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This story is a crossover between:




		Harry Potter, by JK Rowling

		Stargate SG-1

		Buffy the Vampire Slayer, by Joss Whedon

		Catwoman (The Chris Dee Cat Tales version)

		The Bionic Woman

		The Secret Life of Alex Mack







		

I — The Prophecy



Hermione Granger was no novice witch, no stranger to peril.  She was famous throughout the Wizarding community for her years with Harry and Ron.  The ‘brains’ of the legendary Golden Trio who finally defeated Voldemort against impossible odds, only four years ago at the Battle of Hogwarts.  And she was training in the Department of Mysteries, where she was already regarded as one of the ‘up-and-comers’, even if she was only twenty-one.  One of the ‘bright boys’, even if she wasn’t male.  So she wasn’t all that worried when Harry came to see her about a prophecy.  Prophecies were one of the areas the Department of Mysteries concentrated on.  Even if she had never fully gotten over her first impressions of Sibyl Trelawney’s Divination classes.




She and their house elf Winky whipped up some tea and crumpets for Harry, while they waited for her husband Ron to get back from the Ministry.  Ron had played some minor-league and pro Quidditch for two seasons while helping out George at Weasley’s Wizard Wheezes in the off-seasons, and working to get into Auror training.  He had been thrilled to death when he had been selected, along with some of the other heroes of the Battle of Hogwarts.  The ranks of the Aurors had been horribly thinned, thanks to all those Death Eaters, and there were still plenty of threats to track down.  Naturally, Harry had been fast-tracked into the Auror program as soon as the Ministry could get him, so Harry was already fully qualified as an Auror and had been working in the field for over two years.  But Ron seemed all right with that, for a change.  She thought Ron had matured, as odd as that sounded for a Weasley.




It didn’t take long for Ron to apparate home and hang up his work robes.  When they were first married, he would just drop them on the floor by the front door for Winky to pick up, but Hermione had quickly broken him of that bad habit.  Just like she had broken Winky of the bad habit of acting like she was their slave, and not someone who just worked for them.  If Hermione was going to rescue a house elf, she was going to do it her way, not the standard wizard way.




Harry let Ron sit next to Hermione on the couch, and he stood up.  Then he started pacing back and forth.  Hermione looked at Ron with a little alarm.  They knew from experience that if Harry was worried, there was something to worry about.




Finally, Harry said to them, “You know the problems we’ve been having with these strange monsters coming in through these portals?”  They both nodded.  “The Ministry’s been having kittens about it, since a lot of these things have never been recorded before, and some of these things are really hard to stop.  Plus there’s the very real risk that we can’t keep this out of the Muggle news for much longer.  The last portal opened up in the middle of Aberdeen.  If we hadn’t been able to contain it inside a store, there would have been three monsters with fangs and claws spilling out into downtown Aberdeen and mauling dozens of shoppers.  Hundreds, maybe thousands, of people seeing it, and capturing it all on their cell phones.  There’s no way we could contain that, and you can’t obliviate YouTube.”




Hermione glanced to the side to make sure Ron got the reference.  Despite everything she did, there were still Muggle references and Muggle events and Muggle things he didn’t know.  But he was nodding slightly, so he knew what YouTube was.




“And now there’s been a prophecy about this.”  He stopped and cleared his throat.  “You’re not going to like this, but it was from Sibyl Trelawney.”




“That old faker?” Ron complained.




Hermione said, “Harry, she’s not a real seer.  We’ve talked about her before!”




Harry nodded.  “But that’s the thing.  She is.  She’s had three real prophecies before this one, and hundreds of possible prophecies that we never noticed because they were buried in with her constant nutter ramblings.  And it’s easy to tell when she’s giving a real, high-level one.  So when she came to see me at my office in the Ministry, and she went into that weird fugue state I’d seen before, I did the encapsulo spell, just in case.”




He took a prophecy sphere out of his pocket.  “I brought it here because I realized who the prophecy was about.  And I know how much it stinks to be the target of a prophecy and not know about it.”




He handed it to Hermione, who took out her wand and performed the spell to replay the prophecy.  “Revisio.”




An image formed over the sphere.  Sibyl Trelawney, just as Hermione remembered her.  Only this Trelawney was looking like she was having a mild fit.  The woman’s voice boomed out in dark tones utterly unlike anything she had ever heard from Trelawney’s lips.




The gates will open.  

The creatures will be freed.  

The mistress d’lazza will release her armies onto the world.  

No man of woman born may stop her.  

Only the one of the three, 

aurum but not lily, brown but not red, may succeed.  

The one must seek the six.  

The mistress of the gates, not a minor but major.  

The tree of red who is no longer black.  

The chosen one, sister of sunrise, who has chosen all.  

The feline who has turned tail.  

Once whole now part not legs nor arm nor ear.  

Not a dieter but from diet to direct.  

Only the seven may triumph.  

And in triumph not all will survive.




They watched as the image of Trelawney collapsed in her chair, and then blinked.  She mumbled, “Oh I’m so sorry Mister Potter, I must have fallen asleep.  I…”




The image froze.  Harry muttered, “I stopped the spell then.  It was obvious she was done.”




Hermione said, “And how do we know this is a real prophecy, and not the random dribblings of a crazy woman?”




Harry frowned, “Because two days later, while I was fighting one of the things — an eight foot tall gray humanoid thing with horns like a bull and three claws on each hand — it spoke.  I had no idea these monsters were intelligent.  But it laughed at me and told me that his goddess would not let someone like me defeat her.  His goddess is called…”




“D’Lazza,” Hermione guessed.




Harry nodded uncomfortably.  Ron muttered, “Blimey!  The old bag got another one?”




Hermione thought over the prophecy.  “Aurum but not lily…”




Ron said, “I know what an aurum lily is, but…”




Hermione said, “One of the trio, Ron.  Aurum means ‘gold’.  The ‘Golden Trio’ is us.  And—”




Ron interrupted her, “Not Lily means not Harry.  Not the son of Lily Evans Potter.”




Harry said, “Yeah.  One of the Golden Trio.  That’s us three.  No man of woman born?  That’s Hermione instead of us guys.  Brown instead of red?  That’s Hermione’s hair.”  He gave her a sad look.  “You just got to be the Chosen One.  Sorry.”




Hermione felt a sudden chill run down her spine.  She had thought more than once about how Harry had to feel, knowing he was the Chosen One, but she’d never really understood the isolation.  The dread.  The fear.  The knowledge that one little error could mean the end of everything.  It was all on her shoulders now.




Ron massaged her neck and said, “Relax, luv.  You’re the smartest witch I ever met.  You can do this.  You just summon up whoever these six are, and we’ll help you any way we can.”




But Hermione was thinking of the end of the prophecy.  “‘And in triumph, not all will survive.’  Does that mean some of these women I gather are going to die?  Because of me?  Or does it mean I die too?”




Ron frowned, “Maybe it just means this D’Lazza gets snuffed.”




Harry said, “I have no idea.  We all know how tricky these prophecies are.  Look at the big one about me.  Riddle pretty much sabotaged himself and made it self-fulfilling.  So I don’t know if any of your seven have to die.”




Ron said, “Plus, remember.  It’s Trelawney!”




Hermione laughed a little and hugged her husband.  “Oh, Ron!”




He teased her, “Maybe you shouldn’t have dropped her class after all.”




Harry snorted.  “I still can’t believe we stayed in that stupid class.  Still, if we hadn’t I wouldn’t have heard her make the prophecy about Wormtail.”




Ron said, “I know my Mione can figure out how to kick this thing’s bum.  What I want to know is how she’s supposed to find her six sidekicks.”




Harry smirked and held the prophecy sphere in his hand.




Hermione blinked and then grinned.  “Right.  Voldemort’s spell to attack you through the prophecy sphere.”




Ron groaned, “That thing he never got to use because we busted his plans at the Ministry?  Man, if I never have to fly on another thestral again…”




Harry said, “And don’t forget Draco’s the one who turned the spellworks into the Ministry, along with all that other Voldemort-related junk.  Do you trust him that much?”




Hermione said, “Malfoy may be a weasel—”




“Ferret,” interrupted Ron with a grin.




Hermione managed not to snicker.  “—Okay, a bouncing weasel, but he’s been straight with the Ministry about this.  Harry, he thinks you saved his mum.  He hates owing you a debt.  He even took Veritaserum to prove he wasn’t lying.”




Ron said, “Okay, I agree on that part.  But I don’t want you using Voldemort spells.”




She rolled her eyes.  Just a little bit.  “It’s not dark magic.  It’s just a very clever bit of charmwork that lets you use a prophecy sphere to target someone named in the prophecy.  So I can use it to find each of the six women, and… umm… talk them into helping.”




Ron groaned, “Oh, that’s going to go over so well.  I can see it now.  ‘Hi, I’m a pretty witch but I’m a good witch who fights really dangerous evils, and I want you to come to another land and fight an evil goddess who has a monster army!  It’ll be fun!  Oh, and there’s a prophecy you might get killed too.’  They’ll jump at the chance.”




Hermione would have hit Ron on the arm, but he’d called her ‘pretty’, and that always made her melt.  After all, they’d been married less than a year, and they were still in the honeymoon phase of the marriage.  She looked at Ron, he looked at her, and they both knew.  As soon as Harry left…




II — The Other Chosen One




It was the next day.  Ron asked, for what felt like the thirtieth time, “Mione, are you sure about this?”




“Yes, Ronald.”  She always went for the ‘Molly Weasley’ tone when he was being really over-protective.  She watched him wince slightly, which told her she’d gotten it spot on.  She went on, “This should open a portal that will take me to the first woman.  The ‘mistress of the gates’.  ‘Not a minor but major’, whatever that means.”  She just hoped it didn’t mean that some of the other women would be minors.  Perhaps she had been fighting against Voldemort’s evil since she was eleven, but she didn’t want inexperienced children in this struggle.  She didn’t think about the fact that she was only twenty-one, because she had officially been an adult in the Wizarding world for four whole years, and now she was a married woman.  A very happily married woman.




“And you’re sure you have enough power to open these portals, no matter where they have to go?  Even to other dimensions?” he worried.




She nodded, “Yes.  There’s no way I have enough power to do this normally, but with these portals from this other dimension weakening the walls of our dimension, it could be barely manageable with enough support.  With these three focusing stones the Aurors got off the dead monsters, I have enough power to go wherever I need to.  Temporarily, at least.”




Ron asked, “And what happens if those stones run out of power?”




She sighed, “We’ve been over this.  As long as the portals keep opening, these stones will stay powered up.  Once we manage to seal off that monster dimension, the stones will stop glowing, and they’ll stop providing power.  At least, I’m pretty sure about that part.  Anyway, once the dimensional walls start stabilizing, we won’t be able to open any inter-dimensional portals anymore, so I’ll have to get my team home really quickly, if we win.”




“When you win,” he insisted.




She looked at him with one raised eyebrow and said, “I’m glad you’re getting your over-confidence in early.”




He said, “Mione, face facts.  Harry got chosen because he was born at the right time.  You got chosen because you’re the best person in the world to tackle this one.”  She couldn’t help blushing.  “You’re the smartest witch or wizard since Dumbledore, and you know more about Muggle science and junk than anyone I ever heard of.”




“Ron, you don’t know that much about Muggles.”




He nodded his head.  “I know.  I can barely work a telephone or a DVD player.”  She didn’t say anything, but she knew most pureblood wizards didn’t even know how to pronounce ‘telephone.’  And she wasn’t going to tell him that most Muggles couldn’t work a DVD player either, because he’d use that as an excuse not to learn any more about them.  He added, “But I know you know all that stuff.  If the Ministry had to pick the smartest witch in the world, and the witch who knew the most about the Muggle world, and the witch who was the best researcher, they’d just end up with three of you.”




She winked at him and said, “Flattery will get you…”  She stopped and sensuously licked her lips.  “…almost anywhere, later on at bedtime.”




He grinned.  “One more thing before you get started.”




She looked up once more from the complex circle she had drawn, complete with all the arithmantic runes.  “Yes?”




He sighed, “I don’t like that you got saddled with this.  I was jealous of Harry for years, until I realized just how much his life sucked because he was The Boy Who Lived.  He got the scar, and the deaths, and the trauma, and the awful fate.  It wasn’t until Fred died that I really understood how bad Harry had it, and I was just being an insecure little git for years about it.”  Ron took her hands.  “I got the best part of the whole deal.  I got you.  I know you have to do this, so be careful.  And if you don’t come back to me, I’ll… I’ll get Peeves and the Bloody Baron to go haunt you!  Got it?”




“Oh Ron!” she sighed into his shoulder.  “I do love you.  And I’ll try hard to be careful.”




“I love you too… and if you find any giant spiders, feel free to blast ’em for me.”  She had to smile at that.




He took up a position at the back of the room, where he could guard the charm circle and his wife.  “Go get your mistress of the gates.”




She cast the spell.  A portal appeared.  She stepped through…




…and found herself in a warzone.





III — The Mistress of the Gates




Colonel Jack O’Neill dove to the floor and slid across the fancy-schmancy marble tiles until he was covered behind the remains of an overturned marble table.  He rolled twice, so he was at the other side of the table, and he brought his P-90 to bear.  Two carefully-aimed headshots, two Jaffa down, and he was rolling back behind the cover of the table.  He watched his 2IC pop up from behind that big ol’ altar and snap off a nice little three-shot grouping that took down two more Jaffa and forced three more to take cover.




As soon as Carter ducked back down, Teal’c rose on the other side of the room and took out two more Jaffa with blasts from his staff weapon.  Then he took cover, while more Jaffa targeted him.  Danny took the opportunity to snap off a couple shots with his zat, and even hit one of the Jaffa.




Yeah, it all sounded just swell so far.  But he knew it was temporary.  They were trapped in a room with no other exit.  Not even a nice air vent to crawl through like in the movies.  There were maybe thirty Jaffa in the corridor, and more on the way.  It was only a matter of time before someone tossed in one of those damn sonic grenades and took all of them out.  Then they were going to be in big, big trouble.




It should have been a simple mission.  P6X-947 was supposed to be a peaceful farming community.  Who knew they had that whole Stephen King ‘Children of the Corn’ thing going for them?  Less than an hour after SG-1 made contact with the elders and were led to this temple, the snakes were pouring through the Stargate and SG-1 was about to become sacrifices to these morons’ ‘god’.  Another damn snakehead, of course.  And if the pictograms on the altar were right, Jack and Danny would end up having their hearts hacked out of their still-living bodies.  And Sam would get something far worse than that.  He had to get his people out of here!  Somehow.  He just didn’t have a ‘how’ worked out yet.




And that was when the wall behind Carter began to wobble and warp, in a really disturbing way.  He bellowed, “Carter!  Your six!”






Major Samantha Carter hated being behind the altar.  Okay, it was the sturdiest place in the room, and most of the Jaffa didn’t want to shoot in her direction for fear of damaging their god’s altar.  But the pictographs on the altar were decidedly graphic.  So she knew what was facing her if they caught her alive.  Being raped and sodomized nearly to death — or possibly well past death several times in a row, given that there might be a sarcophagus around here — and then getting snaked.  Getting snaked?  Worse than death.  She’d rather make a suicide run with a satchel full of C-4.




“Carter!  Your six!”  There was no mistaking the colonel’s bellow, or his concern.  She spun around, P-90 leveled.




The air in front of the wall was apparently twisting about, as if some sort of heat effect were occurring in a nine-foot annulus.  She didn’t know what it was, but she was sure it wasn’t a Goa’uld device.  That didn’t mean it couldn’t be an Ancient device that some snakehead had stolen or modified.




She slid several feet to her right, so she wasn’t directly in front of the circle.  She maintained a bead on the center of the circle and waited.  She was expecting a stream of heavily-armed Jaffa, or some smarmy snakehead in the usual over-the-top costume.




She was absolutely not expecting a twenty-ish girl in a knit top and blue jeans, who was wielding… a little stick?




The girl looked around at the Jaffa and the firefight.  Sam knew from the girl’s reaction that she had seen combat before.  And Sam really didn’t want to know how a girl who looked about twenty could be that experienced.




The girl pointed the stick at the doorway and murmured, “Protego!”  She flicked her little stick, and a jet of red light shot out.  Suddenly there was an energy barrier screening them from the squad of Jaffa.  Sam watched as the energy barrier stood up to a staff weapon and several zats.  That was one tough barrier.  Had the girl really created that with a stick?




The girl stepped on through the portal and said in a sophisticated English accent, “That won’t hold forever.”




Jack moved stealthily across the floor, keeping his P-90 trained on the doorway but not ignoring the possible threat over by his 2IC.  He slid behind the altar and said, “Nice force field, Sabrina.  Got any other tricks up your… umm… stick?”




The girl kept her eyes on the Jaffa in the corridor, who were still firing staff weapons and zats at the energy barrier.  She said, “Nice to meet you too,” in that distinct English accent.  “Are they really using ray guns?”




Jack snarked, “Says the girl wielding a magic wand.”  Sam just knew Jack couldn’t resist a line like that.




Daniel rushed over and asked, “Excuse me, but are you one of the Ancients?”




The girl glared at him.  “I’m not ancient!  I’m only twenty-one!”




“Way to go, Danny,” muttered Jack.




Daniel held up his hands in a gesture of apology.  “No no, I’m not saying you’re old.  I’m asking if you’re one of a race that we usually call the Ancients.”




Jack kept an eye on the force field and muttered, “Danny, we’ve seen energy walls before.”




Daniel glared at Jack.  “She said ‘protego.’  That’s clearly Latin or a Latinate derivative language, which means she could speak Ancient.”




The girl snapped, “No.  I’m English.  It’s just a spell.  Any competent fifth-year ought to be able to do it.”




Jack looked at Sam and mouthed, ‘a spell?’  Well, she had been fairly sure he would.




Daniel persisted, just as she had known he would.  “But the language of the spell is clearly Latin-based, and…”




The girl said, “It’s traditional.  Some of the African and Asian witches and wizards use spells in other languages, but it’s always variants based on an extinct predecessor language.  At least, that’s what I’ve read.”  She glanced at the wavering barrier.  “I think we need to get out of here.”




Jack smirked, “Is this where you say…”  He dropped into bass tones and affected a bad Austrian accent.  “Come with me if you want to live.”




The girl giggled, which told Sam that she got Jack’s reference.  Was she from their world, or perhaps an alternate reality Earth?  Then the girl frowned, “This really isn’t the time or the place.  You’re worse than Ron.  Or his brothers.”  She flicked her wand at the wall behind her, and the portal re-opened.




Jack glanced at the barrier and said, “Not that we don’t appreciate all your help and everything, but where does that lead?”




She said, “Back to my dimension.  I’m really hoping one of you is the person I came for.”




Jack casually said, “You came from another dimension just for little ol’ us?”




The girl said, “It’s a prophecy.  I came for ‘the mistress of the gates, not a minor but major.’  I’m assuming it’s you.”  She pointed a finger at Sam.




Daniel said, “That would make a lot of sense.  Sam is the person who figured out how to use the Stargate system, and she designed her own dialing system.  Plus, she’s not a minor, but she is a major.”




The girl raised an eyebrow, and Sam said, “Major Samantha Carter, U.S.A.F.”




The girl nodded slightly.  “Hermione Granger.”




Jack said, “Not to be a party pooper, but is there any chance you could take us back to our base and meet with us, before you shanghai our highly-valuable astrophysicist?”




The girl nodded, “I think so.”  She stepped forward and put a hand on Sam’s forehead.  She said, “Concentrate on exactly where we need to go, and how to get there from here.”  Then she flicked her wand oddly and whispered, “Legilimens.”




Daniel frantically whispered, “Jack!”




“Daniel…”




“Jack, she said ‘legilimens’!  That has to mean it’s a mind-reading spell!”




“Oh great, so much for national security.”




After a few seconds, the girl nodded.  “Okay, I got that.”  She concentrated for long seconds.  As a new portal opened, she said to Jack, “Come on.  Or do you want to click your heels and say ‘there’s no place like home’ a couple times?”




Jack laughed out loud.  “You know, anybody who quotes ‘The Wizard of Oz’ is okay in my book.”  He stepped through the new portal, followed by the rest of the team.





IV — Not Minor but Major




General George Hammond scrambled to the gateroom when the warning klaxons sounded.  There was a gate opening, but it wasn’t their Stargate.  A slightly smaller circle was wavering into place over by the north wall.  He barked orders, and the MPs in the room scattered, taking up positions to defend against anything coming through.  This wasn’t something coming through the Stargate system, so they couldn’t simply close the iris and block the incoming matter stream.  He had to trust his men and women could contain the problem.  But anything powerful enough to invade like this…




He turned his head.  “Walter, I want a red alert.  Get this on video.  Prepare to notify the Joint Chiefs and lock down the mountain.”




“Yes sir.”




He tried not to hold his breath while he waited…




And Jack O’Neill strolled through the portal like nothing unusual was happening.  “Greetings, campers!”




General Hammond couldn’t keep himself from bellowing, “Colonel O’Neill!  What the Sam Hill is going on?”




And Jack casually looked up at him.  “Sorry for the surprise, sir.  But it couldn’t be helped.  We were trapped, until Sabrina the Teenage Witch dropped in and rescued us.  So we’ve got an extra person along.  Given what she did to stop a hallway full of Jaffa, I’d request that nobody try shooting her or anything.”




Hammond knew that Jack’s flippant attitude masked a sharp mind and deadly skills.  But more importantly, in this situation it told him that Jack was really Jack, and not a shapeshifter or a victim of mind-control.  “Stand down, men.  Walter, move to a yellow alert, and kill the alarms.”




Teal’c and Dr. Jackson came through next.  Then a girl stepped through with Major Carter.  The girl looked perfectly normal, but she was holding… a stick?  A wand?  Jack’s comment about ‘Sabrina’ now made a lot more sense.




The girl casually turned to face the portal and waved her stick.  The portal vanished.  George swallowed hard.  He knew damn well how much energy it took to dial another gate from here.  He had to get someone to pay the electric bills, after all.  That anyone could casually duplicate such an effect with nothing more than a stick was rather unnerving.  Even the Tollan needed to use the Stargate system directly.  Orlin had needed to build his own gateway after he had been made corporeal again.  Just what was this girl?




Hammond directed his team.  “SG-1?  Go see Doctor Fraiser.  Now.  And take your new friend too.  Debriefing room ASAP.”






Sam led their new acquaintance along the corridors to the infirmary.  “Do you have doctors where you come from?”




Hermione smiled.  “Yes and no.  People who come from a pureblood Wizard background only know about healers and mediwitches.  Witches and wizards who use magic for healing.  I’m from a non-Wizard background.  My parents would kill me if I didn’t go to my GP for annual checkups.”




Sam asked, “What are your parents?”




Hermione smiled more broadly.  “They’re both dentists.  Dad is actually an oral surgeon.”




Jack grinned behind them.  “Then you’ll love Doc Fraiser.  She’s got the biggest needles this side of the Atlantic.”




Hermione asked, “Why do we need medical exams first thing?”




Sam explained, “One of our most dangerous enemies is a parasitical, snakelike creature that can bite its way into your body, wrap itself around your spinal column, and take control of your body.  So everyone has to be checked for that, first thing back.  On top of that, we’ve found new diseases, new allergens, nanotechnology, and a few other problems.  So we like to be careful every time we come back from traveling off-world.”




Daniel asked, “Can you do an MRI without your natural powers affecting the equipment?  I mean, an MRI is—”




Hermione quickly interrupted.  “I know what an MRI is.  Will I have to give up my wand?”




Sam asked, “Is it metal?  Does it contain any metal at all?”




Hermione shook her head.  “Oh no.  It’s vine wood with a core of dragon’s heartstring.”




“Dragon?” Jack asked in surprise.  “A real dragon?”




Hermione shrugged.  “It’s not like I got a dragon’s heart on my own.  They’re dangerous.”




Sam really wondered about that.  More dangerous than a girl who could open portals across light-years just by thinking about it?  That didn’t sound good.  Sam went back to her questions.  “But how much energy does it take to power an effect like that?  How do you transmute the energetic forms?”  She wasn’t going to say ‘magic spell’.  She was going to keep calling it ‘an effect’ until she found out just how it worked.  Every time she had seen something called magic, it had turned out to be something else.  Even if the science was centuries ahead of their current technological level, it wasn’t magic.






Jack kept moving toward the infirmary, but he was eavesdropping as Carter pressed the girl for more information.  Hermione cheerfully started talking about the details of spellcasting, and how different types of spells required different types of approaches, and how some spells directly translated inherent power into output power, while others did not.




Jack tuned out most of it.  It sounded like the girl had waited for a long time to have someone like Carter to talk to.  Hell, it sounded like the girl was the Sam Carter of witchiness.  He figured the girl hung around with too many people like him, who wanted a bottom line and had to act dumb to get the scientists to cut the three-hour lecture down to thirty seconds of sound bite.  But Jack knew that if anyone could figure out how this girl’s stuff was really physics, it would be Sam.  Oh, he knew there were plenty of energy sources the girl could really be tapping into — not that he was ever going to admit it — but he didn’t understand the mechanics of the energy sources or the energy manipulation.  Sam would.




Jack walked into the infirmary.  “Janet!  My favorite doctor!  We brought you a new kid to stick needles in.  And if you’re mean to her, she’ll turn you into a toad.”




Hermione said, “Oh no, we don’t do transfigurations like that.  It’s not really safe.  I mean, you can, but it’s really horrible for the person who gets transfigured, and you have to do it perfectly so they transform back just right.”




Jack could hear the shock in Carter’s voice.  She choked, “Have you seen someone turned into a toad?”




Suddenly Hermione grinned wickedly, “Not a toad.  But there was this boy in school.  Professor Moody — well, someone impersonating Professor Moody — turned him into a ferret.  For a couple minutes.  But he completely deserved it.  And it was a perfect transfiguration, so he wasn’t hurt at all.”  She thought for a second and said, “But he could’ve been.  The teacher got in a lot of trouble for it.”




Jack muttered, “Must’ve been some school.”




Hermione suddenly looked grim.  She said, “You have no idea.”




Jack recognized that expression.  If this girl was used to warfare of some kind, and had that kind of reaction about her school, he was guessing it wasn’t a ride on the Magic Schoolbus.






Hermione walked with Major Carter’s team to the debriefing room.  She was worrying about the time.  Ron was probably going spare, even if she had warned him that it might take a while to convince each of her six people.  She had even mapped out a tentative schedule, figuring an average of forty-eight hours to find each person and convince her to come back to Hermione’s dimension.  Ron appreciated the effort, even if he didn’t believe her schedule and he had muttered, “Mione, this is worse than those study schedules you used to hit us with back in school.”




She sat in a chair in between Major Carter and Doctor Jackson.  It was an interesting team.  But the part that captured her imagination was the raw intelligence she found.  She liked to think she was smarter than anyone else around, but she was sitting between one of the most brilliant astrophysicists on the planet, and perhaps the greatest linguist and archaeologist she’d ever heard of.  From what Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter had said, Doctor Jackson knew more languages than any wizard she had ever heard of, including Albus Dumbledore.  Even Jack and Teal’c were smart, although Jack went out of his way to pretend he wasn’t.  Jack reminded her of Fred and George, two boys who were really clever but preferred to be jokers.  She missed Fred.  George had never really been the same since Fred died.




She had signed a slew of non-disclosure agreements that in her opinion were mostly meaningless since she wasn’t even from this dimension.  She had let Janet Fraiser examine her and run some ingenious tests, at least two of which she was sure were of alien origin.  She had answered all the questions Sam had asked — so far.  Now she knew how her parents felt when she was five and had discovered science.  She had peppered them with questions for months.  All right, she had peppered them with questions for years.  Now she was letting Sam’s team do a fast debriefing.




Finally, the general gave her a kind smile and asked, “And what is it that you want, Miss Granger?”




She said, “We have a prophecy.”  Jack groaned in a way that told her he had some idea what that meant.  “We’re facing some sort of evil ‘goddess’ from another dimension — not one of your Goa’uld pretending to be a goddess, but something really bad — and now we have a prophecy.  It says I’m the subject of the prophecy.  It says I have to pull together a team and tackle the problem.  I prepared a special summoning charm, and it led me to Major Carter.  Which, according to Doctor Jackson, is appropriate.  The mistress of the gates, not a minor but major.  Colonel O’Neill told me about your experiences with alternate realities and entropic cascade failures, but if there was a closer Samantha Carter, I think the charm would have led me there instead, so I believe she’ll be safe in our dimension.  Well, safe from that problem.  To be fair, the prophecy says that if we ‘triumph’, ‘not all will survive’.  We don’t know if that means some of our team could perish, or if it refers to our threat, or what.”




Jack said, “Yep.  Prophecies are fun that way.”




Dr. Jackson looked at him and asked, “And how would you know?”




Jack smirked, “You told me.  Remember all those stories you reeled off about the Oracle at Delphi, when we were fishing?”




“You were actually listening?”




“Well, a little bit…”




The general frowned some at Jack and Daniel.  He looked at her and asked, “So you want to ‘borrow’ Major Carter for a little while?  She does have important responsibilities here, and I don’t like the idea of someone taking one of our people off to another dimension with no way to know if she’s safe.”




Hermione sighed.  “I understand that, sir.  I’m hoping that we can gather our team and research how to approach this problem, and then resolve it, all in a timely manner.  But I can’t make any guarantees.”




The general nodded.  “I wouldn’t believe you if you did, young lady.”




Hermione explained, “The problem is that if this enemy can open portals into our dimension, then I don’t think anyone’s dimension is safe.  We need to deal with this to protect everybody’s worlds, not just ours.”




Sam helpfully said, “Sir, this sounds like a potential foothold situation to me, and I think SG-1 ought to investigate it.”




The general asked, “What do you think, colonel?”




Jack sat back in his chair and said, “Well, we owe Hermione a pretty big favor.  And if this is going to save our dimension before it puts anyone here at risk, I’m all in favor of it.  Plus, I’d kind of like to see a whole world of witches.”




Hermione suddenly realized that she was liable to get not just Sam but all of SG-1.  She didn’t know whether that was going to be good or bad.




Jack said, “I’m going to suggest full weaponry loads, plus that ribbon device Sam got from Jacob, and tech gear for the major.”  He turned to Hermione.  “Any chance we’d need tents or MREs?”




Hermione asked, “We?  I was planning on just getting Sam.  She’s the only one of you in the prophecy.”




But Jack insisted, “SG-1 is a team.  We stick together.”




The general said, “That’s not strictly true, as you know colonel.  While I’m loathe to let Major Carter go to another dimension on her own, I’m a lot more concerned about letting all of you go.”




Jack frowned.  “Who’s gonna watch her six?”




Hermione knew what that meant.  She just hadn’t ever heard a real person say it, instead of a soldier in a movie.  She said, “I’m forming a team for this.  She’ll have lots of protection.  And we’ll make sure she can communicate with you guys pretty regularly.”




Jack was obviously unhappy about getting left behind, but Major Carter just said, “I’m willing to go on my own.  It won’t be the first time we’ve split up SG-1.”




The general nodded.  “Major Carter, you have a go.  Gather up your load.  Colonel, accompany Miss Granger while the major prepares.  We’ll meet in the gateroom in thirty.”




Jack said, “Okay, you heard General Hammond.  Hermione, stick with me, please.  And Carter, remember not to get turned into a ferret.”




V — The Tree of Red



Sam stepped through the portal with Hermione.  They emerged in a cozy living room that looked quite normal, except for the magical circle on the floor, the bizarre clock over the ridiculously large fireplace, and the suspicious young man pointing a wand at her.  And the paintings on the wall, which looked as if they were alive.  And the… 




Okay, it only looked superficially normal.




Hermione grinned, “Look Ron!  The mistress of the gates!  One down, five to go!”




“Mione, she’s a bloody soldier!”




Sam smiled at him, “Well, you can’t get a major without the armed forces.”




Ron gaped for a second and then said, “Not a minor but major?  Stupid prophecies.”




Hermione beamed, “We just picked up an expert in small force operations, plus an experienced soldier, plus Muggle weapons, plus an expert in astrophysics who knows tons about portals!”




Ron whistled.  “Bloody hell, you sure know how to pick ’em.”




Hermione smirked, “I picked you, didn’t I?”




He grinned, “Oh well, one mistake out of all your calls…  Still not too shabby.”




Sam didn’t have to be a genius to know these two were close.  Probably lovers.  But she didn’t want to get too bogged down in that right now.  She wanted to move forward on the mission.  “Right.  Let me drop off my gear.  Who’s next in the prophecy?”




Hermione said, “The tree of red who’s no longer black.  Then the the chosen one, sister of sunrise, who has chosen all.  The feline who has turned tail.  Someone who’s once whole, now part, not legs nor arm nor ear.  And finally, not a dieter but from diet to direct.”




Sam muttered, “I was hoping your prophecies were a little clearer than that.”




Ron said, “That’s nothing.  We’ll have to tell you Harry’s prophecy sometime.”  He turned to Hermione.  “Oh, Harry’s going to drop by after work and help me play guard and host.  Unless there’s another emergency.  Maybe Ginny too, but kind of depends how long her practice runs today.”




Hermione said, “Okay.  Can you show Sam to her room?”




Ron nodded, “Sure.  Mum helped me with the expansion charm already.”




Sam let the redheaded boy lead her through the house, into a casual back yard, to… a shed?




Ron looked at her expression and said, “It’s bigger on the inside.  Just pick a room, touch the doorknob, and say what you want for a sign on the door.  Then it’s yours.”




Sam suspiciously opened the outside door, only to find… 




…that she was looking down a sixty foot hallway with rooms on either side.  She stepped back out and looked on either side of the shed.  It was a little garden shed, perhaps eight feet square.  She stepped inside.  Still a long hallway with three doorways on either side.  If it wasn’t magic, it was definitely very advanced technology.  Perhaps subspace folding, or interdimensional space manipulation, or…




She just knew that once she told the Colonel about this, he’d make little ‘Doctor Who’ cracks for days.




She stepped into the shed and realized there were several paintings on the walls.  Several paintings in which the people moved.  Which suggested she was looking at computer screens instead of paintings.  Or maybe they were magic.  Computer imaging would be easier to believe.  Except that the people in the paintings were watching her and pointing and having a conversation.  And did that old lady just walk from the middle picture into the closest picture to get a better look at her?




She walked into the first room on the left.  Queen-sized bed, dresser, walk-in closet, bookshelves, desk, and an attached bathroom.  What the Brits called an en suite.  The windows gave a lovely view into a large yard that merged into a field.  This would be great.  She held the doorknob and said, “Samantha Carter.”  The words appeared in a large black font across the door at eye level.




She smiled.  Then she heard Ron’s voice.  “Oh, and if a house elf pops in, it’s just Winky tidying up.  Don’t worry.”




“House elf?”  What the hell was a house elf?






Hermione stepped through the portal…




…into another battle.  A nightmare of a battle.




Ahead of her, on her left, six horrific monsters with horns and claws and tentacles and things she couldn’t even name were charging at two girls who were dressed like they were going out clubbing.  On her right, another girl was ringed by maybe fifteen growling...  Oh god, they were vampires!  And aggressive ones, at that.  There was no mistaking the glowing yellow eyes or the facial ridges or the fangs, even from this distance.




The two club girls were charging right at the monsters.  And they were fast.  Hermione had never seen anyone run that fast even at track meets, and it looked like both girls were wearing heels.  The blonde in the halter top and tight leather pants looked to be in her early twenties.  The brunette in the tank top and miniskirt looked like she was sixteen, tops.  And they had no wands.  The blonde was holding a massive sword and the brunette was carrying the biggest battleaxe Hermione had ever seen.  The girl ringed by the vampires was a redhead who looked about twenty-three.




Hermione quickly assessed the battle.  The redhead had some manner of barrier spell up, and was working on some sort of chant that Hermione couldn’t hear.  She looked to be in good shape for a couple minutes.  The other two girls were on a suicide run.  Neither looked big enough to properly wield the weapons they held.  Neither had any kind of armor.




Hermione rushed toward the six monsters and aimed a reducto curse at the closest one.  It bounced off, hardly doing more than making the thing stagger.  Oh no!  No wonder Harry and the other Aurors were having such a horrible time with these things!  She fired another reducto curse, a petrificus totalis, and then a couple stunners.  Nothing worked.




She was just about to wonder how she could possibly save those girls, when the girls sped up and attacked.  She froze and stared in awe.  She had never seen anything like it.




The two girls moved like someone had taken a superhero movie and pressed fast forward.  They swung their huge weapons like the things were made of cardboard.  They dodged their foes so speedily that Hermione could hardly follow the action.  But those monsters — those things that were too tough for her spells — were being chopped into little pieces.  The two women already had the first two monsters down, and Hermione hadn’t had time to take a breath.




Maybe these girls weren’t the ones who needed her help.  She looked back at the redhead.  The young woman raised her hands over her head, and suddenly she began to float off the ground.  She began to… glow.  She was glowing with an eldritch white glimmer unlike anything Hermione had ever seen.  Her hair bled from red to a startling white, while her eyes turned from bright green in the middle of white to… white.  Not a milky white like a blind person’s eyes, but a glowing white like she was turning into a sun.  Hermione had seen Voldemort’s eyes up close.  She had seen Nagini’s eyes at arm’s length.  She had seen Remus’s eyes as he changed into a werewolf.  The girl’s eyes were more intimidating than any of those.




The ex-redhead pulled her hands apart, and a ball of brilliant yellow light flared into being.  There was a flash so bright it hurt Hermione’s eyes, even though she was fifty meters away.




The vampires disintegrated as if they were standing under direct sunlight at high noon.




And Hermione realized.  The woman was using spells.  Really powerful spells.  With no wand at all.  Which was impossible.




The former redhead flew across the battlefield — literally flew, about twenty feet above the ground — in time to blast the last monster with something that made the air waver.  The blast smashed the monster into the ground like a piledriver.  As it struggled to get back on its feet — or whatever it stood on — the blonde did a somersaulting leap over it and sliced off its head with one lightning-fast slash of that immense sword.




Hermione didn’t put her wand away as she walked up to the battlefield.  She held it behind her back, but kept it ready.  She was sure the monsters were all dead.  But she wasn’t sure the white-eyed magic-wielder was safe to be near.




The warrior girls checked over their attackers, making sure everything was dead.  While they worked, the magic wielder shook her hair, and the pure whiteness drained away like hair dye down a bathtub drain.  The woman’s eyes changed back to green.  Then she grinned, “Hey Buffy, that worked great!  I think it’s time to get our party on!”




The brunette said, “Miss Willow, that was so totally awesome!”




Willow, like a tree.  Red hair.  No longer black, as in white magic as opposed to black magic.  It suddenly all made sense.  Hermione knew she’d found her second teammate.




And if her other teammates were more impressive than those two warrior girls, then she was going to have to go apologize to Sibyl Trelawney in person.





VI— No Longer Black




Hermione assessed the situation and decided to be very cautious.  She was walking in on armed, trained forces who might not believe the battle was really over.  She slipped her wand into its quick-draw holster on her wrist and called out, “Hello, is it okay if I come in?”




The blonde quickly moved toward her.  “This is a matter of national security ma’am, and we can’t allow you to come over here.”  But she said it with a smile, like she was being friendly.  As if she wasn’t really a deadly warrior who had just chopped several unstoppable monsters into pieces using a broadsword far too large for someone of her size to lift, much less wield effectively.




Hermione noticed that the blonde was running at high speed and not running out of breath.  Just how fast could this girl move before she got tired?  She decided to try the direct method.  “That’s all right.  I’m not American.  And I’m not from your dimension, either.  I think I’m here to talk to your friend Willow.”




The blonde was no longer smiling.  The massive sword was suddenly held pointing at her, in an unwavering grip.  “What dimension?  If you’re from a hell dimension, I suggest you go back instantly.”




Hermione winced inwardly.  Up close, she could see the blond woman was, well, tiny.  Hermione was wearing flats, and the girl was in three inch heels, and Hermione was still maybe an inch taller.  Still, this petite blonde had to be stronger than anyone Hermione knew, except Hagrid.  She looked at the huge broadsword, held at arm’s length in an apparently effortless grip.  Maybe including Hagrid.




She tried, “No, I’m not from a hell dimension.  I come from a dimension that’s having a problem with monsters coming through portals into our world, and I received a prophecy.  That prophecy gave me cryptic hints about six women I needed to put on my team to face some sort of evil ‘goddess’ who’s behind this madness.  Your friend Willow appears to be number two.  ‘The tree of red who is no longer black.’  A willow is a tree.”




The blonde rolled her eyes.  “Yeah, yeah, even us California girls know that much.”  She thought for a second and asked Hermione, “Are you evil?”




“Huh?  Of course not!  And if I was, wouldn’t I lie anyway?”




The blonde just said, “It’s a required question on the exam.”  She turned her head enough to yell back at her cohorts, while still not letting Hermione out of her peripheral vision.  “Hey Will!  Get over here!  She-Giles here’s got a prophecy, and it looks like you’re number two on the charts!”




“She-Giles?” Hermione asked.




The blonde smirked.  “Inside joke.  If you ever meet Giles, or your dimension’s Giles, you’ll get it.”




The brunette arrived well before the redhead.  The blonde said, “Tina, really nice job.  Any cuts or bruises?”




The brunette said, “Miss Buffy, I’m sure I’m okay.”




Buffy?  The blonde was a California girl named Buffy?  Okay, if Hermione hadn’t seen Buffy fight, or seen Buffy threaten her with that gigantic sword, she would have believed that part.




Buffy insisted, “Just Buffy.  Turn around.  Let’s see.”




The brunette — Tina — reluctantly turned.  Hermione managed not to gasp out loud.  There was a horrific gash along the outside of the girl’s forearm.  Hermione would have guessed forty stitches, a lot of medi-tape, and three wound-healing potions.  The girl acted like it was nothing.




Buffy looked at the gash and frowned.  “If you don’t wipe that blood off, you’re going to ruin your new top.  That would be a huge waste.”




“Oh.  Right.  We’ve got some wipes in the car.”




Buffy just nodded.  “Off you go, then.”




Hermione gulped.  “Aren’t you going to patch that up?  I…  It’ll leave a horrible scar if you don’t deal with it as soon as you can.”




Buffy and Willow just exchanged smirks.  Buffy shrugged, “She’ll be fine.  I’ve had a lot worse.”




Hermione really wondered about that, because she could see a lot of the little blonde’s skin, and she looked like she had the perfect skin of a beauty pageant contestant.  Although there was a very odd-looking scar on her neck.




Willow asked, “Did you see the entire fight?”




Hermione nodded, “Yes.  Which is why I’m sure you’re the person I’m looking for.  I’m Hermione Granger.  I’m a witch.  But I use a wand.  In my world, all the magic users do.  But you don’t, do you?”




Willow smiled, “Never needed one.  Okay, so when I started out I tried using a stick for a wand, but it never really helped, or improved my focus or anything, and I tried a staff but I looked like a Gandalf-wannabe and it didn’t do any good, so I just gave up on that and did it the normal way, well normal for this dimension anyway, and—”




“Breathe, Will.”




“Oh, sorry.  Sometimes I tend to babble.  A bit.”




Hermione asked the blonde, “And what kind of magic do you and Tina use?”




Buffy suddenly had a sad look behind her eyes.  “The kind that no one in the world really wants.”




Willow explained, “Buffy and Tina are Vampire Slayers.  I don’t know if they have them in your world.  But thousands and thousands of years ago, three creepy old shamans chained a girl down and forced the essence of a demon into her so she would have the strength and speed and healing powers to fight the vampires and demons that were running loose in our world.  It worked.  Still, she was one girl, so she got killed after a while.  And when she died, the Slayer essence picked another girl with the potential to be a Slayer.  And so on and so on.”




Hermione felt slightly sick to her stomach.  It was like a whole line of Harry Potters, all doomed to die fighting and knowing some other poor sod would get stuck with the short end of the stick next.




Then she remembered what she had seen.  “But Tina’s one too!  So you didn’t tell me the truth, because the way you explained it, there would only be one Slayer at a time.”




There was suddenly an even sadder look in Buffy’s eyes for just a moment, and then it was gone again.  Willow said, “That’s how it was.  Until Buffy broke all the rules.”




Buffy said, “Yeah, the first time I died, I was dead just long enough to call another Slayer, so then there were two.”




“The first time you died?” Hermione asked, feeling even worse.




“Yeah.  Actually, I’ve died a few times.  But a couple years ago, we were facing something monumentally big.  An apocalypse worse than anything we’d stopped before.”




Hermione gulped.  Just how ghastly was this dimension if they had regular apocalypses?  Maybe Willow would be thrilled to get out of here.




Willow said, “Buffy had the idea.  I had the power.  I gave every potential Slayer on the planet the power.  Now we have a couple thousand Slayers.  Tina’s one of our new trainees.  She doesn’t get to go out slaying unsupervised yet.”




Hermione gulped a little harder.  This woman had enough power to cast a spell that affected thousands of people all over the entire planet?  They definitely needed her on the team.




Wait a minute…  




Hermione stopped and thought over the prophecy.  Then she asked Buffy, “Do you have a sister?  Maybe her name is ‘Sunrise’ or something like that?”




Buffy suddenly looked quite uncomfortable, and very protective.  “I have a sister named Dawn.”




Hermione grinned, “I think that both of you need to hear this prophecy.”  She pulled out a duplicate she had made of the prophecy sphere, and she flipped her wand into her hand.  She performed the spell to replay the prophecy.  Trelawney’s voice boomed forth.




The gates will open…




VII — The Chosen One




…And in triumph not all will survive.




Buffy listened to the last line of the prophecy.  She looked up at the worry in Hermione’s face.  She shrugged, “Big whoop.  I’ve died enough times to qualify for Frequent Die-er miles.”




Hermione asked hopefully, “Does that mean both of you will come with me?”




Willow said, “Sure.  We’ll need to give some people a heads-up and arrange for some communications, just in case we have another apocalypse pop up while we’re out.”




Buffy nodded and said, “And I wanna pick up some more weapons.”




Hermione stared in shock.  That was it?  She just showed them a prophecy that said they would be fighting monsters, and they could die helping her, and they were good to go?  What kind of dimension was this?




Buffy looked at Hermione’s expression and said, “It’s okay.  This is like our raison d’etre.”  She stopped and turned to look at Willow.  “See?  I did so get stuff out of those French classes.”  She turned back to Hermione and said, “We dust vamps, fight demons, close Hellmouths, find skanky blonde Hell-goddesses with superpowers and kick their asses, avert apocalypses, jump into other dimensions and kill demon lords, all that stuff.”




Hermione suddenly wondered how many other of the prophesied ‘teammates’ would be from worlds like this.  If monsters and vampires roamed the countryside at will, and apocalypses had to be thwarted regularly, this dimension seemed like it was already uncomfortably close to a ‘hell’ dimension.  She just couldn’t see how these women could be so blasé about it.




And this Buffy had been in the same spot as Harry.  No, worse.  Harry had friends and teachers and mentors.  He was protected for most of the year, whether he liked it or not.  Buffy was supposed to be all alone, fighting horrors every night of her life until she died.  Called at age fifteen, given horrific prophetic dreams…  Hermione figured Harry ought to meet Buffy.  At the least, they would have someone to talk to who really understood just what the other had gone through.




She followed Buffy and Willow to a black SUV, where Tina was changing her top to a halter top with long sleeves.  Maybe it had long sleeves, but it had a cleavage so deep that Hermione would never dare wear it… unless maybe it was in private with Ron.  Hmm.  Ron would really like her in that…




She focused on her task.  She checked to see if blood was leaking from Tina’s injury.




Buffy caught Hermione’s eyes focusing on Tina’s arm.  She explained, “Slayers have really fast healing.  That gash?  She’s already stopped bleeding.  In a couple days, it’ll be nothing but a red line on her arm.  In a week and a half, it’ll be gone like she never got hurt.  Stitches don’t work for us, because we heal so fast the stitches have to be taken out within hours.  If it’s a big enough gash, we slap on a couple butterfly bandages.”




Willow said, “The rest of us?  Not so lucky.  I’ve gotten more concussions and abrasions and lacerations…”




Buffy said, “Xander’s gotten broken bones, concussions, and had an eye gouged out.”




Hermione suddenly had the urge to vomit.  Had an eye gouged out?  Oh my God!




Willow agreed, “Yeah, it’s not all fun and games.”




Hermione could hardly believe how casual these girls were about these kinds of horrors.  Could she ever be like that?  She didn’t think so.  Granted, she had faced only a handful of battles.  Buffy apparently had faced life-or-death battles nearly every night since she was fifteen.  Frankly, Hermione couldn’t figure out how Buffy was even close to sane, unless that was one more of these Slayer powers.




Buffy pulled out a cell phone from the glovebox of their car.  She glanced at Hermione and said, “Slayers and breakable electronics aren’t mixy things.  Usually, anything I take into battle, like a cellphone, gets crushed.  So I keep ’em with the car.”




Willow giggled, “She has to keep a box of spare alarm clocks.”




Buffy gave her a glare and explained.  “Slayer strength and sleepiness?  Not a good combo.  I still go through a lot of alarm clocks.”




Hermione had a sudden mental image of someone with Hagrid’s raw strength pressing down too hard on a snooze button and smashing an alarm clock to pieces.  Just how strong was Buffy?  Hermione clambered into the back of the SUV and watched Willow get in the driver’s seat.




Willow explained, “Never let a Slayer drive your car.”




Buffy complained, “Hey!  I’ve only had two accidents ever, and both were someone else ramming into me when I couldn’t dodge out of the way because of pedestrians.”




Willow said to Hermione, “Imagine if your reflexes were five times faster than everyone else around you, and you had situational awareness like a seventy-year-old martial arts guru.  Or maybe like the greatest race car driver ever.  Buffy drives…  Hey Buff, what’s the worst speeding ticket you ever got?”




Buffy pouted, “A hundred forty miles an hour over the speed limit.  But I had to stop that demon from rising!  It so wasn’t my fault!”




Hermione winced.  One hundred forty miles an hour above whatever the speed limit was at the time?  How could she keep the car on the road and not smash into everyone else?  And what in Merlin’s name was she driving when she did it?  A jet?




Tina said from beside Hermione, “Buffy’s a great driver!  It’s not her fault everyone else is so slow and leaves such big gaps between cars and is so nervous when you pass ’em.”




Willow smirked, “And yet another reason why we try not to let the Slayers drive until they take our course in ‘driving to make everyone else on the road happy.’  And pass it.”




Tina pouted, “You mean driving like you’re in a kiddie car.  In a parade.”




Buffy smiled mischievously, “And if you think that sounds bad, take a ride with Faith on her Harley.”




Hermione had a sudden mental image of one of these Slayers zooming in and out of traffic on a motorcycle at a hundred twenty miles an hour with her hanging on for dear life.  She shuddered, “Thank you for the offer, but I believe I’ll pass.”




“She-Giles,” Buffy said.




Tina giggled and told Hermione, “Giles was Buffy’s Watcher.  He’s very British and very stiff-upper-lip.  He runs the Council now, but he still gets together with the other Scoobies a couple times a year.”




Scoobies?  Hermione didn’t get that one.  Could it have something to do with scuba gear?  Or perhaps the Scooby-Doo cartoons?  Maybe it was Frank Sinatra songs?  Or…




Willow said, “Yeah, Giles is one of the people we need to call.”




Buffy said, “Yeah.  Xander too.  And Faith.  They can do the ‘splainy for everyone else.  And I need to tell Dawn.”  She snapped open her cell phone and pressed speed-dial.  “Hey, Helena, it’s me.  I need to talk to Giles…  Nah, everything’s good here…  No, I am not going to say five-by-five even if you do have a bet riding on it….  Okay, you too…  Oh hey Giles!  Guess what?  That demon apocalypse?  Nipped in the bud.  No more artifact, and no more gefilte-fish demons.”




Willow said, “G’fili’tik demons.”




Buffy went on, “What she said.  But the reason we called is we need to go to another dimension and stop some skanky hell-goddess from opening portals and unleashing a demon army into their world…  No, I know it sounds a lot like Glorificus, but she’s dead.  As you know.  And this one’s named D’Lazza.  It’s in the prophecy…  Okay, so just have Traci adjust my teaching schedule until I get back…  No, no idea how long, but with me and Willow on the job, how long can it take...   Sure, you can get the gang on the research for anything on D’Lazza or her armies, or hell dimensions with demons that like to attack from portals all over the place, and we’ll check in now and then to find out what’s the what…  Yeah, I’ll be careful and not die again and all that.  Love you too.”




Buffy hung up and said, “Giles is good with it, and wants me to take my ‘A’ load.  You too.  So we need to make a quick trip to the Cleveland house to pick up the troll hammer and your stuff.”




“What about the Scythe?” Willow checked.




Buffy chewed on her lower lip for a moment.  “Hey Hermione, can we go back here when we need to?”




Hermione said, “I’m sure we can set up regular portals so you can keep in communication and all that.”




Buffy said, “Then I’ll leave the Scythe with Faith for now.  Besides, nothing says fun like a troll hammer.”




Hermione asked, “A hammer for fighting mountain trolls?”




Willow said, “Oh no, we had a troll show up one time from a troll dimension, and he had the hammer of the Troll King, and we took it away from him.  Slayers are the only ones strong enough to lift it.”




“Well, some Slayers,” Buffy said gleefully.




Tina asked, “Is that the Kennedy thing?”




Buffy grinned, “Yeah.”




“Kennedy?” Hermione asked.




Willow sighed and said, “I used to date Kennedy.  She was a Slayer too, but she was… less about the heroics and more about the ‘me’.  She couldn’t lift the troll hammer more than a couple inches off the ground.  So it’s part raw strength and part goodness of intent.”




Hmm.  That sounded surprisingly like King Arthur and the sword in the stone, although…  Wait a minute!  “You used to date a girl?”




VIII — Sister of Sunrise




Willow nodded.  Buffy said, “She’s free as a bird now, but she still likes girls.”




“I’m a lesbian,” Willow said.




Buffy added, “Sorta.  More like bisexual.  She’s about a four on the Kinsey scale, if you ask me.”




Willow said, “I’m a five.  Maybe five and a half.”




Buffy started ticking things off on her fingers.  “Let’s see…  First crush?  Xander.  You crushed on him for years.  First sexy pen pal?  Malcolm.  First significant other?  Oz.  Another boy.  First serious dating?  Oz.  Losing your cherry?  Oz.  Cheating on your boyfriend?  With Xander.  You are so not a five.”




“Last two serious relationships?  Girls.  Last three dates?  All girls,” Willow said.  “I’m a five.”




Hermione looked at Tina, who whispered, “They’ve been having this argument on and off for like a week now, ever since Xander emailed ’em this webpage about the Kinsey scale for sexuality.”




“Thank you, Tina,” said Buffy from the front.




Tina whispered, “Slayer hearing.  No privacy ever.  I totally know every single time my mom and stepdad get their thang on, and that’s so far past ‘eww’ you can’t believe it.  Some nights I go out hunting vamps for a while, just so I don’t have to hear them gettin’ busy.”




Buffy said, “Only thing worse?  Telepathy.  Accidentally got that off a demon once, and just about went insane from hearing everything everyone was thinking all the time.  Totally did not want to find out about mom and Giles.”




“Your mother and your Watcher?” asked Hermione uncomfortably.




Buffy groaned.  “There was this incident.  The school was selling band candy.  But all the candy was enchanted, damn Ethan Rayne, so one night every adult who ate it regressed to teenagers.  Mentally, anyway.  So… Giles and mom.  Twice.  In public.  On the hood of a police car.  While mom was wearing this super-tacky coat Giles stole for her out of a store window.  Handcuffs were involved.  Mom mentally thought of him as a ‘stevedore’, if you know what I mean.  And, since I had full telepathic powers, I got to see it from her memories.”




Hermione cringed.  “Eww.”




Tina agreed.  “Double eww.  Way worse than just hearing ’em at it.”  She turned her head.  “Miss Willow, you ever have to hear your folks?  Or get magic empathy off ’em or anything?”




“Just Willow please, Tina,” said Willow.




Hermione noticed that Willow didn’t answer the question.




After a long pause, Willow sighed.  Buffy said, “Will, you don’t have to tell them.”




Willow gripped the steering wheel harder.  “I never had to hear ’em.  Or see ’em.  Or magically view ’em.  Because they weren’t there.”




Buffy said, “Will’s parents always made sure she had plenty to eat and stuff, and money in the bank.  They just weren’t home for her.  Her dad’s busy touring the world lecturing, and her mom…  Well her mom spent a lot more time away from home doing research and stuff after that whole ‘burn my daughter at the stake for being a witch’ thing.”




“Oh my God,” whispered Hermione.




Willow muttered, “It wasn’t just my mom.  It was dozens of parents.  A demon that destroyed towns by faking the whole ‘Hansel and Gretel’ motif and making parents go nuts about occult issues, whether the issues were there or not.  Only in our town?  Occult issues out the wazoo.  Buffy and Amy almost got burned at the stake too.  Afterward, most of the town just repressed the memory.  Mom handled it by avoiding me and not coming home anymore.”




Hermione swallowed uncomfortably.  This dimension just sounded worse and worse the more she learned about it.  “Buffy, how’d your mom handle it?”




Buffy shrugged carelessly.  “She just repressed it.  Two days later, she couldn’t even remember knocking out her daughter, helping the PTA ladies tie me to a stake, and trying to burn me alive.”




Tina asked, “How did that Amy girl’s mom handle it?”




Willow snorted.  “No Amy-mom to deal.  Amy comes from a long line of really powerful, really evil witches.  We had to take out Amy’s mom the year before that, when she magically killed some girls and injured a bunch of others, just to get Amy on the cheerleading team.  Really sick part?  It wasn’t Amy.  Catherine Madison stole Amy’s body, leaving Amy trapped in her mom’s form and afraid to leave the house, so she could be a fabulous, popular cheerleader again.  Amy got away from the mob by turning herself into a rat.  It took me years to undo the spell.  Then she decided to become an evil witch, and she tried to kill us, so we ended up having to take her out too.”




“Magical murder?” Hermione asked, thinking about the Avada Kedavra curse.




Buffy said, “It was grim.  One girl burst into flames right in the middle of cheerleader tryouts.  Cordelia was blinded and just about walked in front of a car.  There were some other nasty ones.  Me?  I was lucky to have Slayer strength, so I survived.”




Hermione winced, “Sounds awful.  We had witch burnings centuries ago, but nothing like that anymore.  The worst we have is some people who are pureblood wizards who are complete bigots and think that everyone else is trash.  A lot of them ended up in prison for supporting Lord Voldemort.”




“Your Big Bad?” asked Buffy.




“My what?”  Hermione wasn’t sure whether Buffy’s weird speech patterns were because she was from California or because she was from another dimension, but it was occasionally disconcerting.




Buffy explained, “Big Bad.  The guy who thinks he’s the big evil who’s gonna take over, or destroy everything.”




“Oh.  Right,” Hermione nodded to Buffy.  “Harry stopped him four years ago, in a huge battle that wrecked a lot of our school.  We don’t have as much trouble with the purebloods since then.  Anyway, a lot of purebloods aren’t like that.  My in-laws are great.”




“In-laws?”




“You’re married?”




“Kind of young for that, aren’t ya?” asked Tina.




Hermione explained, “In the Wizarding world, you’re an adult at seventeen.  I’ve worked at the Ministry of Magic for almost four full years, in one of the most prestigious departments they have.  My friend Harry is probably the most famous wizard alive, because of the whole thing with Voldemort.  He’s an Auror now.  That’s a dark wizard catcher.  My husband Ron’s just finished his training to be an Auror, and he’s out in the field now.  We’re all twenty-one.”




“And these monsters coming through portals?”




Hermione said, “Not good.  The Aurors aren’t used to things like this.  We’ve never even seen most of these things before.  They may be an awful lot like your demons back there.”




Buffy grinned excitedly.  “So we’re the go-to girls!”




“Again,” said Willow.




Buffy admitted, “I used to hate being the go-to girl.  The Chosen One.  The one girl in all the world to fight the forces of darkness, yada yada yada.  Your parents think you’re a delinquent, the cool kids hate you, you can’t have a normal life, forget about dating, and on and on.  It took a lot of growing up, and a lot of changes, before I got okay with it.”




Hermione said, “My friend Harry had the same thing.  He was the Chosen One.  The Boy Who Lived.  The boy prophesied to stop Voldemort or else die trying.  His parents were killed in front of him when he was one.  He was put with relatives to keep him safe, and they abused him.  He ended up having to fight the forces of darkness starting when he was eleven.  Harry was fourteen when Voldemort kidnapped him and used his blood to restore himself to power.  Harry had to watch another boy die, and got tortured, and had to duel for his life against Voldemort, who was basically considered the number two duelist in all of Europe at the time.  Harry fought him off and got away.  And then the Ministry of Magic panicked, and told the entire wizarding world that Harry was a lying psychopath desperate for attention and of course all the bad stuff happening wasn’t really Voldemort, but Harry’s godfather.  Harry went through a whole year of having everyone treating him like a lunatic desperate for attention.  Except the real villains, who were targeting him.  A year later, Voldemort suckered Harry into a trap, attacked the Ministry, had a minion kill Harry’s godfather, and just barely got away, but after that everyone knew he was back.  That was when Harry finally found out about the prophecy.  The one that our headmaster had known about since before Harry was even born, but nobody had told Harry about, no matter how crucial it was.  So Harry probably understands, more than anyone you can imagine.”




Willow smiled, “Hey Prophecy Girl, now you can meet Prophecy Boy!”




Hermione wasn’t sure she wanted to know, but she asked, “Prophecy Girl?”




Buffy groaned.  “My second year as a Slayer, my first in Sunnydale, Giles uncovered this prophecy.  I would fight the Master, this super-powerful, really old vampire, and I would die, and he would escape his magical trap underneath Sunnydale, and hell would be unleashed on earth.”




Hermione winced.  At least Harry’s prophecy gave him a chance to survive.  “What happened?  I mean, you’re alive now.”




Buffy said, “I was terrified.  I was sixteen.  I didn’t want to die.  I didn’t want to face a prophecy that said I was gonna get croaked, with no way around it.  I was gonna run away, only some kids I knew got attacked by vamps and I knew I had to try.  I went down through the sewers into his caves to fight him.  He did this hypnosis thing on me, drank my blood, and dumped my body in a pond.  I drowned.  I died.”




Hermione stared at her.  Buffy wasn’t dead, right?




Buffy said, “Our friend Xander, the completely normal guy who had no powers, no magic, no fighting skills, nothing…  He saved me.  He made a vampire he didn’t trust take him down through Vampire Central into the caves to help me.  Xander found me and did CPR on me and revived me.  That’s just the kind of guy he is.  Then I still had to go face down the Master again.  Second time around, the hypno didn’t work, and I won.”




Hermione swallowed hard.  “Harry had this whole awful prophecy on him.  Voldemort came back and his people took over the Ministry of Magic, and the three of us were on the run from… well, everybody.  We knew Voldemort had split his soul up into seven pieces, and he couldn’t be killed until we first took care of all six of the pieces outside his body.  We figured out where they were, and for a while we had one piece with us.  It made Ron go insane, and we nearly lost him.  But we couldn’t destroy it — we didn’t have anything powerful enough to do the job — and we couldn’t leave it lying around loose.  And then we figured out one of the pieces was in a vault in the most secure wizarding bank in the world.  Then it turned out Harry had been set up the whole time, because our headmaster had figured out there was an eighth fragment of Voldemort’s soul, and it was inside Harry, so Harry had to die too, in order to get all of Voldemort’s soul.  At least, that’s what we thought.  But it was a loophole in the prophecy that probably wouldn’t have worked if Harry knew about it ahead of time.  Voldemort used a killing curse on Harry, but it killed the soul fragment instead, and accidentally created a magical protection for everyone Harry cared about at Hogwarts.  The last piece was in Voldemort’s giant snake he always kept with him.  We didn’t get the last piece until near the end of the battle at our school, and then Harry fought Voldemort in a wizard duel and won.  And got in some trash talk too.”




Buffy grinned, “Yeah, the witty banter is always the crucial part of the fight.”




Hermione asked, “How long until we get back to Cleveland?”




Willow said, “About three hours.  About an hour and a half if Buffy drives.”




Buffy complained, “Hey!  That’s not fair!”  She turned her head, “I could totally make it in under an hour, if Suzie really souped up the engine and transmission like she said.”




Hermione swallowed hard.






Ron waited impatiently.  Sam, the tall blonde, kept coming by and asking questions about magic that had quickly become so technical and so obscure that he couldn’t answer them anymore.  So he kept telling her which books in their library to go look in.  Trust his Mione to go after a warrior and come back with another bookworm.  Winky had brought him a cup of tea, which he was occasionally sipping, and he’d made sure that Winky brewed up what Sam wanted, which turned out to be coffee.




Hermione had tried and tried, but there was no getting Winky to join them for meals, or even for a cuppa.  Mione had insisted that Winky accept a salary and vacation days, and Winky had finally yielded on those demands.  Supposedly.  Ron hadn’t had the heart to tell his wife, but on the days when Winky ‘took vacation’, she apparated over to Hogwarts and worked in the kitchens there, where she was apparently accepted now that she was working for a wizarding household again… and not drinking butterbeer by the gallon.  Come to think of it, maybe that really counted as a vacation for someone like Winky.




Harry had sent an owl telling Ron that another portal had opened up near Guernsey, and he was off to battle more monsters.  Ginny had sent him an owl telling him that Quidditch practice was running long because she had a chance to play as a starting chaser next week.




He kept watch.  It had taken Mione hours to get Sam, and Ron had to assume that every trip would be like that.  He still was hoping that none of the trips actually took forty-eight hours.  Or more.  He wasn’t a genius like his Mione, but he knew that if the average trip took forty-eight hours, then some of the trips were going to be long.




Plus, Sam made Ron a little uncomfortable.  She wasn’t as bad as a veela or anything, but there was no way a thirty-something should look that sexy.  Especially not an Air Force officer.  And she wasn’t even trying!  Ron hoped the next couple warrior women looked more like Mil Bulstrode’s mother.  Or maybe Snape in Neville’s grandmother’s dress.  With that hideous hat that had the stuffed vulture on top.  He snickered to himself at that memory...




He started.  A portal was opening!  He straightened up and prepared…




Hermione walked through the portal with not one but two women.  Two really striking women.  A petite blonde knockout and a gorgeous redhead.  He said, “Hermione!  You didn’t say anything about a two-for-one sale!”




The redhead laughed and said, “She’s just saving a little time.”




Hermione pointed at the redhead and said, “Tree of red.  Ron Weasley, meet Willow Rosenberg.”  Then Hermione pointed at the petite blonde and said, “Guess what?  Harry isn’t the only Chosen One.  I found both of them, fighting monsters and vampires.  They already work together.”




Ron said, “Great.  I’ll tell Winky to set the table.  She’s got dinner ready.”




“Winky?” complained the blonde.  “Winky?  If you’ve got a maid named Winky, I don’t want to hear a single complaint about my name.”




IX — Meet the New Kids




“Hermione, Sam, Willow, and Buffy.  For once, my name isn’t the odd one,” Ginny teased as she took a sip of water.




Willow put down her fork.  “Ginny sounds pretty normal to me.”




“It’s short for Ginevra,” Ron smirked.  “Six perfectly normal boys’ names — as long as you don’t think about Percy — and then at the last minute mom had to name her after an aunt.”




There were two loud cracks outside, and Hermione quickly warned all the newcomers, “Two people apparating.  Teleporting here with magic.  Not the portals I was doing.”




And in walked two redheads who were obviously related to Ron and Ginny, even if they looked nothing alike.  One was stocky and obviously outgoing, with long hair brushed down on either side of his head.  The other was thin, with short hair, and his glasses made him look even prissier than he seemed.




Ron raised his voice a little.  “Winky?”




Winky popped into being right beside him.  She squeaked, “Misters Ron!  Whats can Winky do?”




Ron asked, “Is there enough food for two more people?”




Winky smiled, “Oh yeses!  When Missis Willow said Missis Buffy needed lots of extra foods, Winky made lots and lots!”




“Great,” Ron nodded.  Winky gave him a huge smile and vanished.




Sam looked up from the textbook and said, “I have to admit, I never saw anyone eat like Buffy, except Staff Sergeant MacDonald, and he’s about six foot six and maybe two seventy.”  She looked around the table and clarified just in case, “Roughly a hundred twenty three kilos.”  It wasn’t like it was a hard conversion to compute.




Hermione said, “These are two of my brothers-in-law.  The troublemaker is George, and the polite one is Percy.”




Ron said, “I would’ve said, the stick in the mud is Percy and the fun one is George.”




Percy looked at Ron and said, “Thank you ever so much.”




Willow looked at Buffy and mouthed, ‘Giles with red hair.’  Buffy managed not to laugh out loud.




George said to Ron, “Mum said your better half was rounding up an army of women, so I had to come see these visions of pulchritude.  But I had no idea Hermione was going to gather up the loveliest women around!”




Percy said, “As soon as George made his intentions clear, I thought I’d better come along and keep him out of trouble.  But I must admit, I really didn’t expect to see Ron sitting in the midst of this much loveliness.  We still can’t figure out how he tricked poor Hermione into marriage.  She could have done so much better.”




Ron rolled his eyes like he had to put up with this sort of talk all the time.




“Couldn’t have done worse unless she married Malfoy,” George grinned.  “But we look at it like this.  We couldn’t quite get rid of Ronald, but we got an amazing sister-in-law in the deal, so we’re happy.”




Ginny said, “See?  This is what I had to put up with as the youngest child.  All the time!”




Percy smiled a little and said, “Hermione, perhaps you could introduce us before George makes himself persona non grata around here?”




George was already trying to squeeze a chair in between Willow and Buffy.  Percy simply took the empty chair at the table, which was over between Ginny and Sam.  Ginny gave him a little one-armed hug as he sat.




Hermione said, “George is proprietor of Weasley’s Wizard Wheezes, the best joke shops in England.”




George interrupted, “The best joke shops in all of Europe!  We’ve bought out Zonko’s, and we just bought the Joie de Vivien joke shops in France and Switzerland.  And I’m not the sole proprietor.  Ron’s still doing his bit, and Harry owns a big chunk of the business.”




Hermione went on, “Percy’s at the Ministry.  He just got promoted to Deputy Director for the Department of International Magical Cooperation.”




Percy gave a self-deprecating smile and said, “They couldn’t find anyone else who was insanely obsessive about contract details.”




Hermione said, “That, and there aren’t that many British wizards willing to learn all the languages for the countries your department works with.”  Percy gave her a little shrug.




She pointed out Sam.  “Let me introduce Major Samantha Carter, U.S. Air Force.  Ph.D. in astrophysics.  Then we have Willow Rosenberg, who is one of the most powerful witches on her planet.  And she doesn’t use a wand.”  She could see that impressed them far more than a Muggle Ph.D.  “And finally, this is Buffy Summers.  Those demons the Aurors are having so much trouble stopping?  She kills things like that with swords.  All the time.”




Percy gaped a little.  George let out a low whistle.




Buffy casually said, “Oh, I don’t always go with a sword.  Battleaxe, crossbow, sometimes my bare hands…”




Willow grinned, “Ooh!  That one time with the rocket launcher!”




Buffy laughed.  The rest of the room wasn’t sure whether Willow was kidding.




George smiled and said, “Only our Hermione would find women as beautiful and talented as she is.”




Percy said, “You see why I thought I needed to apparate over here too?”




Ginny teased, “But this is as suave as George ever gets.”




Ron grinned, “As long as he doesn’t start offering them candies.”




Hermione groaned, “Oh, I didn’t even think about that!  George’s joke shops run a huge business in joke candies.  Don’t trust anything he offers you, and don’t trust anything he’s been near.  Last year, he got at the candy assortment I bought Ron for his birthday, and we didn’t know.  So my parents — my non-magical parents — came over bringing Ron a gift, and ate some of what they thought were ordinary candies…  Oh Merlin!  I thought we were going to have to rush them to St. Mungo’s.”




Ron said, “Your mum ate three candies before we realized they were some of George’s Puking Pastilles.  She was vomiting so hard we couldn’t get the antidote down her.  She hardly spoke to me for three months afterward.  She still won’t go over to mum’s for dinner anymore.”




Hermione groaned at the memory.  “And dad ate two of those Sphincter Surprises.  Ruined his dress pants.  Even after we brought in the cleaners and did all those cleaning spells, we still had to buy a new couch and replace the rug.”




Buffy gave George a sweet little smile.  “George?  If I ever eat one of your special candies?  Even by accident?”  The smile vanished, and the Slayer came to the fore.  “I will rip out your intestines with my bare hands and wear them as a jaunty scarf.”




George gulped loudly enough to hear at the other end of the table,




Willow smiled wickedly.  “A vague disclaimer is nobody’s friend.”




There was another cracking noise near the front door, and Winky popped into the front room to open the door.  They heard her squeaky voice saying, “Misters Harry Potter!  Please comes in!  Can Winky gets anything for you?”




They looked up.  A slight young man limped into the room.  The most unusual feature about him was a lightning-bolt scar on his forehead.  He had an odd bandage on his left cheek, and the area around it was bruised and swollen.




Ginny leapt to her feet.  “Oh Harry!”  She rushed over and hugged him.  He winced at the hug, and she gave him a look.




He groaned, “Yeah, bruised ribs, gashes on my left leg, the slash on my cheek.  And I got off light.  Kingsley’s whole team’s going to be in St. Mungo’s for who knows how long.”




Hermione asked, “What happened?”




He said, “One of our seers pinpointed the next portal, and we apparated down to Guernsey to catch them by surprise.  Or so we thought.  Kingsley led a team of four Aurors through the portal as soon as it opened.  My team took out the three monsters that came through, and then about twenty minutes later, one Auror came rushing back.  Amy.  Amaranth Priestley.  She said they ended up in some sort of hellish place, and as soon as these things like banshees started singing and this mist came up, the men collapsed.  Then they got up and started firing stunning spells at Amy.  But they had no aim, and could hardly stand yet.  Amy ran for it, and fought her way back out.  She was badly injured, but she gave us enough warning.  Half an hour after that, Kingsley and the other two men came out with two more of the monsters, and attacked us.  By then we had an entire squadron of Aurors ready, and we stopped them.  One of the monsters roughed me up a bit, but we killed them and got Kingsley’s team off to St. Mungo’s.  We don’t know what got them.  It’s like an Imperius curse in its effect, but they’re not under an Imperius.”




Buffy said, “Could be a love spell.  We’ve seen a couple of them.  You might need time away from the caster, or you might need to break the link, or you might need to destroy the focusing object.”




Willow said, “It might be magical mind control or brainwashing.  Check for any traces of Lethe’s bramble first.”




Sam said, “It could be technological.  If it’s a compound like nishta, you can break the mind control with a strong but non-fatal electrical shock.”




Hermione said, “But wouldn’t the mind control and the technological attack get Amaranth too?  This sounds like it’s gender-specific.”




Harry said, “Which could be why the prophecy named you, and it led you to three women.”




Willow said, “I guess it’s a good thing Xander didn’t get to come along.  He was pretty cranky about getting left behind.”




Harry said to Hermione, “So who’s left of your ‘Magnificent Seven’?”




“Huh?” said Ron, George, and Percy.




“Muggle reference,” said Hermione.  She looked at Harry and said, “The feline, the part-person, and the not-a-dieter.  Still no idea what they’re supposed to mean, but I’m going to take a nap next, and then go after the feline.”




Buffy said, “I’m guessing a were-cat, a cyborg like Adam, and… you got me.”




George looked at her in shock.  “You’ve seen were-cats?  And what’s a cyborg, and who’s Adam?”




Buffy shrugged, “I’ve fought were-cats.  Not nearly as tough as werewolves.  And a cyborg is a part man, part machine creation.  The one we fought was also part demon, and had a nuclear reactor for a power core.  It took a spell that almost killed all of us to bring him down.”




Willow said, “I’m voting no on the evil cyborgs.”




George said, “Well, I’ll stick around and help Ickle Ronnikins with guard duty while you go after more of your Magnificently Sexy Seven.”




Sam leaned forward and said, “You’re not winning any brownie points here.”




Percy volunteered, “He really is a powerful wizard, even if he likes to goof off.  Plus, he’s more entertaining than I am.”  He cracked a small smile.  “And, as we all know from experience, once he’s irritated all of you to no end, you won’t feel bad about letting monsters attack him.”




Ron and Hermione both laughed.  Harry and Ginny both snickered, even if Harry’s ribs were too sore for him to really burst out laughing.




Ginny said to Harry, “I’m taking you home and pouring a couple potions into you, and making sure you get some rest.”




Harry just smiled and said, “Yes ma’am.”




Ron smirked, “Don’t piss her off, mate!”




Once Harry and Ginny apparated away, Ron looked at the assorted curious stares.  He said, “Ginny’s got a Bat Bogey Hex that has to be seen to be appreciated.  The time she got Malfoy with it is still one of my favorite memories.  Well, one of my favorite non-Hermione memories...”




His wife rolled her eyes, and with one look told him to wait until later.  He repressed a sigh.  His Hermione had to go find some more teammates, and then save the world.




X — The Feline Who Has Turned Tail




Hermione cast the charm again, hoping she wouldn’t end up in another battlezone.  She stepped through and found herself… in darkness.




And she was horribly nauseous.  Was it from traveling through so many portals in such a short amount of time?




Oh Lord, it was probably something she ate.  What had George gotten his hands on this time?  If it was the chicken, she was going to have to make sure Winky didn’t use it for chicken soup or chicken salad.  All she needed was for her whole team to come down with George-induced vomiting.  And there was a very real chance that Buffy would hurt George for making her sick.  Given that the woman could probably punch through a cinderblock, George was really asking for it this time.




Hermione looked around.  She was on a flat rooftop.  Other buildings in two directions loomed higher, and the faint lights all around told her that she was in a large city.  What was she doing on a rooftop?




She didn’t want to use the lumos spell, and there was quite a lot of light around on other buildings, so she cast the more complicated lucidopticus spell to give herself night vision.  She peered around an elevator housing and saw… something out of a superhero movie.  A man dressed like a bat and a woman in a skintight catsuit — complete with claws and little cat ears on her mask — were fighting four heavily-armed masked men who appeared to be trying to run off with several bags of what might be loot.




Well, now she knew who the ‘feline’ had to be.  A woman who dressed up like a cat.  Hermione watched for several seconds as the bat-guy and the cat-girl punched and kicked their four opponents into unconsciousness.




Hermione wasn’t usually prone to jealousy about her looks.  Okay, she had been unbelievably jealous of Lavender for months and months, to the point she had attacked Ron, and gone to a party with that creep Cormac MacClaggen.  And she had been jealous of Fleur when Ron couldn’t stop staring at her.  And she…  Okay, she got jealous.  But this was ridiculous.  She was feeling jealous and inadequate, and she hadn’t even met the woman yet.  But the brunette in the skintight leather catsuit was stunning.  Way too gorgeous to bring home.  The brunette was built like a Hollywood starlet, with curves that made Hermione feel flat and pathetic.  The cat-woman moved like a cat: all slinky and seductive and erotic.  The woman’s hair stubbornly remained lovely, even in the middle of hand-to-hand fighting, and what little Hermione could see of her face was model-gorgeous.  It wasn’t fair.  If each of the women in the prophecy was prettier than the previous ones, Hermione couldn’t imagine what the next two would look like.  She was going to have to make Ron stay at the Ministry for a while!




The cat-woman and the bat-guy finished off the foursome, handcuffed them to some pipes, and signaled on a tiny radio for someone named Oracle to call the police.  That made Hermione a lot more confident that she was dealing with heroes instead of villains.  She glanced behind her, and…




Suddenly her nausea flared, and she threw up.  She didn’t even have time to summon a bucket.  She puked up her meal.




She just barely had time to do a scourgify and a tergeo and a couple other cleaning spells to get the yuck off her lips and jumper before the man and woman bracketed her.  “Umm, hi?  Could we talk?”




The costumed man spoke in gravely tones of raw menace.  “Who are you, and what are you doing up here?”  Very American.  Very threatening.




The feline woman spoke in a voice of pure silk.  “I’m rather wondering that myself.”




Hermione really wished her nausea was completely gone.  She felt much better now that she had, well, humiliated herself in front of someone she was supposed to be impressing, but she still felt poorly.  She looked at the woman and said, “I’m hoping you’ll go with me back to my dimension and h—”




The woman backflipped away from her, and the man spun to his left as he hurled something at her head.




Protego.  She still had her wand in her hand, and she was extremely good with voiceless magic.  The barrier appeared before her, just in time to stop something hard and shaped rather like a bat.




The man threw some sort of ball at her.  Reducto.  She blasted it out of the air.  “Please stop!”




The woman threw some kind of smokebomb at her.  Dispello.  She summoned a wind to clear the smoke away.




The man leapt in to physically attack her.  Stupefy.  She stunned him just before he got to her, and he dropped.  The woman slashed at her with nasty-looking claws that skittered wickedly across her protego barrier.  Incarcerous.  Ropes exploded out of her wand.  The woman moved fast enough to dodge the ropes, and rolled across the rooftop.  Petrificus totalis.  She nailed the fast-moving woman, who froze in place.




“Oh Lord,” she muttered to herself.  How was she going to get them to listen to reason now?  Plus, her nausea was back again, and she was really hoping not to have dry heaves in front of these two.




Hermione walked over to the woman, who glared furiously at her from a frozen face.  She explained, “It’s okay.  I just stunned him, and paralyzed you.  I just wanted to talk to you.”  She heard police sirens and thought about that call to the police.  “Is there someplace safe you’d rather be?  Someplace where you and your friend would have all the advantages?  Think about it.”  Legilimens.  She got the mental image of a dark cave full of technological gear and training areas.  She carefully focused on the location.




