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The Occupation Evaluation Occurrence



She was discouraged. She was way beyond discouraged. She had just gotten turned down for an acting role for the third time this week. Yesterday, she was too buxom for the role. Today she was too flat for the role. Two days ago, she was too average for the role. Why didn’t they just say she sucked and they didn’t want to hire her? No, in Hollywood, you never said that, just in case the actress you treated like crap yesterday suddenly made it big and you needed to have her not trying to destroy you.




And now she was looking for a new job and failing at that too. She needed a better job than waitressing. She had an apartment she liked, and she didn’t want to move. Even if there was no one in apartment 5A now and the landlord was threatening to raise all the rents to make up for the loss. She’d been in her nice apartment for five years. Five years with a whopping total of zero actress gigs. Five years learning that she couldn’t get an acting job, and she was dumb, and the other actresses she used to hang with were so stupid that by comparison she was Stephen Hawking. Oh, and now she actually knew who Stephen Hawking was, and she actually knew people who knew Stephen Hawking.




She turned the corner, and finally found the hotel she was looking for…and it was a pile of rubble. Was she cursed? Maybe she’d just lost the ability to locate addresses too. She pulled the car over to the opposite side of the street and got out. There were over a dozen young women standing around, staring at the wreckage and chatting. Two of them were talking to a couple policemen, so she had to wonder if the building just fell down. Maybe one of them could tell her if she was even in the right spot.




As she crossed the road, two more young women turned and headed her off. They weren’t even young women. They were girls. She would have put them both at around fourteen. They were very cute, and dressed in exercise togs, with matching gymbags slung over their shoulders. But they were young. Young and pretty and full of energy. She felt older just looking at them bounce toward her.




“Hi!” That was the perky blonde with the ridiculously expensive Body by Brazil exercise outfit. Oh, she would have killed a couple casting agents for that outfit, although maybe not in that shade of lavender.




“Can we help you?” That was the even perkier brunette with the not quite as expensive Victoria’s Secret Sport exercise outfit in teal.




She glanced again at the piece of paper in her hand. “This is…I mean, it used to be…the Hyperion Hotel?”




The blonde nodded, “Yep!”




The brunette agreed, “Yeah, right up until last night.”




Oh God. If it collapsed last night, how many dead bodies were in there? Why weren’t there firetrucks and ambulances and EMTs and emergency crews all over the area?




The blonde said, “Hey, chill.”




The brunette said, “Don’t faint on us. No one got hurt.”




The blonde grinned, “But someone lost all her Justin Bieber posters!”




She said, “Is that really a loss?”




The blonde said, “He’s cute!”




The brunette said, “He’s so last month.”




The blonde said, “Well you still like Jesse McCartney!”




She couldn’t help giggling at them. Maybe she had missed out on too much plain old ordinary girl-time over the last few years.




The brunette asked, “So how come you’re looking for the hotel?”




She glanced again at the paper in her hand and said, “I was supposed to have an interview for the receptionist job. I guess that’s shot too.”




The brunette said, “Oh! We could use a good receptionist! Super important quiz time. What are we wearing?”




She grinned, “You’re wearing Victoria’s Secret Sport. I love that twist-back tank, and the color looks great on you. She’s wearing Body by Brazil, the Alto racer bra and capris, but she should really go with their raspberry or black, it would be a better color for her.”




“Told ya!”




“Shut Up!”




She went on, “The woman over there talking to the cop who needs to have her uniform re-fitted is wearing…Oh my God, are those real Dolce and Gabbana heels? I love those! I can’t afford ’em, but I love ’em!”




“Okay, you pegged the shoes. What about the rest?”




She looked hard. She wasn’t close enough to make out details, but…“That’s not a D & G outfit, but it’s got an Italian cut to it. What, Versace?”




“Ooh, that’s so close!” the blonde squeaked.




The brunette smiled, “Okay, you totally pass on part one.”




She suddenly remembered Leonard telling her about the tests Sheldon gave him before considering him as a roommate.




The blonde smirked, “Test time, part two! Vampires who sparkle in the sunlight: date, marry, or stake?”




She snickered at the intensity on the girl’s face. Despite what she thought they might want her to say, she told them, “Stake.”




“Justify your answer.”




This was turning out to be more like being back in her apartment than she had expected. She smiled wider and said, “There are lots of vampire myths, from all over the world, but sparkling in the sunlight isn’t one of them. And that whole creepy stalker in your bedroom while you’re asleep thing? Not romantic. They eat people. And they outlive people. Wanting to date a person? That would be like me wanting to have a long-term romance with a pint of Ben and Jerry’s Fudge Brownie ice cream. After the wrapper’s been peeled off. It’d last about thirty seconds after I got it home.”




The brunette looked at the blonde and said, “Best answer yet.”




The blonde said, “Okay, you should get the final tests from the boss.”




She noticed they didn’t call anyone over. They just stood there like they didn’t have to. The petite blonde in the gorgeous to-die-for Gabbanas suddenly interrupted the police officers and walked over.




Oh my God, that top really was Versace! And those pants were Italian cut, but not Versace or D & G, but the little blonde totally pulled off the look. The blonde put out her hand and smiled, “Buffy. The two rude things who never told you their names are Tasha and Randi.”




She shook Buffy’s hand. Wow, that girl worked out! She smiled, “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Penny. And I forgot to tell them my name too, because of the whole collapsed building thing. Are you sure no one got hurt?”




Buffy smiled, “Everyone’s fine. We only had a dozen girls keeping the place intact for us, and only three of them were in the building when…stuff happened. And some people…” She stopped and glared at Tasha and Randi. “…hadn’t bothered to move out of their apartment yet like they had been asked to, so they didn’t lose anything.”




Tasha objected, “Hey! I loaned a really gorgeous cranberry sweater to Molly, and it’s gone now.”




Buffy went on, “So that’s why I’m out here. You would have interviewed with Lorraine, but she’s busy dealing with the totally un-fun details when something like this happens in downtown L.A. But I really need a receptionist now, because we’re going to be re-directing phone calls and services as soon as Lorraine has office space for us to use while we decide what to do about the Hyperion. And we’re going to have to find a place for me to stay, plus Lorraine and seven of the girls. And Tasha and Randi and some of the other high schoolers are doing home school, but Miri and Tia have college classes to deal with.”




She asked, “Which college?”




Buffy said, “Well, Miri’s a sophomore at Cal Tech, and Tia’s a frosh at USC.”




She had a sudden brainstorm. “I know an apartment in the area that’s available. It’s pretty close to both places. But it’s on the fifth floor, and the elevator doesn’t work.”




“Not a problem for us,” Buffy said confidently.




“And the guys in the apartment underneath are the reason the apartment’s vacant.”




Buffy asked, “What? Meth lab? Rock band?”




Penny admitted, “Extreme nerdiness and nerd behaviors.”




Buffy burst into a huge grin. She turned her head and said, “Miri? Tia? Get over here.”




Penny spotted two girls who had to be a hundred feet away. They suddenly turned to face Buffy and ran over. “What’s the what?”




Buffy did the introductions. “Miri? Tia? This is Penny. She knows an apartment that’s for rent in the Pasadena area.” She turned back to Penny. “Where?”




“2311 N. Los Robles, Pasadena. Apartment 5A.”




Buffy said, “Fifth floor, no elevator. And the apartment underneath is full of Andrews.”




Both girls burst out laughing.




Buffy explained, “We’re used to massive geekery. Andrew is a Star Wars and Star Trek fanatic, and he knows everything there is to know about sci fi and fantasy.”




She explained, “It’s not that they’re nerds. Sheldon is pretty much the smartest person on the planet—”




“Doubt it,” Buffy interrupted confidently.




“—and he never lets you forget it. Plus, he’s got a host of weird behaviors. Leonard’s more normal, but only by comparison. They’re both physicists at Cal Tech. And their friends Howard and Raj are too. Well, Howard’s up on the International Space Station now.”




Miri said, “Whoa! That’s so cool!”




Buffy said, “This sounds pretty promising, but you haven’t passed the final interview test yet.”




Penny’s heart sank. She knew things had been going too well. “Okay. Hit me with it.”




Buffy asked, “What’s the three weirdest things you’ve ever seen?”




“You mean, besides the guys in apartment 4A?”




Buffy shrugged carelessly. “You can count them…if you absolutely have to.”




She had a feeling that there was a lot more riding on the question than anyone was telling her. It was like the trick questions that Sheldon asked people. None of them had that look that Sheldon had when he was about to show you once again that he was a zillion times smarter than you, but they were all waiting for…something.




She stopped and thought. “Okay, there’s a club over on La Cienega. It’s a dance club on Friday and Saturday nights, but it’s a Goth club on Mondays and Tuesdays, and no one’s allowed in on Wednesdays and Thursdays. They have this huge bouncer out front, so you know there’s a party going on, but the only guys I’ve ever seen going in there on Wednesdays and Thursdays looked like they were auditioning for a part in the next Hellboy movie.”




Buffy said, “Okay, that’s one.”




Randi asked, “Is that the place I think it is?”




Tasha said, “Hush.”




She said, “There’s this casting director for grade Z movies. Mister Alejandros. No first name because we’re not worthy, I guess. And he’s slimy. Like actual slime, pretty much. I couldn’t bring myself to shake his hand. I mean, I got out of his office as fast as I could. He just had this vibe. He creeped me out like nobody’s business. I mean, I’ve been out in the middle of the night on dark L.A. streets, and I haven’t been as creeped out as I was just talking to this guy in an office in the middle of the day, with fifty other girls in the next room.”




Buffy turned to Tia. “We’ll check that guy out, just in case.” She turned back to Penny. “Okay. Number three?”




Penny asked, “Umm, are you sure I can’t use Sheldon?”




Buffy asked, “One of your nerds?”




“Right.”




Buffy asked, “Does he do anything that isn’t super-nerdy or super-neurotic or super-obnoxious?”




“Umm…no. Not really.”




Buffy shook her head. “Nope. Let’s assume Sheldon doesn’t count.”




Penny muttered under her breath, “All he does is count.” Several of the girls snickered. She looked around at them. She’d suspected they were all wearing some kind of communication system, but that wouldn’t explain how they all heard her just now.




Buffy said, “Yeah, we all have insanely good hearing. Makes apartment living hard on some of us. A bunch of guys whose idea of wild living is sitting around playing video games? Major bonus for us.”




Penny decided to risk it. “My first year in L.A. This girl I knew who was trying to break into acting, like me. Trisha. Not too discriminating about what parts she got, or what she did to get the parts, or who she did to get the parts. She turned up dead one morning. I had to ID the body. It was bad. I mean, my brother’s a meth addict, and I’ve seen the druggies who hang around him, so I’ve seen bad. But she was so pale! She looked like she didn’t have a drop of blood left in her. And she had these two…little holes in her neck. And bruising around the holes, like a bite. The cop who showed me the body was seriously freaked. And then…” She gulped. “Three nights later, Trisha knocked on my door. She was dead and buried, but there she was. She looked fabulous. Better than she ever had before. Except she was still that dead-body pale. And there was…The holes in her neck weren’t there anymore. And she wanted me to invite her in. She wouldn’t explain what happened unless I invited her in. I…I slammed the door in her face and went and hid in my bed under the covers for the rest of the night. She never came back. After a couple weeks, I convinced myself it was all a dream and she hadn’t been there.”




She looked around. Every single girl was paying rapt attention to her story. And every one of them believed her. She whispered tensely, “That was real, wasn’t it? And all of you know it, right?”




Buffy said, “You saw a vampire. A real, live — well, not live anymore — vampire. If you had stepped out of your apartment or invited her in, you would have died a horrible death, and maybe every person in your building would have ended up being at risk.”




“That’s what I was afraid was true,” she admitted.




Buffy said, “You are hired. You are so hired.”




Penny carefully asked, “So just what kind of reception job is this?”




Buffy put her hand around Penny’s forearm and said, “Let me explain. The world is older than you know, and contrary to legend, it didn’t start out as a paradise…”





The Apartment Disconcertment Intervention



Knock-knock-knock. “Penny!” Knock-knock-knock. “Penny!” Knock-knock-knock. “Penny!”




She sighed as she walked over to the door. She pulled it open and without even looking, said, “Sheldon. What’s the matter?”




In a slightly hysterical tone, Sheldon said, “There’s activity going on in the apartment over my head! There’s walking, and scraping, and clunking, and there may even be…scratching!”




She knew that particular hysterical tone. It was the ‘someone is sitting in my spot’ over-reaction, as opposed to the ‘I drank out of your glass and I may die of some loathsome disease’ over-reaction, or the ‘someone stole my World of Warcraft treasures out of my account’ over-reaction, or even the ‘I made a mathematical error in a paper I showed to Stephen Hawking’ over-reaction.




She nodded gently. “That’s right, sweetie. You have new upstairs neighbors. And they’re not scientists.”




“But…but…they can’t be upstairs from me! I need my peace and quiet! I need to be able to concentrate when I’m in my apartment! I might be resolving the discrepancies between quantum gravitation theory and superstring theory! It’s important I have quiet and not have neighbors wreaking havoc over my head day and night when I least expect it!”




She added, “And you wouldn’t want to have people upstairs clunking around when you’re in the middle of an important Warcraft raid.”




“That’s right!” he insisted, with absolutely no recognition of her sarcasm. She really needed to be more blatant about it, just so he would understand she was being sarcastic. To him.




He demanded, “And what have you done about this…invasion?”




She put a finger to her cheek and acted like she was thinking about it. “Let me see…I told them there was an apartment available, and I showed them the apartment, and I introduced them to the landlord, and…Oh yes, I collected the finder’s fee for getting a new tenant, so my rent for the month is completely covered!” She gave him a sweet little smile just to twist the knife a little bit more.




“Traitor!” he hissed. “See if we invite you to play on our Halo team ever again!”




She couldn’t resist. “Oh, and the new apartment owner? Her name is Buffy.”




“Buffy!?!” Sheldon screeched. “Oh lord, not someone named Buffy! What next? A Scientologist? An astrologer? Perhaps a…a…cheerleader? Oh Penny, what have you done?!”




She could have given him a break, but she decided it was more fun to tease him. “Ooh, she might have been a cheerleader. You should ask her.”




“I most certainly shall not!” he insisted. “I am adamant on that point!”




She just gave him a big smile. “Now Sheldon, what would your mother do if new neighbors had just moved in?”




He adjusted his stance to his ‘contemplation’ pose. “Well, first she would bake them a pie and welcome them to the neighborhood. And then she would invite them to attend church with her. And then she would invite herself in, and have my father and my big brother help them move in. And then, if they refused to attend church with her, she would go say prayers in their name, and possibly lead a protest on their front lawn.”




She asked, “And what should you do? Skipping the whole baking and church part.”




“Lead a protest on their doorstep?” he checked.




“Noooo,” she slowly shook her head. “Not that part either.”




He asked, “Invite myself in? Why would I want to do that?”




She glared at him. “So you can meet the new neighbors?”




He looked even more confused. “And why would I want to do that?”




She knew it was pointless, but she still said, “Because that’s what normal people do.”




He frowned, with that little pursed mouth thing he did. “And again I ask: why would I want to do that?”




She asked, “So you can report to your alien overlords on the humans who are blocking your robotic transmissions to the mothership?” Only this time, she put enough sarcasm in her voice for even Sheldon to notice.




He said, “I don’t make transmissions to a ship overhead. And when we want to do anything non-theoretical, we use the roof and Leonard’s laser.”




Okay, so much for putting enough sarcasm in the voice. She needed a sign that said ‘SARCASM’ in huge block letters. She tried once more. “Let me walk you upstairs, so you can see what they’re doing that’s making the clunking and scratching noises, so you’ll feel more confident that they’re not drilling holes into your ceiling or anything.”




He jerked upright, and he did everything except literally have his hair stand on end. “You mean they might drill holes in my ceiling?”




“No sweetie, they won’t really drill holes in your ceiling.”




He gasped, “They could be introducing all manner of microbial or viral contaminations into my living room!”




“Sweetie, they won’t do that.”




He choked, “They could be inserting miniature cameras so that they can steal all my research notes! Nothing on my whiteboards would be safe, ever again!”




“Sheldon, please stop and listen, they won’t—”




But he was gone. He was racing up the stairs already. She sighed and grabbed her keys so she could close her door and follow him. Maybe she’d better text Buffy first.







Knock-knock-knock. “Buffy!” Knock-knock-knock. “Buffy!” Knock-knock-knock. “Buffy!”




Buffy looked at the text message on her phone, and gave Miri time to roll the carpet out while Tia held the couch up. As soon as the couch touched the rug, she strolled over to the door and opened it.




The tall, thin man with the bad haircut loomed over her. Maybe she shouldn’t have taken her shoes off. She said, “Wait, wait, don’t tell me…I’m having a vision…Your name is…something that begins with ‘S’. ‘S.L.C.’ I see…”




“This is preposterous,” the guy grouched. “Psychic abilities have been demonstrated time and time again to be fakeries and frauds. Diaconis and Randi’s paper on the subject demonstrated it. Furthermore, basic quantum mechanics shows that prediction of even the path of a single ion is not achievable, except in a perfect vacuum with no external radiative effects, and the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle can be used trivially to show that—”




“Sheldon, she’s just teasing,” said Penny from behind him.




Buffy smiled, “Penny told me you’re Sheldon Cooper. Doctor Sheldon L. Cooper. She described you as the tallest, twitchiest guy in the building, with an unmistakable East Texas accent and an Adrian Monk-level case of germophobia.”




He stiffened and said, “I do not have germophobia. There is no such disorder listed in the entirety of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. And I do not have a phobia about bacterial and viral contamination. I simply have a healthy respect for the risks of interpersonal contact.”




Penny added from behind him, “And he can quote from that manual. Whatever it is. He has a photographic memory.”




“Eidetic memory,” he corrected automatically. “And I demand that you not drill holes in my ceiling to disseminate particulate matter of any type, up to and including amoebae, bacteria, viruses, and/or prions of any sort. And before you ask any question, I would like to inform you that the plural of virus is not virii, which would only make sense if the singular form were actually virius.”




 Buffy pointed behind her and said, “We’re just laying down a nice rug to dampen the sound from our Tuesday night tenpin bowling club.”




“What?!?” Sheldon yelped. It was all Buffy could do not to laugh out loud. “You can’t do that! It’s—”




Penny gently said, “Sweetie, she’s teasing. Remember that whole ‘sarcasm’ thing?”




Buffy looked at her and said, “Penny, door’s open. And if you think your boyfriend is potty-trained, him too.”




“She is not my girlfriend!” Sheldon hotly insisted.




Penny just reminded him, “Remember the part about sarcasm?”




“Oh. Right.” He stiffly stepped into the apartment. The area where he had his couch properly situated was being used as a sort of atrium, with a dining area over by the open kitchen, two side-by-side desks set up as computer stations on the right-hand wall, and a living room area arranged to his left. He said, “I love what you’ve done with the place.”




“Really?”




“No. I couldn’t care less, as long as there are no holes in the floor. Bazinga!”




Buffy smiled, “You so need lessons on sarcasm and humor. But nice try. I give it a four out of ten.”




He frowned, “I’ll have you know that was extremely funny!”




She smiled some more. “Actually, I only give it a one out of ten. Bazinga!”




Two younger women walked over, both of them taller than Buffy. Buffy pointed at the redhead. “Sheldon, this is Miri. She’s going to Cal Tech. I understand that’s your university?”




He sniffed, “Yes, but it is quite unlikely she would ever have me for a class.”




Miri said, “I’m majoring in biophysics, but I heard about your classes, so maybe not.”




Buffy pointed at the Hispanic-looking brunette with the pink streak dyed into her hair. “And this is Tia. She’s going to be a freshman at USC.”




He said dismissively, “And I suppose she’s going to be majoring in some wooly subject like ‘women’s studies’ or ‘philosophy’.”




Tia said, “I’m planning on majoring in linguistics and ancient languages.”




He rolled his eyes. “Well, what on earth can you do with a degree like that?”




She laughed and said, “You really have no clue, do you?”




He stood up straighter and insisted, “Of course I have a clue! I have many clues! I have an IQ of 187, and the work I do is far more important than some fluffy little pastime like yours.”




Penny winced a little and said, “Maybe we should go. It’s really too bad you couldn’t just bake a pie to bring them.”




He let Penny escort him out of the apartment. He wasn’t sure, but he thought maybe those girls were still laughing at him. He was going to have to ask Leonard about that. Or Amy. Amy understood women much better than Leonard.





The Reception Deception Dilemma



Penny rushed into the office building. She was so late. This was so not good. What was she going to tell Buffy? What was she going to tell Lorraine? This wasn’t like lying to Sheldon, who was never even going to notice unless it involved something in his own little insular world.




Wait a minute. When did she start using words like ‘insular’? She was really hanging around geniuses too much.




There was a Slayer sitting in the receptionist spot. Oh god, was this her fault? Was she supposed to be sitting there? Was she making a Slayer do receptionist things? And was a Slayer going to get mad at her for having to do receptionist things? She sort of had an idea about what a Slayer could do, even if it was only from hearing about the sorts of things they fought, but if she got beat up, how was she going to explain it to Leonard? Or Bernadette? Because she couldn’t tell them the truth.




If she showed up at her apartment in a cast, she didn’t think Sheldon would realize he was supposed to be concerned, unless Amy explained first.




She said to the girl, “I’m really sorry I’m late. You’re Molly, right?” The girl just nodded. “You’re not stuck here because I’m late, are you?”




Molly said in a really thick Irish accent, “No, I’ve got receptionist duty two days a week this month. You’re supposed to be meeting Lorraine back in her office.” Molly checked a clipboard Penny couldn’t see. “Umm, looks like you were supposed to be there about thirty minutes ago.”




“Ugh,” Penny groaned.




She was doomed. This was like one of those videogame escort missions. They set you up, they got you trying to do your job, and then they threw some impossible roadblock in your way.




Oh god, she was turning into Leonard. She was actually comparing her life to a video game. If she ever started acting like Sheldon and comparing her life to quantum mechanics, she was going to throw herself under a bus.




Oh god, at what point did her life go so weird that she actually had ‘quantum mechanics’ in her working vocabulary?




And what was she going to tell Lorraine? And Buffy? Should she tell them the truth about taking Sheldon to the podiatrist? Buffy had met Sheldon, after all. But would she be in more trouble if she told the truth, or if she made up something more believable?




Molly pointed toward the door and said, “Room 7.” And she handed Penny a clip-on badge.




Oddly, the badge tingled when she took it and clipped it on the waistband of her skirt. She walked over to the door, which had scribbles painted all around the doorframe. She wondered if this was just random graffiti she was going to have to scrub off as part of her job. Was the place available because the last tenants scribbled on things and marked up the walls and stuff? Jeez, that would be worse than having Sheldon walking around writing physics formulas all over the walls.




Penny got a small shock when she touched the doorknob, which seemed weird, since it wasn’t metal. She’d never seen an ivory doorknob before, but that was what it looked like. She walked through the door and headed down the hallway toward room 7.




The door into room 7 was open, but she figured she’d better treat this like an interview. An interview with Sheldon. After all, she was incredibly late, and her new boss wasn’t the one who hired her, and might even be really ticked off that she was stuck with Penny for a secretary. She knocked on the doorframe.




The fiftyish woman in the tweed suit turned and stared at her. Penny was suddenly reminded of Leonard’s mother, and she had to make an effort not to cringe. The woman spoke in plummy English tones. “May I assume from the time of day that you are the proverbial bad Penny?”




“Umm, I’m really sorry about that, ma’am, but I had to fill in for a friend and take Sheldon to the podiatrist.” Dammit, there went the chance to make up something that would get her some sympathy. “Someone else is picking him up afterward.”




“And just how old is this Sheldon? Twelve?”




Penny admitted, “He’s around forty, but he doesn’t drive, and he hates the bus.”




“Why doesn’t he drive? This is Los Angeles. Has he lost his license?”




Penny stepped into the room. “He’s the smartest physicist at Cal Tech. He has an IQ of 187. And he’s the last person I know who should be operating a car. Which is really saying something, because my brother’s a meth addict.”




The woman snorted inelegantly. “I take it you have yet to ride with Buffy. Or Faith.”




“No ma’am.”




The woman made a gesture toward a chair, and Penny quickly sat down. “Please, just call me Lorraine.”




Penny said, “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather I called you something a little more formal?”




Lorraine grimaced slightly. “No, a couple of Buffy’s fellow directors have made that quite impossible.”




Penny recognized the facial expression. It was rather like Amy trying to get her to ask for more details, only Amy would stop and say ‘this is the point where you are supposed to be cognizant that I want you to ask for more details’. “How did they do that?”




Lorraine said, “Buffy and her fellow Scoobies are less than…formal. I thought it was amusing that they pestered Rupert Giles, our international director, by calling him ‘G-Man’.”




Scoobies? Buffy had explained about the monster hunting part, so was this a Scooby-Doo in-joke? She figured she’d ask Buffy sometime. She said, “I take it you overlooked the whole ‘hubris’ deal.”




Lorraine smiled for the first time. “Buffy didn’t tell me you had intelligence or vocabulary. Good. Yes, I overlooked my own hubris. My last name is ‘Goodbody’. A strong family name that has been associated with Council researchers for centuries. After Xander and Faith turned it into a veritable series of rude comedy routines, I had little choice other than answering to my first name only.”




“I’m sorry about that,” Penny said. It wasn’t as if many of her friends had normal last names. And the two with the most normal names — Cooper and Fowler — were the two weirdest friends she had.




“Now then,” Lorraine said, looking through several pages of notes. “Buffy neglected to provide me with a resume for you, or a curriculum vitae, or even a list of recommendations. That makes the process rather cumbersome.”




Penny said, “I can give you some names right now, if it will help. Dr. Leonard Hofstadter of the Cal Tech physics department. Dr. Amy Farrah Fowler, neurobiologist. And Dr. Bernadette Rostenkowski-Wolowitz, microbiologist. I have all their phone numbers.”




“Are these employers?”




Penny admitted, “No, they’re friends. My only long-term employer since I’ve been in L.A. is the Cheesecake Factory in Pasadena, where I’ve waitressed, and there’s a bar where I’ve bartended. I don’t think either job is exactly ‘executive secretary’ material. And I haven’t been able to get work as an actress.”




Lorraine nodded. “That part makes you quite normal for the area. Now then. I see that…the girls like you, you get along well with Buffy, and you know about what goes bump in the night. Those three points make you already as qualified as anyone I have interviewed over the past year. But let me ask you a few questions.”




“Go right ahead,” Penny smiled. She figured she couldn’t do too badly, after all the times when she had been grilled at casting calls.




“How well do you handle sarcasm?”




Penny grinned, “I’ve been accused of dishing out too much, being too subtle with my sarcasm, and also enjoying it a bit too much, but I haven’t been accused of not being able to handle it.”




“Good, because you’ll need that ability as soon as either Xander or Faith visits. Or Dawn, come to think of it.” Lorraine glanced at her papers. “How well do you handle obsessive behaviors? We have a number of girls who are unable to go anywhere without a sword or axe.”




She nearly giggled. “You are asking someone who just drove an obsessive-compulsive hypochondriac to a podiatrist’s appointment because he has a driver’s license and won’t drive. All the guys are obsessive about science and gaming, and they all have their own little compulsive behaviors, except Sheldon, who only has massive compulsive behaviors.”




“All right…How well do you handle extremely…annoying young men who are entirely over-focused on science fiction?”




She laughed out loud. “I live across the hall from science nerds who do nothing but focus too much on science fiction and comic books and videogaming.”




Lorraine said, “I think you may be underestimating how annoying Andrew can be.”




She leaned forward. “Does he wear a custom bowling shirt just to play Wii bowling? Does he have his own Flash costume? Has he ever ‘punished’ someone by refusing to let them be on his Halo team? Does he correct everyone and everything constantly? Is he a hypochondriac who needs the people around him to drive him to and from his assorted medical and dental appointments? I really doubt your Andrew is anywhere near the level of nerdity that Sheldon Cooper has. Sheldon doesn’t just have nerdity. He has full frontal nerdity.”




