probably armored up and charging at high speed.




Frankie just said, “No screwing around with this one.”




And KASS came charging out of the gas cloud to plow into the thing in the backs of its knees so hard that the thing’s legs went flying and the thing went over backward, just barely clearing Faith’s helmet. Rinkin and Joan were going to have Faith on the mat for that move, because if it hadn’t cleared Faith and KASS, it might have gotten a hand on them and wrecked both of them.




It was already up and roaring at Faith, like it had already forgotten that it had another threat nearby. So Frankie swooped down behind it and tried throwing a long length of chain around its neck.




The chain wrapped around its throat a couple times before the steel hook on the end got tangled in the chain or in the thing’s throat. Either way, Frankie pulled as hard as she could while flying away from it. She managed to pull it over and to make that roar sound more like a choking noise.




She landed and heaved even harder on the chain. She dug the claws on her feet into the soil, and she heaved. She managed to pull the thing a couple feet toward her, but that was it.




The creature got his fingers on the chain that wasn’t choking him enough, and tore the links apart.




Frankie went backward and had to make an effort to gain some altitude instead of landing flat on her back.




While the thing was stomping toward where she would have landed if she couldn’t fly, KASS sprinted in from behind and sucker-punched it in both kidneys, then darted off before it could turn around and grab her.




Maybe that didn’t really hurt it, but at least it knocked the thing flat on its face for a moment.




She dropped down onto its back and tried clawing it up. Her claws did cut into it, but she didn’t get anything like the depth she was hoping for. And it was too frigging heavy for her to lift into the air. As soon as it tried to reach behind itself to grab her feet, she launched herself upward so she was well out of its reach. Because she liked having both feet.




She could tell that it was too musclebound to really reach behind its back, so that was one weakness she could exploit. And maybe it was a weakness Faith could exploit without getting herself torn to pieces. And eaten.




Aly’s voice came over the comms again. “Okay, I took care of another power armor guy after he busted his way in, but the building’s now got inhalant problems since they can’t just block off their big, fancy atrium. I’ve got a vector, but I could use some aiming.”




Faith answered, “Hey A-Team, KASS says you need to correct about ten degrees to your right. And don’t let this thing eat you.”




Frankie added, “It’s really strong and tough, but it is seriously over-muscled.”




Aly just said, “Okay, I can work with that.”




Faith said, “Hey F-16, let’s distract The Inedible Bulk there, ’cause Aly’s gonna need a second to get here. Maybe a second and a half.”




Hmm. F-16. She liked that.




And an Aly with a pro mask was already there. Mierda! How fast did that girl run?




Aly leapt and hit the thing feet-first, right in the spine near Frankie’s clawmarks. It went face-down into the dirt again. Aly made half a dozen lightning-fast sword stabs before it rolled over, and she was gone again.




Aly said over the comms, “Ribs are too armored, but the abdomen’s more vulnerable.”




“Any chance you can hamstring him with that blade?” Faith checked.




“Probably not,” Aly answered. “These things are really durable.”




Frankie said, “I’m distracting him. Someone come up behind him and lay down the hurt.” She flew over him low enough for him to notice, and she whirled around so she was facing him.




He started toward her, but he wasn’t anywhere near as fast as his opponents. KASS came zooming out of the gas cloud and leapt up to smash into him. She hit him with one heel right in the back of the neck, and he went down face-first into the ground. 




And there was Aly, speeding over him, moving so fast with that sword that even Zorro would be impressed, and vanishing into the white.




It pushed up on its hands and spit out a mouthful of turf before roaring furiously again.




“Wow, it sure learns fast, doesn’t it?” Faith said sarcastically. And she came sprinting out of the gas cloud to leap into the air and land on its neck. She hit so hard that she drove its face and its arms into the soil. Then she hit it in the back of the head with a KASS-assisted punch that sounded like a sledgehammer crushing a concrete block.




Aly was there a split second later. She looked down at the body, then held her breath for several seconds. “Okay, no heartbeat. We need to sweep around the building, me a hundred yards out, Faith and KASS twenty yards out, and Frankie forty yards out and just above the cloud layer, to look for more problems. We meet back at the front doors into the building, and we check in with Rinkin. We may not be able to move inside without wrecking whatever airlocks they’ve been able to set up.”




Frankie pointed out, “I can fly up and into the big hole in their roof, but that’s liable to get me shot at. A lot.”




Faith said, “Some people can’t recognize class when they see it.”




KASS agreed, “Yeah. F-16 rocks.”




Aly looked at her and smiled, “Totally.”




Frankie really thought Aly looked like she was about to step over and give her another hug. Even if Aly looked like one badass Marine right then.




Part IX



Frankie Rojas watched as Aly Mack took off into the gas cloud. Aly looked like she was sprinting at over a hundred miles an hour and leaving a gas cloud vortex in her wake. Damn.




So Faith followed directions and Frankie leapt up into the air. Getting above the gas cloud wasn’t that hard, since it was settling, even if it was perhaps spreading out a little further. And spotting the wreckage of the airpower wasn’t that tough, since all three aircraft were still burning. Or at least had some pieces which were still burning.




She flew around the building and even checked up on the roof. “F-16. All clear. Cloud is now only about thirty feet thick and still settling.”




“Lieutenant Mackenzie. Nothing except some Xe operators in pro masks or MOPP gear, hunting for stragglers. Don’t let them shoot at you.”




“Faith and Her Majesty—”




“Hey!” KASS complained.




“-here. Nothin’ close in except some dead operators and a few guys who need med treatment bad because they’re out cold and still breathin’ this shit. If they’re still breathin’ at all.”




“Mackenzie. I’ll cut in to your circle, and let’s move all those guys into the building. They probably have standard chemical warfare treatments, and that may be good enough. If it’s not, Rinkin can call Rudy’s people for advice.”




“Us again. KASS reminded me that FLAG did a bunch of research on that gas after Omaha, so they may have some recommendations on counter-agents. I’m calling ’em now.”




“Mackenzie. Let’s get these people inside without any delays. That’s got to be more critical.”




Frankie flew out past the fenceline for the headquarters building. There was supposed to be a huge area somewhere within easy driving distance where they had a fieldwork and training center big enough that the occasional explosions and simulated firefights didn’t scare the crap out of the neighbors. Maybe thousands of acres, with all kinds of shitty terrain to train newbies in. But this place was just a square mile or so, and the gas was going to spread past the fenceline in a few places before too long.




Only… there were already police lines, and feds, with people in MOPP-4 gear. And they were moving outward. Someone had called it in. Frankie wasn’t going to be real surprised to find out it was Rinkin or Aly. She had seen Rinkin make a phone call on gear that had to be internal, so Aly probably had something similar. 




Apparently, bionic agents didn’t need a phone in the sole of their shoe.




Frankie wasn’t going to be really surprised if it turned out Rinkin had a couple combat knives and a firearm hidden somewhere inside her shit, or even inside her. Rinkin was a great friend and a great watchdog, but she absolutely did not fuck around when things got hairy.







Aly was pretty pleased to see that the Xe guys actually did have a way of blocking off that atrium and turning it into a positive-pressure atmosphere control system. Even if this was bound to be the first real-life test of the system. And they had an airtight system to pull over the hole in the skylight.




She would have said they were being paranoid, but they totally had needed everything they had on-site, plus more stuff. And yeah, they had a medic room, so those unconscious-but-not-dead outside guards were getting treatments and should be okay in a few days. The ones who had been killed and partly eaten by the giant? There was nothing that could be done for them. Aly was pretty unhappy about not being able to save them, even if Xe had her on a red list.




And some of the important guys at Xe had already made a few phone calls, and presto, firefighting crews in planes and helos were dropping water all across the Xe compound, which was washing the clouds of gas out of the air. That meant that the grass was pretty gross, and might die from whatever was in the gas.




Also, it had turned out that Andrew had a pro mask and some weaponry in the car, plus an oxygen tank he could use to clear the air inside the car, and he had gone out hunting. So he had managed to rescue three gassed Xe guards and tuck them into the back of the car, and he had already checked out the three crash sites without the Xe guards spotting him. That was probably something Rinkin had been training him to do.




So, with the three guards moved out of the car and into the medic room in the building, Rinkin was having a quick meeting at the car, with Aly and Andrew and Frankie and Faith. And KASS, who was back in her motorcycle form and parked next to the car.




Rinkin asked, “Status?”




Andrew frowned, “We need to get inside that Sikorsky and do some forensics. They have to have used it to haul those two… ex-people here. Probably most of the power armor who were acting as guards too.”




Aly asked, “Any chance these were two of our escaped criminals from Seaford?”




Faith snorted, “Hells yeah, I’d say it’s a good enough chance to bet some cash on it.”




Rinkin said, “Whoever they used to be, they obviously had their bodies mutated pretty massively. I had the general get me some tissue samples from both of them. Blood, cheek scrapings, the usual. No bone marrow samples. Whatever happened to them, their bones broke the sampling needles the medics tried.”




Aly asked, “So we do some fast PCR and study their DNA to see if we can identify who they used to be, and what was done to them?”




Rinkin smiled, “Something like that. You and Andrew are the biochem experts in this little group. Not me.”




So Andrew led them to the remains of the crashed, exploded Sikorsky. There were a couple dozen Xe guards around the three wrecks, so Rinkin had to call General Morrison to get permission to look inside. Officially, anyway.




What the general did was to send out an ex-Army captain named Fielder, who was one of the Xe field commanders with battlefield forensics experience, so he could go over the helo with them and keep them from messing up the forensics. Or whatever the Xe guys thought Aly and Rinkin might do.




Maybe it was just the Xe forensics guys paying Aly back for being mean to the Xe forensics team at Seaford.




At any rate, the fires in the wreckage were all out. The Xe Consulting guys had their own firefighting teams, and the water drops from the aircraft had helped those efforts just a ton. The interior of the Sikorsky was all burned stuff and blackened surfaces. But it didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to figure out that those big cubes that were all heavy bars of steel were cages for Caveman Guy and Cannibal Guy. And there were spots on the walls that looked like they were designed to let a power armor guy strap in until he was ready to go to work.




Aly looked really hard with all her vision modes, and there was definitely a plate spot-welded to the base of each cage. Using her telescopic vision and getting a good angle, she could just barely make out that the rear cage said ‘ADONIS—15’ and the midline cage said ‘ADONIS—16’. Ick.




Aly called out to the Xe guy, “Captain Fielder! I’ve got something!”




He hurried over, and Aly watched as Andrew and Rinkin subtly moved close enough to eavesdrop. She also watched as Andrew stepped off to one side, then took a tiny step, a big step, and another tiny step. She had no idea what that was, but she assumed he was up to something.




Fielder stepped over to her and asked, “Whatcha got?”




She crouched down and pointed at the metal plates. “These cages have labels.”




He frowned, “Are you sure? I can’t read ’em.”




She fibbed, “Maybe I’m at a better angle. And I do have really good vision. You’ll want to get your people analyzing them, but I’m pretty sure they say ‘Adonis 15’ and ‘Adonis 16’.”




“Adonis? Like the Greek mythology?” he checked.




“Right,” she nodded. “He was supposed to be the most beautiful young man ever. So beautiful that a goddess fell for him too. And given what that caveman-thing looked like, I’m gonna go out on a limb and guess that Tucker Wells is behind this… and his serum doesn’t work right.”




Captain Fielder snorted in amusement. “Right.”




Aly added, “And there’s a BOLO out on Tucker Wells, so you’ll want your people to check that.”




Andrew said, “That pretty much answers our questions, so we’ll get out of your hair, sir. Come on, lieutenant. We’ve got to get the deputy director back to the car and make sure she’s on oxygen again.”




So Andrew sort of limped out of the wreckage of the Sikorsky, and then limped alongside Rinkin back to the car.




Rinkin looked at him. “What do you have?”




Andrew grinned and lifted one shoe. “Soil samples.” He had stepped on soil he had spotted inside the Sikorsky so he had it stuck to the sole of his shoe, wedged in just in front of his heel.




While he pulled off his shoe and scraped the soil into a baggie, Rinkin held up two small baggies of her own. She smiled, “Samples I scraped off the wheels.” Then she pointed at Aly and said, “Plus someone spotted that the cages had labels.”




Aly guessed, “So I figure only your mega-jerky brother would call stuff like this ‘Adonis’, and I also figure that means he’s trying to get something that looks like Cannibal Guy, only more handsome and not a braindead cannibal.”




Andrew groaned, “Oh great, so when he gets it perfected, he’ll use it on himself because he’s just that psycho.”




Rinkin pointed out, “And that’ll be when he’s finally ready to have a fist fight with you.”




Andrew glumly said, “Yeah. Totally. When we were kids, he never wanted to risk hurting anyone or anything that might hurt him back.”




Then they headed out, with Faith and KASS right behind them and Frankie overhead.




Aly waited until they cleared the security gate and were out of the Xe property. Then Andrew stopped the car, and they talked Frankie into taking a somewhat uncomfortable-for-her seat in the front seat of the car with Andrew. 




Then Aly checked for bugs again. And she finally asked, “Rinkin, were they telling the truth about the CIA contract and stuff?”




Rinkin shrugged a little. “Mostly. General Morrison was definitely lying on a couple of his points. I’m guessing they’ve got you on a to-do list, and some mid-level people who spotted that this was a con job just checked upstairs and got an okay to let it run, but to cover their asses in case it went south. So good ol’ Walter is probably going to get all the blame dumped in his lap.”




Aly winced a little at that, even if she didn’t like Walter Kermann. “You think they might take me off the list after today?”




Rinkin didn’t fib. “No. They’ll probably downgrade you, but don’t expect you’ll get completely moved off that list. And they’ll probably move Garthe up to the top. With a bullet. Also, they’ll definitely label you as bionic.” 




Aly sighed, “Well, after what I did, they’d kind of have to, wouldn’t they?”




Andrew checked, “Do we take our soil samples to Dan’s forensic guys, or FLAG, or Quantico?”




Aly was pretty sure what the answer would be. Ever since the OSI had hired Rinkin, she had pushed for more investigative training for the agents, and more martial arts for the agents, and more handgun training for the agents, and forensic training for the agents, and also a private forensics lab inside the OSI headquarters area. But Dan’s forensic group was really only two people who did it as a side job when there were forensics to analyze. And stuff like forensic geology and forensic DNA analysis were mega-specialized areas.




Rinkin said, “Quantico. And while you’re driving us there, Lieutenant Mackenzie can call her new buddy FBI Special Agent Mark Jefferson and explain how this relates to the case she took away from him just the other day, and why he’ll want to get all this expedited.”




Well crud.




Aly made a pasta salad for the potluck dinner in Andrew’s apartment that evening. It was really another thing to let Faith and KASS hang out with them, and to make Frankie feel more like she could be a normal person again. Frankie totally needed a lot more people in her life. And more laughter. And more hugs.




And Xander was hilarious during dinner, because he was pretending to take all the credit for their ideas about stuff for Frankie to carry. And he was referring to everyone else involved in the idea as ‘The Chain Gang’. And he was threatening to get out his kazoo and play a medley of Bowie The Bard’s greatest hits.




Okay, they had to explain to Frankie and Faith and KASS and all the other non-gamers about Xander’s bard character, and the music Bowie The Bard was claiming he wrote. Like Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. And Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor. And Britney Spears’ ‘Oops I Think I Did It Again’. All of which Bowie The Bard had written for the kazoo. And then Xander played Bowie The Bard’s latest composition, which was really ‘Enter Sandman’ by Metallica, and he played it on the kazoo. Aly laughed so hard she nearly had a bionic accident in her panties.




And nobody talked about Tucker Wells for the whole night.




But the next morning, they were having a video conference with Special Agent Mark Jefferson and his boss Supervisory Special Agent Keith McHenry, and one of the FBI forensics people. So there was lots of talking about Tucker.




And, of course, Mister McHenry—oh sorry, that’s Supervisory Special Agent McHenry to the peons like Aly—didn’t believe in monsters and psycho mad scientists and stuff. Even after the attack on Xe headquarters the day before, with two inhuman dead bodies as part of the aftermath. He was hardly even agreeing that the gas attack and the airpower meant that Garthe Knight was behind things.




Aly wondered just how many other suspects the guy could possibly have. Was he expecting Doctor Doom and Ultron were coming to life from Marvel Comics and busting up hardsites around the Beltway?




So Rinkin had to get WillowGamma to play some of the footage from the late Peggy Four, showing what Whip could do. And then some of the recovered footage that FLAG had of Frankie fighting some of Tucker’s animal monsters.




Aly knew the OSI had footage of her fighting Whip, and footage from FLAG of Faith and KASS fighting badness in Tucker’s lair, but maybe these guys didn’t need to see that.




Then Rinkin explained that they had eyewitness testimony that Tucker Wells had done that to Texas deputy sheriff Frankie Rojas against her will. And eyewitness testimony that Tucker had created Whip and was using her as a hitter. And eyewitness testimony that Garthe Knight was behind the same ‘gas cloud attack and radar-jamming VTOL aircraft’ thing that happened in Omaha. So they could put the puzzle pieces together pretty easily. SSA McHenry still wasn’t real cooperative.




At least Agent Jefferson was. He wanted his case closed according to FBI guidelines, not just snatched out from under him by spooks. So he had his forensics guy discussing the findings so far from the FBI lab.




The guy nervously lectured, “Umm… well… It’s far too early for definitive DNA analyses, but… umm… we’re fairly certain these… things used to be human.” That got a massive reaction our of McHenry, which derailed everything for a few minutes. 




Then finally, special Agent Jefferson got the forensics guy to get back to the subject. The guy said a lot more ‘umm’s and ‘ermm’s and stuff as he explained, “And that they’ve been hit with retroviruses we’ve never seen before. We’re running all our samples by the CDC too, given how dangerous the retroviruses have to be. Still, we may be able to match the altered DNA to individuals if we can find enough unaffected DNA segments for comparisons. And Agent Jefferson found that all of the criminals in the transport van had recent blood samples taken for DNA databases, so we have segments to match against.”




He cleared his throat a couple more times. “The forensic geology and soil chemistry and botany are being done by another group, but the pollen samples and soil chemistry so far are suggesting a Chesapeake Bay locale. There’s also some rather… unusual pollutants in the soil samples. They look like… umm…” He glanced nervously over at SSA McHenry. “…like someone has been doing some highly illegal biochemistry experiments that probably have primates as test subjects, based on the DNA segments we could recover, and then liquefying the remains of any failed experiments before dumping the resultants.”




Aly mentioned, “And ‘primates’ has to include humans in this case.”




McHenry cringed at that tidbit.




The scientist winced too. “Yes. Quite. Especially after seeing the photographs from the incident.”




So Aly added, “The metal labels on the cages inside the crashed Sikorsky suggest that these men are the fifteenth and sixteenth humans to get this treatment. And Tucker Wells is a psychopath. He won’t stop just because a few people are horrifically mutated.”




McHenry objected, “Psychopath is not a legitimate term of reference according to the DSM.”




Andrew interrupted, “But ASPD is. And we have someone who has talked with Tucker Wells extensively, and observed him for years. Tucker is definitely a psychopath. With everything that entails.”




McHenry complained, “And who would this psychoanalyst be?”




Andrew clenched his jaws hard. “It would be me. Tucker Wells is my older brother. There is no one currently alive who knows him better than I do.”




McHenry pointed out, “But that’s a viewpoint that wouldn’t be accepted in a court of law!”




Rinkin insisted, “But it doesn’t mean that it’s wrong. And I doubt this will ever get to a court of law. Tucker Wells is not going to go quietly. His last three worksites—that we have been able to trace back—all had self-destructs, and all of them had those self-destructs activated. His current lab will have at least one. And we expect that as soon as he gets his Adonis serum working well enough, he’ll use it on himself. At which point he will probably target Agent Wells, along with their uncle, Dr. Rudy Wells.”






Part X



Aly and Andrew got permission to take a helo and cruise around the less populated edges of the Chesapeake Bay and look for signs of Tucker’s lab. They were using a map that WillowBeta had made of the bay area with heatmaps of concentrations of standard pollutants. Because the pollutant concentrations at the really populated areas didn’t look like the gunk that had turned up in their just-analyzed soil samples.




Meanwhile, Special Agent Jefferson was waiting on his forensic specialists to come up with more stuff, and he was searching for places where the Sikorsky and the VTOLs could have landed without getting tons of attention. And, as he and Rinkin had agreed, stuff like that had to get fueled up somewhere, even if it was out to sea.




The cool part was that Frankie went with Aly and Andrew, and she did a bunch of the recon by leaping out of the helo and flying around at really low altitudes to look for stuff. Frankie and Faith and KASS were all assuming that Tucker would stick with his ‘underground evil lair’ approach. Because Tucker was a psycho. Also, the general ASPD category meant, among other things, that the psychotic individual didn’t learn the correct lessons from his past mistakes. Which was also totally Tucker, according to Andrew.




They had to break before lunch, because the helo needed refueling and stuff. And Frankie was tired from flying almost constantly for a couple hours. She was heavy enough that she had to really exercise her muscles to keep in the air.




And at lunch, they got a debrief from Faith and KASS, who had zipped back to FLAG headquarters to discuss the intel that Tucker Wells was working for Garthe’s organization now, probably as a contractor. That maybe meant that the mysterious Dr. Soldaeth was on the outs, after his Ultramen had gotten wrecked every time Aly or Rinkin had faced one.




Aly was also assuming that Soldaeth was a weird alias, since the guy didn’t exist. Not only weren’t there current traces of him, but there weren’t records on him back before he became a mad scientist. Or in his early years as a mad scientist, which according to Rinkin was when most of these jerkheads left the most recognizable traces. 




Aly was also wondering if ‘Soldaeth’ could have been associated with the Russian Weapon K program. Or the American MK-ULTRA program. Or one of those other programs that other countries were still pretending they hadn’t run. 




None of that was good. Double plus ungood, as Xander liked to say when he wanted to bug Willow. Apparently, their class had been assigned ‘1984’ in high school English Lit class… only, Xander had just read the Cliff Notes. And Willow was still annoyed years later that he got a really good grade on the test without doing anywhere near the work Willow had done.




After lunch, they took the helo out again, and did a couple more hours of searching, while Frankie did low-altitude searches. Faith and KASS did ground-level inspections of some of the possibles Aly and Frankie spotted.




But by dinner time, they still had nothing.




Xander was grilling steaks on his patio. He ‘helpfully’ checked, “Nothing?”




“Nothing,” Aly admitted.




“Not a fuckin’ thing,” Faith agreed.




So Xander asked, “Zip? Zero? Nada? The big goose egg? Maybe… el gran huevo de gallina?”




“Stop it, Xander,” KASS grumbled from her speakerbox. “Or I’ll tell Faith to say lots more dirty words in front of Aly, until she cries and everyone will know it’s your fault.”




“KASS!” Aly complained.




Xander looked at Faith and pretended to look shocked. He said, “You didn’t tell me you had an evil supercomputer.”




KASS retaliated by blowing Xander a raspberry. Then Willow got a phone call. 




A few moments later, Willow marched over to Xander and said, “Stop being mean to our guests, or you get the Brussels sprouts for dinner while everyone else gets the steak.”




Xander gave her the ‘Home Alone’ face and gasped, “Oh my God, it is an evil supercomputer!”




“And don’t you forget it!” Faith insisted.




“Evil is sexy, right?” KASS asked disingenuously.




Andrew griped, “No, evil looks like Tucker. And Garthe. And sometimes it’s fat too. Everybody knows you should be Aelita instead of XANA.”




KASS insisted, “Well, I’m too sexy to be that kind of evil.”




Xander said, “Totes! You’re like the Natasha Fatale of evil badguys.”




Aly complained, “You guys have the weirdest reference pools ever, and KASS is too pretty to be a badguy.”




“Thanks, A-Team!” KASS responded.




Xander checked his grilling and interrupted, “And on that note, steaks are done! Ten minutes to slicing and serving!” He scooped them off the grills and whisked them into the house.




Andrew mock-whispered, “The guy who is pretending that someone else is the badguy? He’s always the badguy. Someone had better go in the kitchen and guard those steaks from him.”




Aly got up the next morning and got started on her standard morning. PT, a shower, breakfast, and language work. Her project for that morning was upping her Mandarin vocabulary and working on her Mandarin handwriting. And she had a language buddy call with Huifen that afternoon, but stuff like that sometimes got canceled or moved, due to OSI business or Huifen’s real work. And Aly couldn’t tell Huifen about her real assignments, just like Huifen couldn’t talk about her real job to Aly.




Boy, describing what happened at the Xe headquarters would really tax her vocab. So Aly spent some time looking up new Mandarin words like she had to write a real AAR in Mandarin. That got her more than a hundred new words right there. She already knew words for ‘cloud’ and other common words, but she had to look up words and phrases for stuff like ‘helicopter’ and ‘VTOL jet’ and ‘poison gas’ and ‘paralyzing’ and ‘caveman’ and stuff.




Also, lots of Mandarin words and phrases were just… really pretty when you wrote them out. There were a bunch of words for different kinds of clouds in different situations, just like in English, and they mostly looked like what they were, in one way or another, even if it was because of a radical or two in the character. As far as she was concerned, if she could ‘see’ what the pictograph was supposed to be, she could remember it really well. Like she was never going to forget what ‘tree’ looked like, or ‘forest’. And tons and tons of other words, like ‘rain’ and ‘big’ and ‘fire’ and so on…




And she had two textbooks she was going to get to. Really soon. Both were presents from Oscar and Rinkin. Both were in Mandarin, and both were basic instruction in learning another language. One was basic Japanese for Mandarin speakers, and one was basic Korean for Mandarin speakers.




A book on basic English for Mandarin speakers would probably be mega-interesting. Huifen probably had one or two that she wasn’t using anymore…







It was four more days before the FBI came up with some solid intelligence. Four more days of getting lots of language study done, and having Frankie and Faith and KASS over for dinner and stuff. Even if Fred brought tacos to the Italian food dinner at Aly’s apartment and also to the Indian-and-Pakistani food dinner at Andrew’s apartment. Aly really liked stuff like that, because she got to cook fun stuff she never fixed just for herself.




And Aly got a lot of use out of the situation room. Even if for the first three days, it was just her sitting there in her cammies so she was ready to move out as soon as someone found something. She was concentrating on scanning FBI reports for anything subtle or esoteric or linguistic that WillowBeta might not spot.




The big monitor in the front of the room was showing the Chesapeake Bay area, with monitors on the sides that showed stuff like gradient maps for key pollutants that were and weren’t in the samples Andrew had snitched. And possible areas with the right geology for the stuff Rinkin had scraped off the Sikorsky’s wheels. Even more monitors were showing live feeds from the FBI’s field agents, and up-to-date reports they were sending in to their SSA’s.




Frankie and Faith and KASS were zipping around the target areas, searching for possible secret underground lairs. Their locations were getting tracked on the big monitor. Special Agent Jefferson was following up on possible land purchases and possible heavy machinery operations. The locations of his field agents were also getting tracked. WillowBeta and some FLAG IT people were trying to track down anything that looked like it had been purchased by the same shell corporations that had bought the land for Tucker’s secret lab in Texas where Frankie had gotten experimented on.




There was a lot of activity showing up on the screens in the room. Even if WillowGamma was the only one in the room who was putting up stuff on the screens. Okay, she was the only one they needed in the room, because she could interface directly with most of the gear, and she could get reports directly from WillowBeta. And she was mega-fast.




But that morning, the FBI DNA experts released their interim report, and it said they thought Caveman Guy had once been Hal Gregory, and Cannibal Adonis Guy had once been Robert Michaels. So the next iteration of the Adonis would probably be what was left of Lieutenant Rogers. Ick.




And a couple hours later, Special Agent Jefferson called her on one of the landlines into the OSI PBX system. Which was way fancier and way more secure than an ordinary old-fashioned PBX, because of Willow and the Willowbots.




“Lieutenant Mackenzie here, Agent Jefferson.”




“Our forensic accounting group came up with a shell company that has an ownership pyramid similar to that of the Texas site you told us about. And it bought a section of coastal land out on Delmarva south of Chincoteague that was listed as an EPA Superfund site, with the stated intention of reclaiming the land and building condos on it. Guess what?”




Aly guessed, “Lots of heavy machinery, and no condos.”




“Apparently, the neighbors were thrilled with that outcome. Why would anyone complain that a company spent a ridiculous amount of money cleaning up a toxic waste site nearby, and then didn’t ruin the area?”




WillowGamma cut into the call. “Also, the pollutants in the sample could have come from that area. And the aircraft could have come to that point from one of Garthe Knight’s ships in the Atlantic, without having to overfly a lot of populated areas.”




Aly looked at one of the map screens off to the right side, which had times and distances from OSI headquarters. “I can be there in under an hour. Faith Lehane can probably be there in even less time, and Ranger Rojas can probably be there in thirty to forty minutes.”




Agent Jefferson said, “We’re already on our way there with an FBI SWAT team.”




Aly winced, “Please don’t try to go in there without us. This will be a hardsite, and may have things there which make the monsters at Xe Consulting look good in comparison.”




Agent Jefferson groaned, “This is more OSI crap I’m not going to like, isn’t it?”




Aly tried, “I’m hoping it’s something that will keep your people alive, because the two monsters that hit Xe Consulting ignored heavy machine guns and treated heavily armed, heavily armored soldiers like they were appetizers. One of them literally ate chunks out of half a dozen Xe soldiers. We’re hoping all of them were dead or at least unconscious first.”




“Oh Christ,” Jefferson groaned.




Aly piled on, “It also grabbed some of its own people. Who were in sealed power armor. It tore the power armor apart and started eating the people inside. We also have reports of some sort of monster that looked like a movie monster and didn’t even have blood inside it. It was powered by some sort of tarry goo. Then there are the animal models that Tucker Wells had to use as early experiments. Imagine a gorilla uplifted like this, or a hog, or a crocodile, or something even worse. In the Texas lab, Wells apparently unleashed everything when FLAG agent Lehane managed to break in and help rescue Ranger Rojas. Then, when things didn’t go as he had hoped, he released a mixture of a poison gas and an explosive gas, and he blew up the base.”




“Is this guy sane?!”




Aly sighed to herself. “We are fairly sure that he’s psychotic. Possibly A-SPD or psychopathy. But he’s phenomenally dangerous because of the creatures he has managed to create or mutate. Have you seen the current BOLO out on Gunnery Sergeant Margery Whipple?”




He groaned. “Right. The new one made no sense.”




She explained, “We know that Wells turned her into a gargoyle. A literal gargoyle, with bat-like wings that let her fly, and a tail which she can crack like a whip and cut through anything up through sheet steel. She’s bulletproof with everything that’s been tried on her so far, so your team had better be carrying heavy.”




He grumbled, “You’re making this sound like a horror movie.”




Aly admitted, “It’s more like… several horror movies mashed together by a crazy person.”




He sighed audibly and finally said, “We’ll take station several blocks out, before any security cams would pick us up, and we’ll see if we can find ways in or out of the place.”




Aly said, “Great. Call FLAG Agent Faith Lehane and ask her for intel on security measures Tucker Wells took in Texas, and what it took to break into the upper level of that lab.” And she gave him KASS’s FLAG contact number.




She asked WillowGamma, “You’ve already signaled the helo, right?”




“Correct, Aly. And Andrew is already on his way to the helicopter. In fact, he might beat you there.”




Yeah, Aly didn’t think Andrew was going to want to let Tucker get away this time.




WillowGamma added, “I also signaled Faith, KASS, and Frankie. And I submitted a report to the director and deputy director, as well as to FLAG. KASS reports that she and Faith will be on-site in under twenty minutes, even though access to Delmarva Peninsula is not convenient for a high-speed motorcycle.”




Aly asked, “Can you get us there faster than by helo?”




WillowGamma replied, “Already in progress. Our Cessnas are not immediately available, but the helicopter will meet a business jet at the closest private airport, and then you may parachute out of the jet. That might let you arrive before Agent Lehane.”




And she gave Aly a little smirk. Aly found that she was really looking forward to beating Faith to the site, even if she had to use a jet and a parachute. She didn’t think of herself as really competitive, even if she tried mega-hard not to lose any real battles. But she kind of wanted to be able to look over at Faith and KASS and say something like ‘wow, you two took like forever to get here’ just to see the look on Faith’s face and the glare in KASS’s headlights.




Okay, maybe she wouldn’t do that, because they would be at an FBI SWAT site and she wanted to sound professional.




Still, she asked, “Is my new chute ready?”




WillowGamma replied, “Peggy Two is moving it and one of your OSI bags to the helicopter now. She should have Andrew’s gear as well. His parachute is a standard.”




And Aly was already in her utes, so she sprinted over to the helo, which was out of the heliport already, so she didn’t need to pull it out herself, which she had done before when she was in a hurry. Peggy Two was just moving back from having put some gear in the helo. And here came Andrew, running for the helo.




It was pretty neat how Andrew had shaped up so much, mainly thanks to Rinkin deciding to mentor him. Before, he was a really nerdy guy who was burdened with a creepy older brother. Now he was an agent for the OSI, and he might even get to arrest his older brother and Mirandize him and slam him into a really icky jail cell.




How horrible a childhood had Andrew really had, if that was probably the best case scenario?




Aly hopped into the helo, buckled in, and started checking her special Aly-parachute, just because a specialized parachute like that didn’t give you a lot of room for error. Okay, it was way smaller than a standard chute, so it came with a matching emergency chute that would sit on Aly’s chest and get used in case of parachuting badness.




Andrew hopped in, and the helo took off as he buckled himself in. Then they checked their OSI bags and put stuff on. Andrew had some pretty standard federal-agency battle rattle with a windbreaker that had ‘OSI’ in huge block letters. Plus, he had some not-so-standard stuff like armored elbow pads and knee pads and shoe armor, in case of melee combat against heavies. And a couple big combat knives. His web belt had some special stuff like an emergency medical kit, along with a Glock for normal threats and a .50 caliber Desert Eagle with hot loads for not-so-normal threats. 




Aly was expecting all not-so-normal threats this time. She had seen that Andrew fired that DE in a two-handed stance, because it kicked pretty hard. She didn’t have that drawback.




Aly had some special torso-only thin-plate armor. It was heavier than normal people wanted to wear, but that wasn’t a crisis for her. It also wasn’t going to solve every problem for her, because someone strong enough to out-wrestle her could probably punch a giganto hole in the armor, which would do bad stuff to the squeezably-soft Aly underneath.




And she had something that Rinkin had gotten Oscar to authorize: a bolt-action H&H big game hunting rifle that fired .700 Action Express cartridges. It was heavy enough that it was pretty much unusable by real big game hunters. She had no idea how much the thing had cost. She also had a .50 caliber DE and magazines for it on her web belt, along with other stuff she liked to carry in the field. And she had a couple different combat knives.




They jumped out of the helo, ran over to the bizjet, and let it taxi over and take off eastward. Aly got her parachute on, made sure her emergency parachute was set properly on her chest, pulled on her parachuting helmet, and strapped the rifle low enough across her torso that she could pull the cords on the emergency chute if she needed to. Then she checked that Andrew was set.




They zipped across the Chesapeake Bay and bailed out when the co-pilot signaled. Then Aly dropped. Her helmet had comms with a couple signals from the FBI, so she was aiming at a beacon the FBI SWAT had running. Andrew was already behind her, because she had her arms in and was falling faster than the usual 120 mph for terminal velocity when you were falling spread out with arms and legs in a big X.




She also dropped fast when she finally pulled her ripcord. After all, her special chute had a lot less material than a standard chute. Expert skydivers were known to go with chutes that were between 100 and 200 square feet in size, but she could land from a way greater height than a normal person without killing herself or breaking every bone in her legs. Her chute was only fifty square feet. So it wasn’t much bigger than a bedsheet for a California King mattress. It also folded up way smaller than Andrew’s chute.




So she landed with a serious thud right outside the FBI SWAT van, where Special Agent Jefferson was gearing up with the SWAT team.




There was every reaction from “Aaagh!” and “Fuck!” to one guy over-reacting and swinging an assault rifle over to point at her.




Crud.




On the upside, she beat Faith and KASS to the site.




Part XI



Aly Mack quickly held up her badge on its lanyard, and she barked out, “Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie! OSI! And I have a partner inbound, so don’t shoot him either!”




Agent Jefferson stepped around the SWAT van looking all geared-up. “This is the OSI agent I was telling you about.” He looked over at her and asked, “Mackenzie. Just you and your partner?”




By then, everyone could see Andrew sailing in toward them.




She answered, “Me. OSI Special Agent Andrew Wells up there. FLAG agent Faith Lehane inbound on a tactical motorcycle. And we may have former Texas deputy sheriff Frankie Rojas, who we need to introduce to everyone, so your SWAT forces don’t empty their assault rifles into her on sight.”







Tucker Wells looked up as one of his Norns suddenly went into what was probably a grand mal seizure and then fell to the floor. His second Norn, who was also on early warning duty, gasped, “Here! Now! Too much!” Her speech was really slurred as she spoke, and blood began leaking from her eyes and nostrils. Probably a stroke. She fell over and hit the concrete floor face-first. Neither one of them moved anymore.




Yeah, they were both dead, or nearly dead. It was a good thing he could make more.




He checked that his final Norn was conscious and viable. Okay, good. He directed her, “Grab my latest research vials and the current backup drives, then run down to the escape tunnel and take them to the backup site. Wait for me there.”




He really didn’t want to lose those vials or the secret test result data on his ‘Venus’ serum. The problem was that he was working on the Venus serum for himself, and Thompson would rat him out to their bosses if he found out. The rat bastard. And Whip would rat him out to Thompson if she found out. The stupid bitch.




“Yes sir.” She glanced over at the two downed Norns but followed orders. He liked having nice, pliable constructs. And as one of his Norns, she had a limited kind of prescience, so she would probably spot anyone trying to find her or track her, and she could lose them. Or kill them. He didn’t really care which.




And it wasn’t true prescience, but he wasn’t going to tell his backers that if they were too stupid to not be able to work out that real precognition was impossible. What the Norns did was a psychic perception of current reality, with some psychic gestalt so they could put it together instinctively into a good ‘prediction’ of what was about to happen.




He sent the current model Adonis with his two available Prometheans up the tunnels to greet the visitors, if the approaching visitors managed to smash their way into his nice, well-defended lab. It was just a shame that his alpha-test gynoid wasn’t ready yet.







Faith decelerated hard, since she had been exceeding the speed limits by over a hundred miles an hour, and feds like the FBI tended to be dicks about that.




KASS murmured over their private comms, “Feeb alert!”




Faith looked over at the two K-9 dogs and their handlers. “It’s the popo wit’ tha Toto.”




KASS said, “A-Team and Agent A beat us here.”




Faith looked over the place. “Andy Panda’s got himself a nice parachute, but Aly-cat…”




KASS grumbled, “You’ve got bedsheets bigger than that thing.”




Faith wondered, “Does she even need a parachute?”




KASS insisted, “Even A-Team doesn’t do terminal velocity, and with sixty or eighty pounds of gear, that terminal vee is a lot higher.”




Faith looked over a couple of the better-looking FBI dudes. “Come on, let’s go meet the new neighbors.”




KASS insisted, “I am not a Welcome Wagon, and your brownies-in-a-mug don’t count as a casserole.”




Faith spotted something else. “Well shit, here comes F-16. We better get over there before a bunch of SWAT guys try ta swat her and she gets pissed off.”







Tucker Wells checked his exterior monitors… And someone had already spoofed three of them. The job wasn’t done well enough that his systems couldn’t detect it. So it wasn’t Faith Lehane and her FLAG hardware. He went to the offline security cams, which were even better concealed, and he cranked them up.




“Shit! Fuck! God damn it!”




It was that bitch Lehane and her pet motorcycle. And… Andrew? Andrew didn’t get killed back in Mammoth Falls? How was that possible? 




Shit. He had told his bosses that Andrew had gotten roasted back in Mammoth Falls. They had probably already found out he was wrong. They were probably holding that against him too.




Oh no, someone had scrounged up deputy sheriff Rojas too. She was probably hiding out at FLAG and depending on Lehane to keep her safe from mobs with torches and pitchforks. He did not want to have to deal with her. She looked like a bitch who held a grudge.




And… was that blonde soldier the agent from Mammoth Falls? He immediately signaled Whip, who would want a Round Two with that fucker. 




And those were definitely FBI twats. SWAT-twats. Shit! Even if his creations won this round, the FBI would have backup on the way. He was going to have to prepare to ditch this lab too. He told Thompson to signal his bosses and then go check if the first gynoid was ready for combat. He just sort of ‘forgot’ to warn Thompson to go to the bottom level and use one of the mini-subs to evacuate. Oops. Maybe Thompson shouldn’t have been such an asshole to one Tucker Wells.




Lehane had managed to get into an earlier base, which had been better-concealed and better-monitored, so he didn’t have a lot of hope that the entry into this base would remain concealed for all that long.




Still, it would probably take a while for idiots like the FBI dweebs to figure out how to get past his defenses and get in through his topside ‘doorway’. And there was a pretty good chance they would blow themselves up trying, which would be a great distraction for him and his miniature escape sub.







Aly watched as Special Agent Corrigan, the FBI SWAT leader, planned out the SWAT assault on the lone building on the site, which was a simple pre-fab building with corrugated iron walls and sturdy doors.




She finally cut in, “Infrared shows there’s nothing inside there. And an E-M scan shows that there’s a ridiculous number of systems on the door, the wall, the windows, the roof…”




He looked over and growled, “And when did you get those scans done? Yesterday?”




She wasn’t going to admit that she had just looked at the building and used her bionic eye. She fibbed, “Agent Lehane has been working hard, using the tactical sensors built into her motorcycle.”




“My hooptie!” Faith insisted, just to aggravate the guy.




“Agent Lehane…” he grumped.




“Yeah, Captain Corrugated?”




“That’s Corrigan! Special Agent Corrigan!”




“Sorry,” Faith said, in a totally-not-sorry-at-all voice.




Fortunately, Frankie landed right in between the two of them with a thud and the flap of furling wings. “If you two are done measuring… badges… Don’t bother. I just overflew it and checked down through the skylights. It’s just a huge fuel-air bomb with a million triggers and enough corrugated iron to act like a two-story grenade.”




Aly figured that the FBI guys who were smart enough to ask how Frankie could see all that were also smart enough to realize that Tucker would have designed someone like Frankie to be able to see in the dark, probably with stupidly-good telescopic vision too.




Faith insisted, “We need to find the underground Evil Lair. Tucker’s got a boner for underground lairs. Just assume there’s a disguised hatch that opens up. Because he’s a psychotic prick, and part of the DSM for guys like him is an inability to figure out that he ought to swap up on the things he does which aren’t working.”




Corrigan insisted, “That would be crazy!”




Faith rolled her eyes at him. “Well duh. What part of ‘psychotic’ and ‘DSM’ did you not get?”




Corrigan turned even redder in the face. Aly figured she was going to have to step in and do something before Faith called the guy ‘Captain Cardboard’ and made the guy have a coronary. 




Maybe a stroke.







Lionel Rogers, Jr. looked at the monitor screens alongside the exit ramp. He could see the area right around the ramp was clear. And…




Son of a bitch! That cunt Mackenzie was standing right over there with the FBI SWAT pricks and the Lehane slut. And that thing from the video footage that looked kind of like Whip, only uglied up with lots of scaly armor crap. That gargoyle form.




He knew he was supposed to stand here with the two dumbass Prometheans and wait. What the fuck kind of name was ‘Promethean’ anyway?




But Mackenzie was right there, in easy range. He could open the hatch, run over there, and rip her to pieces before the FBI losers even figured out what to do.




He watched as Mackenzie looked over at the boobytrapped building… and just dismissed the whole thing. She looked like she couldn’t care less. After she had ruined his career, and ruined his life, and made him choose this body…




It was her fault. It was all her fault. And she was just standing there.




He was starting to tremble with the urge to go choke the living shit out of her. It was getting hard to breathe. He couldn’t stand still. He couldn’t bear waiting a second longer.




“Fuck this!” He hit the switch, and the trap door swung upward. He charged up the ramp and out, straight at that smug bitch.







Aly reacted as soon as she heard the snaps of a series of massive locks, and the whine of heavy motors. Even if no one else could hear those sounds, she sure could, because she had her bionic ear pointed in that direction and totally cranked up. 




She bellowed, “Incoming!” She whirled to face the corrugated building, and spotted the trap door opening.




It was maybe fifty feet from the side of the building, and disguised as a section of the concrete sidewalk along the parking area for the place. Also, the concrete and ‘gravel’ cover was over a foot thick, so finding it with anything short of ground penetrating radar would have been a hassle.




“Toldja!” Faith sang.




And here came another ‘Adonis’. Seven feet tall, built like a weightlifter who over-abused steroids, with a face like a badguy in a horror movie, and wearing nothing but a wrestler’s singlet.




KASS said over the comms, “Shit, somebody sure beat Captain America with the Ugly Stick.”




Yeah, Tucker still didn’t have that whole ‘most handsome man ever’ thing down. Not even close. Aly was also going to assume that this Adonis wasn’t too good on the self-control issue, since he could have waited for maybe hours before the FBI guys would have found that trap door.




The thing yelled, “Mackenzie! You are dead!” And it charged right at her.




At least it wasn’t a brain-dead cannibal this time. Not that Lieutenant Rogers had struck Aly as a smart guy. And two sewed-together-looking oversized monster-guys with grayish-yellow skin ran up the ramp behind the Adonis.




The FBI SWAT team immediately opened fire. Good aim, good self-control, good awareness of other shooters and who not to shoot. Unfortunately, all that firepower wasn’t doing a lot of good. 




The stitched-together guys took the hits and just ignored them, while gross black goo leaked out of them instead of blood. Crud. Well, Frankie and Faith had said that those guys weren’t easy to take down.




The Rogers-Adonis thing just took the hits. It looked like his skin was tough enough to ignore rifle bullets. Extra crud. Well, she had pretty much expected that, after seeing what Caveman Guy and Cannibal Guy had done at the Xe headquarters building.




The only good part was that Rogers was going to concentrate on her, for as long as she could keep his attention and not get killed. She knew that Frankie had sliced up one of those monster-movie guys, so she was hoping Frankie and Faith could handle those two guys before they got their hands on any FBI agents.







Tucker stared in fury at his monitor screens. What the hell had that idiot Rogers been thinking?




Whip said from behind him, “Well they picked him because he had a hard-on for Mackenzie. What’d you think would happen when she showed up?”




Tucker snarled at the screen, “Stupid son of a bitch!”




Whip smirked, “Well, gotta fly. Maybe you better take the escape tunnel.”




He watched her unfurl her wings, and he yelled, “The secondary site! Don’t go to the backup storage site!”




She gave him a thumbs-up and leapt into the air. The ceiling was twenty feet high in this section of the lab, and she was probably going to take the vertical shaft that was the air outflow, so she could go wreck some of those problems out there.




At least Whip was competent. He was going to have to slap a neural leash in any future Adonis constructs, instead of what he had designed for this moron.







Aly took the shot with her hunting rifle. Her bullet hit the Rogers-thing right in the chest over where she was pretty sure the heart would be, and it only got a momentary stagger. Her telescopic vision showed her that the massive round had punched into the thing’s flesh and then bounced off of whatever armor or armor-ish stuff was underneath.




She didn’t have time to reload her rifle, which was a single-shot weapon. She tossed it to Andrew, who caught it expertly despite its weight. She also tossed the ammo pouch at the same time, and he let it land at his feet. She let Rogers keep charging, rather than risk running into the FBI guys’ fields of fire.




So she took up a careful stance and held out her left arm, palm up. And she did the martial arts movie ‘come and get some’ hand gesture she wasn’t supposed to do, just to make Rogers angrier.




If he could get any angrier without actually exploding.




It looked like what little Army Combatives that Lieutenant Rogers had learned had been lost, or was being ignored. Because he was just doing a bull rush right at her, with no thought about footwork or anything.




She could work with that.




He lunged forward to grab her outstretched arm, and she used his momentum against him. He got a shoulder throw so he went face-first into the street.




He sure hadn’t learned anything since the last time they met.




She tried turning the throw into an armbar, and Rogers roared in pain. Or in anger. Or in caveman-speak. Or something.




Okay, she had him, but he was able to put a ridiculous amount of power into his arm and shoulder muscles, and he was mostly ignoring the pain he should have been feeling in his shoulder joint. And whatever his shoulder joint was made of, it did not want to dislocate.




She didn’t have enough mass to keep him from twisting his way out of that jointlock in another second. That would probably require the FBI parking their shiny SWAT van on top of Rogers’ back. So she was going to have to try something else. Soon.







Frankie knew how tough those yellow-skinned monsters were, so she flew up into the air and dropped down behind the first one. She wielded the claws on her right foot, and she slashed through the back of his thigh down to the bone. She let him fall over when he tried to take his next step.




She leapt up and flew up into the air. She was headed over toward Yellow Monster Dos, when she caught a flicker of movement behind her and above her.




She dove toward the street and wheeled to her right, before making a steep banking turn.




That saved her, as a vicious crack and an explosion of pain across her lower back was all the warning she got that her foe had a weapon that could cut through virtually anything, including Frankie’s scales. Hijo de puta, that hurt! Still, she only got a painful cut just below her ribs, instead of maybe losing an entire wing at the root.




She curved around and found herself not quite face-to-face with ‘Whip’. Margery ‘Peg’ Whipple, once a Marine DI. Now one of Tucker Wells’ creatures. And clearly a lot faster and more maneuverable than Frankie was. If this turned into an aerial dogfight, Frankie was screwed.




Whip smirked, “Hey Scaly, Tucker The Fucker says you used to be a hot-shit Texas sheriff or something. So it’s ‘put up or shut up’ time now.”




Part XII



Aly Mack shifted her grip on Rogers’ arm, so she could break his thumb as he tore his way free from her armbar. Even that was mega-hard, because he was like one giant muscle. One giant bulletproof muscle that was ignoring all the firepower from the FBI SWAT guys.




As long as he wasn’t attacking the FBI guys, she was okay with that. Because he was probably strong enough to kill any one of the FBI agents with a single punch, no matter how bad his form was.




So she disengaged. With a couple fast aikido glide-steps. That also let her kick him right in the throat and one eye. That at least made him stop and choke, and maybe it was making that eye swell shut. Because she sure wasn’t doing enough damage to stop him. Yet.







Faith was armored up, and she and KASS were engaging that second monster-man. “Because who’s more engaging than us?” KASS snickered at her joke.




The first one was still trying to get at the Feebs. Frankie had shredded one of its legs, but it was crawling at them with its arms and its good leg, while several of the Feebs used it for target practice. Whatever Tucker Wells made these guys out of, they sure were durable. And stupid.




A-Team would probably also add in ‘icky’ because the damn things wouldn’t bleed. They just leaked a nasty tarry goo. Frankie had accidentally admitted the goo tasted terrible, and Faith wasn’t asking how she knew that. If it was something like ‘oh some of that stuff got splashed in my face’ then Frankie would’ve copped to it. So it was probably something really fucking embarrassing.




The thing tried to grab them again, and every time it reached for them, Faith slashed the son of a bitch up even more. It was down to one working hand which only had two working fingers, so it wasn’t exactly a threat to grab her. It was still a threat to tackle her to the ground or bite her or something else she wasn’t going to let happen.







Frankie was losing this aerial combat. She wasn’t fast enough. She wasn’t maneuverable enough. She didn’t have Whip’s acceleration either. And when Whip was at the right distance, she could slash through Frankie’s scales. The bitch had gotten in seven or eight slashes with that tail, and three of those slashes had cut through some of the scales into her skin.




Meanwhile, Frankie hadn’t managed to get close enough to rip Whip open. Not that she really wanted to try that unless she absolutely had to, because Whip had teeth and claws that looked at least as sharp as Frankie’s were, and Whip’s maneuverability might get Frankie ripped apart in close quarters combat.




Whip laughed, “Not enjoying taking the air on a nice day like today? Wells is a fuckhole, but his Gargoyle forms like you are fricking awesome. The Prometheans? No idea what he was expecting working from dead bodies, but he probably just did it to show he could. The boy’s pretty damn egotistical even for a psychopath.”




Frankie tried getting above Whip to divebomb her, but Whip whirled out of Frankie’s path and put a little diveroll into it to show off.




Whip smirked, “Nice try, but not happening today. I’ve been practicing with this body. A lot. You obviously haven’t. No idea why. Flight’s the best thing ever!”




Whip swept around Frankie and showed her how to do a divebomb. Frankie just barely avoided getting a wing ripped off by furling her wings and dropping like a rock for a hundred feet.




Whip circled her like Frankie was prey. She grinned, “Hey, you know what’s hilarious? Wells is secretly working on a female form. He calls it the ‘Venus’. Once he turns himself into a smart Adonis, he’s probably gonna be kidnapping bitches he hated in high school and test-driving the Venus formula on ’em to turn ’em into obedient little super-sexy sex slaves. Because he’s just that fucking perverted. And he thinks I haven’t noticed. Because he thinks everyone besides him is a moron. It’s killing him that Andrew escaped that firebomb trap back at Mammoth Falls, and he has no idea how.”




Frankie tried, “What’s he got besides this shit?”




Whip grinned and tossed Frankie another cookie, “He calls ’em Norns. He’s aiming for real precognition, but he’s really only getting sort of an early warning signal out of ’em. He’d do better if he just gave ’em enhanced senses. And then there’s his Erinyes, like me. And you’re frigging lucky you escaped before he shoved a ‘leash’ into your spine so he could torture you if you pissed him off. Any other interrogation questions you wanna ask, before I rip your wings off?”




Crap. Whip had been spoon-feeding all this intel to her the whole time. So Whip was backstabbing the shit out of Tucker and entertaining herself while she did it.




Whip made a sharp turn to come around behind Frankie, so Frankie just furled her wings completely and dropped the hundred and fifty feet to the ground. Well, not the ground, because she made sure she landed right on the back of the crawling monster. The Promethean. 




Frankie had gotten the ‘Prometheus’ ref immediately, mainly because she had been depressing the hell out of herself by reading horror fiction ever since she got mutated. She wasn’t surprised. Tucker Wells had an ego so big it was a wonder he could squeeze his head into his lab tunnels.




She landed exactly where she was aiming, slamming the Promethean face-first into the asphalt and sinking her foot claws deep into the Promethean’s back. Then she used her purchase to rip through its spinal column. She leapt off of it and at Faith’s Promethean, while keeping an eye on Whip.




And… the puta pero was still not down. It was still ‘alive’ and still dragging itself forward on one hand, just hauling the rest of its body along for the ride.




She was pretty sure Whip really would rip her apart, given the chance. But she also thought Whip wasn’t going to kill her until well after she was sure Frankie had gotten the chance to tell everyone else all of Tucker’s nasty little secrets.




Whip came in for another raking pass, her foot claws aiming for Frankie’s back. Frankie dove forward over the second Promethean, and managed not to get sliced again by that tail. The Promethean? Not so lucky. Whip sliced through most of its skull. Frankie suspected that Whip did it deliberately.




One of the SWAT guys decided to shoot at Whip instead of the Promethean, and Whip moved. She flew forward even faster than Frankie had seen her move before, and snapped that tail again, slicing completely through the guy’s rifle as she flew over his head. The guy screamed in agony, and Frankie saw that Whip had sliced off half of the guy’s hand too.







Aly saw that Andrew had been planning on shooting Whip with the hunting rifle, but Whip had just flown over a building and out of sight. So Andrew changed targets. He knelt and fired. The rifle was really, really loud. Aly was going to have to remember to use an earplug in her organic ear and to turn down her bionic ear all the way. After all, it was a specially-made, extra-heavy, bolt-action hunting rifle that fired a .700 Nitro Express cartridge that was bigger than her thumb.




The bullet hit Rogers in the temple with enough force to take down a charging elephant.




It ricocheted off Rogers’ skull, leaving a dent and a bloody spot. And Rogers twisted his head away, yelling in pain. The impact staggered him. But it didn’t stop him.




Aly took the opening. She charged in at full speed and led off with a piston kick into his right knee. That broke something, and the knee bent sideways, the way knees weren’t supposed to go.




She followed that up with a sidekick into his hipbone. He went sideways about thirty feet and crashed onto his left side. But he was already catching himself and preparing to get back up. And he had his right arm up to defend against her next attack.




So she went with a Savate toekick into his right armpit. 




Rogers roared in pain and tried to grab her, but his right arm was temporarily out of action.




She was already behind him and giving him a piston kick into the back of the skull. She managed to slam his head into the asphalt, but he rolled over and pushed off the ground with his left hand to come back at her.




She went with a flying front kick into his face and used that to push herself a good twenty feet back. So his flailing kicks both missed her. Which was a good thing, because one of his kicks accidentally hit a fire hydrant and totally crushed it. Water started spewing everywhere around him.




Rogers struggled to his feet and he screamed, “I’ll kill you, ya little b—”




But he didn’t get to finish his sentence, because Frankie dropped in from maybe a hundred feet up and raked his back with her footclaws before she shredded his shoulders with her fingers. Rogers screamed in pain and tried to spin around to backhand her with his left arm. He was too musclebound to make that work.




Faith charged in from his left side and took out his legs, so he went flying and landed on his face.




Aly stepped in and grabbed his left arm, where it was still trying to reach behind him. She slammed him into an armbar while his right arm wasn’t working and his back muscles looked like Frankie had worked on them with a chainsaw. Maybe several chainsaws.




But Rogers wasn’t giving up. He struggled to get loose from her jointlock even though his other arm wasn’t working and half his back muscles were in pieces. He yelled, “No! You can’t do this to me, you bitch! I’m stronger! I’m bigger! I-” And he started choking and twitching.




KASS suddenly called out over a loudspeaker, “Clear! Explosive vapors! He’s gonna—”




Aly didn’t wait to hear that he was going to explode. She wasn’t mega-surprised, considering what a jerkhead Tucker Wells was. It was just that Rogers was way too close to the FBI guys. They were too slow, and wouldn’t be out of range in time.




She picked up Rogers’ convulsing form in an overhead lift, and she sprinted at the corrugated iron building. Behind her, KASS was yelling, “Clear! Clear! Take cover!”




But by then Aly was already sprinting past the building, and she heaved his body at a window. Then she ran as hard as she could for the open ramp into the underground lair.




She dove just as Rogers’s body crashed through the window and set off a bunch of triggers. The building went up in a fireball of flying metal shards.




She landed halfway down the ramp. She already had her bionic eye and ear dialed down, and her mouth open, and her organic eye closed and one hand over her organic ear.




The blast was still huge. The cover of the ramp screened her from the fireball and all the flying frags, but the blast wave slammed her against the ramp, and the noise made her organic ear ring.




And a flood of icky things came boiling up from lower levels in Tucker’s evil lair. All of them were aiming at her or else at the exit. And the ones that were aiming at the exit were just viewing her as a speed bump. Or a snack.




She kipped up to her feet and leapt straight up so she could grab the end of the ramp cover and swing up out of the things’ reach. And she yelled over the comms, “Incoming!”




After the boom of the fuel-air blast, she wasn’t sure anyone besides KASS would be able to hear her.




But KASS and Faith were already racing toward the trap door. So was Frankie, only she was circling around to come at the monsters from behind. Well, overhead and behind. A couple of the FBI guys who had recovered faster, or had actually paid attention to KASS, were closing on the ramp too. Aly was pleased to see that Special Agent Jefferson was one of them. She wasn’t too pleased that Special Agent Corrigan was another one.




Okay, she was also worried about them getting hurt, because this was not going to be like arresting an ordinary human.




The things ran up the ramp, and Aly could see that they were a lot like the ickiness that Faith and Frankie had fought in Texas. Mostly. The first two things, which were the fastest, looked like someone had crossed a gorilla with maybe a jaguar. Eww.




The FBI guys were firing at the animal-chimeras without tons of success. But Andrew knelt and fired Aly’s hunting rifle, which took one of the jaguarillas down.




Aly stayed with the comms, “Nice shooting, Andrew!”




Faith complained over the comms, “Not this shit again!” 




Andrew pointed out, “Faith, he needs animal models for a lot of his work before he gets to the human tests.”




KASS jumped in, “Hey Agent A, stop being reasonable. This guy is not reasonable.”




And the FBI guys were hearing all of this over everybody’s connected comms, because Agent Jefferson snarled, “Yeah, this guy probably bred flies with extra wings so he could have more fun pulling the wings off ’em.”




Faith and KASS both laughed over their comms.




Frankie swept in from the side and ripped out the second jaguarilla’s spine at the back of its neck, before she leapt into the air fast enough to avoid the next things, which looked like a proto-orangutan and a giant prehistoric hog with massive tusks.




Only… Andrew was still reloading the hunting rifle, and the FBI guys’ weapons weren’t slowing down the cave-hog or the cave-orang.







Faith was almost at the ramp when she saw Aly come to a decision. And sure enough, it was the kind of decision Aly always made. The whole ‘everyone else comes first’ thing that Aly always did.




A-Team leapt off the top of the ramp cover and landed rodeo-style on Hog Boy, who didn’t appreciate the attention. Not that Hog Boy had any way of prying A-Team off his back unless he could roll over or else find a really low bridge to run under.




And Aly just reached forward on both sides of a mouth that Faith would not want to get near. But Aly was fast enough to pull it off. She grabbed a tusk in each hand, and…




Jesus Christ! Aly just twisted Hog Boy’s head like he was a beer bottle with a screw top. Fine, with Aly, it would be soda. Low calorie soda. That was supposed to be good for you. Because Aly.




Hog Boy went down hard as his neck broke, and Aly leapt off like she had planned for it. She gave Orang Girl a double kick while she blocked a long-ass grab from one of Orang Girl’s too-long arms.




Orang Girl tipped over, as something like a winged crocodile leapt forward and turned Orang Girl into lunch.




Aly leapt completely over the dragon-let and gave some sort of scaly ape with wings a flying kick in the throat that laid it out.




Faith leapt down the ramp and punched another pig-thing. “Hey A-Team, don’t hog all the action!”




KASS complained, “And you griped about my Ace Ventura imitation?”




Part XIII



Aly kicked the scaly, wing-y, ape-y thing in the throat, slamming it into a wall. It choked horribly and tried to leap for her. With those wings, it sort of flew at her more than just leaping.




Aly leapt to one side to dodge the long ape arms, but not so far that she couldn’t grab one wing and spin around and do a hammer toss with the creature. She slammed it face-first into another of the pig-things, which immediately tried chewing the ape-thing’s face off. And vice versa.




It was totally icky, but it took both of them out of the fight.







Andrew dropped to one knee again so he could fire the hunting rifle. It had a kick like JJ. Maybe Rinkin. And he needed to not miss, since he had to fire it a cartridge at a time then eject the cartridge and load in a new one. At least the breech was so over-engineered that it wasn’t going to rupture.




Also, the damn rifle was stupidly heavy. Maybe it was fine for Aly or Rinkin, but it was too heavy for normal people to lug around any farther than across this section of pavement. Just the bag of cartridges was too heavy.




He put a round through the croc-dragon thing’s skull, and it dropped, even if its back half kept thrashing around.




And he made sure he wasn’t going to hit anyone else, because the FBI guys were charging over the dead animals and animal-things to get down the ramp. They probably thought they could just slap a pair of handcuffs on Tucker and it would all be over.




They did not know Tucker. There was no chance that Tucker didn’t have an escape route. Just like there was no chance that Tucker was going to let everyone wander around in his personal lab.




How many times was Andrew going to have to remind these guys that Tucker was a psychopath and a mad scientist? Did these guys not notice what Tucker did to Frankie?




The first FBI guy ran past the dead creatures but got smacked into a wall by the dead croc-dragon’s still-thrashing tail. Ouch. That was going to leave a mark.







Frankie flew down over the heads of the Feds and saw the first FBI guy get tail-whipped into a wall. The second Feeb tried to dodge that tail, and found out that another thing—something like an ape with small wings and big horns—was going to rip him apart.




Frankie charged into the ape-thing and clawed its wing root, dropping it to the floor. It screeched in pain and tried to kick her with a clawed foot. But Frankie had seen that move before. She had used that move before.




She grabbed that foot around the instep and slung the ape-thing into a wall. A couple times. The ape-thing didn’t seem to be getting the hint.




KASS started yelling, “Gas! Gas! Hold your breath and get out before the detonation!”







FBI Special Agent Mark Jefferson had already decided that he was not fricking special enough for this op. He should have let the OSI and FLAG do all the heavy lifting, and he should have tried harder to talk Corrigan into a more careful approach. Even if some of these FBI SWAT guys thought they were Rambo in a dark suit.




He put three rounds into the face of one of the ape-monsters, which stopped it. Temporarily. He needed to get the injured FBI agents out of this monster movie and back to where Corrigan had a couple medics who were only along because Corrigan’s boss had insisted.




And the motorcycle was bellowing about poison gas and an explosion. Shit!




He was about to run for the guy who had been slammed into a wall, and see about getting that guy in a fireman’s carry. But he didn’t have the chance.




The Marine Ell Tee ran past at about sixty miles an hour and scooped that guy up one-handed, tucking him under her arm like he was a football. Then she grabbed the other injured agent and tucked him under her other arm before sprinting up the ramp at an absolutely impossible speed.




Faith and KASS reformed into a hot chick in sexy motorcycle leathers on a hot motorcycle, and she reached out a hand to him.




Fine, he could be a massive dumbass on occasion, but he wasn’t dumb enough to pass that up. He leapt onto the bike behind her, hung on tight, and let the motorcycle leap over the dead bodies on its way out.




That left only Corrigan and Andrew Wells. But Andrew had been well out of the ramp to start with, and he was advancing to the rear at high speed. And Frankie Rojas had just swooped over Corrigan and grabbed him by the back of his flak jacket. She flew out of the ramp tunnel with Corrigan screaming in panic beneath her.




“Too bad I couldn’t get that on videotape.”




Faith and the motorcycle both laughed, and the motorcycle said, “I got it on one of my side cameras.”




Just about the time that KASS said ‘cameras’, the lab blew. There was a fuel-air explosion that erupted out of the still-open ramp like a giant fire-breathing dragon was pissed off at all of them.




KASS wheeled around, and he could see over Faith’s shoulder that the ground was jumping up a couple feet, and then subsiding. He checked, “Was Tucker Wells still in there?”




Andrew Wells said over the comms, “Not a chance in hell. He had escape routes and escape tunnels in every lab we know about.”




Mark looked around. “And where would this escape tunnel lead to?”




Andrew pointed at the Atlantic Ocean, which was only about a hundred fifty yards to their east. “My guess? An escape tunnel and a miniature sub. If we could get some Navy DDGs over here fast enough, we might have a chance at tracking him. Otherwise, he’s gone. Again. Damn it!”




Mark Jefferson rather suspected that Tucker Wells could have had lab assistants and other personnel down there, but would have left them behind. Because psychopaths did shit like that.




And by then, Lieutenant Mackenzie already had the two injured SWAT guys to the medics, who were still working on what was left of Kellogg’s hand.




Faith stopped the motorcycle and took off her helmet, shaking her long hair out like she was in a shampoo ad. Because she knew she was smoking hot. She stared into his eyes, “So… J-pop… You need ta get over and check on your injured?”




He admitted, “They’re Corrigan’s guys, but yeah, I’d like to check how they’re doing. Especially Kellogg. That whip tail was a lot nastier than I thought it could be.”




Faith pointed out, “Yeah, Whipple was a nasty bitch before she got turned into something even nastier. Do not underestimate bitches like that.”




He gave Faith a smirk and said, “I’ll remember that.”




Faith smirked back. “You’d probably better plan on debriefing me properly for your reports and shit. That may take a couple hours. Maybe even all night. I suggest starting by buying me dinner and a pitcher of really good beer.”




He checked, “Your motorcycle’s not gonna hold it against me that my motorcycles aren’t sentient, right?”




Faith laughed. “No, but she might wanna critique you on what kinda hawgs you ride.”




He spilled, “I’ve got my dad’s old Honda, it’s a classic, one of the original CB750 model. Plus I’ve got a Triumph Bonneville and a Harley-Davidson Softail.”




“Sweet!” KASS said.




Weird. A sentient motorcycle who had an appreciation for normal motorcycles. And now he was wondering about just going motorcycling around the area with Faith. And KASS.




“Hmm,” Faith leered, “You might have ta invite me up ta your apartment to show me your… horsepower.”




Fine, he could be a massive dumbass on occasion, but he wasn’t dumb enough to pass that up.







Whip flew into the upper tunnels of Tucker’s latest lab. With the OSI and FLAG both on his ass, Tucker was going through underground labs like most people went through kleenex. Somebody had to be cranky about that.




She was also pretty sure that Tucker had managed to kill Thompson in a way that he had plausible deniability on. That was a technique she was taking notes on, in case her Plan A went south.




Big surprise. Tucker was wearing another white labcoat, and he was hard at work, analyzing video footage to figure out how bad his monsters got owned by a couple girls. And he had a shitload of computer power running genetic sequencing or whatever it was, trying to make his crap tougher and better and not breakable by a 120 pound blonde who was probably hotter than the girls who turned Tucker down in high school and told him he was a creepy freak.




Because she had no doubt. He was bound to have been at least as creepy and freaky back in high school. In junior high, he was probably even worse. And currently he was definitely in the running for the International Creepy Freak Hall Of Fame.




Guys who handled an appearance by their brother with kidnapping, plans for torture, and then trying to burn the guy alive? Creepy and freaky, even for psychopaths.




Whip furled her wings and tail, and sat on one of the benches. “Anybody complain about you losing another secret lab?”




“You bitch! They threatened to ‘leash’ me! They threatened to put even more supervision on me!” And he fired his remote control at her.




Well crap, she hadn’t wanted to push him that much. Not yet, anyway. His bosses and Thompson’s bosses must have really dropped the hammer on him before she got to the lab. Maybe Thompson’s bosses had a pretty good idea of what Tucker had done to get rid of Thompson permanently.




Well, what the hell. She had planned out this moment for a long time. Almost since the moment her ‘leash’ got fried by that guy’s energy beam weapon, back in Mammoth Springs, or Mammoth Falls, or whatever the hell it was called.




Naturally, Tucker handled it like a professional. Like a professional sissy. He started whimpering and panicking. He tried the remote again. And again. 




She stood up and started walking toward him. She went with the dramatic ‘slow walk’ like John Wayne or Kirk Douglas. Tucker took one look and pissed himself while letting out a shriek like a frightened puppy.




He slammed the remote down on his table three or four times, and tried it again. That hardly ever worked, and it sure wasn’t going to work this time. 




He scrambled through one of his cabinets and found another fucking remote. With a fiendish leer, he snarled, “Eat hot electrons, bitch!” And he pressed the button.




Nope. He was finally getting the idea. The problem wasn’t his remote. So the appropriate response was crying some more and panicking some more and pissing his pants some more.




Tucker frantically backed up until he bumped into the wall. “No! No, please, I didn’t mean it! Don’t hurt m—”




Whip used the side of her tail to slap Tucker’s knees, flipping him into the air upside down so he landed on his face. He screamed in pain. It broke both of his knees too, but that was just a bonus. She grabbed him by the ankles. He screamed a lot more.




She vividly remembered how he hadn’t given a shit while she screamed in agony during the ‘treatment’ that went with the serum that had made her superhuman. She said, “Okay, let’s make a wish…”




Tucker was screaming and crying and sobbing. “No! Oh my God, please please please don’t! I… AAAAGGGH!”




Whip squeezed. She crushed his ankles and broke his shinbones. Wow, could he shriek.




She let go of one leg. And, while she had him by only one hand, she used her other hand for something else. She popped out her claws and ripped off his clothes. Then she slashed into his crotch with her tail. He screamed like a stuck pig.




She kicked over all of his lab tables and stomped out. But she made sure that the crap she had spent a while setting up wasn’t broken. She sneered, “I always said you were a dickless loser.” She unfurled her wings and flew out of his lab for the very last time.







Tucker Wells lay on the floor, crying in agony. Why did these things happen to him? Didn’t people understand how important his work was? How brilliant he was? Why was everyone out to get him?




He reached out with his arms and dragged his broken body over to one particular ruined lab table. Whip was too stupid to understand his brilliance, or to realize that she had given him the means of healing himself. The case with the remaining Adonis serum was still intact and still closed.




He pulled the case to him and opened it. The vial was still in there and undamaged. He scrambled through the wreckage to find his largest hypodermic syringes, and he injected all of it into the radial vein of his left arm. He didn’t waste time bandaging the injection site. It would heal up within minutes.




He hadn’t realized how much it would hurt. He certainly hadn’t cared, when other people were getting one of his drugs. After all, why should he?




It felt like molten steel was spreading out from his forearm. His hand and arm were burning like they were on fire. He screamed as the serum moved up his arm and into his chest, then through his chest. It spread throughout all his arteries, and he writhed in agony. The pain was overwhelming. Unbearable. He was afraid he was going to die from it.




He finally passed out from the excruciating agony…



…



…


…He slowly woke up. He had no idea how long he had been unconscious. He still ached all over. He opened his eyes.




And he screamed when he saw his arm. His voice was a lot higher pitched than it was supposed to be.




His arms were blue. His skin was blue. He was lying on a pair of wings that hurt, so they were his wings. He had boobs jutting up from his chest. Boobs bigger than Whip’s. Much bigger than Whip’s. His blue arms ended in slender blue fingers with vicious claws. 




He forced himself to his feet, which were also clawed. He was blue all over. He looked down between his bulging hooters, past a now-narrow waist, and he didn’t have his male parts anymore. All he had there was a slit. “Nooooo!!!”




He hadn’t taken the Adonis serum. Whip had switched it out for something else. Probably the Erinyes serum that empowered her, plus the Venus serum he had been fiddling with to create his dream girl.




He staggered over to a set of monitors, and he pulled up camera images of the room so he could see himself. And that wasn’t him any longer. It was a winged demon. A beautiful blue bimbo with massive tits and Erinyes wings and claws and a tail. Fuck!




He screamed again, only his voice shattered the screens in front of him. He sank to his knees, sobbing in horror. “No! Why me? Why me?!”




Whip had done this to him. Whip, and his fucking little brother Andrew, and those bitches Lehane and Mackenzie. He was going to kill every one of them. Really, really slowly.




But first, he had to find a way to stop being a goddamn chick!



The Suicide Squad and a Problem


Part I



Rosanna Trilo, AKA Red Lightning, pushed her cart down the hallway. The only not-hellish part of being in the fucking hellhole that people called Belle Reve? They had a pretty decent library. She liked to read. She always had. When she was little, reading had been her only refuge from the super-suck that was her life. So she spent as much time in the prison library as they would let her. It beat the hell out of her cell, or the tv room, or the exercise yard, or pretty much anything around here she could name.




And that was how she had managed to get a spot as one of the library aides, even though she didn’t have the seniority at Belle Reve that pretty much everyone else in the library had. At first, the library guards had just let her re-shelve books in their proper places. It was a much better job than sweeping the halls, or cleaning the chow hall, or working in the usually steaming-hot laundry or the oven-hot kitchen.




Fine, she had gotten in the habit of suggesting books to people. Too many of the women stuck in this shithole couldn’t read. Or could barely read. Or could barely read English. And plenty of the women who could read, didn’t. So… big fucking deal, she had told a couple people not to take Harley’s advice. Quinn only suggested books if she thought she could fuck someone up. Like a book maybe they might be interested in, but it was clearly too high a reading level for them so they’d fail and give up. Or a book that would really piss them off if they got to the end and the person Quinn had pegged them as identifying with got shafted or murdered or worse. Rosanna wasn’t trying to be a fucking saint, she was just trying to stop more Harley Quinn crises.




She probably wouldn’t have given a shit about that, if she had her powers. She could have avoided the fights or ignored them. But as long as she was wearing her power suppressor collar, she was one of the most vulnerable women in Belle Reve. She didn’t have the muscle bulk of women like Tuppence Terror, and she didn’t have the athleticism of Harley Quinn, and she didn’t have the fighting skills of… well, a shitload of the warrior women there. And then there was Cheetah, who still had her fangs and claws.




So she was milking the library routine. It was easy, and it got her perks. It was an easy job, for her anyway. It got the prison guards to cut her more slack. It made her a few more friends. Someone like her needed more friends in a shithole like Belle Reve. So she spent an extra hour a week doing Story Time, reading to cons who were happy to have someone read a book to them. Right then, she was spending the first half of her time reading the Percy Jackson stories to a crowd of women who completely understood that getting superpowers was fucking dangerous. The second half of Story Time, she was reading The Wheel of Time series, and a lot of women here were having to consider whether they had made the wrong choice, just like a lot of the people in those books sure had.




She had decided after a couple books that she disliked both series, but what the hell. There was worse shit they could have been making her read aloud. ‘Twilight’ with those fucking sparkly vampires. The ‘Hypergirl’ series, which made her feel like she was watching Stormburst get ready to kick her ass. Again. Even if the Hypergirl books had been around long before Stormburst first appeared, and Hypergirl was pretty clearly modeled on Power Girl’s looks, Flygirl’s costume, and Catwoman’s sexuality. Those Eragon books. Sweet Valley High. 




Oh please God, don’t make her have to read Sweet Valley High books out loud to a bunch of cons.




And walking the corridors offering reading material at this time of the evening? Really easy job. Lots of the cons wanted a magazine to read, or at least look at. Some wanted light reading before lights out. She also had a few special books for select people. She regularly snuck a few books out of the library for people that would then owe her a favor. Books like some of the law books that certain cons were working through to try and beat the rap. Or like some of the picture books that some of the non-readers didn’t want anyone else knowing about. There was a series of adult books about a housecat getting loose and joining some feral cats, and she knew Cheetah was not allowed to read them in the library, but she could sneak them to Cheetah like this. The way Cheetah glommed onto those books, it made Rosanna wonder if Catwoman was one of the anonymous internet recommendations for that series.




There were women who would have given her their cellmate’s kidneys if she could have scrounged up some X-rated Harlequin Romances, but that shit just did not get allowed into Belle Reve in the first place.




So she was a little nervous when just before she got the cart back to the library, a couple guards rushed over to her. She didn’t have any contraband on her cart or on her person, but she did have two lawbooks that weren’t supposed to be out on the book cart. If worse came to worst, she would just claim she was studying them and take the heat for herself; it wasn’t like the prison admin didn’t know she was reading as much law as she could, because of the fucked-up situation Waller had her in.




Jefferson, the tougher guard, gave her a nasty glare. Gerrit, the easy-going one, said, “You got a visitor in Waller’s office.”




She stared at them. “This is a joke, right? Visitor hours closed maybe five hours ago.” If this wasn’t a joke, then she was at risk of some of the really bad shit that happened to vulnerable women in prisons. She didn’t want that.




Jefferson scowled, “Justice Leaguer flew in to talk to you and Mrs. Waller. In person. So don’t keep ‘er waiting.”




“Yes sir,” Rosanna said pretend-meekly. Letting the guards boss her around was an easy way to avoid a lot of unnecessary bullshit.




She wheeled the cart as far as the library, parked it just inside the doors, and let Jefferson lock the library up tight. Then she followed them to Waller’s office. Maybe Wonder Woman had found out that Waller was behind Task Force X, and was going to tear Waller a new asshole while Rosanna watched.




With any luck, it would be a literal ‘tear that fat bitch a new asshole’ and not just a figurative one. Supposedly, Wonder Woman didn’t have any qualms about really injuring people, or even killing people. That whole ‘princess of a warrior race’ thing that Cheetah had warned a couple dumbasses about.




Gerrit knocked on Waller’s outer door and announced, “Ma’am, we’ve got Red Lightning here, as requested.”




Waller opened the door, looking distinctly intact and not ripped apart. “Good. Leave her here, wait down the corridor at the guardpost, then escort her back to her cell.”




“Yes ma’am,” Gerrit said, while Jefferson just stood there and nodded.




Waller gave her a tilt of the head. Rosanna followed her into Waller’s inner office…




And Stormburst was standing there in her silvery form, looking out of the window. 




Rosanna’s first thought was something along the lines of “FUCK!” Because what good reason was there for Stormburst showing up like this?




Stormburst pivoted around, and Rosanna realized that Stormburst was floating a couple inches above the floor, so she didn’t move a muscle to make that graceful turn. Somebody had probably been practicing their telekinetic moves for a decade or two. Rosanna wondered why she hadn’t done more of that back when she was getting her powers.




Waller had Rosanna take one of the solid, uncomfortable chairs in front of Waller’s desk, while Waller sat in her usual comfy, ergonomic deskchair. Rosanna tried doing some box breathing, like the prison shrink had recommended when she was especially freaked out or scared.




Stormburst spoke, “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news. But we believe that several White Martians tried to sabotage the Fresno area nuclear power plant that your corporation helped support and fund. They failed, but our investigators believe that this was an indirect attack aimed at you. That implies—”




Rosanna didn’t need to be spoonfed. It was obvious what it implied. “You mean I’ve got White Martians stalking me and I’m trapped in here with no powers? How long have I got to live? A day? A week?”




Waller firmly said, “We have a replacement power suppressor collar for you. It has a mike in it, so you can call for help.”




Oh thanks a fucking shitload, lady! She didn’t say it. She just stared at Waller and thought it. How was that supposed to help at all? There was no guard around here who could stop a White Martian. She wasn’t sure anyone around here short of Cheetah — a Cheetah with all of her powers back — could. She was doomed.




She asked, “Can I go back to Flag’s bootcamp?” It was just an ask. She wasn’t begging. She wasn’t.




“No.” Of course not. Waller wasn’t the one about to be horribly killed.




She tried again. “Any chance I could talk to that Catholic priest you’ve been trying to get me to go talk to? Maybe a confession and then get Last Rites?”




“I’ll see if I can arrange that for tomorrow morning,” Waller said. Like she couldn’t care less if Rosanna was horribly murdered in the middle of the night. Or whenever.




Stormburst didn’t say anything, but Rosanna suspected that even Stormburst wasn’t thrilled with Waller’s attitude. Not that Stormburst was her friend. No way. Stormburst was just an enemy who hadn’t killed her. Yet.




Fuck it. She said, “Okay, but I haven’t been to confessional since I was a kid. It may take me several days to confess everything I need to confess. Maybe a week.”




“You’ll get the usual time allotment.” Waller was all heart.




 So Stormburst stayed there while Waller’s mad scientists swapped out Rosanna’s collar with the new one that had a fucking microphone. That was going to be useful. They would be able to listen to her crying in her bunk all night long, and then screaming in terror as a White Martian showed up and ripped her into tiny pieces before anyone could even get to her, much less help her.




Rosanna reluctantly walked out of Waller’s office and down to the guards, who were exactly where they were supposed to be.




Gerrit looked at her face and asked, “Bad news?”




She must have really looked like shit for him to ask that. She was on autopilot by then, but she said something. Probably the truth. White Martians were hunting her down and were going to come kill her horribly.




Best case? Stormburst was a really evil bitch, and was playing a prank so sick the Joker would applaud it. But Stormburst hadn’t killed her in Vlatava. Stormburst had protected her. Stormburst hadn’t ratted her out to the rest of Task Force X, as Flag liked to call it. So Rosanna didn’t think Stormburst would do something like that. And that was the best case.




She was led to her cell and locked in. She just sat on the bed until lights out. Then she lay on her back, not bothering to undress or anything. She would rather be dressed when death came for her. She did box breathing, trying to calm down enough not to drive herself crazy with the possibilities.




She had no idea if she fell asleep during the night, but she sure as hell didn’t feel rested in the morning when they were supposed to go shower and dress and go to breakfast. No, she felt maybe worse than she had felt when she was being walked to her cell the night before.




She skipped the showers. She just sat in her cell until the guard ordered her to go to breakfast. She walked there and got food. Something. She had no idea what they slapped on her tray. She sat down and didn’t bother putting food in her mouth. What was the point? She was a walking dead woman whether she ate a nutritious breakfast or not.




“Whatcha up to, Reddi-Whip?” Quinn yelled in her ear.




“Leave her alone, Harley,” Cheetah growled softly.




She turned her head a little bit. “No, I want Harley to stick as close to me as she can. I just got the good news. I’ve got White Martians tracking me down to kill me. Or worse. So they can kill Harley at the same time.”




“Jesus!” Tuppence gasped. “Even in here?”




She spilled, “They’re shapeshifters and psychic manipulators. They could be anyone. They can walk right in here looking like any guard or any administrator, move right up to me, and rip me apart before I even realize they’re there.”




Harley helpfully added, “And I might get ta watch!”




“Stop being an asshole, Quinn,” Cheetah snarled.




Tuppence said, “Look, just eat something. No point in putting yourself in the prison hospital ward. Maybe something’ll come up.”




Quinn picked up Rosanna’s spoon and scooped up a spoonful of whatever the hell it was. Egg casserole, maybe. “Open up the hangar! Here comes the airplane! Zoooooooom!”




“Stop it Quinn, or I swear to Christ I will rip your fucking espresso machine apart right through the bars of your cell,” Cheetah hissed.




“Jesus! Barb, why you gotta be such a downer?” Harley complained.




Rosanna was still alive after breakfast, but she wasn’t sure she had actually eaten anything. Then after another hour back in her cell, she got to go talk to Father Donovan, the Roman Catholic priest who was one of the priests and ministers covering Belle Reve.




Assuming that he hadn’t been killed and replaced by a White Martian who was about to murder her.




She walked into the small room where the priest was sitting. The guy looked about fifty and a little overweight. He looked like an actor playing the part of ‘background Irish Catholic priest number nine’.




He glanced at a sheet of paper. “Good morning. What can I do for you, Red Lightning?”




She decided to try honesty. “Call me Rosanna please, Father. Rosanna Trilo. I would like to confess my sins, and then get the Last Rites before I’m murdered.”




He frowned a little. “My child, I can listen to your confession, but the Anointing of the Sick is for people who are near death.”




She knew that. The Last Rites hadn’t helped her mom a goddamn bit. Her mom had died in agony. Cancer. Rosanna hadn’t been back in a church since her mom’s funeral. She hadn’t missed the experience either.




She stressed, “I’ve got White Martians tracking me down to kill me, and there’s nothing I can do to protect myself. I’m on my deathbed right this second. You just can’t see it. And I haven’t been to church since I was little, and I started being a supervillain soon after that, so my confession’s going to run twenty or thirty hours. Maybe longer.”




He just gave her a serious little nod. “Why don’t we just try? Do you remember how?”




So they sat in two chairs, and she started. “Bless me Father, for I have sinned. It has been over twenty years since my last confession. I stopped going to church when my mother died of cancer, and my father told me he wasn’t going to waste his hard-earned money on fancy church-going dresses anymore. I didn’t want to go. I was so angry at everyone for not saving my mom, and so angry at God for letting her die so painfully… I didn’t know what to do, but it seemed like church wasn’t it.




“I don’t know if my emotions had anything to do with it, but that was when my powers started coming on. And as soon as I realized that I had superpowers, I started using them to get even with the alpha bitches who picked on me at school and at Girl Scouts and when I was out shopping… and pretty much everywhere they could find me. My mother had been a cleaning lady, and my father was a janitor who had alcohol problems, so I was at the bottom of the social ladder and a really easy target. As my telekinesis came on, and I found that I could hurt people at a distance with no one realizing it was me, I used it. A lot…”




She spoke until her throat was dry and her hour was up, and she still hadn’t covered every shitty thing she had done in junior high and high school. For someone with alpha level superpowers, she sure had been a petty bitch. Fine, she had powers that let her get what she wanted without robbing banks or knocking over jewelry stores or punching people in the face.




The priest gave her a plastic rosary and gave her a bunch of the usual crap punishments. She doubted she would live long enough to talk to him the next week, so she just said, “Yes, Father. Thank you, Father.”




The guard walked her down to the tv room. He was one of the decent guys, so she warned him that she was ground zero for a White Martian strike, and he might want to find someone he didn’t like to cover around her for a few days. Or maybe he could take some sick leave.




Quinn was being her usual bitch self in front of the tv, but Rosanna didn’t care. The show was another fucking rerun episode of HeroWatch, so she ignored it. She went and sat in a corner and worked on box breathing until the hour was up. Maybe she was holding that rosary too, and maybe she prayed the entire rosary. Twice. Completely by accident. 




She walked to lunch and maybe ate something. She wasn’t sure.




She went to the library when it was time, but she couldn’t concentrate. She stared at the books she was supposed to shelve, and she just blanked. After maybe ten minutes, the library guard came and sat her over by the window and got someone else to sort and shelve the books. At some point, she got sent outside to the yard with the other women who had exercise time then.




Quinn would not stop bugging her, which was maybe worse than being murdered. So Rosanna trotted over to the track and started running. She couldn’t run as fast as Cheetah, and Quinn had no trouble keeping up with her, but every time Cheetah lapped them, Cheetah tripped Quinn. That was better than nothing. Quinn, naturally, turned every time into a huge pratfall. Rosanna was too stressed to enjoy the performance.




Then Rosanna moved over to the weights and the pull-up bars. The usual muscleheads were working out on the weights, and Quinn wanted to play on the bars. Because Quinn.




After maybe a dozen pull-ups, Rosanna moved over to the weights. Tuppence looked over at her and reached down to pick up a stack of the big hundred pound weights…




Oh crap. That was maybe seven hundred pounds of iron. There was no way Tuppence Terror could lift that up one-handed with a power suppressor collar on. That was a White Martian impersonating Tuppence.




Rosanna knew that she was looking at her immediate, agonizing death.




Part II



Rosanna yelled, “White Martian! Run!”




Most of the weightlifters scattered, leaving her alone with a killer she couldn’t stop.




Or almost alone. Quinn didn’t scatter. She whistled like she was hailing a taxi and pointed at the door out onto the exercise yard. A severely-beaten Tuppence Terror was staggering out toward them.




The White Martian glanced over her shoulder and reformed into a nightmare. A real White Martian who had only pretended to have a power suppressor collar on. It threw the seven hundred pounds of weights at Rosanna’s face.




And Quinn was still there, like the crazy shit she always was. Quinn grabbed Rosanna by one arm and yanked hard, pulling her sideways. Rosanna went flying sideways, because Quinn was stronger than she looked, even with a power suppressor collar on her.




The stack of weights still hit Rosanna right in the collar and her shoulder and the side of her head, because Quinn hadn’t pulled her quite far enough in the split second she had. The impact should have killed her. It should have crushed her like a bug under the White Martian’s heel.




Rosanna went flying backward. And she wasn’t dead. Oh sure, that stack of weights had hurt like a motherfucker. But it should have crushed her shoulder and her skull, and smashed that collar right through her throat.




She landed hard, but her body wasn’t broken. Her shoulder wasn’t broken. Her skull wasn’t. Even her neck wasn’t trashed.




Holy shit, she had her powers!




She jumped to her feet. Quinn was already engaging the Martian in her usual annoying way, kicking and punching to little effect, but dodging every blow the Martian tried to land. Because Quinn looked like an easy target, the White Martian hadn’t unleashed any of its serious powers. Yet.




Rosanna charged. She wasn’t tipping her hand quite yet. She punched the thing in the side of the ‘throat’ while it was busy focusing on Harley. Her telekinetically-backed punch launched it a good fifty feet through the air, and through the weight bench.




It came up screeching at her and wielding a heavily-weighted barbell like it was a bamboo quarterstaff.




Quinn leapt up and landed… on the fucking barbell. Like she was performing a gymnastics routine on the uneven bars. How the hell did she stick that landing? And naturally, being Harley Quinn, she kicked a White Martian in the face and blew it a raspberry.




It swung the barbell to dislodge Quinn, who did a backflip and landed easily forty feet away. Just to be extra annoying, Quinn also put her arms up in the air and yelled, “Ta da!”




Tuppence was already across the exercise yard, coming right at the White Martian’s back for round two. Even though she had obviously had the shit beaten out of her, she scooped up a hundred pound weight and hit the thing in the back of the head as hard as she could. While injured and still wearing a power suppressor collar. The fact that Tuppence could still wield that massive weight like it was a frying pan was pretty frigging scary too.




Rosanna took advantage of the distractions and punched the White Martian in its thorax. 




She knew what she was, and what Martians were, and where their physical weaknesses were. She still had a couple relatives in Paradise Valley, and some of them were secretly Yellow Martians, or at least partly Yellow Martian and partly human. Some of them had taught her about their powers and about some of her powers, since she didn’t have the full suite of Martian powers, and they didn’t have her lightning.




The Martian folded over and flew back another fifty feet before smashing into the poles that held up the pull-up bars. And it still wasn’t down. It started to get up to rip her apart or hit her with a telekinetic blast.




But Quinn was already in its face and beating on it with a barbell before it was even on its feet again. Tuppence ran over and started pounding on it with that hundred pound weight.




It shrugged them off, looked at the heavily-armed guards sprinting out of the building, and prepared to flee. Rosanna wasn’t letting that happen. She dove forward and flew across the fifty foot gap to tackle it just as it tried to go intangible.




She thrust her hands into its intangible form, and she basically did to it what Stormburst had done to her, only with as much lightning as she could. The area lit up with actinic light, and the Martian screeched in agony. But the damn thing still wasn’t dead.




It went mostly tangible again, and so Rosanna went intangible. She reached into the thing’s chest and then she went tangible. It screamed in pain as she basically disintegrated an armful of flesh and bone and internal organs. Good, because it hurt like a bitch when she did shit like that. She was pretty sure she screamed in agony too, even if everyone might think she was screaming like a maniac. She went for the kill, because she was pretty sure it wasn’t mortally wounded yet. She still had her arm in its chest, so she ripped out its heart.




It dropped to the ground, the gaping hole in its torso a pretty clear indicator it wasn’t going to get back up again. 




She threw the crushed heart in its ugly face. “Fuck you too, you bastard.”




Quinn complained, “I wasn’t done yet! You ruined all my fun!”




Tuppence dropped her weight and groaned, “That was pretty fuckin’ impressive. I’m still seein’ spots.”




The guards were rushing over. Finally. She looked at Gerrit, who got there first, and she said, “I need to see a doc. I don’t feel so good. And I think that thing broke my collar.”




Tuppence muttered, “Remind me not to piss you off then break your effing collar, okay?”




Quinn complained, “Why does everybody else get to do all the fun stuff?”




Rosanna realized that everyone around her was expecting her to bust out right that second. She had a defective power suppressor collar. She was dangerous enough to kill a White Martian. No one in the yard was going to be able to stop her.




Only… she didn’t want to leave. If she left, she would have no fucking protection at all from any more White Martians. Her deal with Waller would be fucked. Every super in the Justice League would know how to take her out, so her career as a supervillain was screwed.




So she took a step and let her body give out on her. She fell onto her side, and she just lay there like she was too wrecked to get up and get away.




Quinn complained, “And I wanted ta watch her rip her way outta here! It shoulda been awesome!”




Rosanna watched as Quinn pouted and kicked the dirt a couple times before she kicked one of the hundred pound weights scattered around the wrecked weight bench. Quinn shrieked, “OW!” and started hopping around on one foot while holding her injured foot.




Fine, Rosanna wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that Quinn had deliberately kicked that weight, and was faking being hurt. Or had really hurt herself just for entertainment purposes. Rosanna was certainly faking being sick. Even if she did feel like crap.




She lay there until the guards got enough medics out to the yard, and she got slid onto a stretcher before getting rushed to the hospital ward. With a new power suppressor collar slapped on her first.









An hour later, Rosanna was lying on her back in the prison hospital ward. At least they had moved Quinn to the far end of the ward. Tuppence had a concussion, some broken ribs, a dislocated shoulder, and a hell of a lot of bruises. Rosanna had no idea how Tuppence had picked up a hundred pound weight at all, much less using it like a sledgehammer, when she had a concussion and those busted ribs and that dislocated shoulder. And no powers. Maybe Tuppence was just that fucking tough.




Quinn really had broken two of her toes, probably on purpose, the crazy bitch. And Rosanna was on an IV because her electrolyte balance was shot, probably from not eating or drinking anything all day, then fighting a supervillain while wielding some high-energy powers.




She could still hear Quinn fussing about her toes, and about people stealing her kills, and about people ripping monsters’ hearts out without asking if she was done playing yet.




Tuppence groaned, “Doesn’t she ever shut up?”




Rosanna replied, “Not if there’s a chance she can annoy the shit out of someone.”




Tuppence muttered, “Glad I’m not in her wing.”




Rosanna admitted, “Yeah, nothing like being awakened in the middle of the fucking night when she decides to start doing her screaming laugh for some insane reason.”




Tuppence looked around carefully to make sure no one was going to overhear her. “So… you and Quinn disappear for a couple months. You both come back. At the same time. She looks the same. You look like you lost fifteen pounds of fat and put on fifteen pounds of muscle, and you’re seriously running a couple miles on the track every day, and your pull-ups suddenly jumped from a couple up to ten or fifteen, and you’re lifting a lot more. What happened?”




Rosanna seriously considered telling her. She also considered what would happen if word got out. She replied, “I really can’t tell you. You wouldn’t believe it anyway, but someone powerful here could make both our lives suck a whole lot worse. But you could ask Quinn, who’s likely to tell you right in front of someone who will rat her out, if she thinks it’ll be fun. For her.”




“Yeah, fuck that,” Tuppence grumbled. “I’m stayin’ the hell away from Harley. All she does is piss me off and try to get me in trouble.”




“An’ another thing! Why the hell do they call ’em White Martians? That thing was off-white! Like pearl, or chiffon! Maybe eggshell or oatmeal! An’ parts of it were beige! That’s not ‘white’! So…”









Two days later, Rosanna was out of the prison infirmary and back in her cell. Back in her regular routine. Except things had changed. A lot of the women who normally ignored her or did the jailhouse swagger around her… didn’t. She suddenly had a rep. Far too many of them had seen her fight a White Martian and rip its heart out. The ones who hadn’t seen it, had heard about it pretty fast. Rumors in Belle Reve traveled faster than the fucking Flash.




She tried not to act any different, because she knew how much of a threat she was with a real power suppressor collar locked around her neck: none at all. Unless someone tried to bite her in the neck and broke their teeth on her power suppressor collar by mistake.




But people who had tried to push her around were a lot more wary of her. Or suddenly polite. Or pretending they hadn’t been pricks to her. She was fine with any of the above.




And it wasn’t just Rosanna’s fight in the exercise yard. The thing with Stormburst and Superman stomping the Onslaught in Vlatava was all over the news. Then Stormburst had apparently flown to Europe and kicked the asses of some major league badguys who had shredded the old Justice League Europe and were back for round two, or maybe round three. And she had fried some unstoppable electricity monster in a matter of seconds. And Metallo had given a prison interview to Lois Lane and told his version of the asskicking he had gotten from Stormburst, which made her sound like she was everything Kryptonians only wished they could be. Every time Stormburst made the news with some big splashy buttwhooping, people looked at Rosanna like she was up in Stormburst’s weight class and needed to not be pissed off at them.




Right. Just because your arch-enemy was a major league badass did not make you one too. That was stupid. Harkness was tough for an ordinary human, and a better gadgeteer than he looked, but he was in no way up in the Flash’s weight class. And if you only needed to have a big name as your arch-foe to be just as awesome as the big name, then the Condiment King would be regarded as a massive threat, instead of as a massive joke.




But somehow, Red Lightning was the name being tossed around as Stormburst’s arch-foe. Because people were fucking stupid, and people in prison were extra fucking stupid. And Rosanna had no intention of getting sucked into that bullshit. She knew what that led to. Every few years, there was another incarnation of the Injustice League or the Legion Of Doom or whatever, and they got their asses kicked about two hours after they tried to pull off some big anti-JL scheme. She had no interest in getting grabbed by the Joker or Lex Luthor or Gorilla Grodd just so she could get her ass stomped by the whole Justice League and thrown back in Belle Reve, while possibly losing her deal with Waller along the way.




Crap. All Rosanna needed was Harley blabbing that Red Lightning had taken on Superman one-on-one and survived a punch that knocked her about a mile and through a building. And then didn’t even have a bruise on her face. Rosanna couldn’t admit she had thrown that fight, but she didn’t want to be ‘Superman’s Newest Arch-Foe’ or whatever the assholes at the Daily Planet might decide to call her.




That was just what she needed. People like Wonder Woman and Power Girl thinking they should hit her as hard as they could. That was a great way to get horribly killed.




As she finished shelving books in the prison library, one of the guards walked over and said, “Mrs. Waller would like to have a word with you.”




That was a nice way of saying ‘get your ass to Waller’s office pronto, bitch.’ But she just nodded and replied, “Yes sir.”




Two heavily-armed guards walked her to Waller’s office, and they both walked behind her and to the sides, in case she tried something. Even the guards were impressed by what she had done in the yard.




But Waller was same-old same-old. “Leave her here, and wait at the guardpost.”




Waller waited until the guards were long gone before she asked, “How long did it take you to figure out that we put a dummy collar on you?”




Rosanna admitted, “About half a second after I didn’t die from getting smacked in the head with a third of a ton of iron.”




Waller pressed, “So you knew you could have escaped as soon as your threat was down.”




Rosanna lied, “I was out of action from that electrolyte imbalance that got me hospitalized.”




Waller wasn’t buying that. “The docs say you weren’t nearly as bad as they thought at first. You were just ‘mildly affected’. A couple bottles of Gatorade would’ve fixed you right up. Why didn’t you try to escape?”




Fuck. She hadn’t wanted to get into this. “Okay, fine. I could have escaped. I pretended to be out of it, so I had an excuse not to bust out. I have nowhere to go. I can’t go back to Fresno until you follow through on our deal. My weaknesses have got to be all over the Justice League by now, so any of them can take me down, even the complete losers like The Question. I don’t feel like spending the rest of my life hiding out, waiting for more White Martians to find me and kill me. And we had a deal, which is the only legal way I’ve been able to figure out that would get me out of here. If it’s really legal.”




Waller just stared at her for a couple seconds. Finally, she asked, “And did you check your current collar?”




Rosanna admitted, “Yeah. One of the first things I do every morning. It’s not suppressing any of my powers right now. But you don’t need to have a working collar on me when you’ve still got those nanotechnology bombs inside me. Getting turned into Progresso chunky tomato soup is still not on my bucket list.”




Waller spilled, “Correct. While the White Martians are a threat to you here, your collar has the power suppressor tech turned off. But the shock collar part is still live. If someone is trying to start a fight or a riot, you might want to get out of the area as quickly as possible.”




Yeah, she had thought that was pretty likely. Not that she wanted to test it. She still remembered how much that bastard had hurt.




Waller added, “We do have reason to believe that the White Martians have power suppressor technology of their own, so just be aware that some future attack might include efforts to knock out your power set.”




She had already thought about that one too. She knew her Yellow Martian relatives back in Paradise Valley had weaponry like that. She didn’t mention that to Waller, though. If Waller had figured out where Rosanna’s powers came from, there was no need to confirm it. And if Waller hadn’t figured it out, then there was no way Rosanna was telling the fat bitch.




Waller smiled wickedly. “Still, if you’re not here in your cell and no one here knows where you are, then a future White Martian attempt might run into some… difficulties.”




Rosanna asked, “Does that mean more boot camp?”




Waller answered, “It means Flag and Katana are healed up, and we have received intelligence on where the Russians are holding Slipknot. Since he has been unable to escape on his own, we’re sending Task Force X in to free him.”




Rosanna pointed out, “You do realize that if we run into The People’s Heroes again, Harkness and I aren’t going to be the only ones trying to kill ’em, right?”




Waller nodded slightly, “It has been decided that would fall under the category of ‘acceptable enemy losses’. Just try not to make too many new enemies in the process.”




Rosanna had operated for years under the idea that real enemies needed to be publicly humiliated. And if they kept being a problem after that, then maybe hurt enough that they had to go to the doctor. That had gotten her through junior high and high school and college and her early business career. But when she had gotten stepped on by those Triad fuckers and she had decided she needed to take over Fresno to protect her business interests — when she had faced people who would kill her as soon as look at her — she had finally stepped that up to ‘real enemies need to be made an example of’. On the other hand, she definitely didn’t want the entire country of Russia after her ass.




Still, she really wanted to deal some serious payback to that asshole Molotov. And that almost certainly meant going through Pravda, and then through Hammer and Sickle, to get at him. She’d let Captain Boomerang try to take out that frigging Bolshoi. Maybe Bolshoi would do her a favor and off that fucktard.




Instead of bringing all of that up, she just asked, “When do I start training again, and when do we leave?”




Waller explained, “You will be picked up tomorrow morning or the next morning, depending on other issues. Colonel Flag has plans for training already laid out. He will make the decision on the operational characteristics of the mission. As before, you will be traveling with Harley Quinn to the training site. Any other questions?”




She figured she’d better ask Waller, because by the time she met up with Flag it would be too frigging late. “Do we have anybody who can counter Pravda? Because we probably could have taken them if it wasn’t for the psychic powers thing. And telling June to stay powered up as the Enchantress for the whole time is asking for trouble.”




“Flag will have personnel that are considered available and usable.”




Well, that was unhelpful. Rosanna didn’t say so, but she sure thought it. Even if a really uncooperative supervillain with high-end psychic powers could be pretty fucking dangerous. Someone like Doctor Psycho could just tell Flag to disconnect the little asshole from the nano-bomb system and then shoot himself in the head. No Flag anymore, and that would trigger the nano-bombs in every other member of the squad. Or worse, including convincing Flag that Doctor Psycho was the new leader of the Task Force X program and only take orders from him, so all the other members of the squad would effectively be his slaves. Rosanna had seen a super-news story about what that little creep did to Giganta. No thanks.




So there had to be limits on what Waller or her bosses would allow. Well, there needed to be limits. Whether or not Waller and her bosses would use some common sense on this was a completely different issue. After all, they still had Harkness and Quinn on the squad. And complete psychos like Firefly.




Great. So if they did run into The People’s Heroes again, Pravda would probably kick their asses but good. And if those assholes took out June first, then there would be no one left who had a chance of stopping Pravda from making every one of them a sitting duck for the rest of that team.




The Justice League probably had fancy techniques or fancy supers to drop psychics like Pravda. Too bad Rosanna couldn’t ask Superman or someone for some advice on it. ‘Hey, I know I tried to murder your bestie Stormburst, but since I was a complete failure and I’m only guilty of attempted murder of a superhero, how’s about a little friendly advice?’ 




That would go over really well. She vividly remembered the blur that was Superman flying through the Speed Force, until he lightly touched her chin with his fist. If he had hit her as hard as he could, at that speed, her head probably would have landed somewhere in the Indian Ocean. Maybe in the Red Spot of Jupiter.




Part III



Rosanna was utterly unsurprised when Colonel Rick Flag Jr. showed up at her cell maybe an hour before the morning wake-up. She was already dressed and ready to get the hell out of there before more White Martians decided to try and rip out her lungs, or eat her liver while she was still alive, or whatever they did for fun. Maybe that ‘blood eagle’ torture the Vikings used to do, according to an archaeology book she had read in the prison library. Or something a lot worse.




He just opened her cell door, and waited for her to get up off her ass. No handcuffs, no restraints, no nothing. And he had to know that her power suppressor collar was turned off. She followed him through the halls, and out the back doors to a security transport. Harley was already sitting in it, handcuffed to the wall with her feet secured to the floor, and looking really discouraged. The huge pout was kind of a tip-off.




Quinn opened her mouth and said something, even if no sound came out. Rosanna was guessing from the expression and the mouth movements that Quinn was trying to say something like ‘this isn’t fair!’




Tough shit, bitch.




Rosanna just looked at Flag and asked, “Where would you like me to sit, and do you want to lock me up too?” 




Flag just pointed at a spot over near Harley, so Rosanna sat down and asked, “Is this a spell from the Enchantress? Or a curse? Or maybe you finally got around to taking out her voicebox?”




Flag shook his head no. “Same principle as those noise cancellation headphones you see people wearing all the time. A mike on her throat picks up whatever she says and the speakers send out soundwaves that cancel it. So when we need to be quiet, Quinn can be quiet.”




Rosanna thought that over. Wow, she was really overthinking all of this shit. Or maybe she would much rather rip out Harley’s throat and make her permanently silent. Even if the crazy bitch had tried to save her from a White Martian attack.




Harley had probably risked her own neck a couple times there to save Rosanna, even if she was doing it for ‘fun’. Or boredom relief. Still, maybe she ought to give Quinn a little more slack, no matter how annoying Harley could be.




Quinn pouted some more and said something that made no noise. Maybe ‘dirty sound stealers’. It was pretty hard to tell. Fine, it was pretty hard to watch Quinn and not laugh at her impotent anger. Or maybe Quinn was just pretending to be angry. Harley seemed to be big on the performance art thing, even if there wasn’t enough ‘art’ in it for Rosanna.




Rosanna glanced down for a second. Yep, Quinn still had the cast. Those toes hadn’t magically healed. Maybe that would also keep some of Harley’s crazy bullshit under control.




Oh, who was she kidding? This was Harley Quinn. Crazy bullshit was her leitmotif.




They rode for several hours until the transport drove out onto a tarmac. Then they got out and walked onto a cargo jet, where several more prisoners were waiting for them. Great, Harkness too. Also, Deadshot and Killer Croc. They weren’t so bad, especially compared to Captain Boomerang. No Firefly, so that was a plus. Up front, where Flag took a seat, were Katana and June Moone.




Quinn waved wildly to June and pointed angrily at her power suppressor collar, like June was going to go Enchantress on that collar just to let Quinn jabber away and annoy her.




Rosanna walked up front and sat next to June. “You doing okay?”




June shrugged self-consciously. “Mostly. I’ve been working with Nightshade fighting some supernatural badness and keeping my ‘dark side’ under control. And I’ve been working on getting more of my artwork sold.”




Rosanna nodded, “Good idea. I saw that sketch you did of Harley and her mallet, and that was amazing.”




“Thanks!” June smiled a little bit. “I didn’t think anyone had noticed I was doing that.”




Rosanna turned to Flag. “Hey colonel, do we have anyone who can handle Pravda? Because The People’s Heroes are the most likely threat we’re going to run into, and if we can stop her, we can probably take the rest of ’em.”




Flag frowned, “Mindboggler couldn’t stop her, and none of us could beat her psi effects, so we’ll just have to avoid their team.”




Well, that was great planning. She needed a better field leader. Or at least a field leader who didn’t put up with shit directives from on high that were going to get them killed.




Katana quietly said, “I failed the last time. But this time, I know what her mental projections ‘feel’ like and I should be able to ignore them. That would allow me to move to attack Pravda directly.”




Those were some really huge ifs hidden in there. Rosanna wasn’t going to buy any of them until Katana proved herself and ran Pravda through with that soul-sucking katana of hers.




She just said, “Well, we need a more rounded team. A speedster, more fliers, a psi, you name it.”




Flag insisted, “We have the personnel we could get. You can’t wish for personnel you can’t have. That’s not how logistics works.”




So she let him lecture to her for maybe half an hour on the subject. There was actually some useful shit in there. There was also some useless shit that boiled down to ‘we cannot pull in felons who might be worse than Quinn and Harkness’, even if Flag never specifically said any such thing. He did let slip that Harkness was valuable because he got mission objectives fulfilled, even if sometimes that was only technically fulfilling the objectives. Which was probably good enough for Waller, and in some cases maybe it was exactly what Waller wanted. And he sort of implied that Quinn was valuable because she had pulled a rabbit out of a hat and saved the team’s asses a couple times. Somehow.




It was cold on the jet. Rosanna was wearing lightweight prison garb that wouldn’t kill you if you walked outside in the middle of a fucking bayou in Louisiana, which was where someone had sited Belle Reve. Probably someone who hated meta felons and couldn’t site the prison in the middle of the Amazon rainforest. Or at the bottom of the Marianas Trench.




And the air slowly got colder as time passed. She wondered how high an altitude they were at, and if anyone else was freezing their tits off. Maybe Harkness could pick up a bad case of frostbite of the dick, and Katana would have to slice it off. Rosanna would pay good money to watch that. She figured most of the people around her would too.




Also, no flight attendants bringing packets of peanuts or whatever. So she was getting hungry too. She figured no one except Flag and Katana had gotten breakfast. Maybe they had let June get some chow too, since she wasn’t being held at Belle Reve. But if Killer Croc got too hungry, bad shit could happen.




As soon as Croc’s stomach made a rumble like an active volcano, Flag got up and passed out MREs and MRE-like crap. Rosanna got handed a breakfast thing that had a sausage ‘patty’ and a hockey puck of ‘scrambled eggs’, plus a biscuit that had already been cut in half. She poured in water and heated up the parts that were supposed to be hot, while she ate the packet of ‘fruit’ and turned the ‘orange drink’ packet into an orange-like drink. Katana had a big thermos of hot coffee that got passed around too.




Rosanna made sure Quinn got her coffee last, just in case a certain loony decided it would be funny to throw steaming hot coffee all over everyone, so everyone got some free first degree burns and no one else got anything hot to drink.




It wasn’t as awful as she was expecting. She would give it that much. But she was hungry, and Flag wasn’t going to land the jet so she could get breakfast and an almond milk latte at a LexCafe. At least, the hot food and some hot coffee helped with the miserable cold soaking into her bones.




Hours later, they finally landed. On a smoothed-out snowpack. What the hell? Where the hell were they?




They got off the jet, and there was nothing but snow and ice and a small camp. And unbelievable, searing cold. The camp looked like maybe ten or twelve good-sized quonset huts connected by big plastic tubes, with most of the tubes already partly-buried under snow. Parts of the quonset huts were buried under the snow too.




Flag smirked, “Welcome to beautiful Victoria Island!”




“Where the fuck is that?” snarled Captain Boomerang.




Flag answered, “Nunavut.”




“None o’ what?” Boomerang complained again.




Quinn yelled, “We’re at the North Pole! Where’s Santa?”




“Somebody turn her voice off again!” hollered Deadshot.




Rosanna knew where Nunavut was. She said, “We’re in Canada, north of Saskatchewan and maybe north of a chunk of the Northwest Territories too. And we’re not at the north pole. But feel free to try hiking there in these conditions.”




Flag pointed at the quonset huts and announced, “Your home away from home while we train! You’ve got to acclimatize to some pretty fucking cold conditions in Russia, so we’re starting out here.”




“Just great,” Harkness snarled. “Just fucking great!”




“Could be woise!” Harley said cheerily. “I got my voice back! And we don’t haveta be Santa’s elves!” She dropped her voice down to a bellow that passed for a Quinn whisper. “I heard if they don’t make their quotas he fucks ’em up the ass!”




Deadshot muttered, “…and it was the best Christmas ever.” Harkness heard him and burst out laughing.




Flag pretended he wasn’t hearing any of that bullshit. He marched right for what looked like a storage area of fifty gallon drums and some snow-covered piping, which was close to where the cargo jet had stopped. He hooked up an uncooperative set of pipes to the jet’s fuel door, with a little distant help from Rosanna’s telekinesis that she pretended she wasn’t doing. Then he got Killer Croc pumping fuel into the jet. There had to be a pretty big fuel supply under the snowpack too.




Quinn yelled hopefully, “Can we chop through the ice and go swimmin’?”




Harkness suggested, “Maybe you should try that.”




Rosanna was pretty sure that Victoria Island was bigger than Ireland, so for all she knew, there wasn’t any spot you could dig down through the ice to the ocean for maybe a hundred miles. Not that she had a map or anything. Still, if there was anybody who could chop through the ice and find something insane, or maybe insanely dangerous, it had to be Quinn.




Once the jet was refueled, it took off again. Great. She was stuck with Task Force X — for eXtremely moronic — in the middle of fucking nowhere. And if she Force-Choked that asshole Harkness to death, Flag would blow her head off. And if she Force-Choked Flag unconscious first, Waller would take that as breaking their deal.




Flag led them through the freezing cold, and into what had to count as an atrium there. A heavily-insulated door with a sturdy roof keeping snow off it. A wall of plastic threads you had to squeeze through. Granted, it did a hell of a job keeping the cold out. An area to clean the snow and ice off you, and hang up snowboots and snowsuits and crap. Another plastic-thread wall to walk through to get to warmer areas. And a couple big space heaters keeping the next section somewhere around ‘cold but bearable’.




Flag gave them a quick tour of the place. Belle Reve was looking pretty fucking good by comparison. A sleeping area for the women, with its own little bathroom. At least that area had a serious door with a serious lock on the inside, to keep Harkness out. But she was going to have to sleep within a few feet of Harley Fucking Quinn. Rosanna didn’t even know if Quinn ever slept through the night.




There was a similar area for the men, meaning Harkness and Deadshot and Croc. Flag had his own private little bunk area over in the ‘work area’, which looked like a planning table and maps and crap. There was a rec room. It had a ping pong table, a tv set and movie player with a stack of DVDs, a boombox with a stack of CDs, a little bookshelf full of old books, and some shitty boardgames. There was a dining room and kitchen. There were storage areas for food and water and medical equipment and everything else you might need in the middle of the ass end of nowhere. There was a garage that held five snowmobiles and lots of spare parts and tools and fuel. There was a small gym that looked like it had been laid out for half a dozen really ordinary men. Great. So that was fine for her and Deadshot and Harkness and maybe Flag, and a waste of space for everyone else.




Oh what the hell. If things got too shitty, Rosanna figured she could fly south at a couple hundred miles an hour, and be back in the United States in under five or six hours. Maybe a lot less. If her powers would hold up for that long.




Flag announced, “We eat first. In temperatures like this, you’ve got to keep warm and keep your strength up. Then everyone checks their cold-temp uniforms. After I do a final check on the uniforms, we go outside and go through some drills. Any questions?”




Deadshot asked, “Yeah, colonel. Anybody thought about how Croc’s gonna handle low temps like these?”




Flag answered, “We’re not sure how he’ll cope. If he can’t handle the cold, he gets sidelined for this mission. Because Siberia is not a fucking winter wonderland at this time of year.”




Great. Without Killer Croc, the meat shield on this mission would be… Oh, right. Her. The woman who needed telekinesis just to be safe at Belle Reve, and could be taken out with a campfire.




So they had something which was supposed to be food. She had eaten MREs before, so she knew lots of them were crappy. The guys dashed in front of her and grabbed some stuff which looked like it would probably be fairly horrible. So she took the lentils in masala sauce. And she was shocked. It smelled pretty much like real masala, and it tasted pretty much like real masala sauce. It was actually good enough to eat more than once. As an MRE, that is. 




She pretended she wasn’t enjoying it. She figured that if everyone else noticed she wasn’t hating it, someone would make sure she had to eat one of the much worse MREs. At least two someones. Harkness, because he was a fucking asshole. Quinn, because, well, she was also a fucking asshole… who would think it was something ‘fun’ to do.




Whatever the hell Quinn was eating, she was giving an exuberant account of it, including the drink which was ‘nice and scummy!’ and the orange-red sauce which was ‘just like tomato paste candy!’ and the whatever-the-hell it was in the sauce, which was ‘squeezy and squooshy!’ Rosanna had no idea how the people sitting near her managed to get their food down and keep it down.




Rosanna was also paying attention what other people were eating, so she figured she’d try the chili-mac, which Flag was pounding down, and the mac and cheese, which Harkness was actually not cursing about.




Too bad the prison library didn’t have a book reviewing the best and worst of MREs. She would have grabbed that book with both hands and studied the hell out of it.




Fine. So, after that first horrible training camp, she had actively searched for a book like that. No luck. Belle Reve’s library wasn’t that big. And there wasn’t a nice inter-prison library loan service out there. Probably because some asshole genius like Lex Luthor or the Ultra-Humanite had figured out an easy way to send messages back and forth between prisoners in different prisons, and the prison authorities had needed to stomp on that.




It wasn’t like that would be hard. She could think of several ways to do it, and she was no Lex Luthor.




After lunch, there was ‘clean-up’. Which meant gathering up the flammable trash and putting it into a bin which fed into an enclosed furnace that was keeping the warmer parts of the camp actually warm.




Rosanna wondered how much of a risk that furnace was to everything in and around the quonset huts. Like maybe melting enough snow and ice to drop chunks of the camp into a big sinkhole that had freezing cold water at the bottom.





Part IV



Rosanna trudged back to the women’s bedroom area so she could find out how hideously screwed over she was with her new uniform. Hers and Katana’s and Harley’s were waiting in the closets back there. June just got a parka and snowboots and snowpants and shit like that, since she transformed into the Enchantress magically.




At first, Rosanna thought it was just another Red Lightning uniform. Oh no. This one was more heavily armored, and much more insulated from the cold. In fact, it was about three times thicker than her other Red Lightning uniform from the task force. More like ten or fifteen times thicker in key parts, like her boots and the part keeping her ass from freezing off if she sat down on anything outside the quonset huts.




While she got dressed in the heavy-duty stay-not-as-cold gear, June healed Quinn’s broken toes. Rosanna watched, and thought about telekinetically breaking Quinn’s toes every time Quinn caused trouble. She could claim it was some aspect of the magic June had used to heal Quinn up.




No, that might get June in trouble. Rosanna was not fucking with The Enchantress. Not after hearing about that whole ‘going dark’ issue. Having a pissed-off evil mage after her would be a lot worse than having Harkness and Quinn after her.




Oh, and not only was the material thickness in her costume making her ass looking a lot more rounded, the thickness in her boots was making her legs look slimmer by comparison. And… What the fuck? There was extra padding in the part over her breasts. Were her breasts really in danger of freezing more than the rest of her, or was some costume designer a fucking pervert?




At least she didn’t have bulging gazongas like Quinn. Because fuck! Quinn looked like she was a rubber-coated harlequin from head to toe, only with even bigger curves than Harley actually had. Which were ridiculous, to start with. She looked like someone had stuffed Power Girl in that suit and then painted her face white.




Waller’s costume design expert was definitely a fucking perv.




Still, Rosanna decided that if Harkness gave her any shit about her ‘new curviness’, she was going to see how much ice she could shove into the inside of his uniform. He could throw as many of his little boomerangs at her as he wanted. She was planning on stamping all of them ‘return to sender’. Then she was going to ram every one of them up his ass until he was choking on the little pieces of shit.




Also, Quinn acted like she was thrilled with her new suit. Maybe she actually was. Katana, on the other hand, just frowned a little bit more than usual about the insulated padding in her suit.




While Katana went through katas and shit to make sure her suit had adequate freedom of movement, Rosanna whispered to her, “I’m going to lock the door behind us so Harkness can’t get into our underwear drawers or whatever.”




June actually cringed at that. Quinn giggled like a loon.




Rosanna closed the door from the inside, made sure the heavy lock was locked, and went intangible to walk out through the door. She was fully aware that all of the squad could get that door open again, one way or another, but not without leaving traces, like bullet holes or a small explosion. And June could just magic it open, if she really wanted to.




They walked out to find the guys ready. Mostly.




Flag was just in cold weather gear, like June’s. Boomerang looked like his regular uniform was stuffed with cotton, then a heavy balaclava was pulled over his head. Deadshot’s new uniform had sculpted exterior armor too, so it looked like he had put on about thirty pounds of solid muscle. And Killer Croc seemed to have forgotten the basics of putting on clothing, after not wearing any for years.




So, while Flag and Deadshot struggled to get Croc into a Croc-sized parka and pants and boots and gloves, and Harkness dodged helping as much as possible, Rosanna stood back and just helped here and there with a telekinetic hold or shove, so Croc was getting slipped into his clothes easier. Not that she was doing anything nice for anybody. Hell no. She just wanted to give Croc every chance he could to adapt to the cold enough, so she wasn’t the meat shield for the team this time.




She was pretty sure The People’s Heroes would remember who kicked their asses the last time, and who was pretty much useless. That meant that those Russian assholes would target June and her as first victims. She wasn’t looking forward to that.




What she also wasn’t looking forward to was whatever Flag had in mind for winter weather training.




So Flag first checked that everyone was properly dressed, and didn’t have their ass hanging out the back of their uniform or whatever. Katana checked Rosanna and June’s outfits, and Harley insisted on showing her outfit off to everyone, including doing a couple backflips and a side split. Everyone who didn’t have their face already covered got some sort of mask or balaclava or helmet to protect them.




Then Rosanna — and everyone else — found out what Flag’s idea of cold weather training looked like. He started off by leading them in a jog, going in a big circle around the camp area. For hours. She was guessing they were jogging in what would be a circle about a mile around, if it was a perfect circle. So they could always see the camp, and it was always about eight or nine hundred feet away. Plenty close in case of a problem.




Flag seemed like he was probably able to maintain that jog all day. He never slowed down. If Rosanna hadn’t been in the best shape of her life, from his bootcamp and then maintaining that level of fitness, she would have keeled over in the first half hour. Even if it seemed like the point of that jog was knowing how fast you could move in below-freezing weather without breaking into a sweat which might kill you when you stopped moving and your sweat started freezing into ice inside your clothes.




She was trying to estimate how long they were jogging by the number of laps. If they were doing four miles an hour and each lap was a mile, then every time they passed the entry door of the camp, that was another fifteen minutes. At five miles an hour, every lap was twelve minutes. At six miles an hour, every lap was ten minutes.




On lap eight, Captain Boomerang quit on them. Flag had Katana walk him back to the quonset huts and rejoin them.




Quinn yelled, “Hey, did he just resign his commission?”




“No Harley, he’s not a real captain,” Flag replied.




Quinn ignored that bit of common sense. “So can I call him Private Boomerang now?”




Flag decided that there was no sense trying to argue with Harley Quinn, who did not live in the same universe as Common Sense.




On lap sixteen, Killer Croc keeled over. He hit the snow face-first and didn’t move.




Rosanna thought several really filthy things, but this wasn’t Croc’s fault. He wasn’t built for snow and ice. They shouldn’t have brought him. They should have grabbed some other meathead to come up and play strongman. Someone like Tommy Terror. Or Tuppence Terror. Or Cheetah. 




Okay, Cheetah might not have handled the cold all that well either. Or she might have handled it extra well, like snow leopards. There was no way to know. Other than actually asking Barb a question.




Flag just called out, “Red Lightning! Haul him in, take the cold weather gear off him, and set him in between the space heaters!”