Levicorpus.  She twitched her wand twice, and both bodies floated off the roof.  Then she created the portal and stepped through with her two… umm… opponents.






Selina was moving from worried to scared.  This meta had taken her out with hardly an effort, and Bruce along with her.  Then the ‘girl’ had looked into her mind and snatched out the image of the Batcave.  And, as if that wasn’t bad enough, she had casually levitated them and opened some sort of portal directly into the Batcave.  Their new enemy had taken them out and breached Bruce’s innermost defenses in seconds.  And Selina was still paralyzed.




The girl levitated both of them into the infirmary area, and set them on the beds.  Selina watched as carefully as she could while still paralyzed.  The girl seemed to be using that little wand as a focusing device.  Magic?  A focusing power object like Green Lantern’s ring?  A bizarre quirk the girl preferred for her theme crimes?  No way to know yet, but if Selina could get the wand away from the girl, they might be able to capture her.




The girl waved her wand, and ropes exploded out of the wand, to wrap Selina up tightly.  She waved the wand again, and Selina felt the paralysis lift.  Then the girl did the same rope-trick to Bruce, and flicked the wand once more in his direction.  She turned back to Selina and said, “I know you can cut your way out of those ropes in seconds.  I saw how sharp those claws of yours are.  And your friend is conscious now.  He’s just pretending to still be out.  I ended the spell.  And I’m pretty sure he can cut his way out of those ropes in no time.”




The girl sighed and sat down.  “I just wanted to talk!  It’s really not my fault you over-reacted like that.”




Selina asked, “Who are you?  And why were you sneaking up on us, forty floors up?”




The girl said, “I’m Hermione.  Hermione Granger.  I’m from another dimension.  And I didn’t know you were forty floors up.  I used a charm to find someone in a prophecy, and I stepped through a portal.  It led me to you.  Up on the roof.  I seem to keep ending up in battlezones.  I’m beginning to think it’s part of the prophecy, somehow.”




Selina said, “So I’m part of your prophecy, and you want me to… what?”




The girl — Hermione, if she was telling the truth — said, “The prophecy says I’m supposed to gather a group of six others, and defeat a threat to our world.  We have what may be a hell goddess sending monsters — two of the other women I already found think they’re demons — through portals to invade our dimension.  But if she takes over our dimension, there’s no stopping her from attacking any other dimension.  Like yours.  So it really is in your best interests to help me out.  And once your friend stops pretending to be unconscious, I’ll play the original prophecy for you, so you can see it for yourself.”






Batman finally sat up.  The girl Hermione knew he wasn’t still unconscious, and in fact claimed to have ended the stunning spell herself.  He had sliced through the ropes around his arms and legs, so he snapped up to a sitting position.




He didn’t like that the girl had taken them to the Batcave.  But he could deduce from her actions that she could probably be trusted this far.  Probably.  She was uncomfortable, and slightly nervous.  Plus, she appeared to be slightly nauseated.  That could work in his favor.




He could tell from the girl’s accent that she was English.  Midlands.  Upper middle class.  She was roughly twenty.  Experienced in combat, since she had known instantly how to deal with two attacking opponents, and hadn’t panicked in any way.  He hadn’t seen any sign that she had hand-to-hand skills, so that was a potential weakness.  She appeared to have human-level reflexes with good but not excellent training in using them.




She appeared to have extensive magical or psychic powers, but had opted for spells that were defensive or minimally offensive.  Stun or paralyze or tie with ropes, but not injure or maim or kill.  She could open portals, so she could have simply taken Selina to wherever she wished, but instead had chosen to take them to a place where she had to know they would have the advantages.  She had placed them on mattresses rather than dumping them on the floor.  She had given them the ability to free themselves, when she could have kept them both paralyzed.  So she was trying to gain their trust.  He would have to see whether she was trying to lure them into some sort of trap or test.  Perhaps she needed Selina to do something of her own free will.  He didn’t know what it would be, given the level of power the girl had already demonstrated.




He glowered, “I think we’d better see that prophecy.”




The girl smiled nervously as she took a sphere out of a small pouch dangling from her necklace.  He noticed that the sphere was a lot larger than the entire pouch she reached into, so that was another magical or technological device to watch.  There was no telling what else she might have in there.






Hermione put the duplicate prophecy sphere away.  The two costumed people looked at each other.  The man said, “I don’t know who else ‘the feline who has turned tail’ could be.  Catman certainly hasn’t ‘turned tail’ in any rational sense of the phrase.”




The woman said to Hermione, “I’m Catwoman.  I used to be a supervillain, no ‘super’ really, but not a good guy.  I was the best thief on the planet.  I had regular run-ins with Batman.”  She indicated the man with a tilt of her head.  “We had this sexual tension going on for years, until one night he… invited me to the opera.  Well, up to the roof of the opera, for drinks and snacks.  One thing led to another.  Now I’m a good little kitty.”




The man — Batman — said in his gravelly voice, “Not a kitty.  A cat.  With claws.”  He frowned even more.  “But I don’t have enough information to explain the rest of the prophecy.”




Hermione explained, “I spent my school years fighting Lord Voldemort and his Death Eaters.  My best friend Harry, and Ron — the man I married — and I are known in the wizarding world as the Golden Trio.  Harry has black hair, and Ron is a redhead.  And Harry’s mother was named Lily.”




Batman nodded.  “One of three.  Aurum but not Lily.  Makes sense, even if deeper meanings may be buried underneath.”




Hermione went on, “There’s no way I could know enough information to track down the six people I need to find, especially when none of the others — so far — have been from my own dimension.  So I’ve been using a special summoning charm and the power of these other portals to find all of them.  The first is a major in the U.S. Air Force who’s an expert in wormhole physics.  The second is a redheaded witch named Willow who has renounced dark magic.  The third is a Vampire Slayer who’s Chosen by some sort of higher power to fight vampires and demons, and she found a way to make all the potential Slayers in her world Chosen Ones.  The fourth is you.  The fifth and sixth?  I don’t know yet.”




Batman said, “The fifth sounds like a cyborg or possibly an android.  The sixth sounds like… someone like Static.  Perhaps someone who was exposed to a chemical and gained electrical powers.”




Hermione said, “Direct, as in ‘direct current’.  Wow, you’re good.”




Catwoman smiled wickedly.  “There’s a reason he’s known as the world’s greatest detective.”




Batman leaned forward and said, “Now tell me about these portals.”






Selina watched Bruce as Hermione related stories about these ‘Aurors’ and their battles against these monsters.  When Hermione explained about the most recent battle, Bruce got his ‘concentration’ look.




He said, “So this could be pheromones.  Like Poison Ivy.”




Hermione said, “Ooh!  Pheromones.  I didn’t even think about that.  But poison ivy doesn’t have pheromones, it’s an ordinary vine with a contact poison.”




He said, “I’m not talking about urushiol.  Poison Ivy is the name of a supervillainess in our dimension.  Complete control over plants, pheromones to control men, sometimes she expresses a contact poison in her kiss.”




Selina said, “Pammie is a narcissistic pain in the ass, but she’s seldom all that dangerous to anyone who isn’t attacking the environment.”




He growled, “She’s a dangerous eco-terrorist who’s not above mind control, torture, and murder.”




Selina said, “She insists that her skin is alabaster, but everyone knows it’s slightly green-tinged.  And she has terrible taste in high heels.”




He graveled, “The mere fact that she calls Poison Ivy ‘Pammie’ and knows her taste in shoes tells you all you need to know about their friendship.  She’s heavily biased.”




Selina smirked, “Pamela’s tried to kill or enslave him more times than I want to think about.  That tells you all you need to know about his bias.”




Hermione said, “But the key point is that D’Lazza’s mind control might be pheromone based, instead of magic or psychic powers or alien technology.  We need to get back and discuss this with the others.”




He snarled, “No one’s said she’s going.”




Hermione actually looked hurt.  “But…  But she has to!  She’s part of the prophecy!”




Batman glowered, “We still only have your word for it that this prophecy is real, and not conjured up to lure Catwoman into some sort of complex scenario.  We only have your word for all of it.”




Hermione frowned, “Didn’t the magic convince you?”




Batman said, “There are mages and warlocks and magicians in our dimension, too.  Most of the ones we know are supervillains.  And of the few ‘good’ ones, we aren’t on speaking terms with most of them.”




Selina couldn’t keep the anger out of her voice as she said, “Zatanna decided to do a little mind-wiping on Batman when he caught her mind-wiping a supervillain.  So we’re not too trusting when it comes to magic.”




Hermione frowned, “Then how am I supposed to convince you?  If you don’t come, the prophecy can’t be fulfilled, and we can’t triumph!”




Selina said, “We need to talk this over in private.  Could you stay here for a few minutes?”




Hermione shrugged, “Sure.  Whatever you need to do.  I really need you to come with me.”




Selina promptly dragged Bruce over to the spare Batmobile.  They climbed in and sealed the doors.  She said, “I think this ought to be safe from eavesdropping.”




Bruce growled, “I doubt it.  Not when she has magic at her disposal, and we have no idea of the variety of her spells.”




She said, “I’m going.”  He started to protest, but she already had a hand up to stop him.  “Hear me out.  I’ve gone into other realities before.  I’ve gone on other jobs without you or anyone else for backup.  If she wasn’t trustworthy, wouldn’t she have already taken me?  And how would you find me if I’m in another dimension?”




Batman instantly said, “Doctor Fate.  And I would have brought the entire Justice League.  Even that b- witch Zatanna, if it meant saving you.  In fact, for all we know, this is a con game designed to trick me into letting you go without pulling the entire League together for a rescue.”




She nodded.  “Good point.  Okay, I’ll agree to go with her, if she lets me have regular contact with you.  Say… at least once a day.  If there’s a day when I don’t check in, then bring in the rescue squad.”




Batman reluctantly agreed.  “All right.  And I’ll talk to your pal Jason Blood, and Doctor Fate, and I’ll let you know if anyone here has any additional information on this D’Lazza and her dimension.”




She leaned over and kissed him.  “And just think of all the exciting new intelligence that you’ll get from my after-mission report.”




He growled, “Just come back to me.  That’s more important than a damn report.”




She smirked, “I’ll bet you never said that to Dick or Babs.”




“I never needed to say it to them.”




“Plus, you always have to have the last word.”




“I do not.”





XI — The Paws That Refreshes



George sat back with his cup of tea and the hot buttered scone.  “Gotta admit it, having a house elf is the best thing since cleaning spells.”




Ron said, “You know Hermione would have a fit if she saw you taking advantage of Winky.”




George pretended to be affronted.  “Me?  Taking advantage of poor little Winky?  Surely you jest!”




Ron just said, “As soon as Mione gets back and sees the scones, she’ll know you got Winky to bake just for you.”




George grinned, “That’s all right.  I’ll tell her it was Percy.”




Ron snorted.  “As if.  Mione won’t fall for that one.  Merlin’s baggy Y-fronts!  Neville’s old toad wouldn’t fall for that one.”




George grinned wider.  “Then I’ll tell her you did it, because you wanted to impress all the hot babes prancing around the place.”




Footsteps sounded at the back door, and soon Buffy Summers strolled in.  She gave George an angry glare and said, “I heard that.  If you try to get Ron in trouble, I’ll forcefeed you those Sphincter Surprises until your pants blow out.”




Ron gaped, “How did you hear that from outside?”  Magic was one thing.  A girl with superpowers was something else.  She had let George try to carry her duffel bag for her.  But George couldn’t lift it.  He couldn’t move it with his strongest mobilis charm.  The duffel bag she was slinging around so carelessly?  In it was a troll hammer that had to weigh half a ton.  Then Ron found out she could see in the dark.  Now he was guessing she had hearing that would make a bat envious.




All right, he had to admit, watching Buffy forcefeed George some of his own candy would be worth watching.  It would be worth selling tickets to it.




Buffy stopped and sniffed the air.  “Winky?”




Winky popped into being next to the tiny blonde.  “Yes Missis Buffy?  What can Winky do for you?”




Buffy sniffed a couple more times.  “Did you bake something yummy?”




Winky beamed, “Winky bakes some scones for Misters George, and Winky makes lots of extras ‘cause she remembers Missis Buffy likes lots and lots of Winky’s cooking!”




Buffy knelt down and gave Winky a hug.  “Thank you, Winky.”




Winky burst into tears and vanished with a pop.




Buffy looked alarmed as she said, “Did I hurt her?”




Ron said, “I think Hermione explained this, but most house elves get treated like garbage by their families.  Winky’s still not used to working for someone who’s nice to her.  Hermione’s been trying for nearly four years now, and we still can’t get her to take tea with us, or meals.  Mione insists on giving her wages and vacations, but Winky goes and works at Hogwarts when Mione thinks she’s on vacation, and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t spend her wages either.  But I’m not telling Mione, it would break her heart.”




George said sadly, “Dobby would’ve been thrilled to death to get a hug.”




Buffy noticed the way George phrased that, and spotted the expression on Ron’s face.  She asked, “Would have been?  As in past tense?”




Ron sighed, “Dobby died saving Harry’s life.  He jumped in front of a thrown knife.  Bellatrix Lestrange was one of Voldemort’s staunchest, most dangerous supporters.”




George grinned evilly, “And guess who took her out?  Mum!”




Ron said proudly, “Bellatrix was trying to kill Ginny and Hermione, and mum did her a treat.”




Buffy smiled, “I have got to meet your mom.”




Ron and George looked at each other.  “Pretty much unavoidable,” they both said.




Just then, Winky popped back to the room with a plate piled with hot buttered scones.  She handed the plate to Buffy, who sat down and took a big bite of the top scone.  “Mmm!  One of the many wonders of Giles-land.  Winky, you are definitely my favorite house elf ever.”




Winky burst into tears and vanished with another pop.




Buffy looked at Ron and asked, “Overdid it?”




Ron nodded.  “Maybe juuuuust a hair.”




Buffy sighed and took another bite.  “Mmm.  Hey George, would you go tell Willow there’s fresh-baked scones?  She kinda got addicted to ’em when she spent a few months over here with this coven, learning control and not going over to the Dark Side.”




George looked puzzled, but Ron said, “Weird.  You’ve got Star Wars movies in your dimension too?”  When George gave him another puzzled look, Ron said, “One of the advantages of a Muggle wife.  Mione takes me to see movies, and her folks have a DVD player.”  Ron turned to Buffy and said, “George’s girlfriend is from a wizarding family, so he never gets these references.”




George said, “Hermione needs to write one of those books for us, instead.”




Buffy raised an eyebrow.  “Hermione’s an author too?”




Ron shrugged.  “She’s multi-talented.  Maybe multi-multi-multi-talented.  I figure that’s why the prophecy is for her.”  He raised his voice slightly.  “Winky?”  Winky popped in next to Ron, and he said, “Would you go get one of each of the books Hermione wrote, and bring them to Buffy?”




Winky nodded happily.  “Yesses, Misters Ron!”  She vanished, and was back in seconds.




Buffy took the two books with a thank-you that had Winky blushing and grinning.  “Let’s see.  ‘Everything You Ever Wanted To Know About the Wizarding World But Were Afraid To Ask’ by Hermione J. Granger and Ginevra Weasley.  And ‘Harry Potter’s War: The True Saga of the Wars Against Lord Voldemort’ by Hermione J. Granger, with a foreword by Rita Skeeter.”




Ron and George snorted in private amusement.  Ron explained, “Rita Skeeter’s a notorious muckraking reporter.  Well, notorious in the Wizarding world.  Back when we were fourteen, Hermione figured out Rita’s an unregistered Animagus — she’s been turning herself into a beetle to sneak in and get stories for years and years, which is highly illegal — and so the next year Mione blackmailed her into writing the first true account of Voldemort’s return, even though the Ministry didn’t want Harry’s account in the papers.  Skeeter hates her, but Hermione’s still got evidence on her.  So no scandalmongering about Harry anymore, and writing a ‘nice’ foreword for Hermione’s book so Skeeter can’t put out one of her own.  We’ve been watching out for her ever since she put out a biography of Albus Dumbledore that pretty much ripped him apart.  Even worse, all the really nasty bits?  She got ’em wrong.  Harry sort of found out from Dumbledore.  After Dumbledore was dead.”




Buffy shrugged, “Messages from dead people?  Been there, done that.”




George said, “The other one’s pretty much required reading now for every new student at Hogwarts who comes from a non-wizarding family.  The only problem is Hermione went and put in a warning about my Ton Tongue Toffees and Puking Pastilles and such.”




Ron said, “But it gets George a lot more business for his Skiving Snackboxes.”




“What?”




George smirked, “Say you want to get out of class and go enjoy the beautiful sunny day, but there’s the little matter of cranky teachers.  So we have Skiving Snackboxes!”




Ron said, “So you’ve got a choice of vomiting, nosebleeds, boils, diarrhea, fever, or passing out, all to get out of class.  With the antidote included, so ten seconds after you swallow the antidote, you’re cured and can go skive off.”




Buffy said, “Wow, I sure could’ve used those a few times back when I was still Secret Identity Girl.”




Willow stepped into the room and said, “Hermione already warned me about George’s stuff.  Anyway, I’m not sure they’d work on a Slayer…  And did you save me any scones?”




“Sure I did!” said Buffy, trying to look insulted.  “How could you even think that?”




“Last Thanksgiving?” Willow smirked.




Buffy looked abashed.  “It wasn’t my fault I had to go kill those Polgara demons!  It really worked up an appetite!”




Willow said, “She ate the entire pumpkin pie and half the apple pie.”




Buffy pouted, “Well, the turkey wasn’t out of the oven yet, and I was hungry!”




Willow rolled her eyes and said, “Then I guess it was a good thing Faith didn’t go with you.”




Buffy giggled, “Oh!  Vi’s brother wouldn’t have known what hit him!”




Ron and George looked at each other in utter confusion.




Willow explained, “Most Slayers get really hungry after Slaying, and some of them — especially Faith — get really horny too.  Faith’s been known to grab the closest man and drag him off to the nearest bed for an hour.”




Buffy said, “She’s not that… unrestrained so much anymore, but she still likes to get the ‘double H’ taken care of.”  She looked at the puzzled expressions and explained, “The hungry and the horny.  It’s Faith-talk.  Five by five, B and Little D, the whole secret Faith lexicon.”




Ron said to George, “Did you understand any of that?”




George stage-whispered, “Just nod and smile, and pretend she’s making sense.”  A high-speed scone promptly hit him right between the eyes, butter side forward.  “Ouch.”




“Nice shot,” smirked Ron.




“Slayer skills,” said Willow.  “You should see what she can do with a carving knife.”




George gulped.




Ron spotted the movements in the air above the summoning circle, and muttered, “At last!”




A portal formed over by the charm circle, and Hermione stepped through with a tall, curvy brunette in a tight sweater dress and heels.  Hermione was using her wand to ferry along a large suitcase and a duffel bag.




“Hello, salty goodness!”




Every head in the room turned to stare at Willow.




“Oh goddess, I didn’t say that out loud, did I?  Oh, I’m so sorry, and I can’t even make cookies to make up for it because Winky does all the kitchen stuff, and…  Shutting up now.”




Buffy stood up and walked across the room.  She put out her hand and said, “Welcome to another episode of ‘Big Brother’.  I’m Buffy Summers.  The extremely embarrassed redheaded bisexual over there—”




“Lesbian,” Willow insisted.




Buffy went on, “—bisexual is Willow Rosenberg.  Sam Carter is still lost in the library studying technical details on this world’s magic.  The polite redheaded guy is Hermione’s husband Ron.  The gaping one who desperately needs a new hairstyle is her brother-in-law George.  The little house elf who’ll pop in pretty soon to see what you want to eat is Winky.”




The brunette shook hands and said, “Selina Kyle, aka Catwoman.”  She turned to Hermione and said, “I gather it’s a good thing I changed out of my costume.”




Buffy drawled, “Dolce & Gabbana heels, and that kind of tailoring?  You have got to introduce me to your clothiers.”




“Your costume?” George wondered out loud.




Hermione said, “She’s a costumed superheroine in her world.”  She looked at Selina and asked, “May I demonstrate?”




Selina shrugged, since she wasn’t quite sure what Hermione had in mind.




Hermione cast a quick illusion, and suddenly Selina seemed to transform into Catwoman, complete with skintight purple leather catsuit.




Willow swallowed hard and said, “I… umm… I’ll go tell Sam you’re here, I’m sure she’ll want to meet you.”  She scrambled out of her chair and rushed out of the room.




Hermione undid the illusion spell with a silent finite incantatem, and noticed that George still hadn’t exhaled.  “Breathe, George.”




George blinked and stammered, “I… uhh… some costume.”




Ron groaned, “I knew we should’ve kept Percy and sent George back to his shop.”  He stood up and shook hands with the newcomer.  “Ron Weasley.  Welcome to the madhouse.  We have a room ready for you, and Winky would love to help you unpack, if you’re willing.  And there are some fresh-baked scones, if you’re hungry.  Unless Buffy ate all of them.”




Selina wondered what the joke was, since Buffy was obviously the tiniest person in the room and not an ounce overweight.  She said, “Since this seems to be England, could I get some tea?  Darjeeling, if you have it?”




Buffy said, “Yep, welcome to not-sunny England, home of tea, crumpets, Giles, really good scones, and portals to skanky hell goddesses.  Not that England has a monopoly on the last one.”




Selina decided she was going to like the little blonde, even if she seemed like a stereotype of the vapid California blonde.  She wondered what Buffy brought to the table.  Or the redheaded lesbian with the Jewish last name.  She just said, “I’d love a chance to drop off my things, and then I’d take that tea.”




Hermione said, “Buffy?  Could you do the honors?  I’ll have Winky set out tea in the dining room… where there’s more room for George and Willow to drool all over themselves.”




Selina tried to stop Buffy.  “Wait, the suitcase is really heavy…”  But the little blonde picked it up like it was weightless.  Selina had a sudden mental image of Spitcurl’s cousin.  Was this another Supergirl?  She followed the blonde into the hallway.  “Buffy?  Just how much can you lift?”




Buffy shrugged carelessly, ignoring the weight of the suitcase as she did so.  “Don’t really know.  We don’t really bother with that kind of stuff.  Martial arts training’s more our thing.  But I’ve flipped over a truck.  Had to get someone out from underneath.”




Selina made a mental note.  Super-strong, and martial arts training.  Possibly some other abilities.  Do not fight without extensive observation first.  Not even for fun.  Bruce was bad enough.  She still wasn’t fond of Spitcurl, but she knew he’d never hurt her if he was supposed to spar with her for some insane reason.  Selina just didn’t know Buffy well enough to make that call.




Buffy was chattering on, “Love your dress.  Did you get it in Italy?  It just has that cut to it.”




Selina had to admit that Buffy was a fashion maven.  “I picked it up the last time I was in Rome.  Are those pants real Versace?”




Buffy wrinkled her nose.  “No, they’re a copy.  A good copy, but there’s no way I’d wear a genuine Versace into a fight with demons and vampires.  Good clothing always gets demon goo all over it when you slice and dice the bad guys.  If you’re wearing one really expensive thing, that’s what gets the big splash of stinky goo that gives you that permanent stain.”




Selina watched as they walked up to a tiny shed that looked like it couldn’t hold more than a wheelbarrow and a rake.  Surely this was some kind of…




Buffy led her through the door and into a long hallway that had six rooms leading off it.  The first room on the left was for the as yet unseen Samantha ‘Sam’ Carter.  The first two rooms on the right were for Buffy and Willow.  Buffy said, “Don’t worry.  They’re all pretty much identical.  Bedroom, walk-in closet, private bathroom.  Beats plenty of hotels I’ve been in.  Heck, beats my own house, the last few months in Sunnydale.”




Selina stepped into the second room on the left, and looked around.  Buffy casually pointed out the walk-in closet and the bathroom, not bothering to put down the suitcase still in that hand.  Just how strong was this girl?  She asked, “How could this be better than your own house?”




Buffy sighed, “Imagine a nice three-bedroom house with two and a half bathrooms and a full but unfinished basement.  Now fill it with an extra twenty teenaged girls, plus an insane vampire we had to keep restrained a lot of the time.  Not a lot of privacy or bathroom time.  Or really anything.”




Selina said, “But you got that straightened out and you have your house back now, right?”




Buffy shook her head.  “Nope.  We closed the Hellmouth, and the entire town collapsed with it.  We just barely got out alive.  House, personal possessions, everything, all gone.  And we lost about a quarter of the girls, including Xander’s girlfriend.  So, not exactly of the good.”




Selina thought about the nightmare that had been Gotham City during No Man’s Land.  She said, “And nothing’s ever the same after.”




Buffy said, “At least I still have my friends.  Most of ’em, anyway.”




Selina said, “And you find new friends along the way.”




“There is that.”  Buffy got a mischievous smile and said, “Hey, watch this.  Oh Winky?”




A strange little creature with enormous eyes popped into existence next to Buffy.  “Oh Missis Buffy!  What cans Winky do for you?  You is so nice to Winky!”




Buffy knelt down and smiled, “Winky, this is Selina.  She’s here to help Hermione too.  Would you help her unpack, and then we can have tea.  Is that okay?”




Winky nearly burst into tears.  “Oh, Missis Buffy is so nice to Winky, just as nice as Missis Hermione!”




Buffy looked over Winky’s head and said, “I figure most of these house elves must be pretty much slaves if just being not all mean to ’em makes ’em this grateful.”




Winky said, “Missis Hermione and Misters Ron is extra nice!  They makes Winky take wages and vacations, and at first Winky says no, no house elf takes wages and vacations, only Dobby, but Dobby is a bad elf who wants paying for work.  But then Dobby is dead, and the elves at Hogwarts all fight to help Missis Hermione and Misters Ron and Misters Harry against the bad wizards and then the new Headmistress says we all do so good we deserve new rules and she says Misses Hermione has a really good idea, and if we pick up clothes for us we don’t have to be free either!  Because Winky not liking being a free elf, she like having a home and nice Missis Hermione.”




Ron stepped into the doorway.  “Tea’s served.  You can let Winky do the unpacking, unless there’s something you don’t want her touching.  She’s really trustworthy, but Sam had a laptop computer and a ton of technical gear she wanted to handle herself to make sure it didn’t get broken.  By the way, I gotta say house elves traditionally haven’t been treated well by the rich pureblood families.  We didn’t have one when I was growing up, but the Black family?  They had this lovely tradition where, when their house elves got too old to serve them anymore, they hacked off their heads and mounted them on the hallway wall.  The Malfoys?  They punished Dobby by making him do things like iron his own hands or slam his head in the oven door.  Real sweethearts.”




Selina looked around the room.  “How’d you get all this space inside that little shed?  And I assume the lights really work, and the bath has running water?”




Ron nodded.  “Yeah.  It’s an expansion charm, plus some complicated room modification charms, like the charms on wizard tents.  Hermione came up with all the spells we needed, and I did ’em with my mum the other day.  Mum wanted to put in a full kitchen at the end of the hall too, and a big sitting room, but I thought that was a bit much when we’ve got the house right here.”




Selina said, “Hang on a sec.”  She pulled her costume and utility belt out of her duffle bag.  She said, “Winky?  Just leave these and I’ll put them away myself.  There are some dangerous things here, so please don’t touch them.”




“Oh noes, Missis Selina, Winky not touch what Winky not supposed to.  Winky is a good elf!”




Ron led them back to the house, saying, “We have tea and pumpkin juice and more of Winky’s scones, plus some sweetmeats.  Mione says she’s been feeling nauseous for hours, so don’t eat anything George gives you.”




Selina looked a little shocked.  Buffy smirked, “George has a chain of wizard joke shops, and sometimes he can’t resist slipping something into other people’s food.  Even if he said he’s tested every one of the things on himself.”




Ron said, “But just in case, don’t eat any candies that he’s brought or been near.  The canary creams are pretty funny, but some of the others…”




“Canary creams?” Selina wondered.




“Oh yeah.  A delicious candy… and then you suddenly get covered in yellow feathers so you look like a giant canary.  You molt in a few seconds so you’re back to normal, but it’s a bit of a surprise.”




Selina smirked wickedly, “I think I need to talk to George about buying some candy to take home.”




Buffy gushed, “Ooh!  I hadn’t thought about that!  I’ve got to get a couple of those for Xander.  And a couple of the Ton Tongue Toffees.  But definitely not the Puking Pastilles or the Sphincter Surprises or the boil things.”




Ron said, “Get a couple of the Fainting Fancies too.  We had a dark wizard last year that Harry took down by sneaking one into the guy’s food and then letting the guy eat while he gloated at Harry.  They come with the antidote too.”




Selina said, “I need a few of those.”  She figured Bruce would want to try to replicate the chemistry of them, even if they were supposed to be magical.  It sounded like a useful weapon.




Ron nodded.  “Maybe one of their fake wands, if you know a dark wizard you want to trick.  The twins drove mum spare with those one summer.  It looks like a wand.  You try to do a spell with it.  Suddenly it clucks and turns into a rubber chicken.  They switched out her wand about twice a day for two solid months.  She had to start carrying her wand in an Auror’s holster to stop them.”




Selina asked, “The twins?  I haven’t seen them yet.”




Buffy said, “George has a twin.  I saw a photo of them with the other Weasleys.  We haven’t met him yet.”




Ron frowned.  “You won’t.  Fred died in the final Battle of Hogwarts.  George lost an ear before that.  It’s why he wears his hair like that.  It was a pretty nasty curse, so they haven’t been able to make his ear grow back.”




Buffy said, “It’s okay.  I’ve seen worse.”




Selina really didn’t like the casual way that Buffy spoke.  Just how many brutal injuries had she seen?  Or was she just indifferent to other people’s suffering?  She certainly seemed to care about a house elf she’d never seen before, so Selina would just have to puzzle it out.




Selina looked down to find a big, bottle-brush cat rubbing against her right leg at every other step.  The poor cat looked like a cartoon character had smacked her in the face with a skillet.




Ron said, “That’s Crookshanks.  One of Mione’s contributions to the marriage.  He doesn’t usually take to strangers this quick.”




Selina smiled, “Cats do seem to like me.”




XII — Once Whole Now Part




Hermione checked with her guests one more time.  “No one else suffering from nausea, fainting spells, boils, fever, chills, diarrhea, swellings anywhere?”




Buffy smiled brightly, “Nope, but you’re not the one who threatened George with horrific dismemberment.”




Hermione rolled her eyes.




Sam didn’t bother to look up from Fundamentals of Spell Development by Albus Dumbledore as she said, “I’ve been keeping an eye on him, and the only thing he touched was the paper bag he gave to Selina.”




Willow said, “I could have sworn you had your nose in that book the whole time.”




Buffy casually said, “Situational awareness.  George also gave Winky something, but I checked it.  Just a treat for her.  And you really don’t want to ask any more than that.”  She looked at Willow’s curious face and said, “No.  You really don’t want to know.”




Selina said, “The paper bag’s some of his joke candy I’m taking home with me.  And a treat for Crookshanks.”  Crookshanks’ ears perked up, and he immediately started pawing at the top of the bag.




Willow pouted, “Oh come on, you can tell me.”




“No way.”




Hermione noticed that her cat had virtually welded itself to Selina.  Well, that was what she got for inviting a catwoman into her house.




George confessed, “Winky’s bag?  Cockroach clusters.  She loves ’em.”  Willow suddenly looked rather green.




Buffy said, “Hey Will, you ought to talk with George about the Fainting Fancies.  We could use a good instant knockout weapon.  Maybe it would work on vamps or demons.”




Willow smiled, “Or… or I could modify the spells so it would do that.”




George moaned, “You can’t ask me to give away one of my ‘industry secrets’, can you?”




Buffy said, “Give him the resolve face.”




George pretended to be horrified.  “No!  Not the resolve face!  Anything but that!”  He pretended to cover his face and sob.




Hermione turned away and began anew on the charm.  She really didn’t like the fact that she was the only one who had the nausea.  If repeated trips through this portal were causing her problem, did she need to send someone else for the last two team members?




She told herself that the tea and crumpets had banished her nausea.  The potion she took was helping too.  She would be fine.




The portal wavered into being, and she stepped through…




… into yet another battle.




Was this an effect of the spell, or did these women just lead lives so dangerous that they could be in a battle at any given moment?




Hermione was on a nearly empty street in what looked like a small American town.  A young woman with dirty blond hair was huddled behind a van, trying to protect an elderly man and a middle-aged woman.  On the opposite side of the street, men were peering around the ends of the block and shooting at her with shotguns and handguns whenever she tried to maneuver.




Suddenly the woman took the initiative.  With one hand, she ripped a door off the van and hurled it like a frisbee at the men lurking at the right-hand corner of the block.  The men scrambled back out of sight as the door slashed into the glass windows of the corner store.  The woman spun to the left-hand end of the van and ripped off the bumper.  That went sailing toward the men at the left-hand corner of the block like a bent javelin.  They too dove out of the way.  The woman sprinted down the sidewalk far faster than a human could run, and leapt across the street to catch the first two men as they tried to get back into position.




After watching Buffy and Sam fight that one time in the back yard — even if they called it sparring — Hermione knew a bit more about what to look for.  And this woman was favoring her left arm.  The woman kicked one man through the store window, blocked a swing of a metal pole off her right wrist, and then punched the second man with her right arm.  Was her left arm injured?  No wait, the prophecy said ‘not legs nor arm’.  Arm, singular.  Maybe the Batman guy was right, and this woman was part machine.  Maybe she had a normal left arm, so she tried not to use it in battle.  Or maybe Hermione was reading too much into what she had just seen.




Hermione spotted a third two-man team trying to come up from behind to capture the old man and middle-aged woman.  She silently fired off a couple stunning spells and knocked them out.




She watched as the woman leapt up to the roof of the building, and then sprinted across the roofs of the stores.  She jumped off the roof and landed on the left-hand team, knocking them to the ground.  The woman sprinted back to check on her rescuees.  She spotted the two-man team unconscious on the sidewalk, and hastily looked around for the cause.




Hermione stepped out of the shadow of the store and said, “Hi.  It was me.  You looked like you could use some help.”




The woman scanned her surroundings before saying, “Thanks.  But you shouldn’t get involved.  These people are dangerous.”




Hermione tried to affect some of Buffy’s careless confidence.  She shrugged, “I’ve seen more dangerous than them.”  She glanced at the trembling pair who were still kneeling on the ground.  “Do you need to get them someplace safe?”




The woman nodded.  “But nowhere in this town is safe, and they’ll probably have all the main roads blockaded.  I can’t possibly carry all three of you out of here.”




Hermione smiled, “How about I move all three of you?”




“What?  Do you have a helicopter?”




Hermione said, “Even better.  Let’s retreat into this shop here, and I’ll show you.”




The woman helped the older pair up, and said, “Jaime Sommers, OSI.”




Hermione said, “Hermione Granger.”  She resisted the temptation to add ‘Ministry of Magic’, because she doubted this woman would believe her.  Yet.




As they hurried into the shop, the old man said, “Thank you so much, young lady.  My daughter was kidnapped to force me to help these people with—”




The woman — Jaime — interrupted, “Professor, national security, remember?”




“Oh right, right…” the old man nodded.  “But this young lady has a stun gun!”




Jamie changed her posture to one that looked more aggressive.  “A stun gun?”




Hermione pointed the wand at a mannequin.  “It’s not a stun gun.”  Incarcerous.  Ropes exploded out of the tip to wrap up the mannequin.  “It’s a magic wand.”  Aquamenti.  A jet of water blasted out of the wand and knocked over the mannequin.  “Really.”  She cast another spell.






Jaime had seen a lot of odd things in the five years she had worked for the OSI.  But this had to take the cake.  She couldn’t see how the narrow stick could fire a rope net, much less a set of ropes that tied themselves around that mannequin.  And there was no way there was room for all that water.  But then the girl with the English accent flicked her ‘magic wand’ once again, and the mannequin turned into a marmot.  A real, live marmot.  That was simply impossible.




The girl reiterated, “Magic wand.  Now think about where you’d like to go.”




Jaime cautiously said, “We were heading for Kansas City, but ultimately we need to go to OSI headquarters in Washington D.C.”




The girl said, “I can do that.  Just think of the exact location.”  Jaime used her bionic hearing and picked up a whisper from the girl’s lips.  “Legilimens.”  And then she was seeing Jaime’s memories.  The OSI offices.  Moving down the hallways.  Walking into Oscar’s office.  Jaime concentrated hard on stopping the memories.




The girl said, “Great.”  She flicked her ‘wand’ some more, and a portal opened before them.  The girl smiled, “After you.”




Jaime helped Professor Kleinschmidt through the portal, and found herself standing in Oscar’s office, just as she had envisioned.  Which was impossible.




Oscar leapt up from his desk and snatched his service revolver out of his holster.  “Jaime!  How the…  Quick, what’s today’s password?”




Jaime grinned, “Kalamazoo.  Yes, it really is me.  And the professor.”  She glanced behind her and said, “And Mrs. Hartmann.  And a guest.”




The girl walked through the portal last, and closed it with a flick of her stick.  Jaime looked at the shock on Oscar’s face, and couldn’t resist saying, “Magic wand.”




The girl stepped forward and said to Oscar, “Pleased to meet you.  Hermione Granger, British Ministry of Magic.  From another dimension.”




Oscar shook the girl’s hand, even if he appeared to be operating on auto-pilot while he tried to absorb the impossibility of what had just happened.




The girl added, “If you’re Ms. Sommers’ boss, I’d like to talk with you and her about an assignment for her.  We could really use her help.”




“With what?” Oscar asked cautiously.




The girl looked a little uncomfortable.  “We have a prophecy, and we need Jaime’s help to save the world.”




Oscar said, “Okay, I have to hear this one.”






Jaime hoped her jaw hadn’t dropped open like Rudy’s.  The girl — Hermione — had just turned the conference table into a tapir, and then back again.  A live tapir!




Rudy stammered, “Miss Granger, is there any way I could borrow you for a few days and perform some research studies?  This is the most amazing ability I’ve ever seen.”




Hermione smiled sadly, “Sorry, but we don’t have time.  We have… well, one of the other teammates would call it an apocalypse.  We have monsters invading from another dimension through portals, and we only just recently received a prophecy about them.”




She set the duplicate prophecy sphere on the table and performed the spell to activate it.






Once the prophecy finished, Oscar asked, “And you have reason to believe this prophecy is real?  And accurate?  In your place, I would be extremely wary.”




Hermione sighed, “I would be too, but this is a woman who’s known to have prophecies like this.  She doesn’t have many, but they’ve turned out to be incredibly accurate.  And that’s a fact I find quite annoying, because I dropped out of her divination class in school to take ‘more reliable’ subjects.  She’s Sibyl Trelawney, direct descendant of Cassandra Trelawney.”




Oscar refrained from rolling his eyes.  “Cassandra?  Sibyl?  Do they have other relatives with names like Delphi?”




Hermione grinned.  It was so nice to talk with people who had read something besides some Hogwarts textbooks.  “Yes, they do like the classical seer names.  They’re quite proud of their lineage.  Cassandra Trelawney was one of the greatest seers of the last thousand years.  Sibyl also has famous ancestors named Melampus and Tisamenus Trelawney, so they’ve really combed through the classics for family names.  The thing is, they also tend to be real seers who make real predictions that really come true.  Sibyl Trelawney made the most famous prediction regarding the Lord Voldemort Wars, and it turned out to be exactly correct, even if a couple parts of it may have been self-fulfilling.  Actually, she made both of the famous predictions of the Voldemort Wars, and I actually saw the events of the second prophecy occur, hours after she gave it.  And believe me, there was no way anybody could have just guessed what was going to happen.  We have to treat this as if it is correct.”




Rudy asked, “Even the last part?”




“Even the last part.”  Oscar could see that Hermione clearly didn’t like that.  “It’s not clear who will die, or if it even has to be one of our team, but we have to be aware of that risk.  If you go, I can’t guarantee you’ll come back.”




Rudy leaned forward and said, “You might want to work on your sales pitch, young lady.”




Oscar kept a straight face.  He needed time to think about this, but Miss Granger didn’t have time to spare.  Witches and demons and hell dimensions?  How was he ever going to explain this on an after-action report?  How could he justify a mission like this to his superiors, who most definitely would not believe…  Then he had an idea.




He carefully said, “I can’t officially sanction this as an OSI mission.”  Hermione’s face fell.  “But…  Jaime, you’ve been asking for more time away from OSI missions, so perhaps you and your friend Hermione could take a little vacation together.  Then you wouldn’t need to worry about after-action reports or recorded debriefings or any of that.”




Jaime grinned, “Thanks, Oscar.”  She turned to Hermione and asked, “Can I pick up some clothes and things?”




Hermione said, “Sure.  And we’ll try to set up times for portals, so you can talk to Oscar and Rudy, or get something else from here.  And if you want any special weapons or technology, you ought to gather it up.”




Jaime said, “You sound like you’ve done this before.”




Hermione said, “You’re the fifth person on my list.  And you won’t believe some of the things my first four brought.”




XIII — Not a Dieter But From Diet




Hermione watched as Buffy led Jaime off to the rooms.  Buffy was in her usual ‘ditzy blonde’ mode.  “And don’t mind Willow.  She’s bisexual, but she won’t make a pass unless you’re interested.”




“I’m a lesbian!” Willow yelled from the kitchen.




“She’s bisexual.  And anyway, she totally wants Selina.”




“I do not!”




“What is it with me and redheaded bisexuals?” Selina complained to Sam.




“I’m a lesbian!  I’m not bisexual!”




Hermione wiped the grin off her face and concentrated on the spell.




Buffy babbled on, “And if you see a redheaded guy who totally needs a haircut even if he is missing an ear, that’s George.  Ron’s brother.  He flirts with everyone.  But he’s harmless.  Just threaten to rip his lungs out through his nose with a toasting fork, and he’s putty in your hands.”




Hermione had to stop snickering before she could get back to the spell.  She cast the spell and stepped through the portal…




…into yet another battle.




Was this a part of the prophecy she somehow missed?




A blonde in a costume was fighting two freakish bank robbers.  She was wearing a white domino mask, a white long-sleeved top, and tight black stretchpants.  She was firing blasts of electricity from her fingertips at the pair, who seemed to be made out of silver goo.  The bank robbers were trying to shoot at her with handguns, but she kept making the bullets curve down into the street.  On the other hand, the blonde’s lightning bolts didn’t seem to be having any effect on the robbers.  Neither did the bullets the police were firing.




Hermione watched the goo-bandits.  They didn’t walk like people, they pretty much flowed along the street.  Well if they were semi-solid, a freezing charm ought to stop them in their tracks.  She stepped out of the shadows and flicked her wand.  Frigidissima.  An icy blue beam shot out of the tip and hit the two bandits, covering them in ice crystals.  They stopped moving.




One of the police stepped forward with his gun still pointed at the bandits.  He was tall, but Hermione thought he looked like a dork.  He spoke into his police mike.  “We’ve got the two bandits, temporarily.  Yeah, looks like another Atron raid.  We’ll need sealed containment for these guys before they unthaw, and plenty of antidote.  Yeah, I said ‘unthaw’.  They’re frozen solid.”




Hermione stepped over to the blond girl.  “Can we talk?  I came all the way here to meet you.”




The girl looked her over and said, “You’re another GC-161 case, right?”




Hermione blinked.  “What?  No, I’m a witch.  I came here from another dimension to get your help.”




The girl’s jaw dropped.  “Wow, and I thought I’d heard everything.”




The police officer stepped over and whispered, “Um, Alex, you need to get out of here pretty fast.”




She whispered back, “Thanks, Dave.”  Then she turned to Hermione.  “This is where I usually fly off.  But I… umm…  I can only lift about two hundred pounds with my telekinesis.  I can’t fly both of us out of here.”




Hermione thought about her options.  There was that flight spell Voldemort had taught Snape.  Maybe Harry was fine using it, but Harry was fine flying a Firebolt around a Quidditch field at two hundred kilometers an hour.  She had no idea where to apparate to, so that wasn’t an option.  She hadn’t brought a broom, which on second thought was a serious oversight.  But…  She said, “I can make my weight change, so I only weigh a few kilos.  Can you carry me then?”




Alex winced a little.  “Umm, sure?  I guess?”




Hermione concentrated and performed the spell.  “Okay, I’m ready.”




Alex wrapped an arm around her and lifted…  “Jeez!  You really don’t weigh anything!  Hang on.”  She lifted off into the air and picked up speed.  Hermione gulped and told herself this was still a lot better than flying on an invisible thestral.






After about ten minutes of flying a little too low over buildings and wooded areas, they landed in a small glade surrounded by tall trees.  Alex took off her mask, revealing the features of a pretty blonde of perhaps seventeen.  Hermione realized that the ‘costume’ was really an ordinary top and stretch pants, once the domino mask was gone.  Alex flew over to a purse-style backpack that hung from a tree branch thirty feet up.  She pulled out a long skirt, a baseball cap, and a windbreaker.  Once she put the clothes on, she looked very little like the superhero who had just been fighting superpowered bank robbers.




Alex said, “I’d kind of like you to tell me what’s going on before I take you to meet my… umm… support team.”




Hermione had the feeling that ‘Alex’ wasn’t very good at the whole ‘secret identity’ thing.  After all, the policeman knew her real name!




Hermione started out, “I’m a witch.  I come from a dimension where there’s a small but very secret world of witches and wizards who hide from the mainstream population.”




Alex muttered, “Huh.  Secret world?  Hiding from everybody?  Sounds familiar.”




Hermione went on, “I come from a non-magic family, so I know how this works.”  Alex nodded her head as if this sounded even more familiar.  “I was eleven when I received a letter telling me I was a witch and I had an invitation to attend a school that taught magic.”




Alex whispered, “I was thirteen when I got my powers.”




Hermione nodded.  “I’ve become a very powerful witch, and I’ve had to fight bad wizards since my first year there.  But now my world is threatened by monsters coming through portals from a hell dimension.  We got a prophecy about this.  It said I needed to gather up six very special people.  I think you’re the sixth.  The prophecy described you as ‘not a dieter but from diet to direct’.  I assume that means direct current, like your lightning blasts.”




Alex winced a little.  “Umm, yeah.  I was just starting seventh grade, and I accidentally got doused in this experimental chemical.  GC-161.  It was supposed to be a diet drug, but it had side effects.  Massive side effects that the head of dad’s company didn’t want anyone to know about.”




Hermione guessed, “Massive side effects like… superpowers?  Telekinesis and lightning blasts, you said?”




Alex nodded.  “And a couple other things.  I can do the silvery shapeshifter thing that the robbers were doing.  But the effects seem to be different for everyone who gets exposed.  Those guys couldn’t do anything except some of the silvery shapeshifting stuff.  After a couple years of trying to hide what I could do, I got caught by the head of the company.  Danielle Atron.  She kidnapped my parents too, and my best friend Ray.  My folks were mondo ticked off that I hadn’t told ’em.  We all nearly got blown up, but Danielle Atron got arrested.  I was gonna take the antidote my dad invented and go back to being normal, but then Ms. Atron made bail and vanished.  She’s been secretly making more GC-161 and getting tons of money turning crooks into supervillains, so it’s a good thing I didn’t.  My big sister talked me into playing superhero with a mask so people wouldn’t know who I am.”




Hermione pointed out, “The policeman knew.”




Alex shrugged.  “That’s Dave.  He’s known about me since the day I got exposed, and he’s known my identity for a couple years.  He used to work for the company, but he helped get Ms. Atron arrested, and now he’s on the police force.  He’s kept quiet for like four years now.”




Hermione said, “I’d like to meet your… ahem… support group and let you hear the prophecy.  And I’m hoping you’ll come back to my dimension with me and help us.”




“Go back with you for keeps?” Alex asked aghast.




“Oh no, just come with me for a few days, or a few weeks, until we stop this threat, and then we’d send you right home.”




Alex said, “Well, I still think my mo- my support person is gonna hit the roof.”




Hermione nodded.  She was pretty sure Alex had started to say ‘mom’.  And she knew how her mum would have reacted if Hermione had ever told her about her life in the middle of the Voldemort wars.  She didn’t like thinking about what she had done to keep her parents safe from the Death Eaters when she was seventeen: it took a couple years after the Battle of Hogwarts before her mum really trusted her again.




Alex pulled out a cell phone and said, “Hi.”  She couldn’t keep the silly smile off her face.  For the longest time, Ray was ‘just’ her best friend, but after years of being together and sharing Alex’s secret, and then seeing that she was happier with Ray than with Hunter, their relationship had blossomed into something more.  “Umm, yeah, I need you to meet me at… our base.  Yeah, I have someone with me you need to meet.”  She hung up and spotted Hermione’s expression.  “What?”




Hermione grinned, “I know how that goes.  Partner in secret escapades gradually turns into partner, period.  And maybe it takes a kick in the pants to make him notice you’re more than just superpowered and now you’re all grown up?”  Alex blushed.  Hermione smiled, “I married mine.  My friend Ginny is going to marry hers next spring.”




Alex’s jaw dropped open.  “For reals?  That’s awesome!”






Alex tried not to wince.  The prophecy had been played, and Hermione had said what she wanted Alex to do, but things weren’t going well.




“Alex?  Are you CRAZY?”  Oh yeah, her mom was really upset about it.  “Young lady, there is no way we’re just letting you disappear into another dimension where we have no way to know if you’re safe or anything!  This crime-fighting thing is bad enough!  I still don’t know how Annie talked us into it.”




Oh brother, now her dad was about to explode.  How was she supposed to be strong enough to fight bad guys with guns and superpowers, if she couldn’t even stand up to her mom?  She was totally uncomfortable from having her folks upset about this stuff.  Almost as nervous as she got when she was fighting the bad guys.  She really wasn’t cut out to be a superhero.  Not really.  If it wasn’t for Danielle Atron, Alex could have taken that antidote and been just an ordinary teenager again.  But if she was just plain old Alex Mack again, would Ray even hang with her anymore?




Her dad glared at Hermione.  “How can you ask Alex to do something like this?  She’s only eighteen!”




Hermione calmly said, “I’m aware of that, Mr. Mack.  When I was only thirteen or fifteen, I was ‘protected’ and treated precisely how you’re treating your daughter now.  That meant that I was deprived of crucial information I needed, and I was kept out of ‘adult’ conversations about the… supervillain our world was facing.  As a result, a lot of people died.  Or worse.  Ultimately, my friends and I — when we were only seventeen — had to face down that very same supervillain, plus an army he had been given time to accrue, plus a large portion of our government, whom he had suborned or controlled.”




Ray fumed, “Alex’s had that kind of sh… stuff already.  Ms. Atron hunted her down like she was a rabbit.”  He stopped and looked over at Alex, whose frown told him she didn’t like that comparison.  “But Alex turned out be more of a tiger.”




Alex looked at her dad and said, “And she has that magic prophecy.”




Her dad frowned, “We only have her word for it that it’s real.  And that it’s really about you.  And that still doesn’t make it sound like you should go!”




Hermione firmly said, “Believe me, if I had simply made up the prophecy, I certainly would not have included a passage that suggested some of us might be killed.”




Alex wished she could do that British accent.  It made Hermione sound way cooler, and way more impressive.




Hermione stood up and glared at Alex’s parents.  Alex was just amazed.  Hermione was shorter than either of her folks, and she was acting like she was ten feet tall.  That was a real superhero.  Alex was never going to be like that.




Hermione fumed, “You act like I don’t know what I’m doing.  Like I don’t understand the dangers.  I’m only three years older than Alex, and I’ve been fighting the forces of darkness since I was eleven.  I’ve seen close friends killed.  I’ve seen my two very best friends nearly die.  I’ve been captured and tortured by a psychopath.  I’ve fought murderers and monsters.  I’ve been literally turned to stone.  I know the risks involved better than anyone.  And I’ll tell you now.  I believe that prophecy, but I’ll do everything in my power to make sure Alex comes home safely.”




Alex swallowed hard and realized something.  Something important.  “Mom?  Dad?  I’m going with Hermione.  Maybe I don’t know how to be a superhero, but she does.”




Her mom yelped, “Alexandra Mack!  Don’t you dare!”




Her dad pointed at Hermione and said, “She’s making you do this!  It’s some kind of magic trick!”




Hermione really glared at him.  “That’s something I will never do.  I’ve seen the effects.  I’ve seen the consequences.  There’s a reason that sort of spell is considered… well, it carries a life sentence in wizard prison.”




Her mom said, “Alex, if you walk out that door—”




Hermione instantly cut her off with just one outstretched hand.  “Don’t say it.  For Merlin’s sake, don’t.  You’re angry.  You’re scared for Alex.  You’re frustrated.  But don’t say it.”  She swallowed and said, “One of the women I already found…  Her mother said that to her when she was seventeen.  She still left.  She had to stop her world from being sucked into a Hell dimension.  Thinking she had lost her mother’s love and her home was the last straw.  She nearly died, but she succeeded.  At the end, her boyfriend was dead.  Her mentor was critically injured.  With what had just happened at home, she thought she had lost everything.  She ran away and almost didn’t come back.”




Alex watched as her mom clapped her hands over her mouth and burst into tears.  She rushed over and hugged her mom for all she was worth.




Hermione stared at her dad.  “How can you ask your daughter to stay here, when she knows what’s at stake?  She loves you.  She loves you enough to fight to save you and your city.  She loves you enough to fight to save this whole dimension.  Because if we fail, and my dimension is over-run, what makes you think your world is safe?  If I can come here from my dimension, D’Lazza and her demon army certainly can.”




Alex looked up from her mother’s arms and said, “Dad, it’s not like I’ll be on a rocket ship and you’ll never see me again.  Hermione said she’ll make sure we can talk, like once every day or two.  And I’ll come back.  I promise.”




Her dad slid over to hug her and her mom.  She was shocked to see tears leaking from his eyes.  He whispered, “I’m holding you to that promise, sweetheart.”






Alex walked into the living room again.  She had enough clothes for a week and a half in her suitcase, and her other stuff in her purse and backpack.  She hugged her folks goodbye, and then stepped over to Ray.




He clenched his jaw, looked at her parents, and came to a decision.  He kissed her passionately and said, “Alex, you’d better come back to us, or I’ll come after you myself.  Somehow.”




She knew she had to say it now, just in case she never had the chance again.  “Ray?  I’ll come back.  I love you.”




He swallowed hard and forced himself to say, “I love you too.”




Hermione cast the spell, and the portal opened.  As Alex stepped through, she saw her dad step over and put a welcoming hand on Ray’s shoulder.  Alex told herself that she’d get back home, if it was the last thing she ever did.




XIV — Long Distance Calls: Sam




Jack O’Neill was doing paperwork.  He hated paperwork.  The only thing was that sometimes old mission reports mattered.  So someone had to do them.  He just didn’t think it should be him.  He had three long-overdue mission reports that he’d finished by reading Danny’s reports and editing out all the geek-speak.  Okay, he had to put in the relevant military and situational stuff that Danny tended to miss.  Plus there weren’t enough snide comments in Danny-boy’s stuff.  You’d think he was writing his reports as papers for the Journal of Extremely Boring Archaeologists and Terminally Dull Linguists.  He’d rather lift from Carter’s mission reports, but she’d been checking up to see if he was still swiping her reports and filing the numbers off, so he had to quit it.  For a while.  He figured a six-week moratorium on ‘borrowing’ her reports would be enough, although, knowing Carter, he was going to wait until she was back from her little inter-dimensional jaunt before starting the clock for the mission reports.




With the mission reports written, he only had a two foot high stack of reports in his inbox that he needed to read, initial, and maybe take action on.  He decided to sort them in order of drop-dead date, and then start on the first two.  Even though his Xbox was just begging him to come and play.  Hmm.  Maybe…




He looked up as the portal started forming on the wall in front of him.  He grabbed his phone.  “Danny, I think Sam’s about to make a long distance call.  Grab Teal’c and get up to my office ASAP.”  Then he called General Hammond to give him a heads-up.  And he tried not to think about the additional paperwork involved in a report on Sam’s ‘phone call’.  Maybe he could lure Danny into doing it.




Maybe he could bribe Danny to do it, if he could get that cute little barista at Danny’s favorite coffee shop downtown to sell him a couple pounds of Danny’s favorite coffee beans.




The portal wavered into an image of Sam, apparently sitting in an armchair.  He didn’t have a great view of her surroundings, but it looked like she was in a cozy living room.  More importantly, it looked like she was safe and not being forced to do anything.  Plus, she had a huge textbook open in her lap with one of her notebooks open and full of scribbles, which was so classically Carter that he knew it couldn’t be an impersonator.




She asked, “Sir?  Is this a good time?”




He grinned.  Naturally, Carter would be worried about that.  He said, “You’re keeping me from getting paperwork done.  That’s means it’s the best time possible.”




A cute female voice off to the side said, “I like him.  Why don’t our military guys sound like that?”




Carter glanced over to her left for a split second and then said, “Sir, I’m in Hermione and Ron’s living room.  This isn’t private.”




He couldn’t resist.  “I figured that out all by myself, Carter.”




Then Danny came skidding into the room with a cup of coffee and a notebook of his own.  “Sam!  Hi!  How’re alternate dimensions?”




Sam frowned a little.  “Umm, that’s one of the things I wanted to bring up.  There’s a small set of enclaves of magic-using people who hide from the non-magic people.  But the non-magic people outside the enclaves sound extraordinarily like us.  I think we need to investigate whether there could be magic-using people in our reality, and if they’re just making an effort to remain concealed.  Similarly, we need to investigate whether there might be someone in our reality like Buffy.”




Jack raised one eyebrow and asked, “Buffy?  You have a teammate named Buffy?”




Suddenly, a gorgeous little blonde popped into view.  Buffy, whoever she was, looked like she was only about twenty-one or so.  She smirked, “That would be me, old guy.”  Jack ignored the sudden snickering coming from Danny’s direction.  He figured if he could dish it out, he ought to be able to take it, although he still gave her an affronted look.  The girl went on, “Although, I gotta admit, you’re pretty yummy for an…  Hey Will, what’s that phrase again?”




Another young female voice said, “Alte kacker.”




Daniel began to choke on his coffee.




Buffy smirked, “Yeah, alte kacker.”




Jack gave her the Teal’c one-raised-eyebrow stare and asked, “I take it your friend Will is Jewish?”




Buffy looked slightly alarmed.  “Willow!  You said no one would know what that meant!”




Jack smirked, “Danny-boy knows more languages than Heinz has beans, and… I used to date a nice Jewish girl.  A long, long time ago.”




Buffy gave him a look that was supposed to be the I-don’t-know-what-you’re-talking-about look, but Jack knew that routine.  He’d pulled it thousands of times himself.  She asked, “In a galaxy far, far away?”




Carter rolled her eyes slightly and said, “Buffy likes to pretend she’s a ditzy California blonde.  In actuality, she’s someone we need to look for on our world.  Not to recruit, but maybe to assist in emergencies.”




Jack dryly asked, “What does she do?  Really nifty double axels?”




Buffy laughed.  “At last, someone else who knows about figure skating!  I did some of that back when I was a kid, before I was Chosen.”  Jack could hear the capital ‘C’ there, in the way she said it.




Carter said, “Buffy, could you give Daniel the standard phrases, so he can search for them in his references?”  She turned back to the portal as Teal’c walked in.  “Buffy’s world makes ours sound like a cakewalk, sir.  In her world, magic is real.  Vampires and demons are serious threats worldwide.  During her high school years, she thwarted two to three apocalypses a year, many of them extinction-level, essentially by herself.”




Jack sat up sharply.  “High school?  How young was she when she was… Chosen?”  He really didn’t like the sound of that.




Buffy blithely said, “Cool your jets, gramps.”  Danny didn’t manage to control his snicker.  “I was fifteen.  This is a magical deal, so no one can stop it, and no one can control who gets picked.  It’s been going on for thousands of years, back since a fifteen-year-old girl was an adult already halfway through her life expectancy.  So, Daniel, here’s the key phrase to look for.  Vampire Slayer.  ‘Into every generation a Slayer is born: one girl in all the world, a Chosen One. She alone will wield the strength and skill to fight the vampires, demons, and the forces of darkness; to stop the spread of their evil and the swell of their numbers. She is the Slayer.’  Blah, blah, blah.  It sounds better when a stuffy British guy wearing a lot of tweed says it.”




Daniel frowned, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like that, but I’ll look.”




Buffy said, “Well, if you’re lucky, you won’t find anything.  Because having to fight vamps and demons all the time?  Not of the good.  Oh, and look for a really stuffy, really ancient organization in England, with a name like the Watchers Council.  If a guy named Quentin Travers is running it, don’t trust him an inch.”  Daniel was taking copious notes.




Jack had to ask.  “How strong are these vampires anyway?”




Buffy shrugged.  “Maybe four times stronger than you, and four times faster.  Assuming you’re as tough as you look.  Plus, magical healing, so if you shoot ’em, it’ll just piss ’em off.”




Jack wondered out loud, “So how can you stop ’em?”




“Me personally?”  Jack nodded.  Buffy grinned wickedly, “Slayers are even stronger and faster than that, plus we’re really good with martial arts and weapons.”




Carter added, “Buffy brought along what she calls a ‘troll hammer.’  I watched her going through a couple katas in the back yard.  She wields it like it’s a light mace.  Sir, I couldn’t get one side of it off the ground.  I’m estimating it weighs well over a quarter of a ton.”




Jack suddenly felt a sense of unease.  A hundred pound girl who could wield a quarter-ton weapon like a light mace?  How was that even possible?  Even if she was strong enough to lift the thing, wouldn’t she tip over every time she swung it?  He joked, “Okay, so I’ll knock off the making fun of the first name.”  He focused again on his 2IC.  “So, Carter, anything else you want Danny to research for you?”




“Not at the moment, sir, but I may come back with some souvenirs.  This world is astounding.  The magical world here is essentially an entire closed space of rules and concepts, all predicated on individual access to fundamental energies that they don’t even try to understand!”




Jack noticed that Danny was getting really interested, and was undoubtedly trying to reason out whether that might be a lot like what the Ancients did when they Ascended, or possibly before they Ascended.  Jack was content to leave it until they actually had some intel and a reason to worry about it.  But he finally had to cut Carter short when she started going off into technical rants about superstring theory and zero point energy.  “Okay Carter, I’m glad you’re having fun and learning stuff.  But I’m more concerned about how your teammates are gonna back you up in a tight spot.”




She nodded, like she’d been thinking about this one too.  “Sir, Buffy and her friend Willow have saved the world maybe more times than we have.  You saw what Hermione can do.  If what Buffy says is true, Willow’s a powerful enough witch to give Oma Desala a run for her money.  Buffy fought a real hellgod in hand-to-hand, and won.  Selina’s a superheroine from a world of people with superpowers.  Plus we have a cyborg and a young woman with electrical and telekinetic powers.  If anything, I’m the one around here who can’t pull their own weight.”




Jack grinned, “Sure you can, Carter.  I bet none of them ever blew up a sun.”




He nearly laughed out loud when he heard Buffy’s voice from off to the side.  “You blew up a sun?  Awesome!  Hey Willow, how come we never got to blow up a sun?”




Carter dropped her face into her hands and moaned, “Why does everybody bring that one up?”




XV — Long Distance Calls: Scoobies




Rupert Giles looked up from his notes.  He disliked using the teleconference room, but his ‘children’ all thought of him as a technophobe as it was.  Dawn was already adjusting  videocameras under the assumption that the portal would appear precisely where Buffy’s screen image normally appeared, which seemed the height of optimism to him.  Still, Dawn obviously needed something to do, so he refrained from pointing out the potential problems.




“Oh dammit!” Dawn suddenly swore.  Then she switched to some extremely crude Sumerian cursewords that he knew he hadn’t taught her.




He looked up to find Dawn glaring at the wall behind him.  He turned his head and saw a circular portal wavering into being.  He sighed inwardly and moved to a seat on the opposite side of the table, so he could see into the portal.   By the time he was situated with his tea and notepad, Buffy and Willow were smiling and waving to him from what looked like an unusually wide wingback armchair, or possibly a narrow couch.




“Hey, Giles!”




“Hi!”




Giles said, “Dawn is here with me, and we’re expecting Xander, Faith, Robin, Vi, Rona, and Eric in the next…”  He looked up at the clocks that showed every time zone active board members were in.  “…umm, minute and a half.”




“And thanks for ending up in the wrong place, Buffy!” Dawn complained.  “Now I’ve got to reset the webcams for everyone!  And it’s all your fault!”




“How is that my fault?” Buffy complained right back.




Giles didn’t say anything.  He wondered if he would have been like that with a sibling.  Back when he was around eight.  It seemed that no matter how sophisticated and mature Dawn became, she reverted to a bratty ten-year-old as soon as she started talking to Buffy.  Not that Buffy was much better.




Willow simply asked, “Why aren’t you using the 3-D cam aimed at the portal, and integrating the feed into everyone else’s system?”




Dawn stopped moving webcams and screamed.  “Aagh!  Why didn’t you tell me that first?”




Willow gently said, “It’s in the system directions we wrote.”




Dawn frowned, “You mean the directions you let Andrew write.  He should get a job as a tech writer.  No one in any country on earth can read his directions and make sense of ’em.  They’re like English words based on a translation from Klingon, which was translated from the original Japanese first.”




Willow and Buffy looked at each other in horror.  Willow finally said, “Do you think that could be what really happened?”




Giles cleared his throat.  “He did say that he got the instruction manual from a Japanese friend he met at a Trekkie convention, but surely…”




Dawn groaned, “Oh Goddess, and now he’s writing up the translations on the Oriental demon books.”




As one, the four adults chanted, “We’re doomed!”




“Doomed?  Did someone say doomed?”  Xander’s face abruptly appeared on one of the screens.  “Does this mean I get to go dimension hopping like everyone else?”




Giles calmly said, “No, Xander.  We’re just realizing that Andrew is completing his translations of those Chinese and Japanese documents by getting them translated into Klingon first by one of his Trekkie friends, and then reverse-translating them into something that supposedly is English.”




Xander rolled his eye.  “I used to think I was geeky, but Andrew is truly the uber-nerd.”




Dawn complained, “I think since Willow and I both agree with you on that, then Andrew is probably several levels past uber- and well on his way to ultra-mega-hyper-nerd.”




Two more screens lit up.  Faith smirked, “Hyper nerd?  Someone talkin’ about A again?”




Robin said, “Giles, have I thanked you lately for taking him off our hands here?”




Giles smiled slightly.  “Not in the last seventy-two hours, at any rate.”




Dawn said, “He really is doing a lot better here with the other researchers.  He’s founded a World of Warcraft guild, and he’s DM’ing a D&D campaign at lunchtimes.”




Buffy said, “I’m horrified to realize that I actually understood that last sentence.”




Once the others were on-line too, Willow got started.  “Okay, first off, they’re treating us great here.  We’re staying at Hermione’s house, and she worked up these spells so the guest accommodations are outwardly the size of a garden shed but inside it’s the size of six full hotel rooms, each one of them with a full bath.  I’ve been looking over the spells, and I still haven’t figured out how the waterlines are handled, or how the electrical power is provided, since it’s a wizard house and it doesn’t have an incoming power line.”




Buffy said, “Will’s having the time of her life with the other spellcasters.  I’ve been doing a little sparring and planning with the rest of the team.  We’ve got an Air Force major who knows way more about Spec Ops and small-force operations than anyone we’ve got on board right now.  We’ve got to get Riley and Graham back for a month to teach all of us how to do this.  Plus, she’s a super-genius, so she’s already figured out how to adapt normal human military tactics to a force that’s got two high-powered witches, me, a heavily-armed weapons expert, a superheroine who dresses in skintight leather — don’t say it Xander or I’ll hurt you when we get home — a cyborg who’s of the good, and a girl who flies and blasts lightning from her fingers.”




Willow interrupted, “She’s amazing!  She has a Ph.D. in astrophysics, and she’s brilliant.  I mean, she’s like the smartest scientist on the planet!”




Buffy added, “And the leather superheroine?  Will’s totally crushing.”




“You promised you wouldn’t say anything!” Willow squeaked.




“Get any photos?” Xander wondered.  “Wait, did I say that out loud?”




“Sure did, boytoy,” Faith leered.  “I want copies too.  Gotta check the competition.”




Buffy said, “Selina has great taste, too.  Italian dresses, and some awesome heels.”




Giles tried to get things back on track.  “Any problems so far?”




Buffy shrugged.  “Nothing major.  Just that the major’s pretty antsy about pulling ‘girls’ into the line of fire.  Even if said girls can kick her ass in hand-to-hand.  But Hermione’s only twenty-one, and Alex is maybe seventeen, and Sam’s already kind of uncomfortable about us two being under twenty-five.  And cyborg-woman doesn’t like guns, so Sam’s pretty edgy about letting her have anything like a P-90 or an M-203, when she doesn’t have the training.”  She frowned, “I was figuring I’d be the team leader.  But the major’s the only one here with real training in small force tactics, so…”




Willow grinned, “Buff and Sam had a tac-off!  It was so fun to watch.  Hermione and Jaime and Selina and Alex and me were the judges, and we used snacks to keep score.  We took turns throwing stuff at ’em that we’d really had to go through already, and they had to tell us how they’d tackle it.  I totally thought Buffy’d win, especially when she already knew all the stuff I’ve been through cause you know, she was there, but Sam was amazing and even beat Buffy on some of our stuff, and I had no idea how to handle ambushes and stuff like that, but she does.”




Buffy frowned, “Willow tried tossing me a couple softballs, like how would I handle a squad of armored guys on horseback with medieval weapons if we were on a road in an RV, and Sam…”




“Kicked your ass?” Dawn asked cheerfully.




“Verbally, anyway,” Buffy pouted.  “She had way better answers than I did for almost everything they threw at us, including most of Will’s questions.  At the end, everyone voted for her.  Even Will!”  She turned and teased her seatmate, “Traitor.”




“Sorry,” Willow whispered.  “But she really is good at this stuff.”




Buffy sighed, “I so wish we’d known her back when we had to deal with The First.  Or Glory and those idiot Knights.  Or back when we had to deal with Angelus.  So I’m gonna have to let her be the team leader for now.  I thought for sure Hermione would want the job, but she just said she didn’t go to five different dimensions to get people who didn’t know what they were doing.  So… yeah.  Anyway, Hermione wants to do logistics and support, which frankly no one else wanted, and it’s her world so if you ask me, no one else can do it effectively around here.  It’s just that she’s smart enough to figure that out ahead of time so we didn’t have to argue about it.”




Giles muttered, “An army does march on its stomach.”




Xander added, “Especially an army of Slayers.”




“Damn straight, X,” Faith agreed.




Xander said, “I just didn’t figure Hermione for ‘doughnut girl’.”  Most of the Scoobies snorted with laughter.




Willow smiled, “But Sam and Selina and Jaime all thought they’d be the best at hand-to-hand, and Buffy clobbered all of ’em without breaking a sweat even if there was real sweat involved but I just used it as a metaphor and they have totally different moves from what Slayers do so it was awesome to watch.”




“Will, it’s okay to breathe once in a while,” smirked Xander from his screen.




Buffy grinned a little.  “It really is incredibly cool.  I’m learning some new stuff too.  Selina’s got a really acrobatic style that’s excellent for someone with normal human strength but high-end athleticism who’s trying to avoid getting smashed by something a lot stronger.  I can tell by the moves she knows cold and the ones she doesn’t that somebody’s been teaching her some new moves.  A mix of muay thai, several military styles, and some unusual Oriental styles, not just aikido and karate.  Then Sam’s got the modern military fighting styles mixed with some jujitsu and aikido that I can tell she learned first.  Probably high school or junior high, from a much taller male sensei.  Plus a couple moves I’ve never seen before that may not even be of human origin, given how strong and durable you have to be to make ’em work best.  So I’m guessing an alien taught her.  Maybe that Teal’c guy Hermione met.  She’s really good for a soldier, and excellent for a female soldier.  Couldn’t take Riley while he was still all super-soldiered up, but she probably could now.  Jaime’s the complete opposite.  No martial skills whatsoever.  She’s got super-strength and super-toughness in one arm and both legs, but she doesn’t use them effectively at all.  Xander and a battleaxe could take her down, unless she got a couple lucky shots in.”




Willow said, “Maybe Buff was a little hard on everybody after she lost the tactic-off.”




“The Pillsbury Tac-Off?” Xander teased.




Buffy complained, “I had to make sure I was the boss for something!”




Giles carefully asked, “If the team structure and the unarmed combat expertise have been assessed, does that leave the magical aspects?”




Buffy said, “Yep.  Hermione and Will and Hermione’s buddy Harry did a little magical scrimmaging in the backyard, and they’re good.  The wizards here have lots of flexibility in spellcasting because they’re waving their little wands around, but not nearly the power Willow’s casting.”




Willow admitted, “But I’m doing it mostly with earth magic so I’m drawing on the ambient energies, while they’re doing it internally, which gives ’em a lot of different strengths and weaknesses than me and it’s really interesting, but Sam’s got all the best research books pulled out of Hermione’s library already and I’d really like to read that book she’s got on designing new spells based on known spells and arithmantic concepts, and it’s pretty hard for me not to fall off the wagon around here because everything’s magical and they even have magical house elves to cook and clean for ’em and magic clocks and magic mirrors and Hermione says her mom-in-law has magical knitting needles and—”




“Will!  Breathe!”




“Sorry Xander, but, oh goddess, this is the most amazing place ever!  There’s this whole secret enclave of witches and wizards, and they do everything with magic, and it’s just completely awesome!”




Buffy said, “Willow’s not exaggerating.  They even sew and knit with magic.  Even their armchairs are magic — look at this one, it changes size to accommodate whoever sits in it!  And the house elves really are magical creatures.  They look like a cross between one of those naked cats, and maybe a K’Lemeth demon, and they’re really friendly.  If you’re at all nice to ’em, they’ll do anything for you.”




Willow frowned, “Yeah, I think they must be used to some really crappy treatment.  Apparently, Hermione’s leading this movement to turn ’em from slaves into normal maids and cooks, but even most of the house elves don’t like the idea.”




Faith complained, “Huh.  We could use some of ’em around here.  Most of the girls here clean like you dipped ’em in shit first.”




“Faith!” Willow squeaked.




Faith insisted, “Hell, you know it’s true, Red.  Claire and Anja?  When they’re done the place is twice as dirty as before, and everything’s either knocked over or moved to the wrong place.  I hadda make Claire clean the hallways five times before I could stand to walk down ’em in combat boots.”




Robin calmly said, “While Faith is basically right, I believe Claire is using passive-aggressive approaches to getting out of work, while Anja just has problems focusing on anything other than her current interest.  I would think she has clinical ADD, but a lot of Slayers are like that.”




Buffy shrugged, “Slayers are made to hunt and kill, not cook and clean.”




Dawn smirked, “At least Buffy is.”




“Hey!”




Xander said, “Good point Dawnie, don’t let the Buffster in the kitchen.”




“HEY!”




“Stop calling me Dawnie!”




“Roger that, Dawn Patrol,” Xander said unapologetically.




Giles pinched the bridge of his nose and said, “Is it possible to keep this meeting on task?”




“Fuck no.”




“Probably not, G-Man.”




Giles refrained from rolling his eyes or chiding his ‘children’.  He just said, “Buffy and Willow, I wanted to give you an update.  We haven’t been able to find out anything concrete about this D’Lazza, but we’re still looking.  Robson thinks he may have found a connection to one of the Elder Gods, but he thinks the information on that is in proto-Sumerian, with perhaps a copy in the photo archives, which is clearly better than depending on five thousand year old clay tablets that are still in a million fragments after the IWC bombing. We’re moving into the damaged books of the archives next, and the scrolls that are more difficult to translate.  That may slow things considerably, although Dawn has volunteered to assist, as long as she doesn’t have to work next to Andrew.”




Buffy nodded, “Well, keep up the good work.  We’re probably gonna be the best resource by a huge margin on this part of the problem.  Sam thinks she has enough hardware to figure out how the portals are being powered, so she’s our go-to girl on the portals.  And it turns out we’ve got serious access to science expertise, so they ought to be able to figure out the whole ‘mystic wails and eerie mist’ mind control dealie if it’s not magic.  But we’re the only ones with extensive demonology resources.  I think.  Selina said she’s got a friend who’s welded to a major demon and may be able to get some demon lowdown for us on Duh-Lizard.”




Rona asked, “Any chance some of the rest of us can get in on the fun?”




Buffy looked at Willow and said, “We’ll check.  But it’s Hermione’s show.  She’s the one stuck with the prophecy, and it’s her dimension.”




Xander said, “Okay.  Just remember Rule One.”




“Gotcha,” Buffy nodded.




A woman’s voice from Buffy’s left asked, “What’s ‘rule one’?  If you don’t mind my asking.”




Willow turned her head and explained, “Rule one is: don’t die.  Big hit with us.  We just can’t get Buffy to pay attention to it.”




“Hah hah.  Very droll, Ms. Rosenberg.”




“Why thank you, Ms. Summers.”




Buffy said, “Okay, we need to get going.  I’ve got some sparring in a couple, Willow’s got a meet with Sam about how magic works in our dimension, and Selina’s waiting her turn to do the E.T. thing.”




Dawn said, “Okay, we’ll talk tomorrow.  And I want prezzies when you come back!”




Buffy rolled her eyes.  “Real mature there, Dawnie.”




“Giles, make her stop!”




XVI — Long Distance Calls: Selina




Batman wasn’t comfortable with a portal opening into his Batcave, but he had to admit that Hermione knew very few other places in his dimension where she could contact him without weakening his security a lot more.  Still, he had half a dozen weapons and defensive measures hidden around the room, with Oracle secretly listening in from a secure workstation beside him.  And he had Clark on speed-dial if necessary.




He focused several energy detection instruments at the wavering portal.  If he could figure out enough information about the energy source or the energy type, or even the energy wavelengths, he might be able to construct a jamming system to protect the Batcave in future.  He wasn’t ready to take Hermione’s word that — once their crisis had passed — she would no longer be able to open portals to other dimensions.  And he certainly wasn’t going to assume that no one else would ever figure out how to use Hermione’s methods.




Selina appeared in the portal.




He noted that she was sitting in a cushy wingback chair, holding a teacup.  Wedgwood, the classic Cornucopia pattern, unless he was mistaken, which he wasn’t, even though he was looking at bone china made in a different dimension.  The material of the wingback chair was expensive, but not top of the line.  And it looked like it was several years old.  The owners of the place were well off, but not filthy rich.  Bruce Wayne knew the difference.  He had known the difference by the time he was eight.




The little he could see of the room behind the wingback chair was… disconcerting.  The fireplace was clearly oversized.  He couldn’t think of any reason they needed a fireplace that was seven feet high and six feet wide, which meant that it had purposes he didn’t know.  And the clock over the fireplace was unnatural, at least for his world.  The hands were pointing at ‘home’ and ‘in transit’, while other designations that he could make out included ‘work’ and ‘mortal peril’.  How could a clock provide that kind of information?  How could Hermione own a psychic clock?  Or was it some kind of wizard joke?




Selina was wearing her yellow silk blouse.  That was their agreed-upon signal for the first ‘phone call’ that all was well and she was not in trouble of any kind.  She took a sip of tea and smirked, “Catwoman reporting, as ordered, sir!”  He managed to refrain from growling at her.




He had some special sound amplification instruments aimed at the portal, so he clearly heard snickers coming from off to the side.  It sounded like two young women.  Selina wasn’t alone, and the women were obviously unconcerned that he knew they were in the room.




Selina’s eyes flickered over to her left, and she said, “Hermione told the rest of the team that you were… insistent.  And protective.  Not that anyone here has any room to complain, since as far as I’ve been able to determine, every single one of my teammates has at least one person who’s like that, if not a whole roomful of people.  Buffy and Willow appear to have several buildings full of people who are protective of them.”




One of the snickering voices called out to Selina, “Even if I can kick every one of their asses from here to Tahiti.”




Selina rolled her eyes.  “That would be Buffy, one of the team musclewomen.  She couldn’t take Spitcurl, but I’d love to see her up against you someday.”




“I could so take Spitcurl!” the voice insisted petulantly.  Then it switched to a mimicry of confusion.  “Who’s Spitcurl?”




Batman said, “Have you told her that ‘Spitcurl’ can take a nuclear weapon off his chest, and can bench-press buildings?  And that he doesn’t like being called Spitcurl, either?”




“Nuclear weapons?!  Okay, you win,” called out the same voice.




He had the intonations down by then.  California, in her teens or twenties, Los Angeles or surrounding area for at least half her life.  Probably blonde, and extremely good at playing the ditzy bimbo.  Probably either petite and pretty or model-thin and pretty, or else she couldn’t play so effectively at being the ditzy California girl.  But he had spotted her quick recognition of the situation, so he wasn’t going to be fooled.  He had played the fop long enough to spot another pretender.




“Goddess, Buffy!  Can’t you let Selina have her own phone call?  She didn’t bother us.”




He recognized the voice of the other woman who had giggled.  Also Californian, and in her teens or twenties.  More northern or central California, less interested in playing the vapid Valley Girl.  If she swore like that, then she was probably Wiccan or of a similar religion, which — given the nature of this team — might make her another magic user.  It sounded like Hermione was putting together her own Justice League, of some sort.  Plus, he was going to guess from the casual nature of the conversation that this woman already knew ‘Buffy’ beforehand.




He also was keeping in mind the fact that this team was going to presumably be facing some powerful magic wielders, so teammates who weren’t weak against magic would be an advantage.  He would assume for now that ‘Buffy’ wasn’t weak against magic.  He knew that was a weakness for Clark, although the Justice League had plenty of people who were able to handle magic, starting with Doctor Fate and moving through Shayera and Diana, and…  No, he wasn’t going to involve Zatanna unless he had absolutely no choice whatsoever.




He said, “If the situation is as Hermione explained, then you need to make sure that your team can cover all the bases, or at a minimum, farm things out to their contacts.  If you need help from me, just ask.”