Lorraine laughed at that and said, “A sense of humor. That answers one of my later questions. Now then. What about computer literacy?”




Penny shrugged. “I don’t work with the usual kinds of things you probably have around here. I can do email or Facebook or Skype or any of half a dozen other social networking programs, because my friends are into them. And videogames.”




Lorraine’s eyebrows rose. “Hmm. Videogames…Could you cover the L.A. office for a spot in a Warcraft guild?”




Penny grinned, “Sure. I do lots of stuff like that already. If I can import my own Warcraft character, it’d be even better.”




Lorraine breathed a sigh of relief. “You’re hired. You just saved us a massive hassle. So your first assignment is to Skype Andrew Wells and tell him you’re our Warcraft guild member, and then check with him about a ritual he’s supposed to be working on for us.”




Penny asked, “Don’t you want me to get you coffee or tea or something first?”




Lorraine sighed, “No one out here knows how to make a proper cup of tea.”




Penny said, “I can find out.” She pulled out her phone and texted Raj. need howto on making tea for a brit




About twenty seconds, a text came back. good for you! bottled water. steel pot. bone china. loose tea.




Penny looked at her phone and asked, “Do you have a stainless steel pot, bone china, and loose tea?”




Lorraine looked shocked. “Good lord, who did you phone to get this?”




Penny said, “Raj. He’s from India. He’s another of my physicists. I couldn’t list him as a recommendation, because he can’t talk to women. At all.”




“But he can text?” Lorraine smiled. She led Penny down the hall to a break room, where there was an electric kettle tucked back near the wall on the counter. Lorraine slid the kettle to the front of the counter. She said, “Slayers can be lovely people, but they can break anything. Don’t let them use your laptop or your phone or anything you treasure. Rumor says that Buffy still goes through a couple alarm clocks a month.”




Penny opened her mouth to ask how that was possible, and then she had a mental image of one of Sheldon’s superheroes crushing an alarm clock while still sleepy. “Oh.”




She glanced at her phone. Raj had a new text for her. 20C H2O. full boil. 1 rounded tsp loose tea in cup. pour boiling H2O over tea leaves, stir well, cover cup w lid, brew 4 min




It took her a few seconds to figure out what Raj meant. But finally she remembered a big argument Sheldon and Raj once had about ‘room temperature’ and whether 20 degrees Centigrade was really ‘room temperature’ for a real room. So 20C H2O was room temperature water. Really, why couldn’t they just say normal words?




And what on earth had happened to her brain that she could even figure out things like ‘20C H2O’ now?




When she had the tea brewed, Lorraine showed her where she had some real milk hidden in the fridge, and some turbinado sugar hidden in a cupboard. Apparently, Slayers went through food like starving frat boys.




Lorraine took a sip and sighed with pleasure. “Penny, you’re a life saver. I would like a cup of tea each morning, and again around three each afternoon. I’ll supply the sugar, the milk, and the tea, and you’ll need to hide each of them again when you’re done. And thank your friend Raj for me.”




Hey Raj, Lorraine says thanks, you want to talk to her?




About thirty seconds later, there was a reply that was nothing but periods. Maybe she needed to stop teasing him about that.




She found that she had her own little room, instead of just a desk in front of Lorraine’s office. Lorraine said it was because Penny was going to end up doing secretarial stuff for pretty much everyone, sooner or later. She sat down at her nice, clean desk that was so sterile it looked like Sheldon had been in there. She needed to bring some stuff in and humanize the room. She got some notepads and post-it notes and pens from Molly. At least Molly let her have some cute post-its, instead of the plain yellow ones Lorraine liked.




She so needed some pictures. And maybe a couple small plants for the windowsill. And an organizer. And some stuff so it looked like a room. But not a whiteboard. No way.




She turned on the computer and checked what the NSAWC had on it. Their own private international network, apparently. She wondered if someone in the Council was a big IT brain. Email, Skype, word processing and spreadsheet stuff she’d need to figure out how to use, calendar software, to-do list software, meeting organizer, online meeting software…She tried the Skype icon and found ‘Andrew Wells’. click




No problem.




“You have reached the lair of Andrew The Wise! Speak now, mortal, or be prepared to face your doom!”




Okay, big problem.




Suddenly, there was a nerdy blond guy nervously looking into a webcam. “Uh-oh. You’re not one of the L.A. people. Umm, sorry about that. I…umm…thought it was maybe Lorraine. Please, don’t tell Buffy.”




Now this she knew how to deal with. “It’s okay. I’m Penny. I’m Buffy’s new secretary.”




“Oh goddesses, why couldn’t it be Lorraine?”




She vividly remembered when Sheldon set up a mammoth prank on Kripke, and it went disastrously wrong, with glop pouring on the university president and images getting uploaded to the internet before the guys could stop it. She was already feeling oddly at home with Andrew. She said, “It’s okay. It’ll just be our little secret.”




“Ohh, thank you thank you thank you! What do you need? My firstborn male child? An attack of flying monkey demons on your enemies? Just tell me.”




She managed not to smile. But she sort of suspected that Andrew was less likely to ever have a ‘firstborn male child’ than Raj. She said, “Lorraine wanted an update on a ritual you’re working on? And I’m going to be the L.A. Warcraft guild member.”




Andrew winced at that. “Okay, first, we’ve figured out we’re going to need five simultaneous rituals to crack that building, and we have two prepared and two under way, but the fifth may be a problem. Tell Lorraine it may require a willow-level spell. She’ll know what that means.”




Penny carefully took notes on a pad. She didn’t know why they had levels based on trees, but she’d seen way weirder stuff in Sheldon’s apartment. Like the rankings on that bizarre ‘which species would you prefer to be crossed with’ argument. She still thought Sheldon’s idea was incredibly stupid, even if the guys all let him pick it as the best answer. She could think of twenty animals that would be way better than ‘lichen’. She just said, “Got it.”




“Okay, second. It’s not World of Warcraft. We have a solid guild here already. It’s Age of Conan.”




“That’s even better!” Penny squealed. “I love Age of Conan. Can I bring my character over to your guild?”




“Who’s your character?” Andrew asked.




“I’m known as Lady Penelope, and—”




“You’re Lady Penelope? The Lady Penelope?” This time it was Andrew who was squealing. Wow, and she thought Raj was girly sometimes.




“Yep, live and in the flesh.”




He bowed at his desk and said, “Your Highness, you hereby have right of first choice on raid times. I, Andrew the Wise, so say it.”




“Cool.”




He grinned, “I can’t believe Buffy hired Lady Penelope! This is almost as awesome as the time I got to fight alongside Sheldor, hero of the Eastern Kingdoms, on his mighty battle ostrich—”




“Glenn,” she interrupted. “His battle ostrich is named Glenn.”




Andrew dropped his pen. “You know the mighty Sheldor too? We’re not worthy!”




She couldn’t stop smiling. This was going to be the best job ever.





The Desperation Distraction Distortion



Leonard tried to ignore the knocking on the apartment door, while he checked for attackers. He had his shotgun out, and he peered around the boulders before he crouched down again. “We’ve got—”




Knock-knock-knock. “Penny!” Knock-knock-knock. “Penny!” Knock-knock-knock. “Penny!”




Sheldon stared at his screen and snapped, “Penny! Why is Buffy Summers looking for you over here?”




Raj said, “I finally got one! He was on a Mongoose with no backup.”




Penny stared at her screen and called out, “In here!”




Buffy swung open the door and strolled in. “Hey Penny. I didn’t know you were busy. What’s this?”




“Halo,” Sheldon said imperiously. “Isn’t it obvious?”




Buffy looked at the person sitting closest to where she was standing. “Hi. You must be Raj. Thanks for teaching Penny how to make tea.”




Leonard yelped, “Raj! We’ve got incoming over the ridge! Infantry!”




Sheldon said, “Lot of infantry, and something big coming up from behind the ridge.”




Meanwhile, Raj was staring at Buffy. He was twitching slightly, but not moving. His mouth was open, but no sound was coming out.




Penny started sniping at the infantry forces. Without looking away from the screen, she said to Buffy, “Didn’t I tell you Raj couldn’t talk to women?”




Buffy leaned forward and patted Raj on the shoulder. “It’s okay. Just take a deep breath and—”




Raj threw his controller into the air and sprinted for the kitchen.




“Do not run across my line of sight!” Sheldon snapped. “I could be killed!”




Buffy casually snagged the controller out of the air.




Leonard complained, “We can’t go a man down now!”




Buffy asked, “Can I loot the body?”




Penny said, “Sure.” But she was busy focusing on incoming opponents and firing at anything that moved out from cover.




“Oooh, I like swords,” Buffy cooed.




“Please, try to be professional while you’re acting as an untrained emergency replacement on my team!” insisted Sheldon.




“Fine.” Buffy focused on the screen and started working the controller. “Penny. Controls?”




“Right trigger fire. Left trigger grenade. A jump. B switch nades. X reload. Y swap weapons. Left move, left-click crouch. Right aim. Right-click zoom view. Left bumper use equip, right bumper melee.”




“Gotcha. And what’s the ATV here?”




“A Mongoose. Two-man. No weapons.”




“Okay,” Buffy said.




“What is she doing?!” Sheldon snapped.




“Buffy?” Penny asked.




“Yee-hah!” A Mongoose came spinning out from behind an outcropping, and the enemy infantry turned to focus on her.




“Take ’em!” Leonard snapped.




“I’ve got right flank,” Sheldon said.




“I’ve got left…Holy crap,” Penny managed.




The enemy forces were firing in Buffy’s direction, but none of them were hitting her. She was driving the Mongoose erratically and far too fast. It hit three soldiers, while Buffy wielded her newly-looted energy sword and took down four others.




“That’s not possible!” Sheldon insisted.




Penny sniped the last man standing. “Buffy! Look out, there’s…Oh crap, it’s two tanks.”




Leonard snapped, “Retreat to cover. Buffy! Retreat to cover!”




She ignored him and drove the Mongoose right between the two tanks. She said, “I got a troll hammer, I don’t need to retreat.”




“Where did she get a Gravity Hammer?” Sheldon complained. “Nobody can loot a body that fast.”




Penny urgently said, “If you’ve got a GH, you can assault a tank from behind. But not two tanks.”




Buffy just said, “Hey Raj, you want your controller back? Speak up!”




Raj made a choking noise and ran back to the fridge for a second beer.




“Not across my line of sight!” yelled Sheldon.




“Ohh…kay…” Buffy suddenly attacked one of the tanks from the rear with the Gravity Hammer.




Sheldon insisted, “Oh no, she can’t possibly…”




On the third strike, the tank went flying into the air.




“You can’t do that!” Sheldon glared at Buffy. “It’s simply not—”




Buffy hit the other tank and knocked it fifty feet to the side. Then she turned and ran.




“Wait, you’re going to be a target for the tank’s weaponry, and—”




The first tank came down exactly on top of the second one. The explosion cleared the area, including taking out six more opponents who were on foot behind the tanks.




Raj came back with a third beer. Buffy smiled at him and asked, “Do you want your controller back?”




Sheldon and Leonard simultaneously yelled, “No! Don’t give it to him!”




Penny said, “Look on the bright side, Raj. You just picked up something like six medals.”




“Fourteen, including the consequences of the tanks exploding,” declared Sheldon without looking up from his screen.




Raj took a swallow from his beer bottle and looked around. He said, “It hardly feels like I did anything.”





The Introductory Refectory Visit



Buffy was as close to relaxed as she was likely to get while she was in Los Angeles and having to deal with Wolfram and Hart. Or ‘the Wolf, the Ram, and the Hart’ as Andrew kept insisting on in meetings. Brian, the Watcher who had been designated to come help out while Lorraine had so much on her plate, had put up fresh wards on her apartment and the ‘special’ bookcase. And all up and down the top flight of the stairs too, which ought to be a fun surprise for the first vamp or demon who tried to sneak up and visit. The place looked and smelled clean and warm, which was no small feat when you had Slayer senses. Her bedroom was pretty and cozy. Dawn had shipped Mr. Gordo II over to her, so he was tucked between the pillows on her bed and looking cute. The living room was comfy, the kitchen was clean, and the Willow-based computer security was looking great.




The weapons were all cleaned and put away. The ‘gymbag’ ruse was working extremely well. Everyone in the entire city expected a hottie in exercise togs would be lugging a gymbag that might be bigger than a suitcase, particularly if the hottie might need to do her hair and makeup professionally before changing into a ‘Hollywood starlet’ outfit. So they had no trouble carrying around swords, maces, battleaxes, and even the new collapsible crossbows Andrew had gotten a Swiss expert to design. Andrew’s design for the gymbags included padding for each weapon and more padding on the inside of the bags, so they didn’t clank suspiciously, and the bags didn’t have suspicious bulges.




Miri and Tia were off with Jodie running a long patrol around the L.A. area, which apparently required a fast convertible. She smiled to herself at the memory of Miri and Tia pleading and whining for the used car Buffy let them buy. It wasn’t as fast as they wanted, but it met all the other important criteria, including a great sound system and extra cup holders.




Buffy really did think a convertible was a good idea, because being able to hunt by sight and smell was easier with an open car. And being able to jump out to attack a threat was easier with a convertible. And being able to dive in as everyone drove away from an overwhelming threat? Convertibles rocked. And they looked cool.




And she was sure that Sheldon Cooper would never ask for a ride now that he knew they had a convertible. Penny had warned her about Sheldon mooching rides everywhere and feeling like he was entitled, no matter how cranky he had just been to you. Miri had gone over to Cal Tech to check on summer course availability and had asked a few professors about Dr. Cooper. The stories she came back with had Buffy and Tia laughing so hard there were almost Slayer bladder control issues.




With the place to herself, she had put on her yummy sushi pajamas, version 3.0. Her first pair got lost when Sunnydale collapsed. Her second pair were still in Europe. She had needed to look online for an hour to find another pair. She had her hair in twintails, her feet in super-comfy bunny slippers — oh God, Anya would have had a coronary — and her spoon in a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Cherry Garcia. Okay, a third of the freezer was pints of Ben & Jerry’s. It was a critical Slayer need. She had a huge pan of extra-deep lasagna staying warm in the oven for when the girls got back, so the place smelled wonderful.




She had to admit that she still sucked as a cook. Mostly. Slayer impatience and strength and quickness usually meant that anything like bread came out wrong. Same for whisking gravy or boiling eggs or…Or lots of stuff. So she restricted herself to things she knew she could make pretty well. Her lasagna was one of an admittedly short list.




She was lying on the couch, reading reports. As one of the Chosen Two, she had to play Boss Slayer a lot. Faith held up her end of things most of the time, but plenty of the mini-Slays just looked up to Buffy more. Which was totally not fair to Faith, but even Faith got why. And, as part of the board of directors for the NSAWC, they both had to read everything that got sent out before the weekly teleconferences. Okay, Faith often didn’t do the reading, so the other Slayers on the board needed to pick up the slack.




She was reading on her Willow-secured tablet computer and working her way through an analysis of world trends in vamp behavior. It really would have been better if Faith had been tasked with this one instead of one of the Brits, because Robson’s guys were unbelievably long-winded. Even an executive summary of this thing would need an executive summary. Faith didn’t put up with that kind of crap. When Faith had been stuck with being the document czar on the last quarterly international NSAWC budget report, she had made every single sub-division summarize their malarkey with about a dozen graphs. Then she made one of the computer guys put all the main graphs together in what Willow called a ‘dashboard’ so you could look and see what was going on, and drill down on pieces you cared about. It was the best report ever, in Buffy’s opinion, and she was trying to make it be a model for all the big reports. The only problem was it took a scary Slayer to make it happen, and it wouldn’t be Faith’s turn to ramrod the budget report again for something like ten more quarters.




She heard giggling and footsteps on the stairs outside. Then the giggles moved to just the other side of her door.




Knock-knock-knock. “Buffy!” Knock-knock-knock. “Buffy!” Knock-knock-knock. “Buffy!”




She could tell it was Penny doing a really lame imitation of Sheldon. But she was up for an interruption. She really didn’t think you needed forty thousand words to say vamp siring rates were up, especially around active Hellmouths where it was easier and faster and more reliable. And she didn’t think it required a small novel to complain about the crap Wolfram and Hart was getting up to, now that the Senior Partners were all freaked about their big make-your-own-apocalypse plans getting smooshed. The Hyperion Hotel dealie was all she needed to know on that subject. If Molly hadn’t heard the whine of the electronics on the timers in the basement, she and Jacqui and Helen would have been extremely dead. A very skilled demolition team from Wolfram and Hart had dropped the hotel so cleanly that there was hardly any rubble in the street. Buffy was just waiting until the teleconference to get the okey-dokey on her plan for a counterstrike before she turned the new Wolfram and Hart building into a rock quarry and then punched a couple Senior Partners in the mouth. Assuming they even had mouths. And if they had lots of mouths, she was going to punch them in every mouth. All she needed was Andrew’s spells, the spellcasters for the spells, and three Slayer teams. Unless her plans got modified.




She didn’t bother to move. She just called out, “The door’s open, Penny. And friends.”




The doors were pretty solid, with good locks. But she didn’t bother to lock the door when she was around, unless it was bedtime or showertime. It wasn’t like she had to worry about a burglar or a serial killer threatening her. The kinds of things she had to worry about weren’t bothered by a steel door with a high-quality Yale lock.




Penny walked in with two women who had to be Amy and Bernadette, from the pictures on Penny’s bookcase. Buffy hadn’t commented on it, but she thought it was really interesting that Penny had stopped hanging out with the flighty actress crowd and had started hanging out with really intelligent women. Even though Penny didn’t see herself as intelligent.




Bernadette was wearing what Xander called the BCGs, and could do with a different hairstyle, and better fitting clothes, and a trip to the Estee Lauder cosmetics counter for a consultation. Amy was wearing an eclectic mix of things that didn’t work for her, and looked probably forty pounds heavier than she really was. Plus Amy needed help with makeup and her hairstyle. And Bernadette was really short, even by Buffy’s standards.




Buffy figured that since she was wearing baggy pajamas, she didn’t have any room to talk. So she was keeping her mouth shut on the subject. Especially after Penny had explained that physical beauty meant pretty much zero to Sheldon, so sprucing up Amy was more than a waste of time: it might even be bad for Amy’s relationship with Sheldon.




Penny smiled, “Buffy, these are my friends Bernadette and Amy.”




“Nice to meet you,” Buffy said.




“Doctor Amy Farrah Fowler,” explained Amy briskly. “Penny’s BFF. Her compadre. Her homegirl.”




Bernadette spoke in a voice that could etch the windows. “And I’m Bernadette Rostenkowski-Wolowitz.”




Buffy got up and shook hands. “I’m Penny’s co-worker Buffy.”




Penny said, “Not really. She’s my boss. Although she’s really my boss’s boss’s boss. Lorraine’s really my boss.”




Buffy shrugged, “I’m on the board of directors, but I like getting out in the field and making a difference.”




Bernadette asked, “What sort of fieldwork do you do?”




Buffy fibbed a little bit, “We were in the process of buying the Hyperion Hotel to use as a youth hostel and training center and home base for a bunch of our girls, and the thing just collapsed a couple days ago. So now I’m directly involved in dealing with the city engineers who said it was fine, and the lawyers who were arranging for the transfer, and the staff who have to cope with finding places for everyone to stay and places for our administrators to work and places to teach. And then there’s everything else that goes with the job.” She added, “But the lawyers are the worst.” Since she was facing Wolfram and Hart, that part wasn’t a fib.




Amy said, “Penny wasn’t particularly specific about the company. She just said she is a secretary and she has been helping someone named Lorraine organize basic needs for a dozen girls locally, with more on the way.”




Buffy went with their standard Cover #1. “The NSAWC looks to help a host of under-served classes of young women who need help in getting through the educational system. Many of these women come from other countries and other cultures, so we have to teach them English, along with teaching them years of fundamental education they may have been denied, simply because they’re female, or were born in the wrong part of the world. So when we bring a girl like N’Peli to America, we try to teach her English through an immersive program that simultaneously teaches her everything she needs to get a GED and go to college. But that works best if we can surround her with other girls, many of whom already speak English fluently, so she can learn more efficiently.”




Amy said, “Are you sure this is an optimal approach? Have you read Anderson, Krathwohl, and Airasian’s paper ‘A taxonomy for learning, teaching, and assessing: A revision of Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives’?”




Buffy lied, “Yes. And I found it short-sighted and without adequate real-world support.” She’d told that lie about hundreds of educational research papers, because there was no way she could discuss why their methods really worked, or how they chose their students, or why their students might have trouble learning in a normal classroom setting, or why their students tried so much harder for them than for anyone else, or why their students bonded together so tightly.




“Hmm, so you support experimental sociological research over theoretical,” Amy considered. “I take it you have no qualms about experimentation on humans. Good.”




If Buffy already hadn’t heard the kinds of experiments Amy considered worth doing, she would have been really cheesed off. She just said, “I was one of the last students of Maggie Walsh, so I have some serious reservations about many types of experiments on people.”




Bernadette offered, “The most advanced thing I get to experiment on is yeast.”




“M.K. Walsh let you call her by her nickname?” Amy checked. “That is really unusual. She was less than outgoing with many of her colleagues and students. There are a great many stories still circulating about her.”




Buffy asked, “Do any of them include the phrase ‘the evil bitch-monster from hell’? Because that was my first introduction to her.”




Amy looked up at the ceiling. “I do believe Harrison and Prethwaite both used that phrase. I take it that was self-descriptive?”




Buffy said, “I think she only told me her name was Maggie because she wanted something from me, and she was trying to make nice.”




Amy nodded. “Ahh, ingratiation. A classic technique in the old psychology bag of tricks.” She leaned forward and pressed, “What did she want out of you? Was it something really juicy? A lurid professor-student lesbian tryst? With bath gel? Or massage lotions?”




Buffy blinked a couple times. Wow, Amy had a lot in common with Anya. Apparently, it didn’t take a thousand years as a demon to miss out on some basic human behaviors. She finally said, “No, she was trying to get me not to report her to the police, the NIH, the DoD officers who were administering her grant, and the FBI. And I can’t say anything else on the subject because I had to sign a two-foot stack of government non-disclosure agreements.” That was close enough to the real truth. And she really had needed to sign like a zillion non-disclosure agreements, and all of them had to go through Giles and Willow first for review, so it took forever.




“Wow!” Amy gasped. “That is even better than Prethwaite’s story about the time Walsh hosted a faculty tea and dosed everyone’s drinks!”




Buffy didn’t say anything, but she was utterly unsurprised to hear that. Especially if some of the drugs turned faculty members into slavering monsters.




Bernadette said, “Wow! Those neuroscientists just get kerrr-razy!”




Buffy frowned, “Walsh was more like a 1950’s movie mad scientist, if you ask me.”




Penny said, “Not to change the subject or anything, but something smells really good.”




Amy bluntly said, “You did change the subject, but it does smell extremely tasty.”




Buffy said, “It’s my deep-dish carnivore lasagna with extra meat. Anybody want some?”




Penny said, “We wouldn’t want to eat up all your food—”




Amy cut her off. “Definitely. I’m sure we all would. Penny, do you have a wine that goes with a meaty lasagna?”




Bernadette asked, “If you’re making it for your roommates, do you have enough?”




Buffy hopped up, slipped on some oven mitts, and pulled the pan out of the oven. It was a re-purposed pan for roasting a large turkey. It was twenty inches long, fourteen inches wide, and eight inches deep. The hot, bubbling lasagna came up to an inch from the top. After she easily set it on the stove, she hoped Amy didn’t notice that the lasagna and pan together had to weigh at least forty pounds.




Amy said, “I think that’s enough to feed the entire city of Pasadena.” She looked around at the other women and said, “That was an exaggeration for the purposes of expository humor.”




Buffy said, “Miri and Tia can eat a lot when they’ve been out for hours, and if they bring back a few friends, there’s no telling how much could get eaten.” She just wasn’t going to mention that the friends would be Slayers and not college football players. “Plus, leftover lasagna reheats really well.”




She cut up some small rectangles across the rich, cheesy top and then used two rectangular spatulas to scoop out the vertical slices. Most of the slices even came out looking gorgeous, which was a cool bonus. She served up the good slices to the three women and took the somewhat wrecked one for herself. And she just didn’t mention that she had already eaten an entire small casserole of the lasagna for dinner. After all, she had to keep her strength up.




“This is good,” Penny said around a mouthful of food.




“Yeah,” agreed Bernadette. “And we used to work at The Cheesecake Factory, so we know.”




Amy said, “Bernadette worked her way through microbiology grad school as a waitress, which is how she met Howard.”




Bernadette grinned, “It’s how I met Penny, and she introduced me to Howard and all his friends.”




Buffy asked, “And how did Amy meet Sheldon?”




Amy briskly said, “I have a long-standing agreement with my mother that I have to have one date a year. So I used an online matchmaking service to simplify the process. Raj and Howard thought it would be humorous to enter Sheldon’s criteria in what turned out to be the same service, and the computer matched the two of us.”




Buffy refrained from saying anything like ‘how could it not?’ or ‘you’re like a female Sheldon’.




Amy continued, “Then they blackmailed Sheldon into going to the restaurant to meet me for the date, using the archetype-driven technique of a theoretical dirty sock hidden somewhere in his apartment. Upon our first meeting, as soon as I explained that all manner of physical interaction, up to and including coitus, was off the table, Sheldon immediately offered to buy me a drink. We both had tepid water. Did you know that Sheldon has an agreement with his mother that he has to attend church once a year?”




Bernadette smirked, “Did you know his mother calls him Shelly?”




Amy said, “His mother is a fundamentalist Christian in the style of the churchgoers studied in the papers of Rosewitz, Quenya, and Merrian.” She leaned forward. “I think you get my drift.”




Buffy had no idea what ‘drift’ Amy had in mind, but she just let it slide. She had years of experience in ignoring Watcher-like people.




Penny said, “His mother doesn’t have Sheldon’s book learning—”




“Buk larnin’,” Amy mimicked, in an obvious but weak attempt at an east Texas accent.




“—but she’s really good at getting people — especially Sheldon — to do what she thinks they ought to do.”




Bernadette said, “Her social intelligence is much higher than her logical intelligence.”




Amy said, “I assume you are familiar with Gardner’s nine types of intelligence?”




Buffy was actually able to say yes. Without lying. She remembered most of it really well, because Willow had made a huge deal about how Maggie Walsh had lectured about it while being completely unaware that she was failing desperately on the intra-personal intelligence category. And that was before they found out Maggie thought building a monster cyborg out of human and demon parts was just fine and dandy. Also, Willow had made a big deal about how Buffy probably had the highest kinesthetic intelligence in the world because of her Slayer powers, and that had really made Buffy feel good about herself for a little while.




Amy didn’t look like she would have handled Buffy’s response any differently if Buffy had said ‘no’ or ‘huh’ or ‘whutchoo talkin’ ’bout Willis?’ “Sheldon’s mother clearly has a high score on the interpersonal intelligence scale. Sheldon and I did not realize that she had manipulated us into getting back together, until Penny pointed it out the next day. However, she does not appear to have high scores on any other scale. She certainly has a lack of introspection that permits her to accept blindly whatever tenets her pastor puts forth, no matter how illogical.”




Bernadette said, “Most of us, like Leonard and Sheldon and Amy, have unusually high scores on the logical-mathematical intelligence scale, at least as it gets measured on IQ tests.”




Amy said, “We know that Penny’s strengths are in interpersonal intelligence and kinesthetic intelligence, rather than logical intelligence. Also, she has a surprising spatial intelligence, as indicated by her ability to beat Leonard in chess and her skill in video games. What about you?”




Buffy said, “My strongest scales are in the non-traditional areas. Spatial, kinesthetic, naturalist, and interpersonal.”




“Really?” asked Amy in a clearly doubting tone. “Can you demonstrate in any quantitative way?”