She just nodded. She lifted into the air a couple feet, grabbed Croc in a telekinetic grip, and flew back to the quonset huts in about ten seconds. Then it was only a couple seconds to shove him through the protective ‘walls’ of plastic strips, yank off his gear, and lay him on top of the gear in between the two space heaters. She flew back and took a spot right behind Flag, who was still jogging. “Done.”




“Don’t suppose ya brought me a hot chocolate,” Quinn whined.




Rosanna didn’t bother to point out that if there was anyone still on that jog she would have brought hot chocolate to, it sure as hell wouldn’t have been Quinn. On a list of people at that frosty little hellhole, Quinn would have been ahead of only Boomerang, but he had crapped out on them a while ago, and was probably doing something creepy or malevolent back in the huts.




Quinn complained, “Ya prob’ly fixed Private Boomerang (retired) a cup o’ hot chocolate.”




Yeah, right. Quinn knew damn well that Rosanna would only fix Harkness a nice, steaming-hot cup of hot cocoa if she got to hold him down and pour it on his face while he screamed in pain.




It turned out that Flag was moving them at six miles an hour, because at the end of the eighteenth lap, he finally said, “Three hours at this pace will get you out of most crisis zones, and also won’t kill you a couple hours later.”




He led them back to the entry door, and got everyone inside.




Great. Croc was still in a reptile coma.




And Harkness was in one of the work areas, tinkering with some of his boomerangs. She was going to be utterly surprised if he hadn’t made a firebomb boomerang to take her out in case of intra-squad warfare. Or just general asshole-ness. 




She was also assuming that eventually, he might figure out how to make a boomerang that was impervious to telekinesis, so she couldn’t protect herself solely by grabbing it out of the air and shoving it up his ass. So she was already planning on dodging too, instead of standing around like a moron and hoping her powers always did what she wanted.




She couldn’t figure out what the deal was with the Flash. Did the guy just not take Harkness seriously? Was he toying with Harkness, trying to piss him off even more? Was he just hoping Harkness would finally wise up and give up before getting knocked unconscious or wrapped up in a few miles of cable, or whatever? She just could not see how a Flash / Captain Boomerang battle lasted more than a nanosecond. As soon as Flash spotted Harkness launching an attack, there ought to be a Speed Force blur and an unconscious Harkness. The end. Or maybe Flash was actually a really stupid guy with an amazing power.




Not that Rosanna Trilo, known supervillainess, could ask some Justice Leaguer about that.




So, just to be a pain, she called out to Harkness, “We’re back in! Food in the dining hall! And bring that fireball boomerang you built, and heat up Croc, will ya? He’s still out of it.”




That made the little weasel twitch. He definitely had a fireball boomerang. It probably had her name engraved on it as an extra-special ‘fuck you’ to her.




She took a step backward around the corner, in case he decided to throw something at her. And she almost backed right into Katana, who was lurking silently. Like usual.




Rosanna just stepped around Katana and moved off to the dining room to get something to eat. And something hot to drink. She also wanted to just hold a hot mug and warm up her fingers. The gloves in her uniform were pretty fucking good, but still, she had been out in below-freezing temperatures for three frigging hours, so her hands were cold. And she still had no idea what she was going to do when she fired off a lightning bolt and set the fingers of her gloves on fire. That would fuck her over but good.




She should definitely ask Flag about that. 




Katana asked, “Did you really know that he had built a fireball boomerang?”




Rosanna admitted, “I assumed he had. We don’t like each other. He’s not going to leave things alone. He knows if he pisses me off enough, I’ll rip his lungs out. He knows a nice, toasty fireball will knock out my powers for a couple hours, maybe more. That’s all the time he’d need to kill me and make it look like it wasn’t his fault. Or maybe he’d beat me senseless first, then kill me. Or rape me, then beat me, then kill me. Or just do like he did to Mindboggler.”




Katana put out a hand and stopped Rosanna. “Like he did to Mindboggler? Rustam killed her.”




But Rosanna had gotten way too much time to think things over in her private little cell. “You remember where Superman found him? Under that pile of crates where he was hiding at that end of the warehouse?” Katana nodded. “He must have had a hell of a good view of Rustam from under there. He had a massive grudge against Mindboggler. He had to have seen Rustam take that shot at her neck. He didn’t do anything to stop Rustam. Not even throw an ordinary boomerang at the guy’s face. I’m pretty sure he hid there and watched the whole thing and just let Leah die. So yeah, I figure he’ll try to take me out one of these days. And I’m an easy target since all of you know my weakness.”




Katana didn’t change her expression, but she stood stock still for several seconds. She finally said, “Thank you for your analysis.” And she hustled off, probably to some spot where she could talk to Flag in private. She still didn’t make any noise as she moved.




Rosanna mentally crossed her fingers that Katana would get rid of Harkness, maybe with that katana of hers. Or at least ship him off to someplace worse than Belle Reve. But really, she was expecting that Flag and Katana would wait and see if Harkness really did try something like letting her get killed by an opponent he could have blocked. Or flat-out fireballing her so he could murder her up close and personal.




Then she went to the dining area and ate the mac and cheese that Harkness would have grabbed if he had been there. It wasn’t as horrible as a lot of the MREs were. And it was hot. That counted for a lot. That, and a big mug of steaming hot coffee, really warmed her up.









That night, Quinn woke up at midnight and starting telling loud jokes. And laughing really loudly at her own jokes. All right, those were only jokes if you were six years old and really easily amused. Katana got up, slapped Quinn’s power suppressor collar on her so Harley couldn’t vocalize, and went back to sleep.




Total non-surprise: Katana slept in a ninja gi with her soul-sucking sword in her bed with her. ‘Creepy’ didn’t begin to describe it.




Quinn woke up again around four, and started ‘silently’ pestering June to magically fix that collar. That woke everyone else up, too. After all, Quinn’s idea of ‘silence’ was just not quite as loud as Ordinary Harley Quinn was.




Then Flag woke the entire camp up at six in the morning, when Rosanna was still desperately short of real sleep. The bastard. June looked even more exhausted than Rosanna felt. Katana moved like she could ignore stuff like a lack of sleep. Quinn seemed the same as usual, so it was actually possible that Quinn was like this every night.




Oh God. There was no way Rosanna could survive being awakened like that every midnight and four a.m., just so Quinn could pester the shit out of everyone. Especially if she then had to stick to Flag’s schedule.




They got new drills outside in their cold-weather uniforms, with powers worked into the drills. The good part of that was she found out the fingers of her gloves were made of a different material than everything else, so she could fire off her lightning through the conductive cloth without setting fire to her clothing or exposing her hands to the cold weather. The tradeoff was that her fingers weren’t kept as warm as the rest of her. At least her ass was warm.




Then showers and breakfast. Yum, breakfast MREs. The only thing worse would be if they had to eat the trash afterward too.




Then a couple hours of practice saying Russian phrases they might need, like ‘I do not understand you’ and ‘do you speak English’ and ‘where the fuck is the bathroom.’ For some reason, Flag didn’t feel like teaching her how to say ‘please murder Harley Quinn in her sleep.’




Deadshot knew enough Russian that he knew how to say it. Quinn thought that was hysterical.




Then lunch, and more hours of jogging in the freezing cold. Harkness lasted less than an hour. After dinner and more language lessons, it was bedtime. And wonder of wonders, Katana finally did something useful. She hauled Quinn out to the garage. And she chained and padlocked Quinn to the no-longer-working snowmobile that Harkness had cannibalized for some cold-weather components for his boomerangs.




Rosanna waited until they were getting into bed that night, and quietly thanked Katana. June went over, hugged Katana, and burst into tears. They actually had a good night’s Harley-free sleep.









The next morning, after drill and clean-up and breakfast and language lessons, the cargo jet was back. They loaded Croc’s still-unconscious form onto it, and shipped Harkness off as well. Unfortunately, they didn’t take Quinn.




Also, Quinn complained the entire morning about being locked to a snowmobile that she couldn’t even start up and drive around. That didn’t stop Katana from locking Quinn to the snowmobile that night too. And every night that week.




It wasn’t until the seventh day there that Flag finally thought he had them adequately trained to deal with cold weather. And he finally told them what they were going to do.




Flag showed them a really unappealing map and pointed at some highlights. “Slipknot is being held in a military prison just outside Novosibirsk, close to the Ob River.”




Rosanna could see from the map that Novosibirsk was stuck in southwestern fucking Siberia. Christ!




Deadshot said, “Well, it’s not quite the armpit of Northern Asia…”




So Quinn added, “But you can smell it from there!”




Part V



Rosanna pointed at the map. “This is just barely Siberia. It isn’t that far to China. Mainland China.”




Deadshot reminded her, “That’s still pretty effing cold, Red.”




“Reddi-Whip!” Harley insisted, just to be a pain.




Rosanna pretended she was ignoring Harley’s bullshit.




June pointed at a map of the world on the side wall. She asked, “Do all four countries actually touch together there?”




Flag lectured, “They only look like it on the large-scale maps. The gap between Kazakhstan and Mongolia is less than fifty klicks.”




Deadshot asked, “So… we go in that way? Or we go out that way?”




Flag explained, “We take a cargo jet to an airfield in Kazakhstan, close to the Russian border. We take a Russian Mi8 from there up to Novosibirsk. But we have a better way out. East of the city and the prison, there’s a spot where the Justice League’s teens set up a Zeta Tube access, so we can step in and get teleported out.”




“Inta the secret headquarters of the Justice League Teenyboppers?” Harley asked suspiciously. “Aren’t they gonna try and beat the snot outta us?”




Rosanna just groaned at the mental image.




Deadshot pointed out, “Superboy. Aqualad. Miss Martian. Kid Flash. Robin…”




“And Stormburst,” Rosanna added. “Who has powers that make mine look like the Condiment King, and can kick all of our asses without getting anywhere near Katana’s sword. Oh, and she doesn’t have my weakness.”




Flag just glared at everyone. “We use the Zeta Tube but to a different destination. One in—”




“The Bahamas!” Quinn screeched. “I can work on my tan!”




Flag kept going, “-the American Southeast, so we’re close to Belle Reve.”




Quinn pouted, “But I wanted ta go to the Bahamas!”




Flag ruthlessly pointed out, “Maybe you should’ve thought about that before you became an internationally wanted supervillain who can’t go to destination resorts without getting arrested.”




Deadshot checked, “Colonel, I’m seeing an infil and an exfil, but a Russian military prison is going to have a lot of armed soldiers and a lot of heavies. Plus a lot of serious patrolling and security, if Slipknot hasn’t been able to escape.”




Flag nodded, “A troop battalion. Russian, so it’s only three hundred and seventy men, including the officers.”




“Only?” Deadshot asked sharply.




Flag nodded again. “Only. Three shifts of seventy-eight men, including the machine gun teams, the artillery team, the mortar team, and the service units. Also, a tank battalion.”




Rosanna didn’t groan out loud, but she asked, “So how big is that?”




Flag explained, “Three companies, ten tanks each, plus a command tank with comms and a cushier seat. Thirty-one tanks total.”




Deadshot didn’t keep the disgust out of his voice. “Plus jailers?”




Flag shook his head no. “Jailers are made up out of the rifle teams in each company.”




Rosanna flatly said, “Sounds like a piece of cake.”




Deadshot sarcastically said, “Right. If the cake is made of cyanide. With Semtex frosting.”




“Does the cake have candles?” Quinn asked, like she was clueless.




June smiled, “The cake is a lie.”




Rosanna was pretty sure that Flag and Katana absolutely did not get that ref. 




Quinn definitely did. Rosanna could see it in her eyes. But Harley was busy playing Harley Quinn, Queen Of The Idiots. She pouted, “But I wanted some of that cake. Especially the Semtex frosting!”




“Can it, Quinn,” snapped Flag.




“Oh, it comes in cans too? Can I get the red can with the red frosting?”




Rosanna was pretty sure that Semtex came dyed red, which suggested that Quinn knew at least as much about Semtex as Rosanna did, and probably a lot more. But Harley enjoyed playing the village idiot when she wasn’t playing ‘Harleen Quinzel, Psycho Psychologist’.




Deadshot smirked at Flag, “You want that voice-killing collar now?”




Rosanna asked, “How do we get in and grab Slipknot and get out again? This is a lot of firepower.”




Flag pointed out, “Not against you and Enchantress. And the plan is actually to get in and out without fighting them. We move at night, with you flying us in and Enchantress jamming their radar.” He pulled out another map, one that looked like a detailed blueprint of a building. “We drop the guard patrols on the roof, and we should have ten minutes minimum before that alerts anybody. We go in through the roof… here.” He pointed at a spot marked as a roof exit. “We know Slipknot is in a special cell on the top floor in this security wing. There are only half a dozen high-security prisoners there. If it will help us, we let the rest of them loose too. We move out through the roof exit, and we fly over to that Zeta Tube access. I have activation codes. We go into the access point, and we’re back home.”




Rosanna looked at Deadshot. “Kind of funny how much detail we have on this, and they can’t get Slipknot out themselves.”




Deadshot nodded, “Almost like there’s something else goin’ on that we ain’t getting told about.”




“There is a hell of a lot you are not being told about,” Flag insisted. “This is how we operate in Task Force X.”




Katana urged, “We need to have more than one person with details on the Zeta Tube access point and how to operate the system.”




Flag nodded, “Right. Every one of us gets that. Even Quinn.”




“Hey!” Quinn squawked. “I resemble that remark!”




Rosanna didn’t say anything, because of the six of them, she would have given that kind of information to everyone except Quinn.




So each of them got briefings from Flag on the Zeta Tube site and its access codes. Separate, private briefings, which made Rosanna think some of them were being told the wrong thing. Or they were being told different things. And she was sure that Flag wasn’t going to confide in her about what he was up to, or why. She was really hoping it was something as simple as the code that Quinn got would actually beam her into the Belle Reve septic tank. Or some place even worse.









A day later, they broke camp. Which meant they were in their cold weather uniforms, with their other shit in little backpacks, and they flew in a cargo jet to a military base in Alaska, then refueled again. The jet hopped from there to Eastern Asia and then to Kazakhstan. If they hadn’t been in cold weather gear, Rosanna was pretty sure she would have had hypothermia. Maybe frostbite. Because some fuckhole was not heating the cargo bay anywhere near enough.




The little airport in Kazakhstan didn’t have a lot of aircraft, but what it did have was pretty fucking suspicious. Including a stealthed helicopter that looked like someone had stolen it from the Russian Air Force pretty recently.




They clambered into the Mi8, leaving their packs behind, and instead, picking up weapons. Flag had an M4/M203 combination with satchels of ammo. Deadshot, in addition to his usual load, had a tranquilizer dart rifle. And he had some kind of oversized rifle that looked like it shot bullets the size of her thumb, and would shoot them through anything in his way, including buildings. Quinn had a great big wooden mallet, which she was busy hugging. 




Flag told Rosanna, “Nothing we have is as powerful as your lightning. Or your telekinesis. So, until we can get something bigger, you don’t need to pack a weapon.”




Fine. Katana and June weren’t getting new hardware either. And a mallet that looked like it had been stolen from Gallagher’s stage act? Not exactly what Rosanna considered weaponry. Not unless Harley was only going to be battling some British bobbies who weren’t packing firearms.




And that ‘tranquilizer’ dart rifle that Deadshot was cleaning looked like it had a lot of different types of darts. She doubted that the darts he was hand-loading were tranquilizers, or anything like a tranquilizer. She made a mental note not to be downrange of either of his rifles.




They rode in the helicopter for several hours, as it flew down the Ob River. As far as she could tell, the damn thing was basically going at a couple hundred miles an hour while just a couple feet above the water, and if it dipped down and caught one of its landing skids at that speed, the helicopter would tumble, and that would mean a hideous death for everyone on board.




Flag just sat there and studied a little notebook he had in a pocket. Katana just sharpened and inspected her weapons. Deadshot had already checked his firearms and ammo, so he just sat there and stared at the opposite wall. June nervously drew pictures on a small pad. Quinn chattered away about hitting people with her mallet, which she had decide to name ‘Mister Slammy’.




Rosanna did box breathing until she thought she might not have an accident in her underwear from sheer terror. And she kept her telekinesis up in case of a hideous crash.




Miles outside of the military prison, Flag had her grab everyone else and fly out of the helicopter, while it moved onward along the Ob River in a route which would take it far away from their target, so when it was spotted, no one was going to know what their actual target was.




So Rosanna was flying in Superman pose with her hands out in front of her fingertips-forward, hoping to have a really small cross-section for the radar installations that were bound to be all over the fucking place. And she was holding Flag and Katana behind her in the same position. Deadshot and June were in the same position, side by side behind Flag and Katana. They all had helmets with special facemasks, so they could breathe at the speed they were flying. And Quinn was at the rear, flying feet first and yelling something insane about watching behind them.




At maybe three hundred miles an hour and really low to the ground as often as possible, they got to the edge of the prison complex in under a quarter of an hour. Flag had June try to mask them from radar and IR and visual, which took maybe five minutes of concentration from June, and left her with thick brunette streaks in her hair, like she was already partway into turning into the Enchantress.




That wasn’t disturbing and unnerving in the least. Not at all. Rosanna told herself that about five times in a row.




It was nearly eleven at night, and dark as hell away from the prison site. As they flew in, Rosanna could see tanks sitting around the base, and patrols in trucks, and lots of buildings that were probably military housing and shit. There were also hangars like for airplanes, and hangar-like buildings that maybe were full of tanks. She had no idea. She hadn’t had any training on it.




The prison looked like a big, boxy, ugly, concrete piece of crap with three ugly, crappy, boxy concrete wings sticking out from the square main section. There were three two-man patrols walking the roof, while four two-man patrols walked on the ground with nasty-looking guard dogs on quick-release leashes. And that was just the shit inside the twenty foot high security fence. Outside the fence were reinforced military patrols, and those tanks sitting around waiting for something to do.




But if all they had to do was take down the roof patrols, sneak in along Flag’s route, grab Slipknot, and fly away, this might be manageable. That was a hell of a lot of ifs there, but she didn’t know what else she could do. She had already broached the subjects of their shitty plans and the suspicious intelligence they were depending on, and gotten shut down. It wasn’t like she could refuse one of these missions.




All right, fine, she could have crapped out on everyone like Harkness had done. She did not want to know how Waller would address that in her case. Waller was a vicious bitch, and Rosanna liked having all of her body parts still attached to her body and still working right.




Also, she was hoping Waller had a really evil way of teaching Harkness not to ditch ops like he did this time. Maybe make him share a cell with Tommy Terror and tell Tommy that Harkness liked gay sex, and he liked it really rough.




She dipped down to twenty feet above the roof at about ninety miles an hour, and let Flag and Deadshot clean the roof of guards. That only took a couple seconds. There were four roof exits, one per wing and one on the main block. She set everyone down next to the one Flag pointed at.




Flag whispered, “Check for alarms.”




June did a small spell, while Deadshot went over the doorframe with a little gadget.




“Clear.”




“Nothing active.”




Rosanna thought that was pretty fucking suspicious, but all she did was look over at Deadshot. Even through that creepy mask of his, he gave her a look that said, ‘oh yeah, we are so fucked.’




Katana opened the door and slid silently into the stairwell. They followed, even if Rosanna opted to float down the stairwell instead of stepping on a possibly trapped stairstep.




Flag’s intelligence was even correct. The top story of that wing of the prison looked like widely-separated, large cells with sealed access doors and no sign of what Rosanna thought of as prison cells. They moved down a long concrete hallway past three steel doors to what was supposed to be Slipknot’s cell.




It was locked, naturally. Deadshot looked at the lock and said, “Outta my skillset.”




Flag glanced at June. He stared at the brown streaks still showing in her hair and checked, “Can you handle this too? Without further problems?”




June touched the door and concentrated for a few seconds. “Probably not. Do we have other options?”




Flag looked at Rosanna. “Can you tear the door open?”




She nodded. “No sweat. I just need everyone standing out of the way.”




They all moved, even if Flag had to take Quinn by the arm and haul her off to the side. Rosanna put her hands on the door and tried a simple tug. The damn thing had a lot more locking bars or whatever than it looked like. So she pushed with her telekinesis all around the edges of the doorframe until she had a better idea of how the fucking thing was secured.




It ‘felt’ like there were bolts sunk into the doorframe at the top and bottom and the side with the lock. Fine. She telekinetically grabbed the door and doorframe both, and hauled both of them out of the concrete wall. It was noisier than she would have liked, but it wasn’t like she was trying to pull the whole building over.




Flag swung into the room in a room-clearing maneuver that looked like he had a lot of experience at this. Deadshot swung into the room with both of his handguns out, moving to the other side of the former doorway. Katana slid straight into the room with her sword at the ready.




What the fuck? They were in what looked like a fancy atrium in a nice hotel suite, not counting a couple floor-to-ceiling polished steel cylinders that probably hid I-beams. The wall was paneled. The floor was carpeted. There were couches and a Barcalounger. There was a massive wide-screen tv on one wall. And there were several doors on the wall facing them.




One door swung open, and Slipknot walked in. He was dressed in a smoking jacket and silk pajamas, like he thought he was fucking Hugh Hefner. He was carrying a flute of champagne. He had a pneumatic blonde hanging on one arm. He smirked, “I take it you guys missed me.”




Deadshot snarked, “Hey Chris, I think you forgot about the whole ‘escape’ part of Waller’s ‘spread intel and then escape’ plans.”




Slipknot rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right. The SVR made me a better offer.” He gave the blonde, who was obviously a spy for the SVR, a dirty leer. “Give up this, for the bullshit Flag and Waller wanted to put us through? No.”




Rosanna saw Flag reach for his vest. He suddenly froze. His head snapped forward, and he collapsed to the ground. June’s head snapped to one side, and she dropped too. Katana tried to swing her katana around, probably to do some slashing, but her head took a big hit so it jerked to the right, and she dropped.




Deadshot was already swinging one of his pistols toward Slipknot and the blonde, when it was ripped out of his hand at high speed and he was thrown backward.




Rosanna had a good guess what was happening, so she was pulling up her telekinetic shields even more, and starting to move forward. But something hit her in the back so hard that she felt it right through her shield.






Deadshot saw Red Lightning get slammed with something he couldn’t see, but it was powerful enough to punch right through her telekinetic shields and then clobber her too. She was knocked face-forward. He knew she still sucked at martial arts, but the one thing she had enough training in was tumbling. She dove onto her hands and rolled forward into a low crouch.




And that was when things really went to hell.




A burst of green light erupted from June’s body, slamming everyone in the room except Red Lightning back against the walls… including the people he hadn’t been able to see yet because Pravda had been hiding them under her illusions.




“AH-HAH-HAH-HAH!” screamed The Enchantress. “I am free of her influence! Let me… thank you.” She fired off a magical burst like a giant green laser beam about three feet wide, which plowed right through two of The People’s Heroes who had been hiding invisibly in a corner.




He snapped up the tranq rifle and fired off a shot at her neck. The dart, which was in no way a tranquilizer, was perfectly on target. But it stopped two inches from her neck and then veered off at a steep angle.




He went for the big gun, which was a Barrett M82A1 that fired a .50 caliber anti-materiel round. That was going to be a problem in this small space, but he was still going to use it.




She waved a hand, and a flash of light nearly blinded him. He still aimed his Barrett at her position. But by the time he could target her, she was just… gone.




Red Lightning looked at the room, and said, “Fuck that.” She leapt up, punching her hands upward Superman-style and flew through the roof. No intangibility shit for her this time. She hit the roof with an ear-pounding smash, and took a ten foot circle of concrete and steel with her as she vanished up into the night. Concrete shards and concrete dust rained down on everyone.




Quinn happily said, “Well, that went great!”




He wondered why he hadn’t just blown Quinn’s brains out yet and risked Flag losing his shit over it.




Part VI


(ten seconds ago)



Rosanna blinked as the Enchantress blasted the room hard enough that Rosanna was almost knocked flying despite her telekinetic shields. The Enchantress then teleported before Rosanna was even balanced again. Fuck! That magical blast had wiped out Pravda’s mental illusions, and Rosanna could see that the room was fucking full of People’s Heroes.




Also, she could see that the Enchantress had taken out Pravda and Molotov. The hard way. Molotov was crushed into the wall and probably severely dead, and Pravda — on top of getting smashed into a wall — had gotten Deadshot’s dart right in the throat. She looked like she was already in rigor mortis. Whatever was in that dart was something Rosanna did not want to experience.




Bolshoi was also down, He must have been sprinting for another target when that power blast had knocked everyone over. He was over against a wall with a leg that looked like a compound fracture with extra compound.




Hammer and Sickle were still upright, and probably ready to kill everyone in the room, starting with her. She needed to distract them and give Deadshot a chance to work something.




She said, “Fuck that,” like she was bailing on them. And she went straight up. She could have gone intangible, but she was saving that for when she really needed it. She just shoved her fists forward and used her telekinesis to punch through the ceiling.




She went invisible as soon as she got through the roof, and she kept going up. And she was damn glad she had. Whoever had set this trap for them had been waiting with four military helicopters, all of which looked like they were designed to kill an entire mixed company of armor and infantry.




And two of them were already trying to take on the Enchantress, who was floating about two hundred feet above the prison’s roof and not appreciating the attention.




Another helicopter swung toward the roof explosion, but she had already gone invisible, so it was swinging its nose back and forth looking for a target and not finding one.




And a squad of Infantry Fighting Vehicles were pulling up and aiming at the Enchantress’s back. Rosanna had no idea if June was still inside there, or was unconscious so nothing was stopping The Enchantress from doing whatever the fuck she wanted. But Rosanna was going to give June every chance she could. Starting with clearing the skies so the Enchantress had less evil magic she needed to crank out. And keeping people from shooting her in the back. And stalling for time.




Rosanna went visible so she could use her other powers. And she grabbed the helicopter searching for her. Helicopters were just not that heavy, even with that much weaponry stuck on them. She crushed the rotors and slammed the helicopter down on top of the IFVs. Not only did the helicopter explode, it looked like every one of the IFVs exploded too.




Fuck, that was a lot of boom. She darted up higher, so she didn’t have to worry about being too close to any fires. Also, she was a lot more mobile than these fucking helicopter gunships or whatever they were called. So she needed to use that.




The Enchantress blasted two of the other helicopters out of the air. One went flying backward onto a couple tanks. That explosion took out all the infantrymen and weapons teams who were rushing up on that side of the prison to take her on. Or to shoot Red Lightning out of the skies. Rosanna was strongly against that too.




Rosanna grabbed the last helicopter with her telekinesis and threw it right at where the Russians had pulled open a wide part of the security fence to get more bang pointed at her. Fuck that. The helicopter’s weapons exploded as it slammed into the ground in the middle of the gap, turning that opening into a big, flaming blockade with more munitions cooking off every second or so. Soldiers were running like hell to get away from the blasts. That pretty well cleared that sector.




She looked over, and the Enchantress was glowing with an eldritch green light. She was fully brunette, and no longer had June’s face. She was in full Enchantress garb.




Oh, and she was magically lifting a tank off the ground and throwing it right at Rosanna’s face. Crap!






Deadshot kept his Barrett pointing at Sickle’s torso. He was really goddamn hoping that Hammer had some macho bullshit where he’d worry more about Sickle getting blasted than he’d worry about whether he could take a .50 caliber in the teeth and keep ticking.




He tried, “I think your awesome plan to use Chris to capture all of us just went off the rails.”




The explosions and follow-ups sounded like someone was playing badminton with everything the Russkies had hauled in to surround them. He was really hoping it was Red Lightning, and not a massively pissed off Enchantress. 




He was also hoping he’d read Red correctly. After all, she’d gone to all the trouble of punching an exit hole for the team, instead of just going intangible and diving through the floor or the walls, where nobody was going to be able to track her.




Harley, naturally, made everything worse. “Hey Slippy, I think yer gonna have ta call in yer interior decorator again. Unless ya really wanted a skylight.”




Deadshot hoped everyone had enough sense to ignore Quinn.




Slipknot growled, “Shut up, Quinn.”




Slipknot’s blonde asked in Russian, “Can I shoot her face off?”




Okay, that was a big nope. Apparently, no one in the room had enough sense to ignore Quinn. Fine, Quinn went out of her way to be pretty goddamn hard to ignore no matter how hard you tried.




Deadshot kept trying. “Look Hammer… Sickle… this is not going good. If the Enchantress is loose in that body with an unconscious June because you thought knocking her out was a good idea, then we need to team up. Or else there’s gonna be nothing left of this entire fucking base by morning, except the people she turns into sables instead of just killing ’em.”




A bigger boom than before actually shook the frigging concrete cellblock they were inside. Deadshot figured there was a better than average chance that in a matter of seconds, this entire prison building was going to get crushed or knocked over. Or worse.




“What do you propose?” Hammer cautiously asked, as he stared at the Barrett’s barrel. 




Oh yeah, Hammer wasn’t sure he or Sickle could take a .50 cal and not get blown into chum. That was reassuring. Deadshot said, “Quinn acts as a really annoying decoy—”




“I can do that!” Quinn piped up.




“-then you and Sickle use that distraction to put pressure on Enchantress. As soon as she has to expend energy to fight you, I blow her fucking head off. You keep Slipknot and his girlfriend. I take Flag and Katana, and I clear out of here. Quinn does whatever the fuck she wants to, which might include moving out with me.”




There was another building-shaking boom. He was damn glad there were no outside windows in the room. He’d gotten hit with glass shards before. He wasn’t interested in getting hit with fifty pounds of glass shards, even if he was wearing some damn good armor.




Sickle checked, “And Red Lightning?”




He said, “If she’s up top and not trying to stop the Enchantress, she clears out with us, or I snipe her too. If she’s already trying to stop her, we back her play.”




Hammer said, “You seem quite willing to kill your teammates.”




Deadshot flatly replied, “Hell yeah. Have you ever had to work with Quinn? Or Boomerang? It’s one big shit show. Or didn’t Chris tell you guys about the time Boomerang tried to use Chris to find out if the nanotech explosives inside us was a bluff? That would’ve gotten Slipknot turned into Manhattan style clam chowder. And if you can’t already tell that Quinn is the most annoying person on the fucking planet, then I suggest you keep her for a while, and try putting her on your team.”




“Hey! I resemble that!” Quinn pretended to squawk.




More explosions outside. He was guessing that the Enchantress could have polished off the military by now. Which meant…






Rosanna looked at the massive battle tank flying her way, and she reacted.




She went intangible and also tried to dodge. She wasn’t fast enough at either, and the tank smacked her like Superman swatting a fly. 




She saw stars, and it felt like someone hit her in the brain with a baseball bat, but her shields didn’t completely fail. And her durability held up just enough. She pushed off from the tank, which went crashing down on the other side of the prison yard with some massive explosions as its fuel and ammo cooked off.




Two more tanks were on their way to her face.




She did go intangible in time, and she dove through both of them.




And the Enchantress was throwing yet another pair of tanks at her.




Rosanna went solid again as she dodged the next tank. Then she used a trick Stormburst had used on her.




She grabbed that final tank with her telekinesis and spun it around her like a hammer toss. She hurled it back at the Enchantress at about ten times the speed it had come at her.




The Enchantress darted backward and blasted the incoming tank with some kind of green energy blast, which turned the tank into a bomb. It exploded in between them, sending fire and pressure waves and metal shards pretty much everywhere.




Rosanna focused on her shields and also jetted straight up. She wanted to get far away from any fires. It was just a good thing that the Enchantress didn’t seem to know what Rosanna’s weakness was. Maybe that was a tidbit June had never mentioned in passing. Otherwise, this flight-and-fight was going to end in a split second, when the Enchantress threw a magical fireball at her, Rosanna lost her powers, and she dropped hundreds of feet onto something hard as concrete.




She reflexively glanced down below her. She was maybe a thousand feet up by then, and a couple hundred feet out from the roofline of the prison. And the shit under her was concrete. And asphalt. And flaming, exploding chunks of tanks and trucks. From this height, if she lost her powers there was nothing she could land on that wouldn’t kill her instantly.




The Enchantress was busy for a second, smashing the roof exits flat. Rosanna wasn’t surprised. She had thought about doing that the second she had seen them. No roof exits? No armed Russians chasing them up the roof exits and shooting at them from the roof.




Rosanna used the momentary respite to launch another attack. She grabbed the remains of one of the helicopters and threw it a mile up in the air. She grabbed a damaged tank off the concrete and yanked it straight up and in, aiming at the Enchantress’s back. Then she tried to slam the helo down on top of the Enchantress, smack her with the tank, and launch her biggest lightning bolt, all at the same time, which was maxing out her powers.




She figured she might as well see if the Enchantress could multi-task.






Deadshot slung the Barrett over one shoulder and the tranq rifle over the other. He let Hammer lead them out of the room, with Quinn behind Hammer, him behind Quinn, and Sickle bringing up the rear. There was also no mistaking the look on Chris’s face as he stayed behind. Deadshot figured that Katana had a couple seconds left to live, and Flag was history as soon as Chris got that vest open so he could work out how to disarm his own nanotech bombs.




Deadshot was also figuring that Chris wasn’t going to leave him and Quinn alive if it only took the press of a button to polish them off.




So he pulled out one of his handguns and flipped the safety off as they moved into the hall. Then he let Quinn be Quinn. It only took a moment for Quinn to decide to do something stupid. Like test her mallet out on the concrete walls. She spun it like a baton. Deadshot didn’t see how that could work, when the frigging thing looked so unbalanced. But sometimes it seemed like Quinn just rewrote the laws of physics around her when it suited her.




He pretended she swung the mallet too close to him, and he took a fast step back. He also fired one shot into Slipknot’s room. He cursed, “God damn it, Quinn! Don’t gank your teammates.”




Sickle pushed him forward and grumbled, “Then perhaps you should take your own advice and put the safety on your weapon.”




He smiled behind his mask. Sickle had neglected to look into the room and see if he had hit something.




They moved down the hall, and over to the closer roof exit. Which was no longer an exit. It looked like the stairs and the stairwell and the entire exit structure overhead had all been crushed into the doorway. He didn’t know whether it was Red Lightning or The Enchantress, but either could have done it without a lot of effort. He was willing to bet that everything else on the roof that even looked like a roof exit was in the same shape.




He also knew that Red Lightning had given them a different roof exit when she didn’t have to. So Rosanna had maybe planned on taking out the roof exits, or had figured Enchantress might do it.




Sickle stepped past him and Quinn with her frigging glowing magic sickle. She took half a dozen swipes with it, slicing through steel and concrete but not clearing the stairwell. And if she did manage to clear that whole section in front of her, they would just be at the bottom of a hole that had crushed stuff overhead as a lid.




Quinn ‘helped’ by saying, “Wow, your toy slices and dices! I bet it makes awesome julienne fries too!”




Sickle glared at her. “Shut your mouth, Harley Quinn. Unless you can contribute.”




Unfortunately, Quinn took that as a chance to contribute. In her own way. She piped up, “Well, we could just take the hole Reddi-Whip made for us!”




Fucking idiot. Why hadn’t he already just shot her and lied to Flag about it?




Hammer shoved past them and headed back for Slipknot’s room. Quinn gave Deadshot a look of wicked enjoyment. Oh yeah, she knew exactly what he had done, and she couldn’t wait to see what Hammer and Sickle did about it.




So he let Sickle shove past him too. And he pushed Quinn behind him. Then he unslung the Barrett and pointed it down the hall, where Hammer and Sickle were stomping.




They marched into the room and froze. He knew damn well what they were looking at. After all, he had very carefully lined up his shot so he took out both Chris and the blonde spy with one ricochet.




He backed up half a dozen steps, in case Hammer decided to come at him through the concrete wall instead of through the doorway.




Nope, Hammer and Sickle stomped out through the doorway, their weapons crackling with magical bullshit. And they were both pissed off. Well, he would have been too.




Hammer yelled a couple nice curses in Russian, and then fumed, “I knew we could not trust you! I will—”




Quinn helped by cheering, “It was the coolest shot ever!”




Deadshot figured that would set both the Russkies off. So he went for the trigger.




Not that it did any good, because right then, a half-crushed battle tank hit the roof right over the doorway and took out maybe forty feet of roof and hallway, along with the hallway walls and the hallway floor and maybe the two floors underneath. The floor collapsed in both directions, including underneath him. He fell.




He fell about five feet and stopped with an abrupt yank. Quinn had stepped into the disaster zone and caught him by the back of his armor.




Right. He remembered why he hadn’t blown Quinn’s brains out before. Crazy bullshit like this.




Part VII



Deadshot turned his head enough to see that Quinn had one foot half off the edge of the broken floor, just trusting that she had pegged exactly where the break would be. And she was balancing like that, when he and his armor and armaments were a hell of a lot heavier than her and her frigging mallet. He had lost his Barrett in the building collapse, but he was still carrying maybe Quinn’s full weight in armor and weapons.




Also, there was another explosion outside but too close, and he had serious doubts that the building was going to stay in one piece a lot longer. On the upside, Quinn was strong enough to pick him up one-handed, so she could lift him out of there. She lifted him up high enough that his head was at her shoulder height, so she could say something annoying to him.




She opened her mouth, but she froze as the two of them were telekinetically lifted into the air and set on what was left of the goddamn roof. And Red Lightning was there. She had her mask off, and she was kneeling on the roof with one hand down on the roof too. She was panting like she’d just tried running a mile in two minutes. Without using any powers.




Quinn immediately helped out Quinn-style, “Wow Redlight, you look like something the Arctic fox dragged in.”




“Feel like it, too,” Red Lightning managed. “I didn’t think I could win, unless I could stall until June could get back in control. I tried overloading her with too many threats. A falling chopper, a flying tank, and I gave her a lightning bolt with everything I had.”




“And you overdid it,” he guessed.




She nodded in exhaustion. “And I don’t know if I took out the Enchantress. I kind of blacked out for a couple seconds and just barely made it down to the roof.”




He had lost the Barrett, but he snapped the tranq rifle up into firing position when he heard the footsteps coming up behind him.




Quinn grinned and waved. “Hi Juney! How’s tricks?”




He turned… and relaxed a hair. That was definitely June Moone. Blonde hair, June’s face, June’s clothing, and the Enchantress sure as hell wouldn’t bother limping around with a hurt leg.




June groaned, “Not too great. I kind of crash landed, and I think I sprained my ankle. Also, I feel like shit.”




Deadshot assumed June wasn’t going to try healing herself, or hurling any other magic around, until she was sure the Enchantress was all locked up.




Red Lightning kept breathing hard as she asked, “Hammer and Sickle? Slipknot? Flag and Katana?”




Quinn cheered, “You missed the coolest headshot since the invention of the gun! He did a no-look shot into another room, off the curve of a steel cylinder! Bang! Slippy and the Slutty Russkie in one shot.”




He nodded, “Yeah. Hammer and Sickle weren’t too happy when they found out. So I was just about to find out if either of them was Barrett-proof when your tank dropped in on their pointy little heads and cleared out the hallway. No idea if they survived, but if they did, I don’t wanna be around here when they dig their way out.”




Red Lightning gasped, “Give me… maybe ten minutes. And some food. And about fifty Advil for this headache. The Enchantress was really fucking tough.”




June winced, “Sorry.”




He directed, “Quinn. Walk the roofline as fast as you can, and get back here with an assessment about incoming. June. Sit down and take your weight off that damn ankle. Rosanna. Just rest, and see if you can use your telekinesis to feel anyone moving around.”




“Around where?” she checked.




“Anywhere. On the grounds around us. Flying in at us. Trying to get through the prison building and get up here to kill us. We are in a bad frigging place, and we do not need more threats shooting at us.” He didn’t point out that he had lost the Barrett when he fell, so they were down to his handguns and the tranq rifle, plus Quinn’s mallet.




“What are you gonna do?” Quinn wondered.




He explained, “I’m gonna drop down into Slipknot’s hotel suite and see about stealing some food and medicine. Then I’m gonna try and get Flag and Katana up here, so Red Lightning can fly us all out of here once she feels up to it.”




Quinn was already running around the edges of the roof, or what was left of it. So it was June who asked, “What if Rosanna’s not up to it?”




He said, “Plan B. We go down. We go out any available exit. We steal a truck. Or an IFV or a tank or a helo if I have to. And we exfil as fast as I can drive. And you two sit on Quinn so she’s not trying to drive us.”




“What’s Plan C?” Rosanna panted.




Jesus, she really looked like she had nearly killed herself fighting the Enchantress.




He smirked behind his mask. “We hope your buddy Stormburst flies in and whisks us off into the Speed Force.”




Rosanna cringed, “Not my buddy. She’s just an enemy who hasn’t taken me out yet.”




June said, “I’m pretty sure she won’t.”




Rosanna actually looked surprised at that idea.




June insisted, “Stormburst’s a heroine. I don’t think she’ll ever do something like that.”




Rosanna pointed out, “She sliced a couple Man-bats into sushi. And she did it on Batman’s turf.”




Deadshot shook his head no. “No way. Word is those Man-bats got in between Deathstroke and the new Robin, who were having a katana duel to the death. So basically they jumped into a giant blender. Not Stormburst.”




“Not Stormburst?” Rosanna actually sounded relieved. Sounded like someone was on Stormburst’s shit list, and glad to find out it wasn’t a hit list.




“Nope.”




He got going. The hole Red Lightning had punched in the roof was dangerously close to the wrecked parts of the building. He still jumped down into Slipknot’s rooms.




The floor held under him, even if the floor only a dozen feet away was wrecked. Flag and Katana were covered in concrete dust and grit, but still in one piece. Bolshoi was unconscious, and he looked like he might lose that leg. Deadshot moved into the rest of the suite.




And it really did look like a frigging hotel suite. Nice kitchenette, lavish bedroom, ridiculously fancy bathroom, personal exercise area and movie room, the works. The windows were all wrecked, and the outer walls were seriously perforated, but the place had looked damn nice before Task Force X showed up.




He pulled a bunch of already-prepared food out of the fridge and the pantry. He left the champagne. All he needed was Quinn getting into a few bottles of bubbly and being even less stable. But there was soda and bottled water and bottled juice, and maybe a quarter of it wasn’t shattered. He grabbed a lot of those and stuffed them into a net totebag.




Then he moved back to the atrium. June was standing near the hole watching, so he tossed her the food, starting with the covered pan of roasted chicken breasts and the plastic container of what looked like maybe beef Burgundy. Then the loaf of bread and half a dozen other things. He ate a few bites of some kind of trifle-ish dessert out of a cylindrical plastic tub, and tossed the rest of that up to June too, along with some silverware that was maybe real silver that he wrapped up in some really nice-looking cloth napkins. 




Then he hit the bathroom cabinets. Yeah, pain relievers and some shit that Chris had probably been using for sex. Like the carefully chopped up coke, and the poppers, and the E. What a douchebag.




He hauled the wreckage of the bed into the atrium area and stood the box springs and frame up against a damaged wall, so he could carry the totebag of bottles and climb up to Rosanna’s roof exit. “How’re we doing?”




Rosanna was eating the beef like it was going out of style. She had probably burned off tens of thousands of calories in a few seconds of heavy battle, and just about cooked herself. On the other hand, she had taken the Enchantress one-on-one, which was pretty frigging hardcore. And she had stuck around, instead of just flying for it. He was pretty pleased about that. He figured Waller would piss herself with excitement over it.




And Quinn was back, eating a chicken breast like it was a popsicle. She finished off the last bite of chicken and piped up, “Hey Trickshot, they got a problem here. All that damage, with big holes in the walls and stuff, and lotsa dead jailers, so they got a prison break. There’s a big riot goin’ on down there, and not a lot of jailers left. Not a lot of anything left. Things are gonna be messy if we gotta go out thataway. Mister Slammy’s really lookin’ forward to it!” She fondled her mallet like she was looking forward to smashing a few dozen prisoners into pulp. 




He could hear the yelling and shooting and fighting going on around the prison building, so he wasn’t exactly surprised at the news. He asked, “How much time before we have people dropping in on us?”




She shrugged casually, like this was a carnival ride. Frigging crazy-ass bitch. “I dunno. Nobody’s comin’ up through the roof exits after Juney and Rosey smushed ’em flat. Nobody’s gonna bother tryin’ ta climb the walls. Slippy could’ve, but not a bunch of ordinary joes who don’t have special gear. I’m not seein’ — or hearin’ — any incoming yet. And tanks and choppers are pretty loud. But they’ve gotta have reinforcements incoming. Novo-berserk’s only twenty or thirty miles thataway.”




He checked, “Hey June, any chance you could put up a little illusion over us, so we look like more of the roof? Don’t risk going over to the dark side of the force again, though.”




“I don’t know,” June replied. But she looked worried. “I’ll try something small, and see how… fragile my control is.” She was already sitting on the roof, so she just put her hands together and started concentrating.




Rosanna swallowed a huge bite of that dessert and said, “If she goes dark again, we’re fucked. There’s no way I could take her on right now.”




“Understood,” he nodded.




And just because she hadn’t been a big enough problem lately, Quinn started singing. He even recognized what the tune was supposed to be, although she was singing off-key. Probably on purpose.




Some Enchantress evening, you will fight a stranger…

You will fight a stranger, around with lots of boom,

And somehow you know, you know even then,

That later you’ll blast her again and again…





“Harley, please stop,” June begged. Sweat was running down her face, which was a bad frigging sign, given how cold the rooftop was.




He said, “June, stop trying. Eat something, and rest. And work on your control.”




Rosanna swilled down some soda with lots of calories and lots of caffeine. She tried not to burp as she said, “I’m getting better. If we have just ten or fifteen minutes, I think I’ll be good to go.”




He asked, “Should I haul Flag and Katana up here?”




She slowly shook her head. “No. Let’s climb back down into that room. I think I can do that much. We’ll be out of sight, in case anything tries to scan us or we get a flyover. And I can take off from there as easy as from here.”




Good idea. He should have thought of that. “Great idea. June, we’ll climb down and hide, so you don’t have to try anything.”




June looked really relieved. “Thanks, Floyd.”




“Deadshot, okay?”




June smiled a little. “Can I call you Mister Lawton?”




“No thanks.” Pretty little white girls did not call black men ‘mister’ in his experience. Not unless they were working a street corner. Even if June Moone was unlike any of the white people he had run into when growing up in the bad part of a pretty bad city.




“Just call him DeadAss!” Quinn chipped in. “Or DeadLast. Or DeadSnot. Or—”




“Harley?” Rosanna tried. “Can you keep the noise down? I still feel like hell.”




Incredibly, Quinn actually shut up. For a few moments, anyway. Then she went back to singing that song again. With new, extra-annoying lyrics.




He helped Rosanna climb down into the wrecked atrium. She went over to the wall where Flag was down, and sat against it like she could hardly hold herself up. He really wondered how long they had before she would have to fly all of them out. June gingerly climbed down after them, and Quinn jumped. With a back somersault. In pike position. Onto concrete. And she stuck the landing. Then she put her arms up in the air, bounced around on her tiptoes, and gave the nonexistent judges and audience a big smile.




He checked Flag and Katana, who were both breathing okay with steady pulses, but both had big swollen goose eggs on their heads. He checked Flag’s scalp, and there was a lot of blood, but the skull felt solid. Not cracked or pulped. That was good.




He started to check Katana’s scalp the same way, when suddenly her hands flashed through the air and grabbed him by the wrist. “No. Do not touch.”




He whispered, “Just trying to check if you’ve got a skull fracture. Flag’s still out cold.”




“Status?” she insisted. He gave her a quick situation report. She closed her eyes again and told him, “Well done. Stay here until Red Lightning has recuperated or you are forced to clear out. If the building starts to tremble underneath us, it may be in danger of collapse, or it may be Hammer and Sickle digging their way out. Both would be emergencies where you should exfil.”




Quinn grinned, “And we’d only have ta go over to like one of the firetrucks or tanks. Maybe a schoolbus! Redlight District could haul us that far. We could take that and make like a tree!”




“I could haul us that far, right now,” Red Lightning said.




“Okay. Everyone stay here. Quinn, you’re on guard duty.”




“Aye aye, captain!” She snapped off a silly salute and started marching around what was left of the room.




He sighed inside his mask, and he climbed back up to the roof. Then he used the compact night sniper scope from one of his pockets, and he checked out the area.




Yeah, Quinn’s report was reasonably accurate. Big holes in the prison building, big holes in the prison fences, big holes in the prison security forces. Someone competent already had two spots well-defended from the prisoners and whatever the prisoners had been able to find on the ground. Those areas were being used as bases to reclaim additional area and grab whatever hardware was still able to drive around and shoot at rioters. It looked like they had two tanks and an IFV that were still operational, while the prisoners had managed to take a front-line squad that had been massively damaged and abandoned, so they had four tanks which weren’t mobile and maybe didn’t count as tanks anymore. Still, those were four heavy weapon posts, as long as the prisoners had ammo.




He visually tracked a couple trucks heading farther to the east. Right. There was another depot maybe two klicks out that had more IFVs and tanks and trucks. If the guards could defend that and use it as a force vector, they could sweep in and take out most of the threats the prisoners were still posing, after which anyone on the roof would become the next target. But that depot would be tough to defend if it was just security fences and guard patrols.




He climbed back down and explained what they were going to try. Even if the concept of Quinn as a driver just had ‘bad idea’ written all over it. But he had no confidence that Moone or Trilo could drive anything without a risk of passing out. And what he wanted the driver to do had ‘Harley Quinn’ written all over it.




Red Lightning swallowed down some more food, tugged on her headmask, and took a deep breath. The six of them rose up into the air. They smoothly flew up through the big hole in the roof, into the darkness.




At maybe six hundred feet up, with no lights, they were basically invisible as Red Lightning flew them right at the depot, which had pretty minimal lighting for a place the soldiers needed to protect. Maybe Moone and Trilo had trashed most of their power generators too.




But it made things easier for him. Soldiers were starting up a row of tanks and IFVs. He just pointed Red Lightning at the next IFV in the line. She set them all down on the side of the IFV away from the busy soldiers. Then he checked. The damn thing was locked up tight. But Red Lightning could pull the lock right out of the steel door, as easy as looking at it. He dove inside and unlocked the other doors. They slid Flag and Katana into the back, with June and Red. He and Quinn took the driver and shotgun positions.




He checked, “You okay with this?”




Quinn just grinned at him. “Oh sure, Dead-y. I’ve had way scarier guys than you fire a handgun at my face.”




He didn’t need to ask what the hell that was about. He just said, “Get at the end of the line, stop at the gate like everyone else, I’ll take care of the gate security. Follow the IFVs out to the road, then head east toward the access point. Also, no crashing the IFV or saying the word ‘schoolbus’.”




She pouted, like he had asked for something completely unreasonable. Fine, Quinn and reason had a very shaky relationship.




She actually did as she was told. As the last vehicle in line, the guards were getting ready to close up when she pulled to a stop. Two guards on the driver’s side who had their sidearms holstered, two guards on the passenger side who were packing heavy. He stuck out his arms in both directions and started firing. He aimed across Quinn’s face with that hand, and Quinn just acted like she didn’t care. He was pretty sure Quinn was the only one of the team able to pull that off. He shot all four guards before they could even react to the sight of two masked supervillains. 




Quinn pulled forward, drove smoothly behind the line of vehicles, and then headed away from the prison, off toward safety. She flicked off the headlights so it was completely dark, and she floored it.




Frigging Quinn. He had no way of knowing just how good her night vision was, especially after having a handgun fired in her face. Or how good her reaction times would be after the night’s stresses. He just had to sit there and hope she didn’t drive them into a tree. He also had to put up with Quinn singing her version of ‘Little Red Corvette’, which was a pretty frigging filthy song to start with. Quinn just forgot to include the innuendos.




He gave her a few directions, and in under an hour, they were at the access point for that Zeta Tube. If this didn’t work, he still had backup plans. But those plans were a hell of a lot more dangerous than just taking a Zeta Tube home.




Quinn asked, “Can I carry Colonel Flog? Katana’s sword creeps me out when it looks at me.”




He just looked at her. He had no idea if Quinn was actually sensing something from that sword. “Fine. No dropping him on his head. Again.”




Quinn laughed. So he carried Katana, she carried Flag, and June limped along beside him. Red Lightning grabbed the IFV with her telekinesis and made a little detour to drop it in a lake not too far past the access point so nobody was going to realize where they had gone.




Still clear. This was going smoother than he had any right to expect. And maybe Quinn wouldn’t fuck everything up.




When he was sure Red was on her way back, he activated the Zeta Tube. The access code he entered was supposed to put them within fifty miles of the Louisiana border, so they could signal Waller and get help.




He stepped through, helping June a little bit, with Quinn on his heels, and…




… they stepped out into a metal room that opened out to a much bigger, dome-shaped metal room. What the hell?




Kid Flash zipped to a stop right in front of them. For maybe a microsecond. Then he vanished into the Speed Force before Deadshot could get his gun out of its holster. Before Deadshot could say anything to Quinn, Kid Flash was back. Several times in a row. With Superboy, Robin, Aqualad, Miss Martian, and a chick with a bow who looked like she knew how to wield it.




Maybe he could surrender to them and get help. “Hey, we’ve got wounded and we weren’t even aiming for your secret super-cave. Could we—”




And Quinn just had to fuck everything up. “-take over your crib because we got Red Lightning right behind us and she’ll kick alla your asses!”




A loud computer voice announced, “Zeta Tube malfunction. Sixth user re-routed.”




Quinn looked at the determined faces in front of them and went with, “Heh-heh-heh. Just kidding?”






Rosanna flew into the beam and reappeared… somewhere. She was inside a big clear-sided cylinder, which was inside a much bigger room. And she was falling.




The cylinder was maybe twenty feet high and twenty feet across, and it had a power suppressor built into it, because she appeared about six feet up, and dropped hard to the metal floor.




Her first thought was that White Martians had hijacked the Zeta Tube system and kidnapped her.




Then she saw the two men walking toward her, and she realized that her situation was maybe worse than that.




One man was powerfully built, ruggedly handsome, richly tanned, and bald as an egg. He was wearing a three-piece suit which had to be bespoke, and probably cost as much as a new BMW. The other man was unnaturally thin, freakishly moving, white-faced with bright green hair, and wearing an ill-fitting purple suit.




Lex Luthor smiled menacingly. “Red Lightning. Welcome to the Injustice League.”




The Joker laughed uproariously at whatever joke he thought was in Luthor’s words.




Rosanna didn’t say the word which came to mind. She certainly thought it. ‘FUCK!!!’




The OSI and a Job

Part I



Selina Kyle looked over at the two people. Alec, the tall thin black man, didn’t look like the master hacker that he really was. Tara, the statuesque blonde beauty, didn’t look like the high-end mastermind and grifter that she really was. 




Selina was fully aware of why they wanted her to work with them. They needed a top thief, but their preferred thief was busy back in the States. And they needed a hitter, but their preferred hitter was working with said thief and Alec’s foster sister.




But, as always, the devil was in the details.




She checked, “So your plan is to find a famous French painting stolen by the Nazis and never recovered, and then not steal it?”




Alec actually thought that over for a second, like it was a valid question, while Tara calmly answered, “Not exactly. We want to steal it and then un-steal it in a different place, both without leaving a trace, thereby creating a situation which we can manipulate.”




Selina asked, “And what’s in it for me? Because I do not work for a lovely reputation. I already have that.”




“You have a bunch,” Alec said, glancing down at his computer. “Like the Monaco Museum heist, which you probably stopped when you could’ve walked off with a few million in gems.”




“There’s no evidence I was involved in that at all,” she insisted.




Alec looked over at Tara, who just gave him a raised eyebrow. So he said, “You cased the museum. You knew the curator. You got mysteriously injured and put in the hospital just about the time someone broke into the museum and someone else broke in after them to stop them. Also, that Sexy Kitty suit is pretty damn distinctive.”




Selina insisted, “Which makes it easy for anyone to make it look like a certain legendary cat burglar is on the scene.”




Alec pointed out, “Anyone who happens to have an Olympic gymnast and master of the bullwhip, who has your shape and height. Which Olympic gymnasts absolutely don’t have.”




Tara mentioned, “Oh, and in the next couple days afterward, the Queen and Princess of Qumar just happened to transfer ownership of some remarkably valuable jeweled pieces to you. Almost as if they owed you for something you did.”




Selina stretched the truth. A little. “I was in Monaco then, but I was doing some insurance evaluations on some of the crown jewels for them. Those were pieces which were severely under-insured, and also politically and religiously problematic for the Qumar royalty to maintain. The queen cut that Gordian knot by paying me with the properties they needed to rid themselves of anyway.”




“Of course,” Tara said, in that voice she had which clearly meant ‘I would not believe that in a million years’.




“And which alias were you using for that insurance work?” Alec asked, a little more casually than she had thought would be the best he could manage.




Selina decided that someone had been working with Alec, or on him, for long enough that he could probably work as the grifter or maybe the mastermind in the right job. That was fairly impressive, considering where she thought he had started out.




She gave him a raised eyebrow. “Alias? Why would I need an alias?”




Alec smirked at her and glanced down at his computer again. “Lemme see… Aliases backstopped with legal-looking passports and residences and tax information… I’ve found three in the U.S., two in South America, three in Western and Central Europe, two in Asia… Here in Paris, you’re Marion Felice most of the time. Do you want me to keep hunting?”




“Honestly, it’s like you don’t trust me,” she pretended to huff.




Tara pushed, “We would like to trust you. And we would like you to trust us enough to work with us. And I am fully aware that this would be a work in progress, by its very nature.”




Alec spilled, “You should’ve seen Tara when Sophie pulled her in to help us out! She spent our first couple jobs looking everywhere for the big con we were running against her. It took about half a year before she finally realized there wasn’t one.”




Selina finally asked the key question. “Then where does the money come in, and how does it flow out, and how would I get paid?”




Tara smiled, “We work with an alternative revenue stream.”




The way she said it made Selina think it was a phrase they liked to use. Selina coolly asked, “Like Herbalife?”




Alec laughed out loud. “Yeah… no.”




Tara explained, “It’s not simple. That’s why I chose not to believe the team for some time. I expect you to be at least as suspicious.”




“Sorta… cat-like of ya,” Alec smirked.




Selina firmly said, “Let’s make this clear. I do not work for charities. I do not work for free. I do not work on consignment. I also do not work without being told how an operation looks, and how the operation will really work.”




“Right,” Tara agreed. “If you agree in principle, Alec and I will lay out the entire job, with backup plans and options.”




Selina then pointed out, “I see the mastermind and the grifter and the cracker—”




“Hacker,” Alec insisted. “These days, I’m a hacker.”




She kept going. “And I know where the thief is. You seem to be short a hitter.”




Alec barked out a little laugh, and when Tara looked at him, he shrugged, “She said ‘short’. Elliot’s still a little touchy about his height.”




Tara admitted, “We are looking into several options, but…”




“I can get you Aleksei,” Selina said quickly. 




Aleksei was legendary in the business for his toughness, his ruthlessness, and his tendency not to leave anyone alive if he couldn’t trust them. Also, he supposedly had plastic surgeries more often than Michael Jackson and Cher combined.




“You can get us Aleksei?” Tara asked suspiciously.




“He’s not gonna kill us as soon as we pay him, is he?” Alec squeaked.




“Not unless you betray him or you do something stupid, like investigate his aliases while he’s standing there watching you,” Selina retorted.




He actually winced.






Harry Potter escorted his girlfriend up to his flat, checking the electronic and physical telltales as he went. Ginny had training too, so she didn’t question the precautions he was taking. He unlocked the top-flight security locks on his door and stepped in with her.




There was already a woman in there. A gorgeous brunette with remarkable curves and remarkable presence, stretched out seductively on his couch. He had his Glock out and pointed at her center of mass before he recognized her from the photos in Hermione’s information packet.




Selina Kyle gave him a feline smile. She purred, “Oh, is this the girlfriend? Am I intruding on something?”




Ginny, being Ginny, already had her automatic out as well. And she was thinking about doing something drastic.




Harry forced a return smile. “Sorry Ms. Kyle, but I believe I left my rare jewelry and expensive paintings in my other jacket.”




Ginny made the connection. “This is the Selina Kyle that Ron and Hermione were going on about? Okay, now I totally get it.”




“In the flesh,” Kyle smirked. “Oh, but I’m not here to empty that lovely little wallsafe, combination 12-26-7-33, with the wicked little anti-personnel device on it. I’m here to ask for a favor…”






Aly looked at the monitor screen. She was sitting with Rinkin in the admin building’s remote conferencing room. The last time she was in there and went out on an assignment, things had gone really bad. Mega-bad.




On the other hand, she was totally not expecting to see Selina Kyle on the other end of the connection. Well, Hermione in one central screen and Selina in the other one. And the backgrounds and foregrounds made it look like they were in one big library-type room, at the same long oak table.




Hermione explained, “We were… quite surprised when Ms. Kyle ‘dropped in on’ Harry and asked for our assistance. And we were even more surprised that what she wanted from us was a secure contact link. To you.”




Selina frowned a tiny bit. “Alec Hardison can crack any ordinary communications mode I might use, so I needed something like this. Alec was one of the great ‘crackers’ — the black hat hackers — out there. And then he stopped the specifically criminal side, but continued with computers. Most of the black hat community assumed he had been made. Arrested, or turned, otherwise taken out. It seems that he has gone… not legit, but… let’s call it semi-legit.”




“How do you go semi-legit?” Aly asked, kind of suspiciously.




Selina thought it over for a moment. “If a master cracker stole ten million dollars from your bank, you would want him put away in prison, right?” Aly nodded. “If a white collar criminal stole ten million dollars from poor people’s bank accounts and flew off to Brazil with it so no one could touch him, but then a master cracker stole all the money electronically and put it back to the poor people’s accounts, you would want to erect a statue to him, even if what he did was still illegal, right?”




Aly thought it over for a minute. “He’s gone straight?”




Selina shook her head a little. “Not… really. Not according to the laws of every country on the planet. But he and his cohorts only rob… let’s say… people who deserve it. If they stole millions from a philanthropist, we would want to arrest them. But what if they stole the same amount from, say, Aleksandr Armen?”




Aly thought she might want to buy them dinner. And at somewhere really nice.




Selina kept going. “That’s what they’re claiming they want me for. They’re running a con on one of the sleaziest politicians in France. Senator Henri Dubois, who claims to be a moderate démocrate, but is pretty much in it for whoever can best line his pockets. Hardison is sure that a massive wire transfer is going to go into Dubois’ pockets, so that an EU nuclear waste repository site can go in where a small town is now. So much for the town and any residents and any nearby farms. They’re looking into where he’s been stashing his ill-gotten gains, which are apparently held in jewels and artwork. And not the pretty imitation paintings he shows off in his mansion. They claim they’re aiming to ruin him politically and steal the wire transfer to give back to the disenfranchised townspeople. I have no evidence they’re also running a con on me, but it would be pretty naive of me to assume they’re playing this straight.”




Rinkin asked, “And what do you want from us? Evidence that you want to steal something but you’re not a bad person for doing it?”




Selina grinned, “That would be a funny legal defense in a movie. Here? Not going to work. No, they want a hitter to back them up.”




Hermione checked, “And by a hitter, you mean someone capable of extreme violence, should one of you get in trouble with private security, police forces, opposing forces, or whomever?”




Selina nodded. “Hitters range in scope from hardcore hired killers to supposed pacifists who try to use their name as a threat when they can. This group has a similar group in the U.S. whose hitter is a legend. He was a very, very bad man who apparently has stopped killing people if he can avoid it, and now works with minimal force. I told Alec and Tara that I could get them Aleksei.”




Tara? Aly’s ears perked up at that. She had been looking for a Tara from the A-List. What she asked was, “Aleksei? Is that a real name, an alias, or a codename? Because it used to mean ‘defender’ when it was used by Russian princes and stuff. And it sounds like that’s what the job is.”




Hermione grumbled, “Quite often, the job description is more ‘offender’.”




Selina smirked, “True. However, Aleksei is a legend in the business. No one knows what Aleksei really looks like, or at least the still-living people who know aren’t talking. He’s known to be strong, tough, ruthless, and prone to killing off anyone he thinks might betray him once the job is complete. He likes to show off how tough he is by letting a challenger throw the first punch, which he shrugs off. He also likes to get plastic surgery after every major job, so even the people who knew what he looked like three years ago don’t know what he looks like now.”




Rinkin said, “Our two male bionic agents aren’t available.”




Selina nodded, “Fine, but I wouldn’t trust them. I trust Aly.”




Rinkin sighed slightly. “Selina, Aleksei is supposed to be in his thirties or early forties now. And male.”




Selina gave her a wicked grin. “I believe the operative word there is supposed. As far as I know, there is no solid outside evidence that Aleksei is even Russian. All I have to do is say that Aleksei is a codename, and Aleksei just requires that people who hire her tell other people that she is a thirty-five or forty year old male.”




Aly volunteered, “I speak Russian proficiently, with a Moscow accent if I want, and I can do a Moscow accent in English or French or Spanish. I could put some medical tape on my face, and claim I just had more plastic surgery to look much younger.”




Selina agreed, “That’s pretty much what I had in mind. Also, you can take out any rival hitter or bodyguard. Or platoon. But you might have to let Tara hit you across the back with a board just to prove you’re Aleksei.”




Aly smiled, “Worse stuff has happened to me pretty much every month this year.”




Hermione frowned, “We could come up with a more reliable, more believable Aleksei. We have several former SAS and SBS officers who speak Russian. We have partner agencies who—”




Selina stressed, “I need someone I can trust. I trust Aly. I don’t trust random people from your agencies who can ‘be’ a hitter for this op. The real hitters I could trust with this have all retired or else are ‘sleeping with the fishes’.”




Rinkin said, “I would make a much more viable Aleksei than Aly, and I could pass as male if I wore body armor and bandaging supposedly from a recent plastic surgery. Or body armor and a balaclava and a little disguise work.”




Aly didn’t say anything about some of the stuff alleged about other Rinkin Muellers out there in other universes, but she was pretty sure Rinkin was right.




Selina made a cat-like little sniff noise. “Right. You expect me to trust highly-decorated FBI Special Agent Rinkin Mueller. An FBI legend. Not on your life. Look, it’s simple. If you won’t let Aly help me, then I’ll just tell ’em Aleksei was unavailable.”




Aly tried, “I trust Rinkin, and she’d be awesome at it.”




“No thanks,” Selina replied.




So Aly admitted, “I’d really like to help you, but I don’t know if I can get permission.”




Rinkin thought a moment and said, “Tell me about this Dubois character, and the nuclear waste site. Because if the OSI can spin this right, we can definitely investigate a suspicious planned nuclear repository that might be a scientific threat in future…”









It only took three days. In three days, Rinkin and Oscar had convinced some important U.S. officials in the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, and some important EU nuclear regulatory people, and even a couple French guys in their General Direction for Nuclear Safety and Radioprotection that there was something suspicious going on with the planning and funding for that planned nuclear waste repository. And really, no one wanted to find out after the fact that aquifers or whatever were being poisoned with nuclear waste that wasn’t being stored properly.




And by then, the Willowbots had a route for Aly to take to Paris, and it was all laid out for Alec Hardison to find when he got nosy, as Willow had assured her a guy like Alec would. So, Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie would fly from Andrews Air Force Base to Tokyo. Then Aly would get smuggled from there to Hong Kong. Then they would start the route for Alec Hardison to find. ‘Aleksei’ the hitter would fly from Hong Kong to Paris with two stops in between to change IDs and passports and airlines. Which Hardison would totally be able to track back to Hong Kong with some facial recognition software, plus illegal access to several airline databases and a couple airport security video storage sites. WillowBeta thought there was a high probability that Hardison could even find a mega-expensive, exclusive, Hong Kong plastic surgery clinic which had a client who perhaps was Aleksei, because Willow had planted a possibility in two different such clinics that had computer records.




And Selina had talked with Aly twice more through Hermione’s system, with Hermione contributing too, and so they had invented Aleksei’s supposed backstory, including the ‘official’ backstory of the woman who used the codename Aleksei, and the real backstory of that woman. And the backstory for how Selina met Aleksei and why they trusted each other.




And Aly had met twice more with one of the OSI psychiatric support people, because she was still stressing over how she had totally gone Rambo on those Mor-Taxans, even if they had kidnapped and tortured her and tried to murder her really painfully. Normally, her meetings were once a week, but Rinkin had pointed out that Aly might miss the next meeting or two because of the assignment.




Also, Willow was already looking into ‘Tara Cole’ to find out if she could really be the Tara Maclay of this universe. Even though there was next to nothing to go on yet. So Aly needed to find out more stuff on this Tara to see if she was an analogue to someone else’s Tara.




Part II



Aly Mack didn’t make the trip to Paris. No way. That was a whole bunch of other people. 




Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie flew in a Globemaster to Tokyo. Someone using the codename Méiyu rén met up with some Chinese smugglers and rode on their ship to Hong Kong. A young woman fresh out of a Hong Kong plastic surgery clinic rode in a taxi to the airport and flew to New Delhi, where someone looking very much the same, including with the same facial bandages, but with a different passport and ID, then flew to Dubai. A different passport and ID got her to Paris, where she stepped into an airport bathroom and took off most of the bandaging.




Aly stepped out of the bathroom with a small backpack and a small roller bag. The bag looked the same as the one she had walked in with, but she had swapped it out with her contact’s bag. That meant that a few things which would never pass through airport security were now in the new roller bag, and her contact would take the previous roller bag back to Hermione Granger in London.




She had an airport transfer service already booked under her current alias as American college student ‘Taylor Wilson’, which was to be one of the working aliases for ‘Aleksei’. Her passport and ID card and credit cards and wallet and everything were in the outer pocket of the new roller bag, and she took the time to transfer the card wallet and passport to her pockets, while moving most of the other stuff into her small backpack, which would be doubling as a purse for a bit.




She had a strip of medical tape going across her forehead, like she had just gotten plastic surgery to remove a bunch of wrinkles. She had smaller strips of medical tape at the outer corners of her eyes, across her nose, at the corners of her mouth, and on parts of her jawline. She totally looked like she had just had a ton of plastic surgery. Which was the objective.




She had a hotel booked as Taylor Wilson, so she checked in and parked her roller bag in her room. She checked for bugs and cameras and stuff. All clean… so far. She took some of the less legal stuff out of the hiding places inside her roller bag, and she hid them in her hotel room. The air conditioning system in the ceiling, which had access screws too tight to get loose by hand if you were non-bionic, got the firearms and ammo, along with the Hermione Granger waistbelt full of gear, while the toilet tank got the obvious stuff she wanted a searcher to find, like the passports and IDs for two more aliases, and a really cruddy .22 caliber holdout with an ankle strap. She kept the multitool, which went into one of her pants pockets, and the little pocket-sized B & E kit, which she wasn’t nearly as good with as Rinkin wanted, but it was a work in progress.




From the hotel, she took a nice stroll to the building where she was supposed to meet Selina and Alec and Tara. That gave her the time to check the area for problems. Also, she was running a little early, so she wanted to stall a bit. No sign of increased security or police presences or additional watchers. Not even more security cameras than normal.




Okay, she expected that Alec Hardison would be able to suborn every security camera around the area. He was that good. At least Willow insisted he was that good.




So Aly walked around the building until she found a blind spot in the camera coverage. It was a spot just outside the coverage of the loading dock behind the ground-floor restaurant. There were no windows or balconies there, just solid brickwork. No convenient corners or downspouts for climbing, and the building was only three stories high.




Not that Paris had tons of mega-high buildings, thanks to historical institutional dumbness which had let people dig unsupervised, unmapped mines all under Paris for like centuries. So… important building weight limitations all over the Paris cityscape.




She used her vision modes to check carefully for cameras, detectors, and just nosy people. Nope. So she took a running start and got a pretty good jump, with a kick off the wall about twenty-five feet up, which was enough to get her hands on the coaming of the building and toss herself up onto the roof. Piece of cake.




Okay, she had left a shoe-sized indentation in the brickwork. Oops. Maybe no one would notice that for a while.




She checked, and yeah, she had kind of wrecked the sole of that shoe. Crud. Well, she had more pairs of shoes. She had four more pairs in her rollerbag, and Hermione had already set up a couple caches for her, so there were more shoes and clothes and stuff if she needed them. There were even some disguises and extra IDs and stuff, in case things went wrong. As they did a lot of the time.




Aly had asked Oscar if that was normal, and then she had asked Jaime and Steve, and then she had asked Kate and Michael. And the answer apparently was ‘oh yeah, stuff always goes off the rails when you have a big, fancy plan.’




So she was up on the roof of the building, with several ways to get into offices on the third floor, where she was supposed to go. She started with the least destructive way: the roof exit, which was just a square metal hatch on a square metal frame that stuck up about a foot above the almost-flat roof.




She checked the hatch with her E-M vision, and she could see that there was a big magnetic alarm by the simple handle to open the hatch. Yeah, not being able to get accidentally locked out up on a three story roof was a good thing. Not good for a high security building, but this wasn’t supposed to be high security.




Also, there was something that looked like electromagnetics, but weird, back on the side of the hatch that had the hinges. Hmm…




She tried turning the handle, but it was locked on the other side. Or jammed. Crud. So maybe somebody had turned this easy-open hatch into a high-security entry without telling her.




She turned the handle a lot harder. Something broke with the pling of little metal stuff shearing off. She lifted the hatch just a fraction of an inch. Not enough to break the magnetic contact alarm, and hopefully not enough to set off the weird thing back by the hinges. And she pulled out the little optical cable from her pocket-sized B&E kit. It had a weird little lens on each end. But when she held the correct lens end up to her bionic eye, she could see a fisheye view of what the other end was seeing.




Okay, the magnetic contact alarm was right there, and she could probably patch that with a few tries. But the thing way back there at the hinges? It was some sort of mercury switch she had never seen on this kind of entry before. Probably an Alec Hardison special. And farther down the ladder to the third floor? A fancy IR camera thing. Probably more Hardison security. If she had been carrying the right kind of WiFi jammer, she might have been able to blanket the right frequencies. Assuming Hardison was using ordinary WiFi frequencies and not something way fancier.




She decided to do stuff the brute force way. After all, she was playing a ‘brute force’ kind of badguy.




She yanked the hatch open, dropped down to the floor below, smashing the camera off the wall as she fell, and dashed out the door of the closet-sized room into a hall that had to run the length of the building. One half seemed to be a French data entry firm, which she wouldn’t be surprised to find out Hardison secretly owned behind a few shell companies. The other half was Leverage International. Bingo. She sprinted through that door, down a hall, past Selina, and into a nice conference room with lots of computers and presentation equipment. 




Wow. This was nicer than the video conferencing room back at OSI headquarters. She was taking notes on sprucing that place up.




She sat down in a chair and turned it so its back was to the door. She turned up her hearing and listened. And in about three seconds, Selina walked in, followed by a long stride in high heels, so a tall woman. Then a really long stride in sneakers. So an even taller person who was probably Alec Hardison himself.




Selina purred, “Aleksei, are you ready to show yourself?”




Aly spun the chair around so she was facing Selina and a very pretty blonde woman and a tall, geeky-looking black guy. Tara Cole and Alec Hardison. She simply said, “Da.”




The guy who was probably Hardison squealed, “No way! She can’t be Aleksei!” It was totally a squeal, and it got higher pitched the longer he talked.




The woman who was probably Cole coldly said, “I have the same doubts as Hardison.” She sounded like she was some rich lady complaining about some waiter bringing out her fancy gourmet food and it was overcooked.




Aly decided she liked Hardison better. She lied with a Moscow accent, “Good. This is my secret. If anyone ever reveals that I am really female, I would be hunted down by death squads for the rest of my life. So if you even hint that I might not be a forty year old Russian man who is built like a polar bear, I will… return. And you will not enjoy my visit.”




Cole looked like she was thinking it over. Hardison looked like he was wondering if he was going to need to go change his pants.




Selina smiled, “Aleksei’s secret weapon. No one ever believes Aleksei could be a woman.”




Aly lied some more, “And with latest plastic surgeries, I am fragile little twenty year old.” She switched to her East Texas accent. “And with some makeup and a change of hairstyle, I’m just a pretty little Texas blonde.”




Hardison thought for a moment. “This is the thing with your rep, right? That whole ‘you can hit me first’ thing? Guys never hit a woman as hard as they’d hit someone who looked like, say, Elliot.”




Aly added, “It also convinces people without my having to show how strong I really am.”




“And how strong are you?” Cole asked suspiciously.




Aly looked at the massive wood conference table. “This weighs… what? Three hundred pounds?”




“Oh, ’bout that,” Hardison agreed.




She smiled naughtily. “Excellent. Selina? Ms. Cole? Please sit on the table at opposite ends.”




“Wait a doggone minute!” Hardison disagreed. “This is not a good idea!”




Selina walked to the far end of the table and sexily wiggled into a sitting position on the table. So Tara Cole copied her, but on the near end of the table and without the sexy wiggle.




Aly slipped under the table. She got a feel for the balance of the table, and then she stood up, lifting the entire table with her. She asked, “How much room over your head?”




Selina said, “Maybe three feet.”




“Good.” Aly lifted the table all the way up over her head. Then she carefully knelt down and put the table back where it had been. “Any questions?”




“How is that possible?” Hardison squawked.




“What is your maximum dead lift?” Cole asked calmly.




“The front end of your car,” Aly fibbed.




Cole pointed out, “My car has its engine in front, not in back.”




Aly just smiled slightly, “As I said.” She decided not to mention that her actual dead lift was more like the weight of an entire car. Or an entire truck. If it was all in one small space so she could lift without it tipping over.




Hardison squeaked, “Okay, that just ain’t possible!”




Selina slid off the table and frowned, “It is possible, and it should not be. When she was a child, she was deemed suitable for… experimentation. And—”




Aly waited until a good time for the interruption. She cleared her throat like she was angry, “Selina. We agreed that this story was one you would not tell.”




Selina looked surprised. “But… after all the Marvel Comics nonsense about ‘the Red Room’ and the Black Widow, surely we can tell this now. No one will ever believe it if they tell.”




“No,” Aly said firmly. Selina gave her one of those Catwoman pouts. “And your pout does not work on me.”




Hardison suddenly burst out, “Wait! Wait wait wait, I know this!” He ran over to a laptop and started typing frenetically.




Aly played her part. She buried her face in her hands and complained in her Moscow accent, “You see? Only thing worse than not having anyone believe your story? Having them believe your story.”




Hardison was still typing, but he was reading as he went. “Yes! The Americans were having lots of successes with their bionic agents…”




“That’s a myth,” Tara said coldly.




“Not a myth,” Aly grumbled. She was going to feed them so much that they could eventually verify that they wouldn’t be able to see where the lies were.




“And the CIA was running their Project Artichoke and then MK-Ultra…”




Tara grumbled, “More nonsense.”




Aly played along, “Not nonsense.”




Hardison kept going, “And the Brits were trying cybermen…”




“Cybernauts. Not cybermen. And not the British government, but private industry,” Aly corrected.




“And some Europeans were trying to build on Nazi experiments…” he read.




She said, “Some rare successes, lots of horrible failures.” But she was wondering if Armen’s ‘assistants’ were two successes from some European’s biochemistry experiments based on old Nazi research.




“And the Russians started a biochemistry program that got shut down for being too…” Hardison stopped and gulped. “Oh, that’s nasty.”




Aly said, “Very, very nasty, and very, very unsuccessful. Do not fool yourself. If they had gotten dozens of successes from all the little girls they experimented on, their superiors would not have shut them down, no matter how horrible their processes. They only had one success, and she… vanished.”




Hardison looked up from his laptop screen and stared at her with huge eyes. “Oh. My. God.” He looked again at the images on his screen. “Shit. Okay, you got my pledge on this. We worked with Aleksei, and he was a forty-ish Russian weightlifter dude who had plastic surgery scars and looked to be around six two, and maybe three hundred pounds.”




“Spasibo.”




After all, as Selina and Rinkin both had told her, a con works best if you let the mark con himself.




Tara looked over at Hardison and firmly said, “Alec…”




But Hardison stuck to his guns. “She’s sitting right there in front of you! She’s got superstrength!” He hissed, “She’s Weapon K!”




Tara calmly insisted, “That’s a myth.”




Aly pretended, “Can we pretend that Weapon K is really a myth? I do not like talking about this, and I do not like other people knowing about this.”




Hardison stared at Cole. “It’s obvious! It’s why Aleksei goes to such lengths to stay off the radar and not have anyone rat him — I mean, her — out! If the Russians find out their lost little girl isn’t lost… Holy shit, I do not want to be at ground zero if a bunch of oligarchs decide they have to go scorched earth on somewhere to hide this secret. That would be worse than dealing with Sterling again. It would be worse than crossing Armen!”




Tara sighed, “Fine. We do not ever discuss this. We hired a forty year old man who still looks like he could benchpress an oak tree. Are we done yet? The important part is that we have a hitter.”




Hardison grinned, “Okay! Now then… Let’s go steal a political career!”




Part III



Aly looked over the notes and plans and maps and stuff. This was a plan with options and backup plans that had their own options and backup plans. She needed to make plans like this, instead of ‘if everything goes right then I am fine and if not then I will have to figure out what to do.’ She also needed to look up who said ‘no plan survives contact with the enemy’ and find out if he meant you should really make a plan like this with lots of fallbacks and options and stuff.




She totally wondered where Tara Cole and Alec Hardison learned how to do all this. Even if the answer was probably ‘lots and lots of big criminal heists and cons and thefts and other badness’.




Selina admitted, “This is more complex and sophisticated than I was expecting. But what is this Plan M over here?”




Hardison explained, “We’re already redirecting some of the French government testing efforts, thanks to a little con Tara ran last week. But it’s pretty likely that Senator Dubois or one of his underlings is gonna go make sure that the underground testing comes up roses. So, if they go that way, Plan M. We just drop in at one of those six points along the chain of evidence, grab their switched samples, replace ’em with our samples, and make sure the samples come up looking like a disaster is imminent. That’ll force ’em to move up the money transfer so Dubois has the moolah sooner, and he can try to bribe some people in the government testing lab.”




Cole smirked, “It used to be that Plan M always ended up with Alec getting killed.”




Hardison grinned at that. “Sorry. Inside joke. Elliot always got Nate to claim that, just to yank my chain.” The grin vanished. “I miss Nate.”




Aly stuck with her Moscow accent. “I do not know a ‘Nate’. Is he American?”




Hardison grumbled, “Yeah, he died over a year ago. I didn’t even get to go to his funeral. Most awesome mastermind I ever heard of, much less worked with. He taught me everything I know about it.”




Cole admitted, “He could also adapt on the fly like no one else I ever worked with. Sometimes, it seemed like he could manipulate the odds of events unfolding into the way he wanted them to work.” She shook her head slightly. “Amazing man.”




Aly figured she really needed to find out more about this Nate guy, and check if he really was dead, and what sorts of stuff he had done. Because he sounded like someone maybe potentially more dangerous than Aleksandr Armen or Garthe Knight. Garthe Knight would totally benefit from having a guy like this ‘Nate’ as his right hand man. And that would be a mega-bad thing.




But Selina wanted to hear more about the plan. “So you’re basically running the Mona Lisa con on the mark?”




Cole calmly explained, “Not the classic Mona Lisa con, but a variant. It’s the Reverse Mona Lisa con.”




Selina had already explained some of the likely con jobs to Aly, so Aly knew what the Mona Lisa con was. Supposedly, back when the Mona Lisa was stolen out of the Louvre, a guy had half a dozen copies ready, and he sold them privately to collectors who weren’t going to admit that they had illegally bought the recently stolen painting, which was like the most famous painting ever, so everyone knew it was hot. The actual Mona Lisa never got sold, and it even got recovered.




But Dubois had a thing for famous paintings, and had really good forgeries of several ‘lost’ paintings hanging in his mansion. Like this one.




Hardison put a picture up on the monitor screen. He explained, “This one. ‘Portrait of a Young Man’ by Raphael, painted in 1514.”




Selina commented, “Yes. Believed to be a self-portrait, stolen by Nazis during World War II, never recovered. Or, at least, never recovered by anyone who was interested in turning it over to the proper authorities.”




Cole added, “Dubois has this one in a place of honor in his living room. Given his tastes, if any of his forgeries have a real artwork connected, this would be the one.”




Hardison waggled his eyebrows. “Tara set up an identity who lured Dubois into giving her a ‘personal’ tour of his mansion, including chatting all about the real paintings he has forgeries of.”




Cole just said, “He has the real one. He could hardly keep from saying so. He loves waving these forgeries in front of the faces of everyone else, while he has the real ones hidden in some warehouse somewhere, probably close enough that he can go admire them whenever he wants.”




Selina asked, “So… somewhere in Paris?”




“Probably,” Cole nodded. “He lives in a nice suburb, so it would be an easy drive.”




Hardison smirked, “And I have his car tagged. We can track it when he makes his move. And I’ve already got his front and back security cameras suborned, so we can see what his security systems see. Piece of cake to get in and run that, while Tara was getting her little tour. I rode in with her.”




“In the trunk of the car,” Tara pointed out.




Selina checked, “And you can aim the mark whenever you want by…?”




Hardison smirked, “I’m doin’ it right now. I also ransacked his personal laptop in his bedroom. He likes to go out on the dark web to two or three illegal auction ‘houses’ that advertise stuff that’s too hot to auction off at somewhere like Christie’s. So someone is just now listing at this Berlin site that he’s putting ‘Portrait of a Young Man’ up for sale. It’s listed as ‘recently recovered by an unnamed expert’, which is pretty much the ‘in’ code phrase for ‘someone stole it back’.”




So Dubois would see that, and he would hopefully panic and rush off to make sure his painting was still there in his secret warehouse hideout. All they had to do was follow him, set things up so Selina could break in, and then they would swap the painting for the fake in Dubois’ mansion. Aly still didn’t know how Tara was going to get a real expert on Raphael to go to Dubois’ place and see that the real one was there, but secretly having a highly illegal stolen painting — a painting stolen by Nazis — would ruin Dubois’ political career, even if it didn’t put him in prison for a couple decades.




Hardison finished typing on his laptop, and he clicked on something with his mouse. “Done. Now all we have to do is wait for Dubois to check the new listings there. That incoming wire transfer for the nuclear dump is bound to be burning a hole in his pocket.”




Cole insisted, “And we need to get into positions.”




And since Dubois had seen Tara, she would have to work in disguises. So she stepped out of the room to go put on a wig and change her makeup.




Aly got to ride with Hardison. He had a nondescript old work van, but the back area was all high-tech computers and stuff. Hardison was driving while dressed like a janitor, and he had Aly sitting in back monitoring a couple computer screens. He insisted, “Now don’t touch those keyboards. Just tell me when Dubois hits that auction site, and what he does then. And keep an eye on his security cameras after that. Okay?”




Aly deliberately grumbled in Russian, and then said in her perky Texas accent, “Honey, I know all about computers! I have my own Facebook page!”




That even got Hardison to wince.




Hardison drove almost all of the way toward Dubois’ mansion before the lefthand computer beeped and signaled that Dubois was on his computer and searching the dark web through an anonymizer. Aly said, “He’s active.”




It took a couple more minutes before Dubois made his way to the target website and started inspecting the artwork that was up for auction. She could see what Dubois was typing, and also what was on Dubois’ screen. It was pretty cool. Willow was right: Hardison was really dangerous as a cracker.




She reported, “He’s hit the auction house. He’s scrolling… pausing… scrolling… He’s hit it.”




“And?”




“Nothing,” she replied. “No keyboarding or moving the mouse or anything.”




“Good,” Hardison said. “If we’re lucky, he’ll even panic. But we’re not countin’ on that.”




She spotted the motion on the monitors showing the security camera views. “He’s running out the back door.”




“The back door?” Hardison checked. “You sure? ’Cause his Peugeot’s out front and we already made sure his Bugatti’s in the shop.”




“The back,” she insisted. “And he’s running out to the rear garage.”




Hardison sounded a little worried. “Really? He ain’t got any cars in there. And I’m pretty sure he’s not gonna be rushing off driving the gardener’s riding lawnmower.”




“It’s a dirt bike.” Aly watched as Dubois roared off across the huge, manicured back yard on a motorcycle designed for riding on rough trails.




Hardison groaned, “Oh Christ! It’s not a warehouse! He’s got it like a hidden building back behind his lands somewhere, and we’re never gonna be able to track it now!”




Aly thought fast. “Just get me to the front fence, where his cameras won’t see me.”




“What are you thinking?” Hardison frowned.




She spilled, “I can jump the fence and chase him down on foot.”




Hardison groaned, “Look, you may be stronger than any four women I ever met, but his dirt bike can go sixty, seventy miles an hour in the flat.”




She insisted, “Right. I can chase that down.”




“You’re shittin’ me.”




She pushed harder. “Hardison, just get me to a dead spot in the camera coverage!”




He pulled up to a fifteen foot high brick fence with razor wire across the top. “No coverage here, but you can’t—”




She cut him off. “You did not see what I am about to do.”




She jumped out the back of the truck and sprinted at the wall.




“No way!” Hardison yelled from the front seat.




She leapt the wall, easily clearing the razor wire. And she kept running.




She went to the comms. “Do you have the cameras blanked?”




He said, “I froze the two cameras on this side of the house, but I can’t keep ’em like that for long.”




She sprinted past the mansion. Past the garage. And she turned up her bionic hearing all the way. Maybe she was picking up the distant roar of that dirt bike. Maybe.




She said, “Past the back garage and out of sight. Release the cams.” And she sped up.




“What? What?” Hardison squawked, his voice getting higher and higher. “How fuckin’ fast are you running?”




She still had her bionic hearing all the way up. It was a good thing she had her comms in her normal ear, or he would have deafened her.




And it sounded like the dirt bike or whatever it was that was making that noise just got a lot louder. Like it drove into a cave.




She ran as fast as she could over the terrain, still tracking that bike by sound and hoping she didn’t run into Dubois or any security men or anything. She cut through a heavily-wooded path that someone maintained with maybe a chainsaw, and she definitely heard the reverberation of a motor moving deep into a cave.




“Hardison, he’s got a cave entrance hidden back here. Or a mine entrance.”




“Yeah, there’s shitloads of old limestone and gypsum mines around here. Lots of ’em are connected by galleries. But out here, they’re individual and unmapped, and… Shit, he’s got a secret temperature-controlled vault somewhere down there. Don’t go in. There’s no mapping or anything. You could get lost, and we’d never find you.”




“I’m going in,” she stated. “Losing comms at any moment.”




She stepped through a brush barrier and found a big opening in the side of a low hill. There was a massive steel gate that Dubois had unlocked and dragged open so he could rush in. She ducked around the gate and moved into the opening. She was looking at some really old railroad-track kind of rails that they probably ran mining carts on, a long time ago.




She could hear that dirt bike roaring away, somewhere down there. She followed. It was really dark, and she didn’t have any light. Her nightvision was only good when there was some trace of light, even if it was the middle of the night. Inside a cave? No light at all, once she got too far from the mouth of the cave.




She kept moving, using the right rail as her guide. She went maybe two hundred feet in before the cave branched off. Rails went ahead, to the left, and to the right. Her hearing told her the bike was off to the right. She went that way. She hit a couple more branches, and followed the sound. The next turn was a left. Then a right. And right again.




She really hoped she didn’t get lost down there.




Another left, and she could see some light that was way, way down one mining gallery. It was the dirt bike, which had a big headlight on the front. The bike was stationary but still running, and the light was shining on a big vault door in the side of the tunnel.




And here came Dubois, back out of the vault, looking massively relieved. She wasn’t going to get there before he slammed the vault shut, so she turned and ran back. She had gone right-left-right-right-left, so she had to reverse that and flip every turn. So that was right-left-left-right-left to get back out.




She moved as quickly as she could in the dark, rushing to get out before Dubois zoomed out and locked up after himself, trapping her behind that big steel gate. Okay, she could bust that lock with no problems, but then he’d spot it the next time he came to drool over his stolen art, and that would wreck everything.




She was at the last turn when she heard him closing fast on that bike. That would not be good. After the last turn, there was no place to hide and no side tunnel to duck into. 




But she made the turn, and she could see the distant mine exit. With her nightvision, she could see well enough to speed up. A lot.




She darted out of the cave and leapt up to the side, moving into the brush on the side of the hill and hiding as Dubois roared out of the mine. He strained to shove the gate closed, and he locked the massive padlock before racing back toward the house.




“Aleksei to Hardison. Vault located. Mine entrance on my location. Follow old mine cart tracks right, left, right, right, left, to a vault that we’ll need Selina for.”




“Good work. Now see if you can get back here without getting in camera range of the mansion. Dubois is bound to do something about that fake Raphael, even if it’s just sitting there gloating about it. Or tryin’ to get someone he hates to bid fifty mil on it.”




She suggested, “Maybe Aleksandr Armen?”




He cringed, “For Christ’s sake, don’t bring him in! We don’t have a lot of rules, but Rule One is no fucking with him. He kills people for lookin’ funny at him. We don’t touch his shit. Got it?”




“Got it.” Well, she already knew that Aleksandr Armen was a lot more ruthless than even your typical corrupt corporate creep.




She made a detour to stay well away from the house as she ran back to Hardison’s van. And she wondered what else might go wrong.






Colin Mason sat in his safehouse, eating franks and beans right out of the can. Maybe that was a sign that he was depressed as shit. He wasn’t even out on the net being Cha0$. Fucking asshole Tucker Wells. The guy had claimed that the worms which had destroyed his bosses’ secret base were his fault! He’d tried a couple times to explain that he hadn’t been allowed to put in firewalling and gates and shit, but they didn’t want to listen.




They had put out an international contract on him. The bastards. He needed money to buy his way out of this fiasco. Lots of money.




Which was why he was sitting in the dark, in a secure underground room, studying the dark web and looking for opportunities.




Wait a minute! Gerhard’s Berlin ‘auction house’ had a new entry. Someone was putting up Raphael’s ‘Portrait of a Young Man’. Wow. There would be some serious bidding on that. And there was no way anyone would admit they had spent millions of Euros on a stolen painting that recognizable. He could see five or six ways to walk off with millions on that.




He went through a handy VoIP connection he maintained so he would be untraceable. And he left a message. “Hermes? It’s Cha0$. Are you available?”




He waited ten minutes and called back. “Hermes? It’s me again. Status?”




Hermes said, “I heard you got a contract on you. You’re up for something?”




He answered, “Hell yeah. I need money more than ever, right now. And Gerhard’s auction site just posted Raphael’s ‘Portrait of a Young Man’. I think we need to find the buyer, steal the painting, and also divert the wire transfer.”




Hermes smirked, “Sounds fun. So you’re the cracker and mastermind both on this one?”




He said, “Yeah. And you’re the best thief out there.”




“Top five, anyway,” Hermes replied. “And I just heard Aleksei’s available. I can get you the best hitter who’s not tied up with other projects.”




“Great!” Colin said. “I’ll call tomorrow at this time with a plan and a timeframe.”




“I’ll have Aleksei by then.”




Colin disconnected. And he smiled for the first time in days.




Part IV



Aly sat beside Hardison as he drove back to the Leverage office. She just waited patiently, or as patiently as she could manage, because she could see Hardison was going to burst pretty soon.




And finally, he gasped, “What the hell do I tell Tara? And Selina?”




She tried to sound calm. And in charge. “The truth. You tell them the truth. Selina already knows most of my real capabilities. Tara may need to know them at some point.”




“But… but…” Hardison struggled to come up with the right words. “You… you must’ve hit eighty or ninety miles an hour over some of that stretch. That’s… impossible. Humans can’t react fast enough to do that, and fast-twitch muscle fiber only twitches so fast! Even cheetahs can’t run like that, and they’re designed for high speeds! And… and that wall!”




She told him, “You do not think that those Russian scientists were trying to recreate Shirley Temple, do you?”




“Hell no,” he replied. “They would’ve wanted the ultimate soldier. I was figuring you were pretty much Black Widow. But no. You’re more like Thundra. Maybe Carol Danvers!”




“Trust me, I cannot fly,” she smiled. She wasn’t about to tell him that really, she was closer to Misty Knight. Or Major Motoko Kusanagi. And she totally wasn’t going to tell him that she was afraid she might someday end up closer to Rom Spaceknight.




He thought furiously while he drove. She could see it on his face. He finally murmured, “Oh man, I wish I could get you to spar with Elliot.”




“Men do not appreciate being sandbagged like that,” she pointed out.




He grinned, “Yeah, that would be the best part of it. Except… Elliot kinda has a history of… umm… well, he fights some high-end female fighter, and it ends…”




“In someone’s bed,” she guessed from his expression. He nodded uncomfortably. She just said, “Not a risk with me.”




He jumped to the wrong conclusion, “Oh Jeez! Sorry! I didn’t think about that!”




She wasn’t quite sure what stuff he was assuming, so she just said, “It is okay. Let’s not talk about it anymore.”




“Day-um,” he whispered, probably to himself. Then he checked, “And you’re sure you can’t fly? Because that would be awesome.”




She nodded, “Yes. I’m sure. I have jumped out of enough planes that I would know if I could fly.” And she sure wasn’t going to tell him that there were other versions of her out there in other universes who really could fly.




Instead, she said, “I would like to stop talking about me and my past. Tell me about yourself. Or about Tara Cole.”




He shrugged, “Me? Nothing to tell. Just one more black kid with no prospects, who found out he could do one thing really well, and he busted his ass becoming great at it. Now Tara’s amazing. You name it, she knows how to do it. Grifting. Computers. Cryptography. Martial arts. Forensics. Art forgery. Business structures. Criminal law. Just ask her about the legal boundaries on prosecutable offenses, and you’ll get a two hour lecture.”




It took a little bit, but Aly got Hardison to tell her several stories about jobs he had run with Tara, starting with the first one that Sophie brought Tara in for. But if Hardison knew anything about Tara’s past, he wasn’t saying. Okay, Aly wasn’t talking about Aleksei’s supposed past, and Selina didn’t talk about her past, and Hardison hadn’t really talked about his own past except in the vaguest terms.




In a few more minutes, they were back at the base. And Hardison was getting carried away, telling Tara and Selina all about Ms. Marvel leaping a twenty foot fence and running at a hundred miles an hour and tracking Dubois down like a bloodhound and everything else.




When he finally wound down, Aly said, “The fence wasn’t that high. And I didn’t run that fast. And I tracked Dubois because he was riding a motorcycle with no muffler on it. But he’s got a vault inside an old mine tunnel, and we’ll need Selina to get into it.”




Tara gave Hardison a raised eyebrow. He insisted, “I checked the wall with my laser. Sixteen feet of solid brick with no handholds, plus razor wire on top. And alarms that are absolutely not checking for Spiderman just jumping over the whole thing. Then I tracked her GPS signal off her earpiece. She hit between eighty and ninety at least three times, and that’s miles per hour, not kilometers. I dunno what those fricking Russian scientists were trying to get, but I’m damn glad we got her working for us.” Then he had a thought. “Just look at her shoes!”




Aly lifted up her shoes and showed them the soles. Which were totally trashed. She sighed, “At least I’ve got more shoes ready.”




Hardison pointed at her. “See? She’s unstoppable, and all we have to do is buy her new shoes!”




Selina pointed out, “There are things out there which are just as dangerous as Aleksei. So don’t stop being careful.”




Tara agreed, “We can’t be too careful, given who Dubois might have as contacts. But we’re ready for the next step now.”






Colin Mason waited until his timer buzzed. Then he took a deep breath and called Hermes. He left the message and then called back exactly ten minutes later.




Hermes led off, “Good news. I contacted Aleksei, and he can be on his way to our target in a couple hours. Do you know where?”




Colin smiled, “Actually, I know exactly where. Paris. I put some tracers in Gerhard’s firewall system, and I’ve been reading his emails. He got an email from one of his customers. The customer wanted Gerhard to know that the painting is a forgery. Which means said customer has the real thing and knows it hasn’t walked off or been switched.”




“And how do we get Gerhard to tell us who his valued customer is?” Hermes wondered.




Colin smirked, “I scraped Gerhard’s sendmail server and read the message. Then I backtracked the headers to an anonymizer I can get into, so I already know who it is. Our target is Henri Dubois, the French senator. He’s part of the Union of Democrats and Independents, but he’s as corrupt as the hard right-wingers.”




Hermes sounded like he was frowning. “Small problem. Dubois is someone I know about through contacts. Because he’s got copies of a dozen grand masters in his mansion, and he likes to show ’em off at parties. But they’re copies, not the originals.”




Colin scowled at the news. “So he has the real painting hidden away somewhere else, while he shows off a really nice forgery in his mansion and secretly gloats about how he’s pulling one over on all the French elite?”




Hermes pointed out, “We may need Aleksei. That Raphael was stolen by the Nazis in World War II and never recovered. He may have some very dangerous connections.”




Colin thought it over. “So… he might have real Fourth Reich connections? Or connections to people who are dangerous enough to steal from Nazis and not worry too much about the consequences?”




“Or possibly some even worse options,” Hermes said. “I’ll direct Aleksei to Paris. You’re going to need plans to track down where Dubois is hiding the real painting. And try to find a really good forgery or a really good forger. You find it, you hand me the forgery, and I can switch ’em without anyone noticing until we’re long gone.”




“Already on it,” Colin assured him. Even if he wasn’t. Yet.




Hermes pointed out, “And build in some extra options. Dubois has a lot of expert copies in his mansion. How many of the originals might be sitting around in some hidden room, right next to that Raphael?”




Colin lied, “I always build in lots of extra options.” He admitted to himself that he really needed to be doing that. He had screwed himself over enough times by not having lots of backup options to run to. Like the mess he was in right now.




That fucking Tucker Wells.




Hermes didn’t call him on it. He just said, “I look forward to seeing your improved levels of planning. Growth is good.”




Colin hung up and starting thinking about planning. Just in case, he figured he had better track down the guy putting that forgery up at Gerhard’s auction site. After all, the guy could be planning on robbing Dubois to get the painting just before he needed to transfer it to the winner of the auction. Not having a stolen masterpiece on your hands for a few months was a good idea.




And Gerhard was bound to to check on that ‘seller’ after Dubois warned him about the ownership issue. So really, all Colin had to do was track Gerhard’s messages through the auction site.




And also he had to design enough options and backup plans that Hermes wouldn’t drop him and take Aleksei with him.




If he ever got his hands on that asswipe Tucker Wells…






Aly sat and watched as Cole and Hardison and Selina worked. She watched Cole make over a dozen phone calls in half a dozen different voices and accents, all of them checking up on the status of parts of the plan, including parts of some of the options Aly didn’t expect they would ever get near. 




She watched Hardison do the same thing on the internet, only with a dozen different usernames and a dozen different faked URIs and a dozen different faked MAC addresses. And she watched Selina checking equipment for breaking into a bank vault inside a mine tunnel.




She also watched the security monitors that were all local cameras Hardison had suborned, so he didn’t look like he had security cameras all around and inside the building.




She really wanted to send Willow a message with the stuff she had found out from Hardison about this Tara, but she didn’t trust that Hardison wouldn’t spot it and investigate. That would be bad.




After almost an hour, they met in the conference room. Tara asked, “Status? Because I have two action items.”




Hardison frowned, “Well, you were right about Gerhard’s auction site. Dubois tipped him that the Raphael is a forgery, and he wants to know what our imaginary ‘recovery expert’ is up to. Also, he already has six bids on that Raphael, starting at fifty million Euros and up to around a hundred ten million Euros. So far. He really wants a real Raphael, or at least a forgery so good that no buyer will ever be sure it’s not genuine. I’m trying to trace every one of those bidders, just in case they decide to get… proactive.”




Aly figured he meant that they might decide to steal the painting instead of buying it. Or track down the ‘recovery expert’ with the painting, and make him hand it over. Or something even worse.




Hardison added, “And somebody already invaded Gerhard’s website, so we may have a team after that Raphael already. At least a cracker and support group.”




Tara pursed her lips. “You’re working on identifying the cracker, right?”




Hardison nodded, “Yeah, but he’s really good. That right there cuts it down to maybe a dozen possibilities.”




Selina said, “I’m nearly ready. I just have to pick up a couple specialized toys. What’s our jump-off point?”




Tara answered, “It’s still fluid, but the Raphael expert I’m luring went to Marseilles to look at a painting in a museum there, and won’t be back until tomorrow or the next day.”




“What’s your other action item?” Hardison checked.




Tara explained, “Dubois applied some pressure. The seismics are completed, and the soil sampling is being done now, and it’ll be ready for shipment in a few hours. So Dubois has some pressures of his own, and they’re not related to his Raphael.”




Hardison said, “Well, we’ve got our fake soil samples and seismic records already done, and ready to show the site’s gonna be a disaster for a nuclear depository. And we won’t even need them if we keep Dubois from pulling a switch.”




Tara reminded him, “Except that if he fails there, he’ll move on the lab.”




Hardison nodded, “And we go to plans N, O, and P depending.”




Tara frowned, “Except that I had to play lure already, so he knows what I look like. Aleksei looks like she’s been in a bad traffic accident. That means that you would have to run the grift, with no one on the computers backing up your story.”




Aly said, “I can run the computers.”




Selina said, “I can tone it down and play the lab worker.”




Tara looked at them and said, “We’ll run through the plans, and you’ll get to practice. We’ll go with whoever’s better at their tasks.”




That sounded fair. After all, Aly was no Willow Rosenberg-Harris. And, as far as Aly knew, the closest Selina could come to ‘toning it down’ was putting on a bad wig and a poor choice of lipstick color but still looking amazing.




Tara checked her watch. “We need to get moving. Aleksei and I in the car, Selina drives Alec in the van. We should get there in plenty of time. I’ll explain extra details to everyone as Aleksei drives the car.”




After all, it wasn’t like Tara hadn’t gone over Plan M already. Tara and Alec had outlined six points between the sample sites and the analysis lab where someone might try to switch the samples, or maybe even spike the samples with an injection of what the lab people were going to be looking for. So Tara was wearing a dark brown wig and carrying a big videographer’s camera, and she was going to be ‘accidentally in the way’ if anyone tried something. And Aleksei would follow along behind Tara, just in case. And would be wearing a matching dark brown wig. Just in case.




Like if Dubois had his ‘bodyguard’ Stefan Petrovic step in and throw his weight around. Or something worse.




That bodyguard was probably a hitter, even if he didn’t call himself one. But he was maybe six two, and had been in the COS, the French special forces. Tara knew some martial arts, but she had described her skill level in Krav Maga and Muay Thai and jujitsu as ‘just barely adequate’.




Aly really wondered about that. Did Tara really have training in all three, but not enough to be really good at them? What was the point of that? Or was she making stuff up? Was she maybe sandbagging everyone by downplaying how good she really was at martial arts?




Aly had no idea which of her guesses was right, if any of them were. And she couldn’t read Tara Cole. She sort of doubted that even Rinkin could. Tara was supposed to be one of the best grifters around. That meant being able to lie so convincingly that even people looking for the con job wouldn’t spot it.




Aly drove into the site and parked over where all the cars were. Okay, so she parked back toward the very back, so she could get out mega-fast and not get blocked in. Also, Tara had a set of keys, so she could run over and drive if she needed to. And Tara had insisted on an old car with no anti-lock braking system and a stickshift, which was fine with Aly because of all the technical driving courses she had been through for the OSI. It did have power windows, though. And cruise control. Old-style cruise control.




Tara grabbed the big videocamera, mounted it on her shoulder, and checked that it was in working order. Then she checked her lanyard, with its fake press pass and the fake ID card and stuff. She strode over to where some other press people were watching as the geologists and soil scientists moved soil samples and soil cores over to the transport van.




Aly tried not to smile at all the security around the scientists, thanks to Oscar and Rinkin getting the EU nuclear regulatory people and the General Direction for Nuclear Safety and Radioprotection people all worked up about a possible criminal plot to profit off this and leave France with an unsafe site that would be a contamination disaster. That was bound to make things tough for Dubois and company.




Aly kept an eye on Tara’s surroundings as Tara stuck her camera into things. There were half a dozen other photographers and videographers doing the same thing, and half of them were being a lot more intrusive.




Aly also kept her bionic eye running for anything unusual. And she checked on stuff with her bionic ear. Like she had spotted Dubois’ private goon Petrovic moving around the back of things, staying out of sight of the cameras. And she spotted him acting like he had spotted something. Or someone.




He moved off to the side and stepped behind a truck. But she could still hear him. And he was speaking in Serbian, which was totally not her best language.




“Do you have the identification (something) and the (something)?”




“Naturally. We do not ask for this much (something) and come (something else).” Maybe that last word meant ‘unprepared’. She wasn’t sure.




“Then get moving now.”




Wow. Maybe she knew just enough Serbian.




She went to Hardison’s really tiny comms, that only worked well enough because one of the base units was sitting in her car. “Problem. Petrovic has two Serbians ready to make a move on the samples.”




Tara said over the comms, “Petrovic has seen me when I was at Dubois’ manor. But without the wig and with very different makeup.”




Hardison said, “Get a camera on these guys.”




Tara moved across the field and said, “On them.”




Aly could see two tough-looking guys in off-the-rack suits and official-looking lanyards moving for the truck that was going to be carrying the samples. Were they just going to brute-force this?




“Hardison here. We got a problem. I got a fast facial recognition hit. Both those guys are on Interpol’s list. They’re Serbian Mafia. And they’re both ‘wanted for questioning’ in a couple murders. Tara, they’re hitters, and they’re way out of your weight class.”




Aly said into the comms, “I got this.”




Part V



Aly said into the comms, “Tara. Move my way for the switch.”




After all, this was one of the options that Tara and Hardison had laid out for this plan. And Aly had that wig on, just in case of stuff like this. And she had her own lanyard with fake ID.




Tara moved back and toward her. Aly moved behind one of the nuclear regulatory vans, so she was out of sight for a second. Tara hustled over.




Aly knew Tara had a set of carkeys, so they didn’t have to switch that. She draped her ID lanyard over her neck. She took the videocamera from Tara in a smooth handoff. Tara slid off her own dark wig and checked that Aly’s dark wig looked right.




And Aly moved with the videocamera back into the area where the other camera people were. She just moved over to where the transport van was, and she filmed as everything was loaded into the van and placed in spots where they wouldn’t fall over or get damaged in transport. 




Total surprise, the two Serbian goons moved to get into the transport van with the two scientists. How were these guys going to spike the samples with two scientists watching? Or were they just planning on beating the scientists up, then pretending to be the scientists at the other end? Maybe they thought they could be so scary that the scientists would just let them spike the samples and keep their mouths shut about it.




Unless the two scientists were also bought, this looked like a really messy plan.




Okay, if both scientists were bought too, this was going to be even messier.




She pushed past the guard who was arguing with another photographer, and she leapt up onto the rear bumper before hopping from there into the back of the van. She reached behind her and pulled the rear door closed, locking it too.




In a so-so accent, one ‘security officer’ glared at her and snapped in French, “You. Girl. Get out. You do not have permission to be in the transport vehicle.”




She stuck with French. “Yes I do. The French press is free, not like in Serbia, where you come from!”




He immediately pulled out a Zastava M57 pistol and pointed it at her head. “Lower the camera. Now. And tell me how you know about us.”




The van started moving. The thug maintained his balance and kept the pistol aimed at her face. Well, at the camera in front of her face, because she wasn’t lowering it.




She lied, “Stefan. You know. Petrovic. The guy who hired you.” She slid into a little Serbian, since she didn’t know it well enough to maintain a conversation. “Stefan cannot keep his mouth shut. You should know this by now.” She moved back to French. “If you do anything, either to me or to the samples, you are doomed. As are your confederates.”




Wow. One of the ‘scientists’ totally did a full-body cringe. That guy was going to be the easiest one to get to roll over.




The other ‘security officer’ checked, in Serbian, “Who else have you told about this?”




Did people really ask that in real life, and not just in lame tv shows? She lied in French, “Besides my work partner and my editor? Oh, just my contacts. Two men in the Police Nationale who like me because I am sexy, a contact in the DGSE, and a friend in Interpol. That’s how I managed to ID you two as Serbian Mafia.”




Wow, those two guys could really curse. She knew some Serbian cursewords and dirty phrases, but those guys were way beyond basic swearwords. They should teach classes in how to curse in Serbian.




The second thug pulled out a butterfly knife and expertly flipped it open. He stayed with Serbian. “And what do you expect us to do?”




She stayed with French. “You have lots of options. The easiest one? Do nothing. Leave the samples as is. Tell Petrovic’s boss Dubois that he stiffed you and kept the money, and you won’t act until he pays you. He did already pay you up front, right?”




The second thug admitted, “Two thirds up front, one third after.”




She said, “Great. Keep the money. You get a big payout for doing nothing and not risking getting arrested. Point fingers at Petrovic as being untrustworthy and trying to cheat hardworking men such as yourselves. Tell Petrovic’s boss Henri Dubois you will only do the job if Petrovic is cut out of the loop, and payment is twice what you asked for before, and all payment is up front.”




She didn’t think they noticed that she was deliberately working Dubois’ name into the conversation while she was recording everything.




The second thug switched to Romanian, which Aly didn’t speak, but she could pick up a little bit, because it was reasonably close to Italian. Okay, it was easier for Romanians to grok a little Italian than the other way around, but she also knew some other languages which influenced Romanian. And she was going to learn Romanian one of these days. 




The thug swiftly pointed out that it would be a lot easier to kill her, erase her camera footage, stuff her corpse in a cabinet, do their jobs, and dump the body later. At least, that was what Aly thought he was saying. She could pick up enough of the nouns and verbs to have a decent idea.




Okay, that was also what she was expecting him to say. She was pretty sure he was looking forward to stabbing her a bunch.




Thug One adjusted his aim to put a couple rounds into her chest instead of into the camera, since shooting into the camera might fail to kill her if the rounds hit too much metal.




Aly went with Savate, which wasn’t her best martial art, but she was filming this in France, and she wanted it to look like she was French. She gave the first guy a double kick. The high toekick took the pistol out of his hand, even if it fired into the roof and maybe she broke his hand too. The second kick went right between his legs.




He folded over. The rest of the van reacted. The thug with the butterfly knife shoved Thug One to the side so he could get at her. Cringing Scientist cringed even more. Other Scientist snatched up a big wrench so he could attack her from the side.




She didn’t turn away from Thug Two. Still, she gave Other Scientist a willow palm strike in the solar plexus that slammed him backward hard enough that he smashed into the wall of the van. And she held her camera so she was capturing Thug Two coming at her with a butterfly knife and an evil grin that totally said ‘I like cutting up women!’




What a creepy jerkhead.




Aly faked a kick at Thug Two’s knife. He had already seen her kick a gun out of his partner’s hand, so he moved to block her kick and counter it with a knife slash. But his block missed her because she didn’t follow through on the fouetté médian.




She hung onto the camera and kept filming while she actually went with a low Savate kick that took out his knee.




He made a fast slash at her thigh, but she was moving a lot faster than he was, and she had her leg back out of his reach before he could cut her leg open.




Thug One was down but not out. He was gasping in pain, but struggling to get his holdout weapon off his ankle. So she gave him a careful headslap to the back of the skull that knocked him out.




Thug Two lunged at her as well as he could with a busted knee that he was falling over from. Other Scientist was down on the floor with the wind knocked out of him. Cringing Scientist was busy sitting on his stool and cringing even more.




So she dealt with Thug Two. She held the camera up one-handed, which wasn’t supposed to work because of its weight. And she knocked the knife out of his hand with a strike to the back of his forearm that sounded like she broke at least one bone. The knife went flying past Other Scientist’s face and embedded itself in the shelving along the side of the van. With a backhand, she caught Thug Two in the jaw and knocked him out. It sounded like she cracked a few of his teeth too.




Other Scientist was still on hands and knees with his head down, trying to get air back in his lungs, so he got a fast headslap that knocked him out.




And Aly focused on Cringing Maybe-Scientist. “Why are you doing this?”




He sobbed, “Petrovic! Stefan Petrovic! He knows where my family lives! He said if I didn’t cooperate, he would have men like this rape my wife and daughter, and murder my son! What else could I do?”




She said, “Since the ‘men like this’ are now unconscious, maybe you should call the Police Nationale and tell them everything.”




He nodded desperately, and with shaking hands placed a phone call. Once he was done telling the police what was going on, she insisted, “Now pull out the tools you were supposed to use to spike the samples.”




His hands shook so much that he could hardly get the cabinets open, but he had things which looked like large-bore hypodermic needles filled with a muddy sludge. She filmed him showing those to her, and she had him put them back in the cabinet. Then she put a steel rod through the cabinet handles.




She pointed the camera at him and asked if Petrovic or his boss Senator Henri Dubois had personally threatened him. While she did that, she reached behind her and bent the steel rod at both ends so it wouldn’t come back out. No one was going to be opening the cabinet to get at the spiking equipment.




The guy admitted that it was a man who said he was a representative of Petrovic, which wasn’t evidence at all.




She turned off the camera and told the guy, “If you continue to tell the truth, you will be a national hero, and your family will love you for this sacrifice. No matter what else happens, remember that.”




Then she went to her comms. She quietly murmured, “Tara, I’m ready for a pickup.”




“Are you sure you want to do this now?”




“Yes,” Aly insisted. “I have video footage we need to download to Hardison so he can get it on the tv stations before Dubois can start doing damage control.”




“Fine,” Tara said in those tones which meant ‘this is not fine’. “I am fifteen seconds out.”




“Great,” Aly replied. “Roll down the windows.”




“Already done.” Tara sounded like she was kind of annoyed that Aly hadn’t just trusted that she would know to put the car windows down ahead of time, since it was part of this option of the plan. Or maybe it was just that Tara sounded like that a lot.




Maybe it was just that Tara sounded like that a lot to Aleksei, because she wasn’t really happy with how Selina and Hardison had forced her to accept Aleksei as their hitter.




Aly opened one of the rear doors and stepped out onto the flat truck bumper. Then she slammed the door hard enough to get it to lock behind her.




The truck was driving pretty fast down the middle lane of the three lanes of this side of the divided highway. Tara floored the car, which shot up the right lane, passing the trailing vehicle. She expertly cut across the highway, passing through the tiny gap between the back of the van and the front of the trailing car, and she expertly slid into the lefthand lane just as her bumper caught up with the van.




Tara raced past the transport van so close that Aly was kind of surprised the car didn’t lose any paint. And as the back doors of the car slid past the van’s bumper, Aly hopped feet-first into the back seat of the car. She kind of had to grab the top of the car window to guide herself well enough, but she managed it without tearing the car up. She clipped her back and the top of her head, but not bad. Maybe she’d have a couple little bruises. Nothing serious.




Meanwhile, Tara was racing past the van and speeding up even more. Tara said, “Hang on.”




Aly grabbed the seat. Tara abruptly demonstrated why she wanted a car with a stickshift and no anti-lock brakes. She slammed the car into a bootlegger’s turn, skidding expertly across a small paved median section and ending up aligned perfectly in the closest lane of the oncoming traffic. They raced back the way they had come, leaving any possible pursuit behind. And probably wondering what had just happened.




In seconds, Tara was off that road and zipping along on a secondary road toward a spot where they could ditch that car and switch to a replacement vehicle. Even if they had to spend five or ten minutes going over the car to make sure they got up every fingerprint, every hair, and every DNA trace. Tara had a forensic vacuum cleaner to get every bit of hair and dander and stuff, and she had a spray bottle of a proteinase which would break down DNA and RNA samples so they couldn’t be analyzed. Aly made a mental note to get the OSI to use that kind of stuff on some ops.




By the time they got back to their base, Hardison had gear all set up to download the video into the right format, and send it off to the news staff at TF1, the most popular tv station in Paris. 




Henri Dubois was going to be a very unhappy boy in a matter of minutes. 




Tara pointed out, “No one is going to trust those samples now, no matter how pristine they appear to be.”




Selina smirked, “No one is going to trust the next sets of samples either. Everyone is going to be asking what is so wrong with the site that someone needed to bring in the Serbian Mafia to tamper with the samples.”




Hardison grimaced, “Shit. Dubois might decide there’s no point in advancing the timing on that wire transfer, since even if he bribes every analyst in that lab, no one’s going to trust the results.”




Tara calmly said, “That will be fine. We’ll have a wider window of opportunity that way.”




Hardison added, “And in other bad news… We already knew that ‘someone’ contacted the auction website that he knows that Raphael is a fake. So our mysterious recovery specialist messaged back that he knows there are three or four fake Raphaels so good that no one has identified them as fakes. But he has found the real one in Italy, and he is going to walk off with it as soon as the auction ends, so he doesn’t have it on his hands for more than a couple hours. Basically, I’m claiming there’s a Mona Lisa con on that Raphael, and Gerhard’s bound to notify Dubois that his real Raphael might be a fake too.”




“And the bad news is…?” Tara asked.




Hardison said, “The cracker is bound to track all of that. And he’ll track down the ‘recovery specialist’ too, although he’ll only get as far as the anonymizer. However, this cracker’s good enough to spot that it’s a private anonymizer, and that it means another high-end cracker’s running a con on someone.”




“And?” Tara persisted.




“I’m pretty sure from the coding style that it’s Chaos.”




“Colin Mason?” Tara complained. “That little… Should I call Sophie? She still bears a grudge.”




Hardison emphasized, “My point is that if Colin’s ghosting around a dark web auction site hunting for a painting, that’s non-software. He only touches software valuables and software financial movements. So that means this time he’s part of a team. We’ve got a competing crew lurking around, waiting to jump us.”






Colin didn’t look up from his monitors when Hermes came into the hotel suite with Aleksei. He just said, “Gimme a second, okay?”




“Sure,” Hermes said smoothly.




Colin needed more like fifteen minutes, but he finally had it. He wrapped up, backed out of everything, and closed down. “Sorry that took so long, but I was tracking a message from Gerhard to that recovery specialist.”




“Meaning the thief who stole the Raphael,” Hermes translated.




Colin nodded. “Only he’s claiming he won’t pinch it until the auction ends and he can deliver it directly with no middle men and minimal possession time. And he’s claiming Gerhard’s source has a high-end forgery because someone ran a Mona Lisa con on that painting several years ago.”




“I sense a massive ‘but’ lurking over the horizon,” Hermes smiled.




Colin nodded again. “Right. I traced the message back to an anonymizer. It’s a personal anonymizer built by hand. And based on the construction I could scan, it’s an Alec Hardison special.”




Hermes raised his eyebrows. “Hardison? I thought that with Nate Ford passing away, he would ‘retire’.”




Colin shook his head no. “Worse than that. Spencer and Parker teamed up with one of Hardison’s trainees and some new people to form one branch of their ‘Leverage’ program, and Hardison and Tara Cole formed the backbone of a separate branch.”




Hermes exhaled slowly. “So they’ll also have a thief and a hitter, even if they’re rentals. Maybe some side grifters and possibly a new mastermind.”




Colin admitted, “As far as I can tell, Ford trained up all of them to work the mastermind side on their own.”




Hermes snickered. “Nate Ford. The whitest white hat out there, turned into a black hat by his own company’s malfeasance. And he’s trained more masterminds. I hope those people learned that they had made the biggest strategic mistake since someone last started a land war in Asia.”




Aleksei laughed. “I got that reference.”




Colin wondered why and when a guy like Aleksei had watched ‘The Princess Bride’. Maybe the guy had a side he never showed when on a job.




Colin let that drop. He said, “So we know that Senator Henri Dubois has the real Raphael, and possibly some more lost artwork, and he keeps a forgery of the painting in his mansion. Odds are that Hardison set up the auction con to make Dubois rush off to check that his genuine Raphael was still there. But Dubois has a Senate calendar that’s on-line. He hasn’t been out of the city in several weeks. So the Raphael is here. And Hardison’s team undoubtedly already knows where. So they’re here as well.”




He grimaced and admitted, “But the Leverage teams don’t work for something as small as a stolen painting, unless there’s something behind it, like descendants of the original owners trying to reclaim it. There’s probably something else going on right now.”




Aleksei pointed at the television, which was tuned to TF1. Colin had it on for background noise, but this was a news bulletin.




Holy shit. The camera footage was showing someone in a van, beating the shit out of three Serbian Mafia thugs while holding the camera on them. And the female voice was accusing them of working for Henri Dubois and his minion Stefan Petrovic to tamper with soil samples that were part of a study for a future nuclear storage site.




Colin hit his other computer immediately. An entire village was being uprooted to make way for that site. A village that had nothing and no one worth saving, and no one to protect them. A perfect client for Leverage International. He groaned, “That’s it. They’re after Dubois over that village.”




Aleksei added, “And they have a female hitter. She is very good. Very quick. Excellent form. Mainly Savate, with some Krav Maga and Northern Styles of Kung Fu mixed in. Possibly some styles she has yet to demonstrate. I want to meet her.”




Colin assumed from the way that Aleksei said the word ‘meet’ that he really meant ‘fight her to the death’. Okay, Colin didn’t have a problem with that. Aleksei didn’t lose fights.




Part VI



Aly checked herself and made sure she hadn’t given herself any ‘bruises’. Her artificial skin was pretty awesome, but it didn’t heal like real skin. Okay, it didn’t sweat like real skin either, even if the new skin down the middle of her back did. She could turn that on and off, just like she could turn her nightvision and infrared vision on and off. That made it really nifty. But she wasn’t looking forward to the part where they would put her on the operating table and replace all the rest of her artificial skin.




She knew it wouldn’t hurt. Rudy was too good to let that happen. But every time she got more stuff, or newer stuff, she just felt like she was getting closer and closer to becoming Robocop. Or at least Major Motoko Kusanagi. She wanted to stay plain old Aly Mack. Even if she hadn’t been plain old Aly for a while.




The TF1 news coverage using her video footage was playing again. And Senator Dubois was already making a ton of cover-up press releases. He had already verbally separated himself from his bodyguard Petrovic, and sent Petrovic somewhere outside of Paris.




Hardison was tracking Petrovic’s movements through his credit card purchases, so he was pretty sure Petrovic was going to go hide out in Serbia for a while until the heat died down, and some new hitter would show up in a few hours to play ‘new bodyguard’.