Selina nodded.  “We already started talking about this.  We first need to investigate the portals and their control mechanisms and their power sources.  Hermione already picked up a Ph.D. astrophysicist whose specialty is wormhole physics.”




He growled, “And how are you going to protect your astrophysicist?”




Selina grinned, “Our astrophysicist is an Air Force major with Spec Ops training and probably at least two brown belts, based on how she moves when she spars.  She couldn’t stop Buffy, but neither could I.  Or our cyborg.  Or our flying, telekinetic, lightning blaster.  Willow says Buffy has beaten a true hellgod in armed combat.  But Major Carter is good for someone who isn’t a meta.”




He nodded.  Selina had worked with the Bat-family long enough to have fairly advanced views on what was ‘good’ in martial arts, so he was going to let that drop.  For now.




Selina said, “We also need to investigate supernatural portal mechanisms, and our two witches are both expert researchers.  Plus, they both have extensive resources for backup on this.  And Willow’s used to researching demons and demonic rites.  It seems that she was Research Girl long before she became a witch, and she has access to extensive resources on types of demons and how to kill them.  So we’re in good shape on the research front.”




He just scowled.




She grinned, “You’re just hoping for a chance to get in on the action.  Well, you’re just going to have to trust in someone else’s competence for a change.”




He still didn’t say anything.  She knew perfectly well that he wasn’t going to trust in the competence of these unknown, unseen people.  Not when Selina’s life was involved.  He didn’t even trust in the competence of some of his own teammates in the Justice League, and he’d known them for years.  No, he was merely biding his time until he heard from Jason Blood and Doctor Fate.  He needed more information before he could make reasonable plans.




She blew him a kiss and smiled, “Talk to you tomorrow or the next day.”




He just said, “I’ll expect more information.”




He thought that would give him the last word, but the girl Buffy called out as the portal closed, “More information?  How about twelve tips for getting demon goo out of fine fabrics?”




He was so glad he didn’t have to work with her.  She sounded like she’d be a bigger headache than Kyle and Wally put together.




XVII — Long Distance Calls: Jaime




Oscar looked up from his desk as the portal formed on his west wall, just as it had done before.  He made sure to lock his computer screen and close the paper files on his desk, just in case someone on the other side of the portal had espionage gear.  Even if they were in another dimension, he still wanted to be sure.  Then he pressed 4 on his speed dial and told Rudy to hurry in.




Jaime took a seat in the big armchair and smiled through the portal as Rudy rushed in.  “Hi, guys.  Having fun without me?”




Rudy just stopped and stared at the portal.  Then he said, “Hold on a minute, I need to get some instruments from the lab to study this.”  He turned and ran back out the door.




Oscar smiled at Rudy’s retreating back and asked, “Are you all right?”




“Yeah, they’ve been really good to me.  And Hermione’s house elf makes the best scones ever.”




“House elf?!”  Oscar’s eyebrows nearly leapt up to his already-high hairline.




“House elf,” Jaime insisted.  “Imagine a magical maid who just happens to not be human.  But she’s very sweet.  She seems completely stunned that anyone other than Hermione would be kind to her.  Hermione’s husband Ron says a lot of house elves were treated worse than cattle, but Hermione is leading a campaign for house elf rights.”  She broke into a giggle.  “Unfortunately, Hermione’s campaign is the S.P.E.W.”




“Spew?” Oscar choked.




She grinned, “Yeah.  Ron and his friend Harry have been trying for years to get her to change the acronym, but Hermione’s kind of… umm… persistent.  And bizarre acronyms aren’t really that unusual in the wizard world here.  Apparently, the wizarding school exams that would be like A-levels and O-levels in England are called O.W.L.s and N.E.W.T.s.  Really.”




“I’ll take your word for it,” Oscar said, while trying not to laugh.




Jaime went on, “There’s a magically empowered fighter here, and she’s already clobbered me in sparring.  Plus, she gave me seven tips on my fighting style just while she was kicking my butt.  When I get back, I want you to get me some martial arts training.  The styles she recommended are called Shotokan and Muay Thai, but I don’t know if those exist in our dimension.  And Sam thinks I need weapons training.”




Oscar said, “Yes, Shotokan and Muay Thai exist in our world too.  I can show you some of both, and you can decide which you’d rather start on.  Then I’ll sign you up for private lessons with an OSI instructor who you can tell about your bionics.  As for weapons training, you know I’ve been telling you and Steve that for years.  It doesn’t matter if you can run 88 feet a second if someone’s rifle bullet can move at 2000 feet a second.”




Jaime grimaced at that.  “Oh, and Sam is really interested in how my bionics are powered.  But she’s interested in everything.  She’s like a young female Rudy.”




Oscar laughed, “Mustache and all?”




Jaime grinned back, “No.  Actually, she’s really pretty.  She’s a major in the Air Force in her world, and she must be one of the youngest female majors ever.  Steve would be after her in a shot.  Heck, you’d be after her in a shot.”  She stopped and scratched her head.  “You know, they’re all attractive, which is kind of weird.  Seven women on a fighting team, you’d think at least one of us wouldn’t look like a movie starlet.”  She watched Rudy wheel in an entire cart of electronics, with a power cord and data cable trailing off down the hall behind him.




Oscar smirked.  “Did you ask Hermione about that?”




“No, but Willow did.  She and Hermione have a theory that it’s related to the prophecy somehow, just like the situations Hermione found when she used her portals to find us.  Hermione said that every one of us was involved in a battle when she showed up.  They have a theory that it has something to do with how Hermione’s magical signature interacts with the spell she’s using for the portals, or maybe it’s the mental images Professor Trelawney had when she made the prophecy.”




Rudy looked up from the readings he was getting on his computer screen.  He agreed, “You would think that attractiveness would be completely independent of power sets or fighting skills or survival abilities.”




Jaime shrugged.  “Well, Willow says the vampire Slayers of her world are picked by some higher power no one really understands, and she’s never seen a Slayer who wasn’t pretty.  And Selina heard that, and she said she comes from a world with real superheroes and superheroines, and there are hardly any unattractive ones.  She said even the supervillainesses tend to be real hotties.  Buffy said there once was a vampire version of Willow from another reality, and even the vampire Willow was hot.  Willow said more ‘skanky’ than ‘hot’, but Buffy said she meant hot for a vampire.  After that, they got into some sort of private conversation about some of Buffy’s exes that didn’t make any sense.”




Oscar winced, “Vampires?  Real vampires?  I-vant-to-drink-your-blud vampires?”




Jaime said, “Don’t ask.  Apparently, compared to our dimension, everyone else’s world is bizarre.  And really dangerous.”




Rudy adjusted some sensors and asked, “So how is this team shaping up?  Do you have reasonable team dynamics?”




Oscar asked, “More importantly, do you have a clear chain of command, and a strategy officer, and a tactical operations officer?”




Jaime smirked, “I think we have several of each.  And everyone seems to be letting Hermione handle the logistics and operational support, and she seems willing to do it, so I think it’s going to work out okay.”




Oscar said, “The mere fact that you have someone doing it is a plus.  Around here, I have to order people to do it, and you know you and Steve avoid it like the plague.”




Jaime winced a little bit and went on, “It turns out that Sam has a lot of expertise in small-team operations, and the whole strategy and tactics deal, as part of her job.  And Buffy’s been general to a small army of Vampire Slayers and support people, so she knows some of this too.  We kind of had some arguing about it, so Hermione turned it into a little game around the kitchen table, sort of like an ice breaker at a party, except serious.  Sam is really good.  And Hermione’s husband Ron and their best friend have been getting some training in how to work with small teams of wizards, so Hermione has training on that too.  Selina and Alex are kind of loners, like me, but they’re willing to work with the group.  Actually, I think no one’s ever given Alex a chance to be on a team, because I think she’s pretty psyched about it.  Selina seems to go along with stuff, but I think she’s just watching to see who messes up first.”




Oscar smiled to himself.  “How do you feel about it?”




Jaime knew what he was thinking, and she rolled her eyes.  “You know the only team that’s ever worked for me is pairing me up with Steve, and he always wants me to follow his lead.  There really aren’t any comparable people in the OSI.”




Oscar said, “So, if we ever get any more special people, you’d be willing to work with some Special Forces types or SEALs, so you could learn how to work in teams?”




“Yes, Oscar,” Jaime sighed in pretend exhaustion.




Rudy checked his computer screen and shook his head in wonderment.  “It sounds like you’re learning a lot.”




She nodded.  “Yeah, like the sad news that on other worlds my powers aren’t exactly impressive.  Okay, Sam was completely thrilled by the whole cybernetic interface issue, which they haven’t overcome in her dimension.  But she has technology that would make Rudy sit up and scream.  Sam has traveled to other planets.  In other star systems!  And she has this weird thing she calls a ‘ribbon device’ that she’s been practicing with, and it’s bizarre.”




“How so?” Oscar asked.




“Imagine something that looks like a metal ribbon wrapped around your forearm, leading to a jewel on your palm and funny little metal fingertips.  Now imagine that you can use the thing to blast waves of force from your hand, apparently with no kickback.”




“How big a blast are we talking about?” Rudy wondered.




She pressed her lips together.  “Well, she’s really inconsistent with it.  She says it really takes an evil, mind-controlling parasite in your body with decades of training to make it work just right.  Most of the time, she hardly gets a fizzle.  But one of her blasts made a hole in the ground you could stick a wheelbarrow in.”




Oscar whistled to show he was impressed.  “So is that the most interesting dimension?”




Jaime shook her head no.  “Maybe it’s the least.  Willow and Buffy come from a dimension where vampires and demons are constant world-wide threats and they have a semi-annual apocalypse season.”




“WHAT?” Oscar yelped.




“Umm, yeah, that’s pretty much what I said,” Jaime agreed.  “Apparently, Buffy has stopped at least two world-ending events every year since she was fifteen.  They’re acting like this whole trip is a vacation.  I mean, they’re working hard, but it seems a lot less awful than the kind of stuff they talk about in casual conversation.  Then Alex got dosed with a chemical and got superpowers from it.”




“Like adrenalizine?” Rudy worried.  They all remembered Lisa Galloway, the woman who had gotten plastic surgery to look like Jaime, and had later acquired super-strength from massive doses of adrenalizine.  The woman had then gone completely insane, down to convincing herself she was really Jaime and trying to take over Jaime’s life.  The toxicity of the adrenalizine had nearly killed her before they got her hospitalized and got it out of her system.




Jaime said, “I don’t think so.  She’s had powers for around five years, and she seems really stable.  Actually, she seems like a nice, All-American high school girl.  And it’s not strength.  She has telekinesis, lightning blasts from her fingers, some sort of shapeshifting into a silver goo, she can fly, and she said she used to have trouble with glowing yellow when she was embarrassed or upset.”




Rudy looked fascinated.  “Can you get a sample of that chemical for me?”




Jaime shrugged.  “Yeah, I guess so.  Sam’s already bugging her about it, so I figure she’s going to have to ask her support team for a sample.”




Oscar said, “So who else, if you have Hermione the super-witch, Willow and Buffy the vampire and demon fighters, Sam the soldier with brains and secret talents, and Alex the telekinetic lightning-blaster?”




Jaime said, “Selina.  She’s an ex-cat burglar who fights supervillains.  We’re pretty sure the superhero in the bat costume is her honey, but she won’t talk about him.  She says back in her dimension the bat-guy is on a real superhero team with two superpowered aliens, a guy who can run at nearly lightspeed, a super-strong Amazon princess, the king of the seas, and some other superheroes like that.”




Rudy said, “I think I’ll reserve judgment on some of those claims without further proof.”




Jaime said, “I figured you’d say that.  But I think if Selina wanted to lie about it, she’d make a much more believable story than that.  I mean, running at the speed of light?  How’s that supposed to be possible, and how do you get the energy needed to boost you to lightspeed first, and how’d you be able to see the things in front of you, and how’d you be able to dodge around obstacles?”




Rudy smiled.  “I see someone’s been studying the books I gave you.”




Jaime smiled and said, “Well, I can’t play superhero my whole life, so I’m working on re-establishing my teaching certification.  I was thinking about teaching science in maybe some inner-city schools that could use a teacher who wouldn’t be too intimidated by teenagers who think they’re tough guys.”




Oscar burst into laughter.




VIII — Long Distance Calls: Alex




Alex settled into the armchair and waited for the portal to open.  She found her folks and Ray already sitting on the living room couch, waiting for her.  She squealed, “Ray!!!  Hey mom.  Hey dad.”




Her dad teased her, “Nice to see we rate not too far behind Ray.”  




“Dad!”




Her mom sounded sort of worried when she asked, “Honey?  Have they been treating you all right?”




Alex grinned, “So far, it’s great.  I mean amazing!  Hermione’s whole house is magical, and she has a magical house elf named Winky who she rescued.  And the other people she got for the team are just awesome!  I mean, they all have superpowers and are super-smart, and Buffy and Selina know so much about fashion.  I have my own room with a private bathroom and everything, and everybody’s really nice, and Sam is showing me and Jaime and Buffy how to work in small teams, and Buffy is teaching us how to use our powers to fight.  I mean, if there was a summer camp for really rich girls with superpowers, this would be it.”




Her mom smiled just a little bit, but then she asked, “But what about the dangerous part?  The monsters and things?”




“That’s what we’re working on.  Hermione and Sam and Willow all say you have to do your research first before you jump into stuff or else you can get in big trouble, so they’re getting us ready, and one of Hermione’s friends is gonna let us know when their seers can predict another portal, and we’re gonna go do what Sam calls ‘force recon’.  I don’t exactly know what that means for soldiers, but we’re gonna go take a peek and try not to get spotted and try not to have any fights.”




Her dad said, “I feel a little bit better knowing you have people who know what they’re doing, and are trying to keep everyone safe.”




She shrugged.  “Well, Sam said no battle plan ever goes off without a hitch, so we have to be ready with backup plans for all kinds of contingencies.  She’s really smart.”




Her mom said, “You don’t have to be a genius to be an army officer.  Your dad’s a genius.  He has a Ph.D. in biochemistry.”




Alex nodded.  “But Sam’s an Air Force major, and on top of that she has a Ph.D. in astrophysics.  Willow says the textbook Sam wrote on wormhole physics is like Stephen Hawking level brilliant.”




Her dad finally said, “Wormhole physics?  Okay, now I am impressed.”




Alex said, “Yeah.  Now I’m thinking about squeezing in some more science courses, and maybe some calculus, so I can major in something like physics or chemistry in college.”




Her mom raised her eyebrows.  “Is this the same girl who said she didn’t need to go to college to fight bad guys?”




Alex rolled her eyes.  “Mom!  Look, Hermione and Sam and Willow are all really, really smart.  Super-genius smart.  And maybe now I’m seeing how they apply all the stuff they’ve learned.  Get this.  Willow taught herself magic just by studying ancient books in old languages like ancient Greek and Sumerian, and she pretty much taught herself the languages in high school with just some help from their librarian.”




Her mom stared, “She taught herself ancient Greek?  And Sumerian?  In high school?  With just some help from a librarian?  Is that even possible?”




Alex said, “I guess it is for some people.  Willow says Buffy’s little sister is even better at languages, and is at Oxford studying linguistics and ancient languages, and is probably going to go for a doctorate in them.  Maybe two.  And Buffy said this is great because they can use her help in the work they do.”




Her dad grinned, “So you’re learning that college isn’t just for nerds?”




She said, “And I’m learning that martial arts are good for superheroines too.  Buffy totally kicked my a…  Well, my behind.  ‘Course, it doesn’t hurt that she’s stronger than anybody we know.  Maybe any five people we know.”




Her dad asked, “Well, why don’t you just lift her in the air with your telekinesis and then zap her one?”




Alex said, “I tried that.  First, when she’s going all out, she moves too fast for me to aim.  And every time I try, she shows me another way to distract me by throwing something at my face, or a way to block my zaps, or a way to ground ’em out.  And then, get this, she’s got this hammer she’s working out with.  I can’t lift it.”




“You mean she and the hammer together weigh more than two hundred pounds?”




Alex sighed, “Sam thinks the hammer weighs over half a ton all by itself.”




Her mom gasped, “And this woman uses it as a martial arts weapon?  How’s that possible?”




She said, “Selina said she knows a guy who could use an oil tanker as a weapon, if he wanted to.”




Her mom pursed her lips, “Honey, I think someone’s pulling your leg now.”




Her dad asked, “Is there anything we can do for you?”




She sighed a little.  “Well, yeah, there is.  I told Sam about my powers and how I got ’em, and she’d really like a couple samples of GC-161 so her research people back home can study it and do some studies.”




Her dad winced a little.  “Don’t you think that’s a little dangerous?”




She nodded carefully.  She admitted, “I was kind of thinking about what Ms. Atron would do with GC-161 if she was in another dimension.  The thing is, these are the good guys.  And Sam keeps worrying about side effects and psychological stability and a bunch of stuff I don’t even know what she’s talking about, so I think we can trust her.”




“Hmm.  Well, let me think about it.”  She knew that probably meant ‘no’ without saying so right away.  But she didn’t really want another Danielle Atron disaster in another dimension to be her fault.  So she knew how her dad felt.




She said, “Okay, dad.  Well, I’ve got to go now.  Buffy says she wants to show me how I ought to be using my telekinesis together with martial arts.  She’s kind of like a martial arts guru, so I wanna learn a bunch of stuff from her before we get done.”




XIX — Plans before Dinner




Hermione went over her notes, working out the logistics for Sam’s ‘force recon’.  She really felt like she had the best team she could have gotten.




Granted, with this many powerful people, there had been some disagreements.  But no one insisted on taking their Quaffle and going home when they didn’t get their way.  Buffy and Sam had both wanted to handle the strategy and tactics lead.  Fortunately, the rest of the team had been insistent that they didn’t want to be the leader.  Equally fortunately, she had realized back when she was picking up Buffy and Willow that this very situation was likely, and she had planned accordingly, and she had even come up with a reasonable way of working things out.  And then everyone had been willing to sit around the table and play her ‘who is the tactics expert’ game for almost an hour, in order to settle things.




She supposed she was lucky that Buffy hadn’t complained a lot when everyone — even Willow — had chosen Sam as the better tactician, even if Buffy had given Willow a glare that would have made someone like Alex cringe.  Hermione was pretty sure that if she had a team of six guys, a little ‘game’ around a table wouldn’t settle anything.  She thought about Harry and Ron and Remus and Sirius and…  Oh definitely, duels at twenty paces would have been required to settle it, and then there would have been yelling and swearing and anger.




On the other hand, Sam had been really gracious when she found out she wasn’t the best on the team at hand-to-hand and short-range combat.  Hermione wasn’t really a big fan of martial arts, but there was no doubt in her mind that Buffy was the best martial artist she had ever heard of.  And Hermione wasn’t going to say so out loud, but she actually thought Sam was only the fourth-best or fifth-best in short-range combat, just because Jaime could grab you and throw you one-handed thirty feet across the lawn, and Alex could zap you or throw you with her telekinesis or dodge a blow with that silvery shapeshifting trick.  Hermione wasn’t an expert, but she was basically putting Sam and Selina in a tie for fourth.  Buffy had been giving Jaime and Alex pointers on martial arts and fighting styles while they were still trying to hit her in their first sparring, and she had even had some tips for Selina and Sam.  The only problem was that Buffy wanted to teach something called Krav Maga to Hermione.  And Willow thought it was a good idea.  Hermione didn’t know what it was, but it sounded painful.




And no one else had wanted to handle logistics or operational support, so that was one more headache she didn’t have to address.  She was the only one on the team who knew what items were available on her world, and how to get them.  She figured that meant she had to be the logistics lead, and that meant she didn’t have the time to also be the strategist or the tactician.  Not that she was anywhere near as good as Sam was at those sorts of jobs, even after that year on the run looking for Horcruxes.  No, what she had been good at during that year was logistics.




On the contrary, everyone had been willing to work things out.  Even Buffy and Sam.  Everyone had let Hermione orchestrate things.  Maybe that was because she was asking for lots of input and lots of cooperation.




Maybe it was because she didn’t have a bunch of old guys on her team, patting her on the head and trying to tell her they knew what was best for everybody.  Even four years after the fact, she was still mad about Albus Dumbledore deliberately under-preparing Harry so that Voldemort would be able to get in at least one Avada Kedavra and probably kill his own Horcrux inside Harry.  Probably.  She still thought there was a slim chance that Harry would have died and the Horcrux would have survived, leaving Harry’s body as some sort of super-Inferi and making Voldemort completely unkillable, even after Voldemort was stupid enough to use Harry’s blood to revive himself without realizing what that could do to their connection.  She was still upset that Dumbledore hadn’t bothered to explain that to Harry, either.  On the other hand, the older men on the other women’s teams seemed to be a lot more supportive.  Well, Alex had her dad, and it was pretty obvious that Mister Giles treated Buffy and Willow like surrogate daughters.  Jaime’s boss seemed to be looking out for her, and Sam’s boss seemed somewhere between ‘funny’ and ‘protective’ and ‘ferocious’.  Okay, Selina’s partner seemed to be one of those ‘I know what is best for you, little girl’ type of guys, but Hermione didn’t have to work with him.




Although listening to Buffy give the Batman a hard time had been so funny she had to run into her bedroom so she could laugh out loud and not have anyone hear.




She had already had a series of meetings with all six of her teammates, plus Ron and Harry, so that everyone knew what their teammates could and couldn’t do.  That had included the sparring among the fighters, and some spellcasting between her and Willow and Harry.  Frankly, Willow’s abilities scared the hell out of her.  No wand, no need for speaking a lot of the spells, and raw power that made Hermione’s hair stand on end.  Plus barriers that blocked nearly everything Hermione had been able to throw at her.




Fortunately, they had all the research expertise Hermione wanted.  She and Willow had research capabilities for the magic areas, and Willow’s people had the demonic side covered.  Sam had a lot of science expertise, and what she didn’t know, her people would.  Alex volunteered her dad for biochemistry, which they were likely to need if the ‘eerie mist’ turned out to be science and not magic.  Selina volunteered her people back home, which included a demon, a computer guru, and another science expert.  After less than an hour of sparring, everyone had defaulted to Buffy as the close-range combat expert, while Hermione had gotten Harry to step forward as their mid-range combat expert, and Sam was responsible for long-range combat and group tactics.  Buffy seemed to be able to learn how to wield any kind of weapon just by handling it, so it had been pretty funny when Sam had taught a couple of them how to handle and fire one of her P-90’s, and then Buffy had needed four shots before she starting punching holes in the bullseyes about 95% of the time.  One-handed.  The shocked expression on Sam’s face had been priceless.




So all Hermione had to do was let her teammates map out their tactics and strategy while she worked out the logistics of the problem.  They had to get themselves and all their gear to the portal at the right time, and be able to carry any necessary equipment through to the other side.  They needed appropriate clothing, despite Buffy and Selina’s ideas on what to wear into a battle.  Leather pants and a halter top were not a good choice, no matter how much Buffy insisted it made the demons underestimate her.  And Hermione really wasn’t convinced that a leather catsuit provided any advantage, unless Selina’s opponents were human males… or Willow.  Hermione cracked a smile at that.  You couldn’t go to a boarding school and live with other girls without learning that some girls liked girls at least as well as boys.  Mil Bulstrode still hadn’t forgiven Hermione for spotting how ‘interested’ Mil was when Hermione was swimming naked in the prefects’ bathroom.  Poor Mil was still dealing with her mother trying to match her up with pureblood boys, when Mil really wanted to date some of the pureblood girls instead.




So.  Logistics.  Transport for the team.  Transport for equipment.  Necessary gear for everyone.  Sam wanted bulletproof Kevlar tac ops vests with pockets for all the gear she might take on a mission, but Hermione wasn’t sure she could get Kevlar military vests, and she wasn’t even sure Kevlar military vests were the right thing to wear.  Granted, Sam had brought one of her own, so a geminio spell to create a duplicate was a possibility.  But there ought to be something better…




Oh!  She should have thought of it sooner.  She made a couple notes and sent an owl off.  She knew just what to get for everyone.




She walked out to the living room just in time to run into Buffy.  Not literally, of course, because the petite blonde had the balance of a Jedi master, and running into her was probably like running into a brick wall.  Buffy smirked, “Okay Hermione, I just sent the advanced class off to the showers.  It’s time for the beginners.  Come out in the back yard with me.  I want to teach you some Krav Maga.  It’s good for you.”




Hermione squeaked, “Are you sure this won’t wait until tomorrow?  I mean we have dinner at my in-laws in just a couple hours…”




“Nope,” Buffy insisted.  “Besides, I won’t let you get too banged up.”




“Oh.  Thanks.”




But Buffy’s concept of ‘not too banged up’ was somewhat like Snape’s idea of ‘not too mean to the students.’  After the lesson, Hermione had to limp back to her bedroom.  She needed two healing potions and most of a small pot of George’s bruise removing cream.  And her butt still hurt where she had landed on it a dozen times.  She still wasn’t sure she could do something as vicious as punching someone in the throat or gouging their eyes, even as a last resort.  And the times when Buffy had just stood there and let Hermione hit her?  It had been like punching a troll.  She still wasn’t convinced she hadn’t broken her hand that last time.




She wondered.  Maybe George would like to learn Krav Maga from Buffy…






Everyone was gathered around the dining room table for a quick meeting before dinner at the Burrow.  Hermione started things off.  “I want to talk about five logistical issues: finding the location of the portal, getting everyone to the portal, getting all our gear along too, getting everyone back, and communications while we’re on the mission.”




Buffy whispered to Harry, “Does she always plan like this?”  Harry just gave her a tiny nod.  She whispered, “Willow’s like this too, but she’d have index cards.”




Hermione pretended she hadn’t heard the whispers.  “The Ministry will take care of the first part for us.  The next portal that a seer can predict will be our target.  Harry will go there with his Auror team.  Then he’ll apparate here and take Willow to the place via side-along apparation.  Willow?”




Will piped up, “Okay, once I can see the location, I can use Hermione’s spell and those power stones to open a portal from there into the living room here, so we can just walk through.”  She looked at Sam and smiled, “It’s your very own Stargate network.”  She went on, “Then I’ll close the portal, and when we’re done with our force recon, I’ll open it again and we just step back into the living room.  Or Hermione will open the portal.  Whichever.”




Hermione held up a small pouch with a string for hanging around a neck.  “I have one of these for each of us.  It has an Undetectable Extension Charm on it, so it can hold as much as you want, while still outwardly appearing to hold nothing.  Each one has several additional charms on it, so it will open wide enough to take anything up to a three-foot sphere.  And, once everything is in it, you merely put your hand in and ask for the object, and the pouch will move it up to your hand.  Easy retrieval.”




Sam looked gobsmacked.  “So I could carry a P-90 and a hundred pounds of ammo, and a tent, and everything else I want, and it would still look… like that?”




Hermione grinned, “Yes.  And it would still weigh about an ounce, as far as you could tell.”




“And could I take it home with me?” Sam hoped.




Hermione shook her head.  “Without this world’s magic sustaining it, I don’t think it would hold up for more than a couple hours.  And once the charm failed, I have no idea what would happen to the contents.  Would they explode out of the pouch?  Would they vanish into some sort of subspace?  There’s no way to tell.”




Sam didn’t bother to hide her frustration.  But she said, “Well, at least it’s a good solution for this mission.”




Hermione said, “Sam wanted Kevlar tac ops vests for the team, but I found something better.  Since we can use our pouches, we don’t need all the exterior pockets on the vest.  So we’re going to go with these.”  She slipped on a dark green blazer that was obviously made from something like alligator hide, but with larger scales.  “These are dragonhide.  It’s incredibly tough, and it has nearly the protection of the dragon’s skin while the dragon is alive.  You can blast this jacket with a reducto and it won’t even burn the hide.”




Sam asked, “Is it bulletproof?”




Hermione nodded.  “Bullets, knives, demon claws, blunt instruments…”




Buffy asked, “What about the transfer of force?  Even if a heavy weapon can’t penetrate the dragonhide, the force could still turn the wearer’s ribs into chop suey.”




Hermione reminded herself to stop underestimating Buffy just because she was blonde and she liked to play ‘ditzy Valley girl’.  “That’s where the padding spell comes in.  You can’t put a spell on dragonhide.  It’s too resistant to external magic.  But you can put a protective padding spell on an inner liner and then have it sewn into the jacket by hand.”




Sam said, “And if I take it home with me, in a couple hours it will just be a leather jacket with an odd pattern?”




Buffy smiled, “Can I get mine in teal?”  Then she looked over at Willow and asked, “Wait, can we maintain the magical capabilities in our world?”




Willow pursed her lips in thought, and finally said, “I think I can use an Earth-magic spell to keep the dragonhide mystically empowered.”




Buffy suddenly sat up straight.  “Wait, you mean I really could keep this?  And with a little help from you, it would remain magically active when we went home?”  She turned back to Hermione.  “In that case, I want mine in matte black.”




Hermione managed not to smile at ‘Valley Girl Buffy’ revealing her inner Slayer.  She wondered how much effort Buffy put into acting like a ditzy blonde.




She said, “And the last point.  Communications.  Ron and Harry and I never needed anything more than really crude communication systems, but this team needs more than that with the seven of us.  I’ve been listening to suggestions, and I want to go with Willow’s idea as our primary communication system, and Sam’s idea as our backup.  Willow?”




Willow bubbled, “Well, we’ve used this plenty of times, and it works great, with a couple little drawbacks.  I have this psychic communication spell.  I cast it, and we can all talk to each other through me whenever we need to.  But if there’s things you don’t want to broadcast, you need to concentrate on not thinking them, because I’ll pick up all that stuff.  And if I go down, or I’m using up my resources in full battle, we can lose the spell.  So having a backup is of the good.”




Sam said, “We normally have a comm system that’s strictly science-based.  But that means everyone would need an earjack and three pounds of gear to handle the broadcasting capabilities, the encryption, the batteries, the controls, the whole process.  But Hermione’s been working with me, and we have a semi-magical alternative.”  She held up what looked like a complicated hearing aid.  It had an earplug, with a curving plastic piece that would go behind the ear.  The rear half of the plastic curve looked like it was hardly thick enough to hold one or two watch batteries.  “This is the new version, courtesy of Hermione.  Comms and power.  There’s a control system that I’ll have with me.  We think it’ll work even if it’s in the pouch.  If not, I’ll lug it on my belt.”




“Great, Sam.”  Hermione looked around and asked, “Anything else?”




Sam raised a hand.  She asked, “Has anyone in your world studied the genetics of magical traits?”




Hermione admitted, “Not to the extent that they ought to, since the pureblood families are really focused on having kids who aren’t Squibs, but they don’t want to learn about Muggle sciences to investigate it.”




Sam carefully said, “So… if I got blood samples from, say, all the members of a pureblood Wizarding family, and also blood samples from a powerful Muggle-born witch and her Muggle parents, any research my staff did on the genetics of trait acquisition wouldn’t already be duplicated?”




Hermione just smiled.  “I’ll help you get blood samples from all of Ron’s family, and me and my parents too.”




Sam smiled, “Thanks.  Oh, and Alex?  Is your dad going to synthesize some GC-161 for me?”




Alex said, “I guess so.  Jaime’s friend Rudy wants some, and Selina wants a sample for her boyfriend too.  But we’re kind of worried about people misusing the drug and doing really bad stuff with the powers.  Even if you both want the antidote too.”




Sam nodded.  Selina said, “That’s exactly why Batman wants it.  We already have people in our dimension using drugs to gain superpowers, and he’s looking into ways of creating antidotes.”




Alex frowned, but said, “Okay, I’ll ask him again.  It’s kind of a touchy subject, because of Danielle Atron and that kind of stuff.”




Hermione changed the subject.  “Any other requests?”




Willow put up a hand.  “I’m kind of hoping I can buy some textbooks to take home with me.  I don’t know if the spells will work without a lot of revision, but I’ve got some confidence in the potions and the herbology, even if we don’t have a lot of the magical plants you do, and…  Well, that was all.  Just books.”




Buffy said, “I want the name of Selina’s clothiers in Rome.  Totally styling.”




Selina laughed and said, “Not a problem.  But you do realize they may not exist in your dimension.”




Buffy said, “Or they may be really tacky in my world, or they only make stuff for six foot tall women with triple-A cup sizes and no hips.  But I’m willing to take that risk.”




Alex looked around and then put up a hand.  “I… umm… I’d like to know how we’re getting to the Weasleys’ house for dinner.”




“By floo,” Ron said, as if everyone would know what he meant.




Hermione glanced his way and turned back to the group.  “It’s a network of fireplaces, with a magical powder that turns a fireplace fire into something safe to walk into, and magically sends you to another fireplace on the network.  You throw a pinch of the powder into the fireplace, the fire turns green so you know it’s safe to walk into, and you announce the name of your destination.  Ron will demonstrate for everyone.  Just relax.  Wizards have been trusting themselves and their children to the Floo Network for a couple centuries.  Make sure you say ‘the Burrow’ clearly, and you’re good.”




Ron unhelpfully added, “The first time Harry tried it, mum got him all worried first, and then instead of saying ‘Diagon Alley’ he said ‘diagonally’ and he ended up going about two fireplaces too far.”




Harry smiled, “And I spun so much I thought I was going to be sick, and then I fell face-first and slid out of the fireplace on my stomach, and I broke my glasses.  Plus I got covered in soot.  It wasn’t exactly my finest moment.”




Hermione said, “So that’s about the very worst that can happen.  You spin a number of times, you fall down, and you get some soot on you that Molly will have off you with a quick scourgify before you can stand back up.”




Willow nervously asked, “Could someone side-apparate me instead?”




Harry shrugged.  “Sure.  But side-along apparating isn’t pleasant.  It feels like you’re being squeezed into a paste and forced through a tube the size of a hosepipe.”




“Harry, you’ve got a great career ahead of you in sales, with a pitch like that,” Ron kidded.




Buffy said, “I want to try one of each.  Maybe I could side-along apparate there and floo back?”




Willow said, “I think that if you help me get there, I can teleport back here on my own.  At least, I’d like to try.”




Sam said, “The Floo Network sounds superficially like an analogue of our own Stargate network, so I’d like to floo both ways and take some instrumentation with me.  Can we manage that?”




Hermione looked around the room.  “Okay, who wants to floo there, and who’s going to side-along apparate?”




XX — Alex at the Burrow




Alex held her breath and hoped the spinning would slow down.  Or something.  She was worrying she’d done something really wrong.  And then she was sliding out of a fireplace on her back, with like half a dozen people standing there staring at her.  Crud, she was so humiliated!




Buffy was standing there looking perfect, as usual, and practically jumping up and down with excitement.  “That was great!  Can I do it again?”




Sam was standing looking at a fancy computer that wasn’t much bigger than a paperback book, and glancing through screen after screen of data.




A plump, kindly-looking woman in a real witch’s robes rushed over and helped Alex to her feet.  “Oh dear, I was hoping everyone would be fine.”  She waved a wand over Alex’s clothes and all the soot and stuff just got sucked up into the wand.  Alex just sort of wished she could do that at home and get all the cleaning done in seconds when it was her turn.




The woman smiled, “There dear, that’s so much better.  I’m Molly, and this is my husband Arthur, and I hear you’ve already met most of our children.”




Arthur put out his hand, “Pleased to meet you.”  Alex shook his hand, and just didn’t say what she was thinking, which was that his shirt and pants and vest really, really, REALLY didn’t go together.




With a loud crack, Selina and Hermione appeared just outside the kitchen door.  Selina held her stomach with one hand and groaned, “Woof, that wasn’t as much fun as it sounded.”




Alex said, “The floo thing wasn’t fun either.  I mean, what’s wrong with flying?”




Arthur asked, “You want a broom?”




Alex shook her head.  “No sir, I mean I can fly.  By myself.”




He grinned and shook his head, “The things some Muggles can do.  Amazing!”




Another loud crack just outside meant someone else was arriving.  Alex thought it would be Ron with Willow, but it was just Ron.  He turned around and yelped, “She’s gone!  Right in the middle of things she just vanished!”




And then there was a ripple in the air, and out of nowhere Willow stepped into the kitchen.




Ron gasped, “Bloody hell!  I thought I’d lost you!”




“Ronald Weasley!  Language!”




“Sorry, mum.  But I thought I lost her right in the middle of apparating!  I was afraid she was splinched, and we were going to be picking up pieces of her for the next week!”




Willow looked almost shy as she said, “I’m really sorry, Ron.  But when you disapparated, I could feel how it worked, and I knew I could follow your path, so I just… did it myself.  It was easy.”




Ron said, “That’s…  That’s frightening, is what it is.”




Mr. Weasley said, “Young lady, it’s really not safe to try apparating without a great deal of practice first, and it certainly isn’t legal to do it without a license from the Ministry!”




Willow just gave him a smile.  “Oh, I didn’t actually apparate.  I teleported, using Ron’s path as a guide.”




“And she doesn’t use a wand, either,” Ron pointed out.




“A wandless witch?  I’ve never heard of such a thing!” Mr. Weasley gasped in shock.




Willow shrugged and gave him another shy smile.  “I’m not… from around here.”




Just then, Jaime came staggering out of the fireplace and nearly fell over, so Alex didn’t feel so embarrassed about everything.  At least Jaime didn’t trip and do one of her super-leaps and jump all the way across the room and out the window.  That would be extra embarrassing.




Mrs. Weasley rushed over, cleaned Jaime up with another of those cool spells, and whisked her off to the side just before Harry strolled out of the fireplace like it was nothing.  He really was extremely cool.  Alex figured she could really crush hard on him if she didn’t already have Ray.  And if Ginny wouldn’t get mad and turn her into a walrus or something if she even batted her eyes Harry’s way.




Harry was hardly three steps out of the fireplace before Ginny was hugging him.  Which was so totally a surprise.  Not.  Even Mr. Weasley seemed to be expecting it, and he didn’t act like the sharpest knife in the drawer.  A paisley vest and argyle socks?  Really?  With checked golf pants?  Ick.




There was another pair of cracks outside.  By now, Alex knew from the sound it meant a couple more people had just apparated in.




Cheerful, bubbly Buffy suddenly changed.  Alex gulped, because in like a millisecond, Buffy’s friendly Valley Girl look completely vanished, and something else was in its place.  Something deadly.  Something that made Alex want to run out of the room and hide.  It was still Buffy, but Alex knew enough about Buffy to know that she was finally seeing the real Vampire Slayer.  The part of Buffy that wasn’t all shoes and shopping and fun.  The part of Buffy that hunted down horrible monsters and killed them, maybe with her bare hands if she had to.  The part of Buffy that was so dangerous that vampires and demons ran in terror from her.




Buffy wheeled at astonishing speed, and there was a huge knife in her hand.  Alex had no idea where Buffy had hidden the knife, but it was out now.  She faced the door out to the garden and growled, “Get back.  There’s something non-human out there.”




Mr. Weasley cleared his throat and said, “Umm, Hermione, did you by any chance tell your friends that Fleur is part-veela?”




Ron said, “Dad, maybe it’s Bill’s curse.  I didn’t tell her about that, either.”




Buffy didn’t look away from the door, but she moved at lightning speed and the knife just sort of vanished under the back of her blouse.  Alex wondered if Buffy had some kind of secret knife sheath strapped in there.  Or maybe something magic from Willow.




Buffy calmly said, “Someone want to make with the explainage?  Because I’m picking up something that feels demon-y, maybe two of ’em, and something that feels kind of werewolf-y but… not.”




Hermione gulped, “Oh no, this is all my fault.  Buffy, they’re okay.  They’re family.  I should have warned you.”




And a family walked in.  Okay, it wasn’t like any family Alex was used to, but they were obviously a family.  The man looked like a Weasley, with his red hair and all, but his face looked like he’d once been attacked by wild animals.  The woman, on the other hand, was one of the most beautiful women Alex had ever seen.  Even after being around Hermione, and Sam, and Buffy, and Willow, and Selina, and Jaime, and feeling like the ugly duckling of the team, Alex felt even more outclassed looking at… well, she guessed this was Fleur.  Who was ‘part veeler’, whatever that meant.  But the thing that made them so obviously a family was the little girl wiggling to get from her mom’s arms into her dad’s arms.  The girl looked like she was around three, and was just cute as a button, with her mom’s ethereal beauty and her dad’s red hair.




Buffy whispered, “Will?”




And Willow stared oddly at the little family for a second before saying, “Good auras.  All three of them.”




Harry exhaled sharply and said, “Maybe we’d better warn Buffy before we introduce her to Hagrid.  Or Flitwick.”




Fleur looked around the room at the tension and asked, “What is zee matter?”




But Slayer Buffy was gone again, and Valley Girl Buffy was back.  And nobody was going to think this Buffy was a threat.  Even if Alex knew from sparring with Buffy that Slayer Buffy could have killed everyone in the room before the witches and wizards could even react and get their wands out.  When Buffy went all out, she was so fast you couldn’t even follow all her moves, and she hit like a freight train.  Alex didn’t want to think about how impossible it would be to stop Buffy if she had a sword.  Or that quarter-ton hammer that would probably kill you if it even touched you when she was swinging it around at a hundred miles an hour.




Buffy walked right over and said, “Hi!  I’m Buffy!  Ooh, and who’s this little cutie?”  She reached out and tickled the little girl’s tummy, and the girl giggled happily for a second before reaching out for Buffy to hold her.




Buffy took her easily and smiled, “What’s your name?”




“Je m’appelle Victoire,” the little girl said.




“Oh, Victoire, that’s a very pretty name.  I’m Buffy, and this is Willow, she kind of looks like she ought to be part of your daddy’s family, doesn’t she?  And this is Sam, and this is Selina, and this is Alex, and this is Jaime!  And you know who this is, don’t you?”




“Mi-nee!” the little girl squealed happily.




Hermione took Victoire and hugged her before letting Victoire clamber down and run over to Gramma and Grampa.




Mrs. Weasley hugged her granddaughter and cooed, “And guess what I fixed with dinner?”




“Bubble ‘n squeak!  Bubble ‘n squeak!” Victoire shrieked.




Willow said, “Oh, I love that.  Does it have meat in it?”




Mrs. Weasley said, “No dear, I make it with just potatoes and cabbage, and what else is available.  Tonight it’s sprouts and carrots.”




“Oh, that sounds great,” Willow said excitedly.  Alex didn’t say anything, because she was pretty sure ‘sprouts’ around here meant Brussels sprouts instead of bean sprouts, and Brussels sprouts didn’t sound good to her.  But she was a guest, so she wasn’t going to say anything out loud.  Willow smiled, “I love bubble and squeak.  I spent a few months with a Coven here — well, in our England — a few years ago, and I really got a taste for it.  No one else ever makes it back home, because I like it meatless with Brussels sprouts.”




Buffy added, “And what she talked about sounded totally yecch so we wouldn’t let Andrew try to make it, especially when he wanted to make the Klingon version of it, because he’s a scifi fanboy.  And anyway, a lot of us are pretty seriously on the side of the carnivores.  So, not big on the meatless.”




Alex watched while Victoire led Mr. Weasley off to see something in the garden.  George and Percy apparated in and joined the crowd, and before they even finished hugging their mom and Ginny, another Weasley popped in.  This one had a fresh burn on one side of his face.  A really big burn.




Mrs. Weasley hugged him and said, “Oh Charlie!  Which one was it this time?”




“The horntail.  Norberta.  She’s just laid a big clutch of eggs, and she’s really grouchy.”




Alex had to ask.  “What’s a horntail, and who’s Norberta?”




‘Charlie’ grinned.  “Hi, I’m Charlie Weasley.  And you are?”




“Alex.  Alex Mack.  I’m with Hermione.”




Charlie asked, “Is it really true that all of you have superpowers?  Like in the Muggle comics?”  He was really cute, even with the burn.




Alex shrugged, “Well, yeah, most of us.  Buffy’s about as strong as any five or six men you could find, and Willow’s a really powerful witch, and, well, yeah.”  She quickly changed the subject.  “So who’s Norberta?  ‘Cause that’s not a name I’d like being stuck with.”




He said, “When Harry and Ron and Hermione were first years, Hagrid had a baby dragon he named Norbert.  Well, it’s illegal to breed dragons.  It’s not even legal to walk around with a viable dragon egg, which is where he got the dragon in the first place.  He should have known better, but Hagrid’s a bit attached to dragons.  So some of them had to spirit Norbert away, and some of my friends carried the dragon off in the middle of the night.  Harry and Hermione got caught and got in terrible trouble for it, but they managed to scrape by, like they always do.  We have a large dragon preserve in Romania where we can keep them away from people, and the other way around.  But as time went by, we found out Norbert was, in fact, a Norberta.  And she laid a big clutch of eggs, and she’s being extremely protective of them.”




“How big do dragons get?” she wondered.




He said, “Big.  The one Harry had to face his fourth year was maybe fifty feet long.”




She gulped.  Fourth year?  Harry had to face a dragon the size of a T. Rex when he was fourteen?  She was never going to be that brave.




They ended up having dinner out in the garden, since there were too many people for the kitchen table.  Alex kind of wondered, if Mrs. Weasley could do those incredible room expansion spells for the rooms in Hermione’s shed, why she couldn’t just do the same thing here and make the kitchen and the table three times longer.  But she didn’t ask out loud, because she didn’t want to end up saying something rude by accident.  Especially after she said the thing about Norberta before she even found out Norberta was a what and not a who.  After all, what if Norberta had turned out to be someone’s wife or sister or mother or something?




She walked out and sat down next to Percy, who offered her some juice.  It was pumpkin, which she still wasn’t used to, even after having it at Hermione’s, but she just said, “Thank you.”




She sat and watched all the craziness going on.  Buffy was pretending to chase Victoire around the garden, while the little girl screeched with excitement.  Alex knew Buffy was going only as fast as Victoire could manage, but Buffy looked like she was having a great time.  George was trying to get his brothers to try a new candy he’d worked up in the shop, but no one was dumb enough to take one.  Alex couldn’t begin to guess what kind of awfulness his new candy would do if he had ones that made you vomit your guts out or have diarrhea until your clothes and your furniture were ruined, she just knew she wasn’t going to try one.  Willow was talking to Fleur about what veelas were and why they were magical creatures, and how Fleur was one quarter veela so Victoire was one eighth veela.  Sam was being really serious as she talked to Bill about the scars on his face and how he got them from a werewolf — a real werewolf — but he wasn’t a werewolf himself, just stuck with cursed scars and a hankering for really rare meat.  Mister Weasley was sitting next to them, pestering Sam about how Muggle computers and electronics worked, and why the electronics from Sam’s world seemed to hold up better to magic than electronics from Hermione’s world, and he kept stumbling on the word ‘electricity’ for some weird reason.  Hermione was sitting on Ron’s lap, and they were whispering stuff that was probably really private.  Harry was showing his broom to Selina while Ginny explained how to fly on it.  Alex could hardly believe that witches really flew on brooms in this world, but it sounded like Ginny was a pro sports star in a sport they played on brooms.  Weird.




Percy smiled, “Yes, this is what it’s like around here all the time.  A bit harrowing when you’re new to it.”




Alex smiled back.  “It’s okay.  I’m kind of used to the weird by now.”




Percy said, “It does make bringing a girlfriend home somewhat fraught with peril.  After all, anyone you bring by is instantly going to be compared to heroes of the Voldemort Wars.  Really, how could anyone compete against The Boy Who Lived, or Hermione Granger of the Golden Trio, or Fleur Delacour who competed in the first Tri-Wizard Tournament in centuries?”




Alex figured that meant he had someone he wanted to bring to dinner, but he was worried about how everyone would treat her.  She thought Percy was really nice and polite, and she didn’t get why his brothers all ragged on him so much.




Then Mrs. Weasley grabbed George and marched him across the garden over to where Hermione and Ron were sitting.  “George Weasley!  How could you?  You and your candies!  Poor Hermione is still nauseous!”




George insisted, “Mum!  I swear!  I didn’t slip anything into any of the food or candy or drinks or anything at Ickle Ronnikin’s house!  Well, not this time.”




Mrs. Weasley fumed at him, “Do you know Hermione’s parents won’t even talk to us or come over for dinner anymore?”




“Umm, I am a bit sorry about that one, actually.  Ron was supposed to get the surprises.”




“George Weasley!” Mrs. Weasley yelled.  “That’s not an excuse!”  Alex watched in a mixture of embarrassment and amusement, as Mrs. Weasley chewed George out like he was a naughty ten year old.  And maybe she wouldn’t have giggled if Percy hadn’t laughed.  And Charlie.  And Ron and Hermione too.




Okay, pretty much everyone laughed, sooner or later, except Mr. Weasley and Sam.  And Alex wasn’t too sure about Mr. Weasley, because he turned around and coughed a couple times, so maybe he was laughing too.  Alex had no idea Selina had a laugh that was kind of cat-ish.  Selina’s boyfriend the bat guy probably thought it was really sexy.




And pretty much everybody laughed when little Victoire went over and shook her finger at George just like Mrs. Weasley was doing, and said, “Naughty, naughty Unca George!”




George knelt down and hugged her and asked, “Who’s the naughtiest person ever?”  And he started tickling her.




And she laughed as she wiggled wildly.  “Unca George!  Unca George!”




At the dinner table, Ginny sat next to Alex and told her, “Really, when Fred was alive, the twins together were even worse.  Maybe three times as bad, because you couldn’t just keep your eye on one person.  The stuff they did to me and Ron…  Don’t tell Ron I said so, but he still has a fear of spiders from something they did to him when he was maybe three or four.”  Alex couldn’t help wincing.  “And if they weren’t doing some astonishing prank, they were doing something completely naughty.  They taught me how to pick a lock the Muggle way.  I have no idea where they learned it.  Mum was so mad when she found out.  And they’re the ones who taught me the Bat Bogey Hex.”




“Bogey?” Alex wondered out loud.




Willow answered from across the table.  “Boogers.  It’s the British word for boogers.”




Ron supplied, “Yeah, it makes snot come out your nose and turn into snot-bats that attack you all over your head.  Oh man, the time she got Malfoy with it was bloody marvelous!”




“Can we not talk about bodily functions at the dinner table?” Mr. Weasley asked, just before Mrs. Weasley came walking from the kitchen with over a dozen serving dishes floating around her.




Alex hadn’t really known what was going to get served, except for the bits she already heard.  After all, it was a magical house, so maybe there was roast monster or something, but the food looked completely normal.  Except there was so much of it.  There was a huge platter of roast beef, and one of roast chicken, and serving bowls of roast potatoes and peas and carrots and what she was pretty sure were Brussels sprouts, and a wicker basket full of fresh-baked rolls, and just tons and tons of food.  Even Victoire’s favorite ‘bubble and squeak’, made Mrs. Weasley’s way, with potatoes and cabbage and Brussels sprouts.




Alex helped herself to the normal stuff, but watched to see if anyone ate the bubble and squeak.  Willow took a big spoonful of it and made lots of ‘mmm’ noises.  She said, “Mrs. Weasley—”




“Call me Molly, dear.”




“—this is so good!  I never get it at home.”




And then Buffy took some and liked it, so Alex tried it.  It was pretty good.  Not as good as the buttered peas or the carrots, but a lot better than she thought it was going to taste.  She asked, “So how come it’s called bubble and squeak?”




Buffy said, “Yeah, I was kind of wondering that myself.”




Victoire piped up, “Cause it bubbles and squeaks!”




Mrs. Weasley smiled, “As it cooks in the pan, the steam comes up from underneath, and it makes little squeaking noises as it bubbles up from underneath, and the steam escapes around the edges.  Victoire likes to watch it cook.”




Victoire nodded excitedly.  “It bubbles!  And squeaks!”




Mrs. Weasley frowned at the far end of the table.  “Except for the time George put a charm on it when my back was turned.”




“Naughty naughty Unca George!” Victoire giggled.  “It made poot noises!”




It was all Alex could do not to bust out laughing.




Mrs. Weasley sternly said, “And I had to throw it all out and start over.  Merlin’s beard!  It could have done anything if we ate it.”




George grumbled, “It only would’ve made you turn green like the sprouts.  Nothing serious.”




There was a silence for long seconds, and then Sam jumped in.  “I don’t know if Hermione talked to you about this, but…”  And Sam The Scientist was off on another experiment.  Alex watched as Sam talked all the Weasleys, even little Victoire, into giving a sample of their blood.  Since they did it using this weird magical sucker thing that you just put on your arm without having to stick a needle into your arm, not even Victoire complained.




When Sam was done, Hermione put a stasis charm on the little vials.  Willow pointed out, “Just remember, the charm will probably start fading within minutes of your arrival back home, so you’ll want to get them into a lab or a fridge right away.”  Sam nodded like she already had that figured out.




And then George loudly said, “Merlin, after all that hard work, I could use some dessert!”




Everything was back to normal then, with Victoire calling him ‘naughty Unca George’ and Mrs. Weasley shaking her head as she brought out a cake, two pies, some kind of pudding thing, and cookies.  Alex watched in amazement as Buffy had some of everything.  She had no idea where Buffy put it all.  Alex knew she ate a lot because of the GC-161, but if she ate like that, she’d be a three hundred pound blob probably.




After dinner, Alex decided she’d let someone apparate her home, since she was worried she’d urp all over Hermione’s nice carpet if she tried the floo thing again.  But she lucked out.  Willow was ready with a teleportation spell for everyone who didn’t want to floo or side-along apparate.  And Alex wasn’t the only one who wimped out, so she didn’t feel embarrassed about it.  Selina and Jaime wanted to take Air Willow too.  Buffy wanted to try the apparition bit with Hermione or Ron, and Sam wanted to take more measurements through the floo.  Alex kind of figured Buffy would treat the Floo Network like a big amusement park ride if Hermione let her.




When they got home, Hermione checked that everyone was okay.  Alex could tell Hermione was nauseous again.  But no one else was sick.




Alex couldn’t believe George was being that big a jerk, when Hermione was doing this mega-important mission and everything.  She wondered about giving him a big zap right in the keester if he kept it up.  Ron took Hermione to their bedroom, while everyone else walked out to their rooms in the shed.




The last thing Alex heard before she got in bed and fell asleep was Buffy in the hall, asking, “Winky, are there any of those yummy scones left?”




Where did Buffy put it all?  A hollow leg?




XXI — Force Recon, the Sam Carter Way (1 of 3)



Sam woke up with a start.  “Holy Hannah, it’s so obvious!”  Why hadn’t she thought of it yesterday, or last night?  The readings she had gotten from the Floo Network weren’t anything like readings off a wormhole for the Stargate, but the harmonics!  The harmonics were completely interpretable using Miller’s Quantum Instantiation Hypothesis.  She knew what she had to do.  She had to re-calibrate the backup measurement gear and use that as a separate system.




And there was no telling whether she had three days or three minutes to get it done properly.




She checked the clock on her wall.  It wasn’t very useful for her.  The hands were pointing at ‘shower’ and ‘get dressed’.  Fortunately for Sam, Hermione had somehow figured out how to have a magical house that didn’t kill electronics.  Or at least electronics from her dimension.  She grabbed her military wristwatch off her nightstand and flipped open the cover.  5:47 am.  She had to assume she would have the time to get this done.




She rushed through a shower, and got dressed as quickly as she could.  Then she rushed into the house and to the living room.  She skirted around the remote-controlled mini-MALP the colonel had gotten for her to use, and she went to work.  She started pulling everything she needed out of her ‘pouch’.  It was really more a bag of holding from a Dungeons and Dragons game.  Not that she was ever going to say so out loud, because one Jack O’Neill would never stop teasing her about it.




Winky popped into being next to her.  “Missis Sam, if Winky knew you was getting up so early Winky gets up early too so you can have a good breakfast!  Winky is so sorry!”




She remembered what Hermione had said about house elves, and was very careful about what she said.  “Oh no, it’s my fault.  I woke up extra early because I had an idea about our work.  If you have a couple scones left over from yesterday, that would be fine.”




“Winky is very very sorry, but Missis Buffy had four scones last night and now there is only one scone left.”




“That’s plenty, Winky.  I’ll have that and wait to have breakfast with everyone else.”  She didn’t say anything about Buffy.  But seriously, how could anyone eat that much at dinner, and then pig out on dessert, and still want a snack before bedtime?  The woman must have the metabolism of a hummingbird.




On the other hand, Sam vividly remembered how much she ate when she had that armband stuck on her forearm.  What would it be like to be stuck like that permanently?  Maybe that was what Buffy’s life was like.  Pretending to move like a normal person and perceive sensations like a normal person, until it was time to shift into action.  Sam had fought plenty of tough opponents.  She’d fought Jaffa in hand-to-hand combat.  She had sparred with Teal’c more than a few times.  But she had never had her ass handed to her like Buffy had done.  Sam was estimating Buffy was maybe twice as strong as a Goa’uld and several times faster than Teal’c.  Buffy could probably go through an entire squadron of Jaffa like a hot knife through warm butter.




Sam dropped that subject to concentrate on the measurement gear.  She had a nice little system for sampling that fog.  It was a collection tube, a suction pump, a battery-powered condenser mechanism, and a little computer system to load a series of vials in a small rectangular frame.  It would have been impossible to use in the field if Sam hadn’t had a magic pouch with an extension charm on it.  Not that it was really magic, she was just going to use the word as jargon until she worked out the theoretical underpinnings.  She pulled out her backup energy detection system and started re-calibrating it.  She was almost finished with the last adjustments when Winky popped in to tell her breakfast was served.  She wasn’t particularly hungry, but she couldn’t afford to skip a meal when they might be pulled into a battle at any second.




She sat down next to Alex.  Buffy was working her way through a plate covered in sausages and eggs.  Sam knew Buffy would be an amazing asset on an SG team, but how would they keep her fed off-world?  On the other hand, Alex was picking at her food and looking moody.




Sam wasn’t the motherly type, but she had years of experience as a command officer.  She said, “Alex, I’d like you to eat a good meal.  We want to be ready if we get called in the next several hours.”




“Yes ma’am,” Alex quietly replied.




“You can just call me Sam.  I’m not your mom, or your boss, or your commanding officer.”




“Okay… Sam.”




“Do you want to talk about it?” Sam checked.




Alex shook her head no, but dished up some more eggs and bacon onto her plate.  Sam made a mental note to talk with Alex after breakfast.




Hermione sat down, looking a little green.  She muttered, “If I ever figure out how George did it, I’ll…”




Sam didn’t say anything, since she had already talked to Hermione about this to the point that it was becoming nagging.  She wanted Hermione to get a quick check-up from a doctor.  She had even volunteered to get Janet to come through Hermione’s portal and give everyone pre-mission baseline medical reviews.  But Hermione had been adamant that she was fine, and that she could do her own medical diagnostic spells without any Muggle help, and that they simply didn’t have the time given that they were running on D’Lazza’s clock and not their own.  Hermione was still grumbling a little about not being able to get out of last night’s dinner with her in-laws.  Sam knew that she couldn’t press the issue much more without threatening the team dynamics.  She also knew that the colonel could probably think of a way to tease Hermione into it, or lure Hermione into proving him wrong when he made some ridiculous claim.  Sam had certainly fallen for both at one time or another since he became her commanding officer on SG-1.  Daniel had probably fallen for each tactic a score of times.




Buffy smiled wickedly.  “You can send him out to keep the ‘girls’ company.  Sam can run him into the ground doing laps, then Selina can make him try to keep up with her while she climbs things, then I’ll show him some martial arts.  Up close and personal.”




Ron sat down next to Hermione and handed her a potion.  He asked, “After all that, would George even be able to crawl back to the house?”




Buffy shrugged with a smirk, “Maybe not.  We’ll just get Alex to give him a few shocks in the butt to ‘jump start’ him.”




Ron frowned, “I don’t think it’s George.  I gave Hermione the antidote for the Puking Pastilles last night, and it didn’t do any good.  I think it’s the portals.”




Willow sat down and said, “Hmm.  We’d better keep an eye on that.  She didn’t have any symptoms at all until… what?  Her sixth portal jump?”  Hermione nodded.  “We’re all still on jump one, so we should have some wiggle room.  Two trips through a portal and back, and we should still be good.”




Sam said, “But we don’t have any evidence that it’s the portals, either.  It may be exposure to these power stones, or something to do with the magical spellwork — I can’t believe I actually said those words out loud — or maybe even something else.  But I’ve traveled through our Stargate hundreds of times, and we’ve never seen a side effect like that.  People travel through the Floo Network regularly and never have these kinds of symptoms.  So it may not be the portals.”




Willow said, “I agree.  We just don’t have enough information to make a valid judgment.  But we’ll keep an eye on it.  If anyone starts having nausea or vomiting, make a note of your surroundings and what you were doing in the previous minute, then let the rest of us know as soon as you can.”




After breakfast, Hermione walked everyone into the living room.  She waved her wand, and a long coatrack appeared on one wall.  Sam noticed that every hook had a little brass nameplate above it.  She said, “Everyone?  I’ve got dragonhide coats in your sizes.  Winky put them over by the fireplace.  Please check that they fit right.  Then hang your pouch and your coat up here, so we’ll have them ready at a moment’s notice.  Put your earjack in your coat pocket so it’s ready too.  If there’s anything you want to have on hand, make sure it’s in the pouch.”




Sam checked her coat.  It fit about as well as her leather jacket back home, even if this coat was supposedly bulletproof and spellproof.  She wished she could see the Colonel’s face if she could show him a leather jacket that would probably stand up to staff blasts and zat fire.  She frowned as she thought about the NID, and how they would probably try anything to get their slimy hands on a coat like that.




Alex sat down on the floor next to her.  She looked like she was feeling really nervous about the mission.  Alex said, “Sam, it looks like you’re preparing for going into a war.”




Buffy smirked from the couch.  “More like a war with a big science lab in it.”




Sam looked around at all her gear.  She certainly wouldn’t have been carrying all this if she didn’t have Hermione’s pouch.  There was simply too much gear, unless you had a full-sized MALP to strap everything onto.  It had been involved enough to get a mini-MALP and talk Hermione into letting her stick one in her house and then have to explain to half the team that a MALP was a Mobile Analytic Laboratory Probe, not a Terminator on wheels.  She had her BDU pants and combat boots on, with her web belt in place about her waist, along with a sports bra and a regulation t-shirt style top.  But she only had an automatic on the belt and her combat knife strapped to her opposite leg.  She had five canteens of holy water in the pouch.  It was drinking water, as well as weaponry.  She had her earjack in the coat pocket.  She still had most of her electronics gear spread on the floor while she worked on the recalibration problem, but the two hundred pounds of measurement gear were all going to go into the pouch too.  She was going to carry the spare magazines for her automatic and her P-90 in the pouch as well.  She still had her toolkit out too, along with the P-90 and three boxes of ammo.  She was loading mags from the boxes.




Alex asked, “Why are you putting bullets from each of the boxes in the holders like that?”




Sam explained, “They’re different kinds of cartridges.  First, an ordinary round.  Then a tracer.  Then AP.  That’s ‘armor piercing’ in military lingo.  I’m hoping that a simple three-shot grouping of this ammo mix ought to stop pretty much anything.  Tracers should set the vampires on fire, and the AP rounds ought to punch through any demons with natural armor.”




Buffy stepped over and said, “We’ve tried tracers before, and placement is key.  You’ll need to manage heart shots and brain shots, or else most of the vampires will survive.  And they’ll be really, really pissed off at you.  The armor piercing rounds work on a few types of demons, but it’s not universal.  Plenty of demons have magically tough armor, and lots of them just don’t have internals like anything you’ve seen before.  There are plenty of demons that AP rounds just go right through with pretty much zero damage.  Vamps too, since they’re just like humans except for the magic.  So the regular rounds are of the good.  Still, what you’ve got is way better than ordinary ammo.”




Sam said, “If the AP rounds don’t cut it, we can try these.”  She pointed at five green objects that looked like slightly-curved plastic boxes on tiny metal legs.




“What are those?” Alex asked.




“Claymores.  They’ll get mounted on the front of the MALP.”




Buffy whistled.  “Awesome.”  She glanced at Alex’s confused face and said, “Claymore mines.  The blast is mostly concentrated in one direction, and it fires a couple hundred metal pellets.  Ought to slow down pretty much anything on two legs.  Or four legs.  Or six legs.  Might not do much against a Bemarti’ghas demon, but not too many things will.”




Alex pointed at another weapon Sam had decided to bring, given the mission conditions.  It looked like a large tube, a rifle stock, and a wheel of six tubes in between.  “What’s that?  A missile launcher?”




Sam said, “Pretty much.  It’s an M32 Multiple Grenade Launcher.  It holds six grenades at a time, and you can fire them one at a time, or if you need to, all six in under three seconds.”




“Sweet!”  Buffy asked, “What payloads?”




Sam reminded herself once again to stop underestimating Buffy.  The woman was like a young, female, Valley Girl version of the colonel.  Flippant and smart-alecky, until she let the Vampire Slayer out.  Then she was as deadly as anyone Sam had ever run into.  Apparently, Buffy knew something about grenade launchers too.  Sam said, “I’ve got a mix in here.  Incendiary, HE — that’s high explosive fragmentation — and AP, the armor piercing.  Plus, I have reloads in the pouch.”




“How much of this do you take on your usual missions?” Buffy wondered.




Sam said, “The P-90 and the automatic, with a lot of spare mags.  Magazines.  Sometimes some C-4 with detonators and timers.  It comes in handy more often than you’d think.  I’ve got about twenty pounds of it in the pouch.  A toolkit, my knife, food and water, tent and sleeping bag and other mission gear like that.  But I’ve never hauled an M32 on missions off-world.  Not enough payoff for the volume.  The weapon’s bulky, and the ammo takes up a ton of space.  Plus it’s heavy.”




Buffy looked around the room.  “Looks like everyone’s busy getting ready but me.”




Sam noticed that Willow was working on several charms, while Hermione was decanting some kind of potion into glass bottles.  She asked, “What do you have left to do?”




Buffy shrugged, “Nothing, really.  I’ve got my weapons in the pouch already.  Plus about a gallon of holy water.  Hermione put a spell on some party balloons so they wouldn’t bust until after I took them out of the pouch.”




Sam kept working on the ammo magazines, trying to get all her weapons ready so she could do a little more tinkering with the new measurement systems.




But just about the time she had all her weaponry packed away, she heard a loud crack outside the front door.  Harry stepped inside.  He looked grim.  “We’ve got a site for an incoming portal, and we have less than ten minutes.”




Willow looked up from her work and grinned, “Plenty of time.”  She slipped some odd crystals into her pouch and stood up.  “I’m ready to go.”  She slipped on her coat and started fiddling with her earjack.




Hermione didn’t look quite as prepared.  But she said, “We’ll get everyone ready right away.”  She turned to Alex and said, “Would you run out to the guest house and make sure everyone there knows we’re on the clock?”  Alex took off toward the shed.




Willow slipped her arm through Harry’s and gave him a smile.  “Let’s go.”  They disapparated before Sam had her tools put away.




Sam hurried to finish up, sliding the last four systems into the pouch and checking that her automatic and knife were in place.  She still wasn’t a hundred percent sure she trusted all her gear to that pouch, but the MALPs were too damn slow and were useless over uneven terrain or… well, she had plans for the MALP but they were all portal-adjacent.  She slipped on her coat, slung the pouch around her neck, and put on her earjack.




Buffy stepped over, turning in her coat as if she were modeling it on a runway.  She grinned, “Look, we’re a superhero team.  We have matching outfits, and everything.”




Hermione said, “And no sleazy spandex uniforms.”




Sam smiled.  Jack would love hanging out with this team.  She didn’t even have time to do a sound check on the comms before a ‘gate’ was appearing in mid-air and Willow was stepping through.




Willow said, “We’re good.  They figure the portal’s going to open in the middle of a farmstead this time, and two of the Aurors are already clearing civilians off the farm.  Everybody ready?”




Alex stepped into the room and said, “I am.  Jaime and Selina are on the way.”  She shrugged on her coat and draped the pouch about her neck.




As soon as Jaime and Selina walked over to the coatrack and grabbed their gear, they all walked through the portal.  Sam had to operate the MALP using the remote control, and it was a lot slower than anyone on her team, so she was the last one through.




Sam looked around at the new site.  They were halfway between a quaint little farmhouse and an old barn.  She tapped her earpiece and said, “Sound check, secondary comm system.”




One after the other, her teammates sounded off.  “Jaime.”  “Selina.”  “Hermione.”  “Alex.”  “Willow.”  “Xena, Warrior Princess.”  Assorted snickers and giggles filled the comm system.




Then Willow concentrated, as four red-robed Aurors took up positions in front of them.  Can everyone hear me?




Sam had to admit it.  Having someone talking in her head was uncomfortably like having Jolinahr in there.  Memories bubbled up.  Memories she didn’t want to think about when Willow was going to be reading her mind.  She just thought: Sam here.  Loud and clear.




A portal slowly opened in front of them… and then a dozen monsters came boiling out.




XXII — Force Recon, the Sam Carter Way (2 of 3)



Sam stared at the things and tried to gauge threat capability.  The demons looked horrific and unnatural, but they didn’t look any more dangerous than an army of heavily-armed Jaffa.  And these things had no long-range weaponry.  Just claws and fangs and tentacles and…  Well, a lot of nastiness she had no intention of fighting in unarmed combat.




She watched the Aurors open up with a barrage of well-aimed spells.  None of them seemed to have much effect, except for a particularly vicious-looking purple spell from Harry that decapitated the greenish thing on the far left.




Willow stepped forward and intoned thicken with a hand motion that seemed to carry a wave of force.  The demons smacked into a wall of… well, thick air, apparently.  Sam wasn’t sure how that could work, but if Willow was using some mechanism to enhance the strong or weak nuclear forces in the molecules of the air…  Whatever Willow was doing, it was a hell of a lot more effective than the entire team of Aurors managed.




And Buffy was on the move, wielding a massive sword that looked like it was heavier than she was.  She sprinted in from the right at a speed Sam wouldn’t have believed just a couple days ago.  Before Sam even had her P-90 out of her pouch, three more demons were headless.  Sam tried a three-shot grouping directly into the forehead of one of the center demons.  It dropped bonelessly to the ground.  By then Harry had decapitated two more on the left, and Buffy had killed three more on the right.  Sam dropped one more in the middle, and by then Buffy had finished off the last demon still standing.




Buffy strolled over and smiled.  She tried a stiff British accent.  “Well, that was bracing.  Who’s up for walkies?”




Sam opted to hold onto her P-90, and they moved toward the portal.  Hermione looked at Harry and said, “If we’re not back in three hours, let Ron know.”  He nodded unhappily.




Sam knelt down with her control system and had the mini-MALP roll into the portal.  It stopped halfway through.  “Damn.”




“What’s the what?” Buffy asked.




Sam tried getting the MALP moving, but the controls were on the fritz.  She was concerned it was the ‘magic’ of the new dimension.  She had enough telemetry to tell that the MALP should have been able to roll on in.  She explained, “I don’t know.  But either something’s blocking the progress of the MALP, or the magical background on the other side is frying the electronics.”




Willow stepped over.  “Whatcha got so far?”




Sam said, “It’s hard to tell, but it looks like breathable atmosphere, high but not lethal temperatures, air pressure gauge isn’t reading, E-M spectrum readings make no sense so I have no idea about radiation or solar gain, humidity is probably high but the meters are flaking out as we speak…  So it looks like we have a go.  But I can’t get the MALP to roll forward and then back so we can check that the portal’s two-way.”




Buffy nodded.  “On it.”  She strode over, grabbed the MALP by the rear towbar, and shoved it forward like it was a plastic wagon.  Then she pulled back until it was completely out of the portal.  She yelled over, “How’s that?”




Sam tapped her earjack and quietly said over her comms, “You don’t need to yell.”




Buffy came back over the comms, “Oh.  Oops.  Not used to having real comm systems except Will’s in-the-head thing.”




Sam replied, “Shove it all the way through so we can move out.”




Buffy gave her a thumbs-up and then heaved.  The mini-MALP passed all the way through the horizon of the portal.




Willow asked, “Still getting telemetry?”




Sam frowned, “Some.  Less than before, and…  Crap.  The atmosphere measurement systems just went off-line.  I was pretty skeptical about the ‘magic hates technology’ issue Hermione was talking about, but that may be what we’re dealing with.”




Willow nodded.  “Well, don’t worry.  The stuff you’re carrying is simple enough.  I put a few protective charms on them, and you should be good.  Sorry I couldn’t cover the whole MALP.  It was just too big and high-tech.”




Sam set up her portal measurement systems just to the left and right of the gateway, and made sure their wireless connections were feeding into her ruggedized data collection computer.  She looked at her team and asked, “Ready?”  Everyone nodded.  She said, “All right, move in the order I talked about.  Alex and Buffy on point, you three next, Willow and me on your six.”




Alex slowly flew through, while Buffy moved soundlessly beside her.




Buffy says the area is pretty nasty, but clear.  She’s about to re-test.  A rock came flying out and landed well behind them.  




Buffy, the rock came through so we definitely have a two-way portal and we’re set.  Sam nodded at Willow’s thought and motioned for the next three to move out.




Hermione says we’re good.  Sam looked at Willow and they stepped through.  It was obvious to her that Buffy had shoved the MALP ten feet off to the side to give them clearance through the portal.  She just didn’t want to think about the strength needed to shove even a mini-MALP ten feet sideways across this terrain.  It shouldn’t have been possible, but on the other hand she was seeing a lot of things that were even less feasible.  Buffy’s strength and quickness could be explained by nanotechnology.  Alex and Willow’s powers?  Definitely not.




Sam quickly checked around the portal behind them, and looked for any possible ambushes.  There could be a hundred ambushes ahead of them, because the terrain was a rocky, uneven hell.  Sokar had turned a moon into his own personal hell, but this could have been what he used for a model.  The air was thick and choking and relentlessly hot.  A reddish miasma drifted across the landscape, reducing visibility to a hundred yards or so.  Maybe less in some areas.  The air felt unnaturally heavy, and it felt to her like the gravity was well over Earth-normal.  Boulders and outcrops jutted up everywhere.  Even the ground was uneven rock.




There was no life anywhere.  No movement.  No birdsong.  No buzzing insects.  No plants.  Not even any soil.  How could anything live here?  Given what Buffy and Willow believed, the things that lived here might not need food in any sense that she understood.  Or the things here might prefer seven tasty female morsels with nice, red, human blood.




She checked again that the portal was stable and two-way: she tossed another small rock back through the portal.  Harry sees the rock and is giving us the okay.  They’ll hold the portal for us so D’Lazza can’t close it on us.  Good.  So they could leave whenever they needed to.  Buffy sees two vampires.  She thinks they’re guarding the portal.  Oops, make that portals plural.




Sam gritted her teeth.  More than one portal?  That would fit in with the prophecy.  She just wondered where the other portals went.  Other places on Hermione’s planet?  Other worlds in Hermione’s dimension?  Other dimensions?  They definitely needed to make sure they returned to the right portal.




She carefully thought, “I’m planting measuring gear on this side of the portal, and I’m moving two claymore mines off the MALP so they’re right in front of the portal.  There’s more than one portal.  Do not enter one that doesn’t have our gear in front of it.  And if I think the word ‘claymore’ do NOT be in front of the portal.  If I have to clear away any guards, it won’t be pretty.”




Everyone got the message, Sam.




She wasn’t sure if she really liked this comm system or she really hated it.  It was just too much like having Jolinahr in her head.




Sorry.




Damn!  Willow ‘heard’ that and felt guilty.  Even the emotions were bleeding through with this comm system, and that wasn’t good.  Okay, focus Carter!  She planted a directional beacon she could switch on remotely.  She made sure it wasn’t broadcasting, but was set to start broadcasting as soon as she activated it.  No point in giving anyone else something to home in on before she was ready.




Buffy says no more guards.  And there were four.  Alex got one.  Turns out vamps aren’t lightning-proof.




That was fast.  She thought, “We stay together.  No moving away from the others to check on things.  The visibility is too bad to risk getting separated.  If anyone loses sight of the rest of the team, signal immediately.”




Everyone got you.




They moved out.  Sam made them take a nice, easy pace.  The heat and humidity and miasma and pressure would exhaust them if they sped up for any amount of time.  Well, it would exhaust most of them.




She watched as Buffy ghosted between outcroppings like some sort of living shadow.




Three more vamp guards.  Wait…  Ex-guards.




Sam managed not to shake her head in surprise.  Buffy still hadn’t made a sound that Sam could hear, or let any of the guards make a sound.




They moved over to the other portal that was being guarded.  Sam said, “No one goes through it.  We have no idea where it goes.”




Hermione said, “I have something for that.”  She reached into her pouch and pulled out what looked like a plastic ear on a long string, and a plastic eye on another string.  “Extendable Ears and Extendable Eyes.  The ears have been in George’s joke shops for years, but the eyes are fairly new.”




Hermione tucked one string in her ear and held the other string up to her eye.  Then she tossed the other ends of both through the portal.  “Oh Merlin!”




“What is it?”




Hermione gasped, “It was a… a… a whole plain on fire.  With screaming.  Lots of screaming.  No trees or anything, just fire.  And big demons wading through the middle of it.  Then the eye burned out.  Then the ear.”




Willow muttered, “Oh great, more hell dimensions.  I hate those things.”




Buffy complained, “They totally suck.  And in a lot of them, the time runs differently from Earth.  One day on Earth, one century there.  Totally crappy if you get stuck there.”




Sam swallowed hard.  What in the world had Buffy and Willow fought that they knew these things?




They moved out across the rocky surface toward what seemed to be a low ridge in the distance.  Sam tried her SpecOps collapsible telescope and her infrareds, but nothing was cutting through the heavy, choking fog.  She had to wonder how well Buffy was holding up, since the woman had seldom stopped sprinting from cover to cover since they arrived.




It took them almost an hour to reach the low ridge, which turned out to be a nearly-vertical two hundred foot wall.  It looked too steep to scramble up, but Buffy clambered to the top in seconds.  Hermione performed a spell on herself so she was lighter, and Alex flew the two of them to the top of the ridge.




Buffy sees five towers shaped like giant African termite mounds, and past them some kind of stone castle.  She thinks the towers are about a thousand feet high each, and they have windows all over the sides.  And she can feel there are demons inside.  Lots and lots and lots of demons.




Sam thought, “I need to see for myself.”




Willow nodded.  “I thought you’d say that.”  She took Sam’s hand and concentrated.  Then the two of them lifted off the ground and floated up to the ridgeline.




Sam managed not to wince.   But this looked bad.  The miasma was almost gone up atop the ridge, and she could see all the way to that castle.  She studied the towers and the castle with her telescope.  “Those anthills are probably whatever the equivalent of demon barracks would be.  The castle is probably for the big cheese.  And that glowing pit off to the right is probably the power source.”  She checked two of the instruments she pulled out of her pouch.  Yep, massive power emanations.




Buffy thinks the ‘skanky hellgoddess’ has to live in the fancy castle, and I think the control crystal is bound to be in there too.




Sam thought, “Roger that.”  Then she remembered who she was working with, and she corrected herself.  She thought, “I mean, I got it, and I agree.”




It’s okay Sam, we have heard mil-speak before.




Selina and Jaime came clambering up behind her.  Selina was using her claws to hang onto the outcroppings, and Jaime had undoubtedly used her cyborg strength.  Selina muttered, “It’s cheating to just jump twenty or thirty feet up.”




Jaime just shrugged.  “Not like I have claws and that whip.”




Sam thought to the whole team, “Do we need to look at anything else?”




Most of the team’s having trouble breathing, so we’d like to go.  And no one needs to see anything else.  Buffy wants to wander through the castle.  Hermione definitely doesn’t want to look through another portal.




Sam thought, “We need to plan our tactical strike, so let’s retreat.  I’ve got a beacon we can follow so we go to the right portal.”




Okay.  Walking into a hell dimension is never of the good.




Sam thought, “Okay.  Let’s move.”




Selina pulled out a long bullwhip, snapped it around a jutting rock a third of the way down, and swung toward the ground.  Jaime leapt thirty feet down to a boulder, and then another thirty feet down to a small ledge, and then downward the same way until she was all the way to the plain.  Hermione did that odd spell again and let Alex fly her down.  Willow grabbed Buffy’s hand and Sam’s hand, and they floated downward.




Once they were on the rocky plain, Sam remotely turned on the beacon and followed her homing device.  She and Buffy took point, while Alex and Jaime were on the six of the rest of the team.  Sam figured that having two of her fastest people in the rear would be a good idea if they had to sprint for the portal.




Alex is thinking we’re doing great.  I told her not to jinx it.  Sam managed not to smile.




They were less than halfway back when it happened.  Sam heard the eerie wailing first.  She made sure her audio monitoring system was on, along with the electromagnetic detectors, and she reached into her pouch to pull out her sampling tube so the collection system could get samples of the mist too.  The wails cut through her like fingernails on a blackboard, reminding her painfully of sonic grenades.  Then the miasma thickened.  A red mist seemed to percolate up from the very rock they stood on.




Sam thought, “Tighten up formation.  We don’t want to get lost, and we don’t want to have anything sneaking up on us.”  She put her hand on Buffy’s shoulder, and they backed up toward the middle threesome of Willow, Hermione, and Selina.




No.  No, no, this is bad, this is uber-bad…




Sam quickly looked back toward Willow.  The mist seemed to be swirling fiercely around her, and she was sinking to her knees.




Sam whispered, “Buffy, grab her and let’s sprint for the p—”




I need more mana!  I’m all out!  How’d this happen?  I…




“Will!  Don’t!” Buffy yelled.




Willow put her hands on the rocky ground.  The miasma jetted away from her like she had set off a grenade.  Willow’s hair abruptly turned black.




Buffy sprinted toward Willow.  Hermione pulled out her wand.




Thicken.  Blast.  Willow held up a palm toward Buffy and pointed two fingers at Hermione.  Suddenly Buffy was frozen in a wavering cocoon of air.  Hermione went flying backward and tumbled over in the air, landing face down on the rocky ground.