Buffy smiled to herself as she reached over toward the knife block. Every one of the kitchen knives had been re-designed by one of Xander’s people so it was effective as a fighting knife or a throwing knife, in case of emergency. Every Slayer house on the planet had knives like this, and the girls didn’t get to use the knives unless they did kitchen chores. It was probably the only way to get them to do the kitchen chores without sicking Faith on them.




She took the medium carving knife. She knew exactly how many feet she needed to get it to do a full rotation or a half rotation, so she knew she could do this trick again. She’d already won two weeks of housecleaning duties off Miri, and two weeks of laundry duties off Tia. She said, “Notice that thin wood strip between the windows?”




“Yes. It looks quite ordinary,” volunteered Amy.




Buffy moved a few inches to her left, so she was in the perfect spot. Then she threw the knife at the front door. It hit handle-first with a loud bang, and rebounded perfectly. It rotated just enough that the tip of the blade sank precisely into the wood between the handles of the windows. The knife shivered in place with a threatening twang.




“Wow,” gasped Penny.




“Impressive,” acknowledged Amy.




“This is great!” squealed Bernadette. “We have to get her on our Wii bowling team! We’ll clobber the guys this time!”




Amy carefully asked, “Are you certain? The guys have their own shirts, you know.”





The Emolument Argument



Penny groaned when she heard the ringtone. She looked away from her monitor and checked anyway. It was Sheldon. Again.




She looked into the monitor and said, “Andrew, I’m really sorry, but I have a friend who’s freaking out. I need to take that call.”




He said, “Oh sure, I get you. I have friends like that. Heck, I’ve been the one who was freaking out and needed help. Look, he gives you too much trouble, you just let me know, and those flying monkey demons are as good as summoned.”




She didn’t know whether to laugh or cringe. Based on the files Buffy had shown her, Andrew had been able to summon something like that since he was about fifteen or sixteen, if not earlier. And there were plenty of people in the Council who made Andrew look like a fluffy bunny. She was pretty sure he wasn’t kidding about summoning more demons if she asked him. But surprising Sheldon with something as impossible as flying monkey demons? He’d over-react in wacky ways, and that part would be pretty funny, but afterward he’d probably go catatonic. And she did not want to be the one to call Mary Cooper and admit she’d sicked real demons on her son. Mrs. Cooper wouldn’t think that was a joke. Mrs. Cooper was somewhere to the right of The 700 Club. And sometimes Mrs. Cooper was the only way to unstick Sheldon when he got stuck on something. No, breaking Sheldon with supernatural evils was so not a good idea.




She gave the phone a ten-count, and it rang again. She picked it up. “Hi Sheldon, sorry, but I was Skyping with someone in England. As part of my job. I couldn’t just sign off.”




He complained, “I would like to make a formal protest. Buffy Summers was doing something suspicious last night.”




“Sheldon, just because she bowled a 276 and then a 300 doesn’t mean she was doing something suspicious.”




He insisted, “Penny, her combined total was ninety-one point one four percent of the combined scores of our entire Wii bowling team! She adapted to the controls too quickly, and then she was consistently throwing strikes every time. No one can do that.”




“Come on, it’s Wii bowling. It’s not like she bowled a real 300 in a real bowling alley.”




He argued, “Technically, we have the system set up so that it is as close to true bowling alley conditions as we could devise. It might even be harder than a real bowling alley. And as you know, I have bowled in a real bowling alley, under competition conditions.”




“But that doesn’t make it like a real bowling alley!” she said. “And getting Wil Wheaton to sabotage me and Leonard doesn’t make your score good.” She paused, because she did not want to think about that bowling match, and what that jerk had talked her into. “And let’s face facts. Everyone on our team skunked you. Even Amy bowled better than you and Barry and Raj, and almost as well as Leonard. I bowled a 120 and a 140—”




“Actually, a 122 and a 141,” he corrected automatically.




“—approximately,” she went on. “And none of you guys broke a hundred. Face it, you were just outclassed. By a little 5’2” blonde who doesn’t have bowling shoes or a bowling shirt.”




“And you don’t find that suspicious? Not at all?” he fumed. “No wonder you have no logical skills.”




She hung up. Not that she was surprised. Sheldon had the social skills of E.T. even under the best of conditions. “I for one welcome our robot overlords,” she muttered. She also wasn’t going to be surprised when Sheldon called back soon and was completely clueless that he might have offended her. She also knew what it would take to win this argument with Sheldon, and she had no intention of being that hurtful. She could just see in her mind’s eye how crushed he had been after Dr. Winkle had ripped him apart.




And there was no way she was going to explain to Sheldon how Buffy Summers had those kinds of skills. He wouldn’t believe her if she told him about vampires and demons and magic and The Vampire Slayer. And his great big brain would break if he did have to deal with something that couldn’t be explained by physics. He might have an IQ of 187, but he also had the mental flexibility of an icicle.




And there was the fact that she had sort of cheated when they played Wii bowling the night before. Without Howard around, the guys had gone with a bowling team of Sheldon, Leonard, Raj, and Barry Kripke. They even had a bowling shirt for Barry. But she and Buffy had tanked Raj by talking to him every time he tried to bowl. Raj had thrown more gutter balls than even Sheldon had.




Penny had felt bad afterward, but it had been awesomely fun while they were playing. And no one had complained. Even if Sheldon had given Raj the official Sheldon Cooper look of haughty derision when Raj started on his fourth beer, after which Raj was doing worse than when he was completely sober.




And it wasn’t like Buffy stopped talking to Raj, even after he drank enough that he could talk to her in turn. Buffy had been to India twice, both times under really ugly circumstances, and she wanted to find out about the nice things in India, so she could maybe go sightseeing or taste-testing the next time she had to go over there.




At least Buffy did a really smooth job of deflecting all the questions about her previous trips to India. “Oh no, I was there on Council business, and I never got out of meetings and work, not even at night.” Penny figured that most of Buffy’s work there probably was in the middle of the night. With a sword or a stake or that Slayer Scythe she still had only heard about, even if Andrew was trying to get something with that shape and that kind of power into a mod for Age of Conan. Penny was pretty sure it would be an illegal mod, but she wasn’t going to rat Andrew out to Funcom. Maybe it wouldn’t be illegal. She still didn’t know how Andrew had talked Funcom into releasing his design for a demonic rocket launcher as a special unlockable weapon. A demonic rocket launcher? Seriously? It was Age of Conan, not Halo!




She Skyped Andrew again to continue their discussion. He grinned when he saw it was her, and he said, “Penny Penny Penny!”




This was the only downside of talking with Andrew. Buffy had told him about how Sheldon and Leonard were so much nerdier than he was, and how Sheldon always knocked on your door and called out your name three times. So he always started off their calls like that.




She stuck her tongue out at him, which made him laugh. “Sorry, but it was Sheldon again.”




“What was it this time?” he wondered. “Anything really juicy?”




She admitted, “We got Buffy to play on the girls’ Wii bowling team, and she bowled a 276 and then a 300, and Sheldon’s sure she had to be cheating.”




Andrew said, “Well, she was. Slayer abilities give her reflexes and spatial recognition that can beat pretty much any computer program geared for regular human reactions. Never challenge a Slayer to your favorite videogame. And never, ever, ever bet on it.”




Penny couldn’t keep the smirk off her face. “Ooh, that sounds like a story. Was it a really embarrassing story?”




Andrew cringed, which meant it was a phenomenally good story. He said, “Let’s just say that I made a tactical error when Vi was talking about how she liked games even though she was a girl, and I was…skeptical. I challenged her to a PvP duel in World of Warcraft. I had no idea she had a high-level character already leveled up. The winner got to pick the loser’s Halloween costume.”




“Which was?”




Andrew frowned, “No way. I am never telling that. You might as well ask Xander what his middle name is. I will never tell! So speaks Andrew the Wise!”




But while he was talking, she was texting Buffy. Andrew Halloween costume bet?




Buffy’s answer came back right away. Shirley Temple :-)




While she was at it, she texted, Xander middle name?




Buffy texted back, Nuh-uh




Penny smiled, “Oh come on, Andrew. I bet you were really cute as Shirley Temple.”




He fumed, “Who told? Who revealed my deepest, darkest secret?”




She lied, “It’s pretty well known around here.”




He growled, “Well, it wouldn’t be if…”




“If what?” she asked sweetly. She knew turning on the charm didn’t work on Andrew, but it was kind of an instinct.




He glared down at the desk. “Everybody tried to get me to sing ‘On the Good Ship Lollipop’ and I wouldn’t. And Willow had a little too much to drink — okay, a lot too much to drink — and she did a spell, so I went home stuck like that. I couldn’t get the wig or the makeup or the dress or the shoes off for two days, until Willow came back from Rio and undid the spell. She didn’t even remember doing the spell. And it’s really not a good idea having an incredibly powerful witch doing spells on you while she’s drunk. I’m probably lucky I didn’t really get turned into a six-year-old girl. Or a six-year-old rat. But it’s Dawn’s fault there are pictures.”




She decided she needed to find one of those pictures.




He went on, “I keep erasing them off the Council website, but she keeps sneaking them back on. It’s totally not fair. I mean, just because after she did it the first time, I sort of summoned some helpful monkey demons inside her apartment and they flung demon monkey poo all over the place. And how was I supposed to know she was bringing a date back to her place for drinks?”




Penny couldn’t resist asking, “And are there pictures of that?”




“Maybe?”




She hastily texted to Buffy, need Dawn monkey poo pics asap




Buffy instantly texted back, jpeg gif bmp mpeg or poster?




Mpegs? Andrew got video footage of it? Okay, she knew what she was going to be doing after she was done Skyping.




She went back to business. “So…how are the five spells going?”




He said, “We’ve got four of them ready. Two can be done by ordinary mages like me and Brian, two need some heavier firepower like Alathea, and the fifth one is still Willow-level. But the second Alathea-level spell is still under review. Somebody thinks the Council archive translation from Sumerian to Akkadian is messed up, so we’re checking into it. ”




Penny was glad she knew enough that she understood what the Council meant by ‘Willow-level’. She was glad she hadn’t made a fool of herself by asking why they classed spells by tree names. No, Andrew meant they were going to need a spell so powerful that they would need Willow to come and do it.




Penny hadn’t met Willow yet, because Willow was down in Rio de Janeiro with her own team of Slayers, dealing with all the demon and vamp hotspots in South America and Central America that had been mostly ignored for years by the Old Council. And there were some very powerful dark mages down there, so Willow was kept really busy in her part of the War On Supernatural Terror.




But the pictures of Willow on Buffy’s wall didn’t look like an all-powerful witch. They looked like someone who would fit in with Amy and Bernadette a lot better than someone like Penny. Willow looked like a shy, nerdy teenager in the earliest pictures, and a smart but nerdy college student in the later pictures. An even shyer blonde girl was with her in some of those pictures. Some of the latest pictures had Willow with a pretty brunette, in a nice house, or on a beach, or surrounded by maybe a dozen attractive teenaged girls who looked like a casting call for a teen movie. Except for their eyes, which Penny knew enough to identify now. It was the look Buffy had sometimes. The look that said they had seen things and done things that could never be scrubbed out of their brains.




Penny had yet to meet a field Slayer who had more than a month on the job and didn’t have that look once in a while. Maybe Slayers had great abilities and healed up from pretty much anything, but their lives were so sucky that they had to be able to heal up from pretty much anything. Buffy had spent eight years as the only Slayer in the world, or one of only two Slayers in the world, or even the only good Slayer who was fighting vamps and demons and also a Dark Slayer. Some of the pictures Lorraine had of Buffy in her sixth and seventh years in Sunnydale looked so tragic it was hard to look at them and not cry for the girl who had the weight of the world on her shoulders and looked like she just wanted to die, and yet still survived.




None of the Slayers looked that stressed anymore. Any Slayers who did start coming apart were taken off field duty and sent to a nice estate in England for what Buffy called R & R & S: rest and relaxation and scones. Apparently, Buffy had talked a couple counselors into joining the Council, and now Slayers had people to talk to about how awful their jobs were, and how their Calling messed up their lives. Penny had a bad feeling that the way it worked before the Mass Calling was the lone Vampire Slayer got depressed or stressed, and died pretty soon afterward from not being on top of her game, so the Old Council never had to worry about psychiatric help for their Slayer.




Andrew finished, “But we’ve almost got it worked out. We can try in maybe three or four days.”




She did her best Yoda and said, “Do or do not. There is no try.”




Andrew practically leapt out of his seat. “Yes! Yes yes yes yes! I am so glad Buffy hired you!” Then he sat down and said, “But I don’t agree with that philosophy. I really think Obi-Wan Kenobi had a better philosophical approach when he said—”




Penny casually interrupted like she’d learned to do with Sheldon, “Oh, sorry, but Lorraine wants me. I’ve got to go. And I should introduce you to Sheldor of the Eastern Kingdoms, and you two can discuss Star Wars philosophies all day and night. Okay?”




“That would be great!” Andrew grinned.




But as soon as she was off Skype, Sheldon called again. “Penny? I have an idea.”




“Yes, Sheldon?”




He said, “You should quit your job.”




“And why would I want to do that?” she asked. She went heavy on the sarcasm, but he still missed it.




“Isn’t it obvious?” he asked. “Your new job hours are interfering with my schedule of doctor’s appointments! And which is more important, I ask you? The doctor’s appointment of a revolutionary physicist with an IQ of 187, or some secretarial work for a woman named Buffy? She probably has you doing drastically unimportant work like filling in the spaces above her lowercase i’s with little pink hearts.”




Penny couldn’t help rolling her eyes. If he knew what she was really doing for Buffy in between his annoying phone calls, his brain would explode. Her brain was already threatening to explode, because people didn’t do this stuff. She had never imagined she would have a role like this, even in a made for tv movie. She was coordinating stuff for Buffy so that Buffy could destroy a magically protected building full of evil lawyers and vampires and demons. And evil demon lawyers. This was the coolest job ever, even if she was never going to be able to talk to her friends about it. Okay, that maybe made it even cooler. It was like she was working for Sydney Bristow or Aaron Hotchner, only if they were really real Buffy could kick both their asses at the same time without damaging her manicure.




“Behave yourself, or I’ll ask Buffy to hold clog dancing classes in her apartment.”




“You wouldn’t dare!” he snapped. “And how would dancing have any effects on clogs? They’re not clogged drains, are they?”




She said, “Sheldon, that’s not what clog dancing is. I suggest you google it, so there isn’t something that I know that you don’t.”




“Very well. As I’m googling the topic, I am still capable of continuing our discussion. It is clearly far more beneficial to the human race for you to quit your job and drive me to and from my dentist’s appointment tomorrow morning at nine.”




She said, “I have no intention of quitting this job, and you are perfectly capable of taking the bus to get to your appointment on your own.”




He fussed, “But I can’t take the bus afterward! Don’t you remember the time I was sedated during my appointment and I attempted to take the bus home, and I ended up on a booze cruise to Mexico? It was dreadful! Once I was no longer ‘under the influence’ I was trapped for three days. And everyone was touching the food! And no one had any understanding of personal boundaries! It was hell. And furthermore…Oh my God, is that what clog dancing is? You can’t let her do that above my ceiling! This is an imperative! No clog dancing!”




She could have admitted that she made it up, but instead she said, “Perhaps you should go upstairs to her apartment this evening and ask nicely that she not conduct dance classes in her apartment.”




“I have more important things to do with my time!” he insisted angrily. “I am currently working on an assessment of Christensen and Maier’s latest paper on the application of superstring theory to the stabilization of Bose-Einstein condensates. I don’t have time for that. Plus, we have another Warcraft raid tonight, and Buffy refused to help.”




Penny suggested, “Why not see if you can get some assistance from Andrew the Wise and his guild?”




Sheldon groaned, “Andrew the Wise? That guy is such a dork! Did you know that he’s still trying to get Sheldor to roll up a character for Knights of the Old Republic? Doesn’t he realize that Star Trek is inherently better than Star Wars?” He hung up in a huff.




Penny finally realized that someone was standing in the doorway. All the Slayers in the office made about as much noise as a dust bunny. At least Buffy could make clicking noises when she walked, if she felt like it.




Buffy leaned in a little. She grinned evilly, “So the Warcraft guy Andrew is all man-crushing over is our Sheldon?”




Penny smiled back. “I’m not sure it’s man-crushing as much just plain old crushing. I mean, isn’t Andrew…gay?”




Buffy said, “We don’t live by ‘don’t ask don’t tell’ but we do go with ‘don’t care’. Even if it would be totally hysterical if Andrew tried hanging around Sheldon, because…how long would it take Sheldon to pick up on the signals?”




Penny answered a question with a question. “How long do we have before one of them gets put in an old folks’ home?” Then she said, “Anyway, they’re not compatible geek-wise.”




“One’s metric and the other’s English?” Buffy quipped.




Penny said, “Even worse. It’s the eternal geek feud of Star Wars vs. Star Trek.”




Buffy clapped her hands to her cheeks and made the Home Alone face.




They both laughed until Lorraine came by and asked, “What on earth is going on now?”




Buffy said, “I overheard too much of the chat. Sheldon wants Penny to quit so she can drive him around to his doctor’s appointments. I was thinking maybe I should get Miri’s convertible and drive Sheldon from the dentist to his office tomorrow.”




Lorraine burst into laughter. So did several Slayers down the hall. Penny had only heard about Buffy’s driving style, but she was seriously considering letting Buffy give Sheldon a ride.




Lorraine said, “It’s really a shame Faith isn’t in town now. She could give him a ride on her Harley.”




Everyone in earshot laughed at that. Penny had found out from Molly that Faith mainly avoided traffic tickets by going faster than the police cars could follow, in places cars couldn’t go. Apparently, there were several malls she had cut through, not to mention the L.A. storm water runoff system and a couple jumps from rooftop to rooftop, or rooftop to ground, that were still legends among the L.A. County police forces.




Penny looked over at Buffy and said, “Andrew’s made some progress on the spells, but one is under review because there’s a concern about an old translation error. If you can get Willow and a couple medium-power casters and one low-power caster to go with Brian, all here in three or four days, he thinks things ought to be ready to go.” She checked her notes and said, “Oh, and I need an mpeg of the Dawn monkey poo thing, and some really high-quality pics of Andrew as Shirley Temple.”




And she really needed not to get drunk at a company party. All she needed was embarrassing pics of her going around. Or worse, waking up the next morning in the bed of some Slayer’s boyfriend. Or even worse, girlfriend. She did not want to find out what would happen to her if she accidentally ended up in Kennedy’s bed and Willow went full-bore Maleficent on her.





The Sarcasm Neologism



Penny hurried into the office. She was running late again, and once again it was Sheldon’s fault. Who knew a quick detour to drop someone off at Cal Tech could turn into a desperate rush to buy a new toothbrush along the way?




It was totally Raj’s fault. And Sheldon’s. Sheldon, because, hello? Sheldon. The king of phobia weirdness. And Raj? Why did Raj have to go use Sheldon’s toothbrush when he had some popcorn bit stuck between his tooth and gum? And why did Raj have to wait until Sheldon was on his way to work the next morning to confess?




Boy, Sheldon had done that twitchy eye thing for like ten minutes after the call. The lady in the expensive pharmacy — “I need a skilled pharmacist because I require a carefully designed toothbrush because I have sensitive gums!” — stared at Sheldon’s face for the entire time, and one of the pharmacists came over and asked Penny if Sheldon had been taking antipsychotics for too long.




Unfortunately, Sheldon had overheard that, and had launched into a long discussion about his nervous tics and how they were completely distinct from tardive dyskinesia and related syndromes.




Seriously, what kind of a word was ‘tardive’? And why was it now stuck in her head instead of something useful?




And so she was late to work again. She waved as she slipped in past Tasha, who was holding down the receptionist’s desk for the day, and headed for her office.




There was someone sitting in there already. Her first thought was a hooker had snuck in past the office wards. Were there magical hookers? She should ask Buffy.




The brunette sexpot lounging in Penny’s chair was wearing an oxblood-colored patent leather bustier that was maybe a size too small. And really tight leather pants. And she was cooing in a strong Boston accent at someone on the screen, making risqué comments about his ‘wand’.




Then the ‘someone’ spoke, and Penny realized it was Andrew. “Faith! Stop it!”




Penny was suddenly really, really glad she hadn’t made that hooker comment she’d had on the tip of her tongue. Because she realized she was looking at the one and only Faith Lehane. The Dark Slayer. In person.




Instead, Penny carefully asked, “Didn’t they get you any office space, Miss Lehane?”




“Faith. Just Faith. I don’t answer to Lehane unless it’s cops. With riot shotguns.”




Penny said, “I’m Penny. Just Penny. And I don’t answer to Lehane either.”




Faith laughed and said to the monitor, “Okay A, I’m trustin’ you on this one. But if there’s any flyin’ monkey demons throwin’ demon monkey poo, they better not think I’m ground zero.”




Andrew nervously insisted, “No flying monkey demons! I promise! And…anyway, I had to promise someone I wouldn’t summon them anymore around any Scoobies or Scrappies unless I had explicit permission first.”




Faith leered, “What? B threatened ta cut off your internet porn access?”




Andrew whined, “She threatened to go to my apartment and open up my boxed set of genuine Boba Fett action figures! And then she said she’d play with them! And then she said she might break something ‘by accident’! They’re in mint condition! That would ruin everything!”




Penny said from the side, “Sheldon’s had the same crisis. He survived.”




Andrew said disparagingly, “Him? He thinks he’s so smart. And he can’t even see that Star Wars is intrinsically better than Star Trek! The man’s obviously delusional.”




Faith smirked, “Oh, too bad, I bet you were hoping for some hot geek-on-geek action.”




“Faith!” Andrew squawked. “That’s not funny! And I could never be interested in someone who thinks that some lame Vulcan could beat Mace Windu in a fight! Anyone can see that lightsabers are intrinsically better than phasers!”




“Catch ya on the flip side, A,” Faith said as she ended the call. She turned to Penny and asked, “So, you’re the new kid, huh? What’d they tell you about me?”




Penny sat down in the little folding chair she had moved into the room. It wasn’t comfortable, but a big, cozy armchair wouldn’t really fit. She wasn’t really going to say what people said about Faith. The mini-Slayers talked about Faith like she was a terrifying, psychotic nutcase who was only a few steps away from going to the Dark Side of the Force again. Buffy talked about Faith like she was a sister she had lost to something ugly and had not quite gotten back, and so things were never quite the same again. Lorraine talked about Faith like she was that nightmare boss who makes fun of you but you don’t dare complain. Andrew talked about Faith like she was an epic saga of loss, tragedy, failure, redemption, and triumph.




Okay, Andrew sort of went overboard like that about everybody. Like the story Andrew told her about how Xander Harris lost his eye, which pretty much made Xander sound like the bravest, most wholesome guy on earth.




Penny said, “Hmm, lemme see…Faith. Never accept a ride on the back of your Harley. Never have drinking contests with you. Never make fun of that Southie accent you have. Never say your last name is Wilkins, which I still don’t get. And if I piss you off, buy you a nice, shiny knife and you’ll forgive me. The bigger the knife, the better.”




Faith grinned. “Usually, they say a lot worse about me. But the ‘Wilkins’ thing? Just don’t.”




Penny said, “Is this like Xander not having a middle name anyone’ll tell me?”




Faith nodded, “Yeah. When I was in a coma, Mayor Wilkins had me listed on the hospital records as his ward, so he could make sure I was gettin’ proper care. So one a’ my official aliases in the police records — before Red cleaned all that up — was Faith Wilkins.”




Penny checked, “So…Mayor Wilkins? The guy who was turning himself into a demon? Doesn’t sound that impressive.”




Faith said, “I didn’t get to see it, but he wasn’t turning himself inta one a’ these demons who walks around here like Clem. We’re talkin’ an Old One. Olvikan itself. A giant snake demon over a hundred feet long and maybe fifteen feet wide. B says he swallowed their high school principal in one gulp.”




Penny gulped too. That sounded way worse than what she had guessed. She was going to have to get someone like Buffy or Faith to tell a bunch of stories about things. Even if she wasn’t sure she wanted to know some of the things Buffy and her buddies had stopped. She knew she could get Andrew to tell some stories, but Andrew tended to over-dramatize everything until you weren’t really sure what was true and what was exaggeration. Like the thing where Andrew claimed Buffy lured a Turok-Han into a construction site and then beat the snot out of it in hand-to-hand even though she hadn’t been able to defeat one yet, just to teach the Potentials a couple lessons.




She said, “So Faith, do you need the office longer? Because I can find somewhere else to be. Or if you need your own office space, I can see about getting something set up for you. After all, you’re on the Council board, and you probably have tons of business to conduct…”




“Not if I can help it,” Faith smirked. “I already checked my email and shit, and I got in my recommended daily allowance of giving A some grief, and B’s already here somewhere. So I’m good.”




Penny said, “We’ve got coffee down the hall. There’s usually donuts or pastries or something like that in the break room, but they only last about fifteen seconds after someone opens a box. But there’s a really good deli just a couple blocks down the street that delivers — I recommend their pastrami and corned beef sandwiches — and there’s a great pastry shop only six blocks west of here, and I know everybody at the Cheesecake Factory just northeast of here, and there’s a good pizza place that delivers.”




“Good pizza? In Lala-land? Doubt it,” Faith said.




“Well, I like it,” Penny said.




“We all like it, that’s why Faith wears those bustiers and those tight, tight pants,” said a guy behind her.




Penny turned and looked. A good-looking guy with a goofy smile and messy hair, in a t-shirt and flannel overshirt, was standing there wearing a toolbelt. But he was also wearing an eyepatch over one eye. It was Xander Harris. She stood up at once. “Oh! Hi. I’m Penny.”




“Are you a bad Penny?” he teased.




She smiled and said, “Lorraine already did that joke.”




He acted like he was horrorstruck. “Oh no! Lorraine did the same joke as me! This must be a sign of some kind of apocalypse!”




Faith said, “It’s the dreaded X-man snarkasm.”




“Snarkasm?” asked Penny. “Not sarcasm?”




“Nope, it’s the snarky sarcasm,” Faith said. “And we gave it a name just to bug G, ’cause if it’s not in the OED it’s suspect.”




Penny was glad she’d been hanging too much with smart people, because she didn’t think ordinary people had any idea the OED was the Oxford English Dictionary. She figured Faith had to be smarter than she pretended if she knew that.




Faith looked over at Xander and asked, “Can you have snark and an orgasm too? ‘Cause that would also be a snarkasm.”




Xander pretended to think it over. “No, I think that would be a snargasm. But maybe we should wait till the next board meeting and ask the G-man.”




Faith laughed and then leaned back in Penny’s chair. She pointed at Penny and said, “She’s the new assistant. The one who got B that sweet apartment.”




Xander smirked, “With the guys even geekier than Andrew? Must be nice havin’ guys downstairs whose big noisiness is playing Warcraft and writing on chalkboards. Faith had some upstairs neighbors who thought they were gonna be the next Van Halen.”




Faith leaned back in the chair and said, “I had ta persuade ’em ta go practice at someone else’s place.”




Xander laughed, “And this time, she managed to do it without breaking anyone’s bones!”




Faith stuck her tongue out at Xander and then said, “I suckered ’em into a drinking contest.”




Xander grinned at Penny and said, “Secret Scoobies Tip #87. Don’t get into a drinking contest with Faith.”




Faith said, “That goes with ‘Don’t get into a Twinkie eating contest with X’ and ‘Don’t get into a Star Wars trivia contest with A’ and ‘Don’t try to out-shop B’. Also, check all ingredients before you eat Little D’s cooking.”




When Penny stopped giggling, she said, “Sheldon could beat Andrew on Star Wars trivia, but that’s because he has a photographic memory. He can also tell you everything he’s had for breakfast every morning since he was about six.”




“Breaks the ice at any party!” Xander snarked.




“Wow, bet he’s quite the ladies’ man,” smirked Faith.




Xander looked at Penny and said, “No doubt you’re crushing on him bigtime.”




Penny laughed out loud. “Sheldon is so nerdy that even the other physicists at Cal Tech think he’s geeky.”