Tara was expecting the new bodyguard would be some serious muscle from the Serbian Mafia who could at least pretend to be a wholesome Frenchman with a fake French ID and a French pseudonym.




Selina naively suggested, “Maybe ‘Steve Peterson’?” 




Hardison snorted with laughter, because he had looked up what ‘Stefan Petrovic’ meant.




Tara calmly said, “I would be somewhat surprised if the new bodyguard was Étienne, son of Pierre.”




Selina asked, “What is Dubois doing that he wanted to pull the Serbian Mafia in? That’s a complication he can do without.”




Tara coldly said, “He probably had no choice, once he hired Petrovic. Or he hired Petrovic for his background, so he had a hitter who would have no scruples about anything Dubois wanted him to do.”




Hardison complained, “But what’s that gonna do to his relationship with his patron? If the patron pulls the plug, no more wire transfer. Maybe no more Dubois, if the patron turns out to be higher-level Serbian Mafia. Or someone who really doesn’t want Dubois getting linked to the Serbians.”




“Not a problem.” Tara totally sounded like she didn’t care if Dubois got murdered. “If the Serbs do some wetwork on him, then we just move to a modification of Plan T.”




Aly kept her mouth shut. As long as she was pretending to be Aleksei, she couldn’t act like she cared either. But she was not in favor of murder, even if it was murdering bad people.




Okay, she wouldn’t be majorly upset if Aleksandr Armen got murdered. Or a whole bunch of those creepy Mor-Taxans. Both of those were probably signs that she needed to talk some more with the OSI psychiatrists. She didn’t like getting farther and farther from Original Aly.




She had almost thought ‘OG Aly’, which was what Ray would have said, but there was nothing ‘gangsta’ about Original Aly. Original Aly was pretty much the opposite of ‘gangsta’, and Aly liked it that way. Okay, there wasn’t really anything gangsta about Ray, who was pretty much Suburban Student-Athlete Guy, even if he was black with a Hispanic surname.




Tara was making phone calls, while Hardison checked a ton of computer stuff. Aly watched the monitors for stuff around the building.




Selina sashayed over and checked, “You okay?”




Aly nodded a little. She whispered, “Some parts are tougher than others. Punching badguys isn’t the hard part.”




Selina patted her on the shoulder. “Just like life, ‘Aleksei’. Just like real life.”




Aly suddenly spotted something. She had been about to say ‘crud’ but she caught herself and said a bad word in Russian instead.




“Problem?” Hardison asked, looking up from his monitors. Tara looked over too.




Aly pointed at one of the monitors showing the streets a block or two out. “That Peugeot. Colin Mason is driving it.”




If it hadn’t been for Andrew Wells and Current Andrew’s amazingness, she wouldn’t have had any idea what Colin ‘Cha0$’ Mason looked like. But that guy looked exactly like Andrew’s Identikit sketch.




“Shit!” cursed Hardison. “Okay, we’re into Plan R right this second.” He started typing like crazy on one of his side keyboards. Shutters slid across the windows.




An average-looking guy got out of the Peugeot. Okay, the guy had gone out of his way to look average. Receding hairline, no facial hair, boring clothes, boring hat.




“Merde!” Selina said. “Chaos got Hermes as his grifter and thief.”




“Hermes?” Tara asked, sounding worried. “How the hell did Cha0$ get someone like Hermes?”




“How’s Cha0$ gonna afford someone like Hermes?” Hardison asked.




Aly checked, “Hermes is a Greek god, right? The messenger of Zeus? God of shepherds and merchants and travellers?”




Selina unhappily nodded. “He’s the god of thieves and tricksters.” She pointed at the monitor. “Like him.”




Tara asked, “Is he better than you?”




Selina sighed. “In some areas, hell yeah. Do not get within three feet of him if you want to keep your wallet, your keys, your cellphone, your bracelets, maybe even your shirt.”




Eww. That wasn’t encouraging.




Selina continued, “I’m better on wirework. He’s better on alarm systems. I’m better on safes. He’s better on grifting.”




Tara wondered, “Who’s their mastermind? Or is Chaos trying to run that himself?”




The Peugeot rocked as a massive guy got out. Maybe six foot two and three hundred pounds. He looked like a slab of solid muscle.




Selina gasped, “Shit!” And she looked at Aly like ‘this is trouble!’




The threesome headed from Colin’s car toward the Leverage International office.




Hardison was checking all the other monitors that showed security camera images. “Nobody else. This is still straight Plan R material. They come in. Their hitter takes out our hitter. Then he takes me down. Or Tara. Whichever they figure is the mastermind for the job. Then they make us tell ’em whatever. Our target, our con, our goals, all that jazz.”




Tara calmly said, “They’re bound to have figured out Dubois and the Raphael and the reverse Mona Lisa con already.”




Hardison nodded, “Yeah, Colin would know that from the traffic in and out of the auction site.”




Tara said, “Fine. No problem.” She looked at Aly. “Go out and stop their hitter. We’ll follow. If you lose the fight, we’ll stop him and offer them the Raphael. We don’t need that. We can use any of Dubois’ other stolen paintings for our job.”




“Understood.” Aly was totally glad she had looked over Plan R, because Hardison and Cole had factored stuff like this in, just in case. Aly wondered how many times they had run into a second crew on a job.




Hardison added, “Oh, and Aleksei? Colin will kill you if he has an opening. He likes to do it the weasel way, like a bomb. Maybe poison. But he’s bound to be desperate as hell right now, so he could try shooting you in the back if he thinks you’re taking out his hitter.”




“Thanks for the information,” Aly said. “I need to move before they get to these offices.”




She ran out into the hall, keeping her speed down to ‘fast human’. But once she stepped into the stairwell and no one was looking, she just leapt over the railing and dropped two floors to the ground level. Then she hurried out the side door and cut across the street to make the intercept.




She made it to the corner before the trio did, so she walked right at them. They were half a block down and across the street, so she moved down the sidewalk before she cut diagonally across the street at them.




That gave her plenty of time to use her bionic eye and bionic ear. The big muscular guy wasn’t running five degrees hot, so he wasn’t an Ultraman. He could still be enhanced like Armen’s ‘assistants’. Or he could be cyborged. Okay, she was looking and listening for that too. The non-OSI cyborgs tended not to distribute heat evenly across the interface from organic to robotic, and she could see that in IR if he was one of those kinds of cyborgs.




Nope. This guy might just be a really dangerous human. Like Joan but with three times the muscle. He sure didn’t move like Master Caine or Peter, but that was easy to hide if you made the effort.




With a strong western Russia accent, the guy said in French, “Ahh, you must be the little girl from the van.” And he faced her, putting his hands on his hips to give her the first shot.




Oh crud. They probably had the real Aleksei. If Colin Mason could get the real Hermes, someone like Hermes would have contacts like Aleksei.




She had no idea how strong he really was. She had a decent idea on the lower limit, and a pretty good idea on an upper limit. But she still had a pretty wide range there. She needed to put him down, but she didn’t want to put her foot through his torso.




Rinkin would totally tell her to put her foot through his torso. Joan would tell her to put her foot through his skull. Aly knew she couldn’t bring herself to do either of those.




She did a flashy reverse spinkick that landed right on his sternum. He was standing at the front edge of the sidewalk. She launched him across the sidewalk and into the building behind him, where he hit with a thud. And some crunches that only she could hear.




She really wanted to run over and check that he wasn’t going to die in the next couple minutes. And she couldn’t. Aleksei wouldn’t, so she couldn’t.




Instead, she stormed over to Colin. She went with English, but a Moscow accent. “Colin Mason. Chaos. You have contract out on your head. You should not be here.”




Selina murmured, from the street corner well behind her, “Your five.”




Yeah, Hermes was mega-stealthy. She was just barely hearing him slip up behind her, and she was using her bionic hearing.




Aly snapped her right arm downward and behind her, and grabbed Hermes’ right wrist. She squeezed hard enough that he wouldn’t be prying his wrist free anytime soon.




“Jesus Christ, she’s strong!” Hermes gasped.




She warned him, “Do not try picking my pocket ever again, unless you would like to lose your arm from the elbow down.”




Aly could hear Selina sashaying toward her, with Cole and Hardison behind her, so Aly trusted that Selina would spot any more attempts from Hermes. So she focused on Colin.




She told Colin, “Unknown organization with lots of money and lots of threats has paid for the contract that Tucker Sequoia Wells demanded.”




Colin stopped for a moment. “Sequoia? SEQUOIA?! Tucker’s middle name is really Sequoia? I’m being framed by a Valley Boy! This sucks!”




Tara spoke up. “Mason. You need money. You need resources. Back us up on this job, and we’ll give you the real Raphael. The forgery too, if you want. We don’t need either.”




Hermes urged, “Colin, I’d like to get out of this with both arms. And if she squeezes any harder, I think I’m gonna lose this wrist.”




Aly told him, “I am fully capable of only squeezing hard enough to break every bone in your wrist and forearm without taking your arm off. Unless I need to…”




Hermes pointed out, “Colin! You lost your hitter. You’re seconds away from losing your grifter and your thief in one fell swoop. We don’t have a lot of options! Take the deal!”




Hardison suggested, “Man, if you’re being framed, maybe what you really need is… leverage.”




Colin looked surprised. “You’d really go up against these people? For me?”




Hardison reminded him, “It’s what we do. You know this.”




Colin let out a long, slow breath. “I could use the help. You got a deal.”




Tara told him, “You know our dead-drop email. Send us your contact information, and what really happened that got this guy to put the contract out on you. We can start after this job.”




Aly said, “And get your hitter to a hospital with a good orthopedic surgeon.”




She turned, jerking Hermes so he staggered off to one side and wouldn’t have an opportunity to swipe her stuff. Still, as she walked over to Selina, she checked that she really did still have her cellphone and her card wallet and her money clip in her pants pockets.




Tara turned and headed back toward the offices. And she said to Aly, “We need to talk.”




Uh-oh.






Colin Mason wasn’t sure he could trust the girl, but he knew he could trust Hardison. Unless the con was being run on him instead of on Dubois, which was pretty unlikely. Cole? She was a cold one. He wasn’t a hundred percent sure she would follow through.




But he was going to trust Hardison. Even if they had been through some downs along with the ups.




He hurried over to Aleksei, who was already forcing himself to his feet. Hermes was holding onto his right wrist, and probably wouldn’t be much help in getting Aleksei into the car. He checked, “You okay?”




Aleksei took a slow, painful breath but kept inhaling and pressing on various parts of his chest. “No, but I am alive and mobile. Girl could have kicked me harder.”




“Harder?” Colin winced. It had look like the girl had basically kicked Aleksei twenty feet through the air into a brick wall.




Hermes pulled back his sleeve and showed the livid bruises already forming all around his wrist. “And I think I’m lucky she didn’t rip my arm off.”




Aleksei gingerly said, “Possible hairline skull fracture. Six, maybe seven broken ribs and cracked sternum. Probably bruised pleural lining. Possible cracked iliac crest or cracked coccyx. Rest? Just bruising and soft tissue damage.”




Colin was glad someone on the crew had medical expertise. He couldn’t do much more than putting a band-aid over a cut. He wondered, “You have medical training?”




Aleksei replied, “Not like a doctor or a nurse. But Russian Army needs medics, so they cross-trained some of us.”




Colin helped him and Hermes into the car, and started driving to the best hospital in Paris. He figured he could afford it. Either he got that Raphael and sold it to Gerhard’s auction winner, or he got stiffed and a hitman killed him. Either way, he wasn’t going to have to worry about the cost.




Aleksei groaned, “I failed. You do not have to pay me. I did not earn my pay.”




Hermes held his wrist gingerly. “I need to see a doctor too. Even if she didn’t break my arm, she sure as hell did something.”




Colin insisted, “No way. If I get paid, you get paid. You guys didn’t have to come help a ‘dead man walking’. And if the Leverage crew really does clear my name and pin the blame on that asshole Tucker, I’m gonna want to send you both a bonus.” And if he rewarded them for this, then he was pretty much guaranteed they would join a crew he put together in future.




Hermes grumbled, “I’d like to get some payback on their hitter.”




Aleksei groaned painfully. “No. That girl? Do not cross her. Do not threaten her. I only know one thing she could be. She must be Weapon K!”




Colin disagreed, “That’s a myth.”




Aleksei persisted, “And how else does hundred pound girl kick a three hundred pound fighter twenty feet through the air into brick wall?”




Colin gulped as he thought it over. “Oh shit.”






Nåd Gravar looked up when her deskphone buzzed. She checked the Caller ID, because that tone meant it was a line from outside the company. It was the private phone number from Hermes. Maybe he had someone that he wanted her to interrogate. Maybe he had someone dangerous that he wanted her to track down and take out. She liked those kinds of jobs.




She let it go to voicemail and listened to the message. “This is Hermes for Codename Tombs. I have a job for you in Paris. But it may be hazard pay level. She one-shotted Aleksei and put him in the hospital. He thinks she might be Weapon K.”




Nåd grinned in amusement. She knew damn well that whoever this chick was, she wasn’t Weapon K. Not a chance. She knew that there were no survivors of the Weapon K program. She and Tess were the only surviving successes of The Professor’s research work after he and two other scientists had needed to flee Mother Russia before they were terminated for not coming up with major successes on that program. While he had worked on her, he had liked to chat about the ‘great heritage’ that she had behind her. And she had been strapped down on an autopsy table where he had been about to cut her apart to study why she was such a massive success, when Aleksandr Armen had rescued her and Tess, killed him, and then destroyed the labs on the way out.




And people failed to understand why she and Tess were so loyal to Lex.




Fine, it was possible this chick was a success from one of the other two scientists who had escaped the Weapon K program in one piece.




Hermes’ message continued, “I got a cellphone pic of her while she was heading our way. I’m transmitting it to your dead drop.”




She quickly checked the dead drop for the underworld figure known as ‘Tombs’. She froze when she saw the picture. In her native language, she cursed, “Aly Mack? You bitch, what the hell are you doing playing at being a hitter in Paris?”




She grabbed the phone and called her boss. “Lex? It’s Nåd. Aly Mack just turned up in Paris, maybe undercover as a hitter on an action crew. Hermes has more details, but do we need more?”




Aleksandr Armen groaned slightly. “Paris? She has to be the female hitter who filmed the Serbian Mafia members screwing up the job Petrovic hired them to do.”




“The TF1 video footage?”




“Exactly.”




Nåd eagerly asked, “So we have a go?”




Lex fumed, “Definitely. Take Tess and some support staff. Dubois has enough of my money on this damn repository project. Either salvage the project, or take it out of his hide. And make sure that Miss Mack has… an unfortunate accident.”




Part VII



Aly sat in the chair, feeling like she had gotten called into the principal’s office and was getting yelled at by the meanest vice-principal, because it seemed like some of the vice-principals were always meaner than the principal.




And Tara Cole kept snarling, while Alec Hardison sat off to the side, typing furiously on his keyboard. “…and when were you going to surprise us with this little detail? We have several plans and options that need Aleksei’s language skills or the rest of his skillset!”




Selina gave her a feline smile. “Never. She can fight better than the real Aleksei. She can do things that ordinary humans can’t possibly do. Her Russian and French and English are flawless, and she speaks more languages than you do. Her military training may actually exceed Aleksei’s. Name one thing Aleksei could do that she can’t.”




Tara stared at Selina for several cold seconds. Maybe she wasn’t thinking of anything.




Hardison said without looking up, “Pee standing up.” He kept typing.




Tara grumbled, “Hardison, you are not helping.”




Aly said in English, “Okay, I’m not Aleksei. And I’m not Weapon K. I’m just… Selina’s friend.”




Tara fumed, “Is Weapon K real? Is any of what you claimed real?”




Aly shrugged, “We know the Weapon K program was real, but we still don’t know if it had any successes, or what happened to them. Based on what we’ve seen around the world in the last couple years, we’re guessing that the Weapon K program had some small successes and a lot of really nasty failures, and when the Russians crushed it, some of those scientists took their research elsewhere. And did worse things with it.” She paused for a second. “Oh, and pretty much everything else I said is real too.”




Hardison kept typing as he asked, “What about Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster? They real?”




Aly admitted, “Not the Loch Ness Monster. And the stuff in the Pacific Northwest isn’t a bunch of half-human ape-things.”




Tara gasped, “What?!”




And Hardison finally looked up from his keyboard. He stared at Aly and whispered, “Holy shit!”




Tara didn’t wait for Hardison to say anything else. She hurried around to look at his monitors. “Crap.” She glared at Selina. “Do you have any idea who you pulled in on this little job? I mean, who she really is?”




Selina leaned back calmly and purred, “Of course I do.” She even put some extra purr into that ‘r’ sound. “I asked her, because I know I can trust her. I didn’t know if I could trust you two. For that matter, I still don’t.”




Tara glared at Aly. “And who are you, really… agent? Or should I say lieutenant?”




Selina looked at her excitedly. “You’re a lieutenant too? Are you an Air Force pilot?”




Hardison said, “Recently promoted U.S. Marine first lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie, with a list of medals that… Six Purple Hearts? Is that how you ended up being one of the OSI bionic agents? ’Cause these are some seriously blacked-out reports!”




Tara groaned and looked like she wanted to slap herself on the forehead. She stared at Selina, “You knew she’s an agent of the OSI, and you pulled her in on this? How long before she just arrests all of us?”




Aly admitted, “Umm, actually I wasn’t gonna arrest any of you. I just wanted to make sure you two weren’t going to doublecross Selina and get her in trouble.”




Hardison was typing away again.




Tara firmly said, “We’re not the ones you need to worry about doublecrossing anyone.”




Hardison didn’t look up from his keyboard. “Colin’s in a jam and needs our help, so I give him 5-1 odds he’ll stick to the agreement.”




Tara said, “Hermes. He did not like being hurt, or being embarrassed. He may. And I have no idea on the real Aleksei.”




Selina admitted, “I do. He thinks of himself as a man of honor. He’ll stick to his agreement with Chaos. If Chaos backstabs us, he’ll consider it his duty to follow along on it, but he won’t work with Chaos again.”




Hardison asked, “So… do we call you Alicia? Lieutenant? She-Hulk?”




Aly winced a little. “That’s not in my files, is it?”




“She-Hulk?” Tara asked suspiciously. 




Hardison kept typing and scanning monitors as he answered, “Her nickname at OCS. First woman in Marine Corps history to get tabbed to run SULE I and SULE II with the men. One of three in her graduating class. Made a lotta jarheads look bad on the O-course and the E-course. Also undefeated with those pugil sticks, including taking out the champ of one of the men’s platoons. Real interesting reading in summa these training officers’ files.”




Aly gave up. “How about you just call me ‘Aly’?”




Hardison muttered, “Someone damn good worked on the OSI firewalls. Not a chance of gettin’ in there without some serious social engineering. And… shit!” He typed rapidly, shutting down connections and stuff. “Someone’s got really good detection software, and really fast response times.”




Aly spilled a little bit. “Willow Rosenberg-Harris. She thinks you’re really impressive too. She’d probably like to talk with you about network security.”




Hardison muttered, “THE Willow Rosenberg? Great, those were probably rule-based AI bots chasin’ after me. They’re gonna be a lot faster than me typing, so getting into the OSI that way is a no-go.”




Aly hinted, “Or you could just ask me stuff. Besides, you don’t want to try poking around in the OSI stuff. Our new deputy director is Rinkin Mueller.”




Tara looked kind of interested, and kind of worried. Hardison looked thoughtful for a couple seconds, and then he did a full-body cringe.




Tara asked, “What?”




Hardison said, “FBI superstar Mueller…”




Tara cut in, “She was too badly injured to even put behind a desk, so they pensioned her out.”




Hardison pressed, “And somehow, a few years later, she goes to the OSI as a deputy director… What are the odds they didn’t cyborg her up into a bionic deputy director?”




Tara totally didn’t like the sound of that, based on her expression.




So Aly piled on. “Everyone at our base is awesome. Our head chef in our cafeteria is Casey Ryback!”




“Former Navy SEAL Casey Ryback?” Tara asked with a pretty big wince.




Aly nodded. “He’s great, and he’s a really good cook too. And he’s amazing as a knife-fighter.”




Hardison hit the keyboard again, typing almost fast enough to be bionic. He stopped reading the stuff on the monitor, and he stared at Aly. “Oh, come on!” His voice rose at each syllable. “Who you got as a janitor? Bruce Banner?”




Selina snickered at that. It was a totally feline snicker too.




Tara sighed. “All right. We have to trust you, just like you have to trust us. We run the con as laid out, with preparation for Plans R, S, and T.”




Hardison said, “And we have Colin’s team run the distraction on Dubois, when we’re ready with Tara’s art guy and the gen-dar-mer-ie.”




Aly knew that Hardison was good at understanding French, but his spoken French totally needed some work. Not that she was going to say anything about it when she had just gotten them to stop being mad at her. Maybe.









Tara and Hardison had work to do. And Selina needed to go pick up a couple bits of specialized electronic stuff from a dealer that Tara didn’t trust, so Aly went along as backup. She would totally have preferred to take a nap on one of the couches, but she settled for yawning a lot in the car while Selina drove.




Selina didn’t exactly go all out on disguises for this, since this was someone who had sold stuff to Selina’s alias ‘Marion Felice’ before, but Selina put on a red wig with long slightly-curled tresses, and sunglasses. She had a matching wig and sunglasses for Aly, plus a lipstick that was the same color as what Selina was wearing. So they looked sort of alike. But Aly still had her surgical tape on her face, in case they had more dealings with Colin’s crew, so they didn’t look that much alike.




Selina drove to what Aly would have called ‘the bad part of town’ if she hadn’t known that Paris had a couple really bad ‘bad part of town’ places. Selina drove down a cruddy street toward the address she had told Aly… but then she said a couple really bad words in French and kept driving.




“Don’t look around,” she hissed at Aly.




Okay, Aly knew what that meant. Pretty much. Probably surveillance on the address. Or else people at the address that Selina totally did not want to run into. Or both. Or something even worse.




Selina drove another nine or ten blocks down the road before she turned a corner and started working her way back toward the address. Or at least the back side of the block where the shop was. She finally said, “Surveillance in the window across the street. Probably the Police Nationale. So there’s probably also surveillance on the back door into Marie’s shop.”




Aly jokingly asked, “So we go with Plan M?”




Selina snickered. “Right. No, seriously, we have an alternate entrance. There’s a roof exit on the building. We hide the car, move to the side of the block, go up to that roof, cut across a couple roofs and down through the roof exit on Marie’s apartment, then do a little private business out of sight of les flics.”




Aly shrugged. “Okay.” After all, it wasn’t like they were going to crawl through the sewers to get into the building. And Selina wasn’t asking her to go knock out a bunch of French police officers.




Selina parked in a little garage she didn’t have the keys for. Not that something like that was going to stop Selina Kyle. Then they walked a couple blocks to the block Selina was interested in. There was a side door with a serious deadbolt lock on it, and probably an alarm too. 




Selina walked up to the door while jiggling a small set of keys. Then she palmed the keys and slid a tension bar and a half-diamond pick into the lock. It took her maybe ten seconds to pick the lock. It might have taken her that long with a real key. Then she held up her left hand, which had a funny ring on her middle finger, and she passed it along the top of the door roughly above the deadbolt. She stopped, used some sort of gripper to slide something into the crack between the door and doorframe, and opened the door. 




Aly spotted there was now a tiny magnetic strip stuck on the doorframe side of the two-part electronic alarm. Crud, that was fast. And Selina made it look easy. Rinkin had Aly taking a training course from a ‘cooperator’ who was an old friend of Steve’s, so Aly knew just how hard it was to single-pick a high-end lock like that one. And how hard it was to beat a magnetic alarm like that one, much less that quickly.




She whispered, “You are awesome.”




Selina smirked, “Young padawan, you are on the path to knowledge.”




Aly replied, “As long as I don’t have to date a queen with weird hairdos who’s too old for me, or hang with Jar Jar Binks.”




She followed Selina through the little building and over to a staircase going up to the second floor. They moved mega-quietly up there, and over to the roof exit, which was a wooden staircase that pulled down and unfolded. Selina went up first, unlocking the roof exit and checking for alarms. Then Aly folded up the stairs, leapt up through the opening onto the roof, and reached back to pull up the folded stairs so it looked like no one was using it.




They ran across the roof, with Aly in the lead. She jumped the gap to the next building, which was only about ten feet. Selina easily followed. Then there was a bigger gap to the building they wanted, but Selina cleared that gap too. In high heels. High heels and no bionics.




They moved to the roof exit Selina wanted. It looked mega-secure. The metal looked like it was way thicker than normal, and there was no handle to lift it. Plus there was a covered landline phone on a small stanchion next to the roof exit.




Selina picked up the phone, punched in a six digit number, and hummed the ‘Jeopardy’ theme music while she waited. Someone must have answered it, because Selina said in French, “Hi, it’s Marion. I spotted you have watchers, so I came up here… That is fine… That is not a problem.”




She hung up the phone and explained, “Someone will let us in. It will be a few moments.”




Aly looked around with her vision modes. They weren’t visible from any spotters or cameras that she could find. “It’s not raining or freezing or anything. I can wait.”




Selina smiled, “Good. Oh, and you know George Lucas thought Jar Jar would be a hilarious, popular comedy star. And he thought the Anakin / Padme pairing would be romantic and well-written. The guy cannot do comedy or romance. Or dialogue.”




Aly just said, “I was hoping for some great stuff, but that ‘romance’ was… not. It was creepy and weird. Also, there’s Star Wars movies in other universes, and in every universe I know about, everyone hates Jar Jar too.”




Selina frowned a little. “You know, I still can’t get my head around your ‘identical people in completely different universes’ concept.”




Aly admitted, “Yeah, it’s mega-weird, and I’m saying that even after I went to another universe and met other me’s. Who are just like me, and have parents just like mine, who live in my old house. And none of them have my bionics. Two superheroines who can fly, one superpowered vampire slayer, two witches, and one me who got possessed by evil aliens Heinlein-style. I totally wouldn’t have believed any of it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. So I get that you’re… skeptical. Apparently, there’s something like a maybe-scientific explanation, but you have to be as smart as the smartest physicist in the world to grok it.”




Selina pointed out, “You know, you really need to work on your sales pitch. I bet Tara could figure out how to sell that as a con.”




Aly sighed, “Yeah, nobody believes it. Rinkin didn’t. Hermione didn’t. Willow didn’t. You didn’t. Even Andrew didn’t, and he really wanted to believe it could be true. And there’s no way to prove any of it, except with information we brought back, and a lot of that? It’s easier to believe someone like Hardison sniffed it out so he could run a con.” 




Selina wondered, “Is there any of it that someone like Hardison couldn’t get?”




Aly sighed, “Yeah, there is. And every bit of it’s classified. Mega-classified. So I can’t tell you. And if I did tell you, you wouldn’t believe it because it’s too classified to go show you.”




Selina smirked, “Your sales pitch is getting worse.”




Aly thought about sticking her tongue out at Selina.




The roof exit popped and then lifted up with the sound of a heavy motor. Maybe that metal cover was even heavier than it looked. They climbed down a metal ladder into a small closet-sized room before the roof exit closed again. Then Selina led Aly out of the room into a nice hallway decorated with lots of pictures, so it looked like the hall of someone with lots of close relatives and friends who liked to put up pictures of them. Aly had old friends whose parents had rooms like that. 




Okay, one of her old friends had a room with pictures like that, but it was half completely-open bathroom and half living room. If you had guests in your living room, you had no privacy if you needed to pee or take a shower! It was even weirder than that, and nobody who hadn’t seen it believed it could be real. Even if the rest of the house was that weird. Like the sunken fishpond in the floor of the living room right inside the front door, so if you walked in through the front door and didn’t look out, you could fall right in a fish pond. Or the queen-sized bed in the parents’ bedroom which was also one of the couches in the living room.




The people who had seen that house and did believe all that stuff mainly said mean stuff like, “Everyone knows Pyter’s mom and dad are nuts.” Or “Well, you’re Californians so you’re supposed to be weird.”




Okay, the big action-photo collage of Pyter and his mom and dad and brother and sister would have looked mostly normal, except that in every picture in the collage, Pyter and his family were wearing old World War II style gas masks. She still had no idea how they got their dobermans to wear gas masks for long enough to take a photo of them.




Selina led Aly past a couple big guys who were wearing big shoulder holsters with big handguns in them. Selina just looked at them and said in French, “Hello Jean, how’s the wife? Hello Paul, how are the kids doing?”




“Hi Marion, Christina is doing fine, she’s in her third trimester and feeling like a beached whale.”




“Hi Marion! Pierre is doing great in his new school, and Elise is loving getting to go to school like her big brother.”




Maybe Selina came here for hardware a lot. Aly reminded herself not to mess this up for Selina. Starting with not calling her Selina in front of any of these people.




Part VIII



Aly and Selina stepped into a parlor that had been turned into an electronics workshop. An old lady was sitting in an ergonomic office chair that had an oxygen tank system bolted to one side. And there was a vent hood over the chair and work table. The old lady was wearing a nasal cannula to get enough oxygen to breathe, but she was smoking. That was like the worst idea Aly had seen all week.




At least the room wasn’t all smoky, because the vent hood was pulling all the cigarette smoke out, along with the fumes from the soldering iron and the curing resin and the other stinky stuff on the work table.




The old lady was Marie, who apparently had been building illegal electronic stuff for decades. Almost as long as she had been smoking. Selina hugged her and they had a little chat in French about Marie’s sons in the hall, and the police across the streets who were ruining her business, and stuff like that.




Then Marie asked about Aly, and Selina said that Aly was her new protégée Alexi, which was totally flattering even if it was just a fib. Aly was pretty sure she managed not to blush.




Selina picked up a couple tiny zippered plastic bags that Marie already had for her, and used her phone to make a money transfer. Marie patted Selina on the leg and smiled. In French, she said, “You’re a good girl. You will be careful.”




Selina slipped the little bags into a hidden pocket on her dress. Aly had only known the pocket was there because the extra layers of cloth showed up in infrared. And they just went back the way they had come in.




As they moved across the rooftops, Aly asked Selina, “So, if Marie is having police troubles now, can’t you ask Hermione and Harry, and maybe some RG or DST contacts of theirs, to buy stuff from Marie, so she’d be working legally? Or mostly-legally?”




Selina rolled her eyes. “Would Marie trust them? No. She doesn’t trust easily. And really, you should be the one to ask Granger and Potter. And anyone in France on your secret list.”




“Ooh. Good point,” Aly admitted. Even if really, she had wanted Selina to do more stuff with goodguys like Hermione.




Selina asked, “Do you just try to rescue everybody you run into?”




Aly winced a little. “Well… maybe. I’ve got these powers, and I’ve got these contacts… I can’t just ignore people who need help, when I can help ’em.”




Selina rolled her eyes a little. “Aly, only Peter Parker buys into that ‘with great power comes great responsibility’ line.”




“And me!” Aly insisted. She didn’t mention that she really wished Selina would too.




Okay, things didn’t go perfectly smoothly all the way back. They got to the garage where Selina had hidden the car, and they found four guys who probably were supposed to be there, plus their car. All four guys were carrying concealed firearms and stuff, and all four of them were looking over Selina’s car like they knew she wasn’t supposed to be parked there.




Selina just strolled in and casually said in French, “Hi. Georges said I could park my car here for an hour.”




One thug scowled, “I don’t know any Georges who would say that.”




Another thug said, “I like redheads. Maybe they could ‘pay’ us for the parking fee.”




Eww. What a creep.




“Good idea. Look at their tits!”




Extra eww. And the thugs were starting to step toward Selina and her. It looked like Selina was going to need a hitter real soon now.




Selina smiled calmly. “Boys, it seems that you really want to make a drastic mistake.”




The first thug leered, “Slut, you’re the one who made the big mistake.”




So Aly stepped forward with a big smile. She stepped between Thug Two and Thug Three to get right up close to Thug One. “You seem like a man who knows how to treat a woman…”




He leered, “Now this is more like wha—”




She didn’t give him the chance to finish his creepy, slimy sentence. With her left hand, she gave him a chin jab that lifted him off his feet. She used the same movement to give Thug Four a sidekick that launched him across the concrete floor. She spun on her other foot and gave Thug Two a slap to the back of the head.




Thug Three was fast, and was already turning. And he was already pulling out a big automatic.




But he was way too close to her. Okay, at the speed she was going, he would have needed to be across the parking garage and behind their car to not be too close. He got a high Savate kick right across the face. He went flying off to the side.




She quickly assessed the room. Thug Four was down but not out. And instead of scrambling to his feet and trying to fight her with his fists, he was going for his handgun. That was probably his best option, since he probably had the wind knocked out of him, so hopping to his feet and sprinting away was pretty much ruled out.




She picked up Thug Two and threw him. Thug Four saw what she was doing, but couldn’t move fast enough to get his gun out first, or to scramble out of the way. The look on his face was of utter ‘oh no this is impossible’. For a fraction of a second before Thug Two landed on top of him, slamming him against the concrete floor.




Aly walked the floor, making sure that all four thugs were out cold. She looked up when she noticed Selina slow-clapping.




Selina grinned, “I never tire of watching you work. And every time I see you do something like this, I thank my lucky stars that I didn’t try to fight Jaime Sommers in hand-to-hand.”




Aly grimaced, “I really wouldn’t have hit ’em if they had just been… reasonable about stuff.”




Selina looked at the men. “You do not become what those men are if you are ‘reasonable’ about ‘stuff’.




They got in the car and drove back. Aly took a quick nap in the car while Selina drove.




After they parked the car and started walking over to meet up with Tara and Hardison, Aly asked, “You remember Bruce Jayne, right?”




Selina purred, “Oh yeah.” And that was definitely a ‘cat that got into the cream’ smile. Maybe that was more than Aly needed to know about Selina and Captain Jayne.




Aly checked, “Can I ask what you stole from him? Or his parents?”




Selina coyly smiled, “I didn’t steal anything from him. Or his parents.”




Aly groaned to herself. “Do I have to keep re-phrasing this until you can’t keep dodging?”




Selina smirked at that. She lied, “As a jetsetting socialite and expert assessor of high-end jewelry, I am always around museums and art galleries and masterpieces. It is hardly my fault that sometimes paintings and jewels and unique artworks vanish when I am in the same city.” Then she gave Aly an enormous grin. “As a matter of record, I was in bed with Bruce the night that a Grant Wood work disappeared out of the Guggenheim, where it was on loan from the Jayne collection.”




Aly groaned. “It wasn’t a painting of a cat, was it?”




Selina replied archly, “No.” Then she gave Aly a wicked look. “It was a lithograph of four cats on a table around a centerpiece.”




Oh crud. Selina had used Bruce Jayne as her alibi. Aly said, “He knows you did it. He’s pretty sure how, but he has no evidence. Could I ask a huge favor?”




Selina shook her head slightly. “You want the lithograph to mysteriously reappear somehow.”




Aly nodded, “Yeah. And maybe you could apologize to him? A little bit?”




“This is more of your secret interdimensional list, isn’t it?”




Aly just said, “The two of you could, well, have something special.”




Selina leered, “Oh, we did.” Then she frowned, “He’s military. We could never make that work. I’m not cut out to be some military wife stuck on a nowhere base in Kansas.”




Aly decided not to mention that Selina knew — somehow — that Bruce was now stationed in Kansas. Like Selina was keeping track of Bruce’s whereabouts or something.




They walked back into Leverage International, and Tara was smiling wickedly. 




Selina said, “I picked up my toys. You look like the cat that ate the canary.”




Hardison snarked, “Funny that you should put it like that.”




Tara grinned, “My art expert bit on the hook, and is talking to the Police Nationale right now. Colin’s crew is moving Dubois and his new ‘bodyguard’ to meet at nine tonight, well away from the mansion. Dubois will know it’s a con as soon as he talks to his new muscle and finds out that each of them thought the other wanted the meeting out there. He’ll rush back with his muscle in tow. We have to have everything moved out before then.”




Selina smiled, “Not a problem. We can start on the vault well before then, and start the transport as soon as Dubois heads out.”




Aly held up a hand. “Can I get a nap first?”




Tara glared at her and scathingly asked, “What? Are you in kindergarten?”









Aly got her nap, on one of the nice couches in the office. She didn’t feel like trusting her hotel suite was still safe, and she also wanted to stick around in case someone decided to target the building.




Then she ate a good dinner, and took her time so her semi-bionic stomach had time to expand and hold enough food. She was figuring on getting a good workout that evening, even if it was just running around carrying stuff.




Tara stepped over while Aly was still thinking about if she had room for another couple bites of the chocolate cake. It wasn’t as good as Willow’s chocolate zucchini cake, but it was definitely better than the chocolate cake that Aly had baked a month or so ago from a special recipe so the cake had protein powder and fiber and some other healthy stuff in it too. Maybe it was healthy for you and had healthy stuff in it, but it did not taste like a yummy chocolate cake.




Tara smiled, “Hermes has Dubois scrambling to meet up with his new bodyguard, and the meet is far enough away to inconvenience both of them. So we have a go.”




Selina stepped out of the bathroom in full Catwoman regalia, with a backpack the size of a big schoolpack. She purred, “Ready here. And Aly can cover transportation.”




Aly knew what that meant, so she just smiled.




They hurried down to the truck that Hardison and Cha0$ had ‘acquired’, and they rushed off. Aly and Selina were in the back, with a bunch of transport cases and protective liners and stuff.




They were already close enough that it didn’t take long to get to Dubois’ mansion, and Colin had already signaled Hardison that Dubois was out of the mansion, driving off to his meeting.




Tara was in a car, and she drove while also checking with her art expert contact to make sure that his part of the job was running. Hardison was driving the truck, so Aly just followed his instructions on tapping into a VPN that Hardison already had through the Police Nationale firewalls. Aly read off the data over the communications system, so he and Tara knew that the police were already starting mobilization for this little police tasking, but weren’t quite ready.




Then Aly listened over the comms as Tara started calling some other contacts. She spoke in really good Hebrew to some people who were apparently Nazi hunters. Then she spoke in French to some Dutch people who had been trying for decades to track down some of the lost artworks stolen by Nazis back during World War II. Then she spoke to a couple French journalists, using a Marseilles accent to give them tips — and that alias was also really greedy and demanding the journalists pay her for her information.




Aly had a hard time not snickering at a lot of Tara’s conversations. Senator Dubois was not going to enjoy the results from any of those chats.




After the final call, Tara questioned Aly over the comms. “So you also speak Hebrew and Dutch?”




Maybe Aly had failed at the not-snickering part. She replied in Hebrew. “I speak a few languages. It helps having some really good language buddies.”




Selina spilled over the comms, “She speaks a lot of languages. Her Arabic is amazing.”




Aly didn’t stick her tongue out at Selina. But she thought about it.




Hardison said, “She’s an OSI agent. She speaks Russian like a native. Not real surprising about the Hebrew and Arabic. She probably speaks Mandarin or Korean or Hindi or Urdu too.”




Aly decided not to mention her Mandarin and Hindi language buddies. She also decided not to mention that a lot of the enhanced agents of the OSI were pretty terrible with languages. Jaime spoke some Spanish, and Steve knew just enough Russian to order drinks and hit on girls. Not that he did either one anymore, now that he was an old married guy.




Aly wasn’t going to be surprised if it turned out that JJ had accidentally gotten a language or two downloaded into her head along with the stuff that James Courtney had deliberately poured into her cerebrum. Not that she was going to ask, because that would be nosy, and maybe even painful for JJ to think about.









And they didn’t drive up to the front door of the mansion, or the spot where Aly had jumped the wall before. Nope. Hardison had the GPS location of the mine entrance off Aly’s comms when she had gone there before, so he had a better route. He drove through the ownership right behind Dubois’ estate and let them off about five hundred meters from the mine entrance.




Okay, they still had to get over a big wall with nasty-looking sharp spikes along it. But the wall was only about fifteen or sixteen feet high.




Selina looked at Aly. “Can you jump that while you’re holding me?”




“Umm, probably,” Aly admitted. “I haven’t tried it.”




Selina sighed, “Okay. Can you toss me over the fence, then toss me the backpack?”




“Oh sure, that’s easy,” Aly told her.




Aly stood with her back to the wall, cupped her hands, and let Selina leap up into her hands before tossing her over the wall. Selina even did a forward somersault as she went over the spikes.




Hardison gasped over the comms, “That ain’t possible!”




Selina went to the comms too. “Toss the backpack.”




So Aly lobbed the backpack over, then leapt the wall too. As she went over, she could see with her infrared that there were a couple IR lasers alongside the spikes, so just climbing over would be a hassle.




She landed and said into the comms, “Laser alarms on top of the wall.”




“Got it,” Tara said crisply over the comms. “We’ll have the gate open and the mansion security alarms off before you get there.” But Tara was in a car that was already near the front gates, and she was probably moving in that way already.




Selina nodded, “Understood. See you there.”




Aly grabbed the backpack and moved out with Selina, pointing to the cut in the hedgerow where they needed to walk through. “How’s Tara gonna turn off the alarms? Does she have your skillset?”




Selina shrugged a little. “Tara’s not bad, but she’s not a top thief. Still, she got Dubois to give her a ‘personal’ tour, so she probably shoulder-surfed a couple times as he turned off alarms. If you have the alarm codes before you go in, you don’t have to be me or Hermes.”




Ooh. Good point. Aly made a note of that, in case she needed it someday in the future.




Getting to the big locked gate was easy. But Aly didn’t think she could pick that lock. It was a massive high-end Abloy.




Okay, she had Selina Kyle with her. Selina had the lock picked in under thirty seconds. Then she needed less than a minute to find the electronic alarms on the big door and get them both jumpered.




After that came a fiber optic cable and a pair of cat-eye shaped lenses that slid over the eyes of Selina’s catsuit, making it look even more cat-like. 




Aly mentioned, “I didn’t see anything when I ran in.”




Selina whispered over the comms, “Clear. Let’s move in, but carefully. We need to check for more alarms. They might have been turned off the last time, because Dubois had already entered.”




That seemed like a totally good idea.




Part IX



Aly followed Selina and watched a real expert work. Selina found a UV laser set up as a beam breaker alarm. She found an ultrasonic motion sensor. She defeated both of them totally easily.




Then she got to the vault door, and she found a pressure plate under the limestone dust in front of the vault door. And it went to…




Oh crud. There were half a dozen things like claymore mines planted in the wall opposite the vault door.




“Woof,” Selina complained. “Someone does not want visitors dropping in… except in little teeny pieces.”




Aly studied the mines. “These aren’t U.S. claymore mines.”




Selina nodded in agreement. “I think some paintings aren’t the only things Dubois borrowed from the Nazis. He may have some very old, very nasty connections. For real, instead of just what Tara was going to forge.”




“Eww.” Aly checked, “We disarm these then work on the vault, right?”




Selina gave her a feline smirk. “No, I don’t think so. We can work on the vault without stepping on the pressure plate. We want this to look completely untouched by visitors, remember?”




She brushed limestone dust off the plate with a tiny brush. Then she stood several inches away from the pressure plate. She placed three little suction cups on spots near the dial, and another suction cup on the center of the dial. Then she hooked another little thing to her cat-eye lenses.




She explained, “These combination locks make almost zero noise, so you need ridiculously sensitive mikes to pick anything up. You’ll have to be really quiet. If I ask you to hold your breath or move back, you’ll need to do it, just so I can pick up the lock movement. This sensor on the dial is a vibration detector. It will probably do a better job of picking up the interlocks inside the safe than even the mikes. But you’ll have to stay quiet for that too.”




Aly assumed that the thing attached to her lenses was showing her what the sensors were picking up.




She watched as Selina worked. Okay, Selina made her step back about thirty paces, just because the sensors were picking up her breathing and her heartbeat and stuff. Aly had no idea how Selina adjusted for her own heart and lungs, unless she had a mike on herself and a computer chip that subtracted that sound from what the mikes were picking up.




It took five minutes of slow, careful dial movement before Selina smiled and expertly dialed a four digit combination that unlocked the safe. Okay, that was amazing.




They stepped into the vault, and Aly gasped. Selina did too, so she didn’t feel stupid. There were paintings set up on fancy displays. There were fancy bronzes. There were marble statues. There were jewels and jewelry in fancy mounts.




Aly had no idea how much a French Senator made per year, but this was orders of magnitude more than that.




Selina hissed, “That bastard! Whoever he’s getting bribes from cannot be getting their money’s worth. There must be… let me see…” She did some fast evaluation. “I’m going to call it one point four billion Euros worth of art and jewels, and pretty much all of it is listed as stolen, so he probably acquired it illegally for a fraction of the real value.”




She took two paintings, put them in the protective cases that Dubois had against the walls below the paintings, and sent Aly off to the mansion with them.




Aly ran all the way to the back door, where Tara was waiting while looking at her watch. Aly checked, “Are we okay on time?”




Tara nodded, “Given the speed you can manage, we’re slightly ahead of schedule. What do you have?”




Aly answered, “That Raphael, and another stolen painting that Selina thinks is by a student of da Vinci.”




Tara said, “Great. We’ll make the switch and put the forgeries by the front door so we can move all of them out when we’re ready to go.”




Aly looked around and said, “That marble statue and that bronze. They’re in the vault too.”




Tara looked kind of stunned. “Them too? Wait, you can carry something like that statue?”




“How much does it weigh?”




Tara estimated, “Lifesize, so it probably weighs 850 to 950 pounds.”




Aly admitted, “Yeah, I can carry something like that and run it back here.”




Tara blinked a couple times. “You do know that moving a statue like that requires half a dozen men and a forklift, right?”




Aly shrugged a little. “I’m an overachiever.”




Tara thought for a moment. “When you said you could pick up the front end of my car, you were lowballing it, weren’t you?”




Aly asked, “Is it okay if I say yes?”




Tara let out a slow breath. “It’s okay. It’s just… terrifying.”




“Sorry.”




Tara directed, “Forget the apology. Bring the statue and do the switch. Then get the bronze and do that switch. Then I’ll show you some more of his artwork in some other rooms, and you can go get the originals out of the vault as long as we have more time.”




So Aly sprinted back to the vault, hefted the marble statue up on one shoulder, then ran at a more careful speed back to the mansion. And she did the same thing with the bronze, which was even more unwieldy.




Also, Tara had her pick up a handful of the limestone dust from the tunnel, and bring it back so she could spread it around the back door and the dirt bike and everywhere else Dubois might have tracked it. Aly figured Tara was going to make sure the police figured out where Dubois had that vault tucked away.




With Aly running back and forth, they had time to switch two bronzes, two marble statues, eight paintings, and five really gorgeous pieces of jewelry. Tara and Selina agreed that every one of them was stolen. There were more things in the vault, but Tara wasn’t going to bother with anything which might be ‘legitimately’ acquired, no matter that on paper, Dubois couldn’t possibly afford the things. Selina was assuming Tara was leaving that part to the police: if the cops had to work for some of this, they would feel less like it was a con.




Aly didn’t say anything, but she was totally going to have a bruise on the right side of her collarbone from carrying the heavy stuff.




When they had everything set up in the atrium and the room next to it, and Tara was putting the forgeries into Dubois’ cases for the originals, Hardison signaled Selina to start closing up the vault and covering all the traces that someone besides Dubois had been in the mine. Also, Aly watched Hardison put the limestone dust on the mat at the back door, and on some of Dubois’ shoes, and stuff like that.




So then, while Tara started re-arming the security systems, Aly had the fun job of carrying all the fakes out to Hardison’s truck and making sure everything was strapped down so it wouldn’t fall over. Apparently, the forgeries were really good, and were valuable just as copies of the originals. Like that bigger statue was probably worth at least 50,000 Euros just as a marble sculpture on its own. Then, once everything was in the truck and safe, Aly ran back to check on Selina.




When she got back there, Selina had the vault cleaned up and ready to close. Only Selina was going to brush the limestone dust back over the pressure plate, which might get a bunch of policemen killed when they investigated the mine.




Aly put a hand on the vault door, so Selina couldn’t close it. And she insisted, “No way. I know we’ve got make this look good, but we are not letting a bunch of nice police officers get blown to pieces.”




Selina rolled her eyes. “Really, Aly. There’s no such thing as a nice police officer.”




Aly got set for a big argument. Because there were lots of nice policemen, and she wasn’t letting any police officers get blown up by nasty bombs. And when those bombs went off in a confined space like an old mine, the pressure wave would kill people way away from the blast, and it might make the mine collapse on even more police officers. She started marshaling her arguments.






Alec Hardison adjusted his jacket extra-carefully before he stepped out to greet Cha0$. It looked like Colin had a matching truck and a new crew. Alec didn’t recognize the driver or the guy riding shotgun.




He breathed a small sigh of relief when the truck backed up next to his truck, and the back opened up to reveal Colin and Hermes, with yet another crew member. At least that made it Colin’s group, and not yet another crew to deal with.




Colin hopped down and strolled over to Alec. “Hey. I’ve got a security camera snagged, so I’ve got an eye on Dubois. But that meet’s gonna go south at any second, and they’ll be heading back here at high speed. Hermes’ driver figures Dubois’ hitter could get back here in eight minutes. I also tagged the police comms, and they’re on the move now. Are we ready to head out?”




Alec nodded, “Absolutely. The truck’s loaded. Tara and Selina are wrapping up right now. We’ll be gone, and the police will be waiting for him when he gets here.”




Hermes was already out of the truck and peeking in the other truck, along with his guy, who was bound to be a hitter based on the weapons the guy was packing. Hermes nodded, “Nice work. How the hell did you get the marbles moved?”




Alec smirked, “Trade secret. Maybe you can talk Selina into telling you.” Because there was no way he was ratting out the kid. It hadn’t taken a genius to figure out that she wasn’t pretending to be twenty. She really was that young. Probably under twenty, if he was any gauge of underage hotties.




Hermes smiled, “I’ll do that.” He turned his head slightly. “Tommy?”




The hitter pulled out a pretty massive automatic and shot Alec in the center of mass. Alec hit the ground and didn’t move. 




Colin screamed at Hermes, “No! No no no! I need them! What the hell are you doing?!”




Hermes nodded again, and ‘Tommy’ shot Colin in the small of the back. Colin screamed in agony as he fell to the ground and tried to reach back to where he was bleeding like a stuck pig.




Hermes looked down at Colin and explained, “Sorry Mason, but there’s too big a contract on you not to collect it. Plus, the art in that truck is a career closer. Even after I pay all the dealers’ cuts, I’ll be buying myself a tropical island and retiring.”




He directed his crew, “We take the art truck and move out now. Eddie waits outside the gate with our truck until their hitter makes her move.”




Alec waited until both trucks roared away before he opened one eye and assessed the situation.






Aly was holding Selina bridal-style and running back toward the mansion when both their comms buzzed.




“Tara to crew. Hermes bit, only he overdid it. He also went for the contract on Colin. Come around mansion the long way, to the front drive.”




“Hardison to crew. I’m gonna have a hell of a bruise, but the trauma plates in this bulletproof vest actually were bulletproof. Colin? We gotta get him to a hospital fast.”




“Tara. The second truck’s stalling outside the front gates.”




“Hardison. Yeah. Hermes set it as some kind of trap for our hitter.”




“Selina to crew. Someone’s a sore loser and didn’t like getting roughed up by our Aleksei.”




“Tara. That’s what I figure. They may have several heavy weapon specialists waiting for our hitter to try and catch up with them in a car.”




Aly knew it was most likely a trap, but those guys had just tried to kill Hardison and Chaos, and Chaos was in mega-bad shape if Alec wanted to get him to a hospital stat. And Tara’s car didn’t have room for all five of them unless Colin was carefully stretched out in the trunk because of his back. She said, “I’m going after the truck. After I put Colin in your trunk so you can drive him to a hospital.”




Hardison checked a tablet computer and said, “Don’t bother. It’s not the truck with the forgeries, so it’s nothin’ but a giant trap aimed at you.”




Oh. Right. Hardison probably had the real truck lojacked. Because they planned on all kinds of badness happening to their plans and their backup plans and the backup-backup plans.




Tara pointed out, “Use the plastic tarp in the trunk, so you don’t leave forensic evidence all over the trunk — or all over Mason.”




Selina pulled out a small lockpick hidden in her right glove, and she popped the trunk so fast it was like it didn’t lock. She spread out the plastic, while Aly carefully picked up Colin, with Hardison lifting Colin’s legs and Tara holding Colin’s head and neck.




They slid him onto the plastic, and Colin hung onto Tara’s hand. “T-tara… If I don’t make it… Tell Sophie I’m sorry I was… such a scared little weasel.”




Tara smiled and lied convincingly. “You’ll be fine.”




He slowly shook his head no. “In a hospital, I’m… a dead man. That hit out on me…”




Hardison said, “I got that covered already.”




Aly was pretty sure Hardison was lying too. And Colin knew it.




Colin grabbed Hardison’s arm and pulled him closer. He whispered, “Pen.” Hardison pulled out a ballpoint pen, and Colin struggled to write a long URL on Hardison’s shirtsleeve, followed by two passwords and some kind of code. “If I don’t make it…”




Hardison glanced down at the notes. “You’ll make it. We got more plans. And you ain’t dying in Plan M.”




Colin tried to smile at that, but he hurt too much.




Tara drove, with Hardison sitting in back giving her tips, like ‘left here, I can snag the traffic light controls at the next intersections on this road.’ Aly sat in the back, wondering if she should have chased after that truck, even if she didn’t know what she would have done with it once she caught it. Hardison already knew where the truck with the forgeries was going. And Tara had a good idea what Hermes would do when he found out he had forgeries instead of the real things.




Which was why Tara had Selina on the phone, contacting a bunch of international art fences and warning them that Hermes was going to try to offload a truckload of high-end forgeries and then vanish into retirement after his last big con.




Then the hospital job went so smoothly it was like they had cased the place and planned it all out. Or they had plans all laid out for typical hospitals and they had done stuff like this before. Aly stayed with Colin and the car while Tara and Selina vanished into the hospital through a locked side door, with Hardison right behind them.




A nurse came out with a gurney. It was Tara in scrubs and a hairnet thing and masked up and gloved up, with even her shoes in cloth hospital booties. Not going to be a lot of forensic evidence left there.




Selina said over the comms, “I have Alec patched into the security.”




Hardison said, “Cameras frozen.”




Selina said, “Distracting guards now. Tara, move.”




Aly scooped Colin up and stretched him out on the gurney. Colin tried really hard not to scream in pain while she moved him. Tara rolled up the plastic tarp and took it with the gurney and Colin.




Tara said over the comms, “Mason in place. Thirty seconds before the alarm I set on top of him starts ringing.”




Hardison said, “Cams back live.”




Selina said, “Extraction happening… now.”




And about twenty seconds later, Tara strolled out a door with no sign of her scrubs and stuff. She went straight to the car and started it up again. A few seconds more, and Selina and Hardison snuck out that supposedly-locked side door and moved to the car.




Tara waited until everyone was buckled up, and she casually drove off. She mentioned, “Oh, the plastic tarp and the nurse’s outfit accidentally ended up in one of the autoclaves. That plastic will melt or catch on fire. Or both. They’ll have to buy a new sterilizer.”




Hardison nodded, “Gotcha. We’ll donate some funding to the hospital to buy a top-of-the-line sterilizer to replace it.”




“Thank you.”




Part X



Aly watched from the back seat as Tara Cole drove them away, and no one at the hospital had any idea what they had just pulled off. She hadn’t really realized just how dangerous this crew was when they operated off the cuff. 




Hardison was still staring at his tablet and fiddling with it as Tara drove. He finally spoke up, “Okay. The truck stopped at one of the small loading docks on the Seine, so they’re moving their ill-gotten booty onto a boat for easy transport. Late at night, so all the French teamsters are home drinking some vin ordinaire.”




Aly sat behind him and ignored his terrible pronunciation and tried not to be grumpy, but she did not want Hermes and his badguys to get to walk away like this. They had tried to murder Hardison! And they might have successfully murdered Cha0$, since she had no idea if the doctors were going to be able to save him. Okay, she had survived worse, but she had no idea about his stamina and toughness and… Okay, and his luck, because he could easy bleed to death from that bullet track. Or he could get mega-sick from having his intestines punctured like that. Or he could get a hospital disease which might be mega-resistant to regular antibiotics. Or just being in the hospital could get him targeted by more hired killers.




She asked, “What did we do to protect him from more assassins?”




Tara smirked a little. “I trimmed off his beard and mustache, and put some hairwax in his hair. He now looks like a baby-faced twenty year old geek who can’t get into bars because his ID isn’t good enough.” Hardison laughed a little. “And the ID I left him says he’s Hubert Poncefort from Gilroy, California, age nineteen.” Hardison laughed harder.




Aly said, “Wow. It looks like Taylor Wilson from Texas better check on him as soon as he’s out of the O.R.”




Selina shook her head no. “Let Tara and Alec handle this. You need to keep your exposure low.”




Hardison said, “Especially since I sent some anonymous messages to the DST, so they’ll know he’s really Colin ‘Cha0$’ Mason who wants to testify against Hermes, and they’ll put some serious witness protection on him.”




Aly mentioned, “Maybe he could testify against Tucker Wells, who is so creepy he makes Hermes look like a saint.” She paused a second. “And maybe you could drive me by that truck, and I could set fire to it so he can’t go running that Mona Lisa con on people for the next dozen years.”




Tara smiled, “Someone else holds a grudge, I see.”




Selina reminded Aly, “We achieved all of our objectives. We found more stolen artwork than Hardison’s outside estimate, and we pinned all of the important ones on Dubois. The police will find his vault and get it open… eventually. They’ll find even more he can’t legally account for. He’ll be going to jail for the rest of his life. The nuclear waste repository now looks like some sort of organized crime effort, so it’s dead. The villagers can go back to their home and lands—”




“Even if they’ll need a big cash influx to make everything livable and farmable again,” Hardison cut in. “And we never got that wire transfer to send to them, so we’ll have to dip into the accounts for that.”




Tara smiled smugly. “Temporarily. Someone will get the credit for finding all those artworks and stolen pieces of jewelry. The reward on all of that ought to run somewhere around twenty to sixty million Euros. We can help the village without dipping into the accounts.”




Selina smiled, “And my cut won’t make too much of a dent in that, either.”




Tara looked at Aly in the rearview mirror. “And how much of a cut do you want, ‘Aleksei’?”




“Zero,” Aly said firmly. “I have a nice job. I get a nice salary. I wouldn’t feel comfortable taking any of that, especially if it could help one more villager or farmer.”




“Marine Corps doesn’t crank out a whole lot of saints,” Hardison teased.




“I’m not a saint,” Aly insisted. “I just… I like the good guys to win and the bad guys to lose, and nowadays, I can help make that happen more.”




Tara and Hardison exchanged looks. Tara pointed out, “Maybe you hadn’t noticed, but we’re still the bad guys.”




“No. You’re not,” Aly pressed. “I see real badness way too much. It’s a part of the job. Maybe you didn’t plan on being the good guys, but that plan went through so many options that you’re now on Plan M and the bad guy parts got killed off. You’re going out of your way to find people who have no hope and no chance, and then going Mission Impossible on the real badguys. And I mean the really good Mission Impossible my granddad watched, and not the Tom Cruise junk.”




Hardison grinned, “Not a whole lotta women think I’m better than Tom Cruise.”




“Other than all of his exes?” Tara snarked.




They drove past a bunch of warehouses. Aly could smell the water nearby. It didn’t smell mega-clean. But the Seine wasn’t supposed to be all that clean, even if it looked pretty.




Tara parked the car behind a couple buildings. “Now tell me what your plans are, and what your backup plans are. And remember that Hermes and his crew will shoot to kill.”




Aly had actually been thinking about it. “I was thinking about moving through or around that warehouse to where the truck is parked and getting unloaded. Plan A? I slip over before it gets offloaded, start it up, and drive it off the dock into the river and ‘lose’ all the forgeries that way. I go down with the truck and then swim away downstream, staying under the water. If they have too many guards or dockworkers or they’re mostly unloaded, I go to Plan B. I go into the water, swim under the boat, bust the propeller shafts, tear out a big hole in the underside, and sink it with all the forgeries.”




Tara looked back at her in shock. “How long can you hold your breath?”




“Bust the propeller shafts?” Hardison squawked. “Seriously? How goddamn strong are you?”




Aly said, “The answer to both your questions is ‘classified’. But I can swim in from upstream, disable and sink their boat, and then swim downstream out of their sight. Without ever coming up for air in between.”




“Shit!” Hardison squeaked.




Tara pointed out, “And Selina is utterly unsurprised by all of that.”




Selina just said, “I might have seen some of what she can do when she really puts in the effort.”




Hardison checked, “It’s scarier than a woman who can leap a twenty foot fence, run at eighty em-pee-aitch, and trot around while carrying half a ton of marble?”




Selina gave him a smug, feline smile. “A lot scarier.”




Aly told herself that it was silly for people like Selina Kyle or Alec Hardison to see her as scary. She was just… rebuilt. Better than before.




The warehouse blocking her view of the boat was all locked up, and she could see through a high window that it was dark inside. She moved around it and got to a nice, shadowy spot where she could see there were not two, but three trucks there. Two were identical, and the third looked like someone had been stripping the cab for parts, so it didn’t even have exterior anymore, or even seats, just an engine in front. It still had the big tarp thing over the back and tied closed, but there was probably nothing of value left inside it.




The boat wasn’t as big as she was expecting. It was some kind of cabin cruiser, but it was still more than big enough to hold all the artwork and have room for a dozen guys to motor that thing down the Seine and off to another country if they wanted.




The other two trucks were open, so she was focusing on them. She could see with her nightvision that the second truck — the one that was a trap for her — had a thing like the Russian version of a claymore mine facing backward. That would have hurt. A lot. These were not nice guys.




She scanned the dock. Most of the men were already on the boat, and one of them was operating a dock-mounted crane that was moving one of the marble pieces over to the boat. Pretty much everyone else was waiting to manhandle that marble statue into place on the boat. Crud, nothing was left on the truck except one bronze. She needed to sink the boat, or else just let them go. She really didn’t want to let them go.




And that was when she heard the faint footstep behind her. Someone had somehow spotted her and was moving up behind her silently. Well, nearly silently. She totally wouldn’t have heard them if she hadn’t had her bionic ear turned up.




She moved. She leapt five feet forward and turned at the same time. She didn’t want to get too far from the sneaky person, in case she had to come back and disarm him.




The sledgehammer came swinging in at her ribcage. It was swinging in way too fast. And the wielder was moving at her way too fast, so her five foot leap wasn’t enough.




Aly swung her arm in a fast inside-out block. Her wrist caught the sledgehammer right behind the big steel head. The impact sounded like she had punched a tree. The wood handle shattered from the impact, but the heavy head still flew through the air and smacked her hard on the bicep.




Crud, that hurt. She leapt back another ten feet and used her nightvision to assess the threat.




And… crud! She was looking at two women around her size. Or two female-shaped cybernauts around her size. Even though the cybernauts were all supposed to be seven feet tall, uniformly built on a man-shaped chassis, and not using melee weapons.




Also, that swing had been at her ribcage, not her head or neck. Totally not a cybernaut technique.




But both things had metal heads like regular cybernauts. And metal hands. Or else they were wearing weird helmets and gloves.




The second cyber-woman darted toward her, while the first one threw the broken handle aside and moved over to Aly’s left to make her have to defend against two threats.




Aly had already hit the plateau, but it looked like Cyber-woman One was moving even faster than Aly was. Which was mega-bad. And Cyber-woman Two wasn’t moving as fast as Aly, but was moving too fast to be baseline human. Also mega-bad.




And they had teamwork. Extra-mega-grim.




Cy One went with a couple quick kicks and strikes to distract Aly, while Cy Two closed hard and tried to wrestle Aly into a position where Cy One could pummel her.




But that wasn’t a regular wrestling move, and it wasn’t Brazilian Jiu Jitsu. Aly went with a BJJ counter and managed to catch Cy Two by surprise. Too bad that Cy Two had enough armor that Aly’s aikido strike to the solar plexus only hit metal. Maybe ceramet.




Aly used a classic hip throw and slung her hard into Cy One, who squawked as she got maybe two hundred pounds of armored Cy Two slammed into her. Okay, Aly was guessing on the weight based on how easy it was to lift her and throw her. 




Cy One went down, but rolled really fast up to her feet. Cy Two managed to bounce off Cy One enough that she didn’t fall over, but wasn’t in a good defensive stance. Aly took the opening and managed a shaolinquan kick to the chest. Cy Two staggered back a couple steps but came right back at Aly.




Crud, that was armored too. How much armor did these women have?




And yeah, those were women wearing armor and stupid-looking fake-cybernaut helmets. Because that yelp out of Cy One was definitely from a woman. Not a robot. And Cy Two was too light to be a bot. So maybe… a 120 pound woman strong enough to fight at high speed in 80 pounds of armor. Which was not good.




But Aly was facing Cy Two while Cy One was aiming at Aly’s back. Aly figured that Cy Two was stronger than Cy One, so Aly decided to take the opening in Cy Two’s defenses and let Cy One get in some free shots.




But Cy Two came in with a straight punch at Aly’s solar plexus. Aly countered that with a knuckle punch right into Cy Two’s hand. It was like punching an oncoming car. Only, at the impact, Aly realized that those hands were armored as much as everything else on them, and Aly’s hand was really hurting.




Cy One hit Aly in the small of the back, as Cy Two spun away and went for a kick into Aly’s right knee.




Crud, Cy One didn’t hit as hard as Cy Two, or as hard as Aly could, but that really hurt. Aly went with a piston kick down into Cy One’s shin. And she used her right leg, so her right knee wasn’t where Cy Two was aiming.




Cy One had leg armor too, but Aly kicked really hard, and Cy One screamed in pain as she toppled over backward.




Cy Two missed with the kick, but used the opening to grab Aly and go with a shoulder throw to launch Aly face first into the wall of the warehouse.




There was the sound of something big firing. As Aly hit the wall, there was an explosion of pain in the right side of her lower back. And right through her.




Holy crud, that hurt! And she realized that she was pinned to the wall. They had fired a huge harpoon gun from the covered back of the ‘stripped’ truck and planted it right about where Aly would have had a normal right kidney if she was a normal girl. Crud, that hurt just a ton. 




How could anybody shoot something like this into a nice, harmless whale?




And Cy Two was closing fast on Aly’s right side. She just wasn’t expecting that Aly was still functional. Or even still alive, because getting shot by a whaling harpoon would kill a normal human just from the hydrostatic pressure wave from the impact. Okay, normal humans didn’t have Aly’s internals, like little bionic valves on her major arteries and veins.




As Cy Two tried to grab the back of Aly’s neck, Aly hit her in the face as hard as she could with her right elbow. That really hurt too. Not just in her elbow, but all through her side, where she had turned when she really shouldn’t have. Cy Two went flying backward, but Aly doubted either Cy was really out of the fight.




Aly made a knife hand and slashed as hard as she could through the wall, right along the line where the harpoon head had cut into the wall. And the harpoon came flying backward out of the wall.




And that was when Aly realized she had messed up again, because the harpoon was on a steel cable, which was already under massive tension, because the harpoon cable was on a winch that was running, and the truck was gunning its engine.




As the harpoon flew backward, yanking Aly with it, she found herself flying backward. She got a quick glimpse of Cy One and Cy Two down on the concrete, and two heavily-armed commandos rushing into the battlezone, and the winch winding up the cable mega-fast as the truck raced off the edge of the dock into the water. Crud!




Aly didn’t have time to try to get a breath before she went flying off the dock and she hit the water. The truck was stripped enough that it went straight down, with no air pockets to slow its descent. And Aly knew the river had to be dredged there for ships using the docks, but she had no idea how deep the river was likely to be there. Which was also bad.




She could feel the winch pulling the cable and dragging her and the harpoon with it. And she could feel the truck sinking, pulling everything else downward. Including her.




Oh yeah, she also knew that the Seine was polluted with lots of crud that pretty much guaranteed that swimmers were going to get gastroenteritis and other fun stuff like that. And she had less organic stomach and intestine for however much E. coli she picked up. Not to mention how much yuck was going to get into her abdominal cavity through her giant harpoon punctures.




Assuming she lived that long.




The truck hit the bottom of the river with a thud she felt through the harpoon cable. The winch stopped just about the time the back part of the harpoon jammed into the gap between the winch’s cable reel and the mounting plate. Her organic ear was telling her that the pressure felt like somewhere between thirty and fifty feet down. Not as bad as her worst case scenarios. And her bionic eye was telling her that the water was reasonably clear, so she could see the wall that the dock was set on. And she could see the surface was maybe thirty-five feet above her head. And she could see the pilings of the pier where the badguys’ boat was floating.




She grabbed the sharp tip of the harpoon and pulled it out of her stomach. All that really did was push her back down the harpoon shaft toward the winch. Oh, and it hurt just a ton. Not that she had a lot of choices right then. She grabbed the shaft and pulled, sliding herself backward some more, until she was at the rear part of the harpoon and she could reach behind herself to get at the winch.




Crud. She couldn’t get at the cable where it attached to the harpoon, because the cable was all on the winch’s reel, and the end of the harpoon was jammed in between the reel and the mount.




Extra crud. She could see and hear as the badguy boat spun up its propellers and took off. Okay, at least that meant that if she could get herself free from this mess, there probably wouldn’t be a couple superpowered women and several commandos waiting to kill her some more.




She used the sharp fingernail tips on her left hand. She felt where the harpoon was jammed in the gap, and she cut a cable that was right above that on the reel. Then she held the harpoon with her other hand and pushed with her legs.




Crud, that wasn’t the cable she needed to cut. She slashed up three more cables where the last bit of cable to the harpoon ought to be, and she tried pushing off again.




Okay, there was some give that time. Maybe she had cut the right bit of cable, but the end of the harpoon was still jammed in the winch. She was going to run out of air before too much longer, since she hadn’t had time to take a breath or load up her bionic lung-segment before she hit the water. And the impact from that harpoon had knocked the wind out of her.




She totally needed to keep her bionic lung segment loaded up whenever she was around water. Okay, maybe not when she was showering, But she definitely should have done it this time.




She hung onto the harpoon with both hands, and she spread her feet out. Then she pushed with just her left foot, tilting herself to the right. Ouch, that really hurt. Then just with the right foot, tilting herself to the left. Crud, that hurt even worse. She wasn’t sure, but maybe that had loosened the harpoon a little. She tried the left-then-right thing a couple more times, pressing as hard as she could, and pretending that every push wasn’t sending agony through her guts. Her lungs were burning, but they didn’t hurt nearly as much as her abdomen, so she just kept working.




She suddenly flew forward a couple yards through the water, as the back end of the harpoon came loose and she kicked herself free. Then she used just her arms to swim upward, because using her legs had really, really hurt.




Aly came up out of the water right by the pier, and within twenty feet of a ladder from the water up to the dock. She gasped for air, even if she tried to be mega-quiet about it. And this time, she was loading her bionic segment of her lung, so she could hold her breath for a lot longer, if she needed to.




And there were people yelling and running around on the dock and the pier. Someone was yelling in French, “DST! Do not move!”




Some grumpy guy was yelling in French what was basically, “Okay, okay, don’t shoot me!”




Well, that sounded like a good time to climb up and get some help.




Part XI



Aly did a careful breaststroke over to the ladder and turned sideways, because there was no way she could climb the ladder normally with a harpoon sticking out of her. She would have just pulled the harpoon out, but the back end of it was all mangled which would do a ton of damage if she pulled that through her body. And the part inside her might be squashing some blood vessels closed and compressing some organs, so it might be the only thing keeping her from bleeding to death in minutes. Or passing out in seconds. Even with her bionic spleen, and the bionic valves on some of her veins and arteries.




She made sure she stayed sideways to the ladder before she reached up and grabbed a rung of the ladder with her right hand. Then she stepped on a rung with her right foot and pulled herself up a couple feet. She just kept her body sideways to the ladder, so the harpoon was sideways to the ladder too. Otherwise, this was going to hurt a lot more than it already did.




She yelled in French, “Down here! Help me! I need help! And doctors!”




A really pretty blonde appeared at the top of the ladder. “Agent Delacour, DST. And you…” Then she saw that Aly had a huge whaling harpoon through her guts, and she did some really creative cursing.




Aly stayed with French. “Yeah, it hurts a ton. They shot me with it and dumped me off the dock before the boat took off. Do you have any medical aid? And did Ron and Hermione send you?”




After all, the name Delacour was on the Hermione Granger part of the A-list. She might as well check.




Aly hung onto the ladder with her hand and stepped up higher with her foot. Then she made a fast grab for the next rung with her hand. And she did that a couple more times, so by the time the DST had people running over with ropes and a harness, Aly was at the top of the ladder and not quite ready to fall over onto the pier.




Agent Delacour grabbed Aly’s closer arm, and one man grabbed Aly’s other arm, and another man grabbed the back of Aly’s shirt. Then they carefully lifted her up onto the pier. Aly insisted on standing up. And she went with French because these guys might be happier with a French-speaker than an American. “I can walk to an ambulance. If you can get me to an ER fast enough, I may not bleed to death. And I’ve got some abdominal issues I need to tell the doctors about.”




One of the DST guys gaped at her, “How did you survive this?”




The other man asked, “How are you still walking and not screaming?”




Well, it wasn’t like it didn’t hurt just a ton. She just had stuff she had to get done.




Aly just focused on Agent Delacour. Still in French, she insisted, “I’m Agent Aly Mack of the American OSI. I need you to contact the American Embassy and the U.S. State Department to call the OSI and get Doctor Rudy Wells on the phone with the doctors who are going to work on me. Also, is your first name Fleur? And are you married to Ron’s brother?”




Agent Delacour had her phone out already, and was selecting a number to call. She muttered, “We are… seeing each other. We are not married. It is… complicated.”




So one call to the American Embassy, a fast transfer, a slow transfer, and Agent Delacour was talking to a Peggybot, who was getting Rudy on the phone.




By then, Aly had walked, with both DST men hanging onto her arms like she was going to pass out at any second, over to where they had a couple field medics and stuff.




Okay, maybe she should have admitted to herself that she had a serious abdominal injury, and she was losing blood, and she really was at risk of passing out at any moment, no matter how awesome her bionic spleen was acting.




She stayed with French. “If anyone has a cutting machine, that would be handy. And if not, can you call ahead to the hospital so they have something to cut the ends off this?”




They scooted her into an ambulance, but she had to walk in and sit facing forward so the harpoon would fit too. And the ambulance guys wouldn’t listen to her, which meant that they freaked when she apparently had a normal pulse and blood pressure in her arm, even though she didn’t actually have a normal pulse or normal blood pressure right then, due to a giant hole punched through her.




At least the hospital had a mechanic and some cutting tools ready at the emergency room, and two doctors there had Rudy on the phone to explain what was going on and what they were going to find when they got the ‘obstruction’ out of her abdomen.




Okay, it really hurt as she — and a couple big vises — held the harpoon, and the mechanic cut one end off, and then he cleaned up the cut and polished the edges enough not to do more damage when they pulled it out of her.




And she passed out from hypovolemic shock as soon as they pulled the metal shaft out of her and blood started really pouring out of damaged blood vessels and organs and stuff…






Aleksei was still in the hospital. He found it really suspicious that Mason had not contacted him in any way. Not even the agreed-upon signals with certain types of flowers in a get-well-soon bouquet. He suspected that Hardison’s crew could have pulled something. He would have to track them down and find out what had happened.




An older man strolled into the room and took a look at Aleksei’s medical chart before introducing himself. In French, he said, “Hello. I am… Well, just call me Maigret.”




But Aleksei could spot a cop at a hundred paces. Russian, Chinese, American, French… Somehow, they were all the same. Particularly, an old cop who smoked a pipe enough that Aleksei could smell it on him from three meters away in a hospital. He politely said, “Excuse me, but my French is very bad. Could you speak Russian? Or Polish? Or English?”




So ‘Maigret’ switched to English. “The man who brought you into the hospital and then left you? He has been identified as Colin Mason, an American criminal known primarily as ‘Cha0$’. He was brought into another hospital only hours ago. He just… appeared without anything showing on the security cameras. Someone informed the DST who he was and that he had been shot in the back by men working for the legendary Hermes.”




Aleksei twitched. The cop spotted it and pretended he had not. So that damn Hermes had run a con on Colin and on Hardison’s crew, and had probably stolen all those artworks. Something would have to be done about that.




Something painful and permanent.




Aleksei lied, “I am sorry to hear that. After I was hit by that truck, the man who helped me seemed very nice.”




Maigret raised an eyebrow. “You were hit by a truck?”




Aleksei lied, “I do not remember, but what else could it be?”




Maigret wondered, “Do trucks usually leave a shoeprint on the sternum of their victims? A quite small shoeprint, at that. A women’s shoe, roughly size 36.”




Aleksei shrugged a little. “It must have been something I landed on. I seldom get kicked in the chest by women who can hit like a truck. Unless I am now in a Marvel Comics story.”




Maigret nodded, as if he believed that. The man very clearly had some suppositions he was not going to drop. He switched topics. “But the reason I came by is that the DST rushed to protect Cha0$, who apparently has a massive contract out on his life. And during the change of shift, Monsieur Mason simply… vanished. Someone froze all the security cameras, and not nearly as expertly as the people who brought him in. A team of ‘DST agents’ took over, and stole Monsieur Mason before the real DST team could get upstairs to replace the DST men going off-shift.”




Aleksei stalled, “It sounds like the nice man who helped me was involved in some sort of… what are the American movies? Mission Impossible?”




Maigret nodded slightly. “Yes. It does sound quite like that. Well, if you hear from Monsieur Mason, would you let me know? There are some people who are quite worried about him.”




Aleksei lied, “I would be happy to. May I have a card so I have a number to call you? Although I am going back home as soon as they say I am healed up enough to fly, so I may need to reverse the charges if I am calling you from Moscow.”






Aly woke up. She was on her back, on a gurney, in a jet. She could tell that she was on a lot of painkillers, because her abdomen wasn’t killing her and she felt really groggy. And Rudy was sitting beside her, sleeping. 




On her other side was Andrew, who was looking at a tablet computer that had a weird gadget plugged into its USB port. And Andrew spotted right away that she was waking up, so he was probably looking at her vitals.




He held a finger up to his lips and whispered, “Don’t wiggle around. And let’s keep it quiet. Uncle Rudy’s been up for hours and hours. They kept you stable while he flew in, and he and Charles operated on you for about four hours. You had a lot of damage.”




“I noticed,” she whispered.




Andrew rolled his eyes and added, “They’re gonna have to do some more work on your abdomen once we get back.” He showed her the tablet’s screen, which had blood pressure and an EKG and something like most of an EEG and a bunch of other stuff, including a series of values that were bionic trackers that had nothing to do with her organics.




That was when she realized she had a wide elastic band around her neck like a big choker collar. It probably had tons of sensors and stuff, and was transmitting the information to Andrew’s tablet. That would also explain why Andrew was only getting part of an EEG.




He quietly explained, “You already only had about a third of a kidney on that side, and it got ruined. If you’d had a normal kidney there, it would’ve gotten ripped to shreds and you probably would have bled out before you could get out of the river.”




“Eww.”




He added, “You lost part of your pancreas, which we can’t replicate yet, and a couple segments of bowel, which we have an experimental replacement for. So you get to be the first human trial for our bionic kidney, and the third human trial for the bionic intestinal segment.”




“Ugh.”




He patted her hand. “It’s okay. We’re not gonna turn you into Robocop. You’re still gonna be Aly. Just better than before. If the bionic kidney works as well as Rudy and Dan think.”




She wondered, “Any news on my op?”




He nodded and smiled. “Selina Kyle, who says she isn’t worried about you at all, was so worried that she snuck out on the dock to check on you and then had to hide under a pier while the DST helped you rescue yourself. She said you looked like something out of a horror movie, walking around with a whaling harpoon stuck through you and blood down your body on both sides. Also, Oscar made a couple calls. It turns out that the DST managed to stop the boat further down the Seine and recovered all the forgeries except that Raphael.” Then he frowned. “And Hermes got away, probably with the Raphael copy. No one but you admits seeing those female ‘cybernauts’ and no one admits knowing where they went either. Also, Colin Mason vanished out of the hospital while the DST was guarding him, but Selina says that your friends Tara and Alec didn’t run that job, so Cha0$ might be in really serious trouble.”




By the time they landed in Maryland, there was even more news, mainly from Hermione. Henri Dubois had allegedly killed himself in prison, even though he hadn’t acted suicidal or been on suicide watch. Hermione thought it was a well-crafted murder, probably with help from one or two jailers. Also, Hermione said that Fleur Delacour was impressed with Aly. Maybe less ‘impressed’ and more ‘completely unnerved’. And Hermione had news on the real artworks: someone was already filing for the finder’s fees for every one of the artworks in Dubois’ mansion, and the fees were going to a fund for the town that would have been destroyed for that nuclear repository site.




Aly smiled at that news. Tara and Alec didn’t believe that they had become goodguys, but she knew differently.






Aleksandr Armen stopped by the recovery room to check on his people. Tess was in a wheelchair, and Nåd was pacing back and forth like an angry panther. Tess looked like she wanted to pace back and forth too.




He led off, “I take it our trap worked on Miss Mack… up to a point.”




Nåd had plaster and bandages all over one half of her face, her jaws wired together, and one hand in a cast. That didn’t count some of the colorful bruises he could see. And some of the serious contusions he couldn’t see, which were highlighted on the medical charts. She complained through her wired jaws, “You were right, and she couldn’t let the ‘badguys’ get away with anything. So she went after the truck, but only after they saved Cha0$. We came up behind her, and…”




“There was no way she should have heard us!” Tess fumed. Tess had two broken bones in her lower leg, along with an ankle that had required reconstructive surgery. Plus plenty of bruises. “And she’s too damn fast!”




Nåd interjected, “She’s not as quick as Tess, but she’s stronger and tougher, so perhaps she can leverage her speed better.”




Tess added, “She’s not as strong as Nåd, but she’s better trained, and she’s faster. Some of her moves looked like they were out of a wuxia movie.”




Nåd complained, “She kicked me in the chest with some sort of kung fu or aikido move, and if I hadn’t had trauma plates and kevlar in my armor, she might have caved in my ribs. She still knocked the wind out of me. And after the harpoon pinned her to the wall, I went for her neck, and she still wasn’t stopped. There was blood everywhere, and she still had the power to hit me with an elbow that caved in my helmet. She broke three bones in my face and partially dislocated my lower jaw.”




Tess said, “When she punched Nåd in the armored gauntlet, I thought it would break her hand.”




Nåd glared at her cast. She snarled, “She crushed the gauntlet! She broke three bones in my fingers and three bones in my hand, and she bent the gauntlet so badly they had to cut the armor off my fingers. I want to know what the hell she’s made of!”




Aleksandr didn’t answer her directly. Instead, he said, “They have already flown her back to OSI headquarters, so she must already be stabilized enough for a long transport.”




Tess scowled, “How is that possible? We nailed her with a harpoon that could kill a small whale, and then we sunk her in the Seine. She should have died from the impact. Then she should have bled to death. Then she should have drowned. Then she should have been in a hospital bed for a month or two.”




Aleksandr carefully said, “Our sources in the DST claim that she freed herself and climbed up a ladder onto the pier before they got to her. And she still had the harpoon through her abdomen. Then she insisted on walking to the ambulance under her own power. I believe that we may have… underestimated her.”




“Again!” Nåd growled.




Since they were already annoyed, he added, “And Lena has figured out the hole that let the OSI spot the cybernauts and target us. Miss Mack. In Monaco.”




Nåd groaned, “So she’s the one who took down three cybernauts in hand-to-hand in a concrete stairwell? Shit!”




Tess managed, “We’ll have to up our game before we tackle her again.”




Aleksandr suggested, “Or we could simply snipe her from a mile out with an anti-materiel weapon.”




Nåd and Tess looked at each other. Nåd sighed, “All right. Fine. Maybe melee combat is the wrong way to deal with her.”




But he was quite aware that Nåd didn’t like to lose. And she didn’t lose. She hadn’t lost a fight in years… before this encounter. He was sure this would eat at her. Maybe he should find a way to weaken Miss Mack enough that his warrior women could safely take her.




After all, Aly Mack — and that stunt with the Serbians — had cost him millions of already-paid Euros and also any chance to make a larger profit on European nuclear waste disposal. He needed to pay her back for that. 




And he needed to find out everyone she had been working with on her op, and let them know how he felt about having his plans upset. He knew Selina Kyle was a part of that, as was Alec Hardison, but he didn’t yet know every one of the Leverage people involved.






Colin Mason was on his back in a ridiculously nice hospital bed in a ridiculously nice room. But the room had no window. The room had two security cameras, both of them behind heavy steel cages. And the door was a steel door with a keyed lock on the inside.




He wasn’t in a hospital or a prison hospital. He was in someone’s private dungeon. And whoever it was, they hadn’t simply killed him and claimed that massive contract out on him. He had three guesses about who might be holding him, and all of them were extremely bad.




The door opened, and a tall, tanned, bald man in an expensive suit walked in. Colin immediately knew who he had to be. Colin might have wet himself if he hadn’t already been catheterized.




Aleksandr Armen looked at Colin’s facial expression and smiled unpleasantly. “I take it my reputation precedes me.”




“Yes sir, Mister Armen,” Colin said carefully.




Armen handed him the medical charts, which Colin scanned. Okay, he wasn’t a doctor, but he knew enough to be able to tell he was screwed.




Armen nodded, “Yes. Hermes’ men shot you in the back, and one round went through your spine. My best doctors tell me that current medical technology cannot undo that kind of damage. But you can still be mobile, even if you’re in a wheelchair. And if you are willing to work for me, we may eventually be able to deal with the damage.”




Right. And if Colin was stupid enough to tell him ‘no’, then Armen could just kill him and go collect that massive bounty.




Armen smiled. It was remarkably scary for a smile. “If you can break into the OSI computers for me, we should be able to steal bionic tech from them, and rebuild your spine from that. If you have to go through a few dozen other American agencies to get into the OSI systems, we can loot their systems too. And if Willow Rosenberg-Harris has hardened the OSI systems too effectively, you can try breaking into the FLAG systems: we have reason to believe they may have a lot of the old blueprints and technical data on the original bionic agents, along with a great deal of other useful intelligence. And if you can’t get those but you cooperate fully on everything else, we can try something else. Like tracking down Tucker Wells and forcing him to design a serum to repair your spinal cord.”




Colin carefully said, “That sounds like a lot of carrots. I would be happy to work for you. Sir. But what if…”




Armen smirked, “We have one more option we can try.” He turned and clicked a remote control to change the channel on the television set. What came up was a team of four armed soldiers moving expertly down a street, their rifles at the ready. Suddenly, two women leapt out of a doorway at ridiculous speed and pretty much tore the four men apart.




Armen smiled, “That’s what Nåd and Tess can do. And it’s not speeded up. I’ll let you think about that.”




Colin was already thinking about those kinds of superpowers, and getting a chance to use them on that fucking Tucker Wells. He just said, “Thank you very much, Mister Armen. I could start work before I’m out of this bed, if you could get me a decent laptop and a solid VPN through your firewalls…”





(three days later)



Aly finished showing Joan and Rinkin all the moves that Cy One and Cy Two had done to her, at least as best as she could remember.




Rinkin said, “That’s Glima. Someone’s teaching them Scandinavian martial arts. And we know someone who’s Scandinavian.”




Crud. Aleksandr Armen was involved in this mess too? Well, that meant something pretty specific about Cy One and Cy Two.




Joan agreed, “Right. And I think that’s Dutch kickboxing, instead of Muay Thai.”




Rinkin nodded, “Yeah. Not enough elbow strikes or knee strikes to be Muay Thai. Also, a couple of those kicks may be Savate instead of Dutch kickboxing.”




Joan nodded, “I’d go along with that.”




Aly groaned, “Great. So Armen was behind some of this, and Nåd and Tess are superpowered enough to beat me up, and they’ve got martial arts training too.”




Joan pointed out, “You did beat the crap out of them, even if they attacked from behind, tried out a sledgehammer first, wore heavy armor, and tried to double-team you, before they resorted to having their backup shoot you.”




Rinkin smirked, “Yeah. Good work… Grasshopper.” Joan giggled at that.




Aly really wanted to stick her tongue out at them, but she didn’t. She just said, “I needed a bunch of repair work, and I still have a bunch of bruises and sore spots.”




Rinkin complained, “And you got the bionic kidney. I still can’t drink more than an ounce of real beer unless I want to pass out while doing the technicolor yawn.”




Aly pointed out, “Well, it may not work all that great. Rudy’s monitoring my bloodwork and fluid retention constantly, and he’s got me coming in twice a day for extra inspections. It may not be anything anybody wants. Yet.”




They walked over to one of the smaller conference rooms, where Oscar and Andrew were waiting. Rinkin gave them a report on the martial arts and their guesses about Armen and his people.




Oscar said, “We have some new details too. Nate Ford. Former top investigator and stolen goods retriever for one of the major insurance companies. The company wouldn’t authorize an experimental treatment for his son. His son died. The company didn’t think this would matter. Ford went rogue and became perhaps the most dangerous mastermind on the planet, even if he primarily restricted himself to ‘white hat’ thefts. Died a year ago. One of the insurance company’s investigators… someone named Sterling… had the body dug up and examined to make sure it really was Ford. He’s really dead.”




Aly just said, “Hardison was still sad about it.”




Andrew said, “And the Armen thing means we finally understand why the cybernauts haven’t been improved that much, like Franklin’s work or Dolenz’s work. Armen doesn’t care. He’s only using them as brute force or meat shields once in a while. Or maybe he’s letting some of his minions use them, like was probably the case in Monaco. The real hardcore work gets done by those two women, and when they’re wearing those metal helmets, no one in the know would think anything other than ‘cybernaut’. We need to work with Granger and go back through every report of cybernaut activity and see if it might have really been Nåd Gravar and Tess Mercier.”




“Crud,” Aly managed.




Andrew looked at the papers in his hands and added, “And we investigated ‘Tara Cole’. We’re pretty sure now she’s not your Tara Maclay or an analogue. Willow took all the intel you got out of her and Alec Hardison, and ran it through some screening programs. Cole has what our experts identified as federal trainee level martial arts and forensic skills. Tim McGee helped us with some Quantico databases, and Willow found her. She’s a former FBI candidate who was drummed out due to a misogynistic teacher in the program, and then she vanished. That guy has since been fired, arrested, prosecuted, and jailed, probably thanks to a con run by the American Leverage team.”




Andrew explained, “She’s from a sheep farming family in West Virginia that’s still looking for her. Her real name is Clarice Starling.”




The Scoobies and a School Girl


Part I



Lexi Mack smiled. This had been the most awesome summer of her life. 




Okay, it had been the most awesome summer of pretty much anybody’s life ever. 




She had met The Golden Slayer and gone on an adventure with her to another universe and met other Lexi Macks who were absolutely incredible. She had helped to fight an unstoppable demon and she had come back home all in one piece. Then she had gone to Cleveland and upped her martial arts rating enough to go to Scotland. And she had gone to Chicago with Buffy and faced down Daniella Atron, and she had gotten to spar with Karrin Murphy.




Then she had gotten to go to the Advanced Badguy Stomping course in Scotland! And she had gotten to room with Barb Gordon, who was a great roommate. For Lexi, anyway. It was really a ton like rooming with Lexi’s big sister Annie. Barb had managed to squeeze into her half of the room a tall, narrow bookshelf full of textbooks, and a shallow computer desk with two laptops and lots of other computer hardware, and a small fold-out worktable where she built a bunch of little gadgets and stuff. Okay, Lexi had helped Barb assemble the bookshelf and computer desk and worktable, but Barb had shipped six packing boxes to the castle in Scotland, and she had traveled with a backpack that held the laptops and most of the hardware for them. Also, she had checked an overweight piece of luggage through too. Lexi had gone to Scotland with one checkable suitcase she had borrowed from her mom, and one small schoolpack-style backpack, plus a waistbelt that didn’t show up on metal detectors because it was all spandex and plastic. The waistbelt was mainly for stuff like her money and her card wallet and her passport and stuff like that, even if she had been thinking about carrying weapons and stuff in it.




And the Advanced Badguy Stomping course had been awesome! Lexi had gotten to spar with some really mega-awesome fighters. And everything people had told her about Faith were big fibs, even if Faith liked having a big, scary rep. Faith was great to spar with, even if she was really serious about correcting bad forms or bad techniques or bad attitudes. Lexi volunteered to spar against Faith every chance she got. And maybe she picked up some bruises and stuff, but that happened in sparring all the time. She picked up bruises sparring against Shannon, who was another Sunnydaler, and against Barb, who was a really precise fighter who remembered everything you had ever tried against her, and against Ming, who had been mega-good at several Southern Chinese martial arts before she ever got Slayered up, and against plenty of other Slayers. Lexi had felt like she had the most to learn of the entire group taking the course that time, but she totally had not expected to win the Most Improved award at the closing night banquet. And she had even hugged Faith goodbye even though everyone told her Faith hated to get hugged.




Okay, Faith had insisted, “Hey! Lexi! No hugging! Even if you’re sexy and tryin’ to put the moves on the hotness.” Which would have been kind of icky except that Lexi could tell Faith was just teasing her and trying to embarrass her. So Lexi had given her an extra hug.




Then she had flown back to Cleveland in time to tackle the Jack O’Neill Funtime Vacationland, which was mega-fun and an awesome vacation. If you were a Slayer, anyway. If you weren’t a Slayer, it apparently was torture like going through Marine training camp or something. 




At least no one made you wake up at five in the morning. 




But every day, they got up and had lots of fun stuff, which Jack always called ‘PT’, like doing weight training or obstacle courses, and then running five or ten miles. The non-Slayers didn’t get to lift as much or run as far or go on the hard obstacle course, but they weren’t Slayers. And then cleaning up and all the breakfast you could eat! And then martial arts lessons and sparring! And then all the lunch you could eat! And the afternoons were usually lessons in all kinds of stuff Slayers normally never got to learn, like guns and demolitions and swimming and kayaking and scuba and room-to-room invasion and mountaineering and skydiving and stunt driving and even more fun stuff. 




Lexi totally liked the boom parts of the lessons more than the bang-bang parts. Pretty much all the Slayers there did. Willow thought that Buffy’s feelings about guns had somehow snuck down the connection that other Slayers had with her. Maybe in some of those Slayer dreams.




And during the skydiving, Lexi had pretended she was secretly flying, like Alee and Alex. Skydiving was mega-fun.




And then after every dinner, there was more running and climbing and chasing and other fun stuff. And nighttime maneuvers and night orienteering and night sneaking-around. It was the best summer camp ever! And Lexi made tons of friends. She was just sad that she wouldn’t get to do it every summer. Or at least every other summer. And Jack told her she wasn’t mean enough to be a ‘camp counselor’ at the Jack O’Neill Funtime Vacationland, which was a mega-downer.




Okay, the non-Slayers hated a lot of it. Lexi felt bad about that.




But she had to go back to Paradise Valley and start school. Another cruddy year of school, and now she was The Weird Kid. The one that the cliques made up awful stuff about and spread mean rumors about all over the school. Like the rumor that she had attacked Hunter with a crowbar and busted up his ribs, which she totally hadn’t done. Okay, she really had broken his ribs, but that had been an accident. Not that anyone was likely to believe that.




She was not looking forward to going back to school. Even if she had gotten some good advice and some good stuff…









Lexi hopped out of the van. She made sure to hug everyone still in the van. Even Andrew Wells, who was driving. After all, Andrew had gone through the Jack O’Neill Funtime Vacationland with her cohort, so she had gotten to know him better. And Andrew was doing everyone a huge favor and dropping a bunch of Slayers off at the different airline stops at the Cleveland airport, so this was just one stop for him. Even if it was getting late in the day and this was his next to last stop.




Also, she felt really bad for Andrew. He had tried so hard, and he just couldn’t quite make it. He had told everyone that this was his third try at the program, and that Vi had been making him train on weightlifting and running and swimming and martial arts and stuff. And he had done almost as well as most of the other non-Slayers taking the course, up until the final exam, which was the last day of the course and lasted pretty much all day. And Andrew had made it through the whole day, up until nighttime, and he had collapsed during the final run, which was with a training dummy on your shoulders like you were running away from big trouble and carrying an injured teammate. He had come so close! It hardly seemed fair. Even if he had used a spell to give himself enough stamina for the last legs of the exercise, which was maybe a mega-bad idea. So when his mana bottomed out, he totally crashed. Magically, physically, and mentally. He had been out cold for a couple hours, and had needed a mana infusion and two bottles of Powerade. And a bunch of Tylenol.




She totally would have picked up his training dummy and carried him and both their dummies, if the judges would have let her. After all, the Slayers were carrying big dummies that were supposed to be like a Watcher or maybe a really overweight mage, but the non-Slayers were carrying lightweight dummies that were supposed to be a petite Slayer. Lexi totally could have carried Andrew and his dummy along with her dummy.




So she was hanging at the airport with Trish and Mei-Lin. The three of them were flying United Airlines to Denver, then Lexi was flying to Fresno and then from there to Paradise Valley on a tiny commuter plane to get picked up by her folks. But Mei-Lin was flying from Denver to Los Angeles to catch a flight home to Mainland China. And Trish was flying from Denver to Seattle. So they were checking in together and flying to Denver on the same plane, but then their connecting flights might not even be in the same parts of the Denver airport. Not that Lexi knew how the Denver airport was all laid out and stuff, since she hadn’t flown through it earlier in the summer, and she was pretty sure she hadn’t ever flown through it except maybe when she was really little.




They had some extra time because their flight to Denver was running late, so they went and had ice cream at the airport place with the good ice cream. Then they still had time to kill, so they went and had pizza at the better pizza place in the airport. Slayers like Natalya and Hallie were always happy to tell you where the best food was at anyplace in the Cleveland area. 




Even if the best Nashville-style Hot Chicken was in the bad part of town they weren’t supposed to go to without lots of backup, especially late at night after patrol. Because even if you were with Rona, you looked like two vulnerable girls who shouldn’t be in that part of town at night and were pretty much asking to get mugged. Or worse. So, after several different nights where a hungry Slayer or two had gone down there to get hot chicken late at night, and then had to beat up half a dozen armed gangbangers, the school had a couple rules about it. 




Okay, one of the rules was ‘don’t go with Rona’ because Rona had a mouth on her, and inevitably made things worse every time. Even if Hallie said that the stuff Rona had said to those gangsta guys was so funny Hallie had nearly spit her chicken sandwich all over herself.




And if you ran patrol with Natalya, you always got great ice cream during the patrol. Or right after. Sometimes both, if Nat was extra hungry.




So, while they ate pizza and Trish checked the flight times again, Lexi gave up and called her mom. “Mom? Mom? It’s me. You haven’t left yet for the airport, have you?”




Her mom was probably rolling her eyes. “Honey, we’re not planning on leaving for hours. It’s only a twenty minute drive. What’s wrong?”




Lexi groaned, “My flight’s late. Or stuck. Or something. It’s still not here. They’re still saying it’s gonna leave soon enough for me to catch my flight to Fresno, but I think they’re fibbing. So I don’t want you to drive to the airport until I tell you I’m definitely making the connection.”




“Oh Lexi!” her mom fussed. “You have first day of school tomorrow! You already missed the class enrollment day. We did cover this with your principal, but you need to get home this evening and get ready!”




She tried, “Mom, it’s not me! I’m trying to get home! I can’t make the airplanes fly on time. And I sure don’t wanna get stuck in the Denver Airport overnight or anything icky like that. But could you call the school and tell ’em that United Airlines might make me late to school tomorrow and it’s totally not my fault?”




Her mom groaned, “Yes, honey. I’ll make the call. And your father’s not going to be happy about this either.”




She insisted, “Well good! Because I’m totally not happy about it. School is icky enough already.”




And waiting was mega-boring, so she walked with Trish and Mei-Lin all over the concourse and chatted about stuff while they waited for the airline guys to stop fibbing.




So it was nearly an hour after that before the airline guys finally admitted the flight was going to be mega-late. Like it wasn’t already almost an hour late at that point. And Lexi had made sure to book lots of connection time in case of problems, but she still might not have enough time. Stupid airlines…




And they were still claiming that passengers to Fresno and several other airports would be fine, as everybody boarded in the mega-dopey way United used to make sure that boarding took extra-extra-long.




So then there was a crabby old lady sitting in Lexi’s seat! The flight attendant made Lexi go sit in the old lady’s seat way in the back, which meant that Lexi had no chance of getting off the plane quickly when it got to Denver. And also, it meant that Lexi couldn’t sit next to Trish and chat for the whole flight. Crud.




Lexi made a mental note that when she got older, she was going to be a crabby old lady who would just grab the first good seat she saw, and refuse to get up, and complain a ton about how her bad back made it too hard for her to change seats.




So she had to sit way, way in the back, next to a creepy middle-aged guy in a business suit who wanted to ‘chat’ with her about her summer. Ugh. And yuck. She was thinking about spilling her soda on his expensive suit. Not that she did it. But she was thinking about it.




And they were so far back that one of the toilets was right behind her row. So Lexi had to smell airplane toilet smells all the way to Denver. Thanks a lot, Slayer senses! So for a lot of the flight, she was thinking about throwing up. Mainly, she was thinking about throwing up on Creepy Businessman’s expensive suit. She managed not to throw up, even if she was holding one of the air sickness bags for the whole descent into the airport.




So finally, the plane landed, and then it taxied. And taxied. And taxied some more. And then it stopped out on the tarmac, because it was waiting for an actual on-time flight to pull back from the gate so it could pull in.




Lexi could look out the window and see the big sign on the wall above the jetway. Okay, gate B23. So she just needed to find the gate for her connecting flight. And the flight attendant was reading gate numbers off for passengers connecting to other flights that were probably delayed because of this one. So Trish needed gate B19 which was almost next door, and Mei-Lin needed gate B24 which was just across the hall. And…




She needed gate B59. B59?! Could this be any worse? Okay, she could have had to run to Concourse A or Concourse C. But United probably didn’t have any flights out of those concourses, so this was about as bad as it could get without making her switch airlines.




She had to sit there at the back and wait while almost the whole plane deplaned and trudged out through the jetway. And she didn’t even have overhead luggage. Then she ran down all the way to gate B59 and…




…the flight had already left almost a quarter of an hour ago. 




They had closed the gate door for the flight to Fresno while Lexi was still stuck out on the tarmac, and they just hadn’t told her the truth about it. Those fibbing fibbers. It was all she could do not to stand there and burst into tears. It was so unfair! Stuff like this probably never happened to Alee or Alex or Alexa.




Okay, fine, Alee could probably fly across the whole country in a minute while carrying a couple tons of luggage, so she probably never bothered with airline flights anymore.




A couple gates away, Lexi finally found a gate agent, who sent her to a United Airlines ‘travel assistant’. The travel assistants were behind a desk thing and trying to help maybe thirty or forty other people, most of them from her flight. So Lexi had to wait in line over an hour more, just to talk to someone who she already knew was going to tell her that she had missed the last flight to Fresno for the day. Because Lexi could see the tiny print on the screen off to the side of the travel assistants, and it had departing flight data on it.




Maybe it was even real flight data that they weren’t lying to customers about. The big fibbers.




So Lexi handed over her ticket. The gate agent, this already-unhappy lady whose namebadge said ‘Lisa’, typed away and finally said, “You missed our last flight into Fresno for the day.”




“I know!” Lexi wailed. She figured she might as well go for it. So she let herself burst into tears. “They lied to us in Cleveland and said I could still make my flight, and now I’m gonna miss the first day of school, and I’ll probably get like a detention and my mom’ll be so mad at me!”




Lisa handed Lexi a couple tissues and said, “Try not to cry, honey. It won’t help. How old are you?”




Lexi lied, “Fourteen!” Really, she was sixteen and going to be a junior. Starting tomorrow, if she could just get home. “Can’t you fly me to some other city with an airport near home, like San Francisco? Or Oakland? Or San Jose? Or Bakersfield? Or get some other airline to fly me there? ’Cause mommy could drive to San Francisco or Bakersfield if she had to.”




Ever since Herry Dresden had teased her about looking too young, and Barb Gordon had found out, Barb had been helping Lexi with this whole ‘look how young and helpless I am’ thing that drew in vamps like a bugzapper. So Lexi was using it now. For evil. Because she was so mad at the airline. And saying ‘mommy’ made her sound like she was about eight. Maybe it was a good thing she wasn’t wearing any makeup at all, so she totally looked way younger than sixteen.




But the last flights to San Francisco were already full. Overbooked, even. And the other flights were mostly done for the day, or full too.




Lisa tried and tried, and finally said, “I’m sorry honey, but the best we can do is a six am flight to Fresno tomorrow morning, and a ten am flight from Fresno to Paradise Valley on a United Airlines Partner.” Which was a codeword for ‘a really teensy plane we wouldn’t want to own in a million years’.




Lexi cried, “My principal’s gonna be so mad at me!”




Lisa tried, “Look, we can give you a voucher for ten dollars for a dinner at the airport, and a voucher for ten dollars for a breakfast here, and a hotel room at a nearby hotel with a shuttle service.”




So Lexi tried the new con game that Jack O’Neill had suggested for hungry Slayers in awkward situations like this one. It was in the ’embarrassing excuses work best’ category. Because Jack was maybe even naughtier than Xander.




She cried, “That won’t be enough food for me! I’ll die! I’ve got tapeworms, which is why I’m so late getting back to school, and I’ve got my medicine in my backpack, but I need a bigger meal, and then a late dinner, and then an early breakfast, and then a big breakfast once I’m at the Fresno airport, and then a big lunch, or I’ll pass out from malnutrition! My mom’s a lawyer, and she’s already suing the summer camp, and she said your airline can do way better then a ten dollar voucher. She said that’s not enough for a decent hamburger at the airport.”




Lisa actually cringed at the words ‘my mom’s a lawyer’. Lexi felt bad about that, but she kept going anyway. 




So Lisa called over her manager Mark, who took Lexi aside and ‘got’ her to stop crying, and just did the easy thing. Mark gave her a two-day pass to the United Red Carpet Club so the helpless fourteen year old could be in a safe place and get enough to eat that evening and in the morning. And he made a few phone calls and got Lexi a nice, safe room in a better airport hotel just off the airport property.




But Lexi was still going to miss at least half of a day of school. So she fussed about that, and Mark The Manager typed up a note from United Airlines that it was their fault she was late to her first day of classes. She thanked him and trudged off to the Red Carpet Club, trying to look as dejected as she could.




She checked, and Trish and Mei-Lin had already caught their flights and flown out. If she hadn’t been a Slayer, she would not have felt mega-safe being a teenaged girl all alone in Denver.




So she went to the Red Carpet Club and let them check her in and stuff. And she called her mom and gave her the big lowdown, and got a stern talking-to about cutting things so close that stuff like this might happen, even though this was totally not her fault. Then she got a big plate of the food the chefs there were cooking up, and it was pretty good. An hour or two later, she had another big plate of dinner. There was no way a ten dollar voucher would have come anywhere close to paying for all this food at an airport.




She figured she could take a little walk, get one more plate of food just before the Red Carpet Club closed up for the night, then catch a shuttle to that hotel. And she’d get up early, catch a shuttle back to the airport, eat a big breakfast in the Red Carpet Club, and fly to Fresno. Then she’d use her two-day pass to get into their Red Carpet Club and get a couple plates of breakfast and maybe lunch before her plane to Paradise Valley. Which would probably be an actual airplane, not a huge commercial jet. And hopefully, her checked luggage would end up in Paradise Valley with her.




Okay, she didn’t have much hope that her checked luggage would show up in Paradise Valley on her flight. Given how things were going so far, she didn’t have a lot of hope that it would ever get turned over to her.




So she told the lady at the desk that she was going to take a little walk and be back for more food before she took the shuttle to the hotel. And she did the walking thing, even though the later flights were about to leave and the airport was going to close down as much as it could pretty soon.




So that was why she was all alone and walking past some security doors when she felt it. 




Her Slaydar totally went off. There was something mega-creepy that was loose in the airport.




Part II



Lexi Mack stared at the security doors. Whatever it was, it was on the other side of doors she might have to bust to get through, and that was going to be a giganto problem considering there were cameras and stuff up.




Even worse, she was in Terminal B, way past the access control points where the TSA kept out badguys and bad stuff. There was no way she was going to be able to get any backup in here. And forget about them getting any weapons in with them.




She still called it in. Thanks to one of the classes in Cleveland, she had the Cleveland emergency numbers memorized, and she had them on her cellphone under pseudonyms. She clicked on the level red emergency number, which was under the name ‘Red Adair’, which Xander had said was mega-relevant to red-level crises. Her contact entry for the level orange emergency number was ‘Orange Jacobs’, and the level yellow emergency number was ‘Yellow King’.




“Cleveland here. You dialed the level red emergency number. Is that what you wanted? We have your GPS location, and are checking for support.”




“Lexi Mack. I’m in Terminal B at the Denver Airport, near gate B55. There’s something massively creepy pinging my Slaydar here. It’s on the other side of some of the locked security doors for the pilots and flight attendants. The airport’s about done for the night. I don’t see any way the Denver Slay-team can get past the TSA security gates to assist. And I have no weapons, unless you count a couple little wooden letter openers.”




“We’re notifying Denver right now, and we’re checking with anyone who can fly in first thing in the morning so they’d be on the right side of the TSA control area. Can you wait until… hold on… how about 7:38 tomorrow morning?”




Lexi admitted, “I don’t know if this’ll wait, and I fly out of the airport at six tomorrow morning. And I have no idea what it is. It doesn’t feel like vamps. It feels… I dunno… bigger than a typical demon. But there’s a lot of stuff in the manuals that I haven’t run into. So I have no idea.”




And the locked door right in front of her slowly opened up. There was a guy in a pilot uniform standing just inside the doorway, where he was mostly in shadow because the light on the other side of the door was out, which wasn’t suspicious at all. 




Okay, he didn’t feel like a person. He felt… wrong. He felt like he was Slaydar-adjacent.




Two more of the locked doors on that wall opened up. One was off to her left, and the other was off to her right. Whatever these things were, they had her bracketed. If she sprinted down the hall, she could probably get past them, but she’d have to move soon.




The ‘pilot’ in front of her said, “Little girl, you look lost. I can help. Just come with me.”




But there was something wrong with the way he was standing there. And there was something mega-wrong with his voice. It was like there was a chorus of voices, like dozens or maybe hundreds of voices, behind him whispering the same words, only lower and higher in pitch. She wasn’t sure a non-Slayer could hear that, but she sure could.




The doorway off to her left had a stewardess step through the door. Although it wasn’t a step so much as a tilting, rocking motion. Like a marionette on strings. Or a puppet with someone’s hand up its back. The doorway off to her right had a lady gate agent do the same thing.




The lights in Lexi’s part of the concourse flickered and went out, leaving her in the near-darkness of just emergency lights. If she hadn’t been a Slayer, she wouldn’t have been able to see a thing after being under bright fluorescents. Okay, if she hadn’t been a Slayer, she would have screamed and maybe peed her pants and fainted.




Whoever walked through here next was doomed. All the people who walked through here next would end up like these people. Or maybe worse.




She whispered into her phone, “Did you hear all of that?”




“We got most of it. You’re probably looking at some sort of demonic intrusion. You know how to handle that?”




She answered, “Yeah. Stop any sorcerers chanting to create or maintain the intrusion. Cut off the sources of power. Interrupt the stuff maintaining dimensional rifts if there are any. Take care of anything dangerous that got through the rift. I got the rundown this summer.”




She didn’t say that doing it was way harder than saying it. Or hearing a teacher telling you about how to do it, while the teacher was sitting in a nice, safe classroom. And she didn’t say that she knew the odds on one Slayer completing all of that against whatever the sorcerers or demons had already summoned. She really wished she had a real weapon. Three thin wooden letter openers in a pocket were not a real weapon against stuff like this. Even if they were extra-sharp.




Way, way off to her left, around a corner or two, she could hear that a group of probably four flight attendants were chatting away about having to stay behind to clean up messes on their late flight into Denver, and how late it was, and how they had to be back early the next morning.




All three things turned in inhuman ways to study the noises from the incoming foursome, who were probably going to be dinner. Or more ‘puppets’ for this disaster.




There was no way Lexi could let those four people die. And there was no way she could convince them not to walk through this section of the concourse. Which meant…




She said into the phone, “I don’t have any more time. If I don’t make it, please tell my mom and dad I love them and I’m sorry I didn’t get home in time.”




The girl on the other end of the phone yelled, “Lexi! Rule Number One! Rule Number One! Lexi, are you listening to me?” Lexi left the phone on, but slid it into a pocket.




She looked at the thing in front of her and smiled, “Oh Mister Pilot, it’s such a relief finding someone to help me!” And she walked right at the pilot-thing.




As she got closer, she could see the deadness of the thing that used to be a pilot. Its posture was too stiff. Its eyes were dead. Its facial expression was frozen. Its skin looked dried-out, like it had been left out in a desert for a week. It was a corpse being moved around by magical stuff. Mega-creepy magical stuff.




Mega-creepy magical stuff that was making her Slaydar feel like it was about to explode.




And there was something moving behind the pilot-thing. Lexi couldn’t make it out in the darkness of the next room as long as it was hiding behind the pilot-thing, but it wasn’t human. It wasn’t anything like human.




There was a terrifying noise like a hundred hissing, singing, croaking, whispering voices back behind the pilot-thing. Lexi totally did not want to know what was making that noise. But she was going to go in and find out anyway. She just left her phone on.




She kept walking, right up to the dead pilot-thing. It grabbed her with inhuman strength and yanked her through the doorway. Which was pretty much what she was counting on.




And she could finally see what that moving thing was. It was a massive tentacle-like thing. And it was covered in spiky things and eyeball things and mouth things and stuff she didn’t even have names for. Its tip was buried in the dead pilot-thing’s back and it was puppeteering him around.




The door slammed shut behind her. The doors off on her left and right slammed shut too. As a Slayer, she could see well enough in the near-darkness to tell that there were maybe eight or ten puppeted dead people, and dozens of scaly, nasty tentacles. All the tentacles were coming out of a glowing vertical rift that was sitting in the wreckage of a big packing crate. Along with the wreckage of the crate, there was the wreckage of three ground crew guys. Maybe four. It was hard to tell, since there were just pieces of them shredded around the crate.




Somebody totally evil had been shipping something mega-evil that shouldn’t have been shipped regular air freight. And now it was getting loose. By morning, this half of Concourse B could be all rift and tentacles, with no concourse left intact. And no people left alive.




The pilot thing was leading her right toward the rift, and three or four tentacles were heading over to meet the new girl, like an evil welcome wagon with demonic casseroles.




She was close enough by then to see that there was some sort of totally shattered urn below the rift. If she had to get that urn completely reassembled and resealed before she could close that rift, she was in mega-bad trouble.




She hadn’t turned her phone off, so she was relaying all this stuff to Cleveland. She was pretty sure that if this got any worse, Team Jack would be parachuting into the Denver Airport to attack this with a whole bunch of firepower.




Fire. Right. Okay, she had an idea. She looked around. And there, on a wall over by the window, way past the ex-crate and the rift and the tentacles, was what she needed. So she just let Dead Pilot Guy lead her closer to the rift. Even though she was getting surrounded by tentacles. Including a tentacle that she could hear was slithering across the floor and aiming at her back.




But the tentacles were all on the floor. Or mostly on the floor. And one of the mega-cool things that she had learned from Faith and the Advanced Badguy Stomping Course was that sometimes, you could make your fight three-dimensional, which lots of things couldn’t cope with.




And Barb had showed her that if you were smart enough, or experienced enough, you could sometimes make your fight four-dimensional. Because Barb was just that smart. Maybe smarter.




So all she had to do was time this juuuuust right…




And the tentacle right behind her went for the middle of her back, just like these tentacles had done to all these poor now-extremely-dead people. She was pretty sure that whatever the tentacles wanted to do to her, it would be mega-gross and mega-painful. And it would probably ruin everything in her backpack.




Dead Pilot Guy had her by the arm, and he was way stronger than a live human. But he wasn’t any heavier than a live human. In fact, he looked like maybe he’d had most of his fluids sucked out of him, which might make him a lot lighter.




The tentacle closed in. She grabbed Dead Pilot Guy and lifted him off the ground, swinging him around so he was between her and the totally icky mouth-parts on the end of the tentacle. 




Oh holy crud, those things’ tentacle-end mouths looked like the worst possible cross between a sea turtle’s mouth and a hagfish’s mouth. If that even counted as a mouth.




The mouth parts plunged into Dead Pilot Guy’s chest and started chewing their way through his torso even though he already had a tentacle in his back. He just flailed helplessly and silently opened his mouth in what looked like a scream. 




It was way grosser than she’d expected. But she didn’t have time to stop and urp.




She pulled her arm loose from his grasp and sprinted at the boxes on the wall. She dove over three tentacles that were aiming for her, and that worked mega-great because they were too heavy to really get a lot of height, and they weren’t expecting Slayer speed or Slayer leaps.




She landed on her hands and rolled out, coming back up on her feet just in time to dodge another tentacle that was snaking at her legs. She jumped, clearing the tentacle pretty easily, but there was yet another tentacle in her way.




She blocked it like it was a person trying to punch her. A simple Krav Maga block that knocked it aside, even if the searing pain in her arm felt like the tentacle might have taken a chunk out of her forearm as it ripped past her.




She kicked the glass in the face of the box, and it shattered like she had tossed a grenade in there. She ignored the flying glass and grabbed the fireaxe sitting inside.




She spun around, swinging the fireaxe hard because she was pretty sure she had Bad Stuff encroaching on her personal space bubble. She didn’t even have time to say ‘Now I have a machine gun! Ho ho ho!’ or ‘Can I axe you something?’ or any of the other quippy stuff that Jack and Buffy had suggested.




Because of course the Jack O’Neill Funtime Vacationland taught important stuff like Improving Your Quippage. Not that Lexi ever won any of the Dinnertime Quippage Contests.




And yep, there was a huge mega-gross mouth-thing on the end of a huge tentacle, and it was going for her torso. She sliced off the front ten inches of the thing, which it totally didn’t like.




The tentacle retreated way faster than it had attacked, and most of the tentacles made creepy, hissing shrieks like all of them hurt from that. Even creepier, each of the tentacles made several different shrieks because they all had more than one mouth.




So she hacked at everything that was near her. She got three more tentacles before they just all retreated away from her and they moved the dead people-puppets in at her.




Did the tentacles not know she could tell these weren’t real, live people? Maybe they just didn’t care.




The no-longer-people teetered in at her, reaching out to grab her and her axe. Which was not going to happen. If she let any of them grab her, she would probably get buried in a pile of dead guys, and those tentacles would have way easier shots at her.




She leaned to her left, and did a leg feint like soccer players did, which Faith had gotten Meredith to show them as a fighting technique nobody even thought could be a fighting technique before Faith came up with it. The dead things totally went for it, like bad defenders in a soccer game. So she moved to her right and forward. She hacked through the tentacle still puppeting Dead Pilot Guy and also the tentacle still stuck in his front. He just dropped, while the tentacles beat a hasty retreat.




On her next swing, she took out a tentacle that was buried in a dead ground crew guy. He dropped too.




But that took too long, and two dead stewardesses sort of dove forward into her, grabbing her left leg at her shin and thigh. Crud!




She didn’t go down, because of Slayer strength, but she was in trouble. She chopped through one tentacle, and the dead stewardess holding her thigh sagged. But it was still clamped onto her thigh. And the other tentacle was underneath that dead stewardess. A dead ground crew guy grabbed her by the right arm while she was trying to pull free of the deathgrip on her thigh which was too literal for her tastes.




She let go of the fireaxe with her right arm, and swung it left-handed at Dead Ground Crew Guy’s arms.




She sliced through both of its upper arms, and the body fell over while the hands hung onto her arm. She tried to ignore that mega-grossness, while she tried to kick Upper Dead Stewardess off with her other leg so she could get in a slice at the tentacle puppeting Lower Dead Stewardess. Which she didn’t get time to do.




Two dead gate agents went for her. She pivoted around her left leg where she was still being pinned in place, so she had her back to them, but they were going to have to go over the dead stewardesses or else go around the stewardess roadblock.




She went with a backhanded slash with the axe and got a good slash into Lower Dead Stewardess’s tentacle. It shrieked and tried to pull back, which dragged Upper Dead Stewardess off the pile and tripped up one of the dead gate agents.




That gave Lexi time to lean to one side and give the other dead gate agent a serious piston kick right in the solar plexus. Okay, he was dead, so she wasn’t going to knock the wind out of him, but she was focusing on hitting him near his center of mass, even if his center of mass had to include the tentacle in his back. He went flying backward, dragging his tentacle with him.




She slashed through the tentacles of the downed gate agent and the bottom dead stewardess in a fast cut-and-reverse-cut technique that she had just learned a few weeks ago, even if that technique was designed for swords with one cutting edge. That left her with the recently-kicked gate agent, the dis-armed ground crew guy, and three more bodies that were being puppeted across the room by even more tentacles. Plus two tentacles that were trying to sneak around behind her by sticking close to the window wall below the windows.




And the rift was getting bigger. Which was a mega-bad thing. Crud.




And it looked like some of the hacked-up tentacles were running home to mommy, and their much-nastier big brothers were coming through the rift to get even with the mean old Slayer who had just made with the hackage. Crud and a half.




The new tentacles looked like they were two or three times as thick, with even more creepy things along their lengths, and massive, scary mouthparts on their tips. Sharks would wet themselves and swim home to mommy if they got a look at those mouth-things.




Lexi did a one-handed cartwheel past the armless guy who still hadn’t figured out how to grab her with no arms, and she went for the two sneaky tentacles. They weren’t expecting her, so she had time for a fast snicker-snack that took care of both of them, and then the puppeted bodies still had to teeter across the room after her.




So she needed to use her speed and agility way more against these things. She sprinted at Armless Dead Guy and everything moved toward him. So she high-jumped over him, since he couldn’t reach up and grab her. She came down right behind two more of the puppets, and she hacked through their tentacles before she did another one-handed cartwheel away from Tentacle Central, to gain some fighting room.




Recently-kicked Gate Agent was closing in on her left, while Disarmed Guy was coming straight at her and the last puppet was trying to stagger around to her right side without her noticing. Which was kind of like trying to sneak up on her with a marching band playing the UCLA fight song. Only not so loud, just mega-obvious.




She pretended she wasn’t noticing Not Stealthy Guy, and she leapt forward, sliding past Recently-kicked Gate Agent to make a fast backhand cut through his tentacle before she moved on Disarmed Guy. It looked like the tentacles still hadn’t figured out that he had no arms left, so grappling was going to be an issue for him.




She dropped and kicked his legs out from under him, and as he fell, she spun up and sliced through his tentacle. And that was when Not Stealthy Guy finally made his move, going for a diving lunge and a big grab around her waist while two tentacles came at her from the front.




She did a cheerleader-style high jump with her legs spreading out wide to the sides, only she could get more height than a cheerleader could, and so Not Stealthy Guy totally missed her. Not even close. He did a big faceplant underneath her. She hit the drop ceiling with her head and tried to ignore it as she kept moving. She pulled her legs back in way before she came back down, and she landed on his back. One more swipe with the fireaxe, and that tentacle was toast too.




The two tentacles coming at her from the front didn’t have enough sense to run for it, so she dodged to her right and did a vertical hack-and-reverse-cut to take out both of them.




The remains of the two tentacles ran for it, and another big tentacle took their place at the rift. So there were no more people puppets, only half a dozen of the regular tentacles, and five much thicker tentacles that she didn’t think she could slice through in one cut with just a fireaxe. Some of them? Maybe not even two cuts with a fireaxe.




Why couldn’t airports have mega-useful stuff in their emergency In Case Of Fire boxes? Like a katana? Or matching butterfly swords for dual wielding? Maybe a claymore?




She did a couple aikido glide-steps toward the rift, and all the tentacles moved to protect the rift from her. That probably meant that something was afraid she could wreck the rift or the stuff maintaining the rift.




So she needed to get closer and see what the heck was going on with the rift and the broken urn and maybe even the dead bodies. Gross. And eww.




Part III



Lexi feinted toward the area right in front of the rift where the busted urn was. Most of the tentacles got faked out and moved to cover the urn and the front of the rift.




She darted back the other way, to the area behind the rift, where the tentacles had the least coverage and the clumsiest movement. She could sort of see through the rift to the wreckage of the crate, and she could see that there were pieces of the urn with glowing symbols on them.




One big tentacle swung around to get at her, and she sliced into it, cutting a huge gash through one side of the thing. It retreated with a massive yank, like it had just touched a hot stove.




Okay, if she didn’t have to cut through the big tentacles, just cut into them, then they were in trouble. Also, she could see that the urn had started out with a big clay seal that was broken in half, with two symbols on one side and one symbol on the other. So maybe…




She did her best imitation of a threshing machine, going totally Faith on the tentacles, slicing and hacking as fast as she could and not even worrying about getting clean cuts that would sever the smaller tentacles.




And for a moment — one mega-brief moment — all the tentacles were pulling back or already pulled back, and she had a clean shot at the urn pieces. She tossed the fireaxe in the air and cartwheeled across the front of the rift, grabbing up the two halves of the seal as she went. And as two even bigger tentacles started squeezing through the rift, she slapped the two halves of the seal back together.




There was a burst of… something. Maybe not energy. Could it be the opposite of energy? In her head, she called it a burst of anti-energy. But the rift vanished, hacking the two tentacles in half.




She held the seal together and checked around her. The fireaxe had stuck in the ceiling tiles. The tentacle chunks in the wreckage of the crate were turning into goo. The creepy feeling was vanishing off her Slaydar. It looked like she had won.




She reached into her backpack, and… Oh crud. There was a massive slash through her backpack and her stuff in the backpack. She totally needed her souvenirs from the Jack O’Neill Funtime Vacationland to not be ruined. And her backup clothes. And her other stuff.