Sam saw that Willow’s eyes had turned completely black, and black veins were moving to cover every bit of exposed skin.




Sam distinctly heard Buffy moan from inside her air prison, “Oh crap!”




XXIII — Force Recon, the Sam Carter Way (3 of 3)




Oh crap was about right.  It was what Sam was already thinking.




Selina was diving to the side as Willow gestured her way, and a blast wave seared past her, clipping her heel and turning her graceful somersault into a tumble.




Sam pulled out her automatic and fired off a three shot grouping at the rocks at Willow’s feet, trying to blast her with rock fragments.  Willow waved her hand, and the bullets stopped in mid-air.




Then they turned around.




Sam dove to the side as the bullets came searing back through the space where she had been standing a fraction of a second earlier.




Jaime came sprinting in at maybe sixty miles an hour, wielding a hundred pound rock in her right hand.




Willow didn’t bother to turn around.  Suddenly, another cocoon of air blocked Jaime and entrapped her.




Sam pulled out a zat and fired at Willow.  The zat blast sank into some kind of forcefield around the witch and vanished.




Alex flew past and fired streams of lightning at Willow.  All the lightning seemed to hit a barrier around her and funnel into the ground.




Sam rolled over to avoid another energy blast, and threw her knife at Willow’s calf.




The knife stopped halfway there and melted.




Sam scrambled to her feet and dove behind a low boulder just in time to avoid a pound of molten steel spraying viciously across the landscape, punching steaming holes in everything it hit.




She peered around the other side of the boulder and saw Willow focusing on Alex.  She couldn’t let Willow knock Alex out of the sky.  A fall from that height would be fatal.  She couldn’t give Alex an order, since comms were compromised.




Of course.  The comm system.  She remembered exactly what Willow had said about her magical comm system.




Sam concentrated.  She concentrated on the worst agonies she had ever endured.  The pain when she was being tortured by that ashrak.  The agony when Jaffa had used their painsticks on her.  The torture she had endured at the hands of far too many Goa’uld.  She focused.




Willow suddenly fell to her knees.  She grabbed her temples and screamed at the pain she was feeling from Sam’s memories.




Sam felt it the second Willow dropped her magical communication system.  Sam pulled out the control for her system and flipped a small switch so Willow’s earjack was locked out.  “Selina, anything non-lethal you have.  Alex, here’s what I want you to do…”




Sam popped up from behind the boulder and fired off another zat blast.  Selina threw what looked like an odd black boomerang that exploded when it hit Willow’s forcefield.  Sam tried another shot from her zat, only this time it looked like Willow’s forcefield was collapsing.  Selina threw another of those exploding boomerangs, and the field visibly shuddered.




Willow tried to stand back up, but couldn’t manage it.  The forcefield seemed to fracture across its upper half.




Sam clicked her earpiece and ordered, “Alex, now!”




Alex came flying in, dive-bombing Willow from two hundred feet in the air, and fired off two blasts of lightning through the collapsing forcefield.  The first one hit the forcefield and shattered it.  The second one hit Willow in the back and dropped her to the ground.  Alex just barely managed to pull herself up before she crashed into the rocky ground.




The air cocoons about Buffy and Jaime vanished.  Buffy leapt forward and rolled Willow onto her back.  “This isn’t of the good.”




Sam could see that the black veins were gone, but Willow’s eyes and hair were still black.  Sam asked, “Is she conscious?”




Buffy said, “No.  But that’s probably a good thing.  We need to get her through the portal fast, so when she wakes up and draws magic from the ground, she’ll get white magic, instead of this stuff.”




Hermione limped over.  Her nose was bleeding.  There was a swelling knot on her forehead, she had a split lip, and her cheek was bloody.  She was limping, and both knees of her jeans were ripped, revealing scraped skin.  She raised a bloody palm to her nose and said, “I don’t think it’s broken.”




Sam checked, “Can you still cast spells?”  Hermione nodded yes.




Sam said, “Is there any chance all the gunfire and explosions went unnoticed?”




Buffy looked toward the portal and winced.  “That would be a big ‘nope’.  I can feel a lot of badness coming at us from thataway.”




Sam made a command decision.  “Jaime, you carry Willow.  Buffy, you and I on point.  Selina, the duplicate P-90 that’s in your pouch.  Alex, you’re flying overwatch.  Don’t get too high.  Hermione, you’re going to have to try and keep up, because we’re going to need Buffy in the front line so she can’t carry you.”  Jaime picked up Willow in her right arm and slung Willow’s limp form over her right shoulder.




Buffy grimaced and pulled out her troll hammer.  “Time for the heavy load.”




Sam said, “Okay.  We move at a fast walk.  Hermione, if you can’t keep up, say so.  We need to stick together more than anything else, since the threat is in front of us.”




“Goh id,” said Hermione through a bandage she was holding over her face.  She pulled three potions out of her pouch and quickly drank all of them, making a face at the taste.




Sam checked the direction of the beacon and said, “Let’s move out.”




Sam estimated they covered less than a hundred yards before they saw the enemy force ahead of them.




The miasma parted as the force charged at them.  It was a wall of vampires, interspersed with an assortment of hideous-looking demons.  Sam looked over the charging force and gulped.  There had to be over a hundred vampires, and at least twenty demons.




Buffy muttered, “I wish Will could do her sunshine spell right now.”




Hermione said, “Oh.  Right.”  She limped forward so she stood just in front of Buffy and Sam.  She flicked her wand and said, “Incendio.”




A jet of fire exploded out of her wand.  She waved it back and forth, and the jet became a wide fence of fire.




About half the vampires had time to scream and turn, but none of them had the time to escape.  The fire swept across the enemy forces like a napalm barrage.  The cloud of vampire dust was so thick it exploded upward.




“Sweet.”




Sam watched as about fifteen angry demons covered in fire charged right at them.




“Uh-oh.”




“Not so sweet.”




Buffy called out, “The two big green scaly ones with horns on their heads?  Fire makes ’em stronger.  Plethix demons.  They live in a fire dimension.”




Alex asked, “How do they like lightning?”




Sam said, “Alex, stay aloft, and target anything that doesn’t stop when we shoot it.  Hermione, any kind of barrier you can manage.”




“Protego.”




Sam said, “Selina, three-shot groupings.  On my mark.  You take left.  Buffy, you take right with the hammer.  Jaime, hang onto Willow and watch our six.”




Sam clambered to the top of an eight foot boulder so she could shoot over Hermione’s barrier, and spoke into her comms.  “Now.”  She gave one of the Plethix demons a three-shot grouping in the head.  The standard round and the tracer seemed to bounce off its forehead, but the AP round dropped it.




She watched the battlefield as she picked off two more demons down the middle.  Selina was firing on the left flank, but her aim wasn’t as good as Sam’s.




“Fore!”  Buffy had run around the barrier and was swinging the troll hammer like it was a golf club.  Sam actually cringed as one demon took an upward swing to the crotch and went flying fifty feet across the battlefield to land on one of the demons in the middle of the battle.  “Hey, that’s an eight!”




Alex blasted two demons who hadn’t gone down for Selina.  One of them exploded, and the other fell onto its face.




By the time Buffy had worked her way to the center of the line, Sam had picked off the last two demons that Alex and Selina hadn’t taken down.




Sam checked over her comm system, “Buffy.  Anything else in front of us?”




“Nothing I can sense, but it might just be out of range.  I’m not picking anything up on our sides or behind us, either.”




Jaime, “Nothing back here anymore.  At least not that I can hear.  And Willow’s still out cold.  There were three vampires trying to sneak up on us, but I heard ’em coming and I threw some stakes through them.”




Sam said, “Okay.  Hermione, do the weight reduction spell so Alex can carry you.  Then we move to the gate as fast as Selina and I can run.  Buffy, you and Jaime just stay with us.”  She would have sent Buffy ahead on point, but Buffy didn’t know where the portal was.  Sam was the only one with the homing device for the beacon.  They’d have to remedy that for next time.  She just hoped her tactical error didn’t get anybody killed.




She put her P-90 into her pouch and made sure her automatic was ready if she needed it.  Then she set out toward the beacon at what she estimated was a seven minute mile.  Ordinarily, she could do that for over an hour since she had no pack and almost no extra weight.  She didn’t know what shape Selina was in, but the woman certainly looked like she could do a couple hundred sit-ups without a problem.  Still, in this heat and pressure and atmosphere, she and Selina would be ready to drop by the time they reached the portal.  Sam wasn’t worried about Buffy and Jaime.  For Buffy this was a trot, and for Jaime it was a stroll.




It still took about a quarter of an hour to reach the portal.  By then, Sam was breathing hard and sweating furiously.  She wasn’t sure if she could have run at that speed in this hellhole for another fifteen minutes.  Jaime ran through the portal with Willow, and Alex flew Hermione through afterward.




Buffy and Selina stood guard while Sam gathered up all her instrumentation and tucked it into her pouch.  Sam packed her C-4 around the mini-MALP and set it on a timer, to take care of anything smart enough to investigate their recon.  She was slightly relieved to hear Selina was breathing hard too.  At least Sam wasn’t holding the entire team back.




Buffy finally said, “Done yet?  We have incoming.  The only one I can see is a big old dragon.  And the only reason I can see it is it’s flying.  Way above the mist.  And it’s breathing fire.  But I can feel more stuff coming our way.”




Selina asked, “Is that what that dot up there is?”




“Yep.”




Sam said, “Got everything.  Let’s move out, and then we’ll get the portal closed ASAP.”




Sam walked through the portal with Selina and Buffy, to find three teams of Aurors standing guard.  She announced, “Incoming.  Including a dragon.”




Harry explained as Sam picked up her remaining equipment on this side of the portal, “We had two more invasions after you left, and we needed one Auror team just to hold the portal open.”




She watched as four men in dark red robes performed a synchronized spell that caused the portal to collapse.  She looked up at Harry and said, “Hermione needs a medic, and Willow needs watching.”




He clenched his jaw and said, “On it.”




XXIV — After-Action Report




Sam walked over to the porch of the farmhouse, where a medi-witch was arguing with Hermione, and Buffy was staring at Willow.  Willow was lying flat on her back on the lawn, breathing deeply and crying.  At least her hair and eyes and skin were back to normal.




As Sam walked past, she heard Hermione complaining, “No, I already took one of each!  It’s not as if I’m a complete incompetent!”




Harry murmured to Sam, “Hermione had to learn a lot about healing and injuries the year we were on our own.  She’s not exactly a novice at this.”




Finally, the medi-witch stormed off the porch and fumed, “Potter, she’s worse than you!”  Harry gave the woman an innocent ‘who me?’ look that had the medi-witch stomping off toward the other Aurors.




Sam had to admit that Hermione looked a lot better.  She had a plaster on her forehead and one on her cheek, but her nose looked fine and her palms looked as good as new.  Sam thought back to all the injuries SG-1 seemed to pick up on every mission, and wondered if there was any way to quantify the recuperative powers of those potions.




Hermione stepped down off the porch and walked over to Sam.  Harry asked her, “How are you?  Really?”




She frowned, “I still feel like Millie Bulstrode punched me in the chest and face a couple times, and I have a headache.  Other than that, I’m good.”  She thought about her stomach for a few seconds and lied, “That’s all.”




Sam didn’t say anything, but she wondered just how hard Hermione had hit the ground if she had that kind of injury through a dragonhide jacket and an inner lining with a padding spell.  Buffy had described ‘Darth Willow’ but Sam hadn’t realized just how deadly or how ruthless Willow could be.  They were probably lucky Hermione didn’t have a crushed ribcage and Sam didn’t have a dozen holes punched completely through her torso due to the bullets and the molten metal.  Maybe magic wasn’t something she wanted to risk bringing into her dimension.  Goa’uld were bad enough.  Black magic wielders would be even worse.




Sam walked over to where Alex and Jaime were sitting on the porch with Selina.  She checked, “How are we doing?”




Jaime said, “Fine.  I could use a shower, but other than that I’m good.  I don’t use a lot of biochemical energy when I run or jump.”




Alex agreed, “Yeah, flying around in there was a little harder but not a ton.  I’m good to go if you need me to do something.”




Selina blew out a long breath and said, “I could really use a catnap.”  Alex giggled.  Selina looked at Sam and said, “You’re in better shape than I thought.”




Sam said, “I’m really tired too.  I just have too many things I need to do.”  




Alex asked, “Do you need to watch Willow?  Because that was pretty creepy.”




Jaime said, “I’ve seen teammates get taken over.  It doesn’t mean they’re bad, just a victim.”




Alex shrugged.  “Yeah, I guess you’re right…”




Sam said, “We heard her thoughts.  She didn’t mean to.  And she didn’t want to.”




Selina sighed, “Maybe.  But we can just keep an eye on her, just in case.”  She wanted to be angry at Willow, but she just kept thinking about Jason Blood and how he was bound to a full demon despite everything he’d tried.  It would be incredibly hypocritical of her to hold a grudge against Willow and let Jason slide on everything Etrigan did.  That didn’t mean she wasn’t upset about it, but she was going to try not to be.  It also meant she wasn’t going to be completely trusting anymore when it came to Willow, just in case.  Not that she was turning into another Bruce or anything like that…




Sam pulled out some canteens and passed them around.  Then she drank most of hers and poured the rest over her head.  “I am not looking forward to going back there.  I think we had the element of surprise up until our battle with Willow alerted everyone there—”




“I’M SORRY!” a certain redhead squealed from where she was lying on the grass.




“—but they’re bound to have more guards and more patrols the next time,” Sam finished.




“I’m really, really sorry!”




She walked over to where Willow was stretched out like she was on a cross.  Sam wasn’t sure, but it seemed like the grass was getting greener everywhere Willow was touching it.  She asked Willow, “Are you okay?  I need you to tell me the truth.”




Tears streamed down Willow’s cheeks as she whimpered, “No!  I’m not!  I hurt Hermione, and I could’ve killed you, and… and… this is totally of the bad!  I didn’t realize the fog was leaching my mana stores the whole time, and then when I needed it, it was all gone.  And I tried to pull up some mana from the earth, but it was a demon dimension so even the mana in the ground is D’Lazza’s, and it’s all black, and I lost control even though I promised myself I wouldn’t do that anymore and I’m a bad bad person and what are we gonna do the next time we have to go in there and I ruined everything!”




Sam looked at Buffy.  Buffy smiled, “I’m peachy.  With a side of keen.  And Willow’s gonna be okay.  I know what you’re thinking, and no, it’s not Darth Willow in disguise.  Darth Willow could probably fake the ‘good Willow’ look, but she wouldn’t be making the lawn green up just by lying on it.”




Sam said, “Actually, I was wondering about the effect of the mist and the sound on Willow.”




Willow sobbed, “There was something in the sound, but it was the mist that got me.  I’m pretty sure.  I just suddenly had the hots for… umm… I guess it was supposed to be D’Lazza.”




Sam said, “That sounds more like pheromones.  Not to mention it only worked on the one woman in our team who isn’t completely het.”




Buffy teased, “Yep, our bisexual Will.”




Willow frowned, “Lesbian!”




“Bi.”




“Lesbian!”




Sam walked off smiling.  Oddly enough, it was that argument that convinced her Willow was going to be fine.




“Bi.”




“Lesbian!”




Harry walked over and asked her, “Just what in Merlin’s name are they arguing about?”




Sam grinned, “You don’t want to know.  George would probably want to know, but I don’t think you do.”




He looked at her and finally said, “I’ll ask Ginny.  Hermione probably told her already.”




Hermione walked up and said, “Let’s get home.  I want to see Ron.”




Harry looked her over and muttered, “You know he’s going to go spare when he sees you’re hurt.”




She rolled her eyes.  “Oh, because he’s never come home injured or anything.  Did I tell you about the time he came home from Quidditch practice with two broken legs and a concussion?  Practice, mind you!”




Sam assumed from the expression on Harry’s face that Hermione had indeed told him about it.  Several times.




She started rounding up everyone while Hermione complained some more to Harry about Ron being too concerned when she got hurt and not at all concerned when he did.




Willow finally got up from the lawn.  Sam noticed at once that there was a Willow-shaped area on the grass where she had been lying down.  The grass that had touched her looked conspicuously healthier and greener.




Buffy saw where Sam was looking and grinned, “My friend the earth goddess.”




One of the Aurors strolled over and saw the grass.  He frowned and said, “Merlin’s whiskers!  I suppose we’ll have to put a charm on the lawn so that doesn’t show.”




Willow said “Sorry!” as Buffy ushered her off.




Once Sam rounded everyone up, Willow opened the portal into Hermione’s living room.  Hermione had everyone hang up their coats with their pouches and earjacks.  Sam made a mental note that her pouch, Hermione’s, and Selina’s needed to be emptied and re-packed.  Hermione asked Winky to clean all the coats when she had time.




After that, Sam headed for a hot shower.  She didn’t know if the spells would let everyone shower all at once, so she tried to finish before everyone else went to their rooms.  She did have the shortest hair, so she figured she would be done first no matter what.




Afterward, they met around Hermione and Ron’s table.  Sam was the first one back in the living room, so she had time to pull gear out of her pouch and figure out what needed to be done.  She figured she would field-strip all the weapons, just in case there was something in that dimension that might cause problems.  Then she needed to re-pack all her instruments and measurement systems, make sure all the data were downloaded to her laptop, and start analyzing the results.  Oh.  And she needed to check Selina’s P-90 and ammo also.




“I’m fine, Ron!”




Sam turned so Hermione wouldn’t see her smiling.




“I know you don’t want me to fuss, but I just want to check and make sure everything’s all right.”




Hermione’s voice suddenly grew husky.  “I know what you want to look over, and I…  Oh!  Sam, I didn’t see you there.”




Sam looked at Hermione’s red face and lied, “It’s okay.  I was concentrating on my data downloads.  I didn’t really hear you come in.”




Ron tried not to hover as Hermione sat down, but Sam could tell he was dying to.  George and Harry apparated in, with George immediately complaining that no one told him Hermione got hurt.




Once everyone was gathered around the table and wet hair had been addressed to Buffy’s satisfaction thanks to a drying spell Hermione knew, Sam let Hermione take over.  “Let’s debrief, and then we’ll have tea.  After that, I think we’ll want to have ‘phone calls’ home so we can talk to our people about what we’ve learned, and what they can help us with.  So… who wants to go first?”




Willow put up her hand and Hermione pointed at her.  Willow stood up and said, “Okay, first off, I really want to apologize again for going all Darth Willow on everyone and hurting Hermione and nearly killing Sam and everything.  I normally bake cookies when I need to say I’m sorry but it’s Winky’s kitchen and I don’t even know if anyone would eat my cookies, and—”




George interrupted.  “Hold it!  What kind of cookies?”




“Umm, I was thinking chocolate chip with double chips…”




“All right!  I say the more apology cookies the better!”




“GEORGE!” Hermione squawked.




Ron just said, “Winky?”




Winky popped into place next to him.  “What can Winky do for Misters Ron?”




“Well, Willow feels really sad, and she’d feel much better if you’d let her make chocolate chip cookies for everyone and you’d have one too.  And if you like them, I’m sure Willow would let you have the recipe.”




Willow looked at Winky with big eyes.  “Please?”




“Winky wants to help Missis Willow!”




“And will you try one of my cookies?”




Winky nodded solemnly before popping out again.




Hermione glared at George before she carefully asked, “Willow, did you have anything about the mission?




“Oh, umm, sure.  I had a special mapping spell that was wrecked when I went all hoo-hoo…”  She made Darth Vader sounds for a couple seconds.  “But while I was all Darth Willow I was able to tell from the mana in D’Lazza’s world just where the power sources are, and I’ve still got that.”




She rubbed her hands together and held them over the table.  She began chanting in something that Sam thought might be Sumerian, although she wouldn’t assume so.  Still, she was tempted to get a recording just so Daniel could translate it and she could find out what Willow was saying.




The salt and pepper flew up out of the shakers and formed into a translucent 3-D model of the landscape.  Little salt portals formed at one end of the table, while a pepper ridge appeared in the middle and salt ‘anthills’ rose near the other end.  Then a pepper castle arose, complete with turrets.




Willow pointed, “The power sources are over here.”  She pointed at five pepper pillars standing together in a glowing salt area where Sam had spotted the energy emissions.  “And there’s something inside the castle linked to the power.”  She pointed at the castle, which opened up to reveal floors and an open central area.  “It’s here in the castle on the third floor, I think.”  She pointed at the ‘anthills’.  “These are demon hives.  About eighty or a hundred stories high, with rooms for thousands and thousands of minions in each one.  If they empty the hives and try to swarm us, we’re in big, big trouble.”  She pointed back at the portals.  “I’m pretty sure there were eight portals while we were there, and they went to at least five different dimensions.  That’s what it felt like.  But they’re setting up for more portals.  Pretty soon there’ll be maybe twice that many, and even more worlds are gonna get invaded.”  She pointed at a large swirl of pepper over near the portals.  “And it’s a good thing we didn’t try an end run off to our right to get around that wall of vamps when we were heading back, because there’s a huge lake full of water demons, and there’s no way we can cut through that and we would’ve been trapped.”




Willow waved her hands in a gathering motion.  The salt and pepper swept in from every inch of the table and swept back into the salt and pepper shakers.




Willow stared unhappily and said, “Rats!  That wasn’t supposed to happen!”




“What?” asked Sam.




Willow picked up the salt shaker and poured it out on the table.  It was obviously a mixture of salt and pepper.  She frowned, “They were supposed to go back into the right bottles.  Darn it!”




Ron said, “Don’t worry about it.  It’s just salt and pepper.  We’ve got plenty.”




George said, “Yeah.  It’s not like you mixed Slytherins and Gryffindors.”




Buffy looked at him and said, “You know, that makes a sense that’s… not.”




Hermione just said, “He can explain after the meeting.”




Sam explained that she needed to go through all her downloads and get some samples of the sound and the mist off to her people.  Then Hermione said she had some detection crystals that she wanted Harry to take to the Ministry for study, along with one of Sam’s vials of the fog.




After that, Buffy raised her hand.  “Willow and I talked, and we figure we saw thirteen different types of demon.  We recognized eight kinds, and we’ll send pics of the other five off to Giles for research.  The ones we recognized aren’t too bad.  Six you just hack their head off.  But one you also have to stab through both hearts with cold iron to make ’em stay dead for keeps or else they eventually regenerate, which believe me is totally of the ickiness, and one that needs a special potion to weaken its carapace before you can hack through it and kill it.  Maybe Sam’s AP rounds or something heavier, like some of her grenades, would do the job.  Or the Slayer Scythe.”




“Thank you.  Anything else?” Hermione checked.




Alex put up her hand, as did Selina.




“Alex?”




“Well, my dad’s a really great biochemist, and I’d like one of those vials of the mist stuff for him to analyze.”




Selina said, “Same here.  My… contact would love to have a sample of the mist and a sound sample for study.”




Buffy teased her, “You mean your boooooyfriend.”




Jaime ignored the byplay and said, “I know Rudy would love to work on a sample of the sound.”




Hermione asked Sam, “Do we have enough samples of the mist for all of our researchers?”




Sam nodded with a smile.  “My collection system got eight vials before I had to stop it.”




Willow moaned, “Sorry!”




Hermione looked around the table.  “Anything else?”




Sam looked around the table and spoke up.  “I have a few after-action issues we should address.  First, I have a plan for researching whether the portals are causing Hermione’s nausea—”




“I’m a lot better now,” Hermione frowned.




Sam continued, “—and whether it’s a risk for the rest of us.  I propose we get five to ten volunteers from outside our group and have them go through somewhere between six and twelve portal jumps, all of them across dimensions.  If we have a range of women, let’s say ages eighteen to thirty-five, Muggleborn witches and non-magical types, with auxiliary factors as close to ours as is reasonable, then we ought to be able to assess whether the portals are a causative factor.”




Hermione stopped and thought about it for several seconds.  “I suppose we could ask the Ministry to do that for us.  We certainly don’t have the time to do it ourselves.  Anything else?”




Sam staunchly said, “I’d like everyone to get a quick physical, even if it’s just from one of your medi-witches.”




“I just got a once-over, I don’t need another,” Hermione insisted.




“I hate hospitals,” Buffy fumed.




“I’d rather not let anyone else find out about my bionics,” Jaime said.  “Even if we aren’t in my dimension anymore.”




“My medical readings are… umm… pretty flaky already,” Alex admitted.  “I don’t think anyone except my sister Annie could do anything with what your doctor would find out.”




Selina said, “I’m willing to trust all of you, but I’m not going to let someone I don’t know stick a needle in me or perform unnecessary spells on me.  My partner and I have plenty of reasons to be suspicious about this kind of thing, and I’ve learned he’s right more often than I’m going to admit if he’s listening.”




Sam groaned inwardly.  This was going so well.  “Willow?”




Willow blushed miserably.  “Umm, well it’s not that I don’t want to cooperate or anything, and maybe you have a good idea, or maybe it doesn’t apply here, but after I use that much magic I’m pretty much not all that safe around electronics or diagnostics until the side effects calm down a bit and I really don’t want anyone else to know what a monster I am, and please don’t make me get a doctor’s appointment for at least three days and I promise I won’t get sick or throw up or anything like that—”




“Will!  Take a deep breath!” Buffy snapped.




“Sorry,” Willow repeated.




Hermione tried once more to wrap up the meeting.  “Anything else?”  Sam looked fairly grouchy about being out-voted, but Hermione was not going to put up with another pushy medi-witch when she had work to do.




Sam raised her hand yet again.  Hermione sighed, “Yes?”




Sam carefully said, “There is one more thing we need to think about.  We need to find a way to make sure Willow has enough… umm, mana that she doesn’t have to consider pulling the dark mana up from that dimension.  Otherwise, we need to assess whether Willow should stay within easy reach of the portal as long-range support only, so she can step back into this dimension anytime she needs more juice.”




Willow whimpered, “Sorry.”  She looked around the table and said, “I already figured this out while I was lying on the grass pulling up clean mana.  I just need a battery.  Maybe a backup one too.  I’ve got to figure out how to make one and charge it up, though.”




Hermione tried not to sigh as she asked once more, “Anything else?”  Maybe she let a little too much aggravation through, because she thought Sam was considering bringing up another issue, only to keep her hand down at the last second.




No one else raised a hand.  Thank Merlin.  Hermione said, “Harry?  You can stick around for tea if you want, before you take that sample off to the Ministry.”




He smiled, “I think I’ll get going.  I’d like to surprise Ginny at her practice.”




George rubbed his hands together.  “Everyone done?  Then it’s teatime!  And after that, chocolate chip cookies!”




Buffy stared at him and said, “And then how about you make with the ‘splainy?  What the heck is a Slithering?”






XXV — Long Distance Calls Again, part 1




Sam said, “I’d like to go last.  I want some time to study the downloaded data before I talk with my team.”  She didn’t bother to take her eyes off the screen of her laptop, but by then everyone around the table knew she was also paying attention to everything around her.




Buffy said, “We’ve already got a scheduled time when our people are going to call in to join us.  I’d like to stick to that.”




Jaime said, “I wouldn’t mind going first.”




Alex looked around the table and said, “Me neither.”




From the kitchen, Willow called out, “Last batch of chocolate chips!  Who wants some?”




Hermione looked at the platter piled high with still-warm cookies and said, “I think we’re good here.”  She managed not to rub her chest, even though her breasts were both still really tender from getting smashed to the ground a few hours ago.  Everything else had healed up, or was healing up.  Her lip and her nose and her hands were fine.  Her knees would be fine by morning.  She’d be able to take the plasters off her face before bedtime.  She must not have had her dragonhide jacket closed all the way when she hit the ground.  She idly wondered if anyone had ever considered making a full-body dragonhide suit with a facemask for more spell protection.  Surely some Auror had tried it sometime in the past.




Buffy said, “More cookies?  Chocolate cures everything!”




Ron looked up and said, “I couldn’t eat another bite.  Those cookies are really good, but if I have another, I’ll be sick.”




“Except that,” Buffy said sadly.




Ron looked over at Hermione and asked, “Do you really think it’s a good idea sending that vial to… the Ministry?”




Buffy and Sam both looked up at that.  Buffy asked, “What’s wrong with the Ministry?”




Hermione sighed, “It’s the person at the Ministry.  Draco Malfoy—”




“Draco?” Buffy laughed.  “You know a guy named Draco and you think my name is weird?”




Selina frowned, “Malfoi?  M-A-L-F-O-I?  As in ‘bad faith’ in French?  I see why you don’t trust him.”




Hermione said, “We have trouble trusting him because we were in school together, and he was our arch-enemy for years.  He tried to hurt Harry more than once, and Ron nearly died from something he did.  He took the Dark Mark at seventeen and figured out how to get around the wards on our school so a team of Death Eaters could invade and attack us.  His father was one of the most notorious Death Eaters and was Voldemort’s right hand man some of the time.”  She stopped to take a breath.  “And his mother once risked her life and being horribly tortured in order to keep Harry alive, just to protect Draco.”




Ron said unhappily, “And he’s Slughorn’s little protégé these days, so the Ministry will have him studying any potions like that misty muck.”  He brightened up.  “Hey!  Maybe he’ll try something, and Harry will have to put him in St. Mungo’s!”




“Ron!” Hermione chided.




Ron grinned evilly.  “So… let me tell you about the time he tried to bushwhack Harry and a teacher turned him into a ferret and bounced him all over the hallways and then dropped him down one of his minions’ pants.”




“Ron!”




He went on, “And then I need to tell you about the time Ginny got him with a Bat Bogey Hex.”




“Oh.  That guy,” muttered Buffy.  “George told me a couple stories about him when we were at your folks’ house.  What a maroon.  George said his dad’s so evil he pretty much makes him look like Saint Francis of Assisi or something.”




Ron growled, “Yeah.  Lucius Malfoy.  He snuck a possessed book into Ginny’s school things and it took her over.  She nearly died, and Harry nearly died saving her.  Merlin, I nearly died helping Harry get down to her.  At least dad got to punch him in the face.”




Hermione gave up.  While Ron regaled the room with tales about Draco Malfoy, she set up the living room so her team could start making portal connections.  And when no one was looking, she took another nausea potion, since she was still having trouble with that.  Not that she was going to admit it around Sam.  Or Willow.  No, she had a good idea what the problem was, and she wasn’t going to let any of her teammates know.






Jaime leaned back in the armchair.  She could really get used to this.  A magical chair that adjusted to fit her, a magical house elf who was cute as the dickens and cooked like a dream…  She’d be as fat as a whale inside a year.  After all, it wasn’t like she got a real workout from running.




The portal opened.  She smiled, “Hi, Oscar!”




Once Oscar finished putting his work away and called Rudy, he smiled back.  “Jamie!  How’s the magical world treating you?  When are you going on that reconnaissance expedition?”




“Oh, we did that this morning.  It went pretty well.  Sam thinks we have enough intel to plan our tactical strike.”




“Well, you don’t look like you were just in a recon mission in another dimension.”




Jaime said, “It actually went better than I expected.  We didn’t run into any serious trouble at all until we were on our way out, and we managed that pretty well.  Hermione got knocked down and injured, but that’s it.”




Oscar looked concerned, even though he’d only met Hermione for a few minutes.  “She’s okay, though, right?”




Jaime nodded.  “Magical potions for healing.  She’s good as new already, or she says she will be by morning.”




Rudy came rushing in, and asked, “Did I miss anything?”




Oscar said, “They’re already back from their recon mission.”




“That was fast.”




Jaime said, “I brought back a souvenir.”  She passed her data disk through the portal to Rudy.  “It’s a high-definition recording of a sound weapon.  Sam thinks there’s probably something in the high or low frequencies that will affect humans.  Maybe lots of things besides humans.  We could use something that would block the problem frequencies or screen out just the bad patterns.  But be really careful when working with it, okay?  I don’t want you to get turned into a mind-controlled zombie.”




Rudy looked at the disk and started to run back to the lab.  “Oh wait, anything else?”




She said, “If you can get a good solution to the sound problem, can you look into adjusting my bionic ear so it’s proof against that stuff?”




“Sure!  I’ll get right on it,” Rudy said, still not taking his eyes off the disk.




Oscar asked, “Anything else we can do for you?”




She said, “Not right now.  We’ve got teams working on a chemistry problem, and researching the portals, and evaluating the demons we saw, and pretty much everything.  But if Rudy can come up with something, it would be great.”




“I’m on it already.”






Alex wiggled in the armchair.  She really liked how it shrank to fit her just right.  Dad’s armchair back home was way too big, and she didn’t like the leather anyway.  She watched as the portal opened into her living room.  “Mom?  Dad?”




Her mom rushed into view and plopped down on the couch so she could look into the portal.  “Alex!  Are you all right?”




“I’m fine, mom.  Really.”  Her mom looked pretty worried.  “We’re already back from our force recon and it went really well.  And I hardly even got tired, since I spent most of the time flying instead of hiking.”




“You didn’t get shot at, or attacked by monsters, or anything like that?”




She thought about fibbing, but she didn’t.  “Well, we did have a couple things like that, but it turns out if you can fly, demons and vampires can’t reach you.  And lots of them aren’t lightning-proof.  And the ones that are, my teammates clobbered.”




“So... you’re really okay?” her mom asked worriedly.




“Really.  Do I need to get up and do some jumping jacks to show you?”




Her mom smiled and said, “Okay.  I believe you.  It’s just that… your dad and I…  We worry about you.  Ray too.  He’s been coming over here every chance he gets, just to sit here and wait for you.”




She smiled.  “That’s so sweet.  Is he around?  Or dad?”




Her mom shook her head.  “Your dad will be back in a little bit, and Ray will be back in a couple hours.  They’ll be sorry they missed you.”




She said, “This is for dad.”  She passed the vial through to her mom.  “We think it’s maybe something like pheromones.  It’s some kind of mind-control fog.  So be sure to tell dad to be really, really careful with it.  But we need an antidote, and it would be awesome if my team was the one who came up with it.”






Selina made sure she was wearing her red Donna Karan blouse, so Bruce would know she was safe.  She would think he was being over-protective, but every time she had been sure of that before, it had turned out he was right.  Or not paranoid enough.




The portal opened, and there was Bruce at one of his computers.  One of his ‘bat-computers’ as Dick liked to call them.  She snapped out in her best imitation of a drill sergeant, “Catwoman reporting as ordered SIR!”  She almost managed not to smile.




Bruce didn’t smile at all.  He growled, “Glad to see there’s no imminent crisis there.”




She refused to be baited.  “We had our recon mission this morning.  Went pretty well.  Sam plans almost as much as you do.  Turns out it really is a hell dimension.  Kitty doesn’t like.”




“Mission requirements?  Debriefing?  Intel?”




She gave him a leisurely smile.  “Why yes, I am fine, thanks for asking.”




He scowled.  “I can see you’re fine, and you would have told me if you suffered any injuries.  And you never wear those particular earrings if you’re not feeling happy.”




She hadn’t realized that about the earrings.  Naturally, he had noticed.  She said, “We had a successful recon and a nice debriefing.  With chocolate chip cookies fresh out of the oven.  Willow’s trying to apologize for what she sees as letting us down.  And our portal expert thinks we have enough intel to take out either their power source for the portals or their control system.  Maybe both.”




He grumbled, “Ensuring they can’t rebuild is the trick.”




She nodded.  “Sam’s fully aware of that one.  Did I mention she has a Ph.D. in astrophysics?  And she’s a major in the U.S. Air Force?  And she’s so talented she’s the only woman in her world that the Department of Defense allows in combat?  And she has years of experience in a multi-planet groundwar her world is waging against a galactic threat?  And with all of that, she’s younger than you?”




She could tell by the set of his jaw that he was willing himself not to look impressed.  She went on, “And Sam has some assets for you to analyze.”  She passed him the data disk and the vial.  “The condensate in the vial is some sort of mind-control fog.  Apparently it only works on people who are attracted to women, and the effect includes arousal, so we’re speculating it’s pheromone-like.”




He growled, “I’ll get on an antidote right away.”




She smiled, “You’ll have to hurry.  Alex already turned a sample over to her support team, one of whom is a Ph.D. in biochem.  Hermione turned a sample over to her Ministry.  Sam is going to turn a sample over to her people when it’s her turn, and she has an entire lab of chemists to call on.  But no pressure.”  She knew perfectly well that Bruce would be working non-stop trying to be the first one to come up with a counter-agent.




She pointed at the data disk.  “There’s a high-def recording of D’Lazza’s sound weapon there.  It doesn’t seem to have any effect on women, so we don’t know what it is.  But be very careful when working with both of them.”




He frowned, “I’ve handled Scarecrow’s fear toxins and Poison Ivy’s chemicals.  I do know how to deal with chemical warfare weapons.”  He looked at the disk and said, “If this is a high-frequency weapon, I ought to be able to put something together in a day or so.  Maybe less.”




Selina said as casually as she could, “Good.  Jaime’s team is already on that, and Sam’s team will get a copy too.  So don’t worry if it takes you too long…  Oh, anything from Jason or Fate?”




He growled, “Doctor Fate is out of our dimension on a problem of his own, so he’ll have to wait.  Mister Blood said to tell you hello, and sorry he has no useful news.  Etrigan has heard of D’Lazza and knows she has some manner of hell dimension of her own, but has no other information.”




Selina nodded.  “Well, I’m sure Buffy and Willow’s team will have some intel on D’Lazza by now.”  She watched as he clenched his jaw in frustration.




Once the portal closed, Buffy came over and gave her a high five.  “You are so evil.  He was gritting his teeth so hard I thought he was gonna chip a tooth.”






XXVI — Long Distance Calls Again, part 2




Buffy and Willow situated themselves in the armchair, which widened enough for them to sit side by side without having to squeeze together.




Willow would have been happy to try the ‘squeezed together’ bit with Selina, but she knew that wasn’t happening.  And there was no way she was going to admit it, because Buffy was teasing her enough about it already.  And Selina’s boyfriend was one seriously yummy chunk of brooding, muscular goodness.  Not that she was going to say so to Buffy or Xander, because that would seriously damage her lesbian street cred.  Okay, so maybe she wasn’t really a five and a half on the Kinsey scale.  Big deal.  On top of that, the guy was obviously smart.  Oz and Giles smart.  Maybe even as smart as she was.  A total turn-on.  Plus, he fought badguys at night and already knew about the supernatural.  He’d be the perfect man — not that she was looking for a man, or even thinking about dating any men anytime soon — except for that bit where he hated witches and didn’t trust them and he was still mad because a witch did a memory spell on him.  Still…




A sudden, unbidden thought blossomed into a red-hot image.  Her as the filling in a creamy, yummy Selina-Batman sandwich.  Oh no, bad Willow.  Don’t think about that.  Don’t go there.  Bad, bad Willow!




“Whatcha thinkin’ about?” Buffy asked in a smirking sing-song.




“Umm, nothing,” Willow blushed.  Oh goddess, Buffy would know.  Slayers had really sensitive noses, and all the Slayers knew every time you had sex, unless you really showered really thoroughly and douched and…  “None of your beeswax.”  She blushed even harder.




Buffy just gave her a naughty smile.  Oh goddesses, she knew.  Buffy knew she was having the lusty thoughts, and probably thought they were about Selina, which they were, mostly.  Her blush was getting worse.




Buffy leered, “Well, I could do this call myself, and you could go back to your room and… ‘take a nap’ if you need to.”




Willow winced.  Buffy even airquoted that bit about the nap.  Right in front of the whole room!  She was gonna die of embarrassment!




Buffy went on, “Still, I’d have to explain why you weren’t on the call…  To everyone…”




“Oh Goddess,” Willow whimpered.  Xander.  Faith.  Dawnie.  Giles!  Giles would be polishing his glasses until he wore a hole in them!  Faith would tease her for the next hundred years!




Buffy hugged her and grinned.  “It’s okay, Will.  Her boyfriend’s a hunk of salty goodness too.  And I won’t really tell the Scoobies.”  Willow breathed a sigh of relief.  “Much.”




“Buffy!” she squeaked.




The portal opened, and she gasped.  She had never been so relieved to look into an interdimensional portal in her life.  Unless Buffy was going to tease her in front of everyone else.




They could see Giles and Dawn, and video screens of Xander and Faith and Vi and Rona.  She smiled, “Hi guys!”




Giles asked, “How are things going?  Have you gone on the information gathering excursion yet?”




Willow couldn’t help bursting into tears at that.  “Oh Giles, I totally messed up!  I ran out of mana, and I needed more, and I tried to pull it up from the ground, but it was a hell dimension and even the earth magic was dark, and I went all Darth Willow and I hurt Hermione and I nearly killed Sam and I would’ve hurt everyone else too if Sam hadn’t stopped me and I made chocolate chip cookies to try to make up for it but I’m a bad person!  I even offered to do some healing or some diagnosing for Hermione but she said no, and I don’t think she trusts me anymore!”




Buffy sighed, “I knew I needed to tease you more so you wouldn’t do this.”  She patted Willow’s shoulder and said, “Yeah, Will kinda had a Darth Rosenberg moment and sort of ruined our little not being spotted time with some Darthiness.  Although Sam was the one who used the loud guns.  But it’s all okay now, and Hermione’s pretty much all healed up.”




Willow moaned, “I melted Sam’s big knife and blasted the molten steel at her, and if she hadn’t jumped out of the way, it would’ve killed her.  It punched through a rock!”




Buffy said, “But now I figure we have a new weapon against demons.  Willow melts a chunk of iron, and blasts it at our badguys, and boom!  Big holes through big bads.  And I can’t wait to see what happens when she does it with some cold iron the next time we’re facing one of those stupid Sidhe jerks.  Ought to wipe the smug right off their faces.”




Xander said, “Hey, the U.S. Army has stuff like that.  There’s an anti-tank weapon that’s just a rod that gets turned molten and punches through tank armor.  And there’s a weapon under development that’s really just a couple pounds of plastic explosive and a copper disk.  It blasts a molten copper lance right through pretty much anything.  And I’ve got that resource on metals, y’know.”




“You keepin’ up on the military stuff these days, Boytoy?” asked Faith.  “Still got those Soldier Boy urges?”




“Umm, no, Andrew and I watched it on tv last month.”




Giles pinched his nose and said, “Could we perhaps postpone all this and get to the relevant portions of the visit?  I doubt Hermione and her associates want to hold this portal open for as long as we usually chat.”




Buffy shrugged, “Okay, you go first.”




Giles looked at Dawn, who started talking.  “Well, it looks like Robson and his researchers found what we wanted.  We tracked down the relevant text from what he found, even if they’re in the photo archives.  It’s in proto-Sumerian, so it was a real pain to translate properly, but we think we’re talking about a hell goddess called D’l’z’ or like that.  The vowels are elided in the written form, so the pronunciation is a guess.  We’ll make a note in the archives that it’s most likely pronounced D’Lazza.  That led us to The Star Of D’l’z’ which is probably what she’s using to control the portals.  Without that she’d be—”




“Up portal creek without a paddle?” Xander jumped in.  Dawn couldn’t help giggling.




Giles blinked, “Umm, yes, roughly that.”




Buffy said, “Guys, this is awesome.  Good work, Dawn.  So what’s our ‘star’ look like?”




Giles said, “Given that information, Andrew used a reference from the Pergamum Codex that gave us a direction to work, and Dawn was able to track down something from the prophetic writings of Vilnavius the Elder.  Here’s his drawing of The Star of the Hellgoddess D.”  He held up a black and white sketch of a gem that was a rounded ball of facets with a ring of faceted spikes jutting outward.




Buffy grinned, “Wow.  I don’t suppose there’s a necklace that goes with.”




Giles grimaced, which was just what she was trying to achieve.  “Umm, Buffy, it would be a tad unwieldy, since it is apparently a little larger than a human head.”




“Oh.”  She pretended to be put off.




He added, “It is also supposed to be a glowing blood red.”




She gave him her best Valley Girl imitation.  “So not my color.”  She knew that her Valley Girl act hadn’t fooled him for a long time now, but it was still fun.




Dawn said, “Andrew scanned in the sketch and pulled it into Photoshop, and here’s his rendition of it.”  She passed it through the portal.




Willow looked it over.  “Wow.  It looks almost real.  Tell Andrew thanks for all the hard work.”




Dawn said, “Sure.  But mainly he did it so he could use it as a quest object in his new D&D campaign.”




Buffy said, “Well, thank him anyway.  And if he asks if you want to join the campaign, here’s what you do…”  She gave Dawn a big-eyed Valley Girl look.  “Ooh!  Ahh!  It would look really pretty on a necklace!  Are there maybe cute high-heeled shoes that go with it?”




When everyone stopped laughing, Willow said, “Oh!  And we spotted thirteen different demon species, and we only recognized eight.  Here’s pictures I took of the other five.”  She handed a memory card from her camera through the portal.




Buffy said, “We saw a bunch of those gefilte-fish—”




“G’filitik”




“—yeah, guh-filthy-tick demons in the distance, so maybe our skanky hell goddess is behind that problem we’ve been having lately, too.  So we have eight species we know.  Six you just hack their head off, one you have to stab through both hearts with cold iron to make it stay down for keeps, and that V’Keremond demon that needs the special potion to weaken its carapace before you can hack through it and kill it.”




Willow added, “Plus the vampires, but they’re easy.  Comparatively speaking.”




Buffy mused, “Although I’d like to try the Scythe on that carapace.  Or one of Sam’s fragmentation grenades.”




Xander frowned, “Fragmentation grenades?  How come they get to play with all the cool toys?”




“Speaking of which, I want to swap out the troll hammer for the Scythe.”




Giles nodded.  “Faith did anticipate this, so we have the Scythe ready to hand over.  Just don’t toss the hammer in here and expect Dawn or me to catch it.”




Dawn said, “Let me just yell down the hall for Trina, and she can take it.  Without busting the good meeting table.”




Buffy fussed, “That was totally not my fault!”




Giles said, “If I recall correctly, I believe you, Faith, and Rona were playing keep-away with the troll hammer with Vi in the middle, until Vi finally knocked it down out of the air.  Right through an oak table and a parquet floor.”




Buffy pouted, “See?  Completely Vi’s fault.  Right, Faith?”






Sam watched as the portal appeared in Colonel O’Neill’s office.  It looked like he was glaring at paperwork again.  She had a suspicion that he was secretly hoping that if he gave the paperwork an evil enough stare, it would just do itself.  She hadn’t said anything to the rest of SG-1, but she figured that in a few more years, the brass would have to promote him, and one star generals had to do a lot more paperwork than full bird colonels.  What would he do then?  Try to find an adjutant he could dump all the paperwork on?




He looked up from the folder and grinned.  “Carter!  Excellent timing.  Let me call the troops, and then you can tell me all about what fun you’re having.”  She waited patiently as he called Daniel, Teal’c, and then General Hammond.




He put the phone down and asked, “So.  How’s the team doing?”




“Pretty well, sir,” she said.  “We did the force recon today.”




“That was fast.”




She nodded.  “Magical prediction for the portal, magical transport to and from the site, and some magical transport in a few places while we were there.”  She kept the smile off her face, but she really enjoyed rubbing it in, because she knew he believed in magic even less than she did, no matter what Hermione had done with her wand and what Willow had done with no visible technologies.  Still, calling it ‘magic’ was convenient jargon, even if she was still certain it was just a sufficiently advanced technology.  And she was going to figure it out, if she just had enough time to study things.




“And?”




She admitted, “We did have a glitch.  Let me just say that half my team makes Apophis look like a street thug armed with a Saturday Night Special.  Willow?  I’m very, very glad she’s not evil.  You know those Krakatoa anti-tank one-shots?  She turned my combat knife into one of those just by looking at it.  There are several boulders there that are never going to be the same.”




He whistled appreciatively.  She decided it wasn’t in the best interests of the mission to tell him Willow was trying to kill her at the time.  She knew exactly what Jack O’Neill would do if he found out one of her team might be a threat to one of his people.  And it would not be pretty.




She held up the pouch around her neck and said, “Their logistics sort of trump ours, too.”  She reached into it and pulled out her P-90, then her M32, then the ammo for both.  “All two hundred pounds of measurement gear, all the weaponry I brought, repair kits, five canteens, the MREs, everything.”




His eyes lit up appreciatively.  He wondered, “And do you get the home version of the game?”




She pursed her lips and admitted, “Afraid not, sir.  Hermione and Willow are both pretty sure the pouch will fail as soon as I leave a dimension with enough magical background to sustain it.  We don’t know if the contents will explode, or erupt out of the pouch, or vanish into a subspace fold, or what.  But it’s not likely to be good.  Particularly if the explosion is atomic or sub-atomic in nature.  If Dirac’s hypothesis about the non-constancy of universal constants across huge deltas of space and time is correct, then a minor change in the fine structure constant could cause all the matter inside the pouch to go off with the equivalent force of an antimatter blast.”




He said, “Well, you just tell Mister Dirac to keep his hypotheses to himself.  No bringing home live antimatter bombs, Carter.”




She pretended to ignore his comment.  “I’m going to bring one back completely empty and see if it still works after a week in our dimension.  I doubt it will, but it would make a great secret weapon if it did.”




He grinned wickedly.  “Oh, this little thing?  Nothing much.  And then you pull out a Barrett .50 caliber and three Dragon anti-tank weapons.  Well, cross your fingers, major.”




She watched as Daniel and Teal’c walked in.  Daniel was trying to balance a cup of coffee on a stack of notebooks.  He grinned, “Hey, Sam!  Having fun?”




Teal’c solemnly said, “MajorCarter, it is good to see you are well.”




Daniel said, “So, now we’re all here, got any news for us?  Anything we can help with?”




She said, “I have a few things you can help me with.  First, I’m done with all the measurement gear, so I thought I’d send it all back.”  She passed the cases through the portal to Teal’c.  “Then I need a new knife.”




“What happened?” Daniel wondered.




Jack said, “A witch stared at it and turned it into molten steel for an anti-tank round.”  Daniel winced a little at the mental image.  Teal’c just nodded appreciatively.




She went on, “Then I need some analysis.  I’ve got some blood samples I need you to get to the bio labs ASAP.  There’s notes on the family histories and what intron fragments we’re hoping to locate.  But that’s a long-term project.  The things I need on an emergency basis are here.”  She handed Daniel the rack of blood samples, the thumbdrive, the data disk, and her remaining vials of the mist sample.  “I wrote out in detail what I need the physics and biochem labs to do with the samples.  We need an antidote for the liquid in the vials, if at all possible, and we need protection against whatever sonics D’Lazza is using as a weapon.  The thumbdrive has all my data on the portals, along with my conclusions.  I’d appreciate it if you’d have Bill and his staff look that over and see if they can come up with anything else.”




“Just what are your conclusions, Carter?” Jack asked.




“Well sir, these portals aren’t like the Stargates, and they’re not like the magic Hermione’s world uses.  But they do have certain distinct physical signatures.  I’m hypothesizing that D’Lazza is using some sort of crystal-based focusing and modulation system not too unlike what the Goa’uld use in their ships, to control the energies to power these portals, and the energy sources read like they’re analogous to a Type B naquadah reactor.  So if we take out her energy source or her focusing system, she’s portal-less.  And thanks to Willow, we now know precisely where her focusing system is, and where her energy sources are.  And Willow and Buffy’s research team came up with a picture of the focusing system.  So once we work out our plans and get some of these details resolved, we should be ready to launch a preemptive counterstrike.”




“Anything else?” Jack checked.




She took a breath and let it out.  “As a matter of fact, there may be something.  I’ve been thinking about back-up plans…”





XXVII — An Unexpected Visitor



Hermione sat back from the breakfast table.  She had eaten far too much.  Sitting next to Buffy was a surefire way to wreck any diet known to man.  How was she supposed to take reasonable portions of the eggs and sausage when the plate next to her had a pile of meat the size of Gringotts?  And she suspected it was Buffy’s second helping too.




Yesterday afternoon, she had sent off three owls, and she was waiting impatiently to hear back on all of them.  The one she didn’t expect to pay off was the one she had sent to the Wizard-Goblin Relations Coordinator at Gringotts.  She knew how goblins viewed goblin-made treasures, but still it couldn’t hurt to ask them to borrow the sword of Godric Gryffindor for a couple days.  Given what Harry had done for Gringotts in stopping Voldemort, she figured the goblins owed her one.  Even if she had burgled one of the most secure vaults and wrecked the underground areas with an escaped dragon.  All right, maybe they figured she owed them one.  But if any groups of goblins had been hit by the demons from the portals, they might just be cooperative.  She wasn’t sure she wanted to know what it would cost her, but that was another issue.  She figured that if Buffy was wielding that Scythe and that hammer, then maybe Jaime would want to try the sword; she was a natural-born Gryffindor.  They all were.  Well, maybe Selina was a Slytherin and Willow and Sam were Ravenclaws.




Oh Merlin, all that bacon was a mistake.  She was feeling nauseous yet again, not that she was going to admit it to anyone except Ron.  The plasters were off her face and her knees were healed, but the front of her chest was still sore.  Especially her breasts, where she hit the rocky ground.  Ron didn’t want her to go back, but he was going to let her do it.  Granted, last night he had tried to persuade her not to go, using her very favorite means of persuasion.  She was glad everyone else was out in the shed by then, because there was no way Buffy and Jaime wouldn’t have heard her.  Particularly the second time Ron ‘persuaded’ her.  Which reminded her.  She needed some more birth control potions.  She loved Molly dearly, but she was really not ready to be a mother, no matter how much Molly wanted more grandchildren.




The other two owls were a lot more straightforward.  She knew the Ministry would be much happier if she put in an ‘official’ request for the assistance of Harry and Ron, since they were Ministry Aurors.  And she knew she had to make an official request for Ministry assistance for the analysis of that fog.




She heard the crack of someone apparating outside the front door, but whoever it was didn’t walk in.  There was a loud clank as the person used the door knocker.




She said to the rest of the table, “I don’t know who it is.  They have to be magical, or they couldn’t apparate in.  But Harry or Ginny or George would have just walked in and announced themselves.”




Winky appeared beside her with a pop.  She wasn’t used to Winky looking anything but cheerful.  Winky was looking really upset.  “Missis Hermione, Winky goes to the door to see, and it be Dobby’s old master, and Winky is not letting him in if you don’t want him in.”




Hermione quickly stepped to the front door and opened it, to find Draco Malfoy standing there, looking his usual smug, superior self.  She had a sudden urge to slam the door in his face, despite everything she had said yesterday while Ron complained about Malfoy.




She didn’t slam the door.  Instead, she said, “Malfoy.  How… unexpected.”




“Granger,” he drawled in that annoying way that had only gotten worse with age.  “Use that brain you’re so smug about.”




Her?  Smug?  That was really the pot calling the cauldron black.  She tried to sound completely calm as she said, “That’s Granger-Weasley now.  And I knew you would get involved.  I just assumed you would send your results by owl.”




“And miss out on whatever amusements the famous Golden Trio are getting up to?  Nott told me Trelawney went to visit Old Scarhead, and she hacked up a prophecy about you this time.  Tell me your ego isn’t growing anymore than it already is.”




She just clenched her teeth, although punching him in the face again was sounding like an excellent option.  Or hexing him into next week.  But she knew Malfoy was going out of his way to make her lose her temper, so she could thwart him best by not exploding.  She didn’t particularly like Theo Nott, but he was an excellent researcher, and as part of his job at the Ministry he would have had to be informed about the prophecy.




She finally said, “Oh don’t worry, your ego is still the largest in the world by a large amount, according to the Guinness Book of Records.”  She was quite sure he had no idea what that was.




He just smiled at her.  “Are you going to invite me in so I can tell you what I found?  Or do you need to protect your gaggle of little Muggle friends?”




She smiled back, even though it felt quite strained to her.  “I think it’s more likely that you need to be protected from my Muggle friends.  Particularly since some of them are likely to squash you like a bug if you don’t behave.”




She reluctantly let him into the parlor.  She didn’t want him to see the spell circle or the rack of dragonhide blazers in the living room.  Not to mention all the armaments Sam probably still had spread out on the floor.




His eyes flickered to the side, and she realized that someone had silently slipped into the room and made herself comfortable in one of the armchairs.  Buffy, looking her most innocent and helpless.  Hermione suddenly had a burst of elation at the thought that this meeting might go really, really badly.




She played hostess.  “Draco Malfoy?  Buffy Summers.  Buffy?  This is—”




“Oh yeah, I heard all about Ferret Boy.  So.  Malfwah.”  She deliberately pronounced it like ‘mal foi’ just to be irritating.  “Dropped by just to be nosy?”




He raised one eyebrow.  “Buffy?  Isn’t that a name for pet poodles?”




“Draco?  Isn’t that a name for pet snakes?  What, was ‘Cleopatra’s tit biter’ already taken?”  She gave him a malevolent smile that said quite plainly he was going to have to take it if he was planning on dishing it out.




Just to cause trouble, Hermione said, “Oh, and technically Buffy isn’t a Muggle.  She’s a supernatural expert on her world.  Those big scary creatures the Aurors couldn’t stop?  She kills things like that every day.  With her bare hands.”




Buffy shrugged blithely.  “Or a sword.  Or a crossbow.  Or an axe.  Or a troll hammer.  I’m flexible.”




Draco sneered, “So you’re in pest control.  How… plebeian.”  He looked at Hermione and said, “So I presume you acquired some motley collection of Amazons and…”  He looked dismissively at Buffy.  “…slags.”




Buffy said, “Look, Spike Lite.  You can either apologize for that last crack, or you can have to have your wand removed from your lower intestine at St. Mungo’s.”




Willow stalked in, looking angry.  Alex and Selina were right behind her.  Apparently, the whole house had heard them, and no one was happy with Draco.




Draco looked them over and smirked, “More Muggle sl—”




Willow made an abrupt hand gesture, and the air literally shivered.  There was a flash of eldritch energy around Draco’s face and he was suddenly mute.  Not only mute, but missing his mouth.  Hermione stared in shock.  Where his mouth was supposed to be, there was only smooth skin from his nose down to his chin.




Willow angrily said, “Nod when you want to apologize.  Otherwise, you’re going to be taking all your food intravenously for the rest of your life.”




Draco patted his face and stared furiously at Willow.  He whipped out his wand.




Willow made another abrupt hand movement, and his wand leapt out of his hand.  Buffy casually snatched it out of the air as it flew by her head.  Then Willow made a flicking gesture with her fingers, and several more objects leapt out of his pockets to hover five feet above the floor.  Some sort of pendant on a chain around his neck leapt upward, tearing a hole in his robes and jerking him far enough forward that he fell over.




Hermione glanced over the objects that Willow was holding in mid-air.  “Let’s see.  Couple potions.  Those are probably healing potions in case he gets in trouble.  That looks like Veritaserum.  Good thing I wasn’t planning on serving tea.  That’s probably a portkey, my guess is it would take him back to Malfoy Manor.  That’s a backup wand.”




Buffy smiled wickedly.  “Nice job, Will.  How about you turn him into a poodle now?”  Draco glared angrily at her.




Willow gestured, and the objects dove from mid-air onto the coffee table.  She said, “I was thinking about turning him into a poodle from the neck down, and leaving him as is from the neck up.”  She tapped her cheek as if she were thinking it over.  “Maybe a female poodle from the neck down.  In heat.”




Hermione managed not to smile at the horrified look on Malfoy’s mouthless face.  She said, “Perhaps you might consider apologizing instead, Draco.”




He grimaced for a long second, and then nodded miserably.  Willow waved her hand, and his mouth reappeared.  Buffy languidly stood up, and grabbed him by the collar of his robes.  Then she easily lifted him off his feet and dumped him in the chair behind him.  Hermione could tell that Buffy’s casual strength shocked him a lot more than Willow’s wandless spellcasting.




He sat grumpily and said, “Fine.  I apologize for casting aspersions on your little squadron.”  Willow cleared her throat meaningfully.  “And in particular, for slandering Miss Summers over there.”




Alex added, “Who is totally capable of throwing you through a wall if you really make her mad.”




“I just wanted to find out where you got that sample,” he sulked.  “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.  Even Horace and Old Pucey had no idea.  I thought about running it by Blaise’s mum to see if she had any clue, but I prefer myself unpoisoned.”




Hermione explained for the group, “Blaise Zabini went to school with us.  His mum is a potions expert.  And, oddly enough, has gone through eight wealthy husbands—”




“Ten.  She’s on number ten now,” Draco interrupted.




“—without being caught.”




Draco said, “This one’s a Hungarian count.  Blaise figures the old blighter has maybe three months.”




Alex gasped, “She just poisons them all?  And you let her?”




Draco frowned angrily, “Let her?  Let her?  Merlin’s balls!  Horace and I went over Husband Number Nine for three weeks after he croaked!  We couldn’t find a single trace!  Blaise even stole bits of his dinners before he died, and we took samples from every decanter in the house, and we tested all of them too.  Nothing!  Do you know how frustrating it is to know she’s getting away with it, and we can’t do a thing?”




Hermione couldn’t resist saying, “And that she must be that much better at potions than you are, too?”




Draco snorted.  “I doubt she’s better than Slughorn or Pucey.  I’ve seen her potions that she sells, so frankly I doubt she’s really any better than Scarhead or your hubby.  She’s probably got an ancestral formula, passed down from mother to daughter.  Most of the ‘undetectable’ poisons now have some magical means of spotting them, but there are rumors of a few that are still out there.  She probably has one of the last ones.”




Willow said, “Can you bring me a sample of the last victim’s blood and liver and kidney?”




“What, you think you’re better than the entire Ministry?” Draco snapped.




“No, I’ve just seen a lot of Muggle methods for killing people, and I have some analysis techniques you probably lack,” she said calmly.




He stopped and thought it over for several long seconds.  Finally, he asked, “You’d really give it a try?”  She nodded.  He gritted his teeth.  “All right then, I really do apologize.”




He turned to Hermione and handed her a sheet of parchment.  “Here’s all the technical details on your sample.  The bottom line is simple, though.  The fog is magical, and will target anything that meets a magical requirement.  We think that requirement is ‘enemy’ or ‘threat’ but we can’t be sure since we can’t examine it in situ.  But the payload chemical isn’t magical.  In fact, it’s completely magically inert, even though it works on wizards and magical creatures.  Horace tested a tiny portion of it on a cage of pixies.  The fog wrapped around all of them.  Only the male pixies were affected by the payload chemical.”  He grimaced.  “They all went berserk and had to be stunned.  Even a quick peskipiksi pesternomi didn’t stop them.”




Buffy said, “We got it in a hell dimension.  Testing it in situ is gonna be a leeeeetle tricky.”




Hermione hadn’t thought she would ever see Draco Malfoy look utterly gobsmacked.  “A hell dimension?  You just walked into a hell dimension?”




Buffy shrugged carelessly.  “It’s not like it’s my first.  It’s getting pretty much old hat.”




Willow helped out, “What was this one?  Your fourth?”




“Fifth,” Buffy said blithely.  Hermione thought Draco’s eyes were going to pop out of his head at that.  “I didn’t even have to rescue throngs of imprisoned humans this time.”




Draco shook his head and looked at Willow again.  “If you’re serious about this, I’ll be back here in a few minutes with the samples.  And my boss.  Because if you can do this…  Give me a couple extra minutes, so I can buy you something nice as a thank you.”  He picked up his toys off the table, waved his wand, and disapparated.




Willow looked at Hermione, who said, “Malfoy’s an ass, but he works hard on what he cares about.  He always has.  For a long time, the only things he cared about were beating Harry at anything, and trying to get better grades than me.  He failed on all of that.  Then the thing he cared about the most was keeping his parents alive.  That basically cost him everything else.  He had to take the Dark Mark.  He had to try to kill Professor Dumbledore, even though when it came down to the last minute he couldn’t do it.  He had to torture innocent people, and be tortured.  He had to imprison a girl he knew from school.  But he kept his parents alive.  People who lost family members in the war are never going to trust him again, and the girl he really wants hates his guts.  But he’ll never admit how he feels about any of that.  He’s just the same Draco on the outside.”




Buffy asked, “How do you feel about him?”




Hermione shrugged, “In person?  He can still make me furious in two seconds flat.  He once made me so mad I forgot I had a wand, and I punched him in the face.  He’s still obnoxious and snide.  He’s still prejudiced against anyone who isn’t a Pureblood, even if he knows I’m much smarter than he is, and he knows Harry’s much tougher.  Everyone on his mother’s side of the family other than his mother is dead, except his Aunt Andromeda and her grandson, and he has to live with the fact that they adore Harry and hate him.  On his father’s side of the family, there’s no one alive except his father, who’s doing a twenty year sentence in prison just so Draco and his mother can keep the family manor and the family estates, and so the House of Malfoy doesn’t get disbanded by the Wizengamot.  But he’s very good at Potions, so that’s what he does for the Ministry.”




Sam asked, “Do you trust him?”




Hermione pursed her lips.  “Do I trust him to keep his word?  Yes.  Harry and Ron wouldn’t.  Do I trust the work he did on the fog?  Yes.  He hates being wrong and he detests looking bad in front of people he looks up to, like his mentor at the Ministry.  Do I trust him to work in his own self-interest?  Yes.  Do I trust him to be polite to a room full of Muggles, even if it could help his work?  No.”




Willow said, “Well, it can’t hurt to give it a try.”




Buffy grinned, “And when you do it after they couldn’t, you can tell Spike Lite where to shove it!”




“Why does she keep calling him Spike Lite?” Alex asked.




Willow smirked, “Because he looks an awful lot like he’s related to Spike.  William the Bloody.  This vampire we fought for years, and then he got ‘neutered’ and he couldn’t bite anyone.  Then he fell for Buffy, and he risked his life — well, his unlife — for Buffy’s little sister, and he went on a quest and got his soul back for her.”




“Sounds kinda romantic,” said Alex.  “Where is he now?”




Buffy winced a tiny bit.  Willow said, “Dead.  Died saving the world, came back as a ghost, got turned corporeal, then died fighting about a thousand demons rampaging through Los Angeles after he and Angel stopped the Black Thorn from destroying the world.”




Buffy pouted, “I have bad taste in men.”




“No you don’t!” insisted Willow.  “It’s just that lots of guys like you, and lots of them are badguys too, and, well…”




“I scare the crap out of normal guys,” Buffy said sadly.




“You scare the crap out of vampires and demons.  The entire Initiative was scared of you, and they were all trained super-soldiers.  Of course you scare normal guys,” Willow said.




Buffy complained, “It’s like every time I’ve ever tried to date a normal guy, presto!  A vamp.  Or a demon.  Or an apocalypse.”




Willow nodded sadly, “It’s like we’re cursed or something.  The first person I ever dated?  Turned into a werewolf.  Second person I ever dated?  Dead.  Third person I ever dated? Slayer.”




Sam said, “I think it’s like that for all of us in this kind of… life.  You know what they call me behind my back at the SGC?  ‘Black Widow Carter’.  Kind of says it all, doesn’t it?”




Jaime said, “Yeah, I’m about oh for twelve on boyfriends and dates now.  Even my dog got hurt so bad Rudy had to turn him into a cyborg to save him.”




“Your dog’s a cyborg too?”




“Yeah.  At least I can go for runs with him now.  I just can’t take him for a run in public.”




Hermione said, “The only guy I ever really went after is Ron, even if I went out on a couple dates with other guys.  But Ron nearly died about… once a year through our school years.  Two or three times a year, on the bad years.”




Alex said, “Ray nearly got blown to pieces, and he almost got killed twice this past year trying to help me.”




Selina said, “Batman nearly gets himself killed almost every night.  I can’t top that.”




Buffy said, “Maybe I should’ve—”




Three loud cracks sounded, less than a second apart.




Hermione said, “That was pretty fast, even for Draco.”




She opened the door and welcomed in Draco and two strangers.  One man looked like he was about a hundred, lanky and gaunt, with long white hair and a wrinkled face.  The other man looked like he was in his sixties or seventies, smiling and rounded.  Both wore robes, although the plump man wore something that looked like the brown suede suit variant of wizard robes.




Draco said, “Willow, let me introduce my mentor, Professor Horace Slughorn.”




Buffy looked at Willow and mouthed ‘slug horn?’




“Call me Horace, my dear!” smiled the man.  He stepped forward and shook her hand with both of his.  He turned to Draco and asked, “And you’re sure she’s not related to Harry’s mother?  Or the Weasleys?”




“I’m sure,” Draco said with a scowl.




Hermione said, “Willow isn’t from our dimension.”




Slughorn hung onto Willow’s hand and said, “But you look so much like Lily Evans!  I mean Lily Evans Potter.  You know, she was one of my very favorite students.  A whiz with potions, that girl.”




Draco rolled his eyes and introduced the other man.  “And this is my boss at the Ministry, Alacurn Pucey.”




The old man turned his eyes on Hermione.  “And you’re Hermione Granger, are you not?  My great-grandson spoke of you several times.  Not particularly kindly, but he did speak of you and your friends.”




Hermione explained to her team, “Draco and I went to school with Adrian Pucey.  He was a couple years ahead of us.”




Draco muttered, “And not nearly as good a Quidditch player as he thought.”




Slughorn smiled at Draco fondly and teased, “Ah yes, that’s a sin that befalls all of us, sooner or later.”  He clapped his hands together as he looked around the room.  “Now then, Draco tells me he let his mouth get the better of him, so I thought an appropriate apology might be something like… this.”  He reached into a pocket of his robes and pulled out a massive, multi-layered box of chocolates that said ‘Honeydukes’ across the top.




Hermione gaped at it and whispered, “Merlin’s beard!”




Buffy raised one eyebrow and cautiously asked, “This isn’t something we have to watch out for, like George’s candy, is it?”




Slughorn laughed delightedly.  “I gather you’ve met George Weasley, then!  I’m sorry to say I never had him or his twin in one of my classes, but I was quite impressed with Ginny Weasley.  Introduced her to some of the Holyhead Harpies myself…  No, no, this chocolate is perfectly safe.”




Hermione said to her team, “This is some of the best chocolate anywhere.”




Slughorn smiled, “It’s right up there with Zeitgeist chocolates from Switzerland.”




Draco stepped forward and held his hand out, revealing a glowing gray amulet.  “And this contains an anti-tampering charm we’ll put inside the box, so certain red-haired menaces can’t swap in anything unpleasant.”




Willow stared at the charm, “What does it do?  Because it has an aura, almost as if it’s alive.”




Pucey looked startled.  “You can tell that?  Just by looking?  I’d have to perform half a dozen Revealing Charms to spot that.”




Buffy smiled smugly.  “That’s just how good Willow is.”




Slughorn grinned and asked, “Hermione?  Could you introduce us to your associates?  I’d love to meet them.”




Draco looked at him and smirked, “You do know you won’t be able to get any of them into your Slug Club.”




Slughorn laughed.  “Yes, but think of the dinners out I’ll be able to inveigle when people hear I met all of Hermione Granger-Weasley’s prophesized team as they were saving the world!”




Hermione laughed, “Professor, aren’t you still dining out on your stories from the Battle of Hogwarts?”




He nodded and gave her a huge smile.  “Yes, but one must always be on the lookout for fresh material.”




Hermione said, “Ladies?  This is Horace Slughorn, who was my favorite Potions teacher at Hogwarts.  Professor?  This is Willow Rosenberg, who is perhaps the most powerful witch on her planet.  And she doesn’t need a wand.”




“Pleased to meet you.”




“This is Buffy Summers.  Those monsters the Aurors are having so much trouble with?  She kills things like that.  Bare-handed.  Or with a sword…”




As she went around the room, introducing each of her team, Horace was at his most charming.  When she finished, Buffy asked, “And you don’t mind that we’re all Muggles?”




“Why should I?” he smiled.  “Lily Evans was Muggleborn, and she was one of my favorite students.  Mrs. Granger-Weasley was too.  Just because I’m a Slytherin doesn’t mean I automatically detest anyone who isn’t a Pureblood.  Draco’s my current protégé, but my previous protégé was Muggleborn, and the one before that wasn’t a Pureblood either.  I ignore that silliness in favor of skill and flair with Potions.  That’s what I look for in a student.  Someone like Severus Snape.  Now there was a boy who had ‘future potions master’ written all over him from the day I met him, even if his father was a Muggle.”




Draco just shook his head at Slughorn’s antics, while Pucey waited impatiently.  Horace finally got around to the reason for their visit.  “Now Willow, do you really think you can help us with this case?”  As he spoke, he pulled out three small bottles, the first of which was obviously full of blood.




Willow said, “I’d like to try.  I’m sure you’ve done all the magical tests I could think of, but you may not know about the Muggle methods that they call ‘criminal forensics’.  I’ve been looking into using some of them to track down some supernatural baddies in our world.”




She set the vials on the coffee table, and then laid out several different herbs in an arcane arrangement.  She chanted softly for long seconds, and then the herbs turned to dust.  A strange image began forming over the vial of blood and the vial of preserved kidney samples.  The image was of tiny black letters linked together by glowing straight lines.




“What exactly is that, young lady?” Pucey asked.




“It’s a representation of a chemical that doesn’t belong.  I use this particular form, because it corresponds to the way Muggle chemistry books usually draw molecules.  That makes it easier for me to compare it to known molecules.  It’s…  Oh!  It’s succinylcholine.  I certainly didn’t expect that.”




Draco asked in a tone which was surprisingly polite for him, “And just what is this sucks-a-kneel-whatever?”




“Hmm, well it’s also called suxamethonium chloride and a couple other things, if I recall correctly.  It’s magically inert.  But it’s a depolarizing neuromuscular blocker, so it acts like a paralytic agent.  It can kill the victim before it breaks down.  It wouldn’t show up in a magical test because it’s not magical, but it’s nearly impossible to detect using Muggle methods unless the blood and organs are analyzed pretty quickly, or properly preserved.  It’s in the blood and the kidneys, but not in the liver, so it was probably magically deposited in the victim’s bloodstream.”




Pucey said, “I must admit, I had my doubts when Malfoy wanted to try this, but this is amazing.”




Horace Slughorn suddenly snapped his fingers and said, “Aha!  Now I know what she’s been doing!”




Draco asked, “Do you think you can prove it to the Wizengamot?”




Slughorn smirked, “All we have to do is find where she keeps her ingredients.”




Draco said, “Blaise knows.  She doesn’t let him in there, but he knows which room it is, and he can crack the wards since it’s his manor house now.”




Pucey said, “In that case, I think we should contact the Aurors immediately and get permission to search.”




Pucey and Slughorn hastily disapparated.  Draco paused long enough to tell Willow, “You probably saved the life of an important Hungarian count.  Even if Blaise says the creepy old blighter is a bigot.”




“Umm, you’re welcome, I guess,” said Willow.




Draco was only gone a few seconds before the wrapping was already ripped off the box of chocolates, and questing hands were checking out the contents.




“Let me put this anti-tampering charm on it now, in case George shows up soon,” Hermione said.




“Yeah, doesn’t he have a business to run or something?”




Buffy moaned, “Ooh, this chocolate is incredible.  And now we don’t have to worry about those Puking Pasties showing up in our yummies.  I think I totally forgive Malfoy for being a prick.”




“Pastilles.  They’re pastilles, not pasties,” Sam muttered.  “And… oh God these are good!  Can I get a box of these to take home too?”




Willow said, “If your friends are like mine, you’d better hide it in your luggage so they don’t see it.”




“Will!” Buffy protested.  “I only got into your good chocolates that once!  Dawn’s the one who raids everybody’s chocolate.”




Willow rolled her eyes.  “And Vi.  And Faith.  And Caridad.  And—”




“Okay, okay, I get the picture.  Your poor chocolates are constantly being violated by the evil Slayers in the house,” Buffy muttered.




Alex took a bite and whimpered.  “Oh my gosh these are awesome.  I so need some for mom.  And me.”




Hermione said, “I’ll send an owl for six special boxes and… how many extra boxes for presents?”  She counted hands.  Buffy had one hand in the chocolate box again, but her other hand had four fingers showing.  “Okay, ten smaller gift assortments.  I’ll have Ron pick them up.”




Sam took another bite of chocolate and said, “Good, I’d rather not try any candy George picks up for you.”




Hermione asked, “While we’re all here, let’s plan.  Do we go for the focusing crystal, or the power sources?”




Sam said, “My instrumentation and Willow’s magical map show us five high-yield power sources in that one area.  But we can’t be sure those are the only power sources D’Lazza can access.  The crystal seems like the highest-probability option.”




Willow said, “Yeah, we know where it is, and what it looks like…”  She held up Andrew’s color rendition which had a white-haired wizard holding it for scale.  “… even if we don’t know what protections are on it.”




Hermione said, “But I think I know how we can sneak in and take it without D’Lazza knowing it.”




Sam said, “If you’re planning a stealth maneuver, we ought to assume D’Lazza is going to spot our entry somehow, now she knows we’re entering her domain.”




Buffy said, “Simple.  We launch a big, messy attack and let a couple of our team sneak over and pull the caper.”




Selina smiled, “No one says ‘pull the caper’ anymore.  But I think I need to be the one who goes for the crystal.”




Sam said, “But with support.”




Hermione said, “And just the right spells.”




Willow said, “I’ll be the big noisy attack, since I’m going to have to carry a lot of white mana in when we go this time, along with some protective spells to stop the fog from leaching everything out of me.  With the crystals I’ll be carrying, D’Lazza will spot me from miles away.”




Sam said, “And maybe we should consider some extra backup plans I’ve been thinking about.”




Selina said, “Yeah, about that.  I’ve got an idea for a backup plan too.”




Willow glanced at Buffy and said, “We’ve got a couple ideas on that also.”




Hermione nodded, “Me too.”




Alex sighed.  “I wish I had backup plans.”




Sam looked at her and gently said, “This is how you learn about backup plans.  Somewhere, someone has to teach you about tactics and strategy, and in cases like this, even meta-strategy.  I had four years of training in college at the Air Force Academy, and then years of training in the field.”




Alex suddenly looked horrified.  “Oh no.  I couldn’t do that!  My dad’ll kill me if I go ROTC!”





XXVIII — Field Trip




Hermione took another bite of chocolate.  Even though she had promised herself she was done.  For now.  It really wasn’t fair that Honeydukes’ chocolates were so good.  And it wasn’t fair that Buffy could probably eat the entire box and not gain an ounce.  Hermione, on the other hand, had been feeling kind of heavy and bloated lately, and she really needed not to be rooting through a giant box of Honeydukes’ finest like a niffler in a gold mine.




Winky appeared beside her with a pop.  She said, “Missis Hermione, two owls was coming here, and Winky takes care of them, and here are the letters.”




“Thank you, Winky.  That was well done.”




Winky squeaked with pleasure and disappeared with another pop.




The first parchment was from the Ministry.  The Auror Office was giving her official approval to use Harry and Ron as Aurors.  That wasn’t a big surprise.  Most of the upper level of the Auror Office would let the Golden Trio do nearly anything.  Even four years after the final defeat of Voldemort, the shine still hadn’t worn off.  Hermione had to assume that a lot of that was because Harry had proven to be an exceptionally good Auror, just as she had become one of the up-and-comers in the Department of Mysteries, and Ron had done surprisingly well in Auror training, and was doing well as a new field Auror.  Ron wasn’t The Boy Who Lived, but he had spent his entire life since he was eleven fighting the forces of darkness and risking his life, so it wasn’t a surprise to Hermione that he performed better under pressure than most people.




The second parchment was from Gringotts.  She nervously unrolled the parchment.





To Hermione Granger-Weasley:




While the sword of Godric Gryffindor is a goblin treasure that belongs in Gringotts, that does not mean that it cannot be loaned out temporarily, for a reasonable fee.  If you wish to borrow this icon, please come to Gringotts bank as soon as possible, and bring a champion for tests of courage.




Yours,
Griphook






Oh dear.  Oh dear oh dear oh dear.  This didn’t look good.




“What’s the what?” Buffy asked from the doorway.  “You look like you just got cancer of the puppy.”




“Bad news from the Ministry of Magic?” Sam checked.




She should have known the two teammates with the most situational awareness would spot that something was going on.  She explained, “The Ministry is fine.  They said I can work with Harry and Ron like we’re already doing, just labeling it as official Auror business.  The problem is Gringotts.”  She handed Buffy the letter.  Sam read it over Buffy’s shoulder.




Sam asked, “Champion?  Tests of courage?”




Hermione sighed, “I should have known this would happen.  When we — Harry, Ron and I — got Hufflepuff’s cup, we got it by breaking into Gringotts.  No one is supposed to be able to break into Gringotts.  Griphook knows all about it, because he’s the one who helped us.  And doublecrossed us at the first opportunity.  We broke into a high security vault that’s supposed to be impregnable, wrecked the contents, stole a valuable heirloom that’s also a lost goblin treasure, broke out by loosing one of their guard dragons and letting it do an incredible amount of damage as it clawed its way out of the underground passages right through the bank, and then destroyed the heirloom when we killed the Horcrux in it.  Griphook was in huge trouble with the other goblins, but when Neville summoned the sword from the Gringotts vaults, Griphook was the one who negotiated its return.  As part of that negotiation, Professor McGonagall insisted on an amnesty for me and Ron and Harry.  Harry still insisted on using funds from the House of Potter and the House of Black to pay for the damages — like the goblins wouldn’t have found a way to get the Galleons out of him if he hadn’t — but they’re still holding a grudge.  And Draco’s mum is still furious about the payout, since she’s one of the last of the Black family and so she figures that money should have gone to her and Draco instead.”




Buffy asked, “So this champion and tests of courage?  This is all a scam to get back at you?”




Hermione frowned, “Probably at Harry.  They have to figure I’d bring Harry as my champion.  It’s probably a series of trials he’d have to complete without using his wand.”




Buffy grinned wickedly, “Hey, I’m a champion.  Officially, even.  Take me instead.  Let ’em throw a few dragons at me.  I pull out my Scythe, and…”  She made swishing noises with her mouth as she waved an imaginary weapon about.  “…presto, dragon sushi!”




Sam said, “I’d like to go too.  A bank run by goblins?  An entire separate monetary system?  Sounds really interesting.”