Faith said, “Well, if you don’t have the Shel-do-rama hanging all over ya, you can date X. He’s single.” She leered at Xander, “Hey, she’s blonde. You always go for the blondes. And the big hooters.”




Xander grinned, “I go for all women, all the time. Blonde, brunette, busty, not so much, everything in between. I am the comfortador!”




Faith smirked, “Yeah, you had it bad for B, and she’s about the flattest Scooby we got.”




Xander defended Buffy, “Hey, she’s a very nice shape. She’s just petite, even for a Slayer.”




Faith turned to Penny, “But he dated Cordelia for a while, and she was stacked.”




“And brunette, I might add,” Xander said.




“And sometimes he dated stuff with scales or claws.” She mimed a praying mantis or a lobster or something.




Xander mock-complained, “Hey, we have our deal about that stuff…Miss Wilkins!”




She flipped him the bird and said, “Not my fault you guys all have the embarrassing stuff and all I have are aliases and jailtime.”




Xander said like he was deep in thought, “I still think there are freaksome stories from your jailbird days. Maybe I ought to get Will to investigate…Maybe interview some prisoners who remember you…”




Faith tossed her hair back and grinned, “Hey, all the girls remember me. ’Specially the ones I put in the prison hospital.”




Xander said, “I prefer to think of you differently. Maybe naked in a prison shower, with a gorgeous blonde cellmate…” He deliberately let his face take on a slack look, like he was daydreaming. “Lots of soap, the guards looking the other way, she asks you to scrub her back, then…Oww!” He rubbed his arm where Faith had just smacked him.




Faith said, “You just keep my bod outta your little dreams.”




“Too late,” he grinned. “You’re in there. With Scarlett Johansson and Diane Kruger.”




“Well, at least ya got excellent taste.”




Penny couldn’t help herself. She teased, “Would that be blonde Scarlett Johansson, redhead Scarlett Johansson, or brunette Scarlett Johansson?”




“Or one a’ each?” Faith tossed in.




Xander smiled, “Well, if I already have Faith and Diane Kruger, I don’t need blonde Scarlett Johansson or brunette Scarlett Johansson.”




Penny pretended to pout. “Well, I’m deeply hurt. I’m right here, and you’re opting for imaginary Diane Kruger.”




Xander grinned, “Well, I’d have to get to know you first. Imaginary Diane Kruger and I have been imaginary dating for several years, and it’s a committed imaginary relationship. It took ten or twelve imaginary dates before I dumped Power Girl for her.”




Penny asked, “Oh really? Power Girl? With the…” She drew a circle over her breasts with her index fingers. After hanging out with the guys for five years, she knew why Power Girl was popular among male readers.




Xander nodded. “Yep.”




So she asked, “Who’d you dump for Faith?”




Xander smirked, “Well, it was a toss-up between Wonder Woman and Cordy. Wonder Woman stands for justice and female empowerment, but she never made out with me in a broom closet.” He went on, “And speaking of closets, I see Lorraine kept the biggest office and gave you this one. There anything you need? I do woodworking, even if I’m not so much with the depth perceiving anymore. Maybe bookshelves? Plant stands?”




She’d been thinking about that. She didn’t need bookshelves, and she already had a couple pictures she was going to bring from her apartment. She said, “Oh! I know! I could use a cute little organizer for paper clips and post-it notes and pens and pencils and stuff. And maybe a couple little plant holders that would just clamp onto the windowsill for some small plants?”




Faith said, “Better hope ya don’t need help carin’ for your plants, ’cause Slayers can kill anything.”




Xander nodded, “Yeah, Faith once killed a plastic fern in my office.”




Faith flipped him the bird and said, “Watch it, Cyclops.”




But Xander just grinned, “Oh please, can’t I be Nick Fury?”




Faith shook her head no. “Not when you’re makin’ fun a’ my anti-green thumb.”




Xander just laughed and said, “I gots to go talk to the boss next. Buffy’s arguing with Giles again about whether we can protect Wolfram and Hart’s basement archives when we drop the building. All the Brits are obsessed with protecting the super-valuable evil artifacts and tomes, like we can worry about that when we’re dealing with a building full of the creepiness. Then I’m gonna go tease The Goodbody about her tweed-covered self.” He strolled off down the hall.




Penny waited a few seconds until she couldn’t hear Xander’s footsteps anymore, and then asked, “What’s with you and Xander?”




“Nothin’,” Faith said frostily.




Penny pushed, “Come on, I know stuff when I see it. There’s something there.”




“Nope, not a chance,” Faith insisted.




Penny leered, “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”




Faith cocked her head like she was listening for some faint sound. Penny guessed she was using her Slayer hearing to make sure no one else was going to hear what she was about to say. Then Faith carefully said, “Doesn’t matter. I had a chance with X years ago, and I fucked it up totally. Anyway, he always had a thing for B. And Little D would kill me if she thought I was gonna hurt him again. Red too. You do not piss off Red. She’s way scarier than me.”




Penny said, “I slept with Leonard for months, and then when he wanted to get really serious, I bailed. And then he started dating Raj’s sister, and I realized maybe I screwed up. And then I got really drunk at a party and ended up in bed with one of his best friends. We’ve kind of been ‘on again off again’ for a while.”




Faith frowned, “X? I took his cherry. He saved me from some badass demons, and I dragged him back to my motel room and gave him the sex bomb, just ’cause I was horny. Then I kicked him to the curb. Just threw him out in his underwear, in the middle of the night, in a place surrounded by vamps and demons. And then I really fucked up and killed a guy who walked into the middle of a battle. Me and B fightin’ like fifteen vamps. It was an accident, but a guy still ended up real dead, and we were in trouble for it. Afterward, X came to me and told me he could help, and I thought he was just tryin’ ta get into my pants again, and…I tried to kill him. I mean, I strangled him. With my bare hands. With Slayer strength. If Angel hadn’t clocked me with a baseball bat, I prob’ly would’ve killed him. Then things got real bad.” She sighed, “But he really was tryin’ ta help me. And sometimes I wonder. What woulda happened if I’d just given him a chance? A real chance?”




Penny cautiously asked, “Who’s he dating now?”




“Nobody. He didn’t go on a date for over a year after Anya died. And then there was that Traci chick who turned out to be a demon. And then there was Cleo, who turned out to be working for Wolfram and Hart and tryin’ ta do stuff to his mind, and wasn’t that huge with the suckage. And now we have ta worry that pretty much anybody who makes nice with him — or any of us — is maybe another Wolfram and Hart plant tryin’ ta get at the Scoobies.”




Penny said, “But he’d know you weren’t working for Wolfram and Hart.”




Faith frowned, “Yeah…but I don’t know. He deserves somebody way better’n me. Little D’s legal now, and she’ll be twenty-one in less’n two full years. Maybe I need to just let her take her best shot. I owe it to her, after what I did to Buffy, and to Joyce, and to her. And she was just a kid. I did some really bad shit ta pretty much everybody. I didn’t realize it then, but I was pretty much aimin’ for the supernatural version of suicide by cop.”




Penny said, “Well, Buffy talks about you like she forgave you and she wants things to be like they used to be a long time ago, before stuff went bad.”




Faith said, “Yeah, well, even when things were good between us, stuff was bad. I was already in a real bad place, and I was lyin’ to all of ’em, and I was scared shitless Kakistos was gonna find me, and I lied to ’em about that too.”




Penny gently said, “It sounds to me like the only person who hasn’t forgiven you is…you.”




Faith growled, “You may be Buffy’s pal, but that don’t mean you get ta play headshrinker around here.” She stood up and said, “I need a cigarette.” She stormed out like people who got in her way might just get run over.




Penny couldn’t keep the smirk off her face. She clicked on the Note-keeping app, which was really pretty awesome. It was like pages of notes you could look through and write on and connect like with a paperclip, or have one line that linked to a whole other page of details. She picked her ‘no rush at all’ to-do list. She quietly added a new line:




get X and F together.





The Imposing Discomposing Posing



Penny wasn’t expecting Lorraine to give her a job like this, but she was going to give it her best effort anyway. But seriously, why couldn’t Lorraine be the one who had to do this stuff? Or Buffy? Faith would be good, too. Scary, but good.




Okay, she knew Buffy and Faith were out of the office dealing with something gross and icky and supremely dangerous that someone like her couldn’t hope to handle without maybe a couple tanks, a squad of heavily armed infantrymen, and maybe Andrew’s imaginary ‘demonic rocket launcher’. Not to mention that if something like that ever came after her, she’d probably pee herself and then faint. And there would be lots of screaming in there, too. She definitely wouldn’t grab a big old sword and charge right at it.




And she knew Lorraine was hard at work on a ton of stuff, since Penny was the one who was handling details on a lot of it. Penny was glad she wasn’t the one who was assigned the ultra-fun task of talking the Los Angeles Police Department into accidentally not patrolling around the Wolfram and Hart building for five hours in the middle of the night, on a particular date. That job had the extra-fun chore of coping with all the side issues the LAPD didn’t want to deal with, like not admitting the supernatural existed, and not admitting that plenty of their officers were taking payoffs from Wolfram and Hart.




And not admitting that four of their officers were only part human, even if three of them were part demon species known for blending in with humans and not trying to kill people. That ‘four’ was really only their best guess, because even Willow couldn’t wiggle her nose and magically have the correct number pop up in mid-air. It was based on personnel records the Council members really weren’t supposed to have access to. And it would be a major problem if it got out that someone inside the department had been sweet-talked into giving Kate Lockley some passwords she shouldn’t have access to, and someone whose last name was Rosenberg might have just searched through the backgrounds of every person in the LAPD using a genealogy database the Mormon Church didn’t want outsiders to access, along with using a database the NSC wasn’t willing to admit they even had. So Wolfram and Hart would have no trouble getting a bunch of goodguys locked up pretty much forever if this kind of information ever got out.




And she had the information. The dumb girl who couldn’t learn physics. The bimbo with the meth addict brother. The loser actress who couldn’t land a role better than a hemorrhoid commercial. That chick. She had top-secret international supernatural knowledge that even the CIA wouldn’t know. That was just freaky. Or ‘of the freaky’, as Buffy said. And people trusted her with the information. That was also pretty freaky.




Ordinary secretaries got stuck with jobs like going out on their lunch hour and buying a nice gift for the boss’s wife because the boss was too lazy and jerky. Or they got the ‘casting couch’ kind of tasks because their boss was horny and jerky. She didn’t get those kinds of things. No, she had to drive over to El Monte and argue with a landlord and not let him figure out he was looking at a Slayer-related problem.




When she pulled into the parking lot of the apartment complex, it was pretty easy to tell which apartment was the problem. The smashed picture window with torn drapes hanging out through the hole was kind of a giveaway. The police car in front of the building was another hint.




Penny parked as close as she could, and took a peek at the ground underneath the broken window. Uh-oh. The crushed bush and the dent in the lawn and the slime in the dent were pretty much everything she needed to know about what happened.




She pulled out the ‘kit’ Lorraine had given her and headed into the building. The kit was a fancy-looking briefcase that had stuff inside it. She was really hoping she didn’t need the two bottles of holy water or the two stakes or the big silver knife. No, she was hoping the rest of the stuff was what she needed. The black-rimmed glasses that were fake, and the fancy-looking leatherbound notebook with super-expensive looking pen. Okay, the glasses had runes on the inside of the frames so the wearer could ‘see’ certain kinds of dangerous magics while she was wearing them. Lorraine had warned her that wearing them for more than maybe an hour would probably give her a migraine. Great. Just what she wanted. A pair of glasses that could only show you dangerous magical stuff by giving you crippling agony in your head.




She put on the glasses as she rode up in the elevator. Good thing she had touched up her hair and lipstick before she got out of her car. Good thing Lorraine had already told her what to do if she got stuck with this kind of task. She opened up the notebook and found a post-it note next to several fake business cards. Next to Lorraine’s crisp writing were cute cursive comments in parentheses that she thought were maybe from Buffy:




		Landlord: Tony Delgado (on third wife, thinks he’s a playa)

		Tenants: Tasha and Randi (Randi smarts off)

		Last crisis: broken dining room table and chairs with damage to three walls (fight over who stained Tasha’s white suede minidress, totally Randi’s fault)

		Last resolution: we paid for repairs (cop avoiding is good)





Penny sighed inwardly and got off the elevator. Once she got near the apartment and heard Randi, she sighed outwardly.




“Look, Stabler, I already told you! These guys busted in and attacked us!”




Penny stepped into the room, put on her best imitation of Lorraine, and said, “Ahem. If I might interrupt. Randi, apologize to the nice police officer for calling him ‘Stabler’.”




Randi looked at her, did a double-take, and then shrugged. She didn’t exactly look the policeman in the eye as she said, “Sorry for calling you a name.”




The policeman grinned. “I’ve been called far worse things than a competent detective in a good tv show. At least you didn’t call me Benson.”




Penny handed the policeman one of the cards. He glanced at it and then stopped to read it in detail, so she gave one to the landlord. Ugh. The cop was a nice, decent-looking guy around thirty-five who obviously stayed in shape. The landlord was a sleazy forty-five or so, a bad hairpiece hiding his male pattern baldness, and a pot belly that was bulging over the belt of a pair of pants that probably fit him ten or fifteen years ago.




Both guys stopped and gave her a better appraisal after they read the business card. Lorraine (or Buffy) had really laid it on thick. The card said




The Honorable

Penelope Eugenie Victoria Carstairs-Summerton

Primary Evaluator

NSAWC




And that was followed by addresses in London, Paris, and Los Angeles. The L.A. address was the only real one, and it was the current address where her office was. There were also four phone numbers, three of which were overseas and the fourth was her number at work. She knew two of the overseas numbers were Council numbers in England, because she had needed to dial both of them, so she was guessing the other one was real too.




At least they hadn’t listed her as Lady Penelope. That would have been way too Andrew.




She maintained her best ‘Lorraine Goodbody’ real British accent and said, “It would be reasonable to call the local number, rather than the numbers in Europe. Unless you have a great deal of money to waste.” She looked the policeman in the eye and said, “Please, just call me Penny. It will be so much simpler.”




She turned to face the landlord. “You must be Mr. Delgado. Natasha and Miranda have filed reports about you with our Human Resources personnel.” He even winced! Awesome! “Just let me make a quick aside and remind you that they are both underage.”




She managed not to smile as Delgado flinched and the cop caught his reaction.




She managed not to break into a smile, but it was close. “Now then. What sort of apartment has a door so flimsy that felons can simply smash it open?” She pointed at the broken doorjamb and the deadbolt lock which was mostly ripped loose from the door. It looked like the door had to be made of cardboard, even if she knew a Slayer could do that kind of damage to even a steel door.




She looked at Tasha. “Natasha. Please describe the felons, and what happened. In detail.” She knew Tasha would lie like crazy, but after a ton of incidents all over the world with police who didn’t have ‘Sunnydale Syndrome’, there were certain agreed-upon fibs.




Tasha said, “Well, I was in the kitchen when the door busted open. Three big guys wearing these really cheesy ‘demon’ Halloween masks came charging in. And they had freaky weapons. I mean, who busts into your house carrying swords? But two of ’em had swords, and the other guy had a mace.”




The policeman asked, “No guns?”




Tasha said, “No guns. No switchblades. Two big-ass swords and a mace. With spikes on it.”




“And can you describe these men?”




Tasha shrugged carelessly. “White guys. That’s it. The masks were those gross Halloween-y rubber things that go over your whole head? So, no idea what they looked like. Masks and heavy coats. And I guess jeans. I was kinda concentrating on the swords, especially after one guy came right for me and tried to chop me in half, right down the middle.”




“And what did you do?” asked the policeman.




“What do you think? I defended myself.”




Penny interrupted, “Officer, it behooves me to point out that Natasha and Miranda, as emancipated minors doing home schooling and college prep under our aegis, are highly trained in the martial arts so it is safer for them to be on their own when we are not watching them more closely. Natasha has black belts in jujitsu and wing chun, and Miranda has black belts in jujitsu, aikido, and shin shin toitsu.”




The officer was taken aback. Tasha and Randi didn’t look like they could defend themselves from a horny high school football player. But black belts in martial arts was the best way they had for lying to outsiders about how Slayers could do the kinds of things they could do. And plenty of the girls even had real black belts now, thanks to some cooperative martial artists who wanted to work with people as ‘talented’ as the average Slayer. There were a ton of martial artists in Los Angeles, and some of them had run into the supernatural, so getting to spar with Slayers was a huge draw for those guys.




Randi lied, “I wanted to go for my fifth degree black belt in shin shin toitsu, but there aren’t any qualified testers for that level except in Japan. So I’m stuck at fourth degree till next year.”




Penny cleared her throat annoyingly and said, “Natasha, please explain further.”




Tasha shrugged, “Okay, so the guy went with a vertical strike. But he wasn’t as fast as me, so I did…well, in English it’s a two-handed bare-blade block.” She illustrated with a motion that looked like she had clapped her hands together over her head and trapped a razor-sharp sword in the process. “Then I kicked him three times. The third time? He lost the sword and went back onto the dining room table.” She pointed at the sword still stuck in one of the walls, and the broken table.




Randi said, “I heard the crash when the door went, even if I didn’t know what it was, but I was back in the bedroom, so I got out here in time to see Ugly One go flying and land on his back on the table.”




Tasha said, “She said ‘this time you have to pay for the table’ and then Ugly Two went after her with that mace.”




“Morningstar,” Randi insisted.




“No way, that wasn’t a morningstar,” Tasha replied.




Randi said, “Was so, and—”




“Ladies!” Penny snapped. Wow, they actually stopped. Or maybe they just pretended to. Anyway…“Let us simply call it a medieval weapon and move on. The nice policeman would like to be somewhere else by the end of his shift.”




Randi growled, “Fine. Ma’am. Ugly Two took a big swing with that…thing and totally overbalanced when I did a slide-step inside his arc. So I slid under his swing, caught the inside of his forearm with my right arm, and hyperextended his elbow with my left hand. I think he wanted to have that mask off so he could scream right. The mace went right out the good window, and when he reached into his belt for another weapon, I gave him a hip throw. It totally wasn’t my fault he went right out the window after the mace.”




Tasha said, “Ugly One and Ugly Three pretty much panicked at that, and ran back out the door. I ran after ’em, but they were really fast.”




Randi said, “I went over to the window, but Ugly Two was limping away. The three of ’em piled into an old panel truck and took off. All I got of the license plate was 5-W-R-H-6-something-something.”




Penny didn’t know if that was really the license plate or not, but she knew the girls would file a real report on the Council intranet and include what they did catch of the real plate. Not that it would do any good, since it was almost certainly a Wolfram and Hart attack, done with a stolen vehicle. She also didn’t say anything about the clear slime on the kitchen floor, which if you looked at it the right way was the shape of a seven-foot-tall humanoid body.




The cop made the girls go over their stories two more times, and neither slipped up. It wasn’t like a policeman could intimidate a Slayer. Every night, Tasha and Randi saw a dozen things that were hundreds of times scarier than a cop with a pen and notepad.




Finally, Penny led the cop over to the window and pointed down at the impression in the grass. “Look. It’s obvious that someone landed there hard. And look at the shape. He must have been wearing some sort of body armor, perhaps under his coat. I fail to understand why insane people with weapons out of the Middle Ages attacked some of our charges, but clearly this apartment is shockingly substandard. That door is a disgrace. I should have one of our building experts and one of our lawyers go over this apartment block with a fine-toothed comb. I suspect they would find dozens of violations and probably hundreds of building features which are not up to code.”




Delgado actually blanched, and his eyes bulged. The cop spotted it too, and said, “Now Mister Delgado, I think we should go have a private little chat down in your office. Whadda ya say?”




Delgado gulped and said, “I want my lawyer!”




Penny kept up her accent and said, “Don’t worry Mister Delgado. You go have a nice chat with the bobby, and I’ll summon some construction workers to repair this disgrace of a door, and the window, and whatever other inadequate construction elements we happen to find.”




Tasha and Randi waited until Delgado and the cop were on the elevator going down to the ground floor before they burst into laughter.




Penny tried to ignore their merry recaps of their favorite parts of the battle and then the dealings with Delgado and the policeman. Meanwhile, she called back to the office. “Hi, it’s Penny. Is Xander around?”




Suddenly the merriment vanished.




She waited while someone found Xander and got him on a phone. “Xander here. Is this Penny?”




“Yes, and—”




“So, you’re lacking in banter partners and you felt the need to call me.”




She managed to get a word in edgewise. “I’m lacking in people who can fix doors and walls and windows.”




He groaned, “Let me guess. Tasha and Randi again?”




“Yes.”




He asked, “Let me guess, was it over a damaged dress this time? Maybe who got to watch their favorite tv program? Who got to use the big sword?”




Apparently, word had gotten around about Tasha and Randi. She said, “This time it apparently wasn’t their fault. Three demons broke in and attacked them with weapons. I’m guessing that only one got away. We have one shattered door, two damaged walls, one smashed dining room table and chairs, one smashed picture window including drapes, and one broken entryway table. Plus anything I haven’t spotted yet.”




He said, “I’ll get the address and be there with help as soon as I can.”




So Penny had the fun of being ‘the adult’. She had to make Tasha and Randi clean up the slime on the kitchen floor. She had to make them get out their Council laptops and submit incident reports. She had to put up with more whining than from Sheldon when he had to do his laundry on a night other than Saturday. It was no fun being the adult.




It was half an hour before Xander showed up in what looked like a truck from a building company. A burly guy with blond hair was driving. Xander and the guy hauled toolboxes out of the truck and marched up to the apartment. Penny noticed that Tasha and Randi were both getting less and less comfortable.




Xander walked in and put his toolbox down. “Hi, Penny. Looks like you got one of the fun jobs for the day. The Goodbody too busy sweet-talking the fuzz? Oh, and this is Cliff. He’s Petra’s big brother, so he’s fully read in.”




Penny said, “I don’t think Lorraine does a lot of ‘sweet talking’ with the LAPD.”




But Xander was already studying the doorframe. He turned and gave both Slayers a one-eyed glare. They both quailed from the force of it. “Who busted the wards on the apartment? I can see right here someone put a knife right through one of the words of the inscription.”




Now that he mentioned it, Penny could see that there was faint carving all up the side of the inside of the doorframe.




Tasha said, “It was Randi!”




“Bitch!” Randi said, “Tasha was doing it too!”




Xander looked up and down the doorframe. “I see. Lots of knifemarks. You two having a contest to see who could get the closest without putting a knife in the writing?”




“Umm…maybe?” whispered Tasha.




At the same time, Randi said, “No way! We wouldn’t do that!”




Xander pulled out his cellphone and flipped it open. He pressed a speed-dial button. “Hey Lorraine, it’s Xander. Tasha and Randi aren’t mature enough to live on their own. They’ll be moving in with the other baby Slays this afternoon.”




“No!” screeched Randi.




“Oh please, please, please Xander, don’t make us move in with everyone else!” Tasha begged.




Xander pretended he wasn’t listening to them as he said, “They can share the smallest room…Oh no, it’s okay, they can clean it first, and then use sleeping bags until we get some bunk beds in there.”




Penny thought she was being tough earlier, but Xander had already reduced Tasha to tears and Randi looked like she wanted to tear her own hair out.




Xander glared at the girls. “You two did something so stupid I’m surprised you can walk and wield a sword at the same time! You know how important these wards are, and you screwed around with them, and then you didn’t tell anyone you had ruined them! You could have died! You could have gotten someone else killed! You got to stay on your own by promising to be responsible. Well, this is the exact opposite of responsible! We’ll have a van here within an hour. Have everything you own packed and ready to go. Clothes in suitcases and duffelbags, books and knickknacks in boxes, weapons in your gymbags. We’ll move the furniture and kitchen stuff later.” The girls just stared at him with pouts and teary eyes. “Get a move on! Now!”




They slunk off to their rooms to pack. Penny started to say something, but Xander shook his head abruptly. Oh, right. Slayer hearing.




Xander studied the damage and said, “We’ll fix the place up. We can do it for way less than the deposit and cleaning fee.”




Penny asked, “You can’t just bring in someone who can…” She mimed wiggling her nose. “…and fix it all instantly?”




He grinned and shook his head. “Nope. We don’t tax our specialists for stuff anybody can do. You never know when you’ll need ’em fully juiced-up and ready to go. Cliff and a couple guys will have this place better than new before tomorrow close of business.”




Cliff finally said something. “If we can get a replacement window by tomorrow morning.”




Xander smiled. “I know a guy who knows a guy.” He said, “Let’s pull stuff off and see what we’ve got to replace.” He turned to Penny, “Anything else? Sorry, but things are gonna get dusty and dirty around here. And you still have to go make Mister Delgado wet himself, right?”




She nodded and said, “There is something else. I’d like you to meet me at Giordino’s at eight tonight.”




Xander cautiously said, “I’m not really ready to jump into anything.”




Penny grinned, “Do I look like ‘anything’ to you?”




Xander laughed and said, “I wasn’t planning on ‘jumping into’ you, either. You sure about this?”




Penny said, “It’s a safe meet with a potential contact. We’ve used Giordino’s for this kind of thing before. It’s also the best pure Italian food in Los Angeles. Be there at eight. Wear something nice. There may be someone else too. We eat all the food, we drink the wine, we have a nice time, we wait and see if they even show.”




Xander said, “That’s sounds…okay.”




Then Penny called Lorraine. “Good news. One, it’s all straightened out. Two, I got rid of the cop too. Three, it wasn’t the girls having a catfight, it was them fighting off an attack by two demons.”




Lorraine stiffly said, “Penny, that does not sound like good news.”




“There is that,” Penny admitted. “So next step, as soon as I get back to the office, I need to call every Slay-house and warn ’em about possible attacks.”




Lorraine said, “I’ll call Buffy and let her know. She’ll want a report from you. We need to figure out what the Wolf, the Ram, and the Hart are up to now.”




She got into her car and made another phone call. She got Faith’s answering machine. “Yo, what’s up? Leave one, and I’ll get back to ya if I feel like it.”




She said, “Faith? Penny. I’ve got something I need your help on. I need you for a meet tonight. Strictly peaceful. Giordino’s restaurant. Eight o’clock. Wear something really nice. I don’t know how long it’ll be before I get there, and I don’t know if or when the contact will show, so just eat as they bring out the courses, and enjoy the wine selections, and we’ll see how things play out.”




Penny hung up and made her last phone call. She went back to her English accent. “Hello, Giordino’s? This is Lorraine Goodbody of the NSAWC. I believe we have reserved your private rooms before?”




“Yes ma’am, we’re pretty happy with that arrangement, especially if you want the same deal and the same pricing.”




She said, “This is something slightly different, but same pricing. I need a private room for two to four, the full seven course meal on whatever your daily special is, and a wine for every course. Good wines only, please. Bill us the usual way.”




“Yes ma’am.”




She smirked all the way down to Delgado’s office. She had a fat weasel to intimidate until he let the Council out of their rental agreement. She figured that as soon as she mentioned checking every apartment in the building for code violations — and maybe telling every tenant about the flimsy door and the unsafe window too — Delgado would be pleading to cut them loose instead.





The Idiotic Necrotic Exotic



Penny had her phone turned off, because it was way after eight at night, and she was pretty sure Xander or Faith would be calling her. Too bad, they could sit and gripe about her over wine and excellent food until something more interesting came up. Still, she checked the clock when someone knocked on the door. Nine thirty.




It wasn’t the pounding that Faith would probably make. It wasn’t a knock-knock like guys usually made. It was more of a tap-tap-tap like a girl trying to act super-feminine would do.




She opened the door. It wasn’t anyone she recognized. Okay, it looked like one of her old ‘budding actress’ drinking friends, even if the girl looked like she was about eighteen or nineteen. Sexy, blonde, carefully made up, hair expertly done, and a really cute minidress and blazer with matching designer peep-toe heels that Penny would kill for.




Penny gave her a faint smile and said, “Hi. Whatever you’re selling, I’m not interested.”




The girl said in Valley Girl tones, “Oh, I’m not a salesman. I’m here delivering a note for Buffy.”