She shrugged off the backpack while holding the seal together with one hand. And she was finally in luck. The souvenir she wanted hadn’t been shredded or anything.




It was a small roll of duct tape with the round cardboard core ripped out so it was pretty much flat and less than an inch thick. Plus, it had runes written all over the tape using permanent marker that was pretty much the same color as the tape, so Mundanes would have no idea what it really was. She quickly duct taped the seal back together. The crack between the two halves sort of glued itself back together under the influence of the magical sealing runes on the tape. Then she checked that nothing else in the wreckage was setting off her Slaydar.




She pulled out her phone and asked, “Cleveland, are you still there?”




“Yeah Lexi, we’re still here. Status?”




She groaned, “Okay, status yellow. Maybe chartreuse. Rift closed, but someone needs to check that this isn’t a ‘soft’ place now. Tentacles turned to unidentifiable goo. Nine corpses with big holes chewed through their backs and three or four bodies that are just pieces. Someone’s going to have to ‘explain’ or cover up all that stuff. One broken seal patched up enough to turn over to the local Slay team for investigation and then magical handling. One smashed urn that may have stuff we need to not let CSI: Denver investigate too closely.”




“Good work. And we’ll be filing a report, so expect an ass-chewing by Buffy. Or Vi. Or somebody.”




“Crud.” Great. Just great. “I had to do it. That thing would’ve eaten everyone who walked past it all night long!”




After that, she started on the next part. She could hear that flight attendant foursome out in the corridor talking with someone over a radio, probably about the power being off in that section of the concourse. Which meant she needed to put some effort into a proper exfil, as Jack liked to call it. She really wasn’t interested in being identified by the TSA or arrested by the FBI or whatever.




So maybe she didn’t want to go back out the way she came in, and have four flight attendants see her, all covered in blood and tentacle-goo and stuff, when there were like nine corpses plus lots of body parts in here, and there was nobody to blame it on besides her.




Oh yeah, and she was carrying a fireaxe like she knew how to use it. Which she did. That wouldn’t look suspicious at all.




She jumped up and yanked the fireaxe out of the ceiling. Then she moved to a point where one of the big windows looked out over a narrow metal ledge and an extended jetway that was stuck on a parked jet for the night. Okay, she had an idea. Hopefully, it was a workable idea, and not one of those ideas that Jack gave really bad grades to.




The safety glass was really strong, but it was in no way ready for the strength a Slayer could apply. And the back side of the fireaxe was a sharp spike rather than a curved blade. She took one solid swing with the spiked side at the corner of the glass window, and it shattered. There was a protective plastic coating that didn’t hold up to the blade side of the fireaxe. So in no time, she had a jagged hole she could step through, onto the narrow ledge. She eased along the ledge and made sure she didn’t leave any footprints.




She made sure she had the repaired magic seal wrapped up in more magic duct tape, and protected in what was left of her clothes, because one of the tentacles had gotten a good slash through the backpack while she was wearing it, and now the outside of the backpack, along with her backup clothes, looked like someone had taken a circular saw to them. Maybe a chainsaw.




Stuff like this probably never happened to Buffy.




She leapt from the ledge up onto the roof of the jetway, and from there she took a running jump up onto the roof of the concourse. Then she carefully ran to the middle of the concourse, where the train to the front part of Denver International Airport went.




She went to the closest jetway that didn’t have a plane on the end. The big black sign said it was jetway B41. That was pretty close to the spot where she could catch that train to the front part of the airport.




She leapt down onto the jetway roof, and then walked down to the end of the jetway, where there was nothing but a canvas-and-plastic sheet covering the opening. And at the side there, they had a nice door with stairs leading down to the tarmac. She dropped down onto the little landing outside the door, and she forced the lock on the door with her new favorite doorkey: the fireaxe.




Then all she had to do was walk up the inside of the jetway and press on the crashbar on her side of the door so she could slip out into the concourse mega-close to where she could go catch the next train back to the area not controlled by the TSA stuff. And nobody was standing there watching her sneak into the concourse.




She went right over to the women’s restroom that was nearby, and she checked herself.




Crud, she looked bad. She had blood in her hair and down her face from a glass shard. She had a thing on her cheek like she had run into something really hard, and it was shaped like the side of a giant tentacle. Her overalls had a huge torn area on one leg, thanks to a couple dead stewardesses. Her shirt had a torn sleeve, and she had a nasty cut on that forearm. One of her shoelaces was totally busted. And her backup clothes were all wrecked.




Okay, this was not good.




She used her little wooden letter openers, which were sharper than they looked, to cut both legs off her overalls at the thighs, then she folded the cut parts into sort-of-cuffs so they looked like shorty overalls. Mostly. Then she used the letter openers to cut both sleeves off of her top. She didn’t really want to show off how buff she had gotten this summer, but it was better than looking like she’d just been in a fight. She pulled out the remains of her busted shoelace and used a non-busted segment to tie the top of her sneaker closed.




She sponged the blood off her face and hair with some damp paper towels. The cut had already stopped bleeding, and it would be gone in a day or so. She pulled out her stick foundation and cover-up, and did her best to make that bruise look un-bruised. Then she pulled her baseball cap out of the remains of her backpack and put it sideways on her head. That hid the cut up in her hairline and also cast a shadow that made the covered-up bruise way harder to spot. She cleaned up the cut on her forearm and used the Dermaglue in her brand new Slayer mini-medkit to glue it closed all along its length.




Okay, it still looked like a big cut, but now it looked like a big cut she’d gotten a week or so ago. Slayer healing had tons of perks. Also, the Jack O’Neill Funtime Vacationland had great prizes.




She finished up by using some of her special duct tape to tape her backpack together. It looked more like a backpack with stupid stuff stuck on it than a backpack that had just been slashed in half. She didn’t like using the special duct tape for stuff like that, but she didn’t have a ton of options.




She wiped down the fireaxe with her torn clothing so it didn’t have blood or tentacle goo or fingerprints or stuff on it, and she stood on the sink counter to hide it in the drop ceiling. The damaged, cut clothing went into her backpack so the Denver police couldn’t find that stuff and trace it back to her somehow. Same for the paper towels that had her blood on them.




And she walked down to the train access, which took her from the B concourse, past concourse A, to the baggage claim and ground transportation areas. She looked like more of a ‘tough chick’ than she liked, but it was better than looking like she had just been in a bloody, icky fight to the death.




She checked her phone, and she had three texts from the Denver Slay-team. The first said that they had a car on the way to the airport. The second said that they just got a ticket for going sixty-seven miles over the posted speed limit, so they missed the Denver Slayer record by eighteen miles an hour. The third said that they were pulling into the United Airlines area where you picked up arrivals, and they were driving the black Honda with the Domino’s Pizza sign on the roof.




Okay, how could you go eighty-five miles an hour over the speed limit? Was one of the Denver Slay-team driving a jet around town?




So Lexi hurried out, trying to ignore that her cut forearm and her left knee hurt. And it was totally easy to spot the Slay-car. That Domino’s Pizza sign had a really bright light inside it. 




Wow, that was probably a genius way to get anywhere. If they also had a couple empty pizza boxes, they could drive past security guys and walk right into wherever they needed to go. Except, of course, Concourse B at the airport.




She ran over and hopped in the back seat that was the only seat available. “Hi! I’m Lexi. I’m mega-glad to see you.”




The brunette driver said, “Great! I’m Laura.” She pointed at the blonde in the shotgun seat. “That’s Kristen.” And she pointed behind her head at the dyed redhead sitting next to Lexi. “And that’s Cara. We’re half of the Colorado group. Any clean-up we need to worry about?”




Lexi explained about the corpses and the seal and the urn and stuff, and the busted window she had left behind. 




Cara said, “So that’s the uber-creepy feeling I’m getting? That seal thing in your pack?”




“Me too,” Laura and Kristen both said.




Lexi shrugged, “Maybe my Slaydar got overloaded or something, ’cause I’m not getting anything off the seal anymore.”




Laura grimaced, “Well, we can’t get out on the concourses without buying a ticket for something and going through TSA. So maybe we need to let Cleveland handle this one.”




Cara said, “Yeah. Lucky you missed your flight and you took that walk.”




Kristen pointed out, “Lots of the Watchers think Slayers just sort of end up where they’re needed. Maybe this wasn’t ‘bad luck’ as much as… something else.”




Lexi groaned, “Yeah, but I’m still gonna miss half a day of school, and I’m already The Weird Kid, and Paradise Valley is a clean town, so it’s not like I’m ever gonna save one of the cliques from vampires or something.”




And Cara asked, “Aren’t you cold going like that on jets?”




So Lexi had to explain about getting her clothes ripped, and having her backup clothes get sliced up, and having to make do. So Laura drove over to where they could get lots of fast food and they could also hit a Walmart to get Lexi a set of clothes to fly home in.




Okay, that was way better than Lexi had expected, so she said ‘sure’. Even if Walmart was the last place she wanted to go clothes shopping.




So Lexi told the whole story about missing her flight and being stuck in the concourse and then fighting the tentacle thing and the corpse-puppets. And Laura bought dinner for her too. Score! Lexi had two Big Mac meals, and she tried a ‘Chicken of the Sea’ which the MacDonald’s even made for her, and it tasted better than it sounded, even if Vi made it sound pretty good.




At the Walmart, she hastily grabbed a pair of overalls and a t-shirt and new shoelaces and a fanny pack, and paid for them as quick as she could, because the flickering in the fluorescent lighting was giving her a headache and an icky barf-o-riffic feeling. Then, while Lauren drove her back to the airport hotel where Lexi was going to stay for the night, Lexi fished out the rips of clothing and bloody paper towels, along with the taped-up seal, for the Denver Slayers to handle. Even if none of them wanted to handle it because they were still feeling it on their Slaydar even if she wasn’t. She kind of wondered how long her Slaydar was going to be off-line, after the stories about Buffy needing a couple years away from Sunnydale to get her Slaydar back.




The hotel even made sure Lexi was okay and that she could get some mega-early breakfast before they drove her over to the airport in the morning.




Then Lexi had the not-fun of seeing what she could salvage from her ruined backpack. The backup shirt and pants and shoes and underpants and bra were all sliced through. And that was one of her good bras! So she would have to wear today’s bra and panties tomorrow too. She had one stupid pair of socks she could salvage. Crud. So she switched socks and re-laced her shoes. She had one spare shoelace and one pair of sweaty socks to go home with. Great. 




She totally should have checked her backpack before she ran in and out of Walmart, even if she didn’t really want to go into a Walmart in the first place. And the flicker on their fluorescents was just slow enough that a Slayer could see it, so she still had a headache just from being in there for like two minutes.




She should’ve bought some Tylenol too while she was in there. Even if Tylenol didn’t do much for her anymore.




Okay, she only had four nutrition bars that weren’t hacked through and ruined. Her ticket and the letter from United Airlines were at least in the flat part of her backpack that sat against her back, so they weren’t wrecked. She had one letter opener, since she had wrecked two of them while cutting her pants and shirt up in the women’s room. She had her phone and her charger, which had been in her overall pockets instead of the outside pocket of her backpack. She had her baggie of makeup, which had sunk to the bottom of her backpack so it had just barely missed getting trashed. The book and the notepad and the pens that had been in the outside pocket of the backpack were shredded. And an inky mess. Crud. And she was maybe two thirds of the way through the book, so she was going to have to buy a new copy to find out how Kinsey solved the crimes and caught the badguys.




She had the magic duct tape that she hadn’t used up, so she still had most of it. She didn’t have much else on her from the Jack O’Neill Funtime Vacationland, since the really good stuff had to get shipped as special packages. She had a teal plastic ‘WWBD’ bracelet that had a wiresaw hidden inside it. Buffy had been really embarrassed when Jack and Xander handed all those bracelets out and Buffy saw what those guys had gotten inscribed on the bands. She had a small red ziplock bag that was her tiny Slayer emergency medical kit: a little tube of Dermaglue she had already opened, a little tube of fancy coagulant, a tube of a special magical anti-poison ointment, and a little tube of a topical pain reliever that was in strong enough concentration to work on Slayers.




She also had the special ‘spy pen’ Buffy had given her for school stuff. 




The good stuff would get shipped to her once she had a secure place to accept shipping of stuff that maybe somebody like Lexi Mack wasn’t supposed to get through the mail.




She looked at everything and decided to ditch all the ruined clothes and the ruined backpack and the ruined stuff in the backpack. And the stinky socks. So she had clothes for the flight back, and stuff that would fit in her new fanny pack, which she was totally wearing as a tummy pack and not bouncing on her behind.




She went to bed in already-worn underwear and told herself to not be whiny about it. It was all her fault for not also buying undies and a sports bra when she was rushing through a headache-causing store she didn’t want to be in.









Lexi woke up in the morning when her phone alarm buzzed. She showered fast and dressed, putting her ticket and phone and charger and card wallet and like that in her overalls pockets, and everything else in her fanny pack. She made sure she had coverstick on over her totally ugly bruise on her face, and foundation over that. She took the time to make sure her little red ziplock of Slayer medical kit stuff was back in her cosmetics ziplock bag, because she was going to have to yank that out at the airport.




The hotel had some breakfast bars and two apples and a couple plastic bottles of milk as a to-go breakfast for her, since it was way before six and their breakfast room wasn’t running yet. She ate all of it while the hotel got someone to drive her to the airport and make sure she got there okay. 




Then United Airlines had a gate agent waiting outside with a sign that had her name, and an expression on her face that said ‘please don’t sue us’. The gate agent even already had Lexi’s ticket for the day and her boarding passes, and the boarding passes had the TSA Pre-check mark on them, so Lexi just walked through that line, which was mega-short. She showed the TSA guy her fanny pack and her baggie of ‘liquids and gels’, she stood in the scanner thing, and she was done.




She got to the B Concourse before the Red Carpet Club was even open yet, and there wasn’t a gate agent at the gate for the flight to Fresno. So she ate two of her nutrition bars from her fanny pack while she waited. She had a quick early breakfast in the Red Carpet Club, and got to the gate in time. After all, the super-early flight that was just getting the jet to Fresno for a Fresno-Denver-Chicago-New Jersey run had only maybe twenty passengers on it, because who wanted to get up extra-early to fly from Denver to Fresno and right back to Denver? So they didn’t even make people sit in their assigned seats.




Then, with the timezone change, she had about two hours to kill. And there was no United Airlines Red Carpet Club in the Fresno Airport, which nobody had bothered to tell her about. Crud! So she went to the gate agent, and got sent to the ‘traveler assistance’ desk, and got sent away with two ten dollar vouchers. So she got some fast food. Twice. And the flight on the ‘United Airlines Partner’ was on a plane small enough that she thought maybe she could grab it by a wheel and tip it over. It was pretty much a big mailing tube with wings on the sides. She watched the baggage cart move to it, and she was totally sure that none of the bags going onto it were hers. And that was her mom’s suitcase! So she started her complaints with the gate agent, who couldn’t do anything to help her except put a note into the system.




She flew on the tiny prop plane to Paradise Valley. The plane was small, and it only had one seat on each side of the tiny aisle, and the seats were crammed together so that the airline could squeeze in sixteen people if they had like no space bubbles and nobody had long legs. And there was one flight attendant, and he had like no snacks or anything since the flight was so short and you couldn’t even stand up straight in the aisle if you were over maybe five foot five. The guy in front of her hadn’t bathed recently or washed his hoodie. The woman behind her hadn’t showered recently, and was hiding that with enough perfume to drown small animals. The businessman across the aisle from her and back two rows must have eaten forty cloves of garlic the day before. Maybe he was from Gilroy. Lexi sat with her shirt sleeve over her mouth and nose for the whole flight.




Then she got to the Paradise Valley Airport, she looked at the baggage claim area that didn’t have her luggage, she filed a claim about her lost luggage, and she looked out the window for her mom.




No mom either. Crud. 




She turned her phone on and checked for calls and texts. Her mom had sent her a message that they had a crisis at one of the houses for six of their social work ‘clients’, and Lexi’s dad was in meetings so he didn’t even know about her mom’s crisis, and Lexi would have to take a taxi to school.




Extra crud. 




No chance of her mom bringing her that schoolpack with her notebooks and pens and pencils and stuff. No chance of her mom driving her home so she could put on some better clothes. And she couldn’t have the taxi driver take her home first, because she wasn’t carrying a housekey. She wasn’t supposed to need one!




So she walked out to the taxi stand and paid a stupid amount on her debit card to have a taxi driver take her to school where she was going to be hours late, with no school supplies and no idea about her school schedule. And she had a bruise on one side of her face, and a big cut in her scalp, and Walmart clothes. Crud and a half.




She spent the whole cab ride getting her bruise covered up as much as she could. Foundation and coverstick only went so far. The little parking area in front of the school was blocked off by stuff for the football team. And the taxi didn’t want to drive through the main parking lot on the east side of the school, because he didn’t want his car to get all banged up by teenaged bad drivers. So she had to walk the rest of the way, which made her a few more minutes late.




So she was mega-grumpy before she even walked into the school. And things went downhill from there.




Part IV



Lexi walked into the school looking about as awful as it was possible to look. Her bruise on her cheek was swollen up enough that the coverstick and foundation weren’t really hiding it. The cut in her scalp looked livid. Her clothes were wrinkled from being cheap to start with, and being on two airline flights. In decent daylight, you could see that her shirt didn’t really go with her overalls, which she hadn’t been able to tell at night in a Walmart under bad flickery fluorescents. She had managed to get her shoelaces mismatched, and one shoe looked like it wasn’t going to survive the week. She was wearing Walmart clothes, like she was the person who most wanted to get taunted about what she was wearing. She had no backpack, no pencils or notebooks, nothing.




Maybe she should just walk in front of a moving car and get taken to the hospital so she’d have an excuse for missing the rest of the schoolday.




She sighed and walked into the front office and asked to see the principal. She had to wait a few minutes, but at least there were a couple boxes of the candy bars the school was selling to raise money for new football and basketball uniforms. Mmm, chocolate candy bars. She bought two of the candy bars and wolfed them down when the secretary wasn’t looking. They were really good. She figured she had been gone so long that all the candy sales were nearly done, so there was probably no chance she could get her folks to buy her a whole box.




Then Principal Wilson was totally grumpy with her. He was sadly shaking his head, “Miss Mack, what are we going to do with you? First, you put one of our football players in the hospital—”




“It was an accident!” Lexi squeaked. She used the lie that Xander had suggested. “We were kissing, and we fell over, and I landed on top of him! Everyone’s making up crazy stuff about it!”




But he kept going, “-and you miss enrollment day—”




“I had an excuse!” she insisted. “And mom got my schedule all fixed, and everything else!”




“-and now you’re late to the first day of classes…”




She pulled out the sheet of paper. “And I have an excused absence! Here. United Airlines saying it’s their fault, and they stranded me overnight in the Denver Airport, and it was awful!”




He glanced at the paper and handed it back. “That is reassuring, but you’ll need to take that to Vice-principal Cunningham, and get your schedule from him. We had to make some changes since last week. Also, you do not look appropriately dressed and prepared for your schoolday.”




She tried not to whine. “I’m not! I got mugged last night waiting for the shuttle from the airport to the hotel, so now I’ve got a huge bruise on my face and a cut that bled like crazy up here in my scalp, and my clothes got ruined, so then the hotel would only drive me over to the Walmart near it, and their stuff is terrible, and then today, mom couldn’t come pick me up, so she didn’t bring me my schedule or my school pack or my notebooks, and I can’t even go home and get in the house and get better clothes! Call her up and ask her what happened!”




He sighed, “Miss Mack, you seem to be blaming everyone and everything else instead of taking responsibility for yourself. I hope this is not going to be a recurring issue this year.”




She just sat there and thought about yelling at him. Why was he being so mean? It was like everything since last night was conspiring to make her mad. Maybe she got contaminated by those tentacles! She needed to call Cleveland and get someone to check on that!




So after he chewed her out, she still had to go to the school bookstore and buy a couple cheap notebooks and a couple pencils, and she got chewed out again, that time for not having stuff when it was already the middle of Day One. Then she had to go to see Vice-principal Cunningham, and get her schedule from him. And he was always crabby, plus he was the guy who handled most of the sports team stuff, and she knew he was friends with Hunter’s fam, so he was not going to be on her side.




Was anybody on her side anymore? She had just saved a bunch of people, and this was the thanks she got? Maybe she should just call up Andrew Wells and see if she could transfer to the Cleveland school real soon. Like today.




So sure enough, Vice-principal Cunningham was mega-crabby at her. Also, he had a box of those candy bars on his desk, and he wouldn’t share. And asking him for one made him even crabbier. It wasn’t her fault she was a growing girl… who had Slayer powers and needed extra calories.




Oh. Right. She’d almost forgotten why Buffy had given her that spy pen. For ‘Snyder’ sitches. And ‘Cordelia’ sitches. And ‘Percy’ sitches. And ‘Larry’ sitches. And stuff like that. So she clicked the pen in her front overalls pocket. And she let him yell at her about not being a responsible student. 




Then, when she showed him her written excuse from United Airlines, he actually said, “Nobody will believe that after I put it through my paper shredder.” And he actually turned to put her paper in the paper shredder!




If she hadn’t been recording it with her spy pen, she probably would’ve done something Slayer-y. Like tackle him to the ground and wrestle the paper back from him. Which would totally get her in way more trouble. Or grab the vase off his desk and throw it into the top of the paper shredder and wreck it, which would also get her in way more trouble.




So she tried to sound calm. “That would be more likely if I hadn’t already showed it to the principal. And Mrs. Barton at the attendance window. And Mrs. Martinez. And I took a picture of it and sent it to mom and dad.”




Okay, she was lying about most of that. She totally should have taken a picture of it and sent it to her parents. And she should have shown Mrs. Barton the paper when she came in. And Mrs. Martinez would totally be cranky at her for missing Spanish III class.




He stopped, but he looked even angrier. So she kept going. “And I am recording this conversation now, so I think you should reconsider your actions. If you hand me that paper, I’ll erase the recording and not tell Principal Wilson about this.”




He practically threw the piece of paper at her, which totally didn’t work because it was a piece of paper. But she tried to sound calm, even if she wasn’t and she wanted to punch him through a wall. “Thank you, sir. And I need my schedule too.”




Oh crud. He gave her a totally evil sneer and fished a paper out of his files. “Here you go. We had to make some changes due to… class sizes and scheduling.”




And crud. This wasn’t her schedule at all. She was supposed to be in Spanish III and AP American Lit and Pre-calc and English Comp II and AP Chemistry and American History and Global Studies II. None of them were on her schedule. And she was supposed to have a special exemption from Phys Ed that her dad already turned in, but there it was. The last period of the day. Phys Ed.




She tried mega-hard not to lose her temper since she was recording all of this, and she said, “Sir, this is not my schedule. And I am going to have to call my parents and report this.”




He sneered, “You go right ahead and try. But if you’re not in your assigned classes this afternoon, you will receive skip notices, and you will face detention. Or worse!”




She gritted her teeth so she wouldn’t cry. Or hit him. Or stake him. Or anything. But she was so angry! It wasn’t fair! She just said, “Yes sir. I will remember that.”




And she stepped out of his office. With her paper, which she made sure to send pictures of off to her mom and dad, along with pictures of her ‘schedule’ which was designed to ruin her life. And she made sure to show the attendance lady her excuse for missing morning classes. Then, since she still had half an hour before lunch period, she went all over the school, showing her ‘schedule’ to the teachers she was supposed to have and explaining that Vice-principal Cunningham ruined her schedule after her parents got it all straightened out, and he was threatening to give her detention if she went to the right classes instead of what was on that paper.




Mrs. Martinez even cursed out loud! In Spanish! Lexi had never seen her so angry. At least she wasn’t angry at Lexi.




And lunch was just as horrible as she had expected. She wasn’t even through the lunch line when Kelly and her squad gathered around her to pick on her. But Lexi was a Slayer, so she had situational awareness. Well, she did when she was paying attention. So she clicked on the pen again.




“Hey look, it’s Loopy Lexi.”




“Hey Loopy, didn’t anyone tell you today is a school day?”




“Eww, she’s wearing Walmart!”




“Who dressed you today? Helen Keller?”




She just said, “Kelly. Lovely to see you too.” And she took her food and went straight back to the head office. She ate while she waited to see someone. She was hoping it would be the principal again, or maybe Mrs. Wright who was the nicest vice-principal. But she got Mr. Erickson, who was the other mean vice-principal. Crud.




She finished her food just as the secretary said she could go in, so she swallowed and went into Mr. Erickson’s office. And she said, “I’m being bullied, and that violates the school rules, and I want it to stop.”




Naturally, he didn’t believe her, because nobody was believing her at all today. So she played the recording off her spy pen. And he wanted to take the pen away from her!




She shoved it into her overalls and said, “Mr. Erickson, that’s an eight hundred dollar recording instrument.” That was totally a lie, but he didn’t know. “And I have to hang onto it because I’m going to play the recording for dad and the chemical plant’s lawyers for a lawsuit if the school doesn’t do something about this.”




So she was barely out of the front office before Mr. Erickson was yelling over the school PA system for Kelly and her posse to report to his office. Lexi bought two more candy bars and ate them on her way to turn her lunchroom tray back to the lunchroom ladies.




Then her afternoon was horrible. She had to go to German I instead of Spanish III and explain that Mr. Cunningham had wrecked her schedule and wouldn’t admit he had made a mistake. And then she had to go to Phys Ed when she was supposed to have an exemption, so she had no gym clothes or anything. By then, she was mad enough to go tear somebody’s three-ring binder in half. Or something.




And… crud. Mister Keller was the gym coach. He was another of the new coaches that Coach Dean had brought in. He was the assistant football coach for the running backs and receivers, which meant that Hunter was one of his players, so he probably hated Lexi already. 




Also, by then, the whole school had heard the announcement from the admin office that Kelly and her clique were getting punished for bullying, and pretty much the whole school knew that Lexi had tattled on Kelly’s gang, so even more people were mad at Lexi.




So Coach Keller yelled at her for not being dressed out. And he yelled at her that her so-called dispensation didn’t mean squat if it wasn’t in the schedule. And he yelled at her for being a fat loser who was afraid to take P.E. with decent kids who wanted to be healthy and fit.




She so wasn’t fat or afraid of exercise or any of that! She just barely managed not to lose her temper, because she was recording everything he yelled at her.




So… Coach Keller decided on dodgeball. Lexi hated dodgeball, especially if the coach set up unfair teams. Like Coach Keller was doing right in front of her. He put the best athletes and the clique leaders and the cheerleaders on one team, and Lexi and a bunch of people like Robyn and Mina and Lindsay and Helen on the other team. And he put four dodgeballs in play, and whoever got hit had to run laps.




Lexi whispered to Robyn and Lindsay and Mina to stay at the back and gather up any misses and bring them to her. And then, just to be an even bigger jerkhead, Coach Keller tossed all four dodgeballs to the other team.




Lexi was so mad she could have spit. Except she wasn’t going to spit on the nice basketball gym floor. So she stepped forward, because she knew every one of the people the coach had tossed the balls to was going to throw at her. She growled, “Last chance…”




They all threw at her. But she was a Slayer. She easily dodged all four dodgeballs. Then she waited for a couple seconds while Lindsay and Mina and Helen and Terri trotted over to her with their prizes. She told all of them to toss her the dodgeballs when she said the word ‘dodgeball’.




Lexi growled at the other team, “Okay, let’s play dodgeball.”




Her friends lobbed the dodgeballs into the air in her direction.




She snatched all four dodgeballs out of the air, one after the other, and threw them at the four girls who had thrown at her. And she threw them hard. Kelly took one right in the nose. Rhonda took one right in the eye. Karen took hers in the mouth. Elaine managed to get her hands up over her face, and took her dodgeball in the left breast. All four of them went down.




Mina whispered, “Holy shit!”




Lexi snarled, “Okay, who wants to play more dodgeball?”




Coach Keller ran over, blowing his stupid little whistle. “Mack! MACK! That’s it! Principal’s office! You’re gonna be suspended over this!”




She growled, “I recorded everything you said. Everything you said. You’ll be lucky if you still have a job after the next schoolboard meeting.”




He looked like he wanted to punch her in the mouth. She was totally hoping he would try, because she was really sure this was all his fault. Maybe she’d even let him hit her, so she could break his arm.




Okay, she stepped across the gym floor and looked back. Maybe she wasn’t so incredibly mega-angry anymore, and suddenly she was feeling awful that there were four girls lying on the hard gym floor, bleeding and crying. She hurried off to the principal’s office, calling her mom’s number on the way. She had to leave a message because her mom was still doing emergency work stuff. So she tried her dad, who was still in meetings and so she left a message there. Then she called Cleveland on the non-emergency number. Only, since it was the non-emergency number, she got put on hold because there was a real emergency thing going on in China right then. So she hung up and went to have Principal Wilson yell at her.




She bought a couple more candy bars out of the box, and ate them while she waited for Principal Wilson to have time for her.




And then he didn’t yell at her, but he was totally mad at her. “Miss Mack, we have four girls in the nurse’s office, and all four are going to be going over to Immediate Care. Do you have anything to say before I call your parents and suspend you for two weeks?”




She snapped, “I have a lot of stuff to say! It was dodgeball. Every one of ’em threw at me first! At the same time! Because Coach Keller told ’em to! And listen to what Coach Keller yelled at me!”




So she played the recording of Coach Keller screaming at her, and that was totally not okay to say to schoolchildren. Not even a girl who was maybe overweight and had body issues about it and didn’t want to be in the locker room with pretties who would make fun of her, and needed some sort of remedial gym. And then she showed him the ‘schedule’ that Mr. Cunningham had given her and ordered her to follow. Then she played the recording with Mr. Cunningham that she had said she would erase, which she totally wasn’t going to.




She said, “If you suspend me, that will just give me more time to meet with dad’s lawyers to sue you, and Mr. Cunningham, and Mr. Erickson, and Kelly and her clique, and Coach Keller, and the whole school district. It wasn’t my fault I was late today, and I tried really, really hard to even get here today, and everyone’s being mega-mean to me! I mean, look at my face and the cut here in my hair, I got mugged last night trying to catch a shuttle from the airport to the hotel they put me up in for the night, and I had to go buy clothes in the middle of the night because everything I had was stolen or ruined, and then they lost my luggage, and I had no chance to change this morning before school or anything!”




He grumbled, “I don’t know what’s going on, but I will be getting to the bottom of it!”




So she pointed out, “It’s Hunter. We were just kissing back in the spring and we fell over and somehow he got some broken ribs, and then Trish and the clique girls who don’t like me started telling everyone I attacked him with a crowbar, which is crazy. So now the whole school hates me. And I wanna go home and talk to my mom and dad!”




Only, she couldn’t go home, because her mom and dad wouldn’t be home until five. Or maybe a lot later than that. And she didn’t have a housekey. And if she busted the back door to get in, her folks would be mega-mad at her. Maybe she should bust a window instead.




Okay, busting the door or the window to go inside was crazy. She had no idea why she was thinking about doing it. So she just sat in the principal’s office while he rushed around trying to find out what was going on. And maybe she had a couple more candy bars. Like seven or eight. Which was close to ‘a couple’.




And after the bell rang, Robyn and Mina came by to see if she was okay. Which she was totally not.




So, instead of Lexi doing something that was maybe sort of crazy, Robyn and Mina talked her into just walking to Robyn’s house and talking with them like normal. Even if Lexi had to go with the ‘Cleveland’ version of stuff. So… no fighting monsters in the airport, just getting mugged. And even some of that was too crazy, so it was totally a good thing she had that spy pen and could play the recording of Mr. Cunningham threatening to throw her excuse from the airline into his paper shredder. And the stuff Coach Keller yelled at her, even though both Robyn and Mina had heard it the first time.




At Robyn’s house, there wasn’t any junkfood, so Lexi had to settle for a healthy vegan sandwich with sprouts and stuff added. And Mina said that she wasn’t buying the school candy either, because Coach Dean, the new head football coach, had said that band uniforms weren’t important so none of the money was going to help buy new band uniforms, but cheerleader uniforms were important, even if the cheerleaders already had new uniforms from last spring.




Lexi decided that Coach Dean was an even bigger jerkhead than she’d thought after getting screamed at by his jerkhead assistant coach in the gym.




Fortunately, Robyn and Mina were really great friends to her, and they had her mostly calmed down by five thirty, when Lexi could go home and be pretty sure her mom would be there. Even if her dad had those meetings, which sometimes meant he wasn’t home until after six, at which point he was usually mega-grumpy from being in meetings that ran too long. Okay, her dad was a great dad, and even if he was grumpy about meetings, he tried mega-hard not to take that out on anyone in the family.




So Lexi got home a few minutes before six, and both her folks were home, and both of them looked at her like she had burned the high school gym down or something.




Not that burning down the gym was out of bounds, after some of Buffy’s stories.




Her mom frowned, “Lexi? What on earth happened at school today?”




Her dad said, “I got seven phone calls from the school, not even counting the ones from you!”




Lexi groaned. “If we were on a Hellmouth, I’d know what was going on! But it was just… everybody was mad at me today!”




And she started telling the whole story, including getting her clothes wrecked in the airport the night before, and her suitcase getting lost, and having to wear Walmart stuff and torn shoes to school. And getting picked on, and having horrible meetings with the principal and the vice-principals, and having her schedule totally wrecked, and being forced to go to the wrong classes, and having Mister Cunningham try to put her excuse in the paper shredder, and having Mister Erickson rat her out about the bullying, and having Coach Keller scream at her and try to make her get hit a lot in dodgeball.




She totally needed that spy pen Buffy had given her, because even her folks didn’t believe some of that stuff until she played all her sound recordings. And they were totally freaked by the stuff she had recorded.




And she had to tell them that she lost her temper in dodgeball and knocked four girls down with the balls after they all threw at her.




Still, her mom and dad went ballistic when they saw what the school had done to her schedule, and when they heard what people had said to her. Especially when they heard what a vice-principal and a teacher had yelled at her. 




So they spent the rest of the evening making angry calls to the principal, and to most of the school board, and to the superintendent of schools who went to their church and was friends with her dad.




She also told her dad about fibbing about playing the spy pen recordings to her dad and some of the plant lawyers, which her dad thought was actually a really good idea. So then he called a couple of the plant lawyers even if it was way after plant hours and the lawyers were home with their own families.




Okay, one of the lawyers her dad called was Mina’s dad, who had heard all about stuff from Mina, and he was totally surprised that Mina’s story was really true. Because, okay, it sounded pretty crazy the farther from it Lexi got.




So it was nearly bedtime before Lexi found out the really great news! Her folks had bought two whole boxes of the candy bars! Even better, they hadn’t even opened up the boxes, because they were both on diets. So both boxes were all for her! This was mega-great! She totally knew what she was having for a bedtime snack.




Part V



Lexi Mack woke up the next morning, not feeling rested at all. Maybe she shouldn’t have snitched three of the candy bars and wolfed them down before bedtime. Or maybe it was the four candy bars she ate in the middle of the night after a weird dream. 




And what she remembered of her dreams was… freaky. They were all her, walking down the halls of the school, and the school was empty. And she’d heard… maybe cheering coming from outside, like the football team was playing and everyone else was watching the game. And in some of her dreams, she’d gone to the front offices, and no one was there, except a weird bald guy sitting at the principal’s desk, and he had like four slices of cheese plastered on his head, and more slices on his suit coat. The icky American Cheese stuff that was only good for melting into cheese sauces but not for normal eating. And he’d said something freaky, but she couldn’t remember it. Something about cheese. Maybe something about cheese and wearing stuff.




It probably didn’t really matter, anyway.




She got ready for school. She ate a good breakfast and had a couple more of the candy bars. She made sure she had her schoolpack, and her three-ring binder, and her computer tablet, and like that. Because Alex had given her and the other Lexi types some advice on regular life stuff when they had a break between Slayings or whatever.




And how weird was it to get advice from a Lexi from the future and also another dimension? At any rate, Alex was awesome. Maybe even as awesome as Buffy.




Lexi also made sure she had her spy pen, because she was figuring stuff would not go tons better than it had the day before. Even if her folks were driving her in for a meeting with the principal and some of the people her mom and dad had called last night.




That would probably be a huge mess too. Even if she had evidence that some people had done some stuff they totally were not supposed to. And her dad had downloaded a copy to his phone and his laptop. And he had probably sent some copies to some of the people he had called.




So she walked into the school with her parents right behind her. And it started right away. Libby and her clique were walking past, and one of them yelled, “Hey, look out everyone, it’s Lexi Wreck-sy!” The others all laughed and acted like they were hurrying away from her.




Boy, those jerkheads were just lucky she didn’t have a few dodgeballs on her.




Lexi’s mom hissed, “Is this like what happened yesterday?”




Then some of the cheer squad went past.




“Hey, it’s Loopy Lexi!”




“More like Wreck-sy Lexi!”




“Ha-ha-ha-hah!”




“Look out, she’ll tell on us! Oooh!”




Her dad scowled, “This is… This is unacceptable. What happened to this place over the summer?!”




She tried not to lose her temper, as she said, “Hunter’s broken ribs. Everyone’s lying about me, saying I hit him with a crowbar a bunch of times, or other crazy stuff! So now the whole school hates me!”




“Surely not the whole school…” her mom stalled.




She gritted her teeth so she wouldn’t get weepy. Or mega-angry.. “Everyone except my real friends, who don’t know what’s going on but they’re looking out for me. Like Robyn and Mina. And I haven’t even seen Nicole yet, so I don’t know if she’s still my friend or not.”




But all that stuff meant that her folks were way more upset when they went into the front office to talk to Principal Wilson. Okay, Lexi was way more upset too, and there was nobody it was safe for her to go punch. Or kick. Or elbow strike in the mouth. Or knee in the crotch. Or headbutt. Or hit with a big club and then stake. Or chase down and tear apart with her bare hands.




She just ate a couple more candy bars while they were sitting there, so she wouldn’t be fidgeting too much.




Mina’s dad came in, and Lexi’s dad took him out in the hall to talk to him. And one of her mom’s friends came in, and her mom took her out in the hall to talk to her. And there was something going on in the principal’s office that it was mega-hard to eavesdrop on because of the soundproofing and also the horrible, grating Muzak that they always played in the front office, probably to torture students who got sent to the principal’s office.




Did she really have to listen to over-orchestrated, slowed-down, completely-ruined versions of songs she hadn’t liked the first times she heard them? Muzak was evil, and the guy who invented it was probably really some demon. A demon who needed to be tracked down and Slayed. A lot. And then forced to listen to Muzak forever in a hell dimension.




The principal’s office door flew open, and two of the school board people stormed out. Both of them were people her mom and dad knew, and neither of them even looked at her. Or at anybody. They just stomped their way out of the offices and took off.




The principal yelled at one of the secretaries, “Get Coach Keller here now!”




Wow. He never yelled at the secretaries. Okay, he didn’t yell at people unless they were really major problems. And even then he probably wasn’t gonna yell.




Then Principal Wilson yelled, “Steve!”




Vice-principal Cunningham rushed over, went into the principal’s office, and the door got slammed shut. Only there was some serious yelling going on in there. After less than a minute, Vice-principal Cunningham stomped out, yelling, “Fine! You’ll be hearing from my lawyers!”




And Principal Wilson yelled back! He yelled, “Do that! We could use the cash from a big counter-suit!”




Then he yelled for Vice-principal Erickson, and that went pretty much the same. Then Coach Keller came in, gave Lexi a really dirty look, and went into the principal’s office for more yelling. And some screaming. And Coach Keller stomped out looking like he wanted to punch someone.




Lexi gave him a glare, like ‘go ahead and just try punching me, you jerkhead.’




By the time Lexi and her parents and Mina’s dad the lawyer went into the principal’s office, Principal Wilson was sitting at his desk with his face in his hands, like he just wanted everything to go away.




He opened the candy box on his desk and asked, “Would anyone like a chocolate bar?”




Lexi grabbed two, even if both of her parents turned him down mega-politely. She ate both of hers, while the principal nervously chewed one. He moaned, “I don’t know what’s going on here, but it’s got to stop. At once. Lexi? Is there any chance you would like to be at home for a week or two, until I can get to the bottom of all of this, and make people behave?”




Lexi’s mom gasped, “Two weeks? How far would she be behind if she missed two weeks of school?”




Her dad piled on, “So Lexi essentially gets suspended for the first two weeks of school…”




The principal insisted, “No! No no no, this is definitely not a suspension! Lexi is clearly not at fault for adults acting like… like… Frankly, I have never seen this kind of behavior before. We now have two vice-principals suspended from their duties, which is going to be an absurd burden on Mrs. Wright. And I just suspended the second coach in two days, both over clear violations of their contracts and the rules on Physical Education classes. For Pete’s sake, we’re not even supposed to be running games like dodgeball anymore! I have no idea where he got the dodgeballs in the first place! And we have four sets of parents threatening to sue us over their daughters getting injured in last-period P. E., which Lexi was clearly not supposed to be in, plus two sets of parents threatening to sue us over things Coach Harrison screamed at their children in second period P.E. This is a nightmare!”




So her mom piled on, “Then perhaps you had better deal with the bullying problem, because we heard two different groups of girls saying terrible things at Lexi, just between the front door and your offices!”




“Who was it?” Principal Wilson groaned.




Lexi asked, “What good will it do, if you pretty much tell the whole school I snitched on ’em and then everyone else wants to bully me about that?”




He tried, “That clearly is against the rules we have on addressing bullying, and I have no idea what our vice-principal was thinking when he handled it the way he did. I mean, how can we possibly get our children to report bullying, if we make things worse by pointing them out when they do as we asked?”




So her mom said, “It was Libby Clemens and her clique, and Elaine Petry with several of the other cheerleaders. And both George and I witnessed it.”




Crud. Didn’t her folks remember the way snitching on bullies went, back when they were kids? They were old, but surely they weren’t that old.




He handed Lexi a new class schedule and said, “I have no idea what they were thinking. This is… ridiculous. Unheard of. Maybe you should sue the school over it. Deliberately trying to ruin Lexi’s academic career… I will get to the bottom of this, or I’ll fire everyone who even looks at her funny!” He took a ferocious chomp of his candy bar and fumed as he ate.




Her dad checked, “And she’s not doing P.E. now, right?”




The principal nodded like he was exhausted. “I have no idea what this ‘askiseis gymnastiriou’ is, but I checked with the phone numbers you gave me, and they confirmed that Lexi is one of these competitors. So she’s got an exemption.”




Lexi managed not to smile. After all, this was a new scam that the American Slayers were trying, after Andrew and Xander dreamed it up. ‘Oh, I don’t have to do phys ed, because I’m trying out for this fancy new European athletics stuff!’ And Lexi was one of the first Slayers who was trying it out, because nobody at the Cleveland Slayer school needed to use it, and it was going great so far.




So Lexi stood up and said, “Let me show you one of the moves we have to do in the current floor exercise.” And she did a backflip into a handstand, and she did two vertical push-ups from there. Then she pushed off hard enough to land back on her feet.




Principal Wilson just gaped. “Lexi, I… I would have said that was impossible, but… Well, clearly anyone who works out hard enough to do something like that on this carpet doesn’t need our P.E. classes to stay in shape.”




Okay, so it was like cruddy indoor-outdoor carpeting, and not like the nice carpet like in her folks’ living room. A principal should totally have nicer carpet in his office. Unless he had to have cruddy carpet because jerkheads who got sent to the principal’s office did bad stuff like throwing their lunch tray on his floor.




Okay, her new schedule looked like it was supposed to, with pre-calc and Spanish III and that stuff. And no more Phys Ed. Although, if jerkhead coaches were going to be making her friends play dodgeball and get hit with stuff, then maybe Lexi needed to drop in and ‘play dodgeball’ for a few seconds. Or maybe just threaten that she would.




She worried some about how bad she’d hurt those girls yesterday, even if she wasn’t their friend, and they didn’t like her, and they’d really wanted to throw stuff at her and hurt her.




Like you could hurt a Slayer with a dodgeball. Even if they wouldn’t know that.




Lexi walked her parents off to their cars and hugged them even if a bunch of other high schoolers were looking at her. Then they went off to work, and Lexi went to her first class.




So yesterday had been the odd-day schedule, so she had missed English Comp II and AP Chem and Spanish III, but she had talked to all three teachers and shown her excuse paper to them and stuff. Today was the even-day schedule. That meant AP American Lit and Pre-calc before lunch, and American History and Global Studies II after lunch. Also, Lindsay had told her that only the students with A and A- and B+ grades for the year got placed for the AP American History exam, which they didn’t tell you until mega-late in the school year, so Lexi had to do well in that class all year long.




Also, Lexi’s big sister Annie had said that pre-calc was mostly just more algebra and more trig, with a little new stuff like hyperbolic trig functions. Which was why Annie had placed out of it and jumped straight into Calc I when she was like a sophomore or a junior.




So American Lit went fine, even if the textbook was huge and the extra reading list was huge too. And the number of papers they were going to have to write was pretty huge. Lexi was totally glad Buffy and Willow had sat her and a bunch of other Slayers down and given everyone a fast lesson on writing papers. Buffy said she had totally needed someone to have gotten her to do all of it when she was in high school. Lexi was even gonna do it, since Alex had said it worked mega-great.




Well, she was pretty sure this was what Alex had said worked mega-great, since it was the same Willow teaching it to both of them.




Alex had also told her and the other Lexi types that they needed to write a paper their teachers wanted to read, not what they wanted to write, so they needed to find out what that was, and then write it.




Lexi noticed that Trish Reilly had a black eye, and had it covered up with a ton of coverstick and foundation and makeup. Not that it was really concealed, even if Trish had her hair combed forward over that side of her face.




Then the bell rang. They had ten minutes to do whatever they needed to do, like go to the bathroom, or eat another candy bar, or go to your locker and switch your books and stuff. Or get another couple candy bars from the front office and eat ’em really quick. Lexi made sure to stop Trish and check, “Are you okay?”




“I’m fine. Get away from me.”




Lexi tried again. “But your eye…”




Trish scowled, “It’s nothing. I… umm… I walked into the bathroom door this morning.”




That was a big lie. Lexi knew what two hour old injuries looked like on normal people, and what twelve hour old injuries looked like. That was the kind of stuff Slayers needed to know sometimes. And that black eye was from the night before.




Oh crud, what if Hunter hit Trish? And Trish was afraid to say so? Was Hunter acting crazy too? This was mega-bad.




So Lexi was running later than usual when she put her lit textbook in her locker. And she spotted two of the linemen from the football team bearing down on her.




She had seen this kind of jerkhead stuff before, only not done to her. Mainly, the mean jocks only did this stuff to guys who got picked on lots, like Louis and Grinder. They would just take up one side of the hall and bulldoze whoever was their target and then say ‘oh sorry, I wasn’t looking!’ or something like that. While a bunch of their friends laughed at the person who had just gotten knocked down onto a really hard floor.




She didn’t feel like playing that game. And she really wanted to not get knocked down and laughed at and called names some more.




So she slammed her locker shut and turned left into the two guys. Hard.




She didn’t have anywhere near enough mass to slam into two football linemen. But this wasn’t a matter of just mass. This was momentum. And leverage. And impact sites. And other stuff that Slayers could pick up instinctively if weapons were involved.




And every part of a Slayer was a weapon.




The two guys were side-by-side with maybe two inches of room between them, which wasn’t enough for anybody to slip in between them. Karl was on her left, and Benny was on her right, almost scraping the lockers with the sleeve of his letter jacket. 




She pivoted carefully, because this had to be done with a ton of precision. And she swung her left hand hard. She slapped Benny’s hand out of her way and hit Karl in the solar plexus with a one-finger jab. Then she brought up her left knee in between the two of them, catching Benny in the thigh hard enough to turn his whole body towards the lockers.




Karl wheezed as he doubled over, and Benny gasped as he went face-first into the wall of lockers.




Lexi squeezed in between them, using her left elbow to drive Karl down to the floor, and her right hand to slam Benny into the lockers hard enough that he would bounce back and fall backward. On top of Karl.




Then she stepped past them as they crashed onto the floor. She squeaked, “Oh! I’m sorry! I didn’t see you! I guess I wasn’t looking.” And she headed off to math class.




One of Lindsay’s goth friends called out as she walked past in the other direction, “Hey boys, maybe you shouldn’t mess with Lexasaurus Wrecks!”




Pre-calc was starting out with tons of review from trig and algebra, so Lexi figured she was set for maybe weeks in there, not counting all the homework. But how could so many people have forgotten basic stuff like factoring and sines, just over the summer? Okay, she was having a hard time remembering some of the stuff she was sure she should have known. But still…




So she had lunch. With Nicole and Robyn and Mina and Traci and Cara and Lacy. Wow, it was such a relief that Nicole and the others were still her friends! Okay, since Hunter was dating Trish, and Trish was one of the reigning drama queens of the school, all of them were just assuming that Trish was making stuff up to cause drama. Like always. If Trish wasn’t making things up to get a new boyfriend, she was making things up to keep a boyfriend, or making things up to explain why she was dumping her current boyfriend or stealing someone else’s boyfriend. 




They just didn’t get why the whole school wanted to buy into Trish’s craziness this time. Lexi also didn’t get why Hunter was buying into it.




And… oh crud, here came Libby’s posse, making a not-subtle-at-all detour so they could walk behind Lexi and hassle her. Lexi just said, “Nicole, grab my backpack.” You know, because one of them might try to kick Lexi’s backpack a couple tables over and let other mean people do mean stuff by getting into the backpack and ruining her stuff.




Really, Lexi was expecting more mean words. So she clicked her spy pen in her front pocket of her overalls.




She totally was not expecting Carli and Tylea to pour junk on her head. It was like two whole lunchroom milkshakes, which weren’t cheap.




They started to laugh and walk on. Mina started to leap to her feet and yell for a teacher or something. Nicole started to yell something, probably at Tylea.




But Lexi was already moving. Most victims just sat there in shock, being humiliated while the bullies walked on. But not Lexi. Not this time. She was up, her chair flying backwards from getting smacked by the backs of her legs. And she was moving fast.




Both Carli and Tylea had their tray in their left hand and their shake cup in their right. So Lexi reached forward and grabbed both their right forearms before wrenching their arms up behind their backs hard enough that both girls screeched in shock and pain. Then Lexi made sure she had both of them in a control hold, and she hissed, “March! Principal’s office!”




She forced both of them forward at a fast walk. Carli mainly kept saying “OW!” but Tylea played the victim card, “Help! Somebody help!”




If anybody did come over to help them and got in Lexi’s way right then, they were going to get a swift kick that would launch them into the nearest wall. Because she was mega-cranky.




Okay, what did happen was like four or five of Lindsay’s goth friends yelled, “Don’t mess with Lexasaurus Wrecks!”




Lexi didn’t think that was going to help any.




Part VI



Lexi shoved Carli and Tylea into the front office, not letting go of their arms, and snapped at Mrs. Davies who was one of the secretaries, “Principal!”




“He’s at lunch—”




“Ow!” “Help!”




Lexi snarled, “Mrs. Wright!”




“She’s not—”




“Ow!” “Help!”




Lexi yelled, “THEN WHO?”




Mrs. Davies tried, “Lexi, you need to calm down!”




Lexi yelled, “Don’t tell me to calm down! Look what they did to me!”




“She’s breaking my arm!” “Somebody help!”




By then, Mina and Nicole and Robyn were all in the office too. So everybody was yelling. And Mrs. Wright came out of a closed office and snapped, “What is going on here?!”




Lexi yelled, “They poured milkshakes all over me!”




“She’s breaking my arm!” “Make her stop!”




Mrs. Wright stepped over and saw all the mess in Lexi’s hair and on her clothes. She gently said, “You can let go of them now.”




“I don’t wanna,” she admitted. But she let them go.




Mrs. Wright looked at Carli and Tylea and said, “What did Principal Wilson tell your clique about bullying Lexi? Do you want more than detention?”




Carli asked, “Wasn’t it something better than detention? Being out of school for a couple weeks?”




Tylea said brightly, “Libby said we could all go over to her house and have a party instead of going to school!”




Mrs. Wright pursed her lips angrily. “Both of you — and Libby — will be getting two weeks of in-school suspension. In the Consequences Room. And you will not be allowed to sit anywhere near each other.”




Carli moaned, “But that’s where the creepy guys get sent!”




Tylea complained, “And Stinky Peterson!”




Mrs. Wright said, “Lexi, I think you should call your parents and go home for the rest of the day, until you can get your temper under control.”




Lexi tried not to whine. “But I’ve got history and global studies this afternoon, and mom and dad said I should stay in school and not get behind.”




Mrs. Wright asked, “Do you have a change of clothes?”




“Umm, no?” Okay, Lexi hadn’t thought about that.




Mina said, “I can drive her home and then come back, if I get a late pass.”




Lexi tried not to scowl. “Okay. But mom and dad are gonna be grumpy about this. And I need to clean up a little so I don’t ruin Mina’s carseat.”




Robyn said, “You can use my gym towel. I don’t have gym until tomorrow, so I can bring in a new towel and stuff.”




Mina said, “And I’ll put my gym towel down in the seat for you to sit on.”




Lexi sniffled a little. “You guys are the best friends ever.”




Lexi still had to walk back to the lunch room to get to the hall into the gym and the girls’ locker room. Mina and Robyn went with her to get their towels out of their gym lockers, because those all had combinations too, and Lexi didn’t know anyone’s gym locker combination, and tearing the locks off the gym lockers probably wasn’t a good idea. Especially not her friends’ gym lockers.




So Lexi took Robyn’s towel and wiped off as much yuck as she could with a dry towel, and then stepped into the shower room to rinse the towel out and get more stuff off with a wet towel. And that was when she heard Mina. “Lexi!” That was totally an ‘I am really scared’ squeak.




Lexi was still fully dressed, so she darted out of the shower room, to find five big, angry football players holding Robyn and Mina. Lexi knew all of them. Bill and Gregg Caldwell were big bullies anyway, and Forrest was always a mega-big jerkhead, but the other two were just normal guys. Well, not anymore, apparently.




Bill sneered, “Coach said little girls would have ta go clean up in the bathroom.”




Thom said, “Nobody gets away with knocking Benny and Karl around!”




Forrest said, “I say we hurt alla ’em ta teach ’em a lesson!”




And Gregg started to punch Mina in the face since he was already holding her by the arm.




So Lexi moved.




She darted forward at the semi-circle of football players, and attacked. Gregg first, before he could hurt Mina. He got a chin jab that launched him backward. Then a sidekick to her right into a ribcage, and she turned that into a crescent kick into the side of a face. She pushed off and launched herself at the guys on the left, punching one in the sternum and moving from there into a backfist into the last guy’s collarbone. Five strikes, five really jerky jerkheads down on the floor.




Mina and Robyn just stared at Lexi open-mouthed. Lexi looked at Mina. “Call 9-1-1.”




Mina said, “Robyn, call 9-1-1. I’m calling my dad.”




Lexi looked around the room. Two of the guys were unconscious, and the other three were in a lot of pain. She warned those guys, “Don’t get up. Don’t move. Or the next time, I’ll hit you a lot harder.”




Mina gasped, “Wow, Lexi. I guess now we know what you were doing all summer.”




Lexi really wanted to tell her what she had done all summer, but who in the world would believe the stuff she’d done?




About twenty minutes later, the police finally showed up. Finally! Even though Robyn had reported five guys assaulting her and two other girls in the girls’ locker room! And Principal Wilson was with them, along with two of the school counselors, Mister Lewis and Mister Parker.




All five guys were conscious by then, but all of them were still laying on the floor moaning in pain.




And just because things couldn’t be bad enough, the two policemen who showed up were Officer Haverly and Officer Caldwell. Right. Bill and Gregg’s dad, who always seemed to be pushing his sons to be tougher and meaner. There was no way that Officer Caldwell was going to arrest his own kids.




Mina said, “Robyn, call 9-1-1 right now and tell them that Officer Caldwell is here and two of the perpetrators are his sons, and this is going to be a lawsuit.”




So Robyn did just that, while Lexi stepped forward and got in Officer Caldwell’s way so he couldn’t stop Robyn. Lexi tried to tell him and his partner about the five guys assaulting Robyn and Mina, but Officer Caldwell was totally not listening. 




Good thing she had her spy pen recording all of this fiasco.




Gregg whined through clenched jaws, “Dad! She sucker-punched me!”




Lexi said, “That’s a lie. He was already hurting Mina, and I stopped him before he punched her.”




Bill Caldwell whimpered, “Dad! She kicked me! I think she broke my ribs!”




So Officer Caldwell pulled out a set of handcuffs and said to Lexi, “Turn around.”




Lexi stared at the other officer. “Are you gonna let this happen?”




Officer Caldwell growled at the other officer, “Step out of the room and call for paramedics and ambulances.”




Crud. Lexi really didn’t want to get handcuffed and arrested and taken downtown and probably ‘accidentally’ beaten up by angry cops and then probably thrown into the worst holding cell Officer Caldwell could find.




Mina suddenly said, “Officer Haverly. If you step out of this room, then you too will be liable for any felony assaults that Officer Caldwell commits against a small, barely-sixteen-year-old girl. In a girls’ bathroom. Which could be listed as a sex crime by the laws of the state of California. Which would cost both of you your jobs, as well as any possibility of either of you ever working in police or correctional occupations again. So stay right there.”




Haverly wondered, “How the hell would someone like you know—”




Mina insisted, “My father is Arthur Liebowitz, who happens to be the head lawyer at the plant, and also the president of the county bar association. He’s buddies with your boss’s boss. And your DA. And your assistant DAs. And the current head of your union. Do not make this any worse for yourself than it already is. And make no mistake about it. Five football players assaulting three helpless little girls in the girls’ locker room? And the police officers let the boys walk while arresting one of the girls? Every news outlet in the state will be drooling over the ratings for this one.”




Lexi was watching Officer Caldwell out of the corner of her eye, as he slowly maneuvered to get over behind her so he could grab her and cuff her. She was thinking about where she could hit him to do the most damage with the smallest movement, so Officer Haverly and his bodycam might not even spot anything.




Principal Wilson suddenly spotted what was going on and snapped, “Officer Caldwell! What the hell do you think you’re doing? I want you off school grounds right now. I will be making a formal complaint to your superiors too! And Officer Haverly, call for three more units. I want all five of these boys arrested for felony assault, and I want Miss Mack listed as only acting in self-defense.”




Officer Haverly stalled, “I dunno…”




Officer Caldwell looked at his partner. “Ted! You know what to do!”




And before Officer Haverly could make a really bad decision, or really, any kind of decision, Mina’s dad stormed in with a videographer and a really grumpy-looking policeman in plainclothes. That got Officer Caldwell to freeze, and Officer Haverly to look petrified. Especially when the policeman announced that he was Lieutenant Garrison from Paradise Valley Police Department’s Internal Affairs division. Or maybe he was the whole Internal Affairs division, since their police department wasn’t all that huge.




Officer Caldwell still burst out, “Lieutenant! You can’t do this! She busted up my two boys!”




Mina insisted, “While they were attacking us! Look at the bruise on my arm from Gregg!” And she pulled up her sleeve to show a livid bruise that looked like Gregg had really tried hard to hurt her.




Gregg moaned from the floor, “She had it coming!”




“Shut your face, Gregg,” Officer Caldwell snarled.




“But dad! Coach said someone needed to teach her a lesson, and her friends too…”




Officer Caldwell yelled, “Shut up, Gregg!” Then he wheeled around to face the lieutenant. “You can’t use that! He hasn’t been Mirandized!”




Mina’s dad just stood there and let the videographer capture all of it.




Lexi still had to give a statement to the police lieutenant, and more police came and they took statements from Mina and Robyn and the principal. And Mina’s dad stood there and made sure the police were nice about it, even though some of the perpetrators were cop kids. Also, he kept interrupting the policemen to tell Lexi and Mina and Robyn that they didn’t have to answer a question, or they shouldn’t incriminate themselves, or like that.




By then, the paramedics were checking out the damage. Mina had those bruises. But Gregg had a fractured jaw and at least five cracked teeth. And Bill probably had four or five broken ribs from her sidekick. The other three guys weren’t a lot better off. One had several broken bones in his face from that crescent kick. One had a broken sternum and cracked ribs from her punch. And the last guy had a broken collarbone from her backfist.




That was a lot of damage. She kind of wondered what had happened to her control. Buffy would probably have some bad things to say about this mess. Maybe Lexi could give her a couple candy bars as a bribe.




So the police and the paramedics left with the badguys, who were going to a hospital, and the principal and Mina’s dad led them back to Principal Wilson’s office.




Principal Wilson groaned, “Can this get any worse?”




Mina’s dad snapped, “It definitely can. Starting with the testimony we have on videotape from the Caldwell boys that Coach Dean incited this in ways which might make it difficult to prosecute him and get a conviction. And let me point out what would have happened if Miss Mack hadn’t been able to defend herself against five football players who all outweigh her by ridiculous amounts. You need to bring in security officers and station them all over the school, because this is probably going to explode in the next couple days. And I am pulling Mina out of this hellhole until you can assure me that she will be safe. I’ll homeschool her myself if I have to.”




Principal Wilson nodded miserably. “And Lexi? Please stay home for the next two weeks. You too, Robyn. I will personally get all of your assignments to you, and pick them up after you complete them, if I can’t get someone trustworthy to handle the deliveries. And I will find on-line courses to cover the material if you need it. But I’ve got to find a way to stop this insanity.”




Mina’s dad said, “Girls, let’s make sure you have all your books out of your lockers, and any books from this afternoon’s classes will get brought to you later. Then I’ll drive all of you home.”




Principal Wilson nodded unhappily, “Right. Along with class notes and anything else I can arrange.”




And maybe that was a good idea, because they were hardly out of the front office before a guy who had to be Coach Dean charged past them, past the secretaries, and into the principal’s office to start screaming at him.




Lexi waited until they were all in Mina’s dad’s really nice car, even if she still had yuck on her hair and clothes and she was sitting on Mina’s gym towel. “Is Coach Dean really telling his football players to go beat me up and beat up my friends too? Because that was sort of what it sounded like. And maybe I need to call Nicole and Ray and Louis and some other people and warn ’em.”




Mina’s dad said, “Lexi, I’m going to suggest that you not do that. Instead, call your dad, and tell him what happened, and ask him to hire lawyers to advise you and to look into suing everyone involved in this week’s crises. I can’t represent you, because Mina’s injury means I have a conflict of interest. But I am going to be asking some lawyers I know to act on her behalf.”




Lexi let him drop her off at her house. She had a housekey in her pocket this time, like normal. And she went straight up to her room to grab a change of clothes and then shower. A lot. And then eat some more candy bars while she thought over what to do.




The more she thought about it, the madder she got. So she didn’t sit there and wait for teachers to bring over her other textbooks and class assignments and stuff. No way. She ate a couple more candy bars, and she planned.




She knew how to do stuff like sneak onto the school grounds. And she knew how to avoid stuff like security cameras. Those were both things you learned about in the Jack O’Neill Funtime Vacationland. She didn’t have the special stuff she had learned about that she couldn’t carry through airport security in her backpack, like lockpick sets, or a demolition kit. She was pretty sure that Coach Dean’s office door deserved some breaching charges.




But she doubted she really needed any of that to sneak back into the school and break into Coach Dean’s office and find a big pile of evilness and stuff. And maybe she’d find out he was a demon and she could Slay him.




After all, what could go wrong?




Part VII



Lexi headed back over to the school, but on foot. It wasn’t that far, and there were a couple nice little sections of woods and parks she could cut through to avoid being seen. She had a couple little things in her overall pockets that weren’t too incriminating, like a couple heavy screwdrivers. And her mom’s big carving knife that had its own plastic sheath. She had that down her back where it wouldn’t show. Much.




It would’ve been great if her dad had a nice selection of prybars and crowbars, but she would make do. It would’ve been even greater if he had a nice selection of swords. Like a couple katanas and a jian and matched butterfly swords like Buffy’s. And maybe a claymore and a greatsword and some even bigger stuff.




She tried not to be too mad to think things through, because she didn’t want to get caught, or even spotted. But if Coach Dean was telling his football players that Lexi Mack needed to be ‘taught a lesson’… Well, she wasn’t gonna stand still for that.




Maybe he was a mega-evil demon and she could stake him. Or cut off his head. Or tear his Polgara spike out of his wrist and shove it through his head. His mega-evil head.




She pulled on a pair of gloves just before she got to the school grounds. And she went around behind the school, over past Old Mrs. Harbour’s house, and she just walked behind Mrs. Harbour’s big wooden fence so she wasn’t visible from the school. When she got to the edge of the school grounds, she jumped the fence and stayed behind the big trees before the little drainage ditch and the mowed grass. 




The back side of the school had a big open area for P.E. that had a couple locked sheds of P.E. stuff like footballs and flag football flags and like that. Then there were a couple doors into the basketball gym, and the locker rooms, and all that junk. Inside the doors to the locker rooms were the concrete stairs up to the athletics offices and some athletics storage and things like that. So she knew where to go.




She picked up a couple nice, heavy rocks from the drainage ditch and moved over so the sheds were between her and the security cameras over the doors into the locker rooms. From there, it was pretty easy to bust both security cams with those rocks. Okay, maybe only a Slayer could make those throws.




She checked that no one was nearby, and she ran for the door into the boys’ locker rooms. It was unlocked, although she’d been prepared to bust it open. She ran up the concrete stairs to the coaches’ offices, and she listened for any sounds. Nope. So she darted over to Coach Dean’s office door. Wow, he had a ton of football team signs on the walls, when you weren’t supposed to stick stuff up on the walls. Totally a sign of badness.




His door was locked, but she didn’t have a lot of trouble busting the latch with one of her screwdrivers and some Slayer strength. She slipped in, closed the door, and bent all three hinges so the door wouldn’t open anymore. Then she went through all his stuff. The files, the notebooks, everything.




And there was nothing useful. Nothing! Not unless you cared about the football team’s offensive and defensive playbooks. Crud. So she left the playbooks out on his desk like burglars from other teams were stealing his playbooks. 




He already had a couple windows open, which he probably wasn’t supposed to do. But that made things easier for her. She slipped through the small gap between a window and its frame, and she leapt down to the ground before taking off for Mrs. Harbour’s big wooden fence.




She was home way before anyone from the school dropped by. It was Mrs. Wright, the nicest vice-principal, with more textbooks and class assignments and class notes and stuff, and a sheet of on-line classroom resources for homeschooling on the courses she was taking.




Lexi even thanked her and asked her if she wanted to come in and have a cookie, and she sort of fibbed that she had been making the cookies that afternoon, even if really her mom had made them a couple nights before, when she still thought Lexi would get home on time. But Mrs. Wright gave Lexi a nice smile and thanked her but said she had to get home right away because she had a mound of work to get dealt with.




Lexi had a handful of the cookies. Then she had another couple candy bars when she started worrying that maybe she shouldn’t have gone over and busted into the school. Even if Coach Dean sounded like a real jerkhead. And his assistant coaches were jerkheads. Mega-jerkheads.




It would have been so much better if she could have just walked into his office and had her Slaydar go off so she’d know he was a badguy.




Maybe he was evil and a demon, but her Slaydar was still busted.




She went ahead and fixed dinner, but she was totally distracted by everything going wrong all day. She busted the glass lid on the pot where she was boiling potatoes, so she had to throw out all the glass-shard-covered potatoes and start all over. That was mega-aggravating.




And her mom and dad were pretty unhappy when they got home, even if her mom wasn’t cranky about the lid on the pot. Because they had both been talking to the principal, and they were both worried about what would have happened to Lexi and Robyn and Mina if Lexi hadn’t had Slayer powers.









Then, after dinner, Robyn and Nicole and Ray came over, since she had invited them that morning. Back in Cleveland, Lexi had gone over psych profiles and background information on all of her friends and family and contacts with some counselors, and she had gotten advice on who she could safely tell. So she was starting out small, with her best, oldest friends. 




She really wanted to tell Hunter, but the stuff Hermione and Buffy had made her watch suggested that Hunter might not be a good person to tell. Maybe if he had been okay with her when school started, but it looked like he was making her the badguy because of his broken ribs, or at least Trish was.




And maybe Lexi would be able to tell Mina and a couple other close friends if this went well!




So Robyn got there first, and was totally surprised when Toni drove over and brought in a duffel bag full of stuff. The duffel bag was probably really heavy, but Toni was a Slayer too, so she didn’t have any trouble carrying it.




So then Ray got there next, and Toni was all, “Lex, when you said summa your best friends were black, I was like ‘oh no, not another cracker’ but you’re a homegirl!” And then when Nicole showed up, Toni thought it was funny that they had the white girls outnumbered.




So Lexi and Toni started off small. Lexi bent a piece of rebar into a pretzel and lifted up the front of Ray’s car. Then she jumped over Ray’s car. Then they went into the back yard, and Toni shot an arrow at Lexi’s head that Lexi snatched out of the air. Then Lexi and Toni did some full-speed, low-force sparring, even if Lexi forgot to take it easy on Toni because Toni hadn’t been to the Advanced Badguy Stomping course in Scotland yet, and she knocked Toni down a few times.




Her friends could see that she was mega-strong and mega-quick, but there was nothing to convince them of the rest, which was still pretty hard to believe. Still, Nicole said it best: ‘if you didn’t know how strong you were and you hugged Hunter, I could totes see some mega-crushed ribs there.’




Lexi pouted, “Yeah, and he’s still mad at me, and Trish is really hyping the ‘Lexi is evil incarnate’ thing while they’re dating.”




Then she had a great idea! “Toni, we could drive ’em up to Oakland and take ’em to one of the demon bars and show ’em what’s in the big cities!”




Toni looked at her like she had lost her mind. 




Lexi checked, “Isn’t it a good idea?”




Toni gasped, “Lexi, it’s a terrible idea! And this is me sayin’ it! Why would you wanna put your best friends in danger like that? One little thing goes wrong, and someone could get killed! Or worse!”




Nicole choked, “Or worse?”




Lexi frowned, “But I’d protect everyone, and—”




Toni frowned back. “Lex, what the hell is up with you? This is a bad idea, and thinkin’ everything would go perfectly is an even worse idea, and… Are you on drugs? ’Cause your control is for shit tonight, and I’ve never seen you like this.”




Lexi insisted, “I don’t do drugs! I don’t even drink. And you’re hurting my feelings.”




Robyn pointed out, “She’s had a really, really bad couple days at school.”




Lexi wondered, “Well, I did get cut by those tentacles the other night. Maybe I got infected with something?”




She walked over to the kitchen cabinet and grabbed a candy bar so she could think it over. But as soon as she unwrapped it, Toni shrieked and leapt across the room and smacked the candy out of her hand.




“What was that for?” she complained. It wasn’t like Toni had hurt her hand or anything, but that was… well, rude. And weird.




Toni snatched up the candy bar by the wrapper. “How can you not notice this? My Slaydar just about erupted when you peeled off the wrapper!”




Nicole said, “They’re just the candy bars they’re selling to raise money for new uniforms for—”




“Band candy?!” Toni gasped in horror.




“Umm, no?” Lexi replied. “They’re for football team uniforms. And cheerleader uniforms.”




Nicole grumbled, “Which we don’t need, and Lainey’s lost her mind over ’em and wants everyone to diet down one more size, and they… are… skanky! I mean, have you seen the drawings for how these look?”




“Umm, no?” Lexi tried.




Nicole complained, “Mom bought a whole box of those candy bars, and I haven’t had a single one because Lainey’s on this ‘everyone lose ten pounds before October’ kick. If Trina loses ten more pounds, she’ll look like the poster girl for anorexia!”




Ray complained, “Trina already looks like the poster girl for anorexia. That girl needs to gain ten or fifteen pounds. Is Lainey trying to kill her?”




Toni fumed, “Okay. We’re at a stopping point. Everyone go home. Don’t talk to anyone about Lexi’s powers or the candy bars. But for God’s sake, don’t eat any! And if you see anyone eating one, tell ’em… I dunno…”




Robyn burst out, “They’re made in a sweatshop! By child labor! In China! And we’re supporting that if we buy ’em!”




Nicole rolled her eyes, because that sounded totally like a lot of Robyn’s things. “Yeah, let’s go with that.”




Ray rolled his eyes. “So now I gotta go over to Louis’s house and see if I can talk him and his dad out of eatin’ the five boxes they bought.”




Toni looked like she wanted to smack someone.




Lexi volunteered, “I could eat ’em so they don’t have to…”




“No!” Toni insisted. “You’re already doped up on those things, you don’t need any more. In fact, as soon as your friends leave, we’re callin’ Cleveland!”




Ray asked, “Is this like the vitamins Coach Dean’s giving the footballers?”




Toni looked appalled. “Vitamin pills?”




Ray frowned in thought. “Umm, I think Clank said they were shots. Injections. But maybe I misremembered.”




Toni slapped her forehead. “You guys! It’s a good thing I came over here for Lex, because this sounds like it’s a Hellmouth away from startin’ an apocalypse.”




Lexi checked, “So I can’t eat that candy bar? I mean, five second rule…”




Toni growled, “Lex! No! You can’t eat that one, and you can’t eat any others! How many you still got here?”




Lexi tried to remember. “Mom and dad bought two whole boxes just for me, and the box in my room still has a bunch, and… I dunno. They’re really tasty.”




Toni snarked, “Yeah, I bet they’re addictively good.”




Lexi thought it over. “I think that would be a bad slogan.”




Toni groaned, “Lexi, Lexi, Lexi, what the hell am I gonna do with you?”




Lexi checked, “You’re not mad at me ’cause I knocked you down in sparring are you? Because I was supposed to be careful, and I’m not doing a very good job of it today.”




Toni just looked at her. “Lex, this is your brain on drugs.”




“Huh? I don’t get it.”




As soon as Nicole and Ray and Robyn left, Toni made Lexi gather up all the candy bars and boxes. Toni even made her take the candy bars out of her backpack. And out of her nightstand. And out of her snack area in the kitchen cabinet. 




Then Toni called Cleveland. And she made Lexi sit there and listen.




“Cleveland here. You dialed the level orange emergency number. Is that what you wanted? We have your GPS location, and are checking for support.”




Toni said, “I don’t know if this is red, orange, or yellow, but we have a sitch. This is Toni Mallory, and I’m babysittin’ Lexi Mack, and we’re in her livin’ room in P-Valley. We’ve got a ‘band candy’ sitch, and it may also include a ‘swim team’ sitch and maybe even multiple ‘Pete and Debbie’ sitches.”




“Okay, hold on a second…”




Lexi worried, “Are you sure? I don’t want the Cleveland people mad at me…”




Maybe a minute later, there was a voice Lexi recognized. “Xander Harris here. Mellie says you’re Toni and you’ve got Lexi there?”




Toni replied, “Right.”




But Lexi cut in, “Hi, Xander! It’s me! There’s weird stuff going on here, and nobody likes me anymore… except my friends…”




Toni shushed her. “Mister Harris, we—”




“Toni, just Xander. I do not answer to Mister Harris. Okay?”




“Okay,” Toni gave in. “We’ve got a school selling candy for uniforms—”




Xander said a really bad word.




Toni kept going. “-which Lexi’s been eatin’ like they’re going outta style, and they’re spiked. I dunno with what, but some of it’s magical, because when Lexi unwrapped one, my Slaydar just about exploded. And she’s been eatin’ so many that she has no idea there’s anything wrong with ’em.”




Xander checked, “Lexi? How many have you eaten?”




Lexi said, “Umm, just a few… I mean there’s two boxes but this one is half full…”




Toni spilled, “One box is empty. That’s twenty-four bars right there. I made Lexi pull out every single one she’s got squirreled away, and there’s like eight left including the one I knocked outta her hand a few minutes ago. Which she would eat right offa the floor if I let her.”




“Five second rule!” Lexi piped up.




Xander groaned. “Lexi? Think hard. How many did you eat that didn’t come out of those boxes? Candy bars at the school, or ones a friend handed you, or a box on someone’s desk…”




Lexi tried hard to remember. Then she started counting on her fingers. “Umm… twenty? That can’t be right, can it?”




Xander checked with Toni, “So she’s eaten maybe sixty or seventy in the last two days?”




Toni nodded, “That’s my guess.”




Xander asked, “Any chance you can sit on her for maybe twenty-four hours?”




Lexi helped, “I got not-really-suspended so I can stay home for two weeks!”




Xander said two more really bad words. “Lexi, what does ‘not really suspended’ mean?”




So Lexi told him everything. The bullying. The mean vice-principals. People being mega-cranky at her. The other bullying. Dodgeball badness. The bullying her mom and dad heard. The two football players in the hall. The five mean football players in the girls’ locker room. The creepy police officers. The angry coaches. The ‘stay home for two weeks please’ thing that wasn’t a suspension at all. The whole enchilada, even if she didn’t see why an enchilada was like a bunch of stories.




Xander said some more really bad words. “Lexi, do you remember the lessons about band candy? And the swim team? And Pete going Jekyll-and-Hyde on people? And—”




Toni cut in, which Lexi thought was mega-rude. “Xander, I don’t think Lexi is getting any of this. She’s stoned enough that she’s not putting the pieces together. I also just heard that the football coach may be giving the football players injections. Which he claims are just vitamins.”




“They’re not vitamins?” Lexi checked. “Because Ray said they were vitamins. Vitamins are good for you, right?”




Xander groaned. “Lexi, do you remember Buffy’s story about when she was bewitched and she was uber-peppy and she couldn’t figure out that something was wrong?”




Lexi nodded, even if she was on a phone call. “It was really funny the way she told it.”




Xander waited a few seconds and sort of gave up. “Lexi, the same thing is happening to you right now. Not the uber-peppy part, but the rest of it. Those candy bars are magically drugged. You need to be uber-careful until the drug wears off. And since you’re a Slayer, that ought to be overnight. I hope.”




Lexi checked, “Are you sure? I feel fine. I mean, maybe my control isn’t what it oughta be.”




Toni asked, “Can I get these candy bars to someone with a couple mages to study ’em?”




Lexi gasped, “No! I need more calories! I’m just a growing girl! And they taste great!”




Xander asked, “Can you drive ’em up to the San Franciscans tonight?”




Toni answered, “Sure, if you call my folks and explain why I’m not gettin’ back home when I said I would.”




Xander said, “We can do that.”




So Toni shoved the candy bars in a big baggie, shrugged into her hoodie, and grabbed her duffel bag. Then she walked out the front door, still talking on the phone to Xander about how Lexi was totally stoned. Lexi just stood inside the front door watching Toni and hearing everything she was saying, and feeling mega-embarrassed. Because Toni was telling this stuff to Xander Harris! The One Who Sees! The Slayer’s White Knight!




And she was taking the last of the candy bars too.




Toni walked past the rear bumper of her car on the way to her driver’s seat, when a muscle car came flying down the street and someone held out a baseball bat that clipped Toni right in the back of the head. Toni went down hard.




And that was one of the football guys who was buddies with the Caldwell jerkheads.




What if they thought that was Lexi in that hoodie? This was all her fault! 




Lexi rushed out of the house and sprinted after the car.




Part VIII



Lexi knew she couldn’t outrun a muscle car on a straightaway, but she could outrun a car driving around on these streets. She didn’t have to stop at stop signs. She didn’t have to slow down to take corners. She didn’t have to stick to the roads. 




She ran as hard as she could. The car took a sharp left up at Mulberry, so she cut across the Jacksons’ yard, through their back yard, and she jumped the fence into the Wallaces’ yard. She kept going, and she could see the car sort of heading toward an area southeast of the school.




She cut through the little park there, which meant she didn’t have to detour around a couple blocks. When she came out the other side, she was maybe a hundred yards closer to the car, even if it was going way over the speed limits.




The car picked up speed and slowly started pulling away from her, but she wasn’t giving up. They hurt Toni, the big jerkheads!




She didn’t stop running. The car turned another corner, and she cut across a couple yards so she closed on it again. Then it turned another corner, and she saw it was pulling up in front of a big two-story house she didn’t know. Maybe it was the house that used to belong to Mr. and Mrs. Paulsen before they retired to Arizona. There were just a ton of cars there, on both sides of the street. 




She didn’t stop to think. She just charged at them. They were getting out of the car and walking in the front door. She could hear them laughing, and she could hear rock music, and she could hear other guys partying.




The door was wide open, so she ran in.




And she was in a living room with maybe fifteen or twenty football players, who were drinking beer from a big keg off to the side. And Coach Keller was there talking to a couple guys.




The door slammed behind her, and Coach Dean stood there, where he had just come out of a hallway. He smirked, “I’m Coach Dean. You must be our little troublemaker.”




Ben Merkel said, “How the hell?”




Jeffy Howell said, “No way! We just mailbox’ed her!”




And Tony Cirello said, “Well, you can try again. It’s just her, and there’s what, thirty of us?”




Lexi remembered her lessons. She pulled up her sleeves and said, “Only thirty of you? You want me to wait here while you get another twenty?”




Maybe that wasn’t the right lesson. She wasn’t sure. Maybe she needed a better quip than that.




Two of the closer football jerks tried to grab her arms. She grabbed their arms and slammed them together hard enough that their heads bounced off each other. They went flying backward and went down.




One of the team defensive linemen charged her head-first, while a couple more guys reacted and moved at her. She dodged the lineman and threw him over the couch behind her. She heard the crash of breaking glass as he went sailing through the curtains and out onto the front lawn.




She blocked a punch aimed at her face and hyperextended that arm, and she piston kicked a guy charging her from the side. He collapsed over her foot like he’d run into a wall. Another guy tried to punch her, and she used Hyperextended Arm Guy as a shield, so he got punched in the back of the head. It sounded like the guy maybe broke some bones punching his friend in the head.




Well, he deserved it for punching his friend in the head.




More guys charged at her, and maybe half of them were trying to tackle her to the ground. Was that a football player thing? She leapt for the chandelier and swung over them. And the chandelier tore loose, so she used it as a weapon, slamming it on top of those guys while she landed on top of two guys who were still holding their beers.




Coach Keller tried to hit her in the face with a chair, which wasn’t nice at all. She executed a full-body spin around one guy’s shoulders and kicked Coach Keller in the face right about the time he missed her and clocked the two guys across the shoulders.




She swung off the two guys as they fell to the floor, and she scooped up two of the chairlegs from the now-wrecked chair. And she moved through a quick form for escrima sticks on the guys around her who were trying to crowd through the other guys to punch her.




She spotted Coach Dean grabbing a big handgun off the wall and turning toward her to put a couple rounds in her. Well, she knew what the Slayer rules were on stuff like that. So she threw one chairleg. Tip first. Hard. It caught him right in the wrist before he could point the gun at her. He screamed, and the gun fired somewhere not at her.




A big lineman type jumped on her back. Like that was gonna stop her. She reached behind her and grabbed him by the shoulders before slamming him over her head and through the coffee table. Then she mule-kicked the next guy trying to grab her from behind. He went flying backward and knocked two more guys down.




She leapt onto the end table for the couch and kicked two guys who were too close. They both went down too. Jeffy Howell finally moved at her with his baseball bat. That he had hit Toni with. The jerkhead. She briefly thought about staking him.




She didn’t. She screamed as she leapt at him. He panicked and didn’t swing the bat. She still kicked it out of his hand. Her leap carried her forward, and she kneed him right in the face. He went down onto his back. She landed on her feet, even if she needed to stagger forward a couple steps so she didn’t fall over.




And Coach Dean was gone down the hall. She started moving that way, when two more of the football jerkheads came out of the kitchen. And they had carving knives. Big ones. Not that they knew how to knife fight. They weren’t even holding the knives right for that.




“Stay back!” Coach Dean screamed from inside a closed room at the end of the hall. And he fired something big like an assault rifle through the door and down the hall. And he fired a lot. Maybe a whole magazine, but she forgot to count. If she had been in the hall, that would have been mega-grim.




She looked at the two guys with knives. And she realized that she had done just a ton of damage. That was a mega-bad thing. She threatened them, “You can drop the knives, or I’ll break your arms.”




There was the sound of police cars screaming toward them, and the two guys stopped to look toward the front windows.




She darted down a stub hall to an open sliding glass door that led into a back yard with a high fence. And she could hear police cars racing toward the house from the other side of the block.




She remembered that there were other police officers whose kids were on the football team. They might be as bad as Officer Caldwell.




They might be as bad as Officer Caldwell after two or three candy bars.




There were half a dozen guys drinking beers and laughing as one of them peed into the pool. Ick. So she just kicked or threw all of them into the pool.




She took the fight into three dimensions. No one was looking at her right then, so she sprinted back toward the house and leapt up onto the garage roof, and from there onto the second story roof. Then she just lay down flat on the roof and did some box breathing.




She shouldn’t have eaten the candy. She shouldn’t have shown off her abilities. She should have stayed with Toni and made sure she was okay first. She should have kept her Slay-phone on her. She should have run back out the coach’s door or jumped out a window, instead of staying in the house and fighting most of a football team.




She didn’t know what to do, but she knew she needed to not turn herself in to the police until she could be sure that Officer Caldwell wouldn’t shoot her on the spot. And she needed to find a way to see if Toni was okay, and she needed to call in to Cleveland.




Crud. Cleveland was probably gonna yell at her for hours. And get Willow to use that gross stuff to strip away her Slayerness. She didn’t deserve to be a Slayer, when she was misusing her Slayer gift to beat up guys who were on drugs and probably couldn’t help being loonies. Violent, dangerous loonies.




She just stayed there on the back of the roof, up where no one could see her in the darkness, and she listened. Five police cars, plus half a dozen paramedic and ambulance vehicles. Nobody was dead, but a lot of those guys had a concussion, or at least one broken bone, or both, or huge bruises, or some of the above, and needed to go to the emergency room because doctor’s offices and Immediate Care offices had been closed for hours.




And naturally, Coach Dean was lying a ton about her, so the police were putting out a warrant for her arrest on about a jillion felonies. This was bad. Mega-bad. She didn’t know how to get this fixed.




Okay, she knew what Faith had done, and she could do that. She let the police search the house and grounds, and then search the neighboring houses and grounds, and then move out to spread around the closer blocks of houses. And she waited until Coach Dean got taken off to the hospital because the paramedics thought he was having a nervous breakdown. Also, he had a broken wrist and a broken hand. And for some weird reason, the police left a car on duty right in front of the house. Maybe they thought someone would try and break in now that the coach was gone.




Okay, maybe she needed to break in, now that the coach was gone.




She silently dropped down to the roof over the garage. Then she checked the window looking out over the garage roof and on the back side of the house where the police car couldn’t see her. It was locked, but it didn’t have a little alarm thing on it. She could tell that much.




Okay, no phone. No multitool. No knives. What kind of stupid Slayer was she? Oh yeah. She was a druggie Slayer who had been totally stoned for two solid days, and might still be under the influence.




She needed to buy one of those ‘this is your brain on drugs’ posters and put it up in her room. And maybe read it every day.




She slipped down off the roof and went in the back door of the garage, which wasn’t locked because there was another keg in the garage too. Okay, the door from there into the house was locked now. So she just borrowed a couple things. Like a putty knife and a little screwdriver and a little outside thermometer on a suction cup. And some gardening gloves. Because there were a couple lessons on this kind of stuff at a certain fun vacation place she had gone to during the summer.




She pulled on the gardening gloves and checked that the policemen were just sitting in their car not doing anything. She went back up on the roof and used the putty knife to scrape all the stuff out from around a pane of the window. There were little metal tack-like things holding the pane in place, so she used the screwdriver to pry them out. Then she used the suction cup to pull the pane out. She reached through the opening and flipped the lock so she could open the window and sneak in. 




She checked that there really weren’t any alarms on the window, and that the police weren’t getting a message from an alarm company or anything. Wow, they really had their police radio turned up loud. Or maybe that was her nervousness.




It was easy to sneak down the stairs and check out the room where Coach Dean had gone and hidden. And… Holy crud! How did the police miss all this? Was the whole police department eating free candy bars or something? There were cabinets full of syringes and stuff. There was a fridge full of bottles of stuff. Okay, she wasn’t a genius, but she knew a lot of biochemistry stuff from her dad and her sister Annie. And lots of those chemicals were anabolic steroids, and other bottles had other nasty stuff. Testosterone precursors. And… 




Animal DNA? Were these guys crazy?




Eww. This was way more like the ‘swim team’ story than she had wanted to know. And there were charts on every one of the players. He had been dosing these guys for weeks, since like the start of summer football practice.




She needed to call this in mega-fast. And she’d have to call Cleveland to report it, because she had no idea who around town was helping Coach Dean, or who might have just had too many candy bars from the school fundraiser and then gotten ‘advice’ from Coach Dean.




The candy bars she had been too stupid not to check out before she started eating them by the ton. Had her Slaydar been knocked totally off-line by something in the Denver airport? And would it ever come back?




She wasn’t sure it was safe to use the coach’s landline, so she went back out the way she came in, even locking the window and sticking the pane back.




And when she heard the helicopter, she got moving.




She leapt off the roof, ran across the back yard, jumped the fence which was high but not too high for Slayers, and cut through a couple neighbor yards, before she got to a spot that she was sure was safe from guys in helicopters who probably had infrared or nightvision scopes since they didn’t have Slayer eyesight.




It was easy, after what Alex had told them. Lexi just hopped down into one of the dry creeks and slipped into a big steel runoff pipe into the creek. Then she just waited a while, until the helicopter sounds flew off to check somewhere else.




She stuck to the nice, dry creekbed which didn’t show any footprints or anything. That let her walk in darkness most of the way back to her house. And she snuck through a couple yards until she was within a block of her folks’ house and she could check on them.




Oh crud. There was a police car there too. Well, there was no way she was getting them in trouble. She just went back toward the creek.




She hopped down into the creek, and nearly attacked the figure standing there.




Toni scowled, “I was wonderin’ how long I was gonna have ta wait on you, ya big dummy.”




Lexi burst into tears as she hugged Toni. “You’re okay! I was so worried about you! I was so mad at those guys! I…” She stopped and gulped. “I did a bad thing.”




Toni asked, “Did you really fight thirty angry football players and a couple coaches including a guy with guns?”




Lexi cringed, “Umm, yeah. But I didn’t know there were that many guys when I ran in after the guys who hit you. Are you sure you’re okay?”




Toni admitted, “I got a goose egg that’s more like an ostrich egg on the back of my head. And I landed face-first on the asphalt, so I got some road rash on my cheek.”




Lexi said, “I think I burned off the last of the drugs or whatever in the middle of the fight. But I still went Faith on the place. I think Cleveland’s gonna have to take away my Slay.” She tried not to weep about it.




Toni scowled, “Homegirl, you got bigger problems than that. They got you called in as ‘armed and dangerous’. Some a’ these cops will shoot you on sight.”




Lexi admitted, “Some of ’em are probably eating those candy bars too.”




Toni said a couple really bad words about that.




Part IX



Lexi looked at Toni and added, “The coach has been giving the players everything from steroids and testosterone precursors to retrovirals based on animal DNA. We need to call it in before he can hide all the stuff that’s in his house.”




Well, of course Toni hadn’t forgotten her Slayphone. She called Cleveland and reported it as another Code Orange. And Cleveland knew just who to call.




So that meant that the CHiPs and the FBI and plenty of other law enforcement people were going to be swarming all over the place. Which meant Lexi needed to not be there until things got straightened out. Even if that meant that when she turned herself in, like in a couple weeks, she was still going to be arrested for about thirty cases of felony assault and stuff. Plus leaving the scene of a crime and running from the police, or whatever it was called.




Crud. She was going to be in jail until she was too old to Slay without a walker.




Toni looked at her expression and said, “Look Lex, Faith did way worse than this, and also escaped from prison, and she’s okay now. We’ll get this worked out. Now let’s hike.”




They walked through some of the creekbeds back to where Toni had her car parked. Since Toni was smart, it wasn’t anywhere near Lexi’s house. And it was only a few blocks from the MacDonald’s that was always open mega-late. So Toni drove through, got a ton of food, and drove back over to where Lexi was sitting in a big runoff pipe feeling sorry for herself. 




They ate a ton, and then Toni left Lexi with the rest of the food. She also left her with Lexi’s Slayphone, which she had gotten from Lexi’s mom because Lexi had left it in her house. And she left Lexi with a couple stakes and a Bowie knife. Just in case. Because you never knew, even in a place like Paradise Valley.




She also left Lexi with careful instructions, because Toni was smart enough to know that Lexi might still not be completely un-drugged.




Then Lexi took a long stroll across town, sticking to the dark creekbeds and hiding every time a helicopter or police car came near. And she did like Toni said and made sure that nobody saw her. So, before one in the morning, Lexi was really sleepy but also over where a fast Slayer could catch a train running past the railroad stubs for the warehouses and the cannery and the meatpacking plant and stuff.




The northbound train was tearing along at maybe fifty miles an hour. So it was easy. For a Slayer, anyway. She sprinted alongside the train. It wasn’t a good running surface, but she could see well enough to make sure she didn’t fall down. She was doing maybe thirty-five miles an hour, so all she had to do was leap for a convenient ladder as it went past. It was like the ladder was only moving at fifteen miles an hour, so she caught it easily and pulled herself up. Then she stretched out on the roof of the train car for a few hours.




Oh, and she had to not fall asleep because she might slide off the train roof and hurt herself.




When she got the call on her Slayphone, she just climbed back down the ladder and jumped off. The train was down to maybe twenty miles an hour right then, because it was crossing streets and other train tracks, so she had no problem landing in an easy run and cutting over to some trees where she could hide until the train was gone.




And one of the San Francisco Slayers drove over to pick her up. Lexi had even met Arabella before. Arabella was nice, but most of the Slayers in The City liked to call her Bella, and ask her if she was dating Edward, or if she still thought vamps were sparkly, and stuff like that. Lexi thought it was kind of mean to keep teasing her like that. Especially when Arabella had decided that she liked being called ‘Ari’.




So Lexi hopped into the car and said, “Hi Ari, thanks for coming over and rescuing me.”




“Lexi, right?” Ari checked. Lexi nodded. “And you’re our problem Slayer? Not the black girl or the party girl?”




Wow, Ari really remembered plenty about Team Mid-Cali. Lexi admitted, “I got caught in a ‘band candy’ thing. And I ate a bunch of the candy bars. And maybe I wasn’t all there for a while.”




Ari wondered, “How many is ‘a bunch’? And when are the drugs gonna wear off?”




Lexi spilled, “Xander and Toni think I ate maybe sixty in two days.” Ari winced. “And I’m pretty sure the drugs and the spell wore off while I was burning off a ton of calories… which was while I was beating up an entire football team.”




Ari laughed out loud. “An entire football team? Really?”




So Lexi told her about Toni getting mailbox’ed with a baseball bat, and then Lexi racing a muscle car to catch the jerkheads, and chasing them into a house which turned out to be full of ‘roided up football players having a kegger. So… fighting. And having a warrant out for her arrest. And running away.




Ari nodded, “Right. We got a call from Cleveland, and we have it all worked out. Here’s our story, which you will stick to or we’ll tell Xander.”




Lexi winced. A lot.




Ari kept going, “Okay, pay attention so I don’t have to go over all this twice. After your friends left your house, I drove by and drove you up here to get away from your school and shit, so you’ve been up here with half a dozen other girls as an alibi, so whoever beat up those football players, it couldn’t have been you. We’ve got a fed or two suggesting the football guys were drunk and drugged out of their minds, and they just fought each other, but the coaches decided to blame it on their current favorite target: you. Even though that makes no sense, so maybe the coaches were under the influence too. You just call your mom in the morning, tell her about going clubbing with us at nice, safe, underage clubs and having fun, and act surprised when she tells you about the fight at whoever’s house. So any probably-uber-illegal wiretaps on your folks’ landline will back us up.”




“Coach Dean’s house,” Lexi supplied.




“More like Coach Doom, if you ask me. So this wasn’t just Band Candy, was it?”




Lexi sighed. “Band Candy sitch, plus a Swim Team sitch, plus a Pete-and-Debbie sitch, maybe more Pete-and-Debbie sitches I didn’t find out about, plus a Snyder sitch Maybe a couple Snyder sitches. Which I just walked into blind, because I was late getting back to school. Plus I almost had at least one Buffy-and-cops sitch. Maybe worse than that.”




Ari winced a little. “If we hadn’t gotten a personal call from Xander and Willow, I would be a lot more skeptical on this. But I thought Salinas was a clean town.”




“Paradise Valley,” Lexi corrected. “Which is even cleaner than Salinas. But that may matter. This is a giant mess. A coach drugging football players, magicked-up candy making people do what the coach wanted… Maybe we got picked for this, just because we are a clean town. But I don’t get it. This is a huge, mega-complicated deal with really fancy magical stuff, just to… what? Win more high school football games in a division nobody in California cares about?”




Ari shrugged, “The brain trust in London and Cleveland will figure it out.”




Lexi sighed, “Yeah. If Willow and Xander and Jack and Buffy and Andrew can’t figure it out, I sure won’t.”




Then Lexi just sat in the car and let Ari drive her to one of the Bay Area Slayer houses. The area was big enough and icky enough that they had three Slayer houses spread out around the area, and not in mega-nice places either.




She got a couple hours of sleep before she had to get up and call her mom and pretend to be surprised about the fight at Coach Dean’s house. Also, by then, FBI agents and CHiP officers — and some cranky people from some weird international NGO with offices in Cleveland and London — had come in and arrested Coach Dean and all the assistant coaches and a couple local police officers, and rescinded the APB on Lexi.




And then two local police officers drove over and ‘interviewed’ her. The Slay team made Lexi look especially harmless. Hair in pigtails, a loose long-sleeved babydoll dress that belonged to Deirdre, Birkenstocks, matte pink lipstick, and pink fingernail polish with matching pink toenails. Also, obviously no bruises or injuries, because the injuries she had picked up in the Denver Airport had healed up to the point that they could all be covered up with just a touch of coverstick.




Also, Ari had Lexi sit in a computer chair that was set so it was a little too tall, so Lexi’s feet didn’t touch the floor and she looked especially tiny and harmless.




She just played dumb, and let Ari and the other girls talk about the fun they had the night before, so Lexi obviously couldn’t have been in a fight against thirty football players at the same time. The police officers couldn’t understand why she was even suspected of something that should have required twenty motorcycle gang members or something, given the damage and injuries.




So Lexi was off the hook on that whole mess. Even if she was guilty and she had done a bad thing.




But she got calls from Nicole and Robyn and Ray and her folks. Coach Dean got fired and arrested by the FBI. All of his assistants got fired and arrested. Two of the vice-principals had to resign, and were being questioned by the police. Maybe half a dozen police officers were suspended pending hearings and trials and stuff, and Officer Caldwell had been arrested too. 




Only there was a lot more. All the players who were abusing steroids and stuff had to quit the team, which left only four guys who had gotten medical exemptions or religious exemptions to skip the shots, which was way too few people to field a team. So the school football team had to forfeit their two wins and also the rest of their season. Plus pretty much all the players who hadn’t gotten their shots the night before were going through some kind of withdrawal, and were mega-sick. Not even counting all the football players who had somehow gotten beaten up in the last couple days, even if people were guessing that the football players had been so jacked up on drugs that they had just beaten each other up for no reason. And everyone was expecting the other football players would be going through the same withdrawal stuff in a day or two or three.




So a lot of the ‘popular’ part of the school was still mad at her. And some of the teachers were mad at her too. Okay, so the outcast types were pretty happy with her. Even if they were still calling her Lexasaurus Wrecks.




And her dad had already had to put up security cameras, because ‘unknown assailants’ had driven past their house and egged their cars. Her dad thought that there would probably be ongoing problems like that for months, until stupid people finally realized that the whole mess wasn’t Lexi’s fault.




And Principal Wilson was asking her folks if Lexi could ‘homeschool’ for maybe another two or three months. Crud.




Lexi sat on the guest bedroom bed and wondered if she could move to Cleveland for school for the rest of the semester. Maybe the whole school year.




Maybe the rest of her high school life.




And maybe they wouldn’t want a crazy druggie Slayer to come back to Cleveland and they were going to take away her Slayerness and dump her, and Buffy would never talk to her again.




She pouted and tried not to cry. This had totally been the worst autumn of her life, and it was still only the first week of school.




Maybe things would get better. Somehow.






Morgana scowled as she stared into her scrying bowl at images of the disaster several days ago in the Denver airport.




She had paid a ridiculous amount for that urn, and it was supposed to be personally hand-delivered to her. Not tossed into a crate and shipped like a set of lawnchairs.




She looked over at the pile of still-burning ash that was all that was left of the minion who was responsible for the error. Good help was so hard to find.




She replayed the images again. The girl had to be a Slayer. And how did a Slayer end up in that concourse at just the right time? She captured several images so she could have the girl tracked down.




She was going to have to do something about that particular Slayer. Something drastic. And if the Slayers didn’t get the hint, she might have to do something about the entire Slayer line. No one got to interfere with the workings of Morgana le Fey.






Willow Rosenberg looked over the papers and notes and stuff that had been brought back from Paradise Valley. And it clicked. 




She grabbed the phone. “Xander! Grab Buffy and Giles and Jack and Andrew, and get over here now! I figured it out! This is bad!”






He studied the reports and fumed.




One of his servants opened the door with his lunch, and he took out his anger on the stupid fool. With a wave of his hand, he turned the girl into a poodle. With a second gesture, the lunch tray obediently flew over and landed on his desk.




He would turn her back later. It would be a valuable lesson for the chit. She should have knocked and waited for him to tell her if she could enter.




He had invested time and money and personnel in this damned project, and it was ruined at Stage Two. He had been secretly monitoring and controlling it for six years. And he had anticipated needing three to six years of success in Paradise Valley, on top of the four years of success ‘Coach Dean’ had already gotten in small-town Arizona, then three or four years of success at an even larger high school in another state, before Coach Dean would be ready to be hired at one of the largest high schools in Cleveland.




And then, once Coach Dean was running that program, and the candy sales were being pushed on a much wider basis, he would have had an army of thousands of violent, suggestible, manipulable humans to attack the Slayers and their annoying school. And Slayers wouldn’t kill humans. They would have been overrun. 




But now he would have to start all over, and the Slayers were bound to work out this plot eventually. Most Slayers had the brains of a Fyarl demon, but something like this would get kicked up to someone with a measurable IQ. Maybe the Red Witch or The One Who Sees. He might have to rework everything in his plans, or even start all over with new scenarios.




Still, how was this possible? He had put into place spells to check for Slayer presence at a school and in a town. Paradise Valley had been Slayer-less for years before. It had been Slayer-less all summer. What were the odds that a Slayer would suddenly appear there, then leave before his next check, then be gone all summer long, and return just in time to smash everything to pieces? 




He had to assume that The Powers That Be had intervened, possibly half a dozen times, in the past four or five months. Not that They could stop him for long. He would track down that new Slayer and crush her. Then he would get back to his master plan.




He clenched his fists tightly. “I will wipe out the Slayer school and take over the Cleveland Hellmouth, or my name isn’t Lex Liut-her!” The massive lightning strike right outside the window was followed almost instantly by a burst of thunder that shook the glass panes.




The poodle yipped in terror and pissed on the expensive carpet. He sighed and snapped his fingers to summon more servants.




The OSI and a Legend

Part I



IMPORTANT NOTE: This is the Bionicverse, which now has the APC: the Astria Porta Command, which is the Bionicverse version of the Stargate Command.







Marine Colonel Marshall Sumner didn’t like sitting in the APC situation room trying to coordinate for his troops. If there was a battle, he preferred being down with his men, where he could lead from the front, instead of being in a room full of computer monitors, like some REMF.




But that was the job he was tasked with, and so he was doing it. And he was trying to ignore the admin people and the IT people who were typing away madly, including the pretty redhead who was typing so fast he didn’t see how she could possibly avoid a slew of errors.




He had a camera view of the ‘doorway’, the astria porta with its iris open. He had a camera view of the doorway room. He had camera views of the med bay hallway, and the hallways leading to the sixth floor elevator door, and the halls leading to the nuclear power rooms.




“Incoming wormhole, sir. No door key yet.”




He snapped, “Close that iris and send a verification message through the doorway.”




But he was too slow. Something came through the astria porta, diving through the middle of the closing iris. It looked like a six foot tall power armor form, but was far too fast for that. It paused to rip most of the iris off the face of the ring, before diving off the ramp.




He ordered, “Open fire! All weaponry!” The exit room had heavy machine guns and grenade launchers and a couple rocket pods on the far wall. Firing the grenades or rockets inside the room, instead of through the astria porta, would trash the room, but the room could be repaired. A foothold situation might not be reparable. “Drop the blast door!”




The armored form sprinted across the room too fast to target. But the blast door was dropping. The armored form knocked the security door off its hinges and darted into the hall to the medical area before the blast door hit the ground.




Sumner directed, “We have a foothold level three! Lock down all corridor security hatches! Security teams one through four, defend positions!”




The four automated security hatches on the hall began to swing shut, but the other four had to be shut by hand. Granted, the ones shut by hand could get shut a lot faster when an entire security team was doing the shutting.




The armored form was too frigging fast. No power armor could possibly run at that speed. The monitors on the hall corridors were coming up with ridiculous velocity estimates. They were all numbers over eighty miles an hour. And they were all going up!




The form ran through hatches one and two while they were still wide open. It took the corner by running up the wall and around the corner, which meant it literally ran around security team one before they could even target it. It took the next three corners the same way without slowing down, which meant it cut through the next three hatches before security teams or the automated systems could get them fully closed.




It hit hatch number six while security team three was still trying to get the hatch closed. Its momentum sent the entire team flying backward.




It hit hatch number seven just before the hatch was fully closed. It put its hands in the crack between door and frame, and heaved. The automated closing system overloaded. Metal parts broke and went flying through the air. The hatch sprang open, and the armored form was through.




Hatch number eight was closed and locked, thank Christ. But security team three was trapped in that section of hall with the intruder, even if they had a corridor corner for protection and they had a heavy machine gun in addition to their standard gear.




The armored form raced down the corridor as security team three opened fire on it. It ignored the incoming and crashed into the team. Four vicious strikes at an eye-watering speed, and he had lost his entire fireteam.




It raced at hatch eight, which was closed and locked. It hit the hatch hard enough that the heavy security door rang like a bell, and it left a nasty dent in the door. Right where the door locked into the frame.




It was going to smash that door apart in seconds.




He ordered, “Team four! Disengage! Sprint to the elevator! Operations! Get that elevator open for them, and then get it up to level five at top speed! Begin full elevator shaft lockdown from the bottom up, as the elevator car rises above the cutoffs!”




By then, the armored form had already sheared off two of the bolts holding hatch eight in place. Three more bolts, and it would have the hatch ripped free. How the hell could anything be that fast and also that strong?




Security team four looked back at the damage on the hatch and their leader called out, “Colonel! We don’t have time! Keep the elevator up! I am requesting a full shaft lockdown starting now!”




He detested having underlings disobey direct orders. But there wasn’t time to address that now, and none of them were going to survive the next minute. He gave in, “Operations. Full elevator lockdown now. Drop elevator cars and cables. Engage all shaft blocks.”




And by then, the armored form was through the last hatch, and charging his final security team. They opened fire, but they didn’t have a chance. The form was through them and ripping open the elevator doors before the last shaft block was in place. It tore the wrecked elevator car apart and began climbing the shaft. It had spikes or something sticking out from its hands and feet, and it was literally jabbing those spikes into the reinforced-concrete shaft walls. At least it wasn’t climbing as fast as it could run.




He said, “Dial out.”




“To where, sir?”




He gritted his teeth. “It doesn’t matter where. Dial out. Hold the door open for a random time between twenty-five and thirty-five minutes, then cut it and re-dial as fast as you can. Prepare the door room self-destruct. If they get a dial-in, wait until the plasma eruption finishes, and take out the entire room. We’ve already lost floor six.”




General Carter announced, “End simulation.”




The redhead typed furiously and replied, “Simulation ended, general. All simulation members are receiving their notifications, and will re-group in conference room four.”




One of the IT guys said, “All security team members and operations staff are in place or in the sim room, but our invader’s going to need a minute or two to get out of our mock-up and then through security and down the elevator.”




General Carter nodded his acceptance. 




Sumner just sighed to himself. He still thought it was too expensive to set up a real mock-up of the corridor system just for one simulation run. Even if it was fairly crucial to be able to gauge just how much this particular invader could really do against their hatches and fireteams. Hopefully, that would be enough data to let them turn that part into simulations in future.




And if the invader could be simulated in future, they wouldn’t have to run Lieutenant Mackenzie through the mock-up. He still thought it was ridiculous to have her running that simulation in three hundred pounds of armor. Three hundred pounds of tank armor? He wouldn’t be able to move. He wouldn’t be able to breathe.




Jaime had been right. Nobody in the entire APC except Colonel and Mrs. Austin had believed Mackenzie could do that. Maybe Jack O’Neill, who still seemed like too much of a smart-ass to have gotten promoted to full colonel.




Sumner was going to have to face the hard fact that bionic threats were a lot more dangerous than he had imagined. And he was going to have to assume that there were even more dangerous threats out there.




And his security measures were just not enough against what was out there.







Aly Mack hurried to take off the rest of her armor and get through the mantrap so she could take the elevator down to level five.




She also needed to think about super-strong opponents wearing three hundred pounds of tank armor, just like she was thinking about fighting opponents wearing half a ton of power armor. Because if she could fight in a set of tank armor like that, then Nåd Gravar could. And Tucker Wells’ next Adonis creature could. And an Ultraman probably could.




Crud. An Ultraman inside tank armor probably wouldn’t show up as five degrees hot in infrared until it had worn that armor for a while. Maybe hours, depending on the design of the armor and how cold it was when it got put on. That would be yet another problem.




Then she had to stand still while the elevator slowly took her down to the APC levels. Also, she was still thinking about climbing up the elevator shaft and what to do about the blocking parts of the shaft. She had several ideas, most of which she couldn’t easily do without extra gear, but something bad might be able to.




So she got down to level five and hustled to the conference room without going at bionic speeds. All the guys from the security teams were there, along with the five guys from the operations teams who got to participate, and Doctor Fraiser and two of her med team who had gotten to be in the sim, and Colonel Sumner and General Carter, along with WillowAlpha and the rest of the people who had been running the simulation. And General Carter had some ‘advisors’ in the conference room too: Colonel Austin, Jaime Sommers-Austin, and Colonel O’Neill.




So the room was set up with a conference table in the middle, with room for ten. Then there were chairs around that, with a couple rows of chairs near the far wall for the security teams to sit, and clusters of chairs for the other groups who weren’t sitting at the big table.




Aly hustled over so she could sit off to one side, in between Doctor Fraiser and WillowAlpha. Who wasn’t going by WillowAlpha here at the APC, because she was undercover as an ordinary techie. Well, an extraordinary techie. So Aly was trying to remember not to call her ‘Alpha’ or ‘WillowAlpha’.




General Carter had a notepad full of scribbles, so Aly figured he had a ton of stuff to complain about. He started out, “Everyone in this room has signed NDAs covering this simulation, so I can now tell you the truth. This simulation was not rigged against you. There are threats out there that are just as dangerous as our ‘alien invader’ of today. In fact, I have been assured that there are threats out there which are substantially more dangerous than what we faced today.” He looked over at Colonel Sumner. “Initial comments?”




Colonel Sumner cleared his throat a little. “This sim ran even faster than I had been expecting, and I had been told about the threat we were going to face. I have also been assured that there are alien threats which might have been able to run our ‘course’ in even less time, because they have ways of altering local time around themselves so it would look like they just ‘blinked’ themselves from the exit room to the elevators as soon as they got that first door open. So we need to address that issue as well.”




He looked over at his security teams. “After this debrief and discussion, I am going up top with all of you and showing you the ‘simulation’ set-up the general and Colonel Austin had our people build. You’ll see that it’s a valid mock-up of our sixth floor, and our simulated invader really did tear those hatches apart just like you ‘saw’ in virtual reality in the simulation. So our hatches are a problem. Our system for them is a problem.”




Then he looked at one of the team leaders. “Thomasson? You disobeyed a direct order from me. But you were right, and I was wrong. If this had been real, you might have saved the upper floors. So you and I are going to discuss this. In private.”




“Yes sir.”




He asked, “Any questions?”




Thomasson raised a hand and was acknowledged. “Do we have clearance to know just what the… what our ‘invader’ really is? I mean, does someone have a robot or power armor that dangerous? And if so, can we get some for our security teams?”




Sumner frowned, which Aly thought he did a lot. “I will confer with Colonel Austin and the general, and we will work out what we can tell you, and what kind of force multipliers we can put on the table.”




Thomasson nodded, “Thank you, sir. And if we can’t get anything like that, can we get some anti-tank weaponry to use against it?”




General Carter said, “That’s a good point, and we’re going to address it. We need a better defense down there, because some of these offenses are serious threats.”




Then they moved to debriefings from the security teams and the operations group. Aly tried not to wince as the security guys talked about getting crush-kill-destroy’ed by that ‘killer robot’. One of the guys even referred to it as Ultron. Aly didn’t like that comparison, but she couldn’t act like she cared. There were only about five people at the APC who knew that was her in heavy non-powered armor, and even the people who had signed NDAs weren’t going to get told about her or Jaime or Steve.




Then they talked about options to make the sixth floor tougher. Some people wanted the iris closed all the time except when they dialed out, and when trusted groups dialed in with their own ‘door key’. Which Aly thought was a better name than the Garage Door Opener or GDO that the other Sam Carter’s SGC had.




Other people pointed out that off-world teams could lose their door key, or have it taken away, or have it broken, or have E-M interference so it couldn’t get a clear transmission, or other stuff. But Aly had talked to Jack O’Neill about that. Okay, she had also talked to Andrew about it in vague D&D terms, and she had told Jack what Andrew had thought up, and Jack had adapted Andrew’s ideas.




So she let Colonel O’Neill talk about the door keys. He said, “First thing, we need better security on those things. We need better encryption, and we need frequency hopping, and we need every team member with a door key to have something more than just a big rubber band holding it on his arm. If every door key has a crucial memory chip that breaks or erases itself when the door key comes off our arm, then we can prevent a higher-tech race from being able to crack those things.”




General Carter asked, “And what do you propose if your team loses its door keys and you can’t radio in? You can’t ever come home if the iris stays closed.”




Jack smiled, “Good point, sir. But we have a workable low-tech option. I call it… The Rock.”




General Carter gave Jack a really stern look. “Would you care to explain that, colonel?”




Jack smiled a little. It wasn’t quite a smirk, but it was pretty close. “Yes sir, I would. Every team member with a door key also gets a private code valid only for their mission. Make it ten or twelve letters or more. Then someone like me loses his door key, like my wife complains about a couple times a year. I gather a bunch of sticks or stones. I lay ’em out in front of the door and toss ’em in, as Morse code. Small ones are a ‘dit’ and large ones are a ‘dah’. Anything we throw through makes a sound as it disintegrates against the iris without reforming as matter. So the control room can hear the sounds and pick up the Morse code signal and tell that it’s us. We can even include a standard starting or ending letter which specifies a condition code, such as ‘under fire’ or ‘all clear’.”




General Carter looked over at the operations group. “Does that handle your list of concerns?”




Aly wasn’t too surprised that he got all nods. It was a good idea, and an easy idea to implement regardless of the setting. Even in a desert you could toss small handfuls of sand and large handfuls of sand. Even in the interior of a huge building, you could toss small and large objects.




Jack added, “And sir, we have radios, even if we need to up the security on our transmissions there too. I’m going to suggest, along with encrypted transmissions and the frequency hopping, an encrypted carrier wave that’s not too noticeable to an outsider, but our operations group would be listening for it. That way, someone, say, one of our Herberts, can’t just imitate my voice and say I lost my door key again and I need a team to come through with their nice, working door key. And they can’t try something like downloading a computer virus into our hardware without getting our iris open.”




General Carter nodded, “Good ideas, colonel. We’ll dump all of this on IT and see about implementations.”




WillowAlpha held up a hand. When the general looked at her, she said, “General, I already have alpha-test software code for most of the colonel’s concepts, and we have most of the hardware for the implementations on-site. The one we’ll need a couple days for is the erasable memory in the door keys. We may have to tape a chip to the user’s arm so when the door key is forcibly removed, it gets pulled out and loses the power for its memory.”




The general looked at the head of the IT group, who looked at some notes Alpha passed him, and nodded.




General Carter asked, “And what about our security hatches?”




Aly waited until she was recognized, and then she volunteered, “Sir, if we alternate much heavier hatches with slightly lighter hatches, we can keep some closed all the time. Anyone moving back and forth will have to wait as hatches get opened in sequence, but no one can alter local time and sprint through eight open hatches all at once. Or race through the first half of the hatches and catch our later security teams by surprise. Also, I think that we should put a false guardpost at the front of what’s actually the corridor to the nuclear plants. If no one can find the plants, they’re a lot safer from external sabotage. And keeping the iris closed really is our most effective deterrent. Even that power armor wouldn’t have been able to get through.”




Then there was half an hour of discussion about implementations on the hatches and hatch replacements and all of that. Aly figured they would just replace the hatches one at a time, over a couple months.




And there was also the new thing: they were getting shipments of toxic waste and radioactive waste, which they were placing in the way of the plasma burst and dialing out to get rid of the stuff. And since they were generating their own power, they were making more than enough money on that to pay for new hatches. They just weren’t telling people that the barrels and containers of dangerous waste weren’t being bottled up then stored in some nearby salt mine tunnels for ten thousand years. And there was going to be another ‘project’ for that, which would also have lots of fictional project development stuff which would be mega-boring.




Apparently, Jack and Daniel and Flynn had already come up with an acronym for their not-real-project. It was going to be called NARWHAL for ‘Noxious And Radioactive Waste Housing And Latency’. Which Aly didn’t like, but General Carter had already sent it ‘up the ladder’. Jack had told her that they could just bring forklifts down the freight elevator, each with a two-foot-high wooden pallet and a bunch of the barrels and stuff secured on the pallet. Then they set the pallets in front of the ramp, and as soon as someone wanted to dial in or dial out, the barrels and the top couple inches of the pallets were history. Cost: rebuilding the top of the pallets with cheap wood.




Then, after the meeting, when the general dismissed everyone, Aly stayed behind. Colonel Sumner looked over at her in his usual stern way. “Is there a problem, lieutenant?”




Aly admitted, “Sorry sir, but I think I need to have Doctor Fraiser look over my hands and my right foot. I might have some minor injuries.”




He frowned, “You punched out a security hatch that was supposed to withstand tons of force. If you hadn’t hurt your hands any, I was going to be even more concerned. Go see the medic.”




“Aye, sir.”




She hurried off to see Doc Fraiser. After all, Janet was read in, and would just send Aly off to OSI headquarters for a day or two, to get her ‘bruises’ patched up.




Part II



Aly was just being plain old Aly Mack for a bit. And it was mega-great.




She was in Nashville again, and hanging out with Hunter and his pals. Some of his pals were baseball guys who were native Spanish speakers, so she was chatting with them in Spanish more than in English. And lots of his pals were dating girls who were also athletes, like gymnasts and softball players and basketball players and stuff, so she was chatting with them about Vanderbilt and athletic departments and how they thought Vanderbilt was a hundred times better than some of the really creepy athletic departments that athletes talked about in private. Aly didn’t get why people didn’t go to the police about stuff like that, even if someone had made them sign NDAs.




Okay, some of the girl basketball players sort of made her feel short, especially Rhondi who was like 6′7′′. And some of the girl gymnasts sort of made her feel awkwardly tall, especially Amanda who was 4′10′′. Total surprise, Rhondi was wearing ballet slippers so she was as short as she could be without going barefoot. And Amanda was wearing pumps with five inch heels because she didn’t like people asking her if she was in junior high just because she wasn’t Aly’s height.




And Amanda said a lot of mega-short gymnasts who became assistant coaches and head coaches of NCAA women’s gymnastics teams kept wearing their five inch heels, even at gymnastics meets where they would be walking across all those expensive gymnastics mats and gymnastics flooring things. Aly had no idea how people allowed that, given how expensive those mats and stuff had to be.




Also, the gymnasts were practicing new routines for the college gymnastics season which didn’t start until the middle of January, so Amanda was seriously bruised. She said everyone working on new routines was. And Amanda was just going to be a walking pile of bruises for the next month or two, and that was how gymnastics worked. Amanda had a huge bruise on one cheek, and a big one on her forehead, and bruises on her arms and legs, and probably in places Aly didn’t want to look.




Amanda’s boyfriend Jack grinned, “We call it ‘Fight Club’.” Amanda gave him a pretend shove.




Aly tried not to laugh, and kind of failed. But most everyone else laughed too.




Pedro snorted, “But Jack, the first rule of Fight Club is you do not talk about Fight Club.”




Jack said, “Well, just us boyfriends who see our pretty girlfriends looking like they went ten rounds with Shannon Miller.”




Amanda gave Jack a hug and said, “Maybe not Shannon. I got to meet her, and she’s super-nice. Maybe one of the Russian gymnasts. A couple of ’em are total bitches.”




And then, since it was a Saturday and the baseball guys didn’t have official off-season baseball practice on the weekends but they were still working on maintaining their conditioning, over a dozen of them went out for a three mile run. Aly went with. After all, she had brought exercise stuff along. Patricia and Helen went too, only they were wearing way tinier running outfits. Helen had one of those marathoner outfits, which was a top that wasn’t much more than a running bra, and shorts which were pretty much a spandex bikini bottom. Plus mega-lightweight shoes. Also, Helen looked like she was maybe two percent bodyfat.




Aly just ran alongside Hunter. Just like Helen was running with her boyfriend Tim, and Patricia was running with her boyfriend Geoff. But Aly could tell that both of them were taking it easy on their BFs. Just like she was. After all, Aly and Patricia and Helen were chatting away while they ran, and the guys were doing serious running.




So, when they got within maybe four hundred yards of the ‘finish line’ at the baseball field, Helen called out, “Ladies! Let’s do this!”




Hunter gave Aly a little head nod, so Aly broke into a sprint, or at least a sprint for normal runners. Not anywhere near an Olympic athlete sprint, much less what she could really do. But she caught up with Patricia, and the two of them were right behind Helen, so the three of them raced past all of the guys, even the couple guys who made an effort to put in a final kick near the finish line. Okay, most of the guys were built more like a first baseman or outfielder than a shortstop, and Jack was a catcher so he was built like a concrete block, so after three miles, the guys were pretty tired.




Aly let Helen win by maybe a yard or so. Then Helen high-fived her and Patricia, and waited for Tim to cross the finish line before giving him a big smirk. And a big kiss. Tim kissed her hard and said, “You still suck, you evil marathoner you.”




Hunter kissed Aly too, and she enjoyed it a lot, even if he was all sweaty. And she was all sweaty too, because her new bionic skin let her sweat whenever she wanted. And the naughty part of her brain was imagining other sweaty stuff with Hunter, which she was totally not going to do even if they were officially engaged and she had a gorgeous engagement ring she loved wearing when she wasn’t on assignments.




She jogged with Hunter back to his dorm, where he was going to shower and get dressed for dinner. Then she ran at normal-person speed back to her hotel to shower and dress. And she didn’t think about showering with Hunter. Not at all. Totally not.




Well, not a lot.




Okay, so she had to shower in cold water when she got up to her hotel room. And she dressed nicer than for Hunter’s get-together, because she and Hunter were having dinner with Hunter’s mom and dad. Who were great, and they thought Aly was mega-great.




And Mrs. Reeves remembered how much Aly had loved that fried okra, so that was on the table too. The whole serving plate of the fried okra lasted about thirty seconds, because Hunter and his dad loved it too. She was still kind of surprised that you could turn something like okra into something yummy, even if it was breaded and fried, so it wasn’t like it was really good for you anymore.




Then, after dinner, Hunter took her to a club just off the Vanderbilt campus. It had a cover charge, and they didn’t card you at the door, but they did card you when you ordered drinks. Unless you were like her and Hunter, because she ordered sparkling water with a twist of lime, and Hunter got a coke with lots of ice.




They met up with more of Hunter’s friends who also had dates, and Aly just spent time with Hunter. Dancing with Hunter, and chatting with his friends, and like that.




Helen and Tim wanted to know why Aly wasn’t on the Vanderbilt women’s track team, like Helen was. So Hunter and Aly explained that she was at Georgetown and already moving from undergrad to graduate student.




Hunter bragged, “She’s on an academic scholarship. In languages!”




So then Aly had to admit that yeah, she read and spoke a lot more languages than most people. Tim was one-fourth Chinese even if he didn’t look it, and Helen was one-sixteenth Russian or Ukrainian, her family wasn’t sure about some dead ancestors who had lived kind of on a border area, so both of them wanted to know if she knew languages like stuff they hadn’t really learned a lot of from their parents or grandparents. 




Aly admitted, “Okay, yeah, I speak both Russian and Mandarin. Although I have a ways to go before I count as fully proficient in Mandarin.”




And then suddenly it was the Do You Know My Languages game. Hunter’s Hispanic friends were Spanish speakers who knew English, and maybe Portuguese, and maybe French, but Aly was great at French and okay at Portuguese. And a couple people had French or German in high school, but Aly knew those mega-well. And some of them didn’t even know enough Spanish or French to order off a menu. So the whole table was mega-impressed, even if there were tons and tons of languages Aly didn’t know.




Then Aly’s phone rang. In the ringtone which meant it was OSI business. Crud!




She went with the fib she had already warned Hunter about. “It’s my major professor. I gotta take this.”




She dashed out of the club and around the corner of the building, so she had a tiny bit of privacy and quiet. “Aly here. Mississippi.” The current status codes for the phones and phone calls were random state names. ‘Mississippi’ meant that anyone might be too close to hear the phone call because she was in a public spot.




Rinkin said, “Understood. We need you back here ASAP. Your friends Jacob and Jack have a problem.” Okay, General Carter was never going to be a friend to a lowly lieutenant, no matter who she really worked for. And Colonel O’Neill was her commanding officer when she was at the APC, not her friend, even if she would like it if he was.




She just said, “Travel arrangements?”