“What sounds interesting?” asked Alex as she walked into the room with Willow.




Buffy grinned, “Field trip!  We’re gonna go see how goblins make wizard money and hold grudges against people we like.”




Willow gave Buffy an odd look and asked, “Field trip like the hyena exhibit at the zoo?  Or field trip like the Incan exhibit at the museum?”




Buffy said, “More like the field trip Angel went on to save Darla version 3.0.”




“Darla version 3.0?” Sam asked.  She had been listening to Buffy for a couple days now, and she still was never sure whether some quirky phrase was just Buffy’s odd vocabulary or a reference to something so strange it made the Asgard look like a mom and pop grocery.




Willow said, “Darla version 1.0 was plain old Darla, prostitute in 1600’s Virginia, dying from tertiary syphilis I think.  Version 2.0 was when The Master turned her into a vampire, and she went on a multi-century killing spree, which I think also says something important about women’s rights and the way disenfranchised women are still being treated in—”  Buffy cleared her throat meaningfully.  Willow blushed and went back to her topic.  “So anyway, Darla sired Angel about a century later.  Angel and Buffy killed her a few years ago.  Version 3.0 was when an evil law firm brought her back from the dead so they could use her as a weapon against Angel, but she came back human, and dying of the stuff she’d been dying from before she got vamped.  Angel went on this whole knightly quest to save her.  Didn’t quite work.  But Darla got vamped again before she kicked the bucket, so Darla version 4.0 and another vamp went wild in Los Angeles until Darla found out she was preggers.  Somehow, even though she’s a demonically animated corpse, Angel managed to knock her up.  But having a baby with a soul inside you turns out to be nearly as good as having your own soul.  She killed herself to save her unborn child, who turned out to be human.  Mostly.  We haven’t had a Darla version 5.0.”




“Yet,” Buffy finished.




Sam just shook her head.  “And I thought our missions were crazy…”




Buffy gleefully rubbed her hands together.  “So.  Who else wants to go see Gringotts and tell annoying goblins they better leave Hermione alone or else we’ll use their ribcages for hats?”




Hermione turned around, and they were all grabbing their pouches and dragonhide jackets.  She couldn’t decide whether this was a heartwarming example of teamwork or a disaster waiting to happen.




It was probably both.




But she couldn’t talk any of them out of going, so a few minutes later she was apparating with Willow into Diagon Alley at the base of the steps to the bank.  Willow concentrated and opened a portal back into her living room, and the rest of the team strolled through.




“Nice bank.”




“I knew my credit card rates were too high.”




“Well, now we know where the delinquency fees go.”




“You’d think for this much money they could get the columns straight.”




Hermione waited until the comments died down, then she led them up the stairs.




Buffy stopped to read the warning by the front doors.  “Wow.  Nice… doggerel.  I wrote better poetry than that on my junior high assignment for Mrs. Gregorsky.”




Willow said, “It’s probably a lot cooler in the original.  They did write the original in a goblin language, right?”




Hermione stopped and thought.  “You know, I never asked.  Probably in Classical Gobbledygook.”




“Gobbledygook?  They named their own language ‘gobbledygook’?” Willow fussed.




Sam said, “Best behavior, everyone.  Let’s not be the side that causes the diplomatic disaster.”




Buffy pretended to agree.  “Definitely.  Always save the snarking and sarcasm for after they spring the chintzy trap and do the big ‘mwa-ha-ha’ routine.”




Hermione stepped through the doors, and an alarm went off.




“Boy, they really don’t like you, do they?” muttered Alex.




Selina said, “Magical burglar alarms.  Never going to be my favorite.”




“What is your favorite burglar alarm?” Jaime wondered.




Selina smiled fondly.  “The Caslar 9000 series of computer alarms.  Guaranteed to catch anyone breaking into your museum or vault, if set up correctly and your ingress points are all controlled.  Except me, naturally.  I bought a system for a museum I pretended to run under an alias, and I studied the equipment and the computer code.  They really shouldn’t let their programmers leave backdoors into the systems so they can reset remote systems after emergencies.”




Hermione pretended to ignore the discussion while she waited just inside the front doors.




Three goblins in little suits rushed forward, accompanied by half a dozen larger goblins who were wearing plate armor with swords strapped at their hips.  Buffy started making cracks about how easy it was to take down bad guys in solid plate armor.




“Mrs. Granger-Weasley.  You are not welcome in this establishment,” fussed the smallest goblin with the pince-nez glasses.




Hermione stared at him like he was a bug.  Or perhaps Draco Malfoy.  She said, “And yet you had no qualms whatsoever about letting Death Eaters recently escaped from Azkaban have vaults here, and enter whenever they chose.”




“That was strictly business,” said another.




Hermione calmly said, “As is this.  I have an appointment.  My team will be accompanying me.”




“That has not yet been decided,” said the third.




Hermione glared at them all.  “My letter from Griphook specifically directed me not to come alone.  They are supposed to come with me.”




“Oh.  That’s another matter.”




“Oh.  That’s very different.  Never mind!” squeaked Buffy in an obvious imitation of Emily Litella.  An assortment of snorts and muffled giggles ran through the group.




Hermione sighed inwardly and tried to give the goblins a forceful stare.  No matter how much trouble her teammates caused, this still couldn’t be as bad as the last time she walked in here, while wearing Bellatrix Lestrange’s face.




Suddenly, Willow’s voice was in her mind.  Guys?  Can we calm down a bit?




She heard Buffy's thoughts too.  I really don’t like these midgets.  They make my Slaydar all… itchy.  And two of those guys in armor are ready to attack, and I’m pretty sure they’ll go for the known threat.




Hermione managed not to nod.  Naturally, if the goblins attacked, they would attack her first.  She was the known threat.  She was the first person in decades to successfully get into Gringotts and steal something.  And the goblins hated that she had gotten away with it.  The message on the front doors was for her.  She must have been mad to come here today.  She didn’t need the sword that desperately, did she?




The three goblins led her and her team past the front desks, through a small doorway, and down a long corridor hewn out of solid rock.  She knew there were anti-apparation spells over the entire bank, but she still hoped that nothing would be able to stop Willow from opening a convenient portal if they needed to leave in a hurry.




The armed goblins were behind her.  She could hear Buffy trying to chat with them, as if she were one more brainless Muggle.  “Ooh, these walls look like rock!  Is your armor always this shiny?  Can I see your sword?  Is it a magic sword?  Can you stick it in a rock and let some king guy pull it out?”




Hermione pretended to be tired of the babbling.  And she pretended the occasional cough or snort wasn’t her teammates trying hard not to laugh out loud.  “Buffy, please leave the guards alone.  They’re not supposed to talk to us.  And a guard isn’t going to be carrying around Excalibur.”




She could hear the pout in Buffy’s tone.  “But there was this cool movie on tv last month, with all these knights, and King Arthur, and swords, and the Lady of the Lake, and all that jazz.  And King Arthur was totally a hunk.”




Hermione could hear the guards grinding their teeth in frustration, so she assumed Buffy’s strategy was working.




Willow asked in her mind, So what’s so special about this one magic sword?




Hermione thought carefully.  The sword of Godric Gryffindor is a goblin-made treasure that has the power of anything it’s had to face.  Harry killed a basilisk with it, so it now has the killing power of basilisk venom too.  And we killed a Horcrux with it, so it has the magical power of a Horcrux.  And Neville killed a huge snake that held a Horcrux too.  If anything can stop D’Lazza, it’s that sword.




“Sweet,” Buffy said out loud.




“Kewl,” Alex whispered.




“Sounds useful enough to be worth this effort,” Sam agreed.




The tunnel was straight, but it led downward at a sharp angle.  And it was long.  Even at the pace they were making, they still walked for a considerable time.  She knew they had to be well under Diagon Alley, and possibly well under Muggle London by then.




The goblins led her and her team to a huge five-sided room roughly the size of St. Paul’s Cathedral.  In the center of the room was a pentacle engraved in the floor.  Near that was what looked like a judge’s bench with two low chairs set before it.  There were three stern goblins sitting on the raised platform behind the wooden barrier.  Beside the judge’s bench was a low table with a glimmering case atop it.  Inside the case was a marvelously crafted sword.




“Hermione Jane Granger-Weasley.  Come forward and sit before us.”




She heard Willow’s voice in her head again.  Serious anti-magic spells all over the room.  I think that one’s an anti-apparation spell, and that one’s an anti-illusion spell.  I don’t think your wand will work here.  I’m not sure I could do much without a lot of prep time.




Hermione thought.  Try and see if you can do whatever you need to open a portal.  And take your time.




She heard Buffy’s thought.  Yeah, they’ll want to do the whole gloating thingy, and maybe even the ‘I have you now my pretty’ routine.  And then there’s the trials.  I want to see what’s up with them.




Hermione did her best not to appear intimidated, and strode forward to the little chairs.  She sat down and leaned back as much as the chair would allow.  She stared at the three goblins and said, “Yes?”




The middle goblin said sternly, “Have you brought your ‘champion’ with you, or just some Muggle sightseers?”




Buffy hopped over and sat in the other chair.  “Hi, little guy!  I’m Buffy.  Can I be her champion?  It sounds like an adventure!  I like adventures.  Can I look at the sword?  I like swords.”




Hermione heard Willow’s thought.  It’s a sword, but it can’t be the sword of Godric Gryffindor.  It doesn’t have much of a magical signature.




So Hermione glared at the goblin ‘judges’ and said, “Let her look at the sword.  It’s not the sword of Gryffindor.  If you even have the real sword.”




All three goblins reacted.  One gaped open-mouthed, while the other two merely twitched.  The left one gasped, “How can you know this?”




She said, “You may have anti-magic spells all over this room, but that doesn’t mean I can’t employ my intelligence.  There is no way you would allow that sword anywhere near me.  That’s patently obvious.  Just as it’s obvious that you bear a grudge against me, and you’re willing to let our entire planet be turned into a hell dimension, rather than let me borrow one sword for a couple days.”




The right-hand goblin said, “There are certainly individual goblins who do bear you a grudge.  Even after Lord Potter was most magnanimous about the cost of repairs from… your last visit.”




Hermione insisted, “And the damage done that time was completely your own fault.  We didn’t even need to steal anything.  We only needed to get into the Lestrange vault, find one of Voldemort’s dark magics, and use the sword to destroy it.  We would have left the treasure there, once our work was done.  In fact, having it with us posed additional dangers that we were not interested in bearing.  And we would have left the sword with Griphook, as we had already told him.  Your bank’s willingness to cooperate with Voldemort and his minions drove us to such a plan.  Then Griphook betrayed us and caused the entire crisis.  We most certainly did not want to unleash an angry dragon and nearly be incinerated or eaten.  You have no one to blame but yourselves.”




She heard Buffy’s thought.  Whoa.  Nice summary there, councilor.  Is this ‘Law and Order: Special Goblins Unit’ now?




And she heard someone behind her trying not to laugh out loud.  It sounded like Alex.  Whoever it was managed to turn it into a fake cough.




Buffy tilted her head and innocently asked, “So.  Grouchy guys.  Can I touch the sword that’s a fake magic sword?”




The middle goblin nodded.  One of the guards stepped forward, opened the case, and handed Buffy the sword hilt-first.  Buffy said, “Thanks a heap!” and took the sword.  Then she deliberately stepped through several classic sword-fighting maneuvers at astonishing speed, before handing it to Alex and Jaime.  She smiled at the ‘judges’ and said, “Cool beans.  That thing’s got amazing balance, and the edge is excellent.”




The middle goblin asked, “How do you know about swordsmanship?”  Hermione saw that the judges finally realized that they had been tricked, and Buffy was more than she seemed.




Buffy smiled at them.  “I did say I was a champion, right?  Swords are my thing.  Oh hey, your trials by fire, they’re for the real sword, not this knockoff, right?”




The left-hand goblin looked confused.  “What is a… knockoff?”




Hermione explained, “A ‘knockoff’ means a copy of an original.  It doesn’t mean ‘forgery’, which has connotations of criminal activity.  It is more like… when Modigliani of Rome comes out with the newest fashions for witch robes, and Madame Malkin makes copies of the very expensive originals for wealthy witches to purchase here.”




Buffy asked, “So what’s the deal-y with these trials?  Can I do ’em?  Are they super-dangerous?"




The middle goblin spoke.  “Mrs. Granger-Weasley must nominate her champion.  And all of the trials are dangerous.  It is unlikely that an ordinary witch or wizard can survive any one of them.”






XXIX — Trials and Tribulations, part 1




Buffy cocked her head and smiled, “Cool.  So when can I start?”




Hermione looked around and said, “This has to be the legendary Room of Five Trials.  Tell her which trials she’d have to face.”




The middle goblin said, “The five trials chosen for this test are: the puzzle of Ravenclaw’s Belt; the battle against Slytherin’s pet; the theft from Hufflepuff’s vault; the token of Gryffindor’s island; and the race against Merlin’s dragon.”




Hermione thought.  I’ve heard of a couple of these, and I can guess about some of the others.  Ravenclaw’s Belt will be a logic puzzle.




Sam instantly thought.  Mine




Selina thought.  Breaking into a vault?  Mine.




Jaime thought.  Racing anything?  That one’s mine.




Buffy thought.  A battle against something from Slytherin?  Mine.




Alex thought.  Umm, I’ll take what’s left.  An island, right?  I can fly in and out of there.




Hermione thought again.  All of these are going to be really dangerous.  Gringotts vaults can have trolls or dragons guarding them.  A lot of the vaults?  Trying to break in without the right key gets you sucked inside with no way out.  Slytherin’s pet at Hogwarts was a sixty foot basilisk — a snake-like monster with the power to kill you if you looked into its eyes, and incredibly poisonous fangs.  A race against a dragon could be bad, since they’re big, and they fly fast, and they breathe fire.  And if that island is like the trap island Voldemort set up, the water around the island was a deathtrap, and Harry couldn’t touch the ‘token’ without poisoning someone.




Buffy yawned.




Sam thought.  Roger that.




Selina thought.  Wouldn’t be fun if it wasn’t a challenge.




Buffy spoke to the goblins in her most annoyingly ‘Valley girl’ voice.  “Can I go do the one with Slinky-thin’s pet?  I love pets.  Is it a kitty?”




The middle goblin once again addressed Hermione.  “Mrs. Granger-Weasley.  Are you really willing to sacrifice this… Muggle in a trial like this?”




Hermione said, “Let me answer that with another question.  Are you ready to lose a basilisk you spent centuries raising and training, just because you have no understanding of this woman’s abilities?”




The right-hand goblin said, “If you believe this to be a basilisk, then how can you let her face it?”




Hermione said, “No one ‘lets’ Buffy do anything.  And she has killed things just as dangerous as a basilisk every night since she was fourteen or fifteen.  Are you sure you want to lose a valuable basilisk like this?”




The left-hand goblin said to Buffy, “Girl, you will not be allowed to carry your magical pouch into this trial.  Do you wish to change your mind?  Once it starts there will be no turning back.”




Buffy looked surprised.  “I can’t take my pretty little pouch along?  Can I use your nifty knock-off sword?”




“Yes.”




She smiled, “Then I think I need something from my pouch.”  She reached into it, fished around for several seconds, and then pulled out… a lipstick and a compact.  She flipped open the compact and carefully touched up her lipstick, before dabbing a bit of powder on her nose.  “Can’t get all shiny just because I’m killing a giant monster, you know.”  She slipped the compact and the lipstick into her pants pocket.




Then she stood up.  She took the sword from Sam and rested it on her shoulder.  “Okay.  All set!  Where do I go now?”




The middle goblin pointed at the corner to her right.  “Stand in the pentacle in that corner.”




Buffy whined, “Oh man!  I hate it when the teacher makes me go stand in the corner!”  Then she strolled off toward the pentacle.




Willow asked, “Can we watch?”




The right-hand judge pointed behind her.  “You will be unable to avoid watching.”




As Buffy stepped into the pentacle, a magical gate appeared before her.  She stepped through.




Behind the team, an image appeared in the air, and Buffy’s trial became visible.




Willow said, “I’ve got five bucks that says Buffy needs under three minutes to win.”




The right-hand goblin said, “Bucks?  American Muggle money?”




Willow looked at him and smiled.  It wasn’t a nice smile.  “Oh.  If you want in on the bet, let’s make it five hundred Galleons.  Even odds.”




“Accepted.”






Buffy strolled into a large stone chamber lit by torches all along the sides.  “Here snakey snakey snakey!  Here snakey!”




A loud thump shook the ground, and something enormous slithered in the darkness ahead of her.




Buffy turned her back on the noise and pulled out her compact again.  “You know, my lipstick just doesn’t seem to stay fresh in magical dungeons.  I’ve got to talk to Estee Lauder about that.”




An enormous basilisk slithered out of the darkness and moved at her back, its fanged mouth opening wide enough to swallow her whole.  Its huge yellow eyes glared balefully at her back.




Buffy smiled into her mirror, “Oh.  There you are.  Do they have you working for scale?  Or do you get the ‘all the burglars you can eat’ buffet?”  All those myths and legends she’d had to research over the years had taught her plenty about fighting invisible threats, or threats you couldn’t look at, or even threats you couldn’t trash-talk.  This one was easy.  The old ‘Perseus with a mirror’ trick.  She smiled that the goblins had fallen for the ‘ditzy Buffy needs her lipstick’ routine.




She reached into the sleeve of her jacket and pulled out a pair of throwing knives she had hidden while she pretended to search for cosmetics.  She held one in her teeth while she took careful aim using her compact’s mirror.  She threw the first knife over her shoulder.  The basilisk screamed in pain as the knife destroyed its left eye.  It writhed and thrashed for long seconds, while Buffy waited patiently.  As soon as it stilled again, she threw the second knife.  She didn’t miss.




While the now-blind basilisk was still roaring at the loss of its second eye, she turned and sprinted at its right side.  She yelled, “Over here!”  Then she darted sharply to its other side.




The immense basilisk reared up and tried to lunge at the sound.  It hit the ground hard enough to shatter a fang and send small tremors across the entire chamber.  As soon as it hit, Buffy was leaping onto its back and slashing behind its immense head with the sword.  Her blade sliced through its vertebra, paralyzing its body.  Then Buffy strode forward atop the feebly struggling basilisk and thrust the sword into its brain.






Willow held out her hand.  “Fifty-seven seconds.  I’ll take my winnings in cash, since I doubt I’ll ever be coming back here.”  She turned to her team.  “The chocolate’s on me, ladies.”




All three goblins had to make an effort to close their mouths.




Hermione made an effort to restrain the immense smirk she felt welling up.  “I hate to say I told you so, but… I did warn you.”






Sam walked through the magical gate and found herself in an ordinary room.  Except for the net overhead holding what looked like tons and tons of rock.  She could hear a ticking noise overhead, so she assumed she had only minutes before something dumped the entire load of rocks on her.  There was a belt around the waist of a stone statue.




She remembered what she had read about Rowena Ravenclaw: she chose students based on intellect.  So this belt was some sort of puzzle.  Sam was used to that kind of task.  She smiled to herself as she examined the involved octagonal pyramid on the clasp.  She twisted several pieces of it to see what could be moved and what couldn’t.  So it wasn’t a puzzlebox puzzle where you had to move the right piece before the next piece was unlocked.  She stopped and counted the facets.  “Aha.”




She began twisting and turning the stacked octagonal slices of the pyramidal lock.  She spoke out loud for the benefit of the viewers in the main room.  “This is simple.  It’s modularly equivalent to a numeric cipher in base 12.  So… using the Chinese Remainder Theorem…  There!”




The clasp unlocked and the belt came loose from the statue.  She strode back into the main room to find all the goblins staring at her with mouths open in shock.




After long seconds, the middle goblin finally asked, “What is this thing you call ‘base 12’?”







XXX — Trials and Tribulations, part 2




Alex stepped through the magic gate and found herself on a rocky shore, looking at a little island maybe a hundred yards away.  There was even a little rowboat tied to a post a few yards away.  That looked like the biggest trap ever.  How dumb did she look?




She untied the rope holding the boat to the big wooden post, and she lifted off the ground.  Then she hung onto the rope and towed the boat toward the island.  She didn’t know if there was something about the boat that she was going to need, but—




She screeched in surprise as enormous tentacles grabbed the boat and dragged it under the water.  She let go of the rope as fast as she could, and flew straight up.  She didn’t know how far into the air those tentacles could reach, but she wasn’t really interested in finding out.




From a hundred feet in the air, she could look down at the water and see it.  It was huge.  It was the biggest squid she had ever seen.  The biggest squid she had ever imagined seeing.  It looked like it could eat Captain Jack Sparrow’s entire boat and still have room for dessert.  How was a regular witch supposed to fight off something like that?  Especially if maybe her wand wasn’t going to work in here?  Those goblins were such jerks.  She headed straight for the little island.




She floated twenty feet above the middle of the island.  She had no idea if any of those tentacles could come up on the land, and she totally didn’t want to find out.  She wasn’t even sure it was real land, and not another trap, like maybe a giant turtle that would dive under the water as soon as she stood on it.




The island wasn’t all that big.  Maybe eighty feet from one end to the other, about forty feet across at its widest, and covered in slimy green moss.  It looked slippery, like ‘fall down and slide all the way into the water so you get eaten by a giant squid’ slippery.  So where was the token?  They said it was Gryffindor’s island.  Gilligan’s island was just a place a skinny dork got stuck.  But Gryffindor was supposed to be the brave one who picked students for their courage.  Where would a courageous girl look for a special token?




Oh crud.  There it was.  Some kind of box maybe a foot across, sitting in seaweed about three feet under the water, on the side facing that ginormous squid.




When she was holding herself in the air, she had less than eighty pounds of telekinesis to pull with.  Maybe she needed to go on a diet.  Still, she reached out and mentally grabbed that box, and gave a pull hard enough that she nearly sank down to the island.  The box didn’t budge.




She looked over the whole island and didn’t find any sign it was a giant sea turtle or anything like that.  Even if the whole ‘covered in slimy moss and seaweed’ thing pretty much spelled out ‘sinks under water a lot’ to her.  She flew over to the exact center of the island and landed, carefully going to her hands and knees so she wouldn’t slip and slide all the way into the water.  Yuck, the mossy stuff was totally slimy.  She concentrated on the box.  She pulled with all the telekinesis she had.




It still didn’t budge.




She thought it over for long seconds and decided a real Gryffindor would be brave enough to go in the water and grab the box.  Maybe it was magically glued down until someone touched it.  Those giant tentacles were making her think that was a really bad idea.  But she was going to give it a try.




She flew to the opposite side of the island and hovered a foot above the edge of the water.  Then she started slapping the water.  Nothing.  She slapped the water a little harder and splashed around like she was in trouble.




Tentacles came roiling up from the depths of the water, and she managed not to scream as she flew right over the island to the side with the box.  She lowered herself as quietly into the water as she could.  She ducked her head under the water and grabbed.




As soon as she had her hands on the box, it came loose.  And the island started to sink.  She hung onto the box and flew straight up into the air, taking a huge breath as soon as her face was out of the water again.  Stupid trick island.  Stupid giant monster squid.




It was a good thing she did this trial, because she couldn’t figure out how anyone else could do it and not get eaten by Squid-o-saurus down there.  Well, Willow could do it.  And Buffy was probably fast enough to slice through all those tentacles with that sword before one of them could pull the rowboat under.  And Sam could probably think of something really smart that would make the squid back off.




Okay, maybe the problem was she wasn’t smart enough to think her way through something like this.  And she was soaking wet.  She hoped Hermione’s drying-off spell would work down here.




She flew back to the rocky shore and through the magic gateway.  If the box turned out to be something that wasn’t the token she was supposed to get, she was going to scream.






Selina stepped through the magical gateway into near-darkness.  She was glad the goblins had let her change into her catsuit.  She figured her claws and her gear were going to come in handy.  Still, she needed roughly fifteen seconds to let her eyes adjust to the low light levels.  Someone like Hermione would have been in trouble without a spell to generate some light.




There was a wooden box of hardware by her foot.  It looked like junk and chains.  She had no idea what it was for, so she left it.




Ahead of her was a wide corridor of solid rock, with two massive trolls standing at the mouth of the corridor, and a huge dragon lurking back in the darkness.  She could see the dragon, because every time it breathed out, fire lit up the whole hallway.  When the dragon moved forward a few yards, she could hear the sound of enormous chains being dragged across the rock.  So the dragon was chained back there.  Maybe she could work with that.




She sprinted right at the two trolls.  As soon as they heard her coming and looked at her, she hit one between the eyes with an explosive batarang.  She did a front somersault over him before he fell over backward with a loud thunk.  The second troll couldn’t react fast enough, and didn’t manage to turn around before she was already snapping her bullwhip around a rock outcropping high up on the walls.




The dragon roared and blasted out a twenty-foot tongue of flame, while it questingly turned its head from side to side.  With the enormous gout of fire in the air, she could see the dragon was so pale it looked like an albino, and its eyes were milky white.




The dragon was blind.  She felt a momentary rush of triumph, as well as a sickening feeling of revulsion.  The goblins kept these animals penned up in the dark for untold ages, probably torturing them to make them learn some basic obedience.  Like psychotics who tortured their dogs supposedly to make them ‘better’ guard dogs.  At that moment, any sympathy she had for those goblins was lost.




She swung through the air over the dragon’s head, and spotted the vault door.  It was so far back that it was behind the dragon’s right front leg.  She caught another outcropping with her claws, and snapped her bullwhip to free it.  Then she swung to the back of the tunnel.  She put two fingers between her lips and blew a shrill whistle.




The dragon couldn’t simply turn around in the narrow rock corridor.  It scrabbled against the walls, gouging angry runnels as it struggled onto its hind feet and then back down facing the other way.




Selina hastily swung back toward the vault, which was a good thing considering the dragon let loose with another blast of fire as soon as it was facing the other direction.  She could see the heavy chain to the massive metal cuff on its back leg.  If this had been real, she would have unlocked that cuff and let the poor thing free, even if it was an angry dragon that would probably kill anything that got in its way.




The dragon was facing the wrong way now, and only its tail was coming anywhere near the vault door.  That left her with one magically trapped vault door and one troll.  Perfect.




She studied the lock for long seconds before selecting the appropriate lockpicks from her belt.  She pretended she didn’t hear the troll as it lumbered toward her.  All she had to do was to time it just right...




And… the troll lunged for her.  She flicked the last tumbler with her lockpick and turned the locking bar.  Simultaneously, she dove to the side and cartwheeled back to her feet.




The troll hit the vault door.  There was a gruesome sucking sound, and the troll was drawn in through the vault door.  She listened carefully to the vault for long seconds without hearing anything moving inside.  She gave the handle a try, and it swung open.




Inside was a gleaming gold jewelry box.  Plus one unconscious and horrifically smelly troll.




She took her time putting away her lockpick set.  Then she strolled back through the gate and handed the box to the three goblins.  She smiled and said, “You know, I could recommend some improvements to your security systems…”






XXXI — Trials and Tribulations, part 3




Jaime stepped through the gate and found herself in what could be a maze.  There were twenty foot high walls of what looked like solid rock, and it was open to the sky.  The corridor she was in was about twenty feet wide.  About a hundred feet ahead of her, it looked like the corridor opened to both sides in a shape like a big ‘T’.




The heard a roar behind her and saw that a massive dragon was lumbering down the corridor behind her, heading right for her.  And unlike that blind, chained dragon Selina had tricked, this one was a big monster with shining blue scales and angry green eyes.  It was so large it hardly had room to lumber down the hall after her.




She sprinted for the end of the corridor, catching the dragon by surprise.  She was up to sixty miles an hour before she was halfway down the hallway, and there was no way that dragon could manage speeds like that as long as it was penned in corridors that had to be uncomfortably narrow as far as it was concerned.




It only took a little timing for her to jump onto the top of the wall facing her.  She could jump twenty feet into the air with no trouble.  But if the wall was only a few inches wide, she’d have to get her leap just right.




She leapt into the air well before the dragon roared and blasted flame down the hallway.  She landed atop the wall and didn’t look back.




From the top of the wall she could see that the maze was enormous.  Every wall was a couple feet thick.  The maze looked like it ran for half a mile in every direction.  But ahead of her, maybe a quarter of a mile away, there was a large open square.  She figured that had to be her destination.




She ran along the top of the wall until she could turn toward the open square.  When the wall ended, she easily jumped the thirty foot gap to land on another wall and keep moving toward that square.




She looked back when she heard the enormous roar.  The dragon had managed to clamber to the top of the walls, and was spreading its wings.  She watched as it leapt into the air and flapped wings that had to extend fifty feet to each side.  The dragon jetted forward at a speed well over her top speed.  It would catch up to her before she was halfway to the square.  And it was aiming right for her.




She sprinted along the wall, trying to make as much progress as she could before the dragon caught up with her.




There was another roar behind her, only closer.  Much, much closer.  She hadn’t realized the dragon was that fast!  And this time, she could feel the heat from its fiery breath.  ‘Not of the good’, as Buffy would say.




She stepped off the wall and dropped to the floor of another corridor.  The dragon tore overhead, roasting the top of the wall with another blast of flame.  She cut off to her right, down another hallway, to get away from the flames.




Now she was going to find out if the damn thing was as maneuverable as it was fast.  If it cornered like a commercial airplane, she would have some time.  If it cornered like a helicopter, she was in trouble.




She leapt up to the top of the wall and looked around.  The dragon was sweeping around in a big circle to come back after her.  She ran until she was sure the dragon had seen her, and then she jumped back down into the hallways of the maze.




The dragon came after her, crashing onto a wall and clambering down into the corridor.  She had the speed advantage as long as the dragon was on foot, but she couldn’t find her way through the maze, and she was at risk of running into a dead end at any moment.




She turned a corner, and while the dragon couldn’t see her, she leapt up again.  She landed on a wall and jumped to another wall before the dragon had a chance to see her up there.  Then she headed toward that open square again.




She was nearly at the square before the dragon struggled to get up on the walls again.  She leapt into the square and found a grassy courtyard with a pedestal in the center.  Atop the pedestal was a golden loving cup.  She sprinted across the grass and grabbed the cup.




Immediately, it felt like a gigantic fisherman had hooked her through the stomach and was yanking hard.  The world blurred and turned to a rainbow of colors, and she found herself dumped to her knees before the gateway.




She didn’t know what the heck that kind of magical travel was, but she liked it even less than the floo powder.  She grabbed the cup and walked back into the big room.






Hermione gave Jaime a smirk and slapped the golden cup down on the goblins’ table.  She thought through Willow’s link.  That’s a portkey.  They’re always like that.  You just have to get used to it, and then it’s not so awful.  And you didn’t fall on your face, like I did the first couple dozen times I used a portkey.




The middle goblin took the gold cup and snapped, “Mrs. Granger-Weasley.  You used more than one champion.  That is a violation of the rules.  Your champions have failed the tests.  So you may not borrow the sword.”




Hermione just gritted her teeth.  How could she have been so stupid?  She should have known this was a problem.  She should have been more careful!




Buffy glared at them, “Cheaters!”




The middle goblin fumed, “You are the cheaters!  The rules specifically say ‘a champion’!”




“Which you just ‘forgot’ to mention when you saw we were going to use more than one person, huh?  Cheaters.”  Buffy took the false sword and drove it point down through the judges’ bench, through the floor, and into the rock beneath.  “Wouldn’t want to walk off with something that doesn’t belong to us.”




Sam sounded calm as she said, “Why don’t we just leave now?”




Willow thought.  I can open a portal now, if you want to make a fancy exit.  Otherwise, I’d say let’s try and just walk out.  If they give us any trouble, we’ll use the portal and show them they shouldn’t mess with you.




Hermione thought.  I’d rather walk out.  I don’t want to make nationwide goblin-wizard relations any worse if I don’t have to.




As they walked out of the room and back up the tunnel, Hermione murmured, “Buffy, that probably wasn’t a good idea.  Goblins can hold a grudge for a really long time.”




Buffy shrugged, “Let ’em.  Not from this dimension.  And if they try anything, like summoning a vengeance demon…”




“A vengeance demon?” Alex asked with a squeak.




Willow said, “Vengeance demons.  D’Hoffryn, lord of vengeance demons, had to officially declare us off limits.”




Buffy grinned, “Yeah, once he lost Anyanka he was kind of worried.  Then he lost Halfrek, but that was his own fault.  He’s lost two more since then.  He had to crack down.  So none of his demons can hang around where we are, or accept a vengeance wish against us.”




Willow said, “But he still drops by every few months, just to check on us.”




Buffy laughed, “You mean, just to see if he can recruit you.”




“Whoa!” Selina said.  “The lord of vengeance demons is actively trying to recruit Willow?  To be a vengeance demon?”




“Yup,” Buffy nodded.  “She’s more than powerful enough already, and D’Hoffryn kinda likes the idea of Black-haired Veiny Willow running around loose full-time.  Don’t think he’s really thought the whole thing through, though.  Darth Willow probably wouldn’t feel like taking orders from him.”




Willow sort of shrunk in on herself and muttered, “Thanks for reminding everyone I’m a bad person.”  Alex patted her on the shoulder.




Hermione said, “You’re not a bad person.  And this is all my fault.  I should have been watching for a trick like that.  I should have known the goblins would stick to the exact letter of the law.  I should have just done the entire test myself.”




Alex asked, “How?  I mean, if you couldn’t use your wand, how were you gonna get past that squid thing?”




Hermione pursed her lips and said, “Mermish.  The merpeople have a spoken language, and whales and giant squid and a lot of other sea creatures speak it too.  I learned some Mermish and Troll and Gobbledygook and a couple other languages while we were seeking the Horcruxes, just in case.  I could stick my head in the water and ask it to leave me alone.  That would probably work.”




Buffy said, “Probably.  But if it didn’t work, you’d be Purina Squid Chow.”




Willow said, “And that’s why you got sorted into Gryffindor.”




Hermione shrugged.  “And I could have solved Ravenclaw’s Belt.  In Arithmancy class, we learned Ravenclaw’s Prime Number Rules.  That was probably the way the goblins envisioned someone solving the puzzle.”




Sam said, “The fourth through eighth together are mathematically equivalent to the Chinese Remainder Theorem.”  When Hermione and Willow gaped at her, she said, “I skimmed most of one of your texts on Arithmancy, and I noticed most of the rules are basic mathematics, mostly simple algebra and elementary number theory, just in a different context.”




Selina asked, “How would you have beaten the vault?”




Hermione said, “I saw there were clackers in a box by the gate.  Goblins use them to make those guard dragons back up so they can get to dragon-protected vaults.  Trolls are strong, but not fast.  Or quick-witted.  And I do speak Troll.  I just needed to ask them to scoot the dragon back, and if they wouldn’t, then I’d use the clackers myself and maneuver the dragon so it pinned the guard trolls against the wall.  Then a lot of the vaults have secret ways of opening them, like a goblin running a finger down the middle of the vault door, so there was probably a way in that didn’t need a key..”




Buffy asked, “What about the basilisk?”




Hermione pursed her lips in thought.  “That’s the problem.  I don’t speak Parseltongue.  I never thought I’d need it, and I’m not sure I could really learn much of it.  Harry still does.  He could have won that one just by ordering the basilisk about.  I couldn’t have done the mirror trick Buffy used; I tried it on a basilisk back in my second year and I was petrified.  For months.  I figure Buffy’s enough of a magical creature to shrug off the effect, or perhaps it just doesn’t work on Slayers.  And I know Harry could have beaten the race trial with a broom.  He’s flown rings around a dragon before.  I guess I could have managed that, but I’d rather not have to try.  I’m not nearly as good on a broomstick as Harry is.  There’s a nasty curse Viktor — my friend Viktor Krum, he’s an international Quidditch star — used against his dragon in the Tri-Wizard Tournament — it blinds them, maybe permanently — but without a wand I couldn’t have used it.”




Sam asked, “So is there any chance that dragon spoke… you called it ‘parcel-tongue’?”




Hermione shrugged, “Probably not.  Harry says snakes and basilisks and half-snake creatures, but not dragons.  But there probably was something I could have done if I just knew enough about dragons.  There’s probably something really obscure that goblins know about dragons that would have made that one possible too.”




Alex asked, “So they weren’t really impossible?  Just tricky?”




Willow said, “I think they were geared toward someone who didn’t have the preconceptions a lot of Hermione’s purebloods have.”




Hermione frowned, “They’re not my purebloods.  But you’re probably right.  Non-wizard languages are probably only part of it.  But Albus Dumbledore probably could have done all five without a sweat.”




Alex said, “I so need to learn some other languages.”




Hermione said, “I doubt Mermish and Parseltongue are going to help you in your world.”




Sam said, “Latin.”  At the same time, Selina said, “French.”




Jaime added, “Or Spanish.  If you know one pretty well, the other two are a lot easier.”




Willow said, “I touch the cow from Thursday.”  Then she burst out in giggles.




Buffy pouted, “Shut up, smartypants.”




“I touch the cow from Thursday?” Sam wondered suspiciously.




Buffy complained, “I’ll have you know my Italian is really, really good now!”




Willow grinned, “Well, back in high school, Buffy was having trouble in French class and I was helping her, and …”




XXXII — Planning Goes Better With Chocolate




Hermione picked out another chocolate and told herself she’d save it for later.  Because she had already eaten too many chocolates and too many of Willow’s chocolate chip cookies from yesterday.  For some reason, she was really craving chocolate today.  Maybe she was depressed about missing the opportunity to get the Sword of Gryffindor just hours ago.  Or maybe it was just that the chocolate was really excellent.




She watched as Buffy wolfed down another two cookies.  She would have felt positively jealous if Willow hadn’t admitted the awful truth.  If Buffy ate like a normal girl, she’d eventually get painfully thin and gaunt.




She watched as Sam carefully sliced a chocolate into thirds and slowly ate one of the slices.  How could anyone have that kind of willpower when you had an open box of Honeydukes chocolates?




She swallowed the chocolate she’d told herself not to eat, and asked, “Okay, do we need anything else?”




Buffy said, “We don’t need the Sword of Grippy-door.  We called home and traded Faith the Slayer Scythe for the troll hammer.  And prepped our top-secret backup plans.”




Sam said, “You do know that thing isn’t a scythe, right?”




Buffy rolled her eyes.  “Yeah, yeah, I got the memo.  Look, I didn’t name it.  And it likes its name, so I’m not changing it.”




“It likes its name?” Sam fussed.




“Magic weapon,” Willow sort-of-explained.




Hermione muttered, “I still would have liked to have the Sword of Gryffindor along.  It has powers in addition to being a magic sword.”




Buffy smirked, “Do you have to hold it up in the air and yell ‘For the honor of Grayskull!’ or anything like that?”  Alex and Willow broke out in giggles, while Hermione and Jaime obviously didn’t get the joke.




Hermione lectured, “Didn’t I go over all this just an hour or two ago?  The Sword of Godric Gryffindor was forged by the goblins to absorb the powers of anything it battled.  Harry killed a basilisk with it, so now it can kill things that are only weak to basilisk venom.  Ron killed a Horcrux with it, so it can strike with the power of certain dark magics.  And Neville used it on a snake that was Voldemort’s last Horcrux, so it should have some snake-related powers too.”  She looked around the room.  “Anything else?”  She looked at Buffy and added, “Anything serious?”




Willow said, “Okay, so Giles and Robson and Andrew ID’ed the five other types of demons.  Beheading will take care of all but this guy.”  She held up a drawing of what looked like a pile of lime jello the size of a pickup truck.  “It’s pretty much impossible to pronounce their word for themselves, it sounds like half a dozen toilets are backing up, but Xander named ’em the ‘Always Room For Jello’ demons.  You can’t hurt ’em by punching ’em or slicing ’em, but fire and ice spells are good.  Or a flamethrower.”  She looked over the table.  “And I could always make more chocolate chip cookies.”




Everyone except Buffy groaned.  Alex said, “They’re really good, but if I eat any more, I won’t fit in my new dress when I get home.  Ray said he’d take me out to dinner at Mario’s, and I bought the dress just for that, and I so need to fit in it when I get home.”




Sam said, “You need to stop blaming yourself, anyway.  The fog attacked us first.  D’Lazza would have known she had intruders even if we’d managed to get away clean at that point.”




Buffy added, “And it’s not like Alex and I didn’t slay a ton of vampire guards way before then, so she’d have to know someone came through and did snooping around.”




“Yeah,” Alex agreed.  “But I sure wouldn’t mind if you wrote out the recipe for the cookies, so I could bake ’em at home.”




Sam said, “Umm, if you’re doing that, could I get a copy too?  I don’t do a lot of cooking, but…”




Willow nodded, “Oh sure, and I could make some extra copies if anyone needs ’em.”




Jaime said, “Me too.  If you’re sure it’s not too much trouble.”




Willow looked over at Selina, who gave her a feline smile and said, “No, I’m okay.”




Hermione said, “Winky already has a copy.”




Ron swallowed another bite of cookie and added, “And I’m going to blackmail George with it.  Good behavior, or no Willow-cookies.”




Buffy snorted, “George?  Behaving?  Isn’t that an oxymoron?”




Jaime said, “I would’ve said it was a sign of the apocalypse, but with this group, that’s probably not okay to say.”




Willow shrugged, “We say stuff like that all the time.  Especially Xander.  I think if we couldn’t laugh about this stuff, we’d go crazy.”




“—er,” added Buffy with a grin.




Hermione tried not to burp, because she’d had a really annoying case of heartburn the night before.  It was just a good thing she had a husband who was willing to apparate over to Diagon Alley at two in the morning for a stomach settling potion.  And it wasn’t like she ever got heartburn.  At least the nausea had gone away for nearly all of the day.  She said, “Can we have reports, please?”




Hands went up around the table, like they were still in school.  She smiled and picked Alex first.




Alex grinned, “Dad has an antidote already!  I told you he was great.  He invented the antidote for the GC-161 powers too.  He’s really good at this.”  She looked down the table at Selina and worried, “Your boyfriend isn’t gonna be mad, is he?”




Selina grinned and said, “He’s a big boy.  He’ll get over it.  Eventually.”




Alex went on, “So he gave me a tiny sample for Hermione’s people to test on those pixies, and he’s working on making more of it so if it works we can have like a couple hundred milliliters.  But that’s not as much as it sounds like.”




Hermione smiled at her, “That’s great.  Who’s next?”  She pointed at Jaime.




Jaime smiled, “I really ought to let Sam take this one.”




Selina smirked, “Me too.”




Sam shrugged and said, “Jaime’s support people came up with a way of blocking the low-frequency threat in the wails, and Selina’s… boyfriend did the same for the high-frequency components.  I took their results and got them to my staff, who were working on computerized earplugs for the overall process.  So they were able to incorporate Jaime and Selina’s contributions, and now we have these.”  She held out her hand to show what looked like two dozen small plastic tubes about the size of half a piece of macaroni, only straight.




She said, “These are our earplugs for the mission.  They’ll filter out the dangerous parts of the wails and leave normal frequency sounds alone.”




Jaime said, “I have one bionic ear.  Rudy re-calibrated it so I don’t need an earplug for that ear, and I’ll still have bionic hearing.  But I think I might need an earplug for my normal ear.”




Buffy asked, “I have… abnormally good hearing too.  Is this going to knock out some of my hearing?”




Sam said, “It shouldn’t.  We’re not blocking all low and high frequencies.  We’re specifically blocking the low-frequency and high-frequency patterns D’Lazza uses in her aural attack system.  So you should be able to hear extreme frequencies fairly normally, even when we’re under assault from those wails.”




Willow grumbled, “I’m probably the only one who needs the things, anyway.”




Buffy said, “So far.  Who knows what she’s going to hit us with this time?”




Hermione asked, “Anything else?  We have the demon identifications from Buffy and Willow’s people, and they found out what D’Lazza’s control crystal looks like.  We have our maps of the layout of the area.  And…”




Sam raised her hand and waited until Hermione pointed at her.  “We also have this.”  She held up an odd thing that looked like a glowing blue ball about the size of a softball, with a triggerless pistol grip glued to the side and a short curly antenna coming out of the top.  “It’s an Asgardian device that — based on what your Ministry found out — should interfere with the dispersal of that fog in a radius of ten to thirty meters, depending on auxiliary factors.”




She reached into her pouch and pulled out a metal gizmo.  It looked like a cylindrical cone with the pointy third chopped off.  “And I have a homing device for each of us.  If anyone gets separated, they’ll be able to pull one of these out of their pouch and find their way back to the portal.  It also means that if we have to run for it again, we can send Jaime and Buffy on ahead to clear out threats, and they won’t get lost.”




She finished, “And we have more weapons.  We might as well have them.  If they don’t get used, they’ll just sit in your pouches so it’s not going to be a drawback.”




Hermione nodded.  “And we have brooms for everyone, just in case.”




Alex said, “I’m okay without one.  I’m not really comfortable with the idea of flying on a wooden pole.”




Willow said, “Neither am I.  I’m thinking of all the times I lectured Xander on ugly stereotypes about witches.  Brooms, witches’ hats, long black robes, black cats…  Now I’m going to have to apologize a whole bunch.  I’m seeing a lot of baking when I get home.  It’s a good thing Xander’s a pushover for chocolate chip cookies with extra chips.”




Selina said, “And we’ve already covered backup plans.”  She heard two cracks, telling her two people had just apparated in.




Hermione frowned.  “But they’re no help if we don’t have enough time to put them in place before the next portal.”




Harry and Ginny strode into the room.  Ginny smiled, “Then I guess we have perfect timing.”




Harry tilted his head at Ginny.  “I already told her.  Ministry seers just gave us a new prediction.  Two portals in downtown London, tomorrow at 7:25 a.m. in the middle of the Muggle morning rush.  If we can’t stop things, this is going to be a disaster.”




Sam looked at Hermione.  “Tomorrow morning?  We just got the ‘enough time’ we wanted.”




Buffy complained, “But 7:25 in the morning?  Why couldn’t it be a nice, sane midnight or one a.m. or something?”




She looked around the room.  Everyone except Willow looked shocked.  “What?  Vampire Slayers don’t do a lot of work at breakfast time.”





XXXIII — The Portals




Hermione looked at her wind-up Muggle wristwatch.  They still had a few minutes before the portals appeared.  Assuming the seers were exactly correct.  She had lobbied for the Ministry to send someone two hours ahead of time, so they could prepare at the sites of the portals and be ready in case the times weren’t exactly right.  It hadn’t happened.




Harry apparated just outside and walked in.  “Sorry I couldn’t come sooner, but we needed to clear the areas around both sites.”  He looked at Willow and asked, “Ready?”




Willow smiled at him and extended the crook of her arm for him to take.  “Raring to go.”




Hermione watched as they disapparated.  She glanced down at her watch, and Willow had a portal open into the room before twenty seconds had passed.




She looked around the room.  “Everyone have their coats and pouches?”  When everyone nodded, she said, “Right.  Let’s go.”




They all stepped through Willow’s portal to find themselves in an English railway station with half a dozen robed Aurors preparing for an attack.  Alex asked, “Where are we?”




Hermione looked around and saw the huge number 9 above their heads.  She groaned, “You must be kidding me!”




Harry shook his head no.  “Afraid not.”




“What’s the deal?” Buffy asked.




Hermione explained, “This is King’s Cross Station.  The magical portal every schoolchild takes to get to the Hogwarts train is in between this platform and platform number 10.”




Harry added, “The other portal is going to open on a city street directly over the Ministry of Magic.  It’s got to be deliberate.”




Selina grinned, “Maybe D’Lazza’s pissed off at us?”




Buffy said, “Good.  An angry badguy is a stupid badguy.  I’m always good with the evil guys doing the bad plannage.”




Ron stepped over and said, “Well, at least this Ministry gets things done.  I can’t imagine what a disaster this’d be if that troll Fudge was still in charge.  We managed to finish clearing the area just ten minutes ago.  The Muggle Prime Minister had his people announce a fake bomb threat, and their police cleared the area for us, so we just had to scoot the Muggle police out of our way.  They’re keeping people out of the area around the other incoming portal too.”




Hermione watched as Harry stepped over to confer with the other Aurors.  This time, he was making sure they were all prepared to use the nastiest hexes they were allowed.  She could tell by the way he moved his arm that he was reminding a young Auror about the wrist movement for casting an effective sectumsempra.




Harry stepped back to Hermione and said, “I’ve got to get ready at the other portal.  Good luck.”  Then he disapparated.




She watched as the station clock ticked over to 7:25.




A point of white light appeared about five feet above the floor.  It slowly grew into a glimmering disk that slowly increased in size.




The Aurors took up stations.  The portal continued to enlarge until it was ten feet across and was touching the floor.  It spread out sideways, the bottom edge skirting along the floor, until a golden glow appeared around the edge.  A soft sizzling noise announced the portal’s completion.




“Heads up!” snapped one of the Aurors.




And an army of demons burst forth from the portal.




Hermione joined the Aurors with two fast sectumsempra curses that beheaded a pair of slimy bipedal things with antlers.  Ron and half a dozen other Aurors ruthlessly wielded sectumsempra curses and a slew of other nasty hexes.




There were a dozen demon corpses before the first minute was past.  Then there were two dozen dead demons before the second minute was over, and the pile of bodies was making it hard for the next wave of demons to push out of the portal.




A slew of vampires began trying to force their way through and over and around the bodies.  Ron quickly yelled for fire, and four incendio spells turned the vampires into dust.




What looked like lime jello began oozing out of the portal and over the dead demons.  Hermione gulped when it became clear the ‘jello’ was alive and really caustic.  It was dissolving the demon corpses before their eyes.  And it was large enough that it was having to squeeze itself through the ten-foot portal.




“Thicken.”  Willow put up a hand, and the front of the jello-demon seemed to run into an immovable wall of air.




Hermione remembered what Willow had said.  Fire or ice.  Ice would stop it and everything behind it, but then her team wouldn’t be able to get into the portal.  She called out, “Ron!  Burn it!”




Half a dozen calls of “Incendio!” had the slime burning like molten wax.  But it was burning slowly, and would have oozed flaming slime all over the Aurors if Willow’s spell wasn’t holding it back.




Sam muttered, “We’re going to have to clear all of that before we can enter.”




Hermione just nodded.  She was more worried about what was waiting on the other side of the portal and about to charge into the station.  But what could be worse than a couple thousand gallons of still-moving demon napalm?




She was instantly sorry she had thought that, because four massive green demons burst through the portal and plowed through the flaming goo.  They were scaly, with horns on their heads, and the burning slime didn’t faze them at all as they shoved the demon carcasses aside.




Buffy shouted, “Plethix demons!”




At the same time, Sam shouted, “Fire makes ’em stronger!  Get those flames out!”




Hermione thought for a moment and raised her wand.  She made a semi-circular movement with her wrist and shouted, “Frigidissimus!”




A blue beam shot from her wand and hit the leftmost demon.  The flames went out, and the goo turned to a solid ice.




Instantly, the Aurors copied her, shooting Freezing Charms of various strengths.  “Frigidus”  “Frigidissimus”  “Frigidus!”




Buffy snarled, “That’s not going to hold ’em!”




Before Buffy even finished her warning, the ice began to crack on the demons who had been hit with the ordinary Freezing Charms.  Hermione raised her wand again, but every single Auror had a spell searing through the air already.  Three Plethix demons had their heads sliced off while the fourth one was trying to break free from the frozen goo about its legs.  Several hexes hit that demon simultaneously, and its head went one way, while most of its torso was blasted into green fragments.




Buffy looked at the remains and smiled, “Kewl.  Hey Will, we could totally use some combat mages like these guys.”




A dozen snarling vampires came clambering over and through the carcasses that blocked the lower half of the portal.




One of the Aurors pointed his wand toward the roof and said, “Solarus.”  What looked like a ball of yellow sunlight appeared overhead, and the vampires screamed as they disintegrated into dust.




Four massive green demons barged through the portal and began shoving demon corpses toward the Aurors.




“They’re trying to clear the way for more forces!” yelled one of the older Aurors.




“Fyarl demons!” yelled Buffy.  “Strong and tough.  Behead ’em or a stab through the heart!”




Hermione wondered who on earth besides Buffy was strong enough to stab something like that and punch deep enough to get to the heart.  Maybe Hagrid, but he’d probably want to take the Fyarls home as pets instead.




Five shouts of sectumsempra and the Fyarls were lying atop the other bodies.




“Not so bad so far,” said one of the Aurors.




Sam said, “Except for the fact that there are thousands of these things within a couple miles of the portal, and a possibly unlimited number that their leader can access.”




“And next time, we may not get a heads-up before the portals open,” Willow added.




“Heads up!” Buffy yelled, as another wave of demons started their charge through the portal.  “Hey Will, why don’t we use piles of dead demons to slow other demons down?”




“Do you have fights against this many demons?” Sam wondered.




Buffy shrugged, “Oh sure.  Not every day, but round about apocalypse season, we usually have at least one.  But they’re never coming through a nice little pipe.  It’s always a huge battlefield, with guys coming at you from every direction.”




Willow said, “There was that time in Austria…”




Buffy laughed.  “Oh yeah, that thing.”  She looked at Sam and casually explained, “We had this Big Bad who wanted to use the Hellmouth there to open this big portal back to his hell dimension, so he could unleash his own army.  But he accidentally put the portal in the sewers under the city, and his giganto demons with great big fiery swords had to crawl through this itty-bitty sewer pipe to get out.  So we just chopped their heads off one at a time as they crawled out, until Will and her coven could get the portal closed.  Then we made fun of him about that, and he got really embarrassed, and he went back to his dimension, and Will sent all his minions a magical videotape of it, and they laughed themselves sick before they overthrew him.”




Hermione just shook her head.  If anyone else had told that story, she wouldn’t have believed them.   This sort of thing just seemed to happen to Buffy and Willow.  On a semi-annual basis, if they weren’t kidding her.




By the time Buffy finished telling her story and Willow added a couple details that had probably humiliated the demon lord even worse, two more waves of demons had poured through the portal and been killed.




Hermione watched out of the corner of her eye as Sam used her comm system and checked how things were going at the other portal.  Apparently, someone had put up a Muggle concrete blockade in the street, so the demons were penned in.  No demon had escaped yet, and there were no other casualties.




She thought Buffy was busy chatting with Willow and Alex, when suddenly Buffy looked at the portal and said, “That’s the last wave.  No more live demons within probably forty feet of the other side of the portal.  We’re up.”




XXXIV — Insertion




Sam looked at the destruction before her.  There had to be forty demon carcasses in front of the portal, and that didn’t count everything that had dusted or been eaten by the ‘lime jello demon’.  She was hoping she wouldn’t have to discuss that one in front of the Colonel.  She could just imagine the levels of teasing that would ensue.  The Aurors were using levitation spells to move the bodies into a grotesque barrier in case anything else came charging out of the portal before the mission was complete.




She checked her comms once again.  This time, they were going with her comm system as primary, with Willow’s telepathy as their emergency backup system.  She looked at her two point ‘men’ and said, “You have a go.  Stay on the comms so we know what’s going on.”




Buffy and Jaime nodded.  Buffy pulled her Slayer Scythe out of her pouch, while Jaime pulled a broadsword from her pouch.  Buffy looked at Jaime.  She shook her hand and held up three fingers as she began her countdown.




She shook her hand again, showing two fingers.  She repeated, this time holding up only her index finger.  And she shook her hand once more, gesturing at the portal.




They sprinted through the portal together, moving faster than a racehorse.






Buffy dashed through the portal, with Jaime pulling slightly ahead of her as they ran.  She was totally surprised to find an armed guard.  Not.  She spoke into her comms, giving Sam the intel on the guards.  “’round twelve and twelve.”




There were about a dozen vampires, all armed with swords or maces.  Interspersed with them — and clustered too close together for effective fighting with melee weapons, in her expert opinion — were about five Fyarl demons with big clubs, and half a dozen Polgara demons wielding the big two-foot-long spikes that they could extend from their forearm.  A really unpleasant memory of Adam suddenly surfaced before she forced the thought away and closed on the left wing of the guard force.




She wanted to remind Jamie not to let the Fyarls sneeze on her.  She had already briefed Jaime, but a reminder wouldn’t hurt.  Especially when Fyarls had that paralyzing snot that hardened to a disgusting rock-like consistency.  Unfortunately, Jamie was moving so fast she was already slashing at the rightmost demon before Buffy finished talking to Sam.




She figured Jaime was going around sixty miles an hour, so the demons hardly had time to react even if they were a good thirty yards back from the portal.  For that matter, before she finished speaking she was already within a sword’s length of the leftmost guards: two vampires with broadswords.  She slashed with the Scythe as the vampires tried to parry with their weapons.




The Scythe hacked through the swords like they were made of paper.  Her backswing sliced slightly upward, so it passed through one vampire’s chest and the other vampire’s neck.  Both dusted.




She used the cloud of vamp dust as a screen to confuse the Polgaras trying to close in on her.  She slid in between the two of them and sliced the left one’s head off with a blind backswing as she passed by.  That put her right in front of two Fyarls who were opening their mouths to snot her.  That would be of the bad.




She paused a split second to give the Fyarls time to over-commit, and she ducked back around the still-standing Polgara as they ‘sneezed’.  It was too close to use its spike on her, and she was too close to use the blade of the Scythe.  It grabbed her, wrapping its massive arms around her.




The Fyarl snot hit the Polgara in the back, and it writhed angrily.  She reversed her Scythe and brought the stake end up between her and the Polgara, driving it up from below its ribcage and through its heart.  As it died, she dropped the Scythe across her instep just long enough to hurl the Polgara onto the two Fyarls.




The Fyarls went down under the weight of the Polgara demon, knocking two vampires flat and pushing another Fyarl into the middle of the guards.  Two other vampires had to drop their weapons and grab the third Fyarl to keep from being bowled over.




She kicked the Scythe up into her hand and leapt over the downed Fyarls and vamps.  With one slash, she beheaded both unarmed upright vampires before they could stand the Fyarl back up.  The Fyarl fell through the dust of the dead vamps and knocked another Polgara in the knees, bringing it crashing down too.




She spun and took care of the vamps and Fyarls behind her before they could push the dead Polgara off and scramble to their feet. Three quick, economical slashes of the Scythe, and all four were axed.




She turned around to face the rest of the guards.  That Fyarl was struggling to get back up, but the Polgara was taking getting knocked down personally, and was trying to rip the Fyarl’s head off by twisting its antlers.  That made the two of them the smallest threat on the battlefield.  She jumped over the wrestling match and made a long horizontal slice that took down two other Polgaras.




That left her facing four really nervous vampires who had their swords pointing at her.  With her free hand, she pulled a water balloon out of her pouch and hit one of the vamps standing in the middle of the group.  The holy water splashed everywhere.  The two middle vampires screamed in pain, while the two farther away from the splattering holy water tried to jump out of the way.




She staked the right-hand vamp with a quick jab of the Scythe’s handle, and then swung the blade forward to behead one of the screaming vamps.  The left-hand vamp tried to bushwhack her, and she snapped her arm up in a swift blocking movement.  His swordblade skittered off her dragonhide jacket, leaving her unharmed.  She knocked that guy backward with a backspin kick and used her motion to behead the other vamp with another swing of the Scythe.




The fourth vamp suddenly shifted from her left toward the remaining guards.  He was trying to get her to turn her back on the two wrestlers.  She glanced to the side in time to see the Polgara shove the now-dead Fyarl to the side and extend his arm-spike.




She slashed down with the Scythe, taking the Polgara’s weapon arm off at the elbow.  Then she reversed direction, and brought the Scythe up through its ribcage and neck.  It sagged and dropped to the ground in two pieces.




That pesky vamp was still trying to get at her, even if he had holy water burns on one arm and the side of his face.  Smart vamps were such a pain.  She deliberately turned away from him and beheaded a Fyarl noisily trying to sneak up behind her and failing miserably.




The vamp started to take a swing at her, and never saw Jaime moving in from his blind side.  Jaime swiftly sliced his head off and stepped back as he dusted.




Buffy gave her a grin.  “Nice work.”  She tapped her earjack and reported.  “Guards down.  Insertion area clear.  For the moment.”




Jaime said into her comms, “I got two vampires and two Fyarl demons.  Buffy got about a score of each.”




“Copy that,” came Sam’s crisp reply.




Buffy smirked at Jaime.  “She is totally Military Girl, isn’t she?”




Jaime nodded and whispered, “They probably heard that.”




Buffy pretended to be embarrassed.  She gave Jaime a big-eyed look of surprise and covered her mouth with one hand.






Sam stepped through the gate with Willow.  She looked at Buffy’s faked embarrassment and rolled her eyes.  “Let’s try and keep this professional for a couple minutes, okay?”




Buffy snapped off a decidedly non-regulation salute.  It really was like working with a female, non-military version of the colonel.




Sam said, “Looks like you two did a nice job here.  Can you do a quick scan around the portal and make sure you got everything?  And stick together.  I’d rather this took us an extra twenty seconds than we got ambushed because we split up.”




Buffy smiled, “Sure thing.  Everyone who watches horror movies knows you don’t split up the party.”




Sam managed not to roll her eyes again.  Buffy and Jaime took off to the right, circling around the portal.




Sam checked her comms.  “Ready at portal 2?”




“Roger that, Team One,” the voice came back.




Sam said into her earjack, “We have a clean insertion.  Give us two minutes from...”  She checked her watch.  “…now.”




“Copy that and switching to radio silence.”




Sam looked at Willow and asked, “Ready to do some serious damage?”




Willow gave her a perky smile.  “Ought to be more fun than a barrel of monkeys, or maybe a barrel of South American monkey demons, at least that’s what they call them, even if I don’t think they look that much like monkeys, because they’re really more like big lemurs, and—”




“Willow?”




Willow gulped.  “Sorry Sam, but you know how I am when I’m nervous.”  She pulled a large gemstone out of her pouch and said a few words in Sumerian.  It began to glow softly.  She hooked a chain onto it and slung it around her neck inside her shirt.  “Okay, battery’s online.  Let’s round up our armed forces and get going.”




XXXV — Ground Operations




Sam looked over the guard force that was now about a dozen dead demons and plenty of vampire dust.  Two dozen guards down without a sound.  They hadn’t had to fire a gun or launch a missile.  That still didn’t mean they had avoided detection, but it couldn’t hurt.




Buffy and Jaime came running back around.  It looked like the two of them had decided to move in a pair of concentric circles, with the faster Jaime running in a circle large enough that she wasn’t getting ahead of Buffy.  Not that either of them ran slowly.  Sam didn’t think racehorses could run at Buffy’s top speed, and Sam wouldn’t have dared to drive a Humvee at anything approaching Jaime’s top speed across a battlefield this rocky.




She waited until they stopped in front of her.  They glanced at each other and grinned.  She patiently said, “Report.”




Buffy said, “Four vamps on our six.  Got all of ’em.”




Jaime said, “Two big demons on my circuit.  One on our three and one on our nine.  Beheaded both.  I didn’t see anything further out, but with the fog I couldn’t see more than a couple hundred feet outward.  I definitely didn’t hear anything further out.”




Willow said, “I can’t pick up anything within three hundred yards of us that’s still alive.  But there’s something big in the air over that way.”  She pointed off to Sam’s two o’clock.  “Maybe a dragon.”




Sam groaned to herself.  “Can we draw it into our battle plan?”




Willow shrugged.  “We can try.  You might have to fire at it and get its attention.”




Sam nodded.  “Roger.  I’ve got just the thing in my pouch.  A little present from the SGC.”  She was just glad she had been given enough time to call the SGC and arrange for her backups.  All right, she was glad everyone had been given enough time to call home, especially Selina.




Buffy asked, “That seven foot metal quarterstaff?”




Sam just said, “Yeah.”  Buffy was still giving her the Valley Girl routine, but Sam noticed that Buffy just happened to know the name of every weapon she saw.  Even the zat’nik’tel had reminded Buffy of a weapon she had seen wielded by a demonic sorcerer.  Sam couldn’t begin to pronounce the guttural growl Buffy used for the name of the weapon, and was glad Buffy had agreed to switch to ‘zat’ for the weapon’s nickname.




Buffy grinned wickedly.  “Cool.  I totally want to see that staff weapon in action.  You’re sure they don’t make ’em in petite?”




Sam smiled.  “No, they’re one size fits all.”




Buffy gave her a big pout.  Sam had no doubt that Buffy could fire one of the Jaffa staff weapons with outstanding accuracy, but Buffy was just too short to wield the staff in the traditional Jaffa martial arts movements of Lok’nel.  Sam figured that Buffy with that Slayer Scythe would still be more than a match for any five armed Jaffa.




Sam said, “Let’s move out.  Buffy on point.  We’ll stay fifty feet behind her unless the fog picks up.  Jaime on our six, fifty feet behind us.  And remember to walk, not run.”  She could have spread out her team a lot farther than that, given the raw speed her outposts had.  Jaime could run at roughly ninety feet per second, and her acceleration with those bionic legs was astonishing.




Buffy held the Scythe in her right hand and a P-90 in her left.  She moved forward at a fast walk, although it was more like a stalk the way Buffy moved.  Sam didn’t want to move too fast, because they needed to accommodate Willow.  They couldn’t afford to exhaust their main artillery weapon before they started their primary battle ops.  Also, they needed to integrate with the rest of the plan.




They moved forward through the fog, toward the distant rise and the giant hive-buildings that they couldn’t see yet.  A compass would have been handy, but she had checked during their recon mission, and there was no normal magnetic north in this place.  Even worse, there were several odd places around here that affected compasses, so using a compass would be worse than a waste of time.  And there were no GPS satellites, so GPS guidance was out of the question.  She could have turned on the beacon at the portal and navigated using that as a departure point, but that would alert anything that could perceive the signal in any way.  That left dead reckoning and following Willow’s magical guidance.




Sam still didn’t believe it was magic, just a technology she hadn’t deciphered yet, but calling it magic was… convenient jargon.  She just wasn’t going to label it magic when she wrote her after-action report for the SGC.  She was going to call it ‘a non-Asgardian energy-transformation technology’ in her reports, and just ignore anyone who read the report and asked if it was ‘magic’.  That would be easy, because Colonel O’Neill wouldn’t read the entire report, and General Hammond wouldn’t ask a question like that.




She gauged from their pace that they were a little less than halfway to the big rise when Willow reacted.




Willow’s gem suddenly flared bright enough that Sam saw it through Willow’s shirt.  Willow blinked.  “Whoa.”




She stopped, and Sam quickly signaled over her comms, “Halt.  It’s Willow.”




Willow touched her earjack and said into the comms, “We triggered something, or they just found what’s left of the portal guards.  We’ve got incoming.  From… lemme see… oh Goddess, I think we’ve got incoming from pretty much every direction.  Even a couple somethings flying in at us.”




Sam said out loud, “Time to pick our spot.  Anyone see some high ground that’s close?”




Buffy said, “My direction.  Your eleven o’clock.  There’s a ten, twelve-foot high outcropping we can use.”




Jaime said loudly, “I’m hearing incoming on our six.  And our eight.  And our four.”




Sam said, “Let us all catch up to you, then we’ll move at Willow’s best speed to it.”




Willow grabbed Sam’s hand, and Sam suddenly remembered what Willow’s best speed entailed.  They lifted about two feet off the ground and rushed toward Buffy at maybe forty miles an hour.  Buffy glanced back at them, grinned, and sprinted off toward the outcropping with Jaime right behind them.




Sam could see the outcropping by then.  It was too big to count as a boulder, but too small to count as a hillock.  It was at least ten feet high, with a few places where the rock stuck upward an extra yard or two.  As Willow lifted the two of them higher, Sam could see that the outcropping was probably twenty feet long and fifteen feet across, in a rough rectangle that had the corners broken off.




They reached the outcropping just ahead of half a dozen vampires armed with swords who were coming from the opposite direction.  Willow flew herself and Sam to the top of the rock, while Jaime and Buffy made a pincer movement, running around the rock on opposite sides and trapping the vampires in between.




Sam stepped to the far edge of the rock, stopping several feet from the edge to avoid getting any nasty surprises leaping up at her.  She pointed her P-90 and took a quick peek.




By the time she looked, there was nothing but two teammates and six slowly-settling clouds of dust.




Buffy looked up at Sam and spun her Scythe like a baton.  “Easy peasy!  Jaime’s really gettin’ the hang of it.  These guys are just… dust in the wind.”  She glanced at Jaime.  “Without the wind part.”




Willow stepped to the middle of the rock and said into her earjack, “That’s just the first wave.  We’ve got vamps and demons coming in at us from pretty much every direction.  I can’t get a count, but it’s more than forty or fifty.”




Sam said, “Roger that.  Buffy and Jaime?  You have tactical support.  Patrol all around this rock and keep everything off of us.  Willow and I have long-range force suppression.  You two try to stay within forty feet of the rock, so we don’t have to worry about friendly fire.”




Buffy interrupted over the comms, “Yeah, there’s nothing friendly about friendly fire.”




Sam wondered where Buffy had learned that grim little tidbit.  She pretended to ignore the comment and added, “We’ll try to keep anything from getting within thirty yards of the rock, but I doubt we can maintain a hundred percent success rate, even with our force multipliers.”




“Force multipliers?” Willow asked out loud as she looked up at what was very obviously a dragon.  A big, scaly, black dragon with an immense wingspan and huge clawed talons.  A massive dragon that was angling downward and headed right for them.  It roared, and a gout of fire burst out of its mouth.




Sam took a deep breath.  “Yeah.  Force multipliers.”  She reached into her pouch and pulled out her M32 and her staff weapon.  She set the staff weapon on the rock and took careful aim with the grenade launcher.  Hitting an approaching target was a lot harder than hitting a stationary one, or even one moving perpendicular to your fire.  She made sure she was going to fire an HE-frag round and an AP round, because she doubted an incendiary round would do squat against a fire-breathing dragon.




She waited until the dragon was within a hundred fifty yards, and she fired the HE round.  It caught the dragon on its body just ahead of its right wing, exploding in a blast that shredded the wing and sent the dragon pinwheeling into the ground.  Once it hit the hard ground and started struggling back to its feet, Sam carefully sighted in on the dragon’s head and let fly with the AP round.  Given that the Armor Piercing round of an M32 would put a hole in most main battle tanks that weren’t Abrams M-1’s, she wasn’t surprised it went through the dragon’s skull.  There was a fiery screech, and the dragon went limp.




“Sweet,” cheered Buffy over the comms.




“Demons incoming on your side, Buff,” said Willow through her earjack.




As soon as Sam saw the demon horde, about two dozen lumbering monsters armed with melee weapons, she dropped her incendiary grenade right in their midst and took most of them out.  That put the HE and AP rounds up next for firing in the grenade launcher.  She carefully put the safety on, set it down, and picked up her P-90.  She took the P-90’s safety off and began firing at everything the incendiary grenade hadn’t polished off.




After that wave, there was an attack from her six that Willow took out with a fireball and a blast of molten metal.




Sam checked, “What are you using for metals?”




Willow murmured, “Xander has some guys who make and repair swords for us.  So we’ve got cold iron.  The fey really hate that stuff, and it’s totally effective against a lot of demons that are hard to kill otherwise.  I figured Darth Rosenberg had a good idea, and I’m stealing it.  I got twenty chunks of it in my pouch.”




Sam reacted as thick fog suddenly began boiling up around her feet.  She hastily reached into her pouch.




“We got fog coming up over here,” Buffy announced over her earjack.




“Here too,” Jaime said.




Sam pulled from her pouch the Asgard sphere.  She twisted the pistol grip and muttered, “Don’t let me down now, Thor.”




The fog around her feet acted like it was fleeing in terror from the sphere.  It practically leapt off the surface of the rock, and then rushed away, clearing a circle around her that was about twenty meters in diameter.




“Whoa.  Cool toy,” Buffy said over the comms.




But she didn’t get enough respite to reply.  A group of bipedal demons attacked on her ten, and she picked them off with her P-90 with help from Buffy, who was firing her own P-90 one-handed like it was a squirtgun.  Sam tried not to feel jealous that after only a couple days Buffy was already out-shooting her, even though Sam had marksman’s badges.  She had a feeling that if she could take Buffy back to her dimension, Buffy would either drive the Colonel crazy, or else they’d hit it off and become inseparable.  The latter bothered her a lot more than she wanted to admit.




Willow hastily announced, “More incoming!  Another dragon — maybe a wyvern — and a big group on your right, and further out we’ve got more coming in behind you!”




Sam said into the comms, “Willow, you have the group on my right.  Jaime, support her.  Buffy, move to cover my six in case they get here before we finish these other scrimmages.  I’ll take Big And Fiery up top.”




She was just hoping these demons were too disorganized to attempt a well-timed multi-sided full-scale strike, because that would lead to them being overrun in seconds.




XXXVI — Airborne Operations


several minutes earlier



Hermione waited until all of Team One was through the portal.  Perhaps she was overconfident about her teammates’ abilities, but she didn’t think a guard force of a dozen vampires and a dozen demons stood much chance against a heavily-armed Buffy and Jaime.  The mere idea of Jaime sprinting past a demon at sixty miles an hour and swinging that sword with enough strength to slice through a tree…  She winced inwardly.




She reminded Selina and Alex, “Once we go in, we need radio silence.  I’ll lead, because you’ll be able to see my broom where I’m not sitting on it.”




Alex asked, “And you can’t make the broom invisible too?”




Hermione explained, “No, these broomsticks are highly magical, and resist normal magical spells.  Otherwise, people would be hexing the brooms of the other team at every game.  So we’ll be camouflaged, but not the broom.”




Selina said, “Sounds a lot better than hiking all the way there with no camouflage and no protection.”  Alex nodded in agreement.




Hermione said, “Right.  We fly all the way to the castle.”




Selina purred, “Once we’re within fifty feet of the castle walls, I’m in charge.  I’ll pick the entry, I’ll handle the alarm systems unless I designate one of you to do it, I’ll take the crystal, I’ll lead us to the best exit, and then Alex flies me back to the portal.  If I’ve already switched to a broom, Alex flies just off my left and you fly off my right.”




Alex smiled mischievously, “So I’m your wingman?”




Hermione pretended to ignore Alex and nodded at Selina.  She and Willow were agreed that the crystal needed to get moved out of the dimension.  If D’Lazza had even a few tiny fragments of the crystal, she might be able to reconstitute it magically, and then they’d be back to square one.  “Once we get the control crystal through the portal, we signal everyone else to retreat at top speed, and we close the portals.  Then D’Lazza is trapped in her dimension, whether we have the power sources knocked out or not.”




Alex said, “I just don’t like letting the four of them draw all that attention.  It’s like… we’re using them as bait or something.”




Hermione said, “We are using them as our distraction.  As long as D’Lazza knows we’re coming, we have to put up a presence that she’ll focus on.  Sam’s team can hold their own for as long as we need.”  She hoped.  She tried not to think about the last sentence of the prophecy.  And in triumph not all will survive.  Just thinking about that was making her nausea come back.




Selina checked her watch.  “We have thirty seconds.  Let’s do this.”




Hermione nodded.  She did the weight-reduction spell on Selina.  Then she did Disillusionment Charms on the three of them.  Alex picked Selina up and lifted off the floor.  Hermione lay down on the broom and stretched out, covering most of the broom with her body so the only part of the broom that was visible was the tail.  She said, “Let’s go.”




And she flew through the portal.  She carefully rose to about two hundred feet and began heading for D’Lazza’s castle.  At least it was someone’s castle, and if D’Lazza wasn’t using it, Hermione had no idea who was.  She peered over her shoulder.  There was just enough shimmer that she could make out the outline of Alex and Selina against the permanent gray of this dimension’s sky.




As they flew toward that huge rise, Hermione flew upward so they would clear it with room to spare.  She didn’t want to be anywhere near the ground if she didn’t have to.




They cleared the top of the rise by at least a hundred feet, and leveled off once more.  She kept looking around her, but it didn’t look like anything had spotted them.  Yet.  She could hear the battle going on through her comms, and it sounded so far like Sam’s team was pounding the entire demon army.  She knew that was temporary.  The demons had Sam’s team surrounded, and sooner or later they would run out of ammunition, or be overrun.  They had brooms so they could make a hasty airborne exit, but if things went bad in a hurry, they might not have the time to get their brooms and lift off.




Hermione flew past the demon hive-buildings, giving them all a wide berth.  She had no idea whether any of the demons could see through the Disillusionment Charms, or could detect them in some other way.  So she made a careful sweep away from the constructions.




They were quickly coming up on the castle.  As they closed in, she noticed it wasn’t like the castles she knew.  The walls weren’t constructed out of stone blocks.  They looked like they were made of solid stone.  Sheer walls of perfect white marble, with windows cut into the stone.  The castle was several hundred feet high, even if you didn’t include the four cylindrical towers at the corners of the battlements along the tops of the castle’s four walls.




The walls were decorated with big open windows.  No framing, no glass, no screens, nothing.  Hermione had never seen anything like it.  Even Hogwarts had glass windows in all its openings, except in the owlery.




She pursed her lips in thought.  Could these windows be left open on purpose?  It wasn’t like there was weather around here, at least as far as she knew.  Or perhaps flying things needed to get in and out regularly.  They looked like they were the right size for a demon to jump through, but not large enough for something demon-sized that also had wings.  Were there smaller things around here that also flew?  That could be bad.




Or perhaps they were magically secured, and flying in through one of them would set off an alarm.




She immediately flew over and grabbed Alex by the shoulder.  She led them a couple hundred yards away from the castle wall, so they could talk without being overheard.




“Why didn’t you just use a spell to make us silent?” Alex wondered out loud.




Hermione admitted, “I wasn’t sure if my magic might get detected.  Something like that outside the castle walls?  That might set off every magical alarm D’Lazza has.  And we want her thinking Sam’s team is the only threat she has to worry about.”




Selina concentrated on the task.  “So… you think the windows might have magical alarms that will go off if we try flying in through them?”




Hermione shrugged, which wasn’t helpful when they couldn’t see her.  She said, “I don’t know.  I can try some passive detection spells.  Or you can study them to try to spot anything suspicious.  Or…”




Selina sounded quite smug when she said, “Or we can skip them altogether.  There’s a moat below us.  So there’s probably a drawbridge on at least one of the side of the castle.  Even if it’s not down, there could be a gap between it and the castle wall, so we might be able to fly in over it.”




Hermione said, “Okay.  You’re the boss on this from here until we get the crystal out of the castle.”




Selina said, “In that case, my first order is to let me get on my broom.  Getting lugged around like I’m an eight year old’s Cabbage Patch doll gets old really fast.”




“Sorry,” muttered Alex.




XXXVII — Infiltration




Selina carefully mounted the broomstick she had just pulled from her pouch.  It was a good thing she didn’t have a fear of heights.  Sliding onto a hovering broom while a hundred feet in the air wasn’t the easiest thing she had ever done.  It wasn’t close to the hardest feat she had ever attempted, but she still didn’t have much confidence in her ability to fly on a little piece of wood.




It would have helped if Hermione hadn’t been obviously uncomfortable about flying on her broomstick.  On the other hand, Harry and Ginny thought nothing of it.  If they hadn’t shown her how to fly on one, back at Mrs. Weasley’s, Selina would have had her teammates fly her back to the ridge so she could stand on the ground and mount the thing.




She just didn’t want to drop down to the ground around the castle and try mounting a broom there.  There were way too many guards all around the castle, and the things she could see in that moat were worse than the demons walking below her.  Not to mention that touching the ground here might be enough to set off some sort of mystic alarm signal.  She didn’t want to take any chances that weren’t necessary.




And the broom had some kind of Cushioning Charm.  It would have been really uncomfortable to sit astride on it when she was in her Catwoman uniform if there was no cushioning.  And sitting sidesaddle on a broomstick just seemed too silly: if the Rogues ever found out about that, Roxy Rocket would give her grief about it for the next ten years.




She led her team around to the front of the castle.  She assumed it was the front, because it had the massive drawbridge over that monster-infested moat.  The drawbridge wasn’t down, but it wasn’t close to being fully up.  That bothered her.




She had seen drawbridges on castles before.  Normally, the drawbridge was fully down, and resting on the massive piers one either side of the moat.  When the drawbridge was down like that, one or both portcullises would be fully raised.  Or else the drawbridge would be fully raised, providing additional protection against invaders, while both portcullises would be all the way down.  This drawbridge was about seventy feet long and thirty feet wide.  It was apparently carved out of a single slab of wood.  It was raised so the edge of the drawbridge was about twenty feet above the pier on this side of the moat, and both portcullises were about halfway up.  That didn’t look like it would protect against anything, except ordinary humans with no equipment and no teamwork and no siege weapons.  Most of the demons and vampires she had seen ought to be able to take a running jump and grab onto the end of the drawbridge to haul themselves up.  Buffy and Jaime could probably leap all the way onto the top of the drawbridge and land on their feet.  She could easily get up there with just her whip.




So what was the point of leaving the bridge half-open and the portcullises invitingly half-open?  She slid through the air until she was alongside Hermione’s wavering shape.  She whispered, “Can you tell if there’s a detection spell or alarm spell on the wood of the drawbridge?”




Hermione whispered back.  “Maybe.  I think so, but if there’s a magic detection system there already, I might set it off.”




Alex settled in mid-air on Selina’s other side.  “Aren’t demons magic?”




“Well, yes.  And vampires too.  Why?” Hermione asked, before it dawned on her.  “Of course!  It can’t be too sensitive to magic, or it would go off every time one of her minions walked on it or touched it.  I have a passive reflection spell that ought to do the trick.”




Hermione hovered beside the angled drawbridge and concentrated.  Selina thought Hermione was using her wand, but it was hard to tell under that Disillusionment Spell.




Hermione flew back to them and whispered, “There’s some kind of spell.  I can’t tell exactly what it is.  I think it’s like a big rat trap.  It snaps closed and smashes anything on it into that first portcullis.  The metal grid of the portcullis looks like cold iron, and it looks sharp enough to dice anything the drawbridge slams into it.”