Penny said, “Well, she’s upstairs and across the hall.”




The girl said, “Oh, I know that. I can’t get up the stairs from here. There’s too many magical wards and boobytraps and stuff all over ’em. I mean, that’s just not very friendly.”




Penny suddenly had a really, really bad feeling about this. If this was someone who knew who Buffy Summers was, but couldn’t get past the magical traps Brian had put up, that pretty much guaranteed she wasn’t a ‘who’. No, she had to be more of a ‘what’.




Penny wondered if the steel door would hold up to a demon attack. She kind of figured the answer was ‘not a chance’. If the blonde was some sort of demon, Penny wasn’t even sure she could get her door closed fast enough. If the blonde was a vampire, Penny just had to not invite her in, and not do something stupid like sticking her head out of the apartment.




And her cell phone was back on the couch, over by her laptop. Crud.




Penny said, “Shall I call Buffy and ask her to come downstairs? Or would you rather wait until one of the other Slayers around here shows up?”




The blonde asked, “I could just give it to you, couldn’t I? Can I come in?”




“No.” Penny thought it over for a second and said, “On second thought, hell no, and not in a million years.”




The blonde said, “That’s so mean! I’m just delivering a message! I mean, don’t stake the messenger, and all that.”




Don’t stake the messenger? Oh crap.




Penny said, “I’m going to back away from the door and get my phone and call Buffy’s apartment and get a Slayer down here pronto.” She figured that would get the blonde vampire to run like something supernatural with a big sword was after her.




The blonde smiled, “Okey-dokey, artichoke-y.”




Penny stepped backward and bumped into the couch, which probably made her look like a spaz. Like a big, terrified, easy-to-devour spaz. She kept her eyes on the blonde as she moved to the side and went back far enough to scrabble around on the couch cushions and find her phone. As she speed-dialed Buffy’s apartment, she asked, “And who should I say is bringing the message?”




“Oh duh, I forgot to tell you! Oops. I’m Harmony. Harmony Kendall, from Wolfram and Hart. I went to high school with Buffy. And Xander. And Willow. And Cordelia. I was one of Cordelia’s galpals.”




Well, Buffy had told plenty of stories about high school, but she hadn’t mentioned anyone named Harmony. At least, Penny didn’t think so. A couple of the story-telling times had been over too many margaritas, so Penny didn’t exactly remember everything Buffy had told her. Penny asked, “One of Cordelia’s minions?”




“Well, that’s not very nice,” Harmony pouted. “Although, I guess if you think about it, we were kind of minion-y. Sometimes she wasn’t very nice to us, and sometimes she told us to go do stuff that wasn’t nice, and a bunch of times she had me go say mean stuff to people. Maybe I kind of liked that part.”




Great, she got Buffy’s answering machine. So no one was upstairs to help. And a vampire with unnaturally good hearing was standing right there, probably hearing Buffy’s answering machine message and knowing there was no one at home up there.




Harmony smiled vacantly, “Maybe I should just leave the message with you?”




While Harmony was standing there chatting, Penny hastily texted Buffy’s cell phone. Harmony here NOW. Says she has message for U fm W&H




And just then, Sheldon and Leonard came home, with Raj in tow. Could this get any worse?




Sheldon was saying, “And no, that does not mean that anyone of my intelligence would ever consider it!”




Raj said, “But you tried online dating.”




“I most certainly did not!” Sheldon insisted. “You blackmailed me into going on a date with someone you and Howard lined up without telling me!”




“Extorted,” corrected Leonard merrily. “It was extortion, not blackmail.”




Sheldon refused to admit he had made an error. “At any rate, it was a criminal act, and Raj is just lucky I refrained from calling the police.”




Leonard started to say something back, and then he noticed what was going on across the hall. “Oh, hi Penny! How’re you doing? Who’s your friend?”




Oh no. Penny had a pretty good idea how this would go. No matter what Penny said, all Harmony had to do was step over to the guys, give them a big smile, and ask if she could wait in their apartment until Buffy got home. Leonard would say yes. Even if Leonard didn’t say yes, Raj would nod yes, and that might even count, given how much time Raj spent hanging out over there. Okay, Sheldon wouldn’t say yes…unless Harmony knew what to say. Oh God, all Harmony had to say was that she was interested in Star Trek, or World of Warcraft, or one of a hundred other geeky things, and Sheldon might let her in long enough to find out if she knew anything about the topic or if she was just a poser.




No, all Harmony had to do to get Sheldon to let her in was to say that she knew all about Buffy, including Buffy’s deepest, darkest secrets. The horrible part was that might even be true, since Harmony obviously knew Buffy was The — or at least ‘A’ — Chosen One and the head of the Slayers and one of the people who ran the Watchers Council.




Harmony didn’t even have to do that much. She could simply take two steps over to the guys, give them all a big smile, and then hurl them down the stairs so she could suck their blood out of their bodies without any chance of even one of them getting into the safety of their apartment.




Penny knew she couldn’t let that happen. She swallowed hard and did the dumbest thing she had ever done in her life. Dumber than sleeping with…well, more guys than she should have slept with. Dumber than…Ooh, she had done a lot of dumb things in her life. But this was going to be the absolute dumbest thing she ever did.




Especially when it was probably going to be the last thing she ever did.




She smiled at Leonard and said, “Hi Leonard. Harmony’s here on business. We just need to talk about some boring business details and wait for Buffy to show up.” She looked Harmony in the eye and said, “Why don’t you come inside and put your feet up?”




Harmony smiled at her like a cat. Like a very pleased cat who had just gotten her way. She stepped inside and shut the door behind her. She even turned and locked the door afterward.




Penny hastily scooted across the room. She grabbed up the flower vase off the coffee table and held it, even as her hands started to shake. She said, “I know you’re a vampire. And this vase is a lovely little present from one of the Watchers. The water in it is holy water. Try anything funny, and you’re going to be regretting it. I mean it.”




Harmony inhaled slowly and smiled. Her face did the thing everyone had warned Penny about. It was still pee-your-pants terrifying. Harmony’s irises turned a demonic yellow. Her incisors lengthened into deadly fangs. Her brow just over her nose turned into ugly, threatening ridges.




Penny gulped hard, and made a serious effort not to crap herself. She was locked in a small apartment with a vampire. A vampire from Wolfram & Hart who had a message. And after the demon attack on Tasha and Randi this morning, the message was probably something along the lines of ‘look, we can kill everyone you know in horrible ways so they scream in agony for hours before we eat them alive.’




Harmony inhaled slowly and said, “Wow, you’re really scared. It’s coming off you in waves. You know, back when I was still human, I didn’t get why vampires wanted to grab you and be mean to you and scare you and stuff first. But I didn’t know how…yummy…all that fear smells. I mean, it’s a turn-on. And you’re pretty. If I swung that way, I’d totally make a pass at you. But I like boys.” She sniffed a couple more times and said, “Like you do. That Leonard guy’s left his scent all over this place. So we know he likes blondes, so maybe he’d just invite me in…”




Penny didn’t really think she could hold off a real vampire. But if it was a choice between her and the guys? Not much of a contest. The guys did important stuff that no one else could do. Someday, Sheldon was probably going to own a Nobel Prize. Her? Anyone could do her job. She wanted to yell at Harmony to leave Leonard alone, but Buffy said all that did was make the demon want to go attack whoever you wanted to keep safe, because that’s what evil demons did.




Harmony stepped forward…




…and sat down on Penny’s couch.




Penny backed up two steps and tried to sound threatening as she said, “I think if I throw this holy water in your face, no one’s going to want to invite you in for a long time.”




Harmony shook her head a little, like she was shaking out her hair, and the scary vampire features vanished. There was just a pretty girl in a pretty outfit. Except the girl was strong enough to rip your arms off, and she was fast enough to make Usain Bolt look like a guy in a walker, and she could suck all the blood out of your body so fast that not even Buffy could get in here quick enough to save you. Harmony looked up at her and said, “It’s not my fault I’m a vampire, you know. You don’t have to be a meanie about it.”




Penny cautiously took a seat on a stool in the breakfast nook, so her back was almost to a wall and Harmony was farther away from her. “Didn’t you have to drink the vampire’s blood or something?”




Harmony shrugged, “Oh sure, but it’s not like that. I was fighting a bunch of vampires at the graduation, we all were, and I got too close to this one guy, who okay was pretty darn cute except for the eyes and the forehead, in a totally hot Nineties way, and even pretty good taste in clothes, which let me tell you is not happening with most vampires, but he grabbed me and knocked the stake out of my hand and nobody saved me, and he just sank his fangs into my neck. You know, it sounds awful. But it really felt…pretty good.”




Harmony leaned back on the couch and crossed her legs. “I mean, at first it was like getting two shots from your doctor, only right in the neck, but after a couple seconds I just…let it happen. There was this dreamy feeling. I stopped fighting, and I stopped wanting him to stop, and it started feeling like I oughta let him keep going. So I sorta did. I mean, I didn’t fight him or anything. It just felt like I was floating away. And then he was putting his wrist in my mouth, and stuff was flowing into my mouth, and I wasn’t thinking at all, I was just sort of working on reflex because I was pretty nearly dead, and…”




Harmony put her hands behind her head in a motion that would have had all the guys — even Sheldon — staring down her cleavage. “And then I woke up in the morgue, and I was sooooo hungry! I mean, I was never that hungry before ever in my entire life, and believe me, I had to skip plenty of meals because I was always sort of plump and not all skinny like Cordy, who would’ve made an amazing vampire. And the morgue attendant walked in, and…I ate him. It was so easy. He just stared at me, because, hello! I’m hot. I know it. And I was starkers under that sheet. He didn’t even try to fight me. He didn’t even try to get away. He just stepped right over to me and put his hands on my boobs and let me kiss him and lick his neck and it tasted great. I mean, all the blood types are yummy, but B negative is definitely my personal favorite.”




Penny had to fight down a sudden need to vomit, but Harmony didn’t seem to have a clue how revolting that sounded.




Harmony put her hands in her lap and pouted, “At first I thought, ‘Oh, okay, I’m a vampire, but I’m not a monster like the vamps who were trying to pen us in at graduation.’ And then I remembered the guy I just ate. Who was dead now because of me. And I was pretty sure I would’ve felt bad about that if I was still human. So I figured I would just have to get used to being a monster. I mean, how bad could that be? I just ate a guy, but I didn’t feel bad about it. In fact, I felt pretty good. And I didn’t have some boss vampire who sired me to boss me around, because pretty much all the vamps at the graduation got dusted. So yay me! And I was pretty and blonde and stacked, so all I was going to have to do to get another meal was dress hot and go to a bar and let some guy pick me up. Or hitchhike and let some guy pick me up. Or walk around downtown and let some guy pick me up. Maybe I could even find out if serial killers taste different! So I found where they put my clothes, and boy they just crammed them in a bag and let ’em get all wrinkled, which was just inconsiderate. And I got dressed and walked home. And I got a ride after only about two blocks, and he was really sleazy and wanted me to do him just for giving me a ride, and so I’m sure it was a public service eating him.”




Penny didn’t put the vase down, but her hands weren’t shaking as much. Still, hearing this was incredibly…disturbing. It was like hearing one of those serial killers on “Criminal Minds” talking about how he wanted to go kill everyone. Harmony Kendall might not have had a lot of sympathy and compassion for others when she was alive, but the vampire sitting there had all the empathy of a shark. A really hungry shark.




Harmony went on, “So I figured, wow, free car with car keys, free money ’cause he had like two hundred bucks in his wallet, so far being a vampire was pretty awesome. So then I dumped his body somewhere and drove the rest of the way home. And that was when I found out how sucky being a vampire really is. I couldn’t go home. I mean, I remember my English teacher telling us some guy wrote ‘you can never go home again’ and at the time I thought that was stupid, because sure you could just go home whenever you felt like it. But that night, I found out what that writer meant. I couldn’t go home again. Mom and dad knew I was dead, and when I tried to walk in, it was like walking into a wall. A really hard super-strong magical wall, because I used to be really weak and easy to push around, but as a vampire I could lift up a guy’s dead body and throw him over a fence and down a ravine. And they wouldn’t let me in! And mom cried. I hate it when mom cries. It didn’t make me feel awful like it used to, but I still don’t like it. And they closed my bank account and closed all my credit cards and store cards and everything, so I had no money and I couldn’t go shopping anymore! It was the suckiest thing ever.”




Penny found herself asking, “What did you do?”




Harmony shrugged. “Well, what would you do? I looked in mister dead guy’s wallet and found his address and went to his apartment and used his keys and stayed there for a few days. That was awful.”




“Why? Did you feel guilty?”




Harmony looked at her in confusion. “Why would I feel guilty? That guy was a total creepo. No, the apartment smelled bad. Vampires have a really super-strong sense of smell. It smelled like sleazy-guy B.O. and sleazy-guy unwashed laundry and spoiling food in the fridge and old spilled stuff on the floors and cigarette butts. And the stains on the sheets were from some bimbo with a yeast infection, and just yuck. Being a vampire means being able to smell waaaaaaay too much. And then the next day, I got up and showered and…I didn’t have a reflection! I mean, how’s a girl supposed to get ready in the morning without looking at herself in a mirror?”




“What did you do?” Penny asked.




“I didn’t know what to do,” Harmony said. “I mean, no reflection? Worst thing ever. Okay, I was sure I still looked really hot. Even if I had to reach up and check whether I had my fangs and forehead out. But sleazy dead guy had these cameras pointing at the bed so he could do chicks and film the whole thing, which was just eewwwww. And he had a bunch of stuff like Ecstasy and rohypnol and stuff, so maybe the girls didn’t even know he was filming them. Maybe they didn’t even know he was boffing them. Total creepo. He totally deserved to get eaten. I should’ve brought him back as a vampire so I could tie him down and let all the girls he ever humped stab him and stuff. But anyway, I looked at all the cameras, and I tried taking pictures of me. Did you know old cameras that use film, most of ’em won’t take a picture of a vampire? This guy had a Polaroid camera, and let me tell you, some of the Polaroids he had in that box in his closet were soooo gross! Well, I didn’t show up on the Polaroids either. But I showed up on the videocamera! He had this cute videocamera with a flip-out screen on the side and you could adjust where the screen faced, and you could even turn it so you could see yourself as the camera filmed you. He had a bunch of film footage off that thing in his pervert-o-box too, and lemme tell you that guy was a sicko. Way worse than a vampire. So I could film me with his videocamera and look in the little screen and still do my makeup and check my hair! Awesome, huh? I’m like one of the smartest vampires ever. Even if I did end up working as a secretary at Wolfram & Hart. But that was mainly Cordy. And Wesley.”




“Cordelia? And Wesley? Do you mean Wesley Wyndam-Pryce?” Penny felt her phone buzz in her pocket, and she told herself that had to be Buffy texting her that she was on the way to rescue her.




Harmony nodded happily. “Yeah. I tried being a really evil vampire, and I even figured out how to sire lots of minions, which believe me is waaaaay easier and faster on a Hellmouth, but my plans never worked out right and Buffy always ruined everything. And the time I found the Gem of Amara, Spike stole it from me and even staked me! Never trust a guy just ’cause you’re sleeping with him, even if he’s really great in bed. True even if they’re dead. So I left Sunnydale after a couple years, and came here, and Cordy was nice to me and everything. I tried to be one of the good guys, but I wasn’t any good at it and it didn’t make me feel good inside. But she didn’t shoot me with a crossbow when I turned them over to a vampire cult. And they helped me get a really nice secretarial job at Wolfram & Hart after they took over.”




Okay, Penny knew a lot of this part of the story, because Buffy had explained one night over lots of tequila why her ex ended up running the local branch of Wolfram & Hart after fighting them for several years. Naturally, it was all a plot to corrupt Angel and his team, and so Angel took them down from the inside and wiped out the Circle of the Black Thorn, which put Wolfram & Hart’s personal apocalypse plans back about a century, which they were still being pretty pissy about.




Harmony went on, “And I did just what they told me to, and I stopped drinking human blood, even if otter isn’t really as tasty, and it totally wasn’t my fault that Marcus told me I needed to tell him everything Angel did, because after all, he was working directly for the Senior Partners, so he was really Angel’s boss when you come down to it, and he was really great in the sack. And after the whole building-collapsing thing, I still had a job! Okay, not executive secretary for the big boss, but not way down in the secretarial pool either, so I had a really good job that was way easier, and my boss was nicer to me, and I got a pay raise for telling on Angel, and the pay raise really matters, because, hello! D & G’s like these don’t grow on trees! And I love peeptoes. Great tip. Vampires can wear peeptoes and really cute miniskirts even in January in like Aspen. One of my fave things about the fanginess. And my bosses now? Free human blood in the lunchroom! It’s all O Positive, but still…Free! And they don’t mind if you sample a few people when you get hungry after work. And the windows there? Secret magic tinting so the sunlight doesn’t turn you into toasted vamp.” She sighed, “I really miss working on my tan at Cordy’s pool with the other girls. I bet Aphrodesia would’ve let me bite her if I told her she could stay young forever and never get wrinkles and never have to put up with her jerk boyfriend again. But she left Sunnydale for college, and got married to some guy I never even met, and never came back. You’d think she would’ve invited me to her wedding, even if I’m dead…”




Harmony sat up sharply, and Penny convulsively clenched the vase. Harmony asked, “Do you think I could go to the Sunnydale High School reunions? The tenth anniversary one is only a couple years away. And they’re parties at night, right?”




Penny pointed out, “What if Buffy’s there? Or Xander? Or Willow?”




Harmony pouted, “Willow’s gone all gay, and I bet she still wouldn’t let me bite her again.”




“Again?”




“Oh. Yeah. Didn’t anyone tell you? I’m just about the only vampire who ever bit a Scooby and didn’t get killed right away. I mean, Buffy let Angel bite her for some weird magic blood thingie, but I captured Willow Rosenberg and bit her!” Harmony’s face fell. “Ooh. She might be mad at me about that. Do you think she’d hit me with a big magic fireball if I came to the class reunion?”




Penny felt the phone buzz again and she said, “Don’t you think Buffy’s going to stake you for trying to kill me?”




Harmony gave her a look of complete confusion. “Why would she think that? I mean, I just have to give her this message and then I’m leaving. I’ve got a date later. With a Hollywood actor. If I bite you, I’d probably get blood on my dress, and that would be a disaster. I mean, do you have any idea how hard it is to get blood out of hand-dyed silk?”




Penny gulped. “Isn’t it going to create a huge ruckus if you kill a famous Hollywood actor?”




Harmony waved her worries away. “Oh no, I’m not gonna drink his blood or anything. He’s a demon. And Pahrvix demons? Their blood is totally yuck.”




“An actor? Who’s a demon too?” Penny checked.




“Oh sure, some of the sexiest actors and actresses are demons, and lots of other actors made a pact with Wolfram and Hart to get demonically sexy or just have lots of success. You don’t think anyone would want to look at Danny DeVito if he hadn’t already sold his soul, do you? And Jamie Kennedy. Totally not funny, but he gets steady work as a comedian. Sold his soul for it. Same for Tom Green, who also got to schtup Drew Barrymore. Sold his soul too. Duh! Anyway, Pahrvix demons look human, until they lose control. Like during sex. So they have to date girls like me, or girls like Anyanka, or else the girls like Megan Fox who already sold their soul to Wolfram & Hart and know about the whole ‘demons and vamps’ thing and don’t mind sexing it up with a demon. Brad and Angelina? Both Pahrvix demons. All those kids they ‘adopt’ or have? Baby Pahrvix demons they’re raising for the Pahrvix collective.”




Penny asked, “Umm, would you mind getting up and opening the door so Buffy doesn’t knock it down and stake you on suspicion?”




Harmony thought it over for long seconds. It probably took that long for her to think about something complicated. Like getting up and unlocking a door. She finally shrugged, “Okay, if you don’t mind Buffy barging in. She does kind of break a lot of stuff.”




Penny watched anxiously as Harmony rose and walked to the door. It was a good thing the guys were in their apartment with the door closed, because less than a minute later, Buffy and Tia came sprinting up the stairs carrying huge swords.




Harmony smiled, “Buffy! Hi! I got asked to bring a message over to you, but I couldn’t get up the last stairs to your floor. That’s totally not nice.”




Buffy gave Harmony a look that would have intimidated a smarter vampire. “Harm. Long time no see.”




Harmony missed the deadly intent. She nodded happily, “Yeah! We should do drinks some time, and we can talk about old times.”




“Or not,” Buffy snapped. “Now what about the message?”




Harmony reached into her purse and pulled out an ordinary-looking letter. “Here! Mister Ewing told me I should take this to you and make sure you got it in person.”




Buffy raised a suspicious eyebrow.




Penny carefully said, “Harmony. You work for the Wolf, the Ram, and the Hart. And the Ram has an underling named Mister Ewe-ing? Doesn’t that sound…odd?”




Harmony stared at her for a second before she opened her eyes wide. “Oh! I get it now! Ram. And Ewe.” She broke into a giggle. “I don’t think they do that. I don’t think the Senior Partners even do stuff like sex.”




Buffy said, “Harm, why don’t you take the message out of the envelope and hold it out for me to read?”




Harmony pouted and plaintively asked, “Why? Don’t you trust me?”




Buffy frowned, “I don’t trust your bosses. Or their bosses.”




Harmony shrugged, “Well okay…” She slit open the envelope with one long fingernail, then she opened the letter and held it facing Buffy.




Buffy looked at it. “Pretty much what I thought it would say.”




Penny asked, “What’s it say?”




Tia said, “Pretty much ‘get out of town by sundown pardner, or we’ll fill you fulla lead.’ Except in legalese.”




Buffy said, “Tia, go get one of Willow’s special containers.”




“On it.” Tia dashed out the door.




Buffy looked at Penny and frostily asked, “Is there a reason you asked a vampire into your apartment, so she can come in anytime she ever wants to?”




Penny said, “It was the guys or me. If I didn’t get her in here, the guys were going to invite her in there. I was…afraid of what she’d do to them.”




Harmony complained, “Are you kidding? They ate Thai tonight! I could smell it all over them. I don’t like all that spicy stuff. And anyway, I have a date I have to get going to.”




Tia came back with what looked like a three-gallon ziplock baggie. She had Harmony drop the letter and envelope in it.




As Penny watched, the letter glowed a vicious red. “What’s that mean?”




Buffy said, “Some sort of magical attack. Brian can analyze it tomorrow. After he comes over here and does the anti-invite spell so Harm can’t come back in.”




Harmony looked at the letter. “You mean if I gave it to you, you would’ve got hit with some kind of hex?”




Buffy nodded. “Yep. And if the hex didn’t kill you too, Tia certainly would’ve.”




Harmony frowned. “Gee, and I thought Mister Ewing liked me.”




Buffy said, “Maybe you should reconsider your job opportunities.”




Harmony said, “I think I’ll just report him to the Wolfram & Hart labor relations board.”




Buffy said, “Harm, their labor relations board is probably not going to help a lowly vamp secretary when she’s complaining about one of the higher-ups.”




Harmony frowned, “Ooh. Good idea. Hmmm…” After a couple seconds, her face lit up and she grinned, “I know just what I’ll do! I’ll tell him no more sex at lunchtimes! That’ll teach him!”





The Inexpensive Counteroffensive



Knock-knock-knock. “Penny!” Knock-knock-knock. “Penny!” Knock-knock-knock. “Penny!”




Penny was still struggling to get ready, because she’d had a lot of trouble sleeping after last night’s visit from Harmony Kendall. And then when she did fall asleep, she had nightmares about being attacked by vampires. So she was running late and she was really tired, even after a brisk shower and two cups of coffee.




She walked over to the door to see who it was, because it didn’t sound like Buffy, but maybe it was Maria. It was definitely a girl, and way not Harmony.




She opened the door and froze.




It was Faith. And she looked pissed.




On the other hand, Faith looked like she’d spent the night at Xander’s place, because she had that ‘extremely well boinked’ look. And she was still wearing a nice black minidress that showed off a ton of cleavage. And some killer black heels.




But other than the whole ‘did it with Xander all night long and still wearing last night’s dress’ look, Faith looked mad enough to rip Polgara demons apart with her bare hands.




Penny had heard stories, but she had never imagined that Furiously Angry Faith was pretty much The Incredible Hulk. Without changing size or turning green. And why did she have to make comic book references when she was about to be torn limb from limb? She was hanging out with Leonard too much.




Faith pushed the door the rest of the way open and stomped on in, and stomping in a pair of high heels like those was tricky. She slammed the door shut and said, “You are dead meat.”




Penny lied, “I got delayed. Harmony Kendall showed up with a note for Buffy. You know Harmony?”




“Bimbo vamp? Got just enough sense not to try working on her tan anymore? Voted ‘most embarrassing vampire’ five years running by Vamps Weekly?”




Penny wondered, “There’s a weekly magazine for vampires?” Faith just glared at her. “Oh. Right. Sarcasm. I’ve been spending too much time near Sheldon. It’s contagious.”




Faith stepped right into Penny’s personal space. “I don’t like people fuckin’ with my personal life. It’s called ‘personal’ for a reason! And now everything’s totally screwed, and it’s all your fault, dammit! How’m I gonna explain this ta Little D? Fuck, how am I gonna explain this ta Red and not get my skin ripped off? How am I supposed ta explain this ta Xander?”




Penny took a careful step backward. “Maybe you don’t have to explain it to anyone. I…sort of checked with some people yesterday to make sure you going out with Xander wouldn’t be a problem.”




“I thought you said you got hung up with Harmony!”




Penny took another careful step backward. “Okay, that was later. Like nine thirty. So maybe I planned the whole dinner thing to give you and Xander another chance. Because he still really likes you, and he’s lonely, and he deserves someone special.”




“I ain’t no one special,” Faith grumbled. “The only ways I’m special are like ‘special ed’. They’re all ways no one wants you ta be special.”




Penny said, “I talked to Dawn. She thought you’d be really good for Xander now that he’s lost Anya and everything. And Willow emailed me and said she thought you were a much better person than you were back then and maybe Xander was mature enough now to appreciate the good things about you, instead of just staring at…umm…The Wonder Twins.”




Penny still couldn’t believe Willow really said that in an email, even if she was gay. And besides, Penny had a pair that was just as good as Faith’s! Maybe better! And she could definitely come up with a better name than ‘the Wonder Twins’.




Faith blinked in surprise. “Red really called ’em ‘The Wonder Twins’? I am so givin’ K some shit over that.”




Penny knew ‘K’ had to be Kennedy, but she didn’t think that giving Kennedy grief over Willow would be a good idea, even if you were a Slayer.




Faith pointed at Penny with one finger and poked her in the chest. It was like getting rammed with the end of a steel pipe. Penny hastily backed up some more. Faith fumed, “X is such a lightweight. Y’know, he doesn’t drink. Well, hardly ever, except on special occasions, ’cause his dad was almost as crappy a parent as my mom. Not that he ever says so. And the food was fuckin’ awesome. Best Italian I ever had, and there’s plenty of great Italian in Boston. And every course had a wine with it. Some a’ that shit probably cost a mint. I hope you know a stiff like Lorraine ain’t gonna pay for that outta Council accounts.”




Penny gulped and admitted, “I asked Buffy to sign off on it.”




Faith looked like she might just tear Penny in half on the spot. “B knows too? P, you are so dead!”




Penny said, “Buffy told me one night, okay maybe we both had too much tequila that night, that sometimes Xander talks about all the things he screwed up when they still lived in Sunnydale, and Xander still thinks he should have been able to help you, and if he hadn’t been a complete dork he would have realized you were living in a shithole and the Scoobies needed to help you a long time before the thing with the deputy mayor.”




Faith looked like she wanted to kick something over. Like a building. “X? He’s kiddin’ himself. There’s a reason the demons call him the Slayers’ White Knight. What could a still-underage teenager with no money and no job have done for me? Not like his folks woulda let me stay in their house, and Red was pissed at me for busting up her only real girl friendship, and Buffy had way too many headaches already. What did I do when I saw Red was gettin’ all upset about me pushin’ her outta Buffy’s BFF spot? I rubbed it in, just ta be an even bigger bitch. God, I screwed up so much.”