Rinkin replied, “Get moving. We’ll work out travel arrangements for tonight, even if we have to send Wellman.” 




Ooh. Captain Wellman was the lead pilot for the two OSI ‘business’ jets. He was a nice guy who had daughters around Aly’s age. She liked him, and she didn’t want him to have to leave his family in the middle of the night to fly to Nashville and back. “Understood. Aly out.”




She went back inside and let her unhappiness about leaving Hunter show all over her face. She grumped, “It’s my major professor. She’s got a grant problem, and she needs me back there right away. She’s even paying for a last-second flight back to DC. We’ve got grants with universities in other countries, and she’s gotten me and some of her other grad students to write ’em if they’re in languages she doesn’t read. So I gotta go.”




Helen checked, “She’s paying for a last-minute flight home? That’ll be like a thousand dollars!”




Aly shrugged. She lied, “It’s grant money, not her money. But I gotta get packed and get to the airport and find out what she’s got arranged.”




Hunter jumped up, “I’ll come with. I can drive you over there. This time of night, the traffic oughta be pretty okay.”




She gave him a big smile. “That would be great!”




So she left with Hunter, then ran to the hotel while he went to get his car out of parking and then drive over there.




This trip had been totally casual or nice-casual, so she just had a little roller bag for her clothes and kit. And a valise that held her laptop and its accessories, plus a couple language textbooks and journals. There were also nutrition bars in there, and some small dark chocolate candies that had chopped almonds in them. Packing only took her a couple minutes. Less time than it took her to check out, because her reservation was for another four days.




Then Hunter drove her to the airport while she checked for bugs and then called in. “Aly here. Hunter’s driving me to the airport. Status?”




One of the Lindabots answered, “A late United flight into IAD. It’ll be crowded.”




“Understood,” Aly said. “I’ll be at the airport in maybe half an hour. And I can check my rollerbag.”




“Good. Scan your luggage tag so we can track it through the system. Someone you know will pick you up at Arrivals.”




She hung up and said, “Hunter, I’m really sorry about this.”




He gave her a little smile. “It’s not like I don’t know what your life is like. And I know you can’t tell me about this.”




So, when he dropped her off at the airport, she gave him some extra kisses before she hopped out of the car and grabbed her stuff. She used her phone to pull up her reservation, which normal phones couldn’t do yet, then checked her luggage through at curbside, and went in to stand in line for her boarding pass. Then she went through the TSA Pre-check line and got into the concourse mega-fast.




The flight wasn’t too bad. It was crowded, but it was also a short flight. She got to baggage claim too early and had to wait ten minutes before luggage started flowing along the Dulles baggage claim thing. She grabbed her rollerbag and rolled it out to the curb, where cars were fighting to get close enough for arriving passengers to load up their stuff.




She didn’t have any trouble spotting Xander in his old pickup. She just trotted over there, shoved her bag and valise in behind the seats, and buckled up.




Xander drove out through the traffic and said, “Andrew’s on a date with JJ, Joan’s visiting a ‘friend’, and we figured you’d be grumpy at Rinkin for tearing you away from your honeybun when you’ve got more days of vaycay.”




Aly protested, “I wouldn’t yell at Rinkin! Or be mean to her. Or anything.”




He smiled, “Will and I still figured you’d have an easier drive back if you weren’t sitting next to someone you might be kind of crabby at.”




Aly wasn’t thrilled about having her vacation with Hunter cut short, but she said, “It’s not her fault. She’s just the one who gets stuck doing stuff for-” She stopped just before she said ‘the APC’ because that was classified. “For someone else.”




He smirked at her because he knew she’d nearly slipped up. 




So she stuck her tongue out at him. But she said, “Thanks a ton for coming out to pick me up. Seriously. You could be home right now with Willow.”




He smirked, “With Willow and a living room full of Willowbots. She’s trying to teach them how human humor works, with ‘carefully illustrative’ video clips. Because she’s worried about what would happen if she taught them about slapstick. Or if I taught them about toilet humor.”




“So she’s gonna teach them… what?” Aly wondered.




Xander shrugged a little. “Oh, you know. The classics. Like… The Triple.”




“The triple?” Aly checked.




Xander nodded, “Yeah. Also known as ‘Arson, Murder, and Jaywalking’.”




“Oh.” She thought maybe she knew what he was talking about.




Xander said, “Really, this is classic Willow in action. She isolated a bunch of humor clips and text humor, and built a category system. So the bots will know not to go with physical humor or toilet humor, but they’re probably gonna get lectured on self-deprecating humor and topical humor and wordplay humor. So expect some really terrible dad jokes out of the bots until they get a handle on this whole thing or they give up and stop trying to be Jerry Seinfeld.”




Aly sort of thought that Willow lecturing a bunch of Willowbots on humor would be… well… probably really weird. She checked, “What happens if the Willowbots find Three Stooges films? Or Monty Python? Or… I dunno.”




“Aqua Teen Hunger Force!” Xander announced.




“What?”




Xander explained, “A fine example of surrealist humor, where the smart guy is a box of french fries.”




Aly checked, “Is it funny?”




Xander sort of gave a lopsided shrug. “Maybe yes, maybe no. It’s dependent on individual taste. I like it. The surrealism bugs Willow, who can’t turn off the giant Willow-brain and just go with a willing suspension of disbelief for a little while, even if she likes Monty Python and The Simpsons. So I have no idea if you’d like it. But I don’t know how you’d explain to the bots that it’s about the wacky adventures of a box of fries, a milkshake, and a meatball, all with odd personality quirks.”




Okay, that made no sense the way Xander said it. But he probably did that on purpose.




Xander dropped Aly and her stuff off at her apartment block, and Aly checked her messages. Yep, there was a note from Rinkin that she would be at Aly’s door at six ack emma to drive her to Andrews Air Force Base and brief her on the way.




So Aly quickly unpacked, printed off pages of stuff she’d been working on, then packed her Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie stuff, and went to bed. She totally would have rather necked with Hunter for a couple hours, even if she would have had to take another cold shower.




Part III



Aly was up early enough that she was waiting outside her apartment building before Rinkin drove up in the OSI car with all the military and federal stickers on it.




Aly hopped into the front seat and buckled in. “Rinkin, you didn’t really have to do this. You could’ve tasked Andrew or Xander or Joan or someone with being the driver, and just called me while I was on my way to Andrews.”




Rinkin drove expertly as she scowled, “I could have. But I don’t like screwing my people over, especially on their vacations, especially with boyfriends who are probably going to be working here in a few years if we don’t make them hate our guts first. And I’m really sorry. But Jack O’Neill called and asked specifically for you and your skillset. I think he’s a lot more worried than he’s letting on.”




Aly asked, “And are you cleared for more than just General Carter and Jack O’Neill?”




Rinkin admitted, “Oscar got me cleared to know about the APC and the astria porta and the construction in old salt mine tunnels that’s listed as just terminal report storage. So I know General Jacob Carter is running the program on-site, and Senator Kinsey is sneaking reports to Oscar, and Jack O’Neill got bionic knees so he’s healthy enough to be a key off-world team leader. I know a couple more points of intel, and that’s probably more than enough, given that I’ve looked over your A-List a couple times.”




Aly nodded, mostly to herself. “If you ever need a full briefing, let me know. Because there are some key points I need to get permission to discuss with you and Oscar. And maybe Kate and JJ and some other ‘special’ agents. And Fred, and probably half of the science teams. But I still don’t have clearance to do so from General Carter and his bosses. Even if I think it’s critical.”




“Mega-critical?” Rinkin teased. “The OSI does already know that Mor-Taxans have landed here.”




Aly just nodded. “Yeah. Mega-critical. But I swore that oath, so I’ve got to talk superior officers into going along with my idea. And some of ’em are really grouchy even before I bug ’em about stuff.”




Rinkin snorted in amusement. “I had the ‘pleasure’ of hearing General Carter complain about bionic vandals ruining the mock-up they had built of an important level.”




Aly winced, “Sorry. I thought I was supposed to wreck it, just to show ’em how vulnerable they really were. It’s not like we could’ve gotten a couple of Apploy’s friends to show off their temporal manipulation gadgets.”




Rinkin smiled, “Pretty much what Oscar told him when he complained. After all, it’s not like we’re the most dangerous things out there.”




Aly frowned, “I’d hate to see what Whip and a couple Adonis monsters could do down there. Or a couple Ultramen. Or Nåd and Tess.”




Rinkin smirked, “Carter really didn’t like Oscar pointing out what the butcher’s bill could’ve been.”




Aly pointed out, “He’d like it a lot less if his daughter was likely to be some of the collateral damage. Even if I have no idea if this General Carter is even on speaking terms with his daughter.”




Rinkin rolled her eyes. “I’m kind of surprised he’s still on speaking terms with Oscar and Senator Kinsey.”




Aly muttered, “I wish I was besties with our Sam Carter, so I could talk to her about her dad. And introduce her to some people who she could be buddies with, like Doctor Fraiser.”




Rinkin pointed out, “I’m sure she’s got plenty of friends already.”




Aly just said, “The Sam I met was awesome. Mega-awesome. I bet this universe’s Sam is too.”




Rinkin reminded her, “Don’t get your hopes up. Remember about the cross-universe cases where things don’t run parallel.”




Aly nodded, “Like Selina Kyle. Even if I think working for Leverage International could be really good for her. They’re badguys who accidentally turned into goodguys and haven’t noticed yet.”




Rinkin reminded her, “You can’t fix everything. And you can’t save everyone. And not everyone is salvageable. I certainly saw more than enough of that back with the FBI.”




Aly admitted, “Okay, I don’t think Garthe Knight is ever going to become a goodguy. Or Andrew’s mega-creepy brother. Or Nedlick. Or a whole spaceship full of Mor-Taxans. Or… Okay, I have a pretty big list.” 









This time, the trip from Andrews went smoother. It was another transport going to the West Coast with a refill stop at McConnell AFB in Sedgwick. Only this time, there wasn’t a problem with a mega-dopey airman, or a too-nosy Air Force captain. And Captain Bruce Jayne wasn’t waiting for her.




Jaime was there to pick her up! Aly ran over and gave her a big hug. “This is great! I mean, other than me being here for an emergency. How are you? How’s Steve? How’s Alpha? Do we need to go straight to ‘the office’?”




Okay, so they had to go straight to the APC, but they still had an hour drive to talk. And everyone was doing great. Jaime explained, “WillowAlpha has an ‘official’ ID for the APC. So you can officially call her Rebekah Goldstein now.”




Aly stopped her. “Wait a minute. Isn’t Willow’s mom’s maiden name Sheila Rebekah Goldstein?”




Jaime laughed lightly. “I didn’t think you knew that. Yeah, she decided that she couldn’t use ‘Rosenberg’ or ‘Harris’ as long as she was sort of undercover. And the bots know a lot about Willow’s history and life. So it’s meaningful for WillowAlpha. I mean, Rebekah.”




So it also turned out that ‘Rebekah Goldstein’ supposedly had a Bachelors degree in Computer Engineering and a Masters in Electrical Engineering, and she had started work on a Ph.D. in computer security. Which the IT group liked.




Aly thought it was kind of odd that someone full of computer engineering and electrical engineering was claiming they had degrees in that stuff. Well, as Xander had said to someone else, ‘you do you’. Okay, Xander had said it to a bunch of someone elses, including Frankie Rojas. And Faith Lehane. And Aly was pretty sure Xander had said it to KASS too.




So they talked about a bunch of stuff they could actually talk about, and not the classified stuff that Aly couldn’t talk to Jaime about, or the APC Security stuff that Jaime couldn’t talk about to Aly. Which meant they mainly did what Hunter called ‘girltalk’ because they were talking about boyfriends and best friends and ordinary life stuff like Aly having dinner with her future parents-in-law who she really liked. Even if Jaime said that tons of people did not get along with their in-laws.




That would totally be not fun. Aly wondered how Willow and Xander managed, when Willow’s parents had wanted her to marry a nice Jewish boy who would become a doctor or something, and Xander’s dad was maybe kind of an alcoholic anti-Semitic jerkhead from the hints Aly had picked up.




Jaime drove the route to the REPORTS buildings. It looked to Aly like they were still improving the roads and the off-road areas to the building area but maybe the REPORTS buildings were finished, at least on their outsides. And it also looked like the landscaping was under way, which really meant lots of grading with big earth-moving machinery, not the ‘guys planting pretty perennials’ kind of landscaping. Although there was a huge section that was being sprayed with green stuff that Jamie said was mostly grass seed and fertilizer and stuff with a bunch of green foam that would keep birds from eating all the grass seed because you couldn’t see anything but foam until the grass sprouted enough to grow up through what the foam would biodegrade into.




They got to the unassuming ‘Secondary Power Systems’ building, or at least that was what the big sign said. And the building still looked the same, with all the important military stuff inside where it didn’t show. Jaime parked in a new section of covered parking that had a roof which was topped with a thin layer of soil with real grass and small shrubs and stuff, so it would be mega-hard to spot with a satellite. Aly carried her gear in. Then she let the guards do the checks that she was really Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie and she read on their sensors like their computer screens said she should.




Then it was down to her temporary quarters to drop off her gear and change into her utes. She did that really fast, and she went down to the fifth level to do meeting stuff.




It was even in General Carter’s favorite meeting room, which was mega-close to his office. Aly had a chance to give WillowAlpha—oh wait, sorry, Rebekah Goldstein—a little finger wave as she double-timed it over to the room.




Jaime let the general know that Lieutenant Mackenzie had finally shown up, so everyone could meet. And Aly sat down in the meeting room, where Daniel and Flynn were already sitting and working. Naturally, they were working on languages and linguistics. Because basic linguistic principles applied to all spoken languages, not just Earth ones.




So she sat next to Daniel and checked on what they were working on. They had a whole pile of new Parinda vocabulary, and some new grammar rules. Some of the weirdnesses of English just didn’t exist in Parinda, so that was handy. On the other hand, some of the quirks of early European languages had crept into the creole that had arisen around Paro because of the influxes of Earthlings a millennium or two ago. But she was okay with that, because she knew some modern European languages, and she could work with that kind of thing.




Then everyone showed up almost in a crowd. General Carter and Steve. Jack O’Neill and Sam Beckett. Cole and Bates and another of the APC sergeants who she thought was named Staff Sergeant Ron Greer but she wasn’t sure. Lieutenant Ford, who she had met before but hadn’t had a chance to really talk with. And then two people Aly was totally not expecting to see: Colonel Harry Maybourne and one of the Herberts from Paro. Right behind Maybourne was a woman in the uni of an Army lieutenant, and her nametape said ‘Kershaw’. 




Aly was going to assume that Lieutenant Kershaw was one of Maybourne’s NID minions, at least until she had more intel. Even if Aly couldn’t remember anyone named Kershaw on any part of the A-List. Okay, it wasn’t like Sam Carter had been given enough time to write down every single person she had ever met or heard about in the years she had been with the SGC.




General Carter glared at her as he said, “And for those of you who have not been briefed yet, these are Kahno from Paro, and Colonel Maybourne and Lieutenant Kershaw of the NID. Gentlemen and lady? Marine Lieutenant Mackenzie, and Colonel Austin who’s my second in commend.”




Colonel Austin gave Aly an out. “Lieutenant Mackenzie, sorry to call you back from the hospital, but Colonel O’Neill was insistent that this op was going to require your specific skillset.”




Aly fibbed, “Thank you, sir. I got here as soon as I could, but I had to arrange travel from Walter Reed-”




With her bionics, she could hear Maybourne whispering to Kahno, “Military hospital.”




“-then get my gear, and then find travel from Andrews to here.”




Maybourne whispered, “A big Air Force base. Military jets.”




Then they got down to meeting stuff. Aly could tell Jack wasn’t happy about whatever it was. Or maybe he wasn’t happy about who was in the room.




As soon as Colonel Maybourne stood up and started talking, Aly could see why Jack wasn’t a happy bunny. Because of Maybourne. “This is planet TK8LH?E, which the Paro usually call Senakani, which means ‘uncivilized’…”




Daniel interrupted in his usual way. “Actually colonel, in this context, it means an undeveloped, un-modernized area, and since ‘uncivilized’ has unfortunate connotations in English-”




General Carter cleared his throat grumpily, and Daniel got the hint. Aly could tell by the tiny not-quite-a-smile that O’Neill had enjoyed watching Daniel annoy Maybourne.




So Colonel Maybourne showed a bunch of photos or images of the planet—all of them from Paro satellites or high-elevation drones that had amazing resolution—which made it look like the landscape was all forests and plains and mountains and grasslands and stuff. Also, lots of wildlife that looked like it ranged from ordinary birds and small mammals all the way up to something bigger than a mastodon. Apparently, the whole planet had a ‘native’ human population of way under a hundred thousand people, who were descended from Earthlings snatched about 1600 years earlier from East Asia. So there were farmlands and towns and stuff, but just not that many. The Parotha thought that it was Mor-Taxans who had originally snatched the humans, but there wasn’t any hard evidence on that. And nobody knew why the Mor-Taxans or whoever who had done the kidnappings 1600 years ago hadn’t stuck around to control their slaves, and hadn’t come back to check on them.




Kahno stood up and explained that the current theories on that subject varied a lot. Maybe there were viruses or bacteria or something that had wiped out the groups who had done the kidnapping. Or they had gotten wiped out in a war, either a civil war or possibly a war against one of the more ancient spacefaring races. Or something had turned up which made the stuff that was farmed and ranched there unsatisfactory. Or half a dozen other guesses. Apparently, they didn’t know enough of the oral tradition of the Senakanitha to know whether that got covered. 




Aly figured that whoever visited would have to be mega-careful not to offend the Senakanitha about their religion. Or religions. Or lack of religion. Which would probably mean someone would have to keep a really close eye on Daniel Jackson.




Then Colonel Maybourne got to the real problem. AP-3 had gone to TK8LH?E after the Parotha had told some APC representatives about it. The Herberts wanted to check it out, because it would probably make a great place for the Mor-Taxans to invade, and they wanted to stop that. But the Herberts didn’t have lots of personnel who could handle what even an average Marine private could: camping out, hiking through lots of forests and fields, using survival skills, maintaining night watches, all that kind of stuff. That just wasn’t a normally useful skillset on Paro, because of the lack of big undeveloped areas.




So a team comprised of the eight people of AP-3, plus four Herberts and four NID ‘diplomats’, had gone to TK8LH?E. It sounded to Aly like those four Herberts were a big proportion of the Herberts who were trained in stuff a Marine would have learned in Basic. Or maybe even stuff an Eagle Scout could do.




Three of AP-3 had set up a base camp beside the astria porta there, and had kept in contact with the other thirteen with APC radios. The other thirteen people had sent tracking data and updates every hour, and the base camp had sent it through the astria porta just by dialing in and sending some radio messages. They had also sent runners back to the base camp with environmental samples a couple times, and those had gotten walked into the APC through the wormhole. On the third night, while the thirteen were camping overnight on a hillside well above some really old old-growth forest, they had gone silent. No warning, no nothing. The three-person base camp had called it in and waited for either new messages from the thirteen, or else an investigative team from Earth.




So she was going to be part of AP-1 again, only they would be traveling with a couple Herberts and a couple NID ‘diplomats’ to keep an eye on the Herberts. Which the Herberts had already figured out, because that was what they would have done.




Also, she needed to stop calling them ‘Herbert’ because apparently Colonel Maybourne had told them what it meant, probably in an effort to get Jack in trouble.




So naturally, Jack asked, “General, what’s our designation for the planet? ‘TK8LH?E’ is pretty unwieldy. We could go with ‘Senakani’ even if we probably shouldn’t call them uncivilized. Or we could shorten TK8LH?E to something. Maybe… ‘Tequila’?”




Daniel tried, “Or perhaps ‘Tackle High’?”




General Carter frowned, “Let’s not go with ‘Tequila’, no matter how easy it is to say.”




Tequila? Seriously? Aly wondered if Jack was trying to get himself in trouble. Or maybe he was trying to convince someone else that he was too dumb to be dangerous. Even if Kershaw was the only person in the room who didn’t already know how dangerous Jack was, and Maybourne would totally rat Jack out to Kershaw if he hadn’t already done so.




Then Colonel Austin had a couple reports. All the soil, water, and air samples the base team had sent back were clean, at least by Earth standards. No microorganisms that had been found to be toxic or potentially dangerous, although testing was still ongoing. No serious concentrations of heavy metals. No airborne toxins. No nanotechnology. Even the streams didn’t seem to have dangerous amounts of bacteria or anything, although the mission forces weren’t going to be drinking right out of the streams. The planet looked pretty safe, as far as microscopic stuff went.




Also, he had maps for everyone. They were based on some photos from an old Paro satellite, plus compass points because TK8LH?E had Earth-like magnetic lines and poles and stuff. Even if the alignments with ‘true north’ and everything weren’t anything like Earth’s.




So General Carter asked if there were any questions. And Jack asked the one that Aly had been wondering about. “Sir, those pictures of oversized herbivores they showed… How big are the large carnivores?”




Okay, nobody had an answer. That was probably a problem, even if Jack had a simple solution: more bang-bang.




Colonel Maybourne asked, “Are we re-supplying the base post too?”




General Carter nodded, “Yes. We have several carts of supplies and gear we will be moving through the ‘door’ to them.”




Since Kahno had already dropped the word ‘Mor-Taxans’ a couple times, Aly asked, “Sir? Have the colonel and the lieutenants and Staff Sergeant Greer been briefed on the Mor-Taxans? If that’s a potential problem on this op, then they need to be warned, and everyone needs to be prepped in case of worst-case scenarios.”




“What sort of ‘prep’ are you suggesting, lieutenant?” Colonel Maybourne asked. “It’s not as if you’re the most reasonable among us on this issue…”




Lieutenant Kershaw asked him, “Colonel, is there a problem about Lieutenant Mackenzie that we should know?”




Maybourne looked over at Kahno, who spilled, “On a previous mission, the Mor-Taxans kidnapped the lieutenant, interrogated her, and then moved to torture when she was not willing to reveal secrets. Then one of them attempted to take over her body by burning its way into her torso.”




Daniel angrily complained, “They flayed her alive!”




Kahno added, “She escaped while we were mounting a rescue. She took down all their defensive positions and then pursued the three leaders who were escaping in an aircraft.”




Jack said, “I put her in for another a Silver Star and another Purple Heart and another Armed Forces Service Medal. Someone may be sitting on ’em, though.”




Aly made sure she didn’t look over at General Carter.




“Another?” Colonel Maybourne checked.




“Yep,” Jack smirked. He even popped that ‘p’. “Hey Mackenzie, how many Purple Hearts you got now?”




Aly admitted, “Six, sir. That one would be seven.” She didn’t think Oscar had filed paperwork to get her one for the Paris op. At least she hoped he hadn’t.




Jack smiled, “Yeah, she’s really accident-prone.”




Part IV



Aly was kind of expecting something like that out of Jack, so she didn’t even react. And she had used the ‘accident-prone’ line before. General Carter cleared his throat grumpily at Jack for that one. And Daniel over-reacted too. He also over-reacted when General Carter told him that he and Sam Beckett wouldn’t be on this op.




Okay, Aly actually agreed with that decision. Daniel was great at languages and anthropology and archaeology, and Aly really liked him, but the Parotha they had along were better at the relevant galactic languages, and Flynn was just as good as Daniel was. Also, Daniel sort of had a history of putting his foot in his mouth, or in someone else’s mouth. And there were already enough people along who weren’t prepared for the rough conditions they were likely to hit. Also, Sam Beckett was great at science, but it wasn’t like there was going to be a lot of high-tech for him to study on this mission. It wasn’t like they could bring Sam Carter instead.




So then General Carter outlined the op structure. “You and your teams will use the intel and maps we already have to move to the last known positions of the previous team and determine what happened to them. Each lieutenant and sergeant will have a four-person fireteam. Mackenzie, your team will be the heavy weapons team. Kershaw, your team will be the security team. Ford, your team will be the scout team. You will meet up later with Colonel Sean Grieves, who will be the lead officer on this mission, and he will issue the official op orders. After this meeting, get equipment from the armorer and the quartermaster, then report to Doctor Fraiser for pre-mission assessment. You will depart at thirteen hundred our time. Any other questions?”




Aly let everyone file out. Then she followed General Carter and Colonel Austin to the general’s office. And she stood at attention as she knocked on the hatch.




General Carter glared at her. “Lieutenant. If this is about those medals…”




Aly insisted, “No sir! This officer has enough medals already. This is about other issues. May this officer enter?”




He waved her in. So she stepped in and shut his door before stepping to his desk and handing him the papers she had printed off. “Sir. This officer would like to submit two papers for your evaluation. The first one is a proposal on toughening the sixth floor security. That includes half of the eight hatches being slightly lighter so they could be kept closed all the time, and quickly opened then closed when we have movement through the corridor, so at least two of the four would be closed and locked at all times. Then of the other four, two would be much heavier, like real bank vault doors. Also, any self-destruct on the door room should plant the astria porta face up first. Then, if anyone can dial in and they attempt to invade, they will fall back into the horizon and be disintegrated.




“The second paper is a white paper on reasons why this officer believes a small number of key OSI staff and agents need to be informed about the Mor-Taxan threat out there. And why this officer believes that you and your top officers need to get clearance to meet with Mister Goldman and possibly the President about current threats here on Earth.”




General Carter looked at her suspiciously. “You haven’t told Oscar? Or his 2IC? Mueller?”




“No sir!” Aly insisted. “This officer was told that she would require your permission before that would be possible. So there have been no leaks.”




He looked at Steve Austin, who said, “Oscar hasn’t asked me anything, or even hinted around the edges. She hasn’t told him.”




The general didn’t smile at her or anything like that, but he stopped being so cranky-looking. “I’ll take these under advisement.”




“Thank you, sir. That is all this officer is asking for.”




“Then dismissed.”




Aly turned on her heel and moved off to the quartermaster and armorer. Standard Army and Marine battle rattle was usually a problem for her, because she was more petite and more curvy than standard guy-oriented heavy body armor was made for, and the heavy trauma plates weren’t the right shape and size for her torso. So she was sticking with her OSI thin-plate body armor under her utes, plus the APC kevlar tactical armor without the pectoral trauma plates. After all, this was an undeveloped planet, not an Earth warzone.




And maybe she could get the OSI experts to design trauma plates for her shape. Even if Rinkin had pointed out that armor curved for breasts like hers—or especially like JJ’s—would focus forces into the valley in between her breasts, which would be mega-bad for her sternum and everything behind her sternum.




There was also the thing where her ribcage was already all titanium alloy or titanium-armored or titanium-braced. That meant that she mainly needed ‘trauma plates’ over the non-bionic parts of her that were below her lowest rib, and her OSI body armor took care of a lot of that.




Still, she had brought some of her personal weapons, so that cut down on what she was asking for. Instead she asked for some heavy stuff and the ammo for that. The armorer actually had what she asked for, but he gave her a really grumpy look and made her sign several things for it.




Then she had to get an APC-issue MOLLE pack, since her personal one was back in her apartment at the OSI base and she wanted to have one on-site if she was going to be coming back here a lot. Most of what went into it this time was ammo and MREs. Well, stripped-down ammo in lightweight plastic ammo boxes, and mags for her handgun, and MREs that she liked to strip down and rearrange for herself. She had brought a personal web belt that she liked, and her .50 caliber Desert Eagle went on it in a drop holster, along with one of her combat knives, and her med pack, and stuff like that. Then she also had her own private stuff for the MOLLE pack: a ziplock bag with extra socks and panties and sports bras; a small ziplock bag with her tiny ziplock baggies of seasonings for her MREs; her Mylar ‘tent’ and Mylar sleeping sack and cotton-covered inflatable pillow instead of a full-sized tent and sleeping bag; her folded-up rain poncho; a heavy sweater which was in a really flat plastic bag that had the air sucked out for easier transport; and some other stuff like an extra set of utes in another vacuum bag.




They did have the weather reports from AP-3, so it wasn’t like Aly needed to pack for arctic weather. Or for tropical jungle weather. Or monsoon season. Even if Oscar had made sure that Lieutenant Mackenzie and Aly Mack both had gear for all kinds of stuff like that.




She hauled her MOLLE pack up to her quarters, filled the Camelbak with water, packed it the way she liked, and got her web belt and extra gear all ready. Then she hurried down to the med bay to get her pre-mission check-up. That went really fast, since she now had a little ‘mole’ down near her lowest ribs which was actually a medical port so Janet could take blood draws there, or give Aly injections. But Janet was the only one at the APC who got to know about it. Not counting Jaime and Steve.




And Janet’s group also had something special from Rudy: some spray bottles that looked like a big squirt bottle of sunblock, but were really a spray of a couple special plastic compounds, dissolved in a fast-evaporating solvent, so if a Mor-Taxan grabbed anyone on their already-sprayed areas while trying to dissolve its way into them, the plastic would burn the crud out of it instead. So one of Janet’s techs was giving each of the mission group a spray on their front and their back. Even the NID people.




She ate lunch with Lieutenant Kershaw and Lieutenant Ford. And Kershaw wanted to ask a ton of questions. Like what was in the spray, and how far along their Mor-Taxan detection systems were, and how much Mor-Taxan language could they speak. Okay, Aly didn’t exactly tell Kershaw the truth about all that stuff, since Kershaw was NID.




Kershaw finally got around to the stuff Aly had hoped she wouldn’t ask. “Did they really flay you alive?”




Aly admitted, “Sort of. One of them had… a flensing knife, if you know what that is.” Both Ford and Kershaw cringed. “They cut open my back and sliced me up like you’d skin a rabbit. When they were done, there was a big rectangle of skin peeled back so one of them could chemically burn its way through my skin and muscles and everything, so it could burrow into my body and kill me and then use my body like a suit of armor.”




Kershaw put her forkful of chicken casserole down and tried not to hurl.




Ford growled, “And you survived and you didn’t talk? And Carter’s stepping on a medal for that? What a fucking asshole!”




Aly hissed, “Let’s keep that part on the lowdown, okay? He’s probably just trying to find a way to do it so it doesn’t blow the secrecy on the AP program.” Okay, that was just a guess. There were other reasons why he might be slowing things up, or even suppressing them. But she was going to assume the best of the general, until he demonstrated that she was wrong about him.




Then, after lunch, Aly loaded up. Her web belt with her web-belt gear. The snacks and first MRE meal and other might-be-used-soon stuff in her thigh pockets. The larger combat knife on her calf. The other mags for her Desert Eagle in the side pouch on her MOLLE pack. One heavy ammo box was hooked to her web belt on her right hip, with her heavy weapon on a really sturdy strap over her right shoulder. And she hooked her kevlar helmet onto her MOLLE pack with her baseball cap on her head.




When she walked into the doorway room, half the room stopped and stared. After all, she was carrying an M2HB on a shoulder strap, with a box of ammo for it on her hip.




Marine Gunnery Sergeant Bates double-timed it over to her position and waved some PFCs toward him. He grinned, “Lieutenant! Good to see you.”




She smiled, “Gunny. Good to see you again. And hopefully this op will go better than the last one.”




The four-man fireteam walked over and stood at attention, saluting properly since they were officially reporting to her. She returned their salute and let them relax. Then she let Gunny Bates introduce them. She had PFCs Milton, Hardy, Goldsmith, and Carroll. And as the heavy weapons squad, they had an M4/M203 MWS plus a spare M203 grenade launcher. And an SAW. And the guys not carrying the M4/M203 and the SAW would be carrying the spare M203 and extra ammo for her M2 and the M4 and the SAW and the M203.




So… they had questions. What a surprise.




“Ma’am, are you really packing an M2HB? By yourself?”




“How much does that weigh?”




“How much ammo are you carrying?”




“What are we facing that we need this kind of hardware?”




“Is this gonna be a stand-up fight, sir, or another bug hunt?”




Okay, she laughed at the last one. She explained, “All right. It’s a full M2HB with the barrel on already. About 85 pounds. Plus about 90 pounds of belt-fed. I’m a lot stronger than I look. And we don’t know if we’re going to run into problems, and if we do, what kind of problems they might be. Wild animals? Some of the lifeforms on the planet are at least the size of a mastodon, and we still don’t know how dangerous the local predators are. Locals? There’s thousands, maybe tens of thousands, of them, even if they should be seriously outgunned. Aliens? Also a possibility, and some of them have much higher tech than us.”




Gunny Bates spilled, “The lieutenant is top-notch. Cole and I sparred, best two falls out of three, to see who got to be her sergeant. I won.”




Jack walked over. Everybody snapped to attention, which he waved off in typical O’Neill fashion. He smiled, “Mackenzie. Nice paperweight ya got there. You keeping it for the op, or you handing it off to the base team?”




She admitted, “I’ve got a separate one for them, with five boxes of belt-fed. Just in case.”




He nodded, like that made sense. “Okay, just remember, if you go down, nobody else can carry a full Ma Deuce and the ammo by themselves.”




“Aye, sir,” she replied, just like she didn’t know he was being a smarty-pants.




Then he smirked at her fireteam, “Ask her what her nickname was at OCS.”




She really wished she could stick her tongue out at him. Because she would have. She thought Bates remembered, but she wasn’t going to get him in trouble. She admitted, “My nickname at OCS was She-Hulk.”




Okay, she totally did not look like a woman who would get tabbed with a nickname like that at OCS. Not counting the thing where she was carrying around an M2HB and a box of ammo.




So she finally met Colonel Grieves. She gave him her best first-meeting salute, even though she was carrying a M2HB on one shoulder, because he looked like the kind of officer who demanded all the details like that. He quickly gave the lieutenants their full op orders, and Aly promptly gathered Gunny Bates and her team together to give them her lower-level op orders in case she went down or she was separated from her fireteam. Because that’s what officers needed to do, no matter how top-heavy this mission was.




There were five big pallets of icky-looking metal drums over in the ‘do not stand here’ area. When the iris opened and the plasma erupted sideways, only Kershaw twitched. She totally twitched and almost jumped into the air. Aly assumed that meant that Maybourne had been through the ‘doorway’ before, probably to Paro, and Kershaw hadn’t. Everyone else probably had a couple trips under their belts.




The ‘foam’ of the plasma disintegrated all the metal drums, along with the top several inches of every pallet. A couple airmen dragged the trashed pallets out of the way, and Colonel Grieves led the group through the wormhole.




It was still really neat to look at the shimmering wormhole horizon and walk through the wormhole and come out on another planet in a distant star system. She totally wished Rudy had clearance to know all about the APC so she could talk with him about the possible science behind those wormholes. Or Sam Carter. Talking to Sam about wormholes would be awesome.




They had five carts of stuff to wheel through the wormhole for the base team that was still in place. A couple carts were materials for putting together a decent ‘house’ for them. The base team would probably really appreciate that, since they were still using a little tent or two, and they had to take turns standing guard every night, which would be a giant hassle with only the three of them. Aly thought the APC should have shipped half a dozen airmen through to support the base team, but that wasn’t her call.




But first her entire group went to Paro to pick up the Herberts who were making the trip with them. They stepped into the pretty park area where the Paro astria porta was set. And there were two more Herberts, one of whom Aly had fought alongside so she knew he was tougher than he looked, and more dangerous than he looked, and capable of dealing out a lot of damage if he had to. But she didn’t know his name.




Kahno introduced the two Herberts. “This is Garjit, and this is Mazan.”




Okay, she still didn’t know his name, because she knew enough Parinda to know that those words were aliases. The words were occupations. The Parinda word ‘garjit’ meant ‘builder’, and the word ‘mazan’ meant ‘soldier’. Not that English didn’t have tons of last names that were occupations. But it wasn’t common for the Parotha. It hadn’t been for centuries, according to Daniel.




While Kahno was introducing all the Earthlings, Mazan walked over to her and did the Paro greeting gesture of open hands held face out at the shoulders. She did the same.




He smiled, “It’s good to see you healed up and back on duty. We were somewhat worried.”




“Thanks,” she replied. “Our medical technology isn’t up to your standards, but it’s pretty great.” And she added, “I don’t think anyone besides me and Flynn and you guys knows any languages besides English.”




He nodded, “That is not a problem. I have been studying English in preparation for the return of APC teams. I believe your term is a ‘crash course’.” She nodded, so he added, “The idiom seems… odd given the usual meaning of the word ‘crash’ as I understand it.”




As he gathered up his backpack and a weapon that was apparently a raygun, Aly explained, “I believe it came from airplane pilot training for a huge war that was fought about sixty years ago. The pilot’s first flight was pass/fail. If he succeeded, he flew out across the lake. If he failed, he crashed into the lake.”




Mazan smiled wickedly. “That is… interesting. Someone had an unusual sense of humor.”




She mentioned, “A lot of soldiers still do. Just listen to Colonel O’Neill.”




Mazan grinned, “We found out why he was calling us ‘Herbert’. A lot of us like the idea of looking like harmless, useless bureaucrats.”




She said, “Your vocabulary is excellent. And yes, he got the name from an old science fiction program that was set in Earth’s future.”




He admitted, “I had already learned basic English when we met, but I was not confident enough to use it in a battlezone. My French and Spanish are much better.”




Garjit had a small backpack and also an antigrav sled that floated maybe two feet off the ground. It looked like it had maybe half a ton of heavy gear on it. Also, the ‘sled’ had an underside that looked like a slice of a cylinder with a curve that would just fit through an astria porta. So maybe this was a regular transport sled for portal stuff. Not counting the legs that stuck out from the underside. Or maybe counting those legs, if they were retractable.




Aly figured that it would make a really good force multiplier if it held up to the rigors of battlefield conditions, and if it could handle uneven terrain. You could have a heavy weapons team’s worth of weapons and ammo, and a scientific team’s worth of sensors and monitors, and everything else you wanted, including maybe a small forcefield generator and a power source for it. So she checked, “Do you have a Mor-Taxan sensor on there? We may need one.”




Mazan gave her a flat look. “I believe your expression is ‘I can neither confirm nor deny’.”




She was going to take that as a yes.




They dialed TK8LH?E and walked through. She tried really hard not to think of it as ‘Tequila’.




The APC base team were set up between the dialer and the platform where the ring sat. They were using a nice, flat, dry, stone-paved area as their base site. The five carts of gear got carried off the platform and over to the three men, who were a captain and a lieutenant and one of the non-military contractors. Totally a top-heavy arrangement. Like the group Aly was in.




The base team was mega-happy to get a decent pop-up steel structure and a couple carts of supplies and an M2HB plus a tripod and boxes of belt-fed. They were kind of shocked to see her walking around with her own M2HB like it was an M4.




Aly spotted Garjit walking his antigrav sled behind the base team and checking some sort of monitor on his forearm, so she assumed he was checking them for a Mor-Tax invasion. He gave Mazan a tiny head movement that was the Paro equivalent of an ‘okay’.




Aly was relieved to find out that at least that wasn’t a problem. They totally needed sensors for those creeps, and anti-Mor-Taxan technology. She knew that the APC was working on stuff, thanks to intel from Paro that Sam Beckett had brought back, but they wouldn’t know if it was really correct and also really working without some Mor-Taxans to test it on, and the Las Vegas op had netted only one live Mor-Taxan to use for any tests, and as far as Aly knew, the DoD had that guy hidden away somewhere Oscar and Rinkin couldn’t find, when that guy really needed to get shipped to the APC. And Aly still couldn’t tell General Carter about it and let him go yell at lots of other generals about it.




The testing would totally be a problem if the APC sensors were as large as the big rectangular frames you had to walk through in the Paro building off their astria porta area, and the APC teams had to go to other planets with stuff like that to try and find Mor-Taxans to test stuff on.




Colonel Grieves ordered everyone around, even Jack and Maybourne and the Herberts. He made everyone test their comms including the base team guys who had the main base unit. Well, he checked all the officers. So Aly made sure to check that everyone in her fireteam had working comms with her, on their own channel, as well as on the mission force channel.




Then Colonel Grieves sent the scout team a couple minutes ahead, and he had the security team spread out around his ‘diplomatic team’ even if Jack was like the least diplomatic guy along on the op. Well, maybe second least, because Grieves seemed pretty not-diplomatic. Colonel Maybourne seemed ultra-diplomatic, in the oily sense of ‘diplomatic’.




And Aly’s team was leading the security team by maybe a hundred yards. So Aly made sure her team was in a six-person wedge formation where she and Bates could maintain control of the team without much effort. So the group was set like an arrowhead, with Hardy and the M4/M203 on point, and Gunny Bates twenty feet to the side and ten feet back. Then Carroll and Goldsmith thirty feet behind each of them but twenty feet farther off to the sides. And then Aly and Milton thirty feet behind them and twenty feet even farther off to the sides. Aly liked the wedge, because it meant that everyone had a clear line to fire directly ahead, and also to each side and behind them. Not that any of the standard formations were bad. They just did different things.




Aly had her M2HB on its strap, and she had the ammo belt running out of the box on her hip and into the feed of the M2. Milton had the SAW. Carroll and Goldsmith had the extra ammo in addition to their own assault rifles. Bates had the extra M203 along with his rifle and a satchel of M203 grenades. Between the six of them, they had way more heavy weaponry than even the usual infantry heavy weapons team.




Aly was content to let Gunny Bates keep Hardy on pace. She could keep an eye on the security and diplomatic units behind her, and listen for trouble, along with using her vision modes to check for stuff pretty regularly. Also, she was hearing Lieutenant Ford on the comms as he reported their progress and announced map markers they were reaching and stuff. 




So it seemed like Ford was moving farther ahead, until he was more like ten minutes ahead instead of five minutes ahead. Not that Aly could speed up her team to catch up. They had to stay a maximum of a hundred yards ahead of the larger team and also within visual, whichever was less. The diplomatic team seemed to be moving at a pace that the Parotha and their antigrav sled wanted to make. And Colonel Grieves wasn’t making Ford’s team slow down or wait for people to get closer.




Still, based on Aly’s map, Ford’s team wasn’t going to get to the possible incident site today. Aly would have had Ford slow his team down so they stayed five minutes ahead, which would only be a couple minutes away if her team had to double-time it to rescue them.




Okay, they were walking through open forest near the edge of some grasslands, so they weren’t exposing themselves as easy targets. Aly was estimating that Ford’s team was moving at about three and a half miles an hour. So she could close ‘five minutes out’ in a matter of seconds, if she really had to. She was hoping she wouldn’t have to. 





Part V



Aly kept her team on the right heading. The magnetic north and south weren’t mega-closely aligned with the geographic north and south poles, like on Earth, but she could still hold a compass and see which way magnetic north was, so she could still do land nav. And Ford’s team got a little farther ahead, but not too far for her.




She also watched out for the wildlife and stuff. There was a lot of wildlife, lots of it pretty non-threatening. Like most of the birds and small animals. On the other hand, they walked past a huge herd of herbivores way out in the grasslands, and those things were bigger than a buffalo, with big horns. If those animals stampeded at her team, it could be a massive problem.




Aly could also tell that some good-sized carnivores had taken down one of the not-a-buffalo animals, because way behind the big herd, Aly could see a not-a-buffalo dead with its legs kind of sticking up in the air, and several bigger-than-lion-sized predators eating away. There were also large sort-of-vulture birds and hyena-sized not-a-hyenas waiting their turn and wisely not trying to cheese off a pack of bigger-than-lion-sized predators that could take down a not-a-buffalo.




It was kind of like watching a video about African wildlife, only with a lot more animals. And bigger animals.




So every time her team was in or even near really tall grass or heavy brush, she was scanning in IR for maybe some hungry warm-blooded things hiding in there. And she was checking up in the trees too. And she was using her telescopic vision to look for stuff too.




After a couple hours, Colonel Grieves called for Ford’s team to halt and set up a break area while the other teams caught up. Then they had a short rest, with guards posted using Kershaw’s team since Ford’s team had already set stuff up and marked out the guard posts. Garjit also had a drone launched from his antigrav sled, so they had extra monitoring.




Aly had a snack from one of the MREs she had already stripped down and shoved the snack parts into her thigh pocket. And she had a few sips of water from her Camelbak. She wasn’t sweating like everyone else, so she didn’t need as much water.




Hardy walked over and whispered to Bates, “Gunny, doesn’t she ever get tired?” Aly pretended that she wasn’t bionically listening in.




Milton chipped in, “I don’t think she’s even broken a sweat yet.”




Goldsmith added, “And she’s gotta be packing three hundred pounds of gear.”




Okay, Aly had turned down her skin a little, so she wasn’t sweating much. The areas on her backside where she had organic skin had sweated a little, but she hadn’t taxed her organics much yet. And it wasn’t like the temperature was mega-hot or anything. In fact, she was kind of wondering if it might get pretty brisk that night. Well, she had packed a heavy sweater, and she didn’t have to worry about her bionic limbs unless the temp went way down.




Colonel Grieves called his lieutenants over for a land nav session with the maps. He pointed out where he wanted Ford’s team to go, and where they should wrap up for the day. Which was a spot where the first mission had stopped on their second night, because AP-3 had done lots of wandering around and looking at stuff and taking samples and sending samples back to the astria porta and calling in reports.




Aly figured Ford’s team would get to the location well before dark, which was a little farther away than they were used to, since the Parotha said the planet had a 27.4 hour day. Well, a 27.4 hour period of rotation, so a day and a night. Okay, they had also said it in Paro units and it had gotten converted to hours.




Aly checked, “Is anyone on any of the teams or in the diplomatic group having trouble keeping up?”




Colonel Grieves looked at her like she was crazy. “Lieutenant, you are carrying a goddamn M2HB and an ammo box, and God only knows how much more ammo! If anyone on this op would be having trouble keeping up, it would be you!”




Aly tried, “I’m fine, sir. Really.”




He grumbled, “I don’t see how. That M2’s got to be nearly your body weight, and you’re probably packing another body weight’s worth of ammo boxes on top of your standard MOLLE carry. But O’Neill insisted you could carry more, and move faster than we’re moving.”




She admitted, “The colonel did see some of what I can do, when we were in Paro.”




Grieves asked, “Can you tell me more of what you can do?”




She stiffly said, “Sir, I am under orders not to do so. It’s Need To Know, and if I got you clearance, you would still have to sign a stack of NDAs first.”




He glanced over at Mazan and Garjit. “You are… human, aren’t you?”




She nodded firmly. “Aye, sir. Born and bred in California.”




He snorted in frustration. “O’Neill isn’t going to tell me. Maybourne’s trying to figure it out…”




She just said, “Sorry, colonel, but I have my orders. And if Colonel Maybourne figures it out, he’s going to have to sign that stack of NDAs and refrain from providing illegal intel to his bosses in the NID. Violations of that would put him in prison for a long time.”




Grieves moved off and mumbled under his breath, “O’Neill would fucking love that.” He had no idea Aly could still hear him.




Mazan walked over and checked on her too. “If you are having trouble carrying all that weight, we would be willing to carry some of your ammunition on the sled.”




Aly gave him a small smile. “Thanks. But I’m hoping we’ll find someone who needs that antigrav sled more than I do.”




He gave her a look that might be a question. “Do you really believe that we will find survivors?”




Aly tried not to sigh. “Really? No, I don’t think so. But I can hope. And I can hope that anyone we find isn’t a Mor-Taxan hiding in someone’s body.”




“We will check for that,” Mazan said without thinking it over. Then he remembered he wasn’t supposed to admit that he had a Mor-Taxan sensor on that antigrav sled, and he winced. Or he pretended to wince and really he had wanted to sneak her that intel without actually admitting that he had deliberately leaked intel. After all, he was a Herbert, so he probably had that little performance planned out in advance, for reasons she didn’t know and probably wouldn’t like.




Wow, being in the OSI had totally made her mega-cynical. Well, at least a lot more cynical than she used to be. Which wasn’t saying much, because old-style Aly was only barely cynical enough to spot when Libby was being all mega-sarcastic at her. Some of the time. A lot of the time, she had needed Nicole to point out that Libby had been slyly dissing Aly and Aly hadn’t wised up.




So she pretended she didn’t notice Mazan’s little performance, and she just kept going. “I still have no idea if we’ve got a Mor-Taxan detector up and running back at our base, and if we do, I have no idea if it’s portable.”




“Or only portable if you’re Lieutenant Alicia Mackenzie,” Mazan said with a little smirk.




She shrugged, “Okay, there is that.”




Only now she was wondering if his little smirks were part of his act, or if maybe they had spotted that she liked Jack’s smart-aleck-y stuff so they should toss a Herbert at her who could be smirky and see if she did something stupid because of it.




She decided she would pretend she thought he was just an entertaining guy with an Earthling kind of sense of humor. Maybe she could tell him some funny stuff Jack had said that he wasn’t supposed to, like asking if he could call planet TK8LH?E ‘Tequila’. Which she was trying not to think about. She needed a better name for this planet. She didn’t think Daniel’s suggestion was good, and she didn’t like ‘Senakani’.




She still went ahead with an idea she’d had before they had moved out from the local astria porta. She tried, “Look, I know you’ve got a working detector. And I assume you’ve got tech in your detector that you don’t want us to have. Maybe you’re right on that decision too, because as a planet we’ve done some really stupid things with our own advanced tech. But can’t your scientists build a Mor-Taxan sensor that’s based on older technology? So what if it’s bulkier and more unwieldy. We’ve found out that we’ve already had Mor-Taxan invasions, and some of them made footholds that are designed like isolation wards. We have no idea how many Mor-Taxans are walking around in Earthling bodies, doing untold damage. We really need something. When you go back could you talk to your bosses about this problem? Because something that works, even if it’s based on centuries-old tech and is the size of your anti-gravity sled, would still be a massive help to us. And there’s no way we can keep being effective allies if we’re at risk of having some of our international leaders secretly helping the Mor-Taxan invasion efforts.”




Mazan didn’t nod or grimace or give away anything. He was annoyingly good at this stuff. He finally replied, “You have some valid points. I will discuss this with my partner, and we will bring up this subject when we return to Paro.”




She nodded, “Thanks.” Even if she didn’t know if he was treating this seriously, or was planning on ignoring her, or what.




After the break, Colonel Grieves gave Ford’s team a five minute headstart before he had Aly’s team go, and then he had Kershaw’s team move out around the diplomatic unit as before. So Aly just made sure her team didn’t get more than maybe a hundred yards ahead of them. Even if Ford’s team was slowly pulling ahead more than the five minute lead they were supposed to hold.




Well, that was what Aly’s map-reading was telling her. It wasn’t like she had GPS on Ford. Also, she didn’t have detailed topography or vegetation or much else on her maps, so it was possible Ford’s team was in an area with easier travel so they actually were five minutes away but on an easier path.




She focused on her job. She made sure her team didn’t get too far ahead of the diplomats. When Colonel Grieves directed her to follow Ford’s route through heavier forest, she switched her team to an echelon formation, with the team in three pairs, all in a line. And she let the diplomatic unit get a lot closer so she had them under visual without using her bionics, just in case they needed support in the current conditions.




And that was why she noticed when the animal noises around them got a lot quieter. Crud.




She signaled over her team’s comms for them to close up, and she moved to take point. She started looking hard in infrared and telescopic vision. And she used her nightvision on the dark, shady areas.




And there it was, crouched down behind some big fern-like bushes.




“Weapons team halt,” she whispered over her comms. “Security team, warn your people. We have a large predator at my one o’clock, roughly forty yards out from my position. If there’s one, there may be more. I recommend you closing up on our team, then detouring around us on our nine while we maintain overwatch.”




Carroll hissed at a teammate, “How the hell did she spot that thing?”




“Grieves to Mackenzie. Just shoot the son of a bitch.”




“Mackenzie to Colonel Grieves. With all due respect sir, I would like to avoid calling attention to our position, in case there are unknown forces within earshot. And I have no idea what might happen if this is just one of a pack of these creatures, and we take it down.”




“Grieves to Mackenzie. Hold position. The Paro have an alternative. Expect Garjit and a security force on your six.”




In a matter of seconds, Lieutenant Kershaw and two of her team trotted up, accompanying Garjit, who had something that looked like a raygun someone had built using an old handheld electronic loudhailer. 




Aly pointed out the predator. Garjit pointed the raygun at it and there was a tiny click as he pulled the trigger-like part. There was a faint sound like some capacitors buzzing. And the predator just sort of slumped like it had fallen asleep.




Aly said into her comms, “Predator looks down. Gunny? You and Hardy check it. Goldsmith and Carroll, you have their six. Watch out in case it brought friends, or maybe it’s not down enough.”




She stayed put where she could support the rest of her team. And since Mazan was better in Spanish than English, and maybe Garjit was too, she asked her question in Spanish, “Is that an alpha-wave sleep generator?”




Garjit made a body motion that was sort of the Paro equivalent of a shrug. He replied in Spanish, “It is a sleep ray. I do not know the technical details of its operation. And if I did, I doubt that I would be allowed to discuss them with you. Sorry.”




She deliberately did a Paro-style shrug so Garjit would see it. She stayed with Spanish. “It’s okay. I just have a science background and I’m interested in how things work.”




“Like how the belt holding your ammunition does not interfere with the firing mechanism?”




She smiled, “That’s easy. I’ll show you when we make camp, if you’re really interested. There are several different ways of doing it. People have been fiddling with the idea for well over a century on Earth. You could probably ask any mechanical engineer on Paro, and he could tell you.”




She didn’t really think he was interested. It seemed like the Parotha preferred to concentrate on a couple areas of interest so they could be better specialists. Aly liked being a generalist.




So Aly and half her fireteam kept an eye on the predator, and the rest of her fireteam moved forward with the diplomatic unit. There didn’t seem to be any other predators around, which maybe meant that things like this were solo hunters with a huge range that they didn’t like others encroaching on. Or maybe not. But probably not a pack hunter.




But it was big. Like the size of a Bengal tiger, only with fur that had more of a jaguar’s camouflage pattern. And not really looking like any kind of big cat, other than the fur. But it had massive canines. Not as big as Earth’s saber-toothed tiger had carried, but bigger than regular tigers. Aly kind of thought that meant it maybe would be hunting some really big herbivores.




She and her people moved to catch up with the rest of her fireteam, which was in front of the bigger unit, like it was supposed to be.




And after that little surprise, Garjit had a drone flying overhead pretty much constantly. Just in case there was something else mega-dangerous in the terrain around them. Aly didn’t know if the drone would spot stuff that might not show up on IR, like, say, a crocodile or a python. Or a giant nest of really big spiders, like that mess she and her friends had walked into in Harry Dresden’s world.




And while she was thinking about that, Lieutenant Ford sent a message that his scout team was waiting for support before they crossed a small river. Okay, on the map it was a big creek. But still, it would be nice to have Garjit’s drone make a pass over that water just in case.




A couple days earlier, when AP-3 had gone through here, they had reported it as twenty feet wide, fairly clear, and wadeable, although they could see that it was at a much lower than normal level from looking at the mud banks and the vegetation. But maybe there had been rain upstream, or something. Maybe snowmelt, since there were some snow-capped mountains way off to the right of their route, and that might be where the stream was coming from.




Great. Swimming through snowmelt. Brr. Still better than wading through chest-high muddy water with something big and hungry hiding in it.




They caught up with Ford’s team in about ten minutes. And that was definitely not a lower-than-normal, easy-to-wade-through stream. No way. That was a dangerous, opaque, muddy-looking torrent. The water had moved up the banks until whatever muddy banks the first team had seen were totally underwater. It looked like maybe it was above normal levels. Okay, it wasn’t flooding yet. And it definitely wasn’t twenty feet wide anymore. It was more like three times that. It was also flowing pretty fast. Even if it had been at most thigh deep like it had been a couple days ago, water moving that fast wouldn’t be safe to wade through without security lines and stuff to hang onto. And the middle of the channel was probably a lot more than thigh deep now. She was guessing that the middle of the channel was probably ten to fifteen feet deep.




So Aly’s team was in firewatch positions around the group, while Ford gave his team a rest and explained the situation. Then Colonel Grieves was studying his maps and talking with Garjit, who was still getting reports from the overhead drone, when Aly heard Jack O’Neill say, “Hey, we’ve got a tree-cutting system, why don’t we cut down some trees for a bridge?”




Aly looked over. Grieves was glaring at Jack and saying, “Why would we carry a tree-cutting system?”




Naturally, Jack pointed at her. And the M2HB. And yeah, he was right. She could take down a pretty big tree with an M2. It sure wouldn’t be quiet, though. Even a big chainsaw would be quieter.




“Grieves to Mackenzie. Report to me at once.”




“Aye, sir,” she replied. And she double-timed it over to the colonel’s position.




He scowled, “Can you drop one of these bigger trees across this water?”




Aly had been thinking about it since she had heard Jack being snarky, so she answered, “Aye, sir. It will give away our position to anyone and anything within maybe a mile, but I can definitely do that.” Then she pointed out a spot just upstream where there was a bigger tree on this side of the stream and a really tall tree almost opposite it on the other side. Both had trunks that were way over eighty feet high, and branches going a lot higher than that, so either one would completely span the water. “I believe I can drop both of those trees so that they’re close enough to lash together. That would give us a secure bridge.”




He scowled, “Give it a try, lieutenant.”




“Aye, sir,” she nodded. “Perhaps some people might want to cover their ears.” She was definitely turning down her bionic ear already.




She walked upstream so she had a nice shot at the tree across the stream. She aimed at the trunk only a couple feet above a really gnarly root system. She took a careful martial arts stance to brace herself, because the M2HB had a massive recoil. Which was why it was usually fired from a tripod or maybe a bipod.




Okay, she had a bipod for it in her pack, but she didn’t think she needed one at this distance.




A short burst across the front of the tree took out a huge bite that was vaguely wedge-shaped. Another short burst made the wedge a lot deeper, and gave her a lot of confidence that the tree would fall right where she wanted. Then she put a couple short bursts into the point of that wedge and right through the other side of the tree. That got the tree to groan and shudder as it started to lean. She put a couple more short bursts where the tree still had some support, and it dropped right at her.




She darted to one side, and it landed right next to her with a solid crash. So she walked out along the trunk to the other side and dropped the other tree right alongside it.




Lieutenant Ford threw her a rope that had a weight at one end, and she tied it off. Then her team balanced their way along the bigger trunk while hanging onto the rope in case of accidents. So then Aly and her team secured the two trunks together on their side of the water, while Ford’s team secured the two trunks on their side.




And maybe Aly put some bionic force on the ropes so the two trunks actually got pulled together tight enough to be mega-secure on their end. But she wasn’t saying so.




She just let Colonel Grieves and his unit cross, and he said, “Well done, lieutenant.”




She replied, “Thank you, sir. My team and Lieutenant Ford’s team both did an excellent job of tying the trunks into position. It was a group effort.”




Jack walked across the trunks and gave her a grin and a big wink. She could tell he had a pretty good idea of how hard firing an M2HB really was if you were standing up. Maybe Colonel Grieves did too.




Kershaw walked across and stopped by Aly. “I saw it, and I still don’t believe it. But you’ve been walking with that bastard for hours and you still haven’t fallen over.”




Aly just said, “Semper fi, lieutenant.”




And she definitely heard Jack saying to Colonel Maybourne, “Harry, as I always say, if all you have is a Ma Deuce, then everything looks like a target.”




And Maybourne replied, “Jack, you never say that.”




So Jack snarked, “Well, I will from now on. Especially when the lieutenant isn’t pointing that thing anywhere near me.”





Part VI



Aly kept careful track of stuff. They moved back to the route that Colonel Grieves was plotting out on his map, with Lieutenant Ford once again moving his scout team a little faster than her team and the diplomatic team, which had nobody who was really a diplomat, at least the way she thought diplomats ought to be.




Or maybe the problem was that she hadn’t realized just how interstellar diplomacy really worked, and it wasn’t anywhere near as nice as she had hoped.




The scout team managed to walk right to the designated site where they were going to camp on the spot that AP-3 had previously prepped. And they found it the old-fashioned way: the airman who was on point fell into a carefully-dug foxhole that was hidden by some brush. When Aly’s team got to the site, Ford’s team was still ‘congratulating’ the guy on it. And congratulating him on not falling into the latrine AP-3 had dug. And asking him if he needed to get his glasses out of his MOLLE pack. And checking whether his real name wasn’t ‘Mister Magoo’. Or ‘Velma’. And tons of stuff like that.




Aly was pretty sure that his nickname in the APC was going to be ‘Velma’ for months. Maybe longer. She didn’t think that was fair.




She also noted that no one congratulated Lieutenant Ford on a really good job of land nav. She didn’t think that was fair either.




But AP-3 had dug some foxholes around their perimeter, and had dug a stone-lined firepit in the center of their site. Plus a nice latrine dug downhill and what seemed to be downwind. The two Paro ‘diplomats’ had a sturdy pop-up tent with a sturdy floor and see-through ‘windows’ and stuff. It was packed on their antigrav sled, and was in a case that was maybe two feet by three feet by four feet, so carrying it on your back would be a pain. But it was less a tent and more a tiny house. The ceiling was seven feet at the edges and moved up to about nine feet in the center, and there were attachments on the insides of the walls, so Aly was guessing the ‘tent’ had lights and maybe power for a small HVAC unit. There was room for their two inflatable beds and the sled and whatever else they unpacked. Maybe a private sink and shower and toilet, for all she knew.




The eating arrangements sort of split out by rank, so everybody could say what they wanted without having to look over their shoulder and check if they had just offended someone higher-ranked. So Aly was eating dinner with Ford and Kershaw.




Aly spiced up her mac and cheese with some of her cayenne powder, and checked, “Anybody need some seasonings on their food?”




Kershaw looked at Aly’s little baggie of tiny baggies, and groaned, “Christ! Is there anything you don’t have in there?”




Aly shrugged. “It doesn’t take up a lot of space, and it’s handy.”




Ford joked, “I didn’t know we were on an op with Julia Child.” He gave her a big grin so she’d know he was just kidding around.




Aly just told him, “I’ve been in places where I didn’t get a choice on the MRE I got, so being able to bury the taste matters a lot with some MREs.”




Kershaw just used the seasonings that came in her MRE and didn’t make any more comments about the food.




So Aly said to Ford, “Nice job on the land nav.”




Ford just shrugged. “Wasn’t that big a problem.”




Aly knew differently. Ford had been given a really hard job. On a world with no GPS and a different magnetic north and no convenient distant points to use when shooting most of his azimuths, Ford had also had to deal with skirting around dense parts of forests, and avoiding huge herds of animals, and crossing that small river, and everything else. He had still been right on target after hiking for miles and miles through uneven terrain and stuff.




After dinner, Colonel Grieves gave the lieutenants his op orders for the next day, which pretty much boiled down to ‘we will get up and get moving and Ford will lead us to the target site which we will then investigate.’ So… nothing new. And he expected the lieutenants to divvy up the firewatches for the night.




Okay, so Aly had expected that, and had already used one of the short rests to ask Bates and her PFCs if they had any individual preferences on night watches… other than ‘no night watches at all’. She had just pointed out to them that the camp might get overrun by giant predators or giant herbivores or giant something-they-still-hadn’t-spotted. Or they might get hit by alien invaders. Or they might get attacked by a platoon of armed locals. So night watches, and no messing around while on watch. So she knew that Bates preferred last watch of the night, meaning early morning. Hardy and Carroll and Milton all preferred first watch of the night. And Goldsmith had no preference because he hated them all equally.




So Aly volunteered her team to take first watch. Ford and Kershaw didn’t know their teams well enough to know anyone’s preferences, so they went along on that, with Ford’s team taking middle watch and Kershaw’s team taking last watch.




Then Aly went back to her team and told them that she would run first watch, and Hardy and Carroll and Milton would all have pre-dug foxholes to watch from, and Bates and Goldsmith got to get more sleep. This night, anyway.




Kershaw spotted when Aly pulled out her double-sided Mylar tarp and the string, so she could make a little pup tent in between two branches she was going to shove into the ground. “Mackenzie! Are you nuts? Why didn’t you just bring a normal tent and sleeping bag?”




Aly admitted, “I needed that room for the boxes of belt-fed. And this is good enough. I’ve got a sleep sack that’ll keep me warm enough.” 




She didn’t mention that it was an OSI-developed mostly-Mylar bag that was double-sided so one way it would keep you warm, and flipped inside out it would keep you from getting too hot. And it was still under development before it got turned over to the DoD for field testing.




She also didn’t mention that she was going to bionically comb through the soil with a combat knife, to get out any rocks and roots, and so the soil was all tilled so it was comfy to sleep on. But she preferred to do something that blatant once it got really dark and no one would see her.




Kershaw hissed, “For fuck’s sake! At least put your little shit thing over by my tent. If it starts raining or snowing or whatever the hell it does here, I’ll… squeeze over or something and you can crawl in and at least be dry till morning.”




“Thanks,” Aly said. “That’s really nice if you.”




Kershaw rolled her eyes. “You’re the only person we’ve got who can pack a Ma Deuce around like it’s an M16. I’m not fucking up our resource pool.”




Jack O’Neill walked past and stopped when he saw what Aly had set out. “God damn it, Mackenzie! Even She-Hulk opts for a bed and a roof. Unless you’re wangling to get a spot inside the Paro Mansion Of Awesome over there.”




Aly just said, “I don’t think the Parotha understand the concept of ‘camping’.”




He snorted in amusement. “Yeah, their idea of camping is getting a suite at the Sheraton.”




Kershaw coughed to try and hide her laugh. Jack smirked a little at finding a new audience for his bad behavior.




Well after dark, when people started moving into sleep mode, Aly got her guys set and made sure each of them was wearing his NVGs. She told all of them, “Stay on the fireteam commo channel. If you’ve got a possible, flag me. I’d rather get a dozen false positives than get overrun by something lethal because you thought it was another harmless nocturnal critter.”




“Yes ma’am,” all three PFCs said.




She told them, “I’ll be moving around the interior, so don’t be surprised if I drop by your foxhole without any warning. Because that huge predator we zapped today? Maybe not the most dangerous thing around here at night.”




Hardy whispered to Milton, “I’m pretty sure the most dangerous thing around here is her.”




Aly pretended she hadn’t heard that. She just made sure that each of the guys got into his foxhole and started his firewatch properly. Then she parked herself behind a large tree so she was in the shadow of the flickering light from the firepit.




She watched as one person after another hit the latrine pit and went to bed. The Paro guys never left their tent, which made her think there really was a toilet in there. Somehow. Maybe a waterless ‘toilet’ that folded away into one of the walls.




Ford took care of the fire, and he went to get some sleep. Aly could hear people taking off most of their gear before crawling into their sleeping bags. And she could hear Flynn quietly talking with Jack about the Paro technology the Parotha weren’t willing to share yet. So she also heard Jack tell Flynn that he suspected that Maybourne was trying to figure out a way to steal some of it.




Crud. That would be all they needed. The NID causing a major interplanetary incident due to greed and other creepy stuff.




So Aly was keeping an eye—and also an ear—out for anything sneaking up on their site, but she was also keeping track of Maybourne. And Kershaw.




It was really dark. And really pretty, with the stars looking so huge overhead. And the thickness of the Milky Way was really mega-evident overhead. Wow, it really looked like a big, milky path across the sky.




She had a watch with a removable crystal, so at times like that night she could touch the hands of her watch and keep track of the time. Not that she really needed to. She was watching the Milky Way slowly move across the sky. If the planet really had a 27.4 hour day, then every hour the constellations moved another 13 or 14 degrees across the sky. So their four-hour watch would have about 50 or 55 degrees of movement. And she could tell how much that was with her land nav circle. Or she could just guess.




About two hours after everyone had hit the sack, there was a faint whisper of sound over on her three. Which was just about where Colonel Maybourne’s tent was. Crud.




She moved over so she had a good nightvision view of the camp. And yep, Colonel Maybourne was sneaking from his tent toward the ‘tent’ of the Parotha. He wasn’t wearing NVGs because his eyes had adapted to the darkness and the stars overhead provided enough light to find someone else’s tent. Especially the huge marquee that stuck up nine feet in the air so it was impossible to miss.




Aly moved so the big tent was between her and Maybourne, and she walked as silently as she could over to where she figured he was going. Then she listened with her bionic ear until she was sure he was only a couple feet from the door into the Paro tent.




She stepped around the corner and asked loudly enough for a dozen people around them to hear, “Colonel Maybourne. Are you lost? Do you need assistance?”




With her nightvision mode, she could see that he knew he was rumbled. He was angry and frustrated, and he knew his attempt was ruined. So he plastered a smile on his face and whispered, “Thank you, lieutenant. I must be lost. I was trying not to wake everyone up when I went to the latrine, but I can’t find my tent now.”




Ooh. Good effort. Only, she knew he hadn’t gone to the latrine. She said a bit quieter, “Oh. Sorry. Let me escort you to your tent.” She would have to remember that he was really good at lying. And he was really good at making stuff up off the cuff. The big jerkhead.




“I would appreciate that,” he pretended to smile.




So she walked him back to his tent, and she moved on about her rounds. She checked on each of her team in their foxholes, and made sure they were alert.




Then she moved back to the Parotha’s tent and tapped lightly on the ‘door’. 




After maybe twenty seconds, the door opened and Mazan was there. It looked to her like he was in something like pajamas. And he had one hand casually behind his back, probably with a serious weapon. He calmly asked, “Is there a problem?”




She just said, “If you have security measures, please turn them on.”




“We will do that,” he replied.




She moved back to the other side of the little camp and waited to see if Maybourne would try that again. Really, she figured he would wait until Kershaw’s team was on watch, and he would order Kershaw not to bother him while he tried to break into the Paro tent to steal stuff. Or at least get secret details on stuff.




She thought the Parotha were being kind of jerky when they knew they needed the Earthlings as allies against the Mor-Taxans, but trying to steal their stuff was just a mega-bad idea.




She checked the time again. They were a little more than halfway through their firewatch. Not too bad. So she made her rounds again and checked on her team. And she tried to study the surroundings more.




One side of the camp was the start of some huge grasslands. There were herds of herbivores lying down for the night, but they were way off in the distance. The other side of the camp was the start of some uneven forest well before the heavy forest started. So she had her fireteam arranged so there was one man in a foxhole to monitor about two hundred and twenty degrees of grasslands, and two foxholes to monitor the other one hundred forty degrees, which were forested. With the view of those foxholes having lots of overlap. She figured that was reasonable, because sneaking up on the camp across miles of grasslands would be mega-hard. Especially when lots of those animal herds would react way before the sneaky things got near the camp.




So she was spending more time watching the forested side. That was totally the side she would sneak in from. Especially with the light evening breeze coming in from the grassland side, so sneaky stuff from the forest side wouldn’t be upwind of the camp. She was also spending plenty of time just watching the camp, in case someone else decided to pull a Maybourne.




There was less than half an hour left in their watch when she spotted the movement.




It wasn’t within their camp, or out in the grasslands. Something had made a couple branches of a big bush move, over in the middle of the open forest area. Which probably meant that it was sneaky enough to move from the heavy forest to that point without being spotted.




Aly switched to infrared. And she gasped. “Mackenzie to firewatch. Incoming in between the two forest foxholes, maybe ninety yards out.”




“Hardy to lieutenant. I don’t see anything, ma’am.”




“Mackenzie to team. I have IR. My count is… at least twelve. And in IR they look roughly wolf-shaped. Only bigger.”




“Milton to lieutenant. Wolves but bigger?” He sounded kind of freaked at that.




“Mackenzie to team. Assume we have a pack of dire wolves incoming. Maintain watch on all points in case of flanking maneuvers.” Even if maybe the real ‘dire wolves’ of Earth’s past hadn’t been this massive. These were more like D&D dire wolves.




Okay, so Aly still remembered a lot from Annie’s ‘I want to be a paleontologist when I grow up’ phase. It had been one of Aly’s favorite Annie-phases. Way better than the ‘I want to be an entomologist when I grow up’ phase with cages of bugs in the room all the time. And bugs getting out of their cages in the room all the time.




“Hardy to lieutenant. You have that Ma Deuce, right?”




“Right, Hardy.” She just didn’t want to use it. But she didn’t think she had a better alternative right then. Not with over a dozen threats like that.




She told herself that the next time out, she wanted to also pack something with less stopping power but a really, really good silencer.




She didn’t even know if the wolf-things were interested in the people in the camp. Maybe they were aiming at the big herds of herbivores out in the grasslands. But they would totally overrun her camp if she didn’t stop them. And if they hit the camp, they would find out that humans were just as tasty as those not-a-buffalo and not-a-zebras. That would be mega-grim.




“Mackenzie to team. Open fire on my signal.”




“Milton. Copy that.”




The wolf-things were still closing, and there didn’t seem to be more of them. But they weren’t detouring around the camp either.




She let them get within fifty yards before she decided she didn’t have a choice. She turned down her bionic ear and opened up on them with her M2HB. Milton and Hardy followed with their rifles.




Given the firing rate of her M2HB, it only took her a second or so to sweep across the entire pack and then back. Hardy and Milton fired a little while longer, but they couldn’t see the targets as well as she could.





Part VII



Aly couldn’t miss hearing all the activity behind her, now that she had finished firing and had turned her bionic ear back up. By then, the whole camp was exploding out of their tents and grabbing their weaponry.




Over her comms, an angry Colonel Grieves yelled, “Lieutenant! Report!”




She tried to sound totally calm. “Mackenzie to Colonel Grieves. Roughly fifteen large predators advancing on camp from the heavy forest through the open forest area. None of them are moving now. They’re about fifty to sixty yards out.”




By then, Grieves was out of his tent and fully dressed. He was shrugging into his battle rattle and carrying his assault rifle expertly. He stormed over to her position. “Situation Report!”




She kept an eye on the target area, but it looked like nothing was moving. Not in nightvision and not in IR. “Sir. Roughly fifteen large wolf-like predators moving in our direction, using the brush for cover. Fifty yards out. All of them down, but some may still be alive. They looked larger than a timberwolf, but I might have misjudged that due to the distance.”




Grieves said, “You and your PFCs probably have no night vision after that. Ford, take your team and go check. You can use lights. Do not approach anything that is not clearly dead.”




Ford and Greer rushed their team out to the wolf-things. Every one of them was using a flashlight with the red cover off. Ford had a camera or a smartphone or something that he was taking flash pictures with. And boy, those things looked nastier in regular light. Okay, Aly was using her telescopic vision. They had bigger muzzles and bigger teeth and more powerful jaws than Earth wolves. They looked like they could eat Earth wolves as part of a nutritious breakfast.




Ford’s team shot a couple of the wolf-things that were down and dying, but not dead enough yet. Then Ford brought his team back and showed the colonel his photos. By then, Colonel Grieves had Maybourne organizing a heavier watch all around the camp.




And Jack O’Neill was asking her while Colonel Grieves was obviously in earshot, “So… lieutenant… ya think this is what got AP-3?”




Aly stiffly replied, “Sorry sir, but there is no way to tell. It could have been these semi-wolves. It could have been something even worse. Or it still might have been the indigenous pop. Or Mor-Taxans. Or another alien race.”




“Right, right,” Jack played dumb. “Maybe we should’ve brought Quincy, Battlefield M.E. along.”




So she admitted, “Colonel, I can do battlefield forensics, even if in many cases that’s going to mean collecting appropriate samples for later analysis in a lab like back at the APC.” After all, Rinkin had made sure that all the enhanced agents and some of the not-enhanced staff got some training on forensics and stuff. Aly was pretty sure that Rinkin had given Andrew some extra training on that.




Jack grinned at her and pretended, “Dang, Mackenzie. Is there anything you can’t do?”




She answered like he was serious. “Sir, I’m not very good at functioning with no sleep.”




He nodded, “Good point. How long till your watch wraps?”




She checked by touch. “Six minutes.”




He smirked a little. “And I’m pretty sure Ford’s team are all awake now, so let’s start getting everyone else back in the sack.”




So Aly kept her team on duty for six more minutes, while Ford and his entire team got in foxholes and took up other positions around the camp.




Only… Grieves walked over to her and said, “Your men said that they couldn’t really pick up the movement with their NVGs due to the cover. Make sure Ford has your IR gear.”




And she had to admit, “Colonel, this officer does not carry NVGs or IR viewers.”




He took a closer look at her. “God damn it, you don’t! How the hell…”




She sighed to herself. “Sorry sir, but that’s classified too. Once we’re back at the APC, I can ask you to sign some NDAs and I will see if I can get permission from my direct supervisors at the agency I am the liaison officer for.”




And what agency would that be?” Colonel Grieves asked.




She reluctantly spilled, “That agency would be the OSI, sir.”




While Grieves thought that over, she said, “Sir, those bodies will draw other predators and carrion eaters. We may need more people on watch until we can break camp.”




He groaned a little. “Right.” And he walked off to make sure that all of Ford’s team was on firewatch, and that one of the Parotha was awake and running a drone for better monitoring.




Then Aly walked around a bit more until her adrenaline wore off and she felt like she could fall asleep. She hit the hay and managed to fall asleep before Kershaw did.









Aly woke up when Kershaw came back to her tent and said, “Hey Mackenzie, time to roll out.”




She checked her watch, and it would have buzzed in another couple minutes, so she got going. The longer night on planet TK8LH?E—which she was definitely not going to be calling ‘Tequila’—gave her more rest than she was expecting. Even if the longer day meant more time to get really tired. At least it wasn’t something horrible, like a forty-two hour day.




She ate a maple sausage MRE, which was so much better hot than the way she’d had to eat them back in OCS. And she checked her Camelbak, which was still pretty full. She didn’t need to drink as much water as everyone else when she had her bionic skin’s perspiration dialed down. Also, she wasn’t exercising and burning off calories like everyone else, because of her bionics. And it wasn’t so hot out that she needed to perspire to stay cooled off.




She packed up while she ate. All she had to do was fold up her Mylar sleep sack and ‘tent’, plus the string. Those went in really small bags, too. Then she gave Kershaw a hand with her tent and her sleeping bag and her thin, inflatable air mattress.




And she sort of scuffed over the ground where she had bionically combed out rocks and stuff, because it looked like a bed-sized rectangle of tilled earth, instead of like the rest of the campsite. She had totally overdone it in the dark.




By the time they broke camp, they could see that there were definitely predators working over the remains of those wolf-things. Mostly small stuff, but also some vulture-sized birds and some stuff that looked like they would be related to wolverines or martens back on Earth, or at least filling the same ecological niche, and were probably not anything you wanted to get cheesed off at you.




Aly didn’t say anything, but of course the Paro guys needed the longest time to break everything down and get it stored away and get it loaded on their antigrav sled. If that thing got busted, those guys were in trouble.




Like before, Ford’s team got a five minute headstart before Aly’s team and the bigger group moved out. Ford made a big detour away from the carcasses before getting back on the right heading and moving toward the last known positions for AP-3. And this time, the Parotha kept a drone going over the diplomatic team, in case of lurking giant predators or whatever. Aly thought that even a tough regular-combat fighter like Mazan had gotten a little spooked by the nighttime invasion force of huge stealthy predators. With nasty big pointy teeth.




It took almost the whole morning to get to the target site that was probably where AP-3 got hit. Aly listened over the comms as Ford reported, “Colonel, this is it. We’ve got wreckage of a camp. We’ve got worked-over corpses. We’ve got… fuck, we’ve got a shitton of angry indigenous pop surrounding us.”




Grieves ordered, “Do not initiate hostilities unless you have to!”




And Colonel O’Neill ordered, “Mackenzie! Go!”




So Aly shrugged out of her MOLLE pack and ran. 




She knew where they were heading. She knew that Ford’s team was only about seven or eight minutes’ hike ahead of them. That was a little under half a mile. Even packing the M2HB and a full ammo can, she was pretty sure she could do ninety miles an hour on this terrain. And she was confident that Bates would follow her op orders and bring her MOLLE pack along, even if his team was supposed to stay and guard the larger unit.




In about twenty seconds, she crested a little hill and could see that she was nearly on top of the crisis.




The camp had been set just below the crest of a low hill, so they wouldn’t be skylined but they could set a guard or two at the crest to keep watch over a huge sector of the grasslands. And the camp was a wreck. Ford’s unit was in the center, and they were surrounded by maybe forty of the local population who were in something like ghillie suits made with what looked like actual recently-cut grasses and shrubs, so they could lie down in the grass and low brush and be pretty much invisible. And they had swords and pikes and spears, plus some bows and a couple things that were maybe an arquebus or something like that, which you could shoot.




Aly snapped over the comms, “Incoming. Drop flat.”




Not that she was going to fire on the locals. No way. But she wanted Ford and his guys to be down flat in case she didn’t get every ranged weapon.




She sped up as she went downhill over the crest, and she wasn’t quite finished speaking over the comms before she was cutting into the circle of people around Ford’s fireteam. At maybe a hundred ten miles an hour, she was running at about 160 feet per second, so she was almost outrunning the reaction times of the surprised locals.




She just sprinted inside the circle of natives, smacking weapons out of their hands as she went. They had hardly any idea what was happening before she was completely around the circle of natives, and they were all disarmed. In a couple cases, she was pretty sure she had injured a couple fingers or sprained a wrist from the impact, but all their big weapons were knocked out of their hands, and they were down to knives and other stuff that were still sitting on their belts.




She stopped in the center of the circle and glared as menacingly as she could. “Stop!” she yelled in Mandarin. She didn’t know Middle Chinese, but Mandarin was supposed to be descended from it, and these natives looked like they might have been settling in old China when they got kidnapped about 1400 years earlier.




She went to the commo and whispered, “We need linguists here pronto. If not five minutes ago.”




Okay, everybody stopped where they were. They looked at Ford’s team, who had dropped flat in the center of the encampment, and they did the same.




Ford stayed down, but he whispered over the commo, “Mackenzie, I dunno what the fuck you did, but feel free to do it anytime I’m in trouble.”




One of Ford’s PFCs whispered, “Okay, now I get why her nickname’s She-Hulk.”




Okay, this was going to be mega-hard to explain to Colonel Grieves. And Colonel Maybourne was totally going to do something slimy about it. She needed to warn the OSI that Maybourne might aim the NID their way. Not that there was any reasonable way to alert the OSI immediately. Even if she had them open the astria porta so she could send an encrypted message to Steve or Jaime, everyone would know she was sending a message. And she would need the colonel’s permission first, which she didn’t see happening.




Flynn and Jack were next to arrive, with Aly’s team. And Bates had remembered her MOLLE pack. Even though it was pretty heavy and he had his own MOLLE pack and gear to carry. 




Aly went to the comms. “Mackenzie to Carson. If you know Middle Chinese, that may be just what we need right now. I tried the Mandarin for ‘stop’ and it worked, but it might have been my tone.”




“Carson to Mackenzie. It looks like it might have been you beating up forty locals before they could blink.”




Jack was definitely a bad influence on the linguists.




So Flynn started trying to speak with the locals. Aly could tell it wasn’t going very well. Well, she could tell that Flynn was speaking really good Mandarin, but modern Mandarin wasn’t exactly what the locals spoke. It sounded like the locals spoke something vaguely Mandarin-ish.




It wasn’t until Garjit and Mazan got there and tried helping Flynn that things improved linguistically. Which was also when things really broke down. Garjit seemed to be a little better with fragments of Middle Chinese, since an evolution of Ancient Chinese or Middle Chinese had become part of an argot in a related sector of the galaxy, so he seemed to be making more progress. And Aly could hear it in the tones of the native speakers.




Up until some of the locals pointed at her and insisted what Aly was pretty sure meant, “No! She is Hua Mulan!”




Well crud. 




Garjit and Flynn both tried to tell them no, she wasn’t a legendary female who was a great fighter, she was just a great fighter. Aly tried mega-hard, using the same Mandarin that Flynn was using, and some extra words she had learned from Huifen. 




But the men had seen her ‘fight’. And from what Aly could gather, The Ballad Of Hua Mulan had been sung by their ancestors since well before they were taken to this new land where the stars were changed.




Aly hissed over the comms, “Mackenzie to Flynn! Do something!”




“Mackenzie, I’m trying! But we’re not speaking the same language here. As you know! And the folk songs about Mulan were probably composed two to three hundred years before these people were snatched from Earth, so they’re a part of their culture which has been… crystallized.”




Jack walked past her and murmured, “Well, on the upside, Dannyboy isn’t here to make everything more of a cross-cultural disaster.”




And just because things weren’t embarrassing enough, several of the locals began singing. And then all of them were singing along. And she knew enough Mandarin that there was no mistaking what the song was. It was ‘The Ballad of Hua Mulan’. In Middle Chinese.




Flynn walked over to her and said, “This may be good, or it may be really bad. But… I think some of them think that based on the ‘Ballad Of Mulan’ deal, that Hua Mulan has returned to protect them from the invading Rouran. Which may have happened a couple times in their history since they got here. And maybe that means they’re now expecting an invasion of some sort of Mongol Khaganate.”




“Crud.”




Flynn just stared at her for a second. He finally asked, “You’re a decorated Marine, and you say ‘crud’? Really?”




She scowled at that. What was so terrible about not cursing worse than that DI in that movie back when Matthew Modine was cute but her mom wouldn’t let Annie and her watch it even when it was on cable?




Flynn checked, “Does Jack know you don’t curse?”




She admitted, “Yeah, I’m pretty sure.”




“And he doesn’t tease you about it constantly?”




She shook her head no. “He probably would if I wasn’t directly under his command.” She thought about the other Sam Carter. “Or maybe he will as soon as I’ve been around long enough to know he’s just kidding around and not violating UCMJ.”




Not that Jack hadn’t already kidded her some already. But he even kidded Colonel Maybourne some, and Aly was pretty sure Jack usually wanted to punch Maybourne right in the mouth. A lot.




Part VIII



Aly let the official linguists work with the indigenous fighters, while she went to work on the battlefield. First, she started walking a circle just outside the encampment, and she searched for tracks and other evidence of the ways the attackers got in and back out. Assuming anyone got out afterward.




Granted, she hadn’t seen any bodies other than those of AP-3 and their cohort. And she hadn’t found any abnormal weapons or gear yet. So maybe all or most of the invaders got back out. Or maybe this really was a wild animal attack.




Maybe it was a big, complicated mess.




The tracks she found first were boots that looked like AP-3. And then the tracks of the indigenous fighters. And some tracks that looked about right for a good-sized dog, walking in and then sprinting out. And Ford’s team and her. And…




Oh crud. Something massive had come in from the side of the camp facing the heavy forest. Three sets of quadrupedal tracks coming in, and only two coming back out. At least, only two coming back out this way. And the three sets of tracks coming in were in parallel. No crossing over other tracks. It was a pack effort. Maybe a team effort.




She pulled out her OSI phone and two of her little measuring tapes. Then she took photos of a couple footprints—okay, pawprints—with one measuring tape alongside it and one just behind it, for better scale. The clearest pawprint was eleven inches across and twelve inches long. Five thick, stubby toes were tipped with some really big claws.




She kept circling the wreckage of the camp. She had already found where the indigenous fighters had come in from just below the ridgeline, where they could watch for trouble and not be skylined. And then there were her footprints again, once she completed her circle.




Okay, two of the huge predators had exited back the way they came, and one had not. Only… it looked like one of the predators had exited on only two feet. Which was… suspicious.




She checked the foxholes the fireteam had dug, and it looked like the fireteam had never had time to move out of those foxholes or even get off any shots at the incoming forces. Ick. They had definitely been mauled by some big stuff, but the bites were like ‘big dog’ sized. Like those not-a-hyenas she had seen out on the grasslands. And she had probably already found the pawprints for those things. Maybe a dozen of them had come in and gone back out the same way, even if they had left in a hurry; a stealthy walking gait in but a serious gallop out.




She really, really didn’t want to, but she pulled one of the corpses out of its foxhole and checked it. It was mega-chewed up and mega-gross. The clothing had been torn open to get at the bodies. There wasn’t lots of blood on the clothing or splattered around in the foxhole, and the upper parts of the clothing and the helmet looked…




Extra crud.




That guy had taken a fireball in the face. Range? Unknown, but she knew those stupid fireball rifles of the Mor-Taxans had a limited range, at least in an atmosphere.




So how had these guys not spotted an incoming attack by creepy guys in spacesuits carrying rayguns? Were they all knocked out by sleep rays first? Or maybe they couldn’t see the attack wave. It sure wasn’t showing up with bootprints and stuff on the ground.




She went to her comms. “Colonel Grieves? Lieutenant Mackenzie.”




“Grieves here.”




“Mackenzie. Sorry to interrupt you, but I need to discuss battlefield forensics, sir.”




“Grieves. I see your position. I’ll be there shortly.”




“Thank you, sir. Mackenzie out.”




Grieves marched up the slope to her position, with half of Kershaw’s fireteam on guard duty around him. Mazan and Colonel O’Neill and Lieutenant Kershaw came along too.




Aly stood at attention and waited until Grieves was right in front of her. He snapped, “Report, lieutenant.”




She nodded, “Aye, sir. Interim report is all I have now, but here’s what I have. I suspect that AP-3 was overwhelmed by a sneak attack by the Mor-Taxans. After that, predators and carrion eaters arrived. Then after they left or were driven off, the indigenous pop showed up. The locals weren’t here long enough to do more than set up before Ford’s team arrived. And I still have a large portion of the battle area to survey.”




Jack said, “That’s pretty impressive for a couple minutes poking around, and an ‘interim’ report, lieutenant.”




Grieves looked at the body of the AP-3 sentry. “Mackenzie, please explain your train of thought.”




Jack asked, “Can we change her name to Lieutenant Holmes?”




“Not now, Jack,” Grieves grumbled quietly.




Aly explained about the footprints and the lack of footprints and the fireball rifles and stuff.




Jack checked, “And you’re figuring the predators got here after our people were dead because…”




Aly admitted, “I have yet to check every one of AP-3’s bodies, but this man was definitely dead well before he was mauled. There’s a distinct lack of blood spray in the foxhole and a lack of blood flow all over the clothing.”




Grieves nodded, but he asked, “And you needed a face-to-face before you completed your work?”




Aly nodded again. “Aye, sir. The lack of footprints and the lack of recognition of threat by our sentry suggests a high-tech ingress by the Mor-Taxans. It’s possible the sentry was stunned or put to sleep before the attack wave arrived, and it’s also possible the attackers used some sort of camouflage or some sort of energy field to hide their appearance. And the lack of detectable footprints on this relatively soft soil suggests they might have used anti-grav vehicles to launch the attack. We know the Mor-Taxans have anti-grav flight on vehicles the size of a car. And the camouflage visibility field is now within the capabilities of certain Earth threats, even if no known country has one operable yet.”




She pushed, “So we need to get a report in to the APC soonest. We need to make sure Garjit and Mazan report in to Paro. We need to get a better firewatch in place, or else evac to a more defensible position. We need to check with the Parotha and see if they have drones or other technology that will detect something like a stealthed Mor-Tax anti-grav attack craft. And I need to complete my fieldwork, because I also believe we may have an even messier problem.”




“Even messier, lieutenant?” Grieves asked suspiciously.




She nodded once more. “Aye sir. Until I have more intel, I am operating under the assumption that this area has an apex predator at least the size of a polar bear, with good camouflage for this setting. And it is possible that the Mor-Taxans decided to take over the bodies of a few of these not-a-bears, so we could have high-speed, high-power threats around here which are also intelligent. And hostile. Possibly even armed.”




“Well… crap,” Jack muttered. Grieves said something way worse.




She added, “I’m assuming these are bear-like things from the footprints, but that could be drastically wrong. If they are cold-blooded, they probably won’t show up on IR. If they have really good camouflage on their fur or skin or feathers or whatever, they may be next to impossible to pick up at night with our NVGs. And if they’re something like a Kodiak bear or a four-legged T. rex, they may be able to sprint out of that forest area below us a lot faster than our soldiers are going to be prepared for.”




Grieves scowled, “Good job, lieutenant. Continue your tasking. O’Neill? You report in to the APC immediately. Mazan? You report as soon as O’Neill finishes his report and our base team can dial Paro. Then get your high-tech monitoring gear up and running. Kershaw? Get the firewatch upgraded. I’ll go check how our linguists are doing.”




Aly added, “Mazan? If you have radar or anything like it, you may be looking for odd, fuzzy, blob shapes that look like radar artifacts, instead of distinct aircraft.”




Okay, then she had to explain what radar was, because the Parotha had no equivalent word since they weren’t big on acronyms, even if they had screening and scanning technologies that ran in a pretty wide range of electromagnetic frequencies. And they didn’t even have radios like Earthlings, because they were way past the era of listening to AM or FM radios, so ‘radio frequencies’ meant nothing to them. She had to talk about ‘communications system frequencies’ and stuff.




Everyone moved back to their positions, and Aly went back to work. She checked the area inside where she had started, and she found every one of the AP-3 bodies and the Paro ‘diplomat’ bodies. All of them were extremely dead. All but five of them had been fireballed, then mauled and eaten on well after death. The other five were all close to the edge of the camp facing the forest, and they looked… well… mauled to death, then eaten on later. A one-foot-wide pawprint crushing a giant dent into a guy’s chest right through his body armor was pretty clear even after some not-a-hyenas had come along when it was safe and done more mega-gross stuff.




And the red team had taken some losses. She found three gooey blobs of yuck that looked like Mor-Tax soldiers had died there and done their gross dissolve-into-goo thing they did upon death. She also found one giant blob of goo that was maybe ten or twenty times as big. So the camp had managed to kill one of the giant whatevers. That explained the ‘three predators in, two out’ thing she had spotted. It also suggested that instead of being a two hundred pound soldier possessed by a Mor-Taxan, she was looking at something that had started out at somewhere between most of a ton and a couple tons of lethal predator.




Also, the three dead Mor-Taxan soldiers hadn’t left any weapons or armor or anything behind, so their teams had cleaned up afterward. Maybe one of the not-a-Kodiak things had walked out upright while carrying some fireball rifles and body armor and antigrav assault sleds, or other heavy stuff.




The indigenous pop certainly hadn’t had time to do any scavenging. That was obvious. They would have picked up some of the Earthling weaponry, if they had.




She reported to Grieves, even though Maybourne was obviously eavesdropping. “Colonel. I have a short-term final report. It’s Mor-Taxans.”




Grieves grimaced but nodded. “Report.”




She handed him the dogtags she had collected. “All our people are dead, and the Parotha are too. It looks like they fought to the last man. The Parotha probably knew the consequences of being captured by this threat, and refused to be taken alive. Three Mor-Taxan soldiers and one Mor-Taxan inside a large predator were killed, with unknown numbers of Mor-Taxans surviving. The Mor-Taxans probably used anti-grav sleds that move a lot faster than the one we have with us. Assuming the Parotha have actually showed us the full capabilities of their sled.”




“Good point,” Grieves muttered.




She went on, “They focused on a fast kill and didn’t bother with any Earth tech. It may look too primitive to them, or they may already have some idea of current Earth technology. After all, we now know they visited Earth repeatedly to collect slaves in the past. I have no way of assessing how much of the Paro technology was acquired, since we do not have a complete list of what was brought along. We need to have one of the Parotha assess that.”




“Right. I’ll have them cover that tasking,” Grieves agreed.




She kept going. “So the Mor-Taxans have some manner of base or bases on this planet. We have no idea of number or strength or their logistics. We have no idea of how long they have had to set up their bases or how long they have been infiltrating the indigenous pop and the indigenous wildlife. I think it’s safe to assume they would only infiltrate the local wildlife if it’s an apex predator.”




Maybourne stuck his oily nose in and asked, “What about the threat level of the indigenous pop?”




She answered, “Low. They clearly have some level of early rifle tech, but it looked to me like they had only gotten to the hand cannon or matchlock arquebus level, at least around here. That puts them at 1400’s Europe or even earlier. On the other hand, since they have an arquebus, they would know roughly what a rifle looks like. But they did not try out any of AP-3’s weapons, so they probably did not have time to explore the battlefield before Lieutenant Ford’s team arrived.” 




She pointed out, “That introduces an extra problem. Leaving our tech out is a violation of the APC’s rules on tampering with lower-tech cultures. If these fighters pick up our rifles and ammo, they’ll figure out how to use it in a couple minutes. They’re not that hard to operate. And that will make them a threat to every other community in the area, until they run out of ammo. They probably have access to lead and gunpowder, or they couldn’t build their own firepower, so they could police the brass, cast new bullets, and remake the cartridges. So we need policy decisions from higher-ups, because we may need to withhold tech, or we may need to supply more of our tech. If we try to withhold our tech, we may have to fight them for it. If we supply more of our tech to help them fight off the Mor-Taxans, we may give the Mor-Taxans incentive to attack Earth soonest.”




Maybourne said in his typical slimy manner, “And it would be pretty hypocritical of us to withhold our tech when we’re complaining that the Paro and other alien races are withholding theirs from us…”




She sternly said, “Sir, this Marine is not willing to be the person who ruins the socio-political and ecological climate of this planet. Particularly when we are supposed to be operating under APC guidelines.”




Grieves glared at her. “But you will follow orders, Marine.”




She stiffly insisted, “Aye, colonel. This Marine is already following orders from General Carter and the TLA this Marine is seconded to. If you can get the Joint Chiefs to override General Carter, and he or someone in his chain of command like Colonel Austin tells me so, then this Marine will follow those orders as well.”




Maybourne smirked, “And what are your orders from your TLA?”




Grieves spilled, “It’s the OSI.”




Maybourne’s smile got creepier, and his eyes practically glittered. “Oh, really? That’s… interesting.”




Crud. He knew about bionic agents. Or at least he knew about the OSI’s mega-awesome field agents, even if maybe he didn’t know the magic word ‘bionic’. Yet.




So she admitted, “My directives from the OSI are the standard OSI directives. Help people who need help. Stop people who need to be stopped.” She might have stared right into Maybourne’s eyes when she said that last part. Totally by accident.




Maybourne just smirked at her. “Hmm, could you maybe… make that vaguer?”




“Aye, sir,” she replied. “If you insist.”




He said to Colonel Grieves, “I get the feeling that she’s been taking lessons from Jack.”




Aly insisted, “I find Colonel O’Neill to be the model of an upstanding officer who does the right thing. I admire that.”




Maybourne looked Aly in the eye and smiled, “Are you sure we know the same Jack O’Neill?”




She pretended that was a serious question. “Aye, colonel. This Marine finds it highly probable.”




“Anything else, Marine?” Grieves asked.




She nodded, “Aye sir. This Marine would prefer it if we could recover the bodies and also the hardware. We certainly can’t get everyone and everything out on that one anti-grav sled. And if we do not hurry, this may be a warzone which would be essentially impossible to salvage from.”




“Any suggestions?” he checked,




So Aly made some of the suggestions she had been thinking about. “The APC should be able to move motorcycles and Advanced Light Strike Vehicles through the ‘door’. The ALSV’s might require an assist getting into the ‘door’ at each end. With half a dozen ALSV’s, we could clear this site and evac before it even gets dark tonight.”




Not that she thought an ALSV would fit through most of the doors and hatches between the ground outside the APC and the doorway room on level six, unless they moved everything via the freight elevator she still hadn’t seen. If they didn’t use the freight elevator, the ALSV’s would have to be disassembled, transported to the room, and built in place. Then loading ramps would probably be needed to get an ALSV up the standard multi-step platforms to an astria porta, and maybe more loading ramps to get an ALSV through the wormhole because of the curvature of the stargate ring. A dune buggy that could fit in a pickup bed would be easier to get down to the doorway room, but would have a lot less functionality.




She suggested, “An ALSV might be a problem to be acquired and get prepped in the time we have, and we might need loading ramps to get them back through the door, but a motorcycle or dune buggy that could tow a collapsible cart could move a lot of mass pretty quickly.”




Grieves scowled, “I’ll put a call into the APC and see what they can get us in a short timeframe. I doubt we can get a couple Chenowths in less than a month.”




“Thank you, sir,” she responded. 




But she didn’t think they would just be able to scoop up stuff and leave the planet, when there were Mor-Taxans already on-planet. And a group of indigenous people who would go back to their villages and tell them that Hua Mulan had arrived to save them once again.





Part IX



Aly couldn’t stand there and make sure Colonel Grieves did what she wanted. And she wasn’t part of the ‘collect the bodies and the hardware’ tasking. Okay, she walked over to Mazan and asked if he needed any help gathering up the remains of the Parotha and their gear. He sadly moved his head the way the Parotha did when they meant ‘no, but thank you’. 




Still, she asked, “If there’s anything missing, you’ll let us know, right? Because we don’t want the Mor-Taxans gaining any technological advantages, and you guys don’t want us or the locals to get it.”




He smiled at her, “There are some of you we would trust with some of our equipment, but…”




She nodded, “Right. The people who you might trust with it are the people who wouldn’t sneak off with it.”




He did the Paro equivalent of a nod. “Yes. The Paro force who traveled here originally did not bring a grav-lift or heavy equipment, just some gear they could carry on their backs, as your military do, but given the failure of that force, it was decided to bring more gear. So we should be able to pack them and what they brought on our grav-lift and… take them back to their loved ones.”




She said, “That sounds much like what we would say, but I doubt that we have the same funeral traditions. We don’t even have a single funeral tradition just in America. Or just among soldiers in our military. Even if the traditions have lots of similarities.”




He paused in thought. “That sounds… complicated. Perhaps one of us should discuss this someday with Professor Carson or Professor Jackson.”




She smiled, “Either of them would be thrilled to talk with some of your experts on the subject.”




But then, she got a call from Flynn Carson over the comms. “Carson to Mackenzie. Carson to-”




“Mackenzie here. Problem?”




“Carson here. Maybe, maybe not. Could you come over here and just let the leaders tell you about… some folklore that might be more historical than we normally see?”




“Aye. Be there in a few seconds.”




She told Mazan, “I’ve got to go. Let me know if I can help.” She trotted over to where the leaders of the little indigenous force were explaining stuff to Garjit and Flynn.




Flynn waved her to a spot next to him. He whispered, “You need to hear this.” Then he looked at the leader who had the big scar on one cheek, and he went with what sounded to Aly like a sort of mess of Mandarin and Middle Chinese. “Please repeat that. It is important that this girl hears your story.”




Aly had to pay a ton of attention, because the leader, whose name was Chao, wasn’t speaking Mandarin. And their version of Middle Chinese maybe hadn’t changed much. It certainly hadn’t changed toward Modern Mandarin as spoken on Earth. But it wasn’t completely unlike Modern Mandarin either. Even their phrase for their world was really close to the Mandarin for ‘our land’: w?men de ji?yuán.




Chao carefully said, “It is The Legend Of The Return. After we were banished here by the gods of the stone ring, we were attacked by… beings. A girl stepped forward from one of our villages, and the spirit of Hua Mulan looked down upon us, so she was given the power to lead us. And lead us, she did. We drove the beings away. But only a few years later, the beings returned. And once again, the spirit of Hua Mulan touched one of our young women and led us to victory. It happened again and again. Our historians say that it happened five times in the first hundred years we were here. Each time, we had to beat our plowshares into swords and follow Hua Mulan to victory.




“And it has happened several times since. So we know that the spirit of Hua Mulan watches over us and protects us. And when we most need her, she manifests in one of our girls and leads us to victory. We have seen our heroine killed, and the spirit simply leaps to the next deserving girl to lead us again. The beings from far away do not understand that they can never defeat Hua Mulan.”




Aly didn’t say anything, but that whole ‘spirit jumps from one dead girl to a new one’ sounded way too much like the stuff Buffy and Lexi had said about the Slayer Spirit. Maybe that meant that this really was something she needed to do. Maybe it even meant that it was something she was destined to do.




Chao insisted, “And so we know that Hua Mulan has returned once again, even if she has chosen to be in the body of a stranger.”




Crud, that was going to be tough to convince them they were wrong. Especially when Aly wasn’t all that sure that they weren’t right.




Flynn switched to English. “Mackenzie, you said that AP-3 was wiped out by Mor-Taxans. So maybe… these people actually need Hua Mulan to protect them.”




Aly thought that maybe what they needed was a bionic visitor. Although it was also possible that the very last thing they needed was a bionic visitor. She just said, “Flynn, you’ve got to go explain this to Colonel Grieves. And make sure Colonel O’Neill hears it too.”




So she listened to the Ballad of Hua Mulan, which had a lot of verses. And she listened to one of the older guys singing The Legend Of The Return. Some of these guys had amazing singing voices. But the more she heard, the more she worried. What if she needed to stay here and lead a war against the Mor-Taxans? What if she needed to find the young woman who was supposed to step forward and be that leader? Did it matter if someone was really possessed by the spirit of Hua Mulan, or just thought she was?




Ooh. Maybe it really did matter. There was stuff about that in the song. The locals had, over the centuries, built a test composed of four trials, just to make sure the young woman really was possessed of Mulan’s spirit. There were wild horses locally, which had been dumped on this planet along with some other Earth animals including domesticated animals. So there was a horsemanship trial. And there was an archery trial. And a stealth infiltration trial. And a final trial against one of the enemy, so nobody could even run through all of the trials if there weren’t enemy forces in the first place.




Aly had no idea how you could walk out to a wild horse and get it to cooperate with you, unless you had some sort of empathic abilities or you knew how to cheat. Like maybe there was a special herb that the horses were addicted to and would do anything you wanted if you just walked out with some in your hands. The Bow Of Hua Mulan sounded like it was impossible for a normal girl to draw and then shoot accurately, but she hadn’t seen it yet. The stealth infil trial sounded like it might be tricky but doable. The final trial sounded like the classic trial by combat kind of thing. 




Okay, a bionic soldier could do all of them.









A couple hours later, half a dozen motorcycles came roaring up over the ridge. Each of them was being driven by a heavily-armed APC soldier or airman, except the lead one, which was being driven by one of the APC officers, who was also heavily armed. And each one had a trailer. Half of them had long trailers like what you would maybe put a dune buggy or a couple bicycles on. The other half had roughly cubical trailers to hold stuff like your luggage. It only took a few minutes to load the bodies on the long trailers and pack all the gear in the other trailers, then make sure the bodies wouldn’t fall off. By then, the Parotha had their anti-grav sled packed too.




And, by then, Jack and Grieves had talked to the APC and gotten some directives. Grieves explained to Aly and Kershaw and Ford, “We do not offer weaponry or technology to the indigenous pop. We do not interfere with their culture, and if that means stationing Mackenzie and her heavy weapons squad here for the short term, then we do so. We take the locals up on their offer of hospitality, rather than spending the night out here and risking more predators or more assaulters. We let Mackenzie tackle the locals’ Four Trials and we use that to see if we can gather more intel on the Mor-Taxans and their plans for this planet. Anything else?”




Aly said, “Aye, sir. The Parotha have a Mor-Taxan sensor, but it’s very close range. We can use this hike to hospitality to get most of the fighters scanned… entirely by accident.”




Jack said, “Especially their leaders.”




“Right,” Grieves nodded.




Jack added, “If this is one of those planets where the Mor-Taxholes need warm bodies as armor against local diseases, then they’ve got a population problem. There may not be anywhere near enough population for all the Mor-Tax bodies they want to move out of their star system.”




Maybourne contributed, “And if we can encourage the locals to wage a costly war against the Mor-Taxans, then it’s a win-win for us. No bodies left for them to take over, and they also lose huge numbers of their own soldiers.”




Aly wanted to punch him in the nose. Killing off all the indigenous population to beat the Mor-Taxans was totally not a win-win for anyone except psychopaths. And Herberts. Which Maybourne was totally one of. Actually, maybe he was both.




It looked like Jack wanted to punch him in the nose too. Maybourne totally deserved some tag-team face punching.




Okay, Aly was kind of worried because Lieutenant Kershaw and Colonel Grieves didn’t look bothered by Maybourne’s comment.




Grieves wrapped up with some op orders, and then he asked, “Any questions?”




Aly spoke up. “Aye, sir. This Marine needs a clarification. You want me to tackle their Four Trials. Do you want me to succeed at all four? Because I learned the general shape of the trials from listening to their ‘bards’ sing about The Legend Of The Return. I can win the test. But then I might need to stay here until the war against the Mor-Taxans is finished. Or for the rest of my life. Or until the Mor-Taxans kill me.”




Grieves replied, “Yes, Marine. I want you to succeed. If we can locate a Mor-Tax stronghold, you can then lead an army against it. That’s more a Special Forces tasking, but I have confidence in you.”




Crud. Aly just said, “Thank you, sir.”




At least Jack looked like he really didn’t like that idea. So maybe he would come up with something better.









They went with the indigenous fighters to the big village most of them had come from when they had heard the battle sounds a couple days earlier.




It looked like the fighters in the area had a standard sort of military jog that Aly was guessing was maybe six miles an hour. That was fine for guys who were only carrying a spear and a belt knife and a pouch of dried foods and a leather canteen. It was harder on men carrying eighty pounds of gear including a MOLLE pack.




At least the Paro guys could speed up their anti-grav sled and trot along with everyone. It looked to her like they deliberately let the whole echelon of fighters jog past them so they ended up at the rear of the formation before they sped up a little to keep up. So every local had gotten scanned, or at least Aly hoped so.




After most of an hour, they were moving across the grasslands and looking at a herd of wild horses. Chao called a halt, and he walked over to Aly. He handed her a rope bridle and said what she was pretty sure was, “Time for the first trial. Bridle one of those horses and ride it over to us.”




She gave him a nod of understanding. Even if she was sure the horses would bolt as soon as they smelled the fired ammo that was on her utes. Not that they would know what the smell was, but they would know it was something new and weird.




She dropped her MOLLE pack and M2HB and ammo box, and she signaled Gunny Bates to watch them. Then she jogged out toward the horses.




If she correctly remembered stuff her sister Annie had told her, then these horses could probably gallop away from her at maybe thirty or thirty-five miles an hour. There might be a couple horses that were even faster, and some that were slower. But thirty-five miles an hour in this terrain was not nearly fast enough to evade a bionic person.




Not that a horse could keep up that kind of pace. So, in theory, a really fit human could catch up to a horse after it got exhausted from running at top speed for a while. Which meant that there might be ways for a highly-trained but normal person to catch up to a horse, even if it took all day.




So, as soon as it looked like the horses were going to bolt away from her, she sped up. The horses raced away from her and toward some open forest, so she sped up even more. She sped past the slower horses and went for the gorgeous all-black horse in the middle of the pack.




She leapt onto its back and let it try to buck her off. She put some bionic pressure on its flanks with her knees, and forced it back to all fours. Then it tried to bite her, and she slapped the wooden bit of the bridle into its mouth before it could sink its teeth into her arm. After all, biting a bionic hand would probably wreck its teeth. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around its neck as she finished tying the bridle in place. Then she pulled. Hard. And she forced the horse to reverse direction. It raced hard, trying to get rid of her, but it couldn’t buck her off and it couldn’t shake her off and it couldn’t find anything to run under that would knock her off. 




She felt sorry for it. But no one had said she had to keep it.




She forced it back to the fighters, who were standing there with open mouths, looking utterly shocked. She untied the bridle as she leapt off, and the horse spun about to race back to its herd as fast as its little hooves would carry it.




Chao didn’t know what to say. But most of the other locals began singing ‘The Ballad of Hua Mulan’. Loudly. Chao said what she thought was, “The second trial will be at the village, where the bow is kept.”




It was something like that, anyway. She definitely got ‘trial’ and ‘village’ and ‘bow’ and ‘keep’.




She picked up her Ma Deuce, hung her ammo box back on her web belt, and slung the MOLLE pack on her back. Bates murmured, “Lieutenant, I don’t know how you managed that, but it looked… amazing.”




“Fucking superhuman,” Goldsmith muttered to Hardy.




Hardy muttered back, “That horse is fucking lucky she didn’t just pick it up and carry it over.”




There was no way Aly would have done that. Not that she couldn’t. But she would have had to knock it out first if she was going to carry it over. That would be really mean to the horse.




It took hours to jog the rest of the way to the main village. They could see it from a way out, since it went up the side of a steep but low hill. It was built with sturdy walls, and the defenses probably went all the way around the hill. Maybe the village did too. And it looked like a layer cake, even if each layer was a defensive wall and sturdy houses and stuff.




It looked really defensible if you only had to worry about ground assaults from guys with pikes and spears and swords. It in no way could stand up to an aerial assault from creepy aliens with rayguns that spit fireballs.




And in front of the main gates of the hill, there were a lot of wood buildings laid out in a big rectangle that was also inside a big fence, but wasn’t as fortified as the hill. The big rectangle of buildings looked like maybe the hillside village had outgrown its population, but everyone wanted to be able to run inside the fortifications if seriously bad stuff came charging their way.




A little less than half of the fighters split off to jog off to their own villages and spread the word that Hua Mulan had returned to save them once again. Crud. 




At least, if she needed to lead an assault on a Mor-Tax base, she would have willing fighters who believed in her, and not a bunch of guys who were suspicious of a foreigner and unwilling to follow some weird-looking chick with weird-colored hair. Because none of these people were blonde. Or Caucasian.




It would really help if she spoke their language a lot better. She was going to need support people if she stayed here. Flynn Carson, at a minimum, if not at least one of the Parotha. And she had no idea if Grieves would really order all of her fireteam to stay and support her. At least she had a decent grasp on a lot of the present tenses of Parinda, and she had been learning Mor-Taxan and a couple interstellar trading languages from Daniel and Flynn ever since they went to Paro. But this variant of Middle Chinese? No. She was really struggling with it, no matter how much Mandarin she knew.




They were welcomed into a ‘meeting hall’ building that was stone under the wood floors. It had stone walls up to about her shoulders then wood above that on the outside, but all-wood walls on the inside. And the rafters and ceiling were wood, with wood shingles on top. So it was actually a decent little fort unless the enemy liked fire a lot.




Jack muttered out of the corner of his mouth, “Smart move on their part. Looks welcoming, but they’re not letting us inside even the first set of hill gates.”




Really, the locals were hardly letting them more than a few yards inside the big rectangle of the non-hill village, because the hall was just inside the front gate of the village rectangle, even if the gate was wide open. Aly figured that hall was more important for dealing with the neighbors. After all, it had probably been a long time since they had to fight off a siege from weird alien beings.




Then Chao and the other fighters spoke with a couple better-dressed older guys who were probably part of the ruling council. She could follow enough of that, since the ‘Hua Mulan’ thing was present all over what they were saying, including the story about her outrunning wild horses and out-muscling an uncooperative horse. 




So they were totally going to have her do the second trial there just outside the building. Since that was just regular archery, she was good with that. If she had needed to hit a really distant and fast-moving archery target with a strange bow, it would have been a problem.





Part X



Aly watched as Colonel Grieves had the teams use one long wall inside the meeting hall for all their gear, like the MOLLE packs. Even if the Parotha wanted their anti-grav sled outside since it had dead guys in body bags on it, along with everything else. And the locals set up low tables near the other long wall, to feed everyone. Aly made sure that all of her team put their packs and gear in one area that they could keep a watch on. Just in case.




By then, the archery trial was ready just outside one long wall of the building. The line they drew on the ground was maybe seventy yards from the target they were setting up. It was a life-sized drawing of one of those big wolf-like predators, drawn on some sort of parchment-y looking material, and pinned in place on a big stack of packed hay or straw right in front of the closest village defensive wall. The wall that faced out into the plain and away from the hill fort.




Yeah. Don’t put the target up where a miss might kill downrange innocent victims.




She pretended she hadn’t noticed all the villagers peeking out from around the buildings behind her so they could watch the second trial. There was probably a long tradition of ‘your grandfather’s grandfather actually watched the previous Hua Mulan take two of her trials!’




Okay, a ton of her op force were peeking out the windows of the meeting hall.




She looked at the target with her telescopic vision, and she could see that areas had been lightly marked on the drawing that were probably instantly fatal even with an arrow, like right in the brain and right in the heart. So she needed to hit those spots.




Then she saw the bow. Wow. It was a gorgeous, elegant recurved bow that looked like it belonged in a museum. It was also a big, heavy, wood bow that would probably take one of the stronger men in the village to draw and shoot. That was a pretty good test if the local girls couldn’t even draw that thing without getting superpowers. And the quiver of arrows looked amazing. They had some really great arrow makers, because those arrow shafts looked perfectly straight, and the arrowheads looked really symmetrical, and the feathering at the back end looked really great. Not that she knew what perfectly-fletched arrows were supposed to look like, but these just looked awesome.




She checked, “How many practice arrows do I get?”




“Four at most. Then you will fire five arrows at the target.”




That seemed pretty reasonable.




Jack asked her, “Have you ever fired an arrow before?”




She shrugged a little. “Not since… stuff. But at summer camp. So I know not to smack my ear off and stuff.” And she had done pretty okay at archery at summer camp. The camp director knew her dad and told her that she was better at archery than her dad was when he was a teen. Even if Aly wasn’t sure that had really been true, because the camp director had a weird ‘sort of old friends but not quite’ thing with her dad. It was like her dad thought they were old friends, but the camp director thought they were old frenemies.




She also wasn’t going to bother with the archery ‘glove’ things they offered her for finger protection, or the archery sleeve things they had so you could lace them tightly around your forearm for protection when you let go of the string. Not with her bionics.




She took the bow and tested the string with a couple tugs. Really sturdy. Not a problem for her, but probably a massive problem for a lot of people who didn’t work out regularly so they could become archers. She slipped the quiver over one shoulder so she could reach into it, pull out an arrow, nock it, and fire it. Then she made sure she had the right grip on the bow.




She set her feet in a martial arts stance so she was properly braced. The air was almost still. She ought to be able to hit her target repeatedly as long as she didn’t move her feet and they didn’t move the target.




She lined up the first practice arrow and fired. She could see that she was a couple inches high. That bow didn’t have much drop at this range. Her second arrow hit the little ‘heart’ target. So she put the next five arrows into the little ‘heart’ shape. She got really close to putting one arrow right into the butt of an earlier arrow, which would have made her look like Robin Hood or something.




The villagers started chanting ‘Hua Mulan!’ again, and some of them started singing the ballad too. Crud, was that embarrassing.




And while some villagers moved the piles of hay and the target, and others took the bow and arrows back up the hill, Chao explained to her that the third trial would be after dinner and after dark, when the gates and walls would be guarded and she would have to sneak up the hill into the village past all the guards to steal the little triangular flag flying on the roof of the highest building, up at the top of the hill. 




Aly took a good look with her telescopic vision. That building was three stories tall, with a steep wood-shingled roof and lots of balcony stuff. There was definitely a little structure on top of the roof, and she could see that there were three triangular flags flying on a vertical flagpole coming up off of that. The flagpole wasn’t that high, and the flags looked more like signal flags than national flags, so maybe that was a message for neighboring villages. Or people returning to the village from whatever. Farming or hunting or soldiering or stuff.




Okay, that looked pretty easy. For a bionic person, anyway.




The dinner was pretty good, even if she overheard a couple guys whispering that they’d rather have the MREs.




Then, once it got dark, Chao waited until the guards had jogged inside the hill gates, and the gates were slammed shut. It sounded to her like a large beam was slapped in place to lock the gates closed. He led her outside the village rectangle and over to an array of tools. There was an iron thing like a grappling hook with maybe fifty feet of rope, and a collapsible wood ladder, and a pair of iron tiger-claw things to strap on your hands, and a stone ball with a hole drilled through the middle and rope tied through the hole. She didn’t need any of that, but she took the grappling hook with its rope. Just in case.




Chao waited until some of the ruling council and some of the fighters had gathered around. Then he said what she thought was, “Local girls know the village and the sentries, but I do not think you need any of that.”




She gave him a smile and tried to say, “Thank you for the compliment. How long do I have?”




He tried to work out what she had said, and he replied, “Until morning.”




Wow, that was tons of time. For her, anyway.




He added, “We will wait here for you to bring the flag.”




She nodded, “Thank you. Your faith in me is a great honor.” From the confused looks on some of the faces, she hadn’t said that quite right. She hoped she hadn’t actually said something more like ‘your faith in me is a big fish.’




She coiled up the rope and tied it, so it was out of the way. Then she held the grappling hook in one hand and jogged off into the darkness. 




She waited until she was sure she was out of sight of all the watchers before she sped up. She raced off to the side, even though the high guard wall apparently went all the way around the hill. And then she moved as quietly as she could up to the wall.




She listened bionically until a pair of guards walked past. Then she stepped back far enough to get a running start, and she sprinted right at the wall. She jumped high enough to get a hand on the rock coaming along the top of the wall, and she pulled herself up on top of the wall.




Ooh! Someone had rounded off the inner edges of the coaming so an invader with a grappling hook was going to be out of luck. Good on them. There was also a high wooden walkway along the inside of the walls, so guards and fighters could defend the wall from attackers. And the walkway had a rounded outer edge too. That was good.




It also made her wonder how much experience these people had in defending their village from other humans.




She took a fast nightvision look around before she leapt down to the ground inside the first wall, and she darted up a deserted staircase between two buildings. She darted along another walkway and up to the second defensive wall. That was pretty easy to get over too. She just moved to each wall, listened for guards, and jumped the wall. By the time she got to the sixth defensive wall, she was nearly at the top of the hill.




And from the top of the final wall, she had a great view of the target building. It was mostly stone on the bottom floor, and all wood on the next two floors, with lots of places where a defender could fire arrows down on invaders. The roof was laid out in thin overlapping planks instead of shingles, but the planks were laid out so rain and snow would run off instead of making lots of leaks inside.




She leapt off the wall, ran through the garden area, and leapt up to the second balcony level. From there, it was easy to jump to a third-level balcony that stuck out extra-far, and from there she could easily leap up onto the edge of the roof.




She moved quietly across the roof toward the center of the building. There was that little thing like a dovecote that was maybe five feet high, and on top of that structure was that flagpole with the flag hanging on a rope you could run up and down, so someone could get to it and lower it or change the flag or whatever they did for signals.




She stopped at the slight noise that came from just up ahead of her.




An old man stepped from behind the dovecote. He was holding a Mor-Taxan fireball rifle. And he was holding it like he knew how to use it.




In the local language, he sneered, “So, Hua Mulan. You are greater than the rumors about you. Too bad you shall not succeed in this trial.” He lined up his rifle shot and added, “To life immortal!”




She switched to Mor-Taxan. “I spit upon your life immortal.”




He gaped at that. And she moved. She moved faster than he could react. She threw the grappling hook as she dropped flat to the roof.




The iron ‘grappling hook’ caught him right in the face before he could pull the trigger. He went flying backward and barely scraped against the roof before he was falling to the ground below with a loud, icky crunch.




Aly dashed down the slope of the roof to make sure he was totally dead. And… eww. He had landed across an ornamental fence that was topped with spikes. And those spikes were totally not ornamental.




She dashed back to the dovecote, hauled down the flag, and slid down the roof so she could drop to the ground near the Mor-Taxan, which was already starting to turn to goop. She grabbed up the fireball rifle and grappling hook, made sure there was nothing else important on the Mor-Taxan like, say, a raygun pistol, and she ran.




Guards were rushing over because of the noise, so she had to leap up on top of one of the walls and hide for a few moments until some guards had rushed past her. Then she leapt down, moved to the next wall, and once the way was clear, she jumped to the top of that one too. She moved down the back side of the hill, which was just as crowded with streets and buildings and stuff as the front side.




Once she jumped down off the lowest defensive wall, she moved out past the outer buildings and ran around the hill to get back to her starting point. She made a detour over to the hall where her fireteam was waiting, along with the other teams.




She stepped in and went straight to Jack O’Neill. She handed him the Mor-Taxan rifle and said, “They’ve got infiltrators. Get Garjit to scan the whole ruling council and military leadership.”




“Who was it?” Jack checked.




She explained, “It was one of the councilors we hadn’t met yet. He’s goop now. But he may not be the only one.”




He nodded grumpily. “Right. Where there’s one cockroach, there’s always more.”




She added, “And he spoke their language really well. I think that means that they get most of the relevant knowledge from the brain of the body they take over.”




He agreed, “Yeah, I was assuming that just from what you said about our ‘problem children’ back on Paro.”




Right. Because ‘Henry Barksdale’ had spoken perfect English even though the Mor-Taxan inside him had only had that body for a few days. 




She pushed, “So they could be controlling important people on Earth already.” Even though she wasn’t allowed to tell the APC people about Las Vegas and SHEDU and stuff. Yet. No matter how stupid it was not to tell the people who really needed to know.




He gave her a tiny nod. “Right. Already been freaking out about that one. And I’ve already asked the general to put a Mor-Tax sensor at our mantrap up top, as well as in the door room. We’ve still got to get something up and running and tested.”




Aly thought about the injured Mor-Taxan Fred and JJ had caught in Las Vegas. She wasn’t allowed to talk about that thing. Then she thought about the FBI guys at Tucker Wells’ latest underground lair. She asked, “Has anybody tried training K-9 dogs? Maybe using scoops of the goop they melt into when they die?”




He admitted, “Beckett got a few quarts of that crap, back on Paro. That’s what they’re testing the APC sensors against already. I’ll run the ‘sniffer dogs’ idea past Carter and see what he says.”




She just said, “Sniffer dogs would be pretty handy. We could run ’em through a portal with us and check out people wherever we went.”




He smiled, “And we could train ’em to bite people on command.”




She had a feeling she knew just where Jack wanted his trained dogs to bite people. Especially Maybourne.




She walked back to the starting point and handed the little flag to Chao. And she handed back the grappling hook. She just said, “I have completed the third trial. Is the fourth trial ready?”




He looked really uncomfortable at that. “Perhaps not. They have captured an enemy, but it is… not what we would ask you to battle.”




Okay, that sounded suspicious. Maybe mega-suspicious.




He looked kind of frustrated as he stared at a couple guys who were dressed nicer than he was. He said, “I have asked that you be allowed to see the enemy before you decide whether to fight it.”




Eww. That didn’t sound good. She had several ideas about it, but she wasn’t going to ask questions right then. So she did as they wanted, and returned to that ‘meeting hall’ that Grieves had already decided they would camp in. That did help with a lot of little details, like not needing to get tents out and not needing to set up a firepit and stuff. There were still going to be firewatches all night, but they wouldn’t have to be as heavy as a firewatch back at that battle area.