“Eww,” whispered Alex.




Selina whispered, “So we swoop in as high as we can over the drawbridge, then dive down and cut under the two portcullises while they’re still partly open.  I go first.  If anything triggers, you two have to get me out before whatever is between the portcullises drops on my head.”




“Boiling oil?” Alex asked quietly.




Hermione started into her lecture mode.  Selina recognized the tone instantly, because Bruce had his own gravel-voiced version of it.  “That’s actually a myth.  Oil was far too expensive to waste like that.  They did drop things like red-hot rocks and sand, or logs already set on fire.”




Selina whispered, “Let’s just not find out what D’Lazza has for a trap.”




She let the other two see her starting out before she picked up speed.  She was really hoping that if she set off an alarm, she would be able to go fast enough on this broom that she could get through into the castle before either portcullis could catch her. 




She took a deep breath and let it out.  Then she darted forward on her broom like Ginny had shown her.  She dove down between the floor and the vicious spikes at the bottom of the portcullises.




Nothing happened.  No alarm, unless it was a silent alarm.  No mousetrap.  No portcullis danger.




Excellent.  She grinned and refrained from saying ‘Meow’ out loud.  Hermione and Alex’s Disillusioned shapes swiftly followed her, and they moved to the ceiling of the first room.




The interior of the castle was huge.  This first room was the size of a basketball court, and the ceiling was about seventy feet up.  The doorway with the portcullises was fifty feet high and thirty feet wide.  And the interior door was just as large.  She was starting to get a really bad feeling about this.  If the doors were all like this, then maybe they weren’t for show.  Maybe they were for something that was nearly fifty feet high.  She was starting to wonder if she should have asked Bruce if she could borrow Clark for the day.




There was a huge central atrium that was shaped like a giant cylinder pointing straight up.  The atrium had to be a hundred feet across, and it rose all the way to a clear dome that had to be on the very top of the castle.  There were comparatively tiny stairs circling around it, and Selina could see dozens of demons walking or slithering on them, moving up or down in unknown tasks.  Doors opened off the atrium, going deeper into the castle or off to the sides.  From one of them came an unnerving sound.  It reminded Selina of a family of sleeping tigers, only amplified a thousand times and with harmonics that felt like a giant fingernail scraping down a blackboard the size of the batcave.  She was glad they weren’t going to be heading in that direction.




She flew up to the third floor, where even more of the fifty-foot-high doorways awaited.  Naturally, she had memorized the 3-D image of the castle that Willow had created.  So she knew which way to go.  She headed to her right, and into some sort of throneroom.  There was at least some sort of throne at the far end of the room, even if it looked like it was made for a giant with goat-like legs.  Or something else that was clearly inhuman.




In the center of the room was a clear six-sided case, with demons standing at each of the six sides and facing away from the case.  There was also a very nasty-looking slime demon perched on top of the case.  Within the case was the crystal.  It was floating in mid-air and glowing an angry red, while a dozen spines pointed inward from the case to surround it.  Little lightning bolts jolted from the spines to the crystal and back.




Selina thought for a few seconds and then tapped her teammates’ shoulders.  She led them back out into the immense atrium, where they hovered a couple hundred feet above the floor.  She whispered, “I don’t think we can get it without setting off every alarm in the castle.  Not unless Hermione can put every demon in that room to sleep at the same time.”




“I can’t,” Hermione admitted.  “I don’t even know if a Somnus charm would work on demons.  And I certainly couldn’t get all of them at once.  Maybe Willow could.  I don’t know.  But that might be enough magic to set off whatever alarms there are.”




Selina patted her on the shoulder.  “It’s okay.”  She had some alternatives.  She had a smoke bomb… which might not have any effect on most of the demon guards.  There was no way a smoke bomb was going to affect a pile of slime.  She had a gas bomb… which was just as unlikely to work.  She had gear for a smash-and-grab… which looked extremely risky with those demon guards standing there.  The three other plans she had designed in case the crystal wasn’t surrounded by demons?  Not helpful at the moment.  Any sort of distraction might still not get that slime demon off the top of the case, and she was still recalling that ‘lime jello demon’ dissolving everything it touched.  Plus, any distraction big enough to get the attention of every single demon was going to set off somebody’s alarms.  And even touching that crystal while it was being hit by those lightning bolts might be hazardous to kitty’s health.




It would have been nice if all they had to do was break the crystal and run for it.  They could do that from outside the nice, big window off to her right.  No, the experts had told her they needed to get every bit of the crystal out of this dimension.




Maybe she needed to use the powers her teammates had.  She whispered, “Okay… here’s what I want you to do…”




XXXVIII — Extraction




Selina took a peek to make sure the atrium was clear before she tapped Hermione on the shoulder.  Hermione promptly launched step one of the plan.  A silent reducto that blasted through the neck of the facing demon and then shattered several sides of the clear case.  The other demons began looking around frantically for the source of the attack.  She was once again really glad Hermione could cast this ultra-camouflage spell of hers.  It was the next best thing to being truly invisible.




A blaring alarm sounded throughout the castle.  Lights that were nearly paralyzing in their intensity began flashing irregularly.  Selina wondered if they were supposed to induce seizures or blindness.  She didn’t plan to stick around and find out.




Alex instantly launched into step two.  She was already standing on the floor so she could use her full telekinetic powers.  She yanked the crystal out of the case before the slime demon atop the case could cover the openings in the sides.




The crystal went flying through the air.  The demons turned to face them, but still couldn’t see through their Disillusionments.  Selina swooped through the air on her broom, scooping the still painfully hot crystal into her pouch.




The trio wheeled and sped for the atrium.  All they had to do was zoom down to the ground floor and escape over the drawbridge before anyone closed it, and…




“Damn,” Selina whispered to herself.  Out loud, she yelled, “Turn around!  Go back!”




The atrium was no longer clear.  She didn’t know what that thing was, but she was going to guess it was D’Lazza.




It was big, and ugly, and it was really making her re-think the whole ‘sneak into a hell dimension’ concept.  It was maybe forty feet high and twenty feet wide… and it looked like it was growing.  It looked like it could be a giant mutated G’fili’tik demon.  If G’fili’tik demons were radioactive mutated giants that glowed a frightening green.




Then it tilted its head back and began floating up the atrium column toward them.




Selina hissed, “Get back in the room!  Get back in the room!”




Hermione flew behind her and said over the alarms, “There’s no way I can hurt it.  Most of my spells just bounce off the normal-sized demons.”




They flew back into the throneroom.  The demons had all moved to a spot in front of the enormous throne.




Selina stared in surprise.  She asked her teammates, “Why aren’t they guarding the windows to keep us in?”




Hermione grimly guessed, “Because we can’t get out that way.”




Alex landed on the hard floor with a slight tap.  She used her telekinesis to pick up the slime demon and throw it out the window.




ZZZAAAPPP!!




There was an enormous noise like a giant moth just flew into the world’s biggest bugzapper.  Charred cinders fell to the floor.  Alex stared in shock at what she had just done.




Selina hissed at her teammates, “Keep it up!”




Hermione immediately used a silent wingardium leviosa to flick the biggest demon into the window.  The zapping noise was nearly as loud as the alarms.  Alex used her telekinesis to throw the smallest demon through the window right after Hermione’s target.  Selina flew over to the side and jumped off her broomstick.  She grabbed some small tables and chairs and threw them into the windowframe too.  The zapping noises were almost constant now.




Selina looked over.  A massive shadow was flooding its way through the doorway.  D’Lazza had to be right behind it.  Selina started throwing anything she could get her hands on and lift.  She looked around and saw that there were only a couple demons left, and Hermione had just levitated two demons who were rushing into the room as D’Lazza’s vanguard.  Selina had a tight feeling in her throat that they might end up trapped in here with an angry hellgoddess.




Finally, Hermione levitated what was left of the clear case the crystal had been in.  She flicked it at the window, but it was a little too large to fit through the windowframe.  It crashed into the window at an angle and lodged in place.  The window frame exploded.  The next demon that Alex threw simply passed harmlessly through the opening to fall down the outside of the castle.  Probably into the moat.




Selina jumped back on her broom and yelled, “Let’s go!  Let’s go!”




She zoomed toward the window just as the massive form of D’Lazza slithered into the room.  A wave of magical power blasted across the room, making the air waver.  She was nearly through the window when her Disillusionment failed from the magical attack.  Her teammates had the same problem, because Alex suddenly appeared not five feet in front of her, and Hermione winked into existence only a couple yards behind her.




She heard Hermione shout, “Protego!”  A massive fireball smashed into Hermione’s shield, which was blocking the window.  The Shield Charm shattered, and a large chunk of castle wall around the window failed too.




“Evasive maneuvers!” Selina yelled.  She dove toward the ground and cut abruptly to her right.  Hermione soared upward.  Alex cut to their left and zoomed around the corner of the castle.




Selina heard an explosion high above her, and she glanced behind her.  The turret closest to her had shattered, and a massive dragon was floating in a gleaming pink crystal where the turret had been.




All the turrets had exploded.  And all four had contained big dragons probably in some sort of magical stasis.  All four dragons screamed as they were released.  The one above her instantly curled up in mid-air and flapped its wings.  It dove right at her.




Selina made her dive even steeper, and veered further to her right, until she was curving around the corner of the castle.  The dragon was faster.  It was closing in on her.  She made her dive even steeper and aimed for the moat.




Just before the dragon could blast her with flame, she pulled upward hard on the broomstick.  The broom responded instantly, zooming nearly straight up.  The dragon couldn’t change direction like her, and it crashed into the moat.  Something that seemed to be nothing but tentacles grabbed the dragon and tried to drag it under the surface.




Selina touched her earjack and broke radio silence.  We have the football.  Repeat.  We have the football.  But we have dragon pursuit.




Sam’s reassuring tones answered her over the comms.  “Move this way at top speed.  We’ve got dragonbusters.”  She heard Sam give more orders.  “Team One.  Stage Three.  Mount up now.  We provide tac support and then move to Point Charlie.”






Buffy followed Sam’s commands.  She yanked her broomstick out of her pouch and leapt onto it, zooming away from the seven demons that were still thirty yards out.  She soared up over the outcropping to make sure she had Sam and Willow protected.  They were already on brooms, although Sam had one hand holding her staff, and that cool grenade launcher slung over her back, and her zat hanging on one hip where she usually had her automatic.  Jaime came flying up from the other side of the outcropping, and they followed Sam until they were two hundred feet up and well out of the reach of anything except that one remaining dragon.




Even on a broomstick, it only took Sam three staff blasts to take down that last dragon.




Sam said out loud, “Any sign of Selina’s team?”




Willow was hanging onto her broom with both hands, but she still concentrated with her eyes closed…




“Yeah.  That way.”  Willow tilted her head off toward the castle.  “They’re incoming on brooms, but they’ve got maybe three dragons in hot pursuit.  Umm, no pun intended.  And I think at least one of the dragons is faster than they are.”




Sam opened her mouth to give orders, when all of sudden it felt like the broomsticks ran out of power.  All four of them dropped like gliders, drifting unpleasantly quickly toward the rocky ground.  As if that wasn’t bad enough, they seemed to fly into some kind of wall of black energy that abruptly appeared before them.






Buffy felt the broom disintegrate beneath her, and she fell.




She hit the ground, but not that hard.  She caught herself on hands and feet like a cat.  She grabbed the Scythe out of her pouch and whirled around, looking for threats.




She was in a large, empty room.  The floor was smooth rock.  The rock ceiling seemed to glow with a soft white light, and the light was more than enough to see the solid rock walls hemming her in.  There didn’t appear to be any windows or doors.  She had no idea how the four of them could fall and end up so far apart, but she was guessing… magic.  Duh.




“Well, well, well…  Lookie who else got stuck in this shithole.”




Buffy whirled to face the direction of the sound, but the voice came from a spot of utter blackness over by one wall.  Even her Slayer eyesight couldn’t make out a thing.  And something was telling her she had heard this voice before.  That she needed to remember the voice.  Whoever it was, she was female, and not a kid, and not decrepit.  And she had an attitude.  Buffy could tell that much from the voice.




The sound of high-heeled shoes echoed as whoever it was strolled forward from the darkness.  “Slayer.  How’d you get dumped here?”




And she strode forth into the light.  Buffy could see the red Jimmy Choos first, as the cone of light illuminated the woman’s feet first.  Then the sleek legs.  Then the hem of a red silk minidress.




Then the carefully made-up face… and the permed blonde hair.




“Glory,” Buffy said.  She managed not to gulp.  “Not you again.  You’re dead.”




The woman — the hellgoddess — laughed.  “Stupid mortal meatsack.  Maybe you and your little friends killed that stupid shell I was stuck in, but that didn’t kill me.  I’m a goddess!  The Divine Glorificus is way too fabulous to die like that.  My anima still escaped your dimension through my portal.  You just kept me from getting home.  And I owe you for that.  It’s your fault I’m stuck in this crappy dimension, having to put up with that idiot D’Lazza.  Did you know she never even thought about opening portals to other dimensions until I got here?  But I’m not going to beat you to death.”




Buffy could see that Glory was holding a rock the size of a baseball.  Glory casually flexed her hand, and the rock shattered into dust and rock fragments.




“I’m going to beat you half to death.  Then I’m going to break every bone in your ugly meatbag body, so you can’t move anymore.  Then I think I’ll see if I can use your blood to open a portal home, just like with your whiny brat sister.”






XXXIX — SNAFU, part 1




Buffy refused to wince.  She gave Glory her fiercest stare and said, “You seem to be forgetting something.  I kicked your ass once already.  And now I have an even better weapon.”  She swung her Slayer Scythe up into a guard position.




Glorificus just sneered.  “Yeah, last time you beat me.  After your robot hit me with the Dagon sphere, and your witch sucked out most of my mental structure, and your carpenter hit me with a wrecking ball.  And you still needed plenty of luck.  This time?  All I see is you and a little toy.”




Buffy gave her a perky smile.  “Yeah, but the Popeil Pocket Hellgod Chopper does lots, lots more!  It slices!  It dices!  It makes julienne fries!”




Glory frowned.  “What the hell are julienne fries?”




Buffy opened her mouth to make a snide retort, but Glory was already charging at her, moving so fast she was only a blur.






Selina gasped as she passed through the blackness that suddenly appeared in front of her.  She felt her broomstick vanish out from under her, and she fell.  But she was an expert at this part.  She turned slightly and landed gracefully, rolling across the floor to lose her momentum and popping back up to her feet.




She was in a large room that looked like it was all rock.  Rock walls.  Rock floor.  Rock ceiling that glowed with a light almost like real sunlight.  She could see the whole room.




The far side of the room was a wall of greenery.  The first green she had seen in this dimension, unless you counted the ugly green color of some of the demons.  Huge green vines, massive green sepals, big green stalks…




The largest flower slowly opened, and a woman strolled out of it.  A woman with long red hair.  A woman whose skin was tinted slightly green as well.




Selina gasped, “Pammie?”




Poison Ivy gave her a luscious smile.  “Selina!  I’m so glad you could… drop in.”




Selina checked, “What are you doing here?  In a hell dimension?”




Poison Ivy raised her head and opened her arms.  “How could I not come here?  D’Lazza made me an offer I just couldn’t turn down.  All the power I could want, and I get to turn this unsightly world into a green paradise.  All I have to do is stop you and your friends.  Then she’ll help me turn our dimension into a green paradise where men no longer pollute everything.  And then she’ll help me transform every dimension into a paradise where men no longer rule, they suffer under our lash.”  Three green vines snaked out toward Selina and snapped angrily in the air.




Selina tried to sound calm.  “Pam, please, think this through.  She doesn’t really want greenery.  She likes things the way they are right now.  She’s just going to use you, and then discard you.  Or worse.”




Poison Ivy smiled malevolently.  “D’Lazza knew you’d say that.  She explained everything to me.  Her world here is desolate because of people like you.  And your superhero friends.  They’ve trapped her in here with no plants and no soil and no moisture.  We can fix all that!”




Selina said, “Pammie, you know me.  We’re friends.  I’ve looked out for you and helped you.”




Ivy glared, and all the plants began moving toward Selina.  Selina backed up until she bumped into a solid rock wall.  Thick vines wriggled and slithered toward her, while Ivy strolled along behind them.




Poison Ivy scowled at her, “You’re not my friend.  You let me get locked up in a desolate, plantless, sunless prison cell!  You let your boyfriend Batman destroy my works and kill my precious babies!  You’re the enemy.  And all I have to do is ensnare you and take that crystal back.  But don’t worry.  D’Lazza promised that your death can be swift and painless.  And I promise I’ll use your body only in the highest quality plant food.  You’ll live on… as part of my babies.”






Hermione was trying to dodge that dragon closing in on her, when she hit the blackness that appeared abruptly only a few feet before her.  She shuddered at the dark magics she could feel within it.  And her broom vanished, dropping her…




She saw the rocky ground only moments before she hit.  She tried to take the impact on her chest and arms, since they were protected by her jacket.  It mostly worked, although her legs — especially her knees — felt like she had run into a brick wall.  At least she didn’t smash her face into the rock this time.




She picked herself up and checked that her wand was okay.  She should have been injured a lot worse.  She should have been killed.  Hadn’t she fallen hundreds of feet?  Her left knee was really hurting, but other than that she thought she was all right.  She pulled out her wand and looked around.  A large room of nothing but gray rock, with white glows throughout the rock ceiling.




She didn’t know where she was, but she still tried to apparate to the portal.  It felt like she was trying apparate into a brick wall.  The pain nearly made her fall to her hands and knees.




“Oh no, you can’t get out that easily, Granger,” the voice cackled with a shrill laugh.




Hermione whirled to face the voice, her wand out and a Shield Charm already up.  She knew that voice.  She knew that laugh.  She still had occasional nightmares about Bellatrix Lestrange torturing her in Malfoy Manor, and that had been four years ago.




Bellatrix strolled out of the darkness.  She looked exactly like Hermione remembered her, down to the wild, out of control hair and the insane eyes.  She laughed, “You can’t leave!  I have some presents for you.”  She whipped out her wand with snakelike speed and cast a hex that would have slashed open Hermione’s arm if it hadn’t hit that Shield Charm first.




Bellatrix just laughed again.  “Good!  I wouldn’t want this to be too easy.  Too fast.  It’s only been… what?  Four years for you?  Ever since your mum-in-law snuffed me, I’ve been in hell.  And not some friendly, temperate place like this.  Fire… brimstone… boiling pitch…  And not for four years.  Did you know that time in some hell dimensions goes at different rates than normal?  I’ve been in hell for centuries.  I lost count of the days somewhere around two hundred fifty-three thousand and some odd.  You have no idea how much I wanted to get revenge on you and Molly and The Wimp Who Lived and Dumbledore and all the rest of you.  And the pain?  It just… never… stopped!  But then a miracle occurred!  Different demons came in and dragged me out of there and told me I don’t have to go back.  All I have to do is stop you and let them throw you into the hell dimension in my place… for all eternity!”  She laughed hysterically.  “Maybe I’ll look in on you after you’ve been buried in boiling pitch for a couple millennia, and see how you’re doing.”




Bellatrix stepped forward.  She fired off a jet of red light that collapsed Hermione’s Shield Charm and sent her flying backward.






Willow tried to enchant a protective bubble about herself as soon as the black magic slashed into her and destroyed the broomstick out from under her.  The bubble wavered, and shimmered… and failed.




But by then she was on the ground again.  She was standing in a room hewn out of gray rock.  Even the ceiling was gray rock.  She could tell the white light glowing from the ceiling was magical in origin, rather than industrial.  She tried to contact the rest of the team.  She tried to open a path to the portal.  She tried a perception spell and found…




“Oh shit.”




Willow turned to the side in time to see her walk out of the shadows.  Black boots.  Black pants.  Black shirt.  Black dresscoat.  Black hair.  Black eyes.  Black veins over pasty skin.




Dark Willow smiled evilly.  “Hi there.  I’m sure glad you’re a pathetic loser who can’t control herself around black magic.  You really shouldn’t have let me out to play the other day.  Not in a hell dimension.  Your friends didn’t get the genie crammed back into the bottle.  Thanks to D’Lazza’s magic, I got away and your friends just got the bottle.  Now all I have to do is kill you and drain you, and then pretend I’m Cute Willow.  I’ve been practicing for hours and hours.”  She smiled nastily and transformed.




Willow gasped.  There in front of her was… her.  Her as a nervous seventeen year old, in a fuzzy pink sweater.  The fuzzy pink sweater she had never worn again after Vampire Willow wore it and got blood on it.




Dark Willow pretended to give her a wide-eyed, surprised look loaded with cringing embarrassment.  She babbled, “Ooh, Buffy, I’m so sorry, I didn’t know that the evil ex-vengeance demon was trying to trick me into summoning her power crystal, because, well, evil, and vengeance-y, and, well, did I say evil?”  She smiled darkly at Willow.  “Too much?”




Dark Willow shifted once more, and this time she was an exact double for Willow.  She leered, “Ooh, I bet once we save the day and get back to Hermione’s house I can find out if you managed to get into Selina’s panties since I’ve been gone.  And if not, a little Lethe’s bramble and mallowsweet and the right spell, and she’ll forget all about her hunk and be our little honeybun.  Maybe I’ll take her home with me when Buffy and I leave.”




Dark Willow shifted back to her normal form.  Her black eyes bore into Willow.  “And you know the most fun part?  I have as much extra mana as I want.  I can pull it out of the floor, and the walls, and the ceiling, and the lights.  All you have is what you’ve got in reserve and in that pathetic little crystal you’re hiding under your shirt.  Oh yeah, and the backup crystal you’re hiding in your pouch.  This fight won’t take more than a few seconds.”




She thrust her hands out at Willow, and a stream of dark green energy blasted forth.  “Oh, and I forgot to mention something.  I told D’Lazza about all of your little friends, so she could go find some nemeses to destroy them.  She already has Glorificus here.”






XL — SNAFU, part 2




Willow gasped in horror as she hastily cast a shield to block the eldritch energies aimed at her.  It was obvious to her that Glorificus would want to attack Buffy.  And every one of her teammates had at least one person who would do anything if he or she had the opportunity to kill them first.  Considering some of the stories she had heard in the last couple days, she was already worrying.






Sam was falling.  There was nothing she could do about that, now that her broom was gone.  Her staff weapon and her M32 grenade launcher and her zat had disintegrated as well, so she had no armaments except her knife, and what was in her pouch.  The best she could hope for was a non-lethal terminal velocity in this dimension, and a chance to do a paratrooper’s landing.




No, the best she could hope for was a miraculous save by Willow.  But as far as Sam knew, Willow had been hit by the same attack, and was probably struggling to save herself.




She should have brought a parachute and hid it in her pouch.  Or a glider.  Or…




Suddenly the ground was visible, and it was rushing up at her.  She carefully got into position, and landed feet first, taking as much of the shock with her legs as she could, and then dropping into a shoulder-first roll to lose even more momentum as if she was practicing parkour.




She came up in a balanced stance and hurriedly yanked her P-90 and her sidearm out of her pouch.




“Jaffa!  Kree!” a female Goa’uld voice shouted.  Sam couldn’t tell who it was.  The Goa’uld all sounded pretty much the same when they were being their snakehead selves.




Sam dove and rolled, coming up just as two staff blasts tore through the spot she had been a second earlier and exploded against a wall.  She turned and opened fire.  Two quick three-shot groupings from her P-90 dropped both armored Jaffa before they could fire again.  She would have liked to save ammo, but she had her ammo rigged for demons instead.  So she needed to keep with the three-shot groupings so she would have an armor-piercing shell each time.




She looked around, and found nothing.  Nothing except two dead Jaffa.  She considered making a dash across the room to grab one of the staff weapons, but she had better armaments with her already, and it could easily be a trap.




She moved again, turning to check her six and trying to find where the next attacks would come from.  She had to assume that at least one of the walls was differentially permeable in some way, so her enemies could get in to attack, while she would be kept penned in here.  She stealthily backed up so she had her back to one of the shorter sides of the room, and she waited for the next assault.  Not that she expected to have to wait long.  Jaffa knew their tactics, but they weren’t exactly big on complex strategic maneuvers.  And Goa’uld were generally too egotistical to think they needed strategy, unless they were fighting other Goa’uld.




And there they were.  Three Jaffa charged through the wall on her three, and wheeled as soon as they entered the room.




She knelt and aimed.  A three-shot grouping, and the first one was down before he could lift his staff weapon.  Another three-shot grouping, and the second one fell, his blast hitting the floor in front of him as he fell over.  A third three-shot grouping, and the last one fell.




Unfortunately, the last Jaffa got off a shot just as she finished him off.  Even more unfortunately, at a distance of sixty feet, he could hardly miss.  She knew that was an exaggeration, and plenty of Jaffa couldn’t hit an elephant at that range when already injured.  She just had to end up with the one competent Jaffa in the group.




The staff blast caught her in the side, just inches under her armpit.  If she hadn’t been wearing a dragonhide jacket, she would have had a hole the size of a basketball in her chest.  If she hadn’t had a lining with a padding spell, she would have had five or six broken ribs from the impact.  As it was, she was only slammed against the wall behind her.




Her head hit the rock hard enough that she saw stars, and she struggled not to fall on her face.  Her P-90 clattered to the floor and she had to catch herself with her hands.




The painstick that struck her in the back of the neck sent paralyzingly intense agony through her body, and it was all she could do not to scream.  An armored boot kicked the P-90 well out of her reach, which was superfluous in her opinion, since she couldn’t make her arms and hands work yet.  She couldn’t make any of her limbs work.  She twitched helplessly, her muscles refusing to listen to her brain.  Armored hands stripped her sidearm and combat knife and earjack, leaving her nothing but her clothes and her pouch.




Idiots.  She just needed to stall until she could regain feeling in her fingers, and then she was going to show them they had just made another massively stupid tactical error.




Sandals clacked across the floor, and Sam managed to move her head enough to see who was walking toward her.




She gulped.  There was no mistaking the clothing or the curvy form or the red hair.




Hathor was alive once more.  And she was carrying a clear container full of liquid.  Sam could see the full-grown Goa’uld writhing inside, eager to be implanted in a host.




To be implanted in her.






Jaime tried to dodge the blackness that appeared just in front of the tip of her broomstick, but she couldn’t maneuver the broom quickly enough.  She plunged into what felt like cold half-congealed jello.  She felt her broomstick vanish out from under her, and she fell.




But she was Jaime Sommers, and she could fall a pretty long way and survive the impact.  She suddenly saw the ground coming up at her, and she got her feet ready.




She hit hard, but not hard enough to break her bionics.  And not hard enough to knock her out or break her bones, each of which had happened more than once in her short career as a cyborg.  It was only her legs and her right arm that were bionic, not her hips or her internal organs or her spine or her skull.




She was in a rock-walled room with no windows or doors.  The light came from a rock ceiling.  She started prowling around, looking for any sign of an opening.  If she had to, she was going to try punching the walls until she broke a hole in a wall, or she broke her bionic hand, whichever came first.




As she walked around the room, she was listening as hard as she could.  But there was no sound except her own footsteps.  Not even the lights in the ceiling were making noise.  If she could just find a spot where she could hear someone outside the room, she would have a spot that was probably the thinnest wall in this prison.  That would be her target.




She heard the faint simmering sound behind her, and she whirled to face… herself.  Her in an ecru business suit with a calf-length skirt, and a matching hat.  She had seen pictures of this outfit, and she knew instantly what it meant.  Lisa Galloway.  The ‘Other Jaime’. 




Lisa smirked at her.  She spoke in that Southern accent that was so unlike Jaime’s California tones.  “You know, while Ah was lyin’ in a prison hospital and slowing dyin’ of cancer from that adrenalizine and wonderin’ how you didn’t, Ah was wishin’ for a miracle.  But Ah sure didn’t think Ah’d get one.  But this portal opened up, and Ah got another chance.  Raht here.”  Her voice hardened, and changed to a perfect mimicry of Jaime’s.  “D’Lazza gave me back my health, and my strength.  I’m stronger than I ever was, and I don’t have to take that adrenalizine anymore.  And all I have to do is kill you and take your place and go back to your home.  Then it’ll all be mine.  My family.  My boyfriend.  My job with the OSI.  My house.  Everything.”




Jaime carefully said, “Lisa.  It won’t work.  D’Lazza wants to turn every dimension into a hell dimension like this place.”




The other Jaime smiled carelessly.  “Oh, she told me all about that.  But it’ll be years and years before she can work her way all the way over to my world.”




Jaime really didn’t want to fight Lisa again.  Especially when Lisa had superstrength throughout her entire body, not just three bionic limbs.  Lisa could take a blow from Jaime’s bionic fist, but Jaime hadn’t been able to take a full-strength punch from Lisa anywhere except on her right arm.




She tried again.  “It won’t work.  After you pulled that trick the last time, and we had to deal with those fembots, Oscar and Rudy made sure I had lots of passwords and passphrases.  And my family knows to watch out for a creepy double too.”




“Creepy?  CREEPY!  Ah was perfect!  Ah was a better Jaime than you!  And Ah spent more time with them!”  Lisa was upset enough that she reverted to her Southern accent.  She stopped and took a couple deep breaths.  In Jaime’s normal voice, Lisa said, “I won’t slip up again.  And D’Lazza said she’d capture your soul and torture it until it told us all your passwords and secret tricks.  Then there won’t be any way I can slip up.”




Jaime still figured D’Lazza was just conning Lisa into this, but the thought of having her soul trapped in a hell dimension for God only knew how long…  That was scary.




She wasn’t going to mention the one thing that Lisa would never be able to fake.  Her dog would know it wasn’t the real Jaime, because she wouldn’t have the right scent.  And Lisa would never suspect that the nice doggie was bionically enhanced too.  If Lisa won here, she would get a bionic german shepherd ripping her throat out.




Jaime tried again.  “There’s no way D’Lazza will ever waste her time doing that for you.”




The other Jaime’s face twisted into an angry mask.  “Well, we’ll just have to see about that!”  She leapt forward and cocked her right arm to punch Jaime in the face with enough strength to crush a concrete wall.






Alex hit the black wall — or whatever it was — that suddenly appeared in front of her.  It wasn’t really a wall, more like a black portal that felt like it was made of jello.  But the thing felt like someone just dropped a ton of stuff on her back, and she fell.  She struggled to catch herself with her telekinesis, and found she was looking at the rocky ground rushing up at her.




She pulled herself up only inches before her legs would have hit the ground.  And she spun herself around to look for danger.




She was in a rocky gray room.  A pretty big one, but not huge like a basketball gym.  More like the junior high assembly hall.  And she didn’t see any doors or windows or ceiling vents for her to get out through.  Not good.  Or ‘not of the good’ as Buffy would say.




“Well well well, long time no see, Alex.”  The smug female voice was pretty much unmistakable.




Alex spun around and glared at the woman.  “You!  What are you doing here?”




Danielle Atron smiled smugly.  She was dressed in an expensive pants suit with a carefully-tied scarf at her neck.  Her brown hair was a little longer than the last time Alex had seen her, but was still carefully styled.  She strode forward confidently.  “How could I pass up the chance to get rid of you once and for all, without any risk of getting arrested?  Because of you and your annoying father and your irritating friends, the police are still looking for me.  I can’t show my face anywhere.  I’m making tons of money, and I can’t spend it the way I’d like to.  But D’Lazza showed me what I can do.  I can live in a neighboring dimension, where I’m not on the FBI’s ‘Most Wanted’ list.”




Alex had to fight to keep her cool.  “I can’t believe how selfish and greedy and… and just plain stupid you’re being!  You haven’t learned anything!  D’Lazza won’t really let you do what you want.  She’ll overrun our dimension and your new one with these demons, and destroy everything!”




Danielle smirked, “Oh sure, that’s her long range plan.  But it’ll be decades — maybe centuries — before she gets around to our little corner of the multiverse.  Do you have any idea how many thousands of dimensions she’s going to have to overrun before she gets around to us?  And she thinks it may take over a decade just to take over that one dimension your friends Buffy and Willow are from.  I’ll be long dead before anyplace I care about is in danger.”




Alex just wanted to punch the woman in the face.  “You’re evil.  She may be a soulless demon, but you’re actually worse than she is!  You’re condemning billions, maybe trillions, of people to horrible, awful deaths, just so you can spend money you committed crimes to get in the first place!  And you don’t care!”




Danielle rolled her eyes.  “My God, you’re still as naïve as you were when my people captured you.  So I’m a little selfish.  So what?  Everyone’s selfish.  Some of us are just honest about it.”




Alex lost her temper.  She thrust out her hands and blasted the woman with a lightning bolt.




Danielle turned into silvery goo and let the bolts hit her.  They seemed to ground themselves and vanish.  Alex gasped as she realized what she should have suspected for a long time.  Danielle Atron had used the GC-161 on herself too.




Danielle turned back to normal and waved a hand carelessly.




Alex found herself being hurled backward.  She had to strain to catch herself with her telekinesis, and when she managed to stop she was only a couple feet from the wall behind her.  She flew forward at Danielle.




Danielle pulled out a handgun and fired off four loud shots.  Alex put her hands up and used her telekinesis to deflect the bullets into the floor.




A lightning bolt flashed from Danielle’s other hand.  Alex just barely managed to turn into silver in time to take the shock.  It still felt like she’d stuck her tongue on a nine volt battery, only all over her body.  She fell to the ground in a silvery puddle.




Danielle waved her hand again, and Alex found herself being scooped up off the floor and smashed into a wall.  She splatted against the wall, and dripped onto the floor.  That hurt!  It was a good thing she was still silvery and liquid, or that could have killed her.




Danielle laughed as Alex struggled to pull herself back into her normal form.  “Haven’t you figured it out, little girl?  I’ve been taking multiple doses of GC-161, and using the antidote when I didn’t get what I wanted.  It took me over fifty tries, but now I’ve got everything you have.  The telekinesis, the shapeshifting, and the lightning blasts.  It’s just that mine are all a lot more powerful than yours are.”




Alex stood up in time to get a punch to the face that felt like it nearly broke her cheekbone.  She slammed back against the rock wall.  She staggered and caught herself so she didn’t fall.  But by then, Danielle was grabbing her by the hair.




Danielle prepared to slam Alex face-first into the wall as she growled, “And after what you did to my life, I’m really going to enjoy smashing you into little bloody smears.”






XLI — SNAFU, part 3




Glory moved like a streak of lightning.  Buffy already knew she was in trouble, but it looked like Glory was, if anything, even faster than she had been back in Sunnydale.  And that was so not of the good.  If Glory was still five times stronger than her and five times faster than her and five times more resilient, the only advantage that Buffy had was that Glory was hopefully still five times dumber as well.




But Buffy had been given years to think about fighting styles… and lack thereof.  She’d had to think a lot more about that ever since Caleb and the Turok-Han, not to mention those rock demons last year in Afghanistan.  One thing she’d realized was that Glory had no idea of how to fight.  She was a hellgoddess.  She crushed stuff on a whim.  She didn’t engage in ritual combats or study fighting styles.  Even Caleb had some manner of fighting style, although he was really more of a street brawler.  Glory was a superpowered hair-puller.




That gave Buffy one small edge.  She knew Glory would run up and attack at zero range.  Glory would punch her in the face or chest, or else grab her.




The blur that was Glory zoomed right at her.  Buffy moved into the air slightly in a smooth aikido glide-step as she brushblocked Glory’s arm.  The impact was like slamming her arm into a concrete wall.  She didn’t stop Glory’s force as much as move it slightly off the intended line of attack.  But the other side of the coin was what mattered.  For every action, there was an equal and opposite reaction, even if it didn’t seem that way with some opponents.  The force of her block pushed her away from Glory’s attack.  Way away.




Glory screeched to a halt a couple yards past her, and saw Buffy was a dozen feet off to the side.  “How’d you manage that, Slayer?”




“Secret new power,” Buffy lied.




“You do have superpowers!” Glory glared.  “Did you learn to fly yet?  I still can’t do that in this stupid body, and that butthead D’Lazza won’t give me enough power to return to my divine godliness because she’s so jealous of how gorgeous I am.  Oh, I know I look wonderful now, but you have no idea what you’re missing out on.”




Buffy managed not to roll her eyes at someone’s totally unbelievable egotistical ranting.  She needed to keep focused, because that someone was faster than anything else she’d ever battled.  Okay, she had never had to fight Illyria while coping with that time dilation thing she did.  That would be a bitch and a half without Willow for backup.




But Glory was only a dozen feet away, so she was probably going to just stomp her way over and try to do a grab-and-throw.  Maybe.  And there was no way Buffy wanted to spoil the surprise of the Slayer Scythe when Glory was moving so fast that Buffy might miss, or only score a tiny scratch.  No, if the Scythe was going to work, Buffy knew she was going to have to wait until the right moment first, and then guard the Scythe carefully so Glory couldn’t rip it out of her hands and wield it herself.




It would be way better if she could catch the Goddess Of Bad Home Perms right across the neck with the Slayer Scythe and separate that hair from that dress.  But she didn’t think she’d get that many tries.  Even someone as dumb as Glory would wise up eventually.




Glory stomped in her direction.  Time for action.




Glory growled, “It’s not fair you got new powers and I didn’t!  I am gonna rip ’em out of your body and make D’Lazza give ’em to me!”




Buffy smirked, “Really?  Because D’Lazza said you were way too stupid to figure out how to do that.”




Glory lost her temper, pretty much on cue.  She screamed and grabbed with both hands at Buffy’s shoulders.




Buffy took her shot.  It was perfect.  Glory was moving toward her, but slowly.  Glory had her hands up and out of the way.  Glory was focusing on grabbing Buffy by the shoulders, and not looking at Buffy’s hands.  After all, what could a little meatbag do to a hellgoddess?




Buffy swung the Scythe with the blade out, aiming to cut Glory in half, or at least disembowel her.  The Scythe hit Glory with a vicious noise like a saber clashing against a concrete wall.




“What the frick was that?”  Glory stopped and looked down at her torso.  There was a vicious slice across her dress, and a thin red line where the axe had skittered across Glory’s abs.  Glory put her hand down and drew it back.  Buffy could see her fingers had blood on them.  Just a little bit, but it was still blood.




The only problem was that she had taken her best shot, Glory had stood there and not dodged it, and she had managed to give Glory… a really big papercut.  This was so not good for Buffys.




Glory screamed, “You little bitch!  Do you know how hard it is to get good tailoring in this dimension?  And you cut me!  Me!  I’m gonna rip out your guts for this!”




She swung her right fist in a roundhouse blow, aiming to knock Buffy’s head off her shoulders.






Hermione went flying backward from the hex.  She didn’t want to think about what the hex would have done to her if she hadn’t had a Shield Charm up already.  Or if she wasn’t wearing a dragonhide jacket.




She hit the floor hard.  She slapped the floor with her arms like Buffy had been teaching her, and she managed not to slam the back of her head on the rock floor.  Her butt and the backs of her legs still took the impact.




She still had her wand in her hand, though.  She flicked her wand and cast two spells without speaking.  Protego.  Petrificus totalus.




A wicked red jet flew from Bellatrix’s wand and crashed into her Shield Charm, making the shield disintegrate.  Hermione’s spell hit some kind of Shield Charm that Bellatrix managed to get in place.




Hermione rolled to her feet and cast two more spells.  Bellatrix dodged the first one, making her own spell go off-target and explode against the wall behind Hermione.  The second spell collided with Bellatrix’s curse.  A sparkling ball of fire exploded between the two of them.




She held her wand carefully, waiting for Bellatrix’s next move.  But instead of hurling more hexes, Bellatrix laughed that hideous laugh of hers and started talking.  “Did you know that you didn’t capture Willow’s doppelganger?  You just got Willow without her better half.  So guess what that meant?”




Hermione guessed, “D’Lazza found out enough about us to go find some enemies.”




“Ooh, very good!  I told Lucius he should have targeted you instead of the Weasley brat with that diary.  You’ve always been the smart one.  But no, don’t listen to the woman who’s always right…”




Bellatrix paced in a circle, Hermione moving to match her.  It reminded Hermione of the way Harry and Voldemort had faced each other just before their final duel.




Bellatrix laughed again.  “And you know what?  You’re an idiot.  You’re all idiots.  Our Willow knew.  The nausea you’ve been having for days?”




“George’s candies,” Hermione insisted, even if she didn’t believe that excuse anymore.




Bellatrix laughed again.  “What about the sore breasts and those tender nipples?”




“I got hurt,” Hermione tried.




“And the heartburn.  Not enough hints yet?”  Bellatrix cackled maniacally.  “Little Hermione is preggers!  And you’re too stupid to figure it out!  I love it!”  She laughed again.




Hermione stared at her like she had gone mad.  “I can’t be pregnant!  I take birth control potions!  And I never forget!”  She gulped a little.  “I mean…  Well, I almost never forget…  Even if there was that time in the kitchen… and the time at Molly’s… and…”  She suddenly had the impulse to slap herself on the forehead.  She had been so sure she knew what the cause was.  How long had she been in denial about this?  Days?  Weeks?  “Oh Merlin, I’m pregnant!”




Bellatrix howled excitedly, “So I get to kill a Granger and a Weasley at the same time!”  She lashed out with her wand and hurled an unstoppable curse.  “Avada Kedavra!”






XLII — SNAFU, part 4




Selina knew she couldn’t keep backing up any further.  And she had nowhere to go.  In this enclosed space with nowhere to run, Pammie and her plants had all the advantages.




“Pam, please, stop and think.  You’re a smart woman.  You ought to be able to spot when you’re being conned.”




Selina looked carefully around the room.  There were vines climbing along the walls and over the ceiling.  They looked like they were sinking tendrils into the bare rock.  If they were that strong, she didn’t want to think about what the vines could do to her if they caught her.




Poison Ivy stopped walking forward.  “I don’t have to trust D’Lazza.  My babies that I brought with me will thrive here whether she likes it or not.  Without man’s toxins and man’s pollution and man’s destruction, they’ll grow and thrive and reproduce.  In a few years, they’ll control this entire world.  By then, all of D’Lazza’s demons and vampires will just be the bottom of the food chain.  D’Lazza will have no choice but to do what she promised me.”  She smiled unpleasantly.  “Now why don’t you just hand over that crystal?”




Two massive vines as thick as her wrist leapt for her arms.  But she wasn’t called Catwoman for nothing.  She slashed with the claws of her left hand and nearly severed the right-hand vine in four parallel slices.  That vine fell to the ground, but the other vine didn’t.  She leapt to her left just as the vine lashed out, and it smacked against the wall behind her.




She cartwheeled to a momentarily safe spot, even though she knew she was boxing herself into a corner.




Poison Ivy frowned, “You didn’t have to hurt my baby.  I was going to say the usual bit about ‘we can do this the easy way or the hard way’ but I suppose now we’re going to have to do it the hard way.”




Half a dozen vines writhed toward her, trapping her in a corner with nowhere to go. 






Jaime watched as Lisa cocked her right arm and threw a punch at her head.  A punch that would kill her if Lisa landed a solid blow at her full strength.




Lisa hadn’t ever learned how to fight.  Well, Jaime hadn’t ever learned how to fight properly.  She had just outpowered everyone and everything with her bionics.  Until she came to Hermione’s world.  But Jaime had gotten several lessons from Buffy over the last couple days.  Several painful lessons.  It was time to see how much she had learned.




Jaime knew she couldn’t block a punch that powerful with her left arm.  So she tried a cross-body block, like Buffy had been teaching her so she could protect her left side.  She snapped her right arm up so her upper arm was almost straight out from her body, and her forearm was pointing straight up.  In the same motion, she snapped her arm across her body and face, trying to time it just right.




The side of her forearm caught Lisa just behind the wrist.  The impact sounded like she had smashed a concrete block.  Lisa’s right arm was knocked to the side and missed Jaime’s face by a good foot.




Jaime did just what Buffy had repeatedly insisted on.  She instantly followed that move up with a counter.  Her arm was already stationed across her body.  She snapped her arm out straight and caught Lisa across the cheek with a backfist that sounded as loud as a gunshot.  Lisa went tumbling backward.




Wow.  That had worked a lot better than Jaime had expected.  She so needed more training from someone like Buffy.  She wondered if she might even be able to survive this fight.  Not that she really believed that.  If Lisa was going all out, it would only take one punch or kick from Lisa to fracture her skull or crush her ribs or mash her abdomen into paste.  And there was no way Jaime could block everything.  Sooner or later, Lisa would get in one good shot, and the fight would be over.  Permanently.




Lisa rolled away from her and leapt to her feet, accidentally jumping about eight feet into the air.  Jaime could see the blood on the side of Lisa’s face over her cheekbone.




Lisa glared at her, “You are dead, y’hear?  Dead!”  She took two quick steps and leapt at Jaime, intent on smashing her into the back wall.






Sam gasped in pain.




“How fortunate for us that you are not dead,” Hathor smirked in that really annoying voice all the snakeheads used to intimidate their slaves and minions.  “And how convenient you killed the one who shot you, so I do not have to waste time punishing him.”




Sam tried to lift her head up.  “And how inconvenient you’re not still a popsicle.”  Jack would have said something snappier, but that was the best she could manage at the moment.




Hathor glared at her, “Our loyal servants rescued us from the cryogenic chamber before it was destroyed.  We are fortunate that being cryogenically frozen does not hurt us, only prevent us from proper implantation in a new host.  Once we were returned to a new sarcophagus, we were whole and healthy once more.  On the other hand, your Colonel O’Neill chose you and Doctor Jackson over me.  He will have to be punished for that transgression.  You will tell me where he is.  And Doctor Jackson.  And the shol’va.”




Sam said, “You do know you’re in a hell dimension with a real hellgod in charge, right?”  She figured that a stall was her best tactic until she had some evidence that none of her team were going to show up for the dramatic, last-second rescue.  Plus, if she could stall for long enough without getting hit with a painstick or Hathor’s hand device, she might be able to make her hands work well enough that she could reach into her pouch for some weaponry.  The staff weapon was gone, and so was the broomstick and the M32 and the zat.  Her P-90 and her sidearm and her combat knife were well out of her reach, and the Jaffa on either side of her would keep her from scrambling over to grab either one.  She didn’t dare set off any C-4 in this enclosed space unless she needed to kill everything including herself.  That left her with fewer options, but she was not going to let that bitch snake her, no matter what.  She’d rather die and take the whole room with her than risk having a Goa’uld in her head.




Hathor looked at the two Jaffa and said in her usual haughty manner, “We know that we have been brought here without our agreement, and we know that our surviving armies are now down to these two Jaffa.  We know that our fellow Goa’uld cannot be implanted in these… things that live here.  The human-looking creatures turned to dust, killing our Goa’uld in the process, and the monstrous creatures could not be used for implantation.  All that we have left is our sister Tefnut.  You should be honored that you will be the host for one so important.”




Sam didn’t say anything.  She just hastily tried to come up with anything she could think of on Tefnut.  Daniel had lectured them on Hathor’s connections more than once, and she was fairly sure the colonel had actually let Daniel get through his speech at least one of the times.  Umm…  Tefnut…  The goddess of rain, if she remembered correctly.  Rain, dew, moisture, and some other related things.  Portrayed as lion-headed.  One of the daughters of Ra, married to Shu, and mother of…  Okay, Sam couldn’t come up with the names of Tefnut’s children.  The colonel would still tell her she was spending too much time listening to Daniel, just as Daniel would tell her she needed to spend less time being distracted by Jack’s antics and more time studying background material on potential Goa’uld threats.




She tried, “Isn’t Tefnut the goddess of rain and dew?”




Hathor actually stopped cold.  “You know of Tefnut?”




“Sure,” she lied.  “Who doesn’t?  Just like we all knew about Hathor.  But this place is the opposite of rain and dew.  It’s barren and arid.  You can look around the landscape and tell there hasn’t been any water here for eons, because there’s not a trace of erosion.  I think Tefnut would die if you took her out of that protective case.”




Hathor actually thought it over.  It was all Sam could do not to break out in a huge smile.  If this worked, she was going to lord it over Daniel for weeks.




Of course, if it didn’t work, she was either going to be dead or snaked.  And if she got snaked, she didn’t want to think about the sort of ‘lording over’ her body might do to everybody else.




She wiggled the fingers on her right hand.  Almost enough muscle control to make a try for one of her few remaining options.




Hathor growled, “We believe that Tefnut will live long enough in you to get back through your portal.  And we have been told that there are no other Goa’uld in that world, so no one will know to check for her until long after she has had time to prepare an army of her Jaffa.”




Sam just said, “You’re not actually trusting D’Lazza, are you?”




Hathor frowned, “We would be fools to trust D’Lazza any more than we trusted Ra or Osiris.”




Which was to say not at all, since Hathor still had that hate for Ra and most of the System Lords.  She had been locked in a sarcophagus for a couple millennia and left behind on Earth.  No one had ever thought to come back for her, even in a ha’tak.




Hathor went on, “We are willing to work with D’Lazza as long as her wishes do not come into conflict with ours.  But we will not trust her or depend on her.  You will host Tefnut and tell us all about SG-1.  Where the colonel and Doctor Jackson and the shol’va are hiding now.  What codes are needed to get into your Stargate Command.  How best to thwart their feeble attempts to detect us.  How you invented a replacement for what you mortals call the DHD.  Oh yes, Samantha Carter, you will reveal everything to Tefnut once you are her host, and it will be more painful than you can imagine.”






Alex tried to pull loose, but Danielle Atron had her by the hair, and Danielle was a lot stronger than her.  She tried using her telekinesis to push Danielle back, but Danielle was using her own telekinesis to hold them both in place, and Danielle had a lot more telekinesis power than Alex did.




Danielle yanked Alex’s head back and slammed her face into the rock wall.




At the last moment, Alex went silvery, and flowed out of Danielle’s hand.  She still got slammed into the wall, but she only splattered harmlessly.  She tried to flow down and knock Danielle off her feet, but Danielle’s telekinesis scooped her up and threw her all the way across the room.




She splattered against the far wall and hastily pulled herself back together.  That really hurt!




She didn’t bother to re-form into her normal shape before she attacked.  She used her telekinesis to grab Danielle and slam her across the room.




She got Danielle about two feet off the floor before she felt her telekinetic grasp being ripped loose.  Danielle just floated there, smiling evilly.  She smirked, “You really are pathetic, you know that?  You already found out my telekinesis is far stronger than yours, and what do you try to do?  You try to out-muscle me with it.”




Suddenly Alex found she was flying into the air and smashing so hard against the ceiling she thought she might black out from the pain.  If she wasn’t still in her silvery form, she was pretty sure that would have killed her.  But she didn’t stay there.  Danielle slammed her brutally hard against the floor.  She hit so hard she splattered across a huge chunk of the floor.  Then she was scooped up and slammed against the back wall again.  Even in her silvery form she thought she would be knocked out.  As it was, she saw stars, and it hurt so bad she could hardly move.




She figured she had one advantage Danielle couldn’t have.  She re-formed into her normal self so she could reach into her pouch.  The P-90 Sam hadn’t wanted to teach her how to fire, and hadn’t wanted to let her take on the mission?  She yanked it out and pointed it at Danielle.




Danielle’s telekinesis ripped it out of her hands and flipped it around so the muzzle was only inches from her.  The moment the safety flipped off, Alex gasped and went silvery again.




The trigger pulled, and Danielle unloaded the whole thing into Alex’s stomach.  The gun was way too close for her to use her telekinesis to deflect the bullets.  If Alex wasn’t silvery, she’d be a bloody mess with more holes than a swiss cheese.  The regular bullets and the armor piercing ones just zipped right through her silvery form.




But the tracer bullets burned like fire all the way through her.  She grabbed her waist and sank to the floor.  She couldn’t help screaming at the fiery agony.







XLIII — SNAFU, part 5




Willow snapped her hands up and cast a wall of protective force.  The eldritch energy slammed into her shield like a freight train.  Not that she’d ever watched a freight train crash into anything, except maybe a couple times in movies, mainly action movie watching with Xander because Dawn and Andrew were more into the dramas and romantic comedies, and…




Focus, Rosenberg!




She held her shield, but she was using something she’d learned from a couple years of Krav Maga training with Buffy and Dawn.  You don’t block that super-strong attack by sticking your face in front of it.  You don’t try to match strength against strength when you’re the weakling.  You parry it, and guide the attack off to the side, or up, or down, but not where the attacker was aiming.




Normally, Willow didn’t bother.  When it came to big magical attacks, these days she was pretty much the nine hundred pound gorilla most of the time.  Not that she was hairy or muscular or anything.  But this time was different.  She was up against herself, and it was a herself who had a lot more mana available, and wasn’t going to play Mister Nice Guy either.  So Willow had to conserve energy.




Instead of throwing a massive barrier against that blast of nastiness, Willow was putting up a weak barrier that was slanted to the side so Evil Willow’s attack was sliding off and blasting a hole in the wall behind Willow and off to her left.  It wasn’t a counterpunch as much as a guide parry.  Athough that wasn’t what Buffy called them, because she knew the Japanese and Chinese and Thai names for the moves.  Willow didn’t like to admit she was jealous, but she wished she knew that much of modern Oriental languages.  She was too busy working on ancient languages, and these kinds of martial arts didn’t exist back then.




Evil Willow stopped blasting energy and stepped back.  “Cute.  So you’re just planning on stalling until Buffy comes to the rescue with her little slashy-toy.  Or maybe Hermione and her pretty stick.  Too bad you couldn’t get that fancy sword from the goblins.”




Willow gave her a fake smile.  “Because you mean you don’t want to make friends, what with the evil energy blasts that would cut through a skyscraper… and the lying to me?”




Evil Willow froze for a second.  “How’d you know?”




Willow gave her a real smile.  “I didn’t.  Until just now.  Thanks for telling me.”  But that was a big old lie.  Well, she didn’t have any compunctions about lying to evil creatures.  Especially ones trying to kill her.  She had worked it all out as soon as Evil Willow mentioned the sword of Godric Gryffindor.  There was no way that she could know about anything that happened after the force recon, unless everything was a lie.




Evil Willow pulled up her sleeves.  “Fine.  We always were too damn smart for our own good.  Try this!”  She pushed forward with her hands, and a two-foot ball of reddish fire leapt out of her palms.  It flew right at Willow’s face.




Willow pulled up one hand and cast a round shield.  The fiery thing hit the shield and bounced off.  Then it hovered in mid-air and attacked again.




“Uh-oh.”




Evil Willow laughed, “Oh no!  What are we going to do now?”  She sneered, “It’s a Marvingian fire construct.  So you know it will keep going for you, over and over again, until you die.  Throw as many shields as you like.  Eventually, it will get past one of them, and then I get to listen to the sweet, sweet sounds of you screaming your lungs out as you burn to death.”




The fire construct leapt to her right and aimed for her back.  Willow cast a protective sphere around herself, and the construct hungrily crashed into it.




Evil Willow just smirked at her efforts, “She’s a witch!  Burn her!  Burn her!”




Willow tried to ignore her doppelganger’s snide comments.  She knew watching all that Monty Python with Xander would come back to haunt her someday.  She didn’t realize how much mana she was using up until the storage crystal at her throat exploded.  She screamed at the sudden burning pain.




Her protective sphere flickered, then collapsed.  The fire construct darted around and flew right at her face.






Selina pulled out her whip and snapped it at the closest vine.  Its frontmost part retreated a couple feet, giving her enough time to move.  She snapped her whip around the thickest vine that was clinging to the ceiling, and she leapt.




She lucked out.  The vine had a secure enough grip on the rock of the ceiling that she didn’t tear the vine loose.  She swung over the vines penning her in as Pam yelped, “Don’t hurt my babies!”




Selina shook her wrist and unhooked the end of the whip, so she could land on a clear area of the floor, and then roll to use up her momentum.  She came up in a feline crouch and snapped, “They’re trying to kill me, and you’re complaining?  Come on Pam, be rational here!”




She stood still for a few seconds.  There was nowhere to go in this closed room, and no way out.  There were no objects to dodge around or hide behind.  The explosive batarangs and other gadgets she had in her utility belt would probably be more dangerous to her than to Pammie’s plants.  Her best bet for the moment was just to wait until the plants closed in around her, and then pull out her whip again to swing over to another clear area.  It didn’t look like there were enough plants to cover every square foot of the room.




Selina watched as Pam slowly strolled toward her, the army of vines and stalks moving with her.  She tried again, “Look Pam, I don’t want to hurt any of your babies.  But I don’t want to get hurt either!  Can’t we work something out so your vines are safe?  And me too?”




Poison Ivy exhaled slowly.  “I really don’t think so, Selina.  Maybe if you had something to trade.  And I don’t mean that crystal you’ve got hidden in your little pouch.  I already know about that, and I’m just going to take it away from you.  I mean something really useful.”




Selina said, “Look Pam, I haven’t ever betrayed you, and you know that.  I’ve gone out of my way to help you when I could.  Remember those pictures of you and Harvey?  Well, I’m not selling out any of my current teammates either.  In fact, I…  Shit!”




But by then it was too late.  She hadn’t seen or heard the vines sneaking up behind her, and when several dropped on her from the ceiling they had her.  Vines locked around her ankles and wrists, holding her in place.  A thicker vine curled around her waist a bit too tightly, keeping her from trying anything.




Pam looked down at the vines around her feet, and two writhed over to Selina.  They slithered up her body and snaked their way into her pouch.  In a few seconds, the vines slid back out, D’Lazza’s crystal wrapped up in their tendrils.  Selina noticed it was still faintly glowing that ugly red color.




Poison Ivy cooed at the vines as they brought her their token.  Then she casually tossed the crystal into the mouth of a huge purple flower which snapped shut.  The flower shuddered and turned a rocky gray.  Then it began fading back into the rock of the wall until it was nothing more than a floral carving in the stone.  “It’s on its way back to D’Lazza now, Selina.  All that hard work and planning?  Back to square one for you and your cohort.  You’ve been a naughty, naughty girl.  And I’m sorry I have to kill you, but a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.  Believe me, I’ll miss going shopping with you and things like that, but when I rule an entire world, I can probably find someone to do things with.  Harley will probably want to after the Joker’s dead.”




Another massive flower snaked its way toward her and opened up, revealing petals like tongues.  Tongues with really big teeth.




Selina tried to figure out what to do.  The vines had her in an iron grip, and wouldn’t want to cooperate with her.  But maybe she could use that.  She jerked her left hand upward.  The vine around her wrist dragged her hand farther down.  So she did it again.  And once more, until her hand was pulled so far down she could touch her belt.  She quickly pulled out an edged batarang and turned her hand.




The razor-sharp edge sliced through the vine.  She hurried to slice through the vine on her other wrist before Pam reacted.  She used her now-free right arm to snatch another batarang, and she threw it hard enough to knock Pam out.  It caught Pam right in the side of the head as she reacted a little too late.  As Pam dropped to the ground, most of the plants rushed to hold her and protect her.  Selina sliced through the vines holding her waist and ankles, and she hastily vaulted away from the cat-eating plant.




The carnivorous monstrosity was slow.  As long as nothing was holding her in place, she could avoid it pretty easily.  Over three-fourths of the vines and plants were surrounding Pam in a big floral cocoon, so as long as she stayed away from that area she was fairly safe.




She figured she could dodge the big plant and the five or six vines still hunting her, or else she could slice them to shreds one by one.  But that wouldn’t get her out of this place, and sooner or later Pam would come to.




She knew from experience that Pam would be really pissed off when she woke up.  So what was a poor kitty to do?






XLIV — SNAFU, part 6




Sam figured she had stalled for enough time that her right hand was working a little.  Not enough that she would trust herself on marksmanship, but enough for what she had in mind.




She jerked her arm obviously, so everyone would see her next move.  She reached into her bag and pulled out the two lozenges she had gotten from Hermione.  The Jaffa on her right easily knocked them loose from her hand, and they rolled across the floor out of her reach.




Hathor snapped, “What are those?”




Sam just glared at her.  The painstick that slapped against the back of her neck knocked her senseless.  When she stopped screaming, she was face down on the rocky floor.




Hathor demanded again, “What are those?”




Sam deliberately cursed at her.  “Go to hell.”




This time, the painstick stayed against her neck for even longer.  She wasn’t sure she could take much more.




Hathor insisted, “We shall ask once more, and then we shall stop being nice.”  




Okay, now it was time for the Harry Maybourne School of Acting.  “All right, all right!” she sobbed.  “They’re special pills to give us extra strength and pain control!”




Hathor nodded at the Jaffa on her right.  “Eat them.  Then see if you can crush her fingers.”




She went with more sobs, since she couldn’t manage to summon any real tears.  “Oh no, please not that!”  Yeah Brer Fox, don’t throw me in the briar patch.  She could hardly believe they were really falling for this con.




The Jaffa scooped up the two lozenges and popped them into his mouth.  He didn’t have time to chew before his eyes rolled up in his head and he collapsed bonelessly to the floor.




Sam looked at the result of the Fainting Fancies and wondered just how powerful a wizard George really was.




She couldn’t make her legs work yet, but she rolled across the floor toward her P-90.  Even if her marksmanship wouldn’t be good, an entire mag from a P-90 ought to be effective at this range.  But she still had yards to go.




Hathor roared, “Stop her!”




The other Jaffa leapt for his staff weapon and pointed it her way.  She had no chance of getting to her P-90 in time, but she had something else she could try.  Something else from her pouch.  She pulled out the correct cylinder and lobbed it underhanded just as the staff weapon snapped open.




The M32 incendiary grenade was only inches from the muzzle of the staff weapon when the plasma blast launched.  The grenade exploded in a ball of fire that took out the Jaffa and his staff weapon.  Sam ducked behind the still-fainting Jaffa, held her breath, and let his armor take the brunt of the fireball.




She looked up and saw to her disgust that Hathor had managed to get a force field up around herself.  The clear case holding Tefnut was shattered on the floor and Tefnut was nicely roasted, but Hathor was unharmed.  Sam wasn’t sure Tefnut was really dead, though.  Goa’uld were harder to kill than you’d think, as Apophis had proved.




Hathor stormed over as Sam struggled to get back up.  Hathor put out her hand with her fingers spread and said, “You have inconvenienced us for the last time, tau’ri.”




Sam was still struggling to get to her knees, and unable to stop her.  The gem on the palm of Hathor’s hand device glowed, and an energy beam lanced out from it to strike Sam right in the forehead.  Sam struggled not to scream as agony poured from the hand device into her forebrain.  She reached one last time into her pouch.




Hathor gloated, “Once we have healed Tefnut she will be more than willing to use you as her host.  Any last words, tau’ri?”




Sam snarled, “Host this, bitch.”  She pulled her hand out of the pouch with her own hand device in place, and she brought it up as hard as she could in a willow palm strike into Hathor’s solar plexus.  As she did, she concentrated as hard as she could and fired the thing.




The concussive blasts of the hand devices were designed to knock down a charging opponent at forty feet.  Sam couldn’t wield a hand device like Hathor or even like her dad, but she could do enough at this range.  The device fired just as Sam’s hand smashed into Hathor’s solar plexus.  The force of the blast punched a hole through Hathor’s skin and muscle to blast upward through her ribcage.




Sam watched in surprise as Hathor’s spinal column and head smashed against the ceiling.




Sam sank to the floor, breathing hard and trying not to pass out.  She couldn’t lose consciousness if there was even a remote chance that one of the Goa’uld or one of the primta were alive and on the loose.






Jaime watched as Lisa made a twenty foot leap right at her.  Lisa’s face was a mask of fury.  Her arms were reaching out to grab Jaime and rip her apart.




Even a week ago, Jaime would have stood there and tried to block the attack with her right arm.  Or else tried to jump high enough to dodge the attack, which might have backfired spectacularly if Lisa managed to catch her ankle as she jumped.  But that was before she met Buffy.  Before she found out that a 5’2” blonde with no bionics could beat her like a drum.  While perkily chatting about martial arts techniques and the most common drawbacks of cyborg construction, along with comments about some really ugly guy named Adam.




Jaime jumped a mere four feet into the air and then lashed out with her right leg.




Buffy had been teaching her and Alex basic martial arts, and this was a front kick.  Nothing fancy.  Something any white belt ought to know.  But this application required a tricky bit of timing.




Jaime’s right foot slashed in between Lisa’s arms and caught Lisa in the collarbone.  Jaime could hear the crack of the bone even though Lisa was screaming at her.  The impact pushed the two women apart, and Jaime went flying back hard enough to hit the wall behind her.  She slapped the wall the way Buffy had showed her when she was learning basic falls, and she managed to negate enough of the impact that she didn’t knock herself out or break a rib.




Having a magically padded dragonhide jacket helped a lot on that one.  She still hit her head pretty hard, and that was one thing that didn’t have any bionic protection.  She needed to learn how to adapt her bionics to the falls Buffy had been trying to teach her.  Assuming she survived this and got out of this hell dimension in one piece.




Lisa hit the floor twenty feet in front of Jaime and screamed at the impact.  If Lisa really had a broken collarbone, she might be out of the fight.  On the other hand, she still had one arm and two legs that could break concrete, just like Jaime did.




Lisa rolled onto her side and kicked her legs to force herself back to her feet.  She was cradling her right arm, holding it so her right hand was nearly against her neck.  “You bitch!” she shrieked.  “Ah’ll kill you fer that!”




Jaime couldn’t resist.  “Your accent’s slipping.”  That was yet another Buffy lesson.  If you needed your opponent to do something stupid, taunt them until they lost their temper.  Granted, Jaime couldn’t quip like the pros, and she had a feeling there wasn’t a Buffy Summers School of Taunting back in her dimension.




The one quip seemed to do the trick.  Lisa stormed at her, intent on hurting her as much as possible.




Jaime realized now that it was too late that Buffy wouldn’t have let Lisa get up off the floor.  Jaime had messed up.  She just hoped that with Lisa’s injury, it wouldn’t turn out to be a fatal mistake.




Jaime knew from a couple days of sparring with Buffy that Lisa should have protected her collarbone and tried to kick Jaime into the wall.  But Lisa didn’t think in terms of martial arts.  She thought in terms of raw power.




Lisa reached out with her left arm to crush Jaime’s throat.
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Jaime dropped to her hands and did a leg sweep.




Lisa did exactly what Jaime did the first time Buffy tried that move on her.  Lisa jumped straight up, easily clearing Jaime’s legs.  But a bionic jump didn’t give you a few inches of clearance and get you back on the ground before your opponent could get back up.




Lisa sailed maybe fifteen feet into the air.  So Jaime did what Buffy had done to her.  She kipped back up on her feet as quickly as she could, and casually reached out as Lisa came back down.  She smacked Lisa’s right ankle hard enough to flip her upside down before she hit the floor.




Lisa instinctively tried to put out an arm to catch herself, but her right arm was useless with that broken collarbone.  She screamed in pain as she moved her arm, and she froze up.  She landed hard on her head and shoulder with a painful-sounding crack.




Jaime watched cautiously, but it looked like Lisa was down for the count.






Buffy watched Glory run at her and swing her right arm in a rough punch.  If it had been someone who knew what they were doing, Buffy would have called it a roundhouse punch, or several other names that weren’t in English so she usually pretended she didn’t know them unless she was teaching one of her martial arts classes.




But this was Glory, and she had all the martial arts knowledge of a boulder.  Unfortunately, she was also about as easy to hurt as a boulder.  On the up side, she was about as smart as a boulder too.




Aaaaaand here came the punch.  Totally telegraphing that move.  Really fast, really sloppy, and really badly executed.  Glory was leaning forward and over-extending, like she thought Buffy would be desperately trying to jump back out of the way.  So Buffy moved inside the punch.  Easy peasy.  Glory was fast, but punched like a girl.  Well, like a girl Buffy wouldn’t want to hang with, not a girl like Faith or Vi.  Maybe like a couple of the Cordettes, say, Aura or Aphrodesia.  The utterly shocked look on Glory’s face was totally worth it, even before Buffy found out if her follow-through was going to work.




Glory’s fist swung well behind Buffy’s head, and Buffy was already slipping under Glory’s wildly-swinging arm.  She didn’t like being short, but it helped a lot on moves like this one.  Glory was still moving forward, so Buffy brought up the Scythe stake-first in her other hand, and tried to put the point in Glory’s left nostril.




It was a funny thing, but Buffy had worked it out a long time ago.  There were points on the body where you could apply force and it wouldn’t stop Quentin Travers.  For example, putting your hand on someone’s ribcage and pressing wasn’t too helpful unless you were a heck of a lot stronger than they were.  But there were other points on the body that let you control someone’s motion ridiculously easily.  Some martial arts emphasized these kinds of techniques, and she had made a study of the differences between martial arts.  For this one move, Buffy was going after Glory’s nose.  If you slid your hand up the face of a charging person and blocked them at the nose, their head went back and stayed back.  Even if they were stronger than you.




Glory didn’t know what hit her.  Buffy managed not to laugh out loud as Glory’s head went back and her legs kept going forward.  Glory ended up flying through the air feet first and landing heavily on her back with an impact that sounded like it fractured the stone floor.  Buffy stepped over and quickly made half a dozen slices with the Slayer Scythe, even if she knew she couldn’t give Glory more than a series of nasty papercuts.




Ooh.  Fractured stone.  Good idea.




Buffy stepped away in the direction Glory had come from, since there was a lot more room that way.  Glory wasn’t off the floor yet, so Buffy used the sharp tip of the Scythe to score the floor, slicing back and forth so rapidly that there were hundreds of shallow, angled grooves sliced into the floor before Glory groaned and struggled to her feet.




“You little bitch!” Glory shrieked as she realized Buffy had sliced the heel off one of her shoes.  She tilted as she stood up, since one of her legs was now four inches longer than the other.  “Do you know how hard it is to replace clothing in this hellhole?  I…”




Two more of Buffy’s cuts finally came into play.  She had made a slice down the outside of each of Glory’s hips.  It didn’t do that trashy dress any good, but it did accomplish one more bit of distraction.




Glory screeched as her panties fell off.  Both sides were completely slit from top to bottom.  “My dress!  My lingerie!  You utter BITCH!”




Buffy shrugged carelessly.  “You sure that was me?  Because your hips are looking pretty chunky there.  Maybe that excess weight busted your clothes.”




“I’m not overweight!  I’m perfect!” Glory hissed furiously.




“That’s not what the busted elastic in those panties is telling me,” Buffy lied shamelessly.




Glory fumed, “I am a perfect weight, and my hips are perfect, and I’m going to rip your legs off and choke you to death with them!”  She strode forward and stopped as soon as she realized she was forced to limp awkwardly.  She had one shoe with a four-inch heel, and one shoe with less than an inch left of its heel.  She reached down as she lifted her right foot, and she ripped her shoe off.  “I hate you.”




Glory threw the shoe.  If Buffy hadn’t been expecting it, she might have been knocked down from the impact.  She deflected the shoe with the blade of the Scythe, knocking it to the side enough that it missed her face.




Glory ripped off her other shoe and threw it, this time aiming for Buffy’s stomach.  Buffy swung the Scythe like a baseball bat and knocked the shoe out of the air.  “Back back back back back!”  The shoe hit a wall and shattered.  “And Elvis has left the building!” she cheered, just to annoy Her Blondeness a little more.




Buffy noticed that the cuts on Glory’s throat and cheek were such minor annoyances that Glory wasn’t even bothering to wipe the thin lines of blood from the cuts.




Glory sneered, “You should’ve stuck with that hammer.  That actually hurt.  This thing?  Nothing but a minor nuisance.  And once I tear it out of your hands, I’m going to slice you into sushi with it!”






Alex struggled not to pass out from the searing, burning pain in her guts.  She sank down to the floor in a helpless puddle.  It hurt so much she couldn’t move.  She couldn’t get up.  She couldn’t reform into her normal shape.




Danielle Atron casually waved a hand, flinging the empty P-90 off into the farthest corner of the room.  She strolled forward ruthlessly.  “You’re useless.  Why did I bother capturing you?  I should have just used the drug like I ended up doing, and then crushed you.  Look how easy it is!  I’m going to kill you, and then I’m going to kill your team, and then…  You know, I think I will go back to our dimension.  Just long enough to kill your family and your boyfriend.  Your father?  He thinks he’s so smart.  He won’t think he’s so smart when he’s lying in a bloody heap watching while I electrocute your mother.”




Alex had never been angrier in her life.  She forced herself to rise up.  She forced herself to shift back to her normal appearance.  She forced herself to step forward, even though her stomach still hurt horribly.  She screamed, “LEAVE.  MY.  FAMILY.  ALONE!”




Danielle laughed.  “And what are you going to do about it, little girl?”




Alex reached into her pouch looking for anything that might be left, even if it was a couple magazines of ammo she could use like brass knuckles.  Now was when she needed something.  Some extra weapon Sam tucked in there, or a bottle of one of Hermione’s potions, or something!




There was something.  Something heavy smacked into her hand inside the magical pouch.  It felt like a metal pipe.  A metal pipe with grooves carved all around the outside.  She grabbed it and pulled.




Her hand came out of the pouch, and she saw what she had.  It wasn’t a piece of pipe.




She pulled until her hand was well over her head, and she finally had all of it out of the pouch.  “I don’t believe it,” she whispered to herself.




“What the hell is that?” Danielle snarled.  “Are you doing that with your shapeshifting?  Is that new?”




Alex just stared at it.  Because she knew what it was.  Impossible as it seemed, she was holding the Sword of Godric Gryffindor.
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Buffy watched carefully as Glory took a step forward.  The Goddess Of Tacky Dresses insisted, “Anyway, I was already gone back through the portal while you were wasting your time hitting that corporeal mess with your hammer.  I was gone long before the old man snuffed that useless meatbag Ben.”




Buffy didn’t say anything, but it suddenly dawned on her that she had been played.  How could Glory know about what happened with Giles and Ben if she was already long gone through the portal?  One of those statements was a lie.




Or the whole thing was a lie.




It certainly wouldn’t be the first time some Big Bad had spent a lot of effort conning her into something.  The Master.  The Anointed One.  Angelus.  Spike.  The Mayor.  Maggie Walsh.  Adam.  The Three Nerds.  The First Evil.  Come to think about it, pretty much everyone except Glorificus and Darth Rosenberg had gone with the ‘let’s trick Buffy’ approach sooner or later.  Glory hadn’t thought it was worth bothering her permed head with, and Scary Veiny Willow hadn’t needed to.




So why should she buy into this whole Mad Max in Thunderdome deal?




She watched as Glory did a barefoot sprint right at her.  But Buffy hadn’t spent all that effort slicing up the floor for nothing.  All those angled grooves meant that a Glory-powered footstep cracked the floor into shards of fine gravel.  With no traction.  Buffy dodged to the right.




Glory tried to cut to her left to match Buffy’s move.  She slipped on the shattered floor under her feet.  She flailed wildly but couldn’t catch her balance.  She landed on her stomach and slid along, shattering more of the grooved floor until she skidded along on a small wave of stone shards and crashed into a wall.




Buffy stopped slicing up more of the floor as she retreated back across the room.  “Gee Glory, you decide to give up godliness and get a job as a stripper?”




“What?  Are you stupid or something?” Glory fussed.  Then she looked down and realized the gravel hadn’t harmed her skin, but it had shredded what was left of her dress.  “You bitch!  My only good dress, and you ruined it!”




“Hey, you’re the one who did the face-first dive into the gravel,” Buffy replied.  She had to admit, that dress was getting pretty trashed.  What was left of it wouldn’t make a decent hanky.  Maybe one of those pot holders you made for your mom at summer camp that was nothing but woven scraps of cloth.  And with no bra and those missing panties, Glory was showing off the Full Monty now.




Buffy tsked, “You know, that may not be the most embarrassing thing I’ve ever seen, but I gotta rank it in my Top Ten.  It’s definitely right up there with the time Andrew pissed Dawn and Rona off and he woke up the next morning naked in… oh never mind.”




“Why would a goddess as great as me care about what you stupid meatbags do to each other?” Glory complained as she held up some hopeless shreds of what used to be her dress.  “All I really care about is ripping your intestines out of your body and listening to you scream for a while.”




Buffy shrugged.  “Your issues, not mine.  Now if I were you, I’d figure on working with the nice Buffy instead of against her, and then getting to go to a lovely world with cute shoes and awesome dresses.  Did you know a couple of these portals go right into downtown London?  Do you have any idea how great the shopping is there?”  Not that she had any intention of letting a psychotic brain-sucking hellgoddess loose in a populated area like London.  Now tricking her into walking into one of those other hell dimensions?  That sounded more like it.  Even if it didn’t kill her, it would be a great stalling tactic.  And probably really funny.  Buffy had a brief mental image of Glory staggering back out of that fiery hell dimension with her perm burned off and screaming about how she needed a beautician right away.




It looked like Glory didn’t even bother to consider stabbing D’Lazza in the back.  Considering that Glorificus had been such a backstabbing psycho monster that even her fellow hellgods didn’t want her around, that seemed a little out of character.  But if Buffy’s ideas about this whole Ben-Hur fight-to-the-death arena dealie were right, then it made more sense.




Buffy backed up some more, carefully scribing the rock floor as she went.  The more places she turned into slippery gravel traps for Glory, the more Buffy could counter Glory’s speed.  Which was of the good, because Glory still had the superstrength and the super-toughness going for her.  Even if she was bleeding from half a dozen really long papercuts.




Now.  How was she going to polish off someone — some thing — like Glory if a Vampire Slayer didn’t have enough strength to do the job?  Hmm.  She had an idea, but if it didn’t work, she was going to be one very squished Buffy.




First, she had to pick the right spot to stand.  She kept walking around the room, but she stopped carving up the floor.  She wanted Glory to have one clear lane to sprint down.




As she paced, she kept taunting Her Royal Blondeness.  “So, how’s it feel to have to suck up to a skank like D’Lazza just to get a skanky dress and shoes that are so last year?”




Glory just stalked around the middle of the room, watching Buffy and glancing down at the damaged floor.  “You are so totally bitchy.  Those shoes were faboo.  And you ruined them.  I’d take the cost out of your hide, if your hide was actually worth anything.”




There.  Buffy found the perfect spot.  Two feet out from one of the walls, and a clear lane from where Glory was standing right at poor little helpless Buffy.  Time to activate the two brain cells Glory had.  Buffy smirked, “Oh, I’m so scared!  Especially when you’re afraid to run on the floor anymore!”




Glory glanced down and saw there was a clear, unscribed path straight at Buffy.  Her eyes flashed as she recognized it.  “You are so dead, sweetcheeks.”  And she sprinted at her top speed right at Buffy.




Buffy had to time it just right, so she paused for a split second.  Then she snapped her Scythe up into position with the tip of the stake against the wall and the tip of the blade pointing at Glory’s chest.




Glory hit the Scythe so hard that it was ripped out of Buffy’s hands and Buffy was flung back against the wall.




“You… bitch…” Glory gasped.  She reached out for Buffy, but her arms stopped halfway there.  Her eyes rolled up in her head, and she sagged.




The force of her impact had rammed the stake tip of the Scythe almost a foot into the rock wall.  The other end of the Scythe was embedded half a foot into Glory’s chest, right through her heart.




Buffy stepped out from between Glory and the wall.  It was obvious that the Scythe was holding up Glory’s body now.  But would Glory come back to life if Buffy pulled the Scythe out of her?




Buffy watched as Glory’s body started to glow and fragment.  Bit by bit, the outer surfaces of the form turned into sparkling motes of magical detritus and vanished.  What was left grew smaller and smaller.  Fainter and fainter.  Until not even blood was left on the blade of the Scythe.




“Huh.  Guess I was right.”  Buffy grabbed the Scythe with both hands and put one foot on the wall.  Then she pulled as hard as she could.  The Scythe cracked more of the wall as it came out.




“Now this looks promising,” she said to herself.  She took a vicious swing and cut a slice into the wall.  She smiled to herself and went to work carving an exit through the solid rock.




After all, she was Buffy the Vampire Slayer.  She had teammates to go save.
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Alex could hardly believe it.  Somehow, she had the sword of Godric Gryffindor.  Even though the goblins hadn’t let them take it with them.  Even though only a true Gryffindor was supposed to be able to summon it.




“What do you think you’re doing with a sword, little girl?” Danielle sneered.




Alex looked at the sword and realized the truth.  She said, “Just call me a Gryffindor.”




Danielle snapped, “I’ll call you ‘french fry’ if you’re stupid enough to hold up a steel sword against a lightning blaster.”  Danielle unleashed a massive pulse of lightning.




The jagged blast hit the point of the sword, sizzled down the blade, and… simply vanished like it had been sucked into the sword.  Alex tried not to gape, but that was totally not what she had expected.




Danielle snorted, “Cute trick.  Give it to me.”  She reached out and pulled with her telekinesis.




Alex felt the massive pull.  It felt like the other end of the sword was tied to a speeding truck.  She refused to let go.  She had been given a miracle, and there was no way she was letting that out of her hands.  She grabbed the handle of the sword with both hands and pulled with her telekinesis too.




She felt herself slide forward across the rock floor.  She could tell her strength wasn’t going to be enough.  She could tell that she was about to be pulled off her feet.  Then suddenly the sword glinted oddly, and the pull of Danielle’s telekinesis vanished.




Danielle gaped at her, “What the hell did you do?”  Danielle reached out again and tried to pull the sword out of her hand.  This time, it just ignored her.




Alex stared at the sword and realized what was going on.  Hermione had told her about the sword.  It had the power to absorb the features of the stuff you hit it with.  So every time Danielle cut loose on the sword, she was making it stronger and making her attacks more useless.  Which meant…




Alex went silvery, taking the sword with her.  Then she went back to normal.  If she was right, the sword would now be able to handle Danielle’s silvery shapeshifting form too.  She ignored the pain in her stomach and strode forward, the sword raised until her hand was nearly as high as her armpit.




Danielle hurled a lightning bolt, and Alex pointed the sword forward.  The bolt hit the sword and sizzled into nothingness.  Danielle was starting to look worried.  Alex kept striding forward.