Penny said, “You were a teenager. Screwing up is what teenagers do best. It isn’t like every one of them didn’t screw up too. Tons of times.”




Faith glared at her. “Did I say I wanted a shrink? No!”




Penny said, “I wasn’t playing shrink. I was just playing…matchmaker, okay?”




Faith fumed, “Yeah, I know that. But I still hadda get a drunk Xander over to his hotel room after the last course. That dessert wine was fuckin’ awesome, but X shouldn’t a’ split that little bottle with me. He was so fuckin’ drunk it wasn’t funny. Okay, it was funny. X is a really cute drunk. His old man’s a mean drunk, but X is a riot.”




Her face fell. “Well, he was a riot right up until I was gettin’ him outta his suit and tryin’ ta get him ta drink a couple glasses a’ water so he wouldn’t be totally hung over in the morning. And he had ta go tell me how much he missed me, and Cordy, and Anya, and how he ruined every relationship he tried ta make work, and I was the only one left he could even apologize to and tell her how much he loved her.” Faith suddenly looked like she might cry. “Why did he have ta say something like that?”




Penny knew she was taking her life in her hands, but she still said, “I guess you accepted his apology.”




Faith glared at her. It was one hell of a glare, too. Faith growled, “I still ain’t sure I’m gonna accept that apology. But I kissed him. And he kissed me back. And he was really drunk, but he still called me ‘Faith’ instead a’ Anya. Or Cordy. Or Willow. And maybe I still like him. And for a drunk guy, he’s got stamina like a porn star. He’s got way better in the sack since I popped that cherry for him. I guess Cordy and Anya were pretty demanding, or somethin’.”




Penny asked, “So, why’s that a bad thing? You two like each other. You’re a really cute couple.”




Faith threw her an angry glare that could have peeled the paint off the walls. Okay, she wasn’t going to call Faith ‘cute’ anymore.




Penny tried again, “You’re a good person, working hard to do good things. You deserve a chance with someone like Xander.”




Faith glared, “You don’t know jack shit about me! The stuff I’ve done…You can’t make up for shit like that. I don’t deserve someone good like X. Hell, Anya sure didn’t. And Queen C sure didn’t back when she was datin’ him. What C deserved back then was a great big kick right in the c—”




Penny interrupted, “Cordelia’s gone. Anya’s gone. What’s so wrong with making him happy with you being there for him?”




Faith picked up Penny’s coffee cup. “You don’t understand. I don’t deserve something good like that in my life.” The coffee cup shattered in her hand like Faith had run over it with a tank. “Are ya happy now? I don’t deserve it! And what’s X gonna think when he wakes up?”




Penny tried, “Maybe that you care about him too? Maybe that you’d like to try again and see if you could work something out? Look, I understand the whole ‘afraid to get more serious’ thing, because that’s totally me when it comes to Leonard. I’ve screwed up so many times in my life. I don’t want to screw things up for him too. But you know what the difference is between you and me?”




“You’re not a psycho killer who oughta be rotting away in a supermax prison?”




Penny insisted, “You’re not either. If you were really psycho, the things you did wouldn’t eat at you the way they do, and you wouldn’t try so hard to punish yourself for doing them. As for the other part, just ask Xander if he’d kill to protect you, or any other Slayer.”




Faith shrugged, “Hell, he’d kill to protect Kennedy, and she’s about his least fave Slayer out there. He’s that kind of guy. He put his ass on the line to save Red when things went south, and you got no idea how scary Red can be when she’s gone all Dark Side a’ the Force. He’s still got the scars on his chest from that. All us girls got superpowers, but he’s the fuckin’ hero. He’s done some a’ the dumbest shit in history to save B, and Red, and me, and K, and plenty of other Slayers.”




Penny softly said, “Sounds to me like he deserves the woman he really wants, even if she doesn’t think she deserves him. And the difference between me and you? Not just the superpowers, but you have the courage to use ’em. I couldn’t do what you do.”




Faith frowned, “You’re dead wrong on that, P. If you got the powers, you’d be out there too. It’s an urge. You don’t get to say ‘oh no I’m too scared’ because you got this drivin’ urge ta get out there and track ’em down and beat the holy fuck outta ’em and then stake ’em or chop ’em up. It’s a part of the First Slayer. It’s a part a’ all us Slayers. We’re wild animals who got a handful of demon shoved down our throats so we’re stronger and faster and more fuckin’ dangerous. Doesn’t matter how fancy-pants candy-assed you started out, when you get that Slayer power, you’re a monster. Jus’ that some a’ us are more of a monster than others.”




She finally realized she was holding the shards of Penny’s coffee cup, and she dusted off her hand. “K may be a rich bitch, and a snob, and self-centered, but she deserves Red because when it came down to it, she was ready to do what it took ta save the world. She was ready ta die for it. She was ready ta kill her lover if that was what it took. Me? Not so noble.”




Penny sat down next to Faith and said, “What you’re doing is noble. It’s tougher than what other Slayers are doing, because you don’t believe you deserve ‘easy’. But you’re making up for what you did. You’re putting your life on the line. You’re risking yourself to protect others. Faith, you are a hero. Sheldon and Amy were talking about this, and I had to ask them to dumb it down for me, but it’s a lot harder to be the one who screwed up and has to come back from that, than being the perfect one who didn’t make the slip and gets to coast downhill from there. You’ve seen ‘Avatar: the Last Airbender’?”




Faith nodded. “The baby Slays can’t get enough of the violent ’toons.”




Penny said, “In the end, who’s more courageous? Aang or Zuko? Who’s more of a heroic figure? Aang gets the girl, and he gets the attention, and he gets the big dramatic scenes, but who has it harder? Zuko. Zuko has to come back from the dark side. He has to choose to be good, and he has to make hard decisions, and he has to make the tough calls. All Aang has to do is figure out how to win without killing the bad human.”




Faith stared at her hands for long seconds before she finally said, “Ya know what, P? That’s a damn good analogy. And that’s why you totally suck.”




Faith stood up, put her hands on Penny’s shoulders, and lifted her to her feet like Penny was weightless. She glared into Penny’s face. “Strip. Bare-assed. Now.”




Penny gulped, “Umm, Faith, I don’t swing that way.”




Faith leered at her, and then said, “That ain’t what’s gonna happen, P. No, you’re about ta learn that payback’s a bitch. Now shut up and get those clothes off. You got thirty seconds, and then I’m rippin’ everything else off. One…Two…”




Penny managed to get her new shoes and her nice blouse and skirt off in time, but that was it. Faith hooked the sides of Penny’s bra with two index fingers, and ripped it apart like it was made of toilet paper. Faith grabbed Penny’s panties and gave her a wicked wedgie while she tore the panties to shreds. Then she marched a bare naked Penny back into the bedroom.




While Penny stood there, hunched over, with an arm across her breasts and a hand over her crotch, Faith growled, “Okay, matchmaker. Make with the matches. Show me the nastiest, sluttiest dress you got, and the sexiest heels you got to go with. Or we’re movin’ to spankies. And I don’t think you want to find out what it feels like ta get a spanking from a pissed-off Slayer.”




Penny whimpered a little, but she showed Faith the sexpot dresses she had, on the left side of the closet. Most of them were sexy enough for Hollywood starlets to wear to Hollywood parties.




And that was how she ended up wearing the shortest dress in her closet, and no bra, and not even a thong, and the matching five-inch heels. And riding to work on the back of Faith’s Harley, which was one of the most terrifying experiences of her life. She spent the whole ride trying not to scream or pee herself, and desperately hanging onto Faith’s waist with both arms. But that meant she couldn’t keep the back of her dress from flying up constantly, so she ended up showing off her butt to what felt like a quarter of Pasadena.




She ran in past the Slayer on receptionist duty, who gave her a big smirk, and she ran down the hall past Lorraine — oh God, why did Lorraine have to be standing out in the hall now — to her little office. Okay, she definitely wasn’t going to piss Faith off anymore. At least she had a t-shirt and a pair of exercise shorts rolled up in her desk drawer in case of a big spill, so she wasn’t going to be stuck looking like this all day.




She just hoped Xander wasn’t mad at her too, because he’d probably do something even worse, like make all her furniture in her apartment fall apart.




Or he’d ask Willow to do something. Penny gulped.





The Crack Payback Counterattack



Penny was just sitting. In a nice office chair, in a nice office, looking out over the L.A. night skyline.




And she had never been so scared in her life. Being locked in a room with Harmony wasn’t this scary. Hanging on for dear life while Faith gunned a Harley through morning rush-hour Pasadena wasn’t this scary.




Tonight, if things didn’t go just right, a lot of people — people she liked and hung out with and in one particular case, sometimes drank too much tequila with — were going to die. They’d die in ways so horrible she didn’t want to think about it.




Even if things went right, some of them might still die. And some of the scariest things on Earth were in this building, on this floor, back behind her, right this second.




Like Faith. And Willow.




Meeting Willow was great. This pretty redhead came right up and hugged her and babbled about how nice it was to meet her finally. And meeting Kennedy was okay too. No hugs, but a smile, and a handshake that didn’t break any bones.




Seeing Willow in action? Not so great. Watching an all-powerful witch pull in energy until she glowed with power, and her eyes went solid black, and her hair went pure white and living green? Penny had never really believed the bad stories about Willow. Not the cute, nerdy Willow who was in the pictures on Buffy’s wall. Not the funny, happy, babbling Willow from the emails. No, that Willow couldn’t be…this. This dangerous, terrifying, nightmarish being who maybe wasn’t really a hundred percent human anymore. Someone who could cast a spell that affected Potentials all over the planet. Someone who could magically empower herself to the point that she could fight Buffy in a fistfight. Someone who very nearly ended all life on Earth, and couldn’t be stopped by a Slayer. Someone who came really close to unleashing an apocalypse worse than what Wolfram and Hart had planned.




But after feeling the power rolling off the witch in the center of that pentagram, Penny believed. The baby Slayers wanted Xander to be happy with them, because he was a caring man who you naturally wanted to like you, and it was awful when he gave you that disappointed look. The baby Slayers wanted Faith to be happy with them, because she would make them spar with her if she was mad at them. The baby Slayers wanted Willow to be happy with them, because they were scared shitless of her.




On the other hand, the two English witches were like British flower children compared to Willow. They were so polite and, well, English. And Andrew was exactly like she’d expected him to be. She even gave him a huge hug, just because she knew he wouldn’t be creepy about it.




He’d even made a joke about coming all the way out here and not going to meet Sheldon. She’d admitted, “Well, he did ask where I was off to, but I lied and said I was going with Bernadette. She’s taking Howard’s mother to this B’Nai B’rith thing in Carmel. There is no way I’d go. But right now, I’m thinking it would be a lot less nerve-wracking being up in Carmel for the night, even if it would be with a hundred little old Jewish ladies who would all call me a shiksa.”




But the real reason she was scared was because this building was Ground Zero for the Wolfram and Hart strike. She was looking out the window at the Wolfram and Hart building across the street, and the spell Willow had oh-so-casually tossed onto her window made the Wolfram and Hart building’s spells and protections and individual floors show up like some sort of hi-tech holographic projection. She could even see things walking around inside the building being security guards. And there was one floor in there that looked solid white, and just trying to focus on it made her head throb with pain. She so did not want to know what the deal was with that floor.




If the Slayers and their team failed to bring down the Wolfram and Hart building, then the backlash from the spells, or else the hordes of attacking W&H demons, would crush this whole building like it was made of cardboard. And being on the thirtieth story of a building that might collapse at any minute was not a reassuring feeling. Being on the same floor as several magical spells, half of which might explode like bombs, was not reassuring either. Hearing about how big the boom would be if Willow’s spell didn’t work right? Super-ultra-unreassuring.




Oh, and just to drive home that whole ‘no pressure, Penny’ thing, she was one of the communications centers. They couldn’t use Willow’s telepathy spell tonight, because they were using Willow as a siege weapon. If the Slayers were an army of Jedi knights, then Willow was the Deathstar and was about to blow up a planet…or explode while trying.




Oh God, she might die tonight, and she was making Star Wars analogies. She had to stop hanging out so much with Sheldon and Leonard and Raj. And Andrew.




The Slayer teams were using these Navy SEAL comm systems tonight. Penny and Lorraine were running the comm system and relaying messages when needed. And if she screwed up, people could get killed. She had never been so tense in her life.




She saw, reflected off the window, the image of someone coming up behind her. It was Xander.




He patted her on the shoulder and said, “Relax. It’ll be fine. We’re good. Way better than those wolves and rams and harts. Because seriously? Who ever thought a hart was scary? It’s a kyoot widdle deer! And rams? Not so much with the scares. I could’ve picked way better animals for them to use. Now hippos? They’re freaking terrifying. Oh sure, they look cute and cuddly and all blubbery from two hundred feet away, but when you’re trying to get down a river in the middle of Africa, you’re not worried about the crocs. You’re worried about the hippos, who will munch you like a marble in that Hungry Hungry Hippos game. Having a hippo open its mouth right in front of you and try to bite you and your boat into pieces? Scarier than vamps.”




Faith slinked into the room and leaned up against Xander. “Tryin’ ta give someone else a chunk of your hippo-phobia?”




Penny blurted out, “Actually, hippophobia is a fear of horses. So is equinophobia.”




Faith frowned, “How the hell would you know that?”




Penny admitted, “Sheldon.”




Faith glanced mischievously at Xander and asked, “What’s a fear of clowns?”




“Faith…” Xander said warningly.




Penny said, “It’s coulrophobia.” She knew the names of way too many phobias and other weird things, and all that was because of Sheldon and Leonard too.




But Penny knew why Faith had said that. Buffy had told her the story of the day everyone’s fears came to life. Xander’s greatest fear had been clowns. Everyone else had been petrified by their fears. Xander had been scared, but had not only faced the clown, he had thrown down with it. And that had also been the day when Buffy found out Giles’ worst fear: a tombstone with the name ‘Buffy Summers’ on it. Buffy had told her one night over tequila that she should have realized way back then just how much Giles cared about her, and just how tough Xander could be when he had to.




Faith leered, “So maybe you don’t wanna see my Harley Quinn lingerie? Too…scary?”




Xander kissed her on the forehead and asked, “Does it come with the little domino mask?”




Faith tried to look confused, even though she wasn’t a very good actress. “Oh! Is that what it is? I thought it was the bra. Even if it made my nipples stick right out through the holes…”




He grinned, “You’re a bad, bad girl.”




“And don’t you forget it,” Faith leered. Then she kissed him. Hard. Right on the mouth. Like she meant it. Like she meant it and they were both naked.




He put his hand on Faith’s bottom and said, “Go get your team and get set. And don’t get killed, because I know this uber-powerful witch who would totally bring you back from the dead if I asked nice, and then I would definitely kick your ass for dying on me.”




Penny was pretty sure that any other guy who had the cojones to put their hand on Faith’s rear like that would be about two seconds away from being renamed ‘Stumpy’. Penny couldn’t keep the smile off her face at the two of them getting together.




Faith sashayed out. Xander turned and faced Penny. He said, “Yeah, I know. But don’t be going Yenta on anybody anymore. Unless you can find Buffy someone nice, who’s actually, you know, alive. And not a prick.”




Penny said, “Okay. And thanks for not doing anything awful to me to get even.”




He just gave her an evil smile. “I guess you haven’t seen the pictures up on the Council website.”




Penny squeaked, “Pictures?” Xander just strolled out without looking back. “Pictures? What pictures?!?”




Lorraine came in and calmly adjusted her headset.




Penny frantically asked, “Pictures?”




Lorraine looked at her and asked, “You haven’t seen them yet? I did warn you about the Scoobies, you know.”




“What pictures?!”




Lorraine said, “Later, dear. It’s time.”




Kennedy’s voice came sharply over the comms. “Willow’s spell is launching in five…four…”




Lorraine coolly said, “Slayer teams one through four, be ready.”




“three…two…”




Lorraine said, “Secondary spells now.”




“One!”




A wave of…something rushed past Penny, making the air waver like you were looking across a huge parking lot on a blazing-hot day. It shot across the street and hit the spells surrounding the W&H building, making them boil off in what looked like a volcanic eruption of magical forces.




Penny had no idea what it would look like without her magical image on her window, but it looked pretty damn impressive. And Slayers were sprinting into every ground-floor entrance the building had, including ones that were supposed to be magically-protected.




Lorraine calmly said, “Retrieval team, front lobby is cleared. Move toward the elevators. You have two minutes from…now to get down to the archive level and get the archives open before Stage Four commences. Remember, if you do not have the archives open in…one minute forty-eight seconds now, you must use the escape portal regardless.”




It was astonishing. Auxiliary spells were slashing into the building protections and making them useless. Magical protections were blasting out of the middle of the building, trying to find their way past Brian’s protections to turn them all into cinders. Or something way worse.




Slayers were sprinting through the W&H building hallways like they were jet-propelled. Demonic security guards were either being chopped to shreds or were fleeing for their un-lives. Penny was watching the map and directing teams toward clusters of demons that were trying to stand and fight.




Lorraine calmly said, “Retrieval team, you have fifty seconds.”




“We’re in! We’re gathering!”




“Jameson, stop assessing and grab!”




“I’m loaded.”




“Me too.”




“And…I am as well.”




“Jameson?”




“Done!”




“Retrieval team porting out…now.”




Lorraine said, “Retrieval team out.”




Penny said, “Clear the building.” One Slayer team was obviously too busy to listen. “Clear the building now, team four. Or I’ll tell Faith.” They abruptly sprinted for a window, and began rappelling down the outside.




“Team two clear.”




“Team three clear.”




“Team one clear.”




Lorraine paused for a second before sternly asking, “Team four? Are you clear yet?”




“Okay, team four clear.”




Lorraine said, “Move it, the building drops soon. Can we have a countdown on that?”




Xander’s unmistakable voice said, “The building drops like Penny’s dress in five…four…three…two…one!”




Laughter was clearly coming over a dozen different comms. Penny looked at Lorraine and asked, “Like Penny’s dress?”




And with no noise at all, the building began dropping. The bottom two floors seemed to vanish, and the rest of the building fell straight down. Then two more floors went, and the building dropped more. The entire building swiftly sank, until the hardly-damaged roof was lying atop a fifty-foot pile of rubble.




Lorraine said, “You shouldn’t have taken off that party dress in your office.”




“But I had the door closed! And the window down! And the computer wasn’t even on yet!”




Lorraine said, “You mean you hadn’t turned the computer on yet. Apparently, Faith called Willow, who was happy to help out on Xander’s behalf. She caught the entire event in living color via your webcam.”




Penny stared at her in shock. She had taken off that minidress and pulled on the emergency clothes she had in her desk in case of spills or demon goo…and so for a couple seconds, she had been standing there absolutely naked except for a pair of sexy high heels.




Miri chipped in over the comms, “I had no idea you had a mole on the lower half of your left breast.”




Andrew’s smiling voice came over the comms. “And, you know, some of the guys did have a pool going on whether the curtains matched the drapes.”




Kennedy added, “And you’re so much cuter than Andrew in a Shirley Temple dress.”




Penny wondered if it was not too late to go stand inside the Wolfram and Hart building while it fell down.





The Manuscript Conscript Crisis



Sheldon Cooper was having the best Saturday night in ages. Leonard was off somewhere, maybe on a ‘date’ with that girl Alice he met in the comic book store. Raj was out of town. Howard was on the International Space Station and couldn’t possibly call to bother him for another six point four hours at a minimum. Amy was working in her lab. Bernadette was taking Mrs. Wolowitz to some distant B’Nai B’rith event, and had somehow convinced Penny to go along. His annoying upstairs neighbor Buffy Summers — who had to be cheating at Wii bowling because no one had kinesthetic skills like that, and who drove like an insane stunt driver — had taken her little college coed friends off to some aerobic workout or something, since he had seen them leave a couple hours ago in their skimpy exercise outfits with their ridiculously large gymbags that were probably packed with ridiculous items like oversized hairdryers and silly aerobics toys. So no one was going to interrupt his evening.




For the forty-seventh time, he told himself not to accept a ride from Buffy Summers ever again, no matter the circumstances. His sphincters still reacted every time he thought about that drive. And it was in a convertible, so when she took that quick detour onto a freeway and managed to hit ninety miles per hour before she cut through traffic and slid sideways into the exit ramp while he screamed the entire time…He shuddered in horror at the memory. And then he had been so shaken that he could hardy walk away from the car, and she just smiled at him as if she had merely driven the speed limit and obeyed all traffic laws and only driven a few blocks. His gastrointestinal tract had demanded Pepto-Bismol for a day and a half. It was a good thing Pepto-Bismol was his second favorite pink fluid.




At any rate, he didn’t have to worry about Buffy, or anyone else, bothering him for hours. He had a big glass of cherry Kool-Aid, with the rest of the pitcher still in the refrigerator and no fear of Leonard or Raj consuming it behind his back. He had a new package of Redvines, and he was using one as a straw. He had three different colored pens. He had a review copy of a paper by Henrich and Rosenberg, which was using the Rosenberg Postulate to try to create a conceptual framework for integrating quantum gravity with superstring theory. He was going to go through every equation and find the flaws in their arguments, and he was going to demonstrate once and for all that the Rosenberg Postulate was a weak-minded threat to all serious theoretical physics. This was going to be the best evening since he and Amy went and made fun of that moron Greene’s concepts on ‘alternate dimensions’. He picked up the manuscript, and—




Bam! Bam! Bam!!!




He had heard loud knocking on his door before, usually associated with someone who for some arcane reason was mad at him if you could believe that. But this was going to rupture an eardrum. Or shatter a window. Was someone hammering on the door with a sledgehammer?




He considered ignoring the pounding, but then he assessed the probability that repeated impacts hard enough to make that kind of noise would likely incur some damage to the front door. Leonard would, of course, blame him. As would the landlord, who really needed to see someone about his anger management issues.




He reluctantly clambered to his feet and opened the door.




Buffy Summers was standing there with one petite fist raised to knock. Surely that level of noise couldn’t have come from those tiny little arms.




Buffy Summers was standing there with a two hundred sixty pound man draped over one shoulder. Surely that was impossible even if the man had been completely immobile.




Buffy Summers was standing there holding a two hundred sixty pound man who appeared to be hogtied with what looked like half inch steel cable, and gagged with approximately ten lengths of duct tape wrapped completely around his head.




Buffy Summers was standing there and casually holding an angry two hundred sixty pound man, even though she was standing there in high heels and was bleeding from her forehead, the corner of her mouth, several places on both arms, at least three places he could see on her legs, and a long diagonal slice across her abdomen.




He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. What could he say that was relevant in these circumstances? He managed, “I do believe that tying someone up with cable and carrying them on your shoulder constitutes kidnapping, and could also be in violation of 18 U.S.C. 1203, colloquially known as the Hostage Taking Act.”




She sighed heavily, apparently ignoring the man struggling on her shoulder. “Is Leonard around?”




He explained, “No, and I don’t believe he would be interested in becoming an accessory after the fact in a felony, either. Unless this is some manner of ‘kinky’ sex I have managed to avoid hearing about, in which case, Leonard has not participated in the ‘bondage and discipline scene’, as the young people call it these days.”




She muttered something under her breath. Then she said, “You read classical Greek, right?”




“Well, of course I can read it, but I haven’t taken enough coursework to be able to translate it fluently, given the peccadilloes of Greek grammar and idioms.”




She said, “I don’t need a translation. I just need someone who can read it and pronounce it correctly.”




He said, “Of course I can do that. But what does that have to do with…” The man had turned his head to face Sheldon. He had turned his head roughly one hundred eighty degrees, which was impossible without doing critical damage to one’s spinal column. He was glaring up at Sheldon. And his eyes were red.




Not bloodshot. Not red-tinted. Not even red irises. The man had eyes which were a pure, gleaming red without even a trace of white anywhere.




“That is simply not natural,” Sheldon insisted. His voice did not rise most of an octave as he spoke. It really didn’t. He was certain of that.




“Well duh!” she snapped. “You’re going to follow me upstairs, do what I tell you, and read a paragraph of Achaean Greek. That’s all. Now get moving!”




“Now wait just one minute,” he carefully said.




“I don’t have a minute,” she growled.




He had never really noticed before that Buffy Summers could be extraordinarily threatening. Maybe it was the bleeding injuries that she seemingly ignored. Maybe it was the way that she ignored hundreds of pounds of struggling individual writhing on her shoulder.




She reached out with her other hand and yanked him into the hallway. Unless he was mistaken, she had actually lifted him off the floor as she did so, which ought to be impossible unless she had roughly the strength and size of an Olympic weightlifter. A large male Olympic weightlifter. Which she most certainly wasn’t.




She pointed up the stairs and said, “Get moving, Sheldon! Now.”




He got moving. He hurried up the stairs, even as he realized that she wouldn’t be able to follow. A one hundred pound girl with hundreds of pounds on her shoulder? She wouldn’t be able to step over to the stairs at all, and—




Buffy Summers sprinted past him like he was standing still. And she hadn’t released the hogtied man yet.




She had her door open by the time he reached her floor. That was simply not feasible!




He started to explain why she couldn’t sprint up a flight of stairs while burdened with a weight of two to three times her own mass, when she grabbed him by his shirt and practically hurled him into her apartment. He demanded, “Don’t damage my Green Lantern shirt! It’s not as important as one of my Flash shirts, but it is extremely important, and could easily be damaged by—”




“Stop!” she insisted. He stopped. He might have gulped also.




She slammed the door and stalked over to a bookcase he hadn’t realized she had, even though it covered one wall of her apartment. It was wall to wall books, and most of them looked like antiques. She yanked an odd-looking one off the shelf and slapped it into his hands. Then she turned to one of several bookmarks. “Don’t tell anyone I put a bookmark in this book. Giles would kill me.”




He insisted, “You can’t put bookmarks in rare antiquities! What are you going to do next? Dog-ear the pages? Use the book as a coaster?”




She pointed out a section where the Latin text stopped and an indented passage in ancient Greek began. She snapped, “I’m going to slap Brian down on the floor and hold him there. You stand right here, clearly outside the circle, and read that passage with no mistakes, three times in a row. Then you can leave.”




“What? This makes no sense!” he complained.




She stomped over to a sofa and kicked it over with an ear-splitting crash. He could see from the overturned base that it was a hide-a-bed. There was no way that one could simply ‘kick over’ a piece of furniture that weighed as much as a hide-a-bed sofa. There was no way one could lift a hide-a-bed sofa. And yet she had flipped it over with one hard kick. She had also shattered the wooden support where she had kicked it. That wasn’t possible either!




She kicked the edge of the rug, and it flipped over. She kicked it again, and it rolled several feet. She kept kicking it until she had rolled it up into a cylinder.




Sheldon goggled at what was under the rug. He had been right. There had been scratching on the floor when they moved in! They had inscribed a massive circle with a pentagon and pentagram within. He managed to say, “You do know that they’re never going to return your deposit with that cut into the floor.”




She just said, “I don’t have time for this.” She slammed the man into the center of the circle hard enough that Sheldon felt the vibrations through his shoes. She growled, “Read! Now! I can’t hold him here in the center of the pentagon and read from outside the circle at the same time!”




He was going to refuse. But the hogtied man growled behind the duct tape, and turned his head again. Only this time, there were horns tearing through the skin at the man’s temples.




There was red light gleaming from the man’s eyes. They weren’t just red. They were like red flashlights.




“Th-that’s not possible.”




“Sheldon! Just read!”




He was shivering. He was a man of science who laughed in the face of superstitions, and he was shivering in terror. He read. He read the entire paragraph perfectly three times over.




The man suddenly convulsed. Buffy ripped the duct tape off the man’s face.




That wasn’t possible, either. Ten undamaged strips of duct tape should have enough tensile strength to thwart a football lineman.




Sheldon watched in horror as the man convulsed again, and then heaved. A thick, black semi-solid oozed out of his mouth and nose and eyes, collecting in a shuddering pool in the center of the circle.




“Wh-what is that?”