Colonel Grieves directed the three lieutenants to arrange stuff like the previous night, with three four-hour watches, each of which would have four guards. This time, Kershaw and Ford knew more about their people, so Aly didn’t get to claim the first firewatch. They rotated. Aly’s team got the third firewatch, while Ford’s team got the first firewatch. And Gunny Bates, who preferred getting the last firewatch of the night, told her she could sleep in and he would handle the watch with a couple of their team.




The downside of that? The next night, her team would have the middle watch. Ugh.




After a nice dinner with a stewed meat that might have been horse or oxen, because it totally wasn’t pig or chicken, Aly briefed Colonel Grieves and Jack on the progress of the Four Trials.




Grieves looked astonished. “You’ve already completed the first three trials, just in the time it took us to double-time it here and settle in and eat?”




“Aye, sir,” she answered. “But the fourth Trial is a trial by combat, and Chao is antsy about it. I think they’ve got something that’s not a Mor-Taxan in a spacesuit or a Mor-Taxan in a human body.”




“Which would be….” Jack nudged.




She sighed a little. “I think they caught a Mor-Taxan in the body of one of their apex predators. Maybe something the size of a mastodon. Or something like a cave bear. They live with the wild horses, and archery is a natural part of their lives, so they probably see the first three trials as ‘normal’ in some sense, but fighting a carnivorous mastodon-sized thing is… not.”




Jack asked, “But you could take a mastodon in hand-to-hand, right? Or would that be hand-to-paw?”




“Aye, sir.”




Maybourne gave her a raised eyebrow. “Is there anything you wouldn’t be willing to fight in hand-to-hand?”




She spilled, “Aye, colonel. I wouldn’t want to tackle a swarm of army ants. Or a river full of starving piranha.”




Grieves checked, “What about an alien in power armor?”




She admitted, “This Marine has fought power armor before.”




“Holy crap!” Jack whispered under his breath. Maybourne just let out a slow whistle, showing he was pretty impressed by that.




Jack led her off to the other side of the room. “You’ve really fought power armor? In hand-to-hand? You obviously won, because you’re here now, but power armor?”




Maybe she shouldn’t have admitted that. She sighed, “Sorry colonel, but it’s need to know. I shouldn’t have revealed what I did.”




He let out a slow breath. “You know I watched the sim on the protections for level six, but… You can do more than that?”




She tried not to wince. “Classified. Sorry, sir.”




He nodded uncomfortably. “Right, right… I gotta stop underestimating you.”




Still, he stuck with her when the local ruling council and military leaders wanted to talk to her. And he called Flynn and Garjit over.




But it was pretty simple. One of the ruling council had disappeared, and he had been the hardliner who wanted her to face the fourth trial with no chance to say no. Chao was loudly saying that the man had probably run away in shame, but the other councilors didn’t want to say that. So, in a few hours, they would convene and lead her to a secret stronghold nearby, where the ‘being’ was trapped, and she would get to decide whether to battle it.




Aly was pretty sure that the councilor hadn’t run away. She was pretty sure he was the Mor-Taxan she had knocked off that roof. But she wasn’t going to say that. Not right then, anyway.




Because she had a plan. She was going to win that fourth trial, and be their Hua Mulan. Then she was going to order that all the ruling councils and all the military leaders needed to get scanned by Garjit, so she could get rid of any other Mor-Taxans who might be hiding among these people.




And then she was going to find the Mor-Tax bases and spacecraft around the astria porta, and she was going to kick those slimy Mor-Taxans off this planet. 




No matter what she had to do to make it happen.





Part XI



Aly kept Flynn and Garjit there for translation, because she needed to know more stuff. Like, were all of the indigenous pop nearby? Because, if there were no people anywhere else to take over, then the Mor-Taxans weren’t going to waste their time getting exposed to diseases they couldn’t combat on other continents.




And yeah, the locals all stayed within a couple days’ jog of the Great Stone Ring, because throughout their history, the gods had delivered great gifts to them there. Like the herds of wild horses, many of which became domesticated horses. And plowshares and yokes and oxen. And stuff for mining, like picks and hammers and chisels. And stuff for woodworking. So no one was willing to move too far away from the Great Stone Ring and miss out on awesome party gifts. Even if throughout their history, there had been plenty of guys who left on exploratory missions and came back with maps and cool plants and stuff… or never came back.




Okay, their population was still low enough that having everyone in this area wasn’t going to be an issue for a long time. Unless someone messed up their society with mega-high tech and their population exploded. And no one would need to do that, if she could wipe out the Mor-Taxans. Even if it took her years to do that.




She needed to find a way to locate those creeps’ base. Or bases.




She talked with Flynn and Garjit, and she asked Garjit, “Would it be possible for your people to put a satellite or an exploration spacecraft in orbit, so we could search for Mor-Taxan bases and spacecraft?”




Garjit thought it over. “I do not know. I would have to go back to Paro and talk to some people. But we certainly could not do that in a few weeks. It would take much longer.”




Okay, he didn’t say ‘weeks’. He said the closest Parinda equivalent. And that was pretty much what she was expecting. It wasn’t like Garjit was the head Herbert of his country. And it wasn’t like they could send a spaceship from Paro to Senakani overnight, like a FedEx package. Sure, they could move stuff through the astria porta like a six foot wide satellite, but all the equipment to launch that satellite and get it in the right orbits would be way messier.




And she didn’t think Flynn was funny when he was telling Garjit in Parinda that they could just haul a satellite through the astria porta and then let Lieutenant Mackenzie throw it into orbit.




Then Garjit wanted to talk to the ruling council some more, and of course Flynn wanted to listen to that, so Aly walked back to the meeting hall to talk to Jack about planning and leading an ‘insurrection’. She didn’t know what all Jack had done as a Special Ops officer, and she knew he couldn’t tell her that stuff anyway, but he was bound to have gotten lots of training on this kind of stuff. She was pretty sure he could talk to her about stuff he had been taught. Unless it was bad stuff.




She was moving by herself through the darkness, so she had her bionic hearing turned up and her nightvision running. Not that she was being paranoid. Not when there were Mor-Taxan infiltrators around, and some of them probably had really high-tech camo and transport and weaponry.




And that was why she heard the soft noises coming from over by the Paro anti-grav sled and ‘tent’. Where the light was out, which meant that Mazan wasn’t there either. And a faint, red light was not-quite-showing, although her nightvision could spot it. She slid over there as quietly as she could, and peeked around the corner of the tent. 




And it wasn’t Maybourne.




Aly hissed, “Kershaw!”




Lieutenant Kershaw twitched so hard she nearly dropped both her red-lensed flashlight and also the piece of Paro hardware in her other hand. She gasped, “Mackenzie! Shit!”




Aly heard a click and the buzz of capacitors from behind her, as she suddenly was overwhelmed with a wave of exhaustion and confusion. Her knees buckled, and she collapsed face-first to the ground. It was all she could do not to pass out.




Kershaw hissed, “What are we going to do with her?”




A man growled, “What do you think? Disarm her. You go out through the gate and shoot one of the grazers with your silencer, and I’ll dump her over beside it, and we’ll let the local predators handle things before Maybourne gets back here.”




Aly was nearly unconscious, but she knew that meant that the voice wasn’t Maybourne. Oh. It was-




Kershaw whispered, “If we get caught doing that…”




The man whispered back, “Don’t worry, there’ll be no evidence of anything… Jesus, she’s moving!”




Kershaw gasped, “How is she not out yet?”




And there was another faint click and buzz, and Aly was out cold.







Aly woke up. Someone was gently pressing a cold, wet cloth to her face.




It was Chao. He looked really worried. He explained, “One of our guards found you out where you could have been eaten by night predators. You looked unhurt. But you could not be awakened.”




She struggled to sit up, and she looked around. She was in a cave, in a huge hollowed-out room that was mostly a dome. Not counting the huge pit fifty feet from them. There were torches all around the room, and they were flickering in a light breeze blowing from a tunnel off to her right, and then leaving through a tunnel off to her left.




There were maybe four dozen men there. Based on the clothing, a lot of them were of the ruling council, and a lot of them were local military leaders. A bunch of the others were dressed slightly differently, but still in the ‘I am more important than the farmers and ranchers’ kinds of clothes.




Chao saw her looking, and told her, “Yes, Hua Mulan. Many of the neighboring villages wanted to see you in your fourth trial. But I do not think you should do this.”




There was something moving around down in the pit. Something big. And it smelled like… she didn’t know. But there was definitely dried blood mixed in that smell. And maybe a ‘wet fur’ smell like when your dog had been out in the creek the day before when it had rained, and he still wasn’t fully dried out yet but you still wanted to go play with him.




She struggled to her feet. She didn’t have her web belt or her weapons or anything. She was in her utes and her boots. She could tell she had her OSI thin-plate body armor on under her ute blouse, and that was about it. It was a good thing Kershaw and her partner hadn’t known about Aly’s OSI armor, or they might have stripped her naked to make sure she didn’t have that either. Jerkheads.




She took a deep breath. And she carefully asked, “What must I do?”




One of the leaders uncomfortably said, “The fourth trial is a trial of combat. But not like this. It has never been more than Hua Mulan against a man who… is not a man.”




She nodded, “Right. When she killed him, he turned into a pile of slime.”




The leader used what was probably their words for ‘pile of slime’ or ‘blob of goo’. Aly just nodded in agreement.




She stepped forward to the pit. It was thirty feet deep, with straight sides. About six feet below the rim, there was a ring of wooden spears pointing down to keep something in the pit. Something massive.




Her nightvision told her what it was. She had guessed ‘cave bear’ based on the footprints. She hadn’t guessed it was that massively huge. It was on all fours right then, and it was maybe fourteen feet from nose to tail-tip. It looked like it weighed maybe two tons. It had huge incisors and really big teeth, to go with some pretty nasty-looking claws.




It looked up at her and roared. In Mor-Taxan. “To life immortal!”




She muttered, “Well… crud.”







Jack O’Neill thought he was going to explode in anger. Kershaw was claiming that she caught Mackenzie stealing from the Paro boys’ super-sled, and Mackenzie just dropped everything including her web belt, and ran off into the darkness.




Maybourne smiled nastily, “I was with Mazan, and as we came around the corner, Lieutenant Kershaw pointed at Mackenzie and called out, ‘there she goes.’ I saw her. Mazan probably did too.”




Jack snarled, “Are we talkin’ about the same Lieutenant Mackenzie here? Runs at a hundred miles an hour while carrying a quarter ton of supplies and firepower? Has a Ma Deuce that could have blown both of you away in a fraction of a second? Caught Harry when he was trying to break into the Paro ‘tent’ the other night?”




Maybourne slimed, “Why Jack… are you saying you don’t believe me? I have an alibi!”




Jack looked over at Grieves. “Come on, Sean, you’re not falling for this bullshit, are you?”




Grieves glared at him. “Colonel O’Neill. You will stand down. I’m accepting Colonel Maybourne’s account, and you will too, or else you are going to be court-martialed.”




Fucking NID. There was no way he was letting these bastards screw over Mackenzie.




What the hell. If he got court-martialed and convicted and sent to Leavenworth, that was pretty close to Hutchinson. Sarah could come visit him regularly.







Aly looked down at the monster predator. It was a ‘bear’ in the sense that killer whales were cute little dolphins.




She wondered how much concentrated firepower it had taken AP-3 to take down one of those bear-things. Or maybe the Paro guys had used some high-tech weaponry they had brought along.




So, if three of those ‘bears’ had attacked the AP-3 campsite and one had been killed there, that left two more. Even if one of those two was this creep. And who knew how many other bear-things were Mor-Taxans in hiding? And what was this going to do to the local ecological food webs?




She checked, “And do you want me to fight that thing with just my hands?”




Several of the leaders looked positively shocked at the idea. Chao led her over to one side of the cave, where there were weapons standing against the wall. There were a couple swords of different sizes and shapes. There were three spears of different weights, one of which had a crossguard like a boarspear. Okay, she didn’t think there was any way that crossguard would stand up to a charge from that ‘cave bear’. There were twin butterfly swords and several fighting knives.




She took the twin butterfly swords. They were well-made, and she knew some forms for them. On the other hand, half a dozen leaders looked at her like ‘Hua Mulan has returned!’ Crud.




She asked Chao, “How did your people catch that thing?”




He smiled mercilessly. “A lure. Some hunters who ‘failed’ to kill it and ‘ran in terror’ into this cave, leading it to this trap, which it fell into. But we know there are more of them out there.”




She nodded at that. She thought there were more of them out there too.




Two of the fighters tied one end of a narrow rope ladder to a post driven into the ground, and they carefully dropped it between two of the spears so she could climb down. Right. Like a Mor-Taxan would play fair and let her climb down and then get set before it attacked. She held the butterfly swords like they were wings, and she hopped down onto two of the downward-pointing spears. 




The bear raced over to catch her in its jaws as she fell.




She leapt over the bear and landed well behind it. By the time it spun about to face her, she was standing up and facing it with her weapons out. And crud, was it huge. Even on all fours, its face was above hers. If it stood up on its hind legs, it would probably be sixteen or seventeen feet high.




Before it could attack, she said in her most guttural voice, “Too doe nakotae!” She moved sideways.




It froze for a moment. It totally wasn’t expecting her to speak Mor-Taxan, much less to state their fanatical creed, ‘to life immortal!’ It moved sideways to keep facing her, so they were walking in a circle within the pit.




It managed to speak Mor-Taxan, even with those massive jaws. “You are one of The People?”




She stayed with Mor-Taxan, even if she only knew enough that Daniel and Flynn didn’t get frustrated teaching her. “Yes. I came here through the Ring. I need a ship to go to our Home.”




“And you plan to do that by killing me?”




She stayed with Mor-Taxan, even if she was struggling. “No. You tell me where our bases are. I pretend to kill you. You lie here. I go get help so we can get you out.”




“I think… not.” And the ‘bear’ lunged at her.




Which was just what she was expecting, because Mor-Taxans were about as trustworthy as scorpions. And about as nasty. Okay, maybe that was insulting. To scorpions.




She had already hit the plateau before she had landed at the bottom of the pit. So she had no trouble reacting fast enough. She darted to her left and forward. As the bear overran her position, she sliced into it with both swords. One deep slice across its shoulder, and another deep slice just above its elbow.




The bear screamed in pain and spun to put its hurt leg away from her. It roared in Mor-Taxan, “You (something bad-sounding she didn’t know)! I will kill you!”




She stuck to Mor-Taxan. “No. You will try. You will fail. Follow my orders, or die.”




The bear moved back a step and actually thought it over.







Jack O’Neill assessed his options, and they didn’t look good if his direct command was part of the problem. So he went for ‘mutiny’.




“Okay, fine.” And he turned his head enough to yell at all the non-coms and grunts over on the far side of the room. “Heads up! Cole! Bates! Greer! Get over here with your teams and take these assholes into custody! They may have murdered Mackenzie!”




Now that got a reaction. All three of the sergeants, and all of Mackenzie’s fireteam came up off the floor like he’d just yelled ‘hey, they have whorehouses here!’




Okay, given the looks on those faces, it was more like he’d just yelled, ‘hey, these assholes just shot your parents!’




Maybe this mutiny thing was going to work. Not that he wouldn’t be up to his ass in trouble when he went back to the APC. But if he could rescue Mackenzie, it would be worth it.




He announced, “Okay, the NID officers stole from the Paro guys and did something to Mackenzie so they could blame her. And Grieves is backing them.”




Maybourne slimed, “But I have an alibi! I was with Mazan at the time.”




Mazan finally spoke up. He calmly said, “No Harry, you do not. You actively made an effort to keep me away from the tent and the sled, and you only pretended to see Mackenzie running away upon our return.”




Jack gave Harry a nasty smile at that point. He said, “Okay. Let’s look through their stuff. Their MOLLE packs and web belts and anything else. I wanna know what they snitched from Mazan and Garjit.”




Mazan added, “I looked over everything, and it appears that the ‘sleep ray’ and one of the Mor-Taxan sensors are missing, along with a control box and at least one of the forearm-mounting monitor screens.”




Jack said, “All right. Bates. You and your fireteam guard our problems. Cole. You and your fireteam go through their gear. I get to interrogate Maybourne and find out what they did with Mackenzie.”




Maybourne gave Jack his usual oily smirk. “Jack, you don’t really think you can make me talk if I don’t want to, do you?”




Jack gave the asshole his nastiest ‘smile’. “Nope. But when else am I ever gonna get the chance to smash your toes one by one with a big hammer?”




Bates pulled a butterfly knife out of his web belt and expertly flipped it open with a wicked flourish. “Sir! This Marine would be willing to demonstrate what the Mor-Taxans did to Lieutenant Mackenzie’s back. Even though this is not a skinning knife.”




Maybourne still had that oily smile, but he was starting to sweat. The only problem was that other people spotted it.




Kershaw suddenly stepped forward and lied, “Colonel O’Neill! I would like to confess. I did all of it. I waited until Colonel Maybourne was chatting with Mazan, and I went through the contents of the sled. I hid the sensor and forearm monitor and remote control in Colonel Maybourne’s MOLLE pack, while I hid what looked like an auxiliary unit in my own pack. When I was detected by Lieutenant Mackenzie, I lured her out into the grassy area out in front of the village and shot her with the sleep ray. I left her there, and I hid the sleep ray in Colonel Grieves’ MOLLE pack.”




Maybourne pretended, “Kershaw, I’m shocked! Shocked and appalled! To think I put so much trust in you…” What a fricking sleazebag.




Jack immediately turned to Lieutenant Ford. “Ford, get your team out there right now, before anything has a chance to sneak over and chew on Mackenzie. Or drag her off. Use as much light as you want.”




“Yes sir!” Ford and his team ran out the door, weapons and lights at the ready.




Grieves glared at him. “Colonel O’Neill. If you don’t stop this nonsense, then I will be filing charges against you as soon as we walk back through the ‘door’.”




Maybourne smiled greasily, “You know, I think I will too.”




Jack stared at both of them. “Maybe you two haven’t figured it out yet, but we’re days away from that ‘door’. And you’ve pissed off most of your op force. Not to mention what’ll happen to both of you as soon as Mazan tells the villagers that you helped murder Hua Mulan just when she’s most needed.”




Mazan volunteered, “And if we do reach the porta, I foresee an embarrassing problem due to your lieutenant’s mishandling of our sensor tech, where both of you might read as possibly Mor-Taxan, so we would need to take you to Paro for intensive study. Which might take a very long time.”




Jack looked over at Maybourne and asked, “Harry, any reason why you’re suddenly looking particularly… sweaty?”




Mazan smiled coldly. “Perhaps it is because the colonel helpfully explained to us about ‘enhanced interrogation’ and he saw some of the techniques we harmless, bureaucratic Herberts have at our disposal.”




So Jack piled on. “And it’s not like anyone is gonna believe Kershaw. She ‘lured’ Mackenzie out into the darkness and shot her with a sleep ray? Right. In this terrain, Mackenzie probably runs at a hundred twenty miles per. Maybe a lot more. And she’s got better nightvision than a tiger, plus infrared. There’s no way one person could keep ahead of her, much less keep ahead and then sneak up on her to ambush her with a weapon Mackenzie would see in the dark. I’m thinking a two or three person job, while Maybourne was busy distracting Mazan.”




Grieves finally looked worried. Not that Jack wasn’t already a lot more than worried. Because there was still no sign of Lieutenant Mackenzie, either alive or dead.





Part XII



Aly went flying backward and smashed into one of the walls of the pit. Fortunately, it was smooth, hard-packed clay instead of jagged stone. 




Crud, that hurt. She was going to have a giganto circular paw-sized bruise on her front, and a wall-shaped bruise on her back.




Stupid fast, sneaky Mor-Taxan. He had caught her by surprise while she was trying to get past his front legs for a strike at his abdomen. If she hadn’t had that body armor under her ute blouse, she would probably have clawmarks ripped into her torso. Or through her torso.




As it was, she had the wind knocked out of her. Not that she needed to breathe in order to fight. Which was a good thing, because the bear was charging in to polish her off.




He raised up his uninjured front leg to smash her with his paw, and she struck. She plunged one butterfly sword into his paw, and she slashed at his throat with the other. The first sword stabbed all the way through his paw, but the second sword merely cut into the massive jaw muscles without doing enough damage.




The bear pulled back its leg as fast as it could to get the sword out of its paw, and she dashed past it, slashing a long line down its side before taking a slash at the back of its rear leg.




No luck there. The bear wheeled around to get its back parts away from her, and she only managed a superficial cut on its rear leg, not the hamstringing or the slice into the femoral artery she had tried for.




The bear let her move to the far side of the pit, while it assessed its situation. She had managed to make damaging cuts on one front leg, the paw of the other front leg, and its face, plus a bunch of nuisance-value cuts that would wear it down over time. And its most successful maneuver had given her two bruises.




She wasn’t going to tell it that it had knocked the wind out of her and nearly taken her out of the fight with one blow.




She waited until she could breathe again, and she tried in Mor-Taxan, “Follow my orders, or die.”




“You can get me out of here?”




She lied, “If I know where to go so I can get help.”




It sagged a little. “We are based on top of and around the twin towers down the valley. There is nothing on this stinking planet except the Ring and the little villages around it. There are not enough usable bodies here. Both our ships have left to return to Our Homeworld, and we may have to wait years for their return, or else get past the new forces to use the Ring. After you rescue me, you will need to use the Ring to escape this world.”




She nodded. “Acceptable. Now lunge at me. I will pretend to hack at your throat. You drop and play dead. They will pull me out. I will take them out of here. Then I will need a couple hours to reach the twin towers and mount a rescue mission.”




“Good. I attack now.”




And the bear lunged forward, although not at its best speed even with an injured foot and slashed leg.




She dodged to one side and leapt onto its back, where she used all of her strength to slash into its neck and through its spinal column. It dropped dead as she leapt off its bulk. She really didn’t need to get accidentally buried under two tons of dead bear-thing.




She listened carefully for its heartbeat, which she was pretty sure had stopped. Not that it was easy to tell, when dozens of people up near the rim of the pit were screaming ‘Hua Mulan! Hua Mulan! Hua Mulan!’




Okay, it had started turning into two tons of goo. So it was definitely dead. Even if that goo was going to spread out, so she was going to have to move, or end up with goo all over her good combat boots.




Crud. Now they were singing parts of that ballad too. She just knew that Oscar would tell Rinkin about this, and Rinkin would tease her for like weeks. Especially when the Mulan of the ballad was not like the Mulan of the Disney movies. No way. The Hua Mulan of the ballad was such a great warrior that no one ever suspected she wasn’t a powerful male fighter, and it was only years after she retired, when some of her fellow fighters sought her out at her home, that they found out.




And Jack would totally tease her about it. And Daniel would bug her about the whole Mulan history and folklore and stuff.




At least a bunch of these guys had great singing voices.







Jack watched as some kind of firework fired up into the air, about two big hills over. And then a matching firework got launched from the village where they were based. And then a couple more fireworks went off from what were probably the closest villages. 




The fireworks spread up and down the valley area. Maybe every village that had ‘heard the word’ needed to notify the next village along.




He said to Maybourne, “Gee, Harry. Looks like you just dodged a charge of accessory to first degree murder. Hua Mulan probably won’t even bother to press charges for giving her a nice nap.”




Ford and his team came back into the meeting hall. “Colonel? Does that mean what I think it means?”




Jack nodded, “Yep.” He even popped the ‘p’ to annoy Maybourne. “Our little Hua Mulan probably just completed her fourth trial. Already. And if I know my Mulans, she probably figured out where those creepy bastards are hiding out.”




Then a slew of the villagers were running out through the big gate in the outer fence, and facing where that first firework came from. He didn’t spot the signal they had gotten, but maybe it was just a response to the fireworks.




And a few minutes after that, a herd of horses came stomping their way at a gallop. No, a pack of horse riders on horses. Chao and ‘Hua Mulan’ were leading them. Mackenzie didn’t look like a horsewoman, and everyone was riding bareback, but she sure had that stallion under control. It had a look in its eyes like she had scared the crap out of it a little earlier.




Jack joined in when all the villagers started yelling, “Hua Mulan! Hua Mulan!” It looked like Mackenzie was about to turn bright red in embarrassment, so it was extra fun to yell. Mainly though, he was really searching through the crowd, in case someone was a Mor-Taxan in a villager-suit and was planning on shooting Mackenzie with something nasty.




Nope. Fortunately. It looked like Mackenzie had taken out Mister Mor-Tax already.




And that was some solid leadership there. Mackenzie was already getting the ruling council to walk past Garjit’s sensor system. And the military types, and the people from other villages too. Everyone seemed to want to be a part of the army of Hua Mulan, which was going to be a problem when these guys ran up against Mor-Taxans on stealthed anti-gravity craft with ranged weapons.




For that matter, he doubted these horses were warhorses, at least not in the sense of nineteenth and twentieth century Earth cavalries. One good fireball or explosion, and most of these horses would panic like headless chickens. He didn’t even have any idea how many of them had been trained enough that they could get splattered with blood on a battlefield and not panic.




Crap. He hated this part of Spec Ops. Anyone he liked inevitably was too competent to keep off the front lines and got chewed up. Mackenzie obviously thought Chao was great, like a favorite uncle or something. And Chao would be leading a charge against impossible odds, unless someone came up with alternatives. And that someone would have to be someone like him. So once again, it would be his responsibility when people he liked, or people Mackenzie liked, got horribly killed.




The only good part about people like Maybourne was they could do that job and not break inside, so he didn’t have to do that job. And so people like Mackenzie didn’t have to do that job. Unfortunately, Maybourne had gone and gotten himself and his NID buddies disqualified.




Not that he thought Mackenzie could do that part of the job. Not a chance. People like Mackenzie assigned themselves to the front line and the front of the charge. People like Mackenzie got themselves killed before they could watch others die and then break inside.




That was absolutely not happening on his watch.




He needed to make another call to General Carter. This one would probably go even less swell.







“Crud.” Aly was totally embarrassed at having all these people chanting for her, and singing chunks of that ballad. And other stuff.




Chao looked over at her and parroted, “Crud!”




The other horsemen looked at her, and at Chao, and yelled, “CRUD!” And then some of the villagers were chanting, “Crud! Crud! Crud!”




Oh crud, this was already not going great. And she still had to go turn in Lieutenant Kershaw and the guy who shot her with that stolen sleep ray. Which would not go great, because she was sure the shooter was Colonel Grieves, her field commander.




“Crud! Crud! Crud!”







Jack finished, “Understood, sir. O’Neill out.” Then he contacted the base camp and made sure they weren’t keeping the ‘door’ open, and they would be expecting incoming through the ring pretty soon.




“That went well,” he lied to Sergeant Bates. On the upside, he hadn’t actually had his ass physically chewed off. Just figuratively. Maybe it wasn’t a great idea to put all your other officers under arrest. Well, all of them except Ford and their very own Mulan, who was still outside blushing bright red from having tons of locals screaming her name over and over.




“Aye, colonel,” lied Bates, who had heard the whole convo.




“That is sarcasm, isn’t it?” checked Garjit, who had also heard the entire thing.




Jack nodded tiredly. “Yep. A classic standby in the American repertoire of humor and almost-humor.”




Garjit pointed out, “It did sound like the outcome that the Parotha would prefer, even if that might not be what your judicial methods would… Is ‘advocate’ the right word?”




“Probably,” Jack admitted. “And can you get your anti-gravity ‘flying saucer’ to move as fast as our dune buggies?”




Garjit admitted, “If my mathematics are correct, which is not a certainty, then yes. Its top speed in these conditions should be around… I think forty miles an hour in your measurements. But I would be happier if Mazan checked my calculations. Or your Lieutenant Mackenzie, who seems to be remarkably good as a generalist.”




Jack spilled, “Yeah, our little Hua Mulan does pretty much everything the situation demands. Even if it’s not humanly possible.”




Garjit did the Paro equivalent of a nod. “I did overhear some of the warriors who witnessed her fourth trial in that cave. She fought… Paro no longer has anything like the equivalent, except in genetic preservation after… I believe your word is ‘paleontology’. But apparently she described it as ‘a two ton cave-bear’.”




Jack tried not to wince. But yeah, he could see her fighting something insane like that, if she needed to. Or she thought she needed to. “What’d she fight it with? Anti-tank missiles?” Of course, Garjit completely missed his sarcasm.




Garjit revealed, “A pair of matching smallswords. I do not know their name for them.”




Even Bates winced at that. Because hundred pound humans should not be fighting two tons of fangs and claws and power with just a couple oversized knives. They should be using a Ma Deuce. At range.




Maybe an F-16.







Aly finished up, “And then he shot me again with the sleep ray, or whatever the Parotha call it, and when I woke up the locals had rescued me from getting eaten by night predators. And that was when I saw the cave-bear-thing, and it roared at me in Mor-Taxan. So I knew I needed to fight it and interrogate it.”




She tried not to notice how much Jack winced at that. She didn’t miss that Ford’s team had Kershaw and Maybourne and Grieves already under guard.




Jack glanced over where she was looking. “Oh. Yeah. About that. The general’s not too thrilled that I put all of ’em under arrest. They’re going back as soon as the dune buggies get back here. And Garjit’s going with ’em, along with his flying sled. Because they’re making a detour to Paro. It seems General Carter’s been doing actual diplomacy with some of the chief Herberts and stuff. And it seems he’s good at it. Who knew? So they get to go to Paro and give testimony about what they did to the Paro gear and to you. And if Garjit doesn’t like what they say—meaning, if they don’t plead guilty on camera and tell what they did to you—then they get to stay in Paro and go to ‘trial’ there. And apparently, it’s unpleasant enough to make Maybourne sweat.”




Garjit calmly explained, “We use a neural interface to evaluate what the accused says, and what he or she actually thinks. Colonel Maybourne explained about your ‘lie detectors’ and unlike those, our process is actually effective. Unfortunately, it is also extraordinarily painful, particularly if one lies, so that there is a discordance between the thoughts in the cerebral processing sectors and what goes through the speech centers.”




So that probably meant it still wouldn’t work right if the accused was insanely deluded or had been tricked. Or maybe hypnotized. Aly could think of a couple other ways around that. Not that she was saying any of them out loud where Maybourne might pick something up.




Mazan added, “Oh, and in Paro law, there is little difference between the sentences for murder and attempted murder. We do not consider incompetence or bad luck to be mitigating circumstances in a completely unacceptable act.”




Eww. So either the NID jerkheads pled guilty on camera, or really bad stuff would happen to them.




Garjit nodded in agreement with Mazan. “And if your threesome do not get convicted in an Earth court and go to one of your military prisons, then Paro will petition your government for the right to try them in our courts on different charges in our legal system. Which would not technically be ‘double jeopardy’ as explained to us by Colonel Maybourne.”




Jack smiled unpleasantly. “Why Harry, how nice of you to hoist yourself on your own petard.”




Maybourne forced a smile. “Jack, I always do my utmost when it involves your ops.”




The look on Jack’s face made Aly wonder if one of Jack’s black ops had gone really horribly wrong because Harry Maybourne had done something evil and NID-serving. And Jack knew it. And Maybourne knew that Jack knew it.




Garjit asked, “And lieutenant, what intelligence did you get from your opponent?”




Aly revealed, “They have camps on the tops of what they call the twin towers, and probably all around their bases. And they can get up and down from the tops of their towers, probably with their anti-grav vehicles. It’s somewhere nearby. And they had two spaceships here, but this planet is worthless to them, because the population isn’t big enough and there’s nothing worthwhile here other than the human population. So the ships have left to go to what they call ‘Our Homeworld’. So they’re planning on waiting a while, keeping us under surveillance as much as they can, and eventually probably all sneaking off through the porta. And it might be years before the ships can get back, and I’m guessing they might not even bother if all the Mor-Taxans have taken the porta home by then.”




Mazan did the Paro not-really-a-nod thing. “Good. If we have several years, we can probably get a couple stealthed satellites in orbit here, and maintain watch in case the Mor-Taxans come back.”




Aly pursed her lips, “I wish I could say this was great news, but I think it means they’re panicking, and they’re going to hit highly populated targets really hard over the next couple decades so they can take over millions and millions of bodies in one big effort. So Earth is in even more trouble.”




Mazan sighed, “As is Paro. And many other planets.”




Garjit pointed out, “But this intelligence is… important.”




Aly asked, “So who do we ask about these twin towers? Which are not going to be ‘twin towers’ in the local language. They’ll probably be more like ‘guangzhou shuangzita’ or something.”




Jack mentioned, “Mackenzie, your language skills, on top of everything else, are utterly terrifying.”




Aly tried not to wince. “Sir, I work really hard on languages almost every day.”




Jack sort of apologized, “Sorry. But let’s face facts, lieutenant. If I worked on languages every day, I might be able to order dinner and drinks in Spanish in a Mexican restaurant. Maybe. I definitely wouldn’t be able to say ‘twin towers’ in Spanish without having to stop and think about it. That’s like Daniel-level language skills, and Dannyboy can’t do much else besides linguistics. And archaeology. And political science discussions that get him in trouble too often. And ‘Legend Of Zelda’.”




Flynn strolled over and added, “He’s also great at annoying people whose research articles he’s reviewing.”




Jack snorted with laughter. “Now that’s the kind of skill I’d put serious work into. Be a big enough nuisance, and people stop asking you to do those reviews. They find some other sucker, like…” And he let his eyes drift over to focus on Flynn.




When Flynn realized where Jack was staring, and what Jack was hinting at, he groaned. “Great. At least at the APC, I’m not getting stuck with that crap by all the department profs who are fed up with Dan.”




“Yet!” Jack grinned.





Part XIII



Aly watched as Jack explained to Flynn about the ‘twin towers’, and then Flynn took Garjit over to the local leaders to ask questions in a pretty fair version of the local dialect.




Aly asked Jack, “So what do you think the ‘twin towers’ are gonna be?”




Jack shrugged casually. “Probably two side by side hills that are pretty steep. The word ‘tower’ might not even translate here, since it’s not like they have lots of skyscrapers around here.”




Aly pointed out, “They probably have some fortifications with small towers, maybe at the corners. But they might use an entirely different word for that.”




Jack suggested, “Garjit and Flynn will probably end up asking about two tall skinny mountains.”




Aly countered, “Or a mountain with two tall, skinny peaks.”




“Maybe,” Jack nodded. “Or maybe we just need to ask if anybody around here paints landscapes.”




Ooh. That might be a really good option. Especially when there weren’t going to be detailed military maps with orographic features marked on them.




So Aly wasn’t too surprised when about twenty minutes later, Garjit and Flynn came back with two old men and an old lady, plus several leather tubes that had rolled-up parchment or paper or something in them.




It turned out that the woman and one of the men were skilled painters, even if it looked like watercolors instead of paint, and some of the paintings were archived work that was way older than the two painters. They carefully unrolled a couple of the paintings.




And… “Crud.”




Jack just looked at her. “Crud? Seriously, Mackenzie? I was leaning toward something starting with ‘f’ myself. Maybe… ‘m’.”




Because Aly could totally see why the Mor-Taxans called that the ‘twin towers’. The paintings were of worn hills with two massive rock columns jutting up from two of the hilltops. 




Aly asked, “How tall are these things?”




Jack asked, “Are those lava tubes? Vertical lava tubes?”




Aly admitted, “Yeah, basically. Granitic plutons. But these look as big as a mesa. Or those things in South America. Tepui.”




Jack looked at Flynn. “Size?”




Flynn asked in the local dialect, “How tall are these hills? And how tall are the tubes jutting up from there?”




Aly listened to the answers, but they were in local measurements, not feet or yards or anything she knew. So then Garjit had to ask about the measurements and do the math.




Okay, so their ‘chi’ was about a foot, if you had a guy with really big feet. And their ‘li’ looked like maybe a third or a half of a kilometer, since it was pretty much the length of a village or a section of a village like this one. Which made total sense, when they were writing it with what looked to her like the old ideograph for ‘field’ on top of the old character for ‘earth’. Which was pretty cool, since modern Mandarin still had the word ‘li’ in it, drawn very much the same way, and modern Japanese and Korean had the word ‘ri’ for pretty much the same thing. Daniel would be totally interested in this.




Jack waited impatiently. He whispered to her, “If these little teeny things in the paintings are trees, we’re already up shit creek without a parachute.”




Yeah. Aly was pretty sure the little teeny things in the painting were trees.




Garjit did some math on his monitor screen, and winced. “If my math is correct, the hills are about two or three thousand feet high at their tops, and the rock cylinders jut up another two thousand feet above that. And the tops would be perhaps three or four hundred feet across, with a gap between the rock cylinders of perhaps six hundred feet.”




And Flynn was already asking more questions. Like ‘has anyone ever climbed the twin tubes?’ And ‘are the sides smooth or is that just an appearance because of the distance?’




More not-great news. No one had ever managed to climb them, although their history said that several groups had tried over the centuries and none had succeeded, with some people falling to their deaths at some point. Because the sides were very smooth. And these people didn’t have mountaineering hammers and carabiners and pitons and stuff.




Jack checked, “Look Garjit, is there any chance we can borrow some of your anti-grav tech to attack the tops of those things?” He looked at Garjit’s expression and changed his tack, “Or get some of your soldiers to come over here with their anti-grav gear and launch the attack and then take their toys back home afterward?”




Aly tried, “It would be enough if your people could just let me jump off one of your anti-gravity sleds with a parachute and some weaponry, and let me handle the attack…”




Garjit frowned, “No on the first request. Sorry. Given what has happened in the last few hours, I would never be allowed to requisition such a thing. And I will have to ask about the second request.”




Aly remembered something from years earlier, and said, “Colonel, I’ve got an alternative.” When he looked at her with those raised eyebrows, she said, “A guy I knew back in California when I was a kid. His dad wanted to buy an ultralight and build it himself and fly it around.”




Jack groaned. “Right. Some of those little things come in a kit we could easily carry through the ‘doorway’ and assemble here.”




Garjit looked shocked. “Fly? You are allowed to buy unsafe technology that you have to assemble correctly or else you would die, and then you simply fly it around with no safety features and no training and no… anything rational?”




Jack nodded, “Yep. We Americans are crazy. Even other countries on Earth have rules and regs about ultralights. And their ultralights are better protected and safer than the smallest ones we can get.”




Garjit winced, “This sounds like a very bad idea. Or else… a very clever one to make us choose to go along with one of your other plans.”




Jack told him, “Well, if you stick around, you’ll get to see which it is. Because some of us Earthlings are famous for our bad plans.” He turned to Aly. “You stay put. I’ve got to go talk the general into sending some guys into Wichita to pick up some ultralight kits and then sending them through the ‘door’ with Siler and some airmen to do the assembly. I want you here, in case Maybourne tries pulling something sleazy, so you can stomp on it.” He looked over at Maybourne and corrected himself. “Something else sleazy.”




About then, Aly bionically heard the dune buggies and motorcycles returning. She knew she was hearing them well before anyone else could, so she gave Jack a heads-up. And he made sure that the NID jerkheads would be going to the ‘door’ on the dune buggies and didn’t get to order the squad to change their directives or anything.




Mazan walked over after Jack rushed off, and he told Garjit in Parinda, “You go with the bodies and make sure that our ‘friends’ go to Paro first and testify properly about their criminal acts before they get to go back to Earth. I will stay here and see just what the APC personnel are really going to try.”




And once Garjit and the anti-grav sled went off with the dune buggies returning to the ‘door’, Mazan looked at her. “You understood everything I said, correct?”




She fudged, “Well, I might have missed some subtle connotations hidden somewhere in there. You know… like Colonel O’Neill sneaks into his comments all the time.”




Mazan gave her a wicked smile. “We have noticed that. And we are tracking his references, ever since Maybourne tried to get him in trouble by ‘explaining’ to us about Herberts.”




Aly admitted, “I totally don’t get the connection between O’Neill and Maybourne. Sometimes, it’s like they’re old friends, and sometimes it’s like one of ’em would try to kill the other one if you left them together in a small room.”




Mazan suggested, “Perhaps the issue is that both things are true, to some extent.”




Aly sighed, “That’s what I think too. But they’re still really complicated.”




Mazan pointed out, “As is life. And relationships. And connections.”




Aly decided not to say that she didn’t like stuff like that, and she wanted to turn most of her enemies into friends she could trust, instead of the other way around. Like Kelly, back in school. Or Selina Kyle.




Okay, she didn’t believe she would ever be able to turn Lex Armen and his hitwomen into friends she could trust. Or Tucker Wells. Or Garthe Knight. Or every Mor-Taxan in the galaxy.









And once the NID jerkheads and Garjit were gone, Jack led the remaining op force into the meeting hall and explained, “Okay campers, we’re evolving the op and the force structure and everything. We completed our original tasking. For those of you who haven’t gotten the big 4-1-1, as the cool kids call it, AP-3 and their Paro buddies got wiped out by Mor-Taxans. Imagine a creepy, short, three-armed thing that looks like Gumby’s arch-enemy. Only… they can chemically burn their way into a human body, kill the body, take it over, and wear it like power armor. Sorta like Heinlein’s puppet masters. But worse.”




That got a big wince from all the guys who hadn’t gotten the details yet. She couldn’t blame them. It was mega-gross. As she knew from personal experience.




“The indigenous pop has a legend that may very well be true in large measure. Every time they’ve been ‘invaded’, which so far may just have been getting snooped on by the Mor-Taxans, a girl has gotten empowered and led their fighters to chase the aliens off-world. Who here knows about the Disney movie ‘Mulan’?” Every hand went up except Mazan’s. “Well, that’s their legend, going back to before they got kidnapped off Earth over a thousand years ago. And they think Lieutenant Mackenzie is their new Hua Mulan. She probably is, because everyone here has seen that the ell tee has superpowers.”




Aly tried mega-hard not to blush.




Jack explained, “Our op force can’t fight these little weasels, because they’re up on top of a couple giant lava tubes we can’t even climb up to. They have anti-gravity fliers. They have fireball rayguns… Mazan?”




Mazan interrupted, “They are plasma rifles. In atmosphere, the plasma shot quickly becomes a highly-damaging fireball, but it has a range limitation. In space, it remains a plasma blast which travels for some distance before finally dissipating, which prevents the problems with kinetic energy weapons fired in space. But the Mor-Taxans have ship armor and spacesuits which are protected from what I believe you call ‘friendly fire’, so it is a highly effective, very useful weapon for them under normal circumstances, particularly when ships are intermingled heavily in a complex battlefield. This means that you cannot take one of their plasma rifles and shoot anyone in one of their spacesuits or inside one of their craft, and expect it to have an effect. However, your weapons have no such limitation.”




Jack nodded, “Right. And they may not have any idea of what our weapons can do, or any idea of how to handle that, if we can hit them fast enough and hard enough. We know they have pretty effective forcefields on their warships, so if they get a chance to regroup behind a forcefield, we’ve got problems. But our Hua Mulan will no doubt figure out how to address that.”




She really wanted to stick her tongue out at him, but she didn’t.




He kept going. “We’ll take seven hours rest, and then move out before dawn. We’re going to rearrange our op force a little, because we got rid of some NID assholes, and Lieutenant Mackenzie is going to need to act like Mulan for the locals. So we still have three fireteams with a sergeant leading each. All three of you will be under Lieutenant Ford’s command, and he’ll pretend he is actually listening to what I say. But every team needs to be ready, in case Mackenzie needs a scouting force, or a heavy weapons force, or a security force.




“We’re also gonna get some mobility as force multipliers. Anyone who can ride a horse bareback can take one instead of hiking. We’ll have some motorcycles or dune buggies that’ll be here. We’ll offload some of our gear onto some pack horses and some carts our motorized guys tow. And we’re gonna head straight back to the ‘door’, where by the time we get there, we ought to have even more mobility options, and probably even more firepower. Any questions?”




Sergeant Bates asked, “If they bottle up behind forcefields on top of these lava things, can we hit ’em with something bigger than a Ma Deuce?”




Jack nodded, “Good question. I asked the general for a couple options there, and we’ll find out what we have at our disposal when we get to the ‘door’. But he probably won’t let me fire a cruise missile through the door and blow up an entire hill on someone else’s planet.”




Jack looked like he really wanted to pout about that, but he couldn’t when he had to be the Colonel In Charge Of Everything. He also didn’t look like he wanted to be the Colonel In Charge Of Everything.




Not that Aly wanted to be in charge. No way. She totally didn’t want to be the person who said ‘you guys attack here’ and send people off to get killed. Even if that was what officers had to do when they were in a war. These were people who thought that Hua Mulan had returned to save them. Even if Mulan had been a warrior who led other warriors in attacks which got lots of people killed.




Crud. Chao and his friends were going to get killed if Jack couldn’t figure out some good strategies and tactics.




And a couple ultralights were not going to solve everything. The ones she had seen couldn’t carry much, and couldn’t go very fast, and couldn’t climb very well, and had less armor than a cheap t-shirt. They were pretty much a hang glider with a lawn mower engine and propeller strapped on underneath.




Maybe the ones the colonel was thinking of were better than that. Even if these were things you could buy in a kit and move around to where you wanted to assemble them.




Okay, it wasn’t like the APC could get a couple F-16’s down the elevators and through the astria porta, much less the F-16’s plus a runway they could use plus all their fuel and weaponry and mechanics and maintenance bays and everything else you needed to get one in the air and land it and maintain it and repair it and stuff.




So she was thinking about a fireteam of ASLV’s equipped with anti-air missiles and M2HB’s and Mk 19 grenade launchers. The colonel could use them as really-mobile light cavalry, supported by infantry like these guys. That would sure surprise those creepy Mor-Taxans.




She had better work on writing up a proposal for the whole deal, and get it to Steve Austin and the general soonest.





Part XIV



Aly woke up when the four-person firewatch woke up Jack, and Jack immediately signaled it was time to get up. Well, it wasn’t a signal as much as a yell. A really naughty yell that sergeants all over the armed forces probably yelled. Even if in OCS, the drill sergeants for her platoon had yelled something a little different since they were all women. A little different, but still really dirty.




They had gone with two four-person firewatches of three and a half hours each, just in case. And Jack, being a sneaky guy, had stationed them inside the meeting hall where they could peek out open windows with NVGs, instead of standing outside where the locals would see them and think Jack’s force wasn’t trusting them. Because the locals had an honor guard around the meeting hall to protect their Hua Mulan. Which was incredibly embarrassing too.




And partly because of her ‘being’ Hua Mulan, the locals had provided dinner and then had brought woven pads to sleep on and woven blankets to sleep under. So Aly hadn’t even bothered to get out her sleeping sack. And the locals were also providing breakfast, which some of the guys were secretly not eating in favor of their breakfast MREs. Okay, it was totally different from a modern American breakfast, but she thought it was okay.




And they had mobility: six APC non-coms drove up on narrow four-person dune buggies, each of which was towing a two-wheeled ‘luggage pod’ that could hold like four or five MOLLE packs. That meant rides for eighteen of them, and with Mazan and Flynn along, they were an op force of twenty. And Aly already knew she was going to have to ride one of the horses.




As soon as Cole and two of the PFCs volunteered to ride the horses and provide her with a little close protection, that meant the whole op force was mobile. Even if Mazan looked like he couldn’t decide whether riding a horse bareback would be worse than getting driven around in an unprotected dune buggy that was wide open with just a rollbar.




It was also pretty obvious that Mazan thought they were crazy for looking forward to being driven around at high speed in a flimsy little dune buggy. Aly sort of wondered if Earth people would get like this in a couple hundred years of advancing technology and risk avoidance. She tried not to think about someone like her ending up still being alive to see it.




Then she remembered an anime episode where Major Kusanagi leapt out a high window just because she could and no one would expect it. And she did it as an elegant, graceful dive, just because she could. Was that where Aly was heading? She totally did not want to end up being Major Motoko Kusanagi. Or something worse.




Aly took one of the bigger horses, so she could carry her M2HB and an ammo can. There were a couple of Chao’s fighters who looked like they weighed as much as her plus the M2HB plus one ammo can, and they just took a big horse and the horse put up with it.




Then they moved off through the pre-dawn darkness toward the porta. With the six dune buggies, the trip was a lot louder than the outbound trip had been. Not counting when she had used her Ma Deuce a couple times.




The trip back to the astria porta was maybe forty miles, based on looking at Jack’s map, and the dune buggies didn’t wait on the horses. Because horses couldn’t go thirty miles an hour for an hour and a half. And the horses didn’t want to be near the dune buggies anyway. Neither did the locals. Chao’s friend who wanted to try riding in one of the spare open seats was probably the bravest guy in their village. Or the looniest.




She just let Chao decide on the pace for the horses. She didn’t know what it was called, but it was maybe something like a slow canter or a solid trot. Or something. But it looked like they were doing about eight miles an hour, and they had spare horses for the heavy people to switch to now and then. Like the really big warriors. And the mean girl who was carrying her own weight in weaponry.




So they had to stop now and then to give the horses a break, and let them drink water, and give them a chance to graze on stuff. So it took all morning to get to the astria porta. And her ‘fireteam’ were pretty sore by the time they got there. She mainly sat on bionic parts, so she was fine. Mostly.




She really had a lot of unfair advantages.




She was glad to see that there was like a small platoon of APC soldiers and engineers there when the horse riders arrived. It looked like AP-5 and AP-6 and AP-7, plus half a dozen guys being directed by Sergeant Siler as they built three nice-looking little ultralights that weren’t as flimsy as she was expecting.




Okay, they looked like go-karts with the engine in the back, and a big propeller on the back of the engine, and solid struts coming up from the sides of the go-karts to a fabric-covered wing that had its own little tail. And it was a small fabric-covered wing. It wasn’t like they were a Boeing. Or even a Piper Cub.




Mazan still didn’t believe the things would fly, much less that there were APC members who were crazy enough to try flying in one of them. And he was definitely sure that no one who wasn’t certifiable would try flying one into a battle against ranged weaponry.




Okay, Aly thought Mazan had some valid points. And she tried not to think about how she had ended up needing bionics.




But that was why Jack had parachutes for anyone crazy enough to go with Hua Mulan on this little tactic. Two of the Air Force airmen had experience with ultralights, so they were going. Aly introduced herself to Airman Phillips and Airman Danielson.




And Jack stepped over. “Okay Mackenzie, here’s where I’m officially putting my foot down. Steve’s wife had this for you. But it’s not a parachute. It’s barely even a tablecloth!”




It was Aly’s special OSI parachute. And yeah, it looked really tiny next to a standard parachute. She explained, “It’s fifty square feet. That’s enough for me. But that means it’s ten or twenty percent the volume of fabric of normal parachutes, depending on load weight. Actually, it’s a little less than that, because it’s a special fabric tougher than parachute cloth. And since it’s smaller, there’s less length for the control lines. So even less bulk.”




He still scowled. “Mackenzie, the best paratroopers can make do with a chute that’s maybe one or two hundred square feet. If they’re not carrying their own weight in gear. This is… a bedsheet.”




She spilled, “Sir, you know I can take a landing that nobody else can. I’ve used this chute before with no problems.”




He frowned and stepped over to Mazan. “You’re right. These Americans are crazy.”




Mazan insisted, “No Jack, I was wrong. I did not believe you were really going to use these… deathtraps as a legitimate assault tactic.”




Airman Phillips defended his ultralight. “Sir, actually these are very safe. They have outstanding flight characteristics, and they just don’t go that fast. I could take this one up and turn off the engine, and just glide around for a bit before coming in for a safe landing.”




That totally did not convince Mazan of anything. Especially it didn’t convince him that people piloting ultralights were sane. Because as far as he was concerned, you did not take a flyer up and turn off its power. No way. You had a flyer that had reliable power, and backup power, and maybe even extra-backup power backing up your backup power, so there was always power. And you had extra stuff so the power always did what it was supposed to.




Okay, there were already some Earth things that were safety-oriented like that. It wasn’t like everyone on Earth was a crazy risk-taker who bungee-jumped off unsafe bridges over crocodile-infested waters. Or whatever. 




All right, fine, fighting three cybernauts in hand-to-hand combat in a small concrete stairwell probably counted as crazy risk-taking too. That hadn’t been the smartest thing she had ever done.




So Jack’s plans even included getting the ultralights up above the level of the two towers before engaging in combat, and that was important because those ultralights weren’t high-performance fighter jets. They had a maximum climb rate of 500 feet per minute. Not per second, but per minute. Which meant that first, they were going to fly at low altitude over to the mountain just north of the twin plutons, and Aly and her two wingmen were going to go in a climbing spiral for fifteen minutes, but behind the mountain where they were hopefully out of sight, so they could zoom down on the plutons from above. It still wasn’t going to be zooming too much, since the things had a top speed on the level of around sixty miles an hour.




And that was totally going to get a bunch of Mor-Taxans launching their anti-gravity vehicles and shooting at them. Which Jack was also planning for. And since the Mor-Taxans had stuff embedded around those little hills, Jack was also planning on finding icky surprises from hidden places or from hidden Mor-Taxans. Because that was totally the kind of stuff a Mor-Taxan would do.




She had to wait while Jack and some of the op force moved down the valley to get into position for their part of the op. And she had to give Chao and some other warriors their orders, because they were going to be leading cavalry charges toward the low hills at the bases of the towers. Aly was pretty sure that the Mor-Taxans would have guards hidden down there, and some of those guards would have plasma rifles, and some of them might have even worse weapons, and some of them might even be worse weapons. But those cavalry charges would hopefully occupy the ground forces so Aly and her ultralights wouldn’t be flying through anti-aircraft fire or surface-to-air missiles.




Jack signaled her over the comms, and she started up the ultralight. Which was stupidly easy. You just started the engine, let the propeller come up to speed, and you taxied down any kind of straightaway until you got up above twenty miles an hour, or so, at which point you could take off. Twenty miles an hour? She could pick the stupid thing up over her head and run faster than that. Even with her weapon on it. And those two bombs mounted with quick-releases on the sides by the struts. And the extra gas tank. 




Yeah, Jack had gotten permission from General Carter to turn three ultralights into tiny bombers. Apparently, the general had said something to Jack about how this was crazier than the Japanese kamikaze airplanes of World War II. But Jack wasn’t telling anyone what the general had actually said. It was just that a couple people had been almost in earshot of Jack’s end of the radio conversation.




And Jack had her flying without her M2HB, because she couldn’t fly the thing and shoot an M2 at the same time. Also, he didn’t want to find out what the recoil would do to the flight characteristics.




They had picked out a pretty level section of ground, and Jack had gotten twenty guys to stomp the grass flat for easier takeoffs. So she was already airborne, with Phillips and Danielson right behind her.




Okay, so Jack had made her clip a little rearview mirror on each side of her helmet. They were like a cyclist’s mirrors. But it let her keep track of her wingmen. Because they were going to be flying behind her and off to her sides and also slightly above her, so they could shoot at anything that wanted to dogfight with her.




She was pretty sure you couldn’t dogfight in an ultralight unless you were flying around a real dog. Or maybe if you were flying a mega-slow anti-gravity sled and firing one of the Mor-Taxans’ stupid plasma rifles that had stupid distance limitations if you weren’t in space.




She led her team across the grasslands to just north of the target mountain, where they were going to spiral their way up to about 7500 feet before they started their part of the assault.







Jack O’Neill was behind Mackenzie’s Ma Deuce, which was mounted on a tripod for normal human beings who weren’t superpowered avatars of Hua Mulan or maybe just plain superpowered. Bates’ team had moved it and a new M2HB into position just before the sun came up, and now he and Gunnery Sergeant Bates were under a big camo net. The base team’s M2HB was still in place back at the astria porta under another camo net, in case of Mor-Taxan sliminess.




And he was trying not to think about Mackenzie’s ‘superpowers’. He knew what he had done that had wrecked his knees, and he knew how much better his bionic knees were than they had ever been. So he had a pretty good idea of how much bionic hardware Mackenzie probably had to be packing. And some days, his brain tortured him with ideas about how bad Mackenzie must have gotten hurt, in how many different places. After all, she had treated a hideous torture with incapacitating injuries to her back as something that needed to be taped up so she would be good to go. And he had seen what she did to an indestructible prybar to bust an unbreakable spaceship exit door. And he had seen her run at speeds that would have cheetahs crying. The Russian cheetahs would also be demanding she get drug-tested.




They were about a mile out from the ‘twin towers’, which meant that they had a steep upward angle to fire, even if they were on top of a hill they were using as a staging area. But he’d had worse staging areas and worse firing angles and worse shots he had needed to take. Not that he ever talked about any of that. Not that he wanted to talk about any of that.




He’d already done all the calcs on adjustments needed to hit something at the upper tower level, a couple hundred feet above that, at the lower tower level, and a couple hundred feet below that. Then he’d made sure that Gunny Bates would be adjusting his fire properly too, and they had laid out firing zones for a couple different scenarios.




He was also assuming the little bastards had some manner of active camouflage that would address visual too. After all, they had probably flown across miles of open grassland right at AP-3’s sentries, who hadn’t spotted anything. So he was expecting he was going to be trying to track crap that looked like the invisible man’s Invisible Robinson R44.




Which was why he was lying there watching the top of the taller tower with a pair of really high power binocs.







First Sergeant Cole was wondering why he had been so stupid that he had volunteered to ride another of these horses, only this time, into battle.




Okay, the lieutenant had gotten the shitty end of the stick again. Granted, Lieutenant Mackenzie looked like the very reason they needed tough OCS shit. He had dated the Homecoming Queen of his high school, and that girl didn’t look as cute as Mackenzie. Or as harmless. 




Not that Mackenzie was harmless. At all. Mackenzie was like his mom’s old poodle Dixie, who looked about as dangerous as a stuffed animal, but would tackle anything. Dixie had died when a coyote had snuck into their ranch to try and get at the chicken coop, but that damn coyote hadn’t made it out alive either, even if it had outweighed Dixie about three to one.




He missed that stupid little dog.




Well, Mackenzie wasn’t a poodle. Not unless she was the giant economy sized poodle that ate bears for snacks and terrorized giant Japanese movie monsters. Bates had spilled about the path of destruction Mackenzie had left through that frigging Mor-Tax spaceship back on Paro, and that had been after those little bastards had cut her back to shreds. If anybody could fly an ultralight into a Mor-Tax base and blow those little dickheads to pieces, it was the ell tee.




And next time, he was going to take Bates in sparring, and he was going to be Mackenzie’s sergeant.




There were six cavalry squads of about twenty horsemen each. And Chao had him hiding at the back of Squad One. That was probably a damn smart tactic for dealing with any ground-based ambushes. Cole was riding alongside a massive warrior named Lixin, who also had a rope over to Cole’s bridle so Cole could shoot at anything that needed to be taken out, while Lixin kept both their horses under control. Apparently, Lixin got tons of shit from his fellow warriors because his name meant something like ‘glorious sunrise’ but he was not a morning person.




Well, could be worse. He had gone through Basic with a guy whose last name was Martha. Man, did that guy get a lot of shit for having a girly last name he couldn’t do anything about.




The commo base gave the signal over the comms, and Chao led the charge toward the towers. Cole had no idea how the lieutenant had talked Chao and the other cavalry squad leaders into sticking a thing in their ear that magically talked to them and gave them orders. He figured that the whole ‘Mulan’ thing gave the ell tee some street cred that none of the APC forces could earn without spending months here being total badasses.




They had a little over a mile to the base of the closer hill, and the horses could do that at a gallop. Even with Lixin sitting on their back. Or with Cole and his gear on their back. And Cole could ride a horse bareback just fine, even if he hadn’t done it for years, but doing it while lugging heavy weaponry was a different matter.




They got halfway across the plain toward the start of the hill, when the guys at the front started yelling. It took a couple seconds before Cole got a look, at which point he said a few things his mom would’ve washed his mouth out for.




Not these guys, though. They had adopted something the lieutenant had said around them, so they were pointing at the two massive bear-things and yelling, “CRUD! CRUD!”




He had no idea what the hell they thought ‘crud’ actually meant.




Looking at those monsters, he was thinking more like ‘oh holy fuck!’. Oh sure, he believed the lieutenant had killed one of those things with just a sword, because the lieutenant was five hundred pounds of pure badass hiding inside a hundred pounds of prom queen. But there was no way in hell he would tackle one of those things up close.




Chao yelled out the command word, which Cole didn’t need to understand. The entire squad split into two wings going off to the sides, leaving him and Lixin charging at the things. Lixin had both horses under control, which was a good thing, because Cole wanted to be able to line up his shot and kill both of those bastards before they got anywhere near him.




He fired the underslung M203 grenade launcher first. He was pretty sure the horse would panic if he opened up with the M4 first. Not that the horse was all that happy about the M203 going off behind its head.




The grenade hit right in between the two things, and it exploded. Since it was a HEDP round, it blew both creatures off their feet and pretty much shredded one side of both things. And their undersides, for extra ow.




Lixin rode the two of them a lot closer, to the point where both horses wanted to get the hell out of there. Cole slid off his horse and let Lixin move both horses farther away. Then he put half a magazine into each thing’s skull, until there wasn’t enough intact skull to waste rounds on.




He retreated to where Lixin was making the horses behave, and he mounted up. Then they rode around the dead things, giving them a wide berth so the horses didn’t panic much more.




He wasn’t actually in a giant hurry to find out what other crap the Mor-Taxans had to protect the bases of their rock towers.




Part XV



Aly got the signal over her comms, and she wheeled about to curve around the mountain’s peak and launch their attack. Jack had Flynn doing the battle coordination, since Flynn spoke enough of the local dialect to give orders and understand responses, and Jack totally didn’t. So Jack wasn’t directly on most of the comm channels. But he was on her channel.




She and her wingmen aimed for the closer pluton, which was also the taller one. She had about six miles to go, and so she was going almost level on her approach for a while. The ultralights couldn’t do much above sixty miles an hour on the level, even with the slight tailwind they had, which Jack had also factored into his plans. 




So it would take almost six minutes to get to the first pluton. Six minutes while the Mor-Taxans had to be seeing her coming, and would have tons of time to open fire on her little squadron. Or, more likely, run over to their anti-gravity vehicles, launch the things, turn on their camouflage fields, zoom in to attack her, and then open fire on her and her wingmen.




She was using her telescopic vision, but she was still pretty far away from her targets. So she didn’t have really high resolution yet. But she could see enough. She reported over her comms, “Base, this is Mackenzie. I’m still too far out for details, but it looks like a mostly rectangular base with some curvature on the sides so it might be part of one of their spaceships. And along one side they have two rows of… vehicles. At this distance, they look sort of like narrow black Corvettes with no wheels. The lower tower has a mostly rectangular base and some sort of shed for more vehicles. If they have forcefield generators, they’re probably built into the base units. Or built into the rock.”




Jack’s voice replied, “Mackenzie, this is Base. Keep giving us updates as the battlefield changes.”




“Mackenzie. Will do, sir.”




Because she would be the most likely one who could see when the Mor-Taxans scrambled and launched their vehicles. And she would be the most likely one who would first see what their camo looked like. And she might be able to spot even more stuff.




Meanwhile, she just kept aiming at a spot well above the closer pluton, because she wasn’t going to dive her ultralight at the Mor-Taxan bases until she got a lot closer. She didn’t have a lot of advantages in an ultralight, but at least temporarily she had the high ground.




Until the Mor-Taxan vehicles flew up higher than she was and started diving down at her.







Staff Sergeant Ron Greer really liked dune buggies. But he didn’t like the idea of riding one into a firefight. The thing had rollbars. And that was it. He had more armor in his tac vest. He would have felt safer driving his dad’s old station wagon into a firefight. And he wasn’t even driving. He was the gunner on this run. 




And since this was a fricking loud dune buggy, they were half a mile behind the cavalry. Maybe twenty warriors on horseback, armed with swords and bows. Those guys were going to get chewed to pieces by any sort of ground force the Mor-Taxans might have set up over there. But the horses didn’t like the noise the dune buggy made, and the buggy could go a hell of a lot faster than the horses could. So the horses were a screen for him.




He didn’t like the idea that they were basically a meat shield to get him close enough to fire on a ground position. He had done some Spec Ops before he was selected for the APC, and he hadn’t liked seeing people get sent into a meat grinder by his commanding officers.




He still didn’t know why he had been selected for the APC, but he must have done something right to get on what the general’s 2IC called ‘a special list’.




The cavalry up ahead were getting damn close to the base of those hills, so he elbowed his driver, who sped up. A lot. They started closing in fast on the rears of the rear horses, who were still screening the dune buggy from whatever was going to attack them.




And… crap. There was a firebase there. Literally. He could see massive fireballs blasting at the horsemen. Somehow, the riders were getting those horses to stick to the plan. Mostly. A couple of the horses went down under the Mor-Taxan fireballs, but most of the horses cut to port and acted like they were fleeing around the curve of the hills, which would eventually run them into some other firebase.




And the Mor-Taxans were following the cavalry and shooting down more horses and riders, damn it.




Greer had to wait until he could identify his targets before he could open fire. Because he had the SAW off his fireteam.




He opened fire. He didn’t have the distance limitation that those fireball rifles did, and he could put a lot of metal downrange. With a belt feeding into his SAW, he could crank out a couple hundred rounds into that Mor-Tax firebase in the time it took them to get off three or four fireballs. And if he had anything to say about it, he wasn’t going to let them fire any more fireballs. Ever.







Aly was still maybe two and a half miles from the pluton when the Mor-Taxans finally got moving. They sure didn’t move like she was a serious threat. Or maybe this was how they operated against regular attackers, and she was just used to American soldiers hustling to get ready. Or maybe they had been waiting for the bases around the hills to take her out, and finally realized the bases were busy with their own problems.




She was close enough to give more detail. “Base, this is Mackenzie. Red team is finally moving. No hurrying, so maybe they don’t recognize us as a threat. Two rows of six ‘corvettes’ each. They’re only sending out six pairs of airmen… airthings, so just the first row is activated. No sign of a forcefield over the base. Yet. Okay, they have more red team who seem like support staff and are getting the corvettes prepped while the pilots climb in. And… the top opens up like an F-16, and they sit one behind the other. Maybe pilot and gunner, or pilot and and co-pilot. I can’t tell.”




She watched for a few more seconds, as the ground crew and pilots were moving at less than full speed. “Okay, first threesome is launching. Lifting straight up, then turning to face us and going with an inverted wedge formation. Two corvettes up front moving to maybe a hundred yards apart, third one in between them and a hundred yards back and higher than the front two.”




There was nothing else she could do except keep flying forward. She was still too far out. Still, she was doing a ton of recon.




The corvettes turned on their camouflage, and they sort of faded out until they looked like they were see-through, except for an edge effect. She checked, and they looked the same in IR. Well, near infrared. She had no idea if Rinkin might be able to see them in middle or far infrared. 




“Base, this is Mackenzie. Camo fields active. Edge effect may be visible from your position.”




And the corvettes headed right at her. She could see that much. “Flight Alpha, this is Mackenzie. Can you make out the edge effect on their camo?”




“Mackenzie, this is Phillips. Sorry lieutenant, but I don’t think I can.”




“Mackenzie, Danielson. I think I can see ’em, but they’ll probably be able to lose me pretty easy.”




Well crud.




She thought she heard a couple distant ‘crack’ sounds, but it was mega-hard to hear anything over the bare engine right behind her.




But maybe two seconds later, one of the lead corvettes winked back into existence and dropped out of the sky. The rear corvette had its camo shiver, and it darted off to one side.




“Mackenzie, this is Base. Yep, we can pick ’em up a little,” Jack drawled.




The other lead corvette shook, and kept its camo but started drifting off-course and down, like it was losing engine power. The rear corvette changed direction again, but its camo was back in place.




“Base, Mackenzie. Awesome shooting. But they’re launching Flight Two now. And they’re moving to get Flights Three and Four in the air.”




Aly was figuring that Jack and whoever else was shooting would have to lead a corvette by maybe two seconds, which meant that anything doing any evasive maneuvers was going to be pretty much untargetable by the M2’s.




She added, “Flight Two rising now.”




And the next trio of corvettes lifted up to about two hundred feet above the top of the pluton before switching on their camo. Which was a big mistake. Jack and his teammate shot two more of them out of the air before the camo kicked in and the third corvette darted off to the side.




That first corvette from Flight One was running back to mommy and waiting just over the pluton for the surviving corvette from Flight Two to team up with it.




And Aly was still two minutes out. It looked to her like the Mor-Taxans had plenty of time to be more careful and launch both still-grounded trios before she got anywhere near them.







Jack didn’t take his eye off the scope, but he checked with his spotter, “Status on Curly and Shemp?”




PFC Goldsmith replied, “Sir, it looks like Curly is moving to hide below the level of Tower One, but between the two towers where he appears to be stationary. Maybe he thinks the ell tee blasted his buddies out of the sky with her superpowers.”




Jack said, “Gunny, disabuse that asshole of that notion.”




“My pleasure, colonel.”




Bates took the shot, and a couple seconds later, Curly’s pimped-out ride threw a rod or something, and its engine compartment blew pretty spectacularly.




“Nice shot, Bates.”




Goldsmith sighed, “I’ve lost Shemp. I think he dropped down to the deck on Tower One and he’s waiting for reinforcements.”




Jack muttered, “Probably hoping someone else will fly in front of him so he doesn’t get blasted out of the sky by Ms. Marvel, ultralight weightclass.”




Bates snorted with laughter. Having a good audience made everything better. Even hoping he could shoot enough of these Mor-Taxholes out of the sky that Mackenzie could pull off another impossible op.




That kid was giving him even more gray hairs than he already had. Next time, he was asking the general for some IFVs. Maybe some backpack nukes.




No. Definitely nope on the backpack nukes. Imagining what Mackenzie might try with a backpack nuke was already making his hair feel like it was getting grayer by the second.







Aly reported again, “Base, this is Mackenzie. Surviving corvette is on the deck, waiting for all six remaining corvettes to get prepped. Tower Two looks like strictly maintenance or repair. Or maybe they’re unarmed, unarmored transports like what might’ve been used to attack AP-3. None of those corvettes are being prepped, and no pilots are moving around them.”




Jack griped over the comms, “You’re telling me a third of their TIE fighters are in the shop? Did Darth Vader fly off with all the spare parts?”




“Mackenzie. Sir, I have no way of telling. But if all the remaining working aircraft are targeting me, then at least they’re not attacking our ground forces.”




Jack snapped, “Lieutenant, that is not one of our options. We need your team to get through to the towers, not play ‘sitting duck’ to keep the ground forces happy. Which they would not be, since you’re their fricking folk hero!”




Aly winced, “Sorry, colonel. We’re roughly seventy seconds out now, but they’re lifting off. All six, plus the one that’s still operational.”




“Shemp.”




Aly checked, “Sir? Did you say ‘shrimp’?”




Jack corrected her, “No, I named the first six after the Stooges. That one is Shemp.”




What? Seriously? Aly pretended that wasn’t a Louis kind of thing, and reported, “Sir, it looks like they’re trying to get their camo running while they’re still close to the deck. They’re having trouble managing it. This may be a weakness we need to know how to exploit. It may even be meaningful for our physicists.”




Jack pointed out, “If they have their camo working before they get up high enough for us to spot, then we’re going to be a lot less effective.”




“Aye sir,” Aly agreed. But she had a rough idea where Jack’s hide was. And she had a decent idea about how fast the Mor-Taxans lifted off, after watching the first two flights lift off. And she had a decent view of the whole setting from her position. “Colonel, if I ask you to fire on my say-so, can you do that?”




Jack checked, “You think you can time it so they lift off into our fire? Then hell yes, lieutenant.” She could hear him saying off the comms, “Bates, as soon as I open fire, target as close to the deck as you can.” Jack came back on the comms. “We’re ready, Mackenzie.”




And the six new corvettes were lifting off. She was still almost a mile away from the pluton, but she was closing. All she had to do was time this just right…




“Fire!”




She could see where Jack and Bates were firing from, and she knew they would be putting a lot of rounds downrange. Between the two of them, maybe 1200 rounds a minute, and every round was a .50 caliber BMG. The corvettes were under their camo field but were still rising. And they couldn’t see the incoming rounds yet because of the edge of the pluton…




About two seconds after Jack and Gunny Bates started firing, the cloaked corvettes rose up right into concentrated fire from two M2HB’s. Two corvettes dropped and blew up on impact. Another lost its camo field but it darted off away from Jack’s hide and started to curve up at her team. The next one shook, then its camo field shuddered, then it shook once more, and then it exploded, knocking another out of the air. The sixth one stayed down on the deck and darted across the pluton away from the incoming but toward her.




Shemp snuck carefully over to the safe side of the pluton and snuck off out of her sight.




She reported, “One no longer cloaked, one still cloaked. Both heading our way. Shemp may be hiding. I lost him.”




Jack said, “We can see the uncloaked one. Where’s the cloaked one in relation to him?”




She replied, “Off its starboard side, about a hundred yards out and thirty yards back.”




But by then, she was only about twenty seconds out from the pluton, and leading her team into a steep dive. And she was carrying an M16A4, so that pluton and everything closer were finally within her effective firing range. Even if she was firing from an ultralight that she was steering mostly with footpedals right then.




She ordered, “Team, open fire on the visible one.” And she opened fire on the cloaked one, which she could still make out due to the faint edge effects. It launched a plasma blast at her, which instantly turned into a fireball. There was no point in trying to shoot through superheated plasma, so she steered sharply to one side, letting the ultralight slip sideways and steeply downward so she had another shot at the cruddy thing.




She was pretty sure she put a dozen rounds right into it, but it wasn’t like she was firing a Ma Deuce. Her rounds might be bouncing right off the thing’s armor. She couldn’t tell because of the cloaking.




The uncloaked one fired a fireball at Phillips, as Phillips and Danielson put plenty of rounds into the windscreen until they tagged the pilots and the thing fell out of the sky.




She dodged another fireball from the cloaked one, which she could tell was zipping off to her side and up above her wing, where she couldn’t see it even if it hadn’t been cloaked.




She dodged and dropped another couple hundred feet, but the cloaked corvette was so close that her wingmen could both see its edge-effect blur. They opened fire on it as it tried to focus on her.




She was just at the front edge of the first pluton and closing fast on the roof of the Mor-Taxan building, when her wingmen blew the cloaked corvette out of the air. The explosion slammed her ultralight downward but she quickly regained control… Or so she thought.




“Mackenzie! You’re on fire!” Jack bellowed over the comms.




Danielson yelled, “Bail out! Bail out!”




She looked up, and pretty much her whole wing was on fire and disintegrating while she looked at it. But she was already over the first pluton, and she was too close to jump out and expect her parachute to open in time. Not to mention the bombs hanging on her ultralight would explode when it crashed.




Crud! Why did stuff like this keep happening to her?





Part XVI



Aly looked up. The fire on her wing was spreading like crazy, and she was already losing lift. 




She looked down. She was almost past the base building on the first pluton, and the plutons weren’t that far across. Okay, maybe she could make this work. 




She killed the engine.




She stood up, grabbing a strut, and she watched her wing disintegrate completely. She kicked off as hard as she could. The remains of the ultralight went straight down. She went down but also forward, although more down and not quite as much forward as she was really hoping for.







Jack snapped at his spotter, “What the hell is she doing?” He was still trying to find Shemp before it shot up Mackenzie’s wingmen and then Mackenzie and then all their ground forces.




Goldsmith cleared his throat a little. “Sir, I think… it’s a swan dive.”




Goddamn that kid. If she survived this, he was going to… do something drastic. Like call up her mother and tell on her. Or call up Goldman again and tell on her.




It wasn’t like he could spank her, no matter how young she looked. Not only would it be a massive violation of the UCMJ, but if he tried she could probably tie him in a knot and dribble him around. And also crush him through something the size of a basketball hoop.




And he probably wasn’t supposed to have Goldman’s office number anyway. The OSI needed better HUMINT security. Unless apparently-bad HUMINT security was actually part of Goldman’s master strategy.




You couldn’t trust those squids, even when they were supposed to be out of the U.S. Navy.







Aly only cleared the edge of the pluton by maybe twenty feet, which was way closer than she wanted to cut it. But that was more than good enough for BASE jumping.




And her ultralight hit the roof of the Mor-Taxan base. Her ultralight, the two twenty-pound bombs hanging from the quick releases on the struts, the fuel tank, and the auxiliary fuel tank.




She couldn’t see the explosion, because she was already falling past the level of the pluton’s surface. But she could sure hear it. And she could feel the blast wave. And she was really hoping her wingmen weren’t close enough to get knocked out of the air or anything.




She said into her comms, “Flight Alpha, Mackenzie. I’m fine. Status?”




“Phillips. Lieutenant, you’re falling a couple thousand feet.”




“Status?” she insisted. “I have a chute.”




“Danielson. Base looks destroyed. We’re crossing over you to the second pluton.”




She pressed, “Mackenzie. Follow orders on bombing runs. Do not waste those twenty-pounders if the upper base needs more boom.”




Okay, by then she had fallen most of the way down between the two plutons, and she still hadn’t spotted that last corvette, which was probably going to use her for target practice. But she didn’t have much more time. She reluctantly pulled the ripcord on her chute.




It snapped open, yanking on her harness and instantly slowing her down. Not that it slowed her down as much as a normal parachute would.




“Mackenzie! This is Base! Goddamn it, you’re about to have blast damage falling on you, and your chute can’t handle more than a papercut! And we don’t know where Shemp is!”




She tried, “Sorry Base. I didn’t deliberately set my plane on fire. And I was too close to the deck to try opening my chute.”




“So you did a swan dive.”




She admitted, “Aye, sir. I needed as much airtime as I could get so I could clear the pluton and then have time to open my chute.”




And there were more explosions going on back at pluton level. Aly was really hoping that her wingmen were being careful and watching out for that last corvette.




She was still dropping faster than normal people would want to drop, and she was tugging on the lines to get the chute to slip off to the side, and down away from the hills at the base of the plutons. “Sir, is there any chance Shemp will just run for it? I mean, strafe our base camp, land, and run through the porta?”




“Base to Mackenzie. There’s always a possibility, but I’m guessing he’ll want to do as much damage as possible before he runs away with his tail between his legs. And our base camp is set up for that tactic.”




Well, that last part was a relief. Even if she agreed with Jack that some slimy Mor-Taxan would want to do lots of slimy, evil stuff before running away like some slimy… slime-thing.




She figured she had a second or two she could spare, so she pulled the nearly empty mag out of her M16 and slapped in a new mag. Then she started making a serious effort to move farther out from the plutons and turn in a spiral or two, so she could get a look all around her.




There was a flicker behind her, and she turned to get a better look. It was Shemp, still cloaked and being a coward. He had apparently decided she was going to die from using a defective parachute, so he wasn’t wasting time on her. No, he was aiming at one of the two ground-based units she could see from where she was.




What a jerkhead. Too bad for him, she still had her M16. Which was a lot lighter than the custom hunting rifle she had carried when she had parachuted using this chute back in Maryland.




“Base? Mackenzie. Shemp sighted. My ten, descending past my altitude, point four klicks out, targeting our ground forces.”




“Base. Good work. Spotter’s got it, we’re seeking.”




Aly figured she could make things easier for Jack and Bates. So she opened up on Shemp. She didn’t know how much armor the body had, so she targeted where she thought the pilots would be, because their canopy was bound to be less durable than the corvette’s body armor.




She tried chewing a line right across where she thought the cockpit was, based on the bits of edge effect she could make out.




Crud. That didn’t work. Okay, it made Shemp stop moving down toward the ground forces. But Shemp darted away and up, doing some kind of evasive patterns so he’d be mega-hard to hit at a distance. And he was probably going to try to get above her parachute and then fireball her when he was in a spot she couldn’t target. Because he was a jerkhead. And a big coward.




She spilled a little more air so she would slide further away from the plutons and downward at an angle. But that wasn’t going to keep him from fireballing her from above.




Maybe she should have brought one of the M2HB’s, even if its extra weight might have been too much for her ultralight and its recoil might have stopped an ultralight dead in the sky. 




Or maybe she should’ve brought an anti-tank weapon. Too bad those fireball rifles didn’t work on stuff like Mor-Taxan vehicles.




“Mackenzie, this is Flight Alpha. You have a bogey on top of you.”




And just about then, she heard all the firepower, as Danielson and Phillips opened fire on Shemp from above. She couldn’t see Shemp, since he was above her chute canopy, but she could imagine him trying to run away in whatever the sleaziest direction would be.




And about then, she heard the distant booms of a couple M2HB’s firing on Shemp too.




Right after that, she spotted a trace of the edge effect as Shemp fled the battlefield, making a beeline for the astria porta.




“Base. Mackenzie. I think he’s fleeing and heading for the porta.”




“Mackenzie. This is Base. No sweat. You just land safely. That is an order.”




“Aye sir.” Aly started putting more effort into that, slipping sideways by spilling a little air from the other side of her chute, so she cleared the hilly areas and the trees, which were never fun to crash through. She landed in a full Five Point Landing, because she figured Jack would be checking on her. Then she popped up to her feet and quickly dumped air out of her chute so she could pull it in and get it wadded up. Even if she really wanted to lay it out properly, and check the material and lines and stuff, and then fold it just right so it was ready to use again.




Not that she was going to get the time to do that right then, because two different cavalry units were converging on her at top horse-speed, yelling at the top of their lungs.




“Hua Mulan! Hua Mulan! Hua Mulan!”




She tried mega-hard not to blush. She stood there and let them surround her. Even if that meant lots more chanting.









Aly had been worrying about Shemp, but it turned out that Jack already had that covered. The team at the astria porta had left their metal pop-up ‘tent’ as bait, and had hidden under a camo net with their M2HB on a solid tripod. Then, when Shemp strafed the tent, they blew him out of the air.




And Aly had to go back to the hill village for the victory feast. Which was even more embarrassing than she expected, because some of her fighters were recounting how she flew in on a metal bird and blew up the evil aliens and flew down on nothing but a blanket. And some of the local bards were already turning that into new verses of ‘The Legend Of The Return’. And Jack was trying not to laugh. Well, he was trying not to laugh too much.




So she didn’t get back through the astria porta until early the next morning. Which wasn’t early morning back in Kansas, because the planetary daily cycles were totally not synchronized. So she was also going to have to deal with jetlag. Which Jack was calling ‘door-lag’.




So the first thing was they all had to go through Medical for scans and tests and stuff. Aly suspected that Jack wasn’t bothered at all by needles, but that he did like to tease Doctor Fraiser a lot.




Then they had to do a full oral debriefing for General Carter and Colonel Austin and Colonel Sumner. Since those Mor-Taxan ‘corvettes’ were small enough to fly through an astria porta, APC Security needed to know about that and be prepared to blow them out of the air if one got into the doorway room.




Okay, the ‘corvettes’ couldn’t fly out of the room and get into the rest of the APC. Not when the APC kept the big entry door sealed shut and hidden behind a blast door when they weren’t moving pallets of toxic waste in. And those corvettes sure weren’t going to fit through the personnel door that wasn’t much bigger than her front door. So there was that much. And there were lots of scraps of ‘corvette’ that APC teams had been gathering up for analysis by the science and engineering divisions of the APC.




Also, Sergeant Siler had his teams disassembling the two surviving ultralights and boxing them back up and moving them back into the ‘exit room’. Jack was already making a case to enlarge the area at the far side of the ‘door’ room where they just had those go-kart sized MALPs, so they also had a space for all the motorcycles and dune buggies and heavy weaponry and ultralights to get stored when they weren’t needed. And maybe they could get some real ALSV’s assembled down there, with ramps to get the things through the porta and then they could carry matching ramps through to get the ALSV’s back into the exit room.




Then Aly had to write up a full AAR, including a section for the linguistics group and a section for the anthropology group. And a section for the alien folklore and mythology department, which Aly hadn’t even known the APC had. So that took hours. And after Daniel read through it, she had to write a bunch of corrections and explanations and clarifying points and stuff, so that took a couple more hours.




Maybe next time, she would ask Flynn to look it over, instead of Daniel.




Then she had to go meet with General Carter and Colonel Austin. Which wasn’t as dire as she was expecting. First, Steve led off by telling her that he had already given Oscar a heads-up about the NID and its interest in Aly. And Oscar had told Steve that the NID had stuck their nose into the OSI’s business twice before, and had gotten burned both times, so they might even have enough sense not to push things this time.




And second, it turned out that General Carter had already taken her white papers mega-seriously and had already talked with Oscar, and had already found out a bunch of the stuff Aly had wanted the APC to know about.




General Carter grumbled, “You had a lot of good points in your white paper on the Mor-Taxans. And Colonel O’Neill had already submitted a white paper along similar lines, because he was concerned that any Mor-Taxans who had managed stealth landings on Earth may have already infiltrated leaderships in important countries. So I got White House permission to inform Oscar and Ms. Mueller at the OSI, and I found out what you couldn’t tell me because of someone else’s Eyes Only. According to Oscar, you were fighting Mor-Taxans in Las Vegas only hours after Doctor Fraiser cut you loose here.”




Aly admitted, “It only took a couple hours to fly to the OSI base in Maryland, and a couple hours to do some bionic repair work on my back. So then I was off to Las Vegas with Deputy Director Mueller and some of our other assets ASAP.”




He added, “We don’t trust the Russians and the Chinese, but we may have to tell them about the Mor-Taxans, just to keep this issue under control. Assuming we can get permission from the top to disseminate this TS/SCI intel.”




Aly nodded, “Aye, sir. And we need to alert the Joint Chiefs and our allies as soon as clearances can be arranged, because now we know that there are infiltrators around the globe, and maybe even worse, regular humans who are so corrupt and evil that they’re knowingly working for the Mor-Taxans. I don’t know if I can tell you more details about them, but you can talk to Director Goldman and Deputy Director Mueller.”




He nodded. “Right. Colonel Austin has gotten NDAs signed going both ways, but we’re still going to require that this remain Need To Know at your end, just like at our end. And informing other countries about this is going to be a nightmare even after we get those Mor-Taxan detectors up and running in the door room and up top.”




Aly just said, “Thank you, sir. And as soon as the APC has working Mor-Taxan sensor tech, I would like to request a sensor that the OSI can use on all of its personnel, then on some higher-level officials in related agencies and the Joint Chiefs, and then top elected officials. Because this could get really bad over the next half century.”




The general scowled some, but said. “I’ll take that under advisement, and I’ll talk it over with Oscar and some other contacts.”




Aly assumed that meant Senator Kinsey, among others. She didn’t say that. She just said, “Thank you, sir.”




Then he told her how the NID trio ‘confessed’ on camera and were going to stand trial under UCMJ in a security setting, and then go to prison for years. 




Aly was kind of surprised how pleased she felt about that. She didn’t think she was that mean. Maybe she’d gotten a lot meaner since she was a normal girl back in Paradise Valley.




And the OSI HQ had put in a request for her to return ASAP, so she needed to pack her gear that wouldn’t stay here for her, and get driven back to McConnell AFB in Sedgwick. 




But she was totally surprised when she saw Captain Bruce Jayne waiting to give her that ride.




Okay, that probably meant that something was going on. Not that she was mega-suspicious, but she did remember what he had said when he had picked her up at McConnell that first time. Well, she mostly remembered.




He probably remembered exactly, because of those Batman-like brains.




After he was past the base checkpoints and out on the regular roads, he finally spoke up. “Lieutenant, I’d like to apologize for what I said and implied the last time I was giving you a ride.”




She insisted, “No way, sir. You were right to be suspicious, and I wasn’t being careful enough.”




He explained, “General Carter read me in all the way and requested I be transferred to the APC instead of wasting my time overseeing building construction. And Colonel Austin explained that you’re OSI. On top of being a Marine. And Colonel O’Neill said you were such an impressive soldier that it was a shame you were being wasted in the Marines when you could be in the Air Force.”




Aly tried not to giggle. Because she could totally imagine Jack saying that.




He added, “And a certain stolen artwork just turned up.”




Aly checked, “A Grant Wood lithograph of cats?”




He nodded. “Right. It turned up on my bed, in my parents’ mansion, despite all the security my parents have in place. And it was surrounded by rose petals. And some herbs, which I had my parents press and mail to me. One was catmint, and the other was cat thyme.”




Wow. Aly knew that Selina could be mega-stealthy and mega-sneaky when she wanted, but that was also mega-unsubtle. Aly also knew that catmint was the mint plant that got dried and turned into catnip. So extra non-subtlety there.




She just said, “Selina Kyle still smiles when your name comes up.” His eyebrows went way up at that. So she kept going, “And I know that she’s still keeping tabs on you to some extent, because she knew you were at a base in Kansas. So someday, maybe when you have some leave, you might go to your off-base apartment… and find someone waiting for you. No matter how securely you locked your place up.”




He didn’t say anything, but she could tell he was thinking about that. A lot.





STORMBURST! Family Matters


ISSUE 40



Alee Mack, better known as Stormburst when she was on the Justice League’s Watchtower, stepped off the transporter pad and checked the Watchtower monitors for internal business.




She had fifteen minutes before the meeting, and she only needed a minute to walk to the meeting room. Less, if she wanted to fly. And way less if she wanted to fly and use the Speed Force too, which she totally didn’t need to do, even if some people did stuff like that on the Watchtower all the time. So she made a detour to the cafeteria and made herself a nice lunch salad in a to-go box. Then she ate most of it before carrying the rest down to the meeting room. 




The sliced-up asparagus spears were extra-good, like they were fresh out of the field. She wondered if someone picked them by hand and brought them up, or if maybe there was a hydroponic garden she hadn’t found yet on the Watchtower where someone was growing stuff like fresh asparagus. There were farms near Paradise Valley that grew asparagus, and Alee’s mom went a couple times every summer so they could have mega-yummy fresh asparagus at the house. And fresh, just-picked, crisp, sweet asparagus was so awesome that Alee was never looking at canned asparagus again. This asparagus was that good.




Not that anything in the salad wasn’t great. It all tasted really fresh and yummy. The broad beans. The orange and yellow bell pepper slices. The red onion bits. The pickled beet slices. The little cherry-sized heirloom tomatoes in fun not-a-sphere shapes. Everything. She had to remind herself not to come up to the Watchtower all the time just to eat their salad stuff.




Well, not just the salad stuff. She also really liked their macaroni and cheese, and their meatloaf, and the big trays of little wrapped-up things that were like a crepe wrapped around a yummy, slightly sweet, soft cheese filling. Maybe they were blintzes, but she could hardly bring Mina or Jeffrey up here to show them and ask them if they thought these were real blintzes. There were a bunch of foods the Watchtower caff did an awesome job on. Maybe it was someone’s superpower.




She was still a little early to the meeting. Batman was already there. Naturally. So was Robin. And a couple more Justice Leaguers she knew already, including one of the Green Lanterns and the Flash. But nobody else had brought food. Crud.




She checked, “Isn’t this lunchtime on the Watchtower? I just sort of assumed…”




The Flash suddenly blurred as he tapped into the Speed Force. And he was back. With a tray of food including three helpings of the tuna noodle casserole, which Alee hadn’t even known you could make so that it tasted really good, until she had tried the stuff in the caff. Maybe it was the fresh, pan-seared chunks of real tuna in the casserole. Or the homemade noodles. Or the sauce they put on the tuna.




She gave Flash a huge smile for going out of his way to make her feel better about bringing her salad to a Batman meeting.




Robin reached down to his utility belt and pulled out… a nutrition bar. Which he started to unwrap. She gave him a smile too.




Batman just stood still. He wouldn’t even glare at the people who had food. She knew he ate normal food at normal times. She didn’t get why he was so tense about people eating in his meetings. Did Justice Leaguers talk with their mouth full, or start food fights, or something else she still didn’t know about?




Okay, a food fight between, say, Flash and Supergirl could be pretty dangerous. Handfuls of tuna noodle casserole thrown at Mach 200 would be mega-dangerous no matter how soft the noodles were to start with.




Batman gruffly said, “Green Arrow will not be here today, because of a secret identity conflict. But he has given me his preferences on the subject.”




Flash chewed and swallowed at superspeed. Then he asked, “And the subject is…?”




Batman glared at him. “Did you not read the message I sent?”




Flash shrugged, “I read through the pages that had all the headers for all my emails. Yours had the time and place in the header, and it was from you, so I came. It takes too long to wait for all the email bodies to come up.”




Batman looked like he wanted to grumble and rub his forehead. Instead he snapped, “The subject is what we do next with Gravitas.”




Flash looked interested at that. “She’s back already? How’d the medical treatment go?”




Green Lantern looked over and said, “Quite well, considering the damage she’d suffered. Not that doctors on Earth could have fixed it. Still, she’s going to be weak in her hips and legs and lower back for a while, and the treatment for the spinal damage is going to take time to complete, so she’s going to be using crutches or a walker or a wheelchair, for maybe a couple months. It’s partly going to depend on her.”




Robin pointed out, “She did try for suicide by cop. I’d be surprised if she’s not clinically depressed, which ought to majorly cut into personal efforts to improve herself.”




Flash smiled, “Hey, no problemo. Just find a nice place to put her which also comes with its own personal trainer and day spa.”




“Not helping!” Batman growled.




Flash looked at him. “Are you sure? Because I think that would work. She needs some place to be where people treat her like another person, not some freakishly genius-y weirdo supervillain with no social skills.”




“Yeah,” Stormburst agreed. “She’s been picked on her whole life. She needs a place that’s bully-free.”




Batman growled, “We cannot just park her at a spa for the next year and expect she would be happy with that outcome. Remember that she does not need to use her legs to leave virtually anywhere on Earth.”




Stormburst suddenly raised a hand. “I have an idea. Can I go make a phone call and see if I can get permission to take her someplace safe that would accept her?”




Batman fumed, “You may not take her to your parents’ house!”




She inhaled sharply. “Wow, I hadn’t thought about that. Dad would love having another scientist around the house to-”




“No!” Batman snapped. “Just because her back is partially healed and she has a decent probability of a complete physical recovery does not mean that she is emotionally stable, or safe to leave in a place where you would be exposing your secret identity and most of your key weaknesses!”




She tried not to wince, even if he wasn’t supposed to be able to see her face behind her cowl. She just said, “That wasn’t my original idea. I was thinking of Colonel O’Neill and Charlie.”




Flash thought it over for a microsecond. “Isn’t Charlie O’Neill sort of Volcana Junior? That could turn into a massive disaster.”




Robin disagreed, “Or it could turn into a massive aster. Think about it. Worst case? A superhero on-site to deal with whichever one goes supervillain.”




“That’s not close to a worst-case scenario with these three,” Batman re-disagreed.




Stormburst tried, “Look, Sam really needs a chance to learn to be social and to get socialized, and a small group would be a good start. And Charlie really needs a female touch to help her normalize, because Jack is not with the female touches, even if he can grill meat and cook chili.”




Batman accused, “And you’re matchmaking.”




She tried mega-hard not to blush, even if she was wearing her plastic makeup, so a blush wouldn’t even show.




Green Lantern cut in, “Whoa whoa whoa! Judas Priest! How did we get from ‘spinal injury recovery’ to ‘the Love Boat’?”




Batman ratted her out. “Stormburst has multiversal intelligence on these three, which is how the League knew that Charlie McGee was likely in need of rescue, and that Samantha Carter and Jack O’Neill were… persons of interest.”




Alee admitted, “And in another universe, where they don’t have superheroes, they’re two of Earth’s greatest heroes. And they work together. And there’s something between them that they’re not jumping into or even admitting because of UCMJ.”




Robin added, “So this is less ‘Love Boat’ and more ‘Outer Limits’.”




She rolled her eyes, but no one could see she was doing it behind her mask. “Thanks, Robin,” she said mega-sarcastically.




Batman pointed out, “So, as I already said, you’re matchmaking.”




“Well… maybe,” she sort of admitted. “Jack could use someone in his life, and so could Sam, and they both need help if they’re gonna get that kind of someone, because they’re totally not going to find a match on eHarmony.”




Flash smirked, “I heard about O’Neill. I would pay money to see the kind of entry he’d send in to a site like eHarmony.”




Robin grinned and opened his mouth, probably to do his version of Jack O’Neill’s entry form to eHarmony.




But Batman was ahead of him. “Robin! Not in this meeting!”




Robin closed his mouth, sighed, and took another bite of his nutrition bar.




So she tried again. “Can I try Jack O’Neill’s house? It’s got the isolation Sam Carter’s likely to want, and the companionship she’s likely to really need. Plus Jack and Charlie are really nice people, which Sam needs more than anything.”




Flash contributed, “Why not? It’s the best solution anyone’s come up with so far, and it’s a site some of us are really familiar with.”




“Because some of us built it!” Robin chipped in.




Alee added, “And Jack’s a local hero for getting the Hardacres put in prison, so we can get away with one or two slip-ups if we need to.”




“And when you say ‘slip-up’ you mean…” Batman gravelled.




She stuck to her guns. “I mean stuff that Charlie and Sam might be doing that the neighbors might spot. Like moving Jack’s truck without touching it. Or doing some outdoor grilling. Without propane.”




Batman glared at her. “You really need to think about the worst-case scenarios and plan for each of them.”




Alee didn’t say anything to that, because she knew pretty much what the worst-case scenarios looked like for Jack and Sam and Charlie, and she didn’t want to think about any of them. She’d already been in one of the not-quite-worst-case scenarios for Sam Carter, and she’d heard from Alex about some of the worst-case scenarios for Charlie.




Batman waited another second and gravelled, “You have considered some of the worst-case scenarios we could see, and you are deliberately refusing to plan for them. That is not proactive, and it won’t help in a crisis.”




Robin asked, “What kind of worst-case scenarios are we really talking about here?”




Alee forced herself to admit, “One other Sam Carter once faced down an entire enemy armada of spaceships. By blowing up a sun and taking out an entire star system… while she was still in the star system. And she didn’t use superpowers to do it. And… her Jack O’Neill aided and abetted.”




Robin winced, “Okay, I am not feeling the aster over this.”




Alee kept going. “Another Charlie O’Neill stopped a gray goo scenario by using her powers to ignite ordinary air into a massive fusion reaction which took out an entire Nevada valley. It killed her but saved the planet. Another Jack O’Neill stopped a hellgoddess in her own hell dimension with enough explosives to take out her power sources, and the blast was basically nuclear across the entire hell dimension. I think.”




Batman just looked at her like ‘what else ya got?’




After a second or two of silence, Green Lantern asked, “And you want these three to work together? Do you have a spare universe to run to?”




She decided not to mention that yeah, maybe she did have a spare universe to run to, if there was enough energy release and enough time for her to reach out and contact her Willow or her Sam or her Alex or her Hermione. Not that she was going to run away from stuff.




She took a deep breath. “I think the best thing we can do for these three… and for everyone else… is to give them a chance to be normal people who can learn to handle normal kinds of problems in normal kinds of ways. I mean, they’ve all gone through bad stuff, and they’re all… umm… maybe a little damaged. They all need a chance to heal, and get better, and care about other people. Jack and Charlie have already become a family. Anybody can see it.”




Robin chipped in, “They’re a surprisingly functional family, too. And Jack O’Neill handled a threat to Charlie by driving over and being an ordinary protective dad, not getting out the M32 and going Rambo on the town. That’s a good sign.”




“Colonel O’Neill does not have an M32,” Batman grumbled.




Robin argued, “I’d be willing to bet he’s got something other than the Desert Eagle chambered for .50 caliber Action Express he’s got in that lockbox in his nightstand, and that Ruger Super Redhawk in .454 Casull he’s got in the hidden mini gunsafe in the pantry.”




Alee decided she was not going to ask how Robin knew where all of Jack’s stuff was and what was inside locked security boxes in Jack’s house. Because the answer was pretty obvious. Bat-training. And really, where Jack lived counted as ‘bear country’, and all his neighbors probably had gunsafes and rifle racks and stuff.




Okay, Jack didn’t really need stuff bigger than a handgun, because he had Charlie. And a Desert Eagle that fired .50 caliber Action Express rounds could take care of a whole pack of bears, if you had Jack O’Neill’s aiming skills and nerve.




Green Lantern asked, “Is that relevant to the discussion?”




Batman just said, “We have not even considered suitable alternatives.”




Alee tried, “How about I go call Jack and see if it’s even okay to ask, while you come up with some better ideas?”




Batman frowned, “Do that from the Watchtower comm room, so you can mask the Caller ID properly.”




“Yes sir,” Alee nodded, and she hurried out. She was hoping Jack would say yes. She was also hoping that she wouldn’t get back to the meeting and find out that Batman had made everyone else agree to dump Sam in some cruddy outer space world that even Green Lanterns didn’t want to go visit.




So she flew to the comm room, where she pulled up Jack’s home phone number on her phone and let the Watchtower AI dial it for her so it looked like her own phone and someplace ordinary like Fresno. It was mid-afternoon in Colorado, but it was a Saturday. Jack and Charlie both might be home. And if not, she had cellphone numbers for both of them, along with Jack’s shared office number at the Air Force Academy.




“O’Neill Septic Tank Cleaning and Croissants! How can we help you?”




Alee could hear a little girl laughing madly in the background, so she knew this was not going to be a private call. She still said, “Jack, it’s me. And I want to ask you for a really, really huge favor.”




“Is it a… mega-huge favor?” Jack snarked. Charlie laughed at that too.




“Yes it is,” she replied. “It’s massive.”




Jack told her, “Well, considering that you saved our lives, and you saved Scott and Hailey, and you kicked Eiling’s a- I mean ‘tushie’ off the planet, we kind of owe you a few massive mega-huge favors.”




She tried, “I have a friend who just had back surgery and needs someplace nice she can recuperate for a couple months. She’s walking and all, most of the time, but sometimes she’s gonna be on crutches, and sometimes she’s gonna be using a walker, and I think it’s gonna vary from day to day.”




Jack checked, “She? Please tell me it’s not Power Girl.”




“We don’t like her!” Charlie chimed in loud enough to hear. “She’s a-”




“Uht!” Jack interrupted.




“Okay, she’s a word I’m not supposed to be saying anymore,” Charlie called out. “Even if dad said it last week.”




Alee sighed, “I know. I wouldn’t ask you to take a Kryptonian. Even if Kara nearly died in that battle, and she was in the hospital for almost a month, and so she never got the chance to apologize, or go to the funeral, or anything.”




“Dad’s still mega-mad at her!” Charlie yelled.




“I know,” Alee replied. “This isn’t Kara. Or any Kryptonian. Sam’s American. She was born in California. Her dad’s an Air Force general she’s not on speaking terms with. And I’ve been ordered not to try and take her to my parents’ house.”




Jack pointed out, “If she’s down on the Air Force, she’s probably not going to want to come here, since, you know, I actually am in the Air Force, and I’m teaching little future Air Force kiddles how to be extra Air Force-y…”




“And dad said I could go into the Air Force if I wanted to work hard at it, since the Justice League is full of gooberheads, even if I think some of ’em are really mega-cute.”




“I did not use the word ‘gooberheads’ just in case you want to know,” Jack added.




She totally did not want to know what words Jack had actually said. Especially when both of them knew she was already getting training on being a Justice League member, and she worked with the Young Justice League team, which was not ‘Justice League 90210’ or ‘Justice League Riverdale’ or any of the other names Jack had made up while they were rebuilding his house. Like ‘Justice League Winx Club’ and ‘Justice League Full House’. And a ton of other ones that sort of made Alee wonder when Jack had time to watch all those things. And why Jack was watching that stuff.




Oh yeah, and ‘Sabrina the Teenage Justice League’. And ‘Saved By The JL’. And…




“So anyway,” she pushed, “Sam just needs a nice place with nice people where she can recover, and since she’s not that great with people, I thought a small group like you two would work better. And if she could see what a great dad you are, she might realize the problem isn’t her, and it isn’t the Air Force, it’s her dad.”




“Well, thanks for that rousing endorsement,” Jack snarked. “But… I’d kinda like to know what sort of anti-Air Force person I might be inflicting on Charlie.”




Alee sighed to herself, because she’d known Jack would go all dad on her like this. “Her name is Professor Samantha Carter, and she’s a mega-genius in physics. Her dad is General Jacob Carter.”




“Oh. ‘Headache Jake’. Him,” Jack muttered. It sounded like Jack knew who General Carter was, and wasn’t a giant fan. Okay, Alee wasn’t a giant fan of the guy either, and she’d never even seen him.




Alee kept going, “When she was little and sick, her mom rushed her to a doctor or the hospital or something, and crashed and died. With Sam right there in a carseat and unable to do anything. Her dad blamed her for it, and she got shipped off to a series of boarding schools, but she was too many grades ahead for her age, and she got transferred every time her dad got transferred, so she’s mainly had a ton of bullying and not enough friends or socializing, and-”




“Dad! Dad! Dad!” Charlie was squawking. It sounded like Charlie was jumping on something, like maybe an armchair. “It’s Gravitas! Samantha Carter is Gravitas! It says here that Stormburst had to fight her after she wrecked some buildings, and Stormburst killed her!”




Alee winced a little. “No, I didn’t kill her. But she did the supervillainess thing after Lex Luthor’s henchmen crippled her, and we made sure she got treatment for her back injury, but it was in another solar system, so she’s only just back from there. And she could really use some help.”




Jack checked, “And she’s okay with this idea?”




Alee admitted, “Well, maybe I haven’t talked it over with her. Yet.”




“Well, go do that,” Jack pushed. “Meanwhile, I’ll have a chat about all of this with The Mad Couch-Jumper.”




“Hey! I’m not mad! I’m not even grumpy!”




“You know what I mean, you… you gooberhead.”




“No, you’re the gooberhead!”




“I can’t be a gooberhead! That’s reserved for gooberheaded superheroes!”




Alee figured she had better go talk to Batman and then Sam Carter, before she called Jack back.




ISSUE 41



Alee flew back to the meeting room. She hoped she wasn’t too late and Batman hadn’t already decided to stick Sam Carter someplace horrible. Like Arkham Asylum. Or maybe something even worse. Because Batman could always think of something worse than anything you’d thought of.




She darted in and zipped into her seat. Batman gave her a glance, but kept focusing on the Flash, who was talking.




The Flash didn’t stop just because she had zoomed into the room. “-but the places we’re talking about which would be good for her physical recovery and the places we’re talking about which would be good for her mental recovery aren’t the same places!” He glanced over, “Hi, Stormy.”




Batman gravelled, “He has been stalling while he waited for you to come back.”




The Flash grinned, “Me? Slowing stuff down? I think you’re talking about someone else.”




So Alee cut in, “Jack and Charlie want me to talk to Sam Carter-”




“Samantha Carter,” Batman insisted.




She kept going. “-and make sure she’d be okay with them. And then they want to meet her.”




Batman pointed out, “So this may not work, and Samantha Carter may find herself rejected yet again. I do not see that as a success.”




So she asked, “Do you have a better place to take her?”




And maybe she looked mega-grumpy about it, because he looked at her and said, “I have no intention of placing her in a situation like Arkham Asylum, no matter what you think of me.”




Okay, she had no idea how he did that. Maybe he just remembered everything they had ever said to each other. She said, “I didn’t really think you’d try shoving her in someplace like there, or Belle Reve, or… umm… Darkseid’s School For Wayward Girls.”




Robin choked down a laugh, and Flash coughed a lot like he was trying not to snicker. Batman didn’t move.




She added, “I did think you might have some sort of ‘health club’ on some distant planet where they could help her but she might be unhappy being stuck there.”




Batman scowled, “You do realize what would happen to her if we placed her in Belle Reve.”




Alee groaned, “Well, sure. Mrs. Waller would wet herself with excitement at the chance to grab a high-powered super like her for that creepy Task Force X thing. And I don’t think that would be good for Sam.”




The Flash cut in, “I don’t even think it’s really good for George, even with the shrink he’s seeing and his priest he’s talking to. He also needs a place with serious anger management training.”




Oh! The Flash was probably talking about Captain Boomerang! Wait, he called his Rogues’ Gallery by their first names? Was he trying to be friends with some of them?




She wondered if she needed to put in more effort at being friends with some of her foes. Starting with Red Lightning, if that was even possible. She was figuring that she was already friends with this Sam Carter, after what they went through at Mount Justice. But if she could keep from having a Rogues’ Gallery by getting people help and befriending them… 




Batman frowned at her. “Go talk to Samantha Carter. See if she is willing to meet with the O’Neills. Bring her back here if the meeting doesn’t go well. By their standards, not your own. We will have three more options in place by then—if necessary.”




Robin added, “At least three. None of them near Gotham City.” That earned him a quick Bat-glare.




She checked, “Are any of them in the Los Angeles area? Because there have got to be fancy places there for all kinds of issues. And White Knight and Element could help.”




“I don’t think the Betty Ford Center is ready to treat this,” Green Lantern said dryly.




Batman scowled, “Both White Knight and Element have busy, complicated schedules, and they do not have the time to devote to babysitting a woman with possible undiagnosed depression.”




The Flash mentioned, “I’m pretty sure most of the people in this room have already diagnosed that.”




Batman stressed, “But it has not been diagnosed by a clinical professional.”




Green Lantern looked at Flash and kidded, “Unless you earned a degree in the last few picoseconds and you just haven’t told us about it yet.”




Flash thought about it for thousands of microseconds. “You know, some of us should be taking courses on diagnosis and treatment of clinically-recognized mental illnesses.”




Batman growled, “Some of us have already been doing home-study courses and reading textbooks. Fitting classwork and clinical training into one’s schedule is more of a problem… unless one is still in college.”




Alee looked at Robin, who gave her a little smirk, like ‘hey, you’re about to be in college soon, right?’ She decided to wait until later to stick her tongue out at him.




Batman added, “And some mental health issues have no recognized effective treatments.”




Flash casually asked, “Y’mean, like Luthor deluding himself that he’s smarter than Kal-El and Brainiac put together?”




Robin added, “All that extra brainpower probably pushed his hair follicles right off his scalp.”




Batman cleared his throat menacingly, and forced the meeting back on track. 




Alee wished she knew how to do that.




She flew down the halls to the ‘garden overlook’. Which was a real garden, even if it was mainly hydroponic. And it had real flowers and some really pretty stuff that was edible, even if none of it was asparagus. Not that asparagus was pretty when it was growing in a field. And the place was usually an overlook, since it looked down on Earth most of the time.




Sam Carter was sitting in one of the window seats, with her walker next to her. And she was looking out at Earth. Only, Alee could see that Sam was really unhappy just by peeking at her reflection on the window.




The door closed behind Alee, and Sam turned around, trying not to sniff from the crying she might have been doing a few minutes ago.




Alee started, “Hi Sam, you remember me, right?”




Sam frowned, “Samantha. I don’t like Sam. It’s…” She sighed. “It’s what my father used to call me. And it’s what some old school bullies called me. I have a lot of bad memories associated with the name.”




“Oh. Sorry.” Alee realized that Batman had warned her, and she had just ignored it. She had been too busy connecting this Samantha Carter with Sam Carter. And they weren’t the same person. “I’m really sorry. Can we start over?”




Samantha forced a little smile at that. “Do people like me get do-overs?”




Alee flew over and sat next to her. “They do if I have any say in it.”




Samantha didn’t look like she believed that. Alee was going to have to remember that whole part about depression and what some depressed people did when they couldn’t take being so unhappy anymore. But she couldn’t just grab Samantha and order her to not be depressed about how awful her life had been.




Okay, she could, but it wouldn’t work, and it might make everything way worse.




Samantha asked, “Is this where you tell me I’m going to spend the next five years in Belle Reve, followed by five years of community service?”




“No!” Alee squawked. “I would never! And Belle Reve is a totally terrible place! And they have a secret project that’s mega-grim and I am not gonna let you get pulled into it!”




“Then where am I going to get stuck?” Samantha worried. “I’ve heard really bad things about some of the places like Arkham Asylum and the Central City Mental Health Clinic.”




Alee took a deep breath. “I’ve got a couple friends who have a nice, big cabin in Colorado. I’d like to take you to meet them, and if you get along with them, they could let you recover there. It’s not crowded with other people, but you wouldn’t be alone.”




Samantha frowned, “Just how… isolated is this place?”




Alee explained, “It’s a couple minutes’ drive from one of the tourist towns on the east side of the Rockies. And it’s maybe half an hour or an hour’s drive from Colorado Springs, and that’s only like an hour from Denver on the interstate.”




Samantha grimaced, “Colorado Springs. Yeah. I know the area. I was stuck there in a boarding school for a year once.”




Alee pointed out, “I’m not sticking you in a boarding school. And I’m not sticking you in Colorado Springs either. I’m trying to find a nice, peaceful place you can recuperate, with people you might like, who might like you, and you could, well, find yourself again while your back gets better.”




Samantha said, “This doesn’t sound like what I was expecting.”




“Well good!” Alee fussed. Because it was pretty obvious that Samantha had been expecting to get slammed into the worst place Batman could think of.




Alee gently asked, “Would you be willing to meet with them? I’m warning you right now that Jack is a semi-retired Air Force colonel, and he is nothing like your dad. He’s teaching at the Academy part-time so he can raise a nine year old girl, and he’s never gonna stick her in a boarding school.”




Samantha checked, “And did you tell them that I have issues with Air Force officers and… well… a lot of things?”




Alee nodded, “Sure I did. They know who you are, and who your dad is, and… Okay, Charlie is probably going to be really excited to meet you and she’ll want to hear all about you being Gravitas. Which is still a terrible name.”




Samantha nodded. “Right. I think that name’s a pretty clear sign that I was clinically insane for a while. And maybe I still am. Have you warned them that I’m a supervillain and I’m not safe?”




Alee admitted, “They’re not supervillains, but they’re not safe either. Charlie—the little girl—is basically Volcana as a nine year old. Jack—the dad—faced off against a Shaggy Man to protect Charlie. They’re both just as safe as you want, and even more dangerous than you when they absolutely need to be. Also, I’ve told them a little bit about Samantha Carters in other universes.”




“Are any of them supervillains?” Samantha worried.




“They’re amazing heroines.” Alee spilled, “One of them is an Air Force major who’s an astrophysicist with a really impressive textbook on the physics of wormholes, and is part of a team that mainly works off-world and fights alien threats. One is an Air Force major who’s an astrophysicist who was part of the first team to go to a comet, and she saved the planet from a blob monster and then from Kessler Syndrome with a maser she built from spare parts on the ISS. There are others, but they’re all brilliant like you.”




Samantha frowned some more. “I think you’ve oversold me. I couldn’t do any of that.”




Alee took one of Samantha’s hands. “I’m not asking you to. And I’m pretty sure I didn’t oversell you. You’re an amazing genius who’s had a pretty terrible life, and you deserve better. And I’m still hoping those two jerkhead physicists try suing you in civil court so we can show everyone what horrible people they are and how they deserve way, way worse than what they got.”




Samantha just thought for a moment. “You’re being really nice to me because of other Samantha Carters out there, aren’t you?”




Alee admitted, “Partly. And partly because you seem like someone really neat. And partly because I can use more friends when I’m Stormburst. And partly because I try to help people who need help, and I really think you could use my help right now.”




Samantha took a breath. “Okay. Let’s go meet your friends. But don’t be surprised if we don’t hit it off. I’m not good with people.”




Alee grabbed Samantha’s walker and flew Samantha back to the Watchtower comm room to call Jack right in front of her. Well, she called the house. Charlie answered. “Hi! I beat dad to the phone.”




And then Jack was talking too, so it was definitely on speakerphone. “Yeah, she lured me out to the kitchen to check on how the spaghetti sauce is going, even if she knew it was going great.”




Alee figured Charlie had gotten a little bit of precognition or something, and had known or guessed that Alee was about to call. She just said, “Well, it’s me again. Samantha’s willing to meet with you guys and see if you two are willing to put up with her for a bit, and if she’s willing to put up with you two.”




Jack snarked, “Well, that’s a problem. No one’s willing to put up with us for more than, say, how long it takes to build a cabin.”




Charlie agreed, “Yeah! Even if Conner is totally cute. But Megan really like-likes him, and she’s my friend, so…”




Alee agreed, “Right. BFF solidarity all the way.” She got back on track. “So I’m gonna bring her over right now. We’ll be there in a couple.”




Jack said, “Sounds great. We won’t clean up or anything, so she can see what slobs she’d have to live with.”




“Da-ad!” Charlie complained. “Everything is cleaned up! Oh. I get it.” She said to Alee, “Well, it was my turn to pick up and vacuum, so the place is like out of one of those stupid magazines at the checkout counter, and not at all like when dad cleans!”




Once Jack hung up, Alee scooped up Samantha and her walker, and flew them down to the Watchtower transporter pad on the floor below.




As they went, Samantha checked, “He has a nine year old picking up and cleaning?”




Alee explained, “She has telekinesis, like me. So I showed her how to do it with her powers. It takes her about one fifth as long as it does Jack, and as she keeps working on her telekinetic skills, doing detail work and manipulating more objects at once, it’ll take her a lot less time. So it’s a win-win. She gets training in important telekinetic skills while also learning how to do housework faster.”




They beamed down to the transporter pad in downtown Denver. Alee asked, “Is it okay if I pull you into my morph and fly there using the Speed Force?”




Samantha thought for a moment and said, “That sounds really fascinating! Please.”




Alee grinned at her enthusiasm. So many people were like ‘oh ick’ or ‘no way’ or even ‘oh no get away from me’. Or lots of cursing. Or getting let out of her morph and then cursing a lot.




She went silvery, then pulled Samantha and the walker into her morph, then cut into the building HVAC system instead of taking the regular exit doors. She zipped up into the sky, oriented herself, then darted over to Jack’s house. It was less than a hundred miles as the crow flies, so it took her a little over a second before she was dropping out of the Speed Force and then dropping down toward Jack’s cabin. The much bigger cabin because it was rebuilt by superheroes. But Alee was going to let Jack explain that.




Sam looked down at where they were headed. “I was going to ask you a slew of questions about van der Waals forces. And also trans-dimensional superstrings. But I think I just need to ask something else first. How big is that cabin? I was figuring on a tiny space with hardly enough room, but this is… bigger than that.”




Alee said, “Two stories. Plus a full basement. It’s got plenty of room. It’s been rebuilt recently. Jack knows the guy who owns the Los Angeles franchise for Handy Man Inc.”




Okay, that was a bit of a distortion of the truth. But some of this was for Jack and Charlie to decide whether or not to spill.




Alee headed down toward the cabin’s pantry door.





ISSUE 42



Alee flew Samantha Carter and her walker down to the gravel pathway just outside Jack’s pantry door. She wanted Samantha to think about getting around outside on rough days, because this wasn’t landscaped with fancy concrete walkways and stuff. Despite the new house stuff, Jack still had a gravel driveway and a gravel parking area and a gravel path from there to the house.




So Samantha glanced around to make sure no one was looking. There wasn’t another cabin within sight, because of all the trees and little rises and stuff. She first tried lifting her walker and moving it forward maybe a foot, then stepping forward using it for support. That was a little tough on the uneven gravel. So Samantha concentrated a little, and lifted herself and the walker a couple inches above the gravel, then floated over to the concrete square that was the area in front of the door. Alee was totally glad someone had built a nice overhang out over that, so people didn’t get rained on or snowed on when they were coming or going and standing on that little not-quite-a-patio.




Alee rang the doorbell with her tk and waited a fraction of a second. Sure enough, Charlie was saying, “I told you they were here!”




Jack followed along, “And I believed you. I just didn’t think we needed to be lurking in wait like a pair of ghouls.”




Charlie opened the door and smiled, “Hi, Alee!” She hugged Alee, and Alee hugged her back. “And hi. You have to be Samantha Carter.”




Jack stepped up behind Charlie and said, “Come on in. Do you want a little help with that walker? Because superpowers are allowed in the house if we don’t have other guests.”




“Or if we do have guests but they’re superheroes building our house!” Charlie burst out.




Samantha looked at Stormburst as she checked with Jack, “Superheroes built your house?”




Jack groaned slightly. “We used to have a little one-story cabin. Two bedrooms, one bath, a living room / dining room area, a kitchen, and a good-sized pantry. Plus a crawlspace. Then we had a teensy-weensy accident-”




“I had a nightmare,” Charlie admitted.




“Completely my fault. I should’ve had a lot more fire extinguishers and firefighting gear,” Jack grumbled. “So then, Alee’s friends show up and clean things up and rebuild it. Only nobody listened to me on what the cabin should look like, so now we have a mansion. And a full basement, and a full HVAC system and water treatment system and two water heaters and everything else you could think of, in it. And Xander wouldn’t let me pay him anywhere near what this should’ve cost.”




Alee spilled, “Even if the crew rebuilt the whole house in a week.”




“Four and a half days!” Charlie insisted. “And the basement too. And the greenhouse.”




Jack pointed at Alee and said, “It’s all her fault.”




Charlie nodded, “Yeah! She knows the coolest people in the world! Superboy dug our basement out in like ten seconds!”




Jack mentioned, “It might’ve been more like fifteen minutes. But maybe I wasn’t paying attention.”




Charlie looked at him and told him, “Yeah. You were busy arguing with Xander about doing too much and not letting you pay for it.”




Jack rolled his eyes a little. “But anyway, that’s why we have multiple bedrooms and bathrooms upstairs, and a nice room down here we could turn into a bedroom for you, if you don’t want to have to wrestle with stairs every day.”




Charlie rolled her eyes a little in a totally Jack eyeroll. “Da-ad! She’s Gravitas! She can fly. She doesn’t haveta worry about stairs.” She looked at Samantha. “Dad won’t let me practice flying around yet. He says I haveta practice with Alee a bunch first. And it has ta be somewhere safe.”




Alee told her, “I found a good place. It’s a great big play-pool that’s only three feet deep all over, and no one uses it or is anywhere near it at night. We can fly around, and if you slip out of your tk grip, you’ll just go ker-sploosh and get right back up.”




Jack said, “Sounds like this practice is gonna require bathing suits.”




Alee admitted, “I’ll just be in my uniform. I don’t have any swimwear that still fits me.” She didn’t admit that she wouldn’t feel comfortable wearing a bikini that would fit her curves. She’d look like… well… 




“Yeah!” Charlie piped up. “You’d look like Black Canary in a bikini! You should totally let your boyfriend come watch.”




Alee tried not to blush. Or cringe. Or anything. Because she was embarrassed enough about her body without Charlie reading her mind about it.




Samantha cleared her throat a little. “And that brings up one of the things I thought I had better clarify up front. I don’t have a boyfriend, or anything like a significant other. And if you’re going to bring over a ‘lady friend’ I would appreciate a little advance warning so I can make myself scarce.”




Charlie said, “Dad doesn’t do dating. Not even the insurance lady who was totally thinking about sex with him. Or the lady police officer who let him off with a warning after she got his driver’s license. Or-”




“Charlie,” Jack groaned. “Can we not?”




Charlie pouted, “But dad, I’m totally serious. All of ’em were thinking about you in a bed. Except the lady at the hardware store.”




“Thank God,” Jack muttered under his breath.




Charlie kept going, “She was thinking about dragging you into their little bathroom at the back of the store.”




Jack cringed. Samantha hastily covered her mouth so no one would see the big grin that everyone else knew was there.




Jack looked at her. “See? This is what’ll happen when you’re here. You’ll be thinking about something embarrassing, and Charlie will ask me stuff you won’t want her eavesdropping in your head about.”




Samantha smiled, “I think that most of what I think about will be too boring, unless Charlie develops an interest in relativistic quantum mechanics.”




Jack changed the subject. “Okay. Since you can fly when you want, you can have the nicest guest bedroom upstairs, which is across the hall from one of the bathrooms. You can bring as much stuff as you want, including lots of computing horsepower, since we got some massive electrical upgrades, and every one of the upstairs rooms has enough electrical outlets for a conference center.”




Charlie said, “I can’t even figure out what I could do to use every one of my outlets. I mean, there’s like a thing with eight outlets just behind my bed. I’ve got one light plugged into it.”




Jack shrugged, “She didn’t want the chargers for her laptop and smartphone and music player back there. Or a heated mattress pad or a heating pad or a white noise generator, or anything.”




Samantha smiled a little bit. “That sounds great. I’ve got a couple laptops and a… desktop computer too.”




Charlie looked at her for a couple seconds and finally gasped, “Is it really a supercomputer?”




Samantha looked embarrassed at getting caught out. Jack just gave her an ‘I told ya so’ look. She confessed, “Well… mostly. It doesn’t use more than 120 volts—yet—but when I use it a lot, I have to hook up an exterior cooling system to keep the individual boards from overheating, and that uses a separate outlet.”




Jack grinned, “So… one wall of your room’s gonna be a physics research lab? Or would you like one of the other rooms to be a dedicated research area? We’ve got the space, as long as Alee doesn’t bring all of our home-builders here for a pajama party with Charlie.”




Charlie frowned, “Megan would like that, but I’m pretty sure Tee wouldn’t wanna do anything like that.”




Jack sort-of-agreed, “Yeah, she’ll be a tough nut to crack. Maybe you should start small with asking her to teach you archery.”




“Could I? Really?” Charlie asked excitedly. Before Jack could finish saying yes, Charlie dashed over and gave him a huge hug.




Jack managed, “You’re gonna have to accept it if she says no, or ‘not until summer’ or whatever.”




Samantha winced around the eyes. Alee figured she knew what that was about, so she whispered, “It’ll be okay. I’ve got it covered.”




Samantha changed the subject so she didn’t have to think about fighting The Team and nearly killing most of them. “Also, I’m going to expect to be doing at least one-third of the cooking and cleaning and laundry. Although I don’t think I can make a spaghetti sauce that smells as great as what you’ve got cooking now.”




Charlie beamed, “It’s mine! I mean, it’s dad’s recipe that I got him to teach me. And he helped me toast some of the seasonings and get the ground meat really well browned and do the chopping and get the onions and stuff all sauteed, and open the tomato cans, and like that.”




Jack gave her a big smile. “I also ‘helped’ her wash the pots and pans and cookware.”




Charlie pouted, “Cooking’s totally more fun than cleaning up after.”




Jack agreed, “Everyone knows that. Even if cleaning the grill is easy.”




“Mega-easy!” Charlie nodded as she grinned at Alee.




Alee grinned back. “Mega-definitely.”









Stormburst flew into the Watchtower conference room to check that everyone else had wrapped up and gone home. And naturally, there was a note in the Watchtower email system from Batman to contact him.




She used the Watchtower’s video conferencing stuff, because it was right there in the conference room as close as the big monitor screen on the wall. “Stormburst to Batman. I’m back.”