Alex lunged forward with the sword and stabbed Danielle right in the stomach.




Danielle reacted before the sword touched her, and turned silvery.  But Alex had already shown that trick to the sword.  The sword sliced into Danielle like she was made of butter.  Danielle screamed in pain.




Alex instinctively yanked the sword back out when she saw Danielle collapse into a puddle of silver.  Danielle reformed into her normal look, but she was lying on the floor staring in shock at her stomach.  And there was still a cut in her.  Alex could see the slice through Danielle’s blazer and shirt.  She could see the blood leaking out.




Danielle gasped, “You cut me!  How can you cut me when I’m silver?  It’s impossible!”




Danielle stood back up, but it wasn’t the way a human moved.  It wasn’t the way Alex moved when she was silvery, either.  This was an inhuman, writhing movement like there was a snaky demon hiding inside Danielle’s body.




And suddenly Alex knew.  This wasn’t the real Danielle Atron.  D’Lazza hadn’t found a way to locate Alex’s dimension and drag just the right person from there.  D’Lazza had found a way to snatch the concept of Danielle Atron out of Alex’s brain.  This was a fake Danielle made with magic.




And if D’Lazza had pulled this image out of Alex’s head, what horrors could D’Lazza have pulled out of Buffy’s mind?  Or Willow’s?  Or Hermione’s?  Any of them?  They all had horrors in their pasts that they had fought and conquered.  She had to get out of here and help everyone else.




She stepped forward and ruthlessly slashed through Danielle’s neck.  The head didn’t fall off.  It disintegrated into a little cloud of sparkles.  She slashed diagonally through Danielle’s torso.  The sword sliced through so cleanly she might as well have been cutting up a statue made of warm wax.  The body started to fall apart, and the whole thing just disintegrated into more sparkly dots.




She clenched her jaw and got to work.  She stepped forward and took a vicious slash at the wall.  The sword sliced into that, too.  She didn’t know how, but she wasn’t going to worry about that right now.  She made another cut, and another.  She was going to hack her way out of this place, and rescue everyone else before D’Lazza came up an even sicker plan.






Hermione twirled and disapparated as soon as she heard the first syllable of Bellatrix’s curse.  There was no Shield Charm that could block an Avada Kedavra.  There was nothing that could stop it.  But that didn’t mean you couldn’t get out of the way.




She apparated with a crack.  She would have been behind Bellatrix, but the witch was too smart and too experienced.  Bellatrix knew what apparating would do, and where one would probably apparate to.  Plus, anyone could hear the noise as you apparated in, and target you based on sound.




“Crucio!”




If Hermione had been standing, the Cruciatus Curse would have caught her in the face.  But she wasn’t.  She was crouching down, and the spell seared over her head to erupt against a wall.  She fired three quick stunners at Bellatrix’s body.




All three stunners bounced off a shield that flared into glimmering red light a foot in front of the witch.  Bellatrix waved her wand, and a ball of light exploded with a deafening sound halfway between them.  




Hermione blinked and realized she was in trouble.  Bellatrix had disapparated.  Hermione threw herself to the ground and rolled so she could look behind her.  The flash of light had given Bellatrix the chance to disapparate, and the noise meant that Hermione’s ears were still ringing, so she wouldn’t be able to hear the sound of Bellatrix apparating back in.  She was in so much trouble—




The “Crucio!” from the side came from a direction Hermione hadn’t expected, but the dive to the ground and her roll afterward meant that Bellatrix missed.  The spell only grazed her arm, knocking her back down and making her drop her wand.




“Accio wand!” Bellatrix called out, and Hermione’s wand leapt into Bellatrix’s other hand.




Bellatrix laughed delightedly as she sashayed over to where Hermione was struggling to her knees.  Hermione’s wand hand still felt like lightning was flashing from her elbow down to her fingertips.




Bellatrix threw Hermione’s wand aside and stood over her.  “Crucio!”  Hermione screamed in agony as the spell struck her.  The pain was unbearable, searing through every nerve in her body.  She fell to the floor, writhing in utter agony.  “Mobilicorpus!”  Bellatrix flung Hermione’s shuddering body across the room and into a wall.  “Crucio!”  Hermione couldn’t keep from screaming in agony.




Bellatrix laughed again as she strolled over to Hermione’s aching body.  Hermione forced herself to her knees.  She could feel blood running down from her scalp where the back of her head hit the wall.  She could feel the pain in every nerve of her body from the Cruciatus Curse.  She could feel every part of her that had smashed against the wall.  And she knew Bellatrix was just warming up.  She knew all too well how much the evil old bitch enjoyed torturing her enemies.




“Anything to tell me before I let you have another Cruciatus Curse, little girl?” Bellatrix leered evilly.




Hermione struggled to get her weight onto her toes.  “Yes.  Have you ever heard of Krav Maga?”




“Wh—”  Bellatrix didn’t get a chance to finish her first word.  Hermione came up off the floor and punched the woman in the throat as hard as she could.  It was a vicious, brutal, underhanded assault.




And Hermione had never felt so good about attacking anyone in her life.




Bellatrix fell onto her back, choking horribly.  Hermione stomped on Bellatrix’s wand hand as hard as she could.  She felt pain shooting up her thigh and through her torso, but that was nothing compared to taking a Cruciatus Curse.  She limped over to her wand and hit Bellatrix with a stunner, followed by an Incarcerous.




But before she could make her next move, she felt some sort of magical energy pour through the room.  The walls and ceiling rippled with the magic.  The entire room began coming apart.  And she knew that something really bad was happening.
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 two minutes earlier 



Willow dropped backward to the floor, and the fire construct flashed past her, just barely missing her chest.  She couldn’t afford more shields, and the thing wouldn’t stop chasing her.  The searing pain around her collarbone made her worry that her shirt might be on fire too.




She rolled to her feet and did the one thing Evil Willow wouldn’t expect.  She charged right at her.




She knew she couldn’t fight Evil Willow.  No way.  Evil Willow had so much power that she could jazz herself up enough to fight Buffy in hand-to-hand.  There was no way Willow could compete with that kind of strength, or quickness, or durability.




Evil Willow blinked in surprise when Willow started running her way, and then broke into a nasty grin.  Her Evilness set herself in a martial arts stance and brought up her hands.  She leered, “Come to mommy.”




Willow felt the heat of the fire construct as it caught up to her, so she knew it was nearly at the back of her head.  She watched as Evil Willow reached for her.




And she teleported.




She couldn’t teleport out of the room, but she didn’t have to.  She teleported to a spot directly behind Evil Willow and let the fire construct do what it did best: attack its target.  And there was no difference between the two Willows except intent.




Evil Willow didn’t have time to scream before the thing hit her right in the face.




Naturally, it didn’t stop Evil Willow, because not a lot could, and anyway Willow hadn’t really expected it would.  Even an axe to the back wouldn’t stop Evil Willow, as Willow knew from personal experience.  On the wrong end of the axe.  It was just a way of getting rid of the fire construct.  And Willow kept moving, until she was on the other side of the room.  Okay, she did take the time to cast a small diagnostic spell as she ran.  The spell didn’t work, but she didn’t really expect it to, given the amount of raw mana Evil Willow was covered in.




Evil Willow yelled and cursed a bit before she managed to banish the fire construct.  Then she just used more dark mana to heal herself and fix her clothes.  She turned to glare at Willow and snarled, “Bitch.”




Wow, it really was like Vampire Willow was just Evil Willow but with red hair and fangs and not a ton of evil spells.  She vividly remembered the moment when she realized Vamp Willow was all skanky and slutty and gay, and how Buffy had tried to protect her from that thought.  Buffy had made Angel not say out loud that vamps were really like the psychotic version of the person they had once been.  Because Willow had long since been forced into the ugly realization that she could be just that evil and ruthless and cruel even with no vampirism involved.  And there was no question that Willow wasn’t the shy little girl she had once been, or the completely het girl she had once insisted she was.




Evil Willow threw another blast of dark magic at Willow, who blocked it using the mana stored in the crystal still inside her pouch.  Willow checked, and she tried not to wince.  She could tell the crystal was steadily losing power.  And she couldn’t spare any mana to heal her burns or even stop the pain.




Willow tried a cheap tactic.  Well, it was relatively cheap in terms of the magical cost.  And it was little more than a stalling tactic for now.  She cast an illusion as she sprinted in a circle partway around Evil Willow.




It was the Triplicate Girl trick.  Suddenly, ten images of Willow were running in a circle around Evil Willow.  Only one of them was the real Willow.




Evil Willow just rolled her eyes.  “Did you really think this would stop me?  I mean, you thought about this the time you and Xander watched that lame Conan the Barbarian sequel.”  Evil Willow rolled her head, eliciting a soft crack from her neck.  Then she raised both hands to the sides and chanted a spell in Sumerian.




A wave of green spellfire radiated out from her in an evil circle, roiling through the air like a six foot high wave of anger.  The illusions shattered like cheap plastic.




Willow had to cast another shield to protect herself as her illusions failed.  She gulped as she checked her battery crystal again.  It was so low she probably only had one spell left.  One spell at most.  Maybe not even one spell if she needed more mana than was in the crystal.  She knew what she had to do.  And she hated it.  But she no longer had a choice.  She dropped to her hands and knees, and she acted like her shield had failed and the spellfire had knocked her down.




She looked up at Evil Willow, “You shouldn’t have used that magical fire construct.  That just gave me another big hint.  Because you’re not really Evil Willow.  You’re just a magical construct of her.  D’Lazza’s just playing with me.  With all of us, I figure.  And she’s constructing these threats out of imagery from our minds.  You couldn’t be what you said, because then you wouldn’t have known about the sword of Gryffindor.”




She knew she couldn’t pull up any white mana from the ground of a hell dimension.  She knew she had no choice.  She was going to die if she didn’t do it.  She was afraid that they all would die if she didn’t do this.  But still…




She put her palms on the ground.  She used her last bits of white mana to perform a subtle spell for later.  Then she pulled up as much dark mana as she could.  Her hair went black.  Her eyes went black.  Black veins covered her skin as it paled.  In a deep voice unlike her normal tones, she said, “Guess what?  I decided to change the rules.”




She fed the Fake Evil Willow magical construct a burst of its own energy.  With all the dark mana in the room, it was trivial to build a magical feedback loop so the more the construct fought, the more of its released energy would come back at it.  The construct struggled, then flailed about, then screamed helplessly, and then finally exploded.




She looked uncaringly at the sparkling motes drifting to the floor where the copy of her had been.  This was wasting her time.  She looked around the room — the obvious magical construct that only appeared to be a room made out of rock — and muttered two words.




“Bored now.”




Willow magically reached into the mana comprising the walls and ceiling of the room, and felt the other six rooms like hers.  She laughed softly at the idea of D’Lazza amusing herself by toying with her captives.  The classic Big Bad.  What an idiot.  Even Harmony was smarter than this dillweed.




She pulled the mana into herself and watched as ripple effects made the walls waver and fade.  She pulled at the mana of all the little arena rooms, absorbing all of it into herself.  She didn’t need any stupid crystal batteries when she could use everything around her.






Hermione felt the waves of magic as the walls and ceiling rippled.  The walls were wavering like the surface of a still pond at the moment someone dropped in a big rock.  And she could tell this was the magical equivalent of a rock.  A boulder.  There were only two beings in this hell dimension powerful enough to make this kind of impact.  D’Lazza and Willow.  But there was no way Willow could do this much with just the white mana in her crystal batteries.




So Hermione knew.  She watched the room shimmer out of existence, and she knew she was going to be facing either a true hellgoddess or else Darth Rosenberg.




She didn’t know which frightened her more.






Buffy took another slice, and the wall stopped resisting.  The walls wavered and writhed and began fading away.




“Willow!” she grinned.  It had to be Willow to be pulling off something this big.




But this big?  Here?  With only dark mana to work with?




“Uh-oh.”






Sam knelt on the floor, still trying not to pass out.  The hand device had overloaded, or the feedback from using it flat against an object had damaged it, because she had needed to peel it off before it burned her.  She had thrown it to the far side of the room, and it was sizzling over there as it melted down.  She was just hoping she wouldn’t have to find out how well a dragon hide jacket could hold up to a naquadah explosion.




Then the walls started wavering like large-scale harmonic motions.  At first, she thought it was a sure sign she was passing out.  But she didn’t feel any worse, and the wavering looked far too controlled.  The floor wasn’t moving, just the walls and ceiling.  At the same time, Hathor and Tefnut and their Jaffa and all their equipment began disintegrating in sparkling points of off-white light.




So Hathor wasn’t real, and the whole thing was some sort of magical attack by D’Lazza.  She had considered that it was a possibility as soon as she saw the room, but it hadn’t really mattered until after every snake in the room had been beaten.  Now she needed to consider what it all meant.




Was D’Lazza changing the arena so Sam would get yet another trial?  Or was something else going on?  The former seemed possible, but it meant that Sam would have to know ahead of time that whatever she faced was faked.  If D’Lazza had gone to the trouble of making this trial so realistic, down to stealing thoughts out of her head, then just ruining the illusion seemed… stupid.




If it wasn’t D’Lazza, then one of her teammates was trying to rescue her.  Or…




Or else Willow was pulling in so much dark energy that she was disrupting this entire construct as a side effect.




Sam knew what it meant if Willow was pulling in this much dark energy again.  She struggled to her feet and staggered over to her P-90.  She checked the magazine and the safety, then moved for her sidearm and knife and earjack.  She was going to need everything she had if she was facing Dark Willow again.






Selina watched the plants fade into nothingness, just as the walls and ceiling were wavering out of existence.  So it was all an illusion.  D’Lazza must have rooted through her memories to come up with something to use as an attack.  She wondered if the others were going through the same kind of assault, and if any of them were injured.  Or dead.




But if this ‘test lab’ was falling apart like this, then there had to be some massive power drain…




Willow.  She instinctively knew it was Willow.  She hadn’t trusted the girl ever since she met Darth Rosenberg, but she had been hoping…




It looked like all that hope was a waste of time.  This was almost surely Willow, and a Dark Willow pulling in so much dark magic that it was destroying D’Lazza’s magical creations.  But there was no fog and no wailing, and anyway Willow had the earplugs and the antidote to the fog.




If Willow had gone dark again but wasn’t under D’Lazza’s control, what was she going to do?




Selina had a couple ideas on that, and none of them were good.  She had to get out of here and find the rest of the team.  No, she needed to find Team Two without alerting Willow that she was doing it.  If she remembered all of Carter’s plans and backup plans, her best bet was moving toward Point Foxtrot and expecting Team Two to do likewise.




And then, when she had enough reliable backup, she had to find that crystal and get it the hell out of here before D’Lazza got her hands… tentacles… whatever on it and it became irretrievable.




XLIX — The Bat-Mission




The Batman carefully checked his surroundings once more, before he knelt down on the rocky terrain.  He had only once before seen an entire landscape of rocks this old and yet untouched by soil or erosion, and that was Darkseid’s world.  Not even Warworld had been like this.  So he had to assume this dimension was as dangerous and as abnormal as anything the Justice League had ever faced.  That didn’t make him feel any better about the mission.




He checked the wiring and detonators on the next C-4 charge.  Colonel O’Neill clearly knew exactly how to blow things like these energy sources into unsalvageable pieces, but he wasn’t an expert on booby-trapping the systems so they couldn’t be easily disconnected or disarmed.  Years of dealing with everyone from the Joker to the Riddler had taught him just how to disarm bombs like this, and consequently, how to make these bombs even harder to disarm.




“Gotta tell ya, these bags of holding with all the C-4 you can eat?  Best thing ever.  I’ve gotta get Will to make some of these up for me when we get home.  Sure could’ve used a couple of these at graduation.”




Batman refrained from snapping at Xander Harris, since it hadn’t done any good the last dozen times.  If anything, Harris was enjoying making him upset.  And there was no reason to believe the boy would have really used C-4 at his own graduation.  High school, most likely.  He didn’t look like the college type.




Batman looked over at Harry Potter, who had his wand out and was sustaining a couple spells so they couldn’t be seen or heard.  Potter was contributing some powerful magic, even if the magic use made Batman feel suspicious and uncomfortable.  Colonel O’Neill was clearly an expert with demolitions, and obviously had Special Ops expertise.  Xander Harris?  This was why the Batman preferred working alone.  He still wasn’t sure why he had been burdened with the guy, but it had been a requirement.  Selina had hastily filled him in on a host of details when she and Hermione got him to come through that portal as backup a couple hours earlier, but Harris had not been one of them.  No, Selina had focused on mission details and the capabilities of her teammates, even if he was fairly skeptical about some of her claims for Buffy and Willow.  He hadn’t even met Harris — or O’Neill or Potter — until they were brought together near the second portal in downtown London so they could form Major Carter’s ‘Team Two’.




And the kid would just not shut up!  It was worse than dealing with Impulse.  Batman growled, “What part of silent did you not get?”  He gave Harris his harshest glare.  The glare — the one that had made hardened criminals wet themselves — just bounced off the boy.




Harris grinned at him.  “Oh come on, Bats, Harry’s got that cool muffliato spell going for us, so we’re golden.  We don’t have to be quiet.”




“We DO need to be quiet!  And don’t call me Bats!”




Harris grinned, “Can I call you B-Man?”




“No.”




Harris tried again, bouncing like a puppy.  “How about B?”




“No.  And colonel, stop snickering.  I can hear you.”  The colonel gave an affronted ‘how can you blame me’ look that made Harris and Potter both laugh.




Harris was still trying.  “How about Die Fledermaus?”




“No.”




O’Neill quietly asked, “Xander, how do you know about that opera?”




Harris put on a bad Scots accent and asked, “What, I can’t have layers?”




The colonel smirked, “Is that like an onion, or like a parfait?”




Harris grinned even wider, if that was possible.  “Hey, they have Shrek in your dimension too?  Cool.”




O’Neill finally asked, “So… if Willow has all this super-mojo, how come she hasn’t fixed your eye?”




Harris shrugged.  “She tried, but it was punched out using some really nasty black magic that gave Caleb his powers, so she would’ve had to do some major Darth Willow stuff to repair all the damage, and there’s no way I’m risking her health or her sanity for one stupid eyeball.”




Batman parsed the sentences and made his own deductions.  Presumably, ‘Darth Willow’ was a codephrase for using so much dark magic that Willow became a danger to her friends.  Having seen what real mages like Zatanna and Doctor Fate could do, he wasn’t sure whether to scoff or be seriously concerned.  He would have to watch and assess the situation if it developed.  On the other hand, if Harris had lost his eye in a fight against someone who had received a power upgrade through black magic, and he was still fighting the good fight, then at least Harris was capable and motivated.  And if Harris was sacrificing his own sight and depth perception to protect a friend, then he was a warrior of some sort.  It would be nice if the guy would just show some of that dedication.




O’Neill nodded and dropped the subject.  Batman deduced that O’Neill had no trouble figuring out what Harris meant.  Clearly, ‘Star Wars’ existed in O’Neill’s universe too, so O’Neill knew what ‘Darth Willow’ had to mean… and was smart enough to work out that Harris was more concerned for Willow than for his own health.




Harris rambled on, “Besides, magic messing around near your brain?  Not a good idea.  And anyway…  Oh crap, we’ve got G’filitik demons coming our way.”




Harry whispered, “How can you tell?”




Harris sighed, “Way too much time finding out what they smell like.  And we’re downwind.”




Batman watched carefully as the ‘silly twenty-something’ act fell away, leaving a warrior.  A fighter with an eyepatch and a scar across his cheek.  A man who handled a twenty-pound battleaxe like he knew exactly how to use one.




Harris whispered, “Harry, if you have a ‘slice off their head’ spell, now’s the time.  Nothing’s going to stop these things except beheading.  Colonel, that includes the P-90 you just took the safety off.”




Batman noted the young man’s situational awareness.  Harris was standing facing the direction the demons were coming from, and Colonel O’Neill was standing behind him.  And yet the boy — the young man — had heard the noise, and had recognized it, and knew what it meant.  Harris suddenly reminded him a lot of Dick.




O’Neill whispered, “Can you behead them with small arms fire?”




Harris grinned wickedly.  “Sounds like a cool science experiment.”




Batman watched as Harris stealthily moved away from them, and up to the front of the massive boulder that was currently serving as their protection.  Then Harris held his breath and listened.




The first G’filitik demon stepped — or slithered — around the corner of the boulder, and Harris was already swinging his axe like he was trying to drive a baseball over the left-field fence.  The thing’s head went flying and the body crumpled to the ground.  Harris casually stepped forward and acted like he’d made a mistake.  “Oops.  Sorry about that.  Hey guys, could we have a do-over?”




The monsters roared and charged at him.  “Didn’t think so,” he said, as he turned and ran.  But he carefully ran back toward his team.




Harris sprinted around the curve of the boulder, just barely ahead of the mob of demons.  Batman had faced Parademons and some pretty nasty supervillains, but these things were utterly unearthly.  They made Starro look like a soccer mom.  And Harris was completely used to things like this?




Batman instantly reacted.  He fired his grappling hook, letting the cable wrap several times around the closest one’s neck so he could pull it away from Harris.




Potter snapped his wand forward and said “sectumsempra”.  A purple jet of light lasered out from the wand and severed the next demon’s head.




A short burst from O’Neill’s P-90 severed another head.




Harris smoothly slid over to where the first demon was struggling to get free of the grappling cable.  He swung his axe expertly, and another head went rolling across the rocks.




“Reducto.”  Potter waved his wand again, and a demon neck exploded.




Another short burst of gunfire, and another severed demon head was falling to the ground.




Batman blinded the last demon with a flash batarang, and Potter polished it off with another sectumsempra.




O’Neill checked that the opponents were all down as he said, “Nice teamwork.  Now let’s move to the next position before they have time to send in a reaction force.”




Batman just said, “Based on what your major worked out, this one should be the last site we needed to mine.”




O’Neill pretended to be downcast.  “And I still have four blocks of C-4 in my little ‘bag of holding’.  For shame.”




Harris grinned wickedly, “Well, waste not want not, I always say.”




O’Neill smirked, “I got the feeling from what your friends told Carter that what you always say is ‘don’t eat my Twinkies’.”




“That too,” Harris laughed.




Batman refrained from growling at Harris again.  At least this chatter was better than those awful ‘Holy Whatever’ puns that Dick had constantly threatened to use when he had first started out as Robin.




He stood up.  “Then I suggest we move to Point Foxtrot and determine our next maneuver.”




Harris said, “I’d feel better if Buff and Will hadn’t been radio silent for the last couple minutes.”




O’Neill said, “I was thinking the same thing.”




Batman admitted, “Selina’s team went silent at the same time, so we need to assume we’re on to Step 3.”




“Step 3: profit!” smirked Harris.




O’Neill struggled not to laugh out loud, and he said, “Yeah, Carter tends to over-plan when she has the time.  Which is good at times like this.  Goes with her having the gigantic brain and all.  If our hellgod managed to put the snatch on our people, they may have lost their comms, or the comms may just be blocked.  Either way, we don’t have a way of finding them.”  O’Neill turned around.  “Harry?  Can you do some of that voodoo… that you do… so well?”




Batman didn’t like the way O’Neill just assumed he should be in charge, but it was what he expected from a full colonel.  And the man hadn’t made any egregious errors yet, so it would be reasonable to let O’Neill make more suggestions.  As long as O’Neill made the suggestions instead of him, Potter and Harris were more likely to go along.  However, as soon as O’Neill put a foot wrong, it would be time to step in and explicitly take over.




He didn’t like that O’Neill was right about Selina and her team.  He had a tracer hidden on her, and he was sure she didn’t know it was there, but it had failed precisely when Selina had gone radio silent.  That suggested magical blocking on a large scale, since this hellgoddess had no technology beyond the Middle Ages.




Potter followed along behind O’Neill, keeping up even though he was working on some sort of spell.  That told Batman that Potter had a suspicious amount of field experience for someone who was only twenty-one.  He had a hard time believing Selina’s story that Harry and two equally young friends had ended up opposing a Dark Lord and their entire magical government when they were seventeen, and that Harry had been fighting this Dark Lord since he was eleven.  What kind of world dropped burdens like that on a child’s shoulders?  He knew what it was like to be saddled with burdens like that as a boy, but he had grown up with Alfred and others looking out for him, and he hadn’t leapt into the fight until he had acquired years of experience.  The situation with Buffy and Willow and Xander sounded almost as bad.  What was wrong with the adults in those dimensions?  At least O’Neill and Carter’s world sounded rational.




Potter finally said, “I can’t find any of them, but I’ve got a massive magical signal coming from that direction.  Looks like…”  He glanced at a map he pulled out of his pouch.  “… probably somewhere near Point Foxtrot, or at least in line with it.”




O’Neill said, “You’re on point, since you know where we’re going.  Harris, stay with him and keep that axe handy.  Batman, you look like you’re the fastest man we’ve got, so you’ve got our six.  Let’s move out.”




Batman pretended he didn’t mind taking O’Neill’s orders.  After all, he had been planning on placing himself in the rearguard position anyway.  So he gave O’Neill a brief nod.  He followed, watching out for any attacks that might be coming from behind them.  Or from any direction.  And he kept his eye on the monitor for Selina’s tracer.




L — The Best Laid Plans




Willow wasn’t going to waste any of this lovely power.  She wanted all of it.  She needed all of it.  She took as much as was left in the entire construct after Buffy and Alex had succeeded in damaging their little arenas.  Hmph.  She had underestimated little Alex.  How very interesting.




“Want.  Take.  Have.  How Faith-like of me,” she smiled to herself.




She easily converted the mana and lifted off the ground.  Then she went after D’Lazza.  That hellbitch was going down.  Hard.  She smiled nastily as she envisioned it.






Hermione tried to ignore the pain throughout her entire body.  She really hated the Cruciatus Curse.  Okay, she hoped Bellatrix Lestrange really was in some hell dimension somewhere, being eternally roasted alive, or dumped into boiling blood, or whatever demons did to human souls in hell dimensions.




She checked the back of her head, and it was bleeding.  A lot.  She knew scalp wounds did that.  A quick medical spell stopped the bleeding, but didn’t fix the injury or the possible concussion.  She didn’t dare take some of the potions she had in her pouch until she found out if any of them were contraindicated for pregnant witches.




She was pregnant.  She still couldn’t get over it.  She had been so sure it was the portals.  But she couldn’t think about being pregnant now.  Not in the middle of a battlezone, with a prophecy riding on the outcome.




She knew Ron wanted to have more than one child, although he didn’t want an entire zoo of children like he had grown up in.  Not that he didn’t love his family, but he hadn’t loved being the last boy and following in the footsteps of a horde of achievers.  They had talked about children, and they had decided on two or three.  She would love a little girl with Ron’s smile and red hair, although she’d really be happier if their children had her brains…




She couldn’t think about any of that.  She had to find her teammates and complete the mission and handle any problems, then get all her teammates out.  Alive.  Even if Willow had gone ‘Darth Willow’.  Hermione didn’t think she could have broken the enchantments holding those rooms together by herself, but Willow had obviously had no problem doing it.  And Evil Willow was too dangerous to be running around loose.




She shuddered inwardly as she thought again about the last parts of the prophecy.  She was really getting to dislike prophecies.  She wasn’t sure what that might do to her future career in the Department if Mysteries, even if she wasn’t in either of the groups that worked with prophecies.  For that matter, she wasn’t sure what being the subject of a major prophecy like this one might do to her career.




The rock ‘rooms’ had completely evanesced.  She was sure now that all the rooms had been nothing more than magical constructs, just like that hideous construct of Bellatrix Lestrange.  It looked like all the rooms had been together, because she could see most of her team just from where she stood.  Buffy was holding her Scythe up and stalking a group of demons who were probably supposed to be guards.  Jaime was rushing over to where Sam was half-kneeling on the ground.  Alex was wielding a sword and blasting half a dozen vampires who weren’t close enough to behead.




Wait, where had Alex gotten a sword from?




Behind her, looking through the thick fog, she could just make out the ridge.  Okay, that put her team somewhere between Point Foxtrot and Point Lima, as Sam had laid out the map of this part of D’Lazza’s dimension.  Probably nearer to Point Foxtrot, based on where they were attacked with those portals of blackness, but that was just a guess on her part.  She would have to get Alex to fly up and check their location.




She limped over to where Sam was struggling to get to her feet.  She hurt all over, and moving more slowly kept her muscles from seizing up.  She hated that she had enough experience getting hit with Cruciatus Curses that she actually knew that kind of information.  It certainly wasn’t in the Defense Against the Dark Arts textbooks she had read.




Sam was obviously hurt, but still she immediately spotted that Hermione wasn’t a hundred percent.  She asked, “Are you all right?”




Hermione admitted, “No.  I got attacked by an old enemy who’s dead.  Bellatrix Lestrange.”




Jaime looked up from where she was trying to help Sam.  “Wait.  Isn’t she the one you said tortured you and then tried to kill Ginny but got killed by Molly Weasley?”




Hermione started to nod, but a sharp pain up the back of her neck and head had her stopping abruptly.  “Right.  D’Lazza pulled the memories out of my head just to torture me.”




Sam groaned, “Me too.  I got hit with Hathor and a squad of armed Jaffa.”




Jaime pursed her lips.  “I got Lisa Galloway.”




Hermione checked, even though she was sure she remembered what Jaime had said, “The crazy woman with superstrength who tried to take over your life?”




Jaime nodded.  “Yeah, and she just faded away when the walls did, so I guess she was just more magic.”




Sam looked at Buffy and Alex zooming around them and wiping out the vampires and demons they could see.  “What do you think they got hit with?”




Hermione said, “Given what Buffy’s told us about what she’s faced, it could have been anything.  Angelus.  Adam.  Glorificus.  The First Evil.  An army of those super-vampires.”




Sam interjected, “Or Dark Willow.”




Jaime muttered, “That would be bad.”




“Of the bad,” Sam teased.




Buffy came running over.  “I heard that.”  But she was grinning.  She said, “Demons down.  Alex is vanquishing vamps.”  Just then, Alex zapped the last two vampires as they tried to run away, and she flew back toward them.




Hermione asked, “So what attacked you in your room?”




Buffy said, “Glory, in all her bad perm-ness.  I had a heck of a time skewering her.  Who’d you guys get?”  She looked over at Hermione and asked, “That Voldemort guy?”




Hermione pointed at herself.  “Bellatrix Lestrange.”  She pointed at Sam.  “One of her Goa’uld and a squad of armed Jaffa.”  She pointed at Jaime.  “Jaime’s superstrong doppelganger.”




From behind her, Alex said, “I got Danielle Atron, all hyped up with superpowers from GC-161.  I lucked out and I pulled this out of my pouch.”




Hermione turned and looked… and her jaw dropped open.  Alex had the Sword of Godric Gryffindor!  Before she could ask how that was possible, the answer occurred to her.  The sword had answered the call of a true Gryffindor who had been in Hermione’s world and was still connected to her dimension.  She wondered how sentient the sword really was, and if it had decided to go help one of her team once it saw how the goblins were treating her.




Alex asked, “So who do you think attacked Willow in her room?”




Buffy frowned.  “Probably Dark Willow.  Or Caleb.  It’d have to be something really major.  Maybe D’Hoffryn.  The Hoff can be seriously bad news when he wants to be.”




Sam looked at Hermione and said, “I could use one of those pain reliever potions.  You look like you could use a couple.”




Hermione said, “I think I need to stick with some bandages.  I don’t want to take anything without checking with a medi-witch first.  Something came up.”  She pulled out a potion and let Sam chug it down.




Sam made a face and said, “Well, I’ve tasted worse things.”




“Like what?” Alex asked.




Buffy flatly said, “Hermione?  What came up?”




Hermione looked at the faces of her team.  Caring.  Concern.  Worry.  Protectiveness.  She confessed, “My subconscious had worked it out, and so Bellatrix knew it.  The nausea that showed up every day?  The tender nipples?  Th—”




“You’re pregnant?” Sam gasped.  “I thought you told me you were taking birth control potions!”




Buffy groaned, “We dragged a pregnant woman into a hell dimension!  This is uber-bad!”




Jaime winced, “We should have known.  I was so sure it was George’s candies!”




Alex didn’t know what to say after that.  “Umm, congratulations?”




Hermione staunchly said, “Look, if I didn’t know it, it’s not your fault!”




Buffy said, “You told us you got a once-over from one of your witches!  How could they miss something like that?”




Hermione admitted, “I lied.  I didn’t let her do any diagnostic spells.”




Buffy snapped, “Look, Mrs. Pantsonfire, you don’t lie about stuff that important to your teammates who need to know stuff.”




Sam said, “We’ve got to get you evac’ed.”




Hermione rolled her eyes.  “I’m just as competent as I was ten minutes ago.  And how are you going to get me out of here?  Send me off by myself all the way back to the portal?  Use up our resources so I have a big enough guard that you’d feel I was safe?”




Buffy said, “Alex.  You do that weight-reduction spell on yourself, and Alex flies you out and then zooms back here.”




Hermione said, “Then you lose Alex the entire time she’s flying me.  And flight isn’t safe anymore around here.”  She pointed upward, toward a couple dragons flying around and apparently hunting them.  “You’d be putting me and Alex at risk if we’re airborne.”




Sam thought for a moment and admitted, “We can’t afford to lose Hermione anyway, even if we could afford to lose Alex for the time it took her to fly there and back, and then find us again.  If Willow is a threat now, Hermione is our key magic resource.  She’s our only magic resource until we join up with Team Two.  I don’t like it, but I don’t think we can afford to lose her talents, and I don’t think we can get her safely to the portal without using up resources we need right here, right now.”




Alex looked around and asked, “And anyway, where’s Selina?”




Buffy casually said, “I saw her scramble off thataway.  Probably trying to meet up with her boooooooyfriend.”




Hermione groaned, “Uh-oh.  She had the crystal.”




Sam quickly said, “No comms.  I don’t want to alert Willow.”




Jaime asked, “Can’t you lock her out like last time?”




Sam chewed on her lower lip.  “Probably not.  She knows what my control system does, and with as much energy as she had to have if she could knock out the entire arena construct, she ought to be able to overcome any electronic lockouts we can employ.  We’re better off keeping off the comms until we absolutely have to.”




Buffy asked, “Selina didn’t use her comms before she took off.  So maybe she left us a note.”




Sam could just imagine the colonel saying, “Ya think?”  She refrained from saying it.  She forced herself to her feet and said, “Let’s recon her area for any clues, and then decide on our next movement.”




As they moved in the direction Buffy was indicating, Buffy asked, “Hey Alex, if you got that magic sword there, does it slice and dice pretty much anything?”




Alex nodded.  “Umm yeah, why?”




“Well, can you make it spin like a lawnmower blade without you touching it?”




Alex said, “I guess.”  She tossed the blade off to her right, and the blade suddenly hovered about five feet above the ground.  It turned so it was lying flat in mid-air, and then it began to rotate.  It moved in slow circles at first, but it kept picking up speed until it was moving too fast for Hermione to even think about reaching in to grab the pommel.




Then it started spinning even faster.  When it got to the point that the sword was just a horizontal blur, Buffy smiled.  “Good!  Now see if you can make it orbit around us.”




Alex gritted her teeth, “This is getting…. pretty hard…”




Buffy smirked, “Yeah, but just think how awesome it’ll be when you can mow down demons at thirty feet.  And anything you don’t shred, you can zap.”  Hermione was still looking around the area, but Buffy casually pointed off toward about eleven o’clock.  “Check out over there.  Looks like one of her boyfriend’s bat-boomerangs.”




Hermione didn’t say anything, but it was just unfair that Buffy could spot things like that when she didn’t even seem to be looking in that direction.




Jaime rushed over.  The batarang had been thrown hard enough that it was embedded in a rock.  She grabbed it with her right hand, rested her right elbow on her right knee, and pushed with her legs.  The rock split and the batarang came loose in her hand.  She ran back, “Bingo.  Selina left us a note.”





Lost crystal in attack.  Supposed to be Poison Ivy from my world, but the plant that took the crystal away morphed back into the wall.  It has to be D’Lazza.  So Willow or Hermione must have broken the magic.  I think it’s Willow, and I think she’s gone dark.  Again.  Don’t use your comms for anything that might help either D’Lazza or Willow.  I’m going to get help and get that crystal back.




S.






“She’s gone unilateral,” Sam with only a hint of complaint.




Buffy shrugged.  “They’ve got Xander there.  He’ll get it straightened out.”




Sam said, “Colonel O’Neill will if Xander can’t.”




Hermione said, “I trust Harry to do the right thing.  Okay, maybe not the smart thing all the time, but he’ll do the right thing.”




Buffy said, “So we let her go find her boyfriend and try to get the crystal back.  What’s our move?”




Sam said, “First we find out if Willow has gone dark on us, and if so, what her next moves are.”




Buffy said, “Easy.  If she’s Anakin Rosenwalker again, she’s going to want to kick D’Lazza’s ass for that bit last time with the fog and the wailing.  Darth Studious is going to try to beat the snot out of her for that, and then swipe all her mana.  After that happens, if she can’t get her act back together, we’re probably in deep doody.”




Alex threw up her hands in frustration.  “Crud!  What else can go wrong?”




Suddenly, three wizards in torn robes came tearing across the sky only a hundred feet over their heads.  They fired a series of hexes at the women, who dove for cover.  The wizards zoomed past them and flew over the ridge.




Hermione tapped her earjack.  “Warning.  Repeat, warning.  Kingsley Shacklebolt and his team just flew past us.  They must have escaped St.Mungo’s and they’re off to support D’Lazza.”




Buffy looked at Alex and waggled her index finger.  “And that’s why we never, ever say those words.”




LI — Attrition War




Willow flew toward the castle, the heavy wind flowing through her black hair.  She inhaled deeply.  The mana was everywhere in this dimension.  In the ground.  In the air.  If she had been someone other than Willow Rosenberg, the power would have been overwhelming.  This much raw mana would have shredded another mage’s body and turned their brain to tapioca.  But incredible magical powers?  Been there, done that, transformed the t-shirt.




Three massive dragons tried to head her off.  Dragons had those powerful magical protections so their hides were nearly indestructible.  She smiled ruthlessly, “Come to mommy.”  And she sped up.




In the distance, she could see D’Lazza moving toward her.  It was pretty hard to mistake D’Lazza for anything else, since the hellgoddess looked like a seventy foot high mutated G’filitik demon who was painted glow-in-the-dark green.  To Willow’s magical senses, D’Lazza looked like a tower of raw magical energies, with heavy cables of mana connecting her with the ground and everything in this dimension.  Unless Willow was mistaken, D’Lazza was still getting bigger.  “Oh well, the bigger they are, the harder they fall.  Especially if they chase Buffy into a high school library.”




The dragons were getting a lot closer.  She could sense the power in their skin.  She could feel the magic that gave them flight.  She could almost taste the pools of mana sustaining them.




“Want.  Take,” she smirked.  She reached out and pulled.  She stripped the mana from the dragons in thick, nearly-visible streams.  She pulled the mana out of their scaly bodies in rivers.  Suddenly, the dragons dropped from the sky like big bricks with paper wings attached.  “Have.”




This was going to be more fun than punching Buffy through a wall.




She used her new mana pool to do what D’Lazza was doing.  If Slimy McTentacle wanted to be a seventy-foot giant, then the least she could do was play along.  She had never tried it before, but she had analyzed the magics when Dawn managed to get herself turned into a giantess that time.  Stupid bratty Key.




She could do this.  She concentrated.  She began chanting in Sumerian, but abruptly stopped.  Why call upon the power of ancient goddesses when she had all the raw power she needed right here?  She thought of an old television show Xander had gotten her to watch with him every time he could, back when they were little.  “Magic wand, make my monster grow!”  She laughed to herself as she began to get larger.




She landed only about three hundred feet in front of D’Lazza.  But D’Lazza was already nearly a hundred feet high, and Willow was nearly seventy feet tall.  So it was like being at close dueling distance.  They were nearly at melee weapon distance… which gave Willow an idea that nearly had her laughing out loud.




D’Lazza roared in a gurgling voice, “You cannot defeat me in my domain!”




Willow smiled unpleasantly.  “Is this the witty banter part of the fight, or the boring monologuing part of the fight?  You should know, since you learned English by ripping it out of our heads, which is so impolite.”




D’Lazza screamed, “You will rue the day you came to my domain!  I will crush you like the slime you are!  I will bind your soul and torture it for all eternity!”




“Oh.  So we’re still at the boring monologuing part.  Let me cut right to the witty banter.  It’s time for a literary ref.”  She smiled nastily, “Let there be light.”  She hurled a white-hot fireball the size of a building.  It exploded around D’Lazza like a bomb.






“What the hell was that?” Sam worried.  She could still feel the ground shaking.  It sounded like someone had just detonated a bomb.  The shock wave and the sound had both come from up on the plateau past the ridge.  She had a really unpleasant feeling that she knew what it was.




Buffy calmly said, “Probably the big Will-versus-D’Lazza slug-a-palooza.”




Sam said, “Alex.  Get up there and give us recon.  Don’t get far above the ridge, just go high enough that you can get a peek.  We don’t know what kind of blast effects might come from the next one.”






Alex lifted off, her spinning sword right beside her.  She flew to the top of the ridge and peeked over the edge.  As soon as she got a good look, she cringed.




She zoomed back down, the sword trailing after her.  “Oh holy crud, did you know Willow can make herself into a giant King Kong-sized monster?”  She could hear several of her teammates gulp.  “Willow’s all black and Darth Willow again, and she’s like a hundred feet high, and D’Lazza’s even bigger, and they’re blasting each other with magic attacks!”




Buffy casually said, “Turn into a giant?  Can’t say I’m real surprised about that one.”




Hermione asked, “Has she done it before?  Because you never said anything about that.”




Buffy shook her head.  “Nope.  But Dawn got herself transformed into a giant a couple years ago, and Will studied that bit of magic pretty darn hard.  But it was all Dawnie’s fault, and we got it fixed pretty quick with nothing more than a bit of embarrassment.  Dawn had to admit she was cheating on her boyfriend, which was a pretty jerky thing to do even if he was a demon.”




Jaime threw up her hands.  “How can you be so calm about this?”




Buffy said, “Like I told you before.  We’ve fought worse things than D’Lazza.  Or Dark Willow.  This isn’t even the time for the big ‘oh my God we’re all gonna die and the whole planet’s gonna get sucked into a hell dimension’ dealie.  Trust me.  Will can beat Big And Tentacle-y.  Then we’ll see if she can get her act together.  We just need to get up there and be ready if things go to hell.”




“Things already went to hell, because we’re in hell,” Alex pointed out.




Buffy grinned.  “I noticed.”  She pointed at Alex and said, “Good.  As long as you can be all snarky, you can face anything.”




Jaime asked, “Is that another official lesson from the Buffy Summers handbook?”




Sam reluctantly admitted, “Well, it certainly works for Colonel O’Neill.”






Batman made sure he was in a balanced stance to handle the small seiche waves coursing through the ground, and he looked all around their position to see if the explosion was the prelude to an attack.




Potter picked himself up off the ground and asked, “Was that an earthquake?”




O’Neill fumbled for a pair of dark glasses and said, “Explosion.  Big explosion.”




Harris scrambled to his feet and asked, “As big as our explosions are gonna be?”




“Not even close,” O’Neill smirked.




“Cool,” Harris said.  “So what’s the what with this one?”




Batman said, “It came from the direction of the castle and the towers.”




O’Neill calmly said, “Maybe someone pissed off D’Lazza.  You know, picked her last for dodgeball or something.”




Harris laughed and then said, “Or maybe Will decided on takin’ it to the street.”




Batman carefully asked, “Your friend is really capable of a blast that big?”




Harris nodded happily.  “Oh sure.  She once did a spell that activated every Slayer on the entire planet.”




Batman clenched his jaw.  “I thought Selina was… exaggerating a little, given the power of some of the mages we know.”




He watched as O’Neill put the polarized dark glasses on and then carefully checked in the direction of the blast.  Smart man.  No point in risking being blinded by the scale of energies that might be involved.  He didn’t like admitting it, but it looked like Selina was right about the power levels of her teammates.




O’Neill grinned, “So what’s our next move, campers?  Move toward Point Foxtrot on our way to the evac point?  That way, we can keep tabs on what’s going on up there without actually getting turned into charcoal briquettes.”




Harris said, “And we can help with medical or evac or anything else our girls need.”




Batman cleared his throat menacingly.  Potter calmly said, “Hermione wouldn’t like you calling her a ‘girl’.”




O’Neill grinned, “I’d love to see Carter’s face if she heard you say that.”




Harris smiled with a bit of embarrassment.  “They can all squash me like an itty bitty bug, but Buff and Will and Faith and all of them are still ‘my girls’ to me.  And I look out for ’em.”  He paused and then said, “But I never say that anywhere near them.  They have great hearing too.”




O’Neill smirked, “So let’s go see if our self-empowered women fully capable in their own right can use a helping hand.”




Harris laughed out loud and said, “I am so cribbing your material.”




Batman ignored the chuckles from Potter and focused on his tasks.  He was not going to complain about the chatter.  He could induce from what he already knew about Harris and O’Neill that they would just increase their bad behavior if they knew how much it was annoying him.






Willow watched D’Lazza deal with the fireball and the explosion.  She took four or five steps backward, since the heat of the fireball was melting the rock under her feet.  Given her size, that moved her a good forty or fifty feet at each step.




D’Lazza ignored the sensations as the fireball burned away her outermost cells.  Her flesh form was merely a construct, not her true self.  She doubted that was true for her enemy.  Instead of first clearing away the fireball, she hurled a blast of eldritch energies at her foe.




Willow ignored the heat radiating from the mystical fireball, and cast an angled shield to deflect D’Lazza’s attack.  The blast refracted off her shield and hit the ground two hundred feet behind her and to her right.  She smirked as the little demons down there were suddenly turned to stone.  “A petrification spell?  Earth after fire?  How… elementary, my dear Watson.”




She brought up her hands and concentrated.  A ferocious wind began spinning around D’Lazza in a tornado that kept D’Lazza from dispelling the heat of the fireball.  She smirked, “Wind.  Think of it as a motif.”




D’Lazza writhed angrily, and suddenly immense tentacles burst from the ground at Willow’s feet.  Each one was thicker than Willow’s thigh, and they quickly wrapped around her legs.  More tentacles pinned Willow’s arms against her body and began squeezing her.  Another massive tentacle snaked up her body and wrapped about her head, covering her mouth so she couldn’t shout out another spell.




D’Lazza suddenly grew larger.  She expanded until she was large enough that her form destroyed the ‘tornado’ hemming her in.  The fireball was no longer covering her upper body, so she was able to wave her tentacles and cast a hex to dispel it.  She towered over the human now.  The magical tentacles were holding the girl in place but were failing to do anything more.  Maybe she should try something physical.  She slithered forward.




Willow felt the change in the ley lines as D’Lazza pulled in even more mana and grew even bigger.  Two hundred feet high?  She could do that.  She focused.




D’Lazza reached forward, but froze as she felt mana pouring into the snarl of tentacles before her.  What was the human trying now?




The tentacles tore and ripped as the being ensnared within changed.  Willow grew.  And grew.  And grew.




D’Lazza found herself looking at a human who had grown to two hundred and fifty feet tall.  They were still a hundred feet apart, but now that was a distance that was less than arm’s length.




Willow reached out and snagged most of D’Lazza’s outstretched tentacles in one magical snare.  “Let’s be hip.”  Then she spun and bent at the waist in a hip throw, pulling as Buffy had showed her.  She watched in amusement as D’Lazza’s massive form went flying over her back to crash hard on the rocky ground.  She stepped back and smiled, “We still haven’t done water.”  She thrust her hands forward, and blue energy erupted forth.  Frost and rime quickly encased D’Lazza until she was sealed in a block of ice thirty feet thick.




Willow smiled as she felt the mana roil frantically inside the ice.  “This is more fun than dropping Dawn and Buffy in a zombie-filled hole.  I’ve got to get out more.”




The ice exploded, knocking Willow’s giant form to the ground.  D’Lazza didn’t climb back to her feet, or rise up like an animal.  She flowed upward like she was made of liquid.  She stood upright as Willow floated back to her feet.  “You think to challenge the eternal D’Lazza?  You foolish mortal!  My ensorcelled wizards have returned to me.  I will give them my crystal to take to the castle and protect.  Then I will destroy you!”




LII — Maneuver War




Selina was used to having an entire skyline as a playground.  So she had headed for the side of the ridge.  The plane below the ridge was swarming with demons, and the area past the ridge was probably worse.  Not to mention that it wasn’t safe for kitty to be within squishing distance of two giants having a big showdown.




The side of the ridge was another matter.  It was close enough to vertical that she could use her whip and swing along from outcropping to outcropping.  And only one type of demon wanted to hang out there.  It was an ugly thing with a low-slung body and eight spider legs.




Only problem?  There was a big one chasing after her right now.  She was swinging along just a hair faster than the eight-legged thing behind her, but she was going to have to do something quick to deal with the spider-demon on that boulder up ahead.




She reached into her belt for a batarang, and…




The spider-demon ahead of her was hit by a beam of purple light, which sliced it in half.  Both pieces fell off the boulder.




She didn’t know who that was, but it was a wizard or witch, so she assumed it was Team Two, and she kept moving.  Anyway, she couldn’t stop or slow down without having to deal with the demon on her tail.




She snapped her whip around the tip of a sharp point on what looked like an edge sticking out of the rock.  She had seen geological formations like that before, but it still took her a second to come up with the word ‘dyke’.  She swung her body so she would pivot around the sharp point, swing around the dyke, and then swing back into the cliff face.




She came around the dyke, and saw Team Two lurking on its other side.  Hermione’s friend Harry put his arm around the edge of the dyke and blasted the trailing spider-demon off the cliff face.




She snapped her whip and detached her whip from the rock.  Then she dropped to land right in front of the men.  Batman was lurking in the shadows keeping an eye on everything, while Harry looked for more demons coming after her and the other two men tried to concentrate on their jobs.




The graying Air Force colonel in fatigues muttered to Batman, “Nice outfit.  You guys do this theme costume thing all the time?”




The dark-haired young man with the eyepatch and the battleaxe smirked, “Now I get why Will was doing the drool-a-thon.”




The colonel grinned, and then looked at her.  “I’m O’Neill.  This is Harris.  I gather you know Potter already.”




She finally realized what was peculiar.  No one was surprised to see her.  “You all knew I was coming.”  She glared at Batman.  “When did you slip a tracer on me?  When you came through the portal?”




He didn’t even try to deny it.  “After we used the second portal to leave the house.”




O’Neill smirked, “Carter would shoot me if I put a tracer on her without her knowledge.  Danny-boy, on the other hand…  Hmm, that could be a good idea.”




Harris grinned, “Lemme guess.  It looks like a little electronic bat.”




Selina purred, “Ooh, they know you so well.”




Batman just said, “Situation.”




She shrugged blithely.  “Evil supervillain.  We all broke out of her traps, but Willow may have gone dark.”  She noticed that Harris slapped his palm to his face at that.  “The control crystal?  I had it, but I lost it.  We need to recover it before D’Lazza gets her slimy tentacles on it again.  I take it your part of the mission went off smoothly?”




Batman growled, “Yes.  Other than Harris babbling worse than Dick on endorphins.”




She asked, “Can we detonate your charges now, before the ultra-powerful witches do something about them?”




Batman looked at O’Neill.  O’Neill said, “Not until we’re back through the portal.  Based on what Carter is extrapolating — and don’t tell her I used a big word — the blasts are going to be nuclear.  Big nuclear.  And we’re still at Ground Zero.”




Harris shrugged.  “If it’s us or the whole multiverse, I vote for pressing the big red button.”




O’Neill said, “Not unless we have to.  We’ve got too many civilians we need to get out of here first.”




Batman growled, “I’m not a civilian.”




Potter said, “I don’t think anyone who’s come through those portals counts as a civilian.”




O’Neill firmly said, “You’re all civilians, as far as I’m concerned…  And anyway, the control system’s a Carter special.  She’s got one remote and I have the other.  We have to press both buttons at the same time, and then there’s a ten second delay so there’s enough time to get the portal closed.”




Batman asked, “And what if you lose one of them?”




O’Neill grinned, “Multiple replacements on the other side of the portal, so anyone can make with the boom if we don’t make it back.”




Harris said, “So she didn’t trust you not to make the big sacrifice play?”




O’Neill made a face and then finally said, “I don’t think she trusts any of the four of us not to make the sac fly, given what the ladies have been saying about us.  I heard Harry let an evil wizard hit him with a killing curse to protect a school.  And I heard you two pretty much put your necks on the line every night.”




Harris grinned, “I get Tuesdays off when Dawn’s at Council HQ.”




Batman said, “You don’t have any room to talk.”




O’Neill snapped, “I’m a soldier.  I get paid to do this.”




Potter solemnly said, “I’m an Auror.  Think of me as a government cop, only for the magical world.  I get paid to do this, too.”




Harris gleefully said, “Hey, I get paid too!  At least now all of us do.  So we’re all good.  Except Bats.”




Selina gave Batman a tilt of the head toward Harris, and Batman gave a reluctant nod.  So the guy was okay, but driving someone she knew up the wall.  Probably on purpose.  She would have thought Harris was a complete dork, but the man was casually holding a heavy battleaxe in one hand like he was used to doing it.  And the blades of the axe were dripping with fresh demon goo, so Harris was more than just competent with the weapon.  It suddenly occurred to her that Harris routinely did the Buffy thing, playing at being a typical California airhead as a cover for his real life.  Oddly, that made her feel like she had more in common with Buffy than she had realized.




O’Neill asked, “So Harry.  Can you locate the control crystal?”




Harry said, “Maybe if I had a fragment of a similar crystal, but not without something to work from.”




O’Neill reached into one of the pockets of his tactical vest and pulled out a baggie holding what looked like a dozen different fragments of crystal.  He smirked, “Try these.  Carter’s hypothesizing — don’t tell her I said it but she’s guessing — that D’Lazza’s crystal might be close enough to what the Goa’uld use that one of you could shake your wand at it and get a location vector.”




Batman looked at him carefully.  “And she’s non-magical, and comes from a dimension with no magic, but she knows enough about this… how?”




Harris said, “I was kinda wondering the same thing myself, but I didn’t want to ask a stupid question.”




“There are no stupid questions,” said Potter.




“Oh yes there are,” Batman insisted.




O’Neill broke out in a massive smile.  “Y’see, that’s the thing.  You just don’t know how big Carter’s brain is.  Her brain is like… a national treasure.  She knows more about Goa’uld control crystal technology than any other human in the galaxy.  And she’s been reading up on how magic works in Hermione’s world.  Hermione’s really smart too, so she has a library that has all the books Carter needed to read.  She’s got this thing about knowing how things work.  It’s how you manage to earn a Ph.D. in astrophysics while serving in the Air Force as one of their best officers.  So she’s got a theory on the mechanics of how D’Lazza’s stuff has to be working, and part of it means she’s got a better idea about that control crystal than anybody else you’re gonna find anywhere.”




Potter said, “Well, let’s give it a try.  I’ll probably have to try each of your fragments one at a time to find out.”




Selina asked, “How long is this going to take?”




“Less than a minute per crystal,” Harry muttered.




Batman said, “So an expected mean of less than six minutes if there’s one crystal that works, and less than twelve minutes to find out if none of them work.”




Xander grinned, “How long on average if exactly three of the twelve can work?”




“Less than four minutes.  The number of trials until the k-th success is a negative binomial distribution.”




O’Neill looked at Batman and asked, “You sure you’re not related to Carter?”




LIII — Strategic Assessments




Jaime carefully handled her sword in her right hand, while Alex concentrated on wielding the Sword of Gryffindor with just her mind.




Sam said, “Alex, I want you and Buffy to go up to the top there and make a tactical eval for me.  Then come back as soon as you can.  Jaime and Hermione, you stay with me.  We’ll keep anything from coming up and catching you from behind.”




Alex nodded, but Buffy had to snap off a really sloppy salute and say “Aye aye, captain.”  Alex flew upward, keeping the sword alongside her, while Buffy leapt onto an outcropping and flung herself upward before grabbing another rock.




Sam watched them go and asked herself, “Is there any point in saying I’m a major?  And not in the navy?”




“Nope!” Buffy yelled from fifty feet up.




“She’s got really good hearing, doesn’t she?” Hermione asked.




Jaime said, “I can hear she’s snickering now, so I think she heard that too.”




Alex reached the edge of the plateau and took a quick peek.  She winced.  She looked way down at Jaime and carefully said, “I think all of you need to get up here and take a peek at this.”  She knew she didn’t have to yell or use the comms.




Jaime turned to her teammates and said, “Alex wants all of us up top.”  She tilted her head again as she listened.  “And there’s a huge horde of vampires and demons headed our way.  She thinks they’re running from the battle.”




Hermione said, “With Jaime and Buffy’s hearing, maybe we don’t need a comm system at all.”




Jaime tilted her head again.  “Buffy just told Alex she thinks we’re talking about her.”




She watched as Sam thought over the options.  It seemed like all Sam ever did was think.  Most of the time, Sam thought like a Rudy-level scientist, but some of the time she thought like a general.  Or like Oscar.  But she was always considering her choices, testing her hypotheses, evaluating the consequences…




Jaime wondered if there was a way to get this kind of training.  She had been in a few scrapes where having Sam’s training would have been really handy, and some day Jaime might have to lead a small team.




She wondered if there was a Samantha Carter in her dimension.  Jaime figured if there was, then that Sam Carter would either be a brilliant scientist that OSI could hire, or else a brilliant military officer that OSI should try to work with.




Or else Sam might be an evil scientist trying to take over the world.  So maybe the OSI really needed to investigate what another Samantha Carter was doing in her dimension.  For that matter, what about Alex and Buffy and Willow?  Were their counterparts just Valley Girls, or did they have what it takes to be someone really important?  Was Selina a cat burglar in her dimension, or was she… what?  A trophy wife or a rich socialite?  Selina did have that vibe.  She’d make an amazing spy.  She could pass as some upper-crust airhead, while spying or stealing or anything you could think of.  And Hermione.  Jaime doubted there was magic in her dimension, but someone with Hermione’s brains would be an incredible researcher or analyst.  If there was a Hermione in her dimension, was she already working for the Brits, maybe in MI5 or MI6?  And if there was a Hermione in Jaime’s dimension, could that Hermione come to a magical dimension and do magic?  If things went to hell here, could Willow or Hermione go through the portals and find an army of Willows and Hermiones to wage magical war on D’Lazza?




If they survived this battle, she’d have to talk to Sam about some of that.




Sam said, “I was hoping for some lightweight recon up top, but if they need our input we’d better go.  Plus, we’ll have a better shot of spotting Team Two without using our comms if we’re up on the edge.  And we’ll be able to see that incoming force without waiting until it jumps down two hundred feet onto our heads.”  She turned her head.  “Hermione?  Can you do the weight reduction spell on yourself?”  When she got a nod, she said, “Jaime, carry her up.  I’ll climb on my own.”




Jaime nodded but said, “I never thought I’d ever say this, but we should have brought more brooms.”




Hermione groaned, “I didn’t think we’d even need what we had!  And I’ve never seen a spell that could just disintegrate a broomstick like that.  I think we really underestimated how much power D’Lazza has at her disposal.”






Willow held her shield in place as D’Lazza unleashed another spell.  This one was like a roiling, bubbling, living magical magma.  Not a good thing to get hit with.  She knew the shield would only hold for a few more seconds, so she teleported behind D’Lazza, letting the magical lava sear its way across more of D’Lazza’s armies that had been trying to sneak up behind her.




She popped into being about five hundred feet behind D’Lazza, assuming D’Lazza even had a ‘behind’.  But she was over two hundred fifty feet high by then, and D’Lazza was nearing three hundred feet.  So she was essentially within melee combat range.  Too bad she didn’t have an appropriately sized broadsword.




Not that she needed anything that crude.




She reached into her pouch and pulled out a couple chunks of cold iron.  At her size, the chunks were now about twenty feet across.  With all the dark mana coursing through her, the cold iron burned her hands like hot coals.  But she could heal herself later.  She concentrated.




D’Lazza reacted, and faced her.  Not that D’Lazza turned in place, or jumped, or spun around.  No, it was more like a subtle shifting of her shape, with a couple eye-things just appearing on what had been the back of her head, and a couple tentacles having their root slide across her body.




Willow unleashed the first chunk.  It flared with heat and liquefied before it shot toward D’Lazza.  Holes the size of a car punched into and through the hellgoddess.  They healed as quickly as Willow’s hand, but D’Lazza still shrieked in pain.  Willow cradled the other chunk in both hands and willed it to explode like one of Sam’s claymores.  Shards of cold iron blasted forward, punching into D’Lazza’s form.




Willow smiled wickedly as D’Lazza writhed in pain.  “I think it’s traditional to say ‘eat hot lead’ but ‘taste cold iron’ just doesn’t have the same panache.”






Sam clambered up the cliffside as quickly as she could, but it wasn’t easy.  She felt like she was holding everyone else back, when they were able to get to the top of the cliff in seconds, and she was struggling.  She was lucky to find a path that wasn’t straight up, but still it was around a seventy degree slope.  She needed every handhold and foothold she could locate.




She was only about a third of the way up when she felt something lifting her up, and she floated up the rest of the way to the plateau.  She found Hermione waving her wand carefully.




Hermione said, “Jaime heard you having trouble, so she asked me to do something.  You should have said you had a problem.”




Sam sighed and admitted, “You’re right.  I should have.  But I didn’t want to be the weak point on the team.”




She looked around and managed not to wince.  The area was looking worse than the area around the portal had.  Buffy was slashing up everything still moving on Sam’s left.  On Sam’s right, Jaime was sprinting from demon to demon at maybe sixty miles an hour, slicing through anything that didn’t have enough sense to run from her… and most of the things that were trying to get away.  And the center was clear for fifty yards out: Alex was spinning the Sword of Gryffindor across the battlezone like an insane frisbee, slicing through anything that tried to get near her, while anything that tried to get away was getting hit by lightning bolts.




By the time Hermione undid the wingardium leviosa spell on Sam, the battle was over.  Demons and vampires were fleeing in fear.  Some of them were scared enough that they were running back toward the area where two twenty-five story giants were blasting each other with lethal magics that would probably slag a ha’tak.




Sam just whispered, “Regroup.”




Buffy turned and ran back to Sam’s position.  Jaime ran past Alex and waved at her to retreat as well.




Just about the time that they re-grouped, they got a view of Willow blasting D’Lazza with a ball of cold iron the size of a dumptruck.




Sam said, “And she has at least another dozen of the things.”




Buffy muttered, “Uh-oh.  That’s not good.”




Alex teased her, “It’s not of the good?”




Buffy grinned and pretended to complain.  “Hey, stop making fun of my talkage.”




Jaime smirked, “Maybe your talkage isn’t of the good either.”




“Nyah.”  Buffy stuck her tongue out at both of them.




Sam just looked at Hermione and said, “I get enough of this in the field when I’m back home.”




LIV — Counterplans




Buffy snickered, while Alex just looked surprised.  Sam reminded herself that Alex hadn’t spent any time with one Colonel Jack O’Neill.




Jaime worried, “And what do we do about Willow?”




Buffy said, “Okay, first of all, if Will really has gone all Darth-y, she’s after power.  That means kicking D’Lazza’s ass first, and messing with us later.  When this happened before, Giles tricked her into stripping him of the mana he was toting around, and she got a big overload of white mana and could hear everyone in pain all over the whole world, and she tried to stop it.  At that point, Xander talked her down.  So our best bet is we let Will smush D’Lazza into a smooth, creamy hellgoddess paste, and then if she can’t get herself back under control, we go with Plan B.  Xander gives her the ‘yellow crayon’ speech and I get the Scythe to her and let her suck down enough white mana that she’s Will again.”




“The yellow crayon speech?” Hermione asked suspiciously.




Buffy nodded smugly.  “Yeah.  The power of love.  My Little Pony: Friendship Is Magic.  That jazz.”




Hermione muttered to herself, “The power he knows not.”  Buffy glanced at her but let it slide.




Sam goggled, “And that actually worked against… Darth Willow?”




Buffy shrugged, “Well, some of that was Xander being willing to take a magical blast that maybe could have incinerated a building for all he knew, and still keep on talking her down.  Don’t mention it around Will, but Xan still has some pretty nasty scars on his chest where she hexed him.  And part of it was Will being in so much pain she really needed someone to reach out to her then.”




Jaime asked, “So… you’re saying that won’t work now?”




Buffy said, “It’s tough to tell, but we oughta try.  Especially when Will’s been thinking about how to deal with Darth Studious if she ever goes dark again.  I think the Scythe will do it.  And if the mana from the Scythe won’t do it…”  Her face turned grim.  “The Scythe is supposed to be able to kill a true demon.  If I have to…”




Sam carefully checked, “And you think you can kill Willow if you have to?”




Buffy suddenly looked far older than her years.  “I’ve had to watch as teenaged girls died fighting the forces of evil.  Teenaged girls who were only in the fight because of a choice I made.  I had to send the love of my life to hell to save the world.  I’ve had to consider sacrificing my little sister.  Twice.  I’ve asked Will to do spells that had a real chance of incinerating her.  I’ve taken a dozen unpowered girls into hell against tens of thousands of uber-vamps.  You’d be amazed at what I can do if I have to.”






Batman watched for attacks while O’Neill used a Spec Ops telescope and Potter tried spells with the crystal fragments from Major Carter.  He tried to ignore that Harris was apparently back to ‘twenty-something slacker’ mode.




“So… Selina.  Your boyfriend always dress up like a bat?  I mean, have you ever seen a bat up close?  Not pretty.”




She rolled her eyes.  “Harris, is this relevant right now?”




But he just kept going, “Well, why not?  I mean, you got the whole Bad Kitty thing going on, and he’s got the Scary Bat Monster thing, so is this like a thing everyone does in your world?”




Selina re-directed him.  “You have the Slayers and the Witch.  What’s your codename?  Don’t you have some special gear you wear?”




He grinned, “I’m just the donut fetcher.  I go buy donuts so everyone has enough sugar to keep doing research and stuff.  Don’t think there’s a theme costume for that.”




O’Neill didn’t turn around, but he contributed, “Captain Donut.  Maybe… Donut Man.”




Harris smirked and tried out an announcer voice.  “Bitten by a radioactive donut, ordinary teenager Xander Harris becomes… THE CRULLER!”




Snorts of laughter came from both O’Neill and Potter.




Harris kept going.  “Able to give criminals a ferocious sugar high, he fights crime!”




O’Neill joked, “Wasn’t this a pilot on the Fox Network last year?”




Batman finally admitted, “Costumed superheroes and supervillains are the norm, rather than the exception, in our dimension.”




Selina said, “Some of them even do crimes that have a theme that goes with the costume.”




Harris burst out laughing.  Then he paused, “Wait, you weren’t kidding, were you?”




Batman snapped, “No.  She wasn’t.  She used to be one of them.”




Harris grinned, “You mean you stole… what?  Cat statues, and cat jewelry, and like that?”




Selina admitted, “When it would get his attention.”




Harris thought it over before he finally said, “I’d say you were pulling my leg, but I don’t really have room to talk.  I dated an ex-vengeance demon for a couple years, and Buffy’s dated a couple vampires plus the Immortal, who she ended up having to kill, so yay for the ironic nicknames.”




Batman clearly didn’t believe the guy, so Selina asked, “Was that…”  She needed a second to come up with the name.  “Anyanka?  Are you the reason that the lord of vengeance demons lost her?”




Harris frowned, “Partly.  But I screwed stuff up too.  I’m not the White Knight they say I am.”




Batman looked at the young man again.  So someone had named him the White Knight.  And he didn’t feel that he lived up to a name like that.  In a world of Slayers and witches and vampires and demons and other supernatural threats, what would an ordinary mortal have to do to pick up a name like that?




Selina quietly said, “Some people call Batman the Dark Knight.”




O’Neill said, “The White Knight and the Dark Knight.  Maybe you two could start a variety act.  Or a chess club.”  He twitched and reported, “Uht!  We got incoming.  Three guys on brooms, moving from my ten and diving at some demons at my twelve.”




Batman quickly pulled out a miniature telescope and took a look.  “The demons don’t seem to be preparing for a threat.”




“Maybe they don’t recognize that humans on brooms could be a real danger,” O’Neill suggested in a tone that said he didn’t believe it himself.




Selina asked, “Are these the escapees from St. Mungo’s that Hermione yelled about?”




Batman carefully replied, “You mean the ones Hermione deliberately broke radio silence to announce?”




Potter suddenly announced, “Got it!  Crystal number ten.  It’s…  Umm, our crystal is pretty much dead ahead of you, right where you’re looking.”




O’Neill said, “Aaaand they’re diving down, but slowing as they go…  Doesn’t look like an attack.”




Batman watched carefully and decided, “No, it looks like a pick-up.”




Selina asked, “Any chance we can intervene?”




“Nope.  Not from way over here.”  O’Neill deliberately popped the ‘p’ in the first word, just to be irritating.




Batman said, “They’re touching down…  Looks like a meeting…  And they’re flying off again.”




Potter said, “They have the crystal.  It’s moving.  Fast.  Going off towards your one… and back to your twelve…"




O’Neill explained, “They had to fly up into the air and turn around.  Kind of a lazy circle for something Carter said can corner pretty tight.”




Potter continued, “And now it’s moving toward your eleven… still going off to our left.”




Batman said, “Nearly out of sight.”




Selina wanted to swear, but instead she said, “So now what?”




Harris laughed, “Now what what?  We don’t have to do anything.”




LV — Secrets




Batman asked, “How did you know?”




Harris grinned, “Because I’ve been paying attention to the map.  The castle is off to our right.  The portal is off to our left.  They’re heading back at the portal.”




Batman turned his head slightly.  “Colonel, how did you know?”




O’Neill shrugged easily.  “Carter told me what she was up to, so one person on our little team would be sure to know.  Can’t do big-time strategy and tactics without adequate C & C.  But she figured you’d work it out too.”




Batman said, “Hermione implicitly told us the antidote was fully tested before she dosed us with it.  The only humans they had to test it on were Shacklebolt and his team.  So it was obvious that they were fully cured.  Therefore, their ‘attack’ and Hermione’s radio call was a ruse.  She was probably assuming D’Lazza could tap their comms or listen in on them by then, and that Willow certainly could.”




Potter said, “Hermione told me, and asked me not to tell anyone else until it was time.”




Selina growled, “She didn’t tell me.”




Xander said, “She didn’t tell Buffy or Will either.  And I’m betting she didn’t tell Alex or Jaime.  When you’re fighting a hellgoddess who maybe can suck knowledge out of people’s heads, you have to compartmentalize your intel.”




O’Neill said, “Yup.  Been there, done that.”




Batman growled, “I wish some of the Justice League could learn those lessons.”




Potter kept watching where his wand was pointing.  “And… the spell’s breaking.  I think they’ve got the crystal out through the portal.”




Harris said, “That’ll stop D’Lazza, but I doubt it’ll stop Darth Willow.”






D’Lazza screamed, “NO!  It cannot be!  They are mine!  But they took the crystal out through the portal!”




Willow laughed cruelly, “You really are a moron, aren’t you?  Did they make you ride the hellgod short bus when you were little?”




D’Lazza bellowed, “Shut your filthy meat body!”




Willow sneered, “You pulled out our memories, and you didn’t notice that little Alex’s daddy made us up some antidote?  Who did you think we were going to try it out on first?  Passing strangers?”




D’Lazza stared in shock.  Willow seized the moment and pushed with a blast of ball lightning that seared D’Lazza’s skin and melted parts of the rocky ground into molten glass.  “Carpe diem.  Fish of the day,” she smiled nastily.




D’Lazza screamed in pain and thrashed her tentacles in a spell no humanoid being could hope to invoke.  A wall of fire four hundred feet high flashed forward, engulfing everything in its path.




Willow raised her hands and cast a shell of ice around herself.  The wall of fire swept over her, destroying every demon and vampire at her feet and melting most of the ice as it passed.  “Well, that was refreshing.”




D’Lazza attacked again, blasting lightning from half a dozen tentacle tips.  She roared, “Without my crystal you too will be helpless.”




Willow countered with an outstretched arm.  The lightning bolts all struck her fingertips and sizzled down an invisible line to ground into the rocks beneath them.  She thrust both hands forward, and a wave of force issued forth.  It knocked D’Lazza to the ground and sent shards of rock flying for hundreds of yards.




Willow looked down at her foe and smirked, “Goddess, you really are pathetic, aren’t you?  Modern woman here.  Simple problem.  With this much mana, I can do the energy transformations in my head.  You’re the only one lame enough to need that crystal.”






Hermione forced herself not to double over at the brutal pains in her lower abdomen.  She wasn’t going to show her hand if she didn’t have to.  She checked that none of her teammates were looking her way.  No, they were all staring at the battle going on between the two giants.




She pressed hard against her groin to try and control the pain.  It was a good thing she was wearing black jeans, because her palm came away covered in blood.






D’Lazza fumed, “Slime!  You are nothing before me!  I was ruling this dimension before your ancestors crawled out of the ocean like flopping fish!”




Willow turned her black eyes to the side and lifted her hand to use it as a puppet.  “Ooh!  Look at me!  I’m really old!  And really pompous!”  She smiled evilly.  “And I’m too stupid to realize when my opponent is using her hand like Senor Wences to make a really obvious distraction!”




Suddenly two massive demon hives the size of skyscrapers ripped loose from the rocky terrain and smashed D’Lazza in between them.




Willow smiled wickedly, “If I could drop you off a cliff too, I’d say ‘meep meep’.  But I doubt you’d get the humor in it.”  She laughed unpleasantly.




D’Lazza roared underneath the massed rubble.  She sounded like a hundred angry dinosaurs.




Two more of the massive hives ripped loose from the ground and flew into the air, to smash down on top of the wreckage.  Willow smirked, “Oh wait, come to think of it, I can drop you off a cliff.”




She concentrated and inhaled hard.  But she wasn’t pulling in air.  She was pulling in mana.  The ground shook in a vicious earthquake.  Willow lifted off the ground.




The plateau split.  A canyon opened up underneath D’Lazza and the rubble.  It wasn’t a mere crack in the ground.  It was hundreds of feet wide, and so deep that it was impossible to see the bottom for the shadows.  D’Lazza and the hives collapsed into the canyon and fell.




The ground heaved again, and the sides of the canyon slammed shut with a deafening sound.  The earth shook so hard that it leveled everything that was still standing.




Willow smiled cruelly at the ground beneath her feet.  “Meep meep.  I hope I didn’t spoil the punchline.”






The earthquake sent waves of force through the barren rock.  The ground didn’t tremble.  It rolled and writhed and leapt like waves in an angry ocean.




Jaime had been pretty discouraged when the first quake hit.  She was the one with bionic legs, and she had still taken a tumble.  Alex had leapt into the air, Sam had dropped to hands and knees to ride it out, and then there was Buffy.  Buffy had balanced on the shaking ground like some sort of kung fu master.  Come to think of it, she was like a real kung fu master, only not eighty years old and wrinkly.




But this quake was a lot worse.  Even Buffy couldn’t stay on her feet.  Jaime was on her knees and her right hand, just trying to hang on and not get thrown into the air.  Even the demons were getting bounced around.  You wouldn’t think one of those lime jello demons would bounce like that.




Jaime had a grip on a rock, and had both her feet braced.  So she was sort of clinging to the ground like a rodeo rider to a bull.  Or maybe like a tick on a dog, which wasn’t as attractive an image.




Then she thought she heard it.  It wasn’t the kind of noise normal people would hear, or even could hear.  She pressed her bionic ear against the shuddering ground and listened as hard as she could.




Oh no.  She had heard that kind of sound before.  You couldn’t live in California with bionic hearing and not hear it eventually.




She raised her head and yelled.  She was going to yell for them to get away from the cliff edge as fast as they could.  She got as far as “Everybody!  Get away from the cl—”




The ground began to fault and collapse under her.  Despite the tossing, uneven ground, she moved as fast as she could.  She sprinted and jumped right at Buffy.




LVI — Avalanche




Hermione heard Jaime’s shout and knew what was going to happen.  She was a lot closer to the cliff edge than Jaime or Buffy or Alex.  And she could feel the cliff starting to give way.  She spoke into her earjack, “Alex, get Sam.”






Sam was about to countermand Hermione’s order when a jet of white light shot across the battlefield and hit her in the side.  She knew it was Hermione, even if she didn’t see how Hermione could hit a shaking target at this distance when she was getting tossed all over the place too.




The next seiche wave flipped her up into the air… and she kept rising.  She bounced about twenty feet in the air before she started to come back down.  It had to be Hermione’s weight reduction spell.  She spread out her arms and legs and drifted down.  If she only weighed a couple pounds and had this cross-sectional area, it would take a lot longer than normal for her to fall the twenty feet down to…




Uh-oh.  The ground under her dropped away in a horrific avalanche.  Every demon and vampire that hadn’t run away was being chewed to messy pieces by boulders and scree.




Hermione had been closer to the edge.  Her position was already gone.  And there was no sign of her.






Jaime staggered as the ground collapsed behind her, but she managed to grab Buffy as she ran past her.  She slung the blonde over her right shoulder and leapt forward.




Buffy yelled, “I hate being the last one out of town and getting the front row seat to the big collapse!”




Jaime actually knew what Buffy meant this time, since Buffy and Willow had told them all about the hair-raising final battle against the First Evil and the race out of town as the sinkhole collapsed right behind them.






Alex flew over the collapsing ground, hoping she was moving fast enough.  She could see Sam falling back down, and there was nothing underneath her except collapsing cliffs.  She was hoping Hermione had done the weight reducing spell, or she had no chance of keeping both of them up in the air.  Sam was the biggest member of the team.




She could tell Sam was falling too slowly.  So maybe it was the weight reducing spell.  After all, Hermione told her to do it, and Hermione was too smart to forget something like that.




She caught Sam around the waist and flew upward, watching the ground fall into boulders and dust and worse.  It was a good thing Jaime and Buffy were safe.




“Where’s Hermione?” she yelled over the crash of the avalanche under them.




Sam gave her a desperate look and pointed down.  Into the avalanche.






Hermione knew it was either her or Sam.  She wasn’t even sure Alex would have time to get to Sam.  There was no way Alex had time to round up both of them, even if she cast the weight reduction spell on herself too and jumped as high as she could.  She considered levicorpus and mobilicorpus, but she didn’t think they would keep her up in the air, just keep her a fixed distance above the ground.  And if the ground was collapsing under her, she didn’t know what would happen to the spells.




Instead, she decided to try something else.  She ran at the edge of the cliff and transfigured her clothes into a witch’s robes.  The dragonhide blazer wouldn’t transform, but her pants and shirt did.




Then it was time for the scary part.  She cast the spell that Harry called ‘vol de terre’.  It was Voldemort’s ‘fly like a bat’ spell that Snape had learned.  Harry used it now and then as an Auror, but then Harry was perfectly happy zooming at insane speeds on his Firebolt.  She preferred having her feet on the ground.  Not that she had a choice anymore.  She waved her wand in the correct movement and cried, “Volatus vespertilionis!”




She felt the forces lifting her, and she flapped her arms.  She moved forward, and upward.




It was working!  It was really working!




She flapped harder and tried to turn in a gentle circle.  She hadn’t really trusted the spell, and it wasn’t like there was an easy way to try it out, since you basically had to leap off something high and hope it worked the very first time.




She wondered if Harry had been in a real jam the first time he tried it.




She flew in a slow circle back to the plateau.  The cliff had collapsed for as far as she could see in either direction, and now it was about a twenty percent slope.  It looked like the first three or four hundred feet of the plateau was now down in the flats.  She hoped Team Two was all right too.






Xander looked out toward where the cliff used to be.  He hoped no one got caught in that.  He listened as the colonel started talking.




“Sweet maneuver.  But how did you know we needed to retreat toward the castle?”




Batman frowned.  “A few years ago, my city had a major quake that turned most of it into a no man’s land.  There were so many disaster areas it took years to rebuild, even with superheroes helping and funds coming in from a couple billionaires.  That was when I made sure I knew everything there was to know about earthquakes and quake damage.  So I already knew what the most fragile geology here would be.”






Willow knew that D’Lazza wasn’t dead.  As long as there was mana that the hellgoddess could reach, it would continue to exist.  But that wasn’t the point of the exercise.  The point was to gain a clean win for long enough to do the things she wanted to do next.  She knew the wizards weren’t still under D’Lazza’s control.  She had figured that out way back when Hermione had a backup plan that didn’t include anyone except Sam.  Back when Hermione had agreed to put Xander on Team Two.  There was no way Hermione would let a guy into this dimension without a cure, and that meant Kingsley’s men had to be cured already.  She also knew what all of Sam’s C-4 and detonators had to be for, when Selina didn’t take any of it to steal the crystal.  Willow didn’t need the crystal, but things would be really inconvenient without the power sources, and that much C-4 ought to be enough to trigger a chain reaction in the columns.  That would be a major problem.




So.  First tasks.  It was obvious who would be carrying the triggering systems.  Sam and whoever Sam had as her backup plan.  Probably her commanding officer Colonel O’Neill and perhaps the Jaffa Teal’c.  Willow knew Xander was a part of a team sneaking in through the other portal, and she could make some inductions about the other team members, even if Sam and Hermione didn’t want her to know.  She knew she needed to damage the triggering systems without showing her hand.  Then she needed to disarm and remove all the C-4.  Then she needed to deal with Selina’s backup plan, whoever that might be.  Probably the hottie in the bat costume.  She wasn’t too worried about Buffy’s backup plans, since Buffy naturally confided everything to dear, bubbly, naive Willow.




Then the spell triggered.




She suddenly remembered the spell she had cast just before she pulled in all that lovely dark mana.  Apparently, naïve Willow had learned a few things, the little bitch.  But remembering the spell wasn’t the problem.  The problem was the spell’s effects.  She started remembering more.  And more.  And more.