Buffy Summers proceeded to untie the knotted steel cable like it was string. “You don’t wanna know.”




“No, I’m a man of science. I collect facts. I want to know. And I want to know if it’s contagious! Has a reputable CDC team studied whether the contagion is airborne?”




The man choked and then said, “It’s not contagious. At all. It’s not…Well…It’s the remnants of a demon. It was trying to use my body to move into this dimension so it could wreak vengeance on—”




“Brian!” Buffy growled.




Sheldon took an involuntary step backward. Maybe two or three. He bumped into the bookcase. “That…that…You’re sure it’s not contagious?”




Buffy said, “No. It’s not. And in a few minutes, it’ll be completely gone.”




“It can’t just be gone. Matter doesn’t simply disappear,” he insisted. “It could dissolve or evanesce or evaporate, although it can’t technically sublimate because it’s not a solid form, but it can’t be ‘completely gone’.”




‘Brian’ looked at Buffy and said, “Look, he saved my bacon. He deserves to have his questions answered.”




Buffy huffed and then said, “It’s not technically ‘matter’ in the sense you mean.”




Brian said, “It’s only physically substantial in this dimension as long as the magic that invoked it holds up. Once Buffy got me in the protective circle and you read the Spell of Disruption, it lost its…connection to its power source.”




Buffy said, “Sheldon? Thanks. But I think you’d be better off if you just went back to your apartment and told yourself you’re having a nightmare. Or a hallucination.”




Sheldon said, “M-maybe I was hit on the head with a cocoanut by Tiny Spock.”




Buffy looked at him like he had gone crazy. Maybe he had. He whispered, “I have to go.”




He dropped the book, even though it was an antique, and he ran.







Knock-knock-knock. “Amy?” Knock-knock-knock. “Amy?” Knock-knock-knock. “Amy?”




Amy Farrah Fowler pulled on her bathrobe and went to see why Sheldon Cooper was knocking on her door at…She glanced at one of her clocks. Two fifteen in the morning?




She opened the door. “Sheldon?”




He ran in, slammed the door behind him, hastily locked it, and curled up into a ball on her couch.




“Sheldon? What happened?”




She assessed his state. His clothes looked undamaged and not in disarray. He appeared to be unhurt. But she had never seen him look so obviously terrified.




He whimpered, “Amy, can I stay over tonight? I’ll sleep on the couch. I’ll sleep on the floor! Just don’t send me back to the apartment!”




She wondered, “What’s wrong? Is Leonard engaging in some manner of particularly disturbing sexual gymnastics with that girl Alice? Or perhaps Alice and her twin sister? Or perhaps Alice and her twin brother?”




“It’s not Leonard. He’s not home! Just when his presence would be useful, he’s not home! And Penny’s not home either!”




“Then what’s wrong?” she asked. She gently smoothed his hair back off his forehead. The mere fact that he didn’t object told her that he was far more distraught than she had ever seen him.




He choked, “Buffy Summers. It’s Buffy Summers!”




“What did Buffy do?” she wondered aloud.




“She made me read ancient Greek!”





The Disturbance Hypothesis Evaluation



Amy Farrah Fowler had a number of times fantasized about Sheldon Cooper spending the night in her apartment.




None of her fantasies had in any way involved Sheldon fully dressed, cocooned within one of her quilts, and having screaming nightmares every time he fell asleep.




She picked up her laptop and tried Skype. Buffy Summers didn’t answer. What sort of person didn’t answer when you Skyped them? She tried her cellphone.




“Buffy here.”




“Buffy Summers? This is Amy Farrah Fowler. I would like to know what you did to Sheldon Cooper, and why you made him read ancient Greek, and why he is having nightmares at this very moment.”




“Oh boy.”




But Buffy said the words ‘oh boy’ so they sounded more like ‘uh buh-ee’, much as Howard did when he was feeling exasperated and put upon, which led to a logical conclusion that Buffy probably had at least one good friend who was Jewish. However, that wasn’t germane to the current issue.




“Buffy, that is not an answer.”




Buffy said, “I told him to go back to his apartment and convince himself it was all a dream. Or a hallucination.”




Amy explained, “Sheldon has an eidetic memory, you know. He is fully capable of assessing from the level of detail whether any particular memory could have come from a dream. Furthermore, I think it is important that you tell me precisely what it was that you wanted Sheldon to forget. As you recount this to me, bear in mind that Sheldon is taken. By me.”




“I…umm…performed a magic trick. I…let me see…I used some borrowed holographic equipment to make it look like my friend Brian was possessed by a demon. And Sheldon…over-reacted.”




Amy thought for a second. Then she checked the computer system she had recently hooked up to her phone. “Buffy, based on your speech patterns, I have concluded that you might have been constructing a fabrication, that is, a blatant lie.” She neglected to tell Buffy that the lie detection system hooked up to her phone was primarily designed to detect lies via recognition of micro-tremors in the voice, so that she could tell when her department head was lying to her about grant money again.




Buffy said, “Okay. Fine. I dragged Sheldon up to my apartment because Brian was possessed by a Pict’nagh Demon, and I needed Sheldon to read a disruption spell in ancient Greek in order to end the possession.”




Amy glanced at the computer system. It was stubbornly indicating that Buffy was not lying this time. Clearly, she was going to have to spend some time re-programming the system, and possibly researching speech detection and recognition methodologies. Because there was a very low probability that Buffy could be telling the truth. “I shall speak with Penny and Bernadette about this, and if there is no adequate resolution, you may expect to be summarily removed from our Wii bowling team despite your extraordinarily high scores.”




She hung up abruptly. What was she going to do? Penny would probably take it amiss if called at this time of the night, regardless of the criticality of the issue. Furthermore—




“Amy? Amy? Amy?”




“I’m here in the living room, Sheldon.”




Sheldon came out of the bedroom. He was still fully dressed, and still wrapped in her least-favorite quilt so that he appeared to be wearing a hood. He said, “I still can’t sleep, Amy. I think there’s something wrong with me.”




She watched as he sat down on the couch next to her and actually leaned in against her. That was a sure sign that he was overwrought, because the Sheldon Cooper who she knew would certainly never initiate physical contact like that, even through several layers of quilted fabric.




She put her arm around him and patted his back. “Perhaps it would be useful if you talked about what you saw.”




“Oh, you mean as in the standard poppycock of psychiatric therapies? I think not!”




She smiled a little. That was more like her Sheldon. She said, “No, I meant as a process of disseminating information, and perhaps organizing thought patterns into more constructive gestalts. For example, if Buffy Summers perpetrated a hoax, then a detailed re-examination of the situation might reveal subtle clues to the mechanisms she used to deceive you.”




He shuddered. “I would most certainly like to believe that it was a hoax. But it isn’t as if I watched this on a movie screen after people had been given three months to perform CGI ‘wizardry’ on the film footage.”




She persisted. “Then perhaps it would be mutually beneficial if you described in some detail the entire episode.”




He looked at her for several seconds before he asked, “Were you previously aware that Buffy Summers has superpowers?”




“I am still unaware of such a thing. I do know that she has spatial and kinesthetic talents that are well beyond the norm, and may even be more than three standard deviations above the mean on both the Gardner and Kornheiser scales. She also has a nice, firm handshake. It is why we asked her to join our Wii bowling team. Not including the handshake. However, such a combination does not mean that she has superpowers, and it would be remiss of me to agree with you on this point merely because you are distraught.”




 He glared at her in that way he did whenever he was not prepared to rebut one of her arguments but had no wish to admit that she had won. She chose not to ‘rub it in’ given his levels of emotional distress, however she made a mental note to use it some time in future when he chose to gloat over one of his victories in the arena of arguments.




He said, “Let me rephrase that. Are you aware that her skills at Wii bowling exceed human capabilities?”




She stared at him for several seconds before the logical consequence occurred to her. “You cheated.”




He stiffly insisted, “We merely attempted to ascertain how she was cheating. Leonard designed a jamming apparatus that would allow us to introduce a certain amount of…bias into the control system while she was wielding it. She was able to adjust. I calculated a posteriori that she would have to have reflexes at least two point six times faster than human synaptic reactions would allow. Perhaps faster.”




“Hmm.” He was right. That would be ‘superhuman’ in some sense. However, many people would consider Sheldon’s eidetic memory to be ‘superhuman’ as well.




He continued, “There are also distinct limitations on the physical capabilities of the human body. No matter how many hours a day she works out, she would not be able to carry around three times her own body weight on her shoulder for an extended amount of time.”




“How extended a time, and how certain are you that the weight was genuine?”




He frowned, “You have met Penny’s co-worker Brian?”




She paused in thought. “The tall, overweight individual who snacks excessively on Oreos, and sports a small beard in an attempt to compensate for his weak chin? That Brian?”




“The very same. What would you say he weighs?”




She considered carefully. She had only met him once, when he gave Penny a ride home from their current temporary offices and helped her carry a package up to her apartment. She said, “I would estimate his weight at approximately two hundred and eighty pounds. But there would be a large standard error associated with my point estimate.”




“Agreed,” he said. “I came up with a point estimate of two hundred and sixty, with an asymmetric confidence interval of two forty to two ninety.”




“And your point re Brian would be…”




He said, “Buffy Summers had Brian restrained with heavy metal cables, and was carrying him over her shoulder.”




“You mean that she managed to drag him a short distance under those conditions?” she wondered.




“No!” he insisted. “She not only walked about with him balanced on her shoulder like that…In those ridiculous high heels she wears, as if people couldn’t detect that she’s short…She ran up the stairs with him on her shoulder.”




“That’s not possible,” she said.




“I know!” he fussed. “Not only did she run up the stairs, she ran perhaps three times faster than I did. I had a significant head start. I was already on the third step before she even moved toward the stairs. She passed me on the way up. She was already unlocking her front door before I reached her landing. My calculations indicate that she ran faster than is humanly possible, and also simultaneously provided more lifting force than would be humanly possible for even an Olympic weightlifter. The force required to move from one step to the next at that speed, with that sort of additional weight, exceeds what is considered possible even for people in those strongman competitions, as discussed in Raybell and Callum’s work on extremes of human physiology. And none of that covered the fact that she was injured at the time!”




“Could we be talking about short-term extremes of human performance due to endorphins?” she checked. “Or perhaps some sort of inability to notice her own pain due to ingestion of, say, 1-(1-phenylcyclohexyl)piperidine, also known on the street as PCP or angel dust, or one of the other antiglutamatergic hallucinogens?”




He frowned, “That was one of my first assumptions. But even if she wasn’t feeling any pain at the time, she would still be unable to run at approximately thirty-five miles an hour. Up a flight of stairs. While carrying approximately three hundred pounds of overweight Oreo-bingeing lardbucket and steel cables. In high heels. Now I know, I do occasionally give the impression that I am unable to tell the difference between reality and certain types of fiction, but I know there are no such things as Justice League superheroes. And yet I am unable to explain the physical capabilities of one Buffy Summers.”




She carefully said, “But that’s not what has you so upset, is it?”




“Not in the least!” he insisted. “It was the…the…I don’t know how to phrase it without sounding like I had a psychotic break with reality.”




She calmly stated it like she learned in those embarrassingly lame classes about psychiatric theory. “Just say it like you were participating in a movie. A superhero movie, if you’d prefer.”




He nodded tensely. At least she thought he did, since he was still buried in her quilt. “I was reading an editorial review copy of Henrich and Rosenberg’s latest drivel on unified field theory and I was just getting to the really interesting part where they were probably going to attempt to multiply and divide by infinity simultaneously to hide their lack of coherence—”




She interrupted, “Sheldon? Pretend this is a superhero movie Penny would go see.”




“Oh. Well. In that case, a maniac with superstrength banged on my door so hard I thought it was going to crack the windows. I opened the door to find Buffy Summers standing there looking like she had been attacked by ninjas with katanas and daggers, and holding a massive endomorph on her shoulder while she had him tied up like he was capable of fighting Spiderman. I mean, half inch steel cable? Seriously? Who even has half inch steel cable?”




“Sheldon…”




“Fine. At any rate, she then reached into the apartment, grabbed me with one hand and lifted me off my feet and out onto the landing. Then she ordered me to go up to her apartment to read Greek. The man balanced on her shoulder turned and looked at me. That is to say, his neck went through a full one hundred eighty degree turn with no resulting neural damage, and his eyes were red. Completely red, like big red marbles. I ran up the stairs, only she sprinted past me with Mister Caloric Loading still on her shoulder and had the apartment unlocked before I got there. She kicked her hide-a-bed sofa and shattered one of the support beams in it as it flipped over off the rug, then she rolled up the rug. She had a mystical design carved into the floor like something out of ‘Hellboy’. Circle, inscribed pentagon, inscribed pentagram. She handed me an extremely old text that was primarily Latin, and ordered me to read a paragraph that was ancient Greek while she held Brian in the center of the circle. By the time she had him pinned down, horns were ripping through his skin and his eyes were glowing red, in the same way that the Goa’uld’s eyes glow white, except he had no iris in the center. The Greek was some sort of beseechment to the goddess Artemis to protect her daughters from threats from outside her realm, but I didn’t have time to work up a complete functional translation. I read it three times. It seemed to have an effect. She tore the duct tape off his mouth. She had ten strips of duct tape wrapped completely around his head, and she ripped through all ten with one tug. That shouldn’t be possible either. He vomited up a black non-Newtonian fluid from his mouth and nose and eyes, and it looked distinctly unhygienic. It began evanescing as I stood there. She didn’t want to discuss it, but Brian said I ‘saved his bacon’ and he wanted to tell me. But he claimed it was something demonic trying to possess him to wreak vengeance, presumably on Buffy, and Buffy claimed it wasn’t even matter in the sense I would mean, as if she would have any idea how I would describe matter. Then she told me to go back to my apartment and tell myself it hadn’t happened. I tried. But I couldn’t stop staring at the ceiling, wondering if that…substance would begin oozing through the construction materials, and what it might do, and if it carried any unknown diseases. Leonard didn’t come home, and Penny didn’t come home, and I didn’t want to stay in my apartment, and I came here. And you let me have your quilt that you hate.”




She waited a moment to be sure he was done telling his tale. Then she said, “Remarkable. I have been in Buffy’s apartment twice, and I noticed the bookshelf was full of books instead of knickknacks or ‘tchotchkes’ or collectibles, but I didn’t realize the books were old, or in Latin.”




He pointed out, “But Amy, you always look at people’s books and evaluate them based on their bibliophilic tendencies. Or lack thereof.”




“That’s a very good point,” she said. “Why didn’t I go look through Buffy’s books before?”




Sheldon said, “I looked right at them, and I have no memory of any of the book titles except the one I was holding. It was book two of the ‘Pergamum Codex’ which I have never even heard of. How is it possible that I looked at those books and I can’t remember the titles? I have an eidetic memory! I should be able to tell you every book on every shelf, and the precise order they were in.”




Amy stepped over to her laptop and quickly googled. “Pergamum Codex. Hmm…It’s believed that it was originally written well over sixteen hundred years ago, and it is thought that the last known copies were lost in the fifteen hundreds. A genuine copy with all volumes would be worth perhaps fifty million dollars at auction.”




Sheldon gasped, “And she has it on her bookshelf? With bookmarks in it? She’s a heathen!”




Amy said, “It can’t be the real thing.”




Sheldon said, “It was written in archaic Latin, with ancient Greek inserts. Who on earth would attempt to construct something like that? Other than one of us?”




She frowned, “If this turns out to be a hoax orchestrated by Leonard, I am going to be extremely cross.”




“Have you seen Leonard’s experiments? He couldn’t design something this effective and creative if his life depended on it!” Sheldon snapped.




“Thank you for that useful — if rather visceral — evaluation,” Amy said. “So we have evidence that Buffy Summers is stronger and faster than a human should be. We also have evidence that she has abnormally high kinesthetic and spatial intelligence.”




“Those don’t count as intelligence!” protested Sheldon angrily. “Gardner was probably just trying to justify some NIH grant.”




“Regardless of your personal feelings about Gardner’s seminal research and years of validation studies that have been done since then by hundreds of researchers, we now have evidence that Buffy has inexplicable levels of strength, speed, quickness, kinesthetics, and spatial functionality. It is logical that her job entails use of those abilities. It would even explain why she is on the ‘board of directors’ of an international company at her age, when she has no graduate degrees that I have been able to find in a simple internet search.”




Sheldon said, “But if she has a job that makes use of her abilities, then her company knows what she can do, and utilizes her abilities in some way.” His eyes grew wide and he gasped, “Alien invasions! Perhaps she really fights alien invasions, and the demon explanation was a very clever cover story!” He looked at Amy and said, “And that would make my alien parasite theory more relevant too.”




Amy simply said, “There might be another explanation. We don’t want to begin making inductions when we haven’t gathered sufficient data to make a rational hypothesis.”




“You just don’t like the alien parasite theory,” he pouted.




She said, “I think we should attempt to gain additional facts.”




“Agreed.”




She continued, “And a reasonable place to begin would be information linked to this so-called Pergamum Codex, as well as information linked to young women of unusual physical capabilities.”




“Also agreed.”




She finished, “We shall not look at information connected to the ‘demon’ or ‘spell’ concepts, since those were pushed upon you rather than allowing you to gather facts in a reasonable way. They could be hoaxes or deceptions or even self-deceptions.”




“Agreed as well.”




She said, “Proposal: you saw the text and I did not, so you should look for information on the text, as well as any quotes from within. You may use my desktop machine. I shall use my laptop to perform the other search. We stop in exactly thirty minutes and compare notes.”




“Accepted.”





The Arbitrary Skepticism Disclosure



Knock-knock-knock. “Buffy!” Knock-knock-knock. “Buffy!” Knock-knock-knock. “Buffy!”




She looked up from her coffee. Miri and Tia groaned as they staggered out from their room.




Miri whispered, “Is it that Cooper guy?”




Tia whispered, “Can we pretend we’re not here?”




Buffy whispered, “I don’t think this is going to go away.”




Knock-knock-knock. “Buffy!” Knock-knock-knock.




Buffy sped over to the door and yanked it open. Sheldon’s fist was still poised where the door had been a fraction of a second earlier.




“Buffy!” Sheldon insisted on saying. He stood tensely for a second or two before reaching down and rapping his knuckles on the doorframe. Knock-knock-knock. Then he whispered, “Buffy!”




Buffy made a mental note to ask Giles if there were demons whose most distinctive aspects were being annoying and having OCD. She put as much exhaustion into her voice as she could. “What is it, Sheldon?”




“I…We need to talk to you. Now.”




Buffy could see that Sheldon had dragged Amy and Leonard along, as well as Penny, who was holding up her phone. Raj was right behind them.




Buffy simply said, “The door is open.” She turned and stepped away from the door, giving herself enough time to palm her phone and peek at Penny’s message. S & A researched u




Sheldon and Amy researched her? Oh great. She fired off a couple texts of her own, as she walked over to the ‘living room’ area. Which still had a broken hide-a-bed flipped over and face-down on the floor. She had left the couch like that, since she didn’t want anyone trying to sit in it. She was still hoping someone could fix it if it didn’t get more damaged. Okay, she was pretty sure it would take a Xander-level repair guy. Or else a Willow-level witch, and Willow tried not to use her magic for what she called ‘frivolous’ things anymore.




Buffy let everyone walk in, even though Miri and Tia were standing in the kitchen looking unhappy. That wasn’t a good sign in Slayers. She really didn’t want a confrontation, but after last night it might be unavoidable. She just had no idea if things would get ugly. She pretended to make nice. “Hi, Amy. Hi, Penny. What’s up?”




Raj looked at her, opened his mouth, and froze. He looked over at Miri and Tia, and twitched. Then he fled back down the stairs. Penny turned her head and yelled, “There’s beer in Leonard’s fridge, and I’ve got some peppermint schnapps if you need it!”




Buffy sent a text over to Miri and Tia. 1 down 4 to go




She listened as Tia giggled quietly from over near the fridge. She kept track of where Tia and Miri were, because Miri was too near the throwing knives in the knifeblock, and Tia was too near the weapons inside the refrigerator. On the upside, at least they weren’t near the weapons hidden on the underside of the computer desks. Or the weapons chest in their bedroom. Or the weapons chest in Buffy’s bedroom. Or the weapons in the vent over the bathroom shower.




Maybe she had a couple too many weapons in the apartment. Maybe.




On the other hand, you had to be careful, which was why she had a claymore, a broadsword, a mace, a morningstar, a bec de corvin, six cold iron throwing stars, a dozen stakes, and a bespelled dagger hidden on the underside of the nice leather couch in the living room area.




And she could probably get some really cute weapons into the big bookcase, if she reorganized things.




“The bookcase!” Sheldon insisted.




Amy nodded, “Right. We must first assess those hypotheses.” She strode right over to the left-hand shelves, started to look at the books…and then turned around and stepped back to within five feet of Sheldon.




“Amy?” Sheldon checked. “Did you look at the books?”




“What books?”




“Amy!” Sheldon snapped. “You’ve been mind-controlled, possibly by alien devices using heretofore unknown scientific principles!”




Amy blinked several times, and then frowned angrily. “Yes. I meant to look at the books, and yet when I walked over, I was suddenly convinced that there was nothing interesting to peruse.”




Buffy groaned inwardly. It was a ‘notice-me-not’ kind of spell. It was simple, and not invasive, and not a ‘rip your mind apart’ kind of spell either. But it wasn’t designed for two smart people who were examining things critically, and one at a time.




Sheldon stomped over, in what he probably thought was a forceful manner. It reminded Buffy of a deer skittering over to check out something new. But Buffy did tend to view things differently than people like Sheldon did.




Sheldon haughtily stepped in front of the bookcase…and then turned and strolled away.




“Sheldon?” Amy asked in that sharp way she had. “What are the names on the books in the bookshelf?”




“Books? I…” He blinked several times and then caught himself. “I didn’t notice the books!”




Buffy sighed inwardly. At this rate they were probably going to bust the spell, and then she was going to have to get someone to come over and re-do the whole incantation bit. Brian wasn’t available, and she wasn’t going to let him try until the coven said he was well enough. Getting possessed by a demon that tried to transform your body into something inhuman? Not of the good. She just hoped his eyes and forehead were going to be okay. And she was really hoping he didn’t have any bad scars from getting tied up with half-inch steel cable, but it wasn’t like she had a lot of choices when her Slayer wiggins didn’t even kick in until they were almost all the way back to Buffy’s apartment where Brian was supposed to drop her off, so she had to wrestle him out of the driver’s seat and tie him up with whatever he had in the back of his panel truck. That was fun and a half to do when zooming along an interstate at about seventy.




And now she knew you could steer a truck with your foot while wrestling demons. Fun fact she was never going to share, because everyone made fun of her driving already.




Sheldon squared up his shoulders and faced the bookcase…and then his shoulders relaxed, and he turned away. He blinked, and a look of horror came over his features. He tried it again. And again.




“Can we stop with the weirdness and leave my bookcase alone?” Buffy tried.




Amy crisply said, “No, that would be counterproductive. We have found clear evidence of an unnatural condition in your apartment, and we intend to investigate this, along with the carving you have hidden under your rug, and anything else we can find. And you may have to inform your alien masters that your plan to take over our planet has failed, Buffy Summers.”




“Or whatever your name really is,” Sheldon sneered. “Probably something with a superfluity of apostrophes and consonant sounds.”




“You guys are nuts,” Tia said.




Buffy let that slide. She said, “And if I was an alien, why would I get Sheldon involved? That would be stupid.”




Well, it had been stupid to drag Sheldon into things last night, but she hadn’t had time, and Willow was unconscious after her big ward-smasher and building-crusher spells, and Alathea and Hetty were still containing some of Wolfram and Hart’s defensive spells that totally didn’t care who got in their way, and Miri and Tia were still at the site providing protection for the witches along with half the Slayer contingent, and…And she was pretty sure if she hadn’t freaked and dragged Sheldon into things, Brian would have been dead in another five minutes and his corpse would have been rampaging through Pasadena with a Pict’nagh demon in the driver’s seat. What choice had she had? Really? The Pict’nagh was almost impossible to pull into this dimension, but it was pretty much impossible for a lone Slayer to kill once it got fully established, and you basically needed about five or six Slayers to keep it penned in a small area while a trio of medium-level witches did a really tedious banishment spell.




Miri said, “If you asked anybody, they’d know Buffy’s a real Californian, and they’d guess Sheldon’s the freaky alien.”




Sheldon snapped, “Exactly! It’s the perfect disguise! Except that she is too strong and too fast and too quick and her kinesthetics are completely superhuman!”




Penny said, “Sheldon? Didn’t we go through this before with your alien parasite theory about Amy, when Amy got turned on by my friend?”




“Your former paramour, you mean,” Amy said.




“My ex-boyfriend,” Penny said. “And he is really good-looking, even if he’s so dumb he makes Keanu Reeves look like a genius.”




“And I was not ‘turned on’,” Amy insisted huffily. “I was merely…having a momentary lapse in my control over my hormones.”




“You were turned on,” Leonard said. “It’s not a bad thing, so just deal with it.”




Buffy suggested, “If you four want to go down to Sheldon and Leonard’s place and work out these differences of opinion, that’s okay by me.”




“Aha!” Sheldon said. “Trying to trick us into dropping our avenues of investigation! Well, it won’t work, Buffy. Or B’uf’fyk’su’mm’er’ks. Or whatever your name really is.”




Leonard groaned, “Buffy, could you please just clear this up?”




Raj, carrying an open bottle of peppermint schnapps, peeked into the apartment, and added, “Yes, so that Sheldon will drop it and go back to his normal levels of craziness?”




Leonard groused, “Did you really need the schnapps?”




Raj pointed at Buffy and Miri and Tia. “Yes! There are three of them, in addition to Penny! And they are all young, nubile, American goddesses!” He paused for a moment and added, “And now I have a warm feeling in my tummy. This is better than grasshoppers or mai tais.” He looked around and smiled, “Would any of you lovely ladies care to partake of Penny’s peppermint schnapps?”




Buffy said, “It’s a bit early for me, Raj. And Miri and Tia are both under twenty-one. Even if they both have fake IDs that they think I don’t know about.”




Sheldon insisted, “See? That’s exactly the sort of normal California behavior an alien would adopt in order to blend in more effectively!”




Penny insisted, “And it’s also the sort of normal California behavior normal Californians would have.” She paused and said, “Man, I hate it when you say something stupid and I act like you would.”




“I do not say stupid things!” Sheldon snapped. “And furthermore, let me just point out that you are the one who went to work for an alien lifeform trying to take over the planet and not only didn’t realize it, but also let them get into our apartment building to try to take us over in our sleep or something along similar lines!”




Leonard said, “Sheldon, if that was true, you would have already been taken over, and you wouldn’t be doing this now.”




Raj said, “But you would still be an enormous haughty pain in the keester who insists he knows everything about everything, so that your colleagues would not notice the changes.”




“Why thank you, Raj,” said Sheldon.




Amy said, “We still need to assess that bookcase and determine why we cannot read the books.”




Buffy groaned inwardly. If they were going to keep going back and trying to study the bookcase, they would eventually crack the spell, and then see everything that was up there. Or else she could turn the spell off and let them see everything, but still have a viable spell to turn back on later.




Or she could throw everyone out of the apartment, and have Sheldon and Amy going off to do something really crazy, like report her to the FBI and the DHS. Ugh. She could get both of those addressed, but not to Sheldon’s satisfaction, and it would be a huge headache. Especially if the Wolfram and Hart dorks stuck their noses in and messed up her people’s attempts to straighten stuff out. Riley and Sam could end up in serious trouble, their other high-level contacts could get outed, and things could go from bad to worse.




Did she have any options that weren’t of the yucky?




She tried, “This whole aliens thing is so stupid. Why would people smart enough to build things that can travel across galaxies waste their time invading a dinky planet like Earth?”




Sheldon said, “I did point that out repeatedly when we were watching ‘Independence Day’, did I not?”




“Yes Sheldon,” Raj and Leonard said in identical voices of exhaustion.




Leonard added, “And that would be why we got kicked out of the movie theater.”