Batman appeared on the screen. The field behind him was black, which probably meant he was down in the Batcave, which Alee had even been in. Once. Although he could be using software to generate the background. “So I see. I take it the meeting went well.”




Okay, she was still smiling about it, so it didn’t require Batman’s detective abilities to figure that out. Even Louis could have spotted that. “We’re collecting her clothes and equipment and research materials now. She said it’s pretty much all boxed up already, so we’ll be back down at Jack and Charlie’s in a few. I may stay and eat dinner with them. It’s pasta and Jack’s spaghetti sauce. Which smells like it’s got a little licorice or something in it, but it smells great.”




“That would be fennel seed as one of the spices. It’s native to the Mediterranean and hence shows up in many of the local cooking styles. But it’s now grown and used in cuisines as distant as India and China.”




Right. Batman knew everything about cooking too. She was so surprised—not. She just said, “Thank you. I didn’t know that. Mom never uses fennel seed in her cooking.”




He nudged, “You should learn more about cooking, and specifically about ingredients used in ethnic and regional cooking styles. It has helped me in several investigations over the years.”




She pointed out, “If you taught a course in investigation and forensics, I would be in that class every single day. Especially if you told us about cases where different stuff mattered.”




He didn’t glare at her, anyway. He just said, “You should ask Robin to teach that course.”




“Okay.” Alee still thought the course would be much more awesome if Batman did the lectures. Maybe that was just her.




Okay, the homework assignments would probably be way harder than they would be if Robin taught the course. Not that something like that would keep her from taking it if Batman offered to teach her. Because really, where else in the world could she learn all that stuff?




He wrapped up, “You will be the pointman on this interaction. Make sure you address matters before there are significant problems.” And he disconnected before she could even say ‘okay’ or ‘yes sir’ or anything. And it wasn’t like he didn’t know how to be polite.




She darted down the hall and downstairs to where Samantha’s stuff was stored away. Samantha was looking over everything. She had a big cardboard shipping box open, and she was checking through it. She looked over with an astonished expression, “Everything’s here, but it’s all packed away like Microsoft was shipping it through FedEx to my apartment. There’s even formed rigid foam protection at the corners of the hardware.”




Besides the shipping box and a thick valise that probably had her laptops and gear in it, there wasn’t that much stuff. A box that had folding lamps and extension cords and UPSes and stuff in it. A big suitcase and a medium suitcase. Three banker’s boxes that were probably full of books. Alee asked, “Don’t you have like a file cabinet full of research papers and a couple bookcases full of textbooks?”




Samantha pointed at her valise. “Electronic storage only. Much faster when I want to look up something or paste some citations into a new paper. The boxes are special books I want to keep.”




Alee mentioned, “When you figure out how my silver morph is van der Waals forces, or when you figure out how the Speed Force works, please don’t publish anything on them.”




Samantha started to argue, and she opened her mouth, but then her brain worked at Carter-speed, and she winced. “Oh shit. Supervillains.”




Alee nodded. “Right. We don’t need to help supervillains find new ways to kill people like me or Flash or Superman. But if you do find a way to block the Speed Force or alter it, you could give a talk on it up on the Watchtower to Batman and Flash and Superman and whoever else was interested and could understand the physics. I wish I was one of them, but I’m not. Yet.”




Samantha carefully asked, “You’re still in high school, right? Even though…” She sort of gestured at Alee’s bustline.




Alee spilled, “Yeah. And the breasts have been a huge hassle. A year ago, I was like an A-plus cup. Now I’m just hoping they stop growing before they get as big as Kara’s. That’s Power Girl.”




Samantha worried, “Can you even go home when your shape has changed so much?”




Alee admitted, “At home, I wear this padding around my waist and hips so I just look chubby. Plus a minimizer bra. My fam and my boyfriend know, but no one else does. I’ll probably need to keep that up until way after Stormburst retires.”




Samantha gently asked, “And are you… okay with that?”




Alee shrugged, trying not to show how not-okay she was with it. “It beats all the alternatives. I can’t let people see that I’ve grown this shape practically overnight. Everybody would know what that means. And my boyfriend’s okay with it.”




Samantha pursed her lips and straightened up her shoulders. “All right. I need to tell someone, and I guess you’re the best person, if you’re going to be my contact point. I’m bad with social interactions, and I’m… I’m terrible with children.”




Alee gave her a gentle smile. “You’re doing great so far. And the way to get better at both of those is just doing what you were doing at Jack’s house. Talking with people. Talk to Charlie like she’s a short adult. She’ll tell you if you’re talking about stuff she doesn’t get, and she can sometimes get context from your brain so you don’t have to dumb down everything. Also, if you’re feeling utterly embarrassed about how things are going, they’ll understand.”




“Mega-embarrassed?” Samantha asked.




Alee admitted, “Yeah. Charlie got that from me. She’ll also say ‘crud’ instead of some worse words sometimes. She got that from me too.”




“How much time have you spent with them?” Samantha wondered.




“I’ve babysat for Charlie several times. She’s great. She’s been through something even worse than what you went through, or what Jack went through, and she’s doing great. Even if she’s also gotten plenty of time with a child psychologist.” She filled in a rough outline of what happened to Charlie, and what happened to Jack, and what happened to both of them when Jack rescued Charlie.




Samantha sat down abruptly, like her legs just gave out. “Christ. I was wondering how to explain why I’m so messed up, and they… If something like that happened to me, I don’t think I could keep going.”




Alee spilled, “Jack said that he couldn’t keep going. That he was pretty much a zombie for months after he lost his fam, until a general dragged him off to a military base and yelled him into being a sort-of-functioning person again. Then he found out he was being used for bad stuff by the general. And Charlie only kept going when she found out, because Jack was there for her, and I was, and a couple other people were.”




While Samantha processed that, Alee added, “I think that’s what happened to your dad. He couldn’t cope with losing your mom, and he messed everything up, and he never figured out how to fix things, and he kept moving you to be closer to him, but he couldn’t figure out how to make things right, so things got worse for you. I think things got worse for him too. I think he’s probably a really unhappy man who buries himself in his work.”




Samantha groaned. “I wish I could just believe that and accept it and move on. But it still hurts too much. And it led to too many other hurts. You must have gone through something similar, if you’re devoting your time to superheroing.”




Alee confessed, “Really? No. I may be the exception. Because I met a half dozen versions of me from other universes, and most of them went through stuff I can’t even imagine how much it hurt. And they all came out the other end of the tunnel and became heroes. That’s my life-changing experience. Horrible stuff that happened to a bunch of other girls who just happen to be me.”




Samantha frowned, “Now I’m wondering what happened to Batman. And… All right, everyone knows what happened to Superman and Supergirl and their whole planet.”




Alee spilled, “I know what happened to Batman. And it’s about as bad as you can imagine. But he made it into a positive.”




Samantha wryly said, “If prowling the night and punching out thugs is a positive.”




“There is that,” Alee admitted.




ISSUE 43



Jo Baker Mack sat nervously and waited for the nun to finish reading through the file. It wasn’t like her record said ‘future nun’ on it. Her record up until Christmas really pretty much said ‘future lifer in Folsom’.




The nun was really imposing too. Some of the nuns at the convent were little old ladies, or little middle-aged ladies. This nun was like the Big Barda of nun-dom. Mega-intimidating, as one of Jo’s sisters would say. Maybe all of Jo’s sisters would say it if they met her.




The nun finally put down the folder and said, “We all come to our calling by different routes. And you wouldn’t be the first woman who came to our Order through a hard path. But you have a very long way to go before you could even start with us as a postulant.”




Jo nodded, “Yes, sister. My family is helping me get a GED right now, and then my adoptive parents want me to attend the local community college over in Paradise Valley so they can tutor me and maybe get me through some extra coursework. My dad has a Ph.D. in biochem, and my mom has a Masters in social work, so they can teach me stuff that plenty of college professors can’t.”




The nun nodded, “Right. We require a bachelor’s in a relevant field—that includes social work, by the way—and some relevant life experience, before we accept anyone as a postulant, particularly applicants who want to serve God in the way you wish. But your file reads like you have more life experience in this already than any of us here, although I believe there are nuns in our Order at other convents who came to us after serving time in prison as adults.”




Jo admitted, “I’m not sure if my life experience taught me the right lessons.”




The nun smiled gently, “The mere fact that you’re sitting here right now tells me that it did.”




That made Jo feel about a dozen times better.




The nun kept going, “We have an in-house training program with evaluations before and after. I would like you to go ahead and take a ‘before’ evaluation this afternoon. Would that be acceptable?”




Jo gasped, “That would be awesome! Mega-awesome, as my sister says.”




The nun smiled at that. “We’ll see how you feel about joining the Felician Sisters of North America once you have your bachelor’s degree. I’ll warn you. The role you’ve asked about is not easy. Working with women in prisons is remarkably hard in more than one way. Plenty of them will do anything to get out, or to get an advantage, or to run a con on someone who looks like an easy mark. That’s a very hard thing to deal with.”




Jo forced a smile. “So you mean it’ll be like dealing with my family. I can do that.”




The nun nodded, “Part of our evaluation will try to assess just how well you really can cope over time. Not a lot of women want to join our Order, and fewer than that want to work in this role, and a fair number of them can only last so long before they have to move to administrative roles or other community work, or else leave the Order for something less crushing.”




Jo admitted, “I think I can, but having an expert check me out would be good.”




The nun stood up. Crud, she was tall. Jo stood up, and the nun still loomed over her. At least six feet tall in ordinary oxfords, Nordic blonde hair peeking out from under her veil, curves that even a nun’s clothing didn’t hide… 




Jo was going to check with Alee and make sure that Power Girl wasn’t working in her spare time as a nun in the Felician Sisters of North America, helping convicted criminals.




Jo just shook her hand and said, “Thank you for your time, Sister Lucy.”







Alee Mack finished her workout on Conner’s weights. He was totally stronger than she was, so she had to adjust everything for her tk strength, and then get it all back just right, or else he was grumpy at her.




Aaaand… here he came. And he looked mega-grumpy. He fumed, “Why do you even need my weights?”




She tried, “I got everything all fixed back. Can’t we share? I mean, no one told me these were Superboy’s own personal mega-private weights. Even the weight room up on the Watchtower is for everyone. It’s just that no one uses these except you. And now me. Can’t we share? A little? Pleeeeeease?”




He scowled at that. “Why can’t you just use the other weights?”




She sighed. “We went over this already. I need to weight-train my telekinesis. I could take every weight in that room and lump ’em all in a pile, and it wouldn’t be anywhere near enough. I need these weights. And don’t I get everything fixed back just right?”




He frowned, “Sometimes not.”




She tried, “Are you sure you’re not getting stronger, so the weight machines need to get turned up a notch? I mean, you are getting stronger all the time. And bigger. And tougher. I’ve got a list of the settings for you on every one of the machines in the room, and those numbers are inching upward. I think it’s that you never noticed before I started using ’em too.”




He compressed his lips. “I still don’t get why you need to weight train in here and also in the other room.”




She tried again. “This room is for my tk without using my muscles. That room is for my muscles without using my tk. That’s why Robin uses the other weight room. And Tee. And Wally.”




He fussed, “M’gann doesn’t. And Kaldur doesn’t.”




She groaned to herself. He could probably hear it anyway. “I don’t get why Megan doesn’t, even if it might help her. Maybe it’s a shapeshifter thing. But I don’t think her tk and my tk are quite the same thing, anyway. And Kaldur doesn’t do a lot of dry-lander junk. What’s the point of weight-training on land when he can swim down to the bottom of the ocean and get ultra-weight-training just moving around under a jillion tons of water?”




He snorted angrily. The blast of air almost knocked over the chairs near him. “Fine!” He turned and stomped out.




She tried, “I’ll bake your favorite cookies! Would that help?” She was sure he heard her, but he didn’t answer.




So she was kind of watchful as she moved to the other weight room. Robin and Wally were both in there. She checked, “Can I work out too?”




Robin was doing bench presses. He just nodded. He was in uniform, like almost all of the time he was at Mount Justice.




Wally was doing leg lifts. He was in a wrestler’s singlet and lightweight sneakers. He looked at her and gave her a wolf whistle. “Lookin’ good there, ‘Lee.”




She tried hard not to blush. She was wearing some exercise gear Megan and Artemis had bought her as a present since Tee hadn’t known she should try to get Christmas presents, and Megan didn’t feel like she had gotten Alee a good enough Christmas present after everything Alee’s family had done for her. And the exercise clothes had to be separates, since Alee’s bust wasn’t anywhere near the same size as her waistline or her hips. So she was wearing a full-support bra-style exercise top and a boyshorts-style exercise bottom, both in a pretty jade green.




She just asked, “Do you say that to every girl here?”




Robin moved out from under the bench press bars. “He already did. Artemis hit him in the head with one of her apricots. Megan just told him to save the comments for Artemis.”




Wally grinned, “I could’ve done a super-speed dodge, but she was putting in the effort to try and hit me, so I let her. And it was just an apricot. It’s not like she was throwing a batarang. Or a truck.”




So she explained, “I’m trying not to have to run my uniforms through the laundry too many times as it is. So I need to do a lot of my workouts without them. My just-muscles workout, my tk workout, my running workout, my martial arts workouts… I do a lot of different workouts, and… stuff.”




Robin added, “And she’s self-conscious about her physical changes, so she’d be happier if you pretended she doesn’t look like Power Girl, The Teen Years.”




“Robin!” she squeaked.




Wally vanished in a Speed Force blur. Fifteen seconds later, he was back and at a different leg machine, and not laughing out loud at Robin’s joke.




Robin calmly told her, “Look Alee, you’re going to have to learn to deal with your body and your body image. Either you learn coping strategies, or you end up doing irrational acts like certain Hollywood actresses.”




“Right,” she admitted. Because BC had chatted with Alee for half an hour multiple times over the past months. And most of those private chats were about Alee trying to come to grips with her superheroine shape, when most people didn’t even understand why she wasn’t thrilled to death that she looked like… like… well, like Black Canary. And Alee tried to joke about it like Selina did, but she wasn’t feeling it.




Okay, some of Selina’s jokes were mega-funny. Selina would be amazing as a stand-up comic. Alee was still sorry she had missed Selina’s one-woman show.




Alee’s mom thought she looked amazing. Her sisters thought she looked amazing. Her teammates thought she looked amazing. Her boyfriend thought she looked mega-amazing. Television commentators thought that Stormburst looked amazing. Hardly anyone got that she wasn’t comfortable with how she looked, and she had preferred her old body shape. And pretty much everyone else in the Justice League or The Team or The Titans who wasn’t comfortable with how they looked? They looked really weird or really horrible. People like Metamorpho and Cyborg had real concerns with how they looked, and how other people treated them because of their looks. She was just… whiny and neurotic, by comparison anyway.




Well, wearing this skimpy exercise outfit and showing off pretty much everything she had was one of her coping strategies. Not that she was saying so. But if she couldn’t get used to her teammates—her friends—seeing her like this, how was she going to deal with everyone else?




So she just went and sat on one of the benches. As soon as she gripped the handles on the bar, the machine recognized her and adjusted to her presets. Then, as she built up her strength over time, the system gradually increased the amount of stress it applied. It was a great system. If it didn’t cost a ton, and regularly need a bunch of expensive maintenance, and also require external computers and IT support, it would sell like crazy.




She concentrated on getting her form just right so she got the most out of her exercises and she didn’t hurt herself. And after maybe fifteen minutes of her hard work, Wally was leaving.




He stopped by and whispered, “You do know I’m just kidding around, right? I’m not trying to make you feel bad. Or feel worse. And Tee won’t say so, but she’s really hoping she grows into a set of curves like yours.”




Alee had noticed that about Tee, who had her own body issues. Only Tee’s issues with her body and her family and her upbringing were real, and so much worse than Alee had ever imagined before she came to The Team. There were a lot of people out there who had horrible lives and horrible upbringings. Alee wasn’t one of them. She had a family that were pretty much perfect, and great friends she wished she didn’t have to lie to, and a great boyfriend. She just needed to get over herself.




She finished up and went back to her room to shower and change and stuff. And her Team phone said that she had missed six priority calls. Six! What?




She checked the list pretty quick. A call from Jo. A call from her mom. A call from Samantha Carter. A call from Charlie O’Neill. A call from Jack O’Neill. And a call from Oracle.




Crud. She checked the call from Oracle in text form, and it was a notice that she had gotten three calls in a short time period, all from Jack and Charlie’s house, so she needed to pay attention to that.




Alee really wanted to call her sister and her mom, but she figured she needed to call Colorado first. She returned Charlie’s call.




“Hi Charlie, you called? Is everything okay?”




Charlie quickly said, “Hi! Yeah, stuff is okay. Maybe not mega-okay. But I wanted ta talk to you about Samantha. Dad says I should call her Professor Carter, but she said I could call her Samantha. She’s really nice, even if she’s scared she’ll do something we don’t like and we’ll hate her.”




“That sounds okay… so what happened?”




Charlie explained, “So I was trying to do the vacuum stuff with my tk, like you said I should try, and it went fine until I tried changing the bag with my tk and I kind of tugged too hard, and it tore, and then there was yuck all over the top of the vacuum cleaner and around the vacuum cleaner, and Samantha suddenly felt… I dunno… like panic. And dad came out and looked at the mess, and gave me a hug and told me ‘accidents happen’ and he helped me get a new bag in the vacuum cleaner and clean up the mess, and Samantha just felt like she was gonna cry, and really unhappy, and she flew upstairs to her room. Did I mess up?”




Alee encouraged her, “No, you did great. And accidents do happen. Next time, you’ll know to be more gentle with that stupid vacuum cleaner bag, or just use your fingers.”




“Can I trick dad into changing the bag for me?” Charlie checked.




“Maybe. Just don’t be too manipulative. And if you do ‘trick’ him into doing it, maybe you could make up for it by doing some extra cooking or something.”




Charlie asked, “Should I give Samantha a hug too?”




Alee thought it over. “Probably. But she might cry again.”




“I don’t like it when she cries. It makes dad feel bad, and it makes me feel bad.”




Alee sighed a little bit. “I know. But sometimes people need to cry. She feels sad a lot, and crying is one way to cope with that.”




Charlie fumed, “Yeah, if those two jerkhead physics professors ever come up here and bother her? Somebody’s gonna get a couple melted tires. Maybe a whole melted car.”




“Just don’t overdo it,” Alee pressed. “You do live in a fire danger zone. And it’s not like I have Ice on speed dial.” Okay, she did have a couple phone numbers for Ice, but she wasn’t going to ask Ice to come solve every fiery problem Charlie caused.




“She’s nice!” Charlie insisted. “You should have her on speed dial. And Fire too. And they should teach me how to do their accents, because they sound mega-awesome.”




Alee nudged, “You should ask them to teach you their languages and then you could do the accents too. Ice speaks Swedish and Norwegian and stuff. Fire speaks Portuguese and some other stuff. And if you know their languages, then language classes in school will be totally easier, because Swedish and Norwegian have stuff in common with German, and Portuguese has a lot in common with Spanish. And the languages my old school offered were French and Spanish and German.”




Charlie whispered, “Does anybody teach Kryptonian?”




That was a totally suspicious question. “Why would you want to know Kryptonian?”




Charlie spilled, “Because there’s someone I’d like to tell her she’s a creepy jerkhead, only with way dirtier words that dad doesn’t want me to say in English.”




Oh great. Alee tried, “Maybe you could not say stuff like that to her? As a favor to me?”




“Oh…. fine.”




Okay, that wasn’t anywhere near as bad as she had expected. So she called Samantha back.




“Hi Samantha, it’s me. Alee. I mean, Stormburst.”




Samantha carefully answered, “Thanks for returning my call, Stormburst.”




Alee tried, “You could call me Alee, you know.”




Samantha kept going, “I probably shouldn’t have called you. I just… over-reacted.”




Alee insisted, “No way. You should definitely call me. Even for little stuff. Like you forgot how much chili powder to put in the queso dip.”




Samantha sort of snorted a tiny laugh. “I’m fairly sure I could check the internet for that. And I do have some recipes in an electronic database. I’m going to try my mom’s old recipe for baked mac and cheese on Charlie pretty soon.”




Alee pushed a little bit. “I was doing some training and didn’t have my phone with me. But I’m always happy to hear from you.”




Samantha sighed, “Maybe not this time. It was so… stupid. And childish. And neurotic.”




Alee told her, “Then you definitely should’ve called me. That’s what friends are for.”




Samantha asked, “Can you even be my friend? Isn’t the Justice League using you as my parole officer?”




“No way!” Alee frowned. “I wouldn’t let ’em. And you’re not ‘on parole’. You’re not even getting arrested if I can help it!”




Samantha sighed again. “All right… It was a good day for my back, so I was only using one cane. And I was dusting with my other hand, while Charlie vacuumed and moved things out of the way with her tk. And I was trying not to wince every time she used her tk and lifted up a lamp or a chair so she could vacuum more efficiently. She then tried replacing the bag with a new bag, only with her telekinesis. And she ripped the bag in half and showered the vacuum cleaner and the floor with dirt and dust and effluvia, and I heard the colonel hurrying out of the kitchen, and… I had a flashback to when I was a child. And I nearly panicked at the thought of what the colonel might do. But he didn’t yell at her. Or threaten her. Or spank her. He… he hugged her and told her that it was an accident and it was all right. And I… I was so bitterly jealous of a child. It hurt so much, seeing what a really great dad would do for a little girl. I… I went and hid in my room and cried. I have no idea what I would have said to you when I called, but at least when the message system told me to leave a message, I had enough sense to hang up.”




Alee tried not to cry for the little girl Samantha Carter had once been. “Look, it’s okay. You can talk to me about this kind of stuff. When you’re feeling the worst, that’s the best time to call me and talk to me. And it sounds like you were feeling pretty horrible, so I’m glad you called.”




Samantha fussed, “What kind of person is jealous of a child? I don’t deserve to be somewhere this nice, with people this nice.”




Alee suggested, “You weren’t jealous of a child. You were jealous of a family situation that’s better than yours was. And maybe you should talk to Jack and Charlie about this. Because they’ve both done things way worse than the worst thing you’ve done. They have ghosts they carry around too. They just hide it better than you do.”




Samantha refused, “I don’t think I’m ready to try something that… courageous. I’m still trying to work on ordinary day-to-day things like not being obviously grouchy when it’s my turn to wash the dishes. I never liked that.”




Alee had a feeling that maybe Little Samantha got a lot of spot inspections after she washed the dishes when she was younger. Instead of bringing that up, she asked, “How’s your research going?”




Alee could tell Samantha was smiling, as Samantha said, “I took your comment about another Samantha Carter working on wormholes, and I’ve been looking at instantiating wormholes without setting up keystone stations first. It looks feasible, but it would require phenomenal computing power at both ends.” Then it sounded like the smile went away. “I’m not sure it’s feasible with current Earth technologies…” Then it sounded like the opposite of a smile. “And I don’t think the Justice League would want to subsidize a supervillain.”




Alee pushed, “Then put together a presentation on this. Show it to some of the Watchtower geniuses, like some of the Kryptonians and Steel and Orion and some of the others. Maybe Batman and like that. They won’t say mean things to you. I promise.”




Samantha ended the call, and Alee started worrying about who on the Watchtower might be mean to Samantha during that kind of presentation. Maybe she should make sure Professor Hamilton didn’t get invited. He seemed like he might be mega-cranky at Samantha.







A/N: Yes, it’s that Sister Lucy, or at least her DCverse analogue. She’s the property of CaptainBoulanger, and is from his Sister Marie stories set in the Alexverse. I’m just borrowing her.





ISSUE 44



Alee Mack made sure Samantha didn’t want to talk about anything else, and then she called Jack.




“The O’Neill Rabbit Droppings and Chocolate Chips Factory, how may I direct your call?”




Alee managed not to snicker. She asked, “If I ask for the chocolate chips division, I won’t get the rabbit droppings division, will I?”




Jack fibbed, “Some days, it’s pretty hard to tell things apart, so I dunno.” Then he fibbed some more. “Oh by the way, this call may be recorded because we’re nosy snoops and we like to play the most hilarious calls at the office Christmas party.”




“I’ll bear that in mind,” she said. “And you called me because of a little vacuum cleaner accident?”




Jack thought for a second. “Oh. So you already heard about that.”




“From everybody else in your house.”




Jack sighed softly. “How bad did I mess up?”




“None,” she tried to reassure him. “According to everyone else, you handled it like the Father Of The Year.”




“I’ll expect my trophy in the mail.”




She explained, “Charlie was worried that she hurt Samantha’s feelings. Samantha was worried that she was a horrible monster for feeling miserable and jealous that her dad couldn’t be as great a dad as Charlie’s dad. Apparently, there was something like a vacuum cleaner bag incident in Samantha’s past, and it did not go well.”




There was a sound like gnashing of teeth. Jack growled, “Is there any chance I can introduce General Carter to General Eiling?”




Alee rolled her eyes. Even though it was a phone call. “Jack, in case you’ve forgotten, General Eiling is now a giant unkillable monster with super-strength.”




“And a bad temper!” Jack pointed out. “And he’s stuck floating in outer space, so he’s probably extra-cranky right now.”




Alee sighed extra loud, so Jack would definitely hear her. “We’re not letting Samantha’s jerky dad get torn to pieces by even jerkier generals. And it would probably make Samantha feel even worse.”




He muttered, “I wish there was something I could do for her. When she’s not pretending, she’s just so… depressed, I guess.”




Alee hinted, “I’m pretty sure that what you’re doing already is the best thing. You’re showing her what great people you and Charlie are. You’re showing her that there are lots of people who don’t hate her. You’re helping her get better, and you’re giving her all the time she needs.”




Jack just said, “Can you have the Batdude call me? Because I still think there’s some stuff I need to get yelled at about.”




Alee checked, “Are you serious? Because he might growl at you, but he doesn’t really do the yell thing.”




Jack insisted, “Just ask the Bat-grump to call me on my cellphone, not the landline or anything Charlie might listen in on.”




Jack hung up, and Alee wondered what that was all about. She was pretty sure she didn’t want to know. Unless it was something she really, really wanted to know about.




Alee went ahead and called the next person on her list. “Hi Jo, it’s me. Is everything okay?” She knew Jo was supposed to be meeting with a house of nuns, or whatever the right word for it was. If the nuns lived in a regular house, could you still call it a ‘convent’? And she remembered that these nuns were based near one of the California state prisons, because they did an incredibly hard job: some of them ministered to female convicts. Well, they did other community service stuff, but what Jo was really interested in was the convict thing.




Alee still hadn’t had the nerve to ask Jo how many of her own relatives were in that prison. She knew the number was at least one. She also knew that she could use the Justice League computers or Oracle to find out, but then most of the Justice League would know that Stormburst was researching Jo Baker Mack’s family. And Leaguers like Batman would know why.




Also, it sounded like Jo was sitting in a car or something, because there was definitely that whooshing noise when your car was on a highway or something.




Jo answered, “Yeah, the meeting went better than I expected, and they had me take a ‘pre-training evaluation’ thing that they give to the postulants, which I’m years away from even starting, But it said I look really promising. I thought it was kind of like putting up with my dad and my cousins, but that’s what the real job is.”




Alee checked, “So… you called me to tell me things are going great? Because I love hearing from you and that’s fine, but I thought maybe something else was up, since it got flagged as a ‘priority’ call.”




Jo sounded totally embarrassed as she asked, “Is it possible one of those nuns is Power Girl? Because Sister Lucy is over six feet tall, maybe six one or six two, with that Nordic blonde hair peeking out from under her veil, and she’s got curves she’s not hiding all that great even under a habit.”




Okay, Alee knew that couldn’t be Power Girl, because Kara was only 5′7′′. But that was something Alee wasn’t spreading around. Instead, she asked, “And you met with her today?”




“Right.”




Alee fibbed, “Then that can’t be Power Girl. Kara is out of the solar system on a Justice League mission right now.”




Jo thought for a second and said, “I don’t know if that’s a relief, or if that’s… something else. I mean, how many women besides Power Girl look like that?”




Alee mentioned, “I’m pretty sure that maybe half of the Norwegian national Olympic women’s volleyball team does. Dad and Scooter and pretty much all the guys at school were talking about them for days after the volleyball coverage of the last Olympics.”




Jo thought that over for a bit. “Maybe someday I’ll ask her if she played volleyball for the United States.”




Alee checked, “And that’s all? No giant crises? No ‘by the way, I saw a giant man-eating jackalope’ or anything?”




Jo laughed. “Nope. Although I’m pretty sure mom called you to ask why you hadn’t called me back yet.”




Alee heard her mom say from a couple feet away, “I was worrying that maybe she was ‘busy’ and might need to not be pestered for a few hours.”




Alee smiled, “Tell mom that it’s never pestering when you call. Or when she calls. Now if Louis called…”




She listened as Jo and their mom had a little chat in the car and they decided to call Alee more often but make sure not to say things that would get the call flagged as a priority call. 




Alee didn’t think that would work, given the AI that tracked the calls. Not that she said so.







Jack O’Neill pulled his phone out and checked the number that was calling him. He only went with the bad phone-answering behavior if he was sure he knew who was calling, and he was sure they would be okay with it. Unless it was definitely someone who would be annoyed, like those guys at the town hall who kept asking him if he wanted to run for town council, just because he had helped put the Hardacres behind bars.




His phone said the number was one of those VoIP phone banks. So… either scammers, spammers, or the call he was dreading having to answer.




“O’Neill.”




Batman’s low growl came through the line. “Stormburst said you needed to talk. To me.”




Yeah. The call he had asked for but was not looking forward to. “Right. I need super-advice. From someone like you. Not someone like Alee.”




“And that would be with regard to Gravitas?”




Good guess, Batdude. He replied, “More like it’s with regard to Samantha Carter, not Gravitas.”




“How is she working out?”




Jack admitted, “She’s doing fine. She has some good days and some bad days, but Charlie can always tell when she’s in a lot of pain, or when she’s especially depressed. The problem is me.”




“And it’s a problem you can only talk about with another adult male,” the Batguy deduced.




Jack sighed, “Right. I don’t know what to do. But Professor Samantha Carter has no idea that she’s a smoking hot blonde. She’s not dressing sexy, and she’s not acting like she thinks she’s hot, or anything like that, but my libido is pointing this out to me. A lot. I’m handling it by not handling it. I only call her ‘Professor Carter’. I keep my distance. I don’t offer to do things that would put us in physical contact. I keep Charlie between us as a safety glass barrier. But Carter’s not stupid. Eventually, she’s going to ask why I’m avoiding her. And if she asks Charlie, she’ll probably get the truth, because Charlie’s crap at lying about things which are obvious to her and she thinks they should be obvious to everyone else too.”




“And what do you want me to do about it?”




Jack grumbled, “Well, it might help if you yelled at me for a couple minutes about what an asshole I am. Or if you could find a better place for her to recuperate, where she’d be happier, and she wouldn’t have an old man creeping on her.”




Batman cleared his throat in a deep, gravelly, threatening way. “You do realize that she is not fourteen. She is well over the ‘half your age plus seven’ cutoff. And she is not a virgin, even if she is probably not sexually active.”




How the hell would Batguy know that? Jack guessed, “You read her medical file.”




“An Alpha level threat who is already inside the Watchtower? Of course I did. And I performed my own psychological evaluation, as well as a power-level evaluation.”




Jack dryly said, “So you’ve done the same thing on me. And on Charlie.” Because you’re a Bat-asshole.




“Absolutely.”




Jesus, the guy had no shame at all about this shit. Jack asked, “So… any advice? I hear saltpeter doesn’t actually work.”




“You’re a grown man. You can control yourself.” And he hung up.




“So says the guy who’s probably screwing a known super-criminal who wears a tight Sexy Kitty outfit in public,” Jack muttered under his breath as he shoved his cellphone back into his pocket.




Maybe he needed to pick a better super-dude for advice on this. There was no frigging way he was asking to talk to Superman, even if Conner seemed like a good kid. He needed to ask Stormburst who she was on good terms with, and go from there. Since she was pretty much Pollyanna, the answer would probably be ‘I’m on good terms with everybody!’




He should just call Xander. Charlie had pegged him as the White Knight, which meant Xander’s fiance was really Element. Even if asking a guy fifteen years younger for advice on this just sounded so wrong…







Samantha Carter stared out of the window of her bedroom and tried not to feel like she was a monster for doing so.




The sun was coming up, and she was awake. Awake, and in a lot of pain. Her back was healing, which should have been impossible, but…




But a woman she had tried to murder had saved her. And had gone to bat for her. And had somehow talked the Justice League and the Green Lantern Corps into taking her to a distant planet for therapy. Something that someone like her didn’t deserve.




Still, her back didn’t heal in a linear progression, even if it was approximable as a monotone non-decreasing function. It was close under a reasonable Lp metric to a stairstep function, although the ‘steps’ were not uniform. So on some days, her back had just reached a new healing point, and she could walk around using a cane or two, without too much pain. And on some days, her back felt like someone had just taken an axe to her spinal column.




This was going to be one of those ‘axe’ days. She could already tell. She had given herself one of the analgesic injections, but it would take a while to kick in. And her legs were going to be useless. Or nearly useless. So today was going to be a wheelchair day or a walker day.




She hated wheelchair days and walker days.




But she was already in her wheelchair, and she was looking out the window as Jack O’Neill warmed up before he started his morning run. She didn’t want to know how revolted he would be if he knew that she was sitting up here ogling him. She wished she could be down there, stretching with him, maybe in a skimpy marathon runner’s outfit, so she would be wearing a lot less than he was, and he would be straining to concentrate on his task.




She wished she was gorgeous and whole and not a freak, so he would be attracted to her, like she was to him. He was wearing an Air Force Academy t-shirt and running shorts Nothing else, not counting his shoes and socks. And he looked amazing. Disgusting words and phrases she had heard at some of her boarding schools were popping into her head. Drool-worthy. Lickable. Salty goodness. She felt ashamed for even remembering them.




He turned and started his morning run. He had a great butt. Great legs. Great arms. She was definitely going to drool if she didn’t keep her mouth clamped shut.




Peeking at him while he warmed up and took off on his run? Definitely the highlight of her day, along with waiting at the window and watching him finish his run while he was all sweaty and breathing hard.




She wished her back was all healed up, and she was in amazing shape, so she could run with him every morning and just look at him and be near him. But she had never been in that kind of physical shape. Even if she had exercises she had to do every day, whether her back was killing her or not. Fine, lying on the floor and working muscles other than her back muscles was probably not real exercise. Not like what Jack O’Neill did.




And as she watched him run off into the woods, she reminded herself that she was a terrible person. A monster. She was fantasizing about and peeping at a man who had a child who needed him. Even someone like Samantha could see how much Charlie needed Jack.




She pushed her wheelchair away from the window and went back to her computer desk. And she tried not to cry again.





ISSUE 45



Xander Harris wasn’t usually the White Knight in the middle of the day. But Los Angeles didn’t usually get major supervillains dropping in. And when they did, the supervillains tended to be in the ‘not all that tough’ category. Someone Manhunter could beat up.




Well, not this time. They had Shrapnel tearing the shit out of the place. Shrapnel!




Why Shrapnel had picked Lynwood, California was still stumping Xander. It wasn’t like the Los Angeles Basin’s STAR Lab was in or even near Lynwood. Did the guy have a beef with Weird Al Yankovic? Maybe Kevin Costner made fun of him once? He figured Batman would have known instantly, and realized the key to stopping Shrapnel or at least getting him to go somewhere else. Okay, Xander was setting up a couple options right then, but he had no idea on the why. Even with guys—or things—as whacko as Shrapnel, there was a why, even if it only made sense to the whacko, until you had time after the battle to Bat-analyze the shit out of everything.




Or maybe Bat-analyze the guano out of Bat-everything.




He watched as Manhunter fought Shrapnel about three hundred feet up and a half a block north of him. Manhunter blasted him again with her superstaff, which did a little damage that quickly reformed, or healed, or whatever the hell was going on with the guy. The files said he was made up of ‘organic metal’ so he was some sort of multi-celled thing with ‘cells’ that were actually lethal metal shards. Or something like that.




But every time Manhunter pissed Shrapnel off, the guy exploded. Literally. A chunk of his metal body would explode, usually aiming at Manhunter, and pursuing her if she dodged. Then, after the shrapnel slashed up Manhunter, or one of his other targets, say, a building full of innocent people, the metal would fly back and re-form into his body parts.




So, while Manhunter was getting the shit sliced out of her supersuit and the body inside that supersuit, the White Knight was working with Amy on Option Two and Option Three. And he was protecting as many regular people as he could. To hell with protecting buildings. Or punching a guy like Shrapnel. The White Knight could do a lot more good just saving people who didn’t have a stake in this fight, but couldn’t get out of the battlezone without help.




At least Manhunter was mostly keeping the fight up high enough in the air that people down on the street weren’t getting turned into ground round by that asshole.




And… crap! A few kids didn’t have enough sense not to come peek around the corner of that building to watch the fight. And Shrapnel spotted them.




Xander ran as fast as he could, which was not going to be fast enough. He fired a grapnel into a building on the other side of the street and reeled it in a lot faster than he could run. So he sort of ‘flew’ down the street.




Shrapnel hurled most of a hand’s worth of shrapnel down at those kids, so a spray of lethal metal shards was going to hit them in a split second.




The White Knight shot forward, and he unhooked the grapple so he landed right in front of those kids. And he screened those kids with his body. He took about a dozen shards right in the back and the back of his head. If he hadn’t had some serious armor there, he would have been one dead idiot. Because what kind of idiot jumps in front of a blast like that?




The kids screamed as he hit the pavement in front of them. The shards tried to pull out of his armor and ‘return to sender’ but his armor was tough enough that the shards were stuck. For a while, anyway.




Manhunter blasted Shrapnel right in the kisser with her superstaff to divert his attention from the kids, and that just earned her another blast of steel shards in the chest. If that suit wasn’t tough as hell, she’d be dead by now. Dead, and looking like a hundred twenty pounds of chopped sirloin.




The White Knight scrambled back to his feet as Shrapnel targeted those kids again. But this time, the White Knight was already in position. Another handful of shards exploded out of Shrapnel’s body, and the White Knight yanked a trash can up to block.




The shards made a ridiculously tight turn around him to target the kids behind him, who still hadn’t run for their lives. Shit!




The White Knight wheeled around, and the shards crashed into… a metal guy. A big metal guy that the White Knight and Element had half-drowned not that long ago. It was Steve.




The shards crashed into Steve’s body, and he gasped in pain, but he took the hit. And he didn’t let any of the shards get past him to hit the kids. Then Steve pulled half a dozen shards off his body and crushed them in one massive steel hand.




Now that got Shrapnel’s attention. He zoomed downward and barked, “Who the hell are you?”




Steve stepped forward and yelled, “I’m Steve! The defender of Compton! And you’re not gettin’ past me if there’s people ta defend!”




“Oh… really?” Shrapnel asked evilly.




Shit. Now Shrapnel was seriously focused on hurting those kids behind Steve. Xander whispered over his comms, “E, you gotta try it right this second.”




“E to K. Here goes nothing.”




And suddenly, there was a dorky little guy in a feathery bird suit on a nearby roof. He yelled in a nerdy voice, “Halt evildoer, or face the powers of… THE LOON!!”




Shrapnel looked over and stared. “What. The. Fuck.”




Steve slapped himself in the forehead hard enough to make a clang like a sledgehammer on a girder. “Not this freak!”




The White Knight yelled through his vocoder, so his voice was deeper and darker than Xander Harris ever sounded. “Look out, Loon! That’s Shrapnel!”




The dorky guy turned his body and head like a bird, flapped his enormous beak, and yelled, “Mere metal shards are nothing to… THE LOON!” And he did a little bird dance. Then he went with the loon cry. “Loooo-ooooon!”




Manhunter shot Shrapnel in the back with her superstaff in an effort to protect The Loon. But Shrapnel ignored her for more entertaining prey. Because he was a big asshole. He blasted a pile of steel shards right at The Loon, who stood there with his hands on his hips in a dorky pose that only Superman could make look good. The shards zoomed at him.




And suddenly The Loon was ten feet to the left. The shards zipped past, curved around, and took another shot at him from behind. The Loon just sort of jittered, and the shards tore through where he should have been. No effect.




Shrapnel yelled, “What the hell are you?!”




Steve whispered, “That’s what I wanna know!”




The shards curved around for another try at The Loon…







(mere seconds ago)





Alee was just spending time at home in Paradise Valley. She had been on a really mega-great lunch date with Hunter. With lots of kissing afterward, which was even more mega-great. And then she was chatting with her mom at her house, and they were washing and drying some pots and pans. Something totally normal. She totally liked having normal in her life, even if washing kitchen stuff was not one of her favorite things.




So her mom was telling her how Annie was doing. And she was telling her mom how Megan was doing. And they were talking about how Jo was doing. And her mom was kind of surprised hearing about how they might have a brand new ‘Cousin Charlie’ and ‘Uncle Jack’ at Thanksgiving or Christmas. After all, Jack’s house was a couple days’ drive through maybe some really icky winter weather at Christmastime, but she could fly people from there to her house in maybe ten or fifteen seconds.




Her mom asked, “So… all of us could go there for a day trip, easier than walking to Robyn’s house?”




She started to answer, “Well sure, because-”




And then the Watchtower called, over the comm-thing she was wearing behind her right ear even though she wasn’t in uniform.




“Stormburst here,” she said in her superheroine voice. Maybe she straightened up too. And maybe she even lifted a few inches off the floor.




Her mom froze and stared at her. Her mom totally knew what that meant.




Black Canary said, “BC on monitor duty. Can you get to Lynwood ASAP? Manhunter and White Knight need help with Shrapnel.”




Shrapnel? Oh crud! 




She knew who—or maybe what—Shrapnel was. He was a man-shaped pile of sharp metal shards who could recover from any injury and could blast chunks of himself in razor-sharp destruction. And Batman’s file said he could steer those shards, rip someone apart, and then pull them back into himself to re-form his body. Ick.




And… she had an idea. She said, “I’ll need some assistance. Not superpowered, though.” And she told Black Canary what she wanted.




Canary replied, “That, we can arrange right away.”




Alee said, “Right. I just need a location, and I can be at Lynwood in maybe… eight seconds.”




It only took her a couple seconds to fly up to her room and change into her Stormburst uniform and open her window. Then Lynwood was only five seconds away once she dove into the Speed Force…







Manhunter stared in shock. 




Fine, White Knight had given her a heads-up on this Loon weirdo. But she had expected the little geek to get shredded as soon as Shrapnel concentrated on him. Nope. Whoever the guy was, he had some sort of high-end defensive ability. She had no idea what. Was he altering reality? Was he affecting time or space or maybe spacetime? She had no idea how long the guy could dodge a pile of mentally-directed steel shards that had been hacking the crap out of her uniform and cutting her up pretty badly too.




The shards split into two piles. One seared in at the Loon’s face, and the other was trying a sneak attack from behind. And the guy just… flickered. Manhunter didn’t have a better word for it. It was as if, for a moment, he moved through time and space differently from everyone and everything else. 




And Shrapnel missed. With both attacks. Which was impossible. Shrapnel screamed, “Hold still!”




The Loon put his hands on his hips again and yelled, “Never! You cannot defeat… THE LOOOO-OOOOON!!”




That was an eerily good bird call too. She absolutely should have paid more attention when White Knight was talking about this guy. Even if The Loon looked like the 98-pound weakling that the bully kicked sand on in the old Charles Atlas ads. Plus a really pathetic feather suit. And a ridiculous, oversized Daffy Duck bill. And those stupid-looking fake bird feet.




If this guy was a scrawny thirteen year old boy who had developed a superpower after being bullied too much, and he got hurt doing this crap, she was going to do something drastic.




The metal shards made another pass at The Loon and missed just as badly. Shrapnel was getting really pissed off.




And suddenly, there was a silvery superheroine shape that looked like… maybe… Black Canary covered in mercury. Or something. Only this superheroine was flying too. She posed a couple hundred feet on Shrapnel’s other side and called out, “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”




One of the little kids down there behind White Knight and Steve yelled, “Stormburst! You’re my hero!”




One of the other kids yelled, “No way! Steve’s way cooler!”




Stormburst actually stopped and gave the kid a little finger wave. Didn’t she realize how dangerous Shrapnel was? Or was that silvery form as indestructible as it looked?




Shrapnel pulled back the shards which hadn’t hit The Loon, and he sneered, “As you wish, Buttercup.” He fired off what looked like thirty pounds of razor-sharp steel shards at her. And she just hovered there.




The shards got within maybe twenty feet of Stormburst, and she blurred into the Speed Force, taking the shards with her.




Shrapnel suddenly froze and screamed, “NO!”




And Stormburst was back, a couple hundred feet from where she had been before, but even closer to Shrapnel.




He fired an even bigger burst of metal at her. She let the shards fly at her… And there was another blur into the Speed Force.




Manhunter was paying more attention this time. Maybe two seconds total, and Stormburst was back. And once again, the shards were gone.




And Shrapnel was missing maybe a third of his body at that point. But he wasn’t quitting. He was too angry, and too caught up in the fight. Even if Stormburst wasn’t actually fighting him. Manhunter wondered if Shrapnel had all of the classic psychopathic behaviors, and he wasn’t able to see that something that wasn’t working for him ought to be switched to something that would work.




She was good with stupid villains who took themselves out of a battle.




Shrapnel fired off another blast of shards. And another. And yet another. Every time, Stormburst and the shards vanished into the Speed Force, and only Stormburst returned.




Manhunter was really wondering where those shards were. Was Stormburst dumping them into the sun? Was she tossing them into the Speed Force someplace where they would be lost forever?




Whatever she was doing was working better than anything anyone else had been doing. And Shrapnel was looking like a shell of his previous form. Literally. He looked like he had fired away maybe seventy percent of his body and limbs. If he didn’t stop, this was probably going to kill him. Maybe for real, this time.




Shrapnel gasped, “You can’t beat me!” He fired off pretty much everything that was left of his arms and shoulders, leaving not much more than his head, a spine, the back half of his ribs, and the outline of the backs of his legs. 




Stormburst did her Speed Force trick again, and was back in a couple seconds. She flew closer and tried, “Shrapnel, you’re killing yourself doing this, and I can keep this up for days. You can’t possibly beat me, and you can’t fly away from me. Can’t you just… surrender?”




Shrapnel choked, “I… I can’t. I have to fight you. You have to fight me. I need the battle. The fight. The pain and anger and…” He screamed, “You can’t do this to me!”




Stormburst closed in even more. She gently said, “I already have. You can’t win. You-”




Shrapnel screamed and exploded. He actually exploded. Every bit of him rocketed out in every direction.




And all of it hit a transparent energy sphere that Stormburst had already snuck around him, so the shards went nowhere dangerous. Stormburst didn’t move, but the sphere abruptly compressed into a ball the size of a beachball, and Stormburst vanished into the Speed Force yet again.




Manhunter flew down to a rooftop and started to check herself over. Her suit was a mess, but it would regenerate over a few days. Her body? Not so much. She was going to need to visit a good plastic surgeon, even if she healed better and faster than a regular person.




And Stormburst was back, beside her. “Manhunter, right?”




“Right.”




Stormburst insisted, “Look, I need to get you to the Watchtower doctors. Then I’ll come back here and check on…”




Manhunter looked around. The Loon had vanished. The White Knight had vanished too, even if he didn’t look like he had that kind of superpower. 




Maybe he’d been taking lessons from the Batman.




Stormburst scooped her up, pulled her into that morph, and then there was a blur of reality as she was flown through the Speed Force to the Los Angeles teleport pad up to the Watchtower. A blink, and she was on the Watchtower. Another blur, and Stormburst was placing her on a medical bed.




It was like getting helped by the Flash, only with less chatter. So she asked, “What did you do to Shrapnel?”




Stormburst actually looked sort of embarrassed. “I got directions to a safe manufacturing company in East L.A. I just flew there, shoved each pile of shards into a different safe, and shut the safe door. He’s not dead, but he’s not going to rebuild himself from that. We just have to pull his parts out and find a place where he can’t hurt more people.”




Well, that sounded kind of naive. She opened her mouth to explain to Stormburst about the jurisprudence issues, and…




Stormburst was already gone.







Steve told the kids, “Look, coming out to watch a superbattle is the dumbest thing you can possibly do. More people get hurt or killed doing that, than they do just being in a bank robbery or whatever.”




And the silver chick was back. She was just casually floating in the air next to him. She said, “You should listen to Steve. He knows what he’s talking about.”




She glanced at him. “It is ‘Steve’, right? The White Knight had a report about you. He said you were really durable, and really persistent.”




One of the kids worried, “Umm, Steve? Is it okay if you’re not my only hero now and Stormburst’s one a’ my heroes too?”




Steve had to smile at that. “Sure, J.T. That’s okay. ’Cause Stormburst’s one of my heroes.”




“Wow!”




And Stormburst was still all silvery, but still she looked like she was blushing. He had no idea how she did it.




He got the kids to hurry off home, while Stormburst zoomed around the battlezone, putting stuff right if she could, and checking on some old people on the next block.




Then she was back. Crap, she was fast. Maybe she was a Kryptonian or something. She was definitely out of Shrapnel’s weight class. And she checked, “Are you all right? Manhunter got hurt pretty bad.”




He just said, “Yeah, I’m okay. I’ve got a couple sore spots, but nothing I need ta go into the body shop for.” And he gave her a grin to show he was making a joke. Because people figured things like him were either just fine with how they were, or else they were fricking powderkegs. 




Not that he thought she was worried about him going postal on her. She could probably punch him into orbit.




She put a silvery finger to her silver-hair-covered ear. And she looked at him. “The White Knight says you saved those kids. Thanks.”




He shrugged, “Sure. And really, the Knight saved ’em. I came up too late to do the initial save. I kinda figured he was one more white boy who wouldn’t really give a shit if some blacks and browns got shredded. Maybe I need ta cut him some slack, even if he and his sidekick kicked my ass but good.”




She added, “He says you called yourself ‘Steve, Defender of Compton’. Aren’t we in Lynwood?”




He pointed two blocks south. “The border’s the street right over there. And I don’t have a super-name. I’m just doing community service work for the city of Compton instead of jailtime.”




She looked bothered by that. He wondered if she wanted him in a jail cell. But what she said was, “They’re not taking advantage of you, are they?”




He shook his head. “Nah, they’re great. I’m just mainly doing Parks and Rec stuff that would cost them a bundle, or emergency services stuff that would cost ’em a bundle, and a few other things… I’ve helped the SWAT guys out once or twice, and the fire department a couple times. I mean, if there’s a big traffic accident at a major intersection, I can move the cars out of the way without them having to wait a couple hours for wreckers to drag everything apart and haul cars off, and I can clean up the street really quick with a big snow shovel without anyone having to worry about cars hitting me.”




She pursed her lips like she was going to fuss about something. “And they’re not paying you for this?”




He rolled his eyes. “It’s community service. They’ve got budgets. They can’t afford to pay for all the stuff I can do.”




She insisted, “Well, I’m gonna see if the Justice League can contribute an appropriate salary for you. Because you’re doing something really important, and they need to encourage other people to be heroes like you.”




And she was gone into the Speed Force in a silvery blur.




She thought he was a hero? What the hell had White Knight been saying about him?




He needed to check on that with the White Knight. And maybe ask if a fine, fine lady like that had a serious boyfriend…






ISSUE 46



Samantha Carter was having a terrible day. 




She’d had another awful nightmare in the middle of the night. At least Charlie had woken up and run into the bedroom and hugged her awake. Which was a massive relief, because in her nightmare, she had lost control of her powers, and accidentally killed Jack, and then Charlie had lost her temper and lost control and fried her and most of Eastern Colorado too.




The only thing worse were the nightmares where she lost control of her powers and accidentally killed Charlie, so Jack was trying to kill her while she pleaded for him not to. Or the nightmares where she lost control of her powers and destroyed Jack and Charlie and the entire town, and the Justice League had to kill her before she sucked the entire planet into a black hole.




Then she woke up in the morning in terrible pain, and could hardly float out of bed to give herself an injection. And she had missed watching Jack warm up and cool down from his PT, as he always called it, because he had to rush in to the Academy because of some sort of meeting he didn’t want to have to go to.




And Charlie had a day off from school. Samantha was fine watching Charlie, because Charlie was a great kid, and would actually listen to Samantha talking about Charlie’s math and science lessons, and what they really meant for future math and science classes. Fine, she knew that Charlie was looking in her mind to get enough context to follow along as Samantha inevitably ended up talking about subjects that were at too high a level for someone Charlie’s age who wasn’t an asocial math genius with no friends, like Samantha had been.




So, even though Samantha had been forced to use her wheelchair, which she hated having to do, she was managing just fine with Charlie. And they had just sort of ‘forgotten’ to do the cleaning in the den, which was the next room to do. She knew Charlie was okay with that call, and she also knew Charlie knew Samantha hadn’t really forgotten.




But Charlie’s little friend Katie had the day off from school too. So Katie and her mother Eileen had dropped by. And stayed, once Eileen saw that Charlie’s ‘caretaker’ was wheelchair-bound. Samantha hated seeing other people pity her, almost as much as she hated seeing people look at her like she was some sort of untouchable alien just because she loved math and science.




Samantha had learned very quickly that college students evaluated you solely on your major and your looks. A pretty girl who said she was a Nursing major? Everyone assumed she was a bimbo who was looking to major in M-R-S. A girl who said she was a physics major? Nerd. Irredeemable nerd. A girl who said she was a math major? People unconsciously leaned away, as if she had said, “I have the plague!” Then they had nothing to say to you, like you were some sort of one-dimensional mathematical construct. “Umm… my cousin took Business Calc and sorta hated it…”




So Eileen and Katie were under foot, and Samantha was trying to pretend that her lower back wasn’t sending horrible shooting pains down through her legs all the way to her toes. Which was actually a good sign, since it meant that she finally had full neural transmission all the way down, and she was getting better. It just hurt like it should have been a bad sign.




Katie was getting bored with being inside in the rec room, and Charlie could tell, so Charlie took her outside to show her the plants in the greenhouse. Which meant that Eileen wanted to be outside enough to keep an eye on the kids. So Samantha wheeled herself out onto the deck and let Eileen sit out in the sun where they could hear the girls running around.




Eileen artlessly asked, “And… where’s Jack?”




Samantha played dumb. “The colonel? I believe he had to rush off to a meeting at the Air Force Academy.”




“You call him Colonel O’Neill?” Eileen fished.




Samantha asked, “What else would I call him?”




And finally, Eileen got to the point. What Samantha’s brother had liked to call ‘the crux of the biscuit’ for no reason she had ever ascertained. “But aren’t you and him…”




Samantha had been waiting for one of the neighbors to go mining for this data point for a while now. She shook her head, “Oh no. Colonel O’Neill and I just happen to have some friends in common, and they talked him and Charlie into letting me recover here in privacy.” Which was true, but terribly misleading. “Charlie’s great, but this is really too big an imposition on them. Still, it was either here, or months in a clinic. So I do what I can, and most days I can get around with a walker, or a cane, and then I can cook and things like that. I’d rather be useful than a burden, and on days like today I’m a lot more of a burden than I care to admit to them.”




Then Eileen went fishing in a different information pool. She really wasn’t anywhere near as subtle as she thought she was. “I have no idea how Jack afforded a fancy greenhouse like that one. Or all the work that got done on the house…”




But Samantha already knew the real answers there, and she had no intention of telling Eileen about Stormburst. Or the Justice League teens. Or any of what Charlie and Jack had confided to her. Or any of what Stormburst had confided to her, because Stormburst was really trying too hard to be Samantha’s friend. Still, it was like trying to say no to Pollyanna. It was like trying to say no to Pollyanna after she had risked her neck to save your life, and then wanted to help you recover in a pleasant setting instead of, say, Arkham Asylum.




Instead, Samantha fudged the facts. “The colonel was complaining about that. He’s friends with a man who now runs one of the big franchises for Handyman Inc. And the guy claimed that he wanted to make this a showplace so he could try to buy most of Colorado as another franchise spot. So he completely overdid it on the house, and his crew built the entire greenhouse before the colonel even had a chance to say ‘oh no, that’s far too much’. Then, the man refused to let Colonel O’Neill pay for it. Or he refused to let the colonel pay for all of it. I don’t know the details. I think he’s probably just a really good friend who felt that the colonel deserved-”




“Mom! Mom! We’re off to the beaver pond! Charlie says there’s beavers in it right now!”




And Katie and Charlie dashed past the deck, heading off toward a spot Samantha had only heard about. A real beaver pond with real beavers and a real beaver dam. It sounded fascinating. But there wasn’t a clear, easy path out to the pond, so the only ways Samantha could have gotten to see it were either flying under her own power, or having Jack carry her there and back. The first was out of the question, since the neighbors would probably spot that. The second? Samantha would have given anything to be in the kind of relationship with Jack O’Neill where he would happily carry her bridal-style to the beaver pond just so she could look at it. So… no. Not happening.




Samantha diverted the conversation. “Don’t they ever stop moving?”




Eileen laughed lightly. “No children of your own, I take it.” Then she remembered she was talking to a woman stuck in a wheelchair. “I mean… I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean… I…”




Samantha held up her hands to get Eileen to stop. “It’s okay. Really. This is only temporary, or so the doctors told me. And I do research in theoretical physics and mathematical physics. Men aren’t interested in me. Not after they talk to me for more than ten minutes, and they find out what I want to talk about.”




Eileen looked her over in the assessing way that lots of women had. In Eileen’s case, it was probably a ‘honey, I could work wonders with you’ look. Because Eileen wasn’t the kind of bitchy woman who looked at a woman in a wheelchair like ‘you ugly freak, you’ll never get a man’.




Eileen gave her a kind smile and opened her mouth to say something ‘helpful’, like ‘you should start wearing makeup and get a really good hairstyle’. Or ‘you should buy some push-up bras and some tight lowcut blouses’. Or some of the other ‘help’ Samantha had heard over the years.




“KATIE! NO! STOP!”




Oh shit, that was Charlie. And that was ‘not kidding around’ Charlie.




“KATIE! GET BACK HERE! NOW!”




And that was when Samantha heard the roar of a really pissed-off bear. 




Her chest suddenly felt like her heart had just seized up. If Charlie had to defend against a full-grown bear, Katie would find out that Charlie had really dangerous powers. So Eileen would too. And then the entire town would hear. Assuming Charlie didn’t accidentally start a massive forest fire that would take out the town and half the valley.




And Eileen was already jumping to her feet, a look of raw terror in her eyes.




Samantha snapped, “Eileen. Sit.” And she rose up ten feet in the air, letting her legs unfold below her and pretending that didn’t feel like someone was stabbing her in the back with a sword.




She stayed upright as she flew through the trees, toward the beaver pond. After all, if the town found out that Charlie’s visitor had superpowers, Jack could just send Samantha away and then Jack and Charlie would be okay. Without Samantha Carter around anymore.




Samantha swallowed hard at the surprisingly-painful thought.




And… shit. Katie had walked right into a pair of gamboling, playful bear cubs, and the mommy bear was charging to the rescue. Charlie had already pushed Katie behind her and was preparing to turn that bear into a torch, which might set off all the dry wood in the area. And crap, was there a lot of dry wood around there, thanks to months of hard work by busy beavers.




Samantha swooped down and used her powers to scoop Katie and Charlie up into the air. Then she reversed course and darted back to the deck.




She lowered the girls to the deck right in front of Eileen. And she ordered, “Charlie, stay here. And call your dad. Eileen, keep an eye on them until I get back.”




Charlie asked, “What’re you gonna do?”




She sighed, “I’ve got to move that bear and her cubs somewhere away from here, where they won’t be a threat.”




Katie yelped, “Don’t hurt ’em!”




But Samantha was already flying off toward the beaver pond again. And if she had intended to hurt that bear, it would already be seriously hurt. Or very dead. There were a lot of horrible things you could do if you could control gravity.




She scooped up the cubs in a careful gravitic grip, keeping the cubs a good hundred yards from her. Then she scooped up the mother bear and held her close to the cubs. And she flew on.




Only… she had no idea where she could set the bears down. She didn’t want to leave them somewhere another bear would attack them. She didn’t want to leave them somewhere a rancher or homeowner would shoot them. She didn’t want to leave them somewhere they wouldn’t be able to fend for themselves. And she had no idea about any of that. Wildlife conservation wasn’t one of her areas of expertise.




The bear cubs seemed really curious about what was going on, but the mother bear seemed really worried. And upset. And angry. Samantha flew them up to the mountain ridge that was a few miles north of Jack’s house.




Then she set them down on top of the ridge in what looked like a safe spot, and she pulled out her phone. Well, the phone the Justice League had given her.




And… she was getting reception. It wasn’t a cellphone. It just looked like one. It was some sort of satellite phone or something even more interesting. She had a sudden urge to take it apart and study the components. She quashed that thought and pressed speed dial button number 2.




Somehow, speed dial button number 1 was a direct line to Stormburst. Just as Samantha ought to have assumed. That girl…




“Watchtower monitor station, Hawkgirl on duty. Gravitas, do you have a situation?”




Samantha felt ridiculous bringing this up when she was talking to a major superhero who was probably monitoring serious crises around the world. Still, the thought of those bear cubs losing their mother and being all alone in the world made her physically ill.




“Samantha Carter here. This isn’t critical. If you have serious crises, this will wait.”




“I can certainly listen and determine how I should categorize your problem.”




Okay, that was a woman Samantha could work with. “Jack and Charlie O’Neill’s house. I rescued a couple girls from a mother bear who had misplaced her cubs. But the bears were too close to human habitation, so I scooped them up and moved them to the current GPS location. Only… I would rather move them to a spot where they would be safe. Not in another bear’s range. Not on some gun-wielding human’s land. Not where they can’t provide for themselves. Not where they’d be constantly in human habitat. Does the Justice League have someone who can… I don’t know. Talk to animals? Tell where predators would be safe? Have friends in the Colorado Department of Fish and Game or whatever it’s called?”




“Let’s see… Colorado Parks and Wildlife… I’ve got a game warden I’m connecting you to, and I’m sending him GPS coordinates for you and your bears.”




“Thank you…”







Charlie insisted over the phone, “Dad, Samantha’s already got it handled. She scooped up the bears and took ’em… somewhere nice. She didn’t want to hurt ’em.”




She listened to him and let him go back to his meeting. Then she turned to Katie’s mom. “Mrs. Herlihy, dad says Samantha can take care of the bears okay, and they won’t be back around here anymore. He also said I should’ve made a way bigger fuss, so he could get out of the boring meeting stuff and come right home, but he was teasing.”




Katie’s mom looked at the wheelchair, and then off to the north. “Charlie, did you know Samantha was a superhero?”




“A superheroine,” Charlie insisted. Because Alee liked to make a big deal about that. “And yeah, we knew she had powers. But she still can’t walk and stuff. And dad and I really need you not to tell anyone. Not Mr. Herlihy. Not your mom. Not Mrs. O’Reilley. Nobody. Because Samantha’s mega-vulnerable right now. If badguys knew she couldn’t even walk… Well, it would be bad.”




Charlie could feel the struggle inside Mrs. Herlihy’s head. Katie’s mom wanted to protect and help and take care of people. But the chance to tell a piece of gossip this awesome was nearly overwhelming for her.




Katie timidly asked, “Can I give Samantha a hug when she gets back? I mean, it won’t hurt her, will it?”




Katie’s mom fumed, “We’ll ask her. In the meantime, your punishment, considering you nearly got yourself and Charlie horribly killed… One thousand lines. ‘I will not forget dad’s rules about bears.’ And you can get started on that right now.”




“Mom!” Katie gasped in horror. “I hate writing lines!”




Mrs. Herlihy firmly insisted, “And then we’ll see if Charlie’s dad wants a thousand lines that say ‘I am sorry I nearly got your daughter killed by a bear.’ Or if Samantha wants a thousand lines that say ‘I am sorry I ruined your secret identity when you are badly hurt.’ Or-”




“Mo-om! Please! Noooooo!” By then, Charlie was a little worried that Katie was going to burst into tears.




Okay, writing lines was pretty crappy. But not even close to the worst thing Charlie had ever been through.




And if anyone asked, she had thought the word ‘cruddy’, not ‘crappy’.







Alee got another call from Samantha Carter, only this one came tagged with a text message from the Watchtower. Ooh. Samantha had saved Charlie and Charlie’s little friend from an encroaching mother bear and bear cubs, and had then taken the time to save the bears! Yay Samantha!




She scanned the text Speed Force-fast and still had time to answer on the fourth ring. “Stormburst here.” She even did the superheroine voice just to keep in practice. And Samantha was used to hearing it.




“This is Samantha Carter. I’m not calling at an inconvenient time, am I?”




Alee insisted, “Samantha, I’m always happy to hear from you. And if it’s ‘inconvenient’ I can just let it go to voicemail and you can leave me a message.”




Samantha sighed unhappily, “I… blew my secret identity. In front of Charlie’s little friend and her mother. And Eileen Herlihy is probably one of the town gossips, given how nosy she was. So I think you’re going to have to talk to the Batman and move me somewhere else. Even if… well, I like it here.”




Alee nudged, “Are you sure? Because Charlie really likes you. And I’m pretty sure Jack likes you too. And I thought their house would be a great place for you to recover.”




“It is,” Samantha agreed. “But… I can’t put them in danger. And I can’t ruin things with their neighbors. And I can’t be a giant target for people who might wreck the house or the area.”




Alee just asked, “Where are you?”




Samantha answered, “I’m maybe five miles north of Jack’s house, helping the animal control people get mommy bear and baby bears into a safe truck to move them to where they won’t be a threat to people, and vice versa.”




Alee checked, “Are you done?”




Samantha admitted, “Well… really… yes. The bears are safe inside the truck, and the game wardens are safe outside. I was going to watch over them and make sure everything went okay, and maybe see if I could help them get the bears out of the truck safely.”




Alee thought it over. “Okay. You do that. Call me when you get back to Jack’s house. I’ll be there maybe a minute later. And wait until Jack gets home and has a chance to talk to Charlie before you do anything drastic, like run away to the Watchtower.”




Samantha paused for a moment. “You’re assuming there’s a good outcome here, aren’t you?”




Alee admitted, “I’m assuming we might be able to create one. But if not, then I know Batman has at least three alternate places for you, and none of them are like Arkham Asylum or Belle Reve. Even if one of them might be a ritzy spa in California where lots of rich people go to recover from plastic surgeries and stuff.”




Samantha sounded like she was cringing. “That sounds… better than Belle Reve, but I’d rather be in an ordinary clinic.”




Alee insisted, “I’m not going to let you get shoved into some place you’d hate. If that means I’ll take you to my parents’ house even if Batman told me no, then that’s what we’ll do.”




“Wait a minute!” Samantha gasped. “You were going to take me to your parents’ house? That’s a terrible idea! What if I went crazy again? I’d know your secret identity, and where your parents live, and everything! You can’t do that. I’ll go to the spa full of snotty rich people. Or that mental health clinic in Central City.” 




Alee figured that Samantha was assuming all the rich people would look down on her for not being mega-rich like them. Or she was assuming they would be mean to her because she wasn’t a social butterfly. Or maybe she was assuming something worse. Alee didn’t really know what clinically depressed people thought when stuff was going badly for them. Okay, she didn’t even know if Samantha was clinically depressed, or just really sad. They weren’t the same thing.




She didn’t say any of that. She just said, “That’s what Batman said. I mean, about me taking you to my house. Even if my dad would love to have another scientist around to talk hard science with. Even if his field isn’t your field.”




Samantha immediately said, “Don’t tell me his specialties. All of the specialized fields are small enough that I might be able to pick your father out just by hearing where he lives and what his areas of expertise are. I already know more about you than I’m comfortable with.”




Okay, if Samantha was going to stress about that, then Alee had better not talk about her sister Annie either. Alee just insisted, “Let’s just assume there’s a workable outcome until we know otherwise, at which point I’ll help you move out. Even if Jack and Charlie will be pretty unhappy to see you go.”




Alee had her fingers crossed that Samantha wanted to stay just as much as Charlie wanted her to. And that Jack really wanted Samantha to stay.





ISSUE 47



Alee Mack was still in her Stormburst uniform when her phone rang in the personal ringtone she had set for Charlie O’Neill: ‘Fire and Rain’ by James Taylor. Alee really liked the song, even if she didn’t like what it was about. And her mom still listened to that album on her record player at home, which was probably why Alee liked it.




“Stormburst here. Problem?”




Charlie fibbed, “Hi Alee! I know dad wanted you to come over this afternoon for babysitting stuff, even if I’m not a baby, but I’ve got Samantha here, and Mrs. Herlihy, and Katie, so I don’t think you need to come all the way over.”




Oh. Alee tried, “So things are under control? And Stormburst appearing would be even more of a problem?”




“Totally!” Charlie burst out, like Alee had said something else. “And Samantha’s doing okay today. And dad had to go to the Academy for some meetings he didn’t want to go to. And Mrs. Herlihy’s mega-nice!”




Alee checked, “She’s right there where she can hear everything, right?”




“Right!” Charlie said perkily.




Alee said, “Samantha already called me and filled me in. And she called the Justice League so they could help her get the bears settled someplace safe. Which your sitter wouldn’t know.”




“Oh. Good point. Well, let me check with Mrs. Herlihy.”




Charlie held the phone where Alee could still hear. “Mrs. Herlihy? Are you gonna stay until Samantha gets back? Because if not, dad lined up a sitter and she can come over.”




“Well, your sitter shouldn’t have to come all the way out here, even if she’s very nice and very responsible.”




Charlie said into the phone, “Okay, Mrs. Herlihy and Katie are gonna stay here a bit, so everything’s covered.”




Alee checked, “If you want me to hang around somewhere nearby but way out of sight, say ‘bye Alee’. Otherwise, say ‘have a nice afternoon Alee’.




Charlie cheerfully said, “Have a nice afternoon, Alee!” And she hung up.




Crud. Alee thought it over, but she still didn’t know if she might need to zoom off to Colorado at any given moment. So she called her mom.




She flipped the Justice League phone so it would signal like Alee’s regular cellphone and she said, “Dial… mom.”




The phone checked, “Did you want me to dial your mother?”




“Yes, please.”




On the third or fourth ring, her mom answered. “Alee? Are you okay?”




“I’m fine, mom. I just wanted you to know that something came up, so I won’t be over like I told you I would. It’s a possible babysitting job, and you know I’m trying to build up a little nest egg…”




Her mom would totally know what kind of ‘babysitting job’ it was likely to be. After all, Alee had talked about Charlie O’Neill before.




Okay, Alee had totally not talked to her mom about that ‘babysitting’ job she had done in Gotham City for Batman and Catwoman. That needed to be kept quiet, considering.







Samantha Carter flew back to the O’Neills’ house. Even with a gravity assist on her legs, her back was killing her. But it was worth it. Absolutely worth it. Seeing that mother bear playing with her babies and knowing that Gravitas had done something right… Knowing that two fewer children weren’t left all alone with no mother and nobody who loved them enough to be with them… Her body was in pain, but she was still smiling.




She darted down from the ridge so she was below the upper canopy of the forest, and then she zigzagged back and forth, avoiding the houses and open ranch areas she had spotted on her way north with the bears.




She wasn’t admitting that she had mentally named those bears. ‘Ursa Major’ for the mom, of course. Bjorn and Orson for the cubs, even if she hadn’t found out their gender. If anyone asked, she was going to claim that she had named the cubs Alpha Ursae Majoris and Beta Ursae Majoris, after the stars. Because she was a serious scientist, not some hormonal woman who had perhaps over-reacted at the idea of the mommy bear getting killed in front of the baby bears.




Perhaps she had over-reacted at the thought of Charlie in danger. Even if she still hadn’t come up with a rational alternative. She simply could not have wheeled her chair into the house and left Eileen out there alone. Eileen would have massively over-reacted, and would have thought really unpleasant things about Samantha Carter. Assuming she survived rushing in panic into a danger zone when her daughter was too close to a mama bear.




Samantha managed to avoid anyone else spotting her, and she flew down to the deck, where Eileen was still guarding Charlie and Katie. While trying not to look like she was. Also, Katie looked like she was about to cry, which suggested someone had just received a harsh punishment.




Samantha sank into her wheelchair and made an effort not to wince in pain. And she suddenly had a nine year old hugging her but high enough that it wasn’t going to make Samantha’s back hurt more.




She hugged Charlie back, and told herself that protecting Charlie and keeping Charlie’s powers a secret was really the best outcome. It didn’t matter if she had to leave. Jack and Charlie would do just fine without her. They had a place they loved, and the place loved them back.




“Can I hug you too?” Katie nervously checked.




“Of course you can, Katie,” Samantha smiled.




Katie hugged her and sobbed, “I’m really really sorry! I know I ruined everything, and I’m so sorry… I didn’t even see those bear cubs, they were on the other side of some really heavy brush, and I still don’t know how Charlie spotted ’em, and I’m really really really sorry!”




Charlie fibbed, “The trail curves around those bushes right there. And I guess I was just far enough back that I could see the shadows moving and Katie couldn’t.”




Samantha pretended she believed that. She was assuming that the bears really weren’t visible, and Charlie had sensed them. Somehow. Charlie had a suite of psychic powers of differing strengths, and Samantha could think of six different ways Charlie might have detected something on the other side of that dense vegetation.




Eileen stepped over and asked, “Samantha, can I give you a hug too?”




Samantha nodded, and suddenly had a sobbing adult draped over her. “Oh thank God you were here! Thank you so much. I’ll never be able to repay you for saving my Katharine Marie. Never.”




And Katie was clinging to her mother. “Mom, please don’t cry. Please! I’ll… I’ll write more lines if you stop crying. How’s that sound?”




Eileen wrapped her arms around Katie and hugged her fiercely. “No honey, you don’t have to write even more lines for me. But you should ask Samantha-”




Charlie was already moving over to where Eileen and Katie couldn’t see her, and she was shaking her head no extra-hard, along with a ‘no no no’ two-handed gesture.




So Samantha quickly said, “It’s okay, Eileen. Really. If Charlie hadn’t happened to be in the right spot, maybe neither of them would have spotted the cubs until they were right on top of them. And I made sure the three bears have a nice, safe place to roam around, and they won’t ever be back here.” She added, “Eileen, I know what you can do for me. You can keep this a secret. Don’t tell anyone at all. Not even your husband.”




“Or her mom!” Charlie piped up. 




“Then do I still have to write all those lines?” Katie pleaded.




Eileen nodded firmly, “Absolutely. You need to keep these things in mind when you’re outside. This is not downtown Colorado Springs.”




Samantha suggested, “How about this. I was walking around on one cane today, doing much better than usual, and I grabbed Jack’s Ruger out of his gunsafe, and I chased off the bears while you herded the girls back to the cabin. And then I called a friend who got a couple Colorado Parks and Wildlife game wardens to capture all three bears and haul them off where they’ll never bother us again.”




Katie nodded eagerly, “I can tell that story instead!”




Eileen smiled a little, “That makes me sound a lot more heroic than I really was.”




Samantha disagreed, “I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure you were half a second from sprinting off into real danger to save Katie.”




Katie looked horrified. “Mom!”




Eileen hugged her and insisted, “It’s okay, Kittle.”




Katie had her face buried in her mom’s stomach, but still insisted, “You said you wouldn’t call me that anymore!”




“Sorry, Katie.”




Samantha smiled at Charlie, “And see how lucky you are that I don’t have any embarrassing nicknames for you from when you were two?”




“Six,” Eileen snickered.







Jack O’Neill had to make a real effort not to step on the accelerator until he was going too fast to stop for the traffic lights up ahead. He disliked using the cruise control, but he flipped it on and made sure he was only going three miles an hour over the speed limit, which the Colorado Springs fuzz wouldn’t bother to flag locals for.




Then he yanked his tie off and threw it into his valise. Well, he threw it at the valise, with intent. If the tie refused to cooperate, that wasn’t his fault.




After that, he put his cellphone on speakerphone. “Dial… Pollyanna.”




If Charlie ever ratted him out to Alee, he was going to claim it was just a codename so no one realized he had a Justice Leaguer on his contact list.




Okay, he now had eight Justice Leaguers plus the Watchtower on his contact list, and he still had no idea how to call the Bat-Grump, other than calling Stormburst or Robin and asking for a return call. But on the upside, he had codenames for all of them, so nobody looking at his contact list would have any idea who those phone numbers went to.




All right, fine, Alee would absolutely know who ‘Gooberheads Incorporated’ was supposed to be. And she was smart enough to figure out who ‘Pollyanna’ was the codename for, along with ‘Hello Megan’. Assuming anyone other than him even remembered that old tv show. It wasn’t like he was old enough to have watched it except on ‘Nick At Nite’. Or ‘Bob Hayes’, even if Alee was too young to remember a time when ‘Bullet Bob’ Hayes was the world’s fastest non-meta human. All right, he was too young to remember, except as stories his foster father had told him while they watched football together.




Alee answered on the first ring, which told him she was really stressing about this little fiasco. Not that he wasn’t. But it was nice to have some fellow stress-out-ers. “Stormburst here. Jack, are you okay?”




“He- heck no. I’m driving home, and I’m so stressed out I had to put the truck on cruise control so I wouldn’t be driving ninety miles an hour on these roads.”




She volunteered, “I could fly in and grab your truck and you, and fly you to your house…”




He rolled his eyes. Because he was sure she wasn’t kidding. “Look kiddo, you’ve got bigger priority items than my cruise control. But it sounds like this isn’t one of ’em. Charlie called me and said that they squeezed ‘Blabbermouth’ Herlihy into promising to lie about what happened.”




Alee sounded both relieved and shocked. “Jack! You don’t call her that for real, do you?”




“We-ell… hardly ever…” he teased.




“Jack!”




He grinned, “No Alee, I never call her that. And I also try not to think her that when Doctor Psycho, women’s flyweight division, is close by.”




“Jack!” squawked a real superheroine. “That’s a terrible nickname! He’s a total jerkhead, and if you knew some of the stuff he’s tried to do, you wouldn’t think it was funny at all!”




Crap. He knew that Stormburst had taken down Doctor Psycho. And his ex-wife. And his kid. And maybe that little creep had fought Stormburst with psychic attacks, so maybe she knew way too much about how he managed to marry Giganta and have Scary Carrie for a kidlet. “Sorry. I really am sorry. Even if you haven’t told me anything about your fight with him. And maybe I don’t wanna know.”




“You totally don’t wanna know,” she insisted.




Fine. That made him think it was a lot worse than he had suspected. It also made him want to track the little bastard down and introduce him to some anti-materiel weapons.




Alee changed the subject, so he was figuring this was going to be a sensitive issue for her for a long time to come. She said, “Anyway, I’ve heard from Charlie a couple times. They’re okay, the bears are okay, Katie’s okay except that she really hates writing lines and Eileen was so upset that she assigned like a thousand lines as a punishment, so Katie’s got a non-fun month ahead of her. And Samantha made up a story that Eileen is going to be telling instead of what really happened.”




Jack checked, “This is the thing where Samantha Carter goes Mama Bear on a real mama bear with the Ruger Super Redhawk I’ve got locked in the pantry?” It wasn’t like Samantha hadn’t called him a couple times and left situation reports.




“Yep.”




“Good thing she was doing well enough that she was walking around with just one cane, and I told her the combination on that gunsafe.”




Alee groaned a little. “You probably ought to tell her the combinations on all your gunsafes, just in case of real emergencies. Also, Robin thinks you’ve got something bigger than a handgun hidden somewhere around your house, and he already knows what handgun and ammo you’ve got in your bedroom too.”




Maybe he needed to tell Samantha the combinations on those gunsafes, then make sure she had some gun safety training, and then move his M4/M203 combo to someplace better than where he had it hidden. Or else teach her to fire that as well. Or both. He’d have to find some training dummy grenades, because firing live 40 mm grenades out of an M203 wasn’t a good idea for a beginner even on a military range.




He only said, “We’ll have to see if Eileen can keep her trap shut on this one. So far, her track record’s not lookin’ real good. I mean, people talk about not being able to tell her about someone else’s surprise party, and things like that.”




Alee groaned a bit louder. “Crud. Okay, just keep me informed on this. Because I don’t want any of you to get hurt. And I also don’t want any of you to have to defend your house against supervillains.”




“Well, I am kinda worried about the Hardacres busting their way out of the pen and becoming supervillains with super-asshole powers.” 




Alee made a shocked squeak. “Jack!”




He sighed a little. “Sorry, kid. But you’re supposed to be learning how to deal with Big Kid problems, and sooner or later you’re gonna run into supers who curse like a sailor. Or maybe like R. Lee Ermey.”




“Oh. That guy,” Alee gulped. “Mom wouldn’t let us watch ‘Full Metal Jacket’ on cable, and boy, now I know why.”




Now he was wondering if Stormburst could be defeated by a supervillain with super pottymouth powers.




So he let her off the hook and signed off. Then he kept his speed down to the posted speed limits. Mostly.




And when he got home, everything looked utterly normal. Samantha was in her wheelchair in the living room, chopping up raw veggies for a salad. Charlie was heating up leftover chili in the microwave. Eileen and Katie were nowhere to be seen.




He took a closer look. Charlie was worrying about Samantha. Samantha looked like she was in serious pain and having a really shitty day.




Of course, Professor Carter didn’t want to show human emotions, like her pain and unhappiness and stuff. So she put her knife down, floated upright to face him, and said, “Everything’s fine. Really. Even the issue of Eileen’s tendency to gossip.”




And he broke one of his own rules. He wrapped her in his arms and hugged the holy hell out of her. He pressed his cheek against her hair and whispered, “Thank you for saving Charlie. We both know you didn’t have to, even if Charlie might’ve started a wildfire while stopping that bear.”




All right, he wept too. So he broke two of his own rules. 




He was worried that Samantha would be freaked out from too much hugging from a guy who was really close to being a stranger. But she didn’t try to get loose from his hug. She didn’t even wiggle like she was uncomfortable about it. And when he finally let go of her, she was smiling like he had given her a physics lab for Christmas. 




Maybe a mega-big physics lab.





ISSUE 48



Xander Harris wasn’t out in the darkness looking for badguys to punch, like some Dark Knights would be. No way. 




Okay, he had needed to send his primary armor up to the Watchtower, because every one of those metal shards stuck in his armor was maybe-alive and a possible seed to rebuild Shrapnel, which would be uber-bad. So he was letting smarter people handle that issue… and also getting his armor fixed for free.




He was just sitting on Amy’s living room couch, with Amy in his lap, and Fred sitting at the other side of the couch. He and Amy were watching the evening news. And cuddling.




All right, they were cuddling, and maybe watching the evening news by accident.




Fred was sort of watching the news and mostly reading a textbook on field theory. Which wasn’t really fully unified field theory, because Earthlings hadn’t figured out how to do that, or even if they could do it or should be trying to do it. Nope, those dumb ol’ Earthlings had gotten some pieces to work together, only their combos didn’t combine into a single unified structure because of… stuff. Even if Gravitas might have worked out how to do it, only in ways which led to really dangerous superpowers which then maybe led to insanity and uber-badness.




It was too bad he couldn’t introduce Fred to Samantha Carter so they could talk physics and Fred could fangirl over Samantha’s journal articles. He could probably work up some sort of Bat-plan to make it happen entirely by accident, but really he’d rather figure out a way for Amy to get the credit.




Hmm… Amy knew Dinah and Ollie, and was besties with Dinah now. Ollie had business contracts with STAR Labs. STAR Labs had a field theory group in one of the major superhero cities. Gravitas could interact with that group. So there was a manageable chain of ‘friend of a friend’ connections that Amy could conceivably use. 




Alternatively, Amy could go through her bestie Alee, who knew Charlie O’Neill, who apparently was sharing a house with Samantha Carter this very month. And it was a house that Amy’s fiancé had been rebuilding not that long ago.




Some of those connections were dangerously close to superhero connections, and those would have to be heavily masked. Fred wasn’t stupid, and leaving giant clues lying around was asking for her to work out way too much. Xander did not need Fred suddenly realizing that Amy’s connection to Samantha Carter was because Element’s little buddy Stormburst was trying hard to be BFFs with Gravitas.




Xander kind of figured that Alee was trying to be besties with everyone everywhere. Alee was going to be one of those heroes who were on a first name basis with half their Rogues Gallery, like Flash. Assuming that Alee even ended up with a Rogues Gallery and not a bunch of ex-rogues who had become productive citizens.




All right, Shrapnel was never going to be besties with anybody, not even Stormburst. The guy—or thing—was a complete psycho.




So first, the really sexy news that a Kardashian had changed her hair color and was wearing almost nothing to a fancy Hollywood thing so people would notice it. Stuff that he didn’t think should count as ‘news’, but drew in ratings like crazy. Then the Shrapnel battle. He sort of wondered about a world without superheroes. Would the news just be all Kardashians all the time? Maybe fifteen minutes of Kardashian news, then the sports and weather. And oh yeah, a million people we don’t care about on the other side of the planet got killed or injured in some massive natural disaster or war that we won’t even remember next week.




Bat-training did terrible things to your view of reality.




But the Shrapnel segment was going pretty well. People on the street were being interviewed, and had pretty good things to say about it. Mostly.




“That Manhunter sure is brave.”

“The White Knight carried me across the street into a safe building, just like I was someone important!”

“That Loon boy looks like he’s about twelve and needs to eat better. And I could sew a better costume with my eyes shut! That boy ought to be ashamed to be seen in that thing.”

“Steve’s my hero! And Stormburst too. She totally wrecked that bleep.”

“That Stormburst sure is a looker. She can rescue me anytime. Heh-heh-heh.”




Fred helpfully pointed out for the people who had left their Creep-O-Meter at home, “That guy is a creep.”




Amy just glanced at Xander and rolled her eyes.




And they had an interview with Steve which was heavily edited to make Steve look good, which was blatantly obvious to anybody who had read a book on editing techniques and how those techniques were used in editing movie footage. Steve had really good things to say about Stormburst especially, and Manhunter, and also the White Knight… and even The Loon.




“He looks like he’s about twelve and he couldn’t stop a couple school bullies, but he completely shut down Shrapnel until Stormburst could get here. I didn’t think anybody short of Green Lantern could do that, but he did.”




Xander heckled, “He’s the hero L.A. deserves, not the one it needs!”




Amy elbowed him a little. Fred snickered into her textbook.




Cordy walked through the room and complained, “Why can’t we get a hot, sexy superhero with lots of muscles, like Green Arrow? Instead, we get a cut-rate Batman, and a cut-rate Steel, and a cut-rate Daffy Duck impersonator.”




Xander decided to be a big pain in the tuckus. “No way! Daffy is an American Black duck. The Loon is a loon! They’re not even the same genus or species!”




“He’s a loony, is what he is,” said the very expert superhero commentator right in front of him.




Xander just said, “And we’ve got Element! She’s pretty awesome.”




Amy stabbed him in the belly button with a really pokey finger. He refused to flinch.




Cordy grumbled, “Guys. You think with the wrong head. You do realize that under that sexy costume, she probably looks like Metamorpho with boobs, right?”




Xander shrugged, “Sure, but so what? She’s awesome. She may be the most powerful superhero in the whole state. Even more powerful than Manhunter. Unless Stormburst counts as a Cali babe. But Stormburst’s probably one of those international supers who does fancy Justice League stuff.”




Cordy admitted, “Well, Stormburst sounds like she’s one of those Amazons or Kryptonians or something. Maybe she’s not even a human.”




Xander faux-naively asked, “You think she’s one of those Metal Men robot things?”




Cordy shook her head. “No way. She’s not always silvery. She’s some kind of shapeshifter.”




Xander pretended to buy into that. “Good point. She’s probably really some skinny woman from someplace with a weird accent, and she’s just pretending to sound like Wonder Woman. Hmm… skinny… smart… weird accent…” And he let his eyes drift over so he was staring at Fred.




Fred finally looked up from her textbook and rejoined the conversation, since it had stopped cold. “What? Why’s everyone looking at me?”




Cordy rolled her eyes. “Xander’s off on another of his extreme doofusness tangents. Ignore him.”




Amy ‘helped’, “That’s what I do!”




Okay, so he laughed. It was funny, because Amy had great timing. His Amy was a lot funnier than most people realized. She just didn’t go out of her way to show off her talents.




Fred said, “I wish I could find a guy who liked that I was smart, and thought I was funny, and-”




“And could fly me off on fabulous vacations to places like Dallas and Star City, and buy me evening gowns, and…” Cordelia remembered who she was talking about. “Oh, and also wasn’t Xander.”




He pointed out, “There are about a zillion rich or semi-rich guys all over this city.”




She scowled, “Yeah, and they all want you to put out a few thousand times before you even find out if you really like the guy underneath the pose, and it won’t be until way after that B.S. that there’s even a chance of something worthwhile. And the Hollywood types are professional liars. This town is Creepsville, U.S.A.” Then she stopped in mid-rant. “And how the hell does Xander know about genus and species of ducks?”




Xander rolled his eyes. “Cordy, you do remember that I come from a family with members who do nothing but go hunting or else drink too much? And sometimes drink too much while hunting, which is which my cousin Jeff only has eight toes now.”




“Eww!” Cordy cringed. “Eww eww eww! Forget I asked! Next, you’d tell me about the species for deer and why your uncle has some other gross missing part.”




“If you want me to…”




“No!” Cordy fussed. “No way!” And she rushed out of the room.




Fred waited until Cordy’s door slammed shut. Then she carefully set her book down and lightly applauded. Maybe she giggled a little bit too.




Amy kissed him and said, “You shouldn’t be mean to Cordelia.” She paused. “Unless it’s really, really funny. Like that one.” And she kissed him again.




Fred picked her book back up and said, “Y’know, I never thought about it, but Daffy really has to be an American Black.”




Xander chipped in, “His middle name is Dumas, so really there’s a possibility he’s some kind of French duck, or a hybrid.”




Fred gave him a naughty smile. “Maybe you oughta save that for the next time Cordelia complains about The Loon.”




“And our cut-rate Batman,” Xander added. “Who probably isn’t good enough to count as a cut-rate Batman. He’s probably more like a cut-rate Ambush Bug.”




“I don’t even know who that is,” Fred frowned.




“My point exactly!” Xander smirked.




“Hush,” Amy said. “After the commercial, they’re gonna show some more clips of Wonder Kitty.”




Xander groaned, “Oh come on, how many times can we watch a cat flush a toilet and run the toilet paper off the roll and turn on the water at the sink?”




Fred muttered, “They probably put the toilet paper the wrong way on the roll on purpose.”




“He’s cute!” Amy insisted.




Xander gave her a mock glare. “Oh sure, you say that now. But wait until you get the water bill…”




Amy gave him another finger-jab in the abs. While she tried not to laugh.







Sister Lucy sat calmly and listened to Mother Marcella, who had just received some directives from the convent in Pittsburgh. It seemed that Jo Baker Mack had caught someone’s eye, and the Justice League had responded—positively—to some of the Pittsburgh convent’s checks on Jo’s references and background.




Mother Marcella checked, “Sister Lucy, is it possible that Miss Mack is a superheroine using us to get into a prison in a role that no one would suspect?”




Sister Lucy sighed to herself. “I really dislike speaking ill of others, but Jo does not have a superheroine shape.” She also disliked drawing attention to her own shape and height, which plenty of people had pointed out, ever since she was a high school and then college volleyball star. “It is remotely possible that Jo has shapeshifter powers, but in that case, she could pose as anybody to get into anywhere, and she could do it now. She wouldn’t be waiting four or five years just to get into our program as a postulant.”




The Felician Sisters had volunteer groups and assistance groups, but those groups were not used for the dangerous, difficult, stressful jobs like the nuns who ministered to prisoners inside correctional institutions. And Jo hadn’t asked about those other kinds of groups. Jo was already doing that sort of volunteer work in Paradise Valley, alongside her adoptive sisters and her adoptive mother.




Mother Marcella nodded and explained, “In addition to our two novices who are going to take the real life evaluation at Chowchilla Prison, the district would like us to take a novice from the San Diego convent they are sending up before she takes her Orders. And they would like us to consider taking Miss Mack along too.”




Sister Lucy had been thinking about this already. “I would be willing to do so. If any of them are prepared for what they would have to deal with inside the prison, it would be Jo. But we will need to clear this with her parents, and we will need to make sure Jo and her parents understand that this is not an early move to postulant status.”




Mother Marcella nodded in agreement. “Thank you. I will talk to Pittsburgh and San Diego, and I will also explain the matter to Miss Mack and her family. I am already putting too much onto your plate. We must all shoulder our fair share of the burden, for there is always more work to be done.”







Alan Hardacre looked around at the shitty little room. He was in a shitty prison orange jumpsuit, in a shitty prison room, talking to a shitty attorney who was costing him a shitty amount per hour. And the attorney had just gone insane. Or something.




His attorney, Gavin Park, calmly insisted, “No sir, no one can listen in on this conversation, and I was absolutely serious. We can get you out of here. And we can give you a way to get even with Jack O’Neill and that entire town. But you’ll have to sign away your immortal soul. And you’ll have to accept that you do have a soul, because you should know that an expensive lawyer would not ask you to do something useless that would cost Marlow and Farth a great deal of money and effort…”




He scowled at the smug bastard, “And how would you be doing this?”




Park smirked, “Why, by giving you superpowers. And directions, so you will know how to fly from here back to your town. And as for your wife…?”




He growled, “Fuck her. This shitty mess is all her fault anyway. Let her get out of prison on her own.”







Jack said over the phone to Eileen Herlihy, “Hey, that’s fine. We can cope with having Katie over for a sleepover. Assuming she can stand all the dad-jokes from me at the dinner table.”




Eileen giggled, “Katie said your jokes were funnier than her dad’s, which her dad whined about for hours. But no, we wanted to have Charlie come over here for the sleepover. Katie’s big sisters both had small sleepovers, so Katie’s insistent that she should get one as well. Her, Charlie, and Meggie.”




Jack knew Meggie too. Another of Charlie’s little friends. Meg Halloran was maybe four months older than Charlie and roughly five months younger than Katie, but had that certain mom-ish-ness that came from being the oldest kid in her family.




He was just about to say something stupid like ‘let me check with Charlie’, but Charlie was already leaping down the stairs with an enormous grin on her face, and nodding eagerly. So much for keeping that little secret from her. He was so screwed if he ever needed to plan a surprise party around here. Between Charlie’s psi powers and Eileen’s blabber-osity, he would be doomed from the start.




So he let Charlie glomp onto his side as he said, “Charlie would love to. As long as it’s not on a night before a schoolday.”




Eileen agreed, “Right. This Friday night. Saturday night won’t work, because of Sunday church services.”




“Sounds great,” he said. 




Charlie eagerly nodded, because it was a sleepover.




But after Eileen hung up, Charlie pointed out, “Dad, you’d better put that baby monitor near Samantha’s room Friday night, in case she has a nightmare, ’cause I won’t be here to wake her up.”




He checked, “And what about your nightmares?”




She gave him a ‘how dumb are you really’ look. “Da-ad! Nobody goes to sleep at sleepovers!”




Well, that told him.





ISSUE 49



Alee Mack was hard at work, even if the job still made her nervous. Which was why she was still doing it pretty regularly, because she needed to be able to do it without stressing so much. Okay, she was way better than the first time she had done Watchtower monitor duty. Even if Power Girl wasn’t showing up to help Alee do monitoring duty anymore. Which had been a mega-huge reassurance the first half dozen or so times Alee had taken a shift.




Not that she thought she would ever be so calm about monitor duty up on the Watchtower that she would be able to be like the Flash and just put up her feet on the desk and have a big snack while she sat there. Even if people like the Flash and Wally tended to have Speedster ADHD and needed something extra to occupy them. Like a couple foot-long submarine sandwiches with way too many slices of meats and cheeses. She liked sandwiches you could actually take a nice little bite out of. Not stuff you had to hold in two hands and gnaw on the side of, like a beaver taking down a sapling.




On the other hand, she didn’t have the need for calories that the Flashes had. Or Terawatt. Or Lexi and Buffy. Even when she really used a lot of high-energy powers, she maybe needed one extra meal. A normal meal, not a big Terawatt-sized meal. And the Kryptonians didn’t even need that much. She wondered what it would be like to be a solar battery with her powers, because she could go silvery and fly to like inside the orbit of Mercury and spread herself out like a big flat mirror, and get a ton of energy mega-fast.




Okay, Mercury was too far away, but she could fly out of the Earth’s atmosphere and get a ton of sunshine that way.




Someday she would probably get up the nerve to ask Kara if she did stuff like that. Because Kara would probably talk about it. Alee figured Kara did something like that, only stark naked. Okay, maybe Alee should ask, because maybe Kara hadn’t thought about sunning herself with a big parabolic mirror or solar sail reflecting extra sunlight in on her.




Not that Alee wanted to volunteer to be a parabolic mirror for a naked woman.




Cyborg flew in and took a seat before connecting electronically to the monitoring system. “Sorry I’m late. But stuff came up back home.”




She knew that, since she’d been on monitor duty for a couple hours, and Cyborg always logged all of his stuff to the monitoring system. Unlike Batman and most of the Bat-family, which was what Selina called it. So she knew what he’d been doing. She just said, “You’re not even two minutes late. Flash has been later than that, and he uses the Speed Force for everything.”




She did the handoff for the two not-quite-crises-anymore she was still keeping an eye on, which was really more like letting him take over than anything else, since he was interfacing directly with the computer, instead of watching the monitors and talking to people, like pretty much everyone else did.




Next, she had a meeting on the Watchtower. About monitor stuff. Specifically, how she was doing on monitor stuff. And then she was going to eat lunch. Probably in the Watchtower caff, because she’d heard through the Watchtower grapevine that they had just gotten a bunch of fresh produce delivered. And then she had a date with Hunter, which was a movie. 




And not an action movie. Terawatt had warned her about this, and she’d been mega-right, because the more experience Alee had with fights and guns and explosions and everything else, the dumber every action movie looked. And action movies usually had plots so dumb they looked like they had been written by the Condiment King.




Also, a lot of ‘drama’ movies were too depressing. If she wanted depressing, all she had to do was look at a ton of stuff happening for reals all over the world. And horror movies were kind of scary, but not nearly as scary as some of the real stuff the Justice League and her team had to deal with, much less stuff like her fight against Danielle Atron in that other universe, so nope on that. Anyway, she couldn’t watch stuff like the ‘Friday the Thirteenth’ movies without just sitting there in frustration and trying not to tell the people in the movie what they ought to be doing, and how stupid they were acting. And lots of horror movies she’d seen had people who were so horrible that she wondered if the scriptwriters wanted you to root for them to get horribly murdered or worse.




So Hunter went and saw action and horror movies with his pals, and told them Alee didn’t like all the violence. And she knew he wasn’t interested in the big romantic comedy playing in the theaters then. Okay, Alee wasn’t sure she was interested, because the ads for it made it look like it only had a few moments of ‘good movie’ spread out over two hours of film. Alee totally needed Nicole and Robyn to go see it first and tell her if it was terrible or maybe okay.




If a three minute trailer couldn’t make a film look good, then what was wrong with the people making the trailer? And the people making the movie? Okay, if a three minute trailer for a comedy couldn’t make her snicker even once, then that was a deal-breaker, and there was probably nothing in the movie that was funny. At all.




Ray called those movies anti-comedies. Alee thought that was a good name for them.




Anyway, Alee and Hunter had a deal. They only went to see movies both of them wanted to see. So… cartoons and fantasy, mainly. Action cartoons had cartoon violence, so Alee was fine with that. And comedies if they both thought the trailer was hilarious. So… definitely the Shrek movies. And stuff like that.




Then most of the Marvel superhero movies were terrible. Why were they making movies about the Punisher and Blade, when they could be making movies about Black Widow and Iron Man and Captain America? And why were Fantastic Four movies always so terrible? Okay, she and Hunter were totally going to go see Spiderman 2 when it was out in theaters. 




But that was pretty much it for Marvel movies. Especially not that upcoming Man Thing movie which looked a total rip-off of the Swamp Thing, not that Swamp Thing had enough brains to sue. And not that Alee could admit she knew lots of deets about the Swamp Thing, so she could see what a rip-off the whole movie was going to be.




Anyway, after meeting Buffy and Lexi, Alee’s standards for vampire-killing superheroes were way higher than Wesley Snipes.




She checked the time, and she still had five minutes before the meeting, so she checked her Justice League messages. Yep, lots of messages. And a couple priority messages. And she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Because Charlie O’Neill was going on a sleepover at her friend Katie’s house. So Alee was worrying about whether she needed to spend all night standing on Katie’s roof, listening in case Charlie had a nightmare.




And she was worried about whether Jack O’Neill was going to spend all night outside Katie’s house with a parabolic mike, listening in case Charlie had a nightmare.




She flew into the meeting room with over a minute to spare, because some Justice League people thought you needed to be there mega-early, or else you were late. Like Batman. And some Leaguers wanted to have a quick pre-meeting meeting about meeting stuff or post-meeting stuff. Like… Batman.




Only… no Batman. It was just Megan and the Martian Manhunter, and Megan was in her most ‘Green Martian’ form including the bald not-quite-human head. It was a great disguise, but it totally wasn’t Megan. It wasn’t even M’gann. Still, the real Megan smiled out at Alee through her eyes, and Alee grinned back.




Then Stargirl came in with S.T.R.I.P.E. Okay, Alee had gotten a chance to talk with Stargirl a couple times, mostly coming on or off monitoring duty, so Alee had learned that S.T.R.I.P.E. was actually Stargirl’s stepdad and was giving her private tutoring on stuff like monitoring duty. And Stargirl was still doing regular high school stuff, even if her BFF was dating the worst bully at the school and wasn’t listening to Stargirl about that. Which was like mega-cruddy. 




Alee knew how that worked, because a couple years before, she had spent a ton of time trying to talk a seriously underaged Robyn into not following her nineteen-year-old boyfriend the rock guitarist around as a groupie for one summer, and Alee had totally failed on all of it, and she had no idea what would have happened to Robyn if the guy hadn’t dumped Robyn for some sleazy dyed blonde who was like a professional groupie, so Robyn had stayed home and moped most of that summer instead.




Then Power Girl flew in and took a seat next to Alee. She used her super-ventriloquism thing to do a tiny voice in Alee’s ear, “Has your sister found any more Power Girl doppelgangers?”




Alee managed not to snicker, because she had told Kara all about that, including the thing that Sister Lucy was maybe half a foot taller than Kara. She whispered, “Nope, but I found on-line pictures from yearbooks and stuff, of Lucy Tyrgyvssen back when she was a high school and college volleyball star in San Diego, and she totally looks like a superhero posing as a college athlete. Her nickname in college was ‘LT’ like ‘lieutenant’. But she went into nun-stuff just before she got invited to try out for the Olympics.”




Kara whispered, “I think, given your sister’s goals, you are going to have to learn all the proper words and phrases, and not say things like ‘nun-stuff’ anymore.”




“Crud,” Alee whispered. “You’re totally right. I don’t wanna hurt Jo’s feelings. And mom would mom at me about that just a ton.”




Black Canary and Green Lantern walked in. GL looked at BC, and she said, “It looks like everyone is here. Batman and Nightwing won’t be here because of crises, but they have provided input already.”




Green Lantern looked around. “Anything from our mentors?”




What? How had Alee not noticed that Kara was her official ‘mentor’ on this and not just someone helping out the new kid on stuff? Okay, that was what mentoring was. But still!




S.T.R.I.P.E. smiled, “Stargirl’s doing great. She’s got all the tech issues down, and she just needs to work a little on not chatting as much with League friends who need to concentrate on their crises.”




Stargirl blushed a ton under her mask, but didn’t say anything. And really, what could she say to her own stepdad?




Martian Manhunter spoke in his deep, comforting voice. “M’gann has all the requirements down cold. She is still less than comfortable with being unable to mind-speak with anyone on the far end of the Watchtower comms. But she is adapting.”




And Kara said, “Stormburst has all the technical and interactive issues covered. She’s still not one hundred percent comfortable with the responsibilities of the role, but more time in the chair will help with that.”




Black Canary looked at Green Lantern. “John?” He gave her a nod. So she said, “Well done. All of you. All three of you are now officially certified as Watchtower monitors, and can take rotations whenever you’re not on personal time.”




Stargirl grinned, “Yes!”




And Megan sort of went, “Eee!” It wasn’t quite a squeal. Not quite.




Alee just said, “Thank you.” And she gave Kara a big hug for helping her out a ton and not being a watchdog about it. Since Kara was Kryptonian and probably hadn’t prepared yet for the surprise hug by fully relaxing all her muscles to near-human softness, Alee put some tk into the hug just so Kara could tell Alee really meant it.




Megan came over and hugged her and asked, “What should we do to celebrate?”




“How about lunch? In the caff?” Alee checked. “Hey Stargirl, you wanna come with?”




“Umm, sure,” said Stargirl a little tentatively. She looked over at S.T.R.I.P.E. “Is it okay? I mean, history class and math…”




S.T.R.I.P.E. had his helmet off, and he smiled, “Sure, Courtney. You’ve got several hours off from school because of this ‘doctor’s visit’.”




Stargirl gave him a huge smile. “Thanks!” She turned back to Alee and Megan. “That’d be great! I never get to do stuff like this normally, because of… well… we’re trying to keep me looking normal.”




Alee nodded, “Got it. I mean, I’d still be going to high school back home, except I kinda had a serious outbreak of uncontrolled superpowers over the summer. Batman talked mom and dad into letting him stick me in The Team for a while so I could learn not to accidentally knock over buses and hit gas stations with lightning bolts and stuff.”




Megan grinned, “And we’re roomies, so it’s been great!”




Alee gave Megan a one-armed shoulder hug and insisted, “My fam decided Megan’s our third sister too. Because she’s great.”




Stargirl looked worried, and gave Megan a stare. “Does she know…”




Megan nodded happily. “Oh sure! But she doesn’t care. She’s even seen what I really look like. Like I said, she’s great.” And Megan went ahead and changed into human-looking Megan with the pretty red hair and cute freckles. And she grinned, “Annie’s a brunette, and Alee’s a blonde, so I’m a redhead. And maybe I need a name that starts with ‘A’.”




Alee grinned back. “It’s not like ‘Jo’ starts with an ‘A’.”




So they took Courtney to the caff and explained about Alee’s family and stuff. And it turned out that Courtney was worse about trying new foods than Megan. Or even Wally.




Okay, Wally would eat almost anything that had lots of calories, so it was just getting him to try vegetables and salads that was the problem. So this would have been a problem with Wally too.




Because the cafeteria had bubble and squeak on the menu, and it was made with roasted Brussels sprouts and roasted cabbage, among other stuff. But the Brussels sprouts were the big sticking point for Courtney and Megan both.




Megan checked, “Aren’t Brussels sprouts supposed to taste horrible?”




Courtney nodded frantically. “They’re gross. My mom made boiled Brussels sprouts for dinner one time, and they were gag-worthy. I mean, my stepdad really loves my mom, so he managed to choke down like three. And he didn’t complain once! I was thinking about ‘accidentally’ spilling mine on the floor, before mom ate one and ran and spit it in the sink, and then no one had to eat anymore, and she apologized to my stepdad for like a week and a half.”




Alee insisted, “Yeah, boiling ’em is gross. Getting ’em fresh and roasting ’em right makes ’em taste actually good. And raw but shaved thin, in a salad? Robyn’s mom—my friend Robyn, not Gotham City Robin—made that, and I thought it would be mega-yuck, but Robyn was starting on her Vegan Nature Girl kick then, so she ate the salad, and was surprised at how good it was, so I had some too, and it was totally mega-better than I thought it would be. And then Robyn’s mom made roasted Brussels sprouts, and they were great. Plus, when did the chefs here ever make anything that wasn’t great?”




So it took a lot of work, but she got both of them to try a bite of her bubble and squeak, and they both had to admit it was way better than they thought it would be. Megan even went and got a serving for herself. Courtney admitted she was on a high-protein diet and she wasn’t supposed to be eating potatoes or rice, and she could only eat pasta made from some weird protein powder stuff. Which was probably why all Courtney had was a skinless, boneless chicken breast and a salad. Even if the Watchtower salads were great, and the chicken breast was roasted after a spice rub, that wasn’t a delicious lunch compared to what everyone else in the caff was eating.




Also, knowing about Courtney’s diet made Alee feel bad for having a bunch of stuff on her plate that was mega-yummy but Courtney couldn’t eat it. Like the bubble and squeak. And whatever the beef slices in the pretty sauce on the rice pilaf was called. And the slice of chocolate cake, even if it was a small slice. Courtney could have eaten Alee’s salad, even if it had some stuff that wasn’t on Courtney’s diet, like the marinated beans.




All Alee said was, “You don’t need a diet. You look great right now.”




Courtney glared at her. “Right. You got the Wonder Woman genes. You have no idea how hard I work out to maintain this shape.”




Megan snorted, “Don’t be like that. You have no idea how much Alee works out, like every day. And the heavy weights she uses? Conner gripes at her like all the time even when she puts ’em back exactly the way he had ’em.”




Alee admitted, “I train my tk on the Superboy weights, only I’m not as strong as he is. I offered to bake him cookies, but he didn’t even say ‘no thank you’.”




Megan sighed, “I wish he wasn’t so… angry a lot of the time, but he’s having a rough time. And who wants to find out half of your genes are from a supervillain, and the other half are from someone who doesn’t want to be anywhere near you because of the supervillain?”




“Eww,” Courtney gasped.




That kind of wrecked the chatty part of lunch, and Courtney hastily finished up and left them.




After Courtney was gone, Megan used her telepathy to tell Alee, ‘Sorry, I really messed that up. I thought she would be a lot more sympathetic, but she was totally grossed out. It reminded her too much of some of her own cases, which I didn’t know about ahead of time.’




Alee reached over and squeezed Megan’s hand. She thought at Megan, ‘It’s okay. We’ll work it out. She’s not as stuck up and clique-y as I thought. But maybe she needs to know we’re not as horrible as she thinks we are.’




Megan smiled a little bit at that. She thought to Alee, ‘We are pretty horrible. I’m a White Martian. Conner’s half Lex Luthor. Tee’s whole fam are supervillains, and I think her sister is seriously psycho. There’s the thing with Kaldur we’re not talking about. Roy won’t even talk to any of us unless he has to. And you eat Brussels sprouts!’




Alee tried pretty hard not to giggle. Even if all of it was serious stuff. Except the Brussels sprouts thing. Which Wally and Conner would think was serious too.




So Alee finished lunch and flew down to the transporter room so she could get back home. And that was when the emergency signal went off.




ISSUE 50



Alee heard the alarm, so she darted over to the monitor on the wall.




She had already slid into the Speed Force by the time she got to the monitor, which meant she needed persistence of vision to even be able to read the thing. She wondered how Flash did it, when he was so much faster than she was.




And… crud. The alarm was for the Gotham City STAR Lab, and nobody in Gotham City had silenced the alarm yet, which meant Batman’s big crises were spilling over so none of the Bat-family or the other Gotham City heroes had been able to handle it and silence the Watchtower alarm.




She darted back to the platform and dropped out of the Speed Force so she could speak slow enough to be understood, even if Cyborg was probably still on monitor duty and he was interfacing directly with the electronics. “I’m taking this one.”




Cyborg insisted, “Storm, it’s in Gotham City. We don’t intrude.”




She sort of fibbed, “I’ve got special dispensation.”




Cyborg answered, “Pretty sure Batman wouldn’t allow the Pope in either.”




“Just do it,” she insisted.




“Fine, on your head be it.” And the transporter flared.




She was already back in the Speed Force before she materialized in the STAR Labs transporter room. And she’d been in her silvery morph since she heard the alarm. And she was already wielding her tk.




So she didn’t die instantly from the attacks.




The two kryptonite laser beams targeted her before she had fully materialized, and they burned across her body. It was all she could do not to scream in pain. If she hadn’t been silvery, they probably would have burned through her body.




The two yellow lasers and the two heavy machine guns opened up on her just about the time she realized there was a Speed Force blocker so she couldn’t tap into it anymore. And one machine gun was firing so many tracers that the weapon looked like it was firing a stream of burning-hot white light at her.




She deflected the machine gun fire with a little tk, so everyone else in the room had to watch out for flying bullets. At the same time, she let herself drop to the floor of the transporter pad, so everyone had to track her.




Once she thought everyone was committing to her ‘fall’, she turned into a silvery pancake and jetted up to the ceiling as fast as she could without any Speed Force help. She felt like she had some nasty burns on her chest. And she knew there was stuff around so she couldn’t cut back into the Speed Force, since she had found out all about that while smashing General Eiling’s base.




But she only needed a split second, and she got that from making the ninja-looking guys have to track her in a direction they weren’t expecting. And changing into a shape that was edge-on to their weapons so she was harder to hit.




Okay, that also gave another guy the time to point a tube at her and fire a stream of darts—she was sure they had to be poison darts—her way. The guy had what looked like one of those big backpack-powered vacuum cleaners, except it was blasting out air instead of sucking it in.




Crud, how many Justice Leaguers had they planned to be able to take down?




She was kind of worried that the answer was ‘any of them that showed up’.




She feinted with her body to her left and used her tk to cut to her right, while using more of her tk to slam a wall of force across the row of attackers in the direction opposite her movement. Her tk was more than enough to sweep up the tripod-based lasers and machine guns, and their gunners, plus the guy who was firing darts.




But the badguys had backup plans. Naturally. Crud. Three of them leapt at her with their swords, while the others tried to get their weapons back upright and pointed at her again. And this was carefully-planned teamwork, since she could see that one of each kind of the non-dartgun weapons got a gunner and the other one of each weapon got left behind while the badguy attacked her melee-style.




Those swords looked really professionally made and stuff. Maybe even Damascus steel, or something that only the League of Assassins knew how to make anymore. Because these guys were totally dressed like the ninja assassins she had run into at Wayne Manor.




Plus there was nasty green poison-looking stuff on the edges and points of the swords. Eww.




Great. Ninja assassins who also had high-tech weapons. So one of the big names in the League of Assassins was probably running this. Extra eww.




She always tried not to telegraph her real moves. Important tip from Lady Shiva: telegraphing your moves got you stomped by the really good fighters, like Lady Shiva. But this move didn’t require any physical movement, other than getting her arms out in front of her. She faked like she was planning on blocking the sword strikes with her palms, and she hit all three blades with lightning. Those three fighters shuddered and convulsed before falling on their faces.




The kryptonite laser weapon had to be mega-heavy, because that was a seriously bulked-up ninja, and he was having trouble getting it back up on its tripod feet. Okay, maybe she had broken that tripod when she knocked the thing over.




So she hit the others first. The dartgun guy was already pointing his weapon at her again, so she blocked his barrel with some tk. The machine gun guy was nearly ready to open fire on her, and she punched him in the face with some more tk. 




The yellow laser guy was aiming his laser at her chest, where she already had more than enough burns. She used some more tk and slapped his laser’s barrel so it swung to the side and burned a hole right through the kryptonite laser.




The dartgun thing exploded back at the air impeller part. That slammed the ninja face-first into the floor. The machine gun guy went over backward and stitched a line of heavy rounds across the ceiling and away from her. The yellow laser had gotten smacked hard enough that its gunner couldn’t keep it from falling over again.




The wrecked kryptonite laser started whining in a noise that was getting higher and higher pitched. That couldn’t be good.




She grabbed it with her tk and smashed it through the wall on her right. It exploded, blowing most of the wall back her way and knocking down everyone who didn’t have a tk forcefield up already. Meaning, everyone but her.




She zapped everyone who wasn’t unconscious by then, and she used her tk to grab the other k-laser as she flew out of the room. Because she already had a guess or two about who might be running this op.




She turned a corner and found about half a dozen STAR Labs guards down and not moving. Crud. She went to her comms. Since she wasn’t in the Speed Force, she didn’t have to drop out of it to use her comms. “Stormburst to Watchtower, I need backup and containment and a bunch of ambulances.”




She kept flying as fast as she could with no Speed Force to use. She was still going fast enough that not crashing into walls when she took a corner was a problem.




And… crud. There was Helena in her Huntress uniform, backed into a corner and slowly losing a fight to seven sword-wielding ninjas who were all trying to be the one who got to make the killing blow. Alee hit all the ninjas with lightning, and only half of them dropped. Somebody had really protective ninja uniforms. Or maybe somebody had taken notes when she had fought the League of Assassins in Wayne Manor.




She was totally hoping she wasn’t going to have to fight Damien Wayne, because Batman would be totally hurt if it turned out his own kid had been playing him for mega-bad reasons.




She used her tk to grab the four ninjas who hadn’t been taken out by her lightning, and she slammed them into a wall. Then down against the floor. But she could hear a couple more ninjas running toward them.




Helena gave her the Bat-family hand signals for ‘I got this’ and ‘move on’. Alee darted down a long hall and turned yet another corner. And…




Crud. It was Deathstroke the Terminator. And the Riddler. And a woman Alee had never seen before, but the woman was dressed like she was a mega-big fan of Kali, including wielding extra swords and stuff in shadowy ‘arms’, plus she was wielding something like a magical fireball in one of her actual hands.




Also, they had already broken into a bio lab that had a ton of biological protection stuff and lots of warning signs, so whatever they were after was bad. Mega-bad.




And Deathstroke had already taken a few bullets and stuff. Well, his uniform had. So she could see little peeks of his orange, scaled Ikon powersuit underneath.




Crud and a half. She vividly remembered how that armor had clobbered her the last time—well really, the only time—she had fought Deathstroke.




Okay, that was one of the reasons why she had brought the kryptonite laser.




Wilson turned to face her. “Stormburst. It’s been… ages since I got to smash you through a building. Up for round two? You can even have the first shot.”




What a jerkhead. Especially when he knew his armor worked better as a defensive counter to high-powered attacks. As Alee had found out the hard way when she had gotten blasted completely through the roof of Wayne Manor and maybe even knocked out for a few seconds.




But that was why she had brought the k-laser. She had been assuming he was still running the League of Assassins, or at least a big chunk of it, even after he hadn’t managed to kill Damien Wayne. After all, he had killed Ra’s al Ghul. Or everyone said he had. Even if that didn’t mean that al Ghul was going to stay dead for any length of time. Because Ra’s al Ghul never had before. Not that anyone besides Batman ever seemed to pay attention to that little fact.




It wouldn’t hurt her feelings a whole lot if the League of Assassins killed itself off in a huge internecine war, as long as it didn’t spill over onto innocent bystanders and stuff.




So she just said, “Thanks!” like she was too stupid to know that punching him or blasting him was a good way to get smacked halfway to Bludhaven.




She threw the kryptonite laser.




His one visible eye showed a ton of surprise, because she threw the laser at Kali Otaku, or whatever the woman was named. Maybe Kali Junior. Or Kali Fornia. Alee threw the laser with her tk so it crashed into Kali Otaku, just as the woman grabbed it with three arms—one real arm, two shadowy fake arms—to keep from getting smashed by it.




And Alee used her tk to pull the trigger on the laser. It fired and hit Deathstroke right in the chest, where Alee was aiming it. And as soon as the laser hit Deathstroke’s Ikon powersuit, there was a massive counter-attack blast that slammed the laser and Kali Otaku backward so hard she ended up embedded in a hallway wall that didn’t look like it was designed to have stuff get embedded in it.




Alee focused on Deathstroke and Riddler, while she still kept an eye on Kali Otaku. That was easy, while she stayed silvery. Also, Kali Otaku was out for the count, so all her shadowy arms vanished, and her hand fireball vanished, and all her weapons fell to the floor, and her stupid hat-crown thing got knocked off too.




Deathstroke looked down at the big circle burned in his outer armor, and then looked up at her. “Smarter than I was expecting.”




“Thanks for the not-compliment there,” she said dryly. Because how dumb did he think she was?




She added, “I would’ve thought you’d go for a bigger distraction if you’re investing this much in stealing something this important and dangerous.” She was really hoping he’d monologue for a bit while she figured out how to get around his powersuit.




The Riddler smirked, “We did. It failed. So… riddle me this. What do a playwright and a private eye have in common with an eloquence of piglets?”




And Deathstroke used that as a distraction. He leapt forward in a move that looked like he had some flight in there, because he kept coming forward through the air at her. And he didn’t bother with one of his swords or one of his guns. He probably knew they weren’t too useful against her silvery morph and her tk. He was going with what looked like it was going to be a martial arts attack where every strike would be a powersuit explosion.




And the floor was a single smooth sheet of some kind of metal. She tried ripping up a big square of the floor underneath Deathstroke to smash him into the ceiling, but the floor was unyielding. And maybe it was protected from telekinesis and other kinds of energy assaults, given where it was set.




Okay, smashing him into the ceiling hadn’t really worked the last time. It had just made a big, messy explosion that had given him a chance to make a quick getaway before she even realized he could fly. Or teleport. Or whatever he had actually done.




She yanked the hanging ceiling down on top of him and slammed him into the floor, trying not to touch him with her tk at all.




He hit the floor hard, and the powersuit sent counter-attack blasts both up and down. That turned the hanging ceiling parts into an upward explosion of little ceiling bits, which wrecked the HVAC ducts and pipes over him. It pretty well melted the floor underneath him too.




And Riddler used that as a distraction to shoot her in the back with his ‘cane’.




Not that she was going to let him get away with that. She was still silvery, so she could see him point the thing at her. She just used her tk to swing the barrel of his weapon to point at Deathstroke’s face.




The cane fired some sort of finger-sized missile, which hit Deathstroke before he had a chance to get up off the floor. The explosion slid him a few yards backward down the floor, and the counter-attack blast slammed Riddler across the hall and into a wall that maybe wasn’t as yielding as the one that the Kali Otaku had hit.




Speaking of whom, the woman was groaning softly and starting to move. So Alee squeezed her carotids and sent her back to Sleepy Time.




But Deathstroke was up off the floor and ready for more battle. And she still didn’t know how to stop him as long as he was wearing his Ikon powersuit. Which she already knew she couldn’t peel off him with her tk. She already knew she couldn’t even grab it with her tk. It would have been mega-handy if she could just grab Deathstroke and launch him upward high enough that he would pass out from hypoxia. Then she wouldn’t have to deal with the stupid powersuit.




And there was a massive roar from outside. Like some sort of ‘The Lost World’ giant dinosaur kind of roar.




Deathstroke smirked, “Too late, Stormy. Time’s up. My other distraction finally got here.”




She darted over to where she could look out an armored window. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”




The Riddler groaned from the floor, where he seemed to be unable to get up. “What isn’t animal, isn’t vegetable, and isn’t mineral, but really is?”




She squeezed his carotids to put him back out. And she stared out the window. She was staring at Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man.




She had read something in the Justice League files on him, and this wasn’t him. This wasn’t anything like what was in the files.




In the files, Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man was a chubby little Asian guy who got an extra head on his shoulders, plus one arm that was basically a giant stalk of celery, and one leg that was like rock, and like that. Plus the second head was a velociraptor head and neck which liked to bite the human head when Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man wasn’t paying enough attention. So he was like the opposite of a supervillain. Maybe he was a sub-villain. Even if he still wasn’t as lame as the Condiment King.




Okay, maybe he was even lamer than the Condiment King, because that Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man had failed to rob a grocery store. A grocery store checkout lady, not even the safe at the back of the store in the manager’s office. And he had defeated himself by biting himself in the head, well before the police got there. Then one of the police officers shot him. Right in the mineral.




This thing was not that guy. This thing was the size of a Tyrannosaurus or a Gigantosaurus. Maybe bigger. One half of it was an upright reddish Gigantosaurus kind of thing, but with a longer arm that looked like it was made out of diamond, and a lower leg that looked like diamond too, only flexible at the knee and ankle. Stuck into that half was a giant guy. Half of a giant white-haired Scandinavian-looking guy whose head—well, half a head—was kind of stuck to the side of the dinosaurian throat where it was safe from those massive theropod jaws. Only, the giant half-guy had a tree trunk for a leg, and his arm was some sort of weird, flexible cross between a giant snake and a tree branch.




People outside were screaming and fleeing in terror, while Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man snapped at people who didn’t run fast enough. And tore up the buildings and marquees and stuff outside. This looked like a job for Stormburst.




And… Alee had sort of forgotten the part about Deathstroke The Terminator being a ruthless, merciless killer. Even if she was still keeping a careful eye on him.




And the eye-keeping was a good thing, because he already had what they were after. It was in a metal case that was labeled ‘Echinoderm Fragment’. And ‘Level 8 Hazard’. And ‘Maintain CDC BSL-4’. And stuff she couldn’t read from where she was.




Deathstroke reached into the case and pulled out a clear tube that had the ‘echinoderm fragment’ floating in a clear liquid.




Alee thought the hair on her neck would have stood up at full salute if she hadn’t been wearing a cowl. Because that was not an echinoderm fragment. Well, it wasn’t just an echinoderm fragment.




It looked like the end of a starfish arm. If the starfish had been ten feet across and extra-creepy.




It was a piece of a Starro.




Deathstroke pulled open the liquid-filled container which was not supposed to be opened, and with the snap of a wrist he flung the Starro fragment at her back.





ISSUE 51



Alee watched Deathstroke fling that chunk of Starro at her back while he was mega-careful not to let his fingers get anywhere near it.




Oh yeah, he knew what it could do, and how dangerous it was, and how horrific it would be to get slapped with that thing. But he was still stealing it. And he was trying to do something with it that was probably worse than killing a person. What a jerkhead!




She yanked the container and lid out of his hands and pulled them forward. But she wasn’t fast enough with the container to catch that chunk of Starro, so she had to grab the Starro-ette with her tk. 




Just in case her tk couldn’t touch it, she dodged to one side too.




Her tk caught it, but it was like sticking your tongue on a nine volt battery. Or maybe sticking your tongue in a wall socket. Her telekinesis was totally stunned by the massive psionic power in even this teeny fragment of a single Starro. If there really was such a thing as a single, separate Starro, and they weren’t all connected somehow in some creepy Lovecraftian interstellar gestalt.