She remembered Jesse.  Xander.  Buffy.  Giles.  Oz.  Tara.  The list kept growing and growing.  Dawn.  Kennedy.  Rona.  Vi.  All the people she had ever cared for.  All the people who had ever cared for her.  Everyone who had fought for her.  Everyone who had risked their lives for her.  Everyone who had trusted her, even after the things she had done.




She screamed as the spell forced her to remember.  What the hell had she been thinking when she cast this before she sucked up the dark mana?  Only an idiot would want to go back to the way things were, playing second fiddle — second hundredth fiddle — to an army of snotty little Slayers and potentials.  But the spell was subtle enough that she couldn’t completely banish it.  And all it was doing was making her replay memories in her head, so she couldn’t block it with normal defensive magics.




She screamed again.  The sound flattened most of the demons within a quarter of a mile.  She sobbed in a voice that carried across the plateau, “Xander!  I can’t make it stop!”




LVII — Rescue Attempt




Xander heard the scream echoing across the landscape.  He turned to Colonel O’Neill and said, “Looks like I’m up.  You guys need to evac while I give this a try.”  He handed his P-90 and pouch to Jack.  “Keep listening over the earjacks while you clear out.  If I can’t stop Will, detonate the C-4.  Otherwise, we’re doomed.”




“How doomed is doomed?” Jack asked dryly.




“If Willow goes completely dark, she’ll be ten times the threat D’Lazza is.  Maybe a hundred times.  D’Lazza is a skanky demon with a big power source, but she’s an idiot.  Willow’s a genius.  She’ll figure out how to undo what we did, and she’ll have those portals open again in probably a few weeks.  And she’ll be a hundred times smarter about these demon invasions too.”




“Forget it, kid.  We don’t leave people behind,” Batman growled.




“I’m with Bats,” Jack insisted.




“Stop calling me that.”




“He started it!” Jack pretended to whine, pointing at Xander.




Xander looked at Jack and said, “It’s been a pleasure serving with you, sir.”  He snapped off a suspiciously official-looking salute and sprinted for the deadly colossus still standing amidst the wreckage.




Batman tapped into his private comm system and said, “It’s time.  Plan three.”  O’Neill looked at him with a raised eyebrow.  All Batman said in reply was, “This backup plan makes his own backup plans.”






Buffy held the Slayer Scythe in her right hand and sprinted at Willow.  She kept telling herself over and over that all she had to do was get the Scythe to Willow.  All she had to do was run up there as fast as she could, and it would be all right, just like she told her teammates.




Nope, she wasn’t with the believe-iness either.  Dark Willow beat the snot out of her back when Will was normal sized.  This Dark Willow only had to step on her to turn her into one very squishy Buffy.  And Willow was smart.  Way too smart.




Her best bet was if Will spotted her and tried to catch her in a magical trap.  She could slice through that with the Slayer Scythe, and if the trap was strong enough, it would probably have a mana link back to Willow.  Hitting her with a burst of white mana through that link would at least slow Willow down, if it wouldn’t stop her for long enough to do the job.




So she cut around behind Will, leaping over some big cracks in the ground and using some uplifted boulders to give herself some real distance on her jumps.




She leapt again, and… she kept rising.  Willow was trying to stop her.  She slashed ahead of her with the Scythe.




Nothing happened.  She slashed underneath, and behind her, and all around her in a circle.  She couldn’t find anything magical anywhere within reach.




Ugh.  Smart badguys.  Never a good thing.






Sam watched Buffy go sailing up into the air.  Buffy was too far away for them to provide close support, and moving closer would put them in Willow’s attack zone.  Sam turned to her team and said, “If Buffy fails, we’re going to have to go to backup plans K and N.”




Jaime rolled her eyes.  “Okay, you’re going to have to tell us what the heck plans K and N are, because you didn’t tell us up front.”




Sam nodded.  “I know.  But it’s time to let all of you know.”






Buffy tried holding the Slayer Scythe at its very tip and swinging the blade around.  She still couldn’t find any magical constructs.  She couldn’t sense any, either.  And she was still rising.  She was probably a good hundred feet up by now, which was of the bad.




Willow whispered to her.  But Willow was about the size of a twenty-five story building by then, so her whisper was as loud as a sonic boom to Buffy.  “Buffy, Buffy, Buffy.  Did you really think I was going to let you near me with that thing?  Or let you hack into a mana connection, after what you did to D’Lazza’s quaint little ‘arena’ construct?  No thank you.  I just subverted the local gravity and floated you upward.  No magic anywhere within reach.  Pretty much like this trick…”




Willow turned to face Buffy and made an arrogant gesture with one hand, like she was flicking away a fly.




Buffy suddenly found herself rocketing away from Willow, soaring upward and outward, like she had been launched from a cannon.  A really, really big circus-y cannon.  She was already a quarter mile away and hundreds of feet in the air, and still rising.  Smart badguys were always of the bad.






Sam watched in horror as Buffy’s body soared upward in the beginning of a ballistic curve.




Jaime choked, “Oh shit.  Is she going to come back down anywhere near here?”




Sam estimated, “Probably about five miles out.”




Hermione winced, “Can she survive the fall?”




Sam admitted, “Five miles?  Onto solid rock?  Not a chance.”




Jaime hoped, “Maybe she has a backup broom.”




Sam conceded, “Maybe.  I don’t think so, but it’s a maybe.  But she’ll have to remember it.  And mount it while she’s falling like that.”






Buffy tried to control her tumbling, but it was impossible with nothing to grab onto.  She could see that she was still rising, and still soaring further and further from everyone.  She reached into her pouch with her free hand and…




“Oh crap.”  Her fingers wouldn’t go in to the thing.  Her pouch was dead, probably thanks to Darth Rosenberg.  “I really hate smart badguys.”




She tumbled through the air and wondered how high she would get before she crashed to the rocks below.  She tapped her earjack.  “Buffy to team.  Buffy to team.  No broom or anything.  No pouch anymore either.  Write me off.  Get the hell out of that portal and activate final stage.  Do not — repeat — do not waste time looking for my remains.”




She knew she hadn’t survived a hundred foot fall through Glory’s portal to a stack of bricks.  There was no way she was going to survive this one.




And if this Willow brought her back from the dead, it would so not be of the good for little Buffys.






Alex watched in horror as Buffy was flung into the sky.  With no broom.  There was no one who could help Buffy.




Except her.




Maybe.




She turned and sprinted away from Willow.  She leapt into the air.  Speed wasn’t her strong point, but she didn’t have to go as fast as Buffy.  Not when Buffy’s body was coming her way, high up in the air.  She just had to make the interception.




LVIII — Intercept




Alex pushed her telekinesis for all she was worth, until it felt like her blood was heating up inside her body.  For all she knew, it was.  Her sister Annie had never let her test herself so hard that there was a risk of dying or getting really hurt.  So for all she knew, her blood really was heating up inside her body, and could burn her.  Or worse.  She pressed even harder.  She was not going to let someone die just because she was afraid she might get hurt.




She flew upward, hoping Buffy wasn’t going to keep going up and up.  The wind began making her eyes tear because of her speed.




Finally, Buffy stopped rising, and started to level out.  Or maybe drop.  It was hard to tell, since Alex was rising up toward her.  But she could see she was just going to miss.  She pushed as hard as she could, and stretched out both arms.




Somehow, Buffy managed to turn her body in mid-air like a cat, and stuck out one leg in Alex’s direction.  Alex grabbed Buffy’s boot with one hand and quickly scrabbled to get a two-handed grip.




As soon as Alex had a solid grip on her friend, they both began to drop.




Buffy looked up from where she was hanging upside down and said, “See?  I told you.  You can never have enough nice boots and shoes.”




Alex strained to pull them both upward, but together they weighed too much.  Buffy was petite, but was probably a good twenty or twenty-five pounds more than she could fly with.  So they were pretty much falling like a twenty pound mannequin.  She still said, “Fancy meeting you here.”




Buffy grinned and did a sit-up, bending so far at her waist that she was able to grab one of Alex’s wrists.  “Come here often?”




Alex strained as hard as she could, but they were still plummeting.




Buffy finally asked, “We’re not exactly making with the flight, are we?”




Alex pulled upward as hard as she could, but she still couldn’t stop their fall.  She finally admitted, “A little less with the flight and a bit more with the plummet.”




Buffy insisted, “Drop me.  If we crash, you won’t survive.”




Alex looked at her like she was crazy.  “No way!”




Buffy grimaced.  “Look, I can take a hit from a Polgara demon!  Drop me.”




“Not a chance.”  Alex strained as hard as she could.  She told herself she was not going to just let someone die.  She pulled until she thought her forehead would explode.  But the best she could do was to slow their drop just a tiny bit more.




After a few seconds, Buffy said, “Keep pulling us, only that-a-way.”




Alex suddenly had a thought.  She said, “Maybe I could shove you into my pouch and then you’d weigh about nothing, and…  Oh crud.”




“What?”




Alex groaned, “My pouch is dead too!  Maybe all of ’em are.”  She winced, “And we’ve got big trouble coming at us.”




Buffy complained, “I really hate clever badguys.”  She looked in the direction Alex was staring.




There was an absolutely ginormous dragon heading for both of them.




Buffy said, “Okay, here’s what I want you to do…”  She gave Alex a quick instruction, then used her strength to twist free from Alex’s grasp.  She fell, while Alex suddenly bobbed straight up like a cork popping to the surface of a pond.




Alex found herself able to fly again.  But there was still an eighty foot long dragon heading right for her and nearly in fire-breathing range.






Xander sprinted right at Willow.  There was no point in trying to be tricky about it.  She’d know he was coming.  If she wanted to squish him like a bug, he didn’t have much of a chance no matter what he did.  And if she didn’t want to squish him, he just had to get to her as fast as he could.




Willow hardly looked behind her.  She just raised one giant hand.  Xander suddenly found himself flying up into the air.  He gulped as he soared higher and higher, flying in toward The Incredible Colossal Will.  Then he felt himself slowing down, and he came to rest on the palm of her hand, which was bigger than a king-sized bed.




He wasn’t sure if he should lead off with the old classic, ‘hey there black-eyed girl’ because Will would know it meant he was there for her once more.  But she would know that already, since he just ran over to help her.  Or maybe he ought to go with something totally inappropriate.  Because he was looking at the biggest boobs he’d ever seen in his life.




Focus!  Don’t look at the unbelievably huge boobs in the cleavage that looked like something burned part of Will’s shirt off.  In just the right place…




Focus already!




He gave her his best ‘harmless goofball’ smile and tried.  He looked at the giant palm under his feet and asked, “Hey Will, did you know your life line has gotten a lot longer?”




Willow looked down on him and whispered, “I expected you to open with the ‘black eyed girl’ line.  It’s traditional, right?”




Even though she was whispering, the sound nearly knocked him over.  He said, “then you already know what I’m gonna say nmmmm.”  He suddenly realized that she had sealed his mouth closed.




She said, “I know, I know, it’s time for the yellow crayon speech again.  Heard it already.”  She smiled at him and deliberately said, “Bored now.”




Xander’s eye opened wide in horror.




Willow smirked at him and then said, “How about I give you a speech instead?  How’d you like to stay here?  With me?  Be my consort.  Have all the power you never had when you were stuck playing sidekick to Buffy.  You know she never appreciated everything you did for her.  I do.  I can give you strength.  And power.  I can give you your eye back.  I can give you me.  I can give you a Buffy who loves you, or an Anya who wants lots of orgasms, or a Cordy who would want to take you back.  I can give you any girl in the world.  I can give you any girl in any dimension of any of the universes now.  I can give you everything.”




Xander realized his mouth was unsealed again.  Man, he really hated that.  And he realized she was about five moves ahead of him on this, so he was in real trouble.  He asked her, “Can you give me my Willow who doesn’t touch black mana?”




She smiled.  It wasn’t a nice smile.  It wasn’t even a Willow smile at all.  She said, “You don’t understand yet.  I can give you your Willow.  I can give you every Willow you ever saw.  Every Willow you ever imagined.”




Xander said, “But then they wouldn’t be my Willow, would they?”






She flew through the portal, then upward and toward the battlezone.  She had one weapon with her, but that was all she expected to need.  She flapped her wings and headed to about five hundred feet above the ground.  At that height, she was soaring above enough of the mist that she could see the giant really clearly.  And it was big.  She had tangled with some oversized threats before, but…  It had to be well over two hundred feet high.




She soared in ever closer, and the giant turned slightly.




It was a woman.  It looked like a human female, except for the veins across the face.  If that was really a human, she was wielding a massive amount of magic.  And magic was one thing Shayera Hol knew how to handle.  As Hawkgirl, she wielded a Thanagarian mace made of Nth metal that absorbed magical attacks like a sponge.  That thing was…  How did Wally like to say it?  Right.  “You’re going down.”






Alex reacted just as the dragon blasted her with a giant burst of fire.  She turned silver so she wouldn’t get burned to a crisp.  The flames engulfed her, and she was really glad she didn’t have to breathe while she was all silvery.  She used her telekinesis to dart to the side.  It was just barely enough that she didn’t end up getting swallowed in one gulp.




She flew down the dragon’s right side and turned back to normal.  Then she slashed hard with her weapon as the thing’s immense wing flapped past her.  She carved a long slice into the huge wing before it flapped downward and moved out of her reach.




Then she was past the wing, and the huge, scaly tail was thrashing toward her.






LIX — Recovery, part 1




Alex let go of her telekinesis and dropped like a rock, going down a good twenty feet before she caught herself again.  The dragon still tried to smack her with its tail, but the ginormous thing missed her by a good arm’s length.




The dragon struggled to stay in the air and turn around.  She was hoping the thing would take off and go rest up somewhere, but it wasn’t giving up.  It turned a lot faster than she thought it would, especially with an injured wing.  And it looked pretty mad.  Mad at her.  Well duh, who else was hacking it up with big metal weapons?




It opened its mouth to blast her with more fire, and she hit it in the face with a blast of lightning.  That gave her all the time she needed to dart upward and avoid the next burst of fiery breath.  As the dragon soared just underneath her, she dodged to her left and down the side of the thing so she could take another cut at the already-damaged right wing.  She watched carefully.  The wing flapped down, and then back up.  She slashed with all of her strength.




The dragon roared in pain as its wing was nearly cut off.  It couldn’t stay in the air with only one working wing.  It fluttered and writhed as it fell.  Alex shifted her grip and flew as fast as she could for Willow.






Hawkgirl took her mace in both hands and aimed for the back of the giant’s head.




The thing didn’t bother to turn around.  Hawkgirl was still a good four hundred yards out when the giant raised one hand, and a sphere suddenly appeared around her.  A sphere thirty feet across, made of a shimmering, transparent blue energy.




She took her mace, and with one angry scream, hit the wall of the sphere with everything she had.  The sphere didn’t break.  It hardly trembled.  She hit it again.  And again.  And again.  Every time she hit the sphere, she felt the metal of her mace splintering the magical barrier, and yet it seemed like there wasn’t any effect.




Hawkgirl knew what that meant.  The giant was pouring more and more magic into the containment field with every blow.  And that meant Hawkgirl had to keep it up.  If she could force the giant to divert enough power, maybe the others could stop it.




She hit the magical sphere again.  And again.






Xander winced at the volume when Willow spoke again, “Sorry, but I’ve got to deal with the flying chick.  Weird bird costume, so I’m guessing Catwoman and her boyfriend brought her along to the party.  I got to bring party gifts, so why not everyone else?”




Xander gasped as Willow simply dropped him from her immense palm.  He knew he had to be two hundred feet up.  And no parachute.  Not even a magic broomstick he wouldn’t know how to fly anyway.  Not to mention that magic hardly ever worked right around him.




He felt a burning sensation in his eye socket, and similar burning feelings all over his body.  His ribs.  His chest.  His bad femur.  His bad knee.  His shoulder.  The skin where Willow had savaged him when he had stopped her from ending the world.  “Oh no Will, you didn’t!”




He looked down and saw that he wasn’t falling.  He was drifting.  He was floating downward slower than a hospital elevator.




His eyepatch and tactical vest unraveled into loose threads and fell away.  He blinked, and his eyes burned.




Eyes.  Plural.  He hastily pulled up his t-shirt and glanced at his chest.  The burns and scars and bitemarks were almost all gone, and the ones that were left were fading rapidly.  His bad leg wasn’t aching anymore.  He groaned, “Will!  You shouldn’t have!”






Hawkgirl continued to pound against the sphere.  She could feel that her blows were draining power from the forcefield, even if the sphere looked undamaged.  So she hit it some more.  All she could do was keeping pounding on it and hope someone else could take advantage of her distraction to stop the giant.






Sam smiled with relief when she saw Colonel O’Neill and the rest of Team Two jogging up with Selina.  She thought Selina’s ‘catgirl’ outfit was ridiculous, but her boyfriend’s ‘bat’ outfit was so over the top even Goa’uld wouldn’t wear one.  And that woman over there with the wings and the beak mask?  The only possible response was the colonel’s: ‘fer cryin’ out loud!’




“Sitrep, major?”




“Good to see you too, sir,” she said.  “We have D’Lazza down and we need to stop Dark Willow.”




He asked, “Is that a holographic image?  Just hoping…”




“No sir,” she said.  “That’s real.  It’s possibly a manifestation of the amount of magical power she’s wielding right now.”




“So... P-90’s not gonna cut it, are they?” he joked.  “I’ve got some C-4 left.  We can give her a hotfoot.”




Sam said, “Well sir, we have some plans in place.  I’m hoping we can go the Daniel route and not have to go the Teal’c route.”




He grinned, “You mean the Carter route; Teal’c never blew up a whole solar system.”




She refrained from burying her face in her hands.  Wasn’t anyone ever going to let her forget that one?  It was just that one time…






Hermione doubled over in pain, and tried not to groan out loud.  She looked up to see Sam staring at her.




Sam said, “You should have told me it was serious.  I should have gotten you evac’ed out.”




Hermione glared at her, “I’m not going.  And you’re not my commanding officer.  If I leave…”




And it hit Sam.  “You’re figuring one of us has to die, and if you leave, you’re abandoning us.”




“Of course!” Hermione threw her hands up in frustration, ignoring the blood on one palm.  “You heard the prophecy!  I know how these things work.  In triumph not all will survive.  If we win, at least one of us has to die.  Not D’Lazza, one of us.  It’s obvious.  And I promised Alex’s parents it wouldn’t be her.  It’s not going to be any of you if I can help it!”




“And that’s why you wouldn’t listen to me about a doctor,” Sam carefully said.  “And it’s why you lied about the medi-witch.”




“Partly.”  Hermione sighed, “Look, I’ve known since I heard the prophecy that I had to do this.  It’s my fault you’re all here, saving my world, and everyone in it.  I learned a lot about being a Gryffindor from watching Harry for all those years, and one big thing I learned is sometimes the needs of the people outweigh the needs of one person.  I was… kind of hoping it really was all the portals, and it could just be quick and not really painful.  But it isn’t the portals.  Still, I think I’m okay with it being me instead of one of you.  And there’s nothing you can do that can make me go.”




Sam sighed, “Okay.  If you insist.”  She carefully let her shoulders sag as if she was giving up.  She waited until Hermione turned away.




Sam stepped forward in a smooth aikido glide-step and sucker-punched the woman, catching her under the arms before Hermione could crash to the ground.  




The colonel smiled grimly.  “Nice one, Carter.”




She tapped her earjack, “Carter here.  I need evac ASAP.  Hermione’s unconscious and bleeding internally.  We need her out of here, and we need a medi-witch standing by.”




A deep, smooth voice boomed over her comms.  “Understood.  We’ll be at your location in under a minute.”




Another voice came over her comms.  This one had a heavy accent she was going to guess was Slavic.  “Sooner than that.  We haff in sight you now.”




Sam looked up in the direction of the portal, and she blinked.  Twice.  Okay, she was expecting a couple guys in funny robes on broomsticks.  But… a flying carpet?  Wasn’t that a little… clichéd?




The colonel stared at the flying carpet and said, “Okay, I was buying the broomsticks.  Sorta.  But fer crying out loud!”




Kingsley Shacklebolt and three other Aurors landed beside her.  The flying carpet landed, with an Eastern European man ‘flying’ it until it hovered inches above the ground.  The man was dark-haired and husky, with a big hook nose and thick eyebrows.




One of the Aurors carefully cast mobilicorpus and moved Hermione onto the flying carpet.  The rest of the group had their wands out as they looked for trouble.




Sam wondered aloud, “I thought Hermione told me magic carpets were officially banned by your Ministry.”




The man on the carpet said in a heavy accent, “Yes, but foreign wizards can haff them for personal reasons if visiting for less than a month, and I am only here for a Quidditch match.  And to see Hermione and her husband, and also Harry.”




Kingsley added with a smile, “And Mister Krum is a Senior Auror in his country, so we could deputize him when Hermione asked us.”






XL — Recovery, part 2




Xander stood twenty feet in front of Willow’s still ginormous left foot.  She was shrinking.  He was guessing Will was putting so much effort into containing the bird-chick that she was slowly losing control of whatever magics were keeping her kingkong’ed.




Still, Will was over a hundred feet tall, he was guessing, and at that height she wouldn’t need to blast him with super-powered magic bursts.  She could spit on him and drop him with a giant loogie.  Or punt him into the next dimension.  Or just step on him.  That would leave a mark.




She was still shrinking, but slowly.  He walked forward and deliberately leaned against the toe of her shoe, trying to make it look as casual as he could.  “Hey Will!  You busy right now?”




“Xander, please, not now,” she said from ninety feet up.




“No, this is important, Will.  I need you to listen to me.  I mean, thanks for the eyeball and all that, but my eye?  Not as important as you.”




“Xander, I’m not in pain from losing Tara, and I’ve heard the ‘yellow crayon’ speech.  I’m just trying to do some basic clean-up across the surrounding area, including undoing the damage you and your friends were going to do.  And keeping D’Lazza tamped down.  And stopping half a dozen other demon realms from invading as we speak, now that D’Lazza isn’t here to scare them off.”




He grinned, “Oh come on, Will.  You can be plenty scary.  Remember those ghost costumes you wore every Halloween?”  He slipped into his ‘Count Floyd’ imitation.  “Pretty scary stuff, eh?”




She rolled her eyes, but she shrank another ten feet.




Selina ran over and stood next to Xander.  “I thought you wanted to do the ‘white witch’ bit so I’d date you.”




Willow looked down and studied her.  “You’re pretty yummy, but you’ve got the Bat-guy over there.”  Willow stared harder and slowly said, “Bruce…  Bruce Wayne, multi-billionaire.  Good gig.  But you’ve also found out there are other Selina types… in other dimensions… neighboring dimensions… who aren’t dating their old enemy… and some of them just might be getting a little from one of two supervillainesses.   Hmm.”




Xander said, “Reading minds without permission isn’t nice, Will.”




Willow shrank a few more feet.  “Xander, I’m not nice.  I never have been.  I’ve just been too chicken to act on my feelings, and I’ve been afraid I would get caught, but I’ve never been a nice girl.  Even the so-called ‘nice me’ disobeyed mommy and daddy to go watch Christmas shows at your house.  Even the ‘nice me’ committed a variety of felonies by breaking into any computer I wanted to, to help Buffy.  I always wanted to know more, to be able to do more…  You know I was always interested in power.  Look at what I did when I learned I could do magic.”




Selina said, “Maybe, but funny thing there.  On a Hellmouth, surrounded by dark magics and dark forces, you still insisted on helping the heroes and doing white magics.  You didn’t become Amy.  Or Amy’s mother.  Or Rack.  Or Mrs. Post.  Or any of the other villains you told us about.  You tried to cope with your addiction to magic.  You just fell apart when Tara died right in front of you.”




Willow smiled coldly.  “You make me sound like Saint Willow of Sunnydale.  Maybe you didn’t hear that I ruined Xander’s chances with Cordelia.  Or that Vampire Me turned herself into a master vamp in record time.  Maybe I looked like a good girl, but there’s always been a monster inside me, afraid to come out from behind the curtain.”




Xander said, “Will, there’s a monster in all of us.  It’s part of being human.  Even Tara wasn’t perfect.  Remember the spell she did that kept us from being able to see demons?  We almost died from that one.”




Willow shrank another five feet.  “That wasn’t her fault.  She was scared.  Scared people do stupid things.”




Xander said, “She was way closer to a saint than me.  But she wasn’t perfect.  Giles isn’t.  Miss Calendar wasn’t.  Buffy certainly isn’t.  Dawn isn’t.  No one is perfect.  You were, for the longest time.  Your parents left you alone, in that big house, and you behaved.  You chose to fight against the forces of darkness, when you could have run and hid under the bed like ninety-nine point nine nine percent of Sunnydale.”




Willow said, “They killed Jesse!  I couldn’t let them get away with that!”  She shrank another five feet.




Selina said, “You chose to be good when your parents weren’t home.  You chose to fight the bad guys, when you didn’t have to.  It’s not the monster inside us that makes us what we are.  It’s what we choose to do when the monster wants out.  It’s what we choose when no one else can see us.”






Alex flew right for Willow’s giant form.  But Willow wasn’t a two hundred fifty foot monster anymore.  She was maybe eighty or ninety feet, and maybe getting smaller.  She wasn’t blasting everything in sight with dark magics; she was standing there talking to Selina and a yummy-looking guy who was probably Buffy’s friend Xander.




That meant Alex had a tough decision.  She hefted her weapon and knew she had two options.  She flew past the ball of energy that was holding a superheroine in a weird bird costume.




She knew what Buffy had wanted her to do.  She could either Slay or save.  It was up to Alex to make the final decision.  A life-or-death decision.  A choice that could save a heroine or doom dozens of dimensions.




She chose.




She could have tried to kill Willow.  Slice right through her neck with what Buffy had given her when Buffy pulled the sword from her hand and then twisted free.  But she was sure she didn’t need to.  All she needed to do was give Willow the chance.




She flew right at Willow’s back and pressed the Slayer Scythe against Willow’s gigantic spine.  There was a flare of pure white energy that was too bright to look at.  She just pressed the flat of the Scythe harder against Willow’s back and tried to feel it as Willow shrank so she could keep the Scythe on the same place.  Pretty much.




She stopped squinting when the white light suddenly dove into Willow’s back like dust bunnies into a vacuum cleaner.  Willow was thirty feet high and still shrinking.  Alex made sure she kept herself floating down so she could keep the Scythe against Willow’s back, but it was getting to the point where the Scythe was going to be longer than Willow’s back, and either the point at the top was going to jab into Willow’s skull or the stake part at the bottom was going to jab into Willow’s behind.  She decided she’d better turn the Scythe so it was sideways.




As she moved the Scythe, it suddenly shifted on its own.  And she found she couldn’t let go of the thing either!  It whirled around to Willow’s front, dragging Alex with it.




She found herself being hugged by a twenty-foot giant with a Scythe stuck in between them.  If she hadn’t been wearing her dragonhide jacket, the blade probably would have cut right into the side of her left breast.  Which would not be good.  Or even of the good.  But Willow was sobbing, “Thank you, oh thank you so much, I don’t know if I could’ve done it without the Scythe…”




Alex could feel Willow was still shrinking.  It wasn’t long before Alex was standing on her feet, still getting hugged by a now normal-sized, not-veiny-at-all Willow whose hair was slowly turning from black its usual vibrant red.




Selina said, “Nice work, Alex.”




Alex thought that was maybe the first compliment Selina had given her, so she said, “Thank you.”




The muscled dark-haired guy who was down to a ragged t-shirt said, “Yeah, thanks a heap.  I’m Xander.”




She said, “Alex.  You must be Buffy’s other friend.”




Xander looked at Willow and asked, “So, is this Buffy’s latest kohai?”




Willow gave a tired smile and nodded.  “Yep.”




Alex had to ask.  “What’s a co-hi?”






LXI — Recovery, part 3




Sam led her team toward Willow and Selina.  She was keeping Jaime and Harry on point just ahead of her, and letting the colonel move on her six with the guy in the bat costume.  Now that Willow was under control, the magical containment overhead had released the woman with the wings and the mask like some sort of raptor.  Boy, and she had been thinking of Selina as one of the more normal team members.




So… if Selina was ‘Catwoman’ and her boyfriend was ‘Batman’, did that mean the winged flyer was going to be ‘Eaglewoman’ or ‘Hawklady’ or ‘Ospreygirl’?  Not that she was going to ask.  She knew her commanding officer well enough that she was sure he wouldn’t be able to keep quiet.




She checked her earjack, “Any company approaching that we need to worry about?”




“Nothing on our six,” said the colonel.




“Nothing visible from up here,” the woman with the wings said.




She said into her earjack, in situ




Just as she got to Willow and Selina, she heard Selina ask, “So where’s Buffy?”




Willow suddenly burst into tears.




Alex tried not to cry too as she admitted, “I couldn’t carry her and stay in the air and avoid the dragon too.  She shoved the Scythe into my hands and grabbed the sword and twisted out of my grip.  And she f-fell.”




Sam asked, “How far did she fall?”




Alex swallowed hard so she wouldn’t choke on her tears.  “M-maybe eight, nine hundred feet.  I didn’t get a good look, because I was fighting that dragon.”




Sam looked around at the rocky terrain and winced.  She looked over at the colonel for direction, but he waved at her to keep going.  She checked, “Do we have time to recover her body?”




Willow said, “It won’t be too long before some neighboring demon dimensions try invading.  But we can make time.  We can alter time if I have to.”




Sam winced inwardly at the thought that Willow wasn’t exaggerating.  That Willow still had enough power to do something as impossible as locally altering spacetime in ways that ought to violate fundamental physical principles.  But if Willow was powerful enough to bring the dead back to life, and powerful enough to use an artifact to cast a spell that affected people all over the entire planet, then time was probably manageable for her.




Willow lifted the Slayer Scythe in one hand and began chanting.




Sam watched as the colonel mouthed ‘what language?’ at her.  She mouthed back ‘maybe Sumerian’.  He rolled his eyes.  She knew he was thinking he should have brought Daniel along too.




After a few more seconds, Willow pointed with the blade end of the Scythe.  “She’s that direction…  And… wait!”  Tears of joy began streaming down her face.  “She’s getting closer!  She’s not dead!”




Xander turned and yelled, “Buff!  Hey!  Buffster!  Over here!”




A small figure stalked forward out of the heavy fog.  At first all they could see was that she was holding a sword in a very menacing position.  Then they could see that… she was soaking wet.




Buffy stormed toward them.  She was soaked in filthy brown water, and it looked like she was bleeding from a hundred cuts and bites.  She was wielding the Sword of Gryffindor as easily as if it was made out of plastic.  And the sword was covered in demon goo.




Buffy stomped up to their position and exclaimed, “Look at my hair!  How am I gonna get this stuff out of it?  And my nice new dragonhide jacket.  It’s ruined! …  I made Alex drop me over one of the lakes, but the lake-y demons are totally nasty.  All tentacles and teeth.  I had to drag the last one all the way out of the lake before it’d let go of me.”




Xander said to Colonel O’Neill out of the side of his mouth, “I think she’s okay.”




Jack O’Neill exhaled slowly.  She fell maybe a sixth of a mile… into a lake full of monsters… and then she had to fight her way out?  And she was tiny.  She looked like she couldn’t pass the physical requirements to get into the Air Force Academy.  He murmured, “Yep, when they get to the part about the ruined clothes, they’re okay.”  Man.  Where could the SGC get a Buffy?  And maybe a Willow too.  The thought of some of those snakeheads running into a real goddess?  That would be spectacular.  And hilarious.  He would pay good money to watch Willow and Buffy plow through a couple Goa’uld and all their minions.  He’d even bring the popcorn and jujubes.




Willow burst into tears again and hugged Buffy, despite the dirty water dripping down her.  “Buff, I’m so so SO sorry!”




Buffy smiled slightly and patted Willow’s back.  “I know.”




Willow cried harder.  “I’ll never touch dark mana again, it was so awful, and I couldn’t control it, and even with my secret spell I couldn’t make it stop, and this was just so bad…”




Buffy sighed, “Will, it wasn’t even as bad as the time after Tara died.”




But Willow wailed, “I’m a horrible person!”




Xander grinned, “But you said that when you copied the wrong pages out of one of Giles’ books.”




Willow looked up.  “Xander!  That was bad!  We accidentally released Moloch into the internet!”




Xander teased, “Hey, but you got a pen pal out of it.  Temporarily…”




Willow pouted, “Not funny!”






Colonel O’Neill stepped over to Sam.  “Psst.  Are all their tales this weird?”




Sam whispered back, “This isn’t even close to the weirdest tale I’ve heard out of Buffy and Willow.”




The colonel gleefully rubbed his hands together.  “You know what this means when we get back.  Story time!”




Sam tried not to sigh out loud.




Sam watched as Willow wielded the Slayer Scythe and Harry wielded a magic wand.  Harry did a Drying Spell, a quick scourgify, and a couple tergeo spells.  Willow chanted in what sounded like Sumerian, and Buffy’s already preternatural healing got a severe jumpstart.  That was followed by another chant, this time for more cleaning.  By the time the second chant was done, the cuts and bites on Buffy’s skin were already healed.




The colonel whistled softly.  “Instant healing, no sarcophaguses need apply.”




“Sarcophagi, sir,” Sam corrected without thinking about it.




The colonel murmured, “That may be the ‘official Spacemonkey plural’, but I like ‘sarcophaguses’.  Makes ’em sound less dangerous.”




“Yes sir,” Sam nodded.  “Does make you wonder why the aftermath of our missions can’t be that simple.”




He nodded.  “But ya know, I’ll take things as they are.  No giant hellgods, no vampires, no demons, just pompous snakeheads with minions who can’t shoot straight.”




She refrained from nodding.  Buffy’s world and Hermione’s world had all kinds of spells and powers and effects that could be really useful in a war against the snakes.  But the downside was what came with the spells and powers.  Dark wizards.  Demon dimensions and real hellgods.  Vampires.  Even goblin bankers who carried grudges.




She wondered if there was a way to evaluate whether all the dimensionless physical constants changed when you crossed to one of these other radically-different universes.  If the coupling constant for the strong force and the gravitational coupling constant were adjustable in ways that would drive a strong anthropic principle, then maybe the presence of ‘magic’ in a dimension or set of neighboring dimensions could be explained in terms of unified field theory… and that meant…




“Carter!”




“Yes sir!” she snapped to attention.




“You got lost there in Science Land.  Let’s get back to the SGC before you do any more of that.”




“Yes sir,” she said, trying not to blush.  It was one thing knowing a man who could make her blush.  It was another thing to have that man as her commanding officer.




He tilted his head.  “And we’ve got our extraction force on the way.”




LXII — Exit




Sam watched as Kingsley Shacklebolt and a team of four other flyers on broomsticks swooped in, accompanied again by the man on the flying carpet.  She wondered how she was going to phrase that in her after-action report.  ‘Then we got on a flying carpet and flew to the portal.’  General Hammond would ask her if she needed some vacation time.  Okay, she was going to call it ‘a mode of transportation without conventional power sources’.




There were half a dozen extra broomsticks on the carpet.  She decided she was going to take a broom, just to see the expression on the colonel’s face.




Willow said, “I can fly just holding onto the Scythe.”




Alex said, “I can take someone else if they do a weight reduction spell on them first.”




The redhead with the wings said, “I can carry another person, but it won’t be as convenient as the, ahem, magic carpet.”




Mister Krum grinned from his carpet.  “I haff enough room for everyone else.”




The colonel spotted Sam holding the broom and asked, “Hey, can I fly on a broomstick too?”




Harry pulled a really fancy-looking broomstick out of a pouch around his neck, and he said, “It’s easy.”




The colonel looked at Xander and said, “Come on.  How often do you get a chance like this?”




Harry walked Jack and Xander through the basics.  Calling the broom up to your hand, mounting the broom, and steering.  It didn’t surprise Sam that a top-notch fighter pilot like Colonel Jack O’Neill took to broomsticks like a duck to water.  Xander seemed a little more hesitant, but with the colonel egging him on, he was quickly flying around as well.




Sam waited for the combined teams to move out together.  Selina and Batman joined Jaime on the carpet.  Buffy grabbed a broom and began flying looping circles around Willow.




The group took off together, although Sam noticed there was some messing around.  Buffy and Xander started looping around each other, while the colonel tried to talk her into some close-formation drills.  But before Jack worked up to giving Sam a direct order, they were already closing in on the correct portal.




“Hey, what’s with the new gear down there?  That is our portal, right?” Alex checked.




Sam called out loudly enough for everyone to hear, “It’s mine.  I had another teammate set it up after we cleared the portal and engaged the enemy.  It’s for the next step.”




“What’s this one?” Buffy teased.  “Plan Z94?”




They landed in front of the portal, and Mister Krum rolled up his flying carpet with the tap of a wand.




Jaime asked, “You think the support people stopped the demon armies charging through?”




Buffy smirked, “Are you kidding?  There won’t be anything there except squashed demon and grilled demon and… whatever Selina’s buddy does.”




Selina insisted, “She’s not my buddy.  But she does whatever she needs to.  No matter how impossible it might be.”




They stepped through the portal into King’s Cross Station.




There were hundreds of demon corpses all over the station, and mounds of vampire dust.  Three people stood before the portal in readiness.




One was a tall, powerfully-built black man with a gold symbol carved into his forehead.  He wore a tac ops vest, camo pants, and military boots.  And he wielded a Jaffa staff weapon.




One was an attractive, busty young woman with curly black hair who was holding Buffy’s troll hammer.  She wore skin-tight leather pants and a red leather halter top.




The third person was a tall, beautiful, black-haired woman of Amazonian physique, whose curves made the other woman seem underdeveloped.  She wore a maillot, metal wrist bracelets, a tiara, and boots.  In her hand she held one end of a golden lasso.




The Aurors were well behind the trio, moving dead demons out of their way.  Off to the side were several medi-witches, one of whom was trying to deal with a now-conscious and very cranky Hermione Granger.




“Hey Teal’c, having fun?” called out Colonel O’Neill as he walked through the portal with Xander Harris.




Teal’c inclined his head slightly.  “Indeed.  It is an honor to fight alongside warriors of such skill.”




Xander grinned, “Totally.  Faith rocks.”




Faith tilted her head at the other woman.  “Yeah, well that’s nothing.  Di here kicks ass.”  She grinned, “Di, gotta admit it, you got mad skillz.”




Princess Diana of Themyscira carefully said, “Thank you.  I think.”




Three Aurors stepped forward and joined Harry beside the portal.  They started a complex spell to close the portal.




Sam asked, “About how long will it take for the portal to close?”




Harry said, “Once we finish the spell, about thirty seconds.”




Sam nodded and said, “Colonel, we need to finish our prep.”




Willow confessed, “Umm, I think your triggers are pretty much fried.  Sorry.”




Sam checked, “But the C-4 is still untouched?”




Willow sort of hunched over in embarrassment.  “I, umm, didn’t have time to get to them.  They were all boobytrapped, somebody did a really smart job on them, so I was going to do this spell that would make the C-4 break down into precursor chemicals, and then there wouldn’t be anything to go boom.  Sorry.  But on the other hand, I didn’t get around to it.”




Sam just nodded.  She stepped over to the side and opened a military-green metal case that sat off to the side and out of the way.  She pulled out two brand-new trigger systems.  She turned them on, pressed a couple buttons to run each through some sort of self-check, and then handed one to Colonel O’Neill.




He purred, “Egggggcellent,” in his best Montgomery Burns voice.  Then he turned and called out, “All right campers!  Everyone make sure they’re not directly in front of the portal!”




Sam adjusted the controls for her monitor, which was fixed on the underside of the case’s lid.  She checked that her camera on the other side of the portal was working.




Willow said, “It sounds like you’re expecting some bleed-over.  Let me just put up some shielding, just in case.”




Sam nodded at Willow, and Willow made a small, curving gesture with her right hand.  A dark green shield fifteen feet across leapt into being just ten feet past the portal.




The colonel looked at Sam and grinned, “Yowsers, Penny.”




They nodded at each other.  The colonel murmured, “Three… two… one… go.”  They pressed the buttons simultaneously, and Carter started a ten second countdown.




Just as the portal shrank down to a glimmering white disk only a foot or two across, the monitor showed — from the distant area where the power sources sat — the sudden eruption of a nuclear-sized explosion.  In only about a second, the blast overran the camera, killing it.  The disk of the portal flared a ferocious red just before it winked out of existence.




Xander grinned, “Wow, when you said a big boom…  That was awesome!”




O’Neill patted him on the shoulder and said, “Nothing but the best for you, kid.”




“And you got to watch it with two eyes,” Buffy smiled.  “Dawn is gonna freak when we get back.”




“Good freak or bad freak?” Xander wondered.




“Oh, good freak.  Definitely.”  Buffy paused for a second and added, “But no idea how you’re gonna make with the ‘splainy to your girlfriend.”




Xander slapped himself on the forehead.  “Ugh.  We’re gonna have to do the whole Giles talk too, aren’t we?  I’m gonna need you, Faith, Giles, Will, Dawn, and—”




“Andrew?” Buffy grinned maliciously.




“Not Andrew!” Xander yelped.  “No!  Not Sir Geeksalot!”




Buffy said, “Whatever we do, she’s gonna be pissed you didn’t tell her sooner…”




“Yeah, thanks for the reminder,” Xander grumbled.  “I go through all this effort to keep from dragging her into our world, and then I get something I can’t explain rationally.”




Willow whimpered, “I could put a glamour on it so it looks like your eye used to, but it won’t stay bespelled forever, and the glamour could be broken down by a lot of things, and magic doesn’t work right around you anyway, so…”




Xander sighed, “And anyway, we all know I’ll stop moving like I’m Pirate Pete and give myself away.”




Buffy patted him on the shoulder.  “Hey, look on the bright side.  If she gets mad and dumps you, you’ve got Dawnie waiting in the wings.  And Vi.”




Willow added, “And Sonia.  And M’Chamma.”




Xander complained, “But M’Chamma is a Bevix demon!”




Willow pouted, “But that doesn’t mean she’s not a nice person.”




Sam looked over as her commanding officer mouthed ‘Bevix demon?’  She just nodded.  Explaining Buffy and Willow and their friends was going to take days.




Instead, she walked over to where a medi-witch was arguing with a now-conscious Hermione.  The medi-witch was fussing, “You’re pregnant.”




Hermione glared at her.  “Yes, I know.  I already received that diagnosis from a dead psycho.”  She looked up at Sam and said, “It’s a miscarriage.  That has to be the culmination of the prophecy.  I should have guessed.”




The medi-witch said primly, “Young newlyweds are prone to unanticipated pregnancy, it’s just that Purebloods aren’t usually that fertile.  But you’re Muggleborn, and your husband…”




Harry couldn’t resist.  “Weasleys do tend to breed like garden gnomes.”




Sam gritted her teeth again.  They had dragged a pregnant woman into a warzone, and she had lost her baby as a result.  Sam was never going to forgive herself for this.  Even if it was part of a prophecy.  Whatever that was worth.




Xander and Willow walked over to see how Hermione was doing.  Xander asked, “D’Lazza gonna live through the big booms?”




Willow nodded, “Oh sure.  As long as there’s any mana left in her control, she’ll stay alive.  She probably won’t enjoy the next million years, though.  She probably won’t be able to dig her way out for a long time, maybe not until there’s a few million years of erosion to wear that plateau down, and there won’t be any surviving minions to help her for miles and miles.”




Colonel O’Neill said, “You know, I think I’m okay with that.”




Alex asked, “So… how mad is she gonna be when she finally gets out of the ground and gets strong again?”




Willow blushed, “Umm, really, really mad.  But we’ve got her only focusing crystal, and she can’t build any new power sources.  So she’s sealed off in her dimension permanently.”




Sam asked, “And how long do we have before we’re sealed off here permanently?”




Willow said, “Hermione figured about two hours from this point, but I’m going to go out on a limb and say… two hours and ten minutes.”




“Wow Will, that’s a pretty daring prognostication,” Xander grinned.




Colonel O’Neill clapped his hands together and said, “So let’s head ’em up and move ’em out!”




Xander frowned at him, “Hey, I wanted to say that.”  He started singing the ‘Rawhide’ theme song, and the colonel quickly joined in.




Sam turned to Buffy and asked, “Is my commanding officer going to be a bad influence on your friend?”




Buffy laughed out loud, “Oh no, no one is a bad enough influence to be a bad influence on Xander.  He’s gonna be the bad influence if anyone is.”





Move 'em on, head 'em up,

Head 'em up, move 'em out,

Move 'em on, head 'em out Rawhide!







Alex stepped over and asked Sam, “Are all the soldiers in your dimension like that?”




Buffy started laughing so hard Sam thought she would choke.






Batman swirled over to Selina and quietly asked, “Is this what you’ve been having to put up with for the last several days?”  He tried not to rub his forehead at the headache O’Neill and Harris were giving him.




She gave him a tiny nod.  He murmured, “We need to investigate what their counterparts are in our dimension.  All of them.  A supervillain with Carter’s mind?  She could give Luthor a run for his money.  But she or O’Neill could be a valuable asset.  Rosenberg could be incredibly dangerous.”




“She is,” whispered Selina.  “She’s also the kind of person who’ll bake you cookies as an apology and then stew about one mistake for years.”




He nodded tensely.  “We have to find out if there could be any of these Stargates buried on Earth, or any of their threats out in the galaxy.  We have to find out whether there could be a secret community of wizards like Hermione and Potter, and if not, what Hermione is doing with her life.  The equivalents of Buffy and Jaime and Alex may be wasting their potential, since they never faced the crises that turned them into what they are today.  And Buffy’s friend Faith worries me.”




“More than Willow?” Selina checked.




“Yes,” he growled.  “Look at how she moves.  What she projects.  What she tries to conceal.  Without magic, Willow would probably be a computer programmer or a reputable scientist.  Without powers, Faith is probably a runaway living on the streets.  Maybe a career criminal.  She could easily be turned into another Cassandra Cain, or even a Harleen Quinzel.”




“And what about Harris?” she asked.




He groaned quietly.  “He worries me more than I want to admit.  Harris, in our dimension, could be a slacker living in his parents’ basement.  Or if he’s had to face the wrong things, he could be anything.  He could be another Nightwing.  Or he could be another Joker.”




“Or another you.”




“Yes.  Do not tell him I said that.”





LXIII — Departure Gates




The crowd of people stepped through the portal into Hermione and Ron’s house.  Harry called out, “Attention everyone!  Hermione’s at St. Mungo’s and safe, and Ron’s with her, so I’ll be doing the spell to open the portals.  Make sure you’ve got all your gear.  We don’t have that long before the focusing crystals lose their power and the portals become impossible to open again, so let’s get ready.”






Batman and Wonder Woman walked over to Alex.  Alex tried not to be nervous as she said, “Hi there.  I saw all those demons and all that dust.  You must be pretty awesome.”




Diana smiled at the child.  “Thank you.  And you must be ‘pretty awesome’ from what I heard.”




Batman handed Alex a sheet of paper.  “If you ever have to leave your dimension, or end up trapped in one of the dimensions we know about, look us up for help.  These are radio frequencies that normally get monitored, and codewords most of our dimensional analogues should recognize.”




Diana said, “We should be able to help you get back home.  And if we can’t, we would be honored to have you join the Teen Titans, or if you’re older by then, perhaps one of the Justice League teams, like the one we’re on now.”




Alex gulped.  “Thank you.”  She was having a hard time understanding why superheroes like them would want her, but she still thanked them.




Batman glared at her.  She refused to wilt under his stare.  Not after what she’d been through just in the past few days.  He said, “You still underestimate yourself.  You may not be Superman or Wonder Woman, but then… no one else is.  Take a long, hard look at yourself and ask yourself these questions.  You live in a universe where someone can get superpowers from a chemical spill.  Is it likely that you’re the only one this ever happened to?  No.  Is there anyone in your whole world who is more powerful than you are right now?  Possibly not, or you probably would have heard about them in the news.  Is there anyone out there trying to protect not just a city or a state, but the whole planet?  And should there be?  We have a Justice League to protect our world from threats both within and without.  Why don’t you?”  He turned and walked away.




Wonder Woman said, “We didn’t think in terms of putting together a team of superpowered heroes until we had to.  Here’s your chance to be smarter than Batman.  I heard a little bit about you from Selina.  Go home and stop your supervillain.  Then start work on what you ought to be doing for the rest of your life.”




Alex managed to thank her again.  Then she sat down and started thinking.






Sam announced, “Attention everyone!  I have intel I want all of you to take home.”  She started handing out sheets of paper.  “Here’s the lat-long for all the Stargates and sarcophagi and live canopic jars we’ve found in our dimension.  You ought to check and make sure there’s nothing like that in your world.”




Jack walked over and held up a slip of folded paper which he handed to Xander.  “Check it later.  No rush,” he whispered.




Willow smiled, “Ooh!  We have papers too!”  She handed out one sheet to Harry and to each of her teammates except Buffy.  “These are details on the quotes to search for in your old texts so you can find out if your world has a Vampire Slayer and vampires and demons and stuff.”




Ginny had papers too.  She said, “Hermione had some stuff written up for everyone too.  They’re notes on how to contact the Ministry of Magic if there is one in your dimension.”




Alex said, “But wait!  There’s more!  If you act before midnight, you get our special bonus gift!”  She handed samples of the GC-161 to Sam and Jaime and Batman.




Buffy grinned, “It slices!  It dices!  It makes hundreds of julienne fries!”  She gave Alex a hug and said, “That’s my girl.  Just remember, bad guys hate the good quippage.  It puts ’em off their game.”




Alex hugged her back and said, “Thanks.  For everything.  And one other thing…”




“Yeah?”




Alex smiled, “What are julienne fries?”




Buffy laughed, “I had to ask Will.  They’re just thin French fries.”  She handed Alex a piece of notepaper she had written on.  “Here’s six martial arts styles I think would work for you.  Most of ’em probably exist in your world.  And some movies you need to watch to work on your quip-fu.”




Alex hugged her again.  “Thanks for everything… Master Po.”




Buffy grinned, “Hey! No comparing me with the old bald wrinkled guys!”






Alex walked over to Ginny.




Ginny gave her a huge hug.  “I heard you caught Buffy in mid-air.  And you fought a dragon.  And you saved Willow.”




Alex blushed, “I just did what Sam and Hermione told me to.  And stuff.”




Ginny said, “Hermione really did get the perfect team, after all.  Didn’t she?”




Alex shrugged a little.  “I think so.  Darth Rosenberg is pretty darn scary, but we wouldn’t have beaten D’Lazza without her.  I mean, Hermione’s trick with the crystal and those Aurors was really clever, but D’Lazza would’ve killed all of us like stepping on some ants.”




Ginny noticed what Alex was carrying.  “Is that… the Sword of Gryffindor?”




Alex shoved it into Ginny’s hands.  “Yeah.  But I can’t keep it.  Here.  It’s an awesome weapon, but it shouldn’t go with me.  Just let Harry and Hermione figure out something totally amazing to do with it so those goblins leave Hermione alone.”




Ginny grinned, “Yeah, Hermione ought to be able to think up something so clever it’ll have the goblins gnashing their teeth for centuries.”




Buffy’s friend Xander came walking by, hugging everybody.  He hugged Ginny and said, “Hey, congrats, and good luck on the wedding deal.  Here’s my gift: don’t have it on a Tuesday.  Tuesdays never work for us, no matter what we try.”




He turned and hugged Alex.  “Thanks for saving the Buffster.  She’s pretty much Determinator Girl, but I think dying three times should be enough for anybody.”




Alex didn’t know what to say, so she just said, “You’re welcome.”




Xander grinned, “And here’s my gift for you.  When you go after your Big Bad, take lots of C-4.  C-4 solves every problem, and it’s fun to watch.  Plus, Will said this Atron chick tried to blow you up and your parents too?  Bads who do that, when you blow up their place, it really feels karmic.”




Alex watched as Xander made the rounds of the room, hugging every pretty girl, especially Selina.  And then Willow made sure to hug every pretty girl, especially Selina.




Willow came by and gave Alex a huge hug.  “Thank you so much.  I know you could’ve just…”  She made a throat-slashing motion with her hand.  “But you didn’t.  And you saved Buffy.  And you saved Sam.  And you got the Sword of Gryffindor, so there are some grumpy goblins now, and they totally deserve some grump-causing.”




Then Xander winked at Jack O’Neill.  Xander deliberately walked over to where Batman was arguing with Harry about Wizarding laws.  And he did the most irritating thing he could think of.  He hugged Batman.




“Stop it, Harris!” growled the Caped Crusader, while nearly a dozen people snickered.




“What?” complained O’Neill.  “Does this mean I don’t get a hug?”




“Stop it, Colonel,” Batman growled.




Harry stepped over to the stones.  “First portal coming up!  Who’s first?”






Buffy strode through the portal carrying her luggage in one hand and her weapons bag in the other.  Faith came right behind her, casually swinging the troll hammer in one hand and easily holding Willow’s suitcase in the other.  Willow and Xander came right behind them.  Willow reached behind her, touched the portal, and watched as it shrank into nothingness.




Xander announced proudly, “Big Bad beaten, vampires vanquished, and I got to help blow up something that was like a nuclear bomb!”




Dawn said, “And this is news… because?”




Buffy wasn’t surprised that she got a hug from Dawn and one from Rona and even one from Andrew.  She was surprised — well, a little surprised — that she got one from Giles.  Maybe old British guys can get worried too.




Willow hugged everybody and immediately started telling them that she fell off the wagon and went all Darth Rosenberg again.  Xander went around the room hugging everybody except Andrew.




Faith put her palms out, “Unh-uh.  You know I don’t do the whole huggy thing.”  Dawn hugged her anyway.  Faith complained, “No way, G-Man, don’t you dare…”




But Giles smiled gently and hugged her as well.  He whispered, “If I don’t hug you, Xander will come over and make some excuse to hug me.  Such a thing is not to be borne.”




Faith grinned.  She wasn’t fooled for a second.




Xander had a respite for a few seconds, and he pulled out the note Colonel O’Neill had slipped him.





Xander,




Since it looks like you could use some extra support, here are the names of three Black Ops tac teams that might be active in your world too.  They might even know about your kind of stuff.  If your people have the kind of pull I’m guessing they do, you’ll know someone important who can put you in contact with one of these teams.  Look to them for training in hand-to-hand and weapons, expertise in strategy and tactics, and maybe some really cool weaponry that might accidentally get left lying around.  Plus, the right way to blow stuff up.




Good luck,
Jack






Buffy had a moment to herself, so she pulled out the piece of paper Sam had slipped into her blazer pocket just before she walked through the portal.





Buffy,




Thanks for everything.  I think I lost my ability to have fun until you and the others showed me what I’ve omitted from my life for the last several years.  Still, I’m never going to be able to look at a vampire movie the same way, ever again.  Since I’m your friend, I want to tell you something only a friend can say.  You need to find a good psychiatrist for your people.  The Air Force deals with PTSD all the time, and your team faces far more threats than even the SGC.  Xander may not have physical scars now, but he still carries scars inside himself.  As do you and Faith and Willow, and probably every person you work with.  Look for a shrink who knows about the darkness, so you can tell him the truth.  Maybe even one you’ve saved.  This is really important.  Now go read the note I gave Willow.




Your friend,
Sam






Buffy rushed over and found Willow reading another handwritten note.





Willow,




Thanks.  I know you risked everything to save us in that dimension.  I appreciate it, even if you gave me a dozen new gray hairs, which I can’t afford to let show unless I want my commanding officer to tease me about them.  Be sure to read Buffy’s note too.  And here’s a sliver of a control crystal from my dimension.  If you ever need to find us again, or you ever need to flee from your dimension, use this to track us down.  I figure you’re the only person in the multiverse with the knowledge and the power to do it.




Your friend,
Sam






Buffy wrapped an arm around Willow’s shoulders and said, “Hey, I guess we made good with the impression-y stuff.”




Willow read Buffy’s note and said, “Yeah.  And we need to find out what’s in Xander’s note.”




Buffy shrugged carelessly.  “Probably from Jack.  How to blow stuff up better.”




Willow stopped reading when she heard Faith call out, “By the way, everybody.  That hot brunette Red’s been crushin’ on?  I got pix!”




Xander laughed, “Hey look, Willow’s blushing!”




Willow fussed, “Faith!”




Faith grinned, “Hey Red, don’t sweat it, I got pix of Di in action too, and you’re gonna melt when you see them.  And everybody, I got some pix of T working that staff weapon.  The man rocks tha big guns.  I bet he’s gonna be Number One on the eye candy site on our intranet.”




Dawn flung herself into Xander’s arms and squealed, “Xander!  Your eye!  And your scar!”  She hugged him ferociously.




Xander gave her a hug in return.  “Yeah, all my scars.  Turns out I just needed to go visit Doctor Darthiness to get all fixed up.”




“All fixed?” Dawn teased.




Xander smirked, “Hope not.  Just fixed up.”




Vi squeezed her way past Dawn, “Hey, my turn.”  She hugged Xander too.  Then she asked, “You gonna tell your girlfriend you were hugging a roomful of 10’s?”




Xander smirked, “Tell her?  I’m gonna show her.  I got pictures of all of ’em!”




Faith teased, “Yeah, X got to hug the busty hotties.”




He grinned back.  “Yeah, Selina’s stacked.  But Shayera nearly put my eye out — again — with that beak helmet thing.  And I gotta say, Diana’s about as huggable as a girl wearing body armor.  She’s got muscles you could probably bounce bullets off.  I mean, even her boobs are tougher than my muscles.  Whoever she dates probably has to be a guy of steel.”




Faith nodded.  “Yeah, Di’s like insane strong.  I once threw an engine block at a demon.  She’s thrown a tank at a supervillain.”




Xander said, “But think about it.  Who wants to live in a world where you’ve got badguys you have to throw tanks at to hurt ’em?”




“Eww.  Good point.”




“Dawn, don’t touch that candy, it’s for Xander,” Buffy insisted, without even looking over toward her bags.




Seconds later, there was a sickening noise from the direction of Buffy’s luggage.  “Blurgh!”




Buffy smiled a very smug, self-satisfied smile.  “I knew if I told her not to eat it, she’d be in it.”




“Bluwwy!  I hay oo!”




Buffy reached into her purse.  “Now Dawn, smile for the camera.”  Flash!




“Bluwwy!”  Flash!




Buffy grinned, “Okay, one more, strike a pose.”  The only posing Dawn did was with her middle fingers.  Flash!




“I hay oo oh mutch!”  Flash!




Buffy said, “This’ll make a great pic for our next Christmas card.”




“Bluwwy!!!”




“Wow, so that’s what the Ton Tongue Toffee does?”  Xander grinned, “That George is one warped dude.  I have got to try one of those canary creams.”




“Are you nuts, boytoy?”




“Mmm, caramel-y goodness!  And… Tweet!”




“Okay B, I gotta admit it, that’s funny.”




“Will, why’s he doing the Snoopy Dance?”




“I think it’s the Woodstock version of the Snoopy Dance, ‘cause he’s talked about it before but he’s never had enough feathers to do it.”




Giles took off his glasses and polished them furiously.  He had to.  If he looked over at Dawn futilely trying to grapple with her three-foot tongue even once more, he would burst out laughing, and she’d never forgive him for that.




Xander stopped dancing and complained, “Dang!  I molted already!  Is there another canary cream in there?”






Alex stepped through the portal into her living room, and was suddenly engulfed in hugs.  She hugged Ray and then hugged her mom and dad.




Her mom didn’t want to let go.  “Oh honey, I was so worried!”




Her dad said, “This was worse than when Danielle kidnapped us.  Your mom… well, both of us… we…  You’re our little girl, and we worry, okay?”




She hugged them back and said, “Okay.”




Ray hugged her again and whispered, “I was worried too.”




She sighed, “Then I guess it’s a good thing you didn’t see what I was fighting.  Real vampires.  Real demons.  Magical stuff.  I had a duel in mid-air with a dragon that had to be eighty feet long.  And the badguy was a real, live hellgod.  My teammate Willow beat the tar out of it.”




Ray looked her in the eye and said, “I thought you’d be a lot more upset about all that.  You usually worry a lot about the stuff just around town.”




She pursed her lips and said, “I found something out.  I can be a superhero.  A real superhero.  Not just a girl who has weird powers, but someone who can be like the superheroes in comic books.”




Her dad worried, “Are you sure?  How can you know?”




She said, “Because some of my teammates — the women I spent five days with — are real superheroes.  One of them is just an ordinary woman who happens to be a genius, and she fights things on other planets who are trying to destroy the Earth.  One of them is an ordinary woman with no powers who spent her life training until she’s as good as some of the superpowered people in her world.  And her world is more like a comic book than… than Ray’s old comic books!”




She led everyone over to the living room, where she sat on one couch next to Ray, while she settled her parents on the other couch.




Her dad said, “Honey?  You seem… a lot more self-assured.”




Her mom said, “I was going to say forceful.”




Ray smiled at her.  “I was going to say… umm… maybe dynamic.”  He whispered in her ear, “Really I was going to say kick-ass but I don’t wanna say that in front of your parents.”




Alex nodded.  “I learned a lot this week.  An awful lot.  For years I’ve been running around being afraid of stuff.  Afraid of getting caught.  Afraid of getting hurt.  Afraid of having you get mad at me.  Afraid of not being good enough.  Afraid of running into someone or something that was way too tough for me.”  She took a deep breath.  “I found out I don’t have to be like that.  I found out real heroes can be afraid, because it’s what you do when you’re afraid that makes you a hero.  I found out I can do pretty much anything when it comes down to protecting the three of you.  I found out real heroes face stuff way out of their weight class, and figure out how to win anyway.”




She said, “In Hermione’s world there’s a magical sword that only appears to Gryffindors.  Those who are the bravest.  The people it has come to in their time of need?  They’re treated like the bravest wizards in Hermione’s whole world.”  She stared intently at her parents.  “It came to me.  I can do this.  I can be the person who saves the day.”




Ray squeezed her hand.  “Alex, you are the person who saves the day.  You always have been.  Maybe you didn’t believe in yourself before… but I did.  I still do.”




She hugged him fiercely.




Her mom took the opportunity to say, “I sent a note into school that you had the flu.  With the weekend, you only missed three days of school.  Ray got all your assignments for you.  So now you can catch up on everything, and I think Mrs. McGurty has a math test for you to take.”




Alex just nodded.  A math test just didn’t seem too intimidating after the things she’d seen.  She said, “And I’ve got something else to work on.  We’ve got to track down Danielle Atron as soon as we can, and stop her.”




Ray wondered, “What’s with the big rush?  You’ve been saying we’d deal with her minions and let the FBI find her.”




Alex pursed her lips.  “If we don’t find her soon enough, she’s going to start dosing herself with GC-161 and then taking the antidote if she doesn’t get the powers she wants.  And we all know she can do that as many times as she wants.  We can’t wait until she gets a power set dangerous enough that the police and FBI can’t stop her anymore.  Because if that happens, she’ll probably come after me.  Or after you guys, just to be mean, and then after me.  And either way, I’ll have to fight her with everything I’ve got, and then my secret will be out there.”




Her dad carefully asked, “Alex, how can you be so sure about this?”




“Because it’s what she’d do.  Because she’s more selfish than anyone else I ever met.  Because I found out what things are like for other people like me.  Because… the hellgoddess we were fighting showed me Ms. Atron like that, and she nearly killed me.”




Her mom said, “Alex honey, that doesn’t make it true.”




Alex shook her head slightly.  “No, but it makes it real enough that we need to start worrying about it.  And we need to start worrying about other places around the world.  If this is a universe where people can get superpowers from chemical spills, how likely is it that I’m the only one in the world anything like this has happened to?”




Her dad looked shocked.  Then he said, “You really have grown up, haven’t you?  I never thought of that.  All this time, and none of us at the lab or at the university have talked about it.”




Her mom said, “Alex?  The whole ‘more grown up’ thing?  It looks wonderful on you.”




While she and her mom hugged again, Ray said to her dad, “You have the contacts to find out what other people are working on in other labs.  And what kinds of stuff the science community is talking about.  I can start searching YouTube and MySpace and stuff like that for possibilities.  If we can find a place where there’s a possible, Alex can find ’em and help ’em.”




Her dad said, “What are we going to do if we end up with a gang of kids who have superpowers?”




She smiled, “You can call us the Teen Titans.”






Jaime stepped through the portal, her suitcase hanging carelessly in her right hand.  Oscar slapped his files closed and blanked his computer screen.  Then he hurried out from behind his desk and took her hands.  “Welcome back, Jaime.”




She grinned, “It’s nice to be back and be somewhere sane.  Without demons and hellgoddesses and superpowers and…  Well, when I tell you what happened, you won’t believe me.”




He said, “If it’s any more unbelievable that what Hermione did…”




She smirked, “Oh, it makes what Hermione did look like one of those street magicians.”




Oscar grinned, “In that case, let’s round up Steve and Rudy and Peggy, and I’ll take everyone out to dinner so you can tell us the whole story.”




“Great,” Jaime smiled.  “And I still want more vacation time.  But I’m willing to cut a deal with you.  We can make it ‘downtime’ where I’m getting martial arts training and weapons training.  Plus I still want to do some substitute teaching again.”




Oscar rubbed his jaw with his thumb and forefinger.  “Hmm…  Martial arts training?  Weapons training?  We can’t count that as vacation.  That’s definitely work.  Special training courses.  I think we’ll have to set those up and give you hazard pay while you’re doing them.”




She laughed as Oscar started figuring out how to make the system work for her.  Just like he always did.






The portal opened, and Selina stepped through with one of her bags, followed by Batman, who was carrying her other bag for her.  She reminded him, “And you only get the small box of chocolates.”




Wonder Woman and Hawkgirl stepped through after them.  Shayera said, “I know you’re not comfortable with us here, in your private sanctum.”




Diana said, “It means a great deal to me — to both of us — that you chose us to assist you and Selina.”




Bruce said, “It means a great deal to us that you came when I asked.”




Selina said, “And, as a token of our appreciation, chocolate!”  She handed the two boxes of Honeydukes chocolates to them.  “And don’t open them around Wally or Kyle, or you’ll have to share.”




Shayera smiled.  “Opening a box of candy around Wally means you get to look at the pretty appearance shortly before ninety percent of the candy vanishes out of the box.  I know better.”




While Shayera was talking, Diana was unwrapping her box.  “Oh Hera, this is good!”




Shayera hurried to get her present open as well.  “Let me try one of mi-  Mmm.  Mmm!  This trip was worth it just for the chocolate!  Selina, you are now my favorite member of the Bat-family.”




Selina watched out of the corner of her eye as Bruce frowned at that.




Diana said, “Let us transport up to the Watchtower and get out of your way.”




Shayera said, “And so we can eat all our chocolate without you watching.”




Selina laughed, while Bruce just stood there refusing to enjoy the humor.




Once the two superheroes had transported up, Bruce marched into his lab and carefully locked away the GC-161 and the Fainting Fancies.




Selina said, “What?  Aren’t you going to hurry and start analyzing them right away?”




He took off his cowl.  “No.  I missed you.  I think Bruce Wayne and his girlfriend need a vacation, somewhere secluded.  Just the two of us.  Dick can watch Gotham City for a week.”




She gave him a kiss and said, “And anyway, you’d need to let both of those chemicals sit for a while, so anything from their dimensions can fade away and you’ll only have usable stuff left to analyze.  You really think one week will be enough?”




He frowned at her.




She gave him a cat-like smile in return.  He never liked it when she figured out what he was really up to.




He kissed her and said, “Let’s go pack.”






Sam stepped through the portal with the colonel and Teal’c, and found herself standing in the gateroom once more.




General Hammond called out over the speaker system, “Welcome back, SG-1.  I take it you were successful?”




“Indeed, GeneralHammond,” Teal’c boomed.




“Yes sir,” the colonel grinned.  “Two hundred foot hellgoddess?  Squashed like a bug on a windshield.”




General Hammond’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but all he said was, “I look forward to the debriefing.  But first, see Dr. Fraiser in the infirmary, and I want Dr. Jackson going over everything you brought back.”




The colonel insisted, “Well, don’t let him eat all the chocolate.  Word is, it’s scrump-diddly-umptious.”




Sam carefully said, “Umm, sir, don’t let him open up any of the chocolate boxes.  Most of them are gifts, and the ones in the paper bags are for research.”




The colonel grinned, “Come on, Carter.  Let’s get our USDA daily recommended amount of big honking holes poked in our skins.”




Sam distinctly heard General Hammond say, “Walter, I want you guarding the chocolates while Doctor Jackson is looking through everything.  Don’t let him eat any of them.”




Sam grinned to herself as she walked toward the infirmary.  Walter was well-known through the SGC for his lack of a sweet tooth.  You couldn’t leave a bag of potato chips anywhere near him, but she was sure the candy would be safe with him there.




The standard post-mission protocols weren’t particularly fun, but they were essential.  Sam wasn’t a fan of getting stabbed in the arm with syringes, but she believed it was important.  So she didn’t complain.  And it wasn’t that bad, really.  A blood draw, a tissue sample, and a cheek scraping.  Most of the exam was non-invasive, like the MRI and the CAT scan.  It was just that the colonel couldn’t resist teasing Janet too.




Sam had been expecting that Janet would turn up something peculiar from the healing potions she had swallowed only an hour or so earlier.  But apparently, they didn’t have equipment that could detect the effects of ‘magic’.  Sam needed to think about how to address what she saw as a hole in their methodology.




Daniel dropped in after she showered.  “So… Sam.  I heard you had some papers for me?”




She handed him the sheet from Willow and the sheet from Hermione.




He nodded.  “Yeah, I sort of already started checking up on both of these.  These are useful, and I’ll follow up, but there’s no trace in the archives of anything that would be a reference to the Vampire Slayer or the Watcher’s Council.”




She found she was glad to get the reprieve.  No magic, no vampires, and no demons.  She was relieved.  A lot more relieved than she had expected.  The thought of facing things like those vampires and demons at any moment was scarier than she wanted to consider.  In fact, she wasn’t going to go see a horror movie for a long, long time.




He looked over the sheet from Hermione and said, “Okay, I checked that and that, and this one won’t go anywhere.”  He looked up and said, “We can check the two other points, but I think it’s safe to say, at this juncture, that there isn’t any Ministry of Magic in this dimension either.”




She nodded.  “I didn’t think there would be.  I can’t prove it, but I have a working hypothesis that the fundamental physical constants of the universes are so different that magic and vampires just can’t exist in our dimensions.”




“Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?” he asked with a little Daniel-smile.




She thought it over for a second.  “On the whole, I’m going to predict that it’s a good thing.  Goa’uld are a big enough pain in the ass.  Real hellgods with their own dimensions of minions, with the ability to open portals anywhere in our reality?  Not good.”  She smiled, “Or, as one of my colleagues would say, “Not of the good.”




“Not of the good?” Daniel reiterated.  “Hmm, is that from a non-English speaker?  Possibly Finnish?”




“Nope.”  She made sure to pop her ‘p’ like Jack did when he wanted to be extra-annoying.




“Not Finnish.  Hmm…  Perhaps—”




Jack interrupted, “All righty, campers!  Are we all ready for our exciting debrief that Danny and the general won’t believe?”




Daniel said, “I did meet Hermione and see her in action, and I did hear Sam when she ‘dialed home’.  So… Vampires, demons, magic, real hellgod…  How much stranger can it get?”




Jack grinned and tried an odd British accent, “Ours goes all the way up to eleven.”




It took her almost a second to remember the reference.  By then Teal’c was asking, “Why would that be remarkable, when many instruments go up to one hundred, or to arbitrary numbers of digits?”




Jack led him off to the briefing, explaining about guitars and amplifiers, and promising to show him Spinal Tap at their next movie night.




Sam was unsurprised when the debriefing meeting was just the general, his adjutant, and SG-1.  This really wasn’t the sort of material that anyone wanted the NID to get hold of.  Or Kinsey.  Or anyone, really.  She couldn’t see how any outsider could look at full disclosure of the events, and not think she was either insane or a pathological liar.  Or both.




General Hammond had everyone sit in their usual places.  Sam noticed that she and Daniel had notebooks, while Jack had what looked like a pad of square paper for origami.  She didn’t think she could keep a straight face if he started making little cranes and frogs.




The general asked, “Was the mission a complete success?”




She nodded.  “Yes sir.  We’re not going to have to worry about portals from hell dimensions, and we’re not going to have to worry about magical attacks.  Also, we have a couple samples from Hermione’s dimension that might just give us another weapon against the Goa’uld.  We’ll have to evaluate them and see…”




It took her four hours to cover everything that could be relevant, particularly after the colonel started providing commentary that led to a series of tangent discussions.




“Yes sir, she was able to turn herself into a two hundred fifty foot giant, in defiance of the square-cube law and everything else I can think of.  And it was definitely not a hologram…”




“Well sir, I wouldn’t exactly describe it as the colonel did, in terms of Japanese kaiju movies.  But I would say that we would be talking about even more destruction.  Their battle did level every structure in sight, and kill everything within half a mile, and then cause two earthquakes.  The second one, I would categorize as a 9.9 on the old Richter scale…”




“Yes sir, they did in fact fly on broomsticks and carpets.  While wearing long black robes.  And while the colonel did make a joke about black cat familiars, Hermione’s cat isn’t a black cat, and Hermione assured me that her old Transfiguration teacher can turn herself into a tortoise-shell cat and back…”




“Yes sir, I would describe Alex and also Selina’s friends as ‘superheroes’ in the comic book sense of the term.  Alex could fly, use telekinesis, blast lightning from her fingers, and also shapeshift into a silvery semi-solid phase that apparently allows her to take substantial damage without lasting side effects…”




“Well sir, I would say that Teal’c would have a better idea of their capabilities, since he fought alongside them guarding the portal while we ran our mission…”




“No sir, I didn’t consider recruiting any of them, since it appears that they all have duties back in their own dimensions which are just as critical to the preservation of their worlds as our work here…”




“No sir, I am certainly not going to include anything like that in my mission report.  I think I would get a Section Eight if I really explained in detail some of the things I saw…”




It seemed like she had been talking continuously for a month by the time they stopped.  She had those blood samples up in the bio labs so she could find out if gene therapy might endow ordinary people of her dimension with ‘magical’ abilities.  But she wasn’t sure it would be safe to let ordinary humans gain magical abilities.  If it was even possible in this dimension.  Oh, she’d trust Daniel.  And Teal’c.  And maybe Jack too.  And General Hammond.  But certainly not most of the people she had met.  Still, additional knowledge about gene therapy could be valuable in some other context.  And she had a sample of GC-161, which she wanted to analyze and then see if it could have the same effects in this dimension.  Not that she had high hopes.




Plus, she had some candy in her lab.  She casually mentioned that she wanted to start studying the candy from George, just to get a reaction out of Daniel and Jack.




The colonel naturally asked, “So, is it magically delicious?”




She didn’t have to come up with an answer, because Teal’c instantly started asking questions about Lucky Charms cereal, and why those children felt that the leprechaun did not deserve even one taste of the cereal.




She let the team follow her back to the lab, because it wouldn’t be a good prank if she had to be obvious about it.  She walked in and dismissed the airman who had been guarding her samples.  Then she shoved the biggest box of Honeydukes chocolates into her desk drawer.




The colonel immediately started rummaging through her paper bags.  “Mmm, toffee!”




Daniel quickly looked as well.  He said, “Hey Sam, you brought back chocolate creams for us?  Thanks!”




She carefully repressed a smirk.  “Guys, don’t eat any of those.  Umm, colonel?”  She knew Jack and Daniel wouldn’t leave the candy alone.  Teal’c just raised an eyebrow at her words, as he kept his hands to himself.




“Blargh!”




“Tweet!”




She pretended to be upset.  “Those are special samples!  I can’t go back and get any more!”  But she made sure to take pictures.  Lots and lots of pictures.




Teal’c was utterly expressionless as he calmly stepped out of the room.  But Sam could hear his rich laughter booming down the corridor.






Hermione didn’t really like it when Ron was being over-protective.  Again.  But she still let him side-along apparate her to the house.  Anything to get out of St. Mungo’s, when they had made her stay there for six hours for ‘observation’.  She knew she had missed saying goodbye to her team and their friends.  And she had really wanted to give everyone a goodbye hug.




Ron whispered, “Just watch out.  The whole family has to know by now…”




They walked in and found the entire Weasley family there, along with Harry.  Molly rushed over and hugged her.  Then Ginny hugged her.




Harry hugged her and said, “At least this prophecy didn’t take seventeen bloody years to work out.”




Ron said, “And the Healers said there’s no permanent damage, so we can have a baby when we’re ready.”  He gave his mum a stern look.  “When we’re ready!”




At least his dad stood up for him this time, “Molly, come on, be fair, you have a grandchild to fuss over, and Hermione needs time to recover.”




Ron smirked and ruthlessly said, “And besides, when are George and Perce and Charlie going to get married and give you grandchildren?  They’re all older than us.”




Molly got a light in her eye and opened her mouth to say something.  George instantly made a choking noise before disapparating away.




Percy said, “That brings something up, mum.  I’d like to bring someone special over for dinner and see how she gets along with the family.  And if she likes everyone, I’m… going to pop the question.”




“Well it’s about time!” said three different people.




Arthur assured him, “And we’ll be sure to search George ahead of time for any sweets.”






Epilogue — One Month Later



Hogwarts.  The headmistress’s office.



“Now that the Ministry has announced the threat of those demon portals is officially over, the Auror Office sent me an owl.  Mister Potter will be available to guest lecture after all.”




Headmistress Minerva McGonagall was conducting yet another faculty-staff meeting.  She still didn’t know how Albus managed not to go mad from the things, with everyone whining about the least little imagined slight.  But everyone else thought the meetings were a good thing, so she conducted them every other Sunday afternoon in her office.  Somehow, it seemed to reduce the tensions and make everyone — except her — happier.  Or maybe they were just happy to be out of the meetings once they were over.  




She looked down at her sheets of parchment.  “Now the Ministry says they can loan us Mister Potter for only three days, so we need to arrange his schedule fairly carefully.  I really don’t think we can squeeze in History of Magic lectures and Defense Against the Dark Arts talks for every single year in only three days, so we need to think about combining classes for this.  After all, we’d like Mister Potter to be willing to come back again some day, right?”




Filius Flitwick asked, “Could we arrange to get Mrs. Granger-Weasley to come in and do the talks in History of Magic?”




Pomona Sprout admitted, “I was thinking the same thing…  I hate to say it, but do we really want the children having to listen to her lectures?  Hermione is a brilliant woman, and one of the best students I ever had, but her speaking style…”




“Leaves a bit to be desired?”




“Is dryer than the Sahara?”




Minerva cleared her throat.  “We all know that different people have different strengths.  And while Mrs. Granger-Weasley would be able to give the students a great deal of detail on the Voldemort Wars, I think it quite likely that she might… over-indulge.  A little.”




Filius grinned, “As in three-foot essays that come in at fifteen feet?  In extremely tiny handwriting?”




Minerva admitted, “There is that.”  She still remembered one Hermione Granger essay on transfiguration of liquids that had taken her longer to read and grade than most of the essays turned in by the rest of the class combined.




Pomona smiled, “Perhaps Ron Weasley would be available.  Or Neville Longbottom.”




Minerva nodded, “Good ideas.”  While Albus had concentrated on gathering teachers who could help him in his war against the Death Eaters, Minerva was now focused on finding people who were the best teachers.  Poor Severus was long dead, as was Charity Babbage, and Professor Binns had finally been ‘retired’ during the Battle of Hogwarts.  So Minerva had a much kinder Potions teacher, a much more dynamic History of Magic teacher, and a much improved Muggle Studies teacher with a vastly improved Muggle Studies syllabus.  They could even teach Muggle Studies properly now without having pureblood trustees angrily complaining to the Ministry, or Death Eaters attacking all the Muggle Studies students as soon as they went home for the summer; that was something Albus had been forced to work around by not allowing the Muggle Studies teachers to do a proper job.




Hagrid was back to working as the groundskeeper, and the new Care of Magical Creatures teacher was a lot more careful about exposing the children to uncontrolled dangers.  Although Hagrid was really an immense help in the fifth through seventh year Care of Magical Creatures classes.  Pomona was talking about retiring in a few years, but she wanted to groom young Neville Longbottom to take over for her eventually.  So Minerva was satisfied with all of her teachers… except her two Divination teachers.  But Sibyl had agreed to retire after this year, and they had found Firenze a new herd in Romania.




Now it was just a matter of finding a competent teacher for Divination, no matter how much Minerva disliked the whole subject.  She had five suggestions sitting on her desk, including Luna Lovegood.  Still, she felt that Miss Lovegood probably needed five or ten years of seasoning as a teacher before she would be ready to teach the subject at Hogwarts, assuming she wanted to, given the ridiculous stories she kept writing for the Quibbler on creatures that Minerva was sure didn’t exist.  Crumple-Horned Snorkacks, indeed.




In the meantime, Minerva had to deal with the ongoing argument about making the teachers’ lounge a ‘no smoking and no wandwork’ zone.  It wasn’t as if all the teachers didn’t have their own private offices and rooms and work areas.




Sibyl Trelawney said, “I have seen into the…”  Suddenly she twitched.  Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she began speaking in a deep, powerful voice that Minerva had been warned about but had never before encountered.




The three of gold plus one of red.  

Bloodlines combine so we are led. 

Five more are born and they all grow. 

To Hogwarts castle they then go.  

The boy who lived and the girl of the diary.  

Their children three are brave and fiery.  

The chosen girl and her partner red…




A minute later, Sibyl blinked and said in her normal voice, “Oh, I’m so sorry Minerva, did I fall asleep in the middle of the staff meeting?”  Everyone just stared at her in shock.  “What is it?  Is there some drool on my cheek?”
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