Raj said, “That, and when you called the theater manager a slack-jawed hillbilly.”




Sheldon insisted, “I most certainly did not! I called him a slack-jawed, anthropophagous, hillbilly troglodyte. The additional words are significant.”




Leonard contributed, “He did look a lot like his dad was probably married to his grandma.”




Sheldon continued, “At any rate, it makes no sense to dive into a large planetary gravity well to obtain gigaliters of water when most of Earth’s water is undrinkable, and there are far more convenient sources of water floating about undefended in our solar system. I personally would just set up a skimming system on the outer rings of Saturn, if the Oort cloud was less than convenient.”




Amy said, “And once again, you have branched off from the relevant topic. We have evidence that preternatural occurrences are happening here. This requires investigation and proper evaluation of hypotheses.”




Sheldon nodded and added, “And perhaps we need to investigate why they bother to use that ‘demons’ cover story instead of using their alien powers to make us forget everything.”




“You guys are so stupid! It is demons! Don’t you have brains?”




Everyone turned and stared at Miri.




She gulped, “Umm, I said that out loud, didn’t I?”





The Adversary Evidentiary Cartulary



Buffy put as much sarcasm into her voice as she could. “Thank you so much, Miri.”




Sheldon pointed at Miri and said, “See? They’re still trying to trick us into abandoning the ‘aliens’ hypothesis. Maybe it really is alien parasites!”




Buffy just wanted to slap herself in the forehead. Or maybe slap Sheldon in the forehead. Even if she could slap someone hard enough to fracture their skull if she was careless.




Leonard complained, “Is there any further point to this? We’re already making one of our neighbors hate us, and we’re probably jeopardizing Penny’s job.”




Raj said, “Oh, that is okay. All of your neighbors hate Sheldon already.”




Sheldon’s voice rose about three notes as he insisted, “We haven’t even gotten to the evidence!”




Amy backed him up. “Yes, the Pergamum Codex purported to have information on ‘demons’. This could mean alien invaders, or mutants, or even several other options.”




Sheldon excitedly offered, “Or even a giant military-industrial complex cover-up going back centuries, led by the Illuminati!!!” He looked at Leonard and Amy’s faces. “Or not.”




Amy said quite severely, “Sheldon, as you would recall, we ruled that out, based on information dispersal theory.”




Sheldon looked slightly abashed, but he still stubbornly said, “You ruled it out…”




Buffy tried to look calm. She knew that a lot of the things Sheldon and Amy would look for in internet searches would turn up nothing, because Willow had scoured Buffy’s records clean. So there was no record of Buffy being accused of torching the Hemery High gym, and there was no record of Hank Summers slapping Buffy in a nuthouse for months, and there was no record of the various charges that the Sunnydale police filed or just thought about filing. Sunnydale collapsing into a giant pit made some of that mucho easier.




Leonard said, “You’d better have some fairly incontrovertible evidence, because right now all I’m seeing is a boring bookcase and a pretty neighbor who’s getting really cheesed off at us.”




Sheldon snapped, “Leonard! Get your hormones under control! She could be an alien! She might not even be female! For all you know, her species reproduces asexually, or she might be a shapeshifter! She could be…the male of the species!”




Miri fell over laughing and Tia stuffed her hand into her mouth to keep from howling with laughter.




Buffy turned her head and growled, “If either of you tell Dawnie or Xander or Faith…or anybody about that, you’re going to be running patrols every Friday and Saturday night for a year!”




“But those are date nights!”




Buffy flatly said, “Exactly.”




Sheldon tried once again to look at the bookcase, without success. Amy continued, “We found evidence. Very suspicious evidence. Did you know Buffy Summers claims to be from Sunnydale California?”




Raj asked, “Is that not the coastal city several hours north of here which collapsed into the ground and filled with water, even though there was not a major earthquake? My parents almost made me move back home as soon as it hit the news.”




Buffy said, “Actually, I’m from Los Angeles. I just went to high school and college there. And it was a pit. Even before it became a real pit.”




Leonard asked, “Wasn’t there some con artist who was trying to run for the state legislature last year who claimed he was from Sunnydale?”




Buffy said, “Yeah. Rafael Santini. Totally not from Sunnydale.”




Sheldon said, “Real name Rafael Santos Viardelli, Canadian citizen, wanted by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police on twenty-four counts of fraud and attempted fraud in Ontario.”




Buffy was utterly not surprised that Sheldon remembered details like that. But Sunnydale was a hotspot for fake IDs and fake identities, just because there was no paper trail anymore, and there were no reputable sources of information from the city. The police department had been a joke, and most of the local politicians had been connected to Mayor Wilkins in one way or another. Heck, most of the surviving Sunnydale city councilmen she knew of were at least one-eighth demon.




Sheldon added, “And Willow Rosenberg, the theoretical physicist, claims to be from Sunnydale as well. Even though she is affiliated with universities in Rio de Janeiro.”




Leonard said, “So what’s the big deal with Lake Sunnydale?”




Amy replied, “It is most definitely not a lake. It has an outlet to the Pacific Ocean, so technically it is a bay.”




Sheldon continued, “And the crater is perfectly round, which is impossible under the circumstances, so that in itself is suspicious. Loring and Krishnamurti wrote a paper last year picking apart every geophysical theory for the development of the crater. Undoubtedly, that is because the crater was caused by some sort of alien weapon!”




Amy said, “I think we are still lacking on evidence for that conclusion, so you are not allowed to use the word ‘undoubtedly’.”




“Very well then,” Sheldon huffed. “Why don’t you reveal your next piece of evidence, and we’ll see how that goes?”




Amy nodded briskly. “Very well then. Synchronicity is not causality, but we looked for objective temporal connections with the Sunnydale collapse that could be linked in some way with what we know of Buffy Summers. And we found a spike in news stories. All over the world, there was an explosion of news stories about teenaged girls who were suddenly unusually strong, or unusually fast, or unusually athletically inclined. Some of them stopped crimes or rescued people. Some of them were playing sports. Some of them were arrested on absurd charges. One of them was a New Mexico girl of Hispanic ancestry who knocked her stepfather through a wall when he tried to molest her. Not ‘against a wall’. Through a wall. The reporter who interviewed the stepfather in the hospital said the man had a list of injuries that sounded like he was struck by a Terminator.” She looked to the side. “But it wasn’t a Terminator. Was it? Tia?”




Tia looked a lot paler than usual, but she just said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”




Amy said, “It would have been much harder to connect this to you if your stepfather hadn’t posted pictures of his injuries on the internet with a picture of you and details on his hospital files. Given that he’s over six feet tall and well over two hundred fifty pounds, and you’re maybe 5’5” and petite — and wearing pigtails and no makeup in the photo he used — the local police department apparently decided he was hiding the real source of his injuries and trying to blame them on someone who didn’t dare refute his claims.”




Sheldon insisted, “And so you used your alien weapons of destruction to make dozen of teenaged girls all over the world as strong as you are! And now that you have your army, you are no doubt plotting against this great nation!”




Buffy rolled her eyes. “How? By setting up a private high school in L.A.? That makes a sense that is…totally not.”




Sheldon snapped, “And how are we humans supposed to understand the workings of an alien consciousness? Just because most writers can’t envision an alien who isn’t a regular human with funny makeup doesn’t make it realistic.”




Buffy said, “And it doesn’t make it real, either.”




Amy said, “I note that you are not denying the temporal link between the collapse of Sunnydale and this collection of news stories.”




Buffy said, “Why should I? They obviously happened at about the same time. Okay, that’s weird. And suspicious. But, as you pointed out, it’s not proof of anything. And it’s definitely not proof of an alien invasion, because that makes no sense at all. If you can give me even one or two rational explanations for why an alien power who can do stuff like the Sunnydale collapse and simultaneously this so-called ‘girls all over the world get strong’ thing would do stuff like that instead of just taking over the planet, then I’ll listen.”




Amy paused. “That’s the problem some of us had.” She shot a glare over at Sheldon, meaning he had refused to deal with that problem. “Empowering a private army is one thing. Alerting the entire planet by collapsing Sunnydale into a vast hemisphere is quite another. And, despite some people’s opinions—”




“Hypotheses!” Sheldon insisted. “Carefully reasoned hypotheses! Hypotheses which require proper evaluation, mind you!”




Amy went on, “—it is also clear that you aren’t training an army, you’re educating young women.”




Sheldon said, “But that’s so that her army can take over the planet from within when each of them controls a city or state or country. Possibly a parish or county or tribe.”




But Sheldon was staring at the bookcase again. Buffy watched as Sheldon walked to her front door, closed his eyes…and simply re-traced his movements of the night before from memory. She would have said it was impossible for him to be that accurate, but apparently Sheldon’s eidetic memory was just that impressive.




He took two steps, halted, stepped sideways, and took three more steps. That put him exactly where he was standing last night when she handed him the book. He kept his eyes closed and reached out…to exactly the place she had reached last night. He put his hand on a book and lifted it off the shelf.




Damn. It was the right book. Was that possible? Buffy didn’t think that even Willow could do that.




Well, it had to be possible, because Sheldon had just done it. He was standing there, holding volume two of the Pergamum Codex. And since the book was in his hand and not on the shelf, the notice-me-not spell on the bookcase wasn’t protecting the book any longer. So she could either rip the book out of Sheldon’s hands or let him look at it. Both would be a problem.




Okay, she could throw a knife into his foot and cause a major crisis that would let her get the book away from him, but he wouldn’t forget that he’d found the book. Or how to retrieve it again. And Willow was adamant these days about not performing memory modification spells.




Oh, and she still had the bookmarks in it. Oops. When Giles found out, he was going to give her that ‘I am very disappointed in you’ look again. She hated getting that look.




Sheldon said, “And here we have clear evidence of an ancient conspiracy going back centuries, nay, millennia. Unless your so-called copy of the Pergamum Codex is a fake.”




Buffy said, “No, it’s the real thing. It’s one of only three complete copies, and I know the people who have the other two.”




Sheldon said, “And I still require an explanation for that psychoactive field that prevents even someone such as myself from studying your bookcase. It’s clearly an example of technology far beyond our own.”




Leonard said, “Or else psychic powers, or magic, or reality warping, or—”




Sheldon snapped, “Next you’ll be misquoting Clarke’s Third Law at me, or some such.”




“Clarke’s Law?” Buffy checked.




Penny said, “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”




Sheldon imperiously corrected, “Clarke’s Third Law. Clarke is widely regarded as having postulated three laws of prediction.”




Leonard said, “And right now I’m thinking the first law’s probably applicable here.” He quoted, “When a distinguished but elderly scientist states that something is possible, he is almost certainly right. When he states that something is impossible, he is very probably wrong.”




Buffy smirked, “Well, I would certainly consider Sheldon as elderly, but distinguished? Not so much.”




Sheldon huffed, “I am most definitely not elderly!” He paused for a moment and insisted, “And I am considered quite distinguished.”




Nobody agreed. Not even Raj.





The Condescending Comprehending Ending



Buffy noticed that no one supported Sheldon in his little delusions, even if Amy said, “I think of you more as ‘handsome’ than distinguished.”




“Thank you for that insight, Amy,” Sheldon said with a simper.




Buffy had pretty much figured simpers went out with eighteenth century noblewomen in long dresses that even Angel thought were stupid. But that was definitely a simper.




Sheldon started to open the book, and Buffy put up a hand. “Be really carefully with that, Sheldon. That book’s not in the original Sumerian, but it’s still hundreds of years old, and it’s fragile. And if you tear any of the pages, Giles will be really grouchy, and that will not be of the good. You really don’t want Giles giving you the ‘we are not amused’ glare thing he does after he takes his glasses off and polishes them a couple times and then says ‘good lord’ a bunch.”




But Sheldon was already looking through the book at a pretty astonishing speed. Buffy asked, “Are you reading that fast? Because it’s Latin. With Greek and Sumerian and Akkadian inserts.”




Sheldon just kept reading. “No, I’m memorizing. I will work on the translations later, once I have committed the words to memory. In particular, I want context for the component you forced me to read aloud last night.”




Buffy said, “Well, you won’t find anything in there that you like, because it doesn’t say ‘aliens are among us’ or ‘we heart the Bavarian Illuminati’ or any of that weirdness.”




Sheldon looked up and said, “Ah-hah! And how do you know about the Bavarian Illuminati?”




Buffy just rolled her eyes. “Because they were founded in 1776 after a young female demon-slayer named Marta saved Adam Weishaupt from being eaten, and he decided it was time for people to start embracing wacky concepts like women’s education and gender equality, even if it meant opposing abuses of state power and misuses of religious power. And boy, did he bite off more than he could chew. Well, duh, because all there was back then were oppressive countries and oppressive religions.”




“So! You admit you are linked to a notorious worldwide conspiracy!” Sheldon announced, including pointing his finger.




“Nope,” Buffy said. “They got blasted to smithereens like nineteen years later. They’re long gone. Some of Giles’ predecessors spent years looking for them. Zilch. They’re gone. Only loonytoons still believe in the Bavarian Illuminati as an international conspiracy. And believe me, we’ve seen it all when it comes to evil conspiracy types.”




Sheldon said, “Obviously, if you are the conspiracy, you have to act in ways that deflect the interest of others.”




Penny said, “Exactly like you’re doing right now, Sheldon.”




Raj asked, “So Sheldon, how long have you been a part of this international conspiracy against truth, justice, and the American way? And perhaps the right to have a cheeseburger without my mother finding out?”




Sheldon snapped, “Stop it at once! You all know I’m not a member of any international conspiracy!”




Buffy asked, “And how would any of us know that?”




Sheldon said, “Because they’ve met my mother!”




Raj said, “Dude, that is a very good point.”




Penny said, “Yeah, I’ve got to give him that one. I would not want to be in Sheldon’s shoes if he was in a secret conspiracy and his mom found out.”




Sheldon closed the book. “There is nothing useful in here! It’s all written as if demons are real and the world is driven by poppycock such as magic and prophecy, instead of science!”




Amy calmly said, “The Pergamum Codex is supposed to predate scientific theory and rationalism. It would have to be written like that.”




Sheldon insisted, “There is bound to be a book on that bookshelf which proves my point!”




“Lotsa luck on that one,” Buffy muttered under her breath.




Sheldon closed his eyes, retraced his steps, and returned the book to the exact spot it was taken from. With his eyes still closed, he said, “And it is obvious that Buffy is the primary user of that book, because one of the bookmarks is a sales receipt for two pairs of Dolce and Gabbana heels from Rodeo Drive.”




Buffy gasped, “I’ve been looking for that receipt!”




Tia said, “This isn’t that work-related damage thing you’re still trying to get Giles to sign off on, is it?”




Buffy stepped over, grabbed the book, checked through the bookmarks, and tucked a slip of paper in her back pocket. She just gave Tia a glare.




Sheldon, his eyes still closed, ran his fingers over the books, then over books on the shelf immediately above. When he found a nice, thick book, he pulled it off the shelf. “Aha! Let’s see now! And we have…Okay, this is in a language I can’t even read.”




Buffy looked over at what he was holding. “Oh. That’s the Devandiré Sibylline Codex. It’s in a proto-Sanskrit older than Indo-Aryan, so it’s a real pain to translate. I borrowed that one, and it has to go back pretty soon, so I’m working on getting Lorraine’s friend to finish the translation of the pages I need.”




Sheldon carefully opened it, only to find a bookplate on the inside cover. He read: “Property of Willow Rosenberg. Return this book in a timely manner, or get turned into a salamander.” He looked up from the book and said, “How droll.”




Buffy rolled her eyes. “Feel free to walk off with it and see if you get the Gregor Samsa treatment. Willow’s pretty serious about her books, especially the ones that probably can’t be replaced.”




Sheldon snapped, “Willow? Are you claiming you know Willow Rosenberg? Are you claiming that you know Willow Rosenberg of the Rosenberg Postulate in quantum gravity theory?”




Buffy rolled her eyes. “Sheldon, that would be a ginormous ‘yes’. To both questions.”




Sheldon said, “That is ridiculously unlikely, except that Willow Rosenberg also claims to have grown up in Sunnydale.”




Buffy said, “Yeah, I went to school with her. I’ve known her since we were both sophomores in high school.”




Sheldon crowed, “Ah-hah! So you admit you have access to superior theoretical systemata!”




Leonard asked slyly, “So…you’re admitting the Rosenberg Postulate is right and you’re wrong?”




“No! Absolutely not!” Sheldon insisted.




Raj said, “But you cannot have it both ways. If Buffy is an alien in league with Willow Rosenberg, then the Rosenberg Postulate must be correct, and it must be advanced enough for aliens to use it. If the Rosenberg Postulate is wrong, then Buffy couldn’t be an alien because she would be relying on quack science.”




Sheldon insisted, “That is not a syllogism! There are gaping holes in your argument! And it’s absurd that someone of Willow Rosenberg’s intelligence would be friends with someone like…Buffy. That would be like saying I’m friends with, say, Penny.”




“You are friends with Penny,” Amy pointed out.




Buffy glared at him and growled, “Yeah, even if you are a huge jerk. You totally do not get to diss Penny.” She angrily pulled out her cellphone and pressed a speed dial button. “Hey Willow, it’s me, can you make a house call? Yeah, I’m in the apartment. Okay, thanks.”




Sheldon persisted, “Are we really supposed to think that you have Willow Rosenberg on speed dial? And where is she that she can simply ‘pay a house call’ at this very moment?”




Buffy simply said, “Rio.”




Sheldon glared at her. “Rio? Rio de Janeiro? That’s preposterous. There is no way that anyone in Rio de Janeiro could get here in under—”




He gasped and backed up. A wavering black annulus appeared in mid-air and began to take on a three-dimensional appearance. He stepped backward again. He didn’t bump into anyone, because Leonard and Amy were backing up too, and Raj was already in the hall peeking in from the doorway.




The annulus formed into a shimmering disk. It began to become opaque, even as it grew and began glowing with an unnatural light.




Leonard nervously asked, “Sheldon, didn’t you say the Rosenberg Postulate was fundamentally flawed because you could prove that it directly implied that teleportation would be feasible, which would violate tenets of both special and general relativity?”




Sheldon opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He just stared at the gleaming object with his mouth open.




Penny muttered at Buffy, “If I have to call his mother to get him unstuck, I am giving her your phone number.”




Buffy shrugged, “Okay, so maybe I over-reacted, but he totally dissed you.”




Penny said, “It wouldn’t be the first time. But I deal. Mainly, I deal by dissing him right back. But breaking him isn’t a good thing.”




The shimmering surface of the disk suddenly bulged, and a foot came through. The foot was part of a leg, which was part of a woman in a peasant skirt. Willow Rosenberg stepped all the way through, and suddenly the disk vanished.




Willow looked around. “Hi, Buff. Hi, Penny. Miri, Tia, hey there. Boy, Cooper sure looks like you hit him with that freeze ray from the Axis of Evil. Does he always do that?”




Penny said, “Sheldon’s not exactly known for his flexibility.”




Willow glowered at Buffy, “Did you really call me to argue physics with your neighbor? Because I was really tapped out after last night, and now I’m right in the middle of stuff. Kennedy and I are watching this really great telenovela that we have to record at night and watch it the next day because you know why we can’t watch it during evenings, and now I’m missing the big scene where we’re gonna find out why Armando hates Vittorio so much.…”




She stopped and looked at the people cowering over by the doorway. “Oh hi! You must be Leonard. Penny talks about you all the time, well, emails about you, because we don’t talk on the phone that much and I’m in Rio these days for work, although it’s pretty amazing there. I read your paper on using a helium-neon laser to test theoretical predictions on Bose-Einstein condensates, and I thought it was way smarter than you got credit for, I mean, no one else figured out how to assess whether the Gross-Pitaevskii equation really holds for the wave function of the condensate.”




Leonard blinked and said, “Penny really talks about me a lot? Oh, and thanks. The theoreticians don’t think there’s enough theory in the paper, and the experimentalists don’t think there’s enough applied. It sort of falls in the cracks around here.”




Willow smiled and said, “So you must be Raj. You’re the Rajesh Ramayan Koothrappali who worked out the theoretical limits on the object size distribution in the Kuiper belt, right?” He nodded mutely. “Nice paper. We should talk. I had a few thoughts on applying materials engineering concepts on object tensile strength to refine your estimates a teensy bit.” Raj opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He took another swallow from Penny’s schnapps.




Willow said, “And you must be Amy. After Penny mentioned you, I looked up some of your papers. That one using starfish as an animal model for cocaine addiction was brill.”




Amy made a small moue of what was supposed to be self-deprecation, but said, “Yes, it was a lot more ingenious than most neurobiology papers in the field.”




Willow walked over and stood in front of the still-gaping Sheldon. “Oh. And this is the neurotic guy who thinks he’s really smart.”




“I am most certainly not neurotic!” Sheldon snapped. “And of course I think I’m really smart, because I am really smart!”




Willow gave him a frown and said, “Well Dr. Cooper, I’m Dr. Rosenberg. I hear you have objections to the systemata I hypothesized that some beanhead named ‘the Rosenberg Postulate’. You know, I wanted to call them the Henrich Hypotheses, after my major prof, who’s really great, and not a complete creepazoid like some of her department, but nooooo, you and your friends had to go and slap your own name for stuff down, and now she doesn’t get any cred at all. I’m not happy about that.”




Raj piped up from the doorway. “And this is simply not fair! There are now five beautiful, nubile young women in the room! And Amy.”




Amy bristled at that, but Sheldon cut her off, “Excuse me, Dr. Rosenberg, but where I come from, those don’t constitute hypotheses, they’re a framework for postulation that might some day get repudiated, or perhaps in your little fantasy world might get validated, at which point they could be marked as hypotheses until further study repudiates them.”




Willow ruthlessly pointed out, “Perhaps you failed to notice, since you only do theoretical physics, but I already use the theory to do applied results, like teleportation, along with a host of other techniques, even though the methodology I use is inherently grounded in what is normally called ‘magic’ by the rest of the planet.”




Leonard looked at Buffy and checked, “Magic? As in demons and spells?”




Willow nodded. “Exactly. It’s just experimental physics, really. It merely uses less-understood power sources and produces flashier results.”




Raj asked, “Like a teleportation portal which connects two points in two different hemispheres of the planet?”




Willow said, “Right. But it’s not faster-than-light. There’s a quantum tunneling component that I’m conjecturing uses classical quantum mechanics, and that limits the speed of translation. Also, it takes a little bit to instantiate the remote portal. Still, way faster than trying to catch a jet to Pasadena.”




Sheldon snapped, “But you can’t just apply a theoretical construct like that! It takes years of study!”




Willow smiled at him in the way that you’d smile at a confused child. “What do you think books like the Pergamum Codex and the Devandiré Sibylline Codex are? They’re the records of thousands of people all doing millennia of work on physics they didn’t understand. I just worked out the physics behind the already-achievable results.”




“That’s…that’s not possible!” squawked Sheldon.




Penny smiled broadly. “Well, I guess Sheldon’s no longer the smartest person in the room.”




Raj added, “But do not worry, he will still be the haughtiest person in the room and the biggest know-it-all.”




Sheldon smiled at him, “Thank you, Raj.”




Willow looked over and said, “And hey, I’m with the complaints now, because someone put bookmarks in the Pergamum Codex! That’s not of the good!”




Miri, Tia, Penny, and even Sheldon all pointed simultaneously at Buffy. Willow fussed, “Buffy!”




Penny said, “And speaking of the complaint department, that whole ‘fake naked photos of Penny’ scam was not funny.”




Willow smiled at her. “Oh, you don’t think I’d let them really take photos of you with no clothes on, do you? No way, and there’s not a chance I’d let them put ’em up on our intranet, because that would be totally of the skanky. Even if I let Dawnie post pictures of Andrew in that dress, and I let Andrew post those pictures of Dawn and her date and her flat all covered in demon monkey poo. No, that scam was all Xander. Everyone thinks I can do anything just by wiggling my nose, so he was sure you’d believe I could turn on your webcam from Rio. Okay, I could if I really wanted to, because we’ve got the remote control software on our intranet, but I really didn’t have to, because Xander just got several people to say I did and go tell other people, so everyone thought I had, and then he got half a dozen people to tell you they’d seen the pictures on our intranet, and you totally fell for it.”




Raj must have had a lot of schnapps, because he interrupted, “Are you sure there are not any naked photos of Penny that I could enlarge and keep in my room?”




Four different women simultaneously yelled, “No!”




He flinched and asked, “Did I say that out loud?”




“Yes!”




Leonard said, “And this is why you keep ending up taking those ‘sexual harassment in the workplace’ courses with Sheldon.”




Raj lifted up one pointer finger and said, “That one was not my fault. That was all Sheldon, all the time.”




Leonard stepped over to Willow and said, “So you had experimental evidence already, and you built your framework to be explanatory, you just couldn’t admit where the experiments came from?”




Willow nodded eagerly. “Yeah!”




Leonard scratched the side of his head. “So you already knew how to integrate quantum mechanics and basic unified field theory, but you can’t tell anyone because they won’t believe you. So you need some testable predictions off the Rosenberg Postulate, like…Ooh, I got an idea.” He turned his head. “Penny? Do you mind if I drive Dr. Rosenberg over to my lab while we work out some equations?”




“Well, sure, but what about Sheldon?” she asked.




Leonard shrugged, “He can come too, but he doesn’t like experimental research.” He grabbed his smartphone and started writing down equations on it.




Willow leaned in and made some notes too. She didn’t look up as she said, “Buffy, you’ll have to deal with Sheldon on your own. This is really promising.”




Leonard and Willow walked down the stairs, debating the usefulness of different lasers for Leonard’s idea, and heterodyning suggestions.




Sheldon stared after them in horror. “Leonard! Get back here at once! Don’t you dare! I insist that you refrain from providing aid and comfort to the enemy in time of war!” Leonard didn’t turn around. Sheldon twitched, and then ran after them. “Leonard! Stop at once! I demand you cease this plan immediately!”




Buffy asked, “Is Leonard going to stop?”




Amy asserted, “Definitely. Sheldon is a man of action. Although not the kind of action I have been trying to talk him into.”




But at the same time, Penny was standing behind Amy and vigorously shaking her head no.




From far down the stairwell came an angry cry. “Leonard! Let me remind you that section 87g of the roommate agreement implicitly forbids you from doing Nobel Prize-winning work before I do!”




Sheldon yelled back up the stairs at the apartment, “Buffy Summers! Don’t think I didn’t recognize that you did this deliberately, to distract us from your alien plot to take over the world!” Then he rushed down the stairs to catch up with Leonard and Willow.




Buffy groaned, “Is he ever going to drop the ‘aliens with technology’ thing?”




Amy said, “It is extremely unlikely that he will change his mind without sound data from which we can make reliable inferences. Don’t forget Clarke’s Third Law. Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”




Buffy said, “And I guess it goes the other way, too. He can’t tell magic from hi-tech.”




Amy nodded, “Quite. Unless there is something logical and verifiable that could be done to differentiate.”




Penny groaned, “Oh what the hell…” She pulled out her phone and made a quick call. “Hi, Harmony? It’s Penny. Remember? Delivering the evil letter to Buffy? I threatened to throw a vase of holy water in your face? Right! So can you drop by the apartment building? I have someone I want you to meet. No, it’s not a good-looking guy, it’s Sheldon’s girlfriend. Sunlight? Oh, sorry. I wasn’t thinking. How about drinks at Kotiko just around the corner? Nine tonight? Great.”




Buffy whispered, “Why the hell do you have Harmony Kendall’s phone number?”




Penny admitted, “She dropped a business card with her name and number and email addy on it when she gave you that letter. I figured there might be some time we needed to contact someone in W and H. Or maybe you might want to get Dawn to deface Harmony’s Facebook page.”




Buffy gasped, “Harmony has a Facebook page? Harmony? But she’s…Never mind. Why am I even surprised?”




Then Penny turned and gave Amy a wicked smile. “I have all the proof you’ll need. She’ll meet us for drinks at nine. Don’t drive. Afterward, you’re going to need a lot of Cosmopolitans.”
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