And suddenly there was a terrible pressure against the inside of her head. She knew she needed to drop her tk and let the thing fall to the floor, but… but… She couldn’t let go.




There was a huge push for her to do something, but she couldn’t understand. Maybe if she held it… Without her uniform in the way…




There was this weird sensation, like someone was yelling at her from far away, telling her to do stuff. But she couldn’t hear what they were yelling. If it was even words. Or thoughts. Or anything that would make sense to a human brain.




Some part of her was telling her that this was mega-bad. Like Doctor Psycho level bad. Or worse.




Another part of… her? Maybe not-her? Well, something was insisting that the other part was being silly and scared and stupid, and she should ignore it.




She needed to… She couldn’t remember. She couldn’t tell what was the right thing to do and what was the wrong thing to do. Maybe she needed to listen to someone. Maybe she needed to reach out and…




There was a sudden, sharp, searing agony in her chest, and she lost her tk for a split second. She dropped to the floor. The Starro chunk dropped to the floor. The pressure inside her head dropped away. And she was able to see that Deathstroke had given up on whatever he had tried first, and had run one of his swordblades into her back, right where her heart would be if she wasn’t in her silvery morph.




And his one visible eye looked like he was totally shocked at what had happened. Because the sword had gone completely through her, but it hadn’t killed her. Maybe that wasn’t one of the options he had ever run into before.




Okay, if she had been not in her morph, her uniform armor probably wouldn’t have stopped that sword, and she would have been extremely dead by then.




She grabbed the sword with her tk… and her tk just slid off it. Whatever the blade was made of, it was tk-resistant. That was bad.




She tried mega-hard to ignore the stabbing pain, and she used her tk to grab the kryptonite laser up off the floor. It was still on the floor over by Penumbra, and it looked roasted but functional. She was going to find out.




She lifted it up with her tk and shot Deathstroke right in the back. His powersuit counter-attacked with a big explosion directed at the laser.




He yelled in pain, or maybe just surprise. He yanked the sword out of her and whirled around to face whoever was shooting him.




She fired it again, and it hit him in the side as he was turning. Another huge blast from the powersuit hit the laser gun, and it started sparking and smoking.




She rammed the laser gun into him hard and pulled the trigger too. The laser weapon exploded, and his powersuit exploded back at the laser.




She was still really hurting, but she tried to focus on the important thing. Capturing that icky bit of nastiness before it could get away. Or before it could take over someone else and make them grab it and get away. Or anything like that.




Oh, and also not getting stabbed with that sword again. Because that really hurt.




She slid the tube with its remaining liquid along the floor, moving it fast enough that the liquid didn’t get a chance to pour out. She scooped up the Starro chunk and slammed on the lid. Then she punched out the armored window with her tk. It was pretty heavily armored, but it was totally not up to stopping alpha-level metas. She flew out of the building with the container of ickiness. But definitely not touching the Starro bit.




And she put up a tk shield behind her. Which was a mega-good idea, because Deathstroke was totally cranky about losing his trophy. He opened fire on her with both of his pistols, and his aim was mega-good. But he hit the shield behind her, instead of her head and back. She just sort of aimed the ricochets so they all went into the ground.




Still, she had the container floating just beside her, and she was sure he would come after her to get it back. So she was heading straight for Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man.




It spotted her and roared like a dinosaur before charging forward at her, jaws first. So she hit it with a blast of lightning right in the jaws. It totally didn’t like that.




So it changed. Its dino head and neck turned into diamond too. Her next lightning bolt hit, but didn’t do anything to the diamond.




Nobody had bothered to tell her that this thing could change parts of it into anything it wanted. That was totally crucial. She needed to get that into the files.




She used her tk and put an invisible barrier across its path at about a yard above the street. It tripped over that and crashed jaws first into the sidewalk.




She flew over it as it clambered back up to its feet, and she blasted its woody arm with more lightning. It screeched about that, and some of the wood shattered. But it changed that arm into a huge eel-like thing and hurled a giant blast of lightning back at her.




She blocked that with a tk shield, but it really hurt. Not as much as getting a superpowered, tk-resistant sword rammed through her chest, but a bunch.




And Deathstroke was charging right at her from behind her, with that vicious-looking sword in his right hand and one of his guns in his left hand. Crud, he was also way faster than she was expecting.




She used her tk to grab one of the ruined marquees nearby. It was just thin fabric over cheap aluminum struts. So… not a lot of protection except against sun and rain. She pulled the fabric free and swept it through the air in a big semicircle.




Deathstroke didn’t spot it coming up behind him, and it scooped him up as he leapt toward her. He said a really bad word and used his sword to slash the fabric apart.




But by then she had him where she wanted him. She used the remains of the fabric to slam him into Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man’s chest. Because the part of Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man that was the white-haired guy’s half-head and half-body hadn’t changed. Maybe it couldn’t change.




So the impact was right where Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man was most vulnerable. Hopefully. The powersuit exploded in a counter-attack to the impact forces, and that blasted Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man backward.




Deathstroke got shoved backward a little, and he dropped to the ground. Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man didn’t fare so well. He crashed hard onto his back and didn’t get back up.




Deathstroke snarled, “You’re smarter than you look.”




Wow, what a not-compliment there. It wasn’t her fault that her breasts were superheroine-sized and still growing.




But Alee could see Helena was trying to sneak up behind Deathstroke, so she stalled, “Don’t you know how dangerous even a piece of this thing really is?”




He growled, “I got the full run-down when I took the assignment. And a Starro with a superhero attached was one of the mission options. Too bad you’ve got situational awareness. Like… I do!”




And he spun about to put a bunch of bullets in Helena, who was still maybe thirty yards behind him and throwing a Bat-gadget at him.




Alee put a tk sphere in the barrel of his handgun, and the gun backfired when he pulled the trigger. His powersuit counter-attacked that explosion too, blasting handgun fragments all over the place.




And Helena’s weapon got close enough to him that Deathstroke slashed through it with that sword. Which was pretty scary aim, if you asked her.




The hacked-in-half gadget exploded in a big cloud of thick white gas, which was probably some of that Bat-teargas Alee had seen before. That was a pretty big cloud of gas for that small a gadget.




Helena fired some sort of dart-like thing into the cloud, and it just shot out the other side.




So Alee fished in the gas cloud with her tk, and found… nothing.




She went to her comms. “Huntress, this is Stormburst. Huntress, this is Stormburst. Do you read me?”




“Huntress here. Where is he?”




“He’s gone. I checked in the gas cloud, and I can’t find him. Does that powersuit let him teleport?”




“Huntress here. Not as far as I know. It doesn’t mention anything like that in his file.”




Alee tried a much bigger, much stiffer tk wall, and she swept through the gas cloud, actually shoving it aside.




There was a manhole cover really near where Deathstroke had been standing. Crud. Alee was sure he had gone down through it, but how had he gotten it open and closed that fast? With no noise?




Huntress raced to the manhole, but Alee flew down and put out a hand to stop her.




Helena checked, “What’s the matter?”




Alee answered, “Come on, this is Deathstroke.” She felt under the manhole cover with a light tk touch. “There’s something big and mechanical attached to the bottom of the cover, maybe to open and close it, and something underneath that.”




Helena pulled out a length of optical fiber with a little disk at each end, and she gingerly slid one end into one of the holes in the manhole cover, while she peered into the disk at the other end. “Well… shit.”




Alee guessed, “He’s got the manhole cover on a big motor arm, and a big boobytrap under that.” Because what else would a jerkhead like Slade Wilson set up?




Helena grumbled, “That looks like maybe three pounds of plastic explosive.”




Well crud. That would be mega-bad if either of them tried to lift that cover to go after him.




Helena looked up and down the street. “What are the odds he only rigged this one manhole, out of all the ones around the labs?”




Alee ventured, “I’d say ‘ridiculously low’. Because otherwise, someone could go to the next manhole and pursue him.”




Helena groaned, “Exactly what I was thinking. So now we’ve got to get the GCPD’s bomb squads out here to handle all of them.”




Alee checked, “Can I leave that and the prisoners to you? I’ve got to get this up to the Watchtower to somewhere actually safe, and turn in an AAR, and put in some special calls. And I have a deadline.”




Helena nodded, “I’ve already got GCPD incoming, and special containment for everyone… although Captain Dino over there may be a problem.”




Alee mentioned, “Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man. I have no idea how small he can get, or if he can change all of his non-human parts into something like, say, a hagfish, and slime his way out of containment made for a Tyrannosaurus.”




Helena grimaced at the image. “I’ll check with Batman and the GCPD supervillain containment group. You can head on out.”




Alee smiled, “Thanks. And tell Batman I need to talk to him about this. Say… in six hours from now. Preferably, in the Batcave.”




Helena rolled her eyes. “He’ll be thrilled about that.”




Alee just said, “He knows I’ve been down there before.” And she jetted back into STAR Labs to the transporter pad.




Once she was back in the Watchtower, she flew to the Watchtower secure bio-lab and locked up that chunk of Starro. And she called a couple superheroes about it. Then she flew to one of the bullpens and tapped into the Speed Force enough that she could write an AAR for the Justice League on one of the speedster keyboards. That took a couple seconds, even if it felt to her like she typed for a lot longer. Then she filed private, encrypted reports to Batman and Robin and Oracle. Then she used Watchtower protocols to call a couple other superheroes.




While she was doing that, she went silvery and then normal about ten times in a row, until she was pretty much healed from the burns and the sword-cut. At least the sword cut was only skin deep once she switched from morph to normal enough times, because having a sword slice completely through her chest would have been mega-grim. 




She had just eaten lunch only minutes earlier, so she wasn’t even hungry. Much. She ate a protein bar and figured that was enough.




She checked the time. Well, she checked the West Coast time. She was still okay.




So she zipped to a transporter pad, got teleported down to one of the transporter pads in the Bay Area, and slid into the Speed Force to zip to Paradise Valley and into her house. 




Then she still had time to slip into her current fatsuit and a minimizer bra before putting on a nice outfit for her date with Hunter. Since they were going to be in a movie theater for hours, she opted for some nice, warm leggings under her minidress with the three-quarter length sleeves.




And since they were going to be in a nice, dark movie theater… for hours… she opted for no foundation and no lipstick, just a bit more work on her eye makeup. And a nude lipcolor she could apply… after the movie.




So, for a change, she was actually ready before Hunter got there. Well, just barely. Her mom told her, “Just remember. It’s a fact of life. No matter how long we know a guy, even if we’re married to them for years, they never get how long we need to get ready to go out. Just because they only need thirty seconds…”




Her dad loudly cleared his throat. “I’ll have you know that I need at least forty, maybe even fifty seconds!” And after Alee and her mom stopped giggling, he admitted, “Okay, I still don’t get why it takes as long as it takes. I just know that it does, and I pretend I’m just fine with it.”




Then he wiggled his eyebrows at her mom and smirked, “Also, your mother always looks amazing when we go out. Even more amazing than usual. It’s like she has… some kind of superpower or something.”




Her mom smiled, “Behave yourself, George.”




He smiled back, “If I was behaving myself, I wouldn’t have given Hunter that advice on pretending not to notice how long Alee needs to get ready, but just always noticing how pretty she looks.”




Alee gasped, “Dad! You didn’t!”




Oh crud, parents could be so embarrassing! And how was she going to ask Hunter if her dad really had given him any advice about her? Because if he hadn’t that would be mega-embarrassing! And if he had, it might be mega-embarrassing too.




When Hunter drove up, Alee turned and flew up the stairs to her room, just so her mom could let Hunter in and call her to come down. And maybe she hurried down the stairs too much and sort of flew instead of walking. She needed to be more careful about that.




Then they went and saw a really funny animated movie, and maybe there was a lot of kissing too. So the ‘no foundation or lipstick’ thing really paid off. Then she put on some nude lipgloss in the car on the way to the restaurant.




And maybe she carefully wiped all of it off when they were done eating, before they went back to Hunter’s car.





ISSUE 52



Jack O’Neill checked his phone again. He knew he was being a helicopter parent, but Charlie had certain… issues that normal kids did not. But no texts, no missed calls, nada.




So everything was going swell at the sleepover. It was just that he was a nervous wreck.




After what he was calling the ‘Goldilocks and the Three Bears’ incident—which got a complaint out of Charlie every time he said it—he had taken both Charlie and Sam down to a gun range, and run them through gun safety and handgun operation, before letting both of them fire a .22 and then his Ruger. Even knowing it had a huge kick, and even with the light ammo he had in it for the range, they had been pretty surprised.




He had watched as Professor Carter put her brain to work. She had watched Jack fire the Ruger. Then she had worked out a two-handed grip with a careful stance so she could fire it fairly accurately. Then she had helped Charlie, whose hands weren’t really big enough yet for a sturdy grip on that Ruger.




That all had gone great. So, of course, someone had to ruin things. On the way out, one of the range jocks had grinned at him and said, “Come back anytime. Remember, the family that plays together, stays together!”




Charlie had wanted to say something, but Jack had thought at her hard enough that she hushed up. Carter had turned bright pink around the tops of her ears and her cheeks, which looked way too sexy. He had just scooted everyone out to the truck and said, “Don’t stress about it. The guy probably says that to everyone who shows up. Even groups of drunk frat boys.”




And he had made sure that Carter memorized the combinations on all three of his gunsafes. Even the hidden one, which clearly wasn’t hidden well enough when there were Bat-snoops around. Since it was Professor Carter, that whole process took about six seconds.









So he had gotten Charlie off to her little sleepover, with everything in a little duffel bag, including crap that Charlie wanted to have along but maybe wasn’t sure she wanted Katie and Meggie to see. Like that small fire extinguisher. Or Charlie’s Stormburst stuffed figure. Jack figured that Alee would be utterly mortified if she found out that Charlie had two: the all-silver Stormburst, and the regular uniform Stormburst.




And he was back at the house, fidgeting. He had volunteered to do the clean-up, since Carter had done the cooking. And there was something wrong with him, because a woman using a walker should not have a badonkadonk that sexy.




So after kitchen clean-up, he had lied that he was going to get some reading done, and he had gone into the little ground-floor room that was slowly turning into a decent library, and he had grabbed a really boring book on the history of military strategy that he had been given as a present so he hadn’t thrown it out. Yet. And he was reading it and hoping he would get so bored that he could go to sleep that night.




Still, he was vividly aware of Carter, moving around upstairs with her walker, and working at her computer desk, and taking a shower, and going back to her computer desk.




He was absolutely not imagining her floating in the air, taking a shower, with lots of bath gel…







Samantha Carter was sitting at her computer desk in just a bathrobe. She had been trying to get serious work accomplished. But for various stupid reasons, she kept thinking about being all alone in a house with Jack. And fantasizing about optimal outcomes.




So she had taken a shower. A really cold shower. So now she was still horny and still embarrassed, and also cold and uncomfortable.




She would have put on her regular nightclothes, but that was a problem she hadn’t anticipated. Charlie had been so excited about getting to go to Katie’s sleepover, and so happy that Jack had said yes. So Charlie had insisted on doing the laundry and vacuuming the living room as a big thank-you. Only… Samantha’s sleepshirts and long sleepsocks and old cotton underpants had to be still in the laundry. Probably still in the washing machine and sopping wet, because Samantha was sure that Charlie had gotten interrupted in her self-imposed tasks before that load could have gotten into the dryer.




Next time, Samantha would know to check on the little details like that.







Alee waited until two minutes before nine, her time. Then she tapped into the Speed Force before flying about two miles up and heading almost due east. She flew over Cairo, Illinois and Bowling Green, Kentucky before she veered northward just enough to end up over Gotham City. She dove down into one of the secret exits of the Batcave under Wayne Manor. She dropped out of the Speed Force when she was nearing the big computer monitors behind the fancy multi-keyboard set-up that Batman was sitting in front of.




All told, about one minute flight time.




Batman just growled, “You should prepare better in case you run into another Speed Force blocker.”




She sighed to herself. “Yes sir. I’m trying to, ever since the thing with the Threshold base. I’m a little more concerned about the Flashes running into something like that.”




She put out a couple really weak tk ’nets’ and swept them all around the big, open darkness. And she found some stuff. Not anything surprising, though.




He growled some more, “Next time, inform me that you’re coming to Gotham City. Even if you’re taking the Watchtower transporter to STAR Labs.”




She responded, “I would have, but I was under attack before I could signal you. And it was an emergency.”




She thought he would chew her out some more, but he just turned in the chair to face her. And he changed the topic. “You wanted a private meeting with me. Not on the Watchtower. So you suspect the Justice League could have a mole. Or your team could have a mole. Or some adjuncts to either could have a mole. Or a combination of some of those options.”




She just nodded. “Yes sir. Someone knew that the ‘echinoderm fragment’ was a part of a Starro and still… live. If what that thing is can be considered ‘life’. And someone knew it had been moved to the Gotham City STAR Labs, when the STAR Labs xenobiology research group isn’t in Gotham City.”




He scowled, “And someone knew there had been an attack on a research lab in Poseidonis by Black Manta, with this fragment surviving the attack and subsequent destruction. And someone knew the fragment was moved to the surface, and then to the Gotham City lab. And someone knew the best way to gain knowledge about the security of the site and the interior layout of the labs, namely a Gotham City supervillain who was familiar with the site. Which was one reason why there was an attempt to break everyone out of Belle Reve, and when that was crushed, a fake transfer for the Riddler from Belle Reve to the Vault.”




Alee pursed her lips. “I sorta noticed he never made it to the Vault. Like when he was trying to shoot me in the back with a missile.”




He gravelled, “Waller suspected the ‘transfer notice’ and the transfer operation so soon after the breakout attempt, and requested extensive verification. Her immediate superiors and their superiors all signed off on it, and she kept every copy of that. Paper, electronic verification, human witnesses, everything. So, when it turned out to be a ruse to free Riddler, they had to admit that she had done all the correct steps, and some—or all—of them had made the ‘errors’. That scotched an attempt to remove her and her key staff from Belle Reve and insert someone’s personal preference for the job: Doctor Hugo Strange. We’re trying to track down who was pushing for that move, and who owns those officials. But we need to keep our efforts sub rosa. We may have to burn a favor and ask Waller in person.”




Alee made a mental note that Waller was smarter than Alee had thought, and was a lot better at political infighting. What she said was, “So those four giant ice fortresses a couple months ago were part of a long-range plan to wreck Belle Reve and bust a lot of badguys out, and boot Waller out, and put someone’s crooked minion in as the new warden, and maybe take over Task Force X too?”




He nodded tersely. “And it also attempted to accomplish several other short-term goals as well, some of which were actually brought to fruition, and one of which was only thwarted because Kid Flash actually stopped and thought and planned, thus thwarting an attempt to put Count Vertigo in position to take over at least half of the country of Vlatava. Even if those goals were only small steps in someone else’s larger plans.”




She guessed, “The Light. They’ve probably been behind a ton of the stuff we’ve been facing this year. And we still don’t know their short-term or long-term goals.” She looked at him and said, “Or at least, I don’t.”




Batman gave her a Bat-glare. “I believe that you do have the data to evaluate many of their short-term goals, but you have not yet put all the pieces together. We will return to that in a minute. First, more news. I looked at the Riddler’s riddle as reported in your AAR, and so I checked with both Doctor Fate and Jason Blood. Lo and behold, you had already checked with them and Zatanna, while you were still on the Watchtower.”




She admitted, “Well, sure. I didn’t get most of his riddle right away, like you probably did, but as soon as he said ‘an eloquence of piglets’, it clicked. Because an eloquence is a bunch of lawyers, not piglets. And we both know a pack of evil lawyers who are up to no good. And if they’re doing anything big, it would be mystical. So I checked with the mystical fighters.”




He nodded a tiny bit. “Also, the playwright and the private eye could be Christopher Marlowe and Philip Marlowe, both spelled with an ‘e’.”




Alee agreed, “Yeah, I figured that part out later, when I didn’t need to, and I was sort of working backwards. But I still don’t get the part about piglets.”




“What’s a collective noun for piglets?” he demanded.




“I looked it up on the Watchtower, just to be sure,” she answered. “It’s a farrow of piglets.”




He scowled, “There is a Middle English word which has been argued about in the linguistics literature. It may or not be a synonym for a farrow of piglets. The word is ‘farth’.”




Alee groaned at that. “So the Riddler knew that Marlow and Farth had messed up some massive magical badness that would have given Deathstroke an even better distraction.”




Batman said, “The distraction they threw at us was quite enough, under normal circumstances. Multiple attempted murders by the League of Assassins, all across Gotham City and its environs. But Doctor Fate said that he was already studying the situation, given that you had asked him the same question I did, almost an hour previously. So he had a result for me. There was an attempt by some very powerful dark sorcerers and mages to split this dimension, or at least the field around Earth, into two or more separated dimensions.”




“Crud,” Alee muttered. “So that means The Light can call on some major league evil mages. And whatever Marlow and Farth is trying to do here, they have enough of a foothold already that they’re magically threatening to everyone, badguys and goodguys both.”




“Yes,” Batman gravelled. “And your suspicions about a mole in the Justice League were correct. When you asked Power Girl and Zatanna to watch out for an attempted theft, Zatanna mystically created a realistic-looking but harmless duplicate. And Power Girl watched from a neighboring room as someone broke into the Watchtower lab and stole the echinoderm. Or rather, the duplicate which looked like the real thing.”




She waited, and nothing, so she had to ask. “Who was it?”




“Roy Harper.”




“Speedy? I mean, Red Arrow? Oh crud!” Green Arrow would be crushed! Artemis would be crushed too, even if she would never admit it.




“A programmed clone of Roy Harper,” Batman clarified. She opened her mouth, and he cut her off. “And no, we still have no idea how long ago Harper was kidnapped and cloned, or where it happened, or how much damage this clone could have already managed, or where the real Harper is now. But it’s probable that his anger and frustration have been caused by the Justice League and your team acting in ways which blocked his directives that were subconscious rather than conscious.”




She winced, “A clone? Like… Conner?”




“Yes,” he insisted. “It is highly likely that Cadmus cloned both, and possibly some other people… other than you. You’re too new. You are one of the few supers who could not have been cloned. Yet.”




“But… but… If Cadmus is behind this, and Conner is part Lex Luthor, and Luthor is behind Donovan’s ick-worthy research and stuff, then…”




“Then Lex Luthor is one of the leaders of The Light. And we have no evidence that will stand up to review. But everything that he has done—that we know of—must be reviewed in this context. Like the ‘diplomatic’ work he did for North and South Relasia. Which really only succeeded because the League of Assassins launched an attack at a decidedly sub-optimal time, when Luthor’s people could ‘defeat’ it.”




Alee worried, “So… does Conner have stuff in his brain like Red Arrow?”




“Probably.”




Alee totally winced at that. But maybe that meant that his getting angry so much some of the time wasn’t really his fault.




Okay, maybe it also meant that his getting angry so much was causal. Eww.




Batman clarified, “Power Girl tracked Red Arrow to a place where he left the duplicate case. It was collected by Monsieur Mallah, who was using a mystical, rather than technological, teleportation system.”




Alee really groaned at that. “Crud. If Monsieur Mallah is running Red Arrow, then the Brain is behind him, because they’re always together. So he’s part of The Light’s science program, along with those Cadmus jerkheads. And if they’re using magical teleportation, then they’re integrating their science and magic efforts.”




Batman gravelled, “That was already clear from the fact that a scientifically-oriented theft from STAR Labs was being backed by a massive magical distraction. And it is also clear that the piece of Starro is critical to their plans, or they wouldn’t have invested so much effort and resources into the distractions. Martian Manhunter and Zatanna are currently trying to clear any blocks or directives or boobytraps from Red Arrow’s mind, so we may be able to find out more about this than we already know.”




Alee fussed, “But if that chunk of Starro is so important, they’ll have to launch a raid on the Watchtower, which means they’ll probably do their favorite ‘horrible distractions’ ploy to get enough supers off the Watchtower so they’ve got a good shot at robbing it and getting the real thing. And then they’ll probably do something grim like blow the Watchtower up or crash it into somewhere we want to stay un-crashed, to hide what they’re up to.”




Batman smiled menacingly. “The segment is already out of our solar system. Power Girl and Orion are moving it to where it can be properly analyzed and then destroyed. With any luck, they’ll be back soon with protective or curative technologies.”




She guessed, “But you’re not telling anyone that. You’re letting another duplicate sit there so you can find out if there’s yet another mole. Or maybe another Manchurian Candidate, like Red Arrow. A lot of people could get hurt with your plan.”




“Which you do not like. I have noticed that.”




She tossed in, “I also don’t like that you’ve got Damien and Robin hiding in the darkness eavesdropping, I guess in case I went all ‘Manchurian Candidate’ on you.” She even pointed out where they were, since she had found them with her tk sweeps.




So Robin and Damien strolled into the lighted area, from different directions. And both of them had heavy energy weapons. At least Robin had his slung over his shoulder instead of having it aimed at her. Damien held his weapon so it was ready to shoot at her, even if it wasn’t quite aimed at her yet.




She was kind of surprised that Damien was cutting her that much slack.




Damien spoke up, “And we have yet more intelligence data. Some of my contacts from the other side of my family have brought news. My grandfather is alive again. Some of his loyal minions retrieved his body and dumped it into a Lazarus Pit, and he revived. This many assassins from his league can only mean that he directed the theft and the distraction.”




Well crud. She pointed out, “Deathstroke said he had accepted the job as an ‘assignment’, so he was working for someone else. Like someone important in The Light.”




“Like grandfather,” Damien insisted.




Alee thought about it out loud. “If Lex Luthor is a part of it, it can’t be a simple trick just to fool Batman. And Luthor would never work underneath someone else, so it’s a partnership deal.”




Damien said, “And grandfather would never work under a self-absorbed capitalist like Luthor.”




Alee tried again. “Okay, so we know some of the badguy leadership, and some of the badguy operators, and some of the badguy minions. But we have too many holes in the org chart.” 




Robin snorted with laughter at that. Batman gave him a Bat-glare that didn’t deter him any. 




Alee totally wished she was Batglare-proof. She admitted, “Okay, so I was reading one of my dad’s books on management and management planning, to try and figure out more stuff about The Light. Dad’s got like half a dozen management books on his bookshelf, and he said most of the management books he’s read are garbage, and he’d thrown ’em away because they were too terrible to donate to the library.”




Batman nodded in agreement with that. Alee totally wondered what a book on management by Batman would be like. Probably amazingly insightful, and really grouchy that the reader hadn’t figured it all out on their own yet.




She kept going. “Okay. So more management stuff. What are their big, long-term goals? What are their short-term projects to get there? We know some of the projects, but not all of ’em. What are they going to do next? What’s their planning horizon? Are there any bottlenecks we can attack, not counting the Starro thing? And how far ahead of the Justice League are they?”




Well, Batman had an answer for that last one. “They are either three years ahead, six hundred and forty years ahead, or four thousand years ahead.”




“What?!” she squeaked.




Oh crud, she had squeaked. In front of Batman. And Robin. And Damien. Okay, maybe she didn’t care if she squeaked in front of Damien.




Batman said, “Small groups calling themselves The Light have appeared in history since roughly two thousand BCE. That was when the Babylonian historians claimed that the demigod Marduk and his children fought off an invasion and called themselves and their warriors The Light, for leading their people out of the darkness. Groups using that name have popped up once in a while in various places, then faded away, but their connectedness to the original are all suspect. The last known occurrence before now was six hundred and forty years ago. So this is either a group merely borrowing the name, a group based on most recent past usage, or a group based on the Babylonian situation.”




Alee guessed, “So either they want to lead all of us out of the darkness and into the light as they see it, or they want us to think that.”




Damien insisted, “And my grandfather would be in the first category, while Lex Luthor would be in the second.”




Robin added, “And there aren’t too many beings who could get Luthor and al Ghul to work together on a project this long-term. But all the ones we’ve come up with are massive threats. Even by the standards of Lex Luthor and Ra’s al Ghul.”




“Well crud.”




ISSUE 53



Jack O’Neill was in bed, and not sleeping. First off, he didn’t have his pajamas, because someone hadn’t gotten all the laundry done that she had told him she had under control. And his other pajamas should have been in his drawer, but were probably in the laundry too. So he was in something vaguely like military sleep-gear. A t-shirt and boxer briefs. All right, no soldier was ever going to get away with wearing the t-shirt he had on, which was a present from Xander and Amy. It said, ‘In my defense, I was left unsupervised.’




Carter probably assumed he slept in camo Underoos or something.




He was worried about Charlie. If Charlie had a nightmare and ‘leaked’ even a little, that fire extinguisher hidden in her duffel bag might not be nearly enough. 




He was edgy about Carter. He was really hoping she had some really boring sleepwear, like an ugly floor-length wool nightie her grandma used to wear.




So he had his bathrobe hanging on the back of his bedroom door, just in case. And he had the baby monitor on his nightstand.




He needed to get some sleep, or he wasn’t going to be worth shooting at in the morning. And he still didn’t know if he was going to have to wake up Carter. Or if he was going to have to deal with a Charlie nightmare.




He should have brought that stupidly boring book up from the library room. Military history should be fascinating. But somehow, that book’s authors had turned really interesting material into something about as boring as watching paint dry. Army-green paint, at that.




He had a small bookshelf in his bedroom, so he went over and pulled something completely boring off those shelves. It wasn’t ‘Relativistic Quantum Mechanics For Dummies’, but it was pretty close. He needed to know more about what Professor Carter really thought about, because Charlie was starting to ask really hard questions about material she had gleaned from Carter’s gigantic brain.




It turned out that the other day, Carter had demonstrated how gravity warps spacetime and planetary orbits and stuff. Using Charlie’s windowpane-check fitted sheet on her mattress. And some stuff like a solid glass spherical paperweight out of the library room, and a couple different-sized ball bearings out of the hardware supplies in the basement. So Charlie had asked him some questions about that, like ‘wouldn’t that make light rays bend and stuff?’




Apparently, Carter’s bedsheet model of gravitation was terrifyingly accurate.




The book was dull enough that he finally fell into a restless sleep…





Jack was sitting at a schooldesk. In his bedroom. And he was dressed in a silly schoolboy’s uniform like in old black-and-white Brit movies. The regular sheets were off his bed, and a black sheet was stretched over the mattress with gridlines drawn on it in white.




Carter stepped into the room, wearing one of those floor-length black gown-like things that stuffy professors in England allegedly wore to teach in. And she was wearing really ugly glasses and had her hair up in a grim librarian-bun. “Good morning, class. I am Professor Carter, and this is Physics 432. Everyone who has not taken all the prerequisites should leave now.”




He tried to get up, but he couldn’t move. He tried to tell her he needed to leave, and he couldn’t speak.




She took off the glasses, and suddenly she was wearing a lot of eye makeup, and a vivid red lipstick. She undid the bun and shook out her blonde hair, and suddenly it was styled and draping over her shoulders. She took off the robe, revealing that she was wearing nothing but sexy lingerie and black high heels.




She stretched out over the bed. “Now notice how my curves press down on our spacetime, making some areas curve downward…”




He was absolutely noticing that. He couldn’t take his eyes off her.




She pressed down on a spot on the bed with one sexy finger…







“No, no, no no no… Please no!”




Jack woke up with a start. He was still on top of the bed, with the book on his chest where it had bored him into unconsciousness. He had a massive erection from that completely inappropriate dream. But the baby monitor was telling him that Carter was having another nightmare.




He leapt off the bed, yanked his way into his bathrobe, and hurried down the hall, tying the bathrobe as he went.




He yanked open the door to Carter’s bedroom, and Carter was awake from her nightmare.




She was sitting up in bed, panting in fear. And she was totally naked. Why wasn’t she wearing something? Why did she have to have such beautiful breasts?




She looked at him and gasped, “Jack! You’re okay!”




He started to tell her that she’d been having a nightmare, but she concentrated on him.




Suddenly, his bathrobe got yanked away from his body, and it tore into a couple dozen pieces that flew in every direction away from him. Then his t-shirt and shorts shredded off his body. Then his body lifted up off the floor to fly across the room so he landed on top of Samantha. She kissed him passionately, and he returned the kiss. Hard.




And that was the point where his goddamn brain completely shut down.







Charlie O’Neill was trying not to smile too much. But her dad deserved a lot of good stuff. Even if she was going to have to work a lot harder at not reading her dad’s and Samantha’s minds. Because this was private stuff she didn’t want to snoop on.




But it was just what she had been hoping for. She’d have to let Alee know that all that matchmaking stuff Alee had set up had totally paid off.




“Whatcha smiling about?” Meggie asked.




Oops. Maybe Charlie was smiling too much. She fudged, “This is the best sleepover ever!”







Jack O’Neill woke up feeling great. Also, he was on his back, with a lithe, luscious limpet asleep on his chest with her arms wrapped around him. And one leg kind of wrapped around his.




Okay, he had his arms wrapped around her too.




And it was morning. Crap!




He needed to check his phone. He hadn’t even thought about his phone for… okay, pretty much the entire night since he dozed off in his room. “Crap.”




“What?” A tousled head looked up at him. She had a cute little strand of drool dribbling across her cheek from those luscious lips. And she looked worried. Maybe she thought he was complaining about what had been an utterly amazing night.




He spilled, “I haven’t checked my phone in case of problems.”




She lifted her head, closed her eyes, and concentrated. There was a little thud. “Oops.” And a closer thud which sounded like it came from the hallway. “Damn.”




The phone came flying in through the still-open door to her room. It looked like it was still intact, so… good enough. He grabbed it out of the air and checked. “Whew. Nothing.”




She checked, “You really thought there would be a problem?”




He admitted, “I was really hoping there wouldn’t, but Charlie isn’t Katie or Meggie. A serious nightmare from her could…”




She just said, “I did hear about the fire and smoke damage, and why you ended up getting your home rebuilt.”




So he pointed out, “And we are gonna have to sit down and tell her.”




She insisted, “Charlie probably already knows.”




Jack thought for a second and just said, “Damn it!” Because Charlie had undoubtedly left all the sleepwear in the wash on purpose. And ‘forgot’ to tell him. On purpose.




He pointed out, “So if she’s been matchmaking, then so has Alee.”




Samantha mentioned, “Stormburst has a lot of information about the you and me of other universes, and if in some of those universes we were an item, then she might have assumed…”




He thought of something else. “Batman.”




Samantha looked at him oddly. “Your train of thought has just left the tracks. Or I missed where you switched lines.”




He explained, “Alee told me that Batman was involved in this decision. When I realized how sexy you were, and how attracted to you I was, I asked him for some advice. He gave me some grouchy non-advice. I think that means he was willing to let things play out, and he was expecting this sooner or later.”




Samantha smiled a lot more at his words, and he realized he hadn’t told her anything about his feelings about her. He needed to fix that. Immediately. He started talking about all the things he loved about her, including things she didn’t think she was good at, like handling Charlie. And the more he talked, the bigger her smile grew…







Samantha Carter dried herself off, even if she would have preferred to shower with Jack in his bathroom and have him dry her off. A lot. But that would probably result in a significant time investment in Jack’s bed, and then a need to shower again. And they didn’t have the time. Eileen had called to tell them that she was bringing Charlie over in half an hour.




Samantha assumed that she knew what that implied. Eileen undoubtedly had decided that Samantha and Jack would spend the night in bed, with Charlie out of the house. So she was giving them time to clean up and perhaps throw some things in the laundry.




And that was precisely what they were doing. Samantha’s back was killing her once again, but she was damned if she was going to admit that and have Jack think he had hurt her. Also, her sheets smelled like sex. So she had flown down to the laundry area, gotten Charlie’s ‘mysteriously un-dried’ load into the dryer, and gotten those sheets into the washing machine. 




And Jack had picked up all the shreds of his clothes that she had ripped apart when she woke up and she was so relieved that Jack hadn’t been drastically injured, like in her nightmare.




Then she had showered in the bathroom across the hall from her room, while Jack had showered in his bathroom. And she hadn’t told him how much she wanted to shower with him, even if she couldn’t stand up right then.




Just thinking about running her hands over his strong muscles and his flat stomach and his sexy behind… Okay Samantha, stop thinking about that! She was going to have a meltdown just fantasizing about more sex with Jack.




And Charlie was going to read everything she and Jack were thinking about. So this was going to be the worst The Talk ever. Even if Charlie had assured her that Alee had given Charlie both The Talk and The Other Talk Including Superpowers. Because, apparently, another Alee in another universe had told Alee about having to give her Charlie ‘The Talk’ and some extra The Talks, including one about a young woman who was in a relationship with that Jack O’Neill and was a lot less inhibited than one Samantha Carter. Oh, and that young woman was dead in this universe, having been murdered as a child.




Alee knew a horrifying amount of detail about a lot of people, all thanks to being hurled into another universe and having to fight her way back. On the other hand, it included a long list of people that Alee thought might be really good friends for Samantha. Which was a strange concept, since Samantha tended to think of herself as someone who was doomed to remain friendless, other than academic connections.




Granted, telling someone that they could be friends with a superheroine in Europe wasn’t particularly helpful when said someone was still regaining the ability to walk, and was in a cabin in Colorado. Or telling someone that they might be able to make friends with the legendary Catwoman. Who, of course, Alee knew, and knew her real identity. Because Jack was right, and Alee was the Pollyanna of the superhero world.




Samantha had a feeling that everyone was underestimating just how dangerous Stormburst really could be, simply because Alee was such a sweetheart. Well, everyone except Batman, who Jack had assured her was even scarier and more ruthless than his reputation indicated.




But Stormburst had kicked her ass. Hard. In every stage of their battle, Stormburst had outfought Gravitas, and in some of those stages, Samantha was fairly sure that Stormburst had outsmarted Gravitas. And Jack had talked about how Stormburst had taken out the Shaggy Man, along with the entire Threshold base, which was a huge superhero deathtrap. And then a couple minutes later, she had popped up on the moon to rescue him and Charlie, like it was easy.




Samantha finished drying her hair enough to pass as her normal hairstyle, and she checked in the mirror that she looked okay.




Oh great, she had a livid hickey on the side of her neck. Granted, she had massively enjoyed getting it. She would just have to live with it. She wasn’t going to spend twenty minutes which she didn’t have applying makeup to disguise that. Even if she had the makeup skills to hide something like a hickey, which she definitely did not.




She stepped out of the bathroom, and Jack was waiting for her in the hall. He spotted the hickey immediately. He winced, “Sorry, Sammie.”




She tried not to wince, and obviously failed abysmally. Jack checked, “Not a good choice of nickname?”




She confessed, “I hate ‘Sam’ and ‘Sammie’. Too many bad memories. Sorry.”




He smiled, “Don’t apologize. I hate being called ‘Johnny’. The horror of cheek-pinching great-aunts, even if they were foster great-aunts. So… what do you want me to call you? ‘Samantha’ seems a bit formal, considering…”




She tried not to blush. “I really liked it last night when you called me ‘gorgeous’.”




His smirky smile told her that she had also failed at suppressing her blush. But he kissed her warmly and said, “I like that too. Let’s go, Gorgeous.”




As they walked down the stairs—all right, she was floating rather than using her legs because of the back pain she was not going to admit to—he asked, “You’re going to ditch ‘Gravitas’ too, aren’t you? It’s not like you’re a supervillain anymore, and you deserve a fresh start.”




She admitted, “I’ve been thinking about that. But all the ‘good’ names are taken, mostly by Marvel Comics, who are notoriously litigious about this. And what I really do is difficult to describe in less than six words.”




He gave her a stern look. “First lesson of warfare. Do not tell the enemy what you’re really doing. No names like ‘Quantum Gravitation Manipulation Woman’, okay?”




“Okay.”




He gave her a kiss for giving in on that. “Next, I was thinking…” He pulled her to him—which was easier given that she was floating six inches above the floor—and slid one strong hand down her back. His hand smoothed over the small of her back, then down over her bottom. “I was thinking… maybe ‘Curvature’.”




It took her a couple seconds to unscramble her brains from having his hands doing that to her. Then she pointed out, “Jack, I can’t use a name that has implications like that! Especially when I don’t have anywhere near the curvature of most of the Justice League women. Even Alee has curves that make me look flat, and she’s still in high school!”




Jack scowled, “There’s something wrong about inflicting curves like that on a kid who’s obviously unprepared for them.”




She tried not to smile at how paternal he was being over a young woman who was clearly not someone who needed his protection. She said, “I was thinking… maybe… ‘Singularity’.”




He smiled slowly. “I like that… gorgeous.”




They managed to stop kissing about the time that an SUV pulled up in Jack’s gravel parking area, and Charlie leapt out. “Thanks again, Mrs. Herlihy! You have the best sleepovers ever!”




Samantha took a seat on the couch, while Jack sat in one of the armchairs. And they waited. For about a half a second.




Charlie burst into the room carrying her duffel bag. She took one look at them, and ran over to hug Samantha as hard as she could. Then she ran over and hugged Jack. And she burst out, “When’re you getting married?”




Samantha tried not to blush bright red. Jack just laughed and said, “Honey, there’s supposed to be an engagement period first, and I need to drive Samantha into town to buy her a nice ring.”




Samantha managed, “And I would like to wait until I can at least walk down the aisle without using a walker.”




Charlie asked, “Can I be a flower girl?”




Samantha checked, “Are you sure you don’t want to be the maid of honor?”




Charlie insisted, “I thought Alee oughta be the maid of honor. And I don’t wanna get stuck standing up on the thing in front of everybody the whole time the wedding goes on. Katie said they take forever.”




Jack winced a little around his eyes. “You didn’t discuss me and Samantha with Katie and Meggie, did you?”




“No way!” Charlie insisted. “That’s top secret stuff. And how could I explain how I knew stuff? This is a cousin’s wedding Katie’s fam are going to. Catholic weddings sound mega-boring.”




And Samantha realized she didn’t even know what religion Jack was. She was agnostic, and Jack hadn’t been taking Charlie to church services on Sunday mornings, so she had just glossed over some important details. She looked at him, and he gave her an ‘I’ve got this’ look back.




Charlie watched the two of them exchange information without talking, and she just beamed.




Jack said, “Okay Samantha, we’re gonna have to work on that. I’ve been an atheist since… Metropolis, and I noticed you never showed any interest in going to church services, so I’m going to guess agnosticism.”




“How come?” Charlie asked.




Jack explained, “Because someone as smart and scientific as Professor Samantha Carter is likely to require solid evidence before accepting something difficult to believe.”




Charlie thought about it for a second. “Does it count if Alee’s met actual gods and some of her friends know real gods in other universes? And she said she’s fought real demons. And I could tell she wasn’t fibbing.”




Jack muttered, “That kid is giving me gray hairs from cra- from crud she did before I even met her.”




Samantha carefully said, “Charlie, we live in a world full of beings who would be considered gods by many people’s standards. Look at what Alee can do without trying. That’s not the same as knowing there’s a real God out there. There are lots of things out there which are… bigger than us. More complicated. More mysterious. That’s what science is: studying the unknown and trying to figure it out, then testing your hypotheses, and correcting your assumptions, and working toward explanatory theories. But if you choose to believe in God, we’ll support you.”




Jack said, “I take it Alee’s a believer.”




Charlie nodded, “Uh-huh. And so is her sister Jo. Alee says Jo’s gonna become a nun! But they’re not the same religion. Jo’s Catholic like Katie.”




Jack sighed a little. “Remember that Alee’s sister Jo is adopted. Or fostered. Something like that. Jo’s probably going back to the religion she grew up with. And I may be an O’Neill, but I wasn’t brought up Catholic. So… no long, boring wedding. Because Samantha’s too pretty. When she walks down the aisle, I’ll forget all the stuff I was supposed to say and do.”




Samantha tried hard not to blush again. But Jack just kept going. “Then the minister will say stuff like ‘do you take-’ and I’ll forget he’s supposed to say more, and I’ll interrupt, ‘heck yeah!’ And the whole wedding will descend into chaos. Fortunately, Professor Carter understands chaos theory too.”




Before Samantha could stick her tongue out at Jack, or tell him to behave, Charlie asked, “What’s chaos theory?”




Samantha was ready to discuss that, but Jack caught Charlie’s attempt at derailing the intended conversation. He said, “Uht! First, we heard you thanking Eileen. And we could tell the sleepover went great. Did you get any sleep?”




“Umm, maybe two hours, before Mrs. Herlihy got us up for breakfast. Didja know Katie’s sister can unlock their cable? We watched ‘Clueless’. And ‘Say Anything’. Katie wanted to watch ‘Pretty Woman’ but Meggie did her mom-thing and said no. Anyway, ‘Clueless’ was great. I think I’m gonna say ‘as if’ a whole lot more.”




Jack said, “Okay. After this, you can go take a nap until lunchtime. Now then, your punishment for pulling this is… two thousand lines. ‘I will not manipulate dad or Samantha.’ Handwritten, not typed.”




Charlie looked at Jack, then at Samantha, and probably saw that she could make things a lot worse for herself if she argued. Or maybe she was working out that this punishment was better than what she had been expecting. So she just said, “Yes sir.” Then she looked at the two of them and smiled, “It was worth it.”




Samantha added, “And we’ll be making joint decisions on punishments from here on out. And we’ll be checking with each other when you say the the other gave you permission to do something.”




“Or to skip out of something,” Jack cut in.




Samantha said, “I’ll tell you something about chaos theory after nap.”




Charlie looked at Samantha’s face for a couple seconds and just whispered, “Wow. That looks awesome.” And she ran up to her bedroom.




Jack gave Samantha a look. So she explained, “I was thinking about using interstate highway traffic as an easy, non-mathematical example. Everything’s nice and orderly and predictable…”




“Until it isn’t,” Jack smirked. “Maybe I’ll have to sit in on this course too.”




Samantha smiled naughtily. “For you, there may be private lessons.”





ISSUE 54



Alee woke up while Megan was still asleep. It was so cool that Megan could maintain a shapeshift even while she was asleep and not quite snoring. It was really just kind of loud breathing, but it could turn into snurking at any second. Or purring, like Selina probably did in her sleep. Batman probably thought that was mega-sexy.




And that dark red hair really went totally well with Megan’s ‘green human look’ skin color.




She checked her phone first. No priority calls, but two texts from Charlie. Both of them were way after Charlie should have actually gotten some sleep.




The first text read, “Sleepover going great. Dad and Samantha are a couple now!”




Crud. How did Charlie arrange that? Alee totally knew how Charlie could tell Jack and Samantha were a couple. Or were coupling. Even if Charlie was over at Katie’s house. Alex had told them that her Charlie’s telepathic range for people she really cared about was like the other side of the planet. Minimum.




The second text read, “Probably grounded when I get home, so check with dad before you come over.”




And more crud. This sounded like something she needed to check on. Even if maybe she needed to wait until people were all awake. And maybe Alee needed to wait until couples were awake and also out of the bed. And hopefully, not wanting to talk about stuff Alee wouldn’t want to hear details on.




So she got up and fixed a big batch of oatmeal and set out some oatmeal toppings with a note for Wally that if he got to Mount Justice in time for breakfast, he needed to let other people pick their toppings first. Because Wally.




Nobody would want to get up and find a big pot that only had like half a cup of dried oatmeal in the bottom, and six bowls of nothing except topping crumbs. And Conner had been crabby enough already, just the night before.




Which Alee had new ideas about, which she wasn’t discussing with anyone, even if she knew she needed to have a telepathic conversation with Megan about them, because Megan would spot Alee’s thoughts, sooner or later..




Then she put on her new exercise outfit and worked her tk on Conner’s weights. Then she worked her muscles on the regular weights. She ate a healthy breakfast and then did some martial arts workouts, with Robin critiquing her form while he did his own martial arts katas and forms. That was partly annoying, and partly mega-helpful.




He also didn’t say anything about her exercise outfit, which she appreciated. It was black and white, which she was privately thinking of as Terawatt colors. White long-sleeved crop top with black calf-length yoga pants. The only thing was that her measurements were a bit more—okay, a lot more—than the measurements of the fit models in the on-line images, so her crop top kind of cropped a lot higher than she wanted, so she was actually showing off too much underboob and couldn’t wear a bra with that top. And the pants kind of stopped lower than she wanted, so she was showing more than she wanted below the waist too. Like every time she bent over, she checked with her tk that her behind wasn’t showing, and half the time it was, so she had to tug up her yoga pants higher.




Nobody needed to see the crack of her behind. Not even her.




Even if Megan had insisted Alee looked awesome in the outfit, when Alee had tried it on in their room the day before. And Artemis had agreed, even if she thought Alee should check and see how the next larger size fit her. Alee was pretty sure the next sizes up would be too big in the shoulders and the waist and stuff, but she was still thinking about trying stuff on for size.




Then Robin wanted her to spar some, even if it wasn’t at the regular time on the schedule, so Alee was expecting something new and sneaky. Which she could probably learn from. So she said okay. Even if her exercise outfit was a little too small. And a little too open. She figured that she might have to use a little tk here and there to avoid a little ‘overexposure’.




So Robin stepped backward and said, “Great. Here’s your new sparring partner.”




The side door slid open, and a big guy lumbered in. He was dressed like he was homeless, and there was obvious padding in all of his clothes. She couldn’t tell if it was real martial arts padding made to look harmless, or actual stuffed newspaper and things. Or some of each. 




He looked dirty, and he leered at her in a totally creepy way. He muttered way too loud, “Ya didn’t tell me she was a dirty slut. Look’it them tits!”




Her first reaction was to just fly out of there and go tell on Robin. And cover herself up with her hands. Which was totally bound to be what Robin was probably trying to teach her about.




The guy moved forward a lot faster than she was expecting, and she nearly got caught by surprise. So it was a mega-good thing she hadn’t actually tried covering herself up with her hands.




She figured he was a lot stronger than Robin, so her outside-in block was harder than she used when sparring against Robin or Tee. It still wasn’t quite hard enough, because the guy was even stronger than he looked.




Okay, she moved his arms off to the side enough that he wasn’t going to grab her by the breasts. But he was letting her shove his wrists off to the side, and he used his longer reach to go in for a leg reap. If she hadn’t been paying a lot of attention, he would have caught her by surprise there.




And he was turning her block into a move to grab her wrist and get her in a control hold. Crud. So she let him do the leg reap, and she went with it, spinning around on her rear foot so his reap just sped up her spin and cost him his grip on her blocking wrist.




“Nice ass, bitch.”




Eww. She spun the rest of the way around on her back foot and blocked the strike she had been sure he’d try while her back was turned. Okay, she had used a little tk to check what moves he was making while her back was turned.




She also used her front foot, which was still elevated, to kick him in the shin with the sole of her foot, pinning that leg with a Wing Chun move she had learned from Lady Shiva.




The nasty follow-through from that, which she had also learned from Lady Shiva, didn’t work. He slid his front leg backward and out from under her foot, costing her that leg pin, and her following strike came up short. On the upside, she didn’t lose her balance and topple forward where he could grab her or worse.




He used her no-longer-effective leg pin and swiped her foot with one big arm. She got away from his grab by going into a back flip, and she tried to kick him in the face, but he blocked that easily.




She had to use some tk to keep his hard block from turning her back flip into a crash onto her side. And she used a little more tk like someone spotting her while she did her flip, so she got enough height to stick the landing just right. She landed in a good stance, facing him with her arms ready for his next move.




She also used some more tk to make sure she didn’t fall out of the bottom of her crop top when her breasts bounced. Which he made another nasty, gross comment about.




And he was already moving at her again. This time, he was stepping into a spinning kick at her face. With his long legs and his speed and his strength, if he landed that, she was going to go flying head-first toward a wall.




But blocks with the hands were totally faster than big leg kicks. Even his really-fast leg kicks. And she had her arms in position already. She would have liked to grab his ankle and yank it up high enough to dump him on his face, but she was pretty sure he was flexible enough that she couldn’t reach high enough to do that without flying. Which she was trying not to do during regular martial arts training.




So she just used a guide parry to move his foot above her head. That way, she didn’t have to give up ground when she was already nearly off the mat, and she didn’t have to lean back out of the way and put herself off balance so she would get clobbered by his follow-up moves.




He kept spinning, with his flying foot landing expertly and his back foot coming up for a reverse spin kick. Crud, he was fast.




And this time, his foot was heading for her solar plexus, which she wasn’t going to be able to defend in time. And if she moved backward off the mat, she was basically conceding anyway.




She gave up. She put a tk wall up between his foot and her body. His foot crashed into the wall and abruptly stopped. He couldn’t have seen it or planned for it to be there, but he still recovered expertly and maintained his balance along with a really impressive stance.




She said, “I give. You’re too good.”




He turned and slid a hand over his face, pulling some sort of facial prosthetics off. When he turned back, she could see that he was The Question. In that mega-distinctive flat voice, he said, “You did well. And I would like to apologize for the sexual harassment.”




She sighed to herself. “No apologies necessary, Mister Sage. You were just doing what Batman asked.”




He replied, “I was told that you had not been given any forewarning.”




She spilled, “I wasn’t. But if Robin was setting this up, then Batman was doing the League side of it. And really, these are weaknesses I’m trying to work on.” She glanced over at Robin. “I just don’t know how they knew I was going to be wearing this outfit.”




Robin admitted, “I was expecting the jade green one. Or the teal one. But the basic issues still apply.”




She pursed her lips, “I’m working on it. I mean, I’m not ever going to trade in my uniform for Starfire’s, but I’m trying to get used to looking like this. And I know I’m not big on cursing. But I’m not gonna faint if someone says ‘tits’.”




“You did react,” Robin pointed out. Because Robin.




“Well yeah,” she told him. “I wasn’t expecting that in here. I see it all the time stopping street crimes. They have way worse potty mouths than Mister Sage.”




“Call me Vic, or Question. I’m not your math teacher.”




Alee gave him a big grin. “My favorite ‘math teacher’ is my big sister. I totally don’t call her ‘Mister’.”




He left, and Robin didn’t apologize. No way. That was not the Tao Of The Bat. Which was something Xander had said, that Alee had never thought she would say. Before this.




Robin just said, “Good job. You’re adapting faster than I thought you would. I’m not suggesting you start dressing like Dejah Thoris-”




“Who?”




Robin frowned at her. “Dejah Thoris. ‘A Princess of Mars’. Edgar Rice Burroughs’ Martian novels. You should read some pulp fiction to give you some ideas on what someone eccentric might try someday. At any rate, I’m not telling you to dress like The Mighty Endowed. Or anything like that. But you do need to get used to the shape you’re growing into. And you do need to get used to how people think of you, even if it’s nothing like how people thought of you less than a year ago.”




She wondered if Robin and Batman were up to something more. Maybe a lot more. Like using her to impersonate someone like Kara someday. Or something worse. Because she’d heard that Batman had Huntress posing as a stripper or something for a couple weeks when the Bat-family was trying to track down some new Ra’s al Ghul threat a couple years earlier.




She was totally not doing something like that. No way. Not even if Batman Bat-glared at her.




What she said was, “That’s why I’ve been wearing these tiny exercise outfits. It’s not because somebody else thinks they’re fashionable. I’ve never really cared about what the Libbys of the world thought I ought to wear. Okay, I’m starting off small, just wearing exercise stuff where the Team can see me. But I’m working on it, just like I’ve been working on everything else, including classwork.”




Robin checked, “Are you really already done with half your coursework for the year?”




She shrugged, and tried not to think about how that looked when she was in a too-small crop top that she was nearly falling out of. “Most of it. I’ve been practicing reading books while I’m tapping into the Speed Force, which is tough because I’m moving fast enough to rip the pages to shreds if I’m not mega-careful. But I studied the whole American History textbook and all the auxiliary readings in under an hour, and I used one of the speedster keyboards to type up all the homework and write all the papers, using this technique I learned from some alternate-universe geniuses, and then I edited them a week later. Boom. ‘A+’ in American History, and it took me parts of two afternoons. Same for English Lit and Global Studies and Spanish and Bio. Now I’ve just gotta wait and see how much of the material I can retain. The problem areas are the ones where I have to stop reading and learn complicated concepts from teachers. Like calculus and physics.”




He asked, “Have you considered working with a telepath to transfer knowledge from a scientist to your mind?”




She managed not to shrug. “Sure I have. I mean, I already know that Charlie O’Neill’s picked up a basic non-mathematical understanding of the theory of general relativity from reading Samantha Carter’s mind and letting Samantha show her a couple thought experiments. And Charlie can do a little projective telepathy too. But that seems really intrusive, and potentially dangerous. I’d rather just call up my sister Annie and ask her to explain stuff I’m not getting.”




Robin gave her a tiny nod. “Good. Really good. I don’t think the faster speedsters are applying themselves like this. And issues with telepathy are valid concerns. But you’re keeping up with calc and physics.”




She nodded, “Yeah. I’m actually pretty far ahead. Once I get the concepts down, I can tap into the Speed Force and do my homework in a few seconds real-time. It feels longer in my personal time, but it’s fast. Annie wants me to take all the AP exams she thinks I’m eligible for, including the chem and biochem ones that I just scanned the textbooks and skipped over the stuff I already knew from dinner table talk.”




Robin said, “Good. Let me get you the textbooks and readings for Latin, and we can see if you can learn four years of Latin in maybe… a weekend. You already know concepts for sentence structure and tenses and conjugations and declensions from your Spanish classes. And you’ll have a pretty substantial Latin vocab from Spanish and English. If you can do that, then maybe we can teach Wally how to skip over a lot of courses that are boring him to tears.”




She asked, “How did the Flash do it?”




Robin sighed a tiny bit. “No help there. He was already well past his grad work in his chosen field before he got powered up. He’s never tried anything more than reading a dozen novels in a bookstore to pick out a gift for his better half.”




She spilled, “Annie does that in bookstores all the time, and she doesn’t need the Speed Force for it.”




After she showered and put on something that wasn’t showing parts of her breasts and behind, she checked to see if the time was late enough in Colorado. And she called Samantha.




“Stormburst? Is there a problem?” Samantha worried.




Alee replied, “I hope not. I just… got a couple texts in the middle of the night from Charlie. When she should’ve been asleep but she was doing sleepover stuff. Do I say ‘congratulations’?”




Samantha sounded embarrassed as she admitted, “Maybe. Jack’s buying me an engagement ring on Monday.”




“Well, don’t go to a LexCut Jewelers no matter how much of a ‘discount’ they offer.”




Samantha fumed, “I quite remember what my last exposure to Lex Luthor’s business practices cost me.”




“Sorry!” Alee squeaked. “I shouldn’t have brought that up!”




“It’s okay, Alee. Really.” Samantha sighed, “In the end, it got me to a much better place. Not that I’m thanking Luthor any time soon. Unless it’s with a punch in the nose.”




Alee told her, “He totally deserves a lot of punches in the nose. But don’t try it. He has ‘assistants’ who have lethal bionic weaponry inside their arms and stuff. And he has lawyers. And he has lots of political connections. And he probably owns lots of police officers and district attorneys where he lives. He’s a lot worse than just a ruthless businessman.”




“Crap. I mean, crud. Well, that’s something I didn’t want to know but probably did need to know. Anyway, Jack was already strongly opposed to shopping at LexCut, because he thinks Luthor’s a crook. And really, I don’t want a diamond. Not after reading about the diamond industry.”




So Alee checked, “What did Charlie do, and how much trouble is she in, and is any of it my fault?”




Samantha paused for a second. “Charlie’s going to be writing lines for a while. But that’s it for punishment. That, and it means we can’t trust her completely, which is a separate issue. But all she did was leave all the pajamas and sleepwear in the laundry. That was probably more than was actually necessary, considering.”




“But… do you need me to do more babysitting, and maybe take Charlie somewhere she can’t ‘eavesdrop’ while you and Jack have private time?”




“Yes, please!” Samantha gasped. “Oh God, that sounds so horrible. But it’s only been hours, and already I’m fantasizing about getting Jack alone again for a couple hours. Or an entire night.”




Alee tried to sound reassuring. “I don’t see why Stormburst can’t whisk Charlie off to our team headquarters. She already knows all of us except Aqualad. Let’s set up a night she can come here, and she can have a little sleepover with me and Megan. And Tee, if Charlie can be particularly persuasive and Tee’s in a good mood.”




Samantha asked, “I’ve heard Jack and Charlie refer to ‘Tee’ already. But what’s her problem? Does she not like ‘little kids’?”




Alee spilled, “Her problem is way worse. Imagine growing up with two parents who are both supervillains. And an older sister who’s possibly insane and maybe a sociopath. And already a major supervillainess too. Tee doesn’t do family. I couldn’t even get her to go with me to my folks’ house for Christmas.”




Samantha sighed. “Christ. I mean, crud. I used to think I had it so bad, but the more people I meet in your world, the more I realize that far too many people have lives that make mine look like a sitcom.”





ISSUE 55



Jack O’Neill got the return call he was expecting. It had only taken a call to the secret number he had for Robin The Boy Bat-headache, and a quarter-hour wait. The grouchy, gravel-laden voice said, “You wanted a consultation.”




Jack said, “I figure you’re tapping our lines and monitoring our cell transmissions, so you already know.”




“You’re not the only hotspot around the world over which it could pay off to be proactive. Also, Charlie sent Stormburst two texts late last night.”




Totes surprising there. Jack said, “So your Bat-plan unfolded the way you thought. Or was that a Bat-gambit?”




Captain Gravel Larynx insisted, “It was neither. It was obvious to me that Stormburst thought you two would be compatible, and that thought was based on knowledge of other Samantha Carters and Jack O’Neills. I decided to let her proceed, since she had been right about you. And about Charlie. And about several other people.”




Jack grumbled, “I don’t know whether to be thankful or furious.” 




“You can be both.”




Well duh. “Well, I wanted some advice on what I should be thinking about for the next steps.”




The Bat-prick checked, “What do you have planned?”




He spilled, “First thing Monday morning, I’m taking her someplace nice that’s not a LexCut Jewelers and buying her an engagement ring she’d be happy wearing and not embarrassed about. Then I’m gonna plot out babysitting duties with Alee so Samantha and I can have some private time now and then, because anything within a mile of Charlie is not private time. Then I’m waiting until she’s healed up enough to walk down an aisle and back up, before I bring up wedding planning.”




The Bat-snoop mentioned, “You already know that Xander Harris and Amy Madison are getting married. Twice.”




He admitted, “Yeah. Charlie told me about some of the things Alee said. So… once in Amy’s church, and once on the Watchtower. Your point?”




“You might consider how many people you and Professor Carter would want to invite, who you would have trouble fitting into a normal wedding setting.”




Yeah. Conner and Wally came to mind. As did a bunch of the Justice League people who had helped Samantha when they didn’t have to do anything nice for Gravitas. He just said, “I’ll have to talk all of that over with the lovely bride-to-be. And maybe Alee.”




He had no idea how Alee was going to manage her own wedding, unless she did it in two parts, like Harris. By the time she and that Hunter kid got hitched, Alee would probably have two hundred ‘close friends’ in and around the Justice League who would want to come to the Watchtower to see her big day. And Jack had no idea how many normal people would get invited to the regular wedding. If her parents were like her, that might mean most of a small town.




He didn’t say any of that. “Any other Bat-advice?”




“I don’t think you need it. You were a responsible husband and father, despite your old job. You already know more about being a good father and a good husband than anyone you’re likely to encounter. Just don’t ask White Knight for advice.”




Fine, that was more of a pep talk than Bat-advice. But he’d take what he could get. So he went to the next issue. “Any chance we can get Samantha’s supername changed, now that she’s not an insane supervillain anymore?”




“Has she chosen a new supernym?”




Of course, there was a Bat-word for this shit. Jack answered him, “Yeah. ‘Singularity’. She didn’t like my suggestion: Applications of Interactions of General Theory of Relativity and Relativistic Quantum Mechanics Lass.”




No reaction. Not even a snicker. Just the Bat-voice. “I’ll have the Watchtower check that Marvel Comics doesn’t have ‘Singularity’ locked up already.”




“Thanks.”







It was a gorgeous Sunday evening. And it was going to be a fun Sunday night, too.




Alee flew through the Colorado skies and landed on the pantry porch at Jack’s house. The door was already opening, because Charlie had no doubt sensed her coming.




Charlie gave her a big hug and she hugged Charlie right back. “Alee! I’m all ready!” She held up a duffel bag and a little school backpack.




Jack and Samantha stepped into the doorway. Jack was grinning. Samantha was beaming. Charlie turned around and gave both of them big hugs too. “Thanks for letting me go!”




Jack checked, “Anything else? You’ve got fire extinguishers there, right? She’s got a little one in her bag. Probably not anything else embarrassing…”




“Dad!” Charlie fussed. “You promised you wouldn’t tell her!”




“And I didn’t,” Jack claimed. “But she’s gonna find out one of these days.”




Alee wondered what Jack was hinting about, but it couldn’t be anything serious, or Jack would have been a total dad about it.




Samantha checked, “We’ve got a change of clothes, and pajamas, and bathroom kit, and her school clothes for tomorrow. You’re sure it’s no trouble taking her to school in the morning?”




Alee smiled, “It’s really not. And I want to see the ring.”




“Would pictures do?” Jack asked.




“No!” Alee insisted. “I wanna see Samantha’s face and stuff while she’s showing me the ring!”




Samantha glanced at Jack, who said, “Okay, swing by tomorrow night for dinner. I’ll grill something. Dunno what yet, but it’ll be too small for you to bring Wally too.”




Alee looked at his smirk, and she said, “So… something smaller than a whole cow on a spit. Got it.”




Jack laughed. Samantha and Charlie giggled.




Alee pulled Charlie into her silvery morph and vanished into the night.




It took almost two seconds to get to the Justice League transporter pad in Denver, and then they blipped over to the transporter pad at Mount Justice. Where Megan was waiting for them.




Megan managed not to squeal. Until Charlie did.




Megan bubbled, “This is so great! We can bake cookies! And watch movies! And we can give you a tour of the workout rooms and you can work on your powers! And we can paint each others’ nails! And we can tickle Artemis until she gives in and joins us!”




Tee stuck her head around the corner to complain. “Megan!”




Charlie ran over and hugged Tee too. “She knew you were there. I did too!”




“I guessed that,” Tee frowned.




Charlie asked, “And can you teach me to be an archer like you?”




Tee checked, “Why would you want to learn archery? You’re already like Volcana.”




“Because you’re so cool!” Charlie insisted. “Dad said I could ask but I had to listen to you, and if you said no or not till summer, I had to accept it.”




Alee just floated there and waited a few seconds until Tee folded in the face of mega-cuteness.




“Okay, fine, but you’ll have to start out like I did. You have to get your arms and your core strong enough that you can draw a decent bow.”




“Can we start now?” Charlie hoped.




Alee gave Tee a break. “After dinner prep. We have to feed Tee and do nice stuff for her so she’ll want to teach us this stuff. Because it took her years of really hard work to get this good.”




Charlie looked at Alee. “Can I bake her my special brownies with toppings?”




Alee teased, “Sure, but we’ll have to stand guard the whole time to keep Wally out of the kitchen, if you want her to get a piece of it.”




Tee kidded, “It may require putting up barriers at every door.”




“And force fields!” Megan piled on.




Charlie whispered something in Tee’s ear. Tee burst out laughing, and Megan laughed too, which meant Megan was ‘listening’ in. Tee just said, “I don’t think they make one.”




Charlie pouted, “Well, they should.”




Megan looked over at Alee and thought, ‘She has your superhero stuffed toys. Both kinds. And she asked if she could get an Artemis one.’




Alee tried hard not to scowl. She thought, ‘I told those jerkheads not to make a Stormburst stuffie, and I said no they couldn’t bribe me with royalties.’




Megan thought, ‘Well you didn’t tell them not to make two stuffies. And they’re really cute. And the royalties on them go to charities.’




Alee tried not to fuss. Because charitable donations were important. And Megan knew that Alee wasn’t going to tell Charlie to get rid of them.









Alee and Megan had dinner on the table before Tee and Charlie reappeared.




Tee complained, “She’s a lot stronger than I was expecting, and her fitness levels are pretty high for a nine year old.” Tee sighed, “And she just won’t give up.”




“Sounds like someone I know,” Wally gave Tee a big grin, as he appeared at the table.




Charlie moaned, “I think my arms are gonna fall off. Can I eat dinner without using my hands?”




Alee hinted, “I don’t think your tk is precise enough yet to try that.”




Wally ‘helped’, “Just do what I do!” And he stuck his face down on his plate like he actually had food on it, and he made ‘nom nom nom’ noises like he was eating. Charlie burst into giggles.




Okay, it was really funny the way Wally did it.




Tee smiled at him and said, “Wally doesn’t actually do that.” She paused and added, “It would slow his eating down too much.”




Wally grinned and said, “Hey!”




Charlie stared at Megan. Then Megan grinned and stared back and nodded. Then they both looked over at Tee and smiled. Alee figured that was about the Tee/Wally thing. Which Alee was privately calling ‘Twally’ since she had said ‘Flashtemis’ out loud and nobody liked it. Not even Megan.




Conner sat down at the table and said, “Remember? We use our words out loud here, just like grown-ups.”




Megan stuck her tongue out at Conner. So Charlie did too.




Conner looked at Alee and frowned, “Is Charlie supposed to be here?”




Alee stalled, “You got to have Wolf, and you got to have Sphere…”




Wolf laid down next to Conner’s chair and whined a little at being singled out.




Conner insisted, “That’s completely different!”




Charlie agreed, “Yeah! Wolf is great! And he’s really pretty. And he’s mega-smart for a wolf!”




Okay, Conner really liked Charlie’s attitude. So that helped a lot.




So Alee went with her ‘cover story’. “Charlie’s probably going to be training here starting in a few years, so I thought I’d get her started with a little tour.”




Wally chipped in, “And she’ll show Charlie how to mess with the settings on your weights.” But he gave Conner a big grin, so Conner would know he was kidding.




Charlie said, “I think I wanna go into the Air Force Academy. That would make dad pretty happy too, but he wants me to have tons of options. But I’ve got to get my powers completely under control first, because dad says setting senior cadets’ pants on fire is totally not okay, no matter how much they deserve it. Also, dad says if I can fly under my own power at like Mach 2, I can be the most awesome fighter pilot in history, even if my jet gets shot out from under me. So I gotta start work on that.”




Alee said, “I thought that after dessert, we could start a little on that. You and me and Megan, in the big workout room.”




“Really?” Charlie asked excitedly.




Alee nodded, “Yep.” She deliberately popped the ‘p’ like Jack did, and Charlie burst out in a big laugh. “Just jumping up and down on the mat, and stopping in mid-air, then going back down.”




Charlie grinned, “Great. Just don’t ask me to use my arms for anything.” She looked at Wally. “I was just gonna keep doing the weight thing as long as Tee did, but she can do that stuff for like hours.”




Wally mock-whispered, “She can do more pull-ups than I can.”




Alee added, “She can do more pull-ups than me, too.”




Tee helped herself to the food on the table. “That’s just because you don’t cheat.”




Alee shrugged as she put salad on her plate. “I could do my pull-ups with my tk, but what’s the point? I need to work my muscles with no tk help, or I don’t get stronger.”




They ate, although everyone made Wally wait until the rest of the table got served before he got to help himself to everything. After which there was no chicken casserole left in the pan. At all.





ISSUE 56



Alan Hardacre sat in his shitty orange jumpsuit in his shitty little cell, and he waited. It was Tuesday afternoon, and that shit lawyer from Marlow and Farth was supposed to get here. And get him out of here.




It was nearly the end of visiting hours before the guards came and told him that Gavin Park had finally got off his ass and showed up.




He walked down to the shitty little rooms the prison used for legal meetings. And Park was sitting there in the usual expensive suit, with a fancy sheet of what looked like real parchment laid out on the table. And the guards couldn’t seem to see it sitting right there, while they handcuffed him to the table.




Hardacre let the guards walk out before he started studying the document. Okay, a fill-in-the-blanks legal document, but on something other than paper.




Park ostentatiously pulled out a fancy pen and handed it over. He smirked, “Sign with this. It will feel like the pen is stabbing you in the finger with a couple needles. That’s normal. Because you’ll be signing in your own blood.”




What a shit. Hardacre studied the short document. It was just a short document attesting that he was signing over his immortal soul in order to gain a physical form that would have superpowers powerful enough that he could escape the prison and wreak vengeance on his hometown.




Fine. That was the best deal he was going to get. He took the pen, tried to ignore the stabbing pain in his fingers, and signed it.




Park took the document, rolled it up, and snapped his fingers. It vanished into what looked like a tiny portal. Park smirked, “Paperwork. The heart and soul of legal work. Assuming one has a soul or a heart to begin with.”




Hardacre glared at him. “Okay, what now?”




Park smirked, “We wait a few seconds for proper processing, and then I-”




Hardacre suddenly yelled in pain. It felt like he was caught in the grip of a giant hand. A giant hand that was on fire.




His jumpsuit caught on fire. His handcuffs melted off his wrists. The chair he was sitting on burst into flames.




Park just sat there and watched.




Hardacre stood up and looked down at himself. He wasn’t Alan Hardacre anymore. He was some sort of shitty demon-thing with wings and claws and shit, and covered in flames that fucking hurt. “This isn’t what we agreed to, you shit.” 




That shithead Park gave him a smug smile. “Oh, it most certainly is.” 




Hardacre held out one clawed, flaming hand. “Fix me, or you’re dead.” 




Park smirked some more, “Apparently, you haven’t noticed. I’ve been dead for several years. By your dimension’s time, anyway. Several centuries, by my time.”




Hardacre snarled, “Oh go to hell, you lying sack of shit.” 




Park smirked even more. “Been there, done that, got the t-shirt burned off my screaming body for a couple hundred years. You didn’t really think that Marlow and Farth would put an ordinary attorney into a universe this powerful, did you?”




Did the shithead do anything except smirk? “What do I do now?”




Park smiled evilly. “Why… Anything you want to try. Kick the door completely out of its frame. Punch through the wall. Fly up through the ceiling. Create a massive fireball that explodes the room. You have superpowers now. Superstrength. Durability. Fire generation. Flight. Mystical protections.” Park paused for a moment. “You can’t recall anything about your powers?”




“Shit no, you dumbass.”




Park frowned a little. “Oh well. Perhaps it will just take a little longer for the demon to fight its way into this dimension and control your body. Maybe it won’t happen until you’ve managed to destroy your town and your nemesis. Well, we will find out.”




Hardacre blasted a massive fireball out of his hand, right at Gavin Park’s face.




Park didn’t even stop smiling. He just sat there in the middle of the fire and explained, “As I said. I’ve been dead for some time. However you do this, a mangled, roasted corpse will be found here, and everyone will believe that you killed your lawyer too. Murder in the commission of a felony. That will get tacked onto your sentence. Oops. As your lawyer, I recommend you not get arrested again in this dimension.”




Hardacre cursed him furiously and made the biggest fireball he thought he could.




The room exploded outward, killing the guards in the hall. Hardacre looked around, and there was no room left. Just gaping holes into the hall and the rooms around him and the room below and the roof. Oh yeah, and that shit Park, who was just floating there like he hadn’t even moved.




Park adjusted the lapels of his suit coat. “As I said. Mystical protections. They’re the best. Right now, all you have to do is fly up through that charming hole, and head directly at the current position of the sun. That will put you over your town in a couple hours.” And he winked out of existence.




Hardacre ignored the frantic guards who were shooting at him. He headed upward, and off to do some damage.







Jack O’Neill was most of the way home when he got the phone call. He glanced at the phone number, just in case it was a number off his contact list. Like Charlie or Samantha. Nope, but it was a local area code.




All right, it looked like a local area code. But scammers could fake that. As could superheroines. And Bat-grouches.




He flipped it to speakerphone. “Jack O’Neill. Don’t say anything startling, because I’m on speakerphone in my truck.”




“Colonel O’Neill? This is Lee Hartmann. I was one of the assistant DAs who put away Alan and Paula Hardacre.”




“Right, I remember you now.” What he remembered was a stuffy guy whose first name was Leland. It was probably a rule that people named Leland had to be stuffy dorks who grew up to be boring attorneys. Maybe boring accountants. Or mega-boring accountants.




“Well sir, I have some really bad news, and you may want to pull off to the side of the road first.”




He immediately stomped on the gas pedal, and he lied, “Okay, I’m coming to a stop at a little gravel area.” Like hell he was. He was getting home as soon as he could, so he could protect his family from whatever ‘bad news’ this was.




Leland spilled, “It appears that Alan Hardacre just acquired superpowers and escaped from prison. He killed his attorney and several guards when he created what the prison is calling ‘an explosive fireball’. Then he flew out a hole in the roof, ignoring rifle fire, and he apparently flew towards your town. So if you are at home, I recommend you travel at once to the police station where I interviewed you, and remain there until Hardacre is captured.”




Jack grimaced. He had called it. He had absolutely called it. The guy got super-asshole powers. “So this supervillain… let’s call him Hardass for the moment… has what powers? Fire, explosions, protection from his own powers, flight, other stuff? Does he still look like a fat white crook with a bad hairpiece?”




“Umm, according to the prison, he now looks like some sort of winged demon sheathed in flames. I know, I know, that’s hard to believe, but-”




Jack cut him off. “Not hard to believe at all, considering what a demon he was when he was around here.” Another thought hit him. “Who was his attorney?”




“Umm… let me check…” There was a sound like rustling papers. Lots and lots of papers. “The attorney of record was a Gavin Park, of Marlow and Farth. He was killed on-site.”




Well crap. Alee had warned him about a lot of bad shit out there, and those assholes had made her shit list. Not that Alee would ever call it a ‘shit list’. Jack just said, “I think you had better investigate that firm and also that guy, who probably isn’t really dead, just faking it. Because they may have given Hardass those powers and made it look like they were innocent bystanders.”




Leland wondered, “And why would you think that, colonel?”




He insisted, “Well, how the hell else would a ‘big fish small pond’ guy like Hardass get those kinds of powers? Especially at his age?”




“That’s a cogent point. I’ll have to talk to my boss about that.”




Jack signed off, “Okay, thanks for the 4-1-1 as the hep kids call it. I’ve gotta run.” And he hung up.




Then he sped up even more, and he tried out the voice command crap on his smartphone that he had never bothered with before. “Call… Gorgeous.”




“Calling Gorgeous…” his phone responded, like a good little robot. Then he had a couple other calls he needed to make… before he got home and grabbed his girls and got the hell out of town at high speed.







Samantha Carter hung up her cellphone and turned her head. Charlie was behind her and looking worried. Neither was a surprise.




Samantha said, “You know what your dad just said. Where’s your emergency go bag?”




Charlie said in a very Jack-like way, “In the pantry, next to his, right by that gunsafe he thinks is mega-hidden.”




Samantha nodded a little and floated up out of her wheelchair. “Then let’s grab your things and his things, and wait outside for him to pick us up.”




And Samantha’s phone went off again.




Charlie looked at her and said, “I think it’s Katie’s mom, and she feels really scared.”




Samantha thought about saying ‘you are never getting a surprise party as long as you live’. But she didn’t bother. She answered her phone. “Samantha Carter here.”




“Oh thank God you’re all right!” Eileen gasped. “Cliff at the fire station’s calling a phone tree and I took you and Charlie. We’ve got a flying fire threat coming at us up the valley, and Cliff says it’s Alan Hardacre with superpowers! I think Jack’s likely to be the biggest target around here, considering. You need to grab him and Charlie, and head west up toward the mountain pass.”




“Thanks, Eileen. You take care of your family.” Samantha hung up and looked over at Charlie, who was concentrating really hard.




Charlie said, “There’s something mega-icky coming. I think it’s Mr. Hardacre. Or mostly Mr. Hardacre, or maybe only partly Mr. Hardacre anymore, but it feels… like it doesn’t belong. And I think it’s heading for the forest around the Hardacre mansion.”




Samantha frowned in thought. “Jack said that place is deserted now. Why would he go there?”




“He doesn’t want anybody to get his stuff, I guess,” Charlie shrugged.




Samantha groaned to herself. If that was the goal, then Hardacre would destroy everything he thought of as his. His mansion, his golf course, his land developments… Maybe ‘his’ town. Jack would probably be an afterthought. But…




Charlie looked at her and agreed, “Yeah. We gotta stop him.”




Samantha said, “We have to make phone calls first.”




Charlie nodded. “I got her moved down to 3 on my speed dial. After dad and you.”




Samantha wanted to stop and hug her little Weapon of Mass Destruction for that, but she didn’t feel like she had time. Instead, she said, “If I fly us there, do you think we can stop him? Jack said Hardacre’s power is fire.”




Charlie frowned, “I dunno. I can make fires, and I can aim fires, but I can’t put ’em out.”




Samantha nodded, “Right. Also, call Jack and tell him where we’re going. He’ll be really mad, so be sure to tell him it was my idea.”







Hardacre could feel something big and ugly trying to force its way into his mind. Well screw that. He had shit to do. He had already blasted apart the middle section of his mansion, so the whole thing was a burning wreck. Nobody was ever going to take his mansion for their own. Not even his shitty wife Paula.




Once he was sure the mansion and grounds were unsalvageable, he was going to set fire to the forest around the mansion and burn his entire estate to the ground. Then he was going to fly west to the pass into the Rocky Mountain National Forest, and he was going to torch that entire area, so the whole town would be trapped and at his mercy.




He wasn’t worried about any townspeople getting away by driving east out of the canyon toward Colorado Springs. He had blasted the side of the canyon so it fell across the road where there was only one narrow way out unless you were canoeing down the river. 




And there were a few places where people could drive or hike up out of the canyon and get to the next canyon north or south, so he would want to go blast those escape routes before he got down to the serious business of burning up every one of these ungrateful shits.




He dumped a massive fireball onto Paula’s favorite flower garden, and he started on the forest around the mansion. 




And all of a sudden, it felt like a giant hand slammed him face-first into the burning wreckage of the mansion.




All right, now he was really pissed off.







Samantha Carter stared in horror at the inhuman monstrosity she had just slammed into what was left of a once-lovely mansion.




It was supposed to be a man named Hardacre. It utterly was not. It was as close to a demon as she had ever imagined. It was a mostly-skeletal thing with a skull that could not possibly have come from a human being. It had unnatural horns on its skull and clavicle, and bat-like wings, and clawed hands. And it was surrounded in a corona of orange flame which was moving in ways which should have been impossible, but were undoubtedly being manipulated with psionics or magic. Or something worse.




And it was getting up from the wreckage like it had just tripped on something. Her best maneuver, and catching it by surprise, and it was unharmed. Unharmed, and apparently furious, and focusing on her.




At least Charlie wasn’t floating along beside her anymore. She had set Charlie down at the gates into the estate with instructions. Samantha could see that this thing wanted to burn up the entire estate and create an unstoppable forest fire which would wipe out everyone and everything in the canyon, burning alive an entire town full of people.




This thing made Gravitas look like a candidate for sainthood.




Charlie was in charge of fire control. She was supposed to be running around the edge of the estate, directing backburns that would consume all the flammable material, leaving the fire with nowhere to go. Samantha had also given Charlie permission to fly at a couple feet above the ground and at a safe speed, because there was no way a child could run all the way around an estate this large in a short enough time.




Samantha mentally grabbed the thing and slammed it down as hard as she could. It simply rose up again, apparently unhurt. So she tried launching it into outer space.




And she couldn’t get a ‘grip’ on it anymore. It had figured out a way to ‘ignore’ gravity.




It snarled in an inhuman voice, “You shit, you can’t pull that on me now!” Which was ridiculous, when it had none of the structures needed to vocalize.




She didn’t know what it had done, but magic was certainly a possibility when it looked like a magical construct to begin with. And she had no idea how to fight magical powers. She had absolutely no rational mathematical framework to work from. Even if she postulated a theoretically-accessible ‘field’ that could fit into a mathematical structure with the rest of the physical forces that were combined in partially-unified field theories.




So she resorted to brute force. She grabbed two of the trees which were already on fire, and she yanked them completely out of the ground. Then she used them as clubs. Remotely-controlled clubs, since she was not getting anywhere near that thing.




The first tree smashed him over the head and drove him into the fancy fountain in front of the mansion. The water in the fountain disintegrated in a burst of steam. And the demon was still on fire. 




So she hit it with the other tree too. When it looked at the second tree and disintegrated it in a burst of flame, she smashed it across its wings with the first tree.




That didn’t appear to do any damage to it. She hadn’t thought a pair of thin, bat-like wings would have that sort of tensile strength. But she was undoubtedly looking at superpowers. Superpowers probably created and maintained by magic. She had no defenses against that.




But she could certainly stall the thing. So she yanked four more of the burning trees and slammed them all, one after the other, on top of the thing. The first one drove it through the concrete basin of the fountain. The next three slammed the thing down into the ground under the fountain. She took a moment to crush each tree to try and put out the fires that were slowly consuming them.




She also took the time to yank all of the other burning trees out of the ground and roll them across the ground, trying to put them out as well. She made sure that every one of the trees ended up on top of the pile holding the thing down.




And she could feel its efforts to break free. She couldn’t touch it with her power, but she could certainly press down on all the trees with a gravitational force of forty or fifty g. And she could tell that still wasn’t enough to stop the thing.




There was a blast of orange force, and the still-smoldering trees turned into ash. The thing flew up out of the crater and launched a massive fireball right at her.




She extended her hands and put up a barrier of gravitic distortion. It wasn’t anywhere near as simple as a ‘wall of gravity’, which made no sense in a mathematics or physics sense.




The fireball hit her barrier and punched right through it, losing most of its volume but still heading right at her.




She darted to the side and up, but the fireball pursued her. Damn it.




She was about to try a Stormburst technique of flying in a convoluted path with enough non-linearity to make her path hard to predict and hence hard to follow accurately in real time. But a fireball came flying up from one edge of the estate and hit the thing’s fireball, causing both to explode.




At the same time, a child’s voice screamed, “You leave my mom alone, you asshole!”




Samantha was going to do something about that. Charlie was supposed to avoid giving away her position, and was very definitely not supposed to use words like that. Samantha decided she was going to hug Charlie very hard for the ‘mom’ comment, and just let the other parts slide.





ISSUE 57



Samantha Carter tried to give Charlie O’Neill time to move to another position, so the thing couldn’t target Charlie. She hit the demonic-looking thing with another half dozen trees. The thing was getting the hang of disintegrating solid objects that attacked it, so she was hitting it from behind, regardless of the direction it faced. And she was trying to pull the trees fast enough that the thing couldn’t disintegrate a tree before it smashed the thing into the ground at least once.




But that was why she was caught by surprise when the estate gates flew up from behind her and smashed her downward.




She had a reasonable gravitic distortion barrier set up around her in a simple hollow sphere, but the gates crushed that and knocked her downward. She was able to alter local gravity around her enough that she didn’t hit the ground at two hundred miles an hour, but she still hit a flower bed hard enough to knock the wind out of her.




The thing was flying right at her, and she wasn’t sure she could get up for a few seconds. She clearly didn’t have a few seconds.




Then from somewhere behind her, there was an odd mechanical-sounding blonk noise. And a grenade hit the thing in the chest, exploding like… well… a grenade. It was knocked backward, and it fell out of the air.




She managed a lens of gravitic distortion that protected her from some errant grenade fragments.




And Jack came sprinting forward, carrying that M4/M203 he wasn’t supposed to have. He glanced at her to make sure she was all right, and then he glared at the thing as it rose once more into the air. And naturally, being Jack, he yelled, “Get away from her… you bitch!”




Samantha was also sure she could hear Charlie off to the side, yelling, “Yeah!”




Jack added, “I always wanted to say that.”




Samantha was utterly unsurprised to hear that.




The thing rose up again, and took a 40 mm grenade right in the face, which knocked it down again and apparently made it even angrier.




It rose once more, and this time, Jack’s grenade just stopped in front of it and turned to dust. It snarled, “O’Neill. This is great. I thought I was going to have to hunt you down to kill you.”




Jack snarked, “I live to confound the expectations of the annoying and asshole-ish. Like you, Hardass.”




Samantha put up the strongest field of gravitic distortion that she could, centering it in front of Jack, because she knew that the thing was not going to let Jack get away with saying that.




And suddenly a massive lightning bolt hit the thing right in the face. It screeched in agony, and it lit up like its bones were fluorescent tubes. Samantha could hear Charlie screaming, “Hooray!” 




She felt like shouting something similar. Even if the massive lightning strike didn’t do any obvious damage to the creature.




Stormburst flew down and glared at the thing, which suddenly went flying backward to crash hard into the remains of the mansion.




She landed next to Samantha and said, “Sorry I took so long. But I brought a friend.”




Samantha looked over. It was Zatanna, in that ridiculous ‘stage magician’ outfit of top hat and ridiculously small maillot and fishnets and heels.




Jack snarked, “I would’ve let her have enough time to get dressed first.” Samantha managed not to laugh out loud.




Zatanna put out her hands and said… something. It didn’t sound like English words. There was a burst of energy around the thing, and… nothing.




It rose up out of the wreckage, and it looked ready to kill every one of them. Extremely painfully.




Zatanna frowned, “This is going to take a longer spell. Can you keep it penned down for ten or twenty seconds?”




Stormburst just said, “Probably.” She tapped into the Speed Force and appeared a couple hundred meters behind the thing. The thing suddenly went chest-first into the ground. It flailed angrily for several seconds, before it put its arms down and began to stand back up, as if it could suddenly ignore Stormburst’s telekinesis.




It probably could. It had canceled out Samantha’s gravitic efforts.




Stormburst hit it with another massive burst of lightning, which was going to have Samantha seeing spots for a while.




And then Stormburst was standing beside her and lifting her into the air telekinetically. “You okay?”




Samantha nodded. “But it was able to cancel out my gravitic forces too.”




Stormburst gave her a smile. “Well, let’s alternate and see if it can handle both.”




Samantha reached out and tried to slam the thing into the ground as hard as she could.




It looked remarkably surprised for a demonic, inhuman entity without a face. It hit so hard it made a demon-shaped crater.




Samantha held it for a couple seconds, until it started resisting her gravity differential. “I’m losing him.”




Stormburst calmly said, “My turn.” She didn’t move or strain or anything. She just floated there.




Sam absolutely needed to practice with her powers until she could look that casual.




The thing went face-first down into the crater again. The impact sent up a cloud of dust and rock shards.




A few seconds later, Stormburst just said, “Your turn.”




Samantha hit it with enough force to drive it another foot into the rock under the soil. She strained as hard as she could until she felt that the thing was starting to slip through her powers. “Your turn.”




And the thing lifted up until Samantha could see its horns beginning to emerge from the crater. At which point it was suddenly slammed back into the ground.




Charlie piped up from behind her, “This is cool! Can I have a turn?”




Jack asked in fatherly tones, “Did you get all your homework done first?”




Charlie giggled. “Yeah. I did backburns all around the place, and then I got over here to do backburns going outward to keep the fires from reaching you guys.”




Zatanna started chanting again, this time in what sounded like poetry but clearly wasn’t any language Samantha had ever heard.




This time, the burst of energy around the thing just sort of shimmered and began shrinking. The thing panicked and began screaming. Its voice got higher pitched and fainter, as the energy field—or magical field—kept shrinking until it winked out of existence, leaving nothing behind.




Stormburst calmly said, “Jack told me on the phone that it was created by a lawyer from Marlow and Farth. That meant magical powers and a possible demonic entity. In particular, that meant possibly that the entity couldn’t be killed, only banished. So I borrowed Zee, and we got right over here.”




Jack complained, “Evil lawfirms that are demonically evil. Does that make ’em different from regular lawfirms?”




Samantha just gave him a stern ‘not in front of the children’ look.




The smoke was getting serious from all of Charlie’s backburns, so Stormburst lifted all of them up above the miasma.




Samantha used her own powers to fly over and hug Charlie. And also get hugged back as firmly as Charlie could. “You said a bad word, and you didn’t stay hidden, but… I love you too.”




Jack asked, “What?”




Samantha tried not to cry as she explained, “She called me mom.” All right, she failed at not crying.




Stormburst flew everyone down to a point past where the estate gates had once been. There were two of the local fire department trucks rushing toward them.




Stormburst held Zatanna in the air while she lowered Samantha and Charlie and Jack to the road in front of the stopping fire trucks.




The firemen stared in awe at Stormburst and Zatanna. Or possibly they stared in something else, because it looked like all of the firemen were sitting there with mouths open and incapable of speech.




Jack casually touched down and strolled over to the trucks like he did this every day. “Hey Bill, what’s the matter? Never seen people being rescued by superheroines?”




Bill, the driver of the first truck, kept ogling the superheroines in tight costumes, but he finally managed, “I… uhh… I’ve seen pictures, but… Damn!”




Stormburst vanished in a blur and then reappeared twenty feet in the air over Charlie. “Excuse me, gentlemen. The fire appears contained, but I would appreciate experts like yourselves checking the entire perimeter and any hotspots. Meanwhile, we have a blocked road east of here we need to clear and repair.”




Zatanna flew over to Stormburst’s position, and then they vanished in a Speed Force blur.




Samantha was pretty sure she could describe Speed Force behavior with superstring theory, but she wasn’t convinced that it was anything more than a description of the observed behaviors. She was going to have to think about it and see if she could come up with a mathematical model which would yield testable predictions.




And she was going to have to keep all her research work on this on airgapped computers, because this was a really dangerous bit of research.




Since they were being observed by two trucks of local people, Jack insisted on them walking over to where he had left his truck. No flying and stuff in front of everyone else. Even if Jack was toting an M4/M203 plus a satchel of loaded magazines and two satchels of M203 grenades.




Charlie brushed dirt and pine needles off her shirt and her pants, complaining, “I totally need more flying practice. It’s way harder than it looks, ‘specially if you’re trying ta do other stuff at the same time. I crashed. Twice.” She spotted her dad looking at her and added, “Maybe three or four times.”




“Toldja,” Jack said.




Samantha spotted some needles stuck in Charlie’s hair. She decided to wait until they got home to tell Charlie, and then help her get that stuff out of her hair. She was hoping that the ‘mom’ comment meant that Charlie would allow her some mom privileges, like helping with hair problems.




She only said, “Let’s go home and clean up.”




“Sure thing… Gorgeous,” Jack smirked.




Charlie whined, “Dad! Not in the car! At least wait till we get home!”






(Friday of the following week)



Jo Baker Mack checked herself again. No makeup. Hair back in a bun. White button-down shirt and black pants and black oxfords. And her shirt and pants were different from what the Order gave out to postulants, so no one at the convent would think she was pretending she was further along than she was.




She walked downstairs to find everyone waiting to see her off. And she absolutely meant everybody.




“You look great!” Alee insisted as she hugged her.




“Totally!” Megan agreed, and got in a hug.




“Yeah,” Annie insisted. She hugged Jo too, and said, “You’ll do great.”




“I concur,” their dad pretended to be serious as he hugged her. He had come home from work just to see her off.




Okay, that wasn’t nearly the same as Alee flying to Boston to pick up Annie and bring her home, just so Annie could also be there for Jo. Even if it took their dad longer to drive home than it did for Alee to fly to Boston and back.




Their mom hugged her too, and their dad made Alee take a photo of all of them, crowded around Jo while the camera floated in mid-air. 




You had to get used to stuff like that, when two of your sisters were two of the greatest heroes on the planet. And the third one was trying to get a job with the Justice League as a biochemistry consultant.




And it looked like Alee might have adopted a couple more people in Colorado, so Thanksgiving dinner might be in Colorado. Or maybe here, with some of the dinner guests bringing stuff they fixed in Colorado before they flew in. Without an airplane. At the rate Alee was going, by the time Jo took her Orders, they might need to rent a conference hall to have enough room for all of Alee’s ‘family’.




Jo was okay with that. Alee was way more than just a superhero.




Also, their mom didn’t have to drive Jo over to Chowchilla this time, because the Felician Sisters Of North America had a woman driving up from San Diego for this trial exercise, and she was making a little detour to get Jo too.




Jo was kind of surprised that the van showed up in the driveway about five minutes after the time the Order had given her. She had sort of assumed that there would be a traffic jam in San Diego or Los Angeles, or someone would need some driving breaks or bathroom stops. Or getting gasoline would take longer than expected somewhere along the line. Or they might have trouble following the directions from I-5 to the Mack house. She had been figuring on them arriving about an hour late.




And she was working on being more patient than she used to be.




Plus that would have meant more time with her sisters, even if none of them were actually related to her. And she wasn’t talking about the thing that Megan wasn’t even from Earth. Even if Megan was more human than a lot of real Earthlings in a lot of important ways.




A woman in a black habit knocked on the front door, and their mom hurried over to get the door. Alee and Megan glanced at each other, like ‘I could’ve done that from here’. But they tried not to use superpowers when they were just being Alee and Megan.




Jo noticed that the novice was short. And Hispanic-looking. And really tanned, like ‘out in the sun for years’ tanned. Okay, the woman wasn’t a midget. But Annie was the shortest one in the Mack family, and she was like 5′5′′, and she was a couple inches taller than the novice.




The novice stepped in, and promptly got overwhelmed by Mack hospitality.




“Hi, I’m Barb, and this is George, and you’re here for Jo, and these are her sisters Alee and Annie and Megan…”




“Would you like to sit or walk around for a few minutes, you’ve been driving for hours.”




“The bathroom’s right over there if you need it.”




“Would you like something to eat?”




“We’ve got lemonade if you’re thirsty.”




“Do you need some snacks for driving?”




The novice smiled politely and tried to answer everyone, even if Jo’s sisters were talking over each other.




So that was when Jo found out that the novice was Sister Barbara, who was from a farming community way east of San Diego. Jo knew her mom would have made polite chat for a pretty long time, except they needed to get going.




So Jo got another round of hugs and ‘you’ll do great’ encouragements. And Sister Barbara got handshakes and a hug, because Megan was extra-huggy when she was happy.




Jo sat in the shotgun seat next to Sister Barbara, and they headed east toward Chowchilla. Sister Barbara finally said, “Your family seems awfully happy with your calling and what you want to do.”




Jo smiled and explained about how her family had rescued her and taken her in so she wasn’t sitting in a prison cell over Christmas, and how they had decided they wanted to keep her. And about her epiphany while she was sitting in Christmas services with the young women who were about to choose her as a new sister. She just didn’t include the part about Alee and Megan stopping a dozen armored car robbers, or Alee fighting her Uncle Tommy while he was a giant Titan on combat drugs. And utterly schooling him.




She couldn’t help smiling. She just knew this was going to be meaningful. And awesome.




ISSUE 58



Sister Lucy was pretty pleased at how things were going so far. Their little convent wasn’t easy to find, but Sister Barbara hadn’t gotten lost. Jo Mack looked like she was ready to become a postulant. Looking right and acting right was a solid first step toward getting it right. Sister Katherine and Sister Teresa were ready in plenty of time and looking prepared for the day.




It turned out that Sister Barbara was extremely good at planning and logistics, so she had maps and detailed instructions to Jo’s house, then from there to the convent, along with details like Christian music stations between San Diego and Chowchilla. Also, she had planned out gas stations to stop at, based on the mileage the van was getting. Sister Lucy was making mental notes on everything she wanted to tell Mother Marcella and Sister Barbara’s mother superior, because a lot of the work of the Felician sisters depended on good logistics and planning first.




The drive to the Central California Women’s Facility outside of Chowchilla had gone smoothly, and the paperwork and scheduling for them hadn’t ‘gotten lost’ as had happened two times before—that Lucy knew of. No one had seemed surprised at the intensity of the prison’s inspections for people actually dealing with the prisoner population, even though they had only heard the discussions and not experienced it before.




Granted, Jo might have experienced prison intake inspections that were much more intense when she was in the juvenile detention system. Sister Lucy was not going to bring that up unless it someday became relevant to Jo’s Calling. If Jo brought it up while talking to prisoners, that was a different matter.




There were the usual issues, of course. Some of the women just didn’t understand that nuns were not priests, and could not perform everything that a priest could. And the woman who had been beaten and was in the prison hospital wanted Sister Lucy to give her the Last Rites, even though Sister Lucy was not a priest, and the woman was not on her deathbed. For that matter, Lucy couldn’t perform the Anointing of the Sick either, but the woman didn’t understand that. Perhaps she didn’t want to understand it. Lucy talked the woman into praying with her, and then spoke to one of the warden’s assistants about the woman’s situation.




She checked with everyone regularly, because of the nature of the trip. And, unsurprisingly, a couple of the women had spotted that Jo was young and not in a habit, so was deemed an easier mark. Jo was actually smiling about it, and privately pointed out to Sister Lucy that the women were not even as good at the con job as her cousins Cath and Sally.




The prison setting was, by its very nature, oppressive and claustrophobic, but Jo seemed to be holding up the best of the foursome, slightly better than Sister Barbara was managing. Sister Katherine and Sister Teresa were coping just fine, though. Lucy thought that they just needed more exposure to the realities of the prison.




So she spent a short time helping some of the less fortunate women prisoners with reading and writing letters. One of the women did not want to admit that she couldn’t read or write, and was insisting that she had lost her glasses. Lucy was content to pretend she believed that, and read the two letters for the woman and wrote replies that would be checked by the prison before being mailed out.




She was walking back into the room where Jo and Sister Barbara were helping others, when she heard the noises. First there was yelling. Then some screaming which turned into… was that a roar? And there were distant crashes, followed by the alarms indicating that there was a crisis in progress.




She sighed to herself. This was not going to be good. She quickly rounded up Sister Katherine and Sister Teresa, and moved them into the room where Jo and Sister Barbara were still helping people. 




Sister Katherine asked, “Shouldn’t we… do something?”




Jo calmly said, “Isn’t anything we can do, Sister. We just have to wait it out, and the jailers will get it straightened out in a while.”




Sister Lucy wondered how many times Jo had seen situations like this. She was not going to ask. It was not her business, when Jo was not even a postulant yet. Instead, she said, “Let us pray. Together.”




And that was when four women burst into the room. One of them had a shiv which to Lucy’s eyes looked like it had once been a spoon from the prison dining hall, and had then been sharpened in one of the prison workrooms. 




One of them pulled out something which looked like some kind of odd pistol. She smirked at Sister Lucy and said, “There y’are.”




She pointed the pistol at Lucy’s chest, and she fired. It didn’t sound like a gunshot.




Lucy absolutely was not expecting to be saved. But Jo was suddenly there, diving in front of her.







Jo Baker Mack had seen plenty of bad sh- stuff in prisons, because she had done time in juvey. But shooting a nun? What the he- heck was wrong with that creep?




She jumped in front of Sister Lucy without even thinking about her own welfare. Maybe Alee and Megan were contagious that way. But she did it.




And she felt the impact just below her left breast. It felt like a stab. She hit the floor…




And she was still alive. She looked down, and there wasn’t a bullet hole. There was a big dart sticking out of her. She looked up, and the chick with the gun had already taken off.




She pulled out the dart. It looked like one of those tranquilizer darts you saw in tv shows where guys had to trank a wild animal to take care of it or whatever. Why would…




She suddenly screamed in agony, as pain flared all around the point where that dart had gone into her. The pain started spreading through her chest, and she screamed again. She collapsed back to the floor as she lost control over her legs.




The pain was unbearable. It felt like her skin was on fire. Like her bones were breaking. Like she was being torn apart, piece by piece. 




Her hands didn’t want to cooperate, but she yanked her shirt open. Ugly veins were writhing and throbbing across her chest. Her whole torso seemed to be growing and twisting. It looked like her ribs were cracking apart and growing and reforming and then cracking again.




The pain began spreading outward. So did the hideous, twisting change. She felt it spread to her hips and her shoulders. Then her arms and legs.




She was growing. She didn’t know how, but she could see it. And she knew what it was. She had seen it happen to her Uncle Tommy. She was being turned into a giant monster against her will.







Sister Lucy hurried over to where Jo was writhing on the floor. Jo was… growing. She was getting taller, and broader, and heavier. Lucy had no idea how that was possible, but it was obviously happening in front of her.




It looked and sounded horrible, so it had to be agonizing. Lucy could see blood vessels throbbing and pulsing across Jo’s skin. She could hear bones breaking and re-forming inside Jo’s body. Jo arched her back at the agony, and her ribcage just cracked and expanded and healed itself before doing even more damage to the poor woman.




She knelt beside Jo. “Jo…. Jo, do you know what’s happening to you?”




Jo strained to explain, “C-combat drug. Turning me… into… monster. Get everyone… outta here… away from me… dunno if I’ll… still be me anymore…”




Sister Lucy looked over at Sister Barbara and gestured for her to move everyone else out of the room. But she insisted, “Jo, I am not going to leave you in your time of need. Even if you fear for my life. Because you are one of God’s children, and you are important too.”




Jo stared at her hands as they agonizingly twisted and grew. Her growing shoulders were tearing her already ripped blouse into pieces. She gasped, “Then… call… my sister!”




Sister Lucy looked down at what had been a caring young woman and was rapidly changing into some sort of enormous monster. She worried that Jo’s latest words indicated that she was losing her mind as well. Because Jo’s sisters were apparently dutiful young women who worked to help those less fortunate, but how would calling one of Jo’s sisters be of any help now?







Alee Mack had taken her sister Annie back to Boston. And then spent over five minutes explaining why Annie shouldn’t talk to a bunch of MIT physicists about the Speed Force now that Annie had a lot of observational data on what it looked like. And then she had flown home again. She was back in under ten minutes. The talk with Annie had taken most of that, since she could fly from Paradise Valley to Boston in just under a minute. But Megan had already left before Alee was home.




So Alee was talking with her mom and doing totally non-super stuff, like helping her mom fold sheets as they came out of the dryer. Which was totally a two person job unless you had really good touch on your tk. So she could have done it all by herself, but then she wouldn’t have been chatting with her mom while they did stuff together.




And her mom finally asked what she had really wanted to ask. “Honey? Do superhero crises just happen all the time? I mean, that last time, you were supposed to be off duty, and we were just in the kitchen drying pots, when they called you for that crisis in Los Angeles…”




Alee sort of sighed a little, because she really hadn’t wanted to bring this up with her folks. But she explained, “Lots of us have ‘off-duty’ times and also ‘mostly off-duty’ times…”




“Mostly off duty?” her mom checked suspiciously.




Alee nodded. “Yeah. Mostly off duty, but willing to rush off if it’s something critical and personal. Like… if there was a crisis that could threaten our town if I just let it go while they tried to find someone else who could handle it. Or one of my friends needed help. And two of Stormburst’s best friends are L.A. supers, and they were up against a really big problem.”




Her mom pursed her lips, which wasn’t a good sign. “Honey, your father and I do watch the news, you know. And we watch the super-news a lot more, since you decided you needed to use your powers… responsibly.”




Alee was pretty sure she managed not to wince.




Her mom kept going, even if she was pretending that all her focus was on getting that fitted sheet folded just right. “Honey, if you can stop threats like Shrapnel, just how powerful are you? Because the newscaster talked about him like he was a ‘Big Seven’ kind of threat.”




Alee admitted, “Mom, I’m not nearly as strong as plenty of supers, but you know I’ve got a couple different powers, and they’re really flexible.”




Her mom just nodded. “Last week, I did see you doing about eight cleaning tasks in the den all at once while you lifted the couches and tables for the vacuum cleaner and the carpet sweeper.”




Okay, she wouldn’t have done the cleaning like that, except she had been in a hurry to go get ready for a date with Hunter. And she had already tried vacuuming with the vacuum cleaner while in the Speed Force, and the vacuum cleaner just couldn’t keep up with her speed. So that had turned out to be a no-go.




The Speed Force was mega-cool, but it didn’t solve every problem out there. No matter what Wally claimed.




All she said was, “Some of my powers work mega-well together.”




Her mom wondered, “So… you could’ve done all the folding without any help from me?”




She shrugged a little bit. “Well, yeah, but then I wouldn’t be doing what I really wanted, which was spending time doing stuff with you.”




“Oh, honey!” Her mom stopped folding and stepped over to give her a big hug. Alee hugged her mom right back.




Her mom sniffled a little, “You know, when we were raising you to be responsible, we really weren’t expecting you to be responsible for the whole planet.”




Alee giggled and said, “I’m really not. I just help out, and maybe I help out more in California, since we don’t have serious superheroes like Superman and Wonder Woman around here.”




Her mom gave her a mom-look. “Riiiight. You do remember that part about your parents watching the news and watching a lot more super-news, don’t you?”




“Umm, yeah…” She kind of suspected where this was going.




“So I did see where you fought Metallo and clobbered him. And where you fought Giganta and Doctor Psycho. And where you fought a flock of those Man-bat things. And Shrapnel too. Every time you clobber someone who’s famous for fighting a major Justice League star? The news makes a huge deal about the ‘new League member’. We… We’re very proud of you. Even if… sometimes… you scare the pants off of us.”




“Sorry, mom.” She knew her folks worried about her, but if she didn’t do this stuff, what would happen to everyone else? “It’s just that… Well, maybe Spiderman is right.”




Her mom snorted a little in amusement. “You mean that you’ve got these powers, and so you have a responsibility to use them well?”




She just nodded and gave her mom another hug.




Her mom sighed, “You’re right. And Spiderman’s right. But I don’t like that the superheroine at the point of the spear is the one I worry the most about.”




She tried, “Mom, I’m not always rushing off to-”




Her comms buzzed, and she stood up straighter. “Stormburst here.”




“Watchtower to Stormburst. This is The Question.” She knew that without him saying anything, because his superhero voice was so flat and distinct. “There is a prison riot at the Chowchilla women’s facility. The AI flagged this as yours. Miss Martian and the rest of your Team are being alerted as well.”




Alee moved.







Barb Mack stared in shock when—once again—her daughter turned into a superheroine right before her eyes. That ‘Stormburst here’ was absolutely not Alee’s voice. Or Alee’s attitude.




But Alee reacted like this was really bad news. And she said only one word before she disappeared in a blur of superspeed.




Barb sobbed in horror, because the word Alee had said was very definitely “Jo!”





ISSUE 59



Stormburst needed about a second to morph into her uniform without shredding it, most of a second to slide open her window without accidentally tearing it out of the wall, and almost three seconds in the Speed Force to fly to the Chowchilla Women’s Prison.




And she still wished she could have arrived a little earlier. Because there was a full-blown riot going on in the exercise yard, and several guards were getting beaten up in the middle of it, while even more rioters were trying to break out of the yard and escape through the fencing.




She put a lightning bolt into the fencing, and every rioter who was trying to climb the fence or cut it got a nasty jolt. All of them jumped off the fence or jumped back away from it. Or fell off it.




Then she telekinetically scooped up the guards and pulled them up into the air, before she slid them into the guard towers where they would be safe. Or at least safer. And that meant the guards up in the guard towers could fire on the rioters if they needed to.




So she figured she had better put down the riot before people got shot. There were maybe fifty rioters in the exercise yard, so she started squeezing carotids and making people pass out. She also held shut the doors out onto the yard with her tk, so no more rioters got outside of the building.




Well, that was the plan, up until she felt the slam against the doors. Something massive was trying to get out. She had maybe forty of the fifty outside rioters already down, but if there was a flood of new rioters, her momentary control of the exercise yard wasn’t going to hold up.




She put a couple quick lightning bolts into the metal doors and doorframe, hoping she could shock whoever was trying to get out, while she also spot-welded the doors in place.




She got an angry roar for her effort. That was totally not an angry woman. Alee just didn’t know what it was. Even if she was pretty sure she was about to find out. Angry roaring stuff never just decided to run away and hide and re-think things.




There was another slam against the doors. Her welds actually held. 




The doorframe didn’t.




The doorframe, the doors, and some of the cinderblocks attached to the doorframe all came exploding out into the exercise yard in a nearly-solid chunk. There was also a cloud of dust and grit that came with the destruction.




And something large was charging through the cloud of dust. She could tell with her tk that it was big, and that it was charging pretty much right at where she had been a moment ago.




It roared, and there was a crowd of matching yells behind it as more rioters followed it. Crud.




As it charged through the dust cloud, her first thought was ‘Mammoth!’ It was that big and that hairy and probably that strong. Then she got a better look at it.




It was a she. Definitely a she. Mammoth didn’t have female breasts. Or female hips. Someone in the prison had just taken something like the serum that had turned Shimmer’s skinny brother into Mammoth.




And there was another roar from deep inside the prison. At least one more. So she might have several Mammoths to stop.




Well, Mammoth-ette, not Mammoth. No, that couldn’t be right, given how big the woman was now. Mammothess? Miss Mammoth?




No, definitely not Miss Mammoth. Megan wouldn’t like that. And Conner would be grouchy about it for like weeks.




Meanwhile, Miss Mammoth was charging and correcting her path so she could charge right into Alee. Even if Alee was ten feet in the air so Miss Mammoth would have to reach up or jump to even get a hand on her.




Or not. Because Miss Mammoth was picking up the remains of the welded doors-and-doorframe she had knocked out of the wall, and probably going to throw that at Alee, or try to swat her out of the air.




Okay, Mammoth wasn’t usually that much of a planner. If these things were smarter, that was going to be a problem.




Still, as soon as Miss Mammoth lifted that whole steel mess up to sling at her, Alee hit it with a lightning burst. Miss Mammoth screamed and fell over, dropping the steel stuff as she crashed into the dirt.




Not that a medium lightning bolt was enough to stop this problem. No such luck. Even if she had dropped the original Mammoth with a serious lightning blast. Okay, that had been through physical contact, which was not a smart thing to do when the opponent knew you were a threat and was actively trying to smash you into goo.




So Miss Mammoth was already scrambling to her feet and roaring angrily. The rioters who had been following this threat were mostly backing up and staying out of the way of a superbattle that might crush the really fragile bystanders.




Okay, several women were trying to make an end run around the battle to try and escape the prison. Alee picked them up with her tk and tossed them back into the small crowd of rioters lurking just inside the opening in the wall. But she was careful not to toss them hard, because she didn’t want to injure them. Even if they had probably done some really bad stuff to get locked up in Chowchilla, and were trying to break out.




Miss Mammoth charged again, this time balling her massive hands up into fists.




Alee reminded herself to come up with a better name pronto, and she tapped into the Speed Force and easily darted around Miss Mammoth, who missed Alee with three massive swings of her fists that probably would have punched Alee across the exercise yard and maybe through the fence if they had connected.




Alee moved behind Miss Mammoth and grabbed her around the waist in a tk grip before slamming her face-first into the ground. That totally didn’t stop her. Alee could feel Miss Mammoth forcing herself to her feet against Alee’s tk grip. So Alee switched tactics and used Miss Mammoth’s push to hurl her about sixty feet in the air. Then she used a little tk nudge and made sure that Miss Mammoth landed flat on her back, instead of on her feet.




Crud. That still didn’t knock the wind out of her. And Alee needed to finish this before more badness happened elsewhere in the prison.




As Miss Mammoth forced herself to her feet, Alee zoomed in and faked an uppercut, while using her tk to toss the threat about fifty feet in the air, then zooming up to blast her with a big enough lightning bolt to knock her out.




Then Alee flew down to the opening in the wall with her unconscious foe, and let the rioters in the hall there scramble like crazy to get away from the dangerous superheroine. She slid Miss Mammoth back in through the opening, and that made some more prisoners scoot back. Or run like crazy.




Alee kept an eye on the rioters who didn’t run for it, as she pulled the wreckage of the doors and doorframe back into the hole where the doors had originally been. She turned the whole doorframe at a slight angle, so she could get lots of corners and busted parts to touch the rebar in the concrete so she could spot-weld the thing in place.




Okay, that wouldn’t hold against a concerted effort by lots of rioters, or one mega-strong rioter, but it was better than nothing.




She turned to face the dozen women still standing there. Not that she hadn’t been watching them while her back was turned, since she was silvery. “Perhaps a smart thing would be to move back to your cells, or a neutral location. And maybe you could take this woman with you.”




One of the woman yelled, “Yeah, who’s gonna make us? You and whose army?”




A couple of the other women stared at that prisoner like she was crazy.




Alee just said, “I have backup incoming. And they won’t be as nice as me.”




Okay, one of the women who had stared at Crazy Woman asked, “Any chance one of ’em’s Batman? He’s hot. I like ’em dark and scary.”




Okay, that right there probably explained why that woman was in Chowchilla.




Alee flew over their heads deeper into the prison, trying to track down the roaring that was still going on.




Her comms crackled. “Miss Martian to Stormburst. We are incoming in the Bio-Ship and will be there in less than a minute.”




“Stormburst here. Good. We’ve got a full-blown prison break and we’ve got more than one female Mammoth breaking everything apart so the riot spreads. Right now, I’ve got the exercise yard cleaned up and closed off, but there could be breakouts anywhere at any time.”




“Understood. Kid Flash will make a quick pass around the outside before joining us inside.”




“Stormburst. Great. I still have no idea where the nuns are, or how safe they are.”




Megan said a really bad Martian curseword at that. Alee didn’t say anything about it, since she had just found her next problem.




Two of the female Mammoths were working together to tear open some really heavy security doors to get into another section of the prison and make the riot spread that much more. And there were a bunch of rioters behind them, urging them on. Crud.




Alee flew over the heads of the women prisoners who were standing back as the female Mammoths turned unforgiving steel and concrete into Silly Putty and gravel. She squeezed carotids as she went, dropping the unpowered women where they stood. Then she flew up close enough to put a massive current through one Mammoth, through the steel bars they were pulling apart, through the other Mammoth, and back to Alee’s other hand.




Both Mammoths writhed and convulsed for several seconds before collapsing.




She went to her comms. “Stormburst to team. My current position has two more female Mammoths. I don’t have time to monitor them. I’ve got to-”




“Team to Stormburst. Find the nuns. Exterior looks clear.”




Alee sped up, darting back the way she had come, and sticking close to the ceiling so she didn’t crash into anyone. But she still hadn’t found a single one of the nuns. Were they someplace safe? Or what if they were someplace mega-unsafe?




It took her a couple more seconds to find an open area that was likely. In the hall outside it, there were three nuns and a dozen prisoners kneeling, just praying. And in the room…




The tall blonde nun that Jo had talked about was kneeling beside another Miss Mammoth, gently talking to her. The Lady Mammoth was on hands and knees, just holding still. And shaking like she was having a petit mal seizure or something.




There were ripped clothes scattered around. Some of them had blood on them. And there was still no sign of Jo.




The thing took one look at Alee and started shaking harder. If this thing had hurt Jo…




It roared at her, and the Sister tried, “Please Jo, stay calm-”




Alee felt like her heart was exploding inside her chest. That was Jo? Someone had done that to Jo?




The thing charged her, and she didn’t react. It slammed into her with an impact that would have killed her instantly if she hadn’t been silvery. She went flying backward into the wall. Her silvery morph spread out on impact, but still left a crater in the wall.




All she managed was a weak “No…”




This couldn’t be Jo. Not after Jo had tried so hard to turn her life around. Not after Jo had become part of her family. Not after everything…




The thing hit her again, slamming her back into the wall.




She gasped out a feeble “Please, no…”




She couldn’t hit Jo. Not her sister. Not…




The thing attacked again. She went flying, this time into the floor.




The thing lumbered toward her again.




Alee knew she couldn’t hit Jo. She couldn’t.




She also wasn’t sure she could pick herself up off the floor right then.




The nun stepped in front of something that was maybe five times heavier and more than fifty times stronger, and stopped. “Jo. Please listen to me.”




The thing slowed… and abruptly stopped.




The nun—Sister Lucy—insisted, “Jo, you can stop. You can make it stop. Remember what we said? How we prayed? Please, give God a chance. Give yourself a chance.”




The thing’s hands curled up into fists, and her arms trembled at the effort.




Suddenly, Alee felt Miss Martian’s thoughts. ‘We’re in the hallway.’




Alee managed to concentrate. ‘Don’t let anyone come in. Especially not Conner or Kaldur. The Lady Mammoth in here is Jo. And her control is really, really shaky.’




‘How badly are you hurt?!’




Alee struggled, ‘I'll be okay. Later. We’ve got to save Jo!’




And Megan stepped into the room.




Not Miss Martian. Megan. Pink skin and red hair and big smile and all. Alee realized that she wasn’t Stormburst either. She was Alee Mack, in a pair of teal overalls, still lying on the floor, even if she was covered in bruises and blood. And Jo was back to normal.




It was an illusion. Megan was holding this image in all of their minds. And in Sister Lucy’s mind too, because Sister Lucy was standing there looking ten years younger and in a volleyball uniform.




Megan pressed, “Jo, we can help you. No matter what it takes, we can help you. You just have to let us try.”




Jo wept, “I… I can’t. I can’t control it. I can’t… How can anyone want to help me when I’m this… thing? This… monster?”




Volleyball Player Lucy still stepped forward and took Jo’s hand. “You are still one of God’s children. No matter what. You have to believe that.”




“I… How do I make the anger go away? I just wanna hit and hit and hit and… Can I be normal again? Ever?”




Lucy told her, “We cannot know God’s plan for us. But we can always strive to be better.” She looked around in the illusion and added, “I know that your… family will always be there for you. And I will never forget what you did for me.”




Alee managed, “We don’t know if this is short-term or not. And we don’t know what the Justice League can do for you. I need to get you up on the Watchtower and into one of the med bays. Please Jo, please just trust me.”




Jo took a shaky step forward. Alee forced herself to her knees, then to her feet. She took Jo’s hands, and then carefully said, “This will feel a little weird, but I’ve got you.”







Sister Lucy watched as the girl in the teal overalls suddenly vanished into a blur of light and motion. She realized that she had actually seen someone tap into the Speed Force, like Superman or the Flash could do.




And suddenly the illusion broke, and she was back in her habit. And the pretty redhead was… That was Miss Martian! 




Lucy managed to say, “I’m sorry. When Jo took that dart for me, and she was lying on the floor in agony, and she asked me to call her sister, I… I didn’t understand.”




Miss Martian nodded. “Who would? We just need you not to tell anyone. After all, Jo will never be safe if people find out.”




Sister Lucy thought about how Mother Marcella would react to Lucy keeping a secret like this from her, but she still nodded. “I can do that.”




After all, sometimes you had to take that step forward and choose to be a lioness.







Alee sat next to Jo’s bed in the Watchtower med bay, and just held Jo’s hand while Jo cried. Okay, Alee was crying too.




She glanced at the biochemist who had been analyzing the samples they had managed to take. Even if they had needed to get Wonder Woman to come in to force the hypodermic needles through Jo’s skin.




The biochemist sighed and shook his head no. “The DNA and RNA are altered, and the mitochondria have already adapted throughout her body.”




Alee checked, “So it’s a retrovirus we don’t have an antidote for yet?”




The biochemist grimaced. “It’s not actually a retrovirus. And it’s not just a dangerous biochemical. That trank dart was magically reinforced. Doctor Fate has confirmed that the traces of serum inside the dart are still highly magical. This is something outside the scope of ordinary biology and biochemistry.”




Alee gulped as she had a sudden thought. What if one of the leaders of the riot was trying to shoot Sister Lucy, because like Jo she also thought that Sister Lucy was really Power Girl? A magic dart with magic contents would overwhelm even a Kryptonian’s skin and immune system. A Kryptonian turned into a mindless, raging monster could have been a national crisis.




Maybe an interplanetary crisis.




She needed to make a report on this, and let people check this out. Because that riot might have been a tiny piece of a much bigger, much ickier plan. Like that attempted prison break at Belle Reve.




Jo whimpered, “What am I gonna do? I’m a monster. I’m a giant, ugly, crazed monster. With anger management problems.”




Alee squeezed her hand, but she put some tk into it so Jo would notice. “You’re still my sister, and I still love you.”




“I beat you up! I could’ve killed you!” Jo sniffled.




Alee wasn’t going to mention that she still had bruises and stuff all over. She would heal. Jo’s sitch was so, so much worse.




Jo pointed out, “I can’t even take the GED if I can’t concentrate for more than a few minutes at a time, and I might lose it and wreck the room at any moment! Even if I could get past that, I can’t go to college like this. I can’t be a nun like this.”




Alee gave her a one-armed hug with some tk strength in it. “We’ll work something out. And I’m gonna figure out a way so that Sister Lucy can talk to you regularly. Mom and dad too.”




Jo worried, “Are you sure mom and dad aren’t mad at me for hitting you? A lot?”




“I promise,” Alee said, trying to be as reassuring as she could.




But getting people to video-chat with Jo was easy. Finding a way to cure Jo, when no one had been able to cure Mammoth yet, was hard. Maybe the hardest thing Alee had ever been up against.




She wondered if Batman had been this far ahead of her, and had been trying to prepare her for a moment like this one.






(one week later)



Alee was back on the Watchtower. Again. They still hadn’t found a way to cure Jo, and Jo was so depressed and angry that Alee didn’t know what to do.




It totally hadn’t helped that some smart-aleck at The Daily Planet had decided that the female Mammoths would be called Mastodons, which was really mean because that ‘mast’ prefix could refer to their breasts too.




So, after spending a couple hours just being there for Jo while Jo tried not to punch the walls apart in sheer frustration, Alee flew over to see how Samantha Carter’s big presentation was going.




And it obviously went pretty well, because Samantha was standing up in front of the room in her walker, taking questions. And smiling.




Okay, Alee could see that Orion was getting up from his chair and stomping his way out of the room. She flew over to see what was wrong.




He snarled at Alee, “Did you tell her about Boom Tubes?”




Alee gasped, “What? No! Why would I do that?”




Orion scowled, “Because an Earthling physicist has recreated the underlying science that Boom Tubes use, and has worked out—roughly—what Earth science advancements and computing advancements would be needed to build one, even if she does not yet know that all the computer advancements would essentially yield a primitive version of a Motherbox. If Darkseid finds out, this entire planet—this entire star system—will be in danger.”




Alee gulped, “Well… crud.”




(To Be Continued)







NOTE: This is it for Cross Purposes 3. Cross Purposes 4 will take up where we left off. First, Aly will face an old Bionicverse foe that nearly killed the Six Million Dollar Man. Then we’ll come back to the DCverse, because Red Lightning has been captured by the Injustice League. Then Aly will get into trouble just going to classes. After that, we’ll drop into the SGverse and see how Alexandra Mack is doing at the Air Force Academy. And then…